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Chapter 1

‘Again!’ Tessaya swept his arm down. ‘Again!’

The Wesmen charged the walls of Xetesk once more, tribal banners snapping in the breeze, voices mingling to a roar. The ladders drove into position, his warriors stormed up their rough rungs. Below them, archers tried to keep the defenders back from the wall. A difficult task over such a distance.

In the deep night-shadows of Xetesk’s walls, tribesmen pivoted more ladders. Along a four-hundred-yard stretch of wall they arced up. The best of them just rough-cut and bound, the worst little more than shaved trunks of the tallest trees they could find. In earlier attacks, some had not been tall enough. He saw the ladders catching the light of the torches on the battlements before they thudded into place, warriors already swarming up them two abreast.

This time he had his enemy. This time, the Wesmen would break through the defences. He could feel it. In the daylight, many had died. Spells and arrows had ripped into wood and flesh. Burning warriors had tumbled to the ground screaming. Ladders, charred or frozen, had cracked and collapsed in heartbeats.

Yet the tribes had not faltered. Urged on by their lords who could see victory so close they had continued to press. And while hundreds scoured the land for the wood to build more ladders, hundreds more died at the walls doing exactly what had to be done. They exhausted the spell casters.

Tessaya saw the outlines of men running along the battlements to prepare their defence. Below them, holding shields above their heads, came his warriors. It was the fourth attack of the day. The night was just passing its zenith, and the spells no longer deluged them.

In desultory fashion, the odd casting blew away the top of a ladder and the men that scaled it. But that was all. Tessaya had foreseen this  moment and had kept back his greatest force. Xetesk no longer had the magical power to stop them. Now it came down to who was the stronger with sword, axe and spear. And that was a battle he knew the Wesmen would win.

He watched for a moment longer. Arrows still peppered the warriors streaming up the ladders. His people still fell in their dozens. He breathed the night air deeply. The smells of ash and fear mingled with the freshness of grass in the breeze. He heard the voices of the Wesmen, their tribal songs echoing from the walls of Xetesk. They were the anthems of strength and victory, swelling in volume with every heartbeat.

He turned to Lord Riasu. The man’s small eyes sparkled in the darkness and his heavy-set features had reddened with excitement.

‘You can feel it too.’

‘I can, Lord Tessaya,’ said Riasu. ‘We are so close.’

‘And what is your desire now?’

Riasu nodded in the direction of the walls. More and more Wesmen were higher and higher up the ladders. Arrows alone were not enough and the spells had all but stopped falling. One deep blue flash to their left served as a reminder of the diminished threat.

‘My men are on those ladders,’ he said. ‘I would join them. Lead them onto the walls.’

Tessaya smiled and slapped Riasu hard on the back. ‘It is a wish I share.’

He looked quickly about him. Six other tribal lords stood with them, their warriors, a thousand and more, ready to charge forwards. Their shouts of encouragement to those already engaged sounded across the open ground. Beyond them, the fires of the camp burned and the Paleon guard stood watch over the Shamen while they prayed for guidance and strength from the Spirits. Prayers that had surely been answered.

The group of lords was close to him. All wanted just one thing but waited for Tessaya’s word. Ten tribes and their lords had been unleashed already. The glory of being the first to make the walls outweighing the risk of death. Three of those lords had joined the Spirits as heroes. Four more would join them shortly. The remaining three were at the walls now.

‘It is time,’ said Tessaya. He unhitched his axe and held it in one hand. ‘My Lords, let us deal the greatest blow.’

He raised his axe high above his head, roared a Paleon war cry and led the charge to the walls. Behind him, the lords invoked their tribal Spirits and came after him, a thousand warriors with them, voices raised to a deafening crescendo.

Tessaya ran. His braided silver-grey hair bounced on his shoulders; his arms and legs pumped hard, the breeze was on his face. He couldn’t remember ever feeling more alive. Not even leading the Wesmen out of the shadow of Understone Pass matched this. Then, they had so much still to accomplish and had failed. Now, their goal was within his grasp.

His forgotten youth surged back into his middle-aged veins. His heart thumped life through his body. His mind was clear, his eyes sharp. The Spirits were with him and within him. Nothing could stop him. He laughed aloud and upped his pace.

The darkness deepened in the lee of Xetesk’s walls. Seventy feet high, with a slight outward slope. Imposing, menacing and never before breached. Here, the noise of the fight intensified. Tessaya could hear the thud of bow strings, the creaking of the wood against its bindings and the calls of the Wesmen above him, silhouetted against the flare of torches.

As they had been ordered, the Wesmen, barring those bracing and those about to climb, did not cluster around the ladder bases. They were scattered across the field, waiting the shout to approach. No dense targets for the mages, no easy masses for the archers.

Tessaya ran past the waiting warriors, his name being taken up and spreading across the field quicker than a scrub fire. And by the time he had run through the waiting warriors and had his path cleared to the base of the ladder, all he could hear was the chanting of his name.

He thumped onto the bottom rung, exhorting those around and above him to push harder. Riasu was right behind him, yelling in a tribal dialect Tessaya could barely understand. Not that he had to. The message was clear enough.

Tessaya climbed fast, feeling the timber give beneath his feet and the ladder shake and bow. But the bindings were firm and would hold. Left and right, Wesmen hurried up their ladders. Energy was  pouring into the assault now Tessaya had joined. Those in the fight knew they would not fail.

‘Keep close to the rungs,’ ordered Tessaya. ‘Don’t give them a target.’

A shame not all of his men heeded that advice. Arrows were still streaming by. One thudded home into the exposed neck of a warrior who risked looking up to see how far he had to go. Screaming, he plunged past Tessaya and bounced dead on the ground below.

‘Keep moving!’ he shouted.

There was a man right above him. Tessaya unashamedly used him as a shield. He noted how far he had climbed by the closeness of the wall behind the ladder. Not far now.

Another spell flashed across the night sky. To his left, ice howled into flesh and wood, expanding into cracks and splitting bindings and rungs. The ladder shattered, spilling survivors onto the long drop to death. Tessaya cursed. But the roar was intensifying above him and he heard the first glorious sounds of metal on metal, his warriors finally face to face with the Xeteskian defenders. A smile cracked across his face.

‘Still with me, Riasu?’ he called.

‘I am, my Lord,’ came the slightly breathless reply. ‘I can smell their fear.’

‘Then let’s not delay you seeing it in their eyes,’ said Tessaya. ‘Push!’

Now Tessaya looked up. He was only ten or so feet from the battlements. The arrows had stopped now. His men were climbing faster and he along with them, desperate to reach the walls before the small bridgehead was closed. One body fell to his right. Sparks flew as weapons collided and the songs of the Wesmen grew still louder, instilling in them all the desire to fight harder. For the tribes, for themselves, and for all those who had died to bring them to this place.

Those above him were still moving too slowly for his liking. Holding his axe outside the right-hand edge of the ladder, he shifted as far as he dared to that side and began to shout warriors from his path.

‘Left, go left. Let me through. Go, go!’

He could sense Riasu right in his tracks. Using his left hand to steady himself, Tessaya surged up the rungs, using the ladder’s angle against the wall to give him momentum. The breach was still  holding. His men were breasting the walls scant feet from him. He could smell the stone, cold and ancient.

The sounds of the fighting came slightly muted to him. The individual battles. Grunts of exertion, cries of pain and shock. The thud and clash of weapon on leather and chain. The squeal of blades thrust together. The drop of bodies on stone and the scrabbling of feet desperate for purchase and balance.

Right at the head of the ladder, the reason for the slow progress above became clear. One warrior clung fast to the top rung. He had been sick over his hands and his weapon was still sheathed. Tessaya paused by him, swallowing his disgust at the cowardice when he saw the warrior’s age.

‘Stand with me, boy,’ he said. ‘Live or die you will know glory.’

The boy gave him a terrified look but nodded minutely.

‘Good lad.’

Tessaya grabbed his collar and hauled him up the final step. In the next pace, they were on the walls and surrounding them was bedlam. Even Tessaya found the surge in volume of noise and the closeness of the action hard to take in. His charge wobbled at the knees. Urine poured down the boy’s leggings and he vomited again. But in the midst of it all, he drew his blade, a short stabbing sword.

In the light cast by torches and braziers, the small breach was under concerted attack. Three other breaches could be seen left and right. Xeteskians were running in from the right and were packed left but coming under pressure from Wesmen on both sides. The parapet was no more than five feet wide, was unfenced and had never been built to defend in this fashion. Tessaya saw the game at once.

‘Push out!’ he yelled and jumped from the wall onto the bodies of the dead and into the backs of the living, shoving hard.

The Wesmen in Tessaya’s way were forced off balance, able only to try and brace themselves against their enemies. In front of them, the reflex backward pace was fatal. With nowhere to go, the three Xeteskians nearest the edge stepped out into nowhere, grabbed at those nearest and at least half a dozen fell into the city far below. One of his warriors went with them. Two others saved themselves.

‘Keep the breach open,’ he ordered. ‘Fight, my tribes, fight. Hold  right, push left. Let’s isolate those bastards. Someone get these bodies over the edges.’

They obeyed. Tessaya was with them and they would do anything he asked of them. He looked back to see where the boy was and saw him fighting and killing; terror replaced by the desire to live. He would not.

Riasu breasted the battlement and howled a battle cry, circling his axe above his head.

‘Riasu, pass the message back down the ladders. I want clear wall between the two nearest gatehouses. Do it!’

Without waiting, Tessaya plunged into the fight. His axe carved down between two of his warriors, splitting the skull of an enemy. Blood fountained into the torchlit night. The first Xeteskian blood he had spilt in years. He drew back his axe to move into the space his warriors left him.

Before he focused on his next victim, he stared out over the city of Xetesk. The towers of the college stood stark against the sky, light blazing from every window and wall.

‘I am coming,’ he growled. ‘I will cast you down.’

 

‘Get back to the walls!’ ordered Dystran, Lord of the Mount of Xetesk. ‘Wesmen are standing on them. I look at my senior commander and do I really have to wonder why?’

Dystran had intercepted Commander Chandyr in the dome of the college tower complex having seen his most decorated soldier thundering through the streets on his horse. The otherwise empty dome echoed to raised voices. Chandyr’s battle-scarred face was pale and angry. Dystran knew exactly how he felt.

‘No, my Lord,’ said Chandyr. ‘You have withdrawn too many mages to the college. Give them back.’

‘I will not exhaust every mage I have.’

‘Then do not expect me to hold the walls much longer.’

‘Ever the poor soldier blames lack of resource and support.’

Chandyr’s eyes narrowed. ‘Three thousand men against a few hundred, and many of those only just returned exhausted by forced march from Julatsa. What would you have me do, Lord Dystran?’

‘I would have you do your job.’

‘I am doing it,’ said Chandyr quietly. ‘I am before you trying to prevent a massacre.’

‘Then how is it Wesmen have scaled my walls?’

Chandyr snapped. Dystran saw the shadow cross his eyes and felt the sharp prod of the commander’s gauntleted finger in his ribs.

‘Xetesk’s walls, not yours,’ he said, menace in his tone. ‘And they are there because the defence to keep them away was taken from me by you at dusk. You have a responsibility to this city which you are shirking. What use is the college if the city is burning around it, eh?’

Dystran did not speak for a moment, allowing Chandyr to lower his hand.

‘The college is the city,’ he said. ‘And as ruler of the college, all the walls are mine. I shirk nothing, Chandyr. Indeed I should be applauded for taking mages from the slaughter over which you are presiding. They at least will be able to strike back.’

‘Another of your indiscriminate dimensional spells, Dystran?’ Chandyr scoffed. ‘You will kill more innocents than enemies.’

‘I will stop the Wesmen,’ said Dystran, feeling his patience expire. ‘And you, Commander Chandyr, will remember to whom you are speaking and, if you take my advice, will choose your next words very, very carefully.’

A half-smile flickered across Chandyr’s mouth. It didn’t touch his eyes. He nodded and took a pace forwards, coming so close Dystran could barely focus on him.

‘Never accuse me of being a poor soldier again.’

‘Men are judged by their actions,’ replied Dystran mildly, though his heart was beating faster.

‘You only get one warning,’ said Chandyr.

The commander spun on his heel and strode from the dome, shouting for his horse. Dystran watched him go, letting his anger build. He had no wish to suppress it and enjoyed the heat it generated in his mind and body.

Chandyr did not understand, he reflected, hurrying out of the dome towards the base of his tower. His guards saluted him on his approach. Something else Chandyr had failed to do. A typical soldier. Blind to the bigger picture. Fit only to accomplish the task set before him and sometimes not even that.

‘I want Sharyr in my reception chamber right now,’ he ordered. ‘He’ll be in my hub rooms.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said both men.

Dystran began to climb his stairs. He replayed Chandyr’s words, the tiny claws of doubt scratching at his self-confidence. That they had underestimated the Wesmen was not in question. This had been no disordered attack. There were brains and tactics behind it along with brimming determination and a willingness for self-sacrifice that had been breathtaking. Tessaya was out there somewhere.

What taxed Dystran most was not that the Wesmen lord had managed to marshal his warriors into very effective decoy and draw units. The issue here was that he plainly knew Xetesk was poorly defended by mage and soldier and had deliberately kept up his attack waves to force stamina exhaustion. Where had he got his intelligence?

Tessaya’s aim had been obvious earlier in the day. It was why Dystran had withdrawn a core of mages to join the dimensional team and prepare for the next casting window. A window that had better be open.

Chandyr had been unable to hold the Wesmen back, though. He was surprised and disappointed by that. Xeteskian soldiers and archers should have been able to deal with a few ladders. How was it then that Wesmen had done that which no one should have been able to do?

Perhaps he should have probed further.

By the time he reached his reception chamber on the third landing, he could hear running footsteps behind him. He threw open the balcony shutters of the dimly lit room to reveal an uncomfortable picture of the threat to his city. He augmented his sight with a quick casting to sharpen the fine detail.

Lights blazed in a wide ring around an area over two hundred yards in length. It was bustling with Wesmen but not thronged. They were attacking left and right towards the nearest turrets and had built a shield wall, fresh-cut wood for the most part, towards the city. Archers were having some success but it was not affecting the advance along the battlements.

Chandyr had defended the turrets heavily. The Wesmen were suffering significant casualties but without a solitary spell to force them back to their ladders their weight of numbers would ultimately tell. How soon was hard to say. Before dawn in all probability.

‘Dammit,’ he breathed. ‘Where did I go wrong?’

‘My Lord?’ queried a voice behind him.

‘Sharyr,’ said Dystran, not turning to face his new head of dimensional magics. Barely more than a student but the best he had left. ‘Come here. Tell me what you see.’

He heard a nervous shuffle then slightly laboured breathing mixing with snatches of noise from the walls. Dystran looked across to Sharyr and watched the balding young man scanning the night, anxious to pick up whatever he was supposed to see. He shifted uncomfortably and gave a half shrug.

‘Wesmen on the walls?’ he ventured, voice tremulous.

‘Excellent,’ said Dystran. ‘Does that scare you?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Sharyr. ‘I have family in the city.’

‘Then they are fortunate because you will personally be keeping them safe, won’t you?’

‘Me? I—’

Dystran turned to face his nervous student.

‘The distance between the walls of the city and those of this college is slight for a rampaging Wesmen army. Less than a mile, wouldn’t you say?’

‘My Lord.’

‘This is not a big city,’ said Dystran. ‘When do you think the Wesmen will take either of those turrets?’

Sharyr stared at him blankly.

‘You see,’ continued Dystran. ‘When they do, they will have access to our streets and more importantly, the south gatehouse. And there are thousands of them just itching to get in.’

‘Yes, my Lord.’

‘The point is that this undefined but quite possibly short length of time is how long you have to be ready to cast the spell of your choosing.’

‘I—’ Sharyr backed up a pace into the room.

Dystran turned to follow him. ‘You do understand that none of those men will reach the college, don’t you? If Chandyr can’t stop them, you will. Won’t you?’

‘The - the alignment isn’t going to be complete until this time tomorrow night,’ managed Sharyr.

‘Oh dear,’ said Dystran, putting a hand to his mouth. ‘Whatever will you do?’

‘Well, I don’t know, my Lord,’ replied Sharyr, missing Dystran’s sarcasm completely.

Dystran bore down on Sharyr, forcing the younger man to back away across the room.

‘Then let me enlighten you.’ His voice barely above a whisper carried all the menace of long practice. ‘You will be ready to cast because you and I both know that the alignment can be forced for the purposes of the casting. I have written at great length on the subject. The spell will be difficult to control and you will instruct your charges how to handle the forces and inform them of the personal consequences of failure. Backfire from a dimensional casting is very, very messy.’

Sharyr fetched up against the mantle of the fire. Fortunately for him, there was no heat from the embers.

‘The risks to our city . . .’ he began.

Dystran leant in further. ‘The Wesmen will take this college if they are not stopped. That is the risk to our city. You will stop them or you will die in the attempt. Any of your team who feel they are not up to the task can report to me to discuss it.’

‘I—’

‘Do not fail, Sharyr.’ Dystran straightened and stepped back a pace, seeing the terror in the student’s expression, the sweat beading on his brow and the darting of his eyes. He chose to smile. ‘You have heard the shout, “Death or glory”? Bet you thought it only applied to soldiers, didn’t you? Think again, get down to the catacombs and be ready. When the time comes, I will call you personally to the walls of the city. Go.’

Sharyr had the presence of mind at least to bow his head and mutter, ‘My Lord.’

But the door to the reception chamber opened before he reached it and an old man with tears on his face stood in the brazier light from the stairway. It was Brannon, Ranyl’s manservant of decades.

‘Please, my Lord,’ he said. ‘You must come quickly.’

Dystran felt his world dropping around him and fear shiver though his body.

‘Oh no,’ he breathed, already starting to run. ‘Not now. Not now.’




Chapter 2

Hirad Coldheart sat on the steps of Julatsa’s refectory. The night was warm and peaceful. From outside the college, he could hear the odd snatch of life. A cart rattling over cobbles; horse hoofs echoing against buildings; a voice raised in greeting. He breathed in deeply, feeling his chest wound pull under its bandages. It was a stubborn one. Magic had knitted the muscle but his skin was still sore and tight. A mark of age, he supposed. A little like the grey flecks he’d found in his long braids.

He knew he shouldn’t but he felt released. All the problems that Balaia still faced and for the first time in so long he and The Raven were not bound by honour or contract to do anything about them. He knew he should still care but he found he couldn’t. Not at the moment. Not ever, probably.

There was tension in Julatsa as those who had fled began to return. The city’s rulers still hadn’t had the guts to come to the college. There would be trouble, he was sure of it. And beyond this city, Dordover, Xetesk and Lystern presumably still fought. They’d battle themselves to a standstill. All too proud to sue for peace before the maximum blood was spilt.

He knew he should worry about where the country he loved was going but something was missing. Looking over at the Heart of Julatsa, around which would soon be constructed a new tower, he knew exactly what it was. It wasn’t the country itself that was great and worth saving. It was the people he loved that wanted to live there. And they were dead or leaving. All of them.

Ilkar might have been the final straw for him but there were Sirendor, Ras, Richmond, Will and Jandyr too. All dead despite everything he had tried to do to save them. And The Unknown, Denser and Erienne were all thinking of their families across the  ocean, alive or dead. Thraun would go with them because The Raven were his family. Either that or return to the pack. He would not be drawn on the subject. That left Darrick. Hirad chuckled. If there was one man more wanted than the rest of The Raven, it was Darrick. He really had little choice.

So they would all be travelling back to take ship near Blackthorne with those very few elves that could be spared from the effort to shore up the college now the Heart was risen. Rebraal had to go. The Al-Arynaar needed their leader on Calaius. The same was true of Auum and the TaiGethen and of course, where he went, so did his Tai. Finally, Hirad would have bet everything he owned on the single ClawBound pair returning to the rainforests. They had been mourning for those of their kind lost since the end of the siege. That they missed their homeland and their kin was something he could read even in the eyes of the panther. They were outside now, staring up at the stars and knowing their positions were all wrong.

Hirad drained his goblet of wine and looked down at his plate. It was empty of the bread and meat he’d taken. Thinking it was probably time to turn in, he picked up the plate and turned to rise. Denser and The Unknown were just coming out of the refectory, a wineskin and goblets in hand. He smiled at them both, the sharp-featured mage and the shaven-headed warrior.

‘Where do you think you’re going, Coldheart?’ said The Unknown.

‘For a refill?’ ventured Hirad.

‘Correct answer,’ said Denser.

The two men sat either side of him. Denser filled his goblet.

‘What’s this, some sort of deputation?’

‘No,’ said The Unknown. ‘We just thought it’s a long time since we’d sat and drunk wine together. The others’ll be out soon.’

‘Time to toast the dead and move on, eh?’ Hirad nodded at the Heart.

‘Something like that,’ replied Denser.

‘Well, no sense in hanging about.’ Hirad raised his glass. ‘Ilkar. An elf without peer and a friend I will miss for ever.’

The goblets clacked together. Hirad drained his in one and nudged Denser for more.

‘He’ll be proud of us, you know,’ said Denser, rubbing a hand across his neatly trimmed and still jet-black beard.

‘He’d bloody better be. Almost saw the end of the lot of us, dragging that piece of rubble from its hole.’

Denser laughed loud. Out in the courtyard, the panther turned her head lazily. ‘Ah, Hirad, ever able to bring everything down to its most basic level.’

‘Best thing is, though, whatever happens to us, this is a memorial to him, isn’t it?’ said Hirad. ‘I mean, it’s only raised because of what he started us doing.’ He sighed, heart heavy for a moment. ‘Should have been here to see it though, shouldn’t he?’

There was a silence, each man lost in memories.

‘You ready to go?’ asked The Unknown.

Hirad shrugged and looked up into The Unknown’s flint-grey eyes. ‘Well, it’s not as if I’ve got much to pack.’

‘That isn’t what I meant.’

‘I know.’

The Unknown punched him on the arm. ‘So tell me.’

‘That hurt.’

‘Not as much as the next one will.’

Hirad eyed the bunched muscles beneath the smile. ‘Actually, I was thinking about it before you two interrupted me. There’s nothing keeping me here now. And I’m tired of fighting. Really. Look at all we’ve done. And the only monuments are those we have built for our dead friends. Nearly everyone else wants us dead too. Ungrateful bastards.’

‘We thought we’d go tomorrow. First light,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad raised his eyebrows. ‘Are we fit for that? I’m talking about Erienne, of course.’

‘She’s fine,’ said Denser. ‘Physically at any rate. I think she just can’t make up her mind which part of arriving back on Herendeneth she is looking forward to least. Seeing Lyanna’s grave or getting taught about the One by Cleress.’

‘We’ll get south all right, will we?’ asked Hirad. ‘There’s still a war on, you know.’

‘Nothing escapes you, does it?’ said Denser.

‘Darrick picked a route. I agree with it,’ said The Unknown. ‘It’ll  see us back to Blackthorne without much problem. Then all we have to do is wait for the Calaian Sun to put into the Bay of Gyernath.’

‘So long as you’re happy,’ said Hirad.

‘I am,’ said The Unknown. ‘But you know how it is. We don’t move until you say.’

Hirad felt that familiar surge. Even on their way out of the country they’d fought to save from itself for so long, even on their way to retirement, The Raven was still working. He nodded.

‘There’s no reason to stay if we’re all fit to travel.’ He smiled and looked across at The Unknown. ‘Thanks for asking.’

‘You know how it is.’

‘Yeah.’ Hirad stood up and looked down into his goblet, seeing the ripples in the dark liquid. ‘Where are the others? I feel the need for another toast to someone or other.’

 

Sha-Kaan turned a lazy roll in the air. Below him, the mists enveloped the valley of the Kaan Broodlands. Ahead of him, the plains of Domar and the dense steaming forests of Teras fled away beyond the encircling mountains of Beshara from which the dragon dimension took its name. The mountains that made his valley so rich and humid, trapping the moisture and heat.

He could hear the calls of his brood-in-flight, operating the patterns that kept intruders from entering the Broodlands. Now more than ever, they must not fail. Now more than ever, they were prone to attack.

Sha-Kaan blessed the strength of Hirad Coldheart and The Raven. He blessed their belief and determination, their energy and their courage. Without them, he would not have been here to lead his brood at this most critical time and their own belief would surely have faltered. And without Hirad in particular, he would not have been able to spend these last days in the healing streams of inter-dimensional space. To relax in the Klene, the melde corridor that was anchored at one end by the brood consciousness and at the other by the remarkable barbarian’s, and there be tended by the Vestare. His servant race. Faithful, steeped in awe of their masters and living to serve under their protection. It was a pleasure he had thought denied him for ever.

Sha-Kaan felt the frightened excitement of a dozen brood-at-spawn. Their time was upon them. The next cycle of light and dark would see new births for the Kaan to celebrate and protect. The energy of a birth could be felt far beyond the Broodlands, in the minds of their enemies. Such was the danger linked to the joy of every birth. It was the reason the brood flew now, securing their borders, and would fly in even greater numbers very soon. The Kaan were ageing. They could not afford to lose any of their young.

Sha-Kaan pulsed out with his mind to his brood. His return had been like a birth to them and now of course they looked to their Great Kaan for guidance as they had done for so many cycles. He pulsed orders to be wary, to ensure the flight patterns were kept tight, and to keep the Kaan-in-flight changing and so keep them all fresh. And he pulsed harmony, calm and his confidence in living births to the brood-at-spawn.

Driving his wings hard for a dozen beats, he swept upwards, meaning to look down on his lands from the outer markers where his patrols circled, eyes and minds alert for early signs of enemies. He greeted them with barks and a pulse that warned against complacency.

Reaching his desired height, he turned into a gentle downward-spiralling glide, feeling the rush of the wind over his scales and fully extended wings. His eyes searched below, looking for anything he had missed, any gap that should be closed. He counted just on a hundred Kaan above the mist layer. There would be an equal number below it and twice that many at rest in chouls across the Broodlands.

It looked an impressive defence but it represented the immature and the very old in addition to those of fighting age. The Naik were strong. They knew Kaan birthings were close. He wondered whether they believed an attack worth the probable losses. They had so often proved an impossible brood to gauge. At once utterly dismissive of rival broods’ rights to land in Beshara and surprisingly concessionary and honest in alliance.

The Kaan had not experienced alliance with the Naik themselves but knew their ways from the Veret, a dying brood threatened and now defended by the Naik in a bizarre turn of attitude.

An attack depended on the Naik ability to defend their own homelands while trying to take the Kaan’s. That meant new alliances  would have to be made. Sha-Kaan wished he had the time to visit the Veret to get some indication of likely force but they were too far distant.

Satisfied his flight organisation left no unseen access for their enemies, he sailed down faster. A rest in a choul was what he needed now to further ease his ageing muscles, not yet healed by his rest in inter-dimensional space; its coolness, darkness and companionship would be very welcome. But before that, he probed Hirad Coldheart’s mind. Across the uncertainties of inter-dimensional space and into Balaia, he let his consciousness wander.

He could sense the enemies that probed its enclosing membrane, looking for a way in. The Arakhe. Demons, the Balaians called them. An ever-present danger to every creature that inhabited the countless dimensions; and besides enemy broods, the only threat to the Kaan. Balaia was calm. The dimensional magic that had alerted the Arakhe had caused no lasting damage. The tears in space had been small and short-lived. And Hirad Coldheart was sleeping, his mind free though he did not know it.

Sha-Kaan withdrew, satisfied. Yet the density of the Arakhe surrounding Balaian space bothered him. Like they anticipated something. He could feel their minds like thorns in flamegrass. Unpleasant, unwelcome and unnatural.

He would keep close watch on them. Once the birthings were complete and the disruption to the brood psyche settled, he would have more time. Perhaps then he might build alliances of his own, do something about the Arakhe. Something terminal.

Barking his approach, he flew to a choul.

 

Dystran tried to calm himself before he entered Ranyl’s private chamber. He took a moment to readjust his shirt and be sure his hair was smooth against his head. He slowed his breathing and hoped his face wasn’t too red from his run. He nodded at the guard on the door who opened it for him. A wave of heat washed out from the dimly lit interior. He walked in.

To the left, the fireplace glowed hot, yellow and orange flames spreading beguiling shadows over walls and drapes. To the right, the light from a hooded lantern revealed Ranyl’s bed and the woman  sitting beside it. She had one arm resting on the bed, her hand gripped by Ranyl’s. At her side on a low table, a bowl and cloth.

Dystran had expected to hear the rasping of a man near his end but the room was quiet. Yet the atmosphere was thick with expectation, smelled sweet from bowls of infused herbs and petals and was hardly supportive of Ranyl’s longevity. He moved quietly towards the bed.

‘Thank you, my lady,’ he said. ‘Your tending has been most welcome these last days.’

After a moment’s hesitation, the woman stood. She moved Ranyl’s hand from hers, squeezed it briefly and leant in to murmur a few words before kissing him on the forehead. With head bowed, she hurried past Dystran, who did not miss the tracks of tears on her cheeks reflecting the firelight.

As he sat, Dystran had the overwhelming urge to run. Not to face what he knew he must. The sounds of fighting echoed across the dark city. Everything he knew and treasured was under threat. And here, breathing so quietly he could hardly be heard, the man he needed most was slipping away from him.

He took Ranyl’s hand in his and felt the fingers move weakly in his palm.

‘Feeling tired, old dog?’ asked Dystran quietly, concentrating on keeping his voice steady. So few days had passed since Ranyl had seemed strong, able to walk, sit up, eat. The suddenness of the change was brutal to see.

In the gloom, Ranyl’s eyelids flickered and opened. His eyes, so recently bright and full of determination, were dull and sunken. His mouth moved, breath a sibilant hiss over which his words were barely audible.

‘. . . can’t bear to see Xetesk attacked. Keep them from us.’

‘The Wesmen won’t make it off the walls,’ said Dystran gently. ‘Rest easy. Hold on. See us victorious.’

‘No, young pup. I’m tired.’ He managed a brief smile. ‘I will leave it to younger men. I was . . . I was really only waiting until you came to say goodbye.’

Ranyl’s voice was fading such that Dystran had to lean closer and closer. His words chilled the Lord of the Mount. He gripped the old man’s hand, shaking it.

‘No, Master Ranyl,’ said Dystran. ‘I need you to guide me. There is no one else I can trust.’

‘You have been such a friend,’ said Ranyl. ‘And you are a great leader. You need no one.’

‘No, Ranyl. Hold on. This pain will pass. You’ll soon feel stronger. ’

But the words weren’t true, he knew that. He could see it in the pallor of Ranyl’s complexion, ghostly in the gloom. And he could smell it in the air.

Ranyl coughed weakly. ‘Mourn me, but don’t miss me.’

Dystran nodded, accepting. He smiled and placed a hand on Ranyl’s cold forehead. ‘Everything I have achieved is because of you. I will be in your debt for eternity.’

Ranyl chuckled. ‘A fitting epitaph,’ he said, his eyes brightening just briefly.

And then he was gone.

Dystran walked to the balcony shutters and opened them, admitting the cool air of night. He saw fires towards the walls and could hear the sounds of battle and of panic beginning to grip the streets. He even fancied he could taste blood in the air.

Mostly, he felt isolation. Only one man could save Xetesk now. Unfortunately, it was him. For a time he let the tears fall, his mind focusing on the tortured screams of Ranyl’s familiar as it faded to death after its master.

 

The prize was so close Tessaya could almost touch it. Men were bred tough in the Heartlands and he felt proud to fight next to them. The Xeteskians were falling back before him and his heart sang victory.

He had led his warriors in a hard drive right along the battlements. His axe ran red and his arms and chest were cut by his enemies. But now the turret was theirs. In front of him a warrior fell, skull crushed by a mace. Tessaya grabbed his collar as he went down, dragging him back. He strode into the space, axe carving through an upward arc left to right across his body. Its blade caught his enemy under the chin. His helmet flew off, his jaw shattered and his head snapped back, taking his body with it and striking those behind him.

Warriors surged forward, the noise intensifying in the enclosed space.

‘Hold the far door,’ ordered Tessaya, pushing men at it. ‘The rest of you, let’s take these stairs.’

Handicapped by the direction of the spiral, the Xeteskians were forced back quickly. Tessaya led his warriors down, taking the inside himself. His axe was in his right hand, sweeping in front of him.

As Tessaya knew it would, the Xeteskian retreat stopped at a landing. Orders were shouted up the stairs. In front of him, the terrified boys, for that was all they were, squared up. Outside, he heard the rare impact of a spell. He snarled and stepped away from the centre of the thread and gripped his axe in both hands. A warrior stood to his right, the pair of them filling the stairwell. Behind and above, the fighting continued on the battlements. He heard his warriors chanting as they drove onwards, their voices echoing down to lift his spirits even as they crushed those of whom he faced.

‘You will die, boy, if you lift that blade against me,’ said Tessaya into the impasse. He pitched his voice to carry further than the whelp he addressed; a quivering youth whose helm sat too large on his dirt-streaked face. ‘But at least you will know more courage in death than those who command you. Where do they stand, eh?’

‘Who . . . ?’ The Xeteskian didn’t know whether to ask or not, caught between fear and awe.

‘I am Tessaya, Lord of the Paleon tribes and ruler of the Wesmen, ’ he replied. ‘And what a prize should you beat me. The time has come. Lay down your blade and be spared. Or die dreaming of being a hero.’

Tessaya didn’t think the boy even had the courage to lift his sword in attack and in that at least he was mistaken. But in everything else, he was not. Deflecting the ill-learned strike and chopping downwards through the poorly armoured shoulder, he muttered a prayer that the boy be respected by the Spirits.

He stepped across the body, a chant erupting from his lips and taken up by the men around him. Invoking the Spirits of strength, of true aim and keen edge, it was a guttural sound, its rhythm in time with the strokes of his axe.

Tessaya paced forward, chopping up through the defence of one Xeteskian, sweeping left to eviscerate a second and back right and down to hack into the arm of a third. The warrior next to him, voice booming in song, moved in closer, forcing his enemy’s guard down  and butting him on the bridge of the nose. The Xeteskian sprawled backwards, flailing his arms, more of a danger to his comrades than the Wesmen.

Tessaya saw the fear in their eyes and the tremble of their limbs. Blood slicked the walls, the floor was covered in gore and the bodies of fallen Xeteskians and the air stank and steamed. The Lord of the Wesmen licked his lips and drove on, breaking them further with every step.




Chapter 3

None of Chandyr’s experience had prepared him for this. He had fought Wesmen before but of course there had been the backing of mages able to break lines and obliterate enemies at will. And in combat with enemy colleges, the balance of spell power gave the warfare a symmetry that he could understand.

But here tonight, hand-to-hand and face-to-face, he was seeing ferocity that was simply awesome. The Wesmen were indefatigable. They were skilful. And they were cutting through his men like paper.

On his horse outside the lost turret, he saw men spill outwards, regroup and push in again. He heard the turret captain yelling for order and getting precious little. The faces of those few around him were lined with fear. Either side, high up on the battlements, the Wesmen taunted his toothless forces. He had so few mages and the spells cast recently had been wasted. Now the chastened casters awaited his order in an arc around the turret. They wouldn’t be kept long.

Chandyr had thought about riding back to the college again. But the mood was fragile and he couldn’t afford to be seen leaving the battlefront. Instead he dismounted and turned the reins of his horse over to the nearest messenger.

Before he spoke, he took in the fires burning on the walls and those buildings onto which the Wesmen had managed to cast torches. He saw more and more join those already behind their makeshift wooden barricade on the battlements. And he didn’t have to imagine the number who waited outside for the gate to be taken.

In the streets around him, the confidence of many city folk had given way to panic. People thronged the main roads, heading for the north gate and the college, no doubt to demand escape or  sanctuary. Dystran would not give them the latter. But by the Gods burning, he could buy them time to achieve the former.

His messenger waited expectantly, wincing as roars of triumph sounded from the Wesmen advancing towards the south gate tower along the battlements.

‘Ride back to the college,’ said Chandyr, handing the messenger his badge of command. ‘Use my authority and speak only to Dystran himself. Tell him this:

‘If he is to cast his spells it must be now. We are losing the battle for control of the south gate. He must give us more mage support or they’ll be at the college before dawn. Got all that?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Chandyr grabbed the messenger’s arm. ‘One more thing. Tell him he does not need to cast his dimensional spells. We can hold on without them, at least. Go.’

Chandyr watched him mount up and ride away before turning to add his strength to the fight for Xetesk.

 

Spring nights could be chill and the hours before dawn were the coldest. But Sharyr hadn’t known how lonely they could be until now, particularly not in the company of so many friends and enemies.

Of course it wasn’t just this that set him alone. It was the awesome expectation placed upon him to succeed and the enormity of the risk he was being forced to take to achieve that success.

He and the dimensional team of twenty - hardly enough anyway - had rested in shifts while they made their calculations. They were looking for any edge they could give themselves. Something to provide focus yet minimise exposure to the power with which they toyed. By the time Dystran ordered them to the walls, they had found precious little. Hardly surprising. So little time had passed.

The urgency of the orders had frightened him and he’d led the team at a run from the catacombs. Much of the rest had been a blur of impressions. Voices clamouring. Armour clanking and grinding as soldiers ran beside them. The glare of fires against dark buildings. People running towards them, pushed aside to speed their progress. The smell of wood smoke. The cobbles beneath his feet. The  extraordinary din of battle that grew with every pace they took nearer the walls.

The college guard brought them to the roof of a building with clear line of sight up to the embattled walls. Commander Chandyr had joined them almost immediately. Sharyr missed his first words, transfixed by what he saw in front of him. A mass of warriors on the battlements, bodies choking the street below. Fires in two guard turrets. And desperate defence on the ground. Xetesk under threat.

‘. . . are not who I wanted here. Why are you here?’

‘My Lord Dystran ordered us here in response to your messenger. ’

‘I don’t want your dimensional spells, Sharyr. You know my feelings.’

‘Commander, Ranyl has died. Dystran wants to make a statement. We’re all you have and we have instructions about which spells we will use.’

Chandyr nodded. ‘Fine. Then do so carefully. Take out that turret. Destroy the stairway.’

‘Commander, that kind of focus is not possible. The minimum strike area will cover left and right for twenty yards. And that assumes we can keep it tight. The dimensional alignment is not right.’

Chandyr regarded him blankly. ‘You’re talking to me as if I should care or understand. Fifty yards either side is Wesmen. Take them down too.’ He shrugged. ‘I asked for mage support and here you are so do what you have to do. But don’t hurt a single Xeteskian.’

‘Have your mages shield our forces,’ said Sharyr. ‘It’s the only way to keep them safe.’

Chandyr spun round at a renewed roar from the turret. Xeteskians spilled into the street once again but this time could not drive back in. The first Wesmen set foot on Xetesk’s soil.

‘And you’d better do it quickly,’ said Chandyr. ‘Or they’ll be up here too. Don’t let me down.’

Sharyr watched Chandyr stride from the rooftop then turned to his team.

‘You can see the target. You know the risks. Shut out everything.  We cannot afford to slip. Are you ready?’ The chorus of assent was loud but anxious. ‘Then we will begin.’

Sharyr felt a charge race through his body and lodge in his gut. The mage team gathered about him. He tuned to the mana spectrum and could see through the chaotic streams the dark outline of the walls. He began to focus, constructing the shape to pierce the fabric of the Balaian dimension to access the raw energy beyond.

One by one his mage team joined him. In the stark colour contrasts that made up the Xeteskian mana spectrum the deep blue mana stream gained intensity. Power surged through every strand.

Like all base magical constructions, this one was essentially simple. The shape was a shifting octagonal column no more than ten feet wide. At its head, gossamer threads wove a complex pattern that mimicked the flows of inter-dimensional space, allowing them to lock onto the chaos outside the Balaian dimension.

The column itself acted as direction for the power they were tapping and as a seal against that power spilling out uncontrolled. Where the column attached to the dimensional fabric was entirely at Sharyr’s discretion. And because this spell was statement as well as destruction, he drove it high into the night sky, issuing the command that activated the threads just beyond a layer of thin cloud.

They felt the backward surge along the column, saw the shivers in the mana light. And that was just the start. With the threads fast on the fabric, Sharyr began to feed energy into the column. Half the team followed his lead.

‘Brace,’ he warned, his words carrying to them across the spectrum in sound and light. ‘And expand.’

They pulled. And in the fabric of Balaia was torn a hole. Immediately, they felt the rush of the forces of inter-dimensional space, apparently grabbing at the hole, trying to force it wider. It was purely a reaction as chaos and order clashed. The mages were ready for it and used it. They allowed the tear to grow to optimum size and only then stiffened the borders, feeding in mana energy and locking it tight.

‘That was the easy part,’ said Sharyr. ‘Column team, prepare. You know this isn’t going to be easy to handle. Alignment team with me, keep your concentration if you keep nothing else. Let’s go looking.’

The information given Xetesk by the Al-Drechar and Sha-Kaan  had allowed mages to draw a new dimensional map. They could predict with some accuracy the movement of those dimensions closest to Balaia. They also had some perception of the enormous number of dimensions crowding space. The old notion that all dimensions were somehow occupying the same small area of space had been disproved beyond reasonable doubt. Now it was about alignment. And the more dimensions aligned with Balaia at any one time, the more powerful the spell effect.

Sharyr’s problem was that there was no alignment. Almost, but not quite. And while it was still possible to cast, the streams of energy would not be as focused and would be difficult to control.

Sharyr, using the combined energies of his team of nine, pushed the seeker pulse into the void, already knowing roughly what he would find. They were awaiting a four-dimension alignment. It was expected to begin the next midday. What Sharyr was presented with was a confusion of power streams, still in partial conflict though with a common broad direction given them by the partial alignment in which they were caught.

He could feel the pull of the distant dimensional shells and imagine their ponderous movement. Every heartbeat that passed brought the alignment closer but at this moment there was a problem.

The first and third shells were about in line, the latter moving slightly faster than the former. But the second shell was still way out of place though travelling quickly in relation to its peers. Currently, he couldn’t sense the fourth shell at all.

‘This is going to hurt,’ he said. ‘Brace yourselves.’

Lacking the natural focus alignment would bring, the mages would have to channel the power themselves while holding the sheath spell construct in place to avoid a casting without control. Without a certain end.

On Sharyr’s command, the alignment team poured mana energy into the seeker pulse, changing its polarisation from repulsor to attractor. At once, the part-aligned streams fed into the seeker pulse. Sharyr felt the force thunder through his mind, a sudden and prolonged deluge of crudely directed energy. The seeker pulse bulged under the strain.

‘Hang on!’ Sharyr gasped, sensing the tension in those around  him. There was a roaring in his ears, reminiscent of a distant waterfall. ‘Right, let’s use it.’

The alignment team shortened the seeker pulse, dragging the inter-dimensional power with it. Sharyr knew that there was too much to control safely. It raged through his mind while he struggled to hold his concentration.

With the sound of air rushing to fill a void, the inter-dimensional force met Balaian space. It coalesced into thin discs, trailing smoke in their wake. Shaped by the minds of the mages and set spinning by nature. Tens, hundreds of them, cobalt blue and travelling at extreme speed, fled down the octagonal mana corridor. They bounced hard against its surface, the collisions increasing the stress on the structure further, to emerge from its protection to slam into ground, walls and men.

The Wesmen could see the spell approaching. Those at the base of the tower had some route of escape but they were the only ones.

The discs sheared into the tower, the ground surrounding it, and any flesh in their way over a sixty-foot spread. With a sound like a thousand metal spikes hammered into rock, they bit into the stone. Sparks flew, lighting up the night in garish relief. Dust was projected into the air, sections of the stonework cracked and crumbled. The tower shook under the impact.

On the ground, those Wesmen who hadn’t reacted instantly were cut to pieces in moments. In front of them, the Xeteskian shield over the defenders bucked and twisted, its mages driven to their knees by the effort to keep it together.

Sharyr exhorted his mages to maintain their focus. Below them, their casting was scything the tower apart, shredding its stone, sending lethal fragments to every point of the compass. He fought the forces channelling through his mind, kept the polarity of the seeker pulse firm. It was he and his team who were responsible for reversing the flow when the time came.

But the drain on the alignment team was greater than any of them had imagined. The discs were further out of control with every heartbeat, crashing into one another and increasing their impacts on the column, which bulged under the pressure. And though the tower wasn’t down, Sharyr felt he had no choice but to order the disconnection of the spell. He was the blink of an eye too late.

At the base of the column, multiple discs collided and scattered into its sides, threshing it with enough force to break the shape. Tattered in an instant, the base of the column was flayed apart. Wisps of mana clung to order for a few moments and were engulfed again in the mass. The sides of the column rippled and ripped upwards, chasing back towards the hole into space.

And spewing out unconfined, came the discs. Along a front hundreds of feet wide, they gouged into Xetesk’s walls and buildings or collided in mid-air to scream away back into the city.

One plunged into his mage team, chopping two men down. The other mages lost their concentration. The column vanished completely and Sharyr clung desperately to the seeker pulse, feeling its power weaken.

‘Reverse!’ he shouted. ‘Reverse!’

He tried to ignore everything around him. The wails of dying men on the walls and right by his side. The clouds of dust billowing into the night sky. The unfettered discs of pure cobalt brutality destroying the walls.

Dragging in everything he had left, Sharyr forced his will on the seeker pulse, switching its polarity. ‘Push,’ he gasped. ‘Damn you, push.’

The building shook. Dimly, he heard a deep rumbling. The dust was in his nose and mouth and had forced itself into his eyes. He could feel the irritation and the tears but had to ignore them. He pushed against the tide of inter-dimensional energy, those that remained with him taking his lead. Around them, the storm continued. Next to the tower, the parapet collapsed, spilling Wesmen seventy feet to the streets. A series of detonations sounded. The discs had bulged into huge, harsh teardrops and they poured into the walls, the street, the tower and buildings all around. Only luck was keeping Sharyr and his team alive.

Sharyr gathered himself again, feeling the seeker pulse finally move under his control. ‘Got you.’

Quickly, the movement gained momentum. Sharyr and the remains of his team pressed. The pulse whipped up into the night sky. Ahead of it, the teardrops lost their strength, unable to fight against the opposing force. Up to and through the hole went the pulse. And  the tear itself, without the energy flowing through it and with no spell keeping it open, shut hard.

Sharyr had no strength in his legs. He sagged to his knees, staring at the point in the night sky where the tear had been. It glittered blue. He frowned.

‘Someone check that,’ he said, gesturing upwards. ‘That isn’t right.’

He became aware that the silence following the end of the spell had given way to a growing tumult of voices and action. He dragged himself back to his feet and walked unsteadily towards the edge of the building to see what he had wrought in the name of Xetesk and its Lord of the Mount.

His heart chilled at what he saw through the clouds of dust and smoke blowing all around him. Bodies lay everywhere, few moving and many burning. Around them, Xeteskian soldiers hurried to fulfil Chandyr’s barked orders. In front of him, the target tower was gone, rubble was all that remained. It had taken with it the parapets to either side. Stone had fallen clear across the street to destroy other buildings.

But there was far, far worse and the reason for Chandyr’s urgent shouts became all too clear. And all Sharyr could do now was watch.

 

Truly the Spirits kept Tessaya alive for a greater purpose. The great purpose. That much was evident now. He had been blown from his feet when the first screaming lights from the sky had struck. Catapulted out of the tower doorway to sprawl in shadow under the parapet.

He had watched the Xeteskians’ spell break their own walls and kill their own men even as it took brave warriors to the glory of death in battle. But he had once again been spared.

He had heard the crack of the failing walkway above him and scrambled to safety in a doorway while chaos descended. Mute, he had seen it collapse with the deaths of so many. He had seen the tower shiver and slide to the ground. He knew he shouldn’t smile as the smoke and dust cleared in front of him. Indeed Riasu was surely among those dead. But in their attempts to break the Wesmen spirit, they had sealed their own dooms.

The walls of Xetesk were breached.




Chapter 4

His head fuzzy with the after-effects of too much red wine, Hirad led The Raven from the college and city of Julatsa with the sun climbing high into a beautiful, clear spring sky.

He had made his peace with Ilkar. His anger at his friend’s death was much diminished. It was time to move on and, despite the knowledge of their immediate destination, he wasn’t sure where he wanted to move on to.

One thing he felt well able to do, though, was put as much distance between himself and the war as was physically possible. The Raven felt the same way, a feeling shared by many in Julatsa. But not all had their choice. Almost all of the elves were staying on for the time being. The threat from outside, though not as potent, was still present. And with the mage strength that much greater and the Heart beating strong once more, there was much restorative work that could now be done.

Some, though, had to return to Calaius. It was as he had surmised sitting on the steps of the college refectory the night before. Rebraal to gather together the remnants of the Al-Arynaar; and Auum to tackle the enormous task of rebuilding the TaiGethen order. With him went Duele and Evunn, ever his shadows. To complete the odd assortment came the one ClawBound pair to survive Balaia. They yearned for the touch of the rainforest and the calls of their kind. No one invited them to travel south. No one questioned them either. Hirad was just glad to have them nearby.

Their route to Blackthorne and thence to the Bay of Gyernath to await the Calaian Sun was of necessity going to be, initially at least, circuitous. They had decided to travel due east for a day and a half before turning south. Even then, they would have to travel carefully through the forests, what was left of them, and low hills that made  up the eastern border of the mage lands. Darrick considered that even though the focus of aggression would once again fall on Xetesk, Dordovan patrols would be looking for The Raven, and Erienne in particular. And they might well be backed by Lysternan forces. Once beyond the mage lands south, they would be able to breathe more easily but that was days away.

Hirad shook his head. The Raven, hunted by those they had fought so long to save. At least ordinary Balaians would still hold them in high regard, those that even knew who they were. He let a smile cross his face. Their fame was countrywide and no doubt embellished in story and verse in places they had never even been. But he wondered how many actually knew what they looked like.

It was a question that would be put to the test later in the day. Darrick knew of a hamlet that they should reach by late afternoon or early evening. A comfortable place to sleep and the chance to buy supplies before ten days in the open was an attractive prospect. They had taken very little from Julatsa. The Gods knew the city was struggling even to feed its own people let alone groups of ex-mercenaries.

With the ClawBound pair of tall, black-and-white-painted elf and sleek black panther ranging ahead and south-east, The Raven felt able to ride in the open, making good time over easy ground. Beside them ran the elven quartet, their regular long strides conserving energy and making the pace for the horses.

The first hours of their journey were peculiar for the almost complete silence in which they were conducted. There was none of the banter Hirad associated with The Raven riding to their next job, running from enemies or returning home from a fight. In every face he saw reflection, and felt a sense of loss himself.

Erienne was deep within herself as she had been for much of the time after the battle to lift the Heart. The fact of Cleress’s continued survival had been a source of great comfort but scared her more than she would admit. The elven Al-Drechar mage was instructing her even now in points of the One magic. It would mean exposing herself to more danger and Denser wasn’t sure his wife was ready for it.

Erienne’s introspection led Denser to the same state. He barely left her side when she was awake. And Thraun, who could sense so  much more than he could say, also rode close. Hirad had joked that he’d have shared Erienne and Denser’s bed if he’d been allowed. No one had laughed.

Darrick, when left alone, descended to an anger he refused to let loose in word or action. But Hirad could see it in his eyes. He felt betrayed by those he had served so faithfully. He had placed the security of his college, city and country above his own for years and they had expressed their gratitude by giving him a death sentence. Hirad knew how he felt.

Only The Unknown carried anything approaching a good mood and the big man was riding by Hirad with a half-smile on his face.

‘Not long now, eh, Unknown?’

‘I hope not,’ said The Unknown. ‘You know when we left Herendeneth and I waved them goodbye, I didn’t think I’d see them again. It seems so long ago but so little time has passed.’

‘Cleress has told them we’re coming?’

The Unknown shook his head. ‘No. And not because I want it to be a surprise. It’s just that until we’re on board ship, I won’t let them believe we’ll actually make it.’ He turned to face Hirad. ‘How hard it would be to know something was so close but then have it snatched from you.’

Hirad nodded. ‘It’s your choice.’

‘And what about you, Coldheart? You’re quiet. We’ve learned to worry about that. And this group could do with some more of your ill-chosen comments, I think. Not a great mood, is it?’

‘That’s because you don’t know why, Unknown. You’re heading for something. You have a target.’ Hirad paused. ‘You know how it was when we had retired at Taranspike Castle before Denser and Dawnthief buggered things up? Well, for me it’s like that except I have no desire to fight. It’s odd. I’ve got no clear idea what I want to do bar travel with you to Herendeneth but I know it’s the right thing to do this time.’

‘So it isn’t like Taranspike at all, then, is it?’

Hirad chuckled. ‘I don’t think I said it right. I mean it’s the end of The Raven, isn’t it?’

‘And you never thought you’d live to see the day.’

‘No, Unknown, I always thought I’d live to see the day, I just didn’t ever know when the day would be. Funny thing, even when  we were apart for those five years after we closed the noonshade rip, I somehow didn’t think that was the end.’

The Unknown smiled. ‘And now there’s no prospect of anyone wanting us, is there?’

‘That’s it exactly,’ said Hirad. ‘I’m just not sure how I should feel.’

‘Let me ask you something. Was it the prospect of fame and fortune that kept you fighting?’

‘At the start, of course it was. But not lately. Now it’s all about being with The Raven and fighting for the people I love, dead or alive.’

‘And had you wanted to fade into gentle retirement or did you want to be fêted everywhere you went?’

Hirad shrugged. ‘A bit of both, if I’m honest. Not much chance of being fêted now though, is there?’

‘Not here,’ agreed The Unknown. ‘But on Calaius they respect us for what we did. And elves have longer and better memories than Balaians, it seems.’

‘Think I should go and live there?’

‘It’s a thought. Put it this way. Our time, The Raven’s time, is over. We have to face the fact that we’re a little creaky, not as fast as we were. More than that, we’re unpopular with Balaia’s power brokers. But we’ve never reneged on a contract and we’ve never been beaten. We’ve preserved all that we can both here and on Calaius. We’ve made a difference. No one can take that from us. So I’m saying go and live somewhere you can have peace but keep in touch with your memories. The elves will provide that for you. Besides, I think Herendeneth would bore you rigid. You and Darrick both.’

Hirad laughed. ‘Yeah, can’t see us tending the gardens till we die.’

‘Exactly. You aren’t cut out for a quiet life. Something will find you, mark my words.’

‘So long as it isn’t sharp.’

 

Dystran’s head ached with lack of sleep. That and the sound of EarthHammers destroying every building surrounding the college for forty yards beyond the cobblestones. His familiars, those that were left, were harrying the Wesmen who had no defence against  them. But they were so few and could do little more than irritate. They seemed to have lost their capacity to terrify and Tessaya - he had seen the Wesmen Lord prowling the shadows at dawn - had quickly worked out that what could not be killed could at least be caught and trapped. Already the stones and timbers of Xeteskian houses were pinning two of the thralled demons to the ground.

With the sun halfway to noon, Dystran stood on the walls of the college above the gatehouse, having just completed another circuit. Wesmen surrounded his college. Unbelievable. The spells and arrows kept them at a safe distance for now; and the CobaltFury had made them wary, but Tessaya would wait until he deemed them weak enough and attack again.

When the tower had collapsed, tearing holes in the walls, the city defence had quickly folded and terror had gripped the streets. Every soldier and mage had fled back to the college, Wesmen chasing them down. The south gates stood open, under the control of the enemy. The other gates to the city were also in Wesmen hands though they remained closed.

The city populace had nowhere to run. The Wesmen had herded them away from the gates, the spell barrage had kept them from the college and so they cowered in their homes, not knowing whether they would live or die. Dystran knew the answer. The attitude of the Wesmen had changed. The only people Tessaya wanted dead were inside the college.

Dystran turned to the duty officer standing by him.

‘Marshal your spell reserves well. When he attacks, I don’t want to find all my mages having to rest.’

‘My Lord.’

The Lord of the Mount hurried down the steps from the gate tower and across the courtyard to the tower complex. Those he had ordered to provide him with their current situation awaited him in the cavernous banqueting hall. Three men, two exhausted, one in old age, awaiting his pleasure in the chill room. They sat at one end of the high table near a fire hours dead. Light streamed through the dark stained windows but provided precious little in the way of warmth. Dystran’s footsteps echoed hollow as he approached them. They stood on seeing him but he waved them down impatiently, taking the steps to the platform two at a time.

‘I seem to be holding such meetings with monotonous regularity, ’ he said. He sat in his chair and laid a hand on the arm of the one adjacent, squeezing its upholstery. Ranyl’s absence made the room truly cavernous.

‘May I add my condolences to those of the mage community for the passing of Ranyl. He was a great man,’ said Chandyr, his head bandaged, an oozing cut on his left cheek.

‘And I would consign him to the next life in peace!’ Dystran thumped the arm of his chair.

‘We will prevail,’ assured Chandyr.

‘Will we?’ Dystran snapped. ‘And what leads you to that happy conclusion? Our astonishing defence of our city walls or our ability to demolish our own warehouses and civic offices? Commander Chandyr, we have exchanged one siege for another and I must say that I found the former far more agreeable. More spacious. I fear that our chances for victory lie not in arms but in spells. Prexys, what of our casting strength?’

The old Circle Seven mage scratched his head and allowed a small smile to cross his face. ‘As Ranyl would undoubtedly have said, we have had easier times for our stamina reserves and for the security of our dimensional gateway for their replenishment.’

Dystran nodded. ‘But he is not here, though your thoughts are welcome. How long do we have before Tessaya knows we are spent enough for him to attack?’

Prexys sighed. ‘He is a clever man. He probes close enough to force casting almost continually but he is not losing men at the rate we need. You know how depleted our mage strength is. We can cast at our current expenditure for another day at the most before it becomes apparent we are struggling. And with the dimensional team out of the picture temporarily, we have nothing else to throw at them except our few remaining soldiers.’

‘I see.’ Dystran sucked his lip and turned to face Sharyr. He and fifteen of the team had made it back to the college. All were resting bar him and he was fit to drop, his face not washed clean of the dust of the walls. ‘And why are you out of the picture, Sharyr? I would have thought a day plenty enough to ready yourselves for a decisive casting.’

Sharyr’s eyes widened. He shivered. ‘You can’t ask us to do that  again. You saw what happened. The alignment isn’t there. We cannot contain the energy.’

‘They are already through the walls, Sharyr,’ said Dystran. ‘Scatter the power wherever you choose. Destruction of buildings is a small price to pay for all of our lives, surely?’

‘With respect, my Lord, you don’t understand.’

‘I understand that alignment closes with every passing heartbeat. I understand that fifteen rested men can and will cast on my command if it becomes necessary. I understand that there is no price I am not willing to pay for the survival of this college.’

‘Even its destruction?’ Sharyr raised his voice.

‘Well now, Sharyr, if it were destroyed, it would hardly survive, now would it?’

‘Damn you, don’t patronise me!’ shouted Sharyr, shooting to his feet. ‘We were not enough before and we are not enough now.’

‘You will not—’

‘There is residue where the connection with inter-dimensional space was made. Something of the tear remains, I’m sure of it.’

Dystran paused and frowned. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’

‘That we may have caused permanent damage, my Lord,’ said Sharyr, calming a little and sinking back into his chair. ‘And that casting again might cause us serious problems. You see, my Lord, if there is still the residue of a tear, I have no idea how to close it.’

‘We had a tear in our skies once before, as you will recall. It could have led to an invasion of dragons. Please tell me this is different.’

‘Oh, quite different, my Lord,’ said Sharyr. ‘There is no hint of a link to any other dimension at this stage. I’m just currently at a loss how to deal with it.’

‘Then I suggest that you rest now, Sharyr. And when you are rested, see that you investigate what you have left in my sky. I will have my spell ready, with you or without you. Because when I pay my last respects to my dear friend Ranyl tomorrow night, I will have peace and not a horde of Wesmen vermin battering at my door.’ Dystran smiled thinly and saw the fear in Sharyr’s eyes. ‘I trust I make myself clear.’

 

The village of Cuff was a settlement of probably fifty houses and farms nestled in a shallow and sheltered, tree-lined valley. Grazing  animals ranged free up and down its length, crops were sprouting through fertile earth. To look at Cuff, it was clear the Nightchild storms had hardly touched it. The scene before them was at odds with much of the rest of Balaia given war and so many displaced people.

While farmers worked their land and the odd fisherman netted the free-flowing river on which the village stood, others on horseback patrolled its borders and guarded the crests of the valley east and west. Two rough watchtowers had been built, visible at either end of the village, looking out north and south along its single track.

The Raven approached at an easy trot, the elves running beside them in the late afternoon sun. The ClawBound had disappeared. Hirad’s guess was they were already downwind of all the livestock and horses. In the trees to the south, hunting.

‘Times are hard and people are desperate,’ said The Unknown. ‘We’d be the same. Let’s tread carefully, Raven.’

‘What do you think about the guards? Mercenary or local?’ asked Hirad.

‘Soldiers,’ said Rebraal. ‘Well armed. Used to armour.’

‘We probably know them,’ said Hirad.

‘That’s not necessarily a good thing,’ said The Unknown. ‘Let’s be prepared. Just don’t look like you are.’

There was a price on The Raven’s capture and return to Lystern or Dordover. Probably a very high price at that.

‘I’ll keep my hand just far enough from my sword to be of no use if there’s trouble,’ said Hirad.

‘You know what I mean.’

Hirad smiled. He glanced meaningfully at the TaiGethen moving fluidly by him. Even without their faces painted, he found it hard to imagine them anything less than fully prepared. Readiness oozed from every pore.

They watched the mercenaries gather at the head of the village to meet them. It wasn’t an overtly threatening gesture but a statement of intent nonetheless.

‘There are seven. Four swordsmen split two and two on horses. Three behind. Two mages, one archer,’ said Rebraal.

‘Hirad, watch the right-hand side. Rebraal, Auum, look for others  joining. I’ll watch left. Thraun, back me up, Darrick to Hirad. Denser, prepare HardShield, Erienne, SpellShield.’

The Unknown’s words calmed them to focus. No one moved a muscle in response. No hand strayed towards a weapon yet they all had their targets. It was enough.

At twenty yards distance, a strong voice sounded out at them. In the fields and on the river, all action had ceased.

‘Dismount and walk, strangers.’

A moment’s hesitation.

‘As he says,’ said The Unknown. The Raven dismounted. His voice lowered to a mutter. ‘Mark the far left, hand to his sword. Archer is loaded and tensed. No reaction, Raven. These are not our enemies. Yet.’

They slowed, the elves falling naturally into narrow order with them, sensing the threat they might otherwise pose. The Unknown brought them to a halt five yards from the first mercenary, who they took to be the leader.

‘What would you have us do?’ asked The Unknown.

‘State your business.’

‘Rooming and food for the night. Stabling for our horses and supplies for the journey in the morning. We have coin for all we need.’

The man in front looked them over slowly, appraising. He lingered over the elves. Hirad took the opportunity to weigh up the mercenaries. They appeared capable enough. Confident, at ease. Hirad raised his eyebrows. One of the mages was an elf. Echoes of the past.

‘Food is short, costs are high,’ said the mercenary leader. He was a large man, carrying a two-handed sword across his back.

The Unknown shrugged. ‘We can cover your costs.’

The leader nodded. ‘We’ll see. Enter. Find rooms where you can though I would suggest Ferran’s barns and house over there is your best bet. You’ll pay in advance for everything. We don’t appreciate late-night chases, if you understand me.’

‘Perfectly,’ said The Unknown. He relaxed his face. ‘We’re no threat to you. We are just passing.’

‘See it stays that way. One more thing. You will not unsheathe swords in this village. We are a peaceful community.’

‘But it hasn’t always been that way, I take it?’

The leader shook his head, indicating his men move aside to let them through before he replied.

‘A lot of refugees have passed this way from the mage lands, and before them we had them from as far east as Korina and as far south as Arlen.’ He paused. ‘Not all of them would take “no” for an answer. That’s why we’re here now.’

The Raven led their horses into the village, angling for the indicated farm on its eastern edge. The elves followed them, their suspicion plain.

‘What do you make of it?’ asked Hirad.

‘Well, they aren’t faces I recognise,’ said The Unknown. ‘And they clearly don’t know us, which is a blessing. I think we shouldn’t get involved.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Hirad. ‘I don’t like the set-up. Think about it. Mercenary teams are being paid very good money to fight for the colleges or side with baronial defence. This lot? How can they possibly earn enough from a place this size to make it worthwhile?’

‘Ask the farmer, why don’t you?’ said Denser.

‘I will. Let’s get sorted out first though.’

There was precious little space but it served them well enough. Denser and Erienne had the one empty room in the farmhouse. Ferran spread it with straw and blankets. The rest of them were given shelter in the two barns, one for grain storage, the other part stables, part hayloft. It was serviceable though the price was ruinous.

The Raven plus Rebraal gathered around Ferran’s prodigious kitchen table once the horses were unsaddled and Auum and his Tai had taken their leave. Not all of them had seats but there were enough places to rest and enjoy the thick vegetable stew and tough rye bread served by Ferran’s daughter, a girl barely into her teenage years but with eyes that had already seen a long hard life.

Ferran was a humourless middle-aged man. His hands were callused and split from many years working hard cold earth. His chest was a barrel and his eyes were deep set in a weathered face.

‘Long journey, is it?’ he ventured of his guests.

‘Long enough,’ conceded Darrick. The ex-General still managed to look neat despite their time on the road, his young face already clean of grime and his brown curls shaken free of dust.

Ferran nodded, apparently gleaning everything he needed from the General’s brace of words. ‘Well, it’ll be a comfortable night. No trouble.’ His eyes glinted. ‘We’re protected.’

‘So we see,’ said Hirad. He leaned forwards, arms resting on the table, hands clasped together in front of his bowl. ‘Treat you well do they?’

‘I’m begging your pardon?’

‘You’ve bought their services,’ Hirad explained. ‘Are you getting what you expect?’

Ferran thought on the question, aware all eyes were upon him.

‘They keep us alive,’ he said. ‘We’d been raided. Three times. They offered us protection for a consideration.’

‘Which is?’ asked The Unknown.

‘Well now that’s a deal between—’

‘Which is?’

Recognise him or not, no one refused The Unknown Warrior.

‘They keep us alive,’ he repeated. ‘And safe. We carry on, they take the rest. It’s right.’

‘They take all your profit?’ Denser blew out his cheeks. ‘There’s your answer, barbarian.’

Ferran nodded.

‘And no doubt food and lodging is part of the deal,’ said Hirad. ‘This is some easy deal.’

‘It goes without saying.’

‘But the war is as good as over,’ said Hirad. ‘When were you last threatened or attacked?’

‘They say there is still danger,’ said Ferran. ‘They keep us alive.’ That sparkle was in his eyes again. ‘And you don’t question the best.’

‘And that’s what they are, is it?’ Hirad couldn’t help but smile.

‘Well yes,’ said Ferran. He looked at them all, imploring them to understand. ‘Don’t you recognise them?’

‘Should we?’

‘Of course.’ He stood tall. ‘They are The Raven.’

‘Oh,’ said Hirad, feeling his skin crawl. ‘Are they indeed?’




Chapter 5

‘Hirad, sit down,’ barked The Unknown Warrior. ‘Let’s decide how to deal with this.’

‘I’ll tell you how we deal with it,’ said Hirad. ‘We go outside, call them out and take them down.’

‘Calm down, Hirad,’ said Darrick. ‘We can’t just run out, swords waving. It’s an unnecessary risk.’

‘It might not mean much to you, General, but these bastards are trading on our name to bleed this village dry. I will not see our reputation ruined by bandits.’

Hirad’s head was thumping, his body tense with the frustration boiling within him. Outside, people who believed in The Raven were being taken for everything they had when, more than ever, they needed every scrap of fortune they could lay their hands on. Perhaps their fortune was about to change. But what really made Hirad seethe was the bad taste that would be left in the mouths of these people whenever The Raven was mentioned again.

‘We can’t just walk out there and kill them,’ said Denser.

‘Why not?’ Hirad jabbed a finger at Ferran. The farmer and his daughter had frozen at the exchange, their mouths slack and eyes widening. Their disbelief at what they were witnessing grew with every heartbeat. ‘These people have been made to think that it’s right that The Raven should take from them anything they want because of who they are. That’s never been our way. It’s a betrayal of all that we stand for. Someone needs to be taught a lesson.’

‘We were mercenaries too,’ said Denser.

‘Yeah, and we were paid a fair price to fight. A good price because we were the best. People who hired us understood the rules. But this . . . this is robbery and I’m not having it.’

He moved towards the door.

‘Hirad, where do you think you’re going?’

‘I’m going to demonstrate who The Raven really are. Back me up, why don’t you?’

‘I know the hurt you feel,’ said The Unknown. ‘I feel it too. We all do. But we do things a certain way. That, as you are so fond of telling us, is why we’re still alive. And now it’s your turn to play by the rules. Sit down and listen. Whatever we do, we do as The Raven.’

The Unknown didn’t have to raise his voice to command complete authority. Hirad paused, nodded and returned to his seat.

They did not emerge until dusk. The last vestiges of the day’s light clung to the tops of the valley but the village was cast largely in shadow. The Raven had talked while the afternoon waned, not letting Ferran light lanterns or a fire in his kitchen. They had seen the impostors patrolling the streets, still on horseback. And from the rear windows of the house had watched them trot past regularly. While not exactly prisoners, it was clear The Raven were not to be given licence to roam Cuff at will.

The leader had visited them once, to check they were settled in and to ask after the whereabouts of the elves. The Unknown had simply shrugged and intimated they had continued on southwards. Without evidence to the contrary, the man had withdrawn.

Ferran had confirmed that there were indeed seven of them, the number popularly associated with The Raven. Hirad wasn’t sure they had convinced him that they were the genuine article. What he did know was that the moment they left the house, Ferran was running for his neighbours to set the rumour spreading, his daughter heading in the opposite direction. They were fulfilling expectations perfectly.

The Unknown led them, Hirad to his right, Darrick and Thraun left. Erienne and Denser were behind them. The track through the village was quiet but the four men who had been paying particular attention to the farmhouse now rode in from front and back, intercepting them as they reached the street. Thraun dropped back to cover any threat from the rear.

Neither pair of riders had any presence. They were uncertain, nervous and looking to each other to make the first move. The Raven made it for them.

‘Better call your leader down here,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’ve got a problem.’

The Raven had weapons sheathed but both Erienne and Denser were ready with shield spells should the need arise. In front of them, a heavy-set man with both hands on the pommel of his saddle spoke.

‘He’ll be along presently, I have no doubt. Now, what is this problem we have?’

‘You all need to hear what we have to say. All seven,’ said The Unknown.

Hirad smiled unpleasantly. ‘Yeah, six men and an elf. You’re a little behind the times.’

‘Listen, you don’t need to test yourselves against us,’ said the heavy-set man, frowning in Hirad’s direction. ‘It isn’t worth your while and we have no wish to spill your blood.’

‘Well, that’s comforting,’ muttered Denser.

The second pair of riders rode around to the front of the standoff. Hirad could hear more hoof beats coming up the village. To his left, a door opened and a man ran across the street, not pausing to knock on the door of the house opposite before barging in.

‘Which one are you, then?’ asked Hirad of the heavy-set man.

‘I am Hirad Coldheart,’ he said without hesitation.

‘I’d heard he was better-looking,’ replied Hirad, no humour in his voice.

‘Stop it, now,’ said The Unknown, turning to him.

The remaining impostors rode up along the street, doors opening with regularity behind them now. The archer unslung his bow as soon as he reined in, the leader trotting calmly to the front of the group.

Looking at him again, Hirad could see immediately who he had modelled himself upon. In fact, he was surprised he hadn’t already noticed, the likeness was that obvious. He supposed he just hadn’t been looking. Shaven-headed, broad-shouldered and strong-faced. The two-handed blade on his back was something else that should have pricked his memories.

‘Don’t fancy yours much, either,’ he said.

The Unknown glared at him.

‘What is it I can do for you?’ asked his double in a passable impersonation.

‘Several things,’ said The Unknown. He glanced around him, looked past the impostors and along the street. ‘Seems we’ve drawn quite a crowd. Good. Here begins the lesson.’

‘Get back to the farmhouse,’ said the leader.

‘Be quiet,’ said The Unknown. ‘And listen. It might just save you.’

The sounds of swords being pulled from scabbards echoed across the instant’s silence. The Raven followed suit instantly, forming up into their trademark chevron.

‘Shield up,’ said Denser and Erienne together.

‘I suggest you lower those weapons,’ said the bandit leader, the only man among them whose sword was not drawn. ‘You will prove nothing by taking us on.’

‘On the contrary,’ said The Unknown. ‘We will prove what we must.’

‘Which is what? That you can beat The Raven?’

‘No, my apparently blind double. That we are The Raven.’

A ripple ran around the villagers close enough to hear and spread quickly to those who could not. The crowd, now more than forty, bunched and moved forward a pace. But the men, women and children still kept a respectful distance.

Hirad watched the impostors stare at them, trying to gauge if The Unknown could be telling the truth.

‘Look hard,’ growled Hirad. ‘Believe.’

The leader snorted, straightened in his saddle. ‘Look at you,’ he said. ‘Just six. One a woman. No elf. And you,’ he pointed at The Unknown Warrior. ‘A little old aren’t you? And if you had heard the stories, you would have a two-handed blade. A pale imitation. It’s been fun. Now it’s time you left before we run you down.’

‘But that’s the trouble with stories, isn’t it?’ said The Unknown, his face a mask, while Hirad felt his own burning with renewed anger. ‘They don’t take account of the passage of time. We have not fought in line for six years and in the troubles that have followed, even we have lost friends.’

‘There is no elf because Ilkar is dead,’ said Hirad, staring down the elven mage. ‘No one lives on his name. No one.’

‘All right, Hirad,’ said The Unknown. ‘So you see the problem we have. We cannot let you simply walk away. You have taken our name  and used it for profit. And that is not the worst of it. You have betrayed what The Raven stand for and believe in. We were mercenaries, not parasites.’

‘And you expect these people to believe that you, not we, are The Raven?’

‘I don’t much care who they think we are,’ said The Unknown. ‘All they need to know is that you are not The Raven.’

His voice was pitched to carry to the villagers. Hirad heard the mutterings of conversation. The impostors’ heads all turned, their anxiety rising.

‘You surely don’t believe them, do you?’ demanded the leader.

Unexpectedly, Ferran stepped from the small crowd.

‘We pay you to keep our village free of undesirables,’ he said. ‘If they are such, do your jobs. Get rid of them.’

His words were greeted with assent from those around him.

Hirad grinned. ‘Yeah, Hirad,’ he said. ‘Take me on. Run me out of the village.’ He spat on the ground in front of him, enjoying the tension that grew in the space between them.

‘I’ll tell you what’s going to happen,’ said The Unknown. ‘You’re going to give back every coin you have taken from this village. You’ll also leave them your horses because you are walking away from here. Your return will be to your graves.’

‘Not a chance,’ said the leader, tone dismissive but fear edging into his expression. He was eyeing The Unknown ever more closely, the doubt eating at him.

‘Your alternative,’ said The Unknown, ‘is not to leave here at all. Mind you, since you’re The Raven, that threat won’t impress you much, will it?’

Hirad saw the band wavering. He knew why. In front of them was unshakeable belief born of fifteen years of winning. The Raven, standing quite still, did not and would not flinch. Their adversaries, even with the advantage of being mounted, were losing the battle of wills. It was what separated The Raven from everybody else. Always had.

‘There is only one Raven, and you aren’t it,’ said Hirad.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The Unknown’s blade struck the ground in front of him.

‘No time to debate,’ he said. ‘Get off your horses now.’

‘Boss?’

There it was, the first vocal crack in the façade. The impostors’ leader scowled. Then he swallowed and looked back at The Unknown, hesitant.

‘You’re out of time,’ said The Unknown. ‘Dismount.’

Tap. Tap. Tap.

‘Go,’ snapped the leader.
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