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Prologue


Spring—Southern Galle


This is absurd,” the King of Galle said. He looked at his military councilors, who gathered their horses around him.


To the south, the direction in which the Royal Army of Galle was crawling, stretched several miles of armoured men and horses, baggage wagons, pack mules, donkeys, carts full of tents and cookpots and food and wine. They were strung out along a road built in the ancient past and expected, in the present, to support the occasional convoy of merchants into the mountains and a trickle of pilgrims visiting those religious sites still in the hands of man.


They were moving through an empty landscape. Villages were deserted as far abroad as the foragers rode; sheep pens were empty, no cattle lowed, and there was almost nothing for the army to steal, which was making it hungry and surly.


“Nonetheless,” Ablemont said. He paused, waiting until the king’s temper passed and he had his master’s full attention. “Nonetheless, Your Grace, we will have to retreat. In three days we will have no food.”


The king shrugged. “Then let us retreat in two days. I find all this shameful.” He glanced at Ser Tancred Guisarme, the royal constable. “I told you where I needed to go. Was it too much for you, planning to feed my army?”


The high constable had endured several weeks of marching with the king, and he turned a little redder than the spring sun had burned his unarmoured face, but he was outwardly calm. “Your Grace,” he began.


Ablemont raised an eyebrow. “We have kept Your Grace informed as to the . . . hmm . . . difficulties. Of the deserted countryside.” He fingered his beard. In the fastness of his mind, Ablemont was not wasting words on his king. He was instead considering how very much he wanted to retreat out of this countryside empty of life, and begin again, with spies and carefully tended scouts. And some contact with his brother in Arles. If there was anyone still alive in Arles. His total ignorance of their foe was the most terrifying aspect of their whole situation.


“I have sworn to relieve Arles,” the king said. His voice held a hint of gloating. After all, the Count of Arles begging aid from his king put the stamp of legitimacy on the usurpations of the last generation. And would reverse the contretemps of a year ago, when the king’s unsubtle attempt to seize Arles had been frustrated by an unknown foreign sell-sword.


Arles, once an independent kingdom, had been recently annexed to the crown of Galle. Only last fall, the rumours had begun that creatures of the Wild were loose in the mountains of Arles.


The Lord of Ablemont had been born in those mountains. Indeed, his brother was Count of Arles and ruled the rump of the kingdom that their grandfather had ruined and their father had nearly forfeited. He looked at the foothills around them, the deep folds in the earth, the heavy dark forests. Ahead, to the south, the true mountains rose, and there would still be snow in the deep woods and on the mountaintops.


He shivered, despite the miniver that lined his hood and his magnificent white surcoat. The city of Arles—one of the oldest settlements of mankind in the Antica Terra, with a fortress that towered even above the mountains, a fortress that the hill people said had been built not by men, but by God. Or gods. Depending on your point of view and the nearness of a priest of Rhum.


His brother, who hated the king; whose daughter Clarissa had been attacked by the king in one of his predatory moods; who desired nothing more than the restitution of sovereignty that history had denied him—his brother had begged the King of Galle to rescue him from the attacks of the Wild. And yet, despite the fact that the army was a mere two or three days’ travel from the great fortress city, they had received no word, no messenger.


Only the silence of the woods, and the empty villages.


All this in the passage of a few heartbeats.


“If we wait two days to retreat, we will lose horses to starvation while we move back to our supplies,” Ablemont said. He did not say, and our retreat will be a shambles, a rout, without our ever seeing a single foe.


The king pursed his lips. “I won’t have it,” he said. “Make camp here and send for food.”


Ablemont opened his mouth to protest, and instead caught the constable’s eye—a decision made in a single heartbeat. It was difficult to resist the king’s will at the best of times, and harder still when he was in a temper. Court etiquette defined how even a favourite could and could not speak to his king, and Ablemont’s position, however secure, was achieved by managing the king, not by confronting him. And besides—as Ablemont scanned the hills around them—this was a good location, with a shallow stream covering their front, and three high hills on which to locate their camp.


Ablemont’s thoughts went immediately to the problem of supply. Every ton of food would have to be moved on this spiderweb-like road net, and he needed to move quickly to have food brought from Austergne, to the north.


“I will put my pavilion here,” the king said. “See to it.” He waved a gloved hand and rode down toward the stream, and his household knights—the largest, best-trained knights in Galle, and thus the world—followed him.


“See to it!” Guisarme spat. “Ventre Saint Gris!"


Ablemont didn’t allow a flicker of feeling to cross his face. “Will you site the camp while I arrange for some provisions to reach us?” Ablemont asked.


Guisarme shrugged. “I miss Du Corse. I miss all that experience. He knows everything about war. And camps. Why did the king exile him?”


Ablemont was already writing on a wax tablet.


Guisarme gave orders to two of his own household knights, who cantered off toward the column of wagons behind them. He waved to the king’s standard-bearer, Ser Geofroi. The knight, who had perhaps the highest repute of any knight in the kingdom, bowed courteously from his saddle.


“Here, good knight,” the constable said, and Ser Geofroi bowed again, rode over, and planted the iron ferrule of the great standard deep in the ground with a single thrust. The wind caught the magnificent standard of blue and gold and blew it out straight. Men cheered.


Ser Geofroi dismounted, gave his horse to his page, and stood, fully armoured, by the standard. He drew his great sword, placed the point fastidiously between his armoured feet, and stood like a steel statue by the great flag.


Ablemont, whose mind worked on several problems at once, finished his third set of orders and looked up to find the royal baggage wagons parked in an orderly row behind Ser Geofroi and half a hundred royal servants beginning to lay out the kitchens, the pavilions, and the horse lines for the household.


Guisarme had just dismissed Vasili, master of the king’s works, with a bow of thanks; Steilker, the North Etruscan master of crossbows, was less enthusiastic, but eventually agreed, and he dismounted, handed his horse to a page, and began to issue orders to his own mercenary infantrymen. The Etruscans treated war as a science and not an art; they had precise ways to approach every problem. They’d come to Galle when the Duke of Mitla’s daughter, the Queen of Flowers, married the King of Galle. De Ribeaumont and most of the old nobles detested them, but Guisarme found them very useful. Du Corse had sworn by them, before his “exile.”


“He failed the king,” Ablemont said.


“What?” Guisarme asked.


“You asked me, half an hour back, why the king exiled the Sieur Du Corse. I would answer, he failed the king. And he is not in exile. He is on a vital mission for His Grace.”


Guisarme smiled knowingly. “Oh, the Alba adventure,” he said. He was old enough to know what he knew, and what he didn’t; an old warrior who could neither read nor write, he was canny enough to have survived three kings of Galle and a great deal of war. “He failed in one of the king’s ridiculous schemes, you mean,” Guisarme said. “So now he’s been sent on another. I wasn’t born yesterday, Ablemont. I know the king tried to seize Arles, and failed. He tried to seize Dar, too, as I remember, allied with the Necromancer.”


Ablemont frowned. “That is untrue. Ser Hartmut . . .”


Ser Tancred laughed, his point made.


Ablemont nodded, his mind already elsewhere. Another man might have winced to be reminded how he had directly helped his king plot the downfall of his own brother, but Ablemont didn’t work that way. He enjoyed the exercise of power, and he saw means and ends with a clarity that frightened lesser men. Arles had no need of independence. The King of Galle was ideally situated to unite all of the Antica Terra; with the Duke of Mitla astride all Etrusca and the King of Galle sovereign in the north, their heir—for Mitla had no sons—would be king of all. Emperor in fact, and eventually in name.


Ablemont took a deep breath. His busy thoughts raced around his head—timetables, supply lines, stocks of food. Even as he thought, the royal army halted and began to make camp, and even Ablemont’s mind of wheels and gears knew a little jolt of joy. The power of the King of Galle was most clearly expressed by the speed with which his army marched up and built their camp. Knights, the kingdom’s mailed fist, did not dig, but the others, archers and spearmen and peasant levies and servants, did. A dozen engineers under the master of crossbowmen—all Etruscans—dismounted with mallets and stakes and white linen tape and began to pace off distances, and behind them, men with spades and picks and shovels came to turn the tape lines into ditches and palisades. Men went up the hillsides looking for trees, axes and saws in hand. Horses were picketed and fed.


Ablemont’s first messages, sent to the high officers of the army, arrived, and every one of the Lords of the Host, the feudal officers who commanded contingents under the king, was ordered to put his men and horses at half rations. There was grumbling, but it was muted.


Toward sunset, as Steilker handed in his “suggestions” for guard positions and watches, one of his Etruscan officers came to the edge of the circle of men gathered around Ablemont. He had an older man with him, dressed in a plain mail shirt and thigh-high boots and wearing a plain arming sword with a hooked blade.


“You have almost a third of the army standing watch,” Ablemont said.


Steilker nodded. “I haf to assume ve are in the very face of the enemy.” He looked around. “Although zo var I haf seen nuthink.”


Ablemont looked at his secretary. “All of my couriers are away?”


“They rode an hour ago or more,” the secretary replied. “My lord.”


He saw the Etruscan officer at the edge of the circle, took in his pallor, his posture, and beckoned. The man bowed.


“My lord, we have found . . .” He paused. He was clearly shaken.


“Out with it!” Ablemont said impatiently.


The Etruscan shook his head. “You should see for yourself, my lord,” he said.


“Far?” Ablemont snapped.


“Half a league,” the crossbowman said. “My lord.”


Ablemont set his face. “Tell me first.”


“Corpses,” the Etruscan said. He took a breath of air. “Quite a few.”


Ablemont took a breath. “Peasants?” he asked. It was almost a relief.


“My lord should see for himself,” the crossbow officer said. He glanced at his mate, the older man.


The older one spat something in Etruscan.


“Where is De Ribeaumont?” Ablemont asked. The marshal was, after the king, the most important man in the army.


“With the king,” a squire said.


“Playing cards,” murmured a voice.


Ablemont made a disgusted sound. “Very well. Fetch me a horse. A riding horse,” he said. Ablemont wanted a bath and a cup of hot wine and he wanted everyone to do their fucking jobs starting with the king. And De Ribeaumont. He and the aged Guisarme were usually adversaries in the War Council. Twenty days in the field and the old man looked like a better ally every day.


“Ser Tancred?” he asked.


Guisarme shrugged. “Oh, very well. Show me some corpses. I’m sure I’ll sleep better.”


They followed the Etruscan officer through the last light, across a hillside already denuded of trees, covered in tents, and resounding with the din of ten thousand men snoring. There was no reason for soldiers to linger awake; the food, such as it was, was cooked, and most of the fires were already out.


It was growing colder every minute.


Ablemont followed the Etruscan up the hill with a pair of his own squires, both young men of good family in Arles, and Guisarme and his squires behind. They rode up and up the hill, which was quite high, symmetrical, with a round summit crowned by an ancient dry-stone wall.


“Master Vasili ordered some peasants to clear the summit and build a citadel there,” the Etruscan said as they halted and picketed their horses.


Ablemont could see why. The hill was central to their position and high enough to command quite a view. He looked south for a long time, and imagined . . . was he imagining it? That he could see the lights of Arles. If Arles still held. He passed a hand over his eyes and tried to imagine what the hell was happening.


Something moved at the very edge of his vision—a darkness against the darkness, away to the east. He stumbled in shock. Whatever he had seen was flying, but it must have been huge.


“What’s that?” he asked, pointing.


The crossbowman officer paused. “A cloud, my lord? I don’t see anything. Too dark.”


“What is your name, sir?” Ablemont said.


“Sopra Di Bracchio,” the man replied. “My lord. This way.”


Ablemont spoke enough Etruscan to know a nom de guerre when he heard one. Some penniless exile from one of the great cities—probably Mitla itself. Ablemont was, in the main, in favour of penniless exiles. They were loyal and their motivations were simple, until and unless they attempted restorations.


“Bastardi,” Di Bracchio spat. “I left men on guard, and they are gone.”


Cold moonlight soaked the round hilltop, and the old stone wall looked like rotting teeth in green-grey gums. Ablemont was shaken by whatever had moved in the corner of his eye. It had been far away, and large, and very black. Or that was the impression he’d received in the fraction of a heartbeat.


Guisarme was still in full harness, and when he dismounted, he drew his sword. When his squires made to dismount, he shook his head. “I’m old, and I’ve seen a lot of dead bodies,” he said with a smile. “You are young. Keep your sweet dreams a little longer.”


To Ablemont, he said, “I mislike this. It feels foul. I mislike the missing sentries.”


Ablemont wanted to deride the old man’s fears, but he could not. “When we reach the camp,” Ablemont said, “please locate your missing sentries and send me an explanation.” He drew his own sword.


“Stay and watch the horses,” he told his own young men.


De Braccio nodded. “This way, my lords,” he said.


They walked up to the circle and the cold seemed to deepen. And there was a smell—of old earth, of roots and trees and . . . something cold and metallic. And fresh. And dead.


The stone walls were higher than they appeared. Di Bracchio grunted and led the way to the right, toward a dark depression that was revealed as an entrance.


“So glad we waited for darkness,” Ablemont said. “Show me the carrion.”


But the words no sooner passed his mouth than he saw them—dozens of corpses. The entrance of the old hill fort had blocked his view, but the inside of the ruin was packed with dead men like the inside of a barrel of salt fish.


“So many men,” he said. “There must be . . . hundreds.”


“They ain’t men,” said the old crossbowman at his side. “Di Bracchio’s afraid o’ the church, but I ain’t. Look at yon.”


Ablemont frowned in distaste. “You brought me all the way here to see a charnel house?” he asked. His gorge was rising and the smell was terrible. And wrong.


“Oh God,” Guisarme said. He knelt by one and his whole body shook. “God,” he said again. “Christ and all the saints. Blessed Saint Denis be with us.” He was moving quickly.


Ablemont made himself move. “What are you talking about?” he asked. He put the corner of his cloak across his nose. The smell was like an assault. A few of the dead men had odd, long, ribbonlike worms coming out of their eyes, like a disgusting mimicry of tears. But the worms were as dead as the men.


“None so blind as those who will not see,” the older man said. “By Saint Maurice, my lord. Look at them.”


Something in Ablemont’s mind snapped, and he saw. They were not men at all.


They were irks.


The night seemed to last forever. Ablemont slept badly, and the second time he awoke he’d been in the grip of a nightmare. He rose, pulled on boots and a heavy gown, and walked out of his pavilion, scattering sleepy servants and buckling on an arming sword. He walked along the whole front of the camp, and found every post awake, and most of them equally terrified, although he saw many different methods of controlling fear, from loud, fast talk to angry displays of bravado.


At the far eastern end of their camp he found the Etruscan, Di Bracchio, still awake.


“Have you found your missing men?” Ablemont asked.


Di Bracchio shook his head. “No, my lord.”


“Deserted, eh?” Ablemont asked.


Di Bracchio shrugged, a distorted shape in the darkness. “Who would desert here?” he asked.


If Ablemont agreed, he didn’t advertise the fact. He walked all the way from the extreme east of the camp to the west, more than a league, and then stumbled back to his tent, still unable to sleep, but relieved at least to find the camp secure.


He lay on his camp bed and stared at the roof of his silken pavilion, which moved in the darkness as a cold wind blew across the camp. He couldn’t get the smell out of his head, or the dead monsters’ faces out of the gently moving shadows.


The day passed. The ditches deepened, as men dug them deeper, and the walls of dirt and the palisades were raised higher. De Ribeaumont stayed with the king, and Ablemont ordered Vasili to assemble the siege train—heavy catapults, onagers of ancient design, trebuchets of the very latest style, and ballistae that were like immense crossbows. The Etruscans sighted them carefully, but no one made any attempt to occupy the hill that rose behind the camp or the ancient hill fort atop it, and Ablemont, when at last he walked in that direction, thought the smell of death was spreading.


But it was a magnificent spring day, with the sun brilliant in a blue sky decorated with a few fleecy white wool clouds. It was hard for Ablemont to fully remember the terror of the night before.


About noon, the king emerged from his pavilion. “Well?” he asked.


De Ribeaumont stood by him in his magnificent dragon armour.


Ablemont could not hide a tick of frustration. “I’m sorry, Your Grace?”


“When does the food arrive?” the king asked. “So that we can resume our advance?”


De Ribeaumont nodded. “The essence of strategy is a strong offence,” he said. “To attack is to seize the initiative. Whatever we are facing here, it fears us. These scorched-earth tactics—”


“Scorched earth?” Ablemont asked.


The king waved a hand in dismissal. “De Ribeaumont understands these things,” he said. “Our opponent fears the might of our arms, so he drives off all the people and livestock to deny us food.”


“We must push on and force battle,” De Ribeaumont said. “Since clearly this is what our enemy most fears.”


Ablemont felt ill at ease, which was rare for him. He could see that De Ribeaumont, usually his ally, was making a bid to become favourite. And somehow the terror of the night before had robbed the game of its savour. It was as if he didn’t care.


In fact, he didn’t give a damn. He was scared.


He shrugged. “Your Grace,” he said, “we understand nothing of our foe. Last night, one of Your Grace’s scouts discovered an old fort at the top of that hill. It is full of corpses.”


“You see?” De Ribeaumont said.


“Corpses of creatures of the Wild,” Ablemont said.


The king shrugged. “All the better,” he said. “Your brother was not completely ineffectual in his defence of this realm of ours.”


“And then he withdrew southward,” De Ribeaumont said.


“Except that he came from the south, and so, as far as we know, did the Wild,” Ablemont said.


The king shook his head. “I’m sorry you are so easily unmanned,” the king said. “De Ribeaumont says that we should leave you here to command the camp and move south to attack the enemy.”


Ser Tancred Guisarme was in full harness, as the law of war required, and he stood very straight despite his years. He had been silent thus far, but now he spoke. “Your Grace, it would be foolishness to move south without any kind of report on the enemy, his location, or his numbers.”


The king merely glanced at his constable. “Old men are often cowards,” he said.


Guisarme raised an eyebrow. “Your Grace, I will accept any insult from you, as you are my king. But I will insist that you acknowledge that I have lived to be an old man—an old man of war, who has seen a dozen great battles and a hundred skirmishes. My cowardice is such that many of my foes have regretted. I say, learn something of this foe before you strike.”


De Ribeaumont nodded. “I say, ride now, and strike before the opportunity to do so is lost, while our horses and men have full bellies.” “There speaks a true knight of Galle,” the king said.


“It is too late in the day to move today,” Ablemont said. “Although perhaps the army would benefit by forming for battle on the plain in front of the camp. To better know their order on the day of battle. March tomorrow, Your Grace. By then, perhaps I’ll have the first wagonloads of food from the north.”


De Ribeaumont looked at Ablemont with a certain derision, as if to say I know your game.


But the king nodded to Ablemont. “Now you speak sense at last. Let’s form for battle after the noon meal.”


And in fact, as they all expected, the royal army took hours to form. Indeed, having started late, the last bannerette was placed in the line on the far left as the sun began to go down behind the hills to the west.


“Almost fifteen thousand men,” Ablemont said. “A superb host. The main battle is more than a league long.”


“No one is missing?” the king asked.


“A few dozen squires and light horsemen and hunters who are out scouting beyond the hills,” Ablemont said.


The whole host made a magnificent show, and when they were formed, before the shadows of the tall pines across the valley began to fall on them, they waited in relative silence, and there was a moment when Albemarle thought that perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . something was watching them. Or perhaps some evil enemy army would suddenly appear on the plain in front of them.


No such thing occurred, and the army unfolded much more swiftly than it had formed, dribbled back inside the walls of earth, and cooked its meager dinner.


While Ablemont ate, he was served his scouting reports. His chief forester reported that he had seen rabbits and, to the west, squirrels in the trees.


“Nothing larger than a cat,” the man said with a gap-toothed grin. “No deer, no bear, and this in the richest game country in all the southland. My lord.”


“And no men,” Ablemont said.


“Not a soul,” the man said.


It was a day late, but Ablemont had to try everything at hand. “Do me a favour,” he said. “Find the Etruscan, Di Bracchio. Ask him to show you where his men were when they deserted. See if you can follow them. Track them.”


“Day-old tracks on dry ground, my lord?” The old forester shrugged. “Your faith in me is . . . probably a bit much, my lord. But I’ll have a go before last light.” He paused. “Deserted, my lord? That’s foolery. No sane man would walk off right now. I been in the woods man an’ boy, an’ I don’t like it out there alone.”


The next man was a squire, a local boy who served in Ablemont’s household. He was pale, and his eyes seemed odd. Saint Quentin. That was his name. Gaspard Saint Quentin.


“Well, Gaspard, mon vieux?” Ablemont asked.


The boy shook his head. “I have bad news, lord,” he said. His voice was wooden.


“Out with it,” Ablemont said.


“I found . . .” The young man drew himself up. “I found what must have been one of my lord’s couriers. Here’s his pouch.”


Ablemont found that he was standing. “Damn,” he said, far more mildly than he expected.


“He and his horse were . . .”


Ablemont sighed. “Take your time,” he said quietly.


“Shredded,” the young man blurted. “Oh sweet Jesus, I have never seen anything like it. Or the maggots and worms all over . . .” The boy bent suddenly and threw up. “Oh God, oh God,” the young man managed, and retched again. “Something’s wrong,” he said in an odd, detached voice.


Servants saw to the squire, and towels were brought, rags, a bucket of water. The stench was foul, and it tickled Ablemont’s throat. And his memory. Something of the smell of the hill fort.


Worms.


He dismissed his fears. He had a more immediate crisis, if his couriers had not gotten through. It had not, until then, occurred to him that he was surrounded.


Saint Quentin shook off the helping hands. He stood up. He seemed to have difficulty controlling himself.


Ablemont knew something was wrong, and got a hand on his sword.


Ah, there we are, said Saint Quentin’s voice, except devoid of any nuance. The squire stood in an odd crouch, his weight mostly on one foot, as if he’d forgotten how to stand erect.


“Gaspard?” Ablemont asked.


You command these creatures? Saint Quentin asked.


“Messieur de Saint Quentin!” Ablemont insisted.


No. You command all these creatures?


Ablemont had a very able brain, but he could make no sense of the development. Except that his squire was possessed, and by some demon that could not fully control the young man’s body. Even as he watched, it gave a convulsive step, a foot shot out and steadied him . . . like a bad marionette. Or a drunken man.


“Who are you?” Ablemont hissed. It was unseemly . . . and disgusting.


You command these creatures? Communicate. Now.


Saint Quentin took an ungainly step toward Ablemont.


“Guards!” the king’s favourite shouted.


Another step. The boy swayed toward Ablemont.


A long, pencil-thin worm emerged from one eye.


In an eternity of fear and a need for action, Ablemont’s arming sword exploded out of his scabbard. His draw was an upcut that severed the reaching hand and the worm as the blade rose, and the descending cut went deep into the boy’s neck, a killing blow.


The squire was not-dead. A hand reached for Ablemont, and the mouth moved.


You command . . .


Disgust, terror, anger. Ablemont’s sword arm had never been so strong.


Saint Quentin’s head rolled away from his corpse.


“Stand back!” Ablemont shouted as guards began to pour into the tent. “Back!” he shrieked, his voice breaking.


“Sieur D’Ablemont is quite mad,” De Ribeaumont reported to his king. “He has slain one of his squires for making a report. There is blood everywhere.”


The king shrugged. “Ablemont has always been a very strange man,” he said. “But he is my horse, and I will ride him as I please.”


“He is demanding to approach Your Grace. I feel that this is unwise.” De Ribeaumont was not quite gloating at the near destruction of his rival.


The king, however, was not quite so fickle. “I have certainly been tempted to kill squires,” the king said. “And other bearers of bad tidings. Let him be.”


The king went back to bed, and in the morning, he rose, and armed, and was pleased to see his orders obeyed, and the whole of the army forming in the meadow in front of the camp.


He didn’t see Ablemont until his great charger was brought. A mounting block was being prepared, and then the man hurried up. He looked hag-ridden.


“You should be in full harness, sir,” the king said.


“Your Grace, I beg your attention,” Ablemont said. “This is not what it seems. This is not a straightforward war against a simple enemy.”


The king reached out a hand and touched his friend on the cheek. “Ablemont,” he said. “I am the king.”


“Sire!” Ablemont said, and knelt. “Sire! There is something here that we do not understand. It tried . . . to communicate. Or . . .”


The king stepped up onto his mounting block, got a sabatoned foot in his great steel stirrup, and in one easy swing, he mounted. “Go and arm,” he said.


Ablemont shook his head. “We have no food. Sire, it is possible none of our messengers have got through. We—”


“We will dine in Arles,” the king said. “No more prevarication.”


Ablemont drew himself up. “Your Grace,” he said. “We have no idea what we face.”


“We have the best knights in the world,” the king said. “Fear nothing.”


They moved across the plain in columns formed by battle: advance, main, rear. They crossed the stream to their front and climbed the next ridge, crested it, and scouts brought them reports of the enemy host waiting at the next ridge.


The army hurried forward. Even Ablemont, riding with his own knights, felt the thrill; to know that the waiting was over, and now they might come to grip with their foe, whether natural or infernal, was a relief.


A herald rode up, saluted, and requested Ablemont’s presence with the king.


“Why?” he asked.


“The advance battle has taken prisoners,” the herald said. “Or perhaps messengers. I do not know, my lord.”


Ablemont and one of his squires rode forward. They went over the top of the ridge and for the first time Ablemont could see the size of the plain, which stretched for leagues, and the very top of the citadel of Arles gleamed in the distance.


Down on the plain, an army waited. Steel glittered in the sun.


The enemy had no flags. Ablemont had never seen an army without flags or banners before.


He pushed past a retinue of knights who were all counting their kills, bragging about how quickly they would break the enemy. A pair of priests were shriving foot soldiers. The king was sitting on his horse in the midst of a circle of courtiers and staff in a clearing in the pine woods just off the road.


Two men stood alone, surrounded by dismounted knights. The men were expressionless.


Ablemont frowned, noting the rags of their hose and shirts.


“Etruscans, surely?” he asked Ser Tancred.


The old knight made a face as if something smelled bad. “I should have known,” he said. “The deserters. They demand to see the king.”


Ablemont nodded, and the king took a pull from a flask and laughed.


“They do not look so dangerous, eh, Ablemont?” he asked. “Ribeaumont says we can scatter that host in one charge.”


Ablemont saluted the king.


Before he could comment, the two Etruscan captives were summoned forward.


They walked badly, and Ablemont was immediately reminded of his young squire. His gorge rose.


“Sire, they may be possessed,” he said.


The king turned. “Ablemont,” he said, as if deeply disappointed, and the weight of royal disapproval silenced Ablemont.


The two prisoners were placed before the king.


“Are you the king?” asked the shorter one.


A knight tapped him, hard, in the back of the head.


The man’s body moved, but he didn’t even register the pain. Are you the master of these creatures? said the voice. It was almost the same voice that Ablemont had heard from his squire.


The king gave a twisted smile.


Ablemont said, “Yes, he is.” His hand was on his sword hilt. His knuckles were white.


Good, said the unmoving face. We have no need for your people. You may go.


The king made a face. “I give the orders here,” he said, mildly enough, for him.


No, said the voice. We will direct now. For the good of all. All.


The king was no fool, whatever his little predilections. He looked at the two prisoners, who spoke in perfect concert. “Something is channeling through them. I thought channeling was a myth. Ablemont?”


“Who are you?” Ablemont asked.


We are all, they said.


“You are not all,” Ablemont said.


We are all. You can be All. All will be all.


The king laughed. “Well, you have certainly taken disrespect to the king to new heights,” he said. “Kill them. Let’s get on with this.”


Go! said the two men.


“No, I’ll destroy your army and your satanic monsters, and free Arles,” the king said.


You are master of Arles? they asked. Give us Arles and we will not molest you, or take you. For now.


Ablemont smiled. “Your diplomacy is too honest,” he said.


The king clenched his fist, and the heads of the two Etruscans fell from their shoulders almost together.


Even Ablemont, who expected the worms, was appalled at the size of the things that emerged from the necks of the dead men. They were like segmented snakes, long, grey and white, with tiny hairs and teeth in their mouths.


Neither worm made much headway against fully armoured men.


“Burn them,” Ablemont said. “Sire, that was what inhabited my squire.”


De Ribeaumont was having trouble breathing. He looked at Ablemont.


“I must apologize,” he managed.


“Sire, we must show these . . . things . . . to the army.” Ablemont caught the king’s bridle.


The king made a face. “No,” he said. “No, it would only unman them. Burn the dead. Come.”


Old Ser Tancred still had his sword in his hand. “How long until they infest a man?” he asked. “And what’s waiting for us down there? I don’t see any monsters. I see men. Men who do not move, like these.”


“Good, we’ll slay them quicker. On me! Form for battle! Come, my lords!” The king swept past, and his household knights mounted and joined him.


Guisarme looked at Ablemont. “I mislike it,” he said simply.


“Now we know a little,” Ablemont said. “We should retreat and learn more.”


“These things killed those irks,” Guisarme said. “The Wild is no myth. So the priests are either ignorant or lying. But if the irks are the Wild, what in the name of the saints are these things?”


Ablemont shook his head. “After the battle. If we both tell the king . . .”


Guisarme shook his head. “See those men waiting for us?” he asked. “I’ll wager you a gold ducat of Venike against a bowl of maggots that we’re looking at the feudal host of Arles. Full of worms.”


“Oh sweet Christ,” Ablemont said.


“It’s too late to stop the battle,” Guisarme said. “Ride away and save something.”


Ablemont smiled. “And leave my king at the edge of mortal battle? You must think me a bad knight, Ser Tancred. Not to mention the complete loss of prestige if the king should win.”


Guisarme was looking at the valley. “Aye. I won’t leave, either.” He gave Ablemont a wry smile. “We’d best win, then.”


It took them the better part of the morning to form the army on the plain. Ablemont was separated from the king and from Guisarme, who commanded the advance battle, and he had plenty of time to watch the unbannered line opposite, which waited in perfect array.


A little before the sun was high in the sky, the royal standard dipped, and the whole line started forward, a echelon of blocks of knights on horseback, with a second line of infantry at their backs.


The enemy host stood unmoving.


The royal standard gathered speed.


Ablemont let his mount go from a walk to a trot and kept his eye on the standard.


He looked to his front. By chance, he was almost perfectly aligned with the center of the enemy mass.


They were all on foot.


In one motion, all of them . . . thousands of them . . . lifted spears from the ground. The spears rose like a glitter of sun on rain.


And in the next heartbeat, the spears fell again, forming a dense thicket, points forward, breast high.


The enemy lines looked much denser than they had a few moments ago. Indeed, even through the slits of his visor, Ablemont could see line after line of men standing like puppets and joining the array.


The spearheads began to go back and forth, as each rank pushed, then withdrew their spears. The result looked like some steel-edged millipede, or a hermetical threshing machine.


The royal standard accelerated again, and Ablemont’s horse flowed into a canter. He lowered his lance into the rest automatically.


The enemy spears ahead moved like waves of rain or snow.


Ablemont put his spurs into his mount, and the great horse exploded forward, unused to such abuse. The war cry of Galle burst from thousands of throats, and every lance came down . . .


The spear wall was unbelievably dense . . . Ablemont had an impression of an uncountable horde of glittering, empty-eyed men behind them.


And then he was lying on his back. He got to his feet, found his sword, and went forward. All around him were knights, down or rising, and ahead, the braver and more fortunate knights had penetrated the wall of spears and were killing.


Or being dragged from their horses.


Ablemont waded in, safe in his superb armour, and began to kill, aware that he needed to guard himself after successful attacks. It was not like fighting men; his adversaries made no attempt to guard themselves, and he hacked them down. He beheaded several and saw the writhe of their worms, guarded his visor, and kept forward.


But the press grew denser, not looser. He stepped back twice, risking glances to find his household knights, and he realized that he had gone too deep in the enemy host. He stepped back, and back again, and the adversaries around him ignored him, continuing to use their spears in near-perfect unison. He cut, and thrust, and his arms began to seem leaden, and there was still no shortage of foes, and none of them were fighting him.


Greatly daring, he paused to take breath.


He was ignored.


He didn’t like what he saw, and he pushed straight back to his own knights, but they were now farther back than he’d imagined, and it was like a nightmare . . . they seemed to recede as he advanced.


He pushed faster. He was all but running through the ranks of the enemy, and no blow fell on him. He saw his own banner a few paces ahead and he cut, cut again, cleared a small space and burst out of the enemy and into open air.


There was dust in the air, and men were screaming. His own men.


But there were shouts of recognition, and he got clear of the battle line, backed again, and opened his visor.


It was difficult to see anything. The dust of the plain was rising as thousands of stamping feet, equine and human, pounded the moisture out. The sun glared down, but he was dismounted and he couldn’t see over the men around him, and sweat was pouring down his arming cap over his eyes.


“Water,” he said.


“What the hell is happening?” he asked. None of his captains were there.


A canteen was put in his hand, and only then did he see that they were already intermixed with the infantry line.


Losing, then.


The enemy remained perfectly silent. They simply pressed forward, in seemingly inexhaustible numbers.


Ablemont backed out of the new line and found the royal standard off to the right. Ser Geofroi had it up on a small, round hill. Ablemont looked back at the forward edge of the fight to see the threshing spears winnowing his infantry. Men were beginning to run.


Ablemont wondered where any of his household knights were, but he left his visor up. “Follow me!” he roared.


He ran to the royal standard. His legs were already very tired, and the deep earth of the ploughed field over which he was trying to run felt as if it were trying to suck him down.


Long before he reached the standard, he had to stop running. Had to breathe. But a dozen men, two knights he knew and some of his better armed foot, stuck with him, and they plodded across the open ground even as Ablemont saw the far right begin to collapse under some unseen impulse. The dust there . . . or was it smoke?


He began to climb the hill toward Ser Geofroi. He could see the man.


The center of the enemy began to come forward.


There were heaps of dead at the base of the hill.


Ablemont made it to the circle of waiting knights, and he saw Ser Tancred by the king, and he went to them.


“Ribeaumont is dead,” the king said. His visor was open. “What is happening?”


“Get the king mounted.” Ablemont heard his own voice begin to issue orders. “Sire, you must ride clear, immediately. This field is lost.”


Guisarme nodded sharply.


Just behind Guisarme, the deep center of the enemy spearmen struck the Gallish knights.


Ser Geofroi didn’t go back even a single step. His sword moved like a levin bolt, and he danced, pushed, and killed. He, at least, had worked out how to fight these things. His blows severed spines, and when his sword broke, he took an axe. Behind him, the standard flowed, silken and defiant.


A horse was brought, and then another, and Ablemont got the king mounted as if he were a page.


“Go with him,” Guisarme said.


“But . . .” In fact, Ablemont wanted to go.


“I’m old, and have sons at home to avenge me.” Guisarme nodded, a hand on his visor. He had a long, Alban-style poleaxe.


Ablemont’s long years of service at court had not prepared him for this. “Thank you,” he said weakly.


“Hah!” Guisarme said. “I’m delighted to find you are more a man and less an arse than I thought. Now go. Save the king.”


He slapped his visor down and turned away into the maelstrom.


Ablemont mounted.


From here, on horseback, on a small hill, it was possible to see the extent of the battle. To the right, the marshal’s advance battle was destroyed. But on the left, the rear battle had done terrible damage to the enemy at the onset and now struggled grimly with the horde that remained.


Except that beyond the far end of the rear battle came another army. Ablemont could see the spears. He could also see what appeared to be animals—horses and cattle.


All doomed.


He cursed.


The king looked at it, blank-eyed. “How can we be losing?” he asked.


Ablemont wanted to spit, “How are we doing this well?” Despite the odds and the nature of the foe, the line was still intact, and even as he watched, Ser Geofroi cut an open space into the front of the enemy. The wall of carrion in front of the king’s standard-bearer was a testament of his preux—his prowess—and the monsters, or men, or whatever they were, had increasing trouble getting at the knight. But Ablemont wanted to scream at the king.


But the enemy was pressing along on both flanks of the hill, the wings moving straight ahead. The hill was going to be cut off.


“Time to go, Sire,” Ablemont said.


The two of them started down the hill and headed north, straight away from the enemy. The army’s left was beginning to break up and men were running. Nobles who had dismounted seized their horses, although sometimes their own men killed them and took the horses themselves.


The fabric of the army unraveled before his eyes.


But he took the king’s bridle and rode, headed for the base of the ridge that they had descended to form for battle. As far as he could see, there was no pursuit.


It was as if the enemy had only one single will.


Ablemont thought that should have meant that any man who fled would be safe. He got them up the face of the ridge, hoarding the strength of the horses, because they had, by his estimation, two hundred leagues to cross before they reached a safe fortress.


Down on the hill, the royal standard still flew. They were too far to see individuals, but the line seemed steady, a ring that covered the hilltop, and the victorious wings of the enemy center had bypassed the little hill and moved on, almost to the base of the long ridge, and to the left, the stalemate had been broken, and the left was gone, shredded between two forces, and it was clear that the enemy possessed more than one will.


“Blessed Saviour,” Ablemont said.


“I want out of here,” the king said suddenly, his first words in many minutes. He turned his horse and rode over the ridge.


Ablemont was a courtier. He had betrayed his brother and his land to get the position he now held. He had stayed with the king through scandal and social peril and the near-ruin of his niece.


And now, for the first time, he hated the king. He didn’t want to ride back and die with Ser Geofroi and Guisarme. But he knew he should, and he knew that were he the king, he could not have ridden away.


He spat.


He had hoped to gather fugitives into some sort of a rear guard, but the hilltop was curiously empty, and the moment they were over the ridge, the sound of battle vanished, and the world was mostly silent, although some screams penetrated the still air.


Ablemont opened his visor and rode down the ridge, his hands shaking while he held the reins. He rode carefully, unlike the king, who rode hard, and reached the distant plain well ahead of him.


Ablemont was beginning to consider rational things—l ike how the king would behave when he realized that Ablemont had seen him turn tail and flee; like what resources remained in their camp, and what orders he should give. Could they stop for provisions? What was behind them? How soon would the enemy catch them up?


Or would there be no pursuit?


Why Arles?


The king was headed for the camp, now visible as a long line of palisades.


Ablemont’s battle shock was wearing off.


What do we do now? he wondered.


He was still pondering the future when the unmistakable form of a great black dragon rose from the camp. Ablemont’s horse bolted, and his heart seemed to stop, and he was well to the west on the plain in front of the camp when he was finally thrown by the utterly panicked horse.


The dragon moved on rotting, silent wings. It was, perhaps, a mercy that in falling, Ablemont struck his head. He was unconscious when the dragon took him.


The king was not so lucky. He was still aware when the worms ate his eyes.







Part I


Alba




Across the north of the Nova Terra and the Antica Terra, summer came. It came in Etrusca, where every man’s thoughts turned to war, and to Galle and Arles, where famine stalked, war prevailed, and the Wild washed like a rising sea around the settlements of men. In Iberia, peasants prepared for a fine harvest—and lived in fear of the news from over the mountains.


Summer came first to the grain fields of Occitan in the Nova Terra, where the wheat was already golden as a maiden’s hair and the cornstalks were knee high, promising the richest harvest that any woman could remember. And on the hills, the olive trees promised another kind of riches, while bunches of grapes began to form in weights that had the farmers cutting stakes and propping vines across the whole of the south, even as they looked over their shoulders for bogglins and wights.


But even the promise of agricultural riches was not enough to keep men from fear of the Wild. Rumours came from the north—from Alba—of civil strife and victories—confusing rumours of Wild allies, of human perfidy, of a church divided, a king killed and a young king born. Out in the new country beyond the mountains, most families—those that had survived the spring—packed their poor belongings and fled to the oppression and relative safety of noble landowners and heavy taxation. A handful of people from Occitan and Jarsay—woods men and women, for the most part, who spoke with Outwallers and irks—felt a sea change. The Fox and the Sossag ceased to raid, and a few irks approached the westernmost human settlements to offer trade.


But the changes were most profound in Alba. In Harndon, Ser Gerald Random kept order—aye, and more—in a city that had seen fire and battle. Three thousand Galles prepared feverishly to sail for Galle, where the royal army had been shattered—destroyed, in fact—by a mysterious host from the Wild, and the King of Galle was feared to be dead. A year of bitter rivalry between the city and Galle was put aside, and ships from Genua, Galle, Venike, and Alba were put at the disposal of the Sieur Du Corse to launch his men to rescue Galle’s desperate people.


And in Harndon, returning citizens, exiled by the now-discredited de Rohan’s government, or merely having fled the fighting, spoke aloud of the queen and of her newborn babe, the king, in the tones people usually reserved for church. As workmen cleared the last timbers from the ruin of the great tournament grounds, and as those same beams, adzed clear of their charred portions, were turned into new dwellings for those burned out of the fighting, hope swelled in the people, increasing as fast as the heat and new summer sun.


And farther north still, at Albinkirk, the queen herself sat, the focal point of hope for her realm, on the warm green grass of Midsummer’s Eve, her babe across her lap and her back to a great oak tree that towered above her with a magnificent, cool canopy that kept the new heat at bay. The tree was ancient, and grew at the head of a narrow, steep pass that ran from the country north of Albinkirk into the Wilds of the Adnacrags, and here, in long-ago times, so it was said, Men and the Wild had met in council. The king, in her lap, cooed, gurgled, and tried to use his newfound hands to grasp the spectacular golden fur of the queen’s new friend Flint, who sat with her under the tree. Flint was a clan leader of the Golden Bears, and his presence, as a chieftain of the Wild, with the Queen of Alba, who might herself have been styled “Queen of Men” that summer, marked them as the very center of the change that rolled outward from them over the Nova Terra.


Before them, a young wyvern, head high, crest engorged with blood, spat his protests against the encroachment of the Abbey of Lissen Carak on the traditional hunting and breeding grounds of his clan. By the queen, the abbess, Miriam, representative of the abbey, sat with head bowed, quietly translating the wyvern’s words. Throughout the meadow that surrounded them was a curious fair, where men sold every product of human hands from Venikan glass beads and Hoek bronze kettles to the best Etruscan steel crossbows and Albin-made knives and linen woven by women at the very foot of the valley. Merchants from the Antica Terra hawked their wares shamelessly alongside brass-lunged farm wives and local cutlers, cordwainers, and armourers. A tall, handsome man with a travelling forge fitted premade Etruscan breastplates to wardens (never call them adversaries, brother!) and Outwallers who crowded his stall while a squire in the Red Duke’s livery sat on a stool and sketched the scene rapidly, his lively charcoal capturing the beauty of the queen, the dignity of Flint, and the intense eagerness of one of Nita Qwan’s young warriors to own a hardened steel breastplate, light as air, strong as magic. He negotiated quickly with his hands, offering so much Wild honey, so many pelts, and an agreement was reached for the Fair at Dorling, two weeks hence, without a word spoken. The smith measured the warrior with a tape of linen and made marks.


Adrian Goldsmith tossed his third sketch of the day aside and went on to his fourth, squandering a small fortune in paper because the captain had ordered him to do so. It was, in many ways, the richest scene of human and Wild interaction he had ever seen, or thought perhaps he ever would see, and he turned his back on the queen, who tended to draw every eye at the best of times, and then, against his will, turned back to her as Blanche, the captain’s acknowledged mistress and the queen’s handmaiden, leaned forward, her white-gold hair catching a ray of sun, her startlingly slender waist hard with muscle under her kirtle, to take the king from his mother’s arms and change him into clean linen. The three of them formed something—it lasted only three heartbeats, and Adrian’s charcoal fairly flew, capturing Blanche’s attention, the queen’s love, the king’s fascination with Blanche’s hair.


And then, freed of her son’s weight, the queen rolled forward a little and bent her head, speaking quietly to Flint. The great bear raised his head, and nodded, slowly, and his muzzle opened and a series of short barks emerged—bear laughter.


The wyvern stood, poised as if for fight or flight, and perhaps, new to the ways of council and conciliation, that is how he saw the proceedings. Now the queen whispered to Miriam, and Miriam nodded. Then the Duchess Mogon—after the queen, perhaps the most important personage present—rose from her great chair of maple wood and joined in, her bronze and gold beak catching the same ray of sun that had penetrated the leaves to illuminate the light hair of Blanche Gold.


The queen bowed her head graciously to each, and then nodded to the wyvern, stretched her bare feet, and smiled.


“We find that the abbey is at fault in encroaching on your lands, Sythenhag. We will not attempt to examine the rights and wrongs—it is clear that these predate human occupation of the fortress. Nor is it the intention of this Tree of Judgment to force the Order from the fortress that they have protected so well most recently against our common enemy.”


The wyvern bridled, its head shaking. Its great beak opened.


“But,” said the queen, as if addressing a favoured suitor or a handsome squire, “It is clear to us all that the abbey need not resettle Abbington, which was destroyed in the late struggles. My justicar will assess the value—the human value—of the lost farms and make redress to the survivors in lands around Hawkshead and Kentmere, and the properties of the village of Abbington will be returned to the Wild.”


Sythenhag—a very young wyvern to hold power in his clan—gave a screech. “But what of the other injustices we have suffered?” he spat at the Duchess Mogon. “What of the death of my father and mother at the hands of these—garum?”


The queen took a slow breath. It was the Red Knight who had, it appeared, killed Sythenhag’s elders in the ambush on the Albin Gorge, and for that reason, he had been bidden to find other business while the council addressed the claims of the western wyverns. Which was as well. He was still recovering, and there were rumours . . .


But it was Mogon who answered. “My pardon, Your Grace,” she said. “Sythenhag, you were informed—by me, in person—before appearing that the council had chosen to leave by any injury given or taken in open war. War kills. That war is over now. The abbey will return your easternmost lands. This is justice. Your elders chose to join Thorn, or were unjustly coerced, and fell afoul of men and their weapons, and are dead. Nothing can be done on this matter.” She shrugged in callous indifference. “It is the way of the world . . . and a better justice than you would have in the Wild.”


The silence that fell was broken only by the rapid sound of the armourer’s hammer as Edmund Allen planished out his own raising strokes on an altered leg harness.


Sythenhag’s crest remained perfectly erect. “Then I spit on your council, and when my people have grown in power and stature, we will avenge ourselves!”


The queen sighed.


Mogon snarled.


But now it was Flint—eldest of all the council—who rose. He roared—an angry sound—and the force of his roar filled the whole clearing from wood line to stone wall, and every head turned.


“No,” he said. The calm dignity of his voice was a superb contrast to the roar. “No, you will not have revenge, cub. If you attempt such a thing, every thinking creature’s hand will be against you, and you will be outlaws in and out of the wall, and your clan will be destroyed, root, branch, and tree. What is done is done. That is all the justice we can offer you. Accept it, and be reconciled or go west—far west—and never return.”


A terrible silence followed. And again, Adrian Goldsmith’s charcoal flew.


But Sythenhag was not the only wyvern present. Mogon stared pointedly at an older female, and she spread her wings and hissed—and men flinched, and women hid their children behind their skirts. A handful of mountain bogglins, marked by their mottled green-and-brown skins, fell flat and pulled their wing cases over themselves, as if attempting to be invisible.


Crests began to rise among all the wardens present.


But Beltan—one of the few elder survivors from the war, who knew she owed her life to Amicia’s intervention—was not to be dissuaded, and she pushed into the space Sythenag needed to fly—a breach of space, among wyverns. For a moment, scents and wave fronts of fear and dominance flew like arrows in a battle of men—so many scents that Blanche wrinkled her nose and the young king screwed up his whole face and burst into angry tears.


But as Mogon had expected—indeed, as she had calculated—Sythenhag lacked the years and the presence to face down an elder female, and Beltan cowed him, drove him to submission—and then bowed her neck and head to Mogon, a curiously human gesture.


“Lady Miriam; Good Queen, Lord Bear, and Duchess of the West, we agree that this is justice.” She looked down at Sythenhag, who was almost prone on the ground. “War pushes the young males to positions that they lack the maturity to fill,” she said.


“Not just among wyverns,” the queen said.


Forty miles to the north and east, Ser Gavin Muriens, the Green Knight, Earl of Westwall and increasingly known as the Green Earl, sat in a clearing in the woods, his great green silk pavilion at his back and a hasty map drawn in charcoal on the surface of his camp table. Around him were gathered his own officers as well as many officers of the Queen of Alba and the empire—including the Count of the Borders, whose daughter he was soon to marry; Ser Ricar Orcsbane, commanding a squadron of the Knights of the Order, no longer attainted and now in the field in their more usual capacity as the kingdom’s mailed fist against the Wild; and the Faery Knight, who reclined with inhuman ease, between a Wild bogglin wight on one side and a famous human outlaw Jack, Bill Redmede, on the other. To further confuse matters, Redmede’s brother Harald had been appointed captain of the royal foresters during the recent fighting in the west, and now stood uneasily with the other royal officers—Ser Ricar Fitzroy, the queen’s captain of the north, for example, who was commanding only a handful of knights of Jarsay and the southern Brogat, while Ser Gregario, Lord Wayland, the queen’s new Warden of Albinkirk, just appointed and still recovering from severe burns, commanded more knights. It might have been a nightmare of divided command and conflicting jurisdiction, except that the recent, massive victory over the sorcerer Thorn had forced their alliance to thrive and cooperate.


But it was not either of the famous Redmede brothers who was describing the day’s fighting—the fifteenth day since the great battle. It was in fact Ser Aneas, the Green Earl’s youngest brother and acting Master of the Hunt.


Aneas bent his knees and prayed, then rose to silence and waved a short ivory baton over the carefully drawn charcoal lines on the table. By his side, Morgon Mortirmir crossed his hands like a priest saying mass and spoke three sharp syllables.


The charcoal marks on the table rose—and began to form lines in the air, and the lines filled in with colour and texture. Even as the two magisters powered their working, the flat charcoal sketch rippled, grew, and settled into a model of the Adnacrags—or that piece of the Adnacrags within ten miles.


Men coughed. Behind the Green Earl, Sauce coughed until her hands were flecked with spittle.


Morgon Mortirmir frowned, but the casting did its work, and the model eventuated.


Aneas bowed his head. “Gentles all,” he said softly, but his voice carried. “The Army of Thorn and Ash has now, to all intents, ceased to exist.”


The Faery Knight winced when Aneas said the name Ash aloud, but not for long.


The Green Earl rose from his stool. He had heavy dark circles under his eyes, and he looked as if he might be forty, or even forty-five. His eyes were bloodshot, and his hair had a thousand wisps that played about him in the breeze.


“I know that you have all wondered why we had to exhaust ourselves like this,” he said. Even his voice was tired. “But it is essential to the next forty years of life here that Ash not have the raw materials to form another army of the Wild against the alliance. The only way to ensure victory was by ruthless pursuit—tempered where we could with mercy for those capable of surrender.” His voice took on a quality of fatigue that was echoed in every face—Ser Thomas Lachlan looked as if he’d aged a decade, Ser George Brewes appeared dead on his feet, and Ser Michael looked old enough to be his own father—while his father, who had changed sides so many times in the last year that he had a little space around him, nonetheless looked old enough to be Ser Michael’s grandfather. “Sadly, Ash chose to make sure they died. It is my opinion—and only an opinion, but shared, I promise you, by my brother—that Ash has moved this war into a new phase, wherein he will attempt to exhaust us and our will to fight through the endless attrition of his slaves.”


They had all been fighting for weeks since the battle at Gilson’s Hole, moving and camping in the deepest woods, sometimes without food or sleep for two or three days at a time, in clouds of insects, wading across desolate swamps and climbing pathless hills. This was everyday war for royal foresters and Jacks, but not for belted knights and heavy horse. Even the irks and bogglins showed signs of strain.


The pursuit had indeed been ruthless to pursued and pursuers alike, and now—deep in the Adnacrags, on the shores of the Great Forked Lake where few wardens or bogglins and even fewer men had ever been—they had trapped the last formed body of creatures enslaved not to Thorn but to Ash and destroyed them in a bitter, and very one-sided, fight. It was not a fight that men or monsters would remember around campfires for anything but one-sided brutality—a simple massacre of the last remnants of Thorn’s great army, the creatures who would not—or could not—surrender. Hastenochs from the deepest swamps, bogglins raised in the north or far west, and men and even a few bears lost to all reason.


Repeatedly, Morgon Mortirmir had used his powers—and the Faery Knight had used his own, Wilder yet—to try to break the chains by which Ash held them, but ever the distant dragon had contemptuously flicked their workings aside, dooming his creatures to a pointless death and mocking them all at the same time. But in the end, horrible, bloody, and exhausting, it was done, and nothing was left.


“We’re done,” Ser Gavin said. “Until Ash comes at us from the west. Even now, the queen is seeing to it that the Wild creatures in the rest of the Adnacrags are loyal to the alliance and not to Ash.”


An old Outwaller hunter cleared his throat. He nudged Nita Qwan, the acknowledged war leader of the Huran and Sossag still in the field. Most of the Outwallers serving the alliance had gone home as soon as the great battle ended, but a hundred or so remained in the field.


Nita Qwan glared at his friend. But he knew his duty. “Where is Ota Qwan?” he asked. “We have not counted his corpse.”


A collective sigh rose from the officers. It was followed by fits of coughing from a dozen men and women.


Aneas nodded to his brother and to his ally. “We have missed one of our principal objectives,” he said, pointing to a red spot away to the north of the Forked Lake. “This is my best estimate of the location of forces still fighting under Kevin Orley. Ota Qwan. I would guess he has fewer than a thousand beings altogether—mostly men and daemons.”


Ser Gavin looked at the glowing spot a moment.


Sukey, the company quartermaster, stood forth from the crowd of the company’s officers. “Fuck,” she said.


“That your professional assessment?” Tom Lachlan, Primus Pilus and the loudest voice in the army, except possibly Ser Danved, mocked his leman.


She looked at him and her eyes suggested that he could shrivel to ash and die. Even Bad Tom flinched at Sukey’s anger. “We can’t pursue any further,” she said, her voice sharp. “There’s no road!” she said. “We only have the food in our wagons, and then we start eating horses, and thanks to the horse plague, there’s few enough o’ them.” She looked around. The Faery Knight looked at her in fascination, and Bad Tom growled at the silver-haired irk. The Faery Knight had proven himself to be . . . devoted to the pursuit of human women to a degree that some found delightful and others annoying or disturbing.


Sukey tossed her hair and rolled a bare shoulder at him, so that Bad Tom got halfway to his feet and Sukey laughed low in her throat. But she saw the look on Ser Gavin’s face and straightened up. “And there’s more men sick every hour,” she reported.


Ser Gavin looked around—from Ser Christos and Ser Giorgos, who shared command of the imperial troops, to Bad Tom, who led the levies of the Green Hills and parts of the company, too. Both were allies—as much as the Faery Knight and his Wild Hunt and his bogglins and irks were allies.


“I propose we get out of here, at best military speed, with a good rear guard and appropriate caution,” he said. “Anyone against?”


The Faery Knight stretched, more like a cat than a man, and rose to his feet. “I would like to have killed thisss Orley,” he said. “Whatever he wasss born, he isss no longer man. Now, he isss sssomething rotten. I can tassste him from here.” He nodded to Ser Gavin. “Where isss he going?”


The Green Earl nodded. “I, too, would like to finish him,” he said. “But he’s willing to starve his people to death, and I’m not.”


“Perhapsss,” the Faery Knight said. “Perhapsss we will hunt him from N’gara. He will crosss Mogon’s landsss, or mine, if he stays on this course.” His smile was pointy and predatory. “Let usss leave this fassstnesss of Wild beauty,” he said.


Sauce coughed in her attempt to laugh. “Beauty, is it?” she asked. “Christ and Mary Magdalene and all the saints, I could do without Wild beauty. Give me an inn.”


People laughed, and the mood was lightened.


Ser Gavin leaned forward. “Very well, then,” he said. “Half the peasants of the Brogat are road building right now. We’ll march east toward Ticondonaga, and link up with the main road crew.” He looked around. “It is my intention to retake Ticondonaga—what is left of it, before we rest.”


Sukey nodded. “Good. Better get some grain and some beeves waiting for us, Gavin.”


Gossips noted Sukey’s familiar use of his name.


Ser Ricar Fitzroy spoke up. “Surely we should make for the queen and Albinkirk?” he asked. Then, embarrassed, “I’m sorry, Your Grace. I had no intention of questioning . . .”


The Green Earl laughed—a tired laugh, but a genuine one. “Ser Ricar, as of now, you have no real reason to obey me. The emergency is over. But if you seek my rede—and if you will allow me to rule you a few more days—I would rather that the army dispersed from the Inn of Dorling than from Albinkirk. There are many reasons, and not least of them is that the inn is the most central place in the alliance. I’ll add that after we’ve eaten and fed our horses and rested, it is my view that a force should be kept in the field—under you, Ser Ricar, or perhaps Lord Wayland—to cover the road builders. Finally, the Fair at Dorling . . .”


Almost everyone nodded.


“It isss the wrong way for me and mine,” the Faery Knight said. But he smiled and shrugged. “But it isss long and long sssince I have ssseen the inn. And perhapsss I would like to dance and sssing. There hasss been too much war.”


“My brother is thinking to hold a tournament,” the Green Knight said.


Sauce coughed, and then whooped. “Now you’re talking!” she said. She was not alone, and men drooping with fatigue suddenly began to perk up.


Bad Tom pumped his fist in the air.


Ser Michael laughed. “A real tournament, and not just His Nibs doing all the fighting?” he asked.


Gavin shrugged. “That’s what I’m told. So. Fast as we can for the road head at Ticondonaga. Then rest, and make our way to the inn. I hope the queen and my brother will meet us there.”


Ser Aneas spoke up. “My lord, some of our scouts have detected tracks moving east away from Orley’s survivors.”


“Oh, for some loyal wyverns,” Gavin muttered.


The Faery Knight shrugged. “In time, if your queen isss fair, ssshe will have wyvernsss. They are loyal, when their loyalty isss fairly won.”


The earl nodded. “I’d like to give chase—I wouldn’t want any of Orley’s monsters loose—”


Aneas bowed. “I would like to go, my lord. I have the needed powers. If I might have a few of the people who have worked with me since Gilson’s Hole, I believe I could track the quarry and make a kill.”


The Redmede brothers managed to meet each other’s eyes.


“Suits me,” said Bill Redmede.


Harald nodded. “Woods,” he said. “It’s what we do.”


An hour later Aneas had his pick of the royal foresters and the Jacks. He was young, relatively untried, and he took his job very seriously.


Aneas was neither as tall nor as broad as his older brothers, a slim man of middle height. Unlike his dark-haired kin, he was blond, and had slightly slanted green eyes like his mother that gave him a very Irkish look. In point of fact, irks took to him easily; he already spoke many words of their ancient and complex tongue, and his mastery of the ars magika was odd and esoteric, covering only the aspects of the art that interested him. He had been his mother’s favourite, and that marked him in other ways.


In the twilight of late afternoon, he wore a golden brown jupon in plain linen and deerskin hose in Outwaller moccasins. Instead of a long sword, he wore a heavy baselard and a pipe axe like those carried by Outwaller shamans. He carried a simple roll pack with one blanket, one cloak, and one clean shirt. He did not look like the brother of two of the most powerful men in the world.


He looked like an irk ranger, and despite his youth and their fatigue, when he chose a man or woman, that person grinned to be chosen. Whatever differences of height or power, he had the family trait.


People would follow him.


He chose three foresters, all northerners; Ricard Lantorn came from the company’s rangers to continue his revenge. He chose three Jacks, and the first and most eager was Ricar Fitzalan. They were already fast friends. The other two were both women; careful, cautious, and deadly, the two had made a mark before the whole army in ambushing a rhuk in the swamps and finishing him—alone. They were Cynthia, a nobleman’s daughter from the Brogat, tall and strong, with messy dark hair in a bad braid, and Cigne, a young woman who’d come north with the Prince of Occitan with no experience of the wilderness, and found herself in love with it.


And a pair of irks volunteered as well, Lewen and Tessen, as did the bogglin Krek. He was a mountain bogglin, an Adnacrag native, mottled and old enough to have moss at the base of his wing covers.


And Janos Turkos, who knew the north woods as well as any man, volunteered with Tall Pine and his warriors. The imperial riding officer was older than most of the others, a veteran and a captain in his own right.


Aneas hesitated. Turkos nodded. “I’m going that way anyway,” he said. “I can follow as well as lead, Ser Aneas. And if we can’t get along . . . well, the woods are large enough.”


Looking over the resulting party as they pillaged Sukey’s wagons for supplies, the Earl of Westwall shook his head. “I hope you catch your quarry,” he said. “But by God, brother, if you come to civilization, you’ll terrify every town you pass.”


Aneas was quiet enough that his brother could sense his fear.


“You’ll be fine!” he said, unhelpfully.


Aneas made a face. “You and bloody Gabriel make it look so easy.”


Gavin nodded. No one was near them. “That’s the trick of it, brother mine. Make it look easy. Never ever let them see you show anything but humour, and the rest is easy.”


“Really?” Aneas looked more annoyed than pleased.


“No, I’m lying to make you feel better,” Gavin said. “Really, you just make everything up as you go along.”


Aneas sighed. But then he offered his brother a rare smile. “That sounds more like me,” he said.


Long before the sun set, Aneas and his party were gone, headed north.


Dawn. A dawn without a proper breakfast—they were two days’ march from the nearest supply, and out of grains and bread. With a lot of grumbling, the army rose, struck its tents, and formed to march east and south.


As men fell into their ranks on the impromptu wilderness parade ground, dodging young fir trees and raspberry prickers, one white wedge tent remained standing. A messenger brought word to the acting captain—the Green Earl—as his leg harnesses were buckled by his new squire, Isabeau. His stomach growled loudly enough that she laughed.


“Tell Sukey,” Ser Gavin grumbled.


Sukey was high on the back of her wagon when the herald cried her name. He pointed out the lone tent still standing even as a pair of imperial soldiers ran up to tell her that something was wrong.


Annoyed, Sukey walked over, summoning two of her women to attend her, but the smell hit her before she was nigh the tent.


She shouted—the men inside were mountaineers from the south of Morea, and both had, it proved, been sick for days, but everyone was exhausted and most men had coughs and pains.


It was only when she looked in the tent that she paled.


She summoned Master Mortirmir by means of a working, to see the corpses. And in the same working, she informed the Green Earl that something was very wrong, and showed him the inside of the tent.


Ser Ricar Orcsbane was commanding the rear guard—he and his knights halted and watched.


Mortirmir rode up as the army vanished into the trees.


When the tent was pulled down, the corpses were fully revealed. Their faces were black.


Mortirmir entered his memory palace, cast a variety of workings, and then ordered everyone present to separate themselves from what remained of the camp. To their scandal and horror, he opened one of the bodies and revealed the lungs full of black ooze. He took samples—by then the grave diggers were flinching away—and sighed.


“Burn them,” he told Sukey. “No—never mind. I’ll do it.”


He flicked two fingers, and the bodies immolated—burned so hot and so fiercely that nothing was left but marks on the matted ferns, which themselves were shriveled and smouldering, and a little black ash.


He gathered every witness and every person who had handled the corpses and began a great working that still occupied him as the sun climbed toward noon. Birds sang, and the sun beat down through the magnificent, tall trees, and Sukey had never been so afraid in all her life. She was coughing regularly by early afternoon, and the cough left little flecks of black on the backs of her hands. All of the Knights of the Order had dismounted—they were coughing too.


As the shadows began to lengthen, Mortirmir seemed to come alive. “Right,” he said. “Gather round,” he snapped.


Eager men and women pressed close to him—Sukey’s two most reliable young women, a half-dozen junior archers who’d been told off to bury the bodies as punishment for some transgression including Wilful Murder, a dozen Knights of the Order and their squires.


Morgon raised an eyebrow at Sukey. “I need a canteen of water,” he said. “Wine would be better, but I assume we’re out.”


“I’m not out,” Sukey said.


She fetched him wine in an earthenware jug. He raised an enormous amount of potentia and turned it into ops so cleanly that it was almost contemptuous. Sukey had seen her mother handle as much, but not so casually. Practitioners seldom held ops for any length of time because of the effort of concentration required, yet Mortirmir held a vast globe of raw, barely fettered power over his head the way a strong man might hold a bar of iron—casually.


He took the wine and sniffed it. “Good wine,” he said. “Morean?”


“Yes,” Sukey managed. “Can you save us?” she asked.


Mortirmir narrowed his eyes. “Yes and no,” he said.


Then he poured the globe of ops over his head into the ceramic wine jug as if volume had no meaning, as the jug was less than one hundredth the size of the glowing ball he’d had when he started. Throughout the process, he spoke, almost at random. He spoke single words, some in Archaic and some in a language none of them had heard.


Sukey coughed. It was a long, wrenching cough, and there were flecks of scarlet mixed with the black flakes on the back of her hand, and she began to shake. It was the oddest feeling—she felt hollow inside.


My mother died, she thought.


That hurt. She had been in the field almost without a pause since her mother died fighting the dragon Ash, and she had ruthlessly kept herself from thinking about it. She had drunk too much wine, mounted Tom Lachlan, and worked her people like slaves rather than think about her mother’s death, but a little lung-blood on the back of her hand . . .


Mortirmir was very young—people said he was just seventeen. He was tall, and still capable of the kind of graceless, gawky movement that characterized adolescent boys without their full growth. He could also be very difficult, at least in part because he didn’t always seem to understand what normal people did, or said.


He dressed like a knight and in fact was a passable jouster. At the moment, he wore black—black wool arming coat, black hose, black hood, with a gold knight’s belt and an Umroth ivory-hilted dagger that went with his black hair and pointed black beard. A beard he was pulling at with his left hand even as his right hand made arcane gestures and left traces of a blue fire in the air.


The last of his refined ops vanished into the ceramic bottle. The displaced air made a small pop like the cork coming out of a bottle.


He raised one eyebrow at her and put the earthenware jug to his lips and drank.


“Mmm,” he said. “Lovely—heavy. I wonder if heavier wines will hold more power? Wine holds more power than water. But why?” He stared off into space, his face almost frozen in concentration.


Sukey looked around at the knights and peasants, workers, archers, and wagoners gathered around. “Can you . . . help us?” she asked carefully.


He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. “Possibly,” he said. “Let’s just see if there are side effects first, shall we?”


In fact, he began to glow a little, and he exhaled a short flame of blue fire and coughed.


“Hmm. Unlikely to set a new fashion among Nova Terra vintners, but it will do. Sukey?” He handed her the jug and then paused. “Do be careful. I’m not sure I could make another batch today.”


“How much?” Sukey asked. Then she coughed. Mortirmir grabbed her hands as soon as she was done coughing and looked at the blood, phlegm, and black flakes through a lens, even while supporting the weight of the jug.


“Never mind,” he said. “A full cup, then.” He poured it out himself and gave it to her, and she drank it off. She looked at Mortirmir, winced at the taste, gave a sharp burp, and—


Mortirmir watched her fall and tried to catch her and succeeded in lowering her the rest of the way—on her back. Sukey’s mouth opened and a bolt of blue flame as long as a man’s arm emerged. Then she turned over and threw up onto the ground by her. Much of what she vomited was black. And stank.


Mortirmir shook his head. “Right, I’m a fool. Of course, I don’t have the plague and she does. Well—it works. Next?”


They all hung back as Sukey’s heels began to drum on the ground.


South and west of Gilson’s Hole, Amicia’s hospital continued to care for the sick. What disturbed her most was that two weeks and more after the great battle, the number of her patients was not decreasing, it was increasing.


Worst of all, people in whom she had invested power and healing were remaining abed, and not making the recoveries that medicine and hermetical practice should have allowed.


She stood over Ser Gelfred, who had been badly wounded—more than once—in battle. But he had survived the wounds and the first night after, and she had poured power into him, prayed by him, knit his bones and his arteries so that he had every chance of recovering the almost-severed right arm and the burnt leg.


Until the cough started.


Amicia had been awake for days, watching her people, and she could no longer remember when the cough went from an annoyance to a threat. But Gelfred started to cough after only a few days, and now he lay beside her, coughing and coughing. When he coughed into his pillow, black flakes emerged.


Amicia prayed. She had looked at the flakes, and she knew that they were the shriveled, necrotic remains of Gelfred’s lungs. She had cast her most potent workings, and the disease had marched on, uninhibited, unslowed.


Gelfred’s latest bout of coughing came to a merciful end and his eyes—clear and knowing—rested on hers. “I’m dying,” he said. “I would like the last rites.”


Amicia nodded. “I wish,” she said. She stopped, because he might not have much time, and rose and went out of the tent into the sun-dappled day. She found Father Francis standing by the Mary shrine in the middle of the hospital camp.


“Father, Ser Gelfred . . .” She paused, afraid she was about to give way to tears. “Last rites.”


She was unused to being defeated by mere disease.


Father François nodded. “Cough?” he said.


She nodded. “It was nothing . . . and now . . .” She took a deep breath.


Father François looked at her, put a hand to his mouth, and coughed.


“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Gabriel asked.


He was mounted on his griffon. It had reached a size somewhere between enormous and terrifying, and seemed, further, to have grown an immense amount in a single night after the great battle. The magnificent beast now sported an extravagant red leather saddle between its wings and long, shiny metal spurs attached to its already horrific-looking talons—each spur a long curving sword with complex attachments made by Master Pye’s people in Albinkirk.


The griffon—Ariosto—was standing perfectly balanced on a

massive crosspole made from a single oak tree, set into the side of the highest tower in the citadel of Albinkirk, just outside the beast’s sleeping chamber in the top turret.


Gabriel Muriens was sitting in the saddle, white as one of Blanche’s new linen sheets. At each minute alteration in balance that the great monster made to deal with the various air currents that wafted over the city, Gabriel’s look of alarm sharpened. It was more than a hundred feet to the ground below. The ground was the tiltyard—stone flags and brick.


“Look, I used all my courage just getting into the saddle,” Gabriel complained.


Close by, on the same perch, stood a wyvern missing a wing. The wing had been replaced with a wing of pure ops, a massive thing of fire and cobwebs.


“You won’t learn to fly a griffon by talking about it,” said the wyvern. “Besides, he’s made his first flights. He’s confident. Can’t you hear him?”


“All too well,” Gabriel said.


“Then get over it. Time presses, my dear Gabriel. I need to be in my own realm. We are no closer to victory than we were before Gilson’s Hole. Come!” With that, the wyvern leapt into the air—and sank like a stone in water. Gabriel watched, his heart in his throat, as the young wyvern with a wing of fire seemed to fall away beneath them—wings opening, then fully spread—


Halfway down the tower, the wyvern’s plummet turned to flight. Just as Gabriel felt the griffon’s weight go forward inalterably. He wrenched his eyes away from the wyvern to see the tower rushing past him—


The griffon had fallen off the perch. Or leapt.


The ground rushed at them faster than Gabriel Muriens, the Red Duke of Thrake, victor of Gilson’s Hole, had ever moved before. The tower blurred past . . .


The great green and red and gold wings filled like the sails of a great ship in a changing wind, and under him, Gabriel could feel the change in tension in his mount’s wings as the heavy muscles took up the strain—a crushing weight seemed to pull him back in his high-backed saddle, down into the leather, and a breath hissed out of his lips as his hips took the strain.


A wind of magical potency roared in his ears, and tears welled up in his eyes unbidden, and he could neither think nor work magic—


And then, in a twinkling of Ariosto’s jolly, mad eyes, they were skimming over the town. If the griffon had to make any great effort to fly, it was transmitted only in the rhythmic pulse of his wings under his saddle and the sound of his breathing. Gabriel had the feeling of a huge, slow horse beneath him, the wings beating like the powerfully driving haunches of a charger, just slower.


Gabriel’s throat was tight, and sore. The wind was cool, and he was chilled very quickly—he was wearing a light doublet and hose, and his understanding of flying was being changed with every wingbeat.


His great mount, who radiated love in the aethereal, was following the wyvern, and the wyvern was moving fast, far out over the plain between the distant Adnacrags and the great river. They were moving so fast that the ground was a blur, and Gabriel had to look around very carefully to figure out where he was. It was like looking at a map of undetermined scale. There was the city of Albinkirk—but could that really be the South Ford? Gabriel tried to calculate how fast they were going, but he could not be sure of anything—the distances, the height . . .


The wyvern began to descend.


Do you know where we’re going, Ariosto?


No, lord. I follow the most noble one. Love you! Hungry!


Gabriel winced and flew on.


But it was not long before the wyvern descended again, turning, until they were all flying along at the height of the trees—the nearly endless trees. At this low altitude, it did rather seem as if the whole earth were covered in forests. The wyvern led the way down from the sky—banked suddenly over a stream that shone in the sunlight like glass, and followed it up stream and farther up, over beaver dams and through meadows where it wound, so that they cut across the snaking course in a few heartbeats and rejoined it—it turned in a long, lazy line, and there was a break in the endless trees that showed a flash of the great Albin River to the south, and then Gabriel, who was fighting both awe and terror, saw smoke from nearby chimneys and the wyvern turned more tightly.


Then there was a wheat field, the new grain waist-high and a lurid green, and the wyvern landed easily, running a few paces along the ground to lose the last of its velocity and momentum.


Gabriel’s heart, already moving fast, threatened to burst out of his chest. The griffon flared its magnificent wings so that they seemed to catch fire in the sun, and he slowed, and slowed again, and then seemed to fall out of the sky . . .


And they were down. Paradoxically, as soon as Gabriel’s senses told him that they were down and had stopped moving—as soon as the griffon’s slightly mad eyes were on him, as the great head turned, as if to say Wasn’t that great?—he wanted to do it again.


He reached out and patted his great bird-monster-thing, and clenched his arms around Ariosto’s neck.


Love you, he said.


Love you! he was answered. Hungry!


He rolled onto his stomach and slid down from the saddle, savouring the warm sun on his cold skin.


The wyvern had just transformed into a dark-haired man with an elegant scar, a long nose, and no right arm. As Gabriel himself was a tall young man with dark hair and no left hand, they matched well.


“Where are we?” Gabriel asked Master Smythe.


“The Manor of Gracewittle Middlehill, Gabriel. Held of the Captain of Albinkirk in knight service by Lady Helewise.”


“Oh,” Gabriel said. “Yes. I needed to come here.” His eyes went to the house. “Maybe not today.”


“Reliable people tell me you are ready to return to your duties,” Master Smythe said. “I thought we could kill two birds with but a single stone—your first flight—wasn’t it easy?”


“My throat hurts. Otherwise, superb.” Gabriel felt almost lightheaded. And he dreaded seeing Lady Helewise, lover of Ser John Crayford. The former captain of Albinkirk. Now, dead. “Why does my throat hurt?”


Master Smythe glanced at him. “If we had been higher in altitude, I’d suspect your sore throat was caused by the cold air,” he said. “I told you to dress warmly. But as it is, I suspect you screamed your throat raw when Ariosto chose to launch.”


“I did not,” Gabriel said stiffly.


Master Smythe looked at him under his eyebrows. “As you like,” he said softly. “All the way down,” he said softly.


“You are enjoying this too much,” Gabriel said.


Master Smythe shrugged.


*


Helewise watched her daughter, Phillippa, as the young woman stood on tiptoes, trying to see from the front door of their house what was happening in the fields closer to the stream. Helewise sighed, her only outward concession to the desolation that reigned in her heart.


The arrival of two monsters of the Wild had occasioned only the most temporary panic. Philippa held a heavy arbalest cradled in both arms, but it was not spanned.


“There’s a man—two men. Oh, Mama! It’s the Red Duke—not dressed in red. He has on a plain doublet, but I’ve seen him . . .”
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