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Prologue


It rained as though the world was ending. In a cobbled street made dark by the clouds that covered moon and stars, a hooded figure struggled towards the door of a stone house, dragged back by a bitter wind. The figure leaned forward against the rushing dark, one hand grasping the top of its hood as the wind threatened to unmask it. The roof of the house ahead was unravelling and the air was thick with swirling reed. So great was the pressure the wind exerted on the dwelling that, when the figure reached it and lifted the latch, the door swept inwards and rattled off the stone behind. Within, the darkness was complete. No candles burned, no lamps were lit and there was no natural light on this wild night. Water was pouring somewhere in the dark.


The figure hesitated on the threshold for a moment, casting around. Then it groped inside, forcing the door shut behind. The wind stopped roaring and began to moan instead as it was banished from the room. In the pitch-darkness, the figure lowered its hood.


Footsteps were ringing through the dark.


The figure stood still as light began to erode a corner of the blackness. Into this growing pool of light strode a tall, dark-haired man; his fine features illuminated by a candle which he clutched in a pewter holder. There was a touch of grey at his temples and his eyes were narrowed. He stopped dead at the sight of the figure by the door and dropped his hand to a long dagger at his belt. ‘Who’s that?’


The figure stepped forward into the glow of the candle and resolved itself into the form of a golden-haired woman, hair tied back and gleaming with rain. She smiled and the man’s mouth fell open. He stared at her for a moment. ‘You’ve been wandering the streets alone?’


‘Nobody’s out in this,’ replied the woman. The man took a couple of steps towards her so that the candlelight was able to bring her face into greater resolution. Her clothes were dark with rain, but so fine they obviously belonged to a woman of the highest birth. But here her resemblance to the other noblewomen of the land ended. She was not like them: paled, painted, adorned, frail and delicate. Her beauty was harsher; in the bones of her face, the lines around her eyes and the ease of her stance. She wore no gold or silver and her skin was not chalk-white but browned and lined by the sun.


‘Where is His Majesty?’ asked the man.


‘Sleeping. His physician has administered one of his brews: he won’t wake up. He fears the lightning.’ The golden-haired woman rolled her eyes.


He observed her for a moment. The wind whispered through the cracks in the door, making the candle flicker. ‘You’re mad.’


She smiled and raised her eyebrows a little, her eyes slightly narrowed. ‘That’s what the court says about you. “Be careful of Bellamus of Safinim, Your Majesty. The upstart is not right.” ’


Bellamus of Safinim held out an arm and she crossed to him, placing one of her own about his waist and supporting his upon her shoulder. Bellamus looked down at her upturned face, her eyes still narrowed, still smiling, and he kissed her. He raised his hand from her shoulder and inspected a finger and thumb, shining with moisture from her clothes. ‘You are in need of a fire.’


They turned away and into the dark. The candle fought silently with the void, briefly revealing the pool in the centre of the hall into which water fell in sheets from an aperture in the centre of the roof, and then, as they moved on down a corridor, illuminating faded frescoes on the plastered walls. The queen turned her head as they passed to follow one of a boar being skewered by a spear; then another of a bull-necked man in profile, surrounded by leaves and dancing figures. The plaster on which it had been painted had shrunk and cracked and the queen could smell the dust it gave off as it silently disassembled.


At the end of this corridor was a more consistent glow and the two figures emerged into another stone room. This one had a hearth crudely chiselled into a wall, with one wooden chair by the fire that burned within, and another drawn up to a glassless window on the other side of the room.


‘You were awake?’ asked the queen, glancing at the fire.


‘Watching the lightning.’ Bellamus steered her into the seat by the fire and snuffed out the candle between finger and thumb. He crossed the room to fetch the chair by the window and a blanket that lay next to it, bringing both back to the woman. He gave her the blanket and drew up the chair beside her. ‘So what did the king say?’ he asked.


‘He said you’re going to war.’


Bellamus let out a slow breath. ‘We’re invading?’


She raised her eyebrows a little in response, staring into the hearth.


Bellamus laughed; at first a gentle chuckle, until he lost control of it and it became a full-throated roar of triumph. It carried him onto his feet, and he turned towards the queen to perform a little bow. ‘Well done, Your Majesty,’ he said, and he leaned forward to kiss her again, his fingers digging into her shoulders. He broke away but did not resume his seat. ‘How did you manage that?’


The praise ran off her. ‘We both managed it. You scared him wicked, the fiery snakes and the flooding put the fear of God into him, and I directed both those fears.’


The fiery snakes. The night before, a cool evening with a clear sky, the sound of wails and screams had drawn Queen Aramilla to her window. Looking out, she saw a sky stained unearthly green. As though a veil had descended from the stars, swaying and billowing in a breeze that stirred this apparition alone. It intensified, resembling a giant pot of emerald ink that had been spilled among the stars, flowing in rivers from one horizon to another. Aramilla had watched, entranced and awed, as the city beneath her began to cry. The streets emptied, some people fleeing for their houses; others to the church to pray for deliverance from whatever this omen signified. It had gone on through the night until the clouds preceding the storm rolled in, obscuring the sight.


‘They were beautiful,’ said Bellamus. He sank into his seat again. ‘They did not look like an ill omen to me, but I’m glad if the king saw things differently.’


‘Well, they were not an ill omen for you,’ replied the queen. ‘They may yet be an ill omen for the king. I made sure he saw it that way, anyway. The flooding, the plague and now the snakes in the sky. He thinks God is furious.’


‘I am impressed. Was he not worried by launching a campaign so late in the season?’


‘He was more worried at the thought of enduring a winter with God’s anger unchecked.’ She placed a hand on his cheek. ‘But I’ve sent you to war, my soldier. Don’t make me regret it.’ She sounded a little amused, but he grasped her hand anyway.


‘You won’t,’ he said. ‘I always come back.’


‘Bring me something back from beyond the Abus?’ Her pupils were wide, drinking in the sight of him.


He glanced at her. ‘What should you like? The Anakim have no treasures. They don’t value anything that can’t be put to use.’


‘What do they have?’


‘Weapons,’ said Bellamus. ‘Bigger and better than anything in the south. I could bring you a splendid axe?’


‘Keep thinking,’ she said, amused. There came a pause. ‘I’d settle for the antlers of a giant elk.’


‘A trifle,’ said Bellamus. ‘But I intend to present something special to the king. You will not be happy unless you have something equally magnificent.’


‘What will you give him?’


Bellamus nodded slightly to himself. ‘The skull of the Black Lord.’ He still spoke mildly.


She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and then leaned into his chest. ‘My upstart. I don’t envy the Anakim having you as an enemy.’


Silence fell for a time. A flash of white light allowed the queen to see this room as it might appear in daylight for the merest instant. Then the darkness swallowed it once more. The queen counted ten heartbeats before a roll of thunder rumbled by and she shivered comfortably. ‘I wish I could come north. I want to see the Anakim before you wipe them out.’


Bellamus had lapsed into thoughtful silence. He stared into the flames, playing vacantly with her hair.


‘Have you ever killed one of them?’ she asked. ‘An Anakim?’


‘Once or twice,’ he said. ‘Never a fully armed and armoured warrior though. I leave those to greater heroes than I. But like all of us, they are considerably less formidable when caught by surprise.’


‘Is it true about their bone-plates? Or was that just another way to frighten the king?’


Bellamus grinned. ‘If we are to survive this game, we must stick to lies that won’t be uncovered. That one is true. From groin to neck, they are exceedingly difficult to pierce.’


‘My father scoffed at that. He said it was a rumour of war.’


‘Earl Seaton is fortunate enough never to have met an Anakim in the flesh. Our borders have been so safe for so long that people have forgotten how severe that threat really is. It is no rumour, my queen.’


She squirmed slightly in his arms. ‘So why disturb them, then?’ she pressed him. ‘I thought they fascinated you. And however uneasy, the peace has held for years. Why risk it all to silence them?’


Bellamus was quiet for a moment and she knew he was wondering how much to reveal. Eventually, he said, ‘You must pick a side, and then advance it with all your might – must you not? The other side will assuredly do the same. Only by doing it harder will your side triumph.’


She thought about that. ‘I have a side.’


‘I know who you fight for,’ he said pointedly.


‘The same person you fight for.’ She smiled up at him. ‘Me.’




Part I


AUTUMN




1


Broken Clockwork


The rain had not stopped for days. The road was under six inches of brown water. Everything was underwater. Roper’s horse stumbled and collapsed onto its knees; it was all he could do to stay in the saddle.


‘Up,’ said Kynortas. ‘You must be twice the man you expect your legionaries to be.’


Roper dismounted to allow his horse to rise before swinging himself back into his saddle. The legionaries behind had not noticed; they marched on, heads dipped against the rain.


‘What effect will the rain have?’ asked Kynortas.


‘It will shorten the battle,’ Roper hazarded. ‘Formations are easily broken and men die faster when their footing is unsure.’


‘A fair assessment,’ Kynortas judged. ‘Men also fight less fiercely in the rain. It will favour the Sutherners; the legions are more skilled and will struggle to assert their dominance in rain.’


Roper drank the words in. ‘How does that change our battle plan, lord?’


‘We have no battle plan,’ said Kynortas. ‘We do not know what we will face. The scouts report that the Sutherners have found a strong position to defend, so we know we must attack; that is all. But,’ he went on, ‘we must be careful with the legions. They take hundreds of years to develop and because they will not run, they can be destroyed in a single battle. Remember this above all: the legions are irreplaceable. Preserve the legions, Roper.’


Marching at Kynortas’s back were close to ninety thousand soldiers: the full strength of the Black Kingdom. The column, lined with countless banners that hung sodden and limp, stretched miles back down the road and far out of sight. Even now they marched in step, causing waves to pulse through the flood water. There had never been a call-up so vast in Roper’s nineteen years. No man liked summoning all the legions beneath a single banner; the propensity for catastrophe was too great. As Kynortas had said, the legions were irreplaceable. Losing them was the collective fear of every echelon of their nation.


On this occasion, there had been no choice. Their enemies had gathered an enormous army that threatened to capsize the balance of power in Albion. The force, a composite of Saxon and Frankish soldiers, with mercenaries from Samnia and Iberia, was so big that nobody knew how many men their enemies commanded. But it numbered many more than the legionaries under Kynortas.


‘Why do we not do as the Sutherners do, lord?’ asked Roper. ‘Unify all our peoples under a single banner?’


Kynortas did not countenance the idea. ‘Can you imagine any king surrendering control of his forces to another? Can you imagine a dozen kings all agreeing to back the same man?’ He shook his head dismissively. ‘Perhaps one man in a million could unify the Anakim. Perhaps. But I am not the man to do it, and neither will I surrender the legions to any foreign sovereignty.’


Roper could not imagine a lord greater than Kynortas. As strong in face and limb as were his faith and convictions. Straight-backed and stern, with a thunderous brow and a face as yet unscarred by conflict. His men regarded him; his enemies despised and respected him in equal measure. He knew how to court an ally, cow an enemy and read a battlefield like a poem. He was a tall man, though Roper almost equalled him in that regard already. Theirs was reckoned a strong house, with Roper a promising prospect as Kynortas’s heir, his two younger brothers indemnifying the lineage.


At the head of the mighty column, the Black Lord and his young heir crested a hill to reveal a great flood plain. Across almost a mile of wind-rippled water lay a ridge of extraordinary length. Whether a natural formation or some ancient battle-works thrown up in this scarred land was not clear, but it stretched almost from horizon to horizon. Its northern flank was guarded by a great forest and on it was arrayed the Suthern horde. Thousands lined the ridge. Tens of thousands; protected by the mangled and rain-slicked slope. Their banners were as wilted as those of the legions but Roper could make out halberdiers, longbowmen, swordsmen and some who shone greyly on the wet day and must surely be men-at-arms. At the southern edge of the ridge, a vast mass of cavalry sat malevolently.


It was to be Roper’s first battle. He had never seen one before. He had heard them, rumbling and crashing from afar like a heaving ocean beating against an iron-bound coast. He had seen the warriors return, most weary and bereft, a special few energised and inspired; all filthy and battered. He had seen the wounded treated; watched as surgeons trepanned the skulls of unconscious men or extracted slivers of steel from their forearms, thrown off by the clash of blades. His father had discussed it often, indeed talked of little else to his heir. Roper had studied it; had trained for it from the age of six. His life had so far revolved around this sacred clash and yet he felt utterly unprepared for what he saw before him.


Laying eyes on the enemy, the Black Lord and his son spurred out of the column’s path. Kynortas snapped his fingers and an aide trotted to his side. ‘Deploy our army in battle formation, as close as possible to where the flooding begins.’ Kynortas rattled off a list of where each legion should be placed in the line, concluding with the observation that all their cavalry would be on the right, ‘save for those from Houses Oris and Alba, who take the left’.


‘That’s a lot of orders, lord,’ said the aide.


‘Delegate.’ The aide complied. ‘Uvoren!’


A mounted officer detached himself from the column and rode to join Kynortas. ‘My lord?’ His high ponytail, threaded through a hole in the back of his helmet, identified him as a Sacred Guardsman. A silver eye was inlaid into his right shoulder-plate, his helmet covered his eyes and he grinned roguishly at his master.


‘You know Uvoren, Roper,’ Kynortas introduced them. Roper had heard of Uvoren; there was no boy in the Black Kingdom who had not. The Captain of the Sacred Guard: a role every aspiring warrior dreamed of playing. There could be no higher endorsement of your martial capability than appointment to such an office. Over his back was slung his famous war hammer: Marrow-Hunter. It was said that Uvoren had had Marrow-Hunter’s gorgeous rippled-steel head forged from the combined swords of four Suthern earls, each put down by the captain himself. When hope had seemed a distant memory at the Siege of Lundenceaster – the greatest of Albion’s settlements, far to the south – it had been Marrow-Hunter which had at last cleared a foothold on the wall. At the Battle of Eoferwic, its great blunt head had broken the back of King Offa’s horse and then smashed the downed king’s head like a rotten egg, crumpling his gilt helmet.


Yes, Roper had heard of Uvoren. Playing in the academy far in the north, Roper had always pretended to be Uvoren the Mighty. The little stick he wielded had not been a sword but a war hammer.


Now, he nodded silently at the captain, who beamed back at him. ‘Of course he does.’


‘Captain of the Sacred Guard and model of humility,’ said Kynortas acidly. ‘Uvoren: parley. Roper will accompany us.’


‘You’ll enjoy this, young lord,’ said Uvoren, curbing his horse next to Roper and gripping his shoulder. Roper did not respond beyond staring wide-eyed at the guardsman. ‘Your father’s good fun when treating with the enemy.’


The three of them rode together down onto the flood plain, accompanied by another Sacred Guardsman bearing a white flag. ‘Carrying a white flag comes naturally to you, Gray,’ Uvoren called to the guardsman. Gray’s reaction was merely to stare unsmiling at his captain. Uvoren laughed. ‘Stay calm, Gray. And learn to laugh.’ Roper looked to Kynortas to see what to make of this, but the Black Lord had ignored the exchange.


They splashed into the flood waters which proved to be no more than a foot deep. Beyond the water, atop the ridge, a group of horsemen detached themselves from the Suthern army and rode out to them. To Roper, there seemed a significant disparity in power between the two groups. He, his father, Uvoren and ‘Gray’ numbered four; riding against them were close to thirty. Three unhelmeted lords led the party, accompanied by two dozen knights in gleaming plate armour, visors down and horses billowing in embroidered caparisons.


‘Will this be your first battle, little lord?’ Uvoren asked of Roper.


‘The first one,’ confirmed Roper. Being taller than most already, he was hardly little but the term did not feel strange from a man as elevated as Uvoren.


‘There is nothing like it. Here is where you will discover what you were born for.’


‘You loved your first one?’ asked Roper. He was not accustomed to struggling with words, but stuttered slightly when addressing Uvoren.


‘Oh yes,’ responded the captain, beaming again. ‘That was before I was even a legionary and I bagged my first earl! Fighting these Sutherners is not hard; look here.’ They were drawing close to the group of horsemen.


Roper had never beheld a Sutherner before and their appearance shocked him. They looked like him, just smaller. Though all were tall among Anakim, not one of Roper, Gray, Uvoren or Kynortas stood below seven feet in height; even on horseback they towered above their enemies, who were on an altogether smaller scale. The disparity in power vanished.


Now Roper came to inspect them more closely, there was something different about the faces of these Sutherners as well. They were somehow child-like. Their eyes were expressive and their emotions and characters stood out on their faces with a clarity that made them almost endearing. Their features were softer and less robust. By comparison, Kynortas’s countenance might have been carved from oak. These Suthern faces put Roper in mind of something domesticated, like a dog. Something far from the wild.


Kynortas raised a hand in greeting. ‘Who commands here?’ Though he spoke good Saxon, he delivered these words in the Anakim tongue. The knights shivered slightly as the speech of the Black Kingdom washed over them.


‘I command here,’ said a man in the centre of the group in a halting, accented version of the same language. He rode towards Kynortas, seemingly indifferent to his size. ‘You must be the Black Lord.’ He sat straight in his saddle, wearing a suit of plate armour so bright that Roper could make out his own reflection in the breastplate. He had a dark beard and a mane of curly hair. His face, what could be seen of it, was reddened by drink. ‘I am Earl William of Lundenceaster. I lead this army.’ He gestured to his left. ‘This is the Lord Cedric of Northwic and this,’ he gestured to his right, ‘is Bellamus.’


‘You have a title, Bellamus?’ demanded Kynortas.


William of Lundenceaster answered for him. ‘Bellamus is an upstart without any sort of rank to his name. Nevertheless, he commands our Right.’ Earl William regularly substituted Anakim words that he did not know with the Saxon equivalent, knowing that Kynortas understood anyway.


Kynortas looked intrigued at the earl’s words and Bellamus raised a hand in acknowledgement. He was good-looking, this upstart, with a touch of grey at the temples of his dark, wavy hair and he appeared prosperous. He alone of the Sutherners present was not dressed in plate armour but instead wore a thick jerkin of quilted leather, with gold hung at his neck and wrists. His high boots were of the finest quality, so new that they looked as if they might rub. He wore a rich red-dyed tunic beneath the jerkin and sat on a bearskin draped over his horse. He also had the two outermost fingers missing from his left hand. Next to the austere, armour-plated lords, it was the upstart who stood out.


The Black Lord looked back at Earl William.


‘You have invaded our lands,’ said Kynortas, his voice harsh. ‘You crossed the Abus which has been a peaceful border for years. You have burned, you have plundered and you have raped.’ Kynortas advanced his horse, bearing down on Earl William. His huge physical presence was more than matched by his implacable bearing. ‘Leave now, un-harried, or I will unleash the Black Legions. If I am forced to use my soldiers, there will be no mercy for any of you.’ He cast an eye over the ridge behind the Suthern generals. ‘In addition, I doubt you can bring an army like this here and have left anything to defend your homelands. You have violated our peace and once I have decimated your army here, I will advance to Lundenceaster and strip it to the bone by way of reparations. The violence,’ he leaned forward, ‘will be extreme.’


Uvoren laughed loudly.


‘We could withdraw,’ suggested Earl William, who had not flinched as Kynortas advanced. ‘But we’re very comfortable here. We are well supplied; we have a strong position. And the reason you even offer us the chance of withdrawal is that you do not want to lose soldiers. You value them too highly and they are too dearly replaced. You do not want to attack us.’ Earl William had a slight squint. He gazed frankly at Kynortas, who waited for the offer that was about to be broached. ‘Gold,’ said the earl softly. ‘For the lives of your legionaries. Thirty chests would make our time worthwhile. That and the meagre plunder we have already taken from your eastern lands.’


Kynortas did not respond. He just stared at Earl William and allowed the silence to stretch.


Roper watched. Thirty chests was an absurd figure to propose. The Black Kingdom’s wealth was not based on gold; it was based on harder metals, beyond the manipulation of the Sutherners. They could not provide thirty chests of gold, as Earl William would surely have known; not if they scoured the country from meanest hovel to most magnificent castle. The earl had also been provocative in his demand of the tribute, though not obviously so. All of which led Roper to one conclusion; he did not want his offer to be accepted, but was trying to pretend that he did. The Sutherners had some kind of plan and had already decided how they wanted these negotiations to play out. Roper suspected Earl William was trying to goad Kynortas into a rash attack, where the legionaries could be killed trying to scale the mud-slicked ridge.


Kynortas himself – wiser, battle-hardened and more experienced – had no such suspicions. Foolish, ignorant Sutherners. ‘We have no value for metal of such limited use,’ said Kynortas at last. ‘We do not have thirty chests to satisfy your greed for things that are soft and impotent; nor would we supply you with them if we did.’


Kynortas suddenly jerked forward, leaning out of his saddle in a great creaking of leather harnesses, and seized the top of Earl William’s breastplate. Earl William’s face reddened still further and he leaned backwards desperately, trying to pull his horse out of Kynortas’s reach, but the Black Lord had him fast. The Sutherner was panicking, terror transparent on his face as Kynortas’s alien hand touched his flesh. With a mighty wrench and a screech of yielding metal, Kynortas tore the shining breastplate clean off, causing Earl William to spring back like a willow-board. Beneath his armour was revealed leather padding, soaked in sweat, and Kynortas snorted as he flung the breastplate aside. It had all happened so fast, Earl William’s knightly bodyguard had had no time to do anything more than look shocked. Earl William himself quivered, thunderstruck.


‘Worthless,’ said Kynortas, sitting back in his saddle. ‘And beneath, a feeble sack of bones. You cannot fight my legions. They will cut through your plate like carving a ham.’ He smiled bleakly at Earl William, who had drawn his right arm across his vulnerable chest as though violated. The upstart Bellamus was looking across at his general with eyes crinkled in amusement. The two were evidently not friends. ‘Your last chance, Earl William. Withdraw, or I will release the legions.’


‘You use your precious bloody soldiers, then,’ boomed Earl William, his voice quivering with rage. ‘Watch them flounder and die in the filth!’ He dragged his horse away from the encounter as though he could not bear to be in Kynortas’s presence a moment longer. The Black Lord stood his ground and watched the retinue file away until it was just Bellamus staring back at him. The smaller man broke the silence first.


‘Being blessed with bone-armour, I cannot imagine you know how it felt for Earl William to have his defences taken so contemptuously from him. Before this battle is over, I will show you how that feels.’ His Anakim was flawless; he might have passed for a subject of the Hindrunn had his stature been less mean. He had spoken mildly and nodded at the four Anakim before clicking his tongue to coax his horse away and back up to the ridge. He rode slowly, raising an arm in retrospective salute.


‘Do negotiations always end like that?’ asked Roper as the four of them turned back to their own forces, still assembling on the plain.


‘Always,’ said Kynortas. ‘Nobody negotiates in negotiations. It’s an exercise in intimidation.’


Uvoren snorted. ‘Your father treats negotiations as an exercise in intimidation, Roper,’ he corrected. ‘Everyone else goes into it genuinely hoping to avoid battle.’ Uvoren and Gray laughed.


‘They didn’t want to negotiate anyway,’ said Roper.


Kynortas cast a glance in his direction. ‘What makes you say so?’


‘The way he phrased the offer; the fact that he’d have known it was beyond our means anyway. He was goading us into attack.’


Kynortas brooded on this. ‘Perhaps. So they’re over-confident.’


Roper stayed silent. Who could be over-confident going into battle against the Black Legions? There must be a reason for their belief. They must have a plan. But Roper did not know the way of these Sutherners. Perhaps their numbers gave them confidence. Perhaps they were just a confident race. Roper did not know and so stayed quiet.


‘Stay with me,’ Kynortas said to Roper. ‘Watch as I do. One day, you will be responsible for the legions.’ The Black Legions were advancing into the flood waters. Holding the right wing, with the vast majority of the cavalry, was Ramnea’s Own Legion; the elite soldiers of the Black Kingdom, second only in martial repute and prestige to the Sacred Guard. On the left was the Blackstone Legion; veteran, battle-hardened and with a reputation for savagery. Some men said the Blackstones were even more efficient than Ramnea’s Own as line-breakers. Most of those men were Blackstones themselves.


The legates – the legion commanders – had each ridden out in front of their legion. On horseback they presented themselves to their warriors and held their arms high to the air as a pair of legionaries rode up behind them and invested each with a vast rippling cloak of liquid-brown eagle feathers. These were fastened over the shoulders, draping much of the horse as well, and flashed and glimmered as the legate dropped his arms. Clad in this holy raiment, they rode along the front of their advancing legions, holding out before them a branch of holly, an eye woven from the pointed leaves at the top of the branch. The eye looked over the ranks, inspecting their courage for the combat to come and blessing those who were worthy.


Roper and Kynortas trotted behind the battle line, a clutch of aides following in their wake. Kynortas sent them streaming out in all directions with instructions to hold fast, keep the line together, discharging regards and advice to the legates. He was so calm, the Black Lord. So still. His confidence, his faith in the legions, radiated around him like the ripples his horse made in the flood waters. Roper watched his father, hoping to absorb his presence and character by looking. Even when they had advanced into the shadow of the ridge, when longbow arrows began to spit into the waters around them, bouncing off the armour of two of the aides, the Black Lord appeared unfazed.


The Sutherners on the ridge above were chanting. Swords thumped on shields, polearms rattled together and the men screamed and jeered. Devils, the Anakim were. Demons. Freaks, monsters, destroyers. They worked themselves into a frenzy of drumming and screaming to drown the awful, gut-wrenching fear they had of the giants they opposed. ‘Kill!’ screamed a lord.


‘Kill, kill, kill!’ roared his men.


‘Kill!’ the lord insisted.


‘Kill, kill, kill!’ bayed his men.


‘Scream at them!’ bellowed the lord. ‘They’re the murderers of the Black Kingdom! Scream at them!’ His men screamed. ‘These are fallen angels, cast down from Heaven! God wants these demons banished from our lands! Do your duty this day by God!’ The shields and pikes began to thump in time and the Sutherners stamped their feet. The sound, like a mighty drum being pounded, was enough to create ripples in the flood waters through which the Anakim marched.


The Anakim had their own drums, but they were not like their enemy’s. Each legion beat its own tattoo on the advance, the drummers standing in the rear ranks and driving their warriors forward. The noise was not feral and savage like the Sutherners’. It was mechanical and crisp; a regular wave of sound.


Thousands of banners rose forest-like above the Anakim ranks. They had the great squares of embroidered linen that the Sutherners flew, but also long tapestries of woven silk, held aloft by up to six standard-bearers and depicting ancient battles in stark Anakim colours. Next to these stood giant eyes, woven from leafy withies of holly, willow and ash, or perhaps a great stretched bearskin, or a pole suspended with half a dozen tattered wolf pelts that swirled raggedly in the breeze. Where the legates rode, enormous bolts of linen impregnated with eagle feathers were held aloft, rippling and flashing in the wind. All of these banners but the last would be dropped when their bearers joined combat.


The legionaries themselves did not scream or shout on the advance. They did not clash their weapons, as the Sutherners were doing. They sang. Low, eerie battle hymns spread across the line, clashing and swelling; growing in volume and emotion until the Sutherners were sick with the unfamiliarity of it all. The music reflected the tangled wilderness which surrounded them; the grey agitation of the sky above and forests that rustled and shifted on their flanks. The breeze was intensifying, as though the Sutherners were surrounded by Anakim allies who answered the call of that unearthly singing. This was Anakim land. The Black Kingdom: every inch as barren and unholy as the Sutherners had feared.


On the Suthern Right, Kynortas could make out the upstart Bellamus riding along the front of the line, roaring at his men. In his wake, men stood straighter and hefted their weapons. Kynortas took note: One day, he thought, I will have to face an army commanded by that man alone.


No sooner had this occurred to him, than the Suthern Right broke. Perhaps Bellamus had over-excited them to the extent that their officers had lost control. Perhaps, after all, he knew no more about war than his lowly station suggested and he was foolhardy in the face of his steady enemy. Whatever the cause, Sutherners had begun to flood down the ridge, slipping and sliding through the mud in a mad charge against the Blackstone Legion. They broke formation and so lost the only advantage they had held: the ridge. Thousands surged forward, screaming for Anakim blood.


Kynortas had not expected such an easy opening. Disordered and chaotic, the Sutherners would be shredded in open combat. ‘Release the Blackstones!’ From a trumpet behind him soared three glorious notes, commanding the Blackstones, who needed no second invitation, to attack.


Once, perhaps a decade ago now, Kynortas had seen a mechanical clock. Envoys from Anakim-held lands to the south had sought an audience, proposing an alliance in which they were to act as anvil to the Black Kingdom hammer. To be wrought: the Sutherners’ central Ereboan territories. Into this alliance they had quietly rooted a trade agreement – favourable, they had said, for both parties. They had presented samples of the goods that the Black Kingdom could expect to flood their markets. A hull load of beautiful, dark timber said to be the best in the Known World for ship craft. Weightless sacks of eider down. Wine-red crystals that are precious to the Black Kingdom for the potent metal that can be extracted from them. And a mechanical clock; the first Kynortas had seen. In the Black Kingdom the length of an hour differed with each day of the year and was judged from the passing of sun and moon. If they needed to measure short periods of time, they would use a water-clock. They had no need of a mechanical timekeeping device and yet Kynortas had been entranced by the inscrutable object.


It was held together by an exoskeleton that laid bare its inner workings. It was half machine, half organism. Its heart was a little spring; perfectly weighted and animating the busy cogs with which it was enmeshed. There was no flaw in any one of its workings. It ticked and clicked with quiet order and, twelve times a day, a bell would chime out the hour. It was unnecessary, of course. A frivolous waste of good steel, but Kynortas was convinced that he had seen the future. One day, such craftsmanship could build a boat that would man itself, or a harvesting machine that could cut down an entire field if it were just set moving.


Now, he thought of his legions as clockwork. The epitome of flawless, synchronised cooperation. The Blackstone Legion armed itself as five thousand blades were swept clear of their scabbards. It surged forward in ten waves, five hundred abreast. Kynortas was extending his influence through the flood waters; they were his harvesting machine and he had set them moving. Two lines, one calm and ordered; one frenzied and chaotic, splashed through the flood waters to meet each other. It would be a slaughter.


The clockwork failed.


The Blackstones began to stumble and fall into the waters. Legionaries started to drop by the handful, with more and more falling until the front rank in its entirety had dropped below the surface, no longer howling but crying in pain. Those who followed met the same fate, staggering and plunging into the flood waters. Kynortas spurred towards his Left, straining his eyes at the scene. Why were his soldiers falling? Was the footing treacherous? But this was Suthern trickery; the water around the Blackstones was turning red with blood. Beneath the flood waters, a trap had been laid.


The Blackstone Legion had stopped dead in their tracks. Every man that attempted to advance stumbled and fell. The Sutherners on the ridge jeered and hooted and their charging warriors, who had seemed to be in chaos, stopped seventy yards short of the stricken Blackstones. They were longbowmen; so lightly armed and armoured that they would never have stood a chance against legionaries in open combat. They had charged to bait the Blackstones and now revealed their true strength: their great curved yew bows. These were unslung, arrows nocked to strings and deadly shafts poured into the legionaries. Their fletching whistled as they hurtled forward; a noise like a sky-full of whirring starlings. At this close range, some of the steel-tipped arrows were able to penetrate tough Anakim plate armour. The legionaries, unable to move in either direction, dropped into the flooding to try and limit the damage of this swarm of arrows. They cowered in the waters, seemingly completely mired. Kynortas was witnessing the near perfect destruction of one of his legions at the hands of the Suthern upstart, Bellamus. The Anakim Left was ruined and they had yet to kill a single Sutherner.


‘Roper, with me!’ bellowed the Black Lord. He spurred towards the Raptors, shouting that the trumpeter should signal the halt. The Anakim line juddered to a standstill, so that they could not outstrip the mired legion and leave their flank exposed. But this left them vulnerable to the longbow shafts that rained down upon the line from the ridge. These arrows were more distant and so had less force, but they still withered the Anakim ranks.


Roper and Kynortas sped towards the Blackstones, Kynortas looking first for the problem, and then for a solution – any solution. But the Black Lord, so calm, so confident, had strayed. He feared for his legion and could not understand how the battle had escalated beyond his control so quickly. So he rode towards the problem, seeking a solution.


And a gust of arrows took him and Roper.


They struck plate armour with a clang like the splitting of a bell, the force enough to knock the Black Lord from his saddle and stagger his heir. Kynortas’s boot became entangled in the stirrup and he was dragged through the water by his bolting stallion, straight towards the Suthern line. His body left a trail of blood through the flood waters.


Roper, staggering and with an arrow protruding from beneath his collarbone, spurred his horse after his father. Kynortas was not resisting, lying limp as he was pulled through the waters towards his enemies and Roper spurred hard enough that the horse’s blood and his own mingled and dripped from his stirrups. Arrows spat into the waters around him and more clanged off his armour as his father was dragged further and further from his reach.


Blood-crazed Sutherners were swarming towards him. Roper drew his sword in anger for the very first time and hacked down. There was a ring of metal on metal and a juddering shockwave ran up Roper’s arm. He struck wildly once, twice, three times; his eyes always on the body of his father which had now been dragged into the heart of the Suthern mass. Men drew wicked knives and converged on the body to claim the rich prize: a fallen king. The Black Lord was dead and his son was dying.


Roper was spraying vile curses at the men between him and his father, trying to drive his horse onwards. A hand seized his boot and dragged him from the saddle. He crashed into the flood waters and for a moment could neither see nor hear as he was engulfed. There was an awful, puncturing sensation in his thigh and he knew he had been stabbed. Panic lent him strength and he thrashed to the surface, finding his sword still in his hand and sweeping it from the water. He was pinned to the ground by a spear thrust into his leg but he could still swing his sword and aimed it wildly at the Sutherners who surrounded him, blocking attacks as best he could. One lunge made it through and smashed into his head, where it opened a gash to the bone but went no further. Whilst Roper’s head was ringing, his vision a clouded white, another thrust hit his chest, puncturing his plate and through to his bone-armour where, again, it was stopped.


Roper had no idea of it but he was screaming; a vile shriek of distress and ferocity as his sword flailed through the air, seeking to strike back at someone. He was alone in these waters, which were steadily turning pink with his own blood. He could barely see the sky, the view blocked by lunging Suthern bodies. There was no noise at all; he was enslaved by the overwhelming instinct to keep himself alive for a few seconds more.


An improbable freedom had descended upon him. His self-doubt was gone, his mind wiped clean for one great, dynamic effort. His vision, which no longer felt like vision in the ordinary sense, had become tunnel-like and responded to motion alone. He could not think, he had no control; Roper was stripped to his core. He was a cornered wildcat. There was nothing in him beyond his hauling lungs and swinging blade. Dark shapes were pressing in on his prone form.


And then there was a break in the wall of flesh which surrounded him. The light of the grey skies poured down on Roper.


A dead Sutherner had crashed into the waters at his feet in a spray of blood and there was a shout of alarm. A flash of light carved through another two Sutherners who were hurled backwards and an enormous shadow stepped into the gap they had left. The figure raised its great light blade again and sparks sprang away from it as it swept along a Suthern weapon, taking the top of a man’s skull off as if it were an apple. Like rows of wheat, the Sutherners were falling before this harvester until Roper’s final two attackers fled, splashing away through the waters.


A hand seized Roper’s collar and dragged him up and out. Roper screamed again as the spear was ripped from his flesh but his rescuer took no notice, hauling him from the scene. The shock almost made Roper drop his sword, but his groping fingers managed to just clutch the pommel as he was hauled away. ‘My lord father!’ he roared as he was dragged back. ‘The Black Lord! He’s there! Get him!’


More hands seized Roper and Anakim swarmed around him, flooding between him and the Suthern ranks. ‘Release me!’ he shouted. It was the Sacred Guard. The finest fighting unit in the world had arrived, honour-bound to preserve the blood that surged through Roper.


Roper received as little mercy from their treatment as had the Sutherners. His protestations were ignored as he was dragged from the front line and violence erupted all about him. He was allowed to collapse at last, dazed and bleeding, into the waters forty yards from the melee. His eyes focused on the man who had held his collar and who had surely rescued him from death. It was a Blackstone, though Roper did not know his name. He demanded it of the man.


‘Helmec, my lord.’


The words ‘my lord’ jarred with Roper, though he could not have said why. ‘I’ll make a guardsman of you, Helmec.’


Helmec stared. Enough sense was returning to Roper for him to be able to take in some of the man’s face. He must have been young, but it was difficult to tell beneath a mask of scars. One of his cheeks was so shredded that the interior of his mouth was visible through the old wounds. He held himself with the demeanour of a veteran: weary and assured, though there had been no weariness in his defence of Roper. ‘My lord . . .’


There it was again. Lord.


Men were gathering around Roper like lost sheep, though seemingly not daring to ask anything of him. A vague sense of responsibility began to press against him.


‘A horse,’ murmured Roper. Perhaps things would be clearer on horseback. One was brought to him and when he could not mount on his savaged leg, Helmec was there again to help him into the saddle. ‘Obliged,’ he muttered, turning the horse towards where the Sacred Guard had turned the flood waters a boiling red.


Uvoren was in the thick of the fighting, Marrow-Hunter in hand. Roper watched him take a great overhead swing at a Sutherner, dismissing the feeble block raised against him and flattening his opponent. The rest of the Sacred Guard were shredding the lightly armoured longbowmen they faced, but outside this martial mismatch the Anakim were in dire trouble. The Blackstone Legion appeared to have dissolved into the flooding as arrows continued to rain down on them, and the rest of the army was scarcely in a better position. Still stationary, they endured the sting of arrows from the ridge without shields to hide behind. Bone- and steel-armour were limiting the damage but the effect on morale was worse. The Sutherners had not advanced, content to let their arrows work for them.


‘Lord?’ said a voice behind Roper. He turned to see half a dozen mounted aides staring at him. Roper nodded at them and turned back to the battle. Almighty god, what now? It did not feel as though there was any way back from here. His Left could not advance; something beneath the water was preventing it. If the rest of the army moved forward, Roper was not even sure that they would be able to climb the slick ridge. They would take many casualties; that much was certain and their Left would be exposed to flanking attacks. But what is the alternative? What if we retreat? He could hardly breathe. Or maybe it was just that his breathing had ceased to be effective.


‘Lord?’ Again, more persistent. Roper was trembling now. His mouth formed several words but none of them made it past his lips.


What now? Almighty, help me! What now?


‘My lord!’


Preserve the legions, Roper.


‘We retreat,’ said Roper, inflecting the order as though it were a question. ‘Retreat,’ he said again, agitated. ‘The cavalry are to cover us.’ He almost added: I think.


The aides stared at him. ‘Lord?’ said one, confused. ‘That isn’t . . .’


‘Retreat!’ insisted Roper. ‘Retreat!’ A thought struck him. ‘Keep the cavalry clear of the waters around the Blackstones.’ One of the aides nodded and pulled his horse away, signalling to a trumpeter. The others followed suit and the trumpet sounded. The legions juddered into life again. Discipline will save us, thought Roper as the legions about-turned and began to march away, arrows still spitting into the water around them. As the Sutherners saw the forces of the Black Kingdom begin to turn away, there came a great cheer and howl of derision from the ridge. A rumbling began, so deep that at first Roper thought it was distant thunder. Then he realised that the Suthern cavalry had begun to surge after the legions.


Then Uvoren was by Roper’s side. He was on horseback and began snarling orders, sending aides scurrying across the battlefield and a string of trumpet notes blasting out. The cavalry was called into action and rode forward to cover the legions’ retreat. Uvoren glanced at Roper. ‘You have an arrow in your shoulder, Roper.’ Almighty god. Roper swayed in his saddle. Uvoren stared for a moment, seeming fascinated.


Across the waters, behind the Blackstone Legion that was staggering away from the battle leaving behind as many as were able to retreat, Roper saw a familiar flash of steel. Earl William was there on horseback, surrounded by his knightly bodyguard, and he had found a new breastplate, quite as magnificent as the one Kynortas had torn from his chest. His horse stood among the longbowmen who still peppered the retreating Blackstones and he was gesticulating at a trumpeter, who appeared to be pulling the strings of the Suthern cavalry. Bellamus was nowhere to be seen; it seemed Earl William had assumed command of this corner of the battlefield.


Suddenly, there was screaming from Roper’s right. He turned just in time to see a figure bolting through the flooding; a dark blur of striking rapidity. Alone, this warrior was charging for the Suthern ranks, changing direction violently and somehow sprinting right through the first line of soldiers. Sutherners were pushing towards him, trying to stop him but always left swinging at thin air as the figure seared through their loose ranks. Roper’s mouth fell open; the warrior was heading for Earl William. It was a Sacred Guardsman, his ponytail exceptionally long, single-handedly charging the Suthern leader. In his wake he left a trail of spray and bamboozled Suthern warriors and he hurtled right through the enemy ranks and into the clear waters behind.


Uvoren had seen him too. ‘Make room for your lictor!’ The Sacred Guard obeyed, surging forward once more and driving a wedge into the Suthern line. They were evidently seeking to open a return path for the nameless warrior who was now nearing Earl William.


Earl William’s bodyguards had spotted the radical. Half a dozen armoured knights, lances lowered, charged. The guardsman changed tack, heading for the outside of the formation and drawing his sword. It was the work of an instant and a whirl of metal: the figure, dwarfing the riders he faced, had beaten aside two lances and slipped between the knights. He was through, with nothing standing between him and Earl William. The latter had realised the danger he faced and desperately pulled his horse away, attempting to spur for safety.


He had left it too late. The guardsman was upon him before his horse had taken more than a few strides and he had seized Earl William’s boot, dragging him from the saddle to crash into the water. The blade rose high and then plunged into the obscured form in the water; twice. The guardsman straightened up and held up something soaking, turning around to show it to both Suthern and Anakim army.


Earl William’s head.


His long curls were held in the guardsman’s enormous hand and water and blood trickled from beard and neck. The guardsman cast it aside contemptuously and turned back to the knights, who had now turned and converged on him. He disappeared from Roper’s view, hidden behind thrusting horses.


Somebody smacked Roper in the back of the head. He turned and Uvoren rode past him. ‘Move,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Pryce has given us some time. We’re leaving.’ Pryce? Roper looked back to the guardsman who had slain Earl William and could scarcely credit his eyes when he saw that he had re-emerged. Two horses lay in the water, screaming in pain. Another one had no rider and the remaining knights were not pressing their attack, wary of the guardsman who had begun to run again. The Sacred Guard had opened a corridor for him in the Suthern ranks and held it as the lone hero returned.


So this is war.


The Black Legions were in headlong retreat. They were marshalled into columns by their officers, who threw confused looks at where the Almighty Eye of the Sacred Guard flew and where they knew somebody must be in command. Thousands of Anakim bodies lay in the flooding, arrows protruding from their flesh and bodies weighted down by armour. Only the Sacred Guard had shed Suthern blood and that because they had been forced to in defence of Roper. Trumpets were pealing out across the battlefield as the Anakim army condensed and the Suthern cavalry tore after them, searching for an opening. They were being held back by the Anakim cavalry, which was charging and re-charging, using their discipline to extricate the legions.


Pandemonium. Hundreds of Blackstones were half crawling, half swimming after the retreating soldiers. The other warriors, no longer in neat ranks but wading as quickly as they could through the flooding, were streaming away from the ridge where the Suthern infantry had begun to advance.


The Sutherners were after them.
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The Hindrunn


There was always one oasis of calm in the Black Kingdom. Regardless of what war ravaged the rest of it, the great fastness at the border, the Hindrunn, would be safe. Built over centuries by one of Roper’s ancestors, it was a thirteen-hundred-year-old honeycomb of black granite, lead and flint. Its presence, so dark and malevolent when observed from Suthdal – the land below the River Abus, occupied by the Sutherners – was the reason the border had barely changed over centuries. Within its tangle of broad, cobbled streets dwelt the legions.


When these returned, tradition dictated that they should be greeted by the women and children of the fortress. Crowds would line the streets, armed with little bunches of herbs to be thrown into the path of the legions. The bitter smell of rosemary, lemon balm and comfrey, crushed underfoot, was an evocation of celebration and relief. The warriors had returned home and once again they had been successful. Word would already have reached the Hindrunn of who had fought with particular bravery or skill and their names would be called out by the throng. The young boys would watch their warriors, imagining the day when the armour of the Black Kingdom would fit them and when it would be their turn to march through these streets.


The Sacred Guard would be first to enter the Great Gate. They would march in step, always in step, up the cobbled street; the crowds on each side ever-optimistic about the gap through which their legionaries could squeeze. People would lean from the upper windows of the houses to throw their herbs and the warriors, stern and proud, would try not to grin. Roper had been there once; part of the crowds that welcomed back the legions. He had not imagined taking his father’s place, resplendent on a white horse at the front of the column, but a little further back, wearing the armour of a guardsman. Black Lords might be rare, but they were born. A Sacred Guardsman was self-forged; made through his own merits. There could be no more splendid thing and it had been decades since the Black Legions had failed on the battlefield.


The crowds were not accustomed to defeat.


So it was that when news reached the fastness that the legions had been whipped, that they were marching home with their tails between their legs and that the great Kynortas, Black Lord of forty years’ dedicated service, had fallen on the battlefield, the reaction was first one of incredulity. It was simply unthinkable that the legions could have failed so badly and the report of tens of thousands of Sutherners swarming across the Black Kingdom must be exaggerated. Then the stream of refugees began to arrive, confirming that at their back was a marauding enemy force, and the incredulity turned to anger. Some were claiming that the army had not even fought the Sutherners. They had just turned and run in the face of a strong defensive position and a swarm of angry arrows. This was not just a defeat: it was humiliation. What seemed even clearer was that Roper had wilted in the crucible, as so many are wont to do, and having inherited command, had panicked and insisted on retreat. He had not even stayed long enough to retrieve his father’s body; it had been left to be stripped and degraded by the Sutherners.


Roper was not sure who had commanded the army on the bleak march back to the Hindrunn. It did not seem to have been him. Nobody came to ask him for orders and Roper did not know to whom he should volunteer them or what form they should take. Indeed, he had been ignored by all but two people on the march. The first was a surgeon, who had silently extracted the arrow from his shoulder and staunched his wounds. Roper had gritted his teeth as the head was dragged from his flesh and had no more than a couple of deep breaths to sustain him before a glowing brand was pressed into the wound. He made no sound, but the hiss and smell like cooked meat had been too much. His vision faded into white and he swayed where he sat. When it was over, he was unsure whether he had stayed conscious or not.


It was at the same time that Roper’s second visitor approached: Uvoren. He stood quietly and watched Roper setting his jaw, again apparently fascinated by the wounds, though he must have seen many. He smiled roguishly at Roper. ‘A troublemaker, eh, lord?’ Lord. ‘Never seen our army’s leader ride alone into a press of the enemy before.’


Roper looked up at Uvoren, teeth gritted. ‘Not fast enough.’


Uvoren shrugged. ‘You couldn’t have saved him, lord. He was dead already. It was bold to try, but not clever. But having retreated . . . well, you’ll need to be careful from now on. The Hindrunn won’t take kindly to it. As we enter the fortress tomorrow you must ride at the head of the column.’


‘I must?’


‘I would advise so. Your subjects must know that you unquestionably command this army.’


Roper nodded. ‘I understand.’


Uvoren glanced down at Roper’s battered plate armour that lay resting against the surgeon’s supplies. The chestplate had been punctured by a thrust of considerable power; damage sustained during Roper’s struggle for survival in the flood waters. ‘You must find some new armour as well. The Black Lord should appear invincible. You don’t want people to know you’ve been brawling like a gutter-rat.’


Roper nodded again. Uvoren stared at him a little longer before turning away, a strange smile on his lips. Roper did as he was told, donning fresh armour and taking the lead of the column as the shadow of the fortress fell over the horizon. The legionaries looked up at him with accusatory eyes as he rode past, though they said nothing. Roper hunched into the unfamiliar horse that he had had pressed upon him on the battlefield, looking away from his soldiers.


There was no shout of welcome as the Great Gate opened; just the clunk of the locking bars being withdrawn. It was a sapphire dusk; nearly nightfall. The first stars had begun to glow overhead. The rain had stopped but moisture clung to the air, creating a chill. Roper led the first ranks through the gate and saw that the streets beyond, as ever, were thronged with women and children. But they bore no herbs.


Roper straightened his back and stared ahead. Steady, now. His home had never felt so unfamiliar. Where usually they would have been cheering and calling out, the crowd was breathtakingly silent. The only movement as Roper rode past was of eyes: hundreds of eyes following him. His horse’s hooves sounded indecently loud on the cobbles and suddenly, in his shiny new armour, Roper felt abashed. The silence stretched.


And held.


He could hear the guardsmen trying to soften the pounding of their boots behind him; those heroic men attempting to withdraw inside their armour altogether. A low hiss escaped one of the spectators and was taken up by others around. It crossed the deserted road and rose like a waterfall on both sides. Roper’s lungs seemed to fill impossibly as the hiss grew and grew, as though it were Catastrophe herself, the great chain-mailed serpent that would overturn the world, rising from the earth. The hiss burst, and suddenly the crowd was in open disdain, hooting and whistling as the burning-faced legionaries entered the Hindrunn. A girl called that the legionaries should leave their weapons with the women; they would acquit themselves more honourably than their men had. The crowd laughed and jeered.


Roper rode alone at the front, burned by the contempt radiating from either side and the hatred at his back. He would be blamed for all of this. It might be the worst humiliation the legions had ever suffered and it was all his.


But this was not the worst realisation that was breaking over him. Another far worse, far more significant thought had invaded his mind. Accidentally, with no will or intent, Roper had made a terrible enemy.


Roper sat alone at the end of the great table that occupied the Chamber of State. The table was made of vast lengths of oak, so enormous that they could not have come from any living tree. Kynortas had explained to Roper that the wood had been extracted from a simmering bog to the south which preserved the ancient line of trees that had once dominated Albion. Now, the table dominated a large granite chamber, whose floor was covered by bearskins and which was well illuminated, even at this hour, by two-score oil lamps. Flames stirred in a brutally heavy stone fireplace that had been chiselled into one of the walls.


He had been here many times before at Kynortas’s side, brought to witness negotiations, campaign plans and even disciplinary hearings. He was not sure why he was here now.


An aide, one of the young warriors seeking a role in high command some day, had arrived at Roper’s quarters to tell him that he and Uvoren were to meet here as soon as Roper was able. Roper had hobbled down to the room as fast as he could on his damaged leg, expecting to arrive late to a full war council where the legates debated how to stem the tide of Suthern soldiers now sweeping across the Black Kingdom, aides galloping through the corridors outside to prepare their warlike nation’s revenge.


Instead, the room had been deserted.


Roper had sat down at first in his usual seat, to the right of the seat his father occupied – the Stone Throne. Soon afterwards, he had shifted to his left; he should occupy his father’s place. He had now been seated there for an hour. Only one person had come; an irritable legionary who trimmed and charged the oil lamps. He did not acknowledge Roper and Roper did not know what to say to him. He felt foolish sitting silently on the Stone Throne, and even more foolish after the legionary departed and he was left alone in the chamber.


Roper was tormented by the realisation that had come to him as he had entered the gate and left him more and more desperate as he sat alone in this room, waiting for Uvoren.


The Captain of the Guard arrived after an hour and a half. He threw open the door and marched for a seat at Roper’s end of the table, followed by ten companions. From the crests that they bore, Roper counted four Sacred Guardsmen, two Ramnea’s Own legionaries and two legates. With them were a pair dressed in embroidered robes: a Councillor and a Tribune. The final Sacred Guardsman, who drew his own chair as though he scarce had time for sitting, was in possession of an exceptionally long black ponytail that reached down to his waist. Where the others all looked strained, this man appeared merely impatient.


Uvoren did not introduce Roper. Indeed, he did not acknowledge him. ‘We have plans to make,’ he said shortly.


‘Make them quickly,’ said the man with the long ponytail. ‘Jokul has summoned me for two hours at my earliest convenience. I don’t want to spend this entire night in council.’


Uvoren smiled at the man. ‘Two hours with Jokul? Just one might kill you.’


The ponytailed man nodded. ‘I’m worried it might not.’


There was a slight pause and then the table rippled with laughter.


‘That man gets thinner every time I see him,’ said one of the Sacred Guardsmen.


‘I’ve seen buzzards follow him around when he goes outside,’ said Uvoren. They all laughed again. Roper joined in, but stopped when Uvoren stared at him, that smile on his lips again. ‘You shouldn’t laugh at Jokul, Roper.’ Roper. ‘He is a public servant of many years. Nor should you be sitting in the Stone Throne. It remains unoccupied for three days after the death of the Black Lord as a mark of respect.’ He gestured to one of the places further down the table.


Roper did not move for a moment. He did not believe Uvoren and stared at him stubbornly. He felt the combined gaze of the table focus on him and realised this was a contest of will he could not win. Retreat, again. He stood and moved further down the table. The ponytailed man watched him dead-eyed as he sat down. ‘What is your name, Guardsman?’ Roper asked, looking for some initiative.


‘Lictor,’ responded the man.


‘That is a title,’ said Roper.


‘Yes. It is my title.’


And my title is Lord, thought Roper, though he said no more. He knew this man by reputation, if not to look at. A lictor was the disciplinarian of a fighting unit, charged with ensuring that the soldiers do as they are told. He had the remit to beat his fellow soldiers to death if he wished, though they could not lay a hand on him. It was an influential position, traditionally given to a man of surpassing self-confidence and bravery. Evidently the role fitted the ponytailed man like a glove: it was he who had killed Earl William.


Roper knew his name and his reputation well: this was the sprinter Pryce Rubenson, twice honoured with a Prize of Valour. He was almost as famous as Uvoren himself; known throughout the Black Kingdom as one of the finest athletes it had ever produced and as much a hero to the young women of the land as to its warriors.


Roper learned much over the next hours.


The legate of the Blackstones told what had been happening beneath the flood waters. ‘Clever bastards. Caltrops. I’ve seen them before in Samnia: jagged iron spikes which always face upwards, sprinkled in front of my legionaries, thick as grass. They baited us with a false charge to make sure we were running when we hit the trap.’ The legate had shaken his head. ‘Now that was clever. And the nerve, to get the timing just right. I’m rather sorry you killed Earl William, Pryce. It can only hasten the rise of Bellamus. In him, we have a worthy enemy.’


‘I’m not sorry,’ said Uvoren. ‘The bickering between Bellamus and Lord Northwic was all that stopped our retreat turning into a full-blown disaster.’ He had turned to look sourly at Roper.


‘I ordered the cavalry to keep clear of the Blackstones,’ Roper blurted. This elicited a stony silence from the other men at the table.


‘Be silent, Roper,’ said Uvoren finally. ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about. Your father was just passable as a leader; limited, but passable. You have absolutely nothing going for you.’ Everyone at the table besides Pryce laughed. Uvoren grinned. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘You told me to come,’ said Roper. He wanted to say more, but knew Uvoren would undermine him, whatever his words.


‘He told you to come?’ put in another guardsman with a sweaty face. ‘If you can do exactly as you’re told, you might rule after all, Roper.’ The table laughed again.


Roper kept quiet. He knew his first taste of command could scarcely have been worse, but he had not expected it to be met by this naked aggression. Uvoren, who had seemed so charming and friendly under Kynortas’s gaze, had turned on Roper. This was his enemy: Uvoren the Mighty. The most esteemed man in the country and its most glorified warrior. They had started playing a game and Roper had not even known. That was why he had told Roper to change his armour: so that it would look as though he had commanded and panicked from afar, and not been involved in the fighting. That was why he had asked Roper to ride at the head of the column: so that the blame was placed squarely on his shoulders.


The laws of succession were clear; Roper must rule. But Uvoren, one of the most influential and respected warriors of the age, at the head of the Lothbroks, one of its greatest houses, was trying to make Roper’s position so untenable that an exception would be made. Uvoren had seemed to support the retreat but it was Roper who had taken the blame for it. After that, and with such an obvious and capable rival to his succession, who would support Roper? What chance did a nineteen-year-old with no experience and no name other than that bequeathed to him by his father stand against the greatest warrior alive?


He had no idea where to begin; no idea where he would find the allies to support his claim. But he knew where to find his enemies.


They were right here; at this table. Uvoren’s war council.


Roper memorised them all. He remembered their names, their stations, their countenances. He observed who was personally close to Uvoren, who merely a crony. He watched the way they sat, deduced their characters and weaknesses. Was there resentment in the eyes of Uvoren’s sons, Unndor and Urthr? Was Asger, the sweaty-faced second-in-command of the Sacred Guard, rather unintelligent? He found himself particularly transfixed by the Sacred Guardsman next to him: Gosta. He said very little during the council and was rarely asked for his opinion. Sometimes he was given an order which he accepted with a mute nod. Roper knew nothing of him, but Uvoren treated him as though he were a faithful hound. The other officers appeared wary of Gosta. Even Pryce was leaning away from him in some distaste.


Before Roper was arrayed an influential power block: men of wealth and prestige who would support Uvoren’s claim to the Stone Throne. If Roper wanted to rule, he would have to break them all; one by one.


And, of course, there was Uvoren himself, who now spoke. ‘Forget Boy-Roper, he isn’t relevant. Our position is dire. The Blackstones are at half-strength, morale has plummeted and we did not anticipate returning the legions to the Hindrunn. We need more food. The Skiritai have suggested that the Sutherners do not intend to besiege us; they’d rather harry our eastern lands. We must put a stop to that. That is tomorrow’s task. Until then, I’m going to bed.’ Uvoren stood and so did the rest of the council. The long-ponytailed Pryce did not wait to be dismissed, stalking past Roper and out of the Chamber of State. Roper remained in his seat. Uvoren stared at him, eyes narrowed. Roper returned his gaze stubbornly. ‘A Blackstone reported to me today, Roper, informing me you had made him a Sacred Guardsman. Don’t ever try and put your own men in my unit again.’


‘That is my right, Uvoren,’ said Roper, flushing.


‘You think so?’ Uvoren sounded incredulous. Then he laughed at Roper’s furious expression and leaned over to pat him on the cheek. ‘Calm yourself, Roper.’ He chuckled, now pinching Roper’s cheek. ‘You take life so seriously. You’re not upset about your father, are you?’ Roper said nothing. Uvoren laughed again. ‘It was a good death,’ he said, carelessly. ‘Peers, tomorrow. Goodnight.’


They filed out of the chamber, leaving Roper alone again. He stood and moved back to the Stone Throne, obstinately sitting back down. He rubbed his fingers over the smooth arm rests; polished by the grip of a dozen Black Lords and, most recently, his father. The Black Lord does not cry. So Roper howled instead.
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The Inferno


‘It was a good move, Bellamus,’ said Lord Northwic carelessly. The lord had once been a shining young warrior and, though he was now an old man, his experience made him an invaluable leader. He might have been in his late sixties but was still fit and mobile. A beard the colour of faded copper extended right up to his cheekbones, above which a pair of rheumy eyes, draped in deep folds of skin, probed the landscape. He looked tough, which he was, and harsh, which he was not. ‘You have seen the spikes used in battle before?’


‘The caltrops? Yes; in Safinim. My father was a pikeman.’


‘A pikeman?’ said Lord Northwic with a snort. ‘Good God. You really do come from nothing, don’t you?’ Bellamus supposed that Lord Northwic had meant this as a compliment of sorts. ‘A shame about Earl William,’ continued Northwic.


‘Do you really think so?’ asked Bellamus, eyes crinkling in amusement. Seeing Lord Northwic’s shock, he tried to mollify his tone. ‘It was quite a spectacular death,’ he said, remembering the great figure who had come storming through the flood waters. Half a dozen of Suthdal’s noblest knights had been made to look inadequate by that single, immense warrior.


‘No denying that,’ allowed Northwic.


The two generals sat on horseback atop the ridge from which Roper’s forces had retreated. The rain continued to thunder down but they were kept dry by a canopy, borne by four aides who waited patiently at each corner, water dripping down their faces. Most of the Suthern army was elsewhere, committing the Black Kingdom to the torch and the sword, but below them several thousand soldiers worked in the flood waters.


The pale, rain-bloated Anakim corpses were being stripped and searched for anything valuable. Their prized arms and armour, of which the legionaries had been so proud and which they had treated so lovingly in life, were piled haphazardly to be melted down and re-forged to a more useful size. The rough woollen clothing, though utilitarian, was robust enough to be put to further use. But the most valuable plunder was within the corpses themselves.


Bone-armour.


The Sutherners sliced through the rain-softened skin to expose the overlapping bone-plates beneath. They sawed and wrenched at the ligaments that held them in place, hauling out the flint-hard plates and piling them up. These were not the stark-white or light-cream of other bones; they had a reddish, rust-coloured hue to them. They were lighter and harder than any steel developed by the Sutherners, and Bellamus had very particular ideas about how he would use such a material.


After the battle, an enormous corpse had been dragged up the ridge for his inspection. It was different from the others. Bigger; more magnificently equipped. Those who had seen the individual felled by an arrow to the throat reported that he had been an officer of some kind, mounted on horseback. Bellamus recognised the face. ‘So we got you,’ he had said sadly to Kynortas’s body. ‘And if you’re dead, that means your lad now rules.’


Bellamus frowned down at the body. ‘Fetch me his helmet.’ The master of the horse which had dragged the corpse unbuckled the great war-helm from Kynortas’s head and passed it up to Bellamus. He ran his fingers over it, turning it over in his hands. As he had thought, it was not steel. It was some kind of alloy, duller than steel but also more beautiful. It was almost marbled, with shades of cloud, gloom, iron and moonlight merging and overlapping. ‘The famous Unthank-silver. Never before have I seen it used for anything other than a sword.’ It felt too light for the brutality of combat, though Bellamus knew the Anakim did not suffer equipment that was just for show. War was their business and if this battle helm felt light in his hands, that was no more than a demonstration of how little he knew. He tried it on: much too large for his head.


‘Unthank-silver, lord?’


‘I’m not a lord,’ said Bellamus to the horse-master. ‘Just a commoner, like you. It’s the alloy that Anakim make their swords from. Can’t say I know how it’s made but I hear that when two Unthank-weapons meet in combat, they shed white sparks like a blacksmith’s anvil. Maybe there’s a clue in that.’


If there was, it mystified the horse-master.


Bellamus took the helmet off and examined it once again. ‘Magnificent.’ A metal crest ran from the front to the back of the crown, with a perilously sharp blade, shaped like the edge of an axe, on the front of the crest. Overlapping plates which would provide flexible protection for the owner’s neck ran down the back and an alloy visor and cheek-plates concluded the comprehensive defence. ‘A shame for the Jormunrekur to lose it; I’m not sure they could afford its replacement nowadays. We shall send it back to them.’ He tossed it back to the horse-master and bade him reattach it to the corpse. He had intended to send the king Kynortas’s skull. But the king could have another present. He had a different use for this one.


Bellamus discovered a mighty sword still in Kynortas’s scabbard. It appeared to be made of the same metal as the helmet and so was light and strong, but it also glittered strangely in the grey light of the day. The edge was shining somehow. It was too long to be practical and he could barely close his hand around the grip, which was built for a hand on an altogether different scale. Even so, Bellamus strapped it on. There was more than one way to use a weapon like this.


Bellamus had told Lord Northwic that Kynortas was dead, though he had neglected to mention that his body had been recovered. Now he and the lord rode along the crest of the ridge together, moving slowly enough for the canopy to keep up with them. Thunder was beginning to rumble in the mountains to the north and a bolt of pale lightning splashed shadows across the battlefield. It made the flood waters boil where it struck them. ‘This is a bleak country,’ said Lord Northwic, staring down at the labourers who toiled over the Anakim dead. ‘We must rid ourselves of the Anakim, but beyond that . . . it isn’t worth the taking.’


‘They have been beset by unusual quantities of rain just as surely as we have,’ said Bellamus mildly. ‘I can imagine this looking quite beautiful in the sun, in a rugged sort of way.’


‘Wilderness,’ replied Lord Northwic dismissively. ‘These mountains are the cankers on the face of the earth. Below the Abus, good ripe soil; tilled, farmed and ordered. It is a little closer to paradise. This . . .’ he flicked a clawed hand at the forest that occupied one end of the ridge, tree tops shifting in the wind. ‘This is the country of the wolf and the bear and the wildcat. Their villages are isolated by the distance and the wild. They share their land with the barbarous and the chaotic. No wonder they are so wild themselves.


‘I wonder, can it even be pacified? When we have defeated the Anakim, can this land be tilled, or is the earth too shallow and too filled with rocks? Will the site of the forests support pasture land for cows and sheep, or is the earth too sour?’


‘We shall have to keep the Trawden forests standing,’ said Bellamus. ‘By all accounts a legendary hunting ground.’


Lord Northwic grunted. ‘So this is your plan. Take the north and you shall be its master.’


Bellamus smiled briefly. ‘Nobody else seems to want it. His Majesty even speaks of building a great wall and forgetting that half of this island lies to the north. Give the north to me; I’ll pacify it.’


‘Is it just the north you want, Bellamus?’ Lord Northwic was looking sidelong at him and Bellamus knew at once what he was referring to. ‘I was as young as you once. Even younger. I can see how you act around Queen Aramilla. She is the only one of us you keep your distance from.’


‘Better not to play with fire,’ said Bellamus, not returning Lord Northwic’s gaze.


‘Yes, it is,’ said Lord Northwic forcefully. ‘In the eyes of both God and man. Be careful with her.’


‘I barely know her,’ said Bellamus.


‘I know you both,’ said Lord Northwic. ‘She is inscrutable. But you are hiding something.’ Lord Northwic spoke harshly but Bellamus knew that, whatever his words, the old man rather liked him. In any case, he was in no danger. The man who suggested to the king that his wife was having an affair was at greater risk than either of the accused. The two men rode in silence for a time. ‘Perhaps we should move to take the Hindrunn,’ suggested Lord Northwic.


‘Bad idea, Ced,’ responded Bellamus. Lord Northwic was relaxed in his leadership and did not object to the informality. ‘With the legions still inside, that nut is un-crackable. They would like nothing more than for us to attempt a siege.’


‘More plundering, then,’ said the lord, unenthusiastic.


‘More plundering,’ agreed Bellamus. ‘The more loot that floods the south, the more warriors will come to our cause. It is also our best hope of bleeding the Black Legions from the Hindrunn before we have to attack it.’


‘And what do you know of their new leader, the lad Roper?’ asked Northwic.


Bellamus had risen to prominence as the Anakim-specialist of Erebos – the continent to which Albion was tethered. Nobody navigated the shadows quite like the upstart and nobody had the same ability to speak to Anakim on their level. He understood them: their motivations, their customs, their concerns. He had spent time with them in the Alps, in Iberia and now Albion. They had become his trade. Most observed the hopeless shortcomings of the Anakim tongue, their crude silhouetted art, their baffling, nonsensical maps, their lack of writing and their barbarous ways, and gave up trying to treat with them. Not Bellamus. His fellow Sutherners intrigued him. The Anakim fascinated him.


Bellamus had charmed and bullied and bribed to achieve what the nobles of Suthdal had considered impossible: a network of reliable Anakim spies within the Black Kingdom itself. In previous invasions of the north, their knowledge of the enemy they faced and their tactics had been woefully inadequate. Bellamus had made himself indispensable through knowing more than anyone else; and had shown a scarcely credible flair for command to boot.


‘He was always said to be promising,’ he answered Lord Northwic. ‘But whether he actually commands is in doubt. I am told that a senior officer in the country, a warrior named Uvoren, has been making arrangements to take command should Kynortas die in battle. We met him, incidentally,’ he added, glancing at Lord Northwic. ‘He was the one with the war hammer, on Kynortas’s left side. And the wildcat engraved on his chestplate.’


‘Kynortas in the middle, who embarrassed poor Earl William,’ said Lord Northwic, screwing up his face so that his eyes disappeared from view completely in his effort to remember. ‘Uv . . . Uvora?’
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