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What Has Gone Before

Stranger of Tempest – Honour Under Moonlight – Princess of Blood – Knight of Stars

Once, Lynx was a soldier – an idealistic young man in the warrior state of So Han. As a commando lieutenant he was at the spearhead of So Han’s war of conquest, but refused to engage in the atrocities being committed. After killing his commanding officer in a duel, he was sent to the brutal To Lort prison and forced to labour in the mines there.

A decade after the end of the war, he finds himself joining a mercenary crew called Anatin’s Mercenary Deck – the Cards – on a rescue mission to the city of Grasiel. On the way, Lynx frees a young night mage called Sitain who elects to temporarily hide in their ranks. The job turns out to be protecting Toil, an agent of the city-state of Su Dregir, who has just assassinated the ruler of Grasiel before he can make an alliance with one of the most powerful Religious Militant Orders, the Knights-Charnel of the Long Dusk.

They find themselves pursued out of the city by elite Charneler troops and in an attempt to escape, Toil leads them into the ancient Duegar ruin of Shadows Deep. Crossing the city, they are beaten to the only remaining bridges across a huge underground rift by the Charnelers.

In desperation, Toil wakes a beast of legend that inhabits the lower levels of the rift, a monster that feeds on magic called a golantha. The Charnelers are massacred, but the Cards manage to lure the golantha onto the bridge and use their mage-guns to drive it over the edge.

Not long after, Toil receives word that an academic in the city of Jarrazir, on the northern edge of the great inland sea called Parthain, is close to solving the riddle of the Labyrinth that lies beneath Jarrazir. As an experienced relic hunter, Toil goes to offer her services, but the Labyrinth is opened before she arrives and the Knights-Charnel have sent their own relic hunter, Sotorian Bade, ahead of an army. Bade uses the Labyrinth to cripple the city’s defences and a full invasion of the city begins while Toil and the Cards pursue Bade, a man who abandoned her in a city-ruin years ago. Bade escapes with a huge cache of God Fragments, but Toil and her team discover a hidden chamber. Inside is a stone tree surrounded by a strange moat and when a mage called Lastani touches it, something happens to them all. Every member of the party wakes to find themselves with white tattoos on their skin, and the three mages in the group are immeasurably more powerful.

Back on the surface they find themselves in a stand-off, but their augmented mages prove the tipping point. Toil triggers a firebomb, gambling that their mages can protect them while the Charneler leadership is killed, prompting a retreat.

Their next mission is in the southern city of Caldaire, the heart of a small archipelago known as the Mage Isles. The job is a simple one, but in the course of looking for an independent supplier of ammunition for the impending war against the Knights-Charnel, Toil manages to trigger an ancient mechanism. That stirs up the thousands of winged lizards that live in the caverns beneath the city in addition to several insectile golantha. A hastily prepared defence proves no match for the monsters, and Lastani – the most skilled mage in the Cards – is killed, but they use what they learned in Shadow’s Deep to kill one. With ammunition scarce in the city and the remaining golantha likely to return the next night, Atieno proposes a startling alternative: mage-cartridges charged with a rare blend of magics known in legend as dark magic. With only a limited number of cartridges to hand, a handful of teams set out to lure the golantha into a trap, and finally they manage to kill them all, at the expense of Teshen – the Knight of Stars.

It becomes clear that their actions in Jarrazir have had wide-ranging implications for magic and the power structure of the entire Riven Kingdom. The expected war between Militant Orders may start sooner, and see greater upheaval than anyone could have ever expected before. With the prospect of the Knights-Charnel growing stronger before marching on the states of Parthain, Toil proposes a radical solution.


Interlude

(now)

‘Reckon it’s too late to become a nun and devote my life to prayer?’

Lynx grunted as they looked down from the fortress wall. Golden shafts of dawn light revealed the fields below had sprouted an impressive crop of armed wankers overnight.

‘For you, mebbe not,’ he conceded as Kas made a not entirely nun-like gesture at the mass of soldiers. ‘As for the rest of our esteemed brethren … I suspect the gods might rise again out of sheer bloody outrage.’

Even at this distance the black-and-white uniforms of the Knights-Charnel were obvious. Thousands of the bastards stared up towards the fortress. They weren’t in battle order, just scattered across the fields without any indication they meant to attack. Still, the sight was enough to make Lynx’s hand tighten around his mage-gun. Around him the last few squads of panicked Brethren of the Shards joined the Cards at the rampart wall.

‘There’s the celibacy thing though,’ Kas said.

Lynx shrugged. ‘Aye, there’s that.’

The rest of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck were spread along the wall. In a rare feat of readiness they had beaten most of their employers to the best vantage points. Lynx turned his back on the Charneler army. Puffing on one of Llaith’s roll-ups, he inspected the interior of the sanctuary-fortress.

‘You’d probably have to repent your sins,’ he warned.

‘Repent?’ Kas sucked her teeth. ‘Deepest black, that could be a tough one to say with a straight face. Some of the immoral things I’ve done were really bloody fun.’

Some officer further down the line yapped for quiet in the ranks. Kas turned her imperious gaze his way until the fuzz-lipped youth looked away, abashed. The Cards might be calling themselves the Red Scarves at the moment, but things hadn’t changed so much that they were likely to meekly obey some chinless crotch-stain who’d spent half his life in a seminary.

‘Are they going to attack?’ asked a young soldier nearby. He wore the grey and yellow of the Brethren of the Shards, a venerable and rich Militant Order that rivalled the Knights-Charnel for influence in the Riven Kingdom. Barely old enough to shave, his uniform was pristine and his mage-gun gleamed. Kas had already had to tell him to keep his fucking fingers off the trigger.

‘Attack?’ Kas snorted. ‘Look at ’em! They’re just standing around holding their dicks. I’m no student o’ siege warfare tactics, but I’m pretty sure there’s more to it than hard stares.’

‘Maybe they’re trying to summon the energy for it,’ Lynx suggested. He shouldered his own gun and yawned expansively. ‘Digging earthworks. Building pickets. Assembling trebuchets and the like. All too much like hard work for this early. Why not get breakfast in first?’

‘But they can’t starve us out, not here.’

‘Don’t expect a lot of sense from those shitweasels. Why do you think we’re on your side? Fucking Charnelers are crazy. If your lot have any snipers, have at ’em. Otherwise, this is the good bit.’

‘Good?’ the young soldier echoed.

‘Better’n the killing,’ Lynx asserted. ‘Screams, blood, shit and terror. Don’t you worry though. We’ve got the high ground, siege weapons and a whole bloody mage sanctuary to resupply us. The bad bits are mostly reserved for them that’s outside the walls.’

The armies stared at each other in silence. It was some subtle strategy to unnerve the defenders, Lynx guessed. Unfortunately, the Cards were too hungover to spell disquieted, let alone feel it without a long run-up and coffee.

All was otherwise quiet in this desolate southern corner of the Lae Valley. It was a few hundred miles east of Parthain and the Brethren of the Shards ruled supreme round here. The Charnelers, on the other hand, were a long way from home. No matter that the Brethren were less warlike than many Orders, this looked like a stupid move. Nonetheless, the five-thousand-strong Charneler army had set every city, town and commandery aflutter when news arrived of them punching deep into Brethren territory – more so when they crushed a hastily mustered response.

It was a declaration of war and one that had caught the Brethren unawares due to its audacity. Small but mobile, well beyond any lines of supply, the force of Charnelers would be slaughtered once a proper response was organised. Until then they would have every inhabitant of the huge Lae Valley guessing and shitting themselves. Lynx didn’t know what the Brethren’s leadership were doing right now, but so far it seemed to be mostly panicking over the idea of an assault.

A piercing whistle broke the silence. Most heads on the walkway turned to see Anatin craning his head in search of someone.

‘Kas!’ the man yelled.

‘Our master calls,’ Kas muttered. ‘Come on, Lynx.’

‘What’s happening?’ the young soldier asked.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said with a shake of the head. ‘We’ve got a fair bit more of the boring bit to come yet.’

They headed towards the stairway that would lead them up to the barbican’s weapon platform where Anatin stood. The sanctuary-fort occupied the entire hilltop. Magery had been employed to create a sheltered valley within the surrounding rampart. The wall was studded with catapult platforms and at either end stood a barbican built into the hillside. By contrast, the low ground inside more resembled a small town. It had streets of large stone-built warehouses, townhouse-type residences and an array of workshops. Towards the rear stood a smaller compound where forty-odd mages were confined: ‘sanctuary’ being a euphemism even among the most pious.

Overlooking a paved square in the centre of the fort was the dome of a temple to Veraimin, the Brethren’s god of choice. Barracks nestled below each keep with a mess and tavern on the near side. All told there were at least five hundred inhabitants in this small place with extensive tunnels and storerooms beneath too. Brethren soldiers were of course in charge of the sanctuary, artillery and magazines. Operating as a battalion of the Red Scarves mercenary company now, the Cards were one of eight detachments sent to bolster numbers at key strongholds in the region.

‘Night’s whispers, take yer fucking time, eh, woman?’ Anatin yelled down at them. They were in no rush, Lynx could see that, but the moment of levity seemed to ease some of the tension at the wall.

They ascended four sets of stone steps that twisted around the back of the keep. At the upper platform two teams stood at their catapults. Past them were Anatin and Toil alongside the Abbot-Protector of the sanctuary, two of his officers and a pair of soldiers.

‘Who are these?’ one of the aides snapped.

‘Well now, Sergeant-Prior, the pretty one’s my scout, got the best eyes in the battalion. The other one’s had some experience with siege warfare so also might be useful.’

‘You think I’m pretty, boss?’ Lynx beamed.

Anatin gave him a half-cut grin. ‘Sure, just more of ya to love. Ain’t that what I always say?’

Kas walked forward and gave the officers a vague nod. ‘Guess that makes me the expert then. In my professional opinion, all the best sieges start with morons standing idly in a field.’

All three Brethren officers were pale and fleshy men with narrow piggish eyes and greasy drooping moustaches. That seemed to be the standard in these parts from what Lynx could tell. It seemed a form of piety within the Brethren of the Shards to imitate your elders’ distressing grooming mistakes, perhaps to encourage Kas’s flirtation with celibacy.

‘Is that a deputation coming this way?’ Anatin asked as Kas joined him at the wall.

‘Five people,’ she confirmed. ‘Three in black and whites, two out of uniform.’

‘Scouts?’

‘Mebbe. Women I reckon. One of ’em is carrying something. Probably a flag of parlay.’

‘We have nothing to discuss,’ the Abbot-Protector declared. ‘Shoot them.’

‘Under a flag of parlay?’ Anatin gasped, wide-eyed. ‘My Lord Abbot! I’d expect that sort o’ talk from those goat-fuckers, but I thought your lot had some principles.’

‘They wage war upon us! They have no doubt come to steal our holiest relics. There is no truce or compromise to come to.’

‘I must protest all the same,’ Anatin said. ‘The Red Scarves is a noble company o’ the highest reputation. What with all my many years o’ steadfast service, what’d Commander Deshar think o’ me if I besmirched the sacred code o’ mercen— Um, mercenariness? Mercenarydom?’

The Sergeant-Prior took a step forward. One hand moved to his holstered mage-pistol.

‘He would think you obey orders, Commander,’ the man growled. ‘Your contract with us includes no stipulations or limitations. Do not pretend your profession is so honourable.’

Anatin shrugged. ‘Pretty sure he’d ask why we were in such a hurry to start the siege, but fair enough. I guess the job description does boil down to killing arseholes for money.’

He raised his voice. ‘Right then – boys and girls of the Red Scarves an’ everything in between, weapons ready! Get into position to kill these arseholes. Fire on my signal!’

His order was rapidly passed down the line. Some of the mercenaries shifted to get a better position while their allies watched. For his part, Anatin pulled the mage-pistol from his belt and checked the cartridge.

‘You think you will hit them with a pistol at this range?’ the Sergeant-Prior scoffed.

Anatin grinned. ‘Nah, o’ course not,’ he said. ‘That’d be daft.’

‘What then?’

‘Reckon I’ll just surrender instead,’ Anatin said, just before shooting the Abbot-Protector in the face.


Chapter 1

(four months earlier)

The great north wind was born deep in the ice-bound mountains of the north, far beyond the limits of human civilisation. It scoured vast and barren valleys that nestled in the lee of a thousand nameless peaks. There the air was so cold and thin it could kill in minutes. Channelled across the huge inland sea known as Hinholm, it created a vast, flat sheet of ice that melted only for one brief, magnificent month of the year.

Many citizens of Siquil had already departed for the seasonal villages that huddled in the crumpled cliffs of Hinholm’s shore. They were there to join the frantic and savage summer hunts. Some to trap the strange cold-water beasts that crept onto land to spawn, others to set out in the narrowboats after white-eyed toothfish or vast shoals of red shrimp.

The days were long in the northern summer and the work was hard, but it was a lucrative month. The salt fields not far away ensured that the catch would last, and the whole of the north was an eager market. In the meantime, the city became oddly quiet and peaceful. Even the lower districts, away from the bustle of the river’s industry and the various enclaves of religious and banking endeavours, possessed a rare serenity.

As he did every day before his scheduled patrol, Sergeant Delgar paused at the top of the watch-house steps. There he looked down over the streets of his domain. He had walked them in the iron-grey uniform of the Knights-Artificer of Jekir for more than twenty years now. He knew the denizens like family – indeed, a good few were exactly that.

Just one look was enough to tell him what sort of a day would unfold; walking the streets, poking his head into a dozen or more doorways before eventually relieving the guards on the main south gate.

In truth he could tell by the sound of the city that nothing more was needed. All the same, the sight of Siquil’s dour granite streets, softened by the summer sun, was a welcome one. As Corporal Seless joined him, just a grunt passed between the old friends. Each of them slipped on the black leather helm that Siquil’s watch were known for and started out.

Delgar headed down the steps into the late evening shadows, his mind on what entertainment the night might bring later. After patrol they stood at the gate for two hours. Mostly it involved talking and watching, trusting their instincts to catch the slightest thing out of place. The shift proved typically uneventful. As the pair started their long looping patrol back to the watch-house, it was with the light step of men at ease with the world.

As was their way, the final patrol paused at a large, old tavern that at night doubled as a fighting den – one of several in the city. A faded sign hung above the door, almost as old as Delgar was. He remembered the vivid colours from his childhood – staring up in wonder at the red-rimmed board that portrayed a mechanical dragon draped in fantastical strips of colour.

Even in a Knight-Artificer city the image had seemed a marvel. Something worthy of all their industry and skill. Growing up he’d only ever seen a jerky model no bigger than his knee. It was a disappointment that, in quiet honesty, Delgar had never fully forgiven Siquil’s renowned craftsmen for.

The Clockwork Dragon wasn’t busy as they reached it. He banged a fist on the door and its owner, Koail, opened up the barred window without the usual babble of noise behind.

‘Quiet night?’ Delgar asked. ‘Or are you closed?’

Koail waved a dismissive hand. ‘A private booking, my friend, but you are, of course, welcome. Come!’

He ushered the two inside and pulled the door shut behind out of habit. The fighting dens were a popular pastime in Siquil and betting was fierce. No one entered without Koail’s say-so. He was a genial and rotund man who seemed to constantly be sweating with nerves, but he had a tough side that meant Delgar’s patronage was more of a technicality than true protection.

‘Vissil,’ Koail called to his wife. ‘Drinks for Delgar and Seless.’

While the beer was being poured, Delgar took a moment to inspect the tavern. It was indeed quiet, but far from empty. There was an air of anticipation that put him on edge. Thirty or forty men and women stood around the square room – in the centre of which was the fighting pit. Sloped sides led down to a level dirt floor about ten yards square, empty for the present but still half the onlookers were turned that way.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked, eyeing the assembled strangers.

They were mercenaries, that much was obvious from the sheer range of faces on show. A mean-looking group, all sporting red scarves around their necks. They were all drinking, but the tension was making most shift restlessly rather than enjoy the beer.

The greater part were olive-skinned Parthish types with a scattering of darker southerners. One glowering westerner had to be Hanese while there was also a huge man even paler than the locals of Siquil. By his face he looked to be from Shuderi to the north-east where, once, half the champions of the old kingdom had come from. Delgar remembered little from his childhood lessons beyond the twelve prayers to Lord Veraimin, but they had all listened, enthralled, to the tales of the time when the kingdom had not been riven.

‘A duel,’ Koail told him, a flicker of nervousness in his eyes. ‘A blood duel. I told them nothing could take place until you got here, to sanction it.’

‘Are these our guests of honour?’ called a rough voice, confirming the Parthish conclusion.

A burly woman with red hair stepped to one side to reveal the mercenary’s commander. He was greying and thin. Once handsome perhaps, but years in his profession had left him weathered and one-handed as well as scarred by a sparker on his face.

‘They are, Captain Adrin,’ Koail said as Vissil brought two tankards over.

‘In which case their drinks are on me,’ Adrin declared. ‘Come, join me, my new friends!’

‘What’s this about a blood feud?’ Delgar demanded, one hand on his mage-pistol.

‘Aha, the main entertainment for the night!’ Adrin said with an expansive gesture, spilling a little beer onto the mercenary beside him. ‘It’s a long and sordid tale, Corporal Delgar. I will not bore you with the details. Suffice to say that one of our number has been challenged to a duel.’

‘Parthish mercenaries bothering to duel rather than just drunkenly beat the snot out of each other?’ Seless interrupted in his gravelly rumble. ‘Since when?’

‘Since one of our number was from Olostir,’ Adrin explained. ‘Please, join me.’

He indicated two of the seats at his table and the mercenaries standing around it moved respectfully aside.

‘Come on, shift yourselves,’ Adrin chided his troops. ‘Give the fine men of the watch some space.’

With that encouragement the mercenaries cleared the ground around Adrin’s table so the watchmen didn’t have armed foreigners looming over them. Delgar glanced at Seless, who shrugged. The pair sat. Adrin was accompanied by a tall, stern-looking woman and a battered older man with stained fingers and a pipe clamped between his teeth.

‘Our comrade,’ Adrin continued, ‘is an exile from Olostir – of noble blood you understand, but less than noble spirit. I don’t condemn him for that, the bugger’s a dear friend o’ mine, but it’s no surprise he didn’t last in genteel circles!’

‘And the duel?’

‘Some young buck from the old country, tracked Salvir down over a year or more. Turns out he wants his head for killing his father. The usual shit about honour an’ family, right? Anyway, we was all for killing the mouthy bugger, but o’ course that’d be murder and we’re most respectful of local laws.’

Seless laughed. ‘You mean you thought it’d be better to bet on the fight instead?’

‘You wound me!’ Adrin exclaimed with a broad grin, clutching at his chest. ‘Never would such a thought have crossed our minds – until Salvir said he wanted to do the duel all proper like. At that point we thought a few beers and a quiet wager might not be so awful after all.’

‘They’ve paid,’ Koail added. ‘A good sum for the use of the pit.’

‘If our boy wants to fight, we’ll not bother hanging around some back alley,’ Adrin said. ‘Too cold and there’s no beer.’

‘Cold? It’s summer.’

‘Not compared to our last posting,’ Adrin said with a theatrical shiver. ‘Not by a long shot.’

‘Both men are determined to fight?’ Delgar asked.

‘They are – both trained Olostiran duellists. Should be a good show.’

One look at Seless was enough to tell Delgar that his friend was excited by the prospect. The Knights-Artificer of Jekir was one Militant Order that hadn’t spent much time out east trying to convert the heathens, so there was little animosity towards Olostir. All the same they’d heard tales of the swordsmen; grand duels conducted in the pillared halls of palaces or before crowds of thousands.

‘I’m sure we can turn our eye the other way then,’ Delgar decided. ‘So long as we get to see the pair before we make our bets, that is.’

Adrin’s face lit up and he clapped his hands together. ‘Summon our contestants!’

Delgar and Seless both took long drinks and settled back in their seats. Someone on the far side of the fighting pit went to knock on a pair of doors there. Soon the first of the doors opened, prompting a general shifting of feet and a rise in the mutters of anticipation.

Delgar watched a man close to his own age walk out, tall and proud with a younger man’s lean physique on show. He wore only boots and an Olostiran kilt, an ornate rapier sheathed in his hands. When the second door opened, a shorter, younger man with a deep frown and plainer kilt emerged. Neither looked at the other, they both stared straight at Delgar as he tried to see which he would be backing.

‘Sorry ’bout this,’ Adrin muttered, glancing over his shoulder.

‘Eh?’

Delgar didn’t get anything more out as something smashed into the side of his head. He pitched sideways, stars bursting before his eyes. An arm clamped around his throat and held him upright. He struggled in panic at the choking grip, distantly aware of hands clawing at his gun and pistol. More hands grabbed his arms and held him fast.

‘What’s going on?’ Koail roared in the background.

Delgar twisted and bucked but couldn’t dislodge the hold on him. His ears began to roar as the squeeze on his neck became unbearable. In his exertions he didn’t hear what else was said – everything was just a distant burble.

Darkness started to intrude. He felt something kick his leg and realised Seless was also fighting for his life. With every last ounce of strength left in his body he fought to free himself, but whoever was holding him had an arm like oak. His strength faltered, his body went limp, and the world faded from view.

After that, there was nothing.

‘What have you done?’ Koail wailed. The man backed up against the bar where his wife had retreated. Both froze in the next moment as two mercenaries levelled their mage-guns.

‘Nothing bad,’ a woman snapped as she eased Seless to the ground. ‘Piss me around and I’ll kill ’em both – you too. Understand?’

‘But … But they’re Knights-Artificer soldiers!’ Koail babbled, too shocked to take the warning. ‘You can’t just—’

‘I can and I have,’ the woman said. ‘No reason anyone needs to die over it.’

‘You sure about that?’ Adrin drawled. ‘Don’t stuff like “not killin’ folks” get us kicked out of the fraternity of mercenaries or somethin’?’

She grinned. ‘I reckon your reputation’s safe, Adrin.’

‘Oh no doubt,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t mean we should pass up the opportunity to further my fearsome legend though.’

‘It’s sweet you think you’re more’n a footnote in my legend,’ the woman said, ‘but sure, we can hire someone to embellish the truth if we survive.’ She turned to Koail. ‘Now – you and your staff are going to have a quiet night in, understand? Anyone alerts the authorities and we’ll leave a blazing ruin behind as we blow a path out of here.’

Koail opened his mouth to speak then shut it again. He nodded. ‘I understand. What do you want us to do?’

‘Just keep quiet and out of the way.’ She pointed down at the two guards. ‘Someone shift these two into one of the fighter’s rooms. Strip them and tie them up.’

‘Strip them?’ Vissil gasped. ‘Oh. Oh!’

‘No!’ Koail said a moment later. ‘You can’t be—’

‘A lack of ambition has never been my problem,’ the woman replied.

‘But it’s madness! It’s suicide!’

One of the mercenaries, the big Hanese with the tattoo on his face, laughed at that. ‘Both o’ those are something of a speciality of ours,’ he said. ‘Watch and learn, my friend.’

‘Or rather, don’t,’ the woman added. ‘Doing either might get you killed.’


Chapter 2

In the darkest hours of night in Siquil, three figures had the winding streets to themselves. Two soldiers in the livery of the Knights-Artificer of Jekir supported a tall dark-skinned man with greying hair. A cloudy night left the skyriver a merest suggestion. It was barely noticeable that the soldiers weren’t as pale as most Knights-Artificer. Nor that the coat of one barely stretched across his broad frame.

The pair escorted their charge, hands bound behind his back and unsteady on his feet, to the fortress that occupied the eastern flank of the city. As with many Knights-Artificer buildings, it was a piecemeal construction that had been near constantly developed over the two centuries of its existence.

Their destination was the watch-house on the northern corner. It was flanked by the ugly block of the city gaol and the Lesser Tower, while behind stood a large complex of buildings. A mage sanctuary nestled there with barracks and workshops, a fortress wall and the imposing presence of the Greater Tower beyond.

A gas lamp sputtered outside the watch-house portico. Its weak pool of light revealed little beyond their uniforms. In the brief seconds it took to reach the door, even an observant guard would have noticed little. The iron-grey uniform, slashed with red, showed one to be a sergeant, one a corporal. No voice challenged them as they entered the gloom of the portico. When the sergeant banged a fist on the door it opened moments later. Yellow light spilled out, illuminating the muzzle of a mage-pistol to the surprise of the man who’d opened it.

‘Wha—’

He didn’t get any further. Lynx unceremoniously jammed the muzzle into his mouth and shoved him backwards. The hallway of the watch-house was a square room with a smooth stone floor, partitioned by a wooden wall across the middle. A heavy door was set into that partition with a large barred window. Two Knights-Artificer stared in astonishment through the barred window. Before they could react, the pair flinched, then simply folded up, collapsing to the ground.

By the time the soldier who’d opened the door had got over his surprise, Toil had slipped around behind him. She swung an arm around his neck just as Lynx removed the pistol and used his free hand to punch him in the gut. Winded and outnumbered, the soldier went down quickly. Lynx scrambled up the nearby steps to check the cramped guardroom above the portico. There was only space for two men to crouch in there anyway, but on a quiet night in the city the soldier who’d opened the door was alone.

As Lynx descended, Toil checked through the bars in the partition. She had her pistol at the ready, but all that came from the far side was a woman’s voice.

‘Don’t you trust me?’

Toil shook her head. ‘I trust you, Sitain,’ she said, ‘but bad luck can catch us all out.’

‘It’s all clear,’ Sitain replied, ‘so come and get me out of this bloody cell.’

Lynx peeked through the barred window. ‘No difficulty in getting arrested then?’

She made an obscene gesture but laughed a moment later. ‘I used all my charm to get the job done,’ Sitain said. ‘Just like you Cards taught me.’

‘Pah, you can’t teach talent,’ Toil snorted, ‘only hone it. Atieno, get the lock. Lynx, the bolts.’

Both men jumped to their assigned jobs. Lynx secured the door they had entered through in case someone happened to follow them in. Atieno placed his hand over the metal lock of the partition wall’s door.

‘These clever little artificers with their ingenious little locks,’ he muttered to himself. ‘It’s almost a shame to waste their work.’

The air around his hand darkened and seemed to twist inward. Flecks of grey-blue burst in the air before, with a jolt, Atieno shoved his hand right into the metal. Fat drops of silvery liquid ran out from beneath his hand, forming trails down the old aged oak of the door.

‘Almost a shame,’ Toil agreed, ‘but right now it’s just in our way.’

She yanked the door open and strode through. A row of three iron cages were set into the wall. In the nearest was Sitain, the young night mage holding onto the bars as though impatient to be released. A bundled figure lay on the cot of the next, unmoving.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Some beggar,’ Sitain said. ‘I got the impression they take pity on him from time to time. Let him sleep in the cell where it’s warmer than outside.’

‘You put him out?’ Toil asked.

Sitain’s scowled. ‘Course I bloody did. No witnesses, right?’

Atieno went to the cage door and slipped finger and thumb around the bolt that kept it closed. Again his magic darkened the dim room for a moment. Then the metal seemed to collapse in on itself and run out onto the floor. Sitain opened the door so quickly she almost hit him with it, giving the man an apologetic look as she slipped through.

‘That’s better,’ Sitain said, wringing her hands.

Lynx clapped a hand on her shoulder. She tensed before biting off whatever bitter little comment she’d been about to say. For all that she was rightly afraid of ending up a prisoner somewhere like this, Lynx was the one who knew most about such things.

‘Time for the next step,’ Toil said, turning to the corridor beyond.

There were two doors, one off to the right and a second at the far end. Only the one at the end was locked, but the first thing Toil did was find a key for the nearer of the two. That led to the rest of the watch-house where the danger lay. She inserted the key and locked it before slipping a few slivers of metal in around it. Turning the key a little one way then the other, it wasn’t long before the mechanism jammed entirely.

‘Sure that’ll hold?’ Lynx whispered.

‘Long enough,’ she confirmed. ‘That’s the easy bit.’

‘Won’t they just put an earther through the door?’

Toil shook her head. ‘Inside their own damn fortress? It’d punch a hole right through the building – they’re zealots but they’re not insane.’

She turned to Sitain and brandished a second key. ‘Barrack rooms – ten yards from there,’ she said softly, pointing left, ‘to there,’ moving right. ‘Put them all out, okay?’

The other three stepped back to let Sitain do her thing. They all knew her control was far better now – perhaps lacking in sophistication, but this wasn’t ritual work. Raw night magic would knock out anyone she directed it at. Thanks to the Labyrinth of Jarrazir, Sitain was the most powerful night mage in all of Urden. The question for her these days was holding back enough.

Lynx felt his skin grow warm as Sitain prepared herself. All three of the watching Cards glowed with white light. The willow-pattern tattoos they’d acquired in the Labyrinth pulsed as Sitain drew on the reserve of power. He felt rather than saw the wave of magical energy surge out from Sitain’s outstretched hands. The mage looked like she was conducting an orchestra or operating a puppet. Reaching out with deft little flicks of the fingers, she was getting a sense of the rooms beyond to limit her sweep.

Lynx held his breath, but no sound came even once she’d broken off.

‘We good?’ Toil breathed.

‘Good,’ Sitain agreed, looking a little glazed for a moment until she gathered herself.

‘How about you?’ Lynx asked.

‘Light-headed,’ she admitted, ‘but I’m fine. Give me a moment and I’ll be ready.’

Lynx nodded and readied his mage-gun just in case. Toil unlocked the door and eased it open. There was a broad corridor that opened out into a common room. Doors left and right led to a bunkroom and officers’ mess. Most of the soldiers were in bed of course, already snoring by the time Sitain put them into a deeper sleep.

Three men had been in the common room. Lynx rescued one from drowning in a bowl of stew. Atieno batted out the smouldering ends of another’s hair that had fallen too close to a candle. Beyond that, all was fine and secure. They spent a short while tying hands and gagging the soldiers, all except for Sitain who found herself a chair to rest in. By the time they were done she looked much recovered and repeated her feat upwards. Standing in the centre of the room she looked like a sorceress out of an old book Lynx had once read.

Almost, anyway, he reflected. I think the book had more flowing robes and magical pendants, less of the gunbelts and stained greatcoat.

While it was impossible to tell if she’d been successful, Toil didn’t ask again. Sitain would mention it if there was a problem. Instead, she just flopped back down. Lynx checked she was okay and received a weak nod, while Atieno gathered up all the guns and cartridge cases he could find to deposit into a canvas bag.

Toil meanwhile stripped off the outer part of the uniform she’d been wearing to reveal her usual clothes and a small bag slung under one arm. From this she removed a metal contraption the length of her arm and put a hand into the open end of it.

‘Time to see if our research and guesswork is correct,’ she commented as she paced out the floor.

‘Has to be,’ Lynx muttered, as much to himself as anyone. ‘They’re clever, not devious, the Knights-Artificer.’

Once she was satisfied with her position, Toil crouched. She nodded briefly. ‘This stone floor’s encouraging,’ she admitted, ‘but we’ll soon find out.’

A bright lance of white flame about a foot long spat out of the object’s far end and she angled it down at the stone floor. The flame was as thin as an icer-shot, but tinged yellow. It hissed and spat as it made contact with the stone, cutting into it with ease. Toil sliced a section away, cutting at angles so it could be removed by Lynx.

Even through a thick pair of gloves Lynx could feel the heat of those edges. He discarded the piece quickly as Toil moved on to the next. It was slow going, but once the first piece was out there was more space for Lynx to get his hands in and lift the chunks. The floor turned out to be thicker than they’d thought, but eventually they broke through to the room below and a dark space was revealed.

‘How are you feeling, Atieno?’ Toil asked, frowning at the hole she’d cut. ‘This is getting slower. I think the magic inside it is running out and neither of you can renew it.’

‘I can enlarge the hole,’ the greying mage said. ‘Do as much as it lasts for and I’ll finish.’

She nodded and cut a long diagonal line from the edge of the hole. That done she started again from the other end to allow Lynx to put his hand in and support the block. When they had cut out another chunk there was only enough room for him to fit his leg in, but the device Toil was using sputtered and died. She gave it an experimental tap then shrugged and set it to one side.

‘Ah well – it’s a Duegar artefact. The fact it bloody works at all is a minor miracle.’

Atieno put a hand on Lynx’s shoulder and knelt with a groan and a pop of the knee. Once settled, he waved Lynx away and bent over the hole, drawing on his magic enough to make them all glow.

The tempest mage brushed his fingers around the inside of the hole. It looked like more of a gentle inspection, but under his touch the stone started to crumble and flake.

‘Fortunately stone doesn’t take much persuading to turn into smaller bits of stone,’ he said with a small laugh.

‘Not now you’re the most powerful of your kind anyway,’ Toil said.

He paused and glanced up at her. ‘There is still a toll,’ Atieno said in a severe tone. ‘My capacity to resist it is greater, but no other tempest mage would even attempt what you ask.’

‘Less complaining, more working,’ she retorted, not even a little abashed.

Atieno looked at her a moment longer then grunted and continued to work away at the stone. Soon the fragments were pattering down to the floor of the room below. Nothing large enough to make a sound and alert the guards, but steady progress all the same. The hole Toil had made was awkward and stepped as she worked in stages downwards, but it meant she’d done most of the work. Atieno only had to contend with the last few inches.

As soon as there was enough space for a person to slip through, Toil gave Sitain a pat on the leg. The night mage blinked dully at her for a moment then seemed to remember what they were doing.

‘Your turn again.’

With Lynx’s help, Sitain lay on the floor and put her head through the hole. As a night mage her vision in the dark was second to none.

‘There’s a cabinet – no wait, several.’

‘Can you see what’s in them?’

‘No, but I can bloody smell them. We’re in the right place.’

Toil grinned. ‘Locks?’

‘Small – reckon you could jemmy them.’

‘Small mercies,’ Atieno muttered, wiping his brow. ‘I’m not sure I’d fit through that gap yet.’

‘Sounds like this is a job for a relic hunter,’ Toil declared, cocking her head at Lynx. ‘Unless you’d prefer to …’

‘Ha ha,’ he said good-naturedly, knowing he’d have no chance of fitting through. ‘Now fuck off into your hole like a good little mouse.’

He anchored a rope while Toil worked her way through the irregular gap and eased herself down to the floor. She wasn’t worried about being totally silent. The vault door between her and the guards outside was thick enough to withstand significant assault.

‘I’m down,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got.’

Lynx and Atieno peered through the hole. Down in the vault they could see the faint glow of Toil’s Duegar lamp as it cast its strange bluish light around the bare floor. The light was weak and only traced the outline of the room. Still, it was enough to show Lynx that there were large chests on either side of the cabinets – likely the main treasury of Siquil. Given their hosts were some of the foremost metalworkers and artificers in the Riven Kingdom there was probably a fortune in there. This wasn’t their largest city, but it was an important part of their domain. Anywhere that produced as many mage-cartridges as Siquil did was going to be wealthy.

Just as well we didn’t bring the rest of the Cards, Lynx reflected. They might forget we’re after something even more valuable and just grab whatever they can carry.

A grunt and the splintering of wood came from below, indicating Toil had broken the lock on one cabinet. That done, she paused and took a second look at the whole cabinet.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘These ingenious artificers,’ Toil mused. ‘When do they ever avoid the chance to show how clever they are?’

‘You think there’s a trap?’

‘There’s space for one – look. The doors on this cabinet are at the top but there’s a whole lower section with no obvious purpose.’

‘You’ve already broken in though.’

‘I haven’t opened the door.’ She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t smell right – too easy.’

Toil moved to one side, sliding her hand over the lower section to see what she could feel. Eventually, she came upon something that made her pause then chuckle. She moved a little further then stopped again.

‘Interesting, it’s worked into the design.’

From the side she reached over and opened the cabinet door. There was a sudden flash of movement that Lynx barely caught. It looked like a half-dozen gigantic steel claws flashing out from near ground level. As thick as swords and even longer, they lashed forward and curled up back to head height. If Toil had been anywhere in front of the cabinet she’d have been impaled.

As quickly as they emerged, the claws retracted with a mechanical click. Toil waited a moment longer then chanced a look around inside. The sight made her whistle.

‘They’re there?’

‘Can’t you see?’

Lynx shifted so he could get a better view, then realised what she was talking about. There was a dull glow coming from inside the cabinet – white light that shifted strangely, streaks of yellow and pink drifting over Toil as she stared. The relic hunter didn’t linger for long. All too aware they were pressed for time, she broke the second lock and stepped well clear. A tug opened the other door and more steel claws raked the empty space in front of the cabinet.

Once they had retracted, flickers of green and blue added to the show of lights.

‘Careful!’ Lynx protested as Toil started chucking the God Fragments into a small bag.

‘Careful?’ Toil echoed. ‘Of the famously invulnerable shards of the gods themselves? They might look like glowing chunks of crystal, but they ain’t.’

Lynx hesitated. ‘Fine,’ he muttered. ‘Still …’

She stopped and squinted up at them. ‘Mind you, there’s one thing in this life that’s dangerous to a God Fragment, isn’t there, Atieno? Maybe you want to step back when I pass this lot up?’

The ageing mage nodded. By accident he had destroyed the one God Fragment left as a parting gift from Sotorian Bade in the Labyrinth of Jarrazir. It seemed some combination of tempest magic and the willow tattoos linking them to the stone tree meant Atieno could now do the impossible. The Cards were still coming to terms with that fact, given its momentous implications for the entire Riven Kingdom.

‘I think I would need to touch them directly,’ Atieno commented, ‘but let us test it another time.’

He stepped away when Toil tossed the bag up to Lynx. The prize secure, Lynx held the rope tight while Toil climbed back up. She sat on the edge, breathing hard for a few moments before setting about gathering her kit.

‘Stage two,’ Toil ordered, looking at Lynx and Atieno.

‘Are you sure about this?’ Lynx asked.

‘We ain’t forcing them,’ she replied. ‘Just giving them a choice. Who could ask for more’n that in this life?’

‘Still.’

‘Yeah, I know – but we need the diversion. It might smell a bit to your delicate sensibilities, but the mission comes first.’

‘That’s no argument,’ Atieno said.

Toil sighed. ‘The pair of you … I already have a nagging mother, you know? Fine – we’re offering an oppressed people a chance at freedom. Shove that up your moral philosophy and see how it tastes.’

Lynx shook his head but didn’t argue. He fetched the long sack of mage-guns and a dozen cartridge cases. Atieno went to the door at the far end and unlocked it as Toil nudged Sitain up. The night mage groaned but didn’t linger. She went to the door and opened it as gently as she could, peering through the darkness beyond.

‘Looks clear,’ she breathed.

Sitain edged out and checked further off to the right but saw nothing she was unhappy about. They crossed a narrow cobbled strip of courtyard that was too small for anything more than rubbish and a lean-to of split wood. On the other side, however, was a solid gate set into a wall fifteen feet high and topped with jagged protrusions of metal. Simply from the way the metal was angled, it was clear to all that this was intended to keep people in rather than out.

At the gate, Atieno made short work of the lock. Fat flakes of rust blew away in the cold evening breeze as his tempest magic corroded the entire lock housing. At last he was satisfied and they pushed the door open as quietly as they could. Sitain squeaked in surprise as four faces appeared through the gloom, pale and rounded shapes bundled in heavy grey blankets.

‘Who are you?’ an old man asked hoarsely in Jevesh. ‘What is happening?’

‘Friends,’ Lynx replied in the same language, hoping he wasn’t going to have to remember much more than that.

He offered the sack of guns and cartridge cases. The people on the other side stared blankly at him, not moving. As well as the old man there was a middle-aged woman, a teenage boy and a child of no more than five. Lynx couldn’t tell if it was a girl or a boy from what he could see of their face. In his limited experience, there wasn’t really much difference at that age anyway.

The teenager hissed suddenly and lunged forward. Lynx almost punched him, so abrupt was the movement, but he realised the boy was just jerking free of his grandfather’s grip. He grabbed the sack from Lynx and turned with a defiant look, daring the others to argue. They stared a little longer, then the old man reached for the cartridge cases. Behind him, Lynx noticed Toil and turned to see her raise the ring of keys she’d taken. She pointed back towards the outside door they’d entered by and the old man nodded.

The woman looked less sure, but after a few moments with something unspoken between her and the youth, she nodded.

‘Thank you,’ she said in broken Parthish, taking a mage-gun from the sack.

Lynx nodded and they backed away as the woman closed the gate again. Presumably there would be others they would need to discuss it with first, which was fine by him. A head start would be useful on unfamiliar streets when the rest of the company was halfway across the city.

The four Cards retreated into the guardhouse, closing but not locking the doors behind them. They all took greatcoats and hats from the main room in case there were guards looking down from the walls and crossed back to the main door.

‘How does the saying go again?’ Toil said with a soft laugh. ‘Give a man a gun and he’s free for a day? Teach him how to shoot and he’s a mercenary the rest of his short life?’

‘You’ve been hanging around Anatin too long,’ Lynx muttered. ‘That sounds like one of his sayings.’

‘Never let it be said I don’t respect the wisdom of my elders,’ Toil said as she unlocked the door.

Outside the street looked dead quiet. She placed the keys in a prominent position on the floor and took a step out into the weak gaslight. No volleys of gunfire rang out. No squads of troops emerged from the shadows. She gave a nod and shouldered the bag of stolen God Fragments.

‘Let’s go.’


Chapter 3

Lynx led the way through empty streets, mage-gun on his shoulder but greatcoat unbuttoned so he could reach his pistol. Fortunately, they encountered no trouble on the way. Only once did they even have to take a diversion, ducking into a dingy alley as they spotted a genuine Knights-Artificer patrol. Before long they were back at the Clockwork Dragon and bustled inside to the relative warmth within.

‘Success?’ Anatin asked. He had a companionable hand resting on the tavern owner’s shoulder as he admitted them.

‘Yes,’ Toil said. ‘Time to lock the civilians up.’

Koail, the owner, started to protest but the words died at a sharp look from Toil.

‘It’s better for you – less chance they think you were in on it.’ She offered a humourless smile. ‘Less chance I have to burn this place down and leave no witnesses.’

The man shut his mouth with a snap. He ushered his wife and the tavern’s willowy barmaid into the cellar room – easily locked and secure enough that they wouldn’t break out too fast. Once that was done, Toil went to pour herself a drink, aware all the eyes in the room were on her.

‘Well?’ Safir asked eventually.

The Knight of Snow had dressed again, rapier hanging from his belt and mage-gun back in his hands. At his side stood his adopted son, Layir, who had certainly also come from their homeland of Olostir but as a child in Safir’s care. The young man now cut a rakish figure in a leather jacket the colour of old bone emblazoned with his card, the fourteen of Snow.

Toil smiled and knocked back her drink before depositing her bag on the table. She reached inside and pulled out a knuckle-sized chunk of yellowish crystal. Or what looked like crystal anyway. The God Fragment glowed with a very faint inner light, facets not as sharp as cut gemstones but to her eye it was flawless in its own unique way.

As she touched the shard, Toil could feel a change in the air, some sort of faint sound on the edge of hearing. One that didn’t seem to have bothered with her ears. It was low and drawn-out, more like the deep breath of a mountain than any person or beast. Alive in its own way, but barely one she could fathom.

‘How many?’ Safir asked.

She put the fragment down on the table and emptied out the rest of their haul. The room immediately became brighter – to gasps from the Cards, even those who’d seen the hoard recovered from the burned shell of Jarrazir’s arena.

‘Thirty-odd,’ Toil said, pushing her finger through the pile.

All five of the gods were represented, mostly Veraimin and Catrac. She held a hand up as the Cards instinctively pressed forward. Best no grubby little paws played with their prize, but even Deern seemed reluctant to actually touch the fragments.

As Toil moved them around, those fragments that touched the others seemed to shift and turn of their own volition. It reminded her of magnetic iron she had seen in the past; obeying their own strange and unseen forces. Two of the larger chunks of Catrac clacked together suddenly without being touched. She tapped them and they fell apart again.

‘Is that enough?’

She nodded. ‘For our purposes, easily. In fact …’ Toil picked up one of the smaller pieces and tossed it to Atieno. Startled, the tempest mage juggled it for a moment then held it up in the palm of his fingerless glove, a questioning look on his face.

‘Go on,’ Toil urged. ‘We need to know.’

With a reluctant look, Atieno picked it up between finger and thumb, holding the pinkish fragment up for the room to see. They waited a heartbeat then the fragment seemed to fold in upon itself. It collapsed into dust that briefly sparkled and vanished before it even reached the floor. The few vaguely pious members of the Cards groaned. Foren, the quiet company quartermaster, looked like he was about to be sick. Others craned forward, astonished, but Toil didn’t wait.

‘Sitain, your turn.’

She indicated a piece of Veraimin and Sitain picked it up. She did the same as Atieno, holding it up so the room could see. Even after contact with her skin the tattooed night mage had no effect.

‘Try channelling magic through it,’ someone suggested.

‘No!’ Toil barked, scrambling backwards. ‘Shitting gods, are you mad?’

‘What?’

‘She’ll put us all out! Her power magnified through a God Fragment? The bloody Knights-Artificer will find us come morning – asleep around the evidence we perpetrated the greatest crime they could imagine.’

‘Well, nothing’s happening right now,’ Sitain said after a pause. ‘Maybe this one’s broken.’

Toil laughed at the notion. ‘Yeah, mebbe. Only one way to check,’ she said, nodding towards Atieno.

‘I’m not your performing monkey, you know,’ he said.

‘We know,’ Deern called from the crowd. ‘That’s Lynx’s job.’

Atieno took the fragment and held it up. Again, after a second of contact with his fingers the shard of the God of the Sun itself crumbled to nothingness.

‘There’s a burst of magic each time he does that, by the way,’ Sitain said. ‘A big one.’

Despite her exertions and the late hour, she looked bright and alert. Eyes wide, grin broad and pupils large and black as though she was high on something particularly enjoyable. Toil took a look at Atieno as he nodded his agreement. The man also looked enlivened and ready for action.

Never more handsome either, Toil thought, smiling inwardly. Gods, he’s almost old enough to be my father! Maybe the power of the gods lends a man an extra something?

‘How much?’ she asked. ‘Like you’re full to bursting or what?’

Sitain shook her head. ‘Like the air’s full. It’s fading, drifting away as we speak, but …’

‘Think of it as a summer’s day,’ Atieno said. ‘You suddenly step out into a garden bursting with scents – flowers all around you, their perfume filling the air.’

Toil did exactly that, pondering the image with a growing smile on her face. ‘Interesting,’ she concluded. ‘Could be useful that.’

‘How?’

‘Leave that bit to me. I’m the brains, remember?’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Right – Sitain, you take one fragment, any one you like except Banesh’s.’

‘Why?’

‘Cos I want you to have one. Hide it away. The rest we divide between two bags, just in case. I’ll take one, Safir, you have the other.’

‘Time to move out?’ Anatin said. ‘I only ask because, well, you know … I’m in fucking command, remember?’

‘Time to be ready at a moment’s notice,’ she corrected, ignoring his tone. ‘Hopefully we’ll hear the signal soon – if not, I guess we’ve got a fight come dawn.’

The company fetched their kit while four Cards were sent to a nearby stables to ready the horses. Their arrival had been noted, of course. Even the most incompetent city guard would have spotted forty-odd mercenaries arriving with horses and baggage, but Toil wasn’t planning on coming back this way any time soon. Getting the blame for this little endeavour wasn’t going to hurt business. In fact, it was at least partially the point of the exercise.

‘Gunshots,’ Kas reported, trotting down a narrow stairway where the owner’s private quarters were. ‘Sounds like they took your invitation.’

‘Let’s not hang around to be thanked then,’ Anatin muttered, heading for the door with his mage-pistol drawn.

Toil followed him outside. The rest of the Cards came grouped in their suits to impose some sort of order. The city remained quiet. Deep in the night she could hear the sharp crack of icers, distant across the cold, still streets, but nothing closer to hand.

‘Reckon we’ll be able to do them one more favour,’ she whispered to Anatin as they mounted up.

‘Without supplies or horses?’ he replied. ‘Some favour.’

‘If any group of people can survive the wilds, it’s mages. The Order won’t know which way to turn, which group to chase. We can’t wait for ’em, but they should benefit as much as us.’

Anatin nodded and said nothing further as he signalled them to move out. It was a noisy procession through the streets despite their best efforts. Fifty horses simply couldn’t be quiet. It was probably only the sound of gunshots elsewhere that ensured they didn’t meet a patrol.

Before long they were approaching the south gate to the city and Anatin reined in. He turned in his saddle and looked at the faces behind him.

‘Sitain, what state are you in?’

Toil pictured the open ground before the gate. There was a large shrine to Catrac, God of Passion and Endeavour, right in the centre. Topped by a clocktower it comprised a dozen intricate contraptions that celebrated the skills of the Knights-Artificer.

‘It’s too far,’ she answered on Sitain’s behalf. ‘Not with the work she’s done already tonight.’

‘Bloody Grasiel all over again,’ Anatin muttered. ‘At least we’re better armed this time. Lynx, Haphori, Darm – load sparkers for anyone on guard. Reft, Aben, Varain – earthers to deal with the gate. Snow and Tempest watch our flanks, we move fast and hard. Sitain, give ’em a blast as we’re passing through so we don’t get it in the arse.’

He gave the Cards a few seconds to replace the cartridges in their mage-guns then trotted out into the weak light of the skyriver. To everyone’s surprise there was a contingent of Knights-Artificer troops standing out in the open – heading away. Toil glimpsed a flash of red from the front of their uniforms as they turned to gape at the Cards, then it was lost as two sparkers were fired in tandem.

The nearest man’s eyes exploded under the force of lightning. Jagged whips of light lashed the remaining soldiers, scorching flesh and cloth alike. Two fell dead, two more were hurled to the ground. The Cards picked up their pace. Anatin urged his horse forward as he levelled his mage-pistol. He shot the nearest, a woman with red flashes of rank on her shoulder, before she knew what was happening and Toil killed the other.

Movement on the walkway above the gate prompted another sparker to tear through the night air. There was a scream and a gunshot as lightning claws surged left and right along the stone. The victim’s gun had gone off to punch a hole through the wooden roof above. Toil reloaded as fast as she could, keeping close to Anatin. The commander fumbled one-handed to do the same.

‘Reft!’ Anatin yelled.

The big man towered over them all, riding something akin to a carthorse to bear his weight. He didn’t have to push to the front to fire. An earther tore over their heads and slammed into the thick square gate. It blew a hole in the wood, but managed to miss anything vital so the others fired. Aben struck the gate support and shattered a large chunk of stone, while Varain hit the base and blew out one hinge.

Most of the Cards had their guns high, scanning for other guards above the gate or elsewhere on the wall, but Toil didn’t think it would be likely. They’d chosen Siquil partly because it was out of the way, well clear of the current turmoil engulfing the various Militant Orders. The security of the city had remained complacent. The new reality hadn’t reached these remote parts yet or the Cards would never have all been allowed inside its walls.

Reft and Varain fired again from close range, neatly taking out another hinge of the gate. The gate was smashed to pieces, affording a clear gap for them to ride through and Anatin led the way at a canter. Toil glanced up as she went. The rattle-cage was still neatly stored above their heads. If an enemy had appeared outside the walls, they would have dropped that like a portcullis of olden times – ensuring a few earthers weren’t enough to clear the gate. It clearly hadn’t occurred to them it might be necessary when there was gunfire inside the city, however.

‘Shame we can’t drop that before we go,’ Toil commented as she went through the gate. ‘Block the way.’

‘Why not?’ a woman called from a little behind her – Estal, the company diviner. She held up something dark in her hand and with a start Toil realised it was a boomer, an earth-grenade. The mushroom-head pin wasn’t inserted yet so it was still safe, with nothing to push down to crack the magic-charged glass core.

‘Shattered gods! Just to close the door behind us?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got two of ’em!’

Toil shook her head. ‘Oh sure, it was the waste of a good bomb that gave me pause.’

‘I’m just saying, it’s there if you want it,’ Estal chuckled.

She was a stocky woman with prematurely white hair, thanks to an old injury, and an occasional crazed streak that Toil suspecteded had the same source. It was hard to be sure given the company she kept.

‘Do it,’ Anatin said. He waved Kas, now the company’s chief scout, onward to lead the way down the south road. ‘Give us a lead if you can, but the first sound of troops you get from inside the walls, blow the gatehouse.’

Estel nodded and broke from the line to bring her horse next to Anatin. Toil continued on, following Kas’s lead at a slow trot away from Siquil. Anything faster would be dangerous at night unless the skies cleared, and judging from what she could see on the horizon, the cloud cover would only thicken.

‘We’ll be walking soon,’ she said to Aben, her long-time lieutenant, as he urged his horse up beside her. ‘No light for anything else.’

‘Yeah, a long few days of travel ahead of us,’ he agreed. ‘Best we make the miles while we can.’

Toil patted the bag of ten God Fragments that was tied securely to her waist. ‘More than a few days. They’ll not give these up easily.’

‘We’ve got supplies and arms,’ he argued. ‘They’ve got no more’n a company of cavalry here. That could catch us, but would be hard-pressed to win a fight. The numbers they need will take longer to assemble and will move slower.’

‘Never underestimate the will of a fanatic, my friend.’

He gave her a strange smile at that comment. ‘I never do, Toil. But we only need three days of hard travel before we’re clear. Unless we come across some raiding force, they’re not catching us in time.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right.’ Toil gave a sudden bark of laughter. ‘And if you ain’t, we can always swing by Crater Keep, eh?’

Aben almost choked at the suggestion. ‘Crater Keep? Woman, all your feminine wiles couldn’t persuade even Lynx to go there, let alone those of us with half a brain!’

‘I’ll shoot you myself,’ opined Kas from up ahead. ‘Fuck the mission, fuck our wages, fuck whatever the Militant Orders have got planned for the Riven Kingdom. I’ll take my chances with the fanatics and this new age of magic before I guide the Cards to Crater Keep.’

‘I was joking!’ Toil protested. ‘Honestly I was!’

‘If anyone’s crazy enough, it’s you,’ Kas replied, not looking back from the empty road ahead.

‘I promise I’m not. We went to look for ourselves once,’ Toil said, nodding at Aben. ‘Didn’t even get close before we realised it would be suicide.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ Kas confirmed. ‘Just so long as we’re clear, though. I’d not even fucking pause before putting an icer through your face.’

‘Fine – I get the message. Now pick up the damn pace.’

‘Yes, miss.’


Chapter 4

Fire burned through his head. The taste. The stink. The heat. His skin screamed, his bones creaked, his mind howled. He knew it was a dream, but still he couldn’t escape the flames. It had burned too deeply inside him, scarring inside and out. Distantly, he heard the death-cries of his friends in the shuddering after-effect of the explosion and, impossibly, the mocking laughter of their killer.

But it was a dream, not a true memory. He had come to amid the wreckage, burned and broken then dazed and stumbling. A man helped him away. Not one of his own but some faceless, scorched soldier in a torn Knights-Charnel uniform. They were both injured but despite the pain they had clung to each other in desperation, staggering towards safety with only the other for support. Head ringing, he’d not even known his own name, let alone asked his saviour’s.

That hadn’t mattered for long. A stray shot had caught them as they escaped the firestorm. He’d not even noticed the battle raging, if battle was even the word for that chaotic fighting retreat. One moment they had been gasping cool evening air, the next his companion had spat a cloud of bloody mist and fallen.

In his dream the flames reached out from the ruined arena to engulf him once more – claws of heat tearing at his throat. He sank to his knees, the terror a knife to his heart. Fire surrounded him, raging like a swarm of firedrakes. The fear wrenched his guts, but then a breath of cool air caressed his face. The faint breeze carried old smells, of stone and dust and damp. This was no gust sweeping down from the heavens but something ancient and deep instead.

He felt her then. The imperious gaze he’d joked about more than once over the years – now somehow incarnate like a forgotten god who stirred once more. The fires dimmed and guttered as darkness stepped forward. Not shade, not night’s absence but something palpable and living. Invisible, impervious to light’s touch and only seen by the shape she described against the light.

The figure wore a crown of jagged shards that cut the very night. Robed in elusive darkness, it – she – stepped forward swift and silent to claim him from the flames. He took her huge hand eagerly – fearful, all too aware of his own insignificance and her pitiless nature, but desperate to be saved. She drew him close, brought him within the folds of deepest black and then … then he saw—

Sotorian Bade jerked awake, a whimper breaking from his lips. The pain of his face flared hot and sharp, contrasting with the cold sweat he felt elsewhere. A face loomed from the gloom and he recoiled, scrabbling back for a moment until he realised it was no cold goddess of the dark.

‘Wha?’ he croaked. ‘Who’re you?’

There was a woman peering down at him. Round face with pale skin and large oval eyes. ‘Bad dreams?’ she asked. ‘You were calling out in your sleep.’

Bade coughed and tried to collect his wits. A crinkled sheet of pain down the side of his face dragged his thoughts back to the dream. To the inferno that was the cause of both. His heart hammered in his chest and, when he didn’t speak, the woman continued.

‘Time to get up, you’re wanted.’

‘Eh? Get fucked.’

The woman gave him a dangerous little smile. She was young, barely twenty he’d have guessed, but worryingly composed and unbothered by his scars. If anything she was interested by the twisted reddened flesh on one side of his face. Bade scowled and turned away. Belatedly he noticed one further detail about her. She was in uniform and no ordinary uniform either.

Bugger.

‘Exalted,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘What brings the likes of you down here?’

He had a cell all to himself in the hospital wing of the Lower Temple Monastery, one of three sprawling Knights-Charnel communities in the city of Seiteil. The city had been built between two hills in the shadow of their holiest place, the valley of Seit-e-Veirolle. It was ruled almost entirely by the Torquen branch of the Knights-Charnel.

The Lower Temple Monastery was one of the few parts of the city not explicitly given over to the Torquen, but Seiteil was the Lord-Exalted’s seat of power. Rarely was his will denied. Officially, the Defenders of the Torquen Temple’s Exalted Servants remained an advisory congregation of priests to promote the orthodoxy of Insar’s worship. Over the years that had translated into external intelligence gathering, internal policing, kidnapping, assassination and insurrection, plus a certain amount of looting city-ruins or anywhere else that might have God Fragments.

‘Like I said, you’re wanted. Now.’

‘Right.’ Bade rubbed his hand over the good side of his face, trying to scrub away the heaviness of sleep. ‘What hour is it?’

‘Half a bell past dawn.’

He snorted. ‘For all that means this far north. Now I understand about all those old blood religions they used to have round here, mad tribes covered in warpaint and wolf furs. Sixteen bells of dark through the winter is enough to send anyone crazy.’

‘The light of Insar is with us, come winter or summer,’ she intoned.

‘Oh aye, cradle o’ civilisation these days, I nearly forgot. Anyway – pass my clothes and tell me who you are.’

‘I am not your servant. My name is Exalted Olebeis.’

‘Then good morning and fuck off, Exalted Olebeis. If you ain’t going to help me dress, you can wait outside or go find me something to help me think straight before I talk to your boss.’

Olebeis sniffed. ‘You should wash too. And change those bandages.’

‘Thanks for the advice. Mine for you remains the same – scarper.’

To his surprise, she didn’t yell at him or even smack him around the head. An Exalted was certainly entitled to do that and more, but this one was no fool. She merely smiled again and left.

Not afforded time to rest before being sent north, Bade’s injuries from Jarrazir were still not fully healed and the pain was almost constant. The burns somehow refused to scar properly, despite the attentions of several skilled doctors, cracking and weeping at almost every opportunity. When he slept badly, he moved more and disturbed the skin, so it wasn’t just the dreams that wrecked his mood.

Bade cast around the small room, ignoring his clothes in search of something better. The cold remains of last night’s medicine was in a cup on the table, next to the reason he’d forgotten to drink it all. He knocked back the bitter tea, grimaced and followed it up with a slug of the brandy. A second slug went to keep it company and a third in case the first two got lost, then he reached for his shirt.

Getting dressed was a slow and uncomfortable process: loose woollen trousers and a light cotton shirt under a long old-fashioned tunic that hung to his knees. He looked like some sort of elderly novice or hermit who’d wandered in from the wilds of the northern hills, but it was all he could bear. He’d been here for three days now, mostly keeping to the monastery’s grounds. Yesterday the weather had been fine and clear so he’d belted on his pistol and done a brief tour of the city to get his bearings.

The renowned high valley pass had been clearly visible, a presence against the sky few could ignore. Gigantic statues of the Order’s founders loomed over a pair of great rounded towers, connected by the redoubt-studded earthworks that spanned the pass. Even from a few miles away he could make out the spindly shapes of huge trebuchets atop the towers. The elevation of the pass defences made the bare slope, up which a single road zig-zagged, a murderous slog of a prospect for any attackers.

The burns on his body ran down the right-hand side of his face, down his neck to his shoulder and chest. They made bending forward especially painful. Rather than attempt to lace his boots or ask the Exalted for help, Bade pulled on a pair of fur-lined moccasins. While he’d lost everything in the rout at Jarrazir, possessions and crew too, Bade’s years of service had made him a wealthy man. Some of that was stored at his manor, far to the south, but a good amount remained on account at his employer-controlled bank. By the time they reached the north, he’d at least managed to gather a few comforts.

Last of all he slipped on the white leather mask he’d had made to cover half of his face. It had been useful at first to keep bandages in place, but quickly Bade had found people didn’t argue much with a masked man. Hiding the burns from curious and horrified eyes became a secondary concern as he healed slowly.

Bade remembered little from that day in Jarrazir. From the moment that madwoman Toil had blown them all up. After escaping the arena he’d staggered through the retreating troops, babbling like a madman and incoherent with pain. Some Torquen officer had recognised him, Bade thought, and had his troops sweep the burned lunatic up until his injuries could be tended to.

The Exalted was waiting in the small hall directly outside his cell. Normally there were at least a few men and women there. Ten cells led onto it and drew their heat from the fire there, but clearly the sight of the Exalted had frightened those other convalescents away. The table in the hall was bare, the chairs arranged haphazardly around it.

‘Am I going to need my coat?’ he asked, holding up the leather fleece-lined jacket.

‘A cloak will do,’ she replied. ‘The day is not cold. Is your face cold?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Only you seem to have a little something on it. Or is it purely aesthetic?’

‘Aesthetic? Oh aye,’ Bade growled. ‘You want one? Come over to the fire and we’ll sort you out.’

He gave her a proper long look. Her accent said she’d been born or raised in the north, though she was squat with dark frizzy hair that spoke of a different heritage. Her uniform was pristine, as he’d expect from any officer attending the Lord-Exalted, but the way she carried herself suggested the appointment wasn’t just ceremonial. The Exalted of the Torquen were senior officers and many commanded elite units, but he’d been told they were bureaucrats instead of warriors round here.

‘What was your name again? Or don’t I need to remember it?’

‘Olebeis,’ she said with the slow pronunciation of someone talking to a child. ‘I think you will remember it well enough in time.’

He blinked at her. ‘Seriously? You’re my new liaison? Bit young and green around the ears for the Pentaketh regiment ain’t you?’

The Pentaketh regiment was the Torquen’s division of irregulars, men like Bade with useful skills who’d never fit in the normal structure of the Order. In some parts they might be considered troublemakers who required an experienced hand, not some idiot child.

The comment didn’t appear to rile Olebeis. ‘My age is no concern of yours, old man.’

Shattered gods, mebbe I’ve got a live one here. Praise be to Insar or whoever else was involved. He faltered as his memory of the dream loomed but Bade forced it down again.

‘True, I don’t give two shits about your age. Whether you drink on the other hand, that’s more important. Brandy?’

She shook her head. ‘You’ve had enough for now. You don’t want to be late for your appointment.’

‘With the big man?’

She gave a curt nod. ‘I’d say clean yourself up first, but it seems that is as clean as you get. I’m aware Pentaketh troops tend to be somewhat grubby in body and soul.’

‘You won’t mind me scratching my balls then. That’s good to hear.’

Bade limped to the corner where his cloak hung. Something in his knee hadn’t healed right after the explosion in Jarrazir either, but he was content to put that down to age and just blame the burns on Toil.

‘If it gets annoying, I can always have you fixed,’ Olebeis said. ‘His Lordship’s master of hounds is rather deft with a knife I’m told.’

Bade pulled his cloak around his shoulders and fetched up the walking stick he’d been using, three feet of gnarled oak almost black with age. He considered responding to her suggestion as he steadied himself but couldn’t think of anything that wasn’t rising to the bait.

‘We’re going to the palace? Normally the likes of me gets summoned to a back room somewhere.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Palace?’

‘Oh right yeah, your boss doesn’t like it called that. You young folk, all keen and precise, eh? Coldest night, just looking at you makes me feel old.’

‘I bet you say that to all the ladies.’

That made him smile at last. ‘More an’ more these days. Get the door then.’

‘I’m not your servant, old man. You’ll be working for me, remember?’

‘Breath o’ Banesh, and there was me just starting to like you too.’

Bade laboured over to the door while Olebeis watched – a fixed little smile on her face. Maybe she was regretting that small pettiness, maybe she was actually the sort of vicious little zealot he expected to see round here.

Or mebbe a bit o’ both. Would that be a good thing or the worst o’ both worlds?

He headed through the door and made an extravagant gesture for her to follow. ‘I’ve had a few liaisons over the years,’ he added as she headed into the tall flagstone corridor beyond. ‘Some last longer than others.’

‘Nothing more tragic than an old man boasting,’ she replied. ‘Keep the sordid details of your past where they belong, Sotorian Bade.’

‘My last one now, Exalted Kastelian, he was a good one,’ he said, ignoring her as they went towards the main courtyard. ‘Pious and the like, a good son o’ the Order, but he had some basic decency too. Man knew that not everyone was of the faith. That some of us didn’t need to be preached at or kept to Temple-Militant standards.’

‘Your point?’

‘That the converts were the worst zealots – and they lasted the shortest time.’

‘Is that a threat, Sotorian Bade?’

There was an edge to her voice, but it was cautioning rather than angry.

‘Nah, just an observation. The Pentaketh regiment are irregulars for a reason. Our world’s a grubby one so, if you ain’t willing to lie down in the dirt, well …’

‘Yes?’

He laughed. ‘Then some fucker might shoot you for being the only stupid bastard still standing. That happened once – it was the funniest thing for the rest of us.’

She stopped. ‘Interesting that you think me a convert.’

‘Well you’re hardly the usual sort of bastard round here, even less compared to all the Torquen I’ve ever met. Foundlings tend to go into infantry and you’re too young to have been drafted in on merit then promoted.’

‘Indeed. Does that tell you something, perhaps?’

‘Tells me nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing for certain.’

‘Maybe there’s hope for you after all.’

She led the way in silence through an arch of mage-carved stone into the lesser cloister and on to the monastery’s bustling courtyard. Bade scowled at the light as he followed, and he pinched the ends of his cloak together against the breeze. It might be summer here but the northern wind still had an edge.

The robes were an austere black; senior figures made obvious by their white hoods. Those who noticed their passing were careful not to stare at the unusual presence of an Exalted, Bade noticed. Olebeis walked straight out of the gate, nodding as the porter touched the brim of his hood. Bade hurried along as best he could.

The street was cobbled, the buildings on either side low affairs with their slate roofs hanging forward like furrowed brows. The narrow towers and great dome of the temple stood tall over the city. Even the Lord-Exalted’s not-a-palace kept a respectful foot or so below the highest dome. The more civilian parts of the city were modest – a wide range of craftsmen serviced both the monasteries and the valley beyond, but few merchants and no noble houses.

They crossed a bend of the narrow river that wound through the city and reached the walled perimeter of the Halls of Congregation, the various administrative blocks that served as the hub for all Torquen activities. At their heart was the Holy Office of the Congregation, which looked very much like it should be called the Palace of the Exalted, but definitely wasn’t.

The average Exalted wasn’t welcome there without an invite, or so Bade had heard. Certainly the clerks in red Torquen collars steered well clear of the palatial structure that boasted a glass-roofed dome at its heart where the Lord-Exalted might privately worship his god under Insar’s cold light.

The not-palace itself was a three-storey block of ornately mage-carved stone, tall glass windows and a jutting prow of a balcony above the great beaten-metal doors. Silvery-grey, those depicted the same images as the huge statues at the high pass while busts of past Knights-Charnel occupied seven or eight alcoves in the wall. There were armed dragoons on the door despite the greater compound already being well guarded. Rarely had he seen dragoons with such polished boots, pristine uniforms or shining gun barrels. The undisguised suspicion they eyed him with was more familiar, however. He guessed they weren’t strangers to the real world. That they let Olebeis and Bade pass without challenge told its own story.

In the grand entrance hall there was a huge white statue of Insar, picked out in gold. Or rather an acceptably human version of Insar compared to the one or two Duegar versions he’d seen. There were lesser statues of the other gods without the same scale or adornment, but what caught Bade’s eye was the secondary tier of pieces on show. Behind a row of three pillars on either side was a short gallery of recessed spaces. Each one displayed a Duegar artefact. He stopped dead at the sight of one and turned that way, leaving Olebeis to walk on a few paces until she noticed.

‘What’s wrong?’ Olebeis called.

‘Nothing,’ Bade replied, pointing. ‘I’ve just seen that one before.’

She joined him and followed his gaze. ‘Ah, one of yours is it?’

‘Yup.’

The piece in question was a stone-sided sarcophagus, perched at a forty-five-degree angle to present visitors with the upper face of green-tinted glass. There was no body inside of course, not after thousands of years, but the ceremonial armour had been fixed in place to represent where the dead Duegar would have lain.

Bade coughed, waking himself from his memories. ‘Cleans up okay,’ he croaked. ‘Better’n when I saw it last.’

‘Then why have you paled?’ Olebeis asked. ‘You look like someone’s just walked over your grave.’

‘None o’ your damn business,’ he snapped.

‘Everything is my business. Haven’t you realised that yet?’

Bade scowled at her. ‘Then fucking figure it out yerself.’

Instead of getting angry, Olebeis turned thoughtful. She faced the sarcophagus and considered the point.

‘The jewel of Shal-io-Sakuet,’ Olebeis intoned as though reading off a plaque. ‘Last resting place of a renowned Duegar mage-king, discovered by Sotorian Bade and removed by the Coritis Antiquities Corps. Once contained several God Fragments as part of the funerary treasures, a necklace of five pieces of Ulfer’s mortal form. Also notable for the unparalleled quality and condition of the tomb artwork, several mage-artefacts and gems in addition to the ceremonial headdresses. Sold to the Order by their discoverer.’

‘Bit of a fan of mine, eh?’ Bade asked, recovering himself.

‘Not exactly,’ she said, ‘but the Torquen hold jurisdiction over several fields – some practical, others historical.’

‘I’m historic am I?’

‘Mostly just old.’ She paused. ‘Ah, how foolish of me. Of course.’

‘Worked it out then?’

Olebeis nodded. ‘Lord Insar’s hand is ever subtle,’ she intoned. ‘Our faith demands we see the clues offered by our god. The woman from Jarrazir – your report mentioned she was a survivor of that first expedition.’

‘The Sakuet Shaft, aye.’

Olebeis wrinkled her nose at the name most relic hunters used for Shal-io-Sakuet, a large Duegar ruin to the south-west. Bade guessed she had to resist the urge to correct him.

‘You see a warning in the placement of this artefact?’ she asked.

‘Hah, sure – let’s look at some chicken entrails next, just to confirm matters.’

‘What, then?’

Bade shrugged, then winced at the effect of that on his unhealed skin. ‘Just a reminder,’ he muttered. ‘She an’ I got unfinished business.’

‘As does she and the Order,’ Olebeis said. ‘There may yet be a reckoning between you.’

‘Will I get that chance?’ he asked, surprised.

‘Perhaps. Her name and description have gone out to the networks. Whichever city-state she works for, either we will catch her or she’ll move against us again.’

Bade stiffened. ‘Is that why I’m meeting the Lord-Exalted?’ Suddenly he could taste the mission, the hunting of a hellcat.

‘It is not,’ she said. ‘There are more pressing matters.’

‘Not for me there ain’t.’

She turned and faced him, just a few inches away from the mask.

‘There are more pressing matters,’ she assured him in the tone of a true zealot. ‘The events of Jarrazir have had wider ramifications – there is no space for a private vendetta here.’

‘What do you mean?’

With disconcerting speed Olebeis broke out in a smile. ‘Come and find out. We should not keep the Lord-Exalted waiting.’


Chapter 5

As they passed through the Holy Office of the Congregation, Bade wondered if he was getting an insight into the Lord-Exalted or merely told what to think. Beyond the grand entrance hall it was uniformly austere. Coldly pale marble was everywhere, mage-carved and done with artistry but with little in the way of decoration or furnishings.

This ain’t a place for comfort, he thought as they worked their way up and back towards the Lord-Exalted’s private domain. No palace for the living this – Knights-Charnel indeed.

The relic hunter in him found much to admire still. Appreciated perhaps only by a niche audience, the palace served as a museum for the efforts of those like himself. Emerging into a great central atrium, the weak daylight was complemented by four chandeliers suspended on chains and each bearing five large light-stones. The light they cast seemed to cause the colours of ancient, painstakingly recreated mosaics to come alive and glow with warmth. The sight stopped him dead as they entered, the largest mosaic angled to present a white willow tree faintly glowing. Long fronds of green hung down at its sides while elusive flashes of colour, red, purple and blue, shivered through its pale limbs.

On the left-hand wall, an alcove contained half a dozen squashed spheres with metallic ribbons emerging from each. Bade had never worked out their purpose but he’d seen one slice men apart years back. Past that was a recessed corridor ignored by those scuttling back and forth. The mouth of the corridor tapered for five yards until it reached a grey stone arch adorned with Duegar glyphs made from jet and carnelian.

He gave a cough of surprise when he recognised it: a blood-gate. He’d almost died encountering one not that long ago. This time Olebeis laughed at his reaction.

‘You found the key to pass through it?’ Bade asked in surprise.

She gave a nod of confirmation. ‘After no little experimentation,’ she said darkly. ‘Don’t bother asking what.’

‘I’m more interested in what you keep beyond something that can instantly boil a man’s blood!’

‘That’s the secure archive. Your file is in there somewhere, along with many hundreds of others.’ She gestured forward. ‘Would you like to test your luck?’

Bade snorted and started off in the other direction, where Olebeis had been heading. There, a stairway to the second floor brought them to a large gate of wrought iron encased in glass, of all things. It clearly separated the private quarters from the rest of the palace – hardly a strong defence for the modest keep that lay beyond it, but one that possessed a few surprises if Bade was any judge.

The keep itself was a tall square tower with wide windows topped by the glass dome of the Lord-Exalted’s private chapel. Enclosed on the far side by a wall and guard towers, this appeared to be the only point of entry. Dragoons admitted them through the gate after briefly questioning Exalted Olebeis. They crossed a covered bridge that spanned the gap over an ornamental garden. The large gate at the far end opened before they had reached it and a servant bowed as he ushered them through.

Inside was a more functional hallway and a stair leading to the private offices of the Lord-Exalted himself. This deep in there were no guards, only a pair of clerks toiling at laden desks on either side of an open door.

At the very heart of it all the Lord-Exalted waited. He stood stiffly in front of a tall window of intricate leaded windows while a huge and pristine desk of polished walnut occupied the centre of the room.

‘Did you enjoy my collection?’ he called as Bade approached.

Bade hesitated, surprised at the informality. ‘Aye, what I saw of it. I’m guessing the guards won’t be impressed if I take a closer look at some?’

‘Correct. Come, sit.’ He indicated one of the chairs, his gaze flicking towards a servant who’d been waiting inside the door. ‘We will have spiced wine.’

Feeling awkward but glad to sit, Bade did as directed. Olebeis stationed herself to his side, standing almost to attention while the Lord-Exalted took his own seat on the other side of the desk.

The Lord-Exalted cut a strange figure to Bade’s eye, certainly within the rigid and elitist society of the north, dominated as it was by the aristocracy of two ancient tribes. Broad in the body, his uniform was impeccably cut but there was something bulky and awkward about him – a detail reinforced by thinning dark hair and a softer accent than the high-born officers.

That’s right – don’t some call him the cloth merchant behind his back? Bade recalled. Quietly though, like little boys daring each other.

‘Your report made for an interesting read,’ the Lord-Exalted said. ‘Overly brief perhaps, but understandably so.’

Bade nodded. He was aware that, while he wasn’t being scrutinised, the Lord-Exalted was renowned as possessing the finest mind in the Order. To have risen among a host of blond-haired nobles, clever and ruthless would only be the start of the man’s qualities. Bade couldn’t help but wonder what conclusions were being drawn now, the image of a broken man to go alongside his extensive file. The servant returned with wine and Bade took a grateful swig.

‘Your injuries are not yet healed?’

‘Ah, no, my Lord, not fully. Prone to infection, so the doctors say. Had to stop several times on the way after I developed fevers.’

‘But at last you are here – and in the meantime we have seen remarkable changes.’

‘So I’ve heard, sir.’

‘My condolences for your crew. Their effectiveness was noted in the files,’ he said, touching a stack of folders at the edge of the desk. ‘Most had been with you a long time.’

The gesture of humanity, brief as it was, startled Bade and he found himself immediately on the back foot. ‘Yes, Lord. Thank you. And, ah, as I was saying to the Exalted here, once I’m better I’d like a shot at avenging them. It’d be in the Order’s interests too, I reckon.’

‘No doubt, but as I have said, there are changes afoot. Toil Deshar may yet prove unimportant. Before we discuss any plans, however, your report in full.’

It took the best part of an hour to describe the events of Jarrazir. The only detail Bade left out was that he’d left one fragment of Banesh in the Labyrinth as a parting fuck-you to Toil. It hardly mattered now the Jarrazirans had recovered the haul, but certain priests might disagree all the same. Those who had known had died, Kastelian, Chotel and the rest. The memory caused a small pain in his chest, one he’d grown to recognise over past months and was no longer surprised by.

Life in the Pentaketh regiment didn’t afford people much room for affection or morality. Crews were expendable, troops there to do a job and die in your place, and yet … The loss of some had provoked grief in him, one that had mingled with the pain of his injuries to leave him gasping.

That’s the problem with success. You spend years surviving with the same lot o’ rogues, they become family. Shattered gods I could use Chotel at my side right now. Gods, even the sight of that annoying bastard Torril would be a salve.

But they were all dead. Even Sebaim, the gnarled tracker Bade had known for twenty years and had seemed like he’d outlive them all. With a jolt, Bade realised the room had fallen silent and the Lord-Exalted was looking expectant. He muttered an apology which seemed to not even register as the man stared at him.

‘Excellent,’ the Lord-Exalted proclaimed after a long pause. ‘You did well. General Faril’s actions were entirely in keeping with the woman’s, ah, inflexibility. I’m sure there will be further questions regarding the mages you faced and their tattoos, but for now I am satisfied. Is there anything else you wish to add?’

Bade hesitated then felt an upwelling of anger in his chest. ‘Yeah, I want to kill her.’

‘This woman, Toil?’

‘Aye. She took my friends and left me this way. You won’t find anyone better to hunt her.’

‘The search for Toil and her tattooed pets is already under way. That started as soon as I received your written report.’

‘Just point me in the direction of whoever’s leading it.’

The Lord-Exalted shook his head. ‘I have a better use for your skills, a task of higher importance to the Order.’

Bade bit back his first comment and asked quietly, ‘What’s that then?’

‘Whatever they did in the Labyrinth has affected the flow of magic across the whole Riven Kingdom. I have skilled manhunters, men and woman who can match you in that field, but there is another job where that is not the case.’

Bade glanced at Olebeis. The woman had been standing the whole time, disconcertingly still. Her expression remained wooden.

‘Don’t reckon I’m going to like the sound of this,’ Bade muttered before remembering himself. Fortunately, his words only resulted in the Lord-Exalted rising from his seat.

‘These are unusual times, Master Bade,’ the Lord-Exalted said. ‘We must all endure them as our god decrees. Insar’s grace has placed a man of your skills in my hands at a most opportune time. Olebeis, take him into the valley.’

‘The valley?’ Bade exclaimed.

‘Yes. There you will find your new assignment.’

Before Bade had time to say anything more the Lord-Exalted had already turned to a file on his desk. Clearly he was dismissed, but Bade remained rooted to his seat – less stunned by the casual manner and more by the implications. Even as a long-term employee of the Knights-Charnel, entering the holy valley itself wasn’t for the likes of him. It was sacred ground, closed to outsiders and most of the Knights-Charnel Order too.

So far as he understood things, the mountain now known as Insar’s Seat had contained a stronghold of the gods themselves. It was also said to be the location of Banesh’s great betrayal, when the God of Change shattered their bodies into the fragments now used to make mage-cartridges – destroying half the mountain in the process.

These days the valley housed the sacred charnel vaults and the Order’s holiest temples, along with Highkeep Sanctuary and the small city that serviced both temples and sanctuary. Unless you were on official Knight-Charnal business, you didn’t approach the pass to Seit-e-Veirolle itself upon pain of death.

Shattered gods, is this an honour or punishment? Bade thought, half-dazed by the idea.

Distantly, Bade noticed Olebeis ushering him out and he complied without complaint. Other than soldiers and priests, none of the population left the valley. The standing guard rarely ventured beyond the pass defences and supply caravans were handed over. The population lived and worked in the service of the Order and never, ever returned to the wider world.

Not even the prospect of the ruined city is worth that, Bade realised.

There had been a Duegar city of sorts there too, back in the time of the gods. Banesh’s act had obliterated the upper levels of honeycombed ground as it blasted pieces of every god across the Riven Kingdom. How extensively it had been explored, Bade didn’t know. The treasures in such a sacred site must be incredible – if any remained.

But if the price is never leaving? Shit on that. Even a wander through the charnel vaults wouldn’t be worth that. Suddenly the jokes about the citizens of Veirolle having webbed fingers don’t sound so funny. Not if I’m going to end my days as one of ’em.

Under a pale blue sky they rode towards the Seit pass. It was a bare and wind-scoured slope that led up to an opening in an impassable cliff of rock, flanked by those vast statues and tower defences. The road itself was long and winding to make the incline manageable, but it meant they covered several miles with only the flanks of their horses to deflect the stiff breeze.

Occasional bursts of sun warmed his back, but Bade remained chilled by the wind and the sight of the pass defences. Even under orders of the Lord-Exalted it was hard to avoid a sense of disquiet on such a forbidding approach. The flags of the Knights-Charnel were barely visible on the walls, but he could make out the thin beams of the largest war weapons peeking above the ramparts. It was enough to remind him of the few battles he’d been in and exactly why he preferred to keep well clear.

‘The first defence of the valley,’ Olebeis called as the climb dragged on and the gusty wind increased its buffeting. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it eventually.’

Bade ignored her, struggling as he was to walk quickly. A few choice responses danced through his mind, but he kept them to himself. It seemed to take hours but finally the pass was before them, a break in the high cliff of rock that penned the holy valley. The wind lessened as they entered the lee of those cliffs and Bade finally got a better look at the defences. There was a three-hundred-yard-long earthwork topped with a stone wall between the great towers. In the centre of that a small fort sat, which was where the road led. More siege weapons were visible atop that, but no faces looking over the wall itself, Bade noticed.

The fort gates opened before they reached it and a pair of dragoons rode out. Olebeis presented her letters of authorisation and, despite her rank, they took their time in reviewing those before finally saluting and returning the papers. Olebeis and Bade remounted as the dragoons moved aside, but barely had they passed through the gate when Bade stopped to stare. It wasn’t trepidation, despite everything, but from the high pass the whole of the valley was unveiled.

For one long drawn-out breath the world stilled around him – fixed in place by the pale gleam of the sun. There was the usual noise of a military installation but Bade could hear none of it. Instead, all sound faded as he beheld the ordered peace of Seit-e-Veirolle, the holy valley of the Knights-Charnel.

He stood at the tip of a wedge-shape valley with high cliff walls. Twelve miles long and four at its widest, the valley floor was marked by slender Duegar towers and stubby rock formations. At the far end, through the haze of morning light that glinted off the silvery lake beneath, rose Insar’s Seat. A huge, uneven face of sheer granite that looked like a giant had ripped the eastern side clean off.

The mountain’s western flank was a long pine-studded cloak of white. By contrast, the eastern side was largely gone, the peak just a blunt tip that overhung a grim vertical drop of dark stone and resembled the empty face of some vast spectre.

Finally, Bade’s mind caught up with him. He began to make out the details he’d heard rumour of, mostly from the Exalted he’d known in his life. The shattered half of the mountain had been hurled through the Duegar city below while the God Fragments were scattered impossibly far. The largest pieces of the mountain had dropped like siege weapons of the gods themselves and remained to this day. Much had no doubt been reduced to dust.

The small human-built city of Veirolle was centred around the largest of mountain fragments. Bade could clearly see the awkward block that stone mages over the centuries had honeycombed to create hundreds of homes. Several other lesser blocks all across the valley had been similarly co-opted. They were ugly and functional compared to the thin Duegar towers that protruded from the valley floor.

Those could only have been built after the betrayal, Bade knew. He could scarcely imagine the terrible assault of rock and fury that had scoured the upper levels of the then-populated Duegar city. No doubt some of that debris remained in the impassable crags comprising the valley walls. Looking again with a relic hunter’s eye he realised the whole valley floor had once probably been underground. The stubs of flat-topped rock could easily have been pillars – several stood on the shore or in the shallows of the lake.

A light garden? Bade wondered. Maybe just the grandest halls of the upper level adjoining each other. Ripped open, whatever it was. Exposed to the sun and left to die. Left to the creatures of the surface while the Duegar installed these sharp towers – maybe ventilation for the remaining levels.

The valley ended in grey shelves of rock hundreds of feet high where it met the nearer flank of the mountain. Beyond, hazy in the distance, was the ancient Torquen temple with its attendant monastery built on a high shelf of land. The complex was accessible only by the Thousand Steps, a huge mage-carved path up the mountainside. Somewhere beyond the temple, hidden behind ornate pillars carved from the fissured rock, was the charnel vault of Insar itself. Their greatest prize – more pieces of the God of Night assembled there than anywhere else in the world.

Enough indeed, it was said, for Insar’s spirit to reach out to its followers nearby. Until recently Bade would have called that foolishness. Now he was not quite so sure.

‘Come on!’ Olebeis called. ‘Enough gawping, it’s time to move.’

Bade flinched and looked over. There was a grin on her face, one that didn’t seem to have anything to do with religious fervour. No, this look was altogether more human and suddenly the pieces fitted into place.

‘Night’s whispers!’ he exclaimed. ‘Now it all makes sense.’

She raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Does it now?’

‘Aye, you’re no convert. You were born here.’

‘Dammit, you’ve seen through my disguise – I’m really a tall blonde with pasty skin from the mean streets of Gerren district.’

Bade nodded. ‘Aye, there’s that. Had me stumped for a while.’

There was no city wall of course, no need for that in the most protected place in the entire continent of Urden. It was too far to see much of the city, but it seemed divided into three districts by the fallen chunk of mountain. And Olebeis had been born in not one of those districts.

‘Are you taking me home to meet your folks, Exalted? Normally I expect a woman to ply me with booze before she invites me into her holy valley.’

That wiped the smile off her face. Bade had no idea if her family was dead or there was something else amiss, but Olebeis turned abruptly and led her horse down the road towards Veirolle.

Good to see I can still piss off any women I meet. Old age ain’t dulled that skill.

Well apart from Veirolle itself on a boulder-studded rise stood a smaller community – Highkeep Sanctuary, he assumed. Home of more mages than anywhere outside of the Mage Islands, the inhabitants comprised the greater part of all those gathered as part of the Order’s holy mission. Some were permitted to marry and any offspring were either kept to work in the sanctuary, moved to Veirolle itself … or were recruited into the Order.

Olebeis upped her pace as they headed down a narrow road towards the nearest of seven Duegar towers that dotted the valley floor. Each was impossibly tall and thin with a copse of mountain yew growing at the base. An eighth cluster of the gnarled trees marked the location of a broken stub further down the valley.

They were made of stone, some dark mineral carved with curling trails of what appeared to be tanglethorn. Each was probably only seven yards across despite being eighty high. The only opening was at the top, three horizontal slots that sat just below a blunted peak, and in the quickening breeze they emitted a dull moan.

The road wound a shallow path down the eastern flank of the valley towards Veirolle. Impassable ground ran for most of that distance below the sheltering cliffs, fit only for birds and wildflowers. There were parcels of level ground scattered throughout where small settlements had been established. In the largest of these stood manor houses with a scattering of attendant buildings. Homes of the most honoured Knights-Charnel, Bade imagined. There was only one village, but it was just as wealthy with six or seven tall stone townhouses rising above a cobbled square.

‘The most exclusive residences in all the Riven Kingdom?’ Bade asked.

‘Quite.’

‘Any of the priests live there?’

‘There is a small temple in the village with a priest,’ Olebeis said in a firmly non-committal tone. ‘The highest servants of Insar reside in the city or Highkeep monastery.’

‘Is that where we’re headed?’

‘Impatient for your newest posting, Sotorian Bade? I am glad to see such keenness of spirit, especially given you are recovering from injuries.’

Bade snorted. ‘Oh yeah, bloody eager and willing, can’t you tell?’

The road took them gently down to the long valley floor and Bade realised the pass was not too great a climb from this side. They remained well above the level of the plain beyond. He didn’t fancy being caught here in winter, though. It was all too easy to picture a blanket of snow filling the valley.

They passed the silvery-grey lake, two miles in length with a handful of small fishing boats out on the water. Bade was more fascinated by the great bulk of Insar’s Seat beyond. The bare cliff rose almost to the mountain’s peak and he could see narrow waterfalls tumbling off the lower shelves. The road forked well short of the city and they turned left, past the imposing walls of Highkeep Sanctuary. Olebeis spared the settlement – part ammunition factory and part prison – a long look but maintained her pace.

Around a spur of cliff they came to an archway seventy feet high and rode straight into a sort of broken cavern. Rock walls loomed high to form a rough square, but above on two sides there was open sky. Dragoons ran forward to meet them and take the reins of their horses. Puzzled, Bade looked around as he dismounted. He saw tunnels leading off this space, but it seemed this was the hub of a significant military operation.

The open section was large, a hundred yards across. It bore the unmistakable sights, sounds and smells of a regimental barracks. Buildings jutted out from the rock while a small square tower stood closer in on the most exposed side, inside the rock wall. All around the tower was a hive of activity. Dragoons busied themselves at a dozen different tasks while a group of shaven-headed mages in red robes were escorted by twice as many dragoons towards a square opening in the ground itself, seemingly leading down into absolute darkness.

‘Wait, is that Banesh’s Stair?’ Bade gasped.

Olebeis pursed her lips at the name, but shook her head. ‘It is not. What you refer to as Banesh’s Stair is far below us. This is called the Dawn Stair.’

‘So Banesh’s Stair really does exist? Ulfer’s breath, I thought the whole thing was a myth, a joke!’ he protested.

‘It is not.’ She looked up at what they could see of the sky, far above. Overcast and grey, the light was already waning. ‘It is far from a joke. Perhaps it is time for you to see.’

‘The Long Watch? Your hundred sentinels that stand guard around some sort o’ hellpit, day and night?’

‘Close enough.’

‘Shattered gods!’ He hesitated. ‘Why am I here? Why is it time for me to see? What’s all this about?’

‘I have read your file, all your work for the Pentaketh regiment and other activities besides,’ Olebeis said. ‘You are a man of particular experience; experience we have a use for. Welcome to your new assignment.’ She gave him a ghastly smile. ‘Here is your reward for service.’

‘To stand guard against the horrors o’ the deepest black? No thanks.’

‘You will not stand in the line. That is the duty of the defenders of the Torquen temple.’

‘What then?’

‘Recent events have, ah, changed matters somewhat. The unveiling at Jarrazir has brought more magic back into the Riven Kingdom – and in the process stirred all manner of unnatural creatures. It is not now quite so simple as the tradition of the hundred sentinels.’

Bade whistled. ‘I bet it bloody ain’t.’

He was about to say something more when a gust of wind swept down from the heights, gusting through the open space like a sudden heavy breath. The sensation made him pause and look again at the Dawn Stair. Impressive as it was, it was likely only a lesser entrance to whatever settlement had once existed below the ground here. Before the gods had fought and died here – shattered into a thousand pieces by the cunning and power of their newest sibling.

In that moment, Bade felt it. A presence on the fringes of awareness, a shifting in the shadows with eyes of deepest black.

‘Particular experience, eh?’ he mused with a sigh. ‘So I’m here to explore a city-ruin?’

‘Explore?’ Olebeis shook her head. ‘You are here to defend it.’


Chapter 6

The Cards travelled hard through the short night and on into the following day. By the evening both horses and mercenaries were flagging badly. They had covered many miles and had to trust their pursuers wouldn’t catch them as they rested.

Anatin allowed only one fire, above which several pots of thin stew cooked as the Cards saw to their exhausted horses. A few hip flasks appeared as the gloom encroached but even Varain was too tired to put any great effort in. Soon everyone apart from the sentries flopped to their bedrolls, still chewing on hardtack.

Dawn on the following morning was clear and bright, but the mood remained subdued. The company’s knights roused their groggy troops with only perfunctory complaints. They all knew what hard travelling was like and had seen a lot worse. The horses were less impressed when one had to be quietly dispatched, but soon they were riding on through a long cool summer’s day.

At mid-morning, Kas doubled back with Brel, one of the recent Jarraziran recruits. Lynx watched her go and felt a nudge on his elbow as he did.

‘What’s that about?’ Sitain asked, grey rings around her eyes. She’d got less sleep than most, having taken half of the night’s watch, or what passed for night in the northern summer.

‘Ambush,’ Lynx said. ‘That dip we passed a while back.’

‘Just the two of them?’

He nodded. ‘Both experienced trackers. Our friends will send scouts on ahead, their best, to keep on our trail. Kas kills them and it slows the pursuit.’

‘But they’ll have worked out which way we’re going.’

‘Don’t know who we work for, what our plan is. The roads could take us several ways and I expect Kas’ll set a false trail to buy us some time. Three days of travel and we’re safe.’

‘Hah, if you call that safe,’ Sitain said darkly. ‘Funny word for where we’re going, straight to the nearest Brethren of the Shards stronghold.’

‘Follow orders, stay alive, kill the other buggers,’ Lynx pronounced. ‘Keep your mind on that for the time being. You start second-guessing those in command and we all get in trouble, understand?’

‘Yeah, but I won’t be the only one.’

Lynx sighed. ‘Aye, I know.’

Night was closing in when Kas rode into camp, alone and looking exhausted but uninjured.

‘Problem?’ Hanva called before anyone else could. He was also one of the Jarraziran veterans Suth had brought in and they were a tight group.

Kas shook her head and slipped from her horse. ‘Brel cut away to set another trail – take advantage of firm ground hiding our tracks.’

‘The scouts?’

‘Dead,’ she confirmed. ‘Three of them, the last one a shot Suth’d have been proud of.’

Kas joined Anatin at the fire, squatting to warm her hands while he spoke.

‘How’s our lead?’

‘Half a day at least. I didn’t stay to count numbers, but from what I spotted in the distance they must have every horse they can muster.’

‘That’s good,’ Anatin said, nodding. ‘Too busy outnumbering us, they haven’t thought about catching us first.’

‘Tomorrow we’ll double our lead or they’ll leave half their troop behind. No way they can keep city troops moving fast.’

‘Here’s hoping. It’s not a fight we need.’

Kas stood abruptly. ‘Yeah – and that’s something you could tell certain members of this company. Some fights aren’t worth having, but we seem to be stamping our way into the teeth o’ something more than just war.’

She hadn’t raised her voice, but Kas’s tone was firm enough that most of the Cards nearby stopped what they were doing and turned to listen. She glanced at the faces turned her way but then kept her attention firmly on Anatin.

‘Tellin’ me my job, Kas?’ the ageing commander asked. He didn’t snap as he might if Lynx had raised an objection, Kas was too well respected for that, but there was a resigned look on his face that told he’d been expecting this conversation.

‘Nope. You’re the commander and I’m well aware o’ that.’

‘But you think now’s the time for a debate about our mission?’

She paused and looked around again. This time her gaze lingered on Toil for a moment, but several Cards drifted forward to the conversation.

‘Mebbe it is time,’ Kas said at last. ‘Just us girls out here, after all. I know you’d prefer to discuss business over beer and a hand o’ tashot, but in most places there are strangers around. Here there’s no one to be shocked.’

‘Is it going to get shocking?’ Toil called as she dropped a horse blanket and started over.

‘Depends how precious you’re feeling.’

Anatin scowled. ‘So you want a say in your orders now?’

‘Don’t give me that shit,’ Kas snapped. ‘Save it for the regular jobs.’

‘What then?’

‘Shattered gods, you telling me you’re easy with this? That you didn’t even pause for one bastard minute to wonder if this is the best course?’

‘I get paid to consider the dangers, that’s why I’m commander.’

‘And we all get paid to follow you.’ She took a long breath. ‘Most jobs, we don’t get briefed on the whole plan. That’s fine, that’s the job. This time round though, it’s far from normal, unless I’m way off the mark. I don’t want to see anyone just follow orders until we’re so far in the shit there’s no way out. We’re fixing to play armies off against each other, destroy holy relics and see if we can skew the balance of power for the next few hundred years. Might be that’s too much to expect of everyone.’

Anatin and Toil exchanged a look. The red-headed woman shrugged at him eventually.

‘She’s got a point,’ Toil conceded.

‘Eh? It’s your fucking plan!’

‘Exactly – and I dunno how to break it to you, but it’s been suggested in the past that I’m a bit crazy.’

‘Saving the world as we know it, that’s what you said.’

‘I’m betting my life on it,’ Toil confirmed, ‘but this ain’t the usual mercenary wager.’

‘What’s getting Deern’s name tattooed on your arse got to do with it?’

‘I meant the wager you all make when you sign up for a job. Pay for the risk of getting killed.’

‘Oh. That one.’

Toil nodded and looked around at the faces now watching her intently. ‘Company discipline’s not my business, I think we’re all glad about that. But I’ll say right here and now, I don’t expect you all to follow me on the path I’m taking. It’ll be hard and damn nasty, that much I can promise. I’d prefer a long and leisurely trip through Shadows Deep to this shit.

‘All the same – that’s the path I’m taking and the cause is a good one. If you don’t want to come, that’s fine. I’ll even get you a job in Su Dregir if you want. Any sniff of someone getting in the way or ratting us out, though – I’ll open you from throat to groin, cut out all the useless shit inside and wear you like a skyriver festival costume. Understand?’

There was silence from all around. Finally someone – Safir – coughed.

‘Good speech.’

‘Yeah, really inspiring,’ Llaith added.

‘Painted a picture, you have to admit,’ Safir said.

‘Aye, she’s got a poet’s soul, I’ve always said. Conviction too. It was delivered with real feeling.’

Anatin laughed. ‘It’s her insight into the mind of yer average merc that I admire most. Nothing gets us going like the prospect of being too dead to enjoy your pay.’

‘I don’t do inspiring,’ Toil countered. ‘I do have a bottle that’s supposed to contain a soul though, on my desk back home. Might be it was a poet’s.’

‘Oh no, the speech was lovely. Even Safir’s prayers have rarely been so uplifting and cheery.’

‘You’d all prefer me to lie and say it’ll be fine – then just make sure you’re all too drunk to notice?’

Varain perked up. ‘Is that an option?’ he asked.

‘The argument carries weight,’ Anatin admitted as several other proponents spoke up.

Only Kas wasn’t impressed, but she could see the mood had broken. She’d get no more sense from tired men and women who mostly wanted to sleep what few hours of night they had.

Toil nodded to Kas. ‘We’ll have the conversation,’ she said. ‘Mebbe not tonight, but before it’s too late. I promise.’

‘Good,’ Kas said. ‘I ain’t just trying to cause trouble—’

Toil raised her hand. ‘I know, you’re about the only grown-up here. We might not see eye to eye, but you’re not Deern.’

‘Hey!’ yelled Deern. ‘Fuck you, I’m standing right here, ya slack—’

Fortunately for everyone, Reft caught hold of his partner and shook the words loose from his head before Deern could finish the sentence.

Dawn limped across the sky as the Cards stirred. They stretched and muttered threats at their commander, who was kicking people awake. In the half-light of the copse they had taken shelter in, Anatin seemed to flit around their encampment like a malevolent dryad. Shrouded by the smoke of his morning’s cigar he took grim delight in spreading the misery.

Lynx was already awake, though he’d been trying to pretend otherwise. The carpet of old leaves had given little comfort on root-knotted ground and he had long been a light sleeper. The footsteps of a sentry were enough to wake him sometimes. Even if the warm presence of Toil burrowed into his side had slowly become a comfort rather than hindrance.

He heaved himself up and shook down his blanket before rolling it tight and tying it to his pack. Pulling his coat on, Lynx checked his weapons then took a swig of water and dug out a crumbling biscuit.

‘Not much to look at, eh?’ Llaith commented, nodding at the biscuit. ‘I’m starting to miss that lodging house in Caldaire now.’

‘Then you remember the wildlife,’ Lynx said. ‘And the locals. And all the shit we did to make ourselves unpopular there.’

Llaith grinned. ‘Sure, that stuff too, but those old biddies could cook.’

Lynx found himself glaring at the biscuit. It really wasn’t much to look at and his stomach growled in response. ‘I wish you hadn’t put that thought in my head now.’

‘A problem shared is a problem halved, my friend.’

‘Wasn’t my problem to start with,’ Lynx protested, ‘so fuck you for handing me half your problems.’

‘Made me feel better at least.’

Lynx put the biscuit in his mouth and chewed twice. He swallowed and gave Llaith an unconvincing smile. ‘All the more delicious for seeing you feel better.’

The veteran chortled. ‘Glad to have helped. Now what delights have I got stashed away?’

‘If you’ve got bread I’ll gladly prise it from your cold dead hands.’

Llaith’s smile faltered and he shuffled away. As it turned out, that bit did make Lynx feel a little better. He went to find his horse; hobbled, still saddled and looking fairly miserable. It eyed him dubiously as he approached, a look that made Lynx pat his own stomach self-consciously. But a handful of feed was enough to mollify the beast and soon he was in the saddle – one of the first as usual.

For once, Anatin was right up there with him, eyes rimmed red with fatigue but possessing a certain manic energy to his movements. With his one remaining hand the company commander worried at a fraying stitch on his saddle before barking orders again at his command.

‘Deepest black, Varain, will you shift your sagging backside? Look, bloody Sitain’s almost ready to leave – Sitain! She’s barely slept and is a worse soldier than you’ve been these last thirty years!’

After ten minutes the entire company was ready to go. Anatin led the way out onto a low meadow that stretched towards a stretch of kingsroad. That would take them most of the way to a large town called Otsdan. It was two days’ travel if they really pushed, something Anatin clearly intended. The road was maintained and patrolled by Knights-Artificer troops still, but the Cards had to be ahead of the news so there was no reason to stop them. And once at Otsdan the game changed entirely.

It took a few hours to reach the road but, when they did, Lynx felt a surge of relief. Cutting across country to reach this kingsroad made good sense. The main roads south of Siquil ran in the other direction. Not even a fast messenger with a change of horses was going to overtake them. The slow pace had made him anxious, though, so when they discovered the kingsroad empty it cheered the whole company.

The afternoon turned damp, but the miles passed swiftly on a good road and that night Anatin allowed them to stop at an inn. There weren’t bunks for most of the company of course, but the prospect of hot food and beer nullified any such concerns. The following dawn saw a refreshed company fairly leap up from their blankets, ready to tackle the challenges life presented. Anatin’s announcement the previous evening that he’d shoot the last Card in the saddle probably helped, but for once the Cards were keen to be away and out of danger.

A smirking Anatin said ‘bang’ at the last man, Himbel, and set off. With thin furrows of cloud in the west and the skyriver gleaming silver and gold, they made good time on a fine day and by midday the craggy hills around Otsdan came into view.

After offering a polite greeting to the soldiers on duty at the last Knights-Artificer station, the Cards trotted on. A few hours later they reached the first way-station of the larger militant Order whose heartland adjoined these parts, the Brethren of the Shards. Lynx saw the difference immediately and had to remind himself that each Order was distinct. It was all too easy to only think of them as arsehole fanatics wearing different colours, but out this way that wasn’t enough.

The Knights-Artificer were a disparate bunch, spread across the Riven Kingdom with the region around Siquil more of an enclave. By contrast, the Brethren were one of the most economically powerful Orders and wielded that power to control everything larger than a hamlet across the great Lae Valley region. Like the Knights-Charnel their ancestors were pale-skinned northerners, big-boned and fair. In the Brethren’s case their tendency towards ridiculous moustaches and fleshy faces belied their warrior past, these days preferring trade, serene monasteries and renowned artistry instead.

All a bit civilised really, Lynx reflected sadly. Change brings out the worst in people and it’s always the bastards who thrive, so I don’t like their chances much.

When they came within sight of the way-station Anatin slowed his pace. There was a collection of small houses nearby that could barely be called a hamlet and certainly didn’t cover as much ground as the way-station. That was comprised of a stone-walled compound with a squat tower on one side which was rather too military-looking to describe as a caravanserai but clearly served the same function.

A detachment of four soldiers emerged on horseback to meet them, all in the grey and yellow livery of their Order. It was a usual precaution to ensure unknown mercenaries kept outside of earther range until their intentions were known. Anatin had already called a respectful halt seventy yards out.

‘Veraimin’s light shine upon you,’ the young officer at the front called out, the diamond stitching on his tunic showing he was a lieutenant. He was lean and tall this one, likely capable given the Brethren weren’t as interested in bloodlines as some.

‘It does,’ Anatin acknowledged. ‘Almost every day. I think he likes me.’

The lieutenant pursed his lips at that, but only hesitated a moment before continuing. ‘The Brethren of the Shards greet you. What company are you?’

Anatin tugged his scarf free from his coat so the man could see it. ‘The Red Scarves, part of it at least. I’m Commander Adrin of the fifth battalion.’

‘From where?’

‘Parthain.’

The lieutenant nodded. Parthain was a fair distance, but not so far that they wouldn’t occasionally see mercenaries from those parts.

‘And your business?’

Anatin laughed. ‘Ah well now, there’s a funny story there.’

The officer didn’t laugh. ‘You are here on commission?’

‘Not so much, but we’ve got an offer your superiors are going to love.’

‘We have no work for you here. No Order is foolish enough to strike our holdings.’

‘Sure about that?’

At this the officer put his hand on his mage-pistol, sensing a threat. ‘Your meaning?’

‘Easy there, fella. You’ll get no trouble from us!’ Anatin assured him. ‘The buggers who’re following us somewhere behind … they might be a different story.’

Before the Brethren officer could respond there came a soft zip through the air. Toil jerked forward and gave a cough of surprise, slumping low over her saddle. Lynx flinched as he saw the distinctive puff of chill vapour hang in the air then grabbed Toil as she started to topple. To his intense relief she howled in pain under his gentle touch.

Distantly Lynx heard a faint sound, a whipcrack far behind them, then another. The Brethren and Cards all had their mage-guns raised in the same moment – half at each other, half looking wildly around.

‘Snipers!’ Kas yelled. ‘Into the way-station!’

‘Hold!’ the lieutenant roared back. ‘None of you enter!’

More guns appeared on the way-station wall. Here on the border of Brethren territory it was a stopping point for travellers but also a garrisoned fort. The Cards might outnumber the troops there, but they were out in the open.

‘We’re being shot at!’ Anatin shouted back.

The lieutenant wrenched his horse around, waving his troops back to the way-station. ‘No one enters when there’s gunfire!’ he replied. ‘If you try, we will kill you all!’

‘Lynx,’ Toil wheezed, lurching drunkenly over her horse’s neck. ‘Pocket.’

He stared at her blankly for a while, hand pressed over the wound in her shoulder. Then another icer zipped past, the white trail flashing barely a foot past Anatin’s face. It stirred him into action. Lynx fumbled at her coat, knowing what she meant, and pulled something from it. Without waiting he gave a shout to attract the lieutenant’s attention and tossed the object over. The man impassively watched it fall before his eyes suddenly widened.

‘What? Is that—?’

‘It is. That’s what we’ve brought you – lots of ’em!’

The young man gasped. ‘You’ve brought us war with the Knights-Artificer!’

Anatin gave a mad cackle. ‘Then give the fucking thing back and we’ll take our chances elsewhere.’

‘No! Wait.’ He paused only a moment, shock and the implications clashing with the realisation setting in that before him was an actual piece of the god he worshipped, Veraimin. It lay on the ground, dull and faintly yellow in the daylight. He scrambled from his horse and snatched the God Fragment up.

‘More?’

‘Lots!’ Anatin yelled. A horse screamed as he spoke and staggered sideways before finding its balance. Lynx looked behind them but could see nothing. Clearly they were shooting at the edge of their range, but whoever it was had to be good.

‘Veraimin forgive me,’ the lieutenant muttered before waving them forward. ‘Come on, inside!’

‘Ah fuck,’ Toil groaned. ‘I don’t feel so good.’

With that she started to topple again. On the other side of her Aben had ridden up and he grabbed Toil by the scruff of the neck, hauling her across his lap. Lynx shoved her backside to help and disentangled one leg from a stirrup before grabbing the reins of her horse.

The rest of the Cards were already running for safety.


Chapter 7

The Cards clattered into the way-station’s oblong yard. Open-faced stables big enough for wagons took up three-quarters of the ground around a central shrine to Veraimin. A warehouse and bunkhouse occupied the far side, behind which were the tower and garrison barracks.

The clatter of an attack alarm had started to peal before they were inside and, as Lynx looked around, a few whipcracks of return fire snapped out from the wall. He slid from his horse and abandoned the beast as he made to draw his gun. Before he could, Anatin yelled out.

‘Red Scarves – hold! Stow your guns!’

Lynx glanced around, frozen in motion. The Brethren troops running for the wall had stopped, mage-guns levelled and uncertain what was going on. There was a moment of confusion – space enough for all of the cold hells to break out – before a Brethren officer bellowed for the men and women to get moving.

‘Lieutenant, what’s going on?’ the officer roared, storming down the wooden stair from the wall. ‘Who are they?’

‘Mercenaries, Major, but …’ The lieutenant faltered. ‘Sir, look.’

He waited until the major had reached him then opened his hand to reveal the God Fragment.

His superior stopped dead. She was a big woman, as big as Lynx but with a rather more tailored fit to her uniform. A scarred face showed she was no stranger to battle, but the sight of a God Fragment left her momentarily dumbfounded.

‘Veraimin’s breath,’ the major gasped at last. ‘Can it be true?’

‘She says they have others,’ the lieutenant went on, pointing at Toil. ‘Then the gunfire started.’

‘Who’s out there?’ the major roared, half-turning back to the wall.

‘Can’t see, sir,’ shouted back a woman who stood hunched low at an embrasure. ‘They’re well hidden.’

‘They’re Knights-Artificer,’ Anatin supplied. ‘Followed us all the way from Siquil.’

‘What sort of howling insanity is this?’ the major yelled back. ‘You’ve ripped off the tinkers and dragged an army to our door?’

Lynx blinked at the nickname he’d never heard before, but before anyone could respond Toil gave a howl.

‘Someone find me some bloody brandy!’ she demanded as Aben eased her from his horse. Lynx went to support her while the man dismounted. Between the two of them they eased her to the churned earth floor.

‘Who’s this? Where’s Doctor Nonan?’

The major’s questions went unanswered but a balding, bearded man in his fifties rushed over, still tying a white apron around his waist as he went. Himbel appeared a moment later and joined him.

‘I’ll fetch Sitain—’

‘Shut up and get some fucking brandy!’ Toil broke in. Himbel blinked at her then nodded, realising even in her pain their leader had worked out they shouldn’t advertise there were mages in their midst. The surgeon, Nonan, probed her shoulder and provoked a scream of pain, followed by a litany of threats.

The Brethren major watched impassively. ‘What did you think was going to happen when you stole from the people who make the best long-range guns in the Riven Kingdom?’

‘I thought I was going to ride faster’n them,’ Toil spat back as her jacket was cut open.

‘Is it true – do you have more?’

‘We do,’ Anatin answered for her. He pulled another from his pocket, this one pure white – a fragment of Insar. ‘The whole contents of Siquil’s charnel vault, or at least most of it. We might have missed some.’

‘How many?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘And what do you intend to do with them?’

Anatin gave him a bright smile. ‘They’re a gift, didn’t you get that bit?’

‘A gift?’ the major echoed, not hiding her suspicion. ‘For the Brethren of the Shards? Was it going to be a gift before the Knights-Artificer tracked you down and started shooting?’

‘Always the plan,’ Toil croaked from down by their feet. ‘They’re priceless in both senses o’ the word, unless you’ve got someone willing and able to pay for them.’

‘And what if we now hand you over to the Knights-Artificer?’

‘We’re not what they want, not really. So yeah, you could, but what then? The Brethren ain’t got the biggest army and I don’t know if you noticed, but some of the Orders aren’t playing by the old rules.’

‘Some Orders, not all of them,’ the major corrected in a strangely prim tone for a veteran soldier. ‘Until now, that didn’t include the Knights-Artificer – or the Brethren.’

‘Aye, your lot are a bit slow it’s true, but we won’t hold that against you,’ Anatin said. ‘We’ve given you a little nudge into the new age. That’s all.’

‘There’s no putting this devil back in its bottle,’ Toil added through gritted teeth. ‘The sooner the Brethren realise that, the more likely they are to survive.’

‘You make decisions on behalf of the Brethren of the Shards?’ she growled. ‘Are you truly so foolish?’

Toil laughed at that, though from her face it was plain the movement cost her dearly. ‘We’ve been called worse,’ she agreed. ‘But mercenaries need to know which way the wind’s blowing if they’re going to survive.’

‘Ain’t that sailors?’ Anatin asked, unable to resist.

‘Same thing,’ she said. ‘Similar morals an’ hygiene. Same instinct on when to jump ship. Point is, Major, that your friends out there, the tinkers, are done. They just don’t know it yet.’

‘Done?’

Toil nodded. ‘The Orders are turning on each other. We hear Jarrazir’s changed the game and there’s no space for honour between … well, whatever you call a dozen armies of priests with mage-guns. The Charnelers are already on the move and swallowing up their neighbours. Word is the Knights of the Sacred Mountain took Gazhan City last month. The Knights-Scholar of Althain have been subsumed and every city of Lake Salathir has a direct governor now – no pretence of independence from the Protectors of Light.’

‘And you choose to make this worse?’

‘Best thing for everyone is that the Knights-Artificer don’t have any God Fragments once the Charnelers chew through them.’

The major was quiet a long while. Even in the security of their position, which spanned a dozen cities throughout the lakes, Lae Valley and away to the north-east, the Brethren couldn’t afford to ignore what was going on. The Knights-Artificer strongholds would indeed be vulnerable to Charneler aggression.

‘Why get involved? Why you? To win a commission from my Order? There are other ways. Easier ways.’

‘Yeah, but I’m impatient,’ Anatin said. ‘This way’s quicker.’

‘Plus we’re on the Charnelers’ shitlist after Jarrazir,’ Toil added through gritted teeth. ‘Best we find a patron Order with reason to like us – deepest fucking black, are you a doctor or a butcher? – best this war gets won by an Order that understands reason.’

‘You were at Jarrazir?’

‘Aye, hired by the Monarch,’ Anatin added while Toil writhed in Lynx’s grip. ‘We didn’t do a lot of fighting, but somehow the Charnelers have taken it personally.’

‘You seem to be building a list of Orders in that vein.’

‘It’s our lovable nature and gentle sense of humour,’ Anatin beamed.

The major grunted and stared off into the distance for a few moments. The gunfire had tailed off. Even snipers at a distance had to know they were tracing a line back to themselves. Whatever ingenious long-range guns they had, they couldn’t know if their enemies had some too. Lynx knew the weapons were incredibly expensive, but there was still the usual problem with selling guns – that they ended up in the hands of other people.

‘Show me the fragments,’ the major said at last. ‘Let me see what we’re risking war for.’

Lynx and Aben carried Toil into the nearby officers’ quarters where Doctor Nonan cleared the polished dining table for her. It was a wide room, well lit by two large windows that faced into the main yard and luxurious compared to the rest of the way-station. More like a nobleman’s hunting lodge than anything else. Paintings adorned the wall, cut glasses and gleaming crockery stood in a side cabinet above a variety of bottles imported from all directions.

The major finally introduced herself as Major Elsail. Names, real and fake, were exchanged as the various Knights of the company, now sporting sergeant stripes, came in carrying their packs. Toil had split the fragments after one night of disturbing dreams. Atieno had insisted that no one person carried many of the shards and Toil had agreed, muttering ‘Jang-Her’.

It’d taken Lynx a while to recall a conversation the mages had had in Jarrazir, regarding the first conclave of the Militant Orders at a place called Jang-Her. There, a huge number of God Fragments had been brought together and some people had gone mad, others had recalled ancient events or learned to translate the extinct and forgotten Duegar language.

‘Your shoulder’s broken,’ the surgeon told Toil as the last of the fragments was unearthed and set on a side table. ‘It looks clean though. I can wash and stitch the wound, but if there’s going to be an attack I need to get ready.’

‘Go,’ Toil said. ‘Himbel can stitch it fine.’

While Himbel investigated the drinks cabinet for something to disinfect the wound and probably his mouth too, Major Elsail did a count to confirm the number of fragments.

‘This is all?’

‘You think we’ve kept some back?’ Toil asked, having done exactly that. ‘If I had, they’d be buried out on the road. I’m hardly likely to walk in here with one shoved up my arse.’

‘Hmm.’ The major shook her head. ‘This is … wondrous.’ Her fingers brushed the largest of the yellow-tinted shards, as tentatively as a young woman taking her love’s hand for the first time.

‘Worth fighting for, I think you’ll agree.’

The Brethren officer straightened, as though rejuvenated by the reminder. ‘Yes,’ she declared. ‘Yes it is.’

Directing the lieutenant who’d first admitted them to remain, Major Elsail left to see to the defence whereupon the Cards sank into the chairs scattered around the room.

‘What do we do now?’ Safir asked.

‘We wait,’ Anatin said with a shrug. ‘Maybe give Himbel a hand too.’ He got up again and took a sniff of the bottle Himbel had used to soak his needle and thread in. Whatever was in there seemed to meet his satisfaction. Before the lieutenant could say a word Anatin took a swig from the glass Himbel had used.

‘Tastes a bit like needle and thread,’ he complained, going back for another swallow anyway.

‘Start in on the major’s personal stock and you’ll see yourselves outside these walls fast enough,’ the lieutenant advised.

‘Some of us should go out there anyway, mebbe,’ Lynx commented and gripped Toil’s shoulders as Himbel got ready to stitch the wound. She slapped his hands away and told Himbel to get busy.

‘To kill those scouts?’ Toil mused, trying to get her mind off the needle. ‘Or find out how far off the rest are?’

‘Dunno. I just don’t like being pinned down here.’

‘I do!’ Anatin interrupted, raising his glass. ‘This is decent stuff.’

‘You’re happy to just sit here?’

‘Until we’re being paid to fight? Abso-bloody-lutely. If there’s an attack we may offer our services, but we’ve handed over more’n enough for free today.’

‘How did you get them?’ broke in the lieutenant. ‘The fragments? You didn’t just barge in waving guns around, so how?’

Toil grimaced in a way that was probably meant to be a smile until a needle got pushed through her skin. ‘A lady never gives away her little secrets.’

‘The Conclave will want to know,’ he said. ‘The major too, if she’s to argue your case.’

‘Who says she’s invited?’

The lieutenant laughed. ‘Do you think you have a choice? This haul is a miracle – it will earn her a promotion most likely. She will make sure to accompany it all the way to the presence of the Conclave to make sure her prize isn’t stolen away by someone else.’

‘You religious types are an inspiration,’ Anatin muttered into his glass. ‘So selfless and devoted to matters of the spirit.’

‘It was a Duegar artefact,’ Toil said after a moment’s deliberation. ‘One that gave me an advantage they didn’t expect. I’ve done a bit of relic hunting in my time and found this toy a few years back.’

‘What does it do?’

‘I ain’t telling,’ she insisted. ‘And don’t bother searching our kit. I buried the thing on our way here. It’s a small advantage but it’s mine and I don’t mean to share.’

‘That’s for damn sure,’ Anatin added, filling his glass. ‘None of the rest of us have even touched the thing. She’s the jealous type.’

‘Aren’t you the company commander?’ the lieutenant asked, confused.

‘Yeah,’ Anatin said darkly. ‘You’d think that meant these bastards did what I said, but it hardly ever turns out that way.’

The lieutenant was quiet for a moment, digesting the information while the sound of shouted orders and boots came from outside. Eventually, he looked up again. ‘And you just walked into their charnel vault? It was as easy as that?’

‘Hardly easy,’ Toil exclaimed. ‘Almost got my face shot off for a start, but … well, we were lucky. They didn’t protect the thing properly because they thought it was a secret but I’d heard a rumour. When I got my toy I decided to dig a bit deeper.’

Anatin nodded. ‘Aye, secret vaults are best made by mages who’re never leaving the sanctuary anyway. No specialist equipment or engineers need to travel that way and Siquil’s factory produces a good number of earth-bolts.’

Major Elsail returned looking harassed, but she couldn’t keep the animation from her voice too. They all knew this haul could be the making of her career if she handled it well – and that would make her a valuable ally for the mercenaries who’d brought it about.

‘There’s no sign of the rest,’ Elsail announced. ‘The scouts are still there, but we’ve got snipers of our own so they’re keeping their heads down.’

‘What’s your plan?’ Anatin asked. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’

‘Riders have gone through the rear gate,’ she said. ‘The garrison at Otsdan will relieve us soon.’

‘Not going to try to negotiate?’

‘To what end? They’ll want your heads, but that won’t satisfy them unless there’s a God Fragment shoved in each mouth.’

‘Which you’re not inclined to do?’ Anatin asked hopefully.

‘Not the latter part, certainly,’ Elsail said. ‘I’m sending squads out to flank them and force the snipers back – I want a squad of you mercenaries out with them.’

‘Does that mean we’re employed? I hate to be dull about these things, but …’

‘There are discretionary funds available for the time being,’ Elsail confirmed. ‘Either way, I’m going to kick ten of you out of the door soon. If I’m reducing my troop numbers here, I don’t mean to leave the armed strangers at full strength.’

‘I guess we’ll take the discretionary fund then. Plenty of time to haggle over prices afterwards. Safir, go represent our company’s good name out on the field. We’ll do the same here.’

The afternoon passed without incident or even a shot fired so far as Lynx was aware. The mercenaries got their horses stabled and kit stowed safely. Major Elsail ordered a few gunracks to be dragged out of the barracks for them, helpfully providing somewhere to store their weapons in plain view of the garrison. For his part, Anatin led by example and stretched out on a spare bunk to catch some sleep. It wasn’t long before half the company were doing the same.

A tiring few days had sapped their appetite for much more and after a bowl of bland and fatty stew most were glad to settle down. Some, led by Varain, started in on the ale but the Brethren kept a tight rein on that. Even the Cards weren’t likely to start trouble on a few pints. Lynx found himself unable to settle so instead he headed, unarmed, up onto the walkway to look out over the countryside. The slow creep of dusk began with clouds rolling in from the east, the taste of rain on the breeze.

He only had to hunch a little to keep his head below the wooden crenels that topped the wall. The way-station was atop a gentle slope and afforded a good view of the ground they had covered. Only small clumps of trees stood within three hundred yards, nothing to afford real cover to any approaching troops, and a small wood that stood south of the kingsroad was double that distance away.

There was a small river to the north which the Brethren garrison said wasn’t easily forded at any point for miles – the water chest deep and swift enough to cause difficulties. The woods to the south would make any approach slow and still put them into the open ground. Circling all around would send attackers through a village and farms too.

None of the approaches would be attractive, Lynx realised, and he fell back onto his training – imagining how So Han would assault this small fort. The Hanese commandos had been highly mobile units who travelled light. They would have abandoned their horses a few miles back, moving up as close as they could during the day, then waited.

The river was the option Lynx would have liked – the weather warm enough that hardy Hanese would think nothing of stripping off and crossing naked once it was dark. He’d have sent the strongest swimmers on ahead with guide ropes to tie on the far side – allowing even a few companies of commandos to cross quickly. Then they would dry themselves on the grass, dress and advance with earthers and burners. The north face of the way-station would be a shattered and burning wreck within a few minutes of his, or his commander’s, order, and they would be down to the axe work soon after.

He doubted Militant Order troops would be so easily persuaded to that route. Regulations and straight lines played too much of a role in their thinking. Hanese children accompanied their parents on raids from an early age and were expected to be able to travel the wilds alone. Given the choice between fifty Order soldiers or fifty Hanese twelve-year-olds, Lynx knew which group he’d get to advance a few miles in the dark without hand-holding.

‘Will they come at night?’ Sitain asked, joining him.

Lynx nodded. ‘I would.’

‘Where?’

He gave her a bleak smile and pointed at the clouds above. ‘Not much light tonight,’ he said. ‘They’ll advance straight at us, using the road to guide them.’

‘Seems a bit stupid. Right up to the gate?’

‘Exactly!’ Lynx laughed bitterly. ‘Too obvious, no one will be expecting it.’

‘Really?’

‘Nah, not even close. Whichever way they come, we’ll be expecting it. They know that but they’ll bloody do it anyway cos what’s a few lives in the service of their god, eh?’

‘And they don’t even know how well some of us see in the dark,’ Sitain muttered, careful not to let the Brethren on guard hear her.

‘Aye, there’s that too. Still – it won’t be pretty. We don’t know how many there are and most of us won’t be able to see shit if this cloud thickens up.’

As he spoke, Lynx tugged his headscarf into a more comfortable position. Three of the Cards wore them now, in the fashion of men from the Mage Islands. It looked strange out in these parts, almost a thousand miles north-east from Caldaire, but mercenary crews were always a mix. Idle curiosity was the lesser of two evils compared to showing off white tattoos on their faces that occasionally glowed with light. The Brethren of the Shards might not be as rapacious or aggressive as the Knights-Charnel, but they wouldn’t just ignore something obviously magical.

‘Get some rest then,’ Sitain said, watching him. ‘Get a drink in you.’

‘Giving me advice now, eh?’

‘Toil’s laid up and Kas is leading a party out there, hunting those scouts,’ she replied. ‘Guess that means I have to nag in their place.’

‘I need nagging?’

‘More’n most,’ Sitain agreed. ‘Since I’m no fighter and obviously can’t see unnaturally well in the dark, I’m going to be no real use come nightfall. I might as well see that you’ll be useful instead.’

‘Being my superior officer an’ all?’

‘Being a woman,’ she said baldly. ‘One who’s seen enough of your bad habits to know you need a prod – and enough of your problem with taking orders from men.’

Lynx was quiet a long while then his shoulders sagged.

‘Toil sent you, didn’t she?’

Sitain grinned at that. ‘Yeah. You can do what the fuck you like, so far’s I’m concerned, but Toil won’t let injury stop her from being a pain in my arse. Least I can do is pass on the message so she’s your problem.’

‘Fine. I’m going.’

‘Yer ma died when you were young, right?’

‘Shut up.’


Chapter 8

‘It’s getting dark.’

Doctor Nonan huffed from the other side of the room. ‘At least your eyes still work then.’ Unlike many Brethren, he had a thick beard, large brown eyes and a kindly air to him.

Toil muttered something in a language she assumed he wouldn’t speak and tried to sit up.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, sounding weary.

‘I’m no bloody use lying here,’ she replied.

‘You, young lady, will be no use out there either.’

‘Nor will you if you keep that “young lady” shit up,’ she declared, bristling at his tone though Nonan was indeed more than a decade older.

He turned to face her. ‘Really? Now’s the time to pick a fight?’

She pushed herself upright, wincing as she did so. Her right arm was bound tightly to her body to keep her from opening the wound. Toil felt light-headed and sick as she took a tentative step and tried to maintain her balance.

‘I ain’t starting the fight,’ she said at last. ‘I rarely do.’

He paused and regarded her. Whether or not he thought a light breeze could knock her down, she had no intention of backing off.

‘Very well,’ Nonan said at last. ‘You have my apologies.’

‘Save them,’ Toil replied. ‘Just help me on with my jacket.’

She hooked her good arm through the sleeve and with a little assistance got it over the other side too, tucking the loose sleeve into her belt. There would be no way she could button it up with her arm inside, but this would have to do.

A few more shuffling steps saw her to the side cabinet where the drinks were. Unaccountably someone had thought to remove her mage-pistol and knife in case an accident happened to those around her. Toil sheathed the weapons with difficulty and headed for the door.

‘I’ll prepare a table for you,’ the surgeon called as she jerked it open. ‘For when those stitches open up and you collapse.’

She glanced back. Himbel was preparing a second triage station on the other side of the compound, in the doctor’s own rooms. For some reason they’d decided not to let the mercenary use a room with so much quality booze.

‘Keep my seat warm,’ Toil said at last. ‘Until I collapse, I’ll be out there.’

She headed out, taking short shuffling steps until her balance returned. The gloom of dusk was laid thick over the way-station, but the cloudy sky remained bright. Summer in the north brought long days and slow evenings. Overhead, she caught a glimpse of the skyriver’s fat band, almost as thick as she’d ever seen it. Only once had she travelled further north and seen more of the skyriver in the southern sky.

For once, that’s not so bad a memory, Toil recalled. Colter Rock, that hidden valley so far north few relic hunters ever made the journey. Rich pickings from that trip and no one died. Can’t say that much about anything recent, more’s the pity.

Her memories were rudely interrupted as Anatin yelled down at her from the walkway.

‘Hey, Toil – the fuck’re you doing?’

‘Here to help, boss!’

Anatin cackled with laughter. The upturn in his mood suggested he’d found more booze, confident no one would attack in daylight. ‘Help, eh? Deepest black, that wasn’t even gonna be my third or fourth guess!’

‘Where do you want me?’

‘Reft’s squad is on the north face, go join him.’

Toil nodded and looked around the walkway. Anatin’s squad, a number patch freshly stitched over every playing card badge, was beside him. So were the remains of Stars and Snow, both of those depleted by recent casualties and the group sent beyond the walls. One glance at the roster was enough to show the scraps they’d been in recently. Blood was the only suit that approached a standard squad size now and even then you were counting bookish Paranil and the company surgeon, Himbel.

Under normal circumstances, Anatin would be recruiting, signing on veterans and rookies alike in anticipation of the unfolding inter-Order war. But the risk of their secrets getting out was too great, they had agreed. Any Militant Order would pay good money for Toil by herself – throw in two of the most powerful mages in the world and you could name your price.

Instead, the mercenary company commanded by Toil’s brother, Vigilance, now had two new battalions on their books. The second of those was composed of Su Dregiran troops Toil had coaxed from her employer to ensure the Cards weren’t the only newcomers in the Red Scarves. Until things got bad Anatin had agreed they would keep their numbers down, their secrets close.

Toil took her time getting to the north face. When she arrived, the mercenaries were mostly sitting down and playing tashot. Brethren sentries kept a watchful eye on the willow-studded river bank and pastureland surrounding it so the Cards could simply wait until summoned.

‘You’re up,’ Aben said when he saw her. ‘Really, boss?’

‘Don’t you start,’ she growled.

Her burly right-hand man scowled but knew better than to press Toil. Instead, he simply grabbed the leg of a stool and yanked it out from underneath Deern, sending the smaller man sprawling.

‘Fuck!’ Deern yelled as he hit the ground. ‘Ya shit-brained heifer, what was that for?’

‘She needs the seat,’ Aben insisted with as much innocence as he could muster. ‘Good of you to give it up to her.’

Deern’s face went scarlet, his anger deepened by the fact his headscarf had half-slid off and was covering one eye. He had to fumble madly to stop it falling off entirely and expose the tattoos on his neck and ear, while the others simply laughed.

‘Need help with yer bonnet?’ Aben asked.

‘Enough, the lot of you,’ Toil broke in. With Aben’s help she eased herself down onto the stool and waited for Deern to right himself. ‘Thanks for the seat, Deern,’ she added. ‘I’ll owe you a beer after we chase these fucks off.’

The rat-faced mercenary hesitated – still angry but aware now wasn’t the time for a brawl. ‘Yeah, fine,’ he muttered at last. ‘Next time, Aben, just fucking ask, ya fat lump.’

‘I’ve got a job for you after this, Deern,’ Toil continued.

‘Eh? What’s that then?’

‘Go with Atieno and Lynx to the meet.’

‘Me? Why?’

‘Cos I want two Marked Cards with Atenio. The man’s more precious than his weight in gems so I need you to keep him alive.’

‘But why me?’ Deern pressed. ‘I ain’t the only veteran here.’

‘You’re northern,’ she said. ‘From out this way, no?’

‘Once upon a time,’ he spat. ‘And left for good fucking reasons – literally.’

‘So don’t fuck anyone while you’re on the job.’

‘Still, why me exactly?’

Aben hissed. ‘For pity’s sake, do you need her to draw a picture? The folks you’re meeting aren’t exactly normal are they?’

‘So?’

‘Lynx is going cos he’s a soldier who’s, ah, kinda known for being not flexible in his opinions. Just like them. You’re going cos, well, he’s not northern or batshit insane … If anyone can make friends with those bastards, it’s you.’

‘Oh. Right then,’ Deern said levelly.

‘Yeah,’ Toil agreed. ‘What with you being such a good actor when it comes to being a madman with a hair-trigger. I need this done and I need it done right. Are you up to it?’

Deern was quiet a short while then he shrugged. ‘Double pay?’

‘Oh for … Yeah, fine.’

‘Does Su Dregir even have enough money to pay us all?’

‘We may have to invade our neighbours, but the company will get paid.’

‘Okay. Done.’

Darkness drew steadily closer as the cool of evening swirled around. Toil found herself half-dozing in her seat as the time dragged on, the mercenaries continuing their game until the light made it impossible. A few of them could see still, but those who hadn’t been marked by the Labyrinth were quick to end things before it got suspicious. After that she simply watched the troops of the way-station try to control their nerves.

The Brethren troops kept to the pinpricks of light around the interior of the main yard. Everything was squared away and neat, so there was little for them to do and the anxiety was nagging away. By contrast, the Cards were cool and calm. Fourteen of their number had magic-blessed night vision thanks to whatever connection they now had with Sitain. The rest were just pleased they had the advantage in the impending fight.

A little further down the walkway, Paranil was taking a turn on watch. The bespectacled academic was as far from a soldier as one could imagine, but he’d come through the Labyrinth with the rest of them. He’d be no use in a gunfight, but could see better than any of the Brethren sentries. Toil’s thoughts turned idly as she regarded the small man.

Would he be useful on Atieno’s mission? Would he only get in the way? After much practice the man was merely poor at riding and had managed to make it unlikely he would shoot himself in a fight.

‘Aben,’ she said softly. ‘How’s Paranil doing?’

The big man frowned down at her. ‘Good enough, I think.’

‘Are you sure? I’ve dragged him halfway round the continent and with what we’re planning … Asking mercs to do all this is one thing, but he was never cut out for this shit.’

‘Want to leave him behind?’

‘I want you to talk to him,’ Toil said. ‘If he wants out, he’ll never just come and tell me that.’

Aben nodded. ‘True. You still scare him. Maybe more so than ever.’

‘If he wants to go, he can – I’ll not blame him. But he may need me to say it.’

A whistle from the main gate cut the night and all heads turned. Toil could see Anatin leaning forward to talk to someone on the ground, trusting the gloom to keep him safe. The last of the light was draining from the sky now, the land beneath thick with shadow. It would stay this way for a long while, Toil knew. Full dark was a short-lived thing in the north, with midsummer not long past, but the cloud cover meant it was good enough for an assault.

Not long after, Haphori was sent down the walkway towards them while Brethren junior officers headed off with their own orders.

‘Troops spotted,’ he reported in a whisper. ‘Coming up the road in tight order.’

‘All together?’

‘Seems like it – two hundred soldiers, Kas reckons.’

Toil whistled. That was a good number to be pulled out of Siquil at short notice and keep on their heels.

‘And us?’

‘There’s scouts on both flanks, to give a warning in case more come. You hold, they’re pulling most of the Brethren troops forward ready to hit ’em. Kas is gonna give the signal.’

‘Kas?’

Haphori grinned, his teeth bright white against his dark skin. ‘Anatin sent her off with one o’ his light-bolts an’ a spark-grenade. She’ll light ’em up – we follow that an’ tear ’em apart.’

‘Five islands on them running within a minute,’ Deern said from behind them.

‘Still trying to give away your foreign coins, eh, Deern?’ Toil shook her head. ‘They’re desperate – they’ll charge us.’

‘Into the teeth o’ all this?’

‘I’ll see your five islands and raise you,’ she said by way of reply.

‘Yer on.’

After that, there was only the waiting. Finally, Toil couldn’t stand it any longer. She’d watched another dozen Brethren soldiers work their way forward. Only about fifty remained in the way-station – which would already be a large garrison in normal times, but even the slow-to-act Brethren of the Shards were aware the world had changed. Even if they had trusted their neighbours up until now, the risk had increased and the rumour of Sons of the Wind warbands was enough to bolster numbers on every outpost.

‘Deern, Aben – get over there,’ Toil said at last. ‘We need your eyes for the battle, Paranil can watch this flank.’

The two mercenaries went without a word while Toil found herself a vantage point where she could see most of the killing ground ahead. It was just a sea of grey for a while – the faint topography emerging only reluctantly from the gloom. Her shoulder was a constant throbbing pain, one booze hadn’t been able to dull a whole lot.

Shifting uncomfortably, she found a wry smile on her face. Sitain was nearby and could easily have made this more manageable, but Toil had been the one to say they couldn’t risk any use of magic here.

It took her a long while, but eventually she made out the dark clumps of soldiers advancing through the gloom. They’d removed their bright uniforms or covered them, so she could see little more than black shapes moving towards the way-station. It was enough for her to guess the range, though, enough to shoot if she’d been in any condition.

Three hundred yards and closing. She paced the ground out in her mind, following the faint brightness of the road they were following. Well within icer range, but icers wouldn’t bring down a wall. As she watched, Toil sensed the mercenaries and soldiers get ready to fire, further down the wall on her left. Even those who couldn’t make anything out yet were ready for the signal.

Toil found her breath caught. The air stilled. The last birds of dusk quietened as fingers tightened on triggers. The Knights-Artificer were moving up the northern side of the road, two hundred yards now. Still not close enough, she judged. Toil had to admit they were being impressively quiet. No clink of metal, no voices or crack of twigs. For a while she wondered if she was imagining things, if her magic-touched vision was playing tricks on her, but as they crept closer she started to hear the faint sound of movement.

It was still good, better than she’d expected of regular troops, but enough to be detected by an alert sentry. The soldiers on the wall hunkered down with their mage-guns level, but they kept their cool. On the plain outside, the enemy had stopped, pausing as though fearing detection. There they stayed for twenty heartbeats, forty. Still no gunfire erupted from the way-station and finally they started off again.

Toil didn’t even see the grenade. That was what made the weapons so shocking, especially at night. A mage-cartridge streaked through the air – it gave little warning but there was something. When the spark-bomb blew up on the right-hand group of Knights-Artificer, even Toil flinched in surprise.

Jagged lines of light erupted through the darkness. It ripped back the night, white claws racing up and over the exposed soldiers. She saw bursts of lightning leap from one man to another, a staccato vision of pain that lit the whole stretch of ground for one terrible moment. There were screams, then a cartridge case exploded. White streaks of icers raced up into the sky as fire spilled across the land.

That was all the Brethren could stand and they fired into the darkness, aiming at silhouettes or the afterglow in their eyes, Toil couldn’t say. The screams were drowned out by twenty or more mage-guns firing and she watched the volley slam home. A second later there was a streak of orange light darting in from the left. It struck a man and flared bright in the dark, searing his shrieking image into the night.

Now the Cards fired, one great booming sound that spat their icers into the illuminated group. The light-bolt continued to burn and Toil knew the Knights-Artificer would be able to see nothing now. Men fell to the icer-fire, the Brethren troops quick enough in reloading that they got a volley in before the light-bolt faded.

The Cards continued to fire, Brethren too, but it was only by chance when their shots struck. More effective were the scouts who’d taken the risk to stay out. Kas had run after firing the light-bolt, but the effect of the onslaught had stunned their enemy. Toil saw several men fall abruptly, victims of arrows they never even saw, while the Brethren scouts launched a pair of sparkers into the left flank, followed by burners.

There was a response to that, panicked gunfire that fired mostly at random – seeking targets that had already moved position. It only fractured the remaining Knights-Artificer as they looked in two directions and died. A cut-off cry came from the walkway as a Brethren soldier was hit. He collapsed, clutching his neck.

Toil saw the man beside him glance down, Varain. The drink-scarred veteran didn’t move, he just took a quick look and turned away – hands continuing to go through the movements of killing. Another Brethren soldier grabbed his comrade and started to drag him towards the steps, yelling for a stretcher, but Darm stopped him. The man had already gone limp and with a word the rescuer was sent back to his position.

Out on the dark field, some of the Knights-Artificer had started running. A sparker crackled across the grass from their right flank, catching several of them as they fled. Another burner burst against a small tree where a knot of resistance had formed. There were more screams then, howling out through the night, and more gunfire met them. Toil couldn’t tell how many were dead, but the close-range ordnance had done terrible damage.

Less than a quarter of the enemy were firing back. The rest were dead, staggering blindly and shocked, or cowering on their knees as they waited for the end. Toil couldn’t make out any more than that and she found herself wavering for a moment. She grabbed the wall to steady herself and sank to one knee, but the world continued to swim. Touching her fingers to her shoulder Toil realised she’d split the stitches. She just had time to curse under her breath before shadows swarmed up to greet her and she fell flat onto the walkway, unconscious.


Chapter 9

The grisly view at dawn was a sight to start men drinking. The Cards hadn’t waited long enough to have that excuse, Lynx noticed, but they’d have known what horrors the morning light would reveal. He could hardly blame them after a few lean days of travel, but at the same time Lynx was glad he didn’t have to get them moving today.

He found himself on the walkway as the sun cut through the trees, looking at the shattered and blood-soaked ground beyond the walls. Lynx had seen his share of battlefields but somehow this one felt more their fault. Forces collided every day, lords fell out and bad choices got made. That was life. That was the world they lived in. And yet here these people had died just because it served Toil’s agenda.

My agenda, Lynx reminded himself sharply. Don’t put all this on her. You’re in this just as far as Toil. If you wanted to you could stop her, but you’re helping instead. That she had the idea first means shit-all at this point.

These men and women were dead because of what they’d stolen. Of some calculation about the price they’d need to buy their way into the Brethren’s good books. No one had been in any doubt they would be pursued. No one could have doubted what would happen to a poorly equipped force compelled by their faith to assault a fortress. And the answers lay out there for all the Riven Kingdom to see – described in rusty-red mud, torn flesh and viscera.

There were Brethren soldiers out there already. The long awakening of day in the north gave them plenty to see by before sunlight first pierced the treeline. Bodies were being counted, ammunition and mage-guns stripped away. Soon they would start work on a pit for the dead and then that would be that. Dumped in the quiet earth, forgotten and unlikely to merit a footnote in history.

‘Lynx.’

He turned to see Atieno watching him from the ground, Kas stretched out on a bench nearby. The ageing mage of Tempest squinted up at him in the light. The faintly pained look reminded Lynx that Atieno still limped, the bones in one foot turned to stone by the strange corrupting effect of his magic. Travelling was hard on the man, but he couldn’t stop yet. He was key to what they would do now.

‘We should get ready. Kas wants to leave as early as we can.’

‘You’re coming too?’ Lynx asked, looking at the reclining scout. Even muddied and exhausted, she contrived to look a vision of beauty. For that alone, he was momentarily surprised that Toil had chosen her to travel with them on this mission.

‘Better’n having you two wander blindly around the countryside,’ Kas said, eyes still closed.

‘We’ve both managed fine up to now.’

‘You’ve both wandered aimlessly all your lives,’ she corrected, raising a finger. ‘That ain’t quite the same thing.’

‘Toil – sorry, Talere – she’s good with this?’

‘I couldn’t honestly give a shit if she is. You know it makes sense.’

Lynx nodded. He did. She was the best they had and what was more, she was another Card marked by the Labyrinth. The fewer white tattoos on show around the Brethren’s senior figures, the better.

‘Shall I go give her the good news?’

Atieno nodded. ‘I’ll get food from the tavern. Deern is seeing to the horses now.’

‘Deern’s molesting the stablehands,’ Kas said. She swung herself off the bench. ‘I better go remind him what he went there for.’

Lynx took a last guilty look at the dead Knights-Artificer and headed down again. The handful of survivors who’d made it to dawn had been taken under guard to the doctor’s surgery. The major wanted someone to interrogate and confirm Toil’s story, but Lynx suspected that Sitain and Himbel might contrive to interfere. He headed to the officers’ mess and went inside. Toil was there, asleep in a chair with her arm freshly bound up.

The doctor had insisted on seeing to her wound last. At any other time Lynx might have wondered why, but the man had spent an hour or so in a room with an injured Toil the previous day. No doubt her sunny disposition had won him over. As he sat on a dining chair Toil stirred – moving from rest to panic to reaching for a gun all in one heartbeat.

‘Lynx?’ she said, peering blearily up at him. ‘What bell is it?’

‘Sixth. How’s the shoulder?’

‘Bloody hurts, doesn’t it?’ she snapped. ‘You get any rest?’

‘Caught an hour or so. I’ll manage.’

‘Good.’ Toil looked around the mess, wincing as she did so. ‘Help me up. I need some fresh air.’

Lynx did so, knowing inside they risked being overheard. The mission he was being sent on with Atieno was definitely not one they wanted the Brethren knowing about. If they did, the major might just think these crazed mercenaries weren’t bringing her a fortune out of the goodness of their hearts.

Several of the Cards were breaking their fast with a fourth beer, but one look from Toil was enough to shift a few from the most isolated table outside the tavern. With Lynx’s help she eased onto a seat and indicated for the serving boy to fetch her a drink.

‘You good with this next job?’ she asked.

Lynx shook his head. ‘But I’ll do it anyway. It’s got a familiar smell o’ madness about it – the sort that’s kept this company going so far. Why stop now?’

‘The Sons of the Wind really are mad,’ Toil warned him. ‘Even the ones that don’t look that way. Especially those ones.’

‘I’ve run into them before,’ Lynx said. ‘I know what they’re like. But we need madmen, right? No sane folk are likely to agree to what we’re suggesting – especially when we give what proof we have.’

Toil nodded. ‘Just bear it in mind, all the same.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I don’t know what the other Orders think of them these days. Last I heard of the Sons of the Wind was them ambushing a Charneler goods convoy and I doubt they’ll discriminate in their targets.’

‘How sure are we about the Sons?’ Lynx wasn’t certain he wanted an answer to that, but he couldn’t help asking. They were one of the handful of disparate Militant Orders dedicated to Banesh – God of Chance and Change. Given Banesh had been the one to kill, or at least shatter, the other gods, there was clearly some theological gymnastics involved.

‘How sure can anyone be?’ Toil said with a scowl. ‘Most of our intelligence on them is contradictory or nonsensical, but our theory fits. All I know for sure is that they like mages of tempest so Atieno’s presence should protect you three. That’s all I’m sure about so make certain you don’t tell them too much. As little as you need to sell the idea.’

‘Great.’ Lynx looked around, but none of his intended companions were in sight. ‘About that though …’

‘About what?’

‘There being three of us.’

Toil paused. ‘Ah. Kas has said she’s coming?’

‘She’s our best chance to find them. The message you got wasn’t exactly clear.’

She nodded. ‘Yeah, you’re right – she’s right. And it’s probably all for the best, if she means to be involved. Some of the Cards just follow orders and half the rest are too dumb to think for themselves. They’ll see what Kas reckons before they decide. Just don’t you two find yourselves a farm to settle down on, okay?’

‘I can manage that,’ he said with a weak smile.

‘Good, now get going. I need to rest before we make the journey on from here. You’ve still got one fragment?’

Lynx nodded. ‘And Atieno. Can’t say I’ve enjoyed sleep with so many around. You get some weird dreams when you lay your head on one.’

‘Yeah, Jang-Her doesn’t seem so much of a myth these days. I swear I saw a Duegar last night – and I’ve never seen a picture of one in all my travels.’

Toil reached out and took his hand. The action was so unexpected Lynx flinched then felt ashamed of himself, but Toil only smiled. ‘Still twitchy, puss,’ she said softly. ‘Come back safe, you hear?’

Lynx squeezed her hand and went to get ready. He had madmen to find.

Out on the road as afternoon started to turn a lazy eye to dusk, Lynx found his thoughts wandering. Atieno was a companionable silence beside him and, for a short while at least, Deern had no gems of insight to add. It reminded him of another time, more than half a year past, when he’d stood in silence alongside the dark-skinned mage – both of them less at ease with the world then.

The Palace of the Elect was the jewel that crowned Su Dregir, Toil’s home city. An old building of grey and weathered stone in a city of many past glories, its upper floors were magnificent but sharply cold. A great bank of windows ringed three-quarters of the huge domed room, offering an unparalleled view of both the harbourside and dayside halves of the city. Behind Lynx was the harbour, the great arch through which all ships passed, and the inland sea of Parthain beyond.

Closer to hand was the ring of enormous green-glass lanterns that rose like a crown’s tines from the palace’s massive defensive wall. Dull in the daylight, they would blaze at night – with fire only, the days of charging them with magic were long gone. Su Dregir had few enough mages to charge such things and reserved its power for the lighthouse on the cliffside, but Lynx had heard suggestions that might change.

He could imagine a gaggle of academics fluttering around the haul of God Fragments that remained in Su Dregir, excitedly speculating the uses they could be turned to. If the fragile Parthain League was to remain – assuming Toil was wrong and it was still needed – a blazing symbol of defiance might stiffen the resolve, even if it was a vast bloody waste of power.

‘Gentlemen,’ a man called, breaking the hush. ‘I apologise for delaying you, but I prefer my employees to yell at me in private.’

A small, greying man with golden tanned skin entered at the head of a small delegation. Despite his size, the Archelect of Su Dregir was a man assured in his own power and commanded the attention of the room. Lynx hadn’t met the Archelect before, but the torc of office around his neck – twisted strands of gold set with emeralds – was enough to make it obvious that was who he was. A harassed look on his face did little to detract from that presence, but did show Toil had been making her case, at least.

The Archelect’s green fleece-lined coat picked out in gold thread belonged more to a rich mercenary than the ruler of an old and decadent city, but it was cold in his high chamber. Toil had mentioned to Lynx once that he came from near the Mage Islands originally and had never embraced the climate of his adopted home. Secrecy ruled over comfort, though. Infiltrators from half a dozen parties walked the street of every city in the Parthain League, but this chamber was isolated and easily secured.

‘Archelect,’ Atieno said, bowing stiffly. ‘A little quiet reflection is always welcome when one spends much time around the Mercenary Deck.’

The Archelect nodded in a distracted fashion. He waved the two mercenaries towards a circle of benches at the back of the chamber. ‘So I have heard,’ he said as he settled onto the only chair, rubbing his hands against the chill. ‘Toil here seems to fret when they’re quiet, though.’

There were four people who’d followed him in, all of whom Lynx had met before. At the Archelect’s side was his bodyguard, a gold-masked man with two pairs of mage-pistols strapped to his chest. Behind him came an angry-looking Toil with her two long-time associates Aben and Paranil.

One an’ a half henchmen, Lynx recalled, isn’t that what Anatin calls them? It was certainly true that the academic, Paranil, was half the size of Toil’s trusted lieutenant.

‘The Cards can be pushed only so far,’ Atieno continued, unconcerned that he was talking to the ruler of the city. ‘They are simple mercenaries, after all.’

The Archelect sniffed. ‘Yet you and Toil would ask more of them still?’

‘They’re bound to each other,’ Lynx broke in, feeling a strange need to speak for his comrades, even if half of them didn’t like him much. ‘Some of us are in this to the end. The others know that.’

The Archelect regarded him. ‘Ah yes, the man of one name. Toil here tells me you are unusual among the Cards – in that payment is not your chief motivation.’

Lynx shifted uncomfortably. ‘Money’s useful,’ he conceded, ‘but there’s more important things in this life.’

‘An odd view for a mercenary, I would venture. And your comrades may not agree, when the blood meets the blade.’

‘They’re my problem,’ Toil declared. ‘I can deal with the Cards.’

The Archelect inclined his head. ‘As you wish. We have been discussing Toil’s idea and none of us’ – here he cast a glance at his gold-masked bodyguard – ‘are entirely impressed.’

Paranil coughed. ‘If I might—?’ he said in a querulous voice.

The Archelect gestured for him to take the floor. Paranil produced a small leather satchel and began to rummage inside it.

‘The mages in your employ,’ Paranil said, ‘the few you can trust at any rate, have been cataloguing the cache of God Fragments sent here from Jarrazir.’

Lynx watched as Paranil pulled out a thin object wrapped in cloth. It was about the length of his hand. The satchel had sub-divisions, Lynx saw, and there appeared to be more in there. Paranil unwrapped the cloth to reveal a shard of God Fragment roughly the shape of a dagger. It glowed with a faint pink light, showing them all it was a piece of Cartrac – God of Passion and Endeavour.

‘Happy as pigs in shit they are,’ Aben added helpfully.

Paranil looked at him over his spectacles. ‘Quite. In any case they were observing the pieces we received well before the Cards reached Caldaire.’

‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Lynx muttered. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Wrong?’

‘Sounds like there’s a difference between before the Cards have done something and after it,’ Lynx said. ‘That usually means some new shit’s getting laid at our feet.’

‘Ah, indeed.’ Paranil wasn’t smiling exactly, but he seemed animated in a way that Lynx didn’t much like the look of. ‘The fragments bear an affinity for each other, most noticeably for those of the same type. Hence …’

He fished in the satchel again and, after a little fumbling, brought out another piece of Catrac. This one was smaller and lumpen with a slight curve to it. Paranil flourished both then brought them together. There was a loud crack and the two God Fragments slammed together, hard enough to make Lynx wince. Then he remembered the things had always been thought to be nearly indestructible and felt a bit silly, but no one seemed to notice.

‘The pieces are attracted to each other,’ Paranil went on as he gripped each fragment and tried to pull them apart. After a moment he gave up and Aben held out his hand. With a small effort the big man yanked the smaller one free.

‘Thank you.’

‘What’s your point?’ Gold Mask interrupted – clearly not just a bodyguard, Lynx realised. Lynx had seen the man fight, however – as swift and precise a gunfighter as Suth – and it clearly wasn’t an honorary position. ‘Didn’t we know this already?’

‘We did,’ Paranil confirmed. ‘After the events in Caldaire, however, the affinity seems to be stronger.’

‘Stronger? Why?’

‘More magic,’ Atieno interrupted. ‘Because we broke the seals.’

‘In the Labyrinth of Jarrazir?’ the Archelect said. ‘You believe it was a reservoir of sorts? One the later-age Duegar created to reduce the amount of magic in the world?’

‘That is our belief, yes.’

‘So with more magic around, whatever remains of the gods are stronger,’ the Archelect finished.

‘That’s not all,’ Paranil said.

‘You have good news?’

The academic’s face fell. ‘Ah, no. I suppose that was the good news.’

‘How is that good?’ Gold Mask demanded.

Paranil looked panicked. ‘Um, because it’s better than the other news?’

Before anyone else could speak Toil jumped up, unable to sit still any longer. She grabbed a large wrapped fragment from Paranil’s bag and held it up.

‘Here’s the bad news,’ she announced. ‘Behold.’

The God Fragment was large, twice the size of the largest one of Catrac and its light was ice-white – a shard of Insar, God of the Night, Secrets and Cold.

‘Why is that one bad?’ the Archelect asked.

Toil grimaced. ‘Because it wasn’t always just one piece.’

She tossed the fragment over and the Archelect caught it, turning the chunk over in his hands. ‘There is no seam,’ he mused. ‘No indication this was ever two pieces.’

‘Exactly – the fragments of Insar behave differently to all the others,’ Toil said. ‘It sounds like they’ve all got different degrees of affinity, but Insar’s is comfortably the strongest.’

‘And this is your logic?’ Gold Mask demanded. ‘This is your reasoning to try and recruit a legendary band of madmen?’

‘A second one,’ Toil said with a smile, ‘but yes.’

‘This is quite a gamble.’

‘Pretty sure we’re at the gambling stage already, no?’ she replied. ‘Given what we know? Given what we fear?’

‘Your time with the Cards has changed you, my friend,’ the Archelect replied. ‘I’d never have thought you a gambler – not unless you’d rigged the deck first.’

Too pent up with energy, Toil began to pace around the circle. ‘I do have a rigged deck,’ she insisted. ‘A whole set of Marked Cards, in fact!’ Toil pointed at Atieno. ‘One of those Cards is a joker they’ll never see coming.’

‘To risk extending the metaphor too far – I would suggest you remain uncertain of the rules. You hold these cards, perhaps you can even guess the hand of your opponents, but can you be sure of how they will play out?’

‘Is battle any more certain?’ she argued. ‘We’ve failed to secure veterans from So Han – our army remains inexperienced and small. Large mercenary companies are wary of signing on with any Parthain state if it means direct engagements with the Orders. Is my suggestion any riskier?’

‘Yes,’ the Archelect said sharply. ‘It is. You would raise the stakes further than most believe possible.’

‘But avoid war on our doorstep. For the people of Su Dregir this must be better, surely?’

‘For Su Dregir, perhaps. For the rest of the Riven Kingdom?’

‘When did the entire continent become your concern?’

The Archelect looked thoughtful at that. ‘Since you returned here with this plan of yours, I am starting to feel its weight on my shoulders.’

They were all quiet. Gold Mask took a breath and sat more upright as though readying to argue further, but Lynx saw the Archelect give him a look. Whatever unspoken idea passed between the two, Gold Mask thought twice about it.

‘How about destroying those we have?’ the Archelect said at last.

‘It’s possible,’ Atieno replied. ‘I’ve only done it a few times, but it cost me nothing each time. My concern is the magic released. We know there are creatures attracted to magic, and it seems like they’re more active or bold these days. Destroying so many might bring horror down on your city the way we did in Caldaire.’

‘Best we do that somewhere else,’ Toil added. ‘Or we do it piecemeal.’

‘Why can we not build our defences while the Orders continue to tear each other apart? We have more than enough fragments to make mage-spheres.’

‘Did strong defences work for Jarrazir?’ she argued. ‘And when the Orders are done and one wins out, what then? A greater enemy faces us across our improved defences.’

‘You cannot know that.’

‘I know that’s the more optimistic outcome. We may find ourselves defeated without a shot fired or a hand lifted until it’s too late.’

‘Do you buy in to the Knights-Charnel creed now?’ the Archelect asked, sounding surprised.

Toil shook her head. ‘No, but that’s beside the point.’

‘Surely it’s crucial?’

‘It isn’t. I mean, if you want to run down that rabbit hole there’s reason enough to support my plan anyway. We’ve been taken by surprise by what lies beneath once already. You’d be stupid to rule out the other side knowing more than we do.’

‘And still your argument to me is one of economics?’

‘You’re the one I’m trying to persuade, after all,’ she said by way of explanation. ‘You’re a city-state ruler and a man o’ trade. If you were a relic hunter or career soldier, I might try a different tack, but the tangible, comprehensible fear is the economic one.’

Toil took a breath, waiting just a fraction until the Archelect inclined his head for her to go on.

‘The Knights-Charnel are believed to possess the greatest collection of God Fragments in the entire continent. We know a few states in the Parthain League have already sold the fragments we gave them to the Charnelers in return for a neutrality pact. We know the Charnelers have been fastest to move on their fellow Orders and they’re the most powerful militarily.’

Atieno took a step forward at that point. ‘Ah, might I add that there remains one seal unbroken, so far as we know, in the Labyrinth of Jarrazir. There is more magic in the world, but perhaps not yet enough for the Charnelers’ ultimate goal.’

‘In the meantime,’ Toil continued, nodding, ‘the Charnelers mean to dominate the whole Riven Kingdom. They’ll take every God Fragment they can find and squeeze for decades until they can subsume or destroy the remaining Orders. Tens of thousands dying in this internecine war might just be the start – at some point they’ll turn our way. I want to try and have that fight as far from Su Dregir’s gates as possible.’

‘Strike at the heart of them,’ the Archelect said, ‘while their armies are abroad and occupied? Highkeep Sanctuary will hardly be lacking in defences.’

‘But they’ll be reduced. The holy valley is considered unbreachable in normal circumstances, but these are far from normal. The garrison will be stretched and their war of consolidation is a gamble sparked by dogma. There will never be a better opportunity to cut their heart out.’

‘And you think the Sons of the Wind are the key?’

‘Can you think of anyone else mad enough for this fight?’ Toil paused. ‘Apart from the Cards, that is?’

The four Cards made a rough camp at dusk after a long day of travelling. Kas counselled against a fire and Atieno had acquiesced, though Lynx could see the mage would have liked to warm his bones. Kas had seen several groups of people as she scouted the wilds. None had seemed an overt threat, but these were not the easiest of times. The Orders were spread across the whole of the north and most of the land east of Su Dregir for a thousand miles too.

But while they each had their heartlands, every Order existed as a spiderweb of cities, towns and commanderies that were interwoven with each other. There were few parts where only the Brethren or Knights-Charnel ruled exclusively. Years of peace between the Orders meant there had been little natural conflict or consolidation until that abruptly changed last year. In the months after the Cards had opened the Labyrinth, many outlying Order-controlled towns and strongholds had fallen – too isolated or too unimportant to be retaken while their former owners were busy doing the same elsewhere.

‘Anyone ever been to a Sons o’ the Wind town?’ Deern asked as they were just settling down to sleep.

He’d caught the first watch and sat on the jutting roots of an old oak, looking at the dull shine of the skyriver in the south. Their campsite was a hollow in the ground below the oak – in truth an ideal spot to have an unobtrusive fire, but Kas was taking no chances.

‘Once,’ Atieno said. ‘It was enough.’

‘Yeah – we got in a fight with some, oh, four years back mebbe? Remember that, Kas?’

‘Not really,’ she growled. ‘Thanks to you starting a brawl, that whole week’s a blur.’

Deern laughed. ‘Hah, I’d forgotten that bit. That bugger wouldn’t go down, would he?’

‘Oh he went down well enough, three times as I recall. Bastard just wouldn’t stay there.’

‘Fun times, eh? Anyway, after that, Anatin made sure we never went to a Sons-controlled town, or one run by any Order devoted to Banesh.’

‘Not much work there anyway,’ Lynx said. ‘Nothing good. They like a good raid, but they prefer to fight themselves. The towns are a mess, chaotic and poor. No money for honest mercs.’

‘Where they come from, the Sons?’ Kas asked. ‘The ones we met were a mix, but none looked as blond and creepy as yer average Charneler.’

Lynx glanced around at the others, not knowing himself.

Eventually Atieno cleared his throat. ‘I’ve met a few. Their towns are out of the way, good places to make sure you won’t find Charneler agents, and they don’t keep sanctuaries.’

‘So?’

‘I think they’re originally from the far north-east – the lands north of Ikir and Ei Det, Olostir too.’

‘That’s a big fucking area,’ Deern pointed out after a moment’s thought. ‘I mean, if I was to be making shit up I’d also probably pick some region a thousand miles long where no one’s ever been.’

‘They’re a Militant Order still,’ Lynx pointed out. ‘They’ll be the nearer side of it. Not many God Fragments were scattered past Olostir.’

‘What’s this damn company come to, eh?’ Deern declared, yawning as he spoke. ‘We’re working with Militant Orders, runnin’ all round the Riven Kingdom chasing God Fragments … Shit didn’t used ta be this way.’

‘That’s what comes of letting any old bastard join,’ Kas said. She nudged Lynx playfully as she spoke, but he knew there was an edge to her words all the same.

‘Enough of the “old” there,’ he muttered, turning his head to look at the skyriver’s dull shine, its graceful curve broken by cloud. The warmth of her at his side was a pleasant sensation, their bedrolls pressed together by the lie of the land and the lack of a fire. ‘Anyway, wasn’t the old way to just earn a pittance and spend it all in the pub?’

‘We gambled a lot too,’ Kas protested.

‘Don’t you want to save the world?’ Lynx asked, only half joking.

‘Dunno really,’ Deern said. ‘Do we have to be sober for it?’

‘It’s no fun walking a few hundred miles with a hangover, but I guess the choice is yours.’

‘It’s likely to be the death of us,’ Kas broke in. ‘Hangover or no. You know that, but have you told the rest of the company?’

‘They’re grown-ups, they can decide for themselves.’

‘They’re a bunch of idiots for the most part,’ she said. ‘They’ll find themselves in so deep it’s far too late to crawl out.’

‘Welcome to war,’ Lynx snapped. ‘What did they expect?’

‘Not a suicide mission! You might be ready to throw your life at a cause. Doesn’t mean most of us are the same.’

He turned to look at her in the remaining light – so close he could kiss. ‘So why are you still here?’

‘Cos I’m not a monster either,’ Kas replied, looking him directly in the eye.

For a moment Lynx felt his breath catch. He’d been able to ignore Kas’s beauty well enough since he’d got together with Toil, but right now … The faint tinge of red in her dark eyes seemed to glitter like rubies. The smooth curves of her cheekbones were a gently inviting sight to a man lying on hard, cold ground as night descended. By the look on her face, either she felt something similar shiver through her or she saw it in his eyes.

‘I’ll wait,’ she said softly. ‘Until we see the Sons. Without them on our side it’s madness to even try.’

‘With them it might be madness too,’ Lynx pointed out.

Kas nodded. ‘Also true. If it is, I’ll say so – even if Toil tries to stop me.’

‘She won’t,’ he broke in. ‘I promise that much. You’ll get to say your piece. The others deserve the truth.’

‘Adorable, the pair o’ you,’ Deern called. ‘Now shut the fuck up and get some sleep. Don’t think I’ll let you sleep late when it’s my turn.’

Lynx managed a smile at that and saw the tension released between the two of them. Kas rolled over and set her back against him, arranging her sheepskin so it covered them both. Lynx lay still for a long while then finally felt a moment of calm. They had a job to do and until then, nothing else mattered.


Chapter 10

The following day was clear and bright. Lynx woke with the dawn’s light and sat up just as Deern was considering whether to kick him awake.

‘We could always say the Sons took a dislike to you,’ Lynx muttered, eyeing the small northerner. ‘Reft would be hard pushed to say that wasn’t possible.’

‘If you reckon Reft’s easily fooled,’ Deern spat, ‘you ain’t long fer this life.’

‘He’d have witnesses,’ Kas called from where she’d been taking the last watch. ‘Hard to argue with honest testimony.’

‘There’s nothin’ honest about you, Kas.’

She looked over. ‘Except my aim,’ she suggested. ‘Never forget that bit, Deern – and never forget a scout needs good ears to stay alive. Good enough to hear all those quiet comments around a camp fire.’

‘Don’t know what yer talkin’ about,’ Deern said. ‘Reckon you’re a bit oversensitive. Probably got somethin’ on yer mind, but don’t take it out on the rest of us.’

The man looked far from embarrassed or abashed at her words. Lynx knew he wasn’t likely to change, either. There was a shameless delight in the abuse he handed out and Lynx was pretty sure the man cared not a jot for the colour of someone’s skin, except for when it was the easiest way to abuse someone. You couldn’t argue with the man, it was what he wanted. Discord upon anger, all feeding his ever-widening glee.

‘It’s too early for this,’ Atieno groaned, jerkily stretching his arms as though a night on the ground had aged him a decade. ‘Let’s just get moving.’

Kas nodded and stood. ‘Aye, the sooner we find the Sons the sooner they can take objection to Deern for real.’

The four mercenaries packed what little they had and saddled the horses. Before long they were on their way under a deep blue sky. Small puffs of cloud swept in from the east on a breeze that kept the sunshine pleasant, while the great arc of the skyriver hung in all its great glory above.

‘Yours up there?’ Lynx asked Atieno, pointing up at the silvery-grey band that straddled the sky.

There were faint specks on the smooth strata above. Some Lynx knew but most he had never bothered to remember. One yellow-tinted dot was named after Veraimin, God of Light, but the others meant nothing.

‘Banesh’s star?’ Atieno asked. ‘Perhaps … I, ah, is that it?’ He pointed behind them, near to the horizon in the west. ‘It is hard to be sure. You may not be surprised to hear Banesh’s orbit is eccentric.’

‘Figures,’ Lynx said with a nod. ‘You believe that’s where magic comes from?’

Atieno shook his head. ‘Not really. It always sounded too much like a priest’s explanation, faith and convenience combined.’

‘What then?’

The ageing mage shrugged. ‘Where does water come from?’

‘Water’s just a thing,’ Lynx argued. ‘You see it or you don’t.’

‘Not always, but yes, water’s just a thing. Magic doesn’t obey the same rules, but to a mage it’s just part of the world around us. Perhaps like the wind it ebbs and flows but like the air it is always there. The Labyrinth bottled it up, starved the gods – or the Duegar – of magic. It made the world like a desert would seem to … ah, frogs perhaps. The water’s not all gone, but it’s not the landscape they thrive in.’

Kas coughed loudly. ‘I’m no theologian,’ she said, ‘but how’s about we don’t publicly compare the gods to slimy little creatures? At least not when we’re looking for an order of fanatical warrior monks, even if they’re crazy heretics.’

‘Point taken,’ Atieno acknowledged. ‘I only meant to say that, if magic came from the stars, how could so much of it have been bottled up for thousands of years?’

‘Aye, seems unlikely,’ Lynx agreed. ‘Hells, mebbe in another thousand years there’ll be a speck on the skyriver called Atieno instead.’

The mage shuddered at the notion while Deern laughed. ‘Plenty of rocks up there,’ Deern announced. ‘One for all o’ the Cards I reckon.’

‘Let’s just live through the day before building monuments to our glory,’ Kas said. ‘Come on.’

She led them down to a river, which they forded, and along a meandering ridge of stony ground. Following the slope of the land, they worked their way east around a wood, avoiding any signs of civilisation. This was a populous part of Urden, long fertile valleys and few Duegar ruins meaning the wilds weren’t quite as wild as elsewhere. The odd rumble of the earth suggested the passage of an earth or stone elemental, a more frequent occurrence than in the years before Jarrazir, but they saw nothing beyond trees, fields and distant farms. The smell of charcoal kept them from several coppiced woods where the colliers might note their passing and then Kas found them a holloway that likely led all the way to their intended destination.

Despite the travellers they might meet, the four descended to the half-covered path and walked their horses for an hour or more in a strange dusk silence. The birdsong from beyond the holloway’s canopy of blackthorn and brambles seemed distant and it reminded Lynx of the Duegar road they’d followed into Shadows Deep. The holloway was just two yards across, with earth banks topped by hedgerows – hardly a great tunnel highway from the distant past. All the same, even as they made good time through the dappled shade, there remained a sense of trespassing.

Presently, they found themselves looking down at a long plain of farmland and a large village in the distance. They followed the road this time, on horseback until they reached a stream that led to the village. They continued east cross-country, aware there were eyes upon them and glad they had stashed their red scarves.

The party would be notable all the same, but without uniforms on display they might not stand out too much among other summer travellers. The network of maintained roads would have patrols likely to question a small group, but it was doubtful anyone would bother going out of their way.

Their destination was a town called Vanostil. Ostensibly aligned to the Knights of the Oak, it was a hub for a number of roads and situated close to a bend in a Duegar canal. As a result, the Knights maintained a way-station but their presence was modest, more like those villages and towns beyond Parthain where their control was much reduced.

The message from the Sons of the Wind had not been to meet them there. The chaotic Order was rarely welcome in any town. Instead, they had instructed Toil’s representative to head to the vicinity and wait to be contacted. Exactly what that meant was anyone’s guess, but it was hardly the biggest risk they were going to take by year’s turn.

Past a wood of huge oaks and rustling lime trees the ground fell away and turned boggy. The Cards skirted north around it, looking for a path away from the kingsroad, but just as they approached the edge of another wood Kas raised a hand to halt them.

‘What is it?’

‘I smell something.’

She scanned around for a while but didn’t seem to spot anything. It didn’t prevent her from unshipping her bow and pulling three arrows from the quiver. Before she could draw it, there was the zip of an arrow. The horses shied as the missile thumped into the ground. No other shots came though and when Lynx glanced down at it, he noticed the feathers had been carefully dyed – and not only that, dyed white, grey and black.

He looked at the silver ring on his left hand, the mark of the Vagrim that Atieno also wore. Three diamonds, white, grey and black.

Oh hells, I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

‘Strange feathers,’ Lynx commented, catching Atieno’s eye.

The mage spotted it and nodded as subtly as he could. While Kas and Deern cast around for attackers, Lynx slipped the ring from his own finger and pocketed it. With two of them wearing the symbol, someone would notice and comment on it – or think they were all Vagrim. Either way, it was a complication they didn’t need.

‘Come on out, ya fucks,’ Deern muttered, mage-gun across his lap. ‘We don’t bite.’

As though they heard him, a trio of horsemen broke from the shadows of the trees and trotted forward. Two men and a woman, the leader a broad man in middle years with just a winter’s stubble left on his brown head. He wore the sort of easy grin that might be interpreted as either the look of a charming rogue or a devious shitweasel – or both, if one spent much time around the Cards.

They wore a uniform of sorts, but like everything else about the Sons, it was chaotic. It was mostly panels and patches of grey and black with irregular flashes of white, but none of the uniforms were the same. The detail they had in common beyond the colours was a badge of five stars adorning a tree – the emblem of the Sons of the Wind.

The leader had the simplest design, but still his jacket uniform could have been easily mistaken as a pauper’s patchwork. Indeed, when Lynx had encountered Sons of the Wind units in the years before he joined the Cards, they had seemed just that. These three were not nearly so ragged, indeed the men were clean-shaven, but that only showed off the tattoos on their faces.

‘Which of you is the one?’ the leader called in Parthish.

‘The one what?’ Kas replied.

‘The one we seek,’ he said in a matter-of-fact way.

Clearly an officer of some sort, the man had narrow, pale green eyes and a gold tooth that glinted as he spoke. He wore his authority easily and lacked any decoration on his uniform bar a pattern of leaves on his collar that Lynx guessed was an indication of rank. On his shoulders hung a mottled green cloak that would conceal him well in the undergrowth of the north.

‘If you don’t know who we seek,’ he continued, ‘we will just kill you now.’

Deern’s hand shot out. ‘It’s him,’ he said quickly, pointing at Atieno. ‘He’s the one you want.’

‘You are mercenaries. What do you need of the Sons of the Wind?’

‘An alliance,’ Atieno replied. ‘We hope you may be able to … may want to help us.’

‘We are not an Order dedicated to wealth,’ the officer said. ‘What could we have in common with you?’

‘We suspect your creed may coincide with our mission.’

At this all three of the Sons laughed. ‘Our creed?’ the woman spluttered. ‘Who gave you this mission?’ She had a braided tattoo coiled on one cheek, crossing over her nose to end on the other cheek. Lynx then blinked and realised the end was a snake’s mouth, cleverly worked from the three strands of braid.

‘We mostly gave it to ourselves,’ Atieno admitted. ‘But some of it is our fault, so it only seemed right.’

That seemed to lessen their humour. ‘Your fault?’ the leader asked, giving them all a sharp look.

‘You have mages in your Order?’

‘We do.’

‘Then you know of the changes that have taken place.’

‘This is your fault?’

Atieno dipped his head and in the same moment began to draw on his magic. He was careful not to release it anywhere, but since the Labyrinth he could safely hold much more than ever before. It wasn’t a large amount, just enough to create a haze of bluish-grey in the air before them – but Lynx saw the sense in that. If any of the Sons were feeling twitchy, a shield that could stop gunshots wasn’t a bad demonstration of his power. More importantly, the creation made the white willow tattoos on each of them pulse with light.

At that the leader’s mouth fell open.

‘Perhaps you are the one,’ he murmured. ‘Come with us.’


Chapter 11

Despite an escort of Sons soldiers, Lynx tried to ignore the sensation of being a captive. Instead, he followed meekly as the officer led them into the trees and fifty yards into the wood. At a natural hollow raised on three sides they came upon a camp, lean-tos and tents that looked like they’d been there for more than a few days.

Lynx counted twenty soldiers in total, but he knew there would be sentries and scouts out still. The lean-tos stood between two fires with a canvas stretched out between them. Beneath, there was a seating area, two tree trunks that had been roughly trimmed and laid under cover, while the tents sheltered at the back. The officers didn’t stand on ceremony, all simply dismounted and left their horses to be dealt with as they headed towards the seating area.

A few of the regular troops took the mercenaries’ horses once they’d retrieved a few possessions. Some of the others perched on the sloped ground, facing in while the rest headed past the fires to their tents. Lynx watched them go. They were a wild lot – as rough and hard-eyed as any mercenary company, more ragged than some, with beards and facial tattoos commonplace.

No two were dressed quite the same and the patchwork uniforms were covered in rag-adorned greatcoats that doubtless served as camouflage. It made Lynx think immediately of the So Han army – not for the look, but its effectiveness. The Sons of the Wind were known to strike at twilight with tactics similar to those of his homeland.

‘Food?’ the leader of the group asked, waving towards a pot over the fire.

Lynx found his nostrils flaring, but he forced himself to shake his head. ‘How about introductions first?’

‘Food first,’ Deern declared. ‘Bread and meat.’

The leader of the Sons smiled. ‘A man of the north.’

‘I get all over,’ Deern replied. ‘But it’s a common custom an’ best to know where we stand.’

At the leader’s direction, a squat woman brought over a bowl of stew with a corner of bread dumped on top. Her uniform was mostly grey and black, her face tattooed with swirls and streaks that ran back down the shaved sides of her head. As she turned away, Lynx saw she had a massive axe-like weapon strapped to her back, with a curved shaft and several angular spikes jutting out of the reverse.

‘Not common among the Sons of the Wind,’ the leader added, ‘but change is a gift. I am Sendan Kalozhin.’

‘Sendan?’ Kas hazarded. ‘That’s like a colonel in the other Orders?’

‘In a way,’ Kalozhin conceded. He indicated the other two officers, the white woman with the braided snake tattoo and a man with similar features to his own, but black eyes. ‘My seconds – Elsiarl and Anzhin. Now we are friends, tell us what you want.’

‘We’ve a proposition for you,’ Kas said. ‘But first we need to know a bit about your Order.’

‘Why?’

‘Our enemies are no friends of yours,’ Atieno said, ‘but we cannot afford to take any risks.’

‘And if we do not wish to tell you?’

‘Then we’ll go.’

Kalozhin cocked his head at them. ‘Without answers? This I do not think.’

‘Is your creed so great a secret?’

‘It is ours,’ he said simply. ‘We do not need to share it.’ The Sendan nodded to his seconds. ‘Elsiarl is adept at getting the answers we need.’

‘She ain’t getting shit from us,’ Deern declared. His hand had gone into his bag while they were talking and now it emerged, wrapped around a primed spark-grenade that would kill everyone in the hollow.

‘Before we get to that point,’ Atieno interjected hastily. ‘I have shown you one secret already. Allow me to reveal one more.’

‘This would be sensible,’ Kalozhin said with a fierce look in his eye. ‘Only a fool threatens the Sons of the Wind. You are a mage of tempest – we will not harm you. The rest we may have to kill on principle.’

‘I am a powerful mage of tempest,’ Atieno corrected. ‘The most powerful in the Riven Kingdom. You do not want to have this fight.’

That triggered a brief burst of laughter from the officers and even some of the soldiers watching. ‘If you think this,’ Kalozhin said with a smile, ‘you do not understand our Order!’ He paused and let the laughter die out around him. ‘But – you are touched by Banesh’s grace, this we honour. Tell us your secret. Perhaps you will get the answers you seek.’

‘I will have to show you.’ Atieno pointed down at his pocket. ‘Deern, put the grenade away.’

‘You sure?’

‘Fuck’s sake, Deern,’ Kas broke in, ‘put your dick away and let’s talk like grown-ups.’

Deern shrugged and did as he was asked. As the pin was removed from the grenade, Lynx kept a watch on Kalozhin’s face, but if anything he saw only disappointment there.

Are the Sons as blood-mad as folk say, Lynx wondered, or did we back down too fast? Which answer will I hate the least?

Once the air of imminent violence had lessened, Atieno removed a God Fragment from his pocket, half-wrapped in a handkerchief. The mood turned again as though the last card of a hand had been flipped. All the Sons leaned forward, hungry smiles on their faces. The light was dim, but still the knuckle-sized piece shone brightly. A pinkish light played over the white tattoos on Atieno’s face and those seemed to gather its light, becoming brighter and more prominent though he was not drawing magic. Kalozhin blinked once, twice at the fragment before recovering from the surprise.

‘You bring us a gift? This, ah … for this I would offer more than stew. Better than a grenade too, I think.’

‘It’s not a gift,’ Atieno said firmly.

Kalozhin made a small sound of amused disagreement. ‘I think, my honoured friend, it is. Blessed by Banesh or not, we may not value you over a piece of the gods themselves.’

‘One of them anyway,’ Atieno agreed. ‘Catrac, as it happens.’ He raised the fragment and turned it around as though inspecting its irregular lines and fractures. God Fragments were different to uncut gems and shone with some inner light. When Banesh had sacrificed himself to destroy the other gods, their bodies had shattered like glass. It created odd striations and facets that cast and focused the light in oddly fascinating ways.

‘It is no gift,’ Atieno repeated. ‘It is a demonstration.’

‘Demonstration?’ Kaolzhin went suddenly very still. His seconds didn’t seem so startled though, the pair merely exchanged a look. They’d caught the change in their commander’s manner, but didn’t know how to react.

Atieno nodded and took the fragment between finger and thumb. He raised it up so they could all see. The fragment took on a renewed light which sparkled red and pink around the makeshift encampment. Though Atieno kept it still, the light turned and winked, casting bright streaks across the faces of the onlooking soldiers. With one last blaze of light Lynx felt Atieno release the magic he’d been pushing into the fragment.

As soon as he did so, whatever force holding the God Fragment together, which made it indestructible to mortal hands, simply unravelled in the blink of an eye. The light vanished, the fragment collapsed into dust – falling in on itself as though it had never been real, only ever a conjuring trick.

Gasps and shouts raced around the hollow. Kalozhin stepped back, mouth open, as the glittering motes of dust fell and vanished before they reached the ground. ‘This is …’ He shook his head, still beaming. ‘My friend, my honoured guest! I think you have persuaded us!’

He stepped forward and clapped a hand on the shoulders of Atieno and Deern. ‘This is a good thing,’ Kalozhin continued. ‘Perhaps our creed is something we may share after all. But first …’

He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. As he spoke, both Deern and Atieno folded up, dropping like stones. Before Lynx could comprehend what was going on, there was the muzzle of a mage-pistol directly in front of one of his eyes and Anzhin had done the same to Kas. Kalozhin turned to face him, clearly invigorated by the wondrous sight, but not only that – the surge of magic in the air too. Lynx didn’t move, but inwardly he cursed.

He’s a fucking mage – shit!

The smile that lingered on Kalozhin’s face made Lynx want to shoot the man even more, but he knew he wouldn’t reach his own pistol in time.

‘Peace, my friend,’ Kalozhin said. ‘We are not your enemy.’

‘You could’ve fooled me,’ Lynx growled back. ‘But … I don’t understand. How is a night mage also an officer in one of the Militant Orders?’

The Sendan shrugged. ‘We are unlike other Orders. We do not fear magic. We do not believe the gods alone deserve it.’

‘So what’s this about?’

‘Some say we are mad,’ he said, grinning as though to confirm the diagnosis. ‘Perhaps so, but we are not fools. I need time to think.’

As he spoke, Kalozhin reached out and touched two fingers to Lynx’s forehead. He barely registered the contact before everything went black.

It was dark when Lynx woke. There were voices all around, and the smell of spiced meat and liquor. Despite everything, his stomach gave him away and growled loudly, prompting one dark figure to turn. The man said something in his native tongue – either that or it was gibberish and they were a bunch of lunatics. Lynx wasn’t ruling anything out. It was no language he recognised though, but more faces came into view and replied in the same nonsensical way.

‘Wha’s goin’ on?’ Lynx mumbled, trying to get both his body and mind under control. Mostly he felt numb, his limbs unresponsive and his head filled with wool.

‘Hungry, my friend?’ called a voice he seemed to recognise. A grinning face appeared in his view.

Lynx tried to hit the face, but nothing happened apart from a sharp pain at his wrists. ‘Gon f’kin’ shoot you,’ he slurred.

‘Ah – I do not think so,’ the face replied cheerily. Finally, the details resolved into features he recognised – the Sons of the Wind colonel, Sendan Kalozhin. ‘We took your guns. Also, you are tied up. For the moment at least.’

‘Why?’

The man shrugged. ‘I wanted a little time to think.’

‘I, ah … ya could’ve just asked.’

‘Aha, but we in the Sons of the Wind are a little mad, you know this.’

Lynx winced. ‘I’m starting to realise it.’

‘So – now killing is not possible, you are hungry?’

‘Ah fuck!’ exclaimed a voice somewhere behind Lynx. ‘He’s always hungry – the fat bastard’ll sell us out for a loaf of bread.’

Kalozhin raised an eyebrow. ‘Is this true? I confess, this would save us a lot of time and inconvenience.’

‘No. Well, mebbe Deern, but not the other two.’

The man gave a solemn nod. ‘A shame. Could we persuade you another way? Anzhin says he thinks you are handsome and not so fat.’

‘Eh? Oh, um … well tell her I’m flattered, but I’m spoken for by one who don’t like to share.’

Kalozhin roared with laughter. ‘Anzhin, not Elsiarl! But Elsiarl, she also prefers you to your talkative friend. That one, she is moments from cutting the balls off.’

‘Oh. Right. Guess I’m still spoken for though.’

‘It is a guess? Anzhin will be delighted.’ Kalozhin reported his findings in their native tongue to much laughter from the others. Lynx just lay there feeling stupid. ‘I have other food,’ Kalozhin went on after a while. ‘May I offer you stew?’

Lynx shook his head as best he could. ‘I’m not selling my friends out for food. Deern neither.’

‘It is very good stew.’

He thought for a moment. ‘Is that cured pork I can smell?’

‘It is!’ The Sendan brightened. ‘Sweet spices and smoked. Come, you will try it and then we can talk.’

Lynx allowed himself to be lifted upright, in so much as someone trussed like a turkey had a say in the matter. Once the stars had receded from his eyes, he saw the camp had a relaxed air about it. Most of the soldiers were eating and there was a strong smell of fried fat hanging over the camp which made Lynx’s mouth water.

‘First we will give you food,’ Kalozhin announced. ‘Then we must interrogate you, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Lynx mumbled, mostly thinking about the food. ‘Only polite.’

He looked over to where Deern sat. The small man had another black eye, his cheek swollen and red. His hands were still bound in front of him, but he did have an end of bread clutched in them. An ageing long-haired soldier shuffled over to Lynx, untied him and handed him a bowl of stew. Kalozhin plucked a thin sausage of cured pork from nearby and cut a length for Lynx.

It was tough, made to last on the road, but once his teeth started to soften the meat Lynx found it was extraordinarily good. Either that or he was hungry and a sucker for spiced pork.

‘So – why the interrogation?’ Lynx asked between mouthfuls.

‘A regrettable duty,’ Kalozhin said, almost apologetic. ‘What we saw was remarkable and I have questions. My superiors will expect answers.’

‘You reckon we came here to lie to you?’ Lynx asked. ‘Atieno doesn’t show that bloody trick to everyone he meets.’

‘The trick was impressive,’ Kalozhin admitted before raising a finger in correction. ‘Amazing, remarkable – but, a mystery remains.’

‘So you’re asking the ones without any magic?’

‘I ask you first. We have a saying in my homeland – ask the monkey before you shout at a mage.’

Lynx paused. ‘That’s a saying?’

‘It is better in my language.’

‘How big are your monkeys?’

‘Big – noisy too. They bite your face if you shout at them.’

‘Now I see why Deern’s tied up,’ Lynx said. ‘I still reckon Atieno’s the only one who’ll understand what you’re on about.’

‘This is possible, but I ask while he sleeps. He will be down a little longer. I hope we are all friends again by the time he wakes and there is no need to shout.’

Lynx shrugged and took another mouthful of food. There were worse ways to be interrogated. He’d experienced a few so was happy to at least hear the questions before asking for a beating.

‘What do you want to know, then?’

‘The magic – it is still here,’ Kalozhin said. ‘All around us, I feel it as a mage.’

‘So?’

‘So, this I did not expect.’

‘Why?’

The Sendan cocked his head at Lynx. ‘I do not think you know how an interrogation works, my friend.’

Lynx laughed at that, trying not to choke on a piece of potato he had in his mouth at the time. ‘Was going to say the same about you!’ he coughed. ‘You’ve not asked me anything yet.’

‘In the Sons of the Wind,’ Kalozhin said gravely, nodding at Lynx’s words, ‘we know some things about magic. Some is our creed and I do not share our secrets easily. So, let me say this, I did not expect the magic to stay here. I thought it would go instead, be drawn away.’

‘Any direction you had in mind?’

‘South-west.’

Lynx nodded. Jarrazir was indeed to the south-west, where the Labyrinth concealed some sort of great store of magic. ‘Reckon I can guess what you’re on about. How’s it you know so much about these things?’

‘It is our purpose to know. My Order is considered mad, this you know. But this is not the whole truth.’

‘And that is?’

Kalozhin smiled. ‘Men are not truly mad for the things they do, but for the things they wish to do.’

‘And that’s an explanation?’

There was a low rumble, deep in the ground beneath their feet. Lynx looked around in alarm, but saw everyone else seemed unmoved by the strange sensation.

‘It has been going on a while,’ Kalozhin explained. ‘Because of the magic.’

‘Fucking elementals!’ Deern called, his voice muffled from the swelling. ‘Cos that always goes well fer us.’

Without meaning to, Lynx jumped to his feet. He looked around, ignoring the soldiers watching in amusement. With eyes as good as his it wasn’t long before he caught sight of two angular black shapes, sharp lines and almost glittering edges.

‘You’ve got some friends with you,’ Lynx breathed. ‘Shadowshards!’

‘Where?’ Deern said immediately, looking round as best he could while still bound. ‘Ah shattered gods, that ain’t good.’

‘You can see them,’ Kaloshin said, surprised.

‘My eyes are better’n most.’ A slight prickle started on the back of Lynx’s neck. In his muzzy state it took him a little while to translate the sense of panic into reason but, when he did, Lynx gave a gasp. ‘We should move.’

‘Move? My friend, you are too superstitious. There is no danger – not from the shadowshards or whatever that was we felt beneath our feet.’

‘Not from them, maybe,’ Lynx breathed. As he spoke there was another rumble in the earth and Lynx saw the ground shift and rise slightly as though some creature stirred beneath an enormous blanket. ‘We should move now!’ he repeated, louder this time.

As he spoke, Deern added his voice to the alarm, demanding that his bonds be cut and his guns returned.

‘Get your guns!’ Lynx ordered the soldiers around him, not caring if they understood or were willing to take his orders. As it was, his tone was enough. For all the puzzled looks he received, hands reached for the neatly stacked mage-guns.

‘Calm, my friend, we are in no danger,’ Kalozhin insisted. ‘It would be foolish to anger a leviathan with gunfire.’

‘It’s not the fucking elementals I’m worried about! You never seen a flock of birds feeding on fish?’

He received a helpless look from the Sendan and Lynx remembered there were few inland seas in the north. Likely the image meant nothing to the man.

‘We need our guns, everyone does,’ he insisted. ‘Load earthers and sparkers – something that’ll hit hard.’ He raised a hand to stop the colonel replying. ‘Birds come to feed on shoals of fish, out on the sea, just like these elementals are. You watch that for long enough and the big predators appear for the birds – they’ll take ’em right out of the air!’

‘Predators?’

Lynx didn’t get the chance to explain further. Before he could speak, the ground just outside the hollow exploded.


Chapter 12

Lynx didn’t wait to watch what happened next. There were shouts and yells, all overlaid by the roar of something big. In the darkness there was a blur of movement. Hoping he wasn’t going to be shot for it, Lynx grabbed a discarded eating knife and ran to cut Deern’s bonds.

‘You get Kas,’ he yelled at the man, ‘I’ll grab Atieno!’

The other two Cards lay nearby, tied up but propped with bedrolls as pillows. Deern didn’t argue as mage-guns appeared all around them. Whooping war cries rang out as the Sons readied themselves for a fight. Not waiting to cut her bonds, Deern hauled Kas up and worked his head underneath one arm. That done he started to drag her out of the hollow while Lynx heaved the dead weight of Atieno up onto his shoulder.

Before they could get more than a few yards the ground beyond them burst open. They fell back as several Sons were thrown flying. Another fired into the crazed mass of earth and confusion, but the icer seemed to be an irrelevance to what was going on there.

Lynx fell back, half-pinned by Atieno, but still found himself gaping at what he saw in the grey gloom of his mage-sight. There was a huge shape protruding from the ground, a lumpen mass of soil and stones that he could discern no detail of. Finally, he realised there was nothing to see. It was a leviathan, an earth elemental, that had no true form of its own but inhabited the soil it passed through like a ghost possessing someone.

He doubted they could even see all of it, but what was visible had to be a good eight yards long and two high. There were no limbs, nothing like the vast arms of the stone elemental they’d once seen near Shadows Deep, but at the same time it was far from an even hump of earth even before it began to writhe.

As it did so, Lynx started to make out what was happening and, when he did, it hurt his eyes to see. Behind him, Kalozhin cried out in pain. Lynx chanced a look behind and saw the officer was unharmed but reeling, hands up as though to shade his eyes. There was something uncomfortable in even looking at the things surrounding the leviathan, something affecting them both. Through watering eyes, Lynx persisted and made out low, angular shapes that moved with sharp, darting movements.

There were three at least, then a fourth ripped a path up from the ground. Lynx glimpsed crab-like pincers slam right into the earth ‘body’ of the leviathan. The earth elemental reeled under the attacks but seemed unable to respond properly to them. As a headache started to build, Lynx saw the leviathan twist and arch up. A flat shape rose, but instead of crashing down on its attackers the appendage raised five yards or more before slamming harmlessly back to the ground.

Lynx shoved Atieno off him. Near his feet was one of the soldiers who’d been upended. As icers slammed harmlessly past, mostly into the great mass of the earth elemental, he crawled over the unconscious soldier and fumbled at his cartridge case. Years of fighting taught him to search the cartridges by feel and in seconds he had an earther out.

He loaded the fallen soldier’s gun. Still wincing when he had to look at the magic-hunters, Lynx took aim and fired. The fat stream of earth-magic tore a dark furrow through the night and slammed squarely into one of the creatures. It shuddered under the impact, knocked hard against the leviathan itself. He could see the shot hadn’t killed it, despite the incredible force of earthers, but it did something else that was just as valuable.

For a moment the pain-inducing haze around the creature wavered then fell away. To Lynx it felt like cool water washing over his face. Suddenly he could see the creatures clearly, all of them. Whatever the haze was, they were doing it in concert and Lynx had disrupted that. The ground heaved once more and a tower of earth rose twenty yards into the sky, tossing trees aside like twigs. The four hunters, many-limbed and low-slung like scorpions, hesitated – some turned to flee. None got far as the rough column of earth split into four coils that each crashed savagely down on the attackers.

Against the thunderous sound, Lynx heard a sharp crackle of breaking bodies and then nothing. The rolling boom faded and silence flooded in. Lynx found himself holding his breath, frozen with shock until his mind caught up with events. After that he still didn’t want to breathe or move until the earth elemental had moved on – ignoring the humans perched above it as no threat.

The ground sank, a strangely smooth and quiet movement after the frantic burst of activity they’d just witnessed. Lynx exhaled noisily as relief flooded through his body.

‘What in Banesh’s name was that?’ croaked Kalozhin from behind him.

The Sons officer staggered forward, mage-pistol wavering. Realising the man still couldn’t see well, Lynx cautiously moved aside and lifted the man’s arm when he came in range. Kalozhin flinched but luckily didn’t fire, nor did he resist when Lynx eased the pistol from his hand.

‘Hunters,’ Lynx said once the danger was past. All around them soldiers milled in confusion, some looking for threats and others seeing to the injured. None seemed to care much that he’d taken their commander’s gun away. ‘Creatures that feed on magic and elementals.’

‘Magic?’ Kalozhin blinked at Lynx and finally seem to focus on his face. ‘Me?’ He shook his head. ‘No, predators you said – hunting.’

‘That’s my guess. We’ve seen it before – not those things, but magic-hunters.’

‘Did it hurt to look at the others too?’

Lynx shook his head. ‘Those ones flew, chased down a light elemental then went after our mages.’

He took a step towards the half-buried remains of whatever had been trying to kill the leviathan then thought better of it. Someone else can go investigate.

‘These monsters, I dunno. Mebbe Toil’s heard of something like this – my guess is not, though. They were using magic, maybe, something to confuse the senses of the elemental so they could take it down. So they don’t only feed off magic, they can use it like a mage does.’

‘Toil?’

Lynx hesitated. ‘Relic hunter, part of our company.’

‘The Red Scarves, yes.’

‘Yeah – we’re half-independent, mostly cos of her tendency to charge off into the deepest black of whatever miserable city-ruin she comes across.’

Kalozhin nodded. ‘Like Jarrazir.’ He glanced behind him at his soldiers then down at the still-unconscious form of Atieno. ‘Tell me,’ he said quietly. ‘Are the seals broken?’

‘The what now?’

The officer fixed him with a stern look. ‘Do not play games. The seals, in the Labyrinth of Jarrazir.’

‘How do you know about that?’ Lynx asked, half-panicked and half-relieved that maybe this mission might not turn out to be a fool’s errand.

‘The Sons of the Wind are dedicated to the being that killed your gods,’ Kalozhin said. ‘Do you not ask why? The Sons of the Wind have always had another purpose and I think now you are part of it, my friend.’

‘I’m part of too much already,’ Lynx said in a gruff tone. ‘You keep your dogma to yourselves. We’re here to see if you’ll help us out on a mission, nothing more.’

‘But we are not mercenaries,’ Kalzhin said. ‘We are a Militant Order. To win our help, you must appeal to higher ideals than money.’ He put a hand on Lynx’s shoulder and smiled when Lynx flinched and shook it off. ‘So – we start again, no? You came to talk, no?’

‘Yeah, I suppose so.’

‘Let us talk, then.’ Kalozhin grinned. ‘Let us talk like mercenaries, over a bottle of something that would kill lesser men.’

‘I could do with a drink,’ Lynx said with feeling.

‘Good. I am party to my Order’s mysteries, I can answer some of your questions.’ Kalozhin took Lynx by the arm and ushered him away from the camp. ‘My men will bring your friends, we should all get away from this magic, but we will talk now.’

Lynx nodded dully. His head sagged with fatigue and he allowed himself to be escorted away from Atieno as two Sons soldiers lifted the mage up. It was an effort to drag his limbs, but Lynx fought his way on and once they were out in the light of the skyriver, he began to talk.


Chapter 13

Is this the rest o’ my life now? Gamekeeper and sacrificial lamb combined – keeping these fucks alive while … ah shit.

Sotorian Bade hissed at the woman ahead of him. She flinched before glancing back to realise she’d moved ahead of the group. Alarm flourished on her face as she scuttled back to perceived safety. Hardened soldiers every one of them, but some just weren’t cut out for this life. So far as Bade could tell he was the only civilian on these patrols, mages aside, but he was also the only relic hunter. That meant he gave the orders and every Charneler in the valley jumped to obey.

They do now anyway. The ones that ignored me didn’t last long.

He’d received a letter two days back from some pencil-pusher at the not-a-Palace of the Exalted. It had announced he’d been promoted within the Pentaketh regiment. He now held rank equivalent to a colonel, which was funny given there hadn’t been ranks in the Pentaketh up until now. Added to that, no bloody officer of significant rank had come near this place in a fortnight. Bade had read the letter, laughed and tossed it aside. He hadn’t bothered to tell anyone. What would be the point? They were all too tired to care anyway, Bade included.

‘What’s that?’ the dragoon on his right whispered.

The group stopped, mage-guns pointing outward. They were in a bad bit of the broken holy mountain, a canyon almost half a mile long below the northern face. A long way from help. All around them jagged slabs of rock reached up towards the evening sky. Bade could see a sliver of the skyriver up there against the fading light, but on the ground there was only gloom.

The hollowed-out warren of the holy mountain contained miles of ground – three separate complexes that had once been mirrors of each other. This northern one was the most degraded if you discounted the fact a fourth had been blown apart by Banesh’s great betrayal. Parts of the magic strengthening the rock had failed, opening up fissures and allowing points of ingress for some creatures that would risk the surface world for a time. It was worse further underground, they all knew that, but increasingly that line was blurring.

‘What’s what?’ Bade asked at last.

‘I heard voices. A voice. Something whispering.’

Bade felt his cheek twitch. The dark concealed all, though, and for that he was glad of its embrace.

‘It’s nothing,’ hissed big Sergeant Ntir from her place up front. ‘Just the fucking wind.’

‘I heard a voice,’ insisted the dragoon.

Bade hadn’t bothered to learn that one’s name. The man was no lover of the dark – was not loved by mistress dark. He wouldn’t last. Here, in this place, Bade’s long years of experience and instinct had been honed to something he couldn’t even define. He knew the dragoon would soon fall, rejected by the dark, and was just waiting for it to happen so he could make sure he got out of the way. Ntir, on the other hand, could have been part of Bade’s former crew, strong and unflappable that one. He’d seen the dark welcome her. Ntir would be at his side to the end.

‘It’s not the whispers that’ll kill you,’ Bade muttered.

‘That ain’t exactly helping, sir,’ Ntir said.

‘Listen to the whispers, soldier,’ Bade added, ignoring her. ‘Yer god’s calling you.’

The big sergeant growled. ‘Everyone quiet. We need to move.’

They set off again, Bade lost in a haze of dark thoughts, his burns stinging sharp under his uniform and the grip on his pistol far from secure. Ntir had him surrounded by dragoons though, ten in all with a column of twenty following two dozen yards behind. Anything that leaped out of the shadows wouldn’t be getting a free mouthful, but they were still a long way from safe.

The company was headed for a cave at the far end of this canyon, where Bade wanted to establish an outpost. The situation had deteriorated in the last week and everyone was feeling it. There were bags under the eyes of most soldiers there. They were all pulling long shifts and the toll was starting to bite, but Bade sensed things were not going to get any better soon. He had a small army under his command and ammunition supplied direct from the sanctuary, but the war was nowhere near won.

‘Remember, boys and girls,’ Bade whispered. ‘You see something move, you kill the shit out of it as fast as you can.’

There were nods all round. Dragoons were used as shock troops. These would be familiar with the crack and burn of intense close combat, but Bade had taken that further. None of the soldiers carried an icer in the pipe, not here. Long-range ammunition wasn’t much use against what they faced. Here they needed the brutal stopping power of earthers, the indiscriminate savagery of sparkers and burners. He had the mages in the sanctuary working as hard as their handlers dared push them to ensure the supply of ammunition.

And o’ course all that magic’s just making shit harder out here.

The irony wasn’t lost on Bade, but in the greater scheme of things it wasn’t a few dozen mages that was the problem. Not by a bloody long shot.

The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, some instinct of the deepest black or caress of his dark mistress, Bade no longer knew, but he breathed a warning all the same.

‘Eyes up!’

Ntir knelt immediately, gun raised. The two dragoons at her side copied her movement while those on the flanks shifted to cover those. They stayed that way for a long while, waiting and listening. No one argued with Bade. The ones who had lived this long knew not to. The mountain was silent around them, only a faint breath of breeze disturbing the silence. Those few creatures of the surface still inhabiting these parts were absent. From somewhere high and distant came the clatter of stones. Several dragoons flinched or raised their guns, aware death could be waiting above them, but nothing descended.

‘Lantern,’ Bade said.

Ntir lifted an oblong chunk of dark glass bound in metal. She fumbled with it a moment then activated the mechanism. A wide beam of faint blue light flooded the ground ahead of them – picking out the lines of stone and strange threads of minerals that glowed in the rock strata. Rather than simply illuminate the group in a bubble of light, ready to be picked off, this lamp directed its light forward. To those like Bade who were used to Duegar lamps, it meant you could make out details from fifty yards or more off.

‘Up,’ Bade directed. ‘There.’

Ntir raised the lamp, sweeping the wide beam across a slanted overhang and the tunnels that riddled this part of the mountain. Then she paused. There was a rounded shape protruding from over the edge of one outcrop.

‘Stonecarver beetle,’ she hissed.

‘Dead,’ Bade said. ‘Wouldn’t be sitting like that otherwise. Keep looking.’

The flutter of movement got her two companions twitching, but before they could get a fix on the targets they were gone.

‘Shit – bloodwyrms! Keep that lamp high, don’t let them get behind us.’

‘They killed a stonecarver?’

Bade shook his head. ‘Don’t reckon so – too tough.’

One of the men almost whimpered as Ntir grunted. ‘So there’s something else out here?’

‘Mebbe.’

She kept playing the lamp around above them, risking the odd flash down to front and back. Behind them, the other group had stopped and presented guns, fortunately none pointed Bade’s way. The next thing he knew was a crackling detonation ahead. Lost somewhere in the sound was a cry of warning then a shape thumped down on his neck. Bade shook himself like a dog, but didn’t see anything fall. More gunfire rang out, the orange bloom of a burner washing up the canyon wall just a dozen yards away. Bade ignored it, more concerned about what might have attached itself to him. He tore his knife from its sheath and smacked the flat of the blade against his neck. He felt the edge slice his skin in his hurry, but there was something just below it that provided greater resistance.

Bade scraped down and away, careless of his shoulder or coat, and was rewarded by the knife catching on something. Ignoring the sharp pain of his scar tissue he wrenched the knife away and cursed as he saw a bloodwyrm impaled on the fat blade. It was the length of his hand with pale papery wings and a rounded maw of tiny teeth. It was too dark to tell if the thing had bitten him, but he couldn’t see any blood there.

Soon find out, Bade thought manically, if I get all feeble an’ clumsy.

The dying bloodwyrm twisted left and right, blindly biting even as its life poured from the wound. He didn’t wait for it to die but crouched to hammer the butt of his mage-gun onto its head. On the second blow the head crunched flat and he scraped what was left off his dagger.

‘You good?’ Ntir called. She was still scanning above them like a good soldier, but now the urgent matter was dealt with Bade smelled burned wyrm. Away to his left the last of the burner’s flames licked at a dozen or more small corpses.

‘Aye, seems so,’ Bade replied, shrugging his shoulders and pleased for once that he could feel the tight, hot scar tissue there.

‘Good, cos there’s something ahead of us.’

Bade froze at her tone while the dragoons that had fired frantically reloaded. He followed the play of the lamp light and felt his guts turn cold. There was a tangle of limbs protruding from a crevasse about twenty yards away, four long limbs probing delicately at the ground around it.

‘Oh fuck,’ Bade moaned. ‘Don’t fire!’

Ntir paused. ‘You sure?’

‘Yeah. That’s what killed the stonecarver beetle. There’s bigger bastards out here, but nothing so gods-burned scary when they get moving. Enough to make a man’s balls crawl right up inta his throat, that thing.’

‘Sounds like we should kill it, then.’

‘That’s just some legs, you’ll only hurt it. Got to wait for the body to come into sight.’

‘Some legs?’ Ntir shivered. ‘Fuck I hate this place.’

‘They’re fast too – low and quicker’n a greyhound. Earthers and sparkers to the front.’

The dragoons shuffled around until most of them were aiming forward at the angular mess of limbs still probing the ground. The movement of their feet had attracted its attention. The gunfire it’d have hardly noticed, Bade knew, but the thump of his gun-butt against the bloodwyrm would have been more attractive. He decided not to tell the others that, not yet anyway.

‘Ready?’ he breathed.

‘Aye.’

Bade nodded and started hammering his gun against the ground again. This time with a frantic energy born more from terror than strength. Out of the corner of his eye, the limbs exploded into sudden and terrifying motion. A blur of movement and Ntir was yelling the order, but she didn’t need to. Anyone presented with that mess of long skittering limbs and mandibles would fire on instinct.

The creature shrieked as it came, a furious and maddened sound that made Bade’s guts clench. The sound was swallowed by gunfire, the boom of earther hurting his ears but never so welcome. As Bade had remembered, the thing surged forward with terrifying speed. The huge forelimbs dragged it forward while six or more lesser legs thrashed away behind to propel it on.

Through the haze of dark and light he guessed half of their shots went high, the horror already inside their range, but Bade wasn’t the only one to shoot low. An earther and sparker both lanced down from his right, the dragoons perched on a boulder for a better shot. One burst right through a great clawed forelimb and threw the creature around, the other enveloped it in lightning.

For a moment its full horror was revealed, the nightmarish tangle of limbs, mandibles and teeth around a long, spike-backed body. Bade felt his gut clench as he heard howls of terror around him. None of them bothered to reload, there wouldn’t be time so they pulled mage-pistols instead. Someone hurled a grenade, Bade didn’t even see who it was. He was already cringing from the blast.

The boom threw them all from their feet, a concussive blast of air that knocked back everything within forty yards. His knees screamed and popped as he fell, the fury of the earth-grenade rumbling like an earthquake through the ground underfoot. Against the juddering blur he glimpsed movement – pieces of stone and creature tossed aside in a giant’s rage.

The wild movement of the Duegar lamp illuminated a haze of gore and flesh. Bade rolled through dust sticky with blood. Stars burst before his eyes, men cried out and distantly he heard the crash of falling rock. But the creature did not shriek again. His ears rang, his scars burned and old wounds opened up once more. Bade lay slumped against one dragoon and moaned, stunned by the boomer’s impact and blinded by the dust-choked twilight.

The roar of the grenade faded only slowly, echoing away down the chaotic tunnels and fissures of the holy mountain. It remained in Bade’s head long after the sound had faded, a throbbing weight against his brain. His ears felt wet with pain, his eyes blurred and his balance failed him. When he tried to stand he couldn’t. Bade found himself sat up, blinking dumbly at the encroaching darkness as the rear group of dragoons raced forward. Less affected by the force of the boomer, they still moved unsteadily but they were able to raise their mage-guns and watch for other threats.

Bade saw them merely as ghosts. He searched around and found a dead man at his side, limp with blood running freely from a broken skull. It was the dragoon he’d mocked earlier. Some part of him felt bad about that, but it was a distant part of some other man. The man he used to be, before the fires, before the darkness reached out its hand.

Moving mechanically, he reloaded his mage-gun then took the dead man’s along with his cartridge case. When Bade looked up he could barely see any better, could hear almost nothing at all. He could make out the faint, confused and angry voice of Sergeant Ntir, but nothing of what she said.

Then everything fell away. The dust and blood, the dull voices and shadowy movement. Deep inside his bones he heard a voice, one that had been on the edges of his dreams for days now. And there ahead of him, through the blur and confusion, was a single point of clarity. A shape of perfect blackness, visible only by the half-formed outline of twilight and untouched by the Duegar lamp.

And it spoke his name.


Chapter 14

Two hundred miles away, in the crumpled valleys of the Obetran Hills, a woman ran. The sound of gunfire receded as she fled, running without thought, direction or reason. The red snarl of panic filled her mind, a scrawl that obscured all else. Underfoot, the ground was heavy. Thick mud caked her boots and weighed down her uniform, but she would not stop. The strained pant of her breath filled her ears. The distant echo of detonations and screams rolled like thunder through her head.

Thin, stunted trees blocked her path, needle-tipped branches laden with rain. She charged blindly forward, bursting through the bushes that tore and raged at her face and hands. Branches snagged her hair, appearing unseen to slap and scrape as she forced a way through. For a few moments a sharp resinous smell overlaid the hot stink of terror but then she came staggering out the other side.

Something caught in her tunic, tore it and caused her to lurch sideways. Her legs wavered and gave out, spilling her to the ground. But the shouts from behind sent an electric surge up her spine and she pushed herself upright once more. It looked like there was a clearing ahead. She headed for it without any real decision – desperation choosing the fastest path.

Her empty holster slapped against her thigh, the lower strap had come loose. A voice at the back of her head screamed at her to discard it, hurl it away along with all the foolish notions that had led her here, but she couldn’t. On she ran, caked in mud and lungs burning. A fallen pine lay slanted across her path and she scrambled over the lower trunk.

Off to the left she could see the copse gave way to fields again, nothing higher than a tussock of grass. A dark smear across the landscape on her right was all she saw before heading that way, finding herself at the edge of a shallow gully. She scrambled down until she reached a point where she could cross and start the hard clamber up the far side.

Just as she reached level ground again, a figure stepped out from cover and she stumbled to a halt. For a moment she could see nothing but the gun, pointing directly at her. In that moment she thought she was dead – chased down at last and executed. The moment stretched out then finally she took a breath. Her body seemed to realise before her mind that she was still alive. She sank to her knees, panting and spent. Finally, she looked at the mage-pistol’s owner.

It was a woman – slim with tied-back fair hair and the cold eyes of a killer. Most likely an irregular scout. She wore no uniform, just a red scarf to go with a dark green greatcoat. Maybe not a Charneler, but no friend either. Those eyes were pitiless and professional. The lack of fanaticism in her face would be no saviour.

‘Do it then,’ she gasped, unable to bear the wait any longer. ‘Kill me, earn those scraps from your master’s table.’

‘There was me in two minds about it,’ the woman replied in accented Akodern. ‘You bloody religious types are always too keen to meet your god.’

As she spoke, a second woman emerged from cover, tall with a stern face and a matching red scarf. That one looked away, scanning the far side of the gully.

‘My name is Cylembair,’ she told the pair, still heaving for breath. ‘I am twenty years old, the eldest of four girls and one boy.’

The woman with the mage-pistol cocked her head. ‘So?’

‘So I want it to haunt you,’ Cylembair spat. ‘When you kill me, when you turn me over to be killed. I want you to remember my face and my name, to hear the cries of my siblings when you go to sleep.’

‘Oh, join the back of the bloody queue.’

‘How many of their names did you know? When you killed them?’

‘Enough.’

The woman looked up, hearing more sounds of pursuit.

‘What’s the plan?’ her companion rumbled in Parthish.

‘What do you think?’

‘Shattered gods, Suth! She’s unarmed, running for her life.’

Cylembair blinked. Were they arguing about this? Given the massacre she’d just witnessed, why was there even any debate? Unless …

‘You’re not with them?’ she hazarded. ‘Do you know what they’ve just done?’

‘Yeah, we know. War’s nasty like that.’

‘They ambushed us!’ she almost wailed. ‘We were transporting supplies and they fell on us like we were at war.’

The shorter woman, Suth, scowled. ‘War was declared,’ she muttered. ‘Just not by anyone you lot were listening to.’

‘I’m a lieutenant in the Protectors of Light!’ Cylembair spat. ‘If war had been declared I would know before you. Do you even know why they did it?’

‘Better’n you, I’m afraid. Sorry about that. Kinda our fault, if I’m honest.’ The woman shook her head. ‘That’s why we’re here.’

‘They’re getting close,’ her companion said. ‘We can still let her go, but we need to do it now.’

‘That won’t work,’ Suth replied. ‘You know that.’

‘You expect me to watch you kill her in cold blood?’

‘Is there any other way?’

‘Find one.’

Cylembair watched. The woman didn’t swing her mage-gun around, but even from the floor she could see the implied threat. Suth merely gave a weary sigh in response, as though this was an old argument and not one they’d resolve today.

‘Sorry.’

Before Cylembair could understand the word, there was an explosion of light and noise. She gaped, rocked drunkenly back as a ghostly spear flashed forward at her. She felt it thump her chest, a strange sense of cold that reached deep inside.

The two women watched, one impassive, the other frozen in the act of crying out. Then she tipped back and a haze of shadows swam all around her. The cold in her chest spread. No pain, no fear even – just a numbness that flooded through her body like water enveloping her.

And with that, Cylembair – pious servant of Veraimin, sister to Ethbair, Haria, Obin and little Utobel – died with a gasp. In a blood-tinged burst of cloud her soul was driven from her body and ascended to the ever-warm embrace of the sun.

‘Dammit,’ Suth hissed. ‘I’m not going to get that name out of my head all day now.’

Payl, Knight of Sun and second in command of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck, felt the anger stir in her gut. ‘Is that supposed to be some sort of fucking joke?’

‘Aye – ah shit … Yeah, it was. I know, I just …’

‘Murdered someone and made a joke about it.’

Suth screwed up her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Deepest black, I know, okay? I ain’t happy about it—’

‘But you still did it,’ Payl broke in. She took a step forward, forcing herself into Suth’s line of vision. Reluctantly, the smaller woman lifted her head to look her in the eye. ‘Where’s the line for us now?’ she said, softer than before. ‘I thought you were different to Toil. Or are you both cut from the same cloth?’

She shook her head. ‘No. Yes. Broken gods, does it even matter?’

‘It matters.’

‘Compared to stopping the Orders?’

Payl took a breath. She felt the anger reach boiling point but stopped herself just in time. The air puffed out again in a faint wisp of white, autumn’s morning chill enough to show a trace of vapour. She slung her mage-gun over one shoulder.

‘Fucking right it matters,’ she repeated. ‘If it’s really just that one life to stop it all, okay, but it never is and it always matters. Winning isn’t enough, not if it means you become them.’

‘You think we are?’

Payl paused. ‘No. Not yet, anyway. I ain’t forgotten what we were like before you joined. Mercs aren’t cuddly and kind, but the Cards aren’t the worst around by a long shot. I wouldn’t want us blindly following Toil down that dark path. None of that comes for free. Walk the dark path for long enough, one day you’ll find the footprints of monsters fit you best.’

‘And then what?’

She gave Suth a morbid grin. ‘Then I’ll shoot you myself.’

‘You’re starting to sound like Lynx,’ Suth said with a shake of the head. ‘For the meantime though, we’re here to fucking look like them, remember? When you come up with a better plan, go ahead and tell me. Until then …’

She put up her hands as a trio of figures left the trees, mage-guns raised, on the far side of the gully. They wore dirty and battered uniforms of green and black under stained brown coats, but had the faces of veterans. Each sported the spear-and-setting-sun device of the Knights-Charnel of the Long Dusk. From the sounds behind them, Payl could tell they weren’t alone.

The lead man, a black-haired sergeant with a pointed beard, barked an order at them, mage-gun twitching. Payl’s Akodern wasn’t great, but ‘hands up!’ was easy in any language.

‘Who killed that one?’ the sergeant continued once he’d inspected the scene more carefully.

‘I did,’ Suth replied in Parthish. ‘Or, um, were you not going to? Do I owe her an apology?’

‘Who are you?’

‘Contract agents,’ Suth said, pointing down at her jacket. ‘I’ve got a writ here.’

There was a mutter between the men behind the sergeant, but he quelled it with a glare.

‘There’s a bonus for anyone who gets us in front of the commanding officer,’ Suth added, just in case they were discussing whether killing them would be less trouble.

Payl saw that catch their attention, as they both knew it would. Skirmishers tended to be a pragmatic breed, more interested in the realities of life than ideology or rules. A normal unit would likely turn them away or kill them without thinking much. The Knights-Charnel didn’t like mercenaries and given what had just happened beyond those trees, witnesses probably weren’t welcome either. Irregular troops could be the worst of soldiers, but they lived flexibly, in discipline as well as morals.

‘Guns,’ the man said at last.

Reluctantly, Payl unbuckled her weapon-belt, setting it down on the ground beside Suth’s. A young man darted forward, as nimble as a goat, to gather the pile up.

‘What’re your names?’ the sergeant said once everything was secure.

‘Setony,’ Suth said without a pause, ‘Greil Setony – Lieutenant and Staff Agent of the Honourable Company of the Dregen Red Scarves. She’s Oun Sher.’

‘Sergeant Cadil, First Selois Regiment.’ The sergeant gave her a brief, cold grin and started patting at her pockets. ‘Good chance the general will kill you,’ he added conversationally. ‘I’ll hold your purse just in case.’

Suth gave him a bleak smile. ‘That’s kind, we wouldn’t want it to go to waste. Just make sure you first tell the general I’ve got five hundred mercs in the Collotain Hills, looking for work.’

‘That’s a way from here.’

‘That’s my problem,’ Suth countered. ‘Now does my money buy an escort or just helpful advice?’

Cadil found Suth’s purse, tucked inside her jacket, and managed to avoid grabbing a handful while he was there. ‘Come,’ he said after a moment, turning back the way they’d come. ‘You a gambler, Setony?’

Suth snorted. ‘I gave all that up, bad for the health.’

‘Best hope you didn’t use up all your luck then. You’re going to need it.’


Chapter 15

There’s no good place to die, Payl thought as they emerged from the trees, but this plain probably looked nice enough when they arrived.

The battlefield didn’t look any better on second viewing. Payl had seen enough earlier and they all ended up the same anyway, all stank the same. The small army of Protectors of Light had been slaughtered – penned in by infantry, brutalised by grenadiers, run down by cavalry and mopped up by skirmishers. The professional in her noted the skill of execution. The woman in her felt her stomach turn at the slaughter.

Eight broken wagons burned off the kingsroad – a raised stretch of chalky ground that was the lifeblood of these parts. All around them were dead bodies, several hundred at least. On a hump of ground to the right stood a command tent, stark against the pale blue sky above. The tent’s flanks were grubby white, the flags fluttering from each corner post a burst of colour amid the churned earth. Short northern summers meant the grass had been a dusty brown and scattered with wildflowers before a few thousand soldiers tore it up. Now it was sprouting grey canvas tents like depressed mushrooms.

This had been a brisk and brutal fight. The Charnelers were badly mauled despite their numbers. There had been more than eight wagons three days ago when Payl and Suth had started to shadow it. Craters marked where the rear two had been, craters and the shattered pieces of probably an entire hundred-man battalion.

Packing heavily armed troops around your ammo wagons? Payl shook her head. No wonder the Protectors are getting crushed.

Half the Charneler army, those that still lived anyway, were busying themselves with those that didn’t and those who could yet go either way. Pits were being dug for the dead. Surgeons from the hospitaller corps – easily picked out as one section of their quartered uniforms was red – directed squads with the injured. Strangely, there were few soldiers with mage-guns to hand as the skirmishers led Payl and Suth towards the command tent. A picket at the perimeter, a dozen men around the command post itself, but the rest had abandoned their weapons.

It didn’t take them long to be waved inside. One muttered conversation with the captain in charge and he’d ducked into the tent to pass word. It was less than a minute before the pair were admitted to a tent full of officers.

Several were in collapsible campaign chairs around a long table, but there could be no doubt which was the general – who Sergeant Cadil had informed them was named Eperois. The whole assembly was focused on him, whether by art or design, and he filled the gap admirably. A tall, balding man in his fifties, the general was a scarred veteran with one milky eye. To Payl’s surprise, there was an easy expression on his face. It wasn’t the laughter of a madman amid slaughter, but a soldier who knew his business and didn’t hold with formality.

‘Sergeant Cadil,’ General Eperois called to their herald. ‘I could have sworn my orders were to kill all witnesses – not fetch some back for a bit of a chat.’

The sergeant bowed low. ‘Aye, my Lord General, but this one was looking for you.’

‘Yet to find that out, you must’ve chatted to her instead of shooting her, no?’

There was an edge to his jibe, but Payl could tell the man was joking with his subordinate.

One o’ those officers who knows half the veterans in his command I’d bet – a rare thing in a religious order. But they’d want their best on this job and a good general doesn’t hold with formality after a battle.

Cadil coughed. ‘She’d just killed a witness for us, my Lord, as it were. I figured that wasn’t normal and maybe you’d be interested.’

‘Killed a witness?’ Eperois said with a nasty smile. ‘In cold blood? That’s a hanging offence.’ He looked over at a burly colonel, likely his second in command. ‘Or it would be if we had any decent-sized trees nearby. Still, I’m sure alternative forms of execution are available hereabouts, for criminals in sore need of some justice.’

Suth shook her head. ‘Sore need of a drink more like. Kill us if you must, but please not on a bloody technicality. I’ve cursed lawyers all my life, it’d feel like the bastards were getting revenge.’

‘Hah, that’s the bit that bothers you? Maybe you were right, Sergeant. They have my interest.’

Suth cocked her head at Eperois, assessing how far to push him. ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she said after a pause, ‘I prefer to be doing the killing, but few of us ever get to choose the way we go out. So long as it doesn’t involve a lawyer, I’ll be hard-pressed to complain.’

‘Gracious of you.’

She offered a joking curtsey. ‘Before you get to that bit though, you might want to hear what I’ve got to say.’

‘Might I indeed? Because I’m a busy man. If I think you’re wasting my time, I might have someone find some excruciating point of legalese to execute you on.’

‘I’m prepared to take that chance.’

He sat back in his campaign chair with a broad smile. ‘What’s your name, mercenary?’

‘Setony.’

‘Very well – persuade me.’ Eperois pulled a mage-pistol as he spoke. ‘You have as long as it takes for me to decide what I should shoot you with.’

Suth bobbed her head in acknowledgement. ‘Simple – I know what you want and I’ve got a way of getting it – or rather them.’

‘Do you now?’ Eperois mused. ‘Enlighten me.’

‘God Fragments. Or are you going to pretend one of those carriages out there doesn’t contain any?’

The air seemed to grow a little frosty. Several of the general’s aides exchanged glances. At the rear, a captain wearing the badge of the Order’s political branch, the Torquen, narrowed his eyes on her. She kept her gaze on the general – his face was giving little away, but she’d not been shot yet.

That wasn’t much reassurance, Payl reflected, but she reckoned Suth had gauged the man right. Payl hoped so, anyway. She was betting both their lives on it.

‘You think that, in addition to the current turmoil, we’re breaking the Jang-Her Accords and throwing the whole of the Riven Kingdom into economic, political and spiritual upheaval? That’s quite a charge.’

‘It’s an educated guess,’ Suth said. ‘The game’s changed since Jarrazir and—’

‘A conflict your company of Red Scarves were on the wrong side of,’ interrupted the Torquen officer. ‘If I recall the intelligence reports correctly.’

‘Not by the end,’ Suth snapped a little sharply. ‘We made a deal.’

‘Word has it the Scarves reneged on that deal,’ he said. ‘Lord General, my advice would be to kill them and be done with it – or let me torture the truth out of them.’

‘We reneged on nothing,’ Suth snapped, ‘so keep your filthy little paws to yourself, inquisitor. The Monarch’s counter-attack killed your general. We were sat on our thumbs waiting for orders that never came. Afterwards, there was nothing for us to do except pretend the deal never happened.’

‘Temper temper,’ General Eperois chided. The flicker of a smile on his face showed the Torquen’s inquisitors hadn’t become any more popular among the rank and file. ‘Whatever deal was reached between General Faril and the Red Scarves, we know that one was reached. None of the reports have Red Scarves involved in her death and Faril wasn’t fool enough to drop her guard.’

He gestured to Suth with the pistol. ‘I’m not saying you’re out of the woods yet, but let’s hold off on the torture for the time being. We can start with a seat first. Remind me of your name, mercenary.’

‘Setony.’ A stool was produced, but before she sat Suth shot a look at the skirmisher sergeant, Cadil, who was loitering by the tent entrance. He scowled when he caught the look but didn’t hesitate to fish out her purse and toss it over.

‘You had a wager?’

Suth smiled. ‘O’ course not, the good sergeant was just looking after my purse in case I got shot.’

‘Most prudent,’ Eperois said, nodding. ‘Given I’m not minded to do so yet, Sergeant Cadil, you may go. How about a drink, Lieutenant Setony?’

Suth nodded and a young lieutenant offered over a goblet of wine as the skirmishers fled. Once they were gone she took a long swig and fixed Eperois with a hard look.

‘I think you’re breaking the Accords and if you’re gonna do something, best do it good and hard.’

‘A woman after my own heart,’ Eperois purred.

‘A man’s words actually,’ Suth said with a grin. ‘Commander Deshar, to be exact.’

‘You come with a message from your commander?’

She nodded. ‘An offer. What happened in Jarrazir made a few things clear to him, the first of those being covert operations can do what armies can’t.’

‘The commander of a mercenary company says this to a general surrounded by his army?’

‘He says this to a senior officer of the Order that worked this bit out decades ago.’ Suth leaned forward. ‘Long before anyone else, by the looks of it. What the Torquen did in Jarrazir was brilliant and entirely unexpected, but it showed years of planning and preparation. Contingencies against the most unlikely events.’

‘What do we need the Red Scarves for then?’

‘For not being employed by the Knights-Charnel. For being the least likely company around to be in their pay.’

Eperois glanced at the scowling Torquen officer. ‘Some might say that was for good reason.’

She made a dismissive sound. ‘History don’t last so long as a good wage.’

‘I thought you people were notorious for pissing their money away as fast as they could?’

‘Depends on how much we get paid.’

Eperois nodded slowly. ‘I still have yet to hear what you can offer us,’ he said at last.

‘God Fragments,’ Suth said. ‘Jarrazir showed the lengths you’re willing to go to acquire them and I think we can help with that. My company’s in the process of stealing some right now.’

The general grinned as one or two of his officers looked alarmed. ‘Should I be rushing back to Highkeep?’ he said, in full knowledge that the Red Scarves didn’t have enough soldiers to take on his army, let alone the heart of the Charneler Order.

‘No, but someone else should be. We got a line on where the Knights-Artificer of Jekir have their secret vault.’

‘Offer us trifles,’ Eperois snorted, ‘and I can’t be bothered to listen any longer. The Knights-Artificer don’t have enough to tempt me all that way.’

‘Oh, General, do you think me such a tease? The temptation isn’t for you.’

‘Who then?’

‘We’re going to make them a gift to the Brethren of the Shards.’ Suth smiled. ‘Now if there was a marauding force of Knights-Charnel threatening the Lae Valley … well then, the Brethren might feel the need to hire mercenaries.’

‘Perhaps even trust one company more than they might normally?’ Eperois finished for her. He leaned forward. ‘If rumour said that company had recent bad blood with the invading force and had brought their Order a gift of incalculable value.’

‘We play every angle we can,’ Suth continued. ‘Spies will follow the gift however it is moved or divided – we should be able to discern their main vault.’

‘The Brethren’s vault will be heavily defended,’ Eperois pointed out. ‘My army could be broken on its walls without success.’

‘Commander Deshar sees them having two options. Either the Red Scarves march to the region’s defence as part of a larger Brethren army and help you slaughter them, or we’re divided and assigned to bolster garrisons at the most important areas. You wouldn’t entrust an entire city to us, after all.’

‘You think one of those locations would be the vault?’

‘The chances are good,’ Suth said. ‘If it doesn’t work as we plan, the Brethren are undermined in crucial locations and your job’s all the easier.’

‘My job remains ferociously complex and dangerous!’ Eperois laughed. ‘Once I go beyond the point of no return, this could still prove to be a trap.’

‘Do you believe the Brethren are so adept at military strategy?’

‘Your Commander Deshar may be that adept. His father commanded the Red Scarves before him, no? A renowned captain and ruthless too if I recall. That pedigree might sell the plan to a leadership who realise they’ve been slow to act.’

‘Possibly, yes.’

The general hesitated. ‘What? No calm words of reassurance?’

Suth shook her head. ‘At some point you must decide if you’re willing to make the gamble and trust the Torquen’s intelligence network. You might personally be a touch miffed, but the slaughter of your army wouldn’t cripple the Knights-Charnel. The Order would remain in a position to exact retribution and Commander Deshar hopes that’s assurance enough.’

‘Bring me a map!’ Eperois ordered, waving towards one of his aides. ‘The Torvonne region and east of Lake Crevail.’

The table was cleared with practised speed and a long hide map unrolled across it. The general ran a finger over the terrain marked there and Payl leaned forward, trying to work out the marked lines. Rarely did they get to see good quality maps, but this one seemed to have the full network of Duegar canals and major kingsroads marked, along with cities. She quickly found Siquil to the north, almost hidden by the general’s elbow, where the Cards had been heading last time she saw them.

There’s a lot that can go wrong with this plan, Payl thought, not least the fact they might have screwed it up already.

‘Where is the Knights-Artificer vault?’ Eperois asked.

Suth hesitated and exchanged a look with Payl. ‘Either it’s done or they’ve missed their chance,’ Payl hazarded. ‘We won’t get a second try.’

‘True,’ Suth agreed, looking reluctant. ‘Very well, it’s in Siquil.’

‘Where?’ Eperois scanned the map for a while, looking blank until an aide pointed. ‘Insar’s eyes, that’s the armpit of nowhere!’

‘Bound by ice and snow for much of the year,’ Payl explained. ‘Hard to get an army there much of the year and harder still to lay siege to.’

‘True enough.’ He traced a line with his finger. ‘A raiding party could go cross country towards Brethren territory. The city of Virequin is not far, spiritual home of the Brethren.’

‘And the Relic Council is based not far away, in Suelsin. If you advance towards that they’re forced to meet you.’

‘If I send word south, to Parthain, I could perhaps divert the remaining forces at Salorine Bas and have them make themselves noticed. Ah, now where puts pressure on the Brethren best?’

‘Is the Prince of Leshao an ally?’

He shook his head. ‘But nor is the man keen to get involved. I imagine he has some sort of agreement with the Brethren of the Shards, but until they actually send for his help he’ll drag his feet.’

‘Then they push past Leshao and raid the southern towns of the Brethren – weaken them without over-committing. Force them to respond or lose a great swathe of land.’

‘They have sanctuaries scattered around there, all small, mostly close to cities so they can be evacuated. We might reveal our hand if we threaten those.’

‘With the shock of a coordinated attack forcing them to react?’ Suth said. ‘They don’t have the military might of the Knights-Charnel so they have to consolidate, withdraw the mages and small caches to the larger more fortified vaults. That reduces the choices and if we’re assigned to garrison duty, Commander Deshar can ensure our strike force is sent to the most likely option.’

‘They may prefer to divert troops rather than send mercenaries.’

‘It reveals their hand all the same,’ Suth said with a shrug. ‘We can tell you exactly where to go and ensure the Red Scarves delay any response.’

Eperois sat back in his chair, fingers steepled as he stared down at the map. It was a long time before he moved, but Payl and Suth knew they could only watch and wait. A general was never rushed and while they didn’t have him yet, it was clear he was interested enough to investigate.

‘Very well. I will send word to Seit-e-Veirolle – inform them of your suggestion. My men will make you comfortable while I pursue this line with my officers.’

‘Of course, General,’ Suth said, rising. ‘We’ll await your orders.’


Chapter 16

Virequin, second city of the Lae Valley, was known to foreigners as the Breadbox of the Shards. The fertile plains that surrounded it provided much of the region’s oats and wheat so, as the Cards travelled that way, under escort from a full battalion of Brethren troops, it was through mile after mile of crops. It was a populous region and much of the time spent on the highway saw curious faces at the roadside, both other travellers and labourers in the fields.

Toil found her view of the endless crops to be an excellent one from the back of a cart, her injury making riding difficult. The mind-numbing boredom of day after day like that somehow managed to intensify her discomfort. Despite Sitain’s furtive efforts, every bump in the road sent a crackle of pain through her shoulder.

After five long days, however, her mood improved. Even the presence of a booze-sodden and hungover Anatin in the cart wasn’t enough to spoil things. For much of the morning she’d been able to see a distant haze of smoke in the sky, one that could only mean they were close to arriving at Virequin. She gave the snoring Prince of Sun a gentle kick to wake him, then a harder one when the first didn’t work.

‘Shattered gods, whass goin’ on?’

‘Wake up. We’re almost there.’

‘Huh?’

‘Virequin.’

Anatin grunted and rolled over. He and Varain had apparently forgotten to stop drinking the night before and ended up round the back of the tavern, expounding some half-baked theory of the world with a bear-like farmer until dawn. None of the men could string a sentence together by the time the glowering battalion colonel announced it was time to leave.

Toil looked around the small cart the Brethren had appropriated for her. It was basic to say the least, just a few travelling packs and blankets thrown in to give her some sort of comfort. Luckily, Varain had been just about able to cling to a saddle. She’d only had to put up with Anatin being poured into the cart. If they’d both been thrown in Toil knew she’d have taken her chances on a horse.

The road opened out presently and they found themselves passing between two mage-made earthworks topped with small forts. Beyond that was the main suburb of Virequin, a place of rough caravanserai-style inns, workshops for the more fragrant trades and a warren of cheap housing. The richer parts were only glimpsed in the distance but still Toil found herself impressed. Virequin was a bustling city of trade with few signs that the sputtering conflict between Orders was affecting life.

Before long they came to a halt, the colonel’s authority not extending far into the city, and the usual waiting around for bureaucracy began. Some city official wanted to dump the Cards in the nearest fleapit of a caravanserai. It took the colonel, along with Major Elsail, who was determined to garner as much credit for this as she could, a long while to persuade them that the Cards needed to be dealt with more hospitably, or at least contained better. At one point the official suggested arresting and disarming the lot of them, only for Elsail to say he’d have to stand right next to anyone giving that order.

At long last they continued, across a branching river to the spit of land that lay between. A long fortress dominated the western bank while an enormous copper dome of Veraimin’s temple rose from a massive yellow-brick monastery complex in the heart of the city. This stretch of land was given over entirely to the Order. Here was the very heart of the Brethren of the Shards and as impressive as the city’s temple was, there was one building here that overshadowed it.

Behind the fortress, on a rise of land that ensured its glass dome stood above the fortress towers, was the Hall of All Colours. While the administrative heart of the Order was elsewhere, this was its spiritual home – a huge star-like building with five narrow wings projecting from a rounded heart. Windows occupied the upper half of each wing and almost the entirety of the dome, stained glass throughout. All of the Riven Kingdom had heard of this place, but few were permitted to witness it from within. Legend said that the majesty of Veraimin’s light could dazzle the most impious of hearts. Toil for one was keen to test that.

The Cards were the only people not in religious or military garb and looked all the more out of place for it. Toil took one look at the empty stables they were clearly being directed to and yelled for the cart to stop, giving Anatin one last kick before she scrambled down.

‘Aben, Foren – get everyone settled where they’re told,’ she shouted loud enough for most of the company to hear. ‘Even if you have to jam something down Varain’s throat, I don’t want this turning into an argument.’

‘Yes, boss,’ her big lieutenant replied with a grin. Varain made an obscene gesture, or as much of one as he could while bent over his saddle. He didn’t argue though. Even without a hangover he wouldn’t choose to tangle with Aben.

Major Elsail dismounted and hurried over to her, collecting Toil’s weapons so she could escort her to wherever they were going. The colonel, a watery-eyed blond man, beckoned them over to where an elderly woman in a habit had arrived.

‘Sister-in-Shards Suel,’ the colonel said, ‘this is the one. Or rather, she’s the one they’ll want to speak to. The commander may have sobered up by now, but she’ll speak for him.’

Toil cast a look around at the remaining Cards. It would seem strange if she went into whatever this was alone, but the selection remaining wasn’t great. Safir would be the obvious choice, the highest-ranked Card beside her and able to converse with nobility too, but they were a bunch of white-skinned religious fanatic leaders. In the end she had to settle for Llaith and beckoned the ageing mercenary over. He wouldn’t be overawed and was one of Anatin’s closest confidants.

‘You’re coming with me,’ she called. ‘You’ll know the commander’s mind well enough.’

‘You do not?’ asked the nun. She had an open and guileless face, full of benevolence and wisdom. Toil had met that harmless sort before and knew she’d have to watch Sister Suel carefully.

‘I’ve not been with the company long,’ Toil explained. ‘This one’s an old drinking crony o’ his. The plan’s mine but … well.’

The sister inclined her head in understanding. ‘You will have to leave your weapons,’ she said to Llaith.

The Diviner of Tempest handed them to a nearby soldier and tugged his jacket straight. Running a hand through his hair he gave the nun his best winning smile. ‘I place myself in your tender hands, Sister.’

Toil spotted the quirk of a smile on Sister Suel’s lips before she turned away to lead them towards the great hall. She exchanged a look with Llaith who beamed: the man’s strange ability to charm powerful older women apparently as strong as ever. Major Elsail made a gesture to a group of soldiers and they fell in behind, each one bearing an iron-bound casket that contained God Fragments.

Toil and Llaith followed the sombre procession down a long gravel path that skirted the inner fortress wall, aware all eyes were now turned their way. It ran for a hundred yards before curving left and making for the Hall of All Colours where one of the wings ended in a blunt face set with a tall door.

The hall could once hold every member of the Order but, as large as it was, that had been impossible for more than a hundred years. When a Grandmaster was elected, every high priest, abbess, abbot, general and colonel would gather here – ostensibly to vote on the choices presented, but largely to acknowledge their new ruler. The hall wasn’t so full today, but still Toil found herself gasping at the sight within, while Llaith managed not to finish the inappropriate words that appeared on his lips.

Inside it was dazzling: there was no other word Toil could muster. Daylight streamed through the dome and two score windows to cast a brilliant multi-coloured glitter across the hall. The entrance wing had no seats, only a smooth stone floor with marble sarcophagi lining the walls. Beyond that, in the huge central space and the remaining wings, were row upon row of mage-carved wooden pews, several hundred of them. They all faced the centre where a raised dais bore a round table with grand throne-like chairs around it. Suspended on thick chains was a great brass lamp taller than Reft. Rich golden light shone through the lines of prayer that had been cut into it, but with the sun out it barely made any impact on the room.

A riot of colour overlaid the entire hall, gloriously beautiful on the pale white stone. Gold-leaf decorated the windows and sarcophagi that occupied much of the outer space, while the floor had been inlaid with plaques of rose-pink marble.

The sister started down one of the aisles and Toil had to nudge Llaith into following. Up by the table was a group of four men and three women, standing behind chairs as though awaiting Toil with remarkable courtesy. When Sister Suel joined them, however, they sat, all following the lead of one tall man in military uniform at whose shoulder Suel stopped.

‘Enter as honoured guests of the Relic Council,’ the sister called across the hall. ‘Blessed of Veraimin you are and so we embrace you.’

‘I’m not so sure about blessed,’ Toil said cautiously as she walked down the aisle, ‘but I’ll never turn down a blessing.’

The rest of the vast space was empty and echoing. It seemed an incongruous place to have a private audience given how well the sound carried, but this was the heart of their power after all.

‘Veraimin’s blessing shine upon you,’ Suel intoned. ‘Shardmaster Aeolae, I present to you Lieutenant Velas Talere, second to Commander Adrin of the Honourable Company of the Dregen Red Scarves, Fifth Battalion.’

‘And the other?’ the Shardmaster inquired.

Llaith stepped forward and bowed deeply. ‘Corporal Llaith, your grace.’

‘Very well. Approach. Lieutenant, you are injured, you may sit.’

Aeolae had a soft voice, as though his position ensured others would make the effort to hear him. Toil sat at one of the free chairs with a wince. Her broken shoulder was much improved, but still painful. With luck the city would have an apothecary she could visit, given they didn’t want to reveal Sitain’s magic.

‘Major,’ Aeolae said after a pause. ‘The shards.’

The soldiers had stopped at the end of the entrance hall, but now they marched forward to lay their caskets as gently as they could on the polished tabletop.

‘Go,’ Aeolae ordered as the first soldier began to open the casket. They all bowed and scurried away again, out of the hall itself, and the door boomed shut behind them.

The members of the Relic Council assembled got to their feet, age proving no hindrance to eagerness. With seven present, Toil knew she had half the council. Even if the High Shardmaster, an elderly nun called Grailae Ser, wasn’t here, this showing still indicated how animated the Brethren were about her gift. She guessed only two of these would actually be residents of Virequin. That left two in uniform besides Aeolae and two senior priests – a significant delegation to have been dispatched at short notice.

Before long, the fragments were unpacked and laid out on the table in five small groups. Aeolae led a short prayer of thanks while Toil tried not to roll her eyes, glad she’d not brought Safir in case the man was tempted to join in with his own version. Finally, their sense of wonder was over and it was time to get to business.

‘This is indeed a great boon you have brought us, Lieutenant Talere,’ Aeolae said at last. ‘But strife comes with it.’

‘Hardly the first time a cache of God Fragments has brought trouble,’ Toil replied, trying not to sound as irritated as she felt. ‘That’s mostly what they’ve been used for these last few hundred years.’

‘Indeed – the impiety of the weapons trade is a burden on all our souls. However, I speak of a more specific strife. The Brethren of the Shards have largely remained outside of the recent conflict, but now you force our hand. We have summoned Commander Deshar to explain himself.’

Toil nodded. ‘You’ve remained apart, that’s true, but with respect, Shardmaster, how long did you think that was going to last?’

‘There is now a limit to peace?’

‘When the Knights-Charnel are involved?’ Toil nodded. ‘Damn right there is.’

‘The Knights-Charnel are your enemy, so I’m told, not ours. I see why you might look to us for protection, but you win no allies here.’

‘I’ll admit we’re no great friends with ’em,’ Toil said with a dismissive wave, ‘but all this effort just to win protection? The Knights-Charnel don’t care enough about us to go to war. And anyway, they’re already at war. Their sights are on the whole of the Riven Kingdom, not one mercenary company.’

Aeolae laughed. ‘I would be the first to accuse the Knights-Charnel of arrogance, let me assure you of that, but to say they would risk all-out war is another matter entirely.’

Toil cocked her head at him. ‘With respect, my lord, don’t you think their current actions already risk that? They’re subsuming smaller orders as we speak. They’ve always been the most aggressive of your rivals. How long before they go after the big game?’

‘You call us rivals? Brothers and sisters under the gods might be more accurate, for all our disagreements.’

‘Brothers and sisters with a radical creed,’ Toil insisted. ‘Their power plays have been going on for years, but their efforts in the south have stirred up something new. Word is that a new age of magic is coming.’

‘Consolidation and fracture among the orders is hardly rare,’ Aeolae replied. ‘What you suggest is something else entirely. The High Shardmaster herself has declared it unthinkable.’

‘I hope you’re right.’ Toil paused and looked around the council members assembled there. ‘For all our sakes I truly do. This ain’t a war I’d want to see fought on my home territory.’

‘It is not a war I wish to see fought at all, yet you have made it more likely with this gift.’

‘If I’ve done anything, I’ve pushed it forward a few months – no more’n that.’

‘But to the Knights-Charnel it appears as though the Brethren have entered the fray. That we are intent on taking over the Knights-Artificer as our first move.’

‘Return the fragments then,’ Toil said with a shrug. ‘Turn us over to the Knights-Artificer and wash your hands of the whole incident.’

‘You volunteer for execution?’

‘I’m just saying I know it’s one of your options. This was a gamble of mine, I’ll own the consequences. But I don’t think this is a fight you can afford to stay out of. It’s coming to your door and soon, so the only question is whether you’re ready for it.’

Aeolae was quiet a long while. He exchanged looks with several of his colleagues then gave a non-committal grunt. With a wave of his hand he dismissed her and Sister Suel rounded the table to usher them away.

‘We thank you for your gift,’ Suel said in a diplomatic tone, ‘and the council will consider your words further. Come – we invite you to be our guests until Commander Deshar arrives here. Let me show you to quarters for your officers.’

Toil and Llaith went without a word. She could see the veteran’s expression was dark. Clearly he hadn’t much liked how the conversation had gone. In truth nor had she. There had been nothing in Aeolae’s manner that suggested he agreed with her assessment. It wasn’t as though she could tell him everything she knew about the God Fragments. It might help her case but it would prompt questions she didn’t want to answer. Doing that would be a desperate ploy, one she’d keep back until she had no other options.

As soon as they were outside, Llaith upped his pace a shade, trusting to the breeze behind them to muffle his words.

‘That weren’t good,’ he muttered, not looking at Toil as he walked back to where the Cards were still milling around. ‘Not by a long shot.’

‘They’ll never give the fragments back,’ she hissed back. ‘No council member will agree. There’ll be plenty of hopefuls looking for a way to take their place, quite aside from the Order’s dogma.’

‘Was nice how you offered us all up as sacrifice, I liked that bit. Reckon Anatin will too.’

‘They were thinking it already. Me being the one to say it just means I get to address the matter.’

‘Next time, just put your head on the block, not all of ours! We’re now stuck here under guard until they make their minds up.’

‘There’s a war on,’ Toil growled, ‘this isn’t the worst place to be.’

‘Keep saying that,’ Llaith said. ‘See how it sounds when the noose around yer neck tightens.’


Chapter 17

Sergeant Darail shifted his hood slightly as he watched the monk stride towards them. He didn’t speak. Even though the monk was alone it would be foolish to do so. Instead, he just lifted his tin cup and gave a desultory jerk of the hand as the monk came within a few yards.

He was ignored. If the monk even glanced in his direction, Darail didn’t notice. He wasn’t really looking anyway so it would be churlish to complain that the monk wasn’t offering his full attention. The bridge behind the monk was what held Darail’s attention. A grand span with a large gatehouse occupying the nearer end. Soldiers on watch, keeping a close eye on the road.

Once the monk was gone, Darail’s companion, Obe, gave a snort.

‘Can see why no bugger was here before us.’

Hunched under his hood, Darail didn’t take his eyes off the bridge. ‘Eh?’

‘No real beggars. They’d fucking starve if they relied on the charity o’ monks.’

‘Yeah – famous for all their ready cash, are monks,’ Darail muttered.

‘That one had money,’ Obe said. ‘Weren’t no poor brother that ’un.’

Darail hawked and spat a gobbet onto the ground in front of him. ‘Just as well we’re not here fer that then, ain’t it? Hold up …’

He paused and fought the urge to straighten. There was a group of soldiers on the bridge. Five in total – all on horseback and led by an officer. ‘Another lot,’ he said. ‘Get going.’

Obe stood with a groan. Although he was hardly in the first flush of youth, he could be quick enough when he wanted. ‘Rank?’ he asked softly.

‘Can’t see, but he looks rich. This could be the one.’

Obe shuffled away, making for the main thoroughfare that led to the inner city. With his back turned he couldn’t see where the Brethren soldiers were heading. Darail kept his head low. These ones looked like they really could be it. Alert, ready for action – mage-guns shouldered but each man wearing a pistol too. Finally. they crossed and started towards Darail.

‘South,’ he hissed. ‘Go quick.’

Obe wandered away, contriving to look like he was shambling but he covered the ground fast enough to turn a corner. Once round that he’d run, sprinted as best he could to the south gate in the outer city wall. This had been the fourth group Darail had sent someone after. There were horses at the three main city gates waiting for his watchers. He just had to hope they would have enough men to keep this up.

It didn’t help that Commander Deshar hadn’t told him what the Brethren were carrying. Only that they’d be at least four and move fast, but he’d been with the Red Scarves for a decade or more. Since before the old tyrant had handed over control to his son in fact. Darail was one of the many who’d taken a while to warm to their new commander. Vigilance Deshar wasn’t the larger than life figure his father had been, but he’d proved himself in his own quiet way.

The riders moved swiftly and Darail didn’t even attempt to hold his cup out. Instead, he kept well back as any real beggar would, afraid of the haughty soldiers and the hooves of their horses both. Once they were past he did risk a look up, watching the uniformed troops trot smartly away. Each horse bore saddlebags and the soldiers had regulation greatcoats on. He didn’t recognise their designations, a red arrow stitched below the symbol of their Order, but knew little about the Brethren of the Shards anyway. All he could tell was that they were setting out on a journey and that was good enough.

Don’t get caught, don’t get close. Those had been Commander Deshar’s words. If you’re spotted, break off. Telling us half the journey is still worth something, even if you don’t follow them all the way.

Darail wasn’t certain what sort of riches needed to be treated this way, but he could make a half-decent guess. That was enough to take his commander’s warning seriously. Any hint of pursuit could be deadly. With that in mind he settled back into position and waited for the next of his command to join him. The Brethren unit had disappeared from view and a thin rain began to fall.

‘It’s better’n combat,’ he reminded himself quietly, ‘and the pay’s the same. Another few hours it is.’

Lynx and his three companions spent only one night with the Sons of the Wind. They had parted on good terms the following day once the sun was high. Much of the previous evening had proved a blur for Lynx. Fragments of memory loomed through his dreams. Monstrous creatures haunting the darkest corners of the night.

Tentatively, it seemed Sendan Kalozhin was willing to play a part in their plans. He was not particularly senior in the Sons of the Wind, but had the rank to speak to their leaders at least, to make a case. Crucially, their Order was more chaotic than most. If he believed strongly enough, he could ride on his own authority and any who agreed with him could go too under his command.

The gods alone knew whether it would be enough, Lynx had thought to himself. Given what the ultimate goal was, it lent a bitter humour that he still thought that way. That success might lie in the hands of the gods.

A week of travelling took them south-east, towards the Collotain Hills, where a series of lakes were surrounded with towns. Beyond that was a wide expanse of the wilds, rough ground given over mostly to elementals and the more natural beasts of Urden. For once, those weren’t the dangers that had the people worried. Few people would meet their eyes as they travelled through villages of yellow brick and thatch. Of those that did, they held what weapons they possessed and watched the four pass out of sight.

When the four Cards stopped at inns, it was clear they were not welcome. Even Deern kept a check on his tongue. While he enjoyed a bar fight quite a lot more than the next man, it was plain to see any such thing would escalate. Matters improved the day they removed their red scarves from around their necks, but still the sight of mercenaries provoked disquiet. Once they found the Honourable Company of the Dregen Red Scarves their suspicions as to why proved correct.

At the junction of two rivers stood a small city called Jeironne. Outside the city, not entirely besieging it but giving a very fine impression of that, were the Red Scarves. Lynx’s group were greeted by a not entirely sober picket and soon they found their way to where Toil’s brother, Commander Vigilance Deshar, held court to a half-dozen dignitaries from the city. It was an old story, one certainly as old as the institution of mercenary companies. Employment in war was all well and good, but mercenaries preferred not to fight. If they could be paid not to, all the better.

The Collotain region was under Brethren control, but had no fortresses or garrisons of significance. Commander Deshar walked a fine line, but they all knew the Brethren would not waste their forces chasing out a nuisance, certainly not when there had been no actual threats or violence. The locals could bluster all they want, but this was a region of reasonable wealth. Paying the Red Scarves to leave would be the easiest route to take in the end.

When the meeting was finally over, Lynx watched the city’s officials scuttle away. An abbess and nun along with a pair of fat burghers, they looked more relieved than anything else. The thin-faced Brethren of the Shards major appeared less happy, but as she and her aide trailed behind the others it looked obvious they had little sway.

At last, Commander Deshar emerged and Lynx remembered to salute the man, now they were under his command in one fashion or another. Kas did the same, Atieno and Deern reluctantly following.

‘I don’t recognise you,’ Deshar began before realisation dawned. ‘Ah yes, the new recruits.’ He scowled before continuing, any feelings of success evaporating as he apparently recalled whatever Toil had talked him into. ‘Inside.’

The commander was a stern-faced man with a dark beard – large but not as large as Lynx. At his side was a tall woman who seemed even less pleased to see them than the commander. Given her face was painfully thin and lined with age, cheerful didn’t seem a ready option at any time.

‘I know you, don’t I?’ Deshar said as he led them into a large house that someone had probably been gently encouraged to abandon. ‘Some of you at least. We met in Jarrazir.’

Lynx nodded. ‘Briefly.’

‘He was too busy getting yer sister drunk,’ Deern added with a nasty leer.

Deshar raised an eyebrow. ‘And which one are you?’

‘Deern,’ the smaller man said proudly. ‘Jester o’ Blood.’

‘Not any more,’ came the reply. ‘Not while you wear that scarf around your neck. Forget that again and Ulith here will issue a reminder.’ With that, Deshar turned to Atieno and Kas. ‘You are one of the mages, correct? You, I would have remembered had we met in Jarrazir.’

Kas gave him a flirtatious smile. ‘I’ve no doubt o’ that, but me an’ your sister don’t often see eye to eye. I’m Kas.’

‘It seems we have something in common then, Kas. Just imagine what it was like for a sensitive young man to grow up alongside that hellcat of a sister.’

‘Sensitive?’ She gestured all around them. ‘Oh sure, if you say so, Commander. Sensitive young men often grow up to command a renowned mercenary company.’

‘Nepotism and a few unscrupulous friends can work wonders I’ve found,’ he said with the hint of a smile behind his beard. ‘However, I don’t think you are here to discuss my merits, as much as that pains me. You’ve brought word?’

Lynx hesitated and glanced at the commander’s second, Ulith. ‘Ah …?’

‘She’s aware of everything. You can speak freely.’

‘We found the Sons – they’re interested.’

‘Interested?’

‘They ain’t all jumping into bed off the back of one conversation,’ Kas broke in, ‘but we got their attention and they liked what they saw.’

‘I have no doubt. How long to let us know?’

‘Longer than we can afford to wait. We’re running on guesswork here.’

‘Faith more like,’ Deshar said, his face darkening. ‘Even if you’ve got more to lose than me in this scheme, the risks continue to mount.’

‘You don’t need to commit yet,’ Atieno assured him. ‘It’s only our heads on the line now. The worst case for you is ending up on the strongest side in the coming war.’

‘Not if Toil’s fears prove correct.’ The commander shook his head. ‘I’ve had this argument once with Toil – I’ll not repeat it with you four.’

Lynx grunted as he felt Kas pat him on the shoulder. ‘Probably for the best,’ she said cheerily, ‘Lynx isn’t really a man of rhetoric, just bloody-minded loyalty.’

‘I can speak for myself, Kas,’ he said.

‘Aye I know,’ she laughed. ‘That’s often when our problems start, remember? Now, we’ve been travelling hard. Someone show us to some food and wine, eh?’

‘You won’t be resting long,’ Deshar warned. ‘We’ve been summoned north to explain ourselves. My sister has been making friends again.’

‘Aye, that’s usually where our problems get worse,’ Kas agreed with a grimace. ‘We leave at dawn? Perfect. Just enough time for a few drinks while Lynx tells you his intentions towards your sister. That should be entertaining.’

Obe slid from his horse and crouched to inspect the ground. Rain started to patter down and he felt a moment of anxiety. He might lose all trace if it continued.

Wait – there.

He took a few steps forward. Yes, a distinct hoofprint in the soft ground. Small and shallow, but distinct. A slight drag as it lifted out. He’d seen the horse with its head low, three days earlier. This was the smallest of the mounts the Brethren had, the weakest. A grey gelding that didn’t have the stamina of the others and they were being pushed hard. Obe had been able to keep up with the group of five soldiers for a few days only. They rode hard, every hour of daylight they could without killing the horses, and the grey was suffering the most.

Not quite lame, but another few days of this and …

Obe stood and surveyed the terrain ahead. The stony ground was matted with low grass and firm after a dry spell. Little to retain tracks, Obe knew. If it had been a single rider he’d never have kept with them. As it was they were at least a day ahead, but it was safer that way.

Sergeant Darail had been clear – find out where they’re going, don’t get spotted. Obe knew he risked losing the trail, but the soldiers were on guard. If he followed them by sight, they’d have spotted and ambushed him by now. So long as the rain didn’t wash away their trail, he could follow these tracks at a safe remove and not be shot in the process.

Obe returned to his horse. His mage-gun was holstered on the side of the saddle, the red scarf he normally wore as his company badge shoved down at the bottom of the holster. A cursory search probably wouldn’t turn it up, not unless someone was really looking for confirmation, but Obe didn’t fancy buying a new one if he didn’t have to. Not when he’d be dead anyway by the time they found it, most likely.

There was little breeze as he set off again. The cloud cover was light, no indication that the rain would get bad. He didn’t have to rush yet, but he upped his pace all the same. Fortunately, this wasn’t really the wilds. The Brethren and other Orders had largely tamed this part of the Riven Kingdom. One man could travel alone in relative safety, especially one such as Obe who read the land and was a better shot than most soldiers.

After an hour, he paused and dismounted to give his horse a rest. The black-eared beast cropped the grass in a desultory manner, but soon gave up and started nudging Obe’s ear, looking for something more substantial. He swatted her away as he unrolled his map, trying to make sense of where he was. The Red Scarves had half-decent maps of the area, having passed this way before. This was only a rough copy and as such, he was free to scribble on it, marking what he saw and correcting anything he could.

‘Where are we, girl?’ Obe mused. ‘Mebbe … Ah, here?’ His short finger stabbed at the cured hide, so thin it was almost parchment.

‘Must’ve travelled twenty miles since that river, that puts us past Ugrein. Not a whole lot out this way, is there? Towns somewhere east, Sylevene north of those, up the Shanat kingsroad.’

He cast around for a while, letting his thoughts settle. There was nothing in sight that would help, just nearer and further treelines as the land gently undulated.

‘We can’t be this way,’ he continued, consulting the map again. There was a river that had several towns marked on its banks, which probably meant it was large. From the trees and the ground he didn’t think he was close to something so big. That put him further south. Helpfully, there was nothing on the map marked for a hundred miles there.

‘Mebbe a wild turkey hunt after all?’

The thought had occurred to him several days before. If he was transporting something of such value and had a suspicious mind, Obe would send an advance party as far as possible the wrong way. And this was about as far as they could go. The Collotain Hills ran up past Sylevene and east of that were wilds more worthy of the name. Given he suspected they were hunting God Fragments, only a fool would be sending them that way. But much further south-east and you’d reach Leshao, an independent state, or the cities of the Lake Salathir, who were aligned with the Protectors of Light.

‘Which means we must be close to wherever we’re going,’ he concluded. Rolling the map up again, he returned it to the leather tube attached to his saddle. He rode on through most of the afternoon, during which the land rose steadily. As a cool evening drew in, Obe passed by several villages with large outlying farms. Cattle with dark brown shaggy coats and twisted horns occupied several fields and he kept clear, not wanting to be mistaken for some sort of thief, so it was almost dusk when a glittering play of light in the sky drew his attention.

It took him a while to work out what the light was, but when he did it seemed to confirm his suspicions. Light elementals danced high in the sky, brushing the thready cloud cover. A large hill rose prominently from the landscape, bald of trees and its slope marked only by steep escarpments of stone that limited any approach. In the encroaching dusk those seemed to wink and shift, as though black flags had been placed at random all around the hill.

‘Shadowshards,’ Obe breathed at last. ‘Two types o’ elemental in the same place? Can’t be a coincidence.’

He left his horse and went forward on foot, slow and careful through the brush that fringed a wide grassy meadow. Atop the hill there were the sharp lines of fortifications – low walls and an outcrop platform, but he’d have bet all he owned that was a disguise. The hill was certainly big enough to contain a sanctuary, maybe more than that if you were clever. Obe didn’t care to investigate. If it was a sanctuary with a charnel vault, he had no intention of finding out what nasty surprises could be found on that hillside.

He returned to his horse and walked it back the way he’d come earlier. He travelled as far as he could until the light disappeared. Then he settled down for a cold and uncomfortable night – the details of his travels running through his mind. By dawn’s light he rose, stiff and sore, to see to his horse. Afterwards, Obe made notes on his map, listed all he could remember of the route, and set off with a small smile on his face. There would be a good bonus waiting for him and no shots had been fired.


Chapter 18

(now)

A blood-tinged cloud hung in the air above the Abbott-Protector. For a moment everything stopped. In that moment of stillness, Lynx glimpsed the awful ruin of his face. Then the man fell dead and the shooting began.

Toil lunged across Lynx and drove a dagger into the throat of the Sergeant-Prior with such force it went to the hilt. The man collapsed as Toil surged on and shot one of the snipers with her pistol. Kas took the other down in the same moment and then the air was torn apart by the roar of gunshots.

Lynx turned on the cringing catapult gunners. Only two had pistols on their belts. He shot the first with his mage-gun and hurled the empty weapon at the other. As the woman staggered back he pulled his pistol and shot her. One of the gunners made for the polearms stored near the steps, but before he could retrieve one Lynx was on him. The big Hanese mercenary didn’t waste time drawing his heavy sword. With his shoulder he barged the man against the wooden rack. Off-balance, the soldier was easy to hurl down the stone steps. Another man tried to grab Lynx only to receive a headbutt. That stopped him in his tracks and a swinging haymaker knocked him flat.

The rest cringed, hands raised in surrender. Screams and gunshots rang out from the ramparts below. Out of the corner of his eye, Lynx saw Kas had retrieved the two officers’ pistols. He left the rest of the crews to her, reloading his own pistol and finally drawing his sword.

Footsteps on the stair made him draw back, ready to strike. A figure turned the corner shouting for the Abbott-Protector only for Toil to shoot in the same moment. Lynx surged down the steps and emerged onto a scene of chaos. Just as he took it in there was an explosion that stopped him in his tracks and knocked a stretch of defenders down. A great ball of flame belched up from one of the catapult platforms, shot through with the racing claws of lightning.

Gods, which madman did that? Estal?

All down the wall were Brethren bodies and fighting soldiers. The Cards had torn into their employers with a fury. They were outnumbered by the garrison but that was spread across the fort – here it was more even. Or at least, it had been, Lynx realised.

The Cards had made the most of their surprise, shooting or throwing most of the forward defenders from the rampart in mere seconds after Anatin’s order. Above the knot of soldiers at the base of the gatehouse loomed Reft – vast and terrifying as he laid about him with his hatchets. Beside him Deern roared like a demon. Bloodlust rendered his words unintelligible. The only thing that made him pause was when he stopped to fire his gun. A burner streaked down into the fort below Lynx. It exploded across a group of Brethren, their screams cut short.

Lynx pushed forward, battering a man with his heavy sword. One woman swung her gun around and Lynx ran her through with an ungainly lunge. His falchion wasn’t suited to neat parry and thrust. He aimed a kick at her to drive her back off the blade, almost ripping it from his grip. An icer flashed past his face as he went for another man.

Lynx turned to see a wide-eyed soldier a few paces away, astonished that he’d missed. The young man didn’t have time to curse his luck. Toil crashed down a moment later. In one movement she leaped from the steps and kicked him over the rail, down to where Deern’s burner had hit. Barely giving Lynx a glance, she cast around for a target and levelled her gun. The shot picked off one of the few remaining officers amid the press. The sound of gunfire dwindled. There was little time or space to reload so the Cards were into their knife-work.

He left Toil and bludgeoned the last soldier in reach off the wall. In seconds there were almost no Brethren left, just panting blood-spattered Cards. Icers started to flash in from the interior of the fort and Lynx saw Llaith winged by a lucky shot. The grey-haired mercenary howled and fell, but not so badly hurt he couldn’t yell for someone to kill the bastard.

Braqe duly obliged, dropping to one knee. A sparker scoured one narrow street. Lightning burst over the stone walls and smashed the diamond panes in the windows, the clatter of shattered glass mingling with screams.

The Cards continued to press their advantage. Groups were already pushing down the side ramparts where Brethren soldiers still stood. The mercenaries didn’t wait for a fair fight. Fire and lightning lashed out until only the scorched dead remained. Earthers smashed what cover there was, grenades erupted like volcanoes around the weapon platforms. Lynx loaded a burner into his pistol as he descended the wide steps to the fort floor. They were in a massive ammunition factory, he didn’t need to worry about conserving ammunition in this fight.

‘Lynx!’ Anatin yelled from the tower. ‘Hold there.’

Lynx signalled he understood and set his back to the wall of the nearest building. On both sides he could see teams of Cards take the catapult platforms, others down below shooting those they’d thrown off. The boom of earthers rolled through the sky as they neared the next platform where grenade throwers were stationed. He couldn’t see any dead Cards yet. Clearly Anatin wanted to take the wall hard and fast. After that, the rest would probably surrender rather than force a street-fight on the lower level.

Maybe a minute had gone by, but Lynx could see fifty dead just from where he stood. The fort’s Brethren garrison was barely treble that all told. Toil tossed a grenade into the guardroom of the keep, right below Anatin’s feet. Lynx winced at the explosion that followed and ducked his head when a gout of flame burst from the guardroom’s rear window. Panic bloomed in his gut before Lynx remembered they were scrupulous about keeping their bombardment spheres – weapons that would take out the entire keep and half the Cards at the same time – away from the catapults, deep in a secure room.

‘Surrender!’ Toil shouted at the top of her voice, a call Anatin and several others echoed.

Here was the greatest danger, Lynx knew. They could win this fight, he had no doubt, but all it took was one fanatic in the ammunition vault. They weren’t allowed guns in there, but the iron-coated spheres might be vulnerable to a sustained assault. If a Brethren soldier really wanted to set one off – and therefore blow this half of the sanctuary-fort off the map – the Cards wouldn’t be able to break the door down in time.

He heard footsteps, more than one set, and pressed his back against the wall. A soldier charged from the street, heading for Toil with his mage-gun raised and heedless of the danger. Lynx shot him just as a second darted past. That one slewed sideways in shock and tripped. She managed to hold onto her gun, but the muzzle stuck in the earth and snagged. Lynx checked he wasn’t presenting an easy target of himself, then gave the woman a hefty boot in the gut.

‘Surrender, it’s over,’ he demanded.

‘Traitors!’ the woman wheezed, still scrabbling for her weapon.

Inwardly, Lynx shrugged. He slammed the pistol down onto her head and she fell limp. Unconscious or dead, he didn’t know, but that was the risk she’d chosen.

Finally, somewhere in the streets behind him, Lynx heard the cries they’d been waiting for. At least some of the garrison had decided not to die in the service of their god. They could see the fort was lost.

‘Drop your guns!’ Anatin shouted from his position, all the while making as small a target of himself as possible. ‘We’re not here to kill unarmed troops!’

A great flurry of explosions punctuated his words. The barbican at the other end of the sanctuary, Lynx guessed. It was far enough away not to hurt the ears, probably a guardhouse’s ammunition store going up. From where he stood, Lynx couldn’t see it. He just had to hope it was enough to make the point to the defenders.

‘Corporal Lithen, Lieutenant Talere – the gate!’

Lynx and Toil headed down to the wide opening in the rampart, beneath the barbican. A tunnel through the reinforced earth rampart ran for thirty yards before reaching an old iron portcullis. It took a minute to unhook from it the rattle-cage, a network of chains and steel bars that ran between the wooden outer gate and the portcullis itself. Anyone firing earthers into the gate would be left with a twisted mass of wreckage in their path, barely navigable even to individual soldiers.

Once the portcullis was free of the cage, they set to the great wheel. Slowly they hauled the portcullis up and out of the way. Lynx was acutely aware of the murder holes that looked down from the barbican above, but there was little they could do about it now. Fortunately, any remaining Brethren inside decided not to take a little revenge. Finally, they opened the gate and were rewarded with the familiar faces of Payl and Suth huffing their way up the road.

With the pair were three officers of the Knights-Charnel. A general, scarred and balding, accompanied by a major and some shitweasel of a Torquen captain, judging by the uniform. Lynx exchanged a look with Toil and tried not to touch the tattoos on his face. They knew some of the Charnelers in Jarrazir might have survived the arena explosion. There was a good chance the Torquen knew of their light tattoos. Toil had found an apothecary able to mix up a paste the colour of Lynx’s skin so the tattoo was covered, but he had to be careful not to wipe it off in his anxiety.

‘What took you so long?’ Toil called once they were almost at the gate.

‘Had business up in the Lae Valley,’ Payl replied. ‘All finished in here, Lieutenant?’

‘Pretty much. Garrison of the rear keep’s having a little think about life in general and the state o’ their souls. Pretty sure they’ll come to the conclusion that if they try anything, we’ll blow the ever-living fuck out of ’em.’

‘Good. Where’s the boss?’

Toil pointed. ‘Up top, surveying his victory. Corporal, go fetch him.’

Happy to do her bidding and get away from prying eyes, Lynx found Anatin already at the mouth of the tunnel. Content to just watch from the shadows, Lynx held back as Anatin went to greet the general.

‘Setony, Oun Sher – good to see you with all yer bits still attached,’ Anatin laughed.

‘Pretty pleased about it ourselves,’ Suth agreed with a sloppy salute. ‘Captain Adrin, Lieutenant Talere, I present General Eperois of the Knights-Charnel, Marshal of the Selois Expeditionary Force.’

‘General,’ Anatin said with a deep bow. ‘Pleased ta meet you. Welcome to this little gift of ours.’

‘And I you,’ Eperois said. ‘However – you seem to be making rash promises, Captain Adrin. I see no God Fragments before me and I doubt you have had time to breach the vault here. Do you even know what you’re offering?’

Anatin inclined his head. ‘Aye, I suppose I’m sticking my neck out a little there, General. It could be we’re totally wrong and there’s only a couple of fragments here.’ He grinned and pulled a cigar from inside his jacket, using it to beckon the general forward. ‘But I’m a gambling man, General. I know when a wager feels right. Fetch in your troops and we’ll go take a look together. Plenty of time to discuss payment afterwards.’

‘Lead on, Captain,’ Eperois said. ‘Let us go a-thieving.’


Chapter 19

With a guard of a hundred Charnelers behind – none Torquen dragoons, Lynx noted – Eperois walked cautiously into the fort. Common sense demanded that he expect some sort of a trap. The liberal scattering of blood and bodies had to be a strange reassurance.

With the remaining Brethren troops in the process of being disarmed, the Charnelers were naturally wary and kept their guns ready. A handful of Cards walked ahead of them. The rest were engaged in corralling the Brethren, securing the armouries, breaking into the ammunition warehouses and, of course, plundering the tavern. Anatin yelling at that last group seemed to make little difference and the Charnelers were more interested in their goal. A handful of mercenaries taking the opportunity to get drunk seemed the least surprising part of the day.

‘Where is the vault?’ Eperois asked as Toil led them right into the centre of the sanctuary-fort. ‘There?’

Just as he’d spoken they had come within sight of the square temple that stood alone at the very heart of the fort. It was unusually large and set apart from the other buildings by a stretch of paved ground on all sides, all perfectly level and free of weeds.

‘My money’s on that, yes,’ Toil replied. ‘I’m a suspicious type and might personally have stuck it in one corner of a warehouse, but … well.’

She gestured at the temple and Eperios nodded. It was an unsubtle lump of stone with thick walls and tall, narrow windows ten feet off the ground. There was only one door and even that was mage-cast iron hung on enormous hinges. Its closest neighbour was the grand residence of the now-deceased Abbott-Protector. That itself was out of place in a border fort but still overshadowed by the bulk of the temple.

‘But you don’t know?’

‘Didn’t get much chance to snoop around inside. I was meant to be praying after all, and the priests were nosy fuckers.’ Toil paused. ‘More so than some.’

‘You are as reverential as your comrades, I see,’ Eperios noted drily.

‘They’re a bad influence,’ Toil said. ‘I was so sweet before I joined up too.’

Off to the side, Anatin made a spluttering sound as though he was choking on his tongue, but Lynx thumped the man on his back until the noise died down.

Toil grinned as she headed up the set of three steps then paused. ‘So, General – how do you feel about desecrating a temple of Veraimin? No way of knowing how they’ve hidden the cache.’

‘I am aware what’s involved,’ Eperois said in a grave voice. ‘Icons and the like will be removed by my men. We will attempt to damage as little as possible, but the only truly sacred objects are the God Fragments. So long as there is no deliberate insult, I am unmoved.’

The interior of the temple was gloriously decorated, beautifully ornate icons and astrolabes on each wall. This wasn’t a place the common troopers were welcome much and on prayer day the altar was carried to the outside steps. While the temple itself was a good size, there wasn’t in fact all that much space inside, Lynx discovered. Once a score of his men had entered, Eperois gestured for the rest to wait outside.

A polished brass orb was suspended from the peak of the high dome over a round altar-table of wood so pale it was almost white. On top of that were the common ritual objects of Veraimin’s worship – a bulb-shaped lamp that projected the god’s usual sun symbol alongside brass statues of a tree and a hawk. These were carefully carried out by Charneler soldiers, followed by the altar itself. That done, they methodically stripped the interior of the white and yellow painted temple. Six wooden pews came out first, followed by paintings, braziers and standing lamps before the altar, icons and ritual objects.

Then Toil started to inspect the whole interior of the temple. It was all one room, the priest occupying his own house on the other side of the temple. Lynx guessed the man was currently cowering there, given he didn’t seem to be defending his domain. There were panels to move and slabs on the floor, but nothing an experienced relic hunter hadn’t seen before. He knew the care she was moving with was more to do with booby traps than anything else, but it wasn’t long before the general started to get restless.

‘Please, do take your time. I’m only standing in enemy territory here. It’s not like I’m in a rush to leave or anything.’

Toil made an irritated sound. ‘My respect, sir, but I know what I’m doing. You want your troops to just tear this place apart, give me a chance to get clear of the blast area first.’

‘Do you have the first clue what you’re looking for?’ Eperois snapped as she moved to a new section.

‘We need to go under the floor. If I had a cache I’d be tempted to get a mage and embed them high in the walls here, safe and secret-like, but to you they’re holy relics. That calls for something rather more magnificent. Or do the Knights-Charnel just dump all of their fragments in a box and bury it?’

Eperois gave a nod. ‘Very well, but we cannot just fetch stone and earth mages to open it up for us.’

‘I know that,’ Toil said. ‘I might not have your rank, but I’ve been in a few Duegar tombs. The floor and walls need to be layered and mage-hardened against incursion from all sorts of nasties attracted by the fragments. There’ll be negative wardings, mebbe even traps specifically for mages.’ She gestured around them. ‘Likely there’s no great risk around here. The location was chosen to be well apart from the usual haunts but no sense taking a risk.’

‘Then please, Lieutenant Talere. Do show your expertise and show me how to open the damn thing.’

‘How much would they need to go in and out of the place?’ Lynx asked. ‘Would they store the fragments they use to make ammunition there?’

Toil shook her head. ‘Being a sanctuary and making mage-cartridges is different. It’s enough to warrant the presence of a fort, but you don’t advertise the main vault. Plus I’ve been watching for exactly that every day I could.’

She continued to look for clues as she talked and the rest, without really meaning to, started to do the same. Flagstones and wall panels were inspected and removed, knives inserted into every gap and crevice they could find, but there remained nothing that gave the slightest indication.

‘So you’ve brought us here for nothing,’ Eperois concluded, cheeks darkened with mounting anger.

‘Not nothing,’ Toil said. She pointed to the hole where one flagstone had been levered up. ‘Look, in here it’s not quite solid rock.’

‘So?’

‘There’s metal fragments mixed in, probably other things too. That means a team of mages set this rock here, working in unison. You just get a stone mage to attack it, they’ll find it hard going with all of that in the mix – things they can’t manipulate so easily.’

‘So this proves this is the vault?’

‘Aye, we just can’t find the entrance.’ Toil held up a hand to stave off an outburst from the general. ‘And if we can’t find the entrance, it’s because it’s not here to find. They need to be able to access the vault once in a while at least. This isn’t some hidden Duegar tomb to be secured for centuries to come. The entrance is somewhere else – I’d just assumed they weren’t so stupid.’

The general paused, then turned slightly towards the door. ‘The Abbott-Protector’s house?’

‘Most likely, aye. Good for going in and out without being observed, just not my choice because you’ll get bloody servants in there day and night. I’m surprised the Torquen hasn’t found out about it already.’

‘Or perhaps you’re wrong,’ Eperois pointed out. All the same he turned and selected an officer at random. ‘You. Have the men empty the lower floor of the Abbott’s residence. Remove everything not nailed down, tear out everything that is nailed down.’

‘Better to let me check it first,’ Toil warned, but she received only a sharp look in reply.

The soldiers set about their task with admirable enthusiasm – carelessly piling the dead Abbott-Protector’s possessions in the square. After those came furniture and hangings, then Lynx heard the sound of wood splintering. He exchanged a look with Toil who made a non-committal face. When there was a sharp crack and screams began to come through the nearest window, if anything she looked relieved. As though she’d been half-expecting the entire house to blow up and bury the entrance.

‘Ready to let me do it?’ Toil asked. ‘There could be more traps – likely there is. The house burning down might slow you up a bit.’

Eperois growled in irritation but waved her in. Toil moved quickly as lightning-scorched soldiers were carried out, three in all, from the far corner room of the tall building. Inside what had probably once been a study, Lynx and Toil discovered a section of panelling had been ripped away. The rugs had been removed already and the ground showed a clear path for a doorway on the inner wall, where there was no obvious door.

Toil picked her way around the wreckage of the panel being removed. Lynx saw a groove in the wall behind and shards of glass on the floor. When the panel had been levered away, he surmised, it had crushed the equivalent of two sparkers and scoured the room of life. Once she checked the whole thing, Toil lifted the panel safely out of the way and turned her attention to what was underneath. A narrow panel of steel with a keyhole – large enough to plausibly be a doorway, small enough to masquerade as a strongbox.

‘A key,’ she said in a matter-of-fact way. ‘Someone go search the Abbot’s body, eh?’

While she waited, Toil fetched a lamp and set about inspecting the strongbox. Set into a block of mage-cast stone, it was recessed so the thick hinges weren’t easily reached in case one had a mind to cut through them.

‘No doubt there’s mage-cartridges embedded in the steel,’ she mused, ‘just in case there were any mages hereabouts.’

‘Insar’s heart,’ Anatin breathed, ‘she’s enjoying herself. That’s never a good sign.’

‘You might be right!’ Toil said with a grin. ‘Corporal Lithen,’ she added, looking at Lynx. ‘Take the door off its hinges. It looks good and sturdy.’

‘A shield?’ General Eperois asked.

‘Correct. The Knights-Artificer would be certain to have some clever little trap, the Brethen I dunno. Ain’t risking it though.’

‘You can pick the lock?’

‘No doubt – but the key’s far safer.’

Lynx lifted the door off its hinge and Toil set it at an angle in front of the strongbox, getting the soldiers to bring the desk back in support it. By then the soldier sent to search the Abbott-Protector’s body had returned, key in hand. Toil inspected it a while then nodded and eased it into the keyhole. The Charnelers stood back while Lynx braced the door, one eye on Toil in case he needed to drag her away.

‘Let’s try this first,’ Toil muttered. She stood at Lynx’s shoulder, peeking round the edge of the thick door with a pair of gloves on in case there was a lightning trap on the metal key itself.

‘Making me worried here,’ Lynx hissed, unable to see what she was doing.

‘It ah … yeah, it moves a bit in the other direction,’ Toil said. ‘More’n you’d expect.’

‘So?’

‘So a modest bit of security mebbe.’ There came a click from the lock and Lynx winced, but nothing exploded. ‘Sounds like that did something. Here goes nothing.’

She gave the key a quick twist and flinched away behind the door. The strongbox failed to explode. After a moment, Toil gave him a manic grin.

‘That’s good then?’ Lynx asked.

‘I ain’t dead yet so it’s encouraging.’

‘We ain’t dead yet,’ he reminded her.

‘Sure, also important I guess. Now …’

Toil reached out again and opened the steel door a little. There wasn’t much space with Lynx holding the wooden one at an angle, but she only gave it a small tug. Nothing happened.

‘Maybe I got it right,’ Toil announced. ‘Right then – shift this lot and we’ll see what we’ve got.’

A pair of soldiers dragged the desk away again and Lynx set the door against it, trying to ignore the fact that the Charnelers all moved behind the obstacle. Toil checked all around the steel door, Lynx holding the lamp high, before gently opening it all the way. Inside were three shelves containing a sizeable amount of money, papers and a distinct lack of God Fragments.

‘All this for nothing?’ the general said, sounding mildly stunned.

Toil didn’t reply, just handed the money to Lynx and the papers to the soldiers. Once the strongbox was clear she gave the shelves an experimental yank backwards. Nothing happened.

‘Look,’ Lynx said, pointing. The sides of the strongbox had a faint arc on either side of the lower shelf where something had repeatedly scraped the metal.

‘Aha!’ Toil looked triumphant as she lifted the shelf and was again rewarded by a faint sound. The shelf didn’t pull away, however – instead the whole strongbox shifted backwards and turned on a hinge to reveal a steep set of narrow steps into the darkness below.

‘Want to do the honours, General?’ Toil asked, offering Eperois the lamp.

He laughed and waved her forward. ‘I wouldn’t presume to claim the glory after your hard work. What sort of a gentleman would that make me?’

‘Entirely typical?’

‘Exactly.’

Without her usual relic hunting gear, Toil was forced to use an unloaded mage-gun as a walking stick. She tested the ground out before entering the tunnel, looking for tripwires or pitfalls but finding none. Obviously, this wouldn’t be as unstable as a Duegar city-ruin, but still she moved slowly with Lynx holding the lamp high behind her. The tunnel was mage-cast but closer inspection revealed each step to have the sharper edge of individually cut stones. Her caution was warranted when Lynx saw a slight give on the second to last step as it was prodded.

Rather than try to deal with whatever danger lay there, she simply called back a warning and stepped over it. Lynx made sure the Charneler officer following him knew which to avoid, then followed Toil down to the tunnel floor. There she made quick progress down the featureless tunnel into a large room that, by the size, had clearly been built directly under the walls of the temple.

In the tunnel, Lynx had felt a slight pressure inside his head, like the promise of a thunderstorm. As soon as he entered the room it worsened and became a heaviness behind his eyes that made him wince until he adjusted. On the edge of hearing was a rustle of something, voices or the wind: he could not tell. The taste of magic was thick in the air. He could feel the thrum and pulse of it through his tattoos, a strange beat that the whispers seemed to rise and fall to.

So strong was that sensation, Lynx had to check his tattoos as surreptitiously as he could and saw Toil do the same. They were dark, but he was glad Sitain and Atieno weren’t down here. That much power rushing into them might light them all up like a winter festival, which would be more than unfortunate amid an army of Knights-Charnel.

‘There you go,’ Toil breathed as she reached the centre of the room and General Eperois followed two of his officers inside. ‘The great vault of the Brethren of the Shards.’

‘Is this …’ Eperois tailed off.

Lynx could hear the awe in the man’s voice, but at the same time the view was hardly magnificent. There were four shrines in the room – a massive one glorifying Veraimin directly ahead, three for the other gods, Insar, Catrac and Ulfer. Above each one were mage-carved stone alcoves containing God Fragments. Those all glowed faintly, the room tinted by Veraimin’s yellow light, the pink of Catrac and green of Ulfer. Lastly, there was a wide stone shelf where the shifting grey-blue glimmer from Banesh’s fragments could be seen emerging from a many-compartmented box.

‘A bit dull?’ Toil said. ‘You should’ve seen the Knights-Artificer one. Just a bloody cupboard really.’

Eperois said nothing. Shaking his head he knelt at the altar of Insar. His officers did so on either side of him and the general led them in a short prayer of thanks.

‘Lieutenant, you have fulfilled your side of the bargain,’ he said gravely. ‘There must be more than a hundred fragments here.’ Lynx felt his mouth go dry. Part of him expected the Charnelers to shoot them dead there and then, but instead Eperois bowed to Toil. ‘You do my Order and the gods a great service.’

‘It’s an honour to serve,’ Toil said. ‘But, ah, not so great an honour we’d forgo payment.’

Eperois gave a wan smile. Clearly he didn’t want to be talking about money in the presence of his god, but the reverence had not purged all pragmatism from him. ‘The payment agreed with your agent shall be paid in full.’

‘And we’re to accompany you to Knights-Charnel territory? We’re not going to find much employment on any other side o’ this war.’

‘You have proved yourselves trustworthy and capable allies,’ Eperois confirmed. ‘I think we have outstayed our welcome in these parts. Supplies are low and the next Brethren response will not be so hasty, so we must not tarry. However, all Red Scarves who can join us shall find employment under my banner.’

‘Let’s go tell Captain Adrin the good news then. He does so love getting paid!’


Chapter 20

In the darkness, Sotorian Bade could see a figure. He no longer knew if it was imagined or not. It was there all the same – watching and waiting. A presence of darkness within darkness and one that others could feel too. Once it had been affectation, naming the palpable silence and blackness of underground that called to him as Mistress Dark or the black queen. Now? Now he was not so sure if something wasn’t really there, watching and waiting. This close to the charnel vaults where fragments of the gods resided, maybe even he was becoming a believer.

Bade looked around. Evening was close. The valley was already draped in shadow and only the rocky tips of the cliffs were yet touched by sunlight.

Not that day gives us much respite.

Bade blinked as a cup of beer appeared in front of his face, as if from nowhere.

‘Day-dreaming again?’ asked a familiar voice. ‘No time for that, my friend.’

He looked up. Exalted Olebeis frowned back at him. She waved the cup a while longer before settling it into his hand.

‘You look as shit as I feel.’

‘Huh?’

Olebeis laughed and settled on the bench beside him. ‘It’s his ready wit I value most,’ she commented to the night’s creatures. ‘Really sets him above the average soldier.’

‘I …’ Bade shook his head and took a long drink of what had once been a private stock of the finest beer in the north. ‘Sorry, I was thinking.’

‘About?’

‘Nothing.’

She raised her chin at him with a knowing look. ‘Nothing, eh? As you say.’

‘Why’re you bothering me?’ Bade asked, not angry despite his brusque manner. He was too tired to be angry and they had grown close in the crucible of the deepest black. ‘Shouldn’t you be sleeping?’

‘I could say the same of you,’ she chided. ‘However, we are graced with our lord’s presence – or will be soon – and there is much to do.’

‘The Lord-Exalted?’ He stood abruptly. ‘Here?’

‘He comes,’ Olebeis confirmed. ‘Ahead of an army. Either we are saved or damned, I do not yet know which.’

‘I’m sure it’ll be a nice change of pace either way.’ Bade yawned.

Olebeis watched him in the strange, intense way many used around him now. Especially at dusk when the shadows rose, women and men all hesitated before him. Even stranger – he was getting used to people acting that way. He felt different in some indefinable way, the hand of the deepest black resting gently on his shoulder. If he’d been a religious man he’d have described himself as blessed. Right now, he didn’t have a word for it.

‘Do you think he’ll arrest me?’ Bade added after a pause.

‘What he intends means little,’ Olebeis replied. ‘His heart will change when he sees you. When he sees all of this.’

She gestured around them and Bade almost laughed. They were on a rocky outcrop under a steeply sloping roof, refuse scattered messily around the camp. It had a sheer drop on one of its open sides and only an awkward path down the other. Several hundred dragoons slept, ate or talked quietly around them – bedrolls lined up one by one behind canvas lean-tos. At the back was a wall of crates, ammunition of all kinds that had been ferried up here. It could hardly be called an army camp, let alone one that conformed to the expectations of a senior Knight-Charnel.

‘Mebbe he’s here to take over. I could do with a night off.’

Bade stretched and fumbled around for the white leather mask he used to cover the burn-scars on his face. He slipped that on and adjusted it until it was comfortable.

‘A few quiet nights in some cell while he watches patrols get chewed apart.’

Olebeis grinned. ‘Perhaps I should offer to take some of the blame as well.’

She clapped a hand on his shoulder, awkwardly at first as though having to remind herself that this was a man she’d become friends with, even at dusk.

‘Come on.’

They went to the top of the steps, the guards there saluting Bade as they went. Down on the valley floor Bade could see Lord-Exalted Utrik at the head of a column of troops. They were mostly Torquen, a good thousand in number. Bade whistled, realising what that must mean.

‘Reinforcements,’ Olebeis said. ‘At last.’

‘Difficult to believe your reports, I’d guess,’ Bade replied. ‘Even prettied up it sounded like the ravings o’ a madman – some gods-touched doomsayer preaching on street corners.’

‘When the truth sounds like madness, what does that make us who live through it?’

Bade laughed. ‘Proper fucked.’

He worked his way slowly down the uneven narrow steps to the ground. His balance was still a little uncertain, though the pain of his burns troubled him less these days. They waited on the trampled stretch of grass below where a dozen dragoons tried to make themselves look presentable.

‘Is it as bad as you make out?’ the Lord-Exalted called as soon as he was within speaking distance. He nudged his horse into a trot for the last few dozen yards, eager to be about his business.

‘Worse,’ Bade replied while Olebeis and the rest of the troops saluted in haphazard fashion.

The Lord-Exalted looked around them all, assessing what he was truly seeing there. Only Olebeis looked much like a soldier. The weary and battle-scarred troops seemed to have forgotten their parade ground training. Now they were just another relic hunter crew, and a crew only had one boss.

‘I have come to see for myself,’ Utrik continued after a while.

He was a sharp man. Arrogant and proud, yes, but so sharp he ended up cutting most of those around him, so the jokes went. He could sense the change in the air here. Combined with the letter he’d received from Olebeis, that was enough to make sure he’d not just storm in, waving his authority around to impress all the girls.

‘Your report said that drastic action was necessary.’ He gestured at the column of soldiers behind. ‘This is almost all of the remaining garrison defending Seit-e-Veirolle, here to bolster your numbers for a renewed offensive. We cannot leave the holy valley open to attack for long and it will be weeks before a field army can be recalled. I am here to assess the situation myself to see if that is really necessary.’

‘Right now any fucker who wants to come in and steal your God Fragments is welcome to try. Coldest black, I’d wave ’em on through. We could all do with a laugh.’ Bade waved at a group of watching soldiers, calling them forward. ‘Fetch ’em guns and ammo. The Lord-Exalted wants to go down below.’

‘My guards are already armed,’ Utrik said, glancing back at the ten pristine bodyguards who rode behind him.

‘Of a fashion, but you need to be on the hard stuff down there, my Lord. The rules have changed since you were here last.’

‘So I see.’ Utrik pointed back down the road to the smaller of the two settlements within sight, Highkeep Sanctuary. ‘The palisade is gone.’

‘It went, yeah.’

‘And the mages wander free?’

‘My Lord,’ Olebeis broke in. ‘I have patrols on the roads in case anyone attempts to leave, but the mages have proved crucial to our survival. Those wandering free are seeing to their defences and the palisade actually proved a hindrance.’

‘I seem to recall there were troops stationed there to provide security of all kinds.’

Bade gave a dismissive snort. ‘We couldn’t spare the bodies.’

‘That order was not yours to give.’

‘I decided otherwise.’

‘Then Exalted Olebeis should have taken you into custody,’ Utrik said in a grave tone. ‘Olebeis, why did you not do so?’

‘He’s …’ The woman paused. ‘I decided the Order was best served with him in command round here.’

‘Him? He’s not even part of our Order! What about the other officers here? Lord-Commander Ashael, High-Exalted Prian or Colonel Besetil?’

‘Ashael and Prian are both dead, leading patrols. Besetil couldn’t handle it.’

‘You mutinied against Besetil’s command?’ Utrik gasped.

That made Bade laugh and shake his head. ‘We mostly just ignored the gibbering fuck until he went away. Does it count as mutiny, if the commander is the one to leave?’

‘And the men have accepted this chain of command, Olebeis?’

The Exalted nodded. ‘All of them, sir. They all feel it.’

Around them, Bade sensed the soldiers edge forward as those Bade had sent away returned with mage-guns and cartridge cases for the Lord-Exalted’s men. It wasn’t exactly threatening, but he could feel each of them drawn in by some indefinable compulsion as Olebeis edged in front of Bade.

‘What do they feel?’ Utrik demanded, seeing the mood turn. He raised a hand as his own bodyguard moved forward, sensing the tension.

‘Nothing,’ Bade said quickly, ‘they sense nothing. Most of ’em just ain’t spent much time in the deepest black before. They don’t know how it messes with your head and down here’s as bad as it ever gets. We’re fighting running battles in shifts, everyone’s tired and hungry so it’s playing games with their minds. They know I’ve spent more time underground than anyone else and they trust me to keep ’em alive, nothing more.’

‘And the mages?’

‘Are workin’ as hard as the rest – keeping us alive and supplied with the ammunition we need. Those mages on the perimeter are working their arts on the ground. It’s built on rock and earth. Without ’em there’s a real risk o’ something nasty burrowing up come nightfall.’

‘But …’ The senior figure of the Torquen Inquisition looked faintly ridiculous standing there, lost for words and far from master of all he surveyed. Eventually, he shut his mouth and looked Bade straight in the eye. ‘Just how bad is it?’

Bade and Olebeis exchanged a look of weary amusement. ‘Come with me and I’ll show you, but load up on ammunition first. The deep halls are a barrel of laughs these days.’

To Bade’s surprise, the Lord-Exalted didn’t prolong the argument.

He has brought most of the garrison guarding the valley, he reflected. You don’t do that if you think we’re just chasing shadows.

He led the Lord-Exalted to a massive archway in the mountainside that led into a grassy stretch of ground around the Dawn Stair. High on the left was a broad open stretch of sky above the perimeter wall, quirk of fate or Duegar design Bade had never decided. The archway itself had once been thick with Duegar glyphs, as were the walls of this strange open square of ground, but time and the elements had scoured much of them.

Used as a barracks and staging point in years past, this place had always been busy. Now it was full of people and movement. Every corner of the strange mountain courtyard was in use. From the defensive fort and the barracks, two great discs of Duegar glass shone a stark white light down across the courtyard, casting back the evening gloom. In addition, great oil lamps topped the low pillar at each corner of the Dawn Stair. At the top of those steps stood a dozen armed soldiers in distinctive all-white uniforms.

‘Welcome to the Long Watch, my Lord,’ Bade announced, gesturing to the soldiers in white. ‘Last line of defence, noble act of godliness and all that other stuff. Or what’s left of it, anyway.’


Chapter 21

‘The Long Watch?’ Lord-Exalted Utrik exclaimed. ‘Here? What do you mean? You’ve abandoned the lower station?’

Bade nodded. ‘Had to – weeks back now. Couldn’t hold it, not without putting every soldier we have there all day and night.’

‘But … that is …’ Utrik gaped, barely able to comprehend what he’d heard, words failing him. It took a while before he could say anything at all and still he sounded stunned. ‘You’ve abandoned the Long Watch! To stand that is a duty all Knights-Charnel should perform. It is a tenet of our faith!’

‘We told you things’d got bad. What did you imagine?’

‘Anything but this!’

Bade scowled and screwed his eyes up against the artificial light there. It hurt his head if he stayed long at the Dawn Stair, but that was precisely why he’d picked this spot to defend. The overall effect of the Duegar light-discs was not bright daylight, but somehow a more oppressive brightness.

‘We couldn’t defend Banesh’s Stair,’ he repeated. ‘It’s not the only point of entry, not now. We lost one whole watch finding that out. Some of the vaults we simply can’t defend. Bring in a field army and I’ll take ’em back, but you’ll lose half the troops.’

‘Exalted Olebeis, you did not object to this plan? I had thought you unshakeable in your faith.’

The Exalted looked down at her feet but was not slow in answering. ‘My faith endures – though the gods test it with each patrol. We are trained to be pragmatic as well, my Lord. It pains me, but I cannot deny the fact we would die and the Stairs of Eternal Night would still be lost.’

All around them, men and women worked under the light at various stations outside the old stone buildings. More tents clustered near the entry arch while a makeshift mess backed onto a small forge, filling the air with a strange mix of scents. Repair work to clothes and kit went on alongside the stitching and cutting of a packed field hospital. There were as many civilians as soldiers here and mages were clearly visible through the mass, all of them carrying mage-guns.

‘Sergeant!’ Bade shouted towards the guards at the top of the stair. ‘Sound the gong!’

He hurried forward, keen to be out of this light as fast as possible. The danger down below was all too real, but somehow he felt calmer within the darkness of underground. He knew his place there, while politics and articles of faith were left behind.

Even so, when Bade caught the eye of one dragoon and gave him a nod, he did so when the Lord-Exalted was not looking. The soldier, a decorated paladin of the Torquen no less, gave him a grim look in reply but didn’t hesitate. He gestured to his companions and between the four of them they hoisted a wooden ammunition crate on loops of rope and made for the stair too.

Ridged and weathered with the hint of carved decoration still visible, the steps were an odd sight. Each step was short and shallow, but easily wide enough for twenty soldiers to stand abreast. A crash rang out as the gong was sounded, warning those below that another party was entering. Bade headed straight down into the still, cool shadows. The steps were uncomfortable to walk on, awkward to take two at a time. After the fractured dreams he’d been having and the slopes commonly found in Duegar ruins, Bade had adapted faster than most.

Sounds rose up from the deepest black to greet him. Not just the clipped words of soldiers or the whispers on the edge of imagination, but people too. Those most vulnerable to the dreams. One shriek, not of pain but madness, made them all flinch just as Bade reached the bottom step. He quickly reassured Utrik and his guards.

‘Stay those guns. That’s just one of the touched.’

‘You allow them down here?’ the Lord-Exalted asked. The gods-touched – men and women who had been visited in their dreams by Insar – had at least been included in Olebeis’s report. No doubt it gave credence to their warnings. Such a thing had rarely happened since the great convocation of the first Militant Orders at Jang-Her, centuries ago.

Olebeis gave a startled cough at that and Bade managed to smile.

‘Allow? Not sure that’s ever been much of an option, but sure – we’re glad of ’em.’

‘Blessed by Insar they might be, but they are a danger to themselves and others!’ Etrik protested. ‘You cannot leave them wandering these halls to be preyed upon.’

‘You’ve no need to worry for them,’ Bade said. ‘Come, you’ll see soon enough. Everything changed after Jarrazir, we just never realised how much.’

Bade touched his cheek as he spoke, an unconscious reaction he’d given up trying to stop. His scarring hurt, rubbed red at his neckline, cracked and weeping on his shoulder where he’d fallen hard a few days before.

He walked into the slab of darkness that faced him, crossing the shadowed threshold with a sense of relief. For a moment Bade could almost have felt the touch of a hand upon his shoulder. A welcome or benediction from his dark queen. Imagined or not, gods-touched or not, it drove the last of his fatigue away. He activated the Duegar lamp he always carried and again felt surprise at what he saw.

In the faint blue light of his lamp, Bade could see more than in weeks gone by. It was one thing he had not mentioned to Exalted Olebeis. From the foot of the stair he could make out most of the chamber with ease. It was big, as wide as the one above but with several tunnels leading off in different directions. His men were already scouting around, checking the rear sections before they moved to the largest tunnel where a grey stone archway was visible.

That was a recent addition, along with the rubble on one side of it and a signal-lantern used to relay messages. The rubble didn’t block the way entirely, merely created a dog-leg path through. At the base of the arch was the piteous sight of the touched, a ragged and emaciated woman huddled with her head bent low and moaning softly.

Utrik spluttered with recognition as Bade led the way to the side of the arch.

‘The bloodgate?’

‘What else did you think I was going to do with it?’ Bade asked with a small smile. ‘Pretty up my library?’

‘And she is gods-touched?’

‘Aye – Trooper Uqail, I think her name was.’

‘How is she not dead? Not wandered through the bloodgate and died?’

‘Ah, well now – remember all those folk at Jang-Her who learned how to read Duegar and the like?’

The Lord-Exalted nodded.

‘Uqail’s learned a bit more. The gate’s safe for all humans, she fixed it that way. I ain’t saying I’d trust it, except in an emergency, but she walks through fine and she ain’t the only one who has.’

‘How long has she survived down here?’

‘Days, a few weeks for some mebbe. The beasts don’t go for ’em much cos … well, they’re god-touched. They’ve got surprises up their grubby little sleeves.’

As though demonstrating his words, the woman looked up and Utrik gasped as he saw her eyes. They glowed with a faint light as she stared unblinking at them then turned and looked further down the corridor. There was nothing that Bade could see there but still she pitched abruptly forward. She fell to the floor, but somehow didn’t stop there. The rock underfoot didn’t part to admit her, she just fell into it and disappeared as though she were a ghost.

‘Eyes up!’ Bade yelled.

They filed through the dog-leg passage and formed a knot around the men bearing the ammunition crate on the far side. The tunnel was a short one and soon they were at the upper gallery. There he could see distant lights. Once the Order had maintained Duegar lamps all down this path. Now the patrols carried those that remained on poles, like ancient regimental standards.

Bade gave a whistle then stepped out to the upper gallery, fifteen yards wide and running around three sides of a rectangular space four hundred in length. Checking left and right he went to the parapet that ran around the inner face, mage-carved to look like a breaking wave. He glanced over into the Hall of the Gods but saw no movement below. Reassured, he hurried to the picket at the top of the nearer spiral slope leading down to the hall.

‘Touched just dropped away,’ he said as the startled dragoons fumbled salutes for the Lord-Exalted. ‘Down into the floor.’

‘Shit, understood.’

The young captain who led this patrol hefted her gun and started down the stair, picking a careful path down the shallow slope. The sides of the slope were short, just a foot or so high, so they had a good view of the path ahead. It looked clear to Bade, but not long after they moved out of sight, below him, the captain gave a shout.

‘Bugs!’

The warning was reported back up the line, the last man of the patrol turning to ensure Bade’s group had heard. He had a fleeting memory of his now-lost pet, the maspid runt he’d named Bug. Fortunately, it was not a pack of maspids, but something far smaller. A skittering sound came from somewhere below. Almost immediately the lower patrol started to fire – burners and sparkers casting a brief light out through the gloom. It added to the impression of immensity from this vast chamber, the light unable to reach the far side before the darkness snapped back into place.

When the patrol gave an all-clear Bade led his group down after them. They descended in silence, the echo of their footsteps swallowed up by the void around them. Even the crunch of roasted carapaces beneath their feet seemed to fade into the background. At the bottom was the welcoming sight of a light mage. She held up a brightly shining glass sphere, a pool of clear white illuminating one small section of the hall.

To Bade’s eyes the gloom was no great impediment to the beauty of the Duegar work beneath their feet. Age and dust merely dulled the bright colours of a mage-worked mosaic that covered most of the huge chamber floor. Most remarkable was the north wall where the gallery didn’t run. That was slightly curved, bulging out to the centre and decorated with the most fantastically ornate Duegar mural Bade had ever seen.

The subject matter was rare, the quality and size unsurpassed so far as he knew, but that wasn’t even what made it stand out in Bade’s mind. More significant was the fact the entire mural – four hundred yards long, one hundred and fifty yards high – was mage-warded. Hardened by sophisticated magics, and carefully woven materials ensured even a blend of magic would struggle to impact it. He had never seen such a thing done except for the most urgent of reasons. It would have been necessary in Jarrazir to prevent water ingress from the bay, no doubt there it would have been set in layers of rock. Here it seemed to serve no obvious purpose, yet.

‘Welcome, my Lord,’ said the captain commanding the patrol, managing a salute for the Lord-Exalted. Those around him followed suit with varying degrees of precision, but Bade could see the man was too busy to care.

‘The eastern tunnel,’ Utrik said suddenly, pointing towards a half-blocked tunnel mouth. It was one of four massive archways leading off this chamber, twenty yards high at least, but while the others were blocked up, here the rubble had been cleared enough to allow access. ‘When did you clear that?’

‘Wasn’t us,’ Bade said. ‘The mages are overworked as it is.’

‘What then?’ the Lord-Exalted gasped. ‘Stonecarver beetles? That tunnel has been blocked since the earliest days of the Knights-Charnel!’

‘Yeah, that was a fun surprise I can tell you,’ Bade growled. ‘Damned things took out thirty men when they attacked and the tunnel’s now a path for maspid packs to come a-huntin’.’

Utrik was silent as he turned on the spot, trying to make sense of what he remembered about these tunnels. This was once a Duegar complex of unknown origin. Not exactly a city, whether it had been a palace for their living gods, an enormous temple structure or something else, they’d never known.

There were four main levels below this one that the Order controlled, a self-contained complex around the broad shaft that ended in another great stairway. Below the Stair of Eternal Night, site of that famed Long Watch performed as a sacred duty by the Knights-Charnel, was largely uncharted ground. They knew there were Duegar tunnels and huge caverns beneath, but no more than that even after centuries of Knights-Charnel control.

‘Exalted Olebeis,’ Utrik said at last. ‘I accept the situation is worse than I believed, but have you truly abandoned three charnel vaults without a fight?’

There was a slight pause before she replied. ‘Many have died as we tried to defend them. I accept the failure as my own.’

‘It is imperative we retake the vaults,’ Utrik said slowly, as though only half-listening to her. ‘It is a sacred duty.’

‘I … I do not see how it can be achieved. Unless the lower stair is sealed somehow, we can only muster incursions to effect repairs – but naturally the creatures of the deep are focused on the vaults.’

‘Then we must impede their progress and have a standing guard placed inside each vault complex itself.’

Bade stopped at that, stunned. He opened his mouth to respond but surprise slowed him and Olebeis got in there first.

‘It will be done, Lord-Exalted.’

‘That’s a bloody death sentence!’ Bade objected.

‘Your job is to ensure that is not the case,’ Utrik snapped, rounding on him. ‘This is your domain. Either you are up to the task or I will find another more suitable.’

‘I shall lead a party myself,’ Olebeis interjected, cutting off Bade’s reply. ‘It will be done. A standing garrison in each to defend the mages most suited to repairing the defences. I am certain Colonel Bade will ensure resupply incursions reach us.’

The Lord-Exalted nodded. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘I have had word from the south. Agents inform me that a major success is anticipated soon. One that makes this duty all the more vital. Your Long Watch will not be forever.’

Bade growled. ‘In the dark, it might bloody feel that way.’

Across from this great crossroad was the entrance to one complex of tunnels that surrounded the great charnel vault of Insar. It was another closed system that opened out only here and in the Sacred Halls above. There stood the entrance to the Torquen temple complex and the fractured miles of the northern slopes where their patrols still held on.

At the fringes of the hall, Bade could see the glinting shapes of night elementals, an increasingly common sight down here. The occasional faint breeze betrayed the passage of wind elementals too. While the hall was warded against the passage of leviathans and trolls, some elementals were insubstantial enough to pass unnoticed through any defence.

‘Where did the touched go?’ Bade asked.

The captain pointed towards the largest tunnel, one that led to a huge open shaft common to regular Duegar city-ruins. Five levels of chambers, dwellings and passageways ran around each side of that great vertical space. A broad street followed around the inner edge of each. Lower down were long Duegar-made lakes on two of those levels, but any Wisps community that might have farmed them were long gone, while a multitude of stairways and slopes ran between each. Fortunately, the great tunnel leading away from that shaft was still blocked with rubble.

On the main inner street, Bade couldn’t help but look down into the great silent expanse beyond. It wasn’t enormous by Duegar standards, less than half a mile deep, but at its base was Banesh’s Stair. If he could see in pitch black he’d be able to look right down into it – a square opening similar to the one at ground level only twice as wide. If he fired a light-bolt, however, it was unlikely to reveal much he wanted to see.

‘How bad is it down there?’

Bade gave a bitter laugh. ‘We’ve bombed every stair we can, brought down any ceiling that could be used as an obstacle. At best we’ve trimmed their options a little. But to stop ’em? I don’t know if anything would work. I’ve only got one idea left and you’re not going to like it.’ As he spoke, he nodded to the quartet of dragoons and they set the ammunition crate down.

‘What is that?’

‘Like I said, we’ve bombed the stairs that ain’t likely to cause a collapse but there’s too many paths they can use. This won’t fix everything, but mebbe it’ll close the biggest way in.’

‘Close it how?’ Utrik demanded before his eyes widened. ‘Are you mad?’

‘It’s been suggested,’ Bade agreed. ‘Most recently by Exalted Olebeis.’

‘And yet you present me, here in this place, with a bomb?’

He gave Utrik a level look. ‘I didn’t say she disagreed with me.’

‘This is true, Olebeis?’

She nodded. ‘The vault of Banesh is lost to us, the others in desperate states of repair. There are creatures stalking these halls that have no name, that I see no description of in any record we possess.’

‘And some beasties I’ve only heard whispered about in all my years relic hunting. Those things will break into a vault sooner or later. Crack it wide open and feed off the magic inside. Then our problems down here only get worse.’

‘You are serious about this?’

‘Deadly.’

The Lord-Exalted was quiet a long while.

They continued in silence, following the road around to where a zig-zag stair led to the lower floor. There another patrol stood watch, their light painfully small against the huge scale of the Duegar engineering. The shaft was dimly lit by hanging fronds that emitted a faint blue glow, its trails describing much of the shaft’s depth.

‘How much further is safe?’ the Lord-Exalted asked after a while of staring down into the void.

‘Safe? It ain’t safe.’ Bade shook his head. ‘Where we’re standing ain’t safe.’

‘Do you patrol the lower levels?’

‘There’s some down there now.’ Bade went to the edge then paused. As stupid as it was, he couldn’t whistle loudly any more. The burns to his cheek had tightened the skin on one side in such a way it didn’t work right.

‘Someone whistle ’em up,’ he growled.

Olebeis stepped forward and put two fingers to her mouth. A piercing whistle cut through the inky stillness. It wasn’t long before a distant reply came back up that great shaft, but twenty minutes passed before the picket on the stairs announced the patrol was clear. Bade spent the whole time with a grenade in his hands, aware the whistle might well attract a variety of predators. The maspid packs had learned to be cautious. Once Bade had ordered grenadiers to accompany every patrol, at least.

A breath of wind, imagined or not, rose up from below. Bade heard the faintest of whispers accompany it. He smiled at the darkness and turned to Utrik.

‘Time to decide, my Lord.’

The man remained perfectly still. One hand rested on the lip of the low wall that separated him and emptiness.

‘You are quite serious about this?’ he asked, not looking at Bade. ‘We do not know the damage it could do. We do not even know what is down there.’

‘Banesh’s Stair is down there,’ Bade said. ‘If you want to see what else is …’

He replaced the grenade in his pocket and pulled out another, this one painted white. Without a pause Bade tossed the thing over the edge and it vanished. Utrik stared at him, astonished, then they all bent to look over at the invisible ground below.

There was a long pause, that strange hush that always accompanied a grenade falling. Then a muted crack sounded, far below. A sudden flare of light spread across much of the ground. Bade glimpsed movement as tiny figures scurried to escape the brightness – sensed as much as saw the flow. As he watched, something else happened. The light seemed to hit a wall of darkness and break upon it – huge limbs outlined in shadow then traced by a burst of flickering light that ran out from a thick body and four enormous legs.

‘Deepest fucking black,’ Bade breathed. ‘A golantha.’

‘A what?’

He shook his head and rounded on the sergeant with the bombardment sphere. ‘Get it out – now!’

The man rushed to obey, levering open the crate with another dragoon while Lord-Exalted Utrik spluttered in the background.

‘I’ve given no such order!’

‘An’ I don’t give two shits,’ Bade snapped back. He jerked around to look at Utrik and distantly noted the fear that appeared on Utrik’s face. In that place, amid the living darkness of a Duegar ruin, he felt its power rise up through him. The even light from his lamp trembled.

‘Get it out!’

The dragoons revealed a large grey sphere the size of a man’s head. Coated in iron, it had a rope net around it and they clipped a further piece to each side so they could easily lift it together. Soon they had it hanging between them. Bade directed the pair to a stretch of the wall that had been broken, to afford them an easier swing.

He looked out over the edge, to double check, and fired a light-bolt from his pistol almost directly downwards. Even with a huge swing, they wouldn’t get the sphere far from the edge so he wanted to make sure there was nothing protruding lower down. The flare of light streaked downwards but burst over nothing before it was swallowed by the deepest black.

Reassured, Bade stepped back. ‘Release it on three,’ he ordered.

The dragoon sergeant nodded but took the other rope from his fellow. ‘Best if it’s just me,’ he said, not meeting the Lord-Exalted’s eye as he spoke.

He was a massive man so Bade didn’t argue, just stepped back to give him room. The dragoon hefted the sphere, swung it gently forward and back twice to get a feel for it, then heaved the thing off into the darkness beyond.

Bade couldn’t help but watch as it went, though the rest of the soldiers retreated. ‘Here’s hoping that was a good idea!’ he called back over his shoulder – suddenly light-headed at what was to come. ‘Still, when in doubt blow the fuckers up, eh?’

No one replied. There was a moment of absolute quiet before it was broken by a roar. Not an explosion but a bestial sound of unimaginable power as though the golantha below sensed what was coming. Then that too was broken. Bade hardly saw the impact. It was an earth-bomb after all, which produced little light, but even at this distance he felt the explosion like a punch. The darkness below shuddered, bursting outwards under the pressure of the bomb. The boom hammered Bade back and his feet went from under him.

The ground heaved like an earthquake. It shook and threw him up, falling back down to the trembling rock. Distantly he heard the crack of stone and further crashes, ancient halls falling and bridges crumbling to dust. The reverberations went on a long while and Bade lay there through it all, feeling the wounded cries of the dark rumble up into his bones.

And something else too. A stirring at the back of his mind that prompted shrieks from a passageway away to his left. One of the gods-touched also felt it.

‘Power enough to rouse the gods themselves,’ Bade whispered to the darkness. Then he began to laugh.


Chapter 22

‘To the Cards!’

Lynx froze. Through the haze of wine, something about Darm’s toast sounded wrong. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it until Kas shouted her own.

‘To the Scarves!’

Others took up her call – words garbled by drink, enthusiasm or design, Lynx wasn’t entirely sure. Night had fallen thick and fast. Heavy clouds blanketed the sky to hide any trace of the skyriver above. In the strange little village square at the heart of the fort, the mercenaries had built themselves a bonfire against the evening chill. With lamps hung from every building around the square and a makeshift bar manned by Reft, it was almost merry there. Almost.

‘What did he say?’ demanded a gruff voice behind Lynx. He turned and caught sight of a red collar on the stranger’s uniform. One of the handful of Torquen in this Charneler army. Not an officer but worse, a sergeant.

‘It’s called a bread!’ replied someone before dissolving into laughter. ‘No, wait – toast, thassit!’

‘Who’d he toast?’ The Torquen had been drinking too, so he was more confused than suspicious of anything. Yet.

‘Us, ya dumbshit!’ Anatin roared. ‘Who else could’ve delivered you the greatest haul o’ God Fragments the continent’s ever seen without a shot fired?’

‘No shots fired?’ Kas interrupted. ‘Did I fucking dream that bit?’

Anatin waved his hand dismissively. ‘Iss wassaname, poetic licence.’

‘Bullshit more like!’

‘I’ll give you bullshit, Kas. Don’t think I won’t kick you inna fork just cos you’re a woman.’

Kas gave a roar. ‘That ain’t the reason you don’t dare, old man!’

The Torquen stood up and pointed at Darm. ‘That one didn’t say Scarves?’

‘Course he did!’ Aben grabbed the man and hauled him back down again. ‘That’s us that is.’

Toil’s lieutenant had been keeping a close eye on the man since he’d joined them drinking. He wasn’t the only one: there were pockets of Charnelers who’d been drawn to the celebration. Greater licence was given to grenadiers and scouts, Lynx had noticed, but this dragoon seemed to be free to indulge too.

The regular troops had steered clear, but Payl and Suth had made friends with some of the irregulars. Led by one Sergeant Cadil they had been more than willing to take advantage of the fort’s supplies and a few Torquen loitered at the fringes like jackals.

‘Didn’t sound like Scarves,’ the sergeant insisted. He was a tall man, rangy with an aristocratic nose and pale blond hair. ‘More like Cards.’

‘Carts?’ Aben exclaimed. ‘What sort o’ bloody name is that?’

‘Not carts,’ the man replied, but before he could go on Anatin was talking over him.

‘Don’t be stupid – carts?’ the commander cackled. ‘Sounded like he said arse to me!’

‘Yeah,’ Kas said. ‘Darm don’t give two shits about carts, but show the dirty sod a nice round arse an’ his face lights up all happy.’

‘It was cards,’ the sergeant muttered, his resolve wavering.

Anatin lurched forward, one remaining hand stuffed into his jacket. ‘Cards you say?’ he said with a wicked smile on his face. With a flourish he produced a mercenary deck. ‘Is it that time o’ the evening already, lads?’

A ragged cheer went round the assembled mercenaries. Anatin held up the deck triumphantly, as though the leather case contained some ancient symbol of kingship. ‘Get ready ta lose ya shirt, Sergeant.’

‘I don’t play,’ the man insisted stiffly.

‘No?’ The suggestion seemed to flummox Anatin for a few moments but then he rallied. ‘Fuck off then. Come on, lads, set a table down here. As fer you, Sergeant, if ya won’t lose yer shirt, I’d tip a wink at Braqe there. See if you can’t lose ya trousers instead. Aye, Braqe, I saw ya givin’ him the eye!’

The Jester of Tempest looked up, eyes wide and bright in the gloom. She caught Anatin’s look then allowed a soft smile to cross her face. The sight almost made Lynx fall over in surprise. As the sergeant turned to her, Lynx realised her eyes were unnaturally wide. Her drug of choice was Wisp dust, she’d be seeing ribbons of colour streaming from every lamp and fire right now.

Unprompted, Aben rose and crossed around behind Braqe, heading for the dark narrow streets around the workshops. Those were mostly deserted now. The remaining garrison and mages were confined to the sanctuary compound while the civilian workers and servants were in their living quarters. The majority of the Charneler army had camped outside the walls, while a few hundred kept watch from the guard towers. That left the centre ground largely deserted and dark. The Torquen sergeant took Braqe’s proffered hand and allowed himself to be led away to cheers from the remaining company.

A table and stools were soon found. Anatin settled at the centre like a king taking his throne and the company contracted around him. In the press, Lynx caught Toil’s arm and she swung around to face him with a dancer’s grace.

‘Enjoying our last night of civilisation, puss?’ she asked.

‘I was,’ Lynx said, nodding towards the warehouses where the Torquen sergeant and Braqe had gone, preceded by Aben.

‘That?’ she laughed and pulled Lynx in close for a kiss. ‘Just clearing up after Darm’s mistake. We can’t afford to let that go now and, anyways, Torquen are more vermin than people. Your morals can’t ache too much over them.’

‘They don’t,’ Lynx said, kissing her hard. He could taste the wine on her breath and smell the faint whiff of night jasmine, her antidote to the stink of travelling. Toil pulled Lynx’s large frame tight against her. Despite everything, Lynx felt his cock stiffen. The wine and press of her muscular body proved more than enough to eclipse all other thoughts. There’d been little chance for a private moment between them even since her shoulder had mostly healed.

‘What, then?’

‘There’s a whole damn army of them, it could go wrong and blow everything up.’

‘No choice,’ she replied. ‘Better not to leave him wondering where he’s heard the words “mercenaries” and “Cards” before. Besides, Aben knows what he’s about. The man may look all cuddly and easy-going, but that bear’s got claws and doesn’t hesitate to use ’em. With Braqe on hand, it’ll be done quick and quiet.’

Lynx’s hands slipped around her waist without any need for his brain to issue orders. One hand held his cup still, the other settled around Toil’s buttock and tightened.

‘Easy, puss, you’ll be keeping it in your britches tonight,’ she said in a husky voice. ‘Or if you don’t, I’ll want to know why.’

Her fingers dug a little into the nape of his neck as Toil kissed him again, pressing herself right into his crotch for a moment then biting him on the lip. ‘Come on, we need to get good and drunk tonight.’

Lynx gave a small moan as she broke away from him. ‘And that’ll help matters?’ he asked, glancing down. Toil wore her usual leathers, but they were made by the finest tailors of Su Dregir and far more flattering than those worn by the others.

‘We’ll just have to push through until we forget about it. Either that or we start a game of punch-drunk.’

‘I don’t know that one.’

‘Me neither, but a few dozen drinks in this lot and I’m sure the rules will sort themselves out.’

‘Tomorrow’s going to hurt,’ Lynx commented, draining his cup in the next moment. ‘But never let it be said we didn’t keep scrupulously to the plan.’

That provoked a bark of laughter from Toil as she followed suit. Lynx had agreed with the Sons colonel, Kalozhin, that the Red Scarves would be at the rear of the Knights-Charnel column when they encountered them. The easiest way to establish a marching order was to be useless and hungover come morning. The Charnelers wouldn’t care if their allies barely kept up. They had their prize and weren’t waiting around.

At the table, after a certain amount of shoving and arguing, the players took their seats. Before a card was dealt, however, Anatin ordered the cups filled. Several jugs were passed around as the volume abated a little. Lynx and Toil moved close as Anatin’s expression turned grave.

‘Red Scarves,’ he said, raising his cup. ‘To the friends we’ve left behind.’

Lynx nodded and raised his own. Memories of the dead loomed large in his mind, but at his side he was aware of Toil looking round at the faces assembled. She gave what sounded like a grunt of approval just as he nudged her.

‘Always thinking?’ Lynx muttered in her ear as Anatin replaced his cup with a fat deck of cards.

‘Always.’

‘What this time?’

‘About the company. They’re a tight group, the losses have hurt them.’

‘And?’

She shrugged. ‘And it’s not broken them. I don’t know what we’re going to find in the holy mountain, but it’s not going to be fun.’

‘But you think they’re up to it?’

‘Don’t you?’

Lynx scowled. ‘Mebbe. Who knows what we’ll find there?’

‘Only one way to find out.’

‘You could say that about a lot of probably fatal things.’

‘True.’

Lynx awoke to a boot in the knee. He groaned and rolled over as someone spoke to him, the words garbled and distant. By the time he’d found his mage-pistol the attacker had moved on. He could hear thumps and curses as the rest of the company were welcomed to the morning, or whatever it was behind the blare of a hangover.

He fought his way upright and squinted at his surroundings. His limbs were stiff and aching, toes like icicles in his boots. A veil of white overlaid everything, as though the few buildings nearby were surrounded by ghosts.

‘Am I dead?’ he wondered out loud.

‘Probably,’ rasped a voice, Safir. ‘Given how much the gods hate me, it’s likely I’ll be stuck with you idiots in the afterlife.’

The Olostiran had found an armchair from somewhere and slept in that, wrapped in a curtain he’d salvaged from the fire. He stood and spread his arms wide, letting the curtain fall away. A small wine stain marred his kilt but aside from that he had to but adjust his jacket and brush a few crumbs away before looking perfectly presentable. Lynx winced as he tried to stand. He felt like a frosted turd and an experimental sniff inside his jacket wasn’t exactly promising either.

‘We march in one hour!’ roared some bastard of a Charneler sergeant nearby, having completed his mission to kick every one of the Red Scarves huddled there. ‘Get your kit and get ready or we leave you behind!

The bonfire they’d built was still burning, but barely, and Lynx couldn’t feel much heat from it. With an effort he struggled to his feet and wobbled a few steps before he could feel the blood moving. His pack and gun were on the ground behind him, along with a newly replenished cartridge case.

‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen Forel so happy before,’ Lynx commented to Safir, nodding at the case.

‘Our pick of ammunition without having to pay? Aye, doubt we’ll see that again,’ Safir agreed. ‘O’ course, if someone fires a sparker into us, there’s just gonna be one bloody big crater.’

That made Lynx pause. They had naturally gone for the more expensive heavy ordnance and packed as many cartridges in as possible. The rest were going to be blown up so it made sense and the Charnelers hadn’t cared – or asked why they didn’t bother with many icers. Half the company had a grenade bag too, but Lynx had never felt comfortable with them so he’d demurred.

‘Let’s keep away from any fighting,’ Lynx concluded.

His words made Safir laugh. ‘I guess the mercenary life is for you after all,’ he said. ‘Get paid and try not to fight, isn’t that our code?’

‘Best we ask Foren about that. Maybe it’s written down in his book of regulations. Now where can we get some breakfast round here?’

Lynx heaved on his pack, gun-holsters and cartridge case. While they’d grabbed all the supplies they could, the weight was still familiar enough that he hardly noticed it. He wandered over to where the leftovers of their scavenged meal last night had been dumped. Nothing looked overly appetising but there was a ragged chunk of ham left and an end of bread.

As he ate, Lynx looked around the company. Most of the Cards were there, though Toil and a few others had disappeared. Atieno met his gaze and beckoned Lynx over.

‘Go take a piss in the Abbott-Protector’s outhouse,’ Atieno advised him softly.

‘Eh?’

‘Your make-up, it’s rubbed off. Not so noticeable yet, but fix it before we leave.’

Lynx nodded. After pausing to give Atieno a similar once-over look he hurried off. The door to the Abbott-Protector’s mansion stood open. A few Cards had wandered inside to sleep under cover or in private – although in Deern’s case he’d opened the window to make sure everyone heard him and Reft. It was largely bare, stripped of furniture for the bonfire, but in the master bedroom Lynx found Anatin dressing beside a four-poster bed that he’d saved from their efforts.

‘What is it?’ the commander growled.

‘Needed privacy for my make-up,’ Lynx said in an apologetic tone.

‘I’ll do it,’ the greying man said. ‘You be a good little wife and help me with these buttons.’

With stiff, awkward fingers Lynx did as he was asked while Anatin rather more deftly dabbed and smoothed the flesh-coloured paste on Lynx’s cheek and neck until the white tattoo was hidden. There were only a few of them with it visible like that and the rest had been warned about getting naked in public.

‘Done,’ Anatin pronounced. ‘As pretty as ever.’

Lynx grinned. ‘Good, was getting worried for a while there.’

‘How’re the company looking?’

‘Hungover.’ Lynx pointed at Anatin’s feet. ‘You want help with your laces?’

There was a flash of genuine gratitude on the old rogue’s face before his expression returned to the self-satisfied smirk he normally wore. ‘That’d be appreciated. Don’t want to be ready too fast, but I now hold a special hatred for my own damn boots. Seems daft to feel that way about a simple object, but after more’n a year with just one hand …’

‘I don’t think we’ve much risk o’ being out first,’ Lynx said as he knelt and started to pull the laces tight.

Anatin’s boots were tall and maroon, finer than the average soldier’s but still made for walking days on end. The company’s wagons, including the caravan he kept as his own private space, had been left behind in Su Dregir so anything too elegant would never have lasted. Instead, they just had half a dozen pack mules, all horses being commandeered by the Knights-Charnel. It was going to be a long walk for them all.

‘If we survive all this, I reckon I’ll be done,’ Anatin said unexpectedly as Lynx started on the second boot. ‘Get a pair o’ boots custom-made so I don’t feel so damn useless and run the Hand o’ Cards myself.’

‘Retire?’ Lynx said. ‘You’d get bored. Isn’t your pub in some small town?’

The Hand of Cards was the official home of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck. Lynx had never been there, Toil’s schemes keeping the company too busy, but he’d heard it was in a pleasant little town on a busy kingsroad east of Su Dregir.

‘That it is, but all this shit makes me feel my age. Mebbe retirement is the answer. See you lot when you swing back around and laugh at yer bullshit tales, but time for a quiet life.’

Lynx looked doubtful. ‘In the big city sure, I can see that. A bit o’ chaos all around you and a half-dozen gaming tables in your back room. Some way-station town? You’ll eat an icer.’

‘Pft, it’s a fine inn, the Hand o’ Cards. Just the place for an old man to live out his days.’

‘If you say so. Making Payl company commander?’

Anatin’s eyes twinkled. ‘Perhaps. No point making any plans until we find ourselves alive at the end o’ this.’

Lynx nodded and stood. ‘Come on then, old man. Let’s start marching towards our doom.’

‘When you put it like that … where’s the wine?’


Chapter 23

‘I hope someone’s got a leash on the Lynx,’ Llaith commented, his voice breaking the monotony of the morning’s march.

‘Eh?’ Lynx looked up at the mention of his name. He immediately tensed when he saw a grinning face.

‘Our noble Stranger o’ Tempest?’ Anatin replied, taking advantage of the fact they trailed a good fifty yards behind the last of the Knights-Charnel. ‘What could you be thinking of, Llaith? Don’t tell me you think the man’s got form when it comes to encountering Charnelers on lonely country roads?’

‘Form?’ Lynx exclaimed. ‘Once hardly counts as form, does it?’

‘Compared to the rest of us?’ Toil said. ‘It kinda does.’

Up at the front of the red-scarfed troops, Safir turned, walking backwards with arms raised high. ‘Who among us is without blame? Who among us at one time or another has not ambushed a troop of soldiers and murdered them at the roadside?’

‘Fuck the lot of you!’ called Sitain in Lynx’s defence. ‘The rest o’ you were all for walking on by.’

He shot her an appreciative grin. When Lynx had started a confrontation with some passing Knights-Charnel, it had been over them kidnapping Sitain with a view to delivering her to a sanctuary.

‘Walked on by!’ Anatin clutched at his breast. ‘You wound us, fair maiden.’

‘Oh I remember that day well enough,’ Sitain shot back. ‘If it weren’t for Teshen, you’d have handed Lynx over to the gibbering shitpipes too.’

‘Nonsense! I was merely biding my time while I formulated a plan.’

‘A plan to sell me out,’ Lynx commented loudly.

Anatin cackled. ‘Sell? There was no question of money changing hands, I promise.’

As the company plodded on, the morning’s mist finally lifted, revealing the landscape. Shafts of sunlight picked a path across the hills on either side of them. Sheltered from a chilly autumn breeze, it was almost pleasant to be walking there, despite the dust kicked up by the troops ahead of them.

Lynx couldn’t help feeling a little anxious at the scrub-covered hillsides surrounding them, however. They hadn’t spotted a single person all morning. That was no great surprise in a sparsely populated region, but the hillsides were so empty he couldn’t shake the fear of ambush. Small family groups of kites circled the hilltops, distantly crying, but no other animals or birds were visible. They had all fled the five-thousand-strong army that preceded the Cards, leaving the landscape even more desolate.

When the general ordered a midday break, the Cards flung themselves down gladly. They’d walked as hard as any these last few months and drunk far less than any of them would have liked, but this was just the start. Any chance to rest had to be taken, given the pace Eperois demanded.

‘How long until we’re safe?’ Hanva, one of the Jarraziran recruits, asked Kas as the company scout gazed up at the cloud-streaked sky.

‘Clear of Brethren territory?’ she queried. ‘Cos we ain’t exactly safe after that.’

‘Aye, that’s what I meant.’

Hanva was a gnarled veteran who’d proved himself a brisk and dispassionate killer the previous day, no great surprise given Suth had recruited him. The man was probably also a spy for the Monarch of Jarrazir the way Suth no doubt still was, but Toil had privately told Lynx she didn’t much care. They weren’t going to have any chance to report back and she wasn’t working against Jarrazir’s interests. Their ultimate mistress was well down her list of things to worry about.

‘Five days’ hard march,’ Kas said, stretching. ‘Due east from the sanctuary takes us clear of the garrisons at Ugrein and Sylevene, both of which were bolstered by Red Scarves when they recalled troops. Anywhere we’re passing should have just a token guard who’re either Red Scarves or wet-behind-the-ears recruits.’

‘Long journey after that,’ Anatin commented. ‘I’m hoping we find some horses soon.’

‘If you’d prefer to go back the way this lot came, you go right ahead,’ Kas laughed. ‘It’s shorter, I’ll give it that, but you’ll be dead before you come out the other side. I’d take a month’s hard march over that.’

As the days stretched on and the pace never slackened, the burble of chatter emanating from the newest battalion of the Red Scarves dwindled. There were no complaints, they knew better than that, only the acceptance of a long and hard journey ahead. By fits and starts the trailing company grew. It started only a day later, fifteen Red Scarves arriving on horses. Their faces were pale, half-expecting to have made a terrible mistake. The sergeant leading them jumped at Toil’s exuberant greeting before relief flooded across his face.

In the week that followed, the contingent of Red Scarves grew steadily. On the sixth day, Commander Deshar himself appeared ahead of a panting column of troops, one hundred in all. To catch up they’d been force-marched for ten days straight. The Red Scarves were so close to exhaustion General Eperois permitted an hour’s halt while he greeted his ally. Aware they would be pushed all the harder as a result, even the regular Charneler troops flopped down on the trampled grass and watched without comment as Toil’s brother made his way forward.

Accompanying him to the general, Toil found herself fighting the urge to hug her brother. It was an unusual sensation for her. They were close in their way, but Vigilance was a reserved man – not cold, but hardly prone to grand expressions of affection.

Not that I’m much better, Toil reflected. Funny that. Mother’s all grace and calm, but she’ll wrap her arms around us before she issues her orders.

Her father was more tactile than anyone else in his family. When you were a bruising bear of a man – all muscle, fury, laughter and charisma – you could afford to be that way. A slap on the back could fell lesser men, a hug could break ribs.

Didn’t Ulith say he did that once? Break a man’s ribs with a hug? Did he mean to?

She glanced over at Ulith, her brother’s second in command, then shook her head. Back in her father’s day, the Red Scarves had been both more lax on the discipline front, and more brutal. Either was perfectly possible. Asking the man himself would only provoke a roar of laughter. Most likely he’d claim drunkenness, but the old bear had always been a canny bastard. Drunk he often was, but rarely careless.

Vigilance had moulded the Red Scarves into a professional army. He traded on the brutal reputation his father had built but was careful to avoid living up to it. That had saved their lives this week, Toil realised, or half of them at least. Every contingent of Red Scarves, scattered around eight different locations, had been ordered to set out as soon as the Charneler army had been spotted – ostensibly to scout out the enemy. Back in the old days they simply wouldn’t have caught up in time, not with the pace that Eperois had set. They’d be forced to abandon their company insignias and hope the Brethren didn’t shoot every mercenary it found in the region.

‘Commander Deshar!’ the general called as soon as they came into view.

He didn’t bother to wait but marched over to greet Vigilance, leaving his attendant officers temporarily trailing in his wake. There was a smile on his face as he offered his hand to the saluting commander. ‘We were beginning to worry some mishap might have befallen you.’

‘General Eperois, you’re a most welcome sight,’ Vigilance acknowledged. ‘We were beginning to worry ourselves.’

‘What of your allies?’ Eperois asked. ‘Have you had sight of them?’

‘None, sir. I’ve sent three riders back to the biggest garrisons in the region, bringing word of you cutting a path west. The regional commanders have been at odds with each other. Until news comes of what you’ve done, they’ll be slow to do anything useful.’

Eperois nodded then looked at Toil. ‘Has Lieutenant Talere filled you in on our success?’

‘Only that it was a success. What was the final count, if you don’t mind me asking?’

The general grinned at that. ‘Planning on charging by the piece, Commander?’

‘Depends on the count.’

‘Your agent, Lieutenant Setony, already negotiated a price with me. It’s hefty.’

‘She’s good at that, but it’s always useful to hear just how pleased your employer is.’

‘Hah!’ Eperois’s laugh echoed around the winding valley they were currently traversing. ‘Your employer is pleased, for the time being. The final count was, ah … one hundred and sixty-four, including the fragments of Banesh.’

‘Do you know how many there are? In total I mean.’

‘Even we have no way of determining that,’ the general said. ‘The Torquen have estimates, but they do not like to share. From all I know, it is likely the Knights-Charnel now control almost one-half of all known God Fragments.’

Vigilance nodded his head at that. ‘Sounds like the winning side if ever I heard it.’

‘You better hope so. The bulk of your payment depends on us conquering the places first!’

‘I’m happy to accept cash too,’ Vigilance said with a small smile.

‘No doubt! But cities are what you’ll get and you’ll be glad of it. Now – how many more of your men are we likely to see?’

‘Few enough. Once you pass out of Brethren territory I’ll leave someone on the road, direct any stragglers north. They’ll burn their scarves and make their own way, make up a story for anyone they meet. Assuming they’re not found out, it’s a quicker journey for them.’

At that, Eperois turned grave. ‘That it is,’ he admitted. ‘We’ve a long and hard path around.’

‘Do you anticipate trouble?’

‘I do not expect it. The journey will cost us, but just in gold I hope.’

‘I’ve never been out that way,’ Vigilance said with a shake of the head, ‘but some of my men have. They tell of warlike people who bow to no Order.’

‘That is so, yet even the more warlike of tribes will not attack a professional army without cause.’

‘Assuming reason is part of the decision.’

The general nodded. ‘If your men speak the local languages, this will help. My scouts will bring word of our passage as they determine our path. We will pay for supplies and offer assurances to local rulers. Any assault will be met with overwhelming force. I mean to travel through this region as quickly as I can. What condition it is in afterwards is up to them.’


Chapter 24

General Eperois was as good as his word. Over the weeks that followed his army rounded a stretch of wilds called the Firelakes. A large ring of lakes bordered by forest, it supposedly penned the desolate hunting grounds of many firedrakes – fire elementals. Asking Toil about it hadn’t revealed much, she’d only heard of extremely dangerous Duegar ruins within the dense forest around it. What sort of a ruin, she didn’t know, and while a light sparkled in her eye, Toil didn’t suggest a diversion.

In truth, the whole army, Charnelers, Red Scarves and Cards alike, were all too tired to consider diversions. East of the Firelakes the ground climbed and the wooded valleys fell in favour of grassy plains. Where there were settlements, the Charnelers did pay money to unwilling locals for their recently harvested crops. The autumn rains continued to mostly hold off, content to come in single days of miserable deluge between stretches of dry weather. That at least gave the army firm ground to travel on until they reached a kingsroad worthy of the name and could turn north.

Their scouts had found a large city that, according to the general’s maps, was called Foerim Ei and by the time the army reached it, some sort of agreement was in place. There was no bank controlled by the Knights-Charnel there, but a promissory note from Eperois proved sufficient all the same. They passed one night camped outside the city, soldiers and mercenaries alike spending freely among the merchants, apothecaries and whores who emerged at dusk.

A thousand Knights-Charnel were left on duty that night and the sight of their guns were enough to stave off any thoughts of treachery that might have lingered. Before the headsore troops started off the next day, their hosts warned of the tribe who lived to the north. True enough, one party of scouts was massacred before the general’s message could be passed on.

From the back of the column, the Red Scaves saw nothing of what followed. Word around the camp was the general had put five hundred dragoons on horseback and sent them on ahead. A small enough force that they might be engaged, but one armed with burners and earthers to rip through any tribal warriors.

It was half a day before Lynx saw the battleground, or at least where the fight had started. Blood still stained the burned and torn earth, but there were no bodies – just a handful of blank graves that were apparently Knights-Charnel losses. The stink of battle hung over that field along with broad-beaked birds resembling crows but for the strip of red down their wings. The trampled stretch of pasture was penned by rocky outcrops which were scarred by mage-cartridges. He could read the ground easily enough, the local warriors appearing on both sides only to be met with devastating volleys.

As they continued on, Lynx saw the tribes had recovered their dead, or what remained of them anyway. Hundreds of corpses were laid reverentially out in the fields beyond, wrapped in white cloth and arranged in wheels of varying sizes. Dry-cheeked women in black watched over the bodies as the Charnelers passed, their faces and arms painted with white symbols. And then they were gone, the column passing out of sight and on towards the north. Silence lay in their wake and not even the Cards could find the will to talk for much of the remaining day.

Trusting that his message would now precede him, General Eperois continued on. The scouts were guided by two Red Scarves who’d been born among the swarthy tribes of the plains. With the banners of those who’d opposed them kept for proof, offers of payment and mage-cartridges as currency kept the army moving.

Two cities that sheltered behind dark stone walls and encircling bands of necropolises provided supplies and then they reached city-states more familiar with the Militant Orders. Finally, after a month of brutal pace, they reached what the Charnelers recognised as the north.

A small Knights of the Oak way-station was the prominent feature of the first village they came to. Dedicated to Ulfer, the Order was peaceable in nature and disparate in its towns and commanderies. Largely, they occupied the fringes of civilisation, serving as a border between the wilds and humanity. The only cities under their control were a pair that enjoyed considerable natural defences and the Order had been largely absent from the recent turmoil.

The army drank the way-station and attached tavern dry, barely pausing before they continued on their path. In a calculated insult, the army stripped the way-station of provisions and paid for nothing. Lynx saw only resignation in the eyes of the walrus-whiskered old captain as he watched the army pass. Turning his attention to what awaited them in the north, Lynx marched on.

Despite the fatigue of travelling so far, the tension was palpable when the army reached a crossroads. That marked the most direct route to the Lae Valley and its Brethren cities. There the army split, one division sent to chase off a few startled squadrons of Brethren cavalry while the rest pushed on.

The Red Scarves marched doggedly in the wake of their new employers, minds on the reward they had been promised. Only the officers had been briefed on Toil’s plan, Vigilance had not trusted anyone more than that. They were mercenaries after all and until there was a sign the plan was working, the risk was too great. Even the senior officers of the Red Scarves were sceptical, some incredulous. Only the Deshar name had carried enough weight to secure their agreement.

The march into the north continued relentlessly. The weather turned wet and wintry as pine forests and mountains came into view. The great Duegar city-ruin of Stone Hollow was just about visible from the kingsroad on one clear afternoon. That one Toil had visited, but as much as anything because it was a rite of passage for any relic hunter. Long since stripped of artefacts, Stone Hollow was more open than most ruins. It was a city-sized depression of seven great tiers that nature was reluctant to reclaim even after all this time. Huge archways rose from the sloped ground, more than fifty in all, with as many purposes for them suggested by scholars.

Despite the fact there were stone dwellings on the surface and few dangers below ground, no settlement had ever been established. Toil explained that the water was tainted. Anyone living off the land would sicken after a month of being there. She was just starting a description of three huge Duegar towers to the north when the world ahead of them exploded.

The column shuddered to a halt as fire and fury raged. Great gouts of flame erupted amid the bone-shaking roars of earth-bombs. A volley of grenades ripped through the packed ranks, staccato bursts running down the line. Prepared as they were, the Red Scarves faltered. For a few moments they could do nothing. Even the officers were stunned by the sudden detonations. Explosion after explosion hurled blood and limbs through the air ahead. Screams followed – the terror of horse and the ruin of men.

‘To arms!’ bellowed Commander Deshar. ‘Spread ranks!’

Lynx saw the rear Knights-Charnel turn their way briefly, fearing all directions equally. Gunfire began to crackle out from the trees on either flank. Too far for grenades or burners, but enough to get their attention. Sergeants yelled, soldiers threw off their packs and fumbled for their guns. In the chaos it looked like the Red Scarves were milling around, a shifting mass of confusion rather than the practised drills of soldiers.

Toil and Anatin added their voices to the mix. While the first few Red Scarves began to take aim to either side, the Cards were ready to act. Behind the milling screen of Red Scarves they lurked, waiting for the order. Lynx could see nothing of the attackers, just streaks of light that flashed in from either side. There was a rise to the east, studded with rock and gorse. Finally, he realised black dots of grenades were flying above that from somewhere out of sight.

Two squadrons of Charneler cavalry peeled away from the body of the column, heading for the gunfire coming from the western trees. They covered almost a hundred yards before, without warning, the lead horse stumbled and threw its rider.

There wasn’t time to see them land. As the horse shrieked and floundered the ground erupted under its feet. Many of those following staggered. As they caught up with it more boomers burst upwards. In seconds there was a screen of blood and dust hiding that whole stretch of the ground while the whipcrack of icers rang out.

‘Red Scarves, ready for close assault!’ bellowed Commander Deshar, the call taken up by his officers.

By now all sense of order up ahead had collapsed. The Knights-Charnel troops fragmented into dozens of knots. Hundreds of men in each, they fired wildly in response to the assault. It was a minor miracle they hadn’t started shooting their own allies yet, but the worst of the destruction was at the head of the column. Already they were fleeing, those men and women at the fore who still lived.

Close on five thousand troops and their baggage couldn’t fit in a single stretch of ground. Lynx could only imagine the destruction at the far end, troops wiped out by the hundred in each volley. He tried to put it out of his mind as he pulled a boomer from his pocket and inserted the trigger pin. One twist and it was primed. The pin wouldn’t fall out as he threw it, but when it made contact with something it would drive down into the grenade’s glass core.

The baggage was at the heart of the column. Whether that included the God Fragments or not, he wasn’t sure. He could just about see the high-sided carts up ahead. One was already on fire, the others desperately trying to turn away. Troops were already swarming around the baggage, yells and curses bursting like bubbles on the great tide of panic.

Finally, the Charnelers at the rear of the column started to move back. Some split to the sides to form defensive ranks, more simply were pushed by the tide of retreating soldiers. They drove towards the Red Scarves who held their ground for the moment, but it would be mere moments before they were overwhelmed.

‘Cards ready!’ Anatin shouted.

At the signal, half of the Cards reached back, careful to stand clear of those around them.

‘Throw!’

Almost one score of grenades arced up through the sky. They weren’t heavy and it was the strongest of the mercenaries involved. The weapons sailed over the nearer Charnelers to land well behind them. A few of the soldiers saw the grenades in flight, Lynx saw one stare up at the shapes in confusion. It took until they landed for realisation to set in. Fire and lightning lashed through the press of troops. The heaving detonations of earth-grenades smashed hundreds to their knees.

‘Cards advance!’ Anatin, face taut with worry. They were committed now. If their hidden allies hadn’t done enough of a job, the Red Scarves would be woefully outnumbered. This surprise betrayal wouldn’t last long. The Cards stepped forward, some Red Scarves yelping as they saw the levelled guns. Only the other officers bawling at them from the fringes kept them from collapsing into chaos.

‘Fire!’

The whole company unleashed their guns now – sparkers and burners screaming into the Charneler ranks. A wall of fire rose, terrified faces vanishing through the haze and dust. As the Cards reloaded, Commander Deshar roared at the top of his voice. He ordered his company to form up beside the rest and the officers repeated it until they were hoarse. Some were already doing so. In the chaos of battle they saw only their comrades attacking. The veterans among them might have guessed what was going on, they might only be following the herd. Right now Lynx didn’t care. He reloaded and fired, reloaded and fired. There was time for nothing else.

The barrel of his mage-gun grew hot as the burners spat out so he switched to sparkers to avoid stressing the metal. The result was the same. Screaming and blood, ruined bodies and terrified last moments. The sharp taste of bile filled his throat, disgust at what they were doing, but he didn’t waver. The decision had been made. He couldn’t hide from it. This wasn’t just following orders, but here he was still.

Finally, the Red Scarves were bullied into line. They weren’t carrying the ordnance that the Cards were, but the nearer ranks of Charnelers had been smashed. Those left alive were grievously wounded. Piteous cries received only volleys of icers streaking over their heads into the tight-packed troops behind. Several wagons were burning now, the soldiers from front and rear crushing around them despite the flames – desperate to be away from the destruction at either end of the column.

At Commander Deshar’s order the ragged ranks of mercenaries advanced. They crept forward until they were at the rear end of the Charneler column. There they halted and troops started to peel around the churned and burning ground. What was going on up ahead was anyone’s guess. Smoke and dust concealed everything, but the sound of screams and the tremble of explosions told enough of a story.

There was movement on the rise away to the east. Lynx couldn’t see what exactly but grey shapes slipped forward like ghosts, Sons of the Wind sharpshooters who sought out the Charneler officers, he guessed. Others hurled grenades with long wooden throwers. The Knights-Charnel were dying by the hundred, assailed on three sides but either they wouldn’t break or couldn’t see anywhere to run.

The remaining Charneler cavalry had escaped out onto the open ground to the west, but sustained icer-fire from the treeline was winnowing their numbers. Their commander led them towards the front of the column, looking to meet the main attack head-on. Or perhaps unaware of what was going on at the rear. In moments they were out of view, but the rolling thunder of gunfire and explosions only increased.

Finally, the Charnelers began to fire back at the Red Scarves. It was a thin peppering of icers but enough to halt their progress. More grey-clad soldiers appeared over the eastern rise, several hundred firing repeated volleys down at the brutalised column. The response was fiercer, hundreds of icers slamming into the hillside. Sheer weight of numbers might have driven them off had it been the only attack.

As it was, the Sons of the Wind held their ground, trusting to the devastation they had wrought. The Red Scarves edged further in, picking their way past charred bodies and around steaming craters. Whatever horrors were taking place at the fore of the column where the bulk of the Sons troops were, Lynx knew it was worse than the carnage he could see.

Somehow the Charnelers continued to return fire. Some crazed mix of faith, discipline and terror kept them in the fight despite hideous losses. The Sons on the rise were unwilling to press forward from their higher ground and soon their grenades started to fall short. Whatever heavy ordnance was up at the front, the rate lessened too and now it was down to icer exchanges.

There was simply no way to tell what numbers were in this fight. Soon casualties were beginning to appear among the Red Scarves, but the company’s officers were unwavering. Every man could see the destruction they had wrought. Even the best troops could only take so much punishment. In the end it wasn’t gunfire that decided the battle, nor grenades. The final straw was the baggage train, on fire and abandoned by their drivers.

Lynx felt it like a slap in the face. All thoughts of shooting were forgotten as a spreading column of fire and darkness burst from the distant wagons with the force of a siege weapon. From two hundred yards the roar made his legs shudder. The burning wreckage sprayed out, seventy feet high. The Charnelers nearby were thrown to the ground. Lynx could see them flattened like wheat and knew many would not get up again.

For a few shocked moments the battle faltered. As the echoes of the boom rumbled away, all sound seemed to flee before it. The mercenaries simply watched the eruption. A flower-burst of fire and spitting lightning appeared in the air as cartridges were thrown clear before they could even detonate. It created a deadly rain of lesser explosions and, in the face of all that, the Knights-Charnel finally fled.

Many threw down their weapons and ran west, heedless of the mage-guns and booby traps that awaited them. Others tried to surrender only to discover the Sons of the Wind had no interest in prisoners, only stationary targets. A few brave companies tried to buy time for the rest. Lynx watched them charge the rise and the Red Scarves both, only to be decimated by ordnance. Of those that remained, a thousand at best, they began a stuttering drive to the trees beyond the plain, exchanging fire with the soldiers within.

How many made it, Lynx couldn’t say. He didn’t want to know. Some of the Red Scarves shot at the fleeing troops, but most had had their fill of battle and merely watched the enemy flee. There was movement from the northern flank, Sons of the Wind cavalry, Lynx had to assume, but they could only harry the fleeing rabble. Before long they had scrambled into the forest and disappeared from view. It was ten long minutes before the sound of desperate skirmishes faded. A hush returned and then the living were faced with the inescapable result of what they’d done. Not even Deern spoke.


Chapter 25

Lynx watched the pyres burn. Anatin’s Mercenary Deck sat in silence. No drink flowed. No cards were dealt. Despite the terrible loss of life they’d witnessed, the Cards themselves were almost entirely unscathed. Three wounded, that was all. Two by icers, another burned by a sparker. Now came the grisly aftermath and they all found they didn’t have the stomach or energy for it. For that evening at least, the God Fragments could lie wherever they had fallen.

The stink of burned flesh hung over the plain, as palpable a presence as the crows and vultures that circled above. In his weary state, it produced a strange, shameful hunger in Lynx’s belly. Not so dissimilar to roasted pork, the smoky smell was in their clothes and hair too. Greasy on their skin. He could smell it on Toil, no hints of vanilla about her now. No occasional waft of night jasmine on the breeze. Now she smelled like all the rest of them. Like death.

‘Kas,’ Anatin croaked at last. ‘Go find us somewhere to camp upwind o’ this.’

‘Brel,’ she said to her fellow scout without looking up. ‘You heard the boss.’

The Jarraziran looked round for someone to delegate to then gave up. ‘Fine.’

He heaved himself up and stamped away. As Brel left, a deputation of Sons soldiers arrived with Vigilance and his lieutenant, Ulith. The Sons all wore the strange patchwork uniforms he’d seen before, none quite the same as the others, in black, grey and white.

It was uncomfortably similar to his own attire and the three colours of the Vagrim diamond he wore on his finger. Three of them also wore tattoos on their faces. The intricate designs bore no relation to Lynx’s own, but it was another parallel he didn’t want to think much about.

‘Toil,’ Vigilance called. ‘Come on. Our latest ally wants to speak to us.’

‘Us?’ Toil said, using Lynx’s shoulder to help push herself to her feet. ‘Your part in this is ended, brother dearest.’

‘Is that what you think?’

She nodded. ‘Go home, Vigilance. Your fight’s done.’

Lynx saw his face tighten. ‘In this place, with red scarves around all your necks, you call me commander – sister or no.’

Toil sighed and undid the strip of red cloth around her throat. ‘Commander,’ she said in respectful tone, offering the scarf up. ‘You don’t need to be a part of what comes next. You shouldn’t be a part of it.’

‘This folly’s yours alone?’ he said with a frown. ‘Since when do you give the orders here anyway?’

‘You have a family,’ Toil replied. ‘Look at my skin, I’m marked by all this and there’s no getting away from that. I’ve got to see it through. All the Marked Cards do. I’m holding none of the rest to this.’

‘You think we’ll just fuck off now?’ demanded someone.

It took Lynx a while to realise who’d spoken, but finally he spotted Llaith’s lined face, cheeks pink with rare anger.

‘I’m making no assumptions,’ Toil said with a tired shake of the head. ‘Won’t blame anyone, won’t turn anyone away. We go into the teeth of this now. It looks like the Sons of the Wind are mad enough to come with us, but that’s just all the more reason to let folk make their own choice.’

‘It’s no normal job, this,’ Anatin added, loud enough to cut through all the mutters. ‘Foren’s not coming with us – no, don’t give me that shit, old friend. You’re no fighter, not really. You know where the company books are, you’ll see that everyone gets paid the way they were meant to.’

‘I’m coming,’ Foren insisted. ‘Fuck the accounts.’

The company quartermaster looked shocked, clearly feeling betrayed but Lynx could see Anatin was, rightly, not to be swayed.

‘You’ll do as I damn well order! We’re mercs, we fight for pay and I ain’t shirking my duty there. Both the living an’ the dead deserve their pay. It’s all I got to give ’em so I’ll be damned if they don’t get at least that. Some had families too, kin who need what’s owed. You’ll find a letter of authorisation at the Hand o’ Cards for you, in case we don’t come back.’

‘You expect me to just turn round? After all we’ve been through, we’re done?’

Anatin’s expression softened. ‘I expect you to do me this one last service, old friend. There’s no more for you to do at my side, but there’s still a job to be done.’ He forced a crooked grin at the man. ‘Also, if you don’t, I’ll fucking shoot you for disobeying orders.’

‘Enough talk,’ one of the soldiers said, a shaven-headed man with black suns down the left-hand side of his face. ‘You must come.’

Anatin groaned. ‘You must shut your face, soldier. Can’t you see we’re having a tender moment here?’

‘I have orders.’

‘Ain’t that spanky for you.’ Anatin paused and shook his head. ‘We’ll talk later, Foren, okay? This wanker’s ruined the mood.’

He went to join Vigilance and Toil, but the soldier didn’t move. Instead, his attention roved over the remaining Cards, resting for longer than comfortable on Lynx himself.

‘The Vagrim too.’

That perked the company up a bit. Deern spat curses as he sat upright and glared around.

‘No Vagrim here,’ Anatin said, confused.

‘Those are my orders,’ the soldier replied. He seemed neither interested nor surprised by the reaction. ‘The Vagrim too.’

‘I can think o’ one,’ Estal said, giving Lynx a sharp look. ‘Stranger o’ Tempest, take a bow. That’s the Vagrim card on your coat, remember? I drew it for you myself.’

‘Just a card,’ Lynx mumbled.

The company seer cocked her head at him. ‘Is it now? Starting to feel a bit more than that – now we’re surrounded by an army dedicated to the God o’ Tempest.’

‘You’re fucking kidding me,’ Toil breathed. ‘All this time, that’s what you weren’t telling me?’

‘Oh, someone fetch snacks!’ Deern cackled. ‘This just got good.’

‘Ain’t nobody’s business but my own,’ Lynx said, standing while he spoke. ‘Don’t see why I’m needed but yeah, I’m a Vagrim, whatever that counts for. Nothing I’m ashamed of.’

The soldier gave Lynx a long look up and down then shook his head. ‘Not you,’ he said dismissively. ‘Another.’

‘What? There’s two o’ the fuckers?’ Toil stopped and frowned at Lynx while he thought. ‘That bloody ring. Now I get it. Atieno, where are you? Stop hiding behind Aben, I see you. Get your stony old arse up here. We’d have needed you along anyway.’

The ageing mage of tempest scowled but didn’t speak as he rose to join them. He’d been leaning heavily on a staff or riding a mule for the journey so far, but Lynx hadn’t heard him complain once.

Bloody Vagrim sense of duty, he thought to himself as the Sons soldier gave a curt nod and indicated for them to follow him. Lynx could hear the voices of the Cards rise in their wake, but he ignored it. Just as he ignored the hard look Toil gave him before setting off.

‘Yer in trouble with the missus,’ Anatin whispered, loud enough to make sure everyone heard him. ‘Deern’s got a point there, this could be exactly the entertainment this company needs.’

‘Glad to be of service,’ Lynx replied. ‘Now fuck off.’

He upped his pace and put himself next to Atieno, but then had to slow down as the mage stumbled.

‘Hey,’ he called to the soldier striding away. The man glanced back and checked his pace as Lynx offered an arm to Atieno, only to be waved away.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Far from bloody fine,’ Lynx countered. ‘Just stubborn.’

Atieno smiled at that. ‘Says the man with a butcher’s block for a back?’

‘I like to think o’ myself as more a warning to others than example to follow.’

‘We all do. So – what do you think they need Vagrim along for?’

‘They want you there,’ Lynx said. ‘I just happen to be the idiot standing beside you.’

‘Wearing the same ring,’ Toil called from his left.

Lynx nodded. ‘Sure, that too.’

‘Maybe they saw a kindred spirit?’ she suggested. ‘Or just someone with the same tailor as them.’

He looked around at the destruction the Sons of the Wind had wrought with their ambush. ‘Is that supposed to cheer me up?’

‘No.’

‘Oh.’

‘It feels less and less of a surprise though,’ Atieno said. ‘Given what we’ve guessed of their creed.’

‘What? Trying to finish up a half-done job from thousands of years ago?’

‘Trying to kill those who got so powerful they called themselves gods,’ Atieno countered. ‘Sound like a tale of Vagrim?’

‘Aye, sounds like the perfect and final one,’ Lynx agreed glumly. ‘That doesn’t cheer me up much either.’

‘No, I suppose not.’

Before long they had walked the few hundred yards to where the Sons of the Wind camp was taking shape – a tall tent at the very centre. Even amid this eccentric Militant Order the layout of the camp was familiar enough. Lynx supposed that basic requirements transcended dogma, but the manner and origins of the troops there looked far more like a mercenary company than professional army.

They all wore the mismatched style of uniform, but, in the faces he passed, Lynx could see at least a dozen places he’d visited or known folk from. They all wore the star-adorned tree of their Order but many had other more outlandish devices too – either unit designations or some other allegiance, he guessed.

There were serpents, tigers, torches, towers, bridges and the skyriver among several variations on a moon-and-stars device. The one that jumped out at Lynx was the weeping willow on the guards around the central tent. He shot a look at Atieno but before either could say anything, they were ushered inside.

The interior was cluttered, a team of soldiers arranging various chests and bundles around the outside edge. In the centre was a broad table lit by bright-glowing mage lamps that hung from the support poles.

Lynx recognised Kalozhin, the colonel they had met before, but clearly in this company he was on the fringes. As without, there was a mix of races and sexes. At the centre he realised there were three Sons with diamond shapes pinned to their collars, looking like they were in charge.

‘At last we meet,’ said one of those, a short woman no older than Lynx. Her skin was as dark as Kalozhin’s, her blue eyes pale and piercing. ‘You have done my Order a great service.’

‘Sure – that’s exactly why we did it,’ Toil said. ‘Ah, mind if I ask who we’re talking to here?’

‘I am called Erazil. I … to you I am a general of the Sons of the Wind.’ She pointed to the first of her companions, a muscular white man with a boxer’s flattened nose and a pale white-haired woman, the oldest of the three. ‘General Odhar and General Seltois. They speak little Parthish, I shall speak for them.’

‘I’m guessing you know who we all are?’

‘It is so.’

‘What news of the survivors?’

Erazil shook her head. ‘They will not be a problem. My scouts say fewer than one thousand survive. Most are unarmed and have no supplies.’

‘They can send a warning ahead.’

‘This is why I have cavalry.’

Toil nodded. The remaining Charnelers were Erazil’s concern and clearly she wasn’t worried.

‘What now then?’

The general looked over the Cards before answering. Her attention rested most sharply on Atieno, it seemed to Lynx. That was no great surprise, he was a mage of tempest after all, but still it caused him to wonder.

‘We have much to plan. Autumn comes fast and we are far from the holy valley. When we arrive, our true problems begin.’

‘Normally, I’d say that’s when the fun starts, but this time I’m not so sure. How many fragments have you recovered?’

‘Perhaps half. Many were with the Knights-Charnel commander. We dig through the bodies now. A company of cavalry tried to escape with some, but were wiped out.’

‘You’ve got mages in your ranks,’ Atieno said. ‘They should be able to find the fragments more easily.’

‘It is so. They lead our efforts.’

‘And the ammunition?’

‘One cart survived the battle. Ammunition will be limited but if we do not fight a battle before the valley, it should last. But it is of small numbers that we must speak.’

‘Oh?’

The general pointed at Atieno. ‘You are the only mage of tempest in your company, correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘So in your hands alone lies the key.’ She took a step towards him, a predatory glint in her eye that made Lynx’s fingers twitch. ‘This is unacceptable.’

‘The key?’ Atieno repeated. ‘Oh. That.’

Erazil grinned wolfishly. ‘Just so. That.’ She waved a few of her companions forward, General Odhar and three lower-ranked Sons moving stiffly up. ‘That must change, the risk is too great.’

‘Change?’ Toil demanded, putting herself between the two.

‘A linking ritual.’

‘Lynx told you about that, did he?’

Lynx looked around at the faces, bewildered. ‘I didn’t say anything – did I?’

‘We have ways to discover information,’ Erazil replied. ‘This thing we know and we must do. We cannot have just one man able to destroy the fragments. Death comes to us all.’

‘Those four are all tempest mages?’

‘This surprises you?’

Toil raised her eyebrows at the number, but before she could reply Atieno raised a hand. ‘I will do it,’ he said. ‘You’re right – the risk is too great.’

Erazil inclined her head in thanks. ‘We are agreed, this is pleasing. Now we feast to celebrate our victory. You will join us?’

‘Now?’ Atieno looked confused. ‘You don’t want to do the ritual now?’

‘The morning is better. We must test afterwards, no? Kalozhin tells me it is better not to stay long if we are successful.’

Lynx remembered the elementals and hunters that had gathered after Atieno’s last efforts to destroy a God Fragment. He nodded. Four mages replicating that at once really was going to be a temptation and they were going to need every soldier and mage they could get.

‘Good. There is meat and wine, we celebrate our victory.’ She gave them a sly look. ‘Perhaps we also gamble?’

Anatin stepped forward, a broad smile breaking out on his face. ‘Playing cards against the followers of Banesh? Toil, fetch the others. Finally, we’ve got a challenge worthy of us!’


Chapter 26

Dawn crawled heavy and damp across the autumn sky. Lynx woke up cold. The hollow ache of hard liquor scraped at his gut and the ghost of nightmares haunted the edges of sight. The stink of burned flesh and scorched earth remained thick in the air as he got up and pulled his coat on. His dreams had been of To Lort prison. Of the mines beneath it and the stink of death about the place. The scars on his back ached as he walked through the grey gloom of morning, trying to shake the memories from his body, though his injuries had long ago healed.

The dead lay where they’d fallen. There was no time to bury them and few enough hands for the job anyway. Scavengers reigned here now. Though Lynx felt shamed by it he knew there was nothing they could do. The Cards would be back on the march soon enough today. They could spare no energy for digging pits.

‘End justifies the means, eh?’ someone called from behind him.

Lynx paused and saw Sitain following him, red-eyed and pale-cheeked. He doubted he looked much better.

‘No, it doesn’t.’

That made Sitain stop in her tracks. She gave him a curious look then pulled her coat tight around her body and continued towards him.

‘Then what the fuck are we doing here?’

‘What we need to do,’ he said, hating the platitude even as he spoke it. ‘This is war and we’re in strange times. Doesn’t mean we’re justified in everything we do. Folk just prefer to think of it that way.’

‘Deepest black, Lynx, don’t you ever let up?’ Sitain shook her head. ‘Just pick a side. We either need to do this or we shouldn’t have got so deep in.’

‘It’s war – a whole lot of nasty shit happens. I’m guessing there’s more to come. Doesn’t make me want to just shrug at the death of thousands or claim the moral high ground.’

‘I’m not saying …’ She paused then her shoulders sagged. ‘I ain’t glad at the sight, but what else could we do? They were soldiers and it’s not like it’s the first betrayal we’ve managed in the last month.’

‘Let’s just hope the ends are what we want,’ Lynx replied. ‘What do you make of this crowd?’

‘Sons of the Wind? I dunno, not seen much of them yet. Not as much as you. Everyone says they’re crazy, but any Militant Order devoted to Banesh has to be, doesn’t it? How about you? Got to know that one, Kalozhin, a bit, didn’t you?’

‘Oh they’re crazy, no doubt about that. Whether they’re any crazier than us I can’t say any more. This plan of Toil’s – would anyone sane sign up to it? And yesterday Anatin had to almost threaten Foren – gentle soul Foren, who’s little more’n a clerk who can just about shoot straight – to prevent him joining our assault on the holy valley. Even if we succeed, this might be a suicide mission.’

‘For you mebbe,’ Sitain said with forced humour. Her fingers glittered darkly with night magic. ‘I’m getting out of there; I promise you that.’

‘Aye, I hope you do. Some days I wonder if I did you a favour, killing those fuckers on the kingsroad.’

‘Don’t,’ she snapped. ‘Might be I don’t like saying it too often, but you did me a favour. Life in a sanctuary might’ve been safer, but I’d still be a well-kept slave. What I chose after that point isn’t on you. That’s the whole damn point of freeing me. You don’t get to feel guilty about what came after. My choices became my own again and that’s all I can ask for.’

Lynx nodded. ‘True enough. So what do you choose?’

‘I’m not going home, if that’s what you’re asking. If I wasn’t a mage, mebbe – not like I’m much of a fighter, but you play the hand you’re dealt, right?’

He smiled. ‘Might be Anatin’s regretting that phrase this morning. General Erazil pretty much cleaned him out last night, beat good hands with incredible ones.’

‘He shouldn’t have had such a hard-on about gambling with the God of Chance then!’ Sitain laughed. ‘Did he think it was going to go any other way?’

Hearing a distant voice they turned to see Toil and Atieno waving. With a sigh they walked back to the stretch of ground claimed by the Cards.

‘Ready?’

‘What, now?’ Sitain asked, startled. ‘I’ve not even had a piss yet.’

‘Get a wriggle on then,’ Toil said. ‘They’re an eager bunch.’

She pointed towards the largest stretch of ground on the plain where the bulk of the Sons were camped. They had started breaking down tents already, though the sun was yet to rise above the eastern treeline.

‘What about the fragments?’

‘Searched through the night. The Sons have a lot of mages in their ranks and turns out it was easier come nightfall. The fragments glowed in the dark, enough to pick them out of the muck. They’re happy they’ve got the lot.’

‘How many?’

‘Hundred and sixty-four. Closer to two hundred if you add the ones we brought from the Jarrazir hoard, but I ain’t told them about those yet.’

‘You don’t trust them?’

Toil frowned. ‘I don’t know them. So long as we’re going in the same direction there’s no problem. We’re already in bed with this bunch of strangers, no need to offer up everything in one go.’

‘Now there’s a metaphor to make Llaith go weak at the knees,’ Sitain muttered. ‘So where are we doing this?’

‘There,’ Toil said. She pointed at a group of grey figures halfway to the treeline, well away from everyone. ‘Let’s not keep the armed fanatics waiting now.’

As they walked, Lynx saw the three generals were all present, the burly prizefighter General Odhar at the front of the group of mages they’d met the previous day. Seeing them, General Erazil’s face split into a grin.

‘Commander Anatin is not with you?’ she called. ‘This is a shame. We had a most enjoyable evening.’

‘I think you found it more fun than he did,’ Toil replied. ‘He’s either sulking in his tent or still sleeping it off.’

‘No matter – we have all we need here. Mage Atieno – please come. Give your orders for the ritual.’

‘Doesn’t need to be a ritual,’ Atieno said, not moving, ‘just a linked spell really, but when we made … no, never mind. Form a chain, myself at one end, Sitain at the other—’ He paused and held up a hand. ‘You are all mages of tempest? If so, we must be careful, Sitain is powerful but it will be a shock to link her to four mages of the same magic.’

Erazil nodded. ‘They are all tempest. Should we summon the rest? We have other mages in the camp.’

‘How many?’

‘Four of various disciplines.’

Atieno exchanged a look with Toil. ‘It may drain us more,’ he warned. ‘But it might be sensible.’

‘Remember Jarrazir? Those shields? If we’re going into battle, more of those might not be a bad idea.’

That comment seemed to perk General Erazil up. ‘Shields?’

‘The mages with willow tattoos are far stronger than before,’ Toil explained.

‘This Kalozhin told me. You can create shields against gunfire?’

‘Some,’ Atieno admitted.

‘Enough to send a team up to a castle wall so we can set charges?’

Sitain smiled. ‘Enough to get the team there then put everyone in the castle to sleep.’

Erazil translated this furiously to her two colleagues. The taciturn pair stared in wonder for a moment before replying. After a rapid-fire back and forth between them, one of the lower-ranked mages sprinted off towards the Sons camp.

‘This is a very good thing,’ Erazil pronounced. ‘This will save many lives.’

‘No earth mages,’ Atieno said. ‘We cannot risk that.’

‘No? It would be most useful to us.’

‘It would cause other problems,’ Atieno said firmly. ‘I will not.’

The general looked about to argue then stopped at the look on Atieno’s face. The tall mage looked stern and disapproving most of the time, but right then his expression could have been carved from stone.

‘Very well, it will be so.’ In a blink she had cast off her hesitation. ‘All mages can cast this shield?’

‘I am strong enough to control it, however our ice mage had the greatest ability because of her training. All three of us could cover a dozen others for a certain time.’

‘The defences of Seit-e-Veirolle are said to be impressive,’ Erazil mused, ‘but four mages shielding forty soldiers under cover of night … with you and Kalozhin, you could work in stages. They would never know what has hit them.’

‘Are, um, are we going to have to warn the Cards?’ Sitain asked. She wrinkled her nose as she remembered the previous times they had done this. The connection between them was stronger than ever during the linking ritual and she’d found men like Deern touching her thoughts. The non-mages had enjoyed the connection of minds a whole lot more, especially those who’d managed to get their clothes off in time.

‘It was better at the second attempt, remember? The first time, with Mage Tanimbor’s guild, you and Lastani channelled a large amount of magic through the Cards and there were only three of us linked to them. The second time we used less magic and the load spread among more mages,’ Atieno said. ‘The Cards still, ahem, got animated by events, but didn’t invade our minds in the same way.’

‘Shattered gods, that’s good news. My stomach’s not feeling so great as it is.’ She paused and looked askance at Lynx. ‘You might want to take a walk though, Toil too.’

‘We’ll handle it,’ Toil asserted with a hard look.

‘We will?’ Lynx wondered, surprising himself by the sense of disappointment he felt at that. Toil was hardly reticent with her affections most of the time, but that second ritual had burned quite the memory into his head. ‘Okay, we’re camped out in some field here, but …’

‘You’ll keep a tight grip on it,’ Toil commanded.

‘I think he’s hoping you’ll do that,’ Sitain said with a sly smile.

At that Toil couldn’t help herself and she allowed a laugh to break her brusque façade. ‘Good point. Go take a walk, Lynx. Maybe somewhere away from women.’

‘Just the women?’ Lynx asked weakly, trying to participate in the joke.

He was rewarded by a raised eyebrow and a smirk. ‘Now that took an interesting turn,’ Toil said. ‘Suggest some names and we’ll negotiate.’ She turned to the others, as usual leaving Lynx feeling more awkward than she’d found him. ‘While Lynx is thinking long and hard there, shall we get ready for the business at hand?’

Atieno nodded. ‘Come.’

He led them to the treeline where there were several stunted blackthorns. They looked like they had already seen the attentions of a tempest mage. With mottled branches studded with spikes, they had grown twisted and gave the impression of hunched old men after a cruel life. A few withered berries remained tucked behind half-curled yellowing leaves. Lynx didn’t want to guess what they might look like after Atieno’s attentions.

Directing Sitain to sit well short of the tree, Atieno seated the Sons of the Wind mages in a line between her and himself. There was a little discussion of the process, none of which Lynx could understand, but finally they were in a line with Atieno waiting at the head.

By that point the other mages were hurrying over. The remaining soldiers spread out to guard them all at a remove and the Cards backed off to what they hoped was a safe distance. Given who was leading this particular piece of magic, that was a long way.

In very little time the mages were ready. A line of Sons of the Wind sat rather comically behind Atieno, the night mage, Sendan Kalozhin, in the nearest position to the Prince of Tempest. Atieno asked each mage in turn what their power was and they answered like dutiful schoolchildren. The newcomers replied ‘night’, ‘lightning’, ‘fire’ and ‘stone’. Satisfied, Atieno instructed them all to link hands. Seeing that, Lynx sank to his knees, anticipating a dizzying rush of magic.

‘Easy does it!’ Toil called, to which Atieno nodded without looking back.

He reached out with his left hand and brushed his fingers down the nearest branches. Lynx felt a faint tug inside him. He checked his hand and saw the tattoo was glowing faintly, building to a steady white light. Lynx could feel the magic flowing through his skin now. There was a distant hum in his bones, a prickle of sensation that ran from his fingertips to his teeth. He glanced at Toil and saw that she felt it too. Not the melting surge of connection between them they’d felt before, but a quickening of the spirit all the same.

He gave her hand a quick squeeze, enough to prompt a wolfish grin on her face, then returned his attention to Atieno’s efforts. It wasn’t easy. The thrum of magic running through his body made even that small touch electric as the presence of Toil and others began to intrude further on his thoughts. Sitain and Atieno overshadowed all, but Toil’s familiar warmth kissed his skin like the heat of a hearth-fire. The prickle of Estal’s mind, jagged and elusive, washed strongly over him too. Then the sharply cold focus and smooth swirling elegance that he sensed were Suth and Safir.

The tree shuddered under Atieno’s efforts, withered fruit growing fuller and larger as they took on a darker shade. The leaves turned grey-green and lengthened, the tips split into forks like snakes’ tongues. Lynx had to blink away the stars bursting before his eyes to keep watching. Atieno summoned more and more magic. The power flowed as fast as a river current as he drew from the mages behind him.

To link with them he had to pull power from each. It took a deliberate effort when his strength far exceeded theirs. The tree reeled like it had been struck by a gale. Black-glass berries popped with a melodious high crackle. The branches stretched and twisted, curling tight on themselves then suddenly unravelling before the bark burst open to reveal some ash-grey substance beneath.

That in turn melted without warning. It streamed away from the storm that was Atieno, and Lynx felt the tingle in his tattoos increase to a furious sensation. It raced over his body almost like the glittering water around the stone tree beneath Jarrazir. The surging feeling wrapped around his body and only added to the heady presence of Toil – both beside him and in his mind. Lynx wasn’t even sure whether he could smell her skin more acutely now, sweat and perfume combined, or whether it was all in his head. Either way it was intoxicating.

Trying to focus, he blinked at the line of mages in front of him. White light shone from their bodies, the outline of willow leaves unfurling into a familiar pattern down the line but then … Then he felt a tremble.

For a moment, Lynx thought it was an elemental, or some other creature sliding through the earth towards them. He cast a worried look at Toil and saw her wide-eyed – but scanning the line of mages rather than their surroundings. That jolted him into paying attention. One of the mages, a young captain by the markings on her collar, seemed to shine more brightly than the others. Lynx’s eyes blurred as he tried to work out what was different about her. Why the taste of soil filled his mouth and some sense of erupting power filled his mind.

He never got the chance to work it out. One moment the power was roaring up from nowhere to swamp them, then the tide broke over all their minds and there was only darkness.


Chapter 27

‘Deepest black,’ Lynx croaked. ‘What happened?’

Daylight intruded, stark and bright. He groaned at the ache in his head but forced himself up to look around.

‘We got fucked,’ said someone in a hoarse voice, just a dark blur in the brightness. ‘An’ not the good kind.’

‘Huh?’

Lynx stared at the shape for a moment. Eventually it resolved into the glowering face of Anatin. The company commander’s sweat-plastered hair stuck up strangely on one side of his head, but Anatin didn’t care, intent on lighting his cigar off a glowing ember. Once he’d succeeded, Anatin looked up. In the harsh light of day the sparker burn on his face looked gruesome, the stump of his left hand even more so.

‘I said we got fucked,’ he grunted. ‘By your new friends, so thanks for bringing them into our business.’

‘What happened?’ Lynx repeated in a firmer voice.

‘Just like the man said,’ Toil called from somewhere behind him. ‘We’ve been shafted. Oh look, your friend’s coming this way. Maybe we’ll get some explanations now.’

‘If not, can we shoot the fucker?’ Anatin asked.

Toil didn’t reply and the three of them watched Colonel Kalozhin make his way over. Lynx saw the man’s face was drawn, his usual easy grin rather more subdued than normal. The colonel didn’t speak as he approached, waiting until he’d reached them.

‘Lynx,’ he said with a nod, ‘Lieutenant Toil, Commander Anatin.’

‘Give me one good reason why I don’t shoot you in that smug face o’ yours?’ Anatin snapped.

Kalozhin stopped and gave Anatin a curious look. ‘Because I have an army?’

The two men stared at each other for a while before Toil made an exasperated sound and spoke up.

‘How about a reason for what you did?’

‘What did they do?’ Lynx demanded angrily.

‘These fucking geniuses,’ Toil growled, ‘decided to break the final fucking seal on the stone tree.’

‘In Jarrazir? Fuck!’ Lynx gasped. ‘Wait – how?’

‘They snuck an earth mage in with the tempests, Atieno didn’t notice until it was too late to break the link.’

‘How did they even know about that? I thought we were keeping it a secret!’

At that last point, a flicker of guilt raced across Kalozhin’s face. Toil noticed it immediately and pulled her gun, aiming it at the man’s leg.

‘Answers, now,’ she demanded. ‘I won’t kill you but at this range I reckon I can cripple you before you get a shield up. What did you do?’

‘You truly do not know?’ At that Toil growled and he raised his hands, explaining hurriedly, ‘Ah, yes, I believe you will shoot. I will tell you.’

‘Go on then.’

‘Lynx told me – he just does not know it.’

The other two whirled around as Lynx gaped. ‘What now?’

‘I am a night mage,’ Kalozhin explained. ‘Our power is one of calming, but this has many facets for a trained mage. Many do not survive to discover this. They are killed because we are dangerous.’

‘Killed?’

Kalozhin nodded. ‘Few Orders will train night mages, only if they have power over them. They do not want night-cartridges to sell and there is risk to keeping them alive.’

‘Why?’ Lynx demanded, trying to restrain his urge to hit the man.

‘A night mage can put you to sleep, this you know. To do this we calm the mind, slow the thoughts. With practice we can only calm some thoughts – keep you awake but, ah, half-asleep.’

‘Why?’

‘Interrogation,’ Kalozhin said with a shrug. ‘With the mind quietened, you do not create lies, you do not question. You simply talk.’ He tried his best roguish grin on Toil but it was entirely wasted on her so he quickly moved on.

‘Some things they say without being asked, if it is close to their thoughts, such as his feelings towards a woman. Most things, we ask questions. He does not remember it in the morning, but he answers them all.’

‘So you learned all about the seals, but why break the last one? What do you have to gain?’

His winced. ‘This I cannot tell you. My Order’s secrets are just that.’

‘Bullshit,’ Anatin broke in, ‘we’re a bit fucking far past secrets at this stage, ain’t we? What is it? Some secret devotion to Insar? You realise breaking that last seal just makes the gods stronger?’

‘This we know, but there are things you do not know. There are reasons for what we do. I can promise you the Sons of the Wind are no devotees of any god. Our mission remains the same, our alliance also.’

‘How in the shits could we trust you after this?’

Kalozhin shrugged. ‘Why trust? You do not have to come. The Sons of the Wind will march on Seit-e-Veirolle with or without you. Come if you like, but now your mage is not the only key.’

‘Tried that out have you?’

‘Yes.’ The colonel gestured behind him, towards the Sons camp. ‘We have tested each of our mages. Those of tempest can all destroy God Fragments.’

‘Shit, you’ve done it already? You remember last time that happened?’

Kalozhin nodded. ‘We do, and so we are about to march. The Mercenary Deck are welcome to come with us or to go home. The choice is yours, but we suggest you do not stay.’

‘There’s a fucking understatement,’ Lynx snapped. ‘It was bad enough when Atieno dusted one of those bloody things. If you’ve done four or five every predator for fifty miles will be on their way.’

At that, Kalozhin gave a crooked grin, reminding Lynx of his Order’s reputation for madness. For a moment he looked like someone far younger, rather than a man almost ten years Lynx’s senior.

‘Four or five? Oh my friend, we tested it yes, but once it works, why stop? We march on the heartland of Insar’s most devoted soldiers, it is best their god is as weak as possible.’

‘Broken gods and dark things,’ Toil moaned. ‘How many?’

‘Eighty-seven! It was most amusing; we have enjoyed ourselves greatly. We kept one of Insar’s fragments just in case and half of the rest. The air sings with magic, my friend. It is a fitting start to this grand enterprise, no?’

‘Gonna sing with screams if we don’t get away from here soon.’

‘Indeed. So – do you come with us?’

‘Doesn’t look like we’ve got any choice.’

‘As I say, you can choose to go home. This is my Order’s mission now. We will see it done, but we welcome your help.’

‘Fat fucking chance we’ll just walk away now.’

Kalozhin nodded. ‘Very well, I shall inform General Erazil our honoured allies will continue at our side.’

‘Honoured?’ snarled Toil.

‘You prefer we do not see you this way?’

That made her pause and finally, defeated, Toil shook her head.

‘Good. You should pack.’

Sotorian Bade woke trembling. All around him soldiers and mages stopped and looked about themselves. The ground, the very mountain they stood upon, shook. He looked up at the vast slanted sheet of rock above his head. Nothing fell and the ground only shuddered, but still a flash of panic raced around the camp.

Bade didn’t move. They were a long way from the various routes down. If this was an earthquake that could bring down the mountain, they had no hope of escape. He slipped from his cot and sank to his knees, closing his eyes. There was no fear in his heart, for all the constant gnawing peril of past months. Something else filled him, some other flicker that quickened his heart.

The scars on his face and body began to tingle. Healed but still red and sensitive, they were ever ready to chafe, to split and bleed. This was something new. The rumble in the ground pulsed in conjunction with his scars, as though the two were connected. The wound had changed him, Bade had known that much, but now he felt it in other ways. As though his flesh had been peeled back, his soul exposed to the world, and before it had closed again, something had slipped within.

Not infection, nothing so mundane or unpleasant. Instead, there was more to him now, some part he had been lacking all of his years up to now. It was as though faith itself had seeped in – some spark of purpose or the divine that now drove him. He could tolerate all the foolishness and frippery of the Knights-Charnel, their temples and creed, because none of it mattered. It would all be burned away in the presence of the divine.

He turned towards a great chamber, one he could feel the presence of even though it was hidden behind vast stretches of rock and darkness-infested tunnels. Others did the same, some already looking that way, and now the fear waned. This was no earthquake but a stirring of something greater. Nearby he saw a ragged figure, bald head marking them as a mage, laugh out loud. Bade nodded to himself, sensing an echo of what that man or woman felt.

‘It is done!’ the mage called out. ‘It is complete!’

‘What’s complete?’ Exalted Olebeis asked, appearing at Bade’s side.

She looked drawn and exhausted. The patrols and night-time skirmishes had drained her as they had all the rest of his command. But, as with Bade, what remained was the strongest of them. All the fat had been burned off the remaining soldiers and mages. The iron core remained, their best fighters and those born with the instincts of a relic hunter. Those born to be beloved of the dark. Lean and hard-eyed, their losses had been few in the last week.

‘The restoration,’ Bade whispered almost reverentially. ‘The return of magic to its full glory.’

‘Truly?’

He looked at her. Olebeis had always been a cynic of sorts, had always questioned with dispassion all she saw and heard, but her tone of voice was more hopeful than sceptical. An Exalted should be unshakeable in faith and ruthlessly pragmatic in deed, he knew. They were the spine of the Knights-Charnel and this alloy ruled their every hour, action and thought.

‘Truly. Something has changed. The last piece in the puzzle has fallen into place.’

‘Then what comes next?’

Bade shook his head. ‘That I don’t know. We will see. We will wait and welcome what comes. Soon this long vigil will be over.’

‘You mean the Long Watch?’

Bade turned to look down at the Dawn Stair, entrance to the deepest black.

‘Perhaps.’

‘Does it mean every nasty bug on the continent is going to stop trying to eat us?’

He smiled. ‘I doubt it.’

Olebeis cursed under her breath. ‘Winter’s not far off,’ she pointed out. ‘Our supplies won’t last through it. Even if we strip the city clean, there’s not enough. Even assuming the guards at the high pass are still at their station, they’ve not sent any caravans through in weeks. Looks like folk are afraid to come near here.’

‘Can you blame them?’ Bade asked. He shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter. Whatever happens, it’ll be soon.’

‘And then what?’

‘Then everything will change.’

‘Go.’

‘What?’ Vigilance frowned at his sister. ‘Without you? Don’t be so stupid.’

‘I’m not,’ Toil insisted.

The commander of the Red Scarves sat at a smouldering fire while his troops packed up. Toil went to sit close at his side, pressed up against his shoulder in a sisterly way that was most unlike her. She felt him tense – not at her, but in realisation that something was different.

‘What’s wrong?’ Vigilance asked.

‘The Sons,’ she admitted. ‘They’ve got their own agenda.’

‘This surprises you?’

‘In a way. Vigilance, you need to go. I’m asking you to go. Please.’

‘And I’m your big brother,’ he replied stiffly. ‘I don’t run away like that.’ He forced a smile. ‘And since when have I been in the habit of doing what you tell me?’

Toil scowled down at the glowing embers, the fatigue getting the best of her for a moment until she rallied.

‘Just this once, I need you to. I’m risking too much already.’

‘All the more reason for me to stay. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I could be of help. I’ve got a few friends willing to get stuck in if necessary.’

‘And I need you to go home. We’ve not always seen eye to eye, probably I’ve not been the easiest sister to have—’

At this, he laughed, loudly and abruptly, but Toil didn’t have the energy to hit him. Instead, she just let him quieten and, when Vigilance put his arm around her, Toil let herself be drawn in.

‘Easy? No. It isn’t easy to share a house with a bright burning light, but that does not make it all the more wonderful to behold. You were always Father’s favourite – no, I mean no blame with that. He is who he is and that kept him alive over the years. More recently too, so I hear …’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He heard there might be trouble at a certain inn called the Hand of Cards. Being who he is, that sounded great fun to a retired old bear.’

Toil looked up, startled, but saw only laughter in her brother’s face. ‘Night’s whispers, what happened?’

‘Some Torquen went to cause trouble, stir something up as they searched for your Cards. The Silver Scarves were there to greet them.’

‘Sanbel and the rest? All those old bastards? Any of them get killed?’

Vigilance shook his head. ‘A few wounds, nothing major. As last hurrahs go, it was modest, but they all enjoyed themselves immensely. No doubt by the time I hear the story it will involve four hundred soldiers laying siege and seven old men heroically fighting them off.’

Toil was quiet for a while. ‘This is what I mean, you know,’ she said at last. ‘This is why you should go.’

‘For Mother and Father? Their son is a mercenary, their daughter happiest chasing monsters through underground ruins. They accept the dangers of life.’

‘And there’s no need this time round,’ Toil said, shaking her head. ‘Not both of us. You’ve got a family, Vig. Go home to them. It’d break their hearts to see us both dead and the risk’s too high.’

‘It’d break their hearts to see you dead. That’s the life we lead,’ he said gently. ‘I meant it when I said you were Father’s favourite. I doubt he even knows it – certainly he’d never admit it – but that savage side of you that put out some damn fool’s eye when you were fifteen years old … that’s all him. That fire’s in him still and he glories in seeing how bright you burn.’

Toil bowed her head. ‘I can’t stop, not yet.’

‘I know. They know that too. From what you’ve told me, this is important – coldest hells, the word doesn’t even do this justice, but there you go. Nothing that important comes without risk, but all the more reason for me to be there too.’

‘But you can’t. You know that, right? It’s not just the danger, it’s your troops too.’

He snorted. ‘I may not have Father’s heavy hand when it comes to discipline, but these bastards know how to obey orders all the same.’

‘Not these orders. Half will desert before we get there. It’ll be a long, hard road and when we arrive … the Cards are in this to the end, we’ve no real choice on that front. The Scarves are just doing their jobs. Don’t give them a hard choice like that, it’ll be no good for anyone.’

Vigilance let out a long breath but just as he seemed about to speak, he didn’t. Instead, he kept his arm around his sister and they both stared into the fire. The familiar smell of him prompted memories of her childhood when they would all curl up in a bed while their father was away. Children and mother all together in the great bed she shared with her husband, all hoping he would return from whichever war he was fighting.

He always came back. When he was around it was impossible to imagine him dying, the sheer power of his presence denied it. The man had been huge and impossibly loud, brimming with energy and fury. He filled the room and seemed immortal when he was there, but in the dark of night when they had heard nothing for weeks on end … then it was all too easy to imagine an ambush gone wrong, a battle lost or plague ravaging a town they were defending.

Silver Scarves indeed … those silly old bastards, giving themselves names and going off to fight Torquen agents.

Still Toil smiled. She could readily imagine them, Father and his drinking cronies with their missing limbs, scars and hard eyes, looming behind some Torquen troublemaker who was trying to intimidate the patrons of Anatin’s own pub. None of the Silver Scarves had died, Vigilance said. She doubted that was the case for whoever they were fighting. Those old men were silver-haired grandfathers to be sure, but killers to their last breath all the same.

All around them shouts rose up as the Sons of the Wind set off. Toil looked over to where the Cards had camped. They were almost ready and she saw Lynx standing there, waiting with her pack.

‘Time to go,’ she said, looking up at Vigilance. ‘I’ll see you soon, big brother.’

‘Come back alive,’ he replied, kissing Toil on the forehead. ‘Otherwise the Silver Scarves might ride out once more.’

‘I’ll try.’

‘Look after Lynx,’ Vigilance added. ‘He seems the sensitive sort.’

She laughed. ‘He is, but there’s a nasty side to him too.’

‘Always Daddy’s girl, eh?’

‘Fortunately, there’s a lot of difference between them.’ She rose and brushed herself down before squeezing his shoulder. ‘Send them my love.’

‘I will.’

‘Goodbye, Vigilance.’

‘Good luck, Toil. Burn bright.’


Chapter 28

‘Kinda creepy, isn’t it?’

Lynx’s comment drew a withering look from the other mercenaries. Eight of them stood in the main square of some unknown little town at the junction of a Duegar canal and a slow-flowing river. Blockish stone buildings surrounded them, two taverns and some sort of town hall interspersed among the three-storey houses.

‘Really?’ Safir asked. ‘This is where you draw the line? Not the ancient underground cities?’

It was a prosperous region. Well inside Knights-Charnel heartlands even the little towns displayed their wealth. Glass in every window, well-built houses on the outskirts. This one even had an amphitheatre for those dreary plays northerners so admired. If every single town they’d encountered hadn’t been abandoned, Lynx might have liked it.

Lynx shook his head and sat on the stone lip of a raised pond that surrounded a statue of Insar. ‘Somehow this feels more lifeless. Duegar ruins are different – there were people here last week but …’

He gestured around them. There had perhaps been a market going on in the square when the population fled. Wooden barrows and market stalls still stood, stripped of goods. Several bundles lay in the mud, abandoned once they’d spilled. He’d seen it before, likely they all had, but there were no bodies this time round. It wasn’t pretty when civilians were driven out, but a sad reality that people died. Here there was nothing living, not even a dog.

‘You won’t get any complaints from me,’ Layir said. He raised a pint mug and grinned. Both Olostirans wore the traditional kilts of their homeland, but in concession to the northern climate they had woollen leggings underneath. ‘They didn’t stop to take the beer with them. It tastes pretty damn good.’

‘Assuming they didn’t poison it,’ Lynx said. ‘Simple enough to do in a town like this. We passed an apothecary and they had warning of our coming. Instead …’

The chaos of the population’s flight was evident. There had been no attempt to take all the food, spoil the wells or even take down the bridges they’d crossed. Day after day was the same, plentiful supplies left in the villages and towns, wine and beer for all. Even if that was a tactic, to slow up the invaders with booze, they’d never met the Cards.

Toil shook her head. ‘That’s what I don’t get – clearly they didn’t. That’s Layir’s second pint.’

‘Also, I’m not a total fucking idiot,’ Layir interjected. ‘Varaim might not be able to taste anything at this point, but my palate’s slightly more refined. This is quality stuff. It’s hard to mask the taste of poison when this hits every precise flavour.’

‘Sure, right little dainty princess you are,’ she said with a scowl. ‘Still – someone would’ve died by now if that was the plan, so you’re probably safe playing canary.’

‘Is that your way of asking me to fetch you a beer?’

‘No. I’m just trying to fathom the rest. They ran – dropped everything and went. Look at this place. It’s wealthy and orderly with a garrison like every other town but, when it came to evacuating, everything fell apart. Must be we’re missing something.’

Lynx watched Toil pace around the square, kicking debris aside as she went. Their wait for Kas was clearly nagging at her frayed patience, though the scout was not overdue. As they neared the holy valley, Toil’s restlessness had increased day by day. The goal was close now, the mission’s end in sight. Lynx knew she was trying to account for every eventuality, to plan it all in her head, but there were too many unknown elements and it was driving her to distraction.

The cold wind picked up and they all pulled their long coats closer about their bodies. Lynx had to hold on to the brim of his hat to stop the gusts from tearing it off. The wind had been a constant of the last few weeks, a dispiriting steady drizzle accompanying it most days. Their horses shifted at their tethers at the tavern where, inside, Layir clattered mugs and sang something cruder than his refined palate suggested.

The large stallion Lynx had been given snorted and barged the smaller horses beside it. Colet went to calm them with a practised hand. Her husband might have been the head groom at the company’s official home, the Hand of Cards, but Lynx could see she had as deft a hand as any.

Just as she’d got them settled a large shape swooped over the rooftops, prompting another jolt of alarm from the horses. The Cards all yanked their mage-guns free and took aim amid a flurry of curses. With fat half-moon-shaped wings and a spiked crest on its head, it was clearly no normal bird, even if it did have feathers. Before anyone could get a bead on the beast, it was gone, wheeling away to the east and vanishing behind the buildings.

‘What in the deepest black was that?’ Colet yelled.

‘Something that shouldn’t be anywhere near civilisation,’ Toil said, looking grim. ‘Get used to the sight – it won’t be the last we get.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Not a damn clue. I’ve only seen them at a distance, never had reason to find out.’

‘But probably, right?’ Colet said.

‘Knowing our luck, yeah. Just be glad there was only one of ’em.’

‘For now.’

Safir stood with his mage-gun ready while Colet returned to the horses and Layir swaggered back out of the pub, liberally spilling beer from six tankards. The Cards sipped in silence, one eye on the sky until Kas arrived, riding a piebald hill pony with four more mercenaries following.

‘We’ve got a problem,’ she called. ‘Scouts.’

‘Where?’

‘On the east road, mebbe four miles out.’

‘Did they see you?’

‘Nah, I was wearing my magic fucking cloak. Course they saw me – they’d be pretty shit at their job otherwise.’

‘How long?’

Kas bit her lip as she thought. ‘Depends. Looked like twenty or more. Might be an advance group rather than outriders for an army. If not though, they’ll be here before the Sons can make up the ground.’

Toil nodded. ‘Layir, fetch the rest of the Cards.’

The young man nodded and jumped on his horse, heading south. The rest of the Cards weren’t far behind, the company acting as an advance party themselves. The main group of Sons of the Wind were a day behind. Their orders were to hold this town and wait to be caught up, whereupon a different company would push on ahead. Lynx could see a plan forming in Toil’s mind.

‘How far from the valley are we?’ she asked. ‘Eight miles? Close enough to reach before nightfall?’

‘That’s what the Sons tell us,’ Kas replied cautiously. ‘I’ve not covered the ground myself so I’ll make no promises.’

‘You want to push straight on?’ Safir said. ‘Try your luck before the Sons catch up?’

‘Every town’s been emptied,’ she declared, waving at the buildings around them. ‘If they wanted to stage a fighting retreat or ambushes, they’d have done it already. They just all fucking ran, every single one. Panic drove this, blind terror. There’s an argument to flee, put up no resistance and save your strength for the fight to come, but no thought went into all this. They were spooked already, I reckon.’

‘And we just saw something weird flying overhead,’ Lynx pointed out.

‘Yeah – might be there’s more to it than that.’

‘Is this meant to reassure us?’

She shook her head. ‘Not at all, but it’s the unexpected that’ll kill us.’

‘Or the massive defences at the valley mouth, don’t forget that bit.’

‘I haven’t.’ She paused. ‘I want to push on,’ Toil reasserted a moment later. ‘I want to see these valley defences for myself – get there ahead of the Sons.’

Safir cocked his head at her. ‘Have you been at the poisoned beer?’

His attempt at a joke didn’t elicit anything. ‘I’m just saying we scout it out. Might be there’s a window to exploit. They must know the Sons aren’t close enough to start the assault so they won’t be expecting any attack. But they don’t know us, they don’t know what we can do.’

‘You mean attack not even with all the Cards?’ Lynx asked. ‘Just us Marked Cards assaulting a fortress none of us have ever seen?’

‘Better pray for a cloudless night then, Safir,’ Toil said, nodding. ‘If the gods hate you as much as you seem to think, we might actually end up with what we need.’

When Anatin and the rest of the Cards arrived, Toil laid out her plan. It went against General Erazil’s instructions, but that only helped to sway people. Lynx saw that Toil wasn’t the only one disinclined to trot along exactly as told. The distrust between the two groups hadn’t boiled over into anything but, even at the risk of his life, Anatin seemed happy to engage in a small fuck-you. Toil’s goal was to scout the land, but if an opportunity presented itself they wouldn’t pass that up.

They pushed on through the afternoon. Passing another ghost town before evening started to encroach gave them perhaps an answer to the mystery of the missing population. Several fields outside of the town contained bodies – not human, but cattle. It didn’t require close inspection to see that there had been some rough butchery involved, the dismembered bodies left to rot. While there were large predators in the north capable of doing that, an entire field of dead cattle suggested something unusual. Something that normally lived in the deepest black, perhaps. There was no trace of what the local garrisons had done about it, as though they’d turned a blind eye to the whole thing.

It was a region of large stone formations overlooking shallow valleys and narrow lakes. The forests were no great hindrance – this being a long-inhabited region there were good roads. They saw no one at all as they went, as it had been for days. No doubt the reputation of the Sons of the Wind had assisted things, but this was a region that hadn’t seen war in a generation. More than one village had been half burned out by the time the Cards arrived. The urge to flee had been too great to put out the fires and forges: the people had just run.

Come evening, Safir’s prayers were only fitfully answered. The wind had continued all through the day so there was no thick cover of cloud come nightfall. The upside was it gave them a better view of the city that defended the approach. They arrived comfortably after dusk – only the good roads and lack of patrols allowing them to travel so late.

Seiteil turned out to be nestled between two hills at the edge of a great plain, the high pass somewhere beyond. Lynx knew it was close, the Sons had extensive maps of this region, but there was only a barest outline at night.

The city itself was a strange sight – old and elegant with massive stone buildings. Several palace-like structures accompanied a huge temple, but no city wall at all. While it guarded the approach to the holy valley, overlooking the road that wound up past it towards the Seit pass, it seemed incapable of defending itself. More to the point, it didn’t look like they were even going to try.

‘Never needed walls,’ Anatin commented as they kept to the cover of the treeline. ‘Almost a boast in these parts. Still, anyone seen a city so quiet?’

He received only grunts in reply. The city was small, an administrative heart and temple complex that had sprawled into something greater, but they still had a good view of the whole place. There were lights and trails of smoke on the air, but very few. Either they were hiding and it was a ruse, or even Seiteil had been largely abandoned.

‘No army’s ever been mad enough to come here since the fall of the old kingdom I’d imagine. Given what’s behind them, who wouldn’t make for safety?’

In the darkness and at such a distance, Lynx could only imagine it, but the Sons had provided a detailed description of the pass defences. Two great towers with a long wall between and siege weapons running the entire length. No doubt it had taken hundreds of stone mages to create it, given they backed onto statues of the Order’s founding figures two hundred feet high. A man and a woman, both armed and armoured, stared imperiously down at the plain below, while the towers were still broad enough for the largest war engines.

‘More likely they’ve gone elsewhere,’ Anatin said. ‘Bastard Charnelers ain’t exactly known for their human kindness. Don’t they have rules about people entering the valley?’

‘If the Lord-Exalted’s at the front of the column, they’ll open the way.’

‘And shut it again as soon as the prick’s inside.’

Anatin’s comment drew a grudging nod from Toil, but there was little evidence of soldiers or civil watchmen anywhere.

‘Kas, you and Brel head down there, see what you can see.’

The company scouts slipped away without a word. The Cards settled down for a long wait, setting a makeshift camp in the dark with little prospect of decent food. Each minute dragged on like an hour. A scattering of rain came and went, while the only wildlife they saw were elementals – shadowshards making their ineffable progress across the fields and orchards, the bright burst of a firedrake high in the sky.

When they finally returned, Kas confirmed their suspicions. There seemed to be no sentries at the city and almost no activity on the outskirts. Even splitting up, she and Brel had been unable to find any signs of hidden troops. Seiteil was a hollow city. Those remaining residents cowered in its inner parts, hoping to weather the storm. Not one uniform or weapon was visible. It was either an incredibly orchestrated ruse performed on a night when they would have known the enemy couldn’t be within striking distance, or things were just as they appeared.

Toil and Anatin discussed it at length while the Cards shivered around them. Finally, the order was given.

‘Marked Cards, let’s move out,’ Toil said.

‘Out?’ Safir asked. ‘Where?’

‘We skirt the city, come around on the western side and ascend through the scrub on that flank.’

‘Totally bloody exposed all the way.’

She nodded. ‘But they don’t have eyes like us. It’s a damp and dark night. In these coats a small group will be invisible from up on those towers. It’s the only flaw there is because it’s not much of one most of the time, unless a small group can sneak mage-spheres all the way up that hill.’

‘What do we do once we’re there?’ Safir pressed. ‘We’ve got, what? Half a dozen grenades? Nothing that can breach those walls. You planning on just leaving a rude message then slipping away again?’

‘Then we see what there is to see. Work out how best to employ our two mages.’

‘Oh great. Perfect. Just so long as you’ve got it all worked out.’

‘Have a little faith, my friend,’ Toil said with a half-seen smile.

‘Yeah, I’m noted for the strength of my faith,’ Safir spat, but hefted his gun all the same.


Chapter 29

The group of Cards moved as fast as their slowest member allowed. Of the twelve, Atieno was both the oldest and least mobile, given his tempest magic had caused some bones in his foot to turn to stone. It was a common side effect of his magic and one that had been alleviated in part at Jarrazir, but it was still a problem.

The countryside was almost entirely empty. Most of the local farmers had escaped with the herds, but not all, and Kas insisted on stealth as they travelled. Sitain did what she could for Atieno, her night magic able to relieve some of the pain he felt. All the same it was more than three hours before they reached the foot of the slope they needed to ascend.

In the limited cover they found under a stunted pine tree, the group took ten minutes to eat and drink before their ascent. Atieno wasn’t the only one to be feeling the effects of recent days and months. As Lynx looked round at his companions his mage-touched eyesight could pick out the sharper lines of their faces still. They were growing gaunt, easy days and indulgent nights long behind them now.

He resisted the urge to pat his own belly, now less ample than it had been in a few years. Months of limited rations and marching will do this to a man, he reflected with a small smile. The humour didn’t last. Before long he remembered an incident of a few days past. Nothing dramatic, but it had stuck with him all the same.

They’d stopped at a small lake to fill their waterskins and Lynx had caught a glimpse of his reflection in the water. It wasn’t exactly a young face that had looked back at him. The decade since the end of the Hanese conquest hadn’t been kind. All the same it was his younger self there. A leaner figure than the man he’d become, one who believed utterly in the rightness of his mission.

Have I slipped back into the man I was?

He shook his head. Those years hadn’t been kind, but nor had they been ignored. Lynx wasn’t the easily fooled youth he’d once been. He wasn’t blindly following an empty cause now. Whether or not Toil had the same force of personality as the Shonrin, So Han’s deposed warleader, he believed because of all that had happened in his life, not despite it.

The image lingered in his mind though. The thin face and hard eyes of a man on campaign. And now he was creeping through the darkness to strike where the enemy least expected.

Mebbe you can’t ever escape your past, who you are. Or mebbe I was just too scared to properly try.

As they prepared to set off, Toil warned them to keep silent from there on. Lynx took one last look at the faces around him. Toil herself, so strong and assured, Safir and Layir, composed and graceful in their every action. Kas and Aben, naturally at ease and welcome in almost any company, while Estal put him in mind of some ancient goddess, one face warrior, the other mystic.

Granted, Deern was still just a self-serving arsehole, but overall this was company to be proud of. Anatin had assembled more of a jigsaw puzzle than a neat deck of cards, but with all these awkward shapes around him, Lynx found a fit that suited his own.

The climb up the slope would have been difficult during the day. In the wake of rainfall and at night, Lynx could see how the defenders might be complacent – if indeed they were. There were no lights to see above them. No sign whether Knights-Charnel dragoons were waiting there to rain fire on intruders or had decided to turn in for an early night. Without their mage-blessed eyes it would have been near impossible. Certainly, more than one of them would have tumbled backwards. As it was, they made slow but steady progress. A laboured walk where they used mage-guns as walking sticks, rather than blind peril.

It took a good few hours more to reach the top. Atieno and Sitain both needed regular assistance and they were near exhaustion by the time they reached the base of the western tower. There they rested on a narrow shelf of ground with their backs against the smooth mage-cast rock. Too tired to think let alone talk, Lynx drank a little water and tried to ignore the cold in his bones.

Once he’d failed to do that he turned his attention to where they were sitting, hoping that the awe and absurdity of camping at the base of his enemy’s fortress would distract him. It didn’t, but the sight of that sloped stone stretching far above his head did spark a jolt of fear. Up close the walls were intimidatingly big – unassailable and housing some of the most terrible weapons known to man.

Toil worked her way over to him and wedged herself between Lynx and Atieno, whom he’d been helping for the last stretch.

‘We don’t have many grenades,’ she said, softer than the passing breeze. ‘What could you do to this rock?’

Atieno scowled and placed his hand on the rock. For a worried moment Lynx thought he was going to draw on his magic but the mage simply ran his hand over the surface and shook his head.

‘Maybe I could degrade enough to create an opening, but the rock must be yards deep even if it isn’t protected against magic. Grenades aren’t enough.’

Toil nodded. ‘Thought as much.’ She patted the mage on the shoulder. ‘You rest. I’m going further down. I’ll send for you, okay?’

Atieno nodded as Toil headed along the tower base. Lynx watched as she moved to the rough sheet of rock that underpinned the blockish building beside the tower base. Toil paused to listen for sounds above, but it seemed she could hear nothing. The wind was in their faces, coming down from the north-east, so it should bring them some sounds of the garrison. Looking up, there were no visible lights – no movement or anything else.

Slowly, Toil made her way until she reached the earthworks – a hundred-yard stretch of bare slope topped by a wall the height of a man. It was the weakest part of the line, but any sentry would be mere yards away. There she stopped, pressed flat against the cold earth, and listened again. After that she headed on, slithering along the base of the earthworks. Before long she was swallowed by the darkness and Lynx was left just guessing.

Somewhere over that way was a road. The Sons said it was protected by a stone gatehouse the size of a small castle, armed to slaughter anyone who made it past the longer-ranged weapons of the towers. Toil was out of sight for ten minutes or more, long enough that Lynx started to worry she’d been taken. When she returned it was to pull Sitain and Kas out from the group. Those three repeated her journey with the sharp-shooting Suth bringing up the rear.

When something finally happened, Lynx flinched so hard he almost lost his footing and went tumbling down the hillside. His hand and cheek began to glow so he doubled over to hide any light from above. The rush of magic flowing through his body remained strange, for all that he’d felt it more than a dozen times. This time, though, the surge was strong – artlessly yanked to the fore by Sitain’s imperfect skills. Tattoos tingling, bones aching, Lynx could only close his eyes and focus on the great wash of power running through him.

Away in the distance he sensed a pulse of magic puncture the night – blackness upon blackness. The power bled away, leaving only a prickle in his fingertips and a hollow sensation of fatigue. Lynx opened his eyes and saw the others, except Atieno, wincing or gasping for breath. The old tempest mage sat more upright, eyes wide and darkly gleaming at the power in his bones.

Lynx heaved himself up and moved down the line, mage-gun at the ready. He nudged every Card he passed with the hard butt of his gun, knowing that they would need to be ready to move. There were more than a few scowls by the time he’d finished, but the faces were alert and they filed after him. Reaching the lower wall, he paused and soon caught sight of Toil coming the other way. She signalled for them to attack using the clipped gestures of So Han’s army, to Lynx’s intense surprise.

‘Ain’t that sweet?’ Deern breathed into Lynx’s ear. ‘She’s learned your language.’

‘When the fuck did that happen?’ he whispered.

‘Who cares – what’d she say?’

‘Silent attack, move through the town … well, tower, I guess she means.’

‘Limited vocabulary, your lot,’ Deern muttered. He broke his gun open and withdrew the icer from the breach. ‘Silent attack – right then. Sitain specials it is.’

Deern looked behind him and waved a new mage-cartridge at those behind him. They couldn’t see much, Lynx guessed, but Deern put his fingers to his lips to make it clear and the rest reloaded. Lynx was last to do so, still reeling from seeing signals he’d not used in years. Eventually his fingers found the black-painted clay with an S scratched into the surface.

‘If we all die, it’s your fault,’ Deern added as Lynx slotted the cartridge home.

‘Always an upside,’ Lynx muttered as he crept forward.

The earthwork slope was steeper, but short. Under the cover of darkness, Lynx was able to kick shallow footholds around clumps of grass and ascend to the wall atop. Once there, he set his back against the stone and interlocked his fingers. Deern put a steadying hand on Lynx’s shoulder and allowed himself to be boosted up and over. Without waiting to hear the result, Layir stepped up to do the same and went over.

There were no gunshots so Lynx counted that as a good thing as he sent Safir on his way. The rest went in quick succession with Aben coming last. He scrambled up with Lynx’s shoulders groaning at the big man’s weight, but Lynx was glad of Aben’s size when it came to needing someone to haul him up. In moments they were crouched on a deserted walkway. Nearby was the foot of a curved stair that led up to the higher station. Behind that was the tower itself, both still looking dark.

They ascended the stair, Deern in the lead and Lynx behind him. The higher platform was also deserted. The Cards exchanged puzzled looks then moved on. Ballistae and mangonels stood overlooking the valley below while three larger trebuchets loomed behind them.

They reached the door without incident. Deern discovered it wasn’t locked, despite the lack of guards. He eased it open and entered. The room was bare aside from a stairway and a cart, while at the back stood what seemed like a large cupboard in a chimney. Lynx had seen such things many times before, used for ferrying mage-spheres up from the secure magazines. A quick check showed no life in the other lower rooms so they started to ascend. Finally, somewhere above them, Lynx heard a noise and he almost gasped with relief. Just the clump of feet and murmur of voices – nothing alarming and a relief for those fearing surprises.

They worked their way up several levels, finding more empty rooms on each until they neared the top. There Lynx made out voices more clearly. They didn’t sound alarmed so Lynx kept on moving until he felt Safir’s hand on his shoulder. The Knight of Snow clearly had decided it was time for seniority and moved ahead, directing Layir to watch the stair to the upper platform.

He arranged the Cards at the door and made sure Atieno was well clear. Indicating that he’d shoot first, then Lynx, Safir knelt and shoved it open. A wash of warm air, thick with the smell of sweat and food, met them. The startled faces of three Knights-Charnel, cheeks flushed with drink, looked up. Safir fired, the new cartridge emitting a bare hand-clap of sound as a grey coil flashed forward to strike the middle Charneler.

A small cloud of smoke seemed to burst around her, insubstantial and feeble-seeming. She had just enough time to look startled before she folded up and collapsed like a dead thing. The man beside her followed an instant later. The third Charneler, a pale young man with a patchy first attempt at a beard on his cheeks, yelped and threw up his hands, eyes half-closed as he anticipated being shot.

Lynx stepped forward but didn’t shoot, seeing the soldier was unarmed. Instead, he scanned the room, a sparse bunkroom with an iron stove in the centre and a long table to one side. There were more bottles than anything else, the room slovenly as though they’d almost been confined here. He advanced, checking the corners before turning his attention to the terrified Charneler.

‘Where’s the rest?’ Safir demanded in Parthish. ‘The other soldiers?’

‘Soldiers? Gone!’

‘What do you mean? Gone where?’

The terrified soldier gulped air as he spoke, each word fired out breathlessly. ‘Away. With Lord-Exalted.’

‘Which direction?’

‘In – into valley! Town soldiers too, through the gate.’

‘From the towns – the garrisons? They’re inside the valley? How many?’

‘Don’t know. Ah, ten – ten hundred? More?’

Safir glanced at the rest. ‘Garrisons from the towns? Explains why we saw no opposition, or civilians. The soldiers left and everyone else just ran. Whatever was eating their cattle would be back soon enough and they must’ve had word of the Sons too.’

‘Did you even know we were coming?’ Deern demanded. When the youth just looked blank Deern repeated the question in his own language and the soldier shook his head, wide-eyed.

‘No word. No news.’

Deern fired more words at him then relayed his response. Several weeks back the Lord-Exalted had recalled every garrison from the towns and cities within fifty miles. With them had gone the senior priests, leaving only their subordinates to tend to the population. Whatever news they’d got from inside the valley, it sounded like the temples themselves were under threat or some sort of disaster had taken place, the youth didn’t know.

What was more certain was what the remaining handful had seen on the slopes, what had indeed slaughtered cattle and prompted the mad flight. Without soldiers to protect them the population were just another food source to the dark, swift creatures that were likely maspids, and various winged predators too. For the last week, however, they’d seen nothing – the Charnelers didn’t know if that was good or bad news. These ones had been drinking their terror away, too frightened to patrol at night given that monsters had been seen inside the valley too.

‘There’s just a skeleton crew of fifty holding the wall,’ Deern added after slapping the youth a few times as he descended into tears. ‘They’ve got a couple of horses to send word but that’s it. He says the locals wouldn’t dare look for sanctuary here, the whole valley’s forbidden. Without the senior priests, they’ve no right to approach and clearly the Lord-Exalted don’t give a shit.’

Safir looked around at the other Cards there, plainly confused. ‘Anyone know what’s going on? This can’t be a coincidence.’

‘I can guess,’ Atieno said. ‘The greatest cache of God Fragments, and therefore magic, in the Riven Kingdom is known to be kept here. Their security fears do not just come from outside these walls. The monsters they’ve seen are merely the fringes of a bigger problem – one that is drawn to magic.’

Safir’s face darkened. ‘Golantha?’

‘Hah,’ Deern laughed. ‘About fucking time shit like this started happening to people who ain’t us!’

‘All the monsters the deepest black can offer,’ Atieno said gravely. ‘We’ve come to prevent all-out war, but it may be we’re walking into something just as bad.’


Chapter 30

‘They’ve broken through to the second hall!’

Exalted Olebeis heaved herself up from the stone chair, moving more on instinct than will. She stared dumbly at the dragoon who’d burst in, ragged and bloody as they all were. Harsh white light illuminated the man’s face, scrappy beard and reddened eyes. He squinted in the light, swaying slightly, as Olebeis grabbed her gun.

‘Then the end comes,’ she said gravely, light-headed amid all that his words imparted. ‘We are lost.’

With her was one other. Lopein was a heavyset man with a shaved head and red robes. She looked at the mage then clasped his arm.

‘I am sorry,’ Olebeis said in a choked voice. ‘I had hoped this would never come to pass. I never believed … I never thought the threat would continue to grow like this. Not even Bade predicted the sacred fragments would draw so many creatures of the deepest black, like they were responding to some great rally to arms.’

‘I volunteered, remember, girl?’ he said in the same musical lilt her parents possessed. She had known him all her life, a friend of her father’s from boyhood. Taken by the Order at the same time, the two had arrived together and been inseparable ever since. Each had helped the other accept their place in life, the gifts and burdens magic imposed.

‘I meant to keep you safe,’ he continued after a moment, his voice quiet and wavering. ‘A last gift to your parents. I am sorry.’

She shook her head. ‘You have given your all.’

Olebeis slung her cartridge case over her head and checked the contents. Four mage-cartridges were left inside. Only one of those would be of much use and still … it would do nothing.

‘Take my pistol,’ she said, offering the small mage-gun from her belt. ‘For when they come.’

‘I am no good shot,’ Lopein said with a weary smile, but he took it all the same.

‘You don’t need to be …’ She stopped. He was joking with her. He knew it wasn’t to fight.

‘What about you?’

Olebeis found a flicker of determination still within herself and straightened up to look him in the eye. ‘I am an Exalted of the Torquen temples. I have stood the Long Watch and will defend it to my final breath.’

Lopein bowed his head, not trying to hide the pain on his face but unable to bear its weight. He said nothing. There was no more to say. He was a stone mage – he had done heroic work to secure their chambers up until now, but his kind had few skills for combat. Normally, he would be safe from all but the most determined of foes deep underground but, perversely, his skills had sealed his fate. He had been thorough in his work so there was no escape from this place, not now. What kept others out, entombed him.

Olebeis embraced the man. His great warmth enveloped her as it had so often when she was a child, in her parents’ own chambers. Then she stepped away, fighting the tears in her eyes. Her own death meant nothing. An Exalted was stronger than that, but his loss was a wound she couldn’t bear. She saw her parents in his face, the shape of his eyes and nose enough of a reminder of them and yet … And yet not the last look of those she loved most in this life.

She couldn’t speak, could make no sound at all. He smiled all the same once he had let her go and ushered her towards the door.

We all have our own death to face, she had been told once, soon after her elevation. It will come for each of us and on that day we are alone. In that final moment you will find your final test. Do not fear it. Your duty to Insar demands that you embrace it, that you plan for it and ensure it serves our god’s will.

We each face death alone, she told herself as she left the chamber, past empty ammunition boxes and the remaining food. Still she flinched when a gunshot rang out behind her. Olebeis faltered in her step while the dragoon stared back, wild-eyed, then tightened his grip on his gun.

‘What do you have left?’ she asked him.

‘I, ah – little, sir.’

She offered over a sparker, the last one of use in her cartridge case. ‘For all the good it may do us.’

‘Yes sir.’ His voice softened, became resigned. Beaten down by fear, constrained by orders and duty, he could make no decisions himself. He would follow her to death and if at the last moment he did not … well, it would matter little.

The outer chamber was a high hall, circular with a great roundel of glittering stone at its heart. Sweeping twists of granite sparkled with metals, the stone woven in such a way as to resist all magery. There were traps built in too, though she knew not what. She had never seen inside the heart of this place – had spent the full value of her life on a promise alone. There were three dragoons there. Dail on a cot, his leg splinted with blood seeping through the filthy bandage, Alao loading a gun for the injured man, Sergeant Neroteolo facing the door with his gun ready.

‘Sergeant,’ Olebeis called. ‘Will you take a walk with me?’

The big man turned. One eye was a mess, the skin of his cheek roughly stitched back together. It was a miracle the soldier was still standing, but not a surprise to Olebeis. He’d been a true soldier until a foot injury had him sent this way for lighter duties in some nearby town.

Lighter duties, she laughed inwardly. How foolish that sounds now.

He limped forward. ‘We won’t get far.’

‘So be it.’

Olebeis raised her gun and headed for the doorway on the far side. Whatever this place had been, it was an unremarkable resting place for the remains of the god Veraimin – or some of the remains anyway. There were fifty fragments sealed inside the vault behind her, so she had been told. Far fewer than those of Insar – far more than was safe to keep nearer the surface.

‘I want to thank you all,’ she said abruptly. ‘Your service to our gods has been impeccable. When our souls are weighed in judgement, my words shall fall on the scales.’

Neroteolo nodded, a fierce grin on his face. The man knew his scripture, he knew how the testimony of those most exalted were considered golden come a final accounting. The others just stared at her dumbly, struggling to comprehend what was about to happen.

She headed out towards the second hall. This charnel vault, like most of the others, was built in layers, several walls and chambers around above and below to somehow insulate the contents. She presumed it had once worked, before Bade’s demon-woman had upturned the natural order of things. Now it was mere scenery through which the beasts would travel.

The next hall was the largest. There was something there already – spindle-limbed and the size of a wolf-hound, but paying her no attention. It walked with difficulty through the gloom of the hall – a single mage-glass casting light across the fifty-yard space. From a bag Olebeis withdrew three more – flattened half-spheres a hand-span across. Lopein’s last act had been to charge these, to ensure they had light enough for their final moments. She crouched and slid one across the smooth polished floor, ancient Duegar engravings worn almost to nothing by a thousand years of foot-traffic.

The light streaked out across the floor, sliding thirty yards before it stopped. Neroteolo took another and managed to get it further, almost to the end. The third she put just shy of halfway, illuminating the whole chamber as best they could. She was satisfied. They would see their doom coming and this was a fitting place to die, if any was. Three storeys high and surrounded by a deep gallery, whatever this place had been it lacked much in decoration. Olebeis wondered if it had once been a library. There were sconces for mage-lights all around the hall and serried alcoves running the full length. Now not even dust remained.

She removed the earther in her gun as the creature crept closer, wary of the light and injured but seeing prey all the same. It was crook-backed and pale, white with long streaks of red. Insectile legs rose above its body and bent back down, around a thin flexible torso. Long stalk eyes emerged from a narrow head.

Olebeis loaded one of her last icers and took aim. With the added light the creature was even slower to advance, unsure of what it saw, so she put the shot right through the centre of its head. As the whipcrack sound echoed around the stone hall the creature collapsed dead. Somehow the sound never faded – it seemed to continue all around them then build in intensity like an approaching tsunami.

Olebeis dropped to one knee as Neroteolo cried out in surprise then fierce delight. The roar filled the air now. It shuddered through the stone until finally at the far end of the hall the wall burst open. Amid the dust and flying shards, Olebeis could see nothing at first, but she held her fire. Then claws came, massive and hooked. Long limbs reached through and the beast emerged into the half-light – roaring its victory as it came.

It was bigger than anything Olebeis had ever seen down here. Glimmers of orange light erupted from pulsing, gill-like fissures down its dark flank. The beast hauled itself forward. Legs the size of tree trunks drove forwards a blockish head that bore a nest of twisting horns. A trio of eyes glowed on either side of a vertical split.

It advanced towards them, bending its face right down to the first mage-light. It was snuffed out in an instant. Wrapped in shadow the beast continued, towards the next. There it did the same, as easily as blowing out a candle. Darkness encroached with its every movement. A frill of red spines on its back almost scraped the ceiling as it came. Each step brought it on another five yards, slow and deliberate as though it savoured these moments. When it reached the last light, Neroteolo roared and fired his gun. The orange light of a burner filled the chamber, but it faded to nothing as it washed over the beast.

It looked up at that, interest renewed, and Olebeis took the opportunity to fire. Her earther struck its head, crashing into the twisted horns on the side of its face. The blow punched it back and it reeled. A moment later it had righted itself and spared her one long, malevolent glare. Its head split and peeled apart as a roar shook her bones. Olebeis saw in the last scraps of light row upon row of teeth before it dipped and drank the magic from the remaining sphere.

She had time for one final desperate grab at her cartridge case before the scrape of its claws covered the rest of the ground. Then she felt nothing as the darkness consumed her.


Chapter 31

With their prisoners secured and the one conscious – albeit terrified to the verge of fainting – Charneler in tow, the Cards made for the central gatehouse. After the young man’s words, memories of the tysarn in Caldaire loomed large in Lynx’s mind. He couldn’t help but cast wary glances to the north, but there was little to see in the cloud-streaked sky. Below was just a faint dark lump of ground he assumed was Insar’s Seat in the distance.

Toil was waiting for them at the gatehouse with Suth and Sitain. They all now wore greatcoats with Knights-Charnel insignias. The rest of the building was silent but Lynx could smell something even before he made it through the door. Burned coffee and smoke.

‘All good?’ he asked.

‘Guards are sleeping like babies,’ she confirmed. ‘We’ve done a sweep, everything seems quiet.’ She paused, seeing their prisoner. ‘Took one alive, did you?’

Lynx shrugged. ‘You said silent. By the way, Sitain, those night-bolts worked a treat. We’ll be wanting more of those.’

‘Happy to serve!’ the young woman replied with a wobbly bow. ‘In this respect anyway. I’m all for not killing people if we don’t have to. Might be me on the other end one day.’

‘Do you need a sit-down? You look drunk or spent.’

Sitain shook her head. ‘Just tired. I’m fine. Just need a minute before I deal with the tower guards.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yes! Ulfer’s tits, old man, you fuss worse than my mother.’

Lynx nodded. ‘Back to normal already. Toil, our young friend here said the garrison numbered fifty-odd. We found just a handful in the tower.’

‘Most of the rest are here,’ Toil confirmed. ‘Take their weapons and lock them up. Try not to cut any throats unless it’s really necessary.’

‘Got it,’ Deern said. ‘Tie ’em up, make sure there’s no jewellery or purses they might hurt themselves on. After that we’ll check there’s no booze left, in the interests of preserving their immortal souls.’

‘Thank you, Deern,’ she replied. ‘You just volunteered to head back down and fetch up the rest of the company after we’re secure here.’

Toil turned her back on Deern’s explosion of complaints and headed further into the gatehouse. There was a connecting door on the valley side of the room, the central section being taken up by an ammunition chimney which stood above the gate.

Following Toil, Lynx found stairs leading up and down. As Toil took Sitain and Suth to the east tower in search of the remaining garrison, the rest quickly explored the gatehouse. In a pair of bunkrooms they found a few dozen not-quite-asleep Charnelers. To Deern’s obvious delight, one couple had been screwing when Sitain’s wave of night magic broke over them. Lynx and Aben had to prevent him from rearranging them while the others stripped the rooms of weapons and ammunition.

They put all the Charnelers into the bunkroom with the sturdiest door before carrying down the handful who’d been on duty in an upper guardroom. A pair of Cards checked over the buildings behind the guardhouse, a mess hall, kitchen and stable block. There they discovered a single cook who’d locked himself in a storeroom with a few bottles of wine, and two horses in a stable, all struck down by Sitain.

Once all were contained in the bunkroom, Safir opened the gate. Heeding the young Charneler’s words about monsters roaming the slopes, he sent Kas and Layir with Deern to where the rest of the Cards would be waiting. By the time Toil returned from sweeping the east tower, dragging a few more bodies along the ramparts, Lynx had stoked the kitchen’s stove into something useful.

Estal and Lynx between them managed to swiftly turn potatoes, a side of bacon and strange vegetables that smelled like garlic into a meal. They brought it up to the guardroom and the Cards descended upon it like wolves. By the time half the food had gone a cry went up from Sitain who’d been on the upper level, eating and watching the gloom beyond.

‘Guns!’ she yelled down through the opening where the ammunition buckets rose. ‘There’s gunfire down there!’

Food abandoned, the Cards raced to the windows. They were high tapered apertures in the thick walls through which ballistae could be fired. The machines themselves stood on brass runners, able to slide forward and back to make reloading easier. It took a while before Lynx’s eyes readjusted to the inky folds of outside. The pale path of the road was barely visible even after someone covered the lamps, but stuttering in the dark was the unmistakable flash and crack of gunfire.

‘Anyone see who it is?’

No one spoke, not even Sitain who had the best night-sight of them all.

‘Damn,’ Toil growled. ‘Let’s just hope it’s the Cards. Lynx, Aben, Haphori – stay here and man these things. Estal, Deern, Atieno, down to the ammunition store. Send up bolts for these, the rest of you upstairs. Let’s get a better look, see which side we’re on here before we break out the toys.’

As boots hammered on stone, Lynx pushed himself past the ballista and as far out of the window as he could. The chill wind stung his eyes as it swept past and he had to blink away tears before he could properly look. When he did, even his mage-blessed eyes could only just discern figures on the road. The rest was more of an impression, shifting shadows in the darkness.

‘Can you count them?’ Aben asked from the other window.

‘No. Haphori?’

Haphori’s dark mass of hair flailed wildly in the blackness as he leaned out, not speaking, and when he withdrew his teeth were bared in a wild gleam. ‘Not many, looks about right. More important is what they’re shootin’ at.’

‘Can you see?’

‘I see movement,’ the man reported, turning back. ‘Don’t see returnin’ fire.’

‘Deepest black,’ Lynx breathed. ‘Who doesn’t shoot back?’

‘Who or what, eh? I don’t reckon what’s out there has guns.’

Lynx spent a while staring down at the slope. He realised Haphori was right. There was no gunfire directed towards the group on the road, just sporadic bursts flashing outwards. When he started to make out a little more, Lynx realised the movement was too fast to be human, covering the ground too easily.

The rattle of the pulley brought him back into the room. As Aben plucked a narrow crate of mage-sphere-tipped bolts from the cradle, Lynx began winding the crank.

‘Don’t fire until I give the order!’ Toil yelled down. ‘We need to make sure.’

‘They’re human!’ Aben called in reply. ‘The folk on the road anyway. That’s good enough for me.’

‘And if they’re Charnelers?’

‘Then they’re fucked before they get through that gate. In the meantime, best we scare away whatever horrors are following them up this way.’

There was a pause up above. ‘Do it,’ Toil said. ‘Burners first in case they don’t like the light.’

‘Aye, boss.’ Aben set the crate down and selected a red-tipped bolt. The mage-sphere on the end was little bigger than a grenade, but shaped to fly better. Once Lynx had cranked the arm into firing position Aben carefully settled the bolt. They ran it forward until the tip was outside the line of the walls.

Lynx manoeuvred the ballista around with a degree of difficulty while Aben went to help Haphori. Finally, he had it lined up the way he wanted – clear of the road and possibly his friends walking up it. He had no idea about elevation, but knew machines like this could fire five hundred yards from a castle wall. With the slope it had to be further.

‘Range, anyone?’ he muttered to himself. The humans were no less than two hundred yards away, Lynx estimated. He inwardly shrugged and set the machine as level as he could above the point he was aiming for. ‘Ready as I’ll ever be!’

‘What are you waiting for then?’ Aben retorted.

Lynx pulled the trigger. The whole ballista shuddered as it hurled the bolt out into the night. He twisted around the machine to get a better look, breath caught in his chest as he waited for the result. Suddenly a plume of flame exploded through the night, further down the slope than the ascending party. Orange fire spread and cast its hideous light, illuminating dark shapes that certainly weren’t human. It was only a glimpse, but one was enough to bring him back to some of their more recent nightmares.

‘Fucking maspids!’ Lynx moaned as someone above shouted the same. ‘Out on the surface too. That’s never going to be good.’

Haphori fired as he spoke, targeting the opposite side and shooting shorter. The fire-bolt dropped just short of the ascending party, twenty yards off the road. Lynx caught sight of one creature caught in the fire, writhing madly before it was enveloped, while another scrabbled away from the flames.

More fire-bolts lit up the nearer ground, fired from above. Long splashes of orange and yellow spread across the scrub ground. By the time those were spent Lynx had a lightning-bolt loaded and was taking aim once more. He chose the darkest ground near that stretch of road, well clear of the flames serving as a flickering barrier. He landed the bolt almost exactly on target. Darting claws of lightning burst out in all directions. The trailing figures on the road there scrambled forward.

‘Hold fire!’ Toil called. ‘Has that done it?’

Lynx slid the ballista back and craned his head out in its place. From what he could make out of the slope, there were no maspids higher up. They would be mad to follow and from all Toil had said, the creatures were clever in their own way. They were unlikely to risk it, but he saw Haphori load his weapon again anyway.

‘It’s the Cards!’ Sitain shouted from up above. ‘I can see Reft!’

‘Someone check the valley side, see if that lot attracted any attention,’ Toil ordered. ‘Lynx, Aben, get to the gate.’

The pair descended, Aben in the lead with his gun levelled. ‘Might be something unfriendly lurking on this side of the wall too,’ he reminded Lynx. ‘This whole valley lies above a Duegar city-ruin, remember?’

‘Aye, whole thing’s probably infested with horrors,’ Lynx said. ‘Seems a crazy place to build a charnel vault, but I guess they are fanatics. And this is holy ground too.’

‘Fanatics who employ relic hunters and mages,’ Aben pointed out. ‘Most likely they’ve sealed the vault sections, left the rest to the wildlife.’

All was quiet at ground level. Lynx and Aben did a sweep of the ground behind the rampart and saw nothing out of place. It was pitch black beneath the gatehouse, the short tunnel beneath having a gate at either end. Lynx went back to fetch a torch while Aben opened up the inner gate.

‘Open up you trigger-happy cockstains!’ roared a voice from beyond the outer gate.

Lynx and Aben shared a grin. ‘Anatin,’ they said together as they set about unbarring it.

The bulk of Anatin’s Mercenary Deck barrelled in through the gate, almost crushing Lynx underfoot as they came. Many were swearing, faces gleaming with sweat in the flickering torch light. All had a wild-eyed look and Lynx could sympathise. He’d been stalked by maspids before, it was bewildering and terrifying. Above ground, where they could come from any direction, and with scarcely any light, might actually be worse. Especially with an exhausting slope to climb.

‘Is that everyone?’ Aben shouted above the hubbub.

‘Close enough!’ Anatin replied, panting for breath while Payl did a quick headcount.

‘Stand still, you fucks!’ she yelled, losing track again. It wasn’t easy in the light of a single torch but eventually Payl checked them all and nodded. ‘We’re here.’

‘How many of them?’ Lynx asked.

‘How in the fucking deepest black are we supposed to know?’ Anatin roared, lurching forwards and grabbing Lynx’s jacket with his one good hand. ‘You’re the bastards with the magic eyes, you tell us!’

Lynx exchanged a look with Aben. ‘I only saw one, you?’

‘Yeah – one. A runt probably, mebbe the size of a small cat. But at least it hurried this lot up.’

The suggestion left Anatin momentarily speechless with fury. Before he could rally, Toil appeared.

‘Everyone safe? Do we have injured?’

‘Yeah, don’t worry,’ Payl said, heading out for a look at the holy valley. ‘We’ve done the caring bit, we’re back to being arseholes.’

‘Dammit, what a waste of effort. I’d taken a proper run-up at it too. Who wants a drink then?’

‘There’s booze?’

‘Damn right. This must be the most boring posting in the Riven Kingdom – until recently anyway. They clearly kept the garrison lubricated.’

‘And the garrison themselves?’ Payl asked as the rest of the Cards started to push past her.

‘Just a handful, skeleton crew only.’

‘Anyone else think that’s a worrying sign?’

Toil nodded. ‘You just found out why.’

‘They got et?’ asked one of the passing mercenaries, red-haired Darm.

‘We’re not so lucky as that.’

‘What then?’ Payl said.

‘They got marched down into the valley weeks back,’ Toil said. ‘We took some kid prisoner and he spilled. Something nasty’s going on around the charnel vaults and we can probably guess what that is.’

‘More bugs to kill?’

‘Damn right.’

Payl grimaced. ‘Lead on to the booze then. This might be our last chance to get pissed.’

‘Aye, that’s the spirit.’


Chapter 32

It was a happier mercenary company that greeted the dawn that morning. Footsore and weary from their long march north, they ate and drank well through the early hours of the morning. Sleeping in shifts, they set a guard to watch both sides of their bastion but saw no one.

As the first rays of dawn finally crept into the sky, Lynx found himself up top with Toil, Kas and Safir. The northern sky was dark, the forbidding face of Insar’s Seat a glowering grey ghost below. Sinuous curls of cloud hung above it while the lonely calls of a few birds marked the dawn.

The jagged cliffs of the valley spread wide before him. They ran for miles until they reached the craggy base of the mountain and became impassable barriers of another sort. Lynx imagined this place would be beautiful in spring, a peaceful enclave from the cares of the world beyond. Right now, it was veiled in the shadows of dawn and each one might reveal a danger.

The Cards had manhandled some of the smaller siege weapons around, aiming them towards the more likely danger. Beyond their furthest range, the ethereal sight of houses started to emerge from the gloom. Incongruous, elegant shapes for an isolated valley. From what Lynx could see, they were abandoned. Likely it was a toss-up which direction the occupants had fled when news of danger came.

The sun rose and … And nothing happened. Not long after dawn the entire company were awake and on the main platform of the gatehouse – guns at the ready. Instinct told them to be prepared, even though Anatin gave no orders, and yet before long it seemed unnecessary. No soldiers or civilians approached the wall. The abandoned villages and towns of the plain beyond lay still.

Brief bursts of sunlight punctuated the morning as the Cards waited. The jangle of fatigue and nervous energy faded only slowly. They were still deep in enemy territory, the greatest obstacle surmounted but far from safe whichever direction they now moved.

Midday came and went. Drained by the long weeks of marching and familiar with the needs of a campaign, the Cards were glad to catch a day of rest. Despite a cold breeze, many of those on watch went without boots, desperate to give their sore and bleeding feet a rest. There was a brief moment of noise when the first of the garrison woke from Sitain’s ministrations, but Toil was soon there to speak with them.

Lynx could hear her voice from where he stoked a fire, heating water for a long-overdue wash. In uncharacteristic fashion, Toil explained they were all rather tired and didn’t want to massacre anyone if they didn’t have to. Whatever discussion went on, the Charneler garrison seemed to be far from the pick of their elite. They meekly submitted and made no further trouble while the Cards went back to their day of blessed idleness.

The hours came and went. The Cards drifted around the guardhouse, walked the rampart and nosed through the towers with a listless curiosity. Everyone had their weapons to hand, this was enemy territory after all, and yet this strange purgatory seemed oddly peaceful. Whatever was going on down in the valley, at most a dozen miles long, this upper half was entirely empty. There could have been frantic fighting at the other end, Lynx knew, but it mostly would be underground and the sound wouldn’t carry.

‘Reckon they’re all dead?’ Lynx asked as they sat playing tashot on the top platform of the guardhouse. ‘Wouldn’t that be a fun twist?’

Toil looked over her shoulder. She spent a long time regarding the far end of the valley – Insar’s Seat huge and looming over the small human settlements.

‘Guess that smoke could be the last scraps of a blaze,’ she said at last. ‘If the people got massacred by maspids or something, chances are a fire would’ve followed.’ She turned back to the game. ‘I raise.’

‘Now that’s a thought,’ Anatin said, chewing away on a cigar. Without looking at his cards or the table itself he flicked a coin into the middle to match Toil’s. ‘We take a walk down that way and everyone’s dead. It’s all empty, all open.’

‘Except for the horde of creatures from the deepest black,’ Himbel pointed out, scowling at his own cards. The company surgeon threw two more coins in and sat there glaring at the others as though resentful of being forced to play.

There were six of them left in: Lynx, Toil, Anatin, Himbel, Suth and Payl. Another game was going on in the mess hall down at ground level, but Toil had insisted a table be brought up here. Lynx sympathised. This strange, unearthly moment of quiet was bugging him too. He got itchy every time he took both eyes off the ground beyond the keep.

The rest matched Himbel and he harrumphed softly as Payl dealt a Stranger of Tempest to go with the other cards on the table – fourteen of Sun, ten of Stars, sixteen of Blood and the face-down card left to appease the god Banesh.

Lynx frowned at the sight of his own card as one or two of the players sniggered. This was Anatin’s own deck, a new one too, and Lynx couldn’t help but notice that the figure pictured on the Stranger of Tempest was a little rounder than normally depicted.

In his own hand Lynx had the eight of Blood and Knight of Stars. That second card was getting a poor reputation in the company. Folk had started looking at it with suspicion since the last two mercenaries to wear it had died, but it gave Lynx a chance to win.

‘How many bugs does it take to kill an army?’ mused Anatin. ‘Nah, I don’t buy it.’

‘Why not?’

‘If I’m getting overrun and I’ve got Highkeep Sanctuary close by, I’m blowin’ some shit up.’

‘Maybe they already have, we just can’t see,’ Himbel argued as Lynx bet on his own card and the rest matched.

‘They left the dregs here,’ Anatin pointed out. ‘They’d have heard any boom that big an’ run away.’

The last card came down, a seven of Blood. It was no use to Lynx, he’d need another card of Blood on the table for that, but he was pleased to see it anyway. It might tempt someone with a weaker hand than his own.

‘Raise,’ Anatin declared, tossing a few coins forward.

‘The Sons will be here tomorrow,’ Toil declared, passing her cards back to the dealer. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’

‘Do we have a plan?’ Suth asked, matching the bet.

Lynx took one more look at the table cards. Decided there was nothing much in the hand and matched it too.

‘Plan? Us?’

Toil gave him a falsely sweet smile. ‘Depends on the Sons. They’re the ones bringing the biggest army to the party.’

‘So size means you get to make the decisions now?’ Lynx asked as Payl went in too. ‘That’s good to know.’

‘Shame you’ve slimmed down then,’ Toil said. ‘Come on, show us what you’ve got.’

‘Get a damned room, the pair of you,’ Anatin growled. He laid down his cards and Lynx grinned. An eight of Snow and two of Sun – the Stranger of Tempest had tempted him. A seven, eight and Stranger in adjacent suits was a mercenary run. It beat Suth’s pair of fourteens and Payl’s high card, but Lynx had a better mercenary run.

He laid his cards down. Anatin was so annoyed when he saw the Knight of Stars he could only give a hoarse croak that was probably meant to be a bad word.

‘Don’t think of it as me fucking up your hand,’ Lynx said with a smirk. ‘Instead just picture Teshen laughing at you from beyond the grave.’

Anatin went still for a moment, just long enough for Lynx to wonder if he was going to get shot, then the commander gave a bark of laughter.

‘Damn it all, the cold-hand bastard would sneak out o’ paradise ta do it.’

He took a long puff on his cigar and blew the smoke out at Lynx, fixing him with a less than friendly stare. Without warning he tossed the cigar off the edge and stood up. There was a yell from down below, but he ignored it and stamped away. His remaining coins stayed on the table.

‘Oh thanks for that, Lynx,’ Payl muttered. ‘Man’s gonna be in a mood all day now.’

‘Fuck his mood,’ Lynx retorted. ‘If I’d not had the winning hand, the fucker would be banging on about that Stranger card for another ten minutes. You know he would.’

‘Aye. So what?’

‘So when did we start worrying about moods?’

She leaned forward. ‘Difference is, I don’t give a shit about your mood. Toil gets to deal with that an’ more fool her, but not the rest of us. Anatin’ll take it out on someone, you know he will. I’m either picking up the pieces or talking him down – neither of which I much care for.’

Lynx took a breath before replying. Payl was more distant and brittle these days. The death of her lover Fashail in the Mage Islands had hit her harder than anyone wanted to point out. The strain of marching meant they were all less than sunny, but he didn’t need to pick a fight.

‘I’ll go find him later,’ he said eventually. ‘He can yell all he likes at me.’

Toil snorted. ‘Sure, cos that never goes wrong. I’ll go—’ She raised a finger as Himbel’s sour face brightened. ‘After we finish the game, I’m not defaulting.’

‘You’ll go?’ Payl asked. ‘Queen of self-control and restraint as you are?’

‘You’re never gonna let me live Jarrazir down, are you?’

‘Nope. What if some other ghost from your past appears at just the wrong time?’

‘We’re here to kill people,’ Toil observed. ‘Strikes me there’s likely to be less of a conflict.’

‘We’re here to do the job.’

Toil nodded. ‘Aye, I know. Don’t worry, it was a slip. Won’t happen again.’

‘Cos Bade’s died in that fire or cos you’re filled with self-awareness?’

Toil signed and snatched up the cards to shuffle them. ‘Both,’ she said. ‘Either. There’s no man like Sotorian Bade in my affections. Lynx, I hope you’ll forgive me there, but the man’s got a special place in my heart. All the same, we’ve got a job to do and I’ll not be caught unprepared again. Even if the fucker made it out of Jarrazir, he can wait. There’s someone – something – else I want to kill more.’

Lynx nodded. What they intended to do, the sheer breathtaking audacity that had driven them here, made this day all the more surreal. And so they sat quietly and tried to distract themselves with drink and gambling, but it fooled no one. The stores were plentiful and that much free booze in any city would have seen the Cards unconscious by now. As it was, even Varain was being restrained.

Times have got so bad, Lynx reflected over the next hand, even the Cards are acting responsible. If that ain’t a sign of the last days I don’t know what is. He smiled. Come to think of it, that must be a good sign. Pretty much what we came here for.

The afternoon drew on towards dusk and a chill descended. The valley faded from view behind a pale mist that crept up from the lower reaches. With fitful cloud cover the skyriver made that mist faintly glow, something they had to hope would dissuade the creatures of the deepest black. Other than the wind there was no sound at all. The Cards found themselves watching the inexorable creep of the mist, each wondering what might lie inside.

As night moved on, the mist started to hint at its secrets. With little wind, the movement of something inside the mist was marked by drifting. Lynx spent a long while with the other Marked Cards, ballistae at the ready. Once it looked like there was a large shape pursued by several others. They vanished almost as abruptly as they appeared and the mist settled to calm again. The Cards were left to wonder what it was they’d actually seen, but nothing came close enough for them to risk shooting. Night elementals were in abundance and no doubt others too, but discerning elemental from monster was a harder prospect. Toil was determined they pass the night as quietly as possible.

Dawn emerged like a thief from the morning mist. The ghostly haze of their in-between existence surrounded Lynx as he paced the top rampart, trying to wake himself up. When he returned, Llaith was waiting, puffing away on a smoke and offering another to Lynx. He took it and together they sat in companionable silence, adding faint clouds to those that loomed all around.

‘As omens go, I ain’t in favour,’ Llaith opined at last, gesturing at the mist.

‘Huh?’

‘Don’t you feel it? Halfway between worlds, caught in a moment o’ quiet. We could be dead and not even know it.’

‘You always know how to cheer me up.’ Lynx sighed. ‘Pretty sure we’re not dead yet.’

‘Aye – but as an omen … well. We’re walking into the teeth of it tomorrow, most likely.’

‘Let the bloody Sons walk into the teeth. I’m planning on sauntering round behind the teeth when the, ah, teeth ain’t looking.’

Llaith laughed and clapped a hand on Lynx’s shoulder. ‘Ever the poet, my friend! Still, it sounds more our style, aye.’

After two hours the mist burned away to reveal little had changed. It was nearer mid-afternoon when the sentries gave a shout. The Cards clattered to the roof to see a long column of Sons of the Wind winding up the road towards them. An advance party led the way, helped in their ascent by the fact Toil had ordered several large white sheets to be stitched together and roughly painted with a playing card symbol.

‘You realise we could wipe ’em all out now,’ Anatin commented as the Cards watched the Sons’ army approach.

‘Our allies?’ Lynx asked.

‘Yeah. Tempting, ain’t it?’

Lynx thought for a moment. It was, oddly enough. The Sons were their allies, he knew that, but the lingering distrust over his interrogation by Kalozhin wasn’t even the reason why. Nor the massacre of their temporary Charneler allies. Unusual or not, the Sons of the Wind were still a Militant Order and he couldn’t trust anyone of that ilk.

‘Does feel like a bit of a waste,’ Lynx admitted at last. ‘All these big toys and no chance to play with them.’

Anatin nodded. ‘Whole armoury of mage-spheres downstairs too. How many chances do folk like us get to fling those around?’

Lynx smiled. ‘There’s the problem though, rare chances.’ He jabbed a thumb in the direction of the mountain behind them. ‘The one I want’s that way. If we have to put up with these bastards to get a shot back there, I’ll hold off.’

‘Never much liked being a grown-up,’ Anatin muttered, apparently agreeing with Lynx.

The scouts of their allies had had plenty of time to ransack the near-empty city for supplies long before the main army arrived. It took them a long while to reach the gates. Even Colonel Kalozhin and his advance party of one hundred were flagging after the ascent.

‘It is not true, what they say,’ Kalozhin declared as he passed through the gate with his troops. ‘The wicked looks well rested.’

The Sons colonel handed the reins of his horse to one of the Cards and flopped heavily onto a spare stool where Anatin and Toil reclined.

‘One small reward of bein’ so good at what we do,’ Anatin replied, raising a cup of wine. ‘Along with first crack at the wine cellar o’ course. We were all just wondering what had taken you all so long.’

‘We were to regroup before the city.’

‘Yeah, but that seemed dull and unnecessary.’

‘General Erazil was not impressed,’ Kalozhin pointed out. ‘You were to scout the defences, no?’

‘Don’t blame us for being enthusiastic,’ Toil said. ‘If you like we can let the garrison out again – for fairness’ sake. Give ’em a go at blowing up half your army?’

‘This will not be required. Victory seldom needs an explanation.’

‘Lucky for us,’ Anatin said drily.

‘Forgive me, but I am curious still.’

Toil sniffed. From the look on her face, she might have forgiven their breaking of the final seal, but she’d not forgotten it. ‘We all have our secrets, remember? Didn’t you learn it’s rude to ask that of a lady?’

‘Fortunately we don’t got any ladies in the company,’ Anatin said, giving Toil a sharp look. ‘An’ I ain’t interested in watching you two play games.’

‘Hey, you called me Lady Toil the first time we met,’ Toil protested. ‘Don’t tell me you were just in it for the money?’

Her joke failed to win Anatin over and he continued with a sour mutter. ‘Weren’t the worst of my choices back then neither.’

Toil inclined her head at that, unwilling to let him provoke an argument. ‘They’d gone by the time we reached here, just a small garrison left,’ she explained to Kalozhin. ‘Small enough that a little stealth and Sitain were enough to take the defences.’

The colonel stared at her in surprise. His rounded face was leaner after the long march, the lines making him look older than before. ‘Gone? Gone where?’

‘Gone to see to spiritual matters,’ she said, nodding towards the distant shape of Insar’s Seat at the far end of the valley.

‘All of them? The town garrisons too?’

‘Aye, recalled weeks back so our prisoners say. Made the civilians shit themselves so they abandoned the towns as soon as they had word of our coming.’

‘Spiritual matters?’ He hesitated. ‘We are too late?’

‘Reckon it’s the opposite actually. There’s no way to say what we’re facing, but there’s a few, ah, pointed theological questions running round these parts at night.’

The man nodded. ‘Our scouts have reported this – also more Knights-Charnel. Forces from west and south.’

‘Only to be expected,’ Toil said. ‘That’s why attacking this place is so stupid, eh?’

‘Yet here we are still,’ growled Anatin. ‘Penned in like cattle.’

Toil looked up at the walls where the smaller catapults stood, then at the crates of ammunition they’d brought up from the armouries.

‘More like foxes in the henhouse I reckon. Foxes who’ve got their hands on the bloody key to the henhouse too. Colonel, best get your army up here and billeted in the towers – give them a day’s rest before the last push. The kitchens are stocked, there’s beer and space for half your army to bed down. Best we don’t set camp or anything. Let’s give the Charnelers nothing unusual to see even at a distance, eh?’

‘A good night’s rest and we will be ready,’ Kalozhin confirmed.

‘Let’s hope so,’ Toil said. ‘You look out on your feet at the moment.’

‘Banesh sustains us in our trials,’ Kalozhin declared in grand fashion, but with a smile on his face. ‘Banesh shall give us strength. But if you have beer, Banesh would approve.’


Chapter 33

The following dawn found most of the Cards already awake. The day promised to be damp and cold but there was no grumbling as they made ready. From the ramparts, Lynx watched the sunrise as a work party of Sons of the Wind emerged. They had found a winch and set about using it to remove a pair of catapults from the roof of the gatehouse.

The bigger engines would need to be dismantled before they could be moved so they had been ignored. General Erazil knew they wouldn’t be able to wait long there. Two small catapults and four ballistae would have to be enough of an advantage. Teams of horses would drag the catapults on makeshift runners while the remaining supply wagons would serve as shooting platforms for the ballistae as well as haul mage-spheres.

‘Hard work for tired backs,’ Toil commented softly as she joined him. ‘They’re in an awful hurry, these fanatic friends of ours.’

‘The Sons?’ Lynx glanced over to her. ‘You worried about them?’

‘I’m worried about everything,’ she said with a tired smile. ‘If it wasn’t for you, I’d have barely slept in weeks.’

‘You have barely slept in weeks.’

‘True – thanks for nothing then.’ She shook her head. ‘I’ve never needed much, it’ll serve. How about you? Ready for this last push?’

‘Guess I’ll have to be. We got our orders yet?’

The hint of a smile appeared on her lips. ‘Ah – well now. The thing about orders is …’

‘You don’t like being given ’em,’ Lynx finished.

‘Only in the finest tradition of the Cards. Anyway – we’ve not technically been given any. Yet.’

‘You’ve got a plan?’

‘Of a sort. Our allies will have to march down this road in formation until the Charnelers spot ’em or they get in range of something. Precious little space up here.’

‘And us?’

Toil looked off to the eastern flank of the wedge-shaped valley. A tangled forest of pine and oak ran almost the entire length. At its widest it maybe spanned a mile – impossible ground for an army and hiding the gods alone knew what obstacles.

‘Oh sure, that looks fun,’ Lynx groaned. ‘Twice the effort and twice the danger.’

‘Sounds like our style,’ Toil said.

‘I’ve shared a bed with you often enough I can’t argue there.’

She gave him a thump on the arm but didn’t take her eyes off the forest. ‘If we go soon, we get a jump on events. Either catch the Charnelers unawares or bypass them entirely.’

‘Leaving the Sons to do the grunt work while we go for the prize?’

‘Exactly. Fuck ’em.’ Toil pointed down the valley. ‘That lake’s a problem though. Guards the flank of any army.’

‘What will the Charnelers think when they see us?’ Lynx said. ‘That this is an all-out attack? The charnel vaults are the prize, but not an easy one.’

Toil nodded. ‘It gives the Lord-Exalted a tricky problem. Do you defend the vaults at all costs and show your back to the main army? Or give the vaults up and make sure no one gets out alive?’

‘That’s the sensible call,’ Lynx agreed. ‘Doesn’t mean he’ll make it in the heat of the moment – or dogma will allow it.’

‘Let’s find out.’

Toil went to find Anatin and secure his approval, then the pair of them quietly sought out the remaining Cards. With food and ammunition already packed, it took mere minutes before the company filed down to ground level, watched by a few puzzled Sons sentries. With no orders to the contrary, their allies simply watched the Cards walk the few hundred yards to the treeline and disappear. Lynx knew they would assume orders had been given. By the time anyone found out, the Cards would be long gone. Whether Toil intended to screw the Sons over entirely, he wasn’t so sure, but right then it didn’t matter. They knew who the enemy was and they had a job. That was enough.

The air was different in the forest. Lynx felt it almost as soon as they entered. The cold clean breeze and empty sky was replaced with the thick dampness of undergrowth and the nearer hush of woodland. The tramp of mercenary boots through the vegetation could only dampen that sense of sudden difference. Looking around he realised he wasn’t the only one. The days of in-between worlds were over, overlooked by looming mountains and the vast slab of sky. Now they were back in a place they recognised – close, chaotic and full of unseen danger.

‘Toil,’ he whispered after they had gone a few hundred yards. ‘Is this safe?’

She gave him a look.

‘Yeah, I know, but this forest.’ He pointed around at the strange twilight beneath the trees. It was still early and the daylight barely permeated the tree canopy. ‘Things that like the dark, would this be enough for them?’

‘Honestly?’

‘Yeah.’

She grinned. ‘No fucking idea. Why do you think I’m not in the lead?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Aye, true.’ She paused. ‘Maspids will hunt the surface at night, we’ve seen that. Armed soldiers might drive them off, push them from their tunnel mouths. I don’t think they’re much for digging.’

‘So there could be some out here?’

‘It’s not what I’m losing sleep over, I’ll tell you that much. This is still too bright for most beasts o’ the deepest black. Even whipped up into a frenzy I don’t think they’re venturing into the open at any time. More likely they’ll throw themselves on whoever is blocking their path underground. Most of what you find down there isn’t so clever, brains of a beetle.’

‘And golantha?’

She pursed her lips. ‘Who the shit knows? Even if we come up against one that looks familiar, I’m taking no bets.’ Toil patted the cartridge case at her side. ‘Taking no chances either. In the meantime … Safir, if you want to say a prayer, now might be the time.’

‘I’ve said all I need to,’ the Knight of Snow replied. ‘Wasted enough breath on those broken scraps of half-remembered dreams. I reckon the time for words is over. Now we make good on them with our actions.’

Toil exchanged a look with Lynx. ‘Suit yourself,’ she said. ‘Bollocks to the lot of ’em, then.’

‘Bollocks to the lot of ’em,’ Safir confirmed.

The rest of the company took up the call, her words echoed back in stuttering fashion around the trees. After that, the Cards lapsed into silence again. The dense terrain required enough concentration and Lynx knew it was a long, heavy journey they had ahead of them.

The sloped ground was damp and treacherous underfoot, the pungent scent of fallen needles filling the air. Occasional faint snatches of birdsong broke the quiet, but largely the forest was silent. Lynx tried to picture the valley in his mind. The ground dropped away steadily from the pass, but nothing like as steep or as far as the approach to it. The greater part of the valley was almost entirely level, bar the huge ancient debris that studded the ground.

Eight miles of open country provided farmland and pasture to feed the city, small farms dotted around the landscape. For their purposes it was a fair expanse for the noble art of warfare – manoeuvres, feints, charges, trusting to the bravery and training of troops. Lynx was bloody glad he was out of it. Far better to creep through some forest ready to stab them in the back, even if it meant admitting he really was one of the Cards now.

With Kas and Brel leading, the pair of them popping in and out of view, the rest just had to trudge along behind. The going was hard, mud and undergrowth dragging at their legs, and every few yards they had to go around or over some sort of obstacle. The majority of the trees were hardy evergreens with paddle-shaped sprays of needles. They weren’t tall, but most rose large enough for the Cards to duck under their branches and carry on.

The Cards followed a winding rabbit path, avoiding sections of the forest where trees had fallen and allowed a dense tangle of plants to spring up. Lynx didn’t look too carefully but amid the rusty skeletons of bracken and bramble thickets he glimpsed what might even have been tanglethorn.

Hours passed and Lynx lost track of the morning as he walked, fatigue filling his limbs. When a soft shower of rain started to fall there was a faint moan of dismay from the troops, but Anatin took it as a sign to let the company rest. They watched the rain fall from beneath a number of wide-spreading trees, the Cards tense and silent amid the deserted forest. Once, a pair of squirrels raced down from a tree and almost got obliterated by the twitchier members, but mostly the wildlife steered clear. In the distance, Lynx saw a few small deer, no higher than his knee, spring away as they approached.

The Cards stopped again and ate a hasty lunch while Toil and Anatin discussed their location with the scouts. Brel had already cut away towards the edge of the forest to get sight of the Sons of the Wind. They didn’t want to outstrip their allies too far, but at the same time autumn days in the north were not long.

‘We might be out here all night,’ Toil declared. The idea didn’t look popular.

‘If there are maspids out here we’ll not see them coming,’ Kas countered.

‘They won’t be here.’

‘You sure?’

Toil nodded. ‘It’s not ground they like; soft underfoot, tangled, full of vegetation and scents. We’re probably safer than any pickets the Sons will post.’

‘Find somewhere we can defend,’ Anatin told Kas. ‘Any advantage we can get. The Marked Cards will be on watch, the rest of us won’t be able to see shit come nightfall.’

Brel caught them up an hour later with news of the Sons. They were keeping pace with the Cards, he reported, and had sent advance forces ranging forward to occupy manors and villages. The bulk of the army marched on the road with the war machines they’d appropriated, but Brel couldn’t see any sign of the Knights-Charnel defenders.

Encouraged, they pressed on, warily skirting a deep hollow in case it led underground. Beyond that the ground rose again as a scattering of boulders broke up the terrain. The trees thinned out to reveal the remains of ancient human works – not a settlement, Toil guessed, but some sort of burial complex.

This was nothing like the necropolises of the eastern states that Lynx had read about. Instead, centuries-old stone and earth barrows protruded from the earth like the backs of whales half-risen from the ocean. Spurs of stone jutted into the air at either end of most while the largest had a ring of them. Each block was ten feet in length and set at such an angle that Lynx could fit neatly beneath the point.

Toil called a halt to check each one, her eyes alight with professional delight. She pronounced them safe, whatever that meant, but urged Kas to move on. She received no argument and they spent one of the few hours remaining before dusk putting some distance between them and the barrows.

After a wearying day of slow travel Kas found somewhere defensible a short time before sunset. A snug hollow was crowned by one large oak that rose above the spreading raven-wings of smaller pine trees. A fallen tree was hauled over to the mouth to provide some sort of defensive line, denuded of half its limbs thanks to Reft’s hatchets. They couldn’t risk smoke from a fire, more for the smell than the sight of it. The Cards settled down to a long cold night, tucked in tight with their comrades. Darkness came swiftly afterwards, quiet as a swooping owl.

Lynx woke at a shout. He wasn’t on duty but had gone to sleep just behind the guards, the warm presence of Kas pressed against his back. The pair of them were grabbing weapons in the same moment, casting around for the danger even before they could understand the words being used.

Suth’s voice came again from somewhere above them. The Knight of Tempest had climbed the oak tree, taking advantage of the height as well as staying clear of any roving horrors.

‘Something coming,’ she called in a quieter voice. Suth didn’t bother to point, she just aimed her gun north of their position. Lynx threw himself down behind the tree where four Cards were already stationed, searching for the threat.

‘Two, no three – closing in,’ Suth called. ‘Can’t see what they are.’

Lynx scanned the deep gloom. He could see absolutely nothing for a long while. Then he caught them, bulky shapes no taller than a hunting hound but far broader. A flattened shield of a back arced up at the rear, pushed up by powerful hind legs. Several sets of spindly forelimbs picked a careful path through the trees.

‘Got a shot?’ Anatin called. ‘Take it.’

Suth grunted and in the next second a crash rang out. The jagged white trail of a sparker lit up the night. As it struck, the creature reared up as though to embrace the lightning. A spray of hair-like antennae flared forward and the creature was momentarily illuminated in a blaze of light. Its skin burst into a rainbow of colours as the light seemed to be sucked into its body. The colours remained as an afterglow as the creatures scampered forward, more eager than before.

‘Darker,’ Toil announced.

She didn’t wait for a reply, just pulled the trigger. A dull crack rang around the trees. This time the creature’s protrusions flicked forward but nothing happened – the dark-magic shot slammed into its faintly gleaming head. It burst the head open amid a gout of grey dust and the body behind crumpled inwards. The massive rear legs kicked once then fell still as the dark magic consumed most of its body. Dust hung in the air above it, thrown up by the impact, then slowly faded away.

The other creatures faltered and stopped. Lynx had his gun trained on one, an earther loaded, but clearly the darker had confused them. Like golantha, these things fed on magic, but whatever twisted mix of energies Atieno put into the dark-bolts, it was anathema even to them. The Cards held fire, knowing to conserve ammunition on the battlefield.

To help whatever sort of consideration was going on in their bug brains, what was left of their pack-mate jerked and fell as the remaining dark magic consumed more. A small cloud of dust puffed up and that seemed to decide it for them. One flicker of antennae towards the Cards and they decided the taste on the wind wasn’t so enticing. First one backed hesitantly up then the other turned and fled. In seconds they were gone from view.

‘Nasty shit,’ Toil muttered, echoing his thoughts. ‘Glad we’re the ones who have it.’

‘I doubt we are the only ones,’ Atieno said.

‘Really?’

He nodded. ‘I expect their finest minds would be in their largest and most secure sanctuary. Dark magic isn’t a secret, just almost impossible to control. I’m stronger than most so the job is easier, but skill might make up the difference.’

Toil bit her lip and glanced at Anatin. The company commander looked thoughtful before shaking his head. ‘So far they ain’t used it in battle, unless they’ve kept it quiet somehow.’

‘They can’t have put it into mass production,’ Toil continued, seizing on his line of thinking. ‘Maybe they’ve got the skills but not the personnel to do it. Right now the magic’s more theory than anything else.’

‘If they’ve come up against something bigger’n those shield-things,’ Anatin replied, ‘theory will’ve been turned into practice pretty damn quick.’

‘But supplies are limited – even for us. Without a mage as strong as Atieno, we’re talking a handful at most.’

Anatin nodded. ‘So we keep it in our pants for as long as we can. When we whip it out, make sure it’s the right time for a surprise.’

‘And on that note,’ Toil said, making a face, ‘Back to sleep until dawn. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day.’


Chapter 34

Fragments of sleep were all anyone managed. Once the grey of dawn started to fill the sky, Anatin ordered a fire lit. The smoke wouldn’t attract any creature and the breeze was now in their favour.

Those modest flames offered a scrap of warmth, half a mug of bitter red tea and a few slices of cured pork fried until dripping with fat. Not the ultimate trappings of civilisation, but close enough as far as Lynx was concerned. The rest of the company seemed to agree. Hard expressions softened, complaints went unspoken and Anatin didn’t even have to give the order to make ready. By the time the dawn had fully brightened and a few brief shafts of sunlight slashed the treetops, the Cards had set out.

Cutting east, they came to the edge of the forest, close enough to get a good view of what lay beyond. The kidney-shaped lake lay half a mile off, its ruffled silver surface marred by two broken stubs of jutting rock. On the near shore was a small village but it looked deserted now – unsurprisingly, given the advance force of the Sons of the Wind was close. Two hundred-man battalions had camped on a rise at the southern tip. The ground hid much of what was beyond. He couldn’t see where the main army was, but Lynx guessed they weren’t far behind.

There were Charneler cavalry on the far side of the lake, keeping a wary distance from the nearest Sons. Nothing else offered any indication of the defenders’ numbers. Both the hollowed-out lump that was Highkeep Sanctuary and the city on the far side of the valley could contain sizeable forces. They would have no idea where the enemy were until the Sons committed.

‘What now?’ someone asked, voicing the thoughts of half the company.

‘Push on through the forest and wait,’ Toil replied. ‘Until the fighting starts we can’t make our move, but we can get into position.’

‘In position for what exactly?’ Lynx asked.

‘Depends,’ was her helpful response. Toil pointed down at the western flank of the mountain base. ‘Look, there’s something there – an archway? Some sort of cavern? Maybe an entrance to the underground.’

‘At some point we’re going to have to take a prisoner,’ Anatin decided. ‘We don’t know the lie of the land here and we can’t risk guessing.’

‘We know where we want to go,’ Toil pointed out. ‘Look, the Torquen temple itself. There’s a path there, judging from the lines in the rock – too straight to be natural.’

On a shelf of land behind the uneven rocky peak of the sanctuary, stood the temple complex. It commanded an unparalleled view of the valley from beneath the overhang of the mountain, Insar’s Seat. Bathed in dawn’s light, the stone glowed pinkish-grey while the shadows were all the starker behind. The vast pillars behind the temple stood out, with shafts of darkness between them – surely the route to the charnel vaults themselves.

‘That’s a long climb, longer still with some bastards taking pot-shots at us. No thanks.’

‘That’s why we wait – let them fight. If the Charnelers have the advantage we’ll need to wait. If they don’t they’ll need every man and woman who can hold a gun up in the line, not watching their rear.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to let the Sons win the battle?’ Anatin asked.

‘Assuming they do?’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t trust ’em, do you?’

‘Fuck no, but what other plan could they have?’

‘I don’t know,’ Toil said, ‘but until I can answer that properly, I don’t mean to stick my neck out.’

‘We’ll be getting a fight soon enough anyway,’ Anatin said. ‘Unless the Charnelers have something up their sleeve, we won’t be alone out here.’

‘Agreed,’ Toil said. ‘Kas, we need a spot for an ambush.’

They travelled through the forest for another hour. The ground levelled out and the trees grew taller – less exposed to the fury of winter storms. Toil went on ahead with Kas but before long the Cards caught them up at the edge of a small stream.

‘We wait here,’ Toil announced. ‘The cover thins out beyond this.’

‘Any sign of Charnelers?’

She shook her head. ‘Doubt they’re able to just pull straight out and get marching. We may have a wait.’

‘They wait too long, the Sons of the Wind will roll right over them!’

‘And that’s why we’re waiting here – to catch their first reaction.’

Lynx stepped forward, shaking his head. ‘Not here,’ he said as all eyes turned his way. ‘Bad idea.’

Toil snorted. ‘Care to explain?’

‘This is a good position to hold and defend,’ he said, gesturing at the river and the ground beyond it. ‘Which is fine if we just want to hold them off, but chances are we’ll be outnumbered and we don’t just want to slow them up.’

‘Do you have a suggestion to go with that attitude?’ she asked.

Lynx sighed. ‘Yeah. We do it the Hanese way.’

Lynx lay on his belly and peered through the leaves, waiting for a sight of the enemy. He could hear them moving, quiet as they were being. There was distant gunfire from the valley beyond, but almost no sound here except for the breeze through the leaves. The rich scent of earth and fallen leaves filled his nose. Dead fronds of bracken were giving way to a crop of stringy plants he didn’t recognise. They covered much of this stretch of forest, but gave off a rotten scent that was unpleasantly akin to the lethal rattle-grass of the south. So much so they had made Deern take up position first, just to be sure it was safe.

Some sort of beetle the size of a mouse, spike-backed and dark green, lumbered through the undergrowth ahead of Lynx. He carefully shifted his mage-gun so the muzzle was out of the beetle’s path but it immediately changed direction and headed for the gun. He moved it again and the beetle stubbornly followed so Lynx ended up pinning it with the barrel. The beetle struggled for a moment then flexed its back and scraped the spines down the barrel. A stinking, sticky residue was left behind. Grimacing, Lynx batted the thing to his right, sending the beetle off towards Aben instead.

The big man grinned at Lynx as he shuffled it on to the next person, the bewildered beetle still stolidly making for the nearest gun barrel. Lynx looked away, not wanting to see what happened once it reached Toil. Up ahead, the Charnelers continued working their way around a broad stretch of more open ground. He couldn’t tell how many they were, but from the noise there had to be a full battalion – about a hundred soldiers in black and white uniforms with the red collar of Torquen elite dragoons.

Finally, he caught a glimpse of one through the undergrowth. He’d picked this spot so it gave him a long, albeit constrained, view. The Charnelers were fifty yards off – at the edge of burner range. They would be working their way towards a choke-point of undergrowth, where the open ground narrowed into a likely ambush point.

He watched them circle the exposed section, taking a longer route to ensure they weren’t caught in cross-fire. Lynx knew he could have set the ambush there, but the Cards were likely to be outnumbered. Driving off the enemy, even inflicting heavy losses, might not be enough. It was agonising to wait, but Lynx had seen this tactic work before. They moved on once they’d seen the faster path was safe, unable to waste time checking every patch of ground they passed. Lynx counted the steps in his head, imagining how long it would take for them to cover the ground he needed. Eventually, he whispered the order and rose to a crouch – half-hidden behind the screen of weeds.

Gun already raised, he scanned left to right – checking for a rear group. There was none, just two companies of dragoons working their way through the forest. Flashes of red and white on their uniforms made them easy to pick out. He took aim as the rest of the Cards rose the next moment.

One of the rear troops flinched as he saw them. He was halfway through a shout when Lynx shot the man – the crack of his icer ringing out around the still forest. The others fired in the next moment, a volley of icers that zipped into the loose formation of Charnelers. A pair of sparkers tore through the gloom after that. Only one struck the nearest soldier but it was enough to add to the panic. A tree between them burst open under the impact of an earther.

Lynx saw several dragoons fall from the initial volley. Given the surprise attack, he didn’t bother changing his position before loading and firing again. That shot went wide, but their efforts were enough to send the Charnelers reeling. He heard garbled shouts from the second group and glimpsed them rushing forward.

‘Shift!’ Anatin ordered. The Cards shuffled right, some still shooting while the others scuttled around behind them to find new positions.

Covering fire started to come from the further group. Icers zipped through the leaves, white flashes that hung in the air for a ghostly second before fading to nothing. Lynx ran at a crouch, heading into the dark shadow of a twisted, half-dead pine before he loaded and fired again.

The nearer group of Charnelers had retreated. They were trained to get out of range of the nastier mage-cartridges while the other company kept the Cards busy. Lynx popped his head up and fired an icer at the escaping troops. He couldn’t see if he hit anyone as four shots immediately rang out in response. Two went wide, two slammed into the tree he was hiding behind and made all those with him instinctively cringe.

‘How’s this plan working out for you?’ yelled Toil as more icers tore through the air.

‘Fine!’ he shouted back, dropping to the ground. ‘Come on!’

Lynx crawled on his belly as some of the Cards continued to return fire and five followed him on the ground, blindly making their way towards the enemy. He had to trust they would be warned of anyone advancing, but right now the Charnelers would be taking stock. The two companies had converged on a tangle of ancient trees, a good place to hunker down after taking casualties. He’d spotted it on the way here. There was space for a good fifty to hide there if they packed in close – something you’d do if you’d just been ambushed and needed cover.

‘Now we just need to wait,’ he said to Toil as he felt her close beside him.

‘What did you call this again?’

‘Translated it means “fruit harvest”,’ he hissed back, shuffling onwards with his gun across the crook of his elbows.

‘Oddly cheery for your lot,’ she replied. ‘You Hanese are weird.’

Lynx didn’t comment. Weird or not, they were also effective at slaughter.

When he could glimpse the trees in question, he stopped, hearing the bursts of icers start to intensify. The sound seemed to build and rattle through his skull as, second after second, more Charnelers fired on the Cards. They would be sending a group forward soon, ready to unleash their trademark burners, and that would leave Lynx exposed out in the open unless—

The roar of an earther came from up ahead. Lynx winced, half-anticipating the cataclysmic impact smashing into his body, but then came the sound of breaking branches and tearing wood. He barely had time to hold his breath as a second, louder, snapping boom rang out. The furious crackle of lightning filled the air. Then came another explosion – then another and another. In moments, the sounds were indistinguishable from each other.

Light blazed, stuttering and furious, through the twilight of the trees. Flames leaped and perhaps there were screams there. The lightning drowned it all out in a cacophony of rage. For a few seconds Lynx held position, frozen and terrified by the monstrous noise up close. He’d known they were coming – two spark-grenades, known as cracklers, had been wedged in the trees for Suth’s earther to ‘harvest’ – but that meant nothing when you were so close to such brutality.

Finally, the sounds died down. Lynx forced himself up and saw a handful of Charnelers just twenty yards away, guns abandoned as they reeled from the explosions. The knot of trees were almost blasted into nothingness. Half the cartridge cases in the company had been set off by those cracklers and added to the explosions. Fire swamped the right-hand side of what remained, scorched and torn bodies had been hurled from the nearer side.

Even the assault party that had escaped the trees were down. Lynx saw them floundering in the dirt and fired a burner their way. He wasn’t the only one. Toil and the others with him added their guns to the volley. A savage concoction of fire and lightning smashed into the dazed soldiers and they fell screaming.

He stared at the shattered remains of the Charneler battalion. There were cries coming from the trees, sounds so weak they could have been the sobs of a child. The rest of Suth’s group appeared and they advanced on the burning trees, firing icers into anything that moved. A few had been on the far side and thrown clear of the trees. There was a little gunfire exchanged but from what he could see they were woozy and shocked. Suth herself led the charge, picking her targets with ease.

Lynx followed Toil numbly as she went to finish off the rest, his body acting independently as he did the same. There was a small mercy in this last act. The survivors were horribly injured. But still he hated himself – both for doing this in full knowledge of what it meant and the fact he was good at it. There was a dark part of his soul that craved the terror and the release of violence. He had never managed to settle in more peaceful surroundings, never found how to live a normal life or hold a job to be proud of.

When it was over, he found himself turning north – in the direction of the mountain somewhere behind the trees. He still hoped that one day he might do more than break things, destroy people, but this was not that day.

Maybe tomorrow. Lynx thought, glancing down at the silver ring of the Vagrim he wore. Assuming I’m there to see it. If not, at least make it mean something. If we can make this sort of fighting a thing of the past, maybe it’ll be worthwhile. I have to hope so.


Chapter 35

Lynx watched Safir and Layir carry the body to a clearing where dead wood had been laid like a bed. Tears streaked the younger man’s face. Brellis, the Thirteen of Blood, had caught a stray icer sometime during the fight. No one had seen her go down. Only when Toil had done the count had anyone noticed the raven-haired woman’s absence.

It had taken a while to find her body, but not even Toil argued against doing so. Brellis had hailed from some backwoods village no one had ever heard of. A bluff woman with a near-permanent grin, she’d cheerfully fought and fucked her way through five years in the company. A neat hole in her jacket showed where the icer had punched through her heart. As Layir, her lover, bent over her and took a few slow breaths, his hands covered the badge she wore.

His father cut the badge away from her jacket and pressed that into Layir’s hands. The young Olostiran nodded and stowed it into a pocket before removing a burner from his cartridge case. This he tucked into Brellis’s folded hands. With one final stroke of her hair and a kiss on her forehead, Layir stood and the rest began to move out. Heading north, Layir lagged behind until everyone was clear then fired a sparker at the corpse – continuing the tradition of the Cards. They left the body burning and headed for the treeline.

Even before they’d reached it, Lynx could hear the distant sounds of explosions. It was hard to make out any detail, only that a force of Charnelers had finally emerged to stop the Sons advancing any further towards their most sacred temple. They looked outnumbered but when Kas climbed a tree she reported more activity and gunfire in the distance, near the city.

‘What now?’ Anatin asked Toil. ‘There’s no way we get to the temple from here.’

She nodded. There was a reserve force near the great stone block of Highkeep Sanctuary. It wasn’t large, but enough to defend the Thousand Steps – a broad stairway that had been cut into the mountainside up to the temples – from any assault the Cards could mount.

‘Looks like we’ll have to go with our old favourite plan B,’ Toil said with a nasty smile.

‘Which one is … Oh screaming hells – I know that look!’ Anatin turned and hissed behind him. ‘Hey, Lynx, can’t you get your damned woman under control?’

Lynx snorted. ‘Has there ever – and I mean bloody ever – been the slightest indication that was a possibility?’

‘Time to step up and take charge then, my friend.’

‘I ain’t so stupid as I look,’ he said with a shake of the head. ‘You’re on your own there, boss.’

‘I could order you.’

‘Could you though?’

‘Shit.’ Anatin sighed. ‘Right, Princess – exactly which hellmouth of bitey darkness do you want us to crawl down?’

‘Follow the wisdom of the ancients,’ Toil said, pointing towards the archway they’d spotted earlier.

Lynx wasn’t sure what he was looking at yet, but from the shape it was no natural opening – nor did it lead into total darkness. That western flank of Insar’s Seat was a chaotic mess of jutting rock, fissures and isolated strips of grass far out of reach of anything that didn’t have wings.

‘Some of the troops came from that,’ Toil asserted. ‘Exactly what’s in there I dunno, but why put a fortification where there’s no ground to dominate, inconveniently far from the main population?’

‘So there’s definitely an entrance to the deepest black there?’ Anatin asked. ‘Or are you just guessing? Cos we’re fucked if you get this wrong.’

‘Not the first time we’d be fucked if I guess wrong,’ Toil said in a sharp tone. ‘Yet here we are. One day you’re gonna have to accept I’m just this good.’

‘Oh I do, but frankly I’ve recently been longing for the days when I thought you were just a pair o’ tits and a swift blade,’ Anatin replied. As he spoke, he brandished the leather-clad stump where his hand had once been. ‘Life was a lot simpler back then and it’s not like things always go to plan, is it?’

‘Probably won’t be milk and cookies waiting for us on the other side,’ Toil agreed. ‘Doesn’t mean we’re going to give up now. Someone pass me that rope. I need to see what’s going on for myself.’

With a certain amount of grace and a large helping of swearing, Toil ascended the tree to perch alongside Kas. She was quiet a long while then spent a few minutes pointing and whispering with Kas. Whatever they agreed, Toil clambered halfway down, still watching what was going on beyond the lake.

‘It’s a holding action for the moment,’ Toil reported from above their heads. ‘Reckon the Lord-Exalted’s got a plan and the Sons don’t mean to rush on in. Sit yourselves down until Kas gives the word.’

The Cards were happy enough to do that. The scent of tobacco was soon drifting over them while Anatin made sure he didn’t miss the hip flasks surreptitiously emerging. The valley beyond their little stretch of woods popped and cracked with distant bursts of gunfire. None of it was overly significant – nothing beyond a few volleys, a short skirmish. Kas was relieved from watch duty by first Suth then Layir as the time passed. Only twice did the large boom of mage-spheres roll across the landscape but it was another hour before Layir shouted down.

‘Movement!’

‘Where?’

‘Near the city,’ came the reply. ‘Seems to be a battle – I can see the flashes even this far away.’

‘What about the rest?’

‘The Charnelers are advancing – small groups only. Don’t think the Sons are falling for it, but— Yeah, they’re throwing the heavy shit.’

As if in confirmation came the boom of distant explosions, rumbling like thunder from three miles away. The faint snap of icers distorted the heavy drift of wind through the leaves. This time the sound was more constant. Lynx pulled his pack onto his back with a slight groan. The fighting had started in earnest and soon they would be moving out. There was half a mile of open ground to cross before they reached the archway. This wouldn’t be some gentle amble.

‘What’s the order?’ Payl, Anatin’s second in command, asked. ‘Double-time or every bastard for themselves?’

‘How about an orderly march?’ Toil said. She glanced back at the forest behind them. ‘We pulled a half-dozen uniforms from the tower stores. Not enough for the whole company, but enough for a front rank.’

Anatin cackled. ‘The old washer-women routine, eh? Never gets old.’

‘Never bloody works either,’ Payl objected.

‘Course it does! Any sentries just see half of those who went into the forest come back out after a gunfight. We don’t need to pass muster up close. We’re not sneaking out of prison, just buying time to get in burner range. After that, all bets are off.’

‘The Sons are turning,’ Layir interrupted from the top of the tree. ‘Broken formation and, yeah, must be the Charnelers have sent a force up the other flank too. Reckon the Sons mean to cut them off and the skirmish parties across the lake are trying to slow them up.’

‘Now’s the time,’ Toil decided. ‘Those of you carrying bits of Charneler uniform in your packs – pull ’em out. We’ll head for the arch as neat and soldier-like as we can.’

Anatin nodded. ‘You heard the woman, get to it. Time we earned the triple pay she’s giving us.’

‘I never said anything about—’ Toil stopped. ‘Oh fine, triple it is. Fucking mercenaries …’

Deern grinned. ‘That don’t get you a discount,’ he said, nudging her with an elbow, ‘not unless you brought enough for the whole class.’

‘Get burned, Deern.’

‘Triple pay it is then! I can live with that.’

‘Let’s hope we do.’

The Cards changed quickly and in a few minutes Anatin led them out of the treeline. Deern, Varain, Payl and Llaith walked alongside him at the fore. They moved as quickly as seemed sensible. Any company that had been chewed in half by the enemy wasn’t going to hang around, but running might attract attention. Lynx stole looks off to their right when he could. A few troops of Charneler cavalry roved around the higher ground beyond the lake between shifting companies of infantry.

None seemed at all interested in what the Cards were up to – or rather, none of them could afford the time. The Sons of the Wind held a long rise and the road to the city. Their handful of artillery pieces were on carts in the very centre of the valley, protected by a box formation of infantry. Flashes and the distant bang of grenades showed the fighting on the far side was still going on, but it was too far to make anything out.

Lynx guessed that soon General Erazil would make her move. She had no way of knowing what mischief the Lord-Exalted might have up his sleeve, but there wouldn’t be time for too much subtlety. If there was a big push up the eastern flank of the valley, that was his roll of the dice. Only a fool would assume it was a ruse unless she was badly outnumbered. At that point none of her army was making it out of the valley alive anyway.

As grey clouds started to mass above, the Cards closed on the archway, relieved to be walking on close-cropped grazing fields. For the first four hundred yards it didn’t seem as though anyone even noticed. When figures did emerge from the archway they turned around almost immediately to report back. The Cards upped their pace and it was another hundred yards before more faces appeared. At that distance Lynx couldn’t make out any detail but he imagined one was an officer come to see for themself.

‘Keep going,’ Anatin said in a conversational tone. ‘Don’t give ’em a reason to worry.’

‘And when they do start worrying?’ Laith asked.

‘We do nothing until the shooting starts. Ignore what won’t kill you.’

‘Like Sitain?’

Tense laughter ran through the company.

‘Even when they start shooting, we only fire back if we’ve a chance of hitting ’em,’ Anatin continued. ‘If we can’t hit them, they’ve got sod-all chance of hitting us.’

‘I could hit you from here,’ Sitain said from the rear of the column.

‘Adorable you reckon so,’ Anatin called back, ‘but we all know it ain’t true.’

The small group at the archway idly watched them for another hundred yards. Still well out of burner range, Lynx felt the tension fill his shoulders as he fought the urge to hunch up as he walked. Marching across open ground was a death sentence in most battles, but there was nothing more to do.

‘Someone’s taking an interest,’ Kas reported from the column’s right flank. ‘Battalion o’ Charnelers over there seem to be coming this way.’

‘How far?’ Anatin asked – well used to relying on her eyes over his own.

‘Not close enough to catch us, but it might tip the rest off.’

As predicted, there was movement up at the gate, figures ducking in and out of view for a while until a knot of uniforms emerged in some semblance of order.

‘Get ready,’ Anatin called. ‘Sun – you’ll break left and take up shooting positions. Tempest go right and do the same thirty yards on. The rest o’ you, double-time forward as best you can.’

They were a hundred yards away when someone decided they weren’t true Knights-Charnel. A single warning shot was ignored as it flashed overhead. Lynx knew the next order wouldn’t be long in coming. Anatin gave them just a few seconds more then split his suit away from the group. They stopped just clear of the rest and levelled their guns. A stuttered volley of icers caused the soldiers to duck and scramble for cover – as though they’d not expected to be shot at in response.

‘Tempest!’ Suth ordered, running forward to find a firing position.

Lynx scrambled along behind her then dropped to one knee. They had their guns level just as the Charnelers popped back around the corner again, bravery reasserted. They fired together while shouts came from the other groups behind. Two Charnelers fell, the rest were put off and their return fire went high.

‘Ready to fire!’ Suth said once they’d reloaded. She had one eye on Anatin’s group, still running past the three suits in the centre. ‘Fire!’

This time their volley sent the Charnelers scrambling and Anatin didn’t bother stopping. His suit carried on right up to the archway, holding there ready to shoot the first Charnelers who emerged.

Once the company was reassembled, just out of view of anyone around the corner, Sitain pushed her way forward and sent a pulse of night magic through the open gap. This done, Suth strode boldly forward, pistols drawn, and Lynx was close behind her.

A handful of Knights-Charnel lay on the ground, one wounded by an earlier shot and all of them unconscious from Sitain’s surprise. Beyond the archway was a strange sort of camp with tents and mess areas spread across a large open space that reminded Lynx slightly of the first rift they’d reached in Shadows Deep. The upper levels here were overgrown and barely recognisable as part of the city-ruin, but the proportions were too big – the space too unlikely to be natural.

Daylight came in from the left, above a human-mage-built barracks or guardhouse. In the centre of the open ground was a strange square hole where two soldiers stood in uniforms he didn’t recognise.

‘Take no chances,’ Anatin called as he fired at one of those with his mage-pistol. The pair ducked down at the shot but Varain sent a sparker their way a moment later and the spray of lightning enveloped both.

That was the cue for the real gunfire. The Cards spread out as they entered the strange space – Suth firing up at a shelf of stone that overlooked it from the right.

‘No chances,’ Estal repeated. The company seer pulled a spark-grenade from her bag, primed it and tossed that up onto the shelf. It vanished from view then exploded amid screams before setting off some ammunition in the next second. For a few moments all Lynx could hear was detonations, fire and stone-cracking earthers erupting from the unseen platform.

Reft led his suit to the barracks house, holding his mage-gun like a pistol with a massive hatchet in the other hand. Firing into the doorway he was rewarded both by a yell and a gunshot that tore through his upper arm. The big man ignored it and waded in, hatchet raised. His suit followed on his heels and the screams were brief.

The rest of the Cards moved to check the rest as quickly as they could. Lynx pulled down tents to discover most were empty. What few people they found were unarmed civilians and the Cards simply ignored them, not wanting to massacre people who posed no threat.

‘Mistress Toil!’ Anatin called, a savage look of glee on his face. ‘Looks like I owe you a beer!’ He pointed at the centre ground where Lynx could now see a wide stairway leading underground.

‘Would a grenade do?’ Deern shouted as though he was the one Anatin was talking to. He emerged from the barracks house with a sturdy wooden box that bore familiar markings.

‘Bring ’em,’ Anatin ordered, advancing on the stair. ‘Better’n leaving grenades behind us, even if this lot are more likely to blow ’emselves up.’

Lynx joined Toil at the top of the stair. There were torches burning at the foot but no sign of people.

‘Might as well drop a sparker down there,’ Toil commented. ‘Flush out anyone waiting for us.’

Estal was quick to comply, tossing the grenade with a practised flick of the wrist. It skipped off the lowest step and bounced again before the pin caught something and cracked the glass core. Lynx winced at the roar and flash, but there were no sounds of pain or terror from down below. Without wanting to wait any longer Toil activated the cylindrical Duegar lantern that hung from her belt and started down the steps.

Lynx shared a quick look with Safir and the man shrugged. ‘Least we can see better down there,’ he said.

‘Yeah, great,’ Lynx replied. Together they headed on down after Toil, the remaining Cards close behind them.

Sotorian Bade lay in a tangle of cloth. His ears were still ringing from the bloody crackler some arsehole had thrown his way and the resulting explosions. His elbow screamed where he’d slammed it on the ground as he hurled himself away from the grenade. Quite a lot of him hurt and that wasn’t helped when the ham-sized fist of Sergeant Ntir grabbed him and hauled him to his feet.

‘The deepest black will take them,’ Ntir said in a hollow voice.

Fortunately they hadn’t been close to the explosion. The cries of the dying belonged to new troops who’d been given the most exposed ground, Bade and his handpicked crew had claimed the sheltered part under an overhang.

All around them his crew were slowly picking themselves up, about twenty in all. Mostly dragoons with a few mages thrown in, although many didn’t even bother to wear their uniforms any more. Once Knights-Charnel, they had found a new calling and even when the call to arms had gone up, they had remained. Their dreams were filled with a voice in the dark and their days occupied in its service.

‘Maybe not,’ Bade said slowly. He blinked and winced at the ache in his head. It was hard to concentrate on much these days. The constant struggle of the lower halls occupied all his time, all his thoughts and energy too.

‘How many have we lost down there?’ Ntir asked. ‘How many hard lessons have we learned? They’re dead soon enough. The dark does not love them.’

Bade scowled as something at the back of his mind struggled to fight its way through to the fore.

‘The dark,’ he said. ‘It loves who it loves.’

‘These Sons of the Wind,’ she replied, only half listening. ‘The Lord-Exalted doesn’t even realise we could let them walk in unopposed. They would be sacrificed to our cause.’

‘Our cause.’ Suddenly he straightened up and grabbed Ntir. ‘Beloved by the dark!’

Ntir just stared at him, uncomprehending. That only deepened when Bade started to laugh, great heaves that once started took him over entirely. Only a small voice was left at the back of his head to wonder if now, at last, he was truly insane or seeing clearer than ever.

‘Our black mistress of the deepest black – Mistress!’ Bade paused and now, finally, the words echoed through his mind. A voice he didn’t know, rising up from the Dawn Stair.

Mistress Toil.

‘Oh, now the end has come,’ Bade whispered, to himself as much as Ntir. ‘The princess of dark has come.’

‘Princess?’ Ntir echoed, but Bade ignored her.

‘It’s time,’ he said. Heading for the steps that led to the ground. ‘Before the Sons break through, we need to get to the sanctuary.’

He stopped and cast a look around at those of his crew still left alive. Toil – always damned Toil. That murderous bitch has killed mine too many times, but this is the end. Oh yes, little princess. You’ll soon wish you never crawled up out of that hole all those years ago.

‘Veilope,’ he said, spotting the stubbly head of a mage cradling his injured arm. ‘It is time – that experiment of yours. I need it.’

‘That—’ The mage’s face paled. ‘Experiment? You mean bomb. Are you certain?’

Oh yes – the dark queen’s favourite daughter has appeared to bring all to ruin once again. But this time I’ll not oppose her. This time I’ll simply turn the chaos she brings into something wonderful.

‘Fetch it now. Ntir – kill anyone who gets in your way.’


Chapter 36

Once they were underground, the Cards faltered. Most hadn’t been into a city-ruin before, but they’d heard the stories. With just the light from Toil’s lantern, it was an intimidating sight – only the barest shape of square chamber and the black void of a tunnel up ahead.

‘Do you know where you’re going?’ asked someone as Toil did a circuit of the stairs, mage-gun raised.

‘Not a damn clue!’ she replied. ‘That’s all part of the fun.’

‘Oh great,’ muttered Llaith, ‘she’s finally cracked under the pressure.’

‘No, she means it,’ Lynx said. ‘This is the bit she likes – even before she could see down here.’

The Cards who didn’t have mage-blessed eyes instinctively moved to the walls. They pressed their backs against the stone as the strange blue light of the lantern traced the lines of the rock. Once it had looked dark even when activated, but now Lynx could see a core of blue within the brass casing. The light it cast on the walls was similarly brighter. Lynx felt his bone-deep fears of underground ease, still present but manageable. He had to resist the urge to hug Sitain for whatever part her magic played in that.

Once Toil was satisfied she started towards the black tunnel mouth, Aben at her side and Reft close behind. The huge man wasn’t a Marked Card, he couldn’t see much at all in the dark, but Lynx had never known Reft to be afraid of anything. Clearly he didn’t mean to start now and the flesh-wound he’d received wasn’t going to slow him up.

‘Get the other lamps out,’ Toil ordered, advancing into the tunnel a short way then retreating. ‘All of you.’

‘Lamps?’ Anatin asked as Aben pulled his pack off and dug inside.

‘Don’t give me that. I know some of you nicked a few mage-glass lamps from the Labyrinth, and, Sitain, have you forgotten you’ve got one of these as well?’

As Aben retrieved a small sphere of black glass encased in whorls of tarnished silver, Sitain started hunting for the one the Wisps had given her, back in Shadows Deep. Before she’d found it, two of the Cards, Deern and Haphori, rather shamefacedly produced milky-glass spheres that had once adorned the path to the stone tree in Jarrazir.

‘Sitain, charge them but keep them hidden, you two,’ Toil ordered. ‘We’ll be targets anyway, no need to make that worse.’

The young mage didn’t waste time arguing. While night magic was hardly the best to charge a lamp, she had power to spare. It was safer than asking Atieno to do the job. The light it produced wasn’t as bright as Lynx remembered, with fewer swirls of colours drifting through it, but down here it was good enough. Deern and Haphori tucked the glass spheres away again, and by the strange half-light of the Duegar lanterns they continued.

Not far down the tunnel they came to an obstacle, one clearly man-made. Rubble from somewhere was piled up around a small archway that looked oddly out of place. It was covered in Duegar glyphs that shone in the lantern light and made Toil gasp. Underfoot, the ground was patchily discoloured and a foetid smell lingered. The distinctive scars of mage-cartridges were visible everywhere too. Lynx didn’t have guess too hard about the stained ground.

The gunfire had been particularly intense at the choke-point. He could read that in the damage left behind, even if there were no bodies in sight. That gave him pause for thought, this close to the surface, as did the realisation that he could see no corpses beyond the arch, non-human or otherwise. The Knights-Charnel would remove their own dead, but surely not those of things like maspids.

Before he could come to any conclusions, Toil approached the archway and a figure lurched forward from the far side. It came to stand beneath it as though ready to greet the Cards. It was a woman – or had once been anyway. Lynx wasn’t sure what she was now, but it was an effort not to shoot her in the face. Judging by the grumblings around him, he wasn’t the only one to feel that way.

The woman wore a tattered Charneler uniform, but her eyes, nose, mouth and ears all emitted a sickly yellow-green light. She looked like she was having trouble walking and while she was emaciated Lynx didn’t think that was the problem.

He’d seen walking ghosts in his prison days, those with the fatigue of starvation who moved their limbs with slow and weary care. This woman, though, moved in quick staccato bursts. Each step was jerky and confused as though she was having to concentrate on remembering how each movement was supposed to go. She regarded the Cards for a short while then reached up to the archway, caressing several glyphs that pulsed as she touched them.

‘What now?’ Anatin asked. ‘What in the deepest black is she?’

‘I don’t know,’ Toil said in a low voice. ‘Proximity to so many God Fragments can have an effect on the mind. Maybe with more being brought here and the increase of magic, this is what’s happened to the priesthood or vault guards.’

She didn’t get to theorise any longer as a sharp crack rang out. Lynx flinched as a streak of white flashed past him and into the gods-touched woman. It caught her full in the face and snapped her head back. For a moment she wavered then the light went out and she crumpled.

Everyone turned to Layir, who’d fired the shot. ‘What?’ he demanded. ‘The Charnelers are still our enemies, right?’

Lynx opened his mouth to argue then shut it again. He certainly didn’t want to find out what a woman with light shining from her head was capable of, even if that had felt like an execution. Toil just grinned at the young man.

‘Nice to be back underground,’ she commented. ‘Everything’s so much simpler down here.’

‘Simpler?’ Lynx said. ‘Scary and lethal, you mean?’

For a moment no one spoke. He almost expected someone to make a crack about being afraid of the dark – Deern or Braqe most likely – but right now they were all thinking the same. They knew what was probably lurking down here and it wasn’t going to be pretty when they found it.

‘Simpler too,’ Toil argued. ‘I wouldn’t advise anyone to go through that arch. I dunno what it does, but what little I can read of those glyphs isn’t friendly.’

‘We’ve got to climb?’ Anatin asked, looking dubiously at the pile of rubble. It was fifteen feet high and while it had plenty of handholds, it didn’t look all that stable.

Aben took a closer look. ‘No. See here, there’s a path through, between the rock.’

‘Lead on then,’ Toil said, ‘watch for traps as you go, mind.’

‘Yeah, boss.’

‘If he doesn’t find one and we’ve got a spare burner,’ she added with a wicked grin, ‘I’ll rig it up for anyone following. Always good to discover your enemy’s not as devious as you are, eh?’

It took just a minute to get the Cards all past the obstacle and a fire grenade rigged to a tripwire. Before long they were back on their way, moving steadily down the tunnel and keeping watch for any sort of movement.

They reached the end and Lynx sensed the space as much as saw it. The Duegar lanterns showed the rock open up ahead, a low wall not far beyond that. A broad path led off left and right, the start of a ramp visible a little way off on the left. There were more signs of a firefight there, but impossible to determine if they were part of a continuous fighting retreat or different skirmishes. They crept out onto the walkway and one of the Marked Cards gave a low whistle at the immense space beyond the wall.

‘What is it?’ breathed Llaith, nudging Lynx.

‘Some sort of massive chamber,’ he replied as quietly as he could. ‘Walkway round three sides, all straight but for the wall without. That one bows inwards like the sea’s pressing on the other side – all mage-carved, not natural. Shit – that curved wall, is that painted?’

A sound came from the space beyond. Instead of replying, Toil gestured to keep quiet. The Cards instinctively tensed and huddled closer. It wasn’t a human noise but one of something far larger, the rasp of a body moving across stone.

Lynx saw the chamber was rectangular with a spiral ramp occupying a large chunk of the far corner too. The floor had to be eighty yards below them, a strange shifting light illuminating patches of it. It seemed to be decorated with some huge mosaic, the light hinting at an intricate swirling pattern. Before anyone could speak there was a fluttering sound, one that reminded Lynx all too clearly of the flocks of tysarn in the Mage Islands.

‘What’s that, Toil?’

‘You don’t want to know,’ she hissed back. ‘Anatin, get a light-bolt ready.’

Toil continued to look down at the chamber floor a while longer before coming to any sort of decision. There were tunnel mouths leading out at the far end and a larger one on the right-hand side. Even Lynx could work out which one they needed to aim for. He assumed Toil was trying to work out what else was in the chamber before making any sort of move.

‘This is going to get nasty,’ she concluded. ‘We’ll go around to the far slope and down to the ground there. Blood in front, Snow at the rear. Sparkers and burners for anything small, earthers for the big beasties. If one does go for us, hug the wall as best you can. We’ll drive it over the edge.’

Toil and Aben led the way, four abreast with Reft and Deern. Behind them the other suits moved in knots, Lynx finding himself at the edge of the parapet overlooking the chamber. As their footsteps began to echo, the strange lights below quivered in response. As dull blue as the Duegar lanterns, they didn’t cast the same sort of light, but they traced a shape at least. When they moved again it became easier to make out.

‘Something’s moving towards the ramp,’ he warned. ‘Can’t see what, but it’s not small.’

‘Predators attracted by the magic in the vaults,’ Toil agreed. ‘Looks like we’re on the menu.’

‘What do we do?’

‘Safir, keep the good stuff back if you can help it,’ Toil called to the back. ‘We go on until you sight it, okay?’

‘No complaints here,’ Safir replied.

The company’s pace picked up as Toil tried to get them as far from trouble as possible, vain hope or not. Lynx tried to imagine what it was ascending the slope, but the lights had been disparate and shifting. Far from the long bulk of the creatures in Caldaire that pulsed with light, these ones still looked bigger than a maspid. Lynx did get a better look at the curved wall as they walked opposite it. Clearly it was done by magery rather than some sort of imminent collapse, he was glad to see. What was depicted was harder to make out, the Duegar lanterns too weak to cast their light that far.

‘Anyone hear that?’ Anatin asked suddenly. ‘Like … whispers?’

‘Nasty flying things,’ Toil said. ‘Scavengers mostly – hence the lack o’ bodies round here, but don’t let ’em land on you.’

‘Not the wings,’ Anatin insisted. ‘More like echoes, voices just on the edge of hearing.’

‘Yeah, I do,’ Llaith confirmed.

‘I don’t,’ Lynx said. ‘Whispers? Think you two are getting old.’

‘I can hear it too,’ Payl said, ‘and my ears work just fine.’

‘It’s the gods,’ Atieno suggested. ‘Their spirit that lives on inside the fragments at least. Remember those old soldiers at Jang-Her who woke up able to speak Duegar and the like – gods-touched. It’s one reason they have sanctuaries all over, producing mage-cartridges, to keep their attendants sane, and why we’ve all had some weird dreams these past few months.’

‘The war has made them recall stocks to the most secure location,’ Toil added. ‘No doubt they think the risk is acceptable in the short term. All that’s probably amplifying the effect of the ones we’re carrying.’

‘Fuck – it’s here!’ Safir yelled suddenly.

The company juddered to a halt and whirled around. Whatever the thing was, it was moving slowly – looking to gauge their reaction before acting. Lynx couldn’t see much more than before, but there were strips of pale blue light that wavered and twitched as it advanced. Those suggested it stood high, a broad body that narrowed, but Lynx couldn’t work out any real shape.

‘Anatin, light it up,’ Toil ordered, pushing her way through the ranks. ‘Give us a proper look at it.’

The Prince of Sun fired his pistol at the creature as the Cards all covered their eyes. A streak of searing white light surged forward and … seemed to pass straight through the creature before striking stone well behind it. Lynx flinched as the light-bolt flowered into a beacon, silhouetting the creature that was advancing on them – or rather, several creatures. Each one was bigger than a man, standing higher and on two legs, but with a mass of feathery tendrils radiating out from what he assumed was the head.

The creatures faltered, confused by the white light, and in that moment a member of the rearguard fired an icer into the body of one. It staggered under the impact and the others shied back, tendrils flattening like a cowed dog’s ears. As the echo of the gunshot rang around the chamber, the sound of wings burst into life. Lynx flinched at the leathery flutter as the unseen flock went up and around, circling towards them. The strange creatures reacted instinctively, their tendrils twitching up and down as a renewed burst of pale blue light pulsed and flickered down their length.

‘Hold fire,’ Safir called, seeing they weren’t advancing any further.

‘Everyone kneel,’ Toil ordered, ‘spread wide, keep the centre road clear.’

The Cards obeyed without asking why or making a fuss, a minor miracle in itself, Lynx thought. As the sound of wings continued, the glowing creatures crept forward to their injured pack-member. It was hard to make out much, but Lynx caught the movement of small dark things swooping past the glowing lights.

Those circled and closed, darting down as though seeking the injured one, but it was surrounded by a glowing thicket of tendrils. When one of the tysarn-like things clipped one, the tendril contracted around it as fast as a striking snake. Not all were successful, but several were, then a dozen or more, curling downwards and snagging whatever it was that flew past. The creatures thrashed and fought inside their glowing bonds, but their captors seemed unmoved and the tendrils tightened steadily until their prey stopped moving.

‘Fuck!’ Toil yelled from the front of the column. ‘Maspids!’

Lynx whirled around to see gunshots leap out from the lead Cards. Bulky dark shapes darted at them, some taking a beating while others slashed forward. Men and women yelled, maspids chittered and scrabbled blade-like legs across the stone. As the Cards at the front threw themselves backwards others fired – icers and sparkers hurling staccato light through the darkness. A burner exploded just ten yards from where they stood. It silhouetted a maspid against the expanding flames then enveloped it.

As Lynx took aim, Reft jumped forward and smashed an axe into the carapace of the nearest. The maspid gave a strange clicking screech of pain and wrenched sideways. Before it could flee Lynx put an icer through its abdomen. It collapsed close enough for Reft to make sure with his next blow. Under the furious gunfire the maspids fled, the advantage of surprise lost.

‘Godspit and damn!’ Anatin growled, blood dropping from his arm. ‘I’m getting too old for this shit.’

Lynx headed forward to add to the defensive line while the injured were seen to. Himbel took hold of Anatin and sliced the stitching of his sleeve, exposing a deep gash on the commander’s forearm.

‘It’s not so bad,’ Himbel pronounced. ‘Just wrap it and …’ The company surgeon stopped and looked at the man as blood dripped down Anatin’s one remaining hand. Himbel laughed. ‘Oh yeah, I see yer point.’

‘Fuck you,’ Anatin snapped. ‘You’ll not be laughing when I’m gone.’

‘That won’t kill you,’ Himbel said as Payl started to wrap a bandage around Anatin’s good arm. ‘Don’t be so fucking dramatic.’

‘Might be the death o’ me down here,’ Anatin retorted. ‘Not like I can use the other bloody one is it? And even if it don’t kill me, I ain’t doing this again. Some other idiot can take over, I’m retiring.’

‘Picked a fucking stupid place to announce that,’ Himbel said, bent over a rather more serious wound. ‘And anyway, you could be this prick.’

He pointed down to the man he was tending to, Darm. The red-haired mercenary growled back at Himbel but said nothing. His leg had a nasty cut down the calf. Soon Himbel was calling for a mage-sphere to help him see. ‘Gonna have to stitch this,’ he commented, looking grim. ‘Sitain, come give me some help. Ulfer’s balls, Darm, don’t you ever get out of the way o’ things?’

‘I try,’ the big mercenary said through gritted teeth.

‘We don’t have time for surgery,’ Toil called. ‘Likely we’ve got troops coming after us who know the way already.’

‘We’ve got time!’ Anatin snapped, gesturing at Toil with the stump of his left wrist. ‘Don’t you fucking dare think about leaving any Card down here.’

‘This is war!’ she yelled back. ‘People die – I don’t bloody like it but we’ve still got a mission.’

‘Fuck the mission,’ Lynx broke in. ‘I ain’t leaving anyone alive down here.’

‘Damn right,’ Deern added, a surprising ally until he continued, ‘and I’ll shoot anyone in the back if they try to leave me behind.’

Toil hesitated and looked around at the faces. Aben edged a little closer to her, seeing the resolve in all the surrounding mercenaries, but she realised her position. ‘Fine,’ Toil said in a dismissive tone. ‘You might not always get the choice, but okay.’

‘Just like that, eh?’ Anatin said with a snort.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t like it and we could be risking more’n you appreciate, but down here there’s no room to argue. So long as you arseholes follow my orders the rest o’ the time, I’ll swallow this one.’

Deern grinned and nudged the man next to him, Varain. Before he could make a comment the huge hand of Reft slapped over his mouth and smothered the words.

‘Very sensible,’ Anatin commented with a nod. ‘Let’s leave the shooting to the enemy. Himbel, how long?’

‘Not long,’ the surgeon commented, already at work. ‘It ain’t gonna be pretty, but it’s a better chance than being left behind. Toil, he’ll need that walking stick.’

Toil handed her staff over, a solid length of oak that had accompanied her on a dozen trips underground, as far as Lynx was aware. ‘Fast as you can,’ she commented. ‘Those flying things can smell blood – so can maspids.’

‘If they’re the biggest of our problems,’ Anatin declared, ‘I’ll throw you a fucking parade.’

‘They ain’t.’

‘I know. Deern’s still alive after all.’


Chapter 37

Seeing off the maspids won the Cards a period of quiet. Lynx didn’t catch sight of them again as they skirted the great chamber and descended the far spiral ramp.

Maybe the noise attracted something bigger and nastier, a traitor voice at the back of Lynx’s mind suggested. He shoved the thought aside and concentrated on doing his job. None of the Marked Cards could let themselves be distracted. It was their eyes that would keep the rest of the company alive, if anything could.

Even with mage-touched eyes, the darkness loitered menacingly. Not close enough to send spiky waves of panic flooding through his head, but Lynx was still far from having fun. Evidence of fighting was visible in several directions. Discarded cartridge casings, gnawed remains and smears of discoloration from spilled blood.

As they paused just short of the chamber floor, checking to see if it was safe, Lynx noticed a difference to the previous times he’d been underground. The still, hushed air was the same, but there was a faint scent on it now. More than just cold stone, dust and dirt. Barely noticeable at all, he only realised when his stomach growled. There was an organic note that reminded him of the Wisp light garden they’d stumbled into. Alien but more alive than most parts of a ruin.

‘How’s it look?’ Anatin whispered to Toil.

‘Suspiciously clear,’ she replied.

‘I’ll take it,’ he said. ‘Won’t last long so let’s move.’

She spent a few more moments casting around, lantern held up high, before nodding.

‘Just in case, get ready to unveil those white-light spheres,’ Toil said, beckoning. ‘Aben, Safir, Suth, Layir, Lynx – up front with me. Sitain and Atieno, you keep close behind.’

She moved out across the chamber floor, which Lynx could see now was part of a huge mosaic. For a moment, only Aben and Lynx followed. The remainder moved after a pause, slightly shame-faced. The huge chamber still looked empty, the picture underfoot seeming to stretch all the way across and made of stones so tiny Lynx could barely feel them underfoot. The mural on the far wall was still too hard to discern much of beyond its shape. The curve of the stone was clearly intended, Lynx could see that much. It was too regular to be otherwise, and to those on the floor it loomed oppressively.

‘Toil,’ he whispered. ‘Does the top o’ that wall look like it’s leaning inward to you?’

‘Pretty sure it’s fine,’ she said. ‘It’s lasted this long after all.’

‘That’s not what I’m talking about.’

‘What then?’ she demanded in an angry whisper. ‘Better be bloody important, we’re not sightseeing here!’

‘I dunno – it’s just out o’ place, isn’t it? These ruins, they’re normally sealed from water and such, no?’

‘So?’

‘So I’d expect outer walls to curve the other way.’

She paused at that and peered at him, her expression that particular form of irritated which meant she was having to catch up with someone else’s thoughts. ‘True,’ Toil mused before falling quiet a little longer. ‘Something about it bugs me too, now you mention it.’

‘That’s not good,’ Aben muttered.

‘Eh?’

‘Toil’s got the best sense of direction I’ve known,’ he explained, turning to her. ‘Without it, you’d never have crawled out of your first city-ruin, would you? But it’s not just that, you can hold the map of ’em in your head – all points on the compass with up and down too.’

Toil scowled, nodding as she did so. ‘I’ve no idea with this place, but yeah, you’re right. That ain’t normal.’

‘Just made me think of the Labyrinth,’ Lynx commented. ‘That’s why I mentioned it. That was contained in a huge open space, mage-carved and curved walls.’

Toil turned back to the huge, half-seen wall across the chamber several hundred yards away. ‘And if that’s pushing out up there, it’s bigger at the top.’ Abruptly she shook her head. ‘We don’t have time for a mystery. Let’s just do what we came for.’

No one argued. The company followed her in a thin column as Toil walked purposefully across the mosaic floor. They slowed at the tunnel entrance but kept moving – guns raised. The tunnel itself was ornately carved, ten yards wide and rising to a peak that only Reft would be able to touch with his gun muzzle. The stonework was ancient and badly scored, but each side appeared to be decorated with swirling columns of water or wind that met at the top.

Toil advanced cautiously inside, but they found nothing waiting for them beyond a shallow rising slope. The Cards filed in as best they could while Toil took her advance group slightly clear of the others.

‘What is this place?’ Lynx asked as quietly as he could. The smooth rock walls felt uncomfortably close now, the air warmer, unless that was just his own imagination. There were no routes leading off it, the tunnel simply ran away until it turned out of sight.

‘Some sort of private estate, I’m guessing,’ Toil replied. ‘Duegar lived close to each other, no point tunnelling too far, but the rich ones had sealed tunnel systems for their household.’

As though to bear out the thought, they emerged into a square chamber that had a curious stone projection from the opposite wall and tunnels leading off in three directions.

‘Now what?’

‘We sweep for danger,’ she replied.

It turned out to be not so time-consuming after all. Two of the tunnels were smaller and led to a narrow series of chambers that Lynx guessed were servant quarters of some kind. Those were self-contained too and that left them only with the largest and grandest exit, which took them up further. Again it opened up, this time to five side rooms around a tall room – two of which lay below a mezzanine that could have served as the landing for many a palace staircase.

Beyond that, Toil stopped abruptly at another tunnel entrance. Lynx felt a ghost of breeze as he moved up behind her, but it was the glimmer of light that halted them. The stonework was increasingly ornate inside this estate. Much depicted a range of animals both known and unknown in addition to large tracts of Duegar glyphs. The more ornate work stopped abruptly at a series of grooved depressions, something rather more natural than Duegar carving.

‘Stonecarver burrow,’ Toil whispered, crouching.

She kept her gun raised but seemed more intent on the ground beneath the lair entrance. Lynx could see nothing there beyond a few bugs so small they wouldn’t trouble anyone unless they were suicidally malevolent.

‘Earthers then,’ Aben said, quickly reloading. The others followed suit, realising Aben was likely the only other one there to have ever seen a stonecarver.

‘I think this is old,’ Toil replied. ‘Gimme one of those white-light lamps.’

When it was passed forward, the sudden brightness feeling painful to behold, Toil cursed and blinked for a while before rolling it forward across the mouth of the nest. The shadowy opening in the stone seemed to yawn and shift until the glass sphere stopped, but that was the only movement. Toil crept forward to inspect the circular tunnel that seemed to have been chewed out of the very rock, then retrieved the lamp, holding it high. Aben and Lynx followed, looking down the short tunnel at a few indistinct brownish humps by the far end. The walls were blackened by fire and fractured down one side.

‘Charnelers cleared it out,’ Toil said. ‘Small nest, never had a chance to get established.’

‘They get bigger?’

Her grin was ghoulish as she passed the white-light lamp back for it to be tucked away out of sight again. ‘Little bit, yeah.’

Toil set out again and they ascended a shallow slope, one that widened considerably before reaching a chamber. They could smell death there before they saw it. When they did, the Cards didn’t need to be told to keep clear. Whatever had died there, it had done so recently enough that the scavengers weren’t finished. And violently enough that the whole section of rock was cracked and brutalised under the gunfire that had killed the monster.

Lynx could only see a mess of angular limbs and a protruding bifurcated spine, ragged flesh still attached, while pale winged creatures fluttered over and a whole variety of horrors wriggled and ate within what remained of the corpse. They moved quickly on, resisting the urge to waste a burner on the unpleasant scene. Before long they came to a rather taller tunnel that had been more intricately constructed.

In the light of their Duegar lanterns the walls had an unusual glow. Rather than gleaming blue seams of mineral pinpricking the rock like the night sky on the clearest of nights, this had been crafted. The walls followed some arcane flowing design that blended threads of red and golden yellow into a single artwork, encompassing the whole of the peaked tunnel.

Occasional glyphs were working into a pattern that, to Lynx’s untutored eye, moved seamlessly between flowing water, trees and fire, among other things he couldn’t identify. It was unequivocally beautiful, more so than anything he’d ever seen produced by the Duegar. When the tunnel ended, Lynx knew instinctively that something dramatic was waiting for them.

Toil took no chances as she edged into the room, but like all the others it was bare and almost empty. Not as large as the great mosaic hall, but it was still a good seventy yards long with a boulder at the far end. Lynx paused and looked again. As his eyes adjusted to the space Lynx realised that the rolling lumpen shape was too regular to be just a boulder. The chamber itself sloped slightly upwards, narrowing slightly at the far end too. Finally, he understood that it was a huge stone throne facing them, surrounded by ancient carvings.

The artistry continued all around this throne room. The sky was like some sparkling fantasy of the night while the walls and floor twisted through a dozen intertwined patterns. One symbol dominated the room, however, even in the feeble light. The symbol that crowned the throne. Toil approached it wordlessly, not even bothering to look for traps as she gaped at the huge representation of the sun that shone with a golden fire in the darkness.

‘Veraimin’s throne,’ she gasped. ‘It has to be.’

‘Hold on,’ Anatin said. ‘Ain’t this mountain called Insar’s Seat?’

‘Not by the Duegar,’ Toil said. ‘And this can only be a room dedicated to Veraimin – screaming hells, look at the walls!’

She pointed at a series of glyphs that took pride of place on the right-hand wall, picked out in red and white. As Sitain moved closer with her lantern the colours seemed to shift and pulse in response – some parts dimming while others intensified.

‘Let’s pretend we don’t all read the language of a dead race,’ Anatin called in exasperation.

‘It praises Veraimin’s glory,’ Toil said simply, glancing over then freezing. ‘Deepest black …’

‘What? What is it?’ They all had their guns up, scanning for threats, but Toil simply stared at the wall with the writing on. ‘It’s reacting to you,’ she said in a hollow voice. ‘The words have changed as you got closer – it speaks to you as an acolyte of Insar.’

‘Then it’s gonna get a fucking earther in the teeth,’ Sitain snapped. ‘Inanimate object or not.’

‘Don’t you see? It can sense your magic! I’ve never seen such a thing.’

‘Best I keep clear then,’ Atieno said, stepping a little further from where Sitain stood.

‘You do that,’ Toil said. ‘In the meantime …’

She turned away from the wall and they all headed towards the throne, relic hunters in the lead. When they reached it, Aben paused to inspect the markings, but Toil couldn’t resist temptation. She ascended the flight of stairs that led to the very seat of a god and with one check around she sat down. The mercenaries could see a broad grin on her face.

‘Getting a god’s eye view, eh?’ Anatin muttered as he walked. ‘Finally, she’s where she thinks she belongs.’

‘So you don’t want a turn?’ Lynx asked.

That made the company commander laugh. ‘Okay, you got me there. But to be fair, being in command o’ you argumentative bastards is hardly a dream of unfettered power and slavish obedience. If anything I deserve a go more than anyone.’

‘Yeah, we’ve always said you were a victim o’ your own authority,’ Safir muttered from behind them. ‘All of you better take your turn ahead of me though.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m gonna take a shit on Veraimin’s throne,’ the exiled nobleman said firmly. ‘If the other gods have throne rooms here too, I’ll do the same on those.’

Anatin and Lynx both opened their mouths to speak then exchanged a look. They closed their mouths again.

‘Not like it’s going to be the most profane thing we intend to do today,’ Lynx said with a shrug.

‘Mostly I’m just annoyed I didn’t think of it first,’ Anatin admitted.

‘You all look like ants to me,’ Toil called. She settled back against the stonework for a short while before standing again, uncomfortable in a seat never designed for a human body.

‘You think she means in general or just from up there?’ Anatin asked.

‘Best not to ask,’ Lynx said. ‘Just in case.’

Before they could take a turn on the throne there came a hiss from Aben. He pointed frantically at the wall behind the throne, out of sight for all of them. With a jolt Lynx realised what the man meant. There was a light shining there. Nothing large, but a wavering streak of lamplight that was only noticeable because their own lamps were covered.

At once, the Cards knelt and took up firing positions, but Aben didn’t wait for the threat. From a steel box at his hip he pulled a grenade and inserted the firing pin. Waiting one moment to listen for footsteps, Aben tossed the grenade over the back of the throne.

Lynx waited, tense against the shattering roar that would come. Still he flinched when a savage crash slammed against his eardrums. Stark flashes of light ripped the darkness apart at the far end of the throne room. There were screams and shouts, but the Marked Cards were already moving.

In the gloom they could see far better and flanked the throne with practised speed. The cries were still going when Lynx saw the first Charnelers, lamp-oil spilled and wrapping their legs with yellow flames. Varain struck one in the head with a burner and a burst of fire erupted all around as the soldier dropped.

Others reeled away from the shot only to have other gunfire come from the far side. There were bodies on the ground but Lynx couldn’t count them in the chaos that ensued. Lynx shot another Charneler and then the rest were running. Back through a triple arch entrance that stood some thirty yards behind and down the tunnel beyond it. Some of the Cards followed, Layir abandoning his mage-gun to cut two more Charnelers down with elegant sweeps of his sword. The rest escaped into darkness and the Cards let them go. Their lamps were broken and Lynx guessed there was only a handful left. If they were the vault guards they would retreat there. No need to go chasing when the Cards were already heading that way.

‘Any salvage?’ Anatin asked as Layir returned from pursuing the Charnelers, checking they had indeed fled. The rest of the Marked Cards had picked over the bodies and Aben held up a few mage-cartridges in response, but that was all. The grenade had done for all the remaining ammunition.

Lynx checked his own case. It was still mostly full. The ammunition stores at the pass defences had provided enough to ensure that – even if a rogue shot could wipe the whole company out. He loaded a sparker and they moved on.

Beyond the pillars was a tunnel as ornate as the rest. Their lanterns illuminated a faint golden path to follow. It split after twenty yards, the left-hand fork leading up to a broad avenue. That followed a shallow curve as though it was part of a huge loop around the heart of the mountain. They investigated only a short way there, the muddy ground betraying no sign of fleeing feet in either direction. There was a breeze there too, one that carried more normal scents of the surface. From that direction they could see faint traces of light, the darkness not quite so absolute, and a quick investigation revealed fissured rock and debris.

With the elements having clearly penetrated the northern face of the mountain, Toil retraced her steps to the fork where she’d set a guard. The right-hand path led to a curious cloister-type hall, perhaps forty yards across with signs there had once been a garden in the centre. Three or four chambers overlooked the garden from left and right, but even as they checked those for life it was clear the Charnelers had fled directly across the hall.

There stood a large double door, almost the first Lynx had seen in such a ruin and certainly not one of Duegar origin. The cloister was decorated in fantastical fashion, all following the sun and fire theme of the god Veraimin. The original cloister-hall had been constructed with more magery and artistry than even Toil had ever seen, but right now all eyes were on the heavy bronze doors that had been set into a Duegar archway ahead.

As though they needed confirmation, the doors sparkled with light – a swirling human script intertwined with glyphs and symbols Lynx recognised. Even an illiterate could recognise the moon and stars symbols, common to half the temples to Insar across the Riven Kingdom.

‘So here we are,’ Toil said finally. ‘Who’s up for a little lock-picking?’

There were three dials set into each door. A hand-span across, each was marked with symbols Lynx didn’t recognise, and had something like a keyhole in the centre. They didn’t seem to be Duegar glyphs or any language Lynx had seen written down. He caught Toil glance at Atieno and Aben, but both shook their heads – clearly not recognising the characters either.

‘Don’t you have some little ancient artefact for the job?’ Anatin asked.

She snorted and made a show of patting her pockets in turn. ‘Dammit, I knew there was something I should have packed!’

‘Ain’t this your fucking job, Toil? Breaking into shit like this?’

‘This is the most secure vault in the Riven Kingdom!’ she protested. ‘Surrounded by Duegar-worked rock. I can’t cut through like we did back in Siquil. Not anything like as quickly, anyway.’

‘What in the stinking piss are we doing here then?’ Anatain demanded. ‘What’s the plan? To knock and ask nicely?’

‘Reckon I’ll just blow the bloody doors off, actually.’ Toil grinned and extracted one of Atieno’s dark-bolts from her cartridge case. She loaded it into her mage-gun and took aim at the doors. ‘You know my motto by now. Fuck subtlety.’


Chapter 38

‘How much of a tit do you look right now?’

Toil didn’t answer. She was still staring at the bronze vault doors. They had conspicuously failed to collapse into grey dust the way everything else had when hit by a dark-bolt. The only difference was the markings were glowing a slightly brighter white.

‘It was a good line, I’ll give her that,’ commented Estal. ‘It could’ve been pretty damn cool. Shame.’

‘All mouth and no trousers,’ added Deern. ‘I’ve always said.’

‘You say that about all women though,’ Estal replied. ‘Your grasp o’ basic anatomy has got you in trouble before.’

Toil cleared her throat as best she could. It was a croaked sound but it silenced the muttering Cards who knew not to push their luck too far.

‘Atieno?’ she said, coughing briefly. ‘Thoughts?’

There was dust in the air still, the dark magic had worked its terrible effects on the walls and floor of the cloister-hall, but spread over a large space the results had been superficial. Still the Cards had scrambled away, diving for cover as a wavering cloud of dark magic hung over the doors before being spat back.

‘There are mages within,’ Atieno concluded. ‘Flooding the gates with magic. They must have deflected the power of your shot.’

‘And you didn’t think to tell me that beforehand?’ Toil inquired in a cold tone. ‘Before I lost my aura of wassaname in front of the rank and file?’

‘Aye, akin to worship up until this point,’ Payl commented, stepping up beside her. ‘So, our fading goddess, no pissing around, eh? You’ve got a plan B in that nasty little mind of yours I assume?’

‘It’s a vast amount of magic they’ve used,’ Toil mused. ‘Surely they can’t keep that up for long. In case things go badly for the Sons of the Wind, I’d prefer the smash and grab option over being clever.’

‘No Paranil or Lastani,’ Payl agreed. ‘That sets us back a bit brains-wise.’

‘No mage could channel that much for long, it is true,’ Atieno said. ‘No mage could manage it normally of course – but they do have more God Fragments than they know what to do with in there.’

‘And they’re probably the most experienced users of the things alive today,’ Toil added glumly. ‘Plus we don’t have many dark-bolts to waste. With them primed to ward off any magic, Sitain’s unlikely to put them down either.’

‘What then?’

Toil stared at the doors a little longer then sat abruptly on the floor and closed her eyes. The Cards all looked at her with startlement. Even Lynx wondered if she’d gone mad, but no one wanted to interrupt her. Instead, Anatin sent Safir with his troops back down the tunnels to watch for pursuers. Lynx started to briefly scout the fringes of the cloister, but there was little enough to discover there and certainly nothing useful like a back door or air vent.

‘Magic!’ Toil suddenly announced. ‘Atieno – if they’re getting ready to defend another attack, they would draw in all the power they could, right?’

‘I … yes, of course,’ the man replied, a little puzzled.

‘How carefully?’

‘They will have decades of experience each – carefully enough.’

Toil grinned. ‘Under normal circumstances, sure, but this ain’t normal.’

Payl growled from nearby. ‘We were wondering when you’d notice that.’

‘Shut up, I’m having a thought here,’ Toil said, raising a finger. ‘You’ve got a God Fragment in your hot and sticky fingers, Atieno, and you know someone’s going to hammer at the door or wall with huge amounts of power. You’re going to draw hard and focus that energy through the fragment, no? Sculpt it into a shield or something. Or do you draw the power directly from the fragment?’

‘The fragment is not exactly magic incarnate – not for what you mean here, anyway.’

‘So you’re pulling it in from wherever?’

Atieno nodded.

‘And they’ve got the advantage here, so we need to surprise ’em,’ Toil continued. ‘Fortunately, we do have a surprise or two up our sleeves.’

She outlined her plan. Atieno looked sceptical by the end but he conceded the logic was not so outlandish that it wasn’t worth a try. Or at least, it was better than a total lack of a plan. Quickly she arranged the company – a knot of them around the vault door with a suit at the sides and rear facing outward. There was a space left away to the right-hand side and once she had everyone in place, Toil loaded an earther into her gun, as did Reft and Varain.

‘Ready, Atieno?’

The tempest mage got stiffly to his knees at the base of the doors. There Toil had arranged a pile of God Fragments. While the Sons of the Wind had destroyed a large number after the ambush, they didn’t know the Cards already had a stash. The Archelect of Su Dregir had kept back just three of their share from the Jarraziran hoard, allowing Toil to bring the rest this way and use as she saw fit. It was an advantage she’d not known how to use, but anything the enemy weren’t expecting had to be worth holding on to. Few rulers would have permitted it, but once the Archelect had approved their mission there was no point holding back.

‘Ready,’ Atieno confirmed, a certain reluctance in his voice.

‘Sitain?’

The young woman crouched near Atieno, one hand raised and ready to ward off any magics that came their way. She nodded so Toil pointed to one side of the door where a hinge might be expected to be located and counted down Reft and Varain.

All three fired together and Lynx saw the kick of the earthers drive Toil and Varain back a step. In the same instance Atieno ran his hands across each of the God Fragments, eight in all, and they collapsed into dust. The power of the earthers struck the vault door and was again deflected away in a burst of magic. At the same time the air seemed to light up around Lynx. He could only keep one eye on what was going on, but the massive doors now blazed in the half-light of the Duegar lanterns.

Colours burst on the edge of eyesight as some other force of magic roughly diverted the earthers away. The dark streams burst across each other and struck the stonework off to the side with the force of a tsunami, but somehow it held. A scream of tortured and shuddering stone raged out across the cloister. The ferocious surge of earth-magic boomed against Duegar-reinforced rock. Frustrated in its efforts, the power swept on down the wall, tearing into any small fissure it could find, before finally hurling itself against a decorative pillar that exploded under the impact.

Lynx saw his tattoos blaze white. The Marked Cards illuminated an elusive rainbow of power and colours sloshing over the vault door as the magic bound inside the God Fragments was released in an intoxicating burst. Alien flavours appeared on his tongue. Strange unknown voices seemed to echo all around and his very bones ached at the shocking flood of power that filled everything. The heavy vault doors shook and trembled under it – or so it seemed to Lynx – as the air and rock were both assailed.

Crouching behind Atieno, Sitain floundered drunkenly. Her limbs looked barely under control but then she gathered herself. Lynx found himself staggering towards her as she drew on her magic, so ferocious was her hauling of power. With a shriek that was as much terror as triumph, Sitain punched the magic forward.

It was like a gale had suddenly entered the deep hall, but one that ended as swiftly as it appeared. It left only gasping, bewildered mercenaries in its wake.

For a while there was silence. No one dared to move as the last vestiges of magic played over the door then faded.

‘Did it work?’ Lynx asked hesitantly.

Toil glanced back at him then waved the rest away from the door. ‘Only one way to find out.’

She loaded one of their precious remaining darkers into her mage-gun as the rest scurried clear. From ten yards away Toil took aim at the wheel-lock nearest the centre and fired. Lynx flinched as the air seemed to fracture, the light stuttering as dark magic burst over the metal.

Even with his improved eyesight Lynx could barely watch what happened. The explosion of darkness drank in even the strange blue half-light of the Duegar lanterns. Through wincing eyes he saw the doors buckle, the metal contort then vanish. Power burst unevenly over the metal but worms of dark magic reached out beyond the impact point and where they touched, the metal collapsed into dust. The damage spread with hungry fingers.

The vault doors, thick and heavy, were no match for Atieno’s terrible creation. Something inside the lock mechanism screeched and burst into ear-splitting cracks, flashes of white light erupting from inside it. More burst out from the other locks as the tendrils of magic spread to the others. As the power finally burned itself out there was only the hush of dust falling from the ruined doors and the tinkle of falling metal.

Whatever mechanism worked the lock, it was well and truly ruined. Toil still moved away from the gently failing doors rather than investigate her handiwork. Lynx realised she didn’t want to get too close, not yet. Instead, Toil put a hand on Sitain’s shoulder and nudged her forward. The young woman blinked at Toil for a few seconds, but eventually her wits returned. With almost a casual gesture she sent night magic surging through.

The Cards closed on both sides of the half-ruined doors, Toil leading on one side and Safir on the other.

‘Hello!’ Safir called with a lunatic grin on his face. ‘Anyone in there? Can we to talk to you about our lord and saviour, Insar?’

‘Yeah,’ Layir muttered, ‘did you know he’s a prick?’

‘Also literally right inside the door,’ someone pointed out. ‘Most of him anyway.’

Safir gave the door an experimental kick. It shuddered and lurched but didn’t quite give way so Safir backed off and put an earther through the now-unwarded metal.

He blew a section of the door clean off and it flew open but, as it did, an icer flashed out through the open doorway. As the Cards scrabbled back, a second shot rang out. This time a sparker that caught the edge of the remaining door and exploded all around it.

‘Fuck!’ Toil yelled, shielding her eyes from the burst of light even as she fired blind through the gap.

Her own sparker roared into the room beyond and burst against something. Lynx could see the flashes reflect on the rock beyond and heard a brief cry. After that there was abrupt silence.

‘We’re coming in,’ Toil shouted after a long pause. ‘No one else has to die – we’re not here to steal the fragments.’

Her words elicited no response, but no gunshots either.

‘Shoot me and the others will fill the room with bloody grenades,’ Toil added. ‘You’ll burn, there’ll be no place to hide.’

Again there was no response. Toil shrugged and was just about to step forward when Lynx caught her arm. He shook his head and stepped in front of her.

‘Really?’ she hissed. ‘Now’s the time for chivalry?’

‘Fuck off,’ he said out of the side of his mouth. ‘Your job ain’t finished here. Best you don’t step into the firing line.’

Without waiting for her to respond, Lynx stepped into the breach. Robed and uniformed figures lay on the ground, all broken or magic-burned. He didn’t need to check whether they were dead, the injuries were too severe. Ignoring the stink of death, Lynx squinted at the room beyond. It was large – bigger than he’d expected even amid all this, with a curious organic flow to the stonework. The room appeared oval with rounded edges to the walls – fifty yards across and almost as many high with a single great pillar dominating the room. A handful of white mage-spheres lit one side, casting strange shadows off ridges that ran like roots from the pillar to the walls.

A raised stone path led up to the pillar where a walkway ran all around, both path and walkway edged in glowing veins of white, red and yellow. Glyphs marked every surface, some faintly shining, others dull. The result was a brighter room than outside, but so much detail had been carved into the stone it was hard to make out any one part properly.

Belatedly, Lynx spotted a figure watching him from near the light spheres. They had a gun but looked far from certain about it. The figure saw him and called out in one of the northern languages.

Lynx shrugged.

‘Who are you?’ the figure said again, this time in Parthish. They gingerly picked their way over one knee-high stone root, wearing some sort of Charneler uniform but not a soldier’s. ‘You are not Order. How did you break the doors?’

‘Nope,’ Lynx confirmed, as though the lack of uniform wasn’t enough of a clue. ‘I’m … Ah, well you won’t have heard of us.’

‘Why are you here?’

They come to kill, boomed a voice in Lynx’s ears.

He gave a start as a new light flashed into life – this time as bright as a bonfire. At the pillar, once the darkest part of the room, there appeared a figure of light. Built into the body of the pillar was a throne-like depression and there it sat, suddenly shining bright. Insar, God of the Night and Stars himself – itself, Lynx realised, for this was not and had never been a man.

His ears filled with a crazed buzzing sound, a distant cacophony that beat against his ears. After weeks of carrying God Fragments in his pack Lynx had grown used to the sound, even if here it was so much louder. Insar was large, much taller than Lynx but also broader, with long limbs. That was as much as Lynx could tell really.

The god’s body, or what there was of it, was composed of shining God Fragments that made it hard to make out more. Every part of Insar shone, but it was a shifting light that revealed holes and flaws. One forearm seemed to be missing, their torso lumpen and incomplete.

The god shifted on their seat, sat forward as though to get a better look at him, though Lynx could see no eyes in that fractured head. The God Fragments slid and turned like a half-finished puzzle, a collection of stones that would not quite hold together.

‘Can’t kill what’s already dead!’ shouted Safir, rounding the corner. ‘You’re just too fucking stupid to realise it.’

Before the last Charneler there could react, Safir had fired a darker at Insar’s head. The searing black stream of power struck Insar full in whatever half-discernible face they had. The god was rocked back as shining fragments exploded out and clattered around the chamber. Lynx gaped as what was left slumped in their throne, the light dimming as the Charneler howled.

The man raised his gun once more, this time to kill Safir, but Atieno was ready for him. By the time the trigger was pulled, a grey-blue shield had filled the air. The gunshot burst harmlessly over it but then a greater explosion came and Atieno was rocked back.

Through the haze Lynx saw it coming. A roar seemed to erupt directly into Lynx’s mind as the headless god whipped one broad arm forward. Fire swept across the room. Atieno’s shield saved them but the effort was enough to drive the mage to his knees. The shield winked out again and Toil fired an earther at Insar. It only made the fragments of their body shudder and clatter around, madly rearranging themselves. A lash of lightning struck back but Sitain was there, shrieking in terror even as she saved their lives.

Someone else fired a dark-bolt, Lynx didn’t see who. It struck the god in its broad torso and again God Fragments burst like shrapnel around the room. The pieces tore furrows in the rock. One struck the Charneler and folded him up while more hit Sitain’s shield and stuck fast for a few moments before they dropped to the ground.

Lynx stared around at the pieces of the god that had scattered. Again. Insar was thrown back by the power of the dark-bolts. Already the pieces of their head were rolling back to the centre of the room, drawn by the presence of the rest. He looked back at Atieno. The ageing mage was still on his knees beside Toil.

Fuck.

Lynx charged forward while more of the Cards fired whatever they had to spare at the god, to little appreciable effect. He tucked an arm around Atieno’s chest and barrelled on, half-carrying the mage with him. Tempest magic burst around them as Atieno groaned and tried to regain his feet properly, but Lynx didn’t give him time. To Lynx’s horror, white-grey threads appeared on his hand, creeping out from the blazing white willow tattoos there. There was a searing pain in his head. His teeth ached like he was chewing ice, but Lynx couldn’t have stopped if he tried. Terror drove him on. For once, the fear of death and dark places lent strength to his limbs.

Somehow he fought his way forward, gunfire ringing out as the light of the god burned like a beacon. Distantly, Lynx noticed a haze appear around them, Atieno restoring his shield in a desperate bid to survive. Step after step they went, once rocked sideways by a hammer-blow of lightning but somehow the shield took it.

It took an age to reach the foot of Insar’s throne, or so Lynx felt. He could see little, the blaze of light and sparks and fire more than he could fathom. Only the path beneath his feet seemed real, each step, and the ache for air in his lungs.

Finally, he took a gasping breath as they reached the shallow steps leading up to the throne. More gunfire raced over their heads, more lashes of fire struck back. Atieno found his balance at the bottom step just as Lynx’s strength faltered. Together they made it halfway up before stumbling and falling flat.

The light was blinding. Lynx felt it shine fiercely, penetrating his skull to blaze out through mouth, eyes and tattoos. He crawled blindly on, following a light that now seemed to be all around him, consuming him. With one final effort he hauled Atieno up, tossing him like an offering at Insar’s feet, before falling, as though prostrating himself.

It was no way to attack a god, but it didn’t have to be. Atieno flailed forward and one hand caught Insar’s wide foot. Lynx felt an electric surge run through the room and something burst into glittering dust under Atieno’s hand. His vision swam. Fragments flashed past him, surging towards the half-finished puzzle that was Insar. Their bright streaks left a furrow of light in the air. One clattered against Lynx’s shoulder and instinctively he spread himself forward, trying to shelter Atieno.

Through the mess of movement and light, Lynx could see the shifting puzzle of God Fragments twist and recoil. It was almost as if they fought to escape some invisible cage, wracked with horror and panic but half-paralysed by pain. Insar tried to maintain their body as Atieno destroyed it, fragments sliding down to reform their foot even as others crumbled at Atieno’s touch. The press on Lynx’s ears increased, a silent scream that echoed through his mind then faltered as fragment after fragment fell to dust.

‘Sitain!’ Lynx yelled, not daring to look back.

Above him, Lynx could see Insar shifting, arms smashing drunkenly at the sides of the throne. He risked a look back now, knowing the shock would not last long enough, and shouted again. The first of them to react was Reft. The huge man hoisted Sitain up and raced forward. He shone perfectly white in the blaze of light, a being of terrible vengeance as he drove towards the throne.

Sitain began to really shriek as they neared Insar. Her hands were above her head as Reft held her in front of him, arms outstretched. Lynx had no idea if she knew what she was doing or was simply acting out of terror, but a grey curtain of night magic appeared above them just in time.

The god smashed down with their one good arm and there was an explosion of light. Somehow the shield held, though Reft was driven to his knees. Insar struck again with their other truncated arm, a blade of fire appearing from the unfinished end. Again that burst to nothing on the shield but its next punch crept under the shield and bowled Reft sideways.

Lynx heard a loud crack as Reft and Sitain both fell, but the distraction was enough. Atieno fought his way up, his destroying hands outstretched. Everywhere he touched, pieces of Insar collapsed into sparkling nothingness. Like some terrible plague, Atieno’s hands left ruin across the god’s body. Lynx’s head ached with all the magic released and Insar howled, pinned by the quiet detonations of their body, unable to fight back.

One errant sweep of the arm was caught by Atieno and he carved through it like an axe. The severed limb fell and fragmented, only to be drawn straight into what remained out of some desperate survival instinct. The god wasn’t whole, had not been when they arrived, but Lynx guessed more than two-thirds of their fragments were here in this chamber.

Enough of the god was present that it recognised the danger, but still it was too incomplete to defend itself properly. The fragments continued to crumble, dust raining down and filling the air. Whatever arcane secret Banesh had imbued into the stone tree in the Labyrinth, its full savagery was finally unleashed. Lynx could taste the magic in the air. It filled every part of him, swallowed him whole.

There was a great groaning around them. The grind of stone on stone and the inaudible terror of a being that had thought itself immortal. Atieno continued without hesitation, panting hard as his tattoos burned like the fire of stars. He never let up. In seconds, Lynx could see Insar’s body as a hollow shell, then a patchwork stitched with light. The god slumped back, barely an outline in the encroaching gloom now. The buzz in Lynx’s mind faded, the mind of the god fading steadily to nothingness.

The light dimmed. As the dust fell and the next fragment winked out of existence, the chamber darkened. Soon there was only the heave of Atieno’s aged chest and the soft keening of Sitain, still holding her shield above his head from where she lay on the floor.

Finally, it was done. The light of Insar went out. What part of them remained after Banesh’s assault was gone from this chamber, almost entirely expunged from the whole of Urden. Lynx felt a strange sadness mingle with exhaustion – that ancient mind now gone forever, no doubt only a few scraps of Insar’s awareness remaining anywhere.

‘Reft!’ Deern yelled, racing forward.

Lynx tried to move, tried to go to the big man’s aid, but his body betrayed him. He managed to put one hand on Atieno’s shoulder and the mage almost collapsed underneath the weight. The jolt sent Lynx to his knees and while the Cards ran forward, he could only watch.

Reft had fallen off the raised path, fortunately missing one of the protruding roots as he landed. Deern leaped down beside him, bending low over the pale giant’s head. Lynx saw Reft’s leg move, but he didn’t sit up.

A cold feeling clamped around Lynx’s stomach and he fought his way upright. Others had reached Reft now, Aben, Varain and Estal. Together, they managed to lift him, prompting a moan of pain.

‘Sitain,’ Lynx urged, pushing her forward.

She scrambled down, ungainly and weak but helped by Aben.

‘Fuck,’ Deern croaked, cradling Reft’s head. ‘Hey, look at me! Reft!’

Lynx staggered forward, ushering Sitain on as he did so. There was blood on Reft’s face and his left arm looked broken, probably a rib or two as well. Sitain dulled the pain but even after Reft struggled up to his feet, she shot Lynx a worried look. They eased the pale giant down to sit on the raised pathway, Himbel cutting away his sleeve with a deft few slashes. What was underneath looked ugly and bloodied, but there was little to do beyond set it as best they could.

While the surgeon was working, Lynx went to Atieno, helping the tempest mage to sit up on the steps. The man looked woozy, but nothing more than the expected amount of fatigue.

‘You good?’ Lynx asked as Atieno pushed him away.

‘Good enough.’

‘And it’s done?’ Anatin called from behind Lynx.

‘It is done,’ Atieno confirmed with a heavy nod. ‘A god died here.’

Anatin grunted and cast a look at Reft. ‘Let’s hope it’s just the one death.’

Then the explosion came.


Chapter 39

‘What in the fuck was that?’ Lynx asked in the hush that followed. ‘Should we be running now?’

The echoes of the explosion rumbled on through the mountain depths, felt as much as heard. Even the air in the chamber was disturbed, a sudden gust of stale and sour-smelling wind that stilled again before the boom had finished rolling through the tunnels. The Cards were all frozen into inaction, staring wildly around as they tried to work out what was going on. Even Himbel hesitated in his ministrations, but quickly he went on patching Reft up as best he could.

‘It sounded big rather than very close,’ Safir commented. ‘Might be something else entirely.’

‘The timing wasn’t exactly great though,’ Toil replied. ‘As coincidences go, I like this one as much as a hefty dose o’ crabs.’ She paused. ‘After a few months of hanging round you lot, anything that sounds portentous to the point of lethal is probably our fault.’

Safir scowled. ‘Sure – I’ve always said we were a bad influence on you.’

Toil nodded and moved closer to the strange tree-like throne in the centre of the chamber. ‘Yeah, sweet and innocent until the day I met you lot.’

‘Quite an influence we had,’ Safir mused, working his way around the pillar as though following a scent. ‘Your clothes were off before we’d even clapped eyes on you.’

‘Not to mention the fella she chucked out the window all of a minute later,’ Anatin said. ‘I mean, I’m all for women moving on when a better prospect comes along but that was a bit quick, no?’

‘Also Lynx was that prospect,’ Safir agreed.

‘Hey!’

‘Oh don’t get me wrong, my friend. Were I one for burly and brooding, I have no doubt you would make a fine husband, but you are not famed for first impressions.’

Lynx sniffed. ‘Did all right as I recall.’

‘I don’t count,’ Kas joined in. ‘A few months in the company of just halfwit farmers and this lot impaired my judgement.’

‘Still bloody counts,’ Lynx insisted. ‘So now there’s precedent and everything.’

‘Will you listen to this fucker?’ Anatin laughed. ‘We’ll get him a new card eh? Prince o’ first impressions.’

Toil reached the throne where Atieno panted on the steps. Nearby, Sitain slumped down, her last burst of effort proving so taxing she was too tired to gibber with fear any longer.

‘That was good work, all three of you,’ she said in a more serious voice. ‘You hurt?’

‘Hurt?’ Atieno croaked. He looked up and Toil flinched at the sight. His dark skin, already marked with the white tattoos, was now also shot through with grey veins. They spread out from around his eyes, mouth and ears and each of the tattoos. ‘Hurt doesn’t really cover it.’

‘Shitting gods,’ Lynx croaked. ‘What happened?’

‘I do not know,’ Atieno said, sounding exhausted. ‘But I feel as though I have drawn too much tempest magic.’

‘Can … can you move?’

The mage nodded. ‘I will not slow you up any more than Reft. It hurts, but not like a wound.’

Lynx frowned. ‘What, then?’

‘Every part aches the way my bones do when they are turning to stone. It is a familiar pain, but never before throughout my entire body.’

‘Should you be upright? Talking?’

Atieno blinked at Lynx then turned to the huddled figure at his feet. ‘Pain is no stranger to a mage of tempest, but if you are able, Sitain, I would appreciate some relief.’

Her eyes widened at the idea of channelling more magic, but the young woman didn’t hesitate or argue. Sitain levered herself up using the stone seat beside her – until she realised what she was doing and snatched the hand back. She hastily brushed at it as though some remnant of the dead god was left in the dust there but, as before, there was no trace left of the destroyed God Fragments.

‘Relief?’

‘If you are able.’

‘Um, yeah.’ She squinted as though she wasn’t a night mage and able to see in remarkable detail underground. ‘Not sure I’ve got much left to give.’

‘A little would suffice,’ Atieno said with a weary smile. ‘I would like to leave this place in case someone comes asking for their god.’

Anatin clapped a hand on the shoulders of them both, seemingly delighted at the gasps he caused. ‘Now then, my pretties, that was some damn fine god-slaying you did there. Honestly, aside from the screaming in terror, none of us could tell you were novices at it.’

‘Back off,’ Lynx growled.

‘Go fuck yerself, Lynx,’ Anatin said cheerily. ‘I’m tryin’ to lighten the mood here.’

‘Just give them a few bloody minutes. They’ve just done the impossible – give ’em space.’

‘And we’ve got time fer that, have we?’ Anatin demanded. ‘You sure? Cos they did a damned fine job, but Toil’s right about the timing o’ that explosion. We’re still in hostile ground an’ there’s still a bunch of nutbag soldiers out there who might have some pointed questions for us. But sure – let’s take a minute to reflect, shall we? Let’s suck our own dicks about murdering Insar and all the good we’ve done for the Riven Kingdom. Much better than making sure we survive long enough to make Toil pay us an eye-wateringly large amount of money.’

‘Hey!’ Safir yelled from around the other side of the pillar-throne. ‘Toil, get round here!’

‘What is it?’ Toil called back. ‘We’re busy getting stuck into the most stupid fucking reasons for getting shot by people on your own side. I’m keen to see how this one pans out.’

‘Found something weird,’ Safir said. ‘Reckon it’s your sort o’ thing.’

Toil frowned. ‘The pair of you,’ she said to Anatin and Lynx, ‘just don’t say anything more. We don’t need this right now. Let’s all go see what Safir’s found.’

She shoved Lynx in the right direction, half-dragging him for a few steps until Lynx allowed himself to be led. After that they rounded the pillar and the mood evaporated. Safir was standing at the mouth of some sort of hole four yards wide. One side was straight and steps led down, the rest was rounded and half a dozen of the root formations curled in through it.

‘Some sort of room down there,’ Safir reported.

‘Do we care?’ Anatin asked. ‘We need to be out of here before the Charnelers pull back. I don’t reckon they’ll be winning a straight fight with the Sons.’

‘True,’ Toil agreed. ‘But Safir’s right – this is fucking weird. Insar’s inner sanctum, beyond the throne room itself.’ She paused and seemed to check her bearings. ‘Yeah, Lynx, you had a point too. That curved mage-reinforced wall. We’re above that. This is leading down into it by my reckoning.’

‘So? Just means they had some fortified keep to retreat to, just in case,’ Anatin said. ‘Why are we still here?’

Toil shook her head. ‘What’s the point of being a god if you have to think about hiding?’

‘Remember Jarrazir?’ Lynx added.

‘Aye – the real prize was underneath.’

Toil kept her mage-gun ready, but lost no time in making her way down the steps. It didn’t look like she took great care over it, not given how she usually was in a city-ruin, but if anywhere was beyond needing traps it was here, Lynx figured.

He followed Anatin and Safir down, the rest of the Cards crowding at the top to try and see what they could. Sitain pushed her way to the head of the pack but before she could join them Toil said to stop. She sounded a little awed to Lynx. Not worried, but surprise had taken the wind from her sails.

‘What is it?’ he asked Safir, in front of him.

‘Dunno,’ came the helpful reply, but eventually Toil beckoned them forward.

‘Get Sitain down here,’ she whispered up.

Before long all five of them were standing on a small platform that so far as Lynx could tell was surrounded by black nothingness rather than walls. Even his mage-blessed eyes couldn’t see in perfect dark and the light of the Duegar lanterns seemed to touch nothing but what was underfoot.

‘Is this like that bit of the Labyrinth where the lanterns didn’t work?’ Safir asked.

Toil shook her head. ‘Give it a moment,’ she said as Sitain blinked at their surroundings then gasped.

‘Screaming hells and deepest black!’ the young woman breathed. ‘What is that?’

Lynx and Safir exchanged a look. ‘I can see the last bit,’ Safir murmured, ‘but not the first. You? Staring into the howling void seems rather more your thing than mine.’

Lynx shrugged. ‘Says the fucker who routinely swears vengeance on the gods?’

‘Turns out I wasn’t full of shit though.’ Safir grinned. ‘Even I was starting to wonder, if I’m honest.’

‘Look dammit!’ Sitain hissed. ‘Don’t you see?’

‘I …’ Lynx tried again.

He could feel the open space ahead of him – pitch black but clearly large. It was an enclosed space, no wind, but big enough that their voices made little impact. Finally, he started to get a sense of the space, appearing before him like a reluctant shadowshard emerging from the dark. There was little enough to see, though, just a faint sense of shape that Lynx half-doubted was even real.

‘I’m seeing a curved wall,’ he said at last, ‘but that might just be my imagination. Are they straight though? I mean up and down? Looks like it narrows as it goes down.’

‘I think you’re right about that,’ Toil agreed, pointing to his right. ‘How about over there?’

The two men squinted. The curve wasn’t regular where she was pointing. Instead, something hung from what Lynx guessed was the centre of this enormous space. He looked down at the stone roots. Those snaked around the platform but also headed in that direction and eventually more shapes resolved themselves. He saw more roots, fat coils of them reaching in from different directions towards a bulbous stone formation in the centre.

‘It’s big,’ Lynx said. ‘Not Labyrinth-big, but …’

‘But what the fuck is it?’ Toil asked, more to herself than anyone else. ‘The tunnel above was curved right? And this was a place of all the gods, not just Insar.’

‘What you are saying?’ Anatin asked.

‘That maybe all of the gods had some sort of sanctum here.’ She pointed to the half-seen root formations. ‘Those look all the same, reaching in from different directions. If there’s one the other side, that would make four. One each for Veraimin, Insar, Ulfer and Catrac.’

‘Doing what?’ Sitain asked. ‘What is that down there?’

‘What’s what?’

Sitain paused. ‘I don’t know quite, but it’s big. The stone roots all come together in a tangle – almost like a cage. Wait, what’s that past it? Is that a light?’

They all followed where she was pointing. It was a strain on their eyes, but now it had been pointed out, Lynx could see some sort of break in the smooth lines of whatever it was they were in.

All of a sudden, she gave a cough of shock and lurched backwards so sharply that Lynx grabbed her to make sure she didn’t keep going off the other side of the platform.

‘What is it?’ Toil demanded.

‘I … ah, fuck. Fuck! Whatever’s inside that cage,’ Sitain gasped. ‘It just moved.’

‘Moved?’

‘Yeah – not much, but there was definitely something.’

‘Balls to the dark then,’ Anatin declared. With a practised action the one-handed man sheathed his mage-pistol, flipped open the breech and pulled out the cartridge inside. A quick feel around in his cartridge case produced a light-bolt that he slotted home and closed the gun up again.

‘Reckon you can shoot this straight, Sitain?’

‘Shoot?’

‘Just close enough to bloody show us what you’re looking at. It’s bigger’n a barn door ain’t it?’

‘Give it here,’ Toil snapped. She took the pistol from Anatin and aimed it at the shadow-shape away in the darkness. ‘Eyes.’

They all closed their eyes, Lynx putting a hand across his to ward off as much of the glare as possible. The snap of the mage-pistol accompanied a flare of light behind his fingers and Lynx waited two heartbeats before looking. A yellow-white flower had blossomed from the main cable of roots hanging from the ceiling. It illuminated the great tendrils of stone that led through from the strange throne room. Six of them stretched over their heads, branching and twisting across the span to join the bulbous knot at the centre. More reached it from similar platforms to the left and right, a network of roots extending perhaps as much as a hundred yards in.

The light also revealed the size of the huge chamber they were in. Gently tapered walls of smooth stone led down further than Lynx could see. The bottom was hidden by the gloom, more than five hundred yards down he guessed. Everything was grey and near featureless … Lynx froze. Except whatever lurked inside that massive cage.

He could see movement, slow and deliberate. Then something dark pushed out of the largest gap in the root-cage, long and iridescent in the weak light. Like everything else it was impossible to make out size, but Lynx could tell it was golantha-sized rather than man-sized.

The movement was small, just a twitch, but enough to show the strange dark gleam of its surface and sharp pointed end. And then the light vanished – winked out completely rather than the usual steady fade.

‘Did that just drain the magic?’ Toil whispered. ‘Did I really just see that?’

‘Yeah, you did,’ Lynx said. ‘Another fucking golantha.’

Safir shook his head. ‘Not just that,’ he said. ‘One that’s somehow imprisoned here – beneath the inner sanctums of the gods.’

‘How? The gods have been broken for thousands of years!’ Anatin almost wailed. ‘How can this thing be here and alive?’

Toil gave a start. ‘Because it’s not a normal golantha like we’ve faced before,’ she said, sounding winded by the realisation.

‘Huh? What the fucksticks is it then?’ Anatin snapped. ‘It’s no fucking puppy, for damn sure.’

‘I don’t know exactly, but … Those months I spent with a Whisper clan, when they taught me how to sign.’

‘Yeah?’

‘It was the old ones who taught me, the lore-keepers. They don’t write their history, they tell it. Their most ancient stories tell of when the gods were young, new in their powers. It took them a long time to achieve dominion over all things. The gods weren’t as powerful as they later became. They fought wars of conquest in the deepest black, fought to tame it. The myths spoke about creatures of incredible age and power, far above what the clans knew as golantha. They were unkillable until the gods cooperated to hunt them down.’

‘What were they called?’

‘The deep gods – gods of the deepest black, gods of the darkest lights. The names changed, but it was only when the gods defeated them that they truly came into the powers spoken of in the scriptures.’

‘And you think this is one of those?’

Toil shrugged. ‘I think there’s a giant golantha imprisoned beneath their most sacred place,’ she said simply. ‘I think it’s either a recent catch or has been kept here, somehow failing to die for thousands of years.’

‘And the roots?’

‘Who knows? But if I wanted to be a god and I had some undying beast of vast power to hand I might look for a way to … feed off it.’

Toil left the words hanging there amid the darkness. They all stood and stared out towards where the creature had been.

‘It’s a prison,’ Lynx said suddenly, almost surprising himself as much as the others. ‘They put it here for a reason.’

‘So?’

‘So it’s not all-powerful,’ he said, ‘and this place looks fucking deep to me. One of the things we’ve proved kills a golantha is falling. Why not try that on this lord of golanthas?’

‘Assuming it can’t fly?’

Toil shook her head. ‘The deepest black is rifts and caverns that extend dozens of miles into the ground, but there’s no huge single space. Not like the sky. Wings are no use to the big bastards.’

‘If I was a god and I had this thing trussed up, while I’m feeding off it or whatever these roots are about,’ Lynx said, ‘reckon I’d want to make sure it couldn’t escape and come for me.’

‘So if we break those roots, it could fall?’ Safir whistled. ‘Damn, but that’s a risk to take – even by our standards. Why not leave the fucker alone, stuck in its prison?’

‘Cos it’s moving,’ Sitain croaked, still staring into the darkness. ‘Cos we just killed one of the things that was feeding off it and the Sons burned a whole lot of fragments from the others too. Cos it’s a creature of magic and the seals are all broken now.’

‘Still – either it can escape or it can’t. Whether it’s waking up or not isn’t so much our concern.’

Lynx cocked his head at the man. ‘Really? Cos it kinda feels like something to be concerned about.’

‘It’s not our fight, is what I’m saying,’ Safir insisted. ‘Unless you can see some easy-to-pull lever that’s marked “drop the deepgod down the shitter”, why pick a fight we don’t know we can win? Don’t know we even need to?’

The sound of gunfire ended their conversation. The Cards all ducked down and looked for their attackers until they realised it wasn’t directed at them. Slowly they searched around until Sitain pointed at the broken section of the wall. There Lynx could see more light than before – a jagged hole in the rock illuminated by white-light globes. It wasn’t especially big but, as they watched, the edges were pounded by earthers, smashing chunks out and sending those boulders tumbling into the void below.

‘This ah … This seems less encouraging to those of us who’d prefer monsters to stay locked up,’ Anatin commented. ‘Your deepgod might not be able to fly, but anyone checked if it can jump?’

Lynx looked at the imprisoned monster. It was a strange tangle of limbs. He couldn’t quite fathom how they all fitted together – or indeed if they only belonged to one creature. They were moving more now, not just the odd twitch but a careful extending and withdrawing as it tested its bounds.

‘Do they know what they’re doing?’ Toil wondered. ‘Is that why they’re here?’

‘Who?’ Lynx asked. ‘Oh fuck!’

They looked at each other. ‘Who’s mad enough to want to wake an ancient god?’

‘If we’re talking organisations – just the one,’ Lynx agreed. ‘The fuckers we came here with.’


Chapter 40

‘What do we do?’

There was silence.

‘Do we need to do anything?’ Anatin hazarded. ‘I mean, we were hired for a job and – screaming fucks – for once, we hit the target. No starting a totally different war, no unpicking the fabric of the world or getting caught screwing our employer’s wife!’

‘Hey!’ Safir snapped. ‘That was one time!’

Anatin turned an evil grin his way. ‘Was it though?’

‘Oh come on, the other time doesn’t count, they were divorced. Anyway, Deern had been shagging the husband that very morning so he deserved a lesson in justifiable outrage.’

‘That’s what worries me,’ Toil said absently, lost in thought.

‘Deern getting his end away?’ Anatin asked. ‘Yeah, me too. Every time. I just assume Reft’s got some deep mental issues we’re not aware of.’

‘Not that bit.’

‘Oh. You think we just unpicked the fabric of the world again?’

Lynx snorted. ‘It is kind of our thing these days.’

‘And this is all too weird even by my standards,’ Toil added. ‘The gods constructing some vast prison with weird stone roots leading down to some … Well, something big and scary.’

‘So we kill it?’ Lynx suggested. ‘Just to be safe?’

‘You have an odd definition of safe, my port— ah, disappointingly-less-portly-after-weeks-of-marching friend,’ said Anatin.

‘Weird definition of friends too,’ Lynx muttered. Then he added, ‘Whatever’s going on here, we don’t want it loose. What with us being tasty mage treats an’ all.’

Toil nodded. ‘Not sure an earther’s going to do much good at that range though and icers won’t do more than tickle it.’ She shook her head. ‘How the fuck did they even crack the wall – it’s mage-reinforced!’

‘Dark magic? We gave them the strength to do it, after all. That’s what the explosion was, some bloody dark bomb big enough to crack even this prison open.’

‘While we were marching here? I suppose they might have found a glassblower’s in one abandoned town, but doing so without Atieno noticing?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Anatin said firmly. ‘We can worry about who later. How do we kill it?’

Toil searched around the platform they stood on but it ended in sheer drops on either side. Even the stone roots offered nothing in the way of handholds that the boldest climber would risk.

‘It’s almost like they didn’t build this place with easy access in mind,’ she commented with a bitter smile. ‘We’re not getting close enough for earthers. Maybe we fire on the Sons – or whoever it is breaking in?’

‘Makes us sitting ducks if they’re halfway decent shots,’ Anatin pointed out.

‘Atieno? Could you reach it with your magic?’

‘Assuming I did not simply revive it further?’ The ageing mage shook his head. ‘I do not have the control.’

‘Where’s Lastani when you need her, eh? Right – we double back, see if we can ambush ’em. The thing’s been asleep or whatever for millennia. Might be it’ll take a while to wake.’

Even as she spoke there was a great groan of stone from the cage. The Cards fell silent as they heard deep echoing cracks ring out around the vast space. It momentarily drowned out the crash of ordnance on the now-enlarged hole. When nothing more came the gunfire increased, earthers and grenades battering the space until any of the golantha they had faced thus far would easily make it through.

Belatedly, the Cards started to fire icers at those doing the work, but they were shooting almost entirely blind. As Anatin predicted, they soon had to scramble away or lie flat until the return fire dwindled. By the time Lynx risked another look he realised one more thing had changed – the cage itself. Now there was a faint glow coming from it, the darkly iridescent hide of whatever lay within giving off its own light. Surrounded by that web of stone it looked to Lynx like Urden’s largest ever Duegar lantern – criss-crossing lines of dark containing something that shone light which was barely visible to his human eyes.

‘Bet that’s shining like Veraimin’s own arsehole to anything that lives down here,’ Toil breathed, watching alongside him.

‘God Fragments shine, why not your deepgod too?’ Lynx said by way of agreement.

‘I guess that means it’s getting stronger. Ever since we opened the Labyrinth most likely, or broke the last seal at least. It’s just been down here gathering its strength, waiting for its opportunity.’

‘Waiting … planning.’ Lynx paused. ‘Wait – we’re not shining.’

‘Good thing too. We don’t need to be any easier to shoot in the dark, not up here.’

‘No, I mean surely if Kalozhin was doing this, they’d be turning their magic on that wall. We’d all feel it straight away.’

‘You think that its Charnelers instead?’ Toil asked.

‘Why not? The gods could affect minds – mebbe this deepgod too. Mebbe it’s suborned the temple guards or something. Anyone living in these parts for months or years must be at risk, surely?’

‘So parts of both sides might be involved here? A cheery thought there, Lynx, but it doesn’t help us much.’

‘No, true.’

The deepgod – assuming it was indeed that, but Lynx couldn’t doubt it now it was starting to move – shifted slowly inside its cage. Clearly, it was aware of the precariousness of its situation. If their assumptions were true, even with Insar effectively destroyed it remained weak and imprisoned above a fall intended to kill it. Weakness and that threat had clearly been enough for a time, at least. Now it was probing its surroundings in search of escape.

One small section of the cage disappeared as they watched. A minor part of the web perhaps, but ominous enough as a tree-trunk-thick section was apparently bitten through. The deepgod did nothing at first, shifting in slow, small increments until it could extend one long limb out for the first time in untold years.

The limb was massive – twenty yards from what Lynx could guess – and resembled the spear-like legs of a maspid. There was no foot or hand, just the dull point of a toe and hooked shape on the underside. It was flexible, though, two joints allowing it to be dextrous in its investigation of the cage’s outside. All this went on as the attack on the wall continued, demolishing a stretch large enough to fit the entire cage through.

Finally, the unknown gunners were satisfied and broke off their efforts. The space they’d made was large enough that the golantha from Shadows Deep wouldn’t have been able to touch both sides at once. Lynx couldn’t see if they stayed to watch or kept clear, but horrified fascination kept him rooted to the spot.

‘Load icers,’ Toil declared. ‘Aim at that cross-piece in the centre and hold. We might not be able to break that cage, but mebbe we can rattle it once damage has been done.’

Lynx nodded and knelt with his gun ready, waiting for an opportunity. The probing of the cage continued before there was more crunch and grind of stone as another piece was broken away. Anatin moved back to the steps they’d come down, ushering Layir and Payl forward. He couldn’t shoot a long gun with one hand and they’d need every shot they could take.

‘Stay ready,’ Toil muttered. ‘When it goes, it’ll go fast. We’ll only get one chance here.’

The shape twisted inside the cage. It was a strangely lithe and acrobatic movement for something so large. Lynx couldn’t see why but soon he didn’t need to wonder. More pieces were chopped away from the stonework, this time from the lowest part of the cage. Half-seen stretches of rock dropped away into the dark and someone counted the seconds until a dull boom rolled up from deep below.

‘Damn,’ Anatin breathed. ‘That’s a long way.’

‘Enough to kill anything alive,’ Toil agreed, pulling the stock of her mage-gun tighter against her shoulder.

More stone fell away. More of the deepgod was revealed. It was enough to still the breath in Lynx’s chest for all that he couldn’t make out the details. The beast had four limbs working carefully, patiently, while others gripped the upper parts of the cage. Its head jutted forwards to a point while twisting horns crowned it. Two pairs of half-moon eyes shone faintly, the lower edge sliding forward and back over each like a slow, deliberate blink as it tested its vision.

The strange shifting gleam of its body meant details were hard to make out, dark-light similar to the lanterns apparently emitted from all parts of it causing the iridescence to glimmer like oil. Its horns, claws and teeth stood out as a dull, dark grey against the black of its body. As it worked, Lynx saw one set of limbs were more like arms, clawed appendages that could turn and grip.

‘How about now?’ Lynx hissed, seeing the deepgod remove what was left of the lower section.

‘How the fuck should I know?’ Toil replied. ‘We go too early, our friends in that great hall will keep our heads down until it’s free.’

‘Better’n leaving things too late,’ Anatin chimed in from the back.

‘He’s got a point,’ Lynx said.

‘Fine – one more piece,’ Toil said. ‘Follow my lead.’

They watched in silence as the deepgod worked away at the edge closest to its freedom. It used the bigger bladed-limbs in concert, slicing at the stone like a practised mage would. Without any more warning, Toil fired. Lynx didn’t hesitate in following with his own and in the next moment the snapping icers drowned out everything else.

As the white streaks tore towards the cage, Lynx fancied he saw the deepgod recoil in surprise if nothing else. Stone creaked as it shifted and the icers chipped away at the rock to weaken it further. As the echoes raced around that great prison he heard the groan and pop of tortured stone. Whether it would be enough to break anything before the deepgod was ready to make its move, Lynx had no idea.

‘Again!’ Toil yelled, tossing the spent cartridge from her gun.

Lynx was already going through the movements as the deepgod rocked like a spider hanging from its web. It didn’t wait for them to do any more. With one great slash of its bladed limbs it cleared the last of the cage from its path and curled into a great ball.

‘Oh fuck!’ someone gasped.

Lynx had his gun up, levelling it at the deepgod just as it sprang. With the dextrous toes of its thick lower limbs it used the remaining cage and nearest root trail to hurl itself forward. The deepgod unveiled its full size in the half-darkness – long limbs thrashing at the air as it flew in a steepening arc towards the newly blasted opening. It never made it. Lynx saw that it wasn’t going to reach before it was halfway and his mouth was open to shout when it slammed into the side of its prison well below the hole.

The great spear-limbs punched at the stone with incredible violence. A tremor ran around the whole chamber as it struck. The deepgod made every possible use of the slight slope. As the Cards watched, dumbfounded, it planted its four lower legs and pushed yet again while it hauled up with its upper limbs.

The mage-reinforced stone was weakened, Lynx realised. Whatever had broken it must have disrupted those magics woven in the walls just enough. Without the hole to aim for, its strength and grip would fail and it would fall, but now Lynx saw the deepgod fight with every instinct remaining to it. With fury and desperation it clawed its way upwards. It gouged through the rock as bursts of power propelled it higher before its momentum was lost, using the damage left by its spear-limbs as footholds.

With one last effort it threw itself up to the edge of the hole. Its long forelimbs shot through and ripped up the mosaic floor as it sought purchase. Something broke under it and the deepgod twisted sideways. One long limb flailed for a moment until the shorter arms could catch the lip. Once they had it, its grip was secure. The spear-limb hung awkwardly as it clambered through and out into the mosaic hall beyond.

The Cards watched it go, still too shocked to move or try another shot. The huge creature paused at the edge, lying flat with its legs draped over, but finally righted itself with slow, pained movements. It took a step, then two. In moments it was out of sight.

‘Back up the tunnel!’ Toil roared. ‘Shift yourselves!’

‘What?’ Lynx stared blankly at her until Toil grabbed him by the jacket and hauled him closer. ‘We’re not done yet!’ she yelled into his face. ‘We didn’t come all this way and kill a god only to unleash something worse on Urden!’

Slowly Lynx nodded. ‘What’s the plan?’

She gave him a wild grin. ‘We’re the world’s authority on killing the biggest, nastiest fuckers out there. We’ve got some evil ammunition, colossal arrogance and a desperate need to blow stuff up when sober. Get moving, you fucks, it’s time to be heroes.’

‘Will we get paid?’ Anatin asked.

‘Probably not.’

‘Go down in legend?’

‘Doubt it.’

He thought for a moment then shrugged. ‘Fuck it. Guess we’ve come this far. Maybe it’s worth a try.’


Chapter 41

Toil ordered the white-light spheres to the front. There wasn’t much time for caution now – their only constraint was Reft’s injury and no one felt much like splitting up. They weren’t catching something that big in a race and if they found it, they’d want every gun to hand. Aben and Varain led the Cards with the mage lamps held above their heads to cast the light as far as possible. The big man could walk, but clearly only thanks to Sitain’s efforts. Whether it meant he was making his injuries worse in the process was something she decided not to mention.

In the smaller chambers and tunnels, the spheres provided enough light for the whole company to see by so their pace was better than before. The light wasn’t bright enough to drive off maspid packs, but each bare stone room proved as empty as the last. Their guns were silent all the way to the huge mosaic hall.

Before reaching it, Toil stopped and had the spheres covered again. They couldn’t make any great impact in the darkness of such a large space and the Marked Cards needed time to readjust if a fight awaited them.

‘Plan?’ Lynx asked as they huddled just out of sight.

‘A quick look,’ Toil said. ‘Kas, me and Brel. Doubt there’s much waiting for us though. If they were going to hang around we’d have walked into an ambush already.’

‘You think they just left?’ Anatin said dubiously. ‘Wandered off arm in arm with their bloody great beastie overlord?’

‘Could have run at the sight,’ she replied. ‘I would’ve. Maybe they’ve been eaten – or they’re in thrall and mindlessly following wherever it’s going.’ She nodded to the two scouts. ‘Let’s go find out.’

She activated her Duegar lantern, cupped between her hands to limit the light, and used it to just see an outline of the tunnel. Taking her time, she scanned the ground with a practised eye and finally discovered what she was looking for – a length of twine strung between empty alcoves. Barely visible if you weren’t looking for it, it led to a grenade tucked into a corner.

Kas padded noiselessly forward and retrieved the grenade. As she made it safe, removing the mushroom-head pin which would crack the glass core, Toil saw the lightning symbol on the head. Despite herself, she felt a shiver run down her spine. A crackler was a nasty thing at the best of times, let alone in the confined space of a tunnel. For the very last stretch they walked in total darkness, using the wall as a guide. The ground was free of debris so it was less than a minute before the trio had reached the high opening to the mosaic hall.

Once there, Toil waited. She had excellent instincts but had learned to trust the sharpness of Kas’s eyes and ears the way Anatin did. It took some biting down on her impatience, but haste in the darkness was a death sentence.

‘If there’s anyone there,’ Kas breathed eventually, ‘they’re perfectly still.’

‘Somethin’ dead out there,’ Brel added. ‘Blood and shit on the air.’

‘But nothing alive. Reckon there’s a light somewhere that way,’ Kas said, pointing. ‘Lamp on the ground maybe.’

‘That’s where they blew the wall,’ Toil said.

‘How’d they do that again? Mage-strengthened rock I thought.’

‘Fuck knows. I’m just guessing, but dark magic’s a fair bet. Highkeep Sanctuary must be set up to create any weapon the mages can think of.’

Kas nodded. ‘I reckon it’s clear out here – enough to risk.’

‘Good.’ Toil turned and gave a low whistle to the rest before heading out into the hall on her own. As she walked, she felt the immensity of the space around her, the cool touch of air and sudden diminishing of the echo around her. It was a familiar presence, one that had almost broken her on her first relic hunt.

The thought made her pause. That bastard Sotorian Bade. The man who left her to die. He’d called the darkness a presence, had even given it a name.

Mistress Dark? Something like that anyway. The idea tickled at her mind, given what they’d seen. Maybe it was a real presence – faint like the gods but calling to those who’re looking for it. Maybe a call to service isn’t so much of a calling as just being open to the sound?

‘Just as well I let the fucker burn,’ Toil muttered.

She tightened her grip on her mage-gun and stalked forward, not waiting for the rest as she headed towards the faint light. The hole that had been torn in the wall revealed itself as she neared. A huge tear surrounded by chunks of rubble often taller than a person. Plenty of space for soldiers to hide behind, but something told her this wasn’t a rearguard ambush. The weak yellow light emanated from the base of one such chunk where the crushed bodies of Charneler dragoons spilled blood across the tiled ground. There were others there too, some in civilian clothing or priestly robes, even mages.

‘The fuck’s this?’ Kas asked, joining her while the rest of the company filed out into the hall behind them. ‘Killed by their own demolition work?’

‘Looks like it. Hardly a sign they were in their right minds, eh?’

Together they turned, following the sweep of dust and shards that ran away from the deepgod’s strange prison. It led across the huge hall to the largest of tunnel exits.

‘Sure about this?’

Toil shook her head. ‘Not even close. You?’

‘Nope.’ Kas shrugged. ‘We’re going to do it anyway, right?’

‘It’s not the fight I came here for,’ Toil admitted, ‘but yeah, we are.’

Either I’m just some city lord’s bloody-handed servant, she said to herself, or I truly believe in something better. This thing could just crawl into the belly of the world and not reappear for a hundred years. I could be risking everything for no damn reason at all, but fuck hindsight. Better than the other way around.

Formed into suits with healthy space between them, the Cards advanced through the dark. Up ahead, the tunnel loomed black and foreboding but as they reached it, Toil could see lights flickering beyond. In any other city-ruin this would have been a major thoroughfare. Here she guessed it was simply a grand avenue towards the hall, or halls, of the gods. They had only found one path out after all. Quite possibly other mosaic halls lay undisturbed or sealed off elsewhere in the depths of the mountain.

Something more familiar lay on the other side: a great square shaft with broad avenues around the open inner edge. Pillared arcades and arched doorways led off those, grand and ornate constructions often several storeys high. Broad curling slopes led to the levels above and below. It was dully lit by the glow from long trails of creeper that hung from what remained of the ruined upper level. At the far corner of the shaft they had wrapped around each other over the decades and centuries. A broad cable as thick as a mature oak now anchored itself on the shelf of ground there, sending more trails further down.

None of this gave any great light, far less than a Wisp light garden. Still it was enough to give Toil a sense of where they were. She had coped with far less visibility in the past, albeit never with both humans and a golantha waiting somewhere beyond. At her signal the Cards edged forward, suit by suit, aware these grand dwellings or temples could conceal a regiment of troops. Directly ahead was the widest of the roads here, overlooking the open shaft on the left with a small plaza on the right.

At the edge of the huge shaft Toil stopped. She couldn’t resist looking down. The creeper only extended a short way, enough to light a stretch of the lower level, but other scraps of light showed how deep it was. Up was a rather more dismal sight.

The level above was clearly the top of the shaft, but she knew there had once been more above that. The top part of this vast complex had been scoured smooth by the force of Banesh’s great betrayal. The damage to the ceiling here was considerable. Ramps leading up were blocked with ancient debris that poured down to swamp the level above her. There were holes and fissures too, much of the rock ceiling looking close to imminent collapse. Toil imagined the surviving Duegar had shored it up to protect what remained below, but how well that work had survived the millennia was anyone’s guess.

‘Legend’s looking true then,’ Himbel commented, the company surgeon joining her at the ruined stretch of wall. ‘Banesh fucked this place good and proper. Wouldn’t want to be the first wanker to let off ordnance in here.’

‘But you might be standing next to her,’ Toil said, enjoying the flash of concern on Himbel’s permanently sour expression.

With Himbel silenced, she returned to surveying what she suspected had been some sort of servant-priest district. It had likely served as a buffer between Insar’s private grounds and the rest of the city-complex. Now, however, it was just a potential killing-ground. The small plaza bore four strange shrine-like structures in the centre. There were only six small doorways leading off it, each one beneath massive carved glyphs that were too complex for Toil to read. The shrines rose to a sharp peak above an empty concave section, great stone bowls standing just in front of each.

Toil would be willing to bet those were oil burners, able to draw up the fuel from miles below ground and used in the more dramatic or ritual settings. Now she was thinking along those lines she realised there were great curling cones set into the walls that might serve the same function. Here, so close to their god, the Duegar had likely spared no effort in declaring Insar’s magnificence.

‘Tempest, Snow – skirt round that way,’ Anatin called, pointing around the square. ‘Stars, Blood, cover us when we move.’

Ahead of them, the road continued through another massive tunnel, recently dug out judging by the heaps of debris. This one showed more signs of damage but was clearly the way the golantha had gone. Either it was still injured by its escape or not back to its full strength because there were clear drag-marks on the ground. That was the only obvious way to go, but Anatin didn’t want to make any possible ambush easy.

He allowed Tempest and Snow time to move around two sides of the square before setting off with Sun. Anticipating gunshots with every step, they made brisk progress only to again find a surprising lack of enemies waiting for them. The Cards of Sun took up a defensive position at the mouth of the other tunnel and waited for the rest. Before they arrived, Toil heard a familiar sound echo towards them. The clatter of battle.

‘Shit – glad we’re not the ones in the middle of that,’ Himbel commented.

The sound was coming from the tunnel up ahead. Not far off, there was fighting – a fair bit of it by the sound. It was too muffled for Toil to make much out, but the steady crack of icers and regular thump of heavier ammunition told enough of a story.

‘You realise we’re going to walk into the middle of it, right?’ Toil said as they hurried forward.

‘Creep up on it mebbe,’ Himbel puffed. ‘Even you ain’t getting the Cards to march right out into the mouth o’ whatever shit this is.’

Toil nodded. ‘Fair point. Come on then.’

She walked into a high tunnel wide enough for six carts to be driven abreast. The ground wasn’t entirely level. Two distinct tracks of parallel ridges, each about two yards apart, ran the length of the tunnel. Picking her way over one set, Toil advanced down the left-hand stretch of ground. After fifty yards the tunnel branched left and right. One track headed down each branch. The left-hand was blocked by rubble when they reached it, a collapse dating back to the fall of the gods she imagined. Toil didn’t pay it much mind because the remaining tunnel captured her attention immediately.

There was no doubt the deepgod had gone that way, but she still stopped and stared. The tunnel quickly opened out into what had to be an enormous chamber – perhaps one even bigger than the mosaic hall. There was light there – not daylight but a dim glow like that of a Wisp light garden. Tiny plants populated shelves of rock on the cavern wall, glowing green and yellow. More trails of the pale blue phosphorescent creeper reached towards her, lying torn and scraped aside from where the deepgod had passed.

The sound of violence intensified. The crash of gunfire and strange unearthly roars echoed towards them. Toil pressed on; aware the others were letting her go first but too consumed with questions to worry. At the end of the tunnel the path continued down a slope that arced around and disappeared from view. The flash of an icer streaked past her and slammed into the rock wall, thirty yards off. With understandable caution, Toil put her head around the corner and gasped.

The cavern was truly huge, a mile or more across with at least a dozen vast rock pillars supporting the roof. The largest of the pillars had to be eighty yards high and was festooned with climbing plants that glowed green and red. Beneath the highest points of the vaulted ceiling, a hundred yards up, were small lakes frilled with colourful life. The stone tracks she’d been following ran down the cavern on raised roads that wound through the great pillars.

Near the closest of the pillars stood the deepgod, rising tall above a small attendant force of humans, mostly in Charneler uniforms. The gigantic beast walked upright on four massive legs, its spear-like arms raised in threat towards a lesser golantha that squatted just out of reach. The deepgod’s smaller pair of arms sparkled with light as crackling lightning balled around its hands, spitting and coiling until one was hurled at the golantha.

Lightning burst over it but if anything that seemed to embolden the smaller horror. Thick-bodied with broad jutting limbs and a red frill of spines, the other golantha had huge dripping cracks across its body and legs that oozed with yellow light. More spilled out as the creature roared in defiance, its blockish head splitting open from top to bottom as it showed its rows of teeth.

The Charnelers peppered its flanks with gunfire. The golantha took no notice until a burner splashed over the ground in front of it. Only then did it turn, mouth open to suck the flames in until they were extinguished. It spat the fire back towards the deepgod which batted it away, but despite its advantage in size Toil saw the newly wakened monster’s movements were sluggish and weary.

‘Screaming hellfucks!’ gasped Lynx from her side, one of a handful who’d crept up to see what she’d found. ‘They turning on each other?’

Toil nodded just as the other golantha surged forward. It had seen the same vulnerability, she guessed, and sought to take advantage. Earthers from the Charnelers battered and rocked its body. Still it launched itself at the deepgod unheeding of injury, fire and light streaming from its body as it went.

The deepgod slashed at it and scored a blazing line down its side. Flames exploded out, but the blow couldn’t arrest its charge. The golantha locked its huge maw around the deepgod’s leg. If it had had only two legs it would have fallen under the force of impact. Even so the deepgod staggered. Its human followers continued to fire but the haze of fire surrounding the golantha either deflected their shots or hid the impact.

Fire surged up the deepgod’s body, but it still managed to stab one spear-limb into the golantha’s side. It drove the second even harder in – punching right through the belly of the golantha while its smaller arms smashed down at its head with earth-magic. The pummelling was furious and soon it had dislodged the dying beast. Ichor and fire leaked from every part of it as it snapped and scrabbled forward, trying to reach its killer again. One final stab with a spear-limb stilled it, driving down through its head.

‘Damn thing was mad,’ Lynx croaked. ‘Even at the end it thought only of attack.’

‘Mad golantha,’ Toil said, shuddering. ‘What could do that?’

‘Magic,’ Atieno said in a hollow voice. ‘Drunk or mad, driven insane by more magic than it can contain!’

‘What? How?’

‘The air is thick with Veraimin’s touch,’ he replied. ‘Fire spills unchecked from that golantha – power leaking out even now.’ Atieno’s face hardened. ‘Give a mage a God Fragment and send them into battle. You will see such frothing madness before the end.’

Toil gasped. ‘God Fragment? The other vaults! They must have been lower down, kept apart from the cache of Insar’s to limit the risk to the priests. Shitting fuck, these things have been eating God Fragments?’

‘Perhaps so. I doubt they can digest them, but a fragment in their belly will constantly feed them power.’

‘Until they eat one too many,’ Lynx finished, ‘and they can’t handle it. Remember Lastani hurt one by unleashing more magic than it could cope with?’

With the battle ended, Toil looked further around the cavern. Huge slopes led upwards, mostly staggered ramps up to high plateaus, some of which continued all the way to the cavern roof. A few of the raised levels seemed to have the walls of buildings visible on top, others were swamped with trailing foliage. It remained dim, but almost every part was lit with the bioluminescent fauna – a vast light garden left to grow rampant over centuries or more.

‘What can we do to fight that?’ she wondered aloud. ‘How do we get close enough?’

The deepgod was perhaps two hundred yards from them, easily in icer range but it would be a long way to make up the ground for anything more effective. While it seemed to have been heading down the length of the cavern, it now bent over its victim – tearing the creature apart as though needing to confirm Atieno’s theory.

In the distance, she could see dark spots amid the patchy glow of foliage which could have been tunnel mouths. Nearer to them was movement however, shapes Toil couldn’t make out. She guessed they were creatures of the deepest black rather than more Charnelers. By its haste, the deepgod seemed well aware of the presence and keen to be done quickly.

‘There are more golantha?’ Lynx said, seeing what she was looking at. ‘Deepest black, they can’t all have consumed God Fragments, can they?’

She shook her head. ‘Maspids. They probably just see golantha as threats. They don’t feed on magic.’

‘They’re rivals still,’ Atieno pointed out. ‘Magic affects them, you said, they can sense it and act intoxicated. This cavern’s alive with power. The maspids might not be thinking straight – just like the tysarn in the Mage Isles.’

‘Yeah,’ Lynx said slowly. ‘The razing, that’s what the locals called it. Great – maspid packs swarming in a frenzy like tysarn? Definitely nothing to worry about.’


Chapter 42

‘Maybe time to start reconsidering on the prayer front, Safir,’ Anatin muttered.

Lynx saw the former nobleman frown. ‘My prayers may not be much help.’

‘I’m just sayin’ – of all of us you’re the one most likely to.’ Anatin grinned. ‘Just this once, the gods might agree that killing this fucker’s in all our interests!’

Beside him, Lynx could feel the tension in Toil, the realisation that they stood little chance in a straight fight. Quite how they evened up the odds appeared to elude her. He could hear the Cards shifting behind him as they grew anxious at their position, but then fate handed them one last boon.

It began as a clatter, a distant fall of stones. Instead of fading, it built and grew, slowly intruding on Lynx’s awareness as he watched the deepgod rip through the entrails of its vanquished foe. All four arms were soon coated in the golantha’s blood, a sickly white colour that showed up in stark contrast against the deepgod’s dark iridescence. Finding what could only be a God Fragment it raised a grisly handful up to its face and seemed to gulp down the contents. As it stooped for more, the sound of falling rocks made the huge monster pause in its work.

The Cards followed the sound off to the left – struggling to make out anything in the dark until movement in front of a huge thicket of red-lit tanglethorn attracted Lynx’s eye. He pointed, hissing, and Toil cursed in the next breath as she saw the tattoo on his hand glow white. Rocks and earth falling yes, but also twisting aside and wrapping around one of the great stairways. In the wake, appeared figures, tiny in the distance but lit up by magery and scraps of daylight behind.

‘Insar’s nightly pinprick,’ she muttered. ‘We’re not done with those bastards yet.’

‘The Sons of the Wind?’ Lynx asked, startled. ‘How?’

She unexpectedly chuckled. ‘Our allies have come to our rescue once again! Just as well they fucked us over a few weeks back, eh?’

‘Huh?’

‘The earth mage,’ Atieno answered. ‘To sense the safest path and open it up requires a powerful mage. Without sneaking one into a ritual to break that final seal of the Labyrinth, they would never have managed this.’

‘At which point their only choice would be to follow us,’ Toil added. ‘Catching us between a rock and an even bigger rock. Come on.’

She stood and pointed down the slope.

‘Enough lazing around, we’ve got an ambush to prepare.’

‘Ambush? How?’ Lynx asked.

Toil paused and gave him an unexpected dazzling smile. ‘With my impeccable sense of direction,’ Toil declared. ‘Aided by that bunch of tasty mage-treats that just announced themselves, we might just have the distraction we need!’

She didn’t leave it open for discussion, immediately setting off, leaving the others to follow. For a while no one did but then Anatin shrugged.

‘Fuck’s sake … fine. Let’s go.’

‘We can always shoot her in the back if it’s stupid, right?’ Deern asked.

‘Hardly needs to be said, does it?’ Anatin agreed. He set off and the rest followed, hurrying to catch her up.

Lynx cast one look over at the Sons of the Wind. They had opened a stretch of the cavern roof on the far side, just short of the mid-point. A long shelf of rock projected out from the uneven cliff-like wall, abutting a huge stepped slope that worked its way down one of the largest pillars supporting the cavern roof.

One side of the pillar was covered in foliage – a dark mass speckled with what Lynx guessed was glowing flowers, yellow, orange and red. It resembled molten metal as it cascaded towards the still reflective surface of water below. The Sons would only be able to head down one side of the pillar, the other seemed entirely impassable without machetes and burners to clear a path.

A blade of weak daylight now shone down from the hole, revealing packed soldiers at the top of the great stairway. How many they were bringing down, Lynx couldn’t see, but he guessed it wouldn’t be long before the Cards were outnumbered a second time.

Avoiding the raised road used by the deepgod, Toil led them down into the dry bed beyond. What foliage was there seemed withered and tired, long trails lying flat across the dusty ground. Clumps of green and yellow populated the cavern wall just a dozen yards away on their right, but once they were past the trails of blue creeper there were only low desiccated clumps. As they walked, Lynx saw insects rise up from the sandy floor, a sign of life he’d rarely found in his other ventures underground.

One insect, the size and shape of his finger with a dark body and green glowing eyes, zipped across his path and hovered over a creeper leaf. Lynx watched in fascination as the beetle darted up and down above the leaf, almost teasing it with its abdomen. Its third or fourth attempt proved too low, however. Instead of buzzing up again it seemed to stick – frantically straining to pull clear as the shuddering leaf began to curl in on itself and wrap the insect up.

Lynx felt a nudge on his arm. ‘Remember,’ Aben said, grinning, ‘fucking everything down here wants to kill you.’

He nodded and turned back to the ground at his feet, careful to avoid even the dead-looking plants. From where they walked, Lynx’s view was severely restricted. Dark clumps of tanglethorn obscured their view of the deepgod and distance limited what he could make out of the Sons. The ground was even and clear for the main part, however. Toil led them away from the path to skirt the right-hand wall as best they could.

Even on this safer route Toil moved cautiously. Any small amount of cover could conceal danger that at best risked giving away their position as they shot it. She was also checking the ground as she went, her gaze forever shifting up and down between their surroundings and where she was about to tread. After a hundred yards she signalled for the company to halt and pointed to a depression off to her left.

Aben stepped forward: as the other experienced relic hunter, her lieutenant was leading that flank of the company. With his mage-gun he pantomimed prodding at the depression and Toil nodded. He held the gun by the barrel and drew a long knife before jabbing the gun down into the depression. Immediately something whipped up out of the dirt and slammed into each side of the gun stock.

They looked like snakes, dark and slender, but eyeless and working in unison. Lynx didn’t get a good look before Aben slashed at the nearer, chopping it in half. Something underneath the dirt thrashed and tried to pull back, but its fangs had driven into the wood of the gun. Aben had enough time to twist the gun and cut the other away too.

‘The fuck’s that?’ someone behind Lynx croaked.

‘Venomous,’ Toil replied darkly. ‘Kill you before you walk ten paces so don’t wander off.’

Without a word spoken, the Cards all bunched up behind Toil and Aben. Moving into a narrow gully they kept well clear of the uneven walls, spotted with tiny plants that cast a faint white light. In the distance, gunfire started up again and Toil immediately stopped, cocking an ear to the sound.

‘Want me to take a look?’ Kas asked, pointing at the gully walls.

Toil hesitated then nodded. ‘White-light first,’ she ordered. When someone pulled out a mage-sphere, still shining bright, she took it to the easiest path up the wall and held it out. Toil inspected a stretch of uneven rock from top to bottom, checking the shadows for dangers before waving Kas forward. The scout bit her lip then scrambled up as quickly as she could. Safely reaching the top she crouched there and stared out across the cavern.

‘It’s the Sons,’ she reported. ‘Eh? Someone’s shooting at ’em – must be the Charnelers.’

‘Doubt they realise they’re allies,’ Toil said. ‘Given they were the enemy this morning. Poor General Erazil, she comes looking for this beast to make it her god and some bastard Charneler has already got his tongue up its backside.’

‘Sons are shooting at something else too – the ones on the plateau and the stair, they’re firing down.’

‘Looks like we’ve got our distraction. Can you see a clear way around so we can get ahead of the deepgod?’

Kas spent a while inspecting the terrain. ‘You want to avoid all foliage?’

‘If possible.’

‘I …’ She paused and peered forward. ‘There’s something up ahead. Did the Duegar have trees down in these places?’

‘Trees?’ No.’ Toil hissed. ‘Does it look dead and fallen, roots pointing this way?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Fuck – a crawler.’

Kas looked down. ‘Want me to kill it?’

‘With your bow?’ Toil sounded sceptical. ‘It’ll take something bigger than an arrow – or an icer for that matter.’

‘O ye of little faith,’ Kas said with a smile. ‘I learned a trick or two in the Mage Isles.’

She reached into her quiver and pulled out a slender wooden case bound with metal. From that she pulled an arrow with a fat head crudely daubed in black paint. ‘Time to test our new toys out, eh, Atieno?’

Lynx gasped as he looked at Atieno. The mastrunners in the Mage Isles had used charged weapon-heads in a variety of different forms including crossbows. Kas had clearly had a number of those arrows adapted for her larger recurved bow and if Atieno had been involved …

‘Dark arrows?’ Lynx asked.

Kas gave him a mischievous smile. ‘Among others. I’m a girl who likes to have options.’

She nocked the arrow and stood as she drew it, settling herself for the shot. Lynx could see her lips move as she aimed, guessing she was reminding herself of the differences the larger head would make. The arrow sped off through the gloom, swallowed by twilight in an instant. There came a muted crack and a brief flurry of sound, legs or something flailing against the ground, before it fell silent.

‘Well, girls and boys,’ Kas reported. ‘Turns out I really am that fucking good.’

‘It’s dead? You sure?’

‘Aye, not much is getting up after that, not with a hole in its middle. Come on, let’s go see.’

Toil led the way, as cautiously as before in case anything had been attracted by the sound or magic. A long open stretch narrowed to a bottleneck and just around the corner of that the Cards found a crumpled body. Ten yards long, more than half of that was comprised of a mass of angular legs stretched out in front. Kas’s shot had struck the rear half and cut it almost entirely in two. If the thing had once had a face or head, there was only dust remaining, but still Lynx felt his skin crawl to be close to it.

A bulbous body leaked blood at the rear of the corpse, stinking entrails hanging loose over the grey dust where once the rest of it had been.

‘Come on,’ Toil ordered as the Cards stood around it. ‘We don’t want to be here once scavengers smell this.’

The gunfire in the background had slowed to stuttered bursts, but it hadn’t stopped. As they reached another open stretch, Lynx got a better view of the pillar where the Sons of the Wind had descended. There didn’t seem to be any more troops coming down. Either they’d taken significant losses or only a trusted cadre had been brought here to witness the deepgod. Whether they were here through simple fanaticism or in thrall to this new god, Lynx couldn’t tell. Toil’s references to the Jang-Her conclave suggested the power of the gods affected followers nearby. It didn’t seem a great stretch to wonder if the deepgod could do something similar.

They made slow, anxious progress through the unreal, dull-lit darkness. Even the few hundred yards Toil took them over seemed to take an age to Lynx; each turn a threat, every clump of foliage potential cover for an ambush. Despite that the deepgod made less headway. Kas reported the troops seemingly at its command, Knights-Charnel and Sons of the Wind alike, were disordered and keeping apart. Whatever control the great golantha had on its new followers, they weren’t totally in thrall to its will. The usual human failings were getting in the way.

The Cards stopped once for a few minutes while Toil and Kas conferred up on an outcrop, their boots at Lynx’s head height. Something had changed and defensive lines had been thrown up, but it took the pair a while to work out what.

‘So there’s good news and bad news,’ Toil explained. ‘Good news is that the deepgod’s stopped, we can get ahead of it now.’

‘And the bad’s why it stopped,’ Kas added. ‘We’ve got more golantha out there, four of the fuckers.’

‘They’re in a staring match right now. It’s not a pack, they all look different so far’s we can tell. They’re keeping well clear of each other for the moment, but it doesn’t seem like that’s going to last.’

‘One looks a whole lot like our friend from Shadows Deep,’ Kas said, looking at Anatin as she spoke. ‘Hopefully not the same one, that’d be awkward eh?’

‘Aye – we’ve also got some spidery horror that looks drunk on God Fragments and is leaking sparks, plus something not so different from the crawler Kas killed, just three times the size and mimicking the plant lights around it. The fourth we can’t even see properly. It’s tall, but it’s keeping to the darkest parts.’

‘You got a plan to deal with all o’ that?’ Anatin asked.

Lynx noted the man didn’t suggest fleeing for their lives, which frankly wouldn’t be an insane suggestion at this point. The commander of the Cards wasn’t exactly looking happy at the prospect in front of them and took a swig from a hip flask after speaking, but that was all. You’d have to be drunk and mad to react any other way and the Cards had been sober for weeks now. Mostly.

‘Reckon I do,’ Toil said in a grave voice. ‘It’s not going to be fun though.’

‘We’re way past fun,’ Anatin growled. ‘Just lay it out.’

She turned to point at a pillar further down the cavern. Like the one the Sons of the Wind had used, there was a jutting plateau well above the cavern floor. A stairway led all the way up to the roof. The very top was too dark to see, this pillar being less colonised by foliage, but a lack of light could conceal maspids as well as bushes might.

‘That’s the goal. Two teams – mine goes to stir up some trouble. See if we can’t kick this stand-off into action. The second goes to occupy that plateau and lay a little surprise.’ She sought Lynx out amid the crowd and he felt his guts turn cold.

‘Which means I’m going to need a hero – one who’s too dumb to say no whatever the risk.’


Chapter 43

Toil divided the Cards into two groups – assigning the larger to herself. With Lynx she sent both mages, one to get them there with the minimum of noise and the other to help enact the plan. With Aben to direct them, the smaller group set off through a jagged series of rock formations and Toil turned to her own task.

‘We get the harder job,’ she said to the rest. ‘Who’s got the best arm here?’

All eyes turned to Reft though he was clearly in no condition for much. The huge man winced at the idea before nodding towards Darm. The big red-head’s leg was bandaged but it wasn’t seeping too badly.

‘Safir too,’ Deern added, answering for Reft. ‘It ain’t all about muscle. Joas too.’

Toil nodded. ‘We get closer and toss grenades as far as we can. A little mayhem might set it all off.’

‘At what?’ Safir asked. ‘Which enemy?’

‘Golantha, if we can manage it. The creatures o’ the deepest black are in a near frenzy. A few grenades might send ’em over the edge.’

She turned and pointed towards the centre of the cavern, knowing most of the Cards would be able to see very little despite the lambent light emanating from the foliage. ‘The deepgod’s that way, Sons of the Wind past it over there. By my reckoning the nearest golantha’s about a hundred yards over there. See that pillar? That’s where we saw one.’

She sensed as much as saw Anatin open his mouth to comment, but then the company commander thought better of it. They were committed now. Second-guessing her wouldn’t help anyone.

Creeping forward, Toil gave a wide berth to a tall bush with flowers that pulsed open and closed. Here the paths were narrower, the visible ground in any direction no more than twenty yards. It made for a nerve-shredding journey through winding avenues of plants that rustled at their approach – sometimes as small creatures fled, sometimes for more sinister reasons.

A great flat-topped hump of ground loomed ahead of them. Beyond that she could just about see the deepgod’s twisting horns and double sets of eyes currently narrowed to crescents. It was only fifty yards away, but for the moment its attention was focused elsewhere. The huge creature stood out in the gloom despite its dark hide, but as she looked Toil realised it was more than just the strange iridescence.

There was a presence too – one that tugged at her, mind and soul. Standing there, unmoving, it overshadowed anything else in that vast cavern. It drew her attention, demanded notice, and more than that too. It reminded her of all those dark days she’d spent underground before.

Days when she’d been triumphant, or at her most desperate. She’d felt it before, but only now did she realise that. There was something on the air, like a note that had been ringing out on the edge of hearing for so long she no longer noticed it. But now she was closer, now she could hear it.

We can’t leave this thing alive, she realised, certainty hitting her where once there had only been assumption. It called to me underground – Sotorian Bade too, I’d wager. Imprisoned by the gods, sleeping or whatever, it reached out across the miles and now it’s awake. Now it’s free. It won’t just run and hide. Not for long.

She reached another corner and paused, one hand raised for the Cards behind to stop. Ahead of them were three maspids, crouched low in the shadow of a tanglethorn. The sleek creatures were focused on what lay beyond. There Toil could just about make out the white quarters of a Charneler uniform. The soldier clearly had no idea maspids were so close, waiting to ambush anything that got near.

Toil backed off, motioning for the others to be quiet. She chose a different path that led towards three tall bushes with a spray of glowing white fronds. Crouching to look beneath those, she could see more maspids, all poised to ambush. Toil nodded to herself. She didn’t recognise the plant, but experience taught her not to pass underneath it and she hoped maspids wouldn’t either.

Carefully pantomiming, she set a guard at front and rear, ready to spark any marauding creatures, then gestured to her grenade throwers. They had a short run-up and a clear space to aim at. Toil assigned a direction to each then took a grenade for herself. Joas went first, a burly Jarraziran woman who revealed a surprising burst of speed. With a grunt she hurled the grenade up and away, far into the gloom where it was swallowed by darkness. Darm ran forward next and launched his own, higher and further to the right. Safir came last, aiming for the pillar where the half-seen golantha had lurked.

The first boom rang out as he started his run-up, the bright stuttered flashes and hiss of a crackler lighting up the cavern. A deep bellow echoed out in its wake, a sound Toil recognised from Shadows Deep. Then the sound was overlaid by the greater roar of a roaster – the fire grenade bursting yellow and orange high into the air an instant later. Safir lobbed his own grenade and, as the light of the first faded, the cavern was illuminated by a huge spray of lightning that burst across the pillar.

The darkness there was thrown back with savage force. Through watering eyes. Toil saw a shape revealed – thirty feet tall with a slender, stooped back and long arms that seemed to reach down to the ground. Its hide was dark and gnarled like the bark of a tree, but all shot through with veins of greenish light. There was what looked like fury on its face as the lightning raged. It had a blunt, tusked head with large glowing eyes and dozens of twisting knotted trails that hung like hair down its back.

Toil felt a manic grin appear on her face. She turned to her left and hurled one last crackler in the direction of the Charnelers she’d seen. It landed short of where the deepgod stood, but it hit the soldiers. A boom and flash lit up behind the rocky outcrop, followed by screams and more explosions as the cartridge cases of close-packed soldiers blew up.

The one maspid she’d kept in sight darted away in a dark blur. Instinct told the creatures when to exploit any moment of confusion, just as she’d hoped. More explosions came from further away. No doubt the Sons of the Wind had seen some threat in the crackler’s light. Cries and the whipcrack of icers from nearer to hand showed the maspids had attacked. Toil could almost taste the change in the air – that shocking switch from anticipation to violence.

Now we just need to survive what we’ve started.

‘Fall back!’ Toil croaked. ‘Watch the flanks and get the fuck clear!’

Lynx heard the booms and tightened his grip on his mage-gun. They had found themselves in a narrow defile with rock rising on both sides, Aben and Sitain leading the way. The walls were almost sheer which meant there could be no escape, but also little space for lethal horrors to lurk. Up ahead he could see the plateau they were aiming for. Unnaturally level aside from the shell of some large building, it had a mass of creeper colonising the right-hand end.

The defile was tight enough to ensure they went two by two. Behind the lead pair were Himbel and Haphori, keeping close to Sitain’s protection, while Kas and her friend Colet followed a pace behind. Hanva and Estal, as close as lovers, were just ahead of Lynx who’d assigned himself as Atieno’s guardian.

Aben gestured for them to halt. The Cards tensed, raising their weapons. Toil’s lieutenant didn’t look back, he just placed a hand on Sitain’s shoulder and ushered her forward. He had a pistol drawn but he kept his grip on the young mage, ready to yank her back and out of the way if necessary. Whatever was beyond the next turn hadn’t spotted them, Lynx assumed. The pair edged forward and Lynx felt a slow tingle on his skin as Sitain reached into her great reservoir of power. The other Marked Cards began to glow faintly, just enough to make them more obvious in the gloom, Lynx noted.

Sitain did nothing with the power immediately. She and Aben crept forward step by step, as more explosions followed. It was hard to tell how close anything was but, as distant gunfire sputtered into life, he realised Toil had achieved her goal. Chaos had been promised. Now they had to deliver on their end, and quickly.

Aben moved out of Lynx’s sight, around a small bend in the defile. Almost immediately he heard a shout and Sitain unleashed her power. Through whatever link there was between them, Lynx could feel a pulse of night magic surge out in an expanding wave.

‘Move,’ he called, breaking the tense silence that followed. ‘That’s going to be a signal-flare for anything hungry down here.’

No one argued, Haphori and Himbel pursuing Aben around the corner even as the snap of a mage-pistol rang out. A whump of flame cast its orange light over the rock walls as the Cards emerged to see half a dozen angular creatures writhing amidst a pool of fire. Lynx followed in time to see Haphori fire an icer at one remaining creature, a mass of yellow and red striped legs as long as Reft’s foot. It scuttled out of the way, the spines of its back flicking left and right as it darted closer before Sitain gave a casual flick of the wrist. The air shimmered grey and the creature collapsed, falling flat and still.

Haphori cursed and raised a foot to stamp on the stunned insect. Aben yelled and grabbed the man’s arm, yanking him back.

‘Fuck, careful!’ Aben gasped. ‘Those spines will go right through your boot.’

‘Huh? Shit. Don’t wanna be limping round here, eh?’

Aben shook his head. ‘You’d only limp a few steps before your heart burst,’ he said darkly.

‘We’ve just announced ourselves,’ Lynx broke in. ‘Go – quickly!’

‘Just don’t tread on anything,’ Aben insisted, setting off.

Beyond the defile there was an open stretch, a carpet of tiny red plants covering the ground where the flames hadn’t touched. Aben led them across the scorched ground, using his gun-butt to flick one roasted insect, now just a blacked mess of spines curled into a ball, aside.

Then he stopped dead and gave a moan of dismay. Ahead of them was a great thicket of tanglethorn, spread across the shallow slope that led up to the plateau.

‘Fuck, we’re going to have to find another ramp,’ Aben hissed.

He looked left and right. There was more gunfire now, the air cut with the occasional streak of an errant icer. Whatever chaos Toil had sown, the two sides seemed to have thrown themselves into it. Lynx could hear the roar of at least one golantha above the noise, punctuated by explosions.

‘Let me try,’ Atieno said.

He pushed forward and the Cards followed him until he was almost touching the tanglethorn. Again Lynx felt his tattoos tingle but this time the light grew brighter. The feeling inside him was strange, alien and shifting, as the crazed nature of tempest magic struggled to escape Atieno’s grip. All around the tall mage there was a strange light in the air. A corona of shifting grey-blue wavered under an unfelt breeze before Atieno swept it forward at the tanglethorn. The strangling plant shuddered as the magic washed across it, contracting as it always did when disturbed.

Lynx watched, astonished, as the plant continued to tighten inwards. It curled and squeezed as though trying to extinguish the life from some struggling creature. The movement continued tighter in on itself then Lynx heard a tinkle like broken glass. Soon there was more, cascading and building into an avalanche of glass as the magic turned the tanglethorn into something black and brittle – all the while forcing it to squeeze ever harder against itself. Finally it shattered under the pressure.

When the last few cracks and discordant chinks had faded, there was little more than a carpet of obsidian shards remaining, for a strip seven or eight yards wide.

Lynx turned to Atieno. ‘Shit, remind me not to piss you off, eh?’

‘Have you been able to do that this whole time?’ Himbel demanded.

‘I allowed it to change,’ Atieno said by way of response, looking a little pained by his efforts. ‘I cannot control how it does so.’

‘So it could have turned to steel?’ Lynx hazarded.

Atieno gave him a weak smile. ‘We were going around it anyway, no?’

Lynx looked at the ruined mess before them. ‘Sure,’ he said slowly. ‘What could be the harm, I guess?’

Aben took the lead again, placing each foot with a sideways sweep to clear a space. The others followed in his footsteps and before long they were past the tanglethorn, advancing up the slope to the high plateau. Lynx forced himself not to look back until they had secured the top, but it was largely free of foliage. Underfoot it was rock, not the dust and dirt of the cavern floor, so Aben quickly pronounced the ground safe to walk on. Only then did Lynx turn back to the view of battle behind.

What he saw made his breath catch. The deepgod stood taller now, imperious and terrifying even by the standards of the horrors Lynx had seen. Not quite pitch black, its oily shine was overlaid with light too – white glowing glyphs that had been cut into its flesh. He couldn’t read them, but Lynx knew in his bones it was the four gods which had done that. Somehow the glyphs must have bound it to them until he and his friends started turning bits of the gods to dust.

Atop four great tree-trunk legs, the pair of long spear-tipped arms were held almost protectively wide over the formless groups of Charnelers that flanked it. The deepgod was concentrating on a golantha fifty yards away from Lynx’s group. It looked startlingly similar to the one from Shadows Deep; sinuous beneath heavy plates of armour. Crooked limbs were connected by a wing-like membrane and it was all wreathed in flickering, lightning-lit shadow.

The golantha’s long whip-tongues stretched out as it tasted the air and fire spilled from gill-like slits all down its neck. The monster was half perched on the side of an outcrop, afforded a good view of its prey but also able to retreat behind it if necessary. Despite the fire leaking out of it, it had clearly not consumed so many God Fragments as the first one – not yet driven mad by the power within it.

‘Look! Maspids,’ Aben said, pointing.

Lynx could only see bodies littering the ground between the two great horrors to start with, but then he spotted the dark shapes edging around the fringes. With no hope to take down anything so large, the maspids were lurking in the shadows, waiting for an opportunity when the deepgod’s attention was elsewhere.

A flurry of explosions and gunfire suddenly burst out from further away. Lynx looked over just in time to see one formation of Sons of the Wind, described by the light of torches and mage-spheres, crumple inwards. Something indistinct and dark simply tore into it, the light of icers, sparkers and burners swallowed up by the shifting haze of a long, low mass.

‘The crawler,’ Aben gasped and Lynx realised he was right.

Toil had mentioned a larger version of the elongated tangle of legs and claws, but to see it in movement was something else entirely. Despite its size, the golantha covered the ground with hideous speed, far faster than a man could run and with all the obliterating speed of a rolling boulder.

The Sons never stood a chance as it ploughed forward. Bursts of lightning and fire seemed to be reflected back off its hide, a strange labile quality to what it showed and what was simply absorbed by the darkness. Lynx felt his tattoos flare again as the formation collapsed entirely – some linked mage suddenly drawing vast quantities of magic. With a jolt he realised it had snatched some Sons mages up just as Lastani had been taken. Dark shapes rose beneath the golantha, so hard they jolted it up off the ground as though a giant had kicked it.

‘Earth mage,’ Atieno declared in a hoarse voice.

His dark skin was lit up by the tattoos, more than a little reminiscent of the deepgod’s own markings now Lynx looked properly. He put the disturbing thought aside. Questions were for anyone who saw morning.

The battle intensified around the Sons of the Wind. The earth magic subsided. Likely the mage was dead but their last act had been to halt the golantha’s momentum. Lynx still couldn’t see it properly, just the shape of many-jointed legs reaching out ahead of it and whipping tentacles. Earthers hammered at its flanks, icers and sparkers burst uselessly over the haze of camouflage that concealed its long body. It shrieked and crawled forwards, crushing troops that were firing into the maw at the base of those legs and tentacles, but then the other marked mages attacked.

A spear of fire erupted over one, twenty feet in length, and they drove it hard into the golantha’s side. The spear pierced the creature’s veil of camouflage and went deep, making it reel and twist to attack. One sweep of its legs was enough to break the mage and the magic vanished again – drawn in by the power-maddened beast. But the damage had been done and the Sons converged on it, volley after volley smashing into it. Even as they did so Lynx saw maspids and others circling, waiting.

‘No time to enjoy the show!’ Kas yelled. ‘Atieno, get up here.’

They dragged themselves away as more gunfire erupted closer at hand – the rest of the Cards, Lynx assumed. He half-dragged Atieno towards the great staggered stairs set around the pillar. Haphori was already disappearing up them to check there was nothing lurking further on, while the rest formed a loose perimeter at the base to cover all avenues of attack.

‘You feeling lucky, old man?’ Kas asked.

Atieno looked more weary than anything else, but he nodded with a grim expression. In the weak light the grey veins that had appeared around his eyes and tattoos looked all the more disconcerting, like the ritual paint of some terrible ancient cult. ‘I cannot do it all,’ he said by way of response.

‘Make us an alcove,’ Lynx suggested. ‘Bore a hole. Give us something to pack.’

‘Deep as you can,’ added Estal, the company’s self-appointed grenadier and the one carrying the most dangerous burden. She raised a box she’d hauled all the way from the armouries of the valley defences. From the look on her face, even she’d be glad to see the back of it. ‘Let’s get this in as far as we can.’

‘Is this really going to work?’ Himbel asked from his place on the defensive line. The sour-faced surgeon wasn’t much of a soldier, but he had few compunctions about killing strangers. He looked up at the massive stone pillar above, broader than any tree and mage-worked, which meant it was harder than most rock.

‘I can weaken parts,’ Atieno confirmed. ‘It will have to work.’

‘We’re not winning a straight fight,’ Lynx agreed. ‘Is there any way we can make the explosion more powerful?’

‘With a God Fragment,’ Atieno said. ‘But that brings its own issues. The deepgod may sense it even amid the flood of power down here.’

‘Do we have any left?’

‘We’ve got two,’ Sitain piped up. ‘I think they’re our last unless Toil kept one back.’

‘Let’s see how you do first, Atieno,’ Lynx said. ‘You’re the expert – if we need it to take down the pillar, that’s what we’ll do.’

Atieno grunted and started up the slope, Lynx close at hand in case he faltered. Kas – ever sprightly – had danced up the steps, head craned up to plan their attack. She ran her hand over the smooth stone as she went, looking for fissures and faults. Finally, she shook her head and glanced down towards Estal.

‘Here?’ she called. ‘I don’t see much, but there is a seam of colour and this is as narrow as the pillar gets.’

Lynx grunted. ‘Narrow’s a bit optimistic, ain’t it?’ The pillar remained more than ten yards across there, but the picture wasn’t any better elsewhere.

‘It’ll have to do,’ Atieno concluded. He placed his hand on the rock then turned it in circles like a dancer describing some spinning motion. For a moment nothing happened but slowly Lynx saw the mage’s tattoos begin to shine.

It started slowly but Lynx realised there was a haze of jagged light turning around Atieno’s hand, scraping away the rock as his fingers went as though it was just sand. Soon there was enough of a hole to put his hand in, but Atieno didn’t stop – pressing on to drive it further while he had the magic under control.

‘Don’t tire yourself,’ Kas said, watching him. ‘Anything you can to do to thin the rock, or create fissures the bomb might exploit, will be just as useful.’

‘I cannot control the change,’ Atieno replied, never taking his eyes off the pillar, ‘but any difference should mean fault-lines, even if I make a sheet of steel there.’

‘Lynx!’ someone shouted from lower down. ‘Kas! We’ve got bugs!’

He turned to see a number of creatures circling the plateau – not large by the standards of threat down here, but big enough. They were the size of eagles with hooked talons at the end of long wings and a spiked sail running down their backs. Colet took aim at the nearest and shot it with an icer, giving a small whoop as the creature pinwheeled down and the others retreated a little.

‘Luck to you,’ Lynx said to Atieno, leaving him to it.

The old mage didn’t reply as they hurried away.


Chapter 44

‘Keep moving!’ Toil yelled as the sound of gunfire erupted from somewhere close. White streaks of icers darted harmlessly overhead.

‘Bug!’ someone shouted in response and two of the Cards fired.

Toil glanced back, then left and right. They had come to an open stretch of ground, fifty yards of almost no cover, but couldn’t afford to stop. The maspids were trying to herd them, she could feel it. They had used up a lot of ammunition fighting them off. The maspids had relented after a mauling, but there were more out there and they were getting bolder.

Or blood- and magic-crazed, Toil reminded herself. She’d rarely seen the creatures act so aggressively, not towards so many armed troops. The madness infecting the cavern had reached even those patient hunters.

‘Fuck!’ yelled a woman on their right flank, Joas. The curse turned into a wail as she took a few limping steps and Toil realised something was caught on her leg. She didn’t recognise it, had to hope it wasn’t venomous because they weren’t stopping for anything or anyone.

‘Guns!’ Payl called from the left flank.

Immediately, half the Cards swivelled in response while Reft stumbled and needed Deern to keep him upright. A knot of soldiers emerged from around a clump of bulbous plants. Someone fired at them and they yelped, ducking back behind the dark, rounded humps.

‘Hold!’ Toil yelled before a volley could shred the meagre cover.

‘What the fuck?’ Payl shouted back, mage-gun still level even as they kept moving on.

‘Look!’ Toil said. ‘Those are called corpse seats.’

There was movement from behind the plants, Charnelers setting their backs against it as they loaded burners most likely. In response, the corpse seat crumpled and vented a gout of gas from slits all around its side. A flurry of movement and more gas followed then everything fell silent.

‘Don’t touch the plants,’ Toil hissed as she turned back around. ‘Fuck!’

A pair of maspids were creeping forward, trying to make up the ground while the Cards were distracted. A sparker burst the head of one open but the other simply charged in response. A pair of icers slammed into it but it carried on running, lunging with both forelegs at the nearest Cards. Layir winged it with an earther, spinning it around and tearing off a pair of legs, but the crazed beast only thrashed harder. It stabbed one man in the throat before someone could impale it with a spear.

The wounded man, Dortrinas, staggered, with blood running from his neck. Layir caught him before he fell but one look at the wound was enough. Rather than leave the man to die alone, he hugged Dortrinas close and snapped his neck.

‘Go!’ Toil shouted. ‘Fuck, it’s gaining!’

She’d made the mistake of looking back. The deepgod was indeed closer, its inhuman gaze sweeping left and right across the cavern. With the great spear-limbs it swept an arm to the left as though directing its human servants. Toil didn’t want to see if that was in fact its intention, but she never got the chance as the sound of concentrated gunfire roared over them.

The Cards cringed instinctively, all thinking they were dead, but no streaks of light slammed into them. Instead, the blaze of icers and burners crashed over the savage, horn-covered head of a golantha emerging into view.

Tanglethorn clumps and other lethal foliage were crushed underfoot as the glowing trails of its strange tongue drank the furious magic hurled at it. The volley faltered as shot after shot had no effect. It darted forward, moving with that terrifying speed they’d seen from its cousin in Shadows Deep.

Toil looked back at the deepgod and saw it lunge with its spear-limbs. The smaller beast darted out of the way, a red-robed figure enveloped in the glowing tendrils of its tongue as lightning burst uselessly around its head. With its prize secured, the golantha retreated, keeping clear of the deepgod and clearly the faster of the two.

‘Toil Deshar!’ shouted a voice from behind her. She jerked around, recognition turning swiftly to panic. They were penned in. Knots of Charnelers had appeared behind and off to the right, while the deepgod’s abortive pursuit of the golantha cut off their escape on the left.

At the fore stood a man she’d never thought to see again. Thinner, standing awkwardly and dressed like no relic hunter she’d ever seen, stood Sotorian Bade. The man who’d left her to die in the dark and she’d returned the favour amid fire. The man she’d been certain was dead up until this moment.

‘Seems like life’s got a sense o’ humour, eh?’ Bade yelled. ‘Here we are, honours even and everything to play for.’

‘I preferred it when you were dead, Bade,’ Toil replied. ‘But this monster’s lackey shit, that’s a new low all the same.’

Bade laughed but it turned into a pained cough and she realised he hadn’t escaped the firestorm in Jarrazir unscathed.

Might be he’s holding a grudge here, Toil realised.

‘Lackey?’ he repeated once he’d recovered his breath. ‘Oh, if only you knew, girly.’

Toil glanced back at the looming bulk of the deepgod. ‘You lot ready?’ she muttered to the Cards. ‘If anyone’s got a good idea, now’s the time.’

‘If only I knew?’ she shouted. ‘A new world order, is it? New glory, a rightful god reclaiming its domains? Fucking spare me, you preening shitweasel.’

‘Spare you? Oh I don’t think so, bitch,’ Bade roared back. ‘But I’ll damn well make sure this time, that much I can promise.’

‘Where are the others?’ Lynx called to Kas as the line of Cards scanned the dark plateau for more threats.

They had seen off the flock of carrion-eaters but there were maspids lurking behind clumps of tanglethorn, watching and waiting. A speculative icer hadn’t dissuaded them and the Cards didn’t have enough ammunition to try more. Lynx tugged the red scarf from around his neck and wiped the sweat and grime from his face.

‘Shit – they’re cornered,’ Kas replied.

Lynx broke off his search, leaving the others to keep watch. He ascended the steps a little way to join Kas. Behind her, Atieno continued to work at the stone, using short bursts and driving his arm almost all the way into the rock. His skin, hair and clothes were all covered in white ash while his tattoos continued to shine.

‘We’re running out of time, old man!’ Lynx said as he followed Kas’s outstretched finger.

The Cards were easy enough to spot, exposed and in the open while the deepgod moved closer, engaged in its own stand-off. With a jolt he, realised both monsters seemed to have a skirmish line around them, maspids arrayed on the flanks of the golantha with no regard to its presence and threat.

Do they communicate too? Is it just a beast they recognise and don’t need to fear?

‘They’re caught in the open,’ Lynx realised, seeing the Cards flanked by two small groups of Charnelers. Either one they would take in a straight fight, but in a cross-fire Lynx didn’t like their chance.

‘We need to help,’ Kas said, opening the case to her mage-tipped arrows. ‘Get an icer loaded.’

‘Already done,’ Lynx said, ‘but that’s a tough shot.’ All the same he knelt and rested his elbow on the low wall running up the side of the stair.

‘We’ve no fucking no time for difficult,’ Kas said, pulling a white-tipped arrow and drawing her bow. ‘Make it or we die.’

Lynx nodded. ‘No time for difficult,’ he muttered, closing one eye. ‘Call it.’

Kas was quiet a short while, readying her shot. Lynx realised he’d seen her practising with the bulky clay-tipped arrows on the march here, but had been too tired to notice. Now, Toil’s life and that of all the rest of the Cards too, might hang on those hours spent before they collapsed asleep each evening.

After what seemed like an age she let the arrow fly with a soft grunt. ‘Fire,’ she said as she reached for another arrow.

Lynx fired. It was hard to make out the individual figures in the gloom. They were over two hundred yards away, which was a hard enough shot anyway. Only his mage-blessed eyes gave him any hope. When he pulled the trigger and felt the kick against his shoulder, he could barely still see what the thin white streak of killing cold hit.

‘Get moving, Atieno,’ Kas called, aiming again. ‘We’re running out of time!’

‘I’m done – Estal!’

The other woman raced over, ushering Atieno out of the way as she pulled a bulky shape from her grenade bag. Lynx glimpsed the dull surface of a small earth-bomb – far from the most powerful of those they’d found in the armoury, but as big as they could sensibly carry.

He turned back to see the last sparks of Kas’s lighting-arrow crackle around the remains of the nearer Charneler group. Some were down, others fleeing, but more importantly the Cards were firing. A volley of gunshots had erupted from them, sparkers and burners roaring out at both Charneler units in the same instant. A few return shots slammed into the Cards, but the savagery of their assault had won them a moment’s reprieve.

‘Maspids!’ Aben shouted over the snap of icer shots.

‘Hold them!’ Lynx yelled back. ‘We can’t move yet. Himbel, get down here!’

Kas turned, a third arrow nocked. She drew and tilted a little higher. Fortunately there was no wind but it was even harder to aim an arrow than it was an icer at two hundred yards.

‘Is that a—?’ Lynx asked, spotting the arrow out of the corner of his eye. It was another black-tipped one.

‘We need the golantha to attack,’ Kas growled.

Lynx didn’t argue, knowing she was right. Kas fired. The arrow vanished into the high gloom of the cavern and Lynx didn’t even see it land. All they could tell was the reaction of the deepgod. Uninjured as the arrow missed, it still recoiled from the burst of dark magic. Astonishingly, it retreated a few steps, searching for its attacker, then in a heart-stopping moment it froze. Lynx felt its eyes on him like a crash of ice.

‘I think you got its attention,’ he muttered. ‘Oh fuck.’

‘Atieno!’ Kas yelled. ‘Quick and rough, there’s no time for careful!’

The old mage muttered something that Lynx didn’t catch, but it made Kas grin. Atieno walked up the inside edge of the pillar, hand on the rough stone and tattoos blazing bright. Soon Lynx felt the tug in his own, not just a draw of magic but something wild hauling at him as though the Cards were a leash. Shifting blue light flared around Atieno’s whole body, a long shaft of magic punching blade-like into the great pillar. After that pulse of power, Atieno continued up the stair, turning the rock white as his fingers trailed past it. Lynx left him to it as a great wall of fire exploded twenty yards away, further down the plateau. Mage-gun raised, he tracked a shape against the orange light and fired.

‘On the right!’ someone shouted. Lynx turned to see more maspids approaching up the slope from the ground, using the elevation as cover. Himbel was first to react, firing wildly across the maspids but at least making them pause. Kas had two arrows in her hand after that and made them both count, by which time Aben had found a sparker.

The maspids retreated – not far, but seven broken and scorched bodies remained behind to give them a warning. Lynx glanced towards the gunfire surrounding the main deck of Cards then shook his head. He had enough to worry about. Toil’s group were just going to have to find a way.


Chapter 45

Icers erupted in all directions. One of the Cards was yelling, an exultant blood-fury as they ran and fired. The first volley and the attack from the plateau had given them a chance. Fire and lightning carved a small space and now they ran for it. Through it all she heard Bade’s voice, raging, taunting above the chaos. Half-mad he’d seemed, not the man she’d hated once. Toil let the voice wash over her, focused on the reloading and firing. Let him be the one to hesitate, to need her fear or her hate. She just wanted to survive.

The Cards pursued Bade’s squads, or what remained anyway. They had scattered, those who weren’t dead or screaming. Their last grenade had been tossed at the Charnelers behind – a crackler ripping through them to ensure the Cards didn’t get shot down before they could reach cover.

All pretence at stealth and care was gone. Not even Toil checked the ground as she ran. Anything not moving wasn’t even seen in the light-slashed darkness. They passed a pair of Charnelers struggling desperately, half-engulfed by tanglethorn, and worked their way towards the plateau. A sparker slammed into their ragged formation, one Card taking the full force of the shot. Her eyes burst as lightning flooded from her mouth. A figure of nightmare turned on her comrades as Burnel fell and its jagged claws ripped at those beside her. One fell. It was Anatin, and someone at the back grabbed his flailing arm.

The Prince of Sun screamed in pain but there was no time to heed him. He was dragged on by Varain and only when they stopped at a fork did someone haul the man back to his feet. Safir and Layir covered their retreat, shooting one Charneler lurking in the shadows. With guns empty and another Charneler reloading, Layir raced forward, scimitar flashing free and slashing, once, twice. In a fluid movement he dispatched the wounded soldier too.

Behind them they saw the deepgod, moving with purpose now and seemingly also heading for the pillar. Its footfalls boomed a bass note through the clatter of battle, shaking the ground under their feet but, as it came, the golantha raced in on its flank and leaped for a spear-limb.

Toil was transfixed as the smaller creature grabbed and bit in one movement. It threw its full weight against the deepgod and made it stagger. The main group of Charnelers howled and fired, icers and sparkers smashing uselessly against the golantha’s side. It wrenched left and right, tearing with all its might but letting go before the deepgod could strike back. Again those spear-limbs slashed at nothing but now the other arms were employed. A glow of magic surrounded them as the deepgod’s hands grabbed at a rocky outcrop, pulling chunks free with impossible ease and hurling them at the golantha.

Agile as it was, it couldn’t dodge both in time. The impact of one boulder spun it around before slamming it into a wall. The golantha fell heavily – obviously not dead but now vulnerable. The Charnelers started to fire again but the deepgod only regarded it a few seconds longer before turning away.

Fuck, it’s more interested in Atieno! Toil realised.

‘Move!’ she howled at the Cards.

They ran on, straight into a pair of maspids that seemed as shocked as they were. The maspids reacted faster though, slashing and grabbing at the nearest Cards. One man fell, wounded, but the other was Reft and, despite his injuries, the big man had his axe ready. Shifting to the side, he chopped into the nearer beast’s neck. It thrashed at him in reply and Toil saw the splash of blood before Deern shot it. That hurt this beast and Reft used all his great strength to make sure. The other tried to drag Llaith, away, but Suth shot twice in rapid succession and put the beast down.

It was the last thing she ever did. Toil never even saw where the shot came from, but an icer ripped through the dark and punched a hole in Suth’s head. The gunfighter dropped without a sound but there were no other shots, just screams from several throats that suggested something had pounced on the Cards.

Toil looked left and right, momentarily overwhelmed by all the movement – unable to think straight amid utter confusion. The tracker, Brel, yelled something in her face that she couldn’t make out, but the man didn’t wait to see her reaction. He dragged her onward as the Cards barged past. Someone tripped as they went. She saw them vanish from her eyeline as Deern shouted another warning and earthers boomed out.

Stumbling on, Toil glanced back, trying to see who they’d left behind and finally saw a man called Ulax pick himself up. The veteran swore, looking more irritated than anything else, then snapped a shot off at someone behind him. A blistering sparker trail lashed back at him from somewhere unseen. It wrapped Ulax in light, froze him in jagged agony then his cartridge case exploded. Fire and light erupted out, a blinding flash of power that made Toil howl and Brel yelp in terror as flames chased them away.

Now the deepgod roared – the boom of thunder overlaying everything as it echoed around the cavern. The Cards didn’t stop moving, the sound was so close they only had thoughts of flight. The other golantha had vanished into the cavern’s darkness along with all the other horrors of the deepest black. Her world had contracted to the dozen yards ahead of her, glowing foliage and snarling mercenaries. Up ahead, she suddenly saw a face, the flash of a Charneler uniform appearing on top of a small rise. That seemed to snap her back to her senses and she raised her gun, slowing her progress just enough to get a bead, but they dropped back down out of sight before she could fire.

‘Fuck!’ Toil yelled, realising they might be ambushed in the next few seconds.

She barged her way forwards, swapping in a burner as she went, then ran up the steep slope as the rest of the Cards slowed – wary of rounding the corner. Moving blind – unwilling to pop her head over the top – Toil simply hauled herself most of the way up and held her gun one-handed over the rise. She didn’t aim, just pulled the trigger.

The stream of fire surged down. She felt the heat, glimpsed its light amid the blur of falling backwards, heard the shrieks. The mage-gun was ripped from her grip by the recoil and her foot slipped underneath her. Just before Toil hit the ground a vice-like grip snatched up her arm and righted her, causing her shoulder socket to scream with pain but her feet hit the ground first. She ended up crouched on the dirt floor, gasping while the Cards charged the space beyond. Guns and knives made short work of whoever they’d found there.

‘Toil!’ someone shouted. Anatin, she thought. Reft released her and, despite his injury, grabbed her by the collar to drag her round the rock. The big man’s ribs were bleeding but there was a fierce grin on his face, exulting in the rush of pain and violence.

She found burned flesh and blood on the other side. The last writhing bodies were being dispatched by Varain and a burn-scarred woman called Aspegrin. But one remained. In scorched clothes, looking woozy as blood ran from his temple, Sotorian Bade still managed to glare at her with the full lifetime’s worth of his malice.

‘Got the guts to face me yourself?’ the man growled.

He had a knife, she saw. Toil vaguely recalled he’d claimed to be good with one, but he didn’t look like he was in much condition now.

‘Seems like this is a fight we have both been waiting for for a long time. Don’t worry, girly, I’ll make it quick,’ Bade added. ‘Can’t promise the same once my dark queen catches up with ya.’

Toil glanced back. The deepgod was now level with them, moving more directly towards the pillar. It had turned away for the moment – clearly fending off some new essay of the golantha. Spitting arcs of light haloed boulders that turned lazily in the air above the deepgod’s hands before it hurled one with a shuddering crash.

‘Oh fuck off,’ she sighed.

Toil barely had time to appreciate the look of surprise and outrage on his face before she blew a hole in it.

‘Not trying to hurry you, old man!’ Lynx yelled, tossing a spent cartridge and loading another. ‘But that fucker’s gonna eat you first!’

The deepgod was close now, so close they could feel its roars in their bones. It had only forty yards to go now, a handful of strides for the massive beast. More than anything Lynx felt the presence of the shining glyphs cut into it. There was a sharp pain on his skin. He didn’t know if it was down to Atieno’s final efforts or the proximity of the deepgod.

The gods enslaved that? Lynx thought in wonder, snapping another shot at the lurking maspids. They linked themselves to it and left it in a hole for millennia – but we just have to hope we can kill it?

‘I don’t mean to complain,’ Kas commented from beside him. She had an arrow ready but her supplies were so low she wasn’t going to waste one on anything but a killing shot. ‘But where the fuck are you planning on going?’

‘Eh?’

‘We’re boxed in here, Lynx! The only way out is up and we’ve just rigged the thing to blow!’

‘Good point.’ Lynx paused in the process of loading another icer then replaced it with one of his few remaining sparkers.

He cast around for options. The maspids had tried again and again, feints and mad rushes being beaten off by as much firepower as they could muster. Dead creatures lay all around, a few still pawing the ground weakly, but still the damn things came. Magic-crazed and blood-drunk, for all Toil had said the beasts were more intelligent than dogs. Today the maspids were rabid.

‘There’s the Cards!’ Aben yelled, pointing with one blood-slick arm. The maspids had come close enough to slice him up, a wound Himbel had only barely wrapped up before Aben was needed to fight the next wave.

‘We go meet them,’ Lynx said. ‘Not like we want to stay here. Just like before – Sitain puts down what’s in front of us, we deal with the flanks. Atieno can dust anything that sneaks up behind.’

‘What about the bomb?’ Kas asked.

‘Maspids won’t get it,’ Aben said. ‘Just get clear before the bloody golantha sniff it out. If that thing turns back this way, Toil might blow it herself!’

‘That girl’s too committed to her job,’ Kas said with a scowl. ‘She’s gonna be the death of me.’

‘Mebbe all of us.’

‘That bit’s less important. Atieno! You’re fucking done or we leave you here!’

Not waiting for a response, Kas raced back to the stairway and yelled again in the mage’s ear. She was clearly hesitant to touch Atieno when he was surrounded by a haze of tempest magic, but shouting loudly worked better than a reasoned argument. The mage broke off and stepped back, blinking at her before nodding.

As he followed, Lynx realised the mage was grey and shaky. If Lynx hadn’t stepped forward to grab him, Atieno would have fallen. When he did, the man’s fingers felt cold and stony.

Lynx gasped. ‘Shitting gods, I thought that wasn’t happening any more!’

‘It’s a hard habit to give up,’ Atieno croaked.

‘I’ll help you then, time to go.’

‘Not yet.’ Atieno fumbled at a leather bag slung cross-ways across his chest before pulling out a green-tinged God Fragment. Lynx barely had time to see it before the shard of magic-made-solid crumpled inward and another piece of the god Ulfer turned to dust.

‘The fuck?’ Kas yelled, eyes wide. ‘That’s going to drive them nuts!’

‘We left sensible behind us a while back,’ Atieno said with a pained chuckle. ‘Sitain, get ready!’

‘Fuck!’

There was no more time for words. The small group of Cards bunched together and started to edge forwards as Lynx felt a great burst of magic fill the air, all the power that was inside the fragment now released. The deepgod felt it too – as did everything else in the cavern. Lynx sensed a thousand inhuman eyes turn their way.

‘Move!’

They scuttled forward, Sitain at the fore and again wailing with terror as the maddened maspids charged. Lynx’s tattoos flared bright and then she hurled her power at the oncoming horrors.

‘That way!’ Anatin roared, dragging the lead Cards right away from the pillar. The deepgod was surging towards it now, still sparring with the golantha but both in competition to reach the great cloud of magic Toil could feel surrounding the pillar.

She saw movement on the plateau and hoped that meant Lynx was leaving. They didn’t have long – mere moments before she’d have to fire on the pillar. Toil stopped. She wasn’t getting out of this – the deepgod would be there too swiftly. Someone needed to blow the thing and that meant staying in sparker range.

‘Go!’ she urged the rest. ‘Get clear!’

‘Eh?’ Anatin stared at her for a moment. ‘Oh no, fuck that. We’re sticking together. You don’t get to play the hero here.’

‘Someone needs to stay.’

‘You reckon?’ the Prince of Sun cackled. ‘Balls to that. We buy Kas some time and she blows it when we’re all clear.’

‘How?’

‘Got any God Fragments left?’

Toil paused. ‘I … yeah, tiny ones.’

‘Perfect.’ His grin widened. ‘Now – someone hold my beer.’


Chapter 46

‘The damn thing could explode!’

‘Will it though?’

‘Probably, yes!’

Anatin paused then shrugged. ‘I’m doing it anyway.’

‘But …’ Toil gaped at him then gave up and fished out the smallest of the God Fragments she had left. It was a shifting smoky blue in colour which indicated Banesh, God of Chance and Change – hardly an encouraging detail. ‘Fine, here you go. Just let me get out of the way first.’

‘Shift yerself then,’ Anatin said cheerily as Payl loaded her mage-gun with an icer and Anatin dropped the small God Fragment down the barrel. ‘I ain’t waiting.’

He raised the gun one-handed as the Cards made a space around him. There was no need to aim, Toil realised. Anatin just pointed the gun towards the diminishing space between deepgod and pillar and winked at her. Then he pulled the trigger.

The recoil of the icer jolted his arm backwards and skidded the stock off his shoulder. Cursing, Anatin let it fall, but he was the only one paying attention. The icer screamed through the air, a comet of blazing white roaring across the cavern. The deepgod jerked to a halt, sensing the magic fly past it. The icer’s power burned faster and fiercer than any normal shot would, and half the cavern would see that signal flare. Drawn by the taste of power on the air, the deepgod turned and took a step away from the pillar – then one more before another shape passed it. The golantha, injured but not dead and still faster than the deepgod, it seemed.

Not fast enough, Toil realised as the deepgod stabbed down with one long spear-limb. Great roars of pain eclipsed the fragmentary gunfire as the golantha was pinned to the ground, stabbed through the hip. It didn’t last long. Now the deepgod had its prey within range it was ruthless, stabbing again and again until the golantha’s torso was a grisly ruin. Even then it continued to tear it apart, seeking out the God Fragments it had consumed.

‘You can thank me later!’ Anatin yelled. ‘Let’s move!’

Toil nodded and turned to go but as she did so more gunfire rang out. Icers slashed through the Cards from somewhere behind the deepgod. She saw one punch into Anatin’s chest. They all ducked then dropped to the ground, someone firing a hasty reply but a few more shots came before anything more was mustered.

‘Cover behind!’ Safir yelled.

Toil looked back. The path they’d been taking wound around a low rise – nothing much, but enough to shelter behind.

‘Go!’

The Cards ran, Safir and Toil leading the way. More icers flashed past, most over their heads, but there were several bodies on the ground. When she threw herself behind cover Toil saw three lying in the open – Anatin, Ylor and Layir. Ylor was already dead, her golden yellow hair torn and bloodied where the shot had ripped open her skull. Layir was crawling, one hand on Anatin’s collar, pulling the man along while blood ran freely from his thigh.

‘Layir!’ Safir shouted, panic in his voice. The man started forward but Toil grabbed him and wrestled him back behind cover. He slammed an elbow across her face, rocking Toil back, but even as he disentangled himself two more shots rang out and thumped into Layir’s back.

The young duellist slumped forward and Safir howled, grief draining his strength so Toil could get him back behind cover.

‘Anatin!’ Payl shouted as icers crashed into the rock they were hiding behind.

‘Go!’ came the weak reply. ‘Now!’

Toil could just about hear the bubbling sound in Anatin’s voice. He’d been hit in the lung. Here and now, they weren’t getting him out alive.

‘Crawl, dammit!’ Payl cried.

‘Nah,’ Anatin wheezed. ‘Am done. But … last surprise. You go.’

‘Last surprise?’ Toil asked.

Payl glowered at her. ‘A roaster,’ she explained. ‘He was holding one back, just in case.’

Toil ducked her head, understanding what Anatin meant to do.

‘Let’s not waste it then,’ she said. Hauling Safir upright she dragged the man around, heading for the relative safety of a gully. ‘There are still Cards we can save.’

‘Now – run for it!’

Lynx pointed but the others were already scampering away, Sitain still screaming in some mad combination of terror and power. She’d just dropped five maspids with one great pulse of power and was looking unsteady on her feet, but Lynx had enough to contend with as he helped Atieno along. Aben was close behind Sitain and he trusted Toil’s lieutenant to keep her safe.

Stuttered bursts of gunfire rang out, flashes of light that raced away in all directions. It was a free-for-all now. From what they’d seen, the Charnelers had largely abandoned the deepgod – forced to keep clear as it fought the golantha. Further away the Sons of the Wind were trying to maintain distinct blocks, battling things Lynx couldn’t even see as the other golantha lurked in the shadows.

He’d lost sight of both the remaining ones. A great explosion of light and sparks had been the last he’d caught of them, as the spidery nightmare laid waste to a battalion of Sons. Since then, nothing, which somehow wasn’t very reassuring at all.

‘Which way?’ Aben called back. ‘Where did they go?’

‘Away from that fucker!’ Lynx suggested.

It wasn’t interested in them, not at present with its elbows slick with viscera and gore, but he didn’t want to wait until that changed. They took a path leading towards the outer parts of the cavern, praying they weren’t being stalked by maspids. When the attack came, however, it was human in origin. Three Charnelers and a mage, separated from the main groups and wild-eyed with terror as a result.

One fired on instinct, before he’d even had time to work out if it was friend or foe coming the other way. That was the only thing that saved their lives, Lynx realised distantly. A burner cut a broad orange trail barely two feet above his head. Close enough for him to feel the scorching heat on his skin as the Cards yelped and dived out of the way. He saw it go, streaking up through the gloom before dissipating in the cool subterranean air.

Lynx dropped and fired, only realising as he did so that he’d loaded a darker in the mage-gun. His shot hit the mage and drove him back a step, crumpling the man’s chest before a dinner-plate-size section simply crumbled into dust. There was astonishment and agony on his face as he fell back. The edges of the wound expanded as most of his torso was devoured by the dark magic.

The sight left two of his comrades horror-struck but the third fired on them and Himbel crumpled. The company surgeon cried out once then his voice faltered even as Haphori howled with fury and charged. He swung his mage-gun around and smashed it into the side of the Charneler’s head, felling him before wildly striking at the next.

Kas put an arrow in the third but Haphori got in the way of the last standing. Only the fury of his charge saved his life as the back-pedalling Charneler fired in panic at point-blank range and missed. Haphori battered the gun from the woman’s hands and bore her to the ground, using the stock to smash her face in. As soon as she stopped resisting he turned away and threw himself back at the one who’d shot Himbel. By then he’d found his knife and stabbed the stunned soldier a dozen times before he was spent.

Colet went to finish off the others while Sitain knelt at Himbel’s side. The company surgeon lay curled around his wound but she drew him gently onto his back, pinpricks of tears in her eyes. Himbel whimpered up at her, hands pressed to his belly as blood welled up and Lynx saw the man knew full well how badly he was injured. Though Sitain still had a lot to learn about medicine and surgery, Himbel’s occasional tutelage meant she knew it too.

‘Sitain,’ Himbel croaked, his tone one of pleading.

The young mage touched her hands to his belly and Lynx felt a brief pulse of magic, just enough to stem the bleeding and ease his pain.

‘Thank you,’ Himbel whispered.

Sitain wiped a grubby sleeve across her face. ‘Don’t you start going all soft on me now, you old bastard.’

Himbel actually grinned at that. Lynx reckoned he could have counted on both hands the number of times he’d seen the sour-faced man smile, but here it was, at what looked like his end. With his pinched and battered face, Lynx still didn’t see much of what had apparently attracted droves of women in the man’s youth, but there was a softness in his eyes that had been missing all the time Lynx had known him.

‘Get him up, we need to keep going,’ Aben said.

Lynx couldn’t tell if the man was trying to be kind or hadn’t seen the wound, but Himbel just patted Sitain’s arm and eased back.

‘Time for me to sleep now, girl. You’ll do fine.’

Tears falling down her face, Sitain nodded and put her hand on his forehead. Himbel slumped back, unconscious, and Sitain allowed Lynx to draw her away. Aben, after shooting a look at the others, broke his neck rather than leave him to the maspids though the wound probably would have done the job anyway.

‘Come on,’ Lynx said in a gruffer voice than he intended.

For once, Sitain didn’t pull away from him as Lynx put a supporting arm around her. Instead, she leaned against him briefly, allowing a moment of closeness before they needed their guns and their wits about them again.

‘How much further?’ Colet asked, watching their rear with a mage-pistol at the ready.

‘As far as we can,’ Estal said in a firm voice. ‘That bang’s only the start of our problems.’

‘You rigged a sparker there?’ Lynx asked.

‘Yeah – right snug in Atieno’s hole, which ain’t something I ever expected to be saying.’

‘Not an easy shot.’

‘Just keep moving,’ Kas said. ‘The shot’s mine. If I can’t make it, feel free to get closer.’

‘You sure?’ Lynx asked.

‘I’ve got two arrows left – trust me.’

Lynx nodded and they pushed on, heading for the more open outer stretches of the great cavern. Before long they heard footsteps and Aben raised a hand for them to stop. Guns at the ready, they crouched and prepared to ambush whoever was coming, but then the familiar sound of angry curses filled the air.

‘Fuck,’ Aben gasped, sounding relieved. ‘Toil!’

The voices stopped but Toil rounded the corner a few moments later, looking exhausted and grey-cheeked.

‘Is it done?’ she asked before anything else. When Aben nodded she lifted her gaze to the pillar itself. ‘We’re far enough,’ Toil added. ‘All of you, get ready to climb.’

‘Don’t we have to wait for it to get closer?’ Lynx asked.

‘Not unless I’ve missed my guess. Someone take the shot.’

‘There’s my cue,’ Kas said in a forced sing-song voice. ‘Hold on to something, boys and girls.’

The rest of the Cards fanned out, forming defensive lines but eyeing the route to the higher ground at the edge of the cavern. Kas pulled one of the remaining magic-tipped arrows from her case and nocked it, drawing the bow with painstaking care before she took aim.

‘Remember, you’ve got another if you need it,’ Lynx urged.

She tilted her head to the side and gave him a small smile. ‘Oh please.’

She fired. The arrow soared through the air, disappearing from sight just as the deepgod’s head appeared in view. It saw the arrow flying and reached out to try and swat it from the air, but a moment later it struck. A bright ball of lightning exploded near the base of the pillar. That immediately expanded as the sparker Estal had left was ignited too. From there Lynx heard a cascade of sounds, booms and crackles as whatever else Estal had packed into the narrow shaft exploded. It all happened in no more than two seconds, crack after crack followed by one final shuddering crash.

The deepgod saw the explosions and was moving before the mage-sphere had even blown. Chunks were blasted out of the pillar and brittle sheets of rock cascaded from the far side, weakened by Atieno’s magic. But the deepgod was already past it.

Slowly – oh so slowly – pieces fell away and the rock began to fall. Dirt showered down as boulders dropped from the cavern roof, but the pillar held as the deepgod continued towards the far end of the cavern. Then the falling pieces proved too much and abruptly the huge stair-wrapped formation tipped and dropped unceremoniously, dragging a massive section of the cavern roof with it.

The Cards forgot to run. Horrified by what they saw – by how slowly it all seemed to be happening and how quickly the deepgod was escaping – they couldn’t move. All those surviving simply stopped and stared, aghast.

‘It’s going to escape,’ gasped someone. ‘We’ve missed!’

A yawning, hollow feeling opened up in Lynx’s gut, but Toil just shook her head.

‘Bunch of simpletons,’ she muttered. ‘We’ll never make proper relic hunters of these fuckers, eh, Aben?’

Her lieutenant laughed as more chunks of stone fell. Great sections that groaned and twisted like waking giants then fell booming. ‘They’re just mercs,’ he replied. ‘Can’t expect too much of ’em.’

‘Huh?’

‘Look.’ The man laughed. ‘Look at it!’

As he spoke, more sections of the cavern roof fell. Dirt and earth poured down then with a heaving roar one long stretch sagged … and with it came water. No small scattering. No brief deluge. A vast, swirling column of water that tore its own path and smashed down into the cavern with the force of a hundred siege weapons. The lake – two miles wide, holding millions of tonnes of water – suddenly become a weapon of unimaginable force.

‘Good sense of direction,’ Toil declared in a satisfied voice, barely audible above the tumult. ‘Of all the bits I like about myself, that one’s my favourite.’

The water exploded onto the cavern floor, bursting in all directions. Spume hurled a hundred yards out like the lashing tentacles of some ocean horror. If there were screams, Lynx couldn’t hear them. The light dimmed as the flood swamped the water pools and scoured all foliage there. It was a dark and vengeful god that reached down into the depths and blotted out all life from the centre of the cavern. A booming voice that echoed and built to thunderous proportions.

Against it there was no defence. It swept away everything in its path with contemptuous ease and flooded every gully and ravine, but the incline of the cavern ran away from the mountain, in the direction the deepgod had been heading. Lynx couldn’t see it, but it had been in the path of the water and he didn’t imagine anything would be quick enough to escape.

It had sought the blackest depths as a sanctuary, being a creature of the inner places beneath even Duegar ruins, but water only ran one way. Laughter bubbled up inside him even as they scrambled for higher ground. Somewhere behind them the water rushed forward, swallowing the light as it came.


Chapter 47

They climbed as far as they could. When finally there was nowhere left to run, the Cards flopped down, turning to face oblivion if it claimed them. The lake waters were a consuming darkness now. Even the Marked Cards could hardly see as the bright centres of the cavern were stripped and cast into the depths. It didn’t take long for the flood to rush up to them but the Cards stared it down, refusing to fear it, and the waters came no closer. The torrent from the surface slowed and the tide ebbed, receding from them as its power was spent and the deepest black called.

‘It was a water garden,’ Toil announced in a hoarse voice.

All eyes turned towards her and the relic hunter pointed. ‘Look, the channels and plateaus.’

They did and for a while Lynx could see nothing, just a churning mass half-visible amid the gloom. Eventually, the water settled and some remained even as the bulk surged away down the far tunnels. The channels they had walked, fought and died in were full of water but there were paths between that a person could walk on in addition to the raised road.

Maze-like in its complexity, little of the high ground was totally isolated and much of that only because of the Cards. One might have to walk an oblique path, but the pillars and plateaus served as hubs for a network that would allow someone to traverse the entire cavern.

‘What now?’ someone asked. Payl, Lynx thought, though the woman sounded uncharacteristically tired and defeated. ‘Back the way we came?’

‘Now we make sure,’ came another voice – Varain, of all people. The burly merc wasn’t normally one for volunteering, even if the hard march had done him as much good as Lynx. ‘We’ve come this far.’

We’ve all got our poisons, Lynx reminded himself. Doubt I’ll stay this trim for long and I doubt Varain will swear off the booze.

He paused. Varain had seen one of his closest friends die, or so Lynx assumed anyway. Anatin’s body was out there, likely swept away to unknown parts, and they would have to raise a glass to his memory along with the others. Right now Lynx didn’t even know who was dead. He didn’t have the strength to look for faces and check. But they would drink to each and every one, raise some trouble in Anatin’s name and hear the man’s ghost laughing along with every joke and insult.

‘Why?’ Payl asked, looking around the faces of her comrades as best she could. ‘It’s done – what else have we got to give? We’ve played our hand. If it turns out that wasn’t enough … fuck, that’s life. You don’t win every game.’

‘What else have we got to give?’ Toil shook her head. ‘We’ve got dark-bolts, that’s what. I don’t reckon much survives what we’ve just done, but I’ll go take a walk with Varain. If we’re wasting our time, it’s ours to waste. You want to head up to the surface now and explain what happened, I’ll not stop you. You’ve all done more’n could have been asked, I’ll ask no more.’

‘But without you, the Marked Cards, we might not make it back.’

Toil looked at her, not angry or even triumphant, just tired. ‘I can’t help that. I’m past giving orders for the time being. But I’m going to make sure and I’d be glad to have you next to me as I do.’

‘So’m I,’ said Llaith, sounding heavy with grief.

‘Me too,’ Lynx added, finding his voice at last.

‘And I,’ Atieno said. ‘If we find corpses, there may be more God Fragments to destroy.’

‘Fortunately for you all, that sounds like my idea of fun anyway,’ Kas said with a short laugh. ‘So I’m in.’

One by one, the Cards assented, some with murder in their eyes and other with a sense of finality. Payl was the last but she didn’t argue, just shrugged and stepped aside.

‘Go on then, relic hunter, this is your world.’

They saw to their injured first, wrapping wounds as best they could and Sitain easing the pain for several. Reft’s broken bones looked most in need of proper attention but she did what she could, knowing it would have to be enough. Before long, the Cards were following a winding path down the side of the cavern.

They kept to the lighter parts where they could be sure of their footing until they passed the ruined pillar and found a route to the next. Darm fell into the water once, but even that wasn’t enough to cheer the Cards up and attracted only half-hearted laughter and abuse.

They saw nothing alive as they went, neither human nor creature of the deepest black. Small sounds reached them from distant parts of the cavern, a shout, the tumble of loose stone and, once, a gunshot. Lynx never saw the flash of the icer, but it sounded distant. The water continued to recede, a slow drain that made it clear little would be left come tomorrow – assuming tomorrow hadn’t yet come.

Lynx had lost all sense of time and for the moment ignored it. They were outside time now, beyond hunger and the needs of the body too. Or so he thought. When Toil called a halt and announced she needed a piss it seemed to spark something in the whole company. Before long, most of the men were lined up on a narrow path and cheerfully pissing into the water below – more than a few hoping nothing leaped out of the dark to catch them with their trousers down.

Afterwards, Toil took a moment to survey the ground. Lynx could see her tracing the path of the water, trying to estimate where the deepgod might have gone if it had somehow managed to avoid being swept away. They followed one path and then another, but in the end it was a flurry of gunshots that told them where to go.

The flash of icers and sparkers lit up the darkness just a hundred yards away, five or six shots all directed at something the Cards never saw. A glow of mage-light followed, illuminating a cluster of soldiers on the edge of a plateau. There, wedged in an indent of rock, was the faint glimmer of a huge body, partly submerged in the water.

‘Handy of ’em to light themselves up as targets for us,’ Deern commented, slipping his mage-gun off his shoulder.

‘No flag of parlay first? Where’s your honour?’ Braqe sniffed, prompting a few quiet snickers as the mercenaries settled down to shooting positions.

Those Cards who still had icers knelt or leaned on outcrops of stone, whispering down the line until everyone had an assigned target.

‘Shoot,’ Payl said, taking charge for the moment. Their guns roared as one. A dozen white streaks raced through the dark and slammed home.

A burst of magic erupted to meet the gunshots as their tattoos flared. It didn’t stop every shot, though. A yellow-grey shield on the right-hand side deflected half, but some soldiers were too far away for protection. The mage-light wavered and vanished, returning once the figures had closed up.

‘Bastard mages,’ Deern said, as they shifted position before any return fire could follow. ‘Always only looking after themselves.’

‘If that’s how you want it, fine,’ Sitain commented.

‘Oh not you, my lovely,’ Deern replied. ‘You’ve got a special place in my heart, I promise.’

‘Like fuck.’

Deern made a disgusted sound. ‘I draw the line there, girly. That and Llaith’s bony white arse. You couldn’t fucking pay me to – or indeed pay me to fuck.’

‘Can I toss him in the water?’ Aben asked, giving Deern an experimental jostle as he spoke. Reft hardly moved but all the same they could see the big man, wounded as he was, was far from being in a joking mood.

‘Let’s go, children,’ Payl ordered. ‘Looks like we’re not done yet so shut your faces.’

They shut up, using what light was left to negotiate a path around to where the deepgod, or perhaps its corpse, sat. Strangely, the other humans simply watched them come, but when Lynx commented on that Toil just grunted.

‘Probably our friend Kalozhin,’ she said. ‘Either he reckons he can take us or he wants to talk because he can’t.’

‘Talk about what?’ Lynx asked. ‘Negotiate after all this?’

‘Let’s go and find out, puss,’ she said, patting his cheek with mock affection. ‘High time you lot learned to use your words and not your fists.’

‘Says the assassin,’ muttered someone from the darkness.

They stopped well short of the other party, the glow of tattoos on both sides making it clear it was indeed Sons of the Wind there – or at least what remained of them. Lynx could see three figures with a white shine on their skin. Outnumbered in terms of mages, but there weren’t many guns left in the other party.

‘How do we play this one then?’ Lynx muttered. ‘Atieno crumbles the ground from beneath them? Any mage-shot is just going to hit a shield, right?’

Before she could reply a man’s voice shouted out from the far group – Kalozhin himself.

‘Toil!’

‘Too much to hope for, I guess,’ Toil muttered before raising her voice. ‘Kalozhin? What are you still doing here? It’s over.’

One of the Sons started to walk towards them, hands empty and spread wide in a gesture of peacefulness. Lynx felt those around him shift and guessed he wasn’t the only one who wanted to shoot, but Kalozhin was a marked mage and perfectly able to defend himself.

‘We can talk?’ the man shouted back. ‘Negotiate like adults?’

‘Adults?’ Kas retorted. ‘Is he taking the piss or has he forgotten who he’s talking to?’

‘Maybe the man’s not holding a grudge?’ Lynx suggested. ‘Accidents happen, after all.’

‘Dropping a million tonnes of rock and water onto their god wasn’t exactly an accident,’ Toil commented. ‘Even Anatin would’ve been hard-pressed to claim that.’

Lynx sighed. ‘Heat of the moment? Nothing personal?’

‘Aye, good luck trying it,’ Kas said. ‘I’ll be standing well back.’

Toil shook her head and started forward, tugging Sitain’s sleeve to come with her just in case.

‘I won’t shoot you yet if that’s what you’re asking,’ she yelled over, ‘but if you want me to hold off from calling you a cunt, I ain’t promising to not hurt your feelings.’

‘This I accept,’ came the reply from Kalozhin. ‘But we can talk – once you run out of names?’

‘I suppose.’ Toil glanced back at the Cards as she spoke. ‘Might take me a while, but sure.’

She walked on with Sitain at her side, leaving the rest of the Cards behind. She could see murder in the eyes of many, even Lynx’s, which is why she made them stay. Sitain would be protection enough – if not, they were all screwed.

‘Remember you’ve got a pistol,’ she muttered to the young mage. ‘He can’t put you down with magic, so if he tries something you might have to shoot him.’

‘I’ll get close then,’ Sitain said, an attempt at a joke.

Kalozhin looked better than she would have expected, brimming with energy despite the damp and bedraggled clothes he wore. His jacket was gone, one shirt sleeve torn away, but the glint in his eye remained. She couldn’t gauge how he was going to act, though – his manner was almost friendly, as though they remained allies. There was little of the bristling hostility she’d expected from a fanatic whose god was dead or dying.

Bunch of madmen, Toil reminded herself. Who knows how they’ll react? He could turn rabid in a wink.

‘Toil,’ Kalozhin said with a respectful nod. ‘It was clever, what you did – a bold act. My hat is gone, but I lift it to you all the same.’

‘I’m resourceful,’ Toil acknowledged. ‘Is it dead?’

‘This we do not know. Dead is …’ Kalozhin gave her an apologetic look. ‘Not so simple, not for a being such as this.’

‘Then step aside and I’ll make sure.’

‘This I cannot do. The gods were never meant to exist, but this …’

‘Is a fucking golantha from the dawn o’ time,’ Toil snapped. ‘Whether you call it a deepgod or something different, it’s no friend of humans.’

Astonishingly, his face had broken into a smile. ‘Ah, deepgod, yes! So you know something of them?’

‘I do.’

‘Then you know this is the last of its kind. The first gods – the true gods of Urden.’

Toil snorted. ‘I know I don’t fucking care. Maybe it was the biggest and baddest of horrors back in the day, but it’s no god of mine.’

‘It is my god!’ Kalozhin declared loudly – for the first time getting animated. ‘I will not stand aside and let you kill it. I have felt its spirit inside me, I have heard its call to service and will answer with my life.’

‘Yeah, that’s the problem isn’t it?’ Toil said. ‘Service. Perhaps your deepgod slopes off into the deepest black for a thousand years, ages pass and memory turns to myth. Not my problem then, hey? But one year or a thousand, it called you to service and one day it’ll be back for the rest of us.’

The Sons of the Wind officer was quiet a long while. Toil could almost see the thoughts ticking through his head. The impasse was obvious, but even if he had once been a relic hunter she was pretty sure Kalozhin wasn’t as comfortable underground as her. Before he could come to a decision, Toil asked a question to keep him off-balance.

‘You know who I met here today?’

Kalozhin paused, momentarily puzzled, then shook his head.

‘Some bastard I thought was dead – man called Sotorian Bade.’

‘Ah, the Charneler,’ Kalozhin said with a sharp nod. ‘He looked most favoured by my god.’

‘That doesn’t exactly cast your god in a good light. Man always was full of shit, full of talk about the deepest black. Might be he was touched by the deepgod early on, before I even met him fifteen-odd years back. Might be he’s a new convert who just happened to be here at the right time. Whatever the truth, it’s hardly a recommendation.’

‘The converted are rarely blameless,’ Kalozhin replied mildly. ‘Such is the nature of faith. Do you think yourself without fault in this life? Your former friend at least started out on the path of repentance.’

Toil shook her head. ‘That wanker was never repentant about anything. If I was any sort of self-respecting god, I’d be a bit more picky about those I set at the front of my followers.’

‘How quickly you judge what you do not understand,’ Kalozhin said with a shake of the head. ‘I give you one final chance here – out of the respect I have for you. Withdraw, now.’

‘Confident you can win this fight, eh?’

‘No – only that I will fight to the death. What may come is not known, but I will defend my god with my life. Are your Cards so determined?’

‘The Cards kill monsters, it’s what we do now. Pretty much took a vote and everything on the subject.’

‘Then we must fight.’

Toil was about to reply when a rumble and a splash disturbed the quiet of the cavern. It came from Toil’s left and for a moment she was going for her gun, fearing an ambush. Then a low roar followed and any pre-emptive action faded from her mind. Something massive and dark moved across the distant glow of plants and into the lee of a huge pillar.

‘Friend of yours?’ Toil asked with a small laugh. ‘Looks like you’ll get to lay your lives down for your god after all.’

It was obvious to both of them that it was focused on the deepgod and the Cards were not in its path. At any other time they might be the first target for any golantha, but not right now.

‘In the service of our god, we shall do as we must,’ Kalozhin said, glancing back at his remaining comrades. ‘You will not join us? We were once allies.’

‘Join you?’ Toil scoffed. ‘After all this?’

‘You are mercenaries, there will be reward,’ he said in a matter-of-fact way. ‘Name your price.’

‘Desperation isn’t an attractive look, my friend,’ Toil replied. ‘Reckon we’ll just enjoy the show.’

‘And after?’

‘Either you’re dead or you ain’t. Likely you’ll take losses and then … Well, enjoy the journey back. Did you know maspids can swim? Chances are some survived so don’t wear yourselves out with that golantha.’

‘As you will enjoy your return to the valley,’ he said angrily. ‘The Knights-Charnel are defeated. We control the temples, the city and all the defences.’

‘I’ll take my chances.’ Toil nodded towards the golantha. ‘You might want to shift yourself now, those things are quick.’

Kalozhin’s face tightened but he didn’t waste time in replying, merely backed away with one eye on Toil. It was almost flattering that he was watching her as carefully as he was watching a huge monster from the depths of the world, but in fairness she was planning to shoot him in the back given half a chance. Unfortunately, that chance never came as Kalozhin kept looking at her all the way. With a sigh Toil started back to the Cards, Sitain keeping close beside her.

‘Was that true?’ Sitain asked as they went.

‘Which bit?’

‘About the maspids?’

Toil smiled. ‘Not a fucking clue,’ she admitted. ‘But if I don’t know, he ain’t likely to. Wouldn’t put it past the sneaky bastards though.’

‘Are we really going to just watch them fight it?’

‘I …’ The words tailed off as they reached the Cards. ‘I don’t know,’ Toil said quietly. She pointed towards Lynx. ‘I’m in no rush to pick another fight, but idiot-features over there may feel different.’

‘Hey, what did I do?’ Lynx demanded as he noticed her gesture.

Toil gave him a tired smile that she doubted was fooling anyone. ‘Nothing … yet. Kalozhin and I have come to an arrangement.’

‘Does it have anything to do with that massive dark shape over there?’

‘Now you’ve ruined the surprise.’

‘What’s the arrangement?’ Payl demanded.

Now Toil did grin properly, jabbing a thumb over her shoulder towards the Sons of the Wind. ‘Those pricks are going to fight it, we’re going to watch them fight it. Whoever or whatever’s left becomes our problem.’

‘Works for me,’ Payl declared. ‘Any objections?’

The silence was broken only by Llaith striking a sulphurous match on the rocky ground.

‘Let’s get comfy and watch the show,’ he mumbled as he lit two cigarettes and handed one to Lynx. ‘Anyone got a hip flask?’


Chapter 48

The tall golantha edged forward, head turning warily from side to side. It spotted the Cards and hesitated, but its interest was inevitably drawn back to the deepgod. It had one arm pulled tight against its dark body and Lynx couldn’t see any glowing green veins running down between the rough outer plates there. What he’d taken for braided hair now swirled angrily through the air, a glimmer of light at the tip of each as they moved with clear purpose.

The water was no hindrance, not to a creature thirty feet tall. It stepped into the water and started to close on the remaining Sons of the Wind. There could only be eight of them left, Lynx guessed, even if three were marked mages. He doubted they had the numbers to shoot it down even if they did have enough earthers. Raw magic would be what decided this.

Once decided it strode quickly through the water; fifty yards away, forty. At thirty, one of the Sons fired. Lynx saw the dark stream of an earther surge towards the golantha. The shot went straight and true but somehow the huge beast dodged. It jerked to one side with astonishing speed as its crest of long tendrils flashed up to meet the shot. They seemed to curl around the shot, not trying to stop it but draining the magic as it streaked past.

If there was anything left to continue on, Lynx couldn’t see it in the darkness and there was no explosion from it striking. The golantha itself barely slowed, crouching lower with intent as it surged forward. Twenty yards, ten.

Now Lynx felt his tattoos flare hot and bright. Arcs of magic slashed out at the golantha, blazing yellow-white and roiling dark. Kalozhin’s night magic was a dry tang on the air that seemed to buffet the golantha while the fire mage slashed at its side. They arrested its advance by sheer force alone. Even at that remove Lynx felt his head swim at the power raging through the tattoo-link.

It wasn’t flattened, however. The golantha rocked back and seemed to roll with the punch, its tendrils a flare of activity as they drank deep and long from the magic assailing it. The pale green veins burned bright as power surged through the golantha and then the third mage struck. A column of rock surged up from its left, an ungainly lurch that the golantha initially avoided. However, when it fell, the rock seemed to attach itself to the beast, wrapping around its leg to stop it from moving.

It didn’t work. The creature dipped and swiped at the Sons, a storm of movement above its head while it crashed a fist down. More gunshots smashed into it, but the stroke was wild and unstoppable. The great blade of fire winked out immediately, tendrils drinking in the magic with raging intensity. Somehow Kalozhin redoubled his efforts – distorting the air above him and finally managing to reach a point the golantha couldn’t stand. It struck weakly forward, trying to crush him too, but the force of night magic was followed by more gunshots and the golantha staggered.

They drove it back and this time the tendrils were sluggish in their response. Lynx saw a chunk of rough hide-armour blown clear away in a spray of greenish light, but even as the earth mage threw more at it, the golantha rallied.

‘Anyone else had enough of watching?’ Payl growled from behind him.

Lynx muttered agreement. The Sons of the Wind might be no friends of theirs, but the Cards had seen too many of these creatures up close. Lynx couldn’t get the image of Sitain, fighting to her last breath in Caldaire, out of his head. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one either. Several of the Cards held their mage-guns tight, itching to fight this latest horror.

‘Fuck, even I have,’ Toil replied at last. ‘They’re no friends of mine, but at least they’re human.’

‘Finally found your soul, Toil?’ Payl asked acidly. ‘Better late than never, I guess. Cards! Let’s go kill something.’

The path towards the battle was narrow and winding, but they trotted two abreast while Sitain and Atieno drew deep on their magic. That seemed to catch the golantha’s attention, but still it went at the Sons once more. Again it was met with two streams of power, one hammering it with a hail of rocks while the grey haze of night magic slowed its limbs and dulled its reactions.

They were giving it everything they could, Lynx saw, but it wasn’t enough. A shield of grey appeared as the golantha struck out, but the stone mage was too slow. Again the golantha slammed its fists down with the crash of stone on stone.

‘Shoot at will!’ Payl called.

Eight earthers roared towards the golantha a second later and it could only make a half-hearted effort to dodge. The earthers punched it backwards, a hammer-blow that was followed by another before it could recover. Then they advanced further, moving step by step as they reloaded. Assailed by mage and gunfire the golantha was thrown into confusion, unsure which was the greater threat. Only when the Cards came closer did it seem to decide. When it turned their way, Payl called for them to hold fire.

‘Let it get closer,’ she shouted, loading a darker into her mage-gun. Beside her, Aben did the same, remembering how not all dark-bolts fired properly. ‘Sitain, get ready to shield us from those mages.’

The lack of gunfire seemed to make it wary, but then the golantha took a step and howled in fury. Lynx had a good view of the injuries it bore now and reminded himself that it had likely swallowed God Fragments from one of the vaults. There were shattered sections of the jutting bark-like armour on its shoulder, legs and arm. The injured limb seemed to be quivering as though some fresh horror was about to be birthed from inside it.

Suddenly Lynx realised that arm was bigger than the other. The strange pulsing inner light was absent, but the rough slabs of armour were growing, cracking and spreading. It was creating a shield. Pale green light shone from its eyes, blazing with hate as it lurched forward to attack. Immediately Payl gave the order.

‘Shoot!’

It sidestepped some of the shots, tendrils whipping left and right to drink the magic from the passing earthers. Several still caught it and thumped it back. They were enough to arrest its charge at least and Payl fired in the next moment. Off-balance it couldn’t dodge and the darker caught it full in the chest. The sound and impact were minimal – modest compared to the gunfire of earlier, but the magic cut a neat path all the way through the golantha. It staggered and the fury on its face seemed to fade. The golantha stumbled sideways and needed to catch itself, legs unable to support its weight. All the while the terrible magic of the dark-bolt continued, spreading and consuming as grey dust poured from the open wound.

Toil raised her own gun and fired at its face, catching the golantha with an earther to snap its head back. One tusk exploded under the full force of the impact. It toppled silently, all strength stolen from its narrow frame, and crashed back to lie half in the water. For a moment all was still then Atieno stepped forward, reaching his hand out towards the dead creature.

For a while nothing happened. Eventually the expanding ruin of its chest must have freed the God Fragments it had consumed. Glowing shapes rose into the air, shining bright and accompanied by a buzz like a thousand voices on the edge of hearing. Lynx watched entranced as the fragments floated gently towards Atieno – ten, then twenty, all shining with a faint reddish light. One after another they reached his hand and crumbled, falling in a glittering shower that faded to nothing before reaching the water below.

Eventually, they were all gone and Lynx heard half the Cards release a breath together. Kalozhin hadn’t even tried to strike at them in the meantime, but as Toil turned towards the remaining Sons of the Wind she had her gun ready. The Cards were all close behind her, tattoos glowing as Sitain prepared to shield them. But nothing came. The remaining Sons, just Kalozhin and two soldiers in the strange patchwork uniform of their order, stood still as the Cards approached.

To Lynx they looked defeated and spent. Even the irrepressible Kalozhin wavered, exhausted by the fight no doubt and barely able to do anything more than look death in the eye. He flapped at the mage-pistol in his holster once the Cards were just a few yards away, as though reminding himself he was there to defend his god. Toil shouted ‘no!’ at him and the man stopped.

Kalozhin blinked at her, dazed and confused but all his defiance had gone.

‘Put it down,’ Toil added.

‘No.’

‘Aben, Deern, take their guns.’

The pair ghosted forward to obey but this time Kalozhin managed to get his pistol out. He raised it, wavering, in the direction of Aben. ‘No,’ he repeated. ‘You will kill me now,’ Kalozhin continued in a tone of resignation.

‘Don’t be so bloody stupid.’

‘You must!’ he screamed with sudden fury. ‘Or I will kill you!’

Something shuddered through the air before Toil could speak again. The wave of magic had the Cards scrambling backwards even as the soldiers flanking Kalozhin folded up. The action seemed to startle Kalozhin in his exhausted state. He turned drunkenly left and right and had only just worked out what had happened when Aben laid him out with a haymaker.

Toil looked over to Sitain. ‘You’re getting better.’

The young woman shrugged. ‘Been practising. Now what?’

‘Now we cut his throat and move on,’ Deern pronounced.

‘What? Can’t we tie him up or something?’

Toil shook her head. ‘I’ll not do that to anyone. Not with maspids still prowling this place.’

‘What then?’

She shrugged. ‘We do what we came to do. He’ll come round sooner or later. So long as he doesn’t shoot us in the back, I’ve got no argument.’

‘This is the man who screwed us over!’ Deern argued. ‘Who calls that bloody thing a god and had no intention of letting us live.’

By the mutters, Lynx could tell there were a number who agreed, but he was sure it wasn’t all. Killing them would be the easy way yes, even the more sensible path, but it stuck in his craw all the same. Lynx stepped in front of the unconscious man.

‘Enough killing.’ He paused. ‘Well – killing people, that is. Let’s just dust this giant horror and leave. If we’re ahead of Kalozhin he can’t hurt us.’

Without waiting for anyone to speak, Lynx crossed the spur of rock to where the head of the deepgod lay propped. It looked dead, he had to admit, but it had been in its cage for how many thousands of years? There was no telling with beasts of magic and he for one didn’t want to take any chances.

Up close it was all the more enormous, even half submerged in the water. At least fifty feet high, and every one of the horns in its tangled crown was bigger than Lynx. One of the massive pale spear-limbs jutted up out of the water, its point ten feet above Lynx’s head. It was still streaked with the blood of the golantha it had killed, a strange weaving pattern traced in blood by the force of the lake water. Up close Lynx could feel the heat from its body, like that of rocks after a day in the sun. He broke his mage-gun and removed the earther, replacing it with a dark-bolt. One flick of the wrist closed the gun up and he aimed it at the deepgod’s battered and scored face.

If it was alive, it didn’t react. Lynx glanced once at the watching Cards and inwardly shrugged. Someone had to do it, better it never saw the shot coming. He pulled the trigger. The gun gave a dull bang and jerked back as a streak of darkness burst out and smashed into the deepgod’s face. As with the golantha it tore right through as though it had met nothing more than paper. The deepgod twitched then, convulsed under the impact, but Lynx never knew if that was its moment of death.

The dark magic obliterated half of its head, consuming outward from the hole it had torn and turning everything to dust. Lynx closed his eyes as the grey lifeless remains billowed up and created a small cloud around them. Eventually, it faded and he turned away, shaking the dust from his hair and clothes as Atieno approached.

The ageing mage again reached out towards the corpse, but this time nothing happened. He tried once more but eventually beckoned Toil over.

‘I cannot pull the fragments from its body.’

She nodded and reached into her cartridge case. ‘Can you sense them?’

‘Yes – there,’ he said, pointing.

Toil fired at the area he’d indicated, just below what might have been its gullet. Again the dark magic turned everything to dust with terrifying ease. This time, however, light blazed out from the ruin – the God Fragments apparently undamaged by this destroying blend of magic. Atieno reached out again and the glowing fragments emerged – the yellow of Veraimin and red of Catrac appearing in their dozens and vanishing just as quickly as they came into contact with Atieno.

Once he was done, the mage staggered and had to be caught by Kas. Sitain looked drunk and unsteady too and Lynx realised it wasn’t the exertion. The sheer volume of magic in the air was leaving them light-headed.

Toil walked over to Kalozhin and knelt at his side, touching her fingers to his throat. The man shifted slightly under her touch and Toil nodded, satisfied he wasn’t badly hurt.

‘We just leave them?’ Lynx asked.

‘He’ll be up soon enough,’ she confirmed. ‘Probably can bring his friends around too. I heard some night mages can reverse the effects. Not Sitain, just the talented ones.’

The attempt to lighten the mood went ignored. Even Sitain was too tired to retort.

‘Then what?’ Lynx asked. ‘He comes after us and has us arrested before we escape the valley?’

Toil managed a smile at that. She looked around the arrayed faces of the Cards. ‘Not exactly.’

Lynx frowned. ‘What then?’

‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s an option. Depends on how sick you lot are of following me into dark places.’

He felt a sinking feeling even as Payl demanded, ‘What are you on about, Toil?’

‘Remember there were creatures roaming the hillside at night? They weren’t getting out through the valley defences, now were they?’

‘You want us to go deeper into this place?’ Lynx asked, astonished. ‘Following just your bloody sense of direction and a few stories about monsters?’

She shrugged. ‘Got another option?’

Lynx thought for a moment then exchanged a look with Payl.

‘Shit.’


Chapter 49

The cavern remained peaceful as the Cards discussed it. Toil was true to her word – she wasn’t going to force this on any of them, but no one wanted to face whatever was left of the armies on the surface. Cutting Kalozhin’s throat was the safest route, assuming the Sons of the Wind did control the valley, but the Cards had branched off from the main attack. It seemed unlikely they would be allowed to leave before anyone investigated underground.

A few voices were all for killing Kalozhin on general principle – Deern and Varain first among them – but Lynx could see that overall there was little appetite for it. The battle had been won and the deepgod was dead. Nothing was coming back from no face and a huge hole in its chest. It lay half submerged in the water, limp and broken.

Insar was effectively dead too. What few fragments of the god of night remained would contain no more than an echo. The other gods had also been diminished – perhaps not so drastically, but the Knights-Charnel had possessed more fragments than any other Order. Lynx, Atieno and Toil left the others discussing what to do. They went in search of the golantha killed by the Sons of the Wind, but after half an hour they gave up.

From one pillar that afforded a good view of the area they had been unable to spot anything. The two other huge corpses were also missing. They had to presume all had been washed away. Despite Toil’s suggestion that maspids might be able to swim, the trio saw nothing else moving in the cavern. Any surviving creatures of the deepest black had fled, most likely for higher ground. Lynx wondered if that point had been made as the Cards tried to decide. When they returned, the discussion appeared over.

Sitain was standing over Kalozhin, looking down at the man. The Sons officer was bound hand and foot. Clearly he’d recovered from being knocked out but Lynx knew what that was like. You could be awake and moving, but it would be a while before your head stopped ringing. When struggling against your bonds was pointless, you’d gladly put it off for ten minutes.

‘How’s the patient?’ Toil called as they neared.

Sitain glanced up. ‘Fine. He’ll manage.’

‘It’s a long climb back up,’ Toil said, looking up at the pillar the Sons had made their way down. ‘Take your time or you’ll pass out and fall.’

‘I will wait,’ Kalozhin replied in a quiet, pained voice. ‘I will not leave my comrades behind.’

‘Very admirable. We can’t see anything moving nearby, with luck you won’t need your magic before they wake. How’s about us, Sitain? Are we doing this?’

‘No one’s come up with a better option.’

‘Story of the Cards, eh?’ Toil said with a nod. ‘Come on then, let’s shift.’

With one last word to the night mage at her feet, Sitain joined them at the main group of Cards. Kalozhin didn’t move, just watched them pass. There was nothing more to say and tied up as he was, any attempt to use his magic would likely see him knifed by Sitain.

The tunnels at the far end of the cavern were not much further. The floodwaters had surged towards them, dragging the deepgod a hundred yards or more before it had caught itself or snagged on that outcrop. With paths above the remaining water, they had a reasonably direct route to the far tunnels and Lynx noticed the water level had continued to drop.

At the largest of the tunnels, the Cards stopped for one final look back at the cavern where several of their comrades had died. There were hands put on shoulders, wordless sympathy offered to Safir in particular, but even the Knight of Snow had nothing to say. His curses for the gods had died with Layir it seemed. Whatever feeling had been behind the prayers, the Cards had all enjoyed the litany and no one felt like hearing it now.

They turned away and headed down a broad slope into the unknown with mage-guns ready. It soon opened out into a grand series of chambers which looked like galleried town squares, overlooked by an upper level and all intricately worked stone.

At the near edge was a wide bridge that spanned a chasm, most likely intended to ensure any escaping waters didn’t flood the squares. With the vast deluge from the lake, the water had reached the very top of the tunnel and Lynx could see glistening stone twelve feet above where they were walking. If there had been any creatures lurking in these parts, somehow ignoring the lure of vast magics, they hadn’t escaped the water.

Everywhere was wet. Water pooled in every corner and rose to knee height in parts. The odd broken corpse had lodged in places, maspid and human both, but most had been swept elsewhere by the flood. With two remaining mage-spheres casting white light over it all, the glitter of reflection was a marked contrast to the halls of Shadows Deep, but Lynx still felt looming darkness stalk the fringes of sight. The threat of maspids and other horrors remained prevalent in his mind, but as they walked through silent halls and down empty corridors, the darkness edged closer.

After an hour of travel the signs of water faded, but the grandeur of the city-ruin hadn’t. They walked along a great avenue where the walls of dwellings rose up on either side. Three tiers of city, each with narrow roads, overlooked their path, bridges crossing from one side to the other every two hundred paces. For the Cards, so recently come from Caldaire, that remarkable city seemed a mere echo of this place, lesser in scale, artistry and engineering. They came to a crossroads and found another avenue running across theirs, smaller but still vanishing into the distance rather than ending.

When the road they were on finally did end, it was at a dome-like cavern where a curious building occupied the centre. In a human city it would have been a temple, but here even Toil could hardly guess. Stone-built and square at the base, it rose to become a vast tree trunk with an obelisk rising from the top amid the bare branches. Every one of the Marked Cards was drawn to it. Sections of visible wall were inscribed with a frieze of hanging willow branches, but there seemed no apparent way in.

With more reluctance than Lynx had ever seen on her face, Toil dragged them away. It was clear she wanted to explore it, but her relic hunter’s experience reminded her they didn’t have the supplies for any such efforts. There was a little food left, a handful of waterskins plus a few more filled with muddy lake-water if things grew desperate. Getting to the surface would be far from simple. As a concession, the Cards rested there for half an hour. Toil copied down what writing she could on a spare scrap of paper, using her own blood for ink, and then they were moving again.

The rare opportunity to search these parts unhindered didn’t trump the fact they needed to survive. Most of the subterranean creatures in the region would have been drawn to the mountain. Vaults always attracted some but, since Jarrazir, things would have intensified. Lynx could understand why the Charnelers might have brought in their pet relic hunter to lead this bolstered defence.

With luck that meant the majority had been killed in recent weeks and months, the rest dying in the cavern. No doubt the flood would have driven any on the fringes away, but there would only be a short window of time before they returned. The dozens of God Fragments dusted by Atieno had released vast amounts of magic and some would sense that. It meant there were no complaints when Payl, acting as company commander by general understanding that someone needed to give the orders, called time on their rest.

Miles of travel on straight and clear avenues gave them a good distance clear and eventually Toil found a great stairway that led up towards the surface. Duegar glyphs were pored over with Aben, much of that time spent frowning and wishing for bookish Paranil, but eventually they rejected it and continued on. There had been several other routes up of course, but there was little sign of tracks on the stairs – no debris that might have been carried down from the surface. Toil didn’t think they had travelled far enough. An hour after that, beyond great halls of puzzle-like interconnected dwellings and light gardens that had grown too wild to suggest Wisps lived anywhere nearby, Toil announced the ground was sloping away.

It took the Cards a while to believe her, so gradual was the incline, but eventually they saw it too and felt both despondency and cheer. Further underground was exactly what they didn’t want, but with luck it would be a sign that they were nearing the end of the valley. More worrying for Lynx were the signs of anxiety from Toil, a woman he was beginning to be able to read as well as Aben could. The parts of city-ruin they were in now were less dramatic, far more like a normal one and lacking any clear path up, and she was worried.

Ancient thickets of tanglethorn blocked their path now, the bones of unknown creatures littering their fringes. Atieno cut a path through them with his magic – reducing one such obstacle to a sticky, stinking goo that started eating away at their boots until it was scraped clean. The indications of creatures were more obvious in these parts, abandoned stonecarver beetle nests and damage that had likely been caused by golantha passing.

Another rest was forced upon them, a swallow of water and biscuit apportioned to each. Lynx started to worry about the Cards turning on Toil if she couldn’t find a way out, but when they started up again there was little sign of it. Only a weariness that led to silence. Llaith ran out of tobacco, Varain of whatever rotgut he’d filled his hip flask with at the valley defences. Not even Kas could find the strength to brighten their mood and Reft was struggling badly.

After many hours and several rest stops more, they came to a crossroads of sorts. It led in six different directions and two of those went upwards. The larger suggested something had travelled it more than once so, with guns at the ready, they worked their way up. After a hundred yards they realised their mistake as a dozen shapes skittered towards them, some climbing the side walls of the tunnel and others dashing madly forward. Lynx barely had time to recognise them as maspids – juveniles presumably, the size of small dogs – before the guns were roaring.

Toil went a little further forward after that, trying to see where the maspids had come from, only to utter a curse that even Deern looked surprised by. Whatever she saw up there, it merited an earther afterwards too, but by the time the others had gone to join her Toil was hurrying away, a queasy look on her face.

‘A queen,’ was all she would say as she retraced her steps to the crossroad and they took the other path.

That route brought them to a natural cavern and the smell of fresh air for the first time in too long. Duegar ruins were largely safe, ancient magical mechanisms filtering the dangerous gases out according to Toil, but they had a dead taste to the air still. The scent of grass and rain was incredibly sweet after perhaps days underground. They pressed eagerly on before finding themselves at the rear of a cave no higher than a man’s waist. It was strange after walking miles underground that they would have to crawl out, but few complained.

Reft’s enormous strength failed him at that point. As he tried to get on his hands and knees the big man fainted clean away and they had to rig up a makeshift drag-sled to get him out. Once outside there were a few smiles and congratulations for Toil, but those died down swiftly. It appeared they were beyond the western slope of the valley wall, in the lee of a tree-covered hump of ground that rose above the rest of the plain. It was night, but the Cards could see a village not far away – dark and abandoned so far as was possible to make out. They decided to avoid it, pressing on south through a desultory drizzle for another hour to ensure they were clear of the cave mouth.

When the first glimmers of dawn started to light the horizon, Toil suggested they sleep for a few hours in a small copse. The Cards huddled down in the relative shelter of some ancient yew trees. Hungry and footsore, hardly anyone even bothered to complain as they shuffled close to each other – lying in one mass like a wolfpack and smelling little better. Aside from those assigned the watch, they slept like the dead.


Chapter 50

The sun was high by the time Lynx woke and he opened his eyes to slashes of light coming down through the branches. He twitched and shifted, prompting Toil to murmur in her sleep and dig her nails into his wrist, keeping him in place. Lynx gently unpicked her from his flesh and looked around. Half of the Cards were still asleep, but a group had moved to the other end of the copse and lit a fire.

His nose twitched. There was food cooking on the fire. He lay a little longer, trying to get his brain working again, but soon the need to piss and eat became insistent. He eased himself up, whereupon Toil jerked awake, and ran a hand down the side of her face. She gave him a sleepy smile before remembering where they were – then her hand went to her gun.

‘Don’t worry,’ Lynx soothed, ‘it’s just breakfast.’

Toil frowned. ‘Breakfast? What breakfast?’

‘That’s what I’m going to find out.’

He went to the edge of the trees and looked out over a long pasture where once cattle had grazed, judging from the ground, before pissing on a nearby hump of grass. His business done, Lynx wandered back into the trees to where the fire crackled.

‘Thought that’d wake you,’ Deern said with a smirk. ‘Some things don’t change.’

Lynx blinked at an iron pan propped above the fire. Unless he was actually dead and in some sort of paradise, there seemed to be fat slices of blood sausage frying in it.

‘Where did it come from?’

‘I woke with the sunrise,’ Kas said, ‘and the smell of Varain shitting his guts out. Rural idyll, eh?’

‘So?’

‘Went to explore.’ She pointed away behind her. ‘There’s a farm out that way. Empty, but reckon they died in some sort of maspid raid. Most of the food’s spoiled, but there was a whole loop of this hung from a rafter. We grabbed that, a pan and an end of tobacco – no booze but a better morning than anyone was expecting.’

Behind him Lynx heard Toil move through the trees after him. ‘Who do I need to fuck to get a slice of that?’ she declared loudly.

‘There’s enough for all,’ Kas laughed, ‘but I’m sure Varain wouldn’t say no if you offered.’

The veteran, sat back against a tree, offered Toil a crooked smile. He hacked another two slices off a loop of blood sausage thicker than his forearm and handed them over. Those in the pan were already crisp and blackened at the edges. Payl used a knife to scrape them free and hand them over to the Cards already waiting, then Lynx dropped his chunks in.

As they fried, Lynx spotted a figure sitting alone on the edge of the wood. Safir. The former nobleman was staring out into the distance, a slice of blood sausage barely started in his fingers. Lynx nodded to Toil then headed over to drop down beside the grieving man.

‘Here for the leftovers?’ Safir asked drily, waving the slice in Lynx’s direction.

‘No – you need to eat too,’ he replied, despite his stomach growling in protest. ‘I’ve got some coming.’

Safir did as he was told, biting a small piece off and slowly chewing. ‘You ever hear the story of how I found him?’ he asked once he’d finished.

Lynx shook his head. ‘Didn’t think you’d told anyone.’

‘A few.’ Safir inclined his head. ‘Didn’t want it to become company legend though, have Deern telling some bastardised version after he’d had a few pints.’

‘Not a happy memory?’

Lynx knew Safir had been a man of wealth in Olostir, almost two decades previously, and he’d fled in disgrace. Apparently in Caldaire, as the Cards reconnoitred the Siym compound, he’d claimed it had started with an insult and spiralled, Safir stealing something of value as he fled. Nowhere had a child been mentioned.

‘Not really. It was just one of those things. I was running for my life – I’d made a fool of myself and killed someone in the process. You believe in love at first sight?’

Lynx blinked in surprise. ‘Huh? I … No, not really.’

‘Me neither, but imagine the silly stories some people tell. The clouds part, the sun falls on a particular girl and the hero’s heart is captured – you understand?’

‘Not really …’

‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing weird. As I was fleeing – I’d stolen a horse and needed to be gone quietly – this little boy ran into my path. The dawn light made his hair glow as he stood in front of me. Despite everything, I found myself stopping. He was crying, had been for some time. Ugly little kid he was, made worse by the snot and dirt smeared down his face. Dressed in rags, clearly just some street rat, but the spirits of my people had placed him in my path when I was most ashamed of myself. Most disgusted with who I had become.’

‘You took him as penance?’

‘In a way. This child was terrified, miserable and alone. I thought that perhaps I owed the spirits something. A moment in which perhaps I would be caught, but perhaps some good might come. Do you understand?’

Lynx nodded.

‘I stopped. It was madness but I stopped to talk to him. Layir thought I was going to beat him. A man of my station would never normally deign to address an urchin. He would count himself lucky if I did not run him down for being in my way. I had to command him to stay. When I asked him what was wrong he was too frightened to speak, but eventually he told me that his mother was dead. He had no one now and was frightened of being stolen by slavers. It was not a foolish concern, though he was perhaps only five years old.’

‘So you took him?’

‘I offered my hand. I told him that I was in danger, that I’d done something stupid and would be hunted for it. But I was no slaver – they would not dare dress like me – so if he wished, he could join me and share my fate. That I’d keep him safe as long as I …’

Safir broke off, head bowed as the tears flowed. Lynx could do nothing but sit with him, a hand on the man’s shoulder, and let the grief come. It took a long while, during which Toil brought Lynx a slice of blood sausage. Eventually, the easterner muttered a curse at himself and wiped his tears away.

‘I didn’t keep him safe as long as I lived,’ Safir said in a choked voice, ‘but life is cruel and your gods are bastards.’

‘They are,’ Lynx agreed. ‘But they’re less than they were, thanks to us.’

‘It is so.’

‘What will you do now?’ Lynx asked.

‘I will walk the Riven Kingdom and see what the spirits place next in my path. I gave Layir a life and loved him like the son I never had. That was a good thing. Though it may break me, I’d like that to not be the only one I managed. When I do, perhaps I will hear my son’s laughter on the wind.’

Lynx popped the last of his food in his mouth and nodded. ‘Want to hear about a man called Vagrim?’

Safir laughed. ‘I’ve heard the name before, yes, but thank you, my friend. His path isn’t for me, even now, but I’m glad to meet those who walk it.’

They sat a little longer before Safir wiped his nose on his sleeve and took a deep breath. ‘And you, Lynx? Do you have a plan? Will you settle down with that hellcat and raise little hellcats? Disappear into the night? Or perhaps walk the land with me and bang on about bloody Vagrim until I’m forced to ditch you?’

Lynx was a long while in answering, but as the seconds drew out he became more and more certain he knew where his future lay. There was unfinished business in his mind. It had been nagging at him for months and now it called to him across the landscape.

‘Yeah, I reckon I know what comes next.’

‘So speaks a voice of portent,’ Safir said, looking at him curiously. ‘Is there no peace or rest for you after all this?’

Lynx shook his head. ‘Peace is for the powerful, rest is for the wicked. The broken aren’t so lucky.’

He cleared his throat and stood. ‘Come on – we all need to get out of this place before we can worry about plans.’

Safir smiled and allowed himself to be pulled upright. Together they returned to the fire where now the whole company was assembled, so far as he could tell. As he joined Toil and eyed up the scraps of blood sausage stuck to the bottom of the pan, Lynx realised a hush had descended.

‘What’s going on? Is it Reft?’

‘No, he’s fine. Well, not fine, but still alive,’ Payl said. ‘We’ve been talking about the future. Now the job’s over and Anatin’s dead.’

‘You’re the new boss?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m done with the merc life,’ Payl said with a weary expression. ‘Lost enough friends, enough lovers. I want to get out of this life while I’ve got all my arms and legs. It’s the Hand of Cards for me I reckon; lugging barrels, tossing drunks and not dying in a ditch.’

‘Who then? Toil?’

He turned to the red-headed woman, but she just smiled and shook her head.

‘I’m not a mercenary, I’m an agent of Su Dregir, remember? My boss is the Archelect and no doubt there are some scamps in that city who’ve forgotten about the Red Lady. My job is done – better than I could ever have imagined. It’s time to go home and report, get yelled at by the First Lord of the Treasury for a few hours then sleep for a month. And anyways, I’m tired of giving the orders, of being the one with the plan. Let someone else steer the ship.’

‘A deserved rest, eh?’ Lynx said, casting a smile at Safir. ‘Figures.’

Toil nodded. ‘Unless I get sent with Atieno after those remaining caches of God Fragments – make sure no other god’s capable of exerting their will. Assuming I want to of course.’ She gave him a coy smile. ‘Assuming I don’t get a better offer.’

‘Who then?’ Lynx asked, finding he didn’t have a reply to that smile yet.

‘We took a vote,’ Llaith said, ‘decided it was only fair and on top of anything, Anatin always fucking hated the idea of voting for stuff. It seems a fitting way to piss off the old dead bastard, eh?’

Lynx frowned. He didn’t follow the logic, but could imagine Anatin cackling at the notion of annoying the dead. ‘Hang on, I didn’t get a vote – nor Safir!’

‘I voted,’ Safir broke in. ‘I spoke to Payl earlier.’

‘Oh. Fine then.’

‘Fine?’ Toil asked. ‘That’s all you’ve got to say about it?’

‘Probably time anyway.’

‘What?’

Lynx sighed. ‘A rest sounds good. I could do with getting paid and buying some shit, but there’s something I’ve got to do.’

‘Does it pay?’

‘No.’ He paused. ‘Why?’

‘Because we voted you to be the next boss, ya dumbshit,’ Deern hissed. ‘I mean – obviously I reckoned it was a shit idea and we should get pretty much anyone else in charge, but some of these wankers thought otherwise.’

Lynx frowned in confusion. ‘Me?’

‘You,’ Toil said firmly, placing a hand on his chest. ‘The Prince of Sun, how does that sound to you?’

‘Awful, if I’m honest.’

‘At least you know what you’re getting yourself into.’

Lynx shook his head. ‘I can’t run a company. I don’t know anything about it. Certainly don’t have the money to buy out Anatin’s share.’

‘The rest of us think otherwise,’ Safir said, stepping forward. ‘We’ve done something extraordinary – a few things, in fact. It’s hard to go back to territorial disputes and cattle raiding. But if anyone can get the company into legendary levels of shit, it’s you. So long as someone pays the bar bill, that’s fine with us.’

‘You don’t want to get into what I’ve got planned.’

‘And what’s that, sweetness?’ Toil asked.

He took a deep breath. ‘The Shonrin. I’m going home.’

There was a long silence as the whole company looked at him. The Shonrin had led So Han’s wars of conquest – existing as a strange mix of warleader and messiah for the savage warrior nation. He’d retreated into exile to a mountain fastness when the war ended and so far as anyone knew, was still there – ageing and bitter, but protected by a fanatical cadre of elite Hanese warriors.

‘You really can pick ’em, can’t you?’ Deern said eventually. ‘Fuck’s sake, Lynx.’

‘Ambitious, certainly,’ Safir suggested, ‘even by your standards.’

‘Miserable fucking Hanese, always holding a grudge, eh?’

Toil laughed and ended the comments as she stepped forwards and placed a kiss on Lynx’s cheek. ‘The way I hear it, the Shonrin’s fortress might be on top of a Duegar outpost. You’re going to need an experienced relic hunter, then.’

‘I can’t ask you to come – any of you!’

‘You ain’t asking,’ Llaith pointed out. ‘Did anyone hear the boss asking?’

‘First rule of being in charge,’ Kas said with twinkling eyes, ‘don’t ask – tell.’

‘I’m no leader,’ Lynx protested. ‘Never have been, never will be.’

‘Those of us who’ve served in an army,’ Varain announced slowly, ‘know a few things about that. Arseholes like you who can’t take orders properly, it’s better to promote ’em so they’re giving the orders instead.’

‘Mercs don’t care about much,’ Kas said, ‘but winning is a good way of getting paid and idiot though you are, you find a way.’

‘This is stupid,’ Lynx said, looking round at them all. ‘None of you want this, not really. Call me the boss if you like – we can head to Su Dregir to get paid and get pissed, then I’ll go my own way. I’m giving no orders.’

‘Get paid and get pissed,’ Kas echoed. ‘Sounds like a merc captain to me.’

‘Sounds like Anatin,’ Llaith agreed. ‘But you’ll have to get better at tashot. It’s sad the way you screw up your face trying to remember which is better, a run or a set.’

‘Unlikely.’

‘Excellent. I’ll keep winning your money then.’

‘Toil!’ Lynx protested. ‘You can’t be serious about this? You’ve done the impossible. It’s time for you to get your reward, not run off on another suicide mission!’

She shrugged. ‘I’m not really one for settling down and squeezing out the babies.’ A wicked gleam appeared in her eyes. ‘Yet. But I think there’s more adventure to come for me, more ways to add to my legend.’

‘What about Su Dregir?’

‘It can last without me for a while. I’ve got investments there; they’ll still be around when I get back. I’ve dragged you halfway round the Riven Kingdom these last years. It’s only fair I follow you for a change now.’

‘To fight the Shonrin in his impregnable mountain?’

‘You weren’t planning on getting in on your good looks now, were you?’ She gave him a sympathetic look. ‘Oh, puss, did you hit your head down there? Forget your tattoos? Being Hanese isn’t enough to infiltrate that place – trust me, I’ve seen the intelligence assessments. You’re going to need a bit of help. Maybe a crack team of mercenaries too.’

‘But there’s no money in it! It’s just unfinished business – the fact I don’t want that bastard to die comfy in his bed before someone with a knife catches up with him.’

‘I lost my brothers to you Hanese fucks,’ Braqe declared, pushing her way forward. ‘If anyone’s planning on killing that shitweasel, I’m coming too – even if it means calling some wanker “boss”.’

‘Ah … thanks?’

‘So what do you say, Lynx? Ready to lead?’

‘No. This isn’t a job for a merc company, only some idiot who doesn’t need to make it out alive.’

‘See, that’s the point,’ Toil said with a shake of the head. ‘Some people might like to see you make it out alive. If that means helping you kill a monster, so be it.’

‘My point is that you’re mercs – it’s not something I can ask of you.’

‘Damn fool,’ Kas said. ‘Haven’t you noticed? Killing monsters is pretty much what we do these days. We’re the best in the whole fucking Riven Kingdom at it.’

‘You’re all bloody mad.’

‘That much should have been obvious by now.’

Lynx gave up. ‘Fine. If that’s what you want. We’ll go to Su Dregir, get our money and then Anatin’s Mercenary Deck can go kill another monster.’

‘Lynx’s Mercenary Deck,’ Toil said softly. She paused then screwed her face up. ‘Nah, doesn’t sound right. We’ll have to come up with something else.’

‘Sure, let’s take a vote on it,’ he said snippily.

‘Don’t be stupid, you’re the boss now – it’s all up to you.’

‘I’m the boss?’ Lynx echoed, shaking his head at the notion. ‘Bunch of idiots. Fine – Cards, muster in five! Anyone not ready to move out gets the usual punishment.’

With the usual grumbling, sniping and shambling incompetence, the mercenaries obeyed. Lynx watched them, half-suspicious this was all a complicated joke, but Safir just gave him a nod of approval and got them moving. Toil stood at his side, arm around his waist and apparently basking in his new-found authority in a way that almost seemed genuine and not taking the piss at all.

‘I could get used to this,’ she murmured in his ear.

‘Please don’t,’ Lynx replied. ‘I’ll just find some way to screw it up.’

‘No doubt, but until that day, it’s better than the alternative, right?’

Lynx looked around at the Cards, a more mismatched selection of fools and friends than he could ever have imagined growing up in insular and warlike So Han.

‘This is better,’ he admitted at last. ‘A lot better. So let’s do this for a while. Let’s kill monsters.’

‘And get pissed,’ Toil added with a knowing look. ‘Don’t forget that bit.’

Lynx nodded.

‘Get pissed and kill monsters. As good a way as any to live and die.’
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