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Prologue

The hand over her mouth stifled her screams as she awoke. Beside her in the bed, Alun was still. A face, shadowed by night, leaned into hers. She could make out his lean features and hard eyes. The hand pressed harder as her eyes bored into his.

‘If you cast, your boys will die. If you struggle, your boys will die. If you don’t co-operate, your boys will die. Your husband will remain as witness that we can take your kind from anywhere - even from the heart of a College City. Think on that while you sleep and curb your anger when you awake. We have a great deal to talk about.’

The thoughts crashed through her mind in time with the hammering of her heart. Her foolish determination to live a quiet life outside of the security of the College walls had put in jeopardy everything she loved. The man had mentioned her boys, her beautiful twin sons in whom she had so much faith and nurtured such great power. So young, so innocent. Her body quailed as she fought against the thought of what men such as these might do. They had no compassion. They saw what they believed to be evil and had vowed to destroy it. They didn’t see the purity and the magic of what she was creating and their blindness made them so dangerous.

Voices struck notes of caution in her mind. The Masters of the College, who had sympathised with her desire for family life but had warned against the complacency of comfort in times when people could be open in their animosity towards the College and all for which it stood. Hers was an experiment, the Masters had reminded her; it was not a simple desire to settle down. Her children were children of the College, they had said, and their development was critical research.

But, as usual, she had had her way. After all, they were her sons  and Alun had no wish to live in the College. She cursed herself for her stubborn stupidity and for her overconfidence in her ability to keep them all safe. Tears of frustration and anger welled up but they, like the voices of the Masters in her head, were echoes of warnings that were ignored too long and were heeded too late.

The man’s other hand came across her vision. It was clutching a cloth which he pressed against her nose and mouth. The drug took swift effect and her struggle was that of an animal caught in a trap as the dogs close in. Futile, desperate, short. Brophane. The last thought through her mind was how ill she would feel when she opened her eyes.




Chapter 1

Blue light seared across the late afternoon sky, flaring against the broken low grey cloud and throwing the sheer opening of Taranspike Pass into sharp relief. A heavy explosion sounded. Men screamed.

The Raven made a calm assessment of the situation, looking out from the castle which controlled the pass, across the courtyard and on to the battlefield from their vantage point high up on the keep.

The left-hand end of the defensive line had been shattered. Bodies, burning and broken, were scattered across scorched grass and the enemy redoubled their efforts all along the battle front. They surged.

‘Damn it,’ said The Unknown Warrior. ‘Trouble.’ He raised a clenched fist above his head, spread his fingers then whirled his arm in a wide circle. Instantly, the flagmen in the turrets signalled the order. Five cavalrymen and a mage galloped out of a side gate.

‘There. Look.’ Hirad pointed towards the devastated line. Perhaps fifteen men were running through the gap, ignoring the battle as they rushed towards the castle walls. ‘Are we in?’ he asked.

‘We’re in,’ said The Unknown.

‘About time.’ Hirad smiled.

‘Raven!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Raven with me!’ He swept his two-handed sword from the scabbard leaning against the ramparts and charged over to the steps, chest plate catching the dying rays of the sun, his massive frame moving with a speed and agility that remained a fatal surprise to many and his shaven head bobbing on his bull neck as he started down at a dead run.

The stairs led down from the ramparts along the inside of the wall before joining the roof of the keep. From there the way to the  courtyard was through either one of the two turrets and down their spiral stairways.

The Unknown led the six leather- and chain-clad warriors and one mage who made up The Raven to the left-hand turret, threw the door open, barked the guard aside and took the stairs two at a time, leaning into the outside wall to steady himself.

Halfway down, a second, bigger explosion sounded, shaking the castle foundations.

‘They’re through the courtyard wall,’ said Hirad.

‘Almost there,’ said The Unknown. The door at the base of the turret was open and Hirad doubted whether The Unknown would have paused had it been closed, such was his speed. The Raven sprinted out into the waning amber sunlight and headed for the left-hand corner of the courtyard where dust from the explosion filled the air.

From the fog of the dust, and picking their way through the rubble they’d created, came the enemy. The warriors, leather-armoured and cloth-masked, spread into the courtyard. Behind them, Hirad could see another making his way through the debris, seemingly at leisure. He too was wearing shining leather armour but also a black cloak that billowed behind him. A pipe smoked gently in his mouth and, if Hirad’s eyes didn’t deceive him, he was stroking a cat whose head poked out from the neck of the cloak.

Behind him, he heard Ilkar, the elven mage from Julatsa, curse and spit: ‘Xetesk.’ Hirad paused in his stride and glanced back. Ilkar waved him on.

‘Get on and fight,’ said the elf, his tall, athletically slim frame tense, his flat-oval hazel eyes narrowed beneath short dark hair. ‘I’ll keep an eye on him.’

The enemy fighting men began to move to The Raven’s left at an even pace, trotting towards the bare rock wall along the base of which grain, tool and firewood sheds ran from outer defences to keep.

The Unknown Warrior immediately changed direction, cutting off the new approach. Hirad frowned, unable to take his eyes from the solitary black-cloaked figure behind the swordsmen.

The sounds of battle from outside the wall began to fade as Hirad focused on the task ahead. Seeing them, the enemy, who  outnumbered The Raven by almost three to one, moved to intercept. Five warriors were ahead of the main group, running on, swords held high, shouts ringing from the walls as they came, confident in their numerical superiority.

‘Form up!’ shouted The Unknown, and The Raven switched seamlessly into their fighting line as they advanced. As always, The Unknown himself took the centre of a slight-angled and uneven chevron. To his left ranged Talan, Ras and Richmond and to his right, Sirendor and Hirad. Behind them, Ilkar prepared the defensive shield.

The Unknown tapped the point of his two-handed blade rhythmically on the ground with each pace and Hirad, searching for recognition in the eyes of their adversaries, bared his teeth as he found it, noting the ghost of a break in their stride.

‘Shield up,’ said Ilkar. It sent a shiver through Hirad even now, ten years on. And the reality was that he couldn’t actually feel anything. But it was there; a net of security from magical attack, a momentary shimmering in the air. The Unknown ceased tapping his sword point, and a beat later, The Raven joined battle.

The Unknown brought his sword up in a right-to-left arc, making a nonsense of his opponent’s defence. The man’s blade was knocked aside and his face split from chin to forehead, blood spraying up from The Unknown’s weapon as it exited.

The man was hurled backwards, crashing into two of his colleagues, not even raising a scream as he died.

To the right, Sirendor caught a blow on his kite shield before sweeping his sword through the enemy’s ribcage and Hirad evaded a clumsy overhead with ease, swaying right then jabbing two-handed into the neck of his opponent. Others were hesitant to fill the gap. The barbarian fighting man grinned and stepped forward, beckoning them on with a hand.

To The Unknown’s left, the going was less straightforward. Ras and Talan were trading blows with competent shield-bearing warriors while Richmond, distracted, was on the defensive, his quick, fluid strikes causing his enemy great difficulty nonetheless.

‘Spellcaster moving. Our left,’ he said. He parried a blow to his midriff and shoved his opponent back.

‘I have him,’ said Ilkar, his voice distant with the effort of maintaining the shield. ‘He’s casting.’

‘Leave him to Ilkar,’ ordered The Unknown. His blade thudded against the shield of an enemy. The man staggered.

‘Still moving left,’ said Richmond.

‘Leave him.’ The big man slashed open the stomach of the man in front of him as Talan, immediately adjacent, finished his first victim, taking a cut on his arm.

The enemy mage barked a command word. Heat scorched the air and in the moment’s ensuing silence, both sides paused, falling back half a pace.

‘Ward!’ yelled the mage, and buildings along the back wall exploded, clouding the air with splinters and hurling broken planks to spin and tumble across the courtyard.

Chaos.

Half a plank thumped into Hirad’s standing foot. His balance gone, he sprawled forwards, trying to turn on to his back even as he fell. To his left, The Unknown took the force of the explosion on his broad back with barely a flinch. Thundering his blade through waist high, he cut the man in front of him clear through to the spine.

‘Shield down!’ shouted Ilkar. The shock of the detonation had pitched him to the dirt, breaking his concentration. He was up on his feet immediately. ‘I’ll take the mage.’

‘I’ve got him.’ Richmond, who had all but fallen into his opponent’s arms, recovered the quicker of the two and rammed his sword into the man’s midriff. He turned from the battle.

‘Stay in line!’ roared The Unknown. ‘Richmond, stay in line!’

Hirad was staring straight into the eyes of the man who was about to kill him. Hardly believing his luck, the man swung his sword towards the helpless barbarian but the blow never reached its target. Instead, it clattered against a kite shield. Legs straddled Hirad, and Sirendor’s sword uppercut into the man’s neck. Sirendor stooped and helped Hirad clear.

The half-dozen paces Richmond took away from the line before he realised his error were fatal. Ras, engaged with one man, was not aware that his left flank was totally exposed. Seizing his chance, the second enemy stepped quickly around his companion and buried his sword in the Raven warrior’s side.

Ras grunted and collapsed, clutching at the wound as blood soaked through his armour, falling against Talan’s legs with enough force to unbalance his friend. Talan just about defended one strike but was in no position to avoid the next.

‘Shit!’ rasped The Unknown. He set his blade horizontally across Talan’s path, fielding two blows aimed at the struggling warrior, and kicked out straight with his right foot, connecting with his opponent’s lower abdomen.

Richmond crashed back into the battle. At the same time, Talan recovered to stand across the stricken Raven man, skewering another enemy through the chest and wrenching his blade free, the man’s screams turning to gurgles as he drowned in his own blood.

And behind the battle, Ilkar could only watch as the Xetesk mage, running towards the wall he’d exposed by destroying the wooden buildings, paused, turned to him, smiled, said one word and disappeared on his next pace forwards.

Ilkar gritted his teeth and switched his attention back to the fight. Ras was lying curled and motionless. The Unknown hacked down another man, and to his right, Sirendor and Hirad killed with practised efficiency. Only Richmond’s blade flailed, the whole set of his body giving away his feelings. Ilkar strode forwards, forming the mana shape for a holding spell. It was enough. The remains of the enemy unit saw him, disengaged and ran back the way they had come.

‘Forget them,’ said The Unknown as Hirad made to chase the fleeing enemy. The barbarian stopped and watched them go, hearing the jeers of the castle garrison help them on their way. Elsewhere, cheers rose from the ramparts as horns sounded retreat across the battle ground.

For The Raven, though, victory was hollow.

A pool of silence spread across the courtyard from where they stood, and as it reached out, others fell quiet, turning to see what few had ever seen. When Hirad looked around, all but Ilkar were crouched by Ras. Hirad joined them.

He opened his mouth to ask the question but swallowed his words hard. Ras, his hands still clamped to the horrible wound in his side, was not breathing.

‘All day sitting around and now this,’ said Hirad. ‘We’re never taking a reserve force job again.’

‘I don’t think this is the time or the place for this discussion,’ said The Unknown softly. He was aware of a crowd beginning to gather.

‘Why not?’ Hirad rose, arm muscles bunching beneath his heavy padded leather armour, his braided russet hair bouncing as he jerked to his feet. He jammed his sword back into its scabbard. ‘How much more evidence do we bloody well need? If you spend a day up on the ramparts you aren’t sharp enough when it comes to the fight.’

‘There’s a few here that wouldn’t agree with you,’ snapped The Unknown, gesturing at the slain enemy.

‘We’ve lost three men in ten years, all of them in contracts we shouldn’t have taken on. We should be hired to fight, not to sit around watching others do it.’

‘This was a good money contract,’ said Ilkar.

‘Do you think Ras cares?’ shouted Hirad.

‘I—’ began Ilkar. He put a hand to his head, his eyes losing focus. He squeezed The Unknown’s shoulder.

‘This discussion and the Vigil will have to wait. The mage is still in here,’ he said. The Raven were on their feet in a moment, each man ready.

‘Where?’ growled Hirad. ‘He’s a dead man.’

‘I can’t see him,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s under a CloakedWalk. He’s close by, though. I can sense the mana shape.’

‘Great,’ said Sirendor. ‘Sitting targets.’ His grip tightened on the hilt of his blade.

‘We’re all right. He’ll have to lose the Cloak before he casts again. I just want to know what he’s doing here.’ Ilkar’s face was set, his frown deep.

Hirad switched his gaze up to the keep and round the ramparts. A closing of the cloud hastened the setting of the sun and the fading light washed grey across the castle. A light rain had begun to fall. All activity had ceased and a hundred eyes stared at The Raven and at the body they encircled. Taranspike Castle was quiet, and even as victorious soldiers walked back into the courtyard, their voices caught and faded when they saw the scene.

The Raven’s circle moved gradually outwards, with Ilkar separate from it, always with one eye on the newly exposed wall.

‘How could he miss us with that spell?’ asked Talan, indicating the debris of wood and grain scattered about them. ‘He was practically standing on top of us.’

‘He couldn’t,’ replied Ilkar. ‘That’s why I’m—’

The mage was by the wall. He had blinked into view with both his hands on it. They probed briefly and a section of the wall moved back and left, revealing a dark passageway. The mage stepped into it and immediately the opening closed.

Ilkar ran to the wall and examined the section minutely, the others crowding around him.

‘Open it, then,’ said Hirad. The elf turned to stare at the barbarian, his leaf-shaped ears, pointed at the top, pricking in irritation.

‘Can you open it?’ asked Talan.

Ilkar nodded. ‘I’ll have to cast, though. I can’t see the pressure points otherwise.’ He switched his attention back to the wall and the rest of The Raven gave him space. Closing his eyes, Ilkar spoke a short incantation, moving his hands over the wall in front of him, feeling the mana trails sheath his fingers. Now he placed his fingertips on the stonework, searching. One after another, his fingers stopped moving, finding their marks.

‘Got it,’ he said. No more than half a minute had passed. The Unknown nodded.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘But you—’ he indicated the stocky figure of Talan, his short brown hair matted with sweat and the old scar on his left cheek burning bright through his tanned skin - ‘stay and get that cut seen to, and you—’ spitting the words at Richmond - ‘start the Vigil and think on what you’ve done.’

There was a brief silence. Talan considered objecting but the blood dripping from his arm, and his drained face, told of a bad wound. Richmond walked over to Ras, sighting down his long thin nose, tears in his pinched blue eyes. He folded his tall frame to kneel by the body of the Raven warrior, his sword in front of him, its point in the dirt and his hands clasped about the hilt guard. He bowed his head and was motionless, his long blond ponytail playing gently in the breeze. It was he, along with Talan and Ras, who had joined The Raven as an already established and respected trio four years earlier, after the only other battle that had seen the death of a Raven warrior; in this case, two of them.

The Unknown Warrior came to Ilkar’s shoulder.

‘Let’s do it,’ he said.

‘Right,’ said Ilkar. He pushed. The wall moved back and left. ‘It’ll stay open. He must have closed it from the inside.’

There was light at the end of the passageway, wan and flickering. The Unknown trotted into the passage, Hirad and Sirendor right behind him and Ilkar bringing up the rear.

As The Unknown Warrior moved towards the light, a shout of terror, abruptly cut off, was followed by a voice, urgent and loud, and the scrabbling of feet. The Unknown increased his pace.

Rounding a sharp right-hand corner he found himself in a small room, bed to the right, desk opposite and firelight streaming in from a short passage to the left. Slumped by the desk, and in front of an opening, was a middle-aged man dressed in plain blue robes. A long cut on his creased forehead dripped blood into his long-fingered hands and he stared at the splashes, shuddering continuously.

With The Raven in the room behind him, The Unknown knelt by the man.

‘Where did he go?’ Nothing. Not even recognition he was there. ‘The mage? In the black cloak?’

‘Gods above!’ Ilkar elbowed his way to the man. ‘It’s the castle mage.’ The Unknown nodded. Ilkar picked up the man’s face. The blood from his wound trickled over gaunt white features. His eyes flickered everywhere, taking in everything and seeing nothing.

‘Seran, it’s Ilkar. Do you hear me?’ The eyes steadied for a second. It was enough. ‘Seran, where did the Xeteskian go? We want him.’ Seran managed to look half over his shoulder to the opening. He tried to speak but nothing came out except the letter ‘d’ stuttered over and over.

‘Hold on,’ said Sirendor. ‘Shouldn’t that wall let back on to—’

‘Come on,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’re losing him the longer we wait.’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. He led The Raven through the opening, down a short corridor and into a small, bare chamber. In the dim light from Seran’s study, he could see a door facing him.

He moved to the door and pulled it open on to another, longer  passage, the end of which was illuminated by a flickering glow. He glanced behind him.

‘Come on,’ he said, and broke into a run down the passage. As he approached the end, he could see a large fire burning in a grate set into the wall opposite. Sprinting into the chamber, he glanced quickly left and right. There was a pair of doors in the right-hand wall perhaps twenty feet away, set either side of a second, unlit fireplace. One of them was swinging slowly shut.

‘There!’ he pointed and changed direction, not waiting to see if any were following. His prey was close.

Hirad skidded to a stop before the door and wrenched it open, stepping back to look before dashing in. It was a small antechamber, set with massive arched double doors opposite. They carried a crest, half on each side. The walls were covered in runic language; braziers lit the scene. Hirad ignored it all: one of the big doors was just ajar and a glittering light came from inside. The barbarian smiled.

‘Come to Daddy,’ he breathed as he ran through the gap and into the chamber beyond.

 


‘Hirad, wait!’ shouted Sirendor as he, Ilkar and The Unknown raced into the larger chamber.

‘Get after that idiot, Sirendor,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Time to take stock, I think.’

Above the fire hung a round metal plate, fully three feet across. On it was embossed the head and talons of a dragon. The mouth was wide, dripping fire, and the claws open and grasping. Otherwise, the room was bare of ornament. The Unknown moved towards it, half an eye on Sirendor as the warrior hurried towards the door through which Hirad had chased. He stopped suddenly, glanced behind him and frowned.

‘What is it?’ asked Ilkar.

‘This isn’t right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Unless I’ve gone badly wrong, this ought to be the kitchens and that end of this room—’ he pointed right to the two doors flanking the unlit fire - ‘should be in the courtyard.’

‘Well, we must be under it,’ said Ilkar.

‘We haven’t gone down,’ said The Unknown. ‘What do you  think?’ But Ilkar wasn’t paying attention to him any more. He was staring at the crest over the fire, his face paling.

‘That symbol. I know it.’ Ilkar walked over to the fire, The Unknown trailing him.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s the Dragonene crest. Heard of it?’

‘A few rumours.’ The Unknown shrugged. ‘So what?’

‘And you say we should be standing in the courtyard?’

‘Well, yes, I think so but . . . ?’

Ilkar swallowed hard. ‘Gods, we’d better not have done what I think we’ve done.’

 


It was the size of the hall he entered that first slowed Hirad’s advance, and the heat that assailed him the moment he was inside. Next it was the odour, very strong, of wood and oil. Pervasive and with a sharp quality. And finally, the huge pair of eyes regarding him from the opposite side of the room that brought him to a complete standstill.

 


‘Gods, Hirad, calm down!’ Sirendor yanked open the door to the right of the fireplace and ran inside, seeing the crested double doors in front of him. He pulled up sharply, the dark-cloaked mage appearing suddenly before him. He raised his sword reflexively and took a pace backwards, realising the mage’s abrupt appearance was caused by the dispersal of a CloakedWalk spell. Probably in his late thirties, the mage would normally have been handsome beneath his tousled black hair and unkempt short beard, but now he looked pale and frightened. He held out his hands, palms outwards.

‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘I couldn’t stop him, but I can stop you.’

‘You’re responsible for the death of one of The Raven—’

‘And I don’t want another one to die, believe me. The barbarian—’

‘Where is he?’ demanded Sirendor.

‘Don’t raise your voice. Look, he’s in trouble,’ said the mage. There was movement in his cloak. A cat’s head appeared briefly at its neck then disappeared once more. ‘You’re Sirendor, aren’t you? Sirendor Larn.’ Sirendor, standing still once again, nodded. The mage continued. ‘And I am Denser. Look, I know what you’re  feeling but we can help each other right now and, believe me, your friend needs help.’

‘What kind of trouble is he in?’ Sirendor’s voice was low too. He didn’t know why, but something about the mage’s attitude worried him. He should kill the man where he stood but he was obviously scared by something other than the prospect of death at a Raven warrior’s hand.

‘Bad. Very bad. See for yourself.’ He put a finger to his lips and beckoned Sirendor to him. The warrior moved forwards, never taking his eyes from the mage nor the slightly shifting bulge on one side of his cloak. Denser motioned Sirendor to look through the doors.

‘Great Gods above!’ He made a move to go in but the mage restrained him with a hand on the shoulder. Sirendor turned sharply.

‘Take your hand off me. Right now.’ The mage did.

‘You can’t help him by rushing in.’

‘Well, what can we do?’ hissed Sirendor.

‘I’m not sure.’ Denser shrugged. ‘I might be able to do something. You might as well get your friends. They won’t find anything out there and they could prove useful in here.’

Sirendor paused in the act of heading for the door. ‘Nothing stupid, you understand? If he dies because of you . . .’

Denser nodded. ‘I’ll wait.’

‘See that you do.’ Sirendor left the antechamber at a sprint, not realising he was about to confirm all of Ilkar’s fears.

 


Hirad would have run, only he’d come too far into the room, and anyway, he didn’t think his legs would support him, they were shaking that badly. He just stood and stared.

The Dragon’s head was resting on its front claws and the first coherent thought that entered Hirad’s mind was that from the bottom of its lower jaw to the top of its head, it was getting on for as tall as he was. The mouth itself must have been more than three feet across, the whole muzzle probably five in depth. Those eyes sat atop, and at the base of, the muzzle. They were close set, rimmed with thick horn, and the pupils were narrow black slits, ringed in a startling blue. A pronounced ridge of bone ran away over the  Dragon’s head towards its spine, and Hirad could see the mound of its body behind it, huge and shining.

As he watched, it carefully unfurled its wings and the reason for the size of the room became all too obvious. With their roots at the top of the torso, above the front limbs, the wings stretched to what must have been forty feet on either side, and flapped lazily. With the balance afforded by them, the Dragon picked its head from the floor and stood upright.

Even with its slender, bone-edged neck arched so its eyes never left Hirad, it towered sixty feet into the hall. Its tail curled away to the left and was thicker than a man’s body even at its tip. Stretched out, the Dragon would surely have been well in excess of one hundred and twenty feet in length, but now it rested on two massive rear limbs, each foot carrying a quartet of claws bigger than the barbarian’s head. And it was gold, all over - skin glistening in the firelight and sparkling on the walls.

Hirad could hear its breathing, slow and deep. It opened its mouth wide, revealing long rows of fangs, and saliva dripped to the floor to evaporate on contact.

It raised a forelimb, single hooked claw extended. Hirad took an involuntary pace backwards. He swallowed hard, sweat suddenly covering his body. He was quaking from head to foot.

‘Fuck me,’ he breathed.

Hirad had always believed that he’d die with his sword in his hand but, in the moments before the huge claw dismembered him, it seemed such a futile gesture. A calmness replaced the instant’s fury that had itself so quickly followed his fear, and he sheathed his blade and looked straight into the creature’s eyes.

The blow never came. Instead, the Dragon retracted its claw, unarched its neck and moved its head down and forwards, coming to a stop no more than three paces from Hirad, hot, sour breath firing into his face.

‘Interesting,’ it said in a voice that echoed through Hirad’s entire being. The barbarian’s legs finally gave way and he sat heavily on the tiled floor. His mouth was wide, his jaws were moving but no sound came.

‘Now,’ said the Dragon. ‘Let us talk about a few things.’




Chapter 2

‘Who are these Dragonene, then?’ hissed Sirendor.

Ilkar turned to him. ‘All mages. They have, I don’t know, an affinity, you know, with Dragons.’ He gestured uselessly.

‘No, I don’t bloody know! Dragons don’t exist. They are just rumour and myth.’ Sirendor’s voice was still barely more than a whisper.

‘Oh yeah? Well that’s one hell of a big myth I can see in there!’ Ilkar’s ears pricked.

‘Does it really matter?’ The Unknown’s voice, though quiet, still carried all its power. ‘We only have one question that needs answering now.’

The Raven trio and Denser were all crowded around the partially open door to the Dragon’s chamber, animosity forgotten for a while. Hirad sat with his back to them, his hands on the floor behind his back, and his legs drawn half up. The Dragon’s head was scant feet from the barbarian’s, the huge mound of its body resting on the ground, its wings folded. It was the scale of it all that Ilkar found so hard to take in.

Never mind that he had only half believed the books and the teaching. He had still imagined Dragons and he imagined they would be big; but Hirad looked so tiny in comparison that he had to look away and back before he decided that Sirendor was wrong and they weren’t seeing an illusion. And he still didn’t really believe it.

‘He should be dead,’ muttered The Unknown, his hands tightening and untightening around the hilt of his sword. ‘Why hasn’t it killed him?’

‘We think they’re talking,’ said Denser.

‘What?’ Ilkar couldn’t hear a thing. As far as he was concerned  they were just staring at each other. But as Ilkar watched, his powerful eyes giving the scene complete clarity, Hirad shook his head and straightened his back so he could use his hands to make a gesture. He indicated behind him and said something but the mage couldn’t pick out the words. The Dragon cocked its head to one side and opened its mouth, revealing the massed ranks of its fangs. Liquid dripped to the floor and Hirad started.

‘What do you mean, “we”?’ demanded Sirendor. Denser didn’t reply.

‘Later, Sirendor,’ said The Unknown. ‘We have to think of something to do. Quickly.’

‘What the hell can they be talking about?’ No one had an answer. Ilkar looked back to the unreal scene in the huge chamber and a glint caught his eye. For a moment he assumed it was a reflection off the Dragon’s beautiful scales but it wasn’t a golden colour, more a steel or a silver.

He stared hard, using all the range that his eyes afforded him, and there it was: a small disc, maybe a palm’s width across and attached to a chain which seemed to be caught around one of the Dragon’s large hind-foot claws. He pointed it out to Denser.

‘Where?’ asked the other mage.

‘Its right foot, third talon along.’ Ilkar pointed the way. Denser shook his head.

‘Those are good eyes, aren’t they? Hold on.’ Denser mumbled a few words and rubbed a thumb on either eye. He looked again and tensed.

‘What is it? Don’t try to—’

‘Just pray Hirad keeps it talking,’ said Denser, and he began mumbling again.

‘What are you talking about?’ hissed Ilkar. ‘What have you seen?’

‘Trust me. I can save him,’ said Denser. ‘And just be ready to run.’ He took a pace forwards and disappeared.

 


‘Look, this is really hard for me to take in,’ said Hirad. The Dragon put its head on one side and stretched its jaws a little. A line of saliva dripped from a fang and Hirad moved his leg reflexively to avoid it.

‘Explain,’ ordered the Dragon, the word bypassing the barbarian’s ears on its way to thump through his skull.

‘Well, you have to understand that never in my wildest drunken dreams did I ever imagine I’d be sitting and talking to a - a Dragon.’ He gestured and raised his eyebrows. ‘I mean I . . .’ He trailed off. The Dragon flared its nostrils and Hirad felt his hair move in the breeze of its breath. He had to fight himself not to gag at the smell, rotten with that burned sourness.

‘And now?’ it asked.

‘I’m absolutely terrified.’ Hirad felt cold. He was still shivering intermittently and he felt as though his sweat was freezing on his body, yet the room was hot, very hot. Large fires crackled and snapped in ten grates set around the far half of the hall, surrounding the Dragon on three sides, and the beast himself was sitting in what looked like soft wet mud. He rested back on his hands once again.

‘Fear is healthy. As is knowing when you are beaten. That is why you are still alive.’ The Dragon twitched its left wing. ‘So, tell me, what are you doing here?’

‘We were chasing someone. He came in here.’

‘Yes, I thought that you would not be by yourself. Who were you chasing?’

The barbarian couldn’t help but smile; the whole situation was getting quite beyond him. Although he was, he was sure, talking to a beast he had only heard of in rumour, he couldn’t dispel the idea that it was all some kind of illusion. Something with a sensible explanation, anyway.

‘A mage. His men killed one of my friends. We want him . . . have you . . . seen anyone?’ said Hirad. It was simply too much. ‘Look, I’m sorry, but I’m having trouble even believing you exist.’

The Dragon laughed, or at least it was a sound that Hirad thought was laughter. It boomed around his skull like waves striking a cliff and he juddered and closed his eyes as the pain that followed smashed at his brain. And then those fangs were inches from his face and the nostrils blew gouts of hot air into his eyes. Hirad started violently but before he could experience the shock of the Dragon’s speed of movement, it twitched its head up, catching him on the point of his jaw. He was hurled backwards to slide across the tiles, coming to rest, dazed. He sat up and massaged his chin, blood running from a deep graze.

‘And now, little man, do you still have trouble believing I exist?’

‘I . . . No, I don’t think so . . .’

‘And nor you should. Seran believes in me, although he has failed me now. And your friends beyond that door. I am sure they believe.’ The Dragon’s voice inside his head was louder now. Hirad got to his feet and walked towards the beast, shaking his head to clear his mind of the fog that encased it.

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.’ Hirad’s heart was pounding in his throat once more. Another sound from the Dragon. Perhaps another laugh, but this time it sounded dismissive, somehow.

‘But you questioned my very existence,’ said the Dragon. ‘Perhaps you are lucky that I am slow to offend. Or perhaps that I am slow to question yours.’ Hirad tried to slow his breathing and think, but there seemed to be no way out. The only question remaining was how long before the Dragon tired of the game and snuffed out his life.

‘Yes.’ Hirad shrugged and waited to die. ‘But you must understand that you were the last thing I expected to find here.’

‘Ah.’ Feelings of amusement arose in Hirad’s mind. ‘Then I have disappointed you. Perhaps I should be apologising to you.’ The Dragon laughed again. More quietly this time, more in thought than in mirth.

There was a faint rustling by Hirad’s left ear, then a voice, just audible:

‘Don’t react to my voice and don’t say anything. I am Denser, the man you are after, and I’m trying to help you.’ He paused. ‘So when I say run, run hard. Don’t argue and don’t look back.’

‘Now, little man. Ask me a question.’

‘What?’ Hirad blinked and returned his attention to the Dragon, amazed that he could forget, however momentarily, that it was there.

‘Ask. There must be something you want to know about me.’ The Dragon withdrew its head somewhat, its neck arching high above the mound of its body.

‘All right then. Why didn’t you kill me?’

‘Because your reaction in putting up your sword set you as different from other men I have encountered. It made you interesting, and very few humans are interesting.’

‘If you say so. So what are you doing here?’

‘Resting. Recovering. I am safe here.’

Hirad frowned. ‘Safe from what?’ The Dragon shifted. Moving its hind feet slightly further apart, it placed its head on the floor once more and stared deep into Hirad’s eyes, blinking slowly.

‘My world is at war. We are devastating our lands and there is no end in sight. When we need to recover our strength we use safe havens like this.’

‘And where exactly is this?’ Hirad’s gaze took in the high roof and the scale of the chamber.

‘At least you have the sense to know you are not in your own dimension.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about with dimensions. I’m sorry. All I know is that Taranspike Castle does not have a room this size.’

The Dragon chuckled again. ‘So simple. If only you knew the effort it took for you to stand here.’ It lifted its head slightly and shook it from side to side, closing its eyes. It spoke again without opening them. ‘The moment you left Seran’s chambers, you entered a robing room. That room is not placed in any one dimension, neither is this chamber nor the prayer chamber you also must have seen. If you like, this is a corridor between dimensions, yours and mine. Its existence is reliant on the fabric of your dimension remaining intact.’ Now the head raced in again, the Dragon’s wings bracing slightly to compensate for the sudden movement. ‘My Brood serve as protectors for your world, keeping you from the attentions of enemy Broods and with-holding from you that which should never have been created.’

‘Why do you bother?’

‘Do not think it is for any liking of your insignificant peoples. Very few of you are worthy of our respect. It is simply that if we allowed you the means to destroy yourselves and you succeeded in so doing, we would lose our haven for ever. That is also why the door to your world is kept closed. Other Broods might otherwise choose to travel here to rule.’

Hirad thought on that for a moment. ‘So what you’re saying is that you hold the future for all of us.’

The Dragon raised the bone ridges that served as its eyebrows.  ‘That is certainly one conclusion you could reach. Now - what is your name?’

‘Hirad Coldheart.’

‘And I am Sha-Kaan. You are strong, Hirad Coldheart. I was right to spare you and speak to you and I will know you again. But now I must have rest. Take your companions and go. The entrance will be sealed behind you. You will never find me again, though I may find you. As for Seran, I will have to find another to serve me. I have no time for a Dragonene who cannot secure my sanctuary.’

It took the barbarian several heartbeats to take in what he had just heard and he still didn’t believe it. ‘You’re letting me go?’

‘Why not?’

‘Run. Hirad. Run now.’

The Dragon’s head swept from the floor at speed, eyes ablaze, searching for the source of the new sound. But Denser remained invisible. Hirad hesitated.

‘Run!’ Denser shouted, the voice some way to Hirad’s left.

The barbarian looked up at Sha-Kaan and their eyes met for an instant. He saw raw fury. ‘Oh, no,’ he breathed. The Dragon broke eye-contact to look down at its right hind foot. Hirad turned and ran.

‘NO!’ Now Sha-Kaan’s voice was there for all to hear, and it echoed from the walls. ‘Give back what you have taken from me!’

‘Over here!’ shouted Denser, and as Hirad glanced right, the mage appeared briefly some thirty paces right along the wall from the double doors. The Dragon cocked its head and breathed in his direction, fire scorching a wall, rolling up to the ceiling and incinerating wood and tapestry, but Denser had already disappeared. An oppressive wave of heat washed over Hirad. He stumbled, crying out, gasping momentarily for breath, the roar of the flame and its detonation in the air shaking him to his core. The entire hall seemed to be ablaze; the sweat beaded on his face. Through the smoke and burning threads of tapestry he saw The Unknown appear at the door, holding it open for him. A shadow passed through it and then he heard the Dragon rise to its feet. The Unknown paled visibly.

‘Run, Hirad. Run!’ he screamed. The Dragon took a pace forward, and then another, Hirad feeling the ground shudder beneath its feet.

‘Bring back what you have stolen!’ it boomed. Hirad made the door.

‘Close it!’ shouted The Unknown. He and Sirendor leant their weights against it. ‘Go, go!’ They scrambled for the doors into the central chamber. Ilkar and Denser sprinted away with Sirendor in close pursuit. Sha-Kaan breathed again and the huge double doors exploded inwards, fragmenting, sending wood and metal against the walls to splinter, twist and smoulder. The shock sent Hirad sprawling and he crashed into the wall that backed the unlit fireplace, burning shards of wood covering the floor and his boots, the intense heat suffocating him. He lay confused for a second, seeing nothing but flame, then looked straight at Sha-Kaan as the Dragon drew more air into its lungs, its head thrust through the wreckage of the crested doors.

The barbarian closed his eyes, waiting for the end, but a hand reached round and grabbed his collar, hauling him to his feet and through the right-hand of the two doors into the central chamber. The Unknown dragged him under the overhang of the fire grate as twin lances of flame seared through the openings, one to either side of them, disintegrating wood and howling away towards the opposite wall, melting the metal of the Dragonene crest above the fire to the right.

‘Come on, Hirad. It’s time to leave,’ said the big warrior, and he pushed Hirad towards the exit passage after the rest of the retreating party.

‘Bring back the amulet!’ roared Sha-Kaan. ‘Hirad Coldheart, bring back the amulet!’ Hirad hesitated again, but The Unknown shoved him into the passage as another burst of flame lashed the large chamber, its pulse of heat stealing breath and singeing hair.

‘Quickly!’ shouted Sirendor from up ahead. ‘The exit is closing. We can’t hold it.’

The two men upped their pace, tearing down the passageway and into the robing room. Another roll of flame boiled into the prayer chamber, its tendrils lashing down the passage, licking at Hirad’s back, the heat crinkling leather. Down the short entry tunnel Hirad could see Ilkar, arms outstretched, sweating in the light of a lantern as whatever spell he had cast kept the door at bay. But as he ran, he could see it inching closed. Ilkar sighed and closed his eyes.

‘He’s losing it!’ yelled Denser. ‘He’s losing it. Run faster!’ The door was sliding closed, the mage’s bedroom disappearing with every step. Sha-Kaan’s howls were loud in their ears. The Unknown and Hirad made it through, bowling Ilkar on to the floor as they did so. The door closed with a dull thud and the Dragon’s voice was silenced.

Ilkar, Hirad and The Unknown picked themselves up and dusted themselves off. The barbarian nodded his thanks to the big man, who in turn nodded at the now closed entrance. There was nothing, no mark in the wall at all to suggest that there had ever been a door there.

‘We were in another dimension. I knew the proportions were all wrong in there.’

‘Not exactly another dimension,’ corrected Ilkar. ‘Between dimensions is more accurate, I think.’ He kneeled by the prone mage. ‘Well, well, well. Seran a Dragonene.’ He felt for a pulse. ‘Dead, I’m afraid.’

‘And he won’t be the only one.’ Hirad turned on Denser. ‘You should have run while you had the chance.’ He advanced, sword in hand, but Denser merely shrugged and continued to stroke the cat in his arms.

‘Hirad.’ The Unknown’s voice was quiet but commanding. The barbarian stopped, eyes still locked on Denser. ‘The fight is over. If you kill him now, it’s murder.’

‘His little adventure killed Ras. It might have killed me, too. He—’

‘Remember who you are, Hirad. We have a code.’ The Unknown was standing at his shoulder now. ‘We are The Raven.’

Eventually, Hirad nodded and put up his sword.

‘Besides,’ said Ilkar. ‘He’s got a lot of explaining to do.’

‘I saved your life,’ said Denser, frowning. Hirad was on him in a moment, pinning his head to the wall with a forearm under the chin. The cat hissed and scrambled to safety.

‘Saved my life?’ The barbarian’s face was inches from Denser’s. ‘That’s your phrase for having me all but burned to a crisp, is it? The Unknown saved my life after you risked it. You ought to die for that alone.’

‘How—’ protested the mage. ‘I got its attention to let you run!’

‘But there was no need, was there?’ Hirad grunted as he saw confusion in Denser’s eyes. ‘It was letting me go, Xetesk man.’ Hirad stepped back a pace, releasing the mage, who felt his neck gingerly. ‘You risked my life just to steal. I hope it was worth it.’ He turned to the rest of The Raven.

‘I don’t know why I’m wasting my breath on this bastard. We have a Vigil to observe.’

 


Alun shoved the note across the table, his hands shaking. More hands covered his, they were strong and comforting.

‘Try to be calm, Alun, at least we know they are alive, so we have a chance.’

Alun looked into the face of his friend, Thraun, whose powerful body was squeezed the other side of the table. Thraun was huge, better than six feet in height, with massively powerful shoulders and upper body. His heavy features sprang from a young face and his shining-clean blond hair was gathered in a ponytail which reached halfway to his waist. He was regarding Alun with his yellow-ringed deep green eyes, earnest and concerned.

He flicked his head, the ponytail swishing briefly into view, and looked around the inn. It was busy with lunchtime traffic and the noise of the patrons ebbed and flowed around them. Tables were scattered around the timbered floor, and here and there, booths like the one in which they sat gave an element of privacy.

‘What does it say, Will?’ Thraun’s voice, as deep and gravelled as his barrel chest might suggest, cut through Alun’s misery. He removed his hands from Alun’s. Will sat next to him, a small man, wiry, bright-eyed and black-bearded, thinning on top. Will pulled at his nose with thumb and forefinger, his brows arrowing together as he read.

‘Not a lot. “Your mage wife has been taken for questioning concerning the activities of the Dordovan College. She will be released unharmed assuming she co-operates. As will your sons. There will be no further communication.” ’

‘So we know where she is, then,’ said the third member of the trio whom Alun had enlisted. An elf, Jandyr was young, with a long and slender face, clear blue oval eyes and a short tidy blond beard that matched the colour of his cropped hair.

‘Yes, we do,’ agreed Thraun. ‘And we know how far we can trust the words on that note.’ He licked his lips and shovelled another forkful of meat into his mouth.

‘You’ve got to help me!’ Alun’s eyes flicked desperately over them all, never coming to rest. Thraun looked right and across. Both Will and Jandyr inclined their heads.

‘We’ll do it,’ said Thraun, through his chewing. ‘And we’ll have to be quick. The chances of him releasing them are very slim.’ Alun nodded.

‘You really think so?’ asked Will.

‘The boys are mage twins,’ said Thraun. ‘They will be powerful and they are Dordovan. Alun will tell you himself, when they’ve finished with Erienne, they will probably kill them. We have to get them out.’ He looked back at Alun. ‘It won’t be cheap.’

‘Whatever it costs, I don’t care.’

‘Of course, I’ll work for nothing,’ said Thraun.

‘No, my friend, you won’t.’ A half-smile cracked Alun’s face. Tears glinted in his eyes. ‘I just want them home.’

‘And home they will be. Now,’ Thraun rose, ‘I’m taking you home. You rest, we’ll plan, and I’ll be back later in the day.’

Thraun helped Alun from the bench and the two men walked slowly from the inn.

 


Richmond and Talan had moved Ras’s body to a quiet chamber carved out of the mountain into which the castle was built. Candles burned next to him, one for each point of the compass. His face was clean and shaven, his armour sewn and washed, his arms lay by his sides and his sword in its scabbard was laid along his body from his chin to his thighs.

Richmond did not look up from his kneeling position as Hirad, Sirendor, The Unknown and Ilkar entered. Talan, standing by the door, inclined his head to each of them as they passed him.

Ranged around the central table on which Ras lay, The Raven, heads bowed, paid their respects to their fallen friend. Each man remembered. Each man grieved. But only two spoke.

As the candles burned low, Richmond stood and resheathed his sword.

‘My soul I pledge to your memory. I am yours to command from  beyond the veil of death. When you call I shall answer. While I breathe, these are my promises.’ His last was a bitter whisper. ‘I wasn’t there. I am sorry.’ He looked to The Unknown, who nodded and moved to the table, walking around it. Beginning at Ras’s head, he snuffed the candles as he reached them.

‘By north, by east, by south, by west. Though you are gone, you will always be Raven and we shall always remember. The Gods will smile on your soul. Fare well in whatever faces you now and ever.’

Again silence, but now in darkness.

 


Denser remained in Seran’s chambers. The dead mage was lying on his bed under a sheet. For his part, Denser couldn’t work out why he was still alive, but he was grateful. The whole of Balaia would be grateful, but no City would be breathing easier than Xetesk that the barbarian had been stopped.

The cat nuzzled his legs. Denser sagged down the wall and sat.

‘I wonder if this really is it,’ said Denser, turning the amulet over and over in his hands. ‘I think it is but I have to know.’ The cat gazed into his eyes. No clue there. ‘The question is, do we have the strength to do it?’ The cat jumped into his cloak, nestling into the warmth of Denser’s body.

It fed.

‘Yes,’ said Denser. ‘Yes, we do.’ He closed his eyes and felt the mana form around him. This would be difficult but he had to know. A communion over such a distance was a strain on mind and body. Knowledge and glory would come at a price if they came at all.

 


They buried Ras outside the castle walls, branding the ground with The Raven mark; a simple profile of the bird’s head, single eye enlarged and wing curved above the head.

All but Richmond left the graveside, tired and hungry. For the lone warrior, kneeling in the cool damp of a windy, moonless night, the Vigil would last until dawn.

Sitting at a table in the huge kitchens, Ilkar described the events through the dimension door to Talan. It was only then that Hirad started to shake.

Picking up his mug of coffee from the table, he stared at it wobbling in his hands, liquid slopping out over his fingers.

‘You all right?’ asked Sirendor.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t think so.’ He raised the mug to his lips but couldn’t close his mouth on it. The coffee dribbled down his chin. His heart slammed in his chest and his pulse thumped in his neck. Sweat began to prickle his forehead and dampen his armpits. Images of Sha-Kaan’s head flooded his mind. That and the fire all around him, hemming him in. He could feel the heat again and it made his palms itch. He dropped the mug.

‘Gods in the ground, Hirad, what’s wrong?’ Sirendor’s voice betrayed alarm. The barbarian half smiled. He must look as terrified as he felt. ‘You need to lie down.’

‘Give me a moment,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t think my legs’ll carry me anyway.’ He glanced around the table. They were all staring at him, their food forgotten. He shrugged. ‘I didn’t even believe they existed,’ he said in explanation. ‘So big. So . . . so huge. And right here!’ He put a quivering palm in front of his face. ‘Too powerful. I can’t—’ He broke off, shuddering the length of his body. Plates and cutlery on the table rattled. Tears fogged his vision and he felt his heart trip-hammering. He swallowed hard.

‘What did it talk about?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Loud. He thundered in my head,’ said Hirad. ‘He talked about dimensions and portals and he wanted to know what I was doing. Huh. Funny . . . that huge and he cared what I was doing. Me. I’m so small but he called me strong.’ He shivered again. ‘He said he’d know me. He had my life. He could have crushed me just like that. Snuffed me out. Why didn’t he? I wish I could remember everything. ’

‘Hirad, you’re mumbling,’ said Sirendor. ‘I think we should leave this for another time.’

‘Sorry, I think I’ll lie down now, if you’ll help me.’

‘Sure thing, old friend.’ Sirendor smiled. He pushed back the bench and helped Hirad to shaky feet.

‘Gods. I feel like I’ve been sick for a week.’

‘You’ve been sick all your life.’

‘Sod off, Larn.’

‘I would, but you’d fall over.’

‘Make sure he drinks plenty of hot, sweet liquid,’ said The Unknown as the friends shambled past. ‘Nothing alcoholic.’

‘Is the Xetesk mage still here?’ asked Hirad. The Unknown nodded.

‘In Seran’s chambers,’ said Ilkar. ‘Asleep. Hardly surprising after the casting he’s done today. He won’t be leaving until I’ve spoken to him.’

‘You should have let me kill him.’

The Unknown smiled. ‘You know I couldn’t.’

‘Yes. Come on, Larn, or I’ll collapse where I’m standing.’

 


The two men sat in low chairs either side of a fire long dead. Night hurried to engulf the College City of Xetesk and, in response, lanterns glowed, keeping the dark at bay and lighting up the massed shelves of books that stood at every wall in the small study. On a desk kept meticulously tidy, a single candle burned above the ribboned and titled sheaves of papers.

Far below the study, the College quietened. Late lectures took place behind closed doors, spells were honed and adjusted in the armoured chambers of the catacombs, but the air outside was still.

Beyond the walls of the College, Xetesk still moved, but as full night fell, that movement would cease. The City existed to serve the College, and the College had in the past exacted a heavy price for its own existence. Inns would lock their doors, patrons staying until first light; shops and businesses feeding off those who fed off the College would shutter their windows. Houses would show no light or welcome.

No longer did Protectors issue from the College to snatch subjects for experiment. And no longer did Xetesk mages use their own people for sacrifice in mana-charge ceremonies. But old fears died hard and rumours would forever fly through the markets that bustled by day but echoed silence at night.

As darkness fell, a malevolent quiet still emanated from the College in a cloying cloud of apprehension and anxiety like fog rolling in from the sea. Countless years of blood ritual would never be forgotten and forever hearts would quicken at the sound of wood splintering in the distant dark, and cries would be stifled as footsteps were heard slowing by locked doors. Dread ran through the veins of Xetesk and the foreboding receded only with the lightening of the sky on a new morning.

It made the job of City Guard simple, as at dusk they closed the gates of the only fully walled City in Balaia and patrolled the empty streets. Fear stalked the alleyways as it had done for centuries. But now it was a legacy. It had no substance.

Change was so slow and the City was suffocating. Few native Xeteskians had left to enjoy the freedom granted them by the latest Lord of the Mount as his first action on assuming the mantle of the College’s ruling mage. And in the twelve years since, Styliann had encountered nothing but reluctance to cast aside the old ways, as if his people drew perverse comfort from living in fear of everyone they met. Yet now, his failure to change the collective will and mind of his people could work to his advantage.

Styliann was an imposing figure, well in excess of six foot, with the body of a forty-year-old disguising his true age of somewhere over fifty. His hair, receding halfway across his skull, was long, dark and brushed hard into a ponytail that reached beyond his shoulders. He wore dark trousers and a shirt of deepest blue, and his cloak of office, gold-trimmed black, was draped about his shoulders. His nose was long and thin, his jaw set harsh and his cold green eyes scared all they looked upon.

‘I take it she escaped Terenetsa unharmed?’ asked his companion across the fireplace.

Styliann blinked several times and shook his head to clear his mind of his reverie. He regarded Nyer, a senior aide and archmage, for a few moments, remembering the old maxim concerning where to keep your friends and enemies. He thought he had Nyer, a wily political animal and sharp thinker, placed about right.

‘Yes, she did. Just. And she’s now well clear.’ He shivered at the memory of his recent contact with Selyn, anxious for the mage spy’s safety. Even under a CloakedWalk, she had been at risk from those she watched and the manner of her escape from Terenetsa, a small Wesmen farming community not far west of the Blackthorne Mountains, would trouble his dreams that night. He reached a slightly tremulous hand down to a low table and picked up his wine, a deep and heavy red that had not kept as well as he’d hoped. He felt tired. Communion over such a range sapped the strength and he knew he would need to visit the catacombs for prayer later that evening.

‘But something is troubling you, my Lord.’

‘Hmm.’ Styliann pursed his lips, knowing any reluctance to speak would be taken by Nyer as a personal slight. He couldn’t afford that. Not yet. ‘She saw everything we have been fearing. The Wesmen are subjugating villages near the Blackthornes. She heard the Shaman offer them life for crops and obedience. The evidence is just overwhelming. They are massing armies, they are united and the Shaman magic is strong.’

Nyer nodded, pushing his hand through his long greying hair.

‘And Parve?’ he asked.

‘I have asked her to travel there.’

‘Selyn?’

‘Yes. There is no one else and we must have answers.’

‘But, my Lord—’

‘I am well aware of the risks, Nyer!’ snapped Styliann. His expression softened immediately. ‘My apologies.’

‘Not at all,’ said Nyer. He placed a comforting hand briefly on Styliann’s knee.

‘We must be so careful now,’ said Styliann after another sip of wine. ‘Are our Watchers sure the Wytch Lords are still held?’

Nyer breathed out, a long, sighing sound. ‘We believe so.’

‘That isn’t good enough.’

‘Please, Styliann, let me explain.’ Nyer’s use of his Lord’s name was against protocol but Styliann let it go. Nyer was an old mage who rarely followed etiquette. ‘The spells to determine that the Wytch Lords are still in the mana cage are complex and are nearing completion for this quarter. Delays have been caused through unusually high activity in the interdimensional space in which the cage is located.’

‘When will we have an answer?’ Styliann pulled an embroidered cord next to the fireplace.

‘In the next few hours. A day at most.’ Nyer raised his eyebrows in apology.

‘You know it’s only a matter of time, don’t you?’

‘My Lord?’

‘The evidence is all there.’ Styliann sighed. ‘The unification of the Wesmen tribes, Shamen at the head of war parties, armies building in the south-west . . .’

‘Must it be the Wytch Lords?’

‘You don’t really need me to answer that question, do you?’ Styliann smiled. Nyer shook his head. There was a knock at the door.

‘Come!’ barked Styliann. A young man entered, short red hair riding above a face taut with trepidation.

‘My Lord?’

‘Bring up a fire and another bottle of this rather average Denebre red.’

‘At once, my Lord.’ The young man left.

The two senior mages paused in their conversation, contemplating the future and not liking what they saw.

‘Can we stop them this time?’ asked Nyer.

‘I fear that rather relies on your man,’ replied Styliann. ‘At least as much as the timing of the Wytch Lords’ escape. He has reported, I take it?’

‘He has, and we now hold the amulet.’

‘Excellent!’ Styliann slapped the arms of his chair with the palms of his hands and rose. He walked over to the window, hardly daring to ask his next question. ‘And?’

‘It is Septern’s amulet. We can make progress now, assuming we get the right help.’

Styliann breathed deeply and smiled as he looked out of his Tower high above the College. The Tower dominated the College and its encircling balcony gave him unrivalled views of the City and its surrounds. The night was cool but dry. A thin cloud was bubbling up from the south-east, threatening to obscure the countless thousands of stars whose pale light pinpricked the dark. The smell of oil fires and the heat of the City wafted on a slight breeze, not unpleasant to the senses. Beyond the College walls, the quiet was growing.

Styliann’s Tower was encircled by those of his six Mage Masters but stood far taller. Looking down, he saw lights burning in Laryon’s Tower too. The most recently appointed Master, he was a man who would now have to join the inner circle, completing the seven-tower bond.

‘This could mean everything to us,’ he said.

‘Laryon has worked hard,’ said Nyer, coming to his side. ‘He has earned the credit.’

‘And your man. He’ll see the necessary help is obtained?’

‘I have every confidence.’

Styliann nodded and gazed out over Xetesk, at ease that his people would obey his every order without question. The first step had been successfully taken but now the way would become fraught and those who knew enough would have to be kept close.

‘I think, Nyer, that when the wine arrives, we may permit ourselves a small celebration.’




Chapter 3

She lay back on the bed again, the pounding in her head bringing sweeping nausea through her body. She shuddered, prayed that she’d been sick for the last time but not really believing she had.

Every muscle ached, clotted with pain, every tendon strained. Her skin felt so tight across her chest it would split if she dared breathe in deep, and her shallow, gasping intakes drew whimpers as they stretched her tortured lungs. It would subside. However, having no idea how long she had been out, she had no idea when the symptoms would fade.

But the physical pain coursing through her body was as nothing to the well in her heart and soul, opened by the loss of her sons. Her reason to live. For them, her body quaked and shivered. She reached out with her mind, striving to touch theirs but knowing she could not and cursing her decision to delay the teaching of communion.

Where were they? Were they together? Gods, she hoped so. Were they alive? The tears came as the drug eased its hold on her body just a little. Great heaving sobs tore through her being and her cries echoed around her prison. Eventually, exhausted, she slept again.

Dawn and a second waking brought no relief from the agony of her loss. Pale light came through a single window high up in her circular room. She was in a tower, that much was certain. The room contained a small pallet bed, a desk and chair, and a woven rug whose red and gold had long ago faded but whose weight gave welcome insulation from the stone-flagged floor. She was still wearing the nightgown they had taken her in. She had not been wearing any socks, let alone shoes, and the room was chill. Dust covered every surface, puffing into the air around her body as she shifted uncomfortably on the bed. She pulled the blanket up around her shoulders.

A single door commanded her attention. It was locked and bolted, its heavy wood flush in the stone frame of the tower wall. The tears came again, but this time she was strong enough to force them back, driving her mind to seek the mana and a way out of the tower. It was there, pulsing within her and flowing around her, never stopping, always shifting and changing, urgent and random in its direction. Escape was just an incantation away. The door would prove no barrier to her FlameOrb.

But even as she readied to cast, the words came back. If you cast, your boys will die. Her senses returned and she found she was standing. She sagged into the chair.

‘Patience,’ she said. ‘Patience.’ Anger in a mage could be so destructive, and while she didn’t know the fate of her sons, she couldn’t afford to lose the famously short Malanvai family temper.

While the yearning in her heart and the ache in her womb intensified with every passing second, her mind was beginning to see clearly at last. They had known she was a mage because they took her from Dordover for something specific. But they also wanted control. And controlling a conscious mage is difficult without restraint and violence. But they had found a way to chain her through her sons. It was for that reason she believed them alive. And not only that, close. Because whoever took her must know she wouldn’t help them without seeing her boys first. Hope surged within her but the flicker of joy she felt at an imminent reunion died as she saw her locked door.

Her heart turned over at the thought of her boys, so young, so alone and so frightened. Snatched in the middle of the night and locked in a place they wouldn’t recognise or comprehend. How must they feel? Betrayed. Abandoned by those who claimed to love them the most. Terrified by their solitude and helplessness. Traumatised by separation from their mother.

Fury bubbled beneath the hurt.

‘Patience,’ she murmured. ‘Patience.’ They would have to come soon. While a jug of water had been left on the desk, there was no food in the room.

She fixed her eyes on the door while hatred for her captors seethed in her veins, the brophane dragged at her strength and her body pulsed mana and love to her children.

But when the key finally turned and the man she had dreaded seeing stood before her, she could do nothing but sob her thanks at his words.

‘Welcome to my castle, Erienne Malanvai. I trust you are recovering. Now, I think we had better reunite you with your beautiful little boys.’

It was cold and he sat alone on cracked earth in a vast featureless empty space. There was no wind yet something was moving his hair and when he looked in front of him the Dragon was there. Its head was big, he couldn’t see the rest of its body. It breathed on him and he just sat there as the skin was burnt from his face and his bones darkened and split. He opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out. He was flying above the land and it was black and smouldering. The sky above him was thick with Dragons but on the ground nothing was moving. He looked for his hands but they weren’t there and he felt for his face but the flesh was gone. It was hot. He was running. His arms were pumping hard but his legs moved so slowly. It was catching him and there was nowhere to run. He fell and there it was in front of him again. It breathed and he just sat there as the skin was burnt from his face and his bones darkened and split. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide and the heat scorched his eyes though he could not close them. He opened his mouth to scream.



Hands were about his face. He was sitting up but there was no Dragon, no blackened land. The fire was roaring in the grate. Ilkar put down the poker he’d been using to whip up the flames. Hirad thought it must be cold but he felt hot. Very hot. Talan and The Unknown were sitting up in their beds and it was Sirendor who was cupping his face.

‘Calm down, Hirad. It’s over. Just a dream.’

Hirad looked the room over again, breathing deeply, his heart beginning to slow.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

Sirendor patted his cheeks and rose to his feet. ‘Scared the life out of me,’ he said. ‘I thought you were dying.’

‘So did I,’ replied Hirad.

‘You and the rest of the castle,’ said Ilkar, stretching and yawning.

‘Loud, was I?’ Hirad managed a smile.

Ilkar nodded. ‘Very. Do you remember what you were dreaming about?’

‘I’ll never be able to forget. It was Dragons. Thousands of Dragons. And Sha-Kaan. But it wasn’t here. Wherever it was was dead. Their world, I think. Sha-Kaan told me they were destroying it. It was black and burned. And Sha-Kaan burned me but I didn’t die. I just sat and screamed but there was no sound. I don’t understand. How can there be another world? Where is it?’ He shivered.

‘I don’t know. All I do know is, I’ve never been so scared. Those things don’t exist.’

‘Yes they bloody do.’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Sirendor. ‘You’ll have to talk to Ilkar. But later. Maybe we all should. All this talk of dimensions and Dragons. I don’t know.’ He stopped. Hirad wasn’t really listening.

‘What time is it?’

‘Dawn’s about an hour away,’ said The Unknown after hitching a drape aside.

‘I think I’ll pass on more sleep,’ said Hirad. He got up and started pulling on his breeches and shirt. ‘I’m going to the kitchens for some coffee.’ A look passed between Sirendor and the other three. Hirad couldn’t fathom it. ‘No problem, is there?’

‘No,’ said Sirendor. ‘No problem. I’ll join you.’

‘Thanks.’ Hirad smiled. So did Sirendor, but it seemed an effort for him. They left the room.

The castle kitchens never closed and heat filled the cavernous rooms from six open fires. Work and eating tables covered much of the floor space, and on racks around the walls hung pots, pans and utensils, some of which defied understanding. Smoke poured up chimneys and steam through open windows high above. The heat of the fires gave the kitchens a consoling warmth, and the sounds of orders mixed with laughter and carried on the smells of roasting meat and the sweet aromas of freshly baked bread brought back memories of a home life long lost.

On one of the fires a huge pot of water was kept boiling. Mugs and coffee grounds sat on trays near by. Ensconced at a table away from the clatterings of cooks and servants, the two men talked across their drinks.

‘You’re looking glum, Sirendor.’ The friends locked eyes.  Sirendor’s seemed sorrowful. His brow was furrowed and his whole face wore trouble like an ill-fitting shirt. Hirad wasn’t used to it.

‘We’ve been talking.’

‘Who?’

‘Who do you think? While you were asleep earlier.’

‘I don’t think I like the sound of this.’ Whatever it was, it was serious. He hadn’t seen Sirendor like this for years.

‘We’re not getting any younger.’

‘You what?’

‘You heard.’

‘Larn, I am thirty-one! You’re thirty and the big man’s just thirty-three and he’s the oldest! What are you talking about?’

‘How many hired men do you know who are over thirty and still front-line quality?’

Hirad drew breath. ‘Well, not many but, I mean . . . we’re different. We are The Raven.’

‘Yes, we are The Raven. And we’re getting too old to fight.’

‘You’re kidding! We hammered that lot yesterday.’

‘That’s the way you saw it, is it?’ Hirad nodded. Sirendor smiled. ‘I somehow thought you might. The way I saw it is we didn’t have our edge.’

‘That’s because we spend too much time standing and watching. Like I said, if we don’t do it, we’ll lose it.’

‘Gods, Hirad, you’re stubborn in the face of the facts. Do you think it’s a coincidence that we’ve slowly taken fewer front-line contracts and more advisory and back-up jobs over the last couple of years?’ Hirad said nothing. ‘What we had, that edge, has gone. When we were called in yesterday, we almost weren’t up to it.’

‘Oh, come on, Larn . . .’

‘Ras died!’ Sirendor looked around, then lowered his voice. ‘You could have died. Richmond made an unbelievable mistake and Ilkar lost the shield. If it hadn’t been for The Unknown we could have been wiped out. Us. The Raven!’

‘Yeah, but the explosion . . .’

‘You know as well as I do that two years ago we’d have been through them and at the mage before he had time to cast that spell. We have to adapt . . .’ Sirendor trailed off. He took a gulp of his coffee. Hirad just stared at him.

‘Hirad, I want us to be able to look back on the good days in another ten years’ time. If we try and keep The Raven going as it is, there won’t be any ten years.’

‘One dodgy fight and you want to give up.’

‘It’s not just about one fight. But yesterday was a warning of what could happen any time. We’ve seen the signs these past two years. We all have. It’s just that you chose to ignore them.’

‘You want to disband The Raven, the rest of you?’ asked Hirad. He was only half surprised to find his eyes moistening. His world was dropping to pieces before him and he couldn’t see a way out. Not yet.

‘Not necessarily. Perhaps just a rest to take stock.’ Sirendor leant back a little and spread his hands wide. ‘God knows, none of us needs the money any more to be comfortable. I sometimes think we must own half of Korina between us.’ He smiled briefly. ‘Look, the reason I’m bringing this up is that we want to have a meeting when we get back to the City. We need to talk it through, all of us, when we’ve had a little time to think.’

Hirad stared into his coffee, letting the steam warm his face. Silent again.

‘If we go on pretending it’s still like it was a few years ago, one day we won’t be fast enough. Hirad?’ The barbarian looked up. ‘Hirad, I don’t want to lose you the way we lost Ras.’ Sirendor sucked his lip, then sighed. ‘I don’t want to see you die.’

‘You won’t.’ Hirad’s voice was gruff. He swigged back his coffee and stood up, having to push his lips together to be sure they wouldn’t tremble. ‘I’m going to see to the horses,’ he said at length. ‘We may as well make an early start.’ He strode out of the kitchens and through the castle to the courtyard, where he stopped, staring at the place that might have witnessed The Raven’s last fight. He wiped angrily at his eyes and headed for the stables.

 


Ilkar too decided against further rest and went instead to Seran’s chambers. The mage from Lystern, smallest of the four College Cities, had been moved to a low table in his study, a sheet covering his body. Ilkar pulled the sheet back from Seran’s face. He frowned.

The dead mage’s skin was taut across his skull and his hair completely white. He hadn’t looked that way the previous evening. And  the cut on his forehead, now it was clean, looked as if it had been made with a small claw.

He heard movement behind him and turned to see Denser, the Xetesk mage, standing in the doorway to the bedroom. His pipe smoked gently in his mouth and the cat was in his cloak. Ilkar found the pipe incongruous. Denser was by no means an old man, though his exertions had given him an appearance well beyond his mid-thirties years.

‘An unfortunate result, but inevitable,’ said Denser. He looked terribly tired. His face was grey and his eyes dark and sunken. He leaned against the door frame.

‘What happened to him?’

Denser shrugged. ‘He was not a young man. We knew he might die.’ He shrugged again. ‘There was no other way. He wanted to stop us.’

‘We.’ In Ilkar’s mind, the coin dropped. ‘The cat.’

‘Yes. He’s a Familiar.’

Ilkar pulled the sheet back over Seran’s head and moved towards Denser. ‘Come on, you’d better sit down before you fall down. There’s questions I need answering.’

‘I didn’t think this was a social call.’ Denser smiled.

‘No.’ Ilkar did not.

Once seated, Ilkar looked at Denser sprawled on Seran’s bed and didn’t have to ask his first question. The Xeteskian wouldn’t have had the strength to try leaving the castle last night.

‘Overdid it yesterday, did you?’ asked the Julatsan.

‘There was work to do once I had recovered this,’ agreed Denser, pulling the amulet from his cloak, where it hung from its chain round his neck. ‘I presume this is what you wish to talk about.’

Ilkar inclined his head. ‘What sort of work?’

‘I had to know whether it was the piece we were after.’

‘And was it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Xetesk sent you?’

‘Of course.’

‘And this battle?’ Ilkar waved a hand around vaguely.

‘Well, let’s just say it was fairly easy to place me in an attack force but it wasn’t staged for my benefit, if that’s what you mean.’

‘So why didn’t you just join the garrison defence?’

‘With a Dragonene mage in residence? Hardly.’ Denser chuckled. ‘I’m afraid Seran and Xetesk didn’t see eye to eye.’

‘Surprise, surprise,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘Come now, Ilkar, we are none of us that different from each other.’

‘Bloody hell! Is the conceit of Xetesk that great that your Masters really believe all mages are essentially alike? That is an insult to magic itself and a failing in your teaching.’ Ilkar could feel the anger surging in him. His cheeks were hot and his eyes narrowed to slits. The blindness of Xetesk was sometimes staggering. ‘You know where the power comes from to shape mana for the spells you were casting yesterday. There is no blood on my hands, Denser.’

Denser was quiet for a while. He relit his pipe and picked his cat out of his cloak, dropping it on to the bed. The animal stared at Ilkar while the Dark Mage ruffled its neck. Ilkar’s temper frayed further but he held his tongue.

‘I think, Ilkar,’ said Denser at length, blowing out a series of smoke rings, ‘that you shouldn’t accuse my Masters of failings in their teaching until you are aware of the shortcomings in your own.’

‘What are you talking about?’

Denser spread his palms. ‘Do you see blood on my hands?’ ‘You know what I mean,’ snapped Ilkar.

‘Yes, I do. And you should also know that a Xeteskian mage has more than one source for his mana. As, no doubt, have you.’

There was silence between them, though around them the castle corridors were beginning to echo with the sounds of another day.

‘I will not discuss College ethics with you, Denser.’

‘A pity.’

‘Pointless.’

‘A shortcoming in your teaching, Ilkar?’

He ignored the jibe. ‘I need to know two things. How did you know about Seran and that amulet, and what is it?’

Denser considered for a while. ‘Well, I’m not about to divulge College secrets, but unlike you, apparently, Xetesk has always taken Dragonene lore seriously - patchy though it may be. Our work in dimensional research has led us to develop a spell that can detect the kind of disturbance caused by the opening of an interdimensional  portal, like the one we went through yesterday. We suspected Seran - I won’t tell you why - we targeted his chambers and got the desired result. I was sent to retrieve Dragonene artefacts and I got this.’ He took the amulet from its chain and tossed it to Ilkar, who turned it over a couple of times, shrugged and threw it back.

‘It has Dragonene lore on it, written in all four College lore scripts,’ said Denser, rehanging it on its chain. A brief smile touched his lips. ‘It will be incredibly useful to our research and, when we’re done with it, we can simply name our price. You would not believe what collectors will pay for a piece like this.’

‘And that’s it?’ asked Ilkar flatly.

Denser nodded. ‘We all need money. You of all people should know that research is not cheap.’

Ilkar inclined his head. ‘So what now?’

‘I have to get this piece into the right hands, quickly,’ said Denser.

‘Xetesk?’

Denser shook his head. ‘Too far and too dangerous. Korina. We can secure it there. You’re going that way, I take it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I would like The Raven to bodyguard me. You will be well paid.’

Ilkar gaped at him, making sure he’d heard correctly. ‘You have got to be bloody joking, Denser. After what happened yesterday? You’ve got some nerve, I’ll give you that. Hirad still wants to kill you as far as I know. And even if the others didn’t mind, do you really think that I would ever stoop to work for Xetesk?’

‘I’m sorry you feel that way.’

‘But you can’t possibly be surprised.’ Ilkar got up and dusted himself down. ‘You’ll have to find someone else. There are plenty still here looking for paid passage back to the City.’

‘I would prefer The Raven. It seems the least I can do in recompense.’

‘We don’t want your money,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’ll be making a report to Julatsa when I get back to Korina. You understand there will be a representation from the three Colleges to Xetesk over this whole incident.’

‘We look forward to it.’

‘I’ll bet.’ Ilkar turned as he reached the door. ‘You hungry? I’ll show you the way to the kitchens.’

‘Thank you, brother.’

Ilkar’s embryonic smile disappeared. ‘I am not your brother.’




Chapter 4

Erienne sat on the double bed in the isolated tower room, a son cradled beneath each arm. Her body knew peace, however fleeting, and her children had ceased their crying.

But they had doubted her and the moment of their reunion would live with her for ever. Left alone at the top of the spiral stairway, she had grasped the handle and opened the door, half expecting to see them dead. Instead, they were sitting together on the edge of their bed, talking in whispers, food and drink ignored and cooling on the table that made up the only other furniture but for two chairs. Even the floor had no covering for its cold stone.

She’d taken them in in an instant, brown bobbed hair a little untidy, round faces, pale blue eyes, small noses, slightly jutting ears and long-fingered hands. Her boys. Her beautiful boys.

Their faces had turned to her in symphony and she’d held out her arms. It was then she knew hatred like she’d never felt before. Because for a moment they hadn’t seen her, their mother and protector. They’d seen a betrayer, someone who had let them be taken, let them be afraid.

And as she’d stood in the doorway, dishevelled in her bare feet, her nightgown stained and torn, her face displaying the effects of the brophane and her hair tangled, the tears had flooded her eyes and smeared a clean track on her dust-darkened cheeks.

‘I’m here. Mother’s here.’ They’d run into her arms, the three crying until nothing was left but to hold on in case they should ever be separated again. Now they sat, all three on the bed, the boys nuzzling her chest while her arms bound them and her hands stroked their sides.

‘Where are we, Mummy?’ asked Thom, sitting to her left.

‘We’re in a castle far from home, full of bad men,’ said Erienne,  gripping her boys closer and glaring at the closed door, outside which, she knew, Isman would now be standing. ‘I’ve got to help them, answer some questions about magic, and then they’ll let us go.’

‘Who are they?’ Aron looked up into his mother’s eyes, lost and confused. She felt his hand grip at her back.

‘When we get home, I’ll tell you all about them. But they are men trying to understand magic and what men don’t understand frightens them. It always has.’

‘When will we go home?’ Aron again.

Erienne sighed. ‘I don’t know, my loves. I don’t know what they want to ask me.’ She smiled to ease the tension. ‘I’ll tell you what. When we get home, I’ll let you choose what you want to learn about next. What will it be?’

The boys leaned forward, shared a glance, nodded and chimed in concert:

‘Communion!’

Erienne laughed. ‘I knew you’d say that. Bad boys! Just so you can talk without me hearing you.’ She tickled their stomachs, the boys giggling and squirming. ‘Bad boys!’ She fluffed their hair then held them close again.

‘Now,’ she said, eyeing their plates with distaste. ‘I want you to eat the bread on those plates but nothing else, do you hear? I’m going to go and see about getting us home. I’ll be back to teach you later, so I hope you haven’t forgotten what I told you last week!’ She made to rise but the boys clung on.

‘Do you have to go, Mummy?’ asked Aron.

‘The sooner I do, the sooner we’ll all be home with your father.’ She hugged them again. ‘Hey, I won’t be gone long, I promise.’ They both looked up at her. ‘I promise,’ she repeated.

She unlocked their arms and went to the door, pulling it open on a surprised-looking Isman. The rangy warrior lurched to a standing position from his slouch against the wall, the flaps of his leather tunic clapping together over his worn brown shirt.

‘Finished so soon?’ he asked.

‘Just in a hurry,’ said Erienne brusquely. ‘I’ll answer your questions now. My boys need their father and their own beds.’

‘And we are just as anxious as you to see you are held here for as  short a time as possible,’ said Isman smoothly. ‘The Captain will question you shortly. Until then—’

‘Now,’ said Erienne, closing the door at her back with one last smile at her boys, who waved at her.

‘You are in no position to make demands of us,’ sneered Ismam.

Erienne smiled and moved close to Isman. As she did so, her face hardened, the smile seeming to freeze on her cheeks.

‘And what if I walk past you now?’ she hissed, her face paling. ‘What are you going to do?’ Their faces were scant inches apart, his eyes flickering over her. ‘Stop me? Kill me?’ She laughed. ‘You’re scared of me because we both know I could kill you before your sword left your scabbard. And we’re alone, so don’t tempt me. Just take me to your Captain right now.’

Isman pursed his lips and nodded.

‘He said you’d be trouble. We had you watched for months before we took you. He said your kind knew much but were arrogant. ’ He pushed past her and led the way down the spiral stairs. He turned at the bottom. ‘He was right. He always is. Go ahead, kill me if you think you can. There are three men outside this door. You can’t get far. We both know that too, don’t we?’

‘But I’d have the satisfaction of seeing you die,’ said Erienne. ‘And I’d see the fear in your eyes. Think on it. Unless you watch me all the time, you’ll never know if I’m about to cast. Never know when you’re about to die.’

‘We have your children.’ The sneer was back on Isman’s face.

‘Well, you’d better see you look after them, then, hadn’t you? Don’t turn your back, Isman.’

The warrior let out a contemptuous laugh, but as he turned to open the door, Erienne thought she saw him shudder.

 


Denser sat at the end of a bench table full of men who, not many hours before, would have killed him. The barbarian, Hirad Coldheart, was not there. Seeing to their horses, Sirendor Larn had said. Denser shivered inwardly, laid down his fork across his half-eaten breakfast of meat, gravy and bread, and sipped at his coffee. His cat purred as it lay on the bench beside him, luxuriating in the warmth cast by the range of fires in the kitchens.

They’d been prepared to die then, at the barbarian’s sword. Their  inner calm had been complete. And had they died, he in a crush of bone and his cat in a screaming mental explosion, the whole of Balaia might have died with them.

Denser looked up at The Unknown Warrior. They all still had a chance because of him. Him and the simple code The Raven had always followed. The reason why they above all other mercenary teams remained in demand, successful and so very effective. While killing was legal within the rules of battle, and in witnessed defence of self and others, outside of these boundaries it was murder. And The Raven, perhaps alone, had stood in battle lines for ten years with robbers, bandits, bounty hunters and other hired men little better than murderers, with their collective conscience clear.

There were plenty who said it was the total adherence to their code that made them strong and feared by opponents; and Denser had no doubt that the perpetuation of this myth helped them enormously. Mainly, though, he considered it was because while as individuals they were outstanding, if not brilliant, as a team they were simply awesome.

Yet it was the code that swung the balance when the cost of their hire was considered. It meant that their employers could expect the contract to be upheld and the battle to be fought by The Raven within the rules.

The Code: Kill But Never Murder.

So simple that many tried to live by it on taking up the career as a hired warrior or mage. But most lacked the discipline, intelligence, stamina or skill to keep true in the heat of battle, victory or retreat, and aftermath. And certainly none had done so for ten years without blemish.

It would be easy to cast them as heroes, but Denser had seen them fight more than once and what they were was, to him, obvious. They were a team of terribly efficient killers. Killers but not murderers.

But as Denser looked around the table at the men eating in silence, each walking the privacy of his own mind, he thought they looked tired, and a pang of fear flooded his gut lest they should ultimately refuse him.

Because he needed them. Xetesk needed them. Gods, all of Balaia would need them if the information the spies were sending back proved to be the prelude to the rising of the Wytch Lords. But could  he convince them of what had to be done, and would Xetesk try to bring the Colleges together?

Despite the knowledge of what could be to come, Denser wondered whether he wasn’t facing his most difficult challenge now.

The Raven.

Even if they heard the truth, he was pretty sure it wouldn’t make any difference. They didn’t take a contract because they believed in the cause. In fact the cause was largely irrelevant. The job had to be made worth their while, worth their reputation and worth their attendance. Worth the risk. That’s why the truth was pointless, at least until he could hide it no longer. No compensation could possibly be worth the risks he would be asking them to face.

Denser took another mouthful of food. It was a great pity he hadn’t met The Raven in Korina as planned. There he might have been able to conceal his College identity for long enough. Their being part of Taranspike Castle’s defence hadn’t figured in Xetesk’s plans. Now he was truly up against it and right now he couldn’t even persuade Ilkar to let him pay them to ride with him to Korina, the City they were headed for anyway.

He glanced up and caught The Unknown’s eye. The warrior calmly held his gaze, swallowed his mouthful and pointed his knife at Denser.

‘Tell me something,’ he said. ‘Ever see a Dragon before?’

‘No,’ said Denser.

‘No. And what would you have done had Hirad not managed to distract it so effectively while you stole your prize?’

Denser smiled ever so slightly. ‘That is a very good question. We hadn’t planned on a Dragon being there.’

‘Clearly. My guess is you would have died.’

‘Possibly.’ Denser half shrugged. Actually he thought he would have been fine but he could see where the line was leading and it gave him a chance.

‘Definitely.’ The Unknown smeared a chunk of bread around his plate and then placed it carefully in his mouth. ‘There is an argument, therefore, that says we helped you take the amulet, however unwittingly.’

Denser inclined his head and refilled his mug from the copper pot on the table.

‘What sort of percentage did you have in mind?’

‘Five per cent of sale value.’

Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘That’ll be a lot of money.’

It was The Unknown’s turn to shrug. ‘Call it compensation for the death of a Raven man. Or for the countless nights we wake up shaking and sweating from the visions of what we saw in there. I don’t mind telling you, it took all the control I had not to turn and run.’

‘That would be a first ever,’ said Ilkar eventually into the void. The Unknown inclined his head.

‘He wouldn’t have been the only one,’ said Sirendor. More nods around the table mixed with the odd smile.

‘And none of you know the half of it.’ All heads turned to see Hirad standing in the doorway of the kitchen. He walked towards them slowly, his face drawn and pinched round the eyes.

‘You all right, Hirad?’ asked Sirendor.

‘Not really. I was outside remembering what Sha-Kaan said, and if that doorway was still there I’d be taking the amulet back to him.’

‘Why?’ Sirendor again, and Denser held his breath.

‘Something he said. About holding the portal from his world to ours and guarding something we shouldn’t have made. Whatever it was, he is angry now, so what if he chooses not to hold the portal any longer?’

‘I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about, Hirad.’ Sirendor for the third time.

‘Neither have I really,’ said Hirad. ‘Just that if we ever see a Dragon in the skies of Balaia, it’ll be the end for all of us.’

‘What do you mean, exactly?’ asked Denser.

‘What do you think I mean?’ snapped the barbarian. ‘We’ll all die. They are too powerful and there are too many of them. Trust me.’ He moved to the cooking pots and ladled himself some meat into a bowl.

‘Look. Going back a little.’ Deriser’s attention was once again on The Unknown Warrior. ‘I’ll agree to the five per cent if you agree to bodyguard me back to Korina.’

Ilkar swung round from where he had been staring at Hirad as if he had been slapped in the face. ‘I have already told you that we will not work for Xetesk.’ His voice was low, steady and certain.

‘Just exactly how much do you think that thing is worth, Xetesk man?’ asked Hirad.

Denser raised his eyebrows. ‘Well, though I can’t guarantee it, I think we’re talking in the region of five million truesilver.’ There was a brief pause of slack-jawed disbelief.

‘Well take the job.’

‘Hirad!’ snapped Ilkar. ‘You do not understand.’

‘It’s good money, Ilkar.’

‘It’s unbelievable, more like,’ said Talan. ‘That’s a quarter of a million truesilver for taking a passenger down a road we’re already travelling.’ Hirad just mouthed the figure.

‘You know something, Hirad, I just cannot believe that you of all people would agree to this. He all but had you killed.’ Ilkar’s tone bordered on contempt.

‘Yeah, so he owes me.’ Hirad kept his face away from the Xeteskian as he spoke. ‘I don’t have to like him. I don’t even have to look at him. In fact I can go on hating him. All I have to do is put up with him riding near by on the way back to Korina. Then he pays us a great deal of money and we never see him again. I think I can handle it.’

‘Anyway it’s not that simple,’ said Ilkar.

‘Yes it is.’

‘It isn’t and I have a real problem with it,’ began Ilkar, but the barbarian loomed over him.

‘I know you don’t agree with the Xetesk morality—’

‘That’s an understatement and a half—’

‘—but considering what you lot have been about behind my back, I don’t think it’s the kind of money we should turn down, do you? It might be the last we ever make.’ He straightened. Ilkar just scowled at him. ‘Face it, Ilkar, you’ll be outvoted. Don’t make it difficult.’ Ilkar’s eyes narrowed to slits.

The Unknown reached a hand across to Denser. ‘We have a contract. Talan will write it and you and I will sign it. No actual value will be mentioned but the percentage and intention to pay will be registered.’

‘Excellent,’ said Denser. The two men shook.

‘Indeed it is.’ The Unknown drained his mug. ‘You know what, I can feel a Rookery party coming on.’

The door to the kitchens opened again.

‘I hear you couldn’t save my mage. A pity. He was a good man, Seran.’

The Raven turned to look at their employer, and Denser his erstwhile opponent for the first time. Baron Gresse was middle-aged with a powerful mind and a quartet of sons to make up for his own fading strength. Spurning rich man’s clothes - and he was among the top five Barons in terms of wealth - he walked in wearing practical riding garb, cloak over one arm, leather jerkin, woollen shirt and leather thighed cloth trousers.

He dismissed his men at arms from the door and waved away the babbling kitchen folk as he made his way to The Raven’s table. He studied them all through his large brown eyes, his balding grey head moving smoothly as he did so. He reached out a hand.

‘The Unknown Warrior.’

‘Baron Gresse.’ The men shook.

‘A pleasure to make your acquaintance.’

‘Likewise.’ The Unknown glanced along the table. ‘Get the Baron some coffee, Talan.’

‘Well, well, The Raven. Hardly a surprise we won the day. Seran always chose well.’ Gresse chewed his lip. ‘Where will I find another like him, eh?’

‘Julatsa,’ said Ilkar. ‘At least we’re consistent.’

Gresse chuckled. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ He gestured at the bench. Ilkar moved along and he sat. Talan placed coffee in front of him. He nodded his thanks.

An awkward silence fell around the table. Denser scratched his beard nervously. The Unknown gazed at the Baron, impassive as always. Ilkar’s ears pricked.

‘I shan’t keep you in suspense,’ said Gresse, sipping at his beverage, a smile playing about his lips. ‘But I was hoping you might be able to back up something I’ve heard.’

‘Of course,’ said The Unknown. ‘If we can.’

‘Good. I’ll be brief. I have been called to a meeting of the Korina Trade Alliance concerning deteriorating conditions to the west of the Blackthorne Mountains. There are rumours that the Wesmen have stepped up activity, broken the Understone Pass Right of Passage agreement, and there are fears of incursions into the east -  although I should point out that the garrison at Understone itself has reported nothing out of the ordinary. I need to know whether you have picked up any rumours. I understand you were fighting with Baron Blackthorne himself not long ago, and he is unable to attend the meeting.’ Gresse’s eyes twinkled.

‘We only fought with him so The Unknown could get a better deal on his wine.’ Sirendor smiled.

‘I feel sure you did not.’

‘As it happened, that was part of the agreement,’ said The Unknown. ‘As regards rumours, we heard plenty while we were there, but this is six months ago we’re talking about.’

‘Anything you heard, even in passing, that I could bring to the table would be useful.’

‘Put it this way,’ said Ilkar. ‘If you believed everything you heard, the Wytch Lords are back, Parve is a bustling city once again and the Wesmen are torching everything west of the Blackthorne Mountains. ’

‘And you give these rumours no credence,’ said Gresse.

‘Nothing a Wesmen war party might do would surprise me,’ said Ilkar. ‘But aside from that, no.’

‘Hmmm.’ Gresse was thoughtful. ‘Interesting. Thank you for your help yesterday, by the way. I understand you lost a man. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s a risk, let’s be honest,’ said Hirad, though his tone was unconvincing.

‘Nevertheless, to lose a friend cannot be easy. I am sorry and I am grateful. Yesterday’s was a battle I couldn’t afford to lose. Literally.’

‘You make it sound as though you’re on your uppers,’ said Talan.

Gresse shrugged. ‘Taranspike Castle is of major tactical importance. The owner negotiates rights of passage through one of the principal routes in and out of Korina. Had I lost it to Baron Pontois, he would have controlled both of my key transport routes to the capital as well as holding land on two sides of my estate. He could have chosen to deny me access or price it out of my reach, either way bankrupting me over time. My best alternative route takes days, not hours.’

‘Unless you chose to take one back by force,’ said Hirad.

‘That is always an option. Expensive but an option.’ Gresse’s face hardened.

‘And yet you’ll sit down with Pontois at the Korina Trade Alliance, ’ said Talan.

‘Yes. Strange, I know, but reality. Such is the malaise of the KTA. The word “alliance” rings very hollow these days.’ There was more than a hint of sadness in his tone.

The table fell silent for a time. The Unknown Warrior studied the Baron while he drank his coffee. The big warrior smiled, Gresse caught his expression and frowned in response.

‘It seems to me that you omitted to tell us any rumours you might have heard,’ said The Unknown.

‘I did, and I have something rather more than rumour, I’m afraid. I have evidence that the Wesmen, far from burning, are subjugating, building and uniting again.’

‘What do you mean, again?’ asked Hirad.

‘I’ll teach you the history later,’ said Ilkar with a shake of his head.

‘How could you—’ Denser bit his lip and closed his mouth.

‘Something to say, Xetesk man?’ Hirad growled.

‘I was merely curious how he came by such information.’ Denser’s recovery was betrayed by a face that displayed his surprise.

‘Everything has its price,’ said Gresse, coolly. ‘Might I ride to Korina with you this morning?’

‘Be our guest,’ said Hirad. ‘Denser’s paying, after all.’

‘Good.’ Gresse rose, shooting Hirad a quizzical look. ‘My party will be ready in, shall we say, one hour?’

‘It suits us perfectly,’ said The Unknown. ‘Gentlemen, The Rookery beckons.’

 


Erienne and the Captain met in the library. Warmed by two fires and lit by a dozen lanterns, the immaculately kept house of books was testament to his intelligence if not his morals.

Five shelves high, covering three sides of the room, perhaps fifteen by twenty-five feet, books loomed around her. A fire stood either side of the only door. Rugs covered the floor and a reading desk dominated the far end. She had been told to sit in a large green leather-upholstered chair near one of the fires, and when the Captain came in, followed by a warrior carrying a tray of wine and  food, he said nothing before setting himself in a similar seat at right angles to her.

She had locked her gaze on the fire to stop her eyes catching sight of him, allowing the light of the flames to mesmerise her, only dimly hearing the clink of glasses, the glug of a pouring bottle and the metal sound of knife on carving tray.

‘Once again, welcome, Erienne Malanvai,’ said the Captain. ‘You must be hungry.’

Erienne let her eyes travel over the tray that sat on a low table between them, surprised at the quality of its content.

‘How dare you offer me that, when the muck you served up for my boys is hardly fit for a dog, let alone frightened young children?’ she said. ‘They will each have a plate of this now.’

She could sense the Captain’s smile. ‘You heard her. Fresh lamb and vegetables for the boys.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The door closed.

‘I am not unreasonable,’ said the Captain.

Erienne’s face was pure disgust. ‘You have taken two innocent children from their homes in the middle of the night and locked them terrified in a cold tower. You have kept me from them and fed them muck I wouldn’t give to my pigs. Don’t talk to me about reason.’ Still refusing to look at him, she selected some meat and vegetables and ate in silence. She poured herself a glass of wine and drank staring at the fire. All the while, the Captain watched and waited.

‘So ask,’ she said, placing her empty plate on the table. ‘I doubt I have any secrets from you.’

‘That would certainly make things simpler,’ said the Captain. ‘I am glad you are being so co-operative.’

‘Don’t feel it’s out of any fear of you or your band of lame monkeys,’ Erienne said haughtily. ‘I care for my sons and any way that I can help them that does not compromise the Dordovan College is fine by me.’

‘Excellent.’ The Captain refilled his glass. ‘I do wish you’d look at me.’

‘To do so would make me nauseous. To utter your name is an affront to my College and to speak with you is tantamount to heresy. Now get on with your questions. In an hour I want to see  my sons again.’ Erienne kept her face turned to the fire, drawing comfort from its warmth and colour.

‘And so you shall, Erienne, so you shall.’ The Captain stretched out his legs towards the fire; a pair of scuffed and age-cracked brown leather riding boots moved into Erienne’s vision. ‘Now then, I am becoming very disturbed by the extent to which so-called dimensional investigation and research is damaging the fabric of Balaia.’

‘Well, you’ve clearly been very busy in here, haven’t you?’ said Erienne after a pause.

‘Clever remarks will get you hurt,’ said the Captain, his tone leaving her in no doubt that he meant it.

‘I was trying to say that very few people have any knowledge of the existence of dimensional magics, never mind the potential for their danger.’

‘No.’ The Captain reached down and scratched his left leg, Erienne glimpsing his greying hair, thinning from the crown. ‘Contrary to popular belief, I believe in the value of magic in the right place. But I also understand its dangers because I have taken the time to find out for myself. Meddling with dimensions could, I believe, destabilise the world balance that currently exists.’

‘You’re talking to the wrong College,’ said Erienne.

‘Well, Xetesk mages are just a little harder to come by,’ said the Captain testily.

‘I’d love to say I was sorry,’ retorted Erienne. And at last, she looked at him. He kept his grey hair close-cropped and his beard, which still held flecks of brown, was similarly well trimmed. Skin was sagging under his eyes and his red-patched cheeks and nose were evidence of a reliance on the bottle. He was getting fat, too, as he breasted middle age, a fact which his leather coat and shirt failed to hide. He ignored her sudden attention.

‘But Septern was a Dordovan mage.’

‘We’ve already established that you’ve done your homework.’ Erienne refilled her glass. ‘It also no doubt told you that he’s been presumed dead for about three hundred years.’

‘And there the information ends?’ said the Captain. ‘I was rather hoping a Dordovan Lore Mage like yourself could fill in a few gaps.’

‘And now the misunderstanding is yours,’ said Erienne. ‘Because you assume we have secret texts.’

‘But Septern was a Dordovan mage,’ repeated the Captain.

‘Yes, he was. And a genius. And so far ahead of his time that we still haven’t managed to re-create all of his work.’ Erienne plucked some grapes from the fruit bowl and ate them, spitting the stones into her hand and throwing them into the fire.

The Captain leaned forwards, frowning. ‘But surely he reported his findings. I understood that to be a requirement of every mage.’

‘Septern didn’t live by those rules.’ Erienne sighed as the Captain’s frown deepened. ‘Look, you need to understand. Septern was a throwback to the days before the Colleges split.’

‘So he wasn’t just ahead of his time, he was behind it as well.’ The Captain smiled, pleased at his own joke, revealing lines of brown, rotting teeth set in flame-red gums.

‘Yes, I suppose so. The point is, his mind was able to accept lore at the very base level, and that let him read and understand Dordovan, Xeteskian and Julatsan lores with varying degrees of success. It made him brilliant but it also made him arrogant. He lived outside of the College, rarely reported on his work, made only cryptic logs of his research and not all of those logs are in our library. Xetesk has some, others are lost at his house - assuming he wrote anything at all about some of the things we know he was capable of.’ Erienne took a sip of wine. ‘Could I have some water, please?’

‘Certainly.’ The Captain rose and pulled the door open. The sound of a man dragging his feet to attention echoed in the corridor outside. ‘Water and a glass. Now.’ He returned to his seat. ‘An interesting history. Of course, I am aware of his house. I have had men at the ruins on several occasions. So tell me, what is the state of your development of dimensional research, and what do you hope to achieve?’

Erienne opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, pondering her answer. It was all too easy. The Captain was nothing like she had been led to believe. That she would hate him for ever for the kidnap of her children was certain, but his behaviour was confusing. Here she sat in a warm room, where she had been fed with good food and asked gentle questions about her College activities. So far he had asked her nothing he couldn’t have found out by knocking on the College’s front door. There had to be more, it was just a question of when he dealt it to her. She had the uneasy feeling she was being  softened up for a heavy blow. She determined to keep her mind sharp.

‘What we know of Septern tells us that he achieved a great deal in terms of dimensional magics. He created a stable, self-sustaining portal for travelling between nominated dimensional spaces and we believe he travelled widely - some of his wilder writings suggest as much.

‘Dordover is nowhere near his level of sophistication in dimension doors. We can’t travel, we can’t see in, all we can do is plot other dimensions and chart land and sea features. To progress more quickly, we need Septern’s lost texts because we believe this magic mixes College lores.’

‘And where do you hope this research will take you?’

‘Into other dimensions. To explore, to chart, to meet other races. The possibilities are endless.’ Erienne was enthused in spite of herself.

‘To conquer, to subvert, to rule, to steal.’ The Captain’s tone was hard but not unpleasant.

‘Is that the basis for your concern?’

He inclined his head. ‘I believe we have no place interfering in other dimensions. We have our own and it is difficult enough to control without linking it to other places and times. I see nightmare scenarios where others might invade to avenge what we have done. No one will be safe anywhere because no one will ever know when or where a door might be opened.’

‘All the more reason to complete our research and understanding, ’ said Erienne.

‘Neither of us is naive enough to believe that Dordover and Xetesk research this magic to benefit the population of Balaia, are we? I would hate to think you were opening doors which you were then powerless to close.’ The Captain scratched an ear. ‘Tell me, is Xetesk further advanced than Dordover?’

Erienne stared at him blankly. ‘If and when the missing elements of Septern’s dimensional texts are recovered, we may be forced to form a research group,’ she said slowly. ‘Until that time, communication remains minimal.’

‘I understand.’

‘It was a stupid question to ask a Dordovan.’

‘Stupidity sometimes elicits the real gems.’

The door opened and a man entered carrying a jug of water and two glasses. He set them on the table and withdrew. Erienne filled a glass and drank it back in one.

‘Anything else?’

‘Oh, a good deal,’ said the Captain. He drained and refilled his wine glass. ‘I have hardly begun, although your information is gratefully received. I should let you get back to your children but think on this. Given that you appear to know all you can about dimensional magics already, I find it disturbing that there has been such a recent surge in interest surrounding Septern’s research.

‘Mastery of dimensional magic wasn’t his only triumph, was it? There was one of even greater notoriety. He created a spell, didn’t he? And I want to know why Xetesk has suddenly put all its muscle behind looking for it.’

Erienne’s face became deathly white.




Chapter 5

The Raven and their charges rode from Taranspike Castle as the sun picked at the dew lying heavily on the grass of yesterday’s battlefield. The rain of the previous night had blown away west across the central flatlands towards the dark line of the Blackthorne Mountains and a gentle breeze blew warmth through the dawn of the early spring day. Baron Pontois, his soldiers, mercenary warriors and mages were gone, disappeared north through the Grethern Forest from which they had come. All that was left of their encampment was flattened brush and a single, wood-picketed mound where the dead were buried.

At the head of the small horseback party were Hirad, Richmond and Ilkar, while much to his bodyguards’ displeasure, Baron Gresse chose to ride flanked by Talan and The Unknown Warrior. Denser and Sirendor Larn rode behind the second trio, leaving Gresse’s quartet of men bringing up the rear.

For the Baron, the ride was clearly a chance to shake off the shackles of an overprotective family and ride free. For The Unknown and Talan, the habit of gleaning information from whatever source came their way was impossible to break.

‘Are you still allied with Blackthorne?’ asked Talan.

Gresse nodded. ‘We have a reciprocal passage arrangement but I wouldn’t call it an alliance. He travels toll-free through this pass to Korina; I have similar rights through his lands to Gyernath.’

The Unknown frowned. ‘Did he take the lands east of Gyernath? I heard he—’

‘Six months ago. He’s all but annexed Gyernath now, though the City Council has applied significant pressure on him to keep his passage levies low. Successfully so far.’

‘So what happened to Lord Arlen?’ asked The Unknown.

‘He works for Blackthorne.’

‘Ah—’ Light dawned.

‘Gods, no, there was no fighting. No more fighting, should I say. Arlen still nominally controls the lands east of Gyernath, though the truth is he’s supported by Blackthorne’s considerable muscle, furnished with metals from the southern mines and taking a rake off the levy on traffic from the south-east, including Korina.’ Gresse chuckled and reached a hand out to pat The Unknown’s thigh. ‘If I were you, I’d cross Arlen off my list of potential employers. Blackthorne has all the finance around Gyernath now.’

‘Anyone else we can strike off?’ Talan asked.

‘Not me,’ said Gresse. ‘Pontois hasn’t finished yet, I’m sure. He’s either already planning another strike on Taranspike or hoping I’ll over-fortify there and leave myself open to him further west.’

‘Well, if you need us, get in early,’ said The Unknown.

‘Very early,’ said Talan.

‘Heard a rumour you lot might be hanging up your leather,’ said Gresse, careful not to catch either man’s eye.

‘Believe it on seeing it,’ advised Talan, raising his eyebrows.

‘So much for a trade of information,’ grumbled Gresse, a smile touching his eyes.

‘You’ll be the first to know if it happens, how’s that?’ said The Unknown.

‘It’ll have to do.’ Gresse fell silent, shaking his head.

Taranspike Pass was sheer grey and no less than four hundred feet high all the way to Korina, its cool slate home to birds and tenacious vegetation. Either side of the walls of the pass, the land was precipitous, falling to black chasms, deep ravines and harsh, lifeless valleys where water ran beneath rock, its sound like the souls of the lost as it poured under the ground. In the pass itself, run-off from the previous night’s rain puddled on the soft earth, making the way muddy. But with the sun lighting the pass throughout the day, that softness would be driven away and the cracks in a trail which varied between a dozen wagons and just three wagons wide were testament to the heat that sun on rock could generate in the hot season.

The sounds of birds, horses’ hoofs and men’s voices echoed from the walls, bringing with them an atmosphere that would have  provoked discomfort in a lone rider but which a company, with the confidence of companionship, could ignore.

Sirendor Larn took another deep breath of the clean air of Taranspike Pass, revelling in the cool rush that filled his lungs and driving from his mind the smells and smoke of the castle and its surrounds. They would encounter no trouble along the pass. Gresse’s men kept the way safe enough and, to Sirendor’s knowledge, it wasn’t particularly dangerous anyway. With Korina less than a day’s ride away, his mood, never down, was lightening by the moment. The only cloud over him was the meeting, and he feared how Hirad would react.

He had kept up a light conversation with Denser for much of the ride, grinning at Ilkar’s scowls when he caught the elf’s eye. Denser seemed all right. It certainly wasn’t the first time Sirendor had fought a man one day and ridden home with him the next. Such was the way of mercenaries. He was clearly a capable mage and, cut from the rules of war, was just another man wondering where the next job would take him. The only difference was that this mage seemed a lot more certain than most. Sirendor took that to be a function of his upbringing in Xetesk and he reminded himself to ask Ilkar more about the Dark College.

Looking across once again at Denser, he smiled. That pipe was clamped between his teeth, gently smouldering as always, and the cat was balancing on the front of his saddle. The mage had been very reticent when pushed for details about the cat, mumbling only that it was an ideal companion for what was, for him, a life largely consisting of solitude. Denser himself was, not for the first time, trying to drill holes with his eyes through The Unknown’s back.

‘He fascinates me, too,’ said Sirendor. ‘Always has.’ Denser glanced around, his reverie broken.

‘What?’

‘The Unknown. I’ve known him ten years arid I still don’t even know where he was born.’

‘Or his name?’ Denser asked.

‘No. Nor his name,’ agreed Sirendor.

‘I thought you lot were the only people he told.’

‘Another rumour, I’m afraid. Not even Tomas knows.’

‘Who’s Tomas?’ asked Denser.

‘Landlord at The Rookery. Well, joint landlord with The Unknown. Tomas has known him more than twenty years. Looked after him at first when he turned up in Korina when he was thirteen.’ Sirendor shook his head. ‘You learn not to ask him certain questions. ’

‘So why do you call him The Unknown Warrior?’

Sirendor laughed. ‘Our most popular question. Tell me what you’ve heard, first, then I’ll tell you the truth.’

‘All I’ve heard is that he didn’t want to be found.’ Denser shrugged. ‘So he refused to tell anyone his name and took on the one he has now.’

‘Common but fatally flawed,’ said Sirendor. ‘I mean, if he was trying to lose himself from someone, calling himself “The Unknown Warrior” and fighting with The Raven is about the worst way he could have chosen, don’t you think?’ Denser nodded. ‘No. When we first formed The Raven ten years ago in The Rookery, it was after we’d met on a contract we’d taken as individuals out by Gyernath. By we I mean him, me, Hirad and Ilkar. I remember us all riding back to Korina and how he said he was owner of an inn and we could have lodgings and food because there was something he wanted to discuss.

‘The Raven name came up because of where we were drinking, then the code, and we all signed the parchment which Tomas keeps mounted in the back room. When it came to The Unknown’s turn, he wouldn’t sign, saying his name wasn’t important, and it was only then that the rest of us realised that through the week of fighting, he’d not once told us who he was.’

‘Why The Raven? Rooks live in rookeries.’

‘Same family of birds, better name. Can you really imagine us being called “The Rook”?’

Denser chuckled, the sound dying on the rock in front of him where the pass opened out a little. Sirendor continued.

‘Anyway, I remember what Hirad and Ilkar said like it was yesterday. The loudmouth said, “We don’t want any mystery man in the team, so either sign up or bugger off.” ’ Sirendor shook his head at the memory. So typical, so very, very Hirad. ‘And Ilkar said, “Yeah, what are you, some kind of mystical unknown warrior or  something?” That was the name that went on the parchment, under the code. And it stuck.’ Sirendor shrugged. ‘It’s as simple as that.’

Denser chuckled. ‘Well, well, well. Of such things are legends made.’

‘We sincerely hope so,’ said Sirendor.

‘But doesn’t it fascinate you to know what his name really is and why he won’t tell you?’ asked Denser, his tone serious again. ‘I can’t imagine why any man should claim his name wasn’t important.’

Sirendor turned in his saddle and put a finger to his lips. He lowered his voice.

‘Yes it did, and I suppose still does in moments when my mind wanders. And don’t think we haven’t asked him, got him drunk and tried to trick his name from him, refused to speak to his face, anything. But he won’t let on, and if you press him, he gets angry. You learn to keep your fascination to yourself. He is our friend. If he wishes to be private about something, even his name, we respect it. He is Raven.’

‘But he’s hiding something from you,’ pushed Denser. ‘He’s not telling you—’

‘Enough,’ said Sirendor. ‘It is his decision. Let it rest.’ But the look in Denser’s eyes suggested he might not.

A flight of large grey-winged white gulls swept along the pass towards them, angling up away into the sunlight, their calls clattering into the clefts above. More birds, smaller, quicker, darker, rose in protest, their harsh calls scattering the flight, which re-formed high above to continue its journey west. With a loud fluttering of wings, the birds of prey returned to the cliffs, the nests and chicks protected from the marauding carrion gulls.

Gresse followed the exchange, straining his neck upwards before turning to The Unknown. ‘Tell me, did Blackthorne show any concern about the Wesmen rumours?’

‘I think you have an overblown view of our importance,’ replied The Unknown. ‘Mercenaries don’t get to talk to Baron Blackthorne. ’

Gresse turned in his saddle and fixed The Unknown Warrior with his bright eyes.

‘Unknown, I am the oldest Baron and I have overblown views about very few things. The Raven’s reputation and importance are  not among them. I also speak to Blackthorne on occasion and know he enjoys your company.’

‘So talk to him again.’

‘He is two hundred and fifty miles south-west of here, so I am asking you,’ said Gresse testily. ‘You aren’t telling me everything.’

The Unknown glanced across at Talan, who shrugged his shoulders. The party were moving at an easy trot and Denser was some way behind them, still chatting to Sirendor.

‘Six months ago, when you say Arlen sold out to Blackthorne, we were in Eastern Balaia, assessing the Wesmen threat,’ said The Unknown. Gresse punched the pommel of his saddle.

‘I knew there was more. Sly bastard.’

‘It just made good sense,’ said Talan. ‘Let’s face it, if the Wesmen invade through Understone Pass and head south rather than north, Blackthorne will catch it rather than the Colleges, at least to begin with. The same goes for an invasion across the Bay of Gyernath, which would leave them only five days from the City itself and a couple of hours from Blackthorne Castle.’

‘And what did you see?’

Ahead of them, Hirad called a halt and the party reined in and dismounted for rest and food. It was shortly past midday and the pass was heating up pleasantly. They had stopped in a natural bowl where the rock was scooped out on either side, focusing the strength of the sun.

‘Nothing to back up anything you’ve heard.’ Talan shrugged, dusted off a rock with a gauntleted hand and sat down. To his left, Gresse’s bodyguards set about lighting a fire, gathering armfuls of the thick dry scrub that clung to the base of the pass the whole of its length. ‘We went through the pass as guard to a Blackthorne wine convoy heading for Leionu. We went south after the pass and tracked the Blackthornes for four days, eventually crossing the Bay of Gyernath. We saw no burning villages, no war parties, nothing to suggest the Wesmen were even raiding.

‘The Wesmen, if they are massing, are doing so in their Heartlands in the south-west peninsula. Sorry to disappoint you.’

‘But that was six months ago.’ Gresse sat beside him, choosing the softer grass and heather over a slab of stone.

‘Granted, but Baron Blackthorne is not, to my knowledge,  concerned about a Wesmen invasion,’ said The Unknown. He sifted briefly through his pack and pulled out a small leather bag, stoppered at its neck. ‘Hey, Sirendor, salt.’ He tossed the bag at the warrior, who jumped to catch it one-handed. ‘And use it this time. It makes your soup just about drinkable.’ Hirad laughed. Sirendor swore.

‘Then he should be concerned.’ Gresse was thoughtful for a while. ‘And what about the pass itself?’

‘Well guarded. Tessaya is not a fool. He gets good revenue from the pass and isn’t about to give it up to the KTA or a rival tribe.’ The Unknown scratched his nose.

‘The barracks?’

‘Boarded and empty.’ The Unknown shook his head slightly. ‘He had a significant guardpost at either end of the pass but was not shoring up for siege.’

‘Thank you,’ said Gresse. ‘Both of you. Sorry to press.’

Talan shrugged. ‘No problem. You have other sources, I take it?’

‘More recent and no less reliable. The pass is reportedly closed to the east, full of Wesmen, and war parties are emerging from the south-west. If it’s true, we’re in trouble. We have no organised defence and neither Blackthorne nor the Colleges are strong enough. Just keep your eyes and ears open is all I ask.’ Gresse sighed. ‘I haven’t a hope in hell of persuading the Barons to ally at this meeting, not without Blackthorne. I only hope it’s not all too late.’

Talan raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s that serious, you think? What about the Wytch Lords rumours?’

Gresse snorted. ‘Yes, it is that serious. We could all be in a fight for our country very soon. As for the Wytch Lords, if by some appalling miracle they are returned, we can kiss Balaia goodbye.’

The fire crackled into life, flames casting pale shadow on the sunlit walls of the pass. The men lapsed into silence, each preferring his own thoughts on the exchange as he stared into the hypnotic flickering. It was a good time for a little quiet, and Sirendor’s meat broth, when it arrived, tasted fine.

The Raven rode through Korina’s East Gate as the sun began to be lost behind some of the City’s few tall buildings. Where some were stopped and questioned, if not searched, The Raven were, as  always, simply waved through to the crowded cobbled streets of Korina’s late afternoon trading.

‘Now that’s an advantage of being us,’ remarked Sirendor. ‘And there aren’t as many as you’d think.’ Denser said nothing.

Shortly after their entry into the City, Gresse and his men made their goodbyes and headed south towards the offices of the Korina Trade Alliance and the tightly guarded apartments the Barons found it necessary to maintain.

Korina was the Capital City of Eastern Balaia, boasting a stable population of somewhere around two hundred and fifty thousand, which swelled to as many as three hundred thousand at festival and principal trading times. Most of the latter were dictated by the arrival of merchant fleets from the lands to the east and south of the Northern Continent. Korina sat at the head of the River Kour estuary and had developed safe deep-water ports that attracted southern traders away from the shorter but less profitable journey to Gyernath.

The City was characterised by its sturdy sprawling low buildings, a legacy of the high winds and hurricanes that periodically swept along the estuary as the season changed from winter to the warmer weather of spring. In three places, connected by streets packed with businesses and shops, inns and eating houses, brothels and gambling dens, markets bustled with life every day of the week.

Beyond the triangle, and closer to the port, heavy industry boomed, clanged, fired, sawed and moulded, producing goods for home and across the seas. And in every gap between the places of entertainment, trade, officialdom and work, people lived. Some in squalor, some in luxury undreamed of by those who saw nothing but the dirt on their hands, and most in a state of perpetual shift on a line between the two.

Slowing their horses to trotting pace, The Raven moved towards the western market on the north side of which sat The Rookery. The streets were full of people, carts and animals; and mixed with them, the fresh, foul and fetid smells blew with the noise of the City on a steady inshore breeze. Stalls, wagons, hand baskets and shoulder-slung trays offered everything from fine cloth shipped in from the distant elven southern lands; through pottery, iron and steel wares forged and cast in the foundries and kilns of Korina and Jaden; to  meats, vegetables and pastries prepared in kitchens scattered all over the City, some clean, many squalid and filthy. The barrage of trade was held in the single language of hard currency, and everywhere, silver and bronze glinted in the reddening sunlight as it changed hands.

Mercifully, much of the traffic was moving in the opposite direction to their travel as the trading day waned. But the cobbled market square itself was packed with stalls between which The Raven had to pick. Speech was pointless and The Unknown led them in single file towards The Rookery and the quiet of the inn’s back room that was their sanctuary after battle.

Tomas’s son, Rhob, a youth forever in awe of the mercenaries, took their horses to the stables and the saddle-stiff companions went inside.

‘Hello, boy!’ Tomas’s shout greeted The Unknown from behind the bar. It was what the innkeeper always called him, saying that ‘Unknown’ made him sound like a stranger. The Rookery was perhaps a quarter full, reflecting the time of day. It was a large inn, thirty tables spread widely around a low-roofed, oak-pillared room. The bar was directly opposite the door and ran in a quarter-circle from right to left, finishing by doors to kitchens, back room and the upstairs. On the right was The Rookery’s open fire. Books ranged over the walls on three sides and reds and greys complemented the lanterns to give a warming atmosphere.

‘Hello, Tomas.’ There was a weariness in The Unknown’s tone.

‘Go straight through,’ said Tomas, a tall, balding man in his late forties. ‘I’ll bring in some wine, ale and coffee. Maris is just firing the ovens. I—’ He frowned, stopped speaking, his eyes flicking over The Raven, pausing briefly on Denser, then moving on. The Unknown nodded, walked to the bar and laid a hand on Tomas’s arm.

‘There’ll be a party in here tonight. We have much to celebrate, much to remember and Ras to mourn.’

Nothing more was said and The Raven filed past Tomas into the back room, each man nodding or smiling his greeting.

Three things characterised the back room: the Raven symbol and crossed short swords above the fireplace; its long banqueting table set with seven places which stood by large double doors in the far  wall; and its exquisitely sewn soft chairs and sofas. It was into these that The Raven sank, their grateful sighs giving way to silence.

Denser hesitated. There were ten seats in all. Eventually he moved to a plainer, red-upholstered chair nearest the unlit fire.

‘Not there.’ Talan’s voice stopped him in his tracks. ‘Ras sat there. Sit on Tomas’s sofa if you must. I expect he won’t mind.’

Denser sat.

‘Now then,’ said The Unknown, turning to the Dark Mage. ‘First things first. How long before we are likely to see payment?’

‘Well, as I explained to Ilkar, the amulet is primarily a research tool and we won’t be looking to sell it for some months. However, we will set a minimum price and I can advance you five per cent of that figure, say two hundred thousand truesilver?’

The Unknown glanced quickly around The Raven. There were no dissenters.

‘Good enough. Our money is lodged in the Central Reserve. Your payment needs to be made there within a week.’

Denser stood. ‘It’ll be there tomorrow. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need a bath.’ He made to leave; The Unknown stopped him.

‘Where are you staying?’

‘I hadn’t given it any thought.’

‘Get Tomas to make up a room. There’ll be no charge.’

‘That’s very good of you. Thank you.’ Denser seemed a little confused, though he smiled.

‘And if you’re up to it, come to the party. You financed it, after all. Main bar, dusk.’ Denser nodded. ‘Just one more thing. Ilkar? A ForeTell, please.’

Ilkar nodded, the ghost of good humour touching his face as he stood up and walked over to Denser.

‘What do you need?’ asked Denser.

‘Not much,’ said Ilkar. ‘It’s a very general spell, single trait only. I’m merely looking for honesty. When I touch you, just answer the question I ask yes or no.’

Ilkar closed his eyes and uttered a short incantation. His right hand made a pass in front of his eyes, mouth and heart before he placed it on Denser’s shoulder.

‘Will two hundred thousand truesilver be deposited in The Raven account at the Central Reserve within a week from today?’

‘Yes.’

Ilkar opened his eyes and then the door. ‘See you later.’ Denser left. Ilkar pushed the door shut and glared at The Unknown Warrior. ‘Anything else you want us to give him? The freedom to use Julatsan blood to replenish his mana, perhaps?’

The Unknown said nothing.

‘I don’t trust him,’ said Hirad.

‘Why do you suppose he’s staying here?’ asked The Unknown.

‘No, it’s not the money,’ said Hirad. ‘The ForeTell says he’ll pay that. There’s much more. Like why he agreed to pay us so much so readily. Let’s face it, we’d have done the job for two thousand each.’

‘Why do you suppose he’s staying here?’ repeated The Unknown. ‘If he’s involved us in anything, I want to know where he is. That, Ilkar, is why I want him downstairs tonight.’

‘You expecting trouble?’ asked Talan.

‘No.’ The Unknown leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs. ‘But even so, short swords should be worn, and not just out of respect for Ras.’

‘It’s only now, isn’t it?’ Ilkar had pulled the cork from a bottle of wine and poured himself a goblet.

‘What is?’ Sirendor motioned Ilkar to do the same for him. The mage passed over his goblet and filled another.

‘Now you’ve stopped to think, now the glint of truesilver has faded, you’re all getting twitchy, aren’t you?’ He sat down in his chair. ‘Xetesk is dangerous. Nothing is ever what it seems. There’s always a bigger story and I for one don’t believe anything he said about that amulet.’

‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘Oh, and you’d have listened, would you, Hirad?’ snapped Ilkar. ‘Two hundred and fifty thousand for a day’s ride versus me. Don’t shovel it my way.’

‘I don’t see the problem,’ said Richmond. ‘We’re here, we’re safe, the money will be paid. We’ve bought ourselves more choice.’

‘If we live to enjoy it,’ muttered Ilkar.

‘You’re overreacting,’ said Sirendor.

‘You don’t know them.’ Ilkar spoke slowly. ‘I do. If he’s involved us in something, we’re expendable. Xetesk doesn’t have any code and they don’t follow any rules.’ He paused. ‘Look, all I’m saying is,  be careful around Denser. We may well have got away with this one but we’ll just have to wait and see.’

‘We don’t have to work for Xetesk again,’ said Hirad evenly.

‘Too right we don’t,’ replied Ilkar.

‘We don’t have to work for anyone again.’ Silence followed Talan’s words. Hirad rose stiffly and walked to the table which carried the drinks. He poured himself wine and brought the bottle, another and more cups back to the fireplace. Those without helped themselves.

‘We didn’t have to work for anyone before but I know what Talan means,’ said The Unknown. ‘That two hundred and fifty thousand means we can do everything we talked of when we started and everything we never dared dream we could do. Just think of the possibilities.’

‘I think you’d better start by telling me about last night and what you said.’ Hirad drained his cup and refilled it.

‘We tried to wake you. We had no desire to exclude you,’ said Sirendor. ‘We went out of the castle to join Richmond. I don’t know about the others but looking down at Ras’s grave I had my first fear that one day it could be me. Or Ilkar—’ He gestured around The Raven, finally nodding at Hirad. ‘Or you. I didn’t want that. I want a future while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.’

‘The decision’s made, is it?’ Hirad’s voice was gruff.

Sirendor breathed deeply. ‘While we were talking, it became obvious that we all felt the same. Gods, Hirad, even you’ve talked about packing it in during the last two years. We all want to live. Talan wants to travel, Ilkar’s under pressure to go back to Julatsa. I . . . well, you know what I want.’

‘Husband and father, eh?’ Hirad smiled despite the thudding of his heart and the knot in his throat.

‘All I have to do is stop fighting and the Mayor won’t stop us marrying. You know how it is.’ Sirendor shrugged.

‘Yeah. Sirendor Larn tamed by the Mayor’s daughter. It had to happen some time, I suppose.’ Hirad wiped at the corner of his left eye. The atmosphere in the room was intense, focused on him. ‘You know I won’t stand in your way.’

‘I know,’ said Sirendor, but the look they shared spoke everything.

‘You can see the sense in it,’ said The Unknown. Hirad stared at him blankly. ‘Gods, Hirad, I’ve been half-owner of this inn for a dozen years and if I’ve served behind the bar a dozen times I’m lucky.’

‘And what about you?’ The barbarian turned his attention to Richmond.

‘Before yesterday I wasn’t sure,’ said the blond warrior. ‘But I’m tired, Hirad. Even standing waiting for something to happen is tiring. I—’ He stopped and rubbed his brow with three fingers. ‘Yesterday, I made a mistake I’ll have to carry to my grave. And right now, I’m not sure I trust myself to fight in line and I’d be surprised if you did. Any of you.’

Another silence. Long. Hirad stared around The Raven but no one said any more.

‘It’s unbelievable,’ said Hirad. ‘Ten years. Ten years and yet you’ve made the biggest decision of our lives . . . my life, while I was sleeping.’ He was too angry even to shout and his voice held calm. But at the same time he knew it wasn’t anger. It was a deep and bitter disappointment. The inevitable result of the formation of The Raven. The split. The funny thing was that, at the outset, Hirad never thought he’d survive this long. The future had been meaningless. Until now. Now it crashed over his head and he found he was frightened of it. Very frightened.

‘Sorry, Hirad.’

‘I just wanted someone to ask my opinion, Sirendor.’

‘I know. But the decision wasn’t taken last night, just confirmed.’

‘You didn’t ask me.’ Hirad got up and moved to the door. He needed a few drinks and to laugh. ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘You retired folk fund the party and I’ll try to forgive you.’

 


Styliann’s eyes blazed and his face reddened. In the holding chamber beneath his tower, the three mages cowered where they sat, too exhausted to stand in respect of their Lord.

‘Tell me again.’ Styliann spoke low and quiet, the power of his voice filling the small chamber.

‘We were only sure three hours ago and even then we had to make our final fail-safe check. We didn’t want to cause concern until we  had absolute proof,’ said one, an old mage whose life had been devoted to his single task.

‘Concern?’ echoed Styliann, voice cracking ever so slightly. ‘The greatest evil in Balaia’s history has gone missing. Causing me concern is the least of your worries, believe me.’

The three mages exchanged glances.

‘Not just missing, my Lord. Not only are they not in the cage, we don’t believe they reside in interdimensional space either.’ The old mage swallowed. ‘We believe that their essence and souls have returned to Balaia.’

The silence which followed dragged at the ears. Styliann’s breath hissed between his teeth. He took in the small chamber, its sketches and maps of dimensional space and spell result equation covering every wall. Notebooks were scattered on the single pitted wooden desk. The chairs, arranged in a loose crescent, each contained a terrified mage looking up at him as he stood near the door, Nyer at one shoulder, Laryon at the other. He wouldn’t look left or right; he didn’t have to. The impact of what they had just heard sent ripples through the mana trails.

‘How long have they been gone?’ he asked. It was the question they were dreading.

‘We can’t - can’t be sure,’ managed the old mage.

Styliann pinned him with his eyes. ‘I beg your pardon?’ They looked from one to another. Eventually, a younger woman spoke.

‘It has always been the way of the Watches, my Lord,’ she said. ‘The spells are cast and the calculations made every three months when certain alignments offer us more accuracy.’

Styliann didn’t take his gaze from the old man. ‘Are you telling me that the Wytch Lords could have been in Balaia up to three months ago?’

‘They were in the cage last casting,’ said the woman. ‘They aren’t there now.’

‘Yes, or no.’ Styliann almost believed he could hear their hearts pounding, then realised it was his own sounding in his ears and throat.

‘Yes.’ The old man looked away, tears in his eyes. Styliann nodded.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Clear the room, your work is finished.’ He  turned to Nyer. ‘We’ve no choice. Contact the Colleges but say nothing of events here or at Taranspike Castle. We must have a meeting at Triverne Lake. Now.’

 


‘I wouldn’t have believed it unless I’d smelled it with my own nose,’ said Sirendor. He was standing close to Hirad at the bar of The Rookery, appraising the barbarian’s clothes - leather trousers, a close-fitting dark shirt that showed off his upper body to good advantage, and a studded belt on which hung his scabbarded short sword. Ilkar was with them, dressed in a black-edged yellow shirt and leather trousers, and behind the bar stood The Unknown in a plain white shirt and similar leggings to his friends.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, my dear friend, in the hours that we have been apart, not only have you shed that revolting sweaty leather stuff you wear for talking to dragons, but you have obviously had a scented bath. This is truly a momentous occasion.’ Sirendor leaped on to the nearest table, shouting, ‘Ladies, gentlemen, Talan. The foul-smelling barbarian has had a bath!’ There was laughter and the odd cheer. Hirad even saw Denser smile before the mage, dressed in voluminous black shirt and trousers, returned to stroking his cat and gazing into the fire as he sat in an armchair close to the flames.

‘You can bloody talk, mighty mouth,’ said Hirad, pointing a finger at Sirendor. ‘Just look at yourself. Your clothes must beg questions about which sex you prefer to fiddle with your balls. Your future bride will be heartbroken.’

‘Are you calling me a poof?’ asked Sirendor.

‘That’s right.’

Sirendor pouted and looked down at himself. Embroidered knee-length moccasin boots, laced up the front, gave way to a pair of billowing gold-trimmed brown trousers into which was tucked a huge purple open-necked lace and silk shirt. On his belt was his short sword, and a gem necklace rested on a bed of chest hair.

‘Maybe you’re right.’ Sirendor jumped lightly to the floor of the inn, which had filled quickly as word spread of The Raven’s party, and swept his mug of ale into his hands.

Denser stood up from his seat, leaving the cat lounging by the  fire, and weaved his way through a crowd towards the quartet. Ilkar picked up his drink, turned and walked away.

‘I don’t think those two are going to be friends,’ said Sirendor.

‘Not much gets past you, does it?’ returned Hirad, a broad smile on his face as he watched the approaching Xeteskian.

‘Denser.’ The Unknown acknowledged the Dark Mage with a nod.

‘Getting busy in here,’ observed Denser, lighting his pipe.

‘Is red wine all right?’ Sirendor picked up a bottle.

‘Fine.’ Denser watched as Sirendor poured. ‘Thank you.’ He took a sip and raised his eyebrows. ‘Not bad.’

‘ “Not bad”?’ echoed The Unknown. ‘That’s a Blackthorne red, my friend. Expensive speciality of The Rookery.’

‘I’m not much of an expert.’ Denser shrugged.

‘Clearly. You’re on the cheap stuff then.’ The Unknown turned and scanned briefly along the racks to his left, then picked out a bottle and stood it on the bar top, fishing in his pocket for a corkscrew.

He paused, looking out past his friends to the crowded bar. Here he was, the other side of the counter, and he felt comfortable. It was a simple feeling but he felt good. Very good. But behind all his comfort lurked an abyss he wouldn’t let himself see into.

‘This is the life, eh?’ he said, stripping the cork from the bottle and gazing out over the thickening sea of goblets, faces, colours and smoke. He charged a fresh glass. ‘This muck, Denser, from Baron Corin’s yards, is your wine. Try not to choke.’

‘I’ve got a proposition for you,’ said Denser suddenly.

‘Oh yeah? More opportunities to be burned alive, is it?’

Denser stared at Hirad. ‘Not exactly. Will you hear me?’

‘If you want, but you’re wasting your time,’ said The Unknown.

‘Why?’

‘Because we retired a couple of hours ago. I’ve taken a new job as a barman.’ Hirad and Sirendor both laughed. Denser’s face briefly betrayed both panic and confusion as he tried to work out whether they were serious or not.

‘Even so . . .’ he said.

‘Go on, then.’ Sirendor leant back against the bar, his elbows resting on it. Hirad did likewise, with The Unknown between them,  resting on his arms on the wooden counter and fiddling with a corkscrew.

‘The amulet we recovered is not the only one,’ said Denser.

‘Now there’s a surprise.’ Sirendor turned his head to his friends.

‘Look, I’ll be honest, we are developing a new attack spell that we want to be ready in the event of any Wesmen invasion. There are three more pieces we need to complete our research, and I, that is, Xetesk, want The Raven to help me get them.’

None of them said anything for a time as Denser studied their faces. Eventually, The Unknown straightened.

‘We did wonder why you paid us so much for seeing you back here,’ he said. ‘We also agreed that we wouldn’t work for Xetesk again. Take some Protectors.’

Denser shook his head. ‘No. Protectors are just muscle. I need brain for this sort of recovery work.’

‘And The Raven are - were - a fighting team. We’ve never done recovery work and we aren’t about to start now,’ said Sirendor.

‘But it’s not even a long-term commitment. And the pay will be on the same basis as today.’

The Unknown leant back on the bar top. ‘Another set of five per cents, eh?’

‘I can’t promise it’ll be as easy.’ Denser half smiled at Hirad.

‘Bugger me, but I’d like to see one of your tricky jobs.’

‘Sorry, that came out wrong. I mean the bodyguarding was easy.’

Sirendor’s face broke into a wide grin. He straightened and dusted himself down.

‘Denser, a couple of years ago, we’d probably have bitten your hand off for that kind of money. But right now, I for one am no longer interested. I mean, we’d have trouble spending it. Sorry, old son, but retirement has one very clear advantage.’ He turned and punched Hirad on the arm. ‘See you later.’ He strode off towards the main door, through which a stunning woman had walked with two men. She wore a shining blue cloak and pushed the hood back to loose a mass of curling red hair.

She saw Hirad first and waved. He and The Unknown returned the greeting. Then she began moving towards Sirendor. The two met, embraced and kissed, the warrior ushering her to a table on the right of the bar, close to the back room.

The Unknown placed a bottle of wine and two crystal glasses on a tray.

‘Time for the barman bit, I think.’

‘Yeah.’ Hirad turned back to Denser. The Dark Mage’s face was neutral but his eyes betrayed his disappointment and concern. ‘Had it been up to me, I’d have taken your money. We should be taking bastards like you for every penny we can get.’

‘I’m flattered. Was that the last word on the subject, do you think?’

Hirad breathed out. ‘Well, The Unknown was interested, no doubt about it, and I’m pretty sure the boring brothers would tag along. Your problems are Sirendor, who is in love but can’t marry till he stops fighting, and Ilkar, who hates everything you stand for.’

‘Apart from that, no problem.’ Denser lit his pipe.

‘Tell you what, you work on Sirendor and play up the short time the job’ll take and all the money he’ll earn for his bride and all that. I’ll try Ilkar. I reckon he might want to come along if he knows it’s a spell you’re developing. It’ll be difficult, though.’

‘And if you can’t persuade him?’

‘Then it’s no go. The Raven never work apart.’

‘I see.’

‘Good. Right, where is he then?’ Denser indicated the centre of the bar. Ilkar was talking to the cloth merchant, Brack, and a couple of decent-looking women. ‘I could get my leg over if nothing else,’ Hirad said, then shouted, ‘Hey, Ilks! Need more drink?’ Ilkar nodded. The barbarian picked up a jug and shouldered his way through the crowded inn.

‘Hirad, good to see you.’

‘You never were a good liar, Brack. Drink?’ The merchant held up his goblet. Hirad filled it and Ilkar’s. ‘I need to borrow Ilkar for a moment, ladies, but I promise we’ll be back very soon.’ Ilkar looked askance at the barbarian but allowed himself to be led in the direction of the bar. Hirad saw Denser standing at Sirendor’s table and was surprised to see Larn get up and follow the Dark Mage over to the fire. The man must have extraordinary powers of persuasion - he was not sure that he’d have been so lucky so soon after the two lovers had sat down.

‘So what did Denser have to say?’

‘Seven hundred and fifty thousand, Ilkar. Three jobs. Short term.’ Ilkar shook his head. ‘You know something, Hirad, I’m surprised at you. And I’m disappointed that after ten years you don’t know me well enough not to ask.’

‘But—’

‘I’ve said all I have to say. I will not work for or with Xetesk. They cannot be trusted. I don’t care how much he is offering because it won’t be enough.’

Hirad chewed his lip. ‘Look, Ilkar, why not think of it as just taking even more money from them? Give it all to Julatsa if it bothers you, but I thought you’d want to keep your eye on what Xetesk is doing.’

Ilkar frowned. ‘What exactly is Denser asking us to do?’

Hirad beckoned him close.

 


The Unknown Warrior leant against the bar, happy to watch the evening go by while he sipped his excellent Blackthorne red. He shifted slightly, moving the elbow of his white shirt out of a puddle of liquid on the bar top.

Surveying the bar, he could have stepped ten years back in time. Talan and Richmond - the boring brothers as Hirad liked to call them - were sitting together saying nothing to anyone and running their fingers around the rims of their goblets. Hirad and Ilkar were standing a few yards away. They were talking alone and intently. He smiled and shook his head, took another sip from his glass and refilled it from the bottle on the bar.

His eyes eventually came to rest on the fireplace and the pair sitting in armchairs either side of it, talking to each other. His smile faded. Denser. The mage’s head was largely hidden by the wings of his chair but he could see the cat and the inevitable hand stroking its back. The sooner he was gone, the better. The Unknown hated feeling he was being lied to.

Sirendor, it appeared, was on good form. His eyes were bright in the firelight and his clothes made him a focus of attention for more than one of the women in the room. Indeed, The Unknown could see one eyeing him up now. She was standing near the door. Lucky bastard. He never had to work at it. They just fell at his feet then into his bed. He wondered if Sana knew just how envied she was. At  the moment, though, she was looking a little irritated as she sat with her bodyguards at the table Sirendor had recently abandoned.

The woman by the door started moving towards the fireplace. She had long auburn hair pinned back away from her eyes but bouncing about her neck, one side of which carried a black mark. Her tall, slim figure was tied into cloth trousers, dark shirt and tight leather jerkin. A deep red cloak was fastened about her neck. The Unknown shook his head. The attraction of Sirendor was seemingly irresistible whether his betrothed was present or not, and he found himself feeling a little envious. No, very envious.

Turning past a knot of market tradesmen clashing their tankards together and roaring a toast, the woman’s eyes crossed The Unknown’s and the warrior’s blood ran cold. Inside a pale face with full lips and an exquisite nose, those eyes were flat, dark and brimful of malice. His gaze switched automatically to her hands and he caught a glint of steel. There were two men sitting by the fireplace, and cool certainty told The Unknown the woman had no interest in Sirendor Larn.

‘Oh, dear Gods,’ he muttered. He loosened his short sword in its scabbard, ducked under the bar top and began pushing his way through the throng.

‘Sirendor! Sirendor, guard yourself now!’ he yelled. He flicked a gaze to the woman, who was breasting her way quickly towards the fireplace. ‘Sirendor. To your left, dammit, your left.’ Sirendor looked over at him frowning as someone moved in front of him. ‘Out of my bloody way! Sirendor, woman, red cloak, red-brown hair, long, to your left.’

The Unknown’s heart was racing. He sensed a change in the atmosphere in the bar, saw the woman, dagger now in hand, moving swiftly towards her quarry. She was close. She was too close, and Sirendor, looking about him with his hand straying to his sword hilt as he rose from his chair, hadn’t seen her.

The Unknown wasn’t going to make it. The assassin was almost on Sirendor. ‘Stop her, Sirendor. For God’s sake, let me through!’

And at the last, Sirendor, standing squarely in front of Denser, saw the assailant. As she attacked, he blocked the blow with his arm, the dagger slashing his sleeve and biting into his flesh. In the next instant, The Unknown’s blade crashed through the woman’s  shoulder. She died instantly, dropping to the ground without a sound, blood spraying into the fire, where it hissed.

The room fell instantly silent. People moved aside as Hirad, Ilkar, Talan and Richmond hurried over to the fireplace. Sirendor was sitting down again, his hand up by his face and shirt rolled back to reveal the cut. It was deep and bleeding well.

‘Thanks, Unknown, I didn’t see her. I - What is it?’

The Unknown was kneeling by the woman’s body and had picked up her dagger by its hilt, examining the blade.

‘No! No no no, shit!’ he said and rubbed his free hand across his head.

‘Unknown?’ asked Hirad.

The Unknown looked briefly at the barbarian. There were tears standing in his eyes. He shook his head and turned back to Sirendor.

‘I’m sorry, Sirendor. I was too slow. I’m sorry.’

‘Will you tell me what the hell you’re talking about, Unknown?’ Sirendor smiled, then gagged suddenly. ‘Gods, I don’t . . .’ He turned aside and vomited into the fire. ‘I’m cold,’ he said. His voice was quiet, weak. His eyes, suddenly red, turned scared to Hirad, who pushed The Unknown away and crouched by his chair. ‘Help me.’

‘What’s happening?’ Hirad’s heart was thumping in his chest. ‘What is it?’ He felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘He’s poisoned, Hirad. It’s a nerve toxin,’ said The Unknown.

‘Get a healer, then!’ Hirad shouted. ‘Get one now!’ The hand merely tightened its grip.

‘It’s too late. He’s dying.’

‘No he isn’t,’ grated Hirad.

Sirendor turned a sweat-covered face to his friend and smiled through the shivers coursing his body, tears falling on his cheeks.

‘Don’t let me die, Hirad. We’re all going to live.’

‘Keep calm, Sirendor. Breathe easy. You’ll be all right.’

Sirendor nodded. ‘It’s so cold. I’ll just . . .’ His voice faded and his eyes slipped shut.

Hirad grabbed Sirendor’s face with both hands. It was hot and slick with sweat.

‘Stay with me, Larn. Don’t you leave me!’

Sirendor’s eyelids fluttered open and his hands covered Hirad’s. They were so cold the barbarian flinched.

‘Sorry, Hirad. I can’t. Sorry, Hirad.’ The hands slipped to his sides, his eyes closed and he died.




Chapter 6

‘Who was she?’ Sana’s eyes bore into Hirad’s, imploring him to help her understand. They were standing in the main bar just outside the back room; the Mayor and two bodyguards sat at a table near the door to The Rookery.

Sana was calm now but her red eyes and white face were the remnants of a tempest. The Raven had lain Sirendor on the table in the back room and covered him with a sheet. Sana had burst in and torn the sheet from him, screaming at him to wake up, to come back, to open his eyes, to breathe. She’d pumped at his heart, she’d raked the hair from his forehead, she’d kissed him long on his lips, she’d clung to his hands.

And all the while, Hirad had stood near by, half of him wanting to pull her away, the other half wanting to help her. To shake the life back into Sirendor, to see him smile. But all he did was stand there watching, fighting back his tears, his whole body quivering.

At last Sana had turned to him and buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing quietly. He’d stroked her hair and heard the silence of The Raven and could sense the passing of what they had been.

He’d moved her outside, and as she regained some composure, she drew back to ask her question. Hirad felt helpless. Useless.

‘An assassin. A Witch Hunter.’

‘Then why—’ Her voice caught.

‘She wasn’t after Sirendor. Sirendor just got in the way.’ Hirad shrugged, a stupid gesture, he knew. ‘He died saving another man.’

‘So? He’s still dead.’

Hirad took and held her hands. ‘It was a risk he took every day.’

‘Not today. Today he was retired.’

Hired said nothing for a moment. He smoothed away the tears rolling fresh down her cheeks.

‘Yes. Yes, he was,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ll get the man behind this.’

‘That’s your answer, is it?’

‘It’s the only answer I can give.’ He shrugged again.

‘Night has come, Hirad. Everything has gone.’ And when he looked into her eyes, he knew it was true. She gave his hand the briefest squeeze, turned and walked to her father. Hirad looked after her for a second, pushed open the door to the back room and walked inside.

No one was talking. The fire crackled in the grate, they were all sitting holding drinks but no one was talking. Hirad moved to Sirendor’s body. The sheet had been replaced. He looked at the outline of his face beneath the covering and laid a hand on one of his friend’s, praying for the grasp of fingers he knew would never come. He turned.

‘Why do they want you dead, Denser?’

‘That’s what we just asked him,’ said Ilkar.

‘And what did he say?’

‘That he wanted you to hear it too.’

‘Well, I’m here now, so he can start talking.’

‘Come and sit down, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘We poured you a drink. It won’t help but we poured it anyway.’

Hirad nodded, walked to them and sat down in his chair. The Unknown pushed a goblet into his left hand, and with his right, Hirad reached out and felt the arm of Sirendor’s chair though he wouldn’t, couldn’t, look at it.

‘We’re listening, Denser,’ he said, his voice just holding together.

‘I want you to know right away that what I am about to tell you was being kept from you in your best interests.’

‘You are digging a deep hole,’ said The Unknown slowly. ‘We decide what is in our best interests. The result of not being able to do that lies under a shroud for all to see. We want to know exactly what you have involved us in. Exactly. Then you will go and we will talk.’

Denser took a deep breath. ‘Firstly, I make no apologies for being Xeteskian. It is simply a moral code, and much of what is said about us is fabrication. Our past, however, is not blameless.’

‘You know something, Denser, you have a gift for understatement, ’ said Ilkar.

‘We could have such fascinating discussions, Ilkar.’

‘I doubt it.’

‘Right,’ said Denser after a pause. ‘You heard what Gresse was saying, and his information is all too accurate. The Wesmen tribes are rising and uniting, the Shamen are running the organisation, the Elder Councils are working in concert and we are seeing subjugation of local populations practically in the shadow of the Blackthorne Mountains.’

The Unknown Warrior sat up straight. ‘Just how far east are we talking about?’

‘We’ve had an eyewitness account from a village called Terenetsa, three days’ ride from Understone Pass,’ said Denser.

‘Gods, that’s close,’ breathed Talan. ‘No wonder Gresse wanted Blackthorne warned.’

‘I fail to see what this has to do with the death of my friend,’ muttered Hirad.

‘Please,’ said Denser. ‘This is relevant, believe me. We’ve had mage spies in the west for several months now and the picture is grim. We estimate that Wesmen armies approaching sixty thousand already armed and training are gathered in the Heartlands. An invasion of the east is surely imminent and we have no defence. There is no four-College alliance and the KTA has a tenth the armed strength it had three hundred years ago.’

‘But what chance do they really have?’ Ilkar was dismissive. ‘A couple of thousand mages alone could stop their advance. They don’t have the Wytch Lords for magical support this time.’

‘I’m very much afraid that they do,’ said Denser.

The fire crackling in the grate was suddenly the only sound. Talan’s glass stopped halfway to his lips. Ilkar opened his mouth to speak but didn’t.

Richmond shook his head. ‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘I understood them to be destroyed.’

‘You can’t destroy them,’ said Ilkar. ‘We never knew how and we still don’t. All Xetesk could do was trap them without a means to escape.’ He switched his gaze to the Xetesk mage. ‘What happened?’

Denser breathed in deeply and knocked the bowl of his pipe  against the fire grate. He filled it as he spoke, his cat sleeping on his lap. ‘When we destroyed Parve, it was to remove all vestiges of the Wytch Lords’ power base from Balaia. It was never intended that that action would end the Wytch Lords themselves. While their bodies burned, their souls ran free and we trapped them inside a mana cage and launched it into interdimensional space.’ The cat stirred. ‘We’ve been watching it ever since.’

‘Watching what?’ asked Richmond.

‘The cage. We and we alone have kept unfailing watch on the Wytch Lords’ prison for three hundred years. As others refuse to accept us, so we refuse to accept the word of those who claim ultimate victory.’ He shrugged.

‘Clearly, you were right,’ said Ilkar.

Denser nodded. ‘We’ve noted increased dimensional transference, probably through Dragonene action, for some time. One particular move damaged the cage. We thought it was rectifiable.’ He scratched his head, then lit his pipe from a flame produced on the tip of his thumb. ‘We were wrong. Mana must have entered the cage because the Wytch Lords are no longer inside. We believe them to be back in Balaia. In Parve.’

Ilkar massaged his nose and pulled at his lips with his right hand. His eyes narrowed.

‘How long have they been there?’ he asked.

‘Who cares?’ said Hirad. ‘I’m still waiting to—’

‘Hold on, Hirad.’

‘No, Ilkar, I will not bloody hold on.’ Hirad raised his voice. He turned on Denser. ‘You might as well have been talking tribal Wessen for all I’ve understood so far. You’ve got your stupid pipe stuck in your stupid mouth and you’ve balled on about dimensions, Dragonene and some old threat that’s been gone hundreds of years like it was important. I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about and I’m no nearer knowing why that Witch Hunter bastard killed my friend.’

‘I sympathise with your need to understand,’ said Denser gently.

‘You have absolutely no idea what I need, Xetesk man.’ Hirad’s voice was gruff. He drained his glass and passed it to The Unknown for a refill. ‘You have no idea of the gulf that has opened up in my life and you are running in circles around the answer to the only  question that could help me begin to grieve. Why did that assassin want you dead so badly?’

Denser paused before replying. ‘I’m trying to make sure this all comes out the right way round,’ he said. ‘Can I explain a few other things first?’

‘No, you can explain one. Why did that assassin want you dead?’

Denser sighed. ‘Because of what I am carrying.’

‘And what is that exactly?’ asked Hirad.

‘This.’ He pulled the amulet stolen from Sha-Kaan from his shirt, where it had been hanging on a chain around his neck. ‘It’s the key to Septern’s workshop.’

‘Couldn’t you just kick the door down?’ Hirad’s voice was layered with contempt. ‘I mean, is that it? Is that trinket why Sirendor died?’ He caught Ilkar’s expression and stayed his next words. ‘What is it, Ilkar?’

The elf snapped his gaze to Hirad and focused on him as if from a great distance.

‘Dawnthief,’ he breathed, his face white as death. ‘He’s going after Dawnthief.’

 


Erienne was settling Aron and Thom down to sleep when Isman walked into the room unannounced. She had been allowed the entire afternoon and evening with them and had chosen to tell them stories of old magic. Neither child strayed far from the comfort of her arms.

At her insistence, the fire had been lit and the single window opened all day, though her request for the boys to be allowed to play in the inner courtyard was refused.

She had spent some time calming their fears before they would listen to her words; and as usual, none were wasted in her pursuit of their detailed education in the ways of Dordovan magic. She spoke of the ancient days, when the Colleges were one and the first City of magic was built at Triverne Lake, and of the darker days of the sundering, when the City was raised and the Colleges split to build their own strongholds. And she talked of the lore which governed the lives of all mages and distanced one College’s mages from the others, and of the mana with which they shaped their spells.

The boys tired as the light faded, and she built up the fire. They  took a dinner of hot soup, potatoes and green leaves in near silence. She washed their faces and brushed their hair. The Captain had left flannels and a brush in the room, saying a man should always look neat and dignified. Erienne wished he’d take his own counsel.

Isman’s intrusion came with her humming a tune to the boys as they nodded off, jerking them back to a startled, anxious wakefulness.

‘Could you not have knocked?’ Erienne didn’t turn round at the sound of boots on the cold stone floor.

‘The Captain will see you now,’ said Isman.

‘When my boys are asleep,’ said Erienne, keeping her voice soft and stroking her sons’ heads to soothe them. Their eyes played over her face, anxiety plain in the frowns they wore. Her anger stirred.

‘The Captain feels you have spent enough time with them for now.’

‘I will be the judge of that,’ hissed Erienne.

‘No,’ said Isman. ‘You will not.’

At last she turned to the door. Isman stood in the room with three other men behind him. She leaned into the boys and kissed each on the forehead.

‘I have to go now,’ she whispered. ‘Be good and go to sleep. I’ll be back to see you soon.’ She smoothed their hair from their faces.

Rising, she faced Isman and his henchmen, every fibre screaming at her to take them apart. And she could, all of them. But her boys would die as a direct consequence. They had no way to escape the castle grounds and the Captain had too many men. She bit back the spell, mana flow ceasing.

‘You didn’t need your muscle,’ she said. ‘I’m not going to cause trouble.’

‘You and yours already have,’ said Isman. He led the way to the library.

Despite the warmth cast by the fires still burning in the room, the air felt cool. The Captain was seated behind the reading desk, two soft lanterns illuminating the book he was studying. A half-empty bottle of spirits stood to his left and beside it, a freshly replenished glass. He didn’t look up as she approached across the rugs as prompted by Isman, who withdrew, closing the door behind him.

‘Sit.’ The Captain waved his hand at a hard-backed chair the other  side of the desk. ‘Tell me,’ he said, not looking up, ‘why Xetesk might be after Dawnthief?’

‘I should think that would be obvious,’ said Erienne.

The Captain regarded her bleakly, his voice chill. ‘Assume that it is not.’

‘Ownership of Dawnthief guarantees domination for its owners. Why do you think they should want it?’ She kept her face calm, but inside, her mind was in turmoil and her heart beat feverishly in her chest. She’d kept the thoughts from her mind while she was with Aron and Thom, but now the enormity of what the Captain had intimated earlier was scaring her.

‘There isn’t much written about it, you see,’ he said. ‘How much should I be worrying about it? Can Xetesk find it?’

‘Gods, yes, we should all worry about it!’

‘Can they find it?’

‘I don’t know.’ Erienne bit her lip.

‘That is a particularly unhelpful answer.’ The Captain’s voice rose a notch, his face flushing slightly.

‘Well, it all depends on finding the way into Septern’s workshop. If they have the information, they could go on to recover the complete spell, I suppose. It’s all so much speculation.’

‘You still aren’t helping me,’ said the Captain.

‘I can help you best by reporting your concerns and information to Dordover. It would be the quickest way to stop them, or at least control them.’

The Captain drank deeply and refilled his glass. He smiled. ‘Nice try, but I’m hardly going to let you take a report back to your elders merely to have both Colleges chasing the same prize, am I? And may I remind you that any attempt at communion would be most unwise. I have the ability to detect such a casting, and for your boys, I’m afraid it would be fatal.’

Erienne’s jaw dropped. There was only one way he could do that.

‘You have mages working for you?’ Her tone was incredulous.

‘Not every mage believes me a menace to magic,’ said the Captain smoothly. ‘For many I am the only source of control.’ He smiled. ‘And now you are working for me too, in a way.’

‘As a slave,’ snapped Erienne. She was badly shaken but it all made sense. How else could he gather his information so quickly? They  had to be from Lystern, possibly Julatsa. Mages from Xetesk and Dordover would not entertain the thought of working for him. She tried again. ‘You don’t understand. Dawnthief is too big to play games with. If Xetesk controls it, they control everything, including you. If you make public what you know, the three Colleges will stop them; surely your pet mages have told you that.’

‘No, indeed they have not,’ said the Captain, all hint of mirth gone from his hard, reddening face. ‘What they have told me is that this absolute power must be held by no mage or College and that the means to cast it must be destroyed or kept by a man who has the knowledge to hold it but not the ability to cast it. Should the spell be fully recovered, I will be its guardian.’

Erienne found herself stunned for the second time in so many minutes. But this time her surprise was edged with real fear. If the Captain truly believed he could act as guardian for Dawnthief, he was even more deluded and dangerous than she thought. He clearly had no conception of its power, or the length to which some mages would go to own it.

‘Do you seriously think Xetesk, or Dordover for that matter, would agree to your holding the key to such power?’ asked Erienne, keeping her voice as neutral as possible.

‘They will have no choice when I control the players of the game,’ replied the Captain.

Erienne frowned and shifted in her seat, a cold feeling creeping up her back. Just how much did this man know? ‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you,’ she offered.

‘Oh, come now, Erienne, do you think you were chosen at random? Do you think my knowledge is so limited? You are Dordover’s brightest lore mage and a known expert on the multi-lore nature of Dawnthief. I already control you.’ He shrugged. ‘All I need now is the man most capable of casting it.’

‘You’ll never take him. He is too well protected.’ Erienne was dismissive.

‘And there you are wrong. Again. Indeed, I almost succeeded in killing him very recently. In hindsight, a fortunate failure. Particularly for you.’

‘Why?’ But she already knew the answer.

‘Because yesterday, I had the mind to destroy the means to cast it.  And you know rather too much than is good for you. When I have you both, I will also have the respect I deserve to see my work through.’

‘You know so little,’ grated Erienne. ‘We will not help you and you will not catch the Xeteskian.’

‘Really? I would advise caution before making such statements.’

‘He and I would both choose death over aiding you in your ridiculous scheme. Should your plan ever work, the walls of this castle would glow with the afterburn of so much destructive magic that they could be seen in Korina! You are not strong enough to hold such power.’

The Captain was silent for a time. He swirled the remaining liquid in his glass and downed it, immediately picking up the bottle to refill.

‘Of course, death is an option you can choose,’ he said, pulling at an ear. ‘But it’s not a choice you should be making for your children, is it?’ He smiled. ‘You need to give this matter some proper consideration. Your family depends on you giving the right answer. Isman will see you to your room. Isman!’ The door opened.

‘I want to return to my children,’ said Erienne.

With startling speed, the Captain reached across the table and grabbed Erienne’s chin and lower jaw, drawing her to him.

‘You are here at my pleasure. Perhaps some time alone might help you remember that, eh?’ He let her go. ‘When you have come to the right decision, please come and see me. Until then, enjoy the peace and quiet. Isman, the audience is over.’

‘Bastard,’ whispered Erienne. ‘Bastard.’

‘I need to protect the innocents of Balaia from the march of dark magic. I expect you to help me.’

‘I want to see my sons!’ she cried.

‘Then be of some use and stop telling me what a child could guess!’ The Captain’s face softened. ‘Until then, I don’t think I can oblige.’ He opened his book again and waved her away.

 


Everyone was speaking at once. Ilkar was shouting at Denser, whose hands were held palms outwards in an attempt to calm him. The Unknown was trying to get the Xetesk mage’s attention, while Richmond and Talan merely exchanged confusion.

Hirad floated above it all, his eyes once more fixed on the shrouded form of Sirendor Larn, the noise like the sound of the sea heard from a distance. Ten years. Ten years as founder partners of the most successful mercenary team ever formed. They’d fought together in battles they should have lost but had won. They’d walked away unscathed when blood ran thick in the battlefield massacre. They’d saved each other’s lives so many times it hardly warranted a nod of the head in thanks.

And now Sirendor lay dead. On the very night he’d sheathed his sword for love, he had been murdered by an assassin who struck out at the wrong man. And for what? Because the man now invading The Raven’s space had stolen the key to a dead mage’s workshop and the Witch Hunters didn’t want him to have it.

He seethed, his voice deadening the hubbub like cloud over the sun.

‘He died for a key you stole.’ The room fell silent. ‘That’s it, is it? Satisfied with your day’s work, are you?’ His voice cracked. ‘After all we survived, he died for a three-inch disc. For your sake, it’d better be unbelievably important.’ He sat back in his chair, all pretence at bravado gone, a knuckle rammed into his mouth and tears welling behind his eyes.

‘Oh, it’s important all right, Hirad,’ said Ilkar, the colour barely returned to his cheeks, his eyes narrow slits. ‘If he succeeds in recovering Dawnthief, Sirendor’s death could prove a mercy to him compared to what we’ll be facing.’

‘What the hell is this thing?’ demanded Talan.

‘Dawnthief is a spell. The spell, I think; and Septern is the mage credited with inventing it,’ said The Unknown. He looked to Denser for support.

‘Absolutely right, Unknown. The spell itself is very well known to all the Colleges of magic,’ said Denser. ‘Every magic-user knows of its power . . . its potential for catastrophe. Fortunately, although the words are common knowledge, Dawnthief will not work without three forms of catalyst, and no one has discovered what they are or even where to go to find out. That is, until now. This amulet will let us into Septern’s workshop and we are expecting to find the information there.’

‘You knew what you were looking for when we met you, right?’ asked Talan.

‘Yes,’ agreed Denser. ‘Look, I’m not about to go into detail on Xetesk’s recent research but it led us to believe that Septern was a Dragonene mage—’

‘What’s a—’

‘Later, Talan,’ said The Unknown. ‘Carry on, Denser.’

‘There were many other pointers to this conclusion but the important fact was that it directed our search for Dawnthief in a new direction - other dimensions, to be exact. As I explained to Ilkar, we have developed a spell which can detect the mana movement and shape needed to open a dimension door. We’ve been through many in search of Dawnthief, all of which have been opened by Dragonene. This time we found what we were looking for.’

‘And my friends are already dying because of it,’ said Hirad.

‘You do not know how sorry I am that that is the case,’ returned Denser softly.

‘I don’t need your sympathy, Denser, I need to know why the Witch Hunters wanted to kill you.’

‘Isn’t it obvious?’

‘No, it is not,’ said Hirad. ‘I asked you why my friend died in your place and you haven’t told me.’

‘Very well. To spell it out, they want me dead because of who I am and where I come from.’

‘Why should it make a difference who you are?’ asked Ilkar.

‘I’m Xetesk’s principal Dawnthief mage,’ said Denser simply.

Ilkar’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, this just gets better and better,’ he muttered.

‘What—’ began Talan.

‘Hold on,’ said Ilkar. ‘Are you saying that you actually plan to cast it?’

‘It’s the only way to destroy the Wytch Lords, Ilkar, we both know that.’

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘They are coming back, and if we don’t find Dawnthief and use it on them as soon as we can, we will eventually be on the wrong end of it ourselves. Finding it and threatening them with it won’t be  enough. They have to be destroyed or Balaia will be lost. There’s going to be an invasion, and this time we don’t have the strength to withstand the tide of Wesmen indefinitely. Not with the Wytch Lords backing them.’

‘The light-stealer. This is it.’ Ilkar’s words sat heavy in the air, his anxiety evident in the way he was poised, tense in his chair as if about to leap from it.

‘What is it, Ilkar?’ asked Talan.

‘You don’t know what he’s talking about, not really. I do,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’ve studied Dawnthief - it’s a required text. Put in simple terms, technically, depending on quality and length of preparation, it can destroy everything - and by that I mean the world.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s why it’s called Dawnthief. It means the “stealer of light” because it can take the sun from the sky.’

‘If it’s so important that you find and cast this spell, shouldn’t the Witch Hunters understand that?’

‘You think they’d believe us?’ Denser spread his hands wide. ‘Don’t be naïve, Richmond. All they know or care about is that I’m travelling, they don’t want Dawnthief found, and killing me seems the simple solution.’

‘So,’ said The Unknown. He drained his glass, refilled it and passed the bottle around the circle. ‘Now we’ve established that you are a marked and dangerous man we shouldn’t even be speaking to, why don’t you confirm what it is you are trying to hire us for?’

The atmosphere in the room cooled. Denser looked around at the angry faces.

‘We have to recover the catalysts and I want you to help me.’

‘Why us in particular?’

‘Why does anyone hire The Raven?’

‘A few more details wouldn’t go amiss.’

Denser drew breath, finding the questioning from The Raven suddenly intense. He pulled the amulet out again.

‘Assuming this works and we find information on the Dawnthief catalysts, we have to act to recover the catalysts themselves. I need protection plus fighting ability and defensive magical skills. I also need people who can be trusted completely. As far as Xetesk is concerned, The Raven is the only choice.’

There was a short silence.

‘I’m not sure I’m getting this,’ said Hirad. ‘Why not just bring in a load of Protectors and Xetesk mages? Surely you can trust them?’

‘It’s not that simple, unfortunately,’ said Denser. ‘There are political issues to consider, and if Xetesk was seen to be mounting any kind of action, we’d have the agents of the Wytch Lords on to us straight away. This has to be a clandestine action as long as possible.’

‘And that’s not to mention the trouble it would cause in the College Cities,’ said Ilkar.

‘And the Witch Hunters,’ added The Unknown.

‘Bring them on,’ growled Hirad.

‘Oh, we’ll be going to them, don’t worry,’ said Denser.

‘So much the better.’

‘Seriously,’ continued Denser, ‘they have to be silenced. What they know, or even think they know, could prove disastrous for the whole of Balaia if the wrong ears hear it.’

‘Is it stupid of me to suggest a four-College alliance if this is really so critical?’ asked Richmond.

‘Not at all,’ said Denser. ‘In fact, a four-College meeting has been called, although it is to deal with the Wesmen threat, not the search for Dawnthief. We can’t afford for the other Colleges to know about our search, not yet. Ilkar will tell you, they would interfere in the search and place impossible conditions on the spell’s use. It must be kept quiet as long as possible.’ He paused. ‘Do you believe me, Ilkar?’

The elf gazed at him coolly. ‘That’s not a question I’m ready to answer. This has severe implications for my relationship with Julatsa. I’m honour-bound to tell them everything. You know that.’

There was another silence. Richmond added a log to the fire.

‘I know. And all I ask is that you give me time to prove my intentions. But I do need an answer,’ said Denser at length.

‘To which question?’ muttered Hirad.

‘Will you help us?’

‘How much?’ asked Talan.

‘Five per cent of the agreed value of each artefact, same idea as before.’

‘I cannot believe you just asked that,’ snapped Hirad. ‘What does it matter how much? We already have a job to do.’ Hirad indicated Sirendor’s shrouded body.

‘It always matters,’ replied Talan. ‘No decision will be made until all conditions are known. That’s how it’s always been.’

‘We’ve retired, Talan, remember?’

‘Balaia cannot afford for you to retire,’ said Denser.

‘Shut up, Xetesk man. This doesn’t concern you.’ Hirad didn’t look round.

‘Hirad, calm down,’ said The Unknown. ‘This is already difficult enough.’

‘Is it? We find the Witch Hunters, we kill them. What’s difficult about that?’

The Unknown ignored him. ‘One more question, Denser. Assuming we recover the catalysts, what then?’

‘You help me take them into the Torn Wastes and cast Dawnthief against the Wytch Lords in Parve. That is, if you want to.’

‘Well, we aren’t about to just hand them over to Xetesk,’ said Ilkar.

‘I didn’t expect you would,’ countered Denser.

‘So has everyone heard enough?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Ages ago,’ said Hirad.

‘Right.’ The Unknown rose and opened the door. ‘Denser, it’s time you left. We need to talk, and we have a Vigil to observe.’

‘I need an answer,’ repeated Denser.

‘First light tomorrow,’ said The Unknown. ‘Please . . .’ He gestured through the door.

Denser paused before leaving. ‘You can’t refuse,’ he said. ‘This means everything to all of us.’

The Unknown closed the door behind Denser and refilled all the glasses before returning to his seat.

‘So, who wants to go first?’ he asked.

‘This is a nightmare,’ said Ilkar. ‘I’m not sure what to say.’

‘Sirendor Larn is dead because of him, it’s obvious that Ras’s death had nothing to do with our last contract, and yet we’re chatting about working for him!’ Hirad was shouting. ‘What are we debating this for?’ He got up and strode to the fireplace. ‘It’s quite simple. We go and kill the Witch Hunters. Denser can stick his spell up his arse, and this—’ he tore the code from its frame on the wall and ripped it in two - ‘this is gone.’

They were all staring at him, or rather at the ruined parchment in  his hands, eyes wide. He became very aware of his own quick breathing, the thudding of his heart and the sound of the fire behind him. He stared back, daring them to criticise or disagree.

‘Sit down, Hirad,’ said The Unknown quietly.

‘Why, so you can—’

‘I said sit down!’ thundered the big man.

Hirad, still clutching the two pieces of the code, did so.

‘We all know how much this is hurting you,’ The Unknown’s voice was calm once more, ‘and we will deal with Sirendor’s murderers, believe me. But what we’ve just heard, which you didn’t seem to take in, has changed everything.’

‘Really?’ Hirad sighed.

‘Really,’ affirmed The Unknown. ‘I expect Ilkar can explain it better than me. Ilkar?

The Julatsan raised his eyebrows. ‘Putting it bluntly, the two worst things I can imagine have both happened at the same time. Or so Denser claims. The Wytch Lords are free and Xetesk has found the link to Dawnthief.’

‘And?’

‘Gods, Hirad, I wasn’t joking earlier. Dawnthief can destroy everything. Literally. In theory at least. What that means is that if Denser succeeds in destroying the Wytch Lords - and we must pray that he does - the ultimate weapon will be firmly in the hands of the Dark College. And what do you think that’ll mean for the rest of us?’

‘So we kill him and take the spell after he’s cast it.’

‘Yes, but we have to be standing next to him to do that.’

‘We could kill him now and take the amulet,’ said Hirad evenly.

Silence. Richmond nodded.

‘It could certainly save time,’ he said.

‘And what if he’s right about the Wytch Lords?’ asked Ilkar.

‘Get somebody else to cast the spell,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar snorted. ‘Of course. I’ll go and ask Tomas if he can spare us the time, shall I?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘It’s not that simple, Hirad. Denser will have been training all his life in the theory of Dawnthief casting. And if he is Xetesk’s principal Dawnthief mage - and I have no reason to doubt that he is - then he  is the man with the best and perhaps the only chance of casting it effectively.’

‘So do you believe him, Ilkar?’ Talan leaned forward in his chair, draining his glass and holding out a hand for the bottle that The Unknown proffered.

‘Why would he lie about this? He’s risking me making a report to Julatsa about Dawnthief, and he’s right about the reaction he’d get if I did. Gods, what a mess.’ Ilkar chewed his lip and sagged back to hunch in his chair.

‘So, what are our options?’ asked Talan.

‘We don’t have any,’ said Ilkar. ‘Not really. I mean, we could decide to refuse him and go after the Witch Hunters ourselves but what if he’s telling the truth? We’d have turned our backs on the fight for Balaia, and worse still, we’d have left Xetesk and the Wytch Lords as the only competitors for Dawnthief. And Dawnthief means absolute domination, it really is that powerful, believe me. Make no mistake, if the Wytch Lords are coming back, they will be coming back to destroy us all.’

‘Are they really that bad?’ asked Richmond.

‘Yes. Gods, yes,’ replied Ilkar. ‘You have to understand where they came from. They used to be part of the original single College but were banished across the Blackthornes for their beliefs. They spent centuries brewing their hate and developing ways of making themselves immortal. When they succeeded, they came back to take what they thought was theirs. That time, we won. This time, we won’t, not without Dawnthief.’ He paused, seeing they weren’t quite with him. ‘Look, the Wytch Lords won’t want to conquer, they want to destroy, to wipe out everyone to the east of the mountains. It was the promise they made when they were pushed into the mana prison. In my view, we have to go with Denser . . . Put it this way, I’m going whether The Raven do or not, but I want the rest of you to do the same. We’ll probably all die, but at least we’ll have tried.’

‘Martyrdom for my country is not something I’ve ever considered as an option,’ said Talan.

‘Still, it’ll certainly be a new departure for The Raven,’ said Richmond. ‘Not just doing it for the money, I mean.’

‘Retirement brings a new outlook to things.’ Ilkar shrugged, but his smile was forced.

‘It certainly did for Sirendor.’ Hirad’s voice was barely above a whisper.

‘Yes, it did. And we must never forget the full circumstances of our accepting this job. Assuming, of course, we all accept?’ The Unknown looked around.

‘I need it written into the contract that I go to see Dawnthief properly used against the Wytch Lords only. I’m working for Balaia, not Xetesk,’ said Ilkar, his tone uncompromising.

‘And I want an undertaking on Denser’s part that we will attack the Witch Hunters the first chance we get.’ Hirad was looking over at Sirendor.

‘Got all that, Talan?’ asked The Unknown when no one ventured further thoughts. Talan nodded. ‘Denser needs to sign the contract at first light, so you’d better draw it up now. Anything else from anyone?’

‘Just one thing,’ said Richmond. ‘Shouldn’t we be guarding Denser? Or the amulet he’s holding, to be more accurate.’

‘Don’t worry. His cat’ll see him safe,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad looked askance at the elf, imagining the animal holding off several large armed men. ‘Good with a sword, is it?’

Ilkar chuckled in spite of the mood. ‘It’s a Familiar, Hirad. It retains a part of his consciousness, for want of a better word, and I dare say it can take on more than one form.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Hirad, not seeing.

‘I’ll explain another time. Just trust me for now, all right?’

‘Right, gentlemen,’ said The Unknown, standing. ‘Back here in an hour for the Vigil. Until that time, I suggest we all leave Hirad to air his grief in private.’

Hirad smiled his thanks, tears already forming. When they were all gone, he allowed himself to weep.




Chapter 7

Selyn’s escape from Terenetsa had an element of fortune to it, although she liked to think she was never in any real danger. She was certainly irritated that the Shaman had managed to see her so easily despite the spell she had used to conceal herself, and had ducked low as the arrows flew.

With the Wesmen advancing behind a hail of shafts, she had gathered together her concentration and cast another CloakedWalk before diving through an unshuttered opening at the side of the hut in which she had been hiding and watching.

Landing on hard-baked mud, she had scattered chickens as she rolled, the fowl looking on in blank confusion, sensing something but seeing nothing. She had come fluidly to her feet and sprinted away into the forest, changing direction at the tree line and hearing the sounds of pursuit die away as she slipped unseen further and further into the forest.

Several hours later, as night fell, she had held communion with Styliann before sleeping deeply under a stand of low bushes she had hollowed out to accommodate her slender frame.

Selyn awoke the next morning with the sun dappling her face. The forest was quiet but for the sounds of nature, and the still air warmed quickly. She set and lit a fire before recovering the rabbit from the trap she’d laid the night before, then skinned it effortlessly and spitted it for breakfast. She was on the move in less than an hour.

The lands to the north-west, her direction of travel, were crawling with Wesmen raiding parties as the tribes sought local populations to subjugate and new areas for staging posts. As she moved quietly past encampment after encampment and saw the Wesmen building calmly and carefully, she wondered at their apparent lack of urgency.  It was as if they were waiting for something. She feared finding out what.

As the first afternoon of her journey to the Torn Wastes began to pale towards dusk, she felt a sudden and involuntary spasm of fear. What she found in Parve would almost certainly herald chaos throughout Balaia and a war the scale of which hadn’t been seen for over three hundred years - the last time the Wesmen invaded. She only hoped she could relay enough information back to Styliann before she was caught and killed. Because, if Styliann was right, she wouldn’t be leaving the City of the Wytch Lords.

Her sense of fear was quickly quashed, replaced by one of loss, and for a time she struggled with her motivation. She knew it was best if she forgot all thoughts of a return to Xetesk. They might cloud her judgement, make her too careful. She substituted them with the cold desire to prove herself beyond all question Xetesk’s greatest mage-spy. She had never doubted. Others had, simply because she was a woman in a male-dominated order.

And more than having her name exulted in her own ranks, she had the chance to achieve the ultimate sacrifice for the greater glory of Xetesk. She might even change the course of the war that was surely coming.

Desire rekindled, she focused very deliberately to build her inner strength. Supple but strong leather boots covered her feet and calves, their dark matt-brown colouring blending with the forest shades. Each boot carried a sheathed dagger. Mottled green trousers and jacket completed the camouflage picture.

On her hands, black gloves, skin tight, with fine grips sewn into palms and fingertips. Inside the sleeves of her jacket and under those of her brown woollen shirt, a spring mechanism attached to either wrist. Locked into each was a barbed bolt fatal in close combat but with no real range. Three more daggers hung from her waist belt in addition to a pick set, and on her back, beneath her jacket, hung a scabbarded short sword.

Her head and neck were wrapped in a long cloth scarf which, when tied for covert action, left open only the skin surrounding her large brown eyes. She kept her black hair cropped close to her head, her nails short but sharp and her feet in perfect condition. Her body,  slim and athletic, long-legged and small-breasted, was built for agility and speed, attributes she used to the full.

She was fast and deadly because being clever enough to breach places undetected was only half the job. Being able to get out when the mana ran dry was the reason she survived. Styliann had quipped that she’d make a fine assassin, but personally she found the thought of killing to order abhorrent. Mind you, more than once her path had been sprinkled with the corpses of those who’d tried to stop her.

Selyn smiled. Maybe she would see Xetesk again after all. With care and belief, anything was possible. She was under pressure to reach Parve quickly. Knowing only one spell that would satisfy that pressure, she used it, moving off northwest through thinning trees towards increasingly mountainous and barren terrain that gave ample places to hide, but few in which to find any comfort. The western lands were characterised by sheer valleys and studded with ranges of mountains over which sudden and violent weather broke almost without warning. But for now, with the sun warming the earth, cold rock seemed a world away.

 


The sun was already past its zenith when The Raven rode out of Korina by the North Gate, heading for the ruins of Septern’s mage house, three days’ ride to the north-west. The morning had been taken up by Sirendor’s funeral, an event to which Denser was not invited.

Now clear of the scene of sorrow, they rode in loose formation on the trail. Denser, drawn and sunken-eyed, was at the head with Talan and Richmond. The Unknown Warrior and Hirad Coldheart rode together some twenty strides behind. Ilkar was well adrift of them and had kept silent from the moment they saddled up.

It was an hour since their exit from Korina and Hirad had been half expecting an attack, particularly from the Witch Hunters. The idea that they had sent only one assassin after Denser made Hirad wonder what sort of organisation they were, and he found himself a little disappointed in them. He was relying on their determination to see Denser dead, and as he gazed at the Dark Mage’s back, he had to smile. It was an odd situation for sure.

‘Why is it Ilkar dislikes Xetesk so much?’ he asked, still staring at Denser.

‘Why don’t you ask him yourself?’ returned The Unknown. ‘It’s about time he joined up.’ He turned in his saddle and beckoned the mage to join them, but it wasn’t until Hirad turned too that Ilkar spurred his horse forwards.

As he moved closer, Hirad frowned. Ilkar displayed the import of Denser’s revelations of the previous night in his face like a wound. He tried to smile as he joined his friends but couldn’t muster any more than a raising of the eyebrows.

‘Are you all right, Ilkar?’ asked Hirad.

‘That’s a bloody stupid question,’ replied Ilkar. ‘What can I do for you two?’ His voice was flat and shocked. Hirad knew how he felt.

‘Hirad was wondering what you had against Xetesk, exactly,’ said The Unknown.

‘Everything,’ said Ilkar. ‘But putting it simply, in magic terms Julatsa and Xetesk disagree about all things magical. What it’s for, how to research it, how to build mana stamina . . . everything. When we say stop, they say go. In Julatsa, it’s a crime to work for the Masters of Xetesk. Do you understand?’

‘No,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar sighed. ‘Look - and stop me if you know this - but the reason the Colleges split was largely moral, concerning the direction of research and the uses of magic that the research was leaning towards. It was also due to the methods used for gathering mana, and, not to put too fine a point on it, the faction that became Xetesk found a quick way to replenish their mana that was based on human sacrifice. Now I can forgive Xetesk many things, but not that.’

‘Do they still practise sacrifice?’ asked The Unknown.

‘According to them, no, but the fact is that the method still works despite the fact that they have found other, hardly less reprehensible methods. Anyway, the point of it all is that two thousand years on, our lore - that is, our understanding of the physics of magic - is now so divorced from Xetesk’s that we can understand very little of how they construct and use spells.’

‘So could you cast Dawnthief?’ asked Hirad. ‘I mean, it’s not a Xetesk spell, is it?’

‘No it isn’t, and no I can’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘Well, in theory I can. I  know the words and lore because Septern was careful to publish them to all Colleges. But in reality, having done no work on the mana shape or studied the intricacies of speaking the spell, I’d be certain to fail.’

‘So we’d better keep Denser alive, then.’ Hirad curled his lip.

‘Until we discover whether he’s telling the truth or not, at least.’

‘Yeah. Until then,’ muttered The Unknown.

They fell silent for a time. Hirad digested what Ilkar had told him and wished he’d paid more attention to what made mages beat. More important, though, was finding out what made Witch Hunters beat. The two, he reflected, would be linked.

‘What do you know about these Witch Hunters, Unknown?’ he asked.

‘You didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?’ The Unknown turned up the corners of his mouth.

‘Thinking was only part of it, big man. Well?’

‘Not a great deal.’ The Unknown shrugged. ‘Their leader is a man called Travers. He was the commander of the garrison that finally lost control of Understone Pass while we were fighting for the Rache Lords up north in the early days of The Raven. He was a dangerous man but he must be getting old by now.’ The Unknown paused. ‘Ilkar’s your man for this, I think.’

Now at least Ilkar smiled. His ears pricked and he kneaded his forehead between thumb and forefinger.

‘I’m an elf, Unknown,’ he said. ‘It’s not a great story, I’m afraid. Travers is either a shining hero waging a long war against the evils of magic, or a once great soldier who’s blind to today’s reality. It depends which side of the fence you’re on.’

‘And which side are you on?’ Hirad leaned forward in his saddle, his hands on its raised pommel, stretching his back and breathing in the smell of leather mixed with the strong odour of his horse. He found it strangely comforting.

‘The blind man,’ said Ilkar. ‘Look, it all started out as a grand scheme and there were many people who wanted him to succeed. I was one of them. After Understone Pass, he founded a group dedicated to creating a kind of moral code which was aimed primarily at restraining the destructive magics of Xetesk and, to a lesser extent, Dordover. Not outlawing, mind; he didn’t believe  they should be stopped, not then; just monitored and kept to quiet research.

‘Anyway, at that time they were called the Winged Rose and had tattoos put on their necks of a red rose head in between a pair of white wings.’ He stroked the left side of his neck in a circle as he spoke. ‘It was supposed to signify passion and freedom, I think.’

‘Does that make sense?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Sort of,’ replied Ilkar. ‘Initially their ideals were pure. It was all about their desire to see the country freed from the shadow of what they saw as dark magic, and they were going to pursue that aim without recourse to violence.’

‘Bloody hell,’ breathed Hirad.

‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ said Ilkar. ‘As you can gather, the ideals slipped by degrees, and what had been a plan for, I don’t know, regulation, I suppose, became a witch hunt; and one aimed at any College’s adepts Travers deemed dangerous. That, of course, now includes me, particularly since my unfortunate association with our glorious would-be leader up there.’

‘Do they still wear this tattoo?’ Hirad indicated his own neck.

‘Not quite,’ said The Unknown. ‘They’ve recoloured it a rather unoriginal all-black now, although the motif itself is the same.’

‘That’s right,’ agreed Ilkar. ‘Black Wings, they call themselves. The rose must be an embarrassment or something.’

‘That’s how I knew the woman was trouble.’ It was a beat before Hirad realised that The Unknown wasn’t talking to either of them. ‘Damn.’

‘What are you talking about, Unknown?’ asked Hirad.

‘I recognised that tattoo, didn’t I? If I’d acted sooner, I could have saved Sirendor. Maybe. The trouble was, for a moment when I knew she was after Denser, I had no desire to stop her. I couldn’t have cared less if he lived or died, and in some ways I still can’t.’

‘Until Dawnthief came along,’ remarked Ilkar.

‘If you believe that,’ said The Unknown.

‘Still sceptical, are you, Unknown?’

‘Still an elf, are you, Ilkar?’

 


The buildings of the Korina Trade Alliance retained the grandiose air of centuries gone by.

The halls, offices, kitchens and rooms of the once proud organisation were set in gardens still tended beautifully by the City’s gardeners thanks to a legacy gifted by the third Earl Arlen in recognition of the KTA’s sacrifices in the first Wesmen wars three hundred years before. How the Arlen family’s fortunes had changed since then, swallowed up by the rising power of Baron Blackthorne on the back of the new rich trade in minerals.

The KTA put on a brave face for the public. A sweeping drive through ornate iron gates led to a pillared frontage whose double doors of ebony sat within a marble frame. The main building rose three storeys and was formed from quarried white stone brought from the Denebre Crags some seventy miles north and east.

It was inside that the cracks showed. The entrance hall was lined with standing armour, all dull and dusty. There was no money to employ the polisher any more. Paintwork peeled, damp and mould inhabited the corners of walls, and the air was musty in the nostrils.

The banqueting table was chipped, scarred and rutted, its chair fabrics torn, stuffing oozing from rents in the faded material. As for the rooms, no Lord or Baron would take one without a trusted bodyguard in attendance.

The whole atmosphere depressed Baron Gresse. His initial optimism that the meeting had been called at all disintegrated as the usual internecine bickering grew among the dozen delegates who could be bothered to attend.

Lord Denebre, who had called the meeting following losses he had suffered in a Wesmen raid on one of his convoys inside Understone Pass itself, was the nominal Chairman of the KTA, and popular belief held that he would be the last. He had contested that Tessaya, the tribal leader holding the Understone Pass treaties, had broken the safe passage agreements and that military action was necessary to keep the trade route open.

But around the table, the dozen Barons and Lords, ranging from the white-haired, craggily old but still powerfully built Lord Rache, and the black-bearded, bloated obscenity that was Lord Eimot, to the young, hawk-featured and very tall Pontois, wore their cynicism like armour.

For three hours, futile arguments, speeches and discussions drove the delegates into two factions. Gresse, Denebre and the elder son  of Lord Jaden, whose lands lay to the north of the College Cities, found themselves in an increasingly beleaguered position. Orchestrated by Pontois, Rache and Havern, resolution after resolution led to the systematic dismissal of Denebre’s claims, accusations that he had triggered the skirmish, and calls for his words to be struck from the record. The culmination was a one-sided debate on how the KTA might best profit from any potential tribal unity, while the three excluded delegates sat in bewildered but furious silence.

Gresse, who had said little throughout, spoke only in response to a direct question from Pontois.

‘Strangely silent, Gresse. Still wondering how to pay for the damage to your castle wall, or just keeping your thoughts to yourself? ’

‘My dear Pontois,’ replied Gresse, ‘I am rather of the opinion that you lost the little tiff that you began and that your wounds require significantly more licking than my own. Meanwhile, I am afraid that my thoughts do not tally with the decisions you are about to make. Particularly your move to begin again the selling of arms to the Wesmen.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Pontois. ‘You are presumably in possession of harder facts than my Lords Rache and Havern?’

‘Yes, I am,’ said Gresse, and the respect in which he was held sobered the audience at least temporarily. ‘The Wesmen, as Denebre has been trying to intimate, could invade Balaia at any time, given the numbers I believe are massed in the Heartlands even now. They are organised, strong and united, and I will be marching to the aid of Blackthorne at first light tomorrow.’

‘Really?’ Pontois held his smile. ‘A costly venture.’

‘Money is nothing,’ said Gresse. ‘Survival is everything.’ There was a ripple of laughter around the table.

‘Your fears are out of all proportion to the facts,’ said Lord Rache. ‘Perhaps your age is addling your mind.’

‘For generations now, we - and I include my family in this - have lived off the ample fat of Balaia, its people and its rich resources. We have drunk in its beauty and basked in its security. Our disagreements blow away like chaff in the wind when set against the warfare that has so often torn the west apart. But no longer. There is unification and it is us to whom their attention is turned. We stand  on the brink of a fight for our lives, all of our lives, and the enemy is stronger, fitter, more numerous and better trained than we are,’ said Gresse. ‘Don’t you see it? Don’t you hear what Denebre is telling you?’ He turned to Pontois. ‘I would weep tears of joy on my ramparts at the sight of your men trying to take Taranspike Castle again, I really would. But unless we deal with the threat that affects us right now, Taranspike Castle will be flying a Wesmen standard.’

‘I would prefer to wait for these Wesmen while drinking wine from your cellars,’ said Pontois. ‘Balaia has such changeable weather this time of year.’ His words found favour with others around the table. A chuckle echoed off the walls.

‘Laugh now,’ said Gresse, ‘while you can. I pity you for your blindness, and I pity Balaia too. I love this country. I love being able to look out from my castle and see the distant Blackthorne Mountains shimmering in the morning sun, the dew lifting from the pasturelands below me, and smell the freshness of the air.’

‘And I will be happy to reserve a place for your rocking chair on my ramparts,’ replied Pontois.

‘I sincerely hope you are dead long before I need my rocking chair,’ spat Gresse. ‘And I will curse every day the fact that I am protecting your sorry hide while I and those truly loyal to this country strive to save it.’ He spun about and strode to the door, a tittering laugh in his ear. He paused, fingers on the handle. ‘Think about the real reasons Blackthorne isn’t here. Think about why the four Colleges are meeting at Triverne Lake right now. And think about why The Raven are working for Xetesk, something they swore never to do.

‘They all want to save our country from the Wesmen and our women from mothering their bastard sons. And any of you who refuse to ride to Blackthorne, Understone or the Colleges to lay your lives before the Gods for Balaia will be cast down when the reckoning comes. And come it will.’

The banqueting hall was silent as Gresse departed the KTA for the last time.

 


As the day waned towards dusk, Denser took the party from the main path into an area of thick woodland. He stopped when they  were well hidden from anyone riding on the trail. Once all had dismounted, Richmond set about a small fire.

Denser wandered over to his horse, put his mouth close to its ear and pointed deeper into the woods. The brown mare ambled away in the direction Denser’s finger indicated, followed by all the others.

‘Nice trick,’ said Richmond.

‘It was nothing.’ Denser shrugged. He sat with his back to a tree and lit his pipe. The cat poked its head from his robes, darted to the ground and disappeared into the undergrowth.

‘So what’s the plan, Denser?’ asked Talan, wiping at an eye smarting from the dust of the road.

‘It’s quite simple. We think the amulet gives the location of a dimension door that will let us into Septern’s workshop. We are presuming it rests in interdimensional space. Given the lore on the amulet, Ilkar’s going to have to cast the spell to open the door.’

‘No problem, Denser,’ muttered Ilkar. ‘I cast dimensional spells all the time.’

‘Right,’ said Hirad. ‘I’ve been hearing you talking about dimensions and portals for too long and I still have no idea what you’re talking about. Any chance of an explanation I can understand?’

Ilkar and Denser looked at each other. The Xeteskian nodded to the Julatsan.

‘Actually, the concept is simple but it takes quite a mind-leap to come to terms with it all,’ said Ilkar. ‘The fact is that there are a so far unknown number of other dimensions, worlds you’d call them, that co-exist with our own. We - that is, mages in general - have identified two, but there are clearly many more than that.’

‘Oh, clearly,’ said Hirad, pursing his lips.

‘What’s the problem?’ asked Ilkar, his ears pricking.

‘I know you saw a Dragon and you say it was in some other dimension, but now you’re saying there are other worlds littering the place, that’s what,’ said Talan. ‘Look, put it this way. We go outside, we see sky, ground and sea. Now you’re asking us to believe there are other dimensions there with us, we can’t see them and you gaily announce you even know what two of them are!’

‘Sorry, Ilkar,’ continued Richmond. ‘But this has all come as rather a surprise.’

‘Yeah.’ Talan again. ‘I mean, how the hell did anyone get the idea there could even be such things?’

‘Denser?’ prompted Ilkar. The cat reappeared from the undergrowth and curled up in Denser’s lap, eyes on his master’s face.

‘We think Septern always knew, though probably no one will ever know how. He was the mage who first postulated the existence of other dimensions in addition to the one we’d long known about through mana research. It seems obvious now; but at the time, Septern was shunned by the greater mage community, though he is now regarded as a genius. It was the reason he left Dordover and built his own house.’

‘I’m none the wiser,’ said Hirad, deadpan.

‘Our best guess is that something in Septern’s mind made him open to the nuances of mana flow and flux that signify activity beyond our dimension. He could see and sense things no other mage ever could. He was unique,’ said Denser. ‘Sorry to be vague, but much is missing from Septern’s early work. He understood the magic required, though, and developed lore that would base spells to create dimension portals of his own - or so we have to assume.’

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘So we accept Dragons have a world separate to ours, that they link to us to escape, whether we like it and can get our heads round it or not. That leaves me with two questions. What’s stopping Dragons from any side of their war coming here to rule, and what’s in the other dimension?’ He rose and added a few branches to the fire.

‘Denser, still yours.’ Ilkar’s tone was less than friendly.

‘We know very little of the Dragon dimension. No one has ever travelled there, except perhaps Septern. The Dragon you met—’ he nodded at Hirad - ‘will, we think, have been one of a large Brood, or family, who have exclusive use of the corridor between our two dimensions. The corridor has many links to our world, one for each member of the Brood and their Dragonene mage. The Dragons defend the corridor against attack from other Broods - and what Sha-Kaan told you pretty much confirms that.’ He drank deeply and chewed his lip, considering his answer to the next question carefully.

‘No one,’ he said slowly, ‘has been able to replicate Septern’s  work. So there is no travel between dimensions. Finding the key to his workshop may well lead to our making great strides to change all that. In Xetesk, we know a good deal about interdimensional space based on Septern’s writings, and it’s where we launched the Wytch Lords’ cage. We have also found evidence of other dimensions but we’ve only penetrated one.’

‘But it was the only one you really needed, wasn’t it, Denser?’ Ilkar’s face held an expression of deep distaste.

‘We certainly found it to be useful, yes,’ replied Denser testily.

‘Please share this knowledge.’ The Unknown’s voice suggested it was not a request.

‘In simple terms, it’s a dimension inhabited by what you’d call demons, but don’t get too excited,’ said Denser. ‘They can’t live in this dimension without extensive, umm, modification and continuous help from a mage.’ Denser’s hand reached out and stroked his cat absently. The animal purred and stretched.

‘Why not?’ asked Richmond.

‘Because they exist on mana. It is the air they breathe. And the concentration of mana here isn’t even close to being enough. Likewise, we could not live there. What Xetesk does, I will freely admit, is tap this demon dimension for mana.’

‘And that’s bad, is it, Ilkar?’ Richmond turned to the Julatsan.

‘It’s not so much the use of the mana, but the methods used to make the opening. There’s no point going into them now, it’s a moral thing.’

The group fell silent, each man taking in, or trying to, what he had heard so far. To Hirad, it was all so much bluster and babble. He’d asked the first question but he’d barely taken in that answer and he wasn’t sure he understood, or cared if he didn’t. He couldn’t concentrate, his mind continually wandering to dreams and images of Sirendor while his heart tolled death in his chest.

‘Have you heard enough?’ asked Denser.

‘One more question.’ Richmond was frowning. ‘Where are these other dimensions in relation to our own? I mean, I can see the stars, are those what you are talking about?’

‘No,’ said Denser, a half-smile touching his lips. ‘Although it’s not a bad analogy. Day to day, there is no hint or clue where other dimensions lie. The easiest way I can describe it is to ask you to  consider a void more vast than you can possibly imagine and then populate it with bubbles, a possibly infinite number, each representing a single dimension.

‘Then, and here’s the tricky part, imagine the bubbles being everywhere and nowhere at the same time, so that no matter the number of bubbles, and the vastness of the void, there is no distance between each bubble, making travel between them theoretically instantaneous, subject to certain alignment criteria.’ He paused. ‘Does that sound right, Ilkar?’

‘It tallies with my understanding, such as it is,’ said Ilkar, though his face suggested he’d learned something new.

‘So how come the Dragon had the amulet?’ asked Talan.

‘Good question,’ said Denser. ‘Shortly after Septern announced the text for Dawnthief, he disappeared. We’re guessing he went through his Dragonene portal, or one of his own. We had to assume that Septern meant us to have his findings one day, and it made sense that, as a Dragonene, he would entrust the effective key to it all, this amulet, to the Dragons and let them decide when we were ready. We just got one step ahead, that’s all. Anything else?’ There was silence. ‘Good. We’ll set off at first light.’

Hirad glared at the Dark Mage, who was searching a pocket.

‘Let me make something very clear, Denser,’ said the barbarian evenly, fetching a dagger from his belt and testing its edge. He stared studiously at the short blade. ‘You are not in charge here. If the members of The Raven agree, we will travel to this mage workshop of yours when we are ready, and not before.’

Denser smiled. ‘If that’s the way you want to play it.’

‘No, Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘That’s the way it is. The moment you forget is the moment you’re on your own. Or dead.’

‘And Balaia would die with me,’ said Denser.

‘Yeah, well, we only have your word for that,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad nodded. Denser looked confused.

‘But I’m the only one who knows what we have to do,’ he said.

‘For now,’ said The Unknown. ‘But don’t worry, when we understand, we’ll have more to say about how we go about things. Be sure.’

There was quiet. Richmond’s fire crackled and a breeze rustled  the upper branches. Night was all but on them. Denser knocked the bowl of his pipe against the roots of the tree.

‘If I might make a suggestion for discussion,’ he said slowly, ‘I think it’s time we got some sleep.’




Chapter 8

Segregation. Distrust. Suspicion. Mana. The air crackled with it all.

Triverne Lake lay at the base of the Blackthorne Mountains as the great range began its slow descent to the seas of Triverne Inlet over one hundred miles to the north. Touched by magic, the lake waters were sheltered, giving perfect conditions for the vibrant green trees that bordered it on three sides, leaving only the eastern shore open. Lush vegetation thrown with bright-coloured flowers provided a spectacular matting between the trunks and the rich life clung far up into the foothills before the cooler air running off the mountains let only hardier scrub, moss and heather grow plentiful. A multitude of species of birds flocked to the shores, their song and flight in every colour of the rainbow a sight to gladden the most barren heart.

The rain which periodically crashed over the Blackthornes and ran from its peaks in magnificent waterfalls all along its length never seemed to ruffle Triverne’s balance. Rivers ran beneath rock to feed the lake through every season and the waterfall which flowed in times of sustained rainfall splashed into a deep and glorious pool which overlapped the lake itself.

The surface of Triverne Lake on the day of the meeting was calm, an occasional breeze sending tiny surface ripples in every direction. The gentle lapping of the water on the shore should have completed the tableau of calm with the warm sun shining through a partly clouded sky.

But the Marquee ruined all that. Standing proud not fifty paces from the lake, it was the focal point of a tension so cloying it seemed to cling to clothes and deaden hair and skin.

The Marquee was a model of geometric perfection. It was exactly equal on each side, and had four entrances exactly equidistant from each other.

Awnings, each one coloured in a College livery, shaded the entrances, and protecting each awning was a phalanx of College Guards. A further phalanx stood inside each entrance.

Seated at identical square tables, immediately inside their respective entrances, sat the Masters and their delegations. For Lystern, Heryst, the Lord Elder. For Julatsa, Barras, Chief Negotiator and the College representative in Xetesk. For Dordover, Vuldaroq, the Tower Lord, and for Xetesk, Styliann, Lord of the Mount.

Each was flanked by two delegates, and as Styliann sat in his dark ermine chair, he gauged the mood of his - how would he describe them - contemporaries . . . or was it adversaries?

Barras, the Julatsan. An ancient elf he knew well. Impatient, irritable, intelligent. His clear blue eyes shone from his deeply lined face, his mane of white hair was tied back and draped across one shoulder, the fingers of his right hand, as always, drummed on the nearest surface, in this case the arm of his chair.

Heryst, the quiet man from Lystern. He sat back in his chair, his face darkened by the shadows cast by its wings. His long fingers were steepled and held just under his chin but otherwise he appeared relaxed and as at ease as was possible in this company. Styliann respected him for his careful counsel and for the fact that, at forty-five, he was the youngest Lord Elder Lystern had ever appointed. He saw parallels with himself, though his ascension had not been through such democratic means.

He sighed. Vuldaroq. Blubber and bluster. When riled, he fired with the speed of an elven arrow, but landed with the accuracy of a catapult round. Already red in the face, the Dordovan Tower Lord sat hunched forward, arms spread on the table in front of him, eyes squinting, his bulk squeezed into a chair that would surely have to be widened. And by the Gods, Styliann knew what that meant: a meeting of the College-appointed carpenters to assemble new chairs for them all. Damn the Dordovans and their petty equalities. Every time a stitch was added to a cloak it set debate back days.

But this time there could be no delays and no bickering or it would be the death of them all. And Styliann was determined that Xetesk, at least, would survive.

All eyes were upon Styliann. He checked his advisers were comfortable, sipped water from his glass and stood.

‘From the one that we were, to the four we have become, I welcome you,’ said Styliann. ‘Gentlemen, I am much obliged that you were able to journey here at such short notice.’ The standard form had no meaning. When a Triverne Lake meeting was called, it was attended at the expense of all else.

‘None of you can have failed to notice the increase in activity to the west of the Blackthorne Mountains.’ There was an uncomfortable shifting among the delegates. Styliann smiled. ‘Come, come, gentlemen, I think we can dispose with the pious denials, don’t you?’

‘The intelligence-gathering activities of other Colleges are not as extensive as your own, you may be surprised to hear,’ said Barras shortly, fingers ceasing their drumming momentarily.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Styliann. ‘But one worthwhile spy from each College will have gained enough information to make each one of us nervous, I’m sure.’

Vuldaroq mopped his face with a cloth. ‘This is all terribly interesting, Styliann, but if you have merely come here to confirm our own spies’ intelligence, then I have more important things to occupy my time.’

‘My dear Vuldaroq,’ replied Styliann with as great a degree of patronisation as protocol would allow, ‘I am here to waste no one’s time, least of all my own. However, I would be very interested in the scale of Wesmen activity your spies suggest is present.’ He gave a small laugh and spread his hands deferentially. ‘If, that is, you’re willing to share such details.’

‘Happy to.’ It was Heryst from Lystern who spoke. ‘We haven’t had anyone in the west for some weeks but we saw evidence of a fledgling tribal unity. Frankly, though, without a binding force in the shape of an overlord, we don’t see any concentrated or long-term threat.’

‘I have to differ with your opinion,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘We are currently running spies in the Heartlands and mid-west. We estimate that armies in the region of thirty thousand are prepared, but inter-tribal conflict seems the most likely. There is no evidence of a mass movement of forces towards the Blackthorne Mountains.’

‘Barras?’ asked Styliann, aware of the beating of his heart. None of them had seen it. Perhaps the old elf . . .

‘The point is that there is no real threat from the west no matter how large any Wesmen force might be. Without the magical backing of a power such as they enjoyed under the Wytch Lords, if enjoyed is the right word, they can never hope to gain dominion over us. Indeed, I doubt they would get a great deal further than Understone Pass.’

‘After all, the Wrethsires are hardly an adequate substitute.’ Heryst chuckled.

‘Well, they could make the wind blow a little harder,’ said Vuldaroq.

There was laughter around the table from all but the Xeteskian delegation. When they had quietened, Barras spoke.

‘Presumably, Styliann, you have other information you wish us to hear, or is this just a social gathering?’ He smiled, but it died on his face when he saw the Lord of the Mount’s bleak expression.

‘There has been a problem in interdimensional space.’ Styliann’s voice brought total quiet to the Marquee. Breaths half indrawn were stopped. Eyes widened. Styliann looked slowly around the tables. Vuldaroq’s face was red and angry, Heryst looked as if he literally couldn’t take in what he had heard, and Barras drummed his fingers with greater intensity. It was he who spoke.

‘I take it the Wytch Lords’ souls are no longer under your control.’

‘No, they are not.’ Styliann allowed his head to drop to his papers. A ripple of sound ran around the table. ‘And that is why I have called this meeting. Xetesk believes the situation to be very grave.’

‘Styliann, I think the floor is yours,’ said Barras from a dry mouth.

Styliann inclined his head. ‘I’ll be brief. At least sixty thousand Wesmen are armed and united and ready for invasion. Currently they are based in the Heartlands and therefore ten days on average from the Blackthornes, but farming communities less than three days’ ride from Understone Pass are being primed as staging posts. Damage to the mana prison during Dragonene portal opening allowed the Wytch Lords enough mana leakage to gain the strength to break out. We believe them to have returned to Balaia, where they are presumably undergoing reconstitution in Parve. I have a spy travelling to Parve now to assess the situation. As far as I am aware, those are the bare and complete facts. We are facing catastrophe.’

Another pause for consideration followed. Scribbled notes were passed between delegates.

‘A masterly failure for Xetesk and its incumbent Lord of the Mount,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘The mana cage was surely your greatest continuing triumph. Gone now.’

Styliann sighed and shook his head. ‘Is that the sum total of your deliberations, Vuldaroq? We face a threat so severe that I am unsure of our chances of survival, let alone success; and yet your response is to snipe at three centuries of effort that we alone have made on behalf of all the peoples of Balaia. Unfortunately, that includes you.’ He sat down.

‘Let us not forget,’ said Barras, taking up the cudgel, ‘that only Xetesk had the means and the skill to imprison the Wytch Lords. None of us in our Colleges were pushing to help them. I, for one, would like to register my thanks to Xetesk for their unstinting efforts, and indeed their instant reaction in the calling of this meeting. ’

Vuldaroq’s face reddened and he sat back, the cloth once again dabbing his forehead, fuming in the knowledge that he’d misjudged the mood of Julatsa and, as he was about to hear, Lystern too.

‘I add my thanks to those of Barras,’ said Heryst, rising to his feet. ‘We have a critical list of questions to answer. These are they, as far as I can see. Can the Wytch Lords regain their former power and how long will their bodily reconstitution take? Does the Wesmen invasion rely on the Wytch Lords’ reconstitution or will it take place in advance of this? Finally, of course, what is our response and can we expect help from other quarters? The floor is open.’ He resumed his seat.

Styliann coughed. ‘I am slightly embarrassed,’ he said. ‘There is one fact I neglected to mention.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Vuldaroq, pursing his lips.

‘Naturally, the assumption has been made that the mana cage has been breached recently, and this may well be the case. However, I must point out that the nature and frequency of the spell calculations means that our worst case is that they have been in Parve for three months.’

Another silence, this one angrier.

‘So how long before they have reconstituted?’ asked Heryst.

‘I have no idea,’ said Styliann. ‘Their work is not a speciality of mine.’

‘So they could already be up and walking.’ Heryst’s voice was dread.

‘Steady, Heryst. I think that if they were, we would have heard about it by now.’ Barras held out a hand to calm the Lysternan. ‘Remember, they are merely collections of seared bones. I can’t imagine any reconstitution being quick, can you?’ He smiled.

‘We’ve underestimated the Wytch Lords before,’ said Heryst.

‘And we will not do so again,’ said Styliann. ‘Hence this meeting.’

‘This part of the discussion, at least, is pointless,’ said Vuldaroq brusquely. ‘Because we can only guess at a timetable. We have established a need for urgency and now we should move on to the shape that urgency should take.’

Styliann nodded. ‘But we must still search for the information. I will report my spy’s findings in Parve as soon as I have them. I advise any of you with active cells to see them into the Heartlands and towards the Torn Wastes immediately. We can’t afford to be taken by surprise.’

Murmurs of assent ran around the table. Notes were made.

‘Returning to Heryst’s agenda of questions,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘I also believe his second to be vital but, as yet, unanswerable.’ The obese Dordovan pulled at his nose.

‘Why so?’ asked Styliann.

‘Because the answer will only become apparent when the Wesmen move. Whether it is before or after the reconstitution will give us our answer.’

‘I disagree,’ said Barras. ‘We already have evidence that the Wesmen are acting under Shamen control, and that now points to Wytch Lord influence. We don’t know the extent to which the Lords can dictate events before they are walking. I suspect their influence is great. Styliann’s spy will no doubt confirm this. I think we can expect an invasion attempt before reconstitution is complete. ’

‘Don’t forget that the Wesmen have clearly been massing for some time to develop such a large force,’ said Heryst.

‘Indeed,’ said Barras. ‘And they are not fighting each other so far as we can tell. Not yet. Again, that is surely down to outside  influence. But, as Vuldaroq will no doubt point out, we don’t know when they will move. All we can do is plug the gaps to the east, wait, and build as fast as we can.’

‘And so, gentlemen, we reach the key to our meeting,’ said Styliann. ‘We need an army. And we need it now.’

‘Thank the Gods we hate each other so well,’ said Barras, ‘or we’d never have kept up the level of our College Guards.’ There was laughter. ‘How many men can we muster?’ The laughter ceased. ‘Julatsa has perhaps six thousand regular soldiers, half of whom will guard my City. In a month, the reserve can offer maybe another eight thousand.’

‘I have no accurate figures on our troop levels,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘The City Guard numbers in the region of two thousand and the College Guard must be three times that. I can confirm after communion. ’

‘Heryst?’ asked Styliann.

‘Eleven hundred regular soldiers, two hundred horse and no more than two thousand reservists, most of whom are part-time City guardsmen. We don’t have the funds for a retained force any larger,’ he explained.

‘But including the best general in Balaia,’ said Styliann.

Heryst bowed his head in acceptance of the praise. ‘Indeed so.’

‘And you, Styliann,’ said Vuldaroq. ‘I suppose you and your demon spawn are more numerous than the rest of us put together.’

‘No, Vuldaroq,’ said Styliann. ‘Because we built walls to save manpower. The City Guard numbers seven hundred, the College Guard five thousand, and we currently retain a handful less than four hundred Protectors.’

Barras ran the calculations quickly in his head. ‘We are outnumbered three to one even if we include all our reserve forces. What about the KTA?’ Vuldaroq sighed and sniffed.

‘I wish I could say they were mobilising, but the fact is their internecine squabbles drain them of money and keep them turned inwards,’ said Styliann. ‘I have fed all the information I care to to Baron Gresse, and he, at least, takes the threat seriously. The KTA are meeting but I hold no hope of a positive outcome. They make our suspicions about one another seem like playground rumours.’

‘Can we expect anything from them?’ asked Heryst.

‘Gresse and Blackthorne will help us out with the Bay of Gyernath, but aside from that . . .’ Styliann shook his head.

‘Worthless parasites,’ muttered Vuldaroq.

‘I tend to agree,’ said Barras. ‘So, what’s the next move?’

‘We all agree how many men we are prepared to release, appoint ourselves a military commander and go home and review our offensive magics,’ said Vuldaroq, drumming his fingers quickly on the arm of his chair.

‘Heryst, is Darrick here?’ asked Barras.

Heryst smiled. ‘I thought it prudent to bring him,’ he replied.

‘Well, I think we can save ourselves the agony of choice over a commander. General Darrick has to be the only man with both the respect and the ability to do the job. I suggest we bring him in and ask him what he thinks he needs.’

There was a warmth around the table of a quality rarely experienced when the four-College delegation met. But it was a warmth Heryst dispelled.

‘And while we are waiting, perhaps we could answer a question we seem to have overlooked. How by all the Gods are we going to stop the Wytch Lords this time?’

 


It had been coming. The tension had been growing since they left Dordover, but it didn’t make the incident any less regrettable.

Now only at most two days’ ride from the Castle, Thraun had taken his charges away from any known paths and deep into a region of typical Balaian wild countryside. Tumbledown crags and thick woodland shrouded small plateaux and sharp inclines which hid streams and bogland at their feet.

The going was difficult and slow, and more often than not, the riders were forced to dismount and lead their horses over treacherous terrain where a hoof out of place could mean disaster.

The pace preyed on Alun’s faltering confidence. Thraun could sense it. And despite his reassurances, and the certain knowledge in himself that this was as safe a route as existed, Alun’s impatience threatened to boil over into open dispute.

With the day disappearing behind the tree line and late afternoon cloud, Thraun brought them to a halt on an area of flat ground by a stream’s edge. It was lush and green and hemmed in by sharp slopes  from which scrub and tree clung precariously. A littering of large lichen-covered rocks told of falls in times long past.

Thraun dismounted and patted his horse’s rump. The animal trotted away a couple of strides before bending its neck to the water, lapping gently. Cloud was building from the west and the scent of rain, though faint, was growing while the warmth of daylight was giving way to a cool evening.

‘There’s still daylight,’ said Alun unhappily. ‘We could go on.’

‘Light’ll fade quickly in these valleys,’ said Thraun. ‘And this is a safe site.’ He laid a hand on Alun’s shoulder. ‘We’ll get there in good time. Trust me.’

‘How do you know?’ Alun shook his hand off and walked away, his eyes flicking over the campsite.

‘We’ll be fine so long as it doesn’t rain,’ said Will, glancing in Alun’s direction, a frown on his brow. ‘Is he—’

‘No, not really,’ replied Thraun. ‘I think his nerves are going. Try to treat him gently. He needs all the reassurance we can give him.’ He sniffed the air. A light breeze was rustling the foliage. ‘And it won’t rain, either.’

‘Just keep him calm,’ warned Will. ‘We can’t risk him buckling on us.’

Thraun nodded. ‘You get the stove going, I think I ought to be explaining a few things to him.’

Will inclined his head. Thraun moved off towards his friend, his footfalls absolutely silent across the ground. Alun was sitting on a spit of gravelled stone on a right-hand bend in the stream. He had a handful of small stones and alternately rattled them in his fist or flicked one into the slow-moving water. Thraun sat beside him, startling him from his thoughts.

‘Gods . . .’

‘Sorry,’ said Thraun. He flicked his ponytail absently.

‘How can you be so quiet?’ Alun’s question was only half good-humoured.

‘Practice,’ said Thraun. ‘Come on then, tell me what’s on your mind and I’ll tell you why you shouldn’t be worrying.’

Alun’s face reddened and he looked hard at Thraun, his eyes moist.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ he said, his voice overloud for the peace of the  stream bank. ‘We’re travelling too slowly. By the time we get there, they’ll be dead.’

‘Alun, I know what I am doing. That’s why you came to me, remember?’ Thraun kept his voice deliberately calm and quiet, though its native gruffness was always evident. ‘We know the motive for the kidnap wasn’t murder or they wouldn’t have taken them in the first place. We also know that Erienne will buy as much time as possible, and will be as co-operative as possible while she waits for rescue or release. I know how hard it is for you, I’d feel the same way, but you just have to be patient.’

‘Patient.’ Alun’s voice was bitter. ‘We’re going to sit here, calmly eat and sleep, while my family are one step from death. How dare you be so calculating? You’re playing with their lives!’

‘Quiet down,’ hissed Thraun, the yellow in his eyes gaining intensity. ‘All your shouting will bring us is unwelcome attention. Now listen. I understand your pain and your desire to be on the move all the time, but I am playing with no one’s life, believe me. We can’t afford to flog ourselves in the rush to get there or we’ll be serving ourselves up for slaughter. If we are to save your family, we have to be fresh and alert. Now please, come and eat.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You need food. You’re not helping yourself and you’re not thinking clearly.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, but I can’t just sit here and do nothing!’ Alun’s voice put birds to flight.

From nowhere, Will appeared and clamped his hand over Alun’s mouth. The little man’s eyes were wild and his face was angry and contemptuous.

‘Oh, you’re doing something all right. You’re risking my life with your bleating. Stop it, or I’ll open your throat and the rest of us can get on with it.’

‘Will, let him go!’ growled Thraun. He half rose but the look in Will’s eye stopped him. Alun, his expression frozen, stared at Thraun demanding help his friend could not, or would not, give.

‘We will get your family our way.’ Will spoke into Alun’s ear. ‘We’ll go slow and careful, because that way we’ll all get out alive.

Now whether you’re with us or face-down in this water makes no odds to me because I’ll get my pay. But I think your family would  rather it was the former, so I suggest you keep your loud mouth firmly shut.’ He thrust Alun away and stalked back past Thraun. ‘Never let clients come along.’

From the other side of the stove, on which sat a pan of water, Jandyr paused and watched the exchange at the water’s edge, a heaviness in his heart. For him it was easy to see why they would never get far as a recovery team although the ingredients were all there.

They had the master thief, the silent trailfinder and the hunter. All were quick, all could fight and all had good brains. But the personalities were wrong. Thraun, despite his size and presence, was too gentle, too easy to persuade. Witness that Alun was with them rather than keeping the lights burning at home. And Will was far too high-strung; his need for quiet and control spoke of his lack of inner calm, and it was at odds with his profession.

Looking at himself, Jandyr knew that his heart wasn’t in it. He wasn’t a mercenary, not really. Just an elf who could make money from his skill with a bow until he stumbled on his true vocation. He only hoped he’d find it before it was too late.

Tasting the angry atmosphere and seeing the three men sitting apart from one another, he thought it probably already was.

 


General Ry Darrick smoothed the map out over the table. The senior mages from the four Colleges grouped around him; the delegates had to be content with viewing from whatever angle they could. Only Vuldaroq remained seated.

Darrick was a tall man, well in excess of six foot, with a mass of light brown curly hair cut over the ears, across the forehead and above the nape of his neck. The untameable mane gave him a boyish look which his face, round, tanned and clean, did nothing to discourage despite his thirty-three years.

Few people mistook his youthful appearance for naïvety more than once, and as he bent over the map, the senior mages hung on his every word.

Darrick’s reputation as a master tactician had been made in the years that culminated in the loss of Understone Pass to Tessaya and the Wesmen. He led raids deep into Wesmen lands to disrupt the  build-up of men and provisions, extending eastern governance of the pass by probably four years.

Since then, Barons who could afford his and Lystern’s fees, and who didn’t already have The Raven, sought his advice in larger conflicts. That he would command the total respect of any four-College army was not in question.

‘Well, the good news is that given our regular troop levels, we are defensible, but that does rely on your estimates of Wesmen numbers being accurate. I would also be happier if they attack without Wytch Lord support, because if they do breach our defences, I fear we will have little in reserve to halt their march to Korina, Gyernath and the Colleges.’ He looked left and right. ‘Can everyone see all right?’ He gestured at the map of Balaia, the Northern Continent.

Dominating Balaia’s geography were the Blackthorne Mountains, which ran like an untidy scar north to south, coast to coast, not quite dividing the land into two equal parts.

To the east, the marginally smaller area that its indigents liked to call civilisation. Rich farmland, dense forests, free-flowing water courses and natural harbours gave ideal conditions for people and trade to flourish.

To the west, rugged terrain, crag, thin windblown soils and shrubland predominated, with only small pockets suitable for settling to any profitable degree. South-west, the crowded Wesmen Heartlands; north-west, the Torn Wastes.

Popular myth held that East and West Balaia were once wholly separate lands drifting in the vast ocean waters before colliding with slow and cataclysmic result. The rockfalls that still blighted areas of the Blackthornes gave some credence to the story.

‘Now, you don’t have to be a general to know there are three points of potential entry into the east. To the south, the Bay of Gyernath, to the north, Triverne Inlet and, of course, Understone Pass a third of the way down the range. We can discount the three recognised overground passes here, here and here in terms of an invasion because they are long, dangerous and simply unsuited to mass troop movement. That doesn’t mean, though, that I will be ignoring them completely.’ He reached across the map and picked up a glass of water, standing straight while he drank.

‘You don’t think they’ll attempt to sail further along the northern and southern coasts, I take it?’ asked Barras.

Darrick shook his head. ‘Not in great numbers, no,’ he said. ‘I fully expect them to send skirmish and raiding forces at least as far as Gyernath, but they don’t have the ships for mass troop carriage. Going across the bays is easy, quick and any size of vessel will do.’

‘So what will they do?’ Vuldaroq’s eyes traced the outline of the map and Balaia’s uneven, pitted coastline.

‘There are two linked agendas we have to consider, one subordinate to the other,’ replied Darrick. ‘The Wesmen have long vowed to rid the world of the four Colleges. The Wytch Lords want that too, but only as part of the plan to control the entire continent.

‘The main thrust of an invasion is therefore likely to be concentrated on Understone Pass and Triverne Inlet. I’ll take the two in turn.

‘Understone Pass will take the majority of traffic. It’s quick, heavy equipment movement is relatively simple and the Wesmen already control it at both ends. Fortunately, its width is not so great that overwhelming numbers can emerge at too fast a pace, but any army will have to be confronted right at its eastern entrance, so limiting our defensive options.

‘I will station myself there with five hundred horse and five thousand foot as a matter of urgency. Understone itself is merely an early-warning station; its KTA garrison numbers fewer than one hundred and is pitifully trained and experienced. I will call for more magical support when I have assessed the defensive requirements first hand.

‘I can’t over-stress the importance of holding them at the pass. Understone is less than four days’ ride from Xetesk, only five from where we are standing now, and there is precious little in between to halt an advance.’

He paused to gauge reaction. The senior mages were concentrating hard. Barras was biting the tips of his fingers, Vuldaroq’s lips were pursed and Heryst was nodding, still scanning the map. Styliann frowned.

‘You have a point to raise, my Lord?’ Darrick asked of him.

‘Could we not take the pass?’ he suggested.

‘It is not tactically necessary given my defensive brief, and I  personally would consider it an act of monumental folly to try. The pass is undoubtedly being reinforced as we speak. The barracks inside can accommodate in excess of six thousand men.’

‘But with significant offensive magic . . .’ said Styliann.

‘Hand to hand, we would lose men in a three-to-one ratio. We don’t have the numbers to spare. Your magic would be required to improve those odds better than one to one for me to consider it as a serious option.’ Darrick shrugged. ‘I know of no such magics that can be brought to bear to that effect.’

Styliann smiled. ‘No. But should taking the pass become a strategic necessity - after all, we will surely need to take on the Wytch Lords, and they can hardly be expected to come to us - is it possible?’

‘Everything is possible, my Lord Styliann.’ Darrick’s response was cool.

‘Do you have something in mind you’d like to share?’ asked Vuldaroq.

‘No,’ said Styliann. ‘I just do not wish to see us closing the door on any potential advantages.’

‘I believe I can be trusted to ensure that doesn’t happen.’ Darrick’s bow was almost imperceptible. ‘Now, Triverne Inlet, open, hard to defend away from the beaches and less than four days’ ride from Julatsa . . .’

But Styliann wasn’t listening. Not to retake the pass risked ultimate victory. But he couldn’t push the point without giving a clue to his aspirations. Something would have to give and, looking at Darrick, he knew he couldn’t change the General’s mind alone. Perhaps it was time to let the Colleges know of Xetesk’s latest experiments. It would redefine the phrase ‘significant offensive magic’ for certain. He smiled inwardly and returned his attention to the military planning, suddenly desperate for a meeting with his best dimensional research mage, a man named Dystran.




Chapter 9

The Raven travelled for three days through countryside that changed by degrees from flat woodland to rough shrub and finally to barren hills, moors and valleys. The weather settled into a cycle of sunshine interspersed with cooling cloud blown up by occasionally strong winds, but throughout it all, the temperature had a warm evenness, even at night, and riding was comfortable.

They saw no one.

Approaching Septern’s house across a high moor, the ground changed from heather-strewn hard soil to lifeless dusty earth. In the distance, the air shimmered, light shining through a thin film of what looked like dust whipped up by the wind. The horses moved easily over the flat ground, and all around them, as for as the eye could see, the terrain was largely featureless but for the odd stunted tree or plate of rock jutting from the cracked dead earth.

‘What happened here?’ asked Hirad. He looked back over his shoulder to where the vegetation sprang up in a line almost as if it had been planted deliberately.

The Dark Mage blew out his cheeks. ‘I don’t know. The after-effects of a spell battle, I should think. It’s a little like the Torn Wastes, though not as blasted.’

‘Could it be something to do with Septern’s workshop?’ asked Ilkar, peering into the dust-filled distance.

‘Possibly.’ Denser shrugged. ‘Who knows what effects an un-maintained dimensional rip might have on its surroundings.’

‘What in all the hells is a “dimensional rip”?’ The Unknown’s face was blank.

‘Well, basically, it’s a hole in the fabric of our dimension that leads to another one or simply into interdimensional space, although there’s obviously far more to it than that.’

‘Obviously,’ muttered Hirad.

The Unknown glared at Hirad. ‘And are we near enough to this dimensional thing to suffer some kind of interference?’

‘Hard to say. I’m no expert on dimensional theory,’ replied Denser. ‘What Septern might have done is anyone’s guess. Septern was a genius, but his records are incomplete.’

‘He certainly was,’ said Ilkar. He scanned the horizon in the direction in which they had been travelling. He narrowed his eyes and spurred his horse into a walk forwards. Hirad, dragging on the reins of his mare, fell into step by him.

‘Can you see something, Ilks?’

‘Nothing much,’ replied Ilkar. ‘That shimmering messes up my long sight, I’m afraid. All I can say is that there appear to be large dark shapes a little to our left. How far, I can’t say.’

‘Shapes?’ Talan was the next to speak as the rest of The Raven began moving.

‘Buildings, at a guess. It could be rocks but I don’t think so.’

‘Well, let’s head for them,’ said Hirad. ‘They seem to be the only landmark we’ve got.’ Hirad dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and led the way across the plain with Ilkar at his side.

As they began to close, Ilkar added flesh to his earlier description. They were riding towards the ruin of a large mansion house and an outbuilding of some kind, probably a low barn.

‘Ruined? Are you sure?’ asked Denser.

‘ ’Fraid so,’ said Ilkar.

‘Is that bad?’ asked Hirad.

‘Not necessarily, though it certainly adds weight to the spell battle theory. Mage houses aren’t known for being easy to knock down,’ replied the Dark Mage.

‘Except by other mages,’ said Ilkar. ‘Or Wytch Lords.’

Denser raised his eyebrows. ‘Exactly.’ Inside his cloak, his cat hissed loud enough for all to hear, poked its head out briefly then withdrew in a hurry.

‘Oh dear,’ said Denser.

‘What is it?’ The Unknown turned in his saddle.

‘I think—’ began Denser, but a chilling howl cut him off. ‘That we are about to have company.’

‘What the hell was that?’ Hirad searched around him but could  see nothing, though the single howl had been taken up by more throats.

‘Wolves,’ said Ilkar. ‘Big ones.’

‘No, they’re Destranas.’ The Unknown chewed his lip.

‘Destranas? Then that means Wesmen,’ said Talan, loosening his sword in its scabbard.

‘Yes,’ confirmed The Unknown. ‘We’ve got to make cover. Where are they coming from?’

‘The outbuilding.’ Ilkar pointed, and now they could all see, through the swirling haze that made up the horizon, large moving shapes in front of the distant black barn.

‘We’re in trouble,’ said Richmond.

‘Well spotted,’ muttered Hirad, staring around him for a way out. There was none.

‘All right,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s circle north and west and come to the buildings from another direction. We might lose them that way, and at least we’ll have made up some ground.’ He caught Hirad’s eye and added, in a low voice, ‘Although what good it’ll do is open to debate.’ He pushed his horse into a gallop, leaving the rest of the party temporarily trailing in his wake.

For a time it looked as though The Unknown’s idea had paid off. Hirad could see the dogs heading away from them, their handlers following more leisurely on horseback. He spurred his horse on, glanced behind him again, and suddenly the beasts were so much nearer and closing with appalling speed. They were huge, four feet high at the shoulder, and their howls and barks tore at the air and stung the ear.

‘Unknown!’ called Hirad. ‘We can’t outrun them. Look.’

The big warrior turned, looked and immediately wheeled his horse to a stop. ‘Everyone dismount!’ he ordered.

‘Ilkar, Denser, take the horses and let them loose if they are what the dogs want.’

‘They won’t be,’ said Denser. ‘If the Wesmen are here, we’re in bigger trouble than I thought. I’m going to try something. Only disturb me if you have to.’

‘What—’ began Ilkar.

‘Don’t ask,’ said Denser, and he turned his eyes to the skies and spread his arms wide.

‘We’ll have to protect him,’ said Hirad. The four fighting men formed a loose semicircle in front of Denser, the rhythmic tap of The Unknown’s sword on the ground a metronome for Hirad’s heartbeat. Behind them, Ilkar slapped at Denser’s horse and it trotted away with the others. The elf took up station to Denser’s rear, his sword ready, as the first of a dozen Destranas tore into the waiting quartet and the Wesmen, four of them, galloped up.

Fangs bared and flecked with foam, a huge dog leapt at Hirad’s head. Surprised by the distance and speed of the jump, the barbarian swayed reflexively aside and put his sword arm across his face. The animal caught the side of his head and both tumbled to the ground.

The Unknown, his blade before him, took a squat stance and waited as a black Destrana, tongue lolling, sped towards him. As it closed, he shifted his weight forwards and, anticipating a jump, flicked his sword upwards and took the animal under the jaw, skewering its brain. He moved aside and dragged his weapon clear, the dead weight dropping to the floor.

Hirad had been lucky and had fallen on top of the dog. Reacting instantly, he clamped a hand on the dog’s throat as it struggled to get its paws underneath itself. He dropped his sword, snatched a dagger from his belt and plunged it again and again into the exposed chest, blood jetting on to his armour. The next beast slammed straight into his back.

Talan and Richmond moved together as three animals slowed and paced towards their prey. Neither side seemed sure how to attack or defend, and in the ensuing pause, Denser’s spell came to awesome fruition.

The Dark Mage brought his arms together and crossed them, fists clenched and held at either shoulder. He opened his eyes wide, saw six dogs waiting and circling, pointed the index finger of his left hand in their direction and said one quiet word.

‘HellFire.’

Ilkar swore and flung himself to the ground.

Columns of fire screamed down from the sky, six of them, each striking a Destrana square on the top of the skull. Howls of animal terror and pain split the air as the beasts were transformed to flame, dying even as they stumbled and tripped. The three dogs circling  Talan and Richmond turned and fled, but one ignored the mayhem behind it and grabbed Hirad’s back, bowling him over in the dirt.

The barbarian’s knife sprang from his hand. He was defenceless. He rolled over on to his back, shouting as the wound low down on his spine ground into the earth. The dog leapt forwards, lashing a claw across his chest, splitting the leather and drawing blood. Hirad scrabbled backwards but there was no escape. The Destrana loomed over him, saliva dripping in his face.

Grabbing a handful of dirt, Hirad flung it into the dog’s eyes. Distracted for a moment, the animal shook its head to clear its vision and The Unknown split its neck with a downward strike, the blade exiting the body and plunging into the ground scant inches from Hirad.

Silence. The wind blew up dust and bent the sparse weed. In front of Ilkar, Denser slumped to his knees, breathing hard as sweat poured down his face and his limbs shook. Talan and Richmond ran over to where Hirad still lay on the ground. The Unknown cleaned his sword before walking over to retrieve the barbarian’s weapons.

Ilkar got to his feet, brushed himself down and looked at the still burning carcasses of the dogs struck down by Denser’s magic. He didn’t know whether to congratulate the Dark Mage or rebuke him. HellFire. Gods above. No wonder he was on his knees. He did neither, trotting past Denser on his way over to Hirad. He could see the remaining dogs and their handlers still running away from them and the barn.

The barbarian was being helped to a sitting position by Richmond. He was pale and obviously shaken.

‘How is he?’ Ilkar asked Talan.

‘He’s been better,’ replied Hirad. ‘Can someone help me off with my shirt?’

‘Not yet,’ said The Unknown. ‘We need to get to cover. Can you ride?’

Hirad nodded and raised an arm, which Richmond took, helping him to his feet. They moved to Denser, who had still not stood up. Behind him, the horses were ambling back in a group.

‘You all right, Denser?’ asked Richmond.

The Dark Mage looked up and nodded, a wry smile on his face.  ‘We have to stop the Wesmen,’ he gasped. ‘We can’t let them contact the Wytch Lords.’

‘We aren’t in a position to stop them right now,’ said Richmond. ‘Hirad’s hurt and we have to get to the barn.’

‘Where did they come from?’ asked Talan.

‘They must be camped near by. Watching the house on the orders of the Wytch Lords, no doubt.’ Richmond continued to scan the area into which the Wesmen had fled.

‘You took a risk there,’ said Ilkar, standing over the Dark Mage.

‘Justified, I think,’ said Denser, gesturing at the smouldering carcasses. ‘I’m learning to control it.’

‘So I see. Dangerous, though.’ Something caught Ilkar’s eye and he looked away.

‘And exhausting,’ said Denser. ‘I’m not even sure I can walk.’

‘Try,’ said Ilkar. ‘Try now.’ He could feel them all looking at him as he stared into the middle distance. ‘The dogs are coming back.’

‘Richmond, get the horses,’ ordered The Unknown. ‘Ilkar, see to Denser. Hirad, with me.’

Ilkar pulled Denser to his feet, the Dark Mage having to cling on to the elf’s cloak. With mounts spurred to a gallop, they began the race to the barn.

For Hirad, the ride was a blur of pain. He could feel the blood pouring from the wound in his back, soaking into his shirt and leather. With each stride, his energy ebbed as he thumped in his saddle, unable to maintain a riding rhythm. His eyes misted, his vision was ragged and he couldn’t properly see the way ahead. He was dimly aware of The Unknown moving close to him to hold him in his saddle. He didn’t even have the energy to indicate his thanks; it was all he could do to cling on to the reins.

Urgent orders were barked by The Unknown: the Destranas were catching them fast. They might just reach the barn before the animals overhauled them but it would be close. Richmond and Talan urged their mounts to greater effort towards the long low building. Hirad could feel his grip on consciousness slipping away. He dragged his head to one side to see Denser hunched over his horse with Ilkar shepherding him all the way. The Dark Mage looked for all the world as if he was dead.

Mustering the last of his strength, Hirad dug his heels into his  mare’s flanks. The horse responded. The barn was only a hundred yards away. Richmond and Talan, having just reached it, pushed open a large door and slapped their horses inside. Moments later, The Unknown and Hirad thundered in and reined to a halt. The Unknown leapt from his saddle and Hirad slumped from his, legs folding, body sliding down the heaving flank of his horse.

‘Richmond, Talan, look after him,’ barked The Unknown.

He ran to the door and looked out. Denser and Ilkar were just yards away, the dogs almost on their heels, and rode past him into the barn. The Unknown moved a pace outside, pushed the barn door closed and slid the heavy wooden bolt home to lock it.

‘Unknown, what the hell are you doing?’ shouted Ilkar from inside the barn, pulling on the door, which gave only slightly.

‘Korina was the last time I fail to help my friends.’ The Destranas would be on him in a few heartbeats.

‘There’s no need, Unknown. They won’t hang around here for ever,’ said Talan. The banging on the door increased.

‘They will.’ Denser’s voice came laced with fatigue. ‘You don’t understand what they are. The door won’t hold them.’

‘He’ll die, you stupid bastard!’

The Unknown could hear the shouts of the barbarian as he squared up to the dogs. ‘We’ll see, Hirad. We’ll see.’

The huge dogs ate up the distance. One, a pale silver-grey, was slightly ahead of the other two, one of which was jet black, the other another shimmering shade of grey. The Unknown tapped the tip of his blade on the ground and breathed deep knowing his first strike was vital. With the front animal two paces away, he side-stepped and brought his sword through waist-high and rising, straight into the Destrana’s mouth.

Its neck snapped and its jaws splintered but its momentum brought it crashing into The Unknown’s shoulder. Man and beast fell against the door, the timbers groaned and The Unknown could hear someone kicking at the inside, then angry words.

Winded, the big warrior shovelled the dead animal from his legs and started to rise, but the others were on him so quickly. The grey one locked its jaws on to a shoulder plate, the other plucked at his helmet with a massive paw.

With a roar, The Unknown jabbed forwards one-handed and  sliced into the grey’s right hind leg. The limb collapsed but the mouth hung on, teeth crushing the metal plate ever further as hot breath fired into his face.

The unharmed dog clouted The Unknown’s head again and he could feel himself weakening. His helmet was dashed from his skull, strap biting deep as it snapped. He choked and swung his blade in desperation, feeling only hilt and glove contact flesh. Snatching it back again, he felt the metal plate on his shoulder give a little more as the crippled beast shook its head from side to side. Waves of pain washed over The Unknown and the black Destrana howled, sensing victory. The noise cleared his head for a moment and he drove his blade deep into the beast’s throat, its exultation drowning in a fountain of blood.

As the sound died away, the plate gave out and huge jaws closed on flesh and bone. The Unknown screamed in agony and his eyes dimmed. His blade was wrenched from his hand as the dog pulled him on to his back. He whipped his fist into its face time and again but the fangs held firm as his blood flowed into the dirt.

The dog pulled its head back and lashed in a claw. The Unknown’s throat was torn out, and as his strength drained away, his head fell back. With a crack of breaking wood, the barn door opened inwards and a blade flashed across his fading vision. There was the thud of a body beside him.

It was enough.

 


‘How dare you!’ Erienne flew at the Captain as he entered her room. ‘How dare you!’ He caught her easily by the arms and pushed her back towards the desk chair.

‘Calm yourself, Erienne. Everything is as it was,’ he said.

‘Three days,’ she grated, her eyes ablaze beneath her tangled dirty hair. ‘Three days you’ve denied me. How can you do it to them, never mind me?’

Since their last conversation, the Captain had been true to his word. She had spoken to no one but the guard who brought her food and water. At first it had been easy, her anger at his assumption that she would crumble burning in the pit of her stomach. She had occupied herself quoting lore, revising little-used spells - some of which she would dearly like to cast in the castle - and searching for  weaknesses she could exploit to get free of the Captain. But he had her children, he’d threatened quick death for any magic use and she had no doubt he would do exactly as he said.

Unless she could be in a position while she was with them to cast effectively, she couldn’t take the risk. But then there was the future, after he had no further need of her. Would he let them all go? Part of her wanted to believe that he wasn’t a murderer of innocents, that his intellect had a compassionate side, but that part was small. Erienne knew in her heart that he had no intention of letting them leave the castle. He surely knew her sons had great potential power, and that power would scare him. And that left her having to prolong their lives in any way she knew how and hope that he would drop his guard even for a moment to give her the chance she wanted. Until he let the boys out of their room, that chance would never materialise.

As the hours went by, her anger faded, to be replaced by the dread feeling of longing over which she had no control. She stopped being able to concentrate and the lore lessons were forgotten. Her heart pounded painfully in her breast and the tears were regular and prolonged as her happy memories of the boys gave way to nightmare visions of them cold and alone in a dusty room without anyone to protect them.

She knew the answer was simple. To see them was to call the guard and agree to help the Captain. But to help him was abhorrent to her every belief. And not only that. She believed him to be deeply misguided, and to lend assistance would place Balaia in greater danger than it appeared to be in already.

After two days, she couldn’t sleep, eat or wash, the longing was that great. All she could do was shuffle, head down, around the room, calling out their names and praying for their safe return to her. Her mind was full of them, her body racked with the need of them.

She called the Captain on the third day, when she feared she was losing her mind and when she was sure her boys would wither without her. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she wept tears through the dirt on her face. Her hair was lank and greasy, knotted and straggling over her scalp. Great dark circles under her eyes told  their own story about the state of her fatigue, and her nightdress was torn at one shoulder where she’d caught it on a loose nail.

‘You have denied yourself,’ said the Captain. ‘The answer was forever in your grasp.’

She was too tired to defend herself, slumping instead into the chair. ‘Let me see them,’ she said.

The Captain ignored her plea. ‘I assume you have some news for me.’

‘What do you want from me?’ she said, her voice thick with exhaustion.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good. I knew you’d see sense. I’ll tell you what we’ll do. First, I want you to get some proper rest, and I’m going to make it easy for you by promising that you will see your sons very soon. And I never go back on my promises, as you are aware. Then we will talk about your role in saving Balaia from this appalling creation of Dawnthief.’

‘I have to see them now,’ said Erienne.

The Captain knelt beside her and held up her face. She looked at him, his smile softening his features into fatherly concern.

‘Erienne, look at yourself. They will be frightened if they see you like this. You must sleep, then you must wash. Now come.’ He rose and helped her out of the chair and across to the bed, moving the blankets over her as she lay down, unprotesting. ‘I’ll stay with you until you sleep. And dream happy, because when you awaken, you will see Thom and Aron and realise they are well.’ He stroked her hair back from her face, and though she fought it, sleep took her in an iron grip and she slipped into a deep slumber.

The Captain turned to Isman and smiled broadly. ‘You see, Isman? Deprivation can get the results that violence does not.’ He stood. ‘Now, one more piece to the puzzle. Let’s go and talk about how we might catch our most valuable prize.’

 


Ilkar just stared while he tried to compose himself. The quiet hurt his ears. Talan had kneeled and closed The Unknown’s eyes, and now he, Richmond and Ilkar stood around the big man’s body as the wind ruffled his bloodied hair and blew in through the open door of the barn. Hirad, having decapitated the last dog, had walked back two steps and collapsed. Denser was tending him.

Thoughts crashed through Ilkar’s head in a confused barrage but one kept rising to the surface of his mind. It was the view in front of him. The Unknown lying dead was a sight he had never believed he would see. And the idea that he would no longer be there to say the right words or make the correct decision to save them all was one that Ilkar was unable to take.

‘Why the hell did he do it?’ he asked.

Richmond shook his head; tears stood in his eyes.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We could have helped him. If he hadn’t locked the door, we . . . Why did he lock it?’

It was not a question Ilkar could answer. He dragged his attention to Hirad and caught Denser’s eye. The Dark Mage was worried.

‘Bad?’

Denser nodded. ‘Do you know WarmHeal?’

‘That bad, is it?’

‘Yes,’ said Denser. ‘He’s lost a great deal of blood. Well?’

‘I’ve never used it,’ said Ilkar.

‘I’m not asking you to use it. All I need you to do is to shape the mana flow for me - I don’t have the energy.’

‘You want me to channel mana for you,’ said Ilkar slowly. ‘How can you ask that of me?’

Denser scratched his head beneath his skull cap. ‘This isn’t the time to discuss morals and College co-operation.’

‘No?’

‘No!’ snapped Denser, standing and pointing down at the prostrate Hirad. ‘I don’t think you quite understand. If we don’t do something now, he will die. Now you can either try it yourself, use your energy and probably screw up, or you can shape the mana for me and I’ll make it work. I’m good at it.’ He was standing very close to Ilkar, and the elf could feel the cat squirming in Denser’s cloak. ‘So which is it to be?’

Ilkar looked away, straight into the stern gazes of Talan and Richmond. He held out his hands.

‘You don’t understand,’ he said.

‘We understand that if you don’t do something, Hirad will die,’ said Richmond. ‘And we’ve just lost one, so stop talking ethics and get on with it.’

Ilkar looked back to Denser and inclined his head. ‘Let’s get it over with.’

Denser removed Hirad’s leather armour and shirt. The tear in his lower back was ugly, full of blood and over twelve inches long. Denser probed the area around the gash and Hirad moaned his pain through his unconsciousness.

‘It’ll be infected,’ said Denser. ‘Destranas are never clean. Are you ready?’

Ilkar nodded. Kneeling, he placed his hands on Denser’s shoulders, index fingers on the base of his neck. He opened his mind to the mana, feeling a surge through his body before he began shaping the WarmHeal and channelling the energy through his hands. There was a jolt as Denser accepted the flow and something akin to pain as the two Colleges, Julatsa and Xetesk, met and melded. Focusing on the Dark Mage’s hands, Ilkar blotted out the barn around him and the ache growing in his head, seeing Denser’s gentle finger movements, hearing his quiet incantation and feeling the mana being dragged through him with greater force as the preparation climaxed.

He could feel himself beginning to weaken. Denser was hauling the stamina from him as he drew on the magical force with ever greater urgency. And then it was done, the flow shut off, the channel closed, and Denser’s hands were encased in a red-tinged golden glow. For Ilkar, the colour would have been a pure green, soft and pulsating but he couldn’t say that the feeling was any different than if the mage under his hands had been another Julatsan. Unable to move from his position, Ilkar watched as Denser moved his hands over the wound, his fingers kneading the skin and probing the torn flesh. Blood flowed briefly on to the floor of the barn, Denser breathed in slowly and, with his exhalation, the light dimmed and died.

Slowly, the rest of the world encroached once more on Ilkar’s mind. His heart was hammering in his chest and his arms trembled as he took them from Denser’s shoulders. The Dark Mage examined his work, then sat back on his haunches, turning to Ilkar and smiling.

‘That was a very interesting experience. We should research it further,’ he said.

Ilkar wiped his sweat-slick forehead. ‘Don’t get carried away, Denser. I only did it to save Hirad.’

‘And save him we have,’ said Denser. ‘I’m sorry you feel the way you do. We should be learning from each other, not squabbling.’

Ilkar gave a short laugh. ‘And there speaks a man who would have Dawnthief for himself and his College.’

Both stood up, brushing dust from their clothing.

‘And you wouldn’t?’ Denser felt in a pocket for his pipe. ‘Julatsa sets itself on a pedestal and asks to be knocked down. For one thing, you know you cannot cast Dawnthief with any hope of success, and for another, you refuse our constant hand of friendship and reason.’

Ilkar felt as if all the breath had been knocked from him. He could feel his ears redden and the blood flowed into his face with equal force.

‘Reason? Xetesk? Denser, the last time I saw a Xetesk mage, she was fighting for Erskan’s Merchant Lords and killing people using MindMelt. That’s not reason.’

Denser merely tamped tobacco into his pipe bowl and lit the weed with a flame from his thumb.

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘You have never killed anyone in your work with The Raven.’

‘That is completely different.’

‘Is it? Your killing spells stink of righteousness and that makes them all right, I suppose.’ There was a sneer on Denser’s face. ‘You are a mercenary mage, Ilkar. Your moral is money and your code is that of The Raven. Forget my allegiance; my deeds are no worse than yours. In Julatsa you see yourselves as the white knights of magic, and yet, individually at least, you are no higher than any College’s mage. We should have stayed talking to Lystern and Dordover.’

‘You say that and yet you thrive on blood and the chaos in dimensional space. Your College has consistently ignored pleas to moderate and that’s why Black Wings hunt you. And me. I—’

‘For God’s sake, will you two shut up? I’m trying to rest.’ That voice drained the anger from Ilkar and he smiled. So did Denser.

‘Ah, Hirad, you’ll never know the angst that brought about your salvation,’ said the Dark Mage.

Ilkar found it hard to suppress a chuckle. He looked down and the  humour died on his face. Hirad’s eyes were black-rimmed and sunken, and his expression spoke everything of recent events.

‘I heard you,’ said the barbarian. ‘We’d better bury The Unknown. I understand that a WarmHeal surge doesn’t last for long.’ He scrambled to his feet.

Denser nodded. ‘You’ll be asleep in less than an hour.’

Talan retrieved a shovel from his pack. ‘I’ll dig. Richmond can dress the body. We’ll observe the Vigil in the morning.’

Ilkar nodded his thanks. He was more tired than he cared to admit. The exertion of the WarmHeal was weighing on his mind as much as on his body. In saving Hirad, he’d committed a crime against the Julatsan way that would see him shunned by his brothers. He shuddered. At least none of them was ever likely to find out.

 


Hirad squatted outside the barn by the mound of earth that covered The Unknown. His sword was drawn and held in his hands, point driven into the ground and hilt by his face. His sorrow wasn’t as keen as that he had felt for the loss of Sirendor, but something lurked in the back of his mind that his exhausted body couldn’t register. He felt empty and useless. Again. It was a feeling he was becoming too familiar with. His eyes smarted and he turned them to the darkening heavens, as the mist that had bothered their journey all day deepened and stole the stars from the sky.

 


They were all asleep. Richmond and Talan had taken the early watches and snored in unison, lying on their backs on either side of the barn. Ilkar, his energy gone, was stretched on a patch of loose earth, his hands thrust deep in the soil, replenishing his mana stamina slowly as he slept. Denser smiled. If only he knew how easy it was. All you needed was peace and a victim or a prayer and an opening.

Finally, his eyes came to rest on Hirad, sleeping so deeply his breath hardly registered. He had been lucky. For all his confidence, Denser had no idea whether Julatsan-shaped WarmHeal mana would mean anything to him, or whether Ilkar’s reluctance to channel the mana would affect the flow. It was a sudden source of interest to Denser that, give or take the odd spike, the WarmHeal  shapes of the two opposed Colleges were identical. Again the smile. He wondered if Ilkar would ever open his eyes to the truth his Masters had buried from him and all of his brothers.

One magic. One mage.

Denser was sitting close to the door, listening to the wind rattling the sparse brush against the base of the barn. He filled his pipe from his belt pouch, frowning as he felt around the dwindling supply.

‘Hmm.’ He lit the pipe, letting the flame he produced on his fingers warm his face for a moment. Within his cloak, his Familiar shifted, its head nestling against his stomach.

Outside, there was another sound; a whispering on the wind. Something gliding. It was a sound Denser knew very well, as did the Familiar, who poked its head from his cloak to look at him, nose and whiskers twitching, ears pricked.

The whispering came closer, the gliding changed to an idle flap and there was a landing just to the right of the barn door. Claws scrabbled briefly at the earth, the wings flapped again and the whispering became distant and was gone.

Denser and the cat stared deeply into each other’s eyes.

‘Well, well, well,’ said the Dark Mage. ‘That’s why you did it. You knew they were coming.’ He shook his head. ‘And I never suspected a thing.’




Chapter 10

Hirad awoke to sounds of movement and organisation. As he opened his eyes, he could hear Ilkar demanding someone ready the horses, while the crackle and smell of a fire told of Richmond preparing a meal. Light streamed in through the barn’s open door and any remaining shadows were crisscrossed with light that shone through gaps in the planking. Hirad shifted. He felt a dull ache in his back but the pain he remembered had gone.

‘Good morning, Hirad.’

Hirad turned his head and pushed himself up on his elbows. ‘Bugger me, Talan, but I pity the woman who wakes up staring at you.’ He offered an arm and Talan hauled him to his feet. Once up, a look around the barn brought reality back with unpleasant force.

There weren’t enough of them. No way. The gap left by The Unknown was enormous. Unbridgeable. Hirad felt his heart thumping in his throat, and his eyes swept the barn once more as if he’d somehow missed the big man, sitting on a bale of straw behind the horses perhaps. His eyes pricked and he set off for the door to give himself the confirmation he had to have.

Sure enough, the grave was there, and by it, Denser and the cat, the mage staring at the low mound of earth in a kind of sombre surprise. As Hirad watched, he shook his head slowly.

‘I know how you feel,’ said the barbarian.

Denser smiled thinly. ‘Probably not.’

‘What’s causing all this?’ Hirad waved an arm at the view in front of them. The air was no clearer than on the previous day. Despite the sun riding into the sky unchallenged by cloud, Septern’s estate shimmered in a light mist, keeping anything further than thirty-odd yards away just out of plain focus. At least today there were no dark shapes moving against the horizon. Not yet, anyway.

‘I think it’s either another after-effect of all the spell casting around the house, or the rip is causing eddies in the atmosphere. We don’t know how dimensions interact but it may be that they can’t mix.’ He glanced back down at The Unknown’s grave. ‘Perhaps we should talk.’

‘Yes, I think we should. We’re in trouble.’

Denser indicated they walk away from the barn, and the two men moved off together in the direction of the house.

‘I’m not—’

‘I think—’

A brief pause. Denser gestured for Hirad to speak.

‘We’ve got to take stock,’ he said. ‘The Raven isn’t used to its people dying. Not for years.’

‘I appreciate that,’ said Denser. ‘And I know we didn’t start off right—’

Hirad laughed, a contemptuous sound.

‘I’ll say we didn’t.’ His voice was low and cold. ‘First of all, your damned secrecy about what you involved us in almost killed me and ended in the death of my best friend. Then, because of that, we end up in this nightmare country and the second of my friends dies. To save you.’ Denser opened his mouth to speak but Hirad glared him down. ‘Your life is forfeit and I want you to know that the only reason you aren’t dead is that Ilkar seems to believe you are the only chance Balaia has got.’

The wind gusted, picking at Denser’s cloak. The cat’s ears appeared briefly at his neck line, twitched and withdrew. The mage pulled his pipe from a pocket, made to put it in his mouth and decided against it.

‘That’s all I really need to know. You of all The Raven have to believe in me even if you hate me for what has happened.’

‘I didn’t say I believed in you. I said Ilkar did, and that’s good enough for me.’ Hirad looked into Denser’s face, seeing a frown developing as his words sank in. ‘You just don’t get it, do you? It really doesn’t matter what I believe. Ilkar says this is important. The Unknown thought so too, and that means The Raven is with you. That’s why we’re so good. It’s called trust.’

‘And now there’s a problem.’

‘Well spotted, Denser. Yes, there is. Your lies and our haste led to  The Raven’s heart being torn out.’ He took a pace forwards, threatening. Denser was unmoved. ‘The centre of The Raven. Me, Ilkar, Sirendor and the big man. We’ve been fighting together for more than ten years. We meet you and in less than one week two of us are dead. Dead.’ Hirad dropped his head and sucked his bottom lip as images of Sirendor crowded his mind.

‘We can still do this without them,’ said Denser. ‘We have to.’

‘Yeah? Did you somehow miss what happened yesterday? The Unknown took out five of those dogs on his own. Who do you think’s going to do it next time?’

‘Well, there’s you standing in front of me and two other good swordsmen in the barn. The only reason we believed we had a chance of recovering Dawnthief was that The Raven would be involved.’

‘And you’ve killed two of us already!’ said Hirad. ‘Gods, Denser, there just aren’t enough of us now. And none of us who’s left was ever as good as The Unknown. Or Sirendor.’

‘But that doesn’t—’

‘Listen to me!’ Hirad breathed deeply. ‘We cannot face another attack like yesterday.’

Denser nodded. He filled the bowl of his pipe and tamped the tobacco down. A muttered word and a flame appeared around the mage’s index finger. He lit the pipe.

‘I’ve considered this, believe me. And like you say, we have to take stock. Depending on how wide our search is for the components will decide how it’s going to go from here. That’s all I ask right now - that we go to the house, find the information we need, assuming it’s there, then all sit down and talk it through.’ He paused. ‘Now those Wesmen have got away from us, they’ll report to Parve. The Gods knows what that will lead to.’

‘Why were they here?’

‘Because the Wytch Lords will have always assumed that here was the key to Dawnthief. You have to stay with me, Hirad, whatever you think of me. This is too important for the whole of Balaia.’

‘So you keep saying,’ said Hirad. ‘But first we have a Vigil to observe. Then we’ll sort out this house and see where we are.’ He turned and walked back to the barn, Denser following a few paces behind.

The Dark Mage was invited to stay inside the barn while The Raven conducted a shorter Vigil than The Unknown deserved. It was a tradition as old as mercenary camaraderie, but this time reverence had to be tempered with the reality of the situation in which they found themselves; and it was for the same reason that they all left the barn and rode the short distance to the house soon after, instead of walking. Should the Wesmen come back, having the horses even as far away as the barn could prove fatal.

The once grand structure lay in almost complete ruin. Blackened stone and scorched wood were scattered around a central hub of collapsed walls, with the odd splash of colour from ancient furnishings somehow surviving.

The house was maybe two hundred feet on its longest side, and had a main entrance that was still just about discernible. Part of a stone archway leant at a crazy angle above a shattered stairway, and next to it the mangled remains of a window frame clung desperately to the vertical, a shred of material flapping in the breeze, stuck on a nail.

Hirad dismounted, the others following suit. Denser led the horses to a fallen tree some yards away, then returned to stand by Ilkar. Both stared at the destruction, concern plain on their faces.

‘What’s up?’ asked Hirad. ‘Someone burned his house down. So what?’

‘That’s the problem. You don’t just burn down a mage’s house,’ said Ilkar. ‘They’re too well protected. The power needed to do this—’ he gestured at the ruin - ‘is enormous.’

‘Is it?’ Hirad turned to Denser. ‘Still think we can do it?’ The Dark Mage raised his eyebrows. ‘So who did it? The Wytch Lords?’

‘Almost certainly,’ said Denser. ‘They would have known the extent of Septern’s research into Dawnthief just as we did. He obviously vanished before they got to him.’

‘Not happy, were they?’ Talan kicked at a piece of rubble.

‘Nor would you be. If they’d got hold of Dawnthief, it would all be over by now.’ It was Denser’s turn to look at Hirad. ‘That is why it’s so important we succeed. We must believe we can, and we must do it.’

‘Don’t lecture me, Denser,’ said Hirad. ‘Let’s get inside . . . well, you know, in.’ He pointed through what was left of the arch.

‘What are we looking for in there?’ asked Richmond.

‘If we’ve read the amulet correctly, the entrance to the workshop is through the floor, and Ilkar is going to have to divine the way through it,’ said Denser.

‘Why Ilkar?’ Talan frowned.

‘There’s Julatsan code on the amulet. Septern wanted it to be as hard as possible for mages to find his workshop, it seems.’

‘More than that,’ said Ilkar. ‘If it was going to be found, he wanted more than just Xetesk represented.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not getting this,’ said Talan. ‘What College was Septern?’

‘Dordover,’ replied Denser. ‘And most of the code on there is Dordovan, but Xetesk could read that easily enough. What we couldn’t read was a passage concerning the opening of the door to the workshop, because it was based in the lore of Julatsa.’ Denser shrugged. ‘We could never read it even if a Julatsan mage told us how.’

‘So how did he write it?’

‘That, Richmond, is a good question. And I don’t know the answer. He may have worked with a Julatsan, but Ilkar’ll tell you that’s impossible.’

‘Not impossible. Just extremely unlikely. Shall we?’ Ilkar led the way over the crumbling rubble, leaping up the steps to the steadier ground on which the arch stood. He turned round. ‘Aren’t you coming in, Talan?’

‘Not yet. I think someone should keep a look-out, don’t you?’

‘Good idea.’ Ilkar moved gingerly into what was left of the mansion. Devastated stonework lay in chips, covering the cracked stone floor and making walking tricky. Nothing much else was left. The wall by a fireplace had survived to three feet, and beneath the flame marks, a pale blue was just visible. As for the furnishings, a few pieces of scattered wood and iron, the odd strip of deep green upholstery and the oval of a table top were all that remained.

Denser set about sweeping the stone dust and chips from the floor with his boot and gestured that he could do with some help. The floor itself was cracked in many places, particularly where it joined the walls. The central portion was scored and darkened but otherwise unscathed for an area covering maybe thirty square feet.

The Dark Mage fished out the amulet, his cat treading gingerly down his cloak as he did so. It padded about the floor, sniffing close, its ears and eyes alert. Denser clacked his tongue, took the amulet from its chain and walked into the middle of the cleared area.

‘As obvious as this may seem, the way into the workshop is right in the centre here.’ He knelt on the ground and brushed at it with his free hand. ‘Ilkar, it’s your turn.’ He held the amulet up to the elf, who took it with reverential care and stared at it at length before turning it over in his hands to stare again at the other side.

‘I should have looked at it closer the first time, shouldn’t I?’ he said.

‘I was praying you wouldn’t,’ said Denser.

‘Mean anything to you?’ asked Hirad at his shoulder.

Ilkar glanced round. ‘Not much of it, no. This bit, though—’ he pointed with his little finger to an arc of symbols which ran around an inner ring near the hub of the amulet - ‘that’s Julatsan, although the lore is very old. The style, I mean.’

‘Of course,’ said Hirad.

Ilkar chuckled and patted Hirad on the shoulder. ‘I’m sorry. Look, here’s a very brief lesson. College lore is something that is passed down through the College over generations. It’s not something you can learn like you can the words of a spell. You have to, I don’t know, assimilate it over years, I suppose. That’s why Xetesk couldn’t read this. It’s Julatsan lore code.’ He stopped.

‘Go on. I think I’m there,’ said Hirad. ‘What does this lore do, then?’

‘Well, it doesn’t do much in the sense you mean. It’s a way of storing College memories. In simple terms, the lore I know teaches me how to shape mana for the spells I use, although it’s actually much more complex than that. And if I can work out the code on this amulet, it’ll tell me how to divine what it is that operates the entrance to Septern’s workshop. Or at least, that’s the theory.’

Hirad studied Ilkar’s earnest face, the elf’s sharply tapering eyebrows angled down between his eyes so that they almost met at his nose. He smiled.

‘Thank you for that, Ilkar. I suppose you’d best get on with it.’

Ilkar nodded and walked to the centre of the room, sitting where Denser indicated he thought the entrance to be. Hirad moved to sit  in the rubble, where he could watch Ilkar’s face. It struck him again that for all the years they’d known each other, he’d never taken any interest in magic at all. How it worked, who was who, what you had to do. Nothing. Hardly surprising really, he reflected. Magic was Ilkar’s job. Hirad could never perform it, so he’d never bothered to look into it.

Sitting cross-legged, Ilkar held the amulet on his open palms, examining it intently, occasionally mouthing words. He was breathing slowly and deeply, and when he closed his eyes, his chest continued to move, somewhat to Hirad’s surprise.

Hirad glanced at Denser, who was also studying Ilkar, right hand absently scratching the cat’s chin, unlit pipe clamped between his teeth. There was a half-smile on his face and fascination in his eyes.

Ilkar was searching for something, that much was apparent. His head was sweeping the area immediately in front of him, his eyes roving behind closed lids. Hirad frowned and shifted, his mouth turning up at one corner, dimpling his cheek. He found the sight unnerving.

Ilkar licked his lips and started probing the floor with his fingers, amulet now in his lap. Suddenly, his sightless eyes shifted to his right to where Denser was standing. The Dark Mage flinched reflexively. Ilkar kept staring, unmoving, for fully half a minute.

He opened his eyes. ‘Got it,’ he said.

‘Excellent.’ Denser’s smile broadened.

Ilkar got to slightly unsteady feet and walked over to the Dark Mage. Hirad stepped over to examine the floor where Ilkar had been probing. To him it was just hard and cold.

‘It’s a control spell. Dordovan, I think. I’ll try it, it should be simple enough.’ Ilkar looked again at the amulet, turned it over and mouthed a few words. He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Hirad, I would advise you to move a couple of paces backwards.’ The barbarian shrugged and did so.

Ilkar placed a palm on either side of the amulet, closed his eyes and muttered a brief incantation. There was a momentary hiss of escaping air from a seal, and an entire slab of stone disappeared from where Hirad had been standing.

‘All right, Ilkar, I’m impressed,’ said Hirad.

‘Thank you, Hirad.’

‘Me too,’ said Denser, moving to the hole Ilkar had made. ‘Dimensional transference. No wonder the Wytch Lords never found the way in.’

He was joined by Hirad. ‘They don’t make doors like that nowadays, eh?’

‘Hirad, nobody ever made them like that. Except Septern, it seems.’

They could see nothing down the hole. The first few steps of a flight led into the darkness, and there was an impression of size, but that was it. Hirad called to Talan to bring in two lanterns, and with them lit, he moved cautiously down the stairs, unsheathed sword in one hand, lantern in the other.

The air was musty and smelt of age, and Hirad could see he was descending into a chamber almost the same size as the room above it. All but covering the wall directly opposite him was a moving dark. Swirls of deep greys, flecked with brown, green and the odd flash of white, poured over each other, going nowhere. The dark roiled and swam within its frame, alien and menacing, its silence adding to its threat. The room held an air of expectancy and Hirad couldn’t shift the sensation that the swirls would snatch out to grab him and pull him into nowhere. The thought made him shudder. He stopped and felt a hand on his shoulder.

‘It’s the dimensional rip. Nothing to worry about,’ said Denser.

‘Can’t things come through, you know, from the other side?’ Hirad wafted his sword in the direction of the rip.

‘No. Septern stabilised it using his magic and lore. You have to start this side to get back to this side.’

Hirad nodded and moved on down, only half convinced by Denser’s reply. The rip was compelling. It gave an aura of impenetrable depth but Hirad could see its edge and it seemed to hang on the wall like a picture, less than a hand’s width thick.

All around was the debris of a life. To his left as he descended was a table covered in papers, and near it, another scattered with implements, flasks and powders. A chest was lodged against the right wall. A layer of dust faded sharp outlines and at the bottom of the stairs was the answer to a riddle.

‘Septern,’ said Hirad.

‘Undoubtedly.’ Denser moved past the barbarian to examine the body. ‘Three hundred years and he could have died yesterday.’

The body, head forward, eyes closed, dark hair thinning and close-cropped, was crumpled against a wall in a half-slouch, hands partially covering a bloodied tear in an otherwise white shirt. As the lantern-light swept away the shadows, it revealed a large, dark and dusty stain on the flagstones.

Denser looked up at Hirad. ‘Think how close they came to ultimate victory. Septern escaping down here saved everyone. I wonder if he knew that?’ He moved to the paper-strewn table, sat in a chair and began to leaf through the mass of documents.

Hirad moved off the stairs and was followed into the workshop by Ilkar, Talan and Richmond. The elf repeated his earlier spell and the hole closed above them.

‘Ilkar?’

‘Yes, Hirad?’

‘If you’ve got the amulet there and you need it to open and close the door, how did he do it?’

The mage straightened. ‘Good question. Any ideas, Denser?’

Denser, who had just uncovered a leather-bound book, turned. ‘I don’t know, what did you do?’

‘It’s similar to a FlamePalm but you have to be holding the amulet so that the flame is directed straight into it.’

‘Whatever the amulet’s made of will be the catalyst, then. Have you checked his neck?’

‘His neck?’ Ilkar’s scowl was momentary. ‘Oh, I see.’ He bent to Septern and put his hand inside the dead man’s collar. Hirad could see the shudder from where he was standing.

‘Feel good, Ilkar?’

‘Clammy and cold, Hirad. Waxy too. Really, really unpleasant. He is wearing a chain, though.’ Ilkar took the chain over Septern’s head and nodded as he looked at the blood-stained copy amulet hanging from it. ‘The faces are largely blank, it’s just the edging that has the same design.’

‘Good,’ said Denser. ‘I wouldn’t like to think he’d made several copies of the way in here.’ He went back to his reading.

Hirad turned his attention to Talan and Richmond who had been poking idly at the glassware on one of the tables but had now begun  to examine the chest. Ilkar came to his side, wiping his hands down his armour.

‘What do you think of this?’ He pointed at the rip, its gentle swirling still slow and rhythmic.

‘It gives me the shivers. I wonder what’s on the other side.’

‘Well,’ said Ilkar, ‘I have a strong feeling that you’ll be finding out.’

‘No question of it,’ said Denser. ‘There’s some incredible stuff in here.’ He tapped the book. ‘It’ll bring dimensional research on hundreds of years. And it answers a few other questions too.’ He stood up and walked over to Ilkar, handing him the book and indicating a passage. ‘Read it out, will you? I’ve got to try something. Have you got any rope, Talan?’

‘Outside.’ Talan was gazing at the rip, Richmond at his shoulder.

Eventually he turned to find Denser looking at him. ‘Do you want some?’

‘No, I was just passing the time.’

‘Well, I’m not a bloody mind-reader, Denser.’

‘No, you’d need a mind for that,’ muttered the Dark Mage. ‘Just get the rope, will you?’

Talan strode towards him. ‘In charge now, are you? Tell you what, go and get it yourself, or have you lost the power of movement? ’

‘I only want some rope, Talan,’ said Denser. ‘I’m not asking you to open the gates of hell or anything.’

‘It’s on my horse if you want it.’ Talan turned and stalked to the other end of the rip and took up his gazing again.

‘Gods alive,’ said Denser. ‘FlamePalm, you say?’

Ilkar nodded and tossed him the original amulet. ‘Just leave out the command word and substitute whatever it is you say for mana-meld. ’

Denser followed the Julatsan’s instructions, and soon wan daylight appeared above them.

‘I won’t be long.’ Denser trotted up the steps.

‘Are you going to read that book, or keep it to yourself?’ asked Hirad.

‘Sorry,’ said Ilkar. ‘Do you two want to hear this?’

Richmond shrugged and walked over, Talan glowered at Ilkar then did likewise.

‘It’s a diary of sorts. A research log as well, though I won’t go into that. Listen to this:‘It is only four days since I revealed my creation of Dawnthief and already the Wytch Lords are searching for me. I can feel the shock waves through the mana even here. I cannot leave this house and I am left hoping that the four Colleges will defeat the evil from the Torn Wastes, for the spell I created to destroy them myself I cannot unleash on Balaia. It was folly to tell the Colleges of my discovery. I have since found that Dawnthief is infinitely more powerful than I had imagined. While it would be an unstable spell to work, should it be cast with the right preparation, concentration and, of course, catalysts, it could plunge Balaia into eternal night. It would mean the end of everything.

‘But I also find I cannot destroy the knowledge I have unearthed. Is that terrible when that knowledge could obliterate us all? I don’t think so - you can never hope to unmake what has been made. So I have taken the information containing the names of the catalysts through the rip and into a place where those who guard it have sworn to do so though death take the breath from their bodies and the flesh from their bones.

‘The key amulet has been left with the Brood Kaan in the Dragon dimension and they of all creatures know the price of Dawnthief falling into the wrong hands. Perhaps some day they will give the key back and this journal will be found and my actions understood. For myself, having hidden what had to be hidden, I must destroy the rip, closing the door for ever. To do so, I must remain on this side and will take my own life. No one must find Dawnthief. No one.’





The next page was blank.

Ilkar looked up from his reading, finding all eyes on him. Above them, Denser came back down the stairs, took the amulet from Ilkar and closed the slab once again.

‘So what happened?’ asked Hirad, indicating Septern’s body. ‘He didn’t kill himself, that much is obvious. And he didn’t destroy the rip either.’

Ilkar shrugged. ‘Well, it looks to me as though the Wytch Lords got to him earlier than he expected. Like Denser said, he saved Balaia by getting down here before he died.’

‘And we’re about to do what he feared most,’ said Denser. ‘We’re going to get that information. Now then.’ Denser walked over to the closed chest, slapped open the clasps and opened the lid, finding clothes, boots and a pair of lanterns inside. He turned to the others. ‘A going-away chest, if I’m not very much mistaken.’

‘What is it you’re going to do, Denser?’ asked Hirad.

‘A little test of what exactly is behind the rip, that’s what.’ He closed and clasped the chest again. Taking the coil of rope from his shoulder, he quickly bound the chest with it, leaving a length of perhaps twenty feet in his hands.

‘Hirad, would you?’ asked Denser, pointing at the chest.

Hirad frowned but walked over to the Dark Mage.

‘What do you want?’

‘Pick up the chest and throw it through the rip, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, I see. Good idea.’ He knelt and wrapped his arms around the chest, picked it up and took a couple of paces backwards. ‘Anywhere in particular?’

‘In the centre, I think.’

Hirad nodded and moved to the middle of the rip. He hefted the trunk so that his hands were beneath it and it rested on his chest. A couple of bounces and he threw it straight into the rip, where it disappeared as if swallowed by thick mud.

All eyes switched to the rope as it moved gently through Denser’s hands. After no more than ten seconds, the rope gathered speed briefly, dipped, fell to the bottom of the rip and went slack.

‘I see,’ said Denser.

‘I wish I did,’ muttered Hirad.

‘It’s quite easy. The rip itself is quite deep, maybe six feet, and travel through it is slow. Just beyond the rip is a short drop which we’ll have to be ready for.’ He paused. ‘Now then, who’s for a journey into the absolute unknown?’

Silence. And it had an odd quality about it. Hirad considered that they had always known they’d have to go through the dark swirling mass, but now the time had arrived, they were all thinking about what might actually be on the other side. Whatever it was, it was unlikely to be much like anything they had ever experienced.

‘Well, we don’t need to leave a guard, do we?’ said Richmond.

‘That we don’t,’ said Ilkar. ‘What do you reckon, Hirad, The Raven’s strangest ride?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘Yeah. Let’s do it.’ He clapped his hands together and drew his sword. ‘Lanterns, I think.’

‘Definitely,’ said Ilkar, picking up the one Denser had left on the table.

They lined up in front of the rip, each man staring deep into the gently moving picture in front of him. Hirad looked down the line one way then the other from his position in its centre. He breathed deeply, his heart rate leaping.

‘Ready, everyone?’ he asked. There were nods and murmurs of assent.

‘Hirad, I think you have the honour of the cry,’ said Talan.

‘Thank you, Talan.’

‘What’s this?’ asked Denser.

‘Just listen,’ said Ilkar.

Hirad drew in another huge breath. ‘Raven!’ he roared. ‘Raven with me!’

They hit the rip at a dead run.

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/jame_9780575087569_oeb_002_r1.gif





OEBPS/Images/jame_9780575087569_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
dmes -
Bgircla

/",

, DAWHI}TI IEF






OEBPS/Images/jame_9780575087569_oeb_003_r1.gif





OEBPS/Images/jame_9780575087569_oeb_001_r1.gif
THE RAVEN Hirad Coldpeart nananias wanmion
Ras wxrwion
Riclmond wxwion
Talan wawwion
Sirendor Larn wasuion
“The Unkowown Warrior wansion
Ilkar yurarsax wace

XETESK Styliann voxp or T MouNT
couscrorvAGic  Denser sexion sk
Selyn v sey
Nyer wexton 10 paxsix
Laryon neseanci uastn
Sol s mmorecron

DORDOVER Erienne ox wac
couscroryAGic Al wsnaxp oF Eiex
Thraun wanwion
Jndyr vavex nowiax
Wil Begman rer
Vaddaroq 1owix 1oxo

LYSTERN Heryst 1owo voem e
couscrorsage Ry Darrick cexsat oF Tk amws
JULATSA Barras cuer NeGomaTo

COLLEGE OF MAGIC

BARONS, LORDS  Blackhorne sovries naox
AND SOLDIERS  Gresse sovri iastims maros
Tessays wrswex Loro.
Travers A carrans





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg





OEBPS/Images/jame_9780575087569_oeb_tp_r1.jpg
Dawnthief

CHRONICLES OF
THE RAVEN

JAMES BARCLAY

o
N Y





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
é

James
Barclay

The Raven
Collection






