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For the Little Wolf. There’s always a way back.



The pyre had finally burned itself out.
Borun stared into the mound of blackened timber. At the charred remains nestled within. There was nothing left of the woman he'd once known. Nothing recognisable in that twisted, profane shape. A kindness, all things considered.
 He wiped ash and a stray snowflake from his bearded face with one huge hand. Paused a moment to examine the scars written in his flesh. Those were good scars; the kind a man could be proud of.
He stared beyond the pyre, at the wicker cage positioned before the Great Lodge—the household of the puppet king, Magnar, and the Highland people's immortal overlord, the Shaman. There was nothing to be proud of in the apology he'd just given to the man in that cage. The opposite, in fact.
Brodar Kayne's fury had dwindled at last—just as the blazing inferno upon which his wife had met her end had finally fizzled out. He lay huddled in his torturous prison, broken and distraught.
Borun could hear his former friend's sobs above the gathering wind and the crackle of dying embers. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to block it out. Scars of the flesh would fade given enough time. The scars of betrayal would follow you to the grave, only deepening as the years went by. They were his to bear, now.
'Nasty business,' muttered a voice behind Borun. Footsteps crunched on fresh snow. Skafar came up beside him and spat. The guardsman seemed none-too-pleased to be handed the job of watching over the prisoner. There was a storm in the air: the promise of a hellish night to come.
'She was his world. The light that guided him from the darkness. He told me that once.' Borun's voice trembled slightly— an admission of weakness that would've shocked anyone familiar with his fierce reputation. Sometimes he would lay awake, wondering why he hadn't crept to the Great Lodge under the cover of darkness, attempted to free the man he had once called brother. The answer was waiting for him back at Eastmeet. He had a wife and daughters to think of now. Had to do what was right by them. When the Shaman was involved, sentiment got you killed.
Skafar looked uncomfortable. The guardsman shifted one hand from his spear and shoved it down his breeches. 'Something the matter?' Borun asked.
 Skafar said nothing, merely winced and rummaged around in his pants. Borun sighed and glanced at the sky. Night was fast approaching. The horrors of today would give way to the horrors that waited on the morrow. 'Kayne made a choice,' he said slowly, seeking to convince himself as much as Skafar. Seeking to ease the guilt squeezing his chest like a giant's fist. 'He swore to serve the Shaman and chose to run instead of doing his duty. A man says a thing, he ought to do it.'
The guardsman gave his cock another good itch. 'I heard you was close,' Skafar said, taking care to keep his voice neutral. 'You and Kayne. They say he saved your life more than once, and you saved his. That you were Spirit Father at his wedding.'
Somewhere distant, a wolf howled. Borun felt a chill that even the plunging temperature couldn't account for. 'What's your point?' he growled.
'All this must be tough to swallow,' Skafar continued, nodding at the fire-blackened skeleton of Mhaira. 'Considering your own vows.'
In Borun's skull, an old man's voice repeated words spoken long ago.
He will be the stone that fortifies this couple in times of hardship, the bedrock that helps support the weight of years when they seem too heavy to bear. May he forever hold true.
'I'm done here,' Borun grunted, turning away. Away from the ruin of once-bright memories.
'Ain't no way for a man like him to die,' mused Skafar. 'They say he was the greatest of us. That none could match blades with him. Not even you.'
Borun paused for a moment. Glanced back at the cage and its tragic occupant one last time. 'None of that matters now. Tomorrow—' his voice caught. 'Tomorrow… he will be at peace.'
He remembered the joy in Kayne's eyes as Mhaira had placed the plain silver band on her husband's finger all those years ago.
He almost turned back then. Almost, but not quite.
**
Skafar watched Borun's halting departure and spat again. He'd never say it to the man's face but Borun struck him as a piece of work. It took a stone-cold bastard to turn your back on a friend in his hour of need.
That was the trouble with most people, Skafar reflected. When push came to shove, they just wouldn't hold true to their word.
The snow was falling heavier now. Just his luck to be stuck on guard duty on a night like this, especially in the sorry state he was in. It wasn't as though anyone would be foolish enough to attempt a rescue, was it? He heard the rattle of armour and saw Raz making his way over. The spirits might've provided a better companion for him to pass the hours of darkness—but when had the spirits ever given two shits about old Skafar?
His cock was itching something fierce. It felt as though he had an army of ants down there, all eager for a piece of him. Just like the whores at Dolly's over in the east side of town, in fact, except one of them had given him something in return.
Raz began to pile kindling next to the wreckage of the pyre. Like Skafar, Raz wore a thick pelt over his shoulders, as well as a metal-studded leather hauberk and a spiked half-helm. He was a good decade younger than Skafar, a well-regarded warrior within Heartstone's walls. He was also known to enjoy a wager.
'Sore down there?' Raz quipped, as Skafar continued digging around in his pants. 'Keeva working you too hard?'
Skafar grimaced at the mention of Keeva. She did work him hard, inside the furs and outside them—but a man had needs, didn't he? She was away visiting family and what she didn't know wouldn't hurt her. Even if she had once told him she'd pickle his balls in vinegar if he ever lay with another woman. He would need to explain the ugly rash on his cock once she got back. That, or pray to the spirits for a miracle.
Having succeeded in getting a fire going, Raz examined the remains on the pyre. He poked gingerly at the corpse with his spear. 'Not much left of her.'
'Stop that,' Skafar snapped.' Ain't no honour in disturbing the dead. That woman was this man's wife.' He nodded in the direction of the prisoner. For some reason he thought of Keeva. Saw her smile in his mind's eye and felt another pang of guilt.
'I was just checking,' Raz replied.
'Checking… what? That she ain't secretly still alive, somehow? Look at her.'
A sob emerged from the wicker cage, and Skafar realised he'd spoken loudly enough to be overheard by the prisoner. He shook his head and turned back to the fire, now blazing merrily. 'It's going to be a long night. You got your dice?'
It turned out Raz did indeed have his dice.
**
'Snake eyes. Hah! You lose again.'
Raz stared at the treacherous dice on the upturned cask they were using as a makeshift table. His luck was rotten. Worse than rotten. He was surely under the influence of some kind of curse. He wondered if he'd accidentally pissed off a sorceress, or one of the wise men, the veronyi. He couldn't remember upsetting anyone. No one who could identify him as the culprit, at any rate. He'd killed the last man to catch him stealing and made it look like a worg attack.
With a resigned sigh, he pushed the small stack of copper coins over to Skafar, who deposited them in the pouch hanging on his belt. 'Again?' asked Skafar.
Raz resisted the urge to offer his cloak as a wager. It was so cold even the roaring fire couldn't keep the chill out of his bones. 'I'm all out.'
Skafar scratched at his manhood again. Probably suffering for his whoring ways, Raz thought. It was a vice he himself couldn't abide. To his mind, if you gave your word to be true to a woman, you ought to stick to it.
'Deli's not gonna be pleased,' Skafar said. 'You're the only guard I know who finishes a shift with fewer coins than when he started.'
Raz winced. It was Deli's naming day soon. She'd wanted a new scarf for months. The coins he'd just lost were meant to pay for just such a gift. Why hadn't he left his dice back at the cabin they shared?
'You heard about the man they call the Wolf?' he said, voice full of righteous anger, eager for someone, anyone, to lash out at. 'They say he fled the Forsaken. Got himself exiled. It's a coward who lets down his brothers like that.'
'Don't reckon you'd say that to his face,' Skafar replied.
Raz frowned. The Wolf's reputation was near as fearsome as that of the man in the cage, but Raz himself had never backed down from a fight. He was about to say as much when the prisoner made a choking sound. The two guards rushed over to the wicker prison.
Brodar Kayne was convulsing violently. Vomit the colour of old milk spilled from the bearded tangle of his mouth, blocking his airway, yet he could not or would not move his head to empty his mouth. The smell from the cage was overpowering: shit, piss, and now the acrid stink of bile.
'Is he dying?' Raz exclaimed, dread worming its way into his stomach. If the Sword of the North croaked on them now, with his public execution due in the morning, the Shaman would be livid. An angry Magelord meant only bad news.
'Not on our watch,' said Skafar. He poked his spear through the bars of the cage, jabbed the pointy end into the prisoner's ribs. Kayne flinched, his blue eyes narrowing in pain, but still he refused to budge.
'Come on, you stubborn old bastard.' Raz jabbed at Kayne's flank, much harder than Skafar, feeling the steel tip of his own spear sink into the man's half-starved body.
Kayne's head finally jerked to the side. Steaming vomit spilled on to the soiled floor of the cage and he gulped in air, powerless to resist his body's will to live. His eyes were wild with desperation. 'Let me die,' he croaked.
Skafar and Raz exchanged a look. It wasn't an easy thing, seeing a once-legend reduced to a broken wretch. A hundred men could try and fail to reach for the sky and it couldn't move you like a single icon pulled back to earth, shown be flesh and blood, like any other man.
Raz noticed something on one of Kayne's fingers, then. It was covered in mud and worse, but the gleam of silver beneath was unmistakable. He'd already checked the body on the pyre, but whatever jewellery the woman might have been wearing had melted in the heat of the fire.
Tell me you won't steal no more. That you'll clear your debts and give up the gambling for good. Promise me, Raz, or we're done.
He'd made that promise to Deli. The gambling he was still working on, but he hadn't stolen so much as a copper to feed his habit in months.
Still. She'd really liked that scarf. And was it even stealing, if the victim was dead, or as good as dead?
Kayne began to weep, tears from rheumy eyes leaving pale trails down his filth-caked cheeks. 'Come,' said Skafar. 'Best leave him to his grief.'
**
The snow was falling in sheets now. Skafar could barely see the southern wall of the Great Lodge. His manhood was causing him no end of strife. He was half of a mind to cut the damn thing off and be done with it, but he doubted Keeva would've approved of that.
He glanced again at the cage. That ring on Brodar Kayne's finger would fetch enough coin to pay for an apothecary to take a look at him; maybe even a sorceress. He stared at at the copper band on his own finger. It was only a cheap ring, but he'd have fought tooth and nail for what it represented.
He sighed and put any thought of robbing the prisoner out of his mind. He would just have to face Keeva's wrath. That, or take up a guard job somewhere a long way away, until the problem sorted itself out.
Raz also seemed to be preoccupied. He kept glancing at the prisoner when he thought Skafar wasn't watching. The two men made a sorry pair hunched there by the fire, the charred corpse of a woman and her tragic widower their only company.
A grim company, all around.
Skafar remembered what Borun had said earlier that night. A man says a thing, he ought to do it.
'Reckon he deserved this?' he asked abruptly.
'Kayne?' replied Raz. 'He swore to serve the Shaman. To obey his every order. You can't just break a vow like that and turn tail when it suits.'
Skafar thought about that for a moment. 'He vowed to love his wife first,' he said slowly. 'By carrying out the Shaman's orders, he would've betrayed her. What's a man to do then? I reckon love can justify most anything. Otherwise it ain't love. Maybe you have to be married to understand.'
Raz snorted, contempt plain on his face, but Skafar ignored it. All he could think of was Keeva's warm embrace. That and the incessant itching in his pants. He made a decision. 'I'm going to look for some ice,' he announced.
Raz nodded distractedly. He glanced again at the cage.
Leather boots leaving prints in the gathering snow, Skafar made his way south, away from the Great Lodge. He recalled there was a small pond nearby. It would probably be frozen over this time of year. He could break off some ice, shove it against his nether regions and, spirits be kind, give himself some blessed relief.
He should probably talk to Keeva, let her know he'd done something stupid. Fuck, he was a damned fool.
Just as he had anticipated, the pond was frozen. He set about finding something with which to break the ice, discovered a small rock lodged between two boulders. He rested his spear against one and bent down to retrieve it.
When he straightened again, a man was standing before him.
The newcomer was broad and fire-scarred. His hairless brow was furrowed in a stare that seemed fierce enough to melt the ice.
Skafar reached for his spear, out of instinct. Quick as a snake, a rough hand grabbed him around the throat while another knocked the spear away. 'Kayne,' the stranger rasped, in a voice like a barrelful of gravel filling an open grave. 'Where is he?'
Skafar was a reasonably strong man, but the hand that gripped him might've been made of iron. 'The Great Lodge,' he managed, his words a strangled gasp.
'Guards. How many?'
'One. Two,' Skafar gulped. 'Including me.'
The stranger spat and reached behind one shoulder with his free hand. A moment later he brought a wicked-looking axe up to Skafar's groin. 'You're gonna do what I say or else you're gonna be scrabbling around in the snow for your prick. Understand?'
'Yes,' Skafar gasped.
'You a man of your word?'
No, Skafar thought. I wasn't.
But I am now. He tried to nod, made do with a gurgled 'Yes.'
'Aye,' growled the stranger. 'That's what I thought. You're gonna wait here. When the alarm goes up, you wander back, say you got lost in the storm. We never met. Got it? It's your word or your cock.' The vice-like grip relaxed a fraction; the axe moved a fraction closer.
'My word,' Skafar said, his voice a squeak.
The hand around his throat disappeared. As quickly as that, the stranger was gone. Only light boot prints in the snow and deep finger marks on his neck provided evidence he had ever been there at all.
It occurred to Skafar the itching had stopped. In fact, his pants felt strangely warm.
He looked down and was only slightly surprised to find he'd pissed himself.
**
Raz was growing impatient. He'd never liked being alone for too long, and that was a problem when your profession chiefly involved standing around by yourself for hours on end. Still. Sometimes guard duty had its perks.
Raz's fingers closed around the silver band in his pocket. It'd been a battle getting it off the prisoner—Kayne had struggled as much as the tiny confines of his cage would allow, biting and spitting like a rabid dog. But eventually Raz had prised the ring away. It seemed the night might not be a disaster after all.
He was imagining the scarf he would buy Deli when a dark figure suddenly entered the edge of the clearing and began to walk towards the fire. 'Skafar?' Raz called out. The old whoremonger had been gone a long while.
There was no reply. Raz squinted though the blinding snow. The figure didn't look much like Skafar— he was too broad, for one thing, and instead of a spear, he carried an axe in each hand.
 Raz raised his own spear. 'Who in the hells are you?' he barked, though a suspicion began to take hold.
'No one. I'm here for Kayne. Get the fuck out of my way.'
Raz gave a cry of alarm—lost in the howling blizzard—and sprung into action. Many men fancied their chances against Raz when it came to dice or cards, but few when it came to violence. He aimed low, striking at the stranger's legs.
There was a cracking sound. Somehow, Raz found himself holding two halves of his spear. The flat of an axe hit him in the face and he fell to the snow, stunned.
The stranger loomed over him. Knelt down. Retrieved something from the snow.
Silver glinted in the light of the fire.
'You stole this? From Kayne?' The question was delivered in a tone that made the snow against Raz's arse seem warm and inviting.
'I— Wait. You're him! The Wolf! Let me live. Please. I don't deserve this.'
The man they called the Wolf spat. 'You want to plead for mercy after what you did? Ask the Reaver for mercy when you see him.'
As the axe fell, Raz's last thought was that maybe he should have kept his promise to Deli after all.
**
Borun stared grimly at the dancing flame of his campfire and scraped the whetstone against the edge of his great axe. The song of steel on stone helped him focus his thoughts. They'd been a raging turmoil ever since he'd left Heartstone, a match for the snowstorm beyond the shelter of the rock ledge under which he'd sought refuge.
The worsening weather had forced him off the road to Eastmeet. The last thing he wanted was a delay in getting home. He was desperate for his wife and daughters to chase away the darkness that plagued his thoughts. Seeing Kayne there at the last, broken and sobbing, had almost undone him. They'd grown up together in the Keep. Fought and killed demons together. Bled for each other countless times—and in doing so, became brothers, as close as any born of the same womb.
He stared at the gold ring around his huge index finger. That was the reason he'd turned his back on a brother. That ring was his crown, his privilege and his duty to his own personal kingdom. A man had to protect his kingdom before anything else.
Just as Kayne had tried to protect his. Like a winterfox squeezing into a chicken coop, the insight shattered his momentary calm and sent his thoughts into a chaotic flurry. He attacked the monstrous axe resting on his knees with renewed anger.
Scrape. Scrape. Scrape. He clenched his jaw so tightly he tasted blood.
'Borun.'
The unexpected rasping of his name cut through the whistle of the wind and the crackling of the fire and the shriek of metal. He was on his feet in an instant, great axe raised, staring beyond the fire at the two men who had just emerged out of the swirling snow. Coal-black eyes stared back at him from a heavily scarred face.
The grim warrior known as the Wolf lowered Brodar Kayne, wrapped in what looked like Raz's prize cloak, except for the fresh blood stains, gently to the ground and unharnessed his twin axes. 'Saw a fire up ahead,' he snarled. 'Imagine running into you here.'
'You freed him,' Borun said in astonishment, strange emotions warring inside him. 'The Shaman will you hunt you to the end of the world. Why throw your life away?'
The Wolf spat. 'I made a promise,' he growled. 'Difference between a man and a cunt is that a man sticks to his word.'
'I have a wife and three daughters to think of!' Borun roared, all the frustration he'd been carrying within him for the last year bursting out.
'That's the excuse every man gives when he stops being true. Me—I ain't the marrying type.'
A hundred thoughts whirred through Borun's mind. He wanted to go to Kayne, to lift him off the ground and embrace him and tell him again how sorry he was. He wanted to offer to help them escape; to lend them whatever aid he could. He wanted to be true.
What he said was: 'I should head back to Heartstone. Raise the alarm.'
The Wolf took a single step towards him. 'You can fucking try.'
Borun took a deep breath. The Wolf was shorter than him by a good few inches and maybe not quite as strong or broad—but Kayne had once referred to him as the hardest bastard in a nation of hard bastards, and if anyone were in the position to judge, it was Brodar Kayne. Still. Borun was no coward. He'd killed demons and giants and worse.
Just then his ring caught the fire. It gleamed prettily, and he thought suddenly of his daughters waiting for him back in Eastmeet. His wife, welcoming him with a soft kiss. He was no coward, but the realization he might not return home to his family caused Borun to hesitate. 'Perhaps I'll stay here a while,' he said slowly. 'Give the two of you a head start. It's the best I can do.'
'One of us ain't leaving here alive,' the Wolf snarled.
'Jerek.' Kayne's voice was as weak as parchment. 'I can't make it on my own.'
It was the Wolf's turn to hesitate. Borun could read his uncertainty as though it were his own. If I fall here, Kayne dies with me.
The Wolf had no kingdom. But he had his promise.
Without a word, he bent and lifted Brodar Kayne off the ground, hoisting him over his shoulders. Then he turned and walked back out into the storm. They were free men.
For now.
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