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Leo Carew’s much-lauded UNDER THE NORTHERN SKY trilogy draws to its spellbinding conclusion. . .


Albion continues to be divided by revolt and bloodshed, as alliances collapse and are made anew.


Driven obsessively for glory, the upstart Bellamus and his exiled queen Aramilla are marshalling resistance and building a powerful army.


Returning to the Hindrunn, Keturah is forced to fend for herself, battling enemies on all sides just when she is most in need of a place of safety.


And all the while, the young Black Lord must deal not only with the aftermath of a great betrayal, but the cold shadow of the Kryptea, threatening to destroy everything he has fought for. . .
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Prologue


Pain.


It riddled Vigtyr like woodworm. His foot had been lanced through, and agony swept up his leg each time he shifted onto it. The wound at his chest gaped like a salamander’s mouth whenever he spread his arms. The roots of his teeth burned cold as each breath ran over them, and his eye – whatever was left of his blind, flattened eye – throbbed with each heartbeat.


The man who had done this to him was dead, Vigtyr was sure. He had seen him die; he had struck every blow it had taken to put him down. Limping, spitting and sobbing, he had dragged his body to the camp perimeter and abandoned him there. But it still felt as though he was close: listening for Vigtyr’s cries, just behind the canvas of his tent. The dark interior was hot, and filled with Vigtyr’s own thoughts, circling him like dogs. He fumbled at the toggles to the entrance and staggered into the night.


A buttercup-yellow moon shone overhead, and to his left, the city of Lundenceaster still burned orange behind its high walls, like a vast cauldron of coals. Campfires flickered around his tent, battered legionaries huddled around them, most of them awake and talking softly.


Vigtyr needed distraction: anything to take him out of his own head. He bent to seal his tent, trying to think what he might do. And a distraction arrived.


From the dark came the sound of hooves and the clink of a harness. He straightened, and turned to see a black horseman riding by. The rider was powerful and straight-backed, but the horse beneath him looked beaten. Even as Vigtyr watched, the beast nearly stumbled to its knees, recovering at the last instant. Legs trembling, it lifted itself once again, and as it did, there was a moment when the rider’s face was illuminated by a campfire.


On instinct, Vigtyr retreated into the shadow cast by his tent. ‘No,’ he hissed, as the rider’s face: grim, robust, and instantly recognisable, slid back into shadow. He knew that man, and the sight of him sent one deduction after another tumbling into place. ‘No!’


The man on the horse was Leon Kaldison: a Sacred Guardsman, and a terror. He had been at the haskoli – the mountain school – guarding Lord Roper’s surviving brother from an assassin sent by Vigtyr. If Leon was here, it could only be because that task was now unnecessary.


There might be two reasons for that. The first was that the brother was now dead, and so had no need of protection. But that was not it. A man did not flog his mount to exhaustion to deliver bad news to his lord; to announce that he had failed, and the Black Lord’s brother had been murdered. But he might if the assassin had been foiled. If he had been caught, interrogated, and given up Vigtyr’s name as the traitor working against the Anakim.


Leon had paused to ask directions from the men gathered about the campfire. One of them raised a hand, pointing the guardsman towards Lord Roper’s hearth.


Vigtyr swore. He hesitated one moment more, then turned and fled into the night.


An agonised limp was the best he could manage, and while he limped, he thought. If he tried to leave camp, he would be noted by a sentry. When the search began with torches and horses and knives, the sentry would point them exactly in his direction. Some of the Skiritai – the army’s rangers – could scent like dogs. They could track in the dark: picking up the most infinitesimal clues by torchlight. He would be dragged from whatever pitiful hiding place he had found, and given over to the monsters of the Kryptea.


The thought was enough to bring Vigtyr to a halt, and he cast about wildly. The camp was huge and the blackness profound. His only chance was to hide here somewhere. With luck, they might assume he had slipped past the perimeter and not search too long within its boundary.


He began to limp once more, veering left and keeping to the corridors of darkness between each hearth. He had no more than moments before this camp erupted, and hissed with each agonising step, limping faster and faster for the northern field hospital. ‘Please,’ he breathed, passing into the void between the campfires and the hospital. He could hear the faint wailing of the hospital’s injured. ‘Please, please, please.’


Then came a roar which made Vigtyr flinch: unmistakably his own name, bellowed into the night: ‘Vigtyr!’ It rang across the camp, a howl of such distorted rage that the voice was unrecognisable. It might have been any one of those who had been close to Pryce, or perhaps Leon, that remorseless hound, even now sniffing him out.


‘No,’ he gasped. ‘No, no, no.’


The shouts behind him were getting louder, and the campsite began to stir. News was spreading that Vigtyr was a spy and a traitor, and that thousands of this army lay dead because of what he had done. There was an ugliness in the aftermath of that assault, and all the fury and venom of fifty thousand men would be turned on Vigtyr.


But for now they were behind him, and Vigtyr was nearing the low, dark mound he had been aiming for.


Bodies. Hundreds of them, unsuccessfully treated in the hospital and piled here to await burial. Before he had even reached the mound, Vigtyr was unbuckling his belt and pulling his tunic over his head. He tossed it aside, stripping not just his clothes, but tearing dressings and bandages off his wounds as well. He must resemble every other corpse on this pile. His half-dozen injuries would be his camouflage, as would the overpowering stench rising from the dead. He fumbled at his boots, tugging them off with a puff of the dried grass he had used as socks. He hurled them aside before realising he had left his sword in his tent. He hesitated, but the shouts at his back were getting closer, and there was no time to find a replacement.


Vigtyr cast one look over his shoulder, and wished he had not. Torches were streaming into the dark, spreading out across the plains and searching the night.


He looked away, swearing under his breath as he took a handful of dirt and rubbed it into the wounds at his foot, chest, neck and eye, so that the fresh blood would look old and congealed. Then he climbed onto the mound of bodies, staggering across the uneven surface to its centre.


It stank. He held back a retch, looking back the way he had come to see his clothes scattered on the ground beyond the mound, in what may as well have been a declaration of his presence. ‘No, no, no, no, no!’ He scrambled back onto the grass, eyes on the torches bobbing nearer and nearer. He thrust the garments beneath a body, before staggering back onto the mound. He dragged one cold, stiff corpse across his legs and then lay down, pulling another body over his torso. He tried to move a lower leg that was nearby so that it covered his face, but it was stiff, and each time just drifted back to its original resting place.


He was panting much too hard, and would be detected the instant the legionaries arrived. He tried to slow his breathing, but found the force of it overwhelming. Gasping, heart thundering, he stared up at the sickly yellow moon, the noises of pursuit growing.


A gang of legionaries was approaching the mound, in loud discussion which ceased abruptly when they reached his hiding place. Vigtyr heard a noise of disgust, then a voice spoke. ‘Surely even he wouldn’t stoop to this.’ There came a few heartbeats of wild hacking, before another voice interrupted.


‘Don’t,’ it said. ‘Leave these poor bastards to their rest. The prick is long out of here.’


‘We should at least check.’


‘Check, then. But no need to mutilate them.’


There came the sounds of several men climbing unevenly onto the mound. Vigtyr kept his eyes open, like most of the other corpses, and tried again to hold his breath. He was trembling faintly, and there seemed nothing he could do to stop it. The legionaries prowled across the bodies, Vigtyr catching sight of a torch above him as one of them came near. It quivered in the corner of his vision, and then swept away.


Two more torches appeared, illuminating their bearers’ intent faces, scouring the bodies. They were nearly on top of him, bending down and pulling some of the corpses roughly aside. A wave of pain pulsed up Vigtyr’s leg as one of the legionaries trod on his injured foot, forcing it into an extension. He heard the tiniest breath escape his throat, but that, and the brief spasm that crossed his face, were missed in the darkness.


‘Let’s go,’ came the voice again. ‘He’ll be out past the perimeter.’


The legionaries gave the bodies one last glance, one of them looking right over Vigtyr. But he was looking for the man he remembered from tournaments, subject of scandalous gossip, and thrilling sightings in the street and the mess: Vigtyr the Quick. Vigtyr the Whole. He was not looking for a man with a ruined eye, or an empty, toothless mouth, or a flapping wound in his neck. Vigtyr looked as dead as any of the others, and the legionaries turned away, clambering off the bodies and leaving him alone on the mound.


The voices were retreating, and Vigtyr’s thoughts turned to escape. But it seemed impossible. Even if he could make it past the perimeter sentries, he could not think how to cover his trail well enough that the Skiritai would not overhaul him.


He waited there, naked and shivering, for hours. No ideas came to him, grey light tinged the east, and with it came a sense of dread. Dawn was near, and he still had no plan. He ignored the dread for a time, but as the light grew, that became impossible.


Horror clutched him. He had to move. He should run, or perhaps burrow deep into the corpses, and cower inside the mound. Anything but lie here, skin crawling, among bodies who had died because of him. The corpses on top were suffocating and he stirred, half sitting up, fighting his way clear of his cover and no longer caring if he were caught, because he could not stay here.


Then he heard a low growl.


Vigtyr froze, profound footsteps filling the dark. Something was moving towards him. He realised what was happening and very slowly, sank back onto the bodies. The Black Lord must have recruited the Unhieru to the search. The giants were prowling the camp, doing whatever they did to elicit the feeling of awful panic they commanded, and clearly hoping it would flush Vigtyr into the open.


He knew he must not move, but the terror was nearly past endurance, and the beast was thudding closer. The feeling was so visceral that it made his rational decision to stay put seem terribly feeble. It was dread potent enough to kill, drowning the distant whisper in his head that insisted this must pass. Hold on, said the voice, buffeted by a wordless swirl of panic. This will pass, hold on. It will move away, just stay here.


Words, decisions, thoughts: flimsy things beside the horror making his flesh crawl.


But the dread was fading. The Unhieru was moving past, taking with it that terrible aura. It was not long, just another minute, before it was gone. Vigtyr found he was drenched in cold sweat and trembling violently. He leaned aside and retched as quietly as he could, curling into a knot and closing his eyes.


The night seemed quieter, most of the voices more distant than they had been, and it was nearly dawn. Vigtyr rolled onto his stomach and began to crawl for the edge of the mound, casting about for legionaries. The grass seemed deserted, and he retrieved his clothes, dressed quickly and began to limp for the perimeter. Perhaps there would be somewhere he could slip past.


He spotted a distant party of legionaries, clutching torches and evidently still searching for him, and he swerved away, putting the dawn at his back and heading north-west. This brought him to the line of pickets, standing by braziers and guarding the perimeter of the camp.


They had been tripled. Each brazier burned high, casting long shadows on the ground, the silhouetted figures stirring restlessly. There was no chance of slipping past.


Vigtyr ground to a halt. It was as though the warren in which he was sheltering had just had a ferret fed into the entrance, even now snuffling through the tunnels towards him. He was standing in the middle of a singed wheat-field, and but for the dawn-touched darkness, would be completely exposed.


Nearby was a cluster of trees. It was small, and offered no corridor out of the camp, but the foliage was thick, and hunters seldom thought to look above the ground. He might be able to conceal himself among the branches, and limped towards its cover. Nearest was a high oak, with a hollow above his head that would suffice as a handhold. He latched onto it and pulled, grunting at the pain in his chest, boots scrabbling at the bark until he could snatch out at the lowest branch. That hurt even more, but he caught it and held on, waiting for the agony to subside.


Then a hand seized his ankle.


Vigtyr cried out in shock as he was yanked from his two handholds, crumpling to a heap beside the oak trunk. Pain swept up his leg and he opened his mouth to scream. But the breath died as he felt sharp metal pressed against his neck, and a cold voice hissed in his ear: ‘You didn’t think everyone looking for you carried torches, did you?’ There was soft laughter, three or four voices nearby. ‘No noise, now,’ warned the cold voice. ‘Or I’ll open your guts here and now.’


Vigtyr was dragged upright, his hands forced behind his back and bound roughly. He could not resist a groan of pain as the wound at his chest separated again. A rough fist seized his hair and tugged his head backwards. ‘Did you not hear what I said? No noise. Save it for when you kneel before our master.’


Vigtyr could not kneel before Roper. He thought wildly of escape, but it was impossible. Even if he could somehow break free of these men, he was too injured to outrun them.


The guards turned him around and propelled him deeper into the trees. Vigtyr tripped over a root almost at once and used his stumble as cover to steal a glance at his captors. There seemed to be three of them walking silently alongside him, another at his back, all masked in black leather. He needed a cover-story: something that explained what he had done, and he began sorting through excuses in his head.


Vigtyr was thinking so intently that he missed several important details about his captors. He did not notice when they steered him away from a distant patrol of legionaries, diverting beside a low hedge and aiming for another knot of trees so that they would not be seen. He did not notice that they had told him to be silent, or think why any Black Legionary would want that. And in the dim light before dawn, he did not even notice that on each of their masks was the imprint of a spread-winged cuckoo.


He knew the master he was about to kneel before. But it was not Roper.









Part I


ROPER









1


The Wounded Giant


Over the grass plains surrounding Lundenceaster rose the old sun of a tired summer. Orange light capped the charred fortifications and warmed the backs of two hundred and eleven men, kneeling in prayer before a pile of rubble, which had lately been the city’s eastern wall. When they had last knelt, two days before, there had been three hundred of them. But they were used to losing peers. They had prepared for it from their earliest years.




We kneel before thee, Mighty One, mortal flesh in fear and silence, thy servants in deed and spirit. Grant we feel near thee when we lay in earth, receive peace in pain, be freed in death, and cede nought to fear.





The ancient prayers would usually have been the captain’s responsibility, but he was missing. Last night, he had charged alone into the darkness and he had not returned.


Instead, the prayers were led by a man kneeling alone before the guardsmen. He was uncomfortably lean: his knuckles and fingers swollen, the tendons at his wrists and elbows tenting the skin, and his cheekbones jutting out beneath steady green eyes. His name was Roper: often now Roper the Daring to his face; sometimes Roper the Restless, or simply Old Mad Dog, behind his back. And at that moment, the guardsmen were paying homage to the ruins that had once been their enemy’s greatest settlement.


Lundenceaster was beyond repair. The earth beneath it had charred. The fire that had stormed the previous night had been frightening: a billowing yellow mountain, hot enough to crack stone. From sunset to midnight, a trickle of rats loped clear of the doomed city, and when the gates finally collapsed into embers, a smog the colour of death tumbled from the gatehouse and poisoned the grass beyond.


The city had stood more than a thousand years. Many of its buildings were the remnants of a vast empire that had stretched over these lands in the days before Sutherners spoke Saxon. It had been home, they said, to five hundred thousand people: more by far than existed in the entire Black Kingdom. It would never rise again, and Roper was responsible.


He had marched two hundred miles south, dragging sixty thousand legionaries behind, with the monstrous ambition of subduing a nation. He had travelled a country of warrior-giants, and bargained, flattered and competed until they had agreed to join his quest. He had preserved the army from disease, and driven them on when hunger and thirst threatened to overwhelm them. He had been first of the Anakim over the formidable breach, and into the city behind. And it had been he who had fought through the defences and opened up a path for his men to sack the city.




Mighty One, grant us love in what life to us remains. Grant awareness that this soon will end. Grant swift passage from this world to the other. Keep us thy agents, until we walk with thee.





Roper had become used to being alone. So used to it, that when the prayers finished and the others stood and stretched, he stayed kneeling, head bowed in final prayer.


‘Your will is not mocked, Mighty One. May your angels be after Vigtyr the Quick. Hasten our path to his footprints. Hold him until we’re on his heels. Then show him your wrath through our hands.’


He carried on for some while, and when finally his prayers were finished and he stood, a hand landed immediately on his shoulder. ‘My lord.’


Roper turned, finding a black-haired man in early middle-age, a cloak of rippling bronze feathers over his shoulders. ‘Tekoa. Any sign?’


Tekoa looked pale, his eyes only half focused on Roper. ‘Nothing. He’s vanished.’


‘What? No sightings? Is there no sign of a trail?’


‘Some sightings, none convincing. No trail. I’ve got the Skiritai searching out past the perimeter. Perhaps with the light . . .’ He shrugged.


‘You need to scour the west, he’ll probably try and join the Sutherners. How much ground are the rangers covering? He’ll use the forests as cover; you’ve focused there?’


Tekoa looked flatly at Roper, who nodded. ‘Of course you have.’ There was a pause before Roper turned away slightly. ‘Vigtyr,’ he murmured, shaking his head. ‘What would you do, Tekoa? When we catch him?’


‘I?’ At the question, Tekoa’s familiar scowl lifted. He twisted slightly so that he could prop himself against a boulder at the base of Lundenceaster’s breach, and stared at the rising sun, his eyes glassy. He was nearly as lean as Roper, and much paler. ‘Sticky-fire is too good for that monster.’ He was silent a moment longer. ‘Do you know, my lord, I wouldn’t kill him.’


‘Oh?’


‘I would take him north, back to the Hindrunn, and chain him in the street. I would let the subjects heap indignities upon him. Beat him and spit on him, so that he has not a single moment where he does not fear what is to come; not a shred of rest. Let him be degraded into the most pitiful, most diminished human being that has ever existed, so withered and broken over decades of abuse that our children know his name and his deeds, but cannot imagine how something so pathetic ever caused such pain. I would take him to the moment when he begs for death, and then drag his existence on for years. That, I think, for a man like Vigtyr, who craves recognition and status above anyone else, would be the worst we could inflict on him. He gave death to Pryce. We must reserve something worse for him.’


‘A good reply,’ said Roper. ‘So let’s get him.’


‘You should eat, my lord,’ said Tekoa, not looking at him. ‘For the first time in months, we have a food surplus. At least for the time being. Let’s make the most of it.’


‘Later.’


‘Now. You look like a broom.’


Roper kicked a stone across the grass, watching it bounce and clatter into the rubble of the breach. ‘I suppose. Won’t be able to finish the war otherwise.’ From the corner of his eye, he saw Tekoa wilt, ever so slightly. It was why Roper now preferred to be alone. ‘Come, then.’


The two limped back to camp. Roper’s joints were stiff like they had rusted solid, his foot agonising, and his shot calf so sore that Tekoa had to check his stride to stay level with Roper’s hobbling.


Dawn had spilt over the plain, glittering off mountains of captured Suthern weapons and armour; warming the heaped corpses; and casting long shadows from the legionaries stumbling back to sleep.


‘Any sign of Gray?’ Roper asked. The captain had last been seen running into the night, bellowing Vigtyr’s name.


‘Are you expecting any sign of him?’


‘Of course. Why? What do you mean?’


‘I mean, what makes you think he’s coming back?’


Roper did not reply until Tekoa went on. ‘I don’t see him returning, not unless he finds Vigtyr.’


‘Gray would not surrender to possession,’ said Roper after a moment.


Tekoa scoffed. ‘Did you not hear him last night? He has surrendered. He’s abandoned restraint for grief, the question is whether he recovers.’


A Skiritai officer fell into step with them, reporting they were sweeping the forest like a brush, heading west. ‘If he’s there, my lord, we’ll find him.’


‘Thank you, Galir,’ said Roper. ‘Make speed. He’s injured, and will have tried to procure a horse. If he’s found one, he has quite a start on you.’


The Skiritai bowed and departed.


Presently, Roper and Tekoa came to their hearth. Beside it was set a fine side of bacon, recovered from Lundenceaster’s royal hall. Roper eyed it heavily. ‘Give this to the Sacred Guard. They’ve earned it. What else is there?’


‘Beans,’ said Tekoa, flatly.


‘Beans it is.’


Tekoa arranged for a guardsman to collect the bacon, staring wistfully as it retreated. Roper affected not to notice, setting a pot above the fire and adding beans, dried mushrooms and water. The smell was like a meal in itself and the pair of them ate together in silence. Roper tried to finish the bowl, but was full to the point of nausea after a few mouthfuls. He set it aside, waiting for his appetite to return, and found he could not bear to be still.


‘So,’ he said. ‘We must go west immediately. The Skiritai have already scouted the land in their pursuit of Vigtyr, so we can move fast. We need to finish subduing this country before any resistance can form.’


Tekoa looked up from his bowl, face arranged in complete bewilderment. ‘Lord Roper . . . Are you not exhausted?’


‘Exhausted?’


Tekoa stared at him a moment longer. ‘Perhaps you’re not. But I can inform you that your men will not march another step. Have you not seen them? Most have not slept in two days. Before that, they were starving. They have fought, and searched, and salvaged without rest. They have already given you more than I ever thought they could. They would do anything for you: especially after the breach. But be careful what you ask of them. Even if you could coax them onwards today, we’d be in no state to overcome resistance if we encountered it. The only thing to do now is rest.’


The thought of that nearly brought Roper to his feet. Rest? The idea was unbearable. His chest felt as though it had a poisoned arrow lodged in its centre, and his heart churned so much that he could not sit with it. But Tekoa was staring at him, and he forced a tone of calm.


‘Last night I dispatched eleven heralds to the major cities that have yet to surrender. They’ll soon know Lundenceaster is destroyed and their king is dead. We . . . can wait here for their reply. Then be ready to march.’


Tekoa nodded slowly, but was still watching him in consternation. Roper looked down at his bowl, took up a spoonful of food, but before it had made it to his lips, put it down again. He got suddenly to his feet. ‘You’re right,’ he said, turning west. ‘The men need rest.’


‘Then where are you going?’


‘To see Gogmagoc.’


He left Tekoa alone, staring after his retreating back.


It was not far to the Unhieru camp. Between them and the Anakim lay five hundred yards of empty ground, pocked with the scars of old hearths which had been abandoned when the Unhieru arrived. It was the giants’ smell that was most disturbing: a sweet reek of urine, which made Roper’s hair stand on end, and was nearly overwhelming by the time he reached the edge of the camp.


The Unhieru at the camp periphery were small: barely taller than an Anakim. They were the lower caste of males: brown-eyed, shorter and rangier than their golden-eyed counterparts, and without their great shaggy manes. They were a wretched crew; even lacking fire, and many of them bearing scars and disfigurements. They stirred restlessly as Roper passed, eyeing his limp, his stooped posture, and being ignored in turn.


As he walked further inside the camp, the Unhieru grew steadily larger and healthier. Here groups of forty or fifty sprawled together around great smouldering bonfires, snoring loudly. They were more relaxed than those on the outskirts, and uninterested in Roper, who hobbled as fast as he was able for ten minutes before he encountered the first females. They were squatter and broader than the males, and largely engaged in raucous conversation. Sitting nearby were the first of the maned males, whom Roper eyed warily. When they were enraged, these people flushed red and lost control so completely that they felt no pain, and could not recall their actions afterwards. And he had felt for himself the profound horror they could elicit in those nearby, and which he had tried to harness to find Vigtyr.


As Roper had suspected, he found Gogmagoc at the centre of things. The giant king was sleeping in a heap of ashen flesh, entwined with two of his wives. High on his back was a puncture wound which went right through him, and bubbled sluggishly with bright red blood. Roper eyed it, wondering that it did not cause the giant greater distress. He walked around to stand in front of Gogmagoc’s broad face, skin pocked like the low moon, and undeniably beautiful.


He cleared his throat. ‘Lord Gogmagoc.’


Gogmagoc opened eyes of deep honey, resting them on Roper but otherwise giving no sign of wakefulness. His deep breathing rumbled on at the same pace, and his mouth stayed slack and drooling, the saliva stained with blood.


‘We need to talk,’ said Roper, in Saxon.


‘Talk,’ mumbled the king. One of his wives shifted beneath him, but kept her eyes closed.


‘I have had word,’ Roper invented, ‘from my scouts in the west, that they have seen the Eoten-Draefend.’ Gogmagoc closed his mouth and heaved upright, the vertebrae fastened in his mane rattling. He did not greatly care for the weapons and armour that the Anakim had supplied in return for their alliance. The land they would receive into the bargain was of more interest, but above all, Gogmagoc had only been convinced to join Roper to gain revenge on Garrett Eoten-Draefend: a hybrid warrior famous throughout Albion, mostly for the act of killing Gogmagoc’s eldest son. Roper himself wanted Garrett dead nearly as much as Gogmagoc. The hybrid wielded a long-bladed spear, which had been fashioned from an ancient blade belonging to Roper’s house; Bright-Shock: the sword that had been in Roper’s father’s scabbard when he died. Roper still coveted that weapon.


‘Eoten-Draefend?’ rumbled Gogmagoc. His expression was hard to read at any time, but it seemed to bear a trace of suspicion. ‘You told me he was in the city, River-King.’


‘I said that was most likely,’ said Roper, ‘though we did not know. But we hear now he is in the west, with the last remnants of Suthern resistance.’


Gogmagoc regarded him for a long while, a little bloody saliva on his chin. The Unhieru were intelligent, Roper could tell. The reason for the squalor in which they lived, and their lack of architecture and metalwork, was not incapacity, but apathy. Gogmagoc was no fool, and clearly he suspected that he was being manipulated. ‘I do not believe you.’


Roper shrugged. ‘Believe me or not. I just thought you should know.’


‘You thought—’ Gogmagoc spluttered to a halt, and began coughing violently. Blood foamed from the hole in his chest and spilt from the wound like a lava flow. At the noise, his wives and a few of the males about the fire stirred, sitting up to stare at their king. After some time, Gogmagoc made a retching sound and ejected a fat, wine-dark clot from his mouth, which slid to the floor like an eel. He shot a glance at the other males, some of them nearly as huge as him, before catching his breath. Roper did not move, waiting for him to resume.


‘You thought, River-King, that I would go west and destroy the Suthern men for you.’


‘I think it would suit you to go west,’ Roper replied. ‘You could find Garrett. The Sutherners are in disarray, and you’d make light work of them. You could torch and harvest to your heart’s content. Metal, food, sheep, slaves: take what you like.’


Whenever Roper had negotiated with Gogmagoc, he had done it surrounded by Unhieru. He hated it. He felt pathetically feeble in the face of people who respected strength alone.


Gogmagoc sat forward, drawing a few bubbling breaths. ‘And if we go west –’ he made a brief throwing gesture in Roper’s direction – ‘where do you go?’


‘North. We must pacify the country we came through. The cities we bypassed should surrender now their king and capital have fallen. But my men have worked very hard for a long time, and first they must rest.’


‘So we are to destroy the rest of the country,’ surmised Gogmagoc, ‘and finish this war for you, while you stay. That is why you say the Eoten-Draefend is in the west.’


‘I told you because that’s what I heard,’ Roper insisted. ‘But if you think I am lying, what of it? We subdued most of Suthdal while we were waiting for you. My people have paid for the new lands we will share in far more blood than yours: you have your own side of the bargain to uphold. Mopping up the fragments cowering in the west is no great task for you. And when we rule Suthdal from one coast to another, Garrett has nowhere to hide, and he is yours.’


‘I will decide,’ said Gogmagoc, making a gesture as though flicking Roper away.


‘Decide, then,’ said Roper, who thought the king would probably refuse out of stubbornness. He glanced at the frothing wound in his chest, a thought occurring to him. ‘Your wound.’


‘Yes,’ said Gogmagoc, in a growl designed to dissuade Roper from further observation.


‘It is dangerous,’ said Roper, flatly. ‘We can treat it for you.’


Gogmagoc gazed at Roper, then glanced once more at the males sitting around the fire behind him. ‘How?’


‘Clean it,’ said Roper. ‘Seal it. Stop the air from escaping, stop the blood, stop a fever from setting in. Make it easier for you to breathe.’


Gogmagoc looked away from Roper, shaking his great mane and making the bones rattle. ‘Treat, then,’ he said, without looking at Roper.


So it was that when Roper walked back into the Anakim encampment, it was with the giant king ambling beside him. Gogmagoc had been hiding how vulnerable he was. Before they reached Roper’s hearth, he had to stop twice to cough up mouthfuls of clot. Roper doubted the wound would even have time to kill him. One of the other males would surely do the job faster.


Tekoa was sleeping so soundly by the time they arrived that he was not even woken by Gogmagoc’s hacking coughs. Roper told the giant to sit, and summoned the battle surgeons.


While they worked, Roper called over every warrior he saw passing by, inviting them to join their hearth and informing them in genial Anakim that they should stay with him for a moment. By the time the two sides of the wound were sealed with a poultice of yarrow and sphagnum, and bound in linen strips, Gogmagoc was surrounded by thirty or so legionaries, watching the king’s treatment curiously.


Roper asked whether Gogmagoc had come to his decision.


Gogmagoc looked at the assembled band, then met Roper’s eye briefly before looking away. ‘We will go west today,’ he replied.


Roper beamed. His men would get the recuperation they so badly needed, while not a moment would be lost hounding the last scraps of Suthern resistance. When they had rested, the legionaries could go north and gather one surrender after another from Suthdal’s great towns and cities. After what had happened to Lundenceaster, they should not be difficult to obtain. He wished Gogmagoc good luck. ‘I hope you find the Eoten-Draefend, Lord King.’


‘I will,’ the king replied, rising to his feet.


‘And destroy everything you see in the west.’


‘I will.’
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The Warning


For three days, the Black Legions camped outside the ruins of Lundenceaster. They ate until full, slept until the sun was high, and when the first petty scuffles broke out, Roper knew it was time to march. Some of the city was still smoking: they had not lost so much time.


Yet still, there was no sign of Gray, and Roper was worried.


He had found the resting unbearable. He had tried to run the camp perimeter each morning, but experiencing unexpected pain, had removed his boot to see his little toe tumbling onto the grass. There was a puncture mark on the boot from a wound he had not noticed on the assault on the city. Running too painful, he had settled for climbing Lundenceaster’s breach again and again until exhausted. His wounds knitted, and by the third day, he was equal to running the two miles back to his hearth. There, he found a solitary figure he had not expected.


Roper panted for a moment, his tunic stuck to the sweat on his back, and stared at the man. ‘Master Jokul,’ he said, sitting heavily and leaning back on his hands. ‘I’d offer you tea, but I see you’ve already helped yourself. Where’s everyone else? Tekoa, the legates, the Chief Historian?’


‘I thought we should speak alone,’ said Jokul in his crisp voice.


‘This sounds ominous,’ Roper observed.


Jokul nodded very slightly. ‘It does not have to be.’


The Master of the Kryptea was slight, cold and fastidious, with eyes pale as windowpanes. He and Roper had clashed from their very first encounter, each hating everything the other represented. To Roper, Jokul was master of an office purpose-built to check his ambitions, and which had previously accomplished this by assassinating Roper’s ancestors. To Jokul, Roper was just the latest in a line of potential tyrants, and one too green and too bold to truly understand his actions.


‘Then you have me to yourself,’ said Roper. ‘What’ve you got to say?’


‘You plan to march soon, Lord Roper?’ asked Jokul.


‘Tomorrow,’ said Roper. ‘We have rested enough.’


‘And where do you plan to go?’


‘North,’ said Roper. ‘The Unhieru are scattering the resistance that remains in the west. We shall go back through the lands we have already flattened and collect surrenders from any city still standing. Suthdal is to be pacified.’


Jokul nodded briefly. ‘That is what I suspected. Well then, my lord, here is what I have come to say: cease at once. Under no circumstances are you to do as you have just said.’


Roper looked up at the sky for a heartbeat, eyeing the moon still visible behind the Master. ‘And why is that?’


‘Because it is a fantasy,’ Jokul replied, words emerging in a torrent, much angrier than the conversation seemed to warrant. ‘I have watched you drive this army into ever greater depths of despair, to the point where the men who were trapped in Lundenceaster’s breach were, by all accounts, ready to die just to make an end of it. Somehow, you pushed them through even that, as lethal as it proved. Impressive, I shall admit. I commend your ability to wring every drop from the men you command. But even to you, it should be obvious that you have spectacularly overreached yourself. This task is impossible.’


He glared at Roper, who felt only confusion. ‘Why come to me now?’ he asked. ‘The battle is all but won. Why would we withdraw when our enemy is on its knees?’


‘Because the battle is the easy part,’ Jokul shot back. ‘You cannot possibly believe we can rule over a nation of millions, for decades, with a few tens of thousands. If you remain for the time required to pacify these lands, there is only one possible result.’ He leaned forward and spat one word at Roper: ‘Mutiny! And if not mutiny, then rebellion from the nation you are trying to suppress. And if not that, then our men will fall victim – properly, this time – victim to that dreadful plague that stalks this land and selectively kills Anakim and hybrids. Your quest has reached an end, of sorts. You have destroyed Lundenceaster. A famous achievement, though one that cost us five times as many men as it was worth. But it does allow you to turn back without losing considerable face. You have your revenge for the death of your father and the invasions of last year. Suthdal’s king is dead, her capital is dust. The Sutherners are thoroughly cowed, and will take decades to recover, time during which we too can rebuild. But occupying this land is not feasible. So, home is my command to you. End this now, and spare yourself the moment when the legions revolt. You appear confused,’ added Jokul, impatiently.


Roper had been glaring at Jokul, and now shook his head. ‘Why are you telling me this? You’ve never extended this courtesy to any of my ancestors. If you mean to stop me, you’ll do away with me as you did them. If you’re going to assassinate a man, you should do it without putting him on his guard.’


‘I’m giving you the chance to turn back before it comes to that, Lord Roper.’


‘But I cannot think why, Master.’


Jokul made a great effort to control his temper. ‘All other things being equal, it would be better if you survived. If there is a mutiny, the result will be our second civil war in two years. A few legions may stay loyal: those commanded by legates close to you. Whichever side wins, we shall be terribly weakened.’ Jokul paused for a moment and then twitched irritably. ‘Well then. Is it impossible for you to believe I have some regard for you, Lord Roper? Unlike other tyrants, you genuinely seem to believe you’re doing the best for your people. That is why I give you this warning. Turn back – now. Leave this task.’


Roper had been shaking his head throughout this speech, a furious ringing rising in his ears in protestation at this command. He was still so shocked that he could offer only the briefest counter-offensive. ‘But I don’t believe this. After all we have committed, all we have suffered, we are a hair’s breadth from subduing Suthdal, and putting a permanent end to a war that has ravaged our kingdom for centuries. We have come so close, and you want me to abandon this now?’


‘But we are not close,’ snapped Jokul. ‘Nowhere near. You see how defeated the legions are by kjardautha – homesickness – already. They barely have the will to fight. Imagine how they will be after decades in the south. They will not tolerate it. Here is where your ability to cajole people into action has reached unchallengeable fact. You ran roughshod over the other factions in the kingdom when you started this war, in secret, giving them no opportunity to object. You allowed my order to be blackmailed and intimidated by your own officers, to prevent us exercising our ancient duty. At every step, I thought the legates themselves would push you back, but you overrode them too, and they let you. Now, I tell you, I will not be moved. Now, the time has come to turn back. Do it yourself, or the Kryptea will depose you, and it will happen nonetheless.’


‘Ah!’ Roper could not help this furious exclamation, for he finally understood. The Master’s concluding rant had exposed his motivations.


Jokul was scared of him.


He might have believed what he said about their task being impossible; about the Sutherners being destined for rebellion, and the legions for mutiny. But in reality, he was trying to restore the Kryptea’s status in the Black Kingdom. He feared a lone ruler who was powerful enough to ignore him. He considered Roper too driven, too persuasive, too influential, and wanted him stopped now. And as for the idea that Jokul had offered him a choice out of respect: it almost made Roper laugh. Jokul did not want to depose him because he was still too popular with the legions. He feared that if the Kryptea tried to remove him, it would destroy itself in the process. Even if the institution survived, Jokul himself would almost certainly face a lynch-mob.


Months before, Roper’s officers had publicly overruled Jokul and undermined his power. The Master had bided his time, hoping Roper’s popularity would diminish sufficiently that he could be removed without consequence. It had not happened, and now he had sought this meeting with Roper alone, in an effort to intimidate him into behaving once more.


Roper bowed his head in dismay. ‘You are trading the status of the Kryptea for the security of the kingdom, Master. This has the ring of madness to it.’


‘A risk that anyone sane, who is prepared to engage with a madman, must take,’ snapped Jokul. ‘Heavy investment in a task does not makes it prudent, Lord Roper. And whatever you think of us, the Kryptea is here to stop people like you from making mistakes to which future generations are bound. When the legions march tomorrow, it will be back to the Black Kingdom.’


Roper was thinking as fast as he was able. ‘At least grant me a night to consider your request. Then I might be able to find a compromise which satisfies us both.’


Jokul got to his feet, his tea sitting untouched by the fire. ‘There will be no deals, Lord Roper. You will address the legions tonight, at Pryce Rubenson’s embalming. Thousands will be in attendance. Inform them then that we are going home.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘You can be sure it will be a popular announcement.’


In spite of everything, Roper knew that was true. He gazed up at Jokul, suddenly plunged into complete hopelessness. He tried one final objection. ‘And what about the Unhieru?’


‘What about them?’ asked Jokul, flicking a dismissive hand. ‘They have already profited from our alliance, and have no investment in your cause. They shall go home the moment they learn that you have.’


Roper smiled bitterly. ‘This is what it comes to, then. You help me to secure my throne, and then rule from the shadows, dictating what I can and cannot do. Is that it?’


‘You don’t have to do as I say, Lord Roper,’ replied the Master. ‘As you observe, it is your throne. I’m just telling you what will happen if you continue.’ He made to turn away and then caught himself. ‘Oh, and get a new horse. Your destrier is an extravagance.’


‘Zephyr?’


‘I assume you know he killed one of his handlers yesterday.’


‘An accident,’ said Roper.


‘Which will happen again. He’s dangerous. Good morning, Lord Roper.’ Jokul nodded curtly, and turned away, hurrying across the camp with his cloak clutched about his chest.


Roper watched him go. It did not seem feasible that here was where their great task ended: outside the ruins of Lundenceaster, at the whim of this sinewy bureaucrat. That they should finally be defeated not by starvation, armies, or plague, but Jokul, was crueller than Roper could bear.


He got stiffly to his feet and limped towards the field hospital, trying to let what he had just been told sink in. He did not wish to discuss it with anyone. Perhaps Keturah, if she were here. She would be able to snap him from his self-pity and invent some particularly cutting insults for the Master. But his wife was in the north, and the next she would hear from Roper was the herald he would send, bearing news that Pryce was dead, but that her father had returned to the army alive.


Roper wanted distraction and resolved to find it at the field hospital. It was on the far side of camp: a long tent decorated with strips of papery snakeskin. Through the canvas flap came a stinking waft; ferrous blood and something sickly and heady beneath it. Within, the light was like dusk, just after the sun has dipped beneath the horizon, and hundreds of figures lay on bedrolls. It was hard to feel sorry for himself here.


One of the surgeons near fell over himself in his efforts to greet Roper, smiling foolishly. ‘May I help you, my lord?’


‘I’m just here to see the men, thank you.’


The surgeon sniffed. ‘That is handsome of you.’ He gestured helplessly around. ‘Take your pick, lord.’


Roper sat by the first man, who seemed held together by his bandages. He had lost an arm and the canvas wall behind him was stained mahogany with his blood. ‘Your name, brother?’


The man was very pale as he squinted at Roper. ‘My lord? Lord Roper?’


‘It’s me. Roper the Restless, Old Mad Dog, Boy-Roper; whatever you wish. What do I call you?’


‘Skafnir, my lord.’


‘Out with it, Skafnir, what bravery brought you to this place? And no false modesty, I want to hear every stroke of your sword, every intervention you made, every wound it took to put you down.’


Skafnir began his story, but fell to sobbing almost immediately. ‘Sorry, lord,’ he muttered.


‘No apologies,’ Roper commanded. ‘Keep going, you can’t leave me at that point in the tale.’


Skafnir, who had been alone and frightened since that terrible breach, sobbed his heart out to Roper, who said he would spread the story of his bravery, that he was in awe, and honoured to command such men. Then he moved on to the next man whose eyes were open, hoping to catch Roper and tell his own story. ‘Well, brother, that’ll be hard to top,’ said Roper as he sat down beside the man. ‘Be sure to tell me every good thing you did.’


He had moved almost to the end of the hospital when he became aware of a man moving up behind him, searching every injured face on his way past. Roper turned.


‘Gray?’
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The Embalming


Gray stopped abruptly, eyes on Roper. ‘I’ve been worried for you,’ said Roper, placing a soft hand on his shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I’m fine,’ he said. But he looked wild. His face was scratched, his hair dishevelled, and his broken tooth, snapped in the assault on Lundenceaster, gave his face the look of a brawler. But it was his eyes that had altered most. The steady brown gaze, which so typified the captain, was torn somehow, as though the eyes were not quite looking in the same direction. It was as though this most consistent man was terribly drunk.


‘Where have you been?’


‘Oh . . . I was just . . .’


‘Looking for Vigtyr.’


‘I thought he might’ve disguised himself,’ said Gray, glancing again at the wounded.


‘You’ve been gone three days,’ said Roper. ‘We were worried something had happened.’


That seemed to snap Gray back to the present. ‘Please don’t worry for me, lord. I’m well.’ Roper pulled Gray into an embrace. The captain froze briefly, and then returned it.


They broke apart. ‘Gray,’ said Roper, forcing himself to speak. ‘You must be angry with me.’


The captain said nothing.


‘You warned me about Vigtyr. And I did not listen.’


‘I did, lord,’ said Gray, distantly.


‘Well I . . . I just wanted to acknowledge that. And apologise. I was wrong. Forgive me. I blame myself.’


Gray took a deep breath. He seemed to be struggling with something. Then he nodded curtly.


Roper wanted to go on. He was doubly guilty, having dispatched Pryce to look for Vigtyr. He had deprived Gray of his greatest friend and confidant through carelessness and arrogance, but feared if he tried to express any of that, he would unravel. So he cast about for something else to say. ‘You came back just in time.’


‘In time for what?’


‘Pryce’s farewell.’


By unanimous verdict from the legates, it had been decided Pryce would not be buried. The guardsman had been such a peerless warrior that his armed and armoured remains would instead be preserved, in the Hindrunn’s Holy Temple. There he would stand guard until the day the dead rose, when he and the other mummified heroes would be called upon in defence of the living. And what a cohort they would make: each the greatest of a generation, lining up behind the Almighty and his angels, against the massed forces of Catastrophe.


Thousands assembled for the embalming: craning from the shoulders of their peers, or sitting on horseback, or perched on wagons and tree branches to catch a glimpse of the great man as he passed into fable. He was carried at the head of a procession of Sacred Guardsmen, his body resting on a nest of spears, his distinctive ponytail hanging down and lashing the air beneath.


The procession arrived at an altar, where Pryce was laid in front of three legates in their eagle cloaks. A battery of drums began to thunder, and one legate held an eye of woven holly leaves over the corpse, while the other two set to work. They cleaned the skin, sewed and sealed his terrible wounds, and then washed him in aromatic and antiseptic oils. The smell of lemon-balm, myrtle and betony was powerful enough to make Roper, observing from the front of the crowd, lightheaded.


Pryce’s belly was sliced open along the midline between his bone plates, and a legate reached into the incision, holding a flint blade. When his hand re-emerged, it clutched the great dark clot of Pryce’s liver, which was laid on a fire roaring beside the altar. Before long it was joined by the other organs, and the smell of the oils was overwhelmed by roasting offal. Even Pryce’s eyes were removed and replaced with two grey, sea-smooth pebbles. Only the heart was left in his ribs; the empty chest and abdomen packed with sawdust and salt. As the legates began to sew the cavity closed again, the drumming changed, the rhythm condensing and slowing until, with the final stitch, it had become a booming heartbeat.


To this thump, Pryce was outfitted in full battle-rig. Undertunic to hide the incision in his belly, leather tunic with chainmail skirt above. His polished cuirass clamped over his chest, his boots, his grieves, his gauntlets, his sword and helmet strapped into place. Finally, his right hand was bound over his sword hilt, so that the body might dry in the first action that would be required on his waking. Then the two peripheral legates stepped back and Tekoa, face streaked with tears but voice resounding above even the drumming, chanted the Prayer for Preservation. It was written to accompany that percussive heartbeat, and though it was supposed to be intoned by a single voice, Gray, standing at Roper’s side, began quietly to sing with Tekoa.




Freeze his eyes, preserve his tongue,


Leave in the heart, replace the lung.


Remove the unclean, retain the bone,


Retain the skin and dry till stone.


Give him a sword, Almighty blessed,


Temper the steel with sins confessed.





Tears sliding down his face, Gray’s voice broke at the high note which ended the first line. He took a deep breath and began to sing louder, crying up at the sky. Roper watched him, heart wrenching for his friend, and then joined in. A few around them followed suit, and suddenly the entire assembly was singing.




Accept this warrior dread Almighty,


Preserve his form with fear from his enemy.


With his brave deeds and the love of a friend,


Link body and spirit after his end.


Power his arm with the wingbeat of birds,


Seed his thoughts with ancient words.





It was not just for Pryce. They had all lost friends. They were sick of Suthdal, of hunger, mud, marching and pain. They could finally give voice to that, and the prayer was howled up at the evening sky until Roper’s ears rang.


The singing was cut off, and the drumbeat all that remained as the preserved body was lifted into a pale cask of holly. As the lid was hammered into place, the drumming softened abruptly as though it truly had emanated from Pryce’s chest, and was now muffled.


The cask was loaded onto a wagon, and Roper stepped forward into a profound silence, the drumming coming to a stop. He hoisted himself onto the wagon and turned to face the expectant crowd. Thousands stared back, faces flushed by the occasion. Roper’s own heart began to pound in his ears, and his mouth seemed too dry to speak clearly. Then, unexpectedly, a voice roared out from the mass: ‘Hooray for Pryce the Wild, and Lord Roper the Daring!’ The legionaries cheered and began to applaud.


Roper was taken aback. Having forced these men on against their will for so long, and so far from home, he had expected a resentful silence. But it seemed that his actions in the breach, and their respect for his unyielding drive, trumped all that. He raised a hand to stem the applause, but it was some while before order was restored.


‘Peers!’ Roper bellowed. ‘Peers. We gather to bid farewell to one of our very best.’ There came another ovation. ‘I count it one of the great honours of my young life to have known Pryce Rubenson, and even more, to have numbered him as a friend. With any other man, you might wonder whether it was appropriate to do him the extreme honour of joining those heroes in the Holy Temple. But not, I think, with Pryce the Wild. In any age, a man such as this is special.’ Roper allowed silence to fall, and laid a gentle hand on the holly casket, staring down at its lid. ‘If only we could preserve every fallen peer this way. If only we could bottle the memory of those who came south on this quest; hold onto some of the energy which they brought with them, and saw us destroy the capital of our great enemy. Today, we do honour to that endeavour. This occasion is not merely for Pryce: it is for all those who came with us. And particularly those we shall leave behind.’


There was a murmur of approval and the crowd applauded once more.


Roper drew a breath. Peers, he would say. Our quest is now at an end. We have done what we came to do. It is time, at last, that we went home.


But the breath caught in his throat, and he found he could not utter those treacherous words. He stared at them all, and thought of how many they had left in an alien grave. Of how pointless this endeavour would be if they did not now finish it. Of the unborn generations he would betray by retreating, when the most important part was yet to do.


The atmosphere had tautened in the long pause, and Roper took a breath. ‘Peers,’ he called. ‘I am more moved by your endeavours than I can possibly express. The sweat you have shed, the blood you have given, the friends you have lost. Never – never – can a Black Lord have been better served by his legions.’


‘And never legions better served by their lord!’ called a voice, to a roar of support.


Roper was breathing rapidly. ‘It has been my honour!’ he called, before the hubbub had subsided. He clutched at the Almighty Eye on his tunic. ‘To have served you all, and our people at home, is the task I live for. Will you agree with me, then, when I say that we have more to do in the south?’


There was a pause, then murmurs swept across the crowd. Roper raised his hands, and they yielded him the floor once more. ‘Our enemy’s capital is dust. Their armies are bones in the fields. Their king is a heap of soot-stained gold behind those walls!’ he jabbed at Lundenceaster. ‘Suthdal is on her knees, and you did it!’ There were scattered cheers, which he encouraged. ‘You did that. You smashed them in the field, and then again behind their high walls. You took all the punishment they could give, and marched on, through their sick, strange land, until they had nothing left in them. That makes this land yours !’


Now the cheers were building, and Roper jumped off the cart to seize a handful of mud. He climbed back up, holding it above his head. ‘This is yours!’ He hurled it to the ground. ‘You bled for it, you paid for it, it’s yours, whether you asked for it or not. And we will keep it, until it resembles land fit for an Anakim. We will grow the trees; let the bears, wolves and aurochs flood the south. This land will smell of resin, and elk, and wild rose and juniper. And one day, generations from now, your descendants will find these ruined walls, standing between the trees. And they will remember the ancient generation of heroes who gave them that!’ The roar was now deafening, and Roper inflamed it further. ‘They’ll think,’ he bellowed as the noise subsided briefly, ‘of the chants and songs about this time, astonished that the Black Kingdom once ended at the Abus. That it was once populated by people with the resolve to make a kingdom which will last forever. They will stand before this body,’ Roper thumped his hand on the holly casket once more, ‘and think him the greatest of every one in that temple of heroes, because he belonged to our generation!’ By this time, the legionaries were rocking.


‘We shall leave these walls standing!’ Roper shouted. ‘Because if we did not, no one would believe what you’ve done! Our children, and their children, for a thousand generations, will have peace because of your sacrifices.


‘Today, I had a message from the Kryptea.’ Roper himself was in such a trance that he did not see the shocked stir at the front of the crowd as Gray and Tekoa nearly lurched forward to pull him off the wagon. ‘I was told to turn back, to take you all back north, or my life would be forfeit. After all you have sacrificed, and all you have achieved, I was commanded to take this army back beyond the Abus, and cower there.’


There was a bellow of rage from the crowd, and it surged forward a little, the legionaries spitting obscenities at the Kryptea.


‘For myself, I have no care what they say,’ said Roper, waving a hand. ‘Pryce the Wild died for our cause: if it comes to it, so shall I!’ The noise was frightening. ‘Tell me then! They want us to run from this great responsibility! Is this what we’ll do?’


‘No!’ roared the crowd.


‘Onwards, you say? Where next, my peers?’


‘Onwards!’ went the cry.


‘Onwards!’ Roper bellowed.


‘Onwards, onwards, onwards, onwards!’ The legions chanted with him, thumping their feet on the ground, the drummers taking up the beat.


‘So, shall you promise me, that if I die, you will continue with our task?’


‘Yes!’


‘Will you promise me, that if I die, so shall the Kryptea?’


‘Yes!’


‘Here’s what we’ll do!’ Roper’s voice was ringing like beaten brass. ‘We march north, to Deorceaster, and Northwic, and Oxenaford, and Norantone, and collect their surrenders. Our Unhieru allies are already wasting any opposition that remains in the west. And then, a longer task begins. Some of you will go north, and rest well. You will see your families, tell them what we’ve done here, and help the historians compose their chants of this famous time. You shall need your strength for when you relieve those of us who will remain, and pacify. We will keep the Sutherners from creating weapons. We will tax their crops, and have years of plenty. And we will begin turning this land; fertile, for all its nakedness, into something our children will be proud to call home. Then our roles will swap. Military service, from hereon, shall include the wilding of the south. Do you approve?’


‘Yes!’


Roper nodded. ‘Yes,’ he repeated very quietly. He bowed to the crowd, and then knelt by Pryce’s coffin. Before them all, he stooped over the holly boards and kissed their smooth surface. ‘Thank you, my friend,’ he murmured. ‘I know you’d have been with me.’ Then he dismounted the wagon, to see Gray and Tekoa’s shocked faces.


‘Lord,’ said Gray. ‘What have you done?’
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What is Coming


Bellamus sat back and admired his handiwork. His hand ached, the parchment before him covered in a shining black scrawl.




From Her Majesty Aramilla, Queen of Suthdal and Protector of the Realm, in Her own hand, to His Royal Highness Karoli, Holy Prince of Frankia, Marobodia and Bretonia,


My Prince, I know You must have heard tell of what has happened in my Kingdom, and to my beloved King. It is with the heaviest heart I write to confirm that Suthdal is overrun. The Black Legions are on the march, have subdued a majority of our nation, and have proven irresistible in the field. They have joined with the wild nomads of Unhierea, and together are rampaging across our country. It will not be long before all Suthdal has been subjugated, and they rule the island of Albion unopposed.


I need not relay how disastrous this would prove, not merely for the brave subjects of Suthdal, but for Erebos as a whole. To have an entirely hostile power off your own shores, free to accrue might and influence unopposed, represents a threat to the whole continent. The new Black Lord has proven a radical and unstable ruler, determined to end Suthern law, and his ambitions – manifest within days of his succeeding the Stone Throne – will surely not end at our white shores.


The Black Kingdom is better understood as a colony of creatures, such as ants, rather than a holy society. Their extreme uniformity, potent technology and physical strength, combined with the resources of all Albion, shall make them difficult to resist. Moreover, they propose to turn our population into serfs, thus liberating their own people from the task of subsistence, and allowing every one of them to train exclusively for war. With our own agricultural techniques employed to feed their legions, there can be no doubt that this new power would have the capacity to become the foremost in all Erebos.


Imagine too, my Prince, the repercussions of this news on your own Alpine Anakim population. If the Black Legions successfully overcome Suthdal, without the Ereboan brotherhood raising voice in protest, it will show other Anakim that they can do likewise. This war will become the first of many, as emboldened Anakim populations look to emulate the Black Kingdom and expand their own borders. The fighting may have begun in Suthdal, but unless it can be stopped here, it shall sweep the continent. We must join together, beneath the sign of the cross, to do battle with the Evil Eye, and crush the Anakim, utterly and without mercy. Should the Black Lord be allowed to triumph, then I fear the balance of power in Erebos will shift decisively to the Eye.


My Prince, I beg for your aid with all my heart. My people are being slaughtered in countless thousands. My beloved husband has been murdered, and our capital burned. I have been forced to the ancient town of Wiltun, but shall not last long in my refuge without your help. Pray do not come yourself – the danger to your Royal Person is too great. But if there is anything you may send in support – soldiers above all – but arms, engineers, steel, food, anything at all – it would be met with my undying gratitude. Assist us in this worthy cause, preserve a holy nation from demonic rule, and you shall surely earn God’s blessing, as well as no truer friend than my salvaged kingdom.


There was a time we joined together against the Evil Eye – all holy men, under the banner of the Teuta. You will know better than I the history of that noble endeavour. Our diverse peoples put aside common difference in favour of solidarity and stood against the forces of darkness as long ago as the reign of Chlodowich, and across the ages since. Shades of this ancient alliance were seen last year, when your own mercenaries came to help us subdue the Black Kingdom. Now, we need your help more than ever. I have written to the other rulers of Erebos, and pray that we may find the will and courage to reassemble that ancient brotherhood. The Teuta will march once more beneath the cross. Together, we may halt this disaster.


In fondest fellowship,





A space had been left at the end for Aramilla to add her labyrinthine signature. Bellamus scattered sand over the wet ink, and huffed it dry. ‘What do you think?’ he asked, offering it to the queen. The two of them sat in a wood-panelled chamber that had once been the Earl Penbro’s dining room, and was at that time having Aramilla’s own arms – a hawk – painted carefully on the wall behind.


The queen took the parchment and studied it. ‘Do we not want King Karoli here? Saying he wouldn’t be safe does not imply confidence. He’s supposed to be a very great general.’


‘Too great,’ replied Bellamus. ‘Have Karoli here, and we’ll swap an Anakim overlord for a Frankish one. We must keep him at arm’s length, or having helped liberate these lands he’ll concoct some means by which he can keep them.’


‘How clever you are,’ said the queen, eyes narrowing as she thought. ‘But then it’s a risk calling on any of these rulers,’ and she gestured at the already-completed stack of letters lying beside them, clamped shut with vast wax seals. ‘Surely one will try the trick of stealing my kingdom while claiming to save it.’


‘One surely will,’ Bellamus agreed. ‘The trick will be to play them off against one another. If it is not to be themselves who profit most from this coalition, they will want to prevent it being one of their rivals. That would be enough, I trust, to check individual ambitions. But there will undoubtedly be proposals of marriage. I expect one from Karoli. They shall talk of binding two great kingdoms indelibly against the Anakim, but in truth, there are not many wives whose dowry includes a nation.’


‘I could be queen of two lands. That thought worries you?’ Her hand fell on his arm, one finger toying with his cuff.


‘Does it not worry you?’ He breezed over the implication of jealousy. ‘A queen unopposed at present, but a peripheral figure once more if you marry a king.’


‘You cover yourself well, my Upstart.’


‘Lord Upstart now, I think you’ll find, Majesty.’


She gave her magpie’s laugh at that, sitting back. ‘You’re right. Better lose this kingdom to the Anakim than surrender it willingly to a foreign king.’


It took Bellamus a moment to realise what she had said. He thought of the Black Legions wading through fields of crops; of ruined city walls choked with weeds; of a whole populace born into serfdom, and found that just for an instant, his face wore open contempt. He composed himself. ‘We shall see what they reply, and must simply hold on until then.’


‘And how are we to hold on, Lord Upstart?’


Lord Upstart sums it up best, Bellamus thought. Born a foreign peasant, he had been driven across Erebos by obscene ambition. A life spent in the shadows, a fascination with the alien, and an uncanny knack for seeing to the heart of a matter, had uniquely equipped him to take on the Anakim. It had also left its mark on his face. One brown eye was blind, and covered by a patch rimmed in gold thread. The grey at his temples had expanded, and every now and then he would flinch as an unexpected noise rubbed at his frayed nerves. But he had profited too, rising to become Lord Safinim: the most powerful man in Suthdal. At any moment, they might be attacked by the Anakim war-machine. It was still the most secure Bellamus had ever felt.


In reply to Aramilla, he gestured at the door. Those nobles who remained in Suthdal had gathered for a witan to formulate a plan. Aramilla, to whom the game of power came very naturally, had left them waiting in the hall for some hours already. ‘Perhaps the time has come to discuss. They’ve waited for long enough, I’d think.’


‘Your judgement does you credit,’ she said, standing in a green silk eruption, and offering her arm. Bellamus stood, taking the arm with a bow. Together, the two entered Earl Penbro’s hall. The witan’s murmured conversation fell away at the sight of them, a shocked hush descending at the intimacy between a queen and a low-born foreigner. Nobody spoke, however. Aramilla was just the woman to take control of this shaken kingdom, and too powerful for anyone to object.


Bellamus helped her up the stairs onto her throne, and when she sat, she stared about the hall, surveying the witan in imperious silence. It stretched so long that Bellamus began to wonder if she was waiting for someone else to speak. He caught the eye of Stepan, a knight who was his particular friend, and winked.


‘You may sit, my lords,’ Aramilla decreed, eventually. There was a sigh of relief as the nobles settled themselves on the benches assembled around the hall, and rustled themselves comfortable. ‘Let us begin at once. My Lord Widukind.’ She called first on a bishop, who stood at his name. ‘What forces have we gathered?’


Widukind appeared to have been resurrected from a previous age. His face was gaunt, long, and made to appear longer still by a narrow beard which sprouted to his navel. His hair was grey and wild; his eyes the same. Though he was a bishop, he had spent far more of his life serving an army than serving the church. Bellamus knew he had belonged to some minor Ereboan kingdom, which had been conquered by the Frankish King Karoli. Widukind was a notorious and effective rabble-rouser, and had led the resistance against Karoli. Every time his army had been routed by Karoli’s vastly superior forces, the bishop had somehow produced another as a seasoned street conjurer produces a card. Consequently, it was he who had been given responsibility for mustering Suthern resistance.


‘The fyrd are gathering,’ Widukind began, without bow or honorific to the queen. ‘Eight thousand at present, some hundreds more each day. Very few have weapons. With these are six thousand regular warriors, spearmen and men-at-arms.’


‘So fourteen thousand in total,’ surmised Aramilla, ‘less than half of whom are properly armed and trained. You occupy your post, my Lord Widukind, because you have a reputation for magicking armies from nowhere. So how will you improve this tally?’


Widukind trained his eyes on the queen. They were very light, and surrounded by dark rings which gave his glare such an intensity that even Aramilla seemed to blush under his gaze. ‘The good soldiers will train the bad. For a . . .’ he paused to consider a word, ‘motivated warrior, a plough or a shovel is an adequate weapon when given an edge.’


‘Keep a working edge on your tools, my Lord Widukind,’ Bellamus interrupted. The hall stiffened slightly at the upstart’s commanding tone. ‘There is no point trying to beat the Black Legions in the field. Labourers will be more valuable to us than soldiers, for now.’


‘Sounds rather defeatist, Safinim,’ said another lord, slyly. ‘The Black Lord bested you, so he cannot be defeated. Is that it?’ There was a rumble of satisfied laughter followed by gleeful muttering as the upstart was put in his place. The speaker, Lord Sutton, ruffled himself contentedly on his bench. He was plump, his beard wispy, his features shrewish.


The lightning bolt beat me, thought Bellamus furiously. Not Roper. I had him. I know I did.


Aramilla laughed loudest at Sutton’s observation, but was regarding the shrew-like noble as might an owl. ‘What was that, eh, my Lord Sutton?’ she asked, still wearing a charming smile. ‘Go on, you have some military wisdom to impart?’


The smile fell from Sutton’s face and he bowed, clearly hoping to avoid evisceration.


‘You are all right to laugh,’ said Aramilla, flashing her smile over the witan. ‘Sutton speaks from grand experience. You’ve all heard of his victories, I assume? The most famous, of course, being the legendary fox he duelled over five seasons, vying for control over his chicken coop.’


Nervous laughter took flight, most of it relief that they were not the ones to be singled out by Aramilla.


‘He was a wily combatant, but six gamekeepers and a team of hounds, and you were eventually able to get the better of him. Isn’t that right, Sutton?’ She left a long silence, but Sutton would not reply, and Aramilla went on. ‘Then of course there was the campaign against the moles ruining your bowling lawn. That one rumbles on I understand, but I have faith you will prevail eventually.’ There was a gentler laugh now, the witan a little uncomfortable. ‘In fact, my lord, why are your talents wasted in this hall when you should be commanding against the Anakim! My Lord Safinim, is there some theatre in which we could unleash Lord Sutton to bring this war to a swift close?’


Bellamus would have preferred to distance himself from Aramilla’s games. ‘We shall need to upgrade the fleet, Your Majesty. The Anakim are far less assured at sea, and that’s a theatre in which we shall be able to gain a crucial advantage.’


‘There, Lord Sutton!’ said Aramilla, giving every appearance of delight. ‘You can be our grand admiral! At last, somewhere to use all of that experience.’ Silence stretched in the hall. Bellamus realised he was grimacing, and composed his face. ‘Do you accept this very great honour, I bestow upon you, Lord Sutton?’ pressed Aramilla mercilessly, toying with her prostrate opponent, like a cat.


Sutton murmured that he should be very pleased.


‘Well!’ said Aramilla. ‘I look forward to observing your progress. Lord Safinim, my apologies. I believe you were speaking?’


Bellamus, far more uncomfortable now than he had been at Sutton’s joke, bowed to the queen. ‘Thank you, Majesty. I am being realistic, rather than defeatist, my Lord Sutton.’ He strode out to occupy the hall’s centre. ‘We will beat the Anakim, but it will not be by taking them head on. At least, not yet. My noble companions, here is what you must grasp about the Black Lord: he keeps gambling. Many of you have never seen a battlefield, and there is a truth that gets neglected in the stories which make their way back to comfortable parlours and good dinner tables. It is that most generals are exceedingly cautious. They feel their way into battle; at all times trying to avoid committing fully, hoping until the very last minute that the enemy will back down. Fighting is what happens only when there is no choice. And despite their bloodthirsty reputation, this is true for Black Lords more than most. Historically, they have been loath to spend men, and prefer the reputation of their legions to do the fighting.


‘I have spent much time as Lord Roper’s prisoner, and he is different. He needs conflict as a herring needs salt water. Since arriving in this court, I have heard him described as the Wolf, many times. Roper is not the Wolf. The Wolf is whatever stands behind him. Whatever drives him, and makes the horror of a battlefield seem mild compared to turning around and facing it. He will not back down, and I’m afraid what you must grasp, too, my lords, is that Roper’s army is now just like him. His men have become accustomed to swallowing their fear and committing so hard that healthier and less desperate soldiers are appalled to stand against them. Anyone who takes the field against even half that army, commanded by that man, will leave it first.


‘So no, we will not line up against the legions with sharpened shovels and hoes, and untested men. We will hold them off, and wait for the inevitable result of such a voracious king commanding such a limited pool of soldiers. They will burn themselves up, and our job here is to make sure they burn up before Suthdal does.’ Bellamus turned back to Widukind. ‘Please bear this in mind when you are recruiting, my Lord Bishop. We need labourers before soldiers.’


Widukind looked blankly at Bellamus, and it was Aramilla who broke the silence.


‘My Lord Widukind is a man of very few words. A believer in actions instead. I hear your Abbio are riding now, looking for further reinforcements?’


The bishop inclined his head gravely. The Abbio were his personal guard, who had chosen to go into exile with him, rather than remain on mainland Erebos. To join this elite cavalry band, they had to imitate Widukind’s ascetic lifestyle. The bishop ate no meat, and abstained shoes, alcohol, fire and bathing.


Aramilla seemed curiously taken with the bishop. ‘My Lord Widukind cuts an impressive figure, does he not?’ she observed. ‘He and Lord Safinim alone do not disappoint me.’


She began to interrogate Lord Penbro over their food supplies, so coldly that Bellamus did not want to watch. He looked away, and spotted a messenger hovering by the door, attempting to catch his eye. He glanced at Aramilla and hastened to join him. ‘My lord,’ the messenger murmured, bowing. ‘There’s an Anakim outside who has been asking to see you.’


Bellamus leaned towards the messenger, thinking he had not heard him. ‘An Anakim ?’


The messenger nodded.


‘Speaking Saxon? Did he say his name?’


‘He did, but I struggle to repeat it, lord. He is quite hard to understand.’


‘You’d better bring him to me. Not here,’ he caught the messenger’s arm as he bowed and made to turn away. ‘Bring him to my chambers.’ He glanced once more at the unfortunate Lord Penbro, who was to be interrogated for a while longer, before slipping out of the hall and into his own chambers. These were immediately beside the queen’s and very nearly as large. He had no possessions with which to fill them: the only furniture was a desk, a chair, and a bed in one corner with a chest at the end. He sat behind the desk, staring at the wood-panelled wall. He was considering having some arms designed for himself, now he was a lord, and painting them on that wall. Aramilla had given him a spider brooch once, and that seemed as good a symbol as any.


Footsteps in the corridor outside announced a pair of royal guards, who entered in front of the largest Anakim Bellamus had ever seen. He was a hideous wretch, pale and thin, with a ruined eye, sunken lips and a number of inflamed scars. Two more retainers entered behind him, and reduced the Anakim to his knees. He was still significantly taller than the seated Bellamus. ‘My lord,’ he said, bowing his head.


‘Your name?’ Bellamus replied.


The name, when supplied, was such a mess of sibilance that Bellamus could make no sense of it. This creature had evidently lost his teeth recently, and produced more in the way of saliva than sensible words. ‘I am your servant, lord,’ the Anakim explained clumsily, staring down at the floor. ‘I—’


‘Let’s speak Anakim,’ Bellamus interjected. ‘Who are you?’


The creature repeated its name. ‘I was an informant of yours for months,’ he explained, a little more clearly now that he was speaking his native tongue. ‘I wrote you letters, on the movements of the Black Legions. I . . .’ He stopped abruptly and wiped some of the spittle from his chin, stealing a look up at Bellamus. ‘We have met before. We spoke, you remember? In my tent, when you were the Black Lord’s prisoner. I . . . that is, I tried, to organise your rescue.’


Bellamus leaned forward incredulously. Vigtyr, he remembered. What terrible fortune had befallen this man since they had last met? Now Bellamus knew who he was, he recognised him, but only barely. ‘Yes . . . Yes, I recall now. I am lucky to be alive at all after that attempted rescue, Vigtyr.’


‘I tried, lord,’ said the huge man, dipping his head.


‘What brings you here?’


‘I had hoped, with the services I have done you over the years, my lord, that there might be a place for me here. In the court, perhaps. As an adviser?’


Bellamus blinked at the absurdity of this request, and then laughed, gazing at this broken figure with his comical speech. ‘I take it you are no longer welcome with the Black Legions?’


Vigtyr hesitated, and Bellamus nodded to himself.


‘I don’t think so, I’m afraid,’ he said, standing, and thinking he should return to the witan. Vigtyr stirred suddenly, but Bellamus forestalled him with a shake of his head, not meeting his eye, and already on his way out. ‘In honesty, I’m doing you a favour, Vigtyr. The final decision of what happens to you would rest with the queen, and I fear you would be an amusement to her. I thank you for some of your services. Others, I could have done without.’ He was at the door, when Vigtyr called desperately from behind him. ‘But I have news, my lord!’


‘I’m sure,’ said Bellamus, not pausing.


‘Word on the enemy. You are all in terrible danger! Please, lord. They’ll kill me if you don’t hear me out!’


Bellamus paused, and then turned back to Vigtyr. ‘Who will kill you?’


‘The Kryptea, my lord. They helped me escape, they brought me here. But if you send me out so soon, they’ll know I failed!’


Bellamus considered Vigtyr for a moment. ‘I think desperate men say desperate things, Vigtyr. If you are quite certain you have something to say to me now, I’ll listen. I’ll take you in, and you’ll stay here until we know whether you spoke the truth or not. If it transpires you were lying to advance your own cause, then you will be very severely punished.’ Bellamus shrugged. ‘However, it may be that you misspoke, and have nothing to say, in which case I shall leave, and you shall be released.’ He met Vigtyr’s eyes, unblinking. ‘So, are you quite certain that you have something to tell me?’


‘Certain, lord,’ said Vigtyr, with such vehemence that a great loop of saliva dribbled off his chin.


‘Go on.’


When Bellamus slid back into the witan a few minutes later, his face was grave. Another lord was droning on about the fortifications surrounding Wiltun, and when he was finished, Aramilla maintained an expression of detached surprise. ‘Understand me now, my lords, all of you shall have to do better. The threat we are facing is vast, and urgent. Our time before the Anakim arrive is precious, and I need more from you all. Take your lead from Lord Safinim,’ she said, inclining her head in his direction. ‘Finally then, what news of the enemy, my lord?’


Bellamus ignored the resentful stares directed against him, taking a few steps out into the middle of the hall. He was still not quite certain whether to trust Vigtyr’s report, but instinct told him the wretch was in earnest. ‘My lords, I must be blunt. The news is grim.’


‘You assured us,’ Lord Sutton spoke suddenly, still purple-faced after the humiliation from Aramilla, ‘only a few days ago, Lord Safinim, that the Black Legions were spent, and needed to recuperate before they could march against us. You said we would have time to build a resistance. And now it seems the news is grim?’ Sutton looked about the hall, trying to force his features into an expression of sarcastic surprise, but failing to display anything but indignation. ‘Could it be that you have at last disappointed, like the rest of us?’


There was soft laughter at these words. It was as close as the nobles would come to defying Aramilla.


Bellamus merely nodded. ‘And I was right. The legions are indeed too weary to march. They remain at Lundenceaster. However, I have good reason to believe that their Unhieru allies, who are far better rested, are already marching on Wiltun.’


There was silence as that news settled over the hall, the anger draining from Sutton’s face.


‘How many are there, my lord?’ asked Lord Wulfheard.


Bellamus paused, wondering if there was some way he could soften this blow, and realised the silence was just making things worse. ‘Ten thousand.’


The witan was too stunned to respond. All except Aramilla, who asked: ‘How long do we have, Lord Safinim?’


‘They will be here in three days,’ said Bellamus.


There was a heartbeat’s stillness, then a fierce muttering swept around the hall. Aramilla looked faintly surprised but also rather excited. Bellamus thought she must be the most anarchic monarch ever to have occupied the throne.


‘Calm yourself, my lords,’ said Wulfheard, standing amidst the hubbub and raising his hands. ‘Calm, calm. So often you seem to have a plan, Lord Safinim. What now?’


‘I am considering,’ said Bellamus.


Widukind’s sombre voice came next. ‘You must put your faith in God. We are His right hand in this land, and shall not fail.’


‘You are indeed the last word in suicidal ideology, bishop,’ called Lord Nerven: a gruff noble of past fashions and crumbling halls, with a haughty consistency which made him well respected, nonetheless. ‘Your blind belief will doubtless stand us in good stead when the Unhieru arrive.’ He too got stiffly to his feet. ‘My land borders theirs, and let me tell you, gentlemen, we may as well pick a fight with the gods. Giants. Bigger even than the Anakim, less civilised, with a leader still more barbarous. And if Lord Safinim is to be believed, they have now been armoured by the Anakim’s own forges, so as to be near impregnable. Our men are neither properly trained, nor equipped.’ He shook his head, looking about the hall. ‘You take my advice. The only sensible thing to do is get out of the way.’


‘Sit down, my lord,’ said Aramilla calmly. Nerven hesitated but was a man too in love with tradition to defy his monarch. He sat reluctantly. ‘We’ve been over this,’ the queen went on. ‘We are here to fight, not flee for Erebos. All you should take from Lord Safinim’s news is how urgent your task has become. We shall spend day and night in preparations, and meet again tomorrow afternoon. By then, you will each have better news for me.’
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The Barrel and Nails


As the witan dispersed, Bellamus threaded his way through the crowd towards Stepan, who stood head and shoulders above the throng. He found himself passing by Bishop Widukind. For an instant, he caught his pale eyes, deep-set and surrounded by dark rings. With it came a waft of his scent, nothing like the scent of a man. It was fresh, like wild mint. A little damp and musty too, like moss. There was a hint of the raw flesh of a mushroom, and the sap of a silver birch, and a waving carpet of heather. In fact to Bellamus, whose time in the mountains remained the starkest of his life, Widukind’s scent was like nothing so much as the smell of cold.


He nodded at Widukind, who gave no sign that he had even recognised Bellamus as a man, and passed on. It was better treatment than Bellamus received from the rest of the nobles. His lowly birth and the queen’s special favour, had so far resulted only in resentment from the rest of the court.


‘Odd character, isn’t he?’ said Stepan. He had come to meet Bellamus, and followed his gaze to the departing bishop.


‘I rather like him,’ said Bellamus. ‘Most of us do what we want and justify it later. He lives by his convictions. An unusually principled man.’


‘Principled is a gentle term for Widukind.’


‘What would you call him?’


‘Fanatical.’


‘We will need fanatics in the next few days.’


‘So you say. What makes you so confident the Unhieru are coming this way?’


‘I’ll show you,’ said Bellamus. He led Stepan back into his chamber, where Vigtyr was still kneeling, held by the four guardsmen. Stepan stopped abruptly at the sight of the wrecked Anakim, who screwed his head unnaturally far round to get a view of them in his good eye.


‘I’ve . . . have I not seen this one before?’ asked Stepan.


‘You may well have done,’ said Bellamus, sitting on his bed. ‘He came to Seaton’s camp to try and get me rescued, when we were outside Deorceaster.’


‘Yes,’ said Stepan, studying the captive. ‘In happier days for him, though. Remind me of your name?’


Vigtyr tried to speak again, but Bellamus gestured for him to be quiet. ‘Vigtyr. He can’t speak Saxon very clearly, but says he was smuggled out of the Anakim camp and into our lands. When he was cut loose, he was told to relay the news that the Unhieru were marching. All ten thousand of them, with their axes and chainmail, heading this way.’


‘You believe him?’


Bellamus looked down at Vigtyr. ‘I do, as a matter of fact. And it’s what I would do, if I were in Roper’s boots.’


‘Then what on earth are we going to do?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ said Bellamus. ‘But there’s always a way out.’


‘But like what?’


‘I’m thinking.’


Both men kept an unhappy silence, observing Vigtyr with knitted brows. Bellamus was trying to think of something reassuring to say when the door opened once more and Aramilla swept in. She saw Vigtyr and stopped in her tracks. ‘Great God. What is this?’


‘Vigtyr, here, has defected to our side, and brought the news of the Unhieru.’ Bellamus glanced at Vigtyr. ‘He’d like to be an adviser at court.’


Aramilla smiled suddenly, her eyes narrowing. ‘An adviser? Yes . . . Why not?’ She gave Vigtyr a look of amusement. Vigtyr leapt at her words like a trout for a fly, and scrambled into a kneeling-up position from which he could very nearly look her in the eye.


‘I can serve, Majesty,’ he spluttered in Saxon. Bellamus grimaced as he made a mess of the words once again, and Aramilla’s smile widened.


‘I’m sure you could tell even Lord Safinim here a thing or two about your kind,’ she observed.


‘I hope so, Majesty,’ said Vigtyr, spilling more saliva.


‘Well then, we’ll have to find you some clothes befitting your new position,’ said the queen, beaming. The Anakim were a direct people, but perhaps it would not have been obvious even to a Sutherner in Vigtyr’s position that Aramilla was mocking him. ‘You’ll understand if we keep these men with you, for now,’ she added, indicating the guardsmen. ‘For your protection too, of course. I think my court would be a little shocked to see an Anakim walking around unsupervised.’


‘Of course, Majesty.’


‘He can have room in the servants’ quarters for now,’ said Aramilla, gesturing to the guards. ‘See him there now.’


‘Thank you, Majesty, thank you!’ said Vigtyr, bowing clumsily from the floor.


Bellamus and Stepan exchanged a glance, the knight biting his lip, as Vigtyr was led out. Aramilla turned on them, snorting. ‘A proper court should have a fool, and he’d be marvellously appropriate, would he not? Good morning, Sir Stepan,’ she added, smiling pleasantly at the knight.


‘Good morning, Majesty.’


When it came to people, Aramilla missed nothing, and must have decided to ignore his disapproving tone. ‘The Unhieru, then,’ she said lightly, turning to Bellamus. ‘What are we to do?’


‘I was just going to suggest to Stepan here, that we might talk on it for a while. See what we can come up with.’


‘Do that,’ she agreed, waving a hand generously. ‘I’m going to walk with Cathryn. She says there’s a man in town with a goshawk that’s the most superb hunter. Let me know what you come up with, won’t you, Lord Upstart?’


When she had gone, Stepan said: ‘Does Her Majesty genuinely have no fear? Or does she not understand?’


‘I think it may be a little of both,’ said Bellamus. ‘There has not been enough consequence in her life for her to truly believe bad news will affect her. In an Unhieru advance, all she hears is a break from a life she finds boring. But us, my friend? We’re men of action. So what are we going to do about it?’


‘Ah,’ Stepan hesitated. He looked around for somewhere to sit, and then realising that Bellamus’s spartan quarters offered nothing but the bed, resigned himself to standing. ‘If I’m being honest, Captain . . .’


Bellamus just waited, not the faintest idea what Stepan might be about to suggest.


‘I wasn’t . . . really hoping to discuss the Unhieru. I’m not sure . . . I’m not sure I plan to be here to fight them, either.’


‘Why’s that?’ asked Bellamus.


‘Well. As you know I’ve wanted to secure my household – my wife, my dogs, my servants – for some time now. They’re all further north, in Anakim-held territories. I’ve no idea what’s happened to any of them. I haven’t been able to get a message to them for . . . months. They probably think I’m dead, killed at Lundenceaster or by some Anakim head-hunting patrol. I need to get them, Captain. I need them here.’ He and Bellamus looked at one another. The knight was playing with a silver charm about his neck, biting his lip again. ‘I want to go now. Today.’


‘My friend,’ said Bellamus, shaking his head. ‘Of course you do. Of course. But . . . you can’t travel there alone. This country is in turmoil. Even if you don’t hit a Black Legion out foraging and end up being skinned alive, the roads are infested with brigands. If you try and go today, your family won’t just believe you’re dead. You actually will be.’


‘Well,’ said the knight slowly, ‘that’s true. But I’d hoped you might lend me some men. Just a few – twenty, maybe – enough to keep the brigands at bay and protect my household on the way back.’


Bellamus took a breath, faltering at the look of hope on his friend’s countenance. He shook his head. ‘Stepan . . . Why would you want your household here? This is probably the most dangerous place in Albion.’ Bellamus gave an incredulous laugh. ‘We’re about to get stomped on by ten thousand giants! Forgive me, but wouldn’t they be better off in the north? At least the Anakim-controlled lands are stable.’


‘There’s no safety anywhere, Captain,’ said Stepan. ‘I’m not sure we know which bits of the country are more dangerous any more. I’m not sure it even makes sense to try and choose between them, we could be struck down anywhere, at any time. At least this way, we’d be together.’


Bellamus found he could not look the knight in the eye, and though he felt like a coward, he addressed his next words at his rug. ‘Brother . . . we’re about to be overrun. We’re talking about arming the fyrd with hoes and ploughs to fight chain-mailed Unhieru. I can’t spend twenty good men on a ride across country, who wouldn’t be back before the Unhieru started battering at the walls.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Stepan quickly, and Bellamus could see his embarrassment at having asked. ‘I knew it would be difficult. But better to know.’


‘Any other time,’ said Bellamus, just as quickly. ‘It’s just now . . . if we hold on to this town, it’ll be with our fingernails. But soon, I promise. The moment we’ve got half an inch of breathing room, you shall have a full company, riding under the queen’s banner.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Stepan insisted. ‘And you’re right, I can’t go alone. I wouldn’t make it. Let’s talk about the Unhieru.’


Lubricated with a flagon of ale and a length of good blood sausage, they talked through the afternoon and into the night, but few sensible ideas came to them. Stepan noted that the Unhieru had no horses, and were therefore relatively ponderous. ‘Maybe Widukind could distract them with the Abbio,’ he suggested. ‘Lead them in circles.’


More likely the Unhieru would just ignore such a meagre force and carry on, Bellamus thought, but they had come up with so little that even this was not to be sniffed at.


They went to quiz Vigtyr in his quarters as to precisely what deal Roper had struck with the Unhieru. The Anakim turncoat could do no more than describe their original negotiations in Unhierea, though he also mentioned that Gogmagoc had since been injured.


Bellamus retired to bed that night, wondering how he could possibly stand before the witan with such feeble schemes to hide behind.


The morning felt like the first day of autumn. The light was different, and the air newly cool and fresh, until a maid arrived to kindle the hearth in his chambers. To an Anakim, this was The Dying. The flies, and fungus and mould which had time to take hold over the growing months, and might otherwise replicate until they choked all Albion, would be destroyed. The earth was refreshed, and winter wiped the slate for the new year.


And as surely as a reckoning was coming for the summer insects, it felt as though the same was coming for the Sutherners in Albion. The Unhieru would arrive the next day.


No inspiration had arrived during the night, and though Bellamus sat at his desk with paper and quill until mid-morning, he had little to report when Stepan knocked at his door and asked if he had made any progress.


‘I was thinking about something Vigtyr said last night,’ said Bellamus, laying down his quill. ‘Seems as though if Gogmagoc were dead, the alliance with the Anakim would be forfeit. He’s already injured: maybe we could lay an ambush and finish him off?’


Stepan made a noncommittal noise. ‘Possibly. Are our men up to it?’


‘Almost certainly not,’ said Bellamus, bitterly. Even with well-trained men, an ambush was fiendishly difficult to organise. ‘It depends where Gogmagoc is travelling. If he’s at the van, or an edge of the column, the Abbio might be able to plunge in and do the business before they’re wiped out.’


‘No worse than any of our other plans,’ Stepan observed. ‘And if anyone could pull it off, it’d be Widukind. He’s quite the fellow, isn’t he?’


‘I thought you said he was a fanatic.’


‘Oh, he’s definitely that,’ said Stepan comfortably. ‘But I got friendly with one of the Abbio lads this morning, told me all about the bishop’s teachings.’


‘Oh?’ murmured Bellamus, looking back at his paper.


‘A man of almost complete silence, apparently. He thinks it’s better to say nothing at all if you can. His big line is that words are worth nothing because they’re so cheap, and only actions are worth paying attention to because they’re so costly.’


‘Well he certainly lives by that principle. There aren’t many people whose actions have been more costly than Widukind’s.’


‘I was asking how he raises his armies so fast,’ Stepan went on blithely, settling himself on Bellamus’s oaken chest. ‘His lads talk about him like he pisses fine wine. They say he’s the closest to God that any man has been, and can heal the sick.’


Bellamus looked up. ‘Heal the sick?’


‘They’ve seen it!’ protested Stepan, sensing the scorn in Bellamus’s voice.


Bellamus laughed and rolled his eyes. ‘Stepan . . .’ he muttered, smiling in spite of himself.


‘I’m not the only one gullible enough to have swallowed that tale,’ the knight insisted. ‘Widukind’s with the queen as we speak. She asked him to come and pray with her.’


Bellamus snorted. ‘God, he’s become another vogue in court,’ he said. ‘Widukind is unique, and a little wild, and all those men in there –’ he jerked his head at the wall, through which lay the court – ‘who’ve never seen anything wilder than their own archery range, mistake that wildness for power of some sort. They’re so keen to be elevated above the common man, sporting the latest ideas and fashions, that it makes them absurdly vulnerable when something new appears.’


Stepan raised his eyebrows at this bitter outburst. ‘But you like him, don’t you?’


‘I like his principles,’ said Bellamus curtly. ‘I like his dedication. They make him forceful. But I don’t believe his hocus pocus. Now come, we need a solution. I have to go into court this afternoon to explain how we survive the Unhieru.’


Stepan shrugged. ‘In all honesty, Captain, I think retreat is our best option. At first sight of those monsters in full battlerig, axes fit to fell an oak, the fyrd are going to hurl down their weapons and sprint for whichever gate offers the best chance of escape. And the regulars won’t last much longer. If we can even persuade them to engage the Unhieru, the fight’ll be exceptionally brief. With the forces we have here, we can’t hold them.’


‘But we can’t retreat,’ said Bellamus. ‘This has to be the place we defend, there is no pulling back.’


Stepan observed him thoughtfully. ‘Is this to do with the project you’ve had the fyrd working on? I’ve seen them coming and going at every hour, so muck-covered it’s like they’re wrestling pigs. What have you got them doing?’


‘I’ll tell you soon,’ Bellamus assured him. ‘But for now . . . the fewer people who know, the better. The witan will think it’s mad if they find out before the time is right. I have to show them it’s possible before they know it’s happening.’


Stepan raised his eyebrows. ‘So what are you to tell the witan?’


Bellamus wished he knew. When he stood before the queen and assembled nobles that afternoon, confidence was his only shield. He explained how they would ambush and kill the weakened Gogmagoc, causing the Unhieru mob to fall apart. And if that did not work, they would set traps before the walls to dishearten their enemy, who would be lost without Anakim expertise in fortress-breaking. He told them this was their last chance, and that with their queen and the famous Bishop Widukind inspiring resistance, the fyrd would hold off even the Unhieru.


But he had no faith in this plan, and nor did the court. As they traipsed from the room, even Bellamus’s enemies were downcast. Scorn him they might, but they had wanted him to show how they could win.


It was a brittle evening at Penbro Hall, with arguments erupting in parlours and kitchens. Aramilla seemed the only one unburdened by thoughts of the next day. She breezed the corridors in high humour, calling on every lord, and Bellamus most of all, to talk fashions, autumn fruits, Widukind and Vigtyr. ‘What I want to know is,’ she declared to Bellamus, perched on the edge of his bed, ‘how did these Kryptea people get old Vigtyr out of the Anakim camp?’


‘In a wagon with a false bed,’ Bellamus replied. ‘They smuggled him here, told him the Unhieru were coming and said they’d wait to make sure we were preparing for their arrival. If we weren’t, they would know Vigtyr had failed, and come to punish him.’


‘Do you suppose the old rogue was lying? If the Unhieru are due tomorrow, then why haven’t our scouts sighted them yet?’


‘I wish he were lying, Majesty,’ said Bellamus heavily. ‘I will be expecting them in the afternoon.’


‘But do you trust him? Why would these Kryptea people work against the Black Kingdom?’


‘They work for the Black Kingdom, but against the Black Lord. They thought their kingdom would be better off without involving itself in Suthdal, and without Roper on the Stone Throne. Now usually they’d have executed him, but at the moment they are not popular, and the Black Lord very much is. So their only option was to work against him in secret, and hope to turn public opinion against him.’


‘So that is why they protected this Vigtyr creature.’


‘Precisely. The Black Legions only recently discovered Vigtyr’s treachery, and the Kryptea helped him escape them, again as a means of undermining Roper. That’s why I’d be surprised if the information about the Unhieru was wrong. Helping us fits with the objectives of both Vigtyr and the Kryptea.’


Aramilla gave every impression of being thrilled at this news. ‘Marvellous! I’ve still not seen a giant. I’ll be able to watch from the walls as you beat them back, Lord Upstart.’


Her confidence was so out of place that Bellamus found it alarming. More than anything, it underlined that the defence of this city lay on his shoulders. Long after Aramilla retired to bed, he was still scheming in the pool of yellow light spilt by a large oil lamp. He was so focused on his work that he only realised it was dawn when the distant tolling of church bells penetrated the walls. He raised his head for a moment, staring at the lightening window. ‘Heaven help us.’


He tried to write a warning order to be pinned around the marketplace, but found his hand was shaking so badly he had to dictate instead. ‘When you come back,’ he told the scribe as he left to distribute the copies, ‘bring wine.’


The market was closed. The streets drained. Even the filthy labourers, working on Bellamus’s secret project, ceased to traipse in and out of the gate, which was shut, barred, and materials for a barricade set out in readiness.


Bellamus waited and drank through the morning, and then went up to stand on the battlements with the queen in the afternoon. Together they inspected the rolling fields about Wiltun, but no mass of Unhieru warriors darkened the pasture.


‘They’re terribly slow,’ Aramilla observed. She had taken to a wardrobe of ivory gowns inlaid with silver and trimmed with fur, and now sported an incarnation so pale and glittering that it was as though Bellamus was accompanied by a vast icicle. ‘What’s keeping them?’


‘I’ll not question it, Majesty,’ Bellamus replied. ‘Another day’s preparation is exceptionally welcome.’


But the Unhieru did not arrive the next day either. Nor the day after that.


Repeatedly, Bellamus was summoned to the queen’s chambers to report. Was there any word? What was the delay? He had no answers, and three days after the Unhieru had been expected, Aramilla lost patience.


‘That Vigtyr creature has sold us out!’


‘I doubt it, Majesty,’ said Bellamus. He was tired of making these reports and had no wish to further interrogate the wretched Vigtyr. ‘I see nothing he’d gain from that lie. If we have been misled, it’ll be because the Kryptea lied to him.’


Aramilla waved a hand. ‘Who cares where the information came from? Vigtyr should be made an example of. Come, I want to speak with him.’ She latched onto Bellamus’s arm and led him to Vigtyr’s chamber, all the while expressing her very great admiration for the Lord Upstart, her gratitude that they should have him organising their defences, her disbelief that he should have been a commoner in his homeland. ‘How lordly your bearing is,’ she declared, sizing him up as they walked. ‘There must be noble blood in there somewhere. Surely the get of an illicit liaison, my dear Bellamus. A bastard child of royalty perhaps.’


Bellamus doubted it.


They found Vigtyr in his chamber. He was under guard from two royal retainers, who showed them through the door. They found a dingy wood-panelled room, and Vigtyr scrambling up in bed, where he seemed to have been dozing. At the sight of them, he slid off the bed and into a deep bow. ‘Majesty. My lord.’


‘Kneel, blackguard,’ snapped Aramilla. Vigtyr dropped to his knees at once. The guards crowded in behind them and Aramilla paced around the room until she stood behind Vigtyr. Even on his knees, he was barely half a head shorter than she was. ‘We have taken you in, Anakim,’ she said coldly. ‘We’ve fed and sheltered you. We even spoke of favouring you, against the judgement of all at court. And now it seems you were lying to us.’


Vigtyr raised his head and met Bellamus’s eye briefly. ‘My lady?’ he murmured.


‘Where are the Unhieru?’


Vigtyr’s eyes widened. ‘Are they not here?’ he gabbled in Saxon. ‘I assure you, my lady, they were coming. Or at least, I was told they were coming.’


‘Or perhaps you intended to frighten us from our capital? Perhaps you were sent simply to rot morale?’


‘No, no, I swear, my lady!’ Vigtyr was immediately close to panic. He shut his eyes tight. ‘I promise, they told me. The Kryptea told me they were heading this way!’


‘And they said the Unhieru would come in three days?’ demanded the queen.


‘Yes.’


‘And yet here we are, rogue,’ Aramilla spoke to Vigtyr once more. ‘A week since you arrived, and still no sign of them.’ Vigtyr seemed to be holding his breath as Aramilla stood over him. For his part, Bellamus did not feel entirely safe. They had two armed guards, and Vigtyr might be injured, but he was desperate. ‘Confess to your lie now, and things will be easier for you. You still stand by your story?’


Vigtyr nodded frantically.


‘Then you better hope the Unhieru are here by tomorrow. If they’re not . . . Well there’s a hill leading down the main road and into the market. It’s long and steep, and at the bottom is a statue commemorating the last time we rebuffed the Black Legions from these walls. We’ll put you in a barrel. We’ll hammer fifty nails in through the sides. And then we’ll roll you down that hill.’ Bellamus was gazing at Aramilla in horror. ‘We’ll see what your story is then.’ She winked at Bellamus, and walked around Vigtyr, heading for the door. ‘Think about the barrel, rogue,’ she said on her way out. Bellamus followed, shutting the door on Vigtyr’s wide eyes.


‘Leave him to stew overnight,’ said Aramilla. ‘We’ll see if he’s changed his story by the morning.’


Bellamus said nothing. Immediately after the queen had gone, he summoned a scout. ‘I want a dozen of you to go out as far as you can today. A gold sovereign for whichever one of you finds me the Unhieru.’


The scout was back to claim his sovereign in the afternoon. The Unhieru had ground to a halt on the road to Wiltun, just twenty-five miles away. For whatever reason, there was something delaying their assault.


This at least exonerated Vigtyr, and Bellamus went to tell him so he would be spared a night considering the inside of a barrel. But the waiting was wearing at Bellamus, and once back in his room he called again for wine. The evening disappeared in a haze, and shortly before midnight, Stepan came to find him. There was no knock, the knight opening the door without introduction. ‘Knew you wouldn’t be asleep,’ he said, seeing Bellamus sat at his desk, three oil lamps lighting a parchment before him. ‘What’ve you got there?’


Stepan was carrying a candle of his own, and advanced to peer down at Bellamus’s handiwork.


‘Ah,’ said Bellamus, shuffling some papers over the top of it. ‘Just a drawing of the town. Contingencies for when the Unhieru arrive, streets we could barricade, houses we can bring down to funnel them into traps, that sort of thing.’


Stepan nodded. ‘So we’re ready?’


‘Ready?’ Bellamus gave a short laugh. ‘We’ll never be ready. But this is the closest we’ll get. At least until support starts arriving from Erebos.’ He shook his head bitterly. ‘Really, old friend, this is desperate. Unless the Unhieru give us another fortnight, they’ll walk through our defences.’


‘We haven’t got another fortnight,’ said Stepan, gently.


Bellamus looked up, the knight’s tone sobering him like a pail of water.


‘I’ve just been up on the battlements,’ Stepan reported. ‘They’re here, Captain.’
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