
        
            
                
            
        

    




The Devil You Know

 

This collection of three short stories is brought to you as a collection simply due to the mechanics of Amazon. Were I to sell the three stories separately for $0.99 then Amazon would take 65% of those $0.99 sales for themselves. If a book/story sells for $2.99 or more then Amazon’s share drops to 30%. So were you to buy all three at $0.99 then Amazon would get $1.93 and I would take away $1.04 to share with the tax man. But if you buy this collection for $2.99 Amazon ‘only’ gets $0.90 and the tax man and I get $2.09.

 

The stories are not connected. At all.
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The Devil You Know - Introduction

 

Note – this is not a short story in the traditional sense. It’s more like 4 extra chapter’s worth of Red Sister (Book 1 in the Book of the Ancestor trilogy). It carries on from where that book leaves off. So it needs you to remember what was going on at the end of Red Sister – obviously the following recap contains huge Red Sister spoilers:

 

Nona has just killed Raymel Tacsis on the slopes below a cave in the gullies leading up to a pass through a great ridge called The Devil’s Spine. With Nona are Darla, Jula, Ruli, and Ara. In the cave are Tarkax Icespear and Zole, both temporarily paralysed with the venom that Clera used on them and on Nona. Clera is in the cave too, tied up.

The novices are on a ranging exercise and have to reach the collection point.

Complicating things further – the Durns from across the sea are raiding the area.

Sister Apple and Sister Kettle are supposed to be covertly watching over Ara and Nona, but Kettle was wounded and mortally poisoned by a Noi-Guin assassin and Apple went to her. We don’t know where they are now.

Back at the convent Hessa has just been killed by Yisht who has stolen the shipheart.

 

Also note that this story contains spoilers for the first 2 chapters of Grey Sister.

 


The Devil You Know

 

Some say we carry an angel on our right shoulder and a devil on our left, and that both whisper to us all the days of our life. The truth though is that we carry them not on our shoulders but within us, and they are legion. Our lives are not swayed by whispers. Our lives are the smoke that rises above the battleground of hearts where the armies of light and of darkness make war.

 

Nona fell back from Raymel Tacsis’s huge and ruined corpse. The rage left her, blown out like a candle flame, and suddenly she was as tired as she had ever been. Blood dripped from the end of her nose, soaked her hair, coated her hands. She lay across the rocks, chest heaving. She stank of death and wore it as a second skin.

“Ancestor’s Balls!” A deep groan from Darla as she hobbled towards Nona, a black tower against the brightness of the sky. She clutched her ribs. “The man could hit.”

Nona heaved herself over and levered into a sitting position. “Ruli? Jula?”

“Not dead.” Darla waved a bloodstained hand towards the rocky slope and the place where Raymal had flattened all three of them with a swing of his arm.

As Nona struggled to her feet she saw Ruli helping Jula up, and behind them Ara crawling determinedly towards her, mouth and nose, crimson. Tears came unbidden to Nona’s eyes. Ara had fought the paralysis that Clera’s lock-up venom had induced and staggered out to blast Raymel with the power of the Path. And even now she was doggedly battling to reach her friend. Nona stumbled past Darla to help Ara up.

“What do we do now?” Save for a livid graze across her forehead Jula looked uninjured.

“Kill that bitch Clera,” Darla growled.

“No.” Nona took Ara’s arm across her shoulders. She began to help her back up the slope towards the cave where Zole and Tarkax remained paralysed and Clera lay bound.

“No?” Darla turned with a snarl, then frowned. “You want to drag her all the way back to Sweet Mercy so the sisters can drown her?”

“I…” Nona tried to imagine the justice that awaited Clera at the convent. Abbess Glass wasn’t cruel but the laws that directed her hand were. Sister Wheel would be there demanding the strictest of punishments. “We’re going to let her go.”

“The hell we are!” Darla balled her fists.

“Nona…” Ruli twisted her mouth. “She betrayed us all.” She pointed at Raymel’s corpse. “To him!”

Nona edged around to face all of them. Helping Ara to make the turn. She knew she must look like a fiend from the hells, standing there blood-clothed, her hair in gore-stiffened spikes, eyes black, shadow gone. A hot tear rolled down her cheek.

“Hessa is dead.”

That took the sharp words from Darla’s tongue. Jula slumped to the rocks. The defiance on Ruli’s face crumpled to grief. Ara made a low groan and wrapped her other arm about Nona in a tight embrace that brought more tears spilling out.

“I can’t let Clera die. She thought she was giving Ara over for ransom, not giving us all to Raymel to be murdered. I can’t lose someone else. Not today. Don’t make me set her free behind your backs.” Nona’s voice cracked. “Don’t make me fight you.”

Jula and Ruli helped each other come closer. Darla followed, towering over them.

Ruli quirked her lips. “For Hessa then.”

Jula nodded, eyes bright.

Darla spat as if to rid herself of a bad taste. “For Hessa.” She surprised Nona then, reaching out a muscled arm and gathering both her and Ara into a hug that grew to encompass Ruli and Jula.

“Let’s do it quickly,” growled Darla. “Before we come to our senses or the ice tribers try to stop us.”

 

Tarkax and Zole were starting to move by the time Nona led the way back into the cave. Neither able to rise yet but grunting in frustration as they came close to achieving it. Clera, who had jabbed them both with her envenomed needle, along with Ara and Nona, lay senseless where they’d tied her.

“Quit faking, Clera,” Nona said. “I’m cutting you free and you need to run.”

Clera opened a dark eye full of surprise. “Why?” She opened the other one. “I mean why are you letting me go?”

“Hessa’s dead. They’ll kill you if we take you back. I’m not losing another friend.”

Darla snorted from behind. “You lost a friend when the bitch poisoned you.” Another snort. “Whatever. Get out of here, Clera, before I decide to paint the walls with you.”

Clera met Nona’s eyes, staring as if trying to see past the blackness. “I never meant for–”

“You kind of did, Clera,” Nona said. “Sister Kettle warned me about you, but I didn’t listen.” Clera opened her mouth but Nona pressed on. “I didn’t want to listen. Kettle is a good person. Me and you … aren’t. I didn’t want it to be true about you, because then it would be true about me, too. So I’m letting you go and you’re going to come good in the end. And that way you can save us both.” Nona tried to smile but found she couldn’t. So instead she cut Clera’s bonds with a flaw blade. “Run. Before Zole recovers–”

Zole, who had reached her knees, made a stiff-armed dive at Clera, but the girl rolled free and jumped to her feet, shedding rope sections. She offered a last smile, half apology, half brazen, then sprinted from the cave, trailing her hand across Jula’s as she left – a final apology perhaps. Nona thought now that their quarrel must have been related to Clera’s treachery somehow.

“Why did … you let her … go?” Zole made it to her feet, still fighting the venom that tried to lock her jaw shut.

“You’d have killed her?” Nona asked, meeting the ice triber’s level stare. “Would the revenge made you feel better?”

“Not out of revenge.” Zole shook her head. “Purity demands we cut away what is impure.”

“I don’t care what the faith says about it.”

Tarkax looked up from the floor where he was sitting inspecting his gear. “Not the faith. Or not just the faith. She’s talking about personal purity. A point on which I disagree. I like my impurities just fine, thank you.” With a groan he got to his feet, massaging stiff thigh muscles. “I’m going to assume, from the fact you all look as if you’ve been butchering milk whales, that all those soldiers are dead.” He inclined his head frowning at them from beneath a heavy brow. “Which is impressive. Consider me amazed, ladies.”

 

Tarkax led the way back out to inspect the battle scene. The first thing he did was walk among the bodies of Raymel’s soldiers and ensure all of them were dead. One had managed to crawl a considerable distance but had left a red trail that nobody could miss.

The ice triber re-joined the group looking thoughtful and wiping his tular with a cloth.

“That was murder.” Jula stepped into his path, amazing Nona. Jula was the last person to contradict an adult or raise her voice.

Tarkax rubbed at the white line of a scar running across the redness of his skin from cheek to chin. “I supposed it was… What does your abbess say about truth though? Truth is a weapon. I have taken that weapon from the enemy and given it into your hands. Nobody but those here know the truth of what happened in this place. One of the empire’s most powerful men lost a son here today. It may be best that it’s your abbess who chooses what the world learns regarding the circumstances.”

Nona looked at the warrior with new eyes. The ruthless dispatch of the wounded had turned her stomach, though she doubted many of them would have lasted long. But his words showed him to be more than he seemed. A pragmatist who might give Abbess Glass a run for her money.

“We should go.” Ara set a hand to Nona’s shoulder.

The sun lay low in the west, throwing their shadows at the ridges of the Devil’s Spine so that it seemed some part of them was already making its way towards the Cut. Nona’s shadow was absent from the mix. It shouldn’t have mattered but somehow it made her feel less anchored to the world, as if a new skin had grown around her, a new degree of separation. Nona turned and met Ara’s gaze, intensely aware of her touch, and of how much she needed her friends, Ara in particular, to keep her human. She had killed and killed again, and despite herself some part of her had liked it. She covered Ara’s hand with her own. “Thank you.”

Ara didn’t ask what for. And that was yet another reason for Nona’s thanks.

Tarkax led the way. Darla carried a sword that she’d taken from the dead soldiers. The rest of them had stuck to knives, finding full-sized swords too heavy and unfamiliar.

After a few minutes they paused to wash at a narrow stream chuckling its way down over the rocks. Nona sunk her hands into the freezing flow. With teeth gritted against the painful cold she watched the pink swirl away, blood taken from Raymel and now lost in larger arteries on its way to the sea. She scrubbed at one hand with the other, wanting to be free of the man. The current carried the gore away, but a stain remained on the arch of Nona’s right hand between finger and thumb. A black stain that could have been a bruise, if there had been time since the fight for bruises to show. She rubbed at it, then shrugged and set to splashing water on her face.

Tarkax and Zole stood higher up the slope, watchful, unbothered by the wind.

“Hurry,” Tarkax called down. “There are Durns on the move. A war-party to the west. We need to stay ahead of them.”

Somewhat less filthy, the novices moved off after Tarkax. None of them felt much like talking. Not even Ruli.

After a while Tarkax remarked on the silence. “You have seen slaughter and you have been in true fear of death and some of you have killed for the first time. These are things that weigh heavy on the mind. You do well to meditate on them.” He too fell silent, perhaps remembering the first time he killed a foe, the first step on his path to becoming a famed warrior. Something gained and something lost.

Nona bowed her head. Killing had never affected her as much as she thought that it should. Violence came easily to her. She wasn’t angry all the time, but when her anger flared and the barely visible blades flickered out from her hands, both conscience and mercy held their tongues until she was done. Even now she couldn’t feel sorry for any who had died on the slopes. Instead of their dead faces she saw Saida and the hope that had never quite left her eyes, even with the rope about her neck, until the moment they hanged her. That had been Raymel’s fault. And Nona’s.

Nona found herself rubbing at the base of her thumb and noticed with surprise that the stain had gone. Something caught her eye, just a dark edge at the cuff of her habit. She pulled the torn sleeve back and found another black, shapeless stain almost wrapping her wrist. This one too would not yield to rubbing with a wet finger.

Perplexed, Nona walked on, falling slowly to the back of the column, taking her place behind Darla who was still limping, favouring a bruised hip. They began to climb the ice-scoured stone slope up to the Devil’s Spine, angling for the notch known as Aemon’s Cut. Tarkax called back at them to hurry. The Durns he’d seen from the ridge were many and not far off.

The wind picked up as they climbed and it seemed to carry a whisper with it. The gusts held a ragged and indistinct voice. But rather than a distant cry of Durnish pursuit carried to her ears it seemed closer, almost as if there might be an eighth member of the party following on behind at Nona’s shoulder. She bent her head and concentrated on putting one foot before the other.

The final heartbeats of the day’s battle returned to Nona’s mind. She saw herself plunge her knife into Raymel’s flesh again and again. The moment had owned her. There’d been no judgement, just primal ferocity. She would have torn him to ribbons if she’d been able. Rage had ruled her.

And, as if just thinking of her anger could summon it back, there on the windswept slopes she found herself gripped by a sourceless wrath. Her blades shimmered from her hands and every muscle suddenly knotted with a tension that sought bloody release. Her gaze fixed on the broad back before her. Darla’s back.


Do it. She tried to beat you. Kill her.


Images of that first day when Nona joined Grey Class flooded into her mind. Darla’s attack, the much bigger girl trying to kick her to death while she lay on the floor.


Do it! Cut her!


Nona had her arm drawn back for the strike before she realised what she was doing.

Kill the bitch!

It sounded so much like her own voice, but it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. Darla was her friend.

Nona tried to force back the red fury raging through her. Her limbs trembled with it, every muscle ached with the need for action. If someone had tapped her on the shoulder right then, they would have had their throat sliced before she or they had time to blink.

“No!” Nona groaned the word through clenched teeth.

“You alright, shrimp?” Darla glanced back at her.

“Fine.” Nona fought to hold back the need for murder that thrummed through her veins. She insulted you. She hates you. She talks behind your b-
 “Shut up!”

Darla, who had been turning to face the way she was going, glanced round again, frowning. “What?”

Nona shook her head violently and looked down. Either through tiredness or some unconscious instinct for self-preservation the normally short-tempered Darla decided not to pursue the matter.


You’re a coward. Worthless. Hang your head you
 –

“Who are you?” Nona muttered.


I’m…
 For the first time the voice sounded uncertain, surprised perhaps at being noticed as a separate thing. I have a name.


“What is it?” Nona felt her unfocused anger subside.


Pro.. The…
 The voice hissed in frustration. You can call me Keot. It’s a word from a language older than your civilisation.


“Where are you?” Nona fell further back so Darla wouldn’t hear her talking to the air. She glanced to one side, then the other, but no one walked beside her.

It seemed that Keot wasn’t going to answer, but then it was Nona’s turn to hiss – a sudden burning pain in the fold of her elbow had her hauling back her sleeve again. The stain at her wrist had gone and another lay where her skin felt aflame. This one was a purplish hue and despite the colour change Nona began to think that rather than being the third in a series of such temporary stains the thing might actually be moving across her … through her. She scratched at the stain, gritting her teeth to keep from gasping at the hurt.

“What are you?” But even as she asked the question something in Nona already knew the answer. Her enemy had borne such taints. “Tell me what you are.”


Something far older and more important than you.


She could see the stain moving, like water soaking into cloth, a dark patch rising. And she knew where it had come from. “You’re one of Raymel Tacsis’s devils!”

Up ahead of Darla Ara turned her head at Nona’s muted outburst. Nona hurriedly pulled her sleeve down.


I owned the man – he belonged to me, not the other way around.


“There were more devils in him than just you.” Nona couldn’t believe she was having a conversation with a devil that was crawling about under her skin.


Those were lesser creatures. Greater than you of course, but still far beneath me. They fell back to the outer dark when he died, while I found a new home.


“I’m not your home!”


My home. My beast of burden. My puppet and my plaything. Just as Raymel was.


“You controlled him? You made him come after me?”


I didn’t care who he came after. To be honest, you’re all pretty much the same to me. Just so long as he came after someone.


Nona found her anger rising again, anger at this creature that had invaded her, but surging beneath it came the same red tide that had almost seen her cut Darla’s back to ribbons. Already her flaw blades were shimmering into being once more, her whole body poised to leap into combat. She focused on the back of Darla’s head and the hatred that flooded her seemed to be her own.

“No!” Nona doubled up, hammering the sides of her fists against her thighs. “She’s my friend!”


You’re less cooperative than Raymel, but you’ll be more fun in the long run. I’ve seen what you can do!


Nona straightened, pushing down the rage, grimacing to hold back an animal snarl.

She found that Ruli, Darla, Ara, and Jula had all stopped and turned to stare at her. For an awful moment the anger surged again, she saw them standing there on the slope above her, nosey and judgemental, and she thought she might actually throw herself at her friends. Keot pulsed like a brand on her upper arm, but she managed to throttle back the feelings. She stood mute, her heart pounding, wondering what would have happened if these were strangers.

“It’s alright, Nona.” Ara bowed her head. “We miss Hessa too.”

“The Ancestor has her now.” Jula forced a smile.

Darla frowned furiously, eyes bright, and turned away. “C’mon.”

Nona followed on, hoping that somehow she would find the space and privacy to deal with the demon. Telling anyone was out of the question. Not only was the fact that the demon had managed to infect her a sign of moral weakness, the convent rules on possession were many and cruel. Even if any of the purges that Sister Wheel had described in Spirit Class actually worked, Nona would still be banished from the order forever. And if they failed, she would be drowned and her corpse – too impure to rot with the others at the bottom of the sinkhole – would be fished out to be tossed from the side of the Rock of Faith.

It wasn’t so much that Nona thought any of her friends would betray her – though certainly Jula would struggle with the matter, and she had no idea what Zole or Tarkax might do – it was not wanting to see the shock and disappointment on their faces that stopped her.


I thought you would want to be awake for this.
 Keot’s voice sounded louder, closer now, and she felt him burning across her collarbone.
 But I can use your body while you sleep and murder one of them tonight. Maybe the big girl … no, the blonde! One a night until the last one realises that it has to be you who’s doing it.


The devil slid towards her neck. If it reached her head Nona feared its voice might grow too loud for her to resist.

“If they see you on me, they’ll kill me,” Nona muttered. “And that will spoil your plans.”


I’ll just find a new home. The big girl has cracks…


“Is that how you got into me?”


You were easy. You enjoyed killing him. That’s an open door.


“No…” But Nona knew it was true, at least a little. A part of her had relished the kill. A part of her had delighted in sinking that knife into Raymel Tacsis again and again. He had deserved it for his crimes.


You shouldn’t deny it. Why fight against your anger, child? You were born screaming, all of you were. It’s not fear that makes new-borns scream. It’s rage.


Nona remembered what Tarkax had told her about anger. To embrace it and use it as the gift it was. The advice flew in the face of the convent’s teachings, of serenity trances and control. But it seemed she was built on different lines. More like Tarkax, less like Sister Tallow. She wanted to see Tarkax fight. Get a measure of the man.


Attack him then.


Nona realised that Keot was at her throat, reaching up to infect her thoughts. She focused her will on him and by degrees the devil released his hold on the veins and tendons of her neck, and sank back down to roam across her skin, out of sight.

 

Tarkax set as stiff a pace as the novices could manage, burdened as they were by injury and by the weariness that follows a fight. Zole, who had not fought, alternated between scouting ahead and covering any tracks they might leave. Somewhere behind them the Durns were coming in force. They would be aiming for the Cut too, looking to raid deeper into the empire and the richer land on the far side of the Devil’s Spine.

Nona walked on doggedly at the back of the column. She thought of Hessa, dead by Yisht’s hand, and of the revenge that must be taken. But more than Hessa, who was nothing but good, she thought of Clera, out there alone in the wilds, with everything she had wanted stripped from her. Nona didn’t wonder why she had let her go when the others, even Ara, would have brought her to justice. Nona knew she’d set Clera free because she couldn’t
 let go of her. She couldn’t give up on Clera. Perhaps selfishly, she had thought doing so would give the world license to give up on her, too. And just hours later here she was needing more than anything for the people she loved to have faith in her.

 

By sunset they had come to the start of the Cut, reaching it via several miles of gullies and ravines, all hidden in the folded topology of the landscape. Tarkax pointed to a natural cave they could shelter in. “We need to get out of sight. Zole reports the Durns aren’t far behind us. We can’t hope to outpace them, so we need to lie low. With luck they will either turn back or pass us in the night.”

“How many?” Ara asked Zole.

“More that we can fight,” Tarkax answered for the girl. “They have a shaman with them, maybe a storm-weaver. And they’re bringing their dead with them.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Darla said. “If they’re having to drag corpses…”

Tarkax shook his head. “These ones drag themselves.” He turned and started to walk towards the cave mouth. “Wait here. I’ll check for bears.”

 

Nona stood a little apart from the other novices and they seemed to sense her need for space. All except Zole, who unexpectedly came to stand beside her. Nona braced herself for the surge of Keot’s rage. Instead, he sank deeper and moved to the side furthest from the girl.

“You did well,” Zole said.

Nona, who had been expecting to be told off about letting Clera go, found herself with no reply.

“I am sorry for your friend,” Zole continued.

“Yisht killed her,” Nona snarled. If Keot had added even the smallest push, she would have thrown herself on Zole there and then. “Your friend, Yisht!” The volume and tone of her voice brought alarmed looks from the other novices.

“She was never my friend.” Zole turned and walked away.


She smells wrong
 , Keot said.

“You don’t have a nose.” Nona watched Zole’s retreating back.


She’s a monstrosity.


“She’s not that bad.” Nona wasn’t sure why she was defending Zole to a devil. “Just … cold.” That had always seemed fitting in an ice triber, but Tarkax gave the lie to any idea that it was something that went hand in hand with having been born on the ice. Tarkax was the opposite to Zole in so many ways.


She smells like the Missing.



      
 “What do you know about the Missing?” Nona was aware that if her friends paid close attention, they would see her speaking to herself.


I know they weren’t called that because they went missing. It was because they were missing something.


Nona shook her head. Why had she even asked? Did she expect truth from a devil?


Have you ever seen her angry?
 Keot asked.

Nona realised that she had never seen even a flicker of any emotion from the Chosen One. Practicing an admirable degree of serenity was one thing, but Zole took it to a whole new level.


She’s like the Missing. Whittling away at herself. Trying to be perfect.


“What’s wrong with that? Shouldn’t we all try to be better than we are?”


It’s hard to like someone like that though, isn’t it? It’s easier to like someone with flaws to forgive. Then you have a right to expect them to forgive yours.


Nona pursed her lips. It was
 hard to like Zole. That was true. “Maybe.”


That’s why we’ll be friends. We’re the same. We share the same flaws.


And that worried Nona more than she wanted to admit. She’d already exchanged more words with Keot in a few hours than she had with Zole in all the time they’d had together. When he wasn’t trying to get her to kill her friends, frankly Keot was better company. She searched for a good counter argument, and found one. “Shut up.”

 

By the time Tarkax emerged and beckoned them all to join him, Nona had made up her mind. She wasn’t safe around her friends. Keot had made his intentions clear and Nona was far from sure she could stop him. Especially if he could control her while she slept. Maybe that was a lie, but she wasn’t prepared to risk her friends’ lives to find out.

The sun had set in an ocean of red light, and shadows had drowned the Cut. Tarkax led the way, lighting his path with a small oil lamp from his pack. “The caves go back a long way. We should be able to hide ourselves nice and deep. Much as I would relish wetting my spear with the blood of Durnishmen I accepted a commission to see Zole safely to the Kring.” He paused, looking back at them, his face an island of light in the cave’s darkness. “Well, safe from non-local threats.”

“You didn’t promise to keep me
 safe,” growled Darla.

“Aren’t bears a local threat?” Jula asked.

“A moot point.” Tarkax led on. “Zole wouldn’t need to hide in the cave if it weren’t for the Durns, and they aren’t part of the ranging challenge. And yes, the rest of you are freeloaders.”

Nona chose this moment to slip away. She just stopped walking and waited until the bubble of light moved on. Then she turned and retraced her steps toward the cave mouth, a circle of grey against the black interior.


Where are you going?


“Into the wild.”


Why? The others are back there. What will you eat? Who’s out there to kill?


There were few places in the Corridor where solitude could be sought. The relentless advance of the ice crushed humanity into the maximum density that the land could support. But in places like the Grey, where glaciation had scoured away the topsoil, the land could support precious few inhabitants.

Nona walked out into the cold wind. The skies lay clear, a crimson carpet of dying stars, edging the sharpness of the rockscape in blood.


This is silly. It’s cold and boring out here.
 Keot began to flow up Nona’s spine. I’m taking you back. You can kill and eat the others, then find a town.
       


Nona had turned around and taken three steps back towards the cave mouth before she managed to regain control of her legs. “No.” She turned back down the slope. “I’m going away.”


A compromise then.
 Keot’s voice turned sly. Just kill one of them and say that another of them did it. We could kill the big girl. She looked at you funny.



      
 “Why is it so important for you to kill people?” Nona kept her eyes on the ground ahead, not wanting to trip and fall. “It makes no sense.”


It makes just as much sense as having not killing people be so important. And part of you knows that too. You’re like me or I would never have been able to get under your skin. If something feels good then do it all the time.


 

Nona put a mile or two between her and the cave, heading back along the route they’d arrived by. Apart from the wind, the ridges seemed silent, devoid of life, Nona the only mote of warmth in a dark expanse of raw stone.

A tear dried on Nona’s cheek. Thoughts crowded in until she hardly saw where she walked. She could see almost nothing in any case: her night sight had left her when she’d cut away her shadow.

Killing Raymel had felt so right. It had been revenge and justice rolled into one sweet moment of violence. But she had
 enjoyed it too much. The killer in her had raised her bloody eyes to the world, and her true nature had snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. Raymel had been going to kill her friends to torment her. How much worse if she were to do the deed herself, haunted by a devil that had ridden Raymel. A devil that had only had the chance to wrap itself around his corrupt soul because she had sent him to death’s border.

Abbess Glass and the whole convent had been trying to teach her a lesson that she had still to grasp. And now there was no time to learn it. She couldn’t return to Sweet Mercy, not like this.

 

Nona found a boulder to put her back to and slid down into a crouch.

“Time to deal with you.” Nona shrugged off half of her range coat and pulled back her habit’s sleeve.


A deal might be acceptable,
 Keot agreed. Which of the girls are you offering to maim?


The starlight was too weak to make out any stain but Nona could feel Keot as he moved, like a scald across her skin. Currently he was rising across her chest, no doubt to make another attempt to reach her head. Nona tried for the serenity trance. In the cold wind and the dark, with a hot stain fingering its way over her throat, she had never felt more distant from serenity. She pictured the dance of a flame, seeking the focus she needed to find the silent spot that lies at the centre of all of us.

Keot burned higher still. Or we could slaughter them all. When all is said and done there are many others to replace them. They all looked rather ordinary to me.


Desperation is not helpful when seeking serenity. Nona pushed it away and replaced her old visual tricks with an image of Sister Pan, calm and ancient, black eyes twinkling within the creased and crumpled map of her face as if guarding a long-held secret. Serenity enfolded her, a steady pressure cooling Keot’s fire and pushing him back.


What are you doing, little witch?
 He fought against Nona as slowly she drove him across her left shoulder and down across her upper arm. How will this help you? I’ll go where I like as soon as you stop concentrating.


Nona made no reply and tried not to let the devil’s growing anger and frustration infect her thoughts. Increasing pressure met increasing resistance as she tried to force Keot further from her core, out towards the extremity of her arm. On reaching her forearm the devil sunk his claws beneath the skin. From that point on every inch gained came at the cost of excruciating pain. And if she grew even the least bit angry, he somehow advanced up her veins rather than falling back before the onslaught.

At last Nona managed to confine Keot to her hand, a black stain across her palm, shades of red bleeding through to her knuckles. Her crumbling serenity would not keep him there for many more heartbeats and her hand felt as if it were being held above the candle like Abbess Glass’s in the truth test. Nona hesitated for a moment. Just for a moment though. The devil threatened her friends. There was no life for her in the convent, marked as she was. It was a pollutant. A piece of evil living in her.

With a sharp cry she swung with her other arm, flaw blades extended. As the blades struck her wrist she turned her face away, unable to look. For an instant an image of Sister Pan flashed into her mind. She wondered how the ancient Mistress Path had lost her hand. Not like this, that was sure, not from her own flawed foolishness.

Still Nona couldn’t look at the ruin she had made of herself. One pain replaced another. The fire Keot had made in her palm vanished and it its place just a sharp sting remained. Nona had imagined cutting her hand off would hurt more.

Wincing, she forced herself to look back. Just in time to see Keot flowing back beneath her habit sleeve.


What on Abeth are you playing at, silly witch girl?


Where Nona’s flaw blades had struck there were only thin cuts, the blood hardly oozing from them.


You can’t hurt yourself like that. Not properly. Just like you can’t tickle yourself. Or love yourself.


Nona scowled and reached for her knife. It would be messier, harder, the bone might be a problem. And if she didn’t manage a quick amputation Keot would escape back into her.


Wait!
 For the first time Keot sounded worried. Let’s talk about this. You don’t want to lose a hand.


“I don’t. But I will unless you leave.”


I can’t just leave you. We’re stuck with each other now. But we can reach an understanding. You’re clearly a tougher proposition than Raymel Tacsis was. State your terms.


“My terms are: You leave now. Or I will cut you out.”


My counter proposal is that I stay hidden in company and don’t make you kill your friends.


A distant scream interrupted Nona’s reply.

“The others!” Nona leapt to her feet. “The Durns must have found them!”

She started to run but immediately tripped on a rock, hidden in the darkness. As she crashed down onto the slope Nona realised two things: firstly, that she was lost and secondly, that even if she knew the way back to her friends she couldn’t run there blind – she would arrive crawling with a broken ankle.


Ah, Durns. Yes. The hairy, dirty ones. Those are good for fighting. Get up, girl! Let’s kill some!


“I can’t see!” Nona sobbed in frustration. She got back up, wondering if she’d broken toes. Another scream wavered through the wind, seemingly more distant than the first.


Let me into your eyes. I can make you see.
 Keot surged up through her.

“My eyes?” Nona felt horrified.


Don’t be shy. I’ve already explored your liver.


Nona shuddered with revulsion. “Quickly!”

Keot rose across her throat in a hot flush and flowed into first one eye, then the other. It burned and it stung but the change was so remarkable that Nona hardly winced. All around her the rocky slopes of the Devil’s Spine glowed red, as if the stone itself were giving out the light. She saw everything laid out before her in fire tones, the sky a coruscating violet.

It didn’t help. She was still lost. She headed off in the direction of the scream, or at least her best guess at it. The cry had been a distant one and with the wind blowing, and reflections from the ridges all around, it would be a miracle to find the source without a repetition. At least now she could move at speed.

Nona sped across the slopes, running little shy of a sprint and leaping from one boulder to the next where the going became rough. The only reason she kept back her last bit of speed was so as not to fill her ears with the labour of her own breath. She needed to hear.

Nona scrambled up two more of the ridges that stepped up towards the Devil’s Spine, driving her flaw blades into stone for purchase where she needed to. She hauled herself onto the second ridge, starting to pant, and crawled forward. The elevation offered a view down into a wider gorge, where the Durn war-party had spread itself before the steep slope to a cave mouth.

There were over two dozen of them and in Keot’s sight their flesh was suffused with a soft silver radiance. All of them wore shaggy furs with the gleam of chainmail beneath, the iron links a curious blue in this changed vision. They carried round shields and spears, levelling their weapons at the dark entrance.

Four of the nearly two dozen men had unwrapped bows. A gerant warrior seemed to be in command, escorted by a much shorter man bulked in a bearskins. This one wore the skull of a hoola as a kind of helm and carried a tall staff that writhed with colour in the new spectrum Keot had gifted Nona; violent reds, sickly greens, and virulent yellows curled through it as if they were immiscible liquids held behind glass. Five or six bodies lay sprawled on the rocky incline between the spread of warriors and the cave mouth. It looked as if all of them had been caught in a rock fall, many with clearly broken limbs and bashed in heads.

There were Durns among the broken corpses on the slope, but confusingly peasants too, and … Nona’s heart leapt into her mouth … it looked like someone in a habit.

“No!” The mixture of rage and terror that flooded through her had nothing of Keot in it. “No!” The corpse was too small for Darla but it could be any of the others.


Attack them!
 Keot urged.

Nona resisted the devil’s push. She could never prevail against so many, especially while unable to walk the Path – which she had done too recently to repeat. Then a moan of agony reached her on the wind, and horrifically, unbelievably, she saw movement. The novice on the slope was still alive despite her gruesome injuries. Even as the girl struggled the Durn commander raised his arm and his warriors began a new advance on the cave.

Keot pushed again and this time Nona offered no resistance to the idea. She retained just enough self-control to direct the assault. She came down the slope roaring. If she sold her life dearly enough then the conflict would draw the Durns’ attention away from the cave long enough to allow Ara and the others to escape.

Half a dozen Durns at the rear of the party turned towards her descent. Nona attacked before they could organize themselves. She slipped from her range coat and relied on her speed to move between the spears before any could be thrust her way. The first slash of her flaw blades cut a spear in half and in the next heartbeat she was among the warriors, too close for them to bring their weapons to bear.

Nona twisted between the men, dragging her blades through armour, fur, and flesh. Slow as they were - relying on stars and swinging lanterns to see by - the Durns didn’t panic. Knives, as long as Nona’s arm from elbow to wrist, were drawn. Many glittering blades sought her flesh. Keot’s sight showed only rage on the men’s faces, some with wide mouths roaring, others set in a grim line.

Nona was still fast but the weariness of the longest day of her life lay like lead in her limbs. She slipped aside from a knife thrust, pushed another over her head, and found herself caught by a swinging arm, sent tumbling to the ground, deep in the moment but with no choice but to fall.

Another body fell with Nona, either a Durn succumbing to wounds she’d dealt him, or one quick-witted and brave enough to seek to pin her to the rocks. Even though she twisted aside and drove a double-fisted collection of flaw blades into the stinking furs across his chest, gravity hauled the warrior down on top of her. The impact with the ground was still jolting through her as the man’s weight hammered down, blotting out her vision. She could no longer see where the knives were coming from, and could find neither the strength nor the purchase to struggle free.

Nona knew she was going to die. She accepted it. Tainted as she was. Death in battle was a better end than exile from her friends.


What are you doing? Fight!


A knife blade drove through the man on top of Nona and struck sparks from the rock just inches from her head. She tried to force the body off her but lacked the strength.

Keot growled and fresh energy flowed into her limbs. I stole some of Raymel’s life force before he died. Use it!


Filled with the raw, rough power that the devil imparted Nona rose, bearing the dead man across her back as a shield. She swung out to slice off another Durn’s leg below the knee. She wanted nothing of Raymel Tacsis but if his energy helped save the others…

The next wave of enemies struck immediately but only two of them were Durns, the rest were peasants who could have been plucked from any field or village hovel that Nona and the others had passed on their ranging. Their flesh lacked the silvery glow that Keot’s gaze had given the others and was instead darkest grey with the occasional glimmer of sickly green light running along their veins. At the back of the group came the Durnish shaman with his hoola skull headgear and staff of slowly moving colours.

Nona had no idea why the peasants were here. Maybe they were guides. Perhaps the shaman had beguiled them with his magic. Either way, they seemed to pose no threat and she had no desire to kill them. Instead, moving at a speed that left her enemy frozen in the moment, she went for the largest Durn, ramming her flaw blades up through his ribs and into his heart. The man showed no reaction to the wound and instead backhanded Nona. In her surprise the blow connected and she was thrown through the air to land on her rear end, spitting blood.

“They won’t die.”


They’re already dead,
 Keot said. They’ll hunt you until they get you, or until the one who made them dies. You’ll have to butcher them.


Nona stood with a shudder at Keot’s eagerness for slaughter. Sister Tallow had instructed them in the mechanics of the body. She knew which tendons and muscles were needed to work a person.

The dead advanced on her, a meat wall between Nona and the shaman commanding them. Behind him the rest of the Durns were assaulting the cave. Nona forced Keot from her eyes. In the lantern’s light the dead looked hardly different from the living. She could only just glimpse the shaman at the rear. In Nona’s eyes his staff, that had been full of colour, was darker than the night, a length of sickwood from the twisted forests in Durn that fed on meltwater from the black ice.

An old farmworker stepped towards her, the woman’s hands still muddy from whatever toil the Durns had caught her at. The spear wound that took her life was visible on her chest.

Nona leapt forward. Instead of slicing the old peasant Nona landed a flying kick on her shoulder. The blow spun the dead woman around and allowed Nona to launch off her into the Durn she’d stabbed earlier. Twisting in the air she managed to land both feet on the man and stagger him as she drove off toward her next target.

In a quick fire series of impacts and twists Nona ricocheted her way through the enemy like a ball bouncing in close confines. She ducked, swung, and finally skidded beneath the arms on the last of them to come up sprinting for the shaman.

The man proved faster than she anticipated and though she twisted to avoid the full impact of his staff, the end still brushed her brow as it passed her. Even this lightest of contacts felt like a hammer blow, as if the staff were made of lead.

Keot’s cry of pain overfilled Nona’s head then receded as if he were tumbling away down a deep hole. And as she spun clear, half out of balance, she felt something dull and heavy settle across her mind, an ache sinking into her thoughts.

With two yards between her and the shaman, more Durns to his rear, and the dead behind her shambling ever closer, Nona adopted her fighting stance. Blood running down her forehead, a red veil, filling her left eye. Her head rang with the blow and her speed, already waning, seemed to be draining from her just as fast as her blood. The few Durns that had turned her way appeared to be holding back, waiting for their magic-man to finish her.

Nona realised that more than just losing her speed, something had changed inside her. She now understood both the blackness of the shaman’s staff in her sight and the colours when seen with Keot’s vision. It was full of devils and when it touched her one of them had invaded, driving Keot from his seat.

Where Keot might be she couldn’t tell. Lost to the void perhaps, like the others that had haunted Raymel. The new entity that had taken residence in her neither filled her with rage nor demanded combat, only lurked at the back of her mind, like a spider waiting at the back of some dark hole.

The shaman made a swirling gesture with his sickwood staff and the night thickened, blotting out the light of both lantern and stars. Before the light vanished entirely Nona saw the edges of nightmares, a moving mass of them, shaped from the night itself – a thicker clot of unnatural darkness within the blindness of the night. The shaman was directing darkness itself at her, giving it sharpness and using it to rend. Serenity was her only shield. If Nona could find the calm centre she needed then the night couldn’t hurt her.


Let me help you, little girl.
 A sibilant voice slithering through her mind. Not Keot’s. This one was female. Nona didn’t know how she knew. I can armour you against this. Give me a juicy memory to devour and for a while not even swords will bite you.


Memories fluttered through Nona’s mind, disrupting her attempt to reach her serenity trance. Nona could almost see the devil’s fingerprints staining her recollections as the creature riffled through her past. Images of Ara, moments with Hessa, laughter, tears, fights, disasters.

“No.” She wouldn’t part with any of it.

The devil said nothing more, but allowed Nona a brief flash of the approaching nightmare – showing her detail of the razored darkness blossoming to engulf her. Nona felt Keot’s tenuous grip loosening, the very tips of his claws losing the last of their purchase on the outermost layer of her mind.

One devil obsessed with violence, apt to make her lash out at friend and foe alike, ready to use her own hands to murder her fellow novices if she allowed him the chance. And the other a mystery, an unintended gift from a blow meant to kill her. She knew little about this new devil save that she wanted to take away her past, wanted to gnaw through the rope anchoring Nona to who she was and set her adrift on the currents of the world.

The dead closed in on her from behind, and from the front came rending darkness that would shred her flesh. Screams rang out from the direction of the cave and Nona could do nothing to save her friends – not without help.

Some ills bind themselves to you. Keot and Clera were very different prospects. Clera a flawed friend, Keot an enemy with benefits. Nona was prepared to give Clera far more benefit of the doubt than she’d give Keot. But already, after only hours, Nona found herself unwilling to exchange this devil that she knew for another, unknown one.

With a snarl Nona reached for Keot, opening her mind to him, hauling him back in by the short chain of memory that bound them. “First drive her out.”


Gladly
 . Keot surged back, sweeping in on a tide of incoherent rage, incinerating the lesser devil. He burned into Nona’s eyes and suddenly she could see.

Nona shrugged beneath the lunging arms of a corpse reaching for her from behind and sprinted for where the shaman had been standing.

A wall of darkness that even Keot’s sight couldn’t unravel stood between them. Claws, teeth long as daggers, talons, cruel black blades, danger in every form erupted towards Nona, too thickly packed to find a path between. A boiling black nightmare of endless darkness and pain blocked her way. A maelstrom from which it was madness to do anything but run.

More screams of pain and dying rang out. Ara and the others were up there, outnumbered, out of time.

Nona ran. She dove into the midst of the rending darkness. There was an instant of excruciating pain from which Nona expected to emerge in pieces. But somehow there she was, hammering into the shaman, leaping above the swing of his staff and pummelling his chest, driving her flaw blades into him a dozen times in an eye blink.

The darkness broke, shredded by starlight. The dead dropped all around her. Nona sucked in a deep breath of cold night air. Her hands and arms were covered in scratches. Here and there a thin slice wept blood. She had expected her flesh to be hanging ragged from the bone.

“How am I alive?”


You’ve no shadow, idiot.
 Keot snorted. You maimed yourself but it’s protection against shadow-work.


A dozen Durns still on the boulder-strewn slope had been crowding to get into the cave where the screaming came from. Now, seeing their shaman dead at Nona’s feet they turned and advanced on her.

Nona stumbled towards them.

Where are you going?

“To save my friends.”

There are still nearly twenty warriors up there!

“I thought you were all about fighting.” Nona mumbled the words into the gale, her sleeves whipping about her.


Killing. Not being killed. You have potential girl. I’d rather you carried me than some mouth-breathing Durn who skewered you with his spear.      



“Don’t care … what you want.” Nona could feel Keot fighting her for control but shrugged him off, finding it somehow easier now than before. “Ara needs me. Jula and Ruli and D-”


Ara is the one you want? We could come to an arrangement. Wait to see if any of them survive. And then if they do, we kill the others and take this Ara. Make her yours.


Nona ignored the devil.


Run, you little idiot!


Nona balled her fists and flaw blades sprung from them again, sharp enough to make the wind bleed. She started to run.


NOT AT THEM!


Nona knew she was going to die. Even so a wild smile took possession of her face and she quickened her pace. It was enough to make bearded spearman at the head of the Durns’ attack falter.

Something was happening behind the men. Up among the broken rock before the cave mouth a new darkness boiled among the rocks. It gathered itself and then, like an exhaled breath, rushed down the slope, silent, growing deeper, raising in its midst a forest of black blades. Now that the shaman couldn’t hold it back this new shadow-work overtook and engulfed the soldiers. The men before Nona turned in time to see the night rise to take them. And in that night, amid the rending darkness, moved something blacker still, and swifter, and everywhere it moved someone died.

The flood of darkness reached Nona and divided around her, tumbling into the gulley before withering into the paler ordinary night as the moon’s light swelled.

The growing brilliance of the moon stripped back the night, revealing only truth. Bodies littered the slope, Durnish men torn apart as if by the jaws of some ravening beast. And walking through the carnage, indistinct even in the glare of the focus, a tall, slim figure. Nona blinked, trying to fix her gaze upon her saviour’s elusive details.

The moon’s building heat brought sweat to Nona’s brow. All around her the rocks began to creak and steam. Finally the last of the woman’s shadows yielded to the light, and there before Nona stood Sister Kettle, looking uncertain, fearful almost, though of what Nona couldn’t imagine.

Nona stood, held for a heartbeat by surprise, astonished to find Kettle here. The nun had been dying when they parted. Poisoned by the Noi-Guin. She’d only called on Apple when Nona threatened to hunt down the assassin if she didn’t.

“Kettle!” Nona flung herself forward to embrace the nun. “Kettle! I was so worried about you.”

“Don’t touch me!” Kettle tried to twist away, but Nona had taken her by surprise.

Nona’s hug faltered. She stepped back, hurt, unsure of what she’d done wrong.

Kettle’s face fell in turn. “You shouldn’t touch me. I’m tainted.” She held her hands out, palm up, and even in the dazzle of the moon Nona could see darkness writhing across Kettle’s skin, moving through the flesh beneath, blackening her very veins. “Apple had to push me into the shadow to save me…”

Nona shook her head and stepped forward again, arms reaching.

“Don’t!” Her face tragic, Kettle raised a hand to block Nona. “I’m dangerous. The shadows can hurt-”

Nona knocked the hand aside and wrapped her arms around Kettle, resting her head beneath Kettle’s chin. “I thought you were dead.”

“Nona! It’s not safe. The shadow-”

Nona felt the darkness in Kettle, scratching at her like a thousand tiny claws, painful but unable to find purchase on her. “I lost my shadow, sister. What’s in you can’t hurt me.”

Remembering the assassin’s dagger that had been buried in Kettle’s side Nona loosened her hold, fearing to injure her further. “You were stabbed! How could you fight like that just now?”

“The darkness bound my wound.” Kettle didn’t sound happy about it. As if that gift also might have come with a price.

Someone else approached them from the cave. “Nona! Where are the others?”

Nona leaned to look past Kettle’s shoulder. Sister Apple was picking her way through the slaughter.

“I thought they were here…” But in the light of the focus Nona was no longer sure that this was the cave she had left the others in. “I saw an injured novice outside… Ara!” Suddenly she released Kettle and was running for the slope.

Apple caught her as she passed. “A nun. Not from Sweet Mercy. The shaman must have been collecting bodies as soon as they beached their barge. He sent her against us with dead common folk, too. We caught them in a rockslide.”

Kettle joined them, giving Nona’s arm a squeeze. “Most of the Durns are in the cave. We set traps. A lot of them. I was finishing them off when I heard the attack out here.”

“You were incredible!” Nona stared about at the fallen.

“I’m a monster now.” Kettle bit her lip.

“It won’t last.” Apple set a hand to Kettle’s shoulder. “Not like this. The shadow will find its level in you. This excess of darkness in you will leak away.”

Nona wanted someone to look at her like Apple looked at Kettle. There wasn’t any need for pretence. Apple saw Kettle’s fears and her flaws, she saw past them and wanted her anyway.

“Good, because I don’t know how long I can last like this.” Kettle looked thinner and desperation etched her features.

“You’ll last,” said Nona, suddenly fierce. “Because that’s what they teach us at Sweet Mercy. We carry on, whatever the odds. We don’t give up. It doesn’t matter what we’ve done, where we come from – it matters what we do once we put on the habit. And anyone who would turn their back on you because of what’s got under your skin, they’re not true friends, or even true nuns.”

“I don’t think Sister Wheel would agree with you.” Sister Apple gave a wry smile. “But the abbess would, whatever’s written in the old books.” She nodded approvingly at Nona, then steered Kettle back up the slope. “We need to get our gear and then find Zole and Arabella and the others.”

Nona followed the two sisters, knowing that her defence of Kettle had also been an instruction to herself, an order to find some way of dealing with Keot, a way of living with him, if necessary. It didn’t matter what poison the spirit whispered into her ear. As long as her actions were her own she remained unstained, no matter what was written on her skin or in the laws that Sister Wheel liked to drill her classes on.

 

Apple and Kettle dismantled their traps and dug various cruel spikes, throwing stars, and Ark-steel wires from the dead scattered through the tunnels to where they had made their stand. While they worked, Nona told them all that happened, about Yisht and the shipheart, about Hessa, about Clera, about Raymel Tacsis’s death and how his body lay not far from where they stood.

Apple and Kettle listened in wonder. Kettle shed black tears for Hessa, and Apple stood shaking her head, lips pressed tight, blinking as she hugged herself. “She would have been one of the greats, that child. Sister Pan thought she had found the next Mistress Path to hold the tower after her.”

They left the cave together, huddled against the wind. The heat of the moon had gone so utterly that it was hard to imagine it had ever visited. Nona followed the nuns, bone tired, aching in places she hadn’t known could ache. Even so, she kept up with the nuns’ pace. She was eager to see her friends again. She wanted to be back with them. Back with Ara. She thought maybe she was brave enough now, to stand before Ara and bare herself, to let honesty strip her more naked than in the steams of the bathhouse, and see how deep their friendship ran. To dare to see whether the truths she’d revealed back in the cave, the darkest side of her nature, a truth exposed on the slopes with Raymel and long ago in the Rellam Forest would scare Arabella Jotsis away. Keot though, Keot she would keep a secret for a while longer. As Abbess Glass always cautioned: truth was a dangerous thing with many sides to it, and many sharp edges.

Nona expected Keot to resume his taunting and manipulations, but the devil held his tongue and instead it was Kettle that slipped back to speak to her as they climbed.

“I’m sorry about Clera.”

“You warned me about her. You said she would do something to me as bad as anything I’d seen her do to others.” Nona rubbed at her neck where Clera had jabbed her with the pin meant to poison her blood.

“I did.” Kettle bumped shoulders with Nona. “But I’m glad you let her go. Things will be hard enough for that girl without convent justice getting its teeth into her.”

“I should have listened to you,” Nona muttered.

Kettle laughed at that. A clean peal of laughter, like the old Kettle returned. “I didn’t tell you so you would abandon her. I knew Nona Grey was never going to do that. I told you to warn you.” She laughed again. “You’re probably thinking about how to save her from herself right now.”

Nona blushed. “I can’t abandon her. I don’t think you should let go of anyone. Not once they’re part of you.”

“You think she’ll come good?” Kettle kept her face neutral. The shadow suddenly darkening her skin looked like doubt though.

“I think she’ll always be Clera,” said Nona. “At war with herself more than with anyone else. Always the same girl that made me her friend. Always funny. Always sharp. She’s a mix of things. Just like me and you are. And goodness is in her too.”

Ahead of them Sister Apple, who had once told her that trust was the most insidious of poisons, turned with a puzzled smile on her face. A distant shout reached them, figures black in the starlight cresting the ridge above them. Even at this distance Nona knew them. Ara, Darla, Jula … Tarkax bulking into view behind them, the others behind him. They’d come searching for her.

“Nona Grey.” Sister Apple shook her head. “What a strange, terrible and wonderful thing it is to be your friend.”
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The Hero of Aral Pass

 

 

“War, my friend, is a thing of beauty.”

I once spent a whiskey-soaked night with a very dangerous young man in the middle of the desert, and that little gem is one of the few memories that survived the hangover.

“To war is human. To run away is sublime,” was my reply. Though in truth, the very best escape artist arranges to be carried away, ideally by a horse. Running involves entirely too much effort and is best avoided unless the only other choice is a camel.

I am Cardinal Jalan Kendeth, the highest-ranking cleric of the Church of Roma in the entirety of the New World. Also, prince of Red March, favourite grandson of the Red Queen, marshal of Vermillion, and hero of the Aral Pass. This is my last will and testament. I entreat whoever finds this document to carry my bones from this miserable cave and have them returned across the ocean so that I may be interred in a mausoleum of sufficient grandeur on the banks of the Selene.

Forgive my shaky hand, but even now the bear is tearing at our barricades and…by the sounds of it…has eaten another of the trainee priests. I worry it will not be long before we run out of neophytes…

 

“God damn it!” I dipped my quill into the pot to discover that the ink had run out before the trainees.

I held the parchment up and blew across the glistening words to dry them off. The writing was rather shaky, but the bit about the bear was artistic license. I’ve met a couple of bears in my time, and whilst the main thing to do is have someone else fight them, the next thing on the to-do list is getting the hell out of there. Writing wills doesn’t enter into bear wrangling at all.

No, the uneven calligraphy was all down to the ministrations of my native guide, a delightful creature named Ashley, blessed with long golden hair and an open mind.

“Like this, my lord?” She looked up at me. “Have I got it right?”

“Mmmmm.” The part of me that wanted to shout, ‘I’m a bloody cardinal! It’s EMMINENCE!’ and the part of me that wanted to remind her that ‘Prince Jalan’ and ‘Your highness’ were acceptable alternatives, were all drowned out by the part of me she was getting it so right for.

The bit about the cave was artistic license, too. But I did have trainee priests waiting for me downstairs in the tavern’s main room.

To properly fake one’s death requires a number of key ingredients. There’s the manner, which is where the bear and the cave come in. There’s witnesses. And three of my six young neophytes would serve to see me heading off into the mountains for forty days and forty nights of fasting in the wild. Then there are accomplices: the three fakes among my half-dozen trainees who would accompany me into the wilds, and then go back to their lives a few dollars richer. And finally, physical evidence. This to be provided by my hastily written last words and the judicious scattering of assorted bones. To which end I’d recently added grave-robbing to my long list of sins.

With all that in place, I felt I could safely slip away and return incognito to the empire without attracting unwanted attention from the pope, or the steward, or the young emperor, or my grandmother. After that, it would simply be a matter of digging up some buried assets and finding a suitably relaxed city to retire to.

One more ingredient was needed in this case, however. When dealing with unreasonably suspicious minds like those of His Holiness and the Red Queen, you also need something extra. The new pope has a particularly low view of me, one for which I blame his lowly origins. Those popes given the office to compensate some thwarted royal ambition, which frankly is almost all of them for the last few centuries, are much more relaxed about the sort of indiscretion that had seen the current incumbent exile me to the New World. Aristocratic popes, like me, see no reason why the inconvenience of holy office should stand in the way of life’s pleasures. And to be fair, in my case, the nuns involved all held similar views. But, no, Pope Gormless, as I like to call him, took a very dim view of things and made all manner of dire threats concerning my fate if I returned before having converted the last heathen on these shores.

So, what you need when dealing with unreasonable suspicion is something in your death note that proves your desperation, something which shows that when the words were written you were utterly convinced that the end was mere moments away. Something you would never normally do.

And for me that vital ingredient, my friends, is honesty!

And so it was with a distinct sense of peevish reluctance I committed to parchment the true tale of the Aral Pass, the military engagement on which my legend rests. The firm foundation upon which Prince Jalan the Hero stands defiant! The big lie that supports a whole series of increasingly bigger lies.

 

…Even now the bear has poor Stefan. I write with his screams ringing all around me. Would that I could forsake my holy vows and take up arms against this ravening beast. But alas, mine is the way of peace and I must arrive before God with clean hands and a clear conscience.

To this end, I offer my final confession. The true tale of my deeds at Aral Pass.

 

I would paint you a picture of that day, but I fear my palette lacks sufficient red to do it justice.

The Aral Pass runs through a particularly impassable ridge of mountains in the Tannerack range some twenty miles past the border between glorious Red March and the barren wastes of our sworn enemies, Scorron. Dying in the mountains close to this border has become somewhat of a tradition for the young men of both nations over the past eighty years, ever since Duke Micerow of Scorron allegedly made a disparaging remark about Prince Golloth’s latest mistress. This sparked off an exchange of rhetoric that eventually reignited an ancient dispute over the ownership of various barren peaks in the Tanneracks.

Nobody actually fights on or defends the peaks themselves. War in the mountains is all about taking and holding the passes. And so, for those of us of a fighting age, attaining true adulthood required a rite of passage wherein we fought for the right of passage through some shitty mountain passes.

 

“Volunteers?” Colonel Artax surveyed our ranks from the back of a horse far too big for hill riding, let alone daring the high passes. He had a grim face, bushy moustache, and terrifying pale eyes, his stare made all the more unnerving by a scar dividing his eyebrow and cheek. I happened to know he got it falling drunkenly onto railings at the palace as a young man, and that he fell into his current rank in a similar style, pushed by his father, the Duke of Arrais. But even so, he looked born to the part.

“I’ll do it.” I stepped forward, damned if I were going to call him ‘sir.’

Artax ignored me and continued to scan the ranks. “These reports are credible. This is a serious assignment.”

Silence reigned. Well, apart from the ceaseless complaints of the wind, the snorting of horses, feet shuffling, armour clinking, throats being cleared…more artistic license. More accurately, I should say that we had us a moment of relative quiet.

We all knew that the reports weren’t credible. Artax was only acting on them because my grandmother had his predecessor horsewhipped through the streets of Vermillion last summer for failing to pay attention to the local scouts.

“Nobody?” the colonel asked.

I coughed loudly.

“Very well.” He rubbed at his moustache and turned that stare of his my way. “Captain Kendeth will lead a party of twenty skirmishers back along the flanks of Mount Sorrow and Mount Crimson.”


Captain Kendeth!
 I avoided spitting, just barely. I had somehow traded Prince Jalan Kendeth for Captain Kendeth. It was grandmother’s doing, of course. The Red Queen held firm opinions about earning privileges, about starting at the bottom and working one’s way up. All kinds of nonsense about learning in the field. It’s very easy to have such notions when you‘re warming a throne with your arse.

I lifted my arm so the rag-tail bunch of peasants and criminals under my command would follow me, then led them from the ranks to assemble at the rear. Of course, I’d been the only volunteer. The front row along which Colonel Artax’s pale eyes had wandered were all the sons of nobles hoping to make a name for themselves, and news of a Scorron Army approaching the Aral Pass had set them polishing their mail like madmen. Which, of course, is precisely what they were. The real insanity in them was not so much the idea of gambling their lives against a chance of social advancement. Which, although stupid given the odds and the stakes, does at least have a prize attached to it. The insanity was that they genuinely seemed eager and excited by the prospect of standing in line waiting to see if an arrow would hit them, and then hacking at other men with a razor-edged piece of steel, hoping to cut off something vital before the other man could cut off something vital from them. Come dawn tomorrow, the Scorrons would make their move and a fair few of those who could have been scouting the hinterland in my place would be dead or dying instead.

There are easier ways to gain the reputation you desire. Lying is a good method. So is buying it. A sensible mixture of the two and you can write your own legend, in red ink rather than blood.

In any event, while the regular cull of Scorron and Red March’s most stupid and violent nobility was taking place, I would be rambling across the lower slopes miles from the action.

I led my boys away from the final preparations, reflecting that perhaps the Scorron war was just Grandmother’s way of getting rid of those young lords with the most violence and ambition, avoiding having to deal with them herself later. A series of quiet murders in well-appointed bedchambers would have been a lot simpler, though, and would have wasted far fewer peasants.

“Not worried about missing the big show, captain?” That was Sergeant Thrum, a veteran of twenty years with a more impressive collection of facial scars than the colonel, and all of them allegedly earned turning live men into dead ones.

“Well, obviously I would love to be holding the pass with my brothers in arms, sergeant.” I raised my voice for the men trudging behind us in a column, spears across their shoulders, helms hanging on their backs. Despite the elevation, we were all sweating in the sun and the windborne dust coated us like a second skin. “I’d love it! Just…stabbing my sword through those Scorrons, can’t beat the feeling! The smell of burning flesh, all that…stuff.” Glancing back along the line, I caught a few doubtful looks. “The thing is…” I raised my hand to halt the column and to give me time to think what the thing might be. “The thing is… You, Jemins isn’t it?”

“Ives, sir!”

“Yes, Ives. Of course. From Hannar province isn’t it?”

“Sarteth, sir.”


Fucking peasants
 . I drew a deep breath. “What do you think we’re out here doing?”

“Following orders, sir!”

“Yes, but what do you really think we’re doing. Speak freely, Cleeves.”

He glanced at the sergeant, who gave him a small nod.

“Staying out of trouble, sir! And keeping the old b— I mean, her majesty happy, sir!”

I shook my head with that slightly pitying air my older brothers used so well on me. “War, my lad, is a science.”

“I’m twenty-seven.”

“The speak freely
 bit is over now, Jennings.” He might have six years on me, but I was a good six inches taller and a prince, so I’d call him a lad if I felt like it. “War is a science. In these mountains, a military force is a pressure exerted on the terrain. Where it goes is all about the passes. Which ones are open, which are closed, and about when that changes and what new options it puts on the table. If we were to run around willy nilly, we’d get ourselves bottled up and slaughtered in no time. Maps, lad! It’s all about maps.”

“Sir!”

Maps are a particular interest of mine. A map tells you where the escape routes are. In every situation, a wise man, or a coward as they are sometimes known, first wishes to identify the escape routes. One is essential, two are better, three begin to feel comfortable.

Now, while my contemporaries were sharpening their swords, polishing their armour, and boasting over how much blood they were going to spill, I had happened to be making a careful study of the maps in Colonel Artax’s tent. The great Vermillanise painter Steffano Kensio had been commissioned to draw them, and they were a spectacular work of art capturing every wrinkle and fold, even the way the sunrise catches on the snowclad peaks and throws the mountainsides into fingered shadow.

More important than the aesthetic quality for me was, of course, the information relating to the best ways out of danger. And in addition, the wise man will look to see not only how he may extricate himself from the poor choices of his friends and allies but also to see how his enemy might come at him. Hence, I knew with certainty that the ragged little goat-worriers who had been taken on as army scouts at the Red Queen’s insistence were lying their flea-bitten arses off when they reported Scorron cavalry in the Haimar Gap. A close study of Kensio’s beautiful maps allowed me to state with scientific certainty that no plausible route existed by which such a force could have reached that location without falling foul of our sizeable reserve around Hawk’s Peak.

“The maps tell me that these local scouts need to be taken seriously,” I lied. “Contrary to camp gossip, they are not miserable sheep-fuckers out to get extra pay by making up new threats that urgently require their nephew be given a scouting job, too.” I looked slowly along the line of men queuing on the narrow track. “There is a very real chance we will run into Scorron cavalry in Haimar Gap, and it is our solemn duty to keep them there. If those bastards get a chance at the rear of our lines in Aral Pass, we could lose the whole show.” I managed not to smirk. “So, lads, onward and downward into danger!”

 

And just like that, I was walking away from what looked like being the sharp point of the whole summer’s campaign, with twenty seasoned spearmen to protect me should I happen to encounter a particularly gruff goat.

“We’ll break here for lunch.” I sat back on a suitably sized boulder.

Sergeant Thrum approached me, lowering his head and his voice. “We’ve come less than a mile, sir.”

“And we have a long way to go, Sergeant! No point exhausting the men just before a battle. Now, where’s that cheese? And did we bring the wine?”

“I don’t think we did, sir.” The sergeant paused. “And it’s hours yet `til noon. The sun’s only just—”

“Lunch!” I repeated in my best princely roar and waved for the men to sit.

It turned out that there was
 wine and, as the only royalty present, I took charge of it. The cheese wasn’t too bad, some kind of rustic creation, and whilst the bread did have roughly the same consistency as the boulder I’d jumped onto, it was far from the worst meal I’d had since joining the army. I hadn’t joined of my own free will, of course. My father had made it very clear that the Red Queen expected it of me. And when that didn’t work, six large soldiers had dragged me from my rooms at the palace.

 

It wasn’t until about half an hour later, with a piece of the alleged bread poised before my lips, that my attention was drawn to motion at the corner of my eye. Mouth still agape, I turned my head. Horsemen were approaching. We weren’t talking scrawny locals on those wiry little steeds that look to have been crossbred with mountain goats not too many generations back. No. These were Scorron knights on big black destriers that looked as though they had just ambled off the tourney field. Five of them.

“Fuck me.” I managed to swear softly.

I saw dust rising further down the valley, as though these might be a patrol ahead of a much larger force.

By sheer chance – or, as I would later claim, brilliant strategy – from the horsemen’s angle of approach, the boulder on which I sat effectively hid the twenty men lined up behind it sitting on the path.

“Fuck me…” I slithered bonelessly from the boulder to join Sergeant Thrum, who looked up at me, brows raised in question. I began to unbuckle my armour. I pay as much attention to being able to escape from armour as I do to escape routes in general. Armour says ‘I’m going to stay here and fight you.’ That’s the main point where I disagree with armour.

“Look,” I said, attempting not to sound terrified. “The most important thing to do when we spot the enemy is to make sure that Colonel Artax knows their number and disposition. It’s something that requires an officer’s eye.” I slipped out of my breastplate and set my helmet beside it.

“I…” He swallowed his mouthful. “Guess so.” A pause. “Sir.”

“Right you are then, sergeant.” I tugged my padded jacket over my head, then patted him on the shoulder. “My advice is to stay low until they’re right on you.” And with that, I took off running, slipping and sliding as I avoided the men on the path.

“But what—”

A cry rang out from one of the Scorron knights, answering Thrum’s question for him.

I began to sprint. Fortunately, my seating requirements had seen us halt in a part of the valley-side strewn with boulders both small and large. When it comes to running away from horsemen, or indeed battling them with spears, you can’t pick much better ground than a cross-slope studded with boulders.

Behind me, the sounds of distant galloping became louder with distressing rapidity. Then the howls as twenty spearmen broke from cover at short notice and arrayed themselves in the paths of the surprised knights. I didn’t look back. It just invites a broken ankle, which is never conducive to running away.

I’m pretty good at running, though I’ve never enjoyed it. Riding is a whole different thing, but my grandmother had essentially eliminated the Red March cavalry. Centuries of tradition, honour, and excellence all ploughed under at the whim of an old woman. Apparently, cavalry weren’t ‘suited to the wars in which we expect to find ourselves.’ So, here I was on foot, being chased by horsemen who merely had to lean from the saddle and lop off my head while passing by.


As the cries of wounded men and animals grew more distant, a worryingly persistent thud-thud-thud
 of hooves began to emerge from the cacophony. I skidded to a halt behind a chest-high rock in order to assess my chances. And also to breathe. Running uphill is a real pain.

Two of the knights had circled round my men and continued in pursuit. The three who didn’t were down already. My men may have been peasants and cutthroats, but they were also experienced soldiers in the Red Queen’s Army of the North and, thanks to my fine military judgement, facing the enemy on ideal ground. Worryingly though, the dust cloud that had been far off now looked ominously close. I kept on running, weaving around rocks, zigzagging, doing what I could to avoid getting a set of hoof prints up my spine. I heard one of the riders go down, the clatter of weaponry drowned out as the poor horse started screaming. The second rider slowed his pace, not wanting to have his horse break its leg, too.

Sweat-drenched and panting, I came within sight of our camp, the cooks, smiths and other followers milling around their shelters. The boulders were thinning out, and behind me, the rider had begun to pick up speed. I guess it had just become personal because if his goal was to stop me telling anyone about the Scorron horsemen approaching, then riding a Scorron horse after me into camp was probably much the same thing, whether I survived or not.

I opened my stride, beginning to sprint. I wished dearly that I’d had the presence of mind to throw my sword away, but drawing it whilst running for my life just wasn’t possible and I had to let the weight drag at me.

I did manage to snatch the knife from my belt. The camp got ever closer, closer. An amazed audience now watched my approach. Whores from Madam Shi’s tent stared open-mouthed, their paints and brushes forgotten. A boy chasing an escaped chicken abandoned the pursuit. A fat cook’s lad stood just ahead of me, round-eyed. The thunder of hooves reached the level where I knew the stallion must be breathing down my neck. I shaved past the cook’s boy and heard him go down behind me. A moment later, I was through the entrance to a mess tent and out the back, having slashed an exit with my dagger while the knight got fouled in guy lines and whatnot.

A whole tent failed to stop the bastard. He came thundering on, trailing lines and tent hides. Absolute terror gave me fresh wind. It wasn’t just the knight, though he was bad enough on his own, but the hundreds of friends he had undoubtedly brought with him.

I ran on, my vision starting to pulse red, heart pounding, gasping like a landed fish.

And then, saints be praised, the lines of my lovely army. And still the bastard was coming.

“Run!” I found more breath. “Out of my way!”

I forced myself through the back lines. “Move! Get out of my way!” I drew my sword and hammered on the back of helms with the hilt. “Move!”

It seems clear in retrospect that the thunder of my heartbeat in my ears had taken over from the horse’s hoof beats sometime earlier. But all I could think right then was that the mad bastard was chasing me into the ranks of my own army, a sea of backs all presented to his sword and mine the only one he wanted. I needed someone to stop him.

“Kill the bastard!” With elbows and shoulders, I dug deep, worming my way through the lines. “Move! Make a hole!”

And suddenly, the press of men gave way and I was stumbling into space. I found myself face to face with a spike-covered, half-naked lunatic who had somehow run himself neck-first onto my sword.

The main force of Scorrons had attacked up the pass in my brief absence like the treacherous foreigners they are. The Scorron Razor-Men had led the charge, terrifying madmen covered in sharp metal and eschewing armour for defensive purposes entirely. They take some drug that makes them foam and howl. Some set themselves aflame with alchemical mixtures, and all of them want nothing more than to throw themselves amid the enemy and wreak a red ruin before they die. It’s a famously intimidating sight, and until the moment an unarmoured prince of Red March had fought his way through his own troops to get at the Razor-Men, the intimidation tactics had been working. Colonel Artax’s men had been in retreat on both flanks.

My inadvertent stupidity reminded my fellow men of the Red March of the similar but intentional stupidity that had brought them here in the first place, and with wild cheers, they charged after me.

 

My memories of what follows are disjointed and largely absent. War is a red haze punctuated by horror and death. It’s a sequence of things that no human should ever have to know are possible, let alone see or have happen to them. War is neither a science or an art, it’s a fucking mess, and the only sane response to it is to run fast in the opposite direction. If we all did that, there wouldn’t be any more.

 


Months later, I found
 the great painter Steffano Kensio in his airy studio in Vermillion, a place of high windows and light overlooking the Selene. I took with me a small, stained section of the map he had drawn for Colonel Artax, who we buried under a mound of stones overlooking the Aral Pass. I asked the venerable Steffano how it was that the Scorrons had reached the Haimar Gap on warhorses when his map had shown no possible way for even a well-prepared group of unencumbered mountaineers to get there from the Scorron-held territory. Steffano, an elderly man with a bush of wild grey hair, hummed and harred and waved a loaded paintbrush at me before settling on, “All those squiggly bits, dear boy, it’s very messy up there. Every artist takes a bit of license in these matters.”

I punched him on the nose. I may have broken it. But it was wartime, and war’s hell.

 

I push the parchment back across the table. Night has fallen. An oil lamp burns beside me, though I have no memory of lighting it…or there having even been a lamp. Ashley has fallen asleep on the bed, an inviting collection of curves, light and shade offering up hints of her mysteries. If I had the talent, I would paint her here and now.

Instead, I force my gaze back to the pages that have held my attention for so many hours. With a sigh, I carry them to the fireplace. The Aral Pass still has its hooks in me after all these years. It had dragged me back wholesale, and I had bled again, this time in black upon parchment. I had wanted honesty, but sometimes you can have too much truth. Especially if you’re supposed to be being attacked by a bear…

I consign the pages to the flames and watch as they are taken from the world. Tomorrow I will try again. Something shorter, less honest, and more believable.

 


A Thousand Years - Introduction

This is a tale from the Red Queen’s War trilogy. It’s set before the trilogy starts and contains no spoilers other than introducing you to characters that you would normally meet first on the pages of Prince of Fools.

This story focuses on Snorri and Tuttugu, both (eventually) staunch companions of Jalan Kendeth, from whose point of view The Red Queen’s War trilogy unfolds. The emotional core of those books comes from Snorri’s backstory and I have often wanted to explore it further. So I have.

The story dates to Snorri and Tuttugu’s youth, before Tuttugu earned his nickname by eating twenty chickens in one sitting. On the face of it it’s an adventure with trolls. The main focus, however, as in many of my stories, is really character development. In this case how fatherhood begins to work its changes on young Snorri to deliver the man we meet in the books.

 

 

A Thousand Years

 

Trolls are seven kinds of bad news. A troll will rip off a man’s head and suck out the eyes as easy as a child picks and plucks a flower. The thing with its foot on Snorri’s chest was not a troll. It was something much worse.

Three days earlier, the priest Ingolf Magnorson had arrived at Eight Quays with the setting sun at his back and a challenge before him. His faering, rowed by two blind old men and hung about with the skulls of lesser wolves, bumped against the mooring post.


“Jarl Torsteff has charged me with finding warriors worthy of a place at the high table in Valhalla. Odin has blessed this venture with blood and with fire. Glory awaits the men who bring our jarl the heart of the Iron Troll.” Ingolf offered this challenge to the crowd gathered at the long quay. The priest wore a vast stinking bear hide and had one eye covered with a leather patch, though Snorri had heard that there was nothing wrong with the eye beneath. On Ingolf’s right shoulder perched an elderly raven. It seldom left, judging by the white trails of bird shit that reached down front and back. The priests from Einhaur often kept ravens in tribute to Huginn and Muninn, who sat on the shoulders of Odin One-Eye.


Olaf snorted, coming to stand at Snorri’s elbow. “Has he forgotten to bring Muninn?” He stood on tiptoes to see, lacking Snorri’s great height, fat where his friend was thick with muscle. “Forgotten Muninn. Get it? Muninn is named for memory!”

“I got it,” Snorri muttered from the side of his mouth. “Do you have any funny ones?”

Olaf scowled. “All my jokes are funny. Some just require more beer to appreciate than others.”

“Perhaps,” said Snorri, “he only thought to bring Huginn?” He paused. “Huginn is named for thought, so he thought
 to bring—”

“You stick to killing people with an axe. I’ll do the jokes.”

 

“The Iron Troll!” Ingolf raised his voice as new arrivals made it down the steep slopes from the village. “Jarl Torsteff has offered a bag of gold and a place in his mead hall to the man who kills it.”

Olaf snorted again. “Stories are as close as I want to get to a troll. And even then I need a bellyful of ale first.” He kept his voice low as the men closest to the water asked their questions. “They say this one wears armour! Imagine that! The damn things are murder on legs in just their skins.”

Some of the older men were already turning away, returning to their boats or the terraced land where they coaxed a living from what dirt could be found between the stones. Others, who had more recently returned from raiding with Jarl Torsteff, began to boast, telling troll tales, though none save Ulf Greyheart had ever fought one.


The crowd built to around forty, the bulk of the men and women of Eight Quays with a fringe of snot-nosed children. Most of the youngsters were blond, though a scattering had dark hair too, some as black as Snorri’s own. Even little Karl was there, Snorri’s boy, two summers to Snorri’s sixteen, his hair white as new snow. His mother’s had been the same, too white, as if it weren’t something real but stolen from a dream. Mhaeri had died the day she first saw her child. Maybe the gods had decided there was only room for one of them in the world.

“Here, you!” Snorri’s mother appeared in her apron to scoop the infant away.

Snorri’s eyes prickled, as they always did when he thought of Mhaeri, and a dull, unfocused anger filled him, trembling in his limbs.

“How big is this troll?” a man shouted.

A woman yelled something Snorri didn’t catch but that set the fishwives around her cackling lewdly.

The Eight Quays crowd had the air of an audience seeking entertainment rather than of Vikings itching to take up axe and sword in the name of their jarl. Einhaur lay far away, and a jarl was not a king. Not quite a king even in his own hall, and this far up the Uulisk, his authority was more of an appeal to old loyalties. He did not order men to join his raids. Rather he tempted them with talk of gold and glory. Such temptation had led Snorri’s own father onto one of the jarl’s longboats and seen him sail into southern seas on a voyage from which he had yet to return after more than a year. Rumour had it that new longboats would come soon, calling for more warriors. Snorri had already decided to go.

From the rickety quay before his boat, priest Ingolf was describing the Iron Troll’s predations among the villages on the north shore of the fjord. Snorri gazed out across the dark waters of the Uulisk. Four miles wide and unknowably deep. But, however deep it might lie, in a hard winter the ice would spread from shore to shore, joining hands in the middle. Some winters it was thick enough for the whole village to march out onto it for the Yulefest and stamp for the return of the sun. Thick enough for trolls to cross. Even an armoured one of unusual size.

“We should go,” Snorri said.

“Ha!” Olaf punched his arm. “Maybe you can
 do the jokes too.”

“We are all the Uuliskind, after all,” said Snorri. “North shore or south should make no difference.”

“Comedy is about timing,” Olaf said. “You have to know when to stop.”

“We should be ready to bleed for our brothers,” Snorri said.

“Oh gods, you’re serious.” Olaf sighed.

“Ingolf says we have a duty.” Snorri repeated what the priest had said a moment before.

“You have a duty to raise your son,” Olaf said. “That’s the hard path. Not rushing off every time the jarl calls for axes.”

“You’re too young to be an old woman, Olaf.” Snorri slapped his smaller companion’s shoulder. Harder than he had intended. Hard enough to stagger his friend and put him on his knee. Instead of helping Olaf up, Snorri raised his head and called out. “I will go!”

 

Courage is most often a collective property. It needs to be sparked. Like an avalanche in the high passes it will lie hidden, disguised as everyday life, and then with one small action, everything can be set in motion.

Snorri’s lone voice gathered others, and soon the slope was ringing to lusty cries demanding vengeance for the fallen, demanding retribution, demanding blood.

Later, when they climbed the slope back to their homes, Olaf was furious with Snorri.

“You’d rather die than raise that boy? Is that it? The mighty Snorri afraid of his own son?”

“You shut your mouth, Olaf Arnsson,” Snorri growled.

But Olaf, red-faced and panting from the climb, was having none of it. “Something good went out of you the day Mhaeri died.”

“You talk like an old woman.” Snorri veered away across the bare rock, leaving the path. It was true though. Something good had gone out of everything when the last breath left Mhaeri and her body lay abandoned by her spirit, the baby howling beside her.

“Snorri!” Olaf called after him but chose not to follow across the slickness of rain-wet stone.

Snorri hunched his shoulders and went on toward his parents’ home. Karl would be in bed by now, deep in his dreams. When Karl had been a baby, Snorri would watch him sleeping. Sometimes he would reach out with a big, calloused hand, large enough to wrap about his son. The hand would stop, tremble, and withdraw as though the boy were a burning coal, too fierce to be endured.

Snorri had given his heart once. Too young. Too freely. And she had died, taken by a foe there was no fighting. His whole life Snorri had met every challenge, taken on boys twice his size, hunted with his father in the depths of winter, entered into battle with a howl of joy that frightened his friends almost as much as his enemies. Fear had been a stranger to him. But now . . . now, after the hurt that Mhaeri had done him just by dying, things were different. He had come to know fear. The fear of losing what he loved. And the defense had been a simple one. He had armoured his heart and set his child in his mother’s care.

 

It had seemed on the night of the priest’s arrival that all in Eight Quays were prepared in the very next moment to leap into their boats and row to the north shore. But when the cold morning rolled in from the east and the sun’s eye stained the fogbanks on the fjord with crimson, there were only five who gathered at the long quay.


Snorri had slept poorly, brooding on Olaf’s words. The truth of them grated on him. He should stay and raise Karl. That’s what Mhaeri would have wanted. Though she had been just fourteen when the baby came, and perhaps if bringing him into the world hadn’t killed her, she would have been as poor a mother as he was a father. They had both been too young. She always would be too young now. Locked in his memory. And he was still too young.

His mother hadn’t argued with his decision to hunt the troll. “Like your father you are.” Then she’d nodded toward Karl in his crib, just the white blond of his hair visible above the red wool blanket. “Him, he’ll probably grow to be the same. All of you a hundred times more ready to stand with your axe to protect your babies than to clean the shit and puke off them. You think the harsh realities of life are tooth and claw, spear and sword. When the real fight is right here, tearing a living from the ground, raising a child to know how to live in this world.” She had shaken her head and given it up. Words don’t change hearts.

Snorri nodded to the men as they arrived. None of them so large as him—he’d taken after his father in that, standing halfway between six and seven feet, and with a natural inclination to muscle—but these were men who had been tested time and again.

Audun ver Boldorfson came first, five years older than Snorri, a big man with a blonde beard and a reckless smile. They had been rivals in the past, but now he came with his round shield, iron bossed, and a broadsword taken from the Red Vikings of Hardanger.

Erik Red Beard stumbled down the slopes, grumbling and perhaps still drunk. A narrow man bulked out by a black wool coat, good with bow and knife. He had two girls not much younger than Snorri. The eldest of them, Freya, had caught Snorri’s eye, though he had taken no steps toward her.

Some of the tension went out of Snorri when Ulf Greyheart came striding along the shoreline, his mail shirt sounding like soft metal rain as he raised his arm in greeting. Over his shoulder he bore a six-foot poleaxe, blade on one side, hammer on the other. Ulf practiced the lesson that he had once been taught in scars: Never get close to a troll.

The men were loading their gear into Ulf’s boat when the fifth member of the hunting party came down from the huts.

“Go home, boy,” Erik grunted. “This is man’s work.”

Olaf stopped in his tracks, looking half relieved, half angry. It was easy to understand why Erik Red Beard would call him a boy. At sixteen, Olaf had clouds of red fluff on each cheek where Erik had a luxuriant beard. He was short. Fat, despite the long hunger of winter. Worse, he was no warrior. More times than Snorri could count, he had seen his friend back down from a fight, deflect hostility with humour, run if need be, and if all else failed, just lie there and take his beating.

Snorri hefted his father’s axe, Hel. The double-bladed head was a wicked piece of steel from the old days, the weapon passed down their line for generations. His father had left it in his care when he sailed last, claiming a völva had advised him to do it for luck. But Snorri knew that if Snaga had truly consulted a witch, then the völva must have told him there would be no returning from the voyage. He wouldn’t part with Hel just for luck. Snorri’s mother had told him, after the first year passed with Snaga gone, that his father had known his wyrd. He had known the path the gods had set before him, and handed over the axe knowing that this would be his last chance to leave the chain unbroken.

“Why did he go then?” Snorri had asked.

“When the Norns reveal a person’s wyrd it is a gift. To try to turn from it would be to offer insult, and no good would ever come of that.”

Snorri looked up from the memory reflected in the blade of his axe to see Olaf still standing there at the start of the quay, defiant, yet scared. Olaf was always scared. It was in him like his bones were. Part of who he was.

“My friend, I need you to watch out for Karl if I don’t come back.” It was the least hurtful refusal Snorri could manage. Even so, he saw the hurt in Olaf’s face.

“Undoreth, we.” Olaf began the clan-song, taking his hatchet from his belt.

“Don’t do it,” Ulf rumbled, untying the boat’s prow from the quay post. “This isn’t for you, lad.”

Olaf scowled, his face reddening, and continued. “Battle-born. Raise hammer, raise axe, at our war-shout gods tremble.” He took a breath. “I’m of age, same as Snorri.”

Ulf shook his head. “But you are not the same though.”

Even so, he beckoned Olaf aboard. When a man of the Undoreth formally invited himself to battle, none could deny him. “Get in and try not to be in the way. You’ll be wanting one of my spears.” He nodded to a bundle wrapped in oiled skins. “Your little chopper’s only good for kindling. You don’t want to get close to a troll. The other side of a fjord is ideal. Arrow range maybe, but you won’t get to loose many shafts. If you find one at the end of your spear or poleaxe, you’ll get one chance, if you’re lucky.”

Olaf sat down in the stern, pale all of a sudden. Snorri frowned, sighed, then nodded his appreciation, all in the space of one breath. He bent his back to the oar, dipping, pulling, launching them toward the distant shore in a series of smooth surges.

None of them spoke. Nervous chatter was unbecoming in a Viking. Snorri watched Olaf and, behind him, the huts of Eight Quays receding into the distance, the goats becoming dots of red scattered on the slopes.

As he rowed, and thought about Olaf’s foolishness in joining them, it gradually began to seem no more or less foolish than any of them being there in that small boat. Around the winter fires, “going on a troll hunt” meant doing something suicidally foolish. Arne Deadeye was going on a troll hunt goading Erland Eskilson like that. Bera Aslaugdottir was going on a troll hunt returning to her drunken wife-beater of a husband. And surely the Iron Troll would see little difference between Olaf and Snorri. All of them in that boat were as children to a troll.

Olaf’s crossing the fjord was, Snorri thought, the greatest feat of bravery of any there with him. Olaf lived with fear, and yet he had overcome it for the sake of friendship. He had nothing to run from, and still he chose to come.

Snorri wasn’t sure what the others were running from, but he knew that the great warrior he hoped to become was running from responsibility, running from a tiny boy and telling himself the child would be better with his grandmother than with his father. He was running from that, and pushed by the restless need for challenge that had driven him all his life. It made him feel less of the man he wanted to be to call it a need for violence. But sometimes on a rare windless day, he would see himself in the cold surface of the fjord and recognize that he had no place among the herd, however much it saddened him to know it.

 

The Eight Quays hunting party put in at the hamlet of Rolf’s Rock. All the villages on the north shore were smaller than on the south. Rolf’s Rock made Eight Quays look like a southern town. Snorri could easily see why they needed help. Those who came to greet the hunters from their boat were old, beaten thin by the years. The young escaped this shore any way they could, but these were the roots of Viking strength. The harshness of an upbringing at the edge of survival set aside a young man’s fear. It made him see an axe as opportunity. He would return with foreign riches or die and feast in Valhalla. Either choice was better than scrabbling to squeeze a crop from thin soil in the brief gaps between bitter winters.


“Has the troll been seen here?” Ulf took command, addressing a tall old man wrapped in wolfskins, standing straight despite the burden of his years.

The man shook his head. “Where that one goes, little remains standing.” He indicated a woman watching from farther up the slope, a grey-haired crone, bent like a wind-shaped tree. “Myrgiol survived Uttgar. Nothing remains of that place.”


“Uttgar. The cottages beneath the Ram’s Head Rock?” Ulf asked. “Magyar Uteson’s place?”

“The same.”

Snorri had heard of Magyar Uteson, though not of Uttgar. Magyar’s silverwork was much sought after. Even Jarl Torsteff was said to have goblets worked by the old man and his apprentices. Any other smith of such skill would have set up shop in Einhaur, but Magyar was said to find his muse only in the place he’d been born.

Ulf led the way up the slope to talk to the woman, the others trailing behind with the locals following. Olaf puffed along beside Snorri, struggling to keep pace with his friend’s longer stride.

“Old Mother.” Ulf stood before Myrgiol and inclined his head, respectful of her years. “We have come from Eight Quays to kill this troll of yours. First, though, we have to find it. Tell us what you remember of the night it came to Uttgar.”

“It came by day.” She watched Ulf with eyes that were the same startling green and blue as the crater lake Snorri had once climbed for two days to see.

Ulf shook his greying mane. “Trolls hunt by night.”

“He came by day,” the old woman said. “Roaring something across the slopes. It was almost words. We saw him from the step-fields. Magyar came out from his workshop. His three lads got their spears, Old Arne had his great axe, though the fool could hardly lift it at his age, and Young Arne had the sword that was all Jarl Torsteff gave him back of his brother. The rest of us hid in our huts.”

“What did he look like?” Snorri asked.

Myrgiol stared as if noticing him for the first time, even though he was the biggest man there, and likely the biggest she had seen in a long life. “You’re very young,” she said.

“Old enough to have a son in the world and to have taken other men’s sons from it.” Snorri tried to soften the words with a smile. “It would help me to grow older if you would tell us more about the beast.”

Myrgiol sucked at the remaining stumps of her teeth, brow furrowed with the pain of remembering. “My boy, Thorson, sailed south three times before the Red Vikings took him.” She spat on the rocks to clear the name of the Red Vikings from her mouth. “He told me about those southern knights, so thick in their iron that an arrow can’t find an inch of skin to kiss. Like lobsters he said they were. This troll looked like the picture Thorson’s words put in my head.”

Audun snorted behind Snorri. “Where would a troll find knight’s armour?”

“And what sort of man would it have been made for to fit a troll?” Erik asked.

Ulf shook his head. “Trolls are cunning. Clever at killing. But they’ve no use for weapons, not even a club. I thought maybe one of them had wrapped a dead man’s chain mail around its shoulders as a trophy. This though . . .” He shook his head again. “I’ve seen southern armour, down in the port of Den Hagen. Metalwork like that takes tools to put on a man. Those noblemen who sit in their steel, on horses bigger than any you’ve seen . . . they can’t get into or out of that armour by themselves. They need a trained servant to lock them into it.”

 

The men gathered at the edge of the hamlet to depart for Uttgar.

“You should stay here, Olaf. Guard the boat.” Red Erik pointed to Ulf’s boat, hefting his pack as he did so. “You’ve crossed the Uulisk with us. That will be something to tell your mother.”

“Enough,” growled Snorri. “He said he’s coming.”

Erik, old enough to be their father, looked from Snorri to Olaf. “What can he do apart from eat?”

“He’s funny,” Snorri said. “Before this is over we’ll probably need a laugh or two.”

“Nothing funny about a fat boy being ripped open by a troll.” But Red Erik shrugged and walked away, clutching his bow.

“Funny?” Olaf hissed at Snorri’s side. “Is that the best you can say for me? How about the fact I’m cleverer than the rest of you put together?”

It was Snorri’s turn to shrug. “If you were clever you wouldn’t be here.”

They left for Uttgar in the early afternoon and hoped to reach it by nightfall. The troll had struck settlements to the west, some closer to Rolf’s Rock than Uttgar in the east, but Myrgiol’s report was the most recent. The Iron Troll had killed Magyar Uteson no more than three days ago.


Before Ulf led them from the sorry cluster of huts, Olaf had asked Myrgiol one last question. “All the others are dead. How did you survive?”

“I heard the troll kill the men who stood against it. It came against them roaring an unearthly cry, over and over. It was still roaring as it tore down all our huts. When I saw the sky and felt the pieces of my home fall around me, I closed my eyes, lay still, and prayed to Lady Freya to take me to the holy mountain.”

“And then what happened?” Snorri had asked, after one of those long silences that old people sometimes stumble into.

“Nothing.” Myrgiol turned her curious gem-like eyes on him. “I opened my eyes again and sat up, and the monster had gone off shouting into the mountains. So I came here.”

 

The ruins of Uttgar lay in darkness by the time the hunters came there. They made their own camp in the lee of a steep ridge of granite running down into the fjord. The summer had yet to make its brief appearance and crowd the air with mosquitos, a fact Snorri was glad of. He had heard that mosquitos could be found the world over, but that everywhere had exactly the same number. In Viking lands, however, there were only a handful of days warm enough for the bloodsuckers to endure, and so on those days, the folk of the north got their entire year’s allocation in one fog-like monthlong swarm.

They kept a cold camp and set a watch. Snorri took the last hours, first sitting beneath the stars watching his breath plume and listening to the darkness for any sound of approach. Then, as whispers of dawn chased the lesser lights from the sky, he stood and paced to and fro along the ridge. He tried to make sense of the grey confusion of shapes where Uttgar stood. Slowly, the shadows ebbed, a tide withdrawing into the black depths of the fjord, and the ruins lay for all to see, their riddle unraveled by the sun’s eye.

“Odin’s teeth!” Olaf came to join him.

“You’ve never in your life sworn by Odin, let alone his teeth,” said Snorri.

Olaf sniffed. “Just trying it out for size, now that I’m a warrior. Besides, I’ve never in my life seen a log-walled hall that’s been knocked down like it was a child’s toy.”

Snorri nodded. The sight had taken him aback too. He had seen the aftermath of raids on villages, the dead lying where they fell, curled around the wounds that killed them. But always it had been fire that did the greatest damage. Once flames sank their teeth into timber, the only end was ashes and black ruin.

Audun, Erik, and Ulf joined them. Together the five men explored the splintered remains of Uttgar. The sod-roofed huts must have been much like those in Eight Quays, little more than green hummocks from a distance, grass growing thick enough for goats to jump up where the roof came nearest to the ground and spend the day grazing above the occupants’ heads.

“Hey!” Audun stood, lifting something bright in his fist.

The others came to see. Audun opened his hand. A bar of silver gleamed across his dirty palm. “From Magyar’s workshop, I guess.” He frowned. “Don’t trolls care for treasure?”

Ulf took the bar and echoed the younger man’s frown. “They covet gold, gems, whatever shines or sparkles. This they would take.”

“There’s another.” Erik moved quickly to claim it from the dirt.

“Don’t they like to eat too?” Olaf looked slightly queasy.

“Of course,” Audun snapped. As a child he had beaten Olaf often through the years. It stopped the day Snorri felled him with a log, though he was twelve and Audun seventeen.

“Why didn’t it eat him, then?” Olaf used his foot to lift a slab of sod from the fallen roof to reveal a man’s pale face, the side of his head a wet mess of red and white and grey. “Or that pig?” He nodded to the creature that had come nosing round the tumbled wall of another hut.

“It won’t be hard to track.” Snorri moved more of the scattered sod aside to reveal what he had first thought to be a posthole.

“Is that . . . a footprint?” Olaf asked, bending for a clearer view.

The imprint was far larger than any man’s foot, unnaturally straight-edged, and deep as a wheel rut from a laden cart.

“What do we do?” Audun asked, sounding more boy than man.

“We take the silver and whatever food we can carry,” Ulf said. “And then we do what we came to do. We hunt.”

 

By noon they crested the ridge and eyed the descent into the next valley. On the heights Snorri stood amid the lingering snow and turned to look down on the Uulisk, its grey waters beaten flat beneath the sun, glimmering here and there where the east wind could tease out a ripple. The troll’s footprints were black against the white, the icy crusts of snow squeezed back into water by its weight. Where there was no snow and only rock they followed by the marks its feet left on the stone.

“I’ve never been farther north than this,” Snorri said.

“I’ve never crossed the fjord before,” Olaf gasped, coming last to the ridge and leaning, hands on knees, to catch his breath.

Snorri kept his eyes on the view, all the vast reaches to which the Malvik jarls laid claim seemed spread before him. “You should not have come.”

Olaf straightened at that. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“We are.”

“Well then,” Olaf said, and sat heavily on a boulder, reaching for his waterskin. “Besides, I owe you. For keeping me safe all these years.”

Farther along the ridge Audun snorted but said nothing.

“I stood in front of a few bullies for you, Olaf. I can’t be saving you from the Iron Troll.” From what he’d seen, Snorri doubted he could save himself.

“We’ll see who saves who.” Olaf gulped from his skin.

“Ha!” Erik slapped Olaf’s shoulder, causing him to choke. “You were right, Snorri. He is funny!”

The trail led north and east. Far ahead the Bitter Ice waited, but Snorri could not imagine that the troll roamed such great distances. Its lair would likely lie no farther than another day’s travel.

“I wonder what it was shouting,” Olaf said.

“Shouting?” Snorri frowned.

“Yes, the old woman said it was shouting. Not roaring.”

Ulf came up behind them, shaking his head. “You focus on where its mouth is, not what noise is coming out of it. We’re hunting an animal. Armour or no. A brutal animal.”

As the day wore on, Snorri sensed a change in Ulf. The warrior was a serious man not given to wasting his words, but somehow he seemed to grow more quiet and more grim-faced with each passing mile.

“Trouble?” Snorri asked later when they paused where two ice-gouged valleys came together.

“The troll is taking us to Dragsil.”

Snorri blinked. “Dragsil is a real place?” In the long winter many tales were told, and not all were true. If a story began “North of the Uulisk,” then you knew to take it with a pinch of salt. Apart from along the fjord’s shore, nobody lived north of the Uulisk. The land between the Uulisk and the Bitter Ice lay in great folds of frozen rock. No crops could be grown there. Even the hardiest goats starved.

Ulf nodded. “My father saw it with his own eyes.” He sighed, tugged at his beard, black but streaked with iron grey, and carried on toward the northern valley.

The others followed, unspeaking. The tales told that Dragsil was a place of the Builders. The chambers carved into the mountainside had survived the Day of a Thousand Suns, though the people inside had not. It was said that the tunnels were still, so many centuries later, haunted by the ghosts of those who had died there. The priests of Odin warned against all such places. There were, they said, no doors to Valhalla to be found within.

The setting sun showed them the peak that the troll seemed bound for, painting its sides a cold red.

“Who has a tale of Dragsil?” Audun asked at camp after they had eaten. The boldness of the request was undercut by the hint of fear in his voice.

Ulf and Erik grunted and shook their heads.

“I remember one,” said Snorri. “Only the bones of it though, not the full telling. It seems to me that Dragsil is mentioned in many winter tales, but almost always as a place that the hero avoids. Or somewhere a cruel jarl threatens to send someone.”

“So . . . ‘going on a troll hunt’ and ‘a visit to Dragsil’ are pretty much the same thing,” Olaf said. “Just another way to say ‘a very bad idea.’ And we are going to Dragsil on a troll hunt.”

“Scared, Olaf?” Audun taunted from his furs.

“Always,” Olaf agreed. “But I would rather be scared in Dragsil than most other places. I spoke to Groa about Dragsil.”

Audun barked a disbelieving laugh, but it was true. When the old witch had come to Eight Quays two summers previously, few had dared the interior of the hide tent she had pitched up on the step-fields. The priesthood and the völvas had scant regard for each other, and many men would cite the priests’ counsel as their reason for avoiding old Groa and her ill-smelling tent, but the true reason was fear. An older kind of fear.

Of all the boys and young men of Eight Quays, only Olaf had bowed his head and entered, calling out his greeting ahead of him. Snorri had thought Olaf would be the last to consider it, but later had to concede that his friend had a different sort of courage. A bravery bound closer to curiosity than to pride, more suited to withstanding the unknown than the danger of a blade.

Olaf had never told Snorri what the völva had said to him among her bones and talismans, but he told them all some of it now.

“Groa asked me how I knew Odin existed. How I knew he lived and breathed. I had to think about that, because völvas don’t ask idle questions. I said to her that I knew because I had been told so. Because he is in a thousand stories. Because his name is written in stone.

“She told me that there is a difference between a life that is, a life that was, the story of a life, and the story of a life that never was, but that these differences are hard to pin down. Like the aurora they shift, and overlap, and change.

“She told me that the Builders made machines of many kinds, and that some of those machines were made just to watch the Builders and to store the stories of their lives, and to give them new lives inside those stories. Groa said the ghosts of the Builders are not true spirits but the memories of those who died, their stories, stored in the machines that watched them all their lives. She told me that there are many such stories, untold numbers, down in the deep and hidden worlds of their machines.”

Olaf fell silent, and Audun snorted again, but Snorri knew that his friend had shared something of worth. Before they slept, Snorri went on to tell the bits of the winter tale he remembered, but he only had fragments. Sigurd of Hardanger, a hero of the old sagas, had set his mind on braving Dragsil’s halls and taking the treasures that surely must have been left there by the kings before the suns. The warrior had come with axe and sword, blessed by the gods and their priests. He had wandered empty hall after empty hall, and eventually had slept before quitting the place in disgust.

Sigurd returned to the Uulisk to find it settled on both shores by a people who knew neither his name nor the names of the jarls to the south and west. He walked on through a changed world where towns sat on what had been barren shore and where even the völvas had no memory of him. He had been erased from his own life.

“Or,” suggested Olaf, sleepily, from the dark mound of his bundle, “he just slept for an awful lot longer than he thought he did.”

 

They came to Dragsil early on the next day. Snorri laboured up the slope behind Ulf, who seemed immune to fatigue. The others were strung out behind them, Olaf far below. It had been Snorri’s idea to outpace him. That way there would be at least one survivor to tell their tale. And he wanted it to be Olaf.

Ulf and Snorri sat on an outcrop watching the others toil up the mountainside. The windows and doorways of Dragsil gaped a few hundred yards above them, dark and empty. Stretching south and east, the land heaved and rolled like a sea caught in a high wind and suddenly frozen in place. Some rock faces caught the sunlight, others lay in shadow, and in all that vastness there was nothing, not man nor tree, to give the eye scale.

“That,” Snorri said, indicating the panorama of stone and sun, “is how I know that the gods live.”

Ulf grunted an assent. He didn’t speak again until Erik arrived with Audun hard on his heels, red-faced and gasping, having struggled to close the gap between them.

“If this were a troll we would have smelled it by now.” Ulf stood, leaning on his poleaxe and staring up at the empty windows cut into the rock. “Trolls stink. But this one has walked two days without scat or sign.”

“At least it should be easy to find.” Snorri was ready for the fight now. The Builders’ ruins were the end of this journey. He would meet whatever challenge they held and he would win or he would lose, but it would be done.

“Odin watch us.” Ulf raised his weapon to the cold skies. “Thor watch us.” It wasn’t a plea for aid. It was a demand for witnesses. “Undoreth we.”

Snorri, Erik, and Audun joined in, voices loud. “Battle-born. Raise hammer, raise axe, at our war-shout gods tremble.”

Without further talk, the four men began the last climb, while hundreds of yards farther down a slope of broken stone that was closer to vertical than to horizontal, Olaf Arnsson scrambled upward with grim determination, spit flecking his lips, too little breath to spare for cursing.

 

Ulf had brought torches and a single precious lantern fueled by whale oil. He had anticipated that their quarry might run to ground. A troll is best avoided, but if a man’s wyrd sets one in his path, then better to meet it in the open beneath a noonday sun. So seeking one out in its lair was a new kind of foolishness.

The empty halls of Dragsil were far more extensive than Snorri had ever dreamed possible. Even the dwarves of legend had never carved such spaces into the roots of the mountains.

The four men passed a hundred chambers and saw nothing but stone and dust and rust. The place felt old and lonely and empty. Snorri’s skin didn’t prickle beneath the gaze of hidden watchers. The corridors didn’t echo with the sorrow of a vanished people. It was just deserted.

All that changed as they advanced along a seemingly endless tunnel that ran straight as a die into the mountain. Its ceiling was arched, and low, so that Snorri had to dip his head just an inch. He wondered how the troll had squeezed its bulk this way, but the floor bore not just the scratches of its iron shoes but a host of such scratches, as if the troll had made this journey a thousand times before.

In that long corridor, Snorri felt himself walking back through the years, with decades and centuries falling behind him. The air grew warmer and tainted with alien scents, some remembering the blacksmith’s forge but others that bore no comparison and grated on his lungs.

They stepped at last from the corridor into a wide, round chamber with a domed roof too high above them for lantern or torch to drive away the shadow.

Perhaps thirty large alcoves gave onto the main chamber, their tall arched openings equally spaced around the room. Pieces of what looked like plate armour scattered the floor, though Snorri had never seen such metalwork before and relied on descriptions he’d heard from others, who had likely never seen it either. Some of the pieces looked to have been made for giants. Huge articulated metal limbs lay here and there, some disgorging a confusion of what looked like steel snakes, powdery residue, dark stains.

Ulf led the way in, holding his poleaxe almost vertical, with the heavy blade higher than his head. He moved slowly toward the center of the chamber. Erik followed, stepping around the detritus, turning like a dancer, an arrow strung to his bow straining for release. Snorri and Audun brought up the rear, Snorri clutching his axe two-handed, Audun with a shield on one arm and a torch in that hand, in the other a broadsword.

As they neared the center and began to see into all the recesses, it became apparent that the lantern hanging from Ulf’s wrist and the torch in Audun’s left hand were not the only lights in the chamber. At the back of three of the alcoves were glowing patches, the light unearthly and offering no illumination. Some patches were round as eyes, glowing with the greens and violets of the aurora. Others held the hot orange of the forge coals or the dull red of cooling iron.

“This is a place of spirits,” Audun hissed above the crackle of his torch.

“Perhaps,” Ulf replied in a conversational tone. “But that’s less dangerous than a troll nest, so be thankful.” He began to advance on the alcove with the most lights.

As they drew closer, Snorri could see that the red glow was leaking from either side of some large, dark object that blocked the source. Closer still and their own lights began to show them what stood before them.

“What in the name of Hel is that?” Audun gasped.

Snorri craned his neck. The thing was a giant, ten yards tall, so armoured that no inch of flesh showed. The head lay hidden in a great helm perforated with small holes through which a light like that of a banked fire could be seen.

“This is not our prey,” Ulf whispered and began to back away.

Snorri reversed without argument. There were no objections to be offered. Firstly, the creature could crush them like a man crushes ants beneath his heel. Secondly, the tracks they followed could not have been made by the giant before them. And finally, it could not have left the chamber by the corridor. It was too large to fit more than an arm down that passage.

Snorri took another step back, gaze still fixed on the steel visor pinpricked with the light of a dying fire. Jarl Torsteff’s longboats had come down the Uulisk each seating forty rowers. The giant before him looked capable of hoisting such a vessel above its head.

The howl that came from behind them was so loud, so startling, and so alien that it nearly unmanned Snorri. He found himself on the edge of dropping the axe that his father and grandfather had carried into many battles. He found himself poised to run, a stranger to himself. The anger that filled him was at his own cowardice, but it served to turn him round.


“
 MMMmmmmmRRRRRYYYY
 !” The blast of sound came again, like nothing that a human mouth could make, or any animal that Snorri had heard.


The Iron Troll was far smaller than the giant they had been backing away from but far larger than Snorri. Just as reported, the armour on it allowed no flesh to show. Red Erik’s first arrow shattered into splinters against the troll’s face, or rather what must be the visor of a helm fashioned to look like a face, though more like the head of a beetle than of any troll Snorri had imagined.

“MMMMMmmmmmrrrRRRRRYYYY!” The sound blasted through a mouth that lay behind a rectangular slot protected by thick metal mesh. A shard of metal, a piece of a sword perhaps, jutted from the side of the slot, bedded in the mesh. Snorri took comfort in seeing that something had once at least partially penetrated the troll’s armour.

“Undoreth we!” Ulf’s poleaxe swung down in an arc that saw the blade impact where neck and shoulder joined.

The troll’s ironclad hand closed on the poleaxe shaft and jerked the weapon away with such sudden force that Ulf was thrown across the chamber, the first ten feet without touching the ground.

Snorri’s paralysis left him and he leapt to the attack, swinging his axe into the creature’s side. Audun followed, bellowing, sword raised high. Another of Erik’s arrows caromed from the creature’s armour.

Snorri struck again, a solid blow. It was as if he’d hit a boulder. Audun landed a swing with every ounce of the strength in his thick-muscled arm, and the transmitted shock of the impact shook his sword from numbed fingers. A moment later the troll knocked him aside with a backhanded slap that shared much in common with a sledgehammer blow to the face.


“
 mmmmMMMRRRYYYY
 !” The deafening howl echoed through the chamber.


Snorri replied with his own roar and swung at the monster’s face, but somehow found himself on his back, his vision swimming, though still good enough for him to see the great metal foot descending toward him.

“Undoreth!” A figure that had to be Ulf returning to the fray hurled itself at the troll.

The iron foot pinned Snorri to the ground despite his best effort to roll clear. As the weight mounted on his chest, causing his ribs to creak and driving the air from his lungs, Snorri saw Ulf swing toward the troll’s face with his hatchet.

Only it couldn’t be Ulf. Too wide for one thing. And Ulf would never get that close to a troll. It was his rule number one. Snorri blinked away tears, or blood, and saw Olaf, arm extended high above his head, strike the shard of metal that was trapped in the troll’s mouthguard. Snorri groaned, and not just from the pain of the rapidly growing pressure that would very soon crush his chest. Olaf had had a good plan. If he could hammer that shard deeper through the hole it had already made in the troll’s armour, it would skewer the monster’s head. But instead his swing struck the side of the metal fragment and knocked it out, sending it flying into the dark.

“Maylee!” the troll screamed, its voice almost human now.

One of Erik’s arrows struck the black globe of its right eye and ricocheted away. Snorri rolled his head back, dying, unable to breathe, his vison going dark. As soon as the troll shifted its weight from its other leg, he would be a red mess of broken bones and pulped organs. The troll glanced down at him and moved to do just that.

“Maylee!” came Olaf’s shout.

In that moment the troll froze, its vast body seizing up mid-action to become as still as any statue ever carved in Odin’s name.

For several heartbeats none of them moved. Snorri’s pulse pounded in his ears. His flattened lungs laboured in vain to draw breath.

“Maylee? Chitholg lagga namastay?” The voice that came from the troll still buzzed and broke and wavered in loudness, but now it sounded almost like a woman’s voice, a woman’s voice mixed with fear and hope.

“I don’t understand you.” Olaf ran to Snorri’s side and tried without success to lift the iron foot from his chest. “You’re killing my friend.”

“Icanthen, Maylee? Dottirsname gefahren?” The pressure eased, then lifted entirely. It seemed to Snorri, as he drew his first breath in far too long, that the troll had changed its way of speaking and was using a language he almost recognized.

“I don’t speak the empire tongue,” Olaf called as he tried to drag Snorri clear.

The troll said nothing for a moment, though it did lower its foot as Snorri finally managed to roll out from under it.

“Norsenmen, is it that youarre?” the troll asked.

“Yes! Norsemen,” Olaf called.

Snorri tried to sit. His breath wheezed in and hissed out, as delicious as life and agonizing at the same time.

“Why did you say my daughter’s name?” the troll asked, the woman’s voice growing clearer with each new thing she said. “And why”—a light began to flow from the troll’s huge iron hands—“am I within a mechanical?”

And there before them, as if she had spilled from the troll’s grasp, stood a woman made of white light, as if her image were somehow seen among the shifting of a hundred hanging cloths, each disturbed by a sea breeze. She stood as tall as Olaf, statuesque, long haired, clad in strange garments not meant for the chill of a northern spring. She turned dark eyes on Snorri as he struggled to his feet.

“Your daughter is Maylee?” Olaf asked, peering at her with his head bowed, for surely she was from Asgard.

“This is the Drevja base in northern Norway.” The woman looked around. Where her gaze fell, lights flickered in the walls. Some stuttered into life, others failed and died away, but within moments the place was better illuminated than any jarl’s hall. Ulf and Audun lay motionless where they had landed. Erik had backed to the far wall, but his bow hung forgotten from limp fingers. “A maintenance hub for hydroelectric stations.”

Snorri had been impressed by the goddess’s swift mastery of their language, but now she seemed to be relapsing into a foreign tongue.

The woman waved a hand at the giant they had backed away from earlier. The glow behind its visor intensified, and with a loud grinding noise, it took one step forward to stand at the entrance to its alcove.

“Why did you say Maylee’s name?” She looked grave, sorrowful.

“You were shouting it.” Snorri snarled the words past his pain. “That
 , was roaring it.” He gestured past her toward the motionless troll with his axe.

The woman’s eyes widened and she turned toward the troll. “How strange. I haven’t been out of the deep nets for . . .” She frowned. “Well . . . a thousand years. There are so many other worlds, it’s easy to forget that this one even exists. But a thousand years! I hadn’t thought it anything like so long.” She looked back to Olaf and Snorri. “Well, it explains your appearance at least. But not here . . . why are you here?” She narrowed her eyes, seeming suddenly alarmed. “Your kind should not be here. There is infrastructure that needs protecting. We can’t have you burrowing, damaging the network, breaking memory banks.” Behind her both the troll and the giant flexed and began to lift their great hands.

“We tracked that!” Snorri indicated the looming troll. “It was raiding our villages. Killing and looting—”


“Not looting,” Olaf interrupted. “And did it kill any who didn’t first attack it?”

“We saw the dead, and Myrgiol—”

“We saw people crushed in the ruins of their homes,” Olaf said. “But were they dead because the troll attacked them or . . .”

Snorri considered what the troll could do if it wanted to kill someone. Their body would be scattered in small pieces or little more than a wide red stain. “Or it was searching for something!”

“Or someone,” said Olaf.

“The troll . . .” Snorri frowned, trying to think past his pain. “It was looking for Maylee. Calling for her, but its voice was broken.”

“Where is your daughter?” Olaf asked softly.

“Dead.” A shudder ran through the light that made the woman. A ripple of darkness. “She died a child, back on the first and last day of our war. Too young to be rendered in the system.” She looked down at herself. “Like this.” And then, as if she had been studying something behind her eyes and had only now seen the truth, her face changed, her mouth losing its hard lines and going slack. “Oh.” The word fell from her lips. She took a moment to gather herself. “It seems this unit and others have been acting on undirected overspill commands.” She noticed their confusion. “My dreams,” she explained. “These machines have been acting on my dreaming, if you like. I have . . . strong . . . dreams.”

“This . . . troll,” Olaf said, “has been searching for your daughter because you still dream of her?”

The woman looked away as if seeing something else. “This unit and eleven others scattered across the world. Most are too broken to comply, but twelve were able.” A sadness took possession of her face. “I will seal the data leak. There will be no more searches.” She looked to where Ulf and Audun lay. “I am sorry for your friends. Did they have children?”

Snorri shook his head. “Not Audun. Ulf has two grown daughters living in Einhaur.” He had thought himself finished, but his tongue had more to add. “I have a son, two years old.”

The woman’s face flickered between the sadness that held her and a second face, alarmed, eyes held by some distant scene. “I must go. Other matters demand my attention. And you must leave. It would be unwise to linger here.” She paused and focused on Snorri. “Watch over your son. Keep him safe. No parent should outlive their child - it is a hurt that endures. And if that hell should ever fall upon you, then pray with all your heart that you are not given a thousand years to suffer the memory of that loss.”

And with that she was gone.

In five loud strides the Iron Troll retreated to an empty alcove, and as it pressed its back to the wall, all the lights went out. Only the flickers of flame still lapping the stone where Ulf’s lantern had been smashed, and the fire from Audun’s fallen torch, remained to illuminate the chamber.

Ulf gave a groan and rolled over. A glance told Snorri that Audun would never rise again.

“Quick.” Olaf hurried to Ulf’s side. “Let’s get out of here.”

 

And so it was that Erik and Snorri followed Olaf back out into the brightness of the day, helping Ulf Greyheart between them.

They sat on the lower slopes, taking bread and water, glad to be alive, speaking of what they had seen and of Audun’s fall. It was, they decided, a warrior’s death, and he would be welcomed into Valhalla as a man who had faced both giants and trolls.

Ulf sat with his head bandaged and counted through the silver they had taken from Magyar’s workshop. A bar for each man.

“You earned this, Olaf Arnsson.” Ulf handed the largest bar to the boy. “My apologies for doubting you. Forgive the foolishness of an old man. Any who are raised on the cold shores of the Uulisk are worthy of respect.”

Olaf stowed away his silver and lay back next to Snorri. “Will you take the ship with the jarl then? When his sails come east for men?”

Snorri shook his head. “A man shouldn’t run from what he fears. Even if it’s into battle. You know what scares me, Olaf. You always did. But you waited and let me understand it for myself.” He would have said more but his mouth wouldn’t shape the words, not without quavering. Pride is a strange thing, and Snorri had fought enough battles that day, and so he kept the words inside. He would let pride command his tongue, but not his actions. He would return to Eight Quays and lift up that little child he had made with Mhaeri, and he would give the boy his heart just as he had given it to Mhaeri, and he would defend that boy with arm and axe from all that he could. But if a foe came that he could not defeat. A fever in the night. The grey wasting. A cruel trick of Loki’s choosing. Then yes, his heart would break again, and yes he feared that more than the claws of any troll. But he would face it, and if he lived a thousand years he would live them with that pain. Because his friend had shown him that the true challenge that stands before a man is often right before his eyes, and runs deeper than any axe can cut.
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