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PART I

Even the greatest lie Can be undone By the sharpest blade.

—SEORDAH POEM, AUTHOR UNKNOWN



OBVAR’S ACCOUNT

Luralyn once asked me, “What does it feel like to die?”

Sensing the desire for comfort that lay behind this question, I said, “Like falling. It’s as if the world shrinks to a single point of light far above whilst you descend into an eternal abyss. Then . . . it’s gone and there is nothing.”

But this somewhat poetic response was, I must confess, a lie. I can, of course, speak only for myself, and others may have enjoyed a death little more troubling than a gentle drift into endless slumber. But my death held no such comforts.

I knew the wound was mortal the instant I felt Al Sorna’s blade scrape across my spine to erupt from my back. The pain was everything you might imagine it to be. But I knew pain. For I was Obvar Nagerik, anointed champion to the Darkblade himself and second only to him in renown amongst the Stahlhast. Many were my battles, and it is no boast to say I could not and in truth still cannot recount the exact number of lives I had taken. Such a life breeds wounds, also too many to count, although some live larger in the memory than others. The arrow at the Battle of the Three Rivers that pierced my arm all the way to the bone. The slashing sword that laid my collarbone bare the day we slaughtered the first great host the Merchant King sent against us. But none hurt so much as this, nor dealt such a grievous blow to my pride. All these years later I remain uncertain as to which hurt more, the pain of being skewered from chest to back, or the certain knowledge that I was about to die at the hands of this condemned interloper, this Thief of Names. For his words had angered me, and in those days few who stirred my anger survived my response.

He is not a god. You are not part of a divine mission. All the slaughter you have done is worthless. You are a killer in service to a liar . . . His words. Infuriating, hateful words. Made worse by the truth they held, the truth revealed by the song of the Jade Princess, although I had known it in my heart for far longer.

I believe it was anger that kept me clinging to life then, even as the blood bubbled up into my throat, starving my lungs of air. Even as the pain wracked me from head to toe and my bowels began to loosen, leaving me no illusions that once-mighty Obvar would soon be rendered just another shit-stained corpse littering the indifferent face of the Iron Steppe. Even then my grip on the sabre never faltered and my arms retained enough strength to drag the blade clear of Al Sorna’s flesh. He remained upright as I took a wavering step back, gabbling something at him. The mingled rage and pain ensured that whatever I said in that moment made no purchase on my memory, but I prefer to think it was something suitably defiant, perhaps even noble. I could tell he was dying from the whitening pallor of his skin as he stared at me, face set in rigid, unflinching expectation. No fear, I recall thinking as I raised the sabre to finish him. There was some satisfaction in that, at least. Despite a well-won reputation for cruelty, I had in fact never enjoyed killing men who begged.

The stallion’s ironshod hoof slammed into my thigh first, snapping the bone as easily as dry kindling, sending me sprawling. There was no time to roll clear, had I possessed the strength to do so, for the beast’s blows fell like an iron rain, crushing bone and sundering flesh. I had imagined the pain of Al Sorna’s killing thrust would be the worst I might endure. I was wrong. There was no sensation of falling, no shrinking point of light to send me off to blessed oblivion, just the terror and agony of a man pounded to death by an enraged horse until, finally, there was an overwhelming sensation of being wrenched. It brought a new form of pain, deeper, more fundamental, a pain that seared its way into my very being rather than merely my body. Somehow I understood that the very essence of my soul was being stretched and torn like meat scraped from a carcass.

Soon the sensation gave way to a sickening, lacerating disorientation. Contrary to the lie I would tell Luralyn, I did not fall when I died, I tumbled. Images and emotions assailed me in a swarm that allowed no room for coherent thought. Although the agonies of my physical self had vanished, in many ways this was worse, for it brought the deepest of fears, a panicked, desperate realisation that what lay beyond life was naught but eternal confusion. However, the panic abated as the flurry of images gradually coalesced into discernable memory. Here was I staring up through a child’s eyes into my mother’s cold, angry glare. You eat more than the fucking horses, she muttered, shoving me away as I reached for the oatcakes she had baked. Other wombs are blessed by the Divine Blood, but I get a walking stomach. She threw a skillet at me, hounding me from the tent. Go take food from the other brats if you’re so hungry! Don’t come back until nightfall.

The memory fragmented, shifting into confusion before once again settling into something familiar. Luralyn’s face the day I fought Kehlbrand. I knew this one well, having revisited it so often, or at least I thought I knew it. In my conscious remembrance it was always the fight that dominated, the feel of fist on flesh, the iron taste of my own blood as Kehlbrand delivered the most complete beating I ever took. But this time it was different, for Luralyn’s face, bunched in impotent fury, tears streaming from her eyes, was all I saw and Kehlbrand’s blows merely a distraction. Her face changed then, taking on the fullness of womanhood and stirring a much-resented but persistent mingling of lust and longing.

What a disgusting animal you are, Obvar.

Her expression was scornful now, half-lit by the fading sun and the dim glow of the myriad fires from the camp that surrounded the Great Tor. I recall thinking how pleasing the shifting colours were on the smooth curves of her face. There was wine on my tongue, Cumbraelin wine, although in those days I had no notion of its origin nor did I care. Beyond her I could see the tall figure of her brother standing over the corpse on the altar. Tehlvar was denuded in death, as is typical, his long, muscular form a pale, limp thing stained by the drying blood that had gushed from the knife wound in his chest. The day the Great Priest asked Tehlvar the second question, I realised, watching Luralyn take a grudging sip from the wineskin my younger self handed to her. When it all began.

I felt it all again as the memory unfolded. Another lurch of anger and lust at Luralyn’s now-customary rejection, honed to a greater pitch when Kehlbrand summoned her to his side and dismissed me. Whatever would be said here was not for my ears. Why would it be? What sage counsel could I offer? I was to become the Darkblade’s champion, but never his advisor. The passage of years has allowed a keener appreciation for the true course leading to a point in history where the name Kehlbrand Reyerik is fast slipping into the realm of dark legend. I had imagined it to commence with the moment of my death, but I know now it had begun here as a hulking brute stomped away into the darkening camp intent on venting his frustrations through all manner of foul deeds. In his heart the brute knew himself to be no more than a valued dog, mighty and vicious to be sure, but still, just a dog.

Is this what death is? I wondered as the memory shifted again, the Great Tor and the camp whipped into swirling mist. Endlessly reliving the hurts suffered in life. If so, could I truly claim not to have deserved it?

When the vision coalesced again it seemed to confirm my suspicions, for this was another moment I would have preferred to forget. I stood alongside Kehlbrand in the chamber beneath the Sepulchre of the Unseen. The bodies of the priests we had slaughtered here were well rotted now, desiccated flesh crumbling away from dry bone in this arid and ancient cavern. The taint of death, however, still lingered in the air.

I recalled how he had surprised me by insisting on a return to the Great Tor after the fall of Leshun-Kho. Such a great victory should have brought a night of revels, with all the indulgence that entailed. The hunger my mother had scolded me for had never faded as I grew, and had been joined by other appetites as manhood dawned. But the Darkblade allowed no revelry. When the slaughter was done and Luralyn had made her pick of the captives, he put the city in the hands of a trusted Skeltir with ten thousand warriors to ward against a counterstroke from the south.

“You intend to move on Keshin-Kho?” I had asked, keen anticipation mingling with apprehension in my breast. Although ever eager for battle, the great fortress city was a formidable target, even with our ever-swelling ranks.

“No, old friend,” he told me. “We’re going home. It’s time to prepare.”

“For what?”

I saw his eyes narrow a fraction as he glanced at his sister. Luralyn’s aspect had been somewhat grim since the city’s fall, due I assumed to her squeamishness, which had always struck me as worryingly un-Hast-like. Kehlbrand, however, had never displayed anything but absolute trust in his sister, at least before now. “I’m not entirely sure yet,” he said, climbing into the saddle, “but it will require something of you, a service it pains me to ask of you.”

“You are the Mestra-Skeltir,” I reminded him. Even then I refrained from using his other name, his godly name, something he saw fit to ignore. “Ask for anything, and I’ll give it.”

He settled a steady but otherwise expressionless gaze on me. When he spoke his voice had a faint note of regret, something I rarely heard him express. “A promise I’ll hold you to, saddle brother,” he said.

And so we rode home with the Stahlhast horde at our back. The Tuhla were sent east and west to visit what mischief they could on the border garrisons, but the Stahlhast went north, back to the Great Tor where Kehlbrand bade me follow him to the Sepulchre and what lay beneath.

“Touch it.”

The stone’s surface was flat and black save for the veins of gold that ran through it, veins that seemed to pulse in the light of Kehlbrand’s torch. I recalled Luralyn’s terror of this thing the night we killed the priests and found I couldn’t fault her for it.

“Someone is coming,” Kehlbrand added. “An enemy I know you cannot defeat.”

I lifted my eyes from the stone, fixing a broad smile on my lips to mask the uncertainty provoked by being in such close proximity to the most feared object in Stahlhast lore, an object so sacred the Laws Eternal decreed death for any who looked upon it unless chosen by the priests. But the priests were dead and the Laws Eternal now just a rarely spoken vestige of the time before Kehlbrand’s rise. What use had the Stahlhast for laws when we had the word of the Darkblade, the word of a god?

“There is no man I cannot defeat,” I said.

“Oh, but there is, be sure of that. He stole my name, and soon enough he’ll come to steal everything we have built.” He reached across the stone to grasp my forearm. “Touch it.” His gaze was fierce now, implacable in its command and resolve. It was the face he wore when he became more than the Mestra-Skeltir, the face of the Darkblade. “Touch it and mighty Obvar will become mightier still.”

It is a hard thing to refuse a god’s command, despite my many poorly suppressed doubts as to the truth of his divinity. Before this moment I had often entertained the notion that his mantle of the Darkblade was just another stratagem, a means of winning over those we had once enslaved and those we would soon conquer. If so, it had certainly proven a successful ploy. But, looking into his eyes now, I understood for the first time that Kehlbrand Reyerik had not been playing the role of a god. In his own mind, at least, he was the Darkblade, and in that instant, I too believed. I have come to understand, all these years later, that it is these small moments of weakness that damn us, the brief instances when reason and doubt are overthrown by blind faith and love.

My fingers opened, splaying out as Kehlbrand gave a grim smile of satisfaction and slammed my palm onto the surface of the stone.

It was like touching flame, but the pain was far worse than a mere scalding. It seared its way through the flesh of my hand, through my arm and into the core of my body. White fire exploded in my eyes, accompanied by a roar that deafened my ears to my own scream. The fire faded as quickly as it arrived, and for the briefest second I found myself confronted by a pair of eyes. Black pupils set within yellow orbs flecked with green and surrounded by a pattern of striped fur that was as complex as it was symmetrical. Tiger, my agonised mind realised as the eyes stared into my soul. I heard no words, saw nothing beyond those eyes, but I felt the intent of their owner more keenly than any wound suffered before or since: Hunger. Deep, ravenous, unquenchable hunger.

The eyes blinked and vanished, heralding a grey mist and sudden absence of all sensation. When the mist cleared I found myself on my back, staring up into Kehlbrand’s concerned face. “It was different,” he said, voice soft and contemplative, speaking more to himself than me. “Why was it different?”

“Different?” I asked, groaning and taking his hand as he helped haul me to my feet.

“I have bestowed gifts on many before you, brother. There was confusion, but no pain.” He searched my features with intense and uncomfortable scrutiny, brow furrowed with an uncharacteristic consternation. “Do you feel it? Do you know what it is?”

“Feel it?” Kehlbrand let out a thin sigh of frustration at my baffled expression, causing me to add, “It hurt.”

“And nothing else? You feel nothing else?”

I stood back, drawing in a ragged breath, uncaring of the tainted air of this place. In truth, I felt only the ache of a recently vanished pain. My arms felt as strong as ever, but no stronger. Similarly my vision, now cleared of the grey mist, was sharp but I perceived nothing beyond the solidity of this chamber. “I am . . . myself, brother.”

“No.” He shook his head, brow still creased and his voice coloured by a faint note of anger. “Your tune is different.” He angled his head, voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m not sure I like it.”

He blinked and I found myself unable to suppress a small shudder, for in that moment his eyes so resembled those of the tiger I suffered a spasm of remembered pain. When he spoke again the furrow of his brow had smoothed and his tone was one of casual reflection. “Oh well, I’m sure it’ll make itself known soon enough.”

“Luralyn might know . . .” I began only to be swiftly silenced.

“No,” he said, voice flat with command. “In fact, Obvar, I would prefer it if, henceforth, you avoided my sister’s company completely. She finds you trying at the best of times, and frankly, your attentions have always been unwarranted, even unseemly. She is, after all, the Darkblade’s closest and most cherished kin. She is not for you.”

It was then that I felt it, through the sting of the slight that told me I was unworthy of his sister’s heart, through the anger provoked by his flippant tone, the tone of a master to a slave. Through it all I heard and felt something more. It was as if the words were spoken by two separate mouths at once, one possessed of Kehlbrand’s blithely insulting inflection, the other far more sibilant, like the hiss of a wretched, deceitful cur. The words were identical but the tone left no doubt that every one was a lie, every syllable dripping with falsehood. It told me that, although it was true that Luralyn had always delighted in shunning my advances, this was not why he wished me to avoid her. He fears what she will tell me, and what I might tell her.

My gaze slid back to the stone, an otherwise unremarkable black plinth save for its golden veins, pulsing with even greater life now. This is its gift, I understood. Lies.

“Oh, don’t be angry,” Kehlbrand told me, smiling as he came forward to clap a hand to my shoulder. “In your heart, you knew it would always be this way.” His grip tightened into one of sympathetic reassurance. “There’ll be wives aplenty when we take the southlands. I hear the Merchant King Lian Sha has an entire wing of his palace filled with the most comely concubines.”

Just a dog, the leering cur’s tone informed me. To be thrown scraps from the Darkblade’s table.

A warrior’s instinct is a valuable thing, similar in many ways to that of the coward, for it is at its keenest in moments of extreme danger. I knew as Kehlbrand laughed and shook my shoulder with brotherly affection that he would kill me in a heartbeat should my next words be anything but those expected of his most faithful hound.

“As the Darkblade commands,” I said, lowering my head.

Memories came swiftly after that, tumbling into one another like ragged sheets caught by a whirlwind. The great victory over the Merchant King’s host, their lines breaking apart under the assault of Luralyn’s Gifted family, the ecstasy of slaughter that followed. The return to the Great Tor and the arrival of the Jade Princess in company with the healer and the Thief of Names, the one Kehlbrand had expected for so long. I was long used to ascertaining the danger posed by potential enemies and found this one disconcertingly enigmatic. Tall and strong to be sure, but not so much as I. Possessed of a keen mind and shrewd cunning also, but I did not feel myself to be in any way awed by his acumen, nor, in truth, did I fear him. Perhaps this is what doomed me, for if I had, I might have actually beaten him.

The song of the Jade Princess came next, the truth it held as horribly inescapable as before. Although the stone’s gift gave me the ability to hear lies, making me somewhat rich in trinkets when I employed it at the gambling tent, it did nothing to reveal the extent of the lies I told myself. I had consoled my wounded pride at Kehlbrand’s slights by making much of the respect he had shown me since. The Stahlhast do not reckon wealth the way the southlanders do. Although we value gold and sundry treasures, true wealth lies in renown, and by now my legend was outshone only by that of the Darkblade and his divinely blessed sister. It became a shield against my doubts, a comforting fur to wrap myself in whenever the leering cur’s voice returned to taunt me. But, against the song of the Jade Princess, there could be no shield.

It is all a lie. I could see it now as her song slipped effortlessly past my defences, invading my soul, the tune both beautiful and terrible. All his acclaim, all his gifts, the pretence of brotherhood going all the way back to boyhood. Lies. The song forced me to regard him with new eyes, forced me to see the artifice in every expression, the calculation that lay behind every word. Amongst it all I discerned only two truths: his love for Luralyn and his belief in his own godhood. A lying god but, in his own mind, also a living one.

The memory came to an abrupt halt the moment Kehlbrand struck down the Jade Princess, sparing me the spectacle of my duel with Al Sorna. I felt myself to be fixed somehow, ensnared. For what seemed an age I saw nothing, heard nothing and felt nothing beyond the sense of confinement. I fancied I could hear the raging thump of my heart, but soon came to understand that it was merely the memory of a pulse, for I no longer possessed a heart, nor a body to house one. Despite my reputation, fear had not been any more absent from my life than from that of any other man who repeatedly faced death. But I had always possessed the ability to master it, control it, channel it into rage that would blossom when the battle became joined. Yet here there was no battle; there was only the knowledge of being trapped, like a fly cursed to endless squirming in the spider’s web. Fear quickly became terror, the kind of terror that swallows a man whole and sets him screaming, but I had no mouth with which to scream.

The roar came then, brief but angry, and rich in impatience. I discerned no words in it, but somehow intuited its command immediately: QUIET!

My vision returned as I felt myself twisted in the web, a faint grunt of curiosity thrumming my being. Two eyes resolved out of the gloom, eyes I had seen before, narrowed in scrutiny. It will eat me! The thought bubbled to the surface of my mind from the raging torrent of fear. I could feel its hunger, as depthless as before. But the tiger apparently saw little sustenance in my soul, for its jaws remained closed. The relief this birthed in me vanished quickly, however, for its eyes loomed closer, cold and unblinking. It roared again, louder and longer this time, and once again the command was clear: I WILL RETURN YOU! AND YOU WILL FEED ME!

Its will enveloped me like a giant fist encircling a gnat, squeezing hard. Then came the feeling of being wrenched once more, torn free of the web and cast away, a mote of dust tumbling through a formless void, falling and falling until something caught me once again, another web, but this one crafted from pain. It flooded me, coalescing into fiery orbs that lengthened and stretched, becoming limbs. More pain followed quickly, flaring bright into a heart that began to labour even as newly forged ribs closed around it. Tendrils of agony became veins, and a curtain of fire fell upon the naked muscles of a new body, a different body, forming itself into skin. The pain abated as the body solidified around my soul, but didn’t diminish completely, lingering in my gut like a hot, angry flame.

I cried out in both joy and distress, rejoicing at the knowledge that I now possessed a voice with which to shout. Also, I had skin to feel the hard stone beneath my body and the caress of chilled air. But any joy soon evaporated at the realisation that the pain in my belly was building, spreading with a ferocity I knew would soon kill me.

“The antidote!” a curt, familiar voice instructed. “Hurry!”

The sting of something acrid on my tongue, choking me into convulsions as it made its way down my throat. Another, brief burst of agony deep within then it was gone, quenched by whatever foulness I had swallowed.

“Open your eyes,” the same voice said, and I felt the grip of strong fingers on my jaw. Tears streamed in thick torrents as I blinked, gasping at the harshness of the light from a flaming torch held close to my face. He loomed over me, eyes staring into mine, hard and demanding in their inquisition.

“Do you have a message for me?” he asked, speaking the language of the southlands then blinking in surprise when I answered in the Stahlhast tongue, the words harsh and seemingly ill fitting in the mouth that formed them.

“Kehlbrand . . .” I croaked. “Brother?”

His hand slipped from my face as he rose to his full height, the harsh scrutiny on his face twisting into a smile of welcome. Whatever the nature of my recent travails, the stone’s gift had somehow contrived to remain entangled in my soul, for I heard the lie he spoke as clear as a tolling bell. “Welcome back, Obvar.” It returned my dog to me, the leering cur translated. Perhaps, finally, he’ll prove himself useful.

The great fortress city of Keshin-Kho lay under an ashen grey miasma that seemed immune to the stiff northerly wind sweeping off the Iron Steppe. The streets were void of inhabitants save for wandering bands of Stahlhast, Tuhla and Redeemed, all busy in search of loot. Some corpses lay here and there but most had been cleared away in the two days since the city’s fall. I could, however, discern the ferocity of the battle from the many blackened ruins still adding smoke to the lingering shroud above.

“Thirty thousand or more,” Kehlbrand told me, gauging the track of my thoughts with typical ease. “That’s what it cost me to take it, Obvar. It was quite the spectacle, I must say. I’ve already set several scholars to work on the account. Another chapter to the Darkblade’s epic, once suitably edited, of course.”

He clapped a hand on my back, guiding me along the battlement. He had led me to the innermost and highest wall in the city, all the while relating a commentary of his achievements since my death whilst my still-confused mind struggled to grasp hold of the pertinent details. I had missed a great deal, the taking of Keshin-Kho being the principal omission. It had been the object of Stahlhast ambitions for generations, and even in the throes of my disorientation, the shame of having played no part in the city’s fall rankled more than I liked.

“Have no fear, old friend,” he told me. “There’ll be a feast of renown to reap when we move south. Though, sadly, it will be your new name that garners the plaudits.”

I looked up at him, suddenly beset by the strangeness of it all. Kehlbrand was a tall man, but I had always been taller and found I disliked this new disparity in stature.

“Don’t fret over it too much,” Kehlbrand assured me with a smile that held an aggravating level of amusement. “As I understand it, this is but your first shell. Perhaps the next will be more to your liking.”

“Where . . .” I began, trailing off as another wave of disorientation swept through me. Images I had never seen flicked through my head along with emotions I had never felt. A shell, I reminded myself. This is just a shell, stolen from a man driven by poison to the point of death.

“I had to force him to touch the stone first,” Kehlbrand had told me in those first moments after waking, as I reeled about the room in utter confusion. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have found purchase on this body. Apparently he gained an uncanny ability to calculate numbers. A trifling gift to be sure, but I’m sure we’ll find a use for it.”

I gritted my teeth, forcing away the rush of alien memory to concentrate on my question. “Where is Luralyn?”

Kehlbrand came to an abrupt halt, all humour fading from his features. The hand on my back suddenly bunched into a fist before he withdrew it with a small sigh. “Gone, old friend. She chose the traitor’s path.”

“Luralyn . . . betrayed you?” The absence of any lie in his voice was palpable, as was his grief. I found myself staggering again and might have stumbled had he not reached out to steady me.

“All will be made clear. For now”—he inclined his head towards the inner streets of the city’s uppermost tier—“I need you to perform the role we spoke of.”

We halted at the edge of the battlement, looking down on the broad expanse of barracks, temple and courtyard below. A large body of men was arrayed in the centre of the courtyard, all sitting with heads bowed under the watchful glare of a large contingent of Stahlhast with sabres drawn. A hundred or more archers also patrolled the overlooking wall, ready to unleash a hail of arrows should it prove necessary. The prisoners numbered perhaps six thousand by my reckoning, all that remained of a garrison tens of thousands strong.

“Before we could surround it, the general emptied the city of all save soldiers,” Kehlbrand said with a note of grudging respect. “Clever bastard. I assume he thought he was sparing his subjects our barbarous attentions. Instead he denied them the Darkblade’s love and left me only with this lot.” He flicked a hand at the prisoners. “Cowards too craven to die fighting. I was hoping for more, but it’s a start. Come,” he said, moving towards the stairwell, “time to meet your army, General.”

The prisoners started to stir as we approached across the courtyard, the grim listlessness of defeated men expectant of death giving way to alarm at the sight of the Darkblade himself. A murmur of disquiet passed through their muddled ranks, but they remained seated due to fear of the Stahlhast. However, their unease turned to outright confusion as my features came fully into view. Some let out shouts of alarm whilst others, veterans presumably, sprang to their feet to stand at rigid attention.

“Stay your blades!” Kehlbrand called out as the Stahlhast made ready to hack down those who had risen. “Good soldiers should show due respect to their general.”

Clearly taking this as some form of signal, the entire contingent of prisoners got quickly to their feet, former sergeants and corporals hissing out orders that had them shuffling into a semblance of order. Although they stood to attention, their faces were all locked on mine, some unable to conceal a frown of suspicion, others staring in desperate hope that my presence might mean deliverance. Scanning the faces, I felt a strange rush of recognition, picking out several and finding their names coming easily to mind. I know these men. I closed my eyes, shaking my head to clear the rush of confusion. No. He knew these men.

“Have you no words for your soldiers?” Kehlbrand asked, voice soft but insistent.

I straightened, clearing my throat. I had only a rudimentary knowledge of Chu-Shin and expected the words that emerged from my mouth to be halting, accented by the comparatively soft vowels of the Steppe. Instead they flowed with unhesitant fluency, and no one in my audience displayed the slightest doubt that they were being addressed by the man who had worn this face.

“You know me,” I told them. “You and I fought together in loyalty and trust. You served under my banner with courage and fortitude through the worst of days, and I am honoured by your service. This day I ask once again for your trust. It is time you learned the truth, the shameful facts of our betrayal. We fought to save this city and spilled our blood for days, watched our brothers die at our side, all on the promise of salvation from the Merchant King. But no salvation ever came. I know now that it was never coming. The Merchant King sent no reinforcements. We were abandoned here to die so that he might continue to sit in his palace and enjoy his riches. It has always been this way; the wealth of the Merchant Realms has ever been purchased by the blood of their soldiers.”

Most continued to stare in confused fascination, whilst I saw several frown in either anger or disgust. Was their leader now a turncoat?

“Know that my words are true, for the Darkblade speaks only truth.” I extended a stiff arm to Kehlbrand, who now wore a perfectly composed expression of regretful anger, the image of a man grieved to hear of his friend’s suffering. “He has spoken unto me, and I have heard the truth of his words and the greatness of his mercy. He offers us life, he offers us freedom from the shackles of the Merchant King. No longer will we be slaves to an old man’s greed, no longer will our wives and children know only servitude. The Venerable Kingdom is naught but a diseased monster in need of killing. I, Sho Tsai, once your general, once a fool who spent his days bowing before an undeserving miser, pledge my sword to the Darkblade’s service.” I swept my arm towards them, fingers spread in urgent invitation. “Join me. Together we will sweep away the corruption and filth of the Merchant Kings. Join me!”

An angry murmur rippled through the ranks, men exchanging glances of despairing bewilderment. Sho Tsai, commander of the Red Scouts and defender of Keshin-Kho, the most faithful servant ever known to the court of the Merchant King Lian Sha, now called for treason. The murmur grew into muttering, the words “mad” and “treachery” audible amongst the babble. The orderly ranks lost cohesion as muttering blossomed into shouts and many took on the crouch of those about to engage in combat, heedless of the danger. It was clear to me that these men were about to die under a hail of arrows and slashing sabres, that all they had heard in the words of their general were the lies of a traitor.

Then Kehlbrand stepped forward.

The prisoners fell to immediate silence as he spread his arms out wide, the parade of angry faces becoming the blank masks of an enraptured audience. I felt something as he walked into their ranks and they parted before him, a pulse of power only I amongst this company could feel. I had long known Kehlbrand gained a powerful gift upon touching the stone, but now I understood he had gained more than one. He spoke as he moved amongst them, face and voice possessed of a soft but commanding sincerity. “Heed your general’s words,” he told them, clasping hands as he made his way through the crowd. “Hear the truth he speaks.” But I could see it was not the words that captured them, it was him; his mere presence sent hard-faced veterans and callow youth alike to their knees, eyes moist with adoration. But not all—some failed to kneel, a few dozen amongst the many, retreating from his progress in obvious repugnance. From the practiced swiftness with which the Stahlhast guards moved in to drag these unseduced souls away, to the utter indifference of their kneeling comrades, I discerned this to be a scene that had played out before. This was how he had recruited his army of Redeemed. This was how the Darkblade assured his ascendancy over all other gods.

“You will be the seed of a new host,” he told his new adherents, arms outstretched to receive their obeisance, every head bowed now, some reaching out to him with tremulous hands. “Under the leadership of the hero Sho Tsai you will free first the Venerable Kingdom, then the world entire so that all may know the love of the Darkblade.”

I found over two dozen freshly slaughtered prisoners in the temple, along with a multitude of bandaged corpses who had evidently died the night of the city’s fall. The general’s memory, still mostly a jumble of gratingly unfamiliar sensation and image, allowed a dim remembrance that this structure had been given over to the care of the wounded during the siege. The Darkblade, it appeared, had little use for those not whole in body. The scene stirred a fresh image in the mind of this shell, brighter and clearer than the others. A woman, dark of hair and pale of skin, resembling many a Stahlhast in fact, a face also known to my living mind. The healer, I realised. The one the southlanders called the Grace of Heaven. She travelled with the Thief of Names. Sherin, her name was Sherin.

I recalled how she had tended to the scratches on my back the night Kehlbrand took Al Sorna to the Sepulchre. My indulgence in the revels had been enthusiastic that night, causing me to seek out those of similar enthusiasm. Carnal instinct led me to a pair of sisters from the Wohten Skeld who took as much delight in causing pain as in receiving pleasure. Despite the welcome distraction they provided, my mood remained sour. The arrival of the Thief of Names, after so many months of waiting, led me to brooding on Kehlbrand’s lies and the grim realisation that his most pertinent statement on the matter had been spoken before I possessed my gift. Someone is coming . . . An enemy I know you cannot defeat.

Another lie, I consoled myself. Just a taunt to stir my pride.

“Uhhh!” I had gasped as the healer’s ointment stung the scratches on my back, causing me to hiss, “Have a care, you foreign bitch!” Glancing over my shoulder at her I saw only the weary forbearance of one who had no doubt heard many such curses. “I’m going to kill your man tomorrow,” I told her in my halting Chu-Shin. “You know that?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, the gaze steady and irksome in its lack of fear. “He is not my man,” she said, and I heard no lie on her lips when she added, “but, for your sake, I implore you, don’t fight him. He’ll kill you.”

A shrill cry banished the recollection and brought me back to the temple, a woman’s cry.

“Found her under a pile of coals in a basement,” a Stahlhast said, dragging a woman across the tiles by the hair. She was tall and about the same age as the general’s shell, and even under the coating of coal dust I detected a certain handsomeness to her features. A half-dozen other Stahlhast closed in as the warrior released the woman, leaving her gasping on the floor.

“Servant of Heaven,” one of the Stahlhast grunted, a hatchet-faced woman with the scars of a veteran who prodded at the tall woman’s besmirched robe with the tip of her sabre. “The Darkblade will want her to answer the question.”

“What’s the point?” another asked in a weary tone. “They always say no.” He crouched to rub away a portion of the dust on the woman’s face. “Not too ugly, for a southlander. We could sell her to the Tuhla. They like unspoiled meat.”

I was impressed to see the woman’s features harden into a defiant glare, teeth gritted as she began to recite a prayer litany through clenched teeth. I had seen this before in Leshun-Kho when we killed the monks. All would be asked to surrender their faith in Heaven for subservience to the Darkblade and their only answer would be a stream of prayers. The words were spoken in an archaic version of Chu-Shin far beyond the understanding of her tormentors, but the shell I wore had little difficulty discerning the meaning. “The mercy of Heaven is eternal. The judgement of Heaven is eternal . . .”

“Another babbler,” the veteran sighed, rolling her eyes. “Why do they always babble?” She jerked her head at the crouching warrior. “Slit her throat and spare my ears.”

The woman’s litany continued unabated as the warrior drew a dagger from his belt, her furious gaze locked on his, refusing to look away until he grabbed a fistful of her hair, jerking the head back to bare the throat for a killing slash. As he did so her gaze found me and instantly widened into startled recognition.

“Servant of the Temple!” she gasped, sending a rush of memory into the forefront of my mind. The High Temple . . . The Temple of Spears . . . It was too much to comprehend all at once, an accumulation of experience going back decades. A wiry man with long dark hair and judgemental countenance imparting a lesson, the words were too garbled to make out, but I saw that he held a plain wooden staff stained with blood. The iron sting on my tongue told me the blood belonged to this shell. In placid moments, the tutor said, thoughts may flow like a gentle stream through verdant fields. In the midst of combat, however . . . The staff whirled in his hands and a hard pain exploded in my guts. Thought is a luxury, and action must surrender to well-honed instinct. To be plain. Another blow from the staff cracking against my shins. Stop allowing yourself to be so fucking distracted . . .

There followed a tumult of military servitude and battle interspersed with fleeting glimpses of an unfolding life. I felt Sho Tsai’s blossoming of affection for a woman, severe in both face and word but that only made him love her more. A pair of squabbling children played in a modest but well-appointed garden. This vision darkened almost instantly into a disordered mess, overgrown with weeds, the house beyond unlit and empty but for the three corpses it held, claimed, I understood, by one of the plagues that periodically swept the Merchant Realms. Then more battle, bandits and sundry scum felled by his blade as he led a troop of red-armoured men from one corner of the Venerable Kingdom to the other. The tumult calmed as the memory once again settled on the judgemental tutor, standing beside another figure that blurred and shifted as I tried to focus on it. I sensed a glimmer of something in this figure, an occluded gem of knowledge of great significance. It darkened and receded as I reached for it, the shell I wore taking on a cold, uncomfortable shiver. For the briefest second I knew myself to be looking at the world through two sets of eyes, sharing a mind with a second awareness, something that railed against me like a prisoner at the bars of his cell.

You’re still in here, I realised as the awareness diminished and retreated into the morass of memory, taking the gem of knowledge with it. What are you hiding from me?

I blinked, seeing the woman’s bright, pleading eyes still locked on mine as the edge of the warrior’s dagger pressed into her skin. “Stop!” I snapped, bringing the Stahlhast’s blade to a halt. They all stared at me as I moved closer, waving a dismissive hand. “Get you gone. I have business with this one.”

The crouching warrior let out a half snarl as he rose, face tense and brows dark with the frustration of the born killer denied a victim. “You don’t command me, southland fucker!” he said, fingers twitching on the dagger’s handle.

“You were at the Three Rivers,” I said, angling my head in recognition. I saw his fury falter slightly at the sound of his own language, spoken with a fluency that should have been beyond a southlander’s tongue. The fury, however, returned in full measure as I smiled and added, “You ran from Obvar’s blade. He could smell the shit leaking from your craven arse.”

The veteran woman reached out a restraining hand, but it was too late, the warrior’s lunge was automatic and impressive in its speed, the dagger blurring as it jabbed at my unarmored chest. I had intended to bat the thrust aside and beat him unconscious, but my shell had a different notion. Moving of their own volition, my hands ensnared his wrist, twisting and breaking it like a twig before forcing the weapon to a vertical angle and stabbing it upwards. The dagger pierced the warrior under the chin, the long, triangular blade penetrating all the way to the brain. In combat, action must surrender to well-honed instinct, I thought, grunting in satisfaction. This shell might not be mighty of stature, but it definitely had its uses.

I tore the dagger free, letting the corpse fall and whirling to face the other Stahlhast who had all retreated a step, hunching with sabres half-drawn.

“You fight me,” I said, levelling the bloodied blade at the Stahlhast woman’s scarred face, “and you fight the Darkblade. Is that what you want?”

Her jaws bunched as she glared in response, but good sense soon overcame rage and she looked away. “She still has to die,” she muttered, gesturing for the others to gather up the body of their unwise comrade. “He decrees it.”

I waited for their footsteps to fade before crouching at the tall woman’s side. Her bright, beseeching gaze had darkened into suspicion now, and she shuffled back from me. “Brother?” she said, dust-covered brows creasing as she searched my face.

Her name came to me then, plucked free of the mess of memory. As it did so I felt a faint trill of anger deep in the recess of my mind where the soul of this stolen shell still lingered. “Mother Wehn,” I said, holding out my hand. “Let me help you.”

Her eyes flicked to my hand then back to my face, suspicion becoming certainty. “I have known Sho Tsai for two decades,” she said in a low, angry murmur. “You wear his face, you have his voice, but you do not have his soul. I know my brother.”

A rueful smile played over my lips as I lowered my hand. “No, I do not have his soul. But I do have his memories.” She drew back as I inched closer, impressing me with her defiance despite the fear that set her trembling. “The Temple of Spears,” I said. “My old . . . teacher. Once gave me something. What was it?”

She took a breath and closed her eyes, the lips moving in a whisper as she resumed her prayer litany. The words were different now, but spoken with even more intense certainty. “The true servant of Heaven knows no fear. The true servant of Heaven knows no pain . . .”

A crosscut to the soles of the feet, I thought, grabbing hold of her ankle. Always a good place to start.

Her litany continued even as I pressed the edge of the blade to the bare flesh of her foot, the words continuing to flow, absent of the barest whimper. I found myself holding the dagger in place for some time, baffled by the fact that my hands refused to make the cut. Is this you? I asked Sho Tsai, wondering if he had somehow infected me with his southland scruples. Mercy is weakness, I reminded myself. Compassion is cowardice. Wisdom is falsehood. The priests’ teachings—for me they had always been true to the heart of the Stahlhast despite the Darkblade’s injunctions against speaking them aloud. But now, I found them empty, incapable of forcing my hands into motion. I simply had no desire to cause this woman pain. Death brings changes, even in mighty Obvar.

“Just tell me,” I said, releasing my hold. “Please.”

Her litany stopped and she opened her eyes. Fear had begun to master her now, the tears streaming from her eyes to carve rivulets through the dirt on her cheeks, her body shuddering in terror, but still she shook her head. Perhaps it was the tears that did it, finding some echo of this woman in Sho Tsai’s mind and stirring sufficient emotion to lead me to the required memory.

“You were there,” I realised as the images resolved into clarity. Mother Wehn stood close by wearing a broad smile on younger features as she regarded the youth at the tutor’s side, a youth this shell had known and loved for all the years that followed.

Guide him, teach him, the tutor said. Above all, protect him.

“No sign at all?”

A shiny tendril of sweat trickled down the neck of the Redeemed as he bobbed his lowered head in response to Kehlbrand’s question. “None since we found the collapsed tunnel, Darkblade.”

“And the canal?”

“Only the bodies, Darkblade.”

I watched Kehlbrand turn his expressionless face back to the tubular contraption on the tripod, pressing his eye to the narrow end. “The bodies,” he murmured, “but not the horse.” He swivelled the device back and forth, scanning the landscape below. I had climbed the many steps to the top of this tower to find him in conference with this sweating man, a borderlands native judging by his clothing, which was hardy but lacked any martial accoutrements. He was a few years my junior, or rather Sho Tsai’s junior, and had the lean but sturdy look of a man who spent his days in the wilds.

“I,” the Redeemed began, swallowing before speaking on in strained tones, “I divined that the foreigners became separated, Darkblade. Those I tracked to the Tomb Road; the others are still on the canal.”

“He is not on the canal,” Kehlbrand said, turning back from the viewing glass. “Hence the absence of the horse.” He stared at the Redeemed for the space of a few heartbeats, which I knew must have felt much longer, before his gaze slid to me.

“General,” he said. “Give greetings to Master Lah Vo, most famed huntsman of the Northern Prefecture.”

I exchanged a shallow bow with the Redeemed who seemed no keener to meet my gaze than he was Kehlbrand’s.

“It is said Lah Vo can smell a dagger-tooth from five miles upwind and as a boy felled a bear with but a slingshot,” Kehlbrand went on. “And yet he can’t catch the smallest scent of my sister or the Thief of Names.”

“Send me,” I said. “I’ve an account to settle with him, as you know.”

“You have an army to train.” Kehlbrand moved to Lah Vo, provoking a shudder as he clapped him on the back and guided him to the stairwell. “Worry not, my friend. The Thief of Names is cunning and so is my sister. Rest and restore yourself. I’ll have fresh quarry for you soon enough.”

He returned to the viewing glass as the huntsman’s relieved steps echoed into silence. “That Ostra bitch was supposed to finish him,” I heard him mutter. “The tune was clear. Now I hear nothing.”

“I suspect you’ll see him again soon enough,” I offered. “Al Sorna struck me as a man unlikely to let a grudge fester for long.”

Kehlbrand gave a soft laugh. “Is that regard I hear in your voice, old friend?”

“A man should know his enemy.”

“Keen for a second try, eh? Well, I regret to disappoint you. Babukir’s penance is almost done, and I have to find some use for him, after all.” He moved back from the viewing glass, fixing me with a questioning look. “I sense you have something to tell me. What can it be?”

“I remembered something, something the general knew. A name of some importance.”

Kehlbrand gave an amused grin and came closer, I assumed so he could look down on me once again. “And what could that be?”

Still just a dog to him, I thought. Faithfully bringing prey back to its master. Even so, a dog of vicious temper can bite an overly trusting hand. But first, trust has to be won. “The name,” I said, “of the lost heir to the throne of the Emerald Empire.”
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