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DRAMATIS PERSONAE



Alwyn Scribe – Outlaw, scribe and later Supplicant Blade in the Covenant Company


Evadine Courlain – Noble-born Captain of the Covenant Company, Communicant and later Aspirant cleric in the Covenant of Martyrs


Celynne Cohlsair – Duchess of Alundia, wife of Duke Oberharth, daughter of Duke Guhlton


Oberharth Cohlsair – Duke of Alundia


Roulgarth Cohlsair – Knight Warden of Alundia, younger brother to Duke Oberharth


Ducinda Cohlsair – Daughter to Oberharth and Celynne


Merick Albrisend – Baron of Lumenstor, nephew by marriage to Oberharth Cohlsair


Guhlton Pendroke – Duke of Althiene, father to Duchess Celynne


Erchel – Slain outlaw of vile inclinations


Shilva Sahken – Outlaw leader and friend of Deckin Scarl, The Outlaw King


King Tomas Algathinet – Monarch of Albermaine


Princess Leannor Algathinet-Keville – Sister to King Tomas


Ehlbert Bauldry – Knight of famed martial abilities, champion to King Tomas


Altheric Courlain – veteran knight of high standing, father to Evadine


Luminant Durehl Vearist – Principal Cleric of the Luminants’ Council, governing body of the Covenant of Martyrs


Ascendant Arnabus – Senior Cleric in the Covenant of Martyrs and adviser to Princess Leannor


Aspirant Viera – Cleric and Senior Librarian of the Covenant Library at Athiltor


Alfric Keville – Son to Princess Leannor and the late Lord Alferd Keville


Magnis Lochlain – Pretender to the Throne of Albermaine, also known as the “True King”


Lorine Blousset (formerly Lorine D’Ambrille) – Duchess of the Shavine Marches, former lover of Deckin Scarl the Outlaw King and associate of Alwyn


Albyrn Swain – Supplicant Captain of the Covenant Company


Ofihla Barrow – Supplicant Sergeant of the Covenant Company


Delric Cleymount – Supplicant and healer of the Covenant Company


The Sack Witch – Caerith spell worker and healer, said to be of hideous appearance beneath the sackcloth mask she wears. Also known as the Doenlisch in the Caerith tongue


Wilhum Dornmahl – Disgraced turncoat knight formerly in service to the Pretender. Childhood friend to Evadine. Soldier in the Covenant Company


Eamond Astier – Former novice Supplicant and volunteer member of the Mounted Guard of the Covenant Company


Ayin – Soldier in the Covenant Company and page to Lady Evadine Courlain


Juhlina (known also as the Widow) – Former adherent to the Most Favoured pilgrimage sect, recruit to the Covenant Company


Fletchman – Former poacher and soldier in the Covenant Company


Tiler – Former outlaw and soldier in the Covenant Company


Aurent Vassier – Skilled artisan and builder of siege engines, in service to Princess Leannor


Liahm Woodsman – Former churl, member of the Commons Crusade and recruit to the Covenant Company


Elfons Raphine – Minor Alberis noble and commander of a free-sword company during the Alundian campaign. Later Protector Royal of Alundia


Chops – Alundian rebel and outlaw of treacherous character


Uhlla – Caerith village headwoman


Kuhlin – Caerith woodsman, Uhlla’s grandson


Lilat – Caerith huntress, Uhlla’s great-niece


The Eithlisch – Caerith of arcane power and importance


Estrik – Soldier in the Covenant Company, Sergeant Castellan of Walvern Castle, later the Martyr’s Reach


Desmena Lehville – Rebel knight in service to the Pretender Magnis Lochlain










WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE . . .



Missive to the Luminant’s Council of the Eastern Reformed Covenant of Martyrs – Archivist’s note: fragment only. Date and author unknown.


Blessed Brethren of the Council,


It is with greatest excitement that I relate the following news: I have in my possession what I believe to be a genuine personal narrative penned by none other than that figure of direst legend – Alwyn Scribe himself.


I will, of course, forward a full transcript of the Scribe’s account once I have completed my labours. Yet, I am able, having read the manuscript in its malign entirety, to provide a summation of its contents. I presume upon your good graces to not judge this poor scholar for merely stating the Scribe’s falsehoods. Rest assured my soul remains unsullied by heresy.


It should come as scant surprise to learn that Alwyn Scribe had a wretched beginning. Born into a whorehouse, he never knew his own mother, nor his father, and claims to have been named after the whoremaster’s favourite pig. Cast out at a young age, he naturally fell in with a band of miscreants bedevilling a region known as the Shavine Forest, located in one of the western coastal duchies of what was then the Kingdom of Albermaine.


The leader of this pack of villains, a self-styled Outlaw King, went by the name Deckin Scarl. I can attest to the existence of this person since many surviving ballads and tales from this region make mention of him, and his beauteous but scheming paramour Lorine D’Ambrille. According to the Scribe, Scarl was in fact the unacknowledged bastard of the local duke, a noble who had recently lost his head due to treachery against King Tomas Algathinet, Monarch of Albermaine. Scarl learned of his father’s fall from a band of Fjord Geld exiles led by a learned young woman named Berrine Jurest, of whom more will be spoken later. A man of ruthless cunning but excessive ambition, Scarl hatched a plot to usurp the newly installed duke. However, the band was betrayed and ambushed by crown soldiers led by the dreaded King’s Champion Sir Ehlbert Bauldry. Alwyn, as is the way with vermin, contrived to escape the subsequent massacre, murdering one of his own compatriots in the process.


Beset by a curious sense of loyalty that puts one in mind of a beaten dog’s attachment to its master, Alwyn made his way to the castle where the captured Scarl had been taken, arriving just in time to watch his execution. Unable to resist an inclination towards indulgence, Alwyn then resolved to drown his grief in drink, leading to his own capture by kingsmen. A sound beating was followed by a hanging, interrupted by the intervention of one Sir Althus Levalle, Knight Commander of the Crown Company. Although Sir Althus spared Alwyn the noose, he did not spare him the pillory and many hours suffering the torments of the local churls. When the ordeal was done, Sir Althus explained to Alwyn that his mercy arose from a prior association with Deckin Scarl, for they had served together as soldiers in the Duchy Wars. So Alwyn would live, but only for as long as he could survive the notorious Pit Mines, a terrible place of underground toil that no condemned soul ever escaped.


Alwyn’s facility for untruth makes itself plain in his description of his journey to the Pit Mines. He claims to have been taken there by a Caerith gaoler known as the chainsman, a man with an unnatural facility for hearing the voices of the dead. I ascribe this to the Scribe’s desire to enliven his tale with fanciful nonsense, however his patent dread of this Caerith mystic does ring true. It was during this journey that Alwyn became acquainted with a young thief named Toria, forming a fractious friendship that would nevertheless endure for several years.


Upon being cast into the Pit Mines, Alwyn had the good fortune to come under the wing of one Sihlda Doisselle. Ascendant Sihlda, as you know, Blessed Brethren, has been named a Martyr by lesser branches of the Covenant. She is often cited as an exemplar of the importance of adhering to truth in the face of deceitful authority, an attitude that saw her condemned to the Pit on supposedly false charges of murder. Apparently unconcerned by her imprisonment, Sihlda went about forming her fellow inmates into a faithful congregation. The Scribe’s legend is rich in allusions to the tutelage he received at the Sihlda’s hands and his own account leaves no doubt that, but for her, he would never have been named Scribe. His facility for letters and scholarly skills were the fruit of her teachings and it was through her careful guidance that he formed the conclusion that the betrayal of Deckin’s band had been orchestrated by Lorine D’Ambrille. It was also from Sihlda’s lips that he learned another secret of gravest import, to be revealed in due course. Despite the fondness she exhibited towards him, it is my contention that had she known the nature of the creature she nurtured, she would have sunk a pickaxe into Alwyn’s head the moment she met him.


It was through Sihlda’s clever machinations and the tunnelling efforts of her congregation that Alwyn was able to escape the Pit Mines after four long years. He describes Sihlda’s sacrifice to ensure his escape, collapsing the tunnel and killing herself and her congregation apart from a devotional brute named Brewer and the foul-mouthed but ever loyal Toria. Together, the three of them succeeded in evading their pursuers to reach the Covenant Sanctuary City of Callintor. Here Alwyn was able to persuade the local Ascendant to grant refuge in return for handing over a copy of Sihlda’s Testament, a most valuable document to any cleric.


But, though now tutored and lettered, Alwyn retained the heart of a vicious outlaw. This came to the fore when he espied a former associate named Erchel. Believing Erchel, a vile creature of bestial inclinations, to have been part of Lorine’s scheme, Alwyn resolved to torture to the truth from him. However, before he could do so, Erchel’s dire habits led to him being gelded by a one Ayin, a sweet-natured girl of uncomplicated manners that concealed a lethal tendency towards men of violently carnal nature. Despite being innocent of Erchel’s death, Alwyn was soon blamed for the murder. Fortunately, it is at this juncture that he would make the most fateful meeting of his life.


The Scroll of the Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain relates that she did indeed call at Callintor around this time. Charged with raising the first Covenant Company to contend the resurgence of the Pretender’s Rebellion, Martyr Evadine sought recruits from among the gathered villainy of the Sanctuary City. Driven not by any faithful leanings but a desire to escape the noose, Alwyn and his two companions enlisted under Martyr Evadine’s banner. They were also joined by the guileless Ayin to whom Alwyn exhibits a curiously protective attitude. There are numerous tales regarding the Scribe’s apparently genuine bravery at the subsequent Battle of the Traitor’s Field, but his own account paints a picture of reluctant if undoubtedly effective participation. He also confirms the widely held belief that he saved Martyr Evadine’s life at one point.


Most of the Pretender’s Horde were slaughtered in the rout, but Evadine managed to secure the person of Sir Wilhum Dornmahl, a childhood friend. Marked as a traitor, Wilhum was stripped of his titles but spared death by enlisting in the Covenant Company.


It was in the aftermath of battle that Alwyn besmirched his soul by seeking out a Caerith healer known as the Sack Witch to tend to Brewer, mortally stricken by a poison arrow. The Sack Witch was so named due to her habit of going about with a sack on her head, apparently to conceal the hideous, ravaged visage lurking beneath. Before agreeing to heal Brewer, she struck a bargain with Alwyn: in return for healing his friend he must accept from her hands a small, ancient book written in a script he couldn’t decipher. Mystified by this, he agreed and Brewer lived to see the dawn. The exact nature of the brute’s healing is not recorded but it is clear that Alwyn ascribes it to the Sack Witch’s unearthly powers.


Here the narrative tracks with the accepted tale of Martyr Evadine, relating how the Covenant Company was sent north to the port of Olversahl in the troubled duchy of the Fjord Geld to stave off local rebellion and the encroachment of the heathen Ascarlians. While in Olversahl, Alwyn became reacquainted with Berrine Jurest, now a custodian of the famed Library of King Aeric. Persuading her to translate the book given to him by the Sack Witch, he learned it had been written in an archaic form of Caerith script and contained a near verbatim account of their prior meeting in the Shavine Woods. Before Alwyn could discover more, the Port of Olversahl was overrun by a horde of ravening Ascarlians. Martyr Evadine suffered severe wounds at the hands of a figure known as the Tielwald but was saved by Alwyn and Wilhum. The survivors of the Covenant Company sailed away in captured Ascarlian ships while Olversahl and its famed library were consumed by heathen flames.


Arriving in the port city of Farinsahl, Martyr Evadine lay near death for days until Alwyn and Captain Swain of the Covenant Company conspired to damn their souls with a plan to heal her: Alwyn would seek out the Sack Witch and prevail upon her to heal their beloved commander. Upon venturing forth to seek out the Sack Witch, Alwyn found himself swiftly captured by the chainsman. Convinced by his imaginary spirits that Alwyn would one day orchestrate his demise, the chainsman had been plotting his death for years. Bound to a tree, Alwyn could only suffer the chainsman’s torments and await his end. At this point Lorine D’Ambrille, now risen to Duchess of the Shavine Marches, appeared and revealed that she conspired with the Chainsman in Alwyn’s capture. She further stated that she was innocent of betraying Deckin, that crime being the work of a man named Todman, long since dead by her hand. To illustrate the truth of her words, she killed the Chainsman, saving Alwyn but also punishing him for his incautious tongue by leaving him tied to a tree.


Alwyn was saved from eventual starvation by the appearance of the Sack Witch. Freeing Alwyn, she took back the book she had given him, along with Berrine’s instructions on how to translate it. She also revealed that the face beneath the sack she wore to be far from ravaged. Together, they returned to Farinsahl where, and it pains my faithful heart to relate these words, Alwyn Scribe claims to have partaken in an arcane rite that saved the Lady Evadine from imminent death. Her resurrection at the hands of the Seraphile was, he attests, merely a delusion born of delirium. He further compounds this blasphemy by alluding to some form of carnal attraction between himself and the Risen Martyr. I hope you see now, Blessed Brethren, the grave need to keep this narrative from all but the most devout eyes.


The account is surprisingly concordant with scripture in its subsequent description of Martyr Evadine’s famous address to the Faithful of Farinsahl, and the nefarious conspiracy that saw her ambushed and kidnapped by rogue servants of the Crown fearful of her ascendancy. Alwyn adds certain illuminating details, such as the death of Brewer at the hands of Martyr Evadine’s kidnappers. It was also at this point that Alwyn severed his alliance with Toria who opted to flee the impending crisis on board a smuggler’s vessel. Alwyn claims his refusal to accompany her arose from some form of arcane bond with the Risen Martyr. Given his character, I am more inclined to ascribe it to a villain’s nose for a potentially lucrative gamble.


Whatever his motives, Alwyn accompanied the Covenant Company to Castle Ambris where Martyr Evadine had been subjected to a farce trial conducted by an obscure cleric named Arnabus. Condemned to death on spurious charges of treason and blasphemy, the Risen Martyr faced the noose until Alwyn, clad in armour borrowed from Wilhum Dornmahl, forced his way through the crowd to assert the right to contest the verdict by combat. This aspect of Martyr Evadine’s story is too well attested by other sources to be denied – Alwyn Scribe did indeed fight a duel with Knight Commander Sir Althus Levalle that day, winning great acclaim thanks to his success in holding his own against a renowned veteran knight, at least for a time. It was during this duel that Alwyn revealed the secret entrusted to him by Ascendant Sihlda Doiselle, the secret that had seen her condemned to the Pit Mines: King Tomas of Albermaine was in truth the bastard son of his champion with no right to sit the throne.


Beaten down by the enraged Knight Commander, Alwyn was saved from the killing stroke by the Risen Martyr. Having leapt clear of the scaffold, Martyr Evadine struck down Sir Althus with a stolen sword, whereupon a combined force of Covenant soldiery and faithful churls launched an attack upon the Crown Company. Martyr Evadine and her followers spirited a near-dead Alwyn away in the ensuing chaos, carrying him back to the woods where he had spent his misbegotten youth. Martyr and outlaw were now united in rebellion, but could such a union ever last?










PART I





I have heard it asked, though only ever in whispers: “Ascendant, was the Scourge real? Did the Seraphile truly bring fire and destruction down upon the earth to cleanse it of the Malecite? Can it be believed that thousands perished and great cities fell in this tumult of fiery salvation?”


My answer, though many will condemn me for it, has always been thus: “Does it matter?”


From The Testament of Ascendant Sihlda Doisselle,
as recorded by Sir Alwyn Scribe













CHAPTER ONE



I found Erchel waiting for me in the dream. Of all the many dead souls littering my memory, it chose him. Not sweet, light-fingered Gerthe. Not Deckin, the fearsome, mad but occasionally wise Outlaw King. Not even faith-addled, tiresome Hostler who I had left murdered in my wake one snowbound night years ago. No, it was Erchel who greeted me with a leering grin, stained teeth dark in the bleached white of his face, fresh blood dripping from the rent and ragged fabric of his crotch. Despite his grin, I could tell he wasn’t pleased to see me, but then castration was sure to have a souring effect on even the kindliest soul, not that he had ever been kindly in life.


“Come to see, have you, Alwyn?” he asked, head dipping and swaying on his scrawny neck. It lengthened and twisted like a snake as he spoke, his voice that of a desperate beggar rather than a gelded sadist with a grievance. “Come to see what you made, eh?”


His hands, longer and spindlier of finger than I recalled, scratched and jabbed at the plate armour of the vambrace covering my forearm, leaving red stains on the metal.


“A knight now, eh?” he hissed in gleeful realisation, head bobbing on his elongated neck. “Risen high have you? Higher than poor Erchel ever could. High enough to spare some coin for an old friend.”


“I’m not a knight,” I told him, jerking my arm free of his touch which stung despite the armour. “And we were never friends.”


“Don’t be a tight-fist to poor old Erchel.” He crouched in a peevish sulk, long-fingered hand clutching at the bloody mess between his legs. “He’s got no tackle, remember? You let that little bitch slice it off.”


“Didn’t let her do anything,” I reminded him. “Though I can’t claim that I would’ve stopped her.”


He clenched his teeth, emitting a sound that was a grotesque melange of laugh and hiss. “She’ll get what’s coming,” he assured me, teeth chattering as something dark and wet coiled in the shadowed recess of his mouth. “You’ll see to that.”


Possessed of a sudden rage, I reached for my sword, drawing it free to find that Erchel had already moved beyond the reach of my blade. “Come, come,” he said, beckoning. “Don’t you want to see what you made?”


A gust of wind sent a pall of fog across the tufted grass surrounding us, rendering Erchel into a crouch-backed shadow. Soft ground squelched beneath my boots as I pursued him, drawn by curiosity as much as the desire to hack him down, a pleasure that had been denied me in the waking world. It was apparent we were in a marsh, but not one I recognised. The fog was thick all around, obscuring any landmarks save the uneven, twisted shades of rocky tors rising from the bogs; silent, unmoving monsters in the gloom. Wherever we were, it was a place I didn’t know.


I soon lost sight of Erchel in the haze and spent a brief interval wandering the marsh in aimless hunting until the faint cry of some unseen beast drew me on like a beacon. It was an unfamiliar call that mixed a grating hiss with a guttural roar, growing in volume and joined by others to form a discordant chorus. The source became clear when the wind once again dispelled the fog to reveal a large bird perched on a half-sunken corpse. I had never seen its like before, as big as an eagle but lacking any kind of majesty. Like Erchel’s dream-self, the bird’s head bobbed on an elongated neck, bright, bulbous eyes regarding me with baleful hunger above a gore-flecked beak that resembled a barbed cleaver. The beak parted as the bird let out another ugly cry, the sound mirrored by many throats.


“They’re called vultures, so I’m told,” Erchel informed me, eyes agleam as he enjoyed the sight of my horrified disgust.


Surveying the scene, I saw that the birds filled the marsh to the shrouded distance, hundreds, perhaps thousands of them, broad wings fluttering and heads bobbing continually in between gaping their beaks to join their voices to the chorus. They had much to sing about, for these beasts had been given a great bounty of carrion. Numerous as they were, there were more corpses than birds. They lay part-submerged in the murky bog water. Some were soldiers, their armour catching a dull gleam from the veiled sun. Others were churls, children and old folk among them. Here and there, I glimpsed the bright colours of noble garb. All had died by violence and the marsh was red with the blood leaking from their many wounds.


“This, Alwyn,” Erchel told me with a shrill giggle. “This is what you made . . .”


A shout erupted from my throat and I lunged for him, sword rising high to cut him down. But, as is often the way in dreams, nothing came of my action. Erchel vanished and the blade met air.


“You saved her, you see.”


I whirled, finding his crouched, leering form at my back. His face quivered with the same malicious enjoyment I had seen whenever he snared a living thing to torment.


“You saved the Risen Martyr,” he taunted, his voice taking on a sing-song cadence. “And made a world of corpses . . .”


I raised the sword level with my chest, both hands on the handle, intending to skewer this leering wretch through one of his bright, unblinking eyes. Once again, he slipped into nothingness when I thrust, only to cast more taunts at my back.


“What did you think you had accomplished?” he asked, his tone a parody of genuine curiosity. He stood in the water alongside the vulture, now busily worrying at the corpse it perched upon. “Did you really imagine keeping her in this world would make it better?”


“Shut up!” I grated, advancing towards him.


“Did you learn nothing from Ascendant Sihlda?” Erchel enquired, overlong neck raising his head to an unnatural height, eyebrow arched in judgemental enquiry. “How shamed she would be to look upon you now . . .”


An inchoate roar of fury escaped me as I charged towards him, sword angled for a swipe that would sever his head from that snake neck. Instead, I found myself plunging into the marsh water, the weight of my armour dragging me beneath the surface. Panic flared and I thrashed, casting the sword away to claw for the surface. When I tasted air again, I found Erchel floating above, the vulture perched on his shoulder. Above him the sky grew dark as the other birds took flight, forming a dense, circling mass.


“My friends won’t finish you right away,” Erchel promised me in grave assurance before adding with a broadening grin, “Not until I’ve had the pleasure of watching them bite your balls off. I wonder if you’ll scream as loud as I did.”


Letting out a squawk, the huge bird on his shoulder flared its wings then leapt for me, long claws extending to clamp onto my head, pushing me down into the marsh once more. It kept hold as I sank, talons shredding the steel vambrace like paper, beak tearing into the skin beneath, tugging at the flesh, tugging, tugging . . .


“Alwyn!”


My hand lashed out to snare the beak tearing into the meat of my forearm, instead closing on the smoothness of a human wrist. A startled yelp banished the dream, the swirl of red water fading to reveal Ayin’s frowning face. I stared into her bemused eyes for a second, feeling the caress of winter’s chill, senses flooded by the familiar sounds and scents of a camp at sunrise.


“Dreaming again?” Ayin asked with a pointed glance at my hand still enclosing her wrist.


“Sorry,” I mumbled, releasing my grip. I shifted on the collection of furs and sundry fabric that formed my bed, sitting up to run a hand through tousled hair. My head was filled with the throbbing ache that had greeted me ever since waking to full consciousness two weeks before, the legacy of Sir Althus Levalle, slain and unlamented Knight Commander of the Crown Company. Whatever the many criticisms I could voice regarding his character, the strength of his arm could never be doubted.


“I don’t dream any more,” Ayin told me. “Not since the captain blessed me.”


“That’s . . . good,” I replied, looking about for the small green bottle that was rarely far from my reach these days.


“You should get her to bless you too,” Ayin went on. “Then you won’t dream either. What did you dream about?”


A man you cut the balls from not so long ago. I caged the snapped response before it could reach my lips. Irritating though she could be, Ayin didn’t deserve such a harsh reminder of her former nature. Although, given what I had seen her do to that Ascendant in Farinsahl following Evadine’s abduction, I was no longer sure she had been fully cured of her prior tendencies.


“Did you ever hear tell of a vulture?” I asked instead.


“No.” She blinked blank eyes and shrugged. “What is it?”


“A big, ugly bird that eats corpses, apparently.”


I let out a thin sigh of relief as I found the green bottle nestling beneath the rolled blanket that served as my pillow. Supplicant Delric called the bottle’s contents his “deceiving elixir” on account of its ability to banish pains without applying any curative effect. Deceiver or not, I was continually grateful for the speed with which the bitter, oily concoction would dispel the throb in my head. Delric’s face had been the first I saw upon waking from my prolonged, beating-induced slumber, finding his features arranged in a disconcerting aspect of surprise. He had spent some time carefully prodding my head with his deft fingers, grunting now and then as they traced over the various ridges and bumps, one being of particular interest.


“Did that bastard crack my skull?” I had enquired as his fingers lingered.


“Yes,” he told me with brisk honesty. “Seems to be healing, though.” With that he had handed me the green bottle with instructions that I return to him every day for more head prodding. Also, I was to seek him out immediately should my nose or ears start bleeding.


“Lessons,” Ayin said, shifting her satchel from her shoulder to her lap. “I’ve got some new ink, parchment too.”


I grimaced and swallowed another drop from the bottle before replacing the stopper. Delric had warned that overuse would make me a slave of this stuff if I wasn’t careful, although it was a daily struggle to resist the urge to gulp down as much as my tongue could bear.


“From where?” I asked, returning the bottle to its place beneath my pillow.


“Those folk from Ambriside brought more supplies this morning. Another bunch’ve recruits too. I did a count.” She reached into her satchel to retrieve a scrap of parchment inscribed with some laboured tally marks. “That makes one thousand, one hundred and eighty-two.”


Not yet an army, I thought. But in a month or two, it could be. The notion raised uncomfortable questions regarding the inevitable reaction of Duke Elbyn and, more importantly, King Tomas to the prospect of a great many ardent followers of the Risen Martyr gathering in the Shavine Woods. In truth, I found myself surprised each day when our scouts failed to report any incursion by Crown or ducal soldiery.


“Lessons,” Ayin said again, poking my shoulder with insistent emphasis. Successive days spent tutoring her in letters and numeracy revealed her to be a student of perhaps overly keen attentiveness. Many churls looked upon reading and writing as some form of arcane art, known only to clerics or the better educated nobles. At first, Ayin had been little different, regarding the characters I had her copy out with a frown of suspicious bafflement. However, this had swiftly given way to delighted comprehension once she grasped the basic idea that these abstract scratchings represented component sounds which could be fused into words. Her hand remained clumsy and her letters uneven, but her reading was already remarkable in its fluency, lacking the prolonged laboured vowels and stumbles that had been such a feature of my early lessons.


“We haven’t finished the first revelation of Martyr Stevanos,” she reminded me, extracting a scroll from her satchel. In teaching her, I had adopted Ascendant Sihlda’s practice of reciting principal Covenant scripture and having her write it down, correcting her spelling and grammar in the process. “We just got to the bit where he resisted the lustful temptations of that Malecite whore Denisha.”


Ayin unfurled the scroll with features brightened by anticipation, making me ponder the bizarre bundle of contradictions she represented. In many ways she remained a guileless child, as innocent and trusting as any infant obliged to navigate the swirl of confusion that is this world. But she was also a multiple murderer who exhibited scant guilt for her crimes. Her devotion to Evadine, our Anointed Captain and Risen Martyr, was as fierce as ever and she displayed a zeal for the more lurid elements of Covenant lore I found troubling, especially in the aftermath of my dream.


“I think we’ll try something different today,” I said, reaching for my boots.


We emerged from the notch between two ancient stone blocks where I made my shelter, finding the sun bright and sky clear above the matrix of bare branches. Although I had no memory of it, I had directed our fleeing company to this spot during my delirious interval following Evadine’s rescue beneath the walls of Castle Ambris. However, it was clear that, while its many pre-Scourge ruins made a perfect hideout for a band of outlaws, it had already been outgrown by the burgeoning throng of Evadine’s followers. Trees had been felled to create makeshift huts for the company soldiers and our new recruits, most of whom were suffering the attentions of Sergeant Swain and the other Supplicant Blades this morning.


“Stand straight, I said!” Swain barked at one lanky churl as he vainly attempted to shuffle into place in the first rank of a ragged cohort. “Don’t you know what straight is, you dung-brained piss-streak?”


From the fellow’s gaping, wide-eyed response, I did in fact doubt that the concept of straightness had ever been taught to him.


“Martyrs preserve us,” Swain muttered, snatching the lanky fellow’s pike from his grip. “This,” he said, holding the weapon vertically, “is straight. So is this.” Levelling the pike, he shoved the shaft hard into the gaping churl’s chest, sending him sprawling into the row behind along with those standing to either side. “Fail to stand straight in a battle line and you’ll suffer worse than a chilled arse,” Swain told him. “Get up!”


I could see other troops receiving similarly harsh treatment, spread out among the sparse clearings in this stretch of the deep forest. The recruits were a mixed bag, callow youths with no knowledge of arms mingled with veterans or those who had at least once marched with the ducal levies. They were almost all churls rather than townsfolk, imbued with a deep if poorly expressed desire to follow the Risen Martyr. A few clerics had also appeared in recent days, young novices for the most part who hadn’t yet been confirmed as Supplicants. Much as the increasing number of churls stirred worries over the reaction of the king, the arrival of deserters from the orthodox faith would surely inflame rather than diminish the Covenant hierarchy’s disapproval of one they still refused to acknowledge as a Risen Martyr.


I guided Ayin away from the shouts and curses of soldiers in training, leading her from the ruins to a shallow stream. Frost dusted its banks and the moss-covered stones jutting from its current. I gathered my cloak and perched on a boulder near a bend in the stream’s course, waiting in silence until Ayin prodded my arm again.


“What are we . . . ?”


“Wait,” I told her, eyes on the middle of the stream where a large rock rose from the water. The bird appeared soon after, fluttering down to perch on the stone and poke its small beak into the moss in search of mites.


“What do you see?” I asked Ayin.


“A bird on a stone,” she said, squinting in bafflement.


“What manner of bird?”


“A redbreast.” Her squint faded a little as her perennial liking for animals asserted itself. “It’s pretty.”


“Yes.” I nodded to her satchel. “Write it down.”


“Write what down?”


“What you see. The bird, the stone, the stream. Write it all down.” This was another of Sihlda’s lessons, albeit one I had been obliged to rely on my memory to accomplish, since there were so few scenes of any variety in the Pit Mines worthy of description.


Ayin duly reached into her satchel for her quill, ink, parchment and the flat wooden board she used as a desk. The sight of the crudely carved thing summoned a pang for my marvellous, foldable writing desk which I had lost in the chaos of Olversahl’s sacking at the hands of the Ascarlians.


Doubt lingered on Ayin’s face as she removed the stopper from the ink pot, asking, “What for?”


“Merely recreating the words of others will not truly teach you how to write,” I told her. “Real skill comes with understanding.”


Squinting again, she settled herself beside me, carefully placing the ink pot so it wouldn’t topple before dipping her quill and beginning to write. As was our custom, I corrected her mistakes as she worked, sometimes guiding her hand to form the characters. Her lettering remained a clumsy, jagged scrawl but in recent days had begun to acquire a basic legibility. Today she was more hesitant than usual, the quill faltering on the parchment much as mine had when Sihlda first set me to this lesson. Rote learning was always easier, but, if she was ever to become a true scribe, Ayin would need to craft her own words.


“The redbreast sits on the rock,” she read after a few moments’ toil, a prideful smile on her lips. While she still seemed a child to my eyes, when she smiled I was reminded she was in fact now a young woman, and a comely one at that. I found it dispiriting and distracting in equal measure.


“Good,” I said. “Keep going. Describe the bird, describe the rock. And not just what you see. What sound does the stream make? What does the air smell of?”


I watched her quill scratch away for a time but my mind soon began to wander back to the dream. I wanted to think that the sight of previously unseen birds feasting on corpses was just the product of a mind subjected to recent trauma. Who knew what effects a cracked skull might have on the brain within? However, the birds had seemed more real, more detailed in their form than seemed possible for mere figments of a distressed imagination. Also, Erchel’s words possessed a grating note of truth that set them apart from the nonsensical utterances of those we encounter in our nightly sojourns. You saved the Risen Martyr, and made a world of corpses . . .


I shivered, drawing my cloak tight and becoming aware of the tune Ayin hummed as she worked. Her voice was a pleasant, naturally melodious thing, her humming occasionally giving way to short verses. Usually, these were nonsense ditties formed with scant allusion to anything save rhyme, but today her song possessed a modicum of sense.


“So goodbye to you all, my sisters, my brothers,” she sang, the tune novel but pleasingly sombre. “Goodbye to you all, my brethren of steel . . ”


“What’s that?” I asked, causing her to glance up from the parchment.


“Just a tune,” she said, shrugging. “I sing when I work.”


“Did you make it up?”


“I make up all my songs. Always have since I was young. Ma liked it when I sang for her.” Her expression clouded a little. “She’d be less angry when I sang so I did it a lot.”


I gestured to the parchment. “Write it down, the one you were just singing.”


She gave a doubtful frown. “I don’t know how to letter all the words.”


“I’ll show you.”


Her hand was even more hesitant than usual at first, but soon grew in confidence and clarity as she warmed to her task, singing the verses as she wrote them. “For here do we come to the eve of our battle, and here do I know that my fate will be sealed . . .”


“That’s all of it?” I asked a while later when she had filled the entire sheet with verse.


“All I’ve thought up, anyway.”


“What do you call it? A good song needs a title.”


“ ‘ The Battle Song’, ’cause I started singing bits of it after the Traitors’ Field.”


“That’s a little obvious.” I took the quill and parchment from her and added a title to the top of the verse, putting flourishes to the letters for good measure.


“ ‘ The Warrior’s Fate’,” Ayin read, pursing her lips in muted disdain. “It’s poetic,” I said, a tint of annoyance to my voice, which she seemed to find amusing.


“If you say so.”


Frowning at her impish smile, I pondered the wisdom of a rebuke, but quickly forgot it as the sound of a voice calling my name drifted through the trees. A young man soon appeared, face flushed as he hurried towards us, tripping over a root and nearly falling flat on his face. Like many of the former Supplicant noviciates to flock to Evadine’s banner, Eamond Astier was a child of town rather than country. These keen but often sheltered youngsters tended to traverse their new forest home with a clumsiness born as much from fear as unfamiliarity.


“Master Scribe,” he said, the greeting emerging in a breathless gasp from reddened features. I swallowed a weary sigh when he gave an accompanying bow. Despite my lack of rank, many of the newcomers tended to honour me this way and I had given up telling them to stop. “The Anointed Lady requests your presence.”


There was an urgency to his voice, also a small tremor that betrayed some measure of fear. Eamond was only a year or two shy of my own age, yet his smooth, beardless face appeared very young as he straightened. His eyes had the rapid blink of the uninitiated confronting the prospect of battle.


“Trouble?” I asked, handing the parchment back to Ayin.


“Scouts reported in from the east,” he said, eyes flicking to Ayin before returning to me. I was impressed that he still managed to find himself distracted by a pretty face despite his fear. However, my amusement vanished as he went on, “They’ve come, Master Alwyn. The king’s soldiers.”


“And you’re sure they’re all kingsmen?”


From the way Fletchman nodded in servile confirmation I deduced this was the first time he had been directly addressed by the Anointed Lady. He was clearly a stout fellow of some experience, a poacher judging by his rough but hardy garb and the ash bow he carried, yet he squirmed under the gaze of the Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain like a bashful child.


“How many?” Swain asked.


“I counted a hundred, Supplicant Sergeant,” Fletchman replied. “Could be just a vanguard, o’course. We thought it best to bring word rather than linger. They’re camped at Shriver’s Orchard, ’bout eight miles east of here.”


“Camped?” I asked, frowning in surprise.


“That they are, Master Scribe,” the poacher told me, his tone less respectful but markedly more comfortable. Outlaws tend to recognise their own. “Thought it strange, myself. No ranging for tracks nor scouting for trails. And they haven’t brought any hunters or hounds. Just a hundred mounted men under three banners.”


“Three banners,” Evadine repeated. Her voice was soft but I detected a note of dismay in her next words. “Please describe them.”


“The tallest is the king’s banner, my lady. Two big gold cats. The second was a rose, black on a white flag. The third was just a pennant striped in red and blue.”


I saw Evadine and Wilhum exchange a glance at the description of the second banner, it being one they knew very well. I knew it too, having seen it in the aftermath of the Battle of the Traitors’ Field, the day the legend of the Anointed Lady truly began. Also the day her childhood friend and turncoat noble Wilhum Dornmahl had been delivered into her hands by a knight bearing a shield adorned with a black rose on a white background.


“A blue and red pennant is the flag of truce,” Evadine told Fletchman. She smiled and reached out to clasp his hand, the fellow immediately sinking to one knee at her touch. “Please don’t, good sir,” she told him. “Only princes require such formality. Rise with my thanks for your fine deed this day. Go now and rest.”


“A truce, then,” Wilhum said after the scout had retreated, head still bowed despite Evadine’s instruction. “Clever of King Tomas to send him of all his knights.”


“Clever,” Evadine agreed before a flicker of annoyance passed over her brow. “Or cruel.”


“A hundred kingsmen is a decent force,” Swain said. “But one we can deal with, if need be.”


“If that’s all there is,” I pointed out. I settled a careful gaze on Evadine before adding, “If it’s a trap, it’s well baited.”


“You imagine I am about to ride blindly into this camp, Master Scribe?” Evadine asked, arching an eyebrow.


“I imagine the king, or his advisers, knew to send the one knight you would be sure to spare. But, if they came without hounds, it’s a good sign. It might mean they actually want to talk.”


“We left a great many dead kingsmen at Castle Ambris,” Wilhum said. “Along with their knight commander, slain while enforcing the laws of both Crown and Covenant. That’s a weight not easily balanced.”


“For a rebel lord or a common outlaw, perhaps,” I returned, eyes still on Evadine. “But not a Risen Martyr.”


Evadine folded her arms and lowered her head. She was clad in the simple cotton trews and shirt she wore when shorn of her armour, with a bearskin cloak draped about her shoulders to ward against the cold. Her face was pale, as always, but by now I knew it well enough to discern an additional pitch of fatigue; the slightly drawn mouth and pink tinge to her eyes indicated a sleepless night, or at least a troubled sleep. It made me wonder if she too suffered a nightmare and, if so, had she also seen vultures?


Finally, I saw the hardening of her mouth that told of a decision, another sign I had learned to read and mark well. Her decisions could mean life or death for all of us. “Pick a hundred soldiers,” she told Swain. “The best we have. At midday, we march to meet my father.”










CHAPTER TWO



Upon seeing our party emerge from the treeline, Sir Altheric Courlain strode clear of the picket line surrounding the encamped kingsmen. The place was well chosen for defence. Shriver’s Orchard was a long-disused farmstead comprising a cluster of tumbled buildings atop a low rise in the heart of a small clearing. The advantage of raised ground was augmented by a series of partly fallen stone walls, creating a useful barrier sure to impede an attacker’s charge. It also afforded a certain surety against unwanted visitors. Outlaws tended to shun the place due to tales of Shriver’s Shade, the lingering, malicious spirit of the long-dead orchard keeper who had murdered his family decades before. The story went that, having strangled them all due to an unspecified form of mania, he hung their bodies from the branches of his apple trees in the belief that they would grow back into life. When they failed to do so he expired under the weight of his guilt. As an unredeemed soul denied passage through the Divine Portals, he was condemned to wander his stead in eternal torment. Many had claimed to have seen him over the years, although I never had. The trees remained, unpruned, twisted versions of their prior selves, but if any bodies had ever adorned their branches, they were gone now.


Sir Altheric wore a fine leather jerkin in place of his armour and his only weapon was the longsword at his belt. He also carried the blue and red striped pennant as he strode forth, coming to a halt some twenty paces from the picket line to plant the flag in the earth. A man of impressive size and evident strength, it was an easy matter for him to sink the flagstaff deep enough to stay upright when he released his grip. That done, he stepped back and, in a pointed gesture, unbuckled his sword belt and tossed the weapon on the ground.


“You shouldn’t go alone,” Wilhum advised Evadine as she also removed her sword and handed it to him. “The spot he’s chosen is too close to their line for my liking.”


“I have every confidence in my father’s attachment to honour,” she told him. “Should any kingsmen sally forth to capture me, he’ll kill them himself. However, I agree it would be best if another were present to hear what he has to say.” She raised a hand as Wilhum began to remove his sword belt. “I mean no offence, Wil, but you know he has detested you ever since our broken betrothal, and you were never best disposed towards him either. I believe I shall require a more objective witness.”


She turned to me with raised brows, gesturing at the waiting knight and pennant. “If you would do me the honour, Master Alwyn.”


As we ascended the slope, Sergeant Swain barked orders at our hundred-strong escort, all Covenant Company veterans who had fought at both the Traitors’ Field and Olversahl. He arranged them in a tight formation at the edge of the trees, ready to be sent forward at a rapid march should need arise. Sir Altheric adopted a pose that mirrored his daughter’s: arms crossed and features set in appraisal, albeit considerably more stern of character. As might be expected, much of his attention was focused on Evadine, but he also deigned to afford me a long glance as we came to a halt a half-dozen paces from the pennant. I had only seen him fully armoured before and found his face very much an older, masculine version of Evadine’s: high cheekbones and pale skin, his dark hair longer and beard thicker than was typical for knights. The inky tresses tumbled in the wind, shot through with streaks of silver, as his eyes tracked over my face before slipping back to Evadine.


“Father,” she said, bowing low. I also bowed, dropping to one knee as was expected of a churl when greeting a noble. Sir Altheric, however, felt no compulsion to reply in kind.


“You’re thinner,” he told Evadine as she straightened, his voice, like his face, a gruff echo of hers. “Been eating grubs and nuts have you?”


“Rest assured I eat well enough, Father,” Evadine replied. Glancing at my still-crouching form, a flicker of irritation passed over her face before she gestured for me to rise. “I present—” she began only for Sir Altheric to cut her off.


“The scribe who fought the knight commander.” His eyes tracked across the misaligned planes of my face, the product of an outlaw’s life and the more recent attentions of Sir Althus Levalle. “I heard it was quite a spectacle. Every churl from here to Couravel is gabbling about it. The outlaw who nearly humbled a knight, one of great renown no less.” A faint smile passed across his lips. “But only nearly.”


I saw a test in his bearing, an invitation to voice either defiance or the knuckled forehead and averted eyes of the cowed commoner. I decided to show him neither. “Quite so, my lord,” I responded in affable agreement. “I fought him and he would surely have killed me if your daughter hadn’t sunk her sword into his skull.” I should have stopped there, but it has never been my way to resist the chance to bait those who set themselves above me. “A fate I consider to be far more merciful than he deserved.”


Sir Altheric’s eyes narrowed, but in restrained humour rather than offence. “A point I’ll not argue over, to be sure,” he grunted, then returned his full attention to Evadine. “I’ll forgo useless formality or empty words.” He nodded to the pennant fluttering above. “You know what this means, I assume?”


“The king has sent you to parley on his behalf,” Evadine said. “Which would indicate you have terms to relate. May I hazard a guess as to their nature?”


The knight’s features darkened then, his muted humour of a moment before replaced by the rigidity and twitch of burgeoning but habitual anger. I divined this to be a man well accustomed to being enraged by his daughter. “If you must,” he muttered.


“My company is to disband,” Evadine said. “All who follow me are to give up their arms and return to their homes on promise of amnesty. I am required to swear fealty to King Tomas and retire to a cloistered shrine where I will live out my days in silent supplication beseeching the Martyrs for forgiveness.” She offered him a bland smile. “Do I have it right, Father?”


His anger diminished a good deal then, softening into a regretful grimace. Also, I saw much in the way his eyes failed to blink as they regarded his daughter, surely the most wayward offspring his noble line had ever produced. This man’s love for his child may have been sorely tested, but never had it faded.


“Right,” he told her in a sigh, “and wrong.” He paused to stiffen his back before speaking on in the clipped tones of one reciting a memorised missive. “King Tomas wishes it known that the unfortunate events at Castle Ambris were undertaken without his knowledge or consent. He has issued no decree against the person of Lady Evadine Courlain nor voiced any condemnation of her actions. He has, however, called upon Duke Elbyn of the Shavine Marches to answer for his unsanctioned proclamations in the king’s name and unlawful abduction of the Anointed Lady, a valiant and greatly valued sword who has performed unmatched service in His Majesty’s cause. Those others of noble rank found to have partaken in this crime will also face royal sanction. Lady Evadine is cordially invited to attend the king in Couravel where she will receive due honour for her service in the Fjord Geld. His Majesty also looks forward to receiving her sincere expression of loyalty and ardent disavowal of any and all treason, either in word or deed.”


His eyes flicked to me as he spoke the last few words. I had wondered if the statement I spat at Sir Althus, delivered in the heat and tumult of single combat, had been missed by the mass of onlookers. Tomas Algathinet is a bastard with no more right to sit the throne than I. Ascendant Sihlda’s secret, set down in her testament and entrusted to me, now it appeared, given wing. I wondered how far it had flown and how many, having heard it, believed its truth, including the king himself. Given that he continued to sit the throne, it was plain the man either didn’t credit the tale of his own bastardy or simply didn’t care that he was not the son of King Mathis but of his famed champion.


I watched Evadine digest her father’s words in silence, face lowered in sombre contemplation. Before her capture at Farinsahl she had been filled with zeal for her impending crusade, fired by her vision of deliverance at the hands of a Seraphile made flesh. Her apparently divine healing was but the first step towards restoring the people of this land to the unpolluted truth of the Covenant of Martyrs, a divine confirmation of the rightness of her life’s mission to prevent the resurgence of the Malecite and the coming of the Second Scourge. But during our weeks in the forest since the carnage at Castle Ambris, I had been witness to a more introspective Evadine. She gave few sermons these days despite the continual flow of recruits to her banner, spending her days wandering the periphery of the camp and offering only bland affirmations to the awed folk who greeted her. The little time I spent in her presence left me worried over the tiredness I saw in her face, and the doubtful cast that made her gaze wander and voice soft.


Sir Altheric watched her for a time before stepping closer, causing me to tense in response. I had also left my sword in Wilhum’s care but, never one to trust to the strictures of custom, secreted a knife in my boot. However, the knight’s bearing lacked all aggression as he moved to his daughter, reaching out to clasp her hand. When he spoke his voice was low but coloured by sincere entreaty.


“You have been afforded an avenue of escape, Evadine. I beg you to take it.”


She closed her eyes then, jaw tensing and lips drawing tight. I divined that she hadn’t felt the touch of her father’s hand for a very long time, in either kindness or anger. I knew a little of Sir Altheric’s care for his only child from the correspondence I had penned on behalf of her would-be suitor, the late dullard Sir Eldurm Gulatte. His bitter asides regarding Evadine’s father conveyed a sense of a fiercely protective man bent on denying his daughter any chance at love, regardless of the worthiness of the prospective husband. I also knew that Evadine’s pursuit of the knightly arts and her decision to accept clerical rank in the Covenant had sundered her from this man’s house, thereby removing all chance of inheritance. For a man of such noble lineage and esteem the disgrace and disrespect must have been hard to bear, and yet still he had come, although whether it was to save her or the kingdom I couldn’t tell. Bastard or not, King Tomas held the throne. With the Pretender defeated, or at least subdued, Tomas had no more rivals, save an inconveniently Risen Martyr unjustly tried and condemned in his name.


I pondered the notion of voicing a warning lest her father’s solicitation gain purchase on Evadine’s heart. There was much to consider in this offer, much to bargain over in fact. If Tomas was willing to condemn Duke Elbyn and the slain Sir Althus in this way, it bespoke a deep need for this crisis to be resolved. Such need created opportunities of a kind that sprang readily to my mind but not so to Evadine’s. Also, I had paid careful heed to Sir Altheric’s words and found a good deal of meaning in some of the blander phrases. However, no warning proved necessary for when Evadine opened her eyes, they flashed with an angry animation rather than the doubtful fatigue of recent weeks.


“Tell me, Father,” she said, “do you still think me a liar? Or, what was it? Stricken by the madness common to her sex when womanhood blossoms?” Sir Altheric’s features hardened and he removed his hand, stepping back as she continued. “You recall the first time I told you of my visions, don’t you? How I sobbed and pleaded for you to make them go away?”


The knight’s face flushed dark, a faint glimmer of shame showing in his eyes. “I’ll not claim to have been a faultless man, in fatherhood or anything else. But I did try to help you.”


“Yes.” A humourless laugh escaped her lips. “With all manner of healers ready to pour foul concoctions down my throat to leave me retching or screaming in pain. Then came a Caerith mummer to wave charms over my body and cast her stinking potions at me as I begged the Martyrs to guard my soul against her heathen nonsense. And when none of it worked, there was a perverted Supplicant willing to whip the madness from me. Now there was a man who enjoyed his work. All of this inflicted upon a thirteen-year-old girl who had committed the crime of telling her father the truth.”


She fell silent, her anger fading as quickly as it rose. Father and daughter stared at each other for the space of a single heartbeat before Sir Altheric lowered his gaze while Evadine’s lingered. “Master Alwyn,” she said, not looking at me. “What answer do you consider appropriate to the king’s most generous offer?”


The unexpectedness of such a bluntly asked question might have shown on my face but for the fact that the throb had once again decided to flare into aggravating life. So, instead of a surprised frown the sudden pulse of pain brought a deep crease to my brows and slight hunch to my shoulders.


“Would it be remiss of me, my lord,” I began, rubbing a hand over my forehead, which did nothing to banish the throb, “if I were to indulge in some brief conjecture?”


Sir Altheric apparently took my distracted air as a sign of accustomed authority afforded me by the Anointed Lady, for he replied in a neutral murmur, lacking the disdain I expected. “Indulge in whatever you like, Master Scribe.”


“The king states that he regards Lady Evadine as a valued sword,” I said. “He also alludes to treason, in both word and deed. Would I be wrong in concluding that this kingdom’s travails did not end on the Traitors’ Field?”


The noble gave a nod of grudging accedence, shifting his focus back to his daughter. “King Tomas has need of all loyal subjects,” he said. “Especially those of proven battle-skill.”


“Another war to fight, then,” Evadine replied, features becoming yet grimmer. “That’s the price of my pardon?”


“I do not profess to know the king’s mind. All I am permitted to say is that trouble brews in the south. The terms of your service are a matter between you and the Crown.”


“I note you make ample mention of the king, my lord,” I said, concluding he had no more to impart on the subject of a fresh war. “But you say little of the Covenant. What, may I enquire, is the opinion of senior clergy on this matter?”


“The king,” Sir Altheric said, turning to me with a cold stare, “is at liberty to make his own laws and offer his own beneficence as he sees fit, without clerical advice.”


“Lady Evadine is an ordained Aspirant in the Covenant of Martyrs,” I pointed out. “And a Risen Martyr herself. And yet it was one of the Covenant’s own, a certain Ascendant Arnabus, who oversaw the criminal farce that was her trial. King Tomas’s largesse and wisdom are greatly appreciated, I assure you. However, the security of Lady Evadine, which is the principal concern of all who follow her, can only be fully guaranteed by a concordance between Crown and Covenant regarding her future in this realm.”


The knight shook his head in curt irritation. “I cannot speak for the Covenant.”


“No.” I inclined my head in agreement. “They will have to speak for themselves.” I paused and turned to Evadine, finding she had finally stopped glaring at her father. Raising my eyebrow in an unspoken question I received a terse nod in response. Ever since her healing at the hands of the Sack Witch, our interactions had featured a facility for wordless understanding. She had just given leave for me to negotiate on her behalf.


“Which is why,” I said, turning back to Sir Altheric, “acceptance of King Tomas’s terms will not be given here, or in Couravel, but in Athiltor, most holy of cities, where the Luminants’ Council will also avow their agreement with this arrangement and their recognition of the Anointed Lady as a Risen Martyr. To ensure the council’s understanding of the esteem Lady Evadine currently enjoys among the commons, she will travel there with her full company and any who care to join it along the way.”


“You intend to march on Athiltor with an army of churls?” Sir Altheric’s tone betrayed a note of appalled consternation but, I noted, still held a modicum of respect. This was a man who appreciated the workings of a tactical mind.


“We intend to adhere to the king’s desire for a peaceful end to this unfortunate business,” I replied. “When the Risen Martyr makes entry to the holiest place in Albermaine, cheered by thousands and greeted by the king himself, all will know how well he favours her. Nor would any but a fool contend that he might ever wish to do her harm.”


Sir Altheric sighed and stooped to retrieve his sword from the frosted grass. “Does this man speak for you?” he asked Evadine, fastening his belt.


“He has my trust,” she replied, “because he earned it, Father. You have given us the king’s terms and you have heard mine. Tomorrow you will depart this forest and convey them to the king and the Luminants’ Council. Within the month they will find me at Athiltor, with my full company.”


She nodded to me and we turned to go, although her stride faltered when Sir Altheric called after us.


“You know your mother would have wept to see this?”


Evadine came to a halt and I caught angry tears welling in her eyes as she turned back to him. Her retort was hoarse but loud enough to reach his ears. “You made her weep far more than I ever could. Now, get you hence, my lord.”










CHAPTER THREE



“Alundia,” Wilhum said with a forbidding grimace. “That’s where the king wants us. I’d wager all my coin on it, if I had any.”


We rode some fifty paces ahead of the column, scouting the road and its verges for threats. The Covenant Company had emerged from the Shavine Woods three days before to follow the King’s Road east. In just that time, our number had swollen by another two hundred ardent souls as word of the Anointed Lady’s march spread from hamlet to village to town. My gratification at their presence would have been of a higher pitch had more than a handful possessed the wit to bring some supplies to sustain them on the march. Most also neglected to bring any form of weapon. I have often observed that a surfeit of faith will walk hand in hand with a dearth of common sense.


“You’ve been there?” I asked, tugging my mount’s reins as he became distracted by a juniper bush. Jarik was an amenable beast for a warhorse, one of several captured from the Crown Company at Castle Ambris, but thought mainly with his stomach. I didn’t yet possess Wilhum’s effortless way with horses so keeping a constantly hungry animal on track required a diligent hand on the reins.


“Sadly, yes.” Wilhum’s grimace took on a sour remembrance. “It’s pretty in places, but terribly dry and dusty in others. Can’t fault the quality of their brandy, though. It’s certainly more appealing than the people. If you thought Fjord Gelders were a fractious lot, next to Alundians they appear positively agreeable. There’s an old saying: if you want to start a fight, put an Alundian in a room with a mirror.”


“So they’re fond of feuding?”


“That they are, though not as fond as they are of finding reasons to fight their fellow duchies, and the Covenant is usually at the heart of any grievance.”


I recalled what Toria had told me of the southern form of Covenant belief, how it differed from orthodox practice in ways that had seemed petty to me but not to her. Thoughts of Toria brought a familiar pang and a fond inner wince as I imagined what her foul tongue would have made of this venture. Marching a bunch of deluded fucks off to get fucking killed on the steps of the greatest shrine in Albermaine. Maybe someone’ll paint a fucking picture one day: the Massacre of the Stupid.


The smile that played over my lips faded quickly as I realised that Toria would never have lingered long enough to pass such a judgement. Even if she hadn’t taken ship in Farinsahl and gone in search of our much-dreamt-of treasure, I knew she would never have consented to join this march, especially not if Alundia proved to be our ultimate destination.


“Another rebellion, then?” I suggested. “I would’ve thought even a fractious folk would be tired of war by now.”


“Really?” Wilhum’s lips formed a sardonic grin as he gave a pointed glance over his shoulder at the long column snaking its way along the road. “Do they look tired to you? We’ve close to seven hundred now, all willing to fight and die because they believe a woman rose from the dead to tell them what a disappointment they are to the Seraphile.”


I didn’t like the bitter, recriminatory edge to his voice, or the worrying thoughts it raised. “You still haven’t told her, have you?” I asked, keeping my voice low even though there were no ears close enough to hear. Wilhum’s adherence to the Covenant was far from profound. It was love for his only living friend that kept him at Evadine’s side, a love that I knew made our shared betrayal and silence harder to bear with each passing day.


“Do you really think she would tolerate either of us in this company if I had?” He snorted a derisive laugh. “The Risen Martyr learns she isn’t anything of the sort, in fact owes her life to the arcane machinations of a Caerith witch. We’d be lucky not to find ourselves hanging from the nearest tree.”


Although I doubted Evadine’s reaction would involve murder, neither did I relish the prospect of her discovering this unpalatable truth. Her mood had improved since the parley with Sir Altheric. She resumed the nightly sermons that had been such a feature when the company was young and we marched towards the Traitors’ Field. This time she preached to an even more rapt audience. I could tell it fed her heart to be listened to by so attentive a congregation and was loath for anything to sour her mood. However, the course she had set us upon was far from certain and who could say what mood would claim her if it should prove calamitous?


“This could still be a trap,” I said. “No king likes to be humbled and I suspect the Covenant would greatly prefer that its martyrs stay dead.”


Wilhum smiled one of his winning smiles, albeit with a cynical twist to the lips. “For all your wit, you’re missing a fundamental truth, my scribbling friend.” He turned in the saddle, nodding to Evadine’s tall form at the head of the column. She always wore her armour on the march and it never failed to gleam, no matter how overcast the sky. “Ever since her . . . restoration, in any way that matters she is the Covenant. Although—” the smile became a frown as he shifted to regard the road ahead “—whether those miserable old pinchfarts on the council realise it is yet to be seen.”


By the time the tall spire of the Shrine to Martyr Athil rose above the horizon our number had grown to close to five thousand souls. It could well have been more had Evadine not been compelled to forbid others from joining our ranks. The villages and towns we passed through were generous in the provisions they gave to the Anointed Lady’s host, overly generous in fact since it was apparent some were leaving themselves with scant provision to see them through the winter. There are things the rational mind can never fully comprehend, or at least my rational mind. In this case I couldn’t fathom why already beggared people would give over what little they had to a passing noblewoman just because they happened to believe she had risen from death.


“Devotion is inherently nonsensical,” Wilhum quipped when I voiced the strangeness of it all. We sat atop our mounts on a hill overlooking a hamlet in the rolling hills of the southern Shavine borderlands. Below Evadine stood conversing with the village’s elder churl. Their words were unheard but I knew she was politely refusing the piled sacks of grain and sundry victuals he had offered, down on his knees and forehead scraping the ground as he did so. I suspected Wilhum’s opinion stemmed more from noble prejudice towards the lower orders rather than insight. He was a clever man in many respects, but also lazy of mind. Sihlda would have found him a frustrating, perhaps hopeless, student.


“The faithful worship. It’s what they do,” Wilhum added with a yawn. “The Ascarlians swear oaths to their gods. The Caerith wave their charms about and sing their cants. Covenanters grovel before Martyrs, risen or dead. You look for reason where there is none.”


“It’s a trade,” Ayin said.


She sat nearby, quill busy on her parchment as she recorded the scene below. She had taken to riding with us most days, bouncing along on the back of her small pony, writing at every pause in the march. That moment in the forest when she composed her song appeared to have kindled a desire to concoct lyrical descriptions of everything she could, to the extent that she frequently ran out of parchment and was in constant search of more.


“A trade?” Wilhum enquired, his tone indulgent. “How so, my dear?”


“She gave so they give.” Ayin’s tongue poked between her lips, quill scratching away. “She won more of the Seraphile’s grace than anyone ever has, except perhaps Martyr Athil. By giving to her, these folk gain just a little bit of that grace for themselves.”


“Oh, the wisdom of children,” Wilhum sighed, although to my ears Ayin had come far closer to the truth than he.


Despite Evadine’s injunction, the number of those following in her wake continued to swell, those denied recruitment to the Covenant Company simply trailing after and garnering what alms they could from well-meaning churls. Even with so much generosity it was inevitable that some went hungry on the march. The Anointed Lady’s progress to Athiltor, an event destined to become a celebrated feature of her legend, was marked by more than a few bodies littering the roadside. They were mostly the old or the sick, foolishly come in search of some manner of healing at the hands of the Risen Martyr. Their plight pained Evadine greatly and several times she ordered a halt so that these stumbling ardents could be afforded some measure of care, although she was strict in denying them her supposed healing touch.


“It is not given to me to heal the body,” she informed her nightly congregation more than once. “It is to your souls that I offer salvation.”


Sergeant Swain and the other Supplicant Blades continued to train our recruits on the march while I spent most nights under Wilhum’s tutelage in knightly combat. He opined that my duel with Sir Althus had honed my sword skills far better than a year of teaching ever could, even though it was plain that he still outmatched me, especially when mounted. Still, as we neared our journey’s end I began to feel truly comfortable in my armour. The blue enamelled plate I had worn that fateful day at Castle Ambris had, of course, been returned to Wilhum, but the men-at-arms and kingsmen who had also fallen on that field provided ample pickings with which to craft a replacement. Consequently, the suit I wore had a motley, mismatched appearance. The vambrace on my right forearm was black enamelled steel richly decorated in brass while its opposite was a dented if sturdy amalgamation of iron and leather. My breastplate was especially ill favoured in appearance, featuring numerous scratches and scorch marks that refused to yield to copious scrubbing. So ugly was it, I had only consented to wear the thing at Wilhum’s insistence.


“Looks like shit, I know,” he told me, hefting the linked pieces of steel over my quilted jerkin. “But it’s the best-made piece of plate I’ve seen for a good long while. Could stop a windlass crossbow bolt with this.”


My helm at least had the appearance of quality. It was a standard great helm, resembling an upturned, fancied bucket augmented by a hinged visor that could be easily raised or lowered. This was always a useful feature as the heat of exertion while I sparred with Wilhum could become unbearable in short order. The helm’s frame was formed of brass and the iron plates lacquered in dark blue with some pleasing gold-leaf filigree.


“You look like a jackanapes done up like a knight,” Ayin said, always happy to provide a blunt view. She let out a rare laugh at my peeved scowl. “Sir Alwyn Jackanapes,” she went on. “That’s what they’ll call you.”


Whatever the discordance of my appearance, my first bout of sparring left me with no doubt about the suit’s efficacy. Blows that would previously have left me winded and bruised now felt more like hard shoves. Despite its weight, this collection of discarded plate was also remarkably flexible, allowing a rapid scramble to my feet whenever Wilhum succeeded in knocking me on my arse.


“It’s because it’s not all on your back,” he explained, “but carried by the whole body. Also, the better crafted armour is always lighter. This suit will serve you well, Master Scribe.”


The principal feature of the great Shrine to Martyr Athil was its spire, a great granite spike rising near a hundred feet high. The many buttresses that kept it upright gave it a jagged, almost sinister appearance shared by the broad bulk of its main hall. Even when viewed from a mile distant the shrine resembled the carcass of some monstrous beast that had somehow come to rest amid a sprawl of far less impressive buildings, its dark flanks wreathed in the accumulated smoke of many chimneys.


Like the far smaller conurbation of Callintor, the sanctuary city I had been forced to forsake to join the company after Erchel’s demise, Athiltor was a city fully governed by the Covenant of Martyrs. The list of strictures under which its population were obliged to live was long and harsh enough to dissuade all but the most ardently faithful from lingering within its bounds. It was also unusual in lacking a wall or accompanying castle. In all the troubled history of these duchies, only Athiltor had escaped the depredations of siege or storm for none but the vilest heretic would dream of making war within sight of this holiest of shrines.


“Well,” Wilhum said, nodding to the large encampment east of the city. “He came.”


We had gathered at Evadine’s side atop a grassy slope affording a clear view of the city. She shielded her eyes against the sun to squint at the encampment where a tall banner rose above the tents. It was too distant to make out the sigil, even though the size of the camp made it plain King Tomas had, in fact, consented to come to Athiltor to greet the Risen Martyr.


“How many do you reckon, Scribe?” Sergeant Swain asked. Still not my most enthusiastic admirer, these days he at least deigned to acknowledge my facility for numbers.


“Three full companies, is my guess,” I said. “Plus attendants and a coterie of his most loyal knights. Two thousand at most.”


“Then we have the advantage,” Wilhum observed. “Should it come to it.”


“It will not,” Evadine stated. Lowering her hand, she turned to regard us all. In addition to Wilhum, Swain and myself, Ayin was also present along with Supplicant Blade Ofihla, the five souls she trusted most. “Whatever should occur here, there will be no fighting,” she told us. “If I am seized upon entering the city, you will do nothing. If I am brought before the king and the council in chains to face trial, you will do nothing. If they hang me and desecrate my corpse in the main square—” her eyes moved to meet each of ours in turn, voice hard and precise with authority “—you will do nothing. This realm will not descend into war on my account. I will have your word on it.”


“We can swear all the oaths you demand, my lady,” I said, knowing none of the others would speak the truth at this juncture. Even so, I knew she needed to hear it. “Should any harm come to you, there will be no holding them.” I gestured over my shoulder at the mass of followers crowding the shallow valley to our rear. “However,” I went on quickly as her face darkened, “I believe the king and his court will be as aware of this as I am. There will be no attempt to seize you for trial. The danger that lies here resides in words not blades. We must have the greatest care over the terms we settle upon, for therein lies the trap and the chains of the future.”


At Evadine’s insistence only Wilhum and I were permitted to escort her to the shrine. Swain was left to take charge of the company, drawn up in tidy ranks on the road skirting Athiltor’s western fringes. I had joined with Swain in arguing for a larger retinue but she wouldn’t hear of it. “I do not come to seize this place,” she said, “and will give no succour to those who would claim otherwise.”


I took some heart from the impression of strength and military order conveyed by the Covenant Company. Swain had marshalled them into a well-drilled force equal in number to the king’s escort. I knew only the hard core of veterans would be capable of matching the Crown Company if this day descended into a pitched battle, but neither would the others turn tail and run. I also knew that, despite the oaths we had sworn to Evadine, should she be harmed in any way Swain would lead this force into the heart of the holy city to retrieve her, regardless of the price in blood or dishonour.


The mob of ardent, untrained followers was a different matter, however, and no amount of Evadine’s preaching could have prevented them from following her into the city. Overnight their number had increased yet further as we camped within sight of Athiltor, Evadine having acceded to my suggestion that a pause for rest would be in order. A good portion of these fresh and eager souls came from surrounding villages but, to my surprise, most hailed from the city. Lay adherents and plainly attired churls indentured to Covenant service thronged the shallow valley below our camp. They milled about in an untidy swirl, many silent, others loudly reciting scripture, some clustering together to sing Martyr-inspired hymns. However, whenever Evadine emerged from her tent, they would fall into collective, reverential quietude. The hush would linger until, inevitably, some inflamed soul shouted out an acclamation whereupon the rest would erupt into adulation. Watching them all as the hour grew late, I felt any doubts as to the outcome of this meeting slip away. These people had ensured Evadine’s survival better than I, Wilhum and the whole company ever could.


The morning dawned with an unpleasant chill and a pale overcast sky. A flurry of snow accompanied our progress along the last mile of road where we parted from the company and entered the city proper. The inclement weather, however, did nothing to cool the ardour of the crowd trailing along after the Anointed Lady, nor that of the many townsfolk who thronged the streets to greet her.


“The Seraphile have blessed you, my lady!” a matronly woman called out from an upper-storey window, tears streaming down her cheeks, a wailing infant clutched to her ample bosom.


“You will save us all, Anointed One!” a thin man in a lay adherent’s robe cried, hands raised and eyes wide in adoration. He stumbled into my path in his ardour, reaching to touch a hand to Evadine’s armoured foot. Seeing how his fingers latched onto her stirrup, I kicked Jarik forward, the warhorse’s shoulder sending the fellow sprawling back into the crowd. The mass of people, yelling, screaming and waving, soon became so dense Wilhum and I were forced to place ourselves directly alongside Evadine’s mount to maintain progress.


Fortunately, a more orderly sight greeted us as we neared the shrine. Here, dozens of black-robed Covenant custodians lined the streets leading to the main square, linking arms to form a cordon and allow for an uninterrupted journey. I saw several adoring faces among these servants of the faith, but most were rigid in their lack of expression and a few wore dark, disapproving scowls. Whereas the majority of the city’s populace were fervent in their acclaim of the Anointed Lady, apparently such sentiments were not universally shared by those only one step up in the Covenant hierarchy. It didn’t bode well for the reception we were likely to receive from senior clergy.


The city’s main square occupied a half-acre of cobbled ground leading to the broad steps of the Shrine to Martyr Athil. Today it was ringed with a line of fully armoured kingsmen standing with halberds crossed. They weren’t shy in using the staves of their weapons to discourage the crowd from surging after the Risen Martyr as her party passed through their line, but the shoving and occasional blows did little to stem the crowd’s enthusiasm. Glancing to my right, I saw an elderly man at the forefront of the throng madly waving both arms, face rapt with zealous wonder and uncaring of the blood trickling from the fresh cut to his forehead.


Devotion is inherently nonsensical, I thought in echo of Wilhum’s words as I turned my eyes from the crowd to the shrine and the brightly coloured array of nobles awaiting Evadine’s arrival. It was clear some thought had been put into the arrangement of King Tomas’s court at this most auspicious moment. Courtiers and senior servants occupied the lowest tier while knights and retainers of the Algathinet family stood in the middle. Standing higher still were those of the royal household, a short parade of finely attired nobles with one very tall exception. Sir Ehlbert Bauldry towered over those around him, long red cloak trailing in the stiff, snow-rich breeze. Like Evadine, his armour contrived to gleam despite the lack of sun. My previous glimpses of the King’s Champion had been brief, denying me the chance to see his features. I found them blunter and lacking the heroic handsomeness I imagined. His nose was crooked and the bones of his face made stark beneath skin possessed of the mottled look that came from overlapping scars exposed to the chill. Invincible he may have been, but it was still jarring to note that even mighty Sir Ehlbert was not immune to injury.


Standing to the champion’s right and occupying the spot closest to the king was a young woman in a dark velvet cloak that matched the lustrous hair cascading over her shoulders. She wore a thin golden band on her head, a signal of status rather than officially required courtly etiquette, but nevertheless ensuring all present were reminded of her royal blood. This, I knew, must be Princess Leannor, elder sister to the king and mother to the bored-looking lad of ten years fidgeting at her side. The boy’s irked frown and shifting feet made a notable contrast to his mother’s stern-faced rigidity. She stared at Evadine in hard, concentrated focus, her features lacking any of the condescension or forced civility worn by the other members of the court. Also, her hand, laden with several bejewelled rings, was clutched to her son’s shoulder with a fierce grip.


Standing highest of all, of course, was the king himself. Tomas had chosen not to wear armour this day, opting instead for a golden-hued cloak and a white doublet emblazoned with the two rearing leopards that were the sigil of his house. I saw also that no sword hung at his belt. He stood watching Evadine’s approach with grave, regal authority, or at least a decent facsimile of such. When he delivered his barely heard exhortation before battle was joined at the Traitors’ Field, I had noted how the king was only an inch or so shorter than his champion. Now his tallness, combined with the set of his features, made the truth of his parentage seem starkly, even comically obvious.


A man who isn’t truly a king stands ready to greet a woman who isn’t truly a Martyr, I mused, wondering if all noteworthy moments in history might in fact comprise a grand, mendacious pantomime. The notion brought a smile to my lips, one I was quick to quell for, despite its absurdity, the outcome of this day would have far from humorous consequences.


Occupying the flat expanse of tiled granite beneath the shrine’s cavernous doorway stood the assembled Luminants of the Covenant of Martyrs. I found it significant that the full number of the council was present this day, a dozen men and women of middling or advanced years clad in robes of plain grey cotton. The Covenant was a faith that extended far beyond Albermaine and only five members of this council hailed from the realm’s duchies. I knew from Sihlda’s teachings that the full council typically convened only once a decade given the time required to gather them all, yet they were gathered now. This could only mean that those Luminants from the more far-flung corners of Covenant-dom had begun their journeys before this meeting had been agreed. Clearly, the appearance of a Risen Martyr, recognised or not, had given the faith’s most senior clergy a great deal to discuss.


Reining her mount to a halt at the base of the steps, Evadine climbed free of the saddle, Wilhum and I following suit. A hushed expectation settled on the massed onlookers as she handed her reins to me. “Stay here,” she told us with a tight smile. Turning, she paused before setting foot upon the first step, adding in a quiet voice, “And remember your oaths to me.”


None of the various artistic renderings of the event that followed have come close to capturing its truth, the mood and the character varying greatly. The colours are either too garish or the poses too dramatic. Depending on the artist’s prejudice, Tomas is depicted either as a pinch-faced, suspicious tyrant forced to a hated act or a boyishly handsome but witless buffoon. The Luminants look on with expressions that are appalled or stoic. However, Evadine herself is, of course, invariably presented as an idealised perfection of sanctified beauty. It’s also a particular point of irritation that, while many of these artists were happy to include Wilhum, few felt the need to include me even though all the trustworthy accounts attest to my presence. Therefore, the serious student of history should always look to the written word for truth as all artists are liars, also frequently drunkards in my experience.


However, the principal error to be found in depictions of the Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain’s meeting with King Tomas Algathinet is the failure to capture the mood. Watching her climb those steps, all eyes locked on her tall, armoured form, the sense of a world in balance weighed heavily on any with the slightest modicum of wit. The fate of an entire realm, if not a faith that encompassed millions, rested upon this one moment.


Evadine came to a halt one step below King Tomas whereupon, moving with unhurried surety, she unbuckled her sword belt and sank to one knee. Gripping the sword by the scabbard in both hands, she raised it up and bowed her head. When she spoke her voice once again betrayed the facility to carrying far and wide, even though she didn’t shout, her tone instead one of firm, unwavering sincerity.


“Your Majesty, my sword is yours.”










CHAPTER FOUR



Evadine’s humble submission on the steps of the shrine was met with a roar of ear-straining volume from the massed faithful. I felt the king displayed creditable good sense in not immediately reaching out to rest his hand on Evadine’s proffered sword. Instead, he took a moment to form his lips into a smile of grave acceptance, showing no sign of having heard the wild jubilation filling the air.


“Your sword is as precious to me as your soul, my lady,” he said, although only those nearby could hear him above the tumult. The sight of his royal hand resting on Evadine’s scabbard sent the crowd into a yet higher pitch of celebration.


“Come,” King Tomas said, stepping back with a sweep of his cloak and gesturing towards the shrine’s entrance. “Let us join in supplication to the Seraphile’s grace and the Martyrs’ example.”


Although Evadine hadn’t gestured for us to follow, Wilhum and I were quick to scale the steps and move to her side as she strode into the shadowed interior. The air was musty with incense and the cavernous space shafted by multi-hued light streaming through tall, stained glass windows. My eyes darted about in search of a possible ambush, but all I saw were Supplicants and sundry other clerics and lay folk. The Luminants failed to offer a greeting, formal or otherwise, instead trooping off towards the gloomy recesses beyond the many pillars lining the shrine’s central chapel, their overlapping footsteps echoing loud.


“Before supplications can begin,” the king said, affording Evadine a gracious bow, “we have been invited to partake of the Luminants’ wisdom. If you would care to join me, my lady.” He stepped closer, voice lowered in wry solicitation. “Truth be told, I doubt I could endure their company alone.”


The crowd’s cheers could still be heard in the high vaulted chamber where the Luminants convened their council. They all sat at a semicircular table, positioned to either side of the king, who occupied the central position. His sister, denied a place at the table, sat to his rear. I was to discover later that no king, of Albermaine or any other realm, had ever sat at this table before. That he had done so today was obviously intended to signal the unity of Crown and Covenant, at least in relation to its unforeseen and surely unwanted Risen Martyr.


Only one of the Luminants addressed us that day, a man I found to my surprise I knew, albeit only by name and reputation. The last word I had heard of Durehl Vearist came from a drover outside the walls to Castle Ambris several years before. Then it had been Ascendant Durehl, most senior cleric of the Shavine Marches, who had heard the testament of old Duke Rouphon in the moments before Sir Ehlbert took his head. It appeared he had risen high since and, judging by the fellow’s tone and bearing during this meeting, his ascendency to the rank of Luminant hadn’t been due to any diplomatic skills.


“Stories regarding your . . . martyrdom abound, Aspirant,” he told Evadine as she stood before this faithful assemblage. A sturdy man who exuded a sense of vitality despite his years, Luminant Durehl regarded her with broad, blunt features set in a steady gaze utterly lacking the awe or even fear I had seen in other clerics. “Perhaps,” he went on, “you would be good enough to provide a full, unembellished account.”


“Certainly,” Evadine replied, her own tone one of placidity. “I was wounded in battle when the Ascarlians stormed the port of Olversahl. My beloved comrades—” she gave a brief glance of muted affection at Wilhum and I “—bravely fought to rescue me and convey me back to Farinsahl. I lay close to death for some time, enduring recurring bouts of delirium. In the midst of my suffering I felt my heart stop, whereupon I was visited by one of the Seraphile who restored me to health.”


When told to a congregation of rapt and ardent followers, with the benefit of more colourful phrasing, this story invariably summoned a round of gasps and moist-eyed whispers. Here, it provoked only the exchange of guarded glances and a good deal of discomfited shifting.


“Long has it been known,” Durehl said, “that the Seraphile do not visit this earthly plain. Their grace is communicated via the example of the Martyrs, those who have transcended mortal concerns to earn the Seraphile’s favour and guidance. It is through the Martyrs’ example alone that they allow us to partake of their divine message.”


“I would contend, Luminant,” Evadine replied with equanimity, “that such a thing is not so much known as believed. A subtle but important distinction. For centuries it was believed that the Seraphile do not descend to the earthly plain, but only because it has never happened before. Also, I can say without fear of contradiction, that there is nothing in Covenant scripture to avow that such a thing is impossible.”


Durehl’s face darkened at this but the king interjected before the Luminant could speak on. “Did the Seraphile speak to you, my lady?” he asked in a tone of genuine curiosity rather than the barely concealed doubt of the cleric at his side.


“She did, Your Majesty,” Evadine confirmed with a warm smile. “And what wondrous things she said.”


“She?” Durehl cut in, thick brows bunching in a disapproving scowl. “The Seraphile are beyond such mundanities as gender.”


“Another thing believed rather than known, Luminant,” Evadine replied before pointedly turning back to the king. “She spoke to me of love, Your Majesty. The love of the divine for the mortal. A love that had compelled her to restore me and convey the message of that love to all who will listen. She spoke of how our endless discontent pains the Seraphile, how the darkness we allow to steal over our hearts endangers the world entire. For in surrendering to our base jealousies and grievances we give succour to the Malecite and bring the Second Scourge ever closer, and it is already perilously close.”


“And was there anyone else present to hear this divine wisdom?” Durehl enquired. “A witness to this vision?”


“Her words were for me alone.” Evadine turned and gestured to me. “However, this most faithful soldier was present when I was restored to health. He can attest to the truth of my rising.”


“Really?” Durehl’s voice lost the marginal restraint he had adopted when addressing Evadine, taking on a harsher edge when he settled his scowl upon me. “And this would be the scribe we’ve heard so much about, I presume?”


At Evadine’s nod, I stepped forwards and bowed, bobbing my head at the Luminant but sinking to one knee when I shifted to face the king. “Alwyn Scribe, Your Majesty, Your Luminance. At your service.”


“Rise,” Durehl snapped. “I like to see a man’s face when I ask him a question.” I found a humourless ghost of a smile on his lips as I regained my feet. “You’re the one who escaped the Pit Mines,” he said. “An outlaw and cut-throat who once ran with the notorious brigand Deckin Scarl. Is that not so?”


“Quite true, Your Luminance,” I replied. That this council would have sought out all intelligence on Evadine and her companions came as no surprise. It was jarring to find myself the focus of their attention, but I had never been one to find my tongue cowed by a hostile audience.


“My crimes are many,” I went on. “I’ll not deny a single one. Nor will I deny the faith I felt blossom in my soul the day the Anointed Lady came to speak in Callintor, for that day was my salvation.”


“Really?” Durehl’s brows twitched in a flicker of amusement. “So your salvation didn’t come in the Pits where, I’m reliably informed, you were taught letters by the condemned murderess Sihlda Doisselle.”


“Ascendant Sihlda was no murderess.” I managed to keep my retort below a shout, but a good deal of heat still coloured my words. “Luminance,” I added in a more respectful tone, letting my eyes stray towards the king. “The tale of her unlawful imprisonment is long, but one I’m happy to relate in full, if it please you.”


The king’s features took on a puzzled frown at my words but, seeing his sister shift in agitation, I could tell this barb had hit close to the mark. Princess Leannor coughed, just a small sound but it echoed loud in the high, vaulted ceiling of this chamber. King Tomas, it seemed to me, heard it very clearly.


“Perhaps, Your Luminance,” he said, favouring Durehl with a smile, “we could confine ourselves to more immediate matters.”


Durehl’s scowl was joined by a grimace of frustration as he continued to stare at me, voicing a gruff demand. “You were witness to this woman’s resurrection?”


“I was, Luminance.”


“Tell us what you saw. Tell us all that you saw.”


I allowed a momentary pause, forming my features into an expression that mingled reverence with mystification. “We took turns to sit with the captain, Lady Evadine, as she lay . . . dying,” I said. “The healers in Farinsahl, and our own Supplicant Delric, had done all they could and we knew it wouldn’t be long before she made her journey through the Portals. None of us wanted her to be alone, you see, at the end, even though her mind appeared lost to the world. It happened just after dawn, when I had nearly succumbed to sleep. Rousing myself, I looked upon Lady Evadine’s face and beheld it to be . . . changed.” I faltered, putting a distant cast to my eyes and shaking my head in apparent wonder. “The pains that wracked her, that made her a wasted shadow of her former self, they were gone and I looked upon a woman as hale and healthy as any could be. Then, she opened her eyes. So bright, so . . . alive.” I let out a laugh that combined chagrin with awe. “I’m shamed to say that I fainted then, such was my shock. When I came to, the Anointed Lady stood over me.” I laughed again. “I recall she asked if I was drunk.”


The king was gracious enough to let out a chuckle at this, while the Luminants all continued to stare in stone-faced silence.


“But you,” Luminant Durehl said, “saw no Seraphile with your own eyes?”


“Saw? No, Luminant. But I did . . . feel them. I recall a great inner warmth, and a lightening of my soul which had been burdened by the terrible sights I witnessed in Olversahl. I can’t account for it, nor explain it. But I know something entered that room that night, something far beyond my humble comprehension, except its boundless compassion. That I understood in full.”


By rights, voicing such outrageous lies in this of all places should have brought a stumble to my tongue, or at least a stutter or two. Curiously, despite the lofty status of all present, save myself and Wilhum, and the fact that I stood in the heart of the holiest site in Covenant-dom, these untruths had flowed from my mouth with ease. I ascribed my lack of hesitancy to the fact that I had been lying to save my skin for as long as I could remember, ever since the day I told the whoremaster his prize pig had taken that apple, not I. That lie, sadly for the state of my buttocks, hadn’t worked. I’ve little doubt that the lies I told the king and the Luminants that day met with any greater success in convincing those present of my sincerity. Fortunately, both I and they understood that what they believed in this moment mattered no more than a dog’s turd. What mattered was proof. I had nothing to attest to the truth of my words, save Evadine’s testimony, but neither had these exalted clerics any proof that I was lying to their disbelieving faces.


This mutually understood but unspoken truth was given greater emphasis by a fresh upsurge of cheering from the crowd beyond the shrine’s walls. For a few seconds it sounded as if every voice in the city was raised in adulatory song. I saw Luminant Durehl’s face twitch as he fought to contain a spasm of anger. I had little doubt then, and certainly have felt none since, that, if not for the horde of believers massed outside, the Luminants’ Council would have lost no time in condemning Evadine as a heretical deceiver. It would have been their great delight, and relief, to have strung her from a gallows in the main square, with my lying carcass dangling alongside. But that course was denied them, even though their prolonged silence indicated a marked reluctance to say so. The king, however, felt no such reticence.


“How blessed we are to hear this tale, my lady,” he said, lowering his head in humble acknowledgement. “If the scholars of a later age are to remark upon my reign, I feel it is this day that will stand highest in the chronicles. Come.” He got to his feet, much to the evident surprise of the Luminants. “These esteemed persons will wish to spend time formulating the edict confirming their recognition of your status as a Risen Martyr.” He extended a hand to Evadine. “We will leave them to their labour. Will you consent to walk with me? I’ve a yen to see the shrine gardens, a place I’ve not set eyes on since I was a boy.”


King Tomas led Evadine from one flower bed to another, making polite and inconsequential conversation, for what felt like an interminable age, before his true purpose became apparent. Princess Leannor accompanied us in this aimless tour of the shrine’s extensive gardens. She walked behind the king and Evadine with a steady, even stride while Wilhum and I were required to trail along at a decent remove. My eyes roved the gardens in wary vigilance for even now I harboured suspicions regarding our hosts’ intentions. But, besides the gardeners tending the neat rows of bushes and blossoms, the only figure of interest was the tall form of Sir Ehlbert Bauldry. For reasons unknown he didn’t walk at the king’s side, instead choosing to watch from a distance, keeping to the shadowed cloisters that ringed the gardens. I knew this man’s presence made the need for assassins somewhat redundant, having little doubt he could defeat both myself and Wilhum without great difficulty should the need arise. As we walked, I caught a few hard glances from the princess in the champion’s direction, but whether these were in admonition or warning I couldn’t tell.


“Blast this leg,” the king said, pausing beside a rectangular hedge, the interior of which was filled with rose bushes, the thorny branches bare in the midwinter chill. He ran a hand over his upper thigh and I realised he had been moving with a slight limp. “One of the Pretender’s turncoats gave me a mighty whack with his mace on the Traitors’ Field. Gets worse in cold weather.”


“I have heard many stories of your bravery that day, Your Majesty,” Evadine said.


“Though not so many as yours, eh?” The king’s words were accompanied by a smile that was both rueful and warm. “You actually crossed swords with the great liar himself, did you not?”


“Only briefly, Majesty. The press of battle shifted and we were pushed apart. Apparently he fled shortly after.”


“Yes.” King Tomas sighed, resuming his slow stride along the gravel path. “Leannor has collected all manner of lurid tales about his escape. Supposedly, at one point he hid in the stomach of some rotting beast to evade my knights.” He glanced over his shoulder at his sister. “Was it a bull, dear sister? I forget.”


“A shire horse, dear brother,” the princess said. These were the first words I had heard from her lips and found them carefully flat. She kept her hands within the bell-shaped cuffs of her emerald-green robe and maintained a stiff posture that told me she viewed this odd meeting with as much wariness as I.


“A shire horse, yes,” the king repeated. “Would that he had stayed mired in those guts and rotted to nothing. I’m told by trustworthy sources he’s currently grubbing about in a cave somewhere in the Althiene mountains. I’ve been hectoring poor Duke Guhlton to send more troops to root the dastard out, but the clan country was ever a difficult place to search. Still, the Pretender is as broken as a man can be. No horde, no more than a handful of followers. He is, in truth, a pretender no more, and the least of our current trials, for this realm is beset by many.”


As he spoke, the king’s words had lost their initial flippancy to assume a weightier tone, one that required a response when he lapsed into expectant silence. Never short of perception, Evadine was quick to fill the void.


“Today I swore my sword to your service, Majesty,” she said. “Command me and I will contest any threat to this realm.”


“Your sword, yes,” the king said, nodding and pursing his lips. “But what of your company? If company is truly the correct term for a host so large.”


“My company and my sword are as one, Majesty. Please have no doubt of it.”


The king glanced again at his sister, silently this time. I saw a faintly smug satisfaction in his raised brows before he returned his attention to Evadine.


“Doubts?” he said, laughing and clapping a hand to her pauldron. “Please know, my lady, I never entertained any doubts regarding your loyalty, regardless of the calumny whispered against you. You may not recall, but we did play together as children, just once. It was a fine summer day in the palace grounds in Couravel. You were throwing a ball around with some beefy lad and another who was half his size. I’m afraid I can’t recall either of their names. In any case, there was some manner of disagreement and the big lad pushed you over and you bloodied your knee rather badly. I expected you to cry but instead you scraped up a handful of gravel, threw it in his eyes then kicked him square in the balls.”


He gave a nostalgic laugh, one Evadine failed to match, summoning only a pained smile. “Sir Eldurm Gulatte, Majesty,” she said.


The king’s mirth faded and he raised an eyebrow. “Mmm?”


“The beefy lad,” Evadine said. “His name was Sir Eldurm Gulatte, until recently Lord Warden of Your Majesty’s Pit Mines. He drowned in the river during the pursuit after the Traitors’ Field.”


“Oh, of course.” King Tomas’s features took on a sorrowful cast. “I recall being told of his fate. A sad story, to be sure. But sad stories abound in times of war and I find it is a king’s duty to ensure such tales are few in number. I would contend it is also, and please correct me if I err, the duty of a Risen Martyr, for is peace not the eternal promise of the Seraphile’s grace?”


These days there are many folk who will tell you King Tomas Algathinet was a guileless fool, a fey poltroon elevated far above his abilities and therefore doomed to ultimate failure. In that moment, however, I knew him to be among the cleverest and most cunning souls I ever encountered. Failure was, of course, to be his lot in life, but given the tribulations he faced the fact that he survived so long should be regarded as a triumph of sorts. It is not only through fear or loyalty that kings keep their thrones, but through the craft of weaving alliances and securing debts. Today he had orchestrated a debt in so readily accepting Evadine’s status as a Risen Martyr, obliging the reluctant old hypocrites of the Luminants’ Council to do the same. Now we came to the matter of payment.


“Peace is ever to be cherished, Majesty,” Evadine said.


“Yes,” the king sighed, “and yet what should be a simple thing is always so very difficult. You would think those who had seen war, and who in this kingdom has not, would wish to avoid its terrors at all costs. But, as one conflict dies another is kindled, this time in Alundia.”


My eyes slid to meet Wilhum’s, finding his eyebrow raised and mouth quirking in restrained self-congratulation.


“Alundia, Majesty?” Evadine asked.


“I’m afraid so.” Tomas clasped both hands behind his back, the affable artifice of moments before replaced by a more serious aspect. “Duke Oberharth grows less temperate with each passing year. As a youth he troubled my grandfather no end, and my father even more so. It was I who brokered his marriage to the most fair Lady Celynne, daughter of Duke Guhlton of Althiene, possessed of a considerable dowry and the sweetest soul in all the realm. It was not purely a political matter, for the lady herself had been quite besotted with Oberharth for some time. I had hoped her nature would cool his temper, make him more amenable to just taxes and toleration of orthodox Covenanters within his duchy. Unfortunately, while age mellows others it appears to have soured the Duke of Alundia, despite the efforts of the loving wife he doesn’t deserve. There have been . . . incidents of late.”


Evadine’s face took on a sudden focus, eyes narrowing as she mirrored the king’s sober demeanour. “Incidents, Majesty?”


“Massacres, in point of fact,” Princess Leannor interjected before her brother could respond. “Orthodox shrines put to the torch and their congregations hacked down as they fled the flames. A month ago, the streets of Highsahl ran red with the blood of true-faith adherents, slain when they gathered for the feast day of Martyr Ihlander. We only received word of this outrage a week ago. Truefaithers have been fleeing across the borders into Alberis and the Shavine Marches, all bearing tales of murder and persecution.”


“Duke Oberharth has ordered this?” Evadine asked.


“He says not,” King Tomas replied. “His missives are as terse as ever, but he is firm in disavowing these outrages. However, as is the way with kings, and . . .” he smiled tightly and nodded to his sister “. . . princesses, we have other sources of information that cast doubt on his innocence.”


“Information that would be borne out in trial?”


“Not as such, but I find it credible nonetheless. The Duke of Alundia may be intemperate, but neither is he dim-witted. While we hear tales of ducal gold passed in shadowy corners to fund wicked deeds and the spreading of false rumours, proving such a thing in a fair trial would be nigh-on impossible. A formal accusation would also provide Oberharth with the pretence he needs to declare his duchy sundered from the realm. I feel we need a more demonstrative, but also suitably restrained, course of action.”


The king halted again and straightened, addressing Evadine in formal terms. “Lady Evadine Courlain, as one who has sworn her sword to my service, I give you this charge: march your company to Walvern Castle and hold it in my name.”


I saw Wilhum stiffen then scowl in warning at Evadine, apparently hoping she would look his way. The name Walvern Castle meant nothing to me, but evidently it meant a great deal to him. However, Evadine’s gaze was fully captured by the king in that moment. I have often wondered how very different everything that follows in this narrative would have been if she had paused then, just for the barest fraction of a second needed to catch a glimpse of Wilhum’s cautionary glare. But here we were at the crux of the matter, the price she had known the king would demand, one she had already resolved herself to pay and spare the realm the agonies of civil strife. Also, I couldn’t help but admire Tomas’s cleverness in presenting her with so compelling a task. While Evadine Courlain was destined to transform the Covenant of Martyrs, it should always be remembered that her radicalism began and ended with her claim to martyrdom. In all other respects she was as orthodox and traditional in her beliefs as the most aged and hidebound cleric.


So, instead of indulging in a pause for reflection or seeking guidance from her trusted companions, for the second time that day Evadine promptly sank to one knee and lowered her head. “As you command, Your Majesty.”


“Excellent,” the king said, resting his hand on her head in acknowledgement before stepping back. “Rise, my lady, and be about your king’s business.”


“If I may, Majesty,” Evadine said, getting to her feet. “A march of such length will require that the company be reordered and provisioned. Many are without proper weapons and few have been trained . . .”


She trailed off as Princess Leannor stepped forward to present her with a scroll. It bore a large wax seal and fine ribbon of gold silk. “The King’s Writ is given unto you,” the princess told her. “It commands all subjects of this realm to provide such assistance as you require to fulfil your mission. Any and all goods will be given free of charge. Any merchant or vendor who refuses will be subject to a warrant of execution. As for reordering—” the princess exchanged a brief glance with her brother “—His Majesty will be happy to permit a delay of one week to properly constitute your forces. In regards to training, I’m told soldiers can be trained on the march, can they not?”


“They can, Your Majesty,” Evadine told her, forcing a smile as she clutched the sealed scroll. I knew she understood its worth as well as I. Words on paper, even those penned by a king, can never substitute for hard coin. She had just committed her company to marching on a hostile duchy with no war chest and parlous supplies. The strength of her congregation’s devotion was about to be sorely tested.


“Very well, then,” the king said, turning and resuming his walk, this time towards the shrine. “Rest assured you will not be unsupported. Walvern Castle has long been abandoned so the taking of it requires no bloodshed. While you hold it, I shall be gathering a host. Paid soldiers this time. No more benighted, fearful churls forced into line for me. Learned the folly of that fighting the Pretender. Once my host is fully gathered, I shall march it towards Duke Oberharth’s north-eastern border which, on the basis of prior experience, should suffice to compel him to swear a renewed oath of loyalty and take proper measures to curtail the chaos in his duchy. I doubt the duke will be so foolish as to attack you in the meantime, but he’s a devious fellow so expect all manner of mischief. If the Seraphile grace us with fortune, it could well be that this crisis can be resolved without war. Wouldn’t that be refreshing?”


“It would, Majesty,” Evadine replied. “However, it strikes me that averting one crisis will only invite another. The dark deeds besetting Alundia all stem from one cause: the adoption of a perverted, heretic form of Covenant belief, a heresy that has been allowed to persist for far too long. To prevent a recurrence of this evil I would propose a more permanent solution.”


“I see.” I saw Tomas and Princess Leannor share another glance. Their expressions remained neutral but the stiffness of the princess’s bearing bespoke a stern warning. “And what would that be?”


“Instead of merely menacing the Alundian border, march across it,” Evadine said. “And bring missionaries as well as soldiers. The corrupting unorthodoxy of Alundia must be extinguished. For a tree to flourish, its diseased limbs must be cut away.”


“You would have me launch a crusade?” the king asked. “With all the fire and slaughter that would bring?”


“Fire and slaughter need not be the fruits of a crusade, not if we march in the name of salvation. In their grace and beneficence the Seraphile have gifted me a voice, one that those previously deaf to the Covenant’s truth can hear. Were I given leave to do so, I could make all Alundia hear it and, having opened their hearts, they will soon cast off their heresy.”
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