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CHAPTER ONE

Crossing







THE SHIP CRESTED the swell. Cadoc’s guts lurched as the prow dipped. His knuckles went white as he gripped the railing, fingernails digging into the sodden timber. He gasped down cold air, gagging at the stink of pitch and rotting wood as the prow cut into the swirling, black water. Cadoc flinched at the cold splash of sea spray. He licked his lips, tasting salt, and fought to keep the contents of his stomach down.


Someone retched, the gut-churning sound carried over the howling wind and creaking timbers. Cadoc glanced along the railing, his eyes squinting against the rain and spray as he sought out the unfortunate soul. A figure leaned over the side, kneeling lest he was pitched overboard in the swells. He was sure it was one of his men, not one of the sailors, but he couldn’t make out who.


Strange how even the toughest bastard could become a lumbering wretch when out of his element. Not that he blamed him or the others of his company stricken by seasickness. They were born in the mountains, and most had never seen the sea, much less crossed it, before taking service with Cadoc. The crossing would have tested even the hardest of men — and his lads had fought with tooth and nail in another man’s war for close to a year.


A year, he mused. What a fucking waste of time and men.


The Oskoi had been theirs for the taking, but the Venyk had cocked up every siege and every pitched battle. All because their shit-eating priests held more sway in military matters than their generals. It was a miracle any of them escaped.


Cadoc’s jaw tightened as he squinted into the darkness of the horizon. A memory nagged at the corner of his mind, one he’d tried to forget. His brother had warned him against this folly, running off to fight with the Venyk in their religious war. Yet Cadoc was blinded by his pursuit of glory and riches. He saw that now, but the price of wisdom had been paid for with the blood of other men.


Yet, his brother wasn’t entirely justified in his hatred of the Venyk. They weren’t all useless, self-serving zealots. Cadoc had enlisted under the command of Duke Artur Kasparu. He was a good man and a capable leader, as devoted to his men as Cadoc was to his own. Cadoc doubted he would have escaped from Antios were it not for Kasparu’s bravery. The city was the last toehold the Venyk Kingdom held in the Oskoi Confederacy. Cadoc, his men, and two thousand Venyk soldiers had fallen back behind its walls after the Oskoi counteroffensive had routed half the invading Venyk army. A desperate three-month siege followed and then, just like that, the city fell. Cadoc still didn’t really know what happened — not that it mattered. Cadoc and his men had made their escape, in no small part thanks to the young duke. Together they had fought their way to the docks and commandeered a ship, but in the confusion that followed Kasparu had vanished — no doubt doing something heroic in the end.


Heroic and stupid, Cadoc snorted, this goddamned holy war had created a mountain of dead. Heroes, patriots, fools, zealots, lovers, opportunists, soldiers of fortune and innocents, he’d seen them all fall by the thousands. Rotting meat for crows and dogs. Cadoc cleared his throat and spat into the swirling water. “Fuck all you gods!”


Lightning flashed, tearing the sky apart, the forked tongue of some god angered by Cadoc’s contempt. The brief light revealed a turbulent sea, pelted by sheets of rain, before winking into darkness. Thunder rumbled, the sound hollow and distant.


A gruff voice cursed aloud as unsteady feet shuffled over the treacherous deck. Cadoc turned, blinking away the residual glare of the lightning strike. His sergeant, Fersin, loomed out of the driving rain. The burly man clung from one rope to another, his feet uneasy in the rolling swells. His face was pale and drawn, and Cadoc guessed he’d been the one puking over the side only moments before.


“The men are fed?” asked Cadoc.


Fersin scowled. “Don’t talk to me about food, man. Not one in five kept anything down. Stinks to high heaven down there. Turns a man’s guts.”


Cadoc gave a crooked smile and swept his gaze slowly out to sea. “Why you think I came up here?”


The sergeant hunkered down beside Cadoc, sheltering in the lee of the gunwale. “We lost Rhisiart.”


Cadoc swore, his smile giving way to a scowl as he fell silent for several moments. The ship dipped into a trough. His stomach lurched, and he swallowed hard, grimacing as his throat burned with bile. He reached into his cloak, retrieved his flask and took a swig. The brandy burned his raw throat but warmed his belly. He offered Fersin the flask, who took it with a grateful nod.


Cadoc watched Fersin drink before looking back out to sea. “We'll reach landfall come morning. Let us attend to him then.” He cleared his throat and spat a ball of phlegm overboard. “We’ll build a proper pyre for him from the timbers of this fucking tub.”


Fersin nodded, handing back the flask. “Captain…”


Cadoc turned, detecting his sergeant’s note of hesitancy.


“Some of the men want it done tonight.”


“We can’t cremate him onboard. What difference does one night make?”


Fersin raised a stubby finger, pointing to the heavens. “It's a new moon…it's not right, leaving a man…”


Fersin’s words trailed off. Cadoc read the mix of unease and embarrassment. Not known for his piety, Cadoc didn’t tolerate superstition in his men — particularly when it flew in the face of practicality. He brooded on Fersin’s words, then snapped his head around suddenly, frowning at the sergeant. “What did you say?”


Fersin flinched. “They're gods-fearing men, Captain. A man's soul shouldn't wander during a new moon. You know that.”


“New moon,” Cadoc echoed softly, too quiet for the sergeant to hear. He looked upwards. The sky swirled like a cauldron simmering as it came off the boil. The worst of the storm was passing, its fury abating as the wind blew it westwards towards Skelgard — their destination. Cadoc reached up, his cold fingers gripping a sodden length of rigging. He heaved himself to his feet. “You're certain?”


Fersin gave a puzzled look. “About what?”


“The new moon. I lost track of the days myself.”


Fersin stood up, keeping one hand on the railing as he shrugged. “Aye, certain as I can be. Yestin’s kept count. You know what he’s like with his numbers and portends.”


A sudden fear gnawed at Cadoc as he realised he had lost count of the months, not merely the days. How long had it been? Months? A year? By the gods, it was winter again. In the warm southern lands, there had been little to mark the passing seasons.


I must take account, thought Cadoc as his hand flew to his side. His fingers clawed at empty air where his sword should have been. He clenched his fist, his back stiff. Then he remembered, he had wrapped the blade in oiled cloth and stowed it below decks less than a day into the crossing.


“Captain, you all right?”


Cadoc pried open his fist and looked down at his empty hand. He turned and squinted at Fersin, slowly nodding. “I’m fine. What have you done with Rhisiart?”


Fersin motioned downwards indicating the hold. Cadoc nodded and patted Fersin on the shoulder. “Go on. I’ll follow you down.”


The sergeant staggered off into the rain and spray. Cadoc stared after him wondering absently how he could have lost track of time so thoroughly. His fate was bound by time, yet war had provided ample reasons to forget. He’d known the thrill of early victory and nights spent in the company of exotic women, their favours paid for with looted coin. The warm sun of Oskana was half a world away from the frozen mountain where he had signed the Bwgal’s contract with his own blood.


How could I forget?


The truth, Cadoc knew, was simple — he didn’t want to remember. Early on he’d almost managed to convince himself it was a bad dream. Then when the Oskoi regrouped and fought back, he’d been too busy staying alive to think. Yet, all that lay behind him now and with the war at his back, and his homeland ahead, he was free to contemplate the past — whether he wanted to or not.


A gust of freezing wind swept over the ship’s deck. Cadoc blinked against the stinging cold, his vision blurring. He cast one final look at the tumultuous sea, then he turned and followed Fersin into the belly of the ship.



* * *


CADOC SWORE AS he hit his head on a beam of the low ceiling. The ship’s hold was dank and poorly lit. His nostrils flared at the reek of vomit, both stale and fresh, that permeated the air. The ship’s timbers creaked and groaned, far louder than above. Light and shadows danced in nauseating flashes as two lanterns swung from the ceiling.


His men lay about like pigs packed in a filthy sty as the ship rode out the last of the storm’s anger. They were a miserable, exhausted and subdued bunch, half of them carrying wounds inflicted during the escape from Antios. A few sat together in quiet conversation, playing cards with little enthusiasm. Those with strong stomachs and healthy appetites ate the remains of the stew from wooden bowls while those less fortunate groaned as they puked into overflowing buckets — or into the bowls in which their dinner had been served. Only the ship’s crew took the storm in their strides with several catching what sleep they could in hammocks suspended from the ceiling, snoring peacefully as they swayed liked babes in a cradle.


A few of the men looked up at his approach. He cocked a half-smile, nodding as he swept his gaze across the faces of his men. He stepped into their midst, following his sergeant, but stopped and patted one of the younger men on the shoulder. The youth looked dejected, exhausted and pale, even in the orange glow of the lanterns. “You all right, lad?”


The youth looked up with wearied eyes, dark bags betraying fatigue and desolation that went far beyond worry. The lad wasn’t much older than twenty, a mere boy when they left, fleet of foot and full of grand hopes of victory and riches. There was no mistaking the man that stared at him now. “I’ll be better once we’re home, Captain.”


Cadoc gave an understanding nod. “We’ll make landfall tomorrow,” he promised. “I’ll see us home before the next moon.”


The lad’s eyes were bright with hope, yet his shoulders sagged with weariness. “They’ll welcome us, won’t they, Captain? I mean, we’re heroes, right?”


Cadoc forced his lips into a smile. “Aye, they’ll sing songs about us.”


There was a snort of laughter, and Rhys shouted up from against a bulkhead, “And Morwid’s sisters will line up to ride your cock.”


Morwid raised his head and leered, his missing teeth like gaps in a row of gravestones. “Aye, line up they will, right behind your mother. Lad, old Rhys’ mam made me a man, six times in one night.”


A ripple of tired laughter rumbled around the hold. Cadoc grinned in genuine amusement — and relief — silently thankful that Morwid and Rhys’ constant banter had lightened the mood. He patted the lad’s shoulder again and turned quickly, lest his false bravado crack. In truth, he had no idea what awaited them, but he knew his estranged brother wouldn’t be laying on a festival.


Fersin beckoned him, and Cadoc hastened as much as the crowded confines permitted. A casual sweep of the hold failed to identify where Rhisiart lay. His eyes met Fersin’s, and he lowered his voice. “Where is Rhisiart?


Fersin pointed back toward the ship’s aft. “This way.”


Cadoc followed, mindful of where he trod in the tangle of men, his hand pressed against the ceiling for balance. The sergeant led him to the aft hold where the ship’s victuals were stowed in crates and barrels. Rhisiart lay between two barrels, a means to keep his body from rolling. He was covered with a blanket, woven in an Oskan pattern. The covering did little to hide the smell of gangrene.


“Given the men’s feelings, I stashed him here. Was I right?”


Cadoc nodded. “You did well.” He paused and lowered his voice. “They seem quiet for now, least those with sea legs.”


Fersin’s brow knotted. “They weren’t half an hour ago.”


Cadoc nodded. He understood how quickly arguments could flare when men were on edge. “You spoke to them?”


“Aye, talk fast I did, and I shook my fist at Rhys for stirring the pot, the little bastard. He got a few of them riled up enough to shed blood.”


Cadoc clenched his jaw, fighting back his irritation. While he didn’t doubt Fersin, less than half a dozen of his men were in any shape to start trouble; nevertheless, his sergeant’s words irked him. “You should have come for me sooner.”


Fersin folded his arms across his chest, scowling. “I did. I had to puke over the side.”


Cadoc sighed. “Sorry, old friend. What did you tell them?”


The tension eased from Fersin’s muscular shoulders. “I said, you’d know what to do to, nothing more.”


Cadoc almost snorted. It had been a long time since he’d felt in control of his destiny, let alone anyone else’s. The trick though, he’d learnt, was to never hesitate, least that way you looked like you knew what you were doing.


He turned from Fersin, his gaze drifting down at Rhisiart. He squatted beside the man’s covered body and reached out to uncover his face. Yet, hesitation stayed his hand. This never got easier. No matter how many brothers at arms he farewelled, looking upon their dead eyes filled him with remorse. Here was a man, like many before, he’d convinced to leave home and hearth for a price that seemed pitiful next to the life of a man. A small part of him welcomed the pain, even relished it, for it meant he still possessed enough humanity to care.


Gods man, just do it.


His fingers grasped the coarse cloth, and he pulled back the blanket from the dead man's face. Rhisiart’s lifeless eyes stared back through half-closed slits. His face was pallid and waxen, his expression while not quite serene, suggested he’d found peace in death.


“You didn’t have coins to pay the Keeper?” asked Cadoc in mild reproach.


Fersin was silent for a long moment before answering. “No, not that…I…”


The man’s words caught in his throat. His shadow swayed as he shifted his weight from one leg to another, avoiding Cadoc’s gaze as the captain looked up. The sudden nervous energy reminded Cadoc of a woman, too uptight to lift her skirts when she needed to piss. He understood his sergeant’s discomfort, and while it irritated him, there was no point rebuking the man. Rhisiart’s death had not come cleanly, and thus it stained his spirit. Touching him invited ill fortune — or worse. Could he really blame his men for wanting to see Rhisiart committed to the next world?


“My burden,” said Cadoc, half in a whisper.


“Your what?”


Cadoc waved the question away, biting his tongue lest his irritation get the better of him. He wondered at the source and intensity of his feelings, blaming superstition. It wasn’t that he lacked faith, but rather his sense of anger and guilt having lost a man under his command made the notion seem trivial. He would miss Rhisiart. The man had been a good soldier — loyal, dependable and level-headed even under the toughest of circumstances. Smart and principled too, Rhisiart had been the first in Cadoc’s company to learn the Oskan speech, and he dealt fairly with the enemy, never indulging in some of the more vulgar obscenities of war.


“My burden,” Cadoc repeated as he dug into the pouch at his belt, fished out two mismatched silver coins, and pressed them onto Rhisiart’s lifeless eyes. He covered the body once more and rose to his feet, facing his sergeant. The man wouldn’t meet his eyes.


“Here he died,” said Cadoc after an uncomfortable moment. “Let the gods of the deep guide him to his ancestors’ hall.”


The sergeant met his eyes, at last, a flicker of alarm on his face. “You mean to bury him at sea?”


“What choice do we have?”


The sergeant’s brow furrowed. “That is not our way.”


“It will have to be!” Cadoc snapped, his face flushing in anger.


Fersin stepped back, eyes widening in fear.


Cadoc sighed, regretting the outburst. He made an effort to soften his expression and tone as he said, “We’ve neither priest nor the means to commit his soul by flame.”


Fersin opened his mouth, and Cadoc crossed his arms, sensing the looming argument. None came, and after a moment, the sergeant’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed, his head nodding in agreement. “Now?”


Cadoc shook his head. “No. We’ll wait another hour. I’ll not toss a man to a violent sea.”


Fersin glanced down at the body. “Another soul lost. I trust it’s the last.”


“The gods thirst,” Cadoc said, and the hairs on his neck rose.


Fersin didn’t respond. Cadoc looked up and caught the sergeant eying him speculatively. An awkward moment passed before Cadoc turned away as though to look upon Rhisiart. He clenched his fists hard against his chest willing them to stop trembling. He’d almost said it. Almost revealed his secret.


The gods thirst.


The memory of that sibilant voice made his balls shrink.


Fersin wasn’t stupid, he’d known something was different when Cadoc climbed down from that frozen mountain.


“Get some volunteers,” said Cadoc, his voice thick. “We’ll send him off with what little honour we can muster.”


“Yes, Captain,” said Fersin, and the man turned on his heel and departed the hold.


Cadoc watched him go, briefly wondering at the life awaiting them all when they returned home. How would they adjust to peace? Was it enough to plough fields and raise children? Perhaps those with wives and families would fare the best — at least that was his hope. Not that he had either. Such a life had been his brother’s lot, not his own.


Cadoc felt a momentary flash of anger. A year of his life was gone, wasted in bloody pursuit of fame and fortune, and the chance to step beyond the shadow of his grandfather’s legend. He glanced down at Rhisiart. Had the men he’d lost been part of the price he owed?


The price demanded by a hungry god.


Cadoc shuddered, his skin prickling with a cold sweat. The bwgal’s voice rustled through his memory like the wind through a field of dry grass.


One hundred souls.










CHAPTER TWO

Lair







THE WIND TORE at Cadoc. It was cold enough to freeze the cheeks of his arse together. His fingers bled, and he couldn’t feel his toes as he kicked his boots into the rock as he inched his way up the cliff. He tried not to look down, for the ledge on which he had walked was now invisible to the eye. Far below, the valley was a thin smudge of green between the sheer granite walls of the mountains.


He wondered at his own wisdom. He was supposed to be marching south to Kas Mendoc at the head of a company of men to enlist with Duke Kasparu. Fate had intervened, placing upon his path the lone survivor of an expedition his brother, Laclan, the Lord of Skeinhold, had sent into the mountains looking for silver. Cadoc should have left the man to his fate, but the surveyor’s terrible tale intrigued him. He claimed the party had fallen victim to bwgals lairing in the mountains. More likely they’d gone mad with greed and killed each other, but the tale stirred a memory of Cadoc’s childhood. His grandfather, Glyntaf, had always said bwgals lived in those mountains and the old man had known their true nature better than most, after all, he’d fought against them…and with them. So, Cadoc had left his men encamped below and ventured into the mountains.


Stupid, he thought as he forced his chin up, squinting against the wind and the failing light. The ledge was still several feet above his head and only Cadoc’s tenacity kept him rooted to the rock. Despite the freezing cold, he was sweating and not all of it due to exertion. The climb was taking longer than he had planned. Nightfall drew near and his chances of survival, if he didn’t find shelter from the wind, fell with the sun. His fingers scrapped painfully on rock, and he swore aloud, cursing fate. The wind tore his words from his lips, and his teeth began chattering. Had it not been for his argument with his brother, he wouldn’t have left Skeinhold three days early, and by then the prospector would have died. Anger settled in his gut as he relived the moment in his mind’s eye. Laclan had taken exception to his plans to join the Venyk’s Crusade, his words bitter and striking Cadoc deep. The Venyk were their enemy, and Cadoc was stripping the flower of manhood from the valley, leaving Skeinhold vulnerable. His retort of the wealth he would bring home had sounded empty even in his own ears, even in the heat of the argument. Laclan knew better than any man alive, Cadoc’s hunger to live up to the legend of their grandfather, Glyndaf. Of course, Laclan’s choice of words was more colourful than that, so Cadoc told his brother to fuck himself with one of the agricultural implements he cherished so much and stormed out. Let the coward think it was ego and greed. Cadoc knew otherwise — this was his destiny, fate had ordained his path, and Cadoc wasn’t about to turn his back Glyndaf’s legacy, and if he made a name for himself and some booty, all the better.


At last, Cadoc heaved his bulk over the ledge. His heart beat painfully against his ribs as he panted. The freezing air burnt his throat and lungs. He crawled a few feet into the cave’s interior and collapsed, rolling on his back. There he lay, prone for several minutes, content to catch his breath as he pondered fate’s whims and his own folly. The wind whistled past the cave’s entrance. While the interior wasn’t warm by any stretch, it sheltered him from the howling wind. Exposure had sapped his strength more than he realised. He yawned suddenly and felt his eyelids close. Sleep would come quickly; he was more than half-way there and the hour was late, but Cadoc feared he would not wake again.


A raven cawed.


Cadoc’s eyes flew open, his heart skipping a beat as the sound reverberated around him. Feathers shuffled, the bird disturbing sticks and stones as it moved somewhere unseen above his head. He sat up, bunching up his knees before slowly getting to his feet.


Have I slept?


Outside, the sun had dipped below the horizon, and it was almost pitch-black. Cadoc’s chest tightened, feeling suffocated by the cave’s gloom, and the realisation he had slept into the night. Knowing the bird was looking down at him made his skin crawl. He figured it must have built a nest on an unseen outcropping of stone. He reached for the ceiling, trying to judge its height, but his hands felt nothing but air.


As the moments passed, Cadoc’s cold stab of fear gave way to curiosity. The cave was featureless but larger than he first thought. He edged towards the wall to his left, hand outstretched, not quite trusting his eyes in the dark. It felt rough. Cold but dry. He oriented himself towards the rear, shivering as it seemed to disappear into total blackness, like the maw of a beast. He forced a laugh, shrugging off his fears with false bravado. If he were to meet his own death, it would be with his head and sword held high, not whimpering like a coward and pissing his pants.


Then a disembodied laugh sounded from the depths.


Cadoc’s breath caught in his throat. He pressed his lips together, his teeth grinding as the muscles of his jaw went rigid.


An echo, he thought, nothing more.


Cadoc stared into the darkness, momentarily torn by indecision. By rights, he should stay at the mouth of the cave and wait out the night. But he had come this far. Should he succumb to fear now, he would have to live with the shame — but he would live. Cadoc couldn’t make the same guarantee if he ventured into the heart of the mountain.


He decided to push on and set off into the darkness, edging his way along the wall. His feet scuffed along the uneven floor. The cave sloped gradually downwards, and the walls closed in until a few more steps took him into a narrow passage. He reached up and checked the height of the ceiling. It was lower than the cave, but he was relieved to find enough clearance to walk without hitting his head.


Cadoc took a deep breath and began moving down the passageway. After a few minutes, his nose wrinkled at the faint smell of oil. An instant later, his boot brushed against something hard, kicking it over. Cadoc jumped with the resulting clatter, the sound echoing down the passageway. He crouched and groped along the floor until he found the object. It was a small lantern, smooth and cold, a conical metal cylinder about four inches wide and six inches tall. The design was familiar to him, whereas the outside was tin, the inside was lined with polished brass. One of the surveyor's, he thought, taking small comfort he was on the right trail, as he sat down and began to probe the lantern with his fingers. He managed to open it and felt inside. The wick was supple and moist with oil, poking up from a bed of tallow deep enough to last for several hours — assuming he could light it.


Cadoc set the lantern down and retrieved a flint striker from a pouch on his belt. With his free hand, he unsheathed his dagger and balanced the point against the rock floor of the cave. His fingers were numb, almost too stiff to hold the small piece of flint, but he managed to rub the stone along the blade, producing a bright shower of sparks. Encouraged, Cadoc angled the edge toward the wick and sent a second shower of sparks into the lantern.


The wick didn’t ignite on the first strike, nor the second or third. Cadoc swore in frustration, to have the promise of light taken from him was worse than not finding the lantern in the first place.


He tried again, repeating his attempts for several minutes. When nothing seemed to work, he swore again and paused, taking several moments to blow warm air into his hands, suspecting his fingers were too numb for dexterous work. He sat back and rethought his approach, a small part of his mind registering his wits were addled by cold and fatigue.


I need a flame, not a spark.


Cadoc regretted his decision to march light — in truth, not expecting to trek so high into the mountains. The surveyor’s description had been vague at best — and Cadoc only half believed the tale. He had brought just the clothes on his back, a pouch on his belt along with his dagger and sword. He rummaged in the pouch and found the oiled linen he used to polish his blade. He cut a long strip, then proceeded to scrape it against the edge of his dagger until it frayed into lint. Cadoc placed the fluff inside the lantern and showered it with sparks. On the second strike, a tiny spark took hold, smouldering in the oily cloth. Cadoc leaned closer, blowing as gently as his chattering teeth allowed. A minute flame flickered to life, then flared suddenly as the wick ignited.


Cadoc sat back as the light spread from the lantern in a comforting glow, his lips curled in a relieved smile. Shadows flickered across the rough stone walls. He closed the cover, picked up the lantern by its leather handle and stood up.


His way lit and confidence renewed, Cadoc set off down the passage. After a dozen paces, the tunnel dropped sharply into a steep stairwell. The walls and floor became smooth, the rock cut by hand. Cadoc’s pulse quickened as he realised the surveyor — and his grandfather — had spoken the truth.


Cadoc edged his feet down slowly, feeling his way along each step before committing his weight. Whoever carved the steps had made them much too short for Cadoc’s large feet, his toes dangling precariously over the edges. They were slippery and wet from water dripping from the ceiling and patches of fungus that grew in clumps. As he crushed them underfoot, the air filled with foul-smelling clouds that made his head swim. He pressed the sleeve of his free arm over his nose and continued his descent.


The chill faded as he went deeper, and he began to sweat. He mentally counted the steps until he tired of the exercise, but in doing so, he lost track of time. How long had he descended — an hour? Two? A yawn reminded him the hour was late.


Where does this end?


Cadoc began to wonder if the way would take him into the heart of the mountain. The stories of his childhood said the bwgals had long-since shunned the light. Had they dug the way themselves, perhaps in search of riches, or had they merely appropriated something older still?


After a time, Cadoc paused and lifted the lantern high, studying the shapeless grey mass of carved stone. Shadows danced through miniature stalactites. He couldn’t tell if the passage was a natural fissure or if the way had been carved from solid rock.


A sudden movement high above caught his eye. It was more substantial than the flicker of light and shadow. Something scraped against stone — the claws of a bat perhaps. Cadoc strained his eyes, trying to pierce the darkness beyond the reach of the lantern’s glow.


A pair of baleful eyes gleamed in the flickering light. They were narrow and beady — a bird’s rather than the eyes of a bat. The damned raven had followed him, somehow.


“Piss off,” he snarled and waved a hand in the air, trying to startle it. He stepped down, absently, his heel slipping on a clump of fungus.


“Whoa!”


Cadoc flailed his hands against the sides of the passage. The lantern smashed against the rocky floor and went dark, the fingers of his other hand clawing at the smooth hard surface. He swore, but his anger soon turned to fear as he tumbled down the steps, the wind knocked from his lungs. He slid on his back until his feet caught on something hard and unyielding, launching him forward, head over heels. A white-hot pain erupted in the back of his head and blackness consumed him.



* * *


CADOC’S EYES FLUTTERED open to find he was enveloped in utter darkness. The blow to his head had left a dull, throbbing ache, and his ears rang. He reached behind the base of his skull, feeling for blood. The skin was tender and swollen but unbroken. He swallowed with a dry throat, and one-by-one his senses began to return. His nose twitched with the faint smell of lavender. He was lying on something soft — hides, he surmised. Piled in layers. Had his men come for him? Why then was it so dark?


Something moved with the ruffling of fabric. A long, rasping breath followed. It was close. Cadoc’s chest went tight, his breath catching in his throat. His fingers inched towards the scabbard at his belt; they brushed against the hard pommel of his dagger then closed around the hilt.


“Stay your hand, man of Skeinhold.”


Cadoc shuddered, his breath caught in his throat. The sibilant, feminine voice cut through the darkness, its source uncomfortably close. His fingers tightened on the hilt.


“If I wanted you dead, you would not have awoken.”


Cadoc stiffened, accepting the truth of the statement as his predicament sank in. Trusting he wasn’t about to be murdered — and more than a little curious — he obeyed, releasing the dagger and returning his hand to his belly. He swallowed, trying to wet his throat. “Who are you? Show yourself.”


A dull red glow bloomed to life. Cadoc blinked, expecting it to grow brighter, but his caution was misplaced. The light emanated from a crystal orb about the size of a melon. It remained dim, barely illuminating the chamber, which was small and sparsely furnished. A figure regarded him intently. It was humanoid in size and shape, though shorter than most and slight of build. The face was androgynous with a long chin, high cheekbones and large saucer-like eyes that shone violet in the red glow. The figure stared at Cadoc through strands of long, messy silvery hair. It sat crossed-legged on a woven mat, its shapeless tunic offering no hint at gender.


A bwgal, he thought, and not nearly as ferocious to look upon as the more outlandish stories suggested. He rose slowly to a sitting position, wincing at the sudden shooting pain in his head.


The bwgal pulled its lips back in a tight grimace. “You are fortunate, human. Your fall would have killed a lesser man.”


Cadoc inhaled deeply, trying to suppress the sudden feeling of rising nausea. He reached for the back of his head and massaged the swollen lump. “How far did I fall?”


“Far enough,” said the bwgal. “In a way, your fall saved your life. Had you walked uninvited into our realm, my kin would have killed you without consulting me.”


Cadoc stiffened and forced himself to relax. He tried to appear indifferent, but the creature’s nonchalance unnerved him. The bwgal had spoken plainly with neither threat nor boast in its claim. It had no fear of him, a fact made plain by the weapons that remained untouched at his belt. “My thanks then, err…and you are, what? Their ruler?”


The bwgal grimaced again. “A priestess.”


“You have a name?” he asked, not quite sure if the revelation this creature was female was any comfort.


“None that you could pronounce. What of you, human? What are you called by your kin?”


“Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


The bwgal tilted her head to one side and paused, seemingly in thought. The grimace came again, more expansive this time, revealing more of her teeth, but Cadoc couldn't tell if the creature was smiling or glaring.


At length, the Bwgal said, “I knew Glyndaf...it is good his line endures — as does his legend, no?”


Cadoc scowled, irritated and unnerved by the creature’s perception. “My grandfather said you once had a common cause.”


The bwgal bared her pointed teeth. “We did, many years ago. At least, by the measure of your kind, human.”


Cadoc nodded. “Bards still sing of his victory over Gwylim Kasparu at Black River.”


The bwgal gave a hissing laugh. “Do your bards laud our part, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line?”


Cadoc squirmed, unable to look directly into the piercing violet eyes. “I’ll not lie to you, priestess. Few praise your kind, and fewer still remember you fought with us.”


The smile lingered on the bwgal’s face. “But you do.”


Cadoc’s dry tongue rasped over lips cracked from the cold. “I remember my grandsire’s stories well.”


“And what is it you remember, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line?”


“He spoke of power, priestess. Power to protect a man from mortal harm. Power to make him fight like a dragon.”


The bwgal was silent a moment, her violet eyes unblinking as they bore into Cadoc. “Perhaps he exaggerated — tall tales to amuse a child bounced on his knee. A man’s mortality is as certain as it fragile.”


Cadoc shook his head, his jaw set firm. “No, I do not believe that.”


The bwgal’s smile returned. “Those were desperate times. The price was worth the risk.”


Cadoc thrust a hand in his tunic, rummaging around until he found the small, concealed leather pouch. He presented it to the bwgal, weighing it in his hand, letting its contents jingle audibly. He tossed the bag to her feet, the creature’s eyes following its arc until it landed with a thud. Gold and precious stones spilled out, gleaming in the dull light.


The bwgal lifted her violet eyes and laughed. "What use have I for gold?”


“Then name your price,” said Cadoc without pause.


The bwgal inhaled and let out a long sigh, her expression becoming blank. “You are determined to do this, human?”


Cadoc nodded. “I want this. I am going to war in distant lands. I would return to enjoy my fruits.”


The bwgal nodded, teeth flashing, and she drew back her lips. “The price, human, is blood.”


Cadoc opened his mouth to reply, but the words caught in his throat. He swallowed and grunted. ”Blood?”


“You deny the Gods your soul, so another must be given in your place.”


“Who?”


The bwgal shrugged. “Someone important to you. A lover, a child, a trusted retainer. The stronger the bond, the greater the power.”


Cadoc shook his head. “I have none of those things, and I am no murderer.”


The bwgal laughed. “No, I see that — warrior, a soldier of fortune, but no murderer.”


Cadoc frowned, reading the contempt in her tone. “There’s honour in war, crone. I don't expect you to understand the difference.”


“Very well,” she said, straightening her back, her chin lifting with a regal air. “Perhaps a contract can be made.”


Cadoc’s confidence grew. “Name it.”


The bwgal pursed her lips until they almost touched her nose. Several moments passed before she spoke, while Cadoc squirmed, his confidence faltering.


“Well?” he demanded.


She blinked, the faintest of smiles curling her lips. It was the first time the gesture looked vaguely human. “One hundred men,” she began, lifting a long, slender finger to her lips. “Yes, one hundred men must fall to your sword before the rising of thirteen new moons.”


Cadoc sat upright. “A hundred? So many.”


The bwgal shrugged with casual indifference. “The Gods thirst.”


Cadoc shuddered, his gaze dropping to his lap, and he clenched his fists together to stop his hands shaking. At length, he looked up and met the creature’s eyes.


“And if I fail?”


The bwgal shrugged. “Then you will grieve as a son grieves for his father's death.”


Cadoc snorted, laughing. “My father's long dead, and I have no children to call my own.”


The bwgal smiled and leaned forward. Cadoc held the creature’s gaze, unwilling to flinch or look away. The silent battle of wills lasted several moments until Cadoc could no longer bear the cold, alien eyes that seemed to reach in and squeeze his soul.


He blinked.


“There will be a price, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


“And I will pay it.”


The bwgal shifted forward and leered, then she stood and motioned towards a simple wooden desk. Cadoc turned and saw only an ink pot and quill. “Then lay down your sword and be silent.”


Cadoc unstrapped his sword and laid it before him. The bwgal leaned forward and partially unsheathed the blade. Then she unfurled her legs and rose to her feet, her long robe clinging to a thin, shapeless frame.


“Now stand.”


Cadoc obeyed. The bwgal drifted lightly towards him. He resisted the urge to back away. His nose twitched as she neared for she smelt nothing like a woman.


“Now, bare your forearm, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc offered his arm, pulling back the layers of cloak and tunic until the skin of his arm, grimy with dirt and sweat, gleamed into the dull red light of the orb. The strange light made the veins in his arm stand out. The bwgal stretched out her long fingers, each one adorned with a long-pointed fingernail. Before he could react, she moved with impossible speed. He flinched, as her nails drew two crimson lines across his wrist.


“Stay your hand,” she warned.


Cadoc clenched his fist, the muscles of his upper arm and shoulder bulging until the stinging sensation faded to a dull throb. Blood welled from the twin cuts and dripped down on the partially naked blade of his sword.


Drip.


Drip.


Drip.


There was a ringing quality to the sound as his blood spattered on the steel. He found himself taken by the rhythmic sound when it was joined by the bwgal’s low chanting.


Drip.


Drip.


Drip.


His gaze was drawn to the table. A piece of parchment now lay upon it. The quill sat unmoved in the inkwell but with every drop of blood he yielded, a letter formed on the page.


Drip.


Drip.


Drip.


He lost count of the drips as its pace quickened. His heart beat faster, the bwgal’s chanting matching its tempo. It was like trying to count raindrops before a torrent arrived with the sudden, unceasing violence of a storm. There was no pain, but something pulled at him, dragging him towards the precipice of unconsciousness. His head swam. He was so close to falling…


The bwgal ceased her chanting, and Cadoc gasped in the warm air. He swallowed, almost gagging, as he tasted his own blood dripping down his throat.


“One hundred drops of your blood, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


He opened his eyes, his vision swimming, and his weight swaying from one foot to the other. The bwgal’s piercing lavender eyes regarded him evenly.


“The gods have granted you strength and ferocity, beyond that of any mortal man. You must repay them with one hundred souls before the rising of thirteen new moons.”


Cadoc swallowed again, grimacing as he looked down at the blood flowing from his open veins. He felt weak and tired, wanted to collapse, but something held him upright. He glanced down at the sword by his feet, expecting to see the blade mired in congealed blood, yet it shone unblemished and unsullied in the light.


“You understand this price, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line?”


Cadoc nodded. “Thirteen new moons. I understand.”


The bwgal flashed her teeth and slumped heavily down, assuming the meditative, cross-legged pose. She held out her hand, pointing at the sword at Cadoc's feet. “Then take up your sword and fulfil your debts, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc stared dumbly at his bleeding hand. Dimly, he sensed he had lost a lot of blood, and he suspected he’d never survive the journey down from the mountain. He bent to pick up the sword, swooned and fell to his knees. He raised his head. “I…I cannot go back.”


The bwgal grimaced. “That will not do, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc grasped his sword, but he was too weak to lift it. “Will the gods help me?”


The bwgal shook her head. “Not until the rising of the next new moon, and no help beyond the gift of violence they have bestowed upon you. This is your debt to pay.”


Cadoc bared his teeth. “Then what of you?”


The bwgal looked taken aback. “What of me?”


“Would you lend me your help?” Cadoc hissed. "I cannot return to my camp; the mountain will kill me."


The bwgal inclined her head and stared at him for several moments. “Yes, I will help you — for a price.”


Cadoc snorted. “Take more blood, crone, and I won’t be around to pay it.”


The bwgal smiled, spread her palms, and then she brought her hands together in an inverted steeple. “Then in return for your life, I would ask a boon.”


Cadoc frowned, not sure if he heard her right. “A boon? You would ask a favour of me? What is it?”


The smile faded, and she shrugged. “Let us see you return first. I will ask when my need is great, and you have the power to grant my wish. Do you agree?”


Cadoc shivered, his vision swimming towards the blackness at the corner of his eyes. He gritted his teeth and growled, “I don’t have a bloody choice, do I?”


The bwgal shrugged. “There’s always death. Should you venture outside alone, you will find yours, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


“And my debt to the gods should I die?”


“They will take payment.”


Cadoc shuddered as he contemplated his fate in the afterlife should he owe a blood debt to the gods. He sighed. “Very well. I accept.”


The bwgal’s toothy smile returned. She held up her hand, her palm facing Cadoc. The light of the red orb winked out, and Cadoc fell into darkness.










CHAPTER THREE

Tally







“SHUT YOUR MOUTHS!” Cadoc snapped.


The storm had passed, and the wind died down to a stiff breeze. Cadoc’s gruff voice carried over the sounds of the ship, eliciting attention from several sailors righting the minimal damage caused by the wind and rain.


Chatter died to low grumblings and then silence as Cadoc waved the procession towards the ship’s railing. Cadoc pointed at the gangplank, lashed down below the gangway. “Run it out then set him down.”


They lay Rhisiart’s body on the gangplank. He was crudely wrapped in the same Oskan blanket Cadoc had seen below. It looked dull under the moonless light. The four men who carried him up from the hold gathered round as Cadoc cleared his throat and began mouthing the last rites with as much feeling as he could muster — which wasn’t much despite having liked the man in life. At their conclusion, he nodded once to Fersin, who stood a few steps to his right. With the help of another, the two men lifted one end of the gangplank on which Rhisiart lay, committing his body to the deep. If there was a splash, no-one heard it over the gusting wind or the creaking timbers of the ship — Rhisiart’s disappearance below the black water as quiet and unremarkable as his death.


The few men who attended the impromptu funeral began to drift away, heading below deck. Their mood was sombre, and yet Cadoc sensed their fears abating, replaced by the wearied fatigue of men grown too accustomed to burying brothers-at-arms. In truth he was relieved; his eulogy had been brief and lacked both passion and piety, but the words had done what was needed. How it placated his men, he’d never know. Yet, they trusted him and trusted his words. He had long since mastered the knack for saying what needed to be said. And, if it helped a dead man find his way to peace, all the better. Would that his own fears could be so easily quelled.


Superstitious bastards.


Cadoc gripped the railing and inhaled the cold sea air. He stared at the black water and allowed himself the luxury of a sigh. The burden of command weighed heavier on him now than it ever had. More than a hundred men had marched south with him to Kas Mendoc, and one-by-one they had met their end. He understood now why the burden was so great, for with home in sight he would have to account for those men with the loved ones they had left behind. And then there was his own debt to pay.


One hundred souls.


Cadoc’s skin crawled. How had he lost count of the days? He knew the answer, even if he was ashamed to admit it. On campaign, the months came and went. The seasons further south were warm, and winter was short and mild while the summer seemed to stretch for an eternity. The change disrupted his natural sense of the year’s passage. Then he’d been preoccupied with the war, keeping his head firmly on his shoulders. Yes, he could almost convince himself he’d been distracted — almost.


No, I wanted to forget, he thought.


Cadoc looked up into the night sky. A dusting of stars winked through the thinning cloud. It was a new moon, and Cadoc knew his time was up. Thirteen moons had come and gone. His account was past due.


He turned his back on the sea, pausing as his eyes met those of the helmsman as the man slouched wearily at the tiller. For a moment he thought the man’s eyes flashed violet and the hairs on his neck stood. He swallowed, cursing himself for seeing ghosts and laughed aloud against his own fear.


“You a’ right there, man?” the helmsman called.


“Aye,” Cadoc replied. “Just tired.”


The man nodded in sympathy. “Long night,” he said. “Get yourself some rest. God willing we’ll sight Skelgard at dawn.”


Cadoc touched his forehead in a brief gesture of thanks and said no more.


He hurried below, relieved to be out of the cold. In the dark confines of the hold, men snored softly, settled at last in the calm aftermath of the storm. A few turned their heads to watch as he trod through the mass of bodies. He ignored them, making his way to the front of the ship, where he had taken his quarters with the ship’s captain.


The cabin was separated by nothing more than a heavy curtain. Cadoc yanked it aside and stepped through, grimacing at the smell of cheap wine. It was quiet within and even darker than the main hold with only a single lantern for light. The captain slept in a hammock, breathing heavily, the occasional snore his only sound. The bottle tucked lovingly under his left arm suggesting he’d drunk himself into a stupor. It wasn’t the first time, and that suited Cadoc’s desire for privacy well.


Cadoc found his blankets against the bulkhead where he had left them. They were bundled on top of the few possessions he’d managed to salvage from the fall of Antios. He sat down on his blankets, grunting as he pulled himself in a cross-legged position. His back cracked, and he winced as he felt the bones of his spine shifting against each other. Too old, he thought. A man of forty-one summers should spend his nights in a soft bed, warmed by a good woman.


He pulled up the edge of his makeshift bed, lifting the blankets closest to the bulkhead, and found his sword. His fingers tingled as they gripped the hilt. Even through the layers of cloth, he could feel the bwgal’s power and the gnawing hunger to shed blood imbued within the steel.


Cadoc swallowed and closed his eyes. Memories returned like the sudden violence of a deluge. Faces of those he’d killed. The stink of their blood and entrails, screams of pain and cries for mercy as he hacked them apart as the bloodlust took hold.


Svarzo.


That’s what the Oskoi called him — according to Rhisiart, who’d served as his translator whenever they’d captured prisoners. Butcher. Nothing noble about it, he mused. His men had been kinder, naming him the Hand of the Rhyfal, the war god of his ancestors. The Venyk hadn’t liked that much, but as long as he kept the enemy shitting their pants, they kept their protests quiet.


Cadoc’s eyes blinked open, and he stared at the sword lying across his lap. It was time to hang it over a mantle. An artefact for bards to praise and boys to dream of wielding. But first, he had an account to settle.


Cadoc lifted the sword and began to unravel the layers of cloth, revealing first the hilt and then the scabbard. Its magic — or its curse — sang to him, and he had to force down the bloodlust like bile in his throat. Why did it hunger, still? Surely after thirteen months, the magic was spent.


He ran his fingers across the worn leather scabbard until he felt the nick he’d carved to mark his first kill since signing the bwgal’s contract.


One…two…three.


An ambush on the march to Antios. He’d killed three that night and saved his company from a rout. It was the first time the bloodlust took him. His fingers traced along the leather and he went on counting.


Five…ten…twenty.


Faces haunted his mind’s eye as he remembered the details, more vividly now than he had in the heat of battle. It was unsettling, seeing them again. He began wondering who they were. Fathers? Brothers? Sons? Ordinary men defending their homes against invaders driven by ideology and plunder.


Forty-five…fifty…fifty-nine.


Sixty…a hard fight and a brute of a man, almost seven feet tall and twice Cadoc’s weight. He’d been something of a local legend — the son of a God, they said — his weapon of choice, a boar spear that could have felled a war elephant. Could he count this towards his debt? He’d won through treachery, throwing sand in the man’s eyes then lopping off a leg. His lips curled in a smirk; the bwgal hadn’t stipulated fair combat.


Sixty-five…seventy.


Seventy-three…his most troubling kill. A boy no more than sixteen, left by his companions to defend a few horses. Cadoc and his men killed them and discovered the boy when they returned to loot the camp. He’d been a fair youth, with a strong chin, long dark hair and a lean, muscular frame. Filled with pride and defiance, he challenged Cadoc to single combat and lost his head to Cadoc’s first counterattack. At least it was quick.


Seventy-five…


The Oskoi counteroffensive took them all by surprise, breaking their lines and forcing the invading crusaders back behind the walls of Antios. How many thousands had died in the rout? Cadoc wasn’t sure if his own tally in the heat of battle had been right. He couldn't inscribe his macabre ledger until they reached the city for it had been a running fight over three brutal days and nights.


Eighty…eight-five.


How many more succumbed to the disease and starvation in the months that followed? Had it not been for Artur Kasparu’s brilliance and bravery, he knew he too would have died behind those walls. The Venyk duke had somehow found a means to escape through the chaos of the city’s docks, even as the Oskoi breached the walls.


More had fallen to Cadoc’s blade in the fray as Cadoc and his last remaining men fought their way onboard an Oskoi ship and slaughtered the crew.


Ninety…ninety-two…ninety-four.


His hands approach the end of the scabbard. A journey chronicled in blood. Who was left? A few soldiers on the Antios mainland. He’d killed them to steal a couple of wagons so they could cross the Isthmus of Hieraklia with their wounded.


Ninety-five…ninety-six…ninety-seven.


Cadoc’s hands began trembling as he felt his way down, squinting to see against the cabin's gloom.


Ninety-eight…ninety-nine…


He pressed his fingers into the leather, frantically seeking out the last nick — the hundredth mark that would absolve his debt. He reached the bottom of the scabbard, the leather smooth and unmarked. Desperate now, he turned the sword over in his hands, searching in vain for a mark he knew he never carved. The leather was worn, stained with oil and blood, but otherwise unmarked. It taunted him.


Ninety-nine souls…one man short.


Cadoc closed his eyes and brooded on his failing. Had it been for nothing after all? He had nothing to show but a fistful of baubles and the clothes on his back. Most of his men were dead. Let the gods take his soul for all that it was worth. He laughed in defiance, stopping as he heard the captain give a loud snore.


…you will grieve as a son grieves for his father's death.


The bwgal’s voice rasped in his mind, almost as though the creature was standing behind him. Perhaps the price was not so simple. The bwgal had been cryptic. What did it even mean? His father was already dead, and Cadoc had no children. What was left for the gods to take when he had nothing of worth? His life? They could have it, for all he cared.


A loud snort made Cadoc look up for a second time. The captain's dark, corpulent shape twisted in his hammock. He broke wind and settled back to sleep, snoring.


Cadoc studied the man and wondered. He could kill him with ease, then toss him to the sea as he had done to Rhisiart. On the morrow, he’d say the man wandered out to take a piss and never returned — a drunkard falling overboard and drowning. Who’d be the wiser? Who’d even care?


Cadoc squeezed the hilt of his sword and felt the familiar hunger rising. He pulled an inch of steel free. Warmth flooded his body, his muscles twitching as fatigue dropped from his shoulders. It would be so easy. What was one more life?


One more life.


So, this is what I’ve become — a tool for a hungry god, no better than this blade.


Cadoc blinked and swallowed. He thrust the blade back into its scabbard and forced his hand from the hilt. With haste, he re-wrapped the weapon in its protective cloth and stashed it beneath his bed. A long sigh escaped his lips, and he felt exhaustion spreading through his body. Every ache and pain returned, and yet, in spite of the discomfort, he welcomed them like old friends. Pain meant human frailty was not wholly lost to him. Perhaps his compassion wasn't far behind. He stared at the captain's sleeping form and shook his head in the dark. I've had my fill of slaughter, he thought. Let the bwgal and her gods take what price they may.


Cadoc sniffed and swallowed phlegm, grimacing at the stale, thick taste. He stretched out his legs and settled back on his bed. Finally, Cadoc drifted into a restless sleep, haunted by the faces of those he’d put to the sword.










CHAPTER FOUR

Skelgard







CADOC AWOKE FROM his slumber as dawn broke. He rubbed his eyes, squinting against the light streaming through a porthole at the cabin’s rear. Gulls mewed in a chorus outside, their discordant symphony accompanied by the sounds of labouring men. He sat up but remained on his bed, giving his head and stomach the chance to adjust to the ship’s motion — yet the movement was little more than a gentle bobbing.


Land, he thought, and the realisation brought a sigh of relief. As he exhaled, tension eased from his neck and shoulders. He hadn’t realised how tense he was, and now he ached with stiffness.


He was home, or near enough to it considering the fifteen-hundred-mile journey from Antios. The gods willing, he’d reach Skeinhold in little over a week. It was an unsettling thought. Cadoc couldn’t decide if his return was one of triumph or if his tail was tucked between his legs like a whimpering dog begging for its master to welcome him back. Something to decide on the road, he thought as he gathered up his possessions, rolling everything into an untidy bundle, including his sword, which he vowed never to wear again. The bundle was light — not much to show for a year’s campaign.


He hurried out into the main hold, keen to put the reeking ship behind him. His men were already rousing. Cadoc left them to Fersin to muster while he went above and sought out the captain.


Above deck, Cadoc blinked away the morning light as the rising sun peeked through a scattering of clouds to the east. The wind was slight and cold, while the sea beyond the harbour was serene with barely a hint of the previous night’s storm.


Cadoc paid the remainder of their dues to the ship’s captain. They parted company with mumbled thanks, wishing each other good fortune with little sincerity. The passage had cost them both dearly, but for different reasons, and Cadoc couldn’t wait to put the experience behind him.


As soon as payment was made, Cadoc led his men off the ship into the busy waterfront of Skelgard. For a moment, Cadoc was at a loss for what to do. For the last year his actions were dictated by military matters, and while he had a goal — to return home — he lacked sufficient funds to buy horses, and he knew that some of his men were in no fit state to ride.


His men loitered on the pier, talking amongst themselves. Cadoc motioned to Fersin, preempting his request for orders. “Sergeant, take a headcount.”


Fersin nodded and ordered the men into a loose formation as Cadoc looked up at the city’s skyline taking his bearings. He’d only been in Skelgard once before and that was nearly twenty years ago. It was a compact city nestled behind high stone walls. The two main landmarks were the fortified palace of the Prince-Bishop along the northern coast, and the city’s central spire that marked the location of the marketplace. He stared at the spire, wondering if they might find a merchant caravan heading for Kas Mendoc. If it wasn't too late in the season, they might enlist as guards in exchange for food and coin.


“Captain.”


Cadoc turned on his heal, tearing his gaze from the city’s visage. Fersin stood in front of the men and snapped off a half-arsed salute. “Captain, twenty-eight men all present and accounted.”


Cadoc nodded and tried his best not to reflect his doubts as he faced the men. They were a sorry sight — dishevelled, half-starved and exhausted beyond measure. Half of them looked ready to collapse, and several carried injuries that needed seeing to lest they end up following Rhisiart into the next world. Still, there was a feral, hungry look about them. They were sort of men that made shopkeepers bolt their doors and fathers hide their daughters. Tough bastards. Men who’d taken everything the gods had thrown at them. Good lads one and all, he thought, the beginning of a smile on his cracked lips.


The men stared at him expectantly. He felt the familiar burden of command weighing oppressively on his being. They were still his men, and it was his job to see them home.


“Well, come on, lads,” he called. “I can’t be arsed making speeches, and we’ve some road to travel before Morwid can have his fill of Rhys’ mother.”


The men laughed — Rhys louder than the rest. Cadoc turned and set off down the pier, his eyes raised to keep the marketplace spire in his sights.


It didn’t take long before they attracted the attention of the city guard. Even before they left the waterfront, a full squadron of guardsmen rolled into view and blocked their path. Cadoc swore under his breath and realised too late they must have looked like a pack of bandits, down on their luck and armed to the teeth.


Their officer, a surly looking man with an impeccable grey moustache, came to the fore. His uniform was pressed to perfection. He carried a swagger stick at his side, occasionally swatting it against his thigh. Cadoc noted the captain's ensign embroiled on the guard’s chest, a crown bisected with the Staff of Lazar as the soldier barked, “State your business, man, and be quick about it!”


Not wanting a fight, Cadoc calmly stepped forward, hands spread in the Prenig gesture of peace. “Well met. I am Cadoc. Captain-at-arms to his Grace, the Duke of Kas Mendoc.”


The guard’s captain surveyed the company briefly, before turning his attention back to Cadoc. His expression was a mixture of disdain and suspicion, and Cadoc’s introduction had done nothing to assuage his anger. “Mercenaries!” he spat. “Your men are a disgrace, Captain.”


The corner of Cadoc’s mouth curled in a half-smile, and before he could swallow his reply, he said, “My men are soldiers, not parade-ground cockerels, you fucking wanker!”


The captain coloured, his moustache bristling. He waved his swagger stick at Cadoc's company. “Arrest this rabble!”


Cadoc’s patience broke, and he bellowed, “To arms!”


His men responded at once, shrugging fatigue from their shoulders. Swords and daggers hissed from scabbards, their shields long discarded in Antios. Dockworkers, traders and passers-by shuffled away fast, turning at a safe distance to watch the coming fray.


The city guardsmen faltered, a few even taking a step back. Sweat dripped down Cadoc's back. Both sides stood rooted to the ground, each silently taking a measure of the other. Cadoc could almost read their thoughts. They had mistaken his men for rabble, not professional soldiers who could fight with cohesive discipline. City guards were the same the world over: pompous, overfed and corrupt, and most had never seen action rougher than a tavern brawl.


“We don’t want trouble,” said Cadoc, calmer than he felt, but in control of his temper. He left his own sword sheathed, lest its hunger consume him — besides, he could draw it quickly if needed.


“Well, you’ve found it, boyo,” said the captain, with an edge to his voice that betrayed his fear.


Cadoc’s jaw tightened as he gritted his teeth. Then he blew air through his mouth, suddenly tired of it all, and regretting his earlier outburst. “Look, Captain, I’m sorry for what I said. We’ve spent a year fighting your goddamned war. Fifteen hundred miles we’ve ridden, walked and sailed with just the clothes on our backs. We just want to go home.”


A look of hesitation crossed the captain’s face at the unexpected olive branch, but his body was still tense, his swagger stick vibrating in his clenched fist. His lips moved silently. Cadoc's skin prickled, and he guessed the man was calculating the odds, weighing what he knew of his guardsmen against what he observed of Cadoc and his men. Cadoc saw the shift at once, the man’s face draining of colour, the hardened look as his brows knitted together. The swagger stick lifted.


“I said, arrest them!”


Cadoc shook his head. He shifted his bundle to one side, his hand moving toward the hilt of his sword. He could feel its hunger…


“Enough of this, Captain. Restrain your men!”


The unexpected call wasn’t loud, yet it was filled with command, ringing out with the authority of a temple bell. Cadoc turned to his right. A robed and hooded priest emerged from the shadows between two buildings and approached the standoff. The scarlet hood of his cloak pulled low over his eyes. The captain and his men bowed at once.


“Holy Father,” began the captain, “I was about to arrest these—”


The priest silenced him with a wave, his hand poised in midair as the man withered under his scrutiny. “Did you not hear his words, Captain? These men have returned from our glorious crusade.”


The captain coloured, his mouth opening and closing beneath his moustache. “Father…I…I thought…” He sighed in defeat and shook his head, his expression becoming contrite. “An honest mistake, Father. My duties are clear, sometimes my judgement is not.”


The priest lowered his hand. “Judgement is God’s alone, my son. Do not forget it.”


The captain looked from the priest to Cadoc and his men. “What of them? The law is clear: arms are not permitted within the city walls.”


The priest said, “I know the law, Captain. These men are passing through, and I will accompany them. They will not draw steel in the city.”


The captain bowed, motioning for his men to stand down. “God’s will be done, Father.”


Cadoc watched as the city guardsmen turned and filed away. Their captain threw one last angry glare in his direction before he turned and hurried to the head of the marching column. Only when they turned down a street and disappeared from sight, did he approach the priest.


“My thanks, Father,” said Cadoc. “I spoke the truth; I do not seek trouble.”


The priest tugged his hood over his eyes, his wine-stained lips creased into a smile. “Trouble has a means of finding its own, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc stiffened. “You know me, Priest?”


The hood moved as the priest shook his head. “I heard you introduce yourself.”


“Oh,” said Cadoc, and he paused trying to remember if he had divulged his lineage along with his name.


The priest placed a slender hand on Cadoc’s shoulder, and his train of thought gurgled away like water down a drainpipe. He stared down at the diminutive hooded figure, trying to remember what he was about to say. At length, he replied, “I owe my thanks, Priest. Can I repay your kindness?”


The priest clasped his hands, and they disappeared into the long sleeves of his robes. “No payment is required. You and your men have done a noble service to God.” The priest paused a moment and seemed to retreat further into the shadows of his hood. His eyes seemed to catch the light, gleaming like a cat’s, the deep lavender orbs transfixing Cadoc.


The priest raised his head. The illusion vanished as the light robbed his face of shadow. He smiled and said, “Though I would ask a boon.”


Cadoc blinked and ran his tongue across dry lips. He looked into the obscured face, trying to make out what it looked like. “What did you say?”


“A favour, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc brought a hand to his face, scratching his itching beard, his fingers rubbing the livid scar on his cheek. “Name it. If it’s in my power to grant, you shall have it.”


“You will travel west, no?”


Cadoc nodded. “For a time, yes, but Skeinhold is my destination. You seek an escort?”


“I do,” said the priest. “I must travel to Kas Mendoc, and I fear to walk the roads alone.”


Cadoc said, “Of course. I thought of enlisting with a merchant caravan, but you are free to join us.”


The priest inclined his head in a bow of thanks. “Very well. I know of such a caravan. A wine and oil merchant. He seeks to leave on the morrow, but he shares my fear of the road.”


Cadoc said, “You are well versed in trade for a priest.”


The priest shrugged his slender shoulders. “No more than most. I made enquiries for my own purposes. The merchant in question expressed some annoyance there is a shortage of guards for hire in the city. He is reluctant to leave until he has secured reputable men.”


Cadoc suppressed a grin, beginning to suspect the priest’s motives. An itinerant priest was a welcome travelling companion, for they kept honest folk honest. Bandits were another issue entirely, and most didn't observe religious niceties. Cadoc could almost imagine the priest promising that God would provide before high-tailing it to the docks, looking for a likely group of men. Was their arrival in Skelgard coincidence or was the Venyk God taking matters into his own hands? Either way, Cadoc and his men benefitted, and he wasn't about to question good fortune, be it from the Venyk God or the gods of his fathers.


“You’ll make introductions?” asked Cadoc.


The priest nodded, a brief smile and a row of white teeth flashed within the shadows of his hood. “I will. Come with me. I feel our friend might be convinced to leave today.”


Cadoc wanted to ask what the hurry was, but the priest took off and began weaving through the crowd. Cadoc hurried after him.


True to his word, the priest introduced Cadoc to Master Merchant Dorian Albin, a native of Vengorod but now settled in the Prince-Bishop’s city. He was a tall man with broad shoulders, a belly that hung over his belt, and the beady-eyed squint of one who enjoyed counting coin. His clothes were well tailored and of fine material. His caravan included no less than twelve wagons laden with barrels of imported wine and olive oil for sale in Pontoloc and Kas Mendoc. Cadoc found him agreeable enough at first until his company's haggard, rag-tag appearance aroused the man’s suspicions as they had with the city guard.


“They look half dead; you think I’m stupid?” He turned on the priest and almost scowled. “I said I needed fighting men, not rat pickers and dock scum!”


The priest shrugged. “Men are scarce, as you said, Master Merchant. These men are veterans of the crusade.”


The merchant turned back at Cadoc, an eyebrow raised enquiringly. “This true?”


Cadoc nodded. “It’s true. So what if a few carry injuries, the rest are fit and able and those who aren’t will be right after a few days rest and care. I can vouch for any man here as a warrior. We survived everything the Oskoi hoplites threw at us for a year.”


Albin eyed him. “What did you say your name was?”


“Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line. My brother is Laclan, Lord of Skeinhold.”


The merchant raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard of Skeinhold. Small place in the Cae Valley, no?”


Cadoc nodded, reading the merchant’s calculating expression. “Small but our market is open and lively. Our remoteness means the only traders we see are from Kas Mendoc and Langorn. My brother’ll welcome your goods, master merchant.”


The merchant rubbed his chin, his expression nonchalant. “Well, might be I’ll send a caravan one day and look to find a friendly welcome.”


“You’ll have one,” Cadoc promised.


The merchant’s face split into a broad grin. “All right. I’ll sign you and your men on. I’ll pay each man threepence a day plus food and wine.” He paused as though in thought, then added. “Tell you what. I've got a spare wagon I had to leave here. Take it for your wounded, if you can find some old nags to drive it. I can’t spare the horses myself.”


Cadoc frowned as he mentally weighed the terms before committing. Though he judged the pay was below average, the offer of the wagon was unexpected. He doubted they would find a better opportunity elsewhere. “My thanks.” He held out his hand. “I accept your terms. My men and I will see you safely to Kas Mendoc.”


The merchant took his hand, and they shook. “Right then. No sense wasting daylight. I’ll give you an hour to find some mules, and then we’ll leave.”










CHAPTER FIVE

Caravan







THE MERCHANT’S CARAVAN took the well-travelled Prince’s Highway, a meandering road through rolling hills and pastureland. Fields were bare of crops, harvested weeks before in preparation for winter. Countless villages and towns dotted the way, thinning out the farther they ventured west of Skelgard. When nightfall came, they stayed at roadside and village inns catering to travellers. For Cadoc and his men, it was a luxury not having to sleep rough beside the road.


After a few days on the road, Cadoc, at last, began to relax — or at least he stopped thinking every rustling tree or oncoming traveller wasn’t the impending sign of an ambush. It brought both mind and body much-needed respite, and he began to tune his senses to the rhythms of daily life.


The Venyk lands were ordered and manicured, with much acreage given over to field and furrow. It was in stark contrast to the wild Cae Valley of his birth, reflecting the differences between the Venyk and his own people. His military eye saw at once the advantages and limitations. Denuded forests and stone castles allowed the Venyk to control large tracts of countryside. For centuries they had sculpted a landscape to suit the peculiarities of their religion and their preference for warfare on open fields with disciplined infantry and heavy cavalry. That’s why they’d failed in Oskana, a land of mountains, narrow valleys and forests whose people favoured mobility and ambush to pitched battles — much like his homeland.


The weather held, and they made good time, arriving at Pontoloc five days after leaving Skelgard. It was a bustling river port city, nominally ruled by the local high-priest — while in reality, the man spent his days currying the Prince-Bishop’s favour in Skelgard, leaving Pontoloc to the city’s merchants and guilds.


They spent two days in the city, guarding Albin’s caravans while he sold most of his goods directly to a wholesaler rather than individual taverns, which the guilds prohibited. Cadoc tagged along, playing bodyguard. It was an interesting experience, and Cadoc was intrigued by the rivalry between some of the merchants he encountered. They were as hostile as any rival noble house. The guilds he learnt, kept much of it from boiling over, while Albin, as an outsider, did his best to play by their rules — though, Cadoc noted the occasional detour, selling directly to an innkeeper looking to avoid local duties and tariffs.


Albin had planned to make the last leg of the journey by ferry across the channel to Kas Mendoc, but winter’s grip was already tightening on the West, and the locals were adamant the channel was too rough to make a safe crossing. When bribes failed to move the Guild of Porters and Ferrymen, Albin decided to take the long road overland, hoping to cross the Hafran estuary further north where the river was narrower and beyond the reach of the destructive tidal bore. They left before dawn, taking the road north to Halam Ford, where they made the crossing at low tide. The river marked the boundary with the Duchy of Mendoc, and when Cadoc stepped off the ferry onto dry land, he felt a stirring of trepidation. He wasn’t far from home.


It was late evening and raining heavily by the time the entire caravan made the crossing. They found lodgings in the garrison, Cadoc and his men sleeping in the empty wagons in the courtyard while Albin and his men found rooms in a tavern in the adjoining town.


They set off the next morning under foul weather, overcast skies and a constant drizzle that soaked them through to the skin. The going was slow but steady until they passed south of Farwoad Forest. The cobbled, military road gave way to a mire of mud and trees blown down overnight by the strong wind.


As evening approached, the caravan was making its way towards Penrick when they encountered another party on the road. It was a small passenger coach, its axel cracked, cabin listing hard to side as one cartwheel lay several yards down the slope. Cadoc was at once wary, for it had the makings of an ambush, even though reason told him their company was sufficient enough to deter any but the largest and most determined band of outlaws. It was doubtful any large band operated this close to the highway for it was well patrolled as far as he could tell. Yet, Cadoc could not undo the conditioning and the hard lesson learnt through a year of bloody warfare, where guile mattered as much as strength. So, he surveyed the coach from a vantage point of fifty yards, while his men fanned out and guarded the caravan against a potential ambush from the nearby woodland. There was no sign of movement, not a coachman, porter or passengers, nor were there any horses in sight.


“What do you think?” asked Fersin, approaching him from behind.


Without turning, Cadoc said, “Looks innocent enough.” He sniffed, his nose running in the cold, wet air. “Reckon they took the horses and made for Penrick.”


“It’s only five miles away,” Fersin replied, his tone in agreement with Cadoc’s theory. “They’d stand a fair chance of making it in an hour or two.”


Cadoc chewed his lip. “More like three or four in this weather. The kind of folk who like to travel by coach aren’t exactly nimble.”


Fersin chuckled. “Aye, there’s that. We might as well look. Maybe they left something worth taking.”


Cadoc was thinking the same thing, but he was concerned at the lateness of the hour. Albin’s mood had worsened with the weather as the delays began to compound. He checked the sun’s angle. It was too overcast to make out its exact position, but the glare on the horizon told him sunset was less than an hour away. He began moving towards the broken-down coach. “Let’s be quick at it,” he said, seeing Albin growing impatient, the merchant pacing a line beside his caravan.



* * *


CADOC AND FERSIN ran back up the slope, too surprised to talk to each other at what they’d seen in the coach.


“Oi, Cadoc, what is it?”


Cadoc turned and saw Albin hailing him. He changed direction and jogged up to the merchant. “It’s a man and woman. She’s wellborn by her look. The man’s old, addled, and swollen by gout. The woman said they’ve been stranded since morning. Their driver and porter took the horses to Penrick, but they haven’t returned.”


Fersin added, “Likely pissing up her coins in some tavern.”


“Likely as not,” Cadoc said, nodding agreement.


Albin scowled. “Well, haul that damned wreckage off the road, they’re blocking the way!”


Cadoc looked at Fersin, who grinned. “You might want to rethink that.”


Albin snorted. “Snagged a shrew, have we?”


Cadoc shook his head. “Not exactly, but she’s quite persuasive.”


Fersin chuckled. “Hard to say to no to a woman with tits like hers.”


Albin eyed Cadoc. “What have you done?”


“I offered them our protection.”


Albin glowered. “You did what? For God’s sake man, we’re late as it is without dragging some lazy cow all the way to Kas Mendoc.”


Cadoc scowled. “They can stay with us until we reach Penrick tomorrow. From there she can find her own way, but I’ll not leave her here to fate’s mercy.”


Albin expression deepened into a look of black anger. “Tomorrow! We should have been there an hour ago.”


Cadoc’s brow knotted above his nose, the scar on his cheek itching. “You want to be wandering around in the countryside, getting pissed on by the gods, that’s your business. But I’d rather wait until morning and not risk wrecking one of our own wagons.”


Albin’s eyes went wide, his expression settling into a frown as he folded his arms. “You think we should camp here?”


“Aye, I do,” Cadoc replied. “Penrick will close its gates at sunset, and we’re at least two hours from there.”


Albin sighed. “Very well, we’ll camp here. See that we are well protected.” He turned and looked down the road at the coach, his eye glinting with curiosity. “Big tits, you said? I suppose I should make her welcome then.”


Cadoc turned on his heel and waved Fersin to action. The sergeant nodded and began shouting orders for the men to make camp. While they lacked the makeshift palisade and shovels to dig a defensible ditch, they made do with what they had, chaining the caravans and wagons in a circle, and billeting the horses within. A few men went to the woodland to gather firewood and cook fires were lit under the overhanging canvas awnings of the caravans.


An hour after dark, Cadoc made his way to one of the fireplaces, drawn by the smell of hot food. He chose one well away from Albin and guessed the fat merchant would spend the evening fawning over their new guest. He hoped to find Fersin but remembered the sergeant was among those taking the first watch. He was surprised instead to see the priest sitting beside the fire. For most of the journey, he had kept his own company, sometimes venturing into Cadoc’s wagon to tend the injured but never sharing a meal. When they stopped at night, he never appeared. Cadoc always assumed he sought out the company of his brethren at the local temples and shrines.


“Sorry, Father,” he muttered and turned to go.


The priest spoke without looking up from the flames. “Stay if it pleases you. You’ll not disturb me.”


Cadoc felt torn between his preference for different company, and not wanting to insult the priest. Though aloof, he admitted the priest had been helpful, not least tending the injured with salves and fresh bandages. He was also more than a little curious about the man, so he took a ladle, filled his bowl and sat on the opposite side of the fire. He began spooning the rich stew into his mouth when he noticed the priest was watching him. He swallowed and wiped his mouth and chin with the back of his sleeve.


“Stew’s not to your liking, Father?”


Teeth flashed as the priest smiled. “I do not eat flesh.”


“Ah,” said Cadoc, chewing his way through cubed beef pieces in the stew. He set the bowl on his knee and picked at his teeth with his tongue before he continued. “I met some Oskoi holy men that didn’t eat meat. Didn’t think you Lazarites were the same.”


“Few do,” replied the priest. “My proclivities are my own.” He paused, motioned to Cadoc’s bowl and said, “Eat. Don’t stop on my account.”


Cadoc resumed eating, one eye fixed on the priest. His rigid poise was unnerving, and the way the shadows always seemed to hide his face — just the light of the fire should have revealed his features — was downright unsettling.


Cadoc cleared his throat. The priest’s hood shifted almost imperceptibly, and Cadoc took the movement as a willingness to talk. “You’re not a Lazarite, are you?”


The priest laughed softly. “I am, and I’m not.”


Cadoc frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


The priest shrugged. “I have spent years studying the Ploughman and his teachings.”


Cadoc grunted. “A waste of time.”


“Maybe. There are some who might consider fighting another man’s war equally futile.”


“Another man’s war?”


“The crusade against the Oskoi. A scheme concocted by the Seneschal seemingly to make mountains out of bodies for the glory of God.”


Cadoc gave a half smile. “For a Venyk priest, you have an interesting take on the crusade you started.”


The priest laughed again. “I did not start anything.”


“You know what I mean.”


“Yes, I do. Tell me, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line, why is it you would choose to fight with the sworn enemy of your ancestors.”


“Beats swinging a pick.”


“Does it?”


Cadoc shrugged. “I was never one for sowing oats and pulling turnips.”


“Butchering a people with whom you have no quarrel is better than a peaceful life?”


Cadoc winced. “I liked you better when you didn’t talk.”


The priest inclined his head. “Forgive me. My intention was not to insult you, only to understand.”


Cadoc's smile was tight-lipped. “Not everything has an explanation, least, not one that stands up to scrutiny.”


“Your words ring of truth, Cadoc. Perhaps your time abroad was not entirely futile.”


Cadoc rang his tongue over his lips. Both were dry, and he contemplated excusing himself to get wine. Yet, something made him stay, and he realised he wanted to make an accounting for himself and said, “I kept my eyes open — least when I wasn’t fighting for my life.”


“And what did you see?”


Cadoc shrugged. “A world far removed from my own. Oskana is a beautiful country. Its people are proud and rightly so, for they were building cities when my lot and the Venyk were drinking blood and wearing bear skins.”


The priest nodded, the gesture more obvious this time. “I envy you. I have not been myself. You have a keen eye, a ruler’s eye, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc gave a snort of laughter. “Ruling was never my fate, not my desire, Priest. Best left to other men more capable and deserving.”


“The Ploughman once said, ‘those who seek power, cause misery. Those who accept its burden, find greatness.’”


Cadoc pondered this in silence. There was a kernel of truth in the adage he could appreciate. How many men had died in the campaign thanks to glory-hungry generals that weren’t fit to piss straight, much less lead men? The best leaders he had known were those on whom command fell, often in the gravest of circumstances. Perhaps wanting to lead, should automatically disqualify the bastard who wanted it.


The approach of soft footsteps made Cadoc turn. To his surprise, the lady from the coach stepped out of the gloom and into the firelight. Cadoc stared at her, open-mouthed. She was even more beautiful than he first thought, as though the night did her more justice than the day. Her raven-black hair shone in the firelight, her pale skin took on a warm glow, and her eyes sparkled like starlight. She wore a woollen shawl over her head and shoulders. As she drew in the ends against the cold, the movement drew Cadoc’s eye to a fine pair of breasts, shown off to good effect in her low-cut travel dress.


“May I join you?”


Cadoc took a second to enjoy the view before remembering his manners. He set aside his bowl and stood. “If it pleases you, my lady, I’d be honoured.”


His attempt at civility sounded coarse and clumsy in his own ears, but she smiled graciously in response. She dropped one hand from the shawl, lifted the hem of her dress and sat down to his left, between Cadoc and the priest who hadn’t moved or risen at her approach. “It is I who am honoured, Captain Cadoc, for I understand I am here by your leave.”


Cadoc waved away the comment as he resumed his seat. “Nay, lady, my part in your rescue was minor.”


The priest’s hood tilted to one side. “The good captain is modest, my lady. Were it up to Albin, you would have been left to your fate.”


She regarded the priest a moment, a curious glint in her eyes, a knowing smile on his lips. She leaned forward and stared, as though trying to penetrate the unnatural shadow the priest seemed to cloak himself within. “I have not met one of your kind before…holy one. I am honoured.”


The priest stiffened, retreating deeper into the inky darkness of his cloak. He stood and bowed. “I bid you both a good night.”


Cadoc watched him slink away beyond the fire’s light, unsure what to think of his sudden departure. His interest waned the moment he lost sight of the robed figure. He then realised the woman was studying him through her vivid blue eyes, staring into his with an intensity he found disquieting and couldn't match.


“It seems I am in your debt, Captain.”


“Your thanks is payment in full.” He glanced off again to where the priest had departed. At one of the other fires, Albin was blustering over some joke, having tapped too much of his own wine. “I got one over that money-loving bast—” Cadoc caught his tongue, his face flushing. “Forgive me, I’m not used to speaking with gentlefolk.”


She smiled playfully, her tongue flicking between her teeth. Her lips were stained red with wine. Cadoc wondered how much she had drunk. “No need to apologise," she said. "He is a bastard, and a lecherous one too. I pity his wife.”


Cadoc smiled, surprised but pleased by her use of the vulgarity. “Tried to impress you with the size of his baubles, did he?”


“Tried to pay me for mine.”


Cadoc’s eyes went wide as the meaning of her words sunk in. He spat in the fire, making it sizzle, a shower of sparks rising into the night air. He’d paid for more whores than he could remember, the experience more transactional than enjoyable. Since he had never married, he saw no issue with it. It was the way of the world, a man with means and a hard-on never lacked for a welcome port. Still, something about Albin’s proposal bothered him — the arrogance of the man presuming to buy this woman’s favours as readily as he bought Cadoc's sword.


She stared at him, a knowing smile on her lips. “A teacher, not a whore.”


“My lady?”


“The answer to the question you are too embarrassed to ask.”


His cheeks burned, unaccustomed to such frankness in a lady. “That’s not what I was thinking,” he said.


“Really? In that case, you are different from most men.”


Cadoc shook his head, though the double-meaning of her words wasn't lost to him. “Not really. But you, my lady, a teacher…that's…”


She arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “This surprises you?”


Cadoc looked into the fire, feeling embarrassed for reasons he didn't quite understand. “Maybe. Always figured it was a man’s profession.”


She laughed. “I suppose it is, but these times of ours have made learned men scarce on this island, and the wealthy still want their children to read and write.”


Cadoc contemplated this and couldn’t refute the logic. He was illiterate like most Prenig people, hailing from a culture that had long valued oral traditions over the written word. Yet, he had witnessed firsthand the power that writing gave the Venyk in military matters, governance and commerce.


“I see the idea intrigues you,” she said with a penetrating stare.


He shrugged, avoiding her gaze, pushed a glowing log into the fire with the toe of his boot. “Such things are beyond my grasp, but I’ve seen merit in letters, and in educating the young. The Venyk wield quill as readily as they do a sword, and the outcome is almost the same.”


She studied him. “Ah, I see now. You are Prenig from beyond Gwilym’s Wall.”


He nodded. “The Cae Valley.”


She gave an apologetic look. “Sorry, I’ve not heard of it.”


He laughed. “Few have, fewer still care enough to set foot there. My brother is Lord of Skeinhold.”


“Perhaps I might visit someday.”


Cadoc snorted. “Don’t bother. It’s a rude place, freezing cold come winter, with nothing of interest for a lady of the court.”


She laughed. “Come now, it can’t be all that bad.”


He shrugged. “Well, there’s sheep and barley aplenty. But I hate farming, and so I left.”


She eyed him shrewdly. “But now you return. Why?”


“To bring my men home like I promised.”


“And when your duty is done?”


Cadoc shrugged. “Hadn’t thought that far. Maybe find a wife. Make peace with my brother.”


“You parted on ill terms?”


Cadoc snorted. “You could say that. He didn’t agree with my leaving; he thought I should turn my hand to tillage. I told him what he could do his hoe.”


She smiled sympathetically. “Family can be difficult.”


“Aye,” he said with a noncommittal shrug. He met her eyes, and tired of answering questions, he posed his own. “How is it you are a teacher?”


“My father was the grandmaster of the Academy of Wengorod. I grew up surrounded by scholarship. Then one day, the King requested a teacher for his daughters. My father suggested me for obvious reasons.”


“Obvious reasons?” Cadoc repeated.


“Yes,” she said, with a coy smile. “As you perhaps noticed, I lack that which fathers prefer were kept out of reach of their daughters.”


Cadoc stared at her, befuddled by her obtuseness. “You what?”


“I don’t have a cock.”


Cadoc cheeks burned at her unexpected vulgarity, and he found himself grinning. “Got it. A man might leave a cuckoo’s egg in the king’s nest. Still, you’re a long way from Vengorod. What happened?”


The woman sighed with a theatrical quality Cadoc found amusing. “Alas, the king died, and his son did not share his father’s tolerance for the Academy. Those were…difficult years in Vengorod. I thought it prudent to leave.”


“Can’t say I blame you.”


“Have you been to Vengorod?”


Cadoc shook his head. “No, and I’ve no interest in going. Had my fill of travel.”


She smiled. “I can sympathise. I’ve been on the road for years it seems. My heart of hearts desires nothing more than a simple place to call home where I can find steady patronage and live in peace to pursue my own whims and interests.”


Cadoc nodded, weighing her words for several awkward moments. At length, he said, “A worthy ambition, my lady. I pray you find it in Kas Mendoc.”


She inclined her head but kept her gaze upon him, studying him through her long, dark lashes with a demureness that made him squirm on his stool. “Thank you, Captain. As a wandering soul too long on the road, I see a kindred spirit, and it warms my heart.”


Cadoc throat tightened as he considered the candour of her words. He was not accustomed to women speaking thus. “Peace is something I’ll not readily find, my lady.”


“My name is Jewana, not my lady,” she said, “and may I ask why you feel that peace is so untenable?”


“Jewana,” he said, testing the unfamiliar name with his tongue, and deciding he liked it. “There’s too much blood on my hands.”


“Blood washes off with the right unguent.”


“It might,” he said and lapsed into silence, staring into the glowing embers of the fire at his feet.


Several moments went by before Jewana rose to her feet. “I thank you for our talk, Captain, but I too must bid you a good night.”


He grunted in reply and nodded, watching as she turned and began making her way towards her coach.


“My lady…Jewana.”


Jewana stopped and turned. “Yes, Cadoc?”


“I’ll keep an ear cocked. Should Albin force himself upon you, I’ll cut his bollocks off.”


Jewana smiled and bowed her head. “Very kind of you, but do not trouble yourself. I have my own means of protection.”


Cadoc grunted, and she turned and walked off. Cadoc was mesmerised by the sway of her hips before he realised what he was doing and dropped his gaze back to the fire at his feet.


“Cadoc?”


He looked up.


“You’re a good man,” she said, then turned hurriedly and continued walking off.


Cadoc felt his cheeks burning. He forced a smile, then turned back to stare at the fire, listening to the sounds of her footfalls as she departed.










CHAPTER SIX

Kas Mendoc







THE CARAVAN RUMBLED into Kas Mendoc four days later. They entered via East Gate, greeted by the smell of the sea and rotting fish wafting from the estuary. Albin’s mood was as foul as the weather, and it got worse when the city’s guard exacted payment at the gate, citing some tax on imported goods. Cadoc mentally chalked it up as a bribe, but as they entered the city and rumbled towards the marketplace, he wasn’t so sure. In the year since he’d last set foot in the city, Kas Mendoc had suffered, and signs of hardship abounded. The streets were dirty, with refuse left uncollected in gutters, and lanterns were smashed while houses languished in ill-repair. There were more beggars than Cadoc remembered. Every other shop was boarded up, and when they reached the marketplace, they discovered it was devoid of stalls. Cadoc wondered how much profit the merchant would turn, and when he voiced his concerns, Albin swore bitterly. “Goddamned crusade has bled the place dry.”


“Aye,” Cadoc agreed in a rumbling monotone. “I wonder why you bothered after Pontoloc.”


Albin scowled. “Because I have a contract with the duke’s household, and besides, I take the chance to buy furs while I’m here to sell back east.”


This piqued Cadoc’s interest; he sniffed and swallowed. “Should have told me you buy furs. Most of what’s sold here usually come from my homeland.”


Albin’s gaze swept the empty marketplace. “Well, your kin had a poor year by the looks of things.”


Cadoc rubbed his beard, not quite sure what to make of it. By rights, the marketplace should have been filled with traders and other vendors, selling goods from the Cae and Mendoc valleys. Not just furs and hides, but honey, metals, timber, ironmongery and even precious amber. If money had dried up in Kas Mendoc, perhaps the traders had taken their business elsewhere. “What will do you?”


Albin sighed and shrugged his shoulder. “Not your problem, Captain. We part ways here unless I can convince you and your men to escort me back to Skelgard.”


Cadoc shook his head. “No, but my thanks for the offer.”


Albin eyed him a moment. “You certain? You’re a decent man, Cadoc, and a good soldier. Not many have the stones to speak their mind in front of me. I’d make you my personal guard and see you well provisioned.”


Cadoc shook his head, but less emphatically this time. “I need to get my men home.”


“And afterwards?”


Cadoc shrugged. “My brother will find some use for me.”


Albin hiked a thumb behind him. “Well, if you won’t accept my offer, at least take the bloody shrew off my hands?”


Cadoc snorted. “You mean Jewana.”


“Aye, I’ve had my fill of the bitch.”


Cadoc’s brow knotted. “I’d doubt she’ll bother you again. She’s taking service with the duke’s household.”


“She told you that?” asked Albin.


“You didn’t ask?”


Albin shrugged. “I didn’t care enough to bother. I’m surprised you did.”


Cadoc saw the lie for what it was. “We talked a few nights ago, what of it?”


Albin waved the comment away but hid his annoyance poorly. “Well, my offer stands,” he said, his tone haughty. “Should you find yourself looking for work, you know where to find me.” He offered his hand and Cadoc shook it. “Think on it?”


“I will,” Cadoc replied, surprising himself by the honesty of his tone. His opinion of Albin hadn’t changed much, he was an arsehole, but he wasn’t the worst man Cadoc had ever met. The offer had a certain appeal, but it was still soldiering for hire, and Cadoc wanted no more of it. He broke the handshake. “May the gods protect you and yours.”


Albin walked off. Cadoc didn’t spare him a second thought as he turned and rounded up his company, the men piling into their lone wagon. When they were all accounted for, he climbed into the driver's seat where Fersin waited for him, holding the reins, his hands resting on his knees. “Home?” asked the sergeant.


Cadoc shook his head and pointed towards the castle on the city’s western fringe. “The fortress.”


Fersin didn’t question the order, flicking the reins. The mules twitched and set off, the wagon rumbling over the deserted marketplace.


An hour later they presented themselves at the duke’s garrison, where Cadoc had first led his men a year earlier. Cadoc introduced himself at the gate, and they were admitted soon after and told to wait in the muster yard. As they waited, Cadoc studied the yard, noting how few soldiers were present to man the battlements.


Fersin echoed his thoughts. “Place is half abandoned.”


Cadoc’s brow knitted as he scanned the patrolling soldiers. “More men sent off to the crusade.”


Fersin said, “I heard one of Albin’s men say the prince-bishop had been stripping the west of soldiers. Didn’t quite believe it.”


Cadoc said, “He didn’t send them our way.”


“No,” said Fersin, his tone in agreement. He pointed a finger at the northern battlement. “If the Prince of Langorn ever gets word, that madman will be down here like a sailor in a whorehouse.”


Cadoc shook his head. “I don’t even think the Prince-Bishop is stupid enough to let that happen.” He glanced around the courtyard and saw a figure approaching from the keep. “No, I reckon the Gwylim’s Wall’s is still well defended, least at Merthon.”


The approaching figure drew closer. Cadoc studied him, recognition dawning as the man’s appearance came into focus. He was a tall, lanky officer with salt-pepper hair tied back into a tail, and a drooping moustache that grew almost to his chin. He marched with long-legged strides, hand on the hilt of his sword.


“Stay here,” said Cadoc, and he jumped down and began walking towards the approaching soldier.


“So it is you, you heathen bastard,” said Pietrov, captain of the duke’s household guard. He wore a broad, friendly smile, his cheeks ruddy with his quick march across the yard. “I had to see for myself before I believed it.”


Cadoc nodded, forcing himself to return the smile. “Aye, it’s me. A year older and a lot sorrier. Lucky I’m here in one piece.”


Pietrov sighed, nodding solemnly. “I heard it was some bad fighting.”


Cadoc grimaced. “You don’t know the half of it, man.”


Pietrov extended his hand and Cadoc shook it firmly. The officer steered him away from the wagon. They walked out into the centre of the parade ground, and when beyond earshot of the barracks and Cadoc’s men, the officer continued in a hushed tone. “I’m hoping you’ve news of His Grace.”


Cadoc’s jaw tightened; he didn’t answer at first.


Pietrov closed his eyes and sighed. “I feared as much.” He swore, opened his eyes and kicked at the gravel underfoot. “Fucking war’s bled us dry, and now this.” He dug his hands beneath his tabard.


Cadoc found his voice, clearing his throat. “I never said he was dead, there’s a small chance he escaped.”


Pietrov looked up, his eyes were bright. “You’re certain?”


Cadoc shrugged, and the glimmer of hope on Pietrov’s face fell as quickly as it had arisen. “Nothing is certain in war — but if any man could do, he could.”


“Tell me what happened.”


Cadoc narrated the final day of the fall of Antios. He told how Duke Artur conceived his bold plan to sneak on board one of the Oskoi warships blockading the harbour. It would have worked, but the Oskoi breeched the northern walls of the city faster than anyone could have imagined, pouring into the city.


“It was a good plan until we were attacked from the rear,” Cadoc said. “I still don’t know how they got to the docks that fast.”


“Traitors?”


Cadoc shrugged. “Maybe. By the end, the whole fucking city was against us. I reckon, the Oskoi managed to breach two walls.”


Pietrov winced. “They flooded in?”


Cadoc nodded. “Like a swarm of rats. They could taste victory. Our backs were against a wall.”


“But you got out?”


Cadoc gave Pietrov a hard stare. “Barely. The bastards almost shaved the hair off my arse, and I lost a lot of good men.”


Pietrov spread his palms “I was only asking. I’m your friend, Cadoc. I just want to know what happened to my duke.”


Cadoc blew air through his lips. “For reasons known only to him and his God, he went back into the fray with a handful of men.”


Pietrov’s brow furrowed into the beginnings of a scowl. “You didn’t go to his aid?”


Cadoc shook his head. “His orders were plain. I was tasked with taking one of the Oskoi ships — I had a lot of men to save.”


Pietrov sighed. “I cast no blame, my friend. Still, your tale leaves little hope.”


Cadoc said, “We took two ships in that harbour. The other remained for Artur and his men. If through chance or skill he reached it…”


Pietrov cupped a hand over his mouth and rubbed his gaunt, stubbled chin. “A glimmer then, however thin the thread. What in God’s name did he go back for?”


Cadoc gave a helpless shrug. “As I said, I know not. What will you do?”


Pietrov filled his lungs, harrumphing as he said, “What can I do but wait. If what you say is true, what’s left of our men will make their way home with God’s mercy. I’ll confer your news to her ladyship with as much hope as I can muster.”


“Would you like me there? I’m known to her through her brother, the Prince of Langorn. She might welcome a fellow countryman.”


Pietrov eyed him a long moment, then he slowly shook his head. “No, she would only press you for details, and I do not want her upset with the telling.”


“I don’t envy your duty, but my offer stands,” said Cadoc.


Pietrov clapped him on the shoulder, his smile forced and soon faded. “My thanks. Now, what of you?”


Cadoc said, “Home as soon as I may.”


Pietrov frowned. “You sure? I’d welcome you and your command here should you want to swear fealty. Our garrison is short-manned as you can see.”


Cadoc snorted with laughter. Pietrov frowned, his back stiffening. “You think I’m joking? Look around. I'm deadly serious.”


Cadoc shook his head. “My apologies. It’s the second time today someone has tried to deter me with offers of service.”


“Who?”


Cadoc told him.


Pietrov made a face. “I know of him. He’s a pig, but I can’t blame him for trying, any more than you can blame me. Good soldiers are few and far between.”


“And my soldiering is done,” Cadoc said, adamantly. “I must see my men home to their families and make peace with my brother, gods willing.”


Pietrov nodded solemnly, then looked up, eyes wide and he smiled. “Your gods aren’t as forgiving as mine, heathen. I could make you commander of Abercrav. You’d be but a few days ride from Skeinhold.”


Cadoc gave a tired laugh. Pietrov’s persistence was irritating but flattering. “I’ll think about it,” he replied with as much sincerity as he could muster. He grinned suddenly. “Might be coming back if my brother’s not in a forgiving mood.”


Pietrov tried to look sympathetic but failed. “His loss would be our gain. Surely he’s forgiven you by now.”


Cadoc made a face somewhere between exasperation and doubt. “A man can hope, but he’s a stubborn bastard, and I did him wrong.”


Pietrov clapped his shoulder. “Change your mind, old man, and the commission is yours.”


Cadoc grunted with laughter. “Old man?”


Pietrov smirked. “You’ve aged, and that scar on your cheek is horrible.”


Cadoc grimaced, the words cutting deeper than he realised. He and Pietrov were of a similar age, but Cadoc’s year in Oskana felt like ten, and now he felt every bit of his forty-one years like a weight around his neck. His own father had not lived to his fortieth birthday, so that was something at least. He looked up and saw Pietrov watching him, his face apologetic as though reading Cadoc’s expression as one of hurt.


“I’m tired,” said Cadoc at length. “We’ve not stopped since Antios.”


Pietrov glanced over Cadoc’s shoulder, for a moment his gaze was fixed on the barracks. “Take your time. The least I can do is give you and your men a warm bed and hot food behind solid walls.”


Cadoc gave a wearied smile, but this time his expression was genuine. His shoulders drooped as his body eased into a slouch. “My thanks.”


Pietrov flashed a rakish grin and offered his hand. Cadoc grasped it in his meaty paw and gave it a solid shake.



* * *


THEY STAYED THREE days in Kas Mendoc and rested. Cadoc saw to it that they remained aloof from the duke’s garrison. Fersin mused it was like ‘licking wounds without licking Venyk arses.’ Cadoc knew the real reason, however, and by agreement with Pietrov, he kept them apart lest one of his men talk about what happened in Antios.


Yet, they weren’t completely isolated, and Pietrov visited when news arrived as it slowly trickled into the city. Ships carrying survivors from Antios were landing almost daily now. Most made port at Skelgard and the other towns on the island’s eastern coast, but they began hearing reports some had made landfall along the south, including one wrecked in a storm.


Riders from Skelgard were despatched the length and breadth of the principality and rumour followed in their wake, inflating with each telling. On the same day, they received conflicting stories of Duke Artur — one said he’d died at the walls of Antios, which Cadoc immediately dismissed, the other, said he was sighted on the mainland, weeks after, among the wounded. Either way, Cadoc counselled Pietrov to keep his fears and optimism in check.


On the fourth day, an emissary from Skelgard arrived at the palace. In the uproar that ensued, Cadoc and his men made their departure, slipping from the castle’s grounds with only a brief farewell to Captain Pietrov to mark their passing. As a parting gift, the captain gave them a second wagon well-stocked with victuals for the road.


“You’ll not take my offer then?” Pietrov asked as he bid them farewell.


The wagons were already rumbling over the bridge. Cadoc lingered. He gave Pietrov a thin smile. “I said I’ll think about it.”


Pietrov replied in kind, his expression as fleeting as Cadoc's. There was no anger in his eyes, only disappointment. He reached into his tunic and removed a letter, sealed with the wax imprint of the ducal crest. He held it out to Cadoc. “Would you deliver this for me to Abercrav?”


Cadoc eyed the letter. “Not my commission is it?”


Pietrov laughed. “No, not that, though curse me the fool for not thinking it.” His mirth quickly faded. “I’m ordering all border forts on high alert in case Langorn gets a notion to kick us while we’re down.”


Cadoc grimaced. “You’re still expecting the worst?”


The muscles in Pietrov’s jaw clenched. “What choice have I got? It’s looking less likely each day that his Grace survived. Besides, I don’t trust the bastard up in Langorn further than I can spit.”


Cadoc said, “I’d do the same in your situation.” He turned and glanced at the retreating wagons, now rolling onto the road beyond the city. “Look, if Langorn tries they’ll have to go through me first.”


Pietrov frowned, his brow knotting tight. “Your brother’s got very friendly with Langorn this last year. He’s not sent much trade down our way. Word is he’s conceded some of your lands up north to the prince.”


Cadoc eyed the soldier a long moment. His jaw tightened as he felt a wave of guilt and anger. He swallowed the feeling down and cleared his throat. “I’ll deal with my brother. I put him in an awkward position, I’ll get him out of it. My grandfather always wanted Skeinhold to be neutral, and I aim to see it stays that way.”


Pietrov nodded. “My thanks. A friend on our northern border would be welcome indeed. Perhaps it is better you went home.” He motioned over his shoulder, waving the letter towards the retreating wagons. “You’d best be off unless you want to walk all the way home.”


Cadoc took the letter and offered his hand in farewell. Pietrov shook it firmly. His hand was wiry and strong, but childlike compared to Cadoc’s massive paw. “My thanks,” said Cadoc. “I’ll not forget your generosity.”


Pietrov shrugged off the comment. “The least I can do for your year’s service. Now go home and raise fat children, you lucky bastard.”


Cadoc snorted. “Need to find a good woman first.”


Pietrov leered. “There’s no such thing. Pick one with a nice arse and big tits and be content.”


Cadoc laughed. “Aye, that would do it.”


Their mirth faded. They stared at each other in an awkward but fleeting silence before Pietrov pumped Cadoc’s hand a final time. “Godspeed.”


Cadoc nodded. “And you, my friend.” He broke the handshake, turned and jogged after the lumbering wagons.










CHAPTER SEVEN

Reckoning







SKEINHOLD’S KEEP TOWERED over the castle’s walls and the surrounding settlements. Cadoc raised a hand to his forehead, squinting. The sky was overcast, and the afternoon sun hung low on the horizon as evening approached, casting an unpleasant glare through the cloud.


Home, at last, he thought wistfully as he strained his eyes to make out the details of the keep he knew so well. He could just make out his brother’s standard hanging limp from a flagpole jutting out from timber hoarding atop the keep.


Almost two weeks had passed since leaving Kas Mendoc. The final leg of their journey had been the slowest yet, and it only got worse once they passed through Abercrav and entered the Cae Valley. They came close to abandoning the wagons having spent almost as much time digging them out of the mud as they did driving them. Still, Cadoc reasoned to his men it was better than carrying their meagre possessions home. Yet, that was only a half-truth and the real reason he kept to himself. He had his pride, and the last thing he wanted was to present himself before his brother, on-foot, penniless, and his tail tucked between his legs, with less than half the men he’d taken abroad last year.


Not long after sighting the keep, they reached Skeinhold’s outlying farmsteads. The road improved — cobbled the final half-mile approach to the castle. The hard, uneven surface jolted Cadoc’s teeth and set him on edge. Half the men jumped down from the wagons, choosing to walk instead.


Their arrival was met with casual interest rather than alarm. With the harvest complete, few people tilled the fields. They passed one farmstead with two women threshing hay while a man chopped wood. They stopped their work to watch them as Fersin drove on towards the castle. A few children ventured near, but they darted off the instant one of Cadoc’s men called out to them.


No-one challenged them, which struck Cadoc as odd — after all, they were armed men and now looked the part, thanks to the rest and fresh clothes Pietrov had granted them in Kas Mendoc. There weren’t many people about, and he noticed that more fields than usual lay fallow. A cold feeling began to settle in his gut.


Soon, the farms and fields gave way to houses and workshops clustered along the river on the opposite bank where the castle lay. A small crowd of men congregated in the village square. Cadoc began to see familiar faces, but no-one took enough interest to recognise him or any of his men. Faces were downcast, and few people spoke. By rights, the town should have been busy preparing for Midwinter.


Fersin said, “Miserable lot, aren’t they. You reckon the harvest failed?”


Cadoc had been wondering the same thing. He didn’t reply, his mind mulling over the possibility that a calamity had befallen their homeland. Speculation added to his disquiet. He knew his brother would be angry with him, but he didn’t want hardship adding more fuel to the fire.


Too late now, he mused, sighing with a resigned sense of fatalism as the castle’s gatehouse loomed ahead.


“Something wrong?” asked Fersin. “What do you think’s happened?”


Cadoc realised his sergeant had expected a response. He grunted and shook his head without looking at the man. “Just drive. We’ll find out in good time.”


Fersin flicked the reins, not that it did much good. The old nags pulling their wagon had two speeds: slow and slower. They plodded on through the town, towards the bridge spanning the river. On the far side, the gatehouse, and the keep beyond towered over them like a brooding grey giant.


As they rumbled over the bridge’s rough timber planks, four guardsmen stepped out in challenge. Two were liveried in his brother’s colours while the other two wore tabards emblazoned with the boar’s head crest of the Prince of Langorn.


The sergeant grunted and cursed under his breath. “Langorn scum. What’re those arseholes doing here?”


Cadoc’s lips curled in a half-grin, but he wasn’t surprised by the development, remembering Pietrov’s warning his brother had gotten cozy with the Prince of Langorn in the last year. He cleared this throat, turned and spat into the river before Fersin pulled the wagon to a stop a half-dozen yards from the gate. He bared his teeth in greeting, and for several moments Cadoc and the soldiers scrutinised each other. A glimmer of recognition passed over the face of one as their eyes met. He was a short, squat man with greying hair, and a row of crooked, discoloured teeth.


“Well, well, well, back at last,” said the guard, adding after a moment, “…my lord.”


“Aye,” said Cadoc.


“Heard you died there.”


Cadoc shrugged. “You heard wrong.”


“Well, you look like a half-buried turd,” he said and pointed to the livid scar Cadoc had acquired on his cheek. “That’s an improvement, though.”


Cadoc’s brow creased. “Was hard fighting,” he said. His expression softened, and he flashed a wry grin. “Besides, not all of us are graced with your good looks, Argus.”


Argus snorted, his face flushing with anger. His chest puffed up, and he straightened his back. “You watch your mouth, see, things aren’t going to be like they were, you…”


One of the Langorn men stepped forward and put a hand on Argus’ shoulder, said something Cadoc didn’t hear. Argus promptly smacked his lips shut, his angry expression fading into a sullen frown.


Cadoc’s interest was piqued by the display. He studied the Langorn soldier for a long moment. There was little that was remarkable beyond the man’s vivid blue eyes and soft features. He wasn’t much taller than the diminutive Argus, but he was leaner — his build, and gracile limbs and fingers, had an effeminate quality that Cadoc found disconcerting in a soldier. Hardly plucked from the finest crop of Prenig manhood, yet there was something uncomfortably familiar about the man.


The soldier inclined his head in Cadoc’s direction. “You have a quarrel with this man?”


Argus snorted, but he looked uncomfortable under scrutiny. “This is Cadoc, brother to his Lordship. He’s the one who marched off to fight with the Venyk last year and took half the garrison with him.”


The soldier from Langorn stared at Cadoc, his expression slowly filling with sadness. “You’ve returned to unhappy days, my Lord, though perhaps your timing is a boon to your people.”


Cadoc squirmed uncomfortably on the wagon’s hard drivers’ seat. “What has happened?”


The soldiers exchanged uncomfortable glances while the two local men took a half-step back, leaving the short soldier from Langorn to do the talking.


“My Lord, your brother met his maker some three weeks ago.”


Cadoc stared at the soldier, his jaw going slack. For a long moment, he couldn’t breathe. The soldier’s bright eyes glistened with violet brilliance in the fading afternoon light. Then a rush of air escaped his throat. “His maker. You mean he’s dead?”


The Langorn soldier bowed his head in silent confirmation. His gleaming violet eyes remained locked on Cadoc’s.


Cadoc forced himself to blink, then he shook his head in protest. He swallowed what felt like a mouthful of sand. Fersin put a hand on Cadoc’s shoulder, but he shrugged off the gesture and slid from his seat. He covered the distanced to the Langorn soldier in three powerful strides. The man stood his ground, seemingly unafraid as Cadoc bore down on him like charging bull. His face flushed as his bloodlust rose like bile from his belly. He grasped instinctively for his sword, but he’d left it in the rear of the wagon. The other three soldiers retreated, even though they were armed and Cadoc was not.


Calmly, the Langorn man held out his hand. Cadoc stopped short of bowling him over. He was panting hard, his great barrelled chest expanding as he fought to control the urge to crack the little man’s skull open with his bare hands. The soldier looked up at Cadoc, his expression devoid of feeling. “I am not your enemy, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc eyed the soldier in suspicion. “Who are you?”


The man’s lips creased at the corners into a wry smile. It lingered for a fleeting moment before his face became neutral once more. “A simple soldier, no more,” he replied with a sibilance that needled its way into Cadoc’s ear.


Cadoc’s shoulders slumped. “Tell me what happened.”


“My Lord,” the soldier began in a voice, calm but unsettling. “It is not my place to say. You must speak with the Weaver.”


Cadoc took a step back, his eyes widened. “The Weaver of Dreams is here?”


The soldier nodded. “Your brother’s steward sent word to Langorn. My prince sent the Weaver here with all haste. I am part of his escort, no more.”


Cadoc was content with the explanation. “Where can I find him?”


“The keep.”


Cadoc glanced from the soldier to his three hesitant companions. “Let us pass.”


The Langorn soldier bowed and stepped back into the shadows of the gatehouse, disappearing from sight. Argus and his companion had already stepped aside.


Cadoc returned to the wagon and climbed in. “Drive,” he said, and Fersin flicked the reins. As they moved through the gatehouse, Cadoc looked for the Langorn soldier but saw no sign of him in the shadows. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, but as they passed into the courtyard, he pushed the nagging feeling of familiarity from his mind.


The courtyard was filled with a hundred people — villagers, farmers and soldiers. They congregated in groups. Heated arguments filled the air. A few stopped at the sight and sound of the two wagons rumbling into view, turning to gaze at the new arrivals. Suddenly, as though the distraction provided a sinister opportunity, one group broke into a fist fight. It escalated quickly, with soldiers drawing steel and rushing into the fray. A man cried in pain as a knife took him in the gut. A soldier cut the offending knifeman down with his sword.


The death cry jarred Cadoc to his senses, and he bellowed to his men. “Stop them!” he cried. At once his men piled out of the wagons and took up arms.


“Form up!” shouted Fersin


The seasoned warriors settled into a closely packed formation. They advanced on the brawling men. Cadoc joined their ranks, unarmed, but longing to vent his frustrations. He barked aloud, “These are our people. Don’t kill anyone unless you have to!”


The sight of the approaching pack of armed and disciplined men made those at the periphery of the brawl — the blustering fools who liked to egg men on from the rear — take stock and retreat. Cadoc and his men covered the distance to the brawling men in less than a minute. He grabbed a villager, who was about to stab a soldier in the back and spun him around. The man’s eyes went wide as Cadoc’s fist became the sole focus of his vision. His nose broke with a satisfying crunch and the splatter of blood before he crumpled to the ground.


“Stand fast!”


Cadoc’s blood froze in veins.


That voice! It filled the courtyard like a thunderclap. The anger drained from his body. All around him, men ceased fighting, the sounds of battle died abruptly so that only the ringing tone of the Weaver’s voice and the groans of the injured remained.


Cadoc turned and shoved his way through the crowd of men. He looked up at the keep. The Weaver of Dreams stood before the keep’s entrance, atop a flight of stairs. The hood of his cloak was thrown back, his silver-white hair billowing like a banner in the wind. He held his staff out at arm's length, one end rooted to the stone beneath his feet, the other glowing as bright as the summer sun. His blazing blue eyes flashed with anger as scanned the crowd until they settled on Cadoc, and his expression softened into a sad smile. He beckoned with a wave of his free hand. “Come, Lord Cadoc, we have matters most grave to discuss.”


A murmur went up from the crowd and attention shifted to Cadoc. He heard his name repeated in whispers. ‘Cadoc’s returned! The Gods be praised!’ said one man and the group’s mood abruptly shifted from anger to nervous excitement.


Villagers, farmers and soldiers pressed around him, smiling and laughing. Cadoc shrugged them off. “Tend to the wounded, and be ashamed,” he said and shoved his way clear, marching up the keep’s motte, his boots scuffing on the well-worn steps carved into the earth.


The Weaver of Dreams waited patiently. The light faded from his staff as the old man drew the stout oat to his chest, leaning heavily upon it. “Welcome home, Cadoc,” he said in greeting. He swept his arm towards the entranceway and said, “Come inside.”


Cadoc crossed the threshold and found himself in the familiar surrounds of his ancestral home. Nothing had changed. They were in a large, open room that once served as the family’s great hall before Cadoc’s father had constructed a massive timber long hall along the castle’s northern wall. Carpets were rolled up in the centre of the chamber, revealing an open trapdoor, leading down into the lower levels. Cadoc stared at the opening for a moment. There wasn’t much down there apart from stores on the ground level, yet below that…Cadoc shook his head, not wanting to think of it.


“Come, upstairs,” said the Weaver. “You must see the children.” The old man began walking toward a spiral stairwell.


“Children?” Cadoc echoed.


The Weaver stopped and turned. “Your niece and nephew, or had you forgotten?”


Cadoc shook his head, his patience breaking like a damn. “Stop, gods damn it, man, what has happened? Your soldier said my brother is dead.”


The Weaver’s bushy white eyebrows met in the middle. “What soldier?”


“The one at the gate, from Langorn. He said he was part of your escort.”


The Weaver stared at him, the look of surprise becoming a penetrating stare as the old man studied him. Cadoc shifted uncomfortably under the magician’s gaze. At length, the Weaver blinked and said, “I came alone. If there are Langorn soldiers here, they came before I.”


Cadoc frowned as the feeling of unease returned. “No matter,” he said but made a mental note to seek out the soldier — or whoever he was — once he learnt the truth.


“Come,” said the Weaver.


Cadoc shook his head and folded his arm, his stance wide. “I will not move until you explain yourself, my Lord Weaver.”


The old man’s expression clouded, and for a moment he looked ready to argue, but slowly his expression changed, and he sighed, nodding in acquiesce. “Very well,” he said and led Cadoc to the trapdoor. “He lies within, his lady wife beside him.”


He descended through the trapdoor and into the darkness of the storeroom. Cadoc quickly followed, stumbling in the dark. There was a strong smell of decay. The Weaver muttered a word, and the end of his staff flared to life. Cadoc sniffed, smelling the coppery stink of blood. Two bodies lay on a marble slab normally used to keep butter and cheese cold. The bodies were covered with blankets, soaked through with blood that had dried in the cold air. Cadoc roughly pulled the top of the blankets free and stared at the lifeless faces of his brother and sister-in-law. Their skin was ashen, and Cadoc's nose wrinkled at the strong reek wafting from their putrefying bodies. His brother’s neck was a mass of dried blood, encrusted around a deep puncture mark that had claimed his life. It was a stab wound, not the livid smile of a slit throat. He looked away, eyes scanning the body of his sister-in-law. Her chest and arms were a torn and bloodied mass of stabs and slashes.


Cadoc began to tremble. He gripped the edge of the marble slab for support, looking across at the Weaver. “Who did this?”


The Weaver moved around the slab and put a hand on Cadoc’s shoulder. “The culprit lies before you.”


Cadoc’s head snapped around. “What? She did this to him?”


The Weaver shook his head. “He took his own life after he murdered her in a rage.”


Cadoc’s mouth fell open, and he took a step back. “Impossible. He would not…”


The Weaver covered the bodies and clutched his staff in both hands. “Accounts are confused. I pieced together what I could. Servants were roused by her screams. They called for guards who managed to break down the doors to their chamber. He went for the children. She died protecting them.”


Cadoc barely heard the rest. He shook his head in disbelief as the Weaver told how his brother had turned the knife on himself and pierced his own neck.


“When?” asked Cadoc, his voice cracking.


“Three weeks ago,” the Weaver replied. “On the night of the new moon. The steward sent word to Langorn the following day asking for help. I came with…”


Cadoc closed his eyes and shut out the sounds of the Weaver’s voice. The revelation hit him like a sledgehammer, his heart tightening under his chest as though his ribs were being squeezed like a child’s toy.


One hundred souls, Cadoc’s final payment to slake the thirst of a hungry god, paid with the blood of his kin. He stepped back from the slab, flushed. Suddenly, he bent double and sank to one knee, retching hard to empty his stomach onto the floor.


He finished, but several minutes went by before he was able to stand. He looked down at his filth, his chest heaving for breath as his body shook. The foul taste in his mouth was almost sweet next to the guilt that refused to budge from his soul. He coughed, then spat on the floor. Long moments passed before he had the strength to push himself to his feet.


The Weaver looked at him, sympathy etched on his old features. “I too have known loss beyond bearing.”


Cadoc swallowed, wincing at the burning sensation in his throat. “Why…” he began, his voice raw.


“Why did he do it?” the Weaver asked. “Why do men do anything? Madness, jealousy…the gods only know.”


Cadoc shook his head, he already knew the reason. “No,” he wheezed. “Why have they not been cremated?”


The Weaver looked surprised by the question. “Your people are not happy. They think evil is at work and remains at large.”


“The fight in the courtyard.”


The Weaver nodded. “One of many, and they’ve grown steadily worse. The succession is disputed. The children are too young to inherit. Others already make their claim.”


“What others?”


“A merchant related to your sister-in-law in one camp. He is already pressing to marry your niece, Cerian. The soldiers want one of their own. I’ve held them at bay for a period of mourning and under the threat of the Langorn’s intervention should one or the other press their claim.”


Cadoc wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He set his jaw firmly, his lips a tight line. “My men and I will keep the peace. I’ll string the ringleaders up by nightfall.”


The Weaver scowled. “You’ll do nothing of the sort. Your return is enough to settle the matter. We can now commit them to the gods.”


Cadoc looked down at his brother’s corpse. “Even him? For what he did?”


The Weaver nodded. “Even he must find peace in the halls of your ancestors — for the sake of his children. What’s done is done. The time to heal is now. I will do what I can to set minds at ease, but know this, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line, you must carry the burden of Skeinhold and your family.”










CHAPTER EIGHT

Ashes







THE WARBLING NOTE of a carnyx echoed through the valley, carried far and wide by the cold night air. Cadoc stood in the centre of a great stone circle, staring at the central altar on which were piled a small mountain of sticks. His niece and nephew were huddled at his side. The boy, Tom, shivered in cold and fear. His sister, Cerian, pulled him close, her arms wrapped around his shoulders. The girl had spirit and had thus far shrugged off his awkward attempts to comfort her with defiant anger. At least she had stood her ground. The boy had run and hid when the Weaver attempted to reintroduce him.


So, Cadoc had given up. He had better things to do than win over the children. Two days had passed since his return, and in that time, he moved quickly to restore order, helped in no small part when the Weaver of Dreams declared him the Lord of Skeinhold. His dead brother’s soldiers fell into line, and so the merchant abandoned his claim. When the town was pacified, he turned his attention to the funeral. There were grumblings of evil tidings, and some gave voice to the commonly held opinion his brother’s body should have been fed to pigs for his crime. But the Weaver gathered everyone in the courtyard, and somehow, he managed to convince them the deaths were an accident. Cadoc couldn’t believe it; the people's anger and fear became a lament of mourning and sadness as they hailed the passing of a just lord and loving father.


The carnyx warbled again, the shrill sound setting Cadoc’s nerves on edge. Men and women standing on the outskirts of the sacred circle parted as the funeral procession lumbered into view. Ten men bore the bodies aloft on a pallet.


Cadoc pursed his lips, following the procession. His brother’s sword and chaplet lay across his chest, destined to join him in the hall of his ancestors. Cadoc looked down and saw Tom rising up on his toes while Cerian whispered in his ear — presumably narrating the events to the boy. At least he wasn’t crying, thought Cadoc.


“I want to see!” Tom said in a mix of excitement and annoyance.


“Be quiet!” Cerian commanded in a harsh whisper. Cerian seemed much older than her thirteen years, a young woman with her mother’s beauty and old grandfather Glyndaf’s spirit.


Tom wouldn’t, the boy continued to fidget, his hands bunching Cerian’s skirts in his fist. “Let me see!”


“Hush, little one!” said Cadoc. He reached for the boy, lifting him bodily into the air. Tom struggled like a rabbit caught in a snare, the effort futile against Cadoc’s strength. He hefted the boy on to his shoulders. The fight soon left Tom as he settled down to watch the sombre procession as ten men bore the bodies of his parents to the pyre.


The Weaver of Dreams appeared from the gloom of night, his hood drawn down his eyes. His breath misted on the night air. He strode before the altar and motioned for the bearers to approach. As they lifted the pallet, the Weaver hummed a tune that filled the stone circle with a resonance that seemed to match the beat of Cadoc’s heart. He felt a moment of vertigo that faded as the Weaver’s humming became a song of lament. The old man’s voice was clear and solemn. He sang of his brother’s life and deeds, his wise rule and honour.


Cadoc’s jaw tightened as a lump welled in his throat. He looked down and saw Cerian wiping her sleeve across her eyes, the girl weeping silently. Above his head, Tom gave a crying wail. Cadoc lifted the boy from his shoulders and set him down beside Cerian. The girl draped an arm around his shoulders and squeezed him tight.


Cadoc swallowed the lump and thrust his chin forward. The lament went on for several minutes, and the words began to lose meaning as he tried to reconcile them with his own memories, against the sight of their dead bodies, bloodied and stained. Had his brother lived longer, the Weaver’s eulogy might have gone on into the night, but the ending came abruptly, a cruel reminder of two lives cut short.


Lives his own selfish actions had ended, Cadoc realised.


The lament ended, and the Weaver planted the end of his staff against the ground. “Step aside,” he commanded.


The bearers obeyed, joining the throng of people. All eyes turned to the Weaver of Dreams. He stood unmoving, his hooded head bent. Cadoc’s hair began to rise on end, and someone in the crowd said, “The Weaver summons his power!”


An excited murmur filled the air.


“Shut it!” commanded Cadoc. “Show some respect.”


The crowd fell into an uneasy silence; the mood tingled with apprehension. Even Cadoc was caught up in the excitement as he wondered what would happen next.


All watched as the Weaver stretched out a hand towards the pyre and said something inaudible. An angry red light flared from his fingers. Flames spread impossibly fast, and the gentle crackle was suddenly lost to the roar of a furnace.


Cadoc shielded his eyes against the intense brightness, and the crowd began to step back from the heat. The fire spat embers for yards around. A man yelped in pain, cursing. Cerian tried to drag Tom back to safety, but the boy resisted. Cadoc settled the matter, scooping them both in one arm and retreating back to the cover of a standing stone at the circle's edge. He peeked through the hand shading his eyes at the conflagration. The Weaver of Dreams hadn’t moved. A soft, blue nimbus of light surrounded him, shielding him from harm, sparkling with a myriad of colours each time a spark spat out at the magician.


Little by little, the crowd dispersed until only Cadoc, Tom and Cerian remained. Time lost its hold over Cadoc’s mind. How long had they stood there? The stars had shifted in the sky. The fire had died to a dull red glow, the embers spilled from the altar, scorching the ground. All that remained of his brother and sister-in-law were their blacked bones. His brother’s sword an unrecognisable lump of twisted slag.


“Come,” said Cadoc, his voice thick and alien in his own ears. “You children should eat.”


“I’m not hungry,” said Cerian. She stepped away from Cadoc and pulled Tom into a tight embrace.


Cadoc closed the distance between them in a single stride of his long legs. “You cannot pine overlong, girl.”


“Let them grieve, my friend,” said the Weaver, turning suddenly and approaching.


Cadoc stopped, folding his arms across his thick chest, and he levelled his gaze on the magician. “Very well. I’m not insensitive to their grief.” He tried to smile for the children’s benefit, but the look in their eyes spoke volumes of their powers of perception. He sighed and dropped his arms to his side. “You’ll forgive me. I am not used to the ways of children.”


The Weaver cast his eyes about the group, a kindly smile on his face. “You all have much to learn… and much to teach. Cadoc, your father and grandfather laid the warrior’s path before you, but now you find yourself a ruler of land as well as men.”


The lump returned to Cadoc’s throat. He squeezed his fist, thumping his thigh in anger. “I…I never wanted this — not his mantle, nor his children. The gods forgive me.”


The Weaver said, “Fate has decreed otherwise.”


“Fuck fate!” Cadoc growled, making the children jump. He winced at their reaction, sighed, and continued with forced calm. “I make my own fate and to hell with the gods.” He glanced down at his niece and nephew. “I am sorry. I’ve not your father’s wisdom…nor his restraint.”


There was an uncomfortable silence as they stared at him. Tom trembled in fear as he huddled by Cerian’s side. She held him tightly as they looked up at Cadoc as though he was a bear eyeing them up for a quick meal.


The Weaver chuckled softly, breaking some of the tension. The old man’s expression was benign and patient. “Admitting one’s faults is wisdom unto itself. You have led men into war. This duty you now face is not so different. Keep your people safe and prosperous.”


A thought crossed Cadoc’s mind, and he blurted, “Can you stay a while as my advisor?”


The Weaver shook his head, his answer was almost as quick as Cadoc’s question. “Alas, I am bound for the Abbey of Hafran. I have already tarried here overlong.”


Cadoc frowned, remembering they had passed the road to Hafran on the southern edge of Farwoad Forest. “Hafran? That is Venyk land, in the duchy.”


“A favour to an old friend,” the Weaver offered in explanation. “A boy in the care of the monastery suffers greatly.”


“Then upon your return.”


The Weaver shook his head, his expression one of sadness. “I’m sorry, you know I serve Langorn.”


Cadoc gave a bitter laugh. “You serve? I don’t think so.”


The Weaver shrugged. “The arrangement suits us both. I am content.”


Cerian cleared her throat. “What’s to become of us?” she demanded.


The two men looked down at the girl. She wrapped a defensive arm around Tom’s shoulders and thrust her dimpled chin forward, her eyes blazing in defiance.


The Weaver’s lips curled in an amused smile. “Lord Cadoc will become your guardian.”


“Really!” said Cerian. “Until when? Until he decides he likes the fit of my father’s shoes?”


Cadoc’s broad frame tightened as muscles bulged and flexed as he came to his full height, towering above them and the Weaver. “Girl, you’ll not besmirch my honour with your sharp tongue.”


The Weaver held up a hand, the blue of his eyes glowing brightly. Cadoc felt a strange sense of calm wash over him, and he relaxed into a drooping slouch, sighing wearily.


In the silence that followed, the Weaver eyed both Cadoc and Cerian, fixing them both with a hard stare. “The arrangement will be in accordance with our Law. Cadoc, as Weaver of Dreams and envoy to the Prince of Langorn, I have named you Lord of Skeinhold and guardian of these children. This burden is yours to bear until Tom comes of age upon which time he will be Lord of Skeinhold.”


Cadoc folded his arms across his chest. “Langorn’s Law holds no weight in these lands. We are a free people.”


The Weaver’s retort was quick. “Then consider yourself bound by honour, and the Laws of Gwenefer, the last High Queen of all Prenig people.”


Cadoc sighed in defeat and slowly nodded. He fell into silence, remembering the stories of his youth told with gusto by his grandfather, the man as gifted as any bard. Moments passed, and when he spoke, his tone was soft. “Glyndaf honoured the High Queen as I do you, old friend. Your will be done, Weaver of Dreams.”


The Weaver bowed his head, accepting the compliment with humility. “Then my work here is done.”


The old man turned away and began walking from the stone circle, his staff striking the ground with a dull, rhythmic tattoo. He faded into the night’s shadows, his voice drifting back on the frigid air. “Until we meet again, Lord of Skeinhold.”



* * *


CADOC LIFTED THE torch from its bracket in the masonry. The heat of the flames warmed his cheek, and the smell of oil deadened the dank reek from below. He thrust the torch in front of him, peering down the stairwell that led into his ancestors’ crypt. The light robbed his night vision. He squinted into the darkness beyond the flames’ reach. The stairway gaped like the black maw of the underworld. His mind was taken back to that cold, lonely mountain one year ago.


Cadoc didn't fear the dark, but he stood still, listening until he could hear the sound of dripping water and the thump of his own beating heart. The weight of his brother’s urn belied its size, tugging on him as though it was chained to his soul. He felt a sudden swell of anger at his own superstition.


A week had passed since the funeral. Cadoc had dreaded this moment; he’d prolonged his duty to inter his brother’s ashes almost to the point of sacrilege. There would be no hiding down there — not from the ancestors made restless by his brother’s untimely passing, nor his own guilt.


Fool, he thought, there’s nothing down there but ashes and memories.


He forced a laugh; the sound came out as a throaty grunt, reverberating off the solid limestone masonry. He tucked the pewter urn under his free arm. The soft metal dug into his ribs. He eased the pressure, afraid it might buckle. He began his descent, the heels of his hobnailed boots chiming like a hammer striking an anvil.


The stairway led into the belly of the earth, far below the keep’s foundations. As he made his way deeper into the bowels of the keep, the masonry became rough and un-hewn until there was little to distinguish the walls from the natural rock.


After a time, the stairway levelled out into a low and narrow passage, barely wider than his shoulders. Cadoc had to duck uncomfortably as he walked on, his head occasionally scraping against the jagged ceiling. Thankfully the passageway stretched only thirty yards or so, and then it opened suddenly into a natural limestone cave. The torchlight cast flickering shadows across the walls, revealing carved recesses where the bodies of his ancestors were interred. Pictographs adorned the walls, paintings of a bygone age already faded long before Cadoc’s people settled in the valley.


Memories of his last visit welled to the surface of his mind. It was almost twelve years ago, in the days following his father’s death. His brother carried the urn just as the mantle of Lord of Skeinhold fell upon his shoulders.


Cadoc shook his head, trying to banish the memory. He felt too burdened by guilt already without dwelling on the past. He made his way down the macabre gallery, stopping when he reached the newly carved recess. Cadoc thrust his torch forward and stared at the empty cavity. The stonemason had done a decent job, albeit with little flourish or decoration. Cadoc’s eyes drifted to the epitaph carved below. Though he couldn’t read, he knew what it said.



Here rests Laclan of Glyndaf’s Line.


Lord of Skeinhold.


Died before his time.




The words were inscribed as Cadoc had instructed, his brother’s name written in stone. While it was the Weaver of Dreams who convinced the people of Skeinhold the deaths were a tragic accident, Cadoc wanted this new version of history to carry down the ages. The Gods knew the truth but Cadoc didn’t care what they thought — he’d face them when fate decreed his own passing.


He grasped the urn by the neck, and with little ceremony, he placed it into the recess. He cleared his throat, the sound magnifying around him in a low rumble.


“Rest well, my brother,” he said, his voice thin and strained. He cleared his throat a second time, grimacing at the dryness. With his free hand, he fumbled at his belt, retrieved his flask, uncorked it with his teeth and held it up in salute before drinking. The cheap brandy stung his throat, but the warming feeling in his gut made it worthwhile. He took a second, more generous swig then emptied the rest of the bottle onto the limestone floor.


“Drink well in the halls of our fathers and forgive me for what I’ve done. I know now the price was too high.”


Cadoc lapsed into silence, staring into the recess as he ground his teeth together, his lips pressed in a tight line. The echoes of his brief farewell faded, and he stood in silent vigil for several long minutes.


Then, after a time the hairs on the back of his neck stood. The flame of his torch dimmed and shifted from bright yellow to a coppery green. Cadoc sensed rather than heard the approaching footsteps. The muscles of his jaw bulged as he clenched his fist around the flask and crushed the soft metal beyond recognition.


“The price was always too high, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line,” said the bwgal. “I warned you the gods thirst.”


Cadoc kept his back to the creature, trying to control his mounting rage. “And what good did it do for me?”


“You are alive; that is what you wanted. And you have made yourself a name that men will fear and respect, Lord of Skeinhold, Butcher of Oskana.”


Cadoc winced at the honorific. “I didn’t want this. Why him? He had a wife…and children.”


The bwgal said, “I told you the Gods demanded the sacrifice be great. Evidently, you loved him more than you admitted to yourself.”


Cadoc winced again. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily. The bwgal’s words rang with truth and couldn’t have hurt more if they’d been carved onto his chest with an axe.


“Why have you come? To gloat at my suffering?”


The bwgal replied, “You debt to the gods is paid, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc whipped around and threw the misshapen flask, narrowly missing the bwgal’s head. “Then leave! Go back to your fucking mountain and rot. I never want to see you again.”


The bwgal remained rooted where she stood, her lavender eyes fixed upon him. He couldn’t read her emotions from her impassive expression. At length, she said, “There’s one final matter.”


Cadoc glowered at her. “What?”


“My price is yet unpaid. Remember the clause in my contract, the boon I may ask, in return for the life I gave you.”


Cadoc’s eyes narrowed. He wanted to throw himself at her and beat her brains out against the limestone wall. Yet, something stayed his hand. He was tired of killing and wasn’t even sure if he could kill her. Besides, he knew none of this was her fault, and killing her wouldn’t change a damned thing.


“What do you want?”


“Refuge.”


“Refuge?” he repeated. He hadn’t expected that.


“I seek sanctuary,” said the bwgal, and she moved for the first time, sweeping her hand across her body, her dirty crimson robes draping loosely from her bone-thin wrist. “Here in this place of solitude and darkness.”


Cadoc sneered, noting her filthy appearance. “You’ve been exiled by your kin. For aiding me?”


The bwgal bared her teeth. “Long before that, Lord of Skeinhold. I lived alone in that cold and lonely mountain long before you were born.”


“Then why?”


The creature shrugged, clasped her bony hands together and let the sleeves of her robe hide them once again. “Your grandfather Glyndaf might have answered that. But, it doesn’t matter why, not now.”


“But why here?”


She smiled. “I am old, even by the standards of my race. I seek a measure of comfort and protection in my twilight years.”


“And in return?”


Her violet eyes flashed in a brief flicker of anger but it quickly passed. A long, thin tongue pressed through her lips, like a snake slithering from beneath a shelf of rock. She licked her lips, studying him for several moments before she said, “Very well. In return for sanctuary in this place, I offer you counsel.”


Cadoc smiled humourlessly. “I’ve need of none of your words, crone.”


She smiled knowingly. “You asked it of the Weaver of Dreams, and he rebuffed you. I offer mine, and you rebuff me.”


Cadoc stiffened. “You were watching me?”


The bwgal nodded. “I’ve watched you since you returned to our shores.”


The pieces fell into place, and Cadoc could see a picture forming as though a veil had been lifted from his eyes. “The priest from Skelgard, and the soldier of Langorn.”


The bwgal nodded. “A simple glamour to alter the perceptions of those around me. People see what they want to see. As well as counsel, I can protect you from harm.”


Cadoc snorted. “I’ve had my fill of your protections. My days of fighting are over, bwgal.”


The bwgal shrugged. “Not all threats come at the point of a blade, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”


Cadoc pursed his lips together as he considered this. He couldn’t deny her power. He wasn’t sure what counsel she could offer in the governance of his lordship, but protection, whatever the form, was not to be scorned. Perhaps there was a mutual benefit in letting her haunt the crypt. The risks to him were slight. No-one but he would ever visit the place — not until his own passing, and then he didn’t care what happened. If she was indeed in her last years, then he might even outlive her.


He sighed. “Very well, crone. You may reside here at my pleasure and remain in this crypt unless by my bidding. I will call on you at each new moon…”


“Agreed.”


“I’m not finished,” he snapped. The bwgal's mouth closed abruptly. She inclined her head and Cadoc continued. “You will swear loyalty to my house and offer fealty to me as Lord of Skeinhold.”


The bwgal’s widening eyes betrayed surprise, yet as far as he could tell, she wasn’t angry. She hesitated before answering, her long tongue appearing again to lick her dry lips.


“Agreed.”


Cadoc closed the distance between them and offered his hand. Her violet eyes dropped to his massive paw, staring at it dubiously.


When she didn’t move, Cadoc said, “I don’t need your blood to seal this contract, bwgal, as you needed mine.”


She bared her teeth again. “It seems we both have much to learn, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line, Lord of Skeinhold.”


She took his hand but was clearly uncomfortable touching his. He resisted the urge to crush her bones to a pulp, or gloat or sneer at his small victory. His shake was firm while his expression remained solemn. A contract was a contract, and he’d not besmirch his honour. Not in the presence of his ancestors.


“Welcome to Skeinhold, bwgal,” he said as he broke the handshake. His arm swept before him, and he smiled without humour. “Make yourself at home.”


She inclined her head. “My Lord’s will be done, Cadoc of Glyndaf’s line.”










CHAPTER NINE

Beginnings







CADOC SETTLED INTO his role as Lord of Skeinhold and guardian to his brother’s children. He spent his first year pacifying much of the valley, extending his rule right to the border with the Duchy of Mendoc. That had been the bwgal’s idea. It doubled the size of his realm with little effort for the villages and hamlets that dotted the valley welcomed the protection he offered. Cadoc drew a line a comfortable two miles north of Abercrav and didn’t attempt to cross into the Venyk kingdom, staying true to his promise to Pietrov.


Months after his return, he’d learnt that Duke Artur had survived the fall of Antios only to return a broken man, crippled with the loss of his leg. The bwgal’s second piece of advice was to sign a treaty with the duke, and so he despatched word to Kas Mendoc, inviting the duke to talk.


They met as old friends in the castle of Abercrav along the defensive wall built by Artur’s grandfather, Gwylim. Artur agreed to recognise Cadoc as Lord of Skeinhold and acknowledged his rule over the southern extent of the Cae Valley — providing he stayed on his side of Gwilym’s Wall. Artur made it plain the treaty would only stand if Skeinhold remained independent from Langorn, which suited Cadoc just fine. He had no love of the Princes of Langorn, despite their shared culture and his friendship with the Weaver of Dreams.


Content, Cadoc apportioned his newly acquired lands to the surviving men of his company in return for fealty and tithe. They kept the region free of trouble and turned to tillage, copying the practices he’d learnt from the Venyk. With the abundance of grain and meat, Cadoc secured a deal to supply Abercrav, which he was able to do more reliably and cheaply than distant Merthon and Kas Mendoc. So, though his lordship was small in comparison to the Venyk lands of the south, and Langorn to the north, it afforded him a measure of wealth and satisfaction he hadn’t anticipated.


The children grew into the promise of who they would someday be — Cerian, beautiful, willful and defiant. Without a woman in his life to guide Cerian, Cadoc indulged her whims, and she spent her days riding and practising archery at the butts. She was becoming as good as any boy her age. It became a source of pride for Cadoc, and were she the one to eventually rule Skeinhold, he would have rested easy — but that burden would fall to Tom upon his majority.


Tom weighed heavily on his mind. The boy was bright, quiet and given to thoughtful contemplation. He was capable enough at arms, but his passions lay elsewhere, and Cadoc sensed the boy’s growing resentment in his tutelage. He was at a loss with what to do with him. Skeinhold needed a warrior, not a scholar, but even if Cadoc yielded to common sense and had the boy educated, who could do it? He didn’t trust the Prince of Langorn, nor the Venyk monastery at Hafran


Again the bwgal proffered advice. Wise rulers were men of letters, she had said. Look to the Venyk, she had counselled. Their laws and religion persisted and flourished, and they had grown strong through the written word. The oral traditions of his own people were vulnerable, bound to a dying caste of Weavers. So Cadoc arranged for Tom to be educated in Kas Mendoc, where he was tutored alongside Marek Kasparu, the duke’s eldest son.


Quietly, Cadoc hoped Skeinhold’s future would be secure with new ways of thinking. He’d lost his taste for killing and if diplomacy could be done with the stroke of a quill where the only spillage was ink then so much the better they’d all be. Even so, his doubts lingered, and he wondered if it was only a matter of time before his lordship would become a casualty in the rivalry between Kas Mendoc and Langorn.


His fears became a reality when Artur’s wife died giving birth to twins, Lillian and Emilan. The duchess had been the Prince of Langorn’s sister, the marriage orchestrated to ensure peace between the two realms.


The prince demanded immediately she be cremated in Langorn according to Prenig rites, but Artur refused. Though more tolerant than most Venyk lords to the old ways, Artur asserted his right to bury his wife in the manner of his choosing. The argument quickly escalated, first in trade disputes. Then, when Langorn began a campaign of border raids and called on Skeinhold for support, Cadoc declared his neutrality and recalled Tom. His stance ensured a major war did not break out, and Cadoc was hailed as the voice of wisdom in the north.



* * *


CADOC’S HORSE SNORTED impatiently, the blast of air from its nostrils condensing to a fine white mist on the cold afternoon air. The gelding pawed at the frozen ground. Cadoc relaxed in his saddle, not wanting the horse to feel his own apprehension.


He waited impatiently on the edge of a cliff overlooking the valley. The position should have offered a view stretching all the way to Abercrav, but a thick mist had settled on the valley floor and didn’t look as though it would clear any time soon.


Twenty men-at-arms waited behind him, strung out in loose formation, ready to mount and ride when the order was given. They were his most trusted retainers, men who’d served him since the crusade. Cadoc had assembled them that morning when word arrived from Abercrav by carrier pigeon that Tom’s caravan had left to make the final leg of the journey to Skeinhold. He hadn’t expected trouble; his hold over the southern reaches of Cae Valley was tight, and so far Langorn had kept its raiders to the eastern portions of the mountain range. So when word came in a second aerial despatch that an unknown force was seen tracking the caravan, he’d ridden out in force.


“We should have heard from them by now,” said Fersin.


Cadoc scowled in irritation at his former sergeant, now Steward of Skeinhold. “That’s the tenth time you’ve said it. I’m not sending more men into the mist, they’re blind down there.”


“Sorry,” he began, “I…”


Cadoc cut him off with a wave of his hand. He cocked his head to one side, listening. The sound came again, the baying of an excited hound. Moments later the shrill warning note from the horn of one of his men cut through the cold air.


“Ride!” Cadoc bellowed, setting off without waiting, turning his horse and riding down the path to the valley floor. It was a dangerous ride, even for his mountain-bred pony, as the way was narrow, but every rider made it to the valley floor without injury to man or horse.


Cadoc rode into the mist, following the sound of the horn. They passed through open woodland, slowing as they navigated the rough terrain. The fog wasn’t as bad on the ground as it had looked from above, with visibility extending almost a hundred yards. Cadoc emerged from the trees onto open pastureland. Cattle bolted before the advancing horses. The lay of the land sloped towards the valley’s centre. It wasn’t far away, Cadoc had chosen this location because it was the narrowest part of the valley between Skeinhold and Abercrav. The river and the road that followed its course was only a few hundred yards away, but the mist grew thicker as they neared the lower ground, and he couldn't see the line of willow trees marking the river.


Cadoc heard the sounds of battle even over the thundering of hooves. Another blast of a horn filled the air, rallying those Cadoc had ordered to scout for the caravan. The sounds sent the old thrill of combat welling inside him. His heart pounded and skin prickled with sweat despite the cold. He bellowed, his men chorusing his war cry. He knew the mist would both disguise their numbers and amplify the sounds of their advance.


Then suddenly he saw the dark shapes of the caravans and seconds later the whole scene came into view. The bandits had almost overrun the caravans, which had attempted and failed to mount a running defence. Their run coming to an abrupt halt when the lead wagon broke a wheel and tipped over.


It was over almost before it started. The bandits, already tired from their running fight, turned and fled towards the river at the sound of Cadoc’s approach. His men rode them down, striking from behind and moving on for the next kill without stopping.


He let his men go on ahead, slowing his mount to a walk. The animal was breathing hard, and foam blew from its nostrils, but he was sure he hadn’t taxed it beyond endurance. He yanked the reins, pulling the horse towards the line of caravans and called, “Tom, where are you!”


A Venyk soldier in Kasparu livery poked his head around the tailgate. He was bleeding from a cut on his temple, his face streaked with mud. His wits looked half-addled and, as he moved into view, his sword dragging behind him, Cadoc saw the man was bleeding from the shoulder.


“You Cadoc?” asked the soldier, coming to a stop, but swaying on his feet.


“Lord Cadoc,” he reminded the soldier.


The soldier gave a lopsided grin. “Sorry, m’Lord.” He stuck the point of his sword into the hard ground, leaning on it like a cane; it flexed under his weight. With his free hand, the soldier pointed to the rearmost caravan. “He and the lady are in there.”


Cadoc was surprised by the remark. The despatch made no mention of a woman, certainly none worthy of the honorific. He made a waving motion at the ground. “Sit down, man, before you fall. We’ll see to your needs in turn.”


The soldier obliged, slumping slowly to the ground, his hand still gripping the hilt of his sword.


Cadoc made his way cautiously to the rearmost caravan. The driver was bent over in his seat, the side of his head bashed in, his face a mass of blood and brains. Cadoc shook his head in disgust; he hoped he’d seen his last of such brutality and for it happen on his own lands was deeply troubling. As he walked around to the back of the caravan, he spied three more bodies. One was a Venyk soldier while the others clearly belonged to their attackers. He bent to examine them. They were young men, not more than five and twenty by his reckoning. One had died after taking a Venyk longsword to the gut where it remained still, his expression of agony was frozen to his otherwise handsome face.


The other two had died by no apparent means. The only sign of injury was a thin stream of blood from their nose and ears. Cadoc looked closer at one, the man's dying expression was utterly neutral as though his life had been snuffed out like a candle. Cadoc pressed his fingers against the man’s neck to confirm he was actually dead. He withdrew his hand at once as a sudden feeling of nausea engulfed him, breaking suddenly into a cold sweat. He backed away at once; his instincts told him the man’s death was by no means natural. No matter, dead was dead, and the bastard had it coming.


He shifted his gaze to the back of the caravan. The tailgate was down, the door shut tight. “Tom, you in there?” he called. “It’s your uncle, Cadoc.”


The caravan swayed as someone moved within. Cadoc's keen ears caught the sounds of a brief but unintelligible conversation. Cadoc rested his hands on his belt, but he kept his thumbs on the outside in case he needed to move fast for his sword or dagger. Moments later, the door cracked open. A shadow passed over the opening then a pair of eyes peered through at Cadoc.


"You are safe," Cadoc said.


The door swung open. Cadoc beheld a woman's smiling face, and his jaw dropped in amazement. She stepped through the door, holding on to the frame for support. She even managed to curtsey despite the severe slant of the caravan. “My Lord Cadoc.”


Cadoc stared at her for a full minute before remembering his manners. He cleared his throat, resisting the urge to spit as he usually would. “My Lady…Jewana.”


She smiled. “You remember. Rescuing me on the road is becoming a habit of yours, my lord.”


Tom appeared from behind her skirts, and Cadoc tore his eyes from Jewana long enough to take in his nephew’s queasy visage. The boy’s face was drained of colour, his lips, chin and the front of his tunic were stained with fresh vomit.


“Are you hurt, boy?”


Tom shook his head. “No, Uncle, I’m not.”


Cadoc approached the steps of the caravan and held out his hand. The boy took it, and Cadoc hoisted him down. He hadn't changed much, still slight of build and several years from coming into his growth. “Come, lad, we’ll get you home to your sister.”


Tom put on a brave face. “What about Lady Jewana?”


Cadoc looked from Tom to the woman. She was already descending the steps, her skirts hiked above her ankles. Cadoc watched her, trying to gauge her reaction to the dead. Most gentlewomen he’d known would faint or be sick, as Tom evidently had, but Jewana stepped over the bodies with little heed.


She’s no stranger to bloodshed, he thought.


She caught him studying her and flashed a disarming smile. “I see explanations are in order.”


Cadoc shook his head. “No need to take account of this scum,” he said, pointing to the dead raiders — he’d already pegged their origin in Langorn, despite the attempts to make them look like common bandits.


Jewana glanced down at the bodies, her smile fading as her expression became a look of calculation. She glanced back at Cadoc, meeting his eyes and nodded. “I heard what the duke’s soldiers said. These men were from Langorn, but I wasn’t talking about them, my Lord.”


“Oh,” said Cadoc, raising an eyebrow. “Then you meant yourself, my Lady.”


Her smile returned. “I did, my Lord, for the question is written upon your face. The answer is simple if you recall my profession.”


Cadoc searched his memory then it dawned on him, and his expression betrayed his surprise. “You’re his teacher? That’s right. You said you were to tutor Marek Kasparu.” He glanced down at Tom who nodded in silent affirmation.


Jewana encircled her hand around the boy’s shoulders and hugged him close to her. “Your nephew is gifted, Lord Cadoc. It’s been my pleasure teaching him.”


Cadoc forced a laugh, but inwardly he cursed the whims of fate, which once again seemed intent on disrupting his life. He peered through the open door and saw the caravan's interior was a jumble of clothes and other belongings, evidently tossed about as they made their escape on the rough and rutted road.


Cadoc said, “So, his Grace sent you packing along with my nephew.”


“In a manner of speaking,” she replied. “Marek has moved on, continuing his education abroad. The twins, Lillian and Emilan, are too young for schooling, so his Grace gave me leave to travel with Tom. Since I have a love of country vistas, I was only too pleased.”


Cadoc grunted. “If by country vistas, you mean rude men shovelling shit, you’ve come to the right place.”


She laughed at his dry wit. “I appreciate your candour. I was hoping for rolling hills and mountain meadows blossoming with spring flowers. A quiet place to read my books and ply my arts.”


Cadoc flushed, uncomfortable in her gaze. “Well, we got those too, my Lady. Though I fail to see the appeal myself. Still, I’ll not begrudge the boy his tutor nor you the hospitality of my hearth. You may stay in my hall.”


Jewana curtseyed, her piercing eyes never leaving his. “My lord is most gracious.”


She held the pose long enough for Cadoc to gawk at her cleavage. He hadn’t seen a dress cut so scandalously low since his time in Antios. She stirred feelings he hadn’t felt in a long time, and even contemplating them made his cheeks burn against the cold air as he wondered what she’d look like without the dress. Perhaps fate was not too unkind after all.


He turned away to hide his own embarrassment and began barking orders to his men. They restored the caravans as best they could but left the lead caravan untouched and on its side; the axle couldn’t be repaired without time and expertise, and Cadoc wasn’t of a mind to spend either.


He sent the remaining caravan and wagon on ahead with half his men as an escort. Tom, Jewana, and the injured Venyk soldiers occupying one caravan. Cadoc wanted to leave the baggage wagon behind, but Jewana refused as it was filled with her luggage, which included a small library. He relented, though the brief exchange left him feeling irritated. She’d been polite, but he wasn’t used to anyone challenging his authority, not when time was of the essence.


When the caravans were lost to the mist, Cadoc ordered his men to round up the last of the raiders. The dead were piled in the overturned caravan. Cadoc ordered those who weren’t killed in the skirmish to be hanged unceremoniously from the bough of the closest elm tree.


“That was a bit harsh,” said Fersin as he came to stand beside Cadoc as they watched the last man twitching in his final death-throws, his tunic staining as he fouled himself. “You’ll make an enemy when Langorn finds out.”


Cadoc watched the scene unmoved, his arms folded across his chest. He thought about the Prince of Langorn, wondering if the ambitious bastard knew Tom was part of the caravan or if his raiders were merely opportunistic. Either way, it didn’t matter. He said, “I warned him to keep to his side of the mountains.”


An unpleasant silence passed until the man went limp, his body swaying on the end of the rope that had strangled the life from him.


Cadoc turned from the grizzly sight and walked off towards his horse. “Give them five more minutes then cut them down and throw them in the caravan.”


“Then what?”


Cadoc mounted his horse. “Burn it.”


With that, Cadoc reined his mount around in the direction of Skeinhold and set off at a canter. He took no pleasure from the slaughtered men, and he felt a moment of doubt and regret as he rode after the caravans, wondering if he’d been right to execute them.


His resolve hardened as he rode the familiar trail home.


Family, he told himself, setting his jaw firm as he squinted into the cold air. Fate had given him a family, and by the gods — even those who had been so eager to profit from his folly — he’d do whatever it took to protect them.
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