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      “Nicholas Eames is the voice of modern fantasy”
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      “Fantastic, funny, ferocious. Hugely recommended. Read it now”

      Sam Sykes, author of The City Stained Red

       

      “A fantastic read, a rollicking, page-turning, edge-of-your-seat road-trip of a book. Great characters, loveable rogues that I genuinely cared about and all manner of fantastical monsters. All spiced with a sly sense of humour that had me smiling throughout. Wonderful”

      John Gwynne, author of Malice

       

      “Absolutely awesome. If the Beatles held a concert tomorrow (with all the necromancy required for that to happen), it still wouldn’t be as good a ‘getting the band back together’ story as this. Full of heroes, humor, and heart”

      Jon Hollins, author of The Dragon Lords: Fool’s Gold

       

      “Nicholas Eames brings brazen fun and a rock & roll sensibility to the fantasy genre”

      Sebastien de Castell, author of The Traitor’s Blade

       

      “A fantastic epic fantasy! Just the right smidgen of tongue-in-cheek to work wonderfully. Go read”

      Django Wexler, author of The Thousand Names

       

      “An absolutely outstanding debut… [It has] all the heart and passion that great fantasy can bring in the hands of a master”

      Myke Cole, author of The Armored Saint

       

      “Kings of the Wyld took me back to my Dungeons and Dragons days. It has well-crafted characters long past their best but still fighting, nonstop fantasy action and welcome touches of humor. Great reading!”

      Ian Irvine, author of The Summon Stone

       

      “A promising, fast-paced debut that balances classic quest fantasy with modern sensibilities and liberal doses of humor. Huzzah!”

      Alex Marshall, author of A Crown for Cold Silver

       

      “An outstanding debut which will make you laugh and cry and hold your breath. This is a book that has it all”

      K. J. Parker, author of The Two of Swords

       

      “Brilliant debut novel… Eames has cranked the thrills of epic fantasy up to 11… Moreover, the plot is emotionally rewarding, original, and hilarious. Eames clearly set out to write something fun to read, and he has succeeded spectacularly”

      Publishers Weekly (starred review)

       

      “A comedy, an adventure tale, a consideration on growing older, and a sendup of fantasy conventions, all at the same time. It also has heart. In short: it rocks… I finished this book in one night. If I could, I’d see the tour, and buy the T-shirt. Instead, I’ll have to content myself with waiting for the sequel, and reading it again”

      B&N Sci-Fi & Fantasy Blog 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              BY NICHOLAS EAMES
            

          

        

      

      Kings of the Wyld

      Bloody Rose

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Orbit

           

          
            978-0-3565-0905-1

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2018 by Nicholas Eames

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Maps by Tim Paul Illustration

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Excerpt from Age of Assassins by RJ Barker

            

          

          
            
              
              Copyright © 2017 by RJ Barker

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            ORBIT
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Bloody Rose

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            
              Praise for Nicholas Eames and Kings of the Wyld
            
          
        

        	
          
            
            By Nicholas Eames
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        
        	
          
            
            Chapter One:  The Monster Market
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Two:  The Cornerstone
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Three:  One Song
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Four:  The Wyld Heart
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Five:  Necessary Vices
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Six:  Wood and String
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seven:  View from a Hill
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eight:  The Villain of a Thousand Songs
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Nine:  Woodford
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Ten:  The Spectacle of Suffering
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eleven:  The Greater of Two Evils
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twelve:  The Rock and the Road
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirteen:  Highpool
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fourteen:  The Big Deal
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifteen:  The Bard and the Beast
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Sixteen:  Some Wild Thing
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seventeen:  The Bringol’s Bridge
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eighteen:  A Home Beyond the Heartwyld
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Nineteen:  Prints of the Past
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty:  Strange Animals
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-one:  The Clawmaster’s Cave
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-two:  Shadow of the Wolf
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-three:  Hawkshaw
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-four:  The Woes of Diremarch
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-five:  Something White
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-six:  Grudge
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-seven:  Monsters Under the Bed
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-eight:  A Cold Breakfast
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty-nine:  The Spindrift
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty:  The Rum-Go-Round
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-one:  The Final Verse
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-two:  Lurking Below
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-three:  Seventeen Seconds
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-four:  Soul on Fire
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-five:  The Damndest Thing
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-six:  Lost and Found
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-seven:  Sharing Smoke
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-eight:  Old Glory
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirty-nine:  Cold Clouds
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty:  Mercs in the Murk
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-one:  Black Magic Woman
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-two:  The White-Feather Bolt
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-three:  Slowhand
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-four:  Ashes on the Wind
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-five:  The Free City
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-six:  The Forest of Broken Things
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-seven:  Four Words
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-eight:  The Exhumation of Conthas
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Forty-nine:  Here and Now
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty:  Eve of Annihilation
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-one:  Friends and Foes
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-two:  The Beginning of the End
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-three:  Birdsong on the Battlefield
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-four:  The Scabbard and the Sword
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-five:  Sacrifice
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-six:  Fighting Dirty
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-seven:  The War of Roses
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifty-eight:  The Spark and the Snowflake
          
        

        	
          
            
            Epilogue:  The Promise
          
        

        	
          
            
            Acknowledgments 
          
        

        	
          
            
            extras
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

       

      For my brother, Tyler.

      If this book is worthy of you,

      it’s because you made it so.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        
          [image: Map]
        

		  
          [image: Map]
        

      

      
        
          [image: Map]
        

		  
          [image: Map]
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One
          

          
            
              
              The Monster Market
            

          

        

      

      Tam’s mother used to say she had a Wyld Heart. “It means you’re a dreamer,” she’d told her daughter. “A wanderer, like me.”

      “It means you ought to be careful,” her father had added. “A Wyld Heart needs a wise mind to temper it, and a strong arm to keep it safe.”

      Her mother had smiled at that. “You’re my strong arm, Tuck. And Bran is my wise mind.”

      “Branigan? You know I love him, Lil, but your brother would eat yellow snow if you told him it tasted like whiskey.”

      Tam remembered her mother’s laughter as a kind of music. Had her father laughed? Probably not. Tuck Hashford had never been much for laughing. Not before his wife’s Wyld Heart got her killed, and never once after.

      “Girl! Hey, girl!”

      Tam blinked. A merchant with whiskered jowls and a fringe of yellowed hair was sizing her up.

      “Little young for a wrangler, ain’t ya?”

      She straightened, as if being taller meant seeming older. “So?”

      “So…” He scratched a scab on the bald crown of his head. “What brings you to the Monster Market? You in a band or something?”

      Tam wasn’t a mercenary. She couldn’t fight to save her life. Oh, she could fire a bow with passing skill, but anyone with two arms and an arrow to spare could do the same. And besides, Tuck Hashford had a hard-and-fast rule when it came to his only daughter becoming a mercenary and joining a band: “No fucking way.”

      “Yeah,” she lied. “I’m in a band.”

      The man cast a suspicious eye at the tall, skinny girl standing weaponless before him. “Oh yeah? What’s it called?”

      “Rat Salad.”

      “Rat Salad?” The man’s face lit up like a brothel at dusk. “That’s a bloody good name for a band! You fighting in the arena tomorrow?”

      “Of course.” Another lie. But lies, as her uncle Bran was fond of saying, were like a cup of Kaskar whiskey: If you’re in for one, you’re in for a dozen. “I’m here to decide what to fight.”

      “A hands-on sort of woman, eh? Most bands send their bookers to handle the finer details.” The merchant nodded appreciatively. “I like your edge! Well, look no further! I’ve got a beast on hand that’ll wow the crowd and have Rat Salad on the tongue of every bard between here and the Summer Souk!” The man shuffled over to a cloth-shrouded cage and tore its sheet off with a flourish. “Behold! The fearsome cockatrice!”

      Tam had never seen a cockatrice, but she knew enough about them to know that the thing in the cage was not a cockatrice.

      The thing in the cage was a chicken.

      “A chicken!?” The merchant looked affronted when Tam told him so. “Girl, are you blind? Look at the size of that thing!”

      It was a big chicken, no doubt. Its feathers had been daubed in black paint, and its beak was smeared with blood to make it look feral, but Tam wasn’t convinced. “A cockatrice can turn flesh into stone with its gaze,” she pointed out.

      The merchant grinned, a hunter whose quarry had charged headlong into the trap. “Only when it wants to, lass! Any bee can sting, right? But they only sting when they’re angry. A skunk always stinks, but it only sprays when you startle it! Ah, but look at this!” He reached into the chicken’s cage and brandished a crude stone carving that vaguely resembled a squirrel. Tam decided not to point out the price written in chalk on the bottom. “It’s already claimed one victim today! Beware, the —”

      “Bwok,” said the chicken, dismayed by the abduction of its only friend.

      An awkward silence stretched between Tam and the merchant.

      “I should go,” she said.

      “Glif’s Grace to you,” he replied curtly, already throwing the sheet back over the chicken’s cage.

      Tam wandered farther into the Monster Market, which had been called Bathstone Street before arenas started blooming like mushrooms all over the north and the scale-merchants arrived to set up shop. It was broad and straight, like almost every street in Ardburg, and hedged on either side by wooden pens, iron cages, and dugouts fenced by barbed wire. Most days it wasn’t especially crowded, but there were fights in the arena tomorrow, and some of the biggest mercenary bands in Grandual were coming to town.

      Tuck Hashford also had a rule about his only daughter going anywhere near the Monster Market, or the arena, or associating with mercenaries in general: “No fucking way.”

      Despite that, Tam often took this route on her way to work – not because it was quicker, but because it quickened something inside of her. It scared her. Thrilled her. Reminded her of the stories her mother used to tell, of daring quests and wild adventure, of fearsome beasts and valiant heroes like her father and Uncle Bran.

      Also, since Tam would likely spend her whole life slinging drinks and playing lute for coppers here in wintry Ardburg, a stroll through the Monster Market was the closest she’d ever come to adventure.

      “Look here!” called a heavily tattooed Narmeeri woman as Tam passed by. “You want ogres? I’ve got ogres! Fresh from the hills of Westspring! Fierce as they come!”

      “Manticoooooooore!” shouted a northerner with a shaved head and savage scars marring his face. “Manticoooooooore!” There was, indeed, a real live manticore behind him. Its batlike wings were bound by chains, its barbed tail trapped inside a leather sack. A muzzle was clamped over its leonine jaw, but despite its captivity the creature still managed to look terrifying.

      “Wargs of the Winter Forests!” another merchant announced above a chorus of deep growls. “Wyld born, farm raised!”

      “Goblins!” an old lady hollered from atop an iron-barred wagon. “Get your goblins here! One courtmark apiece, or a dozen for ten!”

      Tam peered into the cage upon which the old woman stood. It was crammed with the filthy little creatures, most of which looked scrawny and malnourished. She doubted even a dozen of them would give a band of half-decent mercenaries a run for their money.

      “Hey!” the woman hollered down at her. “This ain’t a dress shop, girl. Now buy a bloody goblin or get on with ya!”

      Tam tried to imagine what her father would say if she came home with a pet goblin in tow, and couldn’t help but grin. “No fucking way,” she muttered.

      She walked on, weaving through the throng of bookers and local wranglers as they bartered and bargained with scale-merchants and rugged Kaskar huntsmen. She did her best not to gawk openly at the varied monsters or the merchants peddling them. There were gangly trolls whose severed limbs were capped with silver to prevent them regenerating, and a massive, muscled ettin that was missing one of its two heads. She passed a snake-headed gorgon chained by her neck to brackets in the wall behind her, and a black horse that breathed fire into the face of someone fool enough to inspect its teeth.

      “Tam!”

      “Willow!” She trotted over to her friend’s stall. Willow was an islander from the Silk Coast, bronze-skinned and big for his kind. She’d remarked when they first met that Willow was a curious name for a guy his size, and he’d said it was because a willow tree provided shade to everything around it – which made a lot of sense when he put it that way.

      Willow’s black curls bounced as he shook his head. “Cutting through the Monster Market again? What would old Tuck say if he found out?”

      “I think we both know the answer to that,” she said with a grin. “How’s business?”

      “Booming!” He gestured to his wares, a variety of winged serpents in wicker cages behind him. “Before long every home in Ardburg will have their very own zanto! They make excellent pets, you know. Great with kids, provided those kids don’t mind having corrosive acid spat in their faces from time to time. Also, they can’t stand the cold up here and will very probably be dead inside a month. Next time I go home I’m bringing back lobsters instead. I could sell lobsters, easy.”

      Tam nodded, despite having no idea what sort of monster a lobster was.

      Willow toyed idly with one of several shell necklaces he was wearing. “Hey, did you hear the news? There’s another Horde, apparently. North of Cragmoor, in the Brumal Wastes. Fifty thousand monsters hell-bent on invading Grandual. They say the leader is a giant by the name of —”

      “Brontide,” Tam finished. “I know. I work in a tavern, remember? If there’s a rumour to be heard, I’ve heard it. Did you know the Sultana of Narmeer is actually a boy wearing a woman’s mask?”

      “That can’t be true.”

      “Or that a seamstress who killed her husband down in Rutherford is claiming to be the Winter Queen herself?”

      “I seriously doubt that.”

      “How about the one where —”

      The sound of cheering interrupted her. Both of them turned to see a commotion at the nearest cross street, and a smile split Tam’s face from ear to ear.

      “Looks like the party’s come to town,” said Willow. Tam shot him a pleading glance and the islander sighed dramatically. “Go,” he told her. “Say hi to Bloody Rose for me.”

      Tam spared her friend a smile before bolting away. She ducked around the bulk of a shaggy yethik, then slipped between a shouting huntsman and a barking wrangler an instant before the huntsman launched a punch that put the wrangler on his ass. She reached the next street as the first argosy was approaching and wormed her way to the front of the crowd.

      “Hey, watch where —” A boy her age with a hawkish nose and limp blond hair turned his affronted scowl into what he probably thought was a charming smile. “Ah, sorry. A pretty girl like you can stand wherever she’d like, of course.”

      Ugh, she thought. “Thanks,” she said, choosing a falsely bright smile over an exaggerated eye roll.

      “You came to see the mercenaries?” he asked.

      No, I came to watch the horses shit, dumbass. “I did,” she answered.

      “Me too,” he said, and then tapped the lute slung over his shoulder. “I’m a bard.”

      “Oh? With what band?”

      “Well, I don’t have one yet,” he said defensively. “But it’s only matter of time.”

      She nodded distractedly as the lead argosy rolled up. The massive war wagon was bigger than the house Tam shared with her father. It was draped in leather skins and drawn by a pair of woolly white mammoths with streamers tied to their tusks. The mercenaries to whom it belonged stood around a stout siege tower built on top, waving their weapons at the crowd massed along either side of the avenue.

      “That’s Giantsbane,” said the boy next to her, as if the north’s favoured sons required an introduction. The mercenaries – all of them big, bearded Kaskars – were regulars at the tavern where Tam worked, and their leader gave her a wave as the argosy went by. The self-styled bard glanced over, bewildered. “You know Alkain Tor?”

      Tam did her best to ignore his tone and shrugged. “Sure.”

      The boy frowned, but said nothing further.

      A hundred or so mercenaries on foot and horseback came next, and Tam picked out a few bands she recognized from the Cornerstone commons: the Locksmiths, the Black Puddings, the Boils, and Knightmare – though two of the latter’s members were missing and an arachnian in steel plate armour had taken their place.

      “Riffraff,” sneered the boy. He paused, clearly wanting Tam to ask for clarification. When she didn’t, he clarified anyway. “Most of these lesser-knowns will wrestle with trash imps in guildhalls and private arenas tonight. But the bigger bands – Giantsbane, for instance, or Fable – will fight in the Ravine tomorrow, in front of thousands.”

      “The Ravine?” Tam asked. She knew damn well what the Ravine was, but if this blowhard was gonna talk, then Tam figured she’d might as well choose the subject.

      “It’s Ardburg’s arena,” the boy droned on as a caravan of argosies rumbled past, “though it’s not much to look at, really. Not a real arena, like the ones down south. I was in Fivecourt last summer, you know. Their new arena is the biggest in all the world. They call it —”

      “Look!” someone shouted, saving Tam the trouble of ramming her fist down her new friend’s throat in an effort to shut him up. “It’s them! It’s Fable!”

      Rolling up next was an argosy drawn by eight big draft horses in draconic bronze-scale barding. The war wagon was a fortress grinding over sixteen stone wheels, with iron slats on the windows and barbed chain screens hung over the side. The roof was ringed by crenellations of rusted iron, and crossbow turrets were mounted on all four corners.

      In her periphery Tam saw the boy straighten and puff out his chest like a bullfrog about to bellow a mating call.

      “That’s the Rebel’s Redoubt,” Tam said, before this idiot could tell her something else she already knew. “It belongs to Fable, who’ve only been together for four and a half years but are arguably the most famous mercenary band in the world. You see,” she went on, slathering every word in cloying condescension, “most bands only fight in arenas. They tour from town to town, and take on whatever the local wranglers have on hand. Which is great, because everyone, from the wranglers to the bookers to the arena managers – heck, sometimes even the mercs themselves – get paid, and the rest of us get a hell of a show. Mercs is short for mercenaries, by the way.”

      The boy gaped. “I know th —”

      “But Fable,” Tam cut him off, “well, they do things the old way. They still tour, obviously, but they also take on contracts that most other bands wouldn’t dare. They’ve hunted giants and burned pirate fleets to cinders. They’ve killed sand maws in Dumidia, and once slew a firbolg king right here in Kaskar.”

      She pointed to a barrel-chested northerner sitting between two crenellations, his tangle of brown hair obscuring most of his face. “That’s Brune. He’s sort of a local legend. He’s a vargyr.”

      “A vargyr… ?”

      “We call them shamans,” Tam explained. “He can change at will into a great big bear. Now, the one in black with half her head shaved and tattoos all over? She’s a sorceress. A summoner, actually. Her name’s Cura, but people call her the Inkwitch. And see the druin, Freecloud? He’s the tall one with green hair and ears like a rabbit? They say he’s the very last of his kind, and that he’s never made a wager he didn’t win, and that his sword, Madrigal, can cut through steel like it was silk.”

      The boy’s face had gone an extremely gratifying shade of scarlet. “Okay, listen,” he said, except Tam was all done listening.

      “And that” – she pointed to the woman standing with one boot on the battlement above them – “is Bloody Rose. She’s the leader of Fable, the saviour of the city of Castia, and very probably the most dangerous woman this side of the Heartwyld.”

      Tam fell silent as the argosy’s shadow enveloped them. She’d never actually seen Bloody Rose before, but she knew every story, had heard every song, and had seen the warrior’s likeness on walls or sketched on posters around town, though chalk and charcoal hardly did the real thing justice.

      Fable’s frontwoman wore a piecemeal suit of dull black plate slashed with red – except her gauntlets, which gleamed like new steel. They were druin-forged (or so the songs alleged) and matched to the scimitars – Thistle and Thorn – she wore in scabbards on either hip. Her hair was dyed a bright, bloody red, and hacked off at the hard line of her chin.

      Half the girls in town had the same cut, the same colour. Tam herself had gone so far as to buy a sack of hucknell beans, which bled their crimson coats when soaked in water, but her father had guessed her intent and demanded she eat them one by one in front of him. They’d tasted like lemons with a cinnamon rind, and had left her lips, tongue, and teeth so red it looked as if she’d torn the throat out of a deer. Her hair, for all the trouble she’d gone to, remained the unremarkable brown it had always been.

      The argosy passed, leaving Tam to blink like a dreamer roused by the slanting afternoon light.

      Beside her, the boy had finally found his voice, though he cleared his throat before trying it out. “Wow, you really know your stuff, huh? Do you want to, uh, grab a drink at the Cornerstone?”

      “The Cornerstone…”

      “Yeah, it’s just —”

      Tam was off, sprinting as fast as her legs would carry her. Not only was she hopelessly late for work, but her father, naturally, had yet another rule when it came to his daughter going for drinks with strange boys.

      Which suited Tam just fine, since she was into girls, anyway.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two
          

          
            
              
              The Cornerstone
            

          

        

      

      There were four people you could always find at the Cornerstone.

      The first was Tera, who owned the place. She’d been a mercenary herself before losing her arm. “I didn’t bloody lose it!” she’d say, whenever someone asked how it happened. “A bugbear tore it off and cooked it on a spit while I watched! I know exactly where it is – it’s inside his damned dead body!” She was a big, broad woman, who used her remaining hand to rule her tavern with an iron fist. When she wasn’t cussing out the kitchen or dressing down the serving staff, she spent her nights discouraging fights (often by threatening to start one) and swapping stories with some of the older mercs.

      Her husband, Edwick, was always there as well. He’d been the bard for a band called Vanguard, but was now retired. He took the stage each night to recount the exploits of his former crew, and seemed to know every song and story ever told. Ed was the opposite of his wife: slight of frame, cheerful as a child on a pony’s back. He’d been close friends with Tam’s mother, and despite Tuck Hashford’s rule concerning his daughter playing an instrument or consorting with musicians, the old bard often gave Tam lute lessons after work.

      Next was Tiamax, who’d been a member of Vanguard as well. He was an arachnian, which meant he had eight eyes (two of which were missing, covered by crisscrossing patches) and six hands with which to shake, stir, and serve drinks. Consequently, he made for an excellent bartender. According to Edwick, he’d been one hell of a fighter, too.

      The last permanent fixture in the Cornerstone was her uncle Bran. In his youth, Branigan had been an illustrious mercenary, a prodigious drinker, and a notorious scoundrel. But now, almost ten years after his sister’s untimely death had brought about the dissolution of his old band, he was… Well, he was still a thief, still a drunk, and an even more notorious scoundrel, though he’d since added compulsive gambling to his list of vices.

      He and Tam’s father had spoken rarely over the past decade. One had lost a sister in Lily Hashford, the other a wife, and grief had led them each down very different paths.

      “Tam!” her uncle shouted at her from the second-floor balcony directly above the bar. “Be a darling and fetch me a dram, will you?”

      Tam set the stack of empty bowls she’d collected on the stained wooden bar. The tavern was busier than usual tonight. Mercenaries, and those come to rub shoulders with them, crowded the commons behind her. Three hearths were roaring, two fights were in progress, and a shirtless bard was beating a drum like it owed him money.

      “Uncle Bran wants another whiskey,” she said to Tiamax.

      “Does he?” The arachnian snatched up the bowls and began rinsing them with four hands, while his remaining two cracked open a wooden shaker and poured something fragrant and rose-coloured into a long-stemmed glass.

      “What is this?” asked the woman he’d made it for.

      “Pink.”

      “Pink?” She sniffed it. “It smells like cat pee.”

      “Then order a fucking beer next time,” said Tiamax. The mandibles sprouting from his white-bristled chin twitched in irritation. One of them had snapped in half, so the sound they made was a blunted click instead of the melodious scratching others of his kind produced. The woman sniffed and sauntered off, while the arachnian used a rag to dry three bowls at once. “And how will your uncle Bran be paying for that whiskey, I wonder?”

      “Tell him to put it on my tab!” came Bran’s voice from the balcony above.

      She offered Tiamax a tight smile. “He says to put it on his tab.”

      “Ah, yes! The inexhaustible tab of Branigan Fay!” Tiamax threw up all six of his arms in exasperation. “Alas, I’m afraid that line of credit is completely and utterly exhausted.”

      “Says who?” demanded the disembodied voice of her uncle.

      “Says who?” Tam repeated.

      “Says Tera.”

      “Tell that bastard hatcher I’ll handle Tera!” yelled Bran. “Besides, I’m about to sweep the board up here!”

      Tam sighed. “Uncle Bran says —”

      “Bastard hatcher?” The bartender’s mandibles clacked again, and Tam caught a malicious glint in the manifold facets of his eyes. “One whiskey!” he exclaimed. “Coming right up!” He chose a cup off the counter behind him and reached up with one segmented arm to retrieve a bottle from the very top shelf. It was coated in mouldering grime and thick with cobwebs. When Tiamax pulled the stopper free it fairly disintegrated in his hand.

      “What is that?” Tam asked.

      “Oh, it’s whiskey. Or near enough, anyway. We found six cases of this in the cellar of Turnstone Keep while the Ferals had us trapped inside.”

      Like every ex-mercenary Tam knew (except, of course, her dad), Tiamax rarely missed an opportunity to recount a story from his adventuring days.

      “We tried drinking it,” the arachnian was saying, “but not even Matty could keep it down, so we turned them into bombs instead.” The stuff trickled from the bottle’s mouth like honey, except it looked and smelled like raw sewage. “Here. Tell your uncle it’s on the house, courtesy of that bastard hatcher.”

      Tam eyed the cup skeptically. “You promise he won’t die?”

      “He almost certainly will not die.” The bartender placed a spindly hand over his chest. “I swear on my cephalothorax.”

      “Your seffawha —”

      Tera came bursting through the kitchen door wielding a sauce-stained wooden spoon as though it were a bloody cudgel.

      “You!” She levelled her makeshift weapon at a pair of burly mercs wrestling on the rushes in front of a fireplace. “Can’t you read the bloody sign?” Lacking another arm with which to point, Tera used the spoon to draw their attention to an etched wooded board above the bar, and even deigned to read it to them. “No fighting before midnight! This is a civilized establishment, not a godsdamned brawling pit.”

      She started toward them, patrons scrambling from her path like she was a boulder rolling downhill.

      “Thanks, Max.” Tam seized the cup and fell in behind the proprietress, using the swathe she cleared to cross half the commons before plunging back into the mob. Tera, meanwhile, had kicked one fighter into a curling ball and was thrashing the other’s ass with the wooden spoon.

      Tam slipped, slithered, and sidestepped her way toward the balcony stair, pilfering gossip like an urchin picking pockets in a market square. A trio of merchants were discussing the early frost that had wiped out most of Kaskar’s harvest. They’d got rich importing provisions from Fivecourt. One of them made a jest about paying tribute to the Winter Queen, which drew a hearty laugh from the northerner on his right, while the Narmeeri on his left gasped and traced the Summer Lord’s circle over his breast.

      Many were discussing who would fight in the Ravine tomorrow, and, perhaps more importantly, what they’d be squaring off against. Fable, she heard, had opted to let the local wranglers decide, and rumour was they had something special in store.

      Most of the conversations swirled around the host of monsters assembling north of Cragmoor. The Brumal Horde, they dubbed it, and everyone – from fighters to farmers – had an opinion as to what its intentions were.

      “Revenge!” said a merc with a mouthful of something black and gummy. “Obviously! They’re still sore about getting their asses kicked at Castia six years ago! They’ll try again next summer, mark my words!”

      “They won’t attack Castia,” insisted a woman with a white spider tattoo covering most of her face. “It’s too far away, and too well defended. If you ask me it’s Ardburg needs to worry. The marchlords better keep their men sharp and their axes sharper!”

      “This Brontide fellow…” mused Lufane, a skyship captain who made a living taking nobles on sightseeing tours above the Rimeshield Mountains. “Word is he’s got a mighty grudge against us.”

      “Us?” asked spider-face.

      “Everyone. Humans in general.” The captain drained the last of his wine and handed his bowl off to Tam as she went by. “According to Brontide, we’re the monsters. He led a raid over the mountains a few years back and smashed to rubble every arena he could find.”

      The first merc flashed a black-toothed sneer at that. “A giant calling us monsters? Well, it don’t much matter what he thinks, does it? The day after tomorrow every band in the north’ll be bound for Cragmoor, lusting for glory and looking to make a name for themselves. The Brumal Horde’ll be nothing but bones in the muck come spring,” he was saying as Tam moved on, “but the bards’ll be crowing about it for the rest of their lives.”

      She skirted the stage. The drummer had finished up, and now Edwick sat perched on a stool with his lute in his lap. He spared her a wink before starting into The Siege of Hollow Hill, which drew a chorus of cheers from the commons crowd. They liked songs about battles, especially ones where the heroes were hopelessly outnumbered by their enemies.

      Tam loved the old man’s voice. It was weathered and warbly, comfortable as a pair of soft leather boots. Besides teaching her to play the lute, Edwick had been giving Tam singing lessons as well, and his assessment of her vocal prowess had ranged from “Careful, you’ll break the glassware,” to “At least they won’t drag you offstage,” before finally she’d garnered an approving smile and the murmured words, “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

      That had been a good night. Tam had returned home wishing she could share her joy with her dad, but Tuck Hashford would not have approved. He didn’t want his daughter singing, or playing the lute, or listening to the lionised tales of retired bards. If not for the wage she brought home, and the fact that he’d had trouble holding down a job since his wife’s death, Tam doubted she’d be allowed anywhere near the Cornerstone at all.

      Bran glanced over as she approached. “Tam!” He thumped the table with an open palm, scattering coins and toppling the carved wooden figurines on the Tetrea board before him. His opponent – a hooded man with his back to Tam – sighed, and her uncle made a poor attempt at feigning innocence. “Oh, dear, I’ve accidentally upset the pieces. Let’s call it a draw, Cloud, shall we?”

      “Is a draw where one person is about to win and the other cheats to avoid losing?”

      Bran shrugged. “Either one of us might have prevailed.”

      “I was definitely about to prevail,” said his opponent. “Brune? Back me up here?”

      Brune? 

      Tam stopped where she stood, gaping like a baby bird beneath a dangling worm. Sure enough, the man sitting to her uncle’s left was Brune. As in the Brune. As in Fable’s fucking shaman, Brune. Legend or no, the vargyr looked like most other northmen: He was big and broad-shouldered, with shaggy brown hair that did its damndest to hide the fact that Brune wasn’t much to look at. His brows were wildly unkempt, his nose was crooked, and there was a finger-wide gap between his two front teeth.

      “I wasn’t paying attention,” the shaman admitted. “Sorry.”

      Tam’s mind was still reeling, struggling to make sense of what her eyes were telling it. If that’s Brune, she reasoned, then the man in the cloak… the one Bran called Cloud…

      The figure turned, drawing back his hood to reveal long ears pressed flat against green-gold hair. Tam’s mind barely registered the ears, however, or the druin’s pointed, predator smile. She was pinned by his gaze: half-moons hooked against a colour like candlelight glancing through the facets of an emerald.

      “Hello, Tam.”

      He knows my name! How does he know my name? Had her uncle said it earlier? Probably. Definitely. Yes. Tam was shaking; ripples shuddered across the surface of the Turnstone whiskey in her trembling hand.

      “Branigan here has been telling us all about you,” said the druin. “He says you can sing, and that you’re something of a prodigy with the lute.”

      “He drinks,” said Tam.

      The shaman laughed, splurting a mouthful of beer over the table and the Tetrea board. “He drinks.” Brune chuckled. “Classic.”

      Freecloud produced a white moonstone coin and examined one side of it. “Brune and I are mercenaries. We’re members of a band called Fable. You’ve heard of us, I assume?”

      “I… uh…”

      “She has,” Bran came to her rescue. “Of course she has. Isn’t that right, Tam?”

      “Right,” Tam managed. She felt as though she’d wandered out onto a frozen lake and suddenly the ice was groaning beneath her.

      “Well,” said Freecloud, “it so happens we’re in the market for a bard. And according to Branigan you’re just what we’re looking for. Assuming, of course, you’re willing to get a little mud on your boots.”

      “Mud on my boots?” Tam asked, watching cracks spiderweb across the ice in her mind’s eye. Uncle Bran, what have you done?

      “He means travel,” Bran told her. There was something thick in his voice, a sheen to his eyes that had nothing to do with being shitfaced drunk. At least she didn’t think it did. “A real adventure, Tam.”

      “Ah.” Freecloud’s chair scraped as he stood. The coin in his hand disappeared as he gestured behind her. “Here’s the boss herself. Tam,” he said, as she turned to find a legend in the flesh just an arm’s reach away, “this is Rose.”

      So that was it for Tam’s knees.

      As they buckled beneath her, Bran leapt from his chair. He reached her in time to pluck the cup from her hands before she collapsed. “That was close,” she heard him say, as the floorboards rushed up to meet her.

       

      “She’s too young,” someone said. A woman’s voice. Harsh. “What is she, sixteen?”

      “Seventeen.” That was her uncle. “I think. The edge of seventeen, anyway.”

      “Not the sharp edge,” grumbled the woman. Rose. It had to be.

      Tam blinked, got an eyeful of glaring torchlight, and decided to lie still a moment longer.

      “And how old were you when you picked up a sword?” asked Freecloud. She could hear the wryness in the druin’s smile. “Or when you killed that cyclops?”

      A sigh. “Well, what about this?” Armour clinking. “She fainted at the sight of me. What will she do when blood gets spilled?”

      “She’ll be fine,” said her uncle. “She’s Tuck and Lily’s girl, remember.”

      “Tuck Hashford?” Brune sounded impressed. “They say he was fearless. And we’ve all got a bit of our fathers in us. The gods know I do.”

      “Our mothers, too,” said a woman Tam didn’t recognize. “Does she even want to go? Have you asked her?”

      You do, said a voice in Tam’s head.

      “I do,” she croaked. She sat up, instantly regretting it. The noise of the Cornerstone commons screeched in her skull like a boat full of cats. The four members of Fable stood around her. Bran was kneeling by her side. “I want to go,” she insisted. “Where… uh… are we going?”

      “Someplace cold,” said the woman who wasn’t Rose. It was the Inkwitch, Cura, who regarded Tam as if she’d found the girl squished on the bottom of her boot.

      Where Rose was sturdy with lean muscle, Cura was waif-thin and wiry. She wore a long, low-slung tunic cut high on the hip, and black leather boots boasting more straps than a madman’s jacket. Her fine black hair was long enough to tie back, but shaved to stubble on either side. There were bone rings in her ears, another through her left eyebrow, and a stud in her nose. Her skin was porcelain pale and crowded with tattoos. Tam’s eye was drawn to a sea creature inked on Cura’s thigh, its serpentine tentacles curling out from beneath the hem of her tunic.

      The Inkwitch caught her staring and gave the cloth an inviting tug. “You ever see one up close?” Her impish tone implied that she wasn’t referring to the creature tattooed on her leg.

      Tam looked away, hoping her sudden flush was attributed to her fall. “You’re going to fight the Brumal Horde?” she asked.

      “We’re not,” said Rose. “We’re finishing our tour first, and after that we have a contract in Diremarch.”

      “Our final contract,” said Freecloud. He shared a meaningful look with his bandmates. “One last gig before we call it quits.”

      Branigan perked up at that, but before either he or Tam could ask anything further, Rose cut in. “I should warn you,” she said. “What we’re going up against could be just as dangerous as the Horde. Worse, even.”

      To Tam, there was nothing worse than the prospect of never leaving home, of being cooped up in Ardburg until her dreams froze and her Wyld Heart withered in its cage. She glanced at her uncle, who gave her a reassuring nod, and was about to tell Freecloud that it didn’t matter if they were facing the Horde, or something worse than the Horde, or if they were bound for the Frost Mother’s hell itself. She would follow.

      “One song,” said Rose.

      Branigan looked up. “Say what?”

      “Take the stage.” Rose set a halfpipe between her lips and rooted beneath her armour for something to light it with. Eventually she gave up, and settled for a candle off the table beside her. “Pick a song and play it. Convince me you’re the right girl for the job. If I like what I hear, then congratulations: You’re Fable’s new bard. If I don’t…” She exhaled slowly. “What did you say your name was again?”

      “Tam.”

      “Well, in that case, it’s been nice knowing you, Tam.”
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      Around midnight a train of linked carriages hauled by sturdy Kaskar ponies clattered across Ardburg. It was free to ride, and spared drunks and those abroad late a long walk through often inclement weather. Tam flagged it out front of the Cornerstone and chose a carriage she thought was empty. It wasn’t. There was a city watchman passed out on the opposite bench. His helmet was overturned in his lap, and from the reek Tam guessed it was filled with vomit. She pushed open the screens despite the cold, and once they were moving it didn’t smell so bad.

      The city was usually asleep this time of night, but since the fights were the next day, the streets were lively still. Light and noise spilled out of every inn, music from every tavern. The brothels, especially, were busier than usual, and from behind their drawn curtains Tam heard yelps of pleasure and pain, often mingling.

      She saw a pair of black-robed priests cupping their hands to catch the falling snow. “The Winter Queen is coming!” cried one, a woman with her scalp shaved bare. This wasn’t really news to anyone. According to her disciples, the Winter Queen (and the Eternal Winter said to accompany her return) was always coming. Tam figured those priests would be as surprised as everyone else if she actually decided to show up one day.

      At last they left the chaos behind. Tam sat alone with her thoughts, and with the snoring soldier, of whom she asked the question that had been on her mind since leaving the Cornerstone earlier that evening.

      “What the hell just happened?”

       

      Tam approached the stage. She didn’t even have an instrument. What sort of bard didn’t own an instrument?

      You’re not a bard, she reminded herself. You’re a girl who’s about to embarrass herself in front of two hundred people, including Bloody Rose herself.

      A glance toward the balcony told her Rose was watching, still dragging on the halfpipe she’d lit earlier. Freecloud was beside her, Brune and Cura farther along the rail. Word that Fable was auditioning a new bard had swept the room like a brushfire. Now that the racket was starting to dwindle, Tam would be expected to take the stage and sing a song that might or might not change the course of her life forever after.

      Tera and Tiamax were watching from behind the bar. The arachnian offered her a three-handed wave and shouted, “You’ve got this!” over the din.

      Bran was shooing patrons from the table closest to the stage, while Edwick —

      “Here.” The old bard thrust his lute into her hands. “This is yours now.”

      “No, I can’t,” she protested. The lute, which the bard reffered to as Red Thirteen, was the instrument on which Tam had learned to play. It was Ed’s pride and joy. He’d had it for as long as Tam could remember, and had never played another instrument that she knew of.

      “Take her,” he insisted. “Trust her. Do you know what song you’ll play?”

      Tam knew a hundred songs, but just now she couldn’t recall even one of them. She shook her head.

      “Well, good luck.” Edwick retreated to a seat beside Bran, and the entire tavern suddenly hushed all at once.

      Cradling her borrowed lute, Tam stepped onto the stage and crossed to the vacant stool. The boards squealed beneath her feet, impossibly loud. Her mind was racing, trying desperately to think of a song – any song – let alone one that would impress Rose.

      And then she had it: Castia. It was rowdy and rousing, guaranteed to get the crowd on her side. It condensed the Battle of Castia, during which Grandual’s mercenaries had overcome the Duke of Endland and his Heartwyld Horde, into seven verses and an instrumental solo Tam hoped to hell she was capable of pulling off.

      Better still, it painted Rose’s father, Golden Gabe, as the greatest hero in the five courts, without even mentioning that he’d crossed the entire breadth of the Heartwyld to rescue his daughter from almost certain death, or that Gabe and his bandmates, in the process of getting there, had cured the rot, killed a dragon, and destroyed half of Fivecourt. The last verse was dedicated to Rose herself, who’d led those besieged inside the city to victory at last.

      Castia was perfect.

      She took a breath. Waited for the silence to deepen, the way Edwick had taught her to, and then —

      “Pfffft! The fuck is this!?” Branigan was standing, having sipped his whiskey before spewing it onto his lap. “What in the cold heart of hell did you put in here, Max? Lamp oil? Piss? Gods, is this hatcher piss?” He sniffed it, and went so far as to taste it again. “It’s bloody awful!” Edwick dragged him down into his seat and hissed at him to shut up. “Sorry,” he told the room. “Sorry, Tam. Go on, love.”

      Tam took another breath. Waited, again, for that utter silence to descend, and then plucked the opening chords of Castia.

      A roar of approval went up from the commons. A great big smile broke across Branigan’s face, and Edwick nodded approvingly. When Tam looked to the balcony, though, Rose seemed uninterested. She stamped her halfpipe out on the rail and said something under her breath to Freecloud. The shaman, Brune, pulled his long hair aside. He locked eyes with Tam and shook his head so slightly it was almost, almost, imperceptible.

      She stopped. The song’s opening notes were left shivering in the air. A confused murmur arose and left behind a bewildered hush.

      “Can I start over?” she called up to Rose.

      The mercenary’s eyes narrowed. “If you’d like.”

      Tam closed her eyes, aware that her hands were trembling, that her foot was tapping nervously at the boards beneath her. She could hear her heart pounding, feel her blood rushing, see her dream of leaving Ardburg in Fable’s company lingering by the door, already clenching its cloak against the cold outside.

      Tam thought of her father, of how furious he’d be if he could see her now.

      She thought of her mother, of how proud she’d be if she could see her now.

      Before she knew it her fingers had picked out a melody, slow and soft and sad.

      It was one of her mother’s songs. Tam’s favourite. Her father’s, too, once upon a time. She was forbidden to play it, of course. She’d tried singing it to herself once, shortly after her mother’s death, but grief had overwhelmed her, stifling her voice with sobs.

      Now it spilled out of her. The lute sang beneath her fingertips and her words sailed toward the rafters like floating lanterns set loose on a summer night.

      The song was called Together. It wasn’t rowdy, or rousing. It didn’t garner a cheer as she played it, and her uncle’s expression (Edwick’s, too) was mournful. As the song went on, though, the ghost of a smile haunted his lips. Together wasn’t about a battle. There were no monsters in it. No one was slain and nothing at all was vanquished.

      It was, instead, a love letter from a bard to her band. It was about the little moments, the quiet words, the unspoken bond shared by men and women who eat and sleep and fight alongside one another, day after day. It was about a bandmate’s laughter, a bunkmate’s snoring. Lily Hashford had dedicated a whole verse to describing her husband’s sidelong smile, and another decrying the smell of Bran’s socks when he pulled his boots off.

      “They’re my lucky socks,” she heard her uncle confess to the old bard beside him. “I’m still wearin’ ’em!”

      Another unique aspect of Together was that the music ended before the words, so that Tam sang the last refrain with her lute in her lap. Her hands were motionless, her foot was still. Her aching heart beat a slow and steady cadence inside her.

      The song ended, and you could hear the candles flicker in the silence that followed.

      As one, two hundred heads turned to the balcony above. Brune and Cura were watching Rose. Freecloud was looking down at Tam. He was grinning, Tam saw, because he already knew.

      “Welcome to Fable,” said Rose.

      And the crowd went wild.

       

      Tam tugged the bell cord. When the carriage came to a stop she hopped out and called her thanks to the driver. Home was a short walk away, but she took her time. She bowed her head against the blowing snow and stepped carefully over cobbles slick with ice. Edwick’s Red Thirteen was cradled in her arms like a suckling babe. The Cornerstone’s bard had insisted she keep it, and when Tam refused – because she couldn’t deprive him of his most cherished possession – he scurried into the back and returned with a near-identical instrument he dubbed Red Fourteen. So that was that.

      Tam had never owned an instrument of her own before. As a girl, she’d assumed she would one day inherit her mother’s lute, Hiraeth. But when her mother died, Hiraeth had disappeared as well. Likely, her father had destroyed it, or else sold it off so the sight of it wouldn’t haunt him.

      Uncle Bran had warned her against going home at all.

      “Stay here tonight,” he begged. “Or sleep in the argosy. I’ll go by your place in the morning and sort things out with Tuck. I’ll say it was me who asked Fable to take you on.”

      “It was you.”

      The old rogue considered that a moment. “Gods of Grandual, your old man’s gonna kill me. My point is: If there’s hell to pay, let me pay it.”

      There would be hell to pay – Tam was sure of it – but no matter how estranged she and Tuck had become these last few years, she couldn’t leave without saying good-bye.

      Bran regarded her sadly. “You’ve got a fire in you, Tam. I can see it in your eyes. I can feel it rollin’ off you, hot as a hearth. I know Tuck, and if you take that fire home, he’ll smother it. He’ll snuff it out and stamp it to ash.” When Tam only shrugged her uncle shook his head. “I’ll drink to your valour, then,” he said, and quaffed what remained of the horrid Turnstone whiskey. “You know, this stuff ain’t so bad once you’re used it.”

      Tam paused outside the door to her home, steeling herself for the ordeal ahead. She heard a meow from inside; Threnody, heralding her arrival. When she finally worked up the courage to enter, the cat threw herself against Tam’s boot and purred contentedly.

      Her father was sitting at the kitchen table, nursing a mug of what she hoped was just beer. He was staring at nothing and toying absently with a strip of yellow ribbon.

      “What did I tell you about putting bows on the cat?” he asked.

      Tam shook off her cloak and hung it by the door, then knelt to scratch Threnody behind the ears. She was rewarded with another throaty purr. Thren was a long-haired Palapti, white as fresh snowfall. Tam’s mother had brought her home from a tour down south. “But she looks so cute with it on there.”

      “She looks ridiculous. Don’t —” He trailed off as she stood, his glare fastened to the instrument in Tam’s arms.

      “What’s that for?” he asked.

      “Playing music,” Tam answered. Great start, she berated herself. Way to butter him up.

      “Why do you have it?” he clarified.

      “Ed gave it to me.”

      Tuck’s perpetual frown deepened. “Well, you’ve no need of it. You’ll return it tomorrow.”

      “I won’t.”

      “You will —”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t?” Her father looked suspicious. “Why can’t?”

      Outside, the wind picked up. It pummelled the walls and clawed at the windows with ice-cold fingers. Threnody finished circling Tam’s foot and trotted over to her water bowl, oblivious to the tension in the room. Or maybe she just didn’t care. Cats could be assholes sometimes, and Thren was no exception.

      “Fable’s in town,” she said. “They were at the Cornerstone tonight. Uncle Bran —” She saw her father’s knuckles go white, no doubt wishing the mug in his hands was Branigan’s throat. “They mentioned they were looking for a bard, and Bran told them I could play…”

      “Can you, now?” Her father’s tone was breezy, conversational. That’s when she knew he was really angry. “Self-taught, are you? A born natural? You haven’t picked up a lute since… well, since you were little.”

      “Ed’s been teaching me after work,” she admitted. Boy, she was throwing everyone under the argosy’s wheels tonight, wasn’t she? She’d might as well confess that Tera had been giving her archery lessons twice a week, or that Tiamax poured her a beer at the end of every shift – that way her father could plot the murder of everyone in the Cornerstone.

      “Is that so?” Tuck downed what remained in his mug and stood. “Then when you return his lute tomorrow you can let Ed know you’re quitting. They need extra hands at the mill. You can start next week.”

      “I already quit,” she told him, irritated by the dismissiveness in his tone. “I’m Fable’s bard now.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “Yes I am.”

      “Tam.” His voice grew stern.

      “Dad —”

      His mug exploded against the far wall. Threnody bolted from the room as shards rained to the floor.

      She said nothing, only waited for his rage to subside. He slumped back into his chair. “I’m sorry, Tam. I can’t let you go. I can’t risk losing you, too.”

      “So, what?” she asked. “I’m supposed to stay in Ardburg my whole life? Work at the mill for a few lousy courtmarks a week? Find some nice, boring girl to settle down with?”

      “There’s nothing – wait, girl?”

      “Maiden’s Mercy, Dad, are we really doing this now?”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Tuck said. “Listen, this is our fault. I know that. Your mother and I told you too many stories. We made being a merc sound more glamorous than it is. It’s a hard life, you know. Long roads, lonely nights. You’re wet half the time, cold all the time, and then you fight some horrible thing in some awful place, and you’re scared shitless it’ll kill you before you kill it. It’s not like in the songs, Tam. Mercenaries aren’t heroes. They’re killers.”

      Tam moved to join him at the table. She set the lute down and took her seat. The chair between them – her mother’s chair – remained empty as a chasm.

      “Things are different now,” she said, laying her hand over his. “We’ll be touring arenas, mostly. I’ll probably never see the inside of a monster’s lair or set foot in the Heartwyld.”

      Her father shook his head, unconvinced. “There’s a Horde north of Cragmoor, the remnants of those who survived Castia. Rose’ll want her crack at it, sure as hell is cold. Ain’t nobody loves glory like that girl. Except maybe her father. Gods, that guy was a piece of work.”

      “Rose wants nothing to do with it.”

      That caught him by surprise. “Really?”

      Tam shrugged. “Fable’s going to finish the last leg of their tour. They’ve got fights in every town between here and Highpool, and a contract in Diremarch after that.”

      “Diremarch? What’s the contract?”

      “I don’t know. But whatever it is, I’ll be a thousand miles away from the Brumal Horde.” She had no idea whether that was true or not. She wasn’t even sure where Diremarch was. Her father seemed halfway convinced, however, so she didn’t bother mentioning Rose’s warning: that whatever they were going up against might be just as dangerous as the Horde itself.

      For a while her father’s gaze remained fixed on the floor, roving the scatter of clay shards as though trying to decide whether or not he could piece them together again. As the silence stretched, Tam dared to hope she’d found the chink in the impenetrable armour of Tuck Hashford’s embittered cynicism.

      “No,” he said finally. “You’re not going.”

      “But —”

      “I don’t care,” he said leadenly. “Whatever you’re going to say, whatever reasons you think will justify leaving… None of them matter. Not to me. You don’t get a say in this, Tam. I’m sorry.”

      I should have listened to Bran, she thought. I should have left without saying good-bye. The fire inside her was waning, and Tam feared it would go out forever if she didn’t act now.

      She stood and set out for the door. Chips of clay crunched beneath her boots.

      “Tam…”

      “I’ll stay at the Cornerstone tonight.” She pulled her cloak off its peg.

      “Tam, sit down.”

      “We’re heading for the arena first thing in the morning,” she said, doing her best to keep the tremor from her voice, “and we start east the morning after. I doubt I’ll see you before then, so I guess this is…” She turned, and froze.

      Her father was standing, staring down at the object in his hands: the lute she’d left behind on the table. It looked small, so impossibly fragile, as though her dream of joining a band and following in her mother’s footsteps – of escaping this city, this house, this prison of sorrow and its grief-stricken jailor – were but a toy in the grasp of a malevolent child.

      “Dad…”

      He looked up. Their eyes met. In hers, a plea. In his, a black rage rising. Something – another apology, perhaps – died on his lips, and then her father took her lute by its neck and smashed her dream to splinters.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four
          

          
            
              
              The Wyld Heart
            

          

        

      

      Tam had a vague recollection of falling to her knees amidst the wreckage of her lute. Her father stood over her, his shadow thrown by lamplight in every direction. He was speaking, but she couldn’t make out the words over the shrill roar in her ears. She was hoisted to her feet and dragged down the hall to her room, where she collapsed on the bed like a prisoner granted rest between sessions of torture. She glared at his silhouette framed in the hallway’s dim light, and whispered (because she, too, was capable of monstrous cruelty), “I wish you had died instead of her.”

      His shadow slumped. “So do I,” he said, and shut the door between them.

      She cried for a while, great racking sobs that soaked her pillow, and once she screamed at the top of her lungs. Somewhere beyond her window a lonely trash imp echoed her cry.

      Shortly after, Tam could have sworn she heard the muffled sound of her father’s voice from his room on the other side of her wall. At times, when he was wildly drunk, he would rant at length, cursing himself and everyone he’d ever known. This was different. It sounded as though he was pleading with someone, arguing a lost cause against an intractable judge, and then he, too, fell to weeping, which wasn’t uncommon at all.

      Eventually, she slept.

       

      When Tam awoke, the door was ajar. Threnody was nestled in the crook of her chin; the cat’s tail tickled her nose, and when Tam dared to move the little jerk swatted her cheek. Dawn light filtered through the frosted pane of her window, painting the opposite wall in whorls of light and dark.

      Tam lay there for a time, wondering if she would ever escape this place. It wouldn’t be today. Her lute was destroyed, and she wasn’t about to ask Edwick if he happened to have another she could borrow. She couldn’t go to Fable empty-handed, and it wouldn’t matter anyway, since Tam doubted even Bloody Rose could (or would) stand in Tuck’s way when he came to take her back.

      Instead, she would work at the Cornerstone or at the mill with her father – it didn’t matter. She would squirrel away every coin she could spare until she had enough to get herself as far from Ardburg as possible.

      She could hear Tuck bustling around the house: chopping in the kitchen, scraping something raw on the washboard, sweeping splinters and shards off the kitchen floor. Soon she smelled bacon frying and gods-be-damned if her stomach didn’t demand she get up and eat. She clambered out of bed, got dressed, and padded out into the kitchen with the cat at her heels.

      She spent a confused moment taking in the scene: laundry – her laundry – hissing itself dry on the flat top of the woodstove, a rucksack half-packed by the door, her father kneeling before the hearth doing his best to manage two pans at once. He glanced over his shoulder when Threnody announced their arrival with a tentative meow.

      “Morning.”

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “This,” said Tuck, “is breakfast.” He set a slab of toasted bread on a plate and heaped it with twists of almost-burnt bacon. He topped that with diced tomato and altogether too many brown onions, then set it on the table. “Sit. Eat. Please,” he added, when she remained exactly where she was.

      She sat. She ate. Snakes on Fire had been her mother’s specialty, though she’d made it with considerably more finesse than this. Was it supposed to be a peace offering? Sorry I dashed your hopes and ruined your whole life, dear. Here’s the bottom half of a bacon sandwich…

      Her father vanished before she could ask him about it, or about the rucksack, or why he’d decided to wash her socks at the crack of dawn. Threnody nosed the door and whined until Tam let her out. When she turned back her father was standing across the table with a sealskin lute case in his hands.

      “Is that…”

      “Hiraeth. It belonged to your mother.”

      She knew that. Of course she knew that. Her mother once claimed that Hiraeth was her third favourite thing in the world, after Tam and Tuck. What about uncle Bran? she remembered asking, which had earned one of her mother’s musical laughs.

      I love Hiraeth more. But don’t tell him, okay?

      Her father laid the case on the table, unfastened its ivory toggles, and drew it open to reveal the weathered whitewood face of the instrument inside. Hiraeth was a thing of beauty. She was a hand longer than most other lutes, with polished bone tuning pegs and a shallow, heart-shaped bowl.

      Tuck cleared his throat. “I want you to have it. To take it with you. She would want that, I think.”

      And then everything fell into place. The breakfast, her laundry, the pack waiting by the door.

      She was leaving. He was letting her go.

      Tam practically flew across the kitchen. She slammed into her father and flung her arms around him. It was like hugging a great big oak, and when his arms encircled her she squeezed her eyes shut and loosed a breath she’d been holding for what felt like years. “Thank you,” she murmured. “Thank you. I’ll come visit whenever I can.”

      “No you won’t.”

      “I will. As soon as we finish this contract in Diremarch, I’ll ask —”

      “No,” he said. “Tam, you must never come back.”

      She backed off, bewildered. “What? What does that mean?”

      “It means I never want to see you again.”

      The words hit her like a smack. “Do you hate me so much?” she asked coldly.

      “Gods, no! Tam, I love you. I love you more than my life. But when your mother died… It hurt so bad it nearly killed me. It would have, if not for you.” He reached out and took her face in his hands. “When you smile, I can see her. When you laugh, I swear to the Summer Lord I can hear her, still. As long as you’re alive, Tam, then so is she. Can you understand that? I don’t want you to go, but I can’t keep you here. I know that now.”

      She took one of his big, scarred hands in hers. “Then why?” she asked. “Why can’t I come back?”

      “Because what if you don’t? What if you never do? If you leave, and… and you die, I… I couldn’t forgive myself. If never seeing you again means believing that you’re alive, that you’re out there somewhere, happy and free… then I can live with that. I’ll have to. But I can’t wait here wondering whether or not you’ll return, worrying if you’re gone too long that you’re… I can’t —” He stopped abruptly, choking on a sob. “Please, Tam. Don’t make me live like that. It has to be this way.”

      “So I just… go?” she asked. She wasn’t crying – not really – but she could feel tears spilling hot down her cheeks.

      “Go,” he said quietly. “Wherever your Wyld Heart leads you, go.”

       

      She ate the rest of her breakfast while Tuck folded her laundry and finished packing her bag. They talked all the while, but afterward she couldn’t remember a thing they’d said to one another. Eventually they ran out of words, and before Tam knew it she was standing with her pack over one shoulder and Hiraeth on the other.

      Threnody was outside when she opened the door. Tam scooped her up and buried her face in the cat’s soft fur. “You take good care of Dad,” she whispered. “Don’t fight with the other cats, and watch out for trash imps.” When her father wasn’t looking, Tam snatched the piece of ribbon he’d been toying with the night before and tied a pretty little bow around Thren’s neck.

      She’d have tarried longer, soaking up a few more precious moments with her father, but Rose had said they were heading out first thing in the morning and Tam feared she might already be too late.

      They embraced one last time. Tam clung to her father as if an abyss had opened up beneath her feet. It took all the courage she had to let go.

      She was ten feet from the door when Tuck abandoned his sentimental stoicism and began dispensing fatherly advice. “Stay dry,” he called to her. “And warm. And don’t start smoking, or scratching, or drinking.”

      “Dad!”

      “Okay, but don’t drink too much. And don’t sleep with anyone in the band!”

      That turned her around. “You’re joking, right?”

      He shrugged, and then tried on a smile that didn’t quite fit. “I’ll always love you, Tam.”

      “I know,” she said. Then she turned and ran without looking back.

       

      The Rebel’s Redoubt was still parked outside the Cornerstone when Tam arrived, short of breath, her shoulders chafed raw by leather straps. She doubled over, hands on her knees, and pressed a fist to her gut where a nasty cramp was settling in and hanging up art. She nearly yelped (okay, she did yelp) when the door to the argosy banged open.

      A man dressed in a pale pink blouse and voluminous yellow trousers stomped down the rear steps. He wore a silk scarf – the same garish yellow as his trousers – tied beneath his pointed beard, and a farcically large hat that looked to Tam like a tree stump stuffed with white fox-tails.

      He leaned against the wagon and watched her gasp for a while. He was holding a steaming teacup in one hand and a long-stemmed pipe in the other. After a few languid puffs he tipped the hat from his eyes and peered at her. “You must be the new bard. Tom, was it?”

      “Do I look like a Tom?”

      His eyes narrowed as he sucked the stem of his pipe again. “You people all look the same to me.”

      “What people?”

      “Bards,” he clarified. “Every one of you reeks of false confidence, blind optimism, and” – he sniffed the air – “is that bacon? Did you bring bacon with you? Because if that’s the case then you and I have started off on the wrong hoof entirely.”

      “I —”

      “Foot,” he said. “I meant foot.”

      Rose came strolling out of the Cornerstone with Freecloud behind her. She wore a plain white tunic tucked into a pair of black leather trousers so tight Tam nearly bit her tongue off to keep it from lolling out of her mouth. The merc tossed a stunted halfpipe between her lips and slapped around for a light until Freecloud struck a match and lit it for her. “Morning, Roderick. I see you’ve met the new bard.”

      “What happened to the old bard?”

      “Dead,” said Rose.

      “What?” Tam and Roderick voiced their surprise as one.

      “She’s kidding,” the druin assured them. “Kamaris took umbrage with our decision not to rush off and fight the Brumal Horde. He’s found a new band now. And we have Tam.”

      “Roderick’s our booker,” Rose explained to Tam. “Handler of contracts, wrangler of wranglers, arranger of lodgings, and lord of the Outlaw Nation.”

      “Also he bails us out of jail,” said Freecloud.

      Tam looked dubiously at Fable’s booker. “What’s the Outlaw Nation?”

      “You’ll meet them tomorrow,” Roderick said, and then hollered, “Brune! Cura! The wheels are a-rollin’! Get your asses out here!”

      Within moments Fable’s final two members emerged from the inn. Brune was sporting a black eye and a broad smile. “Morning, Tam. Rod, what’s brewing today?”

      The booker helped himself to a noisy sip from the teacup in his hand. “A bracing green leaf from Lindmoor. It’ll help with the hangover, but not the eye. Dare I ask how the other guy looks?”

      The shaman dipped his head toward Cura. “She looks fine to me,” he said, and hauled himself up the argosy steps.

      The Inkwitch, meanwhile, was engaged in a protracted good-bye kiss with a man wearing a flail on his hip and a dead fox draped across his shoulders. She tore her mouth free like a jackal lifting its gory maw from a fresh kill. When the man leaned in, Cura slapped him, kissed him again, then pushed him off and strode away without looking back. The man – a merc, Tam supposed – stood dazed. He touched two fingers to his lower lip and frowned when they came away bloody.

      Cura graced Tam with a wink as she passed, then plucked the teacup out of Roderick’s hands and climbed aboard.

      Rose took a final drag of her smoke before handing it off to Freecloud. “How long have we got to sleep?” she asked Roderick.

      “The Ravine’s an hour west of here. Call it two, accounting for traffic.”

      Freecloud sucked the dregs from Rose’s halfpipe before flinging it into the snow. “That’ll have to do, I suppose.”

      “Sleep?” Tam looked between the three of them, incredulous. “Didn’t you all just wake up?”

      Rose started up the argosy’s steps. “Wake up?” she called over her shoulder. “We never went to bed.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five
          

          
            
              
              Necessary Vices
            

          

        

      

      Tam had been to the Ravine once before, about a year ago. She’d been seeing an older girl named Roxa, who swung an axe for a band called Skybreaker, and had tagged along (without Tuck’s knowledge, of course) when they auditioned for a big-time booker in search of new talent. A few hundred bystanders had been in attendance as Roxa and her bandmates dispatched a sleuth of underfed bugbears, but the booker had left unimpressed. So, too, had Tam. She’d heard tales of the great stadiums down south, like the Giant’s Cradle, the Blood Maze of Ut, and the recently constructed Megathon, which was said to hover on tidal engines above the city of Fivecourt. By comparison, the Ravine was little more than a glorified canyon.

      Her opinion changed the moment she stepped out of the argosy. Uncle Bran had told her once that the arena could hold up to fifty thousand souls, and she guessed it was over capacity today. Tam had never seen so many people in one place. The noise rolled and crashed between the steep canyon walls, which were riddled with cave mouths crowded with spectators. Higher up, daring Kaskar masons had hewn wide balconies of stone and timber that clung like fungal shelves to the sheer cliffs. Spanning the sky above those was a haphazard web of rope bridges and viewing platforms teeming with people pressed shoulder to shoulder and shouting at the tops of their lungs.

      The mob surrounding the war wagon had been driven to frenzy by Fable’s arrival. Everywhere Tam looked were ecstatic faces and waving arms.

      “Stay with me, Tam.” Brune laid a hand on her shoulder as they stepped into the throng.

      “Is it always like this?” she yelled over the din.

      “Pretty much.” The shaman swiped his soiled hair aside and favoured her with his gap-toothed grin. “Welcome to the jungle.”

      The fights were already under way. Tam could hear the clang of metal on metal and see the occasional flash of spellcraft light the canyon walls. They skirted the sheer face of the northern bluff, escorted by two dozen men bearing cudgels and round wooden shields. Roderick was out front in that silly hat of his, strutting like a noble’s pet peacock. The booker led them into a tunnel that climbed and curved until it opened into an expansive (and expensively furnished) armoury with a commanding view of the Ravine.

      The place was bustling with bands, bookers, and bards. There was a bar near the entrance, and several games of cards or dice in session. Tam had expected to see mercenaries preparing for battle with focused calm, sharpening swords and polishing armour. Instead, she found a scene not unlike the Cornerstone commons on any given night. Fighters awaiting their turn in the arena were steeling their nerves with liquor, while those who’d fought already were celebrating in kind.

      There was a broad window overlooking the Ravine, beside which a ramp descended to the canyon floor. The band that had just finished fighting was slogging wearily up it. Their leader wore a red cape and a comically large tricorne hat. He was limping on a bloodied leg, but smiling and waving enthusiastically at the crowd. The moment he entered the armoury, however, he wheeled on the man behind him.

      “What the fuck was that? I told you to put those lizards to sleep!”

      “I tried!” said a harried-looking man in mud-drenched robes. He was holding a broken stick that might once have been a wand. “It’s the crowd, Daryn. They’re too loud!”

      “Too loud? It’s a spell, you halfwit, not a fucking lullaby! And you call yourself a wizard? You couldn’t turn ice into water on a hot day!” He stooped to examine a pair of ghastly puncture wounds on his leg. “Does anyone know if slirks are poisonous?”

      “Only to assholes,” said a woman stringing her bow nearby. “I’d start beggin’ the Maiden’s Mercy if I were you, Daryn.”

      The wizard chuckled at that, drawing a scowl from his injured frontman.

      The woman slipped her bow over one shoulder and pulled on a pair of mismatched silk gloves. The fingers of each were cut off at the knuckle. She wore a luxurious, ermine-trimmed cloak over a rich-looking cotton tabard, a polished steel breastplate over a padded leather cuirass, and a blue silk surcoat under all of that, which seemed to Tam like too many things to be wearing at once.

      When she caught sight of Fable she grinned toothily. “Well, bugger me with a manticore’s tail, if it ain’t little Rosie!”

      Rose dragged a hand through her cropped red hair. “You do know I kill most people who call me that.”

      “Ah, but I ain’t most people!” The woman, whose bowlegged saunter and backwater drawl were almost comically Cartean, slung an arm around Rose’s neck. “Why, you and I are practically sisters, ’cept your daddy’s a good deal prettier than mine. Freezing hell, girl, I crossed half the world to rescue you and this handsome devil from the Heartwyld Horde!” She beamed up at the druin. “Hiya, Cloud.”

      “Hi, Jain.”

      “All you did was step through a portal,” Rose said dryly. “Like every other merc in Grandual.”

      “Fair point. But I did help ol’ Gabe on his quest to reach you.”

      “My father said you robbed him. Twice.”

      Jain shrugged. “Builds character, getting robbed. Heck, if I hadn’t —”

      “Boss,” said a woman nearby, who was also wearing armour on top of armour, and two helmets at once. “We’re up next.”

      “Are we?” Jain spun on her heel. “Then let’s show these northern louts how we do things down south, shall we?” She stomped toward the ramp, forcing Daryn to limp hastily out of her way. A dozen similarly overclothed women funnelled out after her.

      Tam shot Cura a questioning look. “Jain?”

      The Inkwitch scowled. “What about her?”

      “As in Lady Jain? Leader of the Silk Arrows? First through the Threshold at Kaladar?”

      Cura barked a bitter laugh. “Girl, there ain’t a merc in Grandual doesn’t claim they were the first to follow Golden Gabe through that portal. But yeah, that was Lady Jain.” She narrowed her eyes and bit her bottom lip. “She’s on the list, for sure.”

      “What list?”

      The summoner arched a bone-pierced brow. “The list of people I’d like to fu —”

      “Tam!” Uncle Bran nearly bowled her over with a slap on the back. His leathers were caked in mud, and there was an open gash below his left eye, so she guessed he and Ironclad (or rather, the ragtag miscreants who called themselves Ironclad these days) had performed already. “I can’t believe it! What are you doing here? I mean, I know what you’re doing here, but how did you convince Tuck to let you go?”

      She glanced over at Cura, hesitant to mention how much yelling, crying, and, eventually, hugging, had been involved. “Long story,” she said.

      “Right. Well, you’re here now, so it’s…” He trailed off when he saw the sealskin lute case on Tam’s back. “Is that your mother’s lute? I figured Tuck burned the thing!”

      “I guess not,” Tam said.

      Her uncle took a step back, and a wistful look stole over his face. “Gods, you’re the spitting image of Lily at your age. Except you’ve got your dad’s height, obviously. And that go-fuck-yourself jaw of his. And his dirt-brown hair. Heck, I suppose you’ve got a fair bit of both of ’em in you.”

      Cura snorted. “That’s the general idea.”

      Bran scratched the grey stubble on his jowls as he examined the ink on the summoner’s arms. “I suppose it is. Say, is Roderick around?”

      “Try the bar,” Cura suggested.

      “I always do. I’ll see you later.”

      Bran staggered away, and Cura broke off to speak with a man in spiked armour who’d painted his face like a cat’s, so Tam was left on her own. She wandered toward the window up front. She had it all to herself, since most folks in the armoury were too busy plying themselves with liquor to take note of what was happening down in the arena.

      She watched Jain and the Silk Arrows swarm a bandersnatch, which looked like a huge fluffy dog with bone-white fur and bloodred eyes. Its tongue lolled between fangs as long as Tam’s arm, and whatever it touched sizzled as though the creature’s saliva was highly corrosive. The beast’s stubby, spiked tail wagged excitedly whenever it was about to attack, which made the bandersnatch a fairly predictable adversary.

      A few of Jain’s girls baited it with spears, while the rest put a whole forest’s worth of arrows into its hide. By the time they were finished the thing looked like a spinster’s pincushion. The Silk Arrows trotted back up the ramp to thunderous applause.

      Up next were the Dustgalls, who made short work of a minotaur who tripped while charging them and broke its neck in the fall. The beast twitched and howled until one of the mercs put it out of its misery, then a pair of wranglers came and dragged it off by the ankles.

      Giantsbane, who Tam had seen arrive alongside Fable the day before, had a bit of sport before their match. The arena gate opened and the so-called cockatrice Tam had seen in the Monster Market came squawking out. The mercenaries, whose pockets were no doubt stuffed with seed, pretended to run in fear while the chicken flapped in hot pursuit. Laughter cascaded down the canyon walls, though it ended abruptly when Alkain Tor dared to pick the bird up and got pecked in the eye. The Giantsbane frontman hurled the chicken down and stomped it to death while the crowd cried foul.

      Afterward, they faced off against a quartet of scrawny trolls. Branigan had told her once that trolls, which could regenerate lost limbs, were prized among arena wranglers, but Giantsbane dismantled them so thoroughly that Tam suspected the poor bastards might not remember what parts went where when it came time to grow them back.

      While the Renegades took on something that looked like a giant, pissed-off cactus, Fable began preparing for the main event. Preparing, of course, being a relatively loose term in this case. Brune paced in circles, slugging a bottle of Aldean rum and whispering what sounded like self-assurances under his breath. Cura disappeared into an alcove with one of Jain’s girls and returned a few minutes later with a pipe in her teeth and a languid smile on her lips.

      Freecloud came to stand beside Tam at the window. He produced the moonstone coin he’d been toying with in the Cornerstone the previous night and thumbed it idly as he watched the current battle unfold on the arena floor.

      Glancing past the druin’s shoulder, Tam saw Rose sitting by herself on a low sofa. She was wearing her scuffed black armour, and her scimitars, Thistle and Thorn, were in scabbards on either hip. There was an open satchel on the mercenary’s lap, and for long seconds she stared down at it, flexing her fingers like a thief about to test a lock. Eventually, she withdrew a glossy black leaf and, with the grim resolve of someone determined to swallow poison, placed it on her tongue.

      Tam was about to ask Freecloud what Rose was doing, but the druin spoke up before she could.

      “We all have our rituals,” he said, without taking his eyes off the action below. “Necessary vices that enable us to conquer our fear. Or, if not conquer it, then to at least pile furniture against the door while we duck out the back. It’s not enough to survive what we do, Tam. We must also endure it.”

      “What’s the difference?” she asked.

      “One concerns the body, the other the mind. Every battle has a cost,” he said quietly. “Even the ones we win.”

      Tam didn’t fully understand what he meant, but decided to pretend she did, and nodded sagely. “So what’s your vice?” she wondered.

      “Love,” said Freecloud, flashing his jaguar smile. “And I suspect one day it will kill me.”

       

      The sun was sinking in the west as Rose led Fable into the Ravine. Freecloud was a few steps behind her, and Brune jogged after them both. The shaman was shirtless despite the cold, waving his arms and goading the crowd into a frenzy. His weapon, a double-bladed twinglaive he called Ktulu, was leashed by a leather thong to his broad back. Tam had examined the polearm earlier: The two halves of the weapon were attached in the middle by a metal screw, which allowed the shaman to wield each separately if he wanted to.

      Cura brought up the rear at a walk. She wore a heavy black shawl and was unarmed but for a trio of sheathed knives she claimed were merely part of her outfit. The Inkwitch didn’t seem to care that fifty thousand people were watching her every move.

      “Thrill ’em and kill ’em!” Roderick shouted after his charges, then bullied his way to join Tam at the window. The ledge was getting crowded now that Fable was taking the floor.

      “Is it true you don’t know what they’re fighting?” she asked the booker.

      Roderick was half a foot shorter than Tam, and was forced to nudge his hat from his eyes so that he could peer up at her. “I don’t, no,” he admitted. “And I don’t like it, either. My contact here said he had something special in mind. ‘Rose is gonna love it,’ he said, and of course she went ahead and agreed to it!” He pulled a long-stemmed pipe from the sash at his waist and began stuffing its bowl. “Sometimes I think that woman wants to die young,” he muttered, and then fixed Tam with a sidelong glare. “Don’t tell her I said so.”

      Her uncle Bran sidled up on her left with two tankards of beer.

      “Thanks,” she said, wresting one from his grip.

      “What? Oh, yeah, sure,” he grumbled.

      Somewhere, a bell was tolling. Tam saw the portcullis in the opposite wall begin to grind open. As it did, those watching from window, bridge, and balcony went as quiet as so many people possibly could. Whatever emerged from that gate would be the best Ardburg’s huntsmen could manage, a monster they hoped was capable of challenging one of Grandual’s greatest mercenary bands.

      Except it wasn’t a monster at all. It was a man, one of the wranglers Tam had seen earlier, but now he was screaming and flailing the stump of what had until recently been his right arm. He stumbled and fell, splashing helplessly in a pool of his own blood.

      Within seconds the window was packed with mercs desperate to get a view of the arena floor. Roderick’s hands froze in the act of striking a match. The flame sputtered out; his pipe fell clattering to the ledge before him.

      Something enormous ducked under the black iron portcullis. Its flesh was the sickly blue of mouldy bread. Its gangly limbs were corded with muscle, marred by welts and festering sores. It scooped up the thrashing groom and lobbed him against the wall. His body burst like a rotten orange, showering the balcony below with gore.

      The creature straightened, but its shoulders remained hunched, as though it had lived for years in cramped captivity. In darkness, too, Tam concluded, since a swollen black pupil filled the entirety of its single vast eye.

      “Fuck me with a Phantran’s salty dick,” muttered Roderick. “It’s a cyclops.”
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