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WHAT WENT BEFORE ...

F IVE centuries ago two greet rdigious faiths arose which were to dominate the entire known world.
They were founded on the teachings of two men: in thewest, &t. Ramusio; in the east, the Prophet
Ahrimuz.

The Ramusian faith arose at the same time that the grest continent-wide empire of the Fimbrianswas
coming apart. The greatest soldiersthe world had ever seen, the Fimbrians had become embroiled ina
vicious civil war which enabled their conquered provinces to bresk away one by one and becomethe
Seven Kingdoms. Fimbria.dwindled to a shadow of her former self, her troops till formidable, but her
concerns confined exclusively to the problems within the borders of the homeland. And the Seven
Kingdoms went from strength to strength—until, that is, thefirst hosts of the Merduks began pouring
over the Jafrar mountains, quickly reducing their numbersto five.

Thus began the great struggle between the Ramusians of the west and the Merduks of the east, a
sporadic and brutal war carried on for generations which, by the sixth century of Ramusian reckoning,
wasfindly reaching itsclimax.

For Aekir, greatest city of the west and seet of the Ramusian Pontiff, finally fell to the eastern invadersin
the year 551. Out of its sack escaped two men whose surviva wasto have the greatest possible
consequences for future history. One of them was the Pontiff himsalf, Macrobius—thought dead by the
rest of the Ramusian Kingdoms and by the remainder of the Church hierarchy. The other was Corfe
Cear-Inaf, alowly ensign of cavary, who deserted his post in despair after theloss of hiswifein the
tumult of thecity’ sfall.

But the Ramusian Church had aready € ected another Pontiff, Himerius, who was set upon purging the
Five Kingdoms of any remnant of the Dweomer-Folk, the practitioners of magic. The purge caused
Hebrion’ syoung king, Abeleyn, to accept a desperate expedition into the uttermost west to seek the
fabled Western Continent, an expedition led by his ruthlessy ambitious cousin, Lord Murad of
Gdligpeno. Murad blackmailed a master mariner, one Richard Hawkwood, into leading the voyage, and
as passengers and woul d-be colonists they took aong some of the refugee Dweomer-Folk of Hebrion,
including one Bardolin of Carreirida. But when they finaly reached the fabled west, they found that a
colony of lycanthropes and mages had dready existed there for centuries under the aegis of animmortal
arch-mage, Aruan. Their exploratory party was wiped out, with only Murad, Hawkwood and Bardolin
urviving.

Back in Normannia, the Ramusian Church was split down the middle asthree of the Five Kingdoms
recognised Macrobius as the true Pontiff, while the rest preferred the newly elected Himerius. Religious
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war erupted as the three so-called Heretic Kings—Abe eyn of Hebrion, Mark of Astarac and L ofantyr
of Torunna, fought to keep their thrones. They al succeeded, but Abeleyn had the hardest battle to fight.
He had to storm his own capital, Abrusio, by land and sea, half-destroying it in the process. And in the
moment of hisfina victory, he was smashed down by a stray shell, which blasted what remained of his

body into a deep coma.

AsAbdeyn lay sensdless, administered to by hisfaithful wizard Golophin, apower struggle began. His
mistress Jemilla strove to set up a Regency to govern the kingdom, which would recognise theright of her
unborn child—nomindly, the King' s—to succeed to the throne. Golophin and Isolla, Abeleyn’s Agtaran
fiancée, worked in their turn to curb Jemilla s ambitions. After the weary Golophin’s sorcerous powers
were restored by the unexpected intervention of Aruan from the West, Abeleyn was roused from his
coma, hismissing legs replaced by magica limbs of wood.

All across the continent, the Monarchies of God werein agtate of violent flux. In Almark, the dying King
Haukir bequesthed his kingdom to the Himerian Church, transforming it overnight into agreet tempora
power. The man at its head, Himerius, wasin fact a puppet of the Western sorcerer Aruan, and after a
strange and agonising initiation, he had become alycanthrope like his master.

And in Charibon two of hishumbler fellow-clerics, Albrec and Avila, sumbled upon an ancient
document, abiography of St Ramusio which stated that he was one and the same as the Merduk Prophet
Ahrimuz. Thetwo monks, guilty of heresy, fled Charibon, but not before a macabre encounter with the
chief librarian of the monastery city, who aso turned out to be awerewolf. They ran into the teeth of a
midwinter blizzard, and would have died in the snow had they not been rescued by a passing Fimbrian
army, which was on itsway east to support the Torunnansin their grest battles againgt the Merduks. The
monksfindly made their weary way to Torunn itsdf, there to confront Macrobius with the momentous
knowledge they carried.

Further east, the great Torunnan fortress of Ormann Dyke became the focuss of the Merduk assaullts,
and there Corfe distinguished himsdlf in its defence. He was promoted and, catching the eye of Torunna's
Queen Dowager, Oddlia, was given the mission of bringing to hed the rebellious noblesin the south of
the kingdom. This he undertook with amoatley, ill-equipped band of ex-galey daveswhichwasdl the
Torunnan King would dlow him. Plagued by the memory of hislost wife, hewas, mercifully, unaware
that she had in fact survived Aekir’ sfal and was now the favourite concubine of the Sultan Aurungzeb
himself—and bearing his child.

The Merduksfinaly abandoned their costly frontal assaults and outflanked Ormann Dyke by sea, forcing
the fortress' s evacuation. The retreeting garrison joined up with the Fimbrians who had arrived, too late,
to reinforce them, and the combined force would have been destroyed at the North More, had not Corfe
disobeyed orders and taken his own command north to break them out of their encirclement. Asit was,
half of thetwo armieswere lost, and Corfe, thanksto the intrigues of the Torunnan Queen-Mother,
became Genera of the remainder. He and Odelia became lovers, which added to the whispering
campaign againg him at court, and further prejudiced young King Lofantyr againgt him.

Lofantyr led the entire remaining Torunnan army into thefield in alagt-ditch attempt to hat the advancing
Merduks, and in atitanic battle north of his capital he lost hiswife. Corfe wrenched a bloody victory of
sorts out of the débécle, and once more brought the army home—this time to be made
Commander-in-Chief.

The year 551 had ended, and another chapter in Normannia s turbulent history was about to be written.
Over the horizon, Richard Hawkwood' s battered ship was making its tortured voyage home at last,
bearing news of the terrible New World that was stirring in the West.



PROL OGUE

T HE makeshift tiller bucked under their hands, bruising ribs. Hawkwood gripped it tighter to his sore
chest dong with the others, teeth set, hismind aflare of foul curses—a hepless fury which damned the
wind, the ship, the seaitsdlf, and the vast, uncaring world upon which they raced in mad career.

Thewind backed a point—he could fed it spikeinto hisright ear, heavy with chill rain. He unclenched his
jaws long enough to shriek forward over the lashing gdle.

“Brace the yards—it’ s backing round. Brace around that mainyard, God rot you!”

Other men appeared on the wave-swept deck, tottering out of their hiding places and staggering across
the plunging waist of the carrack. They werein rags, some looking as though they might once have been
soldiers, with the wreck of military uniforms till flapping around their torsos. They were clumsy and
torpid in the bitter soaking spindrift, and looked as though they belonged in a sick-bed rather than on the
deck of a storm-tossed ship.

From the depths of the pitching vessdl aterrible growling roar echoed up, rising above the thrumming
cacophony of the wind and the rageing waves and the groaning rigging. It sounded like some huge, caged
beast venting its viciousness upon the world. The men on deck paused in their manipulation of the sodden
rigging, and some made the Sign of the Saint. For a second sheer terror shone through the exhaustion that
dulled their eyes. Then they went back to their work. The men at the stern felt the heavings of thetiller
ease atrifle asthe yards were braced around to meet the changing wind. They had it abaft the larboard
beam now, and the carrack was powering forward like a horse breasting deep snow. Shewas sailing
under areefed mainsail, no more. Therest of her canvass billowed in strips from the yards, and where
the mizzen-topmast had once been was only a splintered stump with the rags of shrouds flapping about it
in black skeins.

Not so very far now, Hawkwood thought, and he turned to his three companions.

“She'll go easier now the wind' s on the quarter.” He had to shout to be heard over the storm. “But keep
her thus. If it Strengthenswe' |l have to run before it and be damned to navigation.”

One of the men at the hdm with him was atal, lean, white-faced fellow with aterrible scar that distorted
onesdeof hisforehead and temple. The remnants of riding leathers clung to his back.

“We were damned long ago, Hawkwood, and our enterprise with us. Better to giveit up and let her sink
with that abomination chained in the hold.”

“He'smy friend, Murad,” Hawkwood spat at him. “And we are dmost home.”

“Almost homeindeed! What will you do with him when we get there, make awatchdog of him?’
“He saved our lives before now—"

“Only because he sin league with those mongters from the west.”

“—And hismaster, Golophin, will be ableto cure him.”

“We should throw him overboard.”

“Y ou do, and you can pilot this damned ship yourself, and see how far you get with her.”

Thetwo glared at one another with naked hatred, before Hawkwood turned and leaned hisweight
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againg the trembling tiller with the others once more, keeping the carrack on her easterly course. Pointing
her towards home.

And inthe hold below their feet, the beast howled in chorus with the storm.

26th Day of Miderialon, Year of the Saint 552.

Wind NNW, backing. Heavy gale. Course SSE under reefed mainsail, running before the wind.
Three feet of water in the well, pumps barely keeping pace with it.

Hawkwood paused. He had his knees braced againgt the heavy fixed table in the middle of the
gtern-cabin and the inkwell was curled up in hisleft fist, but even so he had to strain to remain in his sedt.
A heavy following sea, and the carrack was cranky for lack of balast, the water in her hold moving with
every pitch. At least with astern wind they did not fed the lack of the mizzen so much.

Asthe ship’smovement grew lessviolent, he resumed hiswriting.

Of the two hundred and sixty-six souls who left Abrusio harbour some seven and a half months
ago, only eighteen remain. Poor Garolvo was washed overboard in the middle watch, may God
have mercy on his soul.

Hawkwood paused amoment, shaking his head at the pity of it. To have survived the massacrein the
weg, dl that horror, merely to be drowned when home waters were amost in sight.

We have been at sea almost three months, and by dead-reckoning | estimate our easting to be
some fifteen hundred leagues, though we have travelled half as far as that again to the north. But
the southerlies have failed us now, and we are being driven off our course once more. By
cross-staff reckoning, our latitude is approximately that of Gabrion. The wind must keep backing
around if it is to enable us to make landfall somewhere in Normannia itself. Our livesarein the
hand of God.

“The hand of God,” Hawkwood said quietly. Seawater dripped out of his beard on to the battered log
and he blotted it hurriedly. The cabin was doshing ankle-deep, as was every other compartment in the
ship. They had dl forgotten long ago what it was like to be dry or have afull belly; severd of them had
loose and rotting teeth and scars which had hedled ten years before were 00zing: the symptoms of

SCuNvy.

How had it cometo this? What had so wrecked their proud and well-manned little flotilla? But he knew
the answer, of course, knew it only too well. It kept him awake through the graveyard watch though his
exhausted body craved oblivion. It growled and roared in the hold of hispoor Osprey. It raved in the
midnight spasms of Murad’ s nightmares.



He stoppered up the inkwell and folded thelog away initslayers of oilskin. On the table before him was
aflaccid wineskin which he dung around his neck. Then he doshed and staggered across the pitching
cabin to the door in the far bulkhead and stepped over the storm-sill into the companion-way beyond. It
was dark here, asit was throughout every compartment in the ship. They had few candles|eft and only a
precious pint or two of ail for the sorm-lanterns. One of these hung swinging on ahook in the
companionway, and Hawkwood took it and made his way forward to where ahatch in the deck led
down into the hold. He hesitated there with the ship pitching and groaning around him and the seawater
coursing around his ankles, then cursed aloud and began to work the hatch-cover free. Helifted it off a
yawning hole and gingerly lowered himsalf down the ladder there, into the blackness below.

At the ladder’ sfoot he wedged himsdlf into a corner and fumbled for the flint and stedl that was
contained in a bottorm compartment of the slorm-lantern. An aching, maddening time of striking spark
after spark until one caught on the oil-soaked wick of the lantern and he was able to lower the thick glass
that protected it and stand it in apool of yelow light.

The hold was eerily empty, home only to a dozen casks of rotting salt meat and noisome water that
congtituted the last of the crew’ s provisions. Water pouring everywhere, and the noise of his poor
tormented Osprey an agonised symphony of creaks and moans, the searoaring like a beast beyond the
tortured hull. Helaid ahand againgt the timbres of the ship and felt them work gpart as she laboured in
the gale-driven waves. Fragments of oakum floated about in the water around hisfeet. The ssamswere
opening. No wonder the men on the pumps could make no headway. The ship was dying.

From below hisfeet there came an anima howl which rivalled even the thundering bellow of the wind.
Hawkwood flinched, and then stumbled forward to where another hatch led bel ow to the bottom-most
compartment of the ship, the bilge.

It was stinking down here. The Osprey’ s ballast had not been changed in along time and the tropical
hest of the Western Continent seemed to have lent it aparticularly foul stench. But it was not the ballast
aonewhich stank. There was another smell down here. It reminded Hawkwood of the beasts enclosure
inatraveling circus—that musk-like reek of agreat anima. He paused, his heart hammering within his
ribs, and then made himself walk forward, crouching low under the beams, the lantern swingingina
chaotic tumble of light and dark and doshing liquid. The water was over his knees aready.

Something ahead, moving in the liquid filth of the bilge. Therattle of metal clinking upon metd. It saw him
and ceased its struggles. Two yellow eyes gleamed in the dark. Hawkwood halted a scant two yards
from whereit lay chained to the very keelson of the carrack.

The beast blinked, and then, terrible out of that anima muzzle, came recogni zable speech.
“Captain. How good of you to come.”

Hawkwood' s mouth was as dry as sdlt. “Hello Bardolin,” he said.

“Cometo make surethe beast istill in hislair?’

“Something like thet.”

“Are we about to Snk?’

“Not yet—not just yet, anyway.”

The great wolf bared itsfangsin what might have been agrin. “Well, we must be thankful.”

“How much longer will you belikethis?’



“I don’'t know. | am beginning to contral it. This morning—was it morning? One cannot tell down
here—I stayed human for amogt half awatch. Two hours.” A low growl came out of the beast’ s mouth,
something like amoan. “In the name of God, why do you not let Murad kill me?’

“Murad ismad. Y ou are not, despite this—this thing that has happened to you. We were friends,
Bardolin. Y ou saved my life. When we get back to Hebrion | will take you to your master, Golophin. He
will cureyou.” Even to himsdf Hawkwood' s words felt hollow. He had repeated them too many times.

“I do not think so. Thereisno curefor the black change.”

“Well see,” Hawkwood said stubbornly. He noticed the lumps of sat meat which bobbed in thefilthy
water of thebilge. “Can't you eat?’

“| crave fresher meat. The beast wants blood. There isnothing | can do about it.”
“Areyouthirsty?’
“God, yes”

“All right.” Hawkwood undung the wineskin he had about his neck, tugged out the stopper, and hung the
lantern on ahook in the hull. He haf crawled forward, trying not to retch at the stench which rose up
about him. The heat the anima gave off was unearthly, unnaturd. He had to force himsdlf closeto it and
when the head tilted up hetipped the neck of the wineskin againgt its maw and let it drink, ablack tongue
licking every drop of moisture away.

“Thank you, Hawkwood,” thewolf said. “Now let metry something.”

Therewas ashimmer in the air, and something happened that Hawkwood' s eyes could not quite follow.
The black fur of the beast withered away and in secondsit was Bardolin the Mage who crouched there,
naked and bearded, his body covered in saltwater sores.

“Good to have you back,” Hawkwood said with aweak amile.

“It fedsworsethisway. | am weaker. In the name of God, Hawkwood, get some iron down here. One
nick, and | am at peace.”

“No.” The chainsthat held Bardolin fast were of bronze, forged from the metal of one of the ship’s
faconets. They were roughly cast, and their edges had scored his flesh into bloody mest at the wrists and
ankles, but every time he shifted in and out of beast form, the wounds healed somewhat. It was an
interminable form of torture, Hawkwood knew, but there was no other way to secure the wolf when it
returned.

“I’'m sorry, Bardolin . . . Has he been back?’

“Y es. He appearsin the night-watches and Sits where you are now. He says| am his—I will be hisright
hand one day. And Hawkwood, | find mysdf listening to him, believing him.”

“Fight it. Don't forget who you are. Don't let the bastard win.”
“How much longer? How far isthereto go?’

“Not so far now. Another week or ten days perhaps. Lessif thewind backs. Thisisonly apassing
squal—it'll soon blow itself out.”

“I don’'t know if I can survive. It eatsinto my mind like amaggot. . . stay back, it comes again. Oh sweet



Lord God—"

Bardolin screamed, and his body bucked and thrashed against the chains which held him down. Hisface
seemed to explode outwards. The scream turned into an animal roar of rage and pain. As Hawkwood
watched, horrified, hisbody bent and grew and cracked sickeningly. His skin sprouted fur and two
horn-like earsthrust up from his skull. The wolf had returned. It howled in anguish and wrenched at its
confining chains. Hawkwood backed away, shaken.

“Kill me—xkill me and give me peace!” the wolf shrieked, and then the words dissolved into amanic
bellowing. Hawkwood retrieved the ssorm-lantern and retreated through the muck of the bilge, leaving
Bardolin doneto fight the battle for his soul in the darkness of the ship’sbelly.

What God would alow the practise of such abominations upon the world he had made? What manner of
man would inflict them upon ancther?

Unwillingly, hismind was drawn back to that terrible place of sorcery and daughter and emerad jungle.
The Western Continent. They had sought to claim anew world there, and had ended up fleeing for their
lives. He could remember every gtifling, terror-ridden hour of it. In the wave-racked carcase of his
once-proud ship, he had it thrust vivid and unforgettable into hismind’ s eye once again.

PART ONE
RETURN OF THE MARINER

ONE

T HEY had stumbled amile, perhaps two, from the ashladen air on the dopes of Undabane. Then they
collapsed in on each other like a child’ s house of playing cards, what remained of their spirit spent. Their
chests seemed somehow too narrow to take in the thick humidity of the air around them. They lay
sprawled in the twilit ooze of the jungle floor while haf-glimpsed animals and birds hooted and shrieked
in the trees above, the very land itsalf mocking their failure. Heaving for a breath, the swesat running down
their faces and the insects a cloud before their eyes.

It was Hawkwood who recovered first. He was not injured, unlike Murad, and hiswits had not been
addled, unlike Bardolin's. He sat himsdlf up in the stinking humus and the creeping parasitic lifewhich
infested it, and hid hisface in his hands. For amoment he wished only to be dead and have done with it.
Seventeen of them had left Fort Abelelus some twenty-four days before. Now he and histwo
companionswere dl that remained. This green world was too much for mortal men to bear, unlessthey
were aso some form of murderous travesty such as those which resided in the mountain. He shook his
head at the memory of the daughter there. Men skinned like rabbits, torn asunder, eviscerated, their
innards churned through with the gold they had stolen. Masudi’ s head lying dark and glistening in the
roadway, the moonlight shining in his deed eyes.

Hawkwood hauled himsdlf to hisfeet. Bardolin had his head sunk between hisknees and Murad lay on
his back as gill asacorpse, his awful wound laying bare the very bone of his skull.

“Come. We haveto get farther away. They'll caich uselse.”

“They don't want to catch us. Murad wasright.” It was Bardolin. He did not raise his head, but hisvoice
was clear, though thick with grief.

“We don't know that,” Hawkwood snapped.
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“I know that.”

Murad opened hiseyes. “What did | tell you, Captain? Birds of like feather.” He chuckled hideoudly.
“What dupes we poor soldiers and mariners have been, ferrying acrowd of witches and warlocksto
their masters. Precious Bardolin will not be touched—not him. They’ re sending him back to his brethren
with you asthe ferryman. If anyone escaped, it was|. But then, to where have | escaped?’

He sat up, the movement starting a dark ooze of blood along hiswound. The flies were dready black
about it. “Ahyes, deliverance. The blest jungle. And we are only afew score leagues from the coast.
Giveit up, Hawkwood.” He sank back with agroan and closed his eyes.

Hawkwood remained standing. “Maybe you' re right. Me, | have a ship gtill—or had—and I’ m going to
get off this God-cursed country and out to seaagain. New Hebrion no less! If you' ve any shred of duty
left under that mire of self-pity you'rewalowing in, Murad, then you' |l redlise we have to get back home,
if only to warn them. Y ou’ re asoldier and anobleman. Y ou till understand the concept of duty, do you
not?"

The bloodshot eyes snapped open again. “Don't presume to lecture me, Captain. What are you but the
sweeping of some Gaborionese guitter?”

Hawkwood smiled. “I’m alord of the gutter now, Murad, or had you forgotten? Y ou ennobled me
yourself, the same time you made yoursdlf governor of al this—" He swept out hisarmsto takein the
ancient trees, the raucous jungle about them. Bitter laughter curdled in histhroat. “ Now get off your noble
arse. We haveto find some water. Bardolin, help me, and stop mooning around like the sky hasjust
fdlenin”

Amazingly enough, they obeyed him.

T HEY camped that night some five miles from the mountain, by the banks of a stream. After

Hawkwood had browbeaten Bardolin into gathering firewood and bedding, he sat by Murad and
examined the nobleman’ swounds. They were al gashed and scratched to some degree, but Murad's
spectacular head injury was one of the ugliest Hawkwood had ever seen. The scalp had been ripped free
of the skull and hung flapping by his|eft ear.

“I've agood sailmaker’ s needle in my pouch, and somethread,” he told Murad. “It may not turn out too
pretty, but | reckon | can get you battened down again. 1t'll smart some, of course.”

“No doubt,” the nobleman drawled in something approaching his old manner. “Get on with it while
there sdill light.”

“There aremaggotsintheflesh. I'll clear them out firgt.”

“No! Let them be. I’ ve seen men worse cut up than this whose flesh went rotten for the lack of afew
good maggots. Sew them in there, Hawkwood. They’ll eat the dead mest.”

“God dmighty, Murad!”

“Doit. Sinceyou are determined that we are to survive, we may aswell go through the motions. Where
isthat cursed wizard? Maybe he could make himsalf useful and magick up abandage.”

Bardolin appeared out of the gloom, abundle of firewood in hisarms. “Hekilled my familiar,” he sad.
“The Dweomer in meiscrippled. He killed my familiar, Hawkwood.”



“Who did?’

“Aruan. Their leader.” He dropped his burden asthough it burnt. His eyeswere as dead as dry date. “I
will have alook, though, if you like. | may be able to do something.”

“Stay away from me!” Murad shouted, shrinking from the mage. “Y ou murderous dagtard. If | werefit
for it I’d bresk your skull. Y ou werein league with them from thefirst.”

“Just seeif you can get afire going, Bardolin,” Hawkwood said wearily. “1I'll patch him up myself. Later,
wemugt talk.”

The pop of the needle going through Murad’ s skin and cartilage was |oud enough to make Hawkwood
wince, but the nobleman never uttered a sound under the brutal surgery, only quivered sometimeslike a
horsetrying to rid itself of abothersomefly. By the time the mariner was done the daylight was about to
disappear, and Bardolin’ s fire was a mote of yellow brightness on the black jungle floor. Hawkwood
surveyed hishandiwork criticaly.

“Y ou're no prettier than you were, that’ s certain,” he said at last.

Murad flashed his death’ s-head grin. The thread crawled aong histemple like aline of marching ants,
and under the skin the maggots could be seen squirming.

They drank water from the stream and lay on the brush that Bardolin had gathered to serve as bedswhile
around them the darkness became absolute. Theinsects fed off them without respite, but they were too
weary to care and their ssomachs were closed. It was Hawkwood who pinched himself awake.

“Did they redly let usgo, you think? Or are they waiting for nightfal to spring on us?’

“They could have sprung on usfifty times before now,” Murad said quietly. “We have not exactly been
swift, or careful in our flight. No, for what it’sworth, we re awvay. Maybe they’ re going to let thejungle
finish thejob. Maybe they could not bring themsalvesto kill afellow sorcerer. Or there may be another
reason we' re dlive. Ask the wizard! He' s the one has been closeted with their leader.”

They both looked at Bardolin. “Well?” Hawkwood said at last. “We ve aright to know, | think. Tell us,
Bardolin. Tell usexactly what happened to you.”

The mage kept his eyesfixed on the fire. There was along silence while histwo companions stared
steedily a him.

“I am not entirely sure mysdlf,” he said a last. “Theimp was brought to the top of the pyramid in the
middle of the city by Gosa. He was a shape-shifter—"

“You surpriseme,” Murad snorted.

“I met their leader, aman named Aruan. He said he had been high in the Thaumaturgists Guild of
Garmiddan in Adarac along time ago. In thetime of the Pontiff Willardius.”

Murad frowned. “Willardius? Why, he' s been dead these four hundred years and more.”

“I know. This Aruan claimsto be virtudly immorta. It is something to do with the Dweomer of thisland.
There was agreat and sophisticated civilisation herein the west at onetime, but it was destroyed in a
huge natura cataclysm. The mages here had powers hardly dreamt of back on the Old World. But there
was another difference. . .”



“Well?" Murad demanded.

“I bedievethey were dl shifters aswell as mages. An entire society of them.”
“God'sblood,” Hawkwood breathed. “I thought that was not possible.”
“Sodid|. Itisunheard of, and yet we have seen it oursaves.”

Murad was thoughtful. “Y ou are quite sure, Bardolin?’

“I wish | were not, believe me. But there is another thing. According to this Aruan, there are hundreds of
his agents dready in Normannia, doing hisbidding.”

“Thegold,” Hawkwood rasped. “Normannic crowns. There was enough of it back there to bribe aking,
tohireanarmy.”

“ S0 he has ambitions, this shifter-wizard of yours,” Murad sneered. “ And how exactly do you fit into
them, Bardolin?’

“I don’'t know, Murad. The Blest Saint help me, | don’t know.”

We will meet again, you and I, and when we do you will know me as your lord, and as your friend.
The parting words of Aruan burnt themselves across Bardolin's brain. He would never revea themto
anyone. He was his own man, and dways would be despite the foulness he now fdt at work within him.

“Onething | do know,” he went on. “ They are not content to remain here, these shifter-mages. They are
going to return to Normannia. Everything | wastold confirmsit. | believe Aruan intends to make himsdlf a
power in theworld. In fact he has dready begun.”

“If he can make awerewolf of an Inceptine then hiswords are not idle,” Hawkwood muttered,
remembering their outwards voyage and Ortdlius, who had spread such terror throughout the ship.

“A race of were-mages,” Murad said. “A man who clamsto be centuries old. A network of shifters
gpread across Normannia spending his gold, running hiserrands. | would say you were crazed, had | not
seen thethings | have on this continent. The place isa veritable hell on earth. Hawkwood isright. We
must get back to the ship, return to Hebrion, and inform the King. The Old World must be warned. We
will root out these mongters from our midst, and then return here with afleet and an army and wipe them
from the face of the earth. They are not so formidable—ataste of iron and they fdl dead. We will see
what five thousand Hebrian arquebusiers can do here, by God.”

For once, Hawkwood found hims=lf whoally in agreement with the gaunt nobleman. Bardolin seemed
troubled, however.

“What'swrong now?’ he asked the wizard. “Y ou don’t gpprove of this Aruan’s ambitions, do you?’

“Of course not. But it was a purge of the Dweomer-folk which drove him and hiskind herein thefirst
place. | know what Murad' s proposal will lead to, Hawkwood. A vast, continent-wide purge of my
people such as has never been seen before. They will be daughtered in their thousands, the innocent
aong with the guilty. Wewill drivedl of Normannia s magesinto Aruan’sarms. That isexactly what he
wants. And his agents will not be so easy to uncover a any rate. They could be anyone—even the
nobility. Wewill persecute the innocent while the guilty bide their time.”

“The plain soldiers of theworld will take their chances,” Murad retorted. “ There is no place on thisearth
for your kind any more, Bardolin. They are an abomination. Their end has been coming for along time,



Thisisonly hagtening theinevitable”

“You areright there at least,” the wizard murmured.

“Whose side are you on?” Hawkwood asked the mage. Bardolin looked angry.
“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I mean that Murad isright. Thereisatime coming, Bardolin, when it will be your Dweomer-folk ranged
againg the ordinary people of the world, and you will have to either abet their destruction or stand with
them againgt us. That iswhat | mean.”

“It will not—it must not—cometo that!” the mage protested.
Hawkwood was about to go on when Murad halted him with a curt gesture.

“Enough. Look around you. The odds are that we will never have to worry about such things, and we'll
leave our bonesto fester herein the jungle. Wizard, I'll offer you atruce. We three must help each other
if any of usisever to get back to the coast. The debates of high policy can wait until we are aboard ship.
Agreed?’

“Agreed,” Bardolin said, hismouth abitter linein hisface.

“Excdlent.” Theirony in Murad’ s voice was pa pable. “Now, Captain, you are our resdent navigator.
Can you point usin the right direction tomorrow?’

“Perhaps. If | can get alook at the sun before the clouds start building up. There is abetter way, though.
We must make an inventory. Empty your pouches. | must see what we have to work with.”

They tore abroad leaf from a nearby bush and upon it they placed the contents of their pockets and
pouches, squinting in the firdight. Bardolin and Hawkwood both had waterproofed tinderboxes with flint
and sted and little coils of dry wool insde. The wizard adso had a bronze pocketknife and a pewter
spoon. Murad had a broken iron knife blade some five incheslong, atiny collapsibletin cup and acork
water-bottle till hanging from his belt by its straps. Hawkwood had his needle, abdl of tough yarn, a
lead arquebus bullet and afishhook of carved bone. All of them had broken pieces of ship’sbiscuit lining
their pockets and Murad asmall lump of dried pork which was hard aswood and inedible.

“A meagre enough store, by God,” the nobleman said. “Wel, Hawkwood, what wonders can you work
with it?’

“I can make acompass, | think, and we can do some fishing and hunting if we haveto aso. | was
shipwrecked when | was aboy in the Maacars, and we had little more than this upon us when we were
washed up. We can use the yarn asfishing line, weight it with the bullet and bait it with the pork. The
blade we can tieto astave for aspear. There sfruit all around ustoo. Wewon't starve, but it' sa
time-consuming business forageing for food, even in the jungle. We d best be prepared to tighten our
beltsif we'reto get back to the coast before the spring.”

“The spring!” Murad exclaimed. “ Great God, we may haveto et our boots, but we' |l be back at the fort
before that!”

“We were amost amonth coming here, Murad, and we travelled along aroad for much of theway. The
journey back will be harder. Maybe they did allow usto escape, but | still don't want to frequent their
highways.” He remembered the heat and stink of the great werewolf lying beside him in the brush, back
indde the mountain—



Would | harm you, Captain, the navigator, the steerer of ships? | think not. | think not.

—And shuddered a the memory.

T HEY stood watchesthat first night, taking it in turnsto feed the fire and stare out at the black wall of
the rainforest. When they were not on guard they dept fitfully. Bardolin lay avake most of the night,
exhausted but afraid to deep, afraid to find out what might be lurking in his dreams.

Aruan had made alycanthrope of him.

So the arch-mage had said. Bardolin had had sexua relations with Kersik, the girl who had guided them
to Undabane. And then she had fed him a portion of her kill—that was the process. That wastherite
which engendered the disease.

He amost thought he could fed the black disease working in him, a physica process changing body and
soul with every heartbeat. Should hetdll the others? They distrusted him aready. What was going to
happen to him? What manner of thing was he to become?

He considered just walking off and becoming lost to the jungle, or even returning to Undi like some
prodiga son. But he had aways been stubborn, proud and stiff-necked. He would resist thisthing, battle
it for aslong as there was any remnant of Bardolin son of Carnolan left in him. He had been a soldier
once: hewould fight to the very end.

Thus he thought as he sat hiswatch, and fed the fire while the other two dept. Hawkwood had given him
atask: he wasto rub the iron needle with wool from one of the tinderboxes. It made little senseto
Bardolin, but at least it was something to help keep deep at bay.

To one side, Murad moaned in his umber, and once to his shock Bardolin thought he heard the
nobleman gasp out Griella's name—the base-born lover Murad had taken aboard ship who had turned
out to be a shifter hersaf. What unholy manner of union had those two shared? Not rape, not love fredly
given either. A kind of mutua degradation which wrought violence upon their sengbilitiesand yet
somehow |eft them wanting more.

And Bardalin, the old man, he had been envious of them.

He sat and excoriated himself for athousand failings, the regrets of an ageing man without home or
family. In the black night the darkness of his mood degpened. Why had Aruan let him go? What was his
fate to be? Ah, to hdll with the endless questions.

He spun himsdf alittle cantrip, aglede of werdight which flickered and spluttered weakly. In sudden fear
he sent it bobbing around the limits of thefirdight, banishing shadows for afew flegting seconds. It
whedled like an ecstatic firefly and then went out. Too soon. Too week. He felt like aman who haslost a
limb and yet feds pain in phantom fingers. He drank some water from Murad' s bottle, eyes smarting with
grief and tyredness. He was too old for this. He should have an apprentice, someone to hel p bear the
load of agreybeard sworries. Like young Orquil perhaps, whom they had sent to the fire back in
Abrusio.

What about me, Bardolin? Will | do?

He started. Sleep had amost taken him. For amoment he had haf seen another person sitting on the
other sde of thefire. A young girl with heavy bronze-coloured hair. The night air had invaded his head.
He brutally knuckled his aching eye-sockets and resumed his solitary vigil, impatiently awaiting the dawn.



T HEY wereon their feet with thefirst faint light of the sun through the canopy. Water from the stream
and afew broken crumbs of biscuit constituted breakfast, and then they looked over Hawkwood' s
shoulder as he set the needle floating on aleaf in Murad' stin cup. It twisted strangely on the water
therein, and then steadied. The mariner nodded with grim satisfaction.

“That'syour compass?’ Murad asked increduloudy. “A common needl€?’

“Any iron can be given the ability to turn to the north,” he wastold. “I don’t know why or how, but it
works. We march south-east today. Murad, | want you to look out for alikely spear shaft. Mysdlf, |
reckon | might have ago at making abow. Give me your knife, Bardolin. W€ |l haveto blaze treesto
keep our bearing. All right? Then let’sgo.”

Rather nonplussed, Hawkwood' s two companionsfdl into step behind him, and the trio was on itsway.

They tramped steadily until noon, when it began to cloud over in preparation for the dmost daily
downpour. By that time Murad had hisiron knife blade tied on to a stout shaft some six feet long, and
Hawkwood was laden with a selection of dender sticks and one stave asthick asthree fingers. They
were famished, pocked with countless bites, scored and gashed and dripping with leeches. And Murad
was finding it difficult to keep the pace Hawkwood set. The mariner and the mage would often have to
pause in their tracks and wait for him to catch up. But when Hawkwood suggested a break, the
nobleman only snarled a him.

In the shelter of an enormous dead tree they waited out the bruising rain as it began thundering in torrents
down from the canopy overhead. The ground they sat on quickly became a sucking mire, and the force
of the downpour made it difficult to breathe. Hawkwood bent his chin into his breast to creste aspace, a
pocket of air, and in that second it filled with mosguitoes which he drew in hel plesdy as he breathed, and
gpat and coughed out again.

The ddlugefinally ended as abruptly asit had begun, and for afew minutes afterwards they sat in the mud
and gurgling water which the forest floor had become, sodden, weary, frail with hunger. Murad was
barely conscious, and Hawkwood could fed the burning heet of hisbody as the nobleman leaned against
him.

They laboured to their feet without speaking, staggering like ancients. A cora-bright snake whipped
through the puddies at their feet, and with a cry Murad seemed to come dive. He stabbed his new spear

at the ground and transfixed the thrashing reptile just behind the head. It twined itself about the spear inits
last agony, and Murad smiled.

“Gentlemen,” hesaid, “dinner is served.”

TWO

H APTMAN Hernan Sequero surveyed the squdid extent of hislittle kingdom and pursed hislipsin
disapproval. He rap-rap-rapped his knuckleslightly on the hardwood table, ignoring the bead of swest
that was hovering from one eye-brow.

“It'snot good enough,” he said. “We Il never be sdf-sufficient here if these damned people keep on
dying. They' re supposed to be blasted magicians, after al. Can't they magick up something?’

The men around him cleared their throats, shifted on their feet or looked away. Only one made any
attempt to reply, aflorid, golden-haired young man with an ensign’ sbar at hiscollar.
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“There are three herbalists amongst the colonists, Sir. They’ re doing their best, but the plants here are
unfamiliar to them. Itisaprocess of trid and error.”

“And in the meantime the cemetrey becomes our most thriving venture ashore,” Sequero retorted drily.
“Very wdl, one cannot argue with nature | suppose, but it is vexing. When Lord—when his
excdllency—returns he will not be pleased. Not at dl.”

Again, the uneasy shuffling of feet, brief shared glances.

There were three men standing about the table besides Sequero, dl in the leather harness of the Hebrian
soldiery. They werein one of the tall watchtowerswhich stood at each corner of the palisaded fort. Up
here it was possible to catch a breath of air off the ocean, and in fact to see their ship, the Gabrian
Osprey, asit rode a anchor scarcely haf amile away, the horizon beyond it afar blur of seaand sky at
the edge of sight.

Closer to, the view was less ingpiring. Peppering the two acres or so which the palisade enclosed were
dozens of rude huts, somelittle better than piled-up mounds of brush. The only substantid building was
the Governor’ s residence, alarge timbre structure which was haf villaand haf blockhouse.

A deep ditch bisected the fort and served the community as a sewer, running off into the jungle. It was
bridged in severa places with felled trees, and the ground around it was a foul-sméling swamp swarming
with mosquitoes. They had dug wells, but these were dl brackish, so they continued to take their water
from the clear stream Murad had discovered on the first day. One corner of the fort was corralled off
and within it resded the surviving horses. Another few dayswould see it empty. When the last beasts had
died they would be salted down and egten, like the others.

“Fit for neither man nor beast,” Sequero muttered, brow dark as he thought of the once magnificent
creatures he had brought from Hebrion, the cream of hisfather’ s studs. Even the sheep did not do well
here. Wereit not for the wild pigs and deer which hunting parties brought out of the jungle every few
days, they would be gnawing on roots and berries by now.

“How many today then?’ he asked.
“Two,” di Souzatold him. “Miriam di—"

“I don’'t need to know their names!” Sequero snapped. “ That leaves us with, what? Eighty-odd? Still
plenty. Thank God the soldiers and sailors are made of sterner stuff. Sergeant Berrino, how arethe
men?’

“Bearing up well, sir. A good moveto let them doff their armour, if | might say so. And Garolvo' s party
brought in three boar thismorning.”

“Excdllent. A good man that Garolvo. He must be the best shot we have. Gentlemen, wearein ahdlish
place, but it belongsto our king now and we must make the best of it. Make no mistake, there will be
promotions when the Governor returns from his expedition. Fort Abelelus may not be much to look at
now, but in afew yearstherewill be acity here, with church bells, tavernsand al the trappings of
cvilisation.”

Hisligenerswere dutifully attentive to hiswords, but he could dmost taste their scepticism. They had
been ashore two and a half months now, and Sequero knew well that the Governor was popularly
believed to be long dead, or lost somewherein the teeming jungle. He and his party had been away too
long, and with his absence the discontent and fear within the fort was growing week by week.
Increasingly, both soldiers and civilians were of the opinion that nothing would ever come of this



precarious foothold upon the continent, and the Dweomer-folk were ready to brave even the pyresthat
awaited in Abrusio rather than suffer the death by disease and manutrition that was claiming so many of
them. At times Sequero felt as though he was swimming againgt an irresstibletide of sullen resentment
which would one day overwhelm him.

“Enggn di Souza, how many of the ship’s guns have we ashore now?’

“Six great culverinsand apair of light sakers, gir, dl sited to command the approaches. That sailor,
Velasca, he wants to complain to you personally about it. He says the guns are the property of Captain
Hawkwood and should remain with the ship.”

“Let him put it inwriting,” said Sequero, who like al the old school of noblemen could not read.
“Gentlemen, you are dismissed. All but you, di Souza. | want aword. Sergeant Berrino, you may
distribute aration of wine tonight. The men deserve it—they have worked hard.”

Berrino, amiddle-aged man with a closed, thuggish face, brightened. “Why thank you, sr—"
“That isdl. Leave usnow.”

The two soldiers clambered down the ladder that was affixed to one leg of the watchtower, leaving
Sequero and di Souzadonein their eyrie.

“Do have somewine, Vadan,” Sequero said easily, and gestured to the bulging skin that hung from a
nearby peg.

“Thank you, sir.” Di Souza squirted agoodly measure of the blood-warm liquid down histhroat and
wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. They had been equalsin rank, these two young men, until
landfal herein the west. Murad had then promoted Hernan Sequero to haptman, making him military
commander of thelittle colony. The choice had been inevitable: di Souzawas noble only by adoption,
whereas Sequero was from one of the high families of the kingdom, as close by blood to the Royal house
asMurad himself. Thefact that he wasilliterate and did not know one end of an arquebus from another
was neither here nor there.

“The Governor’ s party has been avay amost eeven weeks,” Sequero told his subordinate. “Within
another week or two they should return, with God' s grace. In dl that time we here have been cowering
behind our stockade as if we were under sSege. That hasto change. | have seen nothing in this country
which warrants this absurd defensive posture. Tomorrow | will order the coloniststo start marking out
plotsof land in thejungle. We' Il dash and burn, clear afew acres and seeif we can't get some crops
planted. If thingswork out, then some of the colonists can be gected from the fort and can start building
homes on their own plots of land. Vadan, | want you to register al the heads of household amongst
them, and map out their plots. They will hold them as tenants of the Hebriate crown. We must start
thinking of some form of tithe, of course, and you will organise asystem of patrols. . . . You wish to say
something, Endggn?’

“Only that Lord Murad' s orders were to remain within thefort, sir. He said nothing about clearing
fams”

“Quite true. But he has been away alot longer than he originally anticipated, and we must al show alittle
initiative now and then. Besides, the fort is overcrowded and rapidly becoming unhedlthy. And these
damned mariners must do their share. How many soldiers do we havefit for duty?’

“Besides ourselves, eighteen. Hawkwood' s second-in-command, Velasca, has a dozen sailors out
surveying the coast in two of the longboats. He' s al so been salvageing timbres and iron from the wreck of



the carave that foundered on the reef. There are ascore more still busy making salt and preserving mest
and suchlike. For the return voyage. And four of them are in the fort, instructing some of our meninthe
firing of the big guns”

“Yes. They liketo set themsalves gpart, these sailors. Well, that must change dso. Tell Vdascal want a
dozen of his men, with firearms, to join our soldiers and place themsalves under Sergeant Berrino. We
need more men on the stockade.”

“Yes, gr. Anything e se?’ Di Souza s face was completely neutrd.
“No—yes. You will dinewith metonight in theresdence, | trust?’

“Thank you, sir.” Di Souza saluted and |eft viathe creaking ladder. When he had gone Sequero wiped
the sweat from hisface and dlowed himsaf amouthful of wine.

Hewas not yet sureif this place were an opportunity for advancement or the graveyard of hisambitions.
Had he stayed in Hebrion he might have been aregimental commander by now. His blood demanded no
less. On the other hand, that very blood might have been considered alittle too blue for the King' sliking,
hence his presence here, in this Godforsaken so-called colony. Still, if anyone had ambition, it was his
superior, Lord Murad. That one would not have taken part in such areckless scheme if he had not seen
some kind of advantagein it for himsdf. Better here than at court, then. In thefield superior officershad a
habit of dying. At court there was only the age-old manoevring for power and rank, none of it counting
for much in the presence of astrong king. And Abeleyn was astrong king, for adl hisyouth. Sequero

liked him, though he thought him too informa, too ready to lend an ear to hissocid inferiors.

Was Murad dead? It seemed hard to believe—the man had always seemed to be constructed equaly out
of sinew and purewill. But it had been along time—avery long time. For oncein hislife, Sequero was
unsure of himsalf. He knew the soldiers were close to mutiny, believing the colony to be cursed, and
without Murad' s authority to hold them in cheque. . .

A clattering of boots on the ladder, and ared-faced soldier appeared at the lip of the watchtower.
“Begging your pardon, Sir, but it' smy turn on sentry. Ensign di Souzatold me to come on up.”

“Very well. | wasjust finished.” What was the man’s name? Sequero couldn’t remember and felt vaguely
irritated with himsdf. What did it matter? He was just another stinking trooper.

“See you keep your eyesopen . . . Ulbio.” There. He had remembered after dll.

Ulbio saluted smartly. “ Yes, Sr.” And remained the picture of attentive duty as his commander lowered
himself down from the watchtower. When Sequero had disappeared he spat over the side. Fucking
nobles, he thought. None of them gave adamn about their men.

T HE Governor’ s resdence was the only edifice with any pretensons to architecture within the colony.
Loopholed for defence like the strongpoint it was, it nonetheless had along veranda upon which it was
amost pleasant to St and dine of an evening. The wood of the greet trees about the fort was incredibly
hard and fine-grained, but it made admirable furniture. The sailors had set up a pedal-powered lathe of
sorts and that evening Sequero and his guests were able to eet off afinelong table with beautifully turned
legs. Therewas dtill slver and crystal to eat off and drink from, and tall candlesto light the flushed faces
of thediners and attract the night-time moths. Were it not for the cloying heat and the raucous jungle they
might have been back in Hebrion on some nobleman’ s estate.



The gathering was not alarge one. Besides Sequero and di Souza there were only three other diners.
These were Osmo of Fulk, afat, greasy and sycophantic wine merchant whose persona store of
Gaderian meant it politic to invite him, Astiban of Pontifidad, atall, grey man with amournful facewhoin
Abrusio had been a professiona herbalist and an amateur naturdi<t, and finaly Fredric Arminir, who
hailed origindly from Almark, of al places, and who was reputed to be asmuggler.

None of the three men was an actua wizard, so far as Sequero knew, but they all possessed the
Dweomer in varying degrees, e se they would not be here. He felt a childish urge to make them perform
in some way, to do sometrick or feat, and he was absurdly gratified when the stout Osmo set weird blue
werdights burning at the far corners of the veranda. The insects crowded around them and sizzled to
degth in their hundreds, whilst the diners were able to eat and drink without continualy dapping the
vermin from around their faces.

“Something | picked up in Macassar,” Osmo explained casudly. “ The climate thereissmilar in many
ways.”

“And you, Adtiban,” Sequero said. “Being anaturdig, | assume you are rapt with wonder at the wedlth
of creaturesthat crawl and flit about us on this continent.”

“Thereismuch that isunfamiliar, it istrue, Lord Sequero. With Ensgn di Souza s permission | have
accompanied some of the hunting parties out into the jungle. | have seen tracks there belonging to
creatures not seen in any begtiary of the Old World. On my own initiative, | explored the ground beyond
our stockade for several hundred yards out into the forest. These tracks approach the fort, and mill
about, and then retreat again. It isapattern | have found a hundred times.”

“What are they doing, coming to have alook at us?’ Fredric asked, amused.
“Yes, | think so. | think we are being closaly watched, but by what exactly | cannot say.”
“Areyou assgning arationdity to these unknown beasts?’ Sequero asked, surprised.

“1 do not know if | would go that far. But | am glad we have a stout palisade in place, and soldiersto
man it. When the Governor returns from his expedition | am sure he will have learnt much of this
continent, which may darify my findings.”

The man sounded like alecturing professor, Sequero thought irritably. But at least he seemed to think
that the Governor would actualy return. From the sidelong glances that Fredric and Osmo exchanged, it
seemed they did not share his confidence.

Aloud, Sequero said, “We are pioneers. For usthe risks are outweighed by the rewards.”

“A pioneer you may be, my lord,” Astiban said, “but we are refugees. For usit was aplace on Captain
Hawkwood' s ships, or an appointment with the pyre.”

“Quite. Well, we are dl here now, and must make the best of it.”

A solitary gunshot cracked heavily through the thick night air, making them al start in their seets. Di
Souzarose. “ Sir, with your permisson—"

“Yes, yes, Vadan, go and see. Another sentry firing at shadows, | presume.”

Then there was a great crashing boom that ripped the darkness gpart, and the flash of acannon firing
from the palisade. Men were shouting out therein the darkness. Di Souza pelted off, snatching his sword
from whereit hung at the front of the veranda and disappearing. Deliberately, Sequero sipped hiswine



before hiswide-eyed guests. “ Gentlemen, | am afraid our dinner may well be cut short . . .”

Some unknown beast was bellowing in rage, and there was aflurry of shats, little saffron sparkles.
Torcheswere being lit along the stockade, and someone began beeting the ship’s bell that was their
sgnal for afull alarm. Sequero rose and buckled on his sword-belt.

“Y ou had best go to your families and make sure they are safe, but | want every able-bodied man on the
palisade as soon as possible. Go now.”

Hefinished thelast of the Gaderian in his glass asthe three men hurried off. It would have been apity to
wasteit. There was aregular battle going on out there. He set down the empty glass and strolled off the
verandatowards the firing. Behind him, Osmo’ s blue werdights sputtered and went out.

THREE
“W HAT isit?" Hawkwood asked, waking to find Bardolin standing listening to the night-time jungle.
“ Something—some noise far off, towards the coast. Almost | thought it was acannon firing.”

Hawkwood was wide awake in an instant and on hisfeet besde the wizard. “| knew we were close, but
| didn't think—"

“Hush! Thereitisagan.”

Thistimethey both heard it. “ That' sacannon al right,” Hawkwood breathed. “ One of my culverins.
Perhaps they brought them ashore. God' s blood, Bardolin, it can’t be more than afew miles away.
We redmost home.”

“Home,” Bardolin repeated thoughtfully. “ But why are they firing cannon in the middle of the night,
Hawkwood? Tell methat. | don't think it means good news.”

They both sat down by the fire again. On the other Sde of the flames Murad lay like a corpse, mouth
open, hisface rippled with scar tissue.

“WEe I find out tomorrow,” Hawkwood said. “ A few more miles, and it’ sfinished. We'll board the
Osprey and get the hdll out of this stinking country. Breathe clean air again, fed the wind on our faces.
Think of that, Bardolin. Think of it.”

Thefar-off gunfire continued for perhaps an hour, including one well-spaced salvo that sounded exactly
like aship’sbroadside. After that there was silence again, but by that time Hawkwood had set up his
primitive compass and taken a bearing on the sound so that in the morning they could march straight
towardsit. Then hefell adeep, exhausted.

Bardolin remained awake. They had long since given up the keeping of any kind of sentry, but asthe
weeks had drawn on he had found himsdf needing less and less deep.

Their journey had been incredibly hard—indeed, it had come close to killing them. They had been
transformed by it into matt-haired, sunken-eyed fanatics, whose only misson in life wasto keep walking,
who revered Hawkwood' s home-made compass as though it were the holiest relic, who scrabbled for
every scrgp of anything resembling food and wolfed it down like animals. All the patina of civilisation hed
been scraped away by day after day of back-breaking toil, and thefilth and heat of the rainforest. Many
times, they had decided they could go no further, and had become resigned to the idea of desth—even
inured to it. But odd things had saved them at those critical moments. The discovery of astream of pure
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water, finding afreshly killed forest deer, or amedicina herb which Hawkwood had recognised from his
travellsin Macassar. Somehow they had lurched from one lucky windfall to another, al the time keeping
to the bearing that Hawkwood set for them every morning. And they were going to survive. Bardolin
knew that—he had for along time. But now he aso knew why.

When the darkest hour of each night came upon him he lay aone by the fire and fought the disease that
wasworking in him, but each time it progressed allittle farther before it receded again.

It came upon him once morethis night. It felt like ablest breeth of cold ar stedling over him, achill
invigouration which flooded strength into his wasted frame. And then his sight changed, so that hewas
beginning to see things he normaly could not. Murad’ s heart beating like abright, trapped bird in his
chest. Theveinsof blood which nestled in hisfore-arms pulsing like threads of liquid light.

Bardolin felt his very bones begin to creak, asif they were desperately trying to burst into some new
configuration. Histongue circled up and down his teeth, and they had become different; theinside of his
mouth felt as hot as an oven, and he had to open it and pant for air. When he did, histongue lolled out
over hislower lip and the swest rolled off it.

He raised hishandsto his eyes and found that his pams had become black and rough. Joints clicked and
reclicked. His hearing grew so acute it was dmost unbearable, and yet madly fascinating. He could hear
and seeawhole universe of life twittering in the rainforest around him.

Thiswasit, the most seductive time. When the change fdlt like awelcome relief, the chanceto
metamorphosi ze into something bigger, better, in which life could be tasted so much more keenly and dl
his old man’ s aches and weak-nesses could be forgotten.

At oneingtant he writhed there, perfectly suspended between the desire to let the change have itsway
and his own stubborn refusal to givein. Then he had beaten it again, and lay there as weak as anewborn
kitten, the jungle ablack wall about him.

“Bravo,” the voice said. “1 have never seen anyone fight the black disease with such pugnacious
determination before. Y ou have my admiration, Bardolin. Evenif your struggleis misguided, and futilein
theend.”

Bardolin raised his exhausted face. “1 have not seen you in awhile, Aruan. Been busy?’

“Inamanner of speaking, yes. Y ou heard the gunfire. Y ou can guesswhat it means. The ship isintact,
though—of that | made sure. My only worry was that the survivors would sail awvay before you reach the
coast tomorrow, so | have whistled up alandward wind which will keep them anchored if they do not
want to be run aground.”

“How very thoughtful.”

“I think of everything. Do you imagine you would have made it thisfar without my help? Though that
mariner of yoursis certainly ingenious—and indomitable. | like him. He reminds me of mysdf when | was
young. Y ou are lucky in your friends, Bardolin. | never was.”

“My heart bleedsfor you.”

Aruan leaned over the fire so that the flames carved amolten mask out of hisfeatures. “1t will, one day. |
will leave you now. Keep fighting it if you will, Bardolin, but you harm yoursdlf by doing so. | believel
will summon someone who may be ableto clarify your thinking. There. It isdone. Farewell. When | see
you again you shall have the wide ocean under you.” And he disappeared.



Bardolin drank thirstily from the wooden water bottle, sucking at the neck until it was empty. When he
felt the cool fingers massage his knotted neck he closed his eyes and sighed.

“Gridla, what did he do to you?’
The girl leaned and kissed his cheek from behind. “He gave melife, what ese?’
“No-one can raise the dead. Only God can do that.”

Thegirl knelt before him. She was perhaps fifteen years old and possessed of a heavy helmet of
bronze-coloured hair which shonerich asgold in thefirdight. Her features were dfin, fine, and she hardly
reached Bardolin' s breastbone when standing straight.

She was awerewolf, and she had died months ago—before they had even set foot on the Western
Continent. What monstrous wizardry had raised her from the ranks of the dead, Bardolin could not
imagine and preferred not to guess at. She had appeared severa times during their awful journey back
from Undabane, and each time her coming had been acomfort and atorment to him—as Aruan had no
doubt meant it to be. For Bardolin had cometo love her on their westward voyage, though that lovefilled
him with twisted guiilt.

“If you only let it happen, Bardalin, | could be with you dways,” she said. “We have the same nature
now, and it is not such abad thing, the black change. He is not agood man, | know, but heis not evil,
either, and most of the time he speaks the truth.”

“Oh Griellal” Bardolin groaned. She was the same and not the same. An ingtinct told him she was some
consummate S mulacrum, acreated thing, like the imps Bardolin had grown asfamiliars. But that did not
make her face any less dear to him.

“He says| can be your apprentice, once you accept your lot. Y ou told me once, Bardalin, that shifters
cannot a so become mages. Well, you were wrong. How about that? | can be your pupil. Y ou will teach
me magic, and | will teach you of the black change.”

Bardolin’s gaze strayed to where Murad lay in twitching deep acrossthefire.
“What about him?’ he asked.

She looked confused, then dmost frightened. “I remember things. Bad things. Therewas afire. Murad
didthings. .. no, | can't seeit.” Sheraised ahand to her face, let it drop, pawed at her mouth, her eyes
suddenly empty. In the next moment, she had winked out of Sight with the same preternatural swiftnessas
Aruan.

“Child, child,” Bardolin said mournfully. She wasindeed some form of familiar, a cresture brought to life
through the Dweomer. And hefelt afuriousrage at Aruan for such a perversion. The games he played,
with people slives and the very forces of nature. No man could do such things and be wholly sane.

I N the morning Hawkwood and Bardolin told Murad of the gunfirein the night. He seemed neither
surprised nor overjoyed by the news. Instead he sat thoughtfully, picking at the scar which distorted one
Sdeof hishead.

“When the firing ended it meant that the fort has either beaten off the attack or has been overrun,”
Hawkwood said.



No-one commented. They were dl thinking of the fantastic creatures which had butchered their
comradesin Undi. A massed assault by such travesties would be hard for any group of men to withstand,
especialy sncethey could only be permanently dain by the touch of iron.

“Let’'sgo,” Murad said, rising like some emaciated scarecrow. “We |l find out soon enough.”

By midmorning they had glimpsed aline of high ground rising off to their right, broken heightsjutting
through the emerald jungle like decaying teeth. Hawkwood stopped to study it and then caled to the
others.

“Look, you know what that is? It's Circle Ridge: Heyeran Spinero. My God, we' ve only amile or two
togo!”

It was dmost three months since they had set out, and they were finaly back at that stretch of coastline
they had explored inthefirst days of the landing. They went more cautioudy now. After al thistime, they
were amogt reluctant to admit any hope into their hearts.

They found the first body close by the clear stream from which the settlement drew itswater. A
middle-aged woman by her dress, though she had been so badly mauled it was hard to tell. Antsand
beetles were already at work upon the carcase in their thousands, and it stank in the morning hest.

Even Murad seemed somewhat shaken. The three men did not look at one another, but continued on
their way. Here was the dope they had toiled up on the first day—now a churned-up mire. Things had
been discarded in the mud. A powder-horn, ascrap of leather gambeson, arent piece of linen shirt. And
under the bushes at the side of the clearing, two more bodies. These also were civilians. One was
headless. Thar intestines were coiled like greasy, fly-spotted ropesin the grass.

They trudged down the dope with their hearts hammering in their breasts, and findly the rainforest rolled
back and they were ssumbling over hewn tree-stumps, cleared space. Before them, the sagging and
skewed posts of the stockade stood deserted, and there was a stink of burning in the air, the reek of
corruption. Beyond the clearing, they could glimpse the sea through the trees.

“Hello!” Murad shouted, hisvoice cracking with strain. “ Anyone about?’

The gates of the stockade had been smashed flat. A litter of bodies was scattered here, an arquebus
trodden into the mud. Blood stood in puddles with acloud of midges above every one.

“Lord God,” Hawkwood said. Murad covered his eyes.

Fort Abeleius was a charnel-house. The Governor’ s residence had burnt to the ground and was till
smouldering. Remnants and wreckage from other huts and buildings were scattered about in broken,
splintered piles. And there were bodies and parts of bodies everywhere, scores of them.

Bardolin turned aside and vomited.

Hawkwood was holding the back of hishand to hisnose. “1 must seeif the ship, survived. | pray to
GCCi ”

Hetook off a arun, sumbling over corpses, legping broken lumber, and disappeared in the direction of
the beach beyond the clearing.

Murad was turning over the bodieslike aghoul prowling agraveyard, nodding to himself, making a study
of thewhole ghastly spectacle.



“The stockade was overrun from the north first,” he said. “ That split our people in two. Some made a
stand by the gate, but most | think fell back to the Governor’sresidence. . .” He shambled over that way
himsdlf, and picked hisway through the burnt ruins of the place that he was to have administered his
colony from.

“Here s Sequero. | know him by the badge on histunic. Y es, they al crammed in here —he kicked
aside acharred bone—*and when they had held out for awhile, some fool’ s match set light to the thatch,
or perhaps the powder took light. They might have held out through the night otherwise. It was quick. All
so quick. Every one of them. Lord God.”

Murad sank to his knees amid the wreckage and the burnt bodies and set the hedls of hishandsin his
eyes. “Wearein hell, Bardolin. We have found it here on earth.”

Bardolin knew better, but said nothing. He felt enough of aturncoat already. There had been over a
hundred and forty people here in the fort. Aruan had said the ship would survive. Who manned it now?

“Let’'sgodowntothesea,” he said to Murad, taking the nobleman by the elbow. “ Perhapsthe shipis
dill there”

Murad came with himin akind of grieved daze. Together they picked their way across the desolation,
gagging on the smell of the dead, and then plunged into the forest once more. But there was that salt tang
to the air, and the rush of waves breaking somewhere ahead, a sound from a previous world.

The white blaze of the beach blinded them, and the horizon-wide sea seemed too vast to takein dl at
once. They had become used to the fetid confines of the rainforest, and it was pure exhilaration to be
ableto see ahorizon again, ahuge arc of blue sky. A wind blew off the seainto their hot faces. A
landward wind, just as Aruan had promised.

“Glory be!” Bardolin breathed.

The Gabrian Osprey stood at anchor perhaps half amile from the shore. She looked intact, and wholly
deserted—until Bardolin glimpsed some movement on her forecastle. A man waving. And then he caught
sght of the head bobbing in the waves hafway to the ship. Hawkwood was swimming out to her, pausing
in his stroke every so often to wave to whatever crew remained and shout himself hoarse. Bardolin and
Murad watched until he reached the carrack and clung to the wales on her side, too weak to pull himsalf
up the tumble-home. A group of men appeared at the ship’srail. Some were sailors, a couple wore the
leather vests of soldiers. They hauled Hawkwood up the ship’s Side, and Bardolin saw one of them
embrace his captain.

Murad had sunk down upon the sand. “Well, mage,” he said in something resembling his old manner. “ At
least one of usishappy. Itistimeto leave, | think. We have outstayed our welcome in this country. Thus
ends New Hebrion.”

But Bardolin knew that this was not the end of something. Whatever it was, it had only just begun.

FOUR

T HE King was dead, hisbody lying stark and still on agreet bier in the nave of Torunn's cathedrd. The
entire kingdom wasin mourning, al public buildings decked out in sable drapes, dl bannersat haf mast.
Lofantyr had not reached thirty, and heleft no heir behind him.
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T HE tyredness buzzed through Corfe s brain. He stood in shining half-armour at the dead King's head,
leaning on an archaic greatsword and inhaing sweet incense and the muddy smoke of the candles that
burnt all around. At the King' sfeet stood Andruw in like pose, head bent in solemn grief. Corfe saw his
mouth writhe in the suppression of ayawn under the heavy helmet, and he had to fight not to smile.

The cathedra was thronged with amurmuring crowd of damp-smelling people. They knelt in the pews or
on the flagged floor and queued in their hundreds to have a chance to say goodbye to their monarch.
Unending lines of them. They were not grieving so much as awed by the solemnity, the austere splendour
of the dead King'slying-in-state. Lofantyr had not ruled long enough to become loved, and was aname,
no more. A figurehead in the ordered system of the world.

Outsideit sounded as though a heavy seawere beating against the hoary old walls of the cathedral.
Another crowd, lesstractable. The surf-roar of their voices was ominous, frightening even. A quarter of a
million people had gathered in the square beyond the cathedral gates. No-one was quite sure
why—probably they did not truly know themselves. The common people were confused. Palace bulletins
stated that the recent battle had been avictory for Torunnan arms. But why then was their King dead and
eight thousand of their menfolk lying stark and cold upon the winter field? They felt themsalves duped,
and were angry. Any spark would set them off.

And yet, Corfe thought, | am expected to take my turn standing ceremonia guard over adead man,
when | am now commander-in-chief of a shattered army. Tradition. Itswhedsturn ontyrelesdy evenina
timelikethis.

But it gave him aspace to think, if nothing else. Two days since the grest battle of the Torunnan Plain.
“TheKing sBattle’ they were dready cdling it. Odd how people aways thought it so important that a
battle should have aname. It gave some strange coherence to what was, after al, achaotic, daughterous
nightmare. Historians needed things nester, it seemed.

Twenty-seven thousand men left to defend the capita—the Last Army. Torunna had squandered her
soldierswith sickening prodigdity. An entire field army destroyed in the sack of Aekir. Another
decimated in thefall of Ormann Dyke. And even thisremaining force had lost nearly athird of its number
inthelatest round of blood-letting. But the Merduks—how many had they lost? A hundred thousand in
the assaults on Aekir, it was reckoned. Thirty thousand more in front of the dyke. And another forty
thousand in the King’ s Battle. How could a single people absorb losses on that scale? Numberless
though the hordes of the east might be, Corfe could not believe that they were unaffected by such awful
arithmetic. They would hesitate before committing themsalves to another advance, another around of
killing. That was his hope, the basisfor dl his haf-formed plans. He needed time.

Corfe and Andruw wererelieved at last, their place taken with grim parade-ground formality by Colonels
Rusio and Willem. Corfe caught the cold glance of Willem as he marched away towards the back of the
cathedra. Hatred there, resentment at the elevation of an upstart to the highest military command in the
west. Well, that was not unexpected, but it would complicate things. Things were dways complicated,
even when it cameto that most basic of human activities, the killing of one' sfellow man.

C ORFE was unburdened of hisarmour by asmal regiment of palace servitorsin the Generd’ s Suite of
the palace. His new quarters were a cavernous cluster of marble-cold roomswithin which hefelt both
uncomfortable and absurd. But the generd could no longer be alowed to mess with his men, drink beer
in the common refectories or pick the mud off his own boots. The Queen Dowager—now Torunna' s
monarch and sole remaining vestige of royaty—had inssted that Corfe assume the trappings of hisrank.



Itisalong time, Corfe thought to himsdlf, sincel shared cold turnip with ablind man on the retreat from
Aekir. Another world.

A discreet footman caught his eye and coughed. “Generd, asimple repast has been set out for you in
your dining chamber. | suggest you avail yoursdlf of it whileit istill hot. Our cook—"

“I'll eat later. Have the palace steward sent to me at once, and some writing materias. And the two
scribes who attended me last night. And pass the word for Colonel Andruw Cear-Adurhd.”

The footman blinked, crinkling the white powder on histemples. Where in the name of God did that
fashion begin? Corfe wondered distractedly.

“All shdl be asyou wish, of course. But Generd, the palace steward, the Honourable Gabrid Venuzzi, is
answerable only to the Monarch of Torunna Heisnot under your aegis, if you will forgive me. Heisa
person of some considerable importance in the household, and were | to convey so—so peremptory a
summons, he might takeitill. If you will dlow me, I, as senior footman of the household, should be able
to answer any questions you might have about the running of the palace and the behaviour expected of dl
who dwdll within it, as guests or otherwise.”

Thislast sentence had inserted within it a sneer so delicate it dmost passed Corfe by. He frowned and
turned a cold eye upon the powdered fellow. “What' s your name?’

The footman bowed. “Damian Devdla, Generd.”

“Wdl, Damian, let’ s get afew things straight. In future, you and your associate servitors will wipe that
white shit off your faces when you attend me. Y ou're not ladies maids, nor yet pantomime performers.
And you will send for this Venuzzi fellow. Now. Clear it with Her Magesty if you mugt, but get his
powdered backside in this room within the quarter-hour, or by God I'll have you and your whole
prancing crew conscripted into the army and we' |l seeif there' s even six inches of backbone hidden
under all that velvet and lace. Do you understand me?’

Devdla s mouth opened, closed. “|—I—yes, Generd.”
“Good. Now fuck off.”

Scribes, awriting desk, a decanter of wine, appeared with remarkable speed. Corfe stepped out on to
his bal cony as behind him the dining chamber was transformed into an office of sorts and members of the
household scurried about like ants whose nest has been poked with astick.

Outsde deet was withering down from the Cimbric Mountains. Corfe could see the vast crowd il
milling about in Cathedral Square, their voices meshing into a shapeless buzz of noise. Half of them were
Aekirian refugees, still without homes of their own or the prospect of any dteration in their wretchedness.
That would change, if he could help it. They were his people too. He had been arefugee like them and
could never forget it.

“What's afoot, General?” Andruw’ s cheery voice demanded. Corfe turned. Hisfriend was dressed in old
field fatigues and comfortable boots, but his colond’ s braid was bright and shining-new. It looked as
though he had gtitched it on himself. Some of theice about Corfe s heart eased alittle. It would bea
black day indeed that saw Andruw out of humour.

“Just trying to get afew things done before the funerd,” hetold Andruw. “That crowd means business,
evenif they don’t know it themselvesyet. Y ou brought the papers?’

“They're onthetable. Lord, I'll need some deep tonight. And some fresh air to blow away the smell of



all that ink and paper. Stacks of it!”
“Think of it as ammunition. Ah—excuse me, Andruw.”

A richly dressed man with an ebony staff of office had been admitted to the room by the footmen with dl
the pomp of an eastern potentate. He was very tal, very dim, and as dark asaMerduk. A native of
Kardikiaor perhaps southern Astarac, Corfe guessed.

“Gaborid Venuzzi?’
The man bowed dightly, amere nod of the head. “Indeed. You, | believe, are General Cear-Inaf.”

“The very same. Now listen here Gabrid, we have aproblem on our hands and | believe you may be
ableto hdp mesolveit.”

“Indeed?| am glad to hear it. And what might be the nature of this problem, Generd? Her Mgjesty has
requested meto give you any assistancein my power, and | of course must obey her commandsto the
letter.”

“There syour problem, Gabridl. Down there.” Corfe gestured at the view from the bal cony. Venuzzi
stepped over to the open doors, wincing dightly at the cold air coursing through them, and glanced out at
the murmuring crowds below.

“l amafraid | don't quite understand you, Generd. | am not an officer of militia, merely the head
administrator of the household. If you want the crowd cleared you should perhaps be addressing some of
your junior officers. | do not deal with commoners.”

His hauteur was dmost impressive. Corfe smiled. “Y ou do now.”
“Forgive memy ignorance. | ill do not follow you.”

“That'sdl right, Gabrid. | don’'t mind explaining.” Corfe lifted the sheaf of papers Andruw had brought in
with him. Thetwo of them had spent the early hours of the morning, before they had done their
ceremonid duty in the cathedra's, hunting them up in the storehouse of Palace Housekeeping Records, a
musty tomb-like warren dedicated to the storage of statistics.

“I have hererecords of al the foodstuffs kept in the palace. Not only the paace, in fact, but in Roya
warehouses across the entire city and indeed the kingdom. Gabriel, my dear fellow, the household has
squirrelled away hundreds of tons of wheat and corn and smoked meat and—and—"

“And stock-fish and hardtack and olive oil and wine,” Andruw added. “Don’t forget the wine. Eight
hundred tuns of it, Genera.”

“And | won't even mention the brandy and st pork and figs,” Corfefinished, dill smiling. “Now explain
to me, Gabriel, why it is necessary to hoard these stupendous amounts of goods.”

“I’d have thought it was obvious, Genera, evento you,” Venuzzi drawled, not turning ahair. “They are
Royal reserves, destined to supply the palace on an everyday basis, and aso put aside in case of Siege.”

“All this, to keep the inhabitants of the palace well fed?” Corfe asked quietly.

“Why yes. Certain proprieties must be observed, even in times of war. We cannot’—and here Venuzzi’' s
lean face broke into a knowing smirk—*we cannot expect the nobility to go hungry, after dl. Think how
it would look to theworld.”



“Itisnot aquestion of going hungry. It isaquestion of hoarding the meansto feed tens of thousands
when one hasin fact only to supply the wants of afew hundred.” Therewas atonein Corfe svoice
which made everyone in the room pause. His smile had disappeared.

Venuzzi retreated a step from that terrible sare. “ Generd, 1—"

“Hold your tongue. In case it had escaped your attention, we are at war, Venuzzi. | am issuing ordersfor
the collection of these hoarded stocks of food and their redistribution to the refugees from Aekir, and
anyone esein Torunn who has need of them. The orderswill be posted up in public places|ater today.
These scribes have dready made out fifty copies. | need your signature, | amtold, before| can start the
process.”

“You shdl not haveit! Thisisoutrageous!”

Corfe stepped closer to the steward. “ Y ou will Sign,” he said in avoice so soft no-one e sein theroom
heard, “or | will make a private soldier out of you, Venuzzi. | can do that, you know. | can conscript
anyone| please.”

“You'rebluffing! Y ouwouldn’t dare.”
13 Try m"

A slence crackled in the room. Venuzzi’ s knuckles were bone white around his black staff of office.
Findly heturned, bent over the desk, and seized aquill. His signature, long and scrawling, was scratched
across the topmost set of orders.

“Thank you,” Corfe said quietly.

The steward shot him alook of pure vitriol. “ The Queen shal know of this. You think | am friendlessin
this place? Y ou know nothing. What are you but a backwoods upstart with mud still under your nails?
Youfoal.”

Then heturned on his hed and strode out of the room in acloud of footmen. The doors boomed shut
behind him.

Andruw sighed. “Corfe, adiplomat you are not.”

The generd bent hishead. “1 know. I’'m just asoldier. Nothing more.” Then he caught his subordinate' s
eye. “You know, Andruw, thereisanew cemetrey outside the South Gate. The Aekirians, they crested
it. There are over six thousand graves dready. Many of them starved to death, the folk who rot in those
graves. While we banqueted in the palace. So don't talk to me of diplomacy, not now—not ever again.
Just seethat those orders are posted al over the city. I’ m off to have alook at the men.”

Andruw watched him go without another word.

L ATE that night in the capital agroup of men met in the discreet upper room of a prosperoustavern.
They wore nondescript riding clothes: high boots and long cloaks muddy with the filth of the Streets.
Some were armed with military sabres. They sat around along candldlit tavern table marked with the
rings of past carouses. A fire smoked and cracked in agrate behind them.

“It'sintolerable, absolutely intolerable,” one of the men said, ared-faced, grey-bearded fellow in his
fifties Colond Rusio of the city garrison.



“They say heisthe son of apeasant from down in Staed,” another put in. “Aras, you were there. Isit
true, you think?’

Colond Aras, agood twenty years younger than anyone ese in the room, looked uncomfortable and
willing to please & the sametime.

“I can’'t say for sure. All 1 know is he handles those daemon tribesmen of hiswith definite ability. Sirs,
you know he had the southern rebels crushed before | even arrived. I’ m willing to admit that. Five
hundred men! And Narfintyr had over three thousand, yet he stood not achance.”

“Y ou amost sound as though you admire him, Colond.” A silken purr of avoice. Count Fournier, head
of the Torunnan Military Intelligence, such asit was. He stroked his neat beard, as pointed asa
pearhead, and watched hisyounger colleague intently.

“Perhaps—perhaps | do,” Aras said, sstumbling over the words. “In the King's Battle he stopped my
position from being overrun when he sent me his Fimbrians. And then he threw back the Nalbeni
horse-archers on the left, twenty thousand of them.”

“His Fimbrians,” Rusio muttered. “Lord above! He adso sent you my guns, Aras, or had you forgotten?’

“I hope you are not prey to conflicting emotionsin this matter, my dear Aras,” Fournier said. “If so, you
should not be here.”

“I know where my loyadltieslie,” Arassaid quickly. “To my own class, to the socia order of therealm.
To the ultimate welfare of the kingdom. | merdly point out facts, isdl.”

“I am relieved to hear it.” Fournier’ svoicerose. “ Gentlemen, we are gathered here, as you well know, to
discuss this—this phoenix which has gppeared in our midst. He has military ability, yes. He hasthe
patronage of our noble Queen, yes. But heisacommoner who prefers commanding savages and
Fimbriansto his own countrymen and who is utterly lacking in any vestige of respect for the traditiona
vauesof thiskingdom. Am | not right, Don Venuzzi?’

The pa ace steward nodded, his handsome face flushed with anger. “Y ou’ ve read the notices—they’re dl
over the city. Heisdigtributing the Royal reserves at this very moment, breaking open the warehouses
and handing the contents out to every beggar in the street who has ahand to lift.”

“Such largesse will win him many friends amongst the humbler elements of the population,” one of the
group said. A short, stocky individua this, with ablack patch over one eye and a shaven pate. Colonel
Willem, who had been commander of the troops | eft to garrison the capital when the army marched out
to theKing' sBattle. “A shrewd move, indeed. He hasbrains, thisfellow Corfe.”

“Didn’t you go to the Queen?’ Fournier demanded of Venuzz. “After dl, it's her property he'sgiving
avay.”

“Of course| did. But sheisbesotted with him, I tell you. | wastold not to crosshim.”

“He must wield amighty wegpon besides that sword of Mogen's she gave him,” Rusio grunted, and the
men at the table sniggered, except for Fournier and Venuzzi, who both looked pained.

“She has what she has been hankering after for years,” Fournier saidicily. “Power innameaswell asin
fact. Sheis Torunna sruler now, no longer the string-puller behind the throne but the occupant of the
throneitsalf. And this Cear-Inaf fellow, heisthefigt of the new regime. Mark my words, gentlemen, there
are severa of usat thistable whose heads are about to roll.”



“Perhapsliterdly,” Ruso muttered. “Fournier, tel me, will they reopen the investigetion into that
assassindtion attempt?’

Fournier coloured. “I think not.”
“It was you and the King, wasn't it?’
“What amonstrous accusation! Do you think | would stoop to—7"

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” Willem interjected testily, “enough. We are dlieshere. Thereareto be no
accusations or recriminations. We must answer this stark question: how do werid Torunnaof this
parvenu?’

“Dowewant to berid of him at the moment?’ Aras asked nervoudy. “ After al, heisdoing agood job
of winning thewar.”

“Good Lord, Colond!” Rusio snapped. “1 do believe you' vefalen under thisfelow’'s spell. What are
you thinking? Winning the war? We left eight thousand dead on the field afew days ago, including our
King. Winning thewar indeed!”

Arasdid not reply. Hisface was white as bone.

“It must belegd, whatever eseitis,” Fournier said smoothly, gliding over the awkward little silence that
followed. “And it must not jeopardise the security of the kingdom. We are, after dl, in afight for our very
surviva a the moment. It may bethat Arasisright. Thisfellow Corfe has his uses—that cannot be
denied. And if truth betold, | am not sure the troops would follow anyone else at the moment.”

Rusio stirred at this but said nothing.

“So it behoves usto work with him for now. Aslong as he has the confidence of the Queen heis
well-nigh untouchable, but no man iswithout hisweak spots. Aras, you told us he logt hiswifein Aekir.”

“Yes. He never tdks about it, but | have heard hisfriend Andruw mentionit.”

“Indeed. That is an avenue worth exploring. Thereis guilt there, obvioudy, hence hislargesse to the scum
of Aekir that we harbour in the capital. And you, Aras, you must work to get closer to him. You
obvioudy admire him, so that isastart. Remember, we are not out to destroy thisfellow—we smply fed
that he has been eevated beyond his sation.”

Aras nodded.

“And make sure you recall whose sideyou areon,” Rusio growled. “1t’ s one thing to admire the man,
another to let him ride roughshod over the very indtitutions which bind thiskingdom together.” A murmur
of agreement ran down the table. Willem spoke up.

“Another sx hundred tribesmen from the Cimbrics arrived outsde the city this evening, wanting to fight
under him. Quartermaster Passifd is equipping them aswe speek. | tdll you, gentlemen, if we do not curb
thisyoung fellow he will set himself up as someform of military dictator. He does not even haveto rely
on the support of his countrymen. What with those savages and histame Fimbrians a hisback, he hasa
power base completely outside the normal chain of command. They won't serve under anyone e se—we
saw that at thelast planning conference the King chaired, herein the capital. And now he' s tirring up the
rabble who fled from Aekir when he should be shipping them south, dispersing them. There' sa pattern to
itdl. It smy belief heamsat thethroneitsdf.”



“Itisdisturbing,” Fournier agreed. “ Perhagps—and thisis only avague suggestion, nothing
more—perhaps we should be looking for alies of our own outside the kingdom, a counterweight to this
growing army of mercenaries heleads.”

“Who?" Rusio asked bluntly.

Fournier paused and |ooked intently at the faces of the men around the table. Below them they could
hear the buzz and hubbub of the tavern proper, but in this room the loudest sound was the crackling of
thefire

“I have recaived in the last sennight amessage brought by courier from Almark, gentlemen. That kingdom
is, asyou know, now on the frontier. The Merduks have sent exploratory columnsto the Torrin Gap.
Reconnai ssances, nothing more, but Almark is understandably alarmed.”

“Almark isHimerian,” Rusio pointed out. “And ruled directly by the Himerian Church, | hear.”

“True. The Prelate Marat isregent of the kingdom, but Marat isa practica man—and a powerful one. If
we agreed to certain . . . conditions, he would be willing to send usahost of Almarkan heavy cavdry in
our hour of need.”

“What conditions?’ Willem asked.

“A recognition that there are grounds for doubting the true identity of the man who clamsto be
Macrobius.”

Rusio barked with bitter laughter. “Isthat all? Not possible, my dear Count. | know. | met Macrobius
while he still dwelled in Aekir. The Pontiff we harbour herein Torunnisatravesty of that man,
admittedly, but he is Macrobius. The Himerians are looking for away to get their foot in the door, that's
al. They failed with war and insurrection and now they’ll try diplomacy. Priests! I’ d get rid of the whole
scheming crew if | had my way.”

Fournier shrugged eegantly. “1 merely inform you asto the various options available. |, too, do not wish
to see Almarkan troopsin Torunna, but the very ideathat they could be available isauseful bargaining
tool. | shall brief the Queen ontheinitiative. It isaswdll for her to be aware of it.” He said nothing of the
other, more delicate initiative which had come hisway of late. He was till unsure how to handleit
himsdf.

“Do asyou please. For mysdf, I’ d sooner we were hauled out of this mess by other Torunnans, not
hereticad foreignersand plotting clerics”

“There are not many Torunnans | eft to do the hauling, Colonel. The once mighty Torunnan armiesarea
mere shadow of what they once were. If we do not respond in some fashion at least to this overture, then
| would not be too sanguine about the safety of our own north-western frontier. Almark might just strike
while the Merduks have our atention, and we would have foreign troops on Torunnan soil in any case,
except that we would not have invited them.”

“Areyou saying we have no choice in the matter?’

“Perhaps. | will see what the Queen thinks. For al that sheisawoman, she has asfineamind as any of
ushere”

“WEe re getting away from the point of thismeeting,” Willem said impatiently.

“No, | don't think so,” Fournier replied. He steepled his dender fingers and swept the table with hard



eyes. “If we are trying to shift this Cear-Inaf from his current eminenceit may be best to use many smaller
leversingtead of one big one. That way the prime movers are more easily kept anonymous. More
importantly, Cear-Inaf will find it harder to fight back.”

“He snot ambitious,” Aras blurted out. “1 truly think he fights not for himsdlf but for the country, and for
hismen.”

“Hislack of ambition hastaken himfar,” Fournier said drily. “ Aras, you have met with him more often
than any of us. What do you make of him?’

Theyoung colonel hesitated. “He' s—he' sstirange. Not like most career soldiers. A bitter man, hard as
marble. And yet the troops love him. They say heis John Mogen come again. Thereis even arumour
that heis Mogen’ s bastard son. It started when they saw him wielding Mogen's sword on the battlefield.”

“Mogen,” Rusio grunted. “ Another upstart bedmate of the Queen's.”

“That' s enough, Colond,” Fournier snapped. “Generd Menin, may God be good to his soul, obviousy
saw something in Cear-Inaf, € se he would not have posthumoudly promoted him.”

“Martin Menin knew his death was neer. It clouded histhinking,” Rusio said heavily.

“Perhaps. We will never know. Do we have any inkling of our current commander-in-chief’ s plansfor
the future?”

“It will take time to reorganise and refit the army after the beating it took. The Merduks have withdrawn
halfway to the Searil for the moment, so we have a breathing space. Thereis no word from Berzaand
the fleet, though. If they succeed in destroying the Merduk supply dumps on the Kardian, we may be left
aoneuntil the spring.”

“We have sometimeto work in then. That’s good. Gentlemen, unless anyone has afurther point to raise,
| think thismeeting isover. Venuzz, | takeit your peoplearedl in place?’

The steward nodded. “Y ou shal know what he has for breakfast before he hasit himsaf.”

“Excdlent.” Fournier rose. “ Gentlemen, good night. | suggest we do not al depart at once. Such things
get noticed.”

In ones and twos they took their leave, until only Aras and Willem were left. The older officer rose and
set ahand on Aras s shoulder. “Y ou have your doubts about our little conspiracy, do you not, Aras?’

“Perhaps. Isit wrong to wish for victory, no matter who leads usto it?’

“No. Not at al. But we are the leaders of our country. We must think beyond the present crigis, look to
thefuture”

“Then we are becoming politicians rather than soldiers”

“For the moment. Don't be too hard on yourself. And do not forget whose side you are on. This Corfeis
ashooting star, blazing bright today, forgotten tomorrow. Wewill be herelong after his glory-hunting has
taken himto hisgrave.” Willem dapped the younger man’s shoulder, and | ft.

Arasremained done in the empty room, listening to the late-night revellers below, the clatter of cartsand
waggons in the cobbled streets beyond. He was remembering. Remembering the sight of the Merduk
heavy cavary charging uphill into the maw of cannon, the Fimbrian pikes skewering screaming horses,



men shrieking and snarling in astorm of daughter. That was how the grest issues of thisworld were
ultimately decided: in awdter of killing. The man who could impose his own will upon the fuming chaos
of battlewould ultimately prevail. Before the King' s Battle Aras had thought himsalf ambitious, aleader
of men. Hewas no longer so sure. The responsibilities of command were too awesome.

“What will it be?” he said doud to thefirdlight, the glowing candles.

Either way, he would end up betraying something.
FIVE

H 1Swooden heds clicked on the floor like the castanets entertainers danced to. She had tried to make
him don shoes, but he seemed fascinated by the sight of histimbre toes tapping on marble. Many times
he sagged or dipped and she had to steady him. When she did, the pain speared into her ribs, making her
breath come short. He had struck her there with his new knee as she held him down in the midst of
Golophin’s magicking. But there was no timefor trividities like that. Hebrion had aking again. With her
help he was stalking and staggering up and down the Roya chamberslike an unsteady lion pacing its

cage.

And | have a husband, the thought came to her unbidden. Or will have. A man half human, and the other
half—whet?

“Unbdievable,” King Abeeyn of Hebrion muttered. “ Golophin hasredly surpassed himsdlf thistime. But
why wood? Old Mercado got himsdlf aglver face. Couldn’t | have been given limbs of stedl or iron?’

“Hewasinahurry,” Isollatold him. “They vote on the regency today. There was nothing else available.”

“Ah, yes. My noble cousins, flapping around me like gore-crows looking for a beskful of the Royal
carcase. What ashock it'll bewhen | walk in on the dastards! For | will walk in, Isolla. And in full mall
too.”

“Don’'t overdo things. We don’t want you looking like an gpparition.”

Abdeyn grinned, the same grin that had quickened her heart asagirl. Hewas still boyish when he smiled
despite the grey of hishair and the scars on hisface. “ Golophin may have had to fix my legs, Issy, but the
rest of meisdtill flesh and blood. How do you fed about marrying a carpenter’ s bench?’

“I’'m not aromantic heroine in some ballad, Abeeyn. Folk with our blood marry out of policy. I'll wear
your ring, and both Astarac and Hebrion will be the better off for it.”

“Y ou haven't changed. Still the sober little girl with the world on her shoulders. Give usakiss”
“Akﬂ Wn! ”

Hetried to embrace her and pull her face towards his, but his wooden feet dipped on the stone floor and
he went down with aclack and crash, pulling her with him. They landed in abillow of her brocade and
slks, and Abdeyn roared with laughter. He kept his grip, and kissed her full on the mouth, one hand
cradling the hollow of her neck. Shefelt the colour flame into her face as she pulled away.

“That put the rosesinto your cheeksl” he chortled. “By God Issy, you grew up well. That' safinefigure
you' ve got lurking under those skirts.”

“That’ senough, my lord. You'll injure yoursdlf. Thisis unbecoming.”
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“I'mdive, Isolla Alive. Let meforget Royd dignity for awhile and taste the world.” Hishand brushed
her naked collarbone, drifted lower and caressed the swell of one breast where the stiff robe pushed it
upwards. A jolt ran through her that dried up the wordsin her mouth. No-one had ever touched her in
that way. She wanted it to stop. She wanted it to go on.

“Waéll sre, | seeyou are feding better,” adeep, musica voice sad.

They disentangled themsalves at once and Isolla hel ped the King to his feet. Golophin stood by the door
with hisarmsfolded, a crooked smile on hisface.

“Golophin, you old goat!” Abeleyn cried. “Your timing isasinept asever.”
“My apologies, lad. 1solla, get him to the bed. Y ou’ ve excited him enough for one morning.”

Isolla had nothing to say. Abeleyn leaned heavily on her as she helped him back to the large four-poster.
Only atwo-poster now. The other two were grafted on to the King' s ssumps.

“My people haveto seeme,” Abeleyn said earnestly. “1 can't Sit around in here like an ageing spingter.
Issy has given me the bare bones of it. Now you tell me, Golophin. It’ swritten adl over your face. What's
been going on?’

On hisown visage, as the humour faded, pain and exhaustion added an instant fifteen yearsto hisage.

“Y ou can probably guess.” Golophin poured al three of them wine from the decanter by the King's bed
and drained haf hisown glassin asingle swalow.

“It' sbeen only afew weeks, but your mistress Jemilla—"

“Ex-migtress,” Abeleyn said quickly, glancing at Isolla. A warmth crept about her heart. Shefound
hersdlf taking the King' s hand in her own. It was dry and hot but it returned her pressure.

“Ex-migtress,” Golophin corrected himsdlf. “ She' s proven hersdf quite the little intriguer. Aswe speak
Hebrion’s nobles gather in the old Inceptine abbey and squabble over the regency of the kingdom.”

Abeleyn said nothing for amoment. He was staring at his wooden legs. Findly he looked up. “Urbino,
I’'m thinking. The dry old fart. Shelll find it easy to manage him, and he'll wield the most clout.”

“Bravo, sre. He sthe leading candidate.”

“I knew Jemillawas ambitious, but | underrated her.”
“A formidable woman,” Golophin agreed.

“When isthevote?’

“Thisafternoon, a the sixth hour.”

“Then it would seem | do not have much time. Golophin, cdl for avalet. | must have decent clothes. And
abath.”

The old wizard approached his King and set a hand on the young man' s shoulder. “ Are you sure you are
up to this, lad? Even if Urbino isvoted the regency today, al you have to do is make an appearance at
any time and he'll haveto giveit up. It might be better if you rested awhile.”

“No. Thousands of my people died to put me back on the throne. I’ll not let one scheming bitch and her



dried-up puppet take it from me. Get some servantsin here, Golophin. And | want to spesk to Rovero
and Mercado. We shdl have alittle military daemonstration this afternoon, | think. Timeto put these
bastard congpiratorsin their place.”

Golophin bowed deeply. “ At once, Sire. Let me locate a couple of the more discreet palace servants. If
we can keep your recovery quiet until this afternoon, then the impact will be dl the greeter.” Heleft
noisdesdy.

Abdeyn sagged. “ Give me ahand here, Isolla Damn thingsweigh aton.”
She helped him arrange the wooden legs on the bed. He seemed to find it hard to keep his eyes off them.

“I never fetit,” he said quietly. “Not athing. Strange, that. A man has half hisbody ripped away and it
does not even regigter. | can fed them now, though. They itch and smart like flesh and blood. Lord God,
|solla, what are you marrying?’

She hugged him close. It seemed amazingly naturd to do so. “1 am marrying aKing, my lord. A very
great King.”

He gripped her hand until the blood fled from it, his head bent into her shoulder. When he spoke again his
voice wasthick and harsh, too loud.

“Where are those damn valets? The service has goneto hell in this place.”

A BRUSIO had once been hometo aquarter of amillion people. A fifth of the population had died in the
storming of the city, and tens of thousands more had packed up their belongings and |eft the capita for
good. In addition, the trade which was the lifeblood of the port had been reduced to atithe of its former
volume, and men were still working by the thousand to clear the battered wharves, repair bombarded
warehouses and demolish those structures too broken to be restored. A wide swathe of the Lower City
had been reduced to a charred wasteland, and in this desolation thousands more were encamped like
squatters under makeshift shelters.

But in the Upper City the damage wasless, and here, where the nobility of Hebrion had their town
houses and the Guilds of the city their hdls, the only evidence of the recent fighting lay in the cannonballs
which still pocked some structures like black carbuncles, and the shalow cratersin the cobbled Streets
which had been filled with gravel.

And here, on the summit of one of the twin hillswhich topped Abrusio, the old Inceptine monastery and
abbey glowered down on the port-city. Within the huge refectory of the Inceptine Order, the surviving
aristocracy of Hebrion were assembled in al their finery to vote upon the very future of the kingdom.

T HERE had been ascurry of last-minute deals and agreements, of course, men shuffling and intriguing
frantically to be part of the new order that was approaching. But by and large it had gone precisely as
Jemillahad planned. Today Duke Urbino of Imerdon would be appointed regent of Hebrion, and the
lady Jemillawould be publicly proclaimed as the mother of the crippled King's heir. She would be queen
in everything but name. What would Richard Hawkwood have made of that? she wondered, asthe
nobles convened before her in their maddening, leisurely fashion, and Urbino’ sface, for once wreathed in
smiles, shone down the greet table at hisfellow blue-bloods.

A crowd had gathered outside the abbey to await the outcome of the council. Jemilla s steward had



bribed severa hundred of the city dregsto stand there and cheer when the news was announced, and
they had, in the manner of things, been joined by amotley throng of some severd thousand who sensed
the excitement in the air. Jemilla had a so thoughtfully arranged for fifty tuns of wineto be set up a
various places about the city so that the regent’ s health might be drunk when the criers went forth to
spread the tidings about the change of government. The wine ought to assuage any pangs of uneasiness
or lingering roydist feding left in the capital. Nothing had been Ieft to chance. Thisthing was here, now, in
her hand. What would she do first? Ah, that Astaran bitch Isolla. She' d be sent packing, for agtart.

Asthe hubbub within the abbey died down and the noblestook their placesit was possible to hear the
clamour of the crowds outside. It had risen sharply. They sounded as though they were cheering.
Mindlessfools, Jemillathought. Their country isin ruins about their ears but splash them ameasure of
cheap wine and they’ Il make aholiday.

The nobles were findly assembled, and seated according to dl the rivallries and nuances of rank. Duke
Urbino rosein his space a the right hand of the King's empty chair. Helooked as though he wastrying
not to grin, a phenomenon which sat oddly on hislong, mournful face. The horsetrading which had
occupied them day and night for the last severa dayswas over. The outcome of the vote was aready
known to al, but thelega niceties had to be observed. In afew minutes he would be the de facto ruler
of Hebrion, one of the great princes of the world.

“My dear cousins,” Urbino began—and stopped.

The din of the crowds had risen to aroaring pitch of jubilation, but now they in turn were being drowned
out by the booming thunder of artillery firing in sequence.

“What in theworld?’ Urbino demanded. He looked questioningly a Jemilla, but she could only frown
and shake her head. No doing of hers.

The assembly listened in absolute silence. It sounded like aregular bombardment.
“My God, it' sthe Knights Militant—they’ ve come back,” someidiot gushed.
“Shut up!” another snapped.

They listened on. Urbino stood as till as a statue, his head cocked to the sound of the guns. They were
very close by—they must have been firing from the battlements of the palace. But why? And then Jemilla
redlised, with asckening plunge of spirit. It wasasdute.

“Count the guns!” she cried, heedless of the shrill crack in her voice.

“That’ s nineteen now,” one of the older nobles assarted. Hardio of Pontifidad, she remembered. A
roydist. Hisface wastorn between hope and dismay.

The echoing rumble of the explosons at last died away, but the crowds were sill cheering manicaly.
Twenty-eight guns. The salute for areigning king. What in the world was going on?

“Maybeit’ sfor the new regent,” someone said, but Hardio shook his head.
“That' d be twenty-two guns.”
“Perhaps he' sdead,” one of the dullards suggested. “ They always fire a sdute on the death of aking.”

“God forbid,” Hardio rasped, but most of the men present |ooked relieved. It was Jemillawho spoke,
her voice alash of scorn.



“Don’'t beafool. Y ou hear the crowds? Y ou think they’ d be cheering the degth of the King?’ 1t was
dipping away—she could fed it. Somehow Golophin and Isollahad stymied her. But how?

The question was soon answered. There was a deafening blare of horns outsde and the clatter of many
horses. A Royd fanfare was blown over and over. Beyond the great double doors of the refectory they
could hear the tramp of feet marching in step. Then a sonorous boom as someone struck the doors from
the outside.

“Open in the name of the King!”

A group of timorous retainers belonging to Urbino’ s household stood there, unsure. They looked to their
lord for orders but he seemed logt in shock. It was Jemillawho rapped out, “ Open the damn doors
then!”

They did s0. Thoseinsde the hal stood up as one, scraping back their chairs on the old stone. Beyond
the doors were two long files of Hebrian arquebusiers dressed in the rich blue of Royal livery.
Banner-bearers stood with the Hibrusd gonfaons asilk shimmer above their heads. And at the head of
them dl, atdl figurein black half-armour, hisface hidden by a closed helm upon which the Hebrian
crown gleamed in aspangle of gemsand gold.

Wordlesdy, thefiles of arquebusiers entered the room and lined the walls. Their match waslit and soon
filled the chamber with the acrid reek of gunpowder. The solitary figurein the closed helm entered last,
the banner-bearers closing the doors behind him. The assembled nobles stood as though turned to stone,
until ahard voice snapped, “Kned before your King.”

And thefigurein black unhelmed.

The aristocracy of Hebrion stared, gaped, and then did asthey were bidden. Thefigurein the black
armour was without a doubt Abeleyn IV, King of Hebrion and Imerdon.

Hewastdler than they remembered, and he looked old enough to be the father of the young man they
had once known. No trace of the boy-king remained. His eyes were like two glitters of black frost ashe
surveyed the knedling throng. Jemillaremained in her seet by thefire, too paralysed to move, but hedid
not even glance at her. The chamber stank of fear as much as the burning match. He could have them all
shot, here and now, and no-one would be ableto lift afinger.

Hardio and afew others who had been againgt the regency from thefirst were beaming. “ Give you joy of
your recovery, sire,” the old nobleman said. “ Thisisaglad day for the kingdom.”

The severity on the seamed face of the King lifted somewhat: they glimpsed the youth of afew months
past. “My thanks, Hardio. Noble cousins, you may rise.”

A collective sigh, lost in the noise of the aristocrats getting off their knees. They wereto live, then.

“Now,” the King went on quietly, “I believe you were gathered here to discuss matters of import that
concern my realm.” No-one missed the easy emphasis on the my, the momentary departure from the
Royd we.

“Wewill—if you do not object—take our place at the head of this august gathering.”

“By—hby dl means, sre,” Urbino ssammered. “And may | dso congratulate you on the regaining of your
hedth and faculties”

Abeleyn took the empty throne which headed the long table. His gait was odd: he walked on legswhich



seemed too long for him, rolling dightly like asailor on the deck of apitching ship.

“1 was not aware our faculties had ever been logt, Urbino,” he said, and the coldnessin hisvoice chilled
the room. The nobles were once again aware of the lines of armed soldiers at their backs.

“But your concernisnoted,” the King continued. “It shall not be forgotten.” And here Abeleyn’seyes
swept the room, coming to rest at last on Jemilla.

“Wetrust we see you well, lady.”
It took asecond for her to find her voice. “Very well, my lord.”

“Excdlent. But you should not be worrying yoursdaf with the problems of statein your condition. You
have our leaveto go.”

There was no choicefor her, of course. She curtsed clumsily, and then left the room. The doors boomed
behind her, shutting her away from her ambitions and dreams. Jemillakept her chintilted high, oblivious
to theroaring jubilation of the crowds outside, the grinning soldiers. Not until she had reached the privacy
of her own gpartments did she let the tears and the fury run unchecked.

“A very satidfactory state of affairs,” Himerius, High Pontiff of the Ramusian Kingdoms of the West, said.

It wasaday of brilliant sunshine which blazed off the snow-covered Narian Hillsdl around and glittered
in blinding facets upon the pesks of the Cimbric Mountainsto the east. Himerius stood foursquare against
the bitter wind which billowed down from those grim heights, and when he exhaled his bresth wasa
white smoke shredded ingtantly away. Behind him, agroup of monksin Inceptine black huddled within
their habits and discreetly rubbed their hands together within voluminous deevesin afutile effort to keep
the blood in their fingerswarm.

“Indeed, your Holiness,” bluff, florid-cheeked Betanza said. “1t could not have gone more smoothly. As
we speak, Regent Marat is preparing an expeditionary force of some eight thousand men. They should
be herein fifteen days, if the weather holds.”

“The couriers have gone out to Alstadt?’

“They went yesterday, under escort of a column of Knights. | would estimate that within three monthswe
will have afortified garrison in the Torrin Gap, ready to repel any Merduk reconnaissance or to serve as
astageing post for further endeavours.”

“And what newsfrom Vol Ephrir?’

“King Cadamost will accept a garrison on the Astaran border, but it must not be of Almarkan nationds.
Knights Militant only—it isa question of national pride, you understand. Unfortunately, we do not
currently have any Knightsto spare.”

“ Almarkan troops are now the servants of the Church as much asthe Knights Militant. If it will ease
Perigraine' s conscience the Almarkans can be clad in the livery of the Knights, but we must ingtall our
troopsin southern Perigraine. Isthat clear, Betanza?’

“Perfectly, Holiness. | shdl seetoit a once.”

“Cadamogt shall be made an honourary presbyter, of course. It istheleast | can do. Heisafaithful son



of the Church, truly. But he cannot afford to think of Perigraine alone at atime like this. We must present
aunited front againgt the heretics. If Skarp-Hethin of Finnmark iswilling to accept Almarkan garrisons,
then Cadamost has no reason not to do likewise.”

“Yesof course, your Holiness. It ismerely aquestion of prestige. Skarp-Hethinisaprince, and his
principaity hastraditionaly been closdy dlied with Almark. But Perigraineis asovereign state. Some of
the diplomatic niceties must be observed.”

“Yes, yes. | am not achild, Betanza. Just get it done. | care not what hoops you have to jump through,
but we must have the forces of the Church garrisoned throughout those kingdoms which acknowledge
her spiritud supremacy. Thisisatimeof crigs. | will not have the debacle of Hebrion repeated. Welost
an entire kingdom to the heretics there because we had insufficient forces on the ground. That must never

happen again.”
“Yes, Holiness”

“If we areto strike back at the hereticsthen it can only be east through the Torrin Gap, and south into
East Adarac . . . Still no word from Fimbria?’

“No, Holiness. Though rumour hasit that the Fimbrian army sent east by the Electors was destroyed
aong with the Ormann Dyke garrison at the Battle of the North More.”

“Rumour?We base our policy on rumours now?’

“Itisdifficult to obtain reliable information on the eastern war, Holiness. | have also heard that there has
been agreat battle close to the gates of Torunn itsdf, but of its outcome we have no word.”

“Havewe no rdiable sourcesin Torunn?’

“We have, yes, but with the Torunnan capita virtualy under Segeit isadow business getting their
intelligencethisfar.”

Himerius said nothing. His face was drawn and haggard in the harsh sunlight, but the eyeswithin it were
bright as gledes. Over the past days he had displayed an astonishing reservoir of energy for aman of his
years, working far into every night with shifts of scribes and scholars and Almarkan military officers.
Privately, Betanza wondered how long he could keep it up. The Ramusian Church—or thisversion of it,
at any rate—had in a gpace of weeks been transformed into a great empire which now encompassed not
only Almark, but Finnmark, Perigraine and haf adozen other minor principalities and duckedoms also.
Cadamogt of Perigraine, appalled by the carnage in the heretical states of Hebrion, Astarac and Torunna,
had hastened to place his own kingdom under the protective wing of Charibon. A loya son of the Church
indeed, Betanza thought, but one without any ballsto speak of.

Betanza himsdlf regarded this sudden transformation of the Church with mixed fedings. Hewas
Vicar-Generd of the Inceptine Order, the second most powerful figure in the Church hierarchy, but he
found himsalf wondering about the accumul ation of power which was taking place here. If Torunn had
become the focuss of resistance to the Merduk invasions, then Charibon was now the centre of ahuge
new power bloc which stretched from the Mavennor Mountainsin the west to the Cimbricsin the eest,
and even extended as far north asthe Sultanate of Hardukh, not far from the foothills of the Northern
Jafrar. Only Fimbria, in her heyday, had ever governed atract of land so large, and the men who had had
this awesome responsibility thrust so precipitately upon their shoulders were clerics, priestswith no
experience in governance. It made him unessy. It dso seemed not quite right to him that the head of the
Ramusian faith in Normannia should spend twenty hours aday dictating ordersfor the levying of troops
and the movement of armies. He had not joined the Church to become a generd; he had done his



soldiering in the lay world and wanted no more of it.

Helooked up and out to where the savage peaks of the Cimbric Mountains brooded, white and
indomitable. The snow was blowing in great streaks and banners from their summits, as though the
mountains were smoking. The world was on fire; the world he had known as aboy and ayoung man
tottered on the brink of dissolution. If only Aekir had not falen, he found himself thinking. If only
Macrobius had not been lost.

Such thinking was absurd, of course, and dangerous. They al had to make the best of it. But why did he
fed so afraid, so gpprehensive of the future? Perhapsit was the change in Himerius. The Pontiff had
aways been aproud, vain man, capable of ruthlessintrigue. But now it seemed that the ambition had |eft
the faith behind. The man never prayed any more. Could that be right, in the head of the Church? And
that odd light in his eyes occasiondly, at night. It seemed otherworldly. Unsettling.

| am tyred, Betanza thought. | am tyred, and | am older than | think | am. Why not step down and walk
the cloisters, contemplate the world beyond this one, and the God Who created it? It iswhat | donned
this habit to do, after al.

But he knew the answer even as he asked the question. He would not stand down because he was afraid
of whom Himerius might find to replace him. Already haf the Church hierarchy had been
reshuffled—Escriban, Prelate of Perigraine, was gone aready. He had too independent amind to Sit
eadly with the New Order. Himerius had ingtalled Pieter Goneril in his place, a nonentity who would do
exactly as he wastold. And Presbyter Quirion of the Knights Militant, as good aman as ever lifted a
sword in the service of the Church, and a persond friend—he was gone too, rotting in somelittle
Almarkan border town. He had lost Hebrion to King Abeleyn, and over athousand Knights besides.
That could not be forgiven.

Charibon has become aRoyal court, Betanza thought. We are nothing more than errand-runnersfor its
black-clad monarch. And our faith? What has happened to it?

Hefound it hard to admit to himsalf what nagged at him most, and caused him to wake up sweseting in the
middle of the cold nights. An old scrap of wandering prophecy dreamt up by amadman, but amadman
who was nevertheess one of the founding fathers of the Church.

And the Beast shall come upon the earth in the days of the Second Empire of the world. And he
shall rise up out of the west, the light in his eyes terrible to behold. With him shall come the Age of
the Wolf, when brother will day brother. And all men shall fall down and worship him.

Betanza had never been much of areader before he set aside his ducd robes and donned the black
habit. In fact, strictly speaking, he had beenilliterate. But he had learnt hislettersin hisyears with the
Church, and now he found reading to be an occupation he loved. He had shelves of booksin his
chambers, amongst them certain tomes which, were they found in the possession of anovice, might just
consign that novice to the pyre. He had begun collecting them after the strange murder of Commodiusthe
Chief Librarian in the bowels of the greet Library of Saint Garaso. Therewasachill in hisgut ashe
recdled thelinesfrom The Book of Honourius. A madman’s ravings or true prescience? No-one could
say. And why had Commodius been murdered? Again, no-one knew. Hisinvestigations had led
nowhere. The two monks who were the prime suspects had disappeared into the night. Oddly, Himerius
had seemed unconcerned, more preoccupied with sealing off the catacombs below the library than with
tracking down the murderers.

Lord God, it was cold! Would spring never come? What aterrible year.

Himerius had taken to roving the battlements of the cathedrad trailed by agaggle of scribesand



subordinates. It helped him think, he said. That was why they were up here now, insects scurrying aong
the backbone of a dumbering stone giant, Charibon spread out below them like atoy city. The Sea of
Tor was till frozen about its margins, and Betanza could see crowds of the loca people out fishing on the
ice. The winter had been hard on them, and harder still wasthe billeting in their homes of troops. Lines of
soldiers marched into Charibon every day, it seemed. The monastery-city was becoming an armed camp.

Himerius strolled dong the battlements dictating to his scribes. Betanza did not move, and only onecleric
elected to remain with him. Old Rogien, head of the Pontifica household. Hiswrinkled face seemed
amogt trangparent in the harsh light, the veins blue at histemples.

“Thinking, Brother?’

Betanza smiled. “| have much to ponder.”

“Haven't we dl?HisHolinessisaman of phenomend abilities.”
“Phenomend, yes”

“Y ou sound alittle disgruntled, Brother.”

“Me?" Betanzaglanced at the Pontiff’ s group. They were out of earshot. And he had known Rogien a
long time. “Not disgruntled, Rogien. Apprehensive perhaps.”

“Ah. Wdll, intime of war that isevery man’sright.”

“We are not soldiers, though.”

“Aren’'t we? We may not wear mail and wield swords, but we are warriors of a sort nonethel ess.”
“And Charibon is not a barracksfor dl the soldiery of Almark.”

“But we are on the frontier now, Betanza. They say the Merduks have been sighted even on the eastern
shores of the Seaof Tor itsalf. Charibon was sacked once, by the Cimbric tribes. Would you have it
sacked again?’

Betanza grimaced. “Y ou know very well that is not what | mean.”

“Maybel do.” Rogien lowered hisvoice and drew close.

“But you will not find me admitting it.”

“Why not? s free speech no longer dlowed in Charibon?’

Rogien chuckled. “Come now, Betanza, since when has free speech ever been dlowed in Charibon?’
“Y ou speak of heresy. | speak of policy.” Betanzawas not amused. But the older monk was unfazed.

“Itisdl the samethese days. If you do not know that yet, then you have not been paying attention. Come
now, Brother—you were a duke, aman of power in the secular world. Are you so naive? Relearn the
skillswhich you used before you donned that habit. They will proveinvauable in the daysto come.”

“Damnit, Rogien, | did not become a monk to become some monastic aristocrat.”

“Oh please, Brother. Y ou are amember of the most politicized religious order in the world—more than
that, you areitshead. Don’'t come the martyred ascetic to me. If you meant what you say you'd beina



grey habit and bare feet, preaching to the poor in some dung-heap town in Astarac.”
Betanza could not reply. Rogien was right, of course. But it did not help.

“Come,” he said, nodding to the receding backs of the Pontiff and his entourage. “We re being left
behind.”

“No, Brother,” Rogien said coldly. “ You are being left behind.”

SX

T HE old conference chamber of the Torunnan High Command was a cavernous place, the walslined
with marble pillars, the fireplaces a each end large enough for agrown man to stand upright within. The
ceiling arched up into agloom of ancient rafters al hung with banners and battle-flags whose bright
colours had been dimmed by age and smoke and dust—and the blood of the men who had died carrying
them in battle. The building dated back to the Fimbrian Hegemony, but it had not been used in years,
King Lofantyr preferring to meet his generalsin more congenia chambersin the paace. But Queen
Odelia, now ruler of Torunna, had reopened the hal wherein John Mogen and Kaile Ormann had once
propounded their Srategies. Asthe hierarchy of the Torunnan army gathered for their first conference
with the new commander-in-chief, the ghosts of those past giants seemed to loom heavily out of the
shadows.

The assembled officerswere clad in their court dress, blue for the artillery, black for infantry and deep
burgundy for the cavary. They were an imposing crowd, though an experienced commander might have
noted that they were dl elther very young or very old for their rank. Torunna' s most talented officers
weredl dead. John Mogen and Sibastion Leger at Aekir, Pieter Martdlus at Ormann Dyke, Martin
Menin in the King' s Battle. What remained was the rump of aonce great military machine. Torunnahad
come to the end of the rope. There were no more reservesto call up, and no-one expected the
Fimbriansto send another army to their rescue, not after the first one had been decimated to little
purpose up on the North More. It was true that the Cimbric tribes were trickling down out of the
mountainsto join them in ever increasing numbers, but none of the men present in that historic chamber
thought much of the military abilities of those savages, for dl that they had accomplished under Generd
Cear-Inaf. They were afreakish anomaly, no more. Their presence at the King' s funeral had been in bad
taste, it waswidely agreed, but the crowds had clamoured to see the famoudly exotic red horsemen stand
guard in rank on scarlet rank as Lofantyr waslaid to rest.

The chatter in the chamber was cut short as the genera in question entered, and on hisarm wasthe
Queen. Odelia seated herself at the head of the long table which occupied the middle of the room and
when she had done so the rest of its occupants followed suit, some of them sharing quick, sceptical
glances. A woman, at awar council! A few of the more observant men there noted a so the way the
monarch looked at her most recently promoted general, and decided that palace gossip might bein the
right of it after dl.

It was Generd Cear-Inaf who roseto bring the council to order. The Torunnan officers sat dutifully
attentive. This man shouldered the burden of the kingdom'’ svery survivd. Asimportantly, he could make
or break the career of any one of them.

“You al know me, or know of me,” Corfe said. “I served under Mogen at Aekir, and fled my post when
thecity fdl. | served at Ormann Dyke aso—as did Andruw and Ranafast here. | commanded the forces
which fought at the North More, and led the withdrawal after the King' s Battle. Fate has seen fit to make
me your commanding officer, and therefore whatever your persona fedlings you will obey my ordersas
though they were the word of God. That is how an army operates. | will dways be open to suggestions
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and ideas from any one of you, and you may ask to see mein person at any time of the day or night. But
my word in any military matter isfind. Her Mgesty hasflattered me with her confidence in the running of
thiswar, and | am to have an entirely free hand. But there will be no more arguments about seniority or
precedence in the officer class. Promation will from now on be won through merit alone, not through
family connections or length of service. Arethere any questions?”’

No-one spoke. They had expected as much. A peasant who had risen through the ranks could hardly be
expected to respect the values of tradition or social rank.

“Very good. Now, | have received in the last hour amessage from Admira Berzaand thefledt,
conveyed by dispatch-galey. He informs me that he has located and destroyed two of the Merduk
supply dumps on the shores of the Kardian Sea—"

A buzz of tak, quickly gtilled as Corfe held up ahand.

“He writesthat the Merduk casualties can be measured in the thousands, and he believes he has sent
perhaps three or four million of rations up in smoke. However, his own casudties were heavy. Of the
marine landing partieslessthan half survived, and he dso lost two of his twenty-three great shipsin the
landings. At the time of writing, he has put to seaagain to engage aNa benic fleet which is purportedly
sailing north up the Kardian to secure the Merduk lines of communication. | have dready sent him a set
of orderswhich basicaly gives him freerein. Berzais a capable man, and understands the sea better than
any of us here. The fleet will therefore not be coming back upriver to the capital for the foreseeable
future”

“But that leavesthe line of theriver wide open!” Colone Rusio protested. “ The Merdukswill be ableto
cross at any spot they please and outflank us!”

“Correct. But intelligence suggests that the main Merduk field army hasfallen back at least forty leagues
from Torunn and is busy repairing the Western Road asfar east as Aekir itsdlf in order to maintain an
dternative line of communication free from the depredations of our ships. | believe the enemy istoo busy
at present to launch another assault. Andruw—if you please.”

Corfetook hisseat and Andruw rosein histurn. Helooked atrifle nervous as the eyes of the High
Command swivelled upon him, and cleared histhroat whilst consulting a sheaf of papersin hishand.

“The main army has withdrawn, yes, but our scouting parties have reported that the Merduks are sending
flying columns of athousand or so up into the north-west, towards the Torrin Gap. They are obvioudy a
reconnai ssance-in-force, feeling out away through the gap to the Torian Plains beyond. Already people
fleeing these raids have made their way across the Searil and some have even come as far south as
Torunnitself. The Merduk columns are sacking what towns and villages they find as they go and we have
unconfirmed reports that they are constructing afortress or aseries of fortresses up there, to use as
stageing posts for—for further advances. There may in fact be an entire Merduk army aready operating
inthe north.” Andruw sat down, obvioudy relieved to have got it out without astumble.

“Bagtards,” someone murmured.

“Wadll, there is obvioudy nothing we can do about that at the present,” Colonel Rusio said impatiently.
“We have to concentrate our efforts herein the capital. The army needsto be reorganised and refitted
beforeit will be ready for further operations.”

“Agreed,” Corfe said. “But we cannot afford to take too long to do it. What we lack in numbers we must
make up in audacity. | do not proposeto st tamely in Torunn whilst the Merduks ravage our country at
will. They must be madeto pay for every foot of Torunnan ground they try to occupy.”



“Hear, hear,” one of the younger officers said, and subsided quickly when his seniorsturned cold eyes
upon him.

“So,” Corfesaid heavily, “what | proposeisthat we send north aflying column of our own. My
command suffered less saverely than the main body of the army in the recent battle, plus| have just
received an influx of new recruits. | intend to take it and clear northern Torunna of at least some of these
raiders, then sweep back down towards the capitd. It will be an intelligence-gathering operation as much
asanything else. We need hard information on the enemy strength and dispositionsin the north-west.
Thusfar we have been relying too heavily on the taes of refugees and couriers.”

“I hope, Generd, that you are not impugning the professionalism of my officers,” Count Fournier, head of
Torunnan Military Intelligence, snapped.

“Not at dl, Count. But they cannot work miracles, and besides, | till need most of them where they
are—keeping an eye on the Merduk main body. A larger scale of operation is needed to clean up the
north-west. My command will be able to brush aside most resistance up there and reassure the remaining
population that we have not abandoned them. That hasto be worth doing.”

“A bold plan,” Colonel Rusio drawled. “When do you intend to move, Generd? And who will beleft in
command herein the capitd ?”’

“I shdl ride out within the week. And you, Colond, will beleft in charge while | am away. The Queen
has gracioudly approved my recommendation that you be promoted to genera.” Here, Corfetook up a
seded scroll which had been lying unobtrusively before him, and tossed it to the new generd in question.

“Congratulaions, Ruso.”

Rusio'sface was apicture of astonishment. “1 have no words to express—that istosay . . . Your
Mg esty, you have my undying gratitude.”

“Do not thank us,” Odeliasaid crisply. “General Cear-Inaf has Sated that you merit such apromotion
and so we gpproved it. Make sure you fulfil our faith inyou, Generd.”

“Maesty, I—I will do dl inmy power to do s0.” Up and down the table, older officers such asWillem
watched the exchange with narrowed eyes, and while severa officersleaned over in their seatsto shake
Rusio’shand, others merely looked thoughtful.

“Your job, Ruso,” Corfewent on, “isto get the main body of the army back in fighting trim. | expect to
be away amonth or so. By thetime | get back | want it ready to march forth again.”

Rusio merdly nodded. He was clutching his commission as though he were afraid it might suddenly be
wrenched away from him. Hislifetime sambition realised in amoment. The prospect seemed to have left
him dazed.

“A month is not long to march an army up to the Thurians and back again, Generd,” Count Fournier
sad. “It must bedl of fifty leagues each way.”

“Closer to seventy-five,” Corfe retorted. “But we will not haveto wak dl theway. Colond Passifd.”

The Quartermaster General nodded. “ There are a score of heavy grain lighterstied up at the wharves.
Each of them could hold eight or nine hundred men with ease. With the wind coming off the sea, asit
doesfor weeks at thistime of year, they’ll be able to make afair pace upstream, despite the current. And
they are equipped with heavy sweegps for when thewind fails. | have spoken to their crews: they usudly
make an average of four knots up the Torrin at thistime of year. General Cear-Inaf’s command could be



up amongst the foothillsin the space of five or Six days.”

“How very ingenious,” Count Fournier murmured. “And if the Merduks assault uswhilst the Genera and
the cream of our army is off on hisriver outing? What then?’

Corfe stared at the thin, sharp-bearded nobleman, and smiled. “ Then there will have been afailure of
intelligence, my dear Count. Y our agents keep sending back despaichesingsting that the Merduks are
even more disorganised than we are a present. Do you distrust the judgement of your own men?’

Fournier shrugged. “| raise hypotheses, that’ sdl, Generd. In war one must prepare for the unexpected.”

“I quite agree. | shal remain in close contact with what transpires here in the capitd, never fear. If the
enemy assaults Torunn in my absence, Rusio will hold them at bay before thewallsand | will pitch into
their rear as soon as| can bring my command back south. Does that hypothesis satisfy you?’

Fournier inclined his head dightly but made no reply.

There were no further objectionsto Corfe' s plan, but the meeting dragged on for another hour asthe
High Command wrestled with the logistic details of feeding alarge army in acity aready swollen with
refugees. When at last they adjourned the Queen kept her seat and ordered Corfeto do likewise. The
last of the remaining officersleft and Oddliasat watching her young generd with her chin resting on one
palm whilst he rose and began pacing the spacious chamber helplesdy.

“It wasagood move,” shetold Corfe. “And it was necessary. Y ou have taken the wind out of their
sls”

“It wasapolitica move,” Corfe snarled. “1 never thought I’ d seethe day | handed over an army to aman
| distrust merely to gain hisloyaty—oyaty which should befredy given, in atimelikethis”

“Y ou never thought you' d see the day when you’ d be in aposition to hand out armies,” she shot back.
“Atthislevd, Corfe, the palitics of command are asimportant as any charge into battle. Rusowasa
figurehead for the discontented. Now you have brought him into your camp, and defused their
intrigues—for awhile a leadt.”

“Will hebethat grateful, then?’

“I know Rusio. He' s been marking timein the Torunn garrison for twenty years. Today you handed him
his heart’ sdesire on aplate. If you fal, hewill fall too—he knowsthat. And besides, heisnot such a
pitiful creature as you suppose. Y es, hewill be grateful, and loya too, | think.”

“I just hope he hasthe ability.”

“Who e seisthere? He sthe best of amediocrelot. Now rest your mind over it. Thething isdone, and
donewdl.”

She rose with her skirts whispering around her, the tall lace ruff making her face into that of a doll—were
it not for the magnificent green eyeswhich flashed therein. Shetook hisarm, hated his restless pacing.

“Y ou should rest more, let subordinates do some of the running for achange. Y ou are no longer an
ensign, nor yet acolond. And you are exhausted.”

He stared at her out of sunken eyes. “1 can't. | couldn’t even if | wanted to.”

She kissed him on the lips, and for amoment he yielded and bent into her embrace. But then the febrile



restlessnesstook him again and he broke away.
“God'sblood, Corfel” she snapped, exasperated. “ Y ou can't save the world al by yourself!”
“I cantry, by God.”

They glared a one another with the tenson crackling in the air between them, until both broke into smiles
in the same instant. They had shared memories now, intimacies known only to each other. It made things
both easier and harder.

“Weare quiteateam, you and |,” the Queen said. “ Given half achance | think we might have conquered
the world together.”

“Asitis!’ll be happy if we can survive”

“Yes. Surviva. Corfe, listen to me. Torunnais at the end of its strength—you know that aswell as or
better than |. The people have buried aking and crowned a queen in the same week—the first queen
ever toruledonein our history. We are swvamped with the survivors of Aekir and athird of thereadlm lies
under the boot of theinvader whilst the capitd itsdf isin thefront line”

Corfe hed her eyes, frowning. “So?’

She turned away and began pacing the room much as he had done, her hands clasped before her, rings
flashing as her fingerstwisted them.

“ S0 hear me out and do not speak until | am finished.

“My son was aweak man, Corfe. Not abad man, but weak. He did not have the necessary qualitiesto
rule well—not many men do. This kingdom needs a strong hand. | have the ability—we both know it—to
give Torunnathat strong hand. But | am awoman, and so every step | takeisuphill. The only reason |

am tolerated on the throne is because there are no other aternatives present. The cream of Torunna' s
nobility died in the King’ s Battle around their monarch. In any case, Torunnans have never set as much
store upon bloodlines as have the Hebrionese, say. But Count Fournier is quite capable of dreaming up
some scheme to take power out of my hands and invest it in some form of committee.”

Unableto help himself, Corfe interrupted. “ That son of abitch? He' d have to get through the entire army
todoit.”

Oddiasmiled with genuine pleasure, but shook her head. “ The army would have no say in the matter.
But | am taking the long road to my destination. Corfe, Torunna needs aking—that isthe long and the
short of it.

“I want you to marry me and teke the throne.”

Thunderstruck, he sank down on to achair. There was along pause during which the Queen appeared
increasingly irritated.

“Don’t look & measif I'd just grown an extra head! Think about it rationally!”
Hefound hisvoiceét lagt. “That' sridiculous.”

She clawed the air, eyes blazing furioudy. “Open up your blasted mind, Corfe. Forget about your fears
and prgjudices. | know how humble your originsare, and | care not awhit. Y ou have the ability to bea
great king—more importantly, agreat warleader. Y ou could pull the country through this war—"



“I can't beaking. Great God, lady, | even fed uncomfortablein shoes!”

She threw back her head and laughed. “ Then decree that everyone must wear boots or go barefoot! Put
the petty rubbish out of your mind for amoment, and think about what you could accomplish.”

“No—no. | am no diplomat. | could not negotiate treaties or—or dance angels on the head of apin—"

“But you would have awife who could.” And here her voice was soft, her face grave asamourner’s. “I
would be there, Corfe, to handle the court niceties and the damn protocol. And you—you would have
the army whally your own.”

“No, | don’'t understand. We are dlready there, aren’t we? | have the army, you have the throne. Why

changethings?’

She leaned close. “Because it could be that others will change them for us. Y ou may have won over
Rusio today, but you pushed the rest of them further into a corner. And that iswhen men are at their most
dangerous. Corfe, thereisno legd precedent in thiskingdom for aqueen to rule done, and thus no legal
bass”

“Thereisno law forbidding it, isthere?’ he asked stubbornly.

“I don’t know—no one doesfor sure. | have clerksrifling through the court archives as we speak,
hoping to turn something up. The desth of the King has shocked al the office-seekersfor the
moment—they glimpsed the cliff upon which thiskingdom teeters. But sooner or later the shock will wear
off, and my postion will be chadlenged. And if they manage to curb my powers even dightly, thereisa
good chance they will be able to take the army away from you.”

“Sothereitis”
“Sothereitis. Y ou see now the sense of what | am suggesting? As King you would be untouchable.”

He jumped to hisfeet, taked across the room with his mind in amaelstrom. Himsdlf aking—absurd,
utterly absurd. He would be alaughing-stock. Torunnawould be the joke of the world. It was
impossible. He reded away from even the contemplation of it.

And marriage to thiswoman. Oddly, that disturbed him more than the idea of the crown. He turned and
looked at her, to find that she was standing before the fire staring into the flames as though waiting for
something. The firelight made her seem younger, though she was old enough to be Corfe’ smother. That
old.

“Would it be so terrible to be married to me?’ she asked quietly, and the prescience of her question
made Corfe start. Shewas awitch, after all. Could sheread minds aswell as everything else?

“Not soterrible” helied.

“It would be amarriage of convenience,” she said, her voice growing hard. *'Y ou would no longer have
to cometo my bed. | am beyond child-bearing age so there would be no question of an heir. | do not ask
you for love, Corfe. That isathing for the poets. We are talking about a route to power, nothing more.”
And she turned her back on him and leaned her hands on the mantel as aman might.

Again, that pain in his heart when he looked at her, and imagined the golden hair turned raven, the green
eyesgrey. Ah, Heria Lord God, | missyou.

He did not want to hurt thisformidable yet vulnerable woman. He did not love he—doubted if he would



ever love her or any other woman again. And yet he liked her, very much. More than that, he respected
her.

He strode over to the fireplace, stood behind the Queen and placed his hands on hers so that they were
standing one within the other. She leaned back into his body and their fingersintertwined, the ornate rings
on hersdigging into hisflesh. Pain, yes. But he did not mind. Nothing good came without pain in thislife.
He knew that.

“I would have you asawife,” he said, and in that moment he believed he meant it. “ But the kingship is
too lofty aprizefor me. | am not the Suff of Royalty.”

Odeliaturned and embraced him, and when she drew back she looked strangely jubilant, as though she
had won something.

“Timewill tel,” wasdl shesad.

FIFTY leaguesfrom where Corfe and his Queen stood the new winter camps of the Merduk army were
amost complete. Tens of thousands of men weretoiling here, asthey had toiled ceasdesdy in the days
gncethe King's Béttle. Their redeployment—it was not awithdrawal, or aretrest—entailed amassive
labour. They had felled afair-sized forest to raise a series of stockades which stretched for miles. They
had dug ditches and set up thickets of abatis out to the west, dl covered by dug-in batteries of artillery.
They had erected tall watchtowers, created roads of corduroyed logs and set up their tentswithin the
new defences. A veritable city had sprung up on the plainswest of Ormann Dyke, the new roads leading
to it thronged with troops coming and going, supply-waggons, artillery limbers, fast-moving couriersand
trudging gangs of Torunnan daves serving asforced labour. Farther east, nestled within yet more lines of
field fortifications, avast supply depot had been set up, and boxes, sacks and barrels of food and
ammunition were piled in lines haf amilelong and twenty feet high. Crates of blankets and spare
uniforms and tents were stacked to one side by the thousand. Waggons plied the bumpy log roads
between the depot and the camps continuoudly, keeping the front-line troops fed and clothed. Perhaps
ten square miles of the Torunnan countryside had been thus transformed into the largest and most
populous armed camp in the world. Although Aurungzeb, Sultan of Ostrabar, was commander-in-chief
of thismighty hogt, it now included large contingents from the sultanates of Nalbeni, Ibnir and Kashdan.
The Merduk states had set aside their differences and were finaly combining to settle the issue with the
Ramusians once and for al. They aimed now at hothing less than the conquest of al Normanniaasfar as
the Malvennors, and had decided to stop there only because of the dread name of Fimbria

Aurungzeb himsalf and his household were not in the winter camps, but had relocated to Ormann Dykein
order to pass the cold weeks of waiting more comfortably. Ostrabar’ s Sultan stood this day on the tower
from which Martellus the Lion had once watched the Merduk assaults break upon the dyke's
impregnable defences, and silken Merduk banners now flew above the Long Wallsthat Kaile Ormann
had reared up centuries before.

“Shahr Johor,” Aurungzeb boomed.

One of the gaggle of soldiers and courtiers who hovered nearby stepped forward. “My Sultan?’
“Do you know how many of our men died trying to take thisfortress?’

“No Highness, but | can find out—"

“It was aquestion, not an order. Almost thirty thousand, Shahr Johor. And in the end we never took i,



we only outflanked it, and forced its evacuation. It isthe greatest fortressin theworld, it issaid. And you
know what?’

Shahr Johor swalowed, seeing the flush creep into his sultan’ s swarthy cheeks. “What, Highness?’

But the explosion did not happen. Instead, Aurungzeb spoke in alow, reasonabletone. “It is utterly
uselesstous.”

“Yes, Highness”

“The Fimbrians, curse their names, congtructed it that way. Approaching it fromtheead, itis
unconquerable. But if by some chance you happen to capture it intact, then it isworthless. All the
defencesface east. From thewes, itisindefensible. Very clever, those Fimbrian engineers must have

The courtiers and soldiers waited, wondering if this strange calm were the herad of an unprecedented
rage. But when Aurungzeb turned to face them he looked thoughtful.

“| want this fortress destroyed.”
Shahr Indun Johor blinked. *“ Highness?’

“Areyou deaf? Levd it. | want the dykefilled in, | want thewalls cast down and the tower broken. |
want Ormann Dyke wiped off the face of the earth. And then, using the same stones, you shall create
another fortress, on the east bank of theriver, facing west. If by some freakish chance the Ramusians
ever manage to push back our armies, then we shal hdt them here, on the Searil. And we shal bleed
them white asthey did us. And Aekir, my new capita, it shall be safe. Golden Aurungabar, grestest city
of theworld. Seeto it, Shahr Johor. Gather together our engineers. | want aset of plans drawn up for me
to see by tonight. And amodel. Y es, ascale moddl of how it will look, Ormann Dyke obliterated and
thisnew fortressinitsplace. | must think of aname. . .”

Shahr Johor bowed, unnoticed, and left the summit of the tower to do his master’ s bidding. The courtiers
who remained looked at one another. Never before had they heard their master speak of anything save
advances and victories, and now here he was planning for defegat. What had happened?’

A flabby, glabrous paace eunuch piped up, “My Sultan, do you truly believe that the accursed
Unbelievers could ever push our glorious armies back to the Searil? Surely, they arein their death throes.
We shall soon befeasting in the paace of Torunn.”

Aurungzeb stared moodily out &t the ancient fortressbelow him. “1 wish | had your optimism, Serrim.
Thisgenerd of thered horsemen. My spiestel me that heis now commander-in-chief of al the Torunnan
forces. He and his damned scarlet cavary have saved the Torunnans from destruction twice now.”

“Who isthis man, lord? Do we know? Perhaps our agents—"
Aurungzeb snorted with mirth. “Heis, by al accounts, ahard man to kill.”

Then hismood soured again. “Leave me, dl of you. No—Ahara, you will remain.” He broke into halting
Normannic. “Ramusian, you stay hereadso.” And in Merduk again: “Therest of you, get out of my sight.”

The tower cleared of people, leaving two figures behind. One was asmal man in ablack habit whose
wrists were bound with silver chains. The other was adim, slk-clad woman whose face was hidden
behind ajewdled veil. Aurungzeb beckoned the woman over, the thunder on hisbrow lifting alittle. He
twitched aside her veil and caressed a pale cheek.



“Heart of my heart,” he murmured. “How does it go with you and my son?’

Heria stroked her abdomen. The bulge was visble now. “We are well, my lord. Batak has used his arts
to examinethe child. It isahedthy boy. In five months, he shdl be born.” She spoke in the Merduk

tongue.
Aurungzeb beamed, encircled Herid s shoulders with one massive arm and sighed with contentment.

“How | loveto hear you use our speech. It must become your own. The lessonswill continue—that tutor
has earned hispay.” He lowered hisvoice. “I shal make you my queen, Ahara. Y ou are afollower of the
Prophet now, and you shdl be the mother of a sultan one day. My heir cannot have amere concubine for
adam. Would you like that? Would you like to be aMerduk queen?’” And here Aurungzeb set his huge
hands on her shoulders and scrutinized her face.

Heriamet hiseyes. “Thisismy world, now. Y ou are my lord, the father of my child. Thereisnothing
ese | will beaqueenif youwishit. | am yoursto do with asyou will.”

Aurungzeb smiled dowly. “Y ou spesk the truth. But you are no dave to me, not any more. A wifeyou
shdl be aswell asaqueen. Wewill livein Aurungabar, and our union shal be asymbol.” Here the Sultan
turned and raised hisvoice so that the black-garbed man behind them might heer.

“The meeting of two peoples, priest. Would you like that? This way the Ramusians who remain east of
the Torrin will seethat | am not the mongter they—and you—believe meto be.”

Albrec shuffled forward, more chains clinking invisbly under hishabit. “1 think it isaworthy idea. | never
thought you were amonster, Sultan. | know that you are not. Inthe end, atruly great ruler doeswhat is
best for his people, not what pleases himsdlf. Y ou are beginning to redise that.”

Aurungzeb seemed taken aback by the priest’ s bluntness. He forced alaugh. “Beard of the Prophet, you
are afearlesslittle madman, I’ll give you that. Y ou and your people have courage. Shahr Baraz dways
told me so. | thought him asentimental old fool, but | see now hewasright.”

Heriaregarded Aurungzeb with some wonder. She had never before heard him speak of Ramusians with
anything resembling moderation. Were the court rumours true then? Was Aurungzeb tiring of war?

He caught her glance, and stepped away towards the parapet.
There was a pause. Finaly Heriamustered the resolve to spesk.
“My lord, do you redly believe thisnew generd of the Ramusiansis so dangerous?’

“Dangerous? Hisarmy is abroken rabble, his country isled by awoman. Dangerous!” But the words
rang hollow somehow.

“Comehere, Ahara. Besde me”
Shejoined him. Albrec stood forgotten behind them.

Together they could look down from the dizzying height of the tower to the battered walls of the fortress
and the River Searil beyond, crossed by the new wooden bridges that the engineers had been working
on for weeks. On the far Side of the river was the great desolation of craters and rubble that had once
been the eastern barbican of the fortress. The Ramusian garrison had packed it with gunpowder and
destroyed it just asit fell into the hands of the Merduks.



“Look up onthe hillsto the east, Ahara. What do you see there?’
“Waggons, my lord, dozens of them. And hundreds of men digging.”

“They are digging amass grave to hold our dead.” Aurungzeb's face seemed to dump. “Every timewe
fight the Torunnans, another must be dug.”

“Can it go on much longer, lord? So much killing.”

Hedid not reply at once. He seemed tyred—exhausted even. “ Ask the holy madman behind you. He has
al the answersit seems.”

Albrec clinked forward until he too stood on the lip of the parapet. “All warsend,” he said quietly. “But it
takes more courage to bring them to a close than it doesto start them.”

“Hatitudes” Aurungzeb said disgustedly.

“Y our Prophet, Sultan, did not believein war. He counsdlled all men to live as brothers.”
“Asdid your Saint,” Aurungzeb countered.

“True. They had much in common, the Prophet and the Saint.”

“Ligten, priest—" the Sultan began heatedly, but just then there was a clatter of boots on the stairway
and asoldier appeared on the parapet, panting. Hefell to his knees as Aurungzeb glared.

“Highness, forgive me, but despatches have arrived from our forcesin the north. Shahr Johor said you
wereto beinformed immediately. Our men have reached the Torrin Gap, Highness. The way to
Charibonis open!”

Thetrouble on Aurungzeb’ s brow evapourated. “I’ [l come at once.”

And asthe soldier legpt up, hefollowed him off the tower without a backwards glance, hisstride as
energetic asthat of aboy. Heriaand Albrec were | eft behind.

“You arefrom Aekir?’ thelittle priest asked her at once.

“I was married to asoldier of the garrison, and captured in the sack of the city.”
“I am sorry. | thought—I am not surewhat | thought.”

“Why did you come here, Father—to the Merduks?’

“I had amessage | wished them to hear.”

“They don't seemto belistening.”

Albrec shrugged. “Oh, | don’'t know. | fed thetideisturning. | think heisbeginningto listen, or at least
to doubt, Ahara.”

“My nameisHeria Cear-Inaf. | am till Ramusian, no matter who they make me pray to.”
“Cear-Inaf.” Albrec knew that name. Somewhere he had heard it before. Where?

“What isit?’



“Nothing. No, nothing.” It was somehow important he remember but, as was the way with these things,
the more he thought about it the farther it receded.

“The other sultanates aretiring of thewar,” Heriasaid quickly. “Especidly Nabeni. They lost ten
thousand men in the last battle, and there are rumours that their fleet is being beaten in the Kardian by
Torunnan ships. Thearmy is going hungry becauseits supply lines are overgtretched, and the levy, the
Minhraib, they are discontented and want to get back to their farms. If the Torunnans could win one
more battle, | think Aurungzeb would sue for peace.”

“Why areyou tdling methis, Heria?’

Shelooked around asif they might be overheard. “ There is not much time. The eunuchswill comefor me
soon. He has forgotten about us for amoment, but not for long. Y ou must escape back to Torunn,
Father. Y ou have to let them know these things. That new generd there—they’re dl afraid of what he
might do next, but it must be quick, whatever it is. He must hit them before they recover their nerve.”

Albrec fdt achill about his heart. He remembered meeting the leader of along column of
scarlet-armoured horsemen marching out of Torunn, his eyes as grey as those of the woman who now
stood before him.,

Who are you?

Corfe Cear-Inaf, Colond in the Torunnan army.

“Sweet blood of the Saint,” Albrec breathed, his face gone white as paper.
“What isit?’ Heriademanded. “What' swrong?’

“Lady, you are to come down to the harem at once,” ahigh voice said. They spun around to seethe
eunuch, Serrim, flanked by apair of soldiers. “ And that Ramusian—heisto go back to hiscell.”

Heriareplaced her veil, her eyes meeting Albrec’sin onelast, earnest appeal. Then she bowed her head
and followed the eunuch away obediently. The Merduk soldiers seized thelittle priest and shoved him
roughly towards the stairs, but he was hardly aware of them.

Coincidence of coursg, it had to be. But it was not a common name. And more than that, the look in the
eyes of them both. That awful despair.

Lord God, he thought. Could it be s0? The pity of it.

SEVEN

T HE riverfront of Torunn was packed with crowds to see them off, so much so that General Rusio had
deemed it necessary to station five tercios of troops there to keep the people back from the gangplanks.
Thelast of the horses had been led blindfolded aboard the boats and the great hatches in the sides of the
vessals closed, then re-pitched and caulked while they wallowed at the quays. Corfe, Andruw and
Formio stood now aone on the quayside whilst the caulkers climbed back down the tumblehome of the
transports and the watermen began the heavy business of unmooring.

Genera Rusio stepped forward out of the knot of senior officers who had come to see Corfe off. He
held out ahand. “ Good luck to you then, sir.” Hisface was s&t, asif he expected to be insulted in some
way. But Corfe merely shook the proffered hand warmly. “Look after this place while I’'m away, Rusio,”
he said. “ And keep meinformed. Y ou have the details of our march, but we may have to cut corners
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here and there. Multiple couriers.”
“Yes, gr. I'll send thefirgt out in three days, as arranged.”

“Lordsand ladies,” athick-necked waterman cdled out, “if’ n you don’t want to swim upriver you' d best
climb aboard.” And he spat into theriver for emphasis.

Corfewaved ahand at him, and turned back to Rusio. “Keep the patrols out,” he said. “By thetime | get
back | want to know where every Merduk regiment has so much asdug alatrine.”

“I won't let you down, General,” Rusio said soberly.
“No, | don't believe you will. All right. Andruw, Formio, you heard the man. Timeto join the navy.”

Thetrio hauled themselves up one of the high-sided vessals with the help of manropes that had been
ingtalled epecidly for landsmen. They climbed over the bulwark and stood bregthing heavily on the deck
of the freighter which Corfe jokingly referred to as hisflagship.

“All aboard?’ the captain roared out from the little poop at the stern of the vessdl.
“Aye, S'r!n

“Cast off fore and aft. Set topsails and outer jib. Helmsman, two pointsto larboard as soon asshe's
under weigh.”

“Two points. Ayesr.”

A great booming, flapping shadow as the topsails were loosed by the men on the yards high above. The
offshore breeze took the sails and bellied them out. The freighter accelerated palpably under Corfe' sfeet
and began to score awhite wake through the water. All around them, the other vesselsin the convoy
were making sail aso, and they made a brave sight asthey took to the middle of thewideriver. The
Torrin wasadmost half amilein width here at the capital, crossed by two ancient stone bridges whose
middle spans were ramps of wood which could be raised by windlassfor the passage of ships. They
were gpproaching thefirst one now, the Minantyr Bridge. As Corfe watched with something approaching
wonder, the wooden spans creaked into motion and began rising in the air. Gangs of bridge-raiserswere
kept permanently employed and worked in shifts day and night to ensure the smooth passage of trade up
and down the Torrin. Corfe had always known this, but he had never before been part of it, and asthe
heavy freighter moved into the shadow of the looming Minantyr Bridge he gawped about him, for al the
world like acountry peasant come to see the sights of the city for aday.

They passed through the gurgling, dripping gloom under the raised bridge and emerged into pale winter
sunlight again. Their captain, atall, thin man who nevertheless had avoice of brass, yeled out &t his crew:
“Unfurl the spanker—Ilook sharp now. Ben Phrenias, | see you. Get up on that goddamned yard.”

Andruw and Formio were staring around with something of Corfe swonder. Neither had ever set foot
on aboat before and they had thought that the transports which were to take them upriver would be
glorified barges. But the grain freighters, though of shallow draught, displaced over athousand tons each.
They were square-rigged, with asall plan smilar to that of abrigantine, and seemed to the landsmen to
be great ocean-going ships. They had acrew of two dozen or so though their own captain, Mirio,
confessed that they were short-handed. Some of his men had jumped ship and refused to take their
vesse north into what was widely seen as enemy-held territory. Asit was, the ship-owners had been
well-paid out of the shrinking Torunnan treasury, and some of the soldiers who constituted the cargo of
the sixteen craft Corfe had hired would be able to haul on arope aswell as any waterman.



Inside these Sixteen large vessals were some elght thousand men and two thousand horses and mules.
Corfewas bringing north al his Cathedrdlers—some fifteen hundred, with the recent
reinforcements—plus Formio's Fimbrians and the dyke veterans who had served under him at the King's
Battle. It was, he gauged, aforce formidable enough to cope with any enemy formation except the main
body of the Merduk army itsdf. He intended to dight from the freightersfar up the Torrin, and then
thunder back down to the capital daughtering every Merduk he chanced across and delivering
north-western Torunnafrom the invaders—for awhile, a least. Awful stories had been trickling south to
Torunn in the past few days, tales of rape and mass executions. These things were part and parcel of
every war, but there was a grim pattern to the reports. the Merduks seemed intent on depopulating the
entireregion. It was an important areastrategically also, in that it bordered on the Torrin Gap, the
gateway to Normanniawest of the Cimbrics. The enemy could not be alowed to force the passage of
the gap with impunity.

And the last reason for the expedition. Corfe had to get out of Torunn, away from the court and the High
Command, or he thought he would go quietly insane.

Marsch appeared out of one of the wide hatches in the deck of the freighter. He looked careworn and
uneasy. It had taken some cgjoling to get the tribesmen aboard the ships: such ameans of transport was
entirely inimical to them, and they feared for the welfare of their horses. Those who remained out of
Corfe sorigina five hundred had been gdley daves, and they associated ships with their degradation.
The others had never before set eyes on anything afloat which waslarger than arowboat, and the
cavernous holds they were now incarcerated within amazed and unsettled them.

Corfe could see that the big tribesman was averting his eyes from the riverbank that coursed smoothly
past on the starboard side of the vessal. He gave an impression of deep distaste for everything maritime,
yet he had greeted the news of their waterborne expedition without amurmur.

“The horses are calming down,” he said as he approached his commander. “It stinks down there.” His
face was haunted, asif the smel brought back old memories of being chained to an oar with the lash
scoring his back.

“Itwon’t befor long,” Corfe assured him. “Four or five daysa mog.”

“Bad grazing up north,” Marsch continued. “I am hoping we have enough forage with us. Mules carry it,
but eat it too.”

“Cheer up, Marsch,” Andruw said, asirrepressible as ever. “1t’ s better than kicking our heels back in the
city. And | for onewould rather st herelike alord and watch the world drift past than dog it up through
the hillsto the north.”

Marsch did not look convinced. “We |l need one, two days to get the horses back into condition when
they leave the’—hislips curled around the word—"the boats.”

“Don't let Mirio hear you cdling hisbeoved Seahorse aboat.” Andruw laughed. “He' sligbleto turn us
all ashore. These sailors—your pardon, these water men—are atrifle touchy about their charges, like an
old man with ayoung wife.”

That brought agrin to adl their faces. Corfe detached himsalf from the banter and made hisway &ft to
where Mirio was standing taking astint at the helm. Theriver-captain nodded unsmilingly a him. “We're
making three knots, General. Not asfast as| would have hoped, but we' Il get you there.”

“Thank you, Captain. Y ou mustn’t mind my men. They’ re new to theriver, and to ships.”



“Aye, well I'll not pretend that | wouldn't prefer to be shipping ahold full of grain instead of abunch of
seasick soldiers and screaming horses, but we must take what comes | suppose. There, we' re past the
last of the river-batteries and the Roya nava yards.”

Corfelooked out towards the eastern bank. The shore—the river was big enough to warrant that name
for its banks—was some to two cables awvay. The walls of Torunn cameright down to the riverside here,
protected by a series of squat towers which hid countless heavy cannon. Jutting out into the Torrin itsalf
were dozens of jetties and wharves, most of them empty but afew busy with men unloading the small
riverboats that plied back and forth acrossthe river here. And diding behind them now he could glimpse
the Roya nava yards of Torunna. Two great ships, tal, ocean-going carracks, were in dry-dock there,
their sides propped up by heavy beams, and hundreds of men swarmed over them in a confusion of
wood and rope.

“How far isit to the sea?’ Corfe asked, peering &ft over the taffrail. Behind the Seahor se the remainder
of the expedition’ svesselswerein line astern, the foam flying from their bows asthey fought upstream
againg the current.

“Somefiveleagues,” Mirio told him. “In times of storm the Torrin is brackish here, and sometimes ships
are blown clear up the estuary from the Kardian.”

“So close?| had noidea” Corfe had dways thought of Torunn asacity divided by ariver. Now he
realised that it was a port on the fringe of asea. That was something to remember. He must talk to Berza
when the admird returned to Torunn with the fleet. If the Merduks could transport armies by sea, then so
could he,

T HE wind freshened through the day, and Mirio was able to report with visible satisfaction that they
were making five knots. The capita had long disappeared, and the transports were moving through the
heavily populated country which lay to itswest. Farmers here reared cattle, planted crops and fished
from theriver in equal measure. But while the southern shore seemed prosperous and untouched by war,
many houses and hamlets to the north were obvioudy deserted. Corfe saw livestock running wild, barn
doors yawning emptily, and in afew places the blackened shells of burnt villages off on the horizon.

The freighters dways moored for the night, for therisk of running into a sandbank in the dark wastoo
great. Their practise was to moor the bows to stout trees onshore and drop alight anchor from the stern
to keep the vessdl from being swept into the bank by the current. The men could not be disembarked en
masse, but on Marsch’ singstence Corfe saw to it that afew of the horses and mules were brought
ashorein shiftsal night and exercised up and down the riverbank. It was aso an effective way of posting
mobile sentries, and the duty was popular with the men who found their squalid quartersin the depths of
the freightersless than congenid.

F OUR dayswent by. The Torrin arced in acurve until it began to flow amost directly north to south,
and then it turned north-west towards its headwaters in the Thurian Mountains. They could seethe
Thurians on the northern horizon, still blanketed by snow. And to their I€ft, or to larboard, the stern white
peaks of the Cimbrics reared up, their heads lost in grey cloud. There were no more farms on the
riverbank; this region had been sparsdly settled even before the war. Now it seemed utterly deserted, a
wilderness hemmed in by frowning mountains and bisected by the surging course of the young river.

The Torrin was barely two cableswide here, and occasionally during the fourth day they had felt the keel
of the heavily laden freighter scrape on sunken sandbanks. In addition, the current had become stronger



and they averaged bardly two knots. On the morning of the fifth day Corfefinaly decided to leave the
ships behind, to the obvious rdlief of both soldiers and watermen, and the sixteen huge craft spent an
anxious morning edging and nudging their way to the eastern bank before dropping every anchor they
possessed in order to hold fast against the efforts of the river to shove them downstream.

What followed was a prolonged nightmare of mud and water and thrashing, cursing men and panicky
animals. Each of the freighters possessed floating jetties which could be winched over the sdeto provide
afairly stable pathway to the shore, but they had not been designed for the offloading of two thousand
horses and mules. The animas were hoisted out of the holds by tacklesto the yardarms and set down
wild-eyed and struggling upon the pitching jetties, with predictable results. By thetimethelast mule and
man was ashore, and the army’ s supplies were piled in long rows on dry land, it wasfar into the night.
Two men had drowned and six horses had been logt, but Corfe counted himself lucky not to have lost
more. The eastern bank was a sucking quagmire of mud and horse-shit for dmost amile, and the troops
were hollow-eyed ghosts which staggered with weariness. But they were ashore and essentidly intact,
having covered over eighty leaguesin five days.

T HE last of the horses had been settled down for the night and the army’ s campfires were scattered
about the dark earth like some poor counterfeit of the stars overhead. The ground was hard as stone
here, amile from the riverbank, which would make for easy marching, but the cold was difficult to keep
at bay with asingle blanket, even with one' sfeet in the very embers of thefire. Strangdy, Corfefelt less
tyred than at any time since the King' s Béttle, for dl that he had snatched barely four hours' deep anight
on the voyage upriver. It was the freedom of being out in the field with his own command. No more
conferences or councils or scribbling scribes, just ahost of exhausted, chilled men and animals encamped
in the frozen wilds of the north.

The men had meshed together well. They had fought shoulder to shoulder in the King' s Battle, guzzled
beer together in the taverns of Torunn and endured the unpleasantness of the river journey north. Now
they were asingle entity. Cimbric tribesmen, Fimbrian pikemen, Torunnan arquebusiers. There were ill
rivallries, of course, but they were healthy ones. Corfe sat by the campfire and watched them deep
uncomplainingly upon the hard earth, their threadbare uniforms sodden with mud—and redised that he
loved themdl.

Andruw picked hisway through the fires towards him, then dug into his saddlebags. He handed his
genera awooden flask.

“Have asnort, Corfe. It' Il keep the cold out. Compliments of Captain Mirio.”

Corfe unstoppered the neck and had agood swallow. The stuff seemed to burn his mouth, and blazed a
fiery path al theway down hisgullet. His eyes watered and he found himself gasping for air.

“I swear, Andruw, you'll go blind one of these days.”
“Not me. I’ ve the condtitution of ahorse.”
“And about as much sense. What about the powder?’

Andruw looked back across the camp. “We lost six barrels, and another eight are wet through. God
knowswhen we' |l have a chanceto dry them.”

“Damn. That eatsinto our reserves. Well, we ve enough to fight a couple of good-szed engagements,
but | want Ranafast’ s men made aware that they can’t gofiring it off likeit'sfree.”



“No problem.”

Two morefigures came picking their way out of the flickering dark towards them. When they drew
closer Corfe saw that it wasthe unlikely duo of Marsch and Formio. Formio looked asdight asan
adolescent beside the bulk of the towering tribesman, his once dapper sable uniform now a harlequin
chequer of mud. Marsch was clad in a greasy leather gambeson. He looked happier than he had for

days.

“What isthis, ameeting of the High Command?’ Andruw asked derisvely. “Here you two—have some
of this. Privileges of rank.”

Formio and Marsch winced over the rough grain liquor much as Corfe had done.
“Widl, gentlemen?’ their commanding officer asked.

“We found those sores that were lost overboard,” Formio said, wiping his mouth. “ They had come up
againg a sandbank two miles downstream.”

“Good, we need all the match we can get. Marsch?’

The big tribesman threw the wooden flask back to Andruw. “Our horses are in a better way than |
thought, but we need two days to”—he hesitated, groping for the word—"*to restore them. Some would
not eat on the boats and are wesk.”

Corfe nodded. “Very well. Two days, but no more, Marsch, in the morning | want you and Morinto
saddle up asquadron of the fittest horses and begin areconnaissance of the area, out to five miles. If you
are seen by asmall body of the enemy, hunt them down. If you find alarge formation, get straight back
here. Clear?’

Marsch'sfacelifted in arare smile. “Very clear. It shdl be so.”

Andruw was gtill gulping out of Mirio’ sflask. He sat, or rather hdf fell, on his saddle and stared owlishly
into the campfire, leaning one ebow on the pomme.

“Areyou dl right?’ Corfe asked him.

“Inthepink.” Hisgaiety had disappeared. “ Tyred though. Lord, how those boatsdid stink! I'm glad I'm
acavaryman and not asailor.”

Marsch and Corfe reclined by the fire also. “Makes agood pillow, awar saddle does,” Andruw told
them, giving hisown athump. “Not so good as awoman'’ s breast though.”

“| thought you were an artilleryman, not ahorse-soldier,” Corfe baited him. “Forgetting your roots,
Andruw?’

“Me? Never. I'm just on extended loan. Sit down, Formio, for God' s sake. Y ou stand therelike a
graven image. Don't Fimbrians get tyred?’

The young Fimbrian officer raised an eye-brow and then did as he was bidden. He shook his head when
Andruw offered the wooden flask to him once again. Andruw shrugged and took another swig. Marsch,
Formio and Corfe exchanged glances.

“Do you remember the early days at the dyke, Corfe? When they came roaring down from the hillsand
my guns boomed out, battery after battery? What asight! What happened to those gunners of mine, |



wonder? They were good men. | suppose their bones lie up around the ruins of the dyke now, inthe
wreckage of the guns.”

Corfe stared into the fire. The artillerymen of Ormann Dyke, Ranafast had told them, had been part of
the thousand-man rearguard which had covered Martellus s evacuation of the fortress. None of them had

escaped.

A curlew called out, spearing through the night as though lost in the dark. They heard a horse neighing off
along the Cathedrdler lines, but gpart from that the only sounds were the wind in the grass and the
crackling of the campfires. Corfe thought of his own men, the ones he had commanded in Aekir. They
were along time dead now. He found it hard to even remember their faces. There had been so many
other faces under his command since then.

“Soldiers die—that iswhat they do,” Formio said unexpectedly. “They do not expect to fdl, and so they
keep going. But in the end that iswhat happens. Men who have no hope of life, they either ceaseto fight
or they fight like heroes. No-one knows why; it istheway of things.”

“A Fimbrian philosopher,” Andruw said, but smiled to take some of the mockery out of hiswords. Then
his face grew sombre again. “1 was born up here, in the north. Thisisthe country of my family, has been
for generations. | had asister, Vanya, and alittle brother. God done knows where they are now. Dead,
or in some Merduk labour camp | expect.” Hetilted up the bottle again, found it was empty, and tossed
itinto thefire. “I wonder sometimes, Corfe, if at the end of thisthere will be anything left of our world
worth saving.”

Corfe set ahand on his shoulder, hiseyesburning. “I'm sorry, Andruw.”

Andruw laughed, astrangled travesty of mirth. His eyeswere bright and glittering in the flame-light. “ All
these little tragedies. No matter. | hadn’t seen them in years. Thelife of asoldier, you know? But now
that we are up here, | can’t help wondering about them.” He turned to the Fimbrian who sat silently
beside him. “Y ou see, Formio, soldiers are people too. We are al someon€e' s son, even you Fimbrians.”

“BEven we Fimbrians? | am relieved to hear it.”

Formio’ s mild rgjoinder made them laugh. Andruw clapped the sable-clad officer on the back. “1 thought
you were dl abunch of warrior monkswho dine on gunpowder and shit bullets. Have you family back in
the electorates, Formio?’

“| have amother, and a—agirl.”

“A girl! A femae Fimbrian—just think of that. | reckon I’d wear my sword to bed. What' s shelike,
Formio? Y ou’ re amongst friends now, be honest.”

The black-clad officer hung his head, clearly embarrassed. “ Her nameis Merian.” He hesitated, then
reached into the breast of histunic and pulled out asmall wooden dat which split in two, like adim book.

“Thisiswhat shelookslike.”

They crowded around to ook, like schoolboys. Formio held an exquisite miniature, atiny painting of a
blonde-haired girl whose features were ddlicate asadeer’s. Large, dark eyes and ahigh forehead.
Andruw whistled gppreciatively.

“Formio, you are alucky dog.”

The Fimbrian tucked the miniature away again. “We are to be married as soon—as soon as| get back.”



None of them said anything. Corfe redlised in that moment that none of them expected to survive. The
knowledge should have shocked him, but it did not. Formio had been right in what he said about soldiers.

Andruw rose ungteadily to hisfeet. “Gentlemen, you must excuse me. | do believe I’m going to spew.”

He staggered, and Corfe and Marsch jumped up, grasped hisarms and propelled him into the shadows,
where he bent double and retched noidly. Finaly he straightened, eyes streaming. “Must be getting old,”
he croaked.

“You?' Corfesad. “You'll never beold, Andruw.” And an instant later he wished he had never said
such an unlucky thing.

EIGHT

G OLOPHIN wiped the swesat from his face with an aready damp cloth and got up from the workbench
with agroan. He padded over to the window and threw open the heavy shuttersto let the quicksilver
radiance of amoonlit night pour into the tower chamber. From the height whereon he stood he could see
the whole dark immengty of south-western Hebrion below, adeep under the stars. The amber glow of
Abrusio lit up the horizon, the moon shining liquid and brilliant upon the waves of the Great Western
Ocean out to the very brim of the world beyond. He sniffed the air like an old hound, and closed his
eyes. The night had changed. A warmer breeze dways camein off the seaat thistime of theyear, likea
promise of spring. At long last, thiswinter was ending. At one time he had thought it never would.

But Abeleyn was King again, Jemillahad been foiled, and Hebrion was, findly, at peace. Time perhaps
to begin wondering about the fate of the rest of theworld. A caravel from Candelariahad put into
Abrusio only the day before with acargo of wine and cinnamon, and it had brought with it news of the
eastern war. The Torunnan King had been dain before the very gates of his capitd, it was said, and the
Merduks were advancing through the Torrin Gap. Y oung Lofantyr dead, Golophin thought. He had
hardly even begun to be aking. His mother would take the throne, but that might create more problems
than it solved. Golophin did not give much for Torunna s chances, with awoman on the throne—albeit a
capable one—the Merduks to one side and the Himerians to the other.

Closer to home, the Himerian Church was fast consolidating its hold over avast swathe of the continent.
That polite ninny, Cadamost, had invited Church forcesinto Perigraine with no thought as to how he
might ever get them out again. What would the world look like in another five years? Perhaps he was
getting too old to care.

He stretched and returned to the workbench. Upon it a series of large glass demi-johns with wide necks
sat shining in thelight of asingle candle. They wereal full of liquid, and in one adark shape quivered and
occasiondly tapped on the glass which imprisoned it. Golophin laid ahand on the sde of thejar. “ Soon,
little one, soon,” he crooned. And the dark shape settled down again.

“Another familiar?’ avoice asked from the window. Golophin did not turn round.
13 YS”

“Y ou Old World wizards, you depend on them too much. | think sometimes you hatch them out for
companionship asmuch asanything dse”

“Perhaps. They have definite uses, though, for those of uswho are not quite so . . . adept, asyou.”

“Y ou underestimate yourself, Golophin. There are other ways of extending the Dweomer.”
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“But | do not wish to usethem.” Golophin turned around at last. Standing silver in the moonlight by the
window was ahuge animd, an e dritch wolf which stood onits hind legs, its neck asthick asthat of a
bull. Two yelow lights blinked aboveits muzzle.

“Why thisform? Areyou trying to impressme?’

Thewolf laughed, and in the space of a heartbegt there was aman standing in its place, atall,
hawk-faced man in archaic robes.

“|sthis better?’
“Much.”

“I commend you on your coolness, Golophin. Y ou do not even seem taken aback. Areyou not at least a
little curious about who | am and what | am doing here?’

“I am curious about many things. | do not believe you come from anywherein theworld | know. Y our
powersare. . . impressive, to say theleast. | assume you are here to enlighten mein some fashion. If you
were going to kill me or endave me you could have done so by now, but instead you restored my
powers. And thus | await your explanations.”

“Well said! Y ou are aman after my own heart.” The strange shape-shifter waked across the chamber to
the fireplace where he stood warming his hands. He looked around at the hundreds of books which lined
the circular walls of the room, noted one, and took it down to leaf through.

“Thisisan old one. No doubt much of it is discredited now. But when | wroteit | thought the ideas
would last for ever. Man'sfoolish pride, en?’ He tossed the aged volume over to Golophin. The
Elements of Gramarye by Aruan of Garmidaan. It was hand-written and illuminated, because it had
been composed and copied in the second century.

“Y ou can touch things. Y ou are not asmulacrum,” Golophin said steadily, quelling the sudden tremblein
his hands.

“Yes. Trandocation, | cdl it. | can crosstheworld, Golophin, in the blink of an eye. | am thinking of
announcing it asanew Discipline. It isawearying business, though. Do you happen to have any wine?’

“I have Fimbrian brandy.”
“Even better.”

Golophin set down the book. There was an engraving of its author on the cover. The same man—Lord
above, it was the same man! But he would have to be at least four centuries old.

“I think | dlso need adrink,” he said as he poured out two generous measures of the fragrant spirit from
the decanter he kept filled by the fire. He handed one to his guest and Aruan—if it truly could be
he—nodded appreciatively, swirled the liquid around in the wide-necked glass and sipped it with gusto.

“My thanks, brother mage.”

“Y ou would seem to have discovered something even more startling than this trang ocation of yours.
The secret of eternal youth, no less”

“Not quite, but | am close.”

“Y ou are from the uttermost west, the place Bardolin disappeared to. Aren’'t you?’



“Ah, your friend Bardolin! Now thereisatrue talent. Golophin, he does not even begin to appreciate the
potentia he harbours. But | am educating him. When you see him again—and you will soon—you may
beinfor asurprise. And to answer your question: yes, | come from thewest.”

Golophin needed the warmth of the kindly spirit in histhroat. He gulped it down asthough it were beer.
“Why did you restore my powers, Aruan? If that iswho you are.”

“Y ou were afellow mage in need. Why not? | must apologisefor the. . . abrupt nature of the restoration.
| trust you did not find it too wearing.”

It had been the most agonising experience Golophin had ever known, but he said nothing. He was afraid.
The Dweomer stank in this man, like some pungent meet |ft to rot in atropica clime. The potency he

sensed before him was an dmost physica sensation. He had never dreamt anyone could be so powerful.
And so he was afraid—but absol utely fascinated too. He had so many questions he did not know where

to begin.
“Why areyou here?’ he asked at ladt.

“A good idea. Start out with the most obvious one. Let usjust say that | am on agrand tour of the
continent, catching up on things. | have so much to see, and so littletime! But also, | have alwayshad a
liking for Hebrion. Do you know, Golophin, that there are more of the Dweomer-folk herein this
kingdom than in any other? Less, since the purges orchestrated by the Mother Church, of course, but till
an impressive number. Torunnais amost wholly deserted by our people now, Almark never had many to
begin with—too close to Charibon. And in Fimbriathere was some kind of mind-set which seemed to
militate againgt our folk from the earliest times. One could hypothesize endlesdy on the whys and
wherefores, but | have cometo bdlieve that there is something in the very bones of the earth which
causes Dweomer-folk to be born, an anomay which is more common in some locations than others.
Were your parents mages?’

“No. My father was an officid inthe Merchants Guild.”

“There—you see? It isnot heredity. Thereis some other factor at work. We are freaks of nature,
Golophin, and have been persecuted as such for all of recorded history. But that will change.”

“What of Bardolin? What have you done with him?’

“Asl sad, | have begun to unlock his powers. It isapainful procedure—such things have never been
easy—but in the end he will thank mefor it.”

“So heisill dive, somewhere out in the west. Are the mythstruethen? Thereis actudly aWestern
Continent?’

“Themythsaretrue. | had ahand in creating some of them. Golophin, in the west we have an entire
world of our own, asociety founded on the Dweomer. Thereis something back therein the very air we
bresthe—"

“There are more of you then?’

“I am the only one of the origina founderswho survived thusfar. But there are otherswho came later.
We are few, growing fewer. That iswhy | have returned to the Old World. We need new blood, new
ideas. And weintend to bring with us afew ideas of our own.”

“Bring with you? So you mages from the west are intent upon returning to Normannial”



“Oneday, yes. That isour hope. My work at present isthe preparation of the world for our coming. Y ou
see now why | am here? We will need friendly voicesraised on our behaf in every kingdom, else our
arrival might result in panic, even violence. All we wish, brother mage, isto come home.”

A sudden thought shook Golophin. “One moment—the wolf image. That was asmulacrum, yes?’

Aruan grinned. “1 wondered when that question would come up. No, it was not. | am ashifter, asufferer
of the black disease, though | no longer seeit asan affliction.”

“That isimpossible. A mage cannot aso be alycanthrope.”

“Bardolin thought so aso. He knows better now. | am amaster of dl Seven Disciplines, and | am busy
cregting more. What | am here tonight to ask, Golophin, iswhether you will join us.”

“Join you?’m not sure | understand.”

“I think you do. Soon | will no longer be afurtive night visitor, but a power in theworld. | want you to be
my colleague. | can raise you very high, Golophin. Y ou would no longer be the servant of aking, but a
veritable king yoursdf.”

“Some might think your ambitions alittle too wide-ranging. How are you going to manage this?’

“Timewill tell. But it isgoing to happen. Thelines are being drawn dl over the continent, though not many
are aware of them yet. Will you join us, Golophin? | would consider it an honour to have aman such as
you in our camp. Not merely a powerful mage, but akeen mind used to the intricacies and intrigues of
power. What do you say?’

“You are very doquent, Aruan, but vague. Do you fear to tell metoo much?’

Aruan shrugged. “Y ou must take some things on trust, that istrue. But | cannot relate to you the details of
aplan whichistill incomplete. For now, it would be enough if you could at least consider yourself our
friend.”

Thelean old wizard stared at hisvisitor. Aruan’ s face was angular and autocratic, and there was a cruelty
lurking therein the eyes. Not akindly, nor yet a generous countenance. But Golophin sensed that in this,
at least, he was speaking the truth. Imagine: an entirely new world out there beyond the endless ocean, a
society of mages living without fear of the pyre. It was a stlaggering concept, one that sent awhole golden
series of speculations racing through Golophin’s mind. And they wanted to come back here, to the Old
World. What could be wrong with finding ahome for such . . . such castaways? The knowledge they
must have gathered through the centuries, working in peace and without fear! The ancient wizard had a
point: how many more decades or centuries of persecution could the Dweomer-folk take before they
were wiped out atogether? At some point they had to stand together and hdt it, turn around the
prejudices of men and demand acceptance for themsealves. It was aglittering idea, one which for a
second made Golophin’s heart soar with hope. If it were only possible!

And yet, and yet—there was something deeply disturbing here. This Aruan, for adl his surface charm, had
abeast insgde him. Golophin could not forget that one, desperate mind-scream he had heard Bardolin
give thousands of leagues away.

Golophin! Help me in the name of God—
Theterror inthat cry. What had engendered it?
“Wel?" Aruan asked. “What do you say?’



“All right. Consider mefriendly to your cause. But | will not divulge any of the secrets or sirategies of the
Hebrian crown. | have other loyatiestoo.”

“That isenough for me. | thank you, Golophin.” And Aruan held out ahand.

But Golophin refused to shake it. Instead he turned and refilled his glass. 1 suggest you leave now. |
have to be on my way back to the city very soon. But”—he paused—*1 wish to spesk with you again. |
possess an inquisitive mind, and thereis so much | would know.”

“By dl means. | look forward to it. But before | go, | will show my goodwill with agift. . .”

Before Golophin could move, Aruan had swooped forward like ahuge dark raptor. His hand came
down upon Golophin’s forehead and seemed fixed there, as though the fingers had been driven like nails
through the skull. Golophin’ s glass dropped out of his hand and shattered on the stone floor. Hiseyes
rolled up to show the whites and he bared histeeth in ahelpless snarl.

Moisture beaded Aruan’sfacein acold sheen. “Thisisagrest gift,” hesaidinalow voice. “And a
genuine one. Y ou have asubtle mind, my friend. | want it intact. | want loyalty fredy given. There” He
stepped back. Golophin fell to his knees, the breath aharsh garglein histhroat.

“Youwill haveto experiment alittle before you can useit properly,” Aruan told him. “But that inquisitive
mind of yourswill find it afascinating tool. Just do not try to cross the ocean with it in search of your
friend Bardolin. | cannot dlow that yet. Fare thee wdl, Golophin. For now.” And he was gone.

Panting, Golophin laboured to hisfeet. His head wasringing as though someone had been tolling abell in
hisearsfor hours. Hefelt drunk, clumsy, but there was aweird sense of well-being burning through him.

And there—the knowledge was there, accessible. It opened out before him in a blaze of newfound
power and possibilities.
Aruan had given him the Discipline of Trandocation.

NINE

W ILD-EYED, filthy and exhausted, the prisoners were herded in by Marsch' s patrol like so many
cattle. There were perhaps adozen of them. Corfe was called to the van of the army by abeaming
Cathedrdler to ingpect them. He halted the long column and cantered forward. Marsch greeted him with
anod.

The prisoners sank to the cold ground. Their arms had been bound to their sides and some of them had
blood on their faces. Marsch’ stroopers were all leading extra horses with Merduk harness: compact,
fine-boned beasts with the small ears and large eyes of the eastern breeds.

“Where did you find them?’ Corfe asked the big tribesman.

“Five leagues north of here. They are stragglers from alarger force of maybe athousand cavary. They
had been in atown.” Here Marsch’ s voice grew savage. “ They had burnt the town. The main body had
waggons full of women amongst them, and herds of sheep and cattle. These’—he jerked his head
towards the gasping, prostrate Merduks—*were busy when we caught them.”

“Busy?

Again, the savagery in Marsch’ svoice. “ They had awoman. She was dead before we moved in. They
were taking turns.”
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The Merduks cowered on the ground as the Torunnans and tribesmen, glaring, gathered about them.
“Kill the fuckers,” Andruw said in ahisswhich waswholly unlike him.

“No,” Corfesad. “We interrogate them first.”

“Kill them now,” another soldier said. One of Ranafast’s Torunnans.

“Get back inranks!” Corferoared. “By God, you'll obey ordersor you'll leavethisarmy and I'll have
you march back to Torunn on your own. Get back there!”

The muttering knot of men moved apart.

“There were over ascore of them,” Marsch went on as though nothing had happened. “We dew eight or
nine and took these men asthey were pulling on their breeches. | thought it would be useful to have them
dive”

“Youdidright,” Corfetold him. “Marsch, you will escort them down the column to Formio. Havethe
Fimbrians take charge of them.”

“Yes, Gengrd.”
“Y ou saw only this one body of the enemy?’

“No. There were others—raiding parties, maybe two or three hundred each. They swarm over theland
likelocusts”

“Youweren't seen?’

“No. Wewere careful. And our armour is Merduk. We smeared it with mud to hide the colour and rode
up to them likefriends. That iswhy we caught them all. None escaped.”

“It waswell done. Theseraiding bands, arethey dl cavary?’

“Most of them. Some areinfantry like those in the big camp at the King' s Battle. All have arquebuses or
pistals, though.”

“I see. Now take them down to Formio. When we halt for the night | want them brought to me—in one
piece, you understand?’ Thiswasfor the benefit of the glowering Torunnans who were standing in
perfect rank but whose knuckles were white on their weapons.

“It shdl be s0.” Then Marsch displayed arare jet of anger and outrage.

“They are not soldiers, these things. They are animals. They are brave only when they attack women or
unarmed men. When we charged them some threw down their weapons and cried like children. They are
of no account.” Contempt dripped from hisvoice. But then he rode close to Corfe and spoke quietly to
his genera so that none of the other soldiers overheard.

“And some of them are not Merduk. They look like men of thewest, like us. Or like Torunnans.”

Corfe nodded. “1 know. Take them away now, Marsch.”

A LL therest of the day, asthe army continued its dow march north, the prisoners were cowering in



Corfe smind. Andruw was grim and silent a hisside. They had passed haf adozen hamletsin the
course of the past two days. Some had been burnt to the ground, others seemed eerily untouched. All
were deserted but for afew decaying corpses, so maimed by the weather and the animalsthat it was
impossibleto tell even what sex they were. The land around them seemed ransacked and desolate, and
the mood of the entire army was turning ugly. They had fought Merduks before, met them in open battle
and dtriven againgt them face to face. But it was adifferent thing to see one’'s own country laid waste out
of sheer wanton brutality. Corfe had seen it before, around Aekir, but it was new to most of the others.

Andruw, who knew this part of the world only too well, was directing the course of their march. The plan
wasto circle around in agreat horseshoe until they were trekking back south again. The Cathedrallers
would provide amobile screen to hide their movements and keep them informed as to the proximity of
the enemy. When they encountered any s zeable force the main body of the army would be brought up,
put into battle-line, and hurled forward. But so far they had not encountered any enemy formation of a
size which warranted the deployment of the entire army, and the men were becoming frustrated and
angry. It wasfour days since they had |eft the boats behind, and while the Cathedrallers had been
skirmishing congtantly, the infantry had yet to even see alive Merduk—apart from these prisoners
Marsch had just brought in. Corfe felt as though he were striving to manage a huge pack of davering
hounds eager to dip the leash and run wild. The Torunnans especialy were determined to exact some
payment for the despoliation of their country.

They camped that night in the lee of alarge pine wood. The horses and mules were hobbled on its edge
and the men were able to trudge ingde and light their first campfiresin two days, the flames hidden by the
thick depths of the trees. Eight thousand men required alarge campsite, some twelve acres or more, but
the wood was able to accommodate them all with ease.

Oncethefireswerelit, rations handed out and the sentries posted, Formio and four sombre Fimbrians
brought the Merduk prisonersto Corfe sfire. The Merduks were shoved into line with the dark trees
towering around them like watchful giants. All about them, the quiet talk and rustling of men setting out
their bedrolls ceased, and hundreds of Corfe' stroopers edged closer to listen. Andruw was there, and
Ranafast and Marsch and Ebro—all the senior officers of the army. They had not been summoned, but
Corfe could not turn them away. He redlised suddenly that if it came down toit, he trusted the discipline
of hisown Cathedrallers and the Fimbrians more than he did that of hisfellow countrymen. Thisnight
they were not Torunnan professiona soldiers, but angry, outraged men who needed something to vent
their rage upon. He wondered, if it cameto it, whether he would be able to stop them degenerating into
some kind of lynch mob.

He walked up and down the line of prisonersin silence. Some met his eyes, some stared at the ground.

Y es, Marsch had been right: at least four of them had the fair skin and blue eyes of westerners. They
were no doubt part of the Minhraib of Ostrabar, the peasant levy. Ostrabar had once been Ostiber, a
Ramusian kingdom. The grandfathers of these soldiers had fought the Merduks as Corfe s Torunnans
were fighting them now, but these men had been born subjects of the Sultan, worshippers of the Prophet,
their Ramusian heritage forgotten. Or dmost forgotten.

“Who amongst you speaks Normannic?’ Corfe snapped.
A short man raised hishead. “I do, your honour. Fdlipio of Artakhan.”

Fdlipio—even the name was Ramusian. Corfetried to stop his own anger and hatred from clouding his
thinking. He fought to keep his voice reasonable.

“Very well, Felipio. The name of your regiment, if you please, and your misson herein the north-west of
my country.”



Felipio licked dry lips, looking around &t the hate-filled faces which surrounded him. “We arefrom the
sixty-eighth regiment of pistoleers, your honour,” he said. “We were infantry, part of the levy before the
fal of the dyke. Then they gave us horses and matchlocks and sent us out to scout to the north up to the
Torrin Gap.”

“Scouting, isit?’ avoice snarled from the blackness under the trees, and there was agenera murmur.

“Bedlent!” Corfecried. “By God, you men will hold your tonguesthis night. Colondl Cear-Adurhd, you
will take ten men and secure this areafrom further interruption. Thisis not a God-damned court-martid,
nor yet adebating chamber.”

Andruw did as he was ordered without aword. In minutes he had armed men, swords drawn, stationed
about the prisoners.

“Goon, Feipio,” Corfe said.

The prisoner studied hisfeet and continued in amumble. “Thereis not much moreto tell, your honour.
Our Sub-hadar, Shahr Artap, he commanded the regiment, gave us a speech telling usthat thiswas
Merduk country now, and we wereto do aswe pleased . . .” Sweat broke out on Felipio’ s forehead
and rolled down hisface in shining beads of stressand terror.

“Goon,” Corfe repeated.
“Please your honour, | can’t—"

Andruw stepped forward out of nowhere and smashed the man across the face with amailed fit,
bursting open his nose like a plum and ripping the flesh from one cheekbone.

“Y ou will obey the General’ sorders” he said, hisvoice an dien growl which Corfe could scarcely
recognise.

“That’ s enough, Andruw. Step back.”

Andruw looked at him. Thereweretearsflaming in hiseyes. “Yesdr,” he sad, and retreated into the
shadows.

Another murmuring from the surrounding men. The night air crackled with suppressed violence. The
firdight revealed awall of faces which had gathered around despite Corfe s orders. Naked sted gleamed
out of the dark. Corfe met Formio's eyes, and held the Fimbrian' s gaze for afew seconds. Formio
nodded fractionally and walked away into the trees.

“Onyour fegt, Felipio.”

The squat Merduk rose unsteadily, hisface aswollen, scarlet mess through which bone gleamed. One
eyewas aready closed.

“How far north did your regiment go—clear up to the gap?’
Felipio nodded drunkenly.
“Arethere any other Merduk forces up there? Isit true your people are building forts?’

Fdipio did not answer. He seemed half conscious. Corfe watched him for amoment, then moved down
theline of prisonersto the next fair-skinned one.



“Your name.” Thisonewaslittle more than aboy. He had pissed in his pants and his face was streaked
with tears and snot. Not too young to rape, though. Corfe seized him by the hair and drew him upright.

1] Nm]e.”

“Don't kill me, please don't kill me. They made medo it. They took me off thefarm. | have awife at
home—" He started sobbing. Corfereined in an urge to strike him, to let loose his own fury and hatred
and besat his stupid young face into a bloody morass of flesh and broken bone. He lowered hisvoice and
whispered in the blubbering boy’ s ear.

“Tak tome, or | will hand you over to them.” And he gestured to the press of silent men.

“There are other regiments up north,” the boy bleated. “ Four or five of them. They are building abig
camp, walls and ditches. Another big army is coming north . . . they are going to—to the monkish place
by the shores of the sea. That'sal | know, | swear it!”

Corfe released him and he sagged, hiccuping and crying. So the Merduks were going to launch an
expedition againg Charibon, and they were fortifying the gap. Something worth knowing, at last. He
turned away, deep in thought. As he did alarge group of men advanced out of the shadows, the wall of
faces dissolving into a crowd which surged forward.

“We'll take care of them from here, Generd.”

“Get back in ranks!” His bellow made them pause, but one stepped forward and shook his head.
“Generd, we d follow you to hell and back, but aman has hislimits. Some of us havelost familiesand
homes to these animals. Y ou have to leave the scum to us.”

At once another knot of figures appeared, with Formio at their head. Sable-clad Fimbrians with their
swords drawn. Cimbric tribesmen in their scarlet armour. They positioned themsel ves with swift
efficiency about Corfe and the Merduks as though they were abodyguard. Formio and Marsch stood at
Corfe' sshoulders.

“The Genera gaveyou an order,” Formio said evenly. “Your job isto obey. Y ou are soldiers, not amaob
of cvilians”

The two bands of armed men faced each other squarely for several moments. Corfe could not speak. If
they began to fight one another he knew that the army was doomed, irrevocably split between Fimbrian
and Torunnan and tribesman. His authority over them hung by astraw.

“All right, lads,” Andruw said breezily, materidising like aghost from the surrounding trees. “That's
enough. If we gtart into them, then we' re no better than they are. They’re criminds, no more. And
besides, are you willing to see the day when a Torunnan officer is obeyed by Fimbrians and mountain
savages and not by his own countrymen? Where syour pride? Varian—I know you—I saw you on the
battlements at the dyke. Y ou did your duty then. Do it now. Do asthe Generd says, lads. Back to your
bivouacs”

The Torunnans shifted their feet, looking both embarrassed and sullen. Corfe moved forward to spesk to
their ringleader, Varian. Thank God Andruw had remembered his name.

“I too lost ahome and family, Varian,” he said quietly. “ All of us here have suffered, in oneway or
another.”

Varian'seyeswere hot blazes of grief. “I had awife,” he croaked, hardly audible. “1 had a daughter.”



Corfe gripped his shoulder. “Don’t do anything that would offend their memory.”
The trooper coughed and wiped hiseyesroughly. “Yes, sir. I'm sorry. We' re bloody fools, al of us.”

“So are dl men, Varian. But we were hushands and fathers and brothers once. Save the hatred for a
battlefield. These animas are not worthy of it. Now go and get some deep.”

Corferaised hisvoice. “All of you, back to your lines. Thereis nothing more to do here, nothing moreto

Reuctantly, the throng broke up and began dispersing. Corfe felt the relief wash over him in atepid wave
asthey obeyed him. They were ill histo command, thanks to Formio and Andruw. They were ill an
army, and not amob.

I N the middie watch of the night he did the rounds of the camp as he dways did, exchanging afew
words with the sentries, looking in on the horses. He took his own mount, an equable bay gelding, from
the horse-lines and rode it bare-back out of the wood and up to the summit of asmall knoll which lay to
the east of the camp. Another horseman was there ahead of him, outlined againgt the stars. Andruw,
gtaring out upon adeegping Torunna. Corfereined in beside him, and they sat their horsesin silence,
watching.

Onthe vast dark expanse of the night-bound earth they could see distant lights, throbbing like
glow-worms. Even as Corfe watched, another sprang up out on the edge of the horizon.

“They’re burning the towns aong the Searil,” Andruw said.

Corfe studied the distant flames and wondered what scenes of horror and carnage they signified. He
remembered Aekir’ sfal, the panic of the crowds, theinferno of the packed Streets, and wiped hisface
with one hand.

“I’'m sorry | lost my head back therefor atime,” Andruw said tondesdy. “It won't happen again.” And
the anger and despair ate through the numbnessin his voice as he spoke again. “God’ s blood, Corfe, will
it ever end? Why do they do these things? What kind of people are they?’

“I don't know, Andruw, | truly don’'t. We ve been fighting these folk for generations, and still we know
nothing about them. And they know aslittle about us, | suspect. Two peoples who have never even tried
to understand one another, but who are smply intent on wiping each other out.”

“I’ve heard that in the west, in Gabrion and Hebrion, the Sea-M erduks trade and take ship with
Ramusian captains as though there were no barriers between them. They sail shipstogether and start
businessesin partnership with each other. Why isit so different here?’

“Becausethisisthe frontier, Andruw. Thisiswhere the wheal meets the road.

“I stood ceremonid guard in Aekir once, at adinner John Mogen was giving to his captains before the
sege. | think that if anyone had some understanding of the Merduks, he did. I think he even admired
them. He said that men must dways move towards the sunset. They follow it as surely as swallowsflit
south inwintertime.

“Origindly the Merduks were chieftains of the steppes beyond the Jafrar, but they followed the sun and
crossed the mountains, and were hdted by the walls and pikes of the Fimbrians. The Fimbrians contained
them: we cannot. That isthe smpletruth. If we are not to fight one another into annihilation, then one day



we shdl have to broker a peace and make a compromise with them. Either that, or we will be svept into
the mountains and end our days the leaders of roving homeless tribesmen, like Marsch and his people.”

“I must talk to Marsch. That mountain savage bt . . . | haveto tdl him—"
“He knows, Andruw. He knows.”

Andruw nodded. “1 suppose 0.” He seemed to be having trouble finding the words he wanted. Corfe
could sense the truggle in him as he sat hishorse and picked at its mane.

“They shamed us back there, Formio and Marsch and their men. There they were, foreignersand
mercenaries, and they stood by you while your own people were almost ready to push you out of the
way. Those men were at the dyke with us—they saw usthere. A few even served under you in the
barbican. There sno talk around their campfirestonight. They have failed you—and themsdlves.”

“No,” Corfesaid quickly. “They are just men who have been pushed too far. | think none the worse of
them for it. And thisarmy is not made up of Fimbrians and Torunnans and the tribesmen. Not any more.
They’ re my men now, every one of them. They’ ve fought together and they’ ve died together. Thereisno
need to talk of shame, not to me.”

Andruw grimaced. “Maybe. . . You know, Corfe, | was ready to dit the throats of those prisoners. |
would have done it without aqualm and dept like ababy afterwards. | never redlly hated before, not
truly. In away it was some huge kind of game. But now this—thisis different. The refugees from Aekir,
they werejust faces, but these hills. . . | skylarked in them when | was aboy. The people up hereare my
own people, not just because they are Torunnan—that’ s a name—but because | know how they live and
where. Varian hasn't seen hiswife and child in amost ayear, and he doesn't know if they're dive or
dead. And there are many more like him throughout the troops that came from the dyke. They sent their
families out of the fortress at the start, back here to the north, or to the towns around Torunn. They
thought the war would never comethisfar. Well, they werewrong. Wedl were.”

“Yes” Corfesaid, “wewere.”
“Are we doomed, do you think? Madmen fighting the inevitable?’

“I don’'t know. | don't care either, Andruw. All I know ishow to fight. It'sal I’ ve ever known. Perhaps
one day it will be possible to come to some kind of termswith the Merduks. | hope o, for the sake of
Varian and hisfamily and thousands like them. If it does not prove so, however, | will fight the bastards
until theday | die, and then my ghost will plaguetheir dreams.”

Andruw laughed, and Corfe realised how much he had missed that sound of late.

“I'll just bet it will. Merduk motherswill frighten children yet unborn with tales of the terrible Corfe and
hisred-clad fiends”

“I hope s0,” Corfe amiled.
“Y ou think that snot-nosed boy wastelling the truth about the Merduks marching on Charibon?”

“Possibly. It could be misinformation, but | doubt it. No, | think it’ stime the army went hunting. The
quickest road to the gap from Ormann Dyke liestwo days march east of here. Tomorrow that’ swhere
we' re going, with the Cathedralers out in front under you and Marsch.”

“Any guesses on the sze of the army we re looking for?’



“Smdll enough for usto take on, | should think. The Sultan till believes the Torunnan military to be
penned up in Torunn, licking their wounds, and Charibon has never been well defended. We may be
outnumbered, but not by much, | hope.”

“We can't stay out too long. We carry only enough rations for another three weeks.”

“WEe I go on hdf rationsif we haveto. | will not alow them to send an army through the gap. I’'ve no
more love for the Ravens of Charibon than the next man, but I'm damned if I'll Iet the Merduks waltz
over Normannialikethey owned it already. Besides, | havethisfeding, Andruw. | think the enemy is
dowing down. We ve blunted their edge. If they find they haveto fight for every yard of Torunnan soil,
then they may end up content with lessof it.”

“An open battle will do the men good.”
“Thisiswar we' re talking about, Andruw. A bettle that will kill and maim great numbers of the men.”
“Y ou know what | mean, Corfe. They need to taste blood again. Hell, sodo I.”

“All right, | take your point.” Corfe turned his horse around with anudge of hisknee. “Timeto get some
g@.”

“I think I'll stay here and think awhile,” Andruw said.

“Don’t think too much, Andruw. It doesn’t do any good. Believe me, | know.” And Corfe kicked his
mount into a canter, leaving Andruw to stare after him.

A LBREC' S cell was sparse and cold, but not unbearably so. To amonk who had suffered through a
Ramusian novitiate it seemed perfectly adequate. He had a bed with a straw pallet which was surprisngly
free of vermin, asmall table and rickety chair and even astub of candle and atinderbox. There was one
small window, heavily barred and set so high up in the wall that he had no chance of ever seeing out of it,
but at least it provided amodicum of light.

He shared his cdll with sundry spiders and an emaciated rat whose hunger had made it desperate. It had
nibbled a Albrec’searsin the first nights he had been here, but now he knew to set aside for it some
morsel of the food which was shoved through adot in the door every day, and it had cometo await the
approaching steps of the turnkey more eagerly than he. The food was not appetising—black bread and
old cheese and sometimes abowl of cold soup which had lumps of gristle bobbing in it—but Albrec had
never been much of an epicure. Besides, he had much to occupy his mind.

Every so often his solitary reverieswere interrupted by a summons from the Sultan, and he would be
hauled out of the cell, to the grief and bewilderment of therat, and taken to the spacious chambers within
which Aurungzeb had set up his household. The eunuchswould fetter him ceremoniousy—more for
effect than anything e se, he thought—and he would stand in adiscreet corner awaiting the pleasure of the
Sultan. Sometimes he was | eft forgotten for hours, and was able to watch with avid fascination the
workings of the Merduk court. Sometimes Aurungzeb was dining with senior army officers, or venerable
mullahs, and Albrec would be called upon to debate with them and expound his theory on the common
origin of the Saint and the Prophet. The Sultan, it seemed, liked to shock his guests with thelittleinfidel.
Not only were Albrec’ swords, often trandated by the western concubine, Heria, inflammatory and
blasphemous, but his appearance was agreeably bizarre. He was acourt jester, but he knew that his
words and theories shook some of the men who listened to them. Several of the mullahs had demanded
he be executed at once, but others had argued with him as one might with alearnt adversary—a



gpectacle that Aurungzeb seemed to find hugdly entertaining.

He thought about Avila sometimes, and about Macrobius, and could not help but wonder how things
werein the Torunnan capita. But for some reason he thought mostly about the cavdry officer he had
once briefly encountered outside thewalls of Torunn. Corfe Cear-Inaf, now the commander-in-chief of
al the Torunnan armies. The Sultan seemed obsessed by him, though to the Merduks he was known only
asthe leader of the scarlet cavalry. They had not yet learnt his name. Albrec gained the impression that
the Merduk army in general existed in a state of constant apprehension, awaiting the descent of the
terrible red horsemen upon them. Hence the current emphasis on fortification.

And Heria, the Sultan’ s chief concubine, pregnant by him and soon to become his queen—she could
very well bethis Corfe Cear-Inaf’ s lost wife. Albrec locked that knowledge deep within himsalf and
resolved never to divulgeit to anyone. It would wreck too many lives. It might even tip the balance of the
war. Let this Torunnan generd remain nameless.

And yet—and yet the despair in her eyeswas so painful to behold. Might she not take some comfort
from the fact that her husband was aive and well? On this matter Albrec wastorn. Hewas afraid he
might inflict further pain on someone who had aready suffered so much. What good would it do her
anyway? The Stuation was like some ethics problem set for him during his novitiate. The choice between
two courses of action, both ambiguousin their outcome, but one somehow more spiritualy correct than
the other. Except here he held in his hands the power to make or break lives.

A clamour of keysand clicking locks at his door announced another summons. Therat glanced once a
him and then bolted for its hole. It was not medtime. Albrec sat on the edge of hisbed. It wasvery late;
unusua for him to be wanted at this hour.

But when the door swung open it was not the familiar figure of the turnkey who stood there, but a
Merduk mullah, arichly dressed man with abeard as broad as a spade, and the cloaked and veiled
figure of awoman. They entered his cell without aword and shut the door behind them.

The woman doffed her veil for abrief second to let him see her face. It was Heria. The mullah sat down
upon Albrec’ s solitary chair without ceremony. Hisface was familiar. Albrec had spoken to him before at
adinner.

“Mehr Jirah,” themullah said. And in heavily accented Normannic: “Wetak four—five days—" He
looked appedlingly at Heria

“You and Mehr Jirah spoke last week,” she said smoothly. “He wished to speak to you again, in private.
The guards have been bribed, but we do not have much time and hisNormannic is sparse, so | will
interpret.”

“By dl means,” Albrec said. “| appreciate hisvisting me.”

The mullah spoke in his own tongue now, and after amoment’ s thought Heria trandated. Albrec thought
he sensed a smile behind the veil.

“Frg he asksif you are amadman.”
Albrec chuckled. “Y ou know the answer to that, lady. Some have labelled me an eccentric, though.”
Again, the speech in Merduk, her interpretation of it.

“Heisan eder inthe Hraib of the Kurasin in the Sultanate of Danrimir. He wantsto know if your claims
about the Prophet are mere devilment, or if they are based on any kind of evidence.”



Albrec's heart quickened. “1 told him when we spoke before that they are based on an ancient document
which | believeto be genuine. | would not make such clamsif | did not believein my soul that they are
true. A man’ sbeliefs are not something to make ajest out of.”

When thiswas trandated Mehr Jirah nodded approvingly. He seemed then to hesitate for along while,
his head bent upon his breast. One hand stroked his voluminous beard. At last he Sighed and made along
gpeech in Merduk. When he had finished Heriastared at him, then collected herself and rendered it into
Normannic in avoicefilled with wonder.

“The Kurasin are an old tribe, one of the oldest of al the Merduk Hraib. They had the privilege of being
thefirst of the eastern peoplesto hear the preachings of the Prophet Ahrimuz, amost five centuries ago.
They hold atradition that the Prophet crossed the Jafrar Mountains from the west, lone, on amule, and
that he was a pale-skinned man who did not speak their tongue but whose holiness and learning were
sef-evident. He dwelled with the Kurasin for five years before travelling on northwards to the lands of
the Kambak Hraib. In thisway the True Faith came to the Merduk peoples: through this one man they
deemed a Prophet sent by God, who came out of the west.”

Albrec and the mullah |ooked at one another as Heria finished trandating. In the Merduk cleric’ seyes
was amixture of fear and confusion, but Albrec felt uplifted.

“So he bdievesmethen.”

Merduk and Normannic. A long, hating speech by Mehr Jirah. Heria spoke more swiftly now. “Heisnot
sure. But he has studied some of the books which were saved from the Library of Gadorian Hagusin
Aekir. Many of the sayings of St Ramusio and the Prophet Ahrimuz are the same, down to the very
parablesthey used to illugtrate their teachings. Perhaps the two men knew each other, or Ramusio wasa
Sudent of Ahrimuz—"

“They were one and the same. He knows that. | can seeitin hiseyes”

When thiswas trandated there was along silence. Mehr Jirah looked deeply troubled. He spokein alow
voice without looking at Albrec.

“He says you speak the truth. But what would you have him do about it?’

“Thistruth isworth more than our lives. It must be declared publicly, whatever the consequences. The
Prophet said that aman’ s soul suffersakind of death every time hetdlsalie. There have beenfive
centuries of lies. It isenough.”

“And your people, the Ramusians, will they wish to hear the truth aso0?’

“They are beginning to hear it. The head of my faith in Torunn, Macrobius, he believesit. Itisonly a
matter of time before men start to accept it. Thiswar must end. Merduks and Ramusians are brothersin
faith and should not be daying one another. Their God is the same God, and his messenger wasasingle
man who enlightened usdl.”

Mehr Jrah rose.
“Hewill think upon your words. Hewill think about what to do next.”
“Do not think too long,” Albrec said, risng also.

“We must go.” The Merduk opened the cell door. As he was about to leave he turned and spoke one
last time.



“Why were we chosen to do thisthing, do you think?’

“I do not know. | only know that we were, and that we must not shirk the task God has assigned us. To
do so would be the worst blasphemy we could commit. A man who spends hislifein the service of alie,
knowing it to bealie, is offencive to the eyes of God.”

Mehr Jirah paused in the doorway, and then nodded as Heriainterpreted Albrec’ swords. A moment
later he was gone.

“Will he do anything?’ Albrec asked her.

“Yes, though | don’t know what. Heisaman of genuine piety, Merduk or no. Heisthe only one out of
al of them who does not despise me. I’'m not surewhy.”

Perhaps he knows quality when he seesit, Albrec found himsdf thinking. And out of histhroat the words
came tumbling as though without conscious valition.

“Y our husband in Aekir. Was hisfirst name Corfe?’
Heriawent very still. “How do you know that?”

A rattle of metal up the corridor beyond Albrec’s cell. Men talking, the sound of boots on stone. But
Heriadid not move,

“How do you know that?’ she repeated.

“I have met him. Heis till dive. Heria’—the words rushed out of him as someone outs de shouted
harshly in Merduk—*heisaive. He commands the armies of Torunna. Heisthe man who leadsthered
horsamen.”

The knowledge had dmost aphysicd heft asit Ieft him and entered her. He believed for an ingtant that
shewould fal to the floor. She flinched asif he had struck her and sagged against the door.

The turnkey appeared on the threshold. He looked terrified, and plucked a Heria s deeve whilst
jabbering in Merduk. She shook him off.

“Areyou sure?’ she asked Albrec.
Hedid not want to say it for some reason, but hetold the truth. “ Y es.”

A soldier gppeared at the door, aMerduk officer. He pulled Heria away |ooking both exasperated and
frightened. The door was dammed shut, the keys clicking the lock into place again. Albrec dumped
down on the bed and covered his face with his hands. Blessed Saint, he thought, what have | done?

TEN

| T was spring when they first Sghted the Hebros Mountains on the horizon, and Hawkwood bent his
head at thetiller and let the tears come silently for awhile. Around him others of the crew were more
vocal, loudly thanking God for their ddliverance, or sobbing like children. Even Murad was not unmoved.
He actually shook Hawkwood' s hand. “Y ou are a master-mariner indeed, Captain, to make such a
landfdl.”

Hebrion loomed up steadily out of the dawn haze, the mountainstinted pink as the sun took them. They
had weathered North Cape five days ago, beat before a passng storm in the Gulf of Hebrion, and were
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now sailing up Abrusio’ s huge trefoil-shaped bay with a perfect south-west breeze on the larboard
quarter. They had been away amost eight months, and the brave Osprey was sinking under them &t ladt,
every able-bodied man taking a shift at the pumps. But the water was dmost over the orlop and Bardolin
had had to be rechained in the master’ s cabin or he would have drowned in the bilge.

Fair windsamogt dl the way, and gpart from the one squal which had amost sunk them they had had a
swift passage, and the accuracy of their landfall wasindeed nothing short of miraculous. Hawkwood was
burnt dark as mahogany by the sun, and he stood at thetiller in rags, his beard and unkempt hair frosted
by sdt and seawind, his eyestwo blue flashes sartling in so swarthy aface. With theaid of his
cross-gtaff, the accumulated lore of alifetime at seaand astring of good luck, he had brought the Osprey
home at |ast after one of the longest voyages of recorded history. And surely one of the most disastrous.

The seventeen survivors of the expedition at liberty stood on deck and stared asthe carrack whedled
smoothly round to north-north-east and the familiar shoreline did past on the larboard side. There was
gtill snow on the Hebros, but only alight dusting of it, and the sun was warm on their naked backs—not
the punishing hothouse hesat of the west, but a refreshing spring warmth. They could see Abrusio’s heights
risng up out of the haze ahead, and one of the soldiers cried out, pointing at thelittleflotilla of fishing
yawls off the port beam as though they were some marvell.

Abrusio. They saw now the ruined expanses of the Lower City, the devastation of the docks, and the
frantic rebuilding work that was going on there, thousands of men at work on miles of scaffolding.
Hawkwood and Murad |ooked at one another. They had missed awar or some grest natural disaster in
their time away, it seemed. What other surprises were waiting for them in the old port-city?

“Back topsails!” Hawkwood cried asthe Osprey did through the sparsely populated wharves, al of
which seemed damaged in some way or other. The Inner Roads were amost deserted of vessdls, though
the Hebrian nava yards were crammed full of warships, most of which were under repair.

“Stand ready with the bow-line there!”

The carrack dowed asthe sails were backed and spilled their wind. Half adozen men stood at the
beakhead, ready to |eap ashore with the heavy mooring ropes and make them fast to the bollards there.
A smadll crowd had gathered on the quayside. Men were shading their eyes and pointing at the battered
ship, some arguing with each other and shaking their heads. Hawkwood smiled. Therewasadight jar as
the Osprey came up againg the rope buffers at the lip of the wharves.

“Tie her off lads. We re home”

Men leapt overboard and made the ship fast. Then they embraced each other, laughing, weeping,
jumping up and down like acrowd of bronzed ragamuffins gone mad.

“Y our Excellency,” Hawkwood said with heavy irony, “I have brought you home.”

The nobleman stared at him, and smiled. “Excellency no more. My title expired with the colony, asdid
yours, master Hawkwood. Y ou will die acommoner after al.”

Hawkwood spat over the carrack’ sside. “I can live with that. Now get your aristocratic backside off my
ship”

Nothing in Murad’ s eyes. No shared comradeship, no sense of achievement, nothing. He turned away
without another word and walked off the ship. The Osprey was so low in the water that one no longer
had much of a climb down from the ship’ srail to the wharf. Murad continued walking, a grotesque,

tatterdemalion figure which drew a battery of staresfrom the crowd that was gathering. None of them



dared accost him, though, despite their consuming curiosity. Thelast Hawkwood saw of him he was
negotiating the burnt expanse of what had been the Lower City, hisface set towards the heights whereon
Hebrion's Roya palace loomed up out of the dawn haze.

Donewith him at last, Hawkwood thought, and thanked God for it—for awhole host of things.

“Isthat the Gabrian Osprey?Isthat realy her?” someone shouted out from the buzzing throng on the
wharf.

“Aye, it's her. Come home from the edge of the world.”
“Ricardo! Ricardo Hawkwood! Glory be to God!”

A short, dark man in rich but soiled garments of blue and yellow pushed through the crowd. He wore the
chain of aport captain. “Richard! Ha, ha, hal | don't believeit. Back from awatery grave.”

Hawkwood climbed over the ship’srail, and staggered as the unmoving stone of the wharf met hisfet. It
seemed to be gently rising and faling under him.

“Galliardo,” he said with asmile, and the short man clasped his hand and shook it as though he meant to
wring it off. Thereweretearsin hiseyes.

“I had amass said for you these six months past. Oh God, Richard, what has happened to you?’

The press of bodies about Hawkwood was almost unbearable. Half the dock workersinthe area
seemed to have gathered about the Osprey to look and wonder and hear her storey. Hawkwood blinked
away hisjoy at landfal and tried to make himsdlf think.

“Didyou findit, Richard?’ Galliardo was babbling. “Isthere indeed a continent out in the west?’

“Yes, yesthereis, and it can rot there asfar as|’m concerned. Listen, Galliardo, she' s about to sink at
her moorings. Every seam in her has sprung. | need men to man her pumps and caulkersto stop her
holes, and | need them now.”

“Y ou shdl havethem. There snot amariner or carpenter in the city would not give hisarm to have the
privilege of working on her.”

“And there' sanother thing.” Hawkwood lowered hisvoice. “I havea. . . acargo | need offloaded with
some discretion. It hasto go to the Upper City, to the palace.”

Gdliardo’' s eyes were shining with cupidity. “Ah, Richard, | knew it. Y ou’ ve made your fortune out there
inthewest. A millioningold, I'll betitis”

“No, no—nothing likethat. It'sa. . .arare beast, brought back for the King' s entertainment.”
“And worth afortune, I'll wager.”
Hawkwood gave up. “Yes, Galiardo. It' s priceless.”

Then the port captain’ s face grew sombre. “Y ou don’t know what happened herein Abrusio. You
haven't heard, have you?’

“No,” Hawkwood said wearily. “Listen, you can tell me over aflagon of beer.”

Gdliardo laid ahand on hisarm. “Richard, | haveto tell you. Y our wife Estrella, sheisdead.”



That brought him up short. Siender, carping little Estrella. He' d hardly thought about her in half ayear.
“How?’ he asked. No grief there, only akind of puzzled pity.

“In thefires, when they torched the Lower City. During the war. They say fifty thousand died at that time.
It was hell on earth.”

“No,” Hawkwood said. “1 have seen hell on earth, and it isnot here. Now get me agang of caulkers,
Gdliardo, before the Osprey settleswhere shelies.”

“I'll have them herein haf aglass, don't worry. Listen, join mein the Dolphin as soon asyou can. | keep
aback room there, since the house went.”

“Yourstoo? Lord, Galiardo, has no-one any good news for me?’

“Preciouslittle, my friend. But tidings of your return will be atonic for the whole port. Now come—Iet
me buy you that beer.”

“I must fetch my log and rutter firgt.”

Hawkwood reboarded the carrack and made his way along the familiar companionway to the stern
cabin. Bardolin sprawled there, afilthy mass of soresand scars, hiseyes dull gleamsin atangle of beard
and hair. Blood crusted his chains, and he stank like a cage in azoo.

“Homeat last, eh Captain?’ he whispered.

“I'll be back soon, Bardolin, with some helpers. We Il get you to Golophin by tonight. He lodgesin the
palace, doesn’'t he?’

Bardolin tirred. “No, don't take me to the palace. Golophin has atower in the foothills. It' swhere he
carries out his researches. That’ swhere you must take me. | know the way; it'swhere | served most of

my gpprenticeship.”
“If you say 0.”

“Thank you, Captain, for everything. At onetimedl | wished for was degth. | have had timeto think. |
begin to see now that there may be some vauein living after al.”

“That’ sthe spirit. Hang on here, Bardolin. I' [l be back soon.”

Hawkwood tentatively laid a hand on the chained man’ s shoulder, then | eft.

“Y ou have aworthy friend there, Bardolin,” Gridlasaid. She materidised before him like aghost.
“Yes. Heisagood man, Richard Hawkwood.”

“And hewasright. It isworth going on. Lifeisworth living.”

“I know. | can seethat.”

“And the disease you live with—it is not an ffliction, either. Do you see that?’

Bardolin lifted hishead and stared at her. “I believe | do, Griella. Perhaps your master has apoint.”

“Y ou are my master now, Bardolin,” she said, and kissed him on his cracked lips.



M URAD’ Stown house had survived the war intact but for afew shot-holesin the thick masonry of the
walls. When the heavy door wasfindly opened under his furious knocking the gatekeeper took one look
at him and dammed it shut in hisface. Murad broke into a paroxysm of rage, hammering on the door and
screaming at the top of hislungs. At last the postern door opened to one side, and two stout kitchen lads
came out cracking their knuckles. “No beggars, and no madmen dlowed at this house. Listen you—"

Murad |eft them both groaning and semi-conscious in the street and strode through the open postern,
pushing aside sundry servants and bellowing for his steward. The kitchen staff scattered like aflock of
geese before afox, the women yelling that there was a maniac loose in the house. When the seward
finaly arrived, acleaver in his hand, Murad pinioned him and stared into his eyes. “ Do you know me,
Glarus of Garmidalan? Y our father isagamekeegper on my estates. Y our mother was my father’s
housekeeper for twenty years.”

“Holy God,” Glarusfatered. And hefdl to hisknees. “Forgive me, lord. We thought you werelong
dead. And you have. . . you have changed so—"

Murad' s febrile strength seemed to gutter out. He sagged against the heavy kitchen table, releasing the
man. The cleaver clanged to thefloor. “I am home now. Run me abath, and have my valet sent to me.
And that wench there”—he pointed to a cowering girl with flour on her hands—*have her sent at onceto
the master bed-room. | want wine and bread and cheese and roasted chicken. And apples. And | want
them there within half aglass. And amessage sent to the palace, requesting an audience. Do you hear
me?’

“Haf aglass?’ Glarus asked timidly. Murad laughed.

“| am become anaval creature after dl. Ten minuteswill do, Glarus. God' sblood, it isgood to be
home!”

T WO hours later, he was admiring himsdf in the full-length mirror of the master bed-room, and the
weeping kitchen maid was being led away with a blanket about her shoulders. His beard and hair had
been nestly trimmed and he wore adoublet of black velvet edged with silver lace. It hung on him likea
sack, and he had to don breeches instead of hose, for his legs were too thin to be reveaed without
ridicule. He supposed he would put weight on, eventualy. He was hungry, but the food he had eaten had
made him sick.

Hisvaet heped him dide the badric of hisrapier over his shoulder, and then he sipped wine and
watched the stranger in the mirror preen himself. He had never been a handsome man, though there had
aways been something about him which the fair sex had found not unattractive. But now hewasan
emaciated, scarred scarecrow with abrown face in which alipless mouth curled in a perpetua sneer.
Governor of New Hebrion. His Excellency. Discoverer of the New World.

“The carriage isready in the court-yard, my lord,” Glarus ventured from the door.
“I'll be therein amoment.”

It was barely midmorning. Only afew hours ago he had been abeggar on asinking ship with the scum of
the earth for company. Now hewas alord again, with servants a hisbeck and cdl, a carriage waiting, a
king ready to receive him. Some part of the world had been put back to rights at least. Some natural
order restored.



He went down to the carriage and stared about himself avidly asit negotiated the narrow cobbled streets
on the way to the paace. Not too much evidence of destruction in this part of the city, at least. It was
good of Abeleyn to see him so promptly, but then the monarch was probably afire with curiogty.
Important that Murad’ s own version of eventsin the west wasthe first the King heard. So much was
open to misinterpretation.

Glarus had told Murad of the war, the ruin of the city and the King' sillness while he had pounded his
seed into the rump of the whimpering maid. A lot had been happening, seemingly, while heand his
companions had been trekking through that endless jungle and eating beetlesin order to survive. Murad
could not help but fedl that the world he had come back to had become an dien place. But the Sequeros
were destroyed, as were the Carreras. That meant that he, Lord Murad of Galiapeno, was now almost
certainly closest by blood to the throneitsdlf. It was an ill wind which blew nobody any good. He smiled
to himsdf. War was good for something after all.

The King received him in the pal ace gardens, amid the chittering of cicadas and the rustling of cypresses.
A year before, Murad had sat here with him and first proposed the expedition to the west. It was no
longer the same world. They were no longer the same men of that summer morning.

The King had aged in ayear. Hisdark hair was brindled with grey and he bore scars on hisface even as
Murad did. He wastdler than he had been, Murad was convinced, and he walked with an avkward
gait, thelegacy of the wounds he had suffered in the storming of the city. He smiled as hiskinsman
approached, though the lean nobleman had not missed the initial shock on hisface, quickly mastered.

“Cousin, itisgood to seeyou.”

They embraced, then each held the other at arm’ s length and studied the other man’ sface.

“It'sahard journey you' ve been on,” Abdeyn said.

“I might say the same of you, Sire.”

The King nodded. “I expected word from you sooner. Did you find it, Murad, your Western Continent?’

Murad sat down beside the King on the stone bench that stood sun-warmed in the garden. “Yes, | found
it”

“And wasit worth thetrip?’

For asecond, Murad could not speak. Picturesin hismind. The great cone of Undabane rising out of the

jungle. The daughter of his men there. The jungle journey. The pitiful wreck of Fort Abeleius. Bardolin
howling in the hold of the ship in nights of wind. He shut hiseyes.

“The expedition was afailure, sire. We were lucky to escape with our lives, those of uswho did. It
was—it wasanightmare.”

“Tdlme”

And hedid. Everything from the moment of weighing anchor in Abrusio harbour al those months ago
through to mooring the ship again that very morning. Hetold Abeeyn virtudly everything; but he did not
mention Griella, or what Bardolin had become. And Hawkwood' s part inthetale was kept to a
minimum. The survivors had pulled through thanks to the determination and courage of Lord Murad of
Gdiapeno, who had never despaired, even in the blackest of moments.

The birds sang their homage to the morning, and Murad could smell juniper and lavender on the breeze.



His storey seemed like some cautionary tale told around a sailor’ sfireside, not something which could
actually have happened. It was a bad dream which at last he had woken from, and he wasin the sunlit
redity of hisown world again.

“Join mefor lunch,” the King said &t last when Murad was done. “I also have atadeto tdll, though no
doubt you' ve heard apart of it already.”

The King rose with an audible creaking of wood, and the pair of them |eft the garden together, the birds
snging their hearts out dl around them.

T HE message was brought to Golophin in the palace by abreathless boy straight from the waterfront.
He had duded every footman and guard and was burgting with news. The Gabrian Osprey had returned
at last, and her captain was having some precious form of supercargo sent to histower inthe hills. It
would be there around midafternoon. Captain Hawkwood would like to meet with him thisevening, if it
was convenient, and discuss the shipment. The whole dockside wasin ahigh state of excitement. The
surviving crew members of the Osprey were being feted in every tavern that till existed in the Lower
City, and they weretdling tales of strange lands, stranger beasts, and rivers of gold!”

Golophin gave the boy asilver crown for his pains and halted in histracks. He had an idea he knew what
Hawkwood' s cargo was. He snapped to an eavesdropping palace attendant that he wanted hismule
saddled up at once, and then repaired to his apartmentsin the palace to gather some books and herbs
that he thought he might need.

Isollafound him there, packing with cam haste.
“Something has come up,” he explained. “I must leave for my tower at once. | may be gone afew days.”

“But haven't you heard the news? Some lord who went off to find the Western Continent has come
back. He' sto be the star of alevee this afternoon.”

“I had heard,” Golophin said with asmile. “Lord Murad isknown to me. But afriend of mineis. . .isin
trouble. | am the only one who can hdp him.”

“Hemust beaclosefriend,” Isollasaid, obvioudy curious. She had not thought Golophin close to anyone
except perhaps the King himself.

“Hewasapupil of minefor atime.”
A pageboy knocked and poked his head around the door. “ The mule is saddled and ready, Sir.”

“Thank you.” Golophin dung his packed |leather bag over one thin shoulder, clapped his broad-brimmed
hat on his pate, and kissed Isollahurriedly. “Waich over the King while I’ m away, lady.”

“Yes, of course. But Golophin—"

And he was gone. Isolla could have slamped her foot with frustration and curiosity. Then again, why not
indulge hersdf? Much though she liked Golophin, she sometimesfound hisair of world-weary superiority
infuriging.

She would miss the levee and the explorer’ stales, but something told her that Golophin’ s urgent errand
wastied into the arrival of this ship from the west.



Isollastrode off to her chambers. She needed to change into clothes more suitable for riding.

ELEVEN

T HE army woke up in the black hour before the dawn, and in the frigid darkness men stumbled and
cursed and blew on numbed fingers as they strapped on their armour and gnawed dry biscuit. Corfe
shared a mug of wine with Marsch and Andruw while the trio stood and watched the host of men about
them cometo life.

“Remember to keep sending back couriers,” Corfe said through teeth clenched againgt the cold. “1 don’t
careif there’ snothing to report; at least they’ Il keep me updated on your location. And don't for God's
sake pitch into anything large before the main body comes up.”

“No problem,” Andruw said. “And | won't teach your grandmother how to suck eggs, either.”

“Fair enough.” The truth wasthat Corfe hated to send the Cathedrallers off under someone else’'s
command—even if it were Andruw. He was beginning to redlise that his elevated rank entailed sacrifice
aswell as opportunity. He shook the hands of Marsch and Andruw and then watched them disappear
into the pre-dawn gloom towards the horse-lines. A few minutes later the Cathedrallers began to saddle
up, and within half an hour they wereriding out in along, silent column, the sunrisejust beginning to
lighten up the lowering cloud on the horizon before them.

By midmorning the remainder of the army, some six and ahdf thousand menin al, wasstrung outina
column half aleague long whose head pointed amost due east. In the van rode Corfe, surrounded by the
fifteen or so cuirasserswho were dl that remained of Ormann Dyke' s cavary regiment. His trumpeter,
Cerne, had ingsted on remaining with him, and Andruw had ceremonioudly |eft behind afurther
half-dozen of the tribesmen as akind of bodyguard. Behind thislittle band of horsemen marched five
hundred Torunnan arquebusiers followed by Formio’ stwo thousand Fimbrians, and then another group
of some three thousand arquebusiers under Ranafast. After them came the mule train of some six hundred
plodding, bad-tempered, heavily laden animals, and finally arearguard of dmost athousand more
Torunnans.

For thefirst few miles of their advance they could actudly glimpse the Cathedrdlers off closeto the
horizon: ablack smudgein an otherwise grey and drear landscape. But towards noon the country began
torisein long, stony ridges across the line of march which dowed their progress and obscured their view
of the terrain to the east. By early afternoon the cloud had broken up and there were wide swathes of
sunlight come rushing acrossthe land, let dip by fast-moving mare s-tails high above their heads. At the
eagtern limit of sight, they could see black barsrising straight into the air and then leaning over asthey
were taken by the high dtitude winds. The smoke from the towns aflame aong the River Searil. The
infantry stared at the smoke as they marched, and the winding column of men toiled dong in Smmering
dlence

Camp was made that night in the shelter of atall ridge. Sentries paced its summit and Corfe alowed the
men to light fires, since the high ground hid them from the east and south. It was bitterly cold, and the sky
had cleared entirely so that above their heads was avast blaze of stars, the larger winking red and blue.

A courier camein from Andruw a midnight, having been five hours on the road. The Cathedralerswere
bivouacked in afireless camp some four leagues south-west of the river. They had destroyed three roving
bands of Merduk scavengers at no loss to themselves, and were now turning south-east, parale with the
Searil. Therewas alarge town named Berronathere which seemed not to have been sacked yet, but
from the increasing numbers of the enemy that Andruw was encountering, he thought that their main body
must not be too far away and Berronawould be too plump atarget for the Merduks to pass by.
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Corfe sat by his campfire for afew minuteswhilst the courier snatched a hasty meal and some of the
cuirassiers rubbed down his horse for him and saddled up another to take him back.

Squinting in the firdight, Corfe scrawled areply. Andruw was to scout out the environs of Berronawith
one or two squadrons only, keeping the rest of his men out of sight. The main body would force-march
to hislocation in the morning. Corfe estimated it was some thirty-five miles away, which would be ahard
day’ sgoing, but his men would manageit. Then they would await the turn of events.

If the army wasto return to Torunn in any kind of fighting condition, then thiswas the only chance Corfe
had to bring alarge Merduk force to battle. Another two days, three at most, and they would have to
head for home, or start cutting rations even past the meagre amount they were subsisting on at present.
And that would amost certainly mean that the horseswould start to fail, something which Corfe could not
afford to let happen.

The weary courier was sent on hisway again. He would reach Andruw just before dawn, with luck,
having ridden saventy milesin asingle night. How he found hisway in aregion wholly unknownto him,
over rough ground, in the dark, was amystery to Corfe. He and Andruw had taken a series of maps
north with them, only to discover that they were years out of date. Northern Torunna, in the shadow of
the Thurians, had aways been awilder place than the south of the kingdom. 1t had few roads and fewer
towns, but strategicdly it was as vita asthelines of the Searil and Torrin rivers. One day, when he had
the time, Corfe would do something about that. He would make of the Torrin Gap afortress and build
good roads clear down to the capitd for the passage of armies. The Torunnans hitherto had relied too
much on what the Fimbrians had |eft behind them. Ormann Dyke, Aekir, Torunn itself and the roads
which connected them—they were al legacies of the long-vanished empire. It wastime the Torunnans
built afew things of their own.

T HE army was on the march again before dawn. Corfe and his Cathedrd ler bodyguards rode ahead of
the main body, leaving old Ranafast in charge behind them. They passed isolated farmsteads that had
been burnt out by Merduk marauders and once came across alonely church which had inexplicably been
spared the flames, but within which the enemy had obvioudy stabled their horses for some considerable
time. The charred remains of two men were bound to a stake in the churchyard, the blackened stumps of
their legs ending in amound of dead embers and ash. Corfe had them buried and then rode on.

They hdted at noon to rest the horses and wait for the infantry to come up. Corfe gnawed salt beef and
bit off chunks of hard army biscuit while ceasdlesdy searching the eastern horizon for signsof life. Around
him the tribesmen talked quietly in their own tongue to each other and their horses.

A solitary horseman appeared in the distance and the talk ceased. He wasriding at full, reckless gallop,
yanking up his mount’s head when it sumbled on loose rock, bent low in the saddle to extract every
ounce of gpeed out of the beast. A Cathedrdler, hisarmour winking like freshly spilt gore. Corfe waved
at him and he changed course. A few minuteslater he had come to astaggering hdt in front of them, his
horse spraying foam from its mouth, nostrils flared and pink, sides heaving. He leapt off his steed and
proffered a despatch case.

“Ondruw—he send me,” he gasped.

“Good man. Cerne, give him some water. Seeto hishorse and get him afresh one.” Corfe turned away
and shook out the scroll of tattered paper Andruw had scrawled his despatch upon.



Merduk main body sighted three |eagues south of Berrona. Some fifteen thousand men, plus two
thousand cavalry out to their front. All lightly armed. My position half a league north of the town,
but am withdrawing another league to the north to avoid discovery. Looks like they intend to
enter Berrona this afternoon. Citizens still unaware of either us or the Merduks. How soon can
you come up?

Andruw Cear-Adurhal
Colonel Commanding

Corfe could sense the desperate pleain Andruw’ swords. He wanted to save the town from the horror
of aMerduk sack. But men can only march so fast. It would be nightfal before the army was reunited,
and Corfedid not intend to launch the men into anight attack after athirty-five-mile march, againgt a
superior foe. What was more, he could not even afford to let Andruw warn the townsfolk of the
approaching catastrophe—that would give away the fact that there was a Torunnan army in theregion,
and when his men came up in the morning they would find the Merduks prepared and ready for them.

No, it wasimpossible. Berronawould have to take its chances.

There had been atime when he might have done it, when he had less braid on his shoulders and there
was not much more at stake than hisown life. But if he crippled thisarmy of his, Torunnawould be
finished. He scribbled areply to Andruw with hisface set and pae.

Hold your new position. Do not engage the enemy under any circumstances. Infantry will be with
you tonight. We will assault in the morning.

Corfe Cear-lnaf
Commander-in-Chi ef

There. It gave Corfe asick fedling in his somach to hand the return despatch to the courier, and asthe
man et off again he amost thought better of it and recalled him. But it wastoo late. The tribesman was
aready areceding speck soon lost to view. It was done. He had just consigned the citizens of Berronato
anight of hell.

“W HAT are weto do with the prisoners?’ Ranafast asked as the endless column of trudging men filed
past.

Theinfantry had come up, and after the briefest of rests was on the move again. The sun was aready
westering, and they gtill had along way to go to effect the rendezvous with Andruw and the
Cathedrdlers. But not a single man had dropped out, Ranafast and Formio had informed Corfe. The
news that they were about to pitch into the Merduk raiders had filled the troops with fresh energy, and
they stepped out with awill.

“Letthem go,” Corfe said. “They’re nothing but adamned nuisance.”

Ranafast stared at him, dark eyes glittering over a hawk nose and an iron-grey beard which looked as
though it had been filed to apoint.



“| can have the men take care of them,” he said.
“No. Just set them free. But | want to talk to them first.”
“Sir, | haveto protest—"

“I won't make the men into murderers, Ranafast. We start daughtering prisoners out of hand, and we're
no better than they are. The men will have plenty of chancesto kill themselves a Merduk tomorrow, in
open battle. Now have the prisoners sent to me.”

“I hope you know what you' re doing, Generd,” Ranafast said.

The captives were a miserable looking bunch, guarded by a couple of Fimbrians who regarded their
charges with detached contempt. They cowered before Corfe as though he were their executioner. Part
of himwaslonging to order their desths. He held no illusions about what they had been doing up herein
the north, but at the same time he was thinking of the peasant army he had daughtered down at Staed.
Narfintyr’ stenants, small farmersforced to take up amsfor alord they barely knew and who regarded
them as expendable chattel. It had sickened Corfe, the daughter of such poor ignorant wretches, and
these Merduks were the same. They had been conscripted into the Sultan’ sarmy, leaving familiesand
farms behind. Some of them did not even possess Merduk blood. He would kill men like thesein their
namel ess thousands in the days and months to come, but that was the unavoi dable consequence of war.
Hewould not stain his conscience with their cold-blooded murder. He had enough blood on hishands

dready.

“You arefreeto go,” hetold them. “ On the condition that you do not reoin the Merduk army, but
instead try to find your way hometo your families. | know you did not join thiswar by choice, but
because you were forced to. So be on your way in peace.”

The men gaped, then looked at one another, jabbering in Merduk and Normannic. They were
incredul ous, too astonished to be happy. Some reached out to touch his stirruped feet and he backed his
horse away from them.

“Go now. And don’'t come back to Torunnaever again. If you do, | promise that you will die here.”

“Thank you, your honour!” the man Corfe recognised as the battered Felipio shouted out. Then the
Merduks broke away, and as a group began running towards the long shadows of the Thurian Mountains
inthenorth, asif trying to get away before Corfe changed his mind. The marching Torunnans watched
them go, some of them spitting in disgust at the sight, but not aman protested.

Corfe turned to Ranafast, who il sat his horse nearby.
“Am | abloody fool, Ranafast? Am | going soft?’

The veteran smiled. “Maybe, lad. Maybe you are just becoming something of apolitician. Y ou know
damn well those bastards are going to try and rgjoin their comrades—they’ ve nowhere else to go. But if
they makeit, the newsthat the Torunnanstreat their prisonerswell will spread like awildfirein high
summer. If the Merduk levy thinksit will receive quarter when it lays down itsarms, then it may not fight
quite so hard.”

“That' swhat | was hoping, | suppose, though I'm till not convinced of it. But I’ ve cometo aconclusion,
Ranafast: we can’'t win thiswar through force alone. We need guile also.”

“Aye, we do. Doesn't taste too good in the mouth though, doesit?’” And Ranafast whedled his horse
away to rgjoin the army column. Corfe sat his own mount and watched the freed Merduks running madly



up into the foothills until they were mere dots againgt the snow-worn bulk of the Thurian Mountainson
the horizon before them. For a crazed, indeci pherable moment, he amost wished he were running with
them.

C ATHEDRALLER scouts guided them in that night. The westher had deteriorated into aface-stinging
drizzle which was flung at them by winds off the mountains, but the wind would &t least muffle the sound
of their marching feet and clinking equipment. The men had their heads down and were dragging their feet
by that time, and in the blustery darkness haf adozen pack-mules had somehow broken free from their
handlers and been logt, but in the main the army wasintact, the column atrifle ragged perhaps, but ill
whole. Andruw had found alevel campsite some five miles north of the town. There was astream running
through it, aboon to both horses and men, but as the weary soldiersfiled into the bivouac their heads
lifted and they peered intently at the southern horizon. There was an orange glow flickering in the sky
there. Berronawas burning.

Andruw greeted Corfe unsmilingly, hisface apae blur under his helm marked only by two black holes
for eyesand adot for amouth.

“Thelr cavdry entered the town severa hours ago,” he said. “They took the men off to the south. Now
they’ re having alittle fun with the women.”

Corferode up close until their knees were touching. He set ahand on Andruw’ s shoulder.
“We can't do it—not tonight. The men are done up. WE Il hit them at dawn, Andruw.”
Andruw nodded. “1 know. We must be sensible about it.” His voice was cracking with gtrain.
“Have you scouted out the main body?’

“They' re till bivouacked to the south. Their camp isfull of theloot and women from haf adozen
different towns. These lads have been having afine old time of it up herein the north. It must seemlikea
kind of holiday for them.”

“It ends tomorrow morning with the dawn, | promise you. Now get the officerstogether. | want you to
tell usdl you know about the dispositions of these bastards.”

Andruw nodded and started to move his horse away. Then he halted.

“Corfe?’

"y e’

“Promise me something ese”

Andruw’ svoice wasthick with grief but it wastoo dark for Corfe to read hisface. “Go on.”
“Promise me that tomorrow we will take no prisoners.”

Thewind and the subdued clamour of an army settling down for the night filled the sllence that stretched
between them. Palitics, strategy, histak with Ranafast; they rose like acloud in Corfe smind. But
smouldering there under all the rationdisations were his own anger, and hisfriend’ sgrief. When Corfe
finally responded, hisvoice was asraw as Andruw’ s had been.

“All right then. Tomorrow there will be no quarter. | promiseyou.”



TWELVE

T HE town of Berrona had aways been an unremarkable place, tucked away on the north-western
border of Torunnanot far from the headwaters of the River Searil. Some six thousand people dwelt there
in the shadow of the western Thurians, their only link with Torunna proper asingle dirt road which

snaked away to the south acrossthe foothills. With thefal of Ormann Dyke, they had become technicaly
behind the Merduk lines, but thus far in thiswinter of carnage and destruction they had remained
untouched. They weretoo far out of the way, closer to Aekir than to Torunn, and cradled by thelong
out-thrust spurs of the Thurian Mountains so that the war had passed them by and was a matter of tall
tales and rumours, no more. A few of the survivors of Aekir’ sfal had somehow made their way there
and had been welcomed, holding forth to packed audiencesin the inns of the town and chilling the
listeners with tales of war and atrocity. Get out of here, the Aekirianssaid. Crossthe Torrin river
while thereis still time. But the townsfolk, though they shuddered appropriately at the stories of horror
the refugees had to tdll, could not believe that the war would touch them. We are too out of the way,
they said. Why would the Merduks want to come this far north when the armies are fighting way
down on the plains about the capital? We will sit the war out and see what happens.

The Aekirians, shocked, broken travesties of the prosperous city-dwellers they had once been, merely
shook their heads. And though they were invited to stay with genuine compassion by the folk of Berrona,
they refused and resumed their weary flight west towards the shrinking Torunnan frontier.

But the people of the town were proved right, it seemed. As midwinter passed and the new year grew
older they were indeed forgotten and left undisturbed. They hunted in the hills asthey had aways donein
the dark months, bored fishing holesin theice that crusted the Searil and ate into their stores of pickles
and dried meat and fish and fruit. And the world |eft them alone.

“H ORSES, Arjal Look! Men on horses!”

The girl sraightened, pressing her fistsinto the hollow of her back as though an old woman, though she
was not yet fifteen. She shaded her eyes againgt the glare of sunlight on snow and peered out acrossthe
white hillsto where her younger brother was pointing with quivering excitement.

“You'reimagining again, Narfi. | can’t seeathing.” She bent to knot the rawhide rope about the
firewood she had gathered, dark hair falling about her face. But her brother Narfi tugged at her deeve.

“Look now! I'll bet you can see them now! Anyone could.”

Sighing, she dapped his hand away and stared again. A dark bristle of movement, like a spined snake,
off in the distance. They were o far away it wasimpossibleto tell if they were even moving. But they
were definitely men on horses, along column of them riding haf in shadow, haf in sunlight asthe
scudding winter clouds came and went before the wind. Even as she watched, Arjasaw thefleeting
sparkle asthe sun glittered off aline of metal accoutrements. Lance points, helmets, breastplates.

“| ssethem,” shesaid lightly. 1 see them now.”
“Soldiers, Arja. Arethey ours, you think? Would they |et me up on ahorse?’
Arjaabandoned the firewood and grasped her brother’sarm roughly. “We have to get home.”

“Nol! | want to watch. | want to wait for them!”
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“Shut up, Narfi! What if they're Merduks?’

At theword “Merduks’ her brother’ s round face clouded. “ Dada said they wouldn't come here,” he said
fantly.

His sster dragged him away. When she glanced back over her shoulder she could see that they were
bigger. The dark snake had broken up into hundreds of littlefigures, dl glittering in long lines. And farther
away—back where the cloud and the distance rendered al things hazy—she thought she saw more of
them. It looked like theline of afaraway forest undulating along the dopes and hollows of the hill. An
army. She had never seen one before but she knew instantly what it was. A big army. She gulped for air,
prayersflitting through her head like atumble of summer swalows. They would ride on past. No-one
ever cameto Berrona. They would pass by. But she had to tell her father.

T HAT afternoon the column of horsemen rode into the town as though they were triumpha warriors
returning home. There were hundreds of them, perhaps even thousands, al mounted on tall bay horses
and clad in outlandish armour, their lance points gay with silk streamers and apair of matchlock pistols at
the pommel of every saddle. The silent townsfolk lined the streets and some of the riders waved asthey
rode past, or blew kisses to the more comely of the women. They cameto ahdt in front of the town hall
and there the leading riders dismounted. The town headman was waiting for them on the steps of the hall,
pale as snow but resolute. One of the more gorgeoudly caparisoned horsemen doffed hishelmto reved a
brown smiling face, hiseyes asdark as does.

“I bring greetings in the name of Aurungzeb my Sultan and the Prophet Ahrimuz, may helivefor ever,” he
cried in aclear, young voice. His Normannic was perfect, only adight accent betraying itsorigins.

“RiesMillian, town headman,” the white-faced figure on the steps said, his voice wavering with strain.
“Welcometo the town of Berrona.”

“Thank you. Now please have dl the peoplein thistown assemble in the square here. | have an
announcement to make.”

Millian hesitated, but only for amoment. “What isit you wish of us,” he asked.

“Youwill find out. Now do as| say.” The Merduk officer turned and rapped out a series of commands
to hismen in their own language. The column of horsemen split up. Some two hundred remained in the
sguare before the town hall whilst the rest splintered into groups of one or two dozen and set off down
the side streets, the hooves of their horsesraising a clattering din off the cobbles.

The headman was conferring with other men of the town in whigpers. At last he stepped forward. “I
cannot do asyou say until | know what you intend to do with us,” he said bravely, the men behind him
nodding at hiswords.

The Merduk officer smiled, and without aword he drew histulwar. A flash of stedl in the thin winter
sunlight, and Ries Millian was on hisknees, choking, hishands gtriving in vain to close hisgaping
windpipe. Blood on the cobbles, squirts and gouts of it steaming like soup. The headman fell on hisside,
twitched, lay ill. In the crowd awoman shrieked, rushed forward and cast herself on to the body. The
Merduk officer gestured impatiently and two of hismen lifted her away, il shrieking. Infull view of the
crowd that had gathered, they stripped her, cutting the clothes from her body with their swords and
dicing flesh from her limbs as they did so. When she was naked, they bent her over and onethrust his
scimitar up between her legswith agrunt, until only the hilt of the weapon was visble. The woman went
slent, collgpsed, and did off the end of the blade. The Merduks grinned and laughed. He who had killed



her sniffed his bloody sword and made aface. They laughed again. The Merduk officer wiped histulwar
off on the headman'’ s carcase and turned to the paralysed huddle of men Millian had been conferring
with.

“Doas| say. Get everyone herein the square. Now.”

T HE day drew on into an early winter evening, but for thefolk of Berronait seemed that it would never
end.

The Merduks had cleared out the town house by house, stabling their horsesin the humbler dwellings.
The menfolk had been separated from the women and children and marched away south over the hillsby
severd hundred of the invaders. Then there had been the sound of gunfire, crackling out into the cold air
endlesdy. It had gone on for hours, but none of the women could or would agree on what it meant. A
few of theloca shepherds had been dragged in by the invaders, bloody and terrified. They said that there
was a huge Merduk army encamped out in the pastures to the south of the town, but few of the people
believed them or had time to congder the ramifications of such aphenomenon. Their own tragedy filled
their mindsto overflowing.

Arjahad seen some women dragged off into empty houses by groups of the laughing soldiers. There had
been screams, and later the Merduks had emerged restrapping their armour, smiling, talking lazily in that
horrible language they had. One woman, Frieda the blacksmith’ swife who was held to be the prettiest in
the town, had been stripped and forced to serve wine to the Merduk officers asthey lounged in the
headman’ s house. Her husband they had searched out and trussed up in a corner so that he was forced
to watch asthey findly raped her one by one. In the end they had killed her. But they blinded and
castrated the blacksmith before leaving him a moaning hesp on the floor. No-one had dared help him,
and he had bled to desth beside the violated corpse of hiswife. Arjaknew this because some of the
other women had been treated in the same manner as Frieda and then released. They had seen it happen.

Perhapsfifty of the women of the town had been herded up and were now in the town hall. They were
the young, the pretty, the well-shaped. Outside, night was drawing in and the Merduks had lit bonfiresin
the streets, piling them high with furniture from the empty houses. They were sacking the town, looting
anything of value and destroying what they could not carry away. Many buildings had been burnt to the
ground already, and it was rumoured the Merduks had locked most of the old people insde them first.

Arjahad not seen her father since the men had been taken away. Her brother, though barely eight years
old, had been taken along with him. Now she was alone with a crowd of women and girls, imprisoned in
the dark. A few of the women were sobbing quietly, but most were silent. Occasiondly there were
whispered conversations, most of them consisting of speculation on the fate of their husbands and fathers
and brothers.

“They aredead,” one woman hissed. “ All dead. And soon we will betoo.”

“No, no,” another said franticdly. “They have taken away the men to work for them. Why would they kill
their labourers? The men are digging defences out beyond the town. Why kill those who can work for
you? It makesno sense”

This straw of hope seemed to cheer many of thewomen. “Itiswar,” they said. “ Terrible things happen,
but there hasto be asensetoiit al. Soldiers have their orders. So we are under the Merduks now—they
have to eat too. We will adjust. We can be useful to them.”

A scraping and thudding as the double doors of the town hall were opened. It wasfull night outside, but



the saffron light of the bonfiresflickered in and the sky was orange and red with distant flanes asthe
outskirts of the town blazed. The women could see the black silhouettes of many men outlined by the
flames. Some held flasks and bottles, others naked swords. There was no talk of usefulness now.

Some screamed, some were dully passive. The Merduk troopers walked amongst them looking into their
faces and running their hands up and down their bodies as though testing the mettle of an auctioned

horse. When they found what they wanted they took the woman by the wrist or the hair and dragged her
outside. When half the women had been taken, the doors were closed again and those who remained
huddled in acorner embracing each other, bereft of speech.

Shrieksin the night. Men laughing. Arjacowered with the rest, her mind awhite furious blank. Every
sensation seemed to be dragged out, as in some hideous dream. She could not believe that this day had
happened, these things. It was dll utterly beyond anything she had ever known or imagined before, a
window into another world she had not known could exist. Was thiswhat war waslike, then?

What seemed like hours passed, though they had no way of telling the passage of time, and their
estimation of what condtituted hours and minutes seemed to have been skewed and twisted until all
frames of reference were usdless in this new universe.

The screams died away. No-one dept. They sat with their arms about one another and stared at the
black doors, awaiting their opening.

And at last the clumps and scrapes astheir turn came and the portals of the town hall swung wide once
more. Arjawas dmogt relieved. Shefelt that she had been stretched so taut in the black time of waiting
that soon she must snap like agreen stick bent too far.

The sdlection procedure was swifter thistime. A shadow which reeked of sweat and beer and urine
seized Arjd sarm and drew her outside into the hellish light of the bonfires. There were waggons parked
in the squarefilled brimfull of naked women who hid their faceswith their hair. Some had blood matting
them. A few bodies, con torted out of al humanity, sprawled upon the cobbleswith their innards piled
like glistening heaps of mashed berries around them. In one of the bonfires what looked like the trunk of
asmdl tree burnt, but the sickening stink of its burning was not thet of charring wood.

Arja s captor plucked at her clothes. He was asmall man, and to her surprise he was not dark-skinned
or dark-eyed. Helooked like a Torunnan and when he spoke it wasin good Normannic.

“Takethem off. Quickly.”

She did as she was bidden. All over the square women were undressing whilst acrowd of severa
hundred men watched. When she had stripped down to her undershirt she could go no further. The
numbness was eaten through and she felt amoment of pure, incapacitating panic. The Torunnan-looking
Merduk chuckled, swigged from abottle and then ripped her undershirt from her back so that she stood
naked before him.

Some of his comrades gathered with him, eating her up with their eyes. When shetried to cover herself
with her hands they dapped them away. They were laughing, drunk. Some had their breeches unbuttoned
and their members|olled and shone wetly in thefirdight. Again, the panic beat great dark wings about
Arjd shead. Again, asense of the unredlity of it all.

The soldiers spoke together in the Merduk tongue, as easy and unforced as men who have met in aninn
after along day’ swork. Two of them grabbed her by the arms. Two more forced her knees apart. And
then thelittle Torunnan-like trooper took his bottle and thrust it up between Arja sthighs.



She screamed at the agony, struggled impotently in the grasp of the four soldierswho held her. The small
trooper worked the bottle up and down. When he pulled it out at last the glass was red and shining. He
winked at hisfellows and then took along draught from the bloody neck, smacking hislipsthestricaly.

They bent her over apile of broken furniture, splintered wood piercing her breasts and belly. Then one
mounted her from behind and began thrusting into her torn insides. There was only the pain, the blooming
firdight, the hands grasping hers so tightly they were numb. Something soft was pushed againgt her lips
and she pulled her head back from the smell, but her hair was grasped and a voice spoke in Normannic:
open up. Shetook the thing into her mouth and it grew large and rigid and was pushed back down her
throat until she gagged. They thrust into her from both directions. Warm liquid cascaded down her naked
back and the men cursed and laughed. Liquid pulsed into her mouth, sdty and foul. Thething in there
softened again and did out between her lips. She vomited, the taste of her bile somehow cleaner, though
it scalded her lips and tongue.

The hands released her and she dumped on to the hard cobbles. They were cold and wet benegth her. It
isover, shethought. It isdone.

Then another knot of soldiers strode up, pushing aside thefirst group, and she was seized upright once
agan.

T HE dawn air wasfull of the smell of burning, the blue winter horizon smudged with smoke. The mobs
of horsemen took their time to rub down their mounts, assemble in the square and root in their
saddlebags for breakfast. Finally aseries of orders was shouted out and the troopers mounted. Their
horses were burdened with wineskins, flapping chickens, bolts of cloth and clinking sacks. Their officers
were dready outsde the town, on a hill to the south. With them was a gaggle of splendidly accoutred
senior commanders from the Merduk main body, their banner-bearers holding up bravely flapping silk
flagsin the freshening wind.

Findly the heavily burdened cavdry formed up and filed out of the gutted wreck of Berrona. Some were
sullen and heavy-headed. A few were nodding in the saddle, and yet others seemed to be still drunk with
the excesses of the night. They pointed their horses' nosesto the south, where less than two milesaway a
vast Merduk camp sprawled across the land. They rode with the rising sun an orange blaze in their left
eyes and the town smouldering behind them. Near the rear of their meandering and straggling column half
adozen waggons trundled and jolted along, drawn by mules, cart-horses and plodding oxen. A
conglomeration of naked, bleeding and sodden humanity crouched in the waggons, slent as statues.
Around them some of the soldiers of the Sultan, light at heart, began singing to wel come the dawn of the
new day.

Arjahad her head bent into her knees to shut out the world. She and the other women of the
town—those who had survived—huddled together for warmth and comfort in the beds of the waggons.
Some of them were sobbing soundlesdly, but most were dry-eyed and seemed amost to be elsewhere,
their mindsfar away. Thusit hardly registered upon them when the Merduks stopped singing.

Thewaggon halted. Men were shouting. Arjalifted her head.

The Merduk column had coalesced into aformless crowd of mounted men who milled about in disorder.
What was happening? Some of the Merduks were throwing their garnered oot from their saddlesin
panic. Others were fumbling for the matchlocks at their pommels. Officerswere yelling, frantic.

Then Arjasaw what had caused the transformation. On the hillside behind the burnt-out wreck of
Berronaalong line of men had appeared, thousands of them. They were till amile away, but they were



coming on at arun. Black-clad soldiers, some carrying guns, others with shouldered pikes. They
advanced with the drilled remorsal essness of some terrible machine.

“Thearmy ishere!” one of the women caled out gladly. “The Torunnans have come!” A nearby Merduk
trooper hacked her furioudy about the head with his scimitar and she toppled over the side of the

waggon.

A few minutes of chaos asthe Merduks hovered, indecisive. Then the whole body of cavalry took off to
the south in amuck-churning, frenzied gallop. The waggons were left behind dong with alitter of
discarded plunder.

It was painful to regain interest in the world, amost like coming aive again in some agonising wrench of
rebirth. Arjaraised hersalf to her bloody knees the better to see what was happening. Tears coursed
down her face.

The ground under the whedls of the waggons seemed to shake with a subterranean thunder. It wasboth a
noise and aphysicd sensation. The Torunnans were bypassing the burnt-out streets of the town, their
formation dividing nestly and with no loss of speed. But they would never catch up with thefleaeing
Merduk cavalry—they were dl on foot. Arjafelt ahot blaze of pure hatred flare up in her heart. The
Merduks would get away. They had killed her father and her brother, and they would get away.

The thunder in the ground grew more intense. It was an audible roar now, asthough afuriousriver were
coursing under the stones and heather of the hills.

—And then they burst into view with al the sudden fury of an apocalypse. A great mass of cavadry
erupted in along line from behind aridge to the south, at right anglesto the fleeing Merduks. Arjaheard
ahorn cal ring out clear and free above the awesome rumble of the horses. The riderswere armoured in
scarlet, and singing asthey came.

The Merduks looked over their right shoulders, and even at this distance Arjacould see the naked terror
on their faces. They kicked their mounts madly, tossing away booty, weapons, even helmets. But they
were not fast enough.

The red horsemen ploughed into the mob of Merduk cavary like avermilion thunderbolt. She saw
dozens of the lighter enemy horses actudly hurled end over end by theimpact. A thrashing Merduk
trooper waslifted high into the air on the end of alance. The enemy seemed to Smply melt awvay. The

red tide engulfed them, annihilating hundreds of men in the space of heartbeats. Only afew dozen
Merduks broke free of the murderous scrum of men and horses, to continue their manic flight south
towards their main camp. More were running about on foot, screaming, but the heavily armoured scarlet
cavary hunted them down like rabbits, spearing them asthey ran or trampling them underfoot. Then there
was another horn cal and at once the horsemen broke off the pursuit and began to re-formin anest line.
A black and crimson banner billowed above their heads bearing some device she could not quite make
out. The whole engagement had taken not more than three or four minutes.

The Torunnan infantry were running past the waggons now, panting men with swesat pouring down their
facesand their eyes glittering like glass. They kept their line as though connected by invisble chains, and
asthey ran agreat anima growl seemed to be coming from their throats. One man hurriedly seized Arja's
hand as he passed by and kissed it before running on. Others were weeping asthey ran, but al kept their
ranks. The smoke from their lit match hung in the air after they had passed, like some acrid perfume of
war. Asthey reached the ranks of the cavary ahead, the horsemen split swiftly in two and took up
position on their flanks. Then the united formation advanced again, at afast march thistime, and began
eating up the ground between them and the Merduk camp with the calm inexorability of atida wave.



It seemed to Arjain that moment one of the most glorious things she had ever seen.

THIRTEEN

T HE ceremony was asmple one, as befitted the steppes where it had ultimately originated. It took place
in the open air, with the Thurians providing amagnificent backdrop of white peaks on the northern
horizon. The ruins of Ormann Dyke' s Long Walls glowered nearby like ancient monuments, and the
Searil river rushed foaming to the west.

Two thousand Merduk cavalry, caparisoned in dl the finery they possessed, surrounded an isolated
quartet of figures, making three parts of a hollow sguare about them. On the fourth Side aspecid dais
had been congtructed and canopied with tranducent silk. The wind twisted and turned the fine material
like smoke, giving glimpses of the Roya concubines seated on scarlet and gold cushions within, the
eunuchs standing to their rear like pale statues. A host of gaudy figures clustered around the foot of the
dais, flegting flashes of winter sunlight sparkling off an emperor’ sransom in gems and precious metas. To
the rear of the surrounding cavary, adozen eephants stood, painted out of al recognition, hung with silk
and brocade and embellished with gold and |eather harness. On their backs were wide kettle-drums and
aband of Merduk musicians gripping horns and pipes. Asthe ceremony began the kettle-drums rumbled
out with asound like adistant barrage of artillery, or thunder in the mountains. Then there was silence but
for thewind hissing over the hills of northern Torunna.

Mehr Jrah stood before Aurungzeb, Sultan of Ostrabar, and Ahara, his concubine. The Sultan held the
reins of amagnificent warhorsein hisright hand and aworn and ancient-looking scimitar in hisleft. He
was dressed in the plain leather and furs of an ancient steppe chieftain. Aharawas clad as soberly as
Aurungzeb, in along woollen cloak and alinen vell.

Mehr Jirah cried out loudly in the Merduk tongue, and the two thousand cavary clashed their lances
againg their shields and roared out in affirmation. Y es, they would accept this union, and they would
gladly recognise thiswoman astheir Sultan’s First Wife. Their Queen.

Then Aurungzeb put the reins of hiswarhorsein Ahara s hand and set the scimitar which had been his
grandfather’ s at her feet. She stepped over it lightly, and the whole host cheered, the musicianson the
backs of the eephants blasting out a cacophony of noise. Mehr Jirah offered abowl of mare smilk to the
couple and they sipped from it in turn, then kissed. And it was done. Aurungzeb, the Sultan of Ostrabar,
had anew wife: onewith achild growing in her belly who would one day be the legitimate heir to the
throne.

T HEY had cleared anew st of apartmentsfor her in the tower of Ormann Dyke. Their windows
looked east over the River Searil towards Aekir and the Merduk lands beyond. She sat at the window
for along timewhilst asmal army of maids and eunuchs hurried back and forth lighting braziers, moving
furniture, setting out arrays of sweetmesats and wines. Findly she became aware that someone stood
behind her, watching. She turned from the view, gtill dressed in the sombre steppe costume in which she
had been married, and found Serrim, the chief eunuch, standing there, and beside him atall Merduk in
leather riding breeches, asilk tunic and awide sash about his middle with aknife thrust into it. Hewas
weather-worn and gaunt, his beard as hoary as sea salt. His eyes were grey like her own but he was
staring out of the window over her shoulder and did not meet her gppraisal. Helooked to bein his sixties
but his carriage was that of amuch younger man.

“Wel?" Heriaasked. Serrim had been a bully when she was amere concubine. Now that she had been
catapulted into the Merduk nobility he had quickly become a sycophant. She didiked him the more for it.
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“Lady, HisMagesty has sent Shahr Baraz to you to be your personal attendant.”

The lean Merduk hauled his gaze from the window and met her eyesfor the first time. He bowed without
aword.

“My attendant?| have plenty of those dready.” Shahr Baraz looked as though he belonged on ahorse
with asword in hishand, not in alady’ s chambers.

“Heisto be your bodyguard, and isto attend you at al times.”

“My bodyguard,” Heria said wonderingly. And then something stirred from her memory. “Wasit not
Shahr Baraz who commanded the army which took Aekir? | thought he was an old man—and—and no
longer with us”

“Thisistheillustrious khedive s son, lady.”

“| see. Leaveus, Serrim.”

“Lady, |—"

“Leaveus. All of you. | want the chamber cleared. Y ou can finish your work herelater.”

A procession of maids|eft theroom at once. The eunuch padded off with them, looking thoroughly
discontented. Heriafelt abrief moment of intense satisfaction, and then the cloud came down again.

“Would you like some wine, Shahr Baraz?’

“No, lady. | do not indulge.”

“| see. So you are my bodyguard. Who do you intend to protect me from?’
“From whomsoever would wish to harm you.”

She switched to Normannic. “And can you understand this tongue?’

The Merduk hesitated. A muscle twitched in hisjaw. Therewasalong, livid scar there that ran from one
cheek into his beard.

“Somewords| know,” hereplied in the same language.

“Do you understand this, then? That | believe you are nothing more than a spy set here by the Sultan to
keep watch over me and report my every move?’

“I am not aspy,” Shahr Baraz said heatedly.

“Then why would the Sultan place the cgpable son of such anillustrious father in such amenid postion?’
Hisgrey eyes had flared into life. His Normannic was perfect ashereplied, “To punish me.”

“Why would he want to punish you?’

“Because | am my father’s son, and he thinks my father failed him before this fortress.”

“Y our father is dead, then?’

“No—I don’t know. He disappeared into the mountains rather than return to court to be.. . . to answer



for hisactions”
She switched back to Merduk. “Y our Normannic is better than you think.”

“I amno spy,” he repeated. “ Even the Sultan would not ask meto bethat. My family have served the
House of Ogtrabar for generations. | will not fail the Sultan’ strus—nor yours, lady. | swear it. And
besides’—here aglint of humour pierced his gernness—"the harem isfull of spiesaready. The Sultan
has little need of another.”

She actudly found hersdlf liking him. “Have you family of your own?’

“A wife and two daughters. They arein Orkhan.”

Hostages for his good behaviour, no doubt. “ Thank you, Shahr Baraz. Now please leave me.”
But he stood his ground stubbornly. “1 am to remain with you &t al times.”

“All times?’ she asked with one raised eye-brow. Shahr Baraz flushed.

“Within the bounds of propriety, yes.”

Shefelt apang of pure despair, and abandoned the game. “All right.” The prison walswere il intact,
then. She might be able to order about aflock of flunkeys, but her position was essentiadly unchanged.
She had been afool to think otherwise,

Heriaturned to regard the view from the lofty window once more. The pain was there of course, but she
kept it a bay, skirted around it as a man might avoid a bottomless quagmirein histravells. Somewhere
over the horizon in the east the ruins of Aekir siood, and somewhere in those ashes were the remains of
another life. But the man with whom she had shared that lifewas dill dive. Still dive. Where was Corfe
now, her one and only husband? Strange and terrible that the knowledge he lived and walked and
breathed upon the earth was a source only of agony. She could take no joy in it, and she scourged

hersdlf for that. She bore another man’s child, aman who now called her wife. She had been ennobled
by the union, but would live what remained of her life behind the bars of ajewelled cage. While her Corfe
was aive—out there somewhere. And leading the fight against the world she now inhabited.

Shewanted to die.

But would not. She had ason in her belly. Not Corfe s child, but something that was precious al the
same—something that was hers. For the child she would stay dive, and she might even be ableto do
something to aid Corfe and the Torunnans, to help those who had once been her own people.

But the pain of it. The sheer, raw torment.
“Shahr Baraz,” she said without turning round.
1] LM’

“I need. . . | need afriend, Shahr Baraz.” The tears scalded her eyes. She could not see. Her voice
throbbed with abest like the sob of aswan’swing inflight.

A hand touched the top of her head gently, resting there only for a second before being withdrawn. It
was thefirst touch of genuine kindness she had received for avery long time, and it broke somewall
within her soul. She bowed her head and wept bitterly. When she had collected hersalf she found Shahr
Baraz on one knee before her. Hisfingerstapped her lightly on the fore-arm.



“A Merduk queen isnot supposed to weep,” he said, but hisvoice was gentle. He smiled.
“I have been aqueen for only amorning. Perhaps | will get used toit.”

“Dry your eyes, lady. The kohl isrunning down your face. Here.” He wiped the streaked paint from her
cheekswith histhumb. Her vell fdl away.

“A man who touches one of the Sultan’swomen will have hishands cut off,” shereminded him.
“I' will not tell if you do not.”
“Agreed.” She collected hersdlf. “Y ou must forgive me. The excitement of themorning . . .”

“One of my daughtersis about your age,” Shahr Baraz said. “1 pray she will never haveto suffer as|
believe you have. | would rather shelived out her daysin afdt hut with aman she loved than—" He
stopped, then straightened. “1 will have your maids sent in, lady, so that you may repair yoursdf. Itis
inappropriate that | should be here done with you, evenif | am an old man. The Sultan would not

approve.”

“No. If you want to do something for me, then have thelittle Ramusian monk sent here. | wish to spesk
with him. Heisimprisoned in the lower levels of the tower.”

“| am not surethat—"
“Please, Shahr Baraz.”
He nodded. “Y ou are aqueen, after al.” Then he bowed, and |eft her.

A queen, shethought. So isthat what | am now? She remembered the hell of Aekir at itsfdl, the Merduk
soldier who had raped her with the light of the burning city awrithing inferno in hiseyes. Theterrible
journey north in the waggons, John Mogen's Torunnans trudging bes de them with their necksin
capture-yokes. Men crucified by the thousand, babies tossed out in the snow to die. All those memories.
They made part of her mind into a screaming wilderness which she had walled off to keep from going
med.

She was done in the room. For ablest moment she was alone. No gossiping maids or spying eunuchs.
No gaggle of concubinesintriguing endlesdy and bitching about petty dights and imagined neglects. She
could stand at the window and look at what had once been her own country, and fed hersdf free. Her
name was Heria Cear-Inaf and she was no queen, only the lowly daughter of a silk merchant, and her
heart was still her own to bestow where she pleased.

“Beard of the Prophet, what does this mean? Are you here d one? God' s teeth, thiswill not do! Whereis
that scoundrel Baraz? 1’ ll have him flogged.”

The Sultan of Ostrabar strode into the chamber like agae, accompanied by aknot of his staff officers.
He was dripping with jewells and gold once more, and arich, fur-lined cloak whirled about him like a
cloud. Silver tassalswinked on the pointed toes of his boots.

Heriarefastened her vall hurriedly.

“Shahr Baraz is off running an errand for me, my lord. Do not blame him. | wanted to seeif he weretruly
mine to command.”

Aurungzeb boomed with laughter. He bristled akiss through her thin vell that bruised her lips. “Wdll



done, wifel That family needs humbling. They take too much of the world' stroubles upon themsdves.
Have you tumbled to my jet, then? The officers’ quarters are buzzing with it. A Baraz asalady’ smaid!
Keep him on thetips of histoes—it will do him good. But you are still in your brida gown! Get those
ancient rags off your back. Traditionisal well and fine, but we cannot have my First Wifelooking likea
beggar off the steppe. Where are your attendants? 1’ Il kick Serrim’ sfat arse next timel seehim.”

“They are preparing my wardrobe,” Herialied. “I sent them al off todoit. They are so dow.”

“Yes, yes, you must be firm with them, you know. Have afew of them flogged, and they’ll start to jump
right smartly.” Aurungzeb embraced her. Thetop of her head came barely to his chin, though shewastal
for awoman.

“Ah, those beautiful bones! | do not know how | shal keep myself from them till the babeisborn.” He
nuzzled her hair, beaming. “1 must be off, my Queen. Shahr Johor, hunt out those damn maids. My wifeis
here donelike amourner. And get the furniture sent up—the things from Aekir we had shipped.”
Aurungzeb looked around the room. It had been part of Pieter Martellus s chambersin the days when
the dyke had been Torunnan, and was as bare as a barracks.

“Poor surroundings for awoman, though it’ s better than atent out in thefield. We' ll haveto prettify the
placealittle. | may just let thistower stand, asamonument. | must be off. We are to dine together later,
Ahara. | haveinvited the ambassadors. We are having lobsters sent up from the coast. Have you ever
tasted alobster? Ah, hereis Shahr Baraz. What do you mean by leaving the Queen aone?’

Shahr Baraz stood in the doorway. His face was expressonless. “My apologies, Sultan. It will not
heppen again.”

“That'sal right, Baraz. She' s been playing with you | think, my western doe.” And in an asdeto Heria
“Helooks so much like histerrible old father, and he’ sjust as iff-necked. Keegp him on the hop, my
love, that’ stheway. Well, | must be off. Wear the blue today, the stuff the Nalbeni sent us. It sets of f
your eyes.” And hewas gone, striding out of the room with his aides struggling to keep up, hisvoice
booming down the corridor beyond.

B Y thetime Albrec had been brought to the new Queen’ s chambers she had cast aside her sombre
marriage garments and was swathed from head to toe in sky-blue silk, acirclet of slver sat upon her
veiled head and her eyeswere as striking as paint could make them. She reclined on alow divan whilst
around her half adozen maids perched on cushions. A tal Merduk of advanced years whom Albrec had
never seen at the court before stood straight as a spear by the door. The room’ s austere stone walls had
been hung with embroidered curtains and bright tapestries. Incense smouldered in agolden burner and
severd braziers gave off acomfortable warmth, the charcoa within their filigreed sides bright red. Three
little girls kept the cod's glowing with discreet wheezes of their tiny bellows. The contrast between the
delicate sumptuousness of the chamber and the disfigured poverty of the little monk could not have been
greater.

Albrec bowed at a nudge from Serrim, the eunuch.
“Your Mgesty, | believe | am to congratulate you on your wedding.”
The Merduk Queen took amoment to respond.

“Be seated, Father. Rokzanne, some wine for our guest.”



Albrec was brought afootstool to perch himsdf upon and asilver goblet of thethin, acrid liquid the
Merduks choseto call wine. He did not take his eyes from the Queen’ s velled face.

“I would have received you with less ceremony,” Heriasaid lightly, “but Serrim hereingsted that | begin
to comport mysdf as befitting my newly exdted rank.”

Albrec cast his eyes about the chamber, a cross between a barracks and abrothdl. “ Admirable,” he
muttered.

“Yes. Come, let me show you the view from the balcony.” Heriarose and extended ahand to the little
monk. Herose awkwardly off hislow stool and took her fingersin what remained of hisown hand. The
women in the chamber whispered and murmured.

She led him out on to the balcony and they stood there with the fresh wind in their faces, looking down
upon the ruin of the fortress. Already the Long Walls were demolished, and thousands of soldierswere
working to dismantle their remnants and float the cyclopean granite blocks on flatboats across the Searil.
The foundations for another fortress were being laid there on the east bank of theriver. Thetower in
which Heriaand Albrec stood would soon be dl that remained of Kaile Ormann’s great work. Even the
dykeitsaf wasto be dammed up and filled in through the labour of thousands of Torunnan daves. The
minor fortifications on theidand would be rebuilt, and where the Long Walls had stood would be a
barbican. Aurungzeb was constructing amirror-image of the ancient fortress, to face west instead of east.

“Tel meabout him, Father,” Heriamurmured. “ Tell me everything you know. Quickly.”

The maids and eunuchs were watching them. Albrec kept hisvoice so low the wind rendered it amost
inaudible.

“I have heard it said that he is John Mogen come again. He Sitshigh in the favour of the Torunnan
Queen—it was no doubt she who made him commander-in-chief. This happened after | 1€ft the capital.
Hefought here, at the dyke, and in the south. Even the Fimbrians obey him.”

“Tdl me how helooks now, Father.”

Albrec studied her face. It was white and set above the vell, like carved ivory. With the heavy paint on
her eyelids she looked as though she were wearing amask.

“Heria, do not torment yourself.”
“Tdlme”

Albrec thought back to that brief encounter on the road to Torunn. It seemed avery long time ago. “He
has pain written on hisface and in hiseyes. Thereisahardness about him.” Heisakiller, Albrec thought.
One of those men who find they have an aptitude for it, as others can sculpt statues or make music. But
he said nothing of thisto Heria

The Merduk Queen remained very Hill, the cold wind lifting her vell up like smoke. “Thank you, Father.”

“Will you not comein from the ba cony now, lady?’ the eunuch’s high-pitched voice piped behind them.
“It becomes cold.”

“Yes, Sarrim. Wewill comein. | wasjust showing Father Albrec the beginnings of our Sultan’ s new
fortress. He expressed awish to seeit.” Andto Albrecin aquick, hunted asde: “1 must get you out of
here, back to Torunn. We must help him win thiswar. But you must never tell him what | have become.
Hiswifeisdead. Do you hear me? Sheisdead.”



Albrec nodded dumbly, and followed her back into the scented warmth of the room behind.

FOURTEEN

| T wasraining asthe long column of weary men and horsesfiled through the East Gate, and they
churned the road into a quagmire of shin-deegp mud asthey came. An exhausted army, straggling back
over the hillsto the north for miles—an army that had in itsmidst amotley convoy of severd hundred
waggons and carts, dl brimming over with silent, huddled civilians, some with oilcloths pulled over their
heads, others Stting numbly under therain. Almost every waggon had acluster of filthy footsoldiers about
it, fighting itswhedlsfree of the sucking muck. The entire spectacle looked like some strange
quas-military exodus.

Corfe, Andruw, Marsch and Formio stood by and watched while the army and its charges filed through
the gate of the Torunnan capital. The guards on the city walls had come out in their thousands to watch
the melancholy procession, and they were soon joined by many of the citizens so that the battlements
were packed with bobbing heads. No-one cheered—no one was sure if the army was returning in defest
or victory.

“How many atogether, do you think?” Andruw asked.
Corfe wiped the ubiquitousrain out of hiseyes. “Five, Sx thousand.”
“I reckon they took another two or three away with them,” Andruw said.

“I know, Andruw, | know. But these, &t |east, are safe now. And that army was crippled before we gave
up the pursuit. We have ddivered the north from them—for thetime being.”

“They arelike adog which cannot betrained,” Formio said. 1t lunges forward, you rap it on the muzzle
and it draws back. But it kegpslunging forward again.”

“Yes. Persgtent bastards, I'll give them that,” Andruw said with atwisted smile.

The army had virtudly destroyed the Merduk force they had encountered outside Berrona, charging
down on them while they were dtill frantically trying to form up outside their camp. But once they had
been broken and hurled back inside the campsite the battle had degenerated into a murderous
free-for-al. For inside the tents had been thousands of brutalised Torunnan women, inhabitants of the
surrounding towns gathered together for the pleasure of the Merduk troops. Ranafast’s Torunnans had
run wild after the discovery, daying every Merduk in sight. Corfe estimated the enemy dead at over
eleven thousand.

But while the army had been embroiled in the butchery within the camp, severa thousand of the enemy
had managed to flee intact, and they had taken with them alarge body of captives. Corfe’ s men had been
too spent to follow them far, and snow had begun to drive down on the wings of abitter wind off the
mountains. The pursuit had been abandoned, and after digging four hundred graves for their own dead
the army had re-formed for the long march south. The waggons had dowed them down, and they had
shared their rations with the rescued prisoners. With the result that not a man of the army had eaten in the
last three days, and half the Cathedrallers were now on foot. Astheir overworked mounts had collapsed,
they had been carved up and eaten by the famished soldiers. Six hundred good warhorses were now
mere jumbles of bones on the road behind them. But the campaign had been successful, Corfe reminded
himsdf. They had done what he had set out to do. It was smply that he could take no joy iniit.

“Beer,” Andruw said with feding. “A big, frothing mug of the stuff. And awedge of cheese so big you
could stop adoor withit. And an apple.”


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

“And fresh-baked bread,” Marsch added. “With honey. Anything but meet. | will not eat mest again for
amonth. And | would sooner starve than eat another horse.”

Corfe thought of the Queen’s chambers, a bath full of seaming water and aroaring fire. He had not
taken his boots off in aweek and hisfeet felt swollen and sodden. The legther straps of hisarmour were
green with mould and the sted itself was arusted saffron wherever the red paint had chipped away. Only
the blade of John Mogen’ s sword was bright and untarnished. He had Merduk blood under his nails.

“The men need arest,” he said. “Thewhole army needsto be refitted, and we'll have to send south for
more horses. | wonder how Rusio has been getting on while we ve been away.”

“I'll wager his backside has not been far from afire the whole time,” Andruw retorted. “ Send out some
of those paper-collar garrison soldiers next time, Corfe. Remind them what it’sliketo fed therainin ther
face”

“Maybe | will, Andruw. Maybe | will. For now, | want you three to go on insde the city. Make sure that
the men are well bedded down—no bullshit from any quartermasters. | want to see them drunk by
nightfal. They deserveit.”

“There’ san order easily obeyed.” Andruw grinned. “Marsch, Formio, you heard the man. We have
work to do.”

“What about you, Generd?’ Formio asked.
“I think I’ [l stand here awhile and watch the army march in.”

“Come on, Corfe, get in and out of therain,” Andruw cgjoled. “They won't march any faster with you
ganding here.”

“No, you three go on ahead. | want to think.”

Andruw clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t philosophize too long. Y ou may find dl the beer drunk by
thetime you wak through the gate.”

Andruw and Marsch mounted their emaciated horses and set off to join the column, but Formio lingered
amoment.

“Wedid al we could, Generd,” he said quietly.
“I' know. It'sjust that it never fed sasthough it’s enough.”

The Fimbrian nodded. “ For what it isworth, my men are content to serve under you. It ssemsthat
Torunna can produce soldierstoo.”

Corfe found himself smiling. “Go on, seeto your troops, Formio. And thank you.” He redlised that he
had just been given the greatest professiona compliment of hislife.

Formio st off in the wake of Marsch and Andruw without another word.

C ORFE stood aone until the rearguard came into sight almost an hour later, then he mounted his horse
and trotted down to join them. Two hundred Cathedrallers under Ebro and Morin, their steeds’ noses
drooping inches from the ground.



“What' s the storey, Haptman?’ he asked.

Ebro saluted. The pompous young officer Corfe had first met the previous year was now an experienced
leader of men with the eyes of aveteran. He had come along way.

“Five more horsesin thelast two miles,” Ebro told him. “ Another day and | reckon we' d dl be afoot.”
“No sgn of the enemy?’

Ebro shook hishead. “ Generd, | do believe they’ re hafway back to Orkhan by now. We put the fear of
God into them.”

“That was the idea. Good work, Ebro.”

The scarlet-armoured horsemen filed past in amuddy stream. Some of them looked up asthey passed
their commander and nodded or raised a hand. Many had shrivelled Merduk heads dangling from their
pommels. Corfe wondered how few of hisorigind galley daveswereleft now. He sat hishorse until they
had al passed by and then finally entered the East Gate himsdlf, the last man in the army to do so. The
heavy wooden and iron doors boomed shut behind him.

| T wasvery late by the time hefinally entered his chambers. He had visited the wounded in the military
hospitas, racking his brainsto try and address every man by his name, singling out those whom he had
seen in battle and reminding them of their courage. He had gripped the bony fist of one wounded Cimbric
tribesman as the man died then and there, in front of him. Those daysin the open, eating horseflesh,
rattling in agony in the back of aspringlesswaggon, only to lose the fight when placed &t last in awarm
bed with clean blankets. The tribesman had died saying Corfe s name, understanding no word of
Normannic.

Then there had been the dwindling horse-lines, seeing to it that the surviving mounts were well looked
after, and then a half-dozen meetings with various quartermasters to ensure that the freed prisoners Corfe
had brought south were being looked after. Most of them had been billeted with the civilian population.
And at the last there had been abeer with Andruw, Marsch, Formio, Ranafast and Ebro, standingina
rowdy barracks and gulping down the tepid stuff by the pint, the six of them clinking their jugs together
like men a a party whilst around them the soldiers did the same, most of them naked, having cast off their
filthy clothes and rusted armour. Corfe had |eft his officersto their drinking and had staggered of f
towards the palace, both glad and reluctant to leave the warmth and comradeship of the barracks.

It seemed a crowd of people was waiting for him when he arrived, al bobbing and bowing and eager to
lay hands on him. For once he was happy to have acrowd of flunkeys around, unbuckling straps, pulling
off hisboots, bringing him awarm woollen robe. They had built ablazing firein the hearth and closed the
shutters on the pouring rain beyond the balcony. They brought in ewers of steaming water and trays of
food and drink. They would have washed him too if he had let them. He ordered them out and
performed that task himsealf, but he was too tyred to use the towells that had been left out and sat alone
watching the flames with his bare feet stretched out to the hearth, a puddle of water on the flagged stone
of thefloor below him. His skin was white and wrinkled and there was till dead men’ s blood under his
nails, but he did not care. He was too weary even to pick at thetray of delicacies they had set out for
him, though he poured himself some wine and gulped it down in order to warm hisinnards. So good to
be aone, to have silence and no immediate decisonsto make. To just fed the kindly wine warm him and
hear therain rattling at the window.

“Halil, the conquering hero,” avoice said. “ So you are back.”



Hedid not turn round. “I’ m back.”
The Torunnan Queen cameinto the firelight. He had not heard her enter the room.
“Y ou look exhausted.”

Oddiawas dressed in asmplelinen gown, and her hair hung loose around her shoulders, shining in the
firdight. Shelooked like ayoung woman ready for bed.

“| waited for you,” she said, “but they said you were somewhere in the city, with thearmy.”
“I had thingsto do.”

“I’'m sure you had. Y ou have been nearly six weeks away. Could you not have found time to visit your
Queen and tdll her about the campaign?’

“I wasgoing to leaveit until the morning. I'm meeting the High Command at dawn.”
Oddiapulled achair up besde him. “ So tdl me now, plainly, without al the military technicaities”

He stared at the flamelight which the wine had trapped scarlet in his glass. It was asthough alittle heart
struggled to best in there.

“We found aMerduk army near Berrona, close to the Searil, and destroyed it. They had been ravaging
the whole country up around there. They took the women and murdered the men. The entireregionis
littered with corpses, depopulated. A wilderness. The march back to Torunnwas. . . difficult. The
waggons sowed us down and we went short of food. Half the horses are gone, but our casualtieswere
very light, consdering. | believethe Torrin Gap is secure again, at least for awhile”

“Wall, that isnewsindeed. | congratulate you, Corfe. Y our band of heroes has done it again. How many
Merduksdid they kill thistime?’

He thought of the unbedlievable daughter within the Merduk camp, al order lost, men squirming for thelr
livesin the thick mud, shrieking. Ranafast’ s Torunnans had captured two hundred of the enemy asthey
tumbled out of their tentsand cut the throats of every last one. No quarter. No prisoners.

“What news here, in the capital?’ he asked, ignoring her question.

“Berza sfleet has defeated the Nabenic shipsin an action off the Kardikian coast. There will be no more
ship-borne suppliesfor Aurungzeb'sarmies. Fournier’ s spiestd| usthat the Sultan hasfound himsdlf a
wife. He demolished Ormann Dyke and married her in the ruins. Sheisrumoured to be aRamusian.”

Corfe dirred. “Ormann Dyke is—"

“No more. Yes. Kaile Ormann’ swalls have been cast down, and the Merduks are busy rearing up
another fortress on the east bank of theriver. It would seem they intend to stay.”

“It could be agood sgn—asigndl that the Sultan is beginning to think defensively.”
“l anglad to hear it.”

“Thiswife of his. Why should he marry a Ramusian? He has awhole harem of Merduk princessesto
bed, or so | had aways heard.”

“Sheis supposed to be agreat beauty, that isal we know.”



“Maybe shé Il have an influence on him.”

“Perhaps. | would not put too much store in the wiles of women! They are overrated.”

“Coming from you, Y our Mgesty, that is hard to credit.”

Sheleaned forward and kissed him. “| am different.”

“Thet | believe.”

“Cometo bed, Corfe. | have missed you.”

“Inamoment. | want to fee my feet again, and remember what a chair fedslike under my arse.”

She laughed, throwing her head back, and in that moment he loved her. He shunted the fedling aside,
swamped by guilt, confusion, even akind of shame. He did not love her. Hewould not.

“Fournier has been busy in my absence, | takeit.”

“Oh, yes. By theway, did you ever mest alittle deformed monk named Albrec?”’
Corfefrowned. “1 don't think so. No—wait. Y es, once, outside Torunn. He had no nose.”
“That’ sthe one. Macrobius has told me that the fellow went out to preach to the Merduks.”
“Thereisafool for every season, | suppose. What did they do, crucify him?’

“No. Heis something of afixture in the Merduk court, pontificating about the brotherhood of man and

“We seem very well informed about the doings of the Merduk court.”

“That iswhat | have been leading up to. Fournier has planted a spy there, God knows how. He may bea
wesaselly treasonous dastard, but he knows his business. Even | am not alowed to know our agent’s
name. Twicein the past month aMerduk deserter has come to the gates with a despatch hidden on him.”

“He uses Merduks? A man for every message? He' |l be caught soon. Y ou can't keep that kind of thing
secret for long. | take it thereisno way to get amessage to this agent?’

Odeliashrugged. “I fail to see how even Fournier can do that.”
“What about your . . . ailities? Y our—"

“My witchery?’ The Queen laughed again. “ They run adifferent road, Corfe. Do you know anything of
the Seven Disciplines?”’

“I"ve heard of them, that'sdl.”

“A true mage must magter four of the Seven. | know only two—Cantrimy and True Theurgy. | may be
one step better than a common hedge-witch, but | am no wizard.”

“| see. Then | would like to talk to these so-called Merduk deserters.”

“Sowould |. Thereis something odd going on a the Merduk court. But Fournier has hidden them away
asthough they were amiser’ s hoard. He may even have disposed of them aready.”



“Y ou are the Queen. Order him to produce them, or the despatchesthey carried at least.”
“That would offend him, and then we might lose his co-operation entirely.”

Corfe' seyes narrowed and alight kindled in them, red from the hearth glow. When he looked like that,
Odeliathought, you could see the violence graven in him. She fdt hersdlf shiver, asthough someone had
walked over her grave.

“Youmeanto tell me,” Corfe said softly, “that this blue-blooded son of abitch will deliberately withhold
information which could be vitd to the conduct of thiswar, smply out of afit of pique?’

“Heisnot one of your soldiers, Corfe. Heisanaoble, and must be handled with care.”

“Nobles.” Hisvoicewas till soft, but the tone of it set the hair rising on the back of her neck. “1 have
never yet seen one who was worth so much as abucket of warm spit. These deserters, or whatever they
are, their knowledge of what goes on in the Merduk camps could be pricelessto us”

“Y ou cannot touch Fournier,” Odelia snapped. “Heis of the nobility. Y ou cannot sweep aside the entire
bedrock of akingdom'sfabric just like that. Leave himto me.”

“All right then; if the kingdom'’ sfabric is so important | will leave him done”

What would he be like as aking? Odeliawondered. Am | mad to consider it? He has so much anger in
him. He might save Torunna, and then tear it gpart afterwards. If only he could be hedled.

She sat ahand on hisbrow. “What are you doing?’ he demanded, still angry.
“Stealing your mind. What do you think? Now be quiet.”

Very wdl, doit. Takethat plunge. She was no mind-rhymer, but she was ahedler of sorts, and she loved
him. That opened the door for her. She stepped through it with afearful sort of determination.

It was like hearing distant thunder, abaying recklessness of baffled hurt and fury. She dove past scenes
of daughter, ecstasies of boundless murder. Corfe strade, hisvocation, wasthekilling of hisfellow man,
and hewas good at it—but he did not enjoy it. That gave her avast sense of relief. His soul was not that
of abloodthirsty barbarian, but it was savage nonetheless. He was possessed of a deep self-loathing, a
desirefor redemption that surprised and touched her.

There—that was Aekir, burning like the end of the world. Go back further, to before that. And there was
an ordinary young man with kinder eyes and lessiron certainty in hisheart. Wholly different, it seemed,
and unexceptional.

Sheredlised then that he must not be healed—not by her. His suffering had made him what he was, had
forged aman out of the boy and rendered him stedl-hard. She found hersdlf both in awe of him and
pitying his pain. There was nothing to be done here. Nothing.

She came out again, unwilling to look at the happiness there had been before Aekir, the flegting images of
the raven-haired girl who had been and would aways be his only love. But the youth who had married
the silk merchant’ s daughter was no more. Only the genera remained. Y es, he could be King. He could
be avery greet king, onethat later centuries would spin legends around. But he would never betruly at
ease with himsdf—and that was the mainspring, the thing that drove him to greatness.

She sat back in her chair and rubbed her eyes.



“Wel?’ heasked.
“Waéll, nothing. Y ou are amuddie-headed peasant who needsto get drunk more often.”

His smile warmed her. There would never be passion there, not for her, but he esteemed her nonethel ess.
That would have to be enough.

“I think your magicks are overrated,” he said.
“Magic oftenis. | am off to bed. | am an old woman who needs her rest.”
Hetook her hand. “No. Sit with me awhile, and we will go together.”

She actudly felt hersalf blushing, and was glad of the dimness of the room. “Very wdl then. Let ussit
here by thefire and pretend.”

“Pretend what?’
“That there are no wars, no armies. Just the rain on the window, the wine in your glass”
“I'll drink to that.”

And they sat there hand in hand asthe fire burnt low, as content with their common silence, it seemed, as
some long-married couple at the end of aday’slabour.

| T has become abizarre habit for an old man, Betanza thought, this night-time pacing of wintry cloisters.
| am getting Srangein my twilight years.

Charibon’s cathedral bells had tolled the middle of the night away, and the cloisters were deserted except
for his black-robed shape waking up and down, the very picture of atroubled soul. He did this most
nights of late, marching his doubtsinto the flagstones until he was weary enough to findly tumbleinto
dreamless deep. And then dragging himsdlf awake in timefor matins, with the sun still lost over the dark
horizon.

The old need less degp than the young anyway, he told himsealf. They are that much more familiar with the
concept of their own mortality.

There had been athaw, and now instead of snow it was a chill black rain that was pouring down out of
the Cimbrics, flattening the swell on the Sea of Tor and rattling on the sone shingles of the
monastery-city. It was moving dowly east, washing down the Torian plains and beating on the western
foothills of the Thurians. In the morning it would be frowning over northern Torunna, where Corfe sarmy
was gill along day’ s march away from their beds.

Betanza paused in his endless pacing. There was asolitary figure standing in the cloister ahead of him,
looking beyond the pillars to the sodden lawn they enclosed and the black starless wedge of sky above
it. A tal figurein amonk’ s habit. Another eccentric, it seemed.

Ashe drew close the man turned, and Betanza made out a beak of anose and high forehead under the
cowl. A hint of bristling eye-brows.

“God bewith you,” the man said.

“And with you,” the Vicar-Generd replied politely. He would have walked on, not wanting to interrupt



the solitary cleric’' sdevotions, but the other spoke again, stalling him.
“Would you be Betanza, by any chance, head of the Inceptine Order?’

“I would.” Impossible to make out the colour of the monk’ s habit in the darkness, but the materid of it
was rich and unadorned.

“Ah, | have heard of you, Father. At onetime you were aduke of Adtarac, | believe.”
His curiogty dtirred, Betanzalooked more closdly at the other man. “Indeed. And you are?’
“My nameisAruan. | am avistor from the west, come seeking counsdll in these turbulent times.”

The man had the accent of Agtarac, but there was an archaic strangenessto his didlect. He spoke,
Betanzathought, like acharacter from some old history or romance. There were so many clericsfrom so
many different parts of the world in Charibon at present, however. Only yesterday a delegation had
arrived from Fimbria, of al places, with an escort of forty sable-clad pikemen.

“What part of Astarac do you hail from?’ he asked.

“I wasorigindly from Garmidaan, but | have not lived there for many years. Ah—listen, Betanza. Do
you heer it?’

Betanza cocked his head, and over the hissing rain there came faint but clear afar-off melancholy howl. It
was amplified by another, and then another.

“Wolves” hesad. “They scavengeright into the very streets of the city at thistime of year.”
Aruan smiled oddly under hishood. “Yes, I'll warrant they do.”

“Wdll, I must be getting on. | will leave you to your meditations, Aruan.” And Betanza continued his
interrupted walk. Something about the stranger unsettled him, and he did not care to be addressed in
such afamiliar fashion. But he was not in the mood to make an issue of it. He buried his cold handsin his
deeves and paced out the flagstones around the cloister once more, the familiar dilemmas doing the
rounds of hismind.

—And he stopped short. The man Aruan wasin front of him once again.
Startled, he actually retreated a step from the dark figure. “How did you—7?"

“Forgiveme. | am very light on my feet, and you were lost in thought. If you could perhaps spare me
some of your time, Betanza, there are things | would like to discuss with you.”

“See mein the morning. Now get out of my way,” Betanza blustered.

“That isapity. Such apity.” And something preternatural began to occur before Betanza' s astonished
eyes. The black shape of Aruan bulked out and grew tdler, the hem of hishabit lifting off the ground.
Two ydlow lights blinked on like candles under his cowl, and there was the sound of heavy cloth tearing.
Betanza made the Sign of the Saint and backed away, struck dumb by the transformation.

“You areacapable man,” avoice said, and it was no longer recognisable as wholly human. “Itissuch a
shame. | like independent thinkers. But you do not have the abilities or the vulnerabilities| seek. Forgive
me, Betanza.”

A werewolf towered there, the habit shrugged aside in rent fragments. Its ears spiked out like horns from



the massive skull. Betanza turned to run but it caught him, lifting himinto the air as though he were achild.
Then it bit once, deep into the bone and cartilage of his neck, nameless things popping under itsfangs.
Betanza spasmed manicaly, then fell limp asarag, his eyes bulging sghtlessy. He was st down gently
upon the blood-spattered flagstones of the cloister, a puddle of black robes with awhite, agonised face
garing out of them.

Beyond the monastery, the wolves howled sadly intherain.

FIFTEEN

“A M | afool?Do look likeafool to you?’ the Sultan of Ostrabar roared. “Do you expect meto
believe that ahost of fifteen thousand men congtitutes a reconnai ssance patrol ? Beard of the beloved
Prophet, | am surrounded by imbeciles! What is this? Some game of your own, Shahr Johor? Tell me
how this could have happened, and explain why | was not informed!”

Thelofty conference chamber within which Pieter Martellus had once planned the defence of Ormann
Dykewas slent. The assembled Merduk officers kept their faces carefully blank. Shahr Indun Johor,
commander-in-chief of the Merduk army, cleared histhroat. A fine sheen of sweat varnished his
handsome face.

“Maesty, I—"
“No eabourations or judtifications. | want the truth!”

“I may have exceeded my orders, it istrue. But | wastold to conduct areconnaissance in force of the
Torrin Gap, and if practicable establish a garrison there to cut communications between Torunnaand
Almark.”

“Y ou are parroting the very text of my written orders. Very good! Now explain to me how they were
disobeyed.”

“Maesty, | did not disobey them—truly. But resistance was so minima up therethat | thought thetime
ripeto establish afirmfoothold. That is. . . that iswhat the army of Khedive Arzamir was to accomplish.
None of our patrols reported the presence of regular Torunnan troops. Not one! Still less those accursed
red horsemen and their Fimbrian dlies. So I—I exceeded my orders. | told Arzamir that if resstance did
not stiffen he wasto push on and try for Charibon. It was amistake, | know.” Shahr Johor drew himsdlf
up asif awaiting ablow. “| takefull responshility. | gambled, and | lost. And we are ten thousand men
the poorer for it. | have no excuses.”

The room was very ill. It might have been populated by a crowd of armoured statues. On the
riverbanks below they could hear aMerduk subadar haranguing histroops, and beyond that the regular
clink of athousand hammers as the last remnants of the Long Walls were demolished stone by stone.

Aurungzeb seemed to dump, the rage which had ballooned his framelesking out of him. He ground his
teeth audibly and then hissed, “What manner of man ishe? |s he amagician? Can he read our minds? |
would give haf my kingdom to have his head on a spear. Batak!”

Therewas alesthery flapping sound, and a pigeon-sized homunculus svooped down from the raftersto
land on the table in the middle of the room. Severa of the officers present backed away fromit; others
wrinkled up their nosesin disgust. Thetiny cresture folded itswings, cocked its head to one side, and
spoke with the voice of afull-grown man.

“My Sultan?
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“Damnit, Batak, cannot you be herein person? How much longer must you hole up in that tower of
yourswith your abominations?’

“My researches are dmost complete, my lord. How may | be of service?’
“Earn the gold that has been showered upon you. Rid me of this Torunnan generd.”

The homunculus picked up adiscarded quill from the table, nibbled on it and then cast it away, spitting
likeacat. The glow which infested its eyes wavered, then grew strong again.

“What you ask isno light thing, my Sultan. The ns—"

“Have declined my offer. Apparently one of their number has been lost in Torunn aready, and they have
no wish to hazard more. No, you are the wizard, the great master of magic. Y our late master Orkh had
every confidencein you, e'se he would not have made you court mage after him. Now fulfil his
confidence. | want this man dead, and soon. The final assault on Torunnawill begin within weeks. | want
thispaladin of theirs cold in the ground ereit begins.”

“I will ssewhat | can do, my lord.” The glow in the homunculus s eyeswent ouit. It glared at the men
who surrounded it, baring its miniature fangs. Then it took off, the wind from its wings sending papers
flying from the table. It bobbed in midair for amoment, and then flew out of the open windows and

disappeared.

“Such creatures are inherently evil, and should not be utilised by afollower of the Prophet,” avoice said
herghly.

Aurungzeb turned. It was Mehr Jirah, and beside him was Ahara, avison of velled midnight-blue silk. To
their rear stood the austere figure of Shahr Baraz. Silent attendants closed the doors again behind thetrio.

“Intime of war, al meansmust be utilised,” the Sultan mumbled uncomfortably. “1s there something we
can help you with, Mehr Jrah? Thisis aclosed indaba of the High Command. Thereis no place for
mullahs here. And Ahara, my Queen, what brings you here at thistime? We are agathering of men.
Women—even queens—do not appear at such gatherings. It isnot fitting.”

Ahararemained slent, but looked at her companion.

“We wish to speak with you, my Sultan—Dboth of us,” Mehr Jrah said. “ Our matter, however, is of the
greatest importance, not something to be blurted out in haste—thus it can wait until theindabahasrun its
course.”

His cam certainty appeared to subdue Aurungzeb. He seemed about to speak, but thought better of it,
and turned back to the table, one hand toying with the hilt of the curved dagger he wore tucked into his
belt sash.

“We were nearly done, at any rate. Shahr Johor, you made a grave error of judgement, but | can see
what led you to it. For that reason | am willing to be clement. | will give you one more chance, and one
only. Tell me of your plansfor thefind campaign. A swift outline, if you please. | can seethat Mehr Jirah
and my Queen areimpatient.”

Thislast was said with obvious curiosity.

The Merduk khedive unrolled alarge map on the table and weighted down its corners with inkwells.
“The planning isaready far advanced, Mgesty, and is completely unaffected by our lossesin the north.
Asyou know, we have had to bring forward the date of our advance due to the loss of the seaborne



supply line—"

“Nalbenic bombasts. They swore they could sweep the sea of Torunnan ships, and what happens? They
lose half their fleet and keep the other haf cowering in port.”

“Quite. Our logigtics are dightly more precarious than | could wish, which meansthat—"
“Which meansthat thisis our last throw.”

“Yes, Mgesy. Thisislikely to be thelast chance we will have to take the Torunnan capitd. We smply
do not have the resources, or the men, to continue this campaign for another year.”

Therewas along, amost reverent silence in the chamber a these words. They had dl known this, of
course, but to have it stated so baldly, and in the presence of the Sultan, brought it home to them. The
Ramusians might view the Sultan’ sforces asillimitable, but the men around the table knew better. Too
many troops had died in the heavy fighting since thefdl of the dyke, and their lines of supply had been
whittled down to asingle mgjor road: adender thread for the fate of any army to hang upon. The
recongtruction of aMerduk Ormann Dyke now seemed foresight, not pessimism, but for the victors of
Aekir it was abitter pill to swallow.

Finally Aurungzeb broke the stillness. “ Go on, Shahr Johor.”

The young Merduk khedive picked up adry quill and began pointing at the unrolled map. Depicted upon
it in some detail was the region between the Torrin river and the southern Thurians. Once afertile and
peaceful land, it had become the cockpit for the entire western war.

“Themain army will advancein abody, here, down the line of the Western Road. Init will bethe
Minhraib, the Hraibadar , our new arquebusier regiments, the e ephants, artillery and siege train—some
hundred thousand men dl told. Thisforce will pitch into any enemy body it meets, and pinit. At the same
time, the Ferinai and our mounted pistoleers, plus the remnants of the Nabenic
horse-archers—twenty-five thousand men in al—will set off to the north and advance separately.”

“That second force you mention isentirely cavary,” Aurungzeb pointed out.

“Yes, Mgesty. They must be completdy mobile, and swift-moving. Their missonistwofold. Firgly, they
will protect the northern flank of the main bodly, in case the red horsemen and their dliesare dtill &t large
inthat area. If this provesto be unnecessary—and | believe it will—they will wait until the main body has
engaged the Torunnan army, and then come down upon the enemy flank or rear. They will be the
hammer to our anvil.”

“Why do you believe thisenemy forcein the north isno longer in the field?’

“They freed alarge quantity of female captivesthat our troops had rounded up. | am certain they will
escort these back to the Torunnan capitdl. It was, | believe, only due to the presence of these captives
that any of Khedive Arzamir’ sarmy escaped intect at dl.”

“Hammer and anvil,” Aurungzeb murmured. “I1 likeit.”

“It'show he caught the Nalbeni in the Torunn battle,” one of the other officers said, an older man with a
scarred face.

“Who?’

“This Torunnan generd, Mg esty. He halted them with arquebusiers and then threw his cavary at their



flanks. Decimated them. If it worked against troops as fleet as horse-archers |’ Il wager it will againgt
Torunnaninfantry.”

“I am glad to see we are learning lessons from the behaviour of the enemy,” Aurungzeb said wryly, but
his brow was thunderous. “Very well. Shahr Johor, when will the army move out?’

“Within two weeks, Mgesty.”

“What if this vaunted generd of theirs does not come out to meet us, but stands siegein Torunn? What
then?’

“Hewill come out, my Sultan. Itisin hisnature. It issaid helogt hiswifein Aekir, and it hastaught him to
hate us. All his Strategies, even the defensive ones, are based on the tactical offencive. These
scarlet-armoured cavalry of hisexcd init. Hewill come out.”

“I hope you areright. We would win asiege, no doubt of that, but then the war would drag through the
summer, perhapslater. The Minhraib must be returned to Ostrabar in time for the harvest.”

“By harvest time, Y our Mgesty, you shall be using the throne of Torunnaas afootstool. | stake my life
uponit.”

“Y ou have, Shahr Johor—believe me, you have. Thisisvery wdl. | likethisplan. The Torunnan army
numbers no more than thirty thousand. If we can pin them down in the open and launch the Ferinai into
their rear, | cannot see how they will survive. If Batak’s magicks do not put paid to him first, | shal have
this Torunnan generd in a capture-yoke. | will walk him to Orkhan, where hewill be crucified.”
Aurungzeb chuckled. “Having said that, if he meets hisfate upon thefield of battle, | shall not be unduly
displeased.”

A rustle of laughter flitted about the room.

“That will do for now. You will dl leave, but for Mehr Jirah and his urgent errand. Ahara, my sweet, seet
yoursdlf. Shahr Baraz, are you a complete boor? Find my Queen achair.”

The Merduk officersfiled out, bowing in turn to Aurungzeb and Ahara. The door clicked shut behind
them.

“Well, Mehr Jrah. What is S0 urgent that you must enter an indaba unannounced and, though | am not
oneto prate about protocol, why ismy Queen at your Sde?’

“Forgive me, Sultan. But when something momentous occurs which impinges upon the very faith of our
people and the manner of their belief, then | deem it necessary to bring it to your attention at once.”

“Youintrigueand darm me. Goon.”
“Y ou recdl the Ramusian monk who has cometo us from Torunn?’
“That madman. What about him?’

“Sultan, | believe heisnot mad.” Mehr Jirah' sface grew stern and he rose to hisfull height asthough
bracing himsdlf. “1 believe he spesksthe truth.”

Aurungzeb blinked. “What? What are you telling me?’

“I have been conducting researchesin our archivesfor the last two months, and | have had
access—which you so gracioudy granted—to al the documents that were saved from the ecclesiastical



and historical sections of the Library of Gadorian Hagusin Aekir. They tally with atradition that my own
Hraib hold to be true. In short, the Prophet Ahrimuz, blest be his name, cameto us out of the west, and
it now seems certain that he was none other than the western Saint Ramusio—"

“Méehr Jrah!”

“Sultan, the Saint and the Prophet are the same person. Our religion and that of the westerners are
products of one mind, worshipping the same God and venerating the same man as Hisemissary.”

Aurungzeb' s swarthy face had gone pae. “Mehr Jrah, you are mistaken,” he barked hoarsdly. “Theidea
isabsurd.”

“I wish it were, truly. This knowledge has shaken meto the very core. The monk whom we deemed a
madman isin fact ascholar of profound learning, and aman of greet faith. He did not cometo usout of a
whim—he cameto tdl usthe truth, and he bore with him the copy of an ancient document which
confirmsit, having fled with it from Charibon itself. The Ramusian Church has suppressed this knowledge
for centuries, but God has seen fit to passit onto us.”

Therewas apause. Findly Aurungzeb spoke, unwillingly it seemed.
“Ahara, what part have you in this?’

“| acted asinterpreter for Mehr Jirah in his conversations with the monk Albrec, my lord. | am ableto
confirm what Mehr Jirah says.”

“Do you not think, Sultan,” the mullah continued, “that it isa strange twist of fate which has brought a
western queen and a Ramusian scholar to you at thistime? | see the hand of God at work. Hisword has
been corrupted and hidden for long enough. Now isthetimeto findly let it seethelight of day.”

Aurungzeb' s eyesflashed. He began pacing about the room like arestlessbear. “Thisisdl a
trick—some ruse of the Ramusiansto divide us and midead usin the very hour of our find victory. My
Queen: shewas once aRamusian. | can see how shewas taken in, wishing to reconcile thefaith of her
past and the true faith which she has had the fortune to be reborn into. But you, Mehr Jirah: you area
holy man, aman of learning and shrewdness. How can you bring yoursdlf to believe such lies? Such a
blasphemous fa sehood?’

“I know the truth when | hear it,” Mehr Jirah retorted icily. “I am not afool, nor yet some manner of
wishful thinker. | have spent my life pondering the words of the Prophet and reviling the teachings of the
western imposter-saint. Imagine my shock when | look more closdly at these teachings, and find in some
cases the same phrases uttered by Ramusio and Ahrimuz, blest be his name, the same parables. . . even
the mannerisms of the two men arethe same! If thisisaRamusian trick, then it is one that was concelved
centuries ago. Besides, the Ramusian texts | studied antedated the arrival of our own Prophet. Ahrimuz
wasthere! Before he ever crossed the Jafrar and taught the Merduk peoples, he was there, in
Normannia, and he was awesterner. His name, my Sultan, was Ramusio.”

Aurungzeb was manageing to look both frightened and furious a the sametime.
“Who e se knows of thisdiscovery of yours?’

“I have taken the liberty of gathering together the mullahs of severa of the closest Hraib. They agreewith
me—albeit reluctantly. Our concern now isin what manner we should disseminate this knowledge
amongst the tribes and sultanates.”

“All thiswas done without my knowledge. On whose authority—7?"



Mehr Jrah thumped afist on the table, making the map of Torunnaquiver. “I am not answerableto you
or anyone e se on this earth for my actions or the dictates of my conscience! | am answerable to God
alone. We do not ask your permission to do what we know to be right, Sultan. We are merely keeping
you informed. Wewill not St on the truth, as the Ramusians have for the past five centuries. Their current
versgon of thar faithisastench in the very nodrils of God. Would you genuindy have me commit the

same blasphemy?’

Aurungzeb seemed to shrink. He pulled himself up achair and sat down heavily. “ Thiswill affect the
outlook of the army—you redise that. Some of the Minhraib are unwilling to fight asitis. If it getsout
that the Ramusians are some kind of—of co-religionists, why then—"

“| prefer to think of them asbrothersin faith,” Mehr Jrah interrupted grimly. “ According to the Prophet,
it isaheinous crimeto attack one whose beliefs are the same as one’ s own. Eventually, Sultan, we may
have to see the Ramusians as such. They may be riven with discord, but they revere the same Prophet as
wedo.”

“Bédief in the same God has not stopped men from killing one another. It never will. Take aclose look a
your brothersin faith, Mehr Jirah. They are busy cutting one another’ s throats as we speak. In Hebrion
and Astarac—and even Torunna—they have been fighting civil warsincessantly, even while we hammer
at their eestern frontier.”

“| am not ndyve, Sultan. | know the war cannot be halted initstracks. But dl | ask isthat when thetime
comes to make peace—as it will—you keep in your mind what you have been told here.”

“I will do so, Mehr Jirah. Y ou have my word on it. When we have taken Torunn | will be merciful. There
will be no sack, | assure you.”

Mehr Jirah looked long and hard at his Sultan for severa tense seconds, and then bowed. “1 can ask no
more. And now, with your permission, | will leave.”

“Areyou intent on disseminating this news amongst the troops, Mehr Jrah?’

“Not quite yet. There are many points of doctrine which remain to be clarified. | would ask you one
favour though, my Sultan.”

1] A§< an-”

“I would like the Ramusian monk released into my custody. | tyre of skulking around thisfortress's
dungeons.”

“By dl means, Mehr Jirah. Y ou shdl have your little maniac if you please. Tell Akran | said hewasto be
freed. Now you may leave me. Shahr Baraz, you ds0.”

“Sultan, my lady—"

“Can do without her shadow for five minutes. Escort Mehr Jirah out, will you? Y our mistresswill bewith
you presently.”

Mehr Jirah and Shahr Baraz both bowed, and departed. Heria had risen to her feet when Aurungzeb
held up ahand. “No, please my dear. Sit down. Thereis no ceremony between Sultan and Queen when
they are donetogether.”

As sheresumed her seat he padded close until he hulked above her like ahill. He was smiling. Then one
hairy-knuckled hand swooped down and ripped off her veil. The fingers grasped her jaw, their pressure



puraing up her lipslike arose. When Aurungzeb spoke it wasin alow, soft purr, like that of amurmuring
lover.

“If you ever, ever do anything like this again behind my back, | will have you sent to afield brothel. Do
you understand me, Ahara?’

She nodded dumbly.

“Y ou are my Queen, but only because you have my sonin your belly. Y ou will be treated with respect
because of him, and because of me—but that isdl. Do not think that your beauty, intoxicating though it
is, will ever make afool of me. Do | make mysdlf clear? Am | trangparent enough for you?’

Again, theslent nod.

“Very good.” He kissed the bloodred lips. As his hand released her faceit flushed pink, savefor the
whitefingermarks.

“Y ou will cometo my bed tonight. Y ou may be with child, but there are ways and means around that.
Now put on your veil and return to your chambers.”

W HEN Heria had returned to her suite in the austere old tower she let her maids disrobe her, sitting
passively upon her dressing stool like a sculpture. Her evening robes donned, she dismissed them and sat
alonefor along time, utterly still. At last there was aknock at the door.

“My lady,” Shahr Baraz said. “ Areyou al right?’
She closed her eyesfor amoment, and then said calmly, “ Do comein, Shahr Baraz.”

The old Merduk looked concerned. “His displeasureislike agae of wind, lady. Soon over, soon
forgotten. Do not let it trouble you.”

She amiled & that. “What do you think of Mehr Jirah’ sfindings?”

“I am surprised no-one e se has noticed such thingsin the five centuries Merduk and Ramusian have
co-existed.”

“Perhaps they have. Perhaps the knowledge was dways buried again. It will not be thistime, though.”

“Lady, | am not sureif you wishto set usdl at each other’ sthroats, or if you are genuinely crusading for
the truth. Frankly, it worriesme.”

“| want the war to end. Isthat so bad? | want no more men killed or women raped or children orphaned.
If thet istreason then | am atraitor to the very marrow of my bones.”

“The Ramusiansaso do their share of killing,” Shahr Baraz said wryly.

“Which iswhy the monk Albrec must be released and allowed to return to Torunn. They are Sitting on
thisinformation there asthey would liketo do here.”

“Menwill dwayskill each other.”

“I know. But they at least can stop pretending to do it in the name of God.”



“Thereisthat, | suppose. | would say thisto you though: do not push Aurungzeb too far.”
“| thought hewas agde of wind.”

“Heis, when heiscrossed in what he thinksisasmal thing, but he did not become Sultan by sitting on
his hands. If anything threatens the foundation of his power, hewill annihilateit without regret or
remorse.”

“Induding me?’
“Induding you.”

“Thank you for your frankness, Shahr Baraz. It’'s strange. Since coming to live amongst the Merduks|
have met more honest men than | ever did in my life before. Thereisyou, Mehr Jirah, and the monk,
Albrec.”

“Three men are not so many. Werefolk so dishonest in Aekir, then?” Shahr Baraz asked with aamile.
Her face clouded. She looked away.
“I’'m sorry, lady. | did not mean to—"

“It' snothing. Nothing at dl. | will get usedtoit intime. People can grow accustomed to al manner of
things”

Therewasapause. “1 will be outside the door if you need me for anything, lady,” Shahr Baraz said at
last. He bowed and |eft the room, when what he wanted to do was take her in hisarms. As he resumed
his post outside her door he scourged himsdlf for hisweskness, his absurdity. Shewastoo fineto bea
Merduk broodmare, and yet he thought there could be a core of pure stedl behind those lovely eyes.
That fellow she had loved in Aekir, who had been her husband: he must have been aman indeed. She
deserved no less.

SIXTEEN

B ARDOLIN squatted on the stone floor and rubbed his wrists thoughtfully. The sores had dried up and
hedled in amatter of moments. The only evidence of his suffering that remained were the silver scarson
his skin. Hefelt his shaven chin and chuckled with wonder.

“My God, | anaman agan.”

“Y ou were never anything ese,” Golophin said shortly from his chair by thefire. Have yoursdf some
wine, Bard. But go easy. Y our somach will not beusedtoit.”

Bardolin straightened and rose from the floor with some difficulty, grimacing. “I’ m not yet used to
standing upright, either. It' s been three months since | was able to stretch my limbs. God, my throat isas
dry assand. | have not talked so much in ayear, Golophin. It isgood to get it al out at last. It helpsthe
healing. Even your magicks cannot restore me wholly in amoment.”

“And your magicks, Bardolin: what of them?'Y ou should have recovered from the loss of your familiar by
now. What about your own Disciplines? Are they Hill there, or hasthe change gtifled them?’

Bardolin said nothing. He sipped hiswine carefully and eyed the pile of junk at one side of the circular
tower room. His chainslay there, with hisblood and filth till encrusted upon them. And the splintered
fragments of the crate they had transported him here within. Six brawny longshoremen terrified out of
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their wits as the thing within the crate roared and snarled at them and best against the walls of its wooden
prison. They had tumbled the crate off the end of their waggon and then urged the frightened horsesinto
agallop, fleeing the londly tower with al the speed they could whip out of the beests.

“It comes and goeswithout any reason or rhyme,” he said findly. “As every day passesit grows more
uncontrollable. Thewaolf, | mean.”

“That will pass. In time you and the beast will mesh together more fully, and you will be able to change
form at will. | have seen it before”

“I'm glad one of usisan expert,” Bardolin said tartly.

Golophin studied hisfriend and former pupil for awhilein silence. He had become a gaunt shade of a
man, the bones of his face standing out under the skin, his eyes sunk in deep orbits, the flesh around them
dark asthe skin of agrape. His head had been shaven down to the scalp to rid him of the vermin which
infested it, and it gave him the air of asinister convict. The wholesome, hae-looking soldier-mage
Golophin had once known seemed to have fled without atrace.

“Y ou touched my mind once,” the old mage said quietly. “I was scanning the west on the chance | might
find sometrace of you, and | heard you cry out for help.”

Bardolin stared into thefire. “We were a sea, | think. | felt you. But then he came along and broke the
connection.”

“Heisaremarkable man, if manisindeed theword.”

“I don’'t know what heis, Golophin. Something new, as| am. Hisimmortaity has something to do with
the black change, as has his power. | am beginning to fathom it dl. Here in the Old World we aways
thought that a shifter could not master any of the other six Disciplines—the beast disrupted some
necessary harmony in the soul. But now | think differently. The beast, once mastered, can lead oneto the
most intimate understanding of the Dweomer possible. A shifter isin essence aconjured animd, a
creature owing its existence entirely to some force outside the normal laws of the universe. When aman
becomes alycanthrope, he becomes; if you like, athing of pure magic, and if he hasthewill thenitisdl
there waiting for him. All that power.”

“Y ou dmost sound as though you accept your fate.”

“Hawkwood brought me here thinking you could cure me. We both know you cannot. And perhaps | do
not want to be cured any more. Golophin, have you thought of that? This Aruan isincredibly powerful. |
could betoo. All | need istime, time to think and research.”

“Thistower and everything init isat your disposd, Bard, you know that.”
“Thank you.”

“But | have one question. When you unlock this reservoir of power, if you ever do, what will you do with
it? Aruan isintent on establishing himsalf in the Old World, perhaps not tomorrow or this month or even
thisyear, but soon. Heintends some kind of sorcerous hegemony. He' s been working towardsit for
centuries, from what you tell me. When that day comes, then it will be the ordinary kings and soldiers of
the world versus him and hiskind. Our kind. Where do the lines get drawvn?’

Bardolin would not look at him. “1 don’'t know. He has apoint, don’t you think? For centurieswe' ve
been persecuted, tortured, murdered because of the gift we were born with. It istimeit was stopped.
The Dweomer-folk have aright to live in peace.”



“| agree. But Sarting awar isnot the way to secure that right. It will make the ordinary folk of theworld
more fearful of usthan ever.”

“Itistimethe ordinary folk of the world were made to regret their blind bigotry,” Bardolin snarled, and
there was such genuine menace in hisvoice that Golophin, startled, could think of nothing moreto say.

H AWKWOOD had not ridden ahorsefor longer than he could remember. Luckily, the anima he had
hired seemed to know more about it than he did. He bumped aong in astate of weary discomfort, his
destination vishle asagrey finger of ssone shimmering in the spring haze above the hillsto the north.
There was another rider on the road ahead, awoman by the looks of things. Her mount waslame. Even
as he watched, she dismounted and began ingpecting its hooves one by one. Hedrew level and reined in,
some battered old remnant of courtesy surfacing.

“Can| help?

The woman was well-dressed, atdl, plain girl in her late twenties with along nose and awondrous head
of fiery hair that caught the sunshine.

“I doubt it,” and she went back to examining her horse.

His appearance was against him, Hawkwood knew. Though he had bathed and changed and suffered a
haircut at the hands of Donna Ponera, Galliardo’ s formidable wife, he still 1ooked like some spruced-up
vagabond.

“Haveyou far to go?’ hetried again.
“He sthrown ashoe. God' s blood. Isthere a smithy hereabouts?’
“I don’t know. Where are you heading for?’

The girl straightened. “Not far. Y onder tower.” She gave Hawkwood a swift, unimpressed appraisd. “I
have apigtal. You'll find eeser pickings dsewhere.”

Hawkwood laughed. “I’ll bet | would. It so happens | aso am going to the tower. Y ou know the Mage
Golophin then?’

“Perhaps.” Shelooked him over with more curiosity now. He liked the frankness of her Sare, the
srength he saw in her features. Not much beauty there, in the conventional sense, but definite character.
“My nameis Hawkwood,” he said.

“I am Isolla” She seemed relieved when her name dlicited no reaction from him. “I suppose we may as
well travell therest of the way together. It' snot so far. Is Golophin expecting you?’

“Yes. Andyou?’

A dight hestation. “Yes. Y ou may aswdl dismount, instead of Staring down at me.”
“You can ridemy horseif you like”

“No. | only ride sdesaddle anyway.”

So she was wdll-born. He could have guessed that from her clothes. Her accent intrigued him, though. It
was of Adtarac.



“Y ou know Golophinwell?’ he asked her asthey waked side by side leading their mounts.
“Wdl enough. And you?’

“Only by reputation. Heislooking after asick friend of mine.”

“Areyou dl right?Y ou have astrange gait.”

“I have not ridden ahorsein along time. Or waked upon solid earth for that matter.”
“What, do you possess wings that take you everywhere?’

“No, aghip. She put in only thismorning.”

He saw alight dawn in her eyes. She looked him up and down again, this time with some wonder.
“Richard Hawkwood the mariner—of course! | am adunce. Y our nameisal over thecity.”

“Thevery same.” Hewaited for her to give somefuller account of hersdf, but in vain. They strolled
together companionably enough after that, the milesflitting by with little more conversation. For some
reason Hawkwood was amost disappointed when they finally knocked on the door of Golophin’stower.
There was something about this|sollathat finaly made him fedl as though he had come home.

I’ve been a seatoo long, hetold himself.

“CURIOSITY,” Golophin said, annoyed. “In amanitisavirtue, leading to enlightenment. In awoman it
isavice, leading to mischief.” Helooked at 1solla disapprovingly, but she seemed unabashed.

“That' sasaying dreamt up by aman. | am not some gossiping lady’ s maid, Golophin.”

“Y ou should not be behaving like one then. Ah, Captain Hawkwood, | thank you for ddlivering our
princess safe and sound, since she was pig-headed enough to come out here.”

“Princess?’ Hawkwood asked her. Some absurd little hope died within him.
“It'snot important,” she said uncomfortably.

“Y ou are looking at the next Queen of Hebrion, no less,” Golophin said. “Asif the world needed another
queen. Make yourself useful, Isolla. Pour us some wine. There sajug of it cooling in the study.”

She left the room, undismayed by the old wizard' s disgpproval. And indeed, as soon as she had |eft the
room a smile spread across hisface.

“ She should have been aman,” he said with obvious affection.
Hawkwood disagreed, but kept his opinion to himsdlf.

“So, Captain, we meet at last. | am glad you came.”

“Where sBardolin?’

“Adeep. It will gpeed hisheding.”

“Ishe...hashe—?7"



“The beast isdormant for now. | have been able to help him control it.”
“Y ou can cure him, then?’

“No. No-one can. But | can help him manage it. He has been telling me of your voyage. A veritable
nightmare”

“Yes. It was”
“Not many could have survived it.”

Hawkwood went to the window. It looked out from the tower’ s greet height over southern Hebrion, the
land green and serene under the sun, the seaa sparkle on the horizon.

“I think we were meant to survive it—Bardolin was anyway. They dlowed usto escape. | sometimes
wonder if they even guided our course on the voyage home. Bardolin told you of them, | suppose. A
race of mongtrosities. He thinks some of them arein Normannia aready, and more are coming. They
have plansfor us, the wizards of the west.”

“Well, we are forewarned at least—thanks to you. What are your own plans now, Captain?’

The question took Hawkwood by surprise. “1 hadn’t thought about it. Lord, I’ ve only been back on dry
land aday. So much has happened. My wife died in Abrusio, my houseisgone. All | haveleftismy ship,
and sheisinasorry state. | suppose | wasthinking of going to the King, to seeif he had anything for
me.” He redlised how that sounded, and flushed.

“Y ou have earned something, that much istrue,” Golophin reassured him gently. “I am sure Abeleyn will
not be remissin recognising that. Y our expedition may have been afallure, but it has also been avauable
source of information. Tell me, what think you of Lord Murad?

“He sunhinged. Oh, not in afoaming-at-the-mouth kind of way, but something has gone awry in his
head. It was the west that did it.”

“Andthe girl-shifter, Gridla”

“Bardolin told you of that? Y es, perhaps. That was aqueer thing. He felt something for her, and shefor
him, but it harmed them both.”

Isolla came back with pewter mugs of chilled wine. *Y our Mgesty,” Hawkwood said as he took his,
eyesdancing.

She frowned. “Not yet.”

“Not for severd weeks.” Golophin grinned. “1 think she growsimpatient.”

“With you, yes. Sometimes you are like alittle boy, Golophin.”

“Isthat s0? Abdeyn dways thought of me as an old woman. | am aman for al seasonsit seems.”

Hawkwood dragged his gaze away from Isollaand set aside histankard after the merest sip. “I'll be
going. | just wanted to make sure al waswell with Bardolin.”

“I'll speak to the King on your behalf, Captain. We' |l see you are recompensed for your losses, and your
achievement,” Golophin promised.



“That won't be necessary,” Hawkwood said with stiff pride. “Look after Bardolin; he'sagood man, no
matter what that bastard wizard turned him into. | can take care of mysdf. Goodbye, Golophin.” He
bowed dightly. “Lady.” And |€ft.

“A proud man for acommoner,” Isollasaid.

“Heisnot acommon man,” Golophin retorted. “I wasafool to phraseit so. He deserves recognition for
what he did, but he' Il turn hisback oniit if hethinksit smacks of charity. And meanwhile Lord Murad is
no doubt standing on his hind legs as we spegk, relating the marvells of his expedition and regping as
much of the credit as he can. It' safilthy world, Isolla”

“It could beworse,” shetold him. He glanced at her, and laughed.

“Ah, what itisto bein love.” Which made her blush to the roots of her hair.

“You'll make him agrand wife, if our stiff-necked Captain doesn't stedl you away first.”
“What? What are you saying?’

“Never mind. Hebrion has her King again, and will soon have aworthy Queen. The country needs arest
from war and intrigue for awhile. Sodo I. | intend to immure mysdlf here with Bardolin, and lose myself
in pure research. | have neglected that lately. Too much of paliticsin the way. Y ou and Abeleyn can run
the kingdom admirably between you without my help. Just be sure to keep an eye on Murad, and that
harpy, Jemilla”

“She' sfinished at court. None of the nobleswill give her thetime of day now.”

“Don't betoo sure. She il bearsaking's child who, dthough illegitimate, will dways be older than any
you have”

“We had best hope she hasagirl, then.”
“Indeed. Now get back to the palace, Isolla. There is aman there who has need of you.”

She kissed the old wizard on the cheek. In Hebrion she had found a husband, and a man who had
become like afather. Golophin wasright: the worst was over, surdly. The country would haveitsrest.

PART TWO
DEATH OF A SOLDIER

Soon a great warrior

Will tower over the land,
And you will see the ground
Strewn with severed heads.
The clamour of blue swords
Will echo in the hills;

The dew of blood
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Will lace the limbs of men.

Nja’s Saga

SEVENTEEN

T HE Papd paace of Macrobius had once been an Inceptine abbey, and was now burgting at the seams
with al manner of clerics and office-seekers, armed guards and inky-fingered clerks. Their numberswere
augmented today by richly dressed Torunnan soldiers, abodyguard fit for aqueen. And in their midgt,
like ascarlet spearhead, eight Cathedrdlersin dl their barbaric glory. The military tailors had quickly run
up some crimson surcoats for them—it would not do for them to tramp into the Pontiff’ s presencein their
battered armour—and though they were, sartoridly speaking, smarter than they had ever been before,
their tattooed faces and long hair set them apart.

Queen Oddiaand her commander-in-chief had cometo cal upon Macrobius, and they must needs be
received with al the pomp and ceremony that embattled Torunn could muster. Two thrones had been set
up—that reserved for the Queen noticeably less ornate than Macrobius s—and to one Sdetherewasa
stark black chair for the sable-clad generd.

Corfe wasfar and away the most sombre-looking member of the caval cade that had made itsway
through Torunn’s packed streets to the Papa palace, but it was he who dlicited the most excitement from
the gathered crowds. They cheered him to the echo, and some of the more effusive pushed through the
cordon of troopsto touch his stirruped boot or even stroke the flank of hisrestive destrier. Andruw, who
rode a hissde, thought it dl immensdy funny, but for himsdf hefdt like afraud. They cdled him the
“Déliverer of hiscountry,” but that country was ahdll of along way from being ddivered yet, he thought.

The caval cade dismounted in the main square of the abbey. The bal conies which surrounded the square
were lined with cheering monks and priests—aweird and somewhat comica sight. Then Corfe took the
Queen’sarm, and to aflourish of trumpets they were ushered into the great reception hal of the palace,
running the gauntlet of athrong of clapping notables. These were most of what remained of Torunna' s
nobility, and their greeting was markedly less enthusiastic than that of the crowds beyond the abbey
walls. They eyed the tattooed tribesmen with distaste, the black-clad genera with wonder and didike,
and the ageing Queen with guarded disapproval. Corfe' sface was stiff as wood as he stood before the
Papa dais and looked once more on the blind old man who was the spiritud leader of half the western
world.

Monsignor Alembord had barely cleared histhroat to announce the eminent visitorsin his stately fashion
when Macrobius cut him short by hobbling down from the dais and reaching out blindly.

“Corfe”

Corfetook the searching hand. It felt as dry as an autumn lesf in hisgrasp, frail asthistledown. Helooked
at the ravaged face and remembered the long cold nights on the Western Road on the retreat from Aeir.

“Haliness. | am here”

The chamber fel into slence, Alembord’ s proclamation strangling into amuted cough. All eyes swivelled
to the generd and the Pontiff.

Macrobius smiled. “It has been along time, Genera.”
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“Yes. Ithas”

“| told you once your star had not yet stopped rising. | wasright. Y ou have come along way from Aekir,
my friend. On along, hard road.”

“Weboth have,” Corfe said. Histhroat burnt. The sight of Macrobius s face brought back memories
from another world, another time. The old man gripped his shoulder. “ Sit beside me now, and tell me of
your travells. We shdl have more than burnt turnip to share thistime.”

The chair which had been set asde for Corfe was hurriedly moved closer to the Pgpal throne and thetrio
took their seets after Macrobius had greeted the Queen with rather more formality. Musicians began to
play, and the crowd in the hall broke into aloud surf of conversation. Andruw remained standing at the
foot of the daiswith the Cathedraler bodyguards and found himsdf next to aman of about hisown agein
the robes of an Inceptine.

“What cheer, Father?” he said brightly.
“What cheer your grace, soldier. I’m abishop, you know.”
Andruw looked him up and down. “What shdl | do—kissyour ring?’

Avilalaughed, and took two brimming glasses of wine from an attendant who passed by with atray.
“You can kissmy clerical backside if you want. But have adrink first. Theselevees areliquid occasions,
and | hear you' ve been working up quite athirgt in the north, you and your scarlet barbarians.”

“I didn’t know they made bishops so young these days.”
“Or colonds either, for that matter. | came here from Charibon with . . . with afriend of mine.”

“Wait! | know you, | think. Didn’t we run into you and your friend?'Y ou were with acouple of Fimbrians
on the Northern Road afew months back. Corfe stopped and talked to you.”

“Y ou have agood memory.”

“Y our friend—he was the one without a nose. Where' s he today? K eeping out of the way of the high
and mighty?”

“I'... 1 don't know where heis. | tel you what though, we' Il drink to him. A toast to Albrec. Albrec the
mad, may God be good to him.”

And they clinked their glasses together, before gulping down the good wine.

“W E havereason to believe heis dill dive, thiserrant bishop of yours,” Oddiasaid. “And what ismore,
heismoving fredy in the Merduk court, spreading his message. Asfar aswe know, the Merduk mullahs
are debating this message even now.”

Macrobius nodded. “I knew he would succeed. He has the same aura of destiny about him asthat |
sensed in Corfe here. Well, mayhap it is better thisway. Thething istaken out of our hands after al. | see
no option but to broadcast the news abroad here in Torunna aso. Thetimefor discusson and debateis
past. We must begin spreading the word of the new faith.”

“Quite areveation, thisnew faith of yours,” Corfe said quietly.



Odeliahad told him what was engendering the rancourous argument in the Papa palace. He had been as
astonished as anyone, but had tended to think of it asa Church affair. The Merduks were purportedly
engaged in the same debate: that gave it adifferent colour entirdly. There might be military ramifications.

The Pontiff, the Queen and Corfe were closeted in Macrobius s private quarters at the end of along,
tiring day much given over to speech and spectacle. The whole occasion had been a compl ete success,
Odéliahad been keen to point out. Her coronation had been ratified by the Church, and everyone had
witnessed the Pontiff greet Corfe like along-lost friend. Anyone seeking to destabilise the new order
would think twice after seeing the rapturous welcome given to them by the crowds, and the apparent
amity between the Crown and the Church.

“If the Merduks take this Albrec’ s message to heart, will it affect their conduct of thewar?” Oddia
asked.

“| do not know,” the Pontiff told her. “ There are men of conscience amongst the Merduk nation, we have
aways known that. But men of conscience do not often have the influence necessary to hat wars.”

“I agree” Corfe put in. “The Sultan will keep fighting. Everything pointsto the fact that thiscampaigniis
meant to be the climax of the entire war. He meansto take Torunn, and he will not let the mullahs get in
his way—not now. But if we can survive through to the summer, it may be that a negotiated end to the
war will bemorefeasble”

“Anendtothewar,” Oddiasad. “My God, could that be possible? A find end to it?’

“| spoke to Fournier yesterday. Heis asinsufferably arrogant as dways, but when | persevered he
deigned to tel methat the Merduk armies are completely overdtretched, with desertionsrising dally. If
this next assault fails, he cannot see how the Sultan will continue. The Minhraib campaigned right through
last year' sharvest. If they do so a second year running, then Ostrabar will face famine. Thisis
Aurungzely' slast throw.”

“I had noidea,” Oddiasad. “I don’'t think of them as men with crops and families. To methey are more
like. .. like cockroaches. Kill one and a dozen more appear. So thereishope at last—alight at the
tunnd’send.”

“Thereishope,” Corfe said heavily. “But as| say, heis betting everything on thislast assault. We could
be facing as many as ahundred and fifty thousand enemy inthefield.”

“ Should we not then stay behind these walls and stand siege? We could hold out for months—well past
harvest.”

“If we did that he could send the Minhraib home and contain us with asmaller force. No. We need to
make him commit every man he has. We have to push him to the limit. To do that, we will haveto taketo
thefield and chalenge him openly.”

“Corfe,” Macrobius said gently, “the odds you speak of seem dmost hopeless.”

“I' know, | know. But victory for usisadifferent thing from the kind of victory the Merduks need. If we
can smash up their army somewhat—blunt thislast assault—and yet keep Torunn from undergoing a
siege, then we will have won. | believe we can do that, but | need some advantage, some chance to even
thingsup alittle. | haven't found it yet, but | will.”

“I pray to God you do,” Macrobius said. His eyeless face was sunken and gaunt, vivid testimony to what
Merdukswould do in the hour of their victory.



“If this happens, if you manage to hdt thisjuggernaut of theirs, what then?’ Oddliaasked. “How much
can we expect to regain, or lose by a negotiated peace?’

“Ormann Dykeisgonefor ever,” Corfe sad flatly. “ That is something we must get used to. Sois Aekir.
If the kingdom can be partitioned down the line of the Searil, then we will have to count ourselves
fortunate. It al depends on how well the army doesin thefield. We' Il be buying back our country with
Torunnan blood, literaly. But my jobisto kill Merduks, not to bargain with them. | leave that to Fournier
and hisilk. | have no taste or gptitude for it.”

Y ou will acquire onethough. | will seeto that, Odeliathought. And out loud she said: “When, then, will
thearmy taketo thefidd?’

Corfe sat slently for what seemed along time, until the Queen began to chafe with impatience.
Macrobius appeared serene.

“I need upwards of nine hundred warhorses, to replace our |osses and mount the new recruits that are
dill comingin,” Corfesad finaly. “Then there arethelogisticd detallsto work out with Passifd and the
quartermaster’ s department. Thiswill be no mereraid. When we leave Torunn thistime we must be
prepared to stay out for weeks, if not months. To that end the Western Road must be repaired and
cleared, depots set up. And | mean to conscript every able-bodied man in the kingdom, whatever his
daioninlife”

Odelia s mouth opened in shock. “Y ou cannot do that!”

“Why not? The laws are on the statute books. Theoreticdly they arein force already, except for the fact
that they have never actudly been enforced.”

“Even John Mogen did not try to enforce them—wisdly. He knew the nobleswould have hishead on a
spear if he ever even contemplated such athing.”

“Hedid not haveto doit at Aekir. Every man in the city willingly lent ahand in the defence, eveniif it was
only to carry ammunition and plug breaches.”

“That was different. That wasasege.”

Corfe' sfist came hurtling down on to the table beside him with a crash that astonished both the Queen
and the Pontiff. “There will be no exceptions. If | conscript them, then | can leave an appropriate garrison
inthe city and till take out asizeablefield army. The noblesin the south of the kingdom all have private
armies—I know that only too well. It istime these privately raised forces shared in the defence of the
kingdom asawhole. Today | had orders written up commanding these blue-bloods to bring their armed
retainersin person to the capital. If my calculations are correct, theloca lords aone could add another
fifteen thousand men to the defence.”

“Y ou do not have the authority—" Odeiabegan heatedly.

“Don’t 1?1 am commander-in-chief of Torunna s military. Lawyers may quibble over it, but | see every
armed man in the kingdom as part of that military. They can issue writs against me as much asthey like
oncethewar isover, but for now | will have their men, and if they refuse, by God I'll hang them.”

There was naked murder on hisface. Oddlialooked away. She had never believed she could be afraid of
any man, but the savagery that scoured his spirit occasiondly legpt out of his eyeslike some edritch fire,
It unnerved her. For how many men had those eyes been their last Sight on earth? She sometimes thought
she had no ideawhat he was truly capable of , for dl that sheloved him.



“All right then,” she said. *Y ou shdl have your conscription. I will put my nameto your orders, but |
warn you, Corfe, you are making powerful enemies.”

“The only enemies | am concerned with are those encamped to the east. | piss on the rest of them. Sorry,
Feather.”

Macrobius smiled weakly. “Her Mgesty isright, Corfe. Even John Mogen did not take on the nobility.”

“I need men, Father. Their precioustitleswill not be worth much if thereis no kingdom left for them to
lord about in. Let it be on my head aone.”

“Don't say suchthings” Oddiasaid with ashiver. “It' sbad luck.”

Corfe shrugged. “1 don't much believein luck any more, lady. Men make their own, if it exigts. | intend to
take an army of forty thousand men out of thiscity in less than two sennights, and it will betacticsand
logisticswhich decide their fate, not luck.”

“Let ushope,” Macrobius said, touching Corfelightly on the wrigt, “that faith has something to do with it
adso”

“When men have faith in themselves, Father,” Corfe said doggedly, “they do not need to havefaithin
anythingdse”

A LBREC and Meéhr Jrah met in aroom within Ormann Dyke' s greet tower, not far from the Queen’s
gpartments. It was the third hour of the night and no-one was abroad in the vast building except afew
yawning sentries. But below the tower thousands of men worked through the night by the light of
bonfires. On both banks of the Searil river they swarmed like ants, demolishing in the west and rebuilding
inthe east. The night-black river was crowded with heavy barges and lighters full to the gunwae with
lumber, stone and weary working parties, and at the makeshift docks which had been constructed on
both sides of the river scores of ephantswaited patiently in harness, their mahouts dozing on their
necks. The Sultan had decreed that the reconstruction of Ormann Dyke would be complete before the
summer, and & its completion it would be renamed Khedi Anwar , the Fortress of the River.

The chamber in which Albrec and Mehr Jirah sat was windowless, adusty store-room which was haf full
of al manner of junk. Fragments of chain mail, the links rusted into an orange mass. Broken sabre blades,
rotting Torunnan uniforms, even abox of moldy hardtack much gnawed by mice. The two clerics, having
nodded to each other, stood waiting, neither able to speak the other’ stongue. At last they were startled
by the swift entry of Queen Ahara and Shahr Baraz. The Queen was got up like aveiled Merduk maid,
and Shahr Baraz was dressed as a common soldier.

“We do not have much time,” the Queen said. “The eunuchs will missmein another quarter-hour or less.
Albrec, you are leaving for Torunn tonight. Shahr Baraz has horses and two of his own retainers waiting
below. They will escort you to within Sght of the capital.”

“Lady,” Albrec said, “1 am not sure—"

“Thereisno timefor discussion. Shahr Baraz has procured you a pass that will see you past the pickets.
Y ou mugt preach your message in Torunnaas you have here. Mehr Jirah agreeswith usin this. Your life
isin danger aslong asyou remain a Ormann Dyke.”

Albrec bowed wordlessy. When he straightened he shook the hands of Mehr Jirah and Shahr Baraz.
“Whatever else| have found amongst the Merduks,” he said thickly, “I have found two good men.”



Heriatrandated the brief sentence and the two Merduks looked away. Shahr Baraz produced alesther
bag with dun coloured clothing poking out of its neck.

“Wear these,” he said in Normannic. “They are clothes of aMerduk mullah. A holy man. May—may the
God of Victorieswatch over you.” Then helooked at Heria, nodded and left. Mehr Jirah followed
without another word.

“I can dill preach heretoo, lady,” Albrec said gently.

“No. Go back to him. Give him this.” She handed the little monk a despatch scroll with amilitary sedl.
“They are plansfor the forthcoming campaign. But do not tell who gave them to you, Father.”

Albrec took the scroll gingerly. 1 seem to make a habit of bearing fateful documents. Was there no other
way you could get thisto Torunn? | am not much of acourier.”

“Two men we have sent out dready,” Heriasaid in alow voice. “Merduk soldiers with Ramusian blood
in them—Shahr Baraz' sretainers. But we do not know if they got through.”

Albrec looked at her wonderingly. “So heisin onit too? How did you persuade him?’

“He said hisfather would have doneit. The Shahr Baraz who took Aekir would not have condoned a
war fought in theway Aurungzeb fightsit today. And besides, my Shahr Baraz isa pious man. Hethinks
the war should stop, since the Ramusians are brothersin faith. Mehr Jirah and many of the mullahs think
likewise”

“Come with me, Heria,” Albrec said impulsively. “Come back to your people—to your husband.”

She shook her head, the grey eyes bright with tears above the vell. “It istoo late for me. And besides,
they would miss me within the hour. We would be hunted down. No, Father, go back aone. Help him

save my people.”
“Then at least |let metell himyou aredive.”

“No! | am dead now, do you hear? | am not fit to be Corfe swife any more. Thisis my world now, here.
| must make the best of it | can.”

Albrec took her hand and kissed it. “ The Merduks have aworthy Queen then.”

Sheturned away. “| must go now. Take the stairs at the bottom of the passage outside. They lead out to
the west court-yard. Y our escort awaits you there. Y ou will have severd hours start—they won't miss
you until after dawn. Go now, Father. Get the scroll to Corfe.”

Albrec bowed, his eyes stinging with pity for her, and then did as he was bidden.
EIGHTEEN

A LL day they had been trooping into the city, amotley procession of armed menin livery al the colours
of the rainbow. Some were armed with nothing more than halberds and scythes on long poles, others
were splendidly equipped with arquebuses and sabres. Most were on foot, but several hundred rode
prancing warhorsesin haf-armour and had silk pennons whipping from their lance heads.

Corfe, Generd Rusio and Quartermaster Passifal stood on the battlements of the southern barbican and
watched them troop in. Asthe long serried column trailed to an end acompact group of five hundred
Cathedrdler cavary came up behind them, Andruw at their head. Asthe tribesmen passed through the
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gateway below Andruw saluted and winked, then was|ost to view in a cavernous clatter of hoovesashe
and his men entered the city.

“That’ sthelast contingent will makeit thisweek, Generd,” Passfa said. He was consulting a damp sheef
of papers. “Gavriar of Rone has promised three hundred men, but they’ll be along time on the road, and
the Duke of Gebrar, old Saranfyr, he’ s put his name down for four hundred more, but it’'s a hundred and
forty leaguesfrom Gebrar if it' samile. W€ Il be lucky to see them ingde amonth.”

“How many do we have then?’ Corfe asked.
“Some six thousand retainers, plus another five thousand conscripts—most of them folk from Aekir.”
“Not as many aswe had hoped,” Rusio grumbled.

“No,” Corfetold him. “But it'sadamn sight better than nothing. | can leave six or seven thousand men to
garison the city and still march out with—what? Thirty-sx or seven thousand.”

“Some of these retainers the lords sent are nothing more than unschooled peasants,” Rusio said, leaning
onamerlon. “In many casesthey’ ve sent us squads of villageidiots and petty criminds, the dregs of their
demesnes.”

“All they haveto do is stand on the battlements and wave apike,” Corfe said. “Rusio, | want you to take
five hundred veterans and start training the more incapable. Some of the contingents, though, can be
draughted straight into the regular army.”

“What about their fancy dress?’ Passifd asked, mouth twitching.
Many of thelordshad clad their retainersin dl manner of garish herddry.
“It won't look so fancy after afew daysinthemud, I'll warrant.”

“And the lords themsalves?’ Rusio inquired. “We ve haf a dozen keen young noblemen who are set on
leading their father’ s pet army into bettle.”

“Rate them as ensgns, and put capable sergeants under them.”
“Their daddies may not like that, nor the young scrubs themsdlves.”

“I don't give astuff what they like. | won't hand men over to untried officersto be squandered. Thisis
war, not some kind of parlour game. If there are any complaints, have them forwarded to the Queen.”

“Yes, Gengrd.”

Feet on the catwak behind them, and Andruw gppeared, his hedm swinging from one hand. “Well, that's
thelast of them,” hesaid. “Therest are hiding in the woods or the foothills”

“Did you have any trouble?’ Corfe asked him.

“Areyou serious? Once they saw the dreaded scarlet horsemen they’ d have handed over their daughters
if we'd asked. And | very nearly did, mark you. Poor stuff, though, most of *em. They might be all right
standing atop awall, Corfe, but I wouldn’t march them out of here. They’d go to piecesin thefield.”

“What about the retainers?”’

“Oh, they’ re better equipped than the regulars are, but they’ ve no notion of drill at any level higher than a



tercio. I’ d rate them baggage guards or suchlike.”
“My thoughts exactly. Thanks, Andruw. Now, what about these horses?’

“I have ahundred of the men under Marsch and Ebro escorting the herd. They’ll be herein three or four
days”

“How many did you manage to scrape up?’

“Fifteen hundred, but only athird of those are true destriers. Some of them are no better than carthorses,
others are three-year-olds, barely broken.”

“They’'ll haveto do. The Cathedrallers are the only heavy cavdry we have. If we mount every man, we
can muster up some. . .”

“I makeit alittle over two thousand,” Passifa said, consulting his papers again. “ Another batch of
tribesmen arrived this morning. Felimbri | think, nearly two hundred of them on little scrub ponies.”

“Thanks, Colond.”
“If thisgoes on haf the damn Torunnan army will be savages or Fimbrians,” Rusio said tartly.

“And it would be none the worse for that, General,” Corferetorted. “Very well. Now, how are the work
gangs proceeding on the Western Road . . . 7’

The smal knot of men stood on the windswept battlements and went through the headings on Passifd’s
ligsone by one. Thelistswere endless, and the daystoo short to tackle half their concerns, but little by
little the army was being prepared for the campaign ahead. The last campaign, perhaps. That was what
they hoped. In the meantime billets had to be found for the new recruits, willing and unwilling; horses had
to be broken in and trained in addition to men; the baggage train had to be inventoried and stocked with
anything thirty-odd thousand soldiers might need for a protracted stay in a veritable wilderness; and the
road itself, which would bear their feet in so few days' time, had to be repaired lest they find themsalves
bogged down in mud within ssght of the city. Nothing could be left to chance, not thistime. It wasthe last
throw of the dicefor the Torunnans. If it failed, then there was nothing left to stand between the kingdom
and the horror of aMerduk occupation.

C ORFE had been invited to dine that night at the town house of Count Fournier. He did not truly have
thetimeto sparefor leisurely dinners, but the invitation had intrigued him, so he dressed in court sable
and went, despite Andruw’ sjocular warning to watch what he ate. Fournier’ s house was more of a
mansion, with an arch in one wing wide enough to admit acoach and four. It stood in the fashionable
western haf of the city, within sight of the palace itsdlf, and to the rear it had extensive gardens which ran
down to the river. On the bank of the Torrin there was a smal summerhouse and it wasto thisthat Corfe
was led by a crop-headed page as soon as he had |ft his horse with ayoung stable boy. Fournier met
him with asmile and an outstretched hand. The summerhouse had more glassin it than Corfe had ever
seen before, outside of acathedral. It waslit by candle-lanterns, and atable within had been set for two.
To one sidethe mighty Torrin gurgled and plopped in the darkness, its bank obscured by aline of
willows. As Corfe looked around, something detached itsalf from one of the willows and flapped avay
with abest of leathery wings. A bat of some sort.

“No escort or entourage, Genera?” Fournier asked with raised eye-brow. “Y ou keep little Sate for a
man of such elevated rank.”



“I thought I’ d be discreet. Besides, the Cathedrallers are mobbed every time they ride through the
Streets.”

“Ah, yes, | should have thought. Have a seat. Have some wine. My cook has been working wonders
tonight. Some bass from the estuary | believe, and wild pigeon.”

Siver glittering in the candldight upon a spotless white tablecloth. Crysta goblets brimming with wine, a
gold-chased decanter and asmall crowd of footmen, not one yet in histhirties. Fournier noted Corfe's
appraising glances and said shortly, “1 like to be surrounded by youth. It hel ps keep my—my energy
levelshigh. Ah, Marion, thefirst coursg, if you please.”

Somekind of fish. Corfe ate it automaticaly, his plate cleared by the time Fournier had had three
mouthfuls. The nobleman laughed.

“You are not in the field now, Generd. Y ou should savour my cook’ swork. Heis an easterner asa
matter of fact, aconvert from Camar. | believe he might once have been a corsair, but one should not
inquire too thoroughly into the antecedents of genius, should one?’

Corfe said nothing. Fournier seemed to be enjoying himself, asif he possessed some secret knowledge
which he was savouring with even more gusto than he did the food.

The plates were taken away, another course came and went. Fournier talked inconsequently of
gastronomic matters, the decline in Torunn’ sfishing fleet, the proper way to dressa carp. Corfe drank
wine sparingly and uttered the odd monosyllable. Findly the cloth was drawn and the two men were | eft
with adish of nuts and a decanter of brandy. The servants|eft, and for awhile the only sound was the
quiet night music of theriver close by.

“Y ou have shown commendable patience, Generd,” Fournier said, Spping the good Fimbrian spirit. “I
had expected an outburst of some sort ere the main course arrived.”

“1 know.”

“Forgiveme. | liketo play my little games. Why are you here? What' s afoot on this, the eve of great
events?| will tell you, asareward for your forbearance.”

Fournier reached under his chair and set upon the table a bloodstained scroll of paper. Upon it wasa
broken sedl, but enough of the wax remained for Corfe to make out the crossed scimitars of Ostrabar’s
military. Despite himsdlf, he sat up straight in hischair.

“Do have awalnut, Generd. They complement the brandy so well.” Fournier broke one open with a pair
of ivory handled nutcrackers. There was blood on the nutcrackers also.

“Make your point, Fournier,” Corfe said. “1 do not have any moretime to waste.”

Fournier’ s voice changed: the bantering tone fled to be replaced by cold sted. “My agentsmade a
capture today of someinterest to usdl. A Merduk mullah with two companions, out riding alone. The
mullah was astrange little fellow with amutilated face and no fingers on one hand. He spoke perfect
Normannic, with the accent of Almark, and claimed to be one Bishop Albrec, fresh from the ddlights of
the Merduk court.”

Corfe said nothing, but the candldight made two little hellish fires of hiseyes.

“Our adventurous cleric was bearing this scroll on him. Hetook quite aded of persuasonto giveit up, |
might add. After further persuasion he reveded that he had been charged with ddivery of it to you, my



dear Generd. Y ou aone, and in person. Now, we have an agent in the enemy camp, that you aready
know. But would you believe that until tonight | did not know the identity of that agent? Strange, but true.
Now | know everything thereisto know, General. Or dmost everything. Perhaps you could explain to
me why exactly you are receiving despatches from someone at the very heart of the Merduk court?’

“I have no ideawhat you' re talking about, Fournier. What isin this scroll?”

“That is of no matter for the moment. However, there isthe rather aarming prospect of the Torunnan
commander-in-chief being in clandestine communication with the enemy High Command. That, my dear
Corfe Cear-Inaf, istreason in anyone' s book.”

“Don’t be absurd, Fournier. It's come from this agent of yours you’ ve been preening yoursdlf over for
weeks. What' sin the damned scroll? And what have you done with this Albrec?’

“All ingood time, Generd. Y ou see, the interesting thing isthat the scroll did not come from any agent of
mine. It came, asmy little misshapen bishop findly admitted, direct from the hands of the Merduk Queen
hersdf. Perhgps you could explain this”

Corfeblinked, gartled. “1 have no idea—"

“Colond Willem,” said Fournier, raising hisvoice afraction. And out of the darkness agroup of men
instantly appeared. The candleslit up the length of their drawn swords.

A shaven-headed man with a patch over one eye stepped into the summerhouse. Willem, one of Corfe's
senior officers. Behind him was young Colond Aras. Willem had ahorse pistol cocked and ready, the
meaich aready smouldering on the whed!.

“Place Generd Cear-Inaf under arrest. Y ou will take him to my offices down by the waterfront and hold
him there”

“With pleasure, Count,” Willem said, grinning to show broad gap-ridden teeth. “ Get up, traitor.”

Corferemained in his seet. The amazement fled out of hismind in amoment. Suddenly many things had
become clear. He took in the faces of the newcomerswith aquick glance. All strangersto him but for
Willem and Aras. They were not even in army uniform. He turned to Fournier, keeping hisvoice as
casua ashe could.

“Why not just have me shot now?’

“It'sobvious, | would have thought. The mob would never wear it. Y ou' re their darling, Genera. We
must discredit you before we hang you.”

“You'll never convince the Queen,” Corfetold him.

“Her opinionisasimmeaterid as her ruleisuncongtitutiona. Theline of the Fantyrsisat an end. Torunna
must look esawherefor her rulers”

“I'll wager she'll not haveto look far.”

Fournier amiled. “Willem, get this upgtart peasant out of my sght.”

T HEY had aclosed carriage waiting in the court-yard. Corfe was manacled and locked insde. Aras
shared it with him, another pistol cocked and pointed at his breast, whilst Willem and the others rode



pillion. The carriage lurched and bumped through the deeping capitd, for it was late—some time past the
middle night, Corfe guessed. Hismind was racing but he felt curioudy cam. It was dl inthe open at last.
No moreintrigue: only naked force would work now.

Helooked Arasin the eye. “When | saw you hold your ground in the King' s Baitle | never would have
believed you could be a part of something likethis.”

Aras said nothing. The carriage interior waslit by asingle fluttering candle-lantern and it was hard to see
the expression on hisface.

“Thiswill mean civil war, Aras. Thearmy will not stand for it. And the Merduks will be handed the
kingdom on aplate. That iswhat he intends—to be governor of aMerduk province.”

Again, silence but for the rumbling of the iron-bound whedls and the horses' hooves on the cobbles.
“For God' s sake, man, can’'t you see where your duty lies?’

The carriage stopped. The door was unbolted and opened from without and Corfe was hauled outside.
He could smell dead fishintheair, pitch and seaweed. They were down near the southern docks, on the
edge of the estuary. Lightless buildings bulked up againgt the sky, and he could see the masts of ships
outlined before the stars. He offered no resistance as they manhandled him. Willem wanted him deed at
once, that was plain. Corfe would not give him an excuseto fire.

Swinging lanterns scattering broken light on the wet cobbles. Men in armour, arquebuses, pikes. The
soldierswere dl in strange liveries—part of the conscripted retainers that Corfe had brought into the
capitd. They had foxed him there. He had brought the enemy into the city himself. That was the reason
for their confidence.

Inside. Someone boxing him on the ear for no reason. Down stone stairs with water running down the
walls. Torchlight guttering here, a noisome stink that turned his ssomach.

“Hold him,” Willem’ svoice said, and men pinioned him. The one-eyed colond sized him up inthe
unsteady torchlight.

“Caught you by surprise, didn’t we? Y ou thought it was al signed, sealed and ddivered. Well you
thought wrong, you little guttersnipe—" and he brought the buit of his pistol down on Corfe stemple.

Corfe staggered, and at the second blow the world darkened and his legs went out from under him. He
struggled, but the men about him held him fast as Willem rained blow after blow down on his head. No
pain, just asuccession of explosonsin hisbrain, like abattery of culverins going off one by one.
Somehow he remained conscious. His blood dappled the flags of the floor, gummed shut hiseyesand
nose. He heard his own breathing as though from a great distance, as stertorous asthat of adying
consumptive.

Keysclinking, and then he was flung into ablack cell, and the door clanged shut behind him. The
footsteps outside retreated, laughter retreating with them.

Hishead felt like it belonged to someone e se. The lights were sparkling through it like atwilit battle, and
the tight manacles were aready puffing up his hands. The floor was sodden and stinking.

Corfe sat up, and the pain began to seep in under the shock of it dl. His earswere ringing, his mouth full
of blood. He retched, heaving out amess of bile on to the filthy floor.

“Whoisthat?’ avoice asked in the darkness, an odd voice, something wrong with it.



“Who wantsto know?" he rasped.
“My nameisAlbrec. I'm amonk.”

Hefought for breath. “We meet again, then. My nameis Corfe. I’'m asoldier.” And then the blackness of
the cdll folded over hismind, and hisface hit the floor.

B Y dawn the arrests had begun. Willem and his men went around in squads. Andruw and Marsch were
picked up firgt, along with Morin, Ebro and Ranafast. Then Quartermaster Passifd and Genera Rusio
were roused out of their beds and led away in chains. The Cathedralers barracks were surrounded by
three thousand arquebusiers under Colone Willem, while Colonel Arasled twenty moreterciosto
confine Formio’s Fimbrians. An order was issued to the army in generd, directing it to stay in barracks,
and a curfew wasimposed upon the entire city. Lastly, Fournier himself took fifty men and marched them
into the palace, demanding admittance to the Queen’ s chambers. Odelia was placed under guard—for
her own protection, naturaly—and the pa ace was seded off.

By noon the waterfront dungeons were crammed full with amost the entire Torunnan High Command,
and the brightly clad retainerswhom Andruw had mocked were in control of three quarters of the city.
The Cathedralers had made an abortive breakout attempt, but Willem' s arquebusiers had shot them
down in scores. The Fimbrians had as yet made no move except to fortify their barracks with a series of
makeshift barricades. They had little or no ammunition for their few arquebuses, however, and their pikes
would be dmost worthlessin gtreet fighting. They were contained, for the moment. Fournier was
confident they would accept some form of terms and was content to leave them be. Asthe afternoon
wore round, however, he had batteries of heavy artillery whedled into position around both them and the
Cathedrallers, and Colone Willem took some twelve thousand of the Torunnan regulars out of the city to
the north. They had been told that aMerduk raiding party was closing in on the city and their
commander-in-chief had ordered them to intercept it. Once they had |eft Torunn, though, Willem led
them off to the east, towards the coast where they would be safely out of theway. Therest of the
regulars, leaderless and bewildered, remained in barracks, while around them the popul ace were kept off
the streets by armed patrols and rumours of Merduk infiltrators were circulated to keep them cowed.
Thus, with ajudicious mixture of bluff, guile and armed force did Fournier tighten hisgrip upon the

capitdl.

Hetook over the chambers Lofantyr had used for meetings of the High Command in awing of the
palace, and by the early evening the place was abuzz with couriers coming and going, officers receiving
new gppoi ntments and confused soldiers standing guard. After afruga mea he dismissed everyone from
theroom and sat a the long table in the chair which King Lofantyr had once occupied, toying with the
oiled point of hisbeard. When the clap of wings sounded at the window he did not turn round, nor did he
seem gartled when ahomunculus landed before him amid the papers and maps and inkwells. Thelittle
creature folded its wings and cocked its head to one sSide.

“I must congratulate you,” the beast said in aman’ svoice. “The operation proceeded even more
smoothly than we had hoped.”

“That wasthe easy part. Maintaining the facade for the next week will be harder. | trust you are keeping
your master well informed.”

“Of course. And heis mightily pleased. He wants Cear-Inaf kept dive, so that he may dispose of him at
hisleisure when he entersthe city.”

“And the Queen? What of her? She cannot live, you know that.”



“Indeed. But Aurungzeb hasthis strange aversion to the execution of Royalty. Hefedsthat kind of thing
puts odd ideas into men’sminds.”

“It may bethat she will smply disappear, then. She may escape and never be heard of again.”
“I think that would be best.”
“When does your master’ sarmy move?’

“It has begun to march dready. In less than aweek, my dear Count, you will be the new governor of
Torunna, answerable only to the Sultan himsdf. Thewar will be over.”

“Thewar will be over,” Fournier repeated thoughtfully. “Cear-Inaf is an upstart and afool. He has done
well, but even his much-vaunted general ship could not prevail againgt ahundred and fifty thousand. What
| have done is spare Torunna a catastrophic defeat. | have saved thousands of lives.”

“Indubitably.” Wasit hisimagination, or was there a sardonic sneer to the voice which issued out of the
homunculus?

“Go now,” he said sharply. “Tel your master | will hold Torunn for him. When the army arrivesthe gates
shdll be thrown open, and | shall seeto it that the regulars are deployed elsewhere. There will be no
resstance.”

“What of Cear-Inaf’ s personal troops? Those tribesmen and the Fimbrians, not to mention the veterans
from the dyke?’

“They are contained. They will be entirdly neutraised within the next few days.”

The homunculus gathered itself up for flight, spreading its bat-likewings. “1 certainly hope so, my dear
Count. For your sake.” Then the creature paused in the act of springing into the air. “By theway, we
have heard rumours that there is an agent of yours a work in the court. Isthistrue?’

“That isarumour, nothing more. All my attemptsto insert an agent close to Aurungzeb havefailed. You
may congratulate him on his security.”

“Thank you. The homunculuswill returnin two days, to monitor your progress. Until then, Count, fare
well.” And the thing took off at last, and flapped its way out of the open window. Fournier watched it go,
and when it had disappeared he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat out of his
mustache.

W HEN Corfe woke he thought that the nightmare which had plagued his unconsciousness was sill
about him, cackling in the darkness. He raised a hand to his face and felt agony shoot through hiswrists
asitschaned fellow camewith it. His hands were swollen to the point of uselessness. Another day in
these manacles and he would lose them. Hisface, when hetouched it gingerly, felt asthoughit did not
belong to him. 1t was some misshapen caricature hisfingers found strange to the touch. Despite himsdlf,
he groaned doud.

“Corfe?’ avoicesad. “Areyou avake?’
“YS”

“What have they done? |’ ve heard shooting.”



“They’retrying to take over thecity, | should think.”
“They’ ve been bringing in other prisonersal morning. Dozens of them. | hear the doors.”

Corfefound it hard to keep his thoughts together. His mind seemed wrapped in wool. “ Fournier caught
you,” he sad muzzily.

“Yes, ontheway in. | had two companions. Merduks. He killed them after the torture. They would not
speak.” Therewasasound like asob. “I’'m so sorry. | could not bear it.”

“The scroll. What wasinit?’
“The entire Merduk campaign plan and order of battle.”

Corfe struggled to clear hismind, collect histhoughts. He fought againgt the urgeto lay hishead inthe
foul-smelling muck of thefloor and go to deep.

“The Merduk Queen—he said it was from her. Isthat true?’
Therewasaslence. Findly Albrec said, “Yes”

“Why?Why would she do such athing?’

“Sheis—sheisaRamusgan, from Aekir. She wanted revenge.”

“I' honour her for it.”

“Y es, though nothing will come of it now. What is Fournier going to do?’

“I think he meansto surrender the city to the Merduks. He has done some dedl. | have been an arrogant
fool, such afoal.”

Quiet descended upon theinterior of the cell. Water was gurgling away somewhere, and they could hear
the rush of the sewers below.

The sawers.

“Father,” Corfe said with sudden energy. “Go over the floor of this place. There must beadrain
somewhere, agrating or something.”

1] Corfe_”
“Doit!”

They began searching around in the fetid darkness with their hands, their fingers squelching into nameless
things. Once, Corfe sfastened upon the wriggling wetness of arat. He listened for the sound of the
water, findly found it and tore hegps of rotting straw from around the grating. His half-numb fingers
searched out its dimensions: eighteen inches square, no more.

A yank on the metal of the bars, but it would not budge. It was firmly set in mortar. He searched his
pockets with awkward, fevered haste, and found there afolded clasp knife. Willem had taken his
poniard, but had been too busy pistol-whipping him to search his pockets.

“Bagtarddl” Corfe spat in triumph. He unfolded the knife with his clumsy hands and began scraping at the
mortar which held the grating fast. 1t was dready crumbling in places, loosened by the wetness of the



floor. He levered up clods and splinters of the stuff, stabbing with thelittle knife. There was a crack, and
the point broke off. He hardly paused, but worked on in the smothering darkness by touch. Every so
often the coruscating lightsin his head came back, and he had to pause and fight the dizzying Sickness
they brought. It took hours—or what seemed like hours—but at the end of that time he had picked out
every trace of the mortar from around the grating. He put the broken knife carefully back in his pocket.
Something warm and liquid was trickling down histemples. Swest or blood, he knew not.

“Over here, Father. Help me.”
Albrec bumped into him. “I have only one good hand.”

No matter. Three are better than two. Get ahold here.” He positioned the monk’ sfingersfor him. “Now,
after three, pull likeagood 'un.”

They heaved until Corfe thought his head would burst. A dight shift, atiny grating sound, no more. He
collapsed on to hisside on thefloor.

Severa minutes passed, and then they tried again. Thistime Corfe was sure one corner of the grating had
shifted, and when he felt over it he found that it was raised above the level of the floor flags some haf an
inch.

A strange, unearthly time of blinding pain and intense physica struggle, al in pitch blackness. They tugged
on one corner of the grating after another, their fingers dipping on dime. Findly Corfe was ableto get the
chain of his manacles under one corner and pull back, feding as though his hands were about to be
wrenched off at thewrigts,

A sgued of scraped metd, and hefdl over on hisback, the heavy grating jerking freeto smash into his
kneecap with dazzling pain. Helay on hisback, gasping for air. “We—we did it, Father.”

They rested and listened in the blackness. No jailer approached, no alarm was raised.
“Arewe going to go down there?” Albrec asked at last.

“WEe re on the waterfront. The sewers here lead straight into the river. It shouldn’t be far—not more than
ahundred yards. Come, Father Albrec. I'll have you breathing clean air ingdefifteen minutes. I'll go
firg”

The sound of rushing water seemed very loud as Corfe squeezed himsdlf into the drain. He retched once
at the amdll, but nothing came up. His stomach had long sincerid itself of the last vestiges of Fournier’s
dinner.

Hislegswere dangling in acurrent of icy liquid. He felt amoment of black panic at the idea of venturing
down there. What if there was no room to breathe? What if—?

Hisgrip on thelip of the drain dipped and he scraped down through the short shaft and splashed into the
sewer below. The current took him and buffeted him against rough brick walls. His head was under
water. He could not bresthe, was not even sure which way was up. His lungs shrieked for air. The tunnel
was less than ayard wide; he braced himself againgt it, shearing the skin from hisknuckles and knees. A
moment’ s gasp of air, and then he had dipped and was being hurtled along again. His head smacked
againg thetunne wall. Hefdt like screaming.

And then hewasin midair, flying effortlesdy before crashing into water again after afal of severa yards
through nothingness. Clean, cold air. Hewas out. Hewasin theriver, and it was night outside. The water
was brackish here, this close to the estuary. He choked on it, struggled manically to keep hishead up, his



manacled hands flailing. The current was taking him downsiream, out to sea. But therewas atree here,
leaning low over the water. He grasped at atrailing limb, missed, was dashed in the face by another and
caught hold of athird, hisgrip dicing down the leaves. He pulled himsdlf up it as though on arope, and
found mud under his feet. He waded ashore, shuddering with cold, and took a second to collect himsdif.
Then he remembered Albrec, and floundered about on the muddy bank until he had found along stick,

al the while watching the surface of theracing river. He waited then for along time, but saw nothing. It
wastoo cold to remain. Either Albrec had drowned, or he had remained in the cell. He could not wait
any longer. Thelights of Torunn were bright and yellow and the city wall towered like amonolith barely
two hundred yards away. Corfe had been washed ashore on alittle patch of wasteland just within the city
perimetre, not far from the southern barbican. It was too exposed here. He had to move on.

There were reed-beds here at theriverside, filled with old rubbish and stinking with the effluent of the
sewers. He crept dong in them as quietly as he could, and then stopped. Something was crashing about
infront of him. A man.

“Lord God,” avoice whispered. “Oh, Lord—"
“Albrec!”
“Corfe?’

He moved forward again. The monk was caught in thigh-deep mud and looked like some glistening
swamp denizen. Corfe hauled him out and then they lay there in the reeds for awhile, utterly spent.
Above them the clear ky was ablaze with stars from one horizon to the next.

“Come,” Corfesaid at last. “We haveto get away. We' ll dieheredse”

Wordlessly, Albrec staggered to hisfeet and the two of them lurched off together like apair of
mud-daubed drunks.

“Where are we going?’ the monk asked.
“To the only man of importance | think Fournier will haveleft done. Y our master, Macrobius.”
“What about the army?’

“Fournier will haveit under control somehow. And he'll have neutrdised dl my officers. Maybe the
Queen too. | haveto get these damned manacles off before my hands die. How much shooting did you
hear when you werein there?’

“A lot of volleys. But they lasted afew minutes, not more.”

“There' sbeen no mgor battle then. They must have my men bottled up. The Merduks are probably on
the march aready. Hurry, Albrec! We don't havetimeto waste.”

NINETEEN

A Stheladies-in-waiting quaked, terrified, the Queen twitched and snarled in her chair, the whites of her
eyesflickering under closed lids. She had been like thisfor dmost two hours, and they longed to cry out
to someone for help, adoctor or apothecary to be sent. But ancient Grania, who had been at the palace
longer than any of the rest and whose dark eyes were unclouded by any vestige of senility, told them to

hush their usaless mouths and pretend nothing untowards was happening, € se the guards posted outside
might takeit into their headsto comein. So thelittle flock of ladies embroidered and knitted with absent
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fervour, stabbing fingertips with monotonous regularity while brimming over with hiccuping little sobsfor
the predicament they had found themselvesin: and Grania glanced towards heaven and hel ped hersdf to
thewine.

None of them noticed when the black furred shape with ruby eyes crept back into the chamber through
the smoke hood and took up its accustomed place in the centre of a huge web that quivered sootily in the
shadows of the rafters. The Queen sighed, and sagged in her chair. Then she rubbed her eyes and stood
up, putting a hand to the hollow of her back. For severa seconds she looked what she was: atyred
woman in her sixth decade. Asthe ladies-in-waiting chattered around her she took the goblet of wine that
the slent Graniaoffered and drained it a adraught.

“I am getting too old for this sort of thing,” she said to the aged woman who had once been her wet
nurse.

“Weadl are,” the croneretorted drily. And to the brightly plumaged chatterers about her she snapped:
“Oh shut up, dl of you.”

“No,” Odeliasaid, “Keep talking. That isan order. Let the guards hear us gossiping away. Were we too
slent, they would be the more suspicious.”

“How bad isit?’ Graniaasked the Queen as the surrounding women talked desperately of the wesather,
the price of gk, al the whiletrying to spare an ear for the Queen’ swords.

“Bad enough. They have massacred many of his Cathedrallers. The poor fools charged massed
arquebus ers with nothing more than sabres.”

“And hisFmbrians?’

“Strangdy supine. But something tells me that their commander, Formio, is not letting the grass grow
under hisfeet. Therest of the city isunder curfew. Fournier hasingtaled himsdlf in the East Wing. So
sure of himsdf ishethat he has only fifty or sixty men around him. Therest patrol the city. There arefires
down by the dockyards, but | don’t know what they signify. Arach’svisonislimited, and sometimes
hard to decipher.”

“Sit, lady. Y ou are exhausted.”

“How can | st?” Oddiaexploded. “1 do not even know if heisaive or dead!” She passed ahand over
her face. “Pardon me. | amtyred. | wasblind: | should have foreseen this.”

“No-oneedsedid,” Graniasaid bluntly. “Do not torment yoursalf because you are no soothsayer.”

The Queen sank back down upon her chair. “He cannot be dead, Grania. He must not be dead.” And
she buried her face in her hands and wept.

| T wasalong, weary way from the waterfront to the Pontifical palace, and it took Corfe and Albrec
most of the remainder of the night to traverseit. Fournier’ s patrols were easy to dodge. They spent as
much time gawking at the wonders of the greet city asthey did keeping an eye out for curfew-breakers.
They were, when it came down to it, untutored men of the country awed by the Size and sprawl of the
capital. Eavesdropping on their conversations as they trooped past, Corfe redlised that some of them did
not even know why they were here, except that it was some kind of emergency engendered by the
Merduk war.



Halted a the gates of the abbey by watchful Knights Militant, Corfe and Albrec were eyed with
astonished dishdief when they demanded to see Macrobius. They were il fettered, and liberally
plastered with mud and sewer filth. But something in Corfe' s eye made one of the gate guards dash off at
once to fetch Monsignor Alembord. The portly Inceptine looked none too pleased to be dragged out of
his bed, but there was no denying that he recognised the bedraggled pair straight away. They were
ushered ing de the gates amid much whispering and brought to alittle reception chamber where Corfe
demanded a blacksmith or armourer to cut off their manacles. Alembord waddled away, looking
thoroughly confused. He was almost entirely unaware of the coup that had taken place: Fournier’ smen
had |eft the abbey aone, as Corfe had suspected they would.

The yawning armourer arrived soon after with awooden box full of thetools of histrade. The fetters
were cut from the two prisoners wrigts, and Corfe had to clench histeeth againgt the agony of returning
circulaion in his hands. They were swollen to twice their norma sze and where the iron had encircled his
wrigts, deep dices had been carved out of the puffed flesh. He let them bleed fredly, hoping it would
wash some of thefilth out of them.

Basins of clean, hot water, and fresh clothes were found for the two men. The clothes turned out to be
gpare Inceptine habits, and thusit was dressed as amonk that Corfe finaly found himself ushered into
Macrobius s private suite. It fill wanted an hour until dawn.

Private though the suite might nominaly be, it was crowded with anxious clerics and dlarmed Knights
Militant. They and Macrobius listened in grim silence as Corfe related the events of the past thirty-six
hours, Albrec narrating his own part in the storey. As he and Corfe had agreed, however, no mention
was made of the spy at the Merduk court.

When they had finished, Macrobius, who had listened without aword, said smply: “What would you
have me do?’

“How many armed men can the abbey muster?’ Corfe asked.
“Monggnor Alembord?’
“Some sixty to seventy, Holiness.”

“Good,” Corfesaid. “Then you must sdlly out at dawn with al of them, and go to City Square. Call a
meeting, raise the rooftops—create a commotion that will get people out on to the streets. Fournier does
not have enough men to clamp down on the entire city, and he will not be able to cow the population if
they can be raised against him. Get the people on to the streets, Holiness”

“And you, Corfe, what will you do?’

“I"'m going to try and get through to my men. If you can make enough of acommotion, Fournier will have
to take troops away from their containment and then there will be agood chance | can break them out.
After that, he will be defeated, | promise you.”

“What of the Merduks?” Alembord asked with round eyes.

“| am assuming they are on the move even as we speak. If they force march, they can be herein four or
five daysa most. That does not give us much time. Thisthing must be crushed by tomorrow at the latest
if wearetotakethefiddintime”

“Very well,” Macrobius said, his chin out-thrust. 1t shal be asyou say. Monsignor Alembord, rouse the
entire abbey. | want everyonein their best habits, the Knightsin full armour and mounted, with every flag



and pennon they can find. We shdl make a spectacle of it, give Fournier something to distract hismind.
Seetoit at once.”

Asthe unfortunate Alembord hurried away, Macrobius turned back to Corfe. “How do you intend to get
through to your men?’

“With your permission, Holiness, | will retain the disguise I’ ve been given. | will beacleric desring only
to offer spiritua succour to the beleaguered soldiers. For that reason, | will go to Formio’s Fimbrians
first. Theideaof apriest offering comfort to my Cathedralerswould not stand up.”

“Andwill you go aone?’

“Yes. Albrec hereistoo easly recognizable, even by these bumpkins from the south. He will have to
remain herein the abbey.”

“And what about the Queen, Corfe?’

“She, also, will haveto beleft to her own devicesfor awhile. For now it issoldiers| need, not
monarchs.”

C OUNT Fournier’ s beard had been tugged from its usua fine point into a bristling mess. He paced the
room like arestless cat while his senior officers stared woodenly at him.

“ Escaped? Escaped? How can you be telling me this? The one man above al who must be contained,
andyou tell meheisat large. Exactly how could this have happened?’

Gabrid Venuzzi’ s handsome face was sdlow as awhitewashed wall. “It seems he managed to lever up a
grating and make hisway into the sewers, Count. He and that nose-less monk who was incarcerated
withhim.”

“That isanother thing. | specificaly said that the prisoners were to be confined separately.”

“There are not enough cdllsin the waterfront dungeons. By my last estimate, we have amost four-score
prisoners down there. Some of them are even three to acell now. Every officer above therank of ensign
isbeing picked up. Perhaps we could relax the rules allittle.”

“No! We must cut off the head if the body is not to crush us. Every man on the lists must be arrested.
Start using the common jailsif you haveto, but take every name on thelist!”

“It shdl beasyou say.”

“What of the Queen?’

“Still confined to her chambers”

“Have the guards|ook in on her every few minutes.”

“Count Fournier!” Venuzzi was shocked. “ Sheis the Queen. Do you expect common soldiersto trampin
and out of her chamberslike gawking sghtseers?’

“Doasl say, damnit. | don’'t havetime for your lace-edged court niceties, Venuzzi. Our headswill al be
on the block if this does not come off. How in the world could he have got away? Where would he go?
To hismen, obvioudy. But how to get through the lines? By subterfuge, naturdly. Venuzzi, inform our



officersthat no-one— no-one—isto be dlowed through the lines to the Fimbrians or the Cathedrallers.
Do you understand me, Venuzzi? Not so much as adamned mouse.”

“l am not an imbecile, Count.”
“I thought that also until you let Cear-Inaf dip awvay. Now get out and set about your errands.”

Venuzz |eft, hisformerly pale face flushed and furious. Fournier turned to a beefy figure who lounged by
the door. “ Sardinac, get some more men up here in the palace, and some artillery pieces.”

The man called Sardinac straightened. “We don’t have too many artilleriststo spare, Count. These are
hired retainers we' re working with, remember, not Torunnan regulars.”

“Don’t | know it! Take some of the gunswhich they have deployed about the Fimbrian quarter. And
send another courier in to treat with that ass Formio. His position is hopeless, and it’ snot hisfight. Safe
conduct out of the city—the same asthe last one.”

Sardinac bowed, and exited in Venuzzi’ swake.

Fournier wiped his brow with a scented handkerchief. He was surrounded by fools, that was the
problem. Such abeautiful plan, but it had to work in dl things or it would work in none. There was so
little margin for error.

Out on to the balcony his restless feet took him. Y ou could see a corner of City Square from here. It was
like glimpsing adice of some odd carniva. He could see Knights Militant bedecked with banners, richly
robed priests—and amilling crowd of severd thousand of the city lowly who had braved the curfew to
see what was going on. That also had to be contained. His men were like butter scraped across too
much bread. Who would have thought Macrobiuswould issue out of hislair and get up on hishind legs
to preach, the old fool ?

Therewasalit brazier in the room, the charcod red and grey with heat. Fournier went to the table,
unlocked asmall chest and took out a battered scroll with the broken sedl of the Merduk military upon it.
He studied it for amoment thoughtfully, and seemed about to consign it to the brazier, but then thought
better of it. He tucked it into the breast of his doublet and patted it with one manicured hand.

“SERGEANT! WE ve apriest here wantsto go and talk to the Fimbrians,” the young soldier said.
“That'sdl right, an't it?’

The sergeant, a corpulent veteran of many tavern brawls, marched ponderoudy over to the barricade
where the black-robed Inceptine stood surrounded by half a dozen nervous young men with the
dow-match smouldering baefully on the whed-locks of their arquebuses. He drew a sabre.

“New orders, Fintan lad. No-one to go through the lines. Courier arrived just this minute. Father, your
time has been wasted. Y ou might want to say a prayer for us, though, out here facing those damned
Fimbrians”

“By dl means, my son.” The priest, hisface hidden in the cowl of hishabit, raised his handsin the Sign of
the Saint. Ashedid, the wide deeves of hisraiment fell back to reved badly cut wrigts. The soldiers had
bowed their heads to receive his blessing, but they snapped upright when aclear young voice shouted
out: “ Sergeant! Bring that man to me a once!”

Colond Araswas standing outside a nearby grain warehouse surrounded by a crowd of other officers



and couriers. He stalked forward. “ The priest! Grab that priest and bring him herel”

The Inceptine tensed as he found the barrels of six arquebuses levelled at him. The sergeant looked him
up and down quizzically.

“Lookslike someone eseisin need of aprayer, Father.”

“It seems S0, Sergeant,” the priest said. “Be careful of those Fimbrians. They collect the ears of their
enemies, I've heard.”

“Bring him into my quarters, Sergeant, and be quick about it!” Aras barked, white-faced. “ Enough
chatter.”

The Inceptine was escorted past the crowd of staring soldiers and into the cavernousinterior of the
warehouse. There was alittle office within, divided off from the rest of the building. They left him there.
Some young noblemen were bent over amap. They straightened and nodded at him, looking atrifle
bewildered. Aras ordered the room emptied.

“Y ou can throw back your hood now, Generdl,” he said when they had gone.
Corfedid ashewastold. “1 congratulate you, Aras. Y ou have quick eyes.”

The two men looked a one another in silence for along moment, until Aras stirred and reached for a
decanter. “ Some wine?’

“Thank you.”
They drank, each watching the other.

“What now?” Corfe said. “Will you turn me over to your master—and the kingdom over to the
Merduks? Or will you remember your duty?’

Arasflopped down into achair. “Y ou have no ideawhat this has cost me,” he whispered.
“To do what? Betray your country?’

The younger man sprang to hisfeet again, hisface outraged. But it leaked out of him like water from a
punctured skin. He stared into hiswine.

“Youwerewrong,” he said quietly. “Wrong to go about things the way you did. The great men of a
kingdom cannot be trampled upon. They will not weer it.”

“And in the end their own prestige is worth more to them than the kingdom. Y ou know me, Aras. If a
man has ability | couldn’t care lesswhether he' saduke or abeggar. Look at Rusio. | madehima
genera though he was one of my bitterest enemies. But Fournie—he is motivated by more than
wounded pride, you must know that. He has his heart set on ruling Torunna, eveniif itisonly asapawn
of the Merduks. Y ou are dl—all of you—merely histoals, to be used and discarded.”

“He s going to negotiate a peace, and end the war with honour,” Aras said.
“Heisgoing to capitulate unconditionally, and feed off the carcase that the Merduks leave behind.”
Arasturned away. “What would you have me do?’ he murmured. “Betray him?’

“A traitor cannot be betrayed. These Fimbriansyou are besieging. They served under you in battle. They



held their line at your orders, and died where they stood because you asked them to. They are your
comrades, not your enemies. When did Fournier ever set his shoulder beside yours, or face abattle-line
with you? Giveit up, Aras. Do the honourable thing. Order your men to stand down and let me save this
city of ours.”

Aras said nothing for along time. When he spoke again it wasin aloud voice. “Haptman Vennor!”
A young man in the livery of one of the southern lords put his head around the door. “Colond 7’

“The men areto stack arms and stand down. This priest hereisto be escorted through our linesto the
Fimbrian barracks. Dismantle the barricades. It isover.”

Haptman Vennor gaped at him.

“ Sir—on whaose authority—?’

“Obey my orders, damniit! | command here. Do as| say!”

The artled officer saluted and withdrew.

“Thank you,” Corfesaid quietly.

“I hope you will speak up for meat my court-martiad, gr,” Arassad.

“Court-martia?” Corfe laughed. “Aras my dear fellow, | need you in the ranks. As soon aswe havethis
little mess sorted out, we have ameeting with the Merduk army to arrange. | cannot afford to lose an
officer with your experience.” He held out ahand. Aras hesitated, and then shook it warmly. “1 won't let
you down, Sir, not again. | am your man until deeth.”

Corfesmiled. “1 think | knew that already, or part of me did—else | would have bolted as soon as you
recognised me.”

“What do you want me to do with these mercenaries?’

“They will remain under your command for now. Mercenaries or not, they are still Torunnans. As soon as
Formio and his men have shaken out, we' || march on the palace together.”

O DELIA stood on the balcony and watched the smoke of war drift over the tortured city. Out by the
North Gate there were crackles of volley-firerolling still, and the waterfront was amass of fire above
which the smoke roiled in billowing thunderheads. The masts of ships stood stark and angular againgt the
flames. Some of them had had their moorings cut to save them from the inferno and they were drifting
helplessly down the estuary towards the sea.

Nearer a hand, the deafening roar of the artillery salvoes had subsided at last, to be replaced by a
chaotic storm of gunfire and the massed roaring of men fighting for their lives. The Fimbrianswere
storming the paace, and terrified vaets and maids had come running to her chambersto huddiein
panic-dtricken crowds, like rabbits fleeing awildfire. And Corfe was dive. He and Formio were retaking
the palace room by gutted room. Fournier had lost the gamble, and would soon surrender hislife aswell.
It warmed her to think on it.

The doors crashed open and aknot of grimy soldiers burst into the room, making the maids scream and
cower. Behind them came Count Fournier himself, along with Gabridl Venuzzi and agaggle of the



southern nobles' sonswho had marched into the city scant days before with such pomp and herddry.
They were smoke-blackened or bloodstained now, with frightened eyes and drawn swords. Fournier,
however, was as dapper as always. In fact he seemed to have taken specia care with histoilet, and was
dressed in midnight blue with black hose and a silver-hilted rapier. He held a handkerchief to his nose
againgt the powder-smoke that eddied through the entire paace, but when he saw the Queen he
pocketed it with aflourish and then bowed deeply.

“Your Mgesty.”
“My dear Count. What could possibly bring you here at thistime?’

A crash of gunfire drowned hisreply and he frowned, irritated. “ Y our pardon, Mgesty. | thought it the
merest good mannersto come and make my farewells.”

“Areyou leaving usthen, Count?’
Fournier smiled. “ Sadly, yes. But my journey isnot along one.”

Theroar of battle seemed to be rageing just down the corridor. Fournier’ s companions took off towards
it, yelling—except for Gabrid Venuzzi, who collapsed upon the floor and began sobbing loudly.

“Beforel go,” Fournier went on, “thereis something | would liketo give you. A parting gift which | hope
will be of some use to the—ah, the new Torunnawhich will no doubt come into existence after my
departure.”

He reached into the breast of his doublet and pulled out atattered scroll. It was bloodstained and ragged,
with abroken sedl uponit.

“Y ou see, lady, despite what you may think, | never wanted harm to come to thiskingdom. | smply
could not see any way to save it except my own. Others may save it—that is quite possible—but in doing
s0 they will aso destroy it. If you do not seewhat | mean dready, | am sure you will one day.”

Oddiatook the scroll with adight inclination of her head. “1 will see you hanged, Count. And your head |
will post abovethecity gate.”

Fournier smiled. “1 am sorry to disgppoint you, Maesty, but | am anobleman of the old school who will
take hisleave of theworld in the manner he seesfit. Excuse me.”

He walked over to atable in the corner which had decanters of wine and brandy set upon it, ignoring the
crash and roar of the fighting which was rageing afew doors down. Pouring himsdlf agoblet of wine, he
sprinkled awhite powder into the glass from a screw of paper he had palmed. Then he tossed off the
liquid with one swift gulp.

“Gaderian. Asgood avintageto finish with asany, | suppose.” He bowed perfectly. When he had
straightened, Odelia could see the sudden sweat on hisforehead. He took one step towards her, and
then folded over and toppled to the floor.

Oddiawent to him and despite herself she knelt and cradled hishead in her hands.
“You areatrator, Fournier,” she said gently. “But you never lacked courage.”
Fournier smiled up at her.

“Heisaman of blood and iron, lady. He will never make you happy.” Then hiseyesrolled back, and he



died.

Odelia shut the dead eyelids, frowning. The firing down the passageway reached a crescendo, and there
wasthe clash of stedl on stedl, men shrieking, orders haf lost in the chaos. Then avoice she knew
thundered out: “ Ceasefirel Ceasefirethere! Y ou—drop your weapons. Formio, round them up.
Andruw, comewith me”

An egrie quiet fell, and then booted feet were marching up the corridor, crashing on marble. Through the
door came Corfe and Andruw, with abodyguard of Fimbrians and wild-eyed Cathedralers. Corfe's
face was badly bruised and black with powder, and one eye was swollen. The Queen rosg, letting
Fournier’ s head thump to the floor.

“Good day, Generd,” she said, aching with the need to run to him, embrace him.

“I trust | seeyou well, lady?” Corfereplied, his eyes scanning the room. Coming to rest on Fournier they
narrowed. “ The Count made good his escape, | see.”

“Yes, just thismoment.”

“Lucky for him. I'd have impded the traitor, had | taken him dive. Lads, cheque the next suite. That
yokel down there says there’ sno more but we can't be too sure.” Andruw and the other soldiers
tramped off purposefully. Corfe noticed the bedraggled heap of the weeping Venuzzi and kicked him out
of hisway.

“Thecity issecure, Mgesty,” hesaid. “A force has been sent out to bring in the head of Colonel Willem.
Heis holed up to the east with some of the regulars.”

“What of the other conspirators?’ the Queen asked.

“We shot them as we found them. Which remindsme.” Corfe drew John Mogen’ssword. Therewasa
flash as swift aslightning, asickening crunch, and Gabrid Venuzzi’ s head spun end over end, attached to
the body only by aribbon of spouting arteria blood. The ladies-in-waiting shrieked; one fainted. Odedlia
curled her lip.

“Was that necessary?’

Corfelooked at her with no whit of softnessin his eyes. “He had eighty of my men shot. He' slucky to
have died quickly.” He wiped his sword on Venuzzi’ s body.

Odeliaturned her back on him and walked away from the puddle of gore on the floor. “ Clean up that
mess,” she snapped at one of the maids.

The view out the window again. Fully aquarter of the city was burning, most of it down by theriver. But
the gunfire had stopped. Macrobius was till preaching in City Square, as he had been doing since dawn.
What was he talking about? she wondered absently.

Corfejoined her. He looked like a prizefighter who had lost his bout.

“Well, you have delivered the city, Generd,” Oddiasaid, angry with him for al manner of reasons she
could not name. “1 congratulate you. Now al you haveto do is save usfrom the Merduks.” Wasit
possible that Fournier’ slast words had registered with something in her? That disgusting murder in cold
blood—right in front of her eyes! What kind of man was he anyway?

“Marschisdead,” Corfe said quietly.



“What?’
“Hewaskilled while leading the breakout attempt.”

She turned to him then and saw the tears coursing down his cheeks, though his face was set as hard as
marble.

“Oh Corfe, I'm so sorry.” Shetook him into her arms and for amoment he yielded, buried hisfacein the
hollow of her shoulder. But then he pulled away and wiped hiseyeswith hisfingers. “1 must go. Theré sa
lot to do, and not much time.”

She turned to watch him. Heleft the room blindly, tramping through Venuzzi’ sgore and leaving atrail of
bloody footprints behind him.

T ORUNN'’ S brief but bloody agony ended at last as the regular army stamped out the last embers of
the abortive coup. The fireswere brought under control, thousands of the capitd’ s citizens mobilised to
form bucket chains. Safely perched on acherry treein the heights of the pal ace gardens, the homunculus
watched the spectacle with unblinking eyes. As darknessfell, it took off and flapped northwards.

That night, on the topmost battlements of Ormann Dyke s remaining tower, Aurungzeb, Sultan of
Odtrabar, hammered hisfist down on the unyielding stone of the ancient battlement.

“Who is sovereign here? Who commands? Shahr Johor, you may be my khedive, but you are not
irreplaceable. | have indulged your whims once before, and forgiven you for the failure which resulted.
Y ouwill now indulge me!”

“But Highness,” Shahr Johor protested, “to change a battle-plan when the army is only days away from
contact with the enemy is—isfoolhardy.”

“What did you say?’
Hopelesdy, Shahr Johor pinched the bridge of hisnose. “Y our pardon, my Sultan. | am alittle tyred.”

“Yes, you are. Get yoursaf some deep ere thefight begins, or you will be of no useto anyone.”
Aurungzeb’ svoicelogt its harsh edge. “I am not acomplete child in military matters, Shahr Johor, and
what | am suggesting is not acomplete rewriting of the plan, merely aminor revison.”

Shahr Johor nodded, too weary to protest further.

“Batak failed to have this Torunnan commander-in-chief neutraised. That traitor Fournier failed to deliver
Torunn to me without afight. Batak tells me that the coup has dready been stamped out—in the space of
two days! There has been too much intrigue, and dl of it amere waste of time. Enough of it. Brute force
isal that will destroy the Torunnans—that, and agood battle-plan. | have made a study of your
intentions.” Aurungzeb' s voicefdl, became more reasonable. “Y our planisfine. | have no quarrd withit.
All' I am asking isthat you strengthen thisflank march of yours. Take ten thousand of the Hraibadar from
the main body and send them aong with the cavary.”

“| don’t understand your sudden desire to change the plan, Highness,” Shahr Johor said stubbornly.

“There has been alot of coming and going between here and Torunn. | suspect”—here Aurungzeb

lowered hisvoice further—*I suspect we may have atraitor in our midst.”



Shahr Johor snapped upright. “Are you sure?’

Aurungzeb flapped one massive hand. “I am not sure, but it isaswell to be suspicious. That mad monk
escaped from here with the connivance of someone at the court, and who knows what information he
might havein his addled pate? Make the change, Shahr Johor. Do as| wish. | shall not meddie further in
your handling of this battle.”

“Very well, my Sultan. | bow to your superior wisdom. The flank march we planned will be augmented,
and with the best shock infantry we possess. And no-one shall know of it but you and I, until the very
day they set out.”

“Y ou relieve my mind, Shahr Johor. This may well be the deciding bettle of the war. Nothing about its
conduct must beleft to chance. Mehr Jirah has half the army convinced that the western Saint isalso our
Prophet, and the Minhraib, curse them, are Smple enough to believe that it means an end to war with the
Ramusians. It may bethat thisisthelast great levy Ostrabar will ever be able to mobilise.”

“I won't fail you, Highness,” Shahr Johor said fervently. “The Unbdlieverswill be struck asthough by a
thunderbolt. In afew days, not more, you will St in Torunn and receive the homage of the Torunnan
Queen. And this much-vaunted genera of theirs shal be but amemory.”

TWENTY

T HERE had been no time for councils of war, debates on strategy or any of the last-minute wrangles so
beloved of high commands since man had first started wageing organised war. Before the fireswhich
raged down on the waterfront of Torunn had even stopped smouldering, the army was on the move.
Corfe wasleading thirty-five thousand men out of the capita, and leaving four thousand behind to
garrison it. Some of the men in both the garrison and the field army had lately been in arms againgt each
other, but now that it was the Merduk they wereto fight againgt, their former alegiances were forgotten.
Care had to be taken, however, to keep the Cathedrallers away from the conscripts. The tribesmen had
taken Marsch’ s death hard, and were not inclined to forgive or forget in ahurry.

Andruw commanded the Cathedrallers now, with Ebro as his second-in-command. Formio led the
Fimbrians, as aways, and Ranafast the dyke veterans. The main body of the Torunnan regularswere
under General Rusio, with Aras as his second, and the newly arrived conscripts had been scattered
throughout the veteran tercios, two or three to acompany. Back in Torunn, the garrison had been |eft
under the persona command of the Queen hersdlf, which had raised more than afew eye-brows. But
Corfe smply did not have the officersto spare. Many had died as they were broken out of the dungeons.
Inany case, if thefield army were destroyed, Torunn would have no chance.

It was not the best-equipped force that Torunna had ever sent out into battle. Most of the conscripts did
not even possess uniforms, and some were till unfamiliar with their wegpons, though Corfe had weeded
out the most unhandy and reserved them for the garrison. In addition, the baggage train was a somewhat
haphazard affair, as many of the supplies destined to be carried by it had gone up in smoke along with the
riverfront warehouses. So the men were marching forth with rations for aweek, no more, and two
hundred of the Cathedrallers were serving as heavy infantry for lack of horses. But tucked away in

Corfe' s saddlebags was something he hoped would tip the scalesin their favour: the Merduk battle-plan
which Albrec had brought away from Ormann Dyke, and which the Queen had had trandated. He knew
what part of the enemy army was going where, and even though their advance had been brought
forward, he thought they would stick to their origind plan—for it isno light thing to redesign the accepted
srategy of alarge army, especialy when that army is dready on the march.

Without that information, Corfe privately believed that there would have been little or no hopefor his
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men, and in hismind he blest Aurungzely’ s nameless Ramusian Queen.

N O cheersto see them off, but the wallswere thickly crowded with Torunn’s population dl the same.
There was a headlong sense of urgency about the city. So much had happened in such a short space of
time that the departure of the army for the decisive battle seemed but one more notable event amongst

many. No time for farewells either. The regulars had an appointment to keep, and they marched out of

the city gates knowing they were dready latefor it.

The army tramped eighteen milesthat first day, and when the lead e ements started to lay out their
bivouacs the rearguard was till aleague behind them. Aswas hiswont, Corfe found himsdf anearby
knoll and sat his horse there, watching them trudge into camp. He was not seeing them, though. He was
thinking of an ex-dave who had once sworn alegiance to him with the chains of the gdleys till on his
wrigts. A savage from the Cimbrics who had become hisfriend.

Andruw and Formio joined him, the Fimbrian actualy mounted on aquiet mare. Thetrio exchanged
sombre sautes and then watched asthe first campfireswere lit below, until there was a congtellation of
them rivaling the brilliance of thefirg sars.

The darkness degpened. Thetrio sat their horses without sharing aword, but glad of one another’s
company. Then Andruw twisted in his saddle and peered north. “ Corfe, Formio. Look there.”

On the horizon, aruddy glow like that of aburning town. Except that there were no towns for many
leaguesin that direction.

“It' stheir campfires,” Corferedised. “Likethelightsof acity. That'sthe enemy, gentlemen.”

They studied the phenomenon. It was, initsway, as awe-ingpiring asthe Northern Lights which could be
seen inwinter from the foothills of the Thurians.

“It doesn’'t seem asthough it could be the work of man, somehow,” Formio said.

“When there' s enough of them, men can do just about anything,” Andruw told him. “ And they’ re capable
of anything.” Hisvoicefdl into something approaching awhisper. “But I’ ve never known or heard of
them fighting awar like this one. There has never been apauseinit, from the first assaults on Aekir until
now. Ormann Dyke, the North More, the King's Battle, Berrona, and then the battle for the city itsdlf.
There sno end to it—in the space of ayear.”

“Isthat dl it'sbeen?” Corfe wondered. “One year? And yet the whole world has changed.”
They were dl thinking of Marsch, though no-one mentioned his name.

“Sound officers call as soon asthe rearguard is bedded down,” Corfe said at last. “We' |l meet here. |
have something to show you.”

“Going to pull arabbit out of ahat, Corfe?” Andruw asked lightly.
“Something likethat.”

They saluted and | eft him. Corfe dismounted, hobbled and unsaddied his horse and let it graze. Then he
sat on amossy boulder and watched the northern horizon, where the Merduk host was lighting up a
Torunnan sky. One single year, and the deaths of untold thousands. He had begun it asajunior officer,
obscure but happy. And he had ended it commander of Torunna slast army, his heart asblack and



empty asawithered apple. All inthat oneyear.

F ORMIO held alantern over the map and the assembled officers kept down its corners with the toes of
their boots. They crowded around the circle of light as though straining to warm themsdlves at afire.
Corfe pointed out features with a broken stick.

“We are here, and theenemy is.. . . there, or thereabouts. Y ou’ ve seen the light of their camp for
yoursaves. | reckon they'relessthan haf aday’ s march awvay. They number ahundred and twenty-five
thousand, onefifth of them cavary. The Merduk khedive, Shahr Johor, isgoing to send this cavalry out
on aflank march to the north, to comein on our left flank when we ve engaged the main body, and roll
us up. Hammer and anvil—ample, but effective. His cavadry consst of Ferinai, horse-archers, and
mounted infantry who' ve been taken out of the Minhraib and armed with horse-pistols. The Ferinai are
the core of the force. If we cripple them, the rest will crumble. They number only some eight thousand,
for they lost athird of their men in the King' s Battle, attacking Aras and Formio.”

“And | suppose you can tell uswhat they’ re going to have for breskfast in the morning,” Andruw said
with araised eye-brow. “ Generd, we seem remarkably well-informed as to the enemy’ s composition
andintentions”

“That isbecause | have managed to get hold of acopy of their battle-plan, Colond,” Corfe said witha
amile

That raised aripple of astonishment amongst the assembled officers. “Sir,” Aras began, “how—7?"’

Corfe held up ahand. “It’s enough that we possessit. Don't trouble yourselves about how we came by
it. I intend to detach the commands of Colonel Cear-Adurhal and Adjutant Formio to deal with thisflank
march. Attached to them will be Ranafast’ s arquebusiers. This combined force will be under the overal
command of Colond Cear-Adurhd. It should be able to see the enemy cavary off.”

“Of course. It'll only be outnumbered three to one,” someone muttered.

“The Ferinai will bein thevan. Andruw, if you can cripple them, the rest will fold too. | haveit on good
authority that the Minhraib—over athird of the Merduk army—have no somach for thisfight. The
Sultan will be kegping them in reserveto therear. There' sagood chancethey’ll remain skulking thereif
they seethings going badly.

“Thisistheline of the main body’ sadvance.” Hetraced it out on the map with hisstick. “ Asyou can see,
they’re using the Western Road. What | intend to do is to take our own regulars up and, if we can, pitch
into them whilst they' re il in march column; thet way we' |l dedl with them piecemed.”

“Where do you think we'll contact them?’ Rusio asked.

“About here, at this crossroads.” Corfe peered more closdly at the map. “ Roughly where thislittle hamlet
lies. Armagedir.”

“That'san old name. It means Journey’s End in Old Normannnic,” said Andrew.

Corfe straightened. “ Andruw, Formio and Ranafast—your task will be to rout the Merduk cavary and

then come in on the enemy flank, much asthey were intending to do with us. On the success or failure of
that manoevre the fate of the battle will hinge. Gentlemen, | can’t emphasise enough that we must rely on
gpeed. There can be no foul-ups, no delays. What we lack in numbers, we must makeupforin...in—"



“Alacrity?” Aras suggested.

“Aye. Tha' stheword. When we attack, we must follow up every enemy retreet, and give them no
chanceto re-form. If they manage to bring their numbersto bear, then they’ Il swamp us. Those of you
who were a Berronawill remember how we pitched into them while they were still struggling to get their
boots on. We must do the same here. We cannot allow them a moment to take stock. Thisfact must be
ingtilled al the way down the chain of command. Do | make mysdlf clear”’

There was a collective murmur of assent.
“Good. | don’'t have to point out to you that we have little in the way of reserves—"
“Asusua,” someone said, and there was arustle of laughter. Corfe smiled.

“That sright. Theline must not break. If it does, thenit’sal over—for us, for your families, for our
country. Therewill be no second chance.”

The faces grew sober again asthis sank in. Corfe studied them dl. Andruw, Formio, Ranafast, Rusio,
Aras, Morin, Ebro and a dozen others. How many fewer would there be after this battle, which he meant
to make the last? For once, he fdlt the burden of their lives and deaths heavy on his conscience. Hewas
sure of onething though: they were not fighting so that after thewar lordsin gilt carriages could dictate
the running of their country. If they accomplished thisfedt, if they saved Torunna, then there would be
many things that needed changing in this country. And they would have earned the right to make those
changes.

“Very wdll, gentlemen. Reveilleistwo hours before dawn. Andruw, Formio and Ranafast: you know
your orders. Generd Rusio, in the morning the main body will shake out traight into battle-line, and
advancein that fashion. Mounted pickets out in front.”

Rusio nodded. Like the others, he was white-faced and determined. “When do you reckon we'll run into
them, Sr?’

Corfe studied the map again. In hismind’ s eye he saw the armies on the march, on a collision course.
Like two shortsighted titans bent on violence.

“I reckon we' Il hit them just before noon,” he said.
Rusio nodded. “I wish you joy of the encounter, Sir.”

“Thank you. Gentlemen, you know speech-making isn’t my bent. | don’t have to inspire you with rhetoric
or inflame your spirits. We're professionds at the end of the day, and we have ajob ahead of usthat
cannot be shirked. Now go to your commands. | want your junior officers briefed, and then you can get
some deep. Good luck to all of you.”

“May God bewith us,” someone said. Then they saluted him and filed away one by one. At last only
Andruw remained. There was none of the accustomed levity on hisface.

“Y ou're giving methe army, Corfe. Our army.”
“I know. They’ re the best we' ve got, and they’ ve been given the hardest job.”

Andruw shook his head. “1t should be you leading them then. Where are you going to be? Stuck in the
main body with the other footd ogging regulars? Baby-gtting Ruso?’



“I need to keep an eye on him. He' s capable, but he’ s got no imagination.”
“I’'mnot up to it, Corfe.”
“Yes, you are. You rethe best man | have.”

They faced each other squardly, without speaking. Then Andruw put out his hand. Corfe clasped it
firmly. In the next ingtant they were embracing like brothers.

“Y ou take care out there tomorrow,” Corfe said roughly.

“Look for mein the afternoon. I’ll be coming out of thewest, yelling likeacat withitstail afire” Then
Andruw punched him playfully on the somach and turned away. Corfe watched him retreeting into the
night, until he had disappeared into the fire and shadows of the deeping army. He never saw Andruw
diveagan.

H E did the rounds of the camp that night, as he dways did, having quiet words with the sentries, nodding
to those soldiers who were lying staring at the star's, unable to deep. Sharing gulps of wine with them, or
old jokes. Once even asong.

For thefirst timein along while, it was not cold. The men dept on grass, not in squelching mud, and the
breeze that ruffled the campfires was not bitter. Corfe could amost believe that spring was onitsway at
last, thislong winter of the world finaly releasing its grip on the cold earth. He had never been apious
man, but he found he was silently reiterating aformless sort of prayer as he walked between the crowded
campfires and watched his men gathering strength for the ordedl of the day to come. Though killing was
his business, the one thing in which he excelled, he prayed for it to end.

O N thetopmost tower of Torunn's Roya paace four people stood in the black hour before the dawn
and waited for the day to begin. Oddia Queen of Torunn, Macrobius the Pontiff, and Bishops Albrec
and Avila

When at last the sky lightened from black to cobalt blue to astorm-delicate green, the boiling saffron ball
of the sun soared up out of the east in afierce conflagration of colour, as though the scattered clouds on
the world' s horizon had caught light and were being consumed by the heat of some vast, silent furnace
which burnt furioudy at the edge of the earth. The foursome stood there as the morning light grew and
waxed and took over aflawless ky, and the city cameto life at their feet, oblivious. They watched the
thousands of people who climbed the walls and stood waiting on the battlements, the packed crowds
hushed in the public squares. The very church bdlswere tilled.

And findly, faint over the hillsto the north, there came the long, distant thunder of the guns, like arumour
from adarker world. Thelast battle had begun.

TWENTY-ONE

Thefinal clash between Merduk and Ramusian on the continent of Normannia took place on the
nineteenth day of Forialon, in the year of the Saint 552.

The Merduks had ascreen of light cavary out to their front. These Corfe dispersed by sending forward a
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line of arquebusiers, who brought down haf adozen of the enemy with aswift volley. Therest fled to
warn their comrades of the gpproaching cataclysm. The Torunnan advance continued, lines of skirmishers
out to flanks and front, the main body of the infantry swesting and toiling to maintain the brutal pace
Corfe had set. The line grew ragged, and sergeants shouted themselves hoarse at the men to keep their
dressing, but Corfe was not worried about afew untidy ranks here and there. Speed wasthe thing. The
Merduks had been warned, and would be struggling to redeploy their forces from vulnerable
march-column into battle-line. But that would take time, asdid al manoevresinvolving large numbers of
men. Had he possessed more cavary, he might have sent forward a mounted screen of his own, strong
enough to wipe out the Merduk pickets and take their main body totaly by surprise—but there was no
point wishing for the moon. The Cathedralers had been needed on the flank, and there were ssimply no
more horsemen to be had.

Heturned to Cerne, who with seven other tribesmen had remained with him as a sort of unofficia

bodyguard.

“ Sound me double march.”

Thetribesman put hishorn to hislips, closed hiseyes and blew the intricate yet ingtantly recognizable cal.
Up and down the three mileline, other trumpeterstook it up. The Torunnans picked up their feet and
beganto run.

Over adight risein the ground they jogged, panting. Corfe cantered ahead of the struggling army, and
there it was. Perhaps half amile away, the mighty Merduk host was halted. Its battlefront was as yet less
than amile wide, but men were sprinting into position on both flanks, striving to lengthen it beforethe
Torunnans struck. Back to the rear of the line, amad chaos of milling men and guns and dephantsand
baggage waggons stretched for asfar asthe eye could see. At acrossroads to the left rear of the
Merduk line, the hamlet of Armagedir stood forlornly, swamped by atide of hell-bent humanity. There
weretal bannersflying amid the houses. The Merduk khedive seemed to have taken it as his command

post.

They had chosen their ground well. Thelinewas set upon alow hill, just enough to blunt the momentum
of aninfantry charge. There was a narrow row of treesto their rear which some long-dead farmer had
planted as awindbreak. Corfe could see a second rank falling into position there. The Merduk khedive
had been gtartled by the unlooked-for appearance of the Torunnans, but he was collecting hiswitswith
commendable speed.

Corfelooked west, to the moorland which rolled featurelesdy to the horizon. Andruw was out there
somewhere, hunting the Merduk cavalry. It would be afew hours yet before he could be expected to
arive. If hearived a dl, Corfetold himsdf quickly, asif to forestall bad luck.

The army was running past him now, and his restive horse danced and snorted as the great crowd of men
passed by. He thought he could fedl the very vibration of those tens of thousands of booted feet through
his saddle. He heard his name shouted by short-of-breath voices. Equipment rattling, the smell of the
maich, already lit, the stench of many bodies engaged in hard labour. A distilled essence of men about to
plungeinto war.

Then the thumping of hooves on the upland turf, and Rusio had reined in beside him accompanied by a
gaggle of gaff officers.

“WEe ve got them, Genera! We re going to knock them flying!” he chortled.

“Get your horse batteries out to the front, Rusio. | want them unlimbered and firing before the infantry go
in. Firg rank halts and givesthem avolley: the other ranks keep going. Y ou know the drill. Seetoit!”



Rusio'sgrin faded. He saluted and sped off.

Gdloping six-horse teams now pulled ahead of the infantry, each towing a six-pounder. The artillery
unlimbered with practised speed and their crews began loading franticaly. Then thefirst lanyard was
pulled, thefirst shell went arcing out of acannon muzzle—you could actudly follow it if you possessed
quick eyes—and crashed into scarlet ruin in the ranks of the deploying Murduks. A damn good shot,
even at such close range. The cannon barrels were depressed ddmost to the horizontal, so close werethe
gunnersto the enemy.

Twenty-four guns were deployed now, and they began barking out in sequence, the heavy weapons
legping back asthey went off. Those gunners knew their trade al right, Corfe thought approvingly.

Some of thefirgt sdlvo waslong; instead of hitting the Merduk front lineit landed in the rear elements,
sowing chaos and daughter—but that was just as good. The gunners had ordersto elevate their piecesto
maximum once their own infantry passed them by, and keep lobbing shells on an arc into the Merduk
rear. That would disrupt the arrival of any reinforcements.

Four salvoes, and then the infantry was running past the guns. They werein aline aleague long and four
ranks deep, afrontage of one yard per man—and despite his quip the night before, Corfe had kept back
some three thousand veterans as alast-ditch reserve, in case disaster struck somewhere. Thesethree
thousand were in field-column, and formed up beside him as he sat his horse surrounded by his
bodyguard and a dozen couriers.

Thefirgt Torunnan rank halted, brought their arquebusesinto the shoulder, and then fired. Six thousand
wespons going off at once. Corfe heard the tearing crackle of it a second after he had watched the
smoke billow out of theline. The enemy host was virtudly hidden by acliff of grey-white fumes. The
other three Torunnan lines charged through the first and disappeared into the reek of powder-smoke, a
formlessroar issuing from their throats as they went. It would belikeavison of hell in there asthey came
to close quarters with the enemy.

That wasit: the army was committed, and had caught the Merduks before they had properly deployed.
Thefirst part of his plan had worked.

A NDRUW reined in his horse and held up a hand. Behind him the long column of men hated. Heturned
to Ebro. “Hear that?’

They ligtened. “ Artillery,” Ebro said. “They’re engaged.”

“Damn, that was quick.” Andruw frowned. “ Trumpeter, sound battle-line. Morin, take a squadron out to
the north. Find me these bastards, and find them quick.”

“It shall be s0.” The tribesman grinned. He shouted in Cimbric, and agroup of Cathedrallers peeled off
and pelted away after him northwards.

“We should have run across them by now,” Andruw fretted. “What are they doing, hiding down rabbit
holes? They must be making dower time than we' d thought. Courier, to me.”

A young ensign pranced up, unarmoured and mounted on along-limbed gelding. His eyeswere bright as
those of an excited child. “Sir!”

“Go to Genera Cear-Inaf. Tel him we gtill have not located the enemy cavalry, and our arrival on the
battlefield may be ddlayed. Ask him if our orders stand. And makeit quick!”



The courier sdluted smartly and galloped off, clods of turf flying in the wake of hiseager horse.
“Twenty-five thousand horsemen,” Andruw said irritably. “ And we can't find hide nor hair of them.”

“They’ll turn up,” Ebro said confidently. Andruw glared a him, and realised how easy it wasto be
confident when there was a superior around to make the hardest decisions. Then, “Hear that?’ he said

again.
Arquebusfire, arolling clatter of it to the south of them.

“Theinfantry hasgot suck in,” he said. “ That’ sit—they can't break off now. They’reinit up to their
ears. Wherethe hell isthat damned enemy cavary?’

C ORFE sat his horse and watched the battle rage before him like some awesome spectacle laid on for
his entertainment. He hated this—watching men dying from adistance with his sword ill in its scabbard.
It was one of the burdens of high rank he thought he would never get used to.

What would he be doing if he were the Merduk khedive? Thefirst instinct would be to shore up the
sagging line. The Torunnans had pushed it clear back to the row of trees, but there the Merduks seemed
to haverdlied, as men often will about some linear feature in theterrain. Their losses had been horrificin
those first few minutes of carnage, but they had the numbersto absorb them. No—if the khedive was
second-rate he would send reinforcementsto the line; but if he were any good, he would tell the men
there to hang on, and send fresh regiments out on the flanks, seeking to encircle the outnumbered
Torunnans. But which flank? He had his cavalry out on hisright somewhere, so the odds wereit would
betheleft. Yes, hewould build up on hisleft flank.

Corfe turned to the waliting veterans who stood leaning their elbows on their gun rests and watching.
“Colond Pessfd!”
The white-haired quartermaster saluted. “Sir?’

“Take your command out on our right, double-quick. Don’'t commit them until you see the enemy fedling
around the end of our line. When you do, hit them hard, but don’t join our centre. Keep your men
mobile. Do you understand?’

“Aye, gSr. You reckon that’ swhere they’ Il strike next?’
“It' swhat | would do. Good luck, Passfal.”

The unearthly din of agreat battle. Unlessit had been experienced, it wasimpossible to describe. Heavy
guns, small arms, men shouting to encourage themsalves or intimidate others. Men screaming in agony—a
noise unlike any other. It coalesced into a stupendous barrage of sound which stressed the sensesto the
point of overload. And when one wasin the middle of it—right in the belly of that murderous
madness—it could invade the mind, spurring men on to inexplicable heroism or craven cowardice. Laying
bare the very core of the soul. Until it had been experienced, no man could predict how he would react
toit.

Passifal’ s troops doubling off, adark stain on the land. En masse, soldiers seen from a distance looked
like nothing so much as some huge, bristling caterpillar dithering over the face of the earth. Meninthe
centre of aformation like that would see nothing but the back of the man in front of them. They would be
treading on hedls, curang, praying, the sweeat stinging their eyes. The heroic baladeers knew nothing of



real war, not asit was waged in this age of the world. It was ajob of work: sheer hard drudgery
punctuated by brief episodes of unbelievable violence and abject terror.

There! Corfefelt amoment of intense satisfaction asfresh Merduk regiments arrived to extend the lineon
theright, just as he had thought they would. They were getting into position when Passifal’ s column
dammed into them, al the weight of that tight-packed body of men. The Merduks were sent flying,
transformed from amilitary formation into amob in thetime it took for aman to ped an gpple. Passfa
re-formed his own men into a supported battle-line, and they began firing, breaking up attempts by the
enemy to raly. He might be aquartermaster, but he ill knew histrade.

Corfelooked back at the centre. Hard to make out what was going on in there, but Rusio still seemed to
be advancing. That was the thing: to keep the pressure on, to deny the enemy timeto think. So far it was
working well. But men can only fight for solong.

He turned his face towards the deserted moorsin the north. Where was Andruw? What was going on
out there?

“I find them, Ondruw! | find them!” Morin crowed, his horse blowing and fuming under him, sides dank
with swest.

“Where?’

Morin struggled to think in Torunnan units of distance. “One and apart of aleague east of here, in
long—" He grasped for the word, face screwed up in concentration.

“Line?Likewe are now?’
The tribesman shook his head furioudy.
“Column, Morin, arethey in column, like dong aroad?’

Morin'sface cleared. “ Column—that isthe word. But they have their Ferinai out to front, in—inline.
And they have men on foot, infantry, coming behind.”

Formio came trotting up on hislong-suffering mare. He had taken to horseback for the sake of speed,
but he clearly did not rdlish it any more than she did. “What' s afoot, Andruw?’

“Morin sighted them, thank God,” Andruw breathed. “ That was good work. Spread the word, Formio.
We re going to pitch into ’em aswe are. Cathedrallers on the right, Fimbriansin the middle, Ranafast’s
ladsto therear.” Then he hesitated. “Morin, did you say infantry?’

“Y es, men on foot with guns. Behind the horsemen.”

Formio’ s face remained impassive, but he rode up close to Andruw and spoke into his ear. “No-one said
anything about infantry. | thought it wasjust cavary wewerefacing.”

“It’' s probably just abaggage guard or suchlike. No need to worry about them. The main thing is, we've
located them at last. If | haveto, I'll face the arquebusiers about and we' || make abig square. Let them
try charging Fimbrian pike and Torunnan shot, and see whereit getsthem.”

Formio stared at him for amoment, and then nodded. “1 see what you mean. But we have to destroy
them, not just hold our own.”



It was Andruw’ sturn to pause. “All right. I' Il hold the Cathedrallers back. When the timeisready, they'll
charge and roll them up. W€ I| hammer them, Formio, don’t worry.”

“Very well then. Let’shammer them.” But Formio |ooked troubled.

The army redeployed towards the east. The Fimbrians led the advance while the Cathedrallers covered
the flanks and the Torunnan arquebusiers brought up the rear. Just over seven and a half thousand menin
al, they could hear the distant clamour of the battle rageing around Armagedir and marched over the
upland moorswith awill, eager to come to grips with the foe.

Thirty-five thousand Merduk troops awaited them.

B ACK at Armagedir, the morning was wearing away and the Torunnan advance had stalled. Ruso's
men had been hdted in their tracks by sheer weight of enemy numbers. The line of trees had changed
hands haf adozen timesin the last hour and was thick with the dead of both armies. The battle here was
fast degenerating into abloody stalemate, and unlike the Merduk khedive, Corfe did not have fresh
troopsto feed into the grinder. He could hold his own for another hour, perhaps even two, but at the end
of that time the army would be exhausted. And the Merduk khedive had fully onethird of hisown forces
as yet uncommitted to the battle. They were forming up behind Armagedir, molested only by stray rounds
from the Torunnan artillery. Something had to be done, or those thirty thousand fresh troops would be
coming around Corfe sflank in the next half-hour.

Where the hell was Andruw? He ought to at least be on hisway by now.

Corfe made up hismind and called over acourier. He scribbled out amessage while giving it verbaly at
the sametime,

“Go to the artillery commander, Nonius. Have him limber up his guns and move them forward into our
own bettle-line. Heisto unlimber therein the middle of our infantry and give the enemy every charge of
canister he possesses. When that happens, Rusio isto advance. Heisto push forward to the crossroads
and take Armagedir. Repest it.”

The courier did so, white-faced.

“Good. Takethis noteto Noniusfirst, and then to General Rusio. Tdl Rusio that Passifal’ s men will
support hisright flank. He isto break the Merduk line. Do you hear me? Heisto break it. Here. Now

go.
The courier seized the note and took off at atearing gallop.
Something had happened to Andruw, out in the moors. Corfe could fed it. Something had gone wrong.

Then another courier thundered in, this one' s horse about to founder under him. He had come from the
north. Corfe' s heart leapt.

“Compliments of Colonel Cear-Adurhd gr,” the man gasped. “He has ill not found the enemy. Wants
to know if hisorders stand.”

“How long ago did you leave him?’ Corfe asked sharply.

“An hour, maybe. No sgn of the enemy out there, Sir.”



“God sblood,” Corfe hissed. What was going on?

“Tell him to keep looking. No—wait. It’ 1] take you an hour to get back to him. If he hasn’t found
anything by then, he’ sto come here and attack the Merduk right. Throw in everything he'sgot.”

“Everything heé sgot. Yes, sr.”
“Get yoursdlf afresh horse and get going.”

Corfetried to shake off the gpprehens on that was flooding through him. He kicked his horse into motion
and cantered southwards, to where Passifal’ s men were standing ready out on the right. They were the
only reserve he had, and he was about to throw them into the battle. He could think of nothing else to do.

A NDRUW’ S command charged full-tilt into the enemy with a shouted roar that seemed to flatten the
very grass. The Ferinai, the dite of Merduk armies, came to meet them, eight thousand men on heavy
horses dressed in armour identical to that worn by the Cathedralers. And the tribesmen spurred their
own mountsinto a headlong galop, drawing ahead of the Fimbrians and Torunnans.

There was atangible shock as the two bodies of cavalry met. Horses were shrieking, some knocked
clear off their feet by the impact. Men were thrown through the air to be trampled by the huge horde of
milling beasts. Lances snapped off and swords were drawn. There was arising clatter, likea
preternatural blacksmith’s shop gone wild, astroopers of both sides hammered at their steel-clad
adversaries. The struggle became athousand little hand-to-hand combats as the formations ground to a
hat and afierce melee developed. The Cathedrallers were pushed back, hopelessy outnumbered though
fighting like maniacs. But then the Fimbrians came up, their pike-points levelled. They smashed a swathe
through the halted enemy cavalry, their flanks and rear protected by Ranafast’ sarquebusiers. The
combined formation was as compact as a clenched fist, and seemed unstoppable. Andruw led the
Cathedrallers back out of the battle-line, and re-formed them in the rear. Many of them were on foot:
others had dismounted comrades clinging on behind them or were dragged out by the grasp of astirrup.
Andruw had lost hishelmet in the whirling press of men and horses, and seemed infected by awild
gaiety. Hejoined in the cheer when the Ferinai fell back, their retreat turning into something resembling a
rout as the implacable Fimbriansfollowed up. The plan wasworking after dl.

Then there was a staggering volley of arquebus fire that seemed to go on for ever. The Fimbrians
collapsed by the hundred as a storm of bullets mowed them down, clicking through their armour with a
sound oddly like hal on atin roof. They fatered, their front ranks collgpsing, men stumbling backwards
on their fdlows with the heavy bullets blasting chunks out of their bodies, cutting their feet from under
them, snapping pike shaftsin two. The advance ground to ahdlt, itsfurthest limit marked by atideine of
con torted bodies, in places two or three deep.

Totherear of the Ferinai had been ahuge host of infantry, ten thousand of them at least. They had lain
down in the rough upland grass and the wiry hegther, and the retreating Merduk cavary had passed over
them. Then when the pike-men had approached, they had risen to their feet and fired at point-blank
range. It was the same tactic Corfe had used on the Nabenic cavary in the King' s Battle. Andruw stared
at the carnage in the Fimbrian ranks with horror. The Merduks had formed up in five lines, and when one
linefired it lay down again so that the one behind it could discharge the next volley. 1t was continuous,
murderous, and the Fimbrians were being decimated.

Andruw struggled to think. What would Corfe do? His own ingtinct was to lead the Cathedrdlersina
wild charge, but that would accomplish nothing. No—something else.



Ranafast cantered up. “Andruw, they’ re on our flanks. The bastards have horse-archers on our flanks.”

Andruw tore his eyes away from the death of the Fimbriansto the surrounding hills. Sure enough, massed
formations of cavary were moving to right and left on the high ground about them. In afew minuteshis
command would be surrounded.

“God Almighty!” he breathed. What could he do? Thewhole thing wasfdling to piecesin front of his
eyes.

Hard to think in the risng chaos. Ranafast was staring at him expectantly.
“Takeyour arquebusiers, and keep those horse-archers clear of our flanks and rear. We're pulling out.”

Ranafast was astonished. “Pulling out? Saint’ s blood, Andruw, the Fimbrians are being cut to piecesand
the enemy isal over us. How the hell do we pull out? They’ll follow and break us.”

But it was becoming clear in Andruw’ s mind now. Theinitid panic had faded away, leaving cam
certainty initsplace.

“No, it'll bedl right. Get acourier to Formio. Tdl him to get hismen the hell out of there assoon ashe
can. He must break off contact. Ashedoes, I’ll lead the Cathedrdlersin. We' |l keep the enemy
occupied long enough for you and Formio to shoot your way clear. I’ m making you second-in-command
now, Ranafast. Get as many of your and Formio’s men out as you can. Take them to Corfe.”

Ranafast was white-faced. “ And you? Y ou’ ve no chance, Andruw.”

“It'll take amounted charge to make an impact in there. Besides, the Fimbrians are spent, and your |ot
are needed to keep the horse-archers at bay. It'll have to be the tribesmen.”

“Let melead themin,” Ranafast pleaded.

“No, it' son my head, al thismess. | must do what | can to remedy it. Get back to Corfe, for God's
sake. Leave another rearguard on the way if you have to, but get there with as many as you can and pile
into the enemy flank. He can’t hold them unlessyou do.”

They shook hands. “What shdll | tell him?” Ranafast asked.
“Tel him. .. Tl him he made acavaryman out of me at last. Goodbye, Ranafast.”

Andruw spun his horse around and galloped off to join the Cathedralers. Ranafast watched him go, one
lonefigurein the middle of that murderous turmoil. Then he collected himsdf and started bellowing orders
a hisown officers.

T HE Fimbrians withdrew, crouching like men bent againgt araingtorm, their pikes bristling impotently.
Asthey did, the Hraibadar arquebusiers confronting them gave agreat shout, elated at having made a
Fimbrian phalanx retreat. They began to edge forward, first in ones and twas, then by companiesand
tercios, gathering courage as they became convinced that the enemy retreat was not afeint. Their
carefully dressed lines became mixed up, and they began firing at will instead of in organised volleys.

An awesome thunder of hooves, and then the Cathedrdlers appeared on one flank: a great mass of them
at full, reckless galop, the tribesmen singing their shrill battle-pasan. Andruw was at their heed, yelling
with the best of them. The Hraibadar ranks seemed to give avisible shiver, like the twitch of ahorse



under afly, just a the moment of impact.

And the heavy cavadry plunged straight into them. Fifteen hundred horsemen at top speed. Ranafast
watched them strike from his position in the middle of the dyke veterans. The Hraibadar line buckled
and broke. He saw one massive warhorse turn end over end through the air. Itsfellows trampled the
enemy infantry as though they were corn. He felt a surge of hope. By God, Andruw was goingto doit.
Hewas going to makeit.

But there were ten thousand of the Hraibadar , and while the tribesmen had sent redling fully onethird of
the Merduk regiments, the remainder were pulling back in good order, redeploying for a counter-attack.
The success of the charge was temporary only, as Andruw had known it would be. But it had opened a
gap in the encirclement, agap that Ranafast’ s own men were widening, blasting well-aimed volleysinto
the harassing horse-archers. The Fimbrians had completely disengaged now, and were surrounded by
Torunnan arquebusiers. The formation resembled nothing so much asagreat densely packed square.
Lucky the enemy had no artillery—the massed ranks would have made a perfect target. Ranafast
bellowed the order, and the square began to move southwards, towards Armagedir, sweeping the
Nalbenic light cavary out of itsway asarhino might toss asde atroublesometerrier. Behind it, the
Cathedrallersfought onin amire of daughter, surrounded now, but battling on without hope or quarter.

A knot of Fimbrians were carrying something towards Ranafast. A body. The Torunnan dismounted as
they approached. It was Formio. He had been shot in the shoulder and stomach and hislips were blue,
but his eyes were unclouded.

“WEe ve broken free,” he said. Therewas blood on histeeth. “I suggest we counter-attack, Ranafast.
Andruw—"

“Andruw’ s orders were to keep going and to join Corfe,” Ranafast said, his voice harsh asthat of an old
raven. Not Formio too.

“I intend to obey him. Thereis nothing we can do for the tribesmen now. We must make the most of the
timethey’ ve bought us.”

Formio stared at him, then bent forward and coughed up agout of dark gore which splashed his
punctured breastplate. Some inhuman reserve of strength enabled him to straighten again in the arms of
his men and look the Torunnan inthe eye.

“Wecan't—"

“Wemugt, Formio,” Ranafast said gently. “ Corfeisfighting the main bettle; thisisonly asideshow. We
mug.”

Formio closed his eyes, nodded silently. One of his men wiped the blood from his mouth, then looked
up.

“He samost gone, Colonel.” The Fimbrian’ s visage was a set mask.

“Bring him with us. | won't leave him here to become carrion.” Then Ranafast turned away, his own face
abitter gnarl of grief.

T HE Torunnan infantry had lunged forward once more, clawing for the ground under them yard by
bloody yard. Rusio’ stroops now occupied the line of trees which had been the ralying point for the
enemy. Out on theleft, Aras had his sandard planted in the hamlet of Armagedir itsalf, and fifteen tercios



had grouped themselves around it and were holding againgt twenty times their number. The thatch on the
roofs of the houses there was burning, so thet al Corfe could glimpse were minute red flashes of gunfire
crackling in clusters and lines, sometimes the glint of armour through the dense smoke.

Nonius was moving his guns forward with the infantry, but it was dow work. Many of the horses had
been killed, and the gunners were manhandling the heavy pieces over broken ground that was strewn
with corpses. The Merduk artillery was gill embroiled in the hopel ess tangle of men and equipment which
backed up on the Western Road for fully five milesto their reer.

Theinsaneroar of the battle went on without pause, abarrage of the very senses. Along athree-mile
sretch of upland moor the two opposing lines of close-packed men strove to annihilate one another.
They fought for possession of aline of trees, aburnt-out cluster of houses, amuddy siretch of road.
Every little feature in the terrain took on a great sgnificance when men struggled to kill each other uponiit.
Untold thousands littered the field of battle already, and thousands more had become pitiful maimed
wrecks of humanity that swore and screamed and tried to drag themselves out of the holocaust.

Over ontheright, Passifal had fully committed his men to the line. That was it—the bottom of the barrd.
Corfe had nothing left to throw into the contest. And on the Merduk right, opposite Aras's hard-pressed
tercios, the enemy was massng for a counter-attack. WWhen the Merduk general was ready he would
launch some thirty thousand fresh men into the battle there, and it would al be over.

Strangely, Corfe found the knowledge dmost liberating. It was finished at last. He had done his best, and
it had not been good enough, but at least now there was nothing more to worry about. Something had
happened to Andruw, that was clear. Thelast two couriers that Corfe had sent out seemed to have been
swallowed up by the very hills. It was asthough dl those men had smply disappeared.

There. Large formations moving through the smoke, pointed towards Armagedir. The Merduk genera
had finally launched the counter-attack. Aras was about to be crushed. Corfe looked about himsdlf. He
had with him his eight Cathedraller bodyguards, and another ten youthful ensigns who acted as aides and
couriers. Not much of arenforcement, but better than nothing.

He turned to one of the young officers.

“Arian, go to Genera Rusio. Tdl him heisto hold thelineat dl hazards, and if he deemsit practicable he
isto advance. Tell him | amjoining Colond Aras's men. They are about to be hit by the enemy
counter-attack. Go now.”

The young officer saluted smartly and galloped off. Corfe watched him go, wondering if he had ever been
that earnest. He missed his friends. He missed Andruw and Formio. Marsch and the Cathedrallers. It
was not the same, fighting without them. And he redlised with aflash of ingght or intuition thet it would
never be the same again. That timewas over.

Corfe kicked his horse savagely in the belly and it half reared. He did not fear death, he feared failure.
And he had faled. There was nothing moreto be afraid of.

He drew Mogen' s sword for thefirst timethat day and turned to Cerne, his trumpeter. “Follow me.”

Then the group of riderstook off after him asherodefull tilt up the hillsde, into the smoking hell of
Armagedir.

H UNDREDS of men lay wounded to the rear of the line here, making it hard for the horsesto pick their



way over them. The fuming roar of the battle was unbdievable, astonishing. Corfe had never before
known itslike, not even in the more furious assaults upon Ormann Dyke. It was as though both armies
knew that this was the deciding contest of the century-old war. For one side complete victory beckoned,
for the other annihilation. The Torunnans would not retreat because, like Corfe, they had ceased to be
afraid of anything except the consequences of failure. So they died where they stood, fighting it out with
gunstocks and sabres when their ammunition ran out, struggling like savages with anything that cameto
hand, even the very stones at their feet. They were dying hard, and for the first timein along while Corfe
felt proud to be one of them.

His party dismounted as they approached the ruins of the hamlet around which Aras s men had made
their stand. The ground was too choked with bodies for the horses to be ridden further, and even the
war-hardened destriers were becoming terrified by the din.

Aras scommand stood at bay like anidand in asea of Merduks. The enemy had poured around its | eft
flank and was pushing into the right, where it connected with the main body of the Torunnan army. They
weretrying to pinch off the beleaguered tercios from Rusio’ sforces, isolate and destroy them. But their
assaults on the hamlet itsalf broke like waves on aseadliff. Aras stroops stood and fought in the ruins of
Armagedir asthough it were the last fortress of the western world. And in away it was.

The Torunnans looked up as Corfe and his entourage pushed their way through the choked ranks, and he
heard his name called out again and again. There was even amomentary cheer. At last he found hisway
to the sable standard under which Aras and his staff officers clustered. The young colond brightened at
the sight of his commander-in-chief, and saluted with aacrity. “Good to see you, sir. We were beginning
to wonder if therest of the army had forgotten about us.”

Corfe shook his hand. “Consider yoursdlf agenerd now, Aras. You ve earned it.”

Even under grime and powder-smoke he could see the younger man flush with pleasure. He felt
something of afraud, knowing Araswould not live long enough to enjoy his promotion.

“Your orders, Generd?’ Aras asked, still beaming. “1 daresay our flank march will be arriving any time

Corfe did not have to lower hisvoice to avoid being overheard; the rageing chaos of the battle waslike a
great curtain.

“I believe our flank march may haveruninto trouble, Aras. It' s possible you will not be reinforced. We
must hold on hereto the end. To the end, do you understand me?’

Aras stared at him, the dismay naked across hisface for asecond. Then he collected himsdlf, and
managed astrangled laugh. “At least I'll dieagenera. Don't worry, Sir, these men aren’t going
anywhere. They know their duty, asdo1.”

Corfe gripped hisshoulder. “1 know,” he said in dmost awhisper.
“Sir!” one of the Saff officers shouted. “They’ re coming in—awhole wave of them.”

The Merduk counter-attack rolled into Armagedir like some unstoppable juggernaut. It was met with a
furious crescendo of arquebusfire which obliterated the leading rank, and then it was hand to hand all
down the line. The Torunnan perimetre shrank under that savage assault, the men crowded back on to
the blazing buildings of the hamlet they defended. And there they halted. Corfe shoved hisway to the
forefront of the line and was ableto forget Strategy, politics, the worries of ahigh-ranking officer. He
found himsdlf battling for hislifelike the lowliest ranker, his Cathedraler bodyguards ranged about him



and singing asthey dew. Thelittle knot of scarlet-armoured men seemed to draw the enemy asacandle
will moths at twilight. They were more heavily armoured than their Torunnan comrades, and stood likea
wedge of red-hot iron while thelightly armed warriors of the Minhraib crashed in on them to be hewn
down one after another. Armagedir became cut off from the rest of the army as the Merduks svamped
the Torunnan left wing. It became a murderous cauldron of insane violence within which men fought and
killed without thought of self-preservation or hope of rescue. It was the end, the apocaypse. Corfe saw
men dying with their teeth locked in an enemy’ sthroat, others strangling each other, snarling like animals,
eyes empty of reason. The Minhraib threw themsalves on the Cathedrallers like dogs mobbing a bear,
three and four at atime sacrificing themselvesto bring down one stedl-clad tribesman and cut histhroat
on the blood-sodden ground. Corfe swung and hacked in a berserk rage, sword blows clanging off his
armour, oneringing hollow on his hem, exploding his bruised face with stars of agony. Something
stabbed him through the thigh and hefdll to his knees, bellowing, Mogen' s sword dedling daughter left
and right. He was on the ground, buffeted by a massive scrum of bodies, trampled by booted feet. He
fought himsalf upright, the sword blows raining down on him. Aras and Cerne were a his shoulders,
helping him up. Then ablade burst out of Cerne' s eye, and he toppled without a sound. The detonation
of an arquebus scorched Corfe' s hand. He stabbed out blindly, felt flesh and bone give way under the
Answerer’ swicked edge. Someone hacked at his neck, and his sight erupted with stars and spangled
darkness. He went down again.

A sunlit hillside above Aekir in some age of the world long past, and he was sitting on crackling
bracken with Heria by his side, sharing wine. Hiswife's smilerent his heart.

Andruw laughing amid the roar of guns, a delight in life lighting up his face and making it into
that of a boy.

Barbius's Fimbrians advancing to their deathsin terrible glory at the North More.
Berrona burning low on a far horizon.

A smoky hut in which his mother wept quietly and his father stared at the earthen floor as Corfe
told him he was going for a soldier.

Dappled sunlight on the Torrin river as he splashed and swam there one long summer afternoon.

And the roar and blare of many trumpets, the beat of heavy drumsrising even over the clamour of war.
The press of bodies about him eased. He was hauled to hisfeet and found himsef looking through afilm
of blood at Aras s dashed face.

“Andruw has come!” he was shouting. “ The Fimbrians have struck the Merduk flank!”

And raising his heavy head he saw the pikes outlined againgt the fuming sky, and al about him the men of
Armagedir were cheering as the Merduks poured away in absolute panic. The dyke veterans were lined
on ahillside to the north, blasting out volley after volley into the close-packed throng of the enemy. And
the Fimbrians were cutting them down like corn, advancing asrelentlesdy asif they meant to sweep
every Merduk off the edge of the world.

Corfe bent his head and wept.
TWENTY-TWO

T HE levee had gone very well, Murad thought. Half the kingdom'’ s remaining nobility seemed to have
been present, and they had listened, agog, as Murad had told them of his experiencesin the west. It was
good of the King to have dlowed him to do it. It announced that the Lord of Galigpeno had returned
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indeed and, what was more, enjoyed the Royal favour. But it had also been adraining experience.
Traveller staes. Isthat dl they thought he had to tell? Empty-headed fools.

The King had limped down from his throne and was now mingling with his subjects. He had ageniusfor
gestures like that, Murad thought, though it was hardly fitting, not so soon after these same men who
were now fawning about him had been conspiring to take the throne away from him.

If it were | wearing that crown, Murad thought, I’ d have executed every last one of them.

His head was swimming. He had been able to keegp down nothing but wine since stepping off the ship. |
am back in my own world, he thought. And what alittleworld it is. Timeto retire. He craved adreamless
dumber, something that would restore the weariness of hisvery soul. Oblivion, without the bloody
picturesthat haunted his deep.

“Lord Murad,” awoman’ svoice said. “How very honoured | am to meet you.”

Shewas adtriking, dark-haired lady with intelligent eyes and alow-cut bodice. She was dso very
pregnant. Murad bowed. “I am flattered. Might | ask—?"’

“I am thelady Jemilla. | have afeding you probably know of me dready.”

Hedid indeed. Abdeyn had told him everything. So thiswas the woman who bore the King' s child, who
had tried to set up aregency. Murad’ sinterest quickened. She was a beauty, no doubt of that. Why was
she a liberty? Abeleyn was so damned soft. She ought to be hidden away somewhere, and the brat
strangled when it was born.

“I believe,” shewent on, fluttering her fan under her chin, “that you now enjoy the happy distinction of
being the man closest by blood to the King himsdlf.”

“I am,” Murad said, and smiled. It would be nice to bed her. It was obvious what she was doing: fishing
for anew puppet to play against the King.

“Itissohot in here, lady,” he said. “Would you care to take aturn with me outside in the gardens?’

Shetook hisarm. Her eyes had suddenly lost their coy look. “What woman could refuse such agallant
adventurer?’

S HE gasped and squeded and moaned as he thrust into her, pulling her hipstowards him with fistfuls of
her dress. Murad clenched his teeth as he spent himsdf within, gave her one last savage thrust and pulled
away with the swest running down hisface. Jemilla sank to her sidein the deeper shadows under the
tree. Twilight was fast sinking into darkness and her face was amerelivid blur. The gardenswere dive
with the birds' evensong, and he could still hear the buzz and laughter of the chattering guestsin the
reception hall. Murad refastened his breeches and |eaned on one ebow in the resinous-smelling dimness
under the cypress.

“Y ou have adirect way of approaching things” hetold Jemilla
“It savestime.”

“I agree. Y ou have hopesfor your child, obvioudy, but what exactly isyour fascination with me? | am no
young girl’ sdream. And | have been away from court along time.”



“Precisdly. Y ou are not tainted by the events which have been transpiring in Abrusio. Y our hands are
clean. We could be useful to one another,” Jemillasaid camly.

Murad brushed the dead leaves from his shoulders. “1 could be useful to you, you mean. Lady, your
nameismud a court. The King tolerates you out of some outdated chivalric impulse. Y our child, when it
isborn, will be shunted off to some backwater estate in the Hebros, and you with it. What can you offer
me, asde from the occasiond roll in the grass?’

Sheleaned closer. Her hand did down his belly and over the brim of his breeches. He flinched minutely
as her hot fingers gripped hisflaccid member.

“Marry me” shesad.
“What?’" Murad actualy chuckled.

“I could not then be shunted off, asyou put it. And my son’s clamswould be dl the stronger.” Her hand
gtarted to work up and down on him. He began to harden again in her grasp.

“Thismay betrue, but | ask again: what do | get out of it?’

“Y ou become the legd guardian of the King's heir. If something were to happen to the King after my son
is born, he would be too young to be crowned. And you would be regent automaticaly.”

“Regicide? Isthat your game?’ He wrenched her hand out of his breeches. “Lady, if something wereto
happen to the King, | would be next in line anyway, have you thought of that? | would have no need to
play uncleto your bastard.”

“Y ou may betheKing'scousin, but you are not of the Hibrusd house. Y ou might find some difficulty
persuading the rest of the noblesthat your claim is preeminent. With mysdlf asyour wife, the King'sonly
son asyour legd ward, your position would be unassailable. Call yourself regent if you would: you would
be King in everything but name.”

“And what would you be—adutiful littlewife?1’d sooner share my bed with aviper.”

She sat up, and shrugged. Her bodice had come down and her heavy, dark-nippled breasts were bare.
Shetook hishand and set it upon one of them, squeezed hisfingersin on the ripe softness.

“Think onit awhile,” she said, her voice alow purr. “Abeeynisatravesty of aman held together by
sorcery aone. Hewill not make old bones.”

“I may be many things,” Murad said, “but | am not yet atraitor.”

“Think onit,” sherepeated, and roseto her feet, tugging up her dress, shaking grass out of her hair. “By
the way, your ship was piloted by one Richard Hawkwood, was it not?’

“Yes. So?’

Her voice changed. Shelost some of her assured poise. “How ishe? | have alady’ s maid who wishesto
know.”

“A lady’ smaid with ayen for amariner? He swell enough, | suppose. Like me, he survived. Thereis not
much moreto be said.”

“l see” She became her assured sdlf again, and bent forward to kiss Murad' s scarred forehead. “ Think
on my offer. | am staying in the West Wing—the guest apartments. Y ou can visit mewhen you like.



Come and talk to me. | am lonely there.” She brushed one ddlicate finger along the scar that convulsed
the skin of histemple, then turned and walked away across the garden towards the lights of the paace,
her fan fluttering dl the way.

Murad watched her go. A peculiar hunger arose within him. There was something about the lady Jemilla
which challenged his pride. He liked that. Her schemes were dangerous daydreams—but he would visit
her, of that he was sure. He would make her squeal, by God.

He left the shadow of the tree and looked up at the first stars come gleaming in the spring sky. Abrusio.
Hewashome at last. And that murderous nightmare he had left behind him could be forgotten. His
venture had been afailure, but it had taught him many things. He had information now that could one day
prove useful.

Tomorrow hewould visit the city barracks and see about getting back his old command. And he needed
anew horse, something bad-tempered and spirited from the Feramuno studs. Something he would enjoy
breaking down.

There were many things he was going to enjoy breaking down. Murad lifted hisface and laughed aoud
into the starlit sky. It was good to be dive.

EPILOGUE

SPRING, it seemed, had come at last. There was afreshnessto the air, and primroses had come out in
bright lines about the margins of the Western Road. Corfe stood on the summit of the tower and watched
thelight tumble cloud patterns over the hills. If heturned hishead, he could see the seaglimmering on the
world s horizon. A world at peace.

“I thought | would find you here,” awoman’ s voice said. She touched him lightly on the arm, her long
skirtswhispering around her. She wore acrown.

An aged woman. Shelooked old enough to be his grandmother, and yet she was about to become his
wife

“It looks so quiet,” he said, il staring out at the empty hills beyond the city walls. “Asif it had al beena
dream.”

“Or anightmare,” Oddliaretorted.

He said nothing. The great burial mounds of Armagedir weretoo far away for him to see, but he knew he
would dwaysfed them there, somewhere at his shoulder. Andruw lay in one of them, and Morin and
Cerne and Ebro and Ranafast and Rusio—and ten thousand other faceless men who had died at his
bidding. They were one monument he would never be able to forget.

“It'stime, Corfe,” the Queen said gently.
“I know.”

If he looked east, towards the sea, he would find alarge, ornate encampment pitched there, gay with the
slk pennons and horsetail standards of the Merduks. The enemy had come calling in the aftermath of
defeat, not exactly cap in hand but with a certain strained humility al the same. Corfe had given leave for
the Merduk Sultan and asuitable escort to pitch their tentswithin sght of the city walls. His
representatives had been permitted into the city this very morning, entering in peace the place they had
sguandered so much blood to take. They wanted to witness the crowning of Torunna s new King, the
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man with whom they would be treating in the days to come. It was too bizarre for words. Andruw would
have found it S0 immensdy funny.

Corfe blinked away the heet in hiseyes. It was hard, harder than he could have imagined.
“Hedied wdl,” Oddiasad gently, “the way he would have wished. They dl did.”
Corfe nodded. He, too, would have been happy to die that day, knowing the battle was won.

“Thereistill the peace,” Oddiasaid with that disquieting prescience of hers. It remainsto be achieved.
What you do today is part of that.”

“I know. I’'m not sureit isthe way | would have chosen, though.”
“Itisthe best way,” shesad, pressing hisarm. “Trust me, Corfe.”

He limped away from the parapet with her hand still on hisarm and turned back towards the city below.
From this height, Torunn looked like some fairy-tale metropolis. The streets were packed with
people—it was said aquarter of amillion had gathered in City Square—and every house seemed to be
flying some flag or banner. The citizens crowded upper-floor windows liketiers of house martinsin their
nests, and Torunnan regularsin full dress were stationed at every corner.

“Let’'sget it over with,” Corfesaid.

F ORMIO had drawn up an honour guard of pike-stiff Fimbriansin the court-yard of the palace, and as
Corfe and Odelia gppeared they snapped to attention like automatons. The Fimbrian adjutant saluted his
commander with arare smile, onearm ill in ading. Helooked pae and somewhat ethered, but had
ingsted on leaving his sickbed for thisday. The chill in Corfe warmed alittle. Araswasthere too, the
huge scar in hisface nearly hedled. The Queen had worked tyrelessly in the aftermath of Armagedir,
saving countless lives and wearing hersdf down to a shadow in the process. “ Giveyou joy, Sir,” Aras
ventured.

“Thank you, Generd.”

Corfe and Odelia climbed into the open barouche that awaited them, and set off out of the palace flanked
by fifty mounted Cathedrallers—all that had survived. As soon asthey appeared at the palace gatesa
great roar went up from the waiting crowds. They trundled through the cobbled streets with the
Cathedrallersraising a clattering din of hooves about them and the people cheering madly. The air was
full of blossomsthat spectators were scattering from the windows overhead.

“Wave, Corfe,” Odeiasaid out of the corner of her mouth. “They’ re your people. They are what you
won thewar for.”

The caval cade halted before the steps of the city cathedral and there they got out in a cloud of footmen,
dignitaries and whirling blossom. There was asdute of massed trumpets. They paused on the stone
steps, Odeliasmiling and nodding gracioudy at the Merduk ambassador, one Mehr Jirah, Corfe giving
him a cold glance before they walked on, pageboys lifting the Queen’ strain and the hem of Corfe'slong
cloak.

And into the cathedrd, its pews stuffed to overflowing with what nobility the kingdom still possessed,
their numbers augmented by the great and the good of Torunna. Corfe' s eye was caught by Admira
Berza, near theaide. The old admira winked at him as he passed by, hisface as stiff aswood. There



was Passifa’ swhite head amongst the assembled military. Corfe recognised no-one else. He limped up
the aide staring Sraight ahead, expressionless.

Up at the altar Macrobius stood ready, smiling hisblind smile. He was flanked by Bishops Albrec and
Avila, who each bore velvet cushions. On one rested the crown of Torunna. On the other wasapair of
plain gold wedding rings. One led to the other: both were deemed necessary for the well-being of the
country.

Corfe and the Queen came to a hat before the Pontiff. Asthey did, Albrec caught Corfe seye—he
seemed strangely troubled. For amoment Corfe wondered if the little cleric was about to speak, but had
thought better of it. The moment passed.

Another blare of trumpets. Incense, heady as powder-smoke, writhing in ribbons within the shafted
sunlight of the high windows. The stained glass threw down amaelstrom of colour upon the flagstones,
dimming the serried candle flames, raising painful glitters off the gold and gemsthat sparkled everywhere,
even on Corfe sclothing.

Pictures pdting through hismind likerain. Hisfirst marriage, in asmal chapel near Aekir’ s South Gate,
Heriahad held aposy of primroses. It had been spring, asit wastoday. They had been married two
years when the Siege began.

Sitting in the mud under awrecked ox waggon on the Western Road with this same man who was about
to crown him, gnawing on a haf-raw turnip and wiping the rain out of hiseyes.

Sharing askin of winewith Marsch and Andruw on the battlements of Hedeby, after their first battle
together. Drunk with victory and the comradeship that had enriched it, momentarily believing that all
thingswere possible.

“Yes, | will,” he answered when Macrobius asked him the question. And he had the cold gold dipped
upon hisfinger. Oddialooking into his eyes, the years come crowding into her face at last. When he set
the other ring in place she clenched her fist around it asif to prevent it ever dipping off. Her kisswas dry
and chaste asamother’s. A few moments later the crown was set upon hishead. It was surprisingly light,
nothing like the weight of ahelm. It might have been made of tinsd and feathersfor dl Corfefdt it.

When he dtraightened, the sunlight caught the precious metals of his crown and set it aflame, and dl the
bells of Torunn's cathedral began tolling at oncein ped after jubilant peal, and outside he could hear the
massed crowds of people who were now his subjects set up amighty roar.

And it was done. He had awife once more, and TorunnaaKing.

T HE Merduk ambassador wasfirg in line at the levee that afternoon. Corfe and the Queen received him
in the huge audience hdl of the paace, flanked by guards and palace functionaries. The new steward was
present—none other than Colonel Passifal, appointed by Roya decree. He stood to one side of thetrio
of thrones looking uncomfortable but oddly determined. General Aras, also present, had been elevated to
commander-in-chief of the army, with Formio as a de facto second-in-command. The Fimbrian was
Corfe' sfirst choice, but as Oddia had made very clear even aKing had to think twice before placing the
nationa army under the command of aforeigner.

Corfe needed familiar faces about him, and they were becoming increasingly hard to find. Thethird
throne on the dais was occupied by another one, that of Macrobius. Standing beside him was Albrec and
agnomish old cleric named Mercadius, who could speak fluent Merduk. Corfe shared a history with



amog dl thesefamiliar faces: he had fought side by side with Aras, Formio and Passifd. He had saved
Macrobius slife. He had escaped from Fournier’ s dungeons with Albrec. The war had cost him hiswife,
and the best comrades he had ever known, but had it not been for the war he would never have known
the friendship of men like these, like Andruw and Marsch, and he would have been the poorer for it.

Mehr Jirah entered the audience chamber without ceremony, flanked only by apair of Merduk clerics
who looked surprisngly smilar to Ramusian monks, abeit without tonsures. Mercadius of Orfor
trandated his speech into Normannic for the assembled listeners.

“These are the words | was bade to say to the King of Torunna by my master the Sultan of Ostrabar.

“We send greetingsto Torunna s new King, and congratulate him on his unexpected devation. Truly,
God has been kind to him. We will suffer ourselvesto speak to him now as one soldier to another, in
terms as plain as we can make them. The daughter of our young men has gone on long enough. We have
carpeted the world with the bodies of our dead, and in the name of God and His Prophet we offer the
Torunnan King this chance to end the killing. In our generosity we will withhold the wrath of our mighty
armies and suffer the kingdom of Torunnato survive, if King Corfe will merdly acknowledgethe
suzerainty of Aurungzeb the Great, Sultan of Ostrabar, conqueror of Aekir and Ormann Dyke. He hasto
but bend his knee to us and thiswar will come to an end, and we shall have peace between our peoples
for dl time. What says Torunna s monarch?’

There was an angry gtir from the assembled Torunnans as Mercadius trandated the words, and Aras
took a step forward, his hand going to where his sword should have been. But no-one bore armsin the
audience chamber save the King aone. Corfe stood up, eyes flashing.

“Mehr Jrah, you are known to some of us here. | have been told you are aman of integrity and honour,
and s0 | ask you to remember that what | say now isnot directed at you or the faith you profess—afaith
we know to be dmost the same as our own. Thisisto Aurungzeb, your lord.

“Tel him that Torunnawill never submit to him, not if he brings ten times the armies he possessesin front
of her walls. At Armagedir hetried to destroy us, and we defeated him. If we have to, we will defeat him
again. Wewill never surrender, not if we must fight to the last man hiding in the hills. Wewill fight him
until the world cracks open at doomsday.

“Peace we would have, yes, but only if he takes his beaten armies and leaves Torunna s soil for ever. If
he doesnat, | swear by my God that | will drive him out. His people will never know amoment of rest
whilel live. If it takestwenty years, | will throw him back beyond the Ogtian river. | will day every
Merduk man, woman and child who fadlsinto my hands. | will burn hiscitiesand sdt hissoil. | will make
of hiskingdom ahowling wilderness, and wipe the very memory of Odirabar and its sultan from the face
of theworld.”

A cheer erupted in the chamber. Mehr Jirah looked shocked for amoment, but quickly regained his
dignified poise.

“That isour answer. Take it back to your master, and make it clear to him that there will be no second
chance. | am King here now, and | will not hesitate to mobilise every able man in my kingdom to back
my words. He no longer fights an army, but an entire people. Thisis his choice, now and only
now—ypeace, or awar that will last another hundred years. Tdl him to think carefully. His decison will
dter the very fate of the world for him and al those who come after him. Now you may go.”

Mehr Jirah bowed. He nodded at Albrec, and then turned on his hedl and |eft. Corfe took his seat once
more. “Passifd, our next supplicant, if you please.” He had to raise his voice to make himsdf heard
abovethe surf of talk inthe hall.



Oddialeaned over the arm of her throne and whispered fiercely in hisear.

“Areyou out of your mind? Have you no notion of diplomacy at all? We had a chanceto hat the war,
but you are set on gtarting it again.”

“No. | may be no diplomat, but | have some military insgght. He can’t fight on. We' ve beaten him, and he
hasto betold that. And | didn’t fight Armagedir so that | could place my neck in aMerduk yoke. He
thinks he knowswhat war is, he hasno idea. If heis stupid and proud enough to keep fighting, 1 will
show him how war can be waged.”

There was such contained ferocity about Corfe as he spoke that Odelia sretort died in her throat. At that
moment she redised she had overreached herself. She had thought that Corfe, once King, would be
content to lead armies and fight wars while she negotiated the tregties and dictated policy. She knew
better now. Not only would herule, and rulein al things, but other rulerswould want to deal with him
and him aone, not with his ageing Queen. It was he who had won the war, after dl. It was he whom the
common people mobbed in the streets and cheered at every opportunity. Even her own attendants
looked first to him.

She uttered a bitter little laugh that was ot in the next fanfare. All her life she had ruled through men.
Now one had come to power through her, and reduced her to acipher.

A URUNGZEB received Mehr Jrah in slence. In the sumptuous ostentation of histent he had Corfe's
words relayed to him by the mullah and listened patiently as his officers and aides expressed outrage at
the Ramusian’ sinsolence. His Queen sat beside him, also slent. He took her cold hand, thinking of his
son in her belly and what world he might be born into. He had the makings of it here, at this moment.
And for thefirg timein hislife hewas afraid.

“Batak,” hesad at lagt. “That little beast of yoursflits about the Torunnan paace day and night. What
say you in this matter?’

The mage pondered a moment. “I think hiswords, my Sultan, are not empty. Thisman isnot a braggart.
He doeswhat he says.”

“Wehavedl redised that, | think,” Aurungzeb said wryly. “ Shahr Baraz?’

The old Merduk shrugged. “He sthe best soldier they’ ve ever produced. | believe he and my father
would have had much in common.”

“|sthere no-one around me who can give me some wisdom in their counsall?” Aurungzeb snapped. “I
am surrounded by platitude-mouthing old women! Where is Shahr Johor?’

The occupants of the tent looked at one another. Finally Akran, the chamberlain, ventured:
“Y ou—ah—you had him executed, Mg esty.”

“What? Oh, yes of course. Well, that was inevitable. He should have died with hismen at Armagedir.
Blood of God, what happened there? How did he do it? We should have won!”

“Wedid, at least, destroy those accursed red horsemen, Mgesty,” Serrim the eunuch offered.

“Y es, those scarlet fiends. And we dew ten thousand more of hisarmy, did we not? He must be as
severdly crippled aswe are! How does he come to be making threats? What manner of maniac is he?
Does he know nothing of the niceties of negotiation?’



The gathering of attendants, advisors and officials said nothing. In the quiet they could hear the crowds of
Torunn il cheering, lessthan half aleague away. The noise grated on Aurungzeb's nerves. Why did
they cheer him? He had led so many of their sons and fathersto their deaths, and yet they loved him for
it. The Torunnans—there was a coll ective madness about them. They were a people unhinged. How did
one ded with that? When Aurungzeb spoke again the petulance in hisvoice was like that of achild
refused itstreat.

“| asked him for safe conduct, the reception of an ambassador—I opened negotiations with the
bastard! He must give something in return! 1sn't that right, Batak?”

“Undoubtedly, sre. But remember that he is reputed to be nothing more than acommon soldier, a
peasant. He has no idea of protocol, or the basic courtesies that exist between monarchs. The
conventions of diplomacy are beyond him. He speaks the language of the barrack room only.”

“That may be no bad thing,” Shahr Baraz rumbled. “ At least if he gives hisword, you can be sure he' ll
keepit.”

“Don’t prate to me about the virtues of soldiers,” Aurungzeb growled. “They are overrated.”

Once more there was slence in the tent. The members of the court had never seen the Sultan o unsure,
s0 needful of advice. He had dways been oneto follow hisown counsell, evenif it meant flying inthe
face of facts.

“Thewar must end,” Mehr Jirah said at lagt. “ Of that thereis no question. Thirty thousand of our men
died at Armagedir. Our army can fight no more.”

“Then neither can hid”

“I think it can, Sultan. The Torunnans are not striving for conquest, but for surviva. They will never give
up, especidly with this man leading them. Armagedir was the |ast chance we had to win thewar at a
stroke, and every one of our soldiers knowsit. They aso know theat thisis no longer aholy war. The
Ramusians are not infidels, but co-bdlieversin the Prophet—"

“Y ou and your damn preachings have done that,” Aurungzeb raged.
“Would you deny the tenets of your own faith?” Mehr Jirah asked, unintimidated.

“No—no, of course not. All right then. It seems| have no choice. We will remain in negotiation. Mehr
Jrah, Batak, Shahr Baraz, the three of you will go to Torunn in the morning and offer to broker atreaty.
But no backdiding, mind! God knows | have grovelled enough for one day. Ahara, you were once a
Ramusian. What say you? Arethey right in thisthing? Will this new soldier-king fight usto the end?’

Heriadid not look at him. She placed a hand on her swollen abdomen. “Y ou will have a son soon, my
lord. I would like him to grow up in peace. Y es, thisman will never givein. He. . . Father Albrec told me
that he had too much iron in him. But heisagood man &t heart. A decent man. He will keep hisword,
oncegiven.”

“Perhaps,” Aurungzeb grunted. “1 must say, | have a perverse hankering to meet him, faceto face.
Perhapsif we sgn atreaty we may pay him astate visit.” And helaughed harshly. “Thetimesare
changing, indeed.”

No-one noticed how white Heria sface had gone. The veil was good for that much at least.



T HE war between the Merduks and the Ramusians had begun so long ago that no-one except the
hitorians was sure in what year the two peoples had first come to blows. But everyone knew when it
had ended: in thefirst year of the reign of King Corfe, the same year the Fantyr dynasty had ceased to
be.

And five and ahaf centuries after the coming of the Blessed Saint who had aso been the Prophet, the
dud nature of Ramusio was findly recognised and the two grest religions he had founded came together
and admitted their common origin. All thiswaswritten into the Treaty of Armagedir, adocument it took
soldiers and scholars several weeks to hammer out in a spacious tent which had been erected hafway
between thewalls of Torunn and the Merduk encampment especidly for that purpose.

The Merduks agreed to make the River Searil the border of their new domain. Khedi Anwar, which had
once been Ormann Dyke, became the southernmost of their settlements, and Aekir was renamed
Aurungabar and designated the Ogtrabarian capitd. The cathedra of Carcaseon was transformed into
the temple of Pir-Sar, and both Merduks and Ramusians were to be alowed to worship there, sinceit
had been made holy by the founder of both their faiths. Those Aekirian refugees who wished to return to
their former home were free to do so without fear of molestation, and the monarchs of Torunnaand
Ostrabar exchanged ambassadors and set up embassies in each other’ s capitals.

But much of that was till in the future. For now, the gates of Torunn were thrown open for the
treaty-signing ceremonies, and the war-weary city made ready to receive avisit from the man who had
tried to conquer it. For Corfe, it had the surred quality of adream. He and Aurungzeb had negotiated
through intermediaries, the Sultan considering it benegath his dignity to haggle over the clauses of atreety
in person. Today he would see the face of—perhaps even shake the hand of—the man he had striven so
long to destroy. And his mysterious Ramus an Queen, whose contribution to the winning of the war only
Corfe and Albrec knew of. Corfe wondered how the history books would view the event. He had come
to redise that the facts and history’ s perception of them were two very different things.

He stood in his dressing chamber with the summer sunshine flooding in aglorious stream through the tal
windowswhilst half adozen valets stood by, disconsolate. They held in their arms a bewildering array of
garments which dripped with gems, gold lace and fur trimmings. Corfe had refused them dl, and stood in
the plain black of a Torunnan infantryman. He wore no crown, but had been persuaded to place on his
head an ancient circlet of slver which a one time Fimbrian marshas had worn at the court of the
Electors. Albrec, of dl people, had dug it up for him out of some dusty palace coffer. It had once
belonged to Kaile Ormann himself, which Corfe thought rather fitting.

Trumpets ringing out down by the city gates, heralding the approach of the Sultan’s cavacade. It seemed
to Corfe he had heard more damned trumpets blown in the past few weeksthan he had heard in al his
life upon battlefields. Torunn had become one vast carniva of |ate, the people celebrating victory, peace,
anew King—onething after another. And now this, the last of the state occasions which Corfe intended
to preside over for along time.

He' d like to take Formio and Aras out into the hills and go hunting for awhile, deep under the stars
again, stare into acampfire and drink rough army wine. The war had been hdlish, but it had possessed its
moments of sweetnesstoo. Or perhaps he was merely adamned nostalgic fool, destined to become a
dissatisfied old man for whom all glory wasin the past. Now there was a concept. The very ideamade
him smile. But as one of the more courageous of the vaets stepped forward for the third time with the
ermine-trimmed robe the smile twisted into afrown.

“For the last time, no. Now get out of here, al of you.”

“Sire, the Queen insdsted—"



“Bugger off.”

“My lord, that is hardly the language aking is expected to use,” Odelia said, sweeping into the room with
apar of maidsbehind her.

He limped about to meet her eyes. Despite her ministrations, he suspected that his Armagedir wound had
marked him permanently. He would be lame for therest of hislife. Well, many had come out of the war
with worse souvenirs.

“I dwaysthought that kings could use what language they chose,” he said lightly. Oddiakissed him on
the cheek, then drew back to survey his plain attire with mock despair.

“The Sultan will mistake you for acommon soldier, if you' re not careful.”
“He made that mistake before. | doubt he will again.”

Oddialaughed, something she had begun to do more often of late. The bright sunlight was not kind to the
lines on her face. Whatever magicks she had once applied to maintain her youthful appearance were ill
being used on the wounded of the army. Her newfound age sill perturbed him sometimes. So he took
her hand and kissed it.

“Arethey a thewdlsyet?’

“Just entering the barbican. Perched upon a column of eephants, if you please. It lookslike atravelling
circusis coming to town.”

“Wadll then, lady, let us go down and greet the clowns.”
Her hand came up and touched histemple briefly. “Y ou have gone grey, Corfe. | never noticed before.”
“That was Armagedir. It made an old man of me.”

“Inthat case, you will not mind taking an old woman’sarm. Come. We have adais set out for us hung
with lilies, and they’ re beginning to wilt in the sun. Its height has been carefully calculated: just high enough
to make Aurungzeb look like a supplicant, yet not so high that he can fed insulted.”

“Ah, the subtleties of diplomacy.”
“And of carpentry.”

The crowd gave amassive roar asthey appeared sde by side and climbed into a carriage which would
trangport them to the dais just beyond the palace gates. Once there, Odeliahad afind, critical ook at the
arrangements, and they sat down upon the thrones that awaited them. Behind them Mercadius stood,
blinking like an owl in the sunlight and looking half adegp on hisfeet: he wasto interpret the proceedings.
A dozen Cathedrdlers, their armour freshly painted and shining, stood about the sides of the daislike
scarlet Satuary.

Corfe found himsdf looking down awide avenue from which the crowds were held back by two lines of
Torunnan regulars. The noise was deafening and the sun hot. Odelia’ s hand was cold as he gripped it,
however. It felt asinsubstantia as straw within his own strong fingers.

Albrec mounted the dais, his face dark with some unknown worry. He bowed. “Y our pardon, Mgesties.
| would count it an honour if you allowed meto be present at thistime. | will stay out of the way.”

Oddlialooked as though she was about to refuse, but Corfe waved him closer. “By al means, Father.



After dl, you' re better acquainted with the Merduk Sultan than we are.” Why did the little monk look so
troubled? He was wiping sweat off hisface with one deeve.

“Albrec, areyou dl right?’ Corfe asked him quietly.
“Corfe, | must—"

And here the damnable trumpets began sounding out again. A swaying line of palanquin-bearing

€l ephants approached, painted and draped and bejewed led until they seemed like beasts out of some
gaudy legend. Atop the lead animal, which had been painted white, Corfe could make out the broad,
turbaned shape of the man who must be Aurungzeb, and beside him under the tasselled canopy the
dighter shadow of his Queen.

The play-acting part of it was scheduled to last no more than afew minutes. In the audience hal of the
palace two copies of the treaty waited to be signed—that was the red business of the day. Then there
would be a banquet, and some entertainments or other which Odelia had dreamt up, and it would be
done. Aurungzeb would not be staying in Torunn overnight, treaty or no treaty.

Formio and Aras appeared at the foot of the dais. Corfe had thought it only fair that they be herefor this
moment. The two had become fast friends despite the odds. The Aras Corfe knew now was along way
from the pompous young man he had first encountered at Staed. What was it Andruw had said? All piss
and vinegar—yes, that was it. And Corfe smiled. | hope you can seethis, Andruw. Y ou made it happen,
you and those damned tribesmen.

So many ghosts.

The lead elephant halted, and then went to its knees as smoothly as awell-trained lap-dog. Silk-clad
attendants appeared and helped the Sultan and his Queen out of the high paanquin. A knot of people, as
bright as silk butterflies, fussed around the couple. Corfe looked at Oddlia. She nodded, and they both
roseto ther feet to greet their guests.

The Sultan was atal man, topping Corfe by half ahead. The fine breadth of his shoulders was marred
somewhat by the paunch that had begun to develop under the sash which belted hismiddle. Hehad a
huge beard, as broad as a besom, and his snow-white turban was set with aruby brooch. The eyes
under the turban’ s brim were aight with intelligence and irritation. Clearly, he did not like the fact that,
thanksto the dais, Corfe and Oddiawere looking down on him.

Of Aurungzeb's Queen, Corfe could make out little, except that she was heavily pregnant. Shewas clad
in blue sk, the colour of which Corfeimmediatdly liked. Her face above the vell had been garishly
painted, the eye-brows drawn out with stibium, kohl smeared acrossthe lids. She did not ook up at the
dais, but kept her gaze fixed resolutely on the ground. Directly behind her stood an old Merduk with a
formidable face and direct glance. Helooked like an over-protective father.

The Sultan’s chamberlain had appeared at one side to announce his master’ s appearance, but Aurungzeb
did not wait for the diplomatic niceties to begin. Instead he clambered up on to the daisitsdlf, which
caused Corfe' s Cathedraller bodyguard to haf draw their swords. Corfe held up ahand, and they
relaxed.

The Sultan loomed over him. “ So you are the man | have been fighting,” he said, his Normannic
surprisngly good.

“l amtheman.”



They stared at one another in frank, mutual curiosity. Finaly Aurungzeb grinned. “1 thought you would be
tdler.”

They both laughed, and incredibly Corfe found himsdlf liking the man.

“| see you have your mad little priest here as well—except that heis not mad, of course. Brother Albrec,
you have turned our world upside-down. | hope you are pleased with yoursalf.”

Albrec bowed wordlessly. The Sultan nodded to Odelia. “Lady, | hopeyou aregood . . . well. Yes, that
istheword.” Hetook Oddlia s hand and kissed it, then scrutinized the nearest Cathedraller, who was
watching him warily.

“| thought we had killed them dl,” he said affably.

Corfefrowned. “Not dl of them.”

“Y ou mugt be running short of Ferinai armour for them. | can perhaps send you afew hundred sets.”
“Thereisno need,” Oddiasaid smoothly. “We captured severd hundred more at Armagedir.”

It was the Sultan’ sturn to frown. But not for long. “My manners have deserted me. Let me introduce
Queen Ahara. Shahr Baraz, help her up here. That'sit.”

The old, severe-looking Merduk hel ped the Merduk Queen up on the dais. Around the little tableau of
figures, the crowds had gone quiet and were watching events unfold asif it were some passion play laid
on for their entertainmen.

“Aharawas from Aekir,” the Sultan explained. “ She will soon give me ason. The next Sultan of Ostrabar
will have Ramusian blood in him. For that reason at leadt, it isgood that thislong war finally comesto an

Albrec laid ahand on Corfée s shoulder, surprisng him. The little monk was staring intently at him. Half
amused, half puzzled, he took the Merduk Queen’shand to kiss, raised it to hislips. “Lady—"

Her eyeswere full of tears. Corfe hesitated, wondering what was wrong, and in that instant, he knew her.
Heknew her.
Albrec’ sgrip on his shoulder tightened bruisngly.

“It may bethat one day our children will even play together,” Aurungzeb went on, oblivious. He seemed
to enjoy showing off hiscommand of Normannic. “Imagine how we will be able to improve our
respective kingdoms, if there is no war to fight, no frontier to maintain. | foresee anew erawith the
Sgning of thistreaty. Today isafamousday.”

So much, in oneterrible moment. A whole host of impulses come roaring at him, only to be beaten back.
Hislife shipwrecked beyond hope or happiness. Albrec’ sgrip on his shoulder anchoring himto redlity in
aworld which had suddenly goneinsane.

Her eyes had not changed, despite the paint that had been applied about them. Perhapstherewas a
wisdom in them now which had not been there before. Her fingers clasped his hand asthey hovered
below hislips, agentle pressure, no more.

Something broke, deep within him.



Corfe shut hiseyes, and kissed the hand of the woman who had been hiswife. He held her fingers one
moment more, and then released them and straightened.

“I hope | seeyou well, lady,” he said, hisvoice as harsh and thick asaraven’ s croak.
“I anwdl enough, my lord,” shereplied.

One second longer they had looking at one another, and then the madness of the world came flooding
back in on them. The day must be seen through, and the thing they had come here for must be done. Had
to be done.

“Areyou dl right?” Oddiawhispered to Corfe asthey led the Merduk Roya couple down from the dais
to the carriages that awaited.

He nodded, grey in the face. Albrec had to help him into the carriage; he was as unsteady as an old man.

The crowds found their voices at last, and began to cheer as the carriages trundled the short distance to
the open doors of the great audience hall, where rank after rank of Fimbrian pikemen were drawn up
aongsde Torunnan regulars and asmall, vermilion line of Cathedralers. Aras and Formio rode dongside
the carriage.

“Wave, Corfe,” Oddiasaid to him. “Thisis supposed to be aglad day. Thewar isover, remember.”

But he did not wave. He stared out at that sea of cheering people, and thought he saw faceshe knew in
the crowd. Andruw and Marsch, Ebro, Cerne, Ranafast, Martellus. And at the last he saw Heria, the
woman who had once been hiswife, with that heartbreaking smile of hers, one corner of her mouth
quirking upwards.

He closed his eyes. She had joined the faces of the dead at |ast.



