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PROLOGUE
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The two women entered the windowless room, lit only with the small warm glow of wicks burning in shallow dishes of oil scattered in alcoves on the walls and on the single solitary table within. It was dusty, the smell indicating that until recently no one had been in here for a very long time. The man at the desk, peering at the vellum scroll by candle, turned to face them. “And?” His graying brows were furrowed in concern and nerves, dark eyes absorbing everything. He stood up, smoothing his dark sensible robes and brushing dust from his lap.

“Two more cases,” the first one said, and even in the dark the man could see the tiredness in her face. Her hair, prematurely shot through with gray, was done up in braids that had started to unravel slowly. The second one wore her hair free, but the signs of overworking were still obvious. The man nodded. “I’ve sent birds back towards my assistants, to start closing the western borders.” Both women nodded, the second looking down at a scroll in her hands, “He told us to start the same down south, I’m to send out orders on slowing down trade and warning anyone hoping to cross the Gray Sea. Nothing obvious, but strong royal suggestions.” 

“Good,” the man nodded, getting up. “Now, to the larger issue” He turned around to face the dark room, walls lined with racks of scrolls, shelves of books, and sighed. “There’s nothing here. Nothing useful, at least. Your last records date a full fifty years ago, and all that told me was a rather fanciful account of the burning of Taddsgrove Hill, something about a dragon?” 

“Toleg the Dragon,” the second woman said, sighing. “Most historical accounts sometimes write as if he was one, I think to inflate his ego, soothe his pride.”

He scoffed, “I do not fault your people for this, my ladies, but I wish to the gods some of these records were a little less...” he waved his hand, “fanciful. I have been searching most of the night into this day, and almost a third of what these texts has is either undated, outright fable, or embellished to the point it might as well be fable.” The man pinched the bridge of his nose with ink-stained fingers. “I am afraid the answer just is not here.”

“Some of the priests tell us ember root can help, brings the fever down, keeps the worst at bay,” the first woman said, “we could start sending out scouts to harvest it, encourage people to plant it and cultivate it more, maybe even come up with some reasons to explain why?” The other woman nodded, “I know it’s not a cure-all, but I’m sure the hearth-priests could come up with some sort of valid excuse to not cause panic.”

“It’s not enough,” the man said, opening the door to the small wing of the library. As the three walked down the stone halls, here more light came from oil torches in sconces, and he blew his candle out. Other rooms, their doors open from days of reading and searching, showed full shelves and racks of documents and records, stories and myths put to paper. All useless, he thought, combed over by himself and the two women for days now, going without sleep. Utterly useless. “My own people have thought about it as well, but it’s not enough. It isn’t a cure, and furthermore, if you encourage people to grow it, someone will talk, someone will suspect, and like petals in the wind, everyone will eventually know...and panic.” He paused, looking worried. “The men from that ship, did they...”

The women nodded, terse. “It is done,” the second said, “I think in the end they were grateful, and the priests are sworn to secrecy in the name of the king’s hearth, which should keep their tongues for a while.” The three turned a corner, this hall lit now with high arrow slits letting sunlight in, the slope of the floor indicating they’d come back above ground. “We don’t think it was on purpose, coming in from there, despite what the king thinks. They were sailors, the captain told us there’d been a dozen stops on their route this year, so who knows where it came from.” Finally, they turned another corner, and reached the end of the hall, a guard standing there, impassive as he opened the door into the main corridor. As they entered the hall, a page ran up to them, a young girl in the silver and black of the royal household. “My ladies, good sir, the king has asked for an update.”

The one woman groaned, face in her hands, and the second nodded, “Tell him we’re on our way.” The girl turned and ran off, one of hundreds of pages bolting up and down the halls of the castle, delivering messages, running errands, serving the needs of the Free Cities. “Well?” She asked the others. The man stared off into the distance, almost as if he was lost in thought. “Well!?” the second woman said, grabbing his arm. He started, “I...I think I have an idea.” The two turned to see what he was looking at across the hall, and mounted there between tapestries, was a large map of the kingdom. The man walked towards it, finger pointed at a spot. “Yes, I think I might have an idea.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Henn had gotten up before the sun, standing in the doorway, cold fall wind off the tundra and sea blowing around him. Inside the longhouse it was still dark and warm as everyone else slept, but he’d had had a fitful night, deciding to just get up and begin his daily chores, feet warming up in his boots.

At the water barrel, he took the dagger from his belt to break the thin layer of ice that had formed over the surface to draw a large bucket, traipsing it back to the front door for later. There hadn’t been frost in the morning last week, and he made a note of it in his memory. Another sign winter was coming early this year, and a bad one, potentially. This time last year he figured it was still warm enough to sleep outside by a fire. Which, he reminded himself, he was grateful he no longer had to do anymore. Tall and rangy, with short dark hair and tired eyes, he went to the woodpile and block, and began to split wood for the fires, rubbing his palms together before starting. The “thunk” of the axe filled the cold silence of the pre-morning air, the exercise of it beginning to warm him. Besides drawing water and chopping wood, he’d need to check the cows and weed the gardens, climb up on the roof to check where the leak was, and try to patch it as best he could. And that didn’t even count what had to be done inside.

Dawn fingers began to creep over the horizon, he saw, red and white and a vivid orange-purple, and in the distance as he paused to wipe sweat from his brow with his shirt’s rough sleeve, he saw the dawn movements of deer nosing their way along the tree lines of the nearby woods. 

He went back to chopping. On any other day, he’d have taken the opportunity to sneak away, shoulder a bow and arrows to hunt and spend the day in the woods stalking deer or wild pig to fill the larder, and use the skins for something, maybe a new belt. Maybe also keep marking the game trails, add to the small map he’d started of the immediate area since moving here. But not today, he thought ruefully, empty stomach lurching inside him as he remembered what had to be done, and he spit on the ground. 

The yeoman had too much to do. 

Inside the house, Henn could hear noise, and through the narrow glass windows saw lights flare to life as someone banked the hearth fire and lit candles with a taper. The hall’s doors opened and Alla, the steward, stepped outside, took two steps, bent over to vomit into the hard-packed cold dirt of the yard. “Shit,” she muttered, wiping her mouth, as he walked up to her with an armful of firewood. “Morning,” Henn said, handing her the bundle, indicating it should go inside. “I told you not to drink so much last night. The farmers put it away like it’s water, been doing this for longer than you’ve been alive,” he said, hiding a smirk and walking away. She nodded and began to assist, and in an hour or so, after she’d dunked her face into the ice-cold water barrel, refilled it from the well, and fed the cattle in the pen next to the barn, who mooed softly as the sun began to rise, the two went inside. “Good morning for hunting,” Alla said, as if she’d read his mind, and Henn grinned regretfully as they stomped booted feet inside, bringing the rest of the water and wood to the fire. 

The house was a long hall of timber, made in a style, Henn thought, not used much in the last hundred years or so. It had a single floor and loft spaces running along the sides above them, with a thick stone hearth in the middle, open on both sides, a chimney climbing up to the roof, allowing the smoke to float up. The two long tables were scattered with tableware and cups from the night before, and a dog shook itself by the fire, waking up. “Hush, Argin,” Henn whispered to the big shaggy dog, scratching his ears as the hound lolled its tongue out and shook its tail back and forth. “Come on, mutt,” Alla said, leading him to the front door to let it out, where Argin began to yelp and chase the chickens, and the steward yelled, shooing the dog. 

Henn smirked, stirring the pot remnants of last night, tearing at a hunk of bread and a piece of cheese he found on the table by the hearth. There was still more work to do in his morning rounds, but it didn’t hurt to break his fast now a bit, he reasoned. One of the perks of privilege, he thought to himself. Asleep on the benches and under the table were some local farmers and a few hunters, the men and women whose lives fell under his purview, a feeling he still didn’t feel entirely comfortable with. Alla had recommended inviting them for this pre-Wintertide celebration to commemorate a good harvest and full larders as fall hit hard. It’d been a surprisingly-enjoyable evening, even though the young steward, who swore like a soldier and handled a bow like one, hadn’t been able to keep up cup for cup with the hardened working folk of the Blackrush herding steadings and farming villages.

Satisfied with the fire and the pot, he stood up, finding one of the farmers stirring. She sat up and spit, before looking up over at him. “M’lord,” the woman mumbled, remembering where she’d slept, elbowing her companion next to her, who also slept face-forward into the table. “Hnn?” she muttered. “It’s fine, goodwoman,” Henn said, raising his hand to stop her from trying to get up and bow. “Bel, isn’t it? I’m not a lord, remember? Here, get everyone up, can’t have th’farms all abandoned after one night, hmm?” She nodded without speaking, turning as he continued his chores, chewing a mouthful of bread and cheese, and went to check the larder, a room towards the back of the hall. There was a cold storage outside, a room dug underground that would freeze and preserve foods, but that was for meats, the hard breads, and other perishable goods. It could also store cheeses, vegetables, salted fish and meat strips, lard, and wax-sealed containers of salty stews. And of course, wines and ales in barrels, with more stored in the cellar underneath the hall. Behind him, he could hear the rest of his “guests” waking up, stumbling out of the hall with “thank you”’s and “m’lord”’s muttered and whispered as they left to begin their own workdays. At some point last night, Henn remembered vaguely, after his awkward speech thanking everyone for assisting in his first year in the area and hopes for a healthy harvest next year, he’d stopped correcting them whenever they’d called him “lord” during the feast and drinking and someone had started playing a pipe. Had he danced? Someone had danced on one of the tables. 

It was all an embarrassment of riches, Henn thought. The hall itself even had a bedroom for him in the back as well, almost the size of the hut he’d grown up in, with a desk covered in letters from lord of Blackrush and petitions from some of the local farmers to intercede on various matters. He knew these little household things were Alla’s job technically and not something that needed to be done every day, but still, he tried to do as much as he could on his own, still not used to his new role “overseeing” others. He’d served with the lord of Blackrush for years as a boy and younger man before that last battle, and this was his reward, yeomanship. A hall, a steward to run it, land to oversee, tithes to deliver to the capital, and no more soldiering. No more following orders, no more marching for days on patrol through the tundra and woods, or standing watch in the rain on stone walls or outside palisades of earth and log. He even had his own “walls” outside, he thought, split logs surrounding the property that he told himself, in the spring, he wanted to improve and raise up, maybe even turn into a proper palisade. Alla would probably insist he hire someone to do it for him, that that was something a yeoman could and should do, and, he thought, too distracted no to keep checking the shelves, she was probably right. She was a former hunter and scout who showed up the day after he did to his new “reward”, still reeling from it all, was a shrewd woman of twenty winters or so. She said she was of Dan stock from the northwest, black hair pulled back into a knot, eyes dark, taking everything in.

The last of the farmers and some local hunters, men and women with small huts in the wilds who traded game for goods instead of farming, left, and Alla came back inside with Argin. The dog wasn’t as wet as Henn had feared from his early-morning romp, and he barked and bolted around the tables before settling himself before the fire again, having satisfied his desire to run around enough for now, the warmth of the stones calling. “You did well last night,” she noted, sitting at the table, cutting from the lone wheel of hard cheese there with her belt knife, “I’m sure next year they’ll do Wintertide proper here, with a feast outside and everything. I know there’s a steading a ways away that usually sticks to themselves but fall under your land-right. Scull’s Stone, I think? You should have...”

“Enough,” Henn shook his head. “I told you, I don’t want to push it. That one farmer Froff, I think? He was here last night, he’s from there.” Henn sat down in one of the chairs by the fire, feet out. Alla frowned. “Henn, I know you don’t like it, but you need to remember the authority you have here,” she said. “You’re a yeoman now, with responsibilities and land-rights, and you earned them!” She leaned forward to poke a finger into his chest, “And you need to stop thinking like you’re just an upjumped footman in over his head, because they already do.” Alla hopped off the table, adjusting her belt and sighed. “I’ll get to the rest of the chores,” she said, “You should get ready for tomorrow.”

Henn sighed. “I know, I know. Go on, I’ll be fine. I’ll get to work on the roof in a bit, then start preparing.” 

“And bathe!” she said, over her shoulder. “You need it.” From the fire, the dog looked up briefly. “You think so too?” Henn said, and Argin, a mutt Alla had brought with her, quietly chuffed before putting his shaggy head down again.

He thought about the letter he’d received, the fold of paper on the small desk in the back in what Alla jokingly-called the “royal suite.” Unlike the rest of his papers, it was sealed with blue wax, and he’d immediately taken it in when the messenger had brought it to him, letting Alla deal with tipping and putting the man up for the night after he’d ridden here nonstop for almost a week. 

Blue wax was dyed with dried and crushed berries, used by Elrinn, his old commander.

Blue meant orders. 

-
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CHAPTER 2
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The caravan was camped on the side of the road, and around the fire, the cart drivers and farmers huddle and exchanged pleasantries at the end of the night. Henn sat silent among them, looking around at their small camp, counting the wheel axles he could see, the fires, the tents in the field behind them, making sure nothing seemed to have disappeared or added in some sort of inconspicuous way, a sure sign of a possible bandit raid. It was a common trick, he remembered from his soldiering days, keeping track of campfires and tents. Bandits would sometimes approach a site, start their own fires at the edges, appear as if they were a distant part of the group. It would let some of them slip into the camp to steal a few things, or scout for outright plundering by a larger force later.

It was a day or so from Staghome, the capital of the Free Cities, but they’d decided to stop early enough to make camp one last time rather than push oxen too hard. Blackrush’s tithes were usually vegetables and dried meats, though recently he knew that over the past year or so some of the steadings had started cultivating bees for honey, the jars of it sealed tight with wax in the carts, padded with straw. 

Henn had ridden that day to the Green Hall, the castle of lord Tav Fieldhart in Blackrush town proper. He’d paid his respects to the old man, updating him on the harvest and plans for the winter in the region, the state of his small household and land-rights, and finally joined the tithing caravan of crops and goods from Blackrush north, towards the king’s city, Staghome. He’d never seen it before, though King’s forces had been a part of the campaigns he’d fought in before, in black and silver tabards and banners against the green and gray of Blackrush. For the trip he rode on horseback, and had reluctantly, at Alla’s insistence, dug out his better clothes, as well as sword. He didn’t need it, he reasoned and had tried to explain to her. The roads between cities and towns were relatively safe, with the new king, despite being young and inexperienced in rule, had made it a point to increase safety on the roads to encourage trade, the previous two kinds, his uncle and great-uncle, having let the matter slide in favor of other pursuits, letting banditry make travel around the Free Cities become a tad more tricky. It’d been one of the reasons the new king had rallied local lords and headmen in his first two years, travelling to put down defiant encampments and a few of the local leaders who’d let it slide, if not outright benefitted. That’d been one of the campaigns the Fieldhart house and their forces, a younger Henn included, had taken part in. 

But, as she’d said, a sword on your belt and being on horse meant he wasn’t just another farmer or worker in the caravan. And it’d worked, in the rest of the men and women nodding respectfully to him, calling him “yeoman” and “goodman” and “ser,” and giving him the space he didn’t realize he’d needed to think as they’d headed to the city. 

“First time in the capital, m’lord?” one of the caravan drivers, an older woman, asked him, passing him a bowl and mug. Henn nodded, not bothering to correct her. “It’s beautiful, you know,” she continued, “at least the old king’d had the sense to stop lettin’ folks and horses shit in the streets.” Several others laughed, “You just think that because he was so han’some, still smells like shit underfoot enough you know where to go,” the man across from them laughed, “Beggin’ your pardon, yeoman.”

“No, it’s fine,” Henn shook his head. “Called to King Rhyan’s court and all that, might as well know what to expect.” A few of those in the caravan had been at his hall for Wintertide, veterans of the drive to yearly take a tithe of goods from their region to the capital of the Free Cities and, one driver confided, “get the fuck away from home for a few weeks before the snows get too bad.” 

“Snows’ll hit early this year, I think” a man said, a younger farmer, and the rest nodded. “You served with lord Fieldhart against Easrock, ser Henn?” someone asked, “That was a bad winter, that year,” another piped up, and Henn nodded. “Shit winter, hit us weeks before Wintertide with three feet of snow in a day and a half. My father used to always warn about early false winters like that, how they could be fast and hard in a week, then disappearing like a cloud. You could smell the snow on the air for a bit before, but the skies just changed on us right as we were setting up camp. No one could move for days on either side, thawing our feet out most of the time. Half a dozen men lost a toe to the frost,” Henn remembered, and tipped his cup back, emptying it. “But at least that’s all they lost.” The rest of them around the fire laughed, and someone from another fire in the camp began to play the harp, and the sounds of singing filled the night air. For a moment, it sounded like campaign. Like nights when no one had died the day before, or the night after they’d knew it was time to go home, laughter and music from bonuses and just the joy of being alive filling night air over fires and braziers. No one had cared about the politics of it all, and those who’d not survived to see that night were celebrated alongside those who did.

Henn shook his head, coming back to the present. For a brief moment it’d felt like home, before remembering why he was there. As the talk around the fire continued, he respectfully excused himself, walking to his tent. He’d been one of them before, just another footman with bow and arrows and an old but sharp iron sword, shivering by a fire in tabard, armor, and his da’s old cloak, swapping flasks and tales and laughs, thinking about what the commanders above them, the mounted horse, as well as the lord and his retinue, were doing. Nevermind the king himself, a boy barely fifteen or sixteen winters at the time, had been doing. But now, now he was one of “them,” and it didn’t sit too well. In his tent, Henn sighed, on the sleeping roll up on his elbow, lighting a candle from a taper in the embers of his own fire, re-opening the letter Elrinn sent him. 
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