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WHAT WENT BEFORE. ..

| Tisover haf amillennium since the birth of the Blessed Saint Ramusio, the man who brought the light of
true belief into the western world. The empire of the Fimbrians, which once spanned the wide continent
of Normannia, isonly adim memory. Their empire has been transformed into a series of powerful
kingdoms, and the Fimbrian Electorates have remained isolated within their bordersfor over four
centuries, indifferent to events beyond them.

But now things are taking place which cannot be ignored. Aekir, the Holy City on the eastern frontier and
sest of the High Pontiff Macrobius, head of the Church, hasfdlen to the teeming armies of the heathen
Merduks, who have been pressing on the eastern frontier of the Ramusian kingdoms for decades.

Caught up inthefury of itsfal, Corfe Cear-Inaf flees westwards, one of the few of its defenderswho has
survived. On the refugee-choked road he befriends an old man the Merduks have blinded, and finds out
that he is none other than Macrobius himself, who escaped unrecognized by the troops of Shahr Baraz,
the Merduk generd. Corfeisnurang hisown private grief: heleft hiswifein Aekir, and believes her

dead. Unknown to him, however, she survived the assault and was captured and sent to the court of the
Sultan as spoils of war to join his harem. Corfe and Macrobius trek westwards aong with thousands of
others, seeking sanctuary in theimpregnable fortress of Ormann Dyke, the west’slast line of defence
after Aekir.

In the meantime, across the continent, the mariner Richard Hawkwood returns from avoyage to find that
inthistime of fear and uncertainty the militant Churchmen of the Inceptine Order are cracking down on
anyonein the great port-capital of Abrusio, first city of the kingdom of Hebrion, who is either auser of
magic, or aforeigner. Since half of Hawkwood' s crew are not native to Hebrion, they are hauled off to
await the pyre. Hebrion' sking, Abeleyn, triesto do what he can to limit the scale of the purgein the
raucous old port, and at the sametimeisinvolved in a battle of willswith his senior Churchman,
Himerius, who hasingtigated it, and who has ad so asked the Church to send him aid in the form of two
thousand Knights Militant, the fanatical military arm of the Church.

Thewizard Bardolin isaso affected by this purge. He befriends a young femal e shape-shifter, rescuing
her from one of the city patrols, but it seemslikely to be only atemporary reprieve. Then his old teacher,
the King' swizardly (and proscribed) advisor, the mage Golophin, tells him of apossible way out. The
Hebrian King is sponsoring awestward voyage of exploration and colonization, and its shipswill have
room for a sizable contingent of the Dweomer-folk who at this moment are being hunted down acrossthe

kingdom.

The captain of the expedition is none other than Richard Hawkwood, who has been blackmailed into
taking on the mission by an ambitious minor noble, Murad of Gdigpeno. Murad is after akingdom of his
own, and he believesthat thereisalost continent somewhere across the expanse of the Great Western


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\TheHereticKings-toc.html

Ocean. He possesses an ancient rutter recording along-ago voyage to such a continent. He does not tell
King Abeeyn, or Hawkwood, that the earlier westward voyage ended in death and madness, with a
werewolf aboard ship.

The expedition sets sail, Hawkwood having said goodbye to his volatile, nobly born mistress, the lady
Jemilla, and to hiswan, hysterica wife Estrella. But the ships are burdened with one last, unwelcome
passenger. The Inceptine cleric Ortelius takes ship with the explorers, no doubt so that the Church can
keep an eye on this unorthodox voyage.

M EANWHILE ; in the east, events are proceeding apace. Corfe and Macrobiusfinadly arrive at
Ormann Dyke, where Macrobiusis recognized and welcomed and Corfe is once more an officer inthe
Torunnan army. The Merduk Sultan, Aurungzeb, orders an immediate assault on the dyke against the
better judgement of the old general, Shahr Baraz. Two successive attacks fail, the second in large part
dueto the efforts of Corfe himsalf. When the Sultan orders athird attack, his orders communicated viaa
homonculus, Shahr Baraz refuses outright and kills the homonculus, thus crippling and disfiguring
Aurungzeb's court mage, Orkh. Shahr Baraz then fleesinto the steppes of the east, and campaigning
comesto an end for the winter. Ormann Dyke is safe, for the present. Promoted to colondl by the dyke's
commander, Martellusthe Lion, Corfeisto escort Macrobius to the Torunnan capital, Torunn, where the
old Pontiff has now taken on new Stature.

For the Church has split down the middle. In Macrobius absence the Prelates of the Five Kingdoms
have dected the hardline Prelate of Hebrion, Himerius, as the new Pontiff, and he refuses to accept that
Macrobiusisalive. Matters come to ahead at the Conclave of Kingsin Vol Ephrir, which dl the
monarchs of Ramusian Normanniaattend. At this conference, three kings—Abeleyn of Hebrion, Mark of
Adarac (who is Abeleyn’sdly and soon to be his brother-in-law) and Lofantyr of embattled
Torunna—recognize Macrobius astherightful Pontiff, whereas every other Ramusian ruler onthe
continent sdes with Himerius. This produces areligious schism of vast proportions, and the prospect of
fratricidal war amongst the Ramusian states at atime when the Merduk threat has never been worse. But
that is not the only event of the moment which occurs at the conclave.

The Fimbrians, so long isolated, have sent envoys to the meeting to offer their troopsto any state which
needs them—for aprice. The hard-pressed Lofantyr of Torunnaimmediately takes the envoys up on

their offer, and requests that a Fimbrian force be sent to aid his fought-out troops at Ormann Dyke. But
Abeleyn isunessy, sure that the Fimbrians have a secret agenda of their own; dreams of rekindling their

empire, perhaps.

Asthe conclave breaks up in acrimony and hogtility, Abeleyn receives another notable piece of
information. His newly acquired migtress, the lady Jemiilla, is, sheinforms him, pregnant with hischild.
Abeleyn sets out for home knowing that the Church has done its best to take over hiskingdom in his
absence, and that he has abastard heir on the way.

W HILE Normanniaisriven by war and religious discord, Hawkwood' stwo ships are sailing steadily
westwards. Murad, to Hawkwood' s annoyance, takes a couple of the femal e passengers as servants and
bedmates. One of the pair is Bardolin’ s ward, the young shape-shifter, Gridla. She hates Murad, but
something in her respondsto his crudty as he responds to the strange fera nature he senseswithin her.
Bardolin is both jealous and afraid of the consequences of their liaison, but there is nothing he can do.

The ship survives aterrible storm but isblown far off course. When acam ensues, Hawkwood cals
upon the talents of Pernicus, aweather-worker, to bring them awind, despite the objections of the
Inceptine, Ortelius, who insststhat the voyage is cursed. The wind comes, but not for long. Pernicusis
found butchered in the hold, hiswounds inflicted by what seemsto be some sort of beast.



Asthe ships crawl westwards they |ose contact with each other, and Hawkwood does not know if his
other vessdl is till afloat or sunk. Thereis enough trouble to occupy him on his own ship, however. His
first mateiskilled next, and a cabin-boy disgppears. Bardolin, surethat Gridlais behind the killings,
confronts her, but becomes convinced that sheisinnocent of them, leaving him baffled. The ship comes
to resemble a prison, with guards everywhere and amutinous, terrified crew. Only Hawkwood's
authority and Murad' s savage discipline keep passengers and crew inline.

But one dark night the beast on board strikes at Hawkwood, Murad and Bardolin themsdlves. Thereare
two werewolvesin the attack: one turns out to be Ortdius, the other the missing cabin-boy, nursing his
grievances ever snce Hawkwood cast him aside. In the ensuing battle Gridlashiftsinto her beast form to
protect her lover, Murad, and Bardolin dispatches the other lycanthrope with abolt of Dweomer. Gridla
diesof her wounds, however, leaving Murad horrified and grief-stricken.

The unhappy ship sallson, and findly the lookouts Sight land. They have reached the Western Continent
at last, but they are the only ones to have done so. The wreck of Hawkwood' s other ship isvisible on the
reef which rings the strange coast, and there is no sign of survivors.

Hawkwood' s Voyage ends with the explorersfindly setting foot on the shores of thisnew land. They
have no ideawhat to expect but they know that Ortelius was trying to prevent them from getting here, as
something has prevented ships from surviving the westward voyage for three centuries and more. They
suspect that this new world isinhabited. But by whom, or what?

Thisisthe century of the soldier.

Fulvio Tedti, 1641

PROL OGUE

A LWAYS, men move west. Isit something to do with the path of the sun? They aredrawn toiit like
mothsto the flame of ataper.

Many long turning years have dipped by, and dill | remain: the last of the founders, my body scarcely my
own at the end. | have seen four centuries of the waking world trickle past, their passage scarcely
marked by any changein theland | have made my home. Men change, and they like to think that the
world changes with them. It does not; it merely tolerates them, and continuesto follow its own, arcane
revolutions.

And yet thereis something in the air, like awhisper of winter in this country which knows no seasons. |
fed achange coming.

T HEY came treading the saffron and scarlet course of the sinking sun, as we had dways known they
would, with their tall shipstrailing streamers of weed from worm-eaten hulls.

We watched them from the jungle. Men in salt-encrusted armour with scurvy-swollen faces bearing
swords and pikes, and, later, reeking arquebuses, the dow-match glowing and hissing in the wind. Gaunt
men of Hebrion, or Astarac, or Gabrion; the sea-rovers of the Old World. Hard-handed buccaneers
with the greed dazzling their eyes.

We had come here fleeing something; they had come seeking. We gave them fear tofill their belliesand
night-dark terror to plump out their purses. We made of them the hunted, and took from them whatever
we desired.
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Their shipsrotted dowly &t their moorings, untenanted and filled with ghosts. A few, avery few, we let
live, to take the tde of us back east to the Monarchies of God. In thisway, the myth was created. We
hid our country behind a curtain of tall tales and dark rumours. We laced the truth with the hyperbole of
madness; we beat out alegend as though it were the blade of asword on asmith’ sanvil. And we
quenched it in blood.

But the change is coming. Four centuries have we lingered here, and our people have dowly filtered back
to the east in accordance with the plan. They are everywhere now in Normannia. They command
soldiers, they preach to multitudes, they watch over cradles. Some of them have the ear of kings.

Thetimeiscomefor our kedsto recross the Western Ocean, and claim what is ours. The beast will out,
intheend. Every wolf will haveitsday.

PART ONE
SCHISM

ONE
YEAR OF THE SAINT 551

V ESPERS had long since been rung, but Brother Albrec had affected not to hear. He chewed the end

of hisquill so that damp bits of feather dropped on to the bench, but he did not notice. Hisface, squinting
inthedim light of the dip, was akin to that of a near-sghted vole, pointed and inquisitive. His hand shook
as he turned the page of an ancient parchment which lay before him. When once a corner crumbled at the
touch of his nimble fingers he whined alittle back in histhroat, for dl the world like adog seeing its
master |eave the room without it.

The words on the parchment were beautifully inscribed, but the ink had faded. It was astrange
document, he thought. There were none of the illuminations which had aways been thought so necessary
an adornment to the holy texts of Ramusio. Only words, stark and bare and elegantly written, but fading
under the weight of so many years.

The parchment itself was poor qudity. Had the scribe of the time possessed no vellum? he wondered, for
this was hand-enscribed, not churned out on one of the famous presses of Charibon. Thiswas old.

And yet it was dmost as though the author had not wanted to draw too much attention to the work. And
indeed the manuscript had been found, arolled-up wad of untidy fragments, stuffed into acrack inthe
wall of one of the lowest of thelibrary levels. Brother Columbar had brought it to Albrec. He had thought
perhaps to use the parchment as blotting for the scriptorium, for Charibon still produced hand-written
books, even now. But thefaint, perfect writing visible upon it had made him hesitate, and bring it to the
attention of the Assistant Librarian. Albrec’s naturd curiosity had donetherest.

Almost he hdted, rose from his seet to tell the Chief Librarian, Brother Commodius. But something kept
thelittle monk rooted there, reading on in fascination while the other brothers were no doubt sitting down
to their evening med.

The scrap of parchment was five centuries old. Almost as old as Charibon itself, holiest of dl the
university-monasteries on the continent now that Aekir was gone. When the unknown author had been
writing, the Blessed Ramusio had only just been assumed into heaven—conceivably, that great event had
happened within thelifetime of the writer.
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Albrec held his bregth as the petal-thin parchment stuck to his sweating fingers. He was afraid to breathe
onit for fear that the ancient, irreplaceabl e text might somehow blur and run, or blow away like sand
under some sudden zephyr.

... and we begged him not to leave us alone and bereft in such a darkening world. But the Blessed
Saint only smiled. “ | aman old man now,” he said. “ What | have begun | leave to you to
continue; my time hereisfinished. You are all men of faith; if you believe in the things which |
have taught you and place your livesin the hand of God, then there is no need to be afraid. The
world is a darkening place, yes, but it darkens because of the will of man, not of God. Itis
possible to turn the tide of history—we have proved that. Remember, in the years ahead, that we
do not merely suffer history, we create it. Every man hasin himthe ability to change the world.
Every man has a voice to speak out with; and if that voice is silenced by those who will not listen,
then another will speak out, and another. The truth can be silenced for a time, yes, but not for
ever ...

The rest of the page was missing, torn away. Albrec leafed through the indeci pherable fragments that
followed. Tearsrosein his eyes and he blinked them away as he redlized that the parts which were
missing were indeed lost beyond recall. It was asif someone had given athirgting man in adesert adrop
of water to soothe his parched mouth, and then poured away a quart into the sand.

Findly, thelittle cleric got off his hard bench and knelt on the stone floor to pray.

Thelife of the Saint, an original text which had never been seen before. It told the story of aman named
Ramusio, who had been born and who had lived and grown old; who had laughed and wept and spent
deepless nights awake. The story of the centra figure in the faith of the western world, written by a
contemporary—ypossibly even someone who had known him personally . . .

Even if so much of it had been logt, there was till so much gained. It was amiracle, and it had been
granted to him. He thanked God there on hisknees for reveding it to him. And he prayed to Ramusio,
the Blessed Saint whom he was now beginning to see as aman, ahuman being like himsdlf—though
infinitely superior, of course. Not the iconic image the Church had made him out to be, but aman. And it
was thanksto thisincredibly precious document before him.

Heregained his seet, blowing his nose on the deeve of his habit, kissng his humble Saint’s symbol of
bog-oak. The tattered text was beyond price; it was comparabl e to the Book Of Deeds compiled by St.
Bonnevd inthefirst century. But how much of it was here? How much waslegible?

He bent over it again, ignoring the pains that were shooting through his cramped neck and shoulders.

No title page or covering, nothing that might hint at the identity of the author or his patron. Five centuries
ago, Albrec knew, the Church had not possessed the virtua monopoly on learning that it did now. In
those days many parts of the world had not yet been converted to the True Faith, and rich noblemen had
sponsored scribes and artistsin a hundred cities to copy old pagan texts or even invent new ones.
Literacy had been more widespread. It was only with the rise to prominence of the Inceptinesin the last
two hundred years or s0 that literacy had declined again, becoming a preserve of professonds. It was
said that al the Fimbrian emperors could both read and write, whereas until recently no western king
could so much as spell hisown name. That had changed with the new generation of kingsthat was
coming to the fore, but the older rulers still preferred a sedl to asignature.

His eyes stung, and Albrec rubbed them, sparking lights out of the darkness under their closed lids. His
friend Avilawould have missed him at dinner, and might even try to seek him out. He often scolded
Albrec for missng meals. No matter. Once he saw thisrediscovered jewd . . .



The quiet thump of adoor shutting. Albrec blinked, 1ooking about him. One hand pulled asheaf of loose
papers over the old document while the other reached for the lamp.

“Helo?

No answer. The archive room waslong and cluttered, shelves piled high with books and scrolls dividing
it up into compartments. It was also utterly dark, save where Albrec strembling lamp flameflickeredina
warm circle of ydlow light.

Nothing.

Thelibrary had its share of ghosts, of course; what ancient building did not? Working late sometimes,
clerics had felt cold breath on their cheeks, or sensed awatching presence. Once the Senior Librarian,
Commodius, had spent anight in vigil in thelibrary praying to Garaso, the saint for whom it was named,
because some novices had become terrified by the shadows they swore gathered there after dark.
Nothing had come of it, and the novices had been ribbed for weeks afterwards.

A diding scrape in the blackness beyond the light of the lamp. Albrec got to hisfest, gripping his
A-shaped Saint’ s symbol.

Sweet Saint that watches over me

In all the lightless spaces of the night

he prayed the ancient prayer of travellersand pilgrims.
Be thou my lamp and guide and staff,

And keep me from the anger of the beast.

Two ydlow lights blinked in the darkness. Albrec received amomentary impression of something huge
hulking in the shadow. The hint of an animd stink which lasted only a second, and then was gone.

Someone sneezed, and Albrec's start rocked the table behind him. The lamplight fluttered and the wick
hissed as ail spilled upon it. Shadows swooped in as theillumination guttered. Albrec felt the hard oak of
the symbol creak under the white bones of hisfingers. He could not speak.

A door again, and the pad of naked feet on the bare stone of the floor. A shape loomed up out of the
darkness.

“Y ou’ ve missed dinner again, Brother Albrec,” avoice sad.

Thefigure cameinto thelight. A tal, gaunt, dmost hairless head with huge ears and fantagticaly winged
eyebrows on ether sde of adrooping nose. The eyeswere bright and kindly.

Albrec let out a shuddering breath. “Brother Commodius!”

One eyebrow quirked upward. “Who else were you expecting? Brother Avilaasked meif | would look
in on you. Heis doing penance again—the Vicar-Genera will tolerate only so many bread fights of an
evening, and Avila saim isnone so good. Have you been digging in the dust for gold, Albrec?’

The Senior Librarian gpproached the table. He dways walked barefoot, winter and summer, and hisfeet,
splayed and black-nailed, were in proportion to his nose.

Albrec's breathing was under control again.



“Yes, Brother.” Suddenly theideaof telling the Senior Librarian about the rediscovered text did not
appeal to Albrec. He began to babble.

“Oneday | hopeto find something wonderful down here. Do you know that dmost haf the textsin the
lower archives have never been catalogued? Who knows what may await me?’

Commodius smiled, becoming atall, comica goblin. “1 applaud your industry, Albrec. Y ou have atrue
love of the written word. But do not forget that books are only the thoughts of men made visible, and not
all those thoughts are to be tolerated. Many of the uncatal ogued works of which you speak are no doubt
heretical; thousands of scrolls and books were brought here from al over Normanniain the days of the
Religious Wars so that the Inceptines might apprai se them. Most were burned, but it is said that a good
number werelaid in corners and forgotten. So you must be careful what you read, Albrec. The merest
whiff of unorthodoxy in atext, and you must bring it to me. Isthat clear?’

Albrec nodded. He was sweating. Somewherein his mind he was wondering if withholding factswould
be construed as a sin. He remembered his own private store of scrolls and manuscripts that he had
hoarded away to save from thefire, and his unease deepened.

“Y ou look aswhite as paper, Albrec. What' swrong?’
“|—I thought there was something else in here, before you came.”

Thistime both eyebrows shot up the hairless head. “ The library has been playing itstricks again, eh?
What wasit thistime, awhisper in your ear? A hand on your shoulder?’

“Itwas. .. afeding, no more.”

Commodiuslaid amassive, knot-knuckled fist on Albrec’ s shoulder and shook him affectionately. “The
fathisstrong inyou. Albrec. Y ou have nothing to worry about. Whatever ghoststhislibrary ishometo
cannot touch you. Y ou are girded with the armour of true belief; your faith is both abeacon to light the
darkness and a sword to cleave the beasts which lurk therein. Fear cannot conquer the heart of atrue
believer in the Saint. Now come: | mean to rescue you for awhile from the dust and the prowling ghosts.
Avilahas saved some supper for you and ingsts you be madeto et it.”

One great hand propelled Albrec irresistibly away from hiswork table, whilst the other scooped up the
lamp. Brother Commodius paused to sneeze again. “ Ah, the unsettled dust of the years. It settlesin the
chest you know.”

When they had exited the darkened room Commodius produced akey from his habit and locked the
door behind them. Then the pair continued up through the library to the light and noise of the refectories

beyond.

F AR to the west of Charibon’s cloigters, across the ice-glittering heights of the Mavennor Mountains.
Thereisabroad land there between the mountai ns and the sea beyond, an ancient land: the birthplace of
anempire.

The city of Fimbir had been built without walls. The Electors had said that their capital wasfortified by
the shields of the Fimbrian soldiery; they needed no other defence.

And there wastruth in their boast. Almost uniquely among the capitals of Normannia, Fimbir had never
been besieged. No foreign warrior had ever entered the massively constructed City of the Electors unless
he came bearing tribute, or seeking aid. The Hegemony of the Fimbrians had ended centuries before, but
their city gill bore the marks of empire. Abrusio was more populous, Vol Ephrir more beautiful, but



Fimbir had been built to impress. Were it ever to become deserted, the poets said, men of later
generations might suppose that it had been reared up by the hands of giants.

East of the city were the parade grounds and training fields of the Fimbrian army. Hundreds of acres had
been cleared and flattened to provide agaming board of war upon which the Electors might learn to
movetheir pieces. A hill south of the fields had been artificialy heightened to provide avantage point for
generasto regard the results of their tactics and strategy. Nothing that ever occurred in battle, it was
said, had not already been replicated and studied upon the training fields of Fimbir. Such werethetaes
that the tercios of the conquerors had engendered over the years and across the continent.

A cluster of men stood now on the vantage point of the hill overlooking the fields. Generdls and junior
officersdike, they were clad in black half-armour, their rank marked only by the scarlet sashesthat some
wore wrapped beneath their sword belts. A stone table that was a permanent fixture here stood in their
midst, covered with maps and counters. Coprenius Kuln himsdlf, the first Fimbrian emperor, had et it
here eight hundred years previoudy.

Horses were hobbled off to one side, to mount order-bearing couriers. The Fimbrians did not believe in
cavadry, and thiswasthe only use they had for theanimals.

On thetraining fields below, formations of men marched and counter-marched. Fifteen thousand of them,
perhaps, their feet adeep thunder on the ground that had hardened with thefirst frosts. A cold early
morning sunlight sparked off the glinting heads of their pikes and the barrels of shouldered arquebuses.
They looked like the massed playthings of agod left lying on anursery floor and come to sudden,
bedtling life.

Two men strolled away from the cluster of officers on the hill and stood apart, looking down on the
panoply and magnificence of the formations below. They werein middie age, of medium height,
broad-shouldered, hollow-cheeked. They might have been brothers save that one wore ablack hole
where hisleft eye should have been, and the hair on that side of hishead had become silver.

“The courier, Caehir, died at hisown hand last night,” the one-eyed man said.
The other nodded. “Hislegs?’

“They took them off at the knee; there was no saving them. Therot had gone too far, and he had no wish
toliveasacripple”

“A good man. Pity to lose one slife because of frostbite, no more.”

“Hedid hisduty. The message got through. By now, Jonakait and Merkuswill bein the passes of the
mountains aso. We must hope they meet with better luck.”

“Indeed. So the Five Kingdoms have split. We have two Pontiffs and ardligious war in the offing. And dl
thiswhile the Merduks howl at the gates of the west.”

“The men at Ormann Dyke; they must be soldiers.”

“Yes. That was afight. The Torunnans are no mean warriors.”

“But they are not Fimbrians.”

“No, they are not Fimbrians. How many of our people are we to send to their aid?’

“A grand tercio, no more. We must be cautious, and see how this divison of the kingdoms goes.”



The Fimbrian with the unmutilated face nodded fractiondly. A grand tercio comprised somefive
thousand men: three thousand pike and two thousand arquebusiers, plus the assorted gunsmiths,
armourers, cooks, muleteers, pioneers and staff officers who went with them. Perhgps six thousand in all.

“Will that be enough to save the dyke?’

“Possibly. But our priority isnot so much to save Ormann Dyke asto establish amilitary presencein
Torunna, remember.”

“I find I amin danger of thinking like agenera instead of apalitician, Briscus.”

The one-eyed man named Briscus grinned, showing arange of teeth with smashed gaps between them.
“Kyrid, you are an old soldier who sniffs powder-smoke in thewind. | am the same. For thefirst timein
living memory our people will leave the bounds of the el ectoratesto do battle with the heathen. It isan
event to quicken the blood, but we must not let it cloud our judgement.”

“I do not atogether like farming our men out as mercenaries.”

“Neither do I; but when a state has seventy thousand unemployed soldiers on hand, what else can one do
with them? If Marshd Barbius and his contingent impress the Torunnans sufficiently, then we will haveal
the Ramusian kingdoms crying out for our tercios. The time will comewhen every capita will haveits
contingent of Fimbrian troops, and then—"

“And then?’
“Wewill see what we can make out of it, if it happens.”

They turned to look down on the training fields once more. The pair were dressed no differently from the
other senior officers on the hill, but they were Fimbrian Electors and represented half the ruling body of
their peculiar country. A word from them, and thisarmy of thousands would march off the training fields
and into the cauldron of war wherever they saw fit to wageit.

“Welivein an age where everything will change,” one-eyed Briscus said quietly. “The world of our
forefathersison the brink of dissolution. | fed it in my bones.”

“An age of opportunity, dso,” Kyrid reminded him.

“Of course. But | think that before the end dl the paliticians will have to think like soldiers and the
soldierslike politicians. It reminds me of the last battle by the Habrir river. The army knew the Electors
had aready signed away the Duchy of Imerdon, and yet we deployed that morning and fought for it
nonetheless. We won, and threw the Hebriansin disorder back across the fords. Then we gathered up
our dead and marched away from Imerdon for ever. It isthe same fedling: that our armies can win any
battle they chooseto fight, and yet in the end it will make no difference to the outcome of things.”

“Y ou wax philosophica thismorning, Briscus. That isunlike you.”
“You must forgive me. It isahazard of advancing years.”

From the formations below, lines of smoke puffed out and seconds later the clattering rumble of arquebus
fire reached them on the hill. Regiments of arquebusi ers were competing against each other to seewho
could reload the fastest, shooting down lines of straw figures that had been set up on the plain. Volley
followed volley, until it ssemed that a high-pitched thunder was being generated by the very earth and
was clawing up to heaven. The plain below became obscured by toiling clouds of powder-smoke, the
fog of war initsmogt literal sense. The heady smdll of it drifted up to the two Electors on the hillsde and



they snuffed it in like hounds scenting a hare on awinter’ smorning.

A third figure left the gaggle of officers around the stone table and stood to attention behind the Electors
until the pair had noticed him. He was asquare man; what he lacked in height he made up for in width.
Even his chin was asregular asthe blade of ashovel, hismouth alipless gash above it partialy obscured
by athick red moustache. His hair was cut so short asto stand up like the cropped mane of ahorse; the
mark of aman who often woreahem.

“Wadll, Barbius?' Briscus asked the man. “How do they fare?’

Barbius stared straight ahead. “ They’ re about as handy as a bunch of seamstresses on a cold morning,

ar.

Briscus snorted with laughter. “ But will they pass?’

“I'll work them up alittle more before we go, ar. Three rounds a minute, that’ s our god.”

“The Torunnansthink themsaveswell-drilled if they can get off two inthat time,” Kyriel said quietly.
“They’re not Torunnans, Sr—with respect.”

“Damnright, by God!” Briscus said fervently. His one eye flashed. 1 want your command to be as
perfect as you can makeit, Barbius. Thiswill bethefirst Fimbrian army the rest of the kingdoms have
seenin action for twenty-five years. We want to impress.”

“Yes, gr.” Barbius face had al the animation of aclosed helm.
“Y our baggage tran?’

“Fifty carts, eight hundred mules. Wetrave light, Sir.”

“And you're happy with the route?’

Here Barbius dlowed himsdf the merest diver of asmile. “ Through the Narian Hills by way of Tulm, and
so to Charibon for the Pontifical blessing. Along the south-eastern shore of the Seaof Tor and down into
Torunna by way of the Torrin Gap.”

“And another Pontifical blessing from the other Pontiff,” Kyriel added, his eyes dancing.
“Y ou’ ve been briefed on your behaviour and that of your men?’ Briscus said, serious now.

“Yes, sir. We are to be as respectful as possible to the Pontiff and the Church authorities, but we are not
to be deflected from our line of march.”

“Thereisnothing on that line which has the remotest chance of stopping a Fimbrian grand tercio,” Briscus
sad, hiseye narrowing. “But you areto avoid the dightest friction with anyone, especidly Almarkans.
That isclear, Marsha? Y ou are anameless functionary; you are obeying orders. All complaints, protests
and smilar areto be directed to Fimbir, and you are not to delay your march for anything.”

“Of course, 9r.”

“Let them think you are amindless soldier whose job isto do asheistold. If you pause to argue with
them just once, then they will wrap you up in coils of Inceptine law and hamstring you. Thisarmy must
get through, Marshd.”



Barbius looked the Elector in the eyefor thefirst time. “1 know, Sir.”
“Very well. Good luck. Y ou are dismissed.”

Barbius dapped aforearm againg his cuirass and left them. Kyrid watched him go, pulling at hislower lip
with one restless hand.

“We are walking arope here, Briscus.”

“Don’t | know it. Himerius must accept that we are going to help Torunna, heretic king or no; but we
cannot afford to alienate him completely.”

“| see what you mean, about soldiers and politicians.”

“Yes. Welivein acomplicated world, Kyrid, but of lateit’ s become even more interesting than it was
before”

TWO

T HE King was gone, and there were those who said that he would never be coming back.
Abrusio.

Capital of the Kingdom of Hebrion, greatest port of the western world—indeed, some would say of the
entireworld. Only ancient Nabeni might viewith Abrusio for thetitle.

For centuriesthe Royal House of the Hibrusids had ruled in Hebrion and their palace had frowned down
over the raucous old port. There had of course been dynastic squabbles, internecine warfare, obscure
marital entanglements; but in dl that time the Royd house had never relaxed its grip on the throne.

Things had changed.

Winter had come to the west, propelled on the wings of war. The armiesthat baitled on the eastern
frontiers of the continent had withdrawn to their winter quarters and it seemed that the ships which plied
the western seas had followed their example. The trade lanes of nations grew emptier asthe waning year
grew colder.

In Abrusio the Great Harbour, the Inner and Outer Roads as the other harbours were named, the sea
itself, were whipped into abroken swell of tumultuous waves, white-tops gilding their tips. A steady roar
of surf pounded the huge man-made molesthat sheltered the harbours from the worst of the winter
storms, and the beacon towers were it dong their length, gleaming flames battling the wind to warn
approaching ships of the shallows and mark the harbour entrances.

The wind had backed asit freshened; the season for the Hebrian Trade had long ended, and now it
howled in from the south-west, shoving Hebrion-bound vessals landwards and making the teeth of
ship-masters grate as they fought to avoid that worst nightmare of any mariner, alee shore.

Abrusio was not at its best at thistime of year. It was not acity that relished winter. It housed too many
pavement taverns, open-air markets and the like. It was a place which needed sunshine. In the summer
itsinhabitants might curse the unwavering heet that set the buildings shimmering and brought dmost to an
art form the stink of the sewers and tanneries, but the city was more dive, more crowded—like a
termite-mound with abroken shell. In winter it closed in on itsdlf; the harbours saw only atithe of the
trade they were accustomed to, and the waterside inns and brothel s and ships suffered asaresult. In
winter the city tightened its belt, turned its face from the sea.and grumbled to itsdlf, awaiting spring.
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A spring without aking, perhaps. For months King Abeleyn of Hebrion had been absent from his capitdl,
away at the Conclave of Kingsin Perigraine. In his absence the new High Pontiff of the west,
Himerius—one-time Prelate of Hebrion—had ordered an army of the Church’s secular arm, the Knights
Militant, into Abrusio to check therising tide of sorcery and heresy in the old city. The King no longer
ruled in Hebrion. Some said he would pick up the reins as soon as he returned from histravels. Others
said that when the Church manages to worm itsway into the chambers of government, it isnot so easy to
gectit.

SASTRO di Carreralet thewind water his eyes and stood with his doublet billowing about him on the
wide balcony. A tall man, hisblack beard oiled to a curling point and aruby the size of a caper setinone
ear, he had the hands of alutist and the easy carriage of one accustomed to having his own way. And
that was only naturd, for he was the head of one of the great houses of Hebrion and, at present, one of
the de facto rulers of the kingdom.

He stared out and down across the city. Below were the prosperous quarters of the merchants and the
lesser nobility, the halls of some of the more prestigious guilds, the gardens of the rich denizens of the
Upper City. Farther down the hills, the teeming sums and tenements of the poorer, low-born people;
thousands of ochre-tiled roofs with hardly a gap between them. A seaof humble dwellings that bloomed
out in the drizzle and wind of the day down to the harbours and the waterfronts, what some caled the
bowels of Hebrion. He could pick out the looming, stone-built massiveness of the arsenals and barracks
in the western arm of the Lower City. Down there were the sSinews of war, the culverins and powder and
laid-up arquebuses and swords of the Crown. And the men: the soldiers who comprised the Hebrian
tercios, some eight thousand of them. The mailed fist of Abrusio.

Looking farther out till, he fixed his gaze where the city ended in amaze of quays and jetties and
warehouses, and a huge tangled forest of masts. Three enormous harbours crammed with miles of ship
berths, an uncountable myriad of vessalsfrom every port and kingdom in the known world. The
bloodstream of trade, which kept Abrusio’ sleathery old heart begting.

And there, over half aleague awvay, Admira’s Tower with its scarlet pennant snaking and snapping in the
wind, hardly to be seen but for the glint of gold upon it. In the state shipyards rested galleys, galleasses,
caravels and war-carracks by the hundred. The fleet of the most powerful seafaring nation west of the
Cimbric Mountains. There, that waswhat power looked like. It was agleam of iron on the barrel of a
cannon; the glitter of sted at the head of alance. It wasthe oak of awarship’s hull. These things were not
the trappings, but the essence of power, and those who thought themselves in positions of authority often
forgot that, to their lasting regret. Power in this day and age was in the muzzle of agun.

“Sadtro, for the Saint’ s sake close the screen, will you? We |l perish in here of the cold beforewe' re
done.”

The tal nobleman smiled out at the wintry metropalis, cast his glance | eft, to the east, and he saw there
something to brighten the dullness of the day. On acleared patch of ground near the summiit of the city,
perhaps some four acresin extent, was what appeared to be a conflagration, acarpet of firewhich lit up
the afternoon. On closer ingpection it might be seen that the inferno was not one single blaze, but ahuge
number of lesser bonfires grouped closely together. They were slent; the wind carried the hungry roar of
the flames away from him. But he could just make out the dark stick-figure at the heart of every tiny,
discretefire. Every oneaherdtic, yidding up his spirit in asaffron hao of unimaginable agony. Over six
hundred of them.

That, Sastro thought, is power also. The ability to withhold life.
He stepped in off the balcony and shut the intricately carved screen behind him. Hefound himsdlf in atal



stone room, the walls hung with tapestries depicting scenes from thelives of various saints. Braziers
burned everywhere, generating awarm fug, acharcod smell. Only above the long table where the others
sat did ail lamps burn, hanging from the ceiling on silver chains. The day outside, with the screen closed,
was dark enough to make it seem nocturnal in here. The three men seated around the table, € bow-deep
in papers and decanters, did not seem to notice, however. Sastro took his seat among them again. The
headache which had occasioned his stepping out on to the bal cony was still with him and he rubbed his
throbbing temples as he regarded the othersin silence.

The rulers of the kingdom, no less. The dispatch-runner had put in only that afternoon, adeek galleass
which had dmost foundered in its haste to reach Abrusio. It had set out from Touron ascant nineteen
days ago, spent afortnight pulling against the wind to get clear of the Tulmian Gulf, and then had spread
itswings before the wind al the way south along the Hebrian coast, running off eighty leaguesaday at
times. It bore amessenger from Vol Ephrir who was now amonth on the road, who had hurtled north
through Perigraine killing adozen horses on the way, who had stopped at Charibon a night and then had
hurtled on again until he had taken ship with the galleassin Touron. The messenger bore news of the
excommunication of the Hebrian monarch.

Quirion of Fulk, Presbyter of the Knights Militant, an Inceptine cleric who bore a sword, leaned back
from the table with asigh. The chair cracked under hisweight. He was a corpulent man, the muscle of
youth melting into fat, but still formidable. His head was shaved in the fashion of the Knights, and his
fingernailswere broken by years of donning mail gauntlets. His eyes were like two gimlets set deep within
afurrowed pink crag, and his cheekbones thrust out farther than his oft-broken nose. Sastro had seen
prize-fighterswith less brutal countenances.

The Presbyter gestured with one large hand towards the document they had been perusing.
“Thereyou haveit. Abdeynisfinished. Theletter issigned by the High Pontiff himsdlf.”

“Itis hadtily written, and the sedl isblurred,” one of the other men said, the same one who had
complained of the cold. Astolvo di Sequero was perhaps the most nobly born man in the kingdom after
King Abeeyn himsalf. The Sequeros had once been candidates for the throne, way back in the murky
past which followed the fal of the Fimbrian Hegemony some four centuries ago, but the Hibrusids had
won that particular battle. Astolvo was an old man with lungs that wheezed like a punctured wineskin.
His ambitions had been extinguished by age and infirmity. He did not want to be a player in the game, not
a thisstage of hislife; dl he wanted of the world now were afew tranquil years and agood desth.

Which suited Sastro perfectly.

The third man at the table was hewn out of the same rock as Presbyter Quirion, though younger and with
violence written less obvioudy across hisface. Colonel Jochen Freisswas adjutant of the City Tercios of
Abrusio. He was a Finnmarkan, anative of that far northern country whose ruler, Skarpathin, called
himsdlf aking though he was not counted among the Five Monarchs of the West. Freiss had lived thirty
yearsin Hebrion and his accent was no different from Sastro’s own, but the shock of straw-coloured hair
which topped his burly frame would aways mark him out asaforeigner.

“His Holiness the High Pontiff was obvioudy pressed for time,” Presbyter Quirion said. He had avoice
likeasaw. “What isimportant isthat the sedl and signature are genuine. What say you, Sastro?’

“Undoubtedly,” Sastro agreed, playing with the hooked end of his beard. His temples throbbed
damnably, but hisface wasimpassve. “ Abeeynisking no more; every law of Church and State militates
againgt him. Gentlemen, we have just been recognized by the holy Church asthe legitimate rulers of
Hebrion, and a heavy burden it is—but we must endeavour to bear it as best we may.”



“Indeed,” Quirion said approvingly. “ This changes matters entirely. We must get this document to
Generad Mercado and Admira Rovero at once; they will see the legitimacy of our position and the
untenable nature of their own. The army and the fleet will findly repent of this foolish stubbornness, this
misplaced loydty to aking who isno more. Do you agree, Freiss?’

Colond Freissgrimaced. “In principle, yes. But these two men, Mercado and Rovero, are of the old
school. They are pious, no doubt of that, but they have a soldier’ sloyalty towards their sovereign, as
have the common troops. | think it will be no easy task to overturn that attachment, Pontifica bull or no.”

“And what happened to your soldier’ sloyaty, Freiss?” Sastro asked, smiling unpleasantly.

The Finnmarkan flushed. “My faith and my eterna soul are more important. | swore an oath to the King
of Hebrion, but that king is no more my sovereign now than aMerduk shahr. My conscienceis clear, my
lord.”

Sadtro bowed dightly in hischair, il smiling. Quirion flapped one blunt hand impatiently.

“We are not here to spar with one another. Colone Freiss, your convictions do you credit. Lord
Carrera, | suggest you could exercise your wit more profitably in consideration of our changed
circumstances.”

Sastro raised an eyebrow. “ Our circumstances have changed? | thought the bull merely confirmed what
was aready redity. Thiscouncil rulesHebrion.”

“For the moment, yes, but the legal position isunclear.”
“What do you mean?’ Astolvo asked, wheezing. He seemed faintly alarmed.

“What | mean,” Quirion said carefully, “isthat the Stuation iswithout precedent. Werule here, in the
name of the Blessed Saint and the High Pontiff, but isthat a permanent Sate of affairs? Now that
Abdeynisfinished, and iswithout issue, who wears the Hebrian crown? Do we continue to rule aswe
have done these past weeks, or are we to cast about for alegitimate claimant to the throne, one nearest
the Royd line?’

The man has a conscience, Sastro marvelled to himself. He had never heard an Inceptine cleric talk about
legdlity before when it might undermine hisown authority. It was arevelation which did away with his
headache and set the whed sturning furioudy in his skull.

“Isit one of our tasks, then, to hunt out a successor to our heretical monarch?’ he asked increduloudly.

“Perhaps,” Quirion grunted. “I1t depends on what my superiorsin the order have to say. No doubt the
High Pontiff will have amore detailed set of commands on itsway to us aready.”

“If we put it that way, it may make clerical rule easier to swallow for the soldiery,” Freisssaid. “Themen
are not happy at the thought of being ruled by priests.”

Quirion’sgimlet eyesflashed deep in their sockets. “ The soldiery will do asthey aretold, or they will find
pyres awaiting them on Abrusio Hill dong with the Dweomer-folk.”

“Of course,” Freisswent on hadtily. “1 only point out that fighting men prefer to see aking at their head. It
iswhat they are used to, after al, and soldiers are nothing if not conservative.”

Quirion rapped the table, setting the decanters dancing. “Very well then,” he barked. “Two things. First,
we present this Pontifica bull to the admira and the generd. If they chooseto ignoreit, then they are



guilty of heresy themselves. As Presbyter | am endowed with prelatia authority here, sncethe officeis
vacant; | can thus excommunicate these men if | have to. Charibon will support me.

“Two. We begin enquiries among the noble houses of the kingdom. Who is of the most Roya blood and
untainted by any hint of heresy? Who, in fact, isnext in line to the throne?’

Asfar as Sastro knew that privilege was old Astolvo's, but the head of the Sequero family, if he knew it
himsdlf, was saying nothing. Whoever ruled would be a puppet of the Church. With two thousand
Knights Militant in the city and the regular tercios hamstrung into impotence by the delicate consciences
of their commanders, the new king of Hebrion, whoever he might turn out to be, would have no redl
power—whatever gppearances might suggest. Power as Sastro had defined it to himself earlier. The
kingship was not necessarily to be coveted, whatever prestigeit might bring with it. Not unlessthe king
were aman of remarkable abilities, at any rate. Clearly, the High Pontiff meant the Church to control
Hebrion.

“The situation requires much thought,” Sastro said aloud with perfect honesty. “The Royd scribeswill
have to look through the genedlogica archivesto trace the bloodlines. It may take sometime.”

Agtolvo stared at him. The old nobleman’ s eyes were watering. He did not want to be king and thus said
nothing; but no doubt there were young bloods aplenty in his house who would jump at the chance.
Could Agtolvo keep them in check? It was doubtful. Sastro did not have much time. He must arrange a
private meeting with this Finnmarkan mercenary, Freiss. He needed power. He needed the muzzles of
guns,

A true northerly, onethat the old sdtsliked to call the Candelan Heave, had blown down as steady and
pure as an arrow’ sflight to take them out of the gulf of the Ephron estuary and into the Levangore.
South-southeast had been their course, the mizzen brailed up and the square courses bonneted and full
before the stiff stern wind.

On reaching the latitude of Azbakir, they had turned to the west, taking the wind on the starboard beam.
Sower going after that, asthey forged through the Maacar Straits with their guns run out and the soldiers
lining the ship’ssdein casethe Macassans cared to indulge in alittle piracy. But the Straits had been
quiet, the shallow-bellied galleys and feluccas of the corsairs beached for the winter. The northerly had
veered after that, and they had had it on their starboard quarter ever since: the best point of sail for a
square-rigged vessdl like a carrack. They had entered the Hebrian Seawithout incident, passing the
winter fishing yawls of Agtarac and pointing their bows towards the Fimbrian Gulf and the coast of
Hebrion beyond, three quarters of their homeward voyage safely behind them. The northerly had failed
them then, and a succession of lesser breezes had veered round to east-south-east, right aft. Now the
wind showed signs of backing again, and the ship’s company were kept busy trying to anticipate its next
move.

Forgist had begun, that dark month which heralded the ending of the year. One month, followed by the
five Saint’s Days which were for the purification of the old year and the welcoming in of the new, and
then the year 551 would have dipped irrevocably into the annas of history. The unreachable past would
have clamed it.

King Abeleyn of Hebrion, excommunicate, stood on the windward side of the quarterdeck and let the
following spray settle rime on the fur collar of hiscloak. Dietl, the master of the swift carrack beneath his
feet, kept to the leeward rail, studying his mariners as they braced the yards round and occasiondly
barking out an order which was relayed by the mates. The northerly was showing signs of regppearing as
the wind continued to back; soon they would have it broad on the starboard beam.



A young man, hiscurly black hair unspeckled with grey asyet, the Hebrian King had been five yearson
histhrone. Five yearswhich had seen thefdl of Aekir, theimminent ruin of the west at the hands of the
Merduk hordes and the schism of the holy Church of God. He was a heretic: when he died his soul
would howl away the eonsin the uttermost reaches of hell. He was as damned as any heathen Merduk,
though he had done what he had done for the good of his country—indeed, for the good of the western
kingdomsasawhole.

Abdeyn was no smpleton, but the faith of hisrigidly piousfather had settled deep in hismarrow and he
felt the thin, cold fear of what he had done worming there. Not fear for hiskingdom, or for the west. He
would aways do what was best for them and et no qualm of conscience tug at the hem of his cloak.
No—fear for himsdlf. Hefelt a sudden terror at the thought of his deathbed, the demons which would
gather round the spent body to drag away his screaming spirit when the time came for him to quit the
worldat last . . .

“Grim thoughts, Sre?’

Abdeyn turned, seeing again the bright swells of the Hebrian Seg, feding the rhythm of theliving ship
under hisfeet. There was no one near him, but a tattered-looking gyrfacon sat perched onthe ship’s
westher-rail regarding him with one ydlow, inhuman eye.

“Grim enough, Golophin.”
“Noregrets, | trust.”
“None of any import.”
“How isthe lady Jemilla?’

Abeleyn scowled. His mistress was pregnant, scheming, and very seasick. His early departure from the
Conclave of Kings had meant that she could take ship with him back to Hebrion instead of finding her
own way.

“Sheishbeow, no doubt il puking.”
“Good enough. It will occupy her mind wonderfully.”

“Indeed. What news, old friend? Y our bird looks more battered than ever. His errands are wearing him

“I know. | will grow anew one soon. For now, | can tell you that your fellow heretics are both well on
their way back to their respective kingdoms. Mark is headed south, to crossthe Mavennorsin southern
Adtarac where they are passable. Lofantyr isin the Cimbrics, having ahard time of it, it seems. | fear it
will beabitter winter, Sre.”

“I could havetold you that, Golophin.”

“Perhagps. The Fimbrian marshals are made of sterner stuff. Their party isforcing the Narboskim passes
of the Mavennors. They arewaist deep aready, but | think they will do it. They have no horses.”

Abeleyn grunted. “ The Fimbrians were never an equestrian people. Sometimes | think that iswhy they
have never bred an aristocracy. They wak everywhere. Even their emperors tramped about the
provinces as though they were infantrymen. What else? What news of home?’

Therewas apause. The bird preened one wing for several seconds before the old wizard' s voiceissued



eerily from its beak once more.

“They burned six hundred today, lad. The Knights Militant have more or less purged Abrusio of the
Dweomer-folk now. They are sending parties out into the surrounding fiefsto hunt for more.”

Abdeynwent very Hill.

“Who rulesin Abruso?

“The Presbyter Quirion, formerly Bishop of Fulk.”
“And thelay leaders?’

“Sastro di Carrerafor one. The Sequeros, of course. Between them they have carved up the kingdom
very nicdly, with the Churchin overal authority, naturaly.”

“And the diocesan bishops? | aways thought Lembian of Feramuno was areasonable man.”
“A reasonable man, but till acleric. No, lad: their facesare dl set againgt you.”
“What of the army, the fleet?’

“Ah, there you have the bright spot. Generd Mercado has refused to put his men at the disposal of the
council, as these usurpers style themsalves. The tercios are confined to barracks, and Admiral Rovero
hasthe fleet well in hand also. The Lower City of Abrusio, the barracks and the harbours are no-go
areasfor the Knights.”

Abeleyn let out along breath. “ So we can make landfal. Thereis hope, Golophin.”

“Yes, sre. But Mercado isan old man, and a pious one. The Inceptines are working on him. Heisas
loyd asahound, but heisaso intolerant of heresy. We cannot afford to lose any time, or we may find
the army arraigned against us when we reach Hebrion.”

“Y ou think aPontifical bull could have arrived there aready?’

“I do. Himerius will waste no time once he hears the newsfrom Vol Ephrir. And therein lies your danger,
gre. Refusing to obey the will of afew trumped-up, would-be princesis one thing, but remaining loyd to
an absent heretic is quite another. The bull may be enough to sway the army and the fleet. Y ou must
prepare yoursdf for that.”

“If that happens | am finished, Golophin.”

“Nearly, but not quite. Y ou will ill have your own lands, your own persond retainers. With Astarac’'s
help you could reclam the throne.”

“Plunging Hebrion into civil war whilel do.”

“No one ever said this course would be an easy one, sire. | could wish that we had made better timein
our journey, though.”

“I need agitators, Golophin. | need trusted men who will enter the city before me and spread the truth of
the matter. Abrusio is not cut out to be ruled by priests. When the city hearsthat Macrobiusis aive and
well, that Himeriusisan imposter and that Astarac and Torunnaare with mein thisthing, then it will be
different.”



“I will ssewhat | can do, lad, but my contactsin the city are growing thinner on the ground day by day.
Most of them are ashes, friends of fifty years. May thelord God rest their souls. They died good men,
whatever the Ravens might think.”

“And you, Golophin. Areyou safe?’
Something in the yellow gleam of the bird’ seye chilled Abeleyn asit replied in the old mage' svoice.
“I will bedl right, Abeleyn. The day they try to take mewill be oneto remember, | promise you.”

Abeleyn turned and stared back over the taffrail. Astarac was out of sight over the brim of the horizon,
but he could just make out the white glimmer of the Hebros Mountains ahead, to the north-west.

Adarec, far astern of them: the kingdom of King Mark, soon to be his brother-in-law. If there were ever
time for weddings again after dl this. What was waiting for Mark in Astarac? More of the same, perhaps.
Ambitious clerics, nobleslegping at the opportunity to rule. War.

A ssamile astern of Abeleyn’svessel two wide-bellied nefs, the ol d-fashioned trading ships of the
Levangore, were making heavy going of the swell. Within them was the bulk of Abeleyn’s entourage,
four hundred strong; the only subjects whose obedience he till commanded. It was because of them he
had taken the longer searoute home instead of trying to chance the snowbound passes of the mountains.
Hewould need every loya sword in the months to come; he could not afford to abandon them.

“Golophin, I want you to do something.”
The gyrfalcon cocked its head to one side. “I am yours to command, my boy.”

“Y ou must procure ameeting with Rovero and Mercado. Y ou must let the army and the fleet know the
truth of things. If the Hebrian navy isagaingt me, then we will never get to within fifty leagues of Abrusio.”

“It will not be easy, sre.”

“Nothing ever is, my friend. Nothing ever is”

“I' will do my best. Rovero, being amariner, has aways had a more open mind than Mercado.”
“If you must choose one, then et it be Rovero. Thefleet isthe most important.”

“Very wdl, sre”

“Sail ho!” thelookout cried from the maintop. “I see five—no, six—sail abaft the larboard beam!”
Dietl, the master, squinted up at the maintop.

“What arethey, Tass0?’

“Lateen-rigged, Sr. Galleasses by my bet. Corsairs maybe.”

Dietl blinked, then turned to Abeleyn.

“Corsairs, gre. A whole squadron, perhaps. Shall | put her about?’

“Let me seefor mysdf,” Abeleyn snapped. He clambered over the ship’srail and began climbing the
shrouds. In seconds he was up in the maintop with Tasso, the lookout. The sailor looked both amazed
and terrified at finding himsdlf on such closetermswith aking.



“Point them out to me,” Abeleyn commanded.

“There, sre. They'reamost hull up now. They have the wind on the starboard beam, but you can see
their cars are out too. There' saflash of foam aong every hull, regular as awaterclock.”

Abeleyn peered across the unending expanse of white-streaked seawhile the maintop described lazy
arcsunder him with the pitch and roll of the carrack. There: six sailslike the wings of great waterborne
birds, and the regular splash of the carsaswell.

“How do you know they’re corsairs?’ he asked Tasso.

“Lateen-rigged on dl three masts, gir, like axebec. Astaran and Perigrainian galleasses are square-rigged
on foreand main. Those are corsairs, sir, no doubt about it, and they’ re on aclosing course.”

Abeleyn studied the oncoming shipsin silence. It was too much of acoincidence. These vessals knew
what they were after.

He dapped Tasso on the shoulder and sdled down the backstay to the deck. The whole crew was
standing staring, even the Hebrian soldiers and marines of his entourage. He joined Dietl onthe
quarterdeck, smiling.

“You had best begt to quarters, Captain. | believe we have afight on our hands.”

THREE

A T timesit seemed as though the whole world were on the move.

From Ormann Dyke the road curved round to arrow amost due south through the low hills of northern
Torunna. A fineroad, built by the Fimbriansin the days when Aekir had been the easternmost trading
post of their empire. The Torunnan kings had kept it in good repair, but in their own road-building they
had never been able to match the stubborn Fimbrian disregard for natural obstacles, and thusthe
secondary roads which branched off it curved and wound their way about the shoulders of the hillslike
rivulets of water finding their naturd leve.

All the roads were clogged with people.

Corfe had seen it before, on the retrest from Aekir, but the other troopers of the escort had not. They
were shocked by the scale of the thing.

The troop had passed through empty villages, deserted hamlets, and even acouple of townswhere the
doors of the houses had been left gar by their fleeing occupants. And now the occupants of al northern
Torunnawere on the move, it seemed.

Most of them were actudly from Aekir. With the onset of winter, Generd Martellus of Ormann Dyke
had ordered the refugee camps about the fortress broken up. Those living there had been told to go
south, to Torunn itself. They were too big adrain on the meagre resources of the dyke' s defenders, and
with winter swooping in—ahard winter too, by the looks of it—they would not survive long in the shanty
towns which had sprung up in the shadow of the dyke. Hundreds of thousands of them were moving
south, trekking along the roads in the teeth of the bitter wind. Their passage had had a catastrophic effect
on the inhabitants of the region. There had been looting, killing, even pitched battles between Aekirians
and Torunnans. The panic had spread, and now the natives of the country were heading south also. A
rumour had begun that the Merduks would not remain long in winter quarters, but were planning a
sudden ondaught on the dyke, a swift sweep south to the Torunnan capital before the heaviest of the
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snows set in. Therewas no truth to it. Corfe had reconnoitred the Merduk winter camps himself, and he
knew that the enemy was regrouping and resupplying, and would be for months. But reason was not
something aterrified mob hearkened to very easily, hence the exodus.

Thetroop of thirty Torunnan heavy cavary were escorting a clumsy, springless carriage over the
crowded roads, battering away through the crowds with the armoured bodies of their warhorses and
warning shots from their matchlocks. Insde the carriage Macrobius 111, High Pontiff of the Western
World, sat with blind patience clutching the Saint’s symbol of silver and lapislazuli Generd Martellus had
given him. Nowhere in Ormann Dyke could there be found materia of the right shade to clothe a Pontiff,
so instead of purple Macrobius wore robes of black. Perhapsit was an omen, Corfe thought. Perhaps he
would not be recognized as Pontiff again, now that Himerius had been elected to the position by the
Prelates and the Colleges of Bishopsin Charibon. Macrobius himsdf did not seem to care whether he
was Pontiff or not. The Merduks had carved something vital out of his spirit when they gouged the eyes
from hishead in Aekir.

Unbidden, her face wasin Corfe smind again, as clear aslamplight. That raven-dark hair, and the way
one corner of her mouth had tilted upward when she smiled. His Heriawas dead, aburnt corpsein
Aekir. That part of him, the part which had loved her, was nothing but ash now aso. Perhapsthe
Merduks had carved something out of his own spirit when they had taken the Holy City: something of the
capacity for laughter and loving. But that hardly mattered now.

And yet, and yet. He found himsdf scanning the face of every woman in the teeming multitude, hoping
and praying despite himself that he might see her. That she might have survived by some miracle. He
knew it was the merest foolishness; the Merduks had snatched the youngest and most presentabl e of
Aekir' sfemae population on the city’ sfal to be reserved for their field brothels. Corfe' sHeriahad died
in the great conflagration which had engulfed the stricken city.

Sweet blood of the holy Saint, he hoped she had died.

The outrider Corfe had dispatched an hour before came cantering back up the side of the road,
scattering trudging refugees like awolf exploding aflock of sheep. Hereined in his exhausted horse and
flung ahurried salute, his vambrace clanging againgt the breast of his cuirassin the age-old gesture.

“Torunnisjust over the hill, Colonel. Barely aleague to the outskirnts.”
“Are we expected?’ Corfe asked.

“Yes. Thereisasmal reception party outside the walls, though they’ re having ahdl of atimewith the
refugees.”

“Very good,” Corfesaid curtly. “Get back in the ranks, Surian, and go easier on your mount next time.”

“Yes, dr.” Abashed, the youthful trooper rode on down the line. Corfe followed him until he had reached
the bumping carriage.

“Holiness”

The curtains twitched back. “Y es, my son?’

“WEe Il bein Torunn within the hour. | thought you might like to know.”

The mutilated face of Macrobius stared blindly up at Corfe. He did not seem to relish the prospect.

“It gartsagain, then,” he said, hisvoice barely audible over the creak and thump of the moving carriage,



the hoofbesats of horses on the paved road.
“What do you mean?’

Macrobius smiled. “The great game, Corfe. For atime | was off the board, but now | find myself being
moved on it again.”

“ThenitisGod swill, Father.”

“No. God does not move the pieces; the game is an invention of man aone.”

Corfe siraightened in the saddle. “We do what we must, Holy Father. We do our duty.”
“Which meansthat we do aswe aretold, my son.”

The wreck of asmile once more. Then the curtain fell back into place.

T ORUNNA was one of the later-founded provinces of the Fimbrian Empire. Six centuries previoudy, it
had consisted of a string of fortified towns along the western coast of the Kardian Seg, all of them
virtually isolated from one another by the wild Felimbric tribesmen of theinterior. Asthe tribes became
pacified Torunn itsdlf, built athwart the Torrin river, became an important port and amgor fortress
againgt the marauding steppe nomads who infested the lands about the Kardian Gulf. Eventudly the
Fimbrians settled the land between the Torrin and Searil rivers by planting eighty tercios of retired
soldiersthere with their familiesto provide atough buffer state between the prospering provinceto the
south and the savages beyond.

Marsha Kaile Ormann, commander of the Eastern Field Army, dug a huge dyke at the only crossing
point of the swift, gorge-cutting Searil river and for forty yearsit was the easternmost outpost of the
Fimbrians, until the founding of Aekir on the Ostian river il farther east. The Torunnans themselves
were thus direct descendants of the first Fimbrian soldier-settlers, and the great families of the kingdom
al traced their origins back to the most senior officers from among those first tercios. The Royd family of
Torunn was descended from the house of Kaile Ormann, the builder of Ormann Dyke.

It was one of theironies of the world that Torunnawas the first province to rebel against Fimbriaand
declareitsindependence from the Electors. It snatched Aekir for itself and was recognized by the then
High Pontiff, Ammianus, asalegitimate state in return for four thousand volunteer troops, who wereto
become the forerunners of the Knights Militant.

Torunnawas thus a cockpit of momentous history in the west, and during the long years of Fimbrian
isolation following the empire' s collgpse it had become the foremost military power among the new
monarchies, the guardian-state both of the Pontiff and the eastern frontier.

A man coming upon Torunn for the first time—especidly from the north—might seein it uncanny
smilaritiesto thelayout and construction of Fimbir. The old city walls had long ago been enlarged and
changed so that they bristled with ravelins, bastions, crownworks and hornworks designed for alater age
of warfare, when gunpowder counted for more than sword blades, but there was a certain brutal

mass veness about the place which was wholly Fimbrian.

It brought back memoriesfor Corfe as histroop of horsemen and their trundling charge came over the
find dopesbeforethe city. A tangled riot of later building meant that Torunn was surrounded by unwalled
suburbs beyond which the grey stone of the walls could be seen lying like the flanks of agreat snake
amid the roofs and towers of the Outer City. Thiswas the place where he had joined the tercios, where
he had been trained, where his adolescence had been roughly hewn into manhood. He was a native of



Staed, one of the southern coastal cities of the kingdom. To him, Torunn had seemed like amiracle when
first he had seen it. But he had seen Aekir since, and knew what atruly huge city looked like. Torunn
housed somefifth of amillion people, and that same number were now on the roads leading towardsiit,
seeking sanctuary. The enormity of the problem defeated hisimagination.

In the suburbs the press of people was worse. There were Torunnan cavalry there, struggling to keep
order, and open-air kitchens had been set up in dl the market places. The noise and the stink were
incredible. Torunn had the aspect of one of those apocalyptic religious paintings which depicted the last
days of the world. Though Aekir at itsfall, Corfe thought bitterly, had been even closer.

Before the new, low-built city gatesatercio of pikemen had been drawn up in ranksand a pair of
demiculverins flanked them. Slow-match burned in lazy blue streamers. Corfe was not sureif the show of
force was to receive the High Pontiff or to keep the teeming refugees out of the Inner City, but asthe
carriage was spotted the culverins went off in salute, blank charges roaring out in clouds of smoke and
spitting flame. From the towers above, other guns began to fire until the walls seemed to ripple with
smoke and the thunderous sound recdled for Corfe the Merduk bombardment at Ormann Dyke.

The Torunnans presented arms, an officer flourished his sabre, and the High Pontiff was welcomed
through the gates of Torunn.

K ING Lofantyr heard the sdute echoing across the city, and paused in his pacing to look out of the
tower windows. He pushed aside the iron grilles and stepped out on to the broad balcony. The city was
asarried sea of roofsreaching out to the north, but he could glimpse the puffing smoke clouds from the
casemateson thewalls.

“Hereat last,” he said. Therdief in hisvoice was apa pable thing.
“Perhgps now you will st awhile,” awoman’svoice said.

“Sit! How can | sit? How will | ever take my ease again, mother? | should never have listened to
Abdeyn; histongue istoo renowned for its persuasiveness. The kingdom ison the brink of ruin, and |
brought it there.”

“Pah! Y ou have your father’ s gift for drama, Lofantyr. Wasit you who brought the Merduks to the gates
of Aekir?” thewoman retorted sharply behind him. “The kingdom won agrest baitle of lateand is
holding the line of the east. Y ou are Torunnan, and aking. It is not seemly to voice the doubts of your
heart s0.”

Lofantyr turned with atwisted smile. “If | cannot voice them to you, then where shal | utter them?’

The woman was seated at the far end of the tall tower chamber in acloud of lace and brocade. An
embroidery board was perched on a stand before her, and her nimble hands worked upon it without
pause, the needle flashing busily. Her eyesflicked up a her son the King and down to her work, up and
down. Her fingers never hesitated.

Her face was surrounded by a devioudy worked hao of hair that was stabbed through with

pearl-headed pins and hung with jewels. Golden hair, shot through with silver. Earrings of the brightest
lapislazuli. Her face was fine-boned, but somehow drawn; it was possble to see that shehad beena
beautiful woman in her youth, and even now her charmswere not to be lightly dismissed, but therewasa
fragility to the flesh which clothed those beautiful bones, asystem of tiny lineswhich proclaimed her age
despite the stunning green magnificence of her eyes.

“Y ou have won the battle, my lord King—the fight againgt time. Now you have a Pontiff to parade



before the council and quell these murmurings of heresy.” She caught her tongue between her teeth for a
second asthe needle bored in aparticularly fine gtitch. “Unlike the other kings, you can show your
people that Macrobiustruly lives. That, and the storm which approaches from the east, should suffice to
unite most of them under you.”

She set aside her needle at last. “ Enough for today. | am tired.”
She stared keenly at Lofantyr. “Y ou look tired also, son. The journey from Vol Ephrir was a hard one.”

Lofantyr shrugged. “ Snow and bandit tribesmen—the usud irritants. Thereis more to my tirednessthan
the aftermath of ajourney, mother. Macrobiusis here, yes; but beyond the city walls thousands upon
thousands of Aekirians and northern Torunnans are screaming for succour, and | cannot giveit to them.
Martdlus wants the city garrisons moved to the dyke, and the Knights Militant promised to me will now
never arrive. | need every man | can spare across the country to hold down the nobles. They are straining
at the leash despite the fact that | promised them the true Pontiff. Already there are reports of minor
rebellionsin Rone and Gebrar. | need trusted commanders who do not see opportunity in the monarch’s
difficulties”

“Loyadty and ambition: those two irreconcilable quaitieswithout whichamanisnothing. It isarare
individua who can baance both of them in hisbreast,” the woman said.

“John Mogen could.”

“John Mogen is dead, may God keep him. Y ou need another war leader, Lofantyr, someone who can
lead men like Mogen did. Martellus may be agood generd, but he does not inspire hismen in the right

weay.”
“And neither do I,” Lofantyr added with bitter humour.

“No, you do not. Y ou will never be agenera, my son; but then you do not have to be. Being King istria
enough.”

Lofantyr nodded, till with asour smile upon hisface. He was ayoung man like hisfellow heretics,
Abdeyn of Hebrion and Mark of Agtarac. Hiswife, a Perigrainian princess and niece of King Cadamos,
had aready |eft for Vol Ephrir, vowing never to lie with a heretic. But then she was only thirteen years
old. There were no children, and asevered dynastic tie meant little at the moment with the west struck
asunder by religious schism.

His mother, the Queen Dowager Odelia, pushed aside her embroidery board and rose to her fest,
ignoring her son’s hurriedly proffered arm.

“Theday | cannot risefrom achair unaided you can bury meinit,” she sngpped, and then: “ Arach!”

Lofantyr flinched as ablack spider dropped from the rafters on a shining thread and landed on his
mother’ s shoulder. It wasthickly furred, and bigger than his hand. Itsruby eyes glistened. Odelia petted it
for amoment and it uttered asound like acat’ spurr.

“Bediscreet, Arach. We go to meet a Pontiff,” the woman said.

At once, the spider disappeared into the mass of lace that rose up at the back of Oddlia s neck. It could
barely be glimpsed there, adark hump nestled in the fabric which transformed her upright carriage into
something of astoop. The purring settled into abardly audible hum.

“Heisgetting old,” the Queen Dowager said, smiling. “Helikesthe warmth.” Shetook her son’sarm



now, and they proceeded to the doorsin the rear of the chamber.
“Aswell | becameaheretic,” Lofantyr said.

“Why isthat, son?’

“Because otherwise I’ d have to burn my own mother asawitch.”

T HE audience chambers werefilling rapidly. In his eagerness to show the living Macrobiusto the world,
Lofantyr had alowed His Holiness only afew hoursto recover from hisjourney before requesting
humbly that he bestow his blessing upon agathering of the foremost nobles of the kingdom. There were
hundreds of people congregating in the paace, al clad in the brightest finery they possessed. The ladies
of the court had emulated Perigrainian fashions with the King' s marriage to the young Basaof Vol
Ephrir, and they looked like acloud of marvelous butterflies with wings of siff lace and shimmering
jewds, their faces painted and their fans fluttering—for the audience chambers were hot with the press of
people and the huge logs blazing merrily in the fireplaces. It was afar cry from the austere day's of
Lofantyr’ sfather, Vanatyr, when the nobles wore only the black and scarlet of the military and the ladies
ample, form-fitting gowns without headdresses.

Corfe and histroop had quartered their mounts in the palace stables and tried to spruce themselves up as
best they could, but they were muddy and worn from the travelling and many of them wore the armour
they had spent weeks fighting in during the battles at the dyke. His men made adisma showing, Corfe
admitted to himsdlf, but every one of them was aveteran, asurvivor. That made adifference.

The court chamberlain had hurriedly procured a set of purple robes for Macrobius, but the old man had
refused them. He had aso refused to be carried into the audience chamber in asedan-chair, and to let
anyone but Corfe take hisarm and guide him up the long length of the crowded hall.

“Y ou have guided me on a harder road than this,” he said as they waited in an antechamber for the
trumpet blasts that would announce their entry. “I would ask you one last time to be my eyesfor me,
Corfe”

The doors were siwung open by liveried attendants, and the vast, gleaming length of marble that wasthe
floor of the audience chamber shone before them, whilst on either side hundreds of people—nobles,
retainers, courtiers, hangers-on—craned their necks to see the Pontiff they had thought dead. At the end
of the hall, hundreds of yards away it seemed to Corfe, the thrones of Torunnaglittered with silver and
gilt. Lofantyr the King and his mother the Queen Dowager sat there. A third throne, that of the young
Queen, was empty.

The trumpet notes died away. Macrobius smiled. “Come, Corfe. Our audience awaits.”

The tramp of hismilitary boots and the dap of Macrobius sandals were the only sound. Perhaps there
was afaint murmuring as the crowd took in the soldier in the battered armour and the hideoudy mutilated
old man. Out of the corner of hiseye, Corfe glimpsed some of the spectators |ooking hopefully back at
the end of the hall, asif they expected the real Pontiff and his guide to comeissuing out of the end doors
in asweep of state and ceremony.

They walked on. Corfe was swesting. He took in theimmense height of the building, the arched roof with
its buttresses of stone and rafters of black cedar, the huge hanging lamps. . . then he saw the gdlleries
there, packed with watching faces, brilliant with liveries of every rainbow hue. He cursed to himself. This
was not his province, thisaugust ceremonid, this painted game of politics and etiquette.

Macrobius squeezed hisarm. The old man seemed amused by something, which unsettled Corfe even



more. His hand dithered round the hilt of his sabre, the one he had taken off a dead Torunnan trooper on
the Western Road.

And he remembered. He remembered the inferno of Aekir, aroaring chaoslike the very end of the
world. He remembered the long, vicious nightsin the retreat west. He remembered the baitles at Ormann
Dyke, the desperate fury of the Merduk assaults, the ear-numbing roar of the enemy guns. He
remembered the endless killing, the thousands of corpses which had clogged the Seeril river.

He remembered hiswife sface as sheleft him for thelast time.

They had reached the end of the hall. On the dais before them the King of Torunnaregarded them with
mild astonishment. His mother’ s gaze was a cd culating green appraisal. Corfe sduted them. Macrobius
stood slent.

There was a cough somewhere, and then the chamberlain banged his staff on the floor three times and
cdled out in apractised, ringing voice which filled the entire hdll.

“His Holiness the High Pontiff of the Western Kingdoms and Prelate of Aekir, the head of the holy
Church, Macrobiusthe Third . . .” The chamberlain looked at Corfe then with incipient panic. Obvioudy
he had no ideawho the Pontiff’ s battered companion might be.

“Corfe Cear-Inaf, colonel in the garrison at Ormann Dyke, formerly under the command of John Mogen
a Aekir.” 1t was Macrobius, in avoice clearer and stronger than Corfe had ever heard him use before,
even when he had preached at the dyke.

“Greetings, my son.” Thiswasto Lofantyr.

The Torunnan King hesitated a moment, and then descended from the daisin asweep of scarlet and
sable, hiscirclet catching the light of the overhead lamps. He knelt before Macrobius, and kissed the old
man’ sring—another gift from Martdllus; the Pontifical ring had been lost long before.

“Y ou are welcometo Torunna, Holiness,” he said, alittle fiffly, Corfe thought. Then he recalled hisown
manners, and as Lofantyr straightened he bowed. “Y our majesty.”

Lofantyr nodded briefly to him and then took Macrobius arm. Heled the blind old man up to the dais
and placed him on the vacant Queen’ sthrone. Corfe stood alone and uncertain until he caught the eye of
the chamberlain, who was beckoning discreetly to him. He marched over into the whispering press of
people who were gathered on either sde of the dais.

“Stay out of theway,” the chamberlain hissed into his ear, and he banged his staff on the floor again.

Lofantyr had risen from histhrone to speak. A hush fdll on the hal once more. The King'svoice was less
impressive than his chamberlain’ sbut it carried well enough.

“Wewelcome here a our court today the living embodiment of thefaith that sustainsusdl. Therightful
High Pontiff of the world has been ddlivered by amiracle out of the cauldron of war in the esst.
Macrobiusthe Third livesand iswell in Torunn, and with his presence here this city of ours has become
the buckler of the Church—the true Church. With the Holy Father’ s prayersto sustain us, and the
knowledge that right is on our side and God watches over our ranks, we are sure that the armies of
Torunna, greatest and most disciplined in the world, will continue the work begun in the past few weeks
at Ormann Dyke. Other victorieswill be stitched upon the battle flags of our tercios, and it will not be
long ere our standard isreared up once again on the battlements of Aekir and the heathen foeisflung
back across the Ostian river into the wilderness of unbdlief and savagery from whence hecame. . .”



There was more of this. It passed over Corfe's head unheeded. He wastired, and the rush of adrenain
which had carried him up the hall had washed out of him, leaving him as drained as a flaccid wineskin.
Why had Martellusinssted he come here?

“So | say to the usurper in Charibon,” Lofantyr went on, “thereisno heresy in recognizing the true
spiritua head of the Church, in fighting to hold the eastern frontier safe for the kingdoms behind us.
Torunnaand Hebrion and Astarac represent the kingdoms of the True Faith, not the diocese of an
imposter who must in histurn be branded heretic.”

The speech ended at last, and the hall boiled with talk. The people within began to spread out across the
bare centrd spacein knots of conversation, whilst from side doors up and down the chamber attendants
came bearing slver salvers upon which decanters of wine and spirits gleamed. The King poured for
Macrobius, and the hal hushed again as the Pontiff stood up with the wineglass blood-full in his hand.

“l amblind.”
And the slence became absol ute.

“Yes, | am Macrobius. | escaped from the ruin of Aekir when so many did not. But | am not the man |
oncewas. | stand before you—" He paused and |ooked sightlesdy to one side, where the Queen
Dowager had risen from her seat and taken hisarm.

“In our haste to welcome the Holy Father into the city, we did not take account of hisweariness. He
must rest. But before he leaves usfor the chambers we have appointed for him, we would beg him for his
blessing, the blessing of the true head of the Church.”

Some of the people near the daistook up the cry.
“A blessng! A blessing, Y our Holiness!”

Macrobius stood irresolute for amoment, and Corfe had the weirdest fedling that the old man was
somehow in danger. He pushed through the clots of people towards the dai's, but when he got to its foot
he found hisway blocked by aline of halberd-bearing guards. The chamberlain appeared at hiselbow as
if by magic. “No farther, soldier.”

Corfe looked up at the figures on the dais. Macrobius stood stock il for several moments, whilst the
smile on the Queen Dowager’ sface grew ever thinner. Findly, he raised his hand in the well-known
gesture, and everyonein the hal bowed their heads.

Except for the flint-eyed guards facing Corfe.

The blessing took amatter of seconds, and then attendants in scarlet doublets hel ped the Pontiff off the
dais by adoor at the rear of the thrones. Lofantyr and Odelia resumed their seats, and the room seemed
to relax. Talk blossomed, punctuated by the clink of glasses. From the galleries floated the soft sounds of
lutes and mandolins. A woman’ s ato began singing a song of the Levangore, about tall shipsand lost
idands or some other romantic rubbish.

A tray-bearing attendant offered Corfe wine, but he shook hishead. The air wasthick with perfume; it
seemed to rise from the white throats of the ladieslike incense. Everyone was talking with unusud
animation; obvioudy Macrobius appearance had ramifications beyond Corfe s guessing.

“What am | to do?’ he asked the chamberlain harshly. A red anger was building in him, and he was not
ure asto its source.



The chamberlain gazed at him as though surprised to see he was il there. Hewas atal man, but thin as
areed. Corfe could have snapped him in two over hisknee.

“Drink some wine, talk to the ladies. Enjoy ataste of civilization, soldier.”
“I am colond, to you.”

The chamberlain blinked, then smiled with no trace of humour. He looked Corfein the eye, an unflinching
stare which seemed to be memorizing hisfeatures. Then he turned away and becamelost inthe mingling
crowd. Corfe swore under his breath.

“Did you dress especidly for the audience, or are you always so trim?’ awoman’ s voice asked.

Corfeturned to find afoursome at his elbow. Two young men in dandified versons of Torunnan military
dress, and two ladies on their arms. The men seemed a curious mixture of condescens on and wariness;
the women were merely amused.

“Wetravelled in haste,” the remnants of politeness made Corfe say.

“I think it made for avery touching scene.” The other woman giggled. “ The ageing Pontiff in the garb of a
beggar and his travelworn bodyguard, neither sure asto who should lean on whom.”

“Or who was leading whom,” the first woman added, and the four of them laughed together.

“Butitisardief to know our king isno longer aheretic,” thefirst woman went on. “1 imagine the nobles
of the kingdom are thanking God while we speak.” Thisaso produced atinkle of laughter.

“Weforget our manners,” one of the men said. He bowed. “I am Ensign Ebro of HisMgesty’ s guard,
and thisis Enggn Calan. Our fair companions are the ladies M oride and Brienne of the court.”

“Colonel Corfe Cear-Inaf,” Corfe grated. “You may cdl me‘sr.” ”

Something in histone cut short the mirth. The two young officers snapped to attention. “1 beg pardon,
gr,” Cdlan said. “We meant no offence. It isjust that, within the court, one becomesrather informal.”

“I am not of the court,” Corfetold him coldly.

A sixth person joined the group, an older man with the sabres of acolonel on his cuirass and ahuge
moustache which fdll past his chin. His scalp was as bad as acannonball and he carried agtaff officer’s
baton under one arm.

“Fresh from Ormann Dyke, eh?’” he barked in avoice better suited to a parade ground than a palace.
“Rather iff up there at times, wasit not? Let’ shear of it, man. Don’t be shy. About time these palace
heroes heard news of ared war.”

“Colonel Menin, dso of the palace,” Ebro said, jerking his head towards the newcomer.

It seemed suddenly that there was a crowd of faces about Corfe, ahorde of expectant eyes awaiting
entertainment. The sweat was soaking his armpits, and he was absurdly conscious of the mud on his
clothing, the dints and scrapes on hisarmour. The very toes of his boots were dark with old blood where
he had splashed in it during the height of thefighting.

“And you were a Aekir, too, it seems,” Menin went on. “How isthat? | thought that none of Mogen's
men survived. Rather odd, wouldn’t you say?’



They waited. Corfe could dmost fedl their gazes crawl up and down hisface.

“Excuseme,” he said, and heturned away, leaving them. He elbowed hisway through the crowd fedling
their stares shift, astonished, to his back, and then he left the hall.

Kitchens, startled attendants with laden trays. A courtier who tried to redirect him and was brushed
asde. And then thefresh air of an early evening, and the blue dark of a star-gpattered twilit sky. Corfe
found himsalf on one of the bewildering series of long ba conies which circled the centrd towers of the
paace. He could hear the claiter of the kitchens behind him, the humming din of amultitude. Below him
al of Torunn fanned out in acarpet of lightsto the north. To the east the unbroken darkness of the
Kardian Sea. Somewhere far to the north Ormann Dyke with its weary garrison, and beyond that the
Sprawling winter camps of the enemy.

The starlit world seemed vast and cold and somehow aien. The only homethat Corfe had ever truly
known was a blackened shell lost in that darkness. Utterly gone. Strangely enough, the only person he
thought he might have spoken to of it was Macrobius. He, too, knew something of loss and shame.

“Sweet Lord,” Corfe whispered, and the hot tears scalded his throat and seared his eyesthough he
would not let them fall. “ Sweet Lord, | wish | had died in Aekir.”

The music started up again from within. Tabors and flutesjoined the mandolinsto produce alively
military march, onefor soldiersto swing their amsto.

Corfe bent his head to the cold iron of the balcony rail, and squeezed shut his burning eyeson the
memories.

FOUR

T HE firgt shot sent the seabirds of the gulf wailing in distracted circles about the ships and puffed up a
plume of spray barely a cable from the larboard bow.

“Good practice,” Dietl, the carrack’ s master, admitted grudgingly, “ but then we are broadside-on to
them, as plump atarget as you could wish, and the galleasses of the corsairs carry nothing but chasers.
No broadside guns, see, because of the oars. They’ Il close and board soon, | shouldn’t wonder.”

“We can’t outrun them then?” Abeleyn asked. He was a competent enough sailor, as Hebrion’ sking
should be, but thiswas Dietl’ s ship and the master knew her like no one else ever could.

“No, sire. With those oars of theirs, they effectively have the weather gauge of us. They can close any
time they wish, even into thewind if they haveto. And asfor those pig-dow nefs your men arein, a
one-armed man in arowboat could overtake them. No, it’safight they’ re looking for, and that’ s what
they’re going to get.” Dietl’ s earlier diffidence to the King on his quarterdeck seemed to have evaporated
with the proximity of action. He spoke now as one professiond to another.

All dong the decks of the carrack the guns had been run out and their crews were stationed about them
holding sponges, wads, wormers and lint-stocks—the parapherndiaof artillery, whether land or naval.
Thethin crew of the merchant carrack which Abeleyn had hired in Candelaria was supplemented by the
soldiers of hisretinue, most of them well used to gunnery of one sort or another. The deck had been
strewn with sand so the men would not dip in their own blood once the action began, and the coiled
dow-match was burning away happily to itself in the tub beside every gun. Already the more responsible
of the gun captains were sighting down the barrels of the metal mongters, eyeing the dender profiles of
the gpproaching vessals. Six deek galleasses with lateen sails as full and white as the wings of aflock of
svans.
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The carrack was heavily armed, one of the reasonswhy Abeleyn had hired her. On the main deck were
adozen demiculverins, bronze guns whose dim barrelswere deven feet long and which fired a
nine-pound shot. On the poop deck were six sakers, five-pounders with nine-foot barrels, and ranged
about the forecastle and up in the tops were a series of falconets, two-pounder swivel guns which were
to be used against enemy boarders.

Theduggish nefs amile behind on the choppy seawere lesswell armed, but they carried the bulk of
Abeleyn’smen: over ahundred and fifty trained Hebrian soldiersin each. It would take a stubborn
enemy to board them with any hope of success. Abeleyn knew that a galleass might have acrew of three
hundred, but they were not of the same calibre as his men. And besides, he knew that he was the prize
the enemy vessalswere after. The corsairswere out king-hunting this bright morning in the Fimbrian Gullf,
that was certain. He would have given alot to know who had hired them.

Another shot ploughed into the sea just short of the carrack, and then another. Then one clipped the
waves like a stone sent skimming by aboy at play and crashed into the Side of the ship with arending of
timbers. Dietl went purple. He turned to Abeleyn.

“By your leave, Sre, | bdieveit’ stime we heated up the guns.”
Abdeyn grinned. “By dl means, Captain.”
Dietl leaned over the quarterdeck rail. “Fire asthey bear!” he shouted.

The culverins|egped back on their carriages with explosions of smoke and flame erupting from their
muzzles. The main-deck amost disappeared in atower of smoke, but the northerly sent it forward over
the forecastle. The crewswere already reloading, not waiting to seethefall of shot. Some of the more
experienced gunners clambered over the side of the ship to gauge their aim. Abeleyn stared eastwards.
The six gdleasses appeared unhurt by the broadside. Even as he watched, little globes of smoke
appeared on their bows asthe chasersfired again. A moment later came the retorts, and the high whine
of shot cutting the air overhead. The King saw holes appear in the maincourse and foretopsail. A few
fragments of rigging fell to the deck.

“They have usbracketed,” Dietl said grimly. “There s hot work approaching, sire.”

Abdeyn’sreply was cut off by the roar of the carrack’ s second broadside. He glimpsed a storm of
pulverized water about the enemy vessal's and the flap of white canvas gone mad as the topmast of one
galleass went by the board and crashed over her bow. The carrack’ s crew cheered hoarsely, but did not
pausein their reloading for an ingtant.

From the maintop the lookout yelled down: “Deck there! The northerly squadron isveering off. They're
going after the nefs!”

Abeeyn bounded to the taffrail. Sure enough, the farther squadron of vessdlswas turning into the wind.
They aready had their sailsin. Under oar power aone, they changed course to west-nor’ -west on an
intercept course with the two nefs. At the sametime, the remaining three galleasses seemed to put on a
spurt of speed and their oars dipped and rose at afantastic rate. All three of their bows were pointed at
the carrack.

Another broadside. The gdleasses were half amile off the larboard bow and closing rapidly. Abeeyn
saw an oarbank burst to pieces as some of the carrack’ s shots went home. Theinjured galleass at once
went before the wind. There were men struggling like ants on the lateen yards, trying to brace them
round.



Thewhine of shot again, some of it going home. The fight seemed to intengfy within minutes. The crew of
the carrack laboured at the guns like acolytes serving the needs of brutal gods. Broadside after broadside
stabbed out from the hull of the great ship until it seemed that the noise and flame and sour smoke were
intringc to some aien atmosphere, an unholy storm which they had blundered blindly into. The deck
shook and canted below Abeleyn’ sfeet asthe guns legpt inboard and then were loaded and run out
again. Theregular broadsides disintegrated as the crews found their own rhythms, and the battle became
one unending tempest of light and tumult as the vessdal's of the corsairs closed in to arquebus range and,
closer ill, to pistol range.

But then a series of enemy rounds struck home in quick succession. There were crashes and screams
from the waist of the carrack and in the smoking chaos Abeleyn saw the monster shape of one of the
culverins up-ended and hurled away from the ship’sside. It tumbled across the deck and the entire ship
shuddered. Therewas ashriek of overburdened wood, and then a portion of the deck gave way and the
metal beast plunged out of sight, dragging severd screaming men with it. The deck was a shattered
wreck that glistened with blood and was littered with fragments of wood and hemp. Buit till the gun
crews hauled their chargesinto position and stabbed the glowing match into the touch-holes. A
continuous thunder, ear-aching, ahdlish flickering light. Some fool had discharged his culverin without
hauling it tight up to the bulwark, and the detonation of the gun had set the shrouds on fire. Teams of
fire-fighters were instantly at work hauling up wooden tubs of seawater to douse the flames.

The ship’s carpenter staggered to the quarterdeck.
“How does she swim, Burian?’ Dietl asked out of a powder-grimed face.

“WEe ve plugged two holes below the waterline and we' ve secured that rogue gun, but we ve four feet in
thewd| and it sgaining on us. There must be alesk inthehold that | can't get at. | need men, Captain, to
shift the cargo and come &t it, otherwise she'll go down in haf awatch.”

Dietl nodded. “Y ou shdl have them. Take half the crews from the poop guns—but work fast, Burian,
we' |l need those men back on deck soon enough. I' m thinking they’ re closing to try and board.”

“Y ou' re sure they won't try ramming?’ Abeleyn asked him, surprised.
Another broadside. They had to howl! in one another’ s earsto be heard.

“No, dre. If you'rethe prize they’ re after, they’ll try and take you alive, and arammed ship can go to the
bottom in seconds. And besides, they’ re a mite too close to get up the speed for ramming. They’ll board,
al right. They have the men for it. There’sdamn near athousand of the bastards in those three galleasses;
we can muster maybe atenth of that. They’ll board, by God.”

“Then | must have my men from your gun crews, Captain.”
“S‘re’ I_”
“Now, Captain. Theré snotimeto lose”

Abdeyn went round the gunsin person collecting the soldiers who had taken ship with him. The men
dropped their gun tools, picked up their arquebuses and began priming them, ready to repel boarders.
Abedeyn glimpsed the enemy vessas over the ship’ sSde, incredibly close now, their decks black with
men, the sailstaken in and the chase-guns roaring. Some of the sailors had |eft their culverins and were

a so reaching for arquebuses and cutlasses and boarding-pikes. From the tops a heavy fire came from the
faconets and swivels, knocking figures off the bows of the galleasses.



A crash from aft which knocked Abdeyn off hisfeet. One of the galleasses had grappled dongside and
corsairswere climbing up the side of the carrack from the lower enemy vessdl, scores of them clinging to
the wales and waving cutlasses, shrieking asthey came. Abeleyn got up and ran to adeserted culverin.

“Here!” heydled. “To me! Give meahand herel”

A dozen men ran to help him, some of them canvas-clad mariners, othersin the gambesons of hisown
soldiers.

“Heave her up, depress the muzzle! Quick there! Don’t bother worming her out—Ioad her.”

A crowd of faces at the gunport, one broken open by the thrust of a soldier’ shaberd. A pressof men
wriggling over the ship’ s Sde to be met by ahedge of flailing blades. The carrack’ s crew defended her as
though they were the garrison of a castle standing siege. There was another shuddering crash as a second
galleass grappled with the tall ship. Men on the enemy vessel’ syards cast lines and grappling irons,
entangling the rigging of the struggling vessdls, binding them together, whilst in the carrack’ stop the
faconetsfired halls of smalshot and fought to cut the connecting lines.

“Lift her—lift her, you bastards!” Abeleyn shouted, and the men with him lifted the rear of the culverin’'s
barrd whilst he wedged it clear of its carriage with bits of wood and discarded cutlasses.

A wave of enemy boarders overwhelmed the carrack’ s defendersin the waist. The men around Abeleyn
found themsdlves in a vicious mélée with scarcely room to swing their swords. When men went down
they were trampled and stabbed on the deck. A few arquebus shots were fired but most of the fighting
was with steel done. Abeleyn ignored it. He grasped the dow-match that lay smouldering on the deck,
was knocked to his kneesin the daughterous scrum, stabbed hisrapier into ahowling face and had the
wespon wrenched out of his hand as the man fell backwards. Then he thumped the d ow-match into the
culverin’stouch-hole.

A flash, and afrenzied roar asit went off, flying back off its precarious perch. It fell over, crushing hdf a
dozen of the enemy boarders. Abeleyn’s own men surged forward, cheering hoarsely. A hellish
cacophony of shouts and screams came from over the ship’s side. Abeleyn struggled to the carrack’s
larboard rail and looked down.

The galleass had been directly below and the heavy shot had struck home. The deck was closer to the
water dready, and men were diving off it into the foam-ripped sea. The vessel wasfinished; the
cannonball must have blasted clear through her hull.

But the boarders from the second galleass were clambering into the waist in droves. Abeleyn’ s defenders
were outnumbered five to one. He seized abroken pike, raising it into the air.

“Tothe castles!” he shouted, waving his pike. “Fal back to the cagtles. Leavethe waist!”

His men understood, and began to fight their way inch by murderous inch towards the high fore- and
sterncastles of the carrack which dominated the wai st like the towers of afortress. A bloody rearguard
action was fought on the ladders there as the corsairs sought to follow them, but they were held. Abeleyn
found himsdf back on the quarterdeck. Dietl was standing there holding arope tourniquet about one
elbow. His hand had been lopped off at the wrist.

“Arquebusiers, form ranks!” Abeleyn screamed. He could see none of his officers present and shoved his
men about as though he were the merest sergeant. “ Come on, you God-damned whoresons! Present
your pieces! Y ou sallors—get acouple of those guns pointing down into the walst; load them with
canigter. Quickly now!”



The Hebrian soldiers formed up in two ragged ranks at the break of the quarterdeck and aimed their
arquebuses into the raging press of men below.

“Givefird”

A line of stabbing flames staggered the front ranks of the boarders down below. Men were flung back off
the ladders, tumbling down on those behind them. The waist was atoiling mass of limbs and faces.

“Firel” Dietl yelled, and the two canister-loaded sakers which his mariners had manhandled round
erupted afew seconds later. Two groups of shrieking corsairs were levelled where they stood, and the
bulwarks of the carrack were intagliated with gore and viscera as the thousands of ballsin the canister
shot tore through their bodies. On the forecastle, another rank of arquebusiers wasfiring, dropping more
of the enemy, whilst the men in the tops were blasting dmost verticaly downwards with thelittle
faconets. The corsairs who had boarded were thus surrounded on al sides by amurderousfire. Some of
them ducked into the shattered hatches of the carrack, seeking shelter in the hold below, but most of
them dived overboard. Scores of them Ieft their bodies, or what was |eft of them, strewn across the
reeking deck.

The gunfire petered out. Farther to the north they could hear broads des booming as the nefs fought for
their lives againgt the other squadron, but here the corsairs were drawing off. One galleass was dready
awash, the sea up to her scuppers and her bow haf submerged. Another was drifting dowly away from
the carrack, the men in the tops having cut her grappling lines. Thethird was circling just out of arquebus
range like awary hound padding round a cornered stag. The water about the four vessals was crammed
with swvimming men and limp bodies, pieces of wreckage and fragments of yards.

“They’ll ram us now, if they can,” Dietl panted, hisface aswhite as paper under the blood and filth that
stresked it. He was holding his stump upright with his good hand. Bone glinted there, and thin jets of
blood spat from the severed arteries despite the tourniquet. “ They’ll draw off to gain speed and pick up
their men. We haveto hit them while they’re at close range.”

“Stand by the starboard guns!” Abeleyn shouted. “ Sergeant Orsini, take Six men and secure any enemy
gtill on board. Load the starboard culverins, lads, and we' |l give them something to remember usby!” He
bent to speak through the connecting hatch to the tillermen below, who al thistime had been at their
gtation keeping the carrack on course through the storm of the fighting. “ Bring us round to due south.”

“Aye, gr! | mean Mgesty.”

Abdeyn laughed. He was strangdly happy. Happy to be dive, to be in command of men, to hold hislife
inthe pam of his own hand and tackle problemsthat wereimmediate, visible, findl.

The gun crews had rushed back down into the waist and were loading the starboard batteries, unfired as
yet. The enemy galleass was struggling to brace round the huge lateen yards; both vessals had the wind
right aft now, but the square-rigged carrack was better built to take advantage of it than the fore-and-aft
yards of the galleass. She was overtaking her foe.

“Tiller therel” Dietl shouted, somehow making hisfailing voice carry. “Wait for my word and then bring
her round to sou’-west.”

“Aye, grl”

Dietl was going to cut around the bow of the galleass and then rake her from stem to stern with hisfull
broadside. Abeleyn spared alook for the other enemy vessals. Onewasvisible only as a solitary mast
gticking above the packed sea. The other was taking on survivors of the failed boarding action and



reducing sal at the sametime. The seawas till stubbled with the bobbing heads of men.

The carrack gained on her enemy, diding ahead. The gun crews, or what wasleft of them, crouched like
statues by their wegpons, the dow-match smoke drifting from the hands of the gun captains asthey
awaited the order tofire,

“If we bow-rake her, can't she ram us amidships?’ Abeleyn asked Dietl.

“Aye, dre, but she hasn’t enough way on her yet to do us any real damage. Her oarbanks are shot to hell
and she' snot too happy with this stern wind. We' Il rake her until she strikes.”

The galeass was on the starboard quarter now. A few arquebus shots came cracking overhead from her,
but mostly she seemed intent on putting her carsmen and her yardsin order.

“Bring her round to sou’-west!” Dietl shouted down thetiller-hatch.

The carrack curved to starboard in abeautiful arc, turning so her starboard broadside faced the
beakhead of the oncoming galleass. Abeleyn glimpsed the wicked-looking ram on the enemy vessdl, only
just awash, and then Dietl screamed “ Firel” with what seemed to bethe last of his strength.

The air was shattered as the unholy noise began again and the culverins resumed their deadly dance. The
crews had depressed the muzzles of the guns as much as they could to compensate for the larboard roll
of the ship as sheturned. At thisrange and angle the heavy ballswould hit the bow and rip through the
length of the enemy vessdl. The carnage on her would be unbdievable. Abeleyn saw heavy timbers
blasted from her hull and flung high in the air. The mainmast swayed as shot punched through its base,
and then toppled into the sea, smashing agap in the galleass side. The vessdl lurched to larboard, but
kept coming, her ram gleaming like a spearhead.

And struck. She collided amidships with the carrack and the concussion of the impact staggered Abeleyn
and toppled Dietl off hisfeet. The gun crews of the carrack were till reloading and firing, pouring shot
into the helpless hull of the galleass at point-blank range. The decks of the enemy vessel were running
with blood and it poured from her scuppersin scarlet streams. Men were leaping overboard to escape
the murderous barrage, and a desperate party of them came swarming up the carrack’ s side but were
beaten back and flung into the sea.

“Port your helm!” Abeleyn yelled to thetillermen. Dietl was unconsciousin apool of hisown blood on
the deck.

There was agrating noise, a deep, grinding shudder as the wind worked on the carrack and tore her free
of the gtricken galleass. She was duggish, like atired prizefighter who knows he has thrown his best
punch, but finally she was free of the wrecked enemy vessdl. There were half adozen firesraging on
board the corsairs' craft and she was no longer under command. She drifted downwind, burning steadily
asthe carrack edged away.

Thethird galleasswas dready in flight, having picked up as many of the corsairs as she could. She
goread her sails and et off to the south-east like astartled bird, leaving scores of helpless men struggling
inthe water behind her.

An explosion that sent timbers and yards a hundred feet into the air asthe crippled galeasswhich
remained burned unchecked. Abeeyn had to shout himsdlf even hoarser as flaming wreckage fell among
the carrack’ s rigging and started minor fires. The exhausted crew climbed the shrouds and doused the
flames. The carpenter, Burian, appeared on the quarterdeck looking like a dripping rat.



“Sire, where' sthe master?”’
“He' sindisposed,” Abeleyn told him in acroak. “Make your report to me.”

“We ve ax feet of water inthe hold and it’ still gaining on us. She'll settle in awatch or two; the breach
the ram madeistoo big to plug.”

Abeleyn nodded. “Very well. Get back below and do what you can. Il set a course for the Hebrian
coast. We might just makeit.”

Suddenly Dietl wasthere, staggering like adrunk man but upright. Abeleyn helped him keep hisfeet.

“Set acourse for the Habrir river. West-sou’ -west. We' ll betherein half awatch. She'll bring usto
shore, by God. She' s not done yet, and neither am 1.”

“Take him below,” Abeleyn said to the carpenter asthe master’ s eyesrolled back in hishead. Burian
threw Dietl over his shoulder as though he were a sack, and disappeared down the companionway to his
task of keeping the ship afloat.

“Sire” avoice said. Sergeant Orsini, looking like some bloody harbinger of war.
“Yes, Sergeant?’
“The nefs, sire—the bloody bastards sank them both.”

“What?” Abedeyn ran to the starboard rail. Up to the north he made out the smoke and cloud of the
other action. He could see two gdleasses and two burning hulks, one unrecognizable, the other definitely
one of the wide-bdllied nefs of hisretinue. As he watched, aglobe of flame rose from it and seconds
later the boom of the explosion drifted down thewind.

“They'relost then,” he said. The weariness and grief were dipping into place now. The battle joy had
faded. Three hundred of his best men gone. Even if the carrack had been undamaged, they would take
hoursto beat up to windwards and look for survivors, and the two galleasses that remained would find
her easy prey. It wastimefor flight. The monarch in Abeleyn accepted that, but the soldier loathed it.

“Someonewill pay for this” he said, hisvoice low and calm. But the tone of it set the hair crawling on
Orsini’shead. Then the King turned back to the task in hand.

“Come,” he said in amore human voice. “We have a ship to get to shore.”

FIVE

B ROTHER Columbar coughed again and wiped his mouth on the deeve of his habit. “ Saint’sblood,
Albrec, to think you' ve been thirteen years down in these warrens. How can you bear it?’

Albrec ignored him and raised the dip higher so that it illuminated the rough stone of the wall. Columbar
wasan Antillian like himsdlf, clad in brown. Hisusua station waswith Brother Philip in the herb gardens,
but acold had laid him low this past week and he was on lighter duties in the scriptorium. He had come
down here two days ago, hunting old manuscript or parchment that might serve as blotting for the scribes
above. And had found the precious document which had been consuming most of Albrec’ stime ever
snce.

“There have been shelves here at onetime,” Albrec said, running hisfingers across the deep groovesin
thewall. “ And the sconework is rough, as though built in haste or without regard for appearances.”
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“Who'sgoing to seeit down here?” Columbar asked. He had a pendul ous nose that was red and
dripping and histonsure had left him with black feathers of hair about hisearsand little else. Hewas a
man of the soil, he was proud of saying, afarmer’s son from thelittle duchy of Touron. He could grow
anything given theright plot, and thus had ended up in Charibon producing thyme and mint and pardey
for the table of the Vicar-Generd and the poultices of the infirmary. Albrec had a suspicion that he was
unable to read anything beyond afew well-worn phrases of the Clerica Catechism and hisown name,
but that was not uncommon among the lesser orders of the Church.

“And where sthe gap where you found it?” Albrec asked.

“Here—no, over here, with the mortar crumbling. A wonder the library hasn’t tumbled to the ground if
the foundations are in this sate.”

“We refar below the library’ sfoundations,” Albrec said absently, poking into the crevice like arabbit
enlarging aburrow. “ These chambers have been hewn from solid rock; those buttresses were | eft
standing while the rest was cleared away. The placeisal of apiece. So why do we have mortared
blocks here?’

“It was the Fimbrians built Charibon, like they built everything else,” Columbar said, asif to prove that he
was not entirely ignorant.

“Yes. And it was a secular fortress at first. These catacombs were most probably used for the stores of
the garrison.”

“I wish you would not call them catacombs, Albrec. They're grim enough asit is.” Columbar’ s breath
was apdefog about hisface as he spoke.

Albrec straightened. “What was that?”
“What?1 heard nothing.”
They paused to ligen in the little sanctuary of light maintained by the dip.

To cal the chambers they were in catacombs was not such abad description. The place was low, the
roof uneven, thefloor, walls and roof sculpted out of raw granite by some unimaginable labour of the
long-ago empire. One stairway led down here from the lower levels of the library above, also hewn out
of the living gutrock. Charibon had been built on the bones of the mountains, it was said.

These subterranean chambers seemed to have been used to house the accumulated junk of severa
centuries. Old furniture, mouldering drapes and tapestries, even the rusted remains of weapons and
armour, quietly decayed in the dark peace. Few of the inhabitants of the monastery-city came down
here; there were two levels of rooms above them and then the stolid magnificence of the Library of St.
Garaso. The bottom levels of the monastery had not been fully explored since the days of the emperors,
there might even be levels below the one on which the two men now stood.

“If you hate the dark so much, I’'m blessed if | know what you were doing down here in the first place,”
Albrec whispered, hishead till cocked to listen.

“When Monsignor Gambio wants something you find it quick, no matter where you have to look,”
Columbar said in the same low tone. “ There wasn't a scrap of blotting left in the whole scriptorium, and
he told me not to poke my scarlet proboscis back round the door until | had found some.”

Albrec smiled. Monsignor Gambio was a Finnmarkan, a crusty, bearded old man who looked as though
he would have been more at home on the deck of alongship than in the cam industry of a scriptorium.



But he had been one of the finest scribes Charibon possessed until the lengthening years had made
crooked mockeries of hishands.

“I should be grateful you put scholarly curiosity over the needs of the moment,” Albrec said.
“I suffered for it, believe me.”
“Therel Thereitisagain. Do you hesr it?’

They paused again to listen. Somewhere off in the cluttered darkness there was a crash, the sound of
things striking the stone floor, aclink of meta. Then they heard someone cursing in alow, irritated and
very unclerica manner.

“Avila” Albrec said with rdlief. He cupped ahand about his mouth. “ Avilal We re over here, by the
northwall!”

“And whichway isnorth in thislightless pit? | swear, Albrec. . .”

A light cameinto view, flickering and bobbing over the piles of rubbish. Gradually it neared their own
until Brother Avilastood before them, hisface smeared with dust, his black Inceptine habit grimed with
mould.

“This had better be good, Albrec. I’m supposed to be face-down in the Penitential Chapel, as| wasall
yesterday. Never throw aroll a the Vicar-Generd if you' ve buttered it first. Hello, Columbar. Still
running errands for Gambio?’

Avilawastdl, dim and fair-haired, an aristocrat to hisfingertips. Naturaly, he was an Inceptine, and if he
refrained from flinging too many more bread rolls he could be assured of ahigh placein the order ere he
died. He was the best friend, perhaps the only one, that Albrec had ever known.

“Did anyone see you come down here?” Albrec asked him.
“What' sthis? Are we aconspiracy then?’
“We are discreet. Think about that concept, Avila.”

“Discretion—there sanovel quality. I'll haveto consider it. What have you dragged me down herefor,
my diminutive friend? Poor Columbar 1ooks on the verge of aseizure. Have the ghosts been leaning over
his shoulder?’

“Don’'t say such things, Avila,” Columbar said with ashiver.

“WEe re looking for more of the document that Columbar unearthed, as you know very well,” Albrec put
in.

“Ah, that document: the precious papers you' ve been so secretive about.”

“I must be going,” Columbar said. He seemed more uneasy by the moment. “Gambio will belooking for
me. Albrec, you know that if—"

“If the thing turns out to be heretica you had nothing to do with it, wheressif it isasrare and wonderful
asAlbrec hopesyou'll be clamouring for your diver of fame. We know, Columbar.” Avilasmiled
Swextly.

Brother Columbar glared at him. “ Inceptines,” he said, awedth of comment in the word. Then he



somped away into the darknesstaking one of the dips with him. They heard him blundering through the
tumbled rubbish as hislight grew ever fainter and then disappeared.

“Y ou had no call to be so hard on him, Avila” Albrec said.

“He san ignorant peasant who wouldn't know the value of literatureif it sat up and winked a him. I'm
surprised he didn't take your discovery to the latrines and wipe hisarse with it.”

“Hehasagood heart. Heran arisk for my sake.”

“Indeed? So what isthisthing that has got you so excited, Albrec?’

“I'll tell you later. For now, | want to seeif we can find any more of it down here.”
“A man might think you had discovered gold.”

“Perhaps| have. Hold thelamp.”

Albrec began to poke and pry at the crevice wherein Columbar had discovered the document. There
were afew scraps of parchment left init, as broken and brittle as dried autumn leaves. Almost asfragile
was the mortar which held the rough stones surrounding it together. Albrec was able to lever some of
them loose and widen the gap. He pushed his hand in farther, trying to fed for the back of the crevice. It
seemed to run deep into the stonework. When he had pushed and scraped hisarm in asfar as his elbow,
he found to his shock that his hand wasin an empty space beyond. He flapped his fingers about, but the
space seemed large. Another room?

“Avila”

But Avild s strong hand was across his mouth, silencing him, and the dip was blown out to leavethemin
utter night.

Something was moving on the other Side of the subterranean chamber.
Thetwo clericsfroze, Albrec till with one arm disgppearing into the gap in thewall.

A light flickered asit was held aloft and under its radiance the pair could see the grotesque
shadow-etched features of Brother Commaodius scanning the contents of the chamber. The knuckles
which were wrapped about the lamp handle brushed the stone ceiling; the light and dark of its effulgence
made his form seem distorted and huge, his ears dmost pointed; and his eyes shone weirdly, amost as
though they possessed alight of their own. Albrec had worked under Commodius for over adozen
years, but this night he was dmaost unrecognizable, and there was something about his appearance which
filled Albrec with terror. He suddenly knew that it was vitaly important he and Avila should not be seen.

The Senior Librarian glared around for afew moments more, then lowered hislamp. The pair of quaking
clericsby the north wall heard his bare feet dapping on the stone, diminishing into sllence. They were left
inimpenetrable pitch-blackness.

“Sweet Saint!” Avilabreathed, and Albrec knew that he, too, had sensed the difference in Commodius,
the menace which had been in the chamber with his presence.

“Did you seethat? Did you fed it?" Albrec whispered to his companion.
“|—What was he doing here? Albrec, he looked like—"

“They say that grest evil can be sensed, like the smell of death,” Albrec saidinarush.



“I don’'t—I don’t know, Albrec. Commodius, he'sa priest, in the name of God! It wasthe lamplight.
The shadows tricked us.”

“1t was more than shadows,” Albrec said. He withdrew his hand from thewall crevice, and ashedid
something came out dong with it and clinked as it struck the stone floor below.

“Canyou rekindlethelight, Avila? We Il be here dl night else, and he' sgone now. The placefeds
different.”

“l know. Hold on.”

Therewas arustling of robes, and then the click and flare of sparks as Avilastruck flint and steel on the
floor. The spark caught the dry lichen of the tinder almost at once and with infinite care he transferred the
minute leaf of flame to the lamp wick. He picked up the object that had falen and straightened.

“What isthis?’

It soaked up thelight, black metd curioudy wrought. Avilawiped the dust and dirt from it and suddenly it
wasshining Slver.

“What in the world—?" the young Inceptine murmured, turning it over in hisdender fingers.
A dagger of dlver barely six incheslong. Thetiny hilt had at its base awrought pentagram within acircle.
“God'shlood, Albrec, look at thisthing!”

“Let me see” The blade was covered in runes which meant nothing to Albrec. Within the pentagram was
the likeness of abeast’ sface, the earsfilling two horns of the star, the long muzzle in the centre.

“Thisisan unholy thing,” Avilasaid quietly. “We should go to the Vicar-Generd withiit.”
“What would it be doing down here?” Albrec asked.

Avilaput the lamp againgt the black holein thewall. “ This has been blocked off. There'saroom beyond
these stones, Albrec, and the Saint only knows what kind of horrors have been waled up init.”

“Avila, the document | found.”
“What about it?Isit atrestise on witchery?’

“No, nothing like that.” Briefly Albrec told hisfriend about the precious manuscript, the only copy inthe
world perhaps of the Saint’ slife, written by a contemporary.

“That was here?” Avilaasked increduloudy.
“Yes. And there may be more of it, perhaps other manuscripts—all behind thiswal, Avila”

“What wasit doing lying hidden with this?” Avilaheld up the dagger by the blade. The beast’ sface was
uncannily lifelike, the dirt rubbed into the crevicesin itsfeatures giving it an extradimension.

“I don’'t know, but | intend to find out. | can’t take thisto the Vicar-Generd, Avila, not yet. | haven't
finished reading the document for one thing. What if they deem it heretica and have it burned?’

“Thenit' sheretical, and for the best. Y our curiosity isovercoming rationdity, Albrec.”

“No! | have seen too many books burned. Thisone | intend to save, Avila, whatever it takes.”



“You'readamnfool. You'll get yoursdlf burned dong withiit.”
“I"'m asking you as afriend: say nothing to anyone of this”
“What about Commodius? Obvioudy he suspects something, €lse he would not have been here.”

They were both silent, remembering the unnerving aspect of the Senior Librarian’ s appearance afew
minutes ago. Taken together with the artefact they had found, it seemed to shake their knowledge of the
everyday ordinariness of things.

“Something iswrong,” Avilamurmured. “ Something is most definitely wrong in Charibon. | think you are
right. We were not frightened by shadows alone, Albrec. | think Commodiuswas. . . different,
somehow.”

“| agree. So give me achanceto seeif | can get to the bottom of this. If thereisindeed something wrong,
and Commaodius has something to do with it, then part of it is here, behind thiswall.”

“What are you going to do, knock it down?’
“If | haveto.”

“And to think I likened you to amouse when first | met you. Y ou have the heart of alion, Albrec. And
the stubbornness of agoat. And | am afool for listening to you.”

“Come, Avila, you are not an Inceptine completely—at least not yet.”

“| am gtarting to share the Inceptine fear of the unknown, though. If we' re caught there will be ahost of
questions asked, and the wrong answers could send us both to the pyre.”

“Give methe dagger, then. | have no wish to see you embroiled in my mischief.”

“Mischief! Mischief isthrowing rollsat the Vicar-Generd’ stable. Y ou areflirting with heresy, Albrec.
And worse, perhaps.”

“I am only preserving knowledge, and seeking after more.”

“Whatever. In any case, | amloath to let an ugly misshapen little Antillian upstage me, an Inceptine of
noble birth. I’ll join you in your private crusade, Brother Conspiracy. But what of Columbar?’

“Heknows only that he found amanuscript of interest to me. I'll have atalk with him and secure his
discretion.”

“There are more brainsin the turnips heraises. | hope he knows the value of theword.”
“I'll impressit upon him.”

They paused asif by common consent to listen again. Nothing but the soundlessness of the deep earth,
the drip of water from ancient bedrock.

“This place predates thefaith,” Avilasaid in an undertone. “ The Horned One had ashrine on the Site of
Charibon until the Fimbrianstoreit down, itissaid.”

“Timeto go,” Albrectold him. “We Il be missed. Y ou have your penanceto finish. We || come back
some other time, and we' |l have that wall down if | have to scrapeit away with aspoon.”



Avilatucked the pentagram dagger into the pocket of his habit without aword. They set off through the
dark together towards the stairs beyond, the tall Inceptine and the squat Antillian. In afew short minutes
it seemed that their world had become less knowable, full of sudden shadows.

The lightless spaces of the catacombs watched them go in silence.

T WELVE thousand of the Knights Militant had died fighting at Aekir, amost hdf of their total strength
throughout Normannia. Their ingtitution was a strange one; some said asinister, anachronistic one dso.
They were the secular arm of the Church, at least in theory, but their senior officers were clerics,
Inceptinesto aman. The“Ravens Begks’ they were sometimes called.

They were feared across the continent by the commoners of every kingdom, their actions sanctioned by
the Pontiff, their authority vaguely defined but indisputable. Kings didiked them for what they
represented: the al-pervading power and influence of the Church. The nobility saw in them athrest to
their own authority, for the word of a Knight Presbyter might not be gainsaid by any man of lower rank
than aduke. Acrossthe breadth of the continent, men with their nosesin their beer might jocularly lament
the fact that Macrobius had gathered only haf of the Knightsin Aekir beforeitsfal, but they did so with
one eye cocked at the door, and in undertones.

Golophin hated them. He loathed the very sight of their sombre caval cades as they trooped through the
streets of Abrusio on their destriers. They wore three-quarter armour, and over it the long sable surcoats
with the triangular Saint’s symbol worked in maachite green at breast and back. They bore poniards,
longswords and lances, having disdained the new technology of gunpowder. More often than not, folk
muttered, the only weapon they needed or utilized was the torch.

The pyreswere dill ablaze up on the hill. Two hundred today for the Knights were beginning to run short
of victims. All the Dweomer-folk of the city and the surrounding districts had fled—those who survived.
Most of them were freezing in the snowbound heights of the Hebros. Some Golophin and his friends had
procured berths for on outbound ships. The Thaumaturgists Guild had been decimated by the purges;
most of its members were too prominent, too well known in the city to have had any chance of escaping.
But afew, including Golophin, survived, scuttling like vermin in the underbelly of Abrusio, doing what
they could for their people.

Hisface was ablurred shadow under hiswide-brimmed hat. Anyone who looked a him would find it
srangdly difficult to remember any of itsfeatures. A smple spell, but one hard to maintain in the bustle of
the Lower City. Speech negated it, and anyone who looked long and hard enough might just see through
it. So Golophin moved quickly, atal, incredibly lean figure of economic movementsin along winter
mantle with abag dung over one bony shoulder. He looked like a pilgrim journeying in haste to the Site of
aghrine

The Lower City was till virtudly off-limitsto the Knights Militant, the common people bolstered in their
defiance by the stand that General Mercado and Admiral Rovero were making. But aready whispers
were abroad that a messenger had brought news of the King' s excommunication to the newly established
Theocratic Council which technically ruled Abrusio. Abeleyn had been named a heretic, it was said, and
his kingship was annulled. The generd and the admiral must soon acknowledge the rule of the council or
face the same fate themsalves. And after that, the pyres would be kept stocked for years asthe Knights
went through the Lower City cleansing it of dl who had defied them.

Admird’s Tower reared up over the rooftops ahead like a brooding megalith. 1t housed the headquarters
of Hebrion's navy, the adminigrative offices of the State Shipyards and the hdls of the fleet nobility.
Golophin knew the place well, an outdated, labyrinthine fortress which butted on to the waters of the
Inner Roads. The masts of the fleet rose like aforest in the docks at its foot and the old walls were



whitened by the guano of ahundred generations of seabirds.

It was busy down here. The ships of the fleet required constant overhaul and their crews were kept
eterndly occupied by vigilant officers. Between eight and ten thousand marinersin al, they were
volunteersto aman. Lessthan half their vesselswerein port a the moment, however.

Ships of the Hebrian fleet were continually occupied with guarding the sealanes which condtituted the
life sblood of Abrusio, even in winter. There were squadrons maintained in the Malacar Straits, the
Hebrionese, even asfar north asthe Tulmian Gulf. They kept the trade routes free of the corsairs and the
northern Reivers, and often exacted a discreet toll from passing merchantmen in return.

The sentries a the gates of Admiral’s Tower never noticed the man in dun robes and wide-brimmed hat.
Momentarily they both found the flight of agull overhead utterly engrossng, and when they had blinked
and looked at each other in mild puzzlement, he was past them, wending his undisturbed way through the
darkened passages of the old fortress.

“Y OU camethen,” Admird Jaime Rovero said. “1 was not sureif you would, especidly in daylight, but
then | suppose aman like you has hisways and means.”

Golophin swept off his hat and rubbed an entirely bald scalp that gleamed with perspiration despite the
raw coldness of the day.

“I came, Admird, as| said | would. IsMercado hereyet?’

“Heawaitsuswithin. Heis not happy, Golophin, and neither am I.” Admira Rovero wasaburly, heavily
bearded man whose face spoke of long years of exposure to the elements. His eyes seemed permanently
ditted against some contrary wind and when he spoke only one corner of his mouth opened, the lips
remaining obstinately shut on the other side. It was asif he were making some sardonic asideto an
invisble listener at hiselbow. The voice which issued from his lopsided mouth was degp enough to rattle
glass.

“Who is happy in these times, Jame? Come, let’sgoin.”

They left the smal anteroom and went through a pair of thick double doorswhich led to the state
gpartments of the Admira of the Heet. The short day was aready winding down towards awinter
twilight, as grey and cheerless as a northern sea, but there was afire burning in the vast fireplace which
occupied one wall. It made the daylight beyond the bal cony screens seem blue and threw the far end of
thelong room into shadow.

The rams from fourteen Astaran galleys were set in the stone near the celling like the trophy heads of a
hunter; they testified to the years of nava rivary with Astarac. The curved scimitars of corsairsand
Sea-Merduks crisscrossed the wallsin patterns of flickering stedl, and immensdly detailed models of
ships stood on stone pedestals bel ow them. On the walls aso, vellum maps of the Hebrian coast, the
Malacar Straits and the Levangore hung like pal e tapestries between the weapons. Theroom was a
lesson in Hebrian nava higtory.

Another man stood with his back to the fire so that the flames threw his shadow across the flagged floor
like acape. Heturned his head as Admiral Rovero and the old mage entered and Golophin saw the
familiar shine of Slver from the battered face.

“Good to seeyou again, Generd,” he said.
General Mercado bowed. His visage was something of amarve, created by Golophin himsdlf. Asa



colond in the bodyguard of Bleyn the Pious, he had taken a scimitar blow in the face. The blade had
dashed away hisnose, his cheekbone and part of histemple. Golophin had been on hand to save his
sght and hislife, and he had grafted amask of slver on theinjury. One haf of Mercado’ sface wasthus
the bearded countenance of aveteran soldier, the other was an inhuman fagade of glittering metal from
which abloodshot eye glared, lidless and tearless, but sustained by pure theurgy, aspdll of permanence
whose casting had cost Golophin the last of the scanty hair on his scalp. That had been twenty years ago.

“Have asest, Golophin,” the Genera said. The metd half of hisface made his voice resound oddly, as
though he were speaking from out of atin cup.

“Y ou’ve heard the rumours, | suppose,” the old mage said, seeting himself comfortably not far from the
fire and rummaging through hisrobes for his tobacco pouch.

“Not rumours, not any more. The Pgpal bull of excommunication arrived two days ago. Rovero and |
have been summoned to the palace tomorrow to view it and reconsider our positions.”

“So the pair of you will walk tamely into the pdace.”

The human part of Mercado’ sface quirked upwardsin asmile. “Not tamely, no. | intend to take an
honour guard of two hundred arquebusiers, and Rovero will have ahundred marines. It will be public, no
chance of adagger in the back.”

Golophin thumbed leaf into the bowl of hislong-stemmed pipe. “It isnot my place to preach to you about
security,” he conceded. “What will you do if you are satisfied the bull is genuine?

Mercado paused. He and Rovero looked at one another. “First tell uswhat you have to say on the
metter.”

“Then your minds are not made up?’

“Damn it, Golophin, stop playing games!” Admiral Rovero burst out. “What of Abeleyn? Whereishe
and how does hefare?’

The old wizard lit his pipe with aspill caught from the flames of thefire. He puffed in sllence for afew
seconds, filling the room with the scents of Camar and Ridawan.

“Abdeyn hasjust fought abeattle,” hesaid camly at last.
“What?" Mercado cried, horrified. “Where? With whom?”’

“Two squadrons of corsairs ambushed his ships as they were sailing south through the Fimbrian Gulf. He
beat them off, but lost three-quarters of his men and two of his own vessels. He had to beach his
remaining ship on the coast of Imerdon. Heisintending to march overland the rest of theway to
Hebrion.”

Rovero was grinding onefist into apam, striding back and forth restlessly and spitting words out of the
corner of his mouth as though he were unwilling to et them go.

“Corsairsthat far north. In the gulf! Two squadrons, you say. Now there’ s a happy chance, a
synchronicity of fate. Someone tried to take the King, that's clear. But who? Who hired them?’

“Why Admira,” Golophin said with mild surprise, “you dmost sound as though you care about the fate of
our heretical ex-monarch.”



Rovero stopped his pacing and glared at Golophin. “Beat them off, eh? Then at least he hasn’t forgotten
al I'vetaught him. Ex-monarch, my arse! Assault the person of the King, would they, the Goddamned
heathen piratical dastards. . .”

“He sank three of them,” Golophin went on. “They were in galeasses, the older sort with no broadsides,
only chasers”

“How were the King' svesselsarmed?’ Rovero demanded, hisface dight with professona interest.

“Culverins, sakers. But that was only on the carrack. The two nefs had falcons done. The corsairs sank
one and burned the other to the waterline.”

“Abeeyn’s bodyguard?’ Mercado asked abruptly.

“Almog al lost. Most werein the nefs. They gave agood account of themsalves, though. Abeleyn has
barely ahundred men left to him.”

“They were good men,” Mercado murmured. “ The best of the Abrusio garrison.”

“Where has he beached? How long will he take to get here?” Admiral Rovero asked, his eyes as narrow
asthe edge of ablade.

“That | don’'t know for sure, das, and neither did the King when . . . when | communicated with him last.
Heisin the coastal marshes, close to the border with Imerdon, south-west of the mouth of the Habrir
river. That isal | know.”

The admira and the generd were silent, conflicting emotionsflitting acrosstheir faces. “Is Abdeyn il
your liege-lord, gentlemen?’ Golophin asked. “He needs you now as he never has before.”

Rovero grimaced as though he had bitten into alemon. “God forgive meif | do wrong, but | am the
King'sman, Golophin. The lad isafighter, ways has been. He isaworthy successor to hisfather,
whatever the Ravens might say.”

Only someone watching Golophin with particular care could have seen the tiny whistle of breeth that
escaped hislips, theimperceptible sag of relief which relaxed his hitherto rigid shoulder blades.

“Generd,” he said quietly to Mercado, “it would seem that Admira Rovero sill hasaking. What say you
inthismatter?’

Mercado turned his face from Golophin so that the mage could see only the expressionless meta sde.

“Abedeynismy king too, Golophin, God knows. But can aking ruleif hissoul is damned? Who would
gainsay the word of the Pontiff, the successor to Ramusio? Maybe the Inceptines are right. The Merduk
War is God' s punishment. We dl have a penance to do before the world can be st to rights.”

“Theinnocent are burning, Albio,” Golophin said, using the generd’ sfirst name. “A heretic Stson the
throne of the Pontiff whilst itstrue occupant isin the east. Macrobiuslives, and heis aiding the Torunnans
inther battlesto maintain the frontier. He helped them save Ormann Dyke when the world thought it
irredeemably lost. Thefaithiswith him. Heisour spiritual head, not this usurper who sitsin Charibon.”

Mercado twisted to meet Golophin’s eyes. “ Are you so sure?’

Golophin raised an eyebrow. “I have my ways. How else do you think | stay abreast of Abeleyn’s
adventures?’



Thefire cracked and spat. A gun began to boom out the evening sa ute somewhere on the battlements
beyond. They would be lighting the ship beacons dong the harbours of the city. The men of the ships
would be changing watch, haf of them trooping into the messesfor the evening medl.

Faint and far-off amid the nearer noises, Golophin thought he could hear the cathedrd bellstolling
Vespers up on Abrusio Hill, nearly two milesaway. He knew that if he stepped outside and |ooked that
way he would be able to make out the dying glow of the pyres, findly fading. The dwindling reminder of
another day’ s genocide. He gtifled the bitter fury which aways arose when he thought of it.

“Wemust play for time,” Mercado said at last. “Rovero and | must not seethisbull of theirs. We must
hold them off aslong aswe are able, and get Abeleyn into the city safely. Once heisback in Abrusio, the
task issmpler.”

Golophin rose and gripped the generd’ s hand. “ Thank you, Albio. Y ou have done theright thing. With
you and Rovero behind him, Abeleyn can retake Abrusio with ease.”

Mercado did not seem to share Golophin’ s happiness.

“Thereis something else,” he said. He sounded troubled, dmost embarrassed.
“What?’

“I cannot be sure of al my men.”

Golophin was shocked. “What do you mean?’

“I mean that my adjutant, Colonel Jochen Freiss, has been conducting secret negotiations with amember
of the council, Sastro di Carrera. | believe he has suborned a significant number of the garrison.”

“Can you not relieve him of hispost?” Golophin demanded.

“That would be tipping our hand too soon. | have yet to plumb the depths of his support, but | believe
some of the junior officers may havejoined him in conspiracy.”

“It will meanwar,” Admira Rovero said ominoudy. Hisvoice sounded like the rumble of surf on afar-off
Strand.

“How can you sound out the loydty of your men?” Golophin asked sharply.

“I have my ways and means, even as you have, Mage,” Mercado retorted. “But | need time. For now
we will continue to hold the Lower City. Some of the lesser guilds are on our side, though the Merchants
Guild iswaiting to see which way the wind blows before committing itself.”

“Merchants,” Rovero said with al the contempt of the nobility for thosein trade.

“We need the merchants on our side,” Golophin told them. “The council issitting on the treasury. If we
areto finance awar then the merchants are our best source of money. Abeleyn will grant them any
concessionsthey wish, within reason, in return for aregular flow of gold.”

“No doubt the council will be putting the same proposition to them,” Mercado said.

“Then we must be sureit isour proposition they accept!” Golophin snapped. He stared into the ashen
bowl of hispipe. “My gpologies, gentlemen. | am alittletired.”

“No matter,” Rovero assured him. “My ships may tip the scales. If the worst comesto theworst | can



threaten them with anava blockade of the city. That’ Il soon loosen their purse-strings.”

Golophin nodded. He tucked his pipe back into a pocket which was scorched from similar use. “I must
be going. | have some peopleto see.”

“Tdl the King, when next you speak to him, that we are his men—that we dways have been, Golophin,”
Mercado said hdtingly.

“I will, though he has dwaysknownit,” thewizard replied with asmile.

SX

T HE chamber was small and circular. Itsroof was domed and in the dome was a bewildering array of
small beams, too dender to provide any architectura support. Corfe could not guess at their purpose,
unlessit were mere ornamentation. They were hung with cobwebs.

Large windows covered haf the circumference of the walls, some of stained glass, predominantly
Torunnan scarlet which lent arosy hue to the place despite the greyness of the weather outside. Inside,
the furnishings wererich and comfortable. Vel vet-upholstered divans whose lines curved with the walls.
Intricately embroidered cushions. A miniature library, the shelves untidy with added scrolls and papers. A
tiny desk with aquill soringing out of aninkwell. A bronze figurine of ayoung woman, nude, the face
laughing exquisitely. An embroidery stand with rolls of thread tumbled about itsfoot. The room of an
educated, affluent woman.

Corfe had no ideawhy he was here.

A paaceflunkey, all lace cuffs and buckled shoes, had shown him the way soon after he had received
the summons. He stood aone now in the private tower of the Queen Dowager, utterly at aloss.

Therewas aclick, and apart of thewall opened to admit the Queen Dowager Odelia. It shut behind her
and she stood serenely looking Corfe up and down, adight smile on her face.

Corfe remembered his manners and bowed hurriedly; he was not of sufficient rank to kiss her hand.
Oddiainclined her head gracioudy in response.

“Sit, Colond.”

Hefound himself astool, absurdly conscious of the contrast between his appearance and the lady’s. He
gtill looked rather asthough he had just trudged off a battlefield, though he had been in Torunn for two
days. He had no money, no way to improve hiswardrobe, and no one had offered him any advice or
help in the matter. Macrobius had been borne away on wings of policy and state, and Corfe had had it
brought home to him exactly how insgnificant he was. He longed to be back at the dyke with hismen
doing the only job he had ever been fit for, but could not leave until he had the King' s permission, and
getting to see the King was well-nigh impossible. He was baffled, therefore, by the Queen Dowager’'s
summons, he had thought himsdlf entirely forgotten.

Shewaswatching him peatiently, aglint of what might have been humour in the marvellous green eyes.
Carndlian pins secured her golden hair in astately column atop her head, emphasizing the fineline of her
neck. Corfe had heard the rumours; the Queen Dowager was a sorceress who preserved her looks
through judicious use of thaumaturgy, sacrifices of new-born babes and the like. It wastrue shelooked a
good ded younger than her years. She might have been Lofantyr’ selder Sster rather than his mother, but
Corfe could see the blue veins on the backs of her hands, the dightly swollen knuckles, the faint creases
at the corners of her eyes and on her brow. She was attractive, but the signswere there.
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“Do you believe me awitch, Colone?” she asked, sartling him. It was amost as though she had
followed histrain of thought.

“No,” hesaid. “At least, not asthe rumours haveit. | don't believe you day black cockerds at midnight
or some such nonsense. . . your magesty.” He was not sure of the right way to address her.

Something black scuttled along one of the beams above his head, too quickly for him to catch more than
aglimpse of it. So they have rats even in paaces, he thought.

“Lofantyr is‘Mgesty,” ” the Queen Dowager said. “Toyou | amjust ‘lady, unlessthereis some other
epithet you would prefer.”

She seemed to be deliberately trying to disconcert him. Theredlization irritated him. He had no timefor
the games of the Torunnan court.

“Why did you summon me here?’ he asked bluntly.

She cocked her head to one side. “Ah, directness. | likethat. Y ou would be amazed how little of it there
isin Torunn. Or perhaps you would not. Y ou are asoldier pure and smple, are you not, Colonel?Y ou
arenot at ease here in the intricacies of the court. Y ou would rather be hip-deep in gore at Ormann
Dyke”

“Yes” hesad, “I would.” There was nothing else he could say. He had never been any use a
dissembling, and he sensed it would do him no good here.

“Would you like somewine?’
He nodded, totally at sea.

She clapped her hands and the door through which Corfe had entered opened. A willowy girl with the
almond-shaped eyes and high cheekbones of the steppe peoples—a household dave—entered bearing a
tray. She set out a decanter and two glassesin silence and then left as noisalesdy as she had come. The
Queen Dowager poured two generous glassfuls of ruby liquid.

“Ronian,” shesad. “Little known, but as good as Gaderian if it iswell cared for. Our southern fiefs have
finevineyards, but they don’t export much.”

Corfe spped at the wine. It might have been gun ail for al hetasted it.

“Generd Pieter Martdlusthinks highly of you, Colond. In his dispatches he says you made an excellent
defence of Ormann Dyke' s eastern bastion ere it fell. He also adds that you seem to work best asan
independent commander.”

“The generd flattersme,” Corfe said. He had not known that the dispatches he carried from the dyke
had included areport on himsif.

“Y ou are d o the only Torunnan officer to have survived Aekir’ sfal. Y ou must be aman of luck.”
Corfe sface became a iff mask. “I don’t much beievein luck, my lady.”

“But it exigts. It isthat indefinable eement which in war or peace—but especidly in war—setsaman
goart from hisfdlows.”

“If yousay s0.”



She amiled. “ Aekir has marked you, Corfe. Before the Siege you were an ensign, ajunior officer. Inthe
months since you have soared to the rank of colond purely on merit. Aekir’ sfall may have been the
counterweight to your ascent.”

“I would give dl my rank, and more besides, to have Aekir back again,” Corfe said with some hest. And
to have Heriaagain, his soul cried out.

“Of course,” she said soothingly. “But now you are herein Torunn, friendless and penniless, an officer
without acommand. Merit is not lways enough in thisworld. Y ou must have something else”

“What?’
“A ... sponsor, perhaps. A patron.”
Corfe paused, frowning. At last he said: “Isthat why | am here? Am | to become your client, lady?’

She sipped her wine. “Loyaty ismore precious than gold at court, for if it isto bered it cannot be
bought. I want a man whom gold cannot buy.”

“Why? For what purpose?’

“For my own purposes, and those of the state. Y ou know that Lofantyr has been excommunicated by the
rival Pontiff Himerius. His nobles know Macrobiusis dive—they have seen him with their own eyes. But
some do not choose to believe what they see, because it suits them. Torunnais boiling with rebellion;

men of rank never need much in the way of an excuseto repudiate their liege-lord. If nothing ese, Corfe,

| think Aekir and Ormann Dyke have burnt loydty into you, whether you likeit or not. That kind of
loydty, when it isaccompanied with red ability, isararething.”

“There must be some men loya to the King in the kingdom,” Corfe growled.

“Men tend to have families; they put thet loyalty fird. If they serve the crown well, it is because they want
advancement not only for themsalves but for their families also. Thus are the great houses of the nobility
created. It isanecessary but dangerous exchange.”

“What do you want of me, lady?’ Corfe asked werily.

“I have spoken to the Pontiff of you, Corfe. He dso thinks highly of you. Hetells me you have no family,
no roots now that the Holy City isno more.”

Corfe bent his head. “ Perhaps.”

Sherose from her chair and came over to him. Her hands encircled hisface, the fingertips just touching
his cheekbones. He could smell the lavender her dress had been stored in, the more subtle perfume that
rose off her skin. The brilliant eyesheld his.

“Thereispaininyou, arawnessthat may never scab over entirdy,” shesaidinalow voice. “Itisthis
which drives you on. Y ou are aman without peace, Corfe, without hope of peace. Wasit Aekir?’

“My wife,” he said, hisvoice haf strangled in histhroat. “ She died.”

Thefingertips brushed hisface aslightly as abee nuzzling aflower. Her eyes seemed enormous: viridian
orbswith utter black at their core.

“I will helpyou,” shesad.



“WI,]y?l
She leaned down. Her face seemed amost to glow. Her breath stirred hisforelock.

“Because | am only awoman, and | need asoldier to do my killing for me.” Her voice was aslow asthe
bass note of alute, dark as heather honey. Her lips brushed histemple and the hair on the back of his
neck roselike the pdt of acat caught in athunderstorm. They remained like that for an endless second,
breathing each other’ s breath.

Then she sraightened, rleasing him.

“I will procure acommand for you,” she said, suddenly brisk. “A flying column. Y ou will take it wherever
| wishto send it. You will do whatever it is| want you to do. In return—" She hesitated and her smile
made her seem much younger. “In return, | will protect you, and | will seethat the intrigues of the court
do not hamstring your every move.”

Corfe looked up at her from his stool. He was not tal; even had he been standing their eyes would just
have been leve with each other.

“| «ill don't understand.”

“Youwill. One day you will. Go to the court chamberlain. Tel him you have need of funds; if he objects,
tell him to cometo me. Procurefor yourself amorefitting wardrobe.”

“What of the King?’ Corfe asked.

“TheKingwill doasheistold,” she sngpped, and he saw theiron in her, the hidden strength. “That isdll,
Colond. You may go.”

Corfe was bewildered. As he stood up she did not move away at once and he brushed against her. Then
sheturned away from him.

He bowed to her dender backbone, and left the chamber without another word.

| T was afeatureless, windswept land. Flat sat marshes spread out for milesin every direction but the
sea. The only sounds were the piping of marsh birds and the hissing of the wind in the reeds. Off to the
north-west the Hebros Mountains loomed, their knees aready pae with snow.

The longboats were ferrying the last of the stores from the ship. The soldiers had lit fires on the firmer of
the reed idands and were busy constructing sheltersto keep out the searching wind. Abeleyn stood by
one of thefiresand stared out at the skewed hulk of the beached carrack. Dietl was beside him, his eyes
red-rimmed with grief and pain. They had sedled his sump with boiling pitch, but the agony of seeing his
ship in such apass seemed to have affected him more than theloss of his hand.

“When | comeinto my kingdom again, you shdl have the best carrack in the state fleet, Captain,”
Abdeyntold him gently.

Dietl shook his head. “Never was there such a ship. She broke my heart, faithful to thelast.”

They had heaved the guns overboard as the ship took on more and more water, then the heavier of the
stores and finally the fresh water casks. The carrack had grounded upon a sandbar with the seaswirling
around her hatches, and there had settled, canting to one side as the tide went out. It was anarrow bar,
and as the supporting water withdrew her back had broken with an agonized screeching and groaning
that seemed amost sentient.



Abeleyn clapped Dietl on hisgood shoulder and waked away from thefire. “Orsini!”

“Yes, dre” Sergeant Orsini wasimmediately on hand. He was the only soldier of any rank remaining
with Abeleyn’s company: the officers had gone down fighting in the two nefs.

“What have we got, Sergeant? How many and how much?’
Orsgini blinked, hismind turning it over.

“Some sixty soldiers, Sre, maybe adozen of your own household attendants, and the remaining crew of
the carrack numbers near thirty. But of that total, maybe twenty are wounded. There stwo or three
won't last out the night.”

“Horses?” Abeleyn asked tersdly.

“Drowned in the hold, most of *em, sSire, or shot through with splintersin the battle. We managed to get
out your own gelding and three mules. 1t'sdl thereis”

“Stores?”’

Orsini looked at the mounds of waterlogged sacks, crates and casks that were piling up on thelittleidand
and its neighbours, haf hidden in the yellow reed beds.

“Not much, sire, not for a hundred men. Suppliesfor aweek if we're easy on’em. Ten daysat apinch.”
“Thank you, Sergeant. Y ou'll have aguard rota set up, of course.”

“Yes, sre. Nearly every man salvaged his arquebus, though the powder’ Il take awhileto dry.”

“Good work, Orsini. That'sdl.”

The sergeant went back to hiswork. Abeleyn’s mouth tightened as he watched the parties of soaked,
bloodied and exhausted men setting up their makeshift camp on the soggy reed idands. They had fought
abattle, struggled to bring adying ship to shore, and now they would have to scrabblefor surviva on this
remote coast. He had heard not aword of dissension or complaint. It humbled him.

He knew that they had beached somewhere south of the Habrir river; technically they werein Hebrion,
the river marking the border between the kingdom and its attached duchy. Thiswas a desolate portion of
Abdeyn’s dominions though, an extensve marshland which reached far inland and was crossed by only
one or two causeway-raised Royal roads. There would be villages within aday’ s march, but no town of
any sgnificance for fifteen leagues—and that the city of Pontifidad, back to the north-east. Abrusio was
over fifty leagues away, and to get to it overland they would have to cross the lower passes of the
Hebraos, where the mountains that were the backbone of Hebrion plunged precipitoudy into the sea.

A swoop of wings, and he turned to find Golophin’s gyrfalcon perched on athick reed behind him.
“Where have you been?’ he asked shortly.

“Thebird or I, sire? The bird has been resting, and well-earned the rest has been. | have been busy,
though.”

“Wdl?

“Rovero and Mercado are ours, thank the Blessed Saints.”



Abeleyn muttered aquiet prayer of thankshimsdf. “Then | candoit.”
“Y es. There are other ramifications, though—"

“Taking to birds again, Sire?” awoman’ svoice said. Golophin’s familiar took off at once, leaving a
barred fegther circling inthe ar behind it.

Thelady Jemillawas dressed in along, fur-trimmed mantle of wool the colour of acooling ember. She
had |et her thick mane of ebony hair tumble down about her face, emphasizing the paleness of her skin,
and her lipswere rouged. Of her pregnancy, some three months gone, there was asyet no visblesign.

Abdeyn’ stemper flickered amoment, but he mastered it. “Y ou look well, lady.”

“Last timeyou saw me, Sire, | was prostrate, retching and green in the face. | should hope that | look
well now, by contrast if nothing else.” She came closer.

“| trust my men have made you comfortable?’

“Oh, yes” shereplied, smiling. “They are such gdlants a heart, your soldiers. They have built me alovely
shelter of canvas and driftwood, with afireto warmiit. | fed like the Queen of the Beachcombers.”

“And the—the child?’

One hand went immediatdly to her ill-flat belly. “Y et within me, asfar as| cantell. My maid was
convinced that the seasickness would put paid to it, but the child seemsto be afighter. Asaking'schild
should be”

Shewas verging on insolence and Abeleyn knew it, but he had ignored her lately and the last few days
must have been hard on her. So he merely bowed dightly in acknowledgement, not quite trusting himself
to retort with civility.

Her voice changed; it lost itshard edge. “ Sire, | gpologizeif | disturbed you inyour . . . meditations. It is
only that | have missed your company of late. My maid has set askillet of wine on thefireto heat. Will
you notjoinmeinaglass?’

There were amillion and one things he should be doing, and he was with child himself to hear Golophin's
news, but the offer of hot wine was tempting, as was the other, unspoken offer in her eyes. Abeleyn was
exhausted to the marrow. The thought of relaxing for alittle while decided him. His men could do without
him for an hour.

“Very wdl,” he said, and he took the dim hand she extended and let himself beled away.
From its perch on anearby bulrush, the gyrfacon watched with cold, unblinking eyes.

H ER shelter was cosy indeed, if atimber-framed canvas hut could be cosy. She had salvaged a couple
of chests and some cloaks from the wreck; these did duty as furnishings.

She dismissed the maid and hauled off Abeleyn’ s bloody, salt-cracked boots with her own hands, tipping
atrickle of water out of each; then she ladled out a pewter tankard of the sseaming wine. Abeleyn sat and
watched the flames of thefire turn from pae transparency to solid saffron as the day darkened. So short,
the daylight hours at thistime of year. A reminder that this was not the campaigning season, not the
proper season for war.

Thewinewas good. He could dmost fed it coursing through his veins and warming his chilled flesh. He



recaled Jemilla’smaid and ordered her to take the rest of it to the tents of the wounded. He saw
Jemilla slipsthin ashe did, and smiled to himsdf. Thelady had her own ideas of worthy and unworthy,
expendable and indispensable.

“Areyou hurt, Sire?” she asked. “Y our doublet is bespattered with gore.”
“Other men's, not mine,” Abeleyn told her, Spping hiswine.

“It was magnificent—all the soldiers say so. A battle worthy of Myrnius Kuln himsalf. Of course, | only
heard it. Consudllaand | were crouched in the stink of the lower hold under sacks; hardly a good post to
observe the ebb and flow, the glory of it.”

“It wasaskirmish, no more,” Abeleyn said. 1 was careless to think we would get away so easily from
Perigraine”

“The corsairswere in league with the other kings, then?’ she asked, shocked.

“Yes, lady. | am aheretic. They want me dead—it isthat Smple. Using corsairsto kidnap or assassinate
me rather than nationa troops was merdly to utilize acertain discretion.”

“Discretion!”
“Diplomacy has aways been amixture of cunning, courtesy and murder.”

She placed a hand on her somach, seemingly unaware of the gesture. “What of King Mark and King
Lofantyr? Were attempts made on their lives?’

“I don't know. Possibly. In any case, when they arrive home they will face men of power who intend to
take advantage of the Stuation. As | will.”

“It isrumoured that Abrusio isin the control of the Church and the nobles,” Jemillasaid.
“Isit? Rumours are unreliable things”

“Arewedill travelling to Abrusio, Sre?’

“Of course. Where ds2?’

“I—I had thought—" She collected hersdlf, squaring her shoulders like awoman determined to face bad
news. “Areyou to be married, sire?’

Abdeyn rubbed his eyes with one hand. “One day | hopeto be, yes.”
“Tothesger of King Mark of Astarac?”’

“More rumours?’

“It wasthetak of Vol Ephrir when we left.”

Abdeyn stared at her. “That rumour happensto betrue, yes.”

She dropped her eyes. There were dso rumours that the lady Jemillahad had alow-born lover ere
Abdeyn had taken her into hisbed. She was not sureif the King had heard them.

“Thenwhat of . . . what of thechild | bear?’ she asked pitifully.



Abeleyn knew his mistress to be one of the most cal culating and accomplished women of his court, the
widow of one of hisfather’ s best generals; but with his death, she was unrelated to any of the great
families of Hebrion. That was one reason why he had alowed himsdlf to be seduced by her: shewas
aoneinthisworld, and did not belong to any of the power blocs which wrangled in the shadow of the
Héebrian throne. Sherose or fell on Abeeyn’swhim. He could cdl in Orsini and have her run through
here and now, and no onewould raise ahand to defend her.

“The child will belooked after,” he said. “If it happensto be aboy, and shows promise, then the lad will
never lack for anything, | swear to you.”

Her eyeswere fixed on his, black stabs of colour in her ivory-paeface. Her hand alighted upon his knee.

“Thank you, sire. | have never been blessed with a child before. | hope only that he will grow up to serve
you.”

“Or she,” Abdeyn added.

“Itisaboy.” Shesmiled, thefirg genuine smile Abeleyn had seen from her since leaving Hebrion. “He
fedslikeaboy. | see him curled in my womb with hisfigts clenched, growing.”

Abdeyn did not reply. He stared into the fire again, remembering the flame and wreck of the battle lately
fought. A skirmish, he had cdled it, honestly enough. There was worse awaiting them in Abrusio. The
Knights Militant would not vacate the city without afight, and no doubt the persond retainers of the
Sequeros and Carreras would stand shoulder to shoulder with them. But he would win, in the end. He
had the army and the fleet a his back.

Jemilla s hand did dowly upwards from the King’' sknee, bringing him out of hisreverie. It began to
groke himintimetely.

“I thought in your condition . . .” he began.

She amiled. “ There are many things aman and awoman can do together, your mgesty, eveninmy
condition, and | have not taught you atithe of them yet.”

It wasthis quality in her that both pricked his pride and fascinated him. She was older, experienced, the
tutor of hisbed. But he was too weary. Helifted her hand away gently.

“Therearethingsto do, lady. | do not have thetime, even if theinclination isthere.”

Her eyesflared for asecond: another thing about her which aroused him; she was unaccustomed to not
getting her own way—even with aking, it seemed. It took an effort of will for Abeeyn to stand up. Her
hand caressed his ankle, the fish-white skin which had not been wholly dry for days.

“Later, perhaps,” shesad.
“Perhaps. There will not be much timefor it in the daysto come, however.”
He hauled on the clammy boots and kissed her.

Sheturned her cheek aside so hislips met her mouth. Then her tongue was questing like awarm snake
over histeeth. She drew away with an arch smile. Abeleyn sumbled out of the hut into thefirelit darkness
beyond, fedling that once again she had somehow had the last word.

SEVEN
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T HE barricades had gone up overnight.

When the deacon led his demi-troop out on their regular patrol of the city in the blue murk of the dawn,
they found that the streets were occupied. Carts had been overturned, sacks and crates from the docks
piled up and roped together. Even the narrowest of aleys had its obstacle, manned by citizenswho had
lit braziers againgt the cold and were standing round them rubbing their hands and chatting
good-naturedly. Every street, roadway, avenue and alley which led down into the western haf of the
Lower City of Abrusio had been blocked off. The place had been sedled astight asthe neck of a
stoppered bottle.

The deacon of the Knights Militant and his nine serving brethren sat their heavy horses and watched the
Abrusan citizens and their makeshift fortifications with amixture of anger and uncertainty. True, over the
past weeks the Lower City had been an unfriendly place and any Knight who ventured down there was
liable to have a chamber pot emptied over his head from an upper window. The Presbyter, Quirion, had
ordered his men to stay away from the region whilst the delicate negotiations went on with the Abrusio
garrison commanders. But this, thiswas different. Thiswas open rebellion againgt the powers which had
been ordained by the High Pontiff to rule the city.

The quiet horses with their heavy |oads of steel and flesh stood their ground on the cobbles of the street,
breathing out spumes of steam into the cold dawn air. It was anarrow place, the closely packed
timber-framed houses of this part of the city leaning together overhead o that it seemed their terracotta
tilesamost met to form an arch over the thoroughfare below. The citizens behind the barricade | eft their
braziersto stare at the Knights. They were of both sexes, old and young. They carried makeshift
wegpons fashioned from agricultural implements, or smply hefted the tools of their trades: hammersand
picks, scythes, pitchforks, butcher’s cleavers. A weaponry as diverse asthe colourful citizenry of
Abruso.

The shape of the city waslike a horseshoe, within which wasthe trefoil outline of acloverlesf. The
horseshoe represented the confining outer walls, curving round to end on the northern and southern
shores of the Southern Gulf, or the Gulf of Hebrion asit was sometimes called. The cloverlesf
represented the three harbours within the walls. The northernmost blade of the leaf was the Inner Roads
which extended into the heart of the city, the wharves and docks lapping at the very foot of Abrusio Hill.
Toleft and right of it, and not so far inland, were the Outer Roads, two later-built harbours which had
been improved by the addition of man-made moles. The western Inner Roads housed the shipyards and
dry docks of the Hebrian navy and were frowned over by the bulk of Admiral’s Tower. Ona
promontory to their north, another ageing fortress stood. Thiswasthe Arsend, the barracks and
magazines of Abrusio’s garrison. Both fleet and army were therefore quartered in the western arm of the
Lower City, and it was this areawhich had been blocked off by the barricades of the citizens.

But the earnest young deacon was not deliberating on that as he sat his horse in the early morning and
wondered what to do. He knew only that a group of rabble had seen fit to deny passage to a demi-troop
of the Knights Militant, the secular defenders of the Church on earth. It was an insult to the authority of
the Pontiff himsdf.

“Out sworddl” he ordered his men. They obeyed at once. Their lances had been left in their billets asthey
were inconveniently long to carry when traversing the narrow, packed streets of Lower Abrusio.

“Charge”

The ten horsemen burst into atrot, then worked into a canter, the shoes of their mounts striking sparks
off the cobbles. Two abreast, they thundered down the narrow street like avenging angels, if angels might
be so laden with iron and mounted on steaming, wide-nostrilled warhorses.



The citizens stared at the approaching apocaypse for one moment, and then scattered. The barricades
were deserted as people took to their hedls, fleeing down the street or shouldering in the closed doors of
houses on ether sde.

The deacon’s mount struck the piled oddments which blocked the street and reared up, armour, rider
and dl, then scrambled over the barricade, tearing half of it down asit did so. The other Knights followed
auit. The street became full of the din of nickering animas and the clang of stedl. The up-ended cart fell
back on to itswhedlswith acrash. They were through, urging their gasping mountsinto atrot again,
screaming “Ramusio!” at thetop of their purpling lungs.

They clattered onwards. People were trying to dodge the heavy swords and the hooves of the destriers.
The deacon clipped one fellow on the back of the head and took a chunk out of the base of his skull.
When he went down, the horses trampled him into asteaming pulp.

Otherstoo dow to hide or get away were smashed off their feet and suffered the same fate. There were
no side aleyways, no way out. Severa men and women were hacked as they thumped closed doors
franticaly with their fists, seeking sanctuary in the adjoining houses. The horses reared asthey were
trained to do, splintering bone and rending flesh with their iron-shod forehooves. The Street became a
charne house,

But it opened out. The streams of survivors scattered as the street became one arm of a three-way
junction. Therewas alittle square there.

The deacon was hoarse from yelling the Knights' battlecry, grinning as he swung and hacked at the
fleeing mob. Sweet dripped off his nose and dicked hisyoung body inside his armour. Thiswas sport
indeed.

But there was something in the air. An odd smell. He paused in his daughter, puzzled. His men gathered
about him panting, the gore dripping from their swordsin viscous ribbons. The clattering chaos of afew
moments before silled.

Powder-smoke.

The end of the street had emptied of people. Standing there now were two ranks of Hebrian soldiers
with streams of smoke eddying from the lighted match in their arquebuses.

Still the deacon did not fully understand. He kicked his mouth forward, meaning to have aword with
these fellows. They werein the way.

An officer at the end of the front rank lifted his sword. A paewinter sun wasrising over the rooftops of
the houses. It caught the stedl of hisrapier and turned it into ablaze.

“Ready your pieces!”

The arquebusiers cocked back the whed-locks which held the glowing match.
“Front rank, kneel!”

Thefront rank did so.

“Wait!” the deacon shouted angrily. What did these men think they were doing? Behind him, his brother
Knightslooked on in darm. One or two began kicking their tired horsesinto life.

“Front rank, givefire!”



“No!” the deacon ydlled.

An eruption of flame and smoke, afuriousrolling crackle. The deacon was blasted off hishorse. Hismen
staggered in the saddle. Horses were screaming as the balls ripped through their iron armour and into
their flesh. The massive animas tumbled to the ground, crushing their riders beneath them. A fog of
smoketoiled in theair, filling the breadth of the street.

In the powder-smoke, the surviving Knights heard the officer’ svoice again.
“Rear rank, present your pieces.”

The surviving Knights turned as one to the enemy and savagdly urged their terrified horsesinto acanter.
Shrieking like fiends they charged down the Street into the smoke, determined to avenge their fallen
brethren.

They were met by a second storm of gunfire.

All of them went down. The momentum of the two lead riders carried them into the ranks of the
arquebusiers, and the horses collgpsed through the formation scattering the Hebrian soldiers like skittles.
One of the Knights was flung clear, clanging across the cobbles. As he struggled to hisfeet in the heavy
armour that the Knights wore, two Hebrian soldiersflipped him on hisback again, asthough hewerea
monstrous beetle. They stood on hiswrists, pinioning him, then ripped off his casque and cut histhroat.

A find shot asamoaning horse was put out of its pain. From the doors of the houses the people
emerged. A ragged cheer went up asthey saw the riddled corpses which littered the roadway, though
some went to their kneesin the clotted gore, cradling the head of abutchered friend or relative. The
keening cries of women replaced the cheering.

Thecitizens of Abrusio rebuilt their barricades whilst the Hebrian soldiers methodically reloaded their
weapons and resumed their hidden stations once more.

“I don't believeit!” Presbyter Quirion said. Abrusio stretched out mist-shrouded and sun-gilded in the
morning light. He blinked as the sound of arquebus fire came again, echoing over the packed rooftopsto
the monastery-tower wherein he stood.

“So far three of our patrols have been ambushed,” the Knight-Abbot said. “ Skirmishing goes on even as
we speak. Our casualties have been serious. We are cavary, without firearms. We are not equipped to
fight street battles with foes who possess arquebuses.”

“And you are sureit isthe Hebrian soldiery who areinvolved, not civilians with guns?’

“Yes, your excellency. All our brothers report the same thing: when they try to force the barricades, they
are met with disciplined gunnery. It hasto be the garrison troops, there can be no other explanation.”

Quirion’seyes were two bluefires.

“Recdl our brethren. Thereisno profit in them throwing themsalves under the guns of rebelsand
heretics”

“Yes, your excellency.”

“And have al officers above the rank of deacon assemble in the speechhall at noon. I'll addressthem
mysdf.”



“At once, your excdlency.” The Knight-Abbot made the Sign of the Saint on hisarmoured breast and
|eft.

“What does thismean?’ the Presbyter asked.

“Would you like meto find out for you?' Sastro di Carrerasaid, one hand fiddling with the ruby set in his
earlobe.

Quirion turned to face his companion squarely. They were the only occupants of the high-ceilinged room.
“No.”

“You don't like me, your excellency. Why isthat?’

“Y ou are aman without much faith, Lord Carrera. Y ou care only for your own advantage.”

“Doesn’'t everyone?’ Sastro asked amiling.

“Not everyone. Not my brothers. . . Do you know anything about these devel opments then?’

Sastro yawned, stretching out hislong arms. 1 can deduce aswell or better than the next man. My bet is
that Rovero and Mercado have somehow had a communication from our ex-King Abeleyn. They have
come down on hisSde at |last—another reason why they postponed the viewing of the Pontifica bull
scheduled yesterday. The army and the fleet will hold the Lower City againgt usuntil Abeleyn arrivesin
person, then go over on to the offengive. It isaso my guessthat your Knights were not meant to be dain;
they pressed too hard. Obvioudy the generdl and the admiral meant thisto look like a popular uprising,
but they had to use national troopsto defend their perimeter when your brethren tested it.”

“Then we know where we stand,” Quirion snarled. Hisface looked as though invisible strings had pulled
chin and forehead towards each other; fury had clenched it asit might afist. “They will be
excommunicated,” hewent on. “I will see them burn. But first we must crush thisuprising.”

“That may not be o easy.”

“What of your friend Freiss?” And when Sastro seemed genuindly surprised, Quirion’s bass gravelled out
aharsh laugh. “You think | did not know of your meetingswith him?1 will not let you play aprivate game
inthiscity, my Lord Carrera. Y ou will pull dongside therest of us, or you will not be aplayer at al.”

Sadtro regained his compaosure, shrugging. His hand toyed now with the gleaming, scented point of his
beard. He needed to toy with hisfeatures congtantly, it seemed to Quirion. Anirritating habit. The man
was probably a pederast; he smdlled like asultan’ s harem. But he was the most effective of the nobles,

and anecessary dly.

“Very wel,” Sastro said casudly. “My friend Freiss, asyou put it, says he has won over several hundred
men of the garrison, men who cannot stomach heresy and who expect to be rewarded for their loyalty
once the Church has assumed full control of Abrusio.”

“Where are they?’

“In barracks. Mercado has his suspicions and has segregated them from the other tercios. He is probably
having them watched als0.”

“Then they areof littleuseto us”

“They could stage adiversion while your brethren assault these absurd barricades.”



“My brethren are not equipped for street fighting, as you have aready heard. No, there must be another
W@/_”

Sastro regarded the ornate plasterwork of the celling with someinterest. “There are, of course, my
persond retainers. ..

“How many?’
“I could muster maybe eight hundred if | called out some of the lesser client housesaswell.”
“Thar ams?’

“ Arquebuses and sword-and-buckler men. No pikes, but then pikes are no better at street fighting than
cavdry.”

“That would beided. They could cover an assault by my brethren. How long would it take to muster
them?’

“A few days”

The two men looked at each other like apair of prize-fighters weighing up each other’ s strengths and
wesknessesin thering.

“You redize | would berisking my house, my followers, ultimately my fortune,” Sastro drawled.

“The Hebrian treasury isin the possession of the council. Y ou would be amply compensated,” Quirion
growled.

“That isnot what | wasthinking of,” Sastro said. “No, money isnot my main concern. It isjust that my
men liketo fight for the betterment of their lord’ s Situation aswell astheir own.”

“They would be defending the True Faith of the Ramusian kingdoms. Isthat not reward enough?’

“It should be, | know, my dear Presbyter. But not all men areas. . . single-minded, you might say, as
your brethren.”

“What do you want, Lord Carrera?’ Quirion asked, though he thought he already knew.

“Y ou are looking through the archives, are you nat, trying to establish who should take the throne now
that the Hibrusd lineisfinished?’

“I have Inceptine archiviss working onit, yes.”

“Youwill find, I think, that Astolvo di Sequero isthe most digible candidate. But heisan old man. He
does not want the kingship with dl that it entails. He will refuseit.”

“Areyou so sure?’

“Oh, yes. And hissons areflighty, vicious young things. Hardly Roya materid. Y ou will need the next
king of Hebrion to be a mature man, aman of abilities, aman who is happy to work hand in gauntlet with
the holy Church. Otherwise the other noble houses might get restless, mutinous even, a the idea of one of
Agolvo'shratsruling.”

“Where might we find such aman?’ Quirion asked guardedly. He had not missed the threat in Sastro’s
words.



“I am not sure, but if your archivists delve deep enough | believe they may find the house of Carrera
closer to the throne than you think.”

Quirion laughed his coarse laugh—the guffaw of acommoner, Sastro thought with disgust, though nothing
of hisfedings showed on hisface.

“Thekingship in return for your men, my lord?” the Presbyter said.

Sadtro raised his carefully trimmed eyebrows. “Why not? No one dse will make you asimilar offer, I'll
warrant.”

“Not even the Sequeros?’

“Astolvo will not. He knows that were he to do so hislife would be hanging by athread. Hissonsare
champing at the bit beneath him; he would not last ayear. How would that |ook? The Church-sponsored
monarchy of Hebrion embroiled in murderousintrigue, perhaps even parricide, within months of its
establishment.”

Quirion looked thoughtful, gauging. “ Such decisons of moment must be referred to Himeriusin Charibon.
The Pontiff will have thefind word.”

“The Pontiff, may the Saints be good to him, will no doubt follow the recommendations of his
representative on the spot.”

Quirion repaired to the table on which sat ahost of decanters. He poured himsdlf adribble of wine and
drank it off, grimacing. He did not imbibe asarule, but he felt the need of the warming liquid; therewasa
chill intheroom.

“Get word to your co-conspirator, Freiss,” he said. “Tel him to prepare his men for action. And start
gathering your own followers together, Lord Carrera. We must work on acombined plan.”

“Will there then be amessenger sent to Charibon with your recommendations?’ Sastro asked.
“Therewill. 1 will . . . advise my archivisgtsto look into the genedogy of your house.”
“A wise decison, Presbyter. Y ou are obvioudy aman of sagacity.”

“Perhaps. Now that the bargaining is done, can we attend to the more mundane details? | want rosters,
equipment ligs”

The man had no style, Sastro thought. No sense of the moment. But that was by-the-by. He had secured
the kingship for himsdlf; that was the main thing. He had negotiated a path to power. But he had not
arrived at its threshold, not yet. There remained much to be done.

“I will have everything ready for you to peruse this afternoon,” he said smoothly. “And | will have
couriers sent to my estates and those of my vassas. The men will begin assembling directly.”

“Good. Thisthing must be done quickly. If we cannot storm the Lower City before Abdeyn arrives, it
will be thework of several campaignsto secure Abrusio, with al the destruction that entails.”

“Indeed. | have no wish to rule over ahill of ashes.”

Quirion gtared at his aristocratic companion. “The new king will rule in conjunction with the Church. |
have no doubt that the Pontiff will wish to maintain agarrison of the Knights here, even after therebels
areextinguished.”



“They will be aninestimable help, avaued adjunct to Roya authority.”

Quirion nodded. “Just so we understand each other. Now if you will excuse me, my Lord Carrera, |
must prepare to address my brethren. And there are wounded to vigit.”

“By dl means. Will you give meyour blessng before | go, excelency?’

Sastro rose, then knelt before the Presbyter with his head bowed. Quirion’ s face spasmed. He grated out
the words of the blessing as though they were a curse. The nobleman regained his feet, made the Sign of
the Saint with mocking flamboyance and | eft the room.

O VER five hundred leagues away, the Thurian M ountains were thick and white with midwinter snows.
The last of the passes had been closed and the sultanate of Ostrabar was sedled off to the west and the
south by the mountain barrier, itself merdly an outlying range of the fearsome Jafrar Mountains farther
ead.

The tower had once been part of the upland castle of a Ramusian noble, one of the hundreds which had
dotted the rich vaes of Ogtiber in the dayswhen it had been a Ramusian kingdom. But it was different
now. For sixty yearsthe Merduk overlords had possessed the rich eastern region. Itsruler was
Aurungzeb the Golden, the Stormer of Aekir, and the people he ruled had come to accept the Merduk
yoke, asit was called in thewest. They tilled their fidlds as they had dways done and by and large they
were no worse off under their Merduk lords than they had been under the Ramusian ones.

True, their sons must serve astint in the Sultan’ sarmies, but for the most talented of them there was no
bar to ambition. If aman had ability, he might rise very high in the service of the Sultan no matter how
low hisbirth. It was one of the cunning ways in which the Merduks had reconciled the peopleto their
rule, and it brought continua new blood into the army and the administration. The grandfathers of the men
who had fought under the banners of Ahrimuz the Prophet at Aekir and Ormann Dyke had struggled
againgt those same banners two generations before. For the peasantry it was a pragmatic choice. They
weretied to their land and when it changed owners they would change masters as a matter of course.

Most of the upland castle wasin ruins, but one wing with itstal tower remained intact and it gave afine
view of the valleys below. On aclear day it was even possible to see Orkhan, the capitd of the Sultan,
glittering with minaretsin the distance. But the castle wasisolated. Built too high in the Thurian foothills, it
had been deserted even before the Merduks came, its occupants forced out by the severity of the upland
winters.

Sometimestheloca inhabitantslower in the valey would remark upon the dark tower standing alone on
the wintry heights above. It was rumoured that strange lights could be seen flashing in itswindows after
dark, and there were tales of inhuman beasts which roamed the fels around it in nights of moon. Sheep
had gone missing, and aboy herder had disappeared. No one dared to approach the old ruin, though,
and it was | €ft to its malignant contemplation of the daes below.

T HE beast turned from the window and its monochrome world of white snow and black treesand
distant lights. It shuffled across the circular tower chamber and sank into a padded chair before thefire
with asigh. The endless wind was moaning about the gaps in the roof and occasiond confettis of snow
would flutter in the glasdess window.

A beast was dressed in human robes, and its head was like some grotesque marriage of humanity and
reptile. The body was awkward and bent, and talons scraped the flagged floor in place of toes. Only the
hands remained recognizably human, though they were treble-jointed and dightly scaed, reflecting back
thefirdight with agreenftint.



Other things reflected back thefirdight also. Arranged around the walls on shelves were greset glass
carboysfull of liquid, the light of the flames kindling answering shines from their depths. In some floated
the small grey corpses of newborn babies, eyes shut as though they were till dreaming in the womb. In
others were the coiled bodies of large snakes, their sdesflattened againgt the glass. And in three of the
fat-bellied jars, dark bipeda shapes stood gazing down into the room with eyesthat were the merest
gleeds of bright incarnadine. They moved restlessly in the surrounding liquid, asthough impatient at their
confinement.

Theroom wasfull of asour smell, like clothes|eft lying out intherain. On asmal tablein front of the
hearth was asilver salver upon which smoked the dying ashes of atiny fire. There were smal bonesin
the ashes, the miniature egg-sized remnant of afanged skull.

Thething in the chair leaned forward and poked at the asheswith one long forefinger. Its eyes glittered.
With afurious gesture it sent ashes, salver and dl flying into the fire. Then it leaned back in the chair,
hissing.

From aniche near the ceiling the winged shape of ahomonculus fluttered down like agargoylein
miniature. It settled on the beast’ s shoulder and nuzzled the wattled neck.

“Easy, Olov. Itisno matter,” the beast said, patting the distressed little creature. And then: “ Batak!”

A door opened at the rear of the chamber and a man dressed in travelling clothes of fur-lined cape and
high boots entered. He was young, his eyes coal-black, earlobes heavy with gold rings. Hisface was as
pae as plaster and he was sweating despite the season.

“Magter?’

“It failed again—as you can see. | merely destroyed another homonculus.”
The young man came forward. “I am sorry.”

“Yes, you are. Pour me some wine, will you, Batak?’

The young man did so silently. His hand was shaking and he mopped spilt liquid with one corner of his
deeve, darting frightened glances a the thing in the chair ashe did so.

The beast took the proffered wine and threw it back, tilting its head like a chicken to drink. The crystal of
the goblet cracked within its digits. The beast regarded the object with aweary irritation, then threw the
flawed thing to shatter in thefire.

“Thewholeworldisnew tome,” it muttered.
“What will you do now, master? Are you going to undertake the journey?’

The beast looked at him with bright, fulvid eyes. The air around it seemed to shimmer for asecond and
the homonculustook off for the rafters with a squeak. When the air steadied once more there was aman
ditting there in place of the beast, alean, dark-skinned man with aface as fine-boned asthat of awoman.
Only the eyesremained of the former monster, lemon-bright and astonishing in the handsome visage.

“Doesthis make you less nervous, Batek?’
“It isgood to see your face again, master.”

“I can only hold thisform for afew hours at atime, and the eyesresist any change. Perhaps because they



arethewindows of the soul, itissaid.” The man smiled without the dightest trace of humour. “But in
answer to your question: yes, | will undertake the journey. The Sultan’ sagents are dready in Alcaras
hiring ships—big, ocean-going ships, not the galleys of the Levangore. | have an escort and acarriage
billeted down in the village; the Sultan meansto be sure| go wherel say | am going.”

“Into the uttermost west. Why?’

The man stood up and put his back to the fire, splaying his hands out againgt the heet. Therewasa
flickering blur, like aripple of shadow around his Slhouette. Dweomer-born illusons were always
ungablein bright light.

“Thereis something out there, in thewest. | know it. In my research | have come across legends, myths,
rumours. They dl point to the same concluson: thereisland in the west, and something €lse. Someone,
perhaps. Besides, | am little useto the Sultan as| am. When Shahr Baraz—may herot in aRamusian
hell—destroyed the homonculus which was my conductor he not only warped my body, he crippled the
Dweomer within me. | am still powerful, still Orkh the master-mage, but my powers are not what they
were. | would not have that cometo light, Batak.”

“Of course. |—"

“You will be discreet. | know. Y ou are agood apprentice. In afew years you will have mastered the
Fourth Discipline and you will beamage yoursdf. | have left you enough of my library and materiadsfor
you to continue your studies even without my guidance.”

“It isthe court, master, the harem. They unsettle me. Thereis more to being the Sultan’ s sorcerer than
Dweomer.”

Orkh smiled, thistime with some real warmth. “1 know, but that is something else you must learn. Do not
crossthevizier, Akran. And court the eunuchs of the harem. They know everything. And never reved to
the Sultan the limits of your power—never say you cannot do something. Prevaricate, obfuscate, but do
not admit to any weakness. Men think mages all-powerful. We want to keep it that way.”

“Yes, magter. | will missyou. Y ou have been agood teacher.”
“And you agood pupil.”

“Do you hopeto be hedled in thewest? Isthat it? Or are you merely removing yourself from the sight of
men?’

“Aurungzeb asked me the samething. | do not know, Batak. | weary of being amonster, that much | do
know. Even aleper does not know theisolation | have suffered, the loneliness. Olov has been my only
companion; heisthe only creature which looks upon me without fear or disgust.”

1 Maa, I_n

“Itisdl right, Batak. Thereisno need to pretend. In my research, | have discovered that severa timesin
the past centuries ships have sailed for the west and have not returned. They carried
passengers—sorcerers fleeing persecution in the Ramusian states. | do not believe that al those ships
werelogt. | believe there may be survivors or descendants of survivors out there till.”

Batak’ seyes grew round. “ And you think they will be ableto hed you?’

“I don’'t know. But | weary of theintrigues at court. | want to see anew horizon appear with every
dawn. And it suits Aurungzeb’ s palicies. The Ramusians have dready sent aflotillawestwards; it |eft



Abrusio months ago under a Gabrionese captain named Richard Hawkwood. They should be in the west
now. The Merduk sultanates cannot alow this new world to be claimed by our enemies. | concur with
Aurungzebinthat.”

“Y ou know that Shahr Baraz is not dead? He disappeared adong with his pasha, Mughd. It issaid they
rode off eastwards, back into the steppes.”

“I know. My revenge may never happen. He will leave his pious old bonesin the Jafrar, or on the endless
plains of Kambaksk. It matters not. Other things concern me now.”

Orkh left the fire and strode over to anearby table which supported an iron-bound chest. He opened the
lid, looked in, nodded, then turned to his apprentice once more.

“In hereyou will find the details of my intelligence network. Names of agents, cyphers, dates of
payments—everything. It isup to you to run it, Batak. | have men in every kingdom in the west, most of
them risking their lives each day. That isaresponsbility which | do not hand over lightly. No oneese
must ever seethe contents of this chest. Y ou will secureit with your most potent spells, and destroy it if
thereisaposshility of it faling into any other hands except your own—even Aurungzeb's. Do you
understand?’

Batak nodded dumbly.

“Thereisaso amore sdect network of homonculi, some dormant, some active. | have them planted
everywhere, even in the harem. They are the eyes and ears you can trust most, for they are without bias
or sef-interest. When their bdliesarefull, a any rate. Use them well; and be discreet. They canbea
useful cross-reference to back up the reports of your agents. When you are ready for afamiliar, | would
advise you to choose ahomonculus. They can be wayward, but the ability to fly isalways ahelp and their
night visonisinvauable.” Here Orkh’s mouth tilted upwards. “ Olov has shown me somerare sghtsin his
nocturnal patrols of the harem. The most recent Ramusian concubineis addight to behold. Aurungzeb
takes her twice nightly, as eagerly asaboy. He haslittle notion of subtlety, though.”

The mage collected himsdlf.

“At any rate, there is amusement to be had if you use your resources properly, but if you gain information
which you should not know | do not haveto tell you to keep it to yourself, no matter how useful it might
prove. The network must be safe-guarded at all costs.”

“Yes, mader.”
Orkh stepped away from the chest. “It isyours, then. Useit wisdly.”
Batak took the chest in hisarms as though it were made of glass.

“Y oumay go. | find the maintenance of this gppearance wearisome. When you ride through the village,
tell the escort rissaldar that | will be ready to leave & moonrise tomorrow night. | have some final packing
todo.”

Batak bowed awkwardly. As he went out of the door he turned. “ Thank you, master.”

“When you see me again—if you do—it will be asamage, amaster of four of the Seven Disciplines. On
that day you shall take me by the hand and call me Orkh.”

Batak smiled uncertainly. “1 shal look forward to that.”



Then hel€ft.

T HE snow was as crigp as biscuit underfoot and the taloned feet of the beast cracked the surface crust,
but the widespread toes stopped it from sinking any deeper. Naked and scaled, itstail whipping back
and forth restlesdy, it prowled the streets of the deeping village. The moon glittered from its skin as
though it were armoured in many-faceted silver. The glowing eyesblinked as it eased open the shutter of
acottage with inhuman, silent strength. A dark room within, atiny shape blanket-wrapped in the cradle.

It took the bundle out into the hills, and there it fed, dipping its snout into the steaming, broken body.
Sated at ladt, it raised its head and stared up at the savage, snow-gleaming peaks of the encircling
mountains. West, where the sun had set. Where anew life awaited it, perhaps.

It cleaned its snout in the snow. With abestid form came bestid appetites. But it saved amorsdl of the
child for Olov.

EIGHT

T HEY wereintoning the Glory to God, the terdiel which brought Matinsto aclose. For centuries, the
monks and clerics of Charibon had sung it in the early hours of every new day, and the smple yet
infinitely beautiful melody was taken up by half athousand voicesto echo into the beams and rafters of
the cathedrdl.

The benches of the monks lined the walls of the triangular cathedra’ s base. Monsignors, presbyters and
bishops had their own individua segts a the back with ornately carved armrests and knedling boards.
The Inceptines assembled on the right, the other orders—mostly Antillian, but with afew
Mercurians—on the left. Asthe monks sang an old Inceptine with a candle lantern went up and down the
rows, nudging any of the brethren who had nodded off. If they happened to wear the white hoods of
novicesthey would receive akick and aglare rather than a shake of their shoulder.

Himerius the High Pontiff had joined hisfdlow dericsfor Matinsthis morning, something herardly did.
He was seated facing his brethren, his Saint’s symbol glittering in the light of athousand beeswax candles.
His hawk’s profile was clearly picked out by the candldight as he sang.

Elsewhere in Charibon, the thousands of other clerics were also awake and paying homage to their God.
At thistimein the morning Charibon was acity of voices, it was said, and fishermen in their boats out on
the Sea of Tor would hear the ghostly plainchant drifting out from shore, amassed prayer which was
rumoured to till the waves and bring the fish to the surface to listen.

Matins ended, and there was aclamour of scraping benches and shuffling feet asthe singersroseto their
feet row by row. The High Pontiff left the cathedrd first in the company of the Inceptine Vicar-Generd,
Betanza. Then the senior churchmen filed out, and then the Inceptines. Last in the orderly throng to leave
would be the novices, their somachs rumbling, their noses red with early morning chill. The crowds
would splinter as the clerics made their way to the various refectories of the ordersfor bread and
buttermilk, the unchanging breskfast of Charibon’sinhabitants.

H IMERIUS and Betanza had not far to go to the Pontifical apartments, but they took aturn around the
cloistersfirg, their hands tucked in their habits, their hoods pulled up over their heads. The cloisterswere
deserted at thistime of the morning as everyone trooped into the refectories for bregkfast.

It was dark, the winter morning some time away as yet. The moon had set, though, and the predawn
garswere bright as pinsin asky of unsullied aquamarine. The breath of the two senior clericswasa
white mist about their hoods as they walked the serene, arched circuit of the cloisters. There was snow in
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theair; it wasthick in the mountains but Charibon had as yet received only atithe of itsusua share. The
heavy fallswould come within days, and the shores of the Sea of Tor would grow beards of ice upon
which the novices would skate and skylark in thelittle free time they had. It was aritua, aroutineasold
asthe monagtery-city itsdlf, and absurdly comforting to both the men who now walked in dow silence
about the empty cloigters.

Betanza, the bluff ex-duke from Astarac, threw back his hood and paused to stare out across the starlit
gardens within the cloigters. Treesthere, ungainly oaks purportedly planted before the empirefel. Inthe
spring the brown grass would explode with snowdrops, then daffodils and primroses as the year turned.
They were dormant now, deeping out the winter under the frozen earth.

“The purges have begun across the continent,” he said quietly. “In Almark and Perigraine and Finnmark.
In the duchies and the principdities they are herding them by the thousand.”

“A new beginning,” the High Pontiff said, his nose protruding like araptor’ s beak from hishood. “The
faith hasbeen in need of this. A rguvenation. Sometimesit takes an upheava, acriss, to bresthe new life
into our beliefs. We are never so sure of them as we are when they are threatened.”

Betanza smiled sourly. “We have our crisis. Rdligious schism on avast scae, and awar with the
unbelievers of the east which threatens the very existence of the Ramusian kingdoms.”

“Torunnaisno longer Ramusian,” Himerius corrected him quickly. “Nor is Astarac. They have heretics
on their thrones. Hebrion, thank God, is coming under the sway of the true Church once more. The bull
will have reached Abrusio by now—unlikeits heretica king. Abdeynisfinished. Hebrionisours.”

“And Fimbria?’ Betanza asked.
“What of it?’
“Morerumours. It issaid that a Fimbrian army is on the march eastwards to the relief of Ormann Dyke.”

Himeriuswaved ahand. “Tak isafarthing ayard. Have we any moreword of the Almarkan king's
condition?’

Haukir, the aged and irascible monarch of Almark, waslaid low by afever. The winter journey
homewards from the Conclave of Kings had started it. He was bedridden, without issue, and more
foul-tempered than ever.

“The commander of the Almarkan garrisons here received word yesterday. Heis dying. By now he may
even be dead.”

“We have people on hand?’

“Prelate Marat is at his bedside; the two are said to be natural brothers on the father’ sside.”
“Whatever. Marat must be present a the end, and the will with him.”

“You truly believe that Haukir may leave his kingdom to the Church?’

“He has no one e'se save a clutch of sister-sonswho amount to nothing. And he has dways been a
staunch dly of the Inceptine Order. He would have entered it himself had he not been born Royd; he
said asmuch to Marat before the conclave.”

Betanza was slent, thoughtful. Were the Church to inherit the resources of Almark, one of the most



powerful kingdomsin the west, it would be unassailable. The anti-Pontiff, or imposter rather, Macrobius,
and those monarchs who had recognized him, would face a Church which had become overnight agreat
Secular Sate.

“Quite an empire we are building up for oursdves,” Betanza said mildly.

“The empire of Ramusio on earth. We are witnessing the symmetry of history, Betanza. The Fimbrian
empire was secular, and was brought down by religious wars which established the True Faith acrossthe
continent. Now isthetime of the second empire, ardigious hegemony which will rear up the Kingdom of
God on earth. That ismy mission. Itiswhy | became Pontiff.”

Himerius eyeswere shining in the depths of his hood. Betanza remembered the whedling and dedling
which had secured Himerius the Pontiffship, the bargaining. Perhaps he was ndyve. Though head of the
Inceptine Order, he had been alay nobleman until quitelatein life. It gave him a different outlook on
thingswhich at times made him oddly uncomfortable.

“Dawn comes,” he said, watching the glow of the approaching sun in the east. He felt an obscure urgeto
throw himself face down on the ground and pray; adread and apprehension the like of which he had
never experienced before rosein him like abreeding darkness.

“Doyourecdl The Book of Honorius, Holy Father? How doesit go?

“*And the Beast shal come upon the earth in the days of the second empire of the world. And he shdll
rise up out of thewest, thelight in his eyesterrible to behold. With him shall come the Age of the Wolf,
when brother will day brother. And dl men shdl fal down and worship him.” ”

“Honorius was a crazed hermit, a Friar Mendicant. Hisravings verge on the heretical.”
“And yet he knew Ramusio, and was one of his closest followers.”

“The Blessed Saint had many followers, Betanza, anong them a proportion of lunatics and mystics. Keep
your mind on the present. We go to meet the Arch-Presbyter of the Knights Militant this morning to talk
to him about recruiting. The Church needs a strong right arm, not aperusa of ancient apocayptic
hdlucinations.”

“Yes, Holy Father,” Betanzasaid.

The two resumed their walk around the quiet cloisters of Charibon while the silent dawn broke open the
sky abovethem.

A LBREC had missed Matins, and he did not go down to breakfast. His stomach was as closed as a
stone and he was knedling in prayer on the hard stonefloor of hisfrigid little cell. The dawn light was
danting in through the narrow window making the it candle he had been reading by seem dim and
ydllow. On the table before him the pages of the old document had been laid out in orderly piles.

Herose at last, his pointed face deeply troubled, and sat before the table where he had spent most of the
night. One hand snuffed out the candle asthe rising sunlight stole into the room, and the smoke from the
extinguished wick writhed back and forth in front of hiseyesin grey wires and strings. The eyeswere
rimmed in scarlet.

Heturned over the leaves of the document yet again, and his movement was as gingerly asif he expected
them to explode into flame at any second.

“The winter of a man’slife,” said the Saint, “ is the time when all those around him take the



measure of all he has done and sought to do. And all that he has failed to accomplish. My
brothers, | have set in this soil a garden, a thing which is pleasing in the sight of God. It isyours
to tend now. Nothing can uproot it, for it growsin men’'s hearts also: that one place where a
tyrant’ sfist can never reach. The Empireisfailing and a New Order begins, one based on the
truth of things, and the compassion of God’ s own plans.

“ But for myself, my work hereis done. Otherswill do the teaching and the preaching now. | am
only a man, and an old one at that.”

“What will you do?” we asked him.

The Saint lifted his head in the morning light which was breaking over this hillside in the province
of Ostiber; for we had talked and prayed the night away.

“1 go to plant the garden elsewhere.”

“ But the faith is spread across all Normannia,” we said. “ Even the Emperor has begun to see
that it can no longer be suppressed. Where elseisthereto go?” And we begged himto remain
with us and live in peace and honour among his followers, who would revere himall the
remaining days of hislife.

“That isthe way of pride,” he said, shaking his head. And then he laughed. “ Would you set me up
asawrinkled idol to be venerated as the tribes of old worshipped their gods? No, friends. | must
go. | have seen the road stretching ahead of me. It goes on a long way from here yet.”

“Thereisnowhereto go,” we protested, for we were afraid of losing his leadership in the great
trials which still awaited us. But also we loved this old man. Ramusio had become father to us and
the world without him would seem a drear and empty place.

“Thereisafar country which the truth has not yet reached,” he told us. And then he pointed
eastwards, to where the Ostian river foamed sunlit and brilliant between its banks, and farther
away the black heights of the Jafrar which mark the beginning of the wilderness beyond. “ Out
thereitisnight still, but I may yet use the years remaining to me to usher in the morning in the
land beyond yon mountains.”

A teardrop dripped off Albrec’ s nose to land on the precious page below, and he blotted it at once,
angry with himsdif.

He could see the sunshine of that long-ago morning, when the Blessed Saint had stood in the twilight of
hislife on ahillsdein Ostiber—or Ostrabar asit was now—and had talked with the closest of his
followers, themsaves grown old in their travelswith him. St. Bonneval was there, who was to become
thefirgt Pontiff of the holy Church, and St. Ubaldius of Neyr, who would be thefirst Vicar-Genera of the
Inceptine Order. The men who watched that sunrise break over the eastern mountains would become the
founding fathers of the Ramusian faith, canonized and revered by later generations, prayed to by the
common people, immortalized in athousand statues and tapestries across the world.

But that morning, in the early light of aday gone by these five centuries and more, they were merely a
group of men afraid and grieved by the thought of losing he who had been their mentor, their leader, the
maingay of ther lives.

And who was the mysterious narrator? Who was the writer of this precious document? Had heredlly
been there, one of the chosen few who had accompanied the Blessed Saint through the provinces of the
empire, spreading thefaith?



Albrec turned through the crumbling pages, mourning the lost leaves, theillegible paragraphs.

That morning in Ostrabar was aday sacred to the Church and al Ramusians. It wasthelast day of the
Saint’ slife on earth. He had been assumed into heaven from the hillside, hisfollowers watching as God
took to hisbosom thisthe most faithful of his servants. Until Ostiber had fallen to the Merduks and
become Ogtrabar, the hilltop had been aholy place of pilgrimage for the Ramusians of the continent, and
achurch had been built there within afew years of the miraculous event.

At leadt, that waswhat Albrec and every other member of the Ramusian faith had been taught. But the
document told an entirely different story.

He took no companion and would accept no company, and he forbade those he was to |eave
behind ever to follow him. On a mule he left us, his face towards the east, from whence the
morning comes. And the last we saw of him, he wasin the lower passes of the mountains, the mule
bearing him ever higher. So he was lost to the west for ever.

It was this and the succeeding pages which had kept Albrec up dl night, reading and praying until his
eyes smarted and his knees were cold and sore from the flags of the floor. Nothing here of an assumption
into heaven, aglorious vison of the Saint entering God' s kingdom. Ramusio had last been seen asatiny
figure on amule headed into the heights of the most terrible mountainsin the world. Theimplications of
that made Albrec tremble.

But the story did not end there. There was more.

Among the folk who went to and fro across the borders of the empire at that time, there was a
mer chant named Ochali, a Merduk who every year braved the passes of the Jafrar with his camel
trains, bringing silks and furs and steppe ivory to trade from the lands of Kurasan and Kambaksk
beyond the mountains. He was a wor shipper of the Horned One, like all those who lived beyond
the Ostian river. Kerunnos was the forbidden name he and his people gave to their God, and when
he reached the provinces of the empire every summer he would give sacrifice at the roadside
shrines of the tribes for a safe passage of the Jafrar. But one summer, some eight years after
Ramusio had journeyed east, he neglected to make his usual sacrificesto the Horned One.

Men who knew him asked why, and he told them that he had found a new faith, a true faith which
owed nothing to sacrifices or idols. An old man, he said, had been preaching in the camps of the
steppe peoples for several years now, and his words had gained him many followers. A new
religion was birthing in the far lands of the Merduks, and even the horse chieftains had taken it to
heart.

When Ochali’ s acquaintances in the province of Ostiber pressed him further he refused to
elaborate, saying only that the Merduk peoples had found a prophet, a holy leader who was
taking them out of the darkness and putting an end to the interminable clan wars which had
always racked his people. Merduk no longer slew Merduk in the distant steppes beyond the Jafrar,
and the men who abode there lived in harmony and brotherhood. The Prophet Ahrimuz had
shown his people the one true path to salvation.

There was athumping at Albrec’s door and he jJumped like a startled hare. He had time to cover the
ancient document with his catechism before the door opened and Brother Commodiuswalked in, hisbig
bare feet dapping on the stonefloor.

“Albrec! Youwere missed a Matins. Iseverything dl right?’

The Senior Librarian looked hisnorma ugly sdif; the face regarding Albrec with concern and curiosity



was the same one the monk had worked with for nearly thirteen years. The same huge beak of anose,
out-thrust ears and unruly fringe of hair about the bald tonsure. But Albrec would never again seeit as
just another face, not after the night in the lowest levels of thelibrary.

“I—I'mfine” he sammered. “|1 didn’'t fed well, Brother. | have abit of aflux so | thought it better to
stay away. I’'m going to the privy every few minutes.” Lies, liesand sins. But that could not be helped. It
wasin agreater cause.

“Y ou should see the Brother Infirmiar then, Albrec. It'sno good sitting here and reading your catechism,
waiting for it to go away. Come, I'll take you.”

“No, brother—it’sdl right. Y ou go and open thelibrary, I ve made you late enough asit is.”
“Nonsense!l”

“No, truly, Brother Commodius, | can't keep you from your duties. I'll vigt him mysdf. Perhaps|’ll see
you after Compline. I'm sure an infusion of arrowroot will st me up.”

The Senior Librarian shrugged hisimmense, bony shoulders. “Very well, Albrec, haveit your own way.”
He turned to go, then hesitated on the threshold. “Brother Columbar tells me that you and he were down
in the catacombs benegth the library.”

Albrec opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

“Seeking blotting for the scriptorium, it seems. And | dare say you were doing alittle ferreting around on
your own account, eh, Albrec?” Commodius eyestwinkled. “Y ou want to be careful down there. A
man might have an accident among al that accumulated rubbish. There sawarren of tunnels and
chambers that have not been disturbed since the days of the empire. They're best |eft that way, en?’

Albrec nodded, still speechless.

“I know you, Albrec. Y ou would mine knowledge as though it were gold. But the possession of
knowledge is not dways good; some things are better Ieft undiscovered . . . Did you find Gambio's

blotting paper?’
“Some, Brother. We found some.”

“Good. Then you will not need to go down there again, will you? Well, | must go. Asyou say, | am late.
Therewill be ahuddle of scholar-monks congregated round the door of St. Garaso thinking uncharitable
thoughts about me. | hope your bowels clear up soon, Brother. Thereiswork to be done.” And
Commodius eft, closing the door of Albrec’scdl behind him.

Albrec was shaking, and sweat had chilled his brow. So Columbar could not keep his mouth shut.
Commodius must have questioned him; he had seen Albrec and Avilathat night, perhaps.

Albrec had joined the Antillian Order for many reasons. hatred of the open seawhich had been his
fisherman father’ sdaily bread; alove of books; but also adesire for security, for peace. He had found it
in Charibon, and had never regretted his thirteen yearsin the confines of the St. Garaso Library. But now
he felt that the earth had shifted from under hisfeet. His safe world was no longer so tranquil. Therewas
an old saying among the clerics of Charibon that it was but a short step from the pul pit to the pyre. For
thefirgt time Albrec appreciated the truth behind the dark humour of it.

He uncovered the document, glancing fearfully at the door as he did so, as though Commodius might legp
out with hisface adevil’smask again.



He should destroy it. He should burn it, or lose it somewhere. Let someone el se discover it ahundred
years hence, perhaps. Why should it be he who must shoulder this burden?

It ismy belief, the narrative went on, that the Blessed Saint did indeed succeed in crossing the
Jafrar. He was a man in the seventh decade of his life, but he was still strong and vigorous, and
the missionary flame burned hotly in him. He was like a captain of a ship who can never rest until
he has found an uncharted shore, and then another, and another. There was a restlessness to him
which | and others believed to be the spirit of God.

As the greatest conquerors can never sit at peace and reflect upon their past victories but must
always move on, fighting fresh battles, chancing their lives and their fortunes until the end of their
strength, so Ramusio could never be content to cease his proselytizing, his unending work of
spreading the truth. His fire was not suited to the administration of an organized church. He
inspired men and then moved on, leaving it to his followers to write rules and catechisms, to make
into formulas and commandments the tenets of hisfaith.

He was the gentlest man | have ever known, and yet his will was adamantine. There was a
puissance to his determination which was not of this world, and which awed all those who knew
him.

| do not doubt that he reached the steppes beyond the mountains, and that he awed the Merduks
as he had the men of the west. Ramusio the Blessed Saint became Ahrimuz the Prophet, and the
faith which sustains us here in the west is the same as that which inspires the Merduks who have
become our mortal enemies. That is the pity of it.

There it was. Once he had read it, Albrec’ sworld changed irrevocably. He knew the document was
genuine, that the author had lived and bresthed in the same long-lost world which the Blessed Saint had
known, aworld five hundred years distant. He spoke of Ramusio asaman, ateacher, and asafriend,
and the authenticity of his recollections convinced Albrec of the truth of what he was reading. Ramusio
and Ahrimuz were one and the same, and the Church, the kingdoms, the entire edifices of two
civilizations which spanned the known world were founded on amisconception. On alie.

He bent hishead and prayed until the cold sweat was rolling down histemplesin agonized drops. He
prayed for courage, for strength, for some morsel of the determination which had possessed the holy
Sant himsdf.

The last section of the document was missing entirely, the rotted threads which bound the work having
given way to time and abuse. He did not know the name of the author or the date of the work, but there
was no doubt why it had been hidden away.

He had to find out more. He had to go back to the catacombs.

NINE

C ORFE hated the new clothes, but the tailor had assured him that they were typical court wear for
officers of the Torunnan army. There was anarrow ruff which encircled his neck, below which glittered a
tiny mock breastplate of silver suspended by aneck chain and engraved with the triple sabres of hisrank.
The doublet was black embroidered with gold, heavily padded in the shoulders and with voluminous
dashed deeves through which the fine cambric of his shirt fluttered. He wore tight black hose benesgth,
and buckled shoes. Shoes! He had not worn shoesfor years. Hefelt ridiculous.

“Youwill do very well,” the Queen Dowager had said to him when she had |ooked him over, with the
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tailor bowing and hovering like ablowfly behind him.
“| fed like adressmaker’ s mannequin,” he snapped back.
She amiled at that and, folding her fan, she chucked him under the chinwithiit.

“Now, now, Colond. We must remember where we are. The King has expressed awish to seeyouin
the company of his senior officers. We cannot let you march into their council of war looking like a serf
dragged in from the fields. And besides, this becomesyou. Y ou have the build for it, even if your legsare
alittle onthe short side. It comes of being a cavalryman, | suppose.”

Corfedid not reply. The Queen Dowager Oddiawas gliding round him as though she were admiring a
gtatue, her long skirts whispering on the marble floor.

“But thisthing”—her fan rapped againgt Corfe' s scabbarded sabre—"thisis out of place. We must find
you amorefitting weapon. Something elegant. Thisisabutcher’ stoal.”

Corfée sfigt tightened on the pommel of the sword. “By your leave, lady, I’ d prefer to keep it with me.”
“Why?"

Shehad glided in front of him. Their eyes met.

“It hdpsremind me of who | am.”

They stared at each other for along moment. Corfe could sense the tailor’ s presence behind him, uneasy
and fascinated.

“Y ou must bein the chambers of the war council by thefifth hour,” Oddiasaid, turning away abruptly.
“Do not belate. The King has something for you, | believe.”

She was gone, the end of her skirtstrailing round the doorway like thetail of a departing snake.

A Sthe paace bells sounded the fifth hour, Corfe was ushered into the council chambers by a haughty
footman. He wasreminded alittle of hisarrival a Ormann Dyke, when he had walked in on Generd
Pieter Martellus council of war. But that had been different. The officers at the dyke had been dressed
like soldiers on campaign, and they had been planning for a battle which was aready at their door. What
Corfewalked into in the palace of Torunn was more like a parody, agame of war.

A crowd of gorgeoudy dressed officers. Infantry in black, cavary in burgundy, artillery in degpest blue.
Silver and gold gleamed everywhere with the pale accompaniment of |ace and the bobbing magnificence
of feathers from the caps some of the men retained. King Lofantyr was resplendent in sable and silver
dashed hose and the crimson sash of agenerd. Thelight from adozen lamps glittered off silver-buckled
shoes, rings, gem-studded badges of rank and chivalric orders. Corfe made his degpest bow. He had
refused cavary burgundy, preferring infantry black though he bel onged to the mounted arm. He was glad.

“Ah, Colond,” the King said, and gestured with one hand. “ Comein, comein. Itisdl informality here.
Gentlemen, Colonel Corfe Cear-Inaf, late of John Mogen' sfield army and the garrison of Ormann
Dyke.”

There was amurmur of greetings. Corfe was subjected to a dozen stares of frank appraisa. Hisskin
crawled.

The other officers turned back to the long table which dominated the room. It was scattered with papers,



but what occupied its shining length principaly was alarge map of Torunnaand its environs. Corfe went
closer, but hisway was blocked. Irritably he looked up and found himsdlf face to face with one of the
dandies of the palace audience.

“Engign Ebro, Sr,” the officer said, smiling. “We' ve met, | believe, though one would hardly recognize
you out of your fighting gear.”

Corfe nodded coldly. There was an awkward pause, and then Ebro stepped aside. “Pardon me, sir.”

His sabre was unwieldy, harder to handle than the dim rapiers the other officers sported. He found
himsdlf peering over shouldersto see the rolled-out map. Figurines of Torunnan pikemen cast in Slver
had been placed at the four cornersto stop the stiff paper from curling up. There were decanters on the
table, crystd glasses, ablunt dagger of intricate workmanship which King Lofantyr picked up and used
asapointer.

“Thisiswherethey are now,” he said, tapping a point on the map some eighty leagues west of Charibon.
“Inthe Narian Hills”

“How many, sre?’ avoice asked. It wasthe crusty, mustachioed Colond Menin, whom Corfe had also
encountered the evening of the audience.

“A grand tercio, plus supporting artisans. Five thousand fighting men.”

A series of whispers swept the chamber.

“They will beagreat help, of course,” Menin said, but the doubt was audiblein his voice.
“Fimbrians on the march again across Normannia,” someone muttered. “Who' d have thought it?’
“Does Martdlusknow yet, sire?” another officer asked.

“Couriers went off to the dyke yesterday,” King Lofantyr told them. “1 am sure that Martelus will be glad
of five thousand reinforcements, no matter where they are from. Marsha Barbius and his command are
travelling light. They intend to be at the Searil river in Sx weeks, if dl goeswdl. Plenty of timefor hismen
to settlein before the beginning of the next campaigning season.”

Lofantyr turned aside so that an older man in the livery of acourt official could whisper in hisear. Hewas
holding a sheaf of papers.

“We have commanded General Martellusto send out winter scouting patrols to ascertain the state of
readiness of the Merduks at al times. At the moment it seemsthey are securein their winter camps, and
have even detached sizable bodies of men eastwards to improve their supply lines. The elephants and
cavdry, aso, have been hilleted further east where they will be nearer to the supply depots on the Ostian
river. Thereisno reason to fear awinter assault.”

Corfe recognized the papersin the court officid’s hands; they were the digpatches he had brought from
the dyke.

“What of the Pontifical bull demanding Martdlus sremovad, 9re?” Menin asked gruffly.

“Wewill ignoreit. We do not recognize the imposter Himerius as Pontiff. Macrobius, rightful head of the
Church, resdes herein Torunn; you have al seen him. Edictsfrom Charibon will beignored.”

“Then what of the south, sire?’ an officer with agenera’ s sash about his middle, but who looked to bein



his seventies, asked.

“ Ah—these reports we' ve been getting of insurrectionsin the coastal citiesto the south of the kingdom,”
Lofantyr said airily. “They are of little account. Ambitious nobles such as the Duke of Rone and the
Landgrave of Staed have seen fit to recognize Himerius as Pontiff and our Roya sdif asaheretic. They
will be dedlt with.”

Thetak went on. Military talk, hard-edged and assured. Councils of war loved to talk, John Mogen had
once said. But they hated to fight. Most of the conversations seemed to Corfe to be less about tactics
and strategy and more about the winning of persona advantage, the catching of the King'seye.

He had forgotten how different the Torunnan military of the capital and the home fiefswas from thefield
armies which defended the frontiers. The difference depressed him. These did not seem to him to bethe
same kind of men with whom he had fought at Aekir and Ormann Dyke. They were not of the cdibre of
John Mogen’s command. But perhaps that was just an impression; he had not mixed much with the rank
and file of the capital. And besides, he lashed himsdlf, he was not such agreat oneto judge. He had
deserted hisregiment in the final stages of Aekir’s agony, and while his comrades had fought and died in
aheroic rearguard action on the Western Road, he had been dinking away in the midst of the civilian
refugees. He must never forget that.

There was no mention of the refugee problem at this meeting, however, which puzzled Corfe extremely.
The camps on the outskirts of the capital were swelling by the day with the despairing survivors of Aekir
who had first fled the Holy City itself and had then been moved on from Ormann Dyke in the wake of the
battlesthere. If he were the King, he would be concerned with feeding and housing the hopeless
multitudes. It was dl very wdl for them to camp outside the walls by the hundred thousand in winter, but
when the weeather warmed again there would be the near certainty of disease, that enemy more deadly to
an army than any Merduk host.

They were discussing the scattered risings of the noblesin the south of the kingdom again. Apparently
Perigraine was giving the disaffected aristocrats surreptitious support, and there were vague tales of
Nalbenic galeyslanding weapons for the rebels. The risingswere localized and isolated asyet, but if they
could be welded together by any one leader they would pose a serious threat. Swift and severe action
was caled for. Some of the officers a the council volunteered to go south and bring back the heads of
the rebels on platters and there were many protestations of loyalty to Lofantyr, which the King accepted
gracioudy. Corfe remained silent. He did not like the complacent way the King and his staff regarded the
Stuation at the dyke. They seemed to think that the main effort of the Merduks was past and the danger
was over except for some minor skirmishing to come in the spring. But Corfe had been there; he had
Seen the teeming thousands of the Merduk formations, the massed batteries of their artillery, theliving
walls of war elephants. He knew that the main assault had yet to come, and it would come in the spring.
Five thousand Fimbrians would be awe come addition to the dyke s defenders—if they would fight
happily dongsidetheir old foes the Torunnans—but they would not be enough. Surely Lofantyr and his
advisorsredlized that?

The talk was wearisome, about people whose names meant nothing to Corfe, townsto the south, far
away from the Merduk war. As members of Mogen's command, Corfe and his comrades had dways
seen the true danger in the east. The Merduks were the only real foesthe west faced. Everything else
was adidraction. But it was different here. In Torunn the eastern frontier was only one among a series of
other problems and priorities. The knowledge made Corfe impatient. He wanted to get back to the dyke,
back to thered battlefields.

“We need an expedition to clamp down on these traitorous bastards in the south, that’ s plain,” Colonel
Menin rasped. “With your permission, Sire, I'd be happy to take afew tercios and teach them some



loydty.”

“Very good of you, I'm sure, Colond Menin,” Lofantyr said smoothly. “But | need your talents
employed here, in the capitd. No, | have another officer in mind for themisson.”

The morejunior officers about the table eyed each other alittle askance, wondering who the lucky man
would be.

“Colonel Cear-Inaf, | have decided to give you the command,” the King said briskly.
Corfe wasjerked out of hisreverie. “What?’
The King paused, and then stated in aharder voice: “|I said, Colond, that | am giving you this command.”

All eyeswere on Corfe. He was both astonished and dismayed. A command that would take him south,
away from the dyke? He did not want it.

But could not refuseit. This, then, was what the Queen Dowager had been referring to earlier. Thiswas
her doing.

Corfe bowed deeply whilst his mind fought free of itsturmoil.
“Your mgesty isvery gracious. | only hopethat | can justify your faith in my abilities.”

Lofantyr seemed mollified, but there was something in hisregard that Corfe did not like, acovert
amusement, perhaps.

“Y our troop awaits you in the Northern Marshdling Y ard, Colondl. And you shdl have an aide, of
course. Ensggn Ebro will bejoining you—"

Corfefound Ebro at hissde, bowing stiffly, hisface amask. Clearly, thiswas not apost he had coveted.
“—And | shal seewhat | can do about releasing afew more officersto you.”
“My thanks, your mgjesty. Might | enquire asto my orders?’

“They will be forwarded to you in due course. For now | suggest, Colond, that you and your new aide
acquaint yourselves with your command.”

Another pause. Corfe bowed yet again and turned and | eft the chamber with Ebro close behind him.

As soon asthey were outside, striding along the palace corridors, Corfe reached up and savagely ripped
the lace ruff from histhroat, flinging it asde.

“Lead meto thisNorthern Marshalling Yard,” he snapped to hisaide. “1’ ve never heard of it.”

N O one had, it seemed. They scoured the barracks and armouries in the northern portion of the city, but
none of the assorted quartermasters, sergeants and ensigns they spoke to had heard of it. Corfe was
beginning to believe that it was al amongtrous joke when afawning clerk in one of the city arsendstold
them that there had been adraft of men brought in only the day before who were bivouacked in one of
the city squares close to the northern wall; that might be their godl.

They st off on foot, Corfe' s shiny buckled shoes becoming spattered with the filth of the winter streets.
Ebro followed him in dumb misery, picking hisway through the puddles and muddimed cobbles. It began
torain, and his court finery took on aresemblance to the sodden plumage of abrilliant bird. Corfe was



grimly satisfied by the transformation.

They emerged at last from the stinking press and crowd of the streets into a wide open space surrounded
on dl sdesby timber-framed buildings. Beyond, the sombre heights of the battlemented city walls
loomed like a hillside in the rain-cloud. Corfe wiped water out of his eyes, hardly ableto credit what he
saw.

“Thiscan't beit—this cannot be them!” Ebro sputtered. But Corfe was suddenly sure it was, and he
redlized that the joke was indeed on him.

Torunnan sentries paced the edges of the square with halberds resting on their shoulders. In the shop
doorways al around arquebusiers stood yawning, keeping their weapons and powder out of therain. As
Corfe and Ebro gppeared, ayoung ensgn with amuddy cloak about his shoulders approached them,
saluting as soon as he caught sight of the badge on Corfe s absurd little breastplate.

“Good day, sr. Might you be Colond Cear-Inaf, by any chance?’
Corfée s heart sank. There was no mistake then.
“I am, Enggn. What isthiswe have here?’

The officer glanced back to the scene in the square. The open space was full of men, five hundred of

them, perhaps. They were seated in crowds on thefilthy cobbles as though battered down by the chill
rain. They werein rags, and collectively they stank to high heaven. There were manacles about every
ankle, and their faces were obscured by wild tangles of matted hair.

“Half athousand gdley davesfrom the Royd flegt,” the ensgn said cheerily. “ Tribesmen from the
Felimbri, most of them, worshippers of the Horned One. Black-hearted devils, they are. I'd mind your
back, sir, when you' re near them. They tried to brain one of my men last night and we had to shoot a
couple”

A dull anger begantorisein Corfe.
“This cannot beright, sir. We must be mistaken. The King must bein jest,” Ebro was protesting.

“I don’t think s0,” Corfe murmured. He stared at the packed throng of miserable humanity in the square.
Many of them were staring back, glowering at him from under thatches of verminous hair. The men were
brawny, well-muscled, as might be expected of galley daves, but their skin was a sodden white, and
many of them were coughing. A few had lain down on their sides, oblivious to the stone cobbles, the

pouring rain.

So thiswas hisfirst independent command. A crowd of mutinous daves from the savage tribes of the
interior. For amoment Corfe considered returning to the palace and refusing the command. The Queen
Dowager had obtained the position for him, but clearly Lofantyr had resented her interference. Hewas
supposed to refuseit, Corferedized. And when he did, there would never be another. That decided him.

He stepped forward. “ Are there any among you who can speak for the rest, in Normannic?’
The men muttered amongst themselves, and finally one rose and shuffled to the fore, his chains clinking.
“| gpeak your tongue, Torunnan.”

Hewas huge, with hands aswide as dinner plates and the scars of old lashings about hislimbs. Histawny
beard fell on to his chest but two bright blue eyes glinted out of the brutish face and met Corfe s stare



quardly.

“What' syour name?’ Corfe asked him.

“| am called the Eaglein my own tongue. Y ou would say my name was Marsch.”
“Can you spesk for your fdlows, Marsch?’

The dave shrugged his massve shoulders. “ Perhaps.”

“Do you know why you were taken from the galleys?’

“No.”

“Then | will tell you. And you will trandate what | say to your comrades, without misinterpretation. Isthat
cdeax?

Marsch glared a him, but he was obvioudy curious. “All right.”

“All right, ar,” Ebro hissed at him, but Corfe held up ahand. He pitched hisvoiceto carry acrossthe
square.

“Y ou are no longer daves of the Torunnan state,” he caled out. “From this moment on you are free
men.” That caused agtir, when Marsch had trandated it, alifting of the apathy. But there was no
lessening of the mistrugt in the eyes which were fixed on him. Corfe ground on.

“But that does not yet mean that you are free to do asyou please. | am Corfe. From this moment on you
will obey me asyou would one of your own chieftains, for it is1 who have procured your freedom. Y ou
are tribesmen of the Cimbrics. Y ou were once warriors, and now you have the chance to be so again,
but only under my command.”

Marsch's deep voice was following Corfe sin the guttural language of the mountain tribes. His eyes
never |eft Corfe' sface.

“1 need soldiers, and you are what | have been given. Y ou are not to fight your own peoples, but areto
battle Torunnans and Merduks. | give you my word on that. Serve mefaithfully, and you will have honour
and employment. Betray me, and you will be killed out of hand. | do not care which God you worship or
which tongue you speak aslong as you fight for me. Obey my orders, and | will seethat you are treated
like warriors. Any who do not choose to do so can go back to the gdlleys.”

Marsch finished trandating, and the square wasfilled with low talk.

“Sr,” Ebro said urgently, “no one gave you authority to free these men.”

“They aemy men,” Corfegrowled. “I will not be agenerd of daves”

Marsch had heard the exchange. He clinked forward until he was towering over Corfe.
“Y ou mean what you say, Torunnan?’

“I would not have said it otherwise.”

“And you will give us our freedom, in exchange for our swords?’

“ YS”



“Why do you choose us as your men? To your kind we are savages and unbelievers.”

“Becauseyou aredl | have got,” Corfe said truthfully. “1 don't take you because | want to, but because |
haveto. But if you will take service under me, then | swear | will spesk for you in everything asthough |

were gpesking for mysdlf.”

The hulking savage consdered thisamoment.

“Then | am your man.” And Marsch touched hisfist to hisforehead in the salute of his people.
Othersin the square saw the gesture. Men began to struggle to their feet and repet it.

“If we break faith with you,” Marsch said, “then may the seasrise up and drown us, may the green hills
open up and swallow us, may the stars of heaven fal on usand crush usout of lifefor ever.”

It wasthe old, wild oath of the tribes, the pagan pledge of fedty. Corfe blinked, and said:
“By the same oath, | bind mysdlf to keep faith with you.”
The men in the square were dl on their feet now, repeating Marsch’ s oath in their own tongue.

Corfe heard them out. He had the oddest fedling that this was the beginning of something he could not yet
grasp: something momentous that would affect the remaining course of hislife.

The feding passed, and he was facing five hundred men standing manacled intherain.

He turned to the young ensign, who was open-mouthed. “ Strike the chains from these men.”
“ar, 1—"

“Doit!”

The ensign paed, saluted quickly, and ran off to get the keys. Ebro looked entirely at aloss.

“Enggn,” Corfe snapped, and hisaide cameto attention. “Y ou will find awarm billet for these men. If
there are no military quarters available, you will procure a private warehouse. | want them out of the
ran.”

“Yes, gr.”
Corfe addressed Marsch once more. “When did you last eat?’
The giant shrugged again. “Two, three days ago. Sir.”

“Enggn Ebro, you will dso procure rations for five hundred from the city stores, on my authority. If
anyone questions you, refer them to—to the Queen Dowager. She will endorse my orders.”

“Yes, gar. Sir, |—"
“Go. | want no more time wasted.”

Ebro sped off without another word. Torunnan guards were aready walking through the crowd of
tribesmen unlocking their ankle chains. The arquebusiers had lit their match and were holding their
firearms at the ready. Asthe tribesmen were freed, they trooped over to stand behind Marsch.

Thisismy command, Corfe thought.



They were starved, half naked, weaponless, without armour or equipment; and Corfe knew he could not
hope to obtain anything for them through the regular military channels. They were on their own. But they
were hismen.

PART TWO
THE WESTERN CONTINENT

TEN

T HE air was different, somehow heavy. It trickled down their throats and through the intersticesin their
armour and lodged there, asolid, unyielding presence. It ballooned their lungs and crimsoned their faces.
It brought the sweat winking out in glassy beads on their foreheads. It made the soldiers pause to tug at
the neck of their cuirasses asthough they were trying to loosen a congtricting collar.

The white sand clung to their boots. They screwed up their eyes againgt its brightness and s ogged
onwards. In afew steps, the boom of the surf out on the reef became distant, separate. The sun faded as
the jungle enfolded them, and the heat became awetter, danker thing.

The Western Continent.

Sand gave way to leaf mulch underfoot. They dashed aside creepers and the lower boughs of the trees,
sharp pam fronds, hugeferns.

The noise of the seg, their universe for so long, faded away. It was asif they had entered some different
kingdom, a place which had nothing to do with anything they had known before. It was atwilit world
enshadowed by the canopy of the immense trees which soared up on al sides. Naked root systemslike
the tangled limbs of corpses on a battlefield tripped them up and plucked at their feet. Tree trunkstwo
fathomsin diameter had discs of fungi embedded in their flanks. A bewildering tangle of living things, the
very amosphere full of buzzing, biting mites so that they drew them into their mouths when they breathed.
And the stink of decay and damp and mould, overpowering, al-pervading.

They stumbled across a stream which must have had its outlet on the beach. Here the vegetation was less
frenetic and they could make a path of sorts, dashing with cutlass and poniard.

When they halted to rest and catch their breath—so hard to do that here, so hard to draw the thick air
into greedy lungs—they could hear the sound of this new world al around them. Screeches and wails and
twitterings and warblings and hoots of human-sounding laughter off in the trees. A symphony of invisible,
utterly unknown life cackling away to itsdlf, indifferent to their presence or intentions.

Severd of the soldiers made the Sign of the Saint. There were things moving far up in the canopy, where
the world had light and colour and perhaps a breeze. Half-glimpsed lesping shadows and flutterings.

“Thewhole placeisdive,” Hawkwood muttered.

They had found atiny clearing wherein the stream burbled happily to itsdf, clear as crystd in ashaft of
sunlight which had somehow contrived to survive to the forest floor.

“Thiswill do,” Murad said, wiping swegt from hisface. “ Sergeant Mensurado, the flag.”

Mensurado stepped forward, hisface haf hidden in the shade of his casque, and stabbed the flagpole he
had been bearing into the humus by the stream.
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Murad produced a scroll from his belt pouch and unrolled it carefully as Mensurado’ s bark brought the
file of soldiersto attention.

“*Inthisyear of the Blessed Saint five hundred and fifty-one, on this the twenty-first day of Endorion, I,
Lord Murad of Galigpeno do hereby claim thisland on behdf of our noble and gracious sovereign, King
Abeleyn the Fourth of Hebrion and Imerdon. From this moment on it shal be known as—' ” he looked
up a the cackling jungle, the towering trees—*“as New Hebrion. And henceforth asis my right, | assume
thetitles of viceroy and governor of this, the westernmost of the possessions of the Hebriate crown.” ”

“Sergeant, the sdute.”
Mensurado' s parade-ground bellow put the jungle cacophony to shame.
“Present your pieces! Ready your pieces! Firel”

A thunderous volley of shotswent off asone. The clearing wasfilled with toiling grey smoke which hung
like cotton in the airless space.

Theforest had gone entirely silent.

The men stood looking up at the crowded vegetation, the huge absence of sound. Ingtinctively, everyone
stepped closer together.

A crashing of undergrowth, and Ensgn di Souza appeared, scarlet face and yellow hair above his cuirass,
with apair of sailorsand Bardolin the mage |abouring in hiswake. Thewizard' simp rode on his
shoulder, agog.

“Sir, we heard shooting,” he panted.

“We have seen off the enemy,” Murad drawled. He loosened the drawstrings on the Hebrian flag and it
fell open, alimp gold and crimson rag.

“Report, Ensggn,” he said sharply, waving powder-smoke from in front of hisface.

“The second wave of boats are ashore, and the mariners are off-loading the water casks as we speak.
Sequero asks your permission, Sir, to get the surviving horses ashore and start hunting up fodder for
them.”

“Permission denied,” Murad said crisply. “The horses are not a priority here. We must secure acampsite
for thelanding party first, and investigate the surrounding area. Who knowswhat may be lurking inthis
devil’ s brush about us?’

Severd of the soldiers glanced round uneasily, until Mensurado, with shouts and kicks, got them to
reloading their arquebuses.

Murad consdered the little clearing. The forest noises had started up again. Already they were becoming
used to them, a background irritation, not athing to fear.

“WEe ll throw up acamp here,” hesaid. “It' sas good a place as any, and we' |l have fresh water. Captain
Hawkwood, your men can refill their water casks here dso.”

Hawkwood |ooked at the knee-deep stream, aready muddied by the boots of the soldiers, and said
nothing.

Bardolin joined him. The old wizard mopped his streaming face with his deeve and gestured at the



surrounding jungle.
“Have you ever seen anything like this before? Such treed”

Hawkwood shook his head. “I’ ve been to Macassar, the junglesinland from the Malacars, after ivory
and hides and river-gold, but thisis different. This has never been cleared; it isthe origind forest, a
country where man has never made amark. These trees might have stood here since the Cregtion.”

“Dreaming their srange dreams,” Bardolin said absently, caressing hisimp with one hand. “Thereis
power in this place, Hawkwood. Dweomer, and something e se. Something to do with the very nature of
theland, perhaps. It has not yet noticed us, | think, but it will, initsdow way.”

“We ve dways said the place might be inhabited.”

“I am not talking about inhabitants, | am talking about the land itself. Normannia has been scoured and
gouged and raped for too long; we own it now. We are its blood. But here the land belongs only to
itsdf.”

“I never took you for amystic, Bardolin,” Hawkwood said with someirritation. Hisinjured shoulder was
paining him.

“Nor am| one.” The mage seemed to come awake. He amiled. “Maybe I’m just getting old.”

“Old! You'remore halethan | am.”

Two seamen appeared: Miha and Masudi, one bearing awooden box.

“Vdascawantsto know if he can let the men have arun ashore, Sir,” Masudi said, hisblack face
gleaming.

“Not yet. Thisisn't ablasted pleasuretrip. Tell him to concentrate on getting the ship rewatered.”
“Aye, dr,” Masudi said. “Here' sthe box you wanted from the cabin.”
“Put it down.”

Murad joined them. “I' m taking a party on areconnaissance of the area. | want you two to come with us.
Maybe you can sniff out thingsfor us, Mage. And Hawkwood, you said—"

“I haveit here,” Hawkwood interrupted him.

He bent to open the box at hisfeet. Indde was a brass bowl and an iron diver which had been pasted on
to awafer of cork. Hawkwood filled the bowl from the stream. Some of the soldiers crowded round to
look and he barked angrily: “ Stand aside! | can’t have any meta around when | do this. Give me some

The men retreated as he set the iron to bob on the water. He crouched for along minute staring at it, and
then said to Murad: “ The stream heads off to nor’ -nor’ -west. If we followed it—and it’ sthe easiest
passage—then we' d be coming back east-southeast.”

He poured the water off, put everything back in the box and straightened.

“A portable compass,” Bardolin said. “So smple! But then the principle remains the same. | should have
redized.”



“WEe Il move out and follow the line of the stream,” Murad said. Heturned to di Souza. “WE |l fire three
shotsif there' sany trouble. When you hear them, pack up and get back to the ship. Do not try to come
after us, Ensgn. We Il make our own way. The same procedure follows if anything occurs here while
we' regone. But | intend to return well before dark anyway.”

Di Souzasduted.
T HE party set out: Murad, Hawkwood, Bardolin and ten of the soldiers.

They tramped through the stream, as it was the path of least res stance, and it seemed to them that they
were travelling through a green tunnd lit by some radiance far above. It was dusk down here, with
occasiond shafts of bright sun lancing through gapsin the canopy to provide adazzling contrast to the
pervading gloom.

They ducked under hanging limbs, skirted sprawling roots asthick asaman’ sthigh which lolled in the
water liketorpid animals cometo drink. They dashed aside hanging veils of moss and creeper, and
staggered hurriedly away from the sudden brilliance of gem-bright snakes which dithered through the
mulch of theforest floor, intent on their own business.

It grew hotter. The noise of the sea died away, the fading of aonce-vivid memory. They wereina
raucous cathedra whose columns were the titanic bulk of the great trees, whose roof sparkled with
distant light and movement, the mocking cries of weird birdlife,

The ground rose under their feet and stones began to rear up out of the earth like the bones of the land
come poking through its decaying hide. Their progress grew more laboured, the soldiers with their heads
down and arquebuses on their shoulders puffing like fractured bellows. A cloud of tiny, iridescent birds
swept through the company like airborne jewels. They flickered one way and then another, turningin
unison like ashoa of twisting fish, their fleetnessalmost derisory. A few of the soldiers batted a them
half-heartedly with gunstock and sword but they whispered away again in aspray of lapislazuli and
amethyst before swooping into the canopy overhead.

The stream disappeared into atangle of boulders and bush, and the forest closed in on them completely.
The ground was rising more steeply now, making every step an effort. The men scooped up handfuls and
helmetfuls of the water, gulping it down and duicing their faces. It was aswarm as awet nurse smilk,
and hardly seemed to moisten their mouths. Murad led them onwards, hacking with a seaman’ s cutlass at
the barrier of vegetation ahead, hisfeet dipping and turning on the massy stones, boots squelching in
mud.

They came across antsthe size of aman’slittle finger which carried bright green leaveslike the mainsail
of aschooner on their backs. They found beetles busily winking in the earth, their wingcases as broad as
an gpple, horns adorning their armoured heads. Wattle-necked lizards regarded them silently from
overhead branches, the colours of their skin pulsing from emerad through to turquoise.

They took anew bearing from the source of the stream and headed north-west thistime, asthe way
seemed easiest on that course. Murad detailed one of the soldiersto blaze atree every twenty yards, so
thick was the undergrowth. They stumbled onwards in the wake of the gaunt nobleman asthough he
were some kind of demented prophet leading them to paradise, and Sergeant Mensurado, hisvoice
hoarsened to a croak with overuse, hurried the stragglers a ong with shoves and blows and venomous

whispers.

The jungle began to open out afraction. The trees were more widely spaced and the ground between
them was littered with rocks, some aslong asa ship’s culverin. The ground changed texture and became
dark and gritty, dmost like black sand. It filled their boots and rasped between their toes.



Then Murad stopped dead in histracks.

Hawkwood and Bardolin were farther back in thefile. He called them forward in alow hiss.
“What?" Hawkwood asked.

Murad pointed, his eyes not moving from whatever drew them.

Up inthetree, maybeforty feet off the ground. The canopy was broken there, bright with dappled
sunlight. Hawkwood squinted in the unaccustomed glare.

“Holy God,” Bardolin said beside him.
Then Hawkwood saw it too.

It stood on ahuge leve branch, and had flattened itself against the trunk which spawned its perch. It was
amost the same shade as the butternut-coloured tree bark, which was why Hawkwood had not seen it at
first. But then the head turned, and the movement caught hiseye.

A monstrous bird of some sort. Itswings were like those of abat, only more legthery. They hugged the
tree trunk: there were claws at the end of the skeleta frame. It was hard to be precisely sure asto where
they began and the skin of the treeitsalf ended, so good was the beast’ s camouflage, but the thing was
big. Itswrinkled, featherless and hairless body was astal asaman’s, and the span of the wings must
have been three fathoms or more. The long neck supported askull-like head, eyes surprisingly small,
both set to the front of the face like an owl, and awicked, black beak between them.

The eyesblinked dowly. They were yellow, ditted. The creature did not appear darmed at the sight of
the party, but regarded them with grave interest; dmogt, they might have said, with intelligence.

Bardolin stepped forward, and with hisright hand heinscribed alittle glimmer on the air. The creature
dared & him, unafraid, seemingly intrigued.

There was aloud crack, aspurt of flame and billow of smoke.
“Hold your fire, God-damn you!” Murad cried.

The bird thing detached itsdlf from the tree and seemed to fall backwards. It flipped in mid-fall with
incredible speed and grace, then the great wings opened and flapped twice in huge whooshes of air
which staggered the smoke and blew the plastered hair off Hawkwood' s brow. The wings boomed and
cracked like sails. The thing whedled up into the canopy, and then was a shape againgt the blue sky

beyond, dwindling to a speck and disappearing.

“Who fired?” Murad demanded. “Whose weapon wasthat?’ He was quivering with rage. A soldier
whose arquebus was leaking smoke quailed visibly as Murad advanced on him.

Sergeant Mensurado stepped between them.

“My fault, gir. | told the men to keep their whedl-locks back, the match burning. Glabrio here, he tripped,
gr. Must have been the sight of that mongter. It won't happen again. I’ [l see to him mysalf when we get
back.”

Murad glared at his sergeant, but at last only nodded. “ See that you do, Mensurado. A pity the fool
missed, since he had to fireashot. I"d like to have had a closer look at that.”

Severd of the soldiers were making the Sign of the Saint discreetly. They did not seem to share their



commander’ swish.
“What wasit, Bardolin? Murad asked thewizard. “Any ideas?’
The old mage sface was unusudly troubled.

“I’ve never seen anything remotely like it, except perhapsin the pages of abedtiary. It was awarped,
unnatura thing. Did you seeits eyes? There was amind behind them, Murad. And it stank of Dweomer.”

“It wasamagical cresture, then?” Hawkwood said.

“Yes. More than that, a created creature: not fashioned by the hand of God, but by the sorcery of men.
But the power it would take to bring such athing into the world, and then give it permanence. . . itis
staggering. | had not thought that any mage living could have such power. 1t would kill me, were| to
atempt asmilar thing.”

“What did you make glow inthe air?” Murad demanded.

“A glyph. Ferdismisone of my disciplines. | wastrying to read the heart of the beast.”

“And could you?’

“No...No, I could not.”

“Bladt that whoreson idiot and hisitchy trigger finger!”

“No, it was not that. | could not read the thing’ s heart because it was not truly a beast.”

“What isthisyou're saying, Mage?’

“I am not sure. What | think | am saying isthat there was humanity there, in the beast. A soul, if you will.”

Murad and Hawkwood regarded the wizard in silence. The imp looked around and then cautioudly took
itsfingersfrom out of itsears. It hated loud noises.

Murad redlized that the soldiers were crowded around, listening. His face hardened.

“WEe |l move on. We can discuss this later. Sergeant Mensurado, lead off and make sure the men have
their whedl's uncocked. | want no more discharges, or we will have Ensign di Souza evacuating the camp
behind us”

That raised anervous laugh. The men shook out into file again, and set off. Bardolin trudged adong
wordlessy, the frown lines biting deep between his brows.

T HE ground continued to rise. It seemed that they were on the dopes of ahill or small mountain. It was
hard going for dl of them, because the black sand-like stuff of the forest floor sank under their boots. It
was asif they were waking up the side of an enormous dune, their feet dipping back ayard for every
yard advanced. “What isthis stuff?” Murad asked. He dapped asucking insect off his scarred cheek,
grimaaing.

“Adh, | think,” Hawkwood said. “ There has been agreat burning here. The stuff must be half afathom
deep.”

There were boulders, black and almost glassy in places. The trees were dowly splitting them apart and
shifting them down-dope. And such trees! Nowhere in the world, Hawkwood thought, even in Gabrion,



could there be trees like these, straight as lances, hard as bronze. A shipwright might fashion amainmeast
from asingletrunk, or avessd’sked from two. But the labour—the work of hewing down these forest
giants. Inthis hest, it would kill aman.

A gasping, endlesstimein which they put down their heads and forgot everything but the next stepin
front of them. Severa of the soldiers paused in their travails to vomit, their eyes popping. Murad gave
them permission to take off their hdmets and loosen their cuirasses, but they gave the impression that
they were dowly being boiled dive ingde the heavy armour.

At last there was a clear light ahead, an open space. The trees ended. There was a short stretch of bare
rock and ash and gravel before them, and then nothing but blue, unclouded heaven.

They bent over to grasp their knees, their guts churning, the sunlight making them blink and scowl.
Severd of the soldiers collapsed on to their backs and lay there like bright, immobilized beetles, unable to
do anything but suck in lungfuls of seaming air.

When Hawkwood finaly straightened, the sight before them made him cry out in wonder.

They were above the jungle and on top of thisworld, it seemed. They had reached the summit of what
proved to be arazor-backed ridge which was circular in shape, an eerily perfect symmetry.

Hawkwood could see for uncounted leaguesin al directions. If he turned round he could see the
Western Ocean stretching off to the horizon. There wasthe Osprey riding at anchor, distant asachild's
toy. A line of white surf up and down the coast marked the reefs, and there was a series of little, conical
idands off to the north, eight leagues away perhaps.

Inland, to the west, the jungle rolled in an endless viridian carpet, lurid, garish, secretive. Its masswas
broken by more formationsidentica to the one upon which they stood: circles of bare rock amid the
greenery, barren as gravestones, unnatural-looking. They pocked the forest like crusted sores, and
beyond them, far off and dmost invigble in the heat shimmer and haze, were high mountains asblue as
woodsmoke.

To the north and west was something else. Clouds were building up there, tal thunderheads and anvils
and horsetails of angry vapour, grey and heavy in the underbelly. A shadow dominated that horizon,
rearing up and up until its head waslogt in the cloud. A mountain, a perfect cone. It wastaller than any of
the granite giantsin the Hebros. Fifteen thousand feet, maybe, though it was hard to tdll with its summit
logt in billowing vapour.

“Craters,” Bardolin said, appearing beside him.
“What?’

“Seffarac of Cartigella, afriend of mine, once had aviewing device, an oracular constructed of two finely
ground lenses mounted in atube of leather. He was hoping to find evidence for histheory that the earth
moved around the sun, not the other way round. He looked at the moon, the nearest body in heaven, and
he saw there formations like these. Craters. He postulated two causes: one, fiery rock had erupted out of
the moon in a series of vast explosons—"

“Like gunpowder, you mean?’

“Yes. Or two, they were caused by vast onesfalling to the surface, like the one that fell in Fulk some
ten years back. Big asahorseit was, and glowing red when it hit the ground. Y ou see them on clear
nights, stresks of light faling to earth. Dying stars giving out their last bresth in astreak of light and



“And that’ swhat made this landscape?’ Murad said, coming up behind them.
“It isonetheory.”

“1 have heard that in the southern latitudes there are mountains such asthisone,” Hawkwood
volunteered. “ Some of them leak smoke and sulphurous gases.”

“Mariners dtories,” Murad sneered. “Y ou are not in some Abrusian pothouse trying to impressthe
lowly, Hawkwood.”

Hawkwood said nothing. His gaze did not shift from the panorama before them.

“Not fifty years ago aman might be burnt at the stake for daring to venture that the world was round, and
not flat like abuckler,” Bardolin said mildly. “ And yet now, even in Charibon, they accept that we are
spinning on asphere, as Terenius of Orfor suggests.”

“| do not care what shape the world is, so long as my feet can bear me acrossit,” Murad snapped.

They looked down into the bowl which their ridge contained. It was perfectly round, acircle of jungle.
They stood at aheight of some three thousand feet, Hawkwood estimated, but the air did not seem any
lessdense.

“Heyeran Spinero,” Murad said. “Circle Ridge. | will put it onthe map. Thisisasfar aswewill go
today. It lookslikerainis coming in from the north, and | wish to be back at the camp before dark.”

None of them mentioned it, but they were dl thinking of the monstrous bird which had studied them so
nonchaantly. The thought of anight spent away from the rest of their comradesin aforest populated by
such things was not tolerable.

Mensurado' s croak attracted their attention. The sergeant was pointing down at the land below.
“What isit, Sergeant?’ Murad asked harshly. He seemed to be fighting off exhaustion with bile alone,

Mensurado could only point and whisper, his parade-ground bellow hoarsened out of existence. “There,
gr, totheright of that weird hill, just aboveitsflank. Y ou see?’

They peered whilst the rest of the soldiers st listlesdy, dugging the last of their water and mopping thelr
faces.

“Sweet Blessed Saint!” Murad said softly. “ Do you seeit, gentlemen?’

A spaceinthejungle, atiny clearing wherein a patch of besaten earth could be glimpsed.

“A road, or track,” Bardolin said, sketching out afar-seeing cantrip to aid histired eyes.
“Hawkwood, get out that contraption of yours and takeits bearing,” the nobleman said peremptorily.

Frowning, Hawkwood did as he wastold, filling the bowl with some of his own drinking water. He
studied it, then looked up, gauging, and said: “West-nor’-west of here. I'd put it at fifteen leagues. It' sa
broad road, to be seen at that distance.”

“That, gentlemen, is our destination,” Murad said. “ Once we have ourselves organized, | am taking an
expedition into the interior. Y ou will both accompany me, naturally. We will make for that road, and see



if we can’'t meet up with whoever built it.”

Sergeant Mensurado was as motionless as a block of wood. Murad turned on him.
“Thefewer folk who hear of thisthe better, for now. Y ou understand me, Sergeant?’
“Yes gr.”

“Good. Rouse the men. It stime we were getting back.”

“Yes ar.”

In minutes they were off again, downhill thistime, trudging in the hollowstheir feet had made on the way
up. Hawkwood and Bardolin remained behind for afew minutes, watching the gathering clouds about the
shoulders of the great mountain to the north.

“I'll kill him before we leave thisland,” Hawkwood said. “He will goad me onetimetoo often.”

“Itishisway,” Bardolin said. “He knows no other. He looks to you and me for answers, and hates the
necessity for it. Heisaslost asany of us.”

“Lost! Isthat how you see us?’

“We are on adark continent which those who were here before us did not mean usto see. Thereis
Dweomer here, everywhere, and thereis such ateeming life. | have never fdt anything likeit. Power,
Hawkwood, the power to create warped grotesqueries such asthat winged creature. | did not say so
before because | was not sure, but | am now. That bird was once aman like you or me. There was the
remnant of aman’smind in the beast’ s skull. Not asit isin ashifter, but different. Permanent. Thereis
someone or something in thisland who is committing monstrous deeds, things which offend the very
fabric of nature’ slaws. Murad may be eager to meet them, but | am not, if only because | can to some
extent understand the motive behind the act. Power dlied to irrespongbility. It isthe most dangerous
thing in the world, the most seductive of temptations. It isevil, pure and smple”

They followed off after thelast of the soldiers without another word, the jungle creatures calling out
mockingly al around them.

ELEVEN

| T rained on the way back, as Murad had predicted, and, like everything elsein thisland, the rain was
strange. The sky clouded over in minutes, and the dimness beneath the tops of the trees became atwilight
they stumbled through half-blind, eyesfixed on the man in front. There was aroaring noise above, and
they looked up in timeto catch the first drops cascading down from the ceiling of vegetation.

Theroar intengfied until they could hardly hear each other’ svoices. Therain wastorrential, maniac,
awesome. It was as warm as bath water and thick aswine. The canopy broke most of itsforce and it
tumbled in waterfals down the trunks of the trees, creeting rivers which gurgled around their boots,
battering plantsto the forest floor and submerging them in mud and dime. The company huddled in the
shelter of one of the forest leviathanswhilst their dimly lit world became astorm of smashingrain, a
blinding, water-choked quagmire.

They glimpsed the dark shapes of little twisting animasfal to earth, washed off their perches higher in the
trees. The rain coming down the tree boles became a soup of bark and insects, pouring down the necks
of the soldiers’ armour, soaking the arquebuses and waterlogging the powder-horns beyond hope of
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drying.

An hour or more they crouched there and watched the storming e ementsin fear and bewilderment. And
then the rain stopped. Within the space of adozen heartbests, the roaring thunder of it faded, the torrents
dwindled and the light grew.

They stood, blinking, tipping water out of gun barrels and helmets, wiping their faces. The forest cameto
life again. The birds and other unknown faunatook up their endless chorus once more. The water about
their feet soaked into the spongy soil and disappeared, and the last of the rain dripped in streamsfrom
the leaves of the great trees, lit up like tumbling gems by the sunlight above. The jungle stank and
Steamed.

Murad shook hislank hair from hisface, wrinkling hisnose. “ The place stinks worse than atannery in
high summer. Bardolin, you' re our resident expert on the world. Wasthat rain norma for here, do you
think?’

The wizard shrugged, dripping.

“In Macassar they have sudden rains like that, but they comein the rainy season only,” Hawkwood
volunteered.

“We ve arived herein the midst of the rainy season then?’

“I don’'t know,” the mariner said wearily. “I’ ve heard merchants of Calmar say that to the south of Punt
there arejungleswhereit rainslike this every day, and there is no winter, no summer; no seasonsat dl. It
never changes from one month to the next.”

“God save us,” one of the soldiers muttered.

“That isridiculous,” Murad snapped. “Every country in the world hasits seasons; it must have. What isa
world without spring, or winter? When would one harvest crops, or sow seeds? When will you cease
spinning your travellers taleswith me, Hawkwood?’

Hawkwood' s face darkened, but he said nothing.

They moved on without further talk, and had it not been for Hawkwood' s compass they would never
have got their bearings again, for the little stream which they had followed that morning had become one
of many muddy rivulets. They retraced their course like mariners at sea, by compass bearing alone, and
by the time they heard the voices of the men back at the makeshift camp there was atrangparency, a
frallty to the light in the sky which suggested that sundown was very near.

The camp was ashambles. Murad stood with hisfists resting on hislean hips and surveyed it with
skull-likeintengity. The stream which had run through it had overflowed its soggy banks and the men
were sucking through a veritable swamp of mud and decaying vegetation, steam rising like fog from the
saturated earth. They had chopped down a score of saplings and tried to fashion arude palisade, but the
wood would not stand up in the soft soil; the stakes sagged and wobbled like rotten teeth.

Enggn di Souzaforced hisway over to hissuperior, his boots heavy with mud.

“Sir, | mean your excellency—therain. It washed out the camp. We managed to keep some of the
powder dry . ..” Hetailed off.

“Move off to one Side, away from the stream,” Murad barked. “Get the men to it a once. There' s not
much light left.”



A new shapein the gathering gloom and Ensign Sequero, di Souza s more aristocretic fellow officer,
gppeared, amazingly clean and tidy, having just come from the ship.

“What are you doing ashore, Ensgn?’ Murad asked. He looked like aman being dowly bent into some
quivering new shape, the tension in him a papable thing. The soldierswent to their work with awill; they
knew Murad’ s displeasure was a thing to avoid.

“Y our excdlency,” Sequero said with asmile, hovering just below insolence. “ The passengers are
wondering when they’ll be let ashore, and thereisthe livestock also. The horses especialy need arun on
dry land, and fresh fodder.”

“They will haveto wait,” Murad said with dangerous quietness. “Now get you back to the ship, Ensign.”

Even as he spoke, the light died. It grew dark so quickly that some of the soldiers and sailors stared
around fearfully, making the Sign of the Saint at their breasts. A twilight measured in moments followed
by pitch blackness, aweight of dark which was broken only by the spatters of stars visible through gaps
in the canopy overhead.

“Sweet Ramusio!” someone said. “What a country.”

No one spoke for afew minutes. The men stood frozen as the jungle disappeared into the night and
became one with it. The noises of the forest changed tone, but did not decrease their volume one whit.
The company wasin the midst of aninvisible bedlam.

“Strike alight, someone, for God' s sake,” Murad’ s voice cracked, and the stillnessin the camp was
broken. Men fumbling in the dark, the sucking squelch of feet in mud. A rattle of sparks.

“Thetinder’ s soaked through . . .”

“Use any dry powder you have, then,” Hawkwood' s voice said.

A sulphuric flarein the night, like afar-off eruption.

“Burn acouple of the stakes. They' re the only things which are near-dry.”

For perhaps the space of half an hour, the inhabitants of the crown’s new colony in the west huddled
about asingle soldier who was gtriving to cregte fire. They might have been men at the dawn of the
world, crouched in the terrifying and unknowable dark, their eyes craving the light to see what was
coming at them out of the night.

The flames caught at last. They saw themsdlves; acircle of faces around atiny fire. The jungle towered
off on al sdes, the night creatures laughing and croaking at their fear. They werein an dienworld, aslost
and done asforgotten children.

H AWKWOOD and Bardolin sat by one of thefireslater in the night. There were thirty men ashore,
lying around half adozen camp-fires which spat and hissed in the surrounding mud. A dozen men stood
guard with halberd and sword whilst afew others were methodicaly and cautioudy turning apile of
gunpowder off to one Side, trying to dry it out without blowing themsalvesto kingdom come. The
arquebuses were usdless for the moment.

“Wedon't belong here,” Hawkwood said quietly, chucking Bardolin’simp under the chin so that it
gurgled and grinned a him, itseyestwo littlelampsin thefirdight.

“Maybe thefirst Fimbriansto venture east of the Mavennors said the samething,” Bardolin replied.



“New countries, unexplored lands, are dways strange at firs.”

“No, Bardalin, it'smore than that and you know it. This country’ svery natureis different. Inimical. Alien.
Murad thought he could wade ashore and start building his own kingdom here, but it won't be that way.”

“Y ouwrong him there,” the mage said. “ After what happened on the ship, | think he knew better than to
expect it to be easy. He isfeding hisway, but heis hidebound by the conventions of his classand his
training. Heisthinking like asoldier, anobleman.”

“Are we commoners so much more flexible in our thinking, then?’ Hawkwood asked, grinning weskly.
“Maybe. We do not have so much at stake.”
“I have aship—I had two ships. My lifeis gambled on this throw aso,” Hawkwood reminded him.

“And | have no other home; this continent isthe only placein the world, perhaps, wherel and my like
can be free of prgudice, make anew beginning,” Bardolin retorted. “ That, at least, wasthe theory.”

“And yet tonight you were too tired even to conjure up aglimmer of werdight. What kind of omen isthat
for your new beginning?’

Thewizard was sllent, listening to the jungle noises.

“What is out there, Bardolin?” Hawkwood persisted. “What manner of men or beasts have claimed this
place before us?’

The old mage poked at the fire, then dapped his cheek suddenly, wincing. He peded an engorged,
many-legged thing from hisface, eyed it with mild curiosity for asecond and then threw it into the flames.

“Asl sad, thereis Dweomer here, more than | have ever sensed in any other place,” he sad. “ Theland
we saw before ustoday isthick withit.”

“Wasthat truly aroad? Are we to ssumble across another civilization here?’

“I think so. | think something exists on this continent which we in the Ramusian west have never even
guessed at. | keep thinking of Ortelius, our ssowaway Inceptine and werewolf. He was charged with
making sure your ships never madeit thisfar, that much is clear. Perhaps he had afellow on your other
vessd, the onethat waslogt. In any case, his mission was entrusted to him by someonein thisland, this
strange country upon which we have made landfal. And thereis Dweomer running throughiit al, the
work of mages. Hawkwood, | do not think we will leave this continent dive, any of us.”

The mariner stared at him acrossthefire. “ Rather soon to be making such predictions of doom, isn't it?’
he managed at |ast.

“ Soothsaying is one of the Seven Disciplines, but it is not one of mine, aong with weether-working and
the Black Change. Yet | fed we have no future here. | know it, and for dl Murad'sclamsand
posturings, | think he knowsit too.”

| T wasaclammy, muddy campsite that presented itself to the shore party with the dawn, but Murad
began issuing ordersimmediately and the soldiers were harangued out of their torpor by Sergeant
Mensurado. Nothing had happened during the night, though few of them had dept. Hawkwood for one
had missed the lulling rock of his ship beneath him, the waves lapping at the hull. His Osprey now seemed
to him to be the most secure placein the world.



They staggered down to the brightness of the beach, the hest already being flung at their facesfrom its
reflected glare. The carrack rode at anchor beyond the reef, an incredibly comforting sight for soldier and
slor dike.

Breskfast was ship’s biscuit and wood-hard salt pork, eaten cold on the beach. All manner of fruit was
hanging within easy reach, but Murad had forbidden anyone to touch the stuff so they ate asif they were
dill at sea

Throughout the morning the longboats plied the passage of the reef and brought across stores and
equipment. The surviving horses were too weak to swim ashore behind the boats so they were trussed
up and lowered into the larger of the vessalslike carcasses. Released on dry land for thefirst timein
months, they stood like emaciated caricatures of the fine animals they had once been and Sequero put
haf adozen men to finding fodder for them.

The water casks were replenished by Hawkwood' s sailors and towed back out to the carrack in
bobbing skeins. Another party led by Hawkwood himsalf rowed out to that part of the reef upon which
the wreck of the Grace of God rested.

The surf was too rough for them to go close, but they could see a desiccated body wedged in the timbers
of the beakhead, unrecognizable, the seabirds and the el ements having done their work too well.

Further up the coast there was more wreckage, fragments mostly. The caravel had been shattered by its
impact on the reef asif by an explosion. Hawkwood' s crew found the shredded remnants of another
corpse amileto the north and some threads of clothing, but nothing more. The caravel’ s crew and
passengers had perished to aman, it seemed.

The passengers aboard the carrack were rowed ashore at last, over eighty of them. They stood on the
beach of thisnew land likefolk cast adrift. Which in away waswhat they were.

Back in Hebrion it was winter, and the old year was dmost over. There would be snow thick upon the
Hebros, the winter sorms thrashing the swells of the Fimbrian Gulf and the Hebrian Sea. Here the hegt
was relentless and choking, amiasmaof humid jungle stink hanging in their throats like afog. It sapped
their strength, weighed them down like chainmail. And yet the work did not cease, the orders continued
to beissued, the activity went on without |et-up.

They moved in off the beach a quarter of amile, perhaps, abandoning the campsite of the night before.
Murad set soldiers, civilians and sallors dlike to clearing a Space between the trunks of the huge trees.
Many of the younger trees were felled, and the woul d-be colonists burned off what vegetation they
could, dashing and uprooting that which was too wet to catch fire. They erected shelters of wood and
canvas and thatched leaves, and built a palisade as high asaman’s head, loopholed for firearms and with
crude wooden watch-towers at each corner.

Almost every afternoon the work was hdted by the titanic, thunderous rainstorms which came and went
like the rage of apetulant god. Some of the colonistsfell sick dmost a once—the older ones, mostly,
and one squdling toddler. Two died raving in fever, the rigours of the voyage and this new land too much
for them. Thusthe fledgling colony acquired a cemetery within itsfirst week.

T HEY named the settlement Fort Abeeius after their young king. One hundred and fifty-seven souls
lived within its perimeter, for Murad would allow none of the coloniststo forge off on their own in search
of suitable plots of land. For the moment, Hebrion's newest colony was nothing more than an armed
camp, ready to repel attack at short notice. No one knew who the attackers might be, or even what they
might be, but there were no complaints. The story of the warped bird had spread quickly, and no one
was keen to venture into the jungle done.



Titleswere distributed like sweetmeats. Sequero became a haptman, military commander of the colony,
now that Murad was governor. In redlity, Murad still commanded the soldiers personaly, but it amused
him to see Sequero lording it over his subordinate, di Souza.

Hawkwood became head of the Merchants Guild, which asyet did not exist, but true to hisword
Murad had procured monopoliesfor him and he had them in writing, heavy with sedls and ribbons, the
sggnature at the bottom none other than that of Abeleyn himself. They were beginning to grow mould with
the damp heat, and he had to keep them tightly wrapped in oilskin packets.

And Hawkwood was ennobled. Plain Richard Hawkwood had become Lord Hawkwood, abeit lord of
nothing and nowhere. But it was a hereditary title. Hawkwood had ennobled hisfamily for ever, if he
managed to return to Hebrion and raise afamily. Old Johann, hisrascally father, would have been
uproarioudy ddighted, but to Hawkwood it seemed an empty gesture, meaninglessin the midst of this
geaming jungle.

He sat in his crude hut sorting through what documents he had brought from the ship. Velascawas on the
carrack with a skeleton crew. The vessal had been rewatered and they had a so taken on board severa
hundredweight of coconuts, one of the few fruits growing here which Hawkwood recogni zed.

Hisorigina ship’'slog was gone, logt in the fire which had come close to destroying his ship, and with it
the ancient rutter of Tyrenius Cobrian, the only other record of avoyage into the west. Hawkwood had
started anew log, of course, but flipping through it he realized with a cold start that there was no sure
way he could ever find hisway back to Fort Abeleius or this anchorage were he to undertake a second
voyage in the wake of the first. The storm which had driven them off course had upset his caculations,
and the loss of the log had made things worse for he could not remember every change of course and
tack since then. The best he might do was to hit upon the Western Continent at the approximate latitude
his cross-staff told him this was and then cruise up and down until he rediscovered the place.

He thought of telling Murad, but decided againgt it. The scarred nobleman was like aspring being
compressed too tightly these days, more haughty and savage than ever. 1t would do no good.

It was dimming outside, and Hawkwood immediately struck himsdf alight, a precious candle from their
dwindling store. Scarcely had he done so when the dark came, a settling of deep shadow which at some
indefinable point became true night.

He dipped hisnub of aquill in the inkwell and began to write hislog.

26th day of Endorion, ashore Fort Abeleius, year of the Saint 551—though only a few sennights
remain of the old year, and soon we will be into the Saint’s days which denote the turning of the
calendar.

The palisade was finished today, and we have begun the task of felling some of the huge trees
which stand within its perimeter. Murad' s plan isto lop them a little at a time and use them for
construction and firewood. He will never uproot them; | think such trees must have roots running
to the core of the earth.

The building work proceeds apace. We have a governor’ s residence—the only building with a
floor, though it has an old topsail for its back wall. | dine there tonight. Civilization comesto the
wilderness.

Hawkwood reread his entry. He was becoming loquacious now that he no longer had to write of winds
and courses and sailing arrangements. Hislog wasturning into ajourndl.



At last we have dry powder, though keeping it so in this climate hastried the wits of every soldier
among us. It was Bardolin who suggested sealing the powder-horns with wax. He has become a
little odd, our resident mage. Murad regards him as the leader of the colonists, the scientific
problem-solver, but also as something of a fraud. Whether this last attitude of hisis assumed or
not | do not know. Since his peasant lover turned out to be a shifter, Murad has been different—at
once less sure of himself and more autocratic. But then who among us was not changed by that
weird voyage and its horrors?

| would that Billerand were here, or Julius Albak, my shipmates of old. Our company is the poorer
without them, and | am not entirely happy with Velasca as first mate. His navigation leaves a lot
to be desired.

“Captain?’ avoice said beyond the sailcloth flap that served as Hawkwood' s door.
“Comein, Bardolin.”

The mage entered, stooping. He looked older, Hawkwood thought. His carriage had dways been so
upright, hisface so battered and grizzled that he seemed made out of some enduring stone; but the years
were beginning to tell on him now. Hisforehead shone with swest, and like everyone e se' shis neck and
arms were blotched with insect bites. The imp that rode on his shoulder seemed as sprightly as ever,
though. It legpt on to the crate which Hawkwood used as a desk and he had gently to pry the inkwell out
of itstiny hands.

“What cheer, comrade wizard?’ Hawkwood asked the old mage.

Bardolin collapsed on the hegp of leaves and seacl oak which had been piled into a bed.
“I have been purifying water for theinvalidsamong us. | am tired, Captain.”

Hawkwood produced a rotund bottle from behind his crate and offered it. “ Drink?’
They both had a gulp straight from the neck, and spluttered over the good brandy.

“That cdmsthe bones,” Bardolin said appreciatively, and nodded towards the open log. “Writing for
posterity?’

“Y es. The habit of amaster-mariner’ slifetime, though | am in danger of becoming a chronicler.”
Hawkwood shut the heavily bound book and rewrapped it inits oilcloth. “ Ready for tomorrow?
Bardolin rubbed the shadows under hiseyes. “| suppose. . . How doesit fed to be alord?’

“| dill swest, the mosquitoes till feed off me. It isnot so different.”

Bardolin smiled. “What conceit we have, we men. We throw up asquaid camp likethisand nameit a
colony. We distribute titles amongst oursalves, welay claim to acountry which has existed without us
sncetime sdawn; weimpose our rules upon things we are utterly ignorant of.”

“Itishow society ismade,” Hawkwood said.

“Yes. How did the Fimbrians fed, do you think, when they came together in their tribes nine centuries
ago and made themselvesinto one people? Was there a shadow of their empire flickering about them,
even then? Higtory. Giveit ahundred years and it will make heroes and villains out of every one of us—if
it remembersus”



“Theworld rollson. It isfor usto make what we can of it.”

The old mage stretched. “ Of course. And tomorrow we will see alittle more of it. Tomorrow the
governor setsout to explore this place he has clamed.”

“Would you rather be playing hide-and-seek with the Inceptines back in Abruso?’

“Yes. Yes | would. | am afraid, Captain, truly afraid. | am frightened of what we will find herein the
west. But curious dso. | would not stay behind tomorrow for al theworld. 1t isman’sinsufferable
curiosty which makes him set sall across unknown sess; it isamore potent force even than greed or
ambition—you know that, | think, better than anyone.”

“I’m asambitious and greedy asthe next man.”
“But curiogity drove you here”
“That, and Murad’' sblackmail.”

“Ahal Our noble governor again! He has brought us dl into the tangle of his own machinations. We are
fliestrembling in hisweb. Wdll, even spiders have their predators. Heis beginning to redize that, in spite
of hisbluster and arrogance.”

“Do you hate him then?’

“I hate what he represents: the blind bigotry and pride of his caste. But heis not as bad as some; heisnot
stupid, nor does he wilfully ignore the truth, no matter what he says.”

“Y ou have too many new idess, Bardolin, | too find it hard to accommodate some of them. Y our hills
which spout flames and ash—those | can believe. | have heard men talk of them before. But this smell of
magic from the trees and soil; from the land itself. An earth which circles the sun. A moon bombarded by
stones from beyond the sky . . . Everyone knows that our world is at the heart of God' s crestion, even
the Merduks.”

“That isthe Church taking.”
“I'am no blind son of the Church, you know that.”
“You are aproduct of its culture.”

Hawkwood threw up his hands. Bardolin exasperated him, but he could not didike the man. “ Drink some
more brandy, and stop trying to right the wrongs of society for awhile.”

Bardolin laughed, and complied.

T HEY wereto ventureinto the interior again in the morning, and Murad' s dinner was both asocid event
and aplanning conference. He had killed the last of the chickens, asif to prove to the world that he had
no fears for the future, and one of the soldiers had shot atiny deer, no bigger than alamb, which wasthe
centrepiece of the table. Bardolin examined its bones asif they were the stuff of an augury. Beside the
meet courses there was the last of the dried fruit, nuts, pickled olives, and atiny scrap of Hebrion sea
cheese as hard as soap. They drank Candelarian which was aswarm as blood in the humid night, and
finished with Fimbrian brandy.

Hawkwood, Murad, Bardolin, Sequero and di Souza: the hierarchy of the colony. Murad’ sexclusive
guestlist had antagonized half adozen of the more prominent of the colonists, who felt they should have



been drinking his brandy aso.

Thelucky few talked civilly enough amongst themsealves, with the light of the precious ship’s candles
playing on ther glistening faces. Sequero was mourning his horses; they were deteriorating fast in this
foreign climate, and no fodder the men could find seemed to suit them. Not that a horse could bear aman
anywherein the jungle, Hawkwood thought; but from now on the nobility would walk like the meanest
trooper. Perhaps that was what grieved the aristocratic young officer mogt.

Huge moths circled the candles, some as big as Hawkwood' s hand, and fizzling around them were the
tinier insects which were neverthe ess the moreirritating. Despite the attempts Murad had made to make
the gathering agracious affair, with a couple of the femae colonists as maidservants, the men around the
rough board table and moul d-spattered linen tablecloth were none too clean and tidy. L eather rotted here
with incredible swiftness, they had found, and many of the soldiers were dready securing their armour
with twisted lengths of creeper or ship’srope. Soon they would be a crowd of savages dressed inrags.

The colonists were experimenting with the fruitswhich hung in profusion from dmost every tree, Bardolin
told them. Some were very good, others smelled like corruption the minute they were opened. A few
birds had been trapped with greenlime smeared on branches. Therewasfood herefor dl, if only they
could learn how to useit, prepareit, recognizeit.

“Food for savages,” Sequero sneered. | for one would prefer to trust to the ship’ s sat pork and
biscuit.”

“The ship’sstoreswill not last for ever,” Hawkwood said. “ And most of them will have to be reserved
for the homeward voyage. | have men trying to extract sat from the shalower pools on the shore, but we
must assume that we have no way of preserving food. The barrelled stores must be kept intact.”

“| agree,” Murad said unexpectedly. “Thisis our country and we must learn to use it. From tomorrow
onwards, the exploring party will beliving off theland. It would be absurd to try and carry our food with
lﬁ"

Sequero held up aglass of the ruby Candearian. “We will miss many things erelong, | suppose. Itisthe
price we pay for being pioneers. Sir, how long do you expect to be gone?’ He was to be in command of
the colony while Murad was away.

“A month or five weeks, not more. | expect progressin my absence, Haptman. Y ou can start clearing
plotsfor those families with able-bodied men, and | want the coast surveyed up and down for severa
leagues and accurate charts made. Hawkwood' s people will help you in that.”

Sequero bowed dightly in his seat. He did not seem unduly burdened by his new responshbilities. Di
Souza sat opposite him, his big red face expressionless. He was anoble only by adoption; he could not
have hoped for Sequero’s promotion. But he had hoped, dl the same.

They lifted the sailcloth wall of Murad’ sresdenceto let air flow in and out. Around the fort the rude huts
of the other colonists squatted, some of them lit by camp-fires, othersilluminated by the bobbing globes
of werelight kindled by those who knew some cantrimy. They were like outsized fireflies hovering
fascinated in the darkness, an ddritch sight for the forest moths were circling them. Little flapping planets
in erratic orbits about miniature suns, Hawkwood thought, remembering Bardolin’ sbeliefs.

“They say that Ramusio tramped every road and track in Normanniain his spreading of thefaith,”
Bardolin said quietly. “But the Saint’ sfoot never trod this earth. It isadark continent we have
discovered. | wonder if we shdl ever bring any light to it save for fire and werelight.”



“And gunfire,” Murad added. “ That we have brought also. Where faith does not sustain us, arquebuses
will. And the determination of men.”

“Let ushopeitisenough,” the old wizard said, and swalowed the last of the wine.

TWELVE

T HERE wasamist in the morning which hung no higher than aman’swai<. It seemed to have seeped
out of the very ground, and to those moving about thefort it was asif they were wading through a
monochrome sea.

The expedition set off soon after dawn, Murad in the lead with Sergeant Mensurado at his side, followed
by Hawkwood, Bardolin and two of the Osprey’ s crew, the huge black helmsman Masudi and master’s
mate Mihd, a Gabrionese like Hawkwood himsdf. After them came twelve Hebrian soldiersin
half-armour bearing arquebuses and swords, their heimets dung at their hips and clanking asthey walked.
The expedition sounded like apedlar’ s caravan, Hawkwood thought irritably. He and Bardolin had tried
to persuade Murad to leave the heavy body armour behind, but the lean nobleman had refused
point-blank. So the sweeting soldiers had an extrafifty pounds on their backs.

Theremaining score or so of the demi-tercio turned out to see them off, along with most of the colonists.
They fired avolley in salute which sent the birds screaming and flapping for miles around and made
Bardolin roll hiseyes. Then Fort Abeleiuswas | eft behind, and the company was aone with the jungle.

They took abearing with Hawkwood' s bowl-compass, and set off as close as they could to due west.
One of the soldiers was detailed to blaze atree every hundred yards or so, though their path would have
been easy to retrace sinceit looked like the blundering tunnd a stubborn bull might have madein the
vegetation.

Sow going, the unceasing noise of hacking cutlasses, men gasping for bresth, cursing therabid
undergrowth.

The day spun round, and they sheltered in the lee of the trees as the customary afternoon tempest
battered down, making their surroundingsinto a dripping, sodden, steaming bathhouse. Then they
crashed onwards again, nursing their dry gunpowder asthough it were gold dust.

They found the rocky flank of the hill they had climbed on their first day, and at Murad’ sinsistence they
climbed it again with an agony of effort. Once at the top they paused to fedl the freer air and have alook
at awider world. They divided into pairs and divested each other of the fat leecheswhich crept up their
legs and down the back of their necks, then they started to paralel the contours of the hollow hill,
following theline of the ridge round to the north-east, coming up dmost to due north. It was afarther
hike, but faster since they had no jungle to hack through.

Night came asthey werefindly on the descent, and they made arough camp amid the rocks of theridge,
piling up stonesinto platformsto deep upon. The mist came down to sour their tongues and bead the
rocks, and the soldiers bickered over thelighting of the campfires until Mensurado silenced them. They
stood watch three at atime, and it was about the middle of the graveyard watch when Hawkwood was
roughly shaken awake by Murad.

“Look, down inthe jungle. They’ ve just appeared.”

Hawkwood rubbed his swollen eyes and peered out into the noisy darkness below. Hard to seeif he
concentrated. Better to let hisvison unfocus. There: atiny blur of brightnessfar off in the night.
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“Lights?’
“Y es, and they’ re not blasted glow-worms either.”

“How far, do you think?” They weretalking in whispers. The sentrieswere awake and dert, but Murad
had woken no one else.

“Hard to say,” the nobleman said. “ Six or eight leagues, anyway. They must be above thetrees. On the
flank of one of these weird hills, perhaps.”

“Abovethe trees, you say?’

“Keep your voice down. Y es, otherwise how could we see them? | noted no clearings within sight on the
way down theridge.”

“What do we do?" Hawkwood asked.

“Y ou get out your contraption and take abearing on those lights. That is our route for tomorrow.”
Hawkwood did as he wastold, fumbling with bowl and water and needle in the firdlight.
“North-west or thereabouts.”

“Good. Now we have something to aim for. | was not happy at the thought of smply wandering into the
interior until we struck that road.”

“I don't supposeit’s occurred to you that we were meant to see those lights, Murad?’

The nobleman’ sface twisted in arictus-like smile. “Does it matter? Whatever dwells on this continent,
we will haveto confront it—or them—at some point. Better to do it sooner.”

Therewas astrange light in Murad' s eyes, an eagerness which was disguieting. Hawvkwood felt as
though he were on arudderless ship with alee shore foaming off the bow. That sensation of hel plessness,
of being manipulated by forces he could do nothing abot.

“Go back to deep,” Murad told him in an undertone. “1t is hours yet until the dawn. | will take your
watch; there sno deep leftin metonight.”

He looked like a creature which no longer needed deep anyway. He had always been sparely built, but
now he appeared gaunt to the point of emaciation, apale creature of sinew and bone held together by the
will which blazed out of the too-bright eyes. The beginnings of fever? Hawkwood would bring it up with
Bardolin tomorrow. With any luck, the bastard might even expire.

Hawkwood returned to his stony bed and shut his eyesto await his own deep, that coveted oblivion.

T HE sghts of the night were not mentioned in the morning, and the party set off with rumbling ssomachs.
They had brought alittle biscuit with them, but nothing dse. If they wereto live off theland, they would
have to start doing so soon.

They left the crater-hill behind and plunged into dense forest once more, still descending. It was noon
before the land levelled out, and the ground was boggy and wet with the run-off water from the ridge.
Streams glittered everywhere, and the trees had put out great naked roots like buttresses from high on
their trunks, so fantagtical looking that it was hard to believe they had not been grafted on by some
demented botanist. Masudi and Mensurado, dashing a path at the front, were sprayed with water when
the creepersthey diced spouted like hoses.



They hated to rest, rubber-legged with fatigue and hunger. Bardolin and afew of the soldiers collected
fruit from the surrounding branches, and the company sat down together to experiment. Therewasa
buff-coloured circular fruit which when diced open looked almost exactly like bread, and after afew
cautious tastings the men wolfed it down, heedless of the old wizard’ swarnings. They found aso ahuge
kind of pear, and curved green objects growing in clusters which Hawkwood had encountered beforein
the jungles of Macassar. He showed the men how to ped off the outer skin and eat the sweet yellow fruit
within. But despite the bounty the soldiers craved mest, and severd walked with dow-match lit, ready to
shoulder arams and fire at any anima they might encounter.

Another afternoon downpour. Thistime they continued trudging through it, though they were dmost
blinded by the stinging rain. Men held their water bottles up asthey marched to collect theliquid, but it
wasfull of the detritus of the canopy above, dive with moving things, and they had to empty out what
they had collected in disgust.

They wereimperceptibly beginning to dip into the routine of the jungle. They had tied off their breech legs
with strips of leather and cord to prevent the leeches climbing inside them, and they accepted the daily
rain asanormal occurrence. They became more adept at picking their way through the dense vegetation,
and learned to avoid the low-hanging branches from which snakes occasiondly dropped down. They
knew what to eat and what not to eat—to some extent—though those who had gorged themsalves on
fruit were soon dropping out of the column to perform their necessary functions with greater and greater
frequency. And the incessant noise, the screechings and warblings and wailings of the forest denizens
soon became ascarcely registered thing. Only when it stopped sometimes, inexplicably, would they
pause without saying aword, and stand like men turned to stone in the midst of that vast, unnerving
slence.

The second night they lit their fireswith snatches of gunpowder, since they had no dry tinder remaining,
and built beds of leaves and fernsto try and keep something between their tired bodies and the vermin of
the forest floor. Then the soldiers sat cleaning equipment and drying their arquebuses whilst Masudi and
Mihal collected fruit for the evening med. Therewaslittle talk. Thelights of the night before were
common knowledge, but the soldiers did not seem too disturbed by what they might imply. Where there
were lightsthere was civilization of asort, and they seemed to think that it wastheirsto claim by the
sword if they had to. They had yet to strike upon any sign of civilization, such asthe road they had
glimpsed from theridge, however.

Masudi’ s shout brought them to their feet, and they pelted off towardsit, grabbing burning faggots from
the campfires and hurriedly setting them to the dow-match. The jungle was awhedling chiaroscuro of
shadow and flame, looming blacknesses, whipping leaves. They splashed through ashallow stream. The
torch taken by the two fruit hunters rippled faintly ahead.

“What isit? What happened?’ Murad demanded.

Masudi’ s black face glistened with swest, but he did not seem very afraid. Behind him Mihal stood with a
shirtful of fruit.

“There, sr,” the giant helmsman said, raising his hissing torch. “L ook what we found.”

The company peered into the flame-etched night. Something else there, bulkier even than the trees. They
could see asnarling face, amuzzle zigzagged with fangs and two long ears arcing back from agreat skull.
It was half-bearded with creepers.

“A datue” Bardolin'svoice sad camly.

“It made me shout, coming acrossit like that. | nearly dropped thetorch. I'm sorry, sir,” Masudi said to



the quivering Murad.

“It' sawerewalf,” Hawkwood told them, staring at the monalith. The thing wasfifteen feet tal and
snarling asthough it longed to be free of the cregpers which bound it. The body was dmost hiddenin
spade-shaped leaves. One taloned paw lay on the ground at its feet. Thejungle was dowly working the
hewn stone apart, breaking it down and absorbing it.

“A good likeness,” Murad said with aforced jocularity that fooled no one.

Bardolin had lit the cold glow of awerdight, and was investigating the statue more closely, though most
of the soldiers had hung back, their arquebuses pointed at the surrounding darkness as though they were
expecting flesh-and-blood doppe -gangers of the thing to leap into the torchlight.

A ripping of vegetation. Theimp helped its master tear away the clinging leaves and stems.

“Theré saninscription here |l think | can read.” The werdight sank down until it dmost touched the
wizard' slined forehead.

“It'sin Normannic, but an archaic dialect.”
“Normannic?” Murad spat out the word increduloudly. “What does it say?’

The mage rubbed moss away with his hand. Around them the jungle noise had died and the night was
amod dlent.

Bewith usin this Change of Dark and Life

That we may see the heart of living man,

And know in hunger that which binds us all

To thiswide world awaiting us again.

“Gibberish,” Murad growled.

The mage straightened. “1 know this from somewhere.”
“You veread it before?” Hawkwood asked.

“No. But something smilar, perhaps.”

“WEell discussthe historical implications later. Back to camp, everyone,” Murad ordered. “Y ou sailors,
bring what fruit you ve gathered. It will sufficefor tonight.”

T HERE waslittle deep for anyone that night, because the jungle remained as silent asatomb for hours
and the silence was more disquieting by far than any din of nocturnd bird or beast. The company built
their fires despite the fact that the sweet was dripping off their very fingertips. They needed the light, the
reassurance that their comrades were around them. Thefires had a claustrophobic effect, however,
making the towers of the trees press ever closer in on them, emphasizing the huge, restlessjungle which
pursued its own arcane business off in the darkness as it had for eons before them. They were mere
nomadic paradteslost in the pelt of acreature which was asbig asaturning world. That night they were
not afraid of unknown beasts or strange natives, but of the land itsalf, for it seemed to pulse and murmur
with abesating life of itsown, dien, unknowable, and utterly indifferent to them.

T HEY had another look at the statue when the sun rose. It seemed lessimpressivein daylight, more



crudely sculpted than they had thought. Y ear by year, the jungle was comprehensively destroying it. They
could only guess at itsage.

Another day on the march. They followed the direction Hawkwood pointed out in the morning, keeping
their route straight by checking and rechecking with thetrail of blazed treesthey left behind them. It was
impossible to be sure, but Hawkwood reckoned that they had come some six leagues west of their first
hill, the one Murad had named Heyeran Spinero. The soldiers quarrdlled over this news, believing they
had marched twice asfar, but Hawkwood had averaged out his paces and even been generousin his
reckoning. It seemed impossible that days of Herculean effort should have brought them such asmall
distance.

Murad a one seemed unconcerned, perhaps becauise he was counting on running into the natives of this
country before they had trudged and hacked their way too many more miles.

Another hot night ensued, another pile of firewood to collect, another series of sweet, insubstantid fruits
to wolf down in thelight of the yellow flames. And then deep. It came easy tonight, despite the heet and
the marauding insects and the unknown thingsin the darkness.

B ARDOLIN woke at some dead hour in the night to find that the fires had sunk into red glows and the
sentrieswere adeep. The jungle was sllent and ill.

He listened to that vast quiet, the loudest sound the faint rush of his own heartbesat in his mouth. He had
the strangest impression . . . that someone was calling him, someone he knew.

“Gridla? hewhispered, the night air invading his head.

He got up, leaving hisimp adeep and whimpering, and picked hisway over the snoring forms of his
comrades, oddly undarmed.

Blacknesslike the insde of awolf’ sthroat surrounded and enfolded him. He walked on, hisfeet hardly
touching the detritus of the forest floor, his eyeswide and unseeing. The jungle soared to tenebrous
heights above him, the night stars invisible beyond the shrouding canopy of the trees. Leaves caressed his
face, dripping warm water over him. Creepers did across his body like hairy snakes, both rough and
soft. Hefelt that he had doughed away athicker skin, and was | eft with each of his nerve endings naked
and pulsing in the night, quivering to every waft of air and drop of water.

A deeper shadow before him, a shape blacker even than the witch-dark forest. In it two yellow lights
burned and blinked in unison. Still, he was not afraid.

I’m dreaming, he told himsdf, and the merciful thought kept terror at bay.

Thelights moved, and he was conscious of awarmth that had nothing to do with the night air. His skin
crawled asit approached him, ablack sunlight.

Thelights were eyes, bright saffron and ditted with black like those of avast cat. It was standing before
him. There wasanoise, alow susurration like a continuous growl but in alower key. Hefdt the sound
with hisnew skin asmuch asheard it.

And fdt thefur of thething, as soft as crushed velvet. A sensud, wholly pleasurable sensation which
made him want to bury his pams deep in its softness.

The world spun, and the breath had been knocked out of him. He was on the ground, on his back, and
two huge paws were on his shoulders. He fdlt the prickle of whiskers, sharp as needles, the thing' s bresth
on hisface.



It sank down on him as though it meant to mould itsdlf to hisbody. His handsfdt the thickly muscled ribs
under the fur and brushed aline of nipples dong the taut belly. He thought it groaned, an dmost human
sound. He was conscious of the throbbing warmth in his crotch, the heet of the thing asit pressed against
himthere.

And then it had reared up. A scratch of pain somewhere around his hipbone which made him cry out; his
breeches were ripped off and it had plunged itself down on him, taking him insde.

A feverish heat and liquid grip of muscle. It pushed his buttocksinto the moist humus, its head thrown
back and the red mouth open so that he could see the long glint of fangs. He grabbed fistfuls of itsfur as
his climax came, and thought he screamed.

It was down on him again for amoment, and he could fed the teeth pressed againgt his neck. Then the
crushing weight and heat were raised off him. He found himself sunk deep into the muck of thejungle
floor, utterly spent.

Hefdt akiss—ahuman kiss of laughing lips on his own. Then he knew he was aone again, back with his
ageing body, the razor-awareness of everything gone. He wept like a struck child.

A ND woke up. Dawn had come, and the camp was stirring awake. The sour reek of old smoke hung

heavy intheair.

Hawkwood handed him awaterbottle, looking ten years older in the grey morning, mossin histawny
beard.

“Another day, Bardolin. Y ou look like you’ ve had ahard night.”

Bardolin swallowed agulp of water. His mouth soaked it up and remained as dry as gunpowder. He
swalowed more.

“Suchadream | had,” he said. “ Such adream.”

Therewere black hairs sweat-glued to his palms. He stared at them in curiosity, wondering where they
could have come from.

T HE company broke camp in morose silence, the men moving dowly in the gathering heat. They shook
out into their accustomed file, some gnawing fruit, others pulling up their breeches, their faces drawn by
the chaos of their bowels. More and more of them were succumbing to the inadequacies of their strange
diet. The surrounds of the camp stank of ordure. Hollow-eyed, they started off on the day’ sjourney.

On the afternoon of this, the fourth day, the rain came down with its weary regularity, and they plodded
on under it like cattle oblivious to the drover’ s stick. Masudi and Cortona, one of the strongest soldiers,
were at the front chopping a path blindly with one hand shielding their eyes as though from too-brilliant
sunlight. Behind them the rest of the soldiers staggered onwards, their once-bright armour now coral
coloured in places, green in others. Their rotting boots sank deep into the leef litter and muck and they
were sometimes obliged to bend over and pull their feet free of the sucking mud with their hands.

Then the two point-men stopped. The heavy vegetation had given way like abreached wall and there
was aclearing in front of them, thefar sde of it misted by the pouring rain.

“Sir!” Cortona shouted above the downpour, and Murad was shoving everyone out of the way to get to
the head of thefile.

A figure was gitting in the middle of the clearing, cross-legged and head bowed in the wet. Asfar asthey



could tell, it was awoman, her dark hair bound up, dressed in leather with bare arms and legs. She did
not look up at the gaping explorers, nor did she acknowledge their presencein any way, but they knew
she was aware of them. And there were odd flickerings of movement aong the edge of the clearing
behind her.

The company stood like men stunned, water pouring down their faces and into their open mouths
unheeded. At last Murad drew hisrapier, ignoring Bardolin’ s urgent hiss.

The woman in the clearing looked up, but at the sky above, not a them. For an instant her eyes seemed
blank and whitein therain, lacking irisor pupil. Then the rain stopped as swiftly asit dwaysdidinthis
country. Their job done, the clouds began to break up and the sun to filter down.

The woman smiled, asthough it were al her handiwork and she was proud of it. Then she looked straight
at the crowd of men who stood opposite, swords drawn, arquebuses levelled.

She smiled again, thistime showing white, sharp teeth like those of acat. Her eyeswere very dark, her
face pointed and delicate. She rose from her gtting position in one sinuous movement that made the
bresth catch in the throat of every man who watched her. A bare midriff, lines of muscle on ether sde of
the navel. Unshod feet, dender limbsthe colour of honey.

“| am Kersk,” she said in Normannic that had adight burr to it, an old-fashioned downess. “ Greetings
and welcome.”

Murad recovered more quickly than any of them, and, aristocratic to his fingertips, he bowed with a
flourish of thewinking rapier.

“Lord Murad of Galigpeno at your service, lady.” Hawkwood noted wryly that he did not introduce
himsdlf as his excellency the governor.

But the woman Kersik looked past him to where Bardolin stood with the imp perched, bedraggled and
dripping, on his shoulder.

“And you, brother,” she said. “Y ou are doubly welcome. It isalong time since aMasgter of Disciplines
cameto our shores.”

Bardolin merely nodded stiffly. For amoment they stared into each other’ s eyes, the battered old wizard
and the dim young woman. Bardolin frowned, and she smiled as though in answer, eyes dancing.

There was a pause. The soldiers were drinking the woman in, but she seemed unperturbed by their
hungry regard.

“You are bound for the city, | takeit,” she said lightly.

Murad and Hawkwood shared a glance, and the scarred nobleman bowed again. “ Y es, lady, we are.
But we are sadly puzzled asto how to get there.”

“I thought as much. | will take you, then. It sajourney of many days.”
“Y ou have our thanks.”

“Y our men have been egting too much of the wrong kinds of fruit, Lord Murad of Galigpeno,” Kersk
sad. “They havetheair of the flux about them.”

“We are unaccustomed as yet to your country and itsways, lady.”



“Of courseyou are. Put your men into camp herein the clearing. I'll fetch them something to calm their
somachs. If they sart the journey to Undi in this condition they might not finishit.”

“Undi. Isthat the name of your city?’” Hawkwood asked. “What language might it be in?’

“Inan old, forgotten language, Captain,” the woman said. “Thisisan old continent. Man has been herea
longtime”

“And from whence did you come? | wonder,” Hawkwood muttered, unsettled by being called “ Captain.”
How had she known?

Kersk glanced a him sharply. She had heard his whispered comment.

“I'll return ere nightfall,” she said then. And disappeared.

The men blinked. They had seen atan blur across the clearing, nothing more.
“A witch, by Ramusio’sbeard,” Murad growled.

“Not awitch,” Bardolin told him. “A mage. The Dweomer isthick about her. And something se as
well.” He rubbed hisface as though trying to scrub the wearinessfromiit.

“Sorcery, dways sorcery,” Murad said hitterly. “Maybe she has gone to collect afew cohorts of her
fellow warlocks. Well, | wonder what they’ Il make of Hebrian stedl.”

“Sted will do you no good here, Murad,” Bardolin said.

“Maybe. But we have iron bullets for the arquebuses. That may give them pause for thought. Sergeant
Mensurado!”

“Sr.”

“WEe |l make camp, do aswe'retold. But | want the dow-match lit, and every weapon loaded. | want
the men ready to repel any attack.”

“Yes, ar.”

A Sthelight died and the night swooped in once more, the company gathered about three campfires,
each big enough to roast an ox over. The soldiers stood watch with powder-smoke from the glowing
match eddying about their cuirasses, samping their feet and whistling to keep awake, or dapping at the
incessant probing of the insects.

“Will she come back, do you think?" Hawkwood asked, grimacing as he kneaded his bad shoulder.
Murad shrugged. “Why not ask our resident expert in al things occult?” He nodded at Bardolin.

The mage seemed on the verge of deep, hisimp lying wide-eyed and watchful in hislap. His head jerked,
and the dlver subble on hischin glisened in thefirdight.

“She'll be back. And she'll take usto thiscity of hers. They want usthere, Murad. If they didn’t, we'd
be dead by now.”

“I thought they’ d prefer us sunk somewhere in the Western Ocean,” Hawkwood said. “Likethe
carave’screw.”



“They did, yes. But now that we're here, | believethey areinterested in us.” Or in me, the thought came,
adarming and unwelcome.

“And just who are they, Mage?’ Murad demanded. “Y ou speak as though you knew.”

“They are Dweomer-folk of some kind, obvioudy. Descendants of previous voyagers, perhaps. Or
indigenous peoples maybe. But | doubt that, for they speak Normannic. Something has happened herein
the west. It has been going on for centuries whilst we' ve been fighting our wars and spreading our faith
obliviousto it. Something different. I'm not sure what, not yet.”

“You're asvague as afake seer, Bardolin,” said Murad in disgust.

“Y ou want answers; | cannot give themto you. You will haveto wait. I've afedling we'll know more
than we ever wanted to before thisthing is done.”

They settled into an uncomfortable silence, the three of them. Thefires cracked and spat like angry
fdlines, and thejungleraved ddirioudy toitsaf, awall of dark and sound.

“What bright fires” avoice said. “One might dmost think you folk were afraid of the dark.”

Their heads snapped up, and the woman Kersik was standing before them. She carried asmall hide bag
which stank like rancid sap. Thetiny hairs on her thighswere golden in thefirdlight. As her mouth amiled
its corners arced up amost to her ears and her eyes were two light-filled dlits.

Murad sprang to hisfeet and she stepped back, becoming human again. Mensurado was berating the
sentriesfor having let her dip past them unseen.

“Y ou do not need men to keep watch in the night,” she said. “Not now | am here.” She dumped the hide
bag on the ground. “That isfor those among you whose guts are churning. Eat afew of theleaves. They'll
cadmthem.”

“What are you, aforest apothecary?’ Murad asked.

Sheregarded him, her head on one side. “I like this one. He has spirit.” And while Murad considered
this “Best you should degp. Wewill wak along way tomorrow.”

T HEY st sentries, though she laughed a them for doing s0. She sat cross-legged off at the edge of the
firdight as she had been sitting when firgt they had seen her. Men made the Sign of the Saint when they
thought she was not looking. They ate their meagre supper of gleaned fruit, not one of them trusting her
enough to try the bag of leaves she had brought. Then they lay down on the wet ground with sword and
arquebus close to hand.

Bardolin’simp could not sttle. It would nestle againgt him in its accustomed deeping position and then
shift uneasily again and squirm out from beside him to take in the camp and the deeping figures, the
watchful sentries.

It nudged him awake some time before the dawn and in the half-d egping state between unconsciousness
and wakefulness he could have sworn that the camp was surrounded by a crowd of figures which stood
motionlessin the trees. But when he sat up, scraping at his gummed eyelids, they were gone and the
Kersik woman was sitting cross-legged, not a particle of wearinessin her appearance.

Murad sat with his back to atree opposite, an arquebusin his hands with its dow-match burnt down
amog to thewhed. His eyes were feverish with fatigue. He had watched her al night it seemed. The
woman rose and stretched, the muscles rippling under her golden skin.



“Wdll rested for the travel ahead?’ she asked.
The nobleman looked at her through sunken eyes.
“I'm ready for anything,” he said.
THIRTEEN

E IGHTEEN daysthey travelled through the unchanging jungle. Eighteen days of heat and rain and
mosguitoes and leeches and mud and snakes.

Looking back on it, Hawkwood found it remarkable how quickly the men had been worn down. These
were hardened campaigners who had seen battle in the dust-choked furnaces of the summer Hebros
valeys. On board ship they had seemed swaggering veterans, hard men with rough appetites and
condtitutions of iron. Here they sickened like kittens.

They buried the first Six days after they had met their new guide, the woman Kersik.

Glabrio Feridas, soldier of Hebrion. He had crouched shakily in the jungle to ease his overworked
bowels, and it seemed to those who came across his corpse that he had voided al the blood that the
mosquitoes and leeches had left in him.

After that, men ate the leaves that Kersik had brought for them. They avoided the fruits shetold them to
avoid, and they boiled their water every evening in their rusting helmets. There was no more flux, but
many of them continued to fed feverish and soon the stronger men were carrying the armour of those
who could no longer support itsweight.

On the tenth day, Murad wasfindly prevailed upon by Hawkwood and Bardolin to alow the soldiersto
take off the armour and cache it. The men piled it up and covered it with falen branches and leaves,
blazed a dozen trees around it and marched on the lighter by fifty pounds, clad in their |eather
gambesons.

They made better time after that. Hawkwood calculated they were travelling roughly nor’ -nor’ -west, and
they were covering perhaps four leagues a day.

On the twelfth day Timo Ferenice was the second man to die. A snake had sidled up to hisankle as he
stood nodding on sentry duty and bit quickly and efficiently through boot, hose and skin. Hehad died in
convulsions, spraying foamy spittle and calling on God, Ramusio and his mother.

Thefollowing day they hit upon aroad, or track rather. It was just wide enough for two men to walk
abreast, atunne of beaten earth and close-packed stones seemingly well cared for, which led them
farther to the north. They had bypassed the cluster of lights Murad had seen from the Spinero and were
travelling amost parale to the far-off coad.

All thewhilethey travelled, Kersk strode along easily at the front of the column, frequently pausing to let
the gasping men behind her catch up. The land rose amost imperceptibly, and Bardolin hazarded that
they were nearing the southern dopes of the great condike mountain they had sighted on thefirst day of
their landfall.

Their pace should have quickened upon hitting the road, but it ssemed to the members of the company
that their strength was ebbing. Lack of deep and poor food were taking their toll, aswas the unrelenting
heet. By the seventeenth day, the twenty-first out of Fort Abeleius, the soldiers were ssumbling dong in
linen undershirts, their leather gambesons too rotten and mouldering to be of any further use. And
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medicina leaves or no, two of them were so far gonein fever they had to be carried in crudely
thrown-together litters by their exhausted comrades.

“I believe | have yet to see her sweat,” Hawkwood said to Bardolin asthey sat in camp that night.
Kersk was off to one side, her legsfolded under her, face serene.

Bardolin had been nodding off. He started awake and caressed the chittering imp. Thelittle creature ate
better than any of them, for it happily gorged itsdlf on dl manner of crawling thingsit found in the | eaf
litter. It was just back from foraging and was contentedly grinning in Bardolin'slap, itsbelly astaut asa
drum.

“Evenwizards swest,” the old mage said, irritated because he had been on the verge of precious deep.
“I know. That iswhy it's so odd. She doesn’t seem real, somehow.”

Bardolin lay back with asigh. “None of it seemsred. The dreams| have a night seem morered than this
weking life”

“Good dreams?’

“Strange ones, unlike any | have known before. And yet there is an element of familiarity to them too. |
keep feding that everything here | have come across splices together somehow—that if | could but step
back from it | would see the pattern in the whole. That inscription on the statue we found—it reminds me
of something | once knew. Thegirl: sheis Dweomer-folk, certainly, but there is something unknown at
work in her so, something | cannot decipher. It islike trying to read a once-known book in too dim a

light”

“Maybe there will be abrighter light for you once we hit upon this city. Tomorrow, she says, we ll arrive
there. 1 wish | could say | was looking forward to it, but the discoverer in me haslost some of hisrelish
for our expedition.”

“He has not,” Bardolin said, and he waved a hand to where Murad was doing his nightly rounds of the
camp-fires, checking on hismen.

“He cannot keep it up much longer,” Hawkwood said. “I don’'t believe he’ s had more than an hour’s
deep anight since weleft the coast.”

Murad looked less like an officer administering to his men than aghoul preying onthe sick. Hislank hair
fell in black strings across his face and the flesh had been pared away from nose and cheekbones and
temples. His scar now seemed an extravagant curl of tissue, like an extra thin-lipped mouth on the side of
hisface. Even hisfingerswere skeletd.

“We have been ashore scarcely amonth,” Hawkwood said quietly. “We have buried five shipmatesin
that time—maybe more back at the fort by now—and the rest of us are close to breaking down. Do you
redly believethisland can ever befit for civilized men, Bardolin?’

The mage shut hiseyes and turned away. “I’ll tell you after tomorrow.”
T HAT night the dream cameto Bardolin again.

But thistime it was the woman Kersk who cameto himin the night, nude, her skin a flawless bloom of
honey. She was incandescently beautiful despite the two rows of nipplesthat lined her torso from

pectord to navel and the clawswhich curled at thetips of her fingers. Her eyes blazed like the sun behind
leaves.



They made love on the yielding ground beyond the camp. Thistime Bardolin was atop her, grinding into
her firm softness with the vigour of ayoung man. And al around the straining couple a masgue of
fantagtic figures danced and capered madly, spindle-thin, cackling, with green ditsfor eyesand hornlike
ears. Bardolin could fed their feet, light asleaves, dancing in the hollow of his back as he pushed into the
woman below him.

But there was another presence there. He arched his head to see, despite the grip of her hand on the
nape of hisneck, atal darkness towering above thefrolics.

A shifter inwolf form.

N ONE of them had dept well. Bardolin ached as though someone had been kicking him al night. The
company dragged themsalves erect, Sergeant Mensurado hauling men to their feet. Kersik looked on like
an indulgent parent.

Murad appeared from the trees. He had shaved, the blood on his chin testimony to the effort it had cost
him. His straggling hair had been tied back and he had changed into a clean shirt which was nonetheless
dotted with mould. He looked amost fresh, despite the sunken glitter of hiseyes.

“So we areto seethiscity of yourstoday,” he said to Kersik.

The woman seemed amused at some private joke, as she often did. “Why yes, Lord Murad, if your
comrades arefit to march.”

“They'refit. They're Hebrian soldiers,” Murad drawled, and he turned away from her with such languid
contempt that Hawkwood actualy found himsdf admiring him. The woman's smiletook on afixed
qudity for asecond, and then became pure sunshine again.

They st off after afrugal med of theinevitable fruit. It was weeks since any of them had tasted mest,
and they were becoming nostalgic even at the thought of the ship’s salt pork.

Another day of labour. Though they were tramping a passable road, they Hill had to takeit inturnsto
carry thetwo ddirious soldiers. Even Murad did his share.

Therewas morelifein thejungle here, if that were possible. Not the squeakings and scurryings of before,
but the crash and thump of larger beasts moving off in the vegetation. Kersik appeared obliviousto them,
but the company travelled with loaded weapons and drawn swords. They were aware of a subtle change
intheir surroundings. The trees were smaller, the canopy less dense. Almost the forest here looked like
secondary growth, areclaiming of land once cleared.

To reinforce this opinion they came across the remains of huge stone-built buildings haf hidden at the
sides of the narrow road. Bardolin wanted to pause and examine them, for they seemed to beliberdly
dotted with carved writing, but Kersk would not alow it. When he asked her about them she seemed
even more reluctant to give out information than she had throughout the journey.

“They are Undwa-Zantu,” she said at last, surrendering to Bardolin' s badgering.
“What does that mean?’ the mage asked.
“They are old, from the earlier time, the first peoples.”

With that one sentence she let loose atorrent of questions from both Bardolin and Hawkwood, but
would answer none of them.



“Y ou will learn more when we get to the city,” was dl shewould say.

T HEY had reached the foot of the mountain to the north of their anchorage. They could seeit clearly,
even through the canopy overhead. It reared up like agrey wall above the jungle, the forest struggling to
maintain itsalf at its knees but gradualy thinning and clearing dl the same.

“How far do you think we have come?’ Bardolin asked Hawkwood.

The mariner shrugged with one shoulder. He had taken bearings as often as he could—Kersik had been
inordinately fascinated by the compass—and he' d had both Masudi and big Cortona pacing to check his
own count, but in the day-to-day labour it was probable that major inaccuracies had crept in.

“We re waking amost due north now,” he said. “ Since we met the girl, I’ d say we ve come some sixty
leagues, but we' ve changed course severd times.”

They werefar back in thefile. Kerak was twenty yardsin front, Murad striding beside her like her
consort. Bardolin lowered hisvoice. Her hearing was better than abeast’s.

“She dips past questions like a snake. She knows everything, I'm sure of it—perhaps the whole history
of thisland, Captain. For it has ahistory, you can be sure of that. These ruinslook as ancient asthe
crumbling Fimbrian watchtowers you can see up in the Hebros passes, and they are Sx centuriesold and
more.”

“Maybewe Il find answersin this city she kegpstalking about, though whereit might be I’m sure| don't
know. The way shetalksit must be on the dope of this damned mountain; but how could one build acity
on dopes so steep?”’

“I don't know. It may bethat if thereisacity there somewherewe Il find more answersin it than we
bargained for.”

Thefile hdted. Murad cdled for them at its head and the wizard and the mariner hurried past the line of
soldiers.

The way was blocked by atrio of figures so fantastic that even Murad had momentarily lost his poise.

Two wereinhumanly tall, eight feet perhaps. They were black-skinned, ablack so dark that it made
Masudi’ s skin appear yellowish. Their limbs were bare and they wore smpleloincloths, but where their
heads should have been were incredible masks. One was of aleopard-like creature, only heavier and
more muscular. The other had the head of agreat mandrill, with bright blue patches of ridged flesh on
ather Sdeof theflaring nose.

But the masks were not masks. The leopard-head licked its teeth and the eyes moved. The mandrill
sniffed theair, its nogtrils quivering. In their human hands, the two creatures carried bronze-bladed spears
twice the height of aman, wickedly barbed.

Thethird figure was tiny by comparison, shorter even than Hawkwood. He seemed entirely human and
his skin, though deeply tanned, was as pae asaRamusian’s. He wore a shapel ess bag of supple hide for
ahat, and white linen robes which conceded his entire body except for smdl, broad-fingered hands. His
face was pouchy and beowled, eyes bright and black shining out of puffy sockets. Wereit not for the
strange garments, he might have passed for awell-to-do merchant of Abrusio with too many rich meds
and too much good wine under his belt. His only ornament was a pendant of gold in the shape of a
five-pointed star which enclosed acircle. It hung from hiswattled neck on agold chain whose linkswere
asthick asachild sfinger.



“Gosa,” Kersk said, and she bowed. “I have brought the Oldworlders.”
The leopard head growled deeply.

“Well done,” the man in the linen robes said. “I thought I’ d provide you with an escort into Undi. And my
curiosity was consuming me. It sbeen along time.” His glance strayed to the members of the company
who stood silent behind Kersik, even Murad at aloss for words.

“Gretings, brother,” Gosasaid to Bardalin.

The mage blinked, but did not reply. Hisimp uttered asinglelittle yelp which sounded amost
interrogative. The leopard head growled again.

Murad stepped forward, clearly angered by being left out of the exchanges. Immediately mandrill head
levelled the spear until it touched his chest, stdling him.

A series of clicks. Sergeant Mensurado, Cortona and the other soldiers had their arquebusesin the
shoulder, the whedl-locks cocked back, the muzzles pointed squardly at the exatic trio in the middle of
the track. Powder-smoke eddied about the company. Gosa sniffed at it, and smiled to show yellow
teeth, canines from which the gums had retreated.

“Ah, the very essence of the Old World,” he said, not at dl put out by the weapons pointed at hisample
belly. “Put up your weapons, gentlemen; you will not need them here. Ilkwa—for shame—can’'t you see
the man ismerdly trying to introduce himsdf?’

Thetall spear siwvung back to the vertical. Murad nodded at Mensurado and the arquebuses were
uncocked, though the men kept their dow-match lit.

“Murad of Galigpeno at your service,” the nobleman said wryly.

“Gosaof Undi a yours,” the plump, berobed man said, bowing dightly. “Will you follow meinto our
humble city, Lord Murad? There are refreshments waiting, and those who wish to can bathe.”

Murad bowed in histurn. Gosa, Kersk and the two outlandish beast-men led off. The company fell in
behind them, il hauling the two litters with the fever-ridden soldiers.

Theworld changed in atwinkling.

The jungle disappeared. One moment they were walking under the shadowed shelter of the forest, and
the next it had vanished. Uninterrupted sunshine blinded them. The borderline between the riotous
vegetation and barren emptiness was as clear-cut asif agiant razor had shaved the mountainside clean of

al living things.

Now they could see the true size of the peak which soared above them. Its head waslost in cloud, and
though from adistance it had seemed perfectly symmetrical, closer up they could decipher broken places
inits cone, ragged tearsin the flanks of stone, petrified waterfalls where long-cold lava had once gushed
forth. The place was awilderness, adesert leached of colour, defined only in greys and blacks. There
were dunes of what looked like ebony sand, weird bubbles of basdlt, outwellings and holes and the
sumps of solidified geysers. A landscape, Bardolin thought, like that which he had glimpsed through
Saffarac’ s viewing device long ago. Lunar, dead, otherworldly.

The going was harder, and the men puffed and panted as they |aboured up the steep dopes. There was
il aroad of sorts here, a crude pavement of tufablocks. Cairns marked its twistings and turnings as it
zigzagged up the face of the mountain. The men gasped in the withering heat, choking on volcanic dugt,



their faces becoming black with what looked like soot and tasted like ash. It dried out their mouths and
gritted between tongue and teeth.

“l see no city,” Murad rasped to Kersk and Gosa. “Where are you taking us?’

“Thereisadcity, trust me.” Gosabeamed at him, a benevolent gnome with obsidian shardsfor eyes.
“Undi isnot so easily chanced across unless oneiis led there by one of itsinhabitants. And thisis
Undabane whose knees we clamber across. The Sacred Mountain, heart of fire whose rages have been
tamed.” He stopped. “Have patience, Lord Murad. It is not much farther.”

The company became strung out despite all that Murad and Mensurado could do. It was aline of antlike
figures struggling up the monstrous mountaingde, the soldiers pausing to catch their breeths, the
litter-bearers changing every hundred yards. So it was Hawkwood and Bardolin, at the front, who saw it
fird.

A cleft in the mountain’s conical top, ahugerent inits perfect shape. The summit was till some six or
seven thousand feet above, but here they were working dowly around its western face, and the cleft was
invisble from the northern approach. A glimpse of dark wallswithin shooting to incredible heights, and
something ese.

At the base of the cleft was amonumenta statue weathered dmost into shape essness by the elements. It
was perhaps a hundred and twenty feet high, and vagudly humanoid. A stump of aspear in one crumbling
fist. Degp eyesvisblein aface which had asnout for anose. Theimpression of apowerful torso. The
thing had been built out of tufablocks bigger than the carrack’ slongboat and they were eroding at their
joints so that it seemed to have agrid imposed upon it.

Therest of the party caught up as Gosa, Kersik and the two beast-men paused. There was only one
litter.

“Forzadied,” Murad said to the questioning looks. “We don’t know when—no one noticed. We built a
cairnover him.” He seemed angry with himsdlf, asthough it were hisfault. “ God curse this pestilent
country.”

Gosa pursed hislips disapprovingly, but did not comment. The company moved on again, the soldiers
sullen and silent, even Mensurado cast down. The sick man's degth seemed like an omen.

Rocks clattered under their feet, and their sodden boots were full of ash, blistering their heels and toes.
They were down to their last swirl of water in the canteens, and Murad would let no onefinishiit.

Into the shade of the massive statue, their heads hardly reaching to its ankles.

Theworld contracted. They were trudging through a narrow place whose walls soared up hundreds,
perhaps thousands, of feet on either Sde, asnake-thin gap in thewall of the mountain through which the
wind whistled and hissed like alive thing. Water dripped down in glittering fringes from the gorge sides,
and the men stood under the dripswith their tongues out, begging. FHat, iron-tasting water full of grit, it
nonethel ess enabled their tongues to move about insde their mouths again.

The world opened once more, or rather exploded upon them. Like the change from jungle to ashen
desert on the dopes of the mountain, the transition was abrupt and astonishing.

They found themsalves on ashdf of rock, maybe athousand feet up inside the mountain. Undabane was
hollow, avaster version of the crater which Murad had named the Spinero. They could look up and see
the walls of the mountain rearing on al sides, sheer as cliffs, unscaable. The blue unclouded sky wasa



semicircle of pure colour above the rock.

And below therewas adisc of brilliant jungle, as though someone had lifted it whole, asmall, flat world
of it, and placed it ingde Undabane after knocking the summit off the hollow mountain. The view
supefied them. Therewas adark curve acrossthe crater floor, the shadow of the mountain’slip dragging
in the wake of the sun. Looking at it, Bardolin understood in an instant the phases of the moon.

There were buildings down there amid the trees. pylons of black basat monumenta in size but dwarfed
to inggnificance by their setting, flat-roofed houses built entirely of stone, astepped pyramid astdl as
Carcasson' s pires, the step faces painfully bright with gold. Avenues and roads. A city, indeed. A place
utterly dien to anything they had seen before or imagined. It took speech out of their parched mouths and
left them gaping. Even Murad could find nothing to say.

“Behold Undi,” Gosasaid with quiet satisfaction. “ The Hidden City of the Zantu and the Arueyn, the
Heart of Fire, the Ancient Place. Worth atrek, isit not?’

“Who built this?” Bardolin asked at last. “Who are these people you name?’

“All questions will be answered in the end. For now, we have but alittle descent and then you will be
ableto rest. Word of your coming has gone ahead of you. Thereisfood and drink waiting, and succour
for the sick amongst you.”

“Take usdown there, then,” Murad said with brutd directness. “I'll have no more of my mendieinthis
hellhole because you stand there preening yoursdlf.”

Gosa s eyesflared with an odd light, though hisface did not change. Heinclined his head dightly and led
the party onwards, down atrack which had been hewn out of the side of the mountain. Kersik shot the
nobleman alook of pure venom, however.

They stumbled and stared and cursed their way down to the floor of the crater, which by thistime was
nearly dl in shadow. There were dark clouds gathering in the circle of sky thousands of feet above them,
the beginning of the daily downpour. They found themselves waking along awide, well-paved road
which had rain gutters on either side. It was astreet of sorts, for there were more of the flat-roofed
buildings set back from it amid the trees. Asthey hobbled degper into the heart of the city the trees grew
sparser and the buildings closer together. And there were people here.

They weretal, lean and black and were dressed in awhite linen-like cloth. They were ddlicately
featured, with sharply chisdled noses and thin lips. The women were astall and stately as queens, their
breasts bare, gold pendants ornamenting them. Many had their bodies decorated with some form of
intricate ritua scarring which swirled in circles and currents around their torsos and on their cheeks. They
regarded the company with interest, and many pointed especidly at Masudi, who was like them and yet
not like them. But they were restrained, dignified. The company passed through what could only be a
market place, with stals of fruit and meat set out, but there was little hubbub. The people there halted to
dtare at the ragged soldiers of Hebrion, and then went on about their business. To Hawkwood, who
knew the crazed, chaotic bazaars of Ridawan and Camar, the orderliness was unnerving. And there
were no children anywhere to be seen. Neither were there any animals, not even astray dog or lounging
ca—if they had such thingsin this country.

The pyramid towered above the rest of the buildings, its gold dulled now as the sun was hidden and the
afternoon rain began to tumble down insde the mountain. Gosa and hisinhuman companionsled the
company to atal, square house off the market place and thumped upon a hardwood door. It was
opened by atall old man whose hair was as white as his face was black.



“I have brought them, Faku,” Gosasaid. “ See they arewell cared for.”

The old man bowed deeply, asinscrutable as a Merduk grand vizier, and the company trooped into the
house.

“Regt, edt, bathe. Do whatever you wish, but do not leave the building,” Gosatold them cheerfully. “1 will
be back this evening, and tomorrow . . . tomorrow we will see about answering some of those questions
you have been harbouring for solong.”

Heleft. The old man clgpped his hands and two younger versions of himsdlf appeared, shut the doors of
the room—which the company saw was akind of foyer—and stood expectantly.

Murad and his soldiers were glaring about them asif they expected an armed host to rush out of the
walls. It was Hawkwood who smelled the cooking mest firdt. It brought the water springing into his
mouth.

Kersk said something to the old man, Faku, and he clapped his hands again. His helpers swung open
sde doorsin the big room, and there was the gurgle of running water. Marble pools with fountains. Clean
linen. Earthenware bowls of fruit. Platters of steaming mest.

“Sweet Saintsin heaven,” Bardolin breathed. “ A bath!”

“It might beatrick,” Murad snarled, though he was swalowing painfully asthe smdl of thefood
obvioudy tantaized him.

“Thereisnotrick.” Kersik laughed, darted into the room and snatched aroasted rib of the meat, biting
into it so the juices ran down her chin. She came over to Bardolin and stood closeto him.

“Will you not try it, Brother Mage?’ she asked, offering him therib.

He hesitated, but shethrust it under hisnose. That secret amusement wasin her eyes. “Trust me,” she
sadinalow voice, vixen grin on her face, mouth running with the meet juices. “ Trust me, brother.”

Hebit into therib, shredding mesat from the bone. It seemed the most ddliciousthing he had ever tasted in
hislife

She wiped the grease out of hissilver beard, then spun from him. For an instant he could see her eyesin
the air she had vacated, hanging as bright as solar after-images.

“You see?’ she sad, holding up the rib asthough it were atrophy.

The men scattered, making for the piled platters and bowls. Faku and his colleagues stood impassively,
looking on like sophisticates a a barbarian feast. Bardolin remained where he was. He swallowed the
gobbet of meat and stared at Kersik as she danced about the gorging soldiers and laughed in Murad' s
livid face. Hawkwood remained al so.

“What wasit?’ he asked Bardolin.
“What do you mean?’
“What kind of meet?’

Bardolin wiped hislipsfree of grease. “| don't know,” he said. “1 don’t know.” Hisignorance suddenly
seemed terrible to him.



“Wall, | doubt they brought usthisfar to poison us.” Hawkwood shrugged. “ And by the Saints, it smells
wholesome enough.”

They gavein and joined the soldiers, wolfing down meet and daking their thirst with pitchers of clear
water. But they could not manage more than half adozen mouthfuls ere their ssomachs closed up.
Bloated on nothing, they paused and saw that Kersk was gone. The heavy doors were shut and the
attendants had disappeared.

Murad sprang up with acry and threw himsdlf at the doors. They creaked, but would not move.
“Locked! By the Saints, they’ velocked usin!”

Thetiny windows high in thewalls, though open to the outside, were too small for aman to worm
through.

“The guests have become prisoners, it would seem,” Bardolin said. He did not seem outraged.
“Y ou had an idea thiswould happen,” Murad accused him.

“Perhaps.” Even to himsdlf, Bardolin's calm seemed odd. He wondered privately if something had indeed
been dipped into the food.

“Did you think they would leave usfree to wander about the city like pilgrims?’ Bardolin asked the
nobleman. The meat waslikeabal of stonein his ssomach. He was no longer used to such rich fare. But
there was something € se, something in his head which disquieted him and a the sametime stole away his
unease. It waslike being drunk; that feding of invulnerability.

“Areyou al right, Bardolin?’ Hawkwood asked him, concerned.

“I—I—" Nothing. There was nothing to worry about. He wastired, was dl, and needed to get himsdlf
some deep.

“Bardolin!” they cdled. But he nolonger heard them.
FOURTEEN

W HAT isyour name?

“Bardolin, son of Carnolan, of Carreiridain the Kingdom of Hebrion.” Was he speaking? It did not
matter. He felt as safe as a babe in the womb. Nothing would touch him.

That'sright. You will not be harmed. You are a rare bird, my boy. How many of the Disciplines?
“Four. Cantrimy, mindrhyming, ferdlism and true theurgy.”

Isthat what they call it now? Feralism—the ability to see into the hearts of beasts, and sometimes
the craft to duplicate their like. You have mastered the most technical of the Seven Domains, my
friend. You are to be congratulated. Many long hoursin some wizard' s tower poring over the
manuals of Gramarye, eh? And yet you have none of the instinctive Disciplines—soothsaying,
weather-working. Shifting.

A tiny prick in the bubble of well-being which enfolded Bardolin, like asudden draught in asturdy house,
abregth of winter.

“Who are you?’
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Kersik! She has much to learn of herbalism yet. Rest easy, brother of mine. All will cometo light in
the end. | find you interesting. There has not been much to seize my interest this last century and
more. Did you know that when | was an apprentice there were nine disciplines? But that was a
long time ago. Common witchery and herbalism. They were amalgamated, | believe, in the fifth
century and brought under that umbrella term* true theurgy,” to the profit of the
Thaumaturgists' Guild and the loss of the lesser Dweomer-folk. But such is the way of things. You
interest me greatly, Bardolin son of Carnolan. Thereis a smell about you that | know. Something
thereisof the beast inyou. | finditintriguing . . . We will speak again. Rejoin your friends. They
worry about you, worthy fellows that they are.

H E opened his eyes. He was on the floor and they were clustered around him with aarm on their faces,
even Murad. Hefelt an insane urgeto giggle, like aschoolboy caught out in some misdeed, but fought
down theimpulse.

A waveof relief. Hefdt it asatactile thing. Theimp clung to his shoulder whimpering and smiling & the
sametime. Of course. If he had been drugged it would have been | eft bereft, logt, the guiding light of his
mind gone from it. He stroked it soothingly. He had put too much into hisfamiliar, too much of himsdlf.
The things were meant to be expendable. Hefdt athrill of fear as he caressed it and it clung to him.
Much of hisown life force had goneinto theimp, giving it an existence beyond him. That might not beto
the good any more.

Drugged? Where had that thought come from?

“What happened?’ Hawkwood was asking. “Was it the food?’

It was an enormous effort to think, to speak with any sense.

“|—I don’'t know. Perhaps. How long was | gone?’

“A few minutes,” Murad told him, frowning. “It happened to no oneelse”

“They are playing with us, | think,” Bardolin said, getting to hisfeet rather unsteadily. Hawkwood
supported him.

“Lock us up, drug one of us—what else do they havein sore?’” the mariner said.
The soldiers had retrieved their arms and lit their match; it stank out the room.

“WEe I have that door down, and shoot our way out of here if we haveto,” Murad said grimly. “I’ll not
meet my end caught like somefox inatrap.”

“No,” Bardolin said. “If they are expecting anything, they are expecting that. We must do it another
way.”

“What? Await yonder wizard with atercio of his beast-headed guards?’

“Thereisanother way.” Bardalin felt his heart snk as he said the words. He knew now what he would
do. “Theimp will go for us. It can get out of the window and see what is happening outside. It may even
be able to open the door for us.”

Murad appeared undecided for amoment; clearly, he had had his heart set on afighting escape. He was
gtill wound up too tightly; they al were. A spark would set them off and they would die here with the
guestions un-answered, and that was intolerable.



“All right, we'll let theimp go,” Murad conceded &t last.

Bardolin let out asigh. He was utterly tired. He felt sometimesthat this land had fastened on him like a
succubus and would feed off him until there was nothing left but awithered husk that would blow away to
ash in thewind. Soothsaying was not one of his Disciplines, and yet the presentiment had been upon him
ever sncethey had made landfdl that there was something deadly to the ship’s company and to the
world they had |eft behind, and it resded here, on this continent. If they escaped they would take it back
to the old world with them like a disease which clung to their clothing and nestled in their blood. Likethe
rats which scurried in the darkness of the ship’shold.

He bent to the bewildered imp, stroking it.

“Timeto go, my littlefriend.” Can you see the way out, up there in the wall? Up you go. Yes! That's
it. Where the last of the daylight is coming through.

The imp was peering through the narrow aperture in the wall. The entire company watched it in silence.

“I may leave you for sometime,” Bardolin told them. “But don't bedarmed. | am travelling with theimp.
| will return. In the meantime, stand fast.”

Murad said something in reply, but he was dready gone. The world had become avaster placein the
wink of an eye, and the very qudity of Bardolin’s sight had changed. Theimp’'seyes operated ina
different spectrum of colours: to it the world was amultivaried blend of greens and golds, some so bright
they hurt to look at. Stone wallswere not merely ablank facade, but their warmth and thickness
produced different shadows, glowing outlines.

Theimp looked back once, down at the silent room full of men, and then it was through the high, narrow
window. It was hungry and would have liked to share in the meats that had been laid out for the
company, but its master’ swill wasworking init. It did asit wastold.

Indeed, in some ways Bardolin became the imp. He felt its appetites and fears, he experienced the
sensation of the rough tufa blocks under his hands and feet, he heard the noises of the city and the jungle
with an enhanced clarity that was dmaost unbearable until he became used to it.

The rain had ended, and the city was adripping, steam-shrouded place, fogged as adawn riverbank.
Thelight was dimmer than it should be; the crater sdeswould cut out much of thelight in the later
afternoon.

What to make of this hidden city? The volcanic stone of the buildings was dark and cold, but the
lambent, upright figures of people were about—not many of them now—and a single crescent dice of
sunshine glowed like molten silver way up on the side of the crater: thelast of the departing sun. Soon
night would settle. Best to wait afew minutes.

Something else, though. A . . . smdl which seemed tantaizingly familiar.

Theimp clambered down the sde of the highwall like afly, head-firgt. It reached the ground and
scampered into a cooler place of deeper shadow, an dleyway it might have been called in Abrusio.
Thereit crouched and breathed in the air of the dying day.

The daylight sank as though someone had dowly covered agreat lamp somewhere beyond the horizon of
theworld. It was actually possible to see the growing of the night as a papable thing. In minutes the city
had sunk into darkness.

But not darkness to the imp. Its eyes began to glow in the murk of the dley and its vison grew sharper.



Stll, that smdl somewhere, hauntingly reminiscent of something from the past.

To our duty, my diminutive friend, Bardolin’s mind gently prodded as the imp crouched puzzled and
fascinated in the humid shadow.

It obeyed the urging of amind that was moment by moment becoming one with it. Obediently it scuttled
around the sde of the house which imprisoned the company, looking for the front door, another window,
any means of entry or egress.

There were things moving in the Sreets of the city. To theimp they were sudden dazzling brightnesses
darting in and out of Sight. It wasthe heat of their bodies that made them so luminous. Theimp
whimpered, wanted to hide. Bardolin had to sink more of hiswill into it in order to keep it under his
commeand.

There—the door they had entered the place by. It was closed, but there was no sign of Kersik, Gosa or
the beast-headed guards. Theimp sidied over to it, listened and heard Murad' s voice within. It chuckled
to itsaf with an amusement that was part Bardolin's, and set one glowing eyeto the crack at the door’s
foot. No lights, no warmth of awaiting body.

Push at the door, Bardolin told it, but beforeit could do asit wastold it felt agrowing heat behind it, the
hot breath of some living thing. It spun around indarm.

A man might have seen atdl, bulking shadow looming over him, with two ydlow lights burning and
blinking like eyes. But the imp saw a brightnesslike the sun, the effulgence of ahuge, besting heart in the
bony network of the chest. It saw the heat rising off the thing in shimmering waves of light. And asthe
mouth opened, it seemed to breethe fire, asmoking calefaction that scorched theimp’s clammy skin.

“Well met, Brother Mage,” avoice said, distorted, bestiad but nonethel ess recognizable. “Y ou are
ingenious, but predictable. | suppose you had no choice: that festering pustulence of a nobleman would
have |eft you no other options.”

The thing was amassively built ape, amandrill, but it spoke with the voice of Gosa
“Come. We have kept you waiting long enough. Time to meet the master.”

A huge paw swept down and scooped up theimp even asit legpt for freedom. The were-ape that was
Gosalaughed, asound like the whooping beat of amonkey’ s cry but with arationdity behind it that was
horrible to hear. The imp was crushed to the thing’ s shaggy breast, choking at the vile heat, the stench of
the shifter which it had smelled but not quite recognized. It had been confused by memories of Gridla, the
girl who had been awerewolf and who had died before they had set foot on this continent. It had not
recognized the peril close by.

The were-ape limbered off at speed, itsfree hand bounding it forward whilst the short back legs pushed
out, arocking movement which seemed to gather momentum. Bardolin saw that hisfamiliar was being
taken towards the stepped pyramid at the heart of the city.

They passed other creaturesin the streets: shifters of dl kinds, nightmarish beasts that reeked of
Dweomer, warped animals and men. Undi at night was amasque of travesties, athesatre of the grotesque
and the unholy. Bardolin was reminded of the paintingsin the little houses of worship in the Hebros,
wherethe folk were still pagan at heart. Pictures of hell depicting the Devil as master of amonstrous
circus, acarniva of the misshgpen and the daemonic. The streets of Undi were full of capering fiends.

He should withdraw now, leave theimp to its fate and dip back into his own body, rejoin the othersand



warn them of what waswaiting for them outside thewalls of the house in which they were imprisoned.
But somehow he could not, not yet. Two things kept him looking out of theimp’seyes and feding its
terror: one, he felt nothing but stark fear at the thought of abandoning hisfamiliar, and with it agoodly
portion of his own spirit and strength; the other was nothing more or less than sheer curiosity, which even
inthe midst of hisfear kept him drinking in the Sghts of the nocturna city through theimp’seyes. Hewas
being taken to someone who perhaps knew al the answers, and as Murad hungered after power so
Bardalin thirsted for information. He would remain in theimp’s consciousness alittle longer. He would
see what was at the heart of this place. He would know.

“W HAT can hebea?’ Murad demanded, pacing back and forth. Theroom waslit only by afew tiny
earthenware lamps they had found among the platters and dishes, but the burning match of the soldiers
glowed intiny points and the place was heavy with the reek of the powder-smoke. Bardolin lay with his
eyes open, unseeing, asimmobile as the tomb carving of a nobleman on his sarcophagus.

“Two foot of match we ve burnt, sir,” Mensurado said. “That’ s haf an hour. Not so long.”

“When | want your opinion, Sergeant, I’ll be sureto ask you for it,” Murad said icily. Mensurado’ seyes
went asflat asflint.

“YS, s'r..n

“It'sdark out,” Hawkwood said. “It could be he' swaiting for the right moment. There are probably
guardsand it'sonly animp, after dl.”

“Sorcerersl Impsl” Murad spat. “1’ ve had abdly-full of thelot of them. Brother Mageindeed! For dl
we know he could bein league with hisfellow necromancers, plotting to turn us over to them.”

“For God' s sake, Murad,” Hawkwood said wearily.

But the nobleman wasn't listening. “We ve waited long enough. Either the mage has betrayed usor his
familiar has met with some mishap. We must get out of here unaided, by oursalves. Sergeant
Mensurado—"

“Sr.”

“—I want that door down. Two men to carry our sumbering wizard—Hawkwood, your seamen will do.
We Il want as many arquebuses reedy as possible.”

“What about Gerrera, Sir?” one of the soldiers spoke up, pointing to their fever-struck comrade who lay
on hislitter on thefloor, hisface an ivory mask of sweat and bone-taut skin.

“All right. Two more of you take him. Hawkwood, lend a hand there. That |eaves uswith saven
arquebuses free. 1t'll have to do. Sergeant, the door.”

Mensurado and Cortona, the biggest men in the company except perhaps for Masudi, squared up to the
hardwood double doors asif they were an opponent in afight ring. The two men looked at each other,
nodded sombrely and then charged, leading with their right shoulders.

They rebounded like balls bounced off awall, paused a second, and then charged again.
The doors creaked and cracked. A white splinter line appeared near the hinges of one.

Three more times they charged, changing shoulders each time, and on the fifth attempt the doors sagged
and broke, the beam which had closed them smashed in two, their bronze hinges half dragged out of the



wadl.

The company hesitated amoment as the echo of the crash died away. Cortonaand Mensurado were
breathing heavily, rubbing their bruised shoulders. Findly Hawkwood raised one of the earthenware
lamps and peered out into the gloom of the foyer beyond, in which they had met the old man Faku and
his helpers. The place was deserted, the door to the street closed. The night seemed eerily silent after the
jungle noise they were used to.

“There sno one here, it seems” hetold Murad. He lifted the lamp thisway and that. There was astone
staircase at the back of the big room. The running water of the pools had stopped except for an
occasiond drip. Shadows wheded and flitted everywhere like restless ghosts.

“Now what?’

“WE |l search the other rooms,” Murad said. “Mensurado, seeto it. It may bethat theimpislost
somewhere upstairs or nearby. And that Kersk woman may ill be around.”

Mensurado led atrio of soldiersupdtairs.

“I don't likeit,” Hawkwood said. “Why leave us unguarded? They must have guessed we were capable
of breaking down the door.”

“They are magicians and sorcerers, every one,” Murad said. “Who knows how their minds work?”

They heard the boots of Mensurado and his comrades clumping above their heads, then snatches of talk,
and findly acry, not of fear, more of surprise.

Hawkwood and Murad glanced at one another. There was aflurry of voices above, the thumping of feet
and heavy things scraping across the floor.

Mensurado came running down the stairs. “ Sir—take alook &t this.” He was holding ahandful of coins.

Normannic gold crowns. On one side was adepiction of the spires of burnt Carcasson, on the other a
crude, stylized map of the continent. Bank-minted money belonging to no kingdom in particular, but used
in the great transactions between kings and governments. Coins such asthis bribed princes, bought
mercenaries, forged cannons.

“There are chests and chests of the damned stuff up there, sir,” Mensurado was saying. “A king's
ransom, the hoard of adozen lifetimes.”

Murad bit into one of the coins. “ Redl, by God. There' s chests of the stuff you say, Sergeant?’
“Hundredweights, gir. I’ ve never seen anything likeit. Thetreasury of akingdom could not hold more.”

Murad threw aside the coin; it fell with asweet kiss of metad on stone. “ Everyone upstairs. Leave Gerrera
and the mage here for the moment. | want every pouch and pocket filled. Y ou shal each have your
share, never fear.”

He and Mensurado had a glitter in their eyesthat Hawkwood had not seen before. Asthey left the room
Hawkwood bent down beside the motionless Bardolin and shook him.

“Bardolin, for God' s sake wake up. Where are you?’

No answer. The old mage' s eyes remained wide open, hisface asimmobile asthat of a corpse.



It sounded as though cascades of coins were being poured over the floor upstairs. Sharp blows as
someone atacked a chest, splintering wood. Hawkwood felt no urgeto join in the greedy festival. He
loved gold as much as the next man, but there was atime and aplacefor it. AsMihal |eft hissdeto
chance hisluck upstairs, Hawkwood curtly ordered him back. Both Mihal and Masudi |ooked at him
imploringly, but he shook his head.

“You'll see, lads. Nothing good will come of thisgold. Me, I'll be happy to get out of here with my skin
intact. That' sriches enough.”

Masudi grinned ruefully. “Y ou can’t run with your pocketsfull of gold, I'll warrant.”
“Nor egt it, neither,” Mihal added, resigned.

The soldiers began staggering downgtairs, pockets bulging. They had even stuffed coins down the front of
their shirts, giving themsalves rattling paunches. Four of them were bearing two wooden chests between
them. Murad descended last, holding up alamp and seeming alittle dazed.

“WEe |l come back,” hewas saying in alow voice. “WEe || come back with a dozen tercios one day.”

“I"d rather we had the tercios now,” Hawkwood rasped. “If you want to leave this place, we' d best be
going at once. There’ sno telling when that Gosaand his creatures will be back.”

“I am not unaware of the need for urgency, Captain,” Murad snapped. “What we carry away with us
here could outfit an entireflotillaof ships, and can you imagine the backing | could call on when it became
known that the Western Continent was stuffed with gold? We could bring an army here, and extirpate
these monsters and sorcerers from the land for good.”

“It'sgold, yes, but minted in the form of Normannic crowns, Murad,” Hawkwood said. “Did you think
of that? What are they using it for, if not to spend in the Old World? We know nothing about what is
going oninthisland, or how it affects the Ramusian states at home.”

“WEe Il find out another time,” the nobleman said. * For now, dl | want isto get clear of thisplace.
Mensurado, the door. Y ou men, pick up Gerrera.”

Lumbering, rattling and clinking, the soldiers gathered themsalves and prepared to leave.

But the door opened before Mensurado got to it. A black-skinned figure dressed in white stood there.
The old man, Faku. His mouth opened.

A shot, amazingly loud in the confined space. Faku was hurled back out of the doorway.
“Oneless sorcerer,” Mensurado snarled, and rel oaded his arquebus with practised speed.
“We must move quickly,” Murad said. “ That shot will rouse the city. Out! Bring the chests.”

What with the chests and the limp forms of Bardolin and Gerrera, only Mensurado and two other
soldiers had their hands free. The company filed out into the hot night, stepping over Faku' sbody as
though it were a pothole in the road. Hawkwood closed the old man's eyes, cursing under his bregth.

“Thisway. Quickly,” Murad said, leading off. The company followed him a ajog-trot, sweating and
gasping ere they had gone a hundred yards. Coins dipped out of the soldiers pocketsto clink at the
roadside.

The city seemed deserted. Not alight to be seen anywhere, not aliving soul on the Streets. But



Hawkwood was continually aware of movement, like aflickering at the corner of hiseye. The place was
so dark that it wasimpaossible to be certain. He looked up to see adisc of star-filled sky above the
crater-rim, and was dmost sure he saw things moving in that sky, whedling darknesses which stood out
againg the stars. He had the uncomfortable notion that the city was not quiet and empty at al, but
teeming with invisble, capering life.

The company paused to rest in anarrow side street, the soldiers who carried the heavy chests massaging
their bloodless hands. They had come haf amile maybe from the house in which they had been
imprisoned, and there was till no sign of a pursuit. Even Murad seemed uneasy.

“I thought the entire city would have been about our ears by now,” he said to Hawkwood.

“I know,” the mariner replied. “ Everything iswrong, strange. What happened to Bardolin’ simp, and to
Bardolin himsalf? Why can’'t he come back to us? Are we being allowed to escape because—"

“Becausewhat?’
“ Perhaps because they have what they want.”

Murad was sllent for along minute. At last he said: “It isapity about the mage, but if you are right then
we may yet get away unscathed. And after al, we bear him with us. His mind may yet return.” Hewould
not meet Hawkwood' s eye, but scanned the massiveness of the buildings, the trees which were beginning
to rear up in thelr midst; they were not far from the crater wall, and the narrow gorge which was their
only exit.

“Timeto moveon.”

The soldiers shouldered their burdens once more, and the company staggered onwards. The attack came
S0 suddenly that they were surrounded before they had seen their lants. The night was sprinkled with
raging eyes, and huge forms charged them. The quiet was broken by roars and screams and wailsfrom a
hundred bestid throats. The men at the rear died before they could even drop the chests that weighed
them down.

FIFTEEN

A T thetop of Undi’s pyramid was another building whose sides curved inwards towards its roof. The
Gosa shifter took theimp inside, and then in a series of boundsit legpt up anarrow line of steps. They
were on the roof of the structure, a square platform perhaps three fathoms to aside. There theimp was
gently lowered to itsfeet, and the were-gpe |eft. A grating of stone, and the opening in the platform
closed behind it.

Bardolin looked up with the imp’s eyesto see the encircling pitch-night of the crater walls, and above
them arounde of starsturning in the endless gyre of heaven. There were so many of them that they cast a
faint, cold light down on the city. Many of them were recognizable—it was possible to glimpse

Coranada s Scythe—but they seemed to be in the wrong positions. Even as Bardolin watched, a streak
of slver lightninged acrossthewelkin, astar dying in alast flare of beauty.

“Awe-ingpiring, isn'tit?” avoice said, and the imp jumped. Ingtinctively it looked for somewhereto hide,
but the stone platform was stark and bare, and there was nothing beyond its edge but along fal to the
pyramid steps below.

Bardolin gripped thewill of the cresturein hisown, steadied it, held it fadt.
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There was aman on the platform. He had come out of nowhere and stood with the starlight playing
across hisfeatures. He seemed amused.

“An atractive little familiar. Wein Undi do not use them any more. They areaweaknessaswel asan
asst. Arethey Hill ashard to cast through as | remember?’

Bardolin’svoiceissued out of theimp’s mouth. The creature' s eyeswent dull as he dominated it
completdly.

“Hard enough, but we get by. Might | ask your name?’

The man bowed. “1 am Aruan of Undi, formerly of Garmidaan in Agtarac. Y ou are Bardolin of
Carreirida”

“Have we met before?’
“Inaway. But here—let me spare your trembling familiar. Take my hand.”

He extended one large, blunt-fingered hand to the imp. The creature took it and Aruan straightened,
pulling. But theimp did not come with him. Instead a shimmering penumbradid out of itstiny body as
though he had dragged from it its soul. He was holding on to Bardolin’s own hand, and Bardolin stood
there on the platform, astonished, glimmering in the sarlight like a phantom.

“What did you do?’ he asked Aruan. The imp was blinking and rubbing its eyes.

“A dmulacrum, nothing more. But it renders communication alittle easer. Y ou need not fear; your
essence, or the bulk of it, iswith your deeping body down in the city.”

Bardolin’ sshining image fdt itsdf with trembling hands. “ Thisismagic indeed.”

“It isnot so difficult, and it makesthingsmore. . . civilized.”

Bardolin folded hisimaginary arms. “Why am | here?’

“Can’'t you answer that yoursalf? Y ou are a creature of freewill, asare all God' s cregtions.”
“Y ou know what | mean. What isit you want of me?’

The man named Aruan turned away, paced to the edge of the platform and stared out over the city of
Undi. Hewastall, and dressed in voluminous, archaic robes that a noble might have worn in the days of
the Fimbrian Hegemony. He was bald but for afringe of raven hair about the base of hisskull, for al the
world like amonk’ s tonsure. He had a beaked nose and deep-set eyes under bristling, fantastic brows,
high, jutting cheekbones strangely at odds with the rest of hisrather aristocratic face, asif someone had
melded the features of a Kolchuk tribesman and a Perigrainian Landgrave. Hauteur and savagery,
Bardolin noted them both.

“Thisishow | oncelooked,” Aruan said. “Were you to see my true form now you might be repelled. |
amold, Bardalin. | remember the days of empire, the Religious Wars. | have known men whose fathers
gpoke with the Blessed Saint. | have seen centuries of the world come and go.”

“No manisimmorta,” Bardolin said, fascinated and apprehensive at the sametime. “Not even the most
powerful mage.”

Aruan turned away from the dark city, smiling. “ True, too true. But there are ways and means of staving
off death’ s debt collectors. You ask what it is| want of you, and | am wandering around the answer. Let



me explain something.

“Indl theyears| have been here, we have seen many ships arrive from the Old World—more than you
could ever haveimagined. Most of them carried cargoes of gold-hungry vultureswho smply wanted to
clam this, the Zantu-Country, and rapeit. They were adventurers, would-be conquerors, sometimes
zedotsfilled with missonary zed. They died. But sometimes they were refugees, come fleeing the pyres
of Normannia and the purges of the Inceptines. These people, for the most part, we welcomed. But we
have never encountered an Old-worlder with your . . . potential.”

“I don't understand,” Bardolin said. “1 am acommon enough brand of mage.”

“Technicdly, perhaps you are. But you possess a dudity which no other mage who has come here from
across the ocean has possessed, adudlity which isthe very key to our own thaumeaturgica hierarchy here
inthewes.”

Bardolin shook his head. “Y our answers only provide the spur to further questions.”
“Never mind. It will become plain enough in thetime to come.”
“| want you to tell me about this place—how you got here, how this began. What is happening.”

Aruan laughed, a guffaw which made him sound like a hearty ruffian. “Y ou want our history then, the
centuries of it, laid before you like awoven tapestry for your eyesto drink in?”

“I want explanations.”

“Oh—so little you think you are asking, eh? Explanations. Well, the night isfine. Give me your hand
again, Brother Mage.”

“A phantom hand.”

“It will suffice. See?| can grasp it asthough it were flesh and blood. In the other | will take your imp; it
would not do to leave him done here”

Something happened which Bardalin, for al his expertisein the field of Dweomer, could not quite
catalogue. The platform disappeared, and they were thousands of feet up inthear and ill rising. The air
was cooler here, and a breeze ruffled Aruan’ s hair.

| can feel the breeze; |, a simulacrum, Bardolin thought with astart of fear. And then he redlized that it
wastheimp’s sensations he wasfeding. Had to be. A smulacrum could not be given physica sensation.

Or could it? He could fed Aruan’s hand in his own, warm and strong. Was that the sensation of theimp
or himsdf?

They stopped rising. Bardolin could look down like a god. The moon had risen and was a bitten apple of
slver which lit up the Western Ocean. The vault above Bardolin’s head, strangely, did not fed any
closer. The starswere clearer, but asfar away as ever.

Theincredible vastness of the world, night-dark and moon-silver, was staggering. The sky was a bright
vault which spun endlesdy above the degping earth, the Western Ocean atissue of wrinkled silver strewn
with the gossamer moonlight. And the Western Continent was a huge, bulking darknessin which only a
few scattered lights burned. Bardolin could see the watchfires of Fort Abeleius on the coast, thetiny
pricks of light that were the stern and masthead lanterns on the Osprey offshore, and inland red glows
like scattered gleeds from an old fire.



“Restlessforces of theworld, at play amid the earth’ sfoundations,” Aruan said, sounding as though he
were quoting something. “Volcanoes, Bardolin. This country isold and torn and troubled. It sirs uneasily
initsdesp.”

“Thecraters,” Bardolin said.

“Yes. Therewas agreat civilization here once, fully as sophisticated as that which exists upon
Normannia. But the forces which create and destroy our world awoke here. They annihilated the works
of the ancients, and created Undabane, the Holy Mountain, and a score of lesser cones. The
Undwa-Zantu died in awdter of flame and ash, and the survivors of the cataclysm reverted to
barbarism.”

“The dark, tal people who inhabit your city.”

“Yes. When first | came upon them, in the year of the Saint one hundred and nine, they were savages and
only legends and ruins remained of the noble culture they had once possessed. They called themsalves
Zantu, which in their tongue signifies the Remnant, and their ancestorsthey called Undwa-Zantu, the
Elder Remnant. Their mages—for they had been amighty folk of magic—had degenerated into tribal
shamans, but they preserved much that was worth knowing. They were aunique people, that elder race,

possessed of sngular gifts”
But Bardolin was gaping. “Y ou’ ve been here.. . . how long? Four and ahalf centuries?’

Aruan grinned. “In the Old World | was amage at the court of King Fontinac the Third of Astarac. |
saled into thewest in aleaky little caravel caled the Godspeed, whose captain was named Pinarro
Albayero, may God rest his unhappy soul.”

“But how—7?'

“I told you: the shamans of the Zantu preserved some of the lore of their ancestors, theurgy of apotency
to make what we caled Dweomer in the Old World look like the pranks of achild. Thereis power in
this country, Bardolin; you will have noticed it yoursalf. The mountains of fire spewed out raw theurgy as
well as molten rock in their eruptions. And Undabane is the fountainheed, the source. The placeis
virtudly adive. And the power can betapped. It iswhy | am till here, when my poor frame should be
dust and dry bonelong since.”

Bardolin could not spesk. Hismind was busy taking in the enormity of what Aruan was saying.

“I came herefleeing the purges of the High Pontiff Willardius—may herot inaRamusian hdll for ever.
With some of my comrades, | took ship with adesperate man, Albayero of Abrusio. He was nothing
more or less than acommon pirate, and he needed to quit the shore of Normannia as badly aswe did.”
Aruan paused for amoment, and his eyes became vacant, asif looking back on that awful expanse of
centuries, dl goneto ash now.

“Every century or 0,” hewent on, “thereisaconvulson in the Faith of the Ramusians, and they must
renew their beliefs. They do so with afestival of daughter. And dwaystheir victims are the same.

“Wefled one such bloodbath, my colleaguesand |. Most of the Thaumaturgists Guilds of Garmidalan
and Cartigdllabecame fugitives, for as| am sure you know, brother, the more prominent you are in our
order, the less chance you have of being overlooked when the Ravens are wetting their beaks.

“So wetook ship, some score of uswith our families, those who had them, in the cranky little vessdl of
Pinarro Albayero.



“Albayero had intended to make landfd| in the Brenn Ides, but anortherly hit us, taking us down to
North Cape in the Hebrionese. We rounded the point with the help of the weather-workers amongst us,
but not even they could help us make up our lost northing. The stormswe rode would brook no
interference, even from the master-mages amongst us. So we rode them out in our little ship, the
weather-workers having to labour merely to keep us afloat. We were driven into the limitlesswilderness
of the Western Ocean, and there we despaired, thinking that we would topple off the edge of theworld
and plummet through the gaps between the stars.

“But we did not. We had hoped to find an uninhabited idand among the archipelago of the Brenn
Ides—for there were still such things, back in the second century—but now we had no ideawhere we
might be cast ashore. The winds were too strong. It seemed amost as though God Himself had set His
face againgt us, and was bent on driving us off the face of His creation.

“1 know better now. God was at hand, watching over us, guiding our ship on the one true road to our
sdvation. We made landfall seventy-eight days after rounding North Cape, ninety-four after our
departure from Cartigella.

“We landed on a continent which was utterly dien to anything we had experienced before. A place which
was to become our home.”

Aruan paused, chin sunk on breast. Bardolin could imagine the amazement, the joy and the fear which
thosefirg exiles must have felt upon waking up the blazing beach to see the impenetrable dark of the
jungle beyond. For them there had never been any question of turning back.

“Haf of uswere dead within Sx months,” Aruan went on, hisvoiceflat, mechanicd. “ Albayero
abandoned us, weighed anchor one night and was across the horizon before we had redlized he was
gone. He sold his knowledge to the nobility of Agtarac, | afterwards found, enabling othersto attempt the
voyagein times of desperation. A good thing, asit turned out, for it meant that once or twicein the long,
long years and decades and centuries following we had injections of new blood.

“We tamed the Zantu with feats of sorcery, and they came to serve and worship us. We lifted them out
of savagery, made them into the more refined people you seetoday. But it was along time before we
truly appreciated their wisdom and learned to leave behind the prejudices of our Ramusian upbringing.
We cleared Undi, which was an overgrown ruin lost in the belly of Undabane, and made it our capitdl.
We made alife, akingdom of sortsif you like, herein the wilderness. And we were not persecuted. Y ou
will never smel apyre sgtink in this country, Bardolin.”

“But you did something, didn’t you? | have seen man-beasts here, monstrosities of Dweomer and
warped flesh.”

“Experiments,” Aruan retorted quickly. “ The new power we discovered had to be explored and
contained. A new set of rules had to be written. Before they were, there were some regrettable. . .
accidents. Some of uswent too far, it istrue.”

“And thisno longer goeson?”
“Not if | donot wishit,” Aruan said without looking at him.

Bardolin frowned. “A society glued together by the Dweomer. Part of me rgjoices, but part of me recoils
also. Thereis such scope for abuse, for—"

“For evil. Yes, | know. We have had our internal struggles over the years, our petty civil wars, if | can
dignify them with that title. Why else do you think that out of dl the founders of our country | done



reman?’
“Because you are the strongest,” Bardolin said.

Aruan laughed hisfull, boisterous laugh again. “ True enough! Yes, | was strongest. But | was also wises,
| think. | had avison which the otherslacked.”

“And what do you see with thisvison of yours? What isit you want out of the world?’

Aruan turned and looked Bardolin in the eye, the moonlight crannying hisfeatures, kindling theliquid
sheen of hiseyes. Something strange there, something at once odd and familiar.

“| want to see your people and mine take their rightful place in the world, Bardolin. | want the
Dweomer-folk to rise up and cast away their fears, their habits of servitude. | want them to claim their
birthright.”

“Not dl the Dweomer-folk are men of education and power,” Bardolin said warily. “Would you have the
herbalists and hedge-witches, the cantrimers and crazed soothsayers have their say in somekind of
sorcerous hegemony? Isthat your aim, Aruan?’

“Ligten to me for amoment, Bardolin. Listen to me without that dogged conservatism which marksyou.
Isthe socia order which permeates Normannia so fine and noble that it isworth saving? Isit just? Of
course not!”

“Would the socid order which you would erect inits place be any morejust or fair?” Bardolin asked.
“Y ou would subgtitute one tyranny for another.”

“I would liberate an abused people, and remove the cancer of the religious orders from our lives.”

“For someone who has spent the centuries here in the wilderness you seem tolerably well informed,”
Bardolintold him.

“I have my sources, as every mage must. | keep awatch on the Old World, Bardolin; | dwayshave. Itis
the home of my birth and childhood and young manhood. | have not given up on it yet.”

“Aredl your agentsin Normannia shifters, then?’

“Ah, | wondered when we would get to that. Y es, Ortelius was one of mine, avaluable man.”
“What was hismisson?’

“To make you turn back, nothing more.”

“Our ship carried the Dweomer-folk whom you would like to redeem; they were fleeing persecution, and
yet you would have sent them back to the waiting pyres.”

“Y our ship dso carried an officid representative of the Hebrian crown, and a contingent of soldiers;”
Aruan said dryly. “They | could do without.”

“And the other vessdl, which ran aground and was wrecked on these very shores? Did you have ahand
inthat?’

“No, upon mine honour, Bardolin. They were smply unlucky. It was not part of my plan to massacre
whole ship’s companies. | thought that if | made the carrack, the ship with the leaders aboard, turn back
the lesser vessdl would follow.”



“Am | then to thank you for your humanity, your restraint, when the beast you ordered aboard was
responsible for thefoul deaths of my shipmates?” Bardolin was angry now, but Aruan answered him
camly.

“The exigencies of the situation allowed no other recourse—and besides, Ortdlius was outside my
control. | regret unnecessary death as much as the next man, but | had to safeguard what we have built
here”

“Inthat case, Aruan, you will have to make sure that none of the members of this current expedition ever
leave this continent dive, won't you?’

Therewasasmal slence.

“Circumstances have changed.”

“Inwhat way?’

“Perhaps we are no longer so concerned with secrecy. Perhaps other things occupy our minds.”

“And who are we? Creatures such as your were-gpe Gosa? Why must you aways choose shifters as
your minions? Are there no decent, proper mages | eft to you herein the west?’

“Why Bardolin, you sound dmost indignant. Y ou surprise me, you of al people.”
“What do you mean?’
“I told you eaxlier.”

“Y ou' ve told me nothing, nothing of importance. What have you been doing here for dl these centuries?
Playing God to the primitives, indulging in petty power plays amongst yoursdves?’

Aruan came close to the sparkling phantom that was Bardolin’ s presence.

“Let me show you what we have been doing over these lost years, Brother Mage, what tricks we have
been learning out here in the western wilderness.”

Therewas a change, as swift as breath misting a cold pane of glass. Aruan had disappeared, and in his
place there loomed the hulking figure of afull-blooded shifter, awerewolf with lemon-bright eyesand a
long muzzle glimmering with fangs. Bardolin’ simp whimpered and hid behind his master’ strand ucent
smulacrum.

“It'snot possible,” Bardolin whispered.

“Did | not tell you, Bardolin, that we had found new and powerful wisdom among the inhabitants of this
continent?’ Aruan’svoice sad, the beast’ s muzzle contorting around the words, dripping ropes of sdiva
which glistened in the moonlight.

“It'sanilluson,” Bardolin sad.
“Touch theilluson then, Brother Illusion.”

Of course—Bardalin at this moment was no more than an apparition himsalf, acopy of histrue sdf,
conjured up by the incredible power of this man, this beast before him.

“I am no smulacrum, | assureyou,” Aruan’svoice sad.



“Itisimpossible. Sufferers of the black disease cannot learn any of the other six disciplines. Itisagainst
the very nature of things. Shifters cannot also be mages.”

The Aruan shifter drew close. “ They can here. We dl are, friend Bardolin. We dl partake of the beast in
this country; and now so do you.”

Something in Bardolin quailed before the werewolf’ s calm certainty.
“Not I.”

“But you do. Y ou have looked into the very heart and mind of a shifter at the moment of its
trandformation. More, you have loved one of our kind. | can read thisin you asthough it were inked
acrossthe parchment of your very soul.” The beast laughed horribly.

“Gridla”

“Y es—that was the name. The memory of that moment is burned within you. Thereisapart of you, deep
in the black spaces of your heart, which would gladly havejoined her in her suffering, could she but have
lovedyouinreturn. ..

“Your imp isapoor sort of buffer againgt probing, Bardolin. Where you yoursaf might hold out against
me, heisafree conduit to the heart of your fears and emotions. Y ou are abook lying open to be read
any timel haveadesreto read.”

“Y ou mongter!” Bardolin snarled, but fear was edging an icicle of dread into hisflesh.

The werewolf came closer until the heat and stink of it were dl around him and the great head blotted out
the gtars. They stood on the pyramid once more: Bardolin’ simage could fed the stone of it under its
oles.

“Do you know how we make shiftersin this country, Bardolin?’
“Tell me,” Bardolin croaked. Unable to help himsdlf, he retreated a step.

“For aperson to be infected with the black disease, he must do two things. Firdtly, he, or she, must have
physica relations with afull-blooded shape-shifter. Secondly, he or she must et a portion of that
shifter’skill. It' sthat smple. We have not yet divined why certain people become certain beasts—that is
acomplex field which would reward more study. A question of persona style, perhaps. But the basic
processiswel known to us. We are arace of shape-shifters, Bardolin, and now you are one of usas
you once secretly wished to be.”

“No,” Bardolin whispered, aghast. He remembered a kind of lovemaking, a swesting half-dreamt battle
in the night. And he remembered Kersik offering him therib of mest to biteinto. “Oh, lord God, no!”

Hefdt agrip on hisshoulder as he stood there with his hands covering hisface, and Aruan the man was
back again, the beast gone. His face was both kindly and triumphant.

“Y ou belong to us, my friend. We are brothersin truth, bound together by the Dweomer and by the
maady which lurksin our very flesh.”

“To hdl with you!” Bardalin cried. “My soul ismy own.”

“Not any more,” Aruan said implacably. *Y ou are mine, as much acresture in my keeping as Gosaor
Kersk are. Y ou will do my bidding even when you are unaware that the will which rulesyou is not your



own. | have hundreds like you across the entire reach of the Old World. But you are specid, Bardolin.

Y ou are aman who might in aformer time have been afriend. For that reason | will leave you befor a
while. Think on thisat our parting: the race whose blood runsin you and me, in the veins of the herbalists
and the hedge-witches and the petty cantrimers—it came from here, in the west. We are an ancient
people, the oldest race in the world, and yet for centuries we have bled and died to satisfy the prejudices
of lesser men. That will change. We will meet again, you and |, and when we do you will know me as
your lord, and asyour friend.”

The wraith that was Bardolin began to fade. The imp screamed thinly and tried to run towards the
gpectre of itsvanishing master, but Aruan caught it in hisarms. It writhed there pitiably, but could not get
free

“Y ou have no further need of your familiar, Brother Mage. He is aweakness you can do without, and |
have aready mapped the road from his mind to yours. Say goodbye.”

With aflick of his powerful arms, Aruan wrenched round theimp’s head on itsdim neck. Therewasa
sharp crack, and the little creature flopped lifelesdy.

Bardalin shrieked in grief and agony, and it seemed to him asthough the jungle night dissolved ina
sun-brightness, a scalding holocaust which seared the interstices of his mind and soul. The world
funndled past him like aplummeting star, and he saw the city, the mountain, the black jungle of the
Western Continent swoop away as though he were riding the molten halo of ablasted cannonbal into the

sky.
His shriek becamethetail of the comet he had become. Hefell to earth again, araging meteor intent on
burying itself at the heart of the world.

And struck, passing through aterrible burning and light into utter darkness.

SIXTEEN

T HERE was at once too much and too little to take in. Hawkwood was absurdly reminded of afestiva
he had attended once in southern Torunna, when the effigies of the old gods had been displayed to public
ridicule: huge congtructions of wicker and cloth and wood in every grotesque shape and form dancing
meadly with the teams of men who lurked insde their colourful carcasses, until it wasimpossibleto tell one
warped form from another and they had dissolved into awhirling confusion of monstrous faces and limbs.

Here, it was dark. There were no colours, Ssmply amonochrome nightmare. Shadows with blazing eyes
which seemed to shoot up out of the very ground, the heat from their raging darknesses a palpable thing
even in the depths of the night. Forms rather than bodies. A picture here of an anima’shead set upon a
bipedd frame, the warm splash of blood, the screaming. It passed with the vivid unredlity of adream. A
dark mirage. But it wasred.

The men at the rear screamed horribly, the chest they bore torn out of their hands. A crash, and then a
shower of tinkling gold across the roadway. Shadows lifted the two men high inthe air and then
something happened too quickly to make out, and they werein pieces, their visceraribboning out like
flung streamerss, their bodies become mest and shattered bone which were flung away.

Asthe shadows closed in, the men at the front fired their arquebuses, flashes and plumes of smoke.
There were howls of pain, despairing wails from the approaching shapes.

Therest of the soldiers had dropped the other chest, and aso their sick comrade, Gerrera. They
bunched together and levelled their own weapons. Gerrera screamed as the shadows came upon him and
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he was engulfed, torn apart. A volley of arquebusfire, the iron bulletstearing into the ranks of the
half-glimpsed foe and the night was clawed apart by their screams. Huge bodies could be seen
decorating the roadway, immobile but at the same time subtly changing in bulk and shape.

The attackers drew off for amoment, and Murad’ s soldiers reloaded their firearmsfeverishly.

“We must make arun for it,” the nobleman said, his narrow chest heaving and the swesat standing out on
hisface. “1t' snot that far to the gorge: some of us might makeit. We'll dl die here, dse”

“What about Bardolin?’ Hawkwood asked.

“He |l haveto take his chances. We can't carry him. Maybe the creatureswill recognize him for one of
their own sorcerous folk—who knows?’

“Bagtard!” Hawkwood spat, but he was not sure who he was speaking of .

The things came roaring out of the night again. Seven arquebuses went off, felling about half adozen of
them, but the rest kept coming. They were amongst the surviving soldiers, biting and clawing and
bellowing: apes and jaguars and wolves, and one snake with arms which Hawkwood dashed at vicioudy
with hisiron-bladed dirk so that it thrashed to the ground screaming thinly, its head becoming that of a
beautiful woman even asits coils lashed in its desth throes.

Cortonawas smashed to the ground by a great were-gpe and had hisface ripped off with atwist of its
fist. Murad seized the dead man’ sarquebus, did out the rammer and jammed it into the cregture’ s
reeking maw. Theiron of the rammer toreinto theroof of its mouth and it fell. Something came at him
from behind and raked his back with razor-sharp talons. He spun to find himsdlf facing a huge black cat,
and stabbed the rammer intoitslivid eye. Helaughed as it shrieked and spun away, the gun tool
protruding from its punctured pupil.

One of the soldierswas hoisted into the air by two of the beasts and torn asunder between them like a
rotten sack, hisinnards exploding to shower the fray with stinking gore, the gold which he had stuffed in
his shirt and pockets clinking out dong with it. Another was pinioned whilst awerewolf bit through the
back of hisneck, his spine splintering in the tremendous jaws, his head lolling on atenuous connection of
windpipe and skin.

Mensurado had followed Murad’ s example and was stabbing out left and right with an iron arquebus
rammer. Hewasroaring in akind of battle frenzy, shouting obscenities and blasphemies, and the beasts
actually made way for him. All he had to do with his crude weapon was break the skin, and the sorcery
which maintained the beast form of the shifter would be broken. The iron would poison its system as
aurdly asif abullet had pierced itsvitas.

Hawkwood grabbed Masudi. “ Take Bardolin. We re going to run for it.”
“Cgptain!” the big hdmsman cried despairingly.
“Doasl say! Mihd, help him.”

Masudi hoisted the unconscious mage on to his broad shoulders whilst around him the dwindling
company fought for their lives. The three mariners had as secondary armament the cheaply madeiron
ship’ s knives which were more tool than weapon, but which were more vauable than gold in the mélée,
more effective than a battery of culverins could be. They dashed away forward, theiron blades snicking
back and forth in their hands as though they were threshing whegt. The beasts retreated before them: they
knew that one nick from the knives meant desth to them.



Behind the trio of desperate sailors the soldiers fought on with rammers and gunstocks and knives. But
they had too many assailants. One by one they were enveloped, brought down and torn to pieces. The
road was littered with gold coins and the fragments of bodies puddied with gore and entrails. Murad,
Mensurado and a couple of others made alast effort, a combined charge. Hawkwood risked a glance
back at them, but he could only see acrowd of monsters huddled together asif feeding at the same
trough. They broke apart as Murad, his shirt torn from his back and his skin in strips, burst through them,
wielding ashard of an arquebus swhed-lock. The nobleman sprinted away a unbelievable speed, a
dozen shiftersin pursuit, and disappeared into the night.

Hawkwood' s group shuffled onwards, turning and spinning to keep their assailants at bay with lunges of
their dirks. Thewall of the volcano towered above them now and they were surrounded by trees and
vegetation; they had |eft the main part of the city. The cleft in the crater wal could be seen as awedge of
stars ahead.

Mihal wastoo dow. As hisarm snaked out to stab at a shifter it caught hiswrist. He was yanked off into
ascrum of snarling shadows and could not even scream before they had finished him. One knocked
Masudi down from behind. Bardolin went sprawling and Hawkwood staggered, his dagger flying out of
hishand.

He scrabbled off on hands and kneesinto the bushes, rolling and shoving himsdlf forward into the
vegetation like afox intent on going to earth. Then helay, utterly spent, the jungle teeming with howls,
leaves brushing hisface. He tried to summon a prayer, alast thought, something coherent out of the terror
which washed across his brain, but his mind was blank. He lay there as dumb and sensdessasa
cornered anima, waiting for desth to come ravening out of the darkness.

It came. He heard the bushes crackling, and there was a sensation of hest beside him, theimpresson of a
hulking presence.

Nothing happened.

He opened his eyes, his heartbeat ared light that went on and off in his head, soughing through his throat
like the ebb and flow of an unquiet sea. And he saw the yellow eyes of the beast that lay beside him, its
breath stirring his swesat-soaked forel ock.

“Sweet God, get it over with,” he croaked, fear swamping him, robbing him of any last defiance.
The beast, an enormous werewolf, chuckled.

The sound was human, rationd despite its author.

“Would | harm you, Captain, the navigator, the steerer of ships?1 think not. | think not.”

It was gone. The night was silent, the utter silence of the unquiet forest. Looking up, Hawkwood could
see the stars shining in between the limbs of the trees.

He waited for the beast to return and finish him, but it did not. The night had become as peaceful asif the
carnage had been imagined, afever dream vivid on waking. He sat up cautioudy, heard agroan nearby
and struggled drunkenly to hisfeet.

Nothing wasworking. His mind wasimmobilized in shock, barely able to ingtruct the body which
harboured it. He staggered out on to the roadway and the first thing he saw was the mocking sight of
Masudi’ s head planted on the paving like afalen fruit, dark and shining.

Hawkwood gagged and threw up athin soup of scalding bile. Other thingslay on the road, but he did not



careto look at them. He heard the groan again and tottered over to its source.
Bardalin, moving feebly in apool of Masudi’ sblood.

Hawkwood bent down to the mage and dapped the old man’ sface, hard. Asif he were somehow to
blamefor the night’ sdaughter.

Bardolin opened hiseyes.
“Cgptain.”

Hawkwood could not speak, and he was shaking as though bitterly cold. He tried to help Bardolin up
and dipped in the dick blood so that they were both lying in it like twins spat forth from some ruptured
womb.

They lay there. Hawkwood felt that he had somehow lived through the end of the world. He could not be
dive; hewasin some manner of subtle hell.

Bardolin sat up rubbing hisface, then fell back again. It took some minutes before finaly they were both
on their feet, looking like two intoxicated revellers who had splashed through adaughterhouse. Bardolin
saw Masudi’ s severed head and gaped.

“Whét ishgppening?’

But gtill Hawkwood could not speak. He dragged Bardolin away from the scene of the fighting, up the
roadway to where the confining wall of the volcano reared up into the night cleft by itswedge of Sars.

A Shewaked, Hawkwood' s strength returned and he was able to support the rubber-legged Bardolin.
The mage wastotaly bewildered and did not seem to know where he was. He rambled on about
pyramids and sea crossings and had philosophica arguments with himself about the Dweomer, reiterating
its Seven Disciplines again and again until Hawkwood paused and shook him violently. That quietened
him, but he seemed no less confused.

They reached the gorge which led outside the confining circle of the volcano’ s crater. In the darknessiit
was like the entrance to a primitive tomb, amegdlithic buria place. It was unguarded, deserted. Infact,
the entire circle of the city was dead and lightless, as though everything they had seen there had been
deluson, the hdlucinations of tired minds.

The pair sumbled through the cleft like degpwalkers, tripping and rebounding off stone. They did not
speak to one another, not even when they had finally come through to the other side and found
themsalves outsde the hollow cone of Undabane with the barren dopes of the volcano stretching avay
below them in the moonlight, and beyond them the midnight sea.of thejungle.

A shade rose out of the rocks before them and crunched through the tufa and ash until it was close
enough to touch.

Murad.

Raw flesh glimmered over his naked torso, and duggish blood welled from hiswounds, black astar. He
was haf bald where something had ripped his scalp from forehead to ear.

“Murad?’ Hawkwood managed to ask. He could not believe that this human flotsam was the man he
knew and detested.



“The very same. So they let you loose, did they? The mariner and the mage.”

“We escaped,” Hawkwood said, but knew that was alie asthe words passed hislips. The three of them
stood asif they had not acarein theworld, asif there were not akingdom of monsters within the hollow
mountain thirsting after their blood.

“They let usgo,” Murad said, his sneer till intact at least. “ Or you, & any rate. Mel’m not so sure
about. | may merely have been fortunate. How isthe mage, anyway?’

“Alive”

“Alive”” Suddenly Murad sagged. He had to squat down on hisknees. “They killed them al,” he
whispered, “every last one. And such gold! Such.. . . blood.”

Hawkwood dragged him upright. “ Come. We can’t stay here. We ve along road ahead of us.”
“We re walking dead men, Captain.”

“No—we re dive. We were meant to stay dive, | believe, and at some point | want to find out why.
Now take Bardolin’s other arm. Takeit, Murad.”

The nobleman did as he wastold. Together, the three of them stumbled down the dopes of the mountain,
the ash burning in their wounds like dt.

By the time the dawn came lightening the sky they were dmost at itsfoot, and the unchanging jungle
whooped and wailed with weary familiarity before them. They plunged into it once more, becoming lost
to theworld of the dreaming trees, the shadowed twilight of the forest.

The hidden beast watched them as they disappeared, three wrecked pilgrims pursuing some cracked
visgon known only to themselves. Then it rose up out of its hiding place and followed them, asslent asa
breath of air.

PART THREE
THE WARSOF THE FAITH

... Whensoever he made any ostyng, or inroad, into the enemies Countries, he killed manne,
woman and child, and spoiled, wasted and burned, by the grounde, all that he might; leaving
nothing of the enemies in saffetie, which he could possible waste or consume. . .

Chronicle of Sir Humphrey Gilbert, 1570

SEVENTEEN

C HARIBON was a prisoner of winter.

The heavy snows had come &t last, in aseries of blizzards which roared down out of the heights of the
Cimbric Mountains and engulfed the monastery-city in astorm of white. On the Narian Hillsthe snow
drifted fathoms deep, burying roads and villages, isolating whole towns. Thefishing boats which normaly
plied the Seaof Tor had been beached long since, and the margins of the seaitsdf were frozen for half a
league from the shore, theice thick enough to bear amarching army.

In Charibon asmall army of |abourers fought to keep the cloisters clear of snow. They were asssted by
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hundreds of novices who shovelled and dug until they were pink-cheeked and steaming, and yet had the
energy for snowbdl fights and skating and other horseplay afterwards. Unlike the poor folk of the
surrounding countryside, they did not have to worry whether they would have enough food to see them
through the winter. It was one of the bonuses of thereligiouslife, at least as Charibon’ sclericslivedit.

The monastery-city went about its business regardless of the weether, itsrituas as changeless and
predictable as the seasons themselves. In the scriptoria and refectories the fireswere lit, fed with the
wood which had been chopped and piled through the summer and autumn. Salted and smoked mesat
made more of an appearance at table, as did the contents of the vast root cellars. Enterprising ice
fishermen hacked holesin the frozen seato provide the Pontiff and Vicar-Generd’ stables with fresh fish
every now and again, but in the main Charibon was like a hibernating bear, living off what it had stored
away throughout the preceding months and grumbling softly in its deep. Except for the odd Pontifical
courier determined (or well-paid) enough to brave the drifts and the blizzards, the city was cut off from
the rest of Normannia, and would remain so for several weeks until the temperature dropped further and
hardened the snow, making it into a crackling white highway for mule-drawn dedges.

The wolves came down out of the mountains, asthey awaysdid, and at night their melancholy moans
could be heard echoing about the cathedral and the cloisters. In the worst of the weather they would
sometimes even prowl the streets of Charibon itsalf, making it dangerousto wak them done at night, and
contingents of the Almarkan troops which garrisoned Charibon would periodicaly patrol the city to clear
the beasts from its thoroughfares.

| T was after Compline. Vespers had been sung two hours before, the monks had consumed their
evening meal and most of them werein their cdlls preparing for bed. Charibon was settling down for the
long midwinter night, and a bitter wind was hurling flurries of snow down from the Cimbrics, drowning
out the howls of the wolves. The streets of the city were deserted and even the cathedra Justiciars were
preparing for bed, having trimmed the votive lamps and shut the great doors of Charibon’s main place of
worship.

Albrec’ s door was rapped softly and he opened it, shivering in the cold wind which he admitted.
“Ready, Albrec?’ Avilastood there, muffled in hood and scarf.

“No one saw you leave?’

“The whole dormitory have their heads under their blankets. It' sabitter night.”

“Y ou brought alamp?We'll need two.”

“A good one. It won’'t be missed until Matins. Are you sure you want to go through with this?’
“Yes Areyou?’

Avilasighed. “No, but I'minit up to my neck now. And besides, curiosity isaterrible thing to live with,
like an itch which cannot be scratched.”

“Here shoping we can scratch your itch tonight, Avila. Here, takethis” Thelittle monk handed his
I nceptine friend something hard and angular and heavy.

“A mattock! Where did you pilfer thisfrom?’

“Cdl it aloan, for the greater glory of God. | got it from the gardens. Come—it’ stime we were on our
way.”



The pair of them left Albrec’ s cell and whispered aong the wide corridors of the chapter-house where
Albrec dept. Dueto his postion of Assstant Librarian, he had acdl to himsdf whereas Aviladeptina
dormitory with adozen other junior Inceptine clerics, for he had laid aside his novice' s hood only three
years before.

They crossed an arctic courtyard, their habits billowing in the biting wind. Scant minutes later, they found
themsdlves outsde the tall double doors of the Library of Saint Garaso. But Albrec led hisfriend around
the sde of the rime-white building, kicking hisfrozen, sandalled feet through piled snow and hdting at a
half-buried postern door. He poked hiskey into the hole and twisted it with a snap, then pushed the door

open.
“Morediscreet here,” he grunted, for the hinges were iff. “No one will see uscome and go.”

But Avilawas staring at the snowy ground about them. “Blast it, Albrec, what about our tracks? We' ve
left atrail for the world to see”

“It can't be hel ped. With luck they’ll be snowed over by morning. Comeon, Avila”

Shaking hishead thetal Inceptinefollowed hisdiminutive friend into the musty, old-smelling darkness of
thelibrary. Albrec locked the door behind them and they stood silent for a second, alarmed by the quiet
of massive masonry and waiting books, the wind amere groaning in the rafters.

Avilastruck alight and their shadows legped at them from the walls as the lamp caught. They threw back
their hoods and shook snow from their shoulders.

“Weareadong” Albrec sad.
“How do you know?’

“I know this place, winter and summer. | can fed when thelibrary isempty—or asempty asit ever
becomes, with itsmemories.”

“Don't talk likethat, Albrec. I'm asjumpy asaspringtime hare aready.”
“Let’sgo then, and stay close. And don't touch anything.”
“All right, dl right. Lead on, master librarian.”

They navigated the many rooms and halls and corridors of the library in silence, tall cases of books and
scrollslooming over them like wals. Then they began to descend, taking to narrow staircases which to
Avilaseemed to have been built into the very walls of the building. Findly they hauled up atrapdoor of
iron-bound wood which had been concealed by amat of threadbare hessian. Steep steps going down
into uttermost dark. The catacombs.

They started down, the weight and bulk of the library hanging over and around them likeacloud. The
fact that it was awinter-dark and wolf-haunted night outside should have made no differenceto the
darknessin here, but somehow it did. A sense of isolation stole over the pair asthey stumbled through
the accumulated rubbish in the catacombs and coughed at the dust they raised. It was asif they weretwo
explorers who had somehow chanced upon the ruins of adead city, and were creeping through its
bowelslike maggotsin the belly of acorpse.

“Which wdl isthe north one?’ Avilaasked.

“The oneto your left. It's damper than the others. Keep to the sdes and don't trip up.”



They fdt their way aong thewalls, lifting the lamp to peer at the sonework. Chisdled granite, the very
gutrock of the mountains hewn and sculpted as though it were clay.

“The Fimbrians must have been twenty years carving out this place,” Avilabreathed. “ Solid sone, and
never atrace of mortar.”

“They were astrange people, the builders of empire,” Albrec said. “ They seemed to fed the need to
leave amark on the world. Wherever they went, they built to last. Half the public buildings of the Five
Kingdoms date from the Fimbrian Hegemony, and no one has ever built on the same scale since. Old
Gambio reckonsit was pride brought the empire down as much as anything else. God humbled them
because they thought they could order the world asthey saw fit.”

“And so they did, for three centuriesor so,” Avilasaid dryly.

“Hush, Avila. Herewe are.” Albrec ranged the lamp about the wall where there were mortared blocks
instead of the solid stone of the rest of the place. The light showed the crevice in which Albrec’ s precious
document had been discovered.

“Light the other lamp,” the little Antillian said, and he reached into the crevice with alack of hesitation
which made Avila shudder. There might be anything in that hole.

“There saroom on the other side of this, no doubt about it. A substantial space, at any rate.”

Avilafound a staved-in cask amid the wreckage and rubbish. He set it on its end and placed the two
lamps upon it. “What now? The mattock?’

“Yes Giveit here”
“No, Albrec. Vdiant though you are, you haven't the build for it. Move aside, and keep alook out.”

Avilahefted the heavy tool, eyed the wall for a second, and then swung the mattock in ashort, savage
arc againgt the poorly mortared stonework.

A sharp crack which seemed incredibly loud in ther ears. Avila paused.

“Areyou sure no onewill hear this?’

“Thelibrary is deserted, and there arefive floors of it above us. Trust me.”

“Trugt him,” Avilasaid in along-suffering voice. Then he began to swing the mattock in earnest.

The old mortar cracked and fell away in ashower. Avilahacked at thewal until the stonesit held began
to shift. He picked them out with the flat blade of the mattock and soon had a cavity perhaps six inches
deep and two feet wide. He stopped and wiped his brow.

“Albrec, you are the only person | know who could cause meto break swesat in midwinter.”
“Comeon, Avila—you're nearly through!”
“All right, dl right. Taskmadter.”

A few more blows and then there was adiding shower of stones and powder and dust which left them
coughing in acloud that swirled in thelight of the lampslike agolden fog.

Albrec seized alamp and got down on his knees, pushing the lamp into the hole which suddenly gaped



there.

“Sweet Saints, Albrec!” Avilasaid in ahorrified whisper. “Look what we ve done. W€ Il never block up
that holeagain.”

“Wel pilerubbishin front of it,” Albrec said impatiently, and then, hisvoice suddenly hoarse: “Avila,
we' re through the wall. | can see what' s on the other side.”

“What—what isit?’

But Albrec was dready crawling out of sight, his shoulders didodging more stones and grit. He looked
like arotund rabbit burrowing itsway into ahole too smdl for it.

H E was ableto stand. Hardly aware of Avila s urgent enquiries on the other side of thewall, Albrec
graightened and held up hislamp.

The room—for such it was—was high-ceilinged. Like the catacombs he had just |ft, itswalls were solid
rock. But this chamber had not been carved by the hand of man. There were stdactites spearing down
from the roof and the walls were uneven, rough. It was not aroom but a cave, Albrec redlized with a
shock. A subterranean cavern which had been discovered by men untold centuries ago and which at
sometimein more recent history had been blocked off.

Thewalswere covered with paintings.

Some were savage and primitive, depicting animals Albrec had heard of but never seen: marmorillswith
curving tusks and gimlet eyes, unicorns with squat horns and wolves, some of which ran onfour legs,
some on two.

The paintings were crude but powerful, the flowing lineswhich ddlineated the animas drawn with smooth
confidence. There was a naturalism about them which wastotaly at odds with the stylized illugtrationsin
maost modern-day manuscripts. In the flickering lamplight one might dmost think they were moving,
coursing along thewallsin packs and herds and following long-lost migrations.

All this Albrec took in at aglance. What claimed his attention amost at once, however, was something
different. A shape jumped out of the shadows at him and he aimaost dropped his lamp, then made the
Sign of the Saint at hisbreest.

A dtatue, man high, standing &t the far wall.

It was of awolf-headed man, hisarmsraised, hisbeast’ s mouth agape. Behind him on the sone of the
wall apentagram within acircle had been etched and painted so that the lamplight threw it into vivid
relief. Before the statue was asmall dtar, the surface of which had a deep groove cut init. The stone of
the altar was discoloured, stained asif by ancient, unforgivable sins.

There was arattle of loose stone which made Albrec utter a squesk of fear, and then Avilawasin the
room brushing dust from his habit and looking both stern and amazed.

“Saint’ sblood, Albrec, why wouldn’t you answer me?” And then: “Holy Father of usal! What isthis?’
“A chapd,” Albrec said, hisvoice ashoarse asafrog's.
“What?’

“A place of worship, Avila. Men paid homage here once, in some dark, lost time.”



Avilawas studying the hideous statue, holding hislamp closeto its snarling muzzle,

“Old stonework, this. Crude. Which of the old gods might this one be, Albrec? It' s not the Horned One,
a any rate.”

“I’'m not sureif it was meant to be agod, but sacrifices were made here. Look at the dtar.”

“Blood, yes. Hell’ steeth, Albrec, what about this?” And Avila produced from his habit the pentagram
dagger they had found in their last visit to the catacombs.

“A sacrificid knife, probably. What made you bring it with you?’

Avilamade awry face. “To tel thetruth | intended to lose it down here again. | don’t want it anywhere
near me.”

“It might be important.”

“It smorelikely to be mischievous. And can you imagine metrying to explain it to the house Justiciar if it
were found?’

“All right then.” Albrec swung the lamp around to regard the other, darker corners of the cave. “We're
forgetting what we came here for. Help melook for more of the document, Avila, and throw that thing
away if you haveto.”

Avilatossed the dagger aside and helped Albrec sft through the rubbish which littered the floor of the
cave. It seemed asif someone had tossed half the contents of alibrary down here a century ago and left
it torot. Their feet rested on the remains of manuscripts, and ajetsam of decaying vellum was piled
againg thewadlslike atidemark. They kndt in it and brought the remnants to their noses, squinting at the
faded and torn lettering in the light of the lamps.

“It'sdry in here, or these would have been mushroomslong since,” Avilasaid, discarding apage.
“Strange—the wall beyond is damp, you said so yoursdlf. What happened here, Albrec? What are these
things, and why isthis unholy chapel herein the bowels of Charibon?’

Albrec shrugged. “Men havelived on thisSite for thousands of years, rebuilding on the ruins of the
settlements which went before them. It may be that this cave was nearer the surface once.”

They found sections of texts written in the Merduk tongue with its graceful lettering and lack of
illuminations. One group of pages had diagrams upon them which seemed to outline the courses of the
gars. Another bore aline drawing of ahuman body, flayed so that the muscles and veins below the skin
might be seen. The two monks made the Sign of the Saint asthey stared at it.

“Hereticd texts,” Avilasaid. “ Astrology, witchery. Now | know why they werewalled up in here.”

But Albrec was shaking his head. “ Knowledge, Avila They sealed up knowledge in here. They decided
on behdf of dl men what they might and might not know, and they destroyed anything which they
disagreed with.”

“Who are ‘they,” Albrec?’
“Y our brethren, my friend. The Inceptines”
“Maybe they acted for the best.”

“Maybe. Wewill never know because the knowledge they destroyed islost for ever. We will never be



ableto judgefor ourselves.”

“Not everyoneis aslearned as you, Albrec. Knowledge can be a dangerous thing in the hands of the
ignorant.”

Albrec smiled. “Y ou sound like one of the monsignors, Avila”

Avilascowled. *Y ou cannot change the way the world works, Albrec. No one man can. Y ou can only
do asyou are told and make the best of it.”

“I wonder if Ramusio would have agreed with that.”

“ And how many would-be Ramusios do you think they have sent to the pyrein the last five hundred
years?’ Avilasad. “ Striving to change the world seemsto me to be asureway of shortening one's
tenure of it.”

Albrec chuckled, then tiffened. “Avila | think | haveit!”

“‘Let mesee”

Albrec was holding afew ragged pages, bound together by the remains of their cloth backing.
“The writing isthe same, and the layout. And here' sthetitle page!”

“Well? What doesit say?’

Albrec paused, and finally spokein alow, reverent voice. * * A true and faithful account of the life of the
Blessed Saint Ramusio, astold by one who was his companion and his disciple from the earliest of
days’ "

“Quiteatitle” Avilagrunted. “ But who wroteit?’

“It'sby Honorius of Neyr, Avila. Saint Honorius.”

“What? Like The Book of Honorius?’

“The very same. The man who inspired the Friar Mendicant Order, afounding father of the Church.”
“Founding father of halucinations,” Avilamuttered.

Albrec tucked the pages away in his habit. “Whatever. Let’ sget out of here. We ve got what we came
for.”

They roseto their feet, brushing the detritus of the cave from their knees, and asthey did therewasa
rattle of stone. They turned as one, the lamplight leaping in their hands, to find Brother Commodius
appearing through the hole in the wall which led back to the catacombs.

The Senior Librarian dusted himself down much as Avilaand Albrec had done whilst the pair stared at
him in horror. The mattock they had |eft outside dangled from one of his huge hands. He smiled.

“Wearewell met, Albrec. And | see you have brought the beautiful Avilawith you too. What joy.”
“Brother, we—we were just—"

“No need, Albrec. We are beyond explanations. Y ou have overreached yoursdlf.”



“WEe ve done nothing wrong, Commodius,” Avilasaid hotly. “No oneisforbidden to come down here.
You can't touch us”

“Bequiet, you young fool,” Commodius snapped in return. *Y ou understand nothing. Albrec does,
though—don't you, my friend?” Commodius face was hideousin its humour, the mien of asatisfied
gargoyle, hisears seemingly too long to be red and his eyesreflecting the lamplight like those of adog.

Albrec blinked as though trying to clear the dust from his eyes. Something in him seemed to cam, to
accept the dituation.

“You knew thiswas here,” he said. “Y ou’ ve aways known.”

“Yes, | have dways known, ashave dl the Senior Librarians, al the custodians of this place. We pass
down the information as we do the keys of the doors. Intime, Albrec, it might have been passed on to
you.”

“Why would | want it?”

“Don'’t be obtuse with me, Albrec. Do you think thisisthe only secret chamber in these levels? Thereare
scores of them, and mouldering away in the dark and the silenceis the vanished knowledge of adead
age, lost generations of accumulated lore deemed too harmful or heretical or dangerous for men to know.
How would you like to have that at your fingertips, Albrec?’

Thelittle monk wet hisdry lips. “Why?’ he asked.
“Why what?’
“Why are you so afraid of knowledge?’

The mattock twitched in Commodius fist. “Power, Brother. Power liesin knowledge, but dsoin
ignorance. The Inceptines control the world with the information they know and that which they withhold.
Y ou cannot give mankind the freedom to know anything it wants; that isthe merest anarchy. Takethat
document you found down here, the one you have hidden so inadequatdly in your cdll dong with the
other heretica books you have been concealing: your pitiful attempt to save akernel from the cleansing
fire”

Albrec was as white asawinding sheet. “Y ou know of it too?’

“I haveread otherslikeit, al of which | have had destroyed. Why else do you think there are no
contemporary accounts of the Saint’ s life extant today? In that one document resides greater power than
inany king. The old pages you discovered hold within them the ability to overturn our world. That will not
happen. At least, not yet.”

“Butit'sthe truth,” Albrec cried, amost weeping. “We are men of God. It is our duty—"

“Our duty isto the Church and its shepherdship of mankind. What do you think men would do if they
discovered that Ahrimuz and Ramusio were one and the same? Or that Ramusio was not assumed into
heaven, but was last seen riding amuleinto oblivion? The Church would beriven to its very foundations.
The basic tenets of our belief would be questioned. Men might begin to doubt the existence of God
Himsdf.”

“You' vetold uswhy you are going to do what you are about to do, Commodius,” Avilasaid with the
drawl of the nobleman. “ Perhaps now you'll be good enough to do it without wearying our earsfurther.”



Commodius gazed at thetall Inceptine, as haughty as a prince before him. “Ah, Avila, you are dwaysthe
aristocrat, are you not? Whereas | am merely the son of atanner, as humbly born as Albrec there despite
my black robe. How you would have graced our order. But it was not to be.”

“What do you mean?’ Albrec asked, and the tremor was back in hisvoice, fear risng over the grief.

“It' splain to see what has been happening here. Two clerics become victims of the unnatural urgeswhich
sometimes beset those of our cdling. One luresthe other into black magic, occult rituad”—Commodius
gestured to the wolf-headed statue with the mattock—*and thereis afaling-out, afight. Theloverskill
each other, their bodieslaid out before the unholy adtar which poisoned their minds. Not that the bodies
will befound for along time. I mean, who ever comes down here, and who will think to look beyond the
rubble of asedled wall?’

“Columbar knows we have been coming here—" Avilabegan.

“Alas, Brother Columbar died in his deep this night, peacefully and in God' s grace, his head resting on
the pillow which stopped his breath.”

“I don't believeyou,” Avilasad, but his haughtiness was lesking away.
“Itisimmaterial to mewhat you chooseto believe. Y ou are carrion dready, Brother.”

“Take usboth then,” Avilasaid, setting down his lamp as though preparing for battle. “ Come,
Commodius: are you so doughty that you can kill the pair of us?’

Commodius face widened into agrin which seemed to split it in twain and displayed every gleaming
tooth in hishead.

“I am doughty enough, | promiseyou.”
The mattock clanked to the floor.

“Theworld isastrange place, Brothers,” Commodius voice said, but it sounded different, asthough he
were speaking into aglass. “Thereismore lurking under God' s heaven than you have ever dreamed of,
Albrec. | could have made you a glutton of knowledge. | could have sated your appetite and answered
every question your mind ever had the wit to pose. It isyour loss. And Avila—my sweet Avila—I could
have enjoyed you and advanced you. Now it will have to be done a different way. Watch me, children,
and experience the last and greatest revelationof dl . . .”

Commaodius had gone. In his place there loomed the brooding darkness of a great lycanthrope, a
bright-eyed werewolf standing in a puddle of Inceptine robes.

“Make your peace with Hewho made you,” the beast said. “I will show you the very face of God.”

It legpt.

Albrec was shoved out of the way and hit the floor face-first. Avilahad thrown himsdlf to one Side,
scrabbling for the mattock. But the beast wastoo fadt. It caught him in midair, its claws ripping his robe
to shreds. A twist of its powerful arms, and Avilawas flung across the cave, to strike thewall with a
sckening dap of flesh. The werewolf laughed, and turned on Albrec.

“It will be quick, my little colleague, my tireless bookworm.” It gragped Albrec by the neck and lifted him
up as though he were made of straw. The vast jaws opened, bathing him in the stink of its breeth.



But Avilawasthere again, hisface abroken wound and something gleaming in hisfist. He struck at the
creature’ s back, trying to pierce the thick fur and failing. The beast pun round, dropping Albrec.

The Antillian watched in adaze as the werewolf that was Commodius smashed hisfriend acrossthe
breadth of the chamber once more. His own lamp had been broken and extinguished, and only Avila's
light on the floor illuminated the struggle, making it seem abattle of shadowy titans amid the sta actites of
thecaling.

And kindling aglitter of something lying amid the detritus of thefloor.

Albrec scrabbled over and grasped the pentagram dagger in hisfist. He heard Avilagivealadt,
despairing shout of defiance and hatred, and then he threw himself on the werewolf’ s back.

The creature straightened and the claws came reaching over its shoulders, reking the sde of Albrec's
neck. He felt no pain, no fear, only aclinica determination. He stabbed the pentagram dagger deep into
the beast, the blade grating on the vertebrae as it shredded muscle and pierced the flesh up to its hilt.

The werewolf’ s head snapped back, its skull cracking against Albrec’s own with aforce to explode
bloody lightsin his head and make him release his hold and tumble to the floor like astringless puppet.

The beast gave an odd, gargling moan. It was Commodius again, shrunken, naked, bewildered, the
pentagram hilt of the dagger protruding obscenely from his back.

The Senior Librarian looked at Albrec in disbdlief, shaking his head as though circumstances had baffled
him, and then he crumpled on top of Albrec, adead weight which crushed the air out of thelittle monk’s

lungs. Albrec passed out.
EIGHTEEN

T HE blizzard struck as they were crossing the mountain divide. The pass disappeared in minutes and the
world became a blank whiteness, featureless as a steamed-up window.

The column hated in confusion and the men fought to erect their crude canvas tentsin the hammering
wind. A numbing, aching time of struggle and pain, the fingers becoming blue and swollen asthe blood
inddethem dowly crystalized, ice crackling in the nogtrils and solidifying in men’ sbeards. But at |last
Abeeyn and the remnant of his bodyguard were under shelter of a sort, the canvas cracking thunderously
about their ears, the most accomplished fire starters amongst them striving to set light to the damp faggots
they had carried al the way up from the lowlands.

It was adiminished band which accompanied the excommunicate King up into the Hebros. They had left
the sailors and the wounded and the wesker of the soldiers behind to be tended by villagersin the
foothills, dong with an escort of unhurt veteransto guard them, for thefolk in this part of the world,
though Hebrian, were a hard, rapacious people who could not be trusted to treat helpless men with any
charity. So it was with less than fifty men that Abeleyn had started the climb into the mountains that
formed the backbone of hiskingdom. Hewas afoat, like his subordinates, for he had put the lady Jemilla
on the only horse which survived, and the dozen mulesthey had commandeered from the lowland villages
were burdened with firewood and what meagre supplies they had been able to glean from the sullen
population.

They had been eight days on the road. It was the eleventh day of Forgit, the darkest month of the year,
and they were il twenty leagues from Abrusio.

T HE lady Jemillapulled her furs more closdly about her and ordered her remaining maidservant to fetch
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her something to eat from one of the soldiers fires. “ And none of that accursed sdt pork, either, or Ill
have the hide flayed off you.”

She was cold despite the fact that she had the best tent in the company and there was afire burning by its
entrance. She was beginning to regret her ingstence that she accompany Abeleyn back to Abrusio, but
she had been afraid to let the King out of her sight. She wondered what awaited them in the bawdy old
city, which was under the sway of the Knights Militant and the nobles.

Shebore Abdleyn’s child—or so it would be believed. Were his attempt to reclaim hiskingdom
unsuccessful, her life would be forfeit. The present rulers of Hebrion could not alow abastard heir of the
former King to live. In carrying Abeleyn’ sissue she harboured her own death warrant within her very
flesh.

If hefaled.

Hewould not talk to her! Did hethink that she was some empty-headed, high-born courtesan with no
thoughts worth thinking beyond the bedroom? She had tried to wheedle information out of him, but he
had remained as closed as an oyder.

The tattered ragptor which was aways coming and going was the familiar of the wizard,
Golophin—everyone knew that. He was keeping the King informed asto eventsin his capitd. But what
were those events? Abeleyn was such aboy in many things—in sex most of dl, perhaps—but he could
suddenly go still and givethat stare of his, as though he were awaiting an explanation for some offence.
That was when the man, the King, came out, and Jemillawas afraid of him then, though she used dl her
skill at dissembling to concedl it. She dared not press him further than she already had, and the
knowledge gdled her immeasurably. She was asignorant of hisintentions asthe basest soldier of his

bodyguard.

Her thoughts wandered from the groove they had worn for themselves. The blizzard roared beyond the
frail walls of the tent, and she found hersdlf thinking of Richard Hawkwood, the mariner who had once
been her lover and who had sailed away such along time ago, it seemed. Where was he now, upon the
seaor under it? Did he think of her as he paced his quarterdeck, or faced whatever perils he had to face
in the unknown regions his ships had borne him to?

Hischild, thislittle presencein her belly, his son. He would have loved that: ason to carry on hisname,
something that whining bitch of awife had never given him. But Jemillahad larger plansfor this offspring
of hers. He would not be the son of a sea captain, but the heir to athrone. She would one day be a
king'smother.

If Abeleyn did not fail. If his betrothal to Astarac’ s princess could somehow befoailed. If.

Jemillaplotted on to hersdlf, constructing aworld of interconnecting conspiraciesin her mind whilst the
blizzard raged unheeded outside and the Hebros passes deepened with snow.

F OR two days Abeleyn and his entourage cowered under canvas, waiting for the blizzard to abate.
Finaly thewind died and the snow stopped falling. They emerged from the half-buried sheltersto find a
transformed world, white and blinding, driftsin which the mules might disappear, mountain pesks glaring
and powder-plumed againgt a brilliant cobat blue sky.

They dogged onwards. The strongest men were put to the front to clear away for the others, wading
through the drifts and bludgeoning a path forward.

Two more daysthey travelled in this manner, the weather holding clear and bitterly cold. Four of the



mules died on their feet in the freezing star-bright nights and one sentry was found hunched siff and
rime-brittle a his post in the early morning, his arquebus frosted to his grey hand and his eyestwo dead,
glazed windowsinto nothing. But at last it seemed that the mountains were receding on ether side of
them. The pass was opening out, the ground descending benegath their feet. They had crossed the
backbone of Hebrion and were travelling steadily down into the settled lands, the fiefs of the nobles and
the wide farmlands with their olive groves and vineyards, their orchards and pastures. A kindlier world,
where the people would welcome the coming of their rightful king. At least, such was Abeleyn’s hope.

Onther last night in the foothills they made camp and set to cooking the strips they had cut from the
carcasses of the dead mules. Therewas still snow on the ground, but it was athin, threadbare carpet
beneath which sprouted tough clumps of brown upland grass which the surviving mules gorged
themsalves upon. Abeleyn climbed anearby crag to look down on the bivouac, more the encampment of
aband of refugees than the entourage of aking. He sat there in the cold wind to stare at this hard,
sea-girt kingdom of hisblooming out in the gathering twilight, the lights of the upland farms kindling below
him spangling thetired earth.

A rustle of pinions, and Golophin’shird had landed nearby and stood preening itsdlf, trying to sort its
ragged feathersinto some kind of order. Had it been apurely natural cresture, it could not have flownin
the sate it wasin, but the Dweomer of its master kept it breathing, kept it airborne to run his errandsfor
him.

“Wheat tidings, my friend?” Abeleyn askedit.

“News, much news, sire. Sastro di Carrera has struck some sort of deal with the Presbyter Quirion. Itis
rumoured that he isto be named the next King of Hebrion.”

Abedleyn gave alow whigtle. In hisworn travelling clothes he resembled ayoung shepherd come to seek
aherd of errant goats up here on the stony knees of the mountain—except that he had too much care
written into the darknesses below his eyes, and there was a growing hardness to the lines which coursed
on ether sde of hisnose to the corners of his mouth. He looked as though he had lately become
accustomed to frowning.

“Rovero and Mercado. What are they doing?’

“They barricaded off the western arm of the Lower City asyou ordered, and there have been clashes
with the Knights but no general engagement. The troops Mercado considers unreliable have been
segregated from the rest, but we were unable to arrest Freiss. He was too quick for us, and iswith his
tercios”

“They don’t amount to much anyway,” Abdeyn grunted.

“More troops have been coming into the city though, Sre. Almost athousand, most of them in Carreridan
livery.”

“Sadtro’ s personal retainers. | dare say their deployment was the price of hiskingship. Isthere anything
officid yet about his €levation to the throne?’

“No, lad. Itisacourt rumour. The Sequeros are infuriated, of course. Old Astolvo is barely ableto hold
hisyoung bloods in check. The kingship should have been hissince heisnext in line outsde the
Hibrusids, but he did not want it. Sastro’ sgold, it issaid, is being showered about the city likericea a
wedding.”

“He |l beggar himsdif to get the throne. But what does that matter, when he will control the treasury



afterwards? Any newsfrom my fiefs?’

“They are quiet. Y our retainers dare not do anything a the moment. The Knights and the men a arms of
the other great houses are watching them closdly. The dightest excuse, and they will be wiped out.”

Abedeyn had a couple of ederly aunts and adoddering grand-uncle. The Hibrusid house had become thin
on the ground of late. These rdlics of its past had |eft al intrigue behind and preferred to stay away from
court and live their vague livesin the peace of the extensive Royd estates north of Abrusio.

“We Il leave them out of it, then. We can do it with what we have anyway. Get back to the city,
Golophin. Tell Rovero and Mercado that | will be approaching the city in four days, if God iswilling. |
want them to have a ship waiting ten miles up the coast from the Outer Roads. Thereisacovethere:
Pendero’sLanding. They can pick me up, and we'll sall into Abrusio with dl honours, openly. That will
give the population something to think about.”

“Y ou will have no problemswith the common folk, Abeleyn,” Golophin’sfalcon sad. “Itisonly the
nobles who want your head on apike.”

“So much the better,” the young King said grimly. “Go now, Golophin. | want thisthing set intrain as
soon aspossible.”

The bird took off a once, legping into the air, its pinions shedding feathers asthey flailed franticaly.

“Farewel, my King,” Golophin’svoice said. “When next we meet it will bein the harbour of your
capitd.”

Then the bird was |abouring away acrossthe foothills, lost in the star-filled night sky.

T HE company settled for the night, grateful for the fact that theworst of the winter weather had been left
behind with the mountains. Abeleyn rolled himsdf in aboat-cloak and dozed by one of the soldiers fires.
Hedid not fed like sharing atent with Jemillatonight. It seemed somehow more wholesometo deep
under the stars with thefirdight producing orange shadows beyond histired eydids.

Hedid not deep for long, however. 1t was after midnight by the position of the Scythe when Sergeant
Orgni shook him gently awake.

“Sire, pardon me, but there' s something | think you should see.”

Frowning, blinking, Abeleyn let himsdlf beled out of the camp to the crag he had sat on earlier. Oraini, an
efficient soldier, had placed a sentry there because it afforded agood view of the surrounding region. The
sentry was there now, saluting quickly and then blowing on his cold hands.

“Wd|?" Abdeyn asked alittleirritably.
Orsini pointed to the south-western horizon. “There, Sr. What do you make of it?’

Theworld was dark, deeping under its endless vault of stars. But there was something glowing &t its
edge. It might have been amistimed sunset: the sky was red there, the clouds kindled with crimson light.
A blushwhichlit up fully aquarter of the horizon glimmered slently.

“What do you think itis, Sre?’ Orsini asked.

Abedeyn watched the far-off flicker for asecond. Findly he rubbed his eyes, squeezing the bridge of his
nose asif trying to get rid of abad dream.



“Abrusioisburning,” hesad.

A CROSS the breadth of Normannia, over the two great ranges of the Mavennors and the Cimbrics,
down to the coast of the Kardian Sea and the city of Torunn, capita of Lofantyr’ s kingdom.

Hereit was dready dawn; the sun which would not light up Hebrion's shores for hours yet was huge

over the rooftops of the city, and the streets were adready busy with the morning life of the markets. Carts
and waggons clogged the roadway's as farmers brought their producein to sdll, and herds of sheep and
cattle were being driven to the stockpens which nestled below the city wall to the west. And beyond the
wallsto the north the steam and reek of the vast refugee camps sprawled over the land like arash, whilst
Torunnan soldiers manned the gatesin that direction, vetting every entrant into the city. Once-prosperous
citizens of Aekir had turned to beggary and brigandage in the past weeks, and the more disreputable of
the refugees were denied entrance to the walled centre of Torunn. Convoys of crown waggons laden
with victuals were waiting to be hauled out to the campsto satisfy the immediate needs of the
unfortunates, but Torunnawas a country at war and had little enough to spare.

T HE morning had started badly for Corfe. He was striding along the stone corridors of Torunn’sMain
Arsend with Ensgn Ebro hurrying to keep up beside him. The men of his new command had been
grudgingly set aside afew barrack blocksfor their quarters and were crammed into them like gpplesin a
barrdl. Ebro had seen to it that they were issued rations and clothes from the city stores, but as of yet not
one sword or arquebus or scrap of mail had been forthcoming. And then, last night, anote had been
brought to him from the Queen Dowager by alady-in-waiting.

| have done what | could, it said. Therest is up to you.
So hewas on hisown.

He had applied to have more officers seconded to him; he and Ebro aone could not effectively command
five hundred men. And he had had Ebro indent three times for armour and weaponsto outfit hisforce,
but to no avail. Worst of al was the rumour running about the Garrison Quartersthat Lofantyr was going
to set asde twenty tercios of the regular army for the job of subjugating the rebdlious noblesin the
south—the task Corfe had been entrusted with. Clearly, the King did not expect the Queen Dowager’s
protégé to accomplish anything beyond his own discrediting.

He hammered on the door of the Quartermaster’ s department, wearing again the ragged uniform he had
worn at Aekir.

The Quartermaster’ s department of the Third Torunnan Field Army was housed in avast string of
warehouses close to the waterfront in the east of the city. The warehouses held everything from bootsto
waggonwhedls, cannon barrelsto belts. Everything needed to equip and sustain an army could be found
in them, but they were giving Corfe' s men nothing more than the clothes on their backs and he wanted to
know why.

The Quartermaster-General was Colonel Passifd, a veteran with a short, snow-white beard and a
wooden stump in place of the leg he had logt fighting Merduks along the Ostian river before Corfe was
born. His office was as bare asamonk’ s cell, and the papers which covered his desk were set in neat
piles. Requisition orders, ingpection sheets, inventories. The Torunnan army had a highly organized
system of paperwork which it had copied from its one-time overlord, Fimbria.

“What do you want?’ Passfa barked, not looking up from the scraping nib of hisquill.

“I indented for five hundred sets of half-armour, five hundred arquebuses, five hundred sabresand dl the
necessary accoutrements days ago. | would like to know why the requisition has not beenfilled,” Corfe



sad.

Passfal looked up, hisquill losing itsflickering animation.
“Ah. Colone Corfe Cear-Indf, | takeit.”

Corfe nodded curtly.

“Well, there snothing | can do for you, son. My orders are to rel ease stores only to regular Torunnan
troopsfor the duration—Martellusis crying out for equipment up at the dyke, you know—and that
rabble the King has given you to play with are officialy classed as auxiliary militia, which meanstheat the
Torunnan military isnot responsible for thelr fitting-out. I’ ve stretched things asit is, giving you uniforms
and aplace for them to lay their heads. So don’t bother me any more.”

Corfe leant over the broad desk, resting his knuckles on the rim. “ So how am | supposed to arm my
men, Colond?’

Passfd shrugged. “Auxiliary units are usudly equipped by the private individud who hasraised them.
Areyou rich, Cear-Inaf?’

Corfelaughed shortly. “All | possessiswhat | sand upin.”
Passifal gazed at the ragged uniform. “Y ou got those rents at Aekir, | hear.”
“And at Ormann Dyke.”

“So you've smdlled powder.” Passifa scratched hiswhite beard for amoment and then gestured with
sudden peevishness. “Oh, take a seat, for God' s sake, and stop trying to stand there on top of your

dignity.”
Corfe drew up achair. Ebro remained standing by the door.

“I hear the King has played ajoke on you, Colond,” Passifa said, grinning now. “He does that
sometimes. The old woman rides him hard, and every so often he kicks a the traces.”

“The Queen Dowager.”

“Yes. What a beauty that woman wasin her day. Not bad now, as amatter of fact. It'sthe witchery
keeps her young, they say. But Lofantyr getstired of being told which pot to pissin. HE s outfitting an
expedition to bring the south to hee—a proper one, infantry, cavary and horse artillery—but he sgoing
to let you go south and make an arse of it first to show his mother she shouldn’t force her favourites on
him”

“I thought as much,” Corfe said camly, though hisfists clenched on hisknees.

“Yes. My orders are not to let you have so much as a brass button from our stores. Those savages you
style acommand will haveto fight with their fists and teeth done. I'm sorry for it, Colond, but that’ sthe
way itis”

“Thank you for explaining it to me,” Corfesaid in aflat voice. Heroseto go.
Passifa stuck out ahand. “Not so fast! There’ sno hurry, isthere? Y ou served under Mogen, | takeit.”
“l did.”



“Sodidl. | wasacavaryman inoneof hisflying columnsin the dayswhen we went out looking for the
Merduksingtead of waiting for them to march up to our walls.”

“| dsowas cavalry,” Corfe said, unbending alittle. “But there was no need for horsemen in Aekir once
the Sege began.”

“Yes, yes, | daresay . . . Old Mogen used to say that cavalry was the arm of the gentleman, and artillery
the arm of the mechanic. How we used to love that cantankerous old bastard! He was the best man
weveeverhad...”

Passifal stared at Corfe for along moment, asif weighing him up.
“Thereisaway to equip your men, after afashion,” hesaid at las.
“How?’

Passfd rose. “Comewith me.” His stump thumped hollowly on the floor as he came round from behind
his desk and retrieved a set of keys from the hundreds hanging in rows aong onewall of the office. “ Y ou
won't likeit, mind, and I’'m not sureif it’ sright, but they’ re barbarians you' re commanding so | doubt if
they’ll care. And besides, the stuff isn't doing any good whereit is, and technicaly it’ s not part of the
regular military stores. . .”

Corfe and Ebro followed the one-legged Quartermaster out of the office, completely baffled.

T HIS section of the Main Arsena resembled nothing so much asthe great market squaresin the middle
of Torunn. There were carts, waggons and limbers everywhere. Men were shifting stores from
warehouses or into warehouses, culverins were being drawn by teams of oxen, and everywhere there
was the squed of pulleys and cries of labouring men. Down at the waterfront atrio of degp-hulled nefs
had put in from the wide Torrin Estuary and were unloading cargoes of powder and pig-iron on to the
quays, and adim dispatch-runner had just docked, bearing news from the east, no doubt.

Passifa led them away from the hubbub to an older building which was set back from the waterfront. It
was an ageing stone structure, windowless and somehow deserted-looking, as though it had been long

forgotten.
The Quartermaster turned akey in the screeching lock and shouldered the heavy door open with agrunt.
“Stay close behind,” hetold Corfe and Ebro. “It'sdark asawitch'stit in here. I'll strikealight.”

The crack of flint on sted, and Passifal was blowing gently on the tinder-covered wick of an ail lamp.
Thelight grew and he dgpped shut the glass case on the lengthening flame, then held it up so thet the
radiance of it flushed theinterior of the building.

“What in theworld—7" Corfe said, startled despite himsdif.
The building was very long; it extended beyond the lamplight into darkness. And it was crowded.

Piles of armour lay al about, in places stacked until they dmost reached the raftered ceiling. Helmets,
gauntlets, breast- and back-plates, chainmail, vambraces, aventails, rusting and cobwebbed and dented
by blows, holed by gunfire. Mixed in with the armour were wegpons. scimitars, tulwars, rotten-shafted
lances with remnants of sk il attached to their heads. Strange weapons, unlike any the Torunnans
used—or any other western army, for that matter.

Corfe bent and picked up ahelmet, turning it in his hands and wiping the dust away. It was high-crowned



with aflaring neck-guard and long cheek-pieces. The helmet of one of the Ferinai, the dite cuirassiers of
the Merduks.

“Merduk armour,” he said asthe redlization smote him. “But what isit doing here?’

“Trophies of war,” Passfa said. “Been here Sxty years, sSnce we threw back the Ostrabarian Merduks
after they overran Ostiber. That was Gallican of Rone, if you remember your history. A good generd. He
beat them as they were approaching the Thurian Passes and sent twenty thousand of the black-hearted
bastardsto join their precious Prophet. The King staged a triumpha march for him herein Torunn,
parades of prisoners and so on. And he shipped back athousand sets of armour to display duringit.
When it was over they were dumped here and forgotten. Been here ever since. | had been meaning to
get rid of them—we' re pressed for warehouse space, you see. . "

Corfe dropped the old helm with aclang. “Y ou expect me to dress my men up as Merduks?’

“Seemsto meyou haven't alot of choice, son. Thisisthebest | can do. You'll not find a better offer in
the city, unless you can persuade the Queen Dowager to ssump up the necessary cash.”

Corfe shook hishead, thinking.

“It'snot honourable, Sir, dressing up as hesthens,” Ebro said passionately. “Y ou should decline the
command. It swhat they want you to do.”

“And what you want meto do aso, Ensgn?’ Corfe asked without turning around.
1] S’ r’ |_”

“We ll take the armour,” Corfe said briskly to Passifd. “But we can't let the men weer it asit stands; folk
will think we' re the enemy. Have you any paint, Quartermaster?’

Passifa’ s white eyebrows shot up. “Paint? Aye, tons of it, but what for?’

Corferetrieved the hadm he had thrown down a moment before. “We Il paint this gear, to distinguish
ourselves. Red, | think. Y es—anice shade of scarlet so that the blood won't show. Excdllent.” Hewas
amiling, but there was little humour in hisface. “My men have no transport facilities. I'll have them here
within the hour and they can pick out their armour themselves. Can you have the paint waiting by then,
Quartermaster?’

Passifdl looked as though he had been let in on an enormousjoke. “Why not?'Y es, Colond, the paint will
be here. 1t'll beworth it to see your five hundred savages dressed up in Merduk armour and splashed
crimson.”

Again, the mirthless smile. “Not only the savages, Quartermaster. Ebro and | will aso be donning
Merduk gear.”

“But sir, we have our own,” Ebro protested. “ There' s no need—"

“We |l wear what the men wear,” Corfeinterrupted him. “And | shal haveto think up some sort of battle
standard, since the regular Torunnan bannerswill, it seems, be denied to us. Good. All that remains now
isto meet the Generd Staff and receive my specific orders. After that, we can begin to plan.”

“No waggons or mules, no trangport for our gear,” Ensign Ebro said, alast-ditch effort.
Corfe grinned at him, unexpectedly good-humoured. “Y ou forget, Ebro, that our command is composed



of savage tribesmen from the mountains. What need have they of abaggage train? They can live off the
country, and may God help the country.”

Passfa waswatching Corfe asthough he had just that moment recognized him from somewhere. “I see
you intend to pick up the King' s gauntlet, Colond.”

“If I can, Quartermadter,” Corfe said flatly, “I intend to throw it back in hisface.”

NINETEEN

“W hat apretty picture aburning city makes,” Sastro di Carrerasaid, leaning on the iron balcony rail of
the Royal palace. Abrusio spread out beyond his perch in asea of buildings, ending dmost two miles
away downhill in the confusion of shipsand buildings and docks which butted on to the true sea, the
Western Ocean which girdled the known edges of the world. It was twilight, not because the day was
near itslong winter deep, but because of the towers of smoke that shrouded the sun. Sastro’ sface was
lit by the radiance of the burning, and he could hear it asafar thunder, the mutterings of the banished
€lder gods.

“May God forgive us,” Presbyter Quirion said beside him, making the Sign of the Saint across his
breastplate. Unlike Sastro, who was immaculately tailored, Quirion was grimed and filthy. He had lately
come from the inferno below, in which men were fighting and dying by the thousand, their collective
screaming drowned out by the hungry roar of the holocaugt, the tearing rattles of volley-fire.

“*And now,” " hesaid quietly, * ‘isHel cometo earth, and in the ashes of its burning will totter al the
schemes of greedy men. The Beast, in coming, will tread the cinders of their dreams.” ”

“What in the world are you talking about, Quirion?’ Sastro asked.
“| was quoting an old text which foretells the end of the world we know and the beginning of another.”

“Theend of the Hibrusd world, a any rate,” Sastro said with satisfaction. “ And think of the prime
building land the firewill clear for us. It will be worth afortune.”

Quirion looked &t his aristocratic companion with un-conceded contempt. “Y ou are not King yet, my
lord Carrera”

“I will be. Nothing will stop me or you now, Presbyter. Abrusio will be ours very soon.”
“If there’ sanything left of it.”

“Theimportant partswill beleft,” Sastro said, grinning. “What a blessed thing awind is, to blow the
flames out to seaand take with it those heretical traitors and rebd peasantsin the Lower City who defy
us. God'shand at work, Quirion. Surely you can seethat?’

“I do not like to ask God to intervene on my behalf; it smacks of hubris to assume that the Creator of the
universewill think me, out of al His creations, worthy of attention. | merely try to further what | believe to
be Hisdivinewill. In thisingtance, | needed two hundred barrels of pitch to set the Lower City dight.”

“A practica kind of faith you Knights profess,” Sastro said, raisng his scented handkerchief to hisface
S0 that his mouth was concealed.

“I find it answerswell enough.”

The handkerchief was tucked back inside asnowy deeve. “ So how goes the fighting then, my practica
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Presbyter?’

Quirion rasped apam over the stubble on his scalp. * Severe enough at times. Y our retainers have been
acquitting themselveswell since | stiffened their tercios with contingents of Knights. The trained Hebrian
troops are better, of course, but they are distracted by Freiss s men in their rear. He hasthree or four
hundred arquebusiers holed up in the western arm of the Lower City cheek by jowl with the Arsend, and
they have had to tie up amost athousand troops to keep him bottled in his bolthole.”

“What of the navy? Therewas alot of activity in the Inner Roads this morning.”

“They were merely warping their ships off the docks; by now the fire will have swept down to the
water’ sedge. They tried afew ranging shots at the palace this afternoon, but the distance istoo far. We
have aboom across the Great Harbour covered by the forts on the moles; it should suffice to keep the
navy a bay, and their guns out of range of the Upper City. Abrusio was built to be defended from a
seaborne atack aswell asfrom alandward one. That worksin our favour. And the confined nature of
the battlefield meansthat our disadvantages in numbers are not so gpparent.”

“How far hasthefire advanced?’

“Asfar asthe Crown Wharvesin the Inner Roads. It should dmost belicking at the walls of the Arsend
itsdlf. Mercado has had to set aside over three thousand men asfirefighters, and another dozen tercios
are overseeing the evacuation of the Lower City’ s population. Heis as hamstrung as abull caught half
over agate”

“His concern for thelittle peopleislaudable, but it will prove hisundoing,” Sastro said.

“Thelittle people are fighting side by sde with the city garrison, Lord Carrera,” Quirion reminded him.
“The population of the Upper City has remained neutral, but | would not place much faith in the nobles”

“Oh, they’ Il bend with the wind, asthey aways do. There’ s not agreat house in Hebrion—even the
Sequeros—who will tangle with us now. And the Merchants' Guild isbeing rapidly won over dso. Gold
isamarvellous comforter, | find, and the concessons that afuture king can grant.”

“Yes...

The steady roar of the flames mixed with furious exchanges of arquebus fire made a collective wailing
which at adistance seemed like Abrusio hersdlf crying out in agony because of the inferno gnawing at her
bowels. Warfare on this scale had not been seen west of the Cimbrics for twenty years, but now the Five
Monarchies were being ripped gpart by internd dissension and religious struggle: civil war in everything
but name.

There were rumoursthat Astarac was going the way of Hebrion, the noblesfighting to depose the heretic
King Mark and elect one of their own to the throne, helped, of course, by the Inceptine Order and the
Knights Militant. And Torunna, as well as being menaced by the vast Merduk army which had lately
been stdled a Ormann Dyke, had uprisings of its own to contend with. And Almark’ sking was
dying—perhaps dead aready—and was said to be intent on leaving his kingdom to the Church.

Quirion sighed. Hewas at heart a pious man, and a profoundly conservative one. Degply convinced
though he was that the Church wasin the right and had to snuff out heresy wherever it took root—even
wereit to sprout in the palaces of kings—he did not like to see what he considered to be the natural
order of things so disrupted and torn apart. Sastro now . . . he relished any anarchy which might further
his own ambitions, but the Presbyter of the Knightsin Abrusio would rather have been fighting heathens
on the eastern frontiers than daughtering folk who, at the end of the day, believed in the same God as he.



It was afeding he kept to himself and scourged himself for at every opportunity, flying asit did in theface
of the directivesissued by the Pontiff in Charibon, God' s direct representative on earth. He was here to
obey orderswhich in the last andysis were equivaent to the will of God. There could be no shirking of
such aburden.

T HE fire hurtled through the narrow streets of Lower Abrusio like awave, abright tsunami which
exploded the wooden buildings of this part of the city into kindling and ate out the interiors and the
supporting wooden beams of those structures which were composed of yellow Hebrian stone until they
toppled also. A dozen massed batteries of heavy culverins could not have bettered the destructive work,
and the efforts of the soldiers-turned-firefightersin General Mercado’' s command to stem the onset of the
flames seemed pointless, drops of maniac effort swvamped in asea of fire.

They were busy demolishing awide avenue of houses southwest of the front of the conflagration, hoping
thereby to form afirebreak which would starve the flames of sustenance. Engineers had laid charges at
the cornerstones of dl the buildings and were busy detonating them in a series of explosonswhich
blasted the smoke into concentric rings, like the ripples of astone-pocked lake.

While thiswent on, the fighting continued, the streets clogged with frantic, murderous scrums of armoured
men who were being rained with cinders and burning timbers. Here and there companies and
demi-tercios of arquebusiers had space to form up in lines and the opposing forces fired and reloaded
and fired again only yards away from each other, the formations melting away under the withering
barrage like solder in afurnace, to be replaced by reinforcements from their rear until one side broke and
ran.

Wherever the regular Hebrian troops made a stand, the retainers of the Carreras and the Knights Militant
who were with them could make no headway, though the Knights, their heavy armour some protection
againg bulletsat al but the closest ranges, would form wedges of flesh and stedl which would try to
spear through the enemy lines by brute force. But they were not numerous enough. Thefiring lines
opened to let them through after discharging avolley a point-blank range and those of the Knights who
remained on their feet were swamped by scores of sword-and-buckler men to the rear.

And yet there was more to the battle than the mere contest between fighting men. Often in the middle of
the carnage the combatants would cease their warring and as abody would seek shelter from the
approaching holocaust. Men feared being burnt aive more than any other deeth, and would run into the
enemy lines and be cut down quickly rather than remain to be consumed by the flamesin ther irresistible
advance.

And civilianswere therein the midst of the battling tercios and companies and demi-platoons. They fled
their houses as the flames gpproached and died by the hundred as they ran through deadly crossfires or
were caught by toppling buildings. Had anyone been in Abrusio who had aso been at Aekir, he would
have found the former more horrifying, for in Aekir men had been intent only on escagpe, on evading the
enemy and thefire. Here they fought in the midst of the blaze, grappling with each other whilst the flames
licked at their heads. Streets which were aflame from top to bottom but which were strategicaly vauable
were defended to the last. The soldiers of Hebrion knew that by opposing the Knightsthey were labelling
themselves heretics, the retainers of an excommunicate king, and that if they were captured, the pyre
awaited them anyway. So no quarter was asked or given. The battle was more bitter than any struggle
againg the heathen, for the Merduks would at least take prisoners, intending them to swell the ranks of
their daves.

G OLOPHIN stood on the topmost column of Admird’s Tower, awalled platform which housed the
iron framework of the signa beacon. With him was Generd Mercado, his hdf-slver face dight with the
diding crimson reflections of the burning city. On the stairs below aknot of aides was collected, ready to



take orders out to the various bodies of soldiery about the Lower City.

A wall of flame hid the heights of Abrusio Hill, hid even the peaks of the Hebros beyond—a curtain
whose topmost fringe dissolved into anvils and thunderheads of toiling smoke.

They started by burning books, Golophin thought. Then it was people, now it isthe cities of the kingdoms
themselves. They will consume the world ere they are done. And they do it in the name of God.

“1 would curse them, but | have no Dweomer left,” he said to Mercado. “All | had, | used to divert the
firefrom the waterfronts. | am as dry as adesert sone, Generd.”

Mercado nodded. “Y our work is appreciated, Golophin. Y ou saved a score of the fleet’ s biggest ships.”
“Much good they’ re doing us at the moment. When is Rovero to assault the boom?”

“Tonight. Hewill send in fireshipsto cover his gunboats, and the troopshipslast. With luck, by tomorrow
hewill be bombarding the Upper City.”

“Bombarding our own city,” Golophin said bitterly. His eyes had sunk so far into his head that they were
mere glints which were answering the bloody light of the fire. His face was skull-like below the bald
scap. He had over-extended himsdlf in his efforts to save the ships of the fleet, more than two dozen of
which had been in dock when the flames had begun licking round the wharves. Asit was, six of them had
been destroyed and could be seen burning, dight from truck to waterline, black silhouettes of phantom
ships surrounded by saffron light, their guns going off in chaotic sequence. Six great carracks with dmost
athousand men on board, men who had been cut off from escape and had legped into the waters of the
Inner Roadsto drown likerats. Sailors did not swim. It seemed ridiculous, farcical. Their bodies, some
ablaze, floated in the Inner Roads by the hundred. Hundreds more were living yet, clinging to spare
topmasts or anything el se they had had the presence of mind to fling overboard asthe flames came
ravening towards their vessels. No one could get near them: the fires had cut them off from land.

An unbearably bright flash, and secondslater the enormous boom of an explosion. The powder magazine
of one carrack had gone up and the ship, hundreds of tons of wood and meta, had erupted into the air
and was raining its dismembered fragments down on the waters of the harbour, starting fires on the other
ships which had managed to put off from the blazing wharvesin timeto avoid itsfate.

“If hell were acreation of man, it would be very like that picture below us,” Golophin said, awed by the
spectacle.

“God has certainly no hand init,” Mercado said.
An ade came with agrubby parchment message. Mercado read it through, hislips muttering the words.

“Freiss s men have attempted to stage a bresk-out. Thefireisfindly at thewalls of the Arsend. Heis
dead, and mogt of histraitorswith him.”

“The Arsend?’ Golophin asked. “What of the storeswithin it? My God, Genera—the powder and
ammunition!”

“WEe ve shifted maybe a quarter of it, but we cannot get at the rest. First Freiss and then the fires have
cut it off.”

“And if thefire detonates the powder stores?’

“The main stores are thirty feet below ground in stone cellars. They have pipesin them which let out to



the harbour. If the worst comesto the worst | can order the pipes opened and the powder magazines
flooded. They would take half the city with them when they went up. Don’t worry, Golophin—I won't let
that happen. But it will mean destroying our powder and ammunition reserves, leaving only the naval
gtores herein the tower.”

“Doit,” Golophinsaid grimly. “Abrusoishurt badly enough asit is. We must preserve something of her
for Abeleyntoreclam.”

“Agreed.” Mercado called an aide and began dictating the necessary orders.

“Rovero has taken a squadron to Pendero’s Landing,” the Genera went on when the aide had left. “Two
carracks, some caravels and atrio of nefs in which are three thousand marines and arquebusiers of the
garison. Heisgoing to try and convince the King that aland assault over the city walswill be more
effective than attempting to carry the Great Harbour. If we can bresk the boom tonight, then in acouple
of dayswe will be assaulting from both land and sea and another squadron can give supporting fireto the
overland forceif they attack thewalls near the coast. That is Abeleyn’s best bet, in my opinion. They
have us pinned down here, by thefireitsaf and the gunsthey can bring to bear on usfrom Abrusio Hill.
Also they are thin on the ground, and will be hard put to it to see off two attacks at once.”

“Whatever seemsbest,” Golophin said. “I am no generd or admird. I’ ll keep Abeleyn informed, though.”
“Can that bird of yours bear aburden, Golophin?’
“A light one, perhgps. What isit?’

Mercado produced a heavily sedled scroll from his doublet. The galley-prow emblem of Astarac could
be clearly seen, mdted into the crimson wax which fastened it shut.

“Thiscametoday by specid courier from Cartigella. It bears King Mark’ s persond sed and therefore
can be opened only by another monarch. | think it may be urgent.”

Golophin took the scroll. Heitched to open it himsdlf. “Good news, let us hope.”

“| doubt it. Rumours have been coming in for days of an attempted coup in Cartigella, and of fighting
through the Streets of the city itsdf.”

“Theworld goesmad,” Golophin said quietly, stuffing the scroll into apocket of his over-large robe.

“The world we knew isno more,” Mercado said crisply. “Nothing will ever bring it back again now. If
we areto fashion anew one, then we must build it on blood and gunpowder. And on faith.”

“No,” Golophin snapped. “Faith can have nothing to do with it. If we rear up something new, then let it
be built upon reason and keep the clerics and the Pontiffs out of it. They have meddied for far too long:
that iswhat thiswar of oursisabout.”

“A man mug believein something, Golophin.”
“Then let him believein himsdlf, and leave God out of it!”

I N that winter of war and daughter there were till afew kingdoms untouched by the chaos which was
sweeping across Normannia. In Alstadt, capital of mighty Almark on theicy shores of the Hardic Sea,
the trade and business of the city went on much as usud, with one difference: the banners of the Roya
palace were at haf-mast and whedled traffic had been barred from the streets surrounding the palace.
Alstadt was a sprawling, disorganized city, the youngest of the Ramusian capitals. It was unwalled save



for the citadel which held the arsends and the paace itsdlf. Almark was awide kingdom, aland of open
steppes and rolling hills which extended from the Tulmian Gulf in the west to the River Saeroth which
marked its border with Finnmark in the east. And to the south the kingdom extended to the snowy
Narian Hills and the Sea of Tor, on whose shores nestled the monastery-city of Charibon. It wasfor this
reason that Almark maintained asmal garrison in Charibon to supplement the Knights Militant usudly
basad there. Almark was a staunch dly of the Church which Charibon and its inhabitants represented,
and itsalling monarch, Haukir V11, had dways been afaithful son of that Church.

But Haukir was on his deathbed and he had no heir to succeed him, only a clutch of dissolute sister-sons
whom the Almarkan people would not have trusted with the running of abaker’ s shop, let donethe
mightiest kingdom north of the Mavennors and the Cimbrics. So the bannersflew at half-mast, and the
streets around the palace were quiet but for the screams of the scavenging gulls which swooped inland
from the grey Hardic. And the dying King lay bresthing hislast surrounded by his counsellors and the

I nceptine Prelate of the kingdom, Marat, who would oversee his departure from the world and close his
tired eyeswhen his spirit fled.

The bedchamber of the King was dark and stuffy, full of the reek of old flesh. The King lay inthe middle
of the canopied bed like a castaway thrown up on a pale-sanded shore, one voyage ended and another
about to begin. The Prelate, whom some said was his natural brother on the father’ s side, wiped the
gpittle which coursed in aline from one corner of Haukir’s mouth into his dush-white beard. Some said it
had been the fever, caught whilst journeying back from the Conclave of Kingsin Vol Ephrir. Some said
in whispersit was a stroke brought on by the King' s outrage at the heresy of hisfellow monarchs.
Whatever had caused it, he lay withered and immobile in that wasteland of fine linen, his breath a
gertorouswhistlein histhroat.

The King waved hishand a the assembled lawyers and courtiers and clerics, dismissng them from the
room until al who remained were Prelate Marat, the Privy Minister and an inkwell- and parchment-laden
Roya clerk, who looked distinctly uneasy at being done in such august company.

The seagulls shrieked outside, and the hum of the living city wasfar off and distant, another world heard
through amirror. Haukir beckoned them closer.

“My endishereat last,” he croaked in apoor mockery of hisbellowing voice. “And | am not afraid. | go
to meet He who made me, and the company of the living Saints, with the Blessed Ramusio at their head.
But thereis something | must do ere | leave thisworld. | must provide for the future welfare of my
kingdom, and must ensure that it endures within the protection of the One True Faith after | am gone.
Almark must remain firmin thiseraof heresy and war. | wish to dter my will .. .”

He closed his eyes and swalowed painfully. The clerk was nudged by the Privy Minister and hurriedly
dipped hisquill in theinkwell which dangled from one buttonhole.

“Themain provisons| made prior to thisdate | set asde. Only the secondary provisions of my previous
will shall be honoured. | name Prelate Marat, Privy Minister Erland and—" He stopped and glared at the
clerk. “What’ syour name, man?’

“F-Finnson of Glebir, if it please your magjesty.”

“And Finnson of Glebir as my witnesses on thisfifteenth day of Forgist, in the year of the Blessed Saint
five hundred and fifty-one.”

The ragged breathing began to quicken. The King coughed up amass of phlegm which Marat wiped
away astenderly asanurse.



“Having no heirs of my blood which | consider suitable for bearing the burden of this crown, and seeing
around metheworld at thistime falling ever farther into anarchy and heresy, | hereby leave the Almarkan
crown to the stewardship of the Holy Church. | name my revered confessor, Prelate Marat, as regent of
the relm until the High Pontiff, His Holiness Himerius of Hebrion, may seefit to make hisown provisons
for the ruling of the kingdom. As| entrust my soul to God, so | entrust my country to the bosom of God's
representatives on earth, and | trust they will watch over Almark as the Blessed Saint watches over my
pilgrim spirit asit makesitsway into the gloriesof heaven.. . .”

Haukir' s head seemed to sink heavily into the pillow. Sweat shone over hisface and hislipswere blue.

“Shrive me of my sins, Marat. Send meon my way,” he whispered, and asthe Prelate gave him thefinal
blessing the Privy Minister turned to the scribbling clerk and hissed in an undertone: “Did you get dll
that?’

The clerk nodded, still scribbling. Marat ended his blessing and then paused.

“Goodnight, brother,” he said softly. He closed the staring eyes and laid the hands over the sillent chest.
“TheKingisdead,” hesad.

“Areyou sure?’ the Privy Minister asked.

“Of courseI’'m sure! I"ve seen dead men before! Now get that fool to make a copy of therevised will. |
want other copies of it made and posted in the market place. And set out the black flags. Y ou know
what to do.”

ThePrivy Minister stared at the cleric for asecond, some indefinable tenson fizzling in the air between
them. Then he got down on one knee and kissed the Prelate’ sring. “1 salute the new regent of Almark.”

“And send me acourier, and another clerk. | must get adispatch off to Charibon at once.”
“The snows—" the Privy Minigter began.

“Damn the snows, just do asyou'retold. And get thisinky-fingered idiot out of here. | will meet the
nobles and the garrison commander in the audience chamber in one hour.”

“Asyouwigh,” the Privy Minigter said tondlesdly.

They exited, and the Prelate was | eft done with the dead King. Already he could hear the murmuring in
the chambers bel ow which the gppearance of the pair had produced among the notables gathered there.

Marat bent hishead and prayed in slence for asecond, the gulls still calling in their savage forlornness
beyond the shuttered windows of the chamber. Then he rose, went to one of the windows and opened
the shutters so that the keen seaair might rush in and freshen the death-smelling room.

Alstadt: broad, crude, thriving port-capita of the north. It opened out before him misted in drizzle, hazed
by woodsmokefires, dive with humanity initstens of thousands. And beyond it, the wide kingdom of
Almark with its horse-rich plains, itsarmies of cuirassers. Himerius would be pleased: things could not
have worked out better. And others would be pleased d so.

Marat turned from the cold window to gaze down on the corpse of the King, and his eyes shonewith a
saffron light that had nothing humaninit at all.

TWENTY
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T HEY were an unlikely looking crowd, Corfe had to admit to himself. They had never been taught to
form ranks, present arms or stand &t attention and they milled about in an amorphous maob, as unmilitary
aformation as could beimagined.

They were clad in bruised, holed and rusty Merduk armour of every shape and type, but mostly they had
picked out the war harness of the Ferinai, the heavy cuirassiers of the ead, asit wasthe best quality.
And perhapsit appealed to some savage sensibility within them, for it was the armour of horsemen and
these men had once been horsemen. Their fathers and grandfathers had raided the coastal settlements of
the Torunnanstime out of mind, swooping out of the Cimbric foothills on their rangy black
horses—horses which were the product of secret studs high inisolated valeys. Cavalry was what these
men ought to be. Horse-soldiers. But Corfe could no more provide them with horses than he could with
wings, o they must fight afoot in their outlandish armour.

Armour which had been rendered even more strange-looking by the liberal addition of red paint. The
tribesmen seemed as happy as finger-painting children asthey splashed it over their armour and hurled it
at each other in gore-like gobbets. A crowd had gathered to watch, black-clad Torunnan soldiers
lounging in the Quartermaster’ syard and laughing fit to split their Sdes at the dressing up of the savages
from the mountains, the ex-galey daves.

As soon as the firgt Torunnan laughs were heard, however, the tribesmen went assilent ascrags. A
tulwar was scraped out of its threadbare scabbard and Corfe had to step in to prevent afight which
would quickly have turned into afull-scae battle. He called upon Marsch to calm hisfellow tribesmen
down and the hulking savage harangued his comradesin their own tongue. He was afrightening figure:
somehow he had found aMerduk officer’ s helm which was decorated with apair of back-sweeping
horns and a beak-like nose-guard. Lathered with red paint, he looked like the apotheosis of some
primitive god of daughter comelooking for acolytes.

“Someoneto seeyou, Sir,” Ensign Ebro told Corfe asthe latter doffed his heavy Merduk helm and wiped
the sweet from hisface. Ebro aso wore the foreign harness, and he looked acutely uncomfortableiniit.

“Whoisit?" Corfe snapped, squeezing the acrid sweset from his eyes.

“ Someone who has tasted gunsmoke with you, Colonel,” another, familiar voice said. Corfe spun to find
Andruw there, holding out a hand and grinning. He shouted aoud and pumped the proffered hand up and
down. “Andruw! Wheat in the hell are you doing here?

“| ask mysdf the same question: what have | done to deserve this? But be that asit may, it would seem
that | am to be your adjutant. For what misdeed | know not.”

The pair of them laughed together while Ebro stood stiff and forgotten. Corfe mustered his manners.
“Engign Ebro, permit meto introduce. . . what rank have they showered upon you, Andruw?’
“Haptman, for my sns”

“Thereyou are. Haptman Andruw Cear-Adurhd, late of the artillery, who commanded the Barbican
Batteries of Ormann Dyke.”

Ebro glanced at Andruw with rather more respect, and bowed. “I am honoured.”
“Likewise”

“But what are you doing away from the Dyke?’ Corfe asked Andruw. “I thought they’ d need every
gunner they could lay their hands on up there.”



“| was sent to Torunn with dispatches. Y ou have been seeking officers, | hear, driving the muster clerks
mad with your enquiries. Apparently they decided that by seconding meto your command they could
shut you up.”

“And how goesit at the Dyke? Can they spare you?’

Andruw’ s bright humour faded alittle. “They are short of everything, Corfe. Martdlusis haf out of his
mind with worry, though as aways he hides it well. We have had no reinforcements to replace our [0sses,
no resupply for weeks. We are aforgotten army.”

Andruw’ s gaze flicked to the weirdly garbed savages of Corfe’'scommand as he spoke. Corfe noticed
thelook and said wryly: “ And we are the army they would like to forget.”

There was a pause. Findly Andruw asked: “Have you had your orders yet? Whither are we bound with
our garish warrior band?’

“South,” Corfetold him, disgust seeping into hisvoice. “1 had best warn you now, Andruw, that the King
expects usto end in some kind of debacle, fighting these rebelsin the south. We are of small account in
hisplans”

“Hence the quaint war harness.”
“It' sdl they would let me have.”

Andruw forced agrin. “What isit they say? The longer the odds, the greater the glory. We proved that at
Ormann Dyke, Corfe. We'll do it again, by Ramusio’s beard.”

L ATER that afternoon, Corfe reported to the Staff Headquarters for the detailed orders that were to
send hiscommand into itsfirst battle. The place was busy with sashed officers and bustling aides.
Courierswere coming and going and the King was closeted in conference with his senior advisors. No
one seemed to recall any ordersfor Colond Cear-Inaf and his command, and it was a maddening
half-hour before aclerk finally found them. One unsedled roll of parchment with ascrawling, illegible
signature at the bottom and a hasty impression of the Roya signet in a cracked blob of scarlet wax. It
wasin the stilted language of military orders not written in thefield.

Y OU are hereby directed and obliged to take the troops under your command south to the town
of Hedeby on the Kardian Sea, and there engage the retainers of the traitor Duke Ordinac in open
battle, destroying them and restoring their master’ s fiefs to their rightful allegiance. You will
march with due haste and prudence, and on accomplishing your mission you will occupy the town
of Hedeby and await further orders.

By command of the Torunnan war staff, for His Highness King Lofantyr .

T HAT wasdl. No mention of supporting troops, timings, supplies, the hundred and one pieces of
information which any military enterprise needed to function smoothly. Not even an estimate of the
enemy’ s numbers or composition. Corfe crumpled the order into aball and thrugt it insde his breastplate.
Hislook wiped the sniggers off the clerks faces. No doubt they had heard about his strange soldiers and
their stranger armour.

“| acknowledge receipt of my orders,” he said, hisvoice as cold asawinter peak. “ Please inform the
daff that my command will march at daybreek.”

Heturned to go, and one of the clerkslet him get asfar as the door before saying: “Sir—Colond?
Another message for you here. Not part of your orders, you understand. It was brought this afternoon by



alady-in-waiting.”

He collected this second message without aword and left with it bunched in hisfist. Ashe closed the
door he heard the buzz of the clerks' talk and laughter, and his face gnarled into agrimace of fury.

The note was from the Queen Dowager requesting his presencein her chambersthis evening & the eighth
hour. So he must dance attendance upon a scheming woman whilst he was preparing to take an untried
and ill-equipped command into the field. Hisfirgt independent command. Dear God!

Better if | had died at Aekir, he thought. With honour and in comradeship with my countrymen. My Heria
would have met mein the Saint’s company and we would have shared eternity together.

Oh, dear God.

On animpulse, he veered away from the path back to the barracks where his men were stationed. He
felt worn and tired, asif every step was afight against something. He was too weary of the struggleto
continue.

He wandered through the city for awhile with no clear am in mind, but something in him must have
known whither he was bound for he found himself at the Abbey of the Orders asit was cdled, though
once it had been the headquarters of the Inceptine Order alone. But that was before Macrobius had
come into the city, and the black-clad Ravens had taken wing for Charibon rather than kissthering of a
man they saw as an impostor, aheresarch. Thiswas now the palace of the High Pontiff, or one of them.

Corfe was admitted by anovice Antillian with white hood and dun habit. When asked hisbusinesshe
replied that he was here to see the Pontiff. The Antillian scurried away.

An older monk of the same order popped out of anearby doorway soon after. He was atall, lean man
with asharp little beard and dirty bare feet dapping under his habit.

“I amtold you wish to see the Pontiff,” he said, politely enough. “Might | ask your businesswith him,
soldier?’

Of course. Corfe could not expect to see the head of the Church on demand. Much water had flowed
under many bridges since he and Macrobius had shared aturnip on the nightmarish retreat from Aekir.
Macrobius had become one of the figureheads of the world since then.

“My nameis Corfe,” hesad. “If you tell HisHoliness that Corfeishere, hewill seeme, | am sure”

The monk looked both taken aback and amused. “| will seewhat | cando,” hesaid. “Wait here” And
off hewent.

Corfewas left just within the gate of the abbey, kicking hishedls like abeggar awaiting charity. A dull
anger grew in him, atired resentment that was becoming afamiliar feding.

The monk came back accompanied by an Inceptine, a plump, well-robed figure who must have stayed to
take his chances with this new Pontiff when hisfdlowsflew the coop. He had amouth like amoist rose
and hisfleshy nose overhung it. His eyes were deep-set and dark-ringed. The face of a debauchee,
Corfethought sourly.

“HisHolinessistoo busy at the moment to see anyone,” the Inceptine said. “1 am Monsignor Alembord,
head of the Pontifical household. If you have any petitions you wish to place before the Holy Father then
you can place them through me. Now, what isyour busness?’



Corfe remembered ablind old man whose empty eye-sockets had been full of mud. A man whoselife he
had saved at risk to his own. He remembered sheltering under awrecked cart and watching therain
pouring down on the displaced tens of thousands who walked the Western Road.

“Tdl HisHolinessthat | hope he remembersthe turnip.”
Thetwo clerics gaped at him, then closed their mouths and glared.

“Leavethisplace a once,” Alembord said, his jowls quivering. “No one makes mockery of the head of
the Holy Church. Leave or | shdl cal some Knightsto gect you.”

“Knights—s0 you are getting those together again, are you? The whed comes round once more. Tell
Macrobiusthat Corfewill not forget, and that he should never forget elther.”

The renegade Inceptine clapped his hands and shouted for the Knights, but Corfe had aready turned on
his hed and was waking through the gate, some smdl, odd sense of mourning twisting in him. Ridiculous
though it was, it felt liketheloss of afriend.

T HE rest of hisday was spent in the fog and mire of administrative matters, problemswhich he could get
histeeth into and worry until they stopped kicking. It helped. It filled in the time, and kept hismind from
thinking of other things

Corfe managed dternately to bully and wheedle the Commissariat into issuing his men aweek’ srations
for the march south. He divided his men into five under-strength tercios, each under aman recommended
by Marsch asaleader, or rimarc asit was named in their own language. Marsch he made into an ensign
of sorts, to Ebro’ s glowering outrage, and Andruw as adjutant was entrusted with the rostering and
organization of the command.

Twelve men had to be rg ected as unfit; the galleys had broken them too completely for them ever to
undertake active service again. These men Corfe sent on their way, giving them their rations and telling
them to go home, back to the mountains. They were reluctant to leave because, Marsch said, they had
sworn the oath along with the rest and would be bound by it until death. So Corfe asked them to act as
recruiting agents once they regained their native valeys, and to send word of how many other tribesmen
would be willing to take service under his banner when the spring came. He knew now that Lofantyr
would never give him regular Torunnan troops. His command would have to be self-supporting.

Asfor the banner they would fight under, it took some thought. The tribesmen were pagan, and would
baulk at fighting under the holy images which dominated the banners of the Ramusian armies, even if such
banners were dlowed to them. Corfe finally solved the problem in his own way, and had aseamstressin
the garrison run up a suitable gonfalon. It was hastily done, and somewhat crude in conception asa
result, but it tood out well atop its twelve-foot staff. Bright scarlet-dyed linen, the colour of sunset, and
in sable at its heart the horned outline of the cathedral of Carcasson in Aekir. It was as Corfe had last
seenit, astark shadow againgt aburning sky, and the tribesmen were happy with it because to them it
seemed the representation of Kerunnos, their horned god whom they worshipped above all others.
Torunnan soldierswho saw the banner asit twisted lazily in the breeze saw only the outline of the
cathedral, however, not its other, hereticdl, interpretation, and in time Corfe' s men would be given a
name because of that banner. They would be caled the “ Cathedrallers.”

Now thislast day in Torunn waswhedling to aclose. The sun had disappeared behind the white summits
of the Cimbricsin the west and Andruw was seeing to the last details of the command' s organization.
Corfe st off for the Roya paace and his audience with the Queen Dowager, and so preoccupied was
he with the events of the day and the planning for tomorrow that he did not take off the scarlet Merduk
armour, but wore it through the corridors of the Roya apartmentsto the bafflement and dismay of



footmen and courtiers.

“L EAVE us,” the Queen Dowager Odelia said sharply when Corfe was shown into her gpartments by a
gaping doorman.

They were not in the circular chamber thistime, but in abroad hdl-like room with a huge fireplace
occupying onewal, logsthe thickness of Corfe sthighs burning within it and iron firedogs silhouetted
againg the flames. The fire wasthe only light in the room. Corfe sensed rafters overhead, invisble with
height. The wallswere heavily curtained, aswas the other end of the room. Rugs on the floor, soft under
his boots after the stone of the palace corridors. The sweetness of a gleaming censer hanging by long
chainsfrom the calling. Crysta sparkling with firdight on alow table, comfortable divans drawn up to the
fire. The place was how Corfeimagined a sultan’ s chambers might be, uphol stered and draped and
hidden, hardly any bare stonework visible. He took off hisbrutal helm and bowed to the golden-haired
woman whaose skin seemed to glow in the hearthlight.

“Y ou look like abogey-man destined for the terrifying of children, Corfe,” Oddiasaid in that low tone of
hers. A voice as dark as heather-honey, it could also cut like a switch.

“Take off the armour, for pity’s sake. Y ou need not fear assault here. Wherein theworld did you get it
from anyway?”

“We must make do with what we can get, lady,” Corfe said, frowning as hisfingers sought the releasing
sraps and buckles. He was not yet familiar with the working of this harness, and he found himsdlf twisting
and turning in an effort to takeit off.

The Queen Dowager began to laugh. “We had a contortionist come to amuse the court with hisantics
last spring. | swear, Colond, you put him to shame. Here, let me help.”

Sheroseto her feet with awhisper of skirts, and Corfe could have sworn he saw something black scuttle
from benegath them into the shadows beyond thefirdight. He paused in his struggles, but then Odeliawas
before him and her nimble fingers were searching his armour for the straps which would loosen it. She
had his back-and breastplates off in atwinkling. They thumped dully on the rug, and after them in swift
succession came the vambraces, the baldric which supported his sabre, his gorget, pauldrons,
thigh-guards and gauntlets. He was | eft standing amid apile of glinting metd, fedling oddly exposed. He
realized he had enjoyed the sensation of her hands working about him and he was amost disappointed
when she stepped back.

“Therel Now you can Sit and sup with melike acivilized man—if abadly dressed one. What happened
to thefine clothes| had thetailor run up for you?’

“These are my campaigning clothes,” Corfe said awkwardly. “1 take my command out a dawn.”
“Ah, | see. Have a seat then, and some wine. Stop standing there like agraven image.”

She was different thistime, amost coquettish, whereas before she had been intense, dangerous. Inthe
kindly light of the fire she seemed ayoung woman, or would wereit not for the veinsthrown into vivid
relief on the backs of her hands.

He sipped a the wine, hardly aware of it. Thefire cracked and spat like acat. He wondered if he dare
ask her what he was doing here.

“The King knows of your . . . patronage,” he said as she sat asif waiting for him to begin. Her gaze was
aarmingly direct. It seemed to draw the words out of him. “I do not think he gpproves of it.”



“Of course he does not. He resents what he sees as my interference in his affairs, though they were my
affairs before he was born. | am not afigurehead or a cipher in thiskingdom, Corfe, as you should know
by now. But I am not the hidden power behind the throne, ether. Lofantyr growsinto hiskingship at lat,
which isgood. But he still needs someone to watch over his shoulder sometimes. That isthe burden |
have taken upon mysdlf.”

“Y ou may have set me up for professond ruin, lady.”

“Nonsense. | knew you would equip your men somehow, just as| know that you and your command will
acquit yoursaves admirably in the fighting to come. And if you do not, then you are not worth worrying
about and | shall cast about until | find another promising soldier to bring under my eye.”

“I see” Corfesad Hiffly.

“Weareal expendable, Corfe, even those of uswho wear crowns. The good of Torunna, of thewhole
of the west, must come first. This kingdom needs capable officers, not sycophants who know how to nod
a Lofantyr’ severy suggestion.”

“I"'m not sure exactly what I'll be able to accomplish with my five hundred savagesin the south.”

“Youwill do asyou aretold. Listen: Lofantyr has begun outfitting what he sees as the true expedition to
bring the rebellious southern fiefs to hed. 1t will be under the command of one Colond Aras and will
march in aweek or ten days. Two thousand foot, five hundred horse and atrain of Sx guns.”

Corfe scowled. “A goodly force.”

“Yes. You are being sent to deal with Ordinac at Hedeby—not one of the most important rebels, but the
king feds he will be more than capable of tying down your motley command; he can put over athousand
men into thefield. By the time you have been trounced by him, Colonel Aras and his command will have
arrived on the scene to pick up the pieces, send you back to the capital in disgrace and get on with the
real work of the campaign, the defeat of Duke Narfintyr at Staed.”

“| seethe King has everything planned in advance,” Corfe said. “Isthere any hope for my men and me,
then?’

“I can only tell you this: you must defeat Ordinac speedily and move on to Staed. Colonel Aras does not
outrank you and thus cannot give you orders. If you both arrive together at Staed, you will haveto share
the conduct of the campaign between you and thus there will be a greater chance of successfor you and
your men.”

“What do you think of my chances, lady?’

She amiled. “1 told you once before, Corfe: | think you are aman of luck. Y ou will need dl your luck if
you areto prosper in this particular venture.”

“Isthisatest you' ve had the King set for me?’

Sheleaned closer. Thefirdight made a garden of shadows out of her features, started up green firesin
her eyes. Corfe could fed her breath on his skin.

“Itisated, yes. | promiseyou, Corfe, if you passit, you will move on to better things.”

Abruptly she grasped hisworn tunic and pulled him close. She kissed him full on thelips, softly at first
and then with gathering pressure. Her eyeswere open, laughing at his shock, and that suddenly angered



him. He buried hisfigtsin the gathered hair at her nape and crushed her mouth againg his.

They were on the thickly carpeted floor, and he had ripped open the bosom of her dresswhile her
laughter rang in hisears. Buttons flew through the air like startled crickets. The heavy brocade resisted
even his hardened fists and she legpt up and down in his grasp as he sought to tear it off her.

Suddenly, the maniac absurdity of his position struck him, and he desisted. They crouched on the carpet
facing each other. Oddlia s breasts were bared, the round breasts of awoman who has given suck. Her
dress had ripped to the navel and her hair was in banners about her shoulders, shining like spun gold. She
grinned a him like alynx. Shelooked incredibly young, vibrant, dive. He craved thefed of her again.

Thistime she cameto him, diding the gown from her body aseasily asif it were asilken shawl. Shewas
surprisingly wide-hipped, but her belly was taut and her skin when his hands met it waslike satin, athing
to be savoured, a sensation he had dmost forgotten in the recent burning turmoail of hislife.

He explored the hardness of her bones, the softness of the flesh that clothed her, and when they finaly
coupled it was with great gentleness. Afterwards he lay with hishead on her breast and wept,
remembering, remembering.

She stroked his hair and said nothing, and her silence was acomfort to him, anidand of quiet in the
raging waters of the world.

SHE said not aword to him when he rose and dressed, pulling his tunic on and buckling the strange
armour. Dawnsong had begun, though it was not yet light. His men would be waiting for him.

Naked, she stood and kissed him, pressed against the hard iron of his armour as he dipped the sword
baldric over his head. She seemed old again, though, her forehead lined, fans of tiny wrinkles spreading
from the corers of her eyes and the soft flesh hanging from the bones of her forearms. He wondered what
magic had been in the night to make her appear so young, and she seemed to catch the thought for she
smiled that ferd grin of hers.

“Everyone needs asmidgen of comfort, thefed of another against them every so often, Corfe. Even
Queens. Even old Queens.”

“You'renot so old,” he said, and he meant it.
She patted his cheek as an aunt might afavoured nephew.
“Go. Go off to war and start earning aname for yoursdlf.”

Heleft her chambersfeding oddly rested, whole. Asif she had plugged for awhile the bleeding wounds
he bore. When he strode hisway down to the parade grounds he found hisfive hundred waiting for him
beneath their sombre banner, silent in the pre-dawn light, standing like ranks of iron statues with only the
plumesof their breething giving them lifein the cold air.

“Moveout,” he said to Andruw, and the long files started out for the battlegrounds of the south.

TWENTY-ONE

T HE squadron was abrave sight asit hoveinto view around the headland. War carracks with their
banks of guns, nefs brigtling with soldiers and marines, darting caravels with their wing-like lateen sails;
and al flying the scarlet of the Hebrian flag at their mainmasts and the degper burgundy of Admira
Rovero's pennant at the mizzens. Asthey caught sight of the party on the beach they started firing a
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sdute. Twenty-six gunsfor the recognition of their king, every ship in the squadron surrounded with
powder-smoke as the thunder of the broadsides boomed out. Abeleyn’ sthroat tightened at the sight and
sound. He was aking again, not atravelling vagabond or a hunted refugee. He still had subjects, and his
word could still bring forth the bellowed anger of guns.

He and Rovero went below as soon as the longboats brought the King' s party out to the ships. The
squadron put about immediately, the ponderous carracks turning like stately floating castlesin sequence,
the smaller vessdl's clustering about them like anxious offspring.

Rovero went down on one knee as soon as he and Abeleyn were donein the flagship’ s main cabin.
Abdeynraised him up.

“Don’'t worry about that, Rovero. If there sonething I’ ve learned in the past weeks, it’ s not to stand on
ceremony. How long before we strike Abrusio?’

“Two days, dre, if this south-easter keeps up.”

“| see. And what of the city when you left? How bad isit?’

“Sire, wouldn't you like to change and bathe? And | have a collation prepared—"
“No. Tell me of my kingdom, Rovero. What' s been happening?’

The admira looked grim, and hissed the words out of hislopsided mouth as though they were acurse
uttered to someone behind him.

“I had avisgit from Golophin’ s bird yesterday. The thing isamost destroyed. We haveit in the hold asit
cannot fly any more. It bore news of Abrusio, and this.” The admira handed Abdeyn ascrall with
Adtarac’ s Royal sed uponit. “It was meant for you, of course, sire, but the bird could go no farther.”

Abeleyn held the scroll asgingerly asif it might burst into flame any second. “And Abruso?

“The Arsend is burning. The powder magazines have been flooded, so there is no worry on that score.
And Freissis dead, his men taken, burned or fled into the Carreridan lines.”

“That issomething, | suppose. Go on, Rovero.”

“We are holding our own againgt the traitors and the Knights Militant, but with the fire and the press of
the population we cannot bring our full strength to bear. Fully two thirds of our men arefighting fire not
traitors, or else they are conducting the evacuation of the Lower City. We may be able to save part of
the western arm of Abrusio—engineers have been blasting afire bresk clean across the city—but
thousands of buildings are aready in ash, including the fleet dry docks, the Arsend, the naval storage
yards and many of the emergency silosthat were meant to feed the population in the event of asiege.
Abrusio has become two cities, Sre: the Lower, which iswell-nigh destroyed and is, for what it' sworth,
inour hands, and the Upper, which is untouched and in the hands of thetraitors.”

Abdeyn thought of the teeming life of his capitd in summer. The crowded, noisy, sinking vitdity of the
streets, the buildings and narrow dleys, the nooks and corners, the taverns and shops and market places
of the Lower City. He had roved Abrusio’ s darker thoroughfares as a young man—or a younger
one—out in search of adventure disguised as just another blade with money in his pocket. All gone now.
All destroyed. It felt asthough part of hislife had been wiped away, only the memories retaining the
picture of what once was.

“WEe ll discuss our planslater, Admird,” he said, his eyes unseeing, burning in their sockets asthough



they felt the heat of the inferno that was destroying his city. “Leave mefor awhile, if you please.”
Rovero bowed and | eft.

Heisolder, the admira thought as he closed the cabin door behind him. He has aged ten yearsin as
many weeks. The boy in himisgone. Thereis something in hislook which recallsthefather. | would not
crass him now for dl the world.

He stomped out into the waist of the ship, his mouth a skewed scar in hisface. That damned woman, the
King's mistress, was on deck arguing about her quarters. She wanted more room, awindow, fresher air.
She looked green about the chops aready, the meddlesome bitch. Well, older woman or no, she'd no
longer be ableto twist thisking about her finger asit was rumoured she had in the past. Wasn't she
getting rather stout, though?

T HE King of Hebrion stepped out of the cabin on to the stern gdlery of the flag carrack, which hung like
along balcony above the foaming turmoil of the ship’swake. He could see the other vessds of the
sguadron in line before him scarcely two cables away, plain sail s&t, their bows plunging up and down
and spraying surf to either side of their beakheads. It was aheart wrenching sight, power and beauty
adlied into aterrible puissance. Engines of war as awesome and glorious as man’ s hand had the capacity
to make them.

Man’'s hand, not God's.
He broke open King Mark’ s letter and stood on the pitching gallery reading it.

My Dear Cousin, it began. Thisiswritten in haste and without ceremony—the dispatch galley
waits in the harbour with her anchor aweigh. Her destination is Abrusio, for | know not where
else you can be reached. Despite the terrible stories which are coming out of Hebrion, | believe
that you will arrive back in your capital in the end and gject the traitors and Ravens who are
intent on ruining the west.

But | must tell you my news. My party was ambushed in the foothills of the southern Malvennors
by a sizable force of unknown origin, and we barely scraped through with our lives. An
assassination attempt, of course, an effort to rid the world of yet another heretic. It can only have
been arranged by Cadamost of Perigraine and the Inceptine Prelate of that kingdom. | fear other
attempts have been made, on both you and Lofantyr, but obviously if you are scanning this
missive you survived.

The old laws which governed conduct and guided men’ s actions are destroyed. | have had an
uprising of the nobles in Astarac to deal with, and it isonly in the last few days that | have been
ableto call Cartigella my own capital again. But the traitors were ill-led and ill-equipped—and
they had no Knights Militant to back them up. The army, which remained loyal in the most part,
thank God, is now scouring Astarac for the remaining pockets of the rebels. But there are
rumours that Perigraineis mobilizing and | must guard my eastern frontiers, else you would have
Astaran reinforcements to help you in the sorry task of regaining your own kingdom.

My sister will wed you, and if sheis as plain as a frog she is nonethel ess a woman of sense and
intelligence. More than ever we heretic kings must stand together, Abeleyn. Hebrion and Astarac
shall be allied, for if we remain separate then we will fall alone. | will not waste time on pomp and
ceremony. As soon as | hear from you that you are safe in Abrusio she shall be sent to your side,
the living proof of our bond.

(Do you remember her, Abeleyn? Isolla. You pulled her plaits as a boy and mocked her crooked



nose.)

From Torunna | have tidings much the same as here. Macrobius has been properly received as the
true Pontiff, but according to my sources he is not seen much abroad and may be ailing, may God
forfend. Heis all that stands between us and utter anarchy. Lofantyr is directing the Merduk war
personally, and yet Ormann Dyke seems to be neglected and the refugees surround Torunn by the
hundred thousand. He is not a general, our cousin of Torunna. Sometimes | am not even sureif he
isasoldier.

| must scrawl ever more hastily, as the tide will soon be on the turn. A Fimbrian army, it issaid, is
on the march. Its destination is reported to be the dyke, which may explain Lofantyr’ s neglect if it
does not excuseit. He has hired the old empire-builders to fight hiswars for him, and thinks he
can leave it at that. But the hound brought in over the threshold can prove to be a wolf if it is not
watched and given discipline. | do not trust Fimbrian open-handedness.

| end here. A pitiful missive, without grace or form to recommend it. My old rhetorics tutor will be
grumbling in his grave. Maybe one day philosophers will once more have the time to dance angels
on the heads of pins, but for now the world has too much need of soldiers and the quill must yield
to the sword.

Farethee wdll, cousin.
Mark

Abeleyn smiled as hefinished reading. Mark had never been much of aonefor polish. It was good to
know that Hebrion did not stand aone in the world, and that Astarac seemed fairly on the road back to
her proper order. The news of the Fimbrians was interesting, though. Did Lofantyr truly expect them to
fight and die for Torunnain the east without wanting something more than coinage in exchange?

Isolla. They had all played together as children, at conferences and conclaves astheir fathers changed the
shape of theworld. She wasthin and russet-haired, with afreckled face and abend to her nose that had
been evident even then, when they were not yet into their teens. She was only ayear or two younger than
himself—quite old to be married for thefirst time. He remembered her asaquiet, long-suffering child
who liked to be |eft done.

Such memories were beside the point. The important thing was that the Hebro-Agtaran aliance would be
firmly cemented by this marriage, and persond fedings did not comeintoiit.

(Hethought of Jemillaand her swelling belly, and felt athrill of uneasy gpprehension for areason he could
not fully understand.)

The feding passed. He went inside and shouted for attendants to come and help him disrobe and wash.
He poured himself aflagon of wine from the gimballed decanters on the cabin table, gulped it down, bit
into achunk of herb bread, gulped more wine.

The cabin door opened and his personal steward and valet were standing there, still in their castaway
clothes, one chewing.

“Sre?’

Hefelt ashamed. He had forgotten that these men had been through whatever he had, and were as
hungry and thirsty and tired and filthy as he was himsdif.

“It'sdl right. Y ou are dismissed. Clean yourselves up and get yourselves as much food and wine as your



bellieswill hold. And kindly ask Admiral Rovero to step back in here when he has amoment.”

“Yes, sre. The sailors have heated water for you in one of their coppersin the galey. Shdl wehavea
bath prepared?’

A bath! Sweet heavens above. But he shook hishead. “Let thelady Jemillause the water. | will do well
enough.”

The men bowed and left. Abeleyn could smdll himsdlf above the usua shipboard smells of pitch and
wood and old water, but it did not seem to matter. Jemillawas carrying his child, and she would
gppreciate a bath above dl things at the moment. Let her have one—it would keep her away from him
forawhile

He realized suddenly that he did not much like his mistress. Asalover she was superb, and shewas as
witty and intelligent as aman could want. But he trusted her no more than he would trust an adder which
dithered across his boot in the woods. The knowledge surprised him somewhat. He was aware that
something in him had changed, but he was not yet sure what it was.

A knock on the door. Admira Rovero, his eyebrows high on his sea-dog face. “Y ou wanted to see me,
gre?

“Yes, Admird. Let us go through this plan you have concocted, you and Mercado, for the retaking of
Abruso. Now isasgood atimeasany.”

There wasto be no rest, no chance to St and stare out at the foaming wake and the mighty shipswhich
coursed along astern, tall pyramids of canvas and wood and gleaming guns. No time to turn away from
the care and the responsibilities. And Abeleyn did not mind.

Perhaps that iswhat has changed, he thought. | am growing into my crown at last.

TWENTY-TWO

A LBREC’ Shead wasfull of blood, swollen and throbbing like a bone-pent heart. His face was
rubbing againgt some form of materia, cloth or thelike, and his hands, dso, felt swollen and full.

He was upsde-down, he redized, dangling with his midriff being crushed by his own weight.
“Put me down,” he gasped, feding as though he might throw up if he did not straighten.

Avilasat him down carefully. The young Inceptine had been carrying him dung over one broad shoulder.
The pair of them were bresthing heavily. Albrec’ sworld dizzied and spun for amoment asthe fluids of
his body righted themselves. The lamp Avilahad been carrying in hisfree hand guttered on the floor,
amogt out of ail.

“What areyou doing?’ Albrec managed at last. “Where are we?’

“In the catacombs. | couldn’t bring you round, Albrec. Y ou were dead to the world. So | piled up stone
infront of the hole and tried to find away out for us.”

“Commodiug”
“Dead, and may hiswarped spirit howl the eons away in the pits of hell.”

“Hisbody, Avila We can't just leave it down here.”
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“Why not? He was a creature of the lightless dark, a shape-shifter, and hetried to kill us both to protect
his precious version of thetruth. Let his corpserot here unburied.”

Albrec hdd hisaching head in his hands. “Where are we?’

“I wasfollowing the north wall—the damp one, as you said—trying to find the stairs, but | must have
missed them somehow.”

“An easy thing to do. | will find them, don’t worry. How long hasit beensince. .. ?’
“Maybe hdf an hour, not long.”

“Great God, Avila, what are we going to do?’

“Do?1—I don't know, Albrec. | hadn’t been thinking beyond getting out of this dungeon.”
“We vekilled the Senior Librarian.”

“We' vedan awerewolf.”

“But he changed back into Commodiusthelibrarian. It' sthelast thing | remember. Who will believe us?
What sgns are there on hisbody to tell anyonewhat he wasin life?’

“What are you saying, Albrec? That we arein trouble for saving our own lives, for putting an end to that
foul beest?’

“I don’'t know, | don’'t know what to think. How could it happen, Avila? How could apriest be athing
likethat, dl these years, dl the years| have worked with him? It was he who haunted the library; | see
that now. It was his unclean presence which gaveit its atmosphere. Oh, lord God, what has been going
on here?’

The pair were dlent, their eyesfixed on thetiny lamp flame which did not have too many minutes of life
left toit. But it did not seem important that they might soon be left herein impenetrable darkness. The
place seemed different somehow. They had seen the true face of evil, and nothing € se could frighten
them.

“They know,” Albrec went on in arasping whisper. “Did you hear him? They know the truth of things,
thereal story of the Saint and the Prophet, and they have been suppressing it. The Church has been
stting on the truth for centuries, Avila, keeping it from the world to safeguard its own authority. Whereis
piety, where humility? They have behaved like princes determined to hold on to their power no matter
what the cogt.”

Avilafingered his black Inceptine robe thoughtfully.

“Y ou have claw marks down the sides of your face,” hetold Albrec, as though he had only just seen
them.

“There sblood on yours, too.”

“We can't hide our hurts, Albrec. Think, man! What are we to do? Columbar is dead at Commodius
hand and Commodiusis dead at ours. How will it look? We cannot tell them we were trying to discover
and preserve the truth of things. They’ll put us out of the way as quickly as Commodius intended to.”

“There are good men yet in the Church—there must be.”



“But we don't know who they are. Who will listen to us or believe us? Sweet blood of the Blessed Saint,
Albrec, we arefinished.”

The lamp guttered, flared, and then went out. The dark swooped in on them and they were blind.
Avila svoice camethick with grief through the lightlessness. “We must flee Charibon.”

“No! Wherewould we go? How would wetravel in the depth of winter, in the snows? We would not
last aday.”

“WEe I not last much longer than that here once this gets out. When Commodiusis missed they’ Il search
thelibrary. They’ll find him in the end. And who isthe only other person who hasthe keysto the library?
You, Albrec.”

The little monk touched the torn skin of hisface and neck, the lump on his forehead where the werewol f
had knocked him. Avilawasright. They would question him first, for he was Commodius closest
colleague, and when they saw hiswounds the inquisition would begin.

“Sowhat areweto do, Avila?’ he asked, near to tears. He knew, but he had to let someone else say it.

“WE |l have aday of grace. We Il stay out of sight and gather together what we can to help us on our
journey.”

“Journey to where? Wherein the world are we to go? The Church rules Normannia, her Knights and
clericsarein every city and town of the west. Where shdl werun to?’

“We are heretics once thisgetsout,” Avilasaid. “They will excommunicate us when they find the body in
that unholy chapel and note our disappearance. But there are other hereticsin the world, Albrec, and
thereisaheresarch to lead them. The man some say is Macrobius has been sat up as an anti-Pontiff in
Torunn. Charibon’ swrit has no authority in that kingdom, and anyone hostile to the Himerian Church will
be welcome there. The Macrobian kingswill listen to us. We would be a powerful weapon in their
armoury. And besides, Charibon seemsnow to melikeasink of corruption. If Commodiuswas a
werewolf, could there not be others like him within the ranks of my order?’

“It does not bear thinking about.”
“It must be thought about, Albrec, if we areto puzzle out away to save our lives.”

They stood awhile, not speaking, listening to the drip of water and the enfolding silence of the gutrock,
the bowe s of the mountains. Findly Avilamoved. Albrec heard him groan from the pain of hishurts.

“My robeisripped to threads, and | think | have some ribs broken. It islike aknife thrust into my side
every time| draw breath. We must get back to our beds before Matins.”

“You deepinadormitory, Avila Won't your colleagues notice?’

“Thereisabolster under my blankets doing service as adeeping monk, and | stole out asquiet asa
mouse. But I’ [l not be so quiet returning. Damnation!”

“Y ou can't go back. Y ou must cometo my cell. We Il get some things together and hole up somewhere
tomorrow—or today, as | supposeit must be—and leave tomorrow night.”

Avilawas gasping in short, agonizing pants. “I fear | will not be aswift traveller, my little Antillian
comrade. Albrec, must we leave? Isthere no way we can brazen it out?’



The decision had been made, but it terrified both of them. It would be so much easier to go on asif
nothing had happened, to step back into the ancient routine of the monastery-city. Albrec might have
doneit, theinertiaof fear tying him to the only life he had known. But Avilahad painted thingstoo clearly.
The Antillian knew that their lives had changed without hope of recovery. They had stepped beyond the
Church and were on the outside, looking in.

“Come,” Albrec said, trying not to move his neck. “We ve alot to do before dawn. This thing has been
thrust on usasHonorius' visonswere thrust upon him, that poor, mad seeker after the truth. God has
given us aburden as heavy as histo bear. We cannot shirk it.”

Hetook Avila sarm and began leading him dong the wal of the catacombs, touching its rough surface
every now and then with his shaking palm.

“He died in the mountains, you know, died alone as a discredited hermit whom no onewould listen to, a
holy madman. | wonder now if it is not the Church which has been mad. Mad with pride, with the lust for
power. Who isto say that it has not suppressed every holy truth-seeker who has arisen over the
centuries? How many men have found out about Ramusio’ strue fate, and have paid for that knowledge
with their lives? That isthe pity of it. Take alieand makeit into bdief, and it rotsthe rest of thefaith like
abad applein abarrel. No one knows what to believe any more. The Church totters on its foundations,
no matter how much of its structure may be sound, and those good men who are in its service are tainted
withitslies”

Avilagroaned out awrecked laugh. “Y ou never change, Albrec. Still philosophizing, even a atimelike
this”

“Qur fate has become as important asthe downfal of nations,” Albrec retorted humourlesdy. “We carry
our knowledge like awegpon of the Apocalypse, Avila. We are more potent than any army.”

“I wish | felt s0,” Avilagrated, “but | fed morelike awounded rat.”

They found the stairs and began to ascend them as gingerly astwo old men, hissing and grimacing a
every step. It seemed an age before they reached the library proper, and for the last timein hislife Albrec
walked among thetiers of books and scrolls and bregthed in the dry parchment smell. Thetitle page of
the old document crackled in the breast of hisrobe like a grizzling babe.

Theair of the passing night was bitterly cold asthey left the library, locking it behind them, and trudged
through the wind-smoked snowdrifts to the cloisters. There were afew other monks abroad, preparing
for Matins. Charibon was wrapped in pre-dawn peace, dark buildings and pae drifts, the warm gleam of
candlelight a afew windows. It was different now. It no longer felt like home. Albrec was weeping
dlently as he helped Avilato hisown cdl. He knew that tonight whatever peace and happiness hisplain
life had known had been lost. Ahead lay nothing but struggle and danger and disputation, and adeeth
which would occur beyond the ministrations of the Church. Death on apyre perhaps, or in the snows, or
in agrange land beyond dl that was familiar.

He prayed to Ramusio, to Honorius the mad saint, to God Himsalf, but no light appeared before him, no
voice spokein hismind. His supplications withered into empty stillness, and try as he might he could not
gop hisfaith from following them into that pit of loss. All he waseft with was his knowledge of the truth,
and there grew in him aresolve to see that truth spread and grow like apainful disease. He would infect
the world with it ere he was done, and if the faith tottered under that affliction, then so beit.

C HARIBON cameto life before the sun broke the black sky into date-grey cloud. Matins was sung,
and the monks went to their breskfasts; Lauds, and then Terce followed. The accumulated snows of the
night were swept away and the city stirred, as did the fisher-villages down on the frozen shore of the Sea



of Tor.

After Terce agroup of scholars went to one of the Justiciars and complained that the library was not yet
open. The matter was investigated, and it was found that the doors were locked and there were no lights
within. The Senior Librarian could not be found, nor could his assstant. The matter was pursued further,
and despite the frigid air acrowd of monks gathered around the main doors of the Library of Saint
Garaso when at Sext they were broken open by a deacon of the Knights Militant and hismen using a
wooden beam as a battering ram whilst Betanza, the Vicar-Genera himself, looked on. Thelibrary was
searched by parties of senior monks. By that time the body of Columbar had been discovered, and
despite searches of the dormitories and cloisters the two librarians were still nowhere to be found.
Charibon began to buzz with speculation.

Commodius body was discovered just before Vespers, after the upper levels of the library had been
turned upside down. Monks searching the lower levels had come upon adiscarded oil lamp, and a pile of
broken masonry built up against awall of the catacombs. It fell gpart as soon asthey began to investigate
it, and amonsignor entered the little temple a ong with two armed Knights to discover the corpse of the
Senior Librarian stark and staring, the silver pentagram dagger buried inits spine.

The circumstances of the discovery were not bruited abroad, but the story made its way about the
monagtery-city that the Senior Librarian had been foully murdered in horrible surroundings somewhere
deep in the foundations of hisown library, and his assistant, dong with a young Inceptine who was
known to be his specid friend, was missing.

Patrols of the Knights Militant and squads of the Almarkan garrison soldiers prowled the streets of
Charibon, and the monks at V espers whispered up and down the long pews when they were not singing
to God' s glory. There was amurderer, or murderers, loosein Charibon. Heretics, perhaps, come
spreading fear in the city at the behest of the heresiarch Macrobius who sat at the Devil’ sright hand in
Torunn. The senior Justiciars were forming an investigative body to get to the bottom of the affair, and the
Pontiff himself was overseeing them.

But late that evening, in the white fury of yet another snow-storm, two events went unremarked by the
patrols which were watching the perimeters of Charibon. Onewasthe arrival of asmal party of menon
foot, struggling through the driftswith their black uniforms frosted white. The other was the departure of
two bent and labouring monks bowed under heavy sacks, fedling their way through the blizzard with stout
pilgrim’ s staves and gasping in their pain and grief asthey trudged aong the frozen shores of the Sea of
Tor, bypassng the bonfires of the sentry-posts by hiking far out on the frozen surface of the sealitsdlf to
where the pancake ice bunched and rippled under the wind like the unquiet contents of awhite cauldron.
Albrec and Avilastruggled on with the ice gathering on their swollen faces and the blood in their hands
and feet dowly solidifying in the intense depth of the raging cold. The snowstorm cloaked them entirely,
s0 that they were not challenged once in their fumbling progress. But it dso seemed to be fairly onthe
way to killing them before their flight had even got under way.

T HE party of black-clad men demanded admittance to the suites of the High Pontiff Himerius, and the
gartled guards and clerical attendants were spun into afrenzy by their unexpected appearance. Finaly
they were billeted in awarm, if austere, anteroom whilst the Pontiff was notified of their arriva. It wasthe
first timein four centuriesthat Fimbrian soldiers had come to Charibon.

The Pontiff was being robed by two ageing monksin his private gpartments when the Vicar-Genera of
the Inceptine Order entered. The monks were dismissed and the two Churchmen stood looking at one
another, Himerius till fastening his purple robe about histhickening middle.

“Well?" he asked.



Betanzatook a sest and could not stifleayawn: it was very late, and he had had atrying day.

“No luck. Thetwo monks remain missing. They are either dead, if they areinnocent, or fled if they are
rm.ll

Himerius grunted, regarding his own reflection in the full-length mirror which graced the sombre opulence
of hisdressing chamber.

“They are guilty, Betanza: | fed it. Commodius was trying to stop them from committing heresy, and he
diedforit.” A gpasm of indefinable emotion crossed the Pontiff’ s aquiline features and then was gone.
“May God have mercy on him, hewasaloya servant of the Church.”

“What makes you so sure that was the way of it, Holiness?’ Betanza asked, obvioudy curious. Hisbig
soldier’ sface was ruddy with the day he had spent, and scarlet linesintagliated the whites of hiseyes.

“I' know,” Himerius snapped. “Y ou will send out search parties of the Knightsto find these two runaways
as soon as the wegther permits. | want them brought back to Charibon to undergo inquisition.”

Betanza shrugged. “ Asyou wish, Holiness. What of these Fimbrians closeted below? Will you see them
tonight?’

“Yes. Wemust know if thelr arrival here at thistime isacoincidence or part of alarger plan. | need not
tell you, Betanza, that the events of today must not leave the city. No tales of murder in Charibon must
trickle out to the kingdoms. This place must be unbesmirched, pure, unsullied by scandal or rumour.”

“Of course, Holiness,” Betanza said, a the same time wondering how he was supposed to muzzle acity
of many thousands. Monks were worse than women for gossip. Still, the weether would help.

“A courier arrived here this afternoon, while you were occupied with other maiters,” Himerius said lightly,
and there was adifferent air about him suddenly, a glittering triumph that he could not keep out of his
eyes. The Pontiff turned and faced the Vicar-Generd squardly, his hands clasped on his breast. It |ooked
asthough awild grin wasfighting to bresk out over hisface. For an instant, Betanza thought, he looked
dightly med.

“Good news, my friend,” Himerius said, mastering himself. He was once more the sober cleric, weighed
down with dignity and gravitas. “The courier came from Alstadt. It would seem that our devoted son of
the Church, King Haukir of Almark, has died at last, may the Saints receive hisflitting soul into their
bosoms. This pious king, this paragon of dutiful faith, hasleft hiskingdom to the Church.”

Betanza gaped. “ Y ou're sure?’

“The courier carried amissve from Prelate Marat of Almark. He has been named regent of the kingdom
until such timeas| seefit to organize its governance. Almark is ours, Betanza.”

“What of the nobles? Have they aught to say about it?’

“They will acquiesce. They must. Almark has a strong contingent of the Knights Militant in its capitd, and
the Royd armies are for the most part billeted further east, long the line of the Saeroth river. Almark is
ours, truly.”

“They say that events of moment are like nodes of history,” Betanza mused. “Where one occurs, others
arelikely to happen at the same time, sometimesin the same place. Y ou may face these Fimbrianswith
new confidence, Holiness. Thetiming could not have been more opportune.”



“Precisdy. It iswhy | will receive them now, though it isso late. | want the news to be a shock to them.”
“What do you think they want?’

“What does anyone these days? The Church owns Almark, it controls Hebrion. It has become an
empire. Accommodation must be sought with it. | have no doubt that these Fimbrians are come to test
the waters of diplomatic exchange. The old imperia power isbending in the new wind. Come: we will go
down and meet them together.”

The Pontifical reception hall wasfull of shadows. Torches burned in cressets along thewalls, and glowing
braziers had been brought in to stand around the dais whereon rested the Pontiff’ s throne. Knights
Militant stood like graven monuments every ten paces dong the wals, blinking themsdlves awake and
diffening the moment the Pontiff entered and sat himself down. Betanzaremained standing at hisright
hand, and a pair of scribeshuddled in their dark robeslike puddies of ebony ink at the foot of the dais,
quills erect. To one side Rogien, the old Inceptine who was dso the manager of the Pontifical court,
stood ready, his bare scalp gleaming in the torchlight.

The Fimbrians had to walk the length of the flame-and-shadowed hall, their boots clumping on the basalt
floor. Four of them, al in black, except for the scarlet sash that one wore about hiswais.

Hard-faced men, wind-burn rouging their cheeks and foreheads, their hair cropped as short as the mane
of ahogged horse. They bore no wespons, but the Knights who lined the walls on ether sde of them
watched them intently and warily with fists clenched on sword-hilts.

“Barbius of Neyr, marsha and commander in the Fimbrian army,” Rogien announced in avoice of brass.

Barbiusinclined his head to Himerius. Fimbrians did not bend the knee to anyone save their emperor.
Himeriusknew this, yet the dight bow had so much of contempt in it that he shifted in histhrone, his
liver-spotted hands tightening on the armrests.

“Barbius of the electorate of Neyr, you are welcome in Charibon,” the Pontiff said camly. “ The urgency
of your errand iswritten in your face and those of your companions, and so we have deigned to grant
you an audience despite the lateness of the hour. Quarters appropriate for your rank have been set aside
for you and your comrades, and as soon asthe audience is over there will be food and drink served to
help sugtain the flagging spirit.”

Barbius made the dight bow again in acknowledgement of this graciousness. His voice when he spoke
wasthe grate of diding rock to Himerius degp music.

“I thank His Holinessfor his hogpitaity, but am grieved to say that | shall not be able to take advantage
of it. | and my men arein haste: the main body of our force is encamped some five leagues from here and
we hope to rgoin them ere the morning.”

“Main body?’ Himerius repested.

“Yes, Holiness. | am here to reassure you that the troops under my command bear the monastery-city
nothing but goodwill, and you need not fear—nor need Almark fear—any rapine on their behaf. We are
merely passing through, obeying the orders of the Electors.”

“| don’t understand. Are you not an embassy come from the el ectorates?” Himerius asked.

“No, Holiness. | am merely the commander of an eastwardbound Fimbrian army cometo pay my

respects.”



The statement fdll in the room like athunderclap.
“A Fimbrian army isencamped five leagues from Charibon?’ Betanza said, incredulous.
“Yes, excdlency.”

“Whither are you bound?’ Himeriusinquired, and the music was gone from his voice. He sounded as
hoarse as an old crow.

“We are bound for therelief of Ormann Dyke.”

“ At whose behest?”’

“| am ordered by my superiors, the Electors of Fimbria.”

“But who has asked for your help? Lofantyr the heretic? It must be.”

Barbius shrugged, his red-gold moustache concedling any expression his mouth might have conveyed. His
eyeswere asflat and hard as seaiice. “1 am only following orders, Holiness. It isnot for meto question
the doings of high palicy.”

“Doyou redize you are imperilling your immortal soul by succouring a heretic who has repudiated the
vdidity of the holy Church?’ Himerius snapped.

“Asl said, Holiness, | am merely asoldier obeying orders. If | do not obey them my lifeisforfeit. | called
in on you here as a courtesy, to ask your blessing.”

“Y ou march to the aid of he who shields the heresiarch of the west, and you ask my blessing?’ Himerius
sad.

“My army marches east to stem the Merduk invasion. It is performing aservice for every kingdomin the
west, be they Himerian or Macrobian,” Barbiussaid. “| ask you, Holiness, to look on it in that light. The
dykewill fdl inthe spring if my forces do not reinforceit, and the Merduks will be hammering at the gates
of Charibon within ayear. It may be that King Lofantyr is paying our wages, but the service we render is
of vaueto every free man in Normannia.”

Himerius was silent, thinking. It was Betanza who spoke next.

“S0 you are mercenaries, you Fimbrians. Y ou hire yourselves out to kingsin need and fight for the gold in
their coffers. What if the Merduk sultans offered you a greater wage than the western kings, Marsha ?
Would you then fight under the banners of the Prophet?’

For thefirgt time, emotion crossed the face of the Fimbrian marsha. His eyesflared and he took one step
forward, which made every guard in the chamber tense on the bals of hisfeet.

“Who built Charibon?’ he asked. “Who founded Aekir and hollowed out Ormann Dyke and reared up
the great moles of Abrusio Harbour? My people did. For centuries the Fimbrians were the buckler
behind which the people of the west sheltered from the steppe hordes, the horse-tribes, the Merduk
thousands. The Fimbrians made the western world what it is. Y ou think we would betray the heritage of
our forefathers, thelegacy of our empire? Never! Once again we arein the foremost rank of those
defending it. All we ask”—and here the marshd’ s tone softened—"is that you do not see our reinforcing
of the dyke as an assault on the Himerian Church. We intend no heresy, and would keep on good terms
with Charibon if we could.”



Himeriusrose and lifted his hand. The torchlight made hisface into an eagle mask, eyes glittering blackly
on ether side of the aquiline nose.

“Y ou have our blessing then, Marshal Barbius of Neyr. May your arms shine with glory, and may you
hurl the Merduk heathen back from the gates of the west.”

“W HY didyou doit?’ Betanzademanded. “Why did you legitimize the farming out of Fimbrian troops
to heretics? It issensdessl”

He and the Pontiff were sweeping along one of Charibon’s starlit cloisters, utterly deserted at thistime of
night. Their hands were hidden in their deeves and they had their hoods drawn up againgt the biting cold,
but the blizzards had ended and the night air was as clear asthe bleb of aniicicle, sharp asashard of flint.
Novices had swept the cloister clear of snow before retiring to bed and the two clericswere able to
gride dong without interruption.

“Why should | not do it?Had | refused the blessing, dienated the man, then | would have done the
Church no favours and possibly agreat deal of harm. We cannot argue with an army of Fimbrians. Think
of that, Betanzal Fimbrians on the march again across the continent. Theimperia tercios on the move. It
is enough to make aman shudder with apprehension. We knew after the Conclave of Kingsthat
something like thiswasin thewind—but so soon. Lofantyr has stolen amarch on us, quiteliteraly.”

“But why bless his enterprise? It is giving tacit recognition of the Torunnan kingdom, which isno longer
within the Church'sfold.”

“No. | merely blessed the Fimbrians: | did not wish Godspeed to heretics. If the old imperia power is
once again stirring and taking an interest in the world, then it would be aswell for usto keep it on our
gde. The Fimbriansare fill a Himerian state, remember. They have never formally recognized the
anti-Pontiff Macrobius, and therefore they are technicaly in our camp. Let uskeep it that way. The
Fimbrians themsalves obvioudy want to keep the Church in their corner, ese that brutish marsha would
have marched past Charibon without a pause and we would be none the wiser of his passing.
No—despite the bequest of Almark we are not strong enough to antagoni ze the Electors.”

Their sandas dapped on thefrigid stone of the cloigters.
“I pity them, deeping out on anight likethis,” Betanza said.

Himerius snorted. “They are soldiers, little better than animas. They hardly register any fedling except the
most base. L et them shiver.”

They took one more turn about the cloister, and then: “1 will go to bed now, Holiness,” Betanza said,
oddly subdued. “My investigationsinto the desth of Commodiuswill recommence at dawn. | wish to
pray awhile”

“By dl means. Good night, Betanza.”

The Pontiff sood donein the clear night, his eyes glittering under his hood. In hismind he was
marshalling armies and putting the cities of the hereticsto the torch. A second empire there would be on
earth, and as mad Honorius had said it would risein an age of fire and the sword.

| am tired, Himerius thought, his savage exaltation flickering out as the freezing wind searched hisframe. |
am old, and weary of the struggle. But soon my task will befulfilled, and | will be ableto rest. Someone
esewill takemy place.

He padded off to hisbed as slently asacat.



“A LBREC. Wake up, Albrec!”

A blow on Albrec’ s cheekbone snapped his head to one side and tore the scab of ice from around his
nose. He moaned asthe cold air bit into the exposed flesh and fought open his eyes as someone shook
him as though he were arat being worried by adog.

He lay haf-buried in snow and afrost-white shape was pummelling him.
“All right, dl right! I'm awake.”

Avilacollapsed in a heap beside him, the air sobbing in and out of hisfractured chest. “It's stopped
snowing,” he wheezed. “We should try to move on.”

But they both remained prone in the drift which had come close to burying them. Their clothes had
dtiffened on their backs to the consstency of armour, and they no longer had any feding left in their
extremities. Worse, white patches of frostbite discoloured their faces and ears.

“We refinished,” Albrec moaned. “ God has abandoned us.”

Thewind had dropped, and they lay on their backsin the snow staring up at the vast vault of the
star-crowded night sky. Beautiful and pitiless, the stars were so bright that they cast faint shadows,
though the moon had not yet risen.

Far off the two clerics heard the forlorn howl of asolitary wolf, come down out of the terrible winter
heights of the Cimbrics seeking food.

Another answered it, and then there were more. A pack of them off in the night, calling to one another in
some unfathomable felowship.

Albrec was strangdly unafraid. | am dying, he thought, and it does not matter.

“Sailors believe that in oyvipslive the souls of lost marinerswho drowned in astate of gn,” the little monk
told Avila, remembering his childhood on the Hardic Sea.

“What'san oyvip?’ Avilaasked, hisvoicealight feather of athing balanced on hislips, asthough his
lungs were too racked with pain to give it depth.

“A great, blunt-nosed fish with akindly eye and ahabit of following ships. A happy thing, dways a
play.”

“Then | envy those logt souls,” Avilabreathed.

“And woodsmen,” Albrec went on, his own voice becoming durred and faint. “ They believethat in
wolves abide the souls of evil men, and, somethink, of lost children. They think that in the heart of the
wolf liesdl the darkness and despair of mankind, which iswhy shifters usualy manifest aswolves.”

“Y ou read too much, Albrec,” Avilawhispered. “Too many things. Wolves are animals, mindless and
soulless. Man isthe only true beast, because he has the capacity not to be.”

They lay with the cold seeping into their bones like some dow, cancerous growth, staring up at the stark
beauty of the stars. There was no longer any pain for them, or any hope of flight or life, but there was
peace out herein the drifts, in the wild country of the Narian Hillswhere the Free Tribes had once
roamed and worshipped their dark gods.

“No more philosophy,” Albrec murmured. The stars were winking out one by one as his sght darkened.



“Good night, Avila”
But from hisfriend there was no reply.

T HE Fimbrian patrol came across them an hour later, drawn by the shadowed figures of the wolveswho
were gathering around them. The soldiers kicked away the beasts and found two clerics of Charibon
lying stiff and cold in the snow with their faces turned up to the stars and their hands clasped together like
those of two logt children. The soldiers had to chip them free of the frozen drift with their swords. The
pair had on their bodies the marks of violence and rough travel, but their faces were peaceful, as serene
as the countenance of a sculpted saint.

The sergeant in charge of the patrol ordered them wrapped in cloaks and carried back to camp. The
patrol followed his orders, picked up the bodies and started at the double back to where the campfires
of the Fimbrian army glimmered red and ydlow in the Sarlight, lessthan amile avay.

The wolves watched them go in silence.

TWENTY-THREE

T HEY had made good time, marching sixty leaguesin eleven days. Corfe had never seen anything quite
like hismotley little army of savage tatterdemdions. They were eager, talkative, fiercely good-humoured.
Onleaving Torunn they had changed completely, and their column often rang out with triba songs, ribad
laughter. It was asif the city had placed some kind of sombre restraint on them, but now that they were
out in open country, marching with swords dapping a their thighs and lances in their hands, something in
them took wing. They were undisciplined, yes, but they were more enthusiagtic than any other soldiers
Corfe had known. It was asif they thought they were marching south to take part in some manner of
fediva.

He put hisviewsto Marsch one evening asthey sat by the campfire, shivering in their threadbare blankets
and watching flurries of snow lit up by the flames whedling feather-like out of the darkness beyond.
Almost athird of the men were barefoot, and many had no adequate covering to keep out the cold, but
the brigtling crowds about the other campfires were humming with low talk, like asummer garden dive
with bees.

“Why do they seem so happy?’ Corfe asked his newest ensign.

The huge tribesman wiped his nose on his blanket, shrugging. “They arefree. Isthat not enough to make
aman happy?’

“But they are marching south to fight a battle which has nothing to do with them. Why do they seem so
eagertodoit?’

Marsch looked at his commander strangely. “How often do the causes for which men fight mean anything
to them? For my people, the Felimbri, war isour life. It isthe means by which aman advanceshimsdf in
the esteem of his comrades. Thereisno other way.”

Enggn Ebro, who was sitting close by with afur cape clutched about his shoulders, snorted with
contempt.

“That isthe reasoning of aprimitive,” hesad.

“Wearedl primitives, and dwayswill be,” Marsch said with unusua mildness. “If men werecivilized
truly, then they would not kill each other. We are animas. Something in us needsto fight in order to
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provewe are dive. My men have been chattel s, beasts harnessed for brute labour. But now they bear
the wegpons of free men, and they areto fight like free men, in open contest. It matters not who they fight
or where, or for what.”

“The philosopher savage.” Ebro laughed.
“So thereis no cause needed,” Corfe said.

“No. A man advances himself by making subject other men, either by killing them or so dominating them
that they will not dare to chdlenge hisword. Thus are kings made—among my people, at least.”

“And what were you before the galleys clamed you, Marsch?’ Corfe asked quietly.
The huge savage smiled. “I waswhat | still am, aprince of my people.”
Ebro guffawed, but Marsch ignored him asif he did not exig.

“Y ou could kill your Torunnan officers here and now, and leave for home. No one could stop you,”
Corfesad.

Marsch shook his head. “We have sworn an oath which we will not break. Thereis honour involved.
And besides’—here he actually grinned at Corfe, showing square yellow teeth whose canines had been
filed to sharp points—"we are interested to see how this colond of ourswill fare in open battle, with his
Torunnan ways and his plain spesking.”

Then it was Corfe sturn to laugh.

T HERE was no chance of the column’ s approach remaining a secret. Their appearance was SO
outlandish and unique that entire villages turned out at the side of the mud-deep roadsto Sare a them as
they trudged past. The last few days were spent on short commons, as the Quartermaster-issued rations
had run out and the men had to subsist on what they could glean from the surrounding countryside.
Severd cattle were quietly appropriated from awe-struck owners, but in general Corfe prevented any
large-scale foraging because thiswas Torunna they were marching through, his own country, and aso he
wanted to make the greatest speed he could.

The men were marvelloudy fast marchers. Though their timein the gdlleys had blunted the fine edge of
their fitness, building brute strength up in place of slamina, they were ableto crack dong at afearsome
pace, unhindered by an artillery train or baggage of any kind. It was al the three Torunnan officersin the
column could do to keep up with their subordinates as they strode along with their helms dung at their
hips and their lances resting on their powerful shoulders. Corfe was privately amazed. He had been
brought up to believe that the tribes of the Cimbrics were degenerate savages, hardly worthy of attention
from civilized men except when they became a nuisance with their raiding and brigandage. But now he
was learning the truth of the affair, which wasthat they were natural-born soldiers. All they needed wasa
little discipline and |leadership and he was sure they would acquit themsdves well againgt any foeinthe
world.

Andruw was smilarly impressed. “ Good men,” he said, asthey sucked aong through the rutted mud of
the winter roads towards Hedeby. “I don’t think I’ ve ever seen a pack of fellows so keen for afight. I'd
givemy left ball for agood battery of culverins, though.”

Corfe chuckled. Humour was coming with astrange ease to him lately. Perhapsit was being free, in the
field, hisown man. Perhapsit was the prospect of daughter. At any rate, he did not care to examine the
reasons too closaly.



“They’d not get far in thismud, your culverins. Nor would cavdry. I'm garting to think it' saswell this
force of oursisal infantry. We may find it more mobile than we supposed.”

“They march fast enough, no doubt of that,” Andruw agreed ruefully. “I’ll be ashort man by thetimewe
get to Hedeby. I’ ve walked at least an inch off each hedl.”

They were haf aday’ s march from Hedeby when they sighted asmal group of armoured cavary
outlined againgt the horizon ahead, watching them. Their banners flapped in the cold wind that winnowed
the hills on either side of the road.

“Ordinac, I'll bet,” Corfe said on sighting the horsemen, “cometo have alook at what he' sup againgt.
Unfurl the banner, Andruw.”

Andruw had their standard-bearer, amassive-thewed tribesman named Kyrn, pull loose the cathedra
banner and let it snap out atop its twelve-foot saff, apoint of vivid colour in the monochrome winter
afternoon. Therest of the men gave out acry at the sight, afive-hundred-voiced inarticulate roar which
made the skylined horses flinch and toss their heads.

“Lineof battle” Corfesad cdmly. “He shaving alook, so we might aswdl give him something to see.
Andruw, take the fifth tercio forward and chase those riders away as soon as the others have shaken
GJt_”

Andruw’ s boyish facelit up. “With pleasure, Sir.”

Thefivetercios of Corfe'scommand got into line. Five men deep, the line extended for ahundred yards.
Assoon asit wasin place, the standard flapping with the colour party in the centre, Andruw led one
tercio up the hill towards the watching riders.

There were lessthan a score of horsemen there, though they wore the heavy three-quarter armour of the
old nobility. When the tercio was within fifty pacesthey turned their horses and trotted away, not liking
the odds. Andruw placed his men on the hilltop and soon a gasping runner was jogging down from his
position. He handed Corfe anote.

Enemy camp half a league ahead, some three leagues out of town, it read. Looks like they are
beginning to deploy.

“Your orders, Sr?’ Ensign Ebro asked. Like everyone els€'s, his scarlet armour was o liberdly
plastered with muck that it had become a rust-brown colour.

“WE Il join Andruw’ stercio,” Corfe said. “ After that, we' |l see”

“Yes, sr.” Ebro’ svoice was throbbing like the wing-beat of atrapped bird and his face was pale under
its goattering of mud. “Isthere anything wrong, Ensign?’ Corfe asked him.

“No, gr. |—it'sjust that—I’ ve never been in a battle before, sir.”
Corfe stared at him for amoment, somehow liking him better for thisadmission. “You'll do dl right,
Ensgn”

Therest of the formation joined Andruw’s men on the hilltop and stared down to where the lesther tents
of the enemy camp dotted the land. Off to the left, perhaps amile avay, was the sea, as grey and solid as
stone. Ordinac’'s castle at Hedeby could be made out as adark pinnacle in the distance. Corfe examined
the duke' s men with a practised eye.



“A thousand maybe, as we were told. Perhaps a hundred cavary, the duke' s persona bodyguard and
mostly pikemen apart from that. | can’t see too many arquebusiers. These are second-rate troops, no
match for the regular army. His guns—he hastwo, see? Light falcons—are not even unlimbered yet.
Holy Saints, | do believe he’ sgoing to offer us battle at once.”

“Y ou mean today, sir?” Ebro asked.
“I mean right now, Enggn.”

Andruw came over. “Timeto fight, | believe. HE || cometo usif wewait for him, though look at the
mobs down there: he'll be half the day getting them into formation.”

Crowds of men were collecting their stlacked arms and milling about whilst gesticulating officerstried to
sort them into some kind of order. The only organized group seemed to be that of the duke’ s bodyguard,
who were drawn up in atwo-deep line on their heavy horses ahead of the other troops, acting asa
screen until their deployment was complete,

Corfetook in the situation in amoment. He was outhumbered: he was expected to fight adefensive
battle. He occupied the high ground and thus had agood position. But his men had no firearms. The
enemy could close to within firing range and blast away a him haf the day whilst the cavary threatened
to cavein hisflanksif hetried to close.

“Wewill attack,” he said crisply. “ Andruw, Ebro, go to your tercios. Marsch, inform the men that we are
to charge the enemy at once and throw them into disorder before they have time to deploy.”

“But the cavary—" Ebro said.

“Obey your orders, Ensign. Marsch, ped off the rear rank and keep it back asatactica reserve. I'll cal
for it when it' s needed. Understood?’

The big tribesman nodded and pushed hisway through the men behind him.
“Areyou sure about this, Corfe?” Andruw asked.

“I"'m not going to Sit here and wait for them, Andruw. Thisis our only chance. We must be quick. | want
everything at the double. We have to catch them while they’ re trying to deploy.”

“Haf aleague a the double in thisarmour?’ Andruw said doubtfully.
“The men can do it. Come, let’ s get to work.”

The colour party moved out first, whilst the ranks of men behind it retied their hemstrings and loosened
their swordsin the scabbards. Then the formation began to move. Corfe had taught them afew words of
command in Normannic, and he shouted one now, emphasizing the order with awave of his sdbre.

“Double!”

The men broke into alumbering trot, sounding like amoving ironmonger’ sstal. The formation began to
codesce as they dogged downhill through the soft ground, tearing it into amorass as they went. Behind
the main body, Marsch had hishundred of the reserve in amore compact mass following in the wake of
their comrades.

Tearing effort, at first quite easy because of the downhill dope, then getting harder asthe feet began to
drag, the lungs began to fight for air and the heavy armour crushed down on the shoulders. The men



would betired when they made contact, but the enemy would be disorganized and in disarray. It was an
exchange Corfe waswilling to make.

Haf amile gone by, and the formation ground on in silence except for the suck of boots or barefeet in
the mud, the clank and crash of iron, and laboured, gasping bresthing. There was no energy to spare for
battlecries.

Hard to fight the head up and make the brain work, to keep thinking. But the furious thinking and
planning kept the mind off the physical pain.

The screen of heavily armoured horsemen seemed at aloss. They had obvioudy not expected this move.
A bugle cal sounded, and the riders kicked their mountsinto motion up the hill. The animaswere heavily
laden, moving in soft, mucky ground up agradient. The best they could do was afast trot, counting on
their weight and momentum to break Corfe' sformation; that, and the fear of coming to gripswith lancers.

The tribesmen uttered a hoarse, tearing whoop as the two bodies of troops met with aringing crash, the
horses struggling uphill and the infantry running down to meet them. The line was staggered, the ranks
intermingling as the horsemen drove wedges of iron and muscleinto it. Corfe saw one of hismen speared
clean through by alance, armour and all, and tossed aside like a gutted fish.

But the horsemen could not keep up their advance. Corfe' s men seized their lances and dragged them
out of the saddle, stabbed upwardsinto armpit and groin or dashed the tendons of the horses so the
screaming creatures went down kicking madly, crushing their riders. And once arider was on his back, it
wasimpossible for him to get up again. The heavy armour kept him pinned in the muck until aglegful
tribesman ripped off hishelm and cut histhroat.

It was over quickly. The cavary line was broken into knots of milling riderswho werein turn engulfed
and brought down. A score of pain-crazed horses galloped riderless down the hill along with afew
lancers who had somehow kept in the saddle and flailed their mountsinto a canter.

“Reform!” Corfe shouted. And his men paused in their looting of the dead to dresstheir ranks and
draightentheline.

1] Dwud ”

The formation jogged on again. Corfe had no idea how many casudties hislittle army had suffered, but
that did not matter. What was important was that they catch the rest of the rebel forces before they
deployed.

Hisarmour seemed light now. He had not struck ablow during the swift, brutal skirmish, too busy trying
to direct things, to keep an eye out for the larger picture, to gauge the need for the reserve under Marsch.
Now the battle energy was flowing in him, the cold strength that entered into every man at the imminent
prospect of death. The tribesmen advanced downhill at aflat run, and thistime Corfe heard them break
out into the shrill, unearthly wall that wastheir battlecry.

A mob of men before them, some dressed in line, some crowded in a shapel ess mass. There wasthe
bristling array of apiketercio, the long, wicked weapons swinging down to present afence of spikesto
the attackers. Corfe's command charged into the enemy.

The rebelswere pushed into atighter mass dmost at once as the men at the forefront of the formation
recoiled. Here and there a company got off arattle of volley fire, but for the most part isolated
arquebusiers were loading and firing a will. Maybe the duke had died in the cavary battle, Corfe
thought; there seemed to be no leadership beyond the officers of individud tercios.



Only thetercio of pikemen kept their ranks. The tribesmen beat down the long wegpons with their
swords and tried to pierce the formation and disrupt it, but rear ranks of the enemy brought their own
pikes down over the shoulders of their comrades and impaled the impetuous attackers. Corfe's men
were pushing back the disorganized mobs of rebels el sewhere, but were taking heavy losses againgt the
pikes.

Corfe fought hisway out of the scrum until he was at the rear of his men. Marsch was waiting there with
the reserve, his eyes aflame with impatience.

“Comewith me,” Corfe shouted at them, and led them off at a sprint.

Hetook them aong the back of the battlefront, around the enemy flank. They met acompany of
arquebusiersthere, placed to guard againgt such amove, but they were among them before the enemy
could let off avolley, hacking and stabbing like scarlet-clad fiends. The arquebusiers broke and fled into
their camp. Corfe led his men onwards, through the outer tents of the rebel encampment, the tribesmen
kicking through fires and dashing guy-ropes as they went.

They were in the enemy rear. Incredibly, no one had posted areserve here. The pike phalanx bristled
like avast porcupine ahead of them, Corfe s men il throwing themsalves on the pike points and striving
to beat them down.

“Charge!l” Corfe screamed, and led his hundred forward into the rear of the pikes.

The enemy had no chance. Impressive though pikemen might be in formation, once their ranks were
broken they were impotent, their unwieldy weapons a handicap. Corfe sreserve tercio daughtered them
by the score, shredding their formation to pieces.

The battle was won. Corfe knew that even asthe rebels were fighting to break away from thistwofold
assault. Therebd army had become amob, losing any vestige of military organization. It wassmply a
crowd of men struggling to save themsdves, with the scarlet demons of Corfe swarriors cutting them
down like corn asthey ran.

“I giveyou joy of your victory, Colond,” Andruw said, meeting Corfein the midst of that mass of
murder. “ As pretty amove as |’ ve ever seen, and these men of ourdl” He grinned. “ There must bea
virtuein ssvagery.”

Victory. It tasted swest, even if it was over fellow-Torunnans. It was better than wine or women. It was
an exatation which burned away sdf-doubt.

“Keep up thescare,” hetold Andruw. “WE Il pursue them al theway to Hedeby if we haveto. They
mustn't be given arest, or achanceto reform. Keep at them, Andruw.”

Andruw gestured to the howling, daughtering tribesmen who were following the retreating army and
turning their rout into amurderous nightmare.

“I don’t think | could stop them if | tried, Corfe.”

B Y nightfall it was over. Hedeby’ s citaddl had been surrendered by the town headsman, the nobility of
the place having been killed in the battle. Corfe billeted histroopsin the castleitsalf. The remains of Duke
Ordinac’ s forces were scattered refugees, lost somewhere in the surrounding countryside. Many had
surrendered in the town square, too exhausted to flee any farther. These were imprisoned in the castle
cdls. The people of the town, in terror of the bloody, weirdly armoured barbariansin their midst, refused
them nothing in the way of food, drink, or anything else they had amind to take, though Corfeissued



dark orders against any maltreatment of the citizens. He had seen too much of that at Aekir to
countenance it from men under his own command.

Four hundred of the duke' s men had died on the field, and another tenscore were bleeding and
screaming wounded, most of whom would follow their dead comradesinto eternity. Corfe' s men had lost
lessthan ahundred, most of the casudties being incurred by the tercio which had engaged the enemy
pikes head on.

Ordinac kept agood larder, and there was afeast for those well enough to ssomach it that night, the
tribesmen drinking and eating at the long tables of the castle hdl, waited on by terrified serving
attendants—Corfe had seen to it that these were male—and recounting the stories of what they had
persondly donein the battle lately fought. It was like a scene from an earlier, cruder age, when men put
glory in beattle above dl other things. Corfe did not greatly carefor it, but he let the men have their fun.
They had earned it. He was amused to see Ensign Ebro flushed and drinking in the midst of the ret,
being dapped on the back and not resenting it. Clearly the rdief of having seen out hisfirst battle without
disgrace had unbent him. He was roaring with laughter at jokestold in alanguage he could not
understand.

Corfewent out of the smoky hall to stand on the old-fashioned battlements of Hedeby Castle and ook
down on the town and the land below, dark under the stars. Up on the hill overlooking the town there
was adull red glow. The townspeople had dragged the bodies of the dain there on Corfe' s orders and
made apyre of them. Therethey lay, Torunnan men-at-arms and duke and Felimbric tribesmen, all
burning together. Corfe thanked hisluck that his men did not seem to require elaborate burid rites. As
long as the corpse burned with asword in its hand, they were happy. Such strange men; he had come
closeto loving them today as they followed him without question or hesitation. Such loyaty was beyond
thefortunes of kings.

Footsteps behind him, and he found himself flanked by Andruw and Marsch, the tribesman clutching a
flaccid wineskin.

“Drunk aready?’ Andruw asked, though he might have asked the same question of himself.
“I needed air,” Corfetold him. “Why are you two out here missing the fun?’
“The men want to toast their commander,” Marsch said gravely.

He had been drinking solidly the whole evening, but he was as steady as arock. He offered the wineskin
to hiscolond, and Corfe took asquirt of the thin, acidic wine of southern Torunnainto his mouth. The
taste brought back memories of hisyouth. He had come from this part of the world, though he had been
stationed so long in the east that he nearly forgot it. Had he not joined the army at atender age he might
have been burning on that pyre on the hilltop right now, fighting for hisoverlord in awar whose cause he
knew little of and cared lessfor.

“Arethe pickets posted?’ he asked Andruw.

The younger officer blinked owlishly. “Yes, ar. Haf amile out of town, sober as monks, and mounted on
the best horses the stables could provide. Corfe, Marsch and | have been meaning to talk to you.”
Andruw draped an arm about Corfe' s shoulders. “ Do you know what we' ve found here?’

“What?’

“Horses.” It was Marsch who was speaking now. “We have found many horses, Colonel, big enough for
destriers. 1t would seem that this duke of yours had apassion for breeding horses. Thereare over a



thousand in studs scattered over the countryside to the south. Some of the castle attendants told us.”
Corfeturned to look Marsch in the eye. “What are you saying, Ensgn?’

“My people are natura born horsemen. It isthe way we prefer to fight. And this armour we wear: most
of itisthe armour of heavy cavarymen anyway . ..” Marsch trailed off, his eyebrows raised.

“Cavdry,” Corfebreathed. “ So that’ sit. | wasacavary officer mysalf once.”

Andruw was grinning a him. “The property of traitorsis confiscate to the crown, you know. But I'm sure
Lofantyr will not missafew nags. He' sbeen niggardly enough to usso far.”

Corfe gtared out at the fire-split night. The pyre of the dain was like adull eye watching him.

“On horseback we' d have more mobility and striking power, but we' d also need abaggage train of
sorts, amobile forge, farriers.”

“There are men among the tribe who can shoe horses and doctor them. The Felimbri value their
horseflesh above their wives,” Marsch said, with perfect seriousness. Andruw choked on amouthful of
wine and collapsed into laughter.

“You'redrunk, Adjutant,” Corfe said to him.
Andruw saluted. “ Y es, Colond, | am. My apologies, Marsch. Have adrink.”

The wineskin did the rounds between the three of them asthey leaned againgt the battlements and
narrowed their eyes againgt the chill of the wind that came off the sea.

“Wewill equip the men with horsesthen,” Corfe said at last. “ That’ s eight squadrons of cavary we'll
have, plus spares for every man and abaggage train for forage and the forge. Mulesto carry the
grain—there s plenty about the town. And then—"

“And then?” Andruw and Marsch asked together.

“Then we march on Duke Narfintyr at Staed, get there before Lofantyr’ s other column and see what we
cando.”

“I've heard folk in the town say that Narfintyr has three thousand men,” Andruw said, momentarily
sobered.

“Numbers mean nothing. If they’ re of the same cdlibre as the ones we fought today we' ve nothing to
worry about.”

The moon wasrising, athin diver, ahorned thing of silver which Marsch bowed to.

“ ‘Kerunnos Face, wecdl it,” he said in answer to the questioning looks of the two Torunnans. “Itis
the light of the night, of thetwilight, of adwindling people. My tribeisamost finished. Of itswarriors,
who once numbered thousands, there are only we few hundred |eft and some boys and old men up in the
mountains. We arethelast.”

“Our people have fought you for generations,” Corfe said. “Before usit was the Fimbrians, and before
that the Horse-Merduks.”

“Y es. We have fought the world, we Felimbri, but our time isamost done. Thisistheright way to end it.
It was agood fight, and there will be other good fights until the last of us diesafree man with sword in



hand. We can ask for nothing more.”

“Y ou’ rewrong, you know,” Andruw spoke up unexpectedly. “ Thisisn't the end of things. Can't you fedl
it? Theworld is changing, Marsch. If weliveto old age we will have seen it become something new, and
what is more we will have been apart of the forcesthat did the changing of it. Today, inasmdl way, we
began something which will one day beimportant . . .” Hetrailed off. “I’m drunk, friends. Best ignore
me”

Corfe dapped him on the shoulder. “You'reright inaway. Thisisjust the beginning of things. There'sa
long road ahead of us, if we' re strong enough to walk it. God knows whereit'll take us.”

“Totheroad ahead,” Marsch said, raising the dmost empty wineskin.
“To the road ahead.”

And they drank from it one by onelike brothers.

TWENTY-FOUR

T HE reek of the burning hung about Abrusio like adark fog, stretching for miles out to sea. The greet
fires had been contained, and were burning themselves out in an area of the city which resembled the
visonary’ sworst images of hell. Deep in those bright, thundering patches of holocaust some of the
sturdier stone buildings still stood, though roofless and gutted, but the poor clay brick of the rest of the
dwellings had crumbled at the touch of the fire, and what had once been a series of thriving, densdy
populated districts was now awasteland of rubble and ash over which the tides of flame swept back and
forth with the wind, seeking something new to feed their hunger even asthey began to die down for lack
of sustenance.

Fighting within the city had aso died down, the protagonists having retrested to their respective quarters
with the fire-flattened expanses providing a clear-cut no-man’ s-land between them. Many of theKing's
troops were engaged in the business of conducting evacuees beyond the walls and yet others were sill
demoalishing swathes of the Lower City, street by Street, lest the flames flare up again and seek anew
path down to the sea.

“We are holding our own rather nicely,” Sastro di Carrera said with satisfaction. His perch on abalcony
high in the Royd paace afforded him afineview of Lower Abruso, dmog haf of which lay in flickering
ruin.

“I think we have exhausted the main effort of the enemy,” Presbyter Quirion agreed. “But apart of the
fleet, a strong squadron, has not been in sight for days. Rovero may have sent it off somewhereto create
some devilment, and the main part of Hebrion’snavy is at anchor beyond the Great Harbour. | fear they
may assault the booms soon.”

“Let them,” Sastro said airily. “The mole forts house a score of heavy guns apiece. If Rovero sendsin his
shipsto force the entrance to the harbour they will be cut to pieces by adeadly crossfire. No, | think we
have them, Quirion. Thisisthetimeto see whether they will consider anegotiated surrender.”

Quirion shook hisround, close-cropped head. “ They'rein no mood for talking yet, unless| missmy
guess. They 4ill have agoodly forceleft to them, and our own men are thinly stretched. They will make
another effort soon, by ship perhaps. We must remain vigilant.”

“Asyou wish. Now, what of my coronation plans? | trust they are forging ahead?’
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Quirion’sfacetook on alook of twisted incredulity. “We arein the middle of ahdf-fought war, Lord
Carrera. Thisis hardly the time to begin worrying about pomp and ceremony.”

“The coronation is more than that, my dear Presbyter. Don't you think that the presencein Abrusio of an
anointed king, blessed by the Church, will be afactor in persuading the rebelsto lay down their ams?’

Quirion was slent for amoment. From the city below camethe odd crack of arquebus fire where pickets
were taking potshots at each other, but compared to the hellish chaos of the past days Abrusio seemed
amogt tranquil.

“There may be something in what you say,” he admitted at |ast. “But we will not be able to sump up
much in theway of pomp for atime yet. My men and yours are too busy fighting to keep what we have.”

“Of course, but | ask you to bear it in mind. The sooner this vacuum isfilled the better.”

Quirion nodded and then turned away. He leaned on the balcony rail and stared out over the maimed
city.
“They say that fifty thousand of the citizens perished in thefire, quite gpart from the thousands who died

inthefighting,” he said. “I don’t know about you, Lord Carrera, but for me that isaheavy load for
conscience to bear.”

“They were heretics, the scrapings of the sewers. Of no account,” Sastro said scornfully. “ Do not let your
conscience grow tender on their behaf, Quirion. The state is better off without them.”

1] %.hws’

“Wdl perhaps you would care to walk with me and show me your plansfor the defence of the Upper
City.”

“Yes, Lord Carrera,” Quirion said heavily. As he turned away from the balcony, however, he had a
moment of agonizing doubt. What had he done here? What kind of creature was he making aking of?

The moment passed, and he followed Sastro into the planning chamber of the paace, where the senior
officers of their forces were awaiting them.

T HERE was no beauty in shipsfor thelady Jemilla. To her they werelittle more than complicated
ingtruments of torture, set to float on an eement which might have been designed specificaly to cause her
discomfort.

But there were times when she could dimly see some of the reasons why men held them in such awe and
reverenced them so0. They wereimpressive, if nothing else.

She was taking aturn about the poop-deck of the Providence, the flagship of Rovero and Abdeyn’s
squadron. If shedid not spend too much time looking &t the gentle rise and fall of the horizon and
concentrated instead on the cold wind which fanned her pale cheeks, then she might amost enjoy the
motion. In any case, she would rather die than be sick here on deck, in front of five hundred sailors and
marines and soldiers, al of whom were stedling privy glances up at her as she paced heavily to and fro
from one bulwark to the other.

The flagship was a magnificent two-decker mounting some fifty guns, four-masted and with high-built
fore- and stern-castles. Seen from &ft, with her gold ornament and long galleries hanging over her wake,
shelooked like nothing so much as some baroque church front. But her decks presented an entirely
different aspect. They had dready been strewn with sand so that when the time came the gunners and



salorswould not dip in their own blood. The guns had been run out, the firetubs set around the mast
butts, and the d ow-match which would set off the guns dready lit and spreading its acrid reek about the
ship. They were cleared for action. Abrusio was just over aleague away. The admira had told her they
were doing six knots, and would raise the city in less than haf an hour. She would be confined when that
happened in the dark below-decks, in the murky stench of bilge and close-packed humanity which was
the particular hallmark of every warship. So she was making the most of the fresh air, preparing hersdlf
for the orded ahead.

Abeleyn joined her on the poop. He wasin haf-armour, black-lacquered stedl chased with silver and
with a scarlet sash about his middle. He looked every inch the sovereign as he stood there with one hand
resting on his sword hilt and the other cradling the open-faced helm which he would wear into bettle.
Jemillafound hersdf curtseying to him without conscious valition. He seemed to have grown in stature
somehow, and she noticed for thefirst time the stresks of grey in his curly hair behind the temples.

“| trust you are enjoying your last moments of freedom, lady,” he said, and something in the way he said
it made her shiver.

“Yes, dre. | anno sailor, asyou know. | would stay up here throughout the battleif | could.”

“I believe you would.” Abdeyn smiled, hisregd authority faling from him. Hewasayoung man again. “I
have seen seasick marineslift their heads and forget about their maady the moment the guns begin to
roar. Human natureis astrange thing. But | will fed better knowing that you are safe below the
waterline”

She bowed dightly. “I am sdlfish. | think only of mysdlf, and sometimesforget the burden | besr, the
King'schild.” She could not resst reminding him, though she knew he didiked her doing it.

Sure enough, his face hardened. The boy disappeared again.
“Y ou had best go below, lady. We will be within range of the city batteriesin less than hadf aglass”

“Asyouwish, dre,” she said humbly, but as she started for the companion ladder she paused and set her
hand on his. “Be careful, Abeleyn,” she whispered.

He gripped her hand briefly and smiled with hismouth aone. “1 will.”

The squadron went about, the sails on every ship flashing in and out as one, obedient to the signal
pennants of the flagship. They were around the last headland and could seein the distance Abrusio Hill,
the sprawl of the city itself and the fleet which stood ready beyond its harbours.

The sight was ashock for Abeleyn, no matter that he had tried to prepare himsdlf for it. It seemed to him
at first glance that his capital was entirdly in ruins. Swathes of rubble-strewn wasteland stretched across
the city, and fires were burning here and there. Only the western waterfront and the Upper City on the
hillside seemed unchanged. But Old Abrusio was destroyed utterly.

Asthe squadron was sighted, the fleet began its salute, some four hundred vessels suddenly coming aive
in clouds of smoke and flame, athunder which echoed acrossthe hillsinland and carried for miles out to
sea asthe King was saluted and welcomed back to hiskingdom. The salute wasthe signdl for the battle
to commence, and beforeitslast echoes had died away the warships of Hebrion had unfurled their sails
and were weighing anchor. The blank rounds of amoment before were replaced by red cannonbals, and
the bombardment of the mole forts which protected the Great Harbour had begun.

The staggering noise of afleet action was something which had to be experienced for anyoneto believe



it. Added to the guns of the ships now was the return fire of the batteries on the city wallsand the
harbour forts. As his squadron edged closer to the eastern half of the Lower City, where hisforces
would attempt their landing, Abeleyn saw the water about the leading squadrons of the fleet erupt in
geysers of foam asthefirgt rounds went home. Topmasts were shattered by high-ranging shellsand came
crashing down in tangles of rigging and wood and billowing canvas. The bulwarks of the leading ships
were swept with deadly chain shot, splinters of oak spraying through the gun crews like charges of
canigter. But Hill the great shipsin the vanguard sailed on, their chasersfiring acrosstheir bows and
producing puffs of rubble and flame from the casemates of theforts.

Abdeyn saw onetdl carrack dismasted entirely, her towering yards shattered and crumpling over her
sde. She yawed asthe falen spars dragged her to one side and in amoment had collided with one of her
sgter-ships. But the battle for the mole forts and the boom was being obscured by risng clouds of pae
powder-smoke. It seemed that the whole surface of Abrusio’s Great Harbour, over amile from one end
of it to the other, was a seething cauldron which bubbled steam, amid which the masts of ships could be
glimpsed as the smoke rolled and toiled in vast thunderheads across the broken face of the sea

The Providence’ s guns were roaring, softening up the waterfront where the marines and soldiers of the
squadron would make their landing. On the formation’ s vessel s the fighting men stood in unbroken ranks
amidships, their lips moving in prayer, their hands checking armour and wegpons one last time. Three
thousand men to carry the eastern half of Abrusio and hack away up to the palace. They seemed pitifully
few to Abeleyn, but he had to remind himsdf that the fleet was doing its part in the Great Harbour, and
Mercado's men would be assaulting across the burnt wasteland of the western city also. With luck, his
own forces should not have too many of the enemy to contend with.

He could see the seawalls of eastern Abrusio now, scarcely three cables away. The water was deep
here, seven fathoms at |east, and even the carracks would be able to run in close to the walls to support
the landing parties with point-blank fire,

The longboats and cutters of the squadron were aready on the booms, and sailors and marines were
hauling together in sweating crowds to swing them out over the ship’s sSides and down to the water so far
below. All thiswhile the guns bellowed out broadside after broadside and were answered by the wall
batteries. Abeleyn had to hold himsdf upright, unflinching, as rounds began to whistle and crash home on
the carrack. A longboat took adirect hit and exploded in aspray of jagged wood and gore, men flung in
al directions, ropes flapping free. But the work went on, and the small boats were lowered down the
sdes of the ships one by one. There were scores of them, enough to carry over athousand men in the
first wave.

“Your boat isready, sre,” Admiral Rovero shouted over the noise, hislopsided mouth seemingly built to
concentrate the force of hisvoice. Abeleyn nodded. He felt atouch of warmth as Sergeant Orsini fell into
step beside him, and took amoment to grip the man’s shoulder. Then he put one leg over the bulwarks
and began climbing down the rope ladder hanging there while ayard away on the other sde of him the
culverins exploded and were reloaded, running in and out like monsters et loose and then restrained.

Hewasin the boat, his heart dmost as loud asthe gunfirein his head. The vessdl was aready packed
with men, struggling with oars and arquebuses and swords and ladders. Abeleyn stepped over them to
the prow, where the laddermen were squatting ready. He waved his hand at the helmsman, and they cast
off from the looming carrack dong with half a dozen other crowded boats. The men's oars dipped, and
they began to move over the shot-stitched water.

An agonizing time of smply sitting there while they crawled forward towardsthewdlls. Therewere
scores of boatsin the water, amass of close-packed humanity crammed into them, dotting the deadly
space between the hulls of the warships and the seawalls of the city. But they took few casuatiesin that



choppy approach. The broadsides of the carracks were smothering thewall batterieswith fire like
mother hens protecting their chicks. Abeleyn fdt that if he stuck up ahand into the air he could catch a
cannonball, so thick was the volume of shot screaming overhead. To his own darm, he had amomentary
urge to throw up. Severd of the men in the boat had already done so. It was the waiting, the drawing
tight of the nervesto unbearable tautness. Abeeyn swallowed a mouthful of vomit that was searing his
throat. Kings could not afford to show such weaknesses.

They were at the wall, the boat’ s bow bumping againgt the weathered stone. Showers of rock were
faling down on them as the shellsfrom the carracks ploughed into the defences above their heads. The
nava gunnerswould eevate their fire a the last moment, giving their comrades as much cover aspossible
in that murderoustime of grappling with the ungainly ladders.

The laddermen stood up with their bulky charge—afifteen-foot ladder with hooks of sted at itstop
which were clanging againgt the stone. They swayed and lurched, their legs held steady by their
comrades, until finaly the ladder had hooked on to an embrasure above.

Abeleyn pushed them out of the way and climbed first. Golophin and Mercado would haverailed at him
for such foolishness, but he felt there was nothing else to do. The King must be seen to take the lead. If
these men showed their willingnessto diefor him, then hetoo must illudtrate it in return.

So intent, so utterly concentrated were histhoughts, that he did not even pause to wonder if any of the
men would follow him. The spectre of his death was something which hovered glesfully, cackling a his
shoulder. Hisfeet were leaden in their boots. He pictured his precious body torn asunder, riddled with
bullets, tossed down into the bloody water below. Hislife ended, hisvision of the world, unique and
unrecoverable, made extinct. The strain was S0 greet that for a second the wall in front of hisnose
seemed to turn dightly red, echoing the thunder of blood through his booming arteries.

He drew his sword, awkward and heavy in hisarmour, and climbed one-handed, gulping for air that
would not be sucked into hislungs fast enough.

A stone clanged off one shoulder, and he dmost fell. Looking up, he saw awild-eyed Knight Militant
looking over the battlements at him. He froze, utterly helpless as he stared into the man’ sraging
countenance. But then the Knight’ sface disintegrated as avolley of arquebus fire from the boat below
hammered into him, throwing him back out of sght. Abeleyn climbed on.

Hewas at the top, on thewalls. Men running, dismounted guns, rubble, gaping holesin the defences.
Shot from the carracks whistling higher asthe guns were elevated.

Someone running towards him. His own sword flicking out before he even thought of it, clashing asdethe
other man’sblade. A boot to the midriff, and the man was gone, screaming off over the catwalk.

More of hisown men behind him. They were clearing astretch of wall, fighting the knots of the enemy
who were rushing towards them, pushing them back. It was only then that Abeleyn redlized how lightly
the walls were defended.

I’m dive, he thought with keen surprise. I'm till here. We are doing thisthing.

Something in him changed. Until now he had been so preoccupied by what he had to do, by the
possibility of hisown death or maiming, that he had been thinking like a private soldier obsessed with the
precariousness of his own existence. But he was the King. These men were looking to him for orders. He
hed the respongbility.

He remembered the seaborne fight aboard Dietl’ s carrack, a hundred years ago it seemed. He



remembered the delight in battle, the sheer excitement of it, and his own feding of invincibility. And he
redized in atiny, flashing ingant, that he would never fed that way again, not about this. That feding had
something to do with youth and exuberance and the joy at being dive. But he had seen his city burned to
ashes. He had a child growing in awoman’s belly. His crown had cost his people thousands of lives. He
would never fed so untrammelled and unafraid again.

“Follow me!” he shouted to his men. The enemy werefdling back off the walls as hundreds more of the
landing forces struggled atop the battlements. He led histroops off the sea defences of Abrusio into the
sreets of the city itself and the bloody work which yet awaited them.

G OLOPHIN stared at the awvesome spectacle. A city in torment, burned, bombarded and broken
down. Perhapsin the east, with thefal of Aekir and the battles at Ormann Dyke, they could match this
scae of destruction and carnage, but nothing he had ever seen beforein hislong life had prepared him for
it.

He had seen the King' s squadron assault the eastern seawalls as the main body of the fleet attacked the
mole forts and the boom which protected Abrusio’ swidest harbour. But now he could see nothing, not
even with his cantrips, for the entire enclosed trio of bayswhich formed the seaward side of the city was
obscured by thundering smoke clouds. Three miles of shell-torn water from which a steady roar issued,
asthough sometitanic, agonizing labour of birth were going on deep in that fog of war.

Hisfamiliar was dying somewhere aboard the King' s flagship. He had worn it out with his errands and
only aflicker of life remained within its breast, alast spark of the Dweomer he had crested it with. He
could fed the ebbing of itsloyd, savage mind, and with it was fading his own strength. No light thing, the
death of afamiliar. It waslikelosing achild whose umbilical had never been cut. Golophin felt asold and
frall asabrittleleaf, and the Dweomer had sunk in himto adull glow. It would be along time ere hewas

ready to perform miracles again.

And yet he chafed at being here, on the summit of Admira’s Tower, while the young man who was his
lord and hisfriend fought for hisbirthright and the life of the city they both loved. The bastard traitors and
Knights had ripped the bowels out of raucous Lower Abrusio. It would never be the same again, not in
what remained of thisold man’ slifetime anyway.

Generd Mercado joined him, leaving the aides and staff officers and couriers who were clustered about
the map-littered table on the other side of the tower.

“Heisover thewalls,” the generd said, one side of hisface crannied with worry, the other silver

perfection.
“Wadll, that is something. And the attack on the boom?’

“Too soonto say.” An especialy severe series of broadsides from the harbour tumult meant he had to
raise hisvoiceto be heard. “We velost at least four great ships and there’ s no chancefor the crewsin
that maglstrom. And those who make it ashore are being killed out of hand by the lackeys of the
Carreras. At least two thousand men already.”

“What of your land assault?’

“Sow progressthere. They’ ve thrown up breastworks along their front and my men are having to charge
them across the wasteground. There will be no sudden breakthrough, not in this half of the city. Weare
merely pinning down histroops.”

“So the main effort will bewith Abeeyn?’



“Yes. Hisistheonly assault which is presently getting anywhere. But with scarcely four thousand men the
Presbyter cannot hold onto al hislinesindefinitely. Hewill crack in the end. It only remainsto be seen
how much blood we must spill before he does.”

“Grest God, Generd, thiswill ruin the kingdom.”
Golophin felt faint, worn, usdess. The burly soldier steadied him with ahand on histhin arm.
“Y ou should be resting, Golophin. We cannot spare men such as you, either now or in the future.”

The old wizard smiled wanly. “My lifeis not of such great account, not any more. We are each of us
expendable, save one. Nothing must happen to the King, Albio, or thisisal for nothing. The King must
be madeto redize that.”

“I"'m sure he will be prudent. Heis no fool, despite hisyouth.”
“Heisnot such ayouth any more, either.”

T HE enemy lines had broken, and those who could were retreating westwards, having spiked their guns
and fired their magazines. The Carreraretainersled the rout, whilst the Knights Militant brought up the
rear, fighting stubbornly the whole way. Abeleyn’s men took heavy casudties asthey followed up the
retreat and stumbled into bitter hand-to-hand conflict with the Knights, who were well-trained and
superbly armoured. 1t was only when the King hated the advance and reformed what men he could that
the Knights were thrown back in disorder. Abeleyn’ s arquebusi ers and sword-and-buckler men had
become disorganized and intermingled. He separated them and led the advance with quick-firing ranks of
arquebusiers done, which cut down the stolid Knights Militant and sowed panic in the enemy forces. The
Sreets were streaming with men, some intent on saving their own lives, othersintent on cutting them
down. It had become arunning battle, one-sded and fast-moving.

A gasping courier found Abeeyn near thefoot of Abrusio Hill, directing the pursuit of the flesing traitors
in person and jogging aong with his advancing forces as he snapped out ordersright and left. The courier
had to tug at the King's arm before Abeleyn could be halted.

“What? What isit, damn it?’
“I am sent from Generd Rovero, sire,” the man panted. “He presents his compliments—’
“Damn his compliments What has he to say?’

“Thefleet has broken the boom, sire. They’re sailing into the Great Harbour and beginning to bombard
the Upper City. They’ll belanding their marinesin minutes. Sire, the generd and Golophin beg that you
do not expose yoursdlf unnecessarily.”

“My thanksfor their advice. Now run to the waterfront and hurry along those landing parties. | want the
palace surrounded before the traitors can escape. Go!”

“Yes, your mgesty.” And Abeleyn had disappeared into the midst of hisjubilant, advancing troops.
“I Tisover,” sad Quirion.
Sastro’ s face was as pale as snow. “What do you mean, ‘over’ 7’

They could hear the crackling of arquebus volleys asthey stood in the high chambers of the palace's
topmost tower. It and the thunder of heavy guns mingled with the crash and rumble of lacerated masonry.



Shdllswerefdling closer. Men' s voices could be made out in individua screamsrather than the far-of f
roar of battle which had been what they had heard from this eminence so far. A curtain of battle din was
inexorably advancing towards them.

“Our lines are broken, Lord Carrera, and our forces—even my Knights—are in full retreat. The enemy
ships have broken the boom and are in the Great Harbour trying the range for the palace. In afew
minutes the bombardment of this very edifice will commence. We are defegted.”

“But how isthat possible? Only this morning we were ready to discuss terms with an exhausted enemy.”

“You wereready. | never beieved it would happen. Abeleynisin the city aswe speak, advancing on the
palace. His men fight like fiendswhen heis at their head, and ours become discouraged. It may be we
can draw together what troops of ours remain and make a stand here, perhaps sue for some terms other
than those of unconditiona surrender. | do not know. Y our retainers are in utter rout, and even my
people are much broken up. | have my senior officersin the streetstrying to rally them, but | do not hold
out much hope.”

“Then we must escape,” Sastro said in astrangled voice, his dreams and ambitions crumbling away
before hiseyes. But hislife—it must be possible to survive. It was unthinkable that he would not.

“The paaceis surrounded. Thereis no hope of escape, and especialy not for you.” Here anote of some
subtle satisfaction crept into Quirion’svoice. “If you are caught they will execute you out of hand for high
treason. Mysdlf and my men | believe they may let depart in peace—we are not Hebrionese, after
all—but you and your men aretraitors and will pay the ultimate pendty. | suggest, Lord Carrera, that to
avoid public humiligtion &t the hands of Abeleyn’s soldiery, you usethis—" And here Quirion held out a
long, wicked-looking knife.

“Suicide?’ Sastro squawked. “Isthat the only end for me? Take my own life?’
“It would be akinder end than the one Abeleyn will permit you.”

“And you—you will tamely submit to the dictates of aheretic king? What will the Pontiff think of that,
Presbyter?’

“The Pontiff will not be pleased, naturally, but better that | bring him athousand Knights out of this
debacle than nothing. Thereisthe future to think of. My men must liveto fight again for the Church.”

“Thefuture,” Sadtro said hitterly. Tearswere brimming in hiseyes. *Y ou must help me get away, Quirion.
| amto be King of Hebrion. | am the only dternative to Abeeyn.”

“Y ou bought your nomination with your men’sbodies,” Quirion said harshly. “ There are others whose
blood is better. Make agood end of it, Lord Carrera. Show them that you died aman.”

Sastro was weeping openly. “1 cannot! How can | die, I, Sastro di Carrera? It cannot be. There must be
something you can do.” He clutched at Quirion’sarmoured shoulders asif he were adrowning man
reaching for hisrescuer. A spasm of disgust crossed the Presbyter’ sface.

“Hepme, Quirion! | am rich—I can give you anything.”

“Y ou whining cur!” Quirion spat. “Y ou would send ahundred thousand men to their desths without a
thought, and yet you cringe at the prospect of your own. Great Gods, what a king you would have made
for thisunhgppy redm! So you will give me anything?’

“Anything, for God' s sake, man! Only nameit.”



“I will take your life, then,” the Presbyter snarled, and he thrust the knife into the nobleman’ s scomach.
Sastro’' seyesflared in dishdief. He staggered backwards.
“Sweet Saints,” he gasped. “Y ou havekilled me.”

“Aye,” Quirion said shortly, “I have. Now get about your dying likeaman. | go to surrender Abrusio to
the heretic.”

He turned on hishedl and |&ft the room without abackward glance.
Sadtro fell to hisknees, hisface running with tears.
“Quirion!”

He gripped the hilt of the knife and tried to pull it out of hisbelly, but only yelped at the pain of it, his
fingers dipping on the dick blood. Hefell to his sde on the stonefloor.

“Oh, sweet Blessed Saint, help me,” he whispered. And then was silent. A bubble of blood formed over
his open mouth, hovered, and finally popped as his spirit fled.

“T HERE are white flags dl over the city, sire,” Sergeant Orsini told Abeleyn. “ The enemy are throwing
down thelir arms—even the Knights. Abrusioisourd”

“Ours,” Abdeyn repeated. He was bloody, grimed and exhausted. He and Orsini walked up the steep
street to where the abbey of the Inceptines glowered sombre and high-spired on the skyline ahead. His
men were around him, wegpons gill at the shoulder, but the glee of victory was brightening their faces.
Shdlswerefdling, but they were being fired by the shipsin the harbour. The enemy baiteries had been
slenced. Men sank into crouches as a shell demolished the side of a house bardly fifty yards away.
Streamers of oily smoke were risng from the abbey asit burned from adozen direct hits.

“Courier,” Abeleyn croaked. His mouth felt as though someone had filled it full of gunpowder.
“Sre?’

“Run down to the waterfront. Get a message to Admiral Rovero. The bombardment of the Upper City is
to cease at once. The enemy has surrendered.”

“Gladly, sre.” The courier sped off.
“I wishyou joy of your victory, Sre,” Orgni said, grinning.

Abdeyn found himsdf smiling, though he did not know why. He held out his hand, and after amoment's
surprise Orsini took it. They shook as though they had just seeled abargain. The men cheered at the
gght.

More Roya soldiers were congregating as the news spread. Soon there was a crowd of severa hundred
about Abeleyn, shaking their swords and arquebusesin the air and cheering, heedless of the cannonballs
which were arcing down not far away. They picked up Abeleyn and carried him in crude triumphal
process on towards the burning abbey and the shell-pocked pal ace which belonged to him again.
Abrusio, broken and smouldering, had been restored to her rightful sovereign.

“Long livetheKing!” they shouted, a hoarse roar of triumph and delight, and Abeleyn, borne doft by the
shoulders and the gpprobation of the men who had fought with him and for him, thought that it was for
this, thisfeding, that men became conquerors. It was more precious than gold, more difficult to earn than



any other form of love. It was the essence of kingship.

The shouting, parading troops were dmost a the walls of the abbey, their numbers swelled to thousands,
when the lagt salvo from the shipsin the harbour came screaming down among them.

The street erupted around Abeleyn. One moment he was being borne along on the shoulders of a
victorious army, and then the world became a heaving nightmare of bursting shells and screaming men.
His bearers were scattered under him and he fell heavily to the cobbles, cracking his head on the stone.
Someone—he thought it was Orsini—had thrown his body across him, but Abeleyn would have none of
that. He would not cower behind other men like a frightened woman. Hewas aking.

Thus he wasfighting to get to hisfeet in the panicked crush, pushing men asideto right and Ieft, when the
last shell in the salvo exploded not two yards away, and hisworld disappeared.

TWENTY-FIVE

T HE woman was beautiful in thewinter sunlight, tall and dim asamountain birch, with something of the
same starkness about her colouring. The officers on the galley quarterdeck directed quick, hungry
glances at her as she stood by the starboard rail. Shewas velled, of course, asal the Sultan’s concubines
were, but Aurungzeb was so proud of his Ramusian beauty that her veil was trand ucent, scandalous, as
was her clothing. Asthe wind shifted the layered gauze about her body it was possible to seethe
momentary imprint of her nipples, theline of her thigh and calf. The stolen looks kept many of the
Merduk sailors dreaming for weeks, while the daveswho toiled at the oars and who had once been free
Ramusian citizens regarded her with pity and outrage. She was somehow more evocative of her people's
endavement than the chains that shackled them at wrist and ankle, ataunting display of Merduk prowess.

It seemed that she was staring out at one thing only, and saw nothing else: the monstrous centra tower of
what had once been the cathedra of Carcasson, horned, forbidding and black with the flamesit had
survived. It stood done amid the rubble of what had once been the greatest city in the world and was
now a desolated wasteland, save where the walls of the larger buildings stood like monumentsto alost

people.

Aekir, the Holy City. Months had passed sinceitsfdl, but it was fill aruin. The Merduks had encamped
by the thousand around the Square of Victories, where the statue of Myrnius Kuln stood yet, and their
tents formed streets and villagesin the middle of the desolation, but even their teeming thousands could
not fill atithe of the space within the broken circuit of the city’ swals. They were like maggots come
squirming in the long-dead corpse of aunicorn, and Carcasson was the dead beast’ s horn.

The woman caled Aharaby her lord and master the Sultan Aurungzeb had once been someonedse. A
lifetime, amillennium, a nightmare ago, she had been named Heria and had been married to an ensign of
cavary named Corfe. Until Aekir fell.

Now she was the bed toy of the greatest conqueror in the east. She was atrophy of war as much as
ruined Aekir was, and she stared out at Carcasson’ slondly spire asif in communion withit.

Her grasp of Merduk was very good now, but the Sultan did not know that. She had been careful to
appear dow in comprehension and muddled in her own efforts at conversation. Not that there was much
conversation required when Aurungzeb blew into the harem like agde, cdling for hisfavourite bedmate.
One had to be willing and uncaring, and submit to whatever the Sultan had in mind.

She had no hope of ddliverance: that dream had been knocked out of her long ago. And since her Corfe,
who had been her life, was dead it did not seem to matter in what manner she spun out her existence.
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Shewas like aghost hovering on the fringe of life, with no expectations and no prospect of change.

But she kept alittle corner of her soul to herself. It was for this reason that she pretended to bedow in
learning the Merduk language. Aurungzeb would say thingsin front of her, or hold discussonsin her
presence which he was sure she could not understand. That was power of asort, atiny gesture towards
the maintenance of some persondlity of her own.

And thus she stood here as the Sultan’ s galley was rowed down the broad expanse of the Ostian river,
with ruined Aekir running along the banks on either sde. And shelistened.

The commander of the main field army of Ostrabar, Shahr Indun Johor, was deep in talk with the Sultan
whilst the staff officers kept to the port side of the quarterdeck. Heria, or Ahara, was able to eavesdrop
on them asthetoiling daves propelled the gdley downriver towards the concentration of shipsand men
that waited farther downstream.

“The Nalbenic trangports have aready docked, highness,” Shahr Johor was saying. A tall, fine-featured
young man, he was the successor to Shahr Baraz, the old khedive who had taken Aekir and made the
fird, fruitless assaults on Ormann Dyke.

“Excdlent.” Aurungzeb had awhite-toothed grin that was somehow gtartling in the midst of that expanse
of beard, like suddenly glimpsing the bared canines of adark-furred dog. “And how soon will the fleet be

reedy to sal?’

“Within two days, highness. The Prophet has blessed uswith mild winds. Thetransportswill bein the
Kardian Gulf before the end of the week, and at their assigned stations on the Torunnan coast three days
after that. In lessthan two sennights we will have an army on Torunnan soil south of the Searil river. We
will have outflanked Ormann Dyke.”

“Ah, Shahr Johor, you gladden my heart.” Aurungzeb's grin broadened. He was ahearty man with a
thickening middle and eyes as black and bright as shards of jet. “Y our excellency!” he caled to the group
of men on the other Sde of the quarterdeck. “I must congratulate your lord on his swift work. The tresty
isonly sgned aweek and aready hisgaleysare at their station. | am most impressed.”

One of the men came forward and bowed. He was of below medium height, dressed in rich embroidered
slk and with agold chain about his neck: the Merduk badge of an ambassador.

“My sultan, may helivefor ever, will be gladdened by your confidence and pleasure, highness. Na beni
has never wanted anything else but that it and Ostrabar might work together, as brothers would, for the
propagation of the faith and the defeet of the unbelievers.”

Aurungzeb laughed. His high spiritswere spilling out of him. “We shdl have abanquet tonight to toast this
new cooperation between our states, and the confusion of the enemy who will no longer be able to defy
the might of our armies behind walls of stone, but will have to come out into the fidd and fight like men.”

Aharawas forgotten. The Sultan and his staff went below with the Na benic ambassador to pore over the
maps they had aready been poring over for days and fix the last details of their joint plansin place.

Ahararemained by the gdley’ srail. Aekir did by, and the river became busier. There were hundreds of
ships here, moored at the remnants of old wharves. A mighty fleet flying the Nabenic flag, and an army
encamped on the riverbank besideit. A hundred thousand men they said it numbered. Some had been
withdrawn from before the dyke, others were fresh levies gathered throughout the winter from the farms
and towns of Ostrabar and Nalbeni. Soon Torunnawould be overwhelmed, the fortifications of Ormann
Dyke rendered usdless by the amphibiousinvasion. This panoramaof men and ships was the degth knell



of the Ramusian west.

And it did not matter. The world Ahara had known had died here, in awelter of daughter and rape and
burning. She was numb to the possihility that the rest of the continent might soon fare amilarly. Shewas
only glad, in the smal portion of her that remained her own, that she was allowed to stand herein the
sunlight and listen to the seagulls and smell the sdlt air of the Ogtian estuary. She gloried in her solitude.

But it ended, asit dways did, and she was called below to attend upon the Sultan and his guests. Her
dancing had come on apace, and Aurungzeb loved to have her perform for an audience. It whetted his
appetite, he said.

The gdley sailed on, the daves bending at the oars, the vast armada of men and ships and munitions
diding past on each side. It seemed that the whole world had been picked up and reconfigured. It was a
different place now, impervious to the wishes of the men who inhabited it. Some dreadful engine had
begun to turn in the hot darkness of its vitals and could not be stopped any more than the sun could be
hated inits path. The“force of higtory,” aphilosopher might call it, or amore practical man might smply
nameit “war.” Whatever its epithet, it was about to break gpart the world men had known, and fashion
from the pieces something terrible and new.



