
  
    
      
    
  


		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Contents

			Cover 

			The Vulture Lord – Extract

			A Black Library Publication

			eBook license

		

	
		
			 

			1

			The cave was high above the bluff, an easy climb for me. It was one I had made a few times already, but Selene was wary of the fall. The sea cracked against the rocks below us. Specks of foam flew up like sparks from an anvil, bright in the morning sun. The sea beyond the shore was the sluggish grey water of Shyish, but up here against the Obsidian Coast it had a dark and sullen fury. The sky above was uncluttered, a soft and dazzling teal, and last night’s moon was only a pale ghost against the wastes of blue. It was a warm day, heavy and humid. It is rare that it gets so warm in Shyish. I took it for a good omen.

			‘Don’t be afraid,’ I told her. I could see the shadowed mouth of the cave about thirty feet above us. ‘Just put your hands and your feet where I do and take it slowly.’

			I reached for a handhold on the smooth, black stone, the edge of the basalt cutting into my fingers, but not sharp enough to draw blood. The bundle was heavy against my back, the light tunic tight against my shoulders, but I swung out from the bluff onto the cliff face and scrabbled my feet to a lip of rock.

			‘Don’t rely on the gravewort roots to take your weight,’ I called to her. ‘They won’t. And whatever you do, don’t look down.’

			‘I wouldn’t dare…’ she said.

			I glanced back at her, standing there amongst the salt grass, the balmy wind catching at her flaxen hair. Selene was two months older than me. She would turn eleven at the end of the season, but already I had six inches on her and I was light and rangy with it. If the climb was going to be easy for me, then for her it would be more of a struggle. I knew she would rather have fallen to her death than admit defeat, though. Especially against me. We had been best friends our whole lives, but it’s often the success of a friend that stings more than the triumph of an enemy.

			She scraped her hair behind her ears, nodded once, lips compressed to a thin hard line. She had that look in her eye, wild and tenacious, that I recognised well. I knew she wouldn’t back down now. As I climbed, turning my attention to the overlapping planes of basalt in front of me, the purple froth of the gravewort flowers bursting from the stone, I began to worry that I’d made a mistake and she wouldn’t be able to manage. But then I could hear her breathing below me, slow and regular, grunting as she reached up and pulled. I could hear the pebbles trickling from the rock and falling towards the sea as she pressed her feet to each ledge. Together, inch by inch, we crawled up the face of the cliff in the sultry air, up to where the black mouth of the cave gaped open to admit us.

			There was a shelf of salt grass in front of the cave, a shallow half circle no more than three feet across. We rested there for a moment while we caught our breath, examining the little scrapes and cuts we’d picked up from the sharp stone of the cliff face. The seawater bubbled and churned far beneath us. Beyond the bluff, about a mile distant where the coastline bulged out into the water, I could see the three high tiers of Lament, the levels of the city stacked one atop the other: the glaze of white marble, the dusty avenues of the lower quarter, the glint of light catching on the colonnades of the Regent’s Palace at the very top. I could see the Tower of the Moon in the centre of the agora, black as pitch, seeming to absorb the light that streamed onto the city from the cloudless sky. High above the Tower, lifting from its crenellated brim like smuts and ashes rising from a column of smoke, I could see the vultures drift and settle. The reach of their black wings, like unfurled sails. The harsh sound of their morbid cries.

			Beside me, Selene glanced warily at the mouth of the cave, shivering in the cool air. The entrance was no taller than we were and about ten feet across from side to side. Not a single beam of light reached into it.

			‘What if it’s an entrance to the Underworlds?’ she said. She sat and drew her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, her face as drawn as if a tide of gheists was already pouring from the stone. ‘The Underworlds are sacred – it’s forbidden to trespass into them.’

			‘Well, it wasn’t an entrance to the Underworlds yesterday,’ I said, laughing. ‘Or the week before that, so for now I think we’re safe. Come on, I’ll show you.’

			I cuffed her shoulder, hauled myself to my feet. My legs still wobbled after the climb, and I stretched the knots from them.

			‘Aren’t you worried about the race?’ she said as I helped her up. ‘There’s only a couple of hours to go, you’re going to be too tired to compete. Dardus is going to leave you in the dust.’

			‘No, he won’t,’ I said.

			This wasn’t bravado. I had run the race in my head a hundred times already. I knew I was going to win. I couldn’t imagine it otherwise.

			‘Well, don’t you seem sure of yourself,’ Selene said, with a raised eyebrow. ‘He’s a lot bigger than you. And stronger.’

			‘But much slower,’ I said. ‘And he doesn’t want it as much as me.’

			Selene frowned. She glanced back over her shoulder and looked towards Lament. They would be gathering soon, I knew. Lining the agora with an honour guard of citizens, waiting for the king to cross the desert… I could see the gaudy flags and pennants raised against the propylon at the entrance to the city, the pavements strewn with black petals. My mother would be leaving our house soon, heading down towards the city gates with all the other elders of the council.

			‘And why do you want it so much?’ she said.

			I felt cold suddenly. The air in the cave reached out a clammy hand and caressed my shoulder, and it made me shiver. I looked into the darkness and felt for the bundle across my back, the rags and the flask of oil, the wooden stick. Quickly I unwrapped it all.

			‘Let me show you,’ I said.

			I lit the torch and led her into the darkness.

			As soon as we were over the threshold the sound of the ocean fell away into a low and placid mutter. The shadows danced back from the torchlight and threw themselves against the walls, cringing from the flame. I could feel Selene following behind me, holding her breath. I could almost hear the hammer of her heart, and after a moment her cold fingers caught my bare arm and squeezed.

			‘It’s all right,’ I said. I took her hand. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of.’

			The cave contracted after a dozen feet into a narrower tunnel, only two or three feet wide. You could see where the walls had been knapped back, the ridged extrusions of calcite like the creases in a throat as it descended into the cliff. The stone glistened and ­sparkled with minerals, but it was perfectly dry.

			‘This is where they hid,’ I said, my voice a whisper. ‘When Zothar’s armies came and punished the Jackal Kings. A thousand years ago, Selene, the last royal family took refuge in this cave. And then, at last, they all threw themselves down onto the rocks rather than surrender…’

			Selene shuddered and I laughed, although there was little mirth in it.

			‘Your grandfather wouldn’t approve, I bet,’ I said, jabbing her softly with my elbow. ‘Sigmarites always want to die in some heroic last stand, I’ve heard. Dying with a prayer on their lips…’

			‘He’s not a Sigmarite!’ Selene hissed.

			‘Yes, he is. Why else has he got that pendant around his neck?’

			I’d seen it once when we were helping the old man clear his yard. He had his shirt off against the sun, the golden hammer hanging from a length of cord, nestling in the wiry grey hair on his chest. I hadn’t said anything, although I was impressed at how bold he was for wearing it, and boldness always makes a grand impression on a young boy. He was the only one I knew who worshipped anyone other than King Zothar. I often wondered what Selene felt about Sigmar, although I could never muster the courage to ask. A person’s gods are best left alone, I’ve always thought. The stuff of souls is a complicated business and we each look for meaning in different ways.

			We came to the end of the tunnel, into a narrow chamber where the walls crested to a high point far above us. The air was warmer here, the cold edge smoothed away by a whispering breeze that curled in from some hidden aperture onto the headland. I raised the torch and showed Selene what I had found. I was rewarded with a gasp. Her eyes sparkled in the light of the torch, and I felt the touch of pride that it had been me who had shown it to her.

			‘I think this is what they did,’ I said, ‘before they threw themselves from the cliffs. They told the whole story. They wanted us to remember it. They didn’t think that we’d ever forget.’

			On the walls in front of us, sketched in black charcoal and ochre dust, was the story of King Zothar and the death of Neophron, his son. It was the tale of the vengeance Zothar had taken on Lament.

			The drawings flowed like water, from scene to scene, starting from the left and ringing the cave in one unbroken line. I held the torch up high and traced them with my finger, spelling them out for Selene, although she knew the rudiments of the story as well as I did. Everyone in Lament knew the story; it was part of who we were. Here then was King Zothar crossing from the lost city of Theres, deep in the desert. Here were the Games of Lament, held every ten years, and here was Neophron competing for the honour of his city.

			‘Look,’ I said. I pointed to the Tower of the Moon and the figure of Neophron falling to his death. ‘This is where he dies… He would have won if his hand hadn’t slipped at the top. He was almost there…’

			My hand lingered on the fated boy, the sorrow so perfectly sketched onto his face by that forgotten artist a millennium ago. Falling, falling back into the empty air, hands grasping for the stone that had betrayed him, and the whole city standing below to watch… 

			Selene took the torch from my hand and crossed to the other side of the chamber, running her fingers underneath the images of Zothar’s journey to the Underworlds, where he demanded of the powers that dwelled there that Neophron’s soul be returned to him. Even now, after having gazed on it half a dozen times already, I couldn’t look at this picture too closely. Whoever had drawn it all those centuries ago had been too awed or horrified to render it with any precision, and it stood there in front of King Zothar as no more than a blurred shadow, the suggestion of deep, malicious eyes, a skeletal grin. It was a figure from a nightmare. Once again, I wondered at King Zothar’s courage, or the depths of his grief. Surely nothing less would have compelled him on such a journey.

			‘This is wonderful,’ Selene said after a moment. She gazed up at the pictures, and it might just have been the torchlight, but I almost thought she had a tear in her eye. ‘Who would have thought all this was here… You should tell someone. You should tell your mother, she can let the other elders know.’

			‘Why?’ I said. I felt a surge of resentment at the suggestion. I didn’t want anyone else to know, although at the time I couldn’t have said why. I had shared it with Selene because she was my best friend, but if no one else had been bold enough to climb up here in all the years since then why should they deserve to know about it too? This was our secret, I thought. I looked again at the picture of Neophron, his doomed climb up the Tower of the Moon. As gestural as the drawing might have been, I still recognised something of myself in him. It was the one image my eye was drawn to most, no matter where in the cave I stood.

			‘It’s our heritage,’ Selene said. ‘This is where it all started.’

			She paused beside me, both of us gazing on the picture of Zothar’s son. In the flames of the torch the image danced and flickered, and for a moment the light gave movement to the form. It was as if he was falling anew, tumbling endlessly from the Tower and plunging forever towards his death on the unforgiving flagstones below.

			‘I wonder why they did it?’ she said. ‘Why paint it on the walls like this, up here where no one would ever see it.’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Maybe…’

			‘What?’

			‘Maybe it wasn’t for anyone else. Maybe it was just for them.’

			‘But then why do it if they were just going to die?’

			She looked to the cave mouth at the other end of the narrow passage; the low half-moon of the open air, blazing in that darkness. I knew she was imagining the twin monarchs of Lament’s last kings, their names now lost to all memory. Choosing to die, throwing themselves from the lip of the cave onto the rocks below.

			‘So they could leave something of themselves behind,’ I said. ‘A reason, an explanation.’

			The oily rags dripped and burned, the flames guttering around them. The pictures on the cave walls were dropping back into the shadows.

			‘Who were they, do you think? The Jackal Kings?’ she asked.

			‘Nobody knows,’ I told her. ‘Tyrants, monsters… their names are gone forever. King Zothar saw to that.’

			‘We should be getting back,’ Selene said after a moment. ‘You don’t want to be late, or they’ll just start without you.’

			‘I won’t be.’

			She took my hand suddenly and when I looked at her I saw that she had been crying. Her eyes were red and tears had tracked a gleaming line down her cheeks.

			‘Don’t win,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t do your best, please, Lycus.’

			‘I have to,’ I told her. I looked away; embarrassed or ashamed, I couldn’t say. I thought of Neophron falling from the Tower. That wouldn’t be me. I would reach the top, and I would win. I knew it. ‘Someone has to, and it may as well be me.’

			She nodded, turned away, raised the back of her wrist to her eyes and wiped them dry. When she turned back, she gave me a faint smile, although it was the kind of smile a mother might give to a sick child; commiserating and sympathetic, and masking her true fear.

			‘Come on then,’ I said, heading back into the narrow passage. I tried to make my voice sound cheerful and unconcerned. ‘This will be a day to remember, won’t it? The day Lycus won the Games!’
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