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    Liviapolis – Morgan Mortirmir




    As the Red Knight left the abode of the Wyrm of the Green Hills and rode south to the Inn of Dorling, Morgan Mortirmir, late of Harndon, sat in class in the Imperial capital of Liviapolis.




    The classroom in which he sat was over a thousand years old; it featured dark oak benches and solid desks that sat four students per bench. The benches had, carved in so deeply you had to wonder how the professors and tutors had missed the vandalism, the graffiti of a hundred generations of would-be magisters in ten languages and in Archaic itself. The windows were mullioned and leaded and offered only the haziest glimpse of the outside world to the bored or frustrated mind.




    Morgan shared his bench with three other students: two of the religious sisters from one of the great cities dozens of convents for women of noble blood, sisters Anna and Katerina, almost invisible in long brown gowns and wimples, and his sole near-friend, the Etruscan whose father was Podesta of the foreign merchants, Antonio Baldesce.




    The logik master looked over the class.




    ‘Someone who is not Mortirmir,’ he said. ‘Tell me why.’




    Sixteen students in advanced hermetical thaumaturgy squirmed.




    ‘Come, come, my children,’ Magister Abraham said. He was a Yahadut – the first Morgon had ever met. He was one of the kindest of the masters – until he felt he had been ignored.




    His eyes locked on the young Etruscan. ‘Baldesce?’ he asked, his voice rising a half-octave in academic impatience.




    The silence was painful.




    ‘Let me restate the problem,’ Magister Abraham said in an increasingly dangerous tone. ‘Why can you not wield the hermetical power directly inside your own memory palace?’




    Sister Katerina made a slight sound – more like a moan than anything.




    Sister Anna bit her lips.




    Baldesce was not the sort of boy – young man – to writhe. ‘No idea,’ he said. He shrugged. ‘But if I am permitted to guess—’




    ‘Don’t,’ Abraham spat. ‘Guesses do not interest me at this stage. Very well, young Mortirmir?’




    Mortirmir couldn’t render potentia into ops, but he head read every grimoire available and every scroll of philosophy, ethical or practical, that he could lay hands on. He met the magister’s eye – and hesitated.




    If he didn’t give the answer, would they like him better?




    Probably not. And sod them, anyway.




    ‘Magister, I think you can manipulate the aethereal directly inside your own memory palace. I suspect you shouldn’t.’ Mortirmir shrugged, as Baldesce had shrugged, but it was a different gesture altogether – Mortirmir’s shrug implied there was more to say rather than Baldesce’s indifference to the question.




    Magister Abraham scratched his chin under his long beard, his eyes on Mortirmir. ‘Why do you think such an odd and heretical thing?’ he asked. He was trying – and failing – to hide that he was pleased.




    ‘Vetronius’s Gladius Capitalis. Heraklitus’s θανατηφόρα σπαθί.’




    Sister Anna winced at his pronunciation of High Archaic, which was the Alban and not the local Morean.




    Magister Abraham had the odd habit of tapping his teeth with his fingers, and he did so. When he had ink in his fingers, he sometimes stained his teeth.




    He nodded. ‘Yes. The Fell Sword. A weapon that will perform the same way in the real and in the aethereal implies that it can be forged inside the memory palace and then used – anywhere.’ He allowed himself a slight smile. ‘What would be the – result? – of such a use inside the memory palace?’




    He paused for a heartbeat, and fifteen students paled to think of the literal destruction of the carefuly tended memories and workings.




    ‘But you wouldn’t know, would you, Mortirmir?’ Magister Abraham asked. It was a rhetorical question. Now it was the magister’s turn to shrug. ‘Scamper off, little ones. Alchemy is waiting for you. Mortirmir, stay.’




    The other students hurried out, many with heads bent to avoid catching the master’s eye. He sometimes issued work at the end – massive lightning strikes of work, carefully or carelessly applied.




    Mortirmir sat and fiddled with his paternoster until the last student left, and then rose as gracefully as his fast-growing body could manage and went to face the master.




    The older man frowned. ‘You have a brilliant mind,’ he said. ‘And you work harder than most of these louts.’ He shrugged, and handed Mortirmir a rolled scroll. ‘I’m sorry, young man. Sorry to twit you on your failings, and sorry to have to give you this.’




    Mortirmir didn’t even need to open it. ‘Summons? From the Patriarch?’




    The magister nodded, and left the classroom. As he opened the door, Morirmir heard Baldesce’s voice, and Zervas – another Morean student – say something – and they all laughed.




    He had no way to know if they were talking about him, but he hated them all in that moment.




    The summons in his hand meant that he would be tested one more time for powers, and if he could muster none, he’d be sent forth. He’d worked his whole life to come here.




    And now, he’d failed.




    Sometimes it can be very difficult to be a child prodigy.




    Morgan Mortirmir was sixteen and growing so fast that none of his clothes fit properly. His face was so young that despite his size, he could, at times, easily pass for twelve. He was tall and thin, but not in the way that might have given him authority or dignity. He was gawky and, even worse, covered in adolescent acne that burst constantly into white-headed pustules all over his face, so that the Morean sisters in his Practical Philosophy class called him ‘the Plague’.




    And Morgan knew he was the Plague. He was too young to be at the school and worst of all – and for all his phenomenal intelligence – he lacked any ability to manipulate the world directly through phantasmia or even through alchemy. He had all the potential in the world.




    He just couldn’t get a grip on the raw stuff of power. He couldn’t make potentia into ops.




    But he was intelligent enough to know when he was not wanted. And no one in the great school of Higher Philosophy and Metaphysics wanted any part of him except as a scapegoat. They didn’t want him to quote the authorities he’d memorised, or to explain to them the fine points of how the aethereal worked in terms of mathmaticka. They wanted him to wield power, or leave.




    He sat in a small tavern in the greatest city in the civilised world and stared into a cup of wine.




    After a while, he stared into another.




    And then a third.




    All day, every day, his magisters had thrust him into situations meant to unlock his powers. His ability to detect a casting – even the faintest emanations from Cravenfish, for example – earned him praise from the magisters. Every one of them agreed that he ought to have talent. His score on potentia was – phenomenal.




    But they’d ceased to say it so loudly or so often. And today the Patriarch, who had to review each candidate for admission, and pass him as theologically reliable before granting a degree, had sent for him.




    Sunday next.




    Mortirmir bit his lip to keep from crying, but it didn’t work and he wept. It was bitter, stupid self-pity, and he hated the sheer childishness of it even as he wept harder. The Patriarch would send him home.




    Home wasn’t even so bad. It simply represented the loss of everything he’d ever wanted. He wanted Liviapolis – magnificent women clad in glittering artifice talking about philosophy with men who wrote books rather than swung swords. Here, not barbaric Harndon, was where he belonged.




    Or maybe not.




    They didn’t even send a girl to his table to pour his wine. He got a stale-faced old criminal with a leer. He waved for another.




    ‘Pay first,’ the man said, accenting his Archaic for the meanest understanding.




    Mortirmir wore an Alban jupon, boots, and a sword. Hence he was a barbarian and had to be treated like a fool.




    He looked down into the cup of dark red wine. Better wine, in fact, than he would ever have at home – a wine to which the wines of Alba were mere shadows of the true form.




    He cursed. He had all the theories down pat. He just couldn’t do the deed.




    The Plague.




    He’d had it as a child, or so they said – and the medical magister, who took the most interest in him, had said with terrible finality that the plague sometimes caused lesions on the brain that killed the ability to channel power.




    He ordered a fourth cup of good wine and decided – again – to kill himself. It was a mortal sin and his soul would burn in hell for eternity. He thought that was fitting, because by doing so he’d hurt God. God who desired that sinners repent and come to him. Take that, you fuck!




    It was a tribute to the duality of human nature as his philosophical masters taught it that on his fifth cup of wine he could see the terrible, stupid flaws in his own theology.




    And then, of course, there won’t be any more wine.




    At which point the evening took a turn that surprised him.




    A lovely young woman – older than him and more worldly, but well dressed and obviously prosperous, paused in front of his booth. She looked around nervously, then with more annoyance.




    Drink bolstered him. He rose and bowed – feeling more graceful than usual. ‘My lady? May I be of assistance?’ he asked in his best High Archaic – which seemed even more fluid than usual. His greatest accomplishment at home in Harndon had been his ability to read and write the true High Archaic, and here even the criminals spoke it. In the Morea, it was their native tongue.




    She turned, and her smile beamed like the light from a bullseye lantern. ‘Ah, sir, my pardon.’ She blushed. ‘I am not used to speaking to a man in public,’ she said, and her fan came up and covered her face, but not fast enough to cover the cavalry charge of colour that swept over her neck and—




    He looked around. It was hours since he had walked in – he’d ignored the summons to evening prayer, and so had some of the other patrons, but his stomach suddenly suggested that he needed to temper his new-found hobby of drunkenness with some food. Even if he planned to jump off a bridge later. Falling on his sword was out – it was too long.




    He found himself sitting again, rather like a dream. In some corner of his head, a voice said I guess I’m pretty drunk. He had, in fact, been drunk before – twice. But not like this.




    ‘You could sit with me?’ he said, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.




    She peeped, with just her eyes, from behind her fan. ‘Really, I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘I’m waiting for my father – who is late – by the Virgin Parthenos, there is no place here for a lady to sit.’




    He thought she was perhaps nineteen, but his experience of ladies – most especially – of Morean ladies – was extremely limited. There were the nuns in his philosophical classes, but all of them wore full veils, and he knew nothing about them beyond their voices and the speed with which he annoyed them.




    He couldn’t tell whether she was beautiful or plain or ugly as wretched sin, but he already enjoyed her blush and her courtesy. ‘Please – sit with me, and I will not trouble you,’ he said. He stood up – wondering when he’d so rudely sat down. ‘Sit here, and I will wander the room until your father comes—’




    He suited action to word, and her fan shot out and pressed him back into his seat. ‘You will do nothing so foolish, although your offer is gracious for a barbarian,’ she said. She pushed him lightly and he was sitting again, and she was sitting, too.




    It was like leafing through an illustrated Bible. He had to guess at the parts that were missing – when had she sat down? Had she been graceful?




    ‘How do you come to be in our fair city?’ she asked.




    Mortirmir sighed. ‘My mother sent me to University,’ he said, with a little too much self-importance, he could tell.




    ‘You must be very intelligent!’ she said.




    He smiled bitterly. ‘Very intelligent,’ he muttered.




    The taverner was suddenly there – the old bastard was nearly spherical, with no hair on his head and he was pouring something from a pitcher, and the girl giggled and thanked him and the room spun a bit. ‘I am,’ he agreed. ‘I’m so smart that . . .’ He searched for something to say.




    You are so smart that you answer every single question in any class even when you know it annoys your peers, so smart you don’t understand humour, so smart that you can’t talk to a girl, so smart you can’t work the simplest phantasm.




    She flicked her fan. ‘Where is my father?’ she asked rhetorically. The sober, analytical part of his mind noted that she didn’t look around when she said it. He theorised that she was used to being waited on, and probably couldn’t take care of herself. She smiled. ‘Are you from a good family? And what is a good family, among barbarians?’




    She was funny. He laughed. ‘My father is a lord,’ he said. ‘Well – he was. Then he died. It is complicated.’




    She sighed. ‘What’s complicated? I’m not in a hurry, especially not if you continue to serve me Candian wine and malmsey.’ The fan flickered. It seemed to flick at a different rhythm, so that, although she ended hidden, he saw the whole of her face for a moment. He was thrilled.




    I’m talking to a Morean noblewoman! he thought.




    He tried to shrug off his excitement because he was determined on self-destruction. But few things interested him more than talking about himself, and wine did not inhibit him in any way. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’m bastard born, but my father had no other children, so even though he never married my mother I’m probably his heir.’ He sat back. ‘He wasn’t a great noble, but there’s a castle and a town house in Harndon. My mother lives in the town house.’ He shrugged.




    The girl laughed. ‘It sounds just like our court. You are not in the Church, I guess?’




    He spread his hands. ‘No – I’m a private scholar.’ He said it with too much pride. He saw that she was amused and he resented her superiority and his own inability to make conversation without arrogance.




    ‘And you are rich?’ she asked. She poured more wine into his cup.




    ‘Oh, no,’ he said.




    ‘In that case, she’ll have nothing more to do with you,’ said a deep, scratchy voice. The Morean noblewoman turned, and Morgan raised his head – surprised at the effort – to confront the palest blue eyes he’d ever seen, in a moon-shaped face as big as a soldier’s breastplate. ‘Eh, Anna?’




    She whirled and spat, fan flying. ‘Go away! You son of a mongrel dog and plague-stricken streetwalker, go swim in a sewer!’




    Mortirmir rose unsteadily. ‘Is this man—’




    The giant beamed. ‘Oh, Anna, only a crack as well travelled as your own is big enough for my member—’




    Her fan slammed into his temple with the sound of lightning flashing close by. The giant didn’t even flinch.




    ‘—troubling you?’ Mortirmir managed, unreasonably proud to have dragged the routine phrase out of his pickled noggin. He reached for his sword.




    He wore a sword. He was much mocked for it at the University, because student philosophers didn’t need swords, and by wearing one he made himself seem even more barbaric. But his failure to perform the least spell, the slightest phantasm, combined with a strong sense of adolescent stubbornness and some pride in his training at the art of arms left him with the most important sign of his noble status – in Alba – strapped to his side despite many warnings, some threats, and a great deal of ridicule.




    He drew it.




    The giant stepped away from the Morean lady and examined him with the kind of rigour usually given by the magisters to a corpse they were dissecting, when the religious authorities allowed such a thing.




    ‘You seem to know how to draw that,’ said the giant.




    Mortirmir shrugged. ‘Leave the lady alone,’ he said.




    The taverna had fallen silent. Every eye was on him, and he felt a fool – the more so as the giant was a head taller than he and would probably have his guts for garters, and he knew – with bitter remonstrance – that he was too stubborn to back down now.




    ‘Whore,’ said the giant. He shrugged. ‘If you want to fight me – I like a fight. Outside, though. Inside, we’ll be arrested.’




    Mortirmir had never been called a whore before, but he knew it meant a fight. He wasn’t walking too well, but the jolt of pure spirit that came to him as he rounded the table steadied him. With his left hand he reached ino his purse and scattered coins on the table – any gentleman would do as much.




    That jolt of the spirit – was it fear? It was like the levin-power that the natural philosophy magisters produced out of the metal globes, and his fingers tingled.




    The giant backed steadily away from him. ‘Put the sword away, and we’ll have a proper fight,’ he said. ‘If you insist on using it I’ll probably kill you. She’s a whore, younker. Wake up.’




    Mortirmir had the sense, just, to slide the sword back into the scabbard, and he did it without much fumbling. He felt as if the giant nodded at him in approval. He looked back and saw that the Morean lady was scooping his coins off the table.




    He took his time out in the yard, unbuckling his sword belt. The giant was huge. He sounded like a Nordikan, the foreigners that the Emperor kept for his bodyguard.




    Dozens of men poured out of the taverna’s open doors into the hot summer night, and a few women with them. The giant pulled his shirt over his head, revealing a body that seemed to be composed of sharply angled slabs of flesh-coloured rock. He had muscles on top of his muscles.




    Mortirmir was wearing his best jupon, and he took it off carefully, folded it, and wished he had a friend to hold his purse. He wished, in fact, that he had a friend at all.




    ‘I just want so say you’re a brave little shit to take me on, and I intend to make you look good before I put you down,’ the giant said. ‘And you need to know that she’s a prostitute, and even now she’s watching your purse like a drunk watches a new vase of wine.’ His Archaic had a strange accent. ‘I like her – she’s my favourite.’ The huge man shrugged. ‘I’d even share her with you if we were sword brothers.’




    Mortirmir laughed. It was insane, but he was suddenly released. He was happy. His laugh rang out, and men betting in the doorway listened and bets changed a little – not much, but a little. He wanted death – no suicide required.




    ‘I’m ready,’ he said.




    The big man bowed. ‘Harald Derkensun,’ he said. ‘Of the Guard.’




    Mortirmir returned the bow. ‘Morgan Mortirmir,’ he said. ‘Of the University.’




    At that, men in the crowd roared. The Academy was loved and hated in the city – a bastion of brilliance and a nest of heretics, all in one.




    Mortirmir was not untrained. He began to move on his toes as his father’s master-at-arms had taught him, and, with nothing to lose, his first attack was all-out. He stepped forward in mock hesitancy and kicked – hard – at his opponent’s knee.




    He connected – not with the giant’s knee, but lower, and the giant hopped, off balance, and Morgan moved in, suddenly sober enough to do this, and landed a strong right with a right foot lunge, actually rocking the giant back half a step when he connected with the man’s gut.




    Mortirmir felt as if he’d punched a barn. But he changed feet and tried another kick—




    And had to pick himself out of the manure heap. He’d missed the move that flung him a body length across the torchlit night, but while he was more odiferous for his fall he was uninjured, and he bounced back at his opponent, who seemed to be made of iron.




    ‘That’s one fall,’ said the giant. ‘Good kick. Very good, really.’ The huge man grinned. ‘In fact, I think we’re going to have real fun. I thought I’d have to do both sides of this fight, but apparently—’




    Mortirmir was thin and stringy, and his only real physical advantage was that his arms and legs were abnormally long. While the giant rattled on, he feinted another cross-body punch and kicked under it – caught the giant’s arm as it shot forward defensively—




    It was a near-perfect arm-lock . . . right until he was flying through the air again. This time, his buttocks hit the stable wall before he slid into the manure heap.




    The pain was intense, and the laughter of the crowd lit him up like a lantern. He rolled off the manure, and ran at the big man.




    Derkensun waited for him with stoic resignation, obviously disappointed with his adolescent rage. But just as he entered the giant’s measure, Mortirmir swayed his hips, trusting to wine and luck, and then planted his foot and passed under the Nordikan’s fight-ending blow, planted his leg firmly behind the bigger man’s knee, put his head under the man’s arm and threw him to the ground. It took an incredible wrenching of his body to do it – it was like throwing a house.




    But Derkensun crashed to earth.




    He was only there long enough to shout something, and then he rolled heels over head faster than such a big man had any right to do, and he was on his feet, rubbing his left shoulder. He grinned from ear to ear. ‘Well struck, younker!’ he roared. His left leg shot out and Mortirmir jumped it – more by luck than training.




    Mortirmir was breathing like a bull. The giant was smiling.




    ‘I guess that’s not going to work again,’ muttered Mortirmir.




    The giant shook his head.




    Mortirmir grinned. The sense of release was wonderful – the physical exhilaration was a novelty. And the lightness of heart couldn’t all be wine.




    He stepped forward intending to feint a head punch, but he never got there. As soon as his weight shifted he was on the ground, gasping, and his back hurt.




    The pain flowed into something in his head, and he rolled to his feet and grappled, perhaps the stupidest thing he could have done. The man was so large that he simply bent Mortirmir’s hands back until he freed them of their lock, and then crossed his hands involuntarily. The ease of the giant’s victory angered Mortirmir further, and he changed his stance and put his knee – quite viciously – into the other man’s balls.




    The Nordikan stumbled back, and Mortirmir kicked him hard in the middle of the gut – the man folded at the waist, and Mortirmir’s right hand shot out—




    The giant took it in one great paw, rolled to his left and threw the student like a trebuchet throws a stone.




    Mortirmir hit the inn wall. He had time to think that he was surprised at the colour of the whole thing, and had to tell the magisters, and then . . .




    ‘Damn Christ, you hurt me!’ said a scratchy deep voice by his ear. ‘But I never meant to hurt you so badly.’ He felt something cold touch his head, and it hurt. But everything hurt.




    ‘You are a very great fool,’ purred a woman’s voice.




    ‘You’re a big help,’ said the scratchy voice.




    ‘We could at least split his money. It is many months since you have been paid.’




    ‘That would be dishonourable, and I would never do such a thing. Besides, when he recovers, we will be great friends. The witch woman has told me this.’ The scratchy voice chuckled. ‘If I didn’t kill him. She said I might kill him. I tried to be careful, and then he hurt me and I lost it, as usual.’




    Mortirmir tested his body, as if he was an experiment in school. His left leg moved, his left knee was full of pain, his right leg moved, his left arm moved, his left hand moved – his right hand and arm hurt like—




    ‘Holy Saint Eustachios and all the venerated saints and martyrs!’ he ripped off. He sat up a little, and found that he was lying on a bed – quite a high bed.




    ‘Holy mother of God he’s awake!’ the woman gave a scream and leaped from the floor, where she’d been lying naked. She had long legs and a muscular midsection and he had the impression of fine breasts high above a slightly bony ribcage and wonderful hips. The sight of her body rose above the pain of his broken hand and arm.




    The giant leaned over the bed. ‘You are alive! By the gods!’




    Mortirmir had a pain in his head like a spike in his temple. He put his left hand to his forehead, and the whole right front of his head was spongy. ‘Oh, my God, you’ve broken my skull.’




    ‘Oh, I’ve had worse fighting with my brothers,’ said the big man. ‘There is a lot of blood,’ he admitted.




    Mortirmir forced his head back onto the pillow and the pain abated by the breadth of a hair. ‘How long was I out?’ he asked, trying to remember anything the medical magister had told him about head wounds.




    ‘Almost a day – Anna? How long was he out?’ cried the giant.




    The woman spat something that sounded unkind. She appeared, pulling a gown over her head. Before her hair emerged, she spat, ‘I suppose you don’t care that I haven’t eaten in two days, you Christ-cursed barbarian! And now I must be seen naked by another barbarian. And I’m sure you can’t even pay me – Holy Mother, I open and shut for you for nothing and why? I have no idea, when you repel me so much! The ugliest man I’ve ever seen and I the very pearl of this city – the finest Hetaera – it’s like a fine mare lying with a boar. Oh – I hate myself! Why do I do this? Perhaps it is punishment for my many sins – God curses me to rut with the very lowest form of life in the gutters. Perhaps next it will be a leper.’




    Derkensun watched her with a small smile on his broad face. ‘Are you finished?’ he asked. ‘I hate to interrupt.’




    She slapped him as hard as she was able, cocking back her arm and her hand moving like the arm on a catapult. The slap echoed around the room and she clutched her hand as if the giant had struck it, when all he’d done was to stand perfectly still, a slight smile still curled comfortably in the corner of his mouth. He leaned forward very gradually, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her. ‘But,’ he said slowly, ‘I love you.’




    ‘I will never come here again,’ she said.




    Derkensun laughed aloud. ‘If you insist,’ he said.




    ‘I hate you!’ she shrieked.




    ‘Of course,’ said the Nordikan.




    When she was gone, the giant watched the door for a long moment, and then came back to his patient. ‘Wine?’ he asked.




    ‘Never again,’ Mortirmir said. There was something odd about his right hand. Flames seemed to lick at it. When he looked, there was nothing there but the warm sun coming in the room’s single open window – it was still hot as hell – and falling on his hand and arm. But it felt pleasant, and it was a long chalk better than the pain. Mortirmir lay back.




    His assailant came and brought him some nice water – bubbly from some underground spring. ‘This will make you better. The witch woman says so. Listen – I have to go on guard. I’m on the gate of Ares today. I will be all week. I’ll be back.’




    Morgan nodded. ‘I thought you Nordikans guarded the Emperor?’ he asked.




    Derkensun shrugged. ‘Something must be up, for me to be on a gate. Now sleep.’




    Mortirmir had the strangest sensation in his hands and his head – like flying, like finding he could read a new language. It was all—




    He shrugged it off, waved at the Nordikan, and fell back into sleep.
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    Liviapolis, the City – Aeskepiles and the Emperor




    Aeskepiles, the Emperor’s magister, preceded him through the reception halls of the palace with two of the axe-bearing Nordikan Guard. Their scarlet surcoats heavily embroidered in real gold showed their rank, and their great axes and heavy full-length chain proclaimed their roles. The man on the left had a scar that ran from his right eye to the left edge of his mouth and made him look like a daemon from hell. The man on the right had tattoos that ran from his brow to his neck and vanished into the hem of his fine linen shirt, just visible at the collar of his hauberk. Pages followed with their helmets, aventails and heavy riding spears.




    The Emperor himself was unarmoured. He wore a purple velvet jupon over scarlet hose, and on his feet were the scarlet shoes that only he could wear. Every buckle on his shoes and belt, every lace point, every button was solid gold. Double-headed eagles were embroidered on his jupon and his shoes in gold thread as well. A page, one of the palace Ordinaries, held his great robe of purple silk embroidered with eagles and lined in tawny-gold fur.




    Behind the Emperor were two more Nordikans, each with their pages, and a dozen more Ordinaries. Two carried a saddle, one carried a sword, and a pair of secretaries followed the Emperor closely, writing down his comments on the matters of state and domestic economy as read from a leather bound agenda by the Mayor of the Palace and the Grand Chamberlain. The two men took turns to mention their issues. Behind them stood the Emperor’s daughter, Irene, walking with the Logothete of the Drum, a slight man with the ascetic look of a monk.




    ‘Item thirteen, Majesty. Arrears of pay among the palace staff and most especially the Guard.’ The Mayor cleared his throat.




    Emperor Andronicus had the blood of the Paleologs in his veins. He was widely accounted the handsomest man in the Empire, and perhaps the world, with darkly tanned skin and smooth blue-black hair, piercing dark eyes under arched and expressive brows, and a long, strong beard that was the envy even of the Nordikans who served him. A thousand years of breeding the most beautiful princes and princesses from all over the known world had mixed his skin to a perfect tone, and given his features the look of near perfect beauty usually saved for idealised immortals. He appeared to have been carved from old gold, or bronze.




    His beauty was reflected in his daughter, who put her hand on the Logothete’s arm, making the thin man flush and bow, and went to stand by her father. Irene resembled one of the pagan goddesses.




    ‘Pay them, then,’ he said, mildly.




    The Mayor of the Palace bowed deeply. ‘Imperator – we have no money.’




    The Emperor nodded.




    His daughter raised an eyebrow. ‘Pater, we must find some,’ she said. ‘Unpaid soldiers are the bane of emperors and empires; they are to us as horseflies are to horses.’




    The magister flicked a glance at the two killers who lead the procession. The Guard’s loyalty was legendary. But unpaid soldiers were the devil incarnate.




    The magister had his own reasons to hate the Guard – not least of which was that they scared him. He schooled his features carefully, hiding his thoughts.




    I am the greatest magister in the world, and I am trapped here in this fading, decadent court when I could be anywhere – I could be anything.




    Hah! And I will be.




    He caged his eyes and didn’t look at the Emperor. Or at his co-conspirators.




    ‘How many of this morning’s questions hinge on money?’ the Emperor asked.




    The Grand Chamberlain chuckled. He was a large man – he looked like a bruiser, and his intellect was hidden behind his laughter. ‘All questions turn on money,’ he said. ‘Except those about God.’




    Any laughter was chilled by the Emperor’s pained expression.




    Irene turned her cold indifference on the Chamberlain. ‘You presume too much,’ she said.




    They walked on in silence, their steps soft in the vast caverns of marble that were the outer halls of the Great Palace. Once, these halls had been packed with envoys and eager visitors. Above them, vast mosaics recorded the deeds of the Emperor’s ancestors. There was Saint Aetius defeating the Wild in a battle that covered almost fifty paces of perfect mosaic tesserae. The polished stones glittered far above them, and the solid gold in the hilt of Aetius’s sword gleamed like a rising sun in the near dark of early morning.




    The Emperor paused and looked up at his distant ancestor, a thousand years before. The saint’s gladius was stuck to the hilt in Amohkhan’s breast, and the great daemon towered over him with a flint axe ready to fall. The torches of the Ordinaries at the back of their procession lit the scene fitfully, and the permanent breeze that passed through the halls of stone made the flames ripple and brought the scene to life.




    ‘He murdered all of the old Emperor’s family,’ the Emperor said. ‘Saint Aetius. He murdered Valens and his wife and all their children and grandchildren. He thought he would prevent civil war. Instead, he cut the head off the Empire.’ He looked around him. ‘He stopped the Wild at Galuns. But he destroyed the Empire. There’s a lesson there.’




    The Grand Chamberlain nodded sagely. The Mayor waited patiently.




    Irene looked at her father with a slightly horrified expression. Aeskepiles caught it.




    As soon as the Emperor started walking again, the Mayor said, ‘So it seems to us, Majesty, that the solution is to implement some economies.’




    The magister wanted to choke the life out of the Mayor. He glared at the man, who looked surprised – and hurt.




    Why now? Today? Why not ten years ago – when we still controlled enough territory and enough taxes to rebuild? The magister’s eye caught high above him in the tesserae of history. The die is cast, indeed.




    The Emperor’s eyes met the Mayor’s. He nodded ruefully. ‘I agree,’ he said.




    The two scribes wrote quickly on their wax tablets.




    The Emperor held up his hand as if he’d had enough of business, which he probably had. He strode through the main doors of the outer hall, and found two Easterner servants waiting with a dozen horses.




    The horses were tethered to the columns of the great portico. They looked incongruous, to say the least, and their fretting emphasised the emptiness of the massive courtyard and the two columned stoas that ran away into the distance.




    ‘Perhaps we could invite the Etruscans to come and quarry our marble,’ the Emperor said. He raised his too-perfect eyebrows. ‘They own everything else.’




    One of the scribes began to write. The other poked him.




    An Easterner held the Emperor’s stirrup and he mounted with the trained elegance of a skilled horseman. As soon as the white gelding felt the man on his back he stilled, and the Emperor backed the horse a few steps and accepted his robe for riding from an Ordinary. The morning air held a chill.




    The Grand Chamberlain handed the Emperor his sword. ‘Still time for me to get you a proper escort, Majesty.’




    The Emperor shrugged. ‘The Duke asked me to come without one. Is it time to start distrusting my officers?’




    Aeskepiles hated him just then. Hated his feckless, useless optimism and his endless trust and good will.




    The Emperor turned to his magister. ‘You seem out of sorts this morning, scholar.’




    ‘Your concern is gratifying, Majesty,’ said the magister. ‘I’m sure it is simply something I am having trouble digesting.’




    The Emperor nodded. ‘You have our permission to withdraw, if that seems best to you, my friend.’




    The words ‘my friend’ struck Aeskepiles like a mace. He set his face. ‘I’ll manage,’ he said in a harsh croak.




    The Emperor looked at his daughter. ‘And you, my child, seem bitten by the same fangs.’




    The Princess Irene inclined her head in submission to her father. ‘I am out of sorts,’ she confessed. ‘Pater, I am disturbed by a report—’ She paused and the Emperor smiled benignly.




    ‘My dear child,’ he said. ‘You are a princess of an ancient house and estate.’




    She cast her eyes down.




    At her movement, the Mayor and Chamberlain bowed deeply. Most of the servants fell on their faces. The effect was a little ruined by the steward, who unrolled a sheet of linen canvas and threw it on the ground before throwing himself on top of it.




    The Emperor’s daughter curtsied deep, so that her skirts spread about her like the blossoming of a silken flower.




    ‘My dear!’ the Emperor said. ‘I thought you were coming with me.’




    The magister had thought so, too.




    ‘I’m most sorry, Majesty.’ She remained in her full curtsey.




    The magister thought she must have magnificent legs to bear the strain. Why isn’t she going with him? Does she suspect?




    The Emperor smiled beneficently at them all. ‘See you at dinner,’ he said, and put his heels to his mount.




    Five miles away outside the walls of the city, Andronicus, the Duke of Thrake and the Emperor’s cousin, was also a handsome man. He was in his mid-forties, wore his age with dignity, and while he had grey in his beard and on his chest, he clearly came from the same stock as the Emperor. He was dressed in plain blue, his favourite colour. He wore the knight’s belt of an Alban – not an affectation, but the sign of his office as Megas Ducas, the commander of the Emperor’s armies.




    He waited for his Emperor on the Field of Ares, an enormous grass arena where sixty thousand men could be mustered. Had, in fact, been mustered, many times. He loved to be on the field – to feel the grass where Aetius might have walked – where Livia certainly walked. Where Basil II, Hammer of the Irks, had formed his great armies up and reviewed them.




    Today, despite the snappish late spring weather, the sun shone on armour and colourful banners. The Duke had an army on the field – almost three thousand men. The field dwarfed them. They didn’t make a brave display, but instead, seemed to suggest the opposite.




    Andronicus reviewed them from habit. He always made sure the turnout was the best possible before his men were inspected by the Emperor. He rode along the front of the Latinikon – mostly Alban mercenaries, with a scattering of Galles and Etruscans.




    He turned his horse and rode down a file. ‘What’s this man’s name?’ he asked in Archaic.




    Ser Bescanon, an old and very tough Occitan from south of Alba who served as commander of the Latinikon, smiled. ‘Ah, m’lord Duke, I’ll see to this.’




    The man in question had a mail hauberk and no more – no helmet, no body armour, and no shield. In fact, he had no saddle. He was sitting bareback on a warhorse.




    The Duke leaned over and gave the animal a sharp poke. It backed a step.




    ‘That is a cart horse,’ he said.




    ‘I believe Ser Raoul has had a disagreement with his landlord. His armour and horse are not, I think, currently available. I’ll see to it he’s ready for the next muster.’




    ‘Dismiss him,’ said the Duke.




    The mercenary shook his head. ‘Nah – m’lord, that would be hasty. We’re not fighting anyone today – no? No need to make an example, mmm?’




    The Duke raised his eyebrows.




    Bescanon flinched from his gaze. ‘As you wish. Ser Raoul, you are dismissed.’




    Ser Raoul laughed. It was not a normal laugh. ‘Pay me and I’ll go, you useless sack of shit.’




    The Duke backed his horse away from the man.




    Bescanon nodded. ‘My friend Raoul has a point, messire. None of us have been paid.’ Bescanon smiled softly. ‘In a very long time, messire.’




    The Duke’s son, Demetrius, Despot of the North, interposed his horse between the knight and his father. ‘You’ll be paid at the end of this parade. Ser Raoul, you are dismissed without pay. If you don’t like it, I will have the skin stripped from your back and I’ll sell your useless carcass into slavery.’ The younger man’s voice cut like a whip. He had the over-eager aggression of a young man who likes to throw his weight at obstacles.




    Ser Raoul’s breathing came very fast. His hair was wild – he was missing teeth and his nose had been broken many times. It was the bulbous red nose of a heavy drinker which suggested where his pay would go if he were given any.




    He reached for his sword.




    ‘Raoul!’ Bescanon snapped ‘Don’t do it!’




    Behind the Despot, two blank-faced Easterners had their horn bows at full draw. The Despot never went anywhere without his bodyguard of blood-sworn foreigners.




    Horses’ tails swished, and spring flies droned.




    Raoul sighed. He reached behind himself and very carefully scratched his arse. Turned his horse. And rode off the grounds.




    Half a mile to the east of Ser Raoul, Harald Derkensun stood tall in the sentry box at the gate of the city.




    Nordikans almost never served as gate guards. They were far above such things. But the Logothete of the Drum had ordered that the gate guards be changed a week ago.




    He had further ordered that the Nordikans stand guard in the plain tunics and cloaks of the City Militia.




    Derkensun thought it was all foolishness. He was head and shoulders taller than almost any Morean and he suspected that every man passing the gate knew him for what he was, but that was the way with Morea. Wheels turned, sometimes inside wheels, and sometimes for no other reason than the turning. There were plots, and plots to cover plots, and some men, Derkensun had discovered, would plot merely to hear themselves talk.




    This morning, however, the Logothete’s precautions showed some sense, as Derkensun had enough experience of the palace to know that the party riding towards him was led by the Emperor. He drew his sword, and held it before his shield.




    The Emperor reined in his horse. Just past him, Garald Gurnnison, the most dangerous man in the Guard, met his eye and gave a very slight nod.




    The Emperor knew him immediately, of course. He knew all his guard. His fingers moved. He said, ‘Good that you are on guard here. Be wary.’ Then the Emperor returned Derkensun’s salute. ‘Guardsman Derkensun! Are you being punished for some transgression?’




    Behind the Emperor, Derkensun saw the Logothete. The slim man raised an eyebrow. Derkensun allowed himself to look embarrassed. If the Emperor hadn’t been told about the heightened security, it was not Guardsman Derkensun’s job to inform him.




    The Emperor laughed. ‘Poor Nordikans. Too much discipline.’ He raised his riding whip in token of farewell, and rode through the gate.




    Ser Raoul was still scratching – mooning the Duke – when he passed the Emperor riding well out of the city without an escort. Out of habit he stopped scratching and bowed in the saddle. The Emperor gave him a little wave.




    Behind them, the Despot turned to his father. ‘Where are the Vardariotes?’




    The pride of the household cavalry, the Vardariotes were Easterners from across the ocean, and further yet. They were a remnant of a bygone time, when the Empire ran from the steppes of Dacia across the sea all the way to the mountains of Alba and beyond. No Emperor had ridden the steppes in twenty generations, but young men and women still left their clans and came to the Emperor as their kin had done half a thousand years before. Like the Nordikans, they were loyal.




    The Duke watched the Emperor approach. ‘The Vardariotes were not interested in my muster,’ he said mildly. ‘So I ordered them to stay in their barracks.’




    The Despot turned to his father. ‘What are you doing?’




    The Duke shrugged. ‘Something that should have been done a long time ago.’




    ‘Pater!’




    The Duke whirled on his son as a tiger turns on wounded prey. ‘It is now, you little fool. Comport yourself like my son, or die here with anyone who will not support me.’




    The Despot looked for his bodyguard, and saw them fifty horse lengths away, surrounded by his father’s household knights.




    Father and son glared at each other.




    ‘I’m doing this for you,’ the Duke said softly.




    The young despot met his father’s eye and held it. His own eyes narrowed. He loosed a long sigh – and grinned.




    ‘Then I want the Lady Irene. As my wife.’ The Despot looked at the Emperor.




    ‘Done,’ said his father. That would have complications, but he was happy – truly happy – to have his son beside him.




    The Despot shook his head. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’




    The Duke raised his hand. ‘I didn’t tell anyone. That’s how you keep a secret.’




    The magister watched them carefully as they rode up to the Duke. His men were well arrayed in ranks, their armour polished, and their pennons flapping in the late spring breeze.




    Duke Andronicus’s eyes met the magister’s.




    The magister rose in his stirrups, extended his wand, and blew the heads off two of the Emperor’s guard. They continued to sit on their horses, headless, as he turned, pointed his wand at the two junior Nordikans and struck them – one with a massive kinetikos blow to the chest that shattered the man’s ribs through his breastplate, and the other with a neat cut that opened his neck. He was showing off for his new master, and wanted the man to remember exactly what he could do.




    The skill he couldn’t display in the real was that every attack had to overcome the complex, layered, and in some cases quite brilliant artefactual defences that the Nordikans carried. The lead Spatharios, for example, had tattoos that should have defended him – which would have, against a lesser caster.




    As far as Aeskepiles knew, no practitioner had ever succeeded in killing a member of the Guard by the art – much less four in ten heartbeats.




    He allowed himself a moment of triumph, and took a dagger in the side as a result.




    The Logothete.




    The magister had never imagined him a man of blood. He produced a sword – quite a long one – from the air, and rode to the Emperor’s side.




    Aeskepiles raised a series of shining shields – too late, as the dagger’s bite was deep and his side was growing cold. He could feel the poison on the blade.




    It was like getting a test back in Academy and finding that he’d forgotten one small thing and, as a result, all his answers were invalid.




    He knew counter-spells for poison. He just had to stop panicking for long enough to think of one . . .




    The Despot saw the Logothete bury a slim dagger in the magister’s side and draw a sword from the air. In the same breath, the Duke’s household knights made for the Emperor’s reins, and an unarmoured man sitting on a fine Eastern horse behind his father raised a light crossbow. He took a shot – and it went right past the Emperor.




    The Logothete seemed to flow under the crossbow bolt. It should have been impossible.




    His slim sword cut through a knight’s vambrace – right through his wrist, so that the man’s reaching hand dropped into the grass. The Logothete’s back-cut took out another knight’s eyes. He screamed.




    The Emperor backed his horse – obviously uncertain what to do.




    The Guardsman whose chest had been shattered by the showy sorcery was not dead. Somehow, he got his axe up – one-handed. His blow cleaved the helmet of another of the Duke’s knights, spattering every man present with his brains.




    The Logothete got his hand on the Emperor’s bridle. He made a parry with his sword, turned the Emperor’s horse—




    —and the Despot’s sword beheaded him. He had leaned out, horse already at a canter, and swung as hard as he could, afraid that the man had phantasmal protections. But the sword struck as it should have, and the Logothete’s head, containing every scrap of every secret that the Emperor had, rolled away in the grass.




    The Guardsman, drowning in his own blood, pitched from the saddle.




    The Duke took the Emperor’s reins.




    The Emperor was looking at his Logothete’s headless body. Tears welled in his eyes.




    ‘Majesty, you are my prisoner,’ said the Duke.




    The Emperor’s eyes met his. The contempt there was absolute.




    ‘You have just killed the Empire,’ he said.




    Ser Raoul watched the taking of the Emperor from the edge of the Field of Ares, where rowan and quince grew wild. He’d seen the violence in the magister and in the Duke.




    He shook his head. ‘Son of God,’ he said, and turned his cart horse towards the city gates.




    He wanted to think it all through. He owed the fucking Emperor nothing – the catamite never paid him.




    But he’d made a decision. He couldn’t have said why, although a hankering to be more than a hedge knight with a placid cart horse might have played a role. By slamming his spurs into his mount he got it to something that might have been called a canter, and he rode for the gates.




    At his back, he heard the Despot calling for his Easterners.




    He turned to look back. Six of the little men on piebald horses had separated themselves from the mass and were coming after him. Their horses were no more than ponies, and they rode like centaurs.




    He threw himself as low on his horse’s neck as he could manage; he was halfway to the gate when his pursuers began to shoot.




    The third arrow struck him squarely in the back. It hurt like hell but the mail must have taken some of the power off it, because he wasn’t dead. The head had penetrated his back – he could feel it in every pace of his miserable horse.




    A lifetime of tavern brawls had prepared him to bear pain, and he was an Iberian, and Iberians were famous for their ability to accept pain.




    ‘Mother of God!’ he spat.




    Sometime in the next fifty paces, he was hit again.




    Ser Raoul had not lived a good life. In fact, it was absolutely typical of his performance as a soldier and as a knight to appear at a routine muster without his horse or arms. He didn’t pray, he didn’t do penance, he scarcely ever practised at a pell or in a tiltyard. He was overweight, he drank too much, and he had an endless predilection for attractive young men that guaranteed that he could never hold on to a single copper coin.




    Despite all this – or, just possibly, because of it – Raoul refused to fall off his horse despite being struck by a third arrow. It would be hard for anyone to explain how, exactly, he continued to ride for the gate, cursing all the way.




    The Despot was laughing, watching his favourites track the man and hit him repeatedly. It was a lesson to every slovenly soldier, he hoped.




    The tall, unarmoured man with the crossbow raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought we planned to surprise the gates?’ he said quietly. ‘And capture the Logothete?’




    The bad knight and his six pursuers were riding flat out along a quiet, morning road raising dust. His pursuers were still shooting at him.




    The Duke reined in his mount, speechless with rage. His fist shot out and caught his son, who reeled away and almost fell from his horse.




    The Duke spat. ‘Idiot,’ he said. ‘Right. Attack.’




    The unarmoured man shook his head. ‘Too soon. None of our people are in place for another half an hour.’




    The Duke whirled on him. ‘You want to keep your place, spy?’




    The unarmoured man met his master’s eyes. ‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said. ‘But if we make a premature attack, we expose our agents and we will fail.’




    ‘We will not,’ said the Duke.




    His spurs were drawing blood from the cart horse, which continued to rumble towards the gate.




    The six Easterners were twenty horse lengths behind him and gaining. They were all shooting.




    And laughing.




    The outer walls of Liviapolis were as ancient as the palaces and the stoa – and just as well built. They towered three storeys high, smooth yellow fire-baked brick with decorations in red brick marking every storey; magnificent mosaics rose over every gate, and each tower – there was one every fifty paces – was capped with a red tile roof. The walls appeared impregnable. There were, in fact, two complete lines of walls.




    Of course the gates were open. Wide open.




    Which was more than Ser Raoul could say for his eyes, which were closing. It was as if he was looking at the gate, and it was drawing away, further and further down a long tunnel—




    When he hit the ground he was already dead, and his horse shuffled to a halt, just a few paces short of the great gate.




    The Easterners whooped with delight.




    Derkensun was watching a pretty woman walk past while waiting for a Yahadut scholar in his little cap to cough up a passport. Derkensun did not, himself, care one way or another – the man didn’t look dangerous – but while he was on the gate, rules were rules.




    ‘My daughter warned me that this would happen,’ said the scholar. He opened his leather bag and went through it. Again. ‘Please, lord. It is a day’s walk back to my village.’




    Derkensun shook his head. ‘I uphold the law,’ he said.




    The Yahadut nodded wearily. ‘As do I.’




    Derkensun saw a man riding for the gate from the Field of Ares. He was on a bad horse and riding hard.




    There were men behind him.




    As a Guardsman, Derkensun had participated in his share of stupid soldier pranks, and he knew one when he saw one. His attention went back to the scholar.




    ‘Perhaps,’ he said, with a little warmth, ‘it is in your bedroll?’




    The Yahadut were fanatics for cleanliness, and the scholar had a mattress stuffed with sheep’s wool, and two thick wool blankets rolled on his back.




    His face went through one of those engaging transformations that let Derkensun know he’d scored a hit.




    ‘The blessings of the Lord be on your head!’ The man put his blanket roll on the table and unlaced the thongs.




    Something was very wrong at the edge of Derkensun’s peripheral vision. He turned his head and took in the whole thing in one glance.




    The man who fell from the horse was Ser Raoul Cadhut, an Iberian mercenary. They’d chewed on each other a few times in fights, but right now the Iberian knight had arrows in him, and half a dozen whooping Easterners were circling the corpse with arrows on the strings of their bows.




    Knowing Raoul caused Derkensun to hesitate for one fleeting heartbeat, wondering if it was possible that the Iberian had got what was coming to him.




    But even as he thought, he stepped back into his cupola and rang the alarm bell there. The shrill sound carried over the morning air.




    He didn’t draw his sword. He didn’t reach for the great axe that leaned against the wall of his guard house inside the gate. Instead, he grabbed the scholar by the back of his gown and threw him into the city.




    The Easterners were hesitating. One put an arrow into Ser Raoul’s corpse. Another drew and aimed at Derkensun. He grinned.




    Derkensun took another step, back inside his guard box, and pulled the big handle that held the iron catch on the huge gears that held the portcullis even as the arrow thunked home in the oak of his box. The chains holding the drum shrieked and the portcullis crashed down onto the granite lintel. The falling iron teeth powered a second drum that moved across the gatehouse from left to right while rotating rapidly against a powerful spring, and the great iron-studded oak doors began to move from their recessed silos. Less than ten heartbeats after he slapped the handle, the two huge oak doors crashed together and the bar fell into place across them.




    The Yahadut’s bedroll, and indeed the entire inspection table, were caught in the closing doors and crushed against the iron portcullis.




    The pretty woman with the geese was frozen in shock and the scholar began to pick himself up.




    Derkensun took his axe from the rack. He left his sentry box, noting half a dozen men – hard men – sitting under the olive tree in the Plataea, all staring at the gate.




    He smiled. His axe rose and fell, and then he examined the edge, which was still sharp, despite having cut cleanly through the chain that would have allowed the porticullis to be raised.




    The pretty goose girl was trying not to look at the soldiers.




    When you are one of the Emperor’s chosen Guard, you are trained to read bodies the way scholars read books. Derkensun walked boldly out of his gate, the axe casually over his shoulder, and towards the huddle under the olive tree.




    One of the pock-faced hard men raised his empty hands. ‘No trouble here, boss,’ he said.




    Derkensun smiled and nodded a polite greeting. ‘I thought you’d want to know,’ he said.




    ‘Know what, Guardsman?’ asked Pock Face. He was ugly. The garlic on his breath stank across ten feet which separated them.




    ‘This gate is closed,’ Derkensun said. ‘I cut the chain. It will take a day to get it open.’




    Pock Face looked at his companions thoughtfully. ‘Reckon we ain’t wanted here,’ he said.




    Derkensun nodded. ‘I’ll know you again,’ he said. His Nordik grin said, quite clearly, next time I’ll just kill you.




    The sound of alarm bells spread through the great city like a fire driven by a wind. The Duke heard them, and watched the great machines that slammed the city gates in his face. He was a hundred horse lengths away. He cursed.




    The Emperor sat on his beautiful Hati horse a few paces away. He shook his head in genuine sorrow.




    ‘You! You brought us to this, you tragic abortion of a failure to rule!’ The Duke vented twenty years of pent-up frustration on God’s anointed representative. ‘And now we’ll have civil war! I should just kill you!’ He whirled, drawing his sabre.




    Ser Christos, the Duke’s best knight, caught his lord’s sword. ‘We agreed not to kill him,’ he said, his voice hushed.




    The magister, Aeskepiles, had pushed the poison from his bloodstream, and now he was weak but back in the game. He cleared his throat. ‘He should die. Now. Easier for us all,’ he said.




    The Emperor looked at his magister in something like shock. His pale, watery eyes met his would-be killer’s eyes with a mild look, like that of a frustrated but benevolent parent watching a child. ‘Do as you must,’ he said. ‘God has shown his will. You have failed to take the city.’ He smiled. ‘Kill me, and take on yourself the curse of God.’




    ‘I have the whole of the rest of the country, thank you.’ The Duke was recovering from his moment of temper. He looked back at the gates. He could see three of them from here, and all three were closed and barred, and white light had begun to reflect from mailed figures high on the walls. ‘But I’ll have the palace in an hour.’




    ‘You have been foolish,’ the Emperor said. ‘Even now, all I require is your submission—’




    Neither the Despot nor the Emperor saw the blow coming. The Duke was wearing a steel gauntlet and his fist struck the Emperor like a hammer and knocked him unconscious in a single blow.




    Every man present flinched. Behind him, the magister heard a knight mutter, ‘He struck the Emperor.’




    And in the cogs and wheels of the magister’s inner mind, he thought just do it. He projected his will—




    Again, Ser Christos intervened. His horse seemed to slip out of his control. The stallion’s head collided with the Emperor’s mount, and both animals shied and the Emperor was trodden under the horse’s hooves, but Duke Andronicus’s face cleared and he shook himself.




    Harald Derkensun watched the Duke strike the Emperor from the walls, fifty feet above the grass. He saw the Emperor collapse. He turned to his corporal, a giant with jet-black hair from Uighr, far to the north even of Nordika.




    ‘Durn Blackhair, they have taken the Emperor,’ he said. ‘We are his sworn men.’




    Blackhair nodded. ‘If I send for horses—’




    Derkensun shrugged. ‘Someone needs to tell the palace. I’m not sure such a thing has ever happened before.’ He looked again at the Emperor’s purple-clad form lying in the dust. ‘He may be dead. Then who is Emperor?’




    Blackhair shook his head. ‘I have no idea. Should we not ride to him and die at his side?’




    The Emperor was being raised by many hands, and put across his horse. There were hundreds of mailed stradiotes coming in from the Field of Ares, and Easterners, and a large block of uniformed infantry carrying spears and bows.




    ‘At least three thousand men there,’ Derkensun said.




    Blackhair tucked a thumb into his beard and pulled. ‘Care to have a go?’ he asked.




    Derkensun smiled. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m no coward, but the two of us aren’t going to accomplish a fucking thing out there.’




    Blackhair laughed. ‘I’m not as mad as that. Very well. Fine job at the gate. Get your arse to the palace and see if you can get to the Mayor. You say the Logothete of the Drum was with the Emperor? And both of the Spatharioi?’




    ‘He winked at me,’ said Derkensun. ‘And Spatharios Gurnnison nodded to me. I’d swear he knew which end was up.’




    ‘So now we’ll never be paid,’ Darkhair said. ‘Ja, Gurnnison put us on alert this morning, sure.’ He looked out over the wall. ‘You know I’m the senior corporal.’




    Derkensun hadn’t known that. ‘So you are the new Spatharios,’ he said.




    ‘Fuck me,’ Blackhair said. ‘Get to the palace, now. And find someone to take rank over me. I’m too fond of wine and the song of the axe to give commands.’




    Derkensun came down off the wall looking for a horse. Liviapolis was so big that a man needed a horse to cross it in a day; it was seven miles from the great gates to the gates to the palace, which was, of course, another fortress.




    At the open, inner gate of the palace, the old Yahadut scholar sat, utterly disconsolate. Derkensun came to a stop by him and offered him a hand.




    ‘Sorry, old man. But I had to close the gate. You’d have been killed.’




    ‘I was almost killed anyway!’ He raised his hands. ‘Barbarian!’




    Derkensun sighed. ‘You know,’ he began, and decided that the man was too shocked and too angry to argue with. He shouldered his axe and ran across the Plataea, looking for a horse.




    He’d jogged across two neighbourhoods before he found a skinny mare between the poles of a knife-sharpener’s cart. He ran straight up to the knife-sharpener, who had a set of kitchen knives on his little bench and had the wheel going so that sparks flew.




    ‘I’m taking your horse,’ Derkensun said. He smiled. ‘In the name of the Emperor.’




    The man rose from his spinning stone. ‘Wait! I pay my tax – you can’t—’




    Derkensun had the horse out from between the poles in four buckles and two knots, one of which he cut through.




    ‘I’ll starve, you bastard!’ shouted the knife-sharpener.




    Derkensun shrugged and got on the mare’s back. She was brisk enough – possibly not broken to riding. Her hooves clattered on the pavement, and the knife-sharpener was left behind, shouting imprecations.




    He followed the ancient aqueducts over the hills that dominated the centre of the city – in fact, cresting the second hill, he rode past his own lodgings. The mare’s knife-sharp back squashed his manhood painfully and he wished he could stop and get his saddle, but that would take time. He had no idea whether he needed to hurry or not – the city looked absolutely normal.




    But it stuck in his head that Ser Raoul had died trying to bring word of whatever had happened. And they’d captured the Emperor. And the Logothete and the Spatharios had put the Guard on high alert.




    He came down the last hill, and the mare, who was really quite young, began to labour, but her hooves continued to throw sparks from the streets, and the sound of his passage proceeded him, so women flattened themselves against arched buildings, and pulled their children close; men cursed him when he was far enough away not to hear.




    The palace gates were closed.




    The men on guard were Scholae. The Guard’s inveterate rivals in brawls; and the household cavalry of native Moreans. He didn’t know either of the men on the gate – both young Moreans with trimmed beards, aristocratic, and worried.




    Nor was he entirely sure what to say.




    He settled for Archaic dignity. ‘I need to see the Mayor of the Palace. Failing that, your officer,’ he said.




    The two men shifted back and forth. Like most of the aristocratic scions in the Scholae they had probably never stood guard before. He leaned forward. ‘Christos Pantokrator,’ he said quietly.




    The smaller one glowered at him. ‘What?’




    ‘It’s today’s password,’ Derkensun said. He schooled himself not to roll his eyes or give away his contempt.




    The two looked at each other.




    ‘You do know the passwords?’ Derkensun said. He dismounted, and in the process his axe switched hands, so that the head was under his right hand and the iron-shod butt was in his left.




    ‘Stay back,’ said the smaller one.




    ‘I’ll kill both of you if you don’t give me the countersign immediately,’ Derkensun said. He couldn’t tell if they were fools or conspirators.




    ‘Quarter guard!’ bellowed the small man. And then, in a strained voice, ‘Help!’




    The taller of the two Scholae stood his ground and levelled his short, heavy spear. He looked intelligent. He was beautifully dressed in a fine Eastern kaftan and tall leather boots over his knees, tasseled in gold. Even for a courtier, he looked magnificent.




    ‘Damn me,’ he said, over his spear. ‘It is the password, Guardsman. We were just put on duty – damn. It’s – Caesar something. Caesar – Imperator.’ He paused.




    Derkensun relaxed his guard. ‘That’s right,’ he said.




    The taller man lowered his spear. ‘I’m supposed to be getting married today,’ he said. ‘We were summoned to the palace half an hour ago.’




    The smaller man exhaled. ‘By our sweet saviour, I’ll never fail to listen to the password again.’ He looked behind him. ‘Where’s the fucking quarter guard?’




    Derkensun stepped forward. ‘I have no time,’ he said. ‘I give my word that it is a matter of the most urgency.’




    The two men looked at each other a moment and the bridegroom nodded. ‘He has the password,’ he said.




    They parted.




    The bridegroom bowed. ‘I’ll escort you, Guardsman.’




    Derkensun didn’t pause to argue. He trotted through the gates and down the great courtyard, lined in marble stoas that stretched a long bowshot across the flagstones of the Emperor’s Yard. It was liberally studded with statues portraying men and women who had given their lives for the Empire. Derkensun imagined Ser Raoul joining them, his cruel mouth set in marble with his drinker’s nose above it.




    He’d died well. Brilliantly, in fact.




    They ran along the northern stoa and entered the palace through the little-used service gate which was closed but not locked, and there was no guard.




    Bridegroom shook his head. ‘We stationed a man here when the Chamberlain summoned us,’ he said.




    The gate led them into the palace over the main stable block, bypassing the Outer Court, where most of the business of running the palace was transacted – shipments of food and tradesmen and so on. Derkensun knew the palace blindfolded. Literally. Part of the Nordik Guard’s training was to move about the palace with blindfolds on.




    Even as he jogged across the great store room that was the upper storey of the stable block – with its hundreds of bags of grain, onions, garlic, oregano, and vats of olive oil – he tried to decide where he was going. The Mayor’s office was off the stable block. Men referred to the Mayor as the Lord of the Outer Court, and it was more than a joke. But the Mayor of the Palace was not always a friend of the Guard.




    He sighed and turned at the top of the storehouse steps.




    ‘I’m ruining my clothes,’ Bridegroom said.




    ‘I don’t need you,’ Derkensun said.




    ‘You’re welcome, I’m sure,’ said the panting man.




    Derkensun leaped the last four steps and landed on the smooth flags of the stable floor, turned right, and ran past the Emperor’s own mounts – sixteen stalls hung in purple, including two of the best warhorses in the world – and turned right again when he’d passed Bucephalus, the Emperor’s favourite. The old horse raised its head as he ran by and out into the sun. The Mayor’s office door was open and the outer office was empty, where there should have been three very busy scribes.




    Far away, on the breeze that blew constantly through the main buildings of the palace, he could hear the unmistakable sound of men fighting.




    Derkensun’s eyes met the Scholae trooper’s and he fleetingly considered hacking the other man down. Just to be sure. He had no doubt he could take him.




    But the bridegroom’s eyes were steady and without duplicity. ‘I don’t know either,’ he said. ‘But I’m for the Emperor and I know that something’s wrong. Whatever you do, I’ll back you.’ He drew himself up. ‘Unless you’re a rebel. If you are, then let’s get this over with.’




    Derkensun grinned.




    ‘Follow me,’ he said.




    It took them two long minutes to find the fighting.




    By then, almost everyone was dead.




    The Porphyrogenetrix, Irene, was curled in a corner, her long robes sodden with blood. She’d taken a blow at some point and two of her women stood over her with sharp scissors in hand, facing a dozen assailants.




    The Mayor was dead. So was the Chamberlain. And so was the Scholae’s quarter guard.




    The princess’s last defenders – besides the two women – were an unlikely pair. A monk and a bishop, one with a staff, the other with his crozier. Derkensun took them in instantly, as well as their assailants – who looked to him like palace Ordinaries with weapons.




    They had more facial scars than real palace Ordinaries, though, who were selected for good looks among other qualities.




    ‘For the Emperor!’ he shouted, in Archaic, and began to kill.




    His axe swept back and he cut down on a shocked assassin, shearing about a third of the man’s head from the rest with an economy of effort and turning the blade in the air to cut through the shoulder of a second man as he turned. The man screamed as his right arm fell to the floor.




    The Morean bishop pointed his crozier’s tip and roared, ‘In the name of God the Father!’ and white light flashed. The monk brought his staff down on a swordsman’s outstretched arms, breaking both of them.




    In the far doorway, a tall man in mail raised a long sword. ‘Take them, brothers!’ he called. ‘Kill the princess and the day is ours!’




    Even as he spoke a hidden crossbowman put a bolt into the bishop’s groin, and he went down screaming. The monk fell back a step and swung his staff two-handed. A swordsman tried to slip past him, and a grey-haired woman in silk plunged her long-bladed scissors into the assassin’s unprotected back.




    Derkensun cut twice, forward and back, and men fell back before him.




    ‘Now the Guardsman,’ said the mailed man, at the other side of the room. He raised his sword. ‘And the women. Kill them all.’




    The bridegroom threw his spear. He did so with an odd, hopping cast, not at all the way men learned to throw spears in the City Watch or the military. His spear was a short, broad-headed weapon almost like a boar-spear, and it went through the mailed man’s armour like a hot knife through warm butter, dropping him. There was a flare of hermetical energy from the lead assassin and he got to one knee as the spear suddenly fell away from his body.




    Derkensun killed another man and half-turned, having reached the monk. His axe turned a complicated pair of butterflies between his hands as he wove it in the complex pattern that the Guard learned to keep their wrists strong.




    The assassins paused and the Bridegroom bellowed, ‘On me, Scholae!’




    Every man in the room could hear the pounding feet of the oncoming Guard.




    The assassins broke and ran. Derkensun got one as he turned, and a crossbow bolt took off the lower half of his right ear as he made his cut. The monk parried two sword thrusts and made a mighty swing, but his assailant turned his staff on his side sword, pinked the monk’s hand with a dagger in his off hand, and jumped back. He was as thin as a wraith and wore black, and Derkensun never saw his face – the man got through the gateway to the main audience chamber and ran in among the columns.




    Bridegroom tackled another one, took a dagger in the side for it, and broke the man’s arm in a wrestling lock. The desperate attacker stabbed him three more times.




    The Scholae trooper fell atop his captive, and slammed the man’s head into the tiles, knocking him unconscious.




    The older woman – the one with blood on her shears – motioned the younger woman to stand behind her.




    Derkensun met her eyes. ‘The princess?’ he asked.




    The younger seamstress with the shears peeked out. Her face was a perfect oval, her lips full and red, her eyes an almost impossible blue.




    The woman in the princess’s garments kicked and gave a stifled scream on the floor.




    ‘See to her,’ snapped the younger seamstress. She nodded to her rescuers and the monk. ‘Gentlemen, my thanks.’ She backed away a step. ‘Can anyone tell me what is happening?’




    Derkensun recognised the older woman – one of the many minor members of the Imperial family who decorated the palace. The Lady Maria. Her son was one of Derkensun’s favourite drinking companions – and wrestling opponents.




    He bowed. ‘Honoured Lady, the Duke of Thrake has captured or killed your father on the Field of Ares. The Logothete and the Spatharioi too.’




    The young seamstress put her hand to her breast. ‘Killed?’ she said. Then she seemed to collect herself. ‘Very well,’ she said with determined calm. ‘Do we hold the palace?’ she asked.




    Derkensun looked at the bridegroom, who was dusting himself off. He shrugged. ‘Lady Irene, when I went on duty an hour ago the Scholae held all the portals.’




    Derkensun turned to the princess. ‘Who ordered the Scholae out, Honoured Lady?’




    She pointed to the scarlet-clad corpse. ‘The Mayor. Something the Logothete said.’




    ‘Christ on the cross,’ Derkensun said. ‘We should ride clear, Honoured Lady.’




    ‘Do not blaspheme in my presence,’ Irene snapped. ‘If we leave the palace, we will never get it back.’ She glanced at Lady Maria, who nodded.




    ‘Throne room,’ she said. ‘At the very least the Imperial purple will make a superior burial shroud.’




    Derkensun took a moment to look at the bridegroom. He was unwounded; under his wedding clothes, he was wearing scale as fine as the scales on a big fish.




    Derkensun made a face.




    ‘I live in a tough neighbourhood,’ the young man said, kneeling by the bishop, who had stopped screaming. The man was dead.




    Together they dragged the bridegroom’s unconscious prisoner with them as they made their way along the main audience hall and into the central throne room. There should have been six Nordik Guards on duty. Instead, there were the corpses of two Scholae.




    The princess went straight to the throne. She paused, gathered her skirts, and sat.




    Lady Maria gave her a slight nod.




    Derkensun walked to the right-hand guard platform and stood at attention. It felt quite natural. The bridegroom went to the left platform.




    The monk bowed and when Irene didn’t offer him a stool, he stood.




    She looked around at them. ‘Thoughts?’ she asked.




    Derkensun thought that she sounded composed, and a good deal sharper than the Emperor. In fact she sounded Imperial.




    Maria looked at the two soldiers. ‘We have the city?’ asked the older lady.




    Derkensun bowed his head. ‘Madame, I sounded the gate alarm myself. But any gate may have been betrayed.’




    ‘The army?’ asked the princess. Or was she now the Empress? Her hesitation showed, despite her deicisive air.




    ‘The Vardariotes are in their barracks. Many of the Nordika . . .’ Derkensun paused. ‘Are dead.’




    The bridegroom bowed in turn. ‘I’ve seen the corpses of twenty Scholae,’ he admitted.




    ‘The Duke of Thrake has three thousand men, at least, outside the walls. Perhaps twice that.’ Derkensun spoke carefully. He had only addressed the Emperor two or three times. This was the longest conversation he had ever had with royalty.




    ‘And we have a few hundred,’ said the princess. ‘When it seems I need an army.’




    The Lady Maria gave a curtsey. ‘My lady, I happen to know where one can be found.’ She gave a slight smile. ‘Indeed, my lady, your father had already hired one. He sent my son to fetch them, if you recall.’




    The Porphyrogenetrix Irene leaned back and sighed. ‘More mercenaries? They’ve been the bane of our people for five hundred years,’ she said. ‘With what did my esteemed father intend to pay these sellswords?’ she asked Maria.




    ‘You,’ Lady Maria said, offering another curtsey. ‘Majesty,’ she added.




    ‘Ah,’ said the princess. ‘Yes, I remember.’
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    The Green Hills near Morea – The Red Knight




    The Captain of the company stood almost alone in the dawn, watching the sun rise. He had one foot up on a solid stool, and his squire was buckling his leg armour on.




    Toby was wise enough not to speak. So he simply went about his work; keyed the greave into the knee-cop’s demi-greave, and then held the whole leg harness open to slide it on the knight’s right leg.




    The Captain was eating a sausage.




    Toby fought the greave – it liked to close on the cloth of the Captain’s padded chausse, and because they were newly laundered, they were stiff. The air was cool, almost cold – the leather was stiff, too.




    Toby was above such concerns. He got the greave closed, got the lower buckle done, got the upper buckle cinched, and started on the various straps that would keep it on his master’s leg all day.




    The Captain finished his sausage, spat out a bit of skin, and laced the top of the harness to his arming doublet himself.




    The sun appeared above the horizon – it seemed to leap up out of the east between two mountains, and the full light of the sun fell on him. Dark-haired, with a pointed beard and grey-green eyes, the morning sun made his hair almost blue and made his mail haubergeon shine and his red arming jacket scarlet.




    Toby slapped the Captain’s armoured thigh.




    ‘Good,’ said the Red Knight.




    Toby went and got the breast and back – dented in a dozen places – from the rack and held it open while the Captain slipped into it. Even as he began to do the shoulder buckles, a dozen archers and camp servants took the twenty-four ropes of the Red Knight’s pavilion in hand, loosened them, and had the whole thing down on the ground as fast as Toby could do the buckles. By the time the Captain flexed his arms, his tent was gone.




    Behind them the whole camp was being struck. Rows of tents went down like pins on a bowling green. Wagons were loading at the head of every street. The pages were currying horses or leading them to the men-at-arms.




    Men were pissing on fires.




    The Captain watched it all, munching an apple, and he nodded at the thought. Pissing on fires.




    Nell, his new page, appeared with his ugly warhorse. He didn’t have a name for the brute – after riding one horse for four years, he was now killing a horse in every fight.




    At a cost of a hundred florins a horse.




    Still, he gave his apple core to the ugly brute, and the horse took it with more delicacy than his ill-bred head showed.




    Nell stood nervously. Toby tried to motion her away – she was thirteen and no one knew why she’d been made the Captain’s page except for Toby, who knew that horses loved her.




    The Red Knight’s gaze crossed hers. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes?’ he asked.




    She flinched. ‘Which – I don’t know what to do.’




    The Red Knight glanced at Toby and walked away, towards a small fire left for him by a servant.




    ‘You don’t talk to him,’ Toby hissed. ‘Christ almighty, girl! He’ll turn you into something unnatural. Talk to me. Never to him.’




    Mag handed him a cup of hippocras.




    ‘Your usual cheerful self?’ she asked.




    He looked back at where Toby was gesticulating at Nell. ‘I don’t know why I’m saddled with the child care,’ he said. Then he shrugged. ‘Never mind me, Mag. Are we ready to march?’




    The seamstress shrugged. ‘Do I look like an officer? My wagon is packed, of that much I can assure you.’ She paused. ‘Except, of course, my tent and my daughter.’




    The Red Knight smiled and drank her hippocras – the best in camp.




    Bad Tom – six feet and some inches of unruly muscle and long black hair – appeared from the third to last tent still standing in the camp. In the doorway, Mag’s daughter Sukey could be seen, as well as one attractive bare shoulder. Bad Tom was fully armed, cap-à-pied, and he gleamed in the new sun.




    ‘I’m going to miss all yon,’ he said. ‘If I go to be a drover.’




    Mag scowled at her daughter. ‘If you are not quicker, my girl, the Captain will leave you behind!’




    The Red Knight raised an eyebrow at his first lance. ‘Are we ready to march?’ he asked.




    Bad Tom didn’t even look around. ‘Finish your wine, Captain. You said “matins” and it ain’t rung yet.’




    Seeing the two of them together seemed to act as a magnet. Ser Michael came first, fully armed. Ser Gavin was next, from the opposite direction, his great tawny warhorse held in his fist by the reins, and Ser Alison – Sauce – cantered up, already mounted.




    ‘I don’t even have to sound officer’s call. Where’s Gelfred?’ the Captain asked.




    The forester was sent for. Nell could be seen running from wagon to wagon as if her life depended on it. She was very fast.




    The Morean, Ser Alcaeus, came up with a hawk on his wrist and two small birds dangling from his belt, and he and Gavin began a quiet conversation about the bird.




    The last three tents came down. The occupants of the final one, who had slept through every morning call and several volleys of orders, had cold water poured on them and were kicked. The Captain’s new trumpeter, who fancied himself a gentleman, was one of them.




    Cully, an archer, punched the young gentleman in the head.




    There was cheering.




    Gelfred came up on a pretty mare.




    Sauce reached out and patted the horse on the head and then blew into its mouth. ‘Sweet thing,’ she said. ‘What a pretty horse!’




    Gelfred beamed at her.




    The Red Knight drained his cup and tossed it to Sukey, who caught it.




    ‘Everyone ready?’ he asked.




    ‘What’s the plan?’ asked Sauce.




    The new trumpeter – soaked to the skin and with a swelling on the side of his head – came stumbling along the line of fires.




    The Captain scratched under his beard. ‘Gelfred is to ride for Liviapolis and find us a nice, defensible camp about a day’s ride away. Two days’ ride at most.’




    They all nodded. Two days before, they had received word that the Emperor – their prospective employer – was missing. Liviapolis was his centre of power, one of the three largest cities in the world as well as being the home of the Patriarchate, one of the centres of the faith, and of the Academy, the very epicentre of the study of hermeticism.




    Ser Alcaeus nodded. ‘And then we attempt to learn what, exactly, has happened.’




    Tom grunted. ‘Sounds dull. Why the fucking Morea, anyway?’




    The Red Knight looked over the hills to the east. ‘Riches. Fame. Worldly power.’




    ‘How are we going to deal with Middleburg?’ Tom asked. The fortress city of Middleburg – the third largest in the Morea, after Liviapolis, widely known as ‘The City’, and Lonika, the capital of the north – was viewed as impregnable and sat astride their line of march east from the Inn of Dorling.




    The Captain snorted. ‘Kilkis, the locals call it. Only Alban merchants call it Middleburg.’ He ate the last bite of his sausage. ‘Friends have arranged our passage.’ His eyes met Tom’s. ‘If we don’t make trouble, the garrison there will let us pass.’




    Gelfred winced. ‘And fodder?’ he asked.




    ‘We’re to meet with a party. It’s dealt with, I tell you.’ The Captain was impatient.’




    Ser Gavin sighed. ‘Easier getting in than getting out, if something goes wrong.’




    The Captain glared at his brother. ‘Your hesitation is noted.’




    Gavin rolled his eyes. ‘I only mean—’




    Ser Alison – Sauce – put her hand on Gavin’s shoulder and made him flinch. It was the shoulder that was now covered in fine green scales. Such things didn’t trouble Sauce. ‘When he’s like this, there’s no dissuading him,’ she said.




    ‘What about Wyverns?’ asked Wilful Murder.




    Gelfred laughed. ‘Not a single one,’ he said. ‘If we fight, we’ll face nothing but the hand of man.’




    The archers all looked at each other. There was silence.




    ‘Any other comments?’ the Captain asked in a voice that should have stifled any such.




    ‘I hear there’s a princess,’ said Sauce.




    The Captain smiled crookedly. ‘That’s what I hear, too,’ he drawled. ‘Let’s ride.’




    Harndon – The Royal Court




    The King sat comfortably in a great black oak chair, with a pair of wolf-hounds at his dangling fingertips. Most of his attention was on two apprentices who were laying pieces of armour out on a heavy table in the corner of the great receiving room, under the Wyvern head he’d mounted there with his own name under it.




    The King was tall, broad and blond, with a pointed beard and a thick moustache. He carried the weight of muscle required to fight in heavy harness, and his skin-tight scarlet jupon strained every time he leaned down to scratch Emma, his favourite wolfhound.




    ‘If you’d taken the wolf, you little bastard, there’d be more meat for you, too,’ he said to Loyal, his youngest male hound. He gave the dog a mock-cuff, and the young male looked at him with the kind of worship that dogs reserve for their masters.




    The Master of the Staple cleared his throat politely.




    The King looked up, and his eyes slid right off his Master of the Staple and went to the armour.




    The Queen put her hand on the King’s arm and breathed in. To say the Queen was beautiful would be to do her an injustice. She was beyond mere beauty. Her skin had a texture that made men want to touch it to see if it was real; the tops of her breasts, which showed over her tight-laced kirtle, shone as if they had been oiled, and drew the attention of every man in the room each time she moved despite the careful arrangement of her gown and her decorous carriage. Her red-brown hair was glorious in sunlight, and perhaps she had taken the time to site her chair in the best of the late afternoon sun – her salmon-pink overgown so perfectly complemented her hair that even men might have noticed it, if only they hadn’t had so much else to admire.




    The King’s interest was instantly transferred from the armour to her. He smiled at her – beamed, even, and she flushed. ‘These worthy men,’ she said, ‘are trying to tell you about the coinage, my dear.’




    The King’s ruddy face suggested he was suddenly interested in something much closer than the coinage. But he sighed and sat back, and stopped playing with his hounds. ‘Say it again, Master,’ he said.




    The Master of the Staple was Ailwin Darkwood, and he was accounted to be the wealthiest man in Alba. He had purchased the wool staple from the King for three years – he owned the tax on wool. He also owned the most warehouses in the city, and the most ships at the docks. Despite the convention that merchants should be fat men with greedy eyes, he was tall and handsome with jet-black hair just beginning to grey and skin that had spent too many days at sea for perfection. He wore black wool hose and a black wool gown over a black wool doublet, and all his fittings – the rows of tiny buttons, the hilt of his dagger, the buckles on his belt – were of solid gold worked with red enamel. He had a pearl earring in his ear, with a ruby pendant like a drop of blood. It might have looked womanish on another man. On Ailwin Darkwood, it looked piratical. Which was apt enough, as the rumour was that his fortune had begun off the coast of Galle in a desperate sea fight.




    With him were the Lord Mayor of Harndon, Ser Richard Smythe, and Master Random, whose coup with the grain wagons and boats in the late spring had catapulted him to the front rank of merchants in the city. He was missing a foot, despite which he seemed to smile all the time.




    Master Ailwin smiled too, and nodded to the Queen. ‘Your Grace, my wife often tells me I talk too much and too little to the point, so let me try to be brief.’ He laid out on the table a dozen coins.




    Behind him, the two apprentices finished laying out the armour and retired. Their master entered, bowed low to the throne, and stood decorously against the wall.




    The King looked at the coins. ‘Silver leopards and gold. Perhaps not our finest strikes – look how many times this one has been clipped!’ He laughed. ‘Sixty-four twenty-nine?’ he said. ‘My grandfather minted that before Chevin.’




    ‘Just so,’ muttered Master Random.




    ‘And this one seems as fat as a ewe with a lamb in her belly,’ the King went on, picking up a heavy silver coin. His eyebrow shot up. ‘Sixty-four sixty-three?’ he asked. ‘I haven’t minted any new coins.’




    Ailwin looked at his companions. ‘It is not from Your Grace’s mints,’ he said.




    ‘It’s from Galle, or Hoek,’ added the Lord Mayor.




    The King frowned. ‘King of Kings,’ he said. ‘Who dares counterfeit my coins?’ Then he sat back. ‘But it is solid enough. A fine coin. My father’s likeness.’ He spun it in the air.




    ‘The King of Galle and the Count of Hoek are counterfeiting our coins,’ Master Random said. ‘Pardon me that I do not stand, Your Grace. I took a wound at Lissen Carrak.’




    ‘Well I know it, Master Random, and you may always sit in my presence. Holding that door against all those wights – many a belted knight would have failed – aye, and more would give their left hands to have done it! Eh?’ The King’s eyes sparkled. He began to rise. ‘That puts me in mind – I meant to—’




    His wife’s hand dragged him back into his seat.




    ‘The King of Galle and the Count of Hoek are counterfeiting Your Grace’s coins,’ Master Random said again.




    The King shrugged. ‘So? They are fine coins.’ He looked at the merchants. ‘They are princes, not highwaymen. If they choose to make coins like ours—’




    The Queen pressed his hand.




    ‘Master Pye!’ called the King.




    The Master Armourer stood against the wall – short and stocky, as one would expect of a smith, with a long grey beard and clear grey eyes. He straightened and bowed. ‘Your Grace?’




    The Queen leaned forward. ‘Your Grace needs to attend these worthy men.’




    ‘I am attending, sweet,’ said the King. He smiled at her, and then went back to his beloved Master Pye. ‘Pye, unriddle me this – why is it such a mischief?’ He sat back. ‘I’m too simple. Money is money. Either we have enough, or we don’t. I gather that we don’t? Is that the root of the trouble?’




    ‘The Captal de Ruth,’ announced the herald.




    Master Ailwin winced at the man’s arrival.




    ‘If you need more money,’ Jean de Vrailly said, ‘tax these men harder. It is a shame that any member of the lower orders dresses like this popinjay. Take all the gold fittings from his belt – that will teach him not to dress this way in public. In Galle we order things better.’




    ‘Yes, well, Captal, in Alba we do not, and we reckon our kingdom stronger for it.’ The King waved the Captal to a seat. ‘Now be a good fellow and give me some room, here. These fellows are stretching my wits.’




    ‘As I was saying—’ Master Pye began. He went and stood by the coins, and Master Ailwin gave him a grateful glance.




    ‘The King of Galle—’ said de Vrailly.




    The King turned the full force of his glare on the Victor of Lissen. ‘Master Pye is speaking, sir.’




    De Vrailly turned and stared out the window like a pouting basilisk.




    ‘So,’ said Master Pye. He tossed a much-abused silver leopard on the table and it rang like a faery’s laugh. Then he tossed a fat silver leopard on the table, and it made a rude clank. He shrugged. ‘More tin than silver,’ he said. ‘The word I hear is that the Count of Hoek and the King of Galle are attacking our coins.’




    ‘You lie!’ said de Vrailly. He was in full armour – the only armoured man in the room.




    Master Pye looked him over carefully. ‘That right pauldron must catch on your mail,’ he observed, after a moment.




    De Vrailly paused.




    The Queen thought that she had never seen the Gallish knight so utterly taken aback.




    De Vrailly cleared his throat. ‘It does,’ he admitted. ‘Master Pye, you cannot attack the honour of the King of Galle in my presence—’




    Master Pye didn’t flinch. He looked back at the King. ‘That’s what I hear, Your Grace. It stands to reason – our wool is pushing theirs out the market. They don’t have the kind of laws we do to support our cloth, because small men have no voice there.’ His eyes flicked to the armoured man. ‘So when their crafts fail, their kings must raise money by devaluing the coinage. It is like an attack.’ He raised a hand to forestall the King and de Vrailly too. ‘But our coinage is solid – your father made sure of that. Mmm? So everyone in the Dix Ports trades in our coin and that is our defence. They devalue their coinage, we don’t, and so our trade is strong. So what have they done?’ He took a deep breath, aware that the King was finally listening, ‘They’ve counterfeited our coins but with less bullion. Right? Now they beat us in two ways: they supply their devalued coins for exchange, which makes traders believe our coins are worth less; and they most likely take our true coinage and melt it down.’ He tossed the little, much clipped leopard again. ‘And our coin is old, Your Grace. It’s old and tired, much clipped and so lighter, but still pure silver. They’ve lost some of their value anyway.’ He looked at Master Ailwin. ‘How was that?’




    ‘It’s brilliant,’ said the King. His voice was no longer bantering, but hard. ‘How much has this hurt us?’




    Ailwin shook his head. ‘I think we all thought it was just the events of the spring, at first. But then Master Random started to chart the falling silver content and what we’ve lost from it.’




    ‘How much?’ asked the King.




    ‘A hundred thousand leopards,’ said Master Random.




    There was silence.




    ‘All Your Grace’s revenues are down, and when people pay their taxes using these debased coins, we have even less money than we expected.’ Master Ailwin said.




    ‘Good lord, I’d rather face a charge of trolls,’ complained the King. For a moment he put his face in his hands. ‘What do we do?’




    The Lord Mayor looked at the carefully laid-out new armour on the side table. Each piece was mostly finished, but there were no buckles or hinges yet, and in place of decoration there were careful lines in white paint.




    ‘Cancel the tournament, for starters,’ said the Lord Mayor. ‘It’s going to cost what the war cost, and we don’t have it.’




    The Queen put a hand to her throat.




    The King looked at Master Pye. ‘Surely we can do better than that,’ he said.




    Master Random raised a hand. ‘I hate to see a tourney cancelled,’ he said. ‘Instead, why not reopen the mint and issue new coinage? Strike some copper while we’re at it, and we’ll hold the balances for a while.’ He looked at Master Pye. ‘Pye has the skills to make the dies – I know he does. We could issue copper exactly to size and weight with the Imperial coinage out of Liviapolis, and have the thanks of every merchant and farmer west of the mountains.’




    Pye rolled his eyes. ‘I make armour. We need to find a goldsmith.’




    Master Random shook his head. ‘No – saving Your Grace, we need a loyal man who is absolutely trustworthy, and that’s you, Master Pye. The King’s friend. Your name behind the coins will—’ He looked sheepish as he realised that he was implying that men might not trust the King.




    But the King had leaped to his feet. ‘Well spoken,’ he said. ‘By God, Random, if all my merchants were like you, I’d have a corps of merchant-knights. At least I can understand you. Let it be done – Master Pye, reopen the mint and coin us some coins.’




    ‘Commons will have to approve it,’ said the Lord Mayor. But then he shrugged. ‘O’ course the commons asked us to bring this to council in the first place, so they’ll approve.’




    ‘Why does my cousin the King of Galle attack my coins?’ asked the King. ‘Much less the Count of Hoek?’




    Every man present turned and looked at de Vrailly. He crossed his arms. ‘This is absurd,’ he said. He looked around. ‘If you are short of funds, why not collect from those who owe? I hear your Earl of Towbray is very much in arrears.’




    The Lord Mayor smiled. ‘Great nobles are not great tax payers,’ he allowed. ‘Who can collect from them?’




    ‘I can,’ said de Vrailly.




    Ailwin Darkwood looked at the Gallish knight with something like respect. ‘If you could, my lord, this kingdom would be in your debt,’ he said.




    ‘Towbray’s taxes alone would pay for the tourney,’ allowed the Lord Mayor. ‘And any of the northern lords’ taxes would cover the cost of the war. The Earl of Westwall alone owes more taxes than all the Harndon merchants would generate in ten years. But he never pays.’




    The Count of the Borders, hitherto silent, nodded. ‘But it would take another war to persuade Muriens to pay his tax,’ he said.




    The King leaned forward. ‘Gentlemen, you are on dangerous ground here. My father gave the Earl certain tax concessions for maintaining a heavy garrison in the north.’




    Rebecca Almspend had sat throught the meeting in silence. Small, dark, and pretty, in a detached and somewhat aethereal way, she, in the Queen’s words, looked like a beautiful mouse and dressed like one too.




    She was not the Chancellor, but through the Queen she had access to all of that worthy man’s papers. The Bishop of Lorica had died at the great battle and had not yet been replaced. Lady Almspend rattled two scrolls together and spoke in a very small voice.




    ‘The Earl of Westwall’s subjects still owe a number of taxes. None has been paid,’ she looked up, ‘since Your Grace’s coronation.’




    The Count of the Borders sat back. ‘He hides behind your sister, Your Grace.’




    The Captal nodded, his helmet moving heavily, more like a horse’s head than a man’s. ‘Towbray is closer, but a campaign in the Northern Mountains would suit me very well.’ The Captal, who was not known for his smiles, beamed at the thought. ‘What adventure!’




    ‘There!’ said the King, obviously delighted. ‘Master Pye is to be master of our mint, and the Captal shall collect taxes in Jarsay with a royal commission and a strong retinue. And I shall send a strongly worded letter to my sister’s husband, suggesting that he might be next. Done! Now, before I forget – Random? Can you kneel?’




    Master Random smiled, gritted his teeth, and got down on his knees. ‘I pray Your Grace’s mercy,’ he said.




    The King reached out to his new squire, young Galahad d’Acre. ‘Sword!’




    Galahad presented the King’s sword, hilt first. It was very plain, and the gold that had once decorated the cross-guard was mostly worn off. It did have the finger joint of Saint John the Baptist set in the hilt, and it was said that no man who bore the sword could ever be poisoned.




    The King drew, and the blade whistled through the air to settle like a wasp on the shoulder of Gerald Random, merchant adventurer.




    ‘Rise, Ser Gerald,’ said the King. ‘No one deserves the buffet more than you. I insist you take the head of a wight as your arms. And I intend to charge you to be the master of this tournament we are planning; find the money, and account for it to the Chancellor.’




    Ser Gerald rose like a man with two feet, and bowed. ‘I would be delighted, Your Grace,’ he said. ‘But you’ll need a Chancellor for me to account to.’




    ‘Now that the Count here is Constable, I can’t have him acting as Chancellor, too. And Lady Almspend cannot continue to fill the role.’ The King smiled at her. ‘A woman as Chancellor?’ He looked at her, and for a moment, his intelligence outshone his indolence. ‘Not that you haven’t been the best Chancellor I’ve known, my lady. But it’s not talent I need, but someone with enough interest in Parliament to make my laws and my coinage and my wars run smoothly.’




    The Captal looked around. ‘Your Grace, if—’




    ‘Let’s have Master Ailwin, then,’ said Master Pye.




    ‘A commoner fulfilling the highest office of the land?’ asked the Captal. ‘Who would trust him? He’d most likely steal money.’




    ‘As a foreigner, the King’s champion is no doubt unaware that the last Bishop of Lorica was born a commoner,’ the Queen said, her voice light but her eyes steady. ‘Captal, by now you must be aware that such statements give offence to Albans.’




    The Captal shrugged, his shoulder armour rising and falling to show the strength of his shoulders and back. ‘They should challenge me over it, then. Otherwise—’ he favoured them with his most beatific smile ‘—I assume they all agree.’




    As always, Jean de Vrailly’s statements brought silence – in this case a stunned one as men sought to understand. Did he just say what I think he said?




    ‘As this has become an impromptu meeting of the King’s Grace and his private council – may I say a word?’ asked the Count of the Borders. ‘There are many ways in which the north has not returned to normal since the fighting in the spring. Ser John Crayford reports that the woods are full of boglins, and worse.’




    The King nodded. He smiled at his Queen.




    She smiled back, but nodded graciously to the Count. ‘It is important to replace all the crown officers who were slain,’ she said. ‘Lorica needs a new bishop. His presence at our council is much missed.’




    The King nodded. ‘He was a good man. A fine knight.’ He looked around. ‘He was with us for as long as I can remember – like old Harmodius.’ He looked around. ‘My pater appointed him.’




    De Vrailly’s head shot back. ‘A king, no matter how favoured by God, cannot just appoint a bishop!’




    The King shrugged. ‘Jean, perhaps I have the wrong of it.’




    The Count of the Borders shook his head. ‘Captal, our king holds the right to appoint his own bishops under the approval of the Patriarch in Liviapolis.’




    De Vrailly sighed. ‘The Patriarch is no doubt a worthy man, but not the rightful heir of Peter.’




    Every Alban present either bridled at the words or settled his weight in boredom. The habit of Arles, Etrusca, Calle and Iberia had been to turn religious squabbles into open conflict – the investiture of bishops and the primacy of the Patriarch of Rhum were two particularly sore points. By virtue of distance and isolation, the Nova Terra was immune to such conflicts ‘Perhaps—’ The King grinned. ‘Perhaps we might find a candidate agreeable to both worthy fathers, and thus make all men happy.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘Would that not be the wisdom of Solomon?’




    Master Ailwin’s eyes met those of the newly minted Ser Gerald.




    Ser Gerald bowed from his seat. ‘Your Grace – that might seem like sense, but you are abrogating a royal prerogative and asking two men who rarely even recognise each other’s existence to reconcile.’ He looked around, ignored a grunt from the Captal and shrugged. ‘Lorica and the north need a bishop now.’




    The King smiled into his wife’s eyes. ‘I’ll look into it. Appoint a committee. Captal – you seem to know so much of religion. Will you manage this?’




    ‘I’d be delighted, Your Grace,’ said the knight, bowing with a clash.




    The King whispered to his wife, and stood. ‘That’s enough business for one afternoon, gentles.’




    The pages bustled about and the room emptied, leaving Ailwin and two servants with Gerald Random and Master Pye.




    ‘That was well said. The Bishop of Lorica was the friend of the little man.’ Pye shook his head.




    ‘I fear the Captal will find us a Gallish candidate,’ Ailwin said.




    Random shrugged. ‘We got the mint. We won’t get the bishop. This is the life of court.’ He got to his feet and tottered into the hall supported between two servants.




    The Captal was there already, attended by a pair of his omnipresent squires and his new lieutenant, fresh from Galle – the Sieur de Rohan. All three were big men in full armour.




    ‘This is the King’s notion of a knight,’ Rohan said, as Random passed.




    He stopped. Turned his head, and smiled agreeably at the King’s champion and his friend. ‘Do you mean that as an insult, Ser?’ he asked.




    ‘Take it as you will,’ Rohan tossed off.




    Random hobbled forward and put his face in the younger man’s face, very close. ‘You mean, you are afraid to tell me what you really think?’




    The Sieur de Rohan flushed. ‘I mean that it is not my way to converse with a lowborn of no consequence.’




    Random reached up and none too gently pulled the man’s beard. ‘I think you are just afraid.’ He laughed. ‘Come and issue me a cartel, when I’m whole. Or shut up and go home.’ He smiled at the Captal. ‘I hope I’ve made myself clear.’




    The Sieur reached for his dagger.




    The Captal caught his wrist. ‘Ser Gerald lost a foot in a feat of arms that any of us would envy,’ he said. ‘You will restrain yourself.’




    ‘I’ll kill him!’ Rohan said.




    Gaston d’Eu materialised out of a side room and placed himself between Rohan and Random, who was standing his ground. He bowed to Random. Random returned his bow and hobbled away.




    ‘We’re in for some hard times,’ he said to Master Pye.




    Ten Leagues North of Albinkirk – Ser John Crayford




    Ser John was not dressed in armour.




    In fact, he lay on the bank of a small stream dressed in hose so old that the knees had layers of patches, and a cote he’d bought from a peasant farmer ten years before. It was a nameless colour a little lighter than the fur of a barn mouse, and very warm in the late summer sunlight.




    Rain had fallen in the night, and there were drops of water caught in the streamside ferns. They caught fire in the rising sun, like tiny, magnificent jewels burning with hermetical fire against the early morning transparent black of the stream that rolled slowly by.




    In his right hand he had a rod four paces long, and from it dangled a horsehair line half again as long, and at the end was a hook with a tuft of feathers. He moved cautiously, like a man hunting deer – or something more dangerous. His eyes remained on the wonder of the water-jewels caught in the ferns and he watched them, his heart overflowing, for as long as the effect lasted – a few dozen heartbeats.




    And then they became mere drops of water again as the sun’s inexorable rise changed the angle of light, and he moved over the low ridge at the edge of the stream, saw the rock that marked his spot, and his wrist moved, as delicate as a sword cut and as skilled, and his fly sailed back, over his head – he felt the change in tension as his line loaded – and he flicked his rod forward. The line unrolled as if from a drum, and his fly settled on the still black water with the delicacy of a faery harvesting souls.




    Even as he released the breath he hadn’t known he was holding, a leviathan exploded from the deeps in a deep green and rainbow-coloured explosion of power, seized its prey and fled for the depths—




    Ser John stood straighter and lifted the tip of his rod, sinking his hook home.




    The trout resisted the tug, fled, and then leaped clear of the water. Sir John turned the fish over, trying to keep it from putting its full weight on the braided horsehair. He felt the weight gather and stepped to the right, the way he would if facing a deadlier adversary, taking the fish off line and turning it slightly so that it couldn’t get a firm purchase on the water with its fins. It tipped onto its side – and he pulled.




    In a moment he had the fish on the bank – in another he’d pinned it with his left foot, and then he drew his roundel dagger and slammed the flat disc of the pommel into the back of the fish’s head, killing it instantly.




    Whistling, he extracted the precious fish hook – the work of a master smith – and checked his horsehair line for splits or frays before drawing another knife from the strap of his pouch. He slit the trout from anus to gills, stripped its guts out with his thumb, and tossed them into the stream.




    Before they could sink, something with a large green beak snapped them down into the depths, and was gone.




    Ser John’s hand went to his sword hilt. It was fewer than sixty days since he’d cleared the last irks from the fields south of Albinkirk, and the new settlers were only now starting to arrive. He was still jumpy.




    Just a snapping turtle, he reassured himself.




    But as the sun rose over the edge of the wild, it occurred to Ser John that the snapping turtle, the otter, the beaver – and the trout – were as much creatures of the Wild as the irk, the boggle, or the troll.




    He laughed at himself, put his first fish of the day into his net bag and staked it in the stream – carefully, so that he’d know if a snapping turtle was intending to take the fish. He had a spear. If he had to, he could kill the turtle.




    ‘I love the Wild,’ he said aloud.




    And cast again.




    The Manor of Middlehill had never been a great one, and the whole was held for the service of a single knight, and had been for ninety years. Helewise Cuthbert stood by the ruins of her gatehouse and her tongue pushed against her teeth in her effort not to weep, while her young daughter stood closer than she had stood in many years.




    The Knights of Saint Thomas said that it was safe to return to their homes in the north, and had paid them well in tools and seed to return. Helewise looked at her manor house, and it looked like the skull of a recently killed man – the stone black from fire, the once emerald-green yard strewn with refuse that had once been their tapestries and linens. The windows, purchased with glass from Harndon, a matter of great family pride, were smashed, and the great oak door was lying flat, with a small thorn growing through its little lattice window.




    Behind her stood twenty more women. Every one of them was a widow. Their men had died defending Albinkirk – or failing to defend it, or the smaller towns to the south and west of Albinkirk – Hawkshead and Kentmere and Southford and the Sawreys.




    They gave a collective sigh that was close to keening.




    Helewise settled her face, and gathered her pack. She smiled at her daughter, who smiled back with all the solid cheerfulness of age nineteen.




    ‘No time like the present,’ Helewise said. ‘It’s the work you don’t start that never gets done.’




    Phillippa, her daughter, gave the roll of her head that was the dread of many a mother. ‘As you say, Momma,’ she managed.




    Her mother turned. ‘Would you rather give it up?’ she asked. ‘A year’s work, or two, and we’ll be back on our feet. Or we can go be poor relations to the Cuthberts in Lorica, and you’ll become someone’s spinster aunt.’




    Phillippa looked at her feet. They were quite pretty, as feet go, and the laces on her shoes had neat bronze points that glittered when she walked. She smiled at her feet. ‘I don’t think I’d like that much,’ she said, thinking of some of the boys in Lorica. ‘And we’re here now. So let’s get to work.’




    The next hours were almost as bad as the hours in which they’d fled, while old Ser Hubert rallied the men of the farm to fight the tide of boggles. Phillippa remembered him a sour old man who couldn’t even flirt, but he’d waded into the monsters with an axe and held the road. She remembered looking back and watching him as the axe rose and fell.




    Her views on what might be useful in a man had undergone what her mother would call a ‘profound change’.




    Jenny Rose, one of the few girls her own age, found the first bodies, and she didn’t scream. These women’s screams were about spent. But other women gathered around her and patted her hands, and old crone Gwyn gave her a cup of elderberry wine, and then they all began to pull the pile of bones and gristle apart. The boggles went onto a pile to burn. The others—




    They were husbands and brothers and sons. And, in two cases, daughters. They’d all been eaten – flensed clean. In some ways, that made the task easier. Phillippa hated clearing dead mice out of traps – so squishy, still warm. This wasn’t as bad, even though they were the bones of people she’d known. At least one set of bones belonged to a boy she’d kissed, and a little more.




    Stripped of their flesh, they all looked the same.




    They found a second pile of the dead later in the day, in the apple orchard. By then, Phillippa was more hardened to it. Or so she thought, until Mary Rose spat and said, ‘These is midden heaps.’ She spat again, not in contempt, but in her effort not to retch.




    Phillippa and Mary and Jenny were the youngest women, so the three of them were given most of the heavy work. They were all pretty fair at using the shovels, and Phillippa was learning to cut with the axe, although using it raised calluses on her hands that would not please the boys in Lorica. If she ever went back to Lorica.




    When the sun was past midday, her mother rang the bell – the monsters didn’t steal the really valuable things, the way reivers and skinners would do. So she went down the hill from the apple orchard. There was an intact rain-barrel under the eaves of the manor house, and she washed her hands.




    Jenny Rose smiled. ‘You have nice hands, Phillippa.’




    Phillippa smiled. ‘Thanks, Jen. Though I’m afraid they’re going to get worse before they get better.’




    Mary Rose paused to dip her own hands. ‘What were the boys like in Lorica?’ she asked, bold as brass.




    ‘Mary Rose!’ said her sister.




    ‘Much like boys everywhere, I expect,’ said a new voice.




    Standing by the corner of the house was a tall, slim woman in a nun’s black habit with the cross of Saint Thomas on it. She smiled at the girls. ‘Handsome, funny, angry, preening, stupid, vain, and wonderful,’ the nun continued. ‘Are you Phillippa? Your mother was worried.’




    The three girls curtsied together. Jenny and Mary made a stiff obeisance, the kind that the village priest taught you. Phillippa sank down, back straight and legs apparently boneless. ‘Sister?’ she asked.




    The nun had a beautiful smile. ‘Come,’ she said.




    Jenny whispered, ‘Teach me to do that.’




    Supper was ham and cheese and good bread that must have come from the fortress with the nun. The mill at Gracwaite cross was a burned-out ruin, and none of the towns around Albinkirk had had bread – fresh bread – in weeks.




    There was a fine palfrey in the yard, and a mule.




    The nun was a curiosity – neither particularly well bred, nor ill-bred. She was somehow too robust to be a noblewoman – her brown hair was rich but unruly, her lips were a little too lush, and her eyes had more of command than languor. But Phillippa admired her immensely.




    The nun had a tonic effect on the gathered women. She seemed oblivious to the shadow over all of them, and she had brought seeds for late planting. The mule was to stay as a plough animal until the fortress sent oxen.




    ‘I gather that you have found quite a few dead,’ she said. She said it quite plainly, without the embellishment of false sentiment.




    ‘Almost all the men,’ Helewise noted. ‘We haven’t found Ser Hubert. I’d expect to know him. He had his brigandine on.’




    ‘I saw him fighting,’ Phillippa said, without meaning to. ‘I saw his axe. I never liked him. I wasn’t nice to him.’ Her voice cracked. ‘He died for us.’




    The nun nodded. ‘Hard times change us all, in ways that are far beyond our little knowledge,’ she said. ‘They teach us things about ourselves.’ She frowned.




    Then she looked up. ‘Let us pray,’ she said. When she was done, they ate in relative silence. And when she’d finished her share, the nun rose. ‘When we’ve washed up, let’s go bury the dead and say the service,’ she said.




    Phillippa, who had never been a great one for religion, was surprised by how moved she was by the nun’s quiet prayers, her open-faced plea to heaven for the souls of the departed, and by her homily – on how deeply they’d all been touched, and how they must trust in God.




    When the nun was finished, she smiled and kissed each woman on both cheeks. Then she walked to the pile of dead boggles. They didn’t smell, but they didn’t rot as men do – their leathery hides and the heavy cartilage of their ‘shells’ took time to return to the soil.




    ‘God made the Wild, as surely as he made Man,’ said the nun. ‘Although these were our enemies, we pray you take them to you.’




    The nun raised her face to heaven, closed her eyes, and made the sign of the cross; the entire pile turned to sand.




    Twenty women lost the ability to breathe for a moment.




    The nun turned to Helewise. ‘The afternoon is yet young. Now, about the seed?’




    Ser John had fished for too long.




    He caught and killed more than ten pounds of trout – perhaps much more than ten pounds – and the fishing was superb, at least in part because most of the other fishermen were dead. He didn’t want to stop, but as the sun began to sink in the west he made himself pull his line off the water. He was a mile downstream from where he’d started – a mile from his horse, and, he suddenly realised, a mile from his spear.




    Feeling more foolish than afraid, he plucked his harvest from the water and started back along the bank. The late summer sunlight was still strong and red, and the Wild had seldom looked less threatening but Ser John was too old in the ways of the Wild to be fooled by it, though. He moved quickly, making as little noise as he could.




    He’d travelled a quarter of the distance back to his horse when something alerted him – a movement, perhaps, or a sound. He froze, and then, very slowly, lowered himself to the ground.




    He lay still for a long time, watching, and the sun’s angle steepened. Then he rose and began to stride rapidly along the trail. Every stream like this one had a trail along its bank – men made them, and so did the Wild. They shared the trails.




    When he was just a bowshot from his horse, he climbed a tree to have a look. There were no carrion birds but there was a persistent rustling away to the south, and twice he heard the distant crash of a large animal moving too quickly for stealth. And darkness was just an hour away.




    He swung down from the tree, cursing his shoulder muscles, his age, and how much all this was going to hurt the following day – but he paused to pluck his bag of fish from the ground by the tree.




    To his immense relief – he hadn’t even known how worried he had been – his horse was merely nervous, not boggle-food. He saddled the big riding horse – a failed warhorse – and fetched his heavy spear from the crotch of a forked tree where he’d left it at sunrise.




    ‘I’m an idiot,’ he said aloud. Calm again.




    The Wild’s army was beaten, but the woods were still full of danger. He had been very foolish to leave his horse. He stood with it, calming it.




    He got one foot in the stirrup, powered into the saddle, and turned for home.




    Two hundred feet in front of him, a young doe bolted from the trees into the meadow. She was too young to be cautious, and she turned towards him, never seeing the man or the horse.




    Behind her, a dozen boggles burst from the wood line. One stride into the clearing, the lead creature paused – a slim dark figure against the light, and it took Ser John a moment to register what he was seeing. The boggle had a throw-stick.




    The spear left the throw-stick as fast as an arrow and the missile took the little doe in her hindquarters. She tumbled, fell, and blood sprayed. But terror and wild determination fuelled her, and she rose and drove forward – right at the knight.




    Between his knees he could feel his horse’s nerves. Old Jack had failed as a warhorse because he shied at the tilt – and had done so over and over.




    ‘Always another chance to excel,’ muttered Ser John, and he lowered the spear point.




    The doe saw the horse and tried to turn, but her limbs failed her and she fell sprawling, and the boggles were on her.




    Ser John put the spurs to his horse, and the gelding leaped out from beneath the old tree.




    The doe screamed. One of the boggles already had her open and was dragging her guts out while another sank his four-way hinged mouth into her haunch. But the boggle with the throw-stick had a long knife. The thing made a keening noise, and wrenched his throwing spear from the dying deer.




    Ser John didn’t have time to ride him down, and he didn’t fancy facing the throwing spear without armour, so he rose in his stirrups and threw his own spear – a cloth yard of steel at the end of six feet of ash. It wasn’t a clean throw but it caught the boggle in the head as it pin-wheeled through the air, and the thing shrieked.




    Ser John drew his sword.




    His horse put its head down as he rode straight at the doe’s carcass.




    I’m avenging a dead deer, for Christ’s sake, he thought and then he was reining in, and four of them were dead. The one he’d knocked down with his hastily thrown spear was bubbling as the little things did when they were broken, their liquid innards emerging throught rents in the carapace as if under pressure.




    There was one missing.




    The horse shied. It all but threw him with a sidestep and a kick – he whirled his head and saw the creature, covered in ordure, emerge from within the doe’s guts, exploding up in a spray of blood and muscle tissue. But its claws went for the man.




    The horse kicked it – rear left, rear right. Ser John managed to keep his seat as the terrified horse then trampled the boggle which had been kicked clear of the carcass and lay in the dust of the old road.




    Ser John let the horse kick. It made both of them feel better.




    Then he checked his fish.




    Afternoon was tending to evening and the nun was in the kitchen with Phillippa’s mother. Phillippa went there to help – as darkness fell, the cleanliness of the manor house chimney and the kitchen chimney had taken on paramount importance, and Helewise and the nun agreed between them to delay dinner a little longer.




    There were birds’ nests in the chimneys, and raccoons in the chimney pots. Phillippa thought the task was better than finding more corpses, and she pitched in with a will, climbing the roof slates in the last light with Jenny Rose and shooing the raccoons out with a broom. They didn’t want to go – they looked at her over their shoulders as if to say ‘We just want a nice bit of chicken, and can’t we all be friends?’




    She caught the flicker of movement away off to the north, and held out a filthy hand to Jenny Rose. ‘Shush!’ she said.




    ‘Shush yourself!’ Jenny said, but then she saw Phillippa’s face and froze.




    ‘Hoof beats,’ they both said together.




    ‘Can I light the fire, dear?’ called her mother.




    ‘Yes, and there’s someone coming!’ she shouted back, her voice a little higher pitched than it needed to be.




    The nun was out the kitchen door in a moment, standing with her hands on her hips in the last real light. She turned all the way around, very slowly. Then she looked up at the roof. ‘What do you see, Phillippa?’ she asked.




    Phillippa made herself do just what the nun had done. She turned slowly, balanced on the peak of the roof.




    Jenny said, ‘Oh!’ and pointed. By the stream to the west of them, there was a flicker of light – beautiful pink light, and then another.




    ‘Faeries!’ said Jenny.




    ‘Blessed Virgin Mary,’ said Phillippa, who crossed herself.




    ‘Faeries!’ she shouted down to the nun. ‘By the creek!’




    The nun raised her arms and made a sign.




    The sound of hoof beats grew closer.




    The faeries moved gracefully along the streambed. Phillippa had seen faeries before, but she loved them, even though they were a sign of the dominance of the Wild and it was supposedly a sin to admire them. But combined with the sound of galloping hooves, they seemed more sinister.




    The sun passed behind the ridge to the west.




    Almost instantly the temperature fell, and darkness was close. Phillippa shivered in nothing but her shift and kirtle.




    Steel glittered on the road, and the hoof beats were close now. The horse was tired, but the man rode well. He was very old, and had wild grey hair flowing out behind him, but his back was straight and his seat was solid. He was dressed like a peasant, yet he wore a long sword. She had spent the summer among men who went armed. He had a spear in his hand, too.




    He reined up for a moment at the ruins of their gatehouse, stood in his stirrups, and then said something to his mount. The horse responded with a last effort, and the man passed out of sight only to reappear walking under the two old oaks on the drive.




    The nun held up a hand. ‘The sele of the day to you, messire,’ she said in a clear voice.




    The old man reined up at the edge of what had once been the yard. ‘Greetings, fair sister. I had no thought that the resettlement had come this far. Indeed, I passed this way this morning and I’d wager there was no one here.’




    The nun smiled. ‘Neither there was, good knight.’




    ‘Ma belle, you speak most courteously. Is there a bed here for an old man with an old horse?’ He bowed to her from horseback. It was fun to watch them from the roof, unobserved. Phillippa gave them both high marks for courtesy – they spoke like the people in the songs of chivalry that she loved. And not like the stupid boys in Lorica, who were all sullen swearwords.




    ‘We cannot give you as fair a hostel as we could in times past, Ser John,’ her mother said, emerging into the door yard.




    ‘Helewise Cuthbert, as I live and breathe!’ said the old man. ‘What are you doing here?’




    ‘It’s my house, I believe,’ her mother said with some of her characteristic asperity.




    ‘Christ on the cross,’ said Ser John. ‘Be careful. I killed three brace of boggles five miles back on the road.’ He grinned. ‘But I’m that glad to see you, lass. How’s Pippa?’




    Phillippa hadn’t allowed her mother to call her Pippa in years, and while she had an idea who this man must be she couldn’t remember seeing him before.




    ‘Well enough, for her age. You’ll want a cup of wine,’ her mother said. ‘You’d be welcome here.’




    He dismounted like a younger man, kicking his feet clear of his stirrups and leaping to the ground – an effect he spoiled slightly by putting a hand in the small of his back. ‘Is this to be a religious house?’ he asked the nun.




    The young nun smiled. ‘No, ser knight. But I’m a-visiting; I’m to ride abroad to every new resettlement north of Southford.’




    Ser John nodded and then caught both of her mother’s hands. ‘I thought you would be gone to Lorica,’ he said.




    She reached her face up to his and kissed him. ‘I couldn’t stay there and be a poor relation when I have a home here,’ she replied.




    Ser John stepped away from her mother, smiling. He looked away from her and then back, smiled again, and then bowed to the nun. ‘I’m Ser John Crayford, the Captain of Albinkirk. Yester e’en, I’d have said “ride and be of good cheer”, but I’m none too pleased with my little boggle encounter this evening. Which puts me in mind that I’d be in your debt for a rag and some olive oil.’




    Phillippa was fascinated by the whole scene. Her mother was . . . odd. She’d tossed her hair like a young girl – it was down because she’d been working. And the old man was old but he had something about him, something difficult to define. Something that the boys in Lorica did not have.




    ‘I’ll fetch you a rag, John, but please stay. We’re all women here.’ Her mother’s voice sounded odd, too.




    ‘Helewise, don’t tell me I’ve stumbled on the castle of maidens. I’m not nearly young enough to enjoy it.’ The knight laughed.




    Old Gwyn cackled. ‘Hardly a maiden here, old man,’ she said.




    Phillippa was appalled to see the nun giggle. Nuns, in her experience, were strict, dour women who didn’t laugh. Especially not at jokes that involved sex, even in the most harmless way.




    The nun finished her laugh and she and the knight met each other’s eyes. ‘I can handle myself on the road,’ she said.




    ‘By Saint George, you are the Bonne Soeur Sauvage!’ he said. ‘Sister Amicia?’




    She curtsied. ‘The very same.’




    He laughed. ‘Sweet wounds of the risen Christ, Helewise, you don’t need me here. This good sister has probably slain more boggles than all the knights west of the Albin.’ He smiled at the nun. ‘I have a package for you, back in the Donjon. I’ll send it on to you.’




    ‘A package?’ she asked.




    He shrugged. ‘Arrived a month ago, by messenger from the east. Sent from the Inn of Dorling.’




    She flushed.




    The knight went on, ‘At any rate, if you plan to ride my roads, I’d appreciate knowing what you find. The Wild is still out there – closer, I would say, than they were a year ago. These ladies are lucky to have you, ma soeur. They won’t need me!’




    Phillippa wanted her dinner, so she and Jenny Rose swarmed down the ladder to the ground and they missed Mistress Helewise saying, very softly, ‘Some of us need you, ser knight.’




    Ticondaga Castle on the Wall – The Earl of the Westwall and Ghause Muriens




    She looked into her silver mirror for far too long.




    And sighed.




    Her blond hair remained as nearly white-gold as artifice and phantasm could make it, and it fell down her back to the rise of the swell in her buttocks. Her breasts were full and firm, the envy of women half her age.




    What do I care? she thought. I am so much more than the sum of my breasts and the length of my legs. I am me!




    But she cared deeply. She wanted to be all that she was and continue to beguile any man she wanted.




    She picked up a fur-lined robe. The morning chill was rising, the fires weren’t lit, and a rash of goose-bumps was not going to enhance her beauty. Nor was a bad cough.




    She pulled the robe around her and, on impulse, cupped her breasts with her hands, and heard the movement—




    ‘Not now, you fool!’ she hissed at her husband, the Earl, but he had the neck of her gown in his hand, lifted her effortlessly and threw her on the bed, pinned her to it with a strong hand and shrugged out of his own heavy robe.




    ‘I’m – Stop!’ she said, as his weight came atop her.




    He put his mouth over hers.




    She writhed under him. ‘You oaf! I’m rising! Can’t you knock?’




    ‘If you will preen that marvellous body of yours in front of an open door, you get what you deserve,’ he breathed into her ear.




    His feet were cold – he never would wear slippers. But his insistence had its own charm – his strong hands had many skills – and when his knee went to part hers, she locked his arm and rolled him over like a wrestler, and sat on his chest – leaned back and caught his prick with her hand, and he groaned.




    She flicked him with a practised nail and impaled herself, and his eyes widened to have their roles so quickly reversed. He took her breasts in his hands. ‘Happy birthday, you faithless bitch,’ he growled into her throat.




    ‘What did you get me, you great fool?’ she asked as he sought to throw her over and get atop her again. She caught an arm and kept him pinned, and threw her hair over his face so he couldn’t see. She was laughing – he was laughing, but he got one of his iron-hard arms across her back, ran it down and down, and she moaned—




    —and then he was atop her, grinning like the beast he was. But he kept his hand under her, and raised her – with one hand – cradling her on his hand as they rutted so that all the muscles in her back were stretched. She locked her legs over the back of his knees and bit his shoulder as hard as she could, her teeth drawing blood. His nails bit into her back. She wriggled, clenched her knees on his sides, and moved her head – he leaned forward to fasten his mouth on her left breast—




    They fell off the bed slowly, the bed-hangings holding their weight for three long heartbeats and then tearing – she caught the floor under her right foot and then she was atop him and his back was to the cold stone floor, his head was lifted to hers. He tasted the blood on her lips, and she tasted her own salt—




    There was a moment when they merged with the Wild. She flooded him with potentia. His back arched so hard that she almost came off him.




    And then they were done.




    ‘Christ and his saints, bitch, you nigh broke my head,’ he said.




    She licked his lips. ‘I own you,’ she said. ‘I rode you like a horse. A big warhorse.’




    He smacked her naked arse hard enough to draw a cry. ‘I came to tell you there’s a letter,’ he said. ‘But there you were cupping your boobies with your hands and you looked good enough to eat.’ He passed a hand over his left shoulder and it came away bloody, and he laughed. ‘Jesus wept, it’s me who got ate. How to you do it, you witch? Yer as old as a crone, and I want no other.’




    ‘Fifty today,’ she said. She ran her hand over his shoulder and put a tiny working into it and it closed.




    He stood and ran a hand up her leg from the bottom and she purred.




    ‘The letter will wait,’ he growled, pushing her backwards.




    ‘Aren’t you too old for this sort of thing?’ she asked.




    An hour later, they sat on heavy chairs in the castle’s Great Hall. She wore a heavy gown of blue wool as fine as velvet, spangled with gold stars embroidered by her ladies, and he wore the blue and yellow livery of the Muriens in Morean satin. They were of an age, and he had more grey than dark brown in his hair and beard. He looked like a rapacious eagle, and she looked like the eagle’s mate. Their eyes met often, and their hands touched constantly, two people who’d just made love and couldn’t quite let go.




    Ticondaga was one of the great castles of Alba – the key to the Wall, the strongest rock against the Wild. Rising four hundred feet above the forest floor, commanding a bay on the lake with access to the Great River, Ticondaga was reckoned impregnable by Man and Wild alike. But the cold granite walls sixty feet high, the massive gatehouse, the three concentric rings of walls and the gargantuan donjon, the lower floor carved from the living rock of the mountain, while militarily magnificent, made the living uncomfortable most of the year and downright harsh in mid-winter. Late summer was merely cold in the morning. Everyone wore wool at Ticondaga.




    The Great Hall seated the entire garrison for meals – sixty knights and four hundred soldiers and their wives, paramours, lemans, or whores. It was the Earl’s view that seeing his men eat three times a day kept them loyal, and thirty-five years in the saddle of the greatest and most dangerous demesne in Alba hadn’t changed his views. So breakfast was served to almost five hundred people – porridge, tea, scones and clotted cream and preserves and cider. When he had noble visitors, he’d serve fancier foods, but the Earl of the Westwall liked plain food in massive quantities, and he was famous as far away as Galle as a generous lord. His people ate well.




    Once there had been six great castles on the Wall, and six lords in the north. Before that, they had been legates of a distant emperor. In the distant past, when the stones of the hall’s foundations were new, the Empress herself had sat in this hall.




    Times had changed, and the Earl’s ancestors had sought dominion over the north, on both sides of the Wall. More, as the Wall mouldered it lost its value as either fortification or boundary. In the last hundred years, the Muriens had built their lordship at the expense of the Southern Huran across the river and the lordships to the east and west who were nominally allies and near relations.




    The Earl himself had completed the job, vanquishing the Orleys in a series of pitched battles in the woods and a climactic siege of Saint Jean, once the mightiest fortress on the Wall. Young and full of vigour, sorcerously aided by his wife, the Earl had toppled the Orleys, taken Saint Jean and razed it; throwing the bodies of each and every Orley, their children, their women, and their servants into the blaze. It was a victory so total that the old King hadn’t bothered to declare him forfeit, and the young King was his wife’s brother and not inclined to make trouble. The old King had fought the great fight at Chevins with no help from the Muriens and died soon after, and the young King had never attempted to make his writ felt in the north.




    For a while, there were the usual rumours that an Orley heir survived. Murien laughed at them in scorn and ploughed their monuments and their peasants alike under the rocky soil. As his sons grew to manhood, no one challenged his primacy as Lord of the North.




    Lady Ghause stretched like a cat, showing a fine length of stocking that made her mate growl again. She ate her way through a small pile of scones and licked raspberry jam off the spoon with a curl of her tongue and then ran her eyes over him.




    ‘Stop it, witch! I’ve work to do.’ He laughed.




    ‘There was talk of a letter?’ she asked. ‘Work? The Cock of the North? You do no work.’




    ‘The Huran have a feud dividing their clans – they’re close to war. The Sossag grow stronger and the Huran weaker, and that’s my business. I’ve a rumour of Moreans among—’




    Ghause took another scone. ‘The Moreans always have men among the Huran. It stands to reason – they share that part of the Wall.’




    ‘Woman, if you eat that many scones every morning you’ll have thighs like the pillars of this hall.’ He laughed at her appetite.




    ‘Churl, if you were as fit as I the scullery maids would more willingly jump into your bed,’ she said.




    ‘The way their swains jump into yours, bitch?’ the Earl spat.




    ‘I find that older trees have harder wood,’ she said, and he almost choked on his cider. He shook his head. ‘Why do I love you, you selfish, vain sorceress?’




    She shrugged. ‘I think you like a challenge,’ she said, and motioned to her third son, Aneas, who waited below the dais for her orders. He was her favourite son – absolutely obedient, charming, a fine jouster, a decent bard.




    ‘Yes, Mother?’




    ‘It’s time we fostered this lanky by-blow,’ the Earl said. ‘By the virgin, he’s too old to wait on our table. Let’s send him to Towbray.’




    ‘You said all Towbray’s sons were lechers and sodomites,’ his wife said sweetly.




    The Earl poured a dollop of Wild honey onto a piece of heavily buttered new bread and ate it messily, getting the honey on his beard and hands. She could smell the latent ops in the honey. ‘I did. That Michael – what a little hellion! Ran away! If my son did that—’ He shrugged. Paused.




    Her lovely violet eyes narrowed. ‘Your son did do that, you fool,’ she said cattishly.




    He frowned. ‘You tax me too hard, madam.’ He half rose. ‘Was he mine? Are any of them mine?’ he muttered.




    She leaned back. Her eyes held his pinned. ‘The fourth one has a little of your look – and your piggish tastes.’ She shrugged.




    He laughed again and slapped his thigh. ‘By God, madame.’




    ‘By the Enemy, you mean.’




    ‘I’ll have no part in all your blasphemy,’ he said. ‘Here’s the messenger, and the letter. It’s from Gavin.’




    A message from her second son was reason for interest. She pulled her robe closed, leaving just enough flesh on display to keep the Earl – and every other man in the first three rows of tables – looking, and then she crooked a finger at the stranger, a handsome man, middle-aged, in a plain red jupon and high black boots.




    ‘What news of the southlands, messire?’ asked the Earl. He was interested to see his son had access to a royal messenger. The boy must be in high favour.




    The man bowed. ‘I was fifteen days through the mountains, my lord Earl. Have you had word of the fighting in the south?’




    The Earl nodded. ‘Ten days ago I had another messenger, but well ere that the Abbess sent me from Lissen Carrak. I know that a strong force of Sossag passed the Wall well to the west – beyond my patrols, I fear.’




    ‘Ser Gavin sent me from the Ings of the Dorring to tell you that news, and to tell you that the sorcerer Thorn was driven from the field at Lissen Carrak. Ser Gavin thinks he retreated to the north. Several of his friends – who have the fey – felt the same.’




    ‘Thorn?’ asked the Earl.




    ‘Shush, naming calls,’ said the lady, suddenly all business. ‘I’ll look for him later. He was once Richard Plangere. Back when we were billing and cooing.’




    Her husband raised an eyebrow – they’d gone well beyond billing and cooing in their first fifteen minutes alone together, some twenty years before.




    ‘It’s an expression,’ she said.




    The messenger looked as if he was trying to vanish into the flagstone floor.




    ‘How is my son?’ she asked.




    ‘He does nobly!’ said the messenger. ‘He won much renown in the battle. He was wounded in the great battle on the fells, and then again fighting boggles beneath the castle.’




    ‘Ah? And how was he wounded?’ she asked mildly.




    ‘He took a great wound, but the Magister Harmodius—’




    ‘The faker. Posturer. Yes?’ the lady’s eyes seemed to glow.




    ‘Lord Harmodius healed him – although there were, er, complications.’ The messenger held out a scroll tube.




    ‘Old charlatan. And how fares my dear friend the Abbess of Lissen?’ she asked. She leaned forward and her gown fell open a little.




    The messenger licked his lips and raised his eyes to hers. ‘She died. In the fighting.’




    ‘Sophia is dead?’ Ghause asked. She leaned back, and looked at the ceiling, thirty feet above her. ‘Well, well. That is news.’




    The Earl took the scroll. He opened it, read a few words, and slammed the bone scroll tube into the arm of his throne so hard it smashed. ‘Son of a bitch,’ he swore. ‘Gabriel is alive.’




    Ghause froze. All the colour left her face, and her hand flew to her throat. ‘What?’ she asked.




    He picked up the scroll. His face was as red as beet.




    Pater and Mater,




    I must start by saying that Gabriel is alive, and I am with him.




    If you have heard of the mercenary captain they call ‘The Red Knight’, well, that is Gabriel. He won the fight men now call ‘The Fells’, and he held Lissen Carrak against the devil himself. I was there.




    I have left the court. It is not for me – or perhaps I liked it too well. And I have plighted my troth to the Lady Mary – yes, Pater, that’s Count Gareth’s daughter. I have joined Gabriel. Our company – we have a goodly company, more than one hundred lances—




    The Earl looked up. ‘Gabriel? My lackwit minstrel son is leading a company of lances? What sorcery is this? That ponce couldn’t have led a company of maids to pick flowers.’




    He met her icy stare. ‘You always were a fool,’ she said.




    —into Morea, to aid the Emperor in his warres. I have entrusted this messenger with certain news concerning the great Enemy we vanquished at Lissen, because we are sore affeard that said Magister Traitor may attempt to recoup his fortunes north of the wall.




    Gabriel has entrusted me with certain informationes which I now believe, but I will hold my peace until I have heard from Mater and from you as to how we came to be a family divided so deep. For the nonce, I ride by my brother, and we have good cheer together – better cheer, I think, than ever we had as children.




    ‘What has Gabriel told him?’ Ghause asked the air. But she could see it in her mind’s eye – Gabriel, alive, had faced a power of the Wild and defeated him.




    A wild joy roared in her breast like a fire just catching hold in twigs and birch bark and carefully split kindling. Gabriel – her Gabriel, her living revenge on the world of men – was alive. No matter that he no doubt hated her. She smiled.




    Men quailed to see it.




    Later, in the privacy of her own tower, she worked a small phantasm. She had known Richard Plangere well. She found him easily, cast a working to trace him if he moved, and noted that he was less than three hundred leagues away – and that he was orders of magnitude more powerful than he’d been when she had last deceived him.




    She flexed her fingers. ‘Oh, so am I, lover,’ she said, delighted. Everything delighted her, because Gabriel was alive.




    She wanted a look at this Lady Mary. She hadn’t seen the girl since she was eleven or twelve – when she’d been gawky, hipless, and no kind of a wife for Gavin, who was moody and difficult and given to rages. Not her favourite son, although the easiest to manipulate.




    This working was complex, because rumour said that the King’s new whore of a wife was a sorceress, and Ghause had no intention of being caught snooping; she spent the day laying her snares, reading from grimoires with her tongue clenched between her teeth, and writing in silver on her floor.




    She heard the Earl’s cavalcade return, but she was almost done and she wasn’t going to stop for him. She lit a faery light, and then another, and heard their little voices scream in the aether. She hated faeries and their soulless leeching on the world of men, and it pleased her to use their little bodies for light.




    By the light of their agony, she finished her structure. She reached into her maze – an aethereal palace of brambles and apple trees and roses turned a little bad – and summoned the rich green power that smelled of loam and rain and semen, and pushed that power through her structures, and saw.




    She was really very pretty – beautiful hair, fine teeth, and a good figure. Best of all, she had developed good hips for child bearing, and she was reading. A woman who could read was a find indeed.




    Ghause watched her in the aethereal for as long as a priest might say mass, studying her movements and her composure. She even watched Lady Mary take a breviary cross from her girdle and say a prayer. Her lips shaped the sounds of ‘Gavin’ and Ghause heard them and smiled.




    The Earl shouted for her in the hall and someone banged on her door, and she felt another presence, and suddenly she saw the King’s trull.




    Lady Mary rose and put her breviary on a side table. ‘Lady?’ she asked.




    The Queen passed into the room, and into Ghause’s ops-powered sight. Her beauty cut Ghause like a sharp knife to the soul. And she—




    —was—




    —pregnant.




    Ghause slammed out of her spell and screamed.




    Sixty Leagues West of Lissen Carrak – Bill Redmede




    The wilderness west of Lissen Carrak was a nightmare.




    Every day that the Jack of Jacks, Bill Redmede, led his exhausted and demoralised men further west, they looked at him with that mixture of trust and bewilderment that he knew would inexorably lead to the collapse of belief, and then of discipline. And he was sure – as sure as he was that the aristocrats were an evil burden on the shoulders of men – that no sanctuary lay to the east.




    Every night he lay and replayed the ambush; what should have been the Day. The Day when the King and his cronies fell, when the yeomen of Alba reclaimed their freedom, and the lords fell choking on their own blood. He thought of every error he had made, every deal he had brokered. And how they’d all gone wrong.




    Mostly, he lay freezing in his cloak and thought of Thorn. He’d given up his blanket to Nat Tyler, who had a fever and the runs and was worse off. They’d carried Tyler for days until he declared he could walk – but he walked in silence, and when they made camp he’d lie down and sleep. Redmede missed his council.




    The worst of it was that more than a month had passed since the defeat, and he didn’t really have a goal. He had heard that the Wild had a mighty lord, far to the west; an old and powerful irk who had a fortress and a set of villages where some Outwallers lived free. It was a rumour he’d gleaned when he recruited some serfs in the Brogat; he wondered now if it was just a cloud cuckoo land, a promise as false as the heaven preached by priests. A month’s travel, scrounging food and killing any animal big enough to make a meal—




    The immediate problem was food. It might have amused him, that his very success in saving Jacks from the wreck of defeat now meant that there were too many of them to hunt deer in the woods. His people had consumed the last of their supplies when they left their canoes at the last navigable stretch of the Cohocton, and began walking west. They followed a narrow ribbon of trail beaten into the earth by generations of Outwallers and Wild creatures – it was like a deer trail, but twelve inches wide and formed of hard beaten earth that didn’t show a footprint or even the mark of a dew claw or a hoof.




    And there was no game for hundreds of yards to either side of the trail. The only sign in the woods was boglin sign. Thousands of them – perhaps more – had survived Thorn’s defeat, and when the sorcerer abandoned his forces he’d released thousands of the small but deadly creatures from his will. They, too, were on the trail, headed west. Headed home.




    That was a frightening thought.




    But this trail led somewhere. That much Redmede knew.




    The woods themselves seemed more threatening then he remembered. The silence was oppressive – even the number of insects seemed reduced by the magnitude of the Wild’s rout. It was a silent summer. And Bill Redmede had never travelled this far west.




    A day’s travel west of the Ings of the Cohocton, they found an irk village burned flat. Casual inspection showed that the inhabitants had probably done the work themselves – there were no corpses, and nothing had been left. Just the remnants of twenty-four cabins in a great circle, all burned, and the stockade around it, closely woven with raspberry canes and other prickers, black, but still thorny.




    One of his men had cried to see it. ‘They’re ahead of us!’ he said. ‘Sweet Jesus, Jack, the knights are—’




    Redmede wanted to smack him. But instead, he leaned on his bow and shook his head. ‘Use your noggin, young Peter. How would they get here? Eh? Irks did this themselves.’ He ordered men to prod the cabin foundations for grain pits, and they found ten – all empty. But they were desperate enough to pick the kernels of dried corn out of the earthen pits, one at a time, and then young Fitzwilliam found a buried pot – a great earthenware container that held twenty pounds of grain. Another hour of digging found another.




    Forty pounds of corn among two hundred men was a mere handful per man, but Bill sent three of his best, all veteran foresters, north across the stream, and they returned while the corn was being roasted on fires. They had a pair of deer.




    The next morning, as if a miracle, a troop of turkeys walked boldly across the cleared fields to the south – twenty fat birds, bold as brass. In the process of killing them, the Jacks realised that the corn in the fields was ripe. The fields furthest from the woods’ edge had already been picked clean – clearly the irks had harvested what they could before they burned their village – but the corn under the forest eaves was fresh, full-kernelled, and mature. Albans grew grains – oats, barley, and wheat – irks and Outwallers grew the native corn, and while the taste was unfamiliar and curiously sweet Bill knew salvation when he saw it. Twenty turkeys and four hundred ears of corn provided a second feast, and with time to think and food in his belly he decided they should rest another day and sent more hunters north and south to look for deer.




    The men he sent north didn’t return. He waited three days for them, and mourned the loss of his best scout, an old man everyone called Grey Cal. Cal was too good to get lost and too old to take foolish chances. But the Wild was the Wild.




    A half-blood – Outwaller and Morean – offered to try to track the old man and his party. Redmede was in the difficult position of getting to know his men as he faced each challenge – the fighting at Lissen Carrak had rallied all the different cells of the Jacks, and years of patient secrecy had aided their recruitment, but it didn’t help him now. He didn’t know the dark-skinned man or his abilities at all.




    ‘What’d you say your name was, comrade?’ he asked.




    The young half-blood crouched. He wore a feather in his hair like an Outwaller, and carried an Eastern horn bow rather than a war bow. ‘Call me Cat,’ he said. He grinned. ‘You have any food, boss?’




    ‘No man is boss to any other here,’ Redmede said.




    ‘That’s crap,’ said Cat. ‘You the boss. These others – some wouldn’t live a day out here withouten you.’ He smiled. ‘Let me go find Cal. He fed me many times. Good man. Good friend. Good comrade.’




    Redmede had the sudden feeling he was sending his new best scout to find his old one. ‘Tomorrow we go west on the trail,’ he said. ‘Know anything about this trail, comrade?’




    The dark-skinned man looked up the trail for long enough that Redmede began to hope for an answer. But Cat grinned, suddenly. ‘Goes west, I reckon,’ he said. ‘Can I try for Cal?’




    ‘Go with my blessing.’ Redmede handed the boy some newly parched corn.




    Cat raised the corn to his forehead. ‘Tara will protect me,’ he said. Tara was the Outwaller goddess.




    Redmede couldn’t stop himself. ‘Superstition will never help us be free,’ he said.




    Cat smiled. ‘Nope,’ he agreed. He ate the handful of corn in one great mouthful, picked up his bow and loped away into the gathering darkness.




    The next night their camp was worse, they ate strips of badly dried venison and shivered by their fires. Redmede was sure they were being observed – he went out in person at dusk, and again at dawn, moving as silently as twenty years of outlawry had taught him to, but he didn’t see so much as a bent blade of grass nor did he hear a twig snap that wasn’t rightly accounted for by chipmunks and raccoons.




    His men were leaner. He looked them over along the thin ribbon of trail – most of them had ruined their hose, and none of them had white cotes any more. The good wool was stained from lying flat, sleeping, crawling and living, and now their cotes had taken on the many hues of the forest. They were still too bright, but the starkness of white was being overlaid with a thousand imprints of nature, and the Wild was having the same effect on the men and the handful of women.




    It was the women that caused him concern. He’d heard a couple screwing in the dark, and if he’d heard it he knew that two hundred other pairs of ears had listened with the same hunger. Men could share abstinence, but if one or two men were getting some . . .




    He walked along the line until he reached the oldest of the female Jacks – Bess. She was as tall as he, and no kind of beauty at all in the world of men. Although here in the Wild her big-boned, heavy-breasted frame seemed as natural as a beaver dam and ten times as attractive.




    Bill Redmede grimaced at himself. ‘Bess?’ he said. ‘Walk with me a few paces, eh?’




    Bess got her blanket roll on her hip, passed the cord over her shoulder, and picked up her bow. ‘What’s on your mind?’ she asked bluntly.




    ‘Women. Fucking.’ He looked back at her. He hoped they were out of earshot of the Jacks.




    She frowned. ‘You have a strange way of asking a girl, Jack.’




    He stopped and leaned against a tree so enormous that the two of them would never have been able to pass their arms around the trunk.




    A light rain began to fall, and he cursed. He ran back along the trail and ordered the long files of Jacks into motion behind him, and then he turned and ran back to her. ‘I don’t mean me,’ he said. ‘I need you to tell the girls—’




    ‘Fuck you, Bill Redmede,’ Bess said. ‘This ain’t the Royal Army. Those sisters have the same rights as any Jack – right to their arms, right to their bodies. Yes, comrade?’




    Bill plodded along for a dozen paces. ‘Sister, there are ideals and then there are everyday—’ He paused, looking for a word. ‘Everyday things,’ he said weakly. ‘Every woman has the right to her own body. But plague take it, sister, we’re in a tight space—’




    Bess was three paces ahead of him. She stopped, turned, and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘If we’re in a tight space then this is when we find out what we are. All the more reason the sisters should do what they want.’




    Bill thought about that a moment. ‘Could end hard,’ he said.




    ‘Are you our lord? Our master? Our father?’ Bess challenged him. ‘It could end hard, and mayhap I’ll say a word to a sister if it looks like it will. But it ain’t your responsibility, is it, Bill Redmede?’




    He looked at her, expected to find himself angry at her attitude to his authority, and instead was glad. Glad that someone else was a true believer. ‘Good of the many, sister,’ he said.




    Bess nodded. ‘That, I can understand.’




    That day the hunters got nothing and the grumbling in camp was continuous. A great many men were leaning towards blaming their leader. Redmede could feel it.




    Morning came after a night of rain – a night where only the most hardened veterans slept. At least it made sex unlikely – but in the morning everyone looked thinner, more pinched, and as those men who had any rolled up their sodden cloaks and blankets, they bickered over the slightest thing.




    A pair of serfs from the Albin – new men, young and comparatively strong and well fed – packed their goods silently and trotted away down the trail, headed east.




    Nat Tyler came up. He’d had the runs for days and keeping up had been all he could do, but he was recovering. Redmede had never known a tougher man, and his heart rose to see his most trusted friend leaning on his great bow.




    ‘I could reach them from here,’ Tyler said.




    ‘You are feeling better, comrade. But skip it. We’ve never killed our own.’ He watched the two men moving furtively away.




    ‘So we have, when needs must.’ Tyler spat, but he dropped his ready arrow back into his quiver, and carefully tied the thong on his arrow bag against the wet. His eyes were on Bess as she walked, head high, shoulders square. ‘Fever broke in the night,’ he muttered. ‘And I heard a lot of shite talked.’




    Redmede watched the rain. ‘It’ll get worse,’ he said.




    That afternoon, in heavy rain, he sent out three teams of hunters, one of them composed of six unwilling men, younger serfs recently escaped, with Tyler to teach them. They were resentful of authority, cold, wet, and hungry – not the ideal circumstances under which to learn how to move in the woods.




    ‘There won’t be a fucking deer moving in this,’ Tyler complained.




    ‘Then kill them in their lies,’ Redmede quipped.




    ‘If this’n was my woods and I knew the lies I would,’ Tyler said. ‘Fuck me, even then I wouldn’t go out in rain like this.’




    ‘Kills the scent,’ Redmede said. ‘We need meat. Needs must when the devil drives.’




    ‘Make that up yerself, Bill?’ Tyler said. But he managed a damp smile. ‘I’m off then.’




    They made camp too near dark, if lying in the rain under a dripping canopy of maple leaves could be accounted a camp. Everything was wet – the ground, the men, and all their clothes, all their blankets, all their cloaks.




    It was dark to be gathering firewood but Redmede led the effort himself, and Bess backed him up, and before the sky overhead was black as black they had a heap of downed branches as high as a man’s head, and more and more of the exhausted men were rising from their first collapse to help. But Redmede could see that they were moving like the sick; their thin-lipped, jerky wood-gathering frightened him more than outright rebellion would have done.




    Bess found a treasure – a hollow apple tree full of carefully stored dry birchbark. Redmede found his fire stele and got to work, but the wind and the rain didn’t help and neither did having an audience. The sky was black as a nobleman’s heart when he finally had his char glowing red with a lit spark.




    Even then three tries failed to get the char to light his tow, which was apparently damp despite being carried in a well-made tin, right against his skin. He cursed.




    Bess shrugged. ‘Stop your whining,’ she said. ‘I know a trick.’ She rubbed some birch bark between her hands, crumpling it finer and finer as three other women held their cotes over her head to keep the rain off – and the birch dust caught the spark from the char cloth, flared to light, and lit a twist of birch bark that glared like a magic spell in the darkness. All the men and women in the dark, wet camp, cheered spontaneously – not just a gasp, but a shout. In a minute, the pile of dry birch bark caught and in ten minutes, the whole vast pile of wood was roaring, flames leaping twenty feet in the air, so high that the rain was diverted over their heads.




    With fire a palpable reality, the Jacks found the spirit to get more wood, even though it had to be scrounged by feel in total darkness – armloads of sodden, half-rotten wood appeared, but by then the fire was so hot that it had ceased to discriminate. It was so hot it could dry a man’s shirt in a few beats of his heart, even as that heat threatened to boil his blood. The sick and the most weary were encouraged to lie down, feet to the fire, in a ring close around it where the air was breathable, and they were as close to comfortable as a man could manage in the Wild.




    Nat Tyler came in near to midnight. The fire was still burning like a beacon, and men were working in shifts to feed it, crashing a hundred feet or more into the surrounding darkness.




    ‘It’s like you’ve hung out a sign,’ Tyler said. He crouched down by Redmede, and he was obviously exhausted.




    ‘Get anything?’ Redmede asked.




    ‘Doe and two fawns,’ Tyler said with half a grin. ‘Wasn’t pretty, but we got ’em. Funny – when we took the deer we could see your fire plain as the fingers on my hand, but when we came down the hill, we lost you – even lost the stream for a time.’ He shook his head. ‘Plague take it, lost in the dark is like hell come to earth, comrade.’




    ‘They still out there?’ Redmede said slowly. He didn’t want the answer. He was warm and as dry as he’d been in two days and didn’t want to move.




    ‘I told the boys to sit tight and I’d come for them,’ Tyler said. ‘I’ll go fetch ’em in.’




    ‘I’d better come with you,’ Redmede said. He hoped it didn’t sound as grudging as it was.




    Tyler sighed. ‘I wish I could tell you to sit and rest,’ he said. There was a long pause. ‘But I don’t think I can go out again by m’self. Fell asleep under a tree for – don’t know how long. Minute? Three? Twenty?’ He got to his feet. ‘There’s something out there, too.’




    ‘Something Wild?’ Redmede asked. ‘We’re allies, now.’




    Tyler frowned. ‘Don’t you believe it, Bill Redmede. This is the fucking Wild. I know it like my own nose. They aren’t even allies to each other, plague take them all. It’s a world of blood and talon, and right now we’re easy meat.’




    Redmede shivered. He half drew his falchion in its scabbard and it caught – there was rust on the blade, rust right down into the scabbard. As it was his prized possession he felt a flare of anger and even sadness. He checked his dagger and shook his head over his bow and quiver. He hung the quiver on a spruce tree, leaned the great bow against the trunk between the dense dead branches, and made a tent for them with his cloak.




    ‘Let’s go,’ he said.




    His confidence lasted for ten paces, and then the sheer cold of the ever-present rain and the futility of moving in the pitch blackness hit him as if someone had thrown a pail of water over his head.




    Tyler was muttering to himself, and Redmede worried he was still fevered. They crashed through the brush, making as much noise as a hundred mounted knights, and taking damage from the alder and the spruce saplings. Redmede misstepped badly and fell down the bank, putting one whole wool-hosed leg into the icy Cohocton, and when he glanced back he could see the fire burning like a mountain of light just a bowshot behind them. The heart went out of him.




    ‘I’d never ha’ gone back into the dark wi’out you, Bill,’ Tyler said. ‘Christ on the cross, I hope I can find the lads. They’re scare’t shitless and they was more a hindrance than a help. I should hae left them wi’ you.’




    ‘They’ve got to learn sometime,’ Redmede said without thinking. One foot in front of the other – it always got him through these moments. Besides, it was Tyler doing the work, breaking trail and guessing where he’d left the runaway serfs. All Redmede had to do was follow him and keep his spirits up.




    They walked and walked until Redmede’s head was numb and he felt as if he was asleep and yet walking in an endless sea of rain. The downpour drowned out all other sound, the darkness was nigh total, and he tracked the shine of his friend’s rain-soaked cote, the dull gleam of the leather belt that held his leather bottle, and the shape of his head against the rain. They moved from tree to tree because it was too dark to walk well, and they were far from any trail, and still low branches tripped them – it was exhausting work, and no end in sight.




    And then something struck him.




    He had an ill-defined warning – never fully sensed, but something made him duck and turn, and the spear haft meant to punch through his neck slapped the side of his head and came down on his shoulder instead – a flare of pain, but not a blow to stop a warrior, and Redmede had the haft in his hand. Before his head was in the fight, he’d rotated the shaft between his hands, tearing it away from his assailant, and he slammed the haft solidly into the creature and it fell away with a wet scream – the ferns under his feet were full of them—




    ‘Boggles!’ he screamed.




    Tyler had a heartbeat more warning, and he used it to drag his blade clear of its scabbard. Redmede saw Tyler’s blade pass so close to his cheek that he might have seen himself in the blade, with more light, and then there was a wet thump and he was sprayed with warm ichor.




    He began to use the spear with ferocity. The darkness was against him, but Redmede had never quit in his life, and he put the stone spearhead into two or three of the beasts before he felt the stinging pain at his ankle that told him—




    —and then Tyler was there, cutting hard. He cleared the boggles off Redmede, and then the two of them got their backs against the bole of a great tree.




    The boggles were gone.




    ‘I’m hit, Nat.’ Bill Redmede was as terrified as he’d ever been in his life. He could feel the blood flowing out his ankle, and he could see the ferns moving.




    Tyler spat. ‘Some allies,’ he said.
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