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Renna has just qualified as a mage and been offered a lucrative job halfway across the country. But getting there is another matter entirely, for the Galloway is lined with the bodies of those who dared to cross her new employer, and old songs relate tales of long-dead kings and graveyard courts.

Hired to protect her on the journey is a grumpy mercenary who spends more time drinking than talking and seems to face his work with the enthusiasm most men reserve for their deaths. She's also joined by an irresponsible duo of musicians who break hearts with their music and break purses with their gambling. Renna herself is struggling with personal matters, and the company and difficult journey aren't helping.

All Renna has to do is take the Galloway Road from the coast to Gibbet Rock, but she's far from convinced she'll make it through so much as a single day.
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For Katy


Wednesday 25th February

We were late. The musicians were still in bed at twelve and I'd sat around for hours in the common room of the Horse's Head. The only thing I had to stave off boredom was the bag of polished rune bones at my waist, which I'd been fiddling with for far too long. It became clear that the musicians would not be ready soon when Lond behind the bar set out loaves of rye bread for lunch. Soon the smell of soup wafted from the kitchen and I decided I'd had enough of waiting. At that point I stepped out into the mud-churned yard.

Four sturdy ponies were roped together between the stables and the propped open door of the inn. They were loaded up with packs, made from stiff leather and new silver buckles. A man stood beside them with a small metal flask in his hand. He was only an inch or so taller than me; short for a man, but heavily muscled in compensation. He had a thick black beard and barely any hair on his head. When he turned to stare at me, he had the clearest blue eyes I'd ever seen. He fumbled with the flask and cocked his chin upwards at me.  "You're Renna?" he said gruffly.

"Yes—are you the escort Lord Galloway hired? I don't know if you know, but—"

"The musicians are still asleep. Yes, the boy told me." He wound a rein around his fingers. "I've been here since ten."

"Why don't you come inside and have lunch? Wait until they wake up—" I suggested. "What's your name?"

"I'm Brett," he muttered. "And I'm banned from here after last time. Go and fetch them." He glanced up at the sky. "Tell them if we don't get a move on we'll get caught in the coming rain."

Lond warned me that the musicians hadn't gone up to sleep last night until four in the morning. They'd taken a room together at the top of the inn, under the rafters, where it was cheapest. I still had the vestiges of last term's University allowance from my father. True to form, it paid for a handsome room on the second floor, and a slap-up meal at breakfast. Pushing open the crooked door, back bent because the roof was low for me here, I encountered a more-than-strong smell of goats. I considered drawing back, but decided to complete the task I'd started. Determined, I managed to enter the room, hand clamped over my mouth and nose.

There were two narrow beds, separated only by a tiny table, upon which stood a half-empty wine skin and a lute with a broken string. The gut wire curled away from the dark brown wood, drifting up and down as the man in the right hand bed snored. Don was the first musician I'd met last night. They were already known well across Eastriding and rumour said Lord Galloway had asked for them personally. Someone had told me Don was a 'genius' with a flute, but all I'd seen yesterday had been moderate bragging and quite a lot of drinking. Beside him, brown hand stretching over the gap to rest on his partner's upper arm, was Mal. Mal had muscles that my brother would have killed for, and played the lute and harp like an angel. I'd heard that much last night. That is, before the lute string broke and Mal lost thirty-odd cuts in an illegal bet.

I joggled Don's shoulder and he snorted, the lute string going crazy. He moved away from me and mumbled something in his sleep. The sour scent of wine on his breath made me recoil, to step on a pile of clothes that crunched. Mal's hand dropped off his back and he grunted as it thumped to the floor. One of his brown eyes cracked open and spotted me standing in the gloom between the door and the bed.

"Who are you?" he said, eyes narrowing.

"Sorry, I'm Renna… The Mage. We met yesterday, before you started drinking. We're supposed to be leaving together. Well, we were supposed to set off two hours ago, but the escort's waiting and—"

I hadn't even finished speaking before Mal turned over and buried his face in the pillow, having decided to ignore me. I turned to Don, but he hadn't even started waking up. I gritted my teeth and thought about going back downstairs and getting Lond up here, but Naize floated into my head.

"Just do it!" She'd found need to say that at least once a day at the University. So I manoeuvred my way over to the tiny window set into the wall and threw open the shutters. Grey light flooded the tiny room and the smell began to recede at once. Mal rolled on the bed, forgot how narrow it was and fell right off it onto the tiny sliver of floor between the bed and the window. Which happened to be where my feet were. I jumped backward and Mal swore, finally getting into a sitting position.

"Get me wine, Rita," he groaned.

"It's Renna. Are you sure that's a good idea? I mean—you've just woken up."

"Wine!" he shouted and I scrambled for the skin.

But Don had got up as well, pulling the sheets around him in the brisk air. "Hair of the dog. Throw me it too, Malus, could you?"

"Of course, Dontel." Mal grinned. "Where are my clothes?" He stood up, realised he was wearing them and sat back down on the edge of the bed, fumbling beneath it for his boots.

"Do you think you could hurry up?" I said and both the musicians stared at me.

"The little witch wants us to hurry up, Mal," Don said.

"We've got all the time in the world," Mal said. "Does she not realise that the Galloway Road exists to get us where we need to go?"

"You're saying it wrong. Round here they're calling it the Gallow-way, not the Gaaaal-way. But you're right. We'll get where we're going. You, Rita—tell the escort we'll be down after lunch."

*~*~*

When we finally managed to leave, it was two in the afternoon and Lond had been scowling out of the doorway of the inn at Brett. Our honourable escort had polished off the contents of the flask he had hidden on his person, and then started bribing the kitchen boy to bring him mugs of thick beer. I ate my lunch in the yard with him, perched on the inn's flat, wide steps.

Brett helped me up onto my pony, a fat piebald Shetty with a blonde mane and a mean temper.

"Now you'll match," he said. "You've got the same hair and all."

The musicians appeared to be capable riders. Mal swung himself into the saddle and spent ten minutes fiddling with something he wore under his shirt. Meanwhile, Don strapped the instruments onto the pony's sides. He was tightening straps like someone accustomed to travelling.

"We're going to have to stop and get a string repaired," he informed Brett. "It snapped while we were playing Hunter, Please last night."

"There's nowhere to get a string fixed till you get to Gibbet Rock. The Gallow-way don't cater to musicians and magicians. Bandits and bears is more its speed," Brett said

"How are we supposed to sing for our supper then?" Mal said in mock surprise.

"His Lordship's giv'n me money for you on the journey. Covers two weeks' worth of inns and food, so we should be more 'an good." Brett saw the musician's face. "Yes, and if there's any left over we split it four ways, alright?"

"I like a business man," Don said with a wicked grin and after that, we were gone.

*~*~*

The sky grew dark and the air closed in, but the threatened rain did not come. Threading its way through downs and heading further inland, the Gallow-way moved away from the Mîr where we had begun. Grassy swards and knolls ran beside us, the russet grass bleeding through to muted green. The road itself was wide enough for the four of us to ride together, but on Brett's insistence we stuck to the left hand side of the dusty way. Brown rock Cairns marked the road every fifty feet and they could be seen far, far ahead in the distance. The horizon dipped as we rode, stretching out as we rounded over the lip of a hill. But by the coast, the land was low and it was to my disappointment that the high Tors disappeared from view, leaving me with the sight of waterlogged grass and a never-ending road.

Brett was none the worse for the amount of beer he had consumed before our departure. In fact, he seemed ever observant. He rode at the head of our group, bay pony plodding onwards.

The sun had nearly set when I saw my first gibbet. The grey sky had faded to a threatening blue and the first stars gleamed on the horizon. Despite the earliness of the hour, they now overshadowed the watery lights of the next inn on the road. The wood of the posts caught the starlight, despite its pitch darkness. The iron cage swung, despite the lack of wind. It was cruelly constructed, too short for a normal man to stand up straight. To my horror, little iron spikes emerged from the metal at critical points, jabbing inwards at the person contained. The man inside it sat huddled, skin grey as paper, arms threaded through the holes in the bars. He was as emaciated as the model skeleton Professor Buffard had kept in the Healing room. Dried blood congealed over cracked skin. His eyes were closed and dried mucus was crusted around the sockets.

I thought he was dead at first, but then the grey arms moved and a pink tongue emerged from the bleeding and cracked lips. I have to confess I screamed and the skeleton flinched.

"Cut him down!" I cried and Brett turned to look at me. "Brett, get him free, please. I can help him!"

Brett shook his head, turning back to face the road. I pulled the piebald up and extended a hand to the man in the gibbet. He drew back from me.

Mal rode past me and pulled on my arm.

"You don't cut those people down," he said. "They're bandits and outlaws put up there for a reason. He'll have a tattoo or a brand, you just can't see it in the dark."

I looked once more at the man strung up in the metal cage, hands folded in an attempt at a plea. As I rode off, the click of talons on metal told me that a raven had landed on the cage.


Thursday 26th February

The rain had come at last. I sat at a round table in the inn's common room, two boiled eggs and two white-meat sausages in front of me. Mal, the only other person awake, sat on my left. I couldn't find any conversation, as we had little in common, and so we sat in silence as Mal ran his fingers over the lute, working out if it would play without a string. Don fell into the chair on my right and reached for a sausage with his fingers. I let him take it, since it looked like yesterday's hangover had hit him today. He rested his chin on his hand, scowled at the watery morning light in his eyes and bit into my sausage.   

Brett strolled in, flask in hand. He jerked his chin at us in greeting, sitting down on the last chair. He scanned my plate with interest before taking the remaining sausage, holding it in greasy fingers.

"Right," he said, taking a gulp from the flask. "I didn't mention this yesterday, since we was hurrying to get to this place before it got dark, rained on us, or both. But there's some serious rules I got for riding wit' me." He gestured with the sausage. "First, you don't leave the road. You might not be superstitious, but I am, and I'm not losing any of yous to the Borrokings. Second, you don't sing. I know youses musicians, but I'm not listening to Hunter, Please or any other inn song for the next fortnight. You can sing in inns, where it's proper, but not on the road. Yes?"

Mal and Don shrugged without any real enthusiasm.

"An' third, I don't like questions. Road talk is fine, but keep it amongst yourselves. Don't ask me about my life, my family or my past and we'll stay—well, not friends—but I won't slit anyone's throat in the night. Is that one clear?"

"You say Lord Galloway hired you?" I asked.

Brett glowered at me. "Yes."

I waited for more but it didn't come.

Brett stalked (well as much as a short man could stalk) off to find more food and Mal went back to fingering his lute without making a sound. Don leant in and after a moment I realised he was trying to get my attention.

"So we've got ourselves a superstitious loner who doesn't like music. It's going to be a fun fortnight," he said.

"What did he mean when he said 'Borrokings?'" I asked.

Mal strummed a couple of chords on the lute.

Follow the red compass north

Where a blue road winds home

To a broken toothed barrow-hill

There the kings are sleeping, child

Red and yellow and green grass

Once a shackle now a stone crown

You'll only find death on Galloway ground

He sang it fast and under his breath, stilling his fingers as Brett came back to the table. In his hand he held a plate of fried bread and rich, buttered mushrooms.

"Does that answer your question? It's the Barrow Kings he's scared of," Mal said.

I folded my hands on the table, letting my mage's qualifying rings show. "We have Barrow Graves where I'm from, too." I protested.

"Not like these ones, I'll bet," Don said. "The songs say they'll pull you into the ground and never set you free."

"I'm educated," I muttered. "That sort of thing doesn't scare me." And it was a complete lie.

*~*~*

The back of the piebald became miserable in the rain. I wore the cloak Naize had gifted me just before my fourth Transference exam. (After three times trying, they'd let me pass.) She'd enchanted it herself. It was waterproof, cold proof and hex proof, she'd promised. It did its job, but it didn't stop the drops that slid down the back of my neck every time the wind blew the hood off my head. My fingers too, despite the thick leather gloves, were freezing. The countryside became waterlogged; small rivulets ran down the brown dusty road, turning it to slick slush that flicked up onto our clothes and the ponies' hindquarters. The sky, a thick grey blanket, squatted above us and let loose.

Every thirty yards we came across the gallows and gibbets that had turned Lord Galloway's road into the Gallow-way. Most gibbets held dead men, and they were the ones I could stomach looking at. I'd seen death before. Those that we closest to expiring—that would be alive for another few minutes, turned my blood cold. You could smell the sickliness of death on the air. Often their skin had taken on the grey pallor of death. The skin around the hollow eyes, nose and mouth crusted with dried blood, the corpse-crows picking at the exposed flesh. They didn't move much, but the twitching was worse. I dreaded the fresh ones the most. Galloway's men had placed them in their metal prisons only a few days, even hours ago. It made hanging seem like a rapid, dignified death. Those in the gibbets pled, screamed—cried aloud and begged for their freedom. Brett ignored them and their clutching hands. They threaded through the bars, occupants bargaining with him. They didn't seem to notice as they impaled themselves on the screws that stuck inwards.

The Gallow-way was loud, and full of traffic. Often we came across the other traders and merchants. The Gallow-way was a common route inland from the coast to the richer areas around Galloway Keep and Gibbet Rock. We got a few of nods from passers-by, but it would have been easier to win fifty cuts than get words out of those we saw. We ate lunch while riding, reluctant to stop.

*~*~*

"What do you mean there's no rooms at the inn? Not even a common dorm?" Mal blustered. We stood in the yellow light that seeped from the inn's windows; still sitting on our ponies, just close enough to the overhang of the stables to get soaked by the drips that rolled off the wooden guttering. Don was grumbling, and so was my stomach.

"I told you, the rooms have all been filled. In case you haven't noticed, it's raining worse than it was with Reord and his seventy fish. Half of who's on the road wants to be indoors," Brett answered.

"Did you tell them we've got a lady with us?" Don jerked his head at me.

"Yes! Do I look stupid? They're not budging," Brett said.

"Have you mentioned I'm an Aguon?" I asked. They turned to stare at me.

"Excuse me?" Brett said.

"My father's Vint Aguon. They can't let me sleep out in the rain. Maybe I should speak to them?" I scrambled off the piebald's back and the stable hand rushed over to help me. I pulled off my gloves to reveal my four rings. Three of them showed my qualifying subjects. The fourth was a signet ring. I wore it on my smallest finger and as I entered the inn, I turned it so that my father's swan crest caught the orange firelight.

Twenty minutes later a group of disgruntled merchants shoved their way past us in the common room. They held blankets and bags of food. One carried a protesting chicken. It looked as unhappy to be in rain as we were.

"Quervaine's bringing water up," I said to the three. "I'm afraid I could only get one room, but I'll take that bed by the window and pull the screen over in front of it. I took the liberty of ordering dinner. I'm sorry it won't be anything fancy. There's the whole inn to feed, and they told me they've had no deliveries of oysters from the coast this morning, but—"

I realised I'd started babbling and clamped my mouth shut. I realised with shame that my ears had turned an unattractive shade of scarlet.

"So Lord Galloway didn't let you know that the mage he'd picked was an Argent Aguon?" Don said to Brett as though I didn't exist.

I cringed at the nickname. Too many people had called me that after they discovered that I was that Aguon.

"He didn't mention it. Does he know who you are?" Brett shot at me.

I twisted my rings on my fingers. "He requested me when I qualified."

"As a favour to your father?"

I ducked behind the screen, feeling the pinpricks of tears behind my eyes.

I could practically hear the shrugged indifference. There was an intake of breath as though someone was about to say something and I waited. Then the hot water and food arrived, and I was forgotten.


Friday 27th February  

There's no quiet, sleeping in a room with three other people. Especially when two of them are musicians and the other one had drunk too much before he fell asleep. I lay awake until the early hours, huddled in my cloak underneath the wool blanket in the freezing room, trying not to cry.

Naize would have never let me cry. Whenever I was feeling sad, she'd drag me out of the little room we shared at the University. That began Naize's day of fun. She'd make me do something enjoyable, whether it was hot chocolate at The Grizzly Bear, ice skating on the magically frozen lake outside the Healing Rooms or just sitting at the seaside. There we'd watch the bright fishing boats come in with their catch and daydream about leaving the University bubble. Naize wasn't here now, and the taunts and jibes I'd endured over my four and a half year course at the University were starting to swim back.

*~*~*

I was awake and making myself comfortable in the common room before everyone else awoke, which wasn't unusual. The stares the landlord and his staff gave me were making me uncomfortable. They brought me flatbread and curried Savran soup, slices of egg floating in the clear broth. I could have done with washing myself down, but the water provided to us last night was cold and dirty now. All it had taken was Brett washing his fingernails to turn it a murky black. I played with the broth more than I ate it, rings catching the early morning light. I set the spoon down and pulled all four of them off my fingers. They chimed out as they hit the table, spinning to a stop on the dark wood.

Brett dropped into the seat next to me and I jumped. I hadn't heard him coming.

"What's these?" he said, accent more pronounced than usual. His beard was a bird's nest of curls, sticking out at odd angles, and sleep stained his eyes.

I tried to reach for them, but he'd already snatched them up in his hands. I ran my thumb over my knuckles as he turned them towards the windows, examining them.

"Family ring?" he asked, holding up the smallest gold one.

"Yes."

"Aguon, you said?" He whistled through pursed lips. He held up the next one, a rose gold band made for the ring finger on my right hand. The metal of it twisted into a caduceus that rose towards my knuckle.

"What's this one?"

"I got that for passing Advanced Healing," I muttered, reaching for it. He held it out of my grasp.

"I'm just looking, Lady Renna," he teased. The next one he held up was gold. I wore it on my index finger, and it was my favourite. Decorative gold hands clasped around a circle tablet stamped with runes, which was roughly pierced in the centre.

"For Portent Runes," I said. "I had to pass three specialisms to become a qualified mage. So I've got those two and that silver one—" the smallest one, for the last finger on my left hand, a simple band with no ornaments. "That's for Transference."

"And what do you do with Transference?" Brett asked, turning over the thin silver band in his fingers. That ring was hard won.

"Well, it's the transfer of energy from one place to another. The place we seek energy from can be our own bodies, but you can use a similar material. You have to Link yourself to the source."

"Can you show me?" 

I snatched the rings back out of his hands before he could stop me.

"No. Go and wake up the musicians."

*~*~*

The rain paused when the sun rose to its highest, though we remained unaware of it because the sky was still coated in a thick blanket of grey cloud. Brett assured us that we were experiencing a 'fine day' for this time of year. I managed to lift my chin off my chest and appreciate the splendour of the surrounding countryside. Dry-stone walls marked the edge of the path and yellow vernal-grass waved in the low wind. The salt smell of the coast no longer hung on the air, but the land still ran flat and steady. It was only the waterlogged marshland we'd left behind. The Downs were only blurs in the distance, the brown roofs of hamlets dotted through the green. Every time we passed another gibbet or a body still strung up from a gallows, I forced myself to look away. Sometimes they were given hoods, but for ease and convenience most weren't. Their faces haunted me; purple in the freshest before fading to waxy grey as fluids from the dead body collected in their feet. Carrion crows picked at them, and more than once I spotted vultures circling overhead. At one point Brett pointed out tracks that belonged to something larger than a dog.

"Usually wolves don't come this close to the road," he explained. "And rare is that they're scavengers. But we hear tell it's hard for all these days."

"On accounts on the skirmishes?" Mal said. "We couldn't play the Mîr for weeks; even Eastriding was closed off to us. Bands everywhere."

Brett jerked his chin in agreement. "One of the worst culling I've ever seen. Galloway's men even went into the Downs to find those who stirred people up. You see the bones that have been picked clean? That's 'em right there."

I'd never known of any skirmishes in this part of the country, but Aguon was more westward and the University existed as a bubble. No news got in unless the Dean and the Masters wished it and since most of the students were nobles… Well, in any case, I kept my mouth shut. 

*~*~*

Brett let the musicians sing for our supper that evening. We stopped at the Good Tidings. Once the innkeeper spotted the instrument cases strapped to the pony's sides, he offered extra beer and half a rabbit between us if Mal and Don would get up stage.

"You don't have to do much," he said. "Just a couple of songs. It's been so long since we've had anyone through here who can hold a tune."

Brett and I tucked ourselves into a table under the overhanging mezzanine level as Mal and Don took the raised stage in the left corner of the room. It wide and well placed for the drinks the innkeeper was pushing to the far end of the bar. Mal tuned his lute, nestling it into the crook of his arms, as Don blew experimental notes into his flute.

"I think you'll know this one," he said by way of introduction. Brett groaned as Mal launched straight into Hunter, Please. It's a song even I know, about a nagging wife begging her husband to bring something home for the stew pot. Every region has a different array of verses depending on what the most common game animals live there, but here it was nothing peculiar (try singing it near the coast!) and I kept up.

Hunter, lovely, you look so proud

In your leather gear and with your bow

Won't you please

Bring me some rabbit,

Two long ears and thick hind legs

I'll throw him in the pot

I'll cook him till he's nice and hot

It's been so long since we've had a bite to eat

Mal's voice carried well, but it was the chorus that took me by surprise. It was roared back by the homesick travellers desperate for a taste of home and the thirsty locals, ready to sing along with a familiar song.

Hunter, please

A rabbit, if you'd be so kind

Hunter, please, I'm on my knees

Just go and pay your lord no mind

He won't care

A rabbit for us, we'll take it all

Won't you go, hunter?

Won't you go, oh hunter, please!

By the fifth verse, even Brett had joined in with the singing. Don had taken a break from playing the flute to drink beer from a mug as large as his head, letting the crowd lead the music. Now Mal was providing the sketchiest of accompaniments.

"Play Naya and Tinfel," Brett blurted out, taking advantage of the sudden silence that had fallen after an argument over whether pheasant could count as a 'local' game bird.

Mal raised a glass to him and gave a mocking grin. "Our tough, music-hating escort wants to hear a love song?"

Brett cocked his head and set his shoulders. "So what? I like it, it's a good song."

"Aye, the man's right!" Don said. "Play it, Malus, be a dear."

"And with a string missing too," Mal grumbled, but he strummed the first few notes, waiting for silence in the crowded inn. It fell fast.

They called her often words of gold

Carried her high above the world

She was Naya, Argent-born

And he into her service, a slave-sold.

Brett closed his eyes and slid back in his chair. Mal sang his way through the story of Naya and her enslaved lover Tinfel, through their elopement, recapture and eventual death at the hands of Naya's family. Hunter, Please had been good, but it was with this slow ballad and its overlapping melodies that Mal and Don's talent shone. Mal's voice was like silver as his fingers moved over the lute's strings, the broken string unnoticeable as he coaxed notes from it. Don's flute matched his partner's voice in harmony, weaving between the words of the song with his own tune. There wasn't a dry eye in the house by the time Mal sounded the last note and lifted his fingers off the lute.

"I can see why Lord Galloway wants them." I turned to Brett, to find he'd disappeared.


Saturday 28th February

It started raining again in the early hours, and I got dripped on in my private room, so I called up for hot water so I wouldn't catch a cold. For once I was the one who kept the group waiting, and they didn't let me forget it.

"Maybe her ladyship's been waiting for her servants to come and wake her up with silk under things," Don joked and even Brett sniggered.

I laughed off the joke and the three of them looked at me in surprise. Even I was shocked–I wouldn't have found it as funny a week ago. I swung over the piebald without Brett's help this time and settled into the saddle. I collected Naize's cloak around me, and looked down at my four companions.

"Are you going to get a move on?" I asked and the look on their faces was completely worth it.

*~*~*

Sometimes I wonder if there isn't something very wrong with me.

*~*~*

The inn we stopped at on our fourth night turned out not to be much of one. When we arrived, a man stood on the slopping roof of second floor, swinging at the wooden slats with a hammer. Two chickens roamed in the muddy yard, pecking at nothing. The inn provided one sole bedroom, beds pushed up against every wall and hammocks rocking from the ceiling. Nearly all of the beds and bunks had been taken. Bundles of possessions (including a box filled with one angry turkey) were scattered everywhere. Brett growled at people until we'd managed to claim three beds and a hammock in one square of the huge room. I dropped my travel sack on top of the woollen blanket and gawped around at the squabbling merchants, travellers and wandering labourers fighting over bed space.

"How about we head downstairs and see if we can't swap a song for some beer?" Mal suggested.

Don wiggled his fingers, and he and Mal disappeared with their instruments in tow.

"Is everything alright, Lady Renna?" Brett asked, once the musicians had disappeared.

I twisted my fingers together, fiddling with the rings on my fingers. "You don't have to call me Lady," I said. "Just Renna is fine. I don't want you to treat me with respect on account of my family. That should be earned."

"It's something that's likely to happen. You know how people see the Argents."

"I know… It doesn't have to happen here and now."

"If that's what you want, La—Renna. Family's a funny thing."

"You have one?"

"Who doesn't?" He clammed up. "Let's see what Mal and Don are getting themselves into this time."

Reaching the scummy common room of the inn, we were assured that bread and fish stew were forthcoming. Brett remained sceptical about seafood as far away from the coast as we were now, and it did taste metallic. The cider offered was good and the bread, unleavened and topped with rosemary and sea-salt, was hot and soft. A quiet man sat playing pipes in one corner, but the table of labourers who sat with a pishtaya board drowned him out. They'd taken over two tables pushed together, tiles spread between mugs of beer and bowls of soup.

I've only played the game once or twice. When Naize was trying to get me to go out more often at the University, she took me to a seedy little tavern out of the main student bubble and taught me the rules. Ten minutes later, she'd placed me in games against learned professionals. I squandered about seventy cuts before deciding that I'd never be good at it. Now Don and Mal had squeezed themselves in amongst the labourers. They were shoulder-to-shoulder and you couldn't tell where work clothes ended and musicians' ratty robes began. Mal had his hands on Don's forearm as the flautist shook the six-sided counter that would decide how many tiles he could place. The principle was the more tiles the better, but you had to place them adjacent to a tile with a similar theme. A flower to flowers, that sort of thing. Naize said philosophers made better pishtaya players, since you had to justify your link to the entire table. It was not a game to bet on—the sheer subjectivity meant if the players didn't like you, you wouldn't win. But between Mal's fingers rolled the heavy iron cuts he'd earned a couple of evenings ago.

Brett rolled his eyes as he spotted them. "Gods, we'll be buying drinks for the rest of the journey at this rate," he said. "As long as they stick to money, we won't have no bother." Then he grunted, cracked his neck and headed off towards the bar to find something to drink. In the centre of the room, Mal was slurring his way through a justification that fire and jewels were linked because dragons liked both.

"He's not going to make it," Brett said from somewhere behind my left ear and I jumped. He sat down next to me and pointed his chin towards Mal. "They won't buy it."

"Because dragons don't exist?"

"Oh, they exist alright, it's just too abstract a concept for them." Mal heaved his lute onto the table.

"Oh, gods no," Brett swore.

Even Don seemed to have second thoughts, tugging on his friend's sleeve, to no avail. Mal shook him off and pushed the lute over the coloured tiles, towards his opponents. I crossed my fingers that his luck might change. I was disappointed as one hand later he was trying to convince the sour-faced table that a night sky could be linked with cloth because you took your clothes off at night. The lute crossed the other side as fast as it had arrived. It was gathered lovingly into the dirty fingers of a labourer with a twist of cloth around his neck.

*~*~*

"Please return the lute," I said. Hugh, the labourer with the cloth necktie, shook his head and held it closer to his chest.

"I won it," he said. "The fool doesn't reason well. He didn't even use Fryrun's opening right."

"I'll give you the price of the lute," I offered. "There's a missing string, too."

"My wife wants one. She's wanted to play for years."

"I'll give you twice the price," I said, trying to work out if I had enough. "You can buy a brand new one."

"But I won the bleeding lute!" Hugh said. "It's not the price, it's the principle of the thing!"

"I could—"

"I'm not selling it back to you—not for any money. His pishtaya game is awful and he can't reason for shit, I won it fair!"

With that, the conversation finished. Hugh turned away, lute still in his hands, and bumped straight into Brett's chest. The labourer stepped backwards and his eyes darted around the room.

"I wouldne step away if I were you," Brett's voice was low, but carried across the room. "Don't you know who she is?"

"Brett—" I had no inclination to use my family to bully the poor man into give Mal's lute back.

"She's just graduated from the University—she's a qualified mage. Do you know what that means? No, don't, I'll tell you. It means she can transfer energy from one place to another."

"Are you threatening me?" Hugh said. "She's the size of a field mouse. What's she going to do?"

Brett seized the man's chin and turned him towards the fireplace. Crackling flames roaring behind the low sofas on the far side of the room. "How do you like being burned?"

The words broke over me like icy water. Both men, the musicians and the other guests in the room shifted to stare at me. I stood trembling as though locked in place in the middle of the floor.

"Well?" Brett said. His blue eyes remained in focus as the room blurred behind the sudden fog of tears. "Show them, Renna."

I lifted my hand to rest palm-up in front of me, blinking to hurry away the tears. I muttered a Link beneath my breath and felt the familiar tingle around my elbow as though my arm was submerged in cold fire. It swept up my forearm and my thumb twitched; I wanted to close my palm and break the Link, but Brett stood waiting. The blunt heat pooled in my palm, and as seconds ticked by, it became a slow lick of flame. The fire sparked behind us as the one I held in my hand became larger, flickering higher. An incredulous look spread over Hugh's face. The corner of Brett's mouth twitched in a rare smile.

Then it hurt. It was as familiar as breathing, this pain. After all, I'd failed Transference three times. The flames became too much for the Link I had made, spreading over my hand. They surged over my thumb and climbed my fingers. I clenched my palm again and again but the Link didn't break. The onlookers' faces turned to one of horror as the flames surrounding my hands spat onto the wooden floor. Mal stepped back from the charred patches they left. I couldn't speak, I couldn't move. I was reliving my last months at the University. My mouth opened and closed, panic closing off my breath.

Brett threw a bucket of water over me, soaking me from head to toe. I choked back a scream and took a gasp of air. It extinguished the flames, and I stood there wet and gasping, like I'd just run a race.

"Here." Hugh thrust the lute into Mal's arms. "Take it back. It's not worth it; just don't let her anywhere near us again!"


Sunday 1st March

There was uncomfortable silence the next morning. No one wanted to speak about what they had seen last night. The qualified mage was unable to perform one of the most basic skills necessary. I kept my head down and rode a little ahead of the others, to allow them to speak behind my back if the need took them. Mal had his lute back, none the worse for having been cradled by Hugh's dirty hands. He resisted the urge to pull it out and play. Though the weather was good, he still feared Brett's temper.

Which turned out to be for no good reason because it was approaching midday when Brett started whistling. Mal and Don turned to each other with raised eyebrows. His notes were sharp, a little out of tune, but the song was still recognisable as Naya and Tinfel: the romantic, overplayed ballad he'd asked Mal to play two nights ago. Don joined the whistling with a hum that matched the original song much better and Brett paused for a moment before carrying on.

He rode up beside me and fell silent, taking in a breath.

"You ever been in love, Lady Renna?"

"If you're trying to take my mind off what happened last night, this will not work," I griped.

"Not at all, I'm only making talk," Brett said.

"I've been in love," I admitted. "But it's not—"

"Not what?"

I didn't dare look at him as I said the next bit. "It's not so much love as what comes after," I said.

Brett laughed so hard Mal and Don turned around. "Sex, Renna? That's sex."

I flapped my hand at him. "It's not something I want to think about," I said. "It makes me—" I couldn't find a word to describe it, so I just squirmed in the saddle and gestured, hoping he understood me.

*~*~*

We stopped for lunch between two dead men. With their blackening skin peeling and worn away in patches by the elements, and the hungry flocks of crows, we found ourselves not as hungry as we'd anticipated. Several times hard-looking travellers passed us. They had weapons worn openly and belts pulled tight. They exchanged mere nods with us, Brett's face as welcoming as a locked and bolted door.

The chicken he'd paid for at the inn we'd stayed at last night was charred, the outside brittle in flavour.

"I guess that's payback." Don moaned, pulling the bones apart with his fingers. "You did ruin their floor Renna."

"Leave the girl alone," Brett said. "She's having a hard enough time without you all over her." I smiled, but then he added, "You've got the ring for that one, Renna. That means it's part of you having become a mage. What happened yesterday?"

My hands were trembling in my lap. "I'd taken the exam three times already. Each time I was unable to summon the most basic Link. I couldn't move anything; not water, not fire, not even something tiny like a needle. Naize, my roommate, she used to help me practice in the study rooms of the library. The night before my fourth exam, I finally managed to Link with fire. I pulled it up and… Well, what happened last night, happened then. Everything—everything caught fire." I took a deep breath and twisted the Transference ring off my finger.

"They pulled me out first—because I'm an Aguon."

"And?" Brett said.

"And they didn't get Naize out in time. I'm the reason she's dead. I didn't have to sit the exam and the next week the letter came from Lord Galloway."

*~*~*

That night we slept under the open sky. Now, deep into the heart of Eastriding, passing an inn had become a rare occurrence. Large sandstone blocks marked the most popular stopping spots for travellers. Patches of burnt grass and the ruts of caravan wheels often surrounded them. Brett seemed to have a nose for finding good stones to stop beside. The one he pulled up by that evening was smooth, with wind-rounded corners but a lack of pitting that the rain rendered on other stones. The sun was dying in the sky, turning the crowns of the surrounding hills bright orange.

Brett rubbed the stone with the flat of his hand as we approached and cocked his head at the ponies. "Take the bridles off'em and let'em graze. This grass's good for something." He busied himself with a handful of kindling and pulled, as if from nowhere, a cast iron skillet. "Mal." He tossed the musician a short knife with a serrated edge. "Go fetch a good bundle of dry wood. None green, you mind. I ain't wanting to send up smoke and inviting every hungry traveller on the Gallow-way to sit wit' us."

I took my time with my pony on the edge of the group, fiddling with the reins. I'd told someone two things I'd never told anyone. It didn't go all the way to make me feel better—Naize's death still weighed heavily on my conscience—but the way Brett had shrugged off my feelings about sex made me think I wasn't so unusual. He caught my eye across the green grass and he jerked his head at me. I was learning that in Brett's way, that was a smile.

Don slipped me an extra fried tomato and Mal patted my back—once hard, once soft. It was more comforting than anything they could have said.


Monday 2nd March

It was Brett whistling in the morning that woke me up. I took half a minute, as I turned over in the fleeced sleeping roll, to recognise it.

"That's the Twofold song," I said sleepily. He looked up in surprise, not having realised I was awake.

"It is. I can only get the one part though. Takes two to do a duet," he said. "Do you want a sausage?"

*~*~*

The dead bodies were always worse toward lunchtime. My appetite, rising on the road, was quashed as soon as I spotted the black birds. They circled overhead us after we crested the summit of a hillock. A mild breeze blew, whipping my cloak around my arms and throwing the hood off. It soon became obvious that we rode downwind as the smell of dying and rotting flesh came floating towards us. Don hawked and spat to one side of his pony.

"Wish I'd said no to the sausages," Mal muttered, and it was with tense shoulders that the four of us picked our way downhill.

Getting closer made it worse. Four gallows stood together, two on each side of the road, with the ropes hanging over the boundary of the path. From them swung two men, a woman and a child, whose thin legs waved in the light wind. They all four wore the ubiquitous blue-brown shaggy clothes of the field workers of the Eastriding region. The woman's shawl had slipped from her shoulders and had wrapped itself around one long, blueing ankle, fluttering like a trapped moth. Brett paused, head cocked sideways, before pulling his nervous pony towards the dead woman. He reached out for the scarf, catching the fringed edge and untangling it from the woman's ankles. It was blue, faded from the sun and the wind, the traditional square shape folded to a triangle. Brett held onto it for a moment, the blue material clenched around his fist. Then he released it, the wind catching in and tugging away from his grip.

It was impossible to tear my eyes from the four. Sores dotted the child's mouth, angry red on the white canvas of his face. He wore no shoes and his ankles were thinner than the rope that held him. The crows had chosen the men as their first victims. Both of their faces, lolling over the weatherworn rope, had strips of yellowing skin torn from them.

Brett snorted and rubbed the top of his shaved head and yanked on his pony's reins. Dust kicked up from the path as he wheeled away from the gallows.

"I need a drink," he said under his breath. "I really need a drink."

*~*~*

After last night, I was expecting to be sleeping under the open air again, but as the sky began to fade to a deep purple, we saw the lights of an inn shine out of the darkness. Mal sighed with audible relief and reached out to pat Don on the arm.

"Couple of verses of Hunter, Please?" Mal said, grinning. "Get us a capon and a mug or two of beer?"

"As long as you don't go betting your lute again, I'll let you sing the rude version," Don shot back.

Brett's shoulders were set as we handed over the reins to the ostler. With a sinking sensation in my stomach I followed him inside the inn. It was a good one, even for Eastriding, with long windows and a bar made from smooth wood. The dying evening light mingled with the shadows cast by the fire and every wooden table was bathed in golden-orange. We paid for board and meals from the purse Brett held, filled with Lord Galloway's money. The serving boy brought us baked salt pork and winter vegetables, soaked in hot broth with gritty bulgur wheat. The innkeeper kept the bread coming and it was the best part of the meal: crusty and hot, fluffy when broken into and delicious when dipped in the hot broth. We sat at a table together, letting the bustle of people move around us. In the corner, someone was strumming on a cheap six-string lute and doing his best with a traditional hunting song.

Brett didn't eat. He'd slipped a coin to the boy and the mug that stood in front of him never emptied. It began with earthy beer, almost as dark as our beef broth. By the time Mal and Don had pushed their plates away, he had moved on to apple cider and was drumming at the table incessantly as he threw the liquid back. The musicians gave him an uneasy look as they rose from the table. I sat beside him and hoped for the best.

As they began to play on the stage, Mal playing far better on the lute with a broken string than the previous player had done at all, Brett signalled at the serving boy who was rushing around with a scrap of cloth over his shoulder.

"Get me some spirits," he said. His words were slurring and I'd spent enough time around Novices at the University to know he was already drunk.

"You got a preference, sir?" the boy asked. "We got Languedoc, Bastide…"

"I don't care what," Brett said. Hunter please drifted over to us, answered by cheers from the weary crowd. "Just help me drown out this music."

The serving boy returned, squeezing back between stools and tables. With him he carried a dark bottle, made from thick glass and smelling faintly of peaches. He banged it down in front of Brett, who sat up a little straighter.

"Off," he snapped, wrenching the cork out of the bottle and taking a healthy gulp. He grimaced and swallowed, then took another at once. The boy scrambled away, just avoiding a cuff round the ear as he tripped over someone's extended legs.

Mal and Don had just reached the first chorus and the liquid in the bottle was dropping fast. I sat next to Brett, twisting my rings on my fingers in my lap and wondering if I should do something, but I wasn't brave enough.

"Is it because of the dead woman?" I said, feeling my cheeks flush with embarrassment as I wished I hadn't spoken.

"If you know what's good for you, you'll shut up," Brett said, without turning to me.

I stood, banged my hip on the table, and stormed away.

*~*~*

We had a room whose door opened onto the mizzen balcony that ran around the edge of the double-high main room. So as much as I was trying to ignore the sounds of Mal and Don's playing, I couldn't block it out. They wheeled through a couple of reels and a river song that would have made me cry if I'd been sitting in front of them. With a roar of approval they came swimming back to Hunter, Please. This time I could pick out the words as the drunken crowd shouted back the ruder version.

Hunter, please

A cock if you'd be so kind

Hunter, please, I'm on my knees

Just come and pay your lord no mind

He won't care

A cock for me, I'll take it all

Won't you come, hunter?

Won't you come, oh hunter please?

My hands were trembling around my book; the imagery conjured sending a wave of aversion through my belly. I slammed my book shut just as the serving boy from whom Brett had demanded drinks burst into my room.

"Ma'am, your friend's ordered another bottle of Lannoc, but he ain't looking good and Frank wants him out. He said if you can come and get him sorted he won't kick you out. He's getting funny wit' the others and they don't want no fightin' tonight Ma'am."

It took me a moment to decipher the boy's thick Riding accent before I realised what he was saying. I scrambled after him, down the stairs, to find a man twice my size poking a sleepy looking Brett in the chest. Our escort held the brown bottle of Lannoc in one hand as he slumped against the thick square pillar that supported the balcony. The man who stood in front of him had rough tattoos crawling up his arms, and a beard down to the middle of his pronounced gut. As we got closer, Brett batted away the hand in his face.

"There's no need for this," Brett slurred as the hand came back. "Let me drink in peace would'e?"

"We'd all like some bleeding peace, my friend," the large man said. "Only you're there swearing and hollering at people. We not getting any kind of peace in this place."

"Excuse me?" I said. The serving boy was at my elbow; a sandy head looking up at Brett's cocked jaw and the huge belly of the man before him. Both of them turned to me. "Brett, you should come with me."

Brett groaned and shut his eyes, lifting the Lannoc to his mouth. The man smacked it out of his hands, where it shattered against the table.

Brett blinked. "I was drinking that."

"Better if you don't," his aggressor said.

"I'll take him away…" I muttered, pushing my way past the man's beer belly and grabbing Brett's hand. "Look Brett, let's go." We were beginning to get looks after the smashed bottle, and even the roaring of Hunter, Please had become softer.

I pulled Brett away from the pillar and he stumbled. I realised that it was only the pillar keeping him on his feet, so I slung his arm over my shoulder and grappled with his waist, trying to keep him upright.

"Where's the door?" I gasped, legs buckling under the weight.

The serving boy pointed the way with a rag and I began to try to manoeuvre Brett's dead weight between the tables. The aggressor reached out again and seized Brett's left wrist. He pushed the sleeve up and sneered.

"Just what I thought," he said. "Deserter."

*~*~*

I heaved Brett through the narrow back door and tripped over the top step. I went flying and dropped him. He collapsed onto the stairs; body splaying out… and I fell half into a puddle in the darkness of the yard. With the door shut, the music was barely audible. The lights alone seeped from the windows and the cracks in the doors, throwing the darkness of the night a scrap of yellow warmth. My breath came in misty puffs as I stumbled back to Brett and sat him upright, making sure his tongue wasn't blocking his throat. Maybe I couldn't Transfer fire to save my life, but I could save someone else's with Healing. Brett moaned.

"Are you feeling alright?" I asked.

 In answer, he vomited on my left side.

I shook out my skirt, the hot warmth spreading against my skin, and tried not to shiver. Brett's hand went to his eyes, the sleeve still around his elbow from where the man with the beard had moved it. On the light skin on the inside of his left wrist, had been burned the bastardised rune 'D.'

"I'm alone," Brett heaved. He was crying, thick tears rolling down his cheeks. "I'm so alone."

I rubbed his back, trying to avoid getting sick on him. It was as though a dam had burst.

Still crying, he continued. "I deserted," he said. "Six years ago. They found and branded me two years ago. They put me on hard labour, but I'd got used to the road. When… I've been travelling my whole life. I've never had a home. So I went back to the road, I take money to escort people along the Gallow-way. I take money to kill people." He choked, and I patted his back as he vomited between his legs.

He sobbed again and wiped his mouth with the corner of his sleeve. "I'm so sorry you have to see me like this," he said. "I never want anyone to see me like this."

"I don't mind," I said. "If you not dying of alcohol poisoning means we get to Lord Galloway's, then I'll try to keep you alive." It was a feeble attempt at a joke and Brett didn't laugh. He squeezed his fingers into his eyes and sniffed.

 "I just want to be with people," he murmured. "It's been so lonely."

"Everyone has family," I hazarded. He shook his head.

"I did. Of course I did. Then… bleeding." He waved his hand. "There's fightin' here and skirmishes there and people don't stay places for long. I came back to a burnt out village and she… and no one to share the army coin I earned with. Harvest time that year I deserted."

"Do you know if they're alive?"

There was silence for a long time. I glanced over, wondering if he was thinking. He'd fallen asleep, leaning against the back door.


Tuesday 3rd March

None of us woke early the next day. Mal and Don, breaking habit, were the first two up. They both had pockets full of coins from the previous night. Mal nudged me to inform me we'd been offered free breakfast if I got up before noon. I did not get breakfast.

Brett didn't stir until long after I'd got up. He lay huddled under the scratchy wool blanket, only the top of his bristled head visible. I kept the shutters closed as I changed, bundling the vomit-covered dress into a hemp bag. I hoped that I could wash the sour smell of wine out of it, or that would be another ruined dress. I had an entire wardrobe of burned ones back at the University.

Upon his waking, and making it to the main hall, Brett was informed that he was banned from that inn for the rest of his life. But not until after they charged him for the alcohol he'd drunk the night before. I begged for food to last us on the road and then we were turned out, ponies unbrushed and unhaltered. I looked back as we struggled with the tack and the sandy haired serving boy waved from the window above the door.

Brett splashed his face with water from the barrel of rainwater that stood by the stables and groaned. His back was bent like an old man's, his face white. He mounted his pony and rolled up the trailing blue sleeves, so the D rune with its scarred skin caught the light. His corded forearms flexed menacingly, daring anyone to speak up. Don whistled through his teeth when he spotted it, but I glared at him and to my relief, he said nothing.

*~*~*

Nothing of great interest happened on the road. Other travellers passed us once or twice, heading back towards the coast. We exchanged no words and one stick-thin man raised his hand in what appeared to be a wave. I returned it before I realised he was gesturing a ward of safe passage. We stopped as the sun was setting behind the knoll before us, red grass waving in the last of the evening wind. Brett scrambled down from his pony and surveyed the land around the road with a flat slash of a mouth.

"I don't like it," he said. "There ain't no safe stones and there's marsh on tha' side of us. But it must do, because we're coming up on another set of bodies in a mile an' a half, and the sun's coming down earlier than expected." He nodded his head as though reassuring himself and turned to the three of us. We sat in silence, waiting for the only person here who knew what he was doing to tell us what to do.

"Just don't wander off on tha' side," he said finally. "If it looks greener, don't step nearer." In his accent, it rhymed.

The ground was still damp when I sat down on a tuft, and Mal was having a hard enough time lighting a fire with the only kindling we could find. It turned out to be a wet bundle of bracken that he still had to shake the raindrops off of. Don was cutting up links of sausages with busy hands, balancing the skillet on his knees. Brett had stalked off to find somewhere to be alone that didn't involve sinking into a marsh. The last time we had spent a night under the open sky, I had attempted to cook before the men took the pan away from my fumbling hands. They had assured me multiple times that Aguons didn't need to learn how to cook anyway. I drove a picket into the soft, wet grass and tied the ponies' lead ropes to it. I worried that they would wander off, get stuck in the marsh and be gone before we could do anything.

Once it was properly dark, the fire got roaring and Brett was staring into the flames. He was angry because I'd poured out the wine in his skins while he'd been gone and now he had nothing to drink. Don was adding roughly torn onions to the sausage and poking them around as they began to brown. Mal sat tuning his lute and after some time, ran his fingers across it in a slow, mournful chord.

"No one likes that song, Mal," Don warned, with better ears than the rest of us.

"I don't think that's true," he replied. "I heard one of our party singing—well, singing half of it—the other day. We should show him how it's supposed to be done." He picked on the strings again and laughed, as there was only silence when he reached for the missing string. "Well, not entirely how it's supposed to be done. I guess we can give it a go. Twofold, Don?"

"You know I hate it," Don grumbled.

Brett sniffed and said nothing as Mal started playing again. He made up for the missing string by tapping on the hollow base of the lute, which gave the song a limping gait. All the same it moved along, wistful and slow. The musicians began to sing at the same time, one verse in harmony.

We are brothers,

In name, not blood

Promises sealed with words

When spring comes with spring flowers

Violets blue and aguon white

None we will pick

No tradition belongs to us

No song written for us

We are brothers

In name, not blood

Mal took up the next verse.

Yet no hand will touch me

No one will hold me

At midnight when my heart is cold

Nor morning when the dawn light shines

Don joined in, a careful counter-harmony lilting above Mal's low voice.

Alone, darkness a robe upon your shoulders

Stone-hearted, cruel-hearted

The men, they call your name

Though only to your shoulders

Seated by the fire, the flames throwing warmth on my face, I wondered if the song was about me.


Wednesday 4th March

When I awoke, Brett was the only other person awake. Mal was curled in his bedroll, cased lute hugged in his arms, and Don was at his back, one customary hand on his friend's shoulder. Brett poked at the dying embers of the fire with a stick, trying to get them restarted.

"I'll look for them," he said. "I was thinking it over, I've been up for the watch. After I've got you and them to Lord Galloway's safe, I'm going to search for them."

I took a moment, in my sleep-addled state, to work out what he was on about.

"My family," he clarified. "They've got to be somewhere in Eastriding. If they're not, I'll come back down to Galloway and look there. And after that I'll go over to Aguon." He broke into a grin. "I can pay my respects to your father that way."

I was lost for words. I'd had no idea he remembered the drunken conversation we shared the other night. I just twisted the rings on my fingers and he gave me a rough nod. We were on our way shortly after that.

*~*~*

Today was more exhausting than any single other day on our journey. Brett rode both the ponies and us hard. He refused to stop for lunch, handing out cold meat and bread and making us eat in the saddle. Mal grumbled and Don groaned, longing to shake off the saddle-soreness. To let them take a walk around and smoke or play their instruments and unwind would have been a mercy to us all. At the very least we would have been saved from their complaining. The weather began to pick up in the afternoon. Heavy grey skies cleared every now and again to bathe us in a pathetic substitute for sunshine, but it was better than being wet. The wind was low, brisk when blowing into our faces, though it was still a pleasant day. There hadn't been any gibbets for at least ten miles, but Brett was still as stubborn as mountains.

"We need to get there now," he said. "We've wasted enough time on this road, and I'm losing my stomach for being around the dead an' dying. Sooner we get to Galloway's, the better."

"You getting spooked out about the Barrow Kings?" Don laughed. "Getting into their land now if I'm right about where we are."

"Where are we?" I looked between the musicians and Brett, who had a face on like he'd just smelled sour milk.

"Between Eastriding and Galloway. Am I right, Brett?" Don said. "The Corridor?"

"We don't call it that here," Brett said. "We don't give this place a name."

He made a quick hand gesture, a rushed ward against evil and yanked on his pony's bridle.

"The faster we leave this place, the better," he said. "We aren't stopping on the road tonight, so we ride till we hit Galloway."

*~*~*

I realised once I stopped this evening marks my first week on the road. It felt a lot longer than that. We were seven days away from the coast and had left Eastriding as the sun set. Brett was driving his pony on as though the Barrow Kings themselves were behind us. The first inn on the right side of the Corridor was a rundown little thing. The inside was cast into darkness—all the lamps went unlit and only the fire cast orange shadows against the walls. I sat a little further back than the others, crowded around the only source of warmth in the room.

The food too, was paltry. Brett laughed at me as I gazed into the meagre bowl of onion and carrot floating in a weak attempt at a chicken broth.

"This isn't Eastriding anymore," he said. "And it certainly ain't Aguon. Life's harder here, Renna, and the food aren't anywhere near as good." He spooned into the watery liquid and let it trickle off his spoon. "But with any luck, you'll only have to deal with it for a few more days. Lord Galloway's not far now, and he eats like a king."

Don pushed the broth away from him. "Malus, you care for a beer or two?"

Mal grimaced. "It'll have more substance than this, that's for sure. I'm ready to play for it if they want us to."

The innkeeper jerked his head in a stiff nod over Don's shoulder and Mal pulled his lute into place.

"What should we give them tonight?" He asked casually.

Don blew an experimental note through his pipes and Mal scowled. "I'm not in the mood for Hunter, Please," he said. "And it looks like theses aren't either."

I craned my neck over the chairs to see to what he was referring. The stony stare of a couple of dozen blank faces met me. They looked drawn; tired of working and weathering the storms that the Galloway region threw at them.

"Maybe something cheerful?" I suggested. Brett grunted.

Mal began to play, and I recognised it from the last time he'd played it.

Follow the red compass north

Where a blue road winds home to

A broken toothed barrow-hill

There the kings are sleeping, child

Red and yellow and green grass

Once a shackle now a stone crown

You'll only find death on Galloway ground

Brett hissed through his teeth at the end of the first verse and got to his feet, knocking a chair over in his haste to get up. I stood, surprised, but he wasn't the only one in the inn reacting the same way to Mal's song. A beefy man, standing at least head and shoulders over Brett, had jumped to his feet. His sunburned face was as white as a linen sheet.

"You stop it," he said, loud enough that Mal's fingers fumbled on the strings and the lute fell silent.

The people he had been sitting with gestured a ward against evil so fast and so complex I couldn't even follow it.

"You dare mention them here?" he said.

"Sorry?" Mal placed the lute across his lap.

"You don't bring the Dead into this place. There are things that stay on the road, that stay in the dark. You don't sing that song here."

"My friend," Mal cracked his habitual lopsided smile. "It's just a song."

The big man swore. "Just a song? You won't be singing it when you pass the Stone Crown."

Don and Mal exchanged a fleeting glance.

"The—" Mal started, but Brett interrupted him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

"Forty miles out," Brett said. "Day after tomorrow, we'll hit it. Put the lute down."


Thursday 5th March

The atmosphere stayed tense for the rest of the evening and the terrible night's sleep I had didn't help matters. The rooms were as cold as graves and I'm sure that Brett didn't sleep at all. He paced the room for hours on end, sometimes standing in front of the small shuttered window and gesturing wards against evil to the empty air.

We left in the morning with a scant supply of provisions. Brett glanced over his shoulder every five seconds to make sure that none of the other patrons of the inn were coming to enact retribution on Mal and Don for playing an ill-favoured song.

As we mounted the ponies and left the dusty inn yard, I took stock of the journey that was now before me. We re-joined the road, and I noticed that no longer was the grass a warm, fertile green, but a burnt yellow in the early morning light. It stretched over the desolate hills before us, bare patches like black peat scars against the land. Thick fog rolled across the ground like smoke, covering the hooves and hocks of the ponies. The air was filled with moisture and cold as a witch's bones, which was unusual for March. Brett led us forward, the horizon of the road lost in the fog.

"Just be wary of the edge of the road," he said. "Don't step off it. Not at night, but don't cause me a headache and do it now, neither."

"And how in the blazes are we supposed to know where that is?" Don asked

"You'll see the dead if you get close enough. There's more gallows here than there's any right to be."

*~*~*

He wasn't wrong, either. No more gibbets now. I suppose I should have been grateful for that, but the sheer number of gallows turned my stomach inside out and underneath Naize's thick cloak, gooseflesh formed on my arms. The wooden contraptions were barely two metres apart and the thick forest had been cut back from the edge of the road by ten or fifteen metres. The gallows had been fitted together from the littered remains of the scarred land between the road and the woods. Bodies hung from every gallows, in varying states of decay. The drooping heads and thin ankles swayed in the early morning mist and there was no silence to be had, what with the crows hollering at each other as they chose the choicest parts of the dead to feast on first.

"Let no one lie to you, Renna," Brett said. "There's no dignity in death."

I pulled my pony's reins in closer towards myself and rubbed my family ring with one thumb as though it might do something for the sight before me.

"How far will we have to go with these around us?" I asked, voice hoarse.

"Another ten miles, or thereabouts. We climb out of it in round seven, hit higher ground by this eve and tomorrow we'll be amongst the Galloway Downs."

"Ne'er been this far out of Eastriding before," Don said. "Doesn't feel too right—you understand me?"

Mal nodded. "My bones are out of place. A man shouldn't wander too far from his birthright. Makes for bad luck."

Brett snorted. "You're a bunch of superstitious biddies. Write a song about it; that's what you bard-types do, isn't it? Look at Renna; she's two counties over from Aguon and she's not moaning about her bones nor asking for trouble at inns. Get on with it."

*~*~*

We rose out of the woods as Brett had promised and reached the higher ground of the downs. The air was fresher up here and Galloway rolled away before and below us. We left the last of the thick yellow gorse bushes behind us as we crested the summit of a high tor, broken grey stones circling us.

Mal paused at the entrance of the stones; pony padding on the spot.

"It isn't a full circle. Roads don't pass through Barrow-graves. C'mon," Brett said curtly.

Mal reluctantly urged his pony forward. I waited on the other side of the stone circle. Even on the pony's back they were taller than I was; standing at least two or three metres tall, save the couple that lay on their sides. There were a couple of fractured stumps, runes scratched into the surfaces but too mossed over to read. I reached out to brush the moss away, peeling from the smooth rock surface. This iron-grey was ostentatiously different from the safe stones of Eastriding, with their peach, gritted surfaces.

"I wouldn't, if I were you," Brett warned.

"I just want to read it…" I craned my neck until the runes stood the right way.

The Kings are sleeping, child

I jerked back as though I'd been stung.

"I warned you," Brett muttered.

"It's the line from the song," I said. "Is there truth in it?"

Brett looked up at the sky, sun setting and turning the sky blazing strata of oranges and reds through a dusky blue hue.

"There's truth in every song," Don said.

"We should stop here tonight," Brett said. "We're on high ground, and we can put the stones at our backs."

"I've got a bad feeling about this," Mal provided. "The stones give me the creeps. Can't we carry onward?"

"It's possible, but I don't want to get into the valleys again. I'm not having dead ones hanging beside me as I sleep. Which one gives you the creeps more?"

I ran my hands over the fractured stone again. The top was smooth, rounded in the centre like a bowl. On a whim I pulled my bone runes out of their velvet purse and scattered them into the dip. They skittered before coming still and I composed the question in my head.

Will we meet the Kings?

I passed my hands over the runes and they jumped beneath my fingers. I felt the familiar jolt in my chest of a decision decided and was faintly proud of the certain aspects of being a mage I could do.

The runes read from right to left, and depending on the time of day, from high to low. I read them and frowned. I gathered them up and threw them again, gritting my teeth. Still the answer made no sense. The runes were jumbled and incoherent, as though they were refusing to give me any clear message. I could read nothing from them. For a moment, panic welled up in me. Brett hollered something as his pony disappeared below the lip of the hill and I scooped up the runes, thrusting them into their velvet bag. There were some things I would rather not think about.


Friday 6th March

The next morning we were back on the dusty brown road winding north. I couldn't keep my hands away from the pouch on my waist where the Portent runes sat. I wish I'd asked them something different. Brett rode up beside me at midmorning, reading the look on my face. For a mile or two he plodded beside me. He said nothing, nor acknowledged that he was beside me. I supposed it was his way of being supportive, without knowing how to broach the topic of my mood.

We stopped for lunch on a slope where the road twisted alongside a murky looking river. The grass that grew beside it was a russet red; thin and reedy that wavered in the shallow current. All the same, Brett stripped off his battered boots and foot-wraps, sitting with his toes plunged into its icy depths.

"Join me," he said, waving me over with a cold slice of meat pie.

I sat cross-legged beside him, trying to find the driest patch of grass.

"What's troubling you?" he asked.

"Nothing."

"Renna, you've got a face like a cat left out in a rain storm. I'm not a talking man, so if you say it's nothing I believe it's nothing. But this is your last chance to speak."

I fumbled with the runes at my belt.

"I asked my runes a question yesterday," I explained, "and they didn't answer me. It was as though they didn't work."

"Ask them something now," Brett suggested. "Ask them in front of me, ask them something you know the answer to, and maybe it'll make you feel better."

"What should I ask them?"

"Renna, I'm not your teacher. Think of it as a test. Ask them something you know, and if they give you the answer you were expecting, then they're working. If they aren't, you know the problem's with the runes. Not with you."

I pulled his hands together to make a shallow bowl. His fingers were rough, square tipped and heavily calloused. "Don't drop these," I advised. I rolled the runes into his palms and asked the question.

What does my indifference to sex mean?

"What language is that, now?" Brett asked

"That's Kemdaic. Old Runish, if you're out in the country. It's the language the runes get written in, and most mage-work uses it."

I swept my hands over the runes and gooseflesh appeared on Brett's arms.

"They moved!" he cried, Mal and Don looking up from where they sat.

"They're supposed to move. Don't shift your hands," I said as I bent over his palms and examined the runes.

"What did you ask them?" he asked

"That's for me to know," I said. I leant over his hands and read the runes. Away from the stone circle, they worked perfectly, giving me the answer I knew they would. That I was strong and unbroken, that love can be good, it just must be different.

"But everything is good?"

"Yes," I sighed. "Everything is good. "

*~*~*

No sensible man would try to run an inn in the heart of the Downs, Brett said. We'd be sleeping on the road that night. The air was warm, without the bite that the previous week had brought us. Once or twice I spotted a yellow butterfly hovering above the blue wildflowers that covered the hillside. Brett spoke openly about his family and the woman he'd been set to marry before the Eastriding skirmishes. Don and Mal looked taken aback by his forthrightness. I even saw Mal's hands twitch once or twice, the way they did when he was thinking about music.

His stories came to a sudden stop when the evening light snagged on something and shadows loomed ahead on the road. Brett's sentence trailed off as our heads turned towards the thing blocking the light.

High upon a hill to our left, the tallest one for miles around, was a ring of black stones. They stuck straight upward out of the summit of the yellow hill, ringing it. The evening sun had slipped behind it and the blocks of stone now threw long shadows stretching across the landscape.

"It looks like a crown," Mal said.

"More like teeth," I muttered.

"That's Tem Lacre," Brett said. "You said it yourself in your song."

"Once a shackle, now a stone crown," Don sang .

"It's eerie when you do it like that," Mal shivered.

"It's an eerie song anyway. We're staying out of the way of that thing, aren't we?"

Brett shook his head. "Road curves round. We skirt the base of the Tem in two days' time, and if riding's good, we'll leave it in the dust in three. I wouldn't sing that song anywhere near it, if I were you. You don't know who's listening. Even Lord Galloway don't hang his dead there. You stay away from the Kings."

"Why was it a shackle—why is it now a crown?" I asked.

The others looked like they were ready to clam up, but Mal said, "If Brett allowed me, I could tell you. It's in the second verse of the song."

"But you're not going to," Brett growled. "We won't have any more singing from here, and especially not that song." 

*~*~*

My companions didn't let me take night watches. I sensed it was for a variety of reasons, but one of them was my complete lack of ability to stop anyone approaching in the darkness. At the beginning they had been hopeful, but my mishap with Transference last week had destroyed any chance of them trusting me.

They came for us during the dawn watch. The ponies stirred first and Brett let out a low growl, like a dog. Mal and Don woke instantly. Despite their tendency to sleep as long as possible, they never did so deeply. I rolled over and kicked off the sleeping roll, rushing towards the ponies as they began to shy.

In the remains of the flickering fire and the rising grey sun, I could see that those attacking us were ragged men. They were armed with crude weapons, their clothing rough and ready. Bandits, not Barrow Kings. The relief was immediate, washing through me as fast as the adrenaline had a moment ago. I reached the ponies and tugged on their lead ropes, nervous in the extreme of their heavy hooves. Don's had reared up on its hind legs, the whites of its eyes visible. There were too many people rushing for me to count them, but I heard Mal shouting and Brett grunting. I buried my face in my pony's neck, terrified. A mixture of shame and devastation hit me as I thought of Transferring.

I tried, turning back to the fire and reaching my palm upwards. I said the words and felt the heat start, but fear overtook me and the Link broke before I did anything with it. Again I tried, fire heating my palm. I had the flames ready; sweat beginning to break out on my forehead from the exertion of keeping the Link intact. Then someone's shoulder slammed into me and my knees buckled, sending me spinning to the ground. A heavy boot stood on my fire-filled hand and I cried out in pain. The Link snapped and fire spilled across the yellow grass. I screamed as the burning started.

"Renna!" Brett was shouting from the other side of the stone circle, but the impact had twisted my knee and I was sobbing as I struggled to my feet. He was running towards me, eyes open wide in panic. Fire died away from my hands, but the fast reddening skin told me what I needed to know.

A sudden silence fell and someone pulled me to my feet. Two thick arms wrapped around me and the beard on my cheek told me it was Brett. He wrapped his arms around me, one hand stroking my hair softly. He was shaking. I leant my head onto his shoulder and the tears came easily.


Saturday 7th March

Bodies lay in the centre of the stone circle when I woke again. My right hand felt stiff, pain starting threading through it as soon as I moved. Brett was lying against my back, one arm thrown over me the same way Mal and Don slept. I rolled over and his blue eyes opened at once.

"How are you?" he asked.

"My hand hurts." I extricated it from the sleeping roll and held it aloft. The last two fingers on my right hand had become red, the skin swelling over the knuckles and joints. My family ring, the little gold circlet, was now lodged at the base of my ring finger.

"That doesn't look good, Renna." Brett sat up and touched the ring. Even his gentle touch seared like a knife through my hand.

"Ouch!"

"Sorry! Is there anything you can do? Heal that burn?"

I turned my hand over and over, trying to hold back tears. Whatever else, I had always been proud of my hands. "I can stop the hurting, but I don't want to risk losing a finger." I rubbed the shiny skin with my other hand and the stinging stopped. Looking at it was worse though. If I turned away from it I wouldn't know how awful the injury looked.

"How many of them were there?" I asked

"Four," Brett bit out.

*~*~*

At my request, Mal played Naya and Tinfel at lunchtime. We left the dusty grey road to sit in a patch of green grass and wildflowers. The sun shone and the horrors of the previous night seemed to fade with the glare. Brett sat away from us at the edge of a rocky outcrop at the top of the tor, legs swinging over the stone. When the music started, he shifted so his back was no longer towards us. If it were I, he would have said something.

I brushed his shoulder as he walked by and he reached for my unburnt hand. He held it there, on his shoulder as we looked out over the rolling red landscape.

Eventually, he shifted. "Thank you." He seemed as though he were going to say more, but no words came. He squeezed my hand clumsily and thanked me again.

Tem Lancre sat above us in the cold sunshine and the road wound towards it.

*~*~*

I slipped a glove over my injured hand, despairing every time I had to see it. We made our way back onto the stony path after lunch, a more sombre bunch than had come off it. The road ran ever northward as it began to make its way further into the Downs. Around us the landscape shifted subtly, the rocks becoming more jagged, the grass drier. No water ran alongside us, and I couldn't remember the last time I had seen a Cairn on the path. The air had grown cool and the sun had started to sink beyond the horizon before any words were exchanged.

"This can't be right," Brett said. The note of worry in his voice put us on edge.  

"What?" Don drew his pony to a halt.

"The road—"

"I don't see…" Mal started. "It's blue." No longer was it dusty brown, but thick grey, pale blue in hue. Red grass crept over the boundary of the path and looking back, the last gallows we had passed had disappeared.

"After lunch—" I said, "I think it changed after lunch."

"Do we turn around?" Don asked

"Look up," Brett replied, and we obliged, tipping our heads back. The broken stone crown rose to our left, the yellow hill climbing away from us smoothly. The brown road was nowhere to be seen.

"We were miles away," I said. "How are we here?"

"We've been put on the wrong road. They run together, separated by a veil thin as a knife-edge. The Borros choose which one you take." Brett pulled on his reins and wheeled around. "These hills are tricky, and if the Borros heard you…"

"Are you saying this is my fault?" Mal said.

"You've been singing that blasted song for weeks, man! Listen—let's ride on. Say nothing and perhaps they will let us pass."

Storming away in a kick of grey dust, Brett rounded the corner, with us all following behind him. For a while the road was easy and we rose out of the Downs. A stream bubbled its way along beside us, the grass became greener, and birds fluttered overhead in the evening sunshine. I felt fresh air again on my face, so absent when we were trotting along the valley floor. The lines of tension disappeared from Brett's shoulders and he looked back over his shoulder at us and grinned.

"We'll get over the lip of this hill, we'll stop for the night. Raise a glass to the Borros a—" He stopped short, empty gasps coming from his lips. I urged my pony forward, desperate to see what had made him stop so suddenly. Mal and Don called out, but I ignored them in my haste.

We were in the centre of the stone crown. The road had disappeared.

*~*~*

No sooner had we noticed the lack of blue road beneath our feet then the last of the sun slipped behind the hill and it fell unnaturally dark. The night sky was a pitch-black nothingness where not even the stars were visible. Brett slipped off his pony and swore.

"Curse this!" He raised a fist as though to strike the iron-black stones that ringed up, but it fell at the last minute. "Are the musicians with you?"

"No, I came ahead. They were on the road."

"They may yet be safe. Do you have any kindling?"

"What?"

"Kindling, girl, kindling!"

Frightened by the ferocity in his voice I scrambled through my saddlebags with shaking hands. I seized on something soft and dragged it out. It was a spare shift of mine.  

"Here, you can burn this."

Brett held a match to it, the sudden flare illuminating the dark sockets of his eyes. The linen began to burn, and he pulled a bundle of sticks from his pony's back. He thrust them into the ground, beginning to form a rudimentary fire around my burning clothes.

"We have to stay the night," he said. "We have to stay awake. If one of us falls asleep, they'll come and take them. If it's me…" He swallowed. "Don't come looking for me."

"Can't we…"

"Don't, Renna," he said, as though he had read my thoughts. I walked to the edge of the stone circle. I could no longer see Mal and Don on the hillside and I hoped they'd found shelter somewhere. The road, too, was nowhere to be seen. In fact, I could not remember how we got up here in the first place. I brushed my fingers against one tall stone and shivered

"It's like ice!" I said.

Brett sniffed. I moved toward a gap between the stones, and experimentally placed my hand an inch in. My flesh seared and I cried out, jerking my hand back into my chest. Where I had attempted to pass the barrier, the tip of my finger was a white-ish blue. It was as though I had been frozen in a block of ice and all my blood had run cold.

"Why was this a shackle? Why is it now a stone crown?" I asked. "I never heard the other verses."

"Well there's no harm in you hearing it now," Brett shrugged. "I'm nay too good at singing, but as I remember it…"

Now the Barrow Kings come

Fingers clutching cold

And silken spiders thread bones

Held by magic, freed by malice

Circle broken on high-top hill

Don't come near child

Don't come near

The sweetest face beneath death's white shroud

You'll only find death

On Galloway ground

"The story says the spirits of the Barrow Kings were held captive here by these stones," Brett gestured. "That's the shackle. The crown is the return of their power when one old Lord decided he wanted more land than he needed. He had his mage break the shackle on the Borros and now they and their kin own Galloway. Nowt doing about it but wait till morning and hope we're still alive."

"And if we try to get out, we freeze?"

Brett passed the ward of evil across his chest and spat to one side.

"Sit by the fire," he commanded.

We sat together in sullen silence, Brett's chin dropping onto his chest. I was conflicted about how close I wanted to get to the fire. I pulled my runes from their bag and crossed my legs, tossing them into the dip created by my skirt. I asked the question; swept my hand across them and—the familiar jolt of energy didn't come. I tried it again, rephrasing the question, but the runes didn't move.

Inexplicably desolate, I put them away and lay next to the fire, pulling my cloak around me. I tucked my legs up to my chest—it was so cold in the middle of the circle. If I hadn't known it was March, I would have sworn it to be winter. Brett's breaths were coming in puffs.

*~*~*

I woke up with a start, without even realising I had fallen asleep. I cursed myself with the foulest names I knew and jumped to my feet, poking the dying fire back into life. Brett was gone; I could see that at once as sparks flared. The grass where he had been sitting was still bent. A wave of fear broke over me and I started sweating in the cold night air. I stumbled two steps away from the fire; my throat was too tight to call out.

"Brett!" I whispered. I nearly missed it in the dark: a yawning hole open in the centre of the stone circle. The grass shied away from it. As my eyes became accustomed to the pitch-blackness of the hole, a set of stairs appeared within, descending into the depths of the earth.

At that point, I sat back on the grass with a thump, covered my face with my hands and ran through every reason why stepping into a Barrow to rescue a friend was a terrible idea. Would he have done it for me?  

Without a shadow of a doubt, he would have.

I grabbed a burning brand from the flickering fire and held it aloft as I placed one foot on the first of the stone steps, and then the other.

I could feel the iciness seeping through the soles of my boots. It threaded itself into my soul until my burned hand itched and the hand holding my makeshift torch quivered. Steeling myself, I stepped down. After the first one, it became easy. The darkness beckoned, and I placed a hand against the mossy wall on my left, balancing myself as I descended. The torch didn't last long. Any stories you hear about burning bits of wood lasting for hours and hours are a complete lie. The fire faded to a spark a few steps in and the entrance was indiscernible by the time it had burned out. Dropping the stick over the side of the stairs, I pressed my injured hand to the wall and continued, adrenaline spiking and beginning to mask the pain of the burn. A click sounded from below as the stick hit the ground and I sighed with relief. Nearly there. My breath came out in puffs of white air and Naize's cloak did nothing to stop the chill.

I reached the ground, earth beneath my feet at last and had to stifle a scream as a brazier next to me burst into flame. It was unnaturally yellow, but began to illuminate the round room I stood in. The stairs were behind me, winding up to the open sky that was the same colour as the black walls that rose around. The earthen floor was smooth and flat. Two archways led away from the stairs and between them stood a stone chest, carved with runes. The brazier itself was large and cumbersome, shaped like a wolf's head and heavily engraved. I took a look at the runes and mouthed the words out loud. Professor Leveret had always said that you could learn from anything.

I hovered around the chest for an age, questions abounding. Should I open it? Which archway should I choose? I pushed at the lid of the stone chest, but it decided for me. It was too heavy to lift. I dragged my fingers across the runes carved in the top and poked my head round the corner of the archway on the left. A rush of air hit me hard. It smelled sour, like it had been closed off for too long. A low-pitched sigh echoed through the tunnel and the hair stood up on the back of my neck. So I took the right one.

I spoke the words from the first brazier and the tunnel flared into light in front of me. A louder sigh echoed from the archway on my left and I hurried onwards, feet tripping over stone slabs. The walls were decorated here. Torn and dusty tapestries fluttered despite the deathly still air that circulated the tunnels. There were faces that had been rendered on the stone walls: serious faces, sad faces, and angry faces. They were chipped, eroded by time, but I could feel the weight of the unforgiving eyes on me like a burden on my shoulders.

"Brett?" I hazarded the word aloud and the sharp slap of something on stone at the entrance to my tunnel had me spinning round.

A dark figure stood there, its features indiscernible as the light behind it shone. My heart stuck in my throat and I stumbled, foot catching between cracks of two stone slabs. There was another slap as the figure stepped forward. I did the only sensible thing and ran for my life.

I'd wrenched my ankle, I realised. Sweat rolled down my face despite the cold and it seemed as though bright spots danced in front of my eyes. Panting, I skidded round a corner in the tunnel and came across another set of stairs. I took them two at a time

Before me, a large stone door opened as though it had known I was coming. I walked into a huge, circular burial chamber, a domed roof rising above me. An oculus was carved through thick layers of rock, opening to a point on the hill outside. Watery moonlight shone down, mixing with the yellow light of the braziers. The walls were lined with deep rounded arches, each one filled with stone coffins. Before them were platforms, each one taller than I was, with four steps that led up to them. The stairs were interspersed with coffins carved with effigies of men in armour. Yet more coffins fit into slots carved in the walls or stood upright on the platforms like pishtaya tiles waiting to fall. Some of the stone lids had been broken; the stone slabs fractured in several pieces. My father used to tell me stories of the days of his forefathers. Galloway had fought Aguon for the territory of Eastriding for generations. Back then they had both been kings in their own right and entire courts had been slaughtered to serve royalty even in death.  The countryside of Aguon and Galloway was dotted with Barrow graves, each holding a dead King who had demanded the ultimate sacrifice upon his own death. Even now, I could see the remains of bodies, either propped up against the coffins or curled up on the floor. Several lay scattered across the floor, some worryingly fresher than others. The King's Sarcophagus stood alone on a dais at the back of the round room. The section of wall behind the sarcophagus had been ornately carved with the same faces I'd seen in the corridor. Their eyes seemed to bore into me. The sarcophagus was more elaborate and of a darker stone than all the rest.

The door swung shut behind me and I limped away from it in relief, one hand steading myself on the nearest coffin. The bones that littered the floor crunched beneath my foot and I cringed at the sound. The fresher corpses still had  skin and flesh hanging from their frames. I had seen so much death over the last fortnight and yet this repelled me.

"Brett?" I called. The word echoed off the stone walls.

Then the tapping started.

Anything else I was about to say stilled in my throat. The sound was  unmistakable: the sound of nails against stone. I hobbled back to the door, setting a palm against it. But it wasn't only coming from the figure that followed me down the tunnel. It came from inside the coffins in the throne room.

I made my way up onto the platform on the left of the King's Sarcophagus, dragging my ankle behind me. Four larger coffins lay side by side, richly decorated at one point; the remains of gold still clung to them. The tops were pushed to one side and now lay in fragments to one side. Some destructive force, someone far stronger than I, had forced them all open. I was struggling now. My ankle had swollen to the size of an orange and my hands shook uncontrollably.

The first two coffins lay empty, but as I came to the third I faltered. A figure, wrapped in white cloth, lay at the base of the stone coffin. It was too small for the box that contained it, half the height, and it rested on a dusty bed of crumbled bones.

I recalled the lines that Brett had sung for me as we waited, trapped inside the circle.

The sweetest face beneath death's white shroud

With trembling fingers, I plucked at the cloth, watching as it slid from the face of the girl who lay beneath it. I already knew it would be her, but the shock still sent me to my knees.

Naize.

She lay in the depths of the stone coffin, hands crossed over her chest, as peaceful in death as she had been in life. They hadn't let me see the body after the fire at the University. There were no burns on her now, and her eyes were closed. She could have been sleeping. Her brown hair was curled at the base of her neck; a faint blush covered her cheeks. I reached out a hand and smoothed a stray hair away from her forehead, feeling the wetness of tears on my cheeks.

"I loved you," I whispered. The shroud fluttered in the still air of the throne room and another long sigh echoed through the room. The tapping restarted in force.

I scurried away from Naize, unable to tear my eyes from her. The tapping became grinding, and I realised with horror that those trapped inside the coffins were beginning to move the stones that kept them inside. I darted towards the high shelf that held the King's Sarcophagus, pulling myself up with shaking arms as cracks began to sound from the thick stone door.

"Brett!"

He was slumped against the edge of the sarcophagus, head lolling to one side. His eyes were open, the clear blue unfocused and hazy. I snapped my fingers in front of him, already fumbling for a pulse on his unmarked wrist.

"Shh… Renna…" His voice was slurred, as though he was drunk again.

"Brett, what's wrong? You have to get up! We have to go!" I seized his upper arm and tried to pull him to his feet, to no avail.

"I don't want to go. I want to stay." To my despair, he toppled back down to the floor.

"You don't want to stay, Brett. Don't say stupid things!" I slung his arm across my shoulder and heaved him upright once again, gritting my teeth against the pain firing though my ankle.

"I want to be with her, Renna. If you leave me, I can be with her," Brett moaned.

"Who are you talking about?" I took one step and Brett held fast. I took another, ignoring the pain that threatened to debilitate me.

"She's sleeping, Renna… Just there." He gestured towards the coffin Naize had been laid in. "She's the sweetest… she's the sweetest thing I was ever permitted to have. They've put a death shroud on her, but she's only sleeping. If I wait here, she'll wake up. She'll wake up and we'll be together again."

I gripped his face and rattled him like a toy. His eyes remained glazed over and I swore, a particularly juicy one that Mal had let slip a couple of days ago.

We made our way down from the platform, bones once more crunching beneath our feet. As we passed the platform on the left, Brett began to cry. His sobs were those of a broken man.

"Will you not let me hold her? Renna, are you so cruel?" He dashed away from me and it took all my strength to yank him back to my side. "So many years! I never thought I'd see her face again, and it's within reach… She's within reach!"

"No!" I kept a firm grip on him and led him towards the cracking stone door. Fractures appeared through it, but Brett didn't seem to notice. Tears flowed down his face, leaking into his beard. The braziers on the walls dimmed again, and I called the words once more to bring them back to life.

The rising light was accompanied by two resounding claps as stone split. I craned my neck to see dust rising from the King's Sarcophagus. The room's air dropped to freezing as though any warmth had been leached from it. The lights quivered and went out, plunging us into unearthly darkness.

"Renna?" Brett's voice came from beside me. I reacted instinctively and held my burned hand aloft. First came the tingle, then the blunt warmth in my hand. I held fire aloft in my hand and I had no fear. Not anymore.

*~*~*

From the King's Sarcophagus rose a death shroud, white and silken, shapeless save for the face. There, the material fluttered, pulling and dragging itself as though it were draped against a skull. The empty eye sockets were visible, the grinning teeth and the pale imprint where the nose had been. A crown sat upon the shroud's head: not of gold and jewels but of rotting bones, knotted together with ligaments and decorated with teeth pulled from the roots. Two translucently white arms stretched out towards us. The air stilled, silence falling like winter snow before two low rumbles roused me from my reverie.

The coffin lids closest to the King were being pushed open. Inch by inch his chief servants shuddered from their stone prisons. The door at the end of the hall burst open and the dark figure that I had seen at the end of the tunnel swept into the throne room. It too was shrouded, only this time in inky black and it sported no crown, but the battered remains of a leather helmet. The first of the King's guard, placed at the entrance of his tomb.

With one smooth gesture, I flicked my burning hand at the guardsman; uttering a word I had heard Naize say many times as she taught me. "Forbraen." Burn.

And for once, the spell held. Flame whipped away from my hand and caught the guardsman's shroud. It ignited at once. The figure emitted an inhuman shriek as the fire consumed it, the shroud coiling away into black ashes. I had no time to take stock as crack after crack echoed through the chamber and more shrouds began to rise from each of their coffins. A laugh sounded from somewhere, as though it came from the rock itself. The white-shrouded King in his gory crown was to rule over his court once more.

The fire reappeared in my hand as I called it back and I grinned, casting it towards another shroud that blocked the route to the door. The figure burst into flame and the smell of burning linen filled the tomb air. The King's skull-face dipped to one side, contemplating me. His shroud began to drift down from the platform. The silk fabric still whipped out around him as though caught by some hidden wind.

Brett flinched beside me as I flicked my wrist again and another flame sprung out to a shroud that got too close. It ignited, and I dragged Brett another couple of metres closer to the shattered stone door. The King paused and with a choke of horror, I watched as Naize rose from her coffin. Her face was not skull-like, not like all the others. Her features were clear as day behind the translucent cloth, but her arms were outstretched and bare. She advanced towards me and I held another line of flame in my hands, ready to cast it at my best friend; at the girl I had loved.

My mind blank, I pulled Brett once more towards the door that marked our exit. The shroud slipped from Naize's shoulders, leaving her completely naked. She floated several inches from the bone-strewn ground, her feet pointed like a dead man on a gallows. Her eyes flicked open to their familiar brown and her hair curled loose, falling over her breasts. Her hands unfolded and she held her tanned arms open, head tipped to one side.

"Renna," her mouth did not move, but it was her voice that echoed from the stones. There was a laugh in it, unique as a snowflake, delicate as a bell. "Renna, stay."

Beside me, I knew Brett was experiencing the same thing, but with someone who was not Naize. He stiffened, letting out a keening wail, but I only had eyes for Naize.

"Renna you could stay," she smoothed her palms over her breasts and around her tiny waist, kicking her legs at the ankle with a chiming giggle. Her eyes became sultry, her demeanour coquettish, and she beckoned at me with one finger. "Stay with me forever," she whispered.

Brett was straining to get away from me. I felt nothing. When I had seen her wrapped in the shroud, there had been sadness and regret. Now, facing her naked body and her offering herself to me for eternity, I felt only indifference.

Naize's face twisted and crumbled. Her sultry eyes flicked open and her expression became hard.

"You owe me," she said. Her tone had become low and angry. "You hurt me. "

In the centre of her stomach, a red wound appeared, turning black at the edges. It was like fire burning through paper: spreading over her bronze skin towards her navel. A faint shriek echoed inside my ears, ricocheting around my head. My gut turned as Naize held her hand out towards me.

"Stay, Renna," she beseeched me again. "You owe me that much."

Brett twitched beside me. I couldn't tell whether the vision sent to trap him was also blackmailing him, or whether he was still being welcomed with open arms, but I tugged on his arm again. We took another step towards the door. Naize's skin bubbled, like a melting wax effigy, redness moving and spreading over her limbs until it looked as though she were cloaked all in red.

"This is how I died, Renna," Naize said, drifting closer. The redness reached her neck. "If you come with me, I'll forgive you."

"You're dead," I almost choked on the words. "You can't do that. Only I can do that."

"Can you forgive yourself?"

I looked at Brett, whose strength seemed to have failed him. His knees were buckling. I was the only one keeping him upright. The enormity of holding his life in my hands made me straighten my back, forgetting the pain in my ankle.

"Yes," I told her.

The redness on Naize's body vanished in an instant. Her eyes snapped open wide, whites showing like a wild beast. Her teeth bared, she rushed at me. Her soft hands became claws, the skin of her face shrinking against the skull beneath. I started back and cast another line of flame. It caught her ankle. She cried out in pain and for a moment I almost broke the Link. I had burned her once before. The flames licked up her body as she began to claw at her chest, trying to stop them. She recoiled, shrieking. Guilt threatened to overwhelm me, but it had never been Naize. She burned away to nothing, leaving only the shroud she had worn crumpled on the chamber floor. The King howled, but we were too far ahead and I pulled Brett through the door as he swooped at us.

"Stay back!" I warned, holding up my burning hand. The rotting crown dipped to one side as the King considered me.

"Argent Aguon." The hiss came from everywhere. "You freed me once. You presume to trap me now?"

"I do," I said firmly. I released the flame and pulled the energy instead from deep within me. For a moment my blood ran cold as I extended my palm to the King, glowing silver with effort.

"Sklåsa," I said to him. Shackle.

There was a rumble in the earth deep below and the domed roof of the throne room trembled. I hauled Brett up the stairs, the pain in my ankle completely forgotten in my haste and desperation. Rocks began to fall from around the oculus, and the King screeched. The shroud whipped around in frenzy, but I had almost reached the tunnel and could no longer look behind us.

I could see the pink dawn sky as I dragged Brett out of the hole in the ground, towing him with my hands under his arms into the centre of the stone circle. As I watched, the stone pillars began to spin. At first they inched, then whirled as they shrank back into the ground. The hole in the ground, with its cold stone stairs, closed up. The force had me on my knees and tears leaking from my eyes. I crawled over to the collapsed Brett and pressed my face against his arm until the spinning stopped.

When I opened them, the blue road was beneath me. The stone circle had disappeared. Mal and Don were arguing by the ponies about how much they should spend on repairing Mal's lute. At the sound of them arguing, Brett sat up. His eyes were the clearest blue I'd ever seen, and he was smiling.

"Stop it you two. We're still half a day's ride from Gibbet Rock."

*~*~*

Brett refused to ride for the rest of Sunday. We lay on the top of Tem Lancre in the spring sunshine, Mal fiddling with his lute. Both of the musicians insisted that we'd merely gone over the top of the hill and when they caught us up, we were gone. There had been a sudden cold snap, and we'd reappeared, me dragging Brett, babbling about Barrow Kings and being able to Transfer.

They hadn't believed me until I relit the embers of the fire with sparks pulled from the heat of my heart. They danced over my burnt palm and Don's eyes turned as round as saucers. Then Mal pulled out his lute and asked me to relate in detail what had happened in the Barrow.

We stayed up the whole night on that hill. You could see the world for miles around; the other barrows on top of green hills with their grey stones and the dusty brown Gallow-way winding its way through the valleys and knolls. The sea glittered behind us and the rich green marshland of the Mîr was startlingly different from the yellow of Galloway and even the russet red of Eastriding.

Brett came to stand beside me as I looked over the green land, people on the road no larger than ants below us. He held a thread of vernal-grass in his fingers and he twisted it as he spoke.

"That's Gibbet Rock, there," he said, pointing with the grass. Where the land ran flatter, a stone seat grew from the dry grass, crooked and high on the right, lower on the left. Upon it sat an ugly keep, squat and dark grey in the late day light.

"And that's the Gallow-way, there," I responded.

"Glad we both know where we're going."

"Hey!" Mal called. We both turned around. He was grinning like a cat. "You'll want to hear this."

Curious, we waited as he lifted the lute. Don cleared his throat.

"We thought a particular song we all know could do with a new verse," Mal explained.

Follow the red compass north

Where a blue road winds home

To a broken toothed barrow-hill

There the kings are sleeping, child

Red and yellow and green grass

Once a shackle now a stone crown

You'll only find death on Galloway ground

Now the Barrow Kings come

Fingers clutching cold

And silken spiders thread bones

Held by magic, freed by malice

Circle broken on high-top hill

Don't come near child

Don't come near

The sweetest face beneath death's white shroud

You'll only find death on Galloway ground

And the Barrow King came

Argent hand, silver glowing

Into the darkness bravely going

The sweetest face lay beneath death's white shroud

Two brown arms open wide

Yet no temptation swayed the truest heart

Only in friendship's name

Did Argent risk the Barrow-dark

The shackle reformed

The friend was found

It's life you'll find on Galloway ground

*~*~*

We were greeted by an entire host of servants. They wanted to take me away as soon as we arrived. The ostlers were fussing over the ponies, and Lady Galloway's personal maid had come out to beg me to come inside, bathe, and 'put something on that dreadful burn.' I shrugged her off. I was delaying as long as possible the moment I'd have to say goodbye to Brett.

Mal and Don had disappeared as soon as they heard that there was food available in the kitchens. They'd both pulled Brett into a hug and given him a hearty smack on the back before slipping off. Watching them go, Brett sidled up to me and pretended to be fiddling with my pony's saddle.

"I reckon you'll be seeing a lot of them," he said.

"I reckon I will," I replied.

"Renna, I never thanked you for what you did. You saved my life," Brett cleared his throat noisily. "You shouldn't have come for me, but you still did and—I'm just trying to say I appreciate it."

"I never expected gratitude," I joked. "You're not a talking man, after all."

Wordlessly, he pulled me into a hug, squeezing me against him.

"You did it. You Transferred," he said. "You thought you'd never be able to do it."

I could only smile in answer. He patted me on the shoulder with a heavy hand and stood back.

"Back on the road for me," he said. "I'm heading back to Eastriding, see if any of my family's still around. I'm not liking the idea of travelling alone anymore." He turned around and nodded at the ostlers, beginning to make his way out of the yard.

"Wait!" I cried, and he span towards me. I yanked my family ring off my burned finger, hissing in pain as it moved over the scarred skin. Pressing it into his hand, I saw the first glimmers of tears in his eyes. "You're never alone, Brett. I will always be your friend."

"It's a different kind of love, Renna. I reckon it's the one we both need."

Fin
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