


[image: The Sword Unbound by Gareth Hanrahan]





Then, Aelfric, we were adventurers wandering the wilderness, able to move quickly and stay hidden. Now, we are rulers, defending a fixed stronghold. We have fewer friends and face greater odds. Our war against Lord Bone was a race. Now, we play the King’s Game, move and countermove, stratagem and sacrifice across a great board. We must be clever.”

“You be clever. Just tell me who to hit.”
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CHAPTER ONE
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When Olva Forster was a child, her father Long Tom asked her brother Alf to chop some firewood. Alf misunderstood and brought down the huge oak tree that had stood in the field for generations. Olva climbed the stump to look at the rings in the wood. She was six; the tree had seen centuries.

She remembered putting her hand across a portion of the trunk, covering a few dozen lines, and thinking That’s it, that’s my span. Each ring had seemed so wide, each year so long. But they went quick.

A year ago, she’d held the Yule-feast in her house in Ersfel. Around the table she’d crowded a half-dozen of her tenants and labourers and their families. Last year, for the first time, she’d made Derwyn sit at the head. You’re of age now, she’d told him. You’re fifteen. And that made her think of the rings.

A year ago, she’d been the Widow Forster, the wife of the late Galwyn, Intercessors guard his soul. Prosperous, but those who envied what wealth she’d accrued had to admit that she’d paid a price. Her husband, her parents, her brothers – all dead. All but Alf, and Alf was gone. No one knew where.

But she’d known. She’d worked it out from the songs. A year ago, no one else in the village had guessed that big Alf had gone on to become Sir Aelfric Lammergeier, Hero of the Nine.

A year ago, Alf was dead to her, and she was – well, if not content, then at least safe.

A year ago, Derwyn had not died.

Now, she sat at a long table of polished marble with many guests, and ate from a plate of silver. Derwyn sat opposite her, picking at the fine food the servants brought him. His appetite had not come back with him, and there was a hollowness to his face she did not like.

Next to her was a place set for Alf, but it was empty. The last time she’d eaten with Alf at the Yule-feast … that must have been nearly twenty-five years ago, before he’d gone away adventuring on the Road.

Many miles and many years away.

Her guests that night were not farmhands and tenants, but worthies of Necrad – those who had not fled when it seemed the city was about to fall. She knew none of them, and they did not know her. It made for stilted conversation.

They called her Queen of Necrad, and she did not know how a queen of Necrad should talk. She smiled as they praised her, or talked about the fine wines or generous portions. The wine, certainly, was wonderful, for Lord Vond had left an excellent cellar. The portions of venison, less so – but considering their situation, even the wealthiest could not scorn a meal.

At the head of the table sat Derwyn. His face was flushed, his smile wide, but then he caught her eye from across the table and she could tell he was scared beneath the bravado. He took another cup of wine and drank deep – too deep, to her mind. Slow down.

She raised her own glass in a toast. “To the Uncrowned King,” she said.

“The Uncrowned King,” chorused the table. Olva sipped her wine carefully, and Derwyn mimicked her.

The Uncrowned King. That was what they called her son. Three months ago, her son had been a prisoner, hostage to a scheme against her brother. Derwyn had died in the dungeon under the city. But the wizard Blaise had opened a door to the grey lands of Death.

She’d gone through. She’d brought him back.

Blaise had warned he would not come back unchanged.

One of the merchants stared at her. She felt her cheeks burn beneath the Witch-Elf ceruse they’d made her wear. “Is something not to your liking—” Damnation, what was his name?

Somehow, Threeday heard the concern in her voice from the far end of the table. The pale creature tugged at one of the servants with boneless fingers. “Master Allard’s glass is empty. See to it.”

“—Master Allard?” finished Olva.

Allard shook his head, his gaze still fixed on her face. “Forgive me,” he said, “but I had to see for myself.” He lowered his voice. “I heard it rumoured that you were in fact the Lady Berys in disguise.”

Olva tried to suppress a laugh and half-choked on it. “You can see I’m not!”

“Still, strange things are whispered about you. That you are a Changeling, or an Intercessor in mortal form. That Blaise grew you in a vat.”

“I’m just flesh and blood. A simple Mulladale woman.” She looked around at the room. “I’m not used to playing host to such great lords.”

“But you were a guest of the late Prince Maedos. Guest of elves, kinswoman to heroes, mother to kings – hardly a common woman from the Mulladales.” Allard leaned closer. “I’ve heard it said, too, that Derwyn is the son of Peir the Paladin – that you birthed him in secret, and hid him away during the war.”

“My son’s father Galwyn Forster. He died in the war.” Her voice sharper than intended.

Allard flinched. “These are rumours from the streets. After miracles, people look for meaning. You and your son came from nowhere, appearing in our hour of need to save us. You say he is not Peir’s son, but I look at him and I see the Paladin returned. How else are we to read this riddle?”

“I—” I went into the Grey Lands. I went to Death’s kingdom, and I rescued my son. She wanted to boast, to give them a reason to support her. If the city turned on them, where would they go? “That is – it is true he was brought back from death, and he carries something of the Paladin in him.”

“The strangest of all the tales,” said Allard, in a tone of disbelief. “Truly, we live in a time of miracles.”

“It will be a miracle if we see next Yule,” grumbled another. He stared into his wine glass. “Here we sit, waiting for the noose. The Lammergeier declared rebellion when he murdered Prince Maedos, and the mad wizard runs unchecked, brewing up who knows what else in his tower! You say that boy and the Nine saved us from destruction? Saved us? We’re trapped!” He jabbed his finger at Derwyn. “If we support you, we defy the law of the Lords of Summerswell. If we don’t, we’re prisoners in this hellish city!”

Derwyn sprang up. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! We saved you all! Prince—”

Threeday called from the end of the table. “Master Pendel’s glass is empty again – but perhaps water might be more to his taste.”

“Damn it,” snapped Pendel, “let me at least get drunk.”

“Prince Maedos held my mother hostage and tortured me!” Derwyn slipped back his sleeve to reveal many scars. “My uncle saved us! Maedos deserved all that happened to him!”

“So you say,” said Pendel, “And even if all that’s true – may the Intercessors strike down those who bear false witness – what does it matter? Who outside Necrad will listen? Words don’t matter when it’s season for swords, and that’s what the thaw will bring. You’ve doomed us all.”

Olva interrupted him. “Derwyn, peace. And Master Pendel, if it’s talk of swords you want, then wait for my brother to return. Until then, my son’s words suffice. Now, this is a Yule-feast, not a council meeting. Fill your glass, and let’s be merry tonight.”

Wind rattled the shutters. The fortress might be sturdy, but it was damnably cold. Outside, Olva heard the last of the merchants departing, and breathed a sigh of relief. Derwyn sat down by the fireside. He looked haggard with the effort of playing the king. Some of it had been acting – Derwyn putting on airs, imitating stories she’d told about his father.

But not all of it.

“I’ll put more on the fire,” said Olva.

“It’s all right. Save the wood.” Derwyn gave her a wan smile. “Anyway, the servants would object to the queen soiling her hands.”

Olva snorted. Everything about that sentence was absurd. They’d inherited the Citadel’s serving staff – at least, the ones who hadn’t managed to flee Necrad during the siege. With nowhere else to go, unsure what to do, the servants continued to serve. They insisted on lighting the fires and cleaning the floors. They’d have dressed Olva if she’d let them.

And queen? Derwyn’s return had coincided with the awakening of the city’s magical defences. Somehow, overnight, a tale was told and retold in every corner of the city that her son was the destined king, a saviour come to right the wrongs of the world. That tale had united the ragged remnants of the city’s people. Mortal and Witch Elf, folk of the New Provinces and old – tales of the Uncrowned King were told among all of them.

Olva had her suspicions about who had planted those stories. Threeday, for one. He’d made himself indispensable to Alf and Blaise, just as he’d been indispensable to Timeon Vond.

Or Lord Bone.

It was all nonsense, but those stories protected her son, and for that she was grateful. And while she felt uncomfortable in Lord Vond’s palace it was better than anywhere else in Necrad. Why, here she could almost believe she was back south in Summerswell.

“I’ll put more on,” she repeated. She stood. Instantly there was a swarm of servants at the door.

“Permit me, my lady,” said a Vatling. He glided over to pile logs on the fire, the red light flushing his pale gelatinous face into something demonic. Others descended on the dining table, whisking away plates and glasses.

One hesitated over Alf’s untouched plate.

“Leave it,” said Derwyn. “He’ll be here.”

“And it’ll be cold when he arrives,” said Olva. “Take it and feed someone.”

“The cook told me it’s the last of the venison—”

“I know my brother. He’ll eat anything. As long as there’s bit of bread and something in the pot, Alf won’t notice. Take it, go on.”

“A feast fit for a hero,” said Derwyn. He laughed, then asked, suddenly subdued: “Will uncle Alf come back tonight?”

“He said he would.” They’d seen little of Alf since … since Derwyn had come back. The Lammergeier’s sword was needed everywhere. He was the last of the Nine left in the city – save Blaise, and the wizard was rarely seen outside his tower.

“Have you been sleeping any better?” she asked.

“A little. I keep waking myself up. I hear voices in my dreams.”

She’d heard him. Nightmares tormented her son. The first few nights, she’d gone to him when he woke screaming. All too often, she was awake herself, wracked by her own fears. But they both needed to live despite the shadow of the past.

“Sleep’s important. Sleep’s how you heal. I’ll ask Torun to have Blaise mix you up a potion.” Derwyn looked unconvinced, so she continued. “After your father died, old Widow Heather made me something to help me through the night. Everything that’s unsolvable and terrible in the small hours looks better by daylight.”

“It’s the light that keeps me from sleeping properly,” said Derwyn. “There’s no proper night here, nor daylight.” Even the tightest shutters failed to keep out the eerie glow of the necromiasma. “They’ll be lighting the fires in the holywood at home. There’ll be dancing after the Yule-feast.”

“Their feast won’t be a patch on ours,” said Olva.

“I wish we could see them. I wonder what Harlan’s doing now? Or Kivan? Or Quenna? Or even old Thomad?”

“Thomad,” said Olva, “had better be minding my farm, and I don’t care that it’s a feast-day. As for your friends, up to no good I expect.” A pang of homesickness struck her. It was not as though she was fond of any of Derwyn’s troublesome friends, but after meeting so many strangers and seeing such unearthly sights, she craved familiar faces.

“Quenna – she’d bought a comb from a trophy-monger at the fair. I said she looked as fair as a Witch Elf queen with her hair pinned back.”

“Did you now?”

“Well, I thought it. I was going to say it, but I got into a fight with Kivan instead.” He blushed, which put some welcome colour in his cheeks.

“You’ll see them again.”

“They wouldn’t believe any of this.”

“Which part?” asked Olva. “Us having the Yule-tide feast in a castle like great lords and ladies, or …” She waved at the window and the city beyond.

“Any of it.”

“Aye, well …” Olva took another glass of wine. “The rest of the world seems like a wild story if you never go down the Road. And you’re too young to remember the war, when the world came pressing in on us.”

An unfamiliar expression crossed Derwyn’s face, and he seemed about to speak, when another gust of wind blew the window open, the metal grille of the shutter clattering against the stone. Chill air carried with it the smell of the miasma. Olva went to close it.

She could see out over the rooftops of the Garrison district, the portion of the city claimed by the occupying forces of the League. The occupiers – human, dwarf, Wood Elf – had tried to make their enclave into an outpost of home, but succeeded only in making it grotesque. A gaudy mask hiding a monster’s face. Beyond the walls were the other portions of the city, the Liberties where the defeated Witch Elves dwelt, and the forbidden Sanction – although, after the siege, the Sanction was no longer secure. The guards that had once watched over its laboratories and temples were gone, dead or fled or withdrawn to the Garrison. Necrad hunched before her, a creature of slate and marble, flanks bristling with barbed spires and scaly rooftops, a thousand windowed eyes.

Through the vapours, she could see Blaise’s tower at the heart of the city. There, they had brought Derwyn back. The Wailing Tower and the Citadel were poised spears, keeping the monster at bay.

Olva reached out to close the shutter, conscious of the sheer drop below, the stout wall of the Citadel keep a four-storey cliff above a sprawl of lesser buildings. Looking down, she glimpsed a man clinging to the wall. A blade clenched in his teeth, cloak plastered to his body by the rain, fingers and toes digging into cracks in the mortar. For an instant, she stared at him in disbelief.

He saw her too. His eyes widened, and he scrambled up to scrabble at the windowsill. Olva grabbed at the shutter, but the – Thief? Assassin? Madman? – got one arm in before she could slam it shut. With a roar, the man shoved himself over, falling on top of her, down in a tangle of limbs. A stranger, hair cropped in a monk’s tonsure, eyes fixed not on her but on Derwyn. He held her down, his forearm across her collarbones, pinning her left hand, pressing against her throat. His other hand came up, and in it he had a delicate crossbow, elf-wrought, a wasp of polished steel with a barbed and deadly stinger.

Aimed at Derwyn.

Olva heaved herself up, surprising the attacker – and herself – with her strength. She knocked him over, and then she was on top of him, straddling him and punching him, slamming his right hand against the tiled floor until he lost his grip on the crossbow with a bone-snapping crack.

Derwyn was at her side then, a sword in his hand, the tip at the man’s throat. Her son’s hand shook, but his voice was steady. “Yield.”

“Not to you, abomination. Intercessors, receive my soul and carry—”

Olva snatched up the crossbow and struck the madman across the face. “Who sent you?”

“The grail-cup showed me your sins, mother of abomination. The Intercessors charged me with this holy mission. Know that I am the first of many. All of Summerswell stands against you!”

The Holy Intercessors, guardians of humanity. All her life, she’d been taught to see them as blessed spirits. The memory of Berys’ warning rang through her mind. It’s the Wood Elves. It’s always been the Wood Elves. The Church is theirs, too – the Erlking sent the Intercessors to watch us.

She pulled his head forward so her son could see the shaved pate. “A monk.” Olva scrambled to her feet and took the sword from Derwyn. She steeled herself to press the sword down, in case she needed to kill this man. Her hand did not waver. Where were the guards? How could this intruder have crept into the Citadel unchecked?

Derwyn leaned back against the windowsill. “You’re not from Necrad, then,” he said, and there was a strange timbre in his voice. “The Intercessors never answer prayers in this city.”

“I was an acolyte in Staffa when the Intercessors chose me.”

“I once thought they chose me, too, friend,” said Derwyn, but Olva could tell it wasn’t just her son. He came back from death, but not alone. “I was their champion, and I wielded the fire of the Intercessors from the High Moor to the gates of Necrad.”

“Peir the Paladin is dead,” spat the monk. “I have heard the lies they tell about you – that you claim to be Peir returned. The Intercessors told me the truth – that you are an abomination, as unholy as any horror spawned in the Pits of Necrad.”

“I do not know what I am,” said Derwyn. He spoke slowly, as if considering every word. “But the Intercessors could not aid me once I passed under the miasma. I entered the city alone, save for my companions.” He knelt down and touched the monk’s injured cheek. “But I found strength within me.” A light welled up in his hand, and the wound healed.

Olva stared at her son’s miracle.

The monk crawled away, his hand brushing against his cheek. “The Paladin returned?” He gasped in awe, all his righteous anger melting away into doubt. “Forgive me! I-I misread the signs!” He buried his face in Derwyn’s boots. “Forgive me,” he mumbled.

Olva grabbed the monk and dragged him away from Derwyn. The door across the room burst open and two guards rushed in, wearing the livery of the Citadel. “Milady, Lord Derwyn, are you both unhurt?”

“No thanks to you,” spat Olva. “Where were you when we called?”

The guards glanced at each other. “The door at the foot of the stairs was locked, milady,” said Winebald. “We had to break it down.”

She shoved the monk over to them. “Take him. Find out who locked that door. And search the Citadel – make sure there’s no one else out there. You’ll answer to the Lammergeier if anything else goes awry.”

“As you command, milady.” They bowed and departed, taking the monk with them.

Olva sank into her chair, suddenly sickened. She placed the crossbow on the table, next to her empty bowl.

Derwyn sat down too. He was pale, breathing heavily, but he was himself again, the eerie presence gone. “You use the same tone,” he said between gasps, “when giving out to the farmhands. At least when Cottar left the pigsty gate ajar, the pigs weren’t armed.”

“He tried to kill you.”

“I need to get used to that, don’t I?” Derwyn picked up his bowl and ate ravenously.

That night, Olva climbed the west tower. The moon beyond the necromiasma was full, so in the distance she could see the endless mudflats of the Charnel shimmering white with frost, and the black ribbon of the Road stretching away into the night. Soon, the spring thaw would make the Road navigable once more.

But she doubted she would ever go home again.

Beyond her sight, far far away – but linked by that very Road – lay the lands of Summerswell. There were maps in the Garrison, and she recalled them now: Arden in the Cleft with its high walls, Arshoth of the temples, wild Westermarch, the brave knights of the Riverlands, the mighty fleets of Ellscoast, old Ilaventur, the enchanted Eaveslands, the seat of the Lords in the Crownland, and even her beloved Mulladales. She recalled the perilous journey to Ellscoast, her terror at leaving home to chase Derwyn. The journey seemed unthinkable, but she now knew that it was only a tiny part of the lands of Summerswell.

Know that I am the first of many. All of Summerswell stands against you!

The monk said that, and Olva believed him. All the world she knew – all she could imagine – now stood against her family. Against her. Against Derwyn. And against Alf. The full might of Summerswell was aimed at them, and beyond Summerswell, the Everwood of the Elves, the heavenly Intercessors. The threat was greater than she could conceive, and she could not imagine how they might survive the coming year.

But felling the oak in the backfield was unthinkable too, until Alf chopped it down.




CHAPTER TWO
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Prison gave Bor time to think.

He didn’t like it.

Thinking was wood-rot, eating away at his courage, making once-solid things frail and treacherous. Thinking was his sins coming back to him, and he had made mistakes enough to fill every one of the sixty nights he’d spent in this cell.

Thinking wasn’t a fit occupation for a man like him. Bor was a sellsword. Thinking on the battlefield got you killed. You practised until you acted without thinking, fought by instinct. That was his life.

Had been his life.

Now, he sat by the barred window and listened to the street below. He’d heard bells ring out wildly a few weeks ago – not a summons to prayer, not to mark the approach of Yuletide, but an alarm, a warning. Then shouting in the streets, and later, many feet marching. Horses, too, and the jangle of armour. Troops mustering for war.

He should be down there. There was money in war, especially if you were a survivor like Bor. Stay clear of the battles, stay clear of the cursed magic, and take coin from the desperate. In times of chaos, thinkers were at a disadvantage.

Now all he could do was sit here.

Thinking.

Rotting.

Where were they marching? Was there a quarrel between the Lords of Summerswell? Trouble on the Westermarch? Or north? If there were soldiers marching through the Crownland, then something big was afoot, on the scale of Lord Bone’s war a generation ago.

And he was out of it.

If he wasn’t careful, his thoughts would turn to how he came to be here, and those thoughts were bad. He’d have to remember what he’d done. He’d have to remember he was damned, that the Holy Intercessors had come down and judged him and condemned him to this cell.

An angel smote him in an alleyway.

There was nothing here to distract him from thoughts of damnation. A barred window that looked out over an empty yard, the snowfall of three weeks ago unmarred by footprints. A narrow bed, a thin blanket. A piss-pot in the corner. A locked door.

And a stool for the interrogators.

There had been plenty of questions in those first days. Cold-eyed and nameless, demanding answers he couldn’t give. They’d asked him about his meeting with the Lammergeier at the Highfield Fair, and how the Lammergeier had commanded that Bor bring a message to his sister. Demanded he describe everything he could recall about the hero, about the black sword he bore, about those who spoke to the Lammergeier afterwards. They talked as though they suspected Bor of lying – and that, he thought, was utter nonsense. What would it profit him to lie about meeting a great hero like the Lammergeier? More to the point, why would he give a fortune in coin to some woman he’d never met?

Their questions were like the seeds of thorn bushes planted in his brain. They’d ask him a question he couldn’t answer – like What was in the Lammergeier’s letter to Olva Forster? – and afterwards, in the night, his thoughts would fester. His brain would get caught trying to work out what the answer might be, or why it was important. He’d told them, over and over, that he knew nothing.

Maybe they’d believed him, because no one had come to his cell in weeks.

He had, of course, tried to escape.

The first time, he just acted. The servant fumbled when trying to bolt the door, and Bor pounced like a wildcat, yanking the door open and smashing the servant against the wall. He’d nearly made it out of the tower before darkness claimed him. He remembered being unable to breathe, and grey eyes, and pain, and nothing.

Then the cell again.

The second time, he planned it as well as Bor had ever planned anything. He tested every element of his cell – looked for loose stones, tried to pull the bars from the mortar, tried to lift the door off its hinges – until finally, he found the answer. It was the week of the Feast of the First Grail, the holy day marking when the Erlking revealed the Intercessors to the first Lords of Summerswell. It was among the highest of festivals, and every pious soul was obliged to go and give thanks for their salvation.

Bor’s plan was this: first, he fashioned a knife from a broken chair, and hid it in his boot. Then, when the servant came, Bor demanded that he be allowed to attend church on the morrow. They could not deny his request, after all. Then, when the moment was right, he would draw the knife, put it to the throat of the priest. No one would risk spilling the blood of a cleric on holy ground. He’d demand a horse, and he’d drag the priest with him until he was sure no one had pursued him, and then he would ride away.

It was, by Bor’s standards, an intricate plan.

It lasted six heartbeats.

The morning of the feast-day, the door to the cell was opened not by the mute servant, but by a grey-eyed interrogator. She kicked Bor in the groin. He doubled over, and she plucked the shank from his boot.

“If you are a fool,” she said, “try again.”

Then she hauled him out of the tower and brought him to the nearest chapel. She sat next to him and made him listen while the priest celebrated the Feast of the First Grail, and the people gave thanks for the kindness of the Intercessors. All the while, she kept Bor’s own knife pressed against his ribs.

After, she brought him back to the tower, and locked the door. He did not see her or any of the other interrogators again. So he sat there, with nothing to do except contemplate his own damnation.

After an eternity, a visitor.

It was not the servant, nor the cold-eyed inquisitor. His visitor came huffing up, walking stick tapping on the spiral steps. He was sixty at least, red-cheeked, squeezing his bulk through the narrow door of the cell. He sagged onto the creaking bed and waved at Bor to take the stool while he mopped his brow with a handkerchief.

The old fool had left the door open.

Bor didn’t think. He acted. He leaped for the doorway—

–—and crashed heavily to the ground as the old man speared Bor’s ankle with his cane.

“If you’d—” the old man gasped for breath “—wait a moment, I have a proposition for you. One far more profitable than another ill-considered escape attempt.”

Bor picked himself up with a groan. “Who the fuck are you?”

The stranger looked around the cell. “We’ll have to get you moved somewhere more salubrious. I’d never fit a writing desk in here. I know I did my best work in a prison cell, but it was a damn sight more comfortable than this. You don’t even have a wine rack, for heaven’s sake.”

“Who. The fuck. Are you?”

“Oh, a humble storyteller. I was a knight, once.” The man slapped his belly. “But now I wield a pen instead. Call me Rhuel.”

“Rhuel,” repeated Bor. “Sir Rhuel of Eavesland!?”

“Bless you, my boy. It’s always gratifying to be recognised.”

“You wrote The Song of the Nine!”

“I did. From a cell much like this one, in fact. Though at least I had the sense to try to force myself on a pretty maiden, not Sir Lammergeier’s dried-up old sister.”

Bor struggled to his feet. “That’s not how it happened! Olva – the Lammergeier’s sister – hired me to help find her missing son. But he was beyond rescue. I told her to go home, but she wouldn’t listen. She’d have gotten herself killed if I hadn’t … if I hadn’t …”

“Betrayed her? Given her into the hands of her enemies?”

Bor hung his head. “Aye.”

“Well, you can forget all that, my boy. Put aside your guilt. It makes for a sad story. No, what we need here is something much more entertaining. Blood and lust and peril, not the maundering of a sellsword.” Sir Rhuel produced a quill and a sheet of paper. “Let’s start again. Tell me your tale, Bor the Rootless.”

“I don’t understand what you want of me.”

“It’s quite simple, my boy. Twenty years ago, I was in another prison, and my cell overlooked the stables. I got all the gossip from the lord’s messengers when they changed horses. I heard wild rumours about a band of adventurers, and it caught my imagination. I wrote down those rumours, collated them, expanded on them. Added some poetic flourishes. I sold my first manuscripts through the bars of my cell for a penny a sheet.” He smiled fondly. “I found patronage. In time, my writings won me a pardon. The Nine might have saved the world, Bor, they won the war and slew Lord Bone, but their deeds are nothing without my words. I made them heroes in the hearts of the commoners, you see.”

He picked up the pen again. “And now, I have a new patron and a new commission. Or rather, we do. I shall write, and your testimony shall give it the ring of truth.” He pointed the quill at Bor. “I made the Nine into heroes. But what I must give the groundlings now, friend, is a villain.”

Bor had thought he’d never be warm again, the way the wind whipped through the narrow bars of his cell. This inn had a fireplace big enough to roast a sheep, and he contemplated climbing inside it to burn the chill from his bones.

“A bad winter, indeed,” remarked Sir Rhuel from his desk. “As bad as the Hopeless Winter, maybe? Or is that hyperbolic? No, no, this is for the commoners – they eat up references to the old stories. I’ve grown cautious.” Rhuel leaned towards Bor and spoke in a stage whisper. “You see, lately, I’ve been writing mostly for the Lords, and they sometimes have Wood Elves as guests in their halls. And elves are bastards when it comes to literary criticism. You make some offhand historical allusion – ah, she was as meek and soft-spoken as Alar Ravenqueen of old – and in comes some know-it-all immortal who says, ‘Nay, I remember that Alar croaked and peppered her speech with profanities to shame an Ellscoaster sailor.’ Quite throws you off your meter. Now, tell me your tale again.”

Bor shook his head. “What more can I say? The Lammergeier sent me to bring a message to his sister. Her son ran off down the Road that night, and she paid me to protect her when she went after him. He’d fallen in with Lyulf Martens, a blood trader out of Ellsport.”

“Details, man! How did you know this Martens was a blood trader?”

“I used to work for him, years ago.”

“The trade in blood – ah, now that’s a thing of terror. There’s something we can work with. Innocent children, spirited away in the night to feed the depraved appetites of the Witch Elves. Every honest soul in Summerswell lives in terror of their child being abducted and fed to vampires in exchange for the soiled treasures of Necrad.” Rhuel tickled his chin with his quill. “I don’t suppose the Lammergeier’s sister made any such bargain, did she?”

“No, no. She hired me to rescue her son, Derwyn. We tried to grab him when Martens crossed the Fossewood, but he got away. We chased ’em as far as Ellsport, but Martens had too many guards there. Nothing more we could do. I … put her on a ship to Necrad.”

Rhuel waved his hand dismissively. “Let’s go back. You met the Lammergeier in Highfield, yes?”

“Aye,” said Bor.

The woman in the corner snorted.

Bor glanced at the third person in the room – the cold-eyed woman by the door. Her dark clothing coupled with her pale skin, grey eyes and blonde hair to make her appear bloodless. A permanent frown, like she’d tasted life and found it sour. Although, to think of it, she hadn’t asked him any questions herself – there’d always been another inquisitor present. She’d just sat there, glaring at him like his lack of answers was deliberate insolence. He hadn’t seen her in weeks, until she came to unlock his cell and bring him to this inn. Sir Rhuel hadn’t even acknowledged her presence, but now the old knight turned to her.

“Does the noble Ranger have anything to add?” What the fuck is a Ranger? Bor wondered. It wasn’t a title he’d heard before, not in this context. The way Rhuel said it made it sound important, and Bor couldn’t imagine the cold-eyed woman wandering around a forest looking for poachers.

Though he could easily imagine her butchering an animal.

“Then pray don’t interrupt. I must thicken very thin gruel into a hearty stew.” Rhuel turned back to Bor. “Tell me of the Lammergeier.”

Bor shrugged. “He was big.”

“Sir Aelfric Lammergeier, Hero of the Nine, Champion of Summerswell, Bearer of the Sword Spellbreaker, Slayer of Monsters, the fabled Bonebreaker who slew the Dark Lord and his best friend with one blow … was somewhat large in stature. Hmm. No. We’re trying to destroy the man’s reputation here, Bor. Did he threaten you? Use dark magic to compel you?”

“Aye, he threatened me—”

“Good, good—”

“But that was before I knew who he was. I was drunk – if I’d known I was talking to the fucking Lammergeier, I’d never have spoken back to him.”

The woman in the corner let out a bark of laughter.

“What?” Bor clenched his fists. “You think I’m lying? Go ask the Baron of Highfield or Sir Prelan or anyone else who was on the tourney field that day. The Lammergeier was there.”

“Oh, we have. We have questioned the Baron of Highfield, and many others,” she said. “All agree that the Lammergeier was there. And the truth of the matter doesn’t matter for your purposes, Sir Rhuel. Lie and conjure as needed.”

Angry at her mockery, Bor took three steps towards the woman. She raised her hand, and to his horror Bor saw a ring on her finger, twin to one he’d seen before. The ivy collar around his throat – a punishment inflicted for trespassing on the Isle of Dawn – twitched.

“Do not try my patience. You will serve until you are fit for some other purpose.”

Bor stumbled away from her, his knees shaking. He felt like a whipped dog threatened with a fresh beating. A man couldn’t fight magic. What good was strength of arms, or a sharp sword, when she could make the collar choke him with a thought? What foul luck had he, to encounter someone who had a ring like Martens?

This inn might be more comfortable than the cell in the tower, but he was still a prisoner.

“Oh, pay her no mind,” said Rhuel. “This is Agyla the Ranger. You’ll grow used to their habits. They lurk in shadows, and mutter dark tidings, and know things without saying how they know ’em. Infuriating, the lot of ’em.”

The Ranger sat back. The shadows swallowed her.

“Typical,” sighed Rhuel. “All right, the sister and the son. Olva and … Dergle?”

“Derwyn.”

“Anything else of note about them?”

Bor dragged himself upright. “What do you mean?”

“They lived in some isolated hamlet in the Mulladales. Was the boy a hideous Changeling, tainted with earthpower? A monstrous gremlin, maybe – the Lammergeier kept his family hidden for a reason, after all! Was there anything suspect about them?”

“I don’t fucking know,” said Bor, racking his brain. “I only met the boy for a moment. Olva – she was bloody tough. She told me his father had been killed in the war, and she’d raised him alone.” A thought occurred to him. “The Intercessors blessed their union! That’s something she told me. She was just a peasant – the Lammergeier came of common stock – but the Intercessors appeared to the village priest and told her that she was to marry some rich lad called, called …”

“Galwyn Forster,” supplied Agyla.

“Is that the sort of thing you want?”

“‘She’s a loving mother and her marriage was blessed by the heavens until it was tragically cut short?’ No. The opposite of what we want,” shouted Rhuel, suddenly furious. He rose up, snatched the paper from his desk, crushed it into a ball and flung it at Agyla. “I need scandal! Depravity! Treachery!”

“We have treachery enough from all the Nine,” said Agyla. “They have long refused to bow to the authority of the Lords, and that defiance is now open rebellion. They cannot be allowed to hold the power of Necrad.” She counted off the sins of the heroes. “Blaise defied the laws of the College Arcane. Jan the Pious turned her back on the Church. Every thief and smuggler north of the Riverlands pays tribute to Berys. The Wilder are loyal only to their own kind – if the Beast ever had any loyalty at all. The Lammergeier pays no heed to the Lords’ commands. Peir, had he lived, might have stayed true to Summerswell, but twenty years have soured the rest of them.”

“Useless!” said Rhuel, “Those are all lordly quarrels. Matters for councillors and courtiers, not the common folk.” He gestured to the window. “If you want to rile up the commoners against the heroes who saved the world – if our masters want to muster the sort of army they’ll need for such a war – then they will need something damning. And what do you bring me? A sellsword who doesn’t know anything!”

“The Lords have commanded you write a new tale of the Nine,” said Agyla. “And it must be done before the spring thaw.”

That, at least, Bor understood. It was hard enough to travel in the gentle lands of Summerswell during the winter, but in the Dwarfholt mountains, or on the road to Necrad, travel was impossible for months at a time. If the forces of the Lords of Summerswell were to march north, it would not be until well after Yule.

“How’s one new tale going to change anything, anyway?” said Bor.

“I am wounded!” shouted Rhuel. “A vicious attack on my art.”

“A tale can be a potent weapon,” said the Ranger. “It shapes thought, and few things travel as fast as rumour. But Bor is right. One tale alone will not be enough to break the common people’s love for the Nine. All it needs to do is make them doubt. The Church shall decry them, the wizards shall curse them, and the Lords will declare them traitors. When all those voices are raised against them, the memory of the old tales will be drowned out.”

“Even if the old tales are true?” said Bor.

“Truth is but one element of a tale,” said the Ranger. “Now, Sir Rhuel, to work.”

“I can write,” said Rhuel, crossing his arms like a child, “but I need better material than Bor here can provide.”

Agyla rose, silently, and left the room.

Rhuel was instantly cheered. He fetched a bottle of wine from a shelf. “Make a fuss, and they think you a genius.”

Bor tested the door, and found it locked. “Who are these Rangers? Are you her prisoner? Does she employ you? Or serve you?”

“She and I serve the same masters, the Lords of Summerswell. Although the Rangers have connections to the Church and the College Arcane, too – you saw her ring, and that’s not the only magic she carries, no doubt. Don’t do anything stupid like trying to escape, lad – what she lacks in charm she makes up in charmstones.”

Magic. Everywhere Bor went these days, he was beset by magic. Sorcery and charmstones, seeping out of Necrad, making everything strange and treacherous. It overturned the natural order of the world, made things run contrary to how they should be. Magic should be far away, locked up in wizards’ towers and children’s stories, not on the battlefield. Not on the streets.

Not around his throat.

It mocked Bor’s strength, and without that, what good was he?

“That ring,” he said, forcing the words out past the ivy-collar. “Where did she get it?”

“Our gracious companion likes her privacy.” Rhuel poured himself a full cup of wine. “The Rangers are the Lords’ hunting dogs, from what I’ve seen – and I try to see as little as possible, where they’re concerned. It’s best not to know too much about the very people who deal with those who know too much. And hungry dogs may even turn on their masters. But I prefer to think of myself as a very well-paid guest, not a prisoner. Think of the will of the Lords, my friend, as a great mill driven by a water-wheel. Defy them, and you will be ground to dust, or at best clog up that wheel for a little while until the river of time washes away your remains. But go with them, and you can ride that wheel to the heavens. Or, at least, to wine and board.” He waved his cup at Bor. “You and I, my friend, are lucky. Our contribution to the war effort involves making up poison-pen stories about heroes, and we can do that from this warm room in perfect safety. Better here than out there. Your health.”

Bor sat down on one of the beds and thought about the old knight’s words. Bor had earned his pay through mercenary work for years, and now there was war in the north. An army marching with the spring thaw, to retake Necrad from the Nine … He imagined there’d be good pay in that. He imagined himself trudging through the mud of the Charnel, approaching the white walls of Necrad.

Imagined himself blasted by magical fire. Ensorcelled, his bones turned to molten lead, his brain blasted with unknowable runes. Imagined the Lammergeier riding across the field, black sword in hand, slaughtering hundreds with every blow.

A man couldn’t fight magic.

“Pass the wine,” Bor croaked, “and I’ll think of more.”

But before they finished the bottle, the Ranger returned and told them to pack.

“I cannot work under these conditions! Such constant interruptions! Where, in the name of the Erlking, are we going with such haste?”

“Arden.”

“Oh,” said Rhuel, “that’s all right then.”

In good weather, Arden was a week’s ride from the Capital. Bor knew the road well. He’d fought in Arden in tourneys, found work as a hired sword. The city controlled the great northern pass of the Cleft of Ard. A fortune in trade went through the dwarf-forged gates of Arden, and the people there were merry and rich. He remembered looking up at burnished roofs gleaming like tongues of fire in the late summer sun.

In good weather, a week’s ride. In the middle of winter, it was a sight longer than that, and hills that looked pretty in summer were a slippery climb in snow. The worst winter in years, Rhuel had said – and that was well enough for him to say. Rhuel was wrapped up in piles of furs and an expensive travelling cloak, not to mention layers of blubber. The Ranger was lightly dressed, but Bor had spotted the cloak clasp at her throat. A twist of elven silver, coiling serpents with ruby eyes. She sat at ease on her horse in perfect comfort, the snow steaming from her shoulders, while Bor hunched over his saddle and tried not to freeze.

Bastards.

Mile after mile, day after day. Rhuel talked about some castle on the border of Arden, a baron who’d give them hospitality, and Bor clung to those tales of a roaring fire and a hot meal as winter wind flayed his bones. The baron’s castle became this mythical place in his head, a heavenly reward, an island of warmth in the midst of this frozen sea. The Roads were empty – only a fool would travel in this.

He thought of all the soldiers mustered by the Lords, and shook his head at the cost to keep all those men fed and sheltered for weeks, just so they could be ready to march by the first thaw. If they got to stay warm behind the walls of the Capital, why couldn’t he? Why the hell had the bloody Ranger dragged him out of that nice inn – or even the prison cell, which had at least had a bed – and hauled him into these desolate hills to freeze? First they want him to help soil the reputation of the Lammergeier, and now this journey to Arden. He glanced over to Agyla, but she just scowled and Bor felt his throat constrict, the ivy-collar twitching. He shivered, clinging to the saddle with frozen fingers, trying to warm himself on his anger.

Was that where it had all gone wrong? When the elves had caught him smuggling relics out of Necrad. Treasures like that cloak clasp. If he’d kept one of those he’d be warm now. Was it when he’d given the Lammergeier’s sister over to Martens? He’d tried to do the right thing, then – the bloody woman wouldn’t listen, and she’d have gotten herself killed trying to rescue her son. Didn’t he deserve some credit for that?

Or was it when an angel struck him down on the street, and the Rangers found him?

It was very cold. He couldn’t feel his feet in the stirrups, and there were holes in his boots that let the wind in.

Or was it that things had never gone right for him at all? Others had charmed lives – look at Sir Rhuel, a scoundrel and a drunkard by his own confession, and there he was on his fine grey horse, talking about the Riverland wine served by his friend the baron? Even in prison, Rhuel had good luck, and Bor only had misfortune. Blundering from one disaster to the next.

It was very cold. He couldn’t even feel the movement of the horse any more.

The Lammergeier chose me. The Lammergeier had picked him to deliver a message. That thought was a precious spark of warmth. The Lammergeier found him lying drunk in the grass by the tourney field, and decided that this was the man to entrust with a quest. He’d been chosen because he was worthy.

The snow on the ground seemed a lot closer now. Distantly, he heard Rhuel shouting about some idiot who’d fallen off a horse. Bor tried to laugh, but his mouth was full of snow. He’d just lie here a minute.

Then he felt a rough, warm tongue licking his fingers, his face. Hot stinking breath filled his nose and Bor became aware he was lying in a snowdrift. The dog bounded back, then jumped on him enthusiastically.

“How?” he muttered. This was Olva’s dog, Cu. The beast had accompanied them all the way from Ersfel, and then followed Bor from Ellsport all along the Road to the Capital. But the dog had vanished just before the Rangers caught Bor. And that was weeks ago, many miles ago. How was Cu here?

Sir Rhuel and Agyla rode up.

“Get up, man,” said Rhuel, “it’s not far to Bayard’s Castle, now.”

Agyla drew her sword, intending to strike Cu with the flat of the blade to drive the animal away. But Bor sat up and put his arm across the dog’s furry flank.

“No,” he said, “this is my dog.”
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