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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


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


Evadine Courlain – Risen Martyr and Anointed Lady to the Covenant of Martyrs


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


Ducinda Cohlsair – Daughter to the late Duke Oberharth and Duchess Celynne of Alundia


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


Lohrent Lambertain – Duke of the Cordwain


Gilferd Lambertain – Son and heir to Duke Lohrent


Viruhlis Guhlmaine – Duke of Rhianvel, possessed of ardent Covenant beliefs


Lermin Aspard – Duke of Dulsian, possessed of avid mercantile interests


Therin Gasalle – Dulsian ambassador to the Court of King Arthin


Jacquel Ebrin – Rhianvelan ambassador to the Court of King Arthin


Harldin Behrmain – Rhianvelan Cleric in service to the Anointed Lady, Co-Captain of the Lady’s Shield, twin brother to Ildette


Ildette Behrmain – Rhianvelan Cleric in service to the Anointed Lady, Co-Captain of the Lady’s Shield, twin sister to Harldin


Erchel – Slain outlaw of vile inclinations


Shilva Sahken – outlaw leader of the Shavine Marches


King Arthin Algathinet – Boy-King of Albermaine, formerly named Alfric Keville, son to Princess Leannor


Princess Leannor Algathinet-Keville – Sister to the late King Tomas, mother and Princess Regent to King Arthin


Ehlbert Bauldry – knight of famed martial abilities, champion to


King Arthin Altheric Courlain – veteran knight of high standing, father to Evadine, Knight Marshal of the King’s Host


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


Luminant Daryhla Ahlpern – Member of the Luminants’ Council, leader of the Orthodox Faction


Ascendant Arnabus – Senior Cleric in the Covenant of Martyrs, later leader of the Reformed Orthodox Covenant


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


Dervan Pressman – Captain of Duchess Lorine’s Chosen Company


Albyrn Swain – Supplicant and Lord Captain of the Covenant Host


Ofihla Barrow – Supplicant Captain to the Covenant Host


Delric Cleymount – Supplicant and senior healer to the Covenant Host


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 and commander of the Mounted Company of the Covenant Host


Eamond Astier – Former novice Supplicant and volunteer member of the Scout Company of the Covenant Host


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


Juhlina (known also as the Widow) – Former adherent to the Most Favoured pilgrimage sect, soldier in the Scout Company of the Covenant Host


Tiler – Former outlaw and soldier in the Scout Company of the Covenant Host


Lilat – Caerith huntress, friend to Alwyn


The Eithlisch – Caerith of arcane power and importance


Estrik – Soldier in the Covenant Host. Castellan of the Lady’s Reach


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


Quintrell D’Elffir – Minstrel and spy in service to the Duchess Lorine Blousset


Adlar Spinner – Former juggler and soldier in the Scout Company of the Covenant Host


Archel Shelvane – Caretaker Governor of the Duchy of Althiene


Supplicant Hilbert Forswith – Former Senior Cleric of the Shrine to Martyr Callin in the Sanctuary Town of Callintor


Morieth – Caerith warrior of the Paelith horse clans


Corieth – Caerith elder of the Paelith horse clans


Turlia – Caerith elder of the toalisch warrior caste


Deracsh – Caerith elder and scholar


Shaelisch – Caerith elder of extensive years









WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE …


Missive to the Luminants Council of the Eastern Reformed Covenant of Martyrs – Archivist’s note: fragment only. Date and author unknown but believed to have been set down several years after the previously discovered fragment.


In my prior missives I was given to addressing you as the Blessed Brethren of the Council – this I shall do no more. It is clear to me now that you are not blessed, but cursed. This is the truth I have learned in my study of the Testament of Alwyn Scribe. The truth for which you sent assassins to kill me. Now, I find myself a homeless, wandering pauper, rich only in unwanted truth. Since this is the only weapon left to me, wield it I shall.


Previously, I related how Alwyn Scribe had risen from whorehouse orphan to trusted lieutenant of the Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain. It was a long road marked by betrayal, violence and the accumulation of secrets – two being greatest import: firstly, King Tomas Algathinet was the bastard son of his Champion Sir Ehlbret Bauldry and therefore an illegitimate occupant of the throne of Albermaine. Secondly, the supposedly divine resurrection of Evadine Courlain was not, in fact, the work of the Seraphile but achieved through the arcane agency of a Caerith mystic known as the Sack Witch. I further detailed how the Risen Martyr had been kidnapped and subjected to a farce trial by an alliance of Covenant clerics and Albermaine nobility. It was the intervention of Alwyn Scribe and his duel with Sir Althus Levalle that freed her, together with the assault launched by her loyal soldiers of the Covenant Company and a mass of devotional churls. And so, to the Shavine Forest they fled, carrying a grievously injured Alwyn.


Alwyn’s recovery was slow. His principal injury suffered at the hands of Sir Althus leaving him at the mercy of recurrent, agonising headaches. His slumber was also tormented by dreams of his perverted and justly murdered associate Erchel, a phantom given to speaking curiously accurate visions of future travails.


This brief period of woodland skulking was interrupted by the arrival of Evadine’s father, Lord Altheric Courlain, bearing an invitation to parley from King Tomas. Despite misgivings, Alwyn advised her to agree, and the Covenant Company set out for the cathedral city of Athiltor. The sojourn was marked by an accumulation of devotional souls adding greatly to the number who had flocked to Evadine’s banner during her interlude in the forest. The outcome of the parley at Athiltor is well documented and therefore requires only a brief summation: Evadine received formal recognition as a Risen Martyr after swearing fealty to King Tomas.


Now bound by her oath to the crown, Evadine was obliged to accept King Tomas’s commission to travel to the troubled duchy of Alundia. Once there, she would occupy the ruin of Walvern Castle as a means of demonstrating the authority of both king and Covenant. Before setting off, Alwyn sought knowledge of Alundia at the Covenant Library, where he was reacquainted with Ascendant Arnabus, the cleric who had overseen the farce trial of the Risen Martyr. Finding his suspicions stirred by the cleric’s cryptic allusions to the Sack Witch, Alwyn attempted to force more information from him, only to be interrupted by Princess Leannor, sister to King Tomas. During this meeting, Alwyn divined that the princess was chiefly responsible for keeping her brother on the throne via a network of spies.


During the journey to Alundia, Alwyn’s dreams continued to be troubled by visitations from the odious Erchel. Roused by the pestilent ghost’s warning, Alwyn woke in time to save himself and Evadine from an attack by hired assassins, although the identity of their employer remained a mystery. Arriving at the Alundian border, Evadine and Alwyn endured a tense meeting with Duchess Celynne Cohlsair, wife of Duke Oberharth, and Lord Roulgarth Cohlsair, the duke’s brother and commander of his host. It is clear they were not welcome in this land.


Undaunted, Evadine led the Covenant Company on to Walvern Castle, finding it in a parlous state of repair. Nevertheless, Evadine ordered reconstruction of the stronghold and began patrolling the surrounding country. Awlyn and Wilhum Dornmahl, former lord and childhood friend of Evadine’s, now commander of her mounted guard, discovered a burnt-out shrine and several pilgrims slaughtered by fanatical Alundian heretics. Hunting down the miscreants, they captured some and killed the others, freeing the lone survivor of the pilgrim massacre, one Mistress Juhlina, referred to by Alwyn subsequently as simply the Widow.


Shortly after, Lord Roulgarth arrived with a sizeable host demanding the captives be turned over to his custody. Alwyn is clear that the Risen Martyr’s subsequent actions were driven by a desire to bring the smouldering crisis in Alundia to a head: she allowed the vengeful Widow to execute the captives, hanging them from the castle walls, and leaving Lord Roulgarth no option but to lay siege or cede to the authority of the Crown.


Alwyn depicts the subsequent contest for mastery of Walvern Castle as a gruelling and drawn-out affair, endured in the expectation that King Tomas would fulfil his promise to come to the Risen Martyr’s aid should she be imperilled. It was only after the arrival of Duke Oberharth himself, together with the full strength of his mustered duchy, that the Crown Host deigned to appear, personally led by Princess Leannor. Evadine struck down the duke in the ensuing melee and the Alundian forces, exhausted by the siege, were swiftly routed.


All Alundia now lay at the mercy of the Algathinet throne, save for the port city of Highsahl, where Duchess Celynne still held sway. Grief-stricken and reputedly mad, the duchess refused all offers of parley, thereby forcing Leannor to order an assault. Alwyn describes how he further enhanced his martial reputation by orchestrating the main attack through the breach. Leading a small advance party to the ducal keep, he found to his horror that Celynne and her entire household had taken poison rather than allow themselves to be captured. The only survivor was the infant Lady Ducinda Cohlsair, saved by Alwyn rushing her to the Covenant Company Healer, Supplicant Delric.


In the aftermath of Highsahl’s fall, Lady Ducinda was conveyed to the court of King Tomas, there to be betrothed to Princess Leannor’s son Alfric. Princess Leannor ordered Alwyn and Sir Ehlbert Bauldry to hunt down Lord Roulgarth, now leading a dwindling band of Alundian rebels. Calling on his outlaw skills, Alwyn tracked down a former rebel, a guilt-ridden wretch who nevertheless agreed on the promise of riches to lead them to Roulgarth. Guided by the turncoat, they pursued Roulgarth and his nephew Merick Albrisend into the mountains bordering the Caerith dominion.


Alwyn recounts his confrontation with a defiant Roulgarth, however, before a blow could be struck, the turncoat, apparently maddened by his own treachery, gave voice to a shout of such volume that it dislodged a vast slab of snow and ice from the mountain above. Alwyn found himself carried off by the avalanche, fetching up battered but miraculously alive in Caerith territory.


As he lay insensate beneath a pile of snow, Alwyn received another visitation from the dream-haunting ghost of Erchel. This time the leering spectre offered a vision of the impending death of King Tomas.


Rescued by a reluctant group of Caerith, Alwyn relates how he was saved from immediate execution by virtue of his prior association with the Sack Witch. Known to the Cearith by the name Doenlisch, she was clearly a person of considerable importance who appeared to arouse unquestioning respect. The Caerith also captured Roulgarth and Merick, who were spared on the weight of Alwyn’s word. During his time among the Caerith, Alwyn befriended a hunter name Lilat who showed him the ancient ruins of a once mighty civilisation now brought to ruin. After a beating at the hands of a dispirited and vengeful Roulgarth, Alwyn prevailed upon the exiled lord to teach him the sword, mainly by pointing out that it provided an opportunity for the man to beat him every day.


Alwyn’s time with the Caerith came to an end with the arrival of a mystic known as the Eithlisch, a physically imposing figure who appeared to command only marginally less awe than the Doenlisch. The Eithlisch compelled Alwyn to follow him into the heart of a nearby mountain, a cavernous space piled with ancient bones. Here, Alwyn’s narrative presents the most difficulty for the devout scholar, for he describes an event that can only be termed as both arcane and unnatural.


Alwyn claims that, upon touching a finger to the ancient skull of a crow, his mind was somehow transported to a bygone age. He found himself in the tower shown to him by Lilat, overlooking the nearby city, whole, not ruined, and conversed with a man who called himself a historian. It was apparent to Alwyn that they had met before, although he had no memory of it. He came to understand that it was his future self that previously spoke to the historian, revealed now as the author of the Caerith book once entrusted to Alwyn by the Sack Witch. Before this arcane visitation ends, Alwyn witnessed the destruction of the city below by its own inhabitants, recognising it as the beginnings of an event we call the Scourge.


Upon waking, Alwyn found himself alone with Lilat in the mountains. She informs him he has been sent back to his own people, and she had been dispatched to find the Doenlisch. Roulgarth and Merick have been permitted to stay among the Caerith, the Alundian lord now named as Vahlisch, or Swordmaster, by the Eithlisch.


Together, Alwyn and Lilat made their way to Walvern Castle, traversing a land ravaged by a war that had worsened in his absence, despoiled by atrocities committed in the name of the Risen Martyr. Elevated to command Evadine’s Scout Company, Alwyn effectively became the Risen Martyr’s spymaster, a role to which he was eminently suited.


Soon after the arrival of a royal messenger brought news of a resurgence of the Pretender’s Revolt. Magnis Lochlain, false claimant to the throne of Albermaine, had re-emerged, forming an alliance with the Duke of Althienne. As father to the fallen Duchess Celynne, Duke Guhlton Pendroke had foresworn his allegiance to the Algathinet dynasty, determined upon revenge and the recovery of his granddaughter.


Holding true to her oath to King Tomas, Evadine rejected Alwyn’s advice that she allow this current crisis to play out and make peace with the victor. The Covenant Company marched for the capital, gathering recruits along the way. The subsequent journey is well known to those who studied the career of the Risen Martyr, the episode earning the name of ‘the Sacrifice March’ due to the number of commoners who expired from exhaustion or privation. Undaunted by such losses, the great mass of devotional churls rendezvoused with the Crown Host under the command of Princess Leannor.


At this juncture, the Pretender sent a messenger, Lady Desmena Lehville, stating that King Tomas had been captured in a skirmish, a claim Alwyn knew to be false thanks to Erchel’s nightmare visitation. Knowing that Evadine’s future security lay in a swift conclusion to this crisis, Alwyn suggested Princess Leannor parley with the Pretender. This would be done on the artifice of hearing his terms but would, in fact, provide a venue for Alwyn to employ his gift for hearing lies.


The two hosts came together at a shallow valley north of the capital city of Couravel. To Alwyn’s surprise, the subsequent parley revealed that King Tomas was slain not by the Pretender’s hand but by Duke Guhlton. Enraged by this revelation, Princess Leannor drew a dagger and struck the duke dead, whereupon battle erupted. Thanks to Alwyn’s careful positioning of the Covenant Company, the Pretender was captured in the ensuring struggle and his horde finally defeated after much slaughter. The Battle of the Vale marked the ultimate end of the Pretender’s War.


In the aftermath of victory, the captive Pretender requested that Alwyn take down his testament prior to his execution. During their time together, Alwyn learned that Magnis Lochlain was in fact the bastard son of King Tomas’s brother Arthin, who died before ascending the throne. After witnessing Lochlain’s gruesome end, Alwyn described a brief interval of embittered drunken indulgence interrupted by news from his spies intimating that the Luminants Council was gathering its own Covenant Company and plotting against the Risen Martyr.


Evadine reluctantly granted Alwyn permission to investigate the suspect location of the Dire Keep in the Shavine Forest. However, upon arrival, Alwyn is immediately captured along with the Widow, Woodsman, and Tiler. While held captive in the partially ruined keep, Alwyn was reacquainted with one Danick Thessil, an outlaw leader he thought slaughtered at the Moss Mill Massacre, now commander of the Luminant Council’s growing army. The enigmatic Ascendant Arnabus also reappeared at this juncture, together with Luminant Durehl Vearist. Together they attempted to force Alwyn to confess the true story of the Risen Martyr’s resurrection.


After his first bout of torture, Arnabus came alone to Alwyn’s cell and revealed himself as an ancient, arcane soul and former associate of the Sack Witch. For many years, he had been trying to win back her lost favour. Left to contemplate his fate, Alwyn was freed from his bonds by Lilat. He had sent her away before the Battle of the Vale but she tracked his footsteps to the Dire Keep, using her uncanny gift for finding a way in to ancient places to free him. Together, they rescued the Widow and the others before attempting to flee the keep.


Finding themselves cornered, Alwyn’s companions hurled themselves into the fray, Woodsman falling slain in the ensuing fight. They were saved by the arrival of Evadine and Wilhum leading the Mounted Company, who swiftly put the Council soldiers to flight. Alwyn takes off into the woods in pursuit of Arnabus, but instead finds Luminant Durehl. With difficulty, he quelled his vengeful rage and stilled his hand. Evadine, however, was not so restrained.


Herein lies what you, Cursed Brethren, would term the ultimate blasphemy. In short, Alwyn Scribe states that, in contradiction to Reformed Covenant Doctrine, Luminant Durehl did not die by his own hand. No, he was murdered, and it was the Risen Martyr’s hand that wielded the knife. Furthermore, Alwyn compounds his own damnation by describing how he and Evadine Courlain lay in lustful union while still bathed in the blood of a slain cleric. As even the laziest student of history knows, all that came next can be said to have arisen from this sinful event.


I do, naturally, have more to tell, more truths to cast at your false Covenant. It is my fervent hope that these truths will be the means of your downfall, Cursed Brethren, for you have surely earned it in ways it will now be my pleasure to relate in full …









PART ONE




Sister Queens you call yourselves, but it is a hollow title. For it is revealed to me by the Seraphile themselves that your power arises from deceit. Your savage misrule is founded upon naught but the empty legends you term gods and sustained through base oppression.


Liars, I call you.


Thieves, I call you.


Murderers, I call you.


False queens you are while I, through the divine agency of the blessed Covenant of Martyrs, stand as the only true monarch in a world of tyrants. You sought my answer, cursed sisters. Now you have it.


Extract from Martyr Evadine’s Epistle to the Sister Queens of Ascarlia












CHAPTER ONE


What do you know of the Malecite, Alwyn?


Words drifting to me through a fog of post-carnal confusion. My chest, sticky with sweat and the detritus of the forest floor, rose and fell in concert with Evadine’s naked form, equally besmirched. She groaned a little as I stirred, her dark tresses sliding over my blinking eyes as they took in the surrounding scene with mounting alarm. A dozen paces away, the corpse of Luminant Durehl Vearist lay amid the roots of an aged oak. His half-lidded eyes were dull and unseeing, the blood no longer flowing from the deep slash across his throat. Evadine’s cut, I remembered. The Risen Martyr’s murder … Or, the first just execution by the self-crowned Ascendant Queen. What do you know of the Malecite, Alwyn? the question intruded once more, spoken in the voice Sihlda used years ago, employing that searching tone designed to impart rather than summon knowledge. I could recall the day she had asked me this for it came early during my tenure in the Pit Mines. Her lessons hadn’t yet taken hold then, my attempts to copy the letters she demonstrated were a clumsy embarrassment and her many questions revealed the shameful ignorance of a youth who had imagined himself worldly. She had captured me, however. The promise of what she offered was too tempting and so when she enquired about the Malecite I responded with diligent promptness.


They are the wellspring of evil in the world, I said, a truth known to all those raised within or, in my case, on the fringes of Covenant belief. They are the bad and the Seraphile are the good.


So the scrolls tell us. Sihlda inclined her head in agreement but, as ever, her lesson would never end with just one question and one answer. But have you ever seen the Malecite? Or heard their voice?


Of course I hadn’t. No one had. Even deranged, fanatical Hostler, most devout of outlaws, claimed no personal experience of the Malecite, although he ranted about their perfidy with irksome constancy. They don’t work like that, I replied. They don’t appear to folk, they … My still barely educated younger self fumbled for the right words. They influence, get into people’s souls somehow.


Get into? Sihlda had asked, the small quirk of her mouth and upraised brows telling me we had reached the point of her lesson. Or are they invited in?


Evadine groaned again, the sound now possessed of a questioning note. She jerked and stiffened against me, eyes widening in surprise as they found mine. For a second it seemed there was an accusation there, a creasing of her brow and tightening of the mouth that might even signify reproach. But it was gone quickly, replaced by a languid smile before she rested her cheek upon my chest. The feel of her skin, warm, soft and wonderful, brought a fresh stirring of lust, as did her lean, muscled flesh, speckled by leaves and dirt. How long had we coiled together on the ground?


Attempting to parse details from the event, I found that it had passed in a dreamlike whirlwind of released desire and confusion. I would like to ascribe the act of rutting like a beast within sight of a murdered senior cleric, his blood still beading my skin no less, to some form of arcane influence or temporary madness. However, by now you will, most honoured reader, know that I will never assail you with base lies. The ugly, unvarnished truth is that the Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain and I came together in willing, if gore-spattered, union and I will not shirk the weight of all that came next by pretending otherwise.


“We should … get dressed,” I said, even though I didn’t want to, the feel of her was more potent than any drug.


“Yes,” she agreed, shifting to lay her head at a more comfortable angle, reaching up to play her fingers over my face. “We should …”


The Malecite, another voice posing another question, this time unspoken. A voice I had recoiled from, told myself it held a vile and obvious lie. I recalled how I had laughed at him at first, then sobered when I saw the seriousness of his expression. I had just concluded the narrative he craved, recounting the events of my life up until the moment of our arcane meeting, ending it by avowing the fervent desire to return to Evadine’s side.


Despite it all? he asked me, face drawn in both judgement and confusion. Despite what you know her to be?


Her mission is a winding and complex path, it’s true, I began only for him to shake his head in impatience.


Not that. He leaned towards me, eyes widening in realisation as he scrutinised my features. You don’t know yet, he murmured. Of course.


Don’t know what? I demanded. The tumult of rage and madness from outside was growing closer, making it clear our time was short.


What you told me, he said, then sighed, closing his eyes. What you will tell me, regarding Evadine and her true nature.


I stared at him, baffled but also fearful, refusing to prompt him further, but he told me anyway. Evadine, he said, serves the Malecite.


It was the sound of horns that caused her finally to rouse, grunting in annoyance at the distant but unmistakable keening. A hunting horn, I realised. But who hunts for who?


“Where did Ulstan get to, I wonder,” Evadine sighed, sitting up and casting about for her warhorse. Spying him nuzzling a juniper bush a dozen paces off, she got to her feet, brushing leaves and soil from her naked flanks. The sight of her flesh, pale but red in places, birthed another resurgence of unwise lust and I forced my gaze away. Unfortunately, I immediately found it ensnared by the bleached, sagging emptiness of Luminant Durehl’s face.


Foremost cleric of the realm, I knew. Loudest voice on the Luminants’ Council, murdered by a Risen Martyr with a legend built on a lie …


“Alwyn.” I looked up to find Evadine regarding me with an expression of muted exasperation. “Get dressed,” she added, pulling her black cotton shirt over her head.


The hunting horn pealed out again, closer now, and I spent the next few moments in a frantic scramble to clothe myself. Fortunately, the task was swiftly done as my recent captivity and escape from the Dire Keep left me with only trews, shirt and boots, plus a sword belt and sundry stolen weapons. Evadine had chosen to come here in full armour and required my help in getting it buckled on in some semblance of order before the sound of approaching horses echoed through the woods. Fixing the last greave into place, I wondered at the fact that stripping it all away had seemed to take no time at all.


I drew my purloined falchion upon glimpsing the first flicker of horse and rider through the trees, there had been seventy or more Council Host soldiers at the keep and it stood to reason a few had escaped Evadine’s charge. However, the familiar glimmer of blue enamelled armour caused me to lower the weapon.


“Wil!” Evadine called out, raising her hand in greeting. In response, the captain of the Covenant Mounted Company spurred his mount to a trot, six riders at his back. As they closed upon us, my gaze once again slipped to the murdered Luminant.


“A breaker of laws,” Evadine said and I turned to find her regarding me with grave assurance. “Laws set down by both Covenant and Crown. Death was his due.”


“I know,” I replied, voice quiet as Wilhum reined in and dismounted a short way off. “But still, I beg you, allow your scribe to spin this tale. The truth will not help us.”


A frown of annoyance passed across her brow, the expression of one secure in her convictions yet compelled to deceit. It was a small moment, gone in an instant, but I tend to think of it as Evadine Courlain’s last true concession to reason. Soon, the Ascendant Queen would have no truck with the cowardice of concealing her crimes, for to her, they were not crimes at all.


“Very well,” she murmured. “Spin away, my love.”


“Evie.” Wilhum dragged his helm from his head, breath steaming and concerned eyes tracking over Evadine’s begrimed face and armour. “Are you hurt?”


“Nary a scratch,” she assured him.


“I’m fine too,” I told him. “Got plenty of scratches, though.”


Wilhum gave an amused grimace as he looked me over, shaking his head. “I told her you could be counted on to slip any snare without our help.” His humour evaporated upon catching sight of the Luminant’s body. Despite his time at Evadine’s side, he had never been a particularly devout soul, but even he paled at what he beheld. “Is that … ?”


“It is,” I finished. “Luminant Durehl and I were captives together at the Dire Keep. He had been lured there by Ascendant Arnabus, that vile creature who oversaw the trial at Castle Ambris. Apparently, Arnabus has been plotting to seize control of the Covenant for many years.” I let out a regretful sigh and moved to crouch at Durehl’s side. “He told me how Arnabus had whispered in his ear about the danger posed by the Risen Martyr, persuaded the council to recruit their own host. It was only after his capture this poor old bastard realised his mistake. When we escaped, I told him to flee into the woods, telling him I’d find him later. It seems Arnabus or Danick Thessil found him first.”


“Danick Thessil?” Evadine asked.


“The commander of the Council Host. A soldier turned outlaw I had thought slain at Moss Mill, though I daresay he goes by a different name these days.”


“An outlaw will know many places to hide in these woods,” Wilhum pointed out.


“He won’t be hiding,” I said. “He and Arnabus will be making all haste to Athiltor, hoping to muster what forces they can. We should expect some form of Council edict condemning the Anointed Lady as a heretic.” I rose, offering Evadine an apologetic frown. “I know you wanted to avoid this, but the Covenant of Martyrs will fracture. A schism of the faithful is upon us.”


“The Anointed Lady enjoys the love and devotion of the commons and the faithful,” Wilhum said.


“Not all. The Covenant has stood in its present form for centuries. Folk have spent generations comforted by its permanency. That won’t just vanish overnight.” I shifted my gaze to Evadine, speaking with complete honesty now. “Make no mistake, my lady. We have another war to fight.”


* * *


“Ow! Ffff—!” Tiler clenched his teeth as Ayin worked a needle through the lips of his deepest cut. The narrow-faced spy shuddered with the combined effort of bearing his pain and biting down on profane curses. Ayin’s reputation was well known among the Covenant veterans and most were smart enough to curb their tongue in her presence.


“Stop squealing, piglet,” she chided, drawing the thread through the wound with practised smoothness.


“You were lucky,” I informed Tiler, peering at his injury, a slanting, four-inch slash from jaw to neck. “A little lower and you’d be joining them.”


I inclined my head at the piled dead, mostly Council Host soldiers with only three exceptions: two of Wilhum’s riders lost in the melee and one bulkier but unarmoured form. The Widow crouched at the corpse’s side, having taken it upon herself to prepare Liahm Woodsman for the grave, washing his face and hands before resting them on his chest. I hadn’t thought of them as friends, in fact I could recall her exchanging only a few words with the former woodcutter. But she was ever a strange woman and her actions not always easily understood.


“The dead can care for the dead,” Tiler said, a familiar saying among outlaws. I looked down to see him settling a hungry gaze on the corralled prisoners. There was a score of them, made small by their absence of armour or weapons, twitching under the glare of their guards.


“You promised me, my lord,” Tiler said in a manner that reminded me why I disliked him so much.


“I promised you Danick Thessil,” I told him. “So you’ll have to wait, at least until Athiltor.” I turned to Ayin, watching her put a knot in the neat row of stitches. “When you’re done, you two scour this place for documents. The bodies too. I want every scrap of paper, inscribed or no.”


I found Lilat perched on a ruined column that had formed part of the keep’s smaller west-facing gate. Her brow creased in a bemused frown as she watched a troop of Covenant soldiers dig a grave pit nearby. “You put them in the earth,” she said, speaking in Caerith as was our habit when alone. “Is this done to seed the soil?”


“It’s …” I began then fell silent, the reason why we customarily buried our dead never having occurred to me before. The Caerith, I knew, simply carried their expired loved ones into the forest and left them to rot. Apart from the chosen few they put beneath the mountain, I reminded myself, the memory of all those piled bones bringing an unwelcome shiver. “It’s just how things are done here,” I said, searching for the right word before adding, “Jurihm.” It meant both habit or tradition depending on the inflection.


“Jurihm,” she repeated with a vague nod. The huntress stiffened a little as she shifted her gaze to where Evadine stood in what had been the central courtyard of this keep. One of the prisoners knelt before her, hands bound behind his back, head bowed and trembling under the weight of the Anointed Lady’s stare. She asked him questions I couldn’t hear, though her face held none of the calm solicitation I remembered from her prior encounters with captives. I knew her attitude towards our foes had changed during our time apart, the months when she thought me dead and the Alundian rebellion still raged. The Covenant Company was rich in quietly spoken tales of her angry condemnation of captured Alundian rebels, more than a few of whom had danced at the end of a noose when they refused to recant their heresy.


“You lay with her,” Lilat said, a simple, uninflected statement of fact delivered in a tongue that no one within earshot could understand. Nevertheless, I couldn’t contain an instinctive start at her bald honesty. “I smell her on you,” she added by way of explanation, continuing to regard me without expression save for a raised eyebrow.


Looking into her steady gaze, I was unable to divine any emotion attached to this statement. I pondered the notion that she might be jealous, but found it unlikely. Perhaps she was angered by my lack of caution, for even she knew the danger inherent in what had happened in the woods. However, my gift for parsing meaning from face and posture remained strong. A moment of additional scrutiny revealed an incremental narrowing of her brows that told of something I found more troubling than jealousy or anger: disappointment.


Beset by the rarest of sensations, to wit: finding I had nothing to say, I could only dumbly return her regard until she consented to direct her scrutiny at Evadine once again. “Morkleth,” Lilat said. “You remember this word?”


I did, but resented the implication. “She is not cursed,” I said.


“It has other meanings. The man you called the Chainsman, he was morkleth. Not only cursed but outcast. He committed no act that your people would term a crime, but still the Eithlisch decreed he be shunned and driven away. It is the role of the Eithlisch to seek out those that will one day bring danger to the Caerith.” She nodded at Evadine, who had taken a step closer to the cowering captive, questions emerging from her lips in a hard, demanding snap. “He would not have suffered her to live among us. I wonder why your people do.”


Evadine serves the Malecite … I pulled my looted cloak about my shoulders to conceal a shudder, moving away with a parting mutter. “You do not understand her, or us. This is not your land.”


“Morkleth has the same scent,” she replied as I walked away, voice soft but I heard it. “Wherever it may be found.”


By the time I reached the courtyard the prisoner had slumped on to all fours, his face pressed into the ancient, cracked flagstones as he sobbed under the weight of Evadine’s enquiry. “How many are at Athiltor?” she grated, leaning down to shout the question into his ear. “How many, you unbelieving cur?!”


“J-just …” the fellow gabbled through snot and tears. “Just a … simple soldier, m-my lady. Only joined cos they paid a full silver for the first week …” I could see no signs of torture on him so this state of compliance had been achieved through terror alone.


“Silver?” Evadine’s scowl deepened into a glower. “You sell your very soul for a disc of metal?”


“G-got … children, m’lady,” he gabbled back. “Their ma died last winter so had to leave ’em with their grandmother. Gotta feed ’em …”


This allusion to soon-to-be-orphaned infants, real or the imaginary product of mortal fear, made scant purchase on Evadine’s resolve. “A father should set an example for his children,” she stated, her hand going to her dagger. “Even though it may cost him his life.”


“May I crave a moment with this man, my lady?” I said, stepping closer. My interruption drew a brief glare of anger before she mastered herself, hand slipping from the dagger’s hilt. I smiled and gave a meaningful inclination of my head to the snivelling man on the ground. Nodding, she stepped back, allowing me to crouch at the prisoner’s side.


“Let’s get you up, shall we?” I said, grasping his shoulders, gently easing him into a sitting position. The face he revealed as he straightened was that of a man somewhere close to his thirtieth year. He had several scars, old and new, a soldier’s face if ever there was one, with an accent that marked him as hailing from Alberis.


“You’re a fair long way from home, eh?” I asked, removing the stopper from a canteen and holding it to his lips. “How long since you took the first coin?”


“Years, my lord,” he replied after taking several hearty gulps, eyes continually tracking Evadine’s tall form pacing back and forth across the courtyard.


“Kingsman, were you?” I asked, never one to stint on flattery. “Got that look to you.”


“Just the ducal levies. Tried for the Crown Company once but the sergeant said I was too slow with the halberd. Truth was he wanted a bribe to let me in and I’d no coin for him.”


“Sergeants.” I shook my head in sympathy. “Bastards all. What’s your name, soldier?”


“Turner, my lord. Abell Turner.”


“Very well, Abell Turner. As one soldier to another, I’ll make you a fair offer. Your life and your liberty in return for truth. How’s that sound?”


His eyes darted towards Evadine once more as her boots scuffed the flagstones. Turner risked a glance at her hard, impatient face before his focus snapped back to me, face filled with the desperation of a drowning man flailing for the most tattered rope. Still, he managed to surprise me with his next words. “My men, my lord. They’re just poor fellows like me. Some I served with before, joined only because I did …”


He fell silent at another, louder, scuff from Evadine’s boots, bowing his head with a shudder of fearful expectation. This was the first time I had seen how the Anointed Lady’s rage could be as potent a force as her love.


“Life and liberty for them too,” I promised, ignoring the harsh sigh this provoked from Evadine. “But they, and you, will have to swear fealty to the Risen Martyr and an oath never again to take up arms against her.” I looked deeper into his eyes, stripping all solicitation from my voice as I added, “For to do so will cost you far more than blood.”


His throat constricted and I realised he was fighting the urge to vomit. “Swear it I shall, my lord. My fellows too, on my soul.”


I nodded, putting a tight smile on my lips. “Now then. The man who leads you, not the cleric, the one who commands the Council Host, what name does he go by?”


“Captain Sorkin, my lord. Truth be told, I can’t recall hearing his first name.”


“And what do you know of this Captain Sorkin?”


“A man who knows his business when it comes to soldiering, that’s for sure. Had far worse captains in my time, though few who were so quick with the whip. Doesn’t stint with the flogging, does the Divine Captain.”


“Divine?” Evadine said, the hardness of her tone causing Abell Turner to cower yet lower to the ground.


“It’s what they called him, my lady,” he said, tone heavy with abject contrition. “The Ascendant and other clerics. His rank in the Covenant Host.”


“You were garrisoned at Athiltor?” I asked, keen to recapture the man’s attention.


He bobbed his head. “Aye, my lord. Six or seven weeks of drill before we were ordered here.”


“You recall the Anointed Lady asked how many are at Athiltor. She and I would like an answer.”


“I spoke truth when I said I didn’t know. There were recruits arriving all the time, and what with all the works going on it was hard to gauge a true count.”


“Guess,” Evadine instructed.


“Five thousand, six at most. At least that was when we marched out. More kept coming, like I said, and …” He hesitated and I saw a decision in his face, the look of a man deciding which way to throw his lot. “And there was talk of others, hired swords from the east and across the south seas. There were already a few dozen of those savage archers there when we left, don’t rightly know how to say the name of their homeland.”


“Vergundians,” I said, glancing at Evadine to share a moment of grim remembrance of their deadly skills during the siege of Walvern Castle.


“Aye.” Turner bobbed his head again. “That’s it, my lord. Ragged and grimy looking lot they were, cut-throats the lot of ’em. Seemed strange the Covenant would spend coin on such folk.”


“You spoke of works,” I said. “Describe them.”


“Digging mostly, trenches and breastworks. Some walls but they weren’t solid like a castle, not much stone to be had at Athiltor.”


I questioned him for close on an hour, probing for more details. The revealed picture indicated that Danick Thessil, in his new guise as the Divine Captain Sorkin, had managed to gather a reasonably disciplined force at the Covenant’s holiest city. It would also soon be expanded by a good many mercenaries and protected by freshly constructed fortifications. Evadine made a few forceful interjections, her questions pointed in their inference:


“What of your captain’s dealings with the Crown?” she demanded. “What bargains did Ascendant Arnabus strike with the Algathinets?”


In response, Turner could only shrink under her baleful glare and stutter out denials. “N-never saw a Crown agent the whole time I was there, m’lady. As for the Ascendant, saw him talking to the D—the captain a good deal, but never spoke to him myself.”


“Come the morning,” I said once satisfied I had wrung all pertinent knowledge from him, “you and your fellows will swear your oaths and depart this place.” I leaned closer, fixing his gaze. “If you know who I am, you know I can hear a lie clear as any bell. If I catch even the smallest whisper of falsehood on the morrow …”


“You won’t, my lord.” He pressed his forehead to the flagstones. “And … I thank you. The renowned mercy of the Scribe and the Anointed Lady is surely no lie.”


“Seven thousand trained troops,” Wilhum sighed, holding his hands out to the fire. The hour was late and Evadine had summoned him to discuss our sudden wealth of intelligence, the palaver held out of earshot of the rest of the company. A veteran of more battles than either Evadine or I, Wilhum found little encouragement in our news. “Behind trenches and breastworks. Plus a bundle of Vergundian archers and Martyrs know how many more foreign bastards waiting for us.” He offered Evadine an apologetic wince. “It’s not a good prospect, Evie. My counsel: send Alwyn and I to Athiltor for a proper reconnaissance and take yourself back to Couravel to remind the Princess Regent of the value of your current alliance and have Lord Swain marshal the Covenant Host to march on Athiltor. We can, at least, be certain of their loyalty to you regardless of what the Luminants might proclaim. If joined with the Crown Company, we’ll have sufficient numbers to end this matter, though I’d rather not mount a campaign with winter on the way.”


“I cannot treat with the Princess Regent,” Evadine stated. “For there is no such person. There is merely a woman who happens to be the sister of an unworthy bastard. The Algathinet family has maintained its hold on the throne through guile, murder and deception. I’ve little doubt they also had a hand in the villainy that took place here, well hidden though it may be. It’s time, Wil. Time to complete my mission.”


Wilhum’s expression assumed a rigid blankness, regarding her in silence before looking to me, face still stiff but alarm writ large in his gaze.


“Alwyn and I are of like mind in this,” Evadine told him. “There being no other course available to us.” She took a deep breath, releasing it with grave slowness. “To save all I must risk all. I must be queen, the Ascendant Queen. In me, Crown, commons and Covenant will be unified and the Second Scourge averted. Only then can this realm know peace.”


Wilhum’s eyes lingered on me and I knew he hoped for words of restraint, words I couldn’t offer, not then. I was now as much Evadine’s captive as Turner and his comrades. I knew the grave import of her words. I knew what it portended, but I met Wilhum’s searching eyes with an expression of sombre agreement.


He turned back to Evadine, voice faint and barely audible above the crackle of the campfire. “You know I will follow you in this as I have followed your every step since the Traitor’s Field. For loyalty is what I owe you, Evie.” He paused, drawing breath to add, “But you must know that this course invites war with Crown and Covenant both. I have no surety we have the strength for either.”


“Fighting both at the same time is folly, to be sure,” I said, addressing my words to Evadine. “We deal with the Covenant first. Victory is the best fuel for rebellion, and that is what we are about, make no mistake. We triumph at Athiltor before making any mention of the Ascendant Queen’s rise.”


“You speak as if we have an easy battle ahead of us,” Wilhum said. “Time is as much our enemy as this Divine Captain and his heretic host. Time to glean further intelligence. Time to gather forces we will surely need to storm the holy city.”


“I’ll send my keenest scouts to Athiltor in the morning. And Eamond will ride with all haste to Couravel to summon the Covenant Host. I’ll also pen a letter to Princess Leannor relating what happened here, making it clear that resolving this crisis is Covenant business. I doubt she’ll wish to embroil the Crown in such a schism of the faithful. In fact, she’ll probably relish the chance to play peacemaker if it proves a protracted struggle, which it won’t.”


“The Covenant Host won’t be enough,” Wilhum insisted. “Even if they can march here in time.”


“The commons of the Shavine Marches and Alberis have answered the Anointed Lady’s call before. They’ll do so again.”


“A mass of untrained churls is no match for real soldiers.”


“No, but their numbers may turn the tide if need be. As for our own want of seasoned troops, I’ve a notion of where to find more.” I offered Evadine a regretful shrug. “Though I warn you, my queen, the price is likely to be steep.”









CHAPTER TWO


The walls of Castle Ambris had a cleaner look than I remembered. The streaks of soot and mingled effluent that once marred the castle’s flanks were gone now, presumably scrubbed away with assiduous regularity by order of the duchess. Even during her years in the forest, Lorine had managed to impose a sense of orderliness on her surroundings. Deckin commanded the band but Lorine held dominion over the camp and woe betide anyone who besmirched it. I recalled how she had birched Erchel’s boyhood arse bloody when he decided to take a shit within smelling distance of our roasting pit.


The adjoining village of Ambriside had also grown in both size and cleanliness; whitewashed walls in place of grey wattle and the thatching lacked the usual scorched patchiness. The field where Evadine had once stood atop a scaffold awaiting unlawful execution was now a stretch of well-maintained grass where gaggles of children played and a company of ducal soldiers paced through their drills. The impression of orderliness was further enhanced when these soldiers, spying a large group of armed riders following the road to the gate, quickly formed ranks and marched to bar our path.


“The Anointed Lady and Risen Martyr Evadine Courlain requests an audience with Duchess Lorine,” I told the youthful captain standing at the head of the hastily assembled cordon. He stood in the middle of the road, eyeing us with a careful shrewdness that did much to diminish his boyish appearance. I saw no scars on his face but the way he appraised our number bespoke one well attuned to martial matters.


“Captain Scribe, is it not?” he enquired, surveying the Mounted Company without particular hostility, but also a creditable pitch of caution. As was customary, his attention had lingered most on Evadine, albeit with none of the typical awe or lust. “I saw you fight the Pretender at the Vale,” he added. “Quite a scrap that was.” His accent was distinct in its common origins. A lad from the fields, or perhaps the forest? Lorine always did have a sharp eye for talent wherever it might be found.


“Between you and me, he was an average swordsman at best,” I replied, without rancour despite my tendency towards a darkened mood at mention of the Pretender. “And it’s Sir Alwyn Scribe these days, but why stand on ceremony?” I nodded to the banner flying above the battlements, the silver hawk seeming to flap its wings as the red pennant snapped in the wind. “She is in, I take it?”


“She is, my lord.” He gave a short bow and stood aside, barking out an order for his men to form column. I took note of the way they changed formation, almost the equal of the Crown Company in their speed and precision. “It will be my honour to escort you to the duchess’s presence,” the young captain added, bowing again.


“Did you train this lot?” I enquired as I guided Blackfoot along the road to the gate. Like much else here, this showed signs of recent improvement. Once a rutted track prone to foot-sucking muddiness in the rain, it was now protected by a covering of flagstones. “They seem a good deal livelier of foot than I recall.”


“I did, my lord,” the captain confirmed with a note of pride. “These are the Chosen Company, the duchess’s personal guard.”


“Meaning she chose you too.” I saw him stiffen at that and he volunteered no more words until we entered the courtyard.


“If the Anointed Lady would be kind enough to wait,” he said, bowing once more, “I shall announce her arrival to the duchess. Please help yourselves to fodder and water for your horses.”


“So,” Evadine said as we led our mounts to the trough. “This is the woman who raised you, is it not?” She spoke in a quiet tone but there was a tension to her bearing I didn’t like, her features stiff with the effort of keeping a disapproving scowl at bay. I had given her a short but unvarnished account of my upbringing in Deckin’s band, complete with thievery and murder as well as isolated moments of humour or kindness, most of which featured Lorine.


“In a way,” I said. “Though you’ll find her of far less matronly appearance than you might expect.”


“I’ve heard some tales. The Fox of the Forest, some call her. Other names are not so kind.”


Hearing the sharpening edge to her voice, I leaned closer. “It would be best if you allowed me to handle this negotiation. Lorine may be of mostly mercenary inclinations, but she does have her pride. Nor is she swayed by faith or reputation.”


“Do I hear a command, my lord?” There was a taunt in Evadine’s eye as she arched an eyebrow at me, also a promise, one that stirred a fierce desire to go in search of a conveniently private corner of this castle. Our tryst in the forest remained a vague swirl of memory, but, like the first taste of any drug, left a growing thirst for more.


I coughed, mastering the urge to reach for her. “Please,” I said. “Just let me talk to her without interruption and I’ll secure the Ascendant Queen her army. And when it comes time to agree the price—”


“The price doesn’t matter,” Evadine cut in. “Promise her whatever is needed, but don’t expect me to pretend to like it. If this fox-mother of yours has any wit about her at all, she’d know it for a lie in any case.”


Lorine Blousset, Duchess of the Shavine Marches, chose to receive her esteemed guest in a small chamber in the tower forming the join between the castle’s east and north facing walls. Despite its less than grand dimensions, the tower room was rich in furnishings and carpeted with a large bearskin rug. It was upon said rug that Evadine and I found the duchess when entering the chamber. Lorine was dressed in a modest gown of grey-blue cotton, her copper hair flailing as she wrestled with a small, giggling child. Various toys were strewn about, spinning wheels and bright painted blocks, but the child held a miniature wooden sword. He laughed as he assailed Lorine with a series of swipes. Undaunted, she chased him across the furry battleground, growling like some manner of monster, hands raised in clawlike threat.


“Duchess Lorine,” the young captain said, boots stamping the flagstones. “I have the honour to present …”


“Alwyn!” Lorine greeted me with a broad smile then grimaced as the boy turned to slap his wooden blade against her arm. Growling again, she scooped him into her arms and got to her feet, the boy’s excited laughter subsiding into frowning curiosity as she brought him to me. “Bryndon,” she said, holding the child out to me. “Say hello to your uncle.”


I accepted the burden of this still frowning child with an uncertain smile, one that faltered when he tapped his wooden sword to my nose. “It’s all right,” Lorine assured me. “He only hits people he likes.”


Looking into the boy’s serious gaze I saw the unmistakable glint of his mother’s green eyes and the reddish sheen to his mop of curls. I could see little of his father in his small features, but that, of course, didn’t mean anything. Of his two parents, I wasn’t surprised at all to find that his mother had the strongest blood.


“Duchess,” I said, making to hand the child back but he confounded me by dropping his sword and curling up into my arms. Resting his head against my chest, he promptly closed his eyes, small thumb working its way into his mouth.


“Best hold on to him for now,” Lorine advised. “He wails something fierce if you interrupt his naps.”


“As you wish.” I shifted, cradling the child and turning to Evadine. “May I introduce …”


“The Anointed Lady herself.” Lorine stepped back and sank into a deep bow. “The Risen Martyr honours my home with her presence. The Blousset family is famed for its faithfulness.” Straightening, she turned to address the young captain. “Dervan, be so good as to inform Master Dubbings we have guests. He is to prepare a feast and entertainment for tonight. Those jugglers from last week are still loitering about the place, I believe. It would be nice if they earned their board. Find suitable lodgings for Lady Evadine and Lord Alwyn, and I’m sure we can make room in the barracks for their soldiers.”


Captain Dervan hesitated. “You wish to be alone then, my lady?” he asked, casting a pointed glance at the unguarded door.


Lorine raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips in apparent puzzlement. “If I did not I would have made it clear, would I not?”


“Of course.” Dervan delivered his lowest bow yet before departing the room with stiff-backed alacrity.


“And close the bloody door!” Lorine called out when his boots echoed on the stairwell outside. “A dutiful young man but lacking many graces,” she said when the latch snicked into place.


“He certainly doesn’t have a noble’s voice,” I observed which brought a smile to Lorine’s lips.


“Isn’t he just so observant, my lady?” she enquired of Evadine. “Always the way with Alwyn. Sees it all, even when you don’t want him to.”


“My captain has many gifts,” Evadine returned. “And I thank the Seraphile for each and every one.”


“Yes.” Lorine’s humour faded, her scrutiny lingering on Evadine before slipping back to me. I caught the glimmer of understanding in her eyes as they tracked over my face, rich in recently acquired bruises. “I’m sure he’s been very useful to you. What was it this time?” She raised a hand, touching her fingertips to the graze on my chin, a trophy from the beating delivered by an enraged Arnabus. “Heretics or traitors? I must confess, my lady, I never expected to encounter a woman who could accrue more enemies than myself, although most of mine have long since departed this world.”


“Heretics and traitors both,” I said, keen to limit this conversation to the most pressing concerns. “And the reason for our visit.”


“Ahh. War again so soon, is it?” Lorine sighed and turned away, moving to a dressing table atop which an array of small glass bottles had been set. There was a score or more, all varying in colour and size. She plucked one from the collection and held it up to the light streaming through the room’s only window. The glass had a faintly pinkish tinge that cast an interesting abstract shadow on the rough hewn wall. “Perfumes are my only real vice these days,” Lorine said, removing the bottle’s small crystal stopper and wafting it about. I caught the aroma from several feet away, a pleasing melange of floral notes with a faint tang of citrus.


“This one comes from beyond the southern sea,” Lorine continued, her tone and bearing becoming markedly less amenable as she spoke on. Also, her attention was now mostly directed at Evadine. “I’m reliably informed that its varied ingredients must be caravanned across many miles of desert, having been harvested from distant lands unknown to our most worldly scholars. When the last round of slaughter raged, I found it near impossible to increase my collection, or purchase enough grain to prevent the poorest of my churls starving, since all the hands that would have reaped the harvest had been dragged off to battle. By my reckoning at least one in ten didn’t make the return journey from our famous victory at the Vale. And you know, Alwyn, I was ever a dab hand with numbers.”


She paused, sharing a moment of silent regard with Evadine. “But then,” Lorine added, smiling once again as she returned the stopper to the bottle, “that’s the way with war. Always bad for commerce, unless your trade is in weapons. Mine is not.”


“I am sure,” I began, choosing my words with considerable care, “my Lady Duchess knows that when war comes to your door the option of not answering the knock is rarely indulged. I would never presume to tell a duchess her business, being but a lowly scribe, albeit with a lordly title, but you must be aware that while war can bring interruptions to trade, it also brings opportunity. I recall a man of my prior acquaintance once saying that war is the wolf, and wise are the crows that grow fat on its prey.”


Something dark flickered across Lorine’s features before she looked away, setting the perfume bottle down. I had known employing one of Deckin’s favourite sayings would have an effect, but hadn’t expected anger. There was little doubt in my mind that her love for the fallen Outlaw King hadn’t faded, or her grief. Lorine continued to stand in wordless regard of her collection for long enough to try Evadine’s patience.


“In truth, we come here with the gravest news, my lady,” she said, forgetting my enjoinder to leave the talking to me. “Luminant Durehl Vearist lies dead at the hands of one of his own clerics. A vile, wretched heretic named Arnabus who seeks to exert dominance over the Covenant of Martyrs. This creature also saw fit to abduct and torture the man who stands before you now, a soul I know we both cherish. As Alwyn’s oldest friend and a true daughter of the Covenant, would you not wish to aid us in crushing this heresy and bringing the criminal Arnabus to justice?”


“Daughter of the Covenant, eh?” Lorine let out a faint laugh. “I am daughter to a man and woman who cut throats and poisoned folk for coin, and be assured they enjoyed their work, given they were so good at it. If either of them made it through the Divine Portals I would confess myself astonished. As for Alwyn and our long-standing friendship—” a wry but fond smile played over her lips as she spared me a short glance “—that, I’ll grant you, warrants further consideration.”


She clapped her hands together, causing the child in my arms to whimper in annoyance before his mother took him back. “But that can wait,” Lorine said, carrying a now restless Bryndon to the door with a brisk step. “I must see to your welcoming feast and this lordling needs his midday feed.”


“Time is against us …” Evadine began but Lorine had already hauled the door wide and exited the room.


“Delay your war for but one night, my lady,” Lorine’s voice echoed in response as she descended the tower steps. “I’m sure your soldiers will thank you for it.”


The jugglers provided an amusing evening’s entertainment, albeit through accident rather than intention. They consisted of a trio I assumed to be mother, father and son, and it was the latter who provided most of the merriment. His parents tossed their various balls and batons about with a lithe grace and skill that told of a lifetime’s practice while the equally trim and athletic son clearly needed a few more years seasoning. Several times he dropped the batons hurled his way by his father, much to the hilarity of the audience of Covenant soldiery and local notables. On one occasion the lad took a leather ball full in the face when his mother cast it at him while balanced atop her husband’s shoulders. Still, this clumsy youth reacted well to his own mistakes, responding to the jeers of the crowd with florid bows and grins that showed only affable good humour rather than the glowers of embarrassment frequently exhibited by his parents.


Evadine and I had been afforded the honour of sitting with Lorine at the long table. It was positioned atop a raised dais to provide the best view of the entertainment while also emphasising the duchess’s status. The Anointed Lady enjoyed pride of place at Lorine’s right while I sat to her left, eating but little of the many courses conveyed by a continual procession of servants. I found the peacock the most tasty, the unfamiliar meat rich and gamey, enhanced by a honey and rosemary glaze. However, the lingering effects of my captivity in the bowels of the Dire Keep made my appetite small, as did the tension instilled by Evadine’s rigidly inexpressive demeanour throughout.


“You could have come to me, you know,” Lorine commented after I related a carefully edited account of what had happened at the keep. “If the object was merely to discover what might be occurring at that old haunted ruin. I have my own … discreet resources.”


“The value of a secret erodes with every ear that hears it,” I replied. “Besides, I wasn’t sure how Shilva Sahken would have reacted if I were to make free with intelligence meant only for me.”


“Shilva.” Lorine gave a rueful chuckle. “A woman I respected almost as much as I detested, and I detested her a great deal.”


“Deckin always trusted her.”


Once again her face darkened at mention of her departed lover, but this time she consented to offer a reply. “We both know he trusted a good many more people than he should have.” She started a little as one of the juggler’s batons landed on our table, shattering a crystal goblet and spattering us both with wine. Silence descended quickly, save for a few chuckles from the Covenant soldiers, these fading amid the abruptly thickened air. The clumsy youth stood in the centre of the feasting chamber, frozen in the act of catching an invisible baton. The lad’s winning smile from moments before had a twitchy curve to it now, his parents flanking him in blank-faced trepidation.


“You missed,” Lorine said, picking up the baton and tossing it back to the young juggler. Laughter erupted with the loudness that arises from relief, making me wonder if the Duchess of the Shavine Marches was always so lenient with cloddish hirelings.


“I think you’ve entertained us long enough for one night,” Lorine went on, clapping her hands. “Master Dubbings, my guests require music!”


The juggling trio bowed and departed with a wise measure of haste while Dubbings, the grey-haired, stiff-backed master of ducal household business, clicked fingers and waved his arms about to summon a mandolin-bearing minstrel to the floor.


“You’ll have to forgive the lack of choral accompaniment, my lady,” Lorine said, inclining her head to Evadine. “Quintrell plays with an exquisite hand but even he admits his voice is somewhat frog-like.” She turned to the waiting minstrel. “‘The Mists Over the Water’, if you would, Master Quintrell.”


A few bars from the mandolin proved Lorine no liar. This man played with a deft but commanding touch, the notes pure and resonating with all the heart-tugging tragedy required of this particular song. As the melancholic tune filled the chamber my attention wandered to Ayin, for she always did love music. She sat at the end of the long table and those who didn’t know her would have seen a winsome maid staring at the minstrel in mixed fascination and sadness. I saw small beads glimmer in her eyes, the music stirring her to a pitch of emotion that couldn’t be roused by the sight of violent death. When the last few notes of the ‘Mists Over the Water’ faded away to loud applause, Ayin didn’t clap, merely lowering her head, eyes closed and slim shoulders betraying a restrained shudder.


“Going somewhere, my lord?” Lorine asked as I rose from my chair.


“You provided us with fine entertainment this night, Duchess,” I said. “It’s only proper that I return the favour.”


I knew better than to touch a hand to Ayin’s shoulder, instead securing her attention with a faint rap of my knuckles to the table. “Plays well, doesn’t he?” I asked, nodding to the minstrel who had begun strumming a lively tune.


“He overstressed the final note of the first verse,” Ayin said, smooth brow creasing as she worked the heel of her hand into her eyes. “Otherwise, not bad, I s’pose.”


“Duchess Lorine tells me he’s a poor singer. It would seem a shame for the feast to pass without at least one song, don’t you think?”


Ayin’s eyes widened in alarm, shifting to survey the chamber and the many people at feast. “I … can’t,” she said.


“You’ve sung in front of folk before,” I pointed out. “Hardly a night goes by in camp when you’re not singing something.”


“That’s different.” She lowered her head again, squirming a little as I thought how strange it was that she should be frightened of anything, not least the prospect of doing what she did best in front of an audience.


I leaned a little closer, speaking softly. “Your captain requires a distraction, and you will provide it, soldier.”


A resentful scowl added another crease to her forehead causing me to take note of the meat fork sitting close to her hand. However, Ayin was ever a dutiful soul and, clenching her fists, got to her feet, chair scraping loudly on the wooden boards.


“My Lady Duchess,” I said, voice raised as Ayin made her way from platform to floor. “It is my pleasure to present Trooper Ayin of the Covenant Company. She has consented to provide us with a song of her own creation.”


“This little bird is a soldier?” Lorine asked, pursing her lips as she afforded Ayin a modicum of scrutiny.


“Yes she is,” Evadine stated with glacial precision. “As fine and loyal a soldier as I have ever known.” Her tone softened as she gave Ayin a warm smile. “With perhaps the purest voice in all Albermaine.”


“Quite a boast.” Lorine shrugged and raised her goblet to Ayin. “As you will, little bird. Quintrell is at your disposal.”


Ayin bobbed her head in a jerky approximation of a bow and turned to the minstrel, speaking in hushed tones. At first, he regarded her with amused indulgence, but I saw his interest pique when she began to hum a tune. Even quiet and wordless, Ayin’s voice had a power to command notice, especially from those steeped in music. Within a few moments, Quintrell began to reproduce her tune with his mandolin, the soft, lilting melody I recognised as the opening bars of “Who Will Sing for Me?”, Ayin’s eulogy for those lost on the Sacrifice March.


Clasping her hands together, she moved to the centre of the floor, allowing the mandolin to play for a short while before she began to sing. “Who will sing for me, my dear? Who will sing for me? When the field is cleared and the harvest done, Who will sing for me?”


The words and the tune were simple, easily picked up and unchallenging to even the coarsest voice, but when carried by Ayin it became something else, something far more complex that couldn’t fail to find purchase on the heart. All other sound in the chamber fell away, eyes and ears rapt by the slender young woman with a voice that reached effortlessly to the lofty beams above.


“I toiled all day with scythe and plough, Who will sing for me? With ne’re a coin for the seed I sow, Who will sing for me?”


I moved to Lorine’s side, finding her as snared by Ayin as all others. She only consented to look my way when I touched her arm. I said nothing, merely inclining my head at a side door towards the rear of the chamber, one I knew led to a stretch of broad battlement known as the Duke’s Perch. Lorine gave a rueful arch of her brows and got to her feet. It said much for the command of Ayin’s voice that only a few of the Shavine nobles at the top table rose to mark their duchess’s departure with a bow.


“That girl is quite remarkable,” Lorine said, leading me through the door as the guard stationed there hastened to drag it open. “Where did you find her?”


The air greeting us on the Duke’s Perch had the edge of late autumn wind to it, making me wrap my cloak about my shoulders. A few sentries lined the battlement but they all strode swiftly out of earshot in response to the duchess’s dismissive wave. I followed her to the bulky, weathered crenelations, looking down at the sprawl of Ambriside and the forest beyond, the thick blanket of treetops dappled in silver by a full moon.


“Cutting Erchel’s balls off in Callintor,” I replied, seeing little point in concealing the truth.


“So, it truly wasn’t you after all.” A faint grin played over Lorine’s lips as she spared me a sidelong glance. “I remember when I heard about Erchel’s fate. Seemed a little extravagant for our Alwyn. ‘The lad’s a killer but only when he needs to be,’ Deckin used to say. ‘Need to temper him a good deal if he’s to lead this band one day.’ I reasoned that years in the Pit Mines had done more tempering than he ever could.”


“That they did, but they didn’t temper a liking for torment, even for Erchel, though the vicious little weasel surely deserved the end she gave him. As with many in the Covenant Company, Ayin is more than she appears.”


“Mad singing girls, disgraced turncoat nobles, outlaw scribes.” Lorine laughed shortly. “Your Risen Martyr shows a fondness for those with scant place in the world.” All humour slipped away as she stood a little closer, eyes narrowing. When she spoke next, I heard an unwelcome judgement in her voice, one rich in maternal disapproval. “You’re fucking her, aren’t you?”


I said nothing, stiffening in annoyed discomfort. I couldn’t decide if I was irked more by her insight or her censorious tone.


“At least you didn’t insult me with a denial,” Lorine muttered, resting her arms on the stone and shaking her head. “You and women, Alwyn. It was never a good mix. Gerthe, Martyrs preserve her soul, used to laugh about the ease of robbing you blind. Now you choose to sully the precious flesh of the Anointed Lady herself, Risen Martyr and divine servant of the Seraphile. A most base and carnal sin, committed by a notorious outlaw, no less.”


“I’m a lord now,” I muttered back, which earned me a waspish, snorting laugh.


“Let me tell you something, oh my wayward cub.” Her voice became an urgent hiss as she leaned closer. “The sum of what I’ve learned about lords, ladies, and all others who claim nobility in this realm: it’s all shit, and they know it. Titles mean nothing. Blood and kinship mean nothing. There are three things that matter in this realm: coin, land, and the ability to summon soldiers to fight those who would seek to take the first two from you. Everything else is a farce played by folk born into their role or come late to the stage, like me and you. Your divinely ordained bitch may have the most complex role of all. But it’s still just that, Alwyn, an act, even if she doesn’t know she’s playing.”


“I’ve seen things,” I said, for some reason finding it hard to meet her eye. “Travelled far and witnessed much that shouldn’t be, but is. In the Fjord Geld and the Caerith Wastes I saw enough to convince me that what she says is true. The Scourge actually happened, and when she tells me another is coming, I believe her, for her insight is real, divine or not.”


I risked a glance at her features, finding a yet greater depth of disparagement in her glare. “Do I need to tell you who you sound like?” she asked.


“Hostler was mad. I am not.”


“But she is. And don’t pretend you don’t see it. Madness in those we love can be a snare, one that can bind you just as much as it does them.” She paused, features softening into sorrowful introspection. “I once told you I knew of Deckin’s madness, but I followed him for the sake of the love we shared. And you know how that ended. What end will you follow your mad love to, I wonder?”


“The throne,” I stated in bald honesty, knowing carefully phrased allusion would avail me nothing. “Before the year is out Evadine Courlain will be crowned the Ascendant Queen of Albermaine. When that happens, and harbour no doubt that it will, she will forget neither friend nor enemy.”


“That woman has no friends, only those she’ll use to serve her deluded mission, and that includes you. A woman like that doesn’t love, she possesses. Willing or not, you’ve made yourself her slave and the only rewards a slave can expect for his labour are torment and death.”


The flat certainty with which she spoke heralded an angry silence as I clenched my jaw to cage unwise words. At the time I told myself this rage came from Lorine’s pig-headed, prejudiced folly. Now I know it to be the natural response of a fool hearing unwanted truth.


“If you want no part of her cause,” I managed to grate out after a prolonged pause, “why bother receiving us at all?”


A gust of wind blew a tangle of copper curls into Lorine’s eyes as she gazed out at the view, looking deep into the forest. “Last week I received a missive from our dear princess regent. It was a fine letter, neatly inscribed and carefully phrased. Princess Leannor thanked me for my loyal service at the Battle of the Vale and promised funds to succour the families of those who had lost folk in the fighting. She also avowed particular concern for my son and the need to ensure his proper schooling, given he will one day be duke of these Marches. The princess feels that the royal court would be the best place for such schooling, an education she expects to last several years.”


“It’s the Algathinet way,” I said. “Build allegiance through a mix of kindness and threat. They’ll seek to make Bryndon one of them, probably betroth him to a cousin of suitable age and station. All the while he remains in their clutches thereby ensuring his mother’s continued loyalty. Rest assured, Duchess, the Ascendant Queen would never sunder a child from his mother so cruelly.”


Lorine turned to face me, face pale save for the scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Even after all these years the combination gave her a girlish appearance, although when she spoke her voice was that of an outlaw hardened by grim experience. “If you win,” she said, “I had no hand in it, but I’ll bend the knee to your mad Martyr all the same. If you lose, I had no hand in it and I’ll cheer along with the mob when they hang her. I trust this is understood.”


I inclined my head. “Of course, my lady.”


She gave the smallest of nods. “You can have Captain Dervan and his Chosen Company for your war against the heretics in Athiltor. Any churls within the Shavine Marches who wish to march under the Anointed Lady’s banner are also free to depart their lands, not that I’d be able to stop them in any case.”


“And after that?”


“If war with the Algathinets ensues, it’s your war, Alwyn. Until such time as I can gauge the winner, that is, whereupon you may well find yourself facing Dervan as an enemy rather than an ally. Don’t look at me like that. You know how this game must be played. Still, if you’re right, it won’t come to that, will it? Which brings us to another matter.”


So here it was, the culmination of this dark bargain. I remained silent, merely inclining my head in invitation. Stating a price for goods you’ve yet to purchase is never a good tactic.


“By my reckoning,” Lorine said, “close to one-third of all farmland in the Shavine Marches is owned by the Covenant. Perhaps your Anointed Lady, in her wisdom, will share my belief that such a state of affairs is in need of rectification.”


“That depends on how much rectification would be required.”


“All of it. Plus the rents for the last two years. I’ve little doubt the Covenant’s coffers are deep enough to cover it.”


Promise her whatever is needed, Evadine had said but I held off on stating my agreement. Lorine would suspect a trap if I agreed without haggling. Besides, doing so chafed my outlaw’s instincts. “One year of rents,” I said. “And half the land.”


“Two-thirds,” she countered. Smiling, she extended her hand for me to kiss. “And I’ll throw in the minstrel, since he accompanies your little bird so very well.”









CHAPTER THREE


Quintrell was Lorine’s spy, of that I had no doubt at all. A minstrel who couldn’t sing most likely had to supplement his income by means beyond music. Besides, he had the mostly silent manner and careful eyes of a soul for whom observing while remaining unobserved was second nature. I didn’t blame Lorine for placing an agent in our midst, she had an investment to protect after all. Nor did I doubt the minstrel knew I divined his true role within moments of him reporting to me the following morning. Even my relatively short tenure as Evadine’s spymaster had taught me that a surprisingly large portion of this strange game is played out in the open.


“Minstrels are often widely travelled, are they not?” I asked him. He had presented himself at the stables where the Mounted and Scout companies were preparing to march out. He wore plain garb today rather than the motley silks of the previous night, his mandolin consigned to a waxed bundle and slung over his shoulder. I saw no weapon on his belt but felt there must surely be at least one hidden knife somewhere about his person.


“That they are, my lord,” he agreed, an affable smile on his lips. He was not a particularly handsome specimen, but well groomed, his beard and moustache trimmed short and oiled into spear points. He also had an accent I couldn’t place, mixing inflections from all duchies while being too rough for a noble and too refined for a commoner. “I’ve played from one end of the realm to the other, although never had a warmer welcome than in Duchess Lorine’s house.”


“Ever venture further? Across the sea, or the southern mountains? I’ve use for folk who can converse in other tongues.”


“Sadly, our own tongue is the only one I know.” He was a good liar, but I saw it in the fractional hesitation before he gilded the untruth with another bow. “Though I’ve memorised a few Ascarlian phrases thanks to my time in the Fjord Geld.”


I grunted and heaved my saddle on to Blackfoot’s back. “Do you know letters?”


This time he chose not to lie, perhaps warned by Lorine that too much falsehood would surely gain my notice. “I do, my lord. A fair hand, so I’m told, though not as fair as yours, I’m sure.”


“So am I.” I turned to Ayin who stood regarding the conversation with an unusual tension, arms crossed and head half lowered. “What do you think, Trooper Ayin?” I asked her. “Happy to teach this one your songs?”


“Only if he teaches me to play,” she said, the words a rapid tumble, and I saw how she darted a glance at the mandolin on the minstrel’s back. It occurred to me that she rarely expressed a desire for anything and found the act of doing so uncomfortable. I guessed it to be yet another legacy of her dread mother; Ayin had learned at an early age that asking for things brought only punishment.


“How about it, Master Quintrell?” I asked the minstrel. “Ever take a student?”


“A few.” He inclined his head at Ayin who, I saw with a spasm of astonishment, actually blushed. “Though none with so fine a voice. It shall be my pleasure to teach you the ways of the mandolin, my dear.”


“Very well,” I said, reaching for the saddle’s straps. “Mount up, I assume the duchess was kind enough to provide you a horse. We ride within the hour.”


“I shall, my lord.” Quintrell bowed again then gave a hesitant glance over his shoulder. “But, if I may first crave another indulgence.” He beckoned to a figure standing in the shadowed lee of the doorway. The youth who stepped into the light did so at such a crouch I at first thought him the victim of some deformity. As he came closer, still huddled, I recognised the clumsy juggler from the feast. Unlike Quintrell, this one was almost jarringly handsome, although the pleasing, square-jawed arrangement of his features was marred by the livid bruise on his cheek.


“I present Adlar Spinner, my lord,” the minstrel said. “With your permission, he should like to accompany us.”


“As your servant?”


“As a soldier,” the juggler said, raising his head for the first time. He spoke with a forceful note but blanched and lowered his face once again upon meeting my eye. “If it please your lordship.”


Another spy? I immediately discounted the thought upon noting the youth’s evident fear, something punctuated by the nervous squeal of his guts. Such things were very hard to fake.


“Straighten up,” I snapped. Adlar Spinner gave another shudder then complied, losing his crouch to stand a few inches shorter than I. His frame had a sturdy, honed look to it that told of constant exercise but, save for the bruise on his cheek, no evidence he had known a day’s violence in his life.


“Your father give you that?” I asked, pointing to the bruise.


“I fell, my lord.”


“Balls you did. Here’s a word of advice for you, lad: don’t lie to a man when you’re seeking his favour, you’ve no skill for it. So, was it your father?”


The juggler blinked and fidgeted, shooting a glance at Ayin before answering. “My mother, my lord,” he said then forced a smile. “Gets a temper on her when our performances don’t go so well.”


I had expected a shamefaced confession as to his father’s violent, possibly drunken ways. It would have given me the opportunity to ask Adlar if he had returned the blow in kind then dismiss him when he said no. Come back when you lay the bastard out, boy. No use for milksops in this company. Taking a punch from his mother put a different complexion on things.


“Can you ride?” I asked him, staring into his eyes to ensure he remembered my injunction against lying.


“In truth, no, my lord.”


“Know how to wield a halberd?”


Swallowing, he shook his head.


“Sword? Bow?”


Another shake of his head.


“War’s coming fast upon us.” I turned away to finish saddling Blackfoot. “And I’ve no time to play the tutor to a clumsy jackanapes. If you’re so keen on marching under the Lady’s banner, pick up a pitchfork and fall in step with the churls.”


“Adlar,” Quintrell said. “Show Lord Alwyn what you can do.”


The quiet assurance in the minstrel’s tone caused me to look again at Adlar, finding the lad had resumed his fidgeting.


“If you’ve a skill to sell,” I said, “let’s see it.”


“I’ll need a knife,” he said. “Mother sold all of mine back in Farinsahl.”


“Here,” Ayin said, plucking one of her blades from its sheath at the small of her back. Twirling it, she stepped forward to offer it to Adlar.


“And,” the juggler coughed, “a playing card, or piece of parchment, if it please you.”


“The Anointed Lady doesn’t allow games of chance in her company,” I said.


“Not to worry.” Quintrell gave Adlar a reassuring wink and produced a deck from the satchel at his side. “These are a mite tattered, but will serve, I think.” He plucked one of the cards from the deck, holding it up. “The Green Lady? She’s always been lucky for me.”


Adlar adjusted his grip on the knife then nodded to the minstrel. Quintrell flicked his hand and the card spun into the air for the smallest fraction of a second before Adlar’s arm blurred and Ayin’s knife flashed, too fast to see. However, I did hear the thud of it striking the stable’s timber wall, my eyes snapping to the sight of the handle shuddering, the blade skewered precisely through the Green Lady’s head.


“A pleasing trick,” I said, recalling an outlaw from Deckin’s band who could perform a similar feat. A Cordwainer fleeing the rope in his homeland, the fellow had too wayward a tongue to last long enough to demonstrate the practical use of his skill. Myself and the other cubs had tried to emulate the man’s ability only to earn a cuffing from Lorine when we lost a knife attempting to sink it into a broad oak from ten paces.


“But just a trick,” I added. “Can you do anything else?”


The youth lowered his head again, fumbling for words so Quintrell spoke for him. “You said you had a use for those who speak other tongues, my lord. Adlar speaks four.”


“Really?” I kept my gaze on the juggler, receiving a nod in response. “What are they?”


“Ascarlian, my lord. Also, Etriskan, as spoken beyond the southern seas, Ishtan, the most common language of the east, and Vergundian, at least the dialect spoken in the central plains.”


This gave me pause. What little I had heard of the plainsmen’s tongue was a meaningless babble and they were notorious for their insularity, meaning few outsiders could speak their language. “How do you come to know Vergundian?”


“My mother is half-Vergundian, my lord. She taught me.”


That explains the temper. “Say something, then,” I told him. “Something in the savages’ tongue.”


This was a calculated barb, intended to nudge him to anger, but he merely blinked and spoke a short phrase. “Trekash iret mekrova. ‘Arrows are truth.’ The creed of my mother’s clan.” He fell silent, looking at me in expectation. “Did I … say it correctly, my lord?”


“How the fuck should I know? There are Vergundian mercenaries at Athiltor, perhaps some are even your kin. Think you can sink a knife into them if need be?”


He forced some additional straightness into his spine, meeting my eye. “I’ll do what’s required of a soldier in the Lady’s service, my lord.”


“You’d better. Death by flogging is an unpleasant fate.” I turned to Ayin. “Give him Woodsman’s horse and enter his name in the ledger, Scout Company. Half pay until he’s trained. And,” I added, glancing at her knife still pinning the Green Lady to the wall, “find him some knives.”


It is my experience that those who gain a taste of war soon lose their appetite for more. When steel clashes and the bolts and arrows fly it’s not long before would-be heroes and braggarts discover unforeseen depths of cowardice. Similarly, ardent believers, finding themselves faced with unvarnished evidence of mortality, will often transform into philosophising doubters keen to find a quiet, peaceful corner to continue their meditations.


So I will confess a measure of surprise at the willingness of the common folk of the Shavine Marches to once again flock to the Anointed Lady’s banner. I glimpsed a few familiar faces among the gathering throng as we began the march to Athiltor, the fervent devotees who had followed Evadine’s first progress to the holy city. Denied battle then, it was apparent they hungered for one now. I saw features hardened with determination, some bearing the scars of their previous service. Others were the guileless, wide-eyed, open-mouthed sheep swept up in the fervour and excitement of an encounter with history. These, I knew, were the most likely to melt away at the first clash, but their numbers remained impressive.


Bitter experience won on the Sacrifice March had made me glean all the supplies I could from Lorine, something that required an additional promise of payment beyond our already struck bargain. I also insisted Evadine appoint veterans of previous crusades to lead companies of adherents, making sure they carried sufficient gear and food to at least form camp and feed themselves come evening. Furthermore, the number of miles to be covered per day was restricted to no more than ten, easy for trained soldiers but not a mob of churls. As with the grim trek to the Vale, lack of proper weapons was the starkest deficiency in our growing host. Those who had answered the Lady’s call before knew to bring an axe or billhook but most had neglected to arm themselves at all. On this point, Lorine proved intractable, mostly for want of stocks rather than thrifty obstinacy.


“My storehouses are filled with grain, not blades, Alwyn,” she told me on the third day out from Castle Ambris. The duchess had decided to ride with her Chosen Company at least part of the way, a sign of ducal approval for the Anointed Lady’s cause. “I said I’d let my churls march with your Martyr. I didn’t promise to arm them.”


Unwilling to lead a mostly weaponless host to Athiltor, Evadine agreed to my suggestion that seven-foot pikes be cut from the forest. The work required three days, stretched to five by the continual arrival of more recruits. The pikes were crude things, just stripped branches with one end whittled to a point, but they were far better than nothing. Although clearly impatient, Evadine acceded to another four-day interruption to the march while Wilhum and I did our best to instil some semblance of discipline upon this ragged host. As expected, the strictures of military life sent many scurrying back to their farms and villages, but most stayed and suffered through the daily bouts of drill. When we resumed the march, it was an untidy but mostly cohesive column that snaked along the eastward road, resembling a monstrous centipede in the way it bristled from end to end with pikes.


The swelling of our ranks began to drop away when we approached the border with Alberis. They still came, but in their dozens rather than hundreds, bringing tales of others who had opted to flock to Athiltor rather than the Lady. Listening to these accounts, it became clear to me that Evadine’s rise had never been as universally lauded among the faithful as I thought. Many were so steeped in Covenant orthodoxy as to doubt her Martyrdom, although had wisely kept such sentiments concealed until this moment of crisis. Even more surprising was the depth and scope of this divide in doctrinal adherence.


“Lost it to my own brother, my lord,” one surprisingly cheery soul informed me when I enquired after the bloody patch over his right eye. “Spoke against the Lady, he did. Called her …” He faltered, casting nervous glances at the pike-bearing recruits filing past. “Names best unspoken,” the one-eyed man continued with a cough. “Couldn’t abide that so we got to fighting. I lost an eye. He lost his life and I’d call it a fair bargain. Least now I’ll get to plough his fields with a steady hand. He was a terrible drunkard as well as a heretic, see?”


Others told of long-standing neighbours transformed into bitter enemies, families sundered as sons warred with fathers or sisters with brothers, all for the sake of the Risen Martyr. Since the start of the march I had been industrious in spreading the story of Luminant Durehl’s murder and the council’s supposed seizure by the devious schemer Arnabus. I retain a perverse pride in these acid-toned missives in which I imbued Arnabus and the dread Captain Sorkin with all manner of unnatural malignancy.


“Know that this false cleric and his captain serve not the Seraphile but the Malecite,” one of my more strident passages intoned. “Know that they practise the most vile rituals. Know that children have fallen into their clutches and their blood spilled in arcane rites to slake the Malecite thirst for blood.”


I was, of course, no stranger to deceit, but even I consider these pamphlets to represent an apogee of the liar’s art. Arnabus did certainly possess unnatural abilities and I harboured no small measure of malice towards him as a result. His intrusion into my dreams in the guise of Erchel’s ghost left me with an abiding sense of violation for which I intended to extract fulsome redress. But, despite the cleric’s evident malevolence, I had no real sense that his actions arose from any adherence to the Malecite, not that it prevented me from pretending otherwise.


The fact that my disingenuous pamphlets found so many ardent believers is something I look upon now with as much shame as professional satisfaction. Ayin and the few other scribes in our number were industrious in producing copies. These were in turn handed to scouts and any recruit with a horse who would carry them to towns and villages within two days’ ride. My artful dishonesty was then proclaimed to all who would listen and the pamphlets pressed into the hands of the literate. I was confident the stories would grow with the telling, acquiring more lurid details than I could conjure, and so it proved. By the time we neared the Siltern River, there were those among our ranks willing to swear to the Martyrs that servants of the Heretic Ascendant had sacrificed their son or daughter to the Malecite before their very eyes. Disturbingly, most appeared to believe this had happened despite cautious enquiry of those who knew these folk revealed them to be mostly childless.


“No such thing as a bad lie,” Lorine quipped one morning, another pearl of Deckin’s wisdom. “As long as it’s useful.” We had just watched Evadine suffer through one particularly gruesome account sobbed out by a kneeling man in ragged garb, his feet dark with the mud of several days’ travel.


“They cut her from chin to belly, my lady!” the fellow wailed before casting himself at the Anointed Lady’s feet. “Drank her blood and laughed and danced, they did! Oh my poor dear sweet Illsah …”


“He said her name was Elmah when he started,” Lorine observed, turning away and not bothering to keep the disgust from her face. “What strange magic you weave, my lord Scribe.”


“Words have power,” I agreed with a shrug. “Especially when you write them down. As for lies, I learned long ago that you can only really sell them to a willingly gulled audience.”


“Do you think she knows that?” Lorine cast a pointed glance at Evadine, now resting a comforting hand on the weeping father’s head. “Or have lies and truth all become a jumble for her?”


She spoke with an incautious volume that brought a warning scowl on my brow. “Truth always wins out in the end, my lady Duchess,” I said. “Once this is all settled, I’m confident it will once again ascend to a place of reverence in this realm. Under the rule of the Ascendant Queen, the Testament of Martyr Sihlda Doisselle will predominate in Covenant lore, and there was never a better guide to both truth and justice.”


The disgust on Lorine’s face shifted into squinting doubt for a moment, then, as she moved closer to me, hardened into grim realisation. “So,” she sighed, “that mad bitch really has captured you.” A sad, shallow curve formed on her lips and she raised her hand to stroke my cheek, a gesture I knew to signal a farewell. “I find I much preferred you a cynic, Alwyn.”


“Anyone can be a cynic,” I said. “Cynicism is not wisdom, merely an excuse to watch the world burn when you should be helping to quench the flames.”


Lorine arched her brows. “But are you quenching, or stoking?” Her hand dropped to her side and she stepped back, not allowing me the chance to reply. “I believe, my lord, it is time for me to return to my duties. The work of a duchess is far more burdensome than I ever imagined. Besides, I believe I’ve had my fill of witnessing battles, and I’m sure your Martyr will be glad to see the back of me.”


I bowed low. “Your diligence is rightly famed, Duchess. I shall convey your gracious parting words to the Anointed Lady.”


“My thanks, my lord.” As I straightened, Lorine came close, arms enfolding me in an embrace of surprising warmth. “For the first time, I’m not entirely sure we’ll ever meet again,” she murmured into my ear. “But I do hope so, Alwyn. You and Bryndon are the only true family I have left.” As she drew back, she clasped my hands and I felt something small and hard against my palm. “Parting gift,” she said, voice much softer now. “One of my mother’s favourites. The ingredients are very expensive and difficult to mix in just the right proportions. It’s so potent it doesn’t even need to be drunk. A single drop to the skin is enough and it barely leaves a mark. The effects are akin to a seizure of the heart, the kind that took my dear husband from me not so long ago.”


She gripped my hand tight, pressing the bottle into my flesh, gaze steady with unmistakable meaning.


“I know my scrolls too, Alwyn,” she said. “And, at heart every Martyr’s tale is a tragedy, one that holds no room for love. Mad or not, she surely knows that.” Releasing my hand, Duchess Lorine Blousset turned and strode away, shouting for her servants to fetch her horse.


“Does it look the same?” Evadine asked as we reined to a halt atop a rise a quarter-mile south of our objective. Coming here had been my idea, one I wasn’t sure she would agree to. In fact, she seized upon it with a bright-eyed enthusiasm I felt stemmed from a desire to be away from the main body of her growing host for a day or two.


She sermonised less these days, the nightly invective that had once been a feature of life in the Covenant Company was a thing of the past now. She still led supplications once a week but her sermons were shorter and more prone to utilise passages from the Martyr Scrolls, where before she relied on unrehearsed words arising from nowhere but her heart. I had yet to ask her why, but saw a new reticence in the way she spoke to the common folk, a closed stiffness where before she had greeted them with warm tactility. I ascribed this shift, something in truth I had begun to notice after my return from Caerith lands, to the ever increasing burden of her responsibilities. Soon she would be a queen, not just a Martyr, and while a queen should serve her people, she cannot be of the people.


These, at least, were the comforting tales with which I salved my swelling disquiet. For, to be in love, I know now, is to be a fool.


Below us the vast, spiral-tiered crater of the Pit Mines lay in its grim, grey-sided majesty. “Yes,” I told her. “Much the same.” By my estimation, the famed royal prison was mostly unchanged save for the sparseness of its inmates, just a few dozen standing about in small, fearful clusters. The bodies littering the ramp were more numerous.


“No sign of guards,” the Widow said, bringing her mount to a halt nearby. She had taken a troop of scouts to the keep overlooking the mines, bearing word of the Anointed Lady’s arrival and demanding the lord in residence, whoever he might be these days, open the gates and depart this place immediately. “Keep’s empty too,” Juhlina added, “save for a few servants. They said the lord and his men did some killing when they caught word of our approach but took to their heels this morning.” She inclined her head at the inmates below. “It seems strange this lot didn’t run off too.”


“No,” I replied, kicking my heels to urge Blackfoot to a walk. “Not everyone forsakes their home so easily.”


The chain on the gate took a few blows with a pickaxe before it consented to shatter. For many years the great oaken doors had rarely been fully opened and ancient hinges groaned and squealed as they swung aside. The few inmates nearby instantly fled at the sight of us, moving in a slow shuffle that told of weakened muscles and a parlous diet. One stumbled to her knees when she tried to run, attempted a feeble rise then gave up with a hopeless sigh. As had often been the case when I dwelt within these walls, I couldn’t place the age of this inmate. She stared up at me with tired, resigned eyes set in features besmirched by soot, dirt and the creases that come with hardship rather than passage of time.


“How long since they fed you?” I asked, crouching at her side, the sunken hollows of her face stark with shadows.


“Days,” she rasped, the grating croak of her voice causing me to reach for my canteen. “Punishment, his lordship said,” she went on after a weak gulp or two. “He did that, sometimes. And—” her weary eyes slipped to a nearby corpse, dusted in gravel, dried blood discolouring the sackcloth garb “—this, when he got angry. Got terrible angry last day or so. Guessed you’d be the reason, eh?”


She bared yellowed teeth in a smile then coughed up something that stained her lips dark red. “The name of this lord?” I enquired, taking hold of her shoulders to stop her collapsing into the dirt, feeling the bones beneath her threadbare garb.


“Never …” she smiled again “… thought to ask.” Her eyes dimmed and she sagged, though I felt the faint thrum of a pulse when I put a hand to her chest.


“See to this woman!” I snapped, summoning soldiers to my side. “Get her to the keep. Water but only a little food for now. Gather up these others too. Make it known that they are freed by the word of the Anointed Lady.”


Questioning of the surviving inmates revealed the recently fled Lord Warden of the King’s Mines to be a knight named Aurent Vellinde. A man of far more industry and cruelty than the late Eldurm Gulatte, it was apparent Sir Aurent had accrued a long list of crimes during his tenure, the worst of which being his hasty massacre of prisoners when word of the Anointed Lady’s approach reached him. Astute as well as sadistic, the lord warden clearly had a gift for gauging a changing wind. Apparently, he had also heard my story and decided not to risk a visit with so uncertain an outcome. I sent the Widow and my best trackers in pursuit but knew their quarry had too great a start to be caught. However, I did make careful note of Vellinde’s name and the documents found in his chambers were useful in providing clues to his future whereabouts.


“Death by hanging,” Evadine promised me that night. “One of the first decrees of the Ascendant Queen the moment she sits on the throne. Unless my lord chamberlain would like something more elaborate.”


We lay together in the lord warden’s bed, entwined atop a mattress where, it occurred to me, poor lovelorn Eldurm had once lain, his mind no doubt beset by dreams of the woman I held in my arms. I had seen enough to concede the possibility that ghosts may have substance in this world and couldn’t suppress a shudder at the thought of the dead knight’s spectre standing over us, his grey, rotted face set in miserable, depthless envy.


“Lord chamberlain?” I asked. Despite our unquiet recent exertions, I felt a need to keep my voice low. This chamber was three storeys above the main hall where the rest of the Scout Company bedded down. I knew most would never even entertain the notion that Evadine and I were engaged in anything other than planning the coming campaign, but maintaining some measure of circumspection seemed wise.


“You’ll require a suitably grand title if you’re to be my consort.” She nuzzled at my ear. “Or do you find it not grand enough, I wonder.”


Consort. The word rang with hollow absurdity in my head, but so did all the alternatives. Husband. Prince … king? I was and would never be any of those things. A Risen Martyr had no need of a spouse, or any form of base human love, not when she was filled with the grace of the Seraphile.


The feel of her lips on my neck was enticing, but I shifted away from her, swinging my legs off the mattress to sit up. The lord warden’s chamber was dark save for a faint glimmer from the embers smoking in the fireplace. Still, I remembered this room well. Sir Aurent had seen fit to adorn the walls with various weaponry and shields, presumably trophies or loot from his battles and tourneys. Such vanity had never troubled Eldurm, for all his faults. It made me hate Aurent more while deepening my fear of his predecessor’s ghost.


“What’s wrong?” Evadine asked, stroking a hand down my back.


“I wrote you many letters here,” I said, my eyes drifting to the shadowed bulk of the desk near the window. “Or rather, I wrote letters for Lord Eldurm to sign. I always wondered how many of my words you actually troubled yourself to read.”


“For a time I read all his letters in full. I felt I owed him that much. I knew how badly he had fallen, you see?” The mattress bounced as she sat up, arms enfolding me, chin resting on my shoulder. “Poor old Eldurm was a victim of a spell I never cast, not knowingly. I stopped reading his letters in any detail when I noticed how much his wordsmithing had improved. The penmanship was too accomplished, the contents too poetic. His words had ever been clumsy, but they were his words, and they were true. Your words were plainly written by a soul who had no love for me at all.” She put her lips close to my ear, voice soft and breath hot. “What letters would you write to me now, my lord?”


Lust stirred with fierce inevitability, but still I didn’t reach for her. Eldurm was not the only ghost in this place and I was preoccupied by the tour I had taken of the Pit’s deepest shafts. There I found a small nook in the tunnel wall where once a foolish, arrogant youth had begun his second education under a woman now proclaimed a Martyr. Also a murderer, a treacherous voice from the darker corners of my mind reminded me with sibilant cruelty. She collapsed the tunnel, remember? She killed them all. All those faithful idiots …


Evadine’s embrace tightened as another shudder ran through me. “Why did we come here, Alwyn?” she asked me. “What did you hope to find?”


A pertinent question for which I had no answer. There had been a faint hope that I might discover one of Sihlda’s congregation here. Carver perhaps, somehow miraculously spared Sihlda’s final judgement on the damned souls who followed her. Mayhap he had continued to live out his days revering the woman who had killed his brothers and sisters in faith. But Carver was dead. They all were, nothing but rot and bones made part of the substance of this dreadful place. More than the false hope of survivors was the basic need to see it again, walk the same tunnels where I had transformed from thief to scribe, look upon that mean nook and feel Sihlda’s presence once more. But, if she were among the ghosts littering this crater of horrors, like Eldurm, she refused to make herself known.


“If my queen would be so gracious as to grant me a boon,” I said. “I want the Pit Mines destroyed. The shafts all collapsed and the crater filled in. What was done here was never justice, merely slavery born of greed. I submit that the Ascendant Queen’s reign should be free of such things.”


She clasped my chin with gentle fingers, guiding my lips to hers, voice grave with a sincere promise. “Granted, my lord. With all my heart.”
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