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Blood Feud 
 
      
 
    17th Day of Fading, Early Autumn 1175 by the Kalmar Reckoning 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Three crowns on the table,” said Edward Bowyer as he finished dealing, his fat hands arched in front of his face. Those bejewelled hands had never once touched a bow, of course. The guilder had workshops full of underlings to ensure that he would never have to dirty himself in the family trade. “The wager is yours, Ralf.” 
 
    Ralf Harclay looked at the two cards in his hand, and swore inwardly. The Two of Swords and the Knave of Orbs sat there, winking at him like the fat merchant on his right. The crowns on the table were Three, Six and Ten. At a different table he might have thought to soldier on, but he would be a fool to believe he could bluff Edward Bowyer out of any sum of money.  
 
    Ralf threw his cards down, shaking his head in irritation. Bowyer giggled, a surprisingly girlish sound from such a significant presence. “Young Baron Harclay is found wanting,” the merchant said. “Master Giguere?” 
 
    The former mercenary from the Tyran States was almost as portly as the merchant, though there was steel under all of that mass. Ralf had seen him fight at the Grand Tournament four years before. He would have taken the melee, had it not been for an untimely slip on wet grass…or so he had always maintained. Ralf could not remember there having been rain that entire week, but one did not say things like that to François Giguere. For all that he could be good-humoured, he possessed the fierce temper his countrymen were renowned for as well. 
 
    Giguere lazily examined his cards, and then boomed out a laugh. He sounded exactly as a fat man should, like an angry bear. He tossed ten copper spires onto the small pile of coins Bowyer had laid down. “Giguere raises five, for crowns have always been good to him, non?”  
 
    Chuckling at his own joke, he slapped Ralf on the shoulder, and the young nobleman affected a polite smile, rubbing his shoulder as discretely as he could. Giguere was a member of the Privy Council, though Ralf would not have believed it if he had not seen the Tyran at court. The late King Konrad had been greatly fond of novelty, and there were few people in Kalland more novel than Giguere. There must have been more to the man than mere novelty though, for young King Sigismund had retained Giguere in the position these last four years. 
 
    Bowyer wagged a finger, rings glimmering in the torchlight that illuminated the inn’s common room. “Intrépide, Master Giguere, very bold. Sir John, will you match ten spires?” 
 
    Ralf looked to the fourth and final player at their table, who slouched opposite Bowyer with a disinterested look on his face. Sir John Gallen was a cold fish if ever there was one. Handsome, as the Gallens ever were, but that beauty was marred by a pair of cruel blue eyes that regarded everyone within sight as though they were the lowliest peasant. It was absurd really, for the Gallens were no higher in blood than Ralf’s own family; but then Sir John was a Knight of the Household, and had King Sigismund’s favour. His elder sister was a privy councillor like Giguere. What august company this is, Ralf noted slyly. These are some of the highest men in Kalland. 
 
    Sir John glanced briefly at his cards, and then sighed as if the game bored him. “I shall match it,” he said, pushing the coins over. Bowyer’s eyes gleamed as though he had won the round already. Ralf stifled a laugh at the merchant’s avarice. One of the richest members of the Guild of Bowmakers, and yet he sat here scrabbling for coppers in a game of cards. How much wealth could one man desire? 
 
    Bowyer lay down the five spires, and carefully dealt the fourth card. “The Knave of Shields,” he announced. Ralf rolled his eyes. Of course. No doubt the fifth card would be a Two, and he would know himself for a coward. 
 
    The merchant made no wager; it was not his style. He drew the others in, smiling as he plundered their purses. An opponent’s money would be safer on a dark street down on the docks than it was at a gaming table with Edward Bowyer. 
 
    Giguere took a deep draught of wine, wincing as he did so, muttering in his own tongue. Ralf understood enough Tyran to know it was not a complement to the vintage. Still, the privy councillor waved a hand at the serving girl. “Wine, wine, and vite, Giguere cannot breathe for his thirst.”  
 
    She brought him the bottle, a sour expression on her face. Ralf had seen Giguere here in the King Edmund Inn every night for a week, and never was he even slightly polite or graceful to the servers. The Tyran poured a fresh glass, frowning as he drank. “Gah, the putain must have spat in it,” he pronounced, glaring at her as she retreated. Glancing around, as though he had lost his place in the game, his frown became an apologetic smile. “Has Giguere made his wager yet?” 
 
    Ralf shook his head. “Not yet,” he replied. The privy councillor threw in another five spires, drinking more of the allegedly horrific wine. His face was becoming very red, a bad sign for his purse. Ralf had been sipping at the same cup of ale all night, and he had not seen Sir John so much as look at his own. What was it they said about Tyrans and wine? 
 
    The knight increased the wager further, and the three players went round again, tossing money down onto the table. Ralf leaned back in his chair, uninterested in a game he had no stake in. He glanced around the inn’s common room, looking to see if anyone of note was there.  
 
    There were a few armsmen from the royal army, dicing with some of the palace armsmen. They were swearing loudly and jostling one another, for there was a fierce, albeit friendly rivalry between the king’s guards and his soldiers. Other than the armsmen there were a handful of merchants, and a few minor barons and palace functionaries. Ralf had been in Kalrond for a week, had been drinking in this inn every night of that week, and knew this to be an average crowd. The King Edmund was not quite reputable enough to draw the highest of the capital’s society, nor was it disreputable enough for those inclined to slum. It was the middle ground, and it drew the middle ground from court.  
 
    His companions had finally finished their wagering, and the pile of copper coins at the centre of the table had increased to include a few silver turrets. Giguere was mopping his brow, feigning shock. “Grâs des Ancêtre, you Kallandishmen wager like dragons!” he said. Bowyer giggled like a young girl at that pronouncement, while Sir John favoured the fat Tyran with a half-smile, the closest that the man seemed to come to humour.  
 
    The merchant dealt the final card. “Lady of Swords,” he crowed, while Giguere stared at the card blearily.  
 
    “This dagger-wench is as unwelcome as the putain with the wine,” he said. Ralf and Sir John’s eyes met briefly; the knight raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Speaking of ladies with swords, Sir John,” said Bowyer, obviously wanting to move the conversation onto less crude matters, “did I hear that another of your sisters is to be raised to the Household?”  
 
    The knight nodded lazily, and the merchant clapped his hands together. “Oh, it must be a great honour to have no less than three of your kin serving in the Household Company,” he enthused, and Gallen nodded in acknowledgment of those words.  
 
    Giguere belched loudly, drawing a sharp glance from Bowyer. “There are so many of you damn Gallons,” he said. “I am certain that I fought one of you in the Grand Melee.” 
 
    Sir John’s half-smile came out again. “Emma, my twin sister,” he said. 
 
    At the mention of this, Ralf nodded to himself. He remembered now. It was Sir Emma Gallen that Giguere had faced when he slipped on the ‘wet grass’ at the tourney four years ago.  
 
    Bowyer smiled, and then turned suddenly to Ralf. “What of you, my lord?  What shall you do, now that you have your title?” 
 
    Ralf shrugged, for in truth he had barely thought about it. His father had been dead only a few weeks now, and until he spoke his oaths before the king, he was only technically an inherited baron. “I thought perhaps to join the queen’s army in Sverkermark, in the next detachment. If there is a next detachment,” he added with a frown. 
 
    “Why would there not be?” asked Sir John, his voice ice.  
 
    Ralf stiffened. It was sometimes easy to forget the knight was there, for all his sullen silence, but it was never wise. Who knew what words he spoke to the king when they were alone. 
 
    Quickly, Ralf flashed a smile across the table, paranoid though the thought may have been. “It is no secret that many of the barons do not favour the war,” he said by way of explanation, “nor the commons the taxes that come with it. They say that the war in Sverkermark benefits the king only, not the greater realm. They say that they will be paying to buy the king another crown, when he has but one head.” Ralf chuckled at the joke, but coughed to cover it up when he saw Gallen’s look. “With all due respect to His Grace,” he added.  
 
    Gallen looked away, an expression of undisguised distaste on his face. “Drivel,” he said. “The king is the realm, and the realm is the king. That which benefits one benefits the other. And you, Baron Harclay, should be wary,” he added, a warning tone in his voice. “You are here in Kalrond to be confirmed in your inheritance, but His Grace could just as easily send you running back to Northmarch with no title at all.” 
 
    Ralf gulped. “Of course, you are correct. I am ever His Grace’s most humble and loyal servant,” he said hastily. 
 
    Gallen nodded, seeming satisfied. “The king does not blame the commons for their confusion,” he said, “for he knows that they have been misled.” 
 
    Ralf knew that he should shut up, and let the conversation move on to something a little less dangerous. Alas, the part of him that enjoyed stupid jokes also enjoyed asking foolish questions. “Misled, Sir John? Misled by who?” he heard himself ask, and winced immediately.  
 
    The knight’s eyes flashed to his face, clearly unsure if this was genuine confusion or some kind of cheek. Even Ralf was not sure, now that he had asked it. “There are men and women amongst the nobility,” Gallen said, “who oppose the king in all things. They do not like the king’s war, or his laws, or his queen, or even his blood.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “They think themselves clever, these false friends, who speak honey to the king and vinegar to the commons, but they are known to him, and there will be a reckoning with them soon enough.” He nodded to Ralf almost reassuringly. “But there are none more loyal than the Harclays, or so the king says.” 
 
    Ralf smiled a false smile. There was a warning if ever he had heard one. He thanked the ancestors of his line that the ceremony of swords was in two days time. He could not wait to leave this snake pit of a city. 
 
    It was clear from Edward Bowyer’s expression that he found politics to be as distasteful a conversation topic as he found Giguere’s swearing. It took attention away from the pile of money gathering on the table. “Won’t anyone wager?” he urged plaintively. 
 
    “Giguere will not.” The privy councillor was glowering at his cards, as though through sheer will he could change them into something better. Sir John shook his head. Ralf watched a short flash of irritation burst by on Bowyer’s face, but it vanished just as quickly, to be replaced by the merchant’s ready smile.  
 
    “Well then, let us see the cards. Master Giguere?” 
 
    The Tyran tossed his cards down; the Ten of Orbs and the Knave of Crowns. It was not a bad hand, though it could seen on Giguere’s face that he had hoped for another crown to appear on the table.  
 
    “Two Tens and Two Knaves,” Bowyer harped, his eyes glittering.  
 
    Sir John laid down a pair of Ladies; orbs and shields. He smiled his half-smile, but Ralf would happily wager his entire purse that the knight’s three ladies were about to be drowned.   
 
    Bowyer giggled, and laid his cards down carefully. The Lord and the Ancestor of Crowns sat there on the table, completing the field. Giguere swore words in his own tongue that Ralf had never been taught by his tutors. Sir John’s eyebrow rose, and he sat forward in his chair, which was what passed for surprise from him. 
 
     “A Field of Crowns, my friends,” Bowyer chuckled, pulling the coins towards himself with both of his fat, ringed hands. Ralf started to laugh. Of course Bowyer had the field. He’d had it from the very start, the devious whale.  
 
    Giguere carried on swearing, as the merchant carefully piled his winnings next to the rest of the money he had teased out of them. “Shall we play another round, friends?” he asked, continuing to maintain the fiction that this was a battle of equals.  
 
    Ralf shrugged. “I have nothing else to do at present,” he said, taking another sip of ale. Giguere grumbled, but he nodded his head in assent. Whatever Sir John would have said, however, was drowned out by a loud and harsh burst of laughter from behind him. The knight turned, and then spat on the floor. Ralf peered past Giguere’s bulk to see who could have evoked such a response from a cold fish like Gallen, and winced when he saw who it was. The Uskaryns…who else could it be, but the Uskaryns? 
 
    It was often said among Kallandish noble families with twin sons that there would always be the lean, clever one and the huge, brutish one. The Uskaryn brothers had apparently not heard this, for they were both as strong as trees, and just as witty. Ralf knew them only by sight and by reputation. They were men of little honour and much violence, as vicious as the roaring brown bear of their house’s sigil. Worse still, they were Alfredsson men, and Ralf knew that their lord was one of the false friends Sir John had spoken of. Everyone in Kalland knew that Alvise Alfredsson wanted a crown. 
 
    Sir Hanric was the bigger of the two, and ugly as a gargoyle. His face was a patchwork of scars, prizes from countless melees and duels. Rumour had it that he was so badly scarred that he could not grow a full beard, and he kept his head shaven clean as well. He loomed over the bar, raising a trio of fat fingers to the innkeeper, who blanched as he backed away to pour the drinks. Hanric Uskaryn had been barred from most of Kalrond’s quality taverns for brawling, and his arrival was sure to augur violence. But it was his brother that men feared. 
 
    Sir Marko Uskaryn may not have been a man of intelligence, but he certainly possessed an animal cunning. Unlike his brother Hanric, Marko’s skin was clear of scars or wounds, his chin shaven by choice and not necessity. Where Hanric was a brawler, Marko was a duellist, and a deadly one at that, for his skill was matched by the legendary Uskaryn temper, which could be set off by the slightest affront to his house or his lord. 
 
    With Marko and Hanric was a third man, who Ralf judged to be an armsman in their employ. He wore the white tabard of their house, with the great brown bear sigil upon the chest, but it was of a poorer cut and cloth than the garb of the brothers. He was a pinch-faced fellow with an ill-favoured look. Ralf imagined that he probably picked pockets while the Uskaryns went at their violent business.  
 
    The atmosphere in the King Edmund, which had been quiet to begin with, had grown chill. Virtually no conversation could be heard save that of the brothers and their man. Sir John Gallen raised his hands. “Forgive me, but I will not linger with such animals,” he drawled. He rose and made his way towards the door, his steps steady, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword. His companions nodded, for even the greedy Bowyer could understand the desire to stay away from Marko and Hanric.  
 
    Nervously, the merchant passed Ralf the stack of cards. “If you would shuffle, my lord…” His voice trailed away as they saw Sir Marko move to intercept their departing companion. Sir John halted, his hand still resting on his sword. Hanric and the Uskaryn guard stood at Marko’s shoulder, smirking. The room was now silent, and what words passed between the men were for all to hear. 
 
    Marko raised a hand in greeting. “Sir John Gallen,” he grated, a wolfish smile on his face. “Well met.” 
 
    “Uskaryn,” the knight replied, his voice cold.  
 
    “I see that you have just been gaming with young Baron Harclay.” 
 
    “What of it?” Gallen snapped. 
 
    Marko chuckled nastily. “Is this how your lord plans to raise the money for his private wars; by sending you out to fleece his subjects?” Sir John stiffened; Ralf could see that the back of his neck was reddening. “He certainly will not raise an army any other way,” Uskaryn continued, laughing along with his brother and their crony.  
 
    “He is the king,” said Sir John. “If he wishes an army raised, it will be raised.” 
 
    “He has a crown,” Sir Marko sneered, “but as the boy in Sverkermark knows, a crown don’t make you a king.” 
 
    There was a gasp from the room as Uskaryn’s words sunk in. Ralf looked around, seeing a kind of horrified fascination on the faces of his companions. He knew that they should try to stop this now, but even the royal armsmen at the other table were watching to see what Sir John would do. 
 
    “You speak treason, Uskaryn,” was his response, his hand white on his sword’s hilt. 
 
    Marko laughed. “I speak the truth, Gallen.” He stepped forward, throwing out his arms, speaking to all in the common room. “There is no royal blood anymore,” he cried, “the bloody knife-eared Kurenni robbed us of it a century ago. Old King Bohemond won his crown on the battlefield, but he did not fight alone. Many noble families fought at Fornost, and at Malybridge, and a dozen other places; it was not the Torans alone!”  
 
    Whatever Marko’s original intentions had been, his words had become a kind of treasonous polemic in favour of his own lord…and he was not done yet. “Duke Alvise was fighting the Kurenni when old King Bohemond was still suckling at his mother’s tit in Anskhaven,” the knight bellowed. “Bohemond won his crown, but what did his son do, what has his grandson done?” His eyes narrowed, no doubt certain he had won the argument. “Mark my words, Gallen; the day will come when the crown will belong to men and women who earned it, like my lord did.” 
 
    To everyone’s shock, Sir John burst into laughter. The Uskaryns stared at him, blindsided by this response. It was a cold and cruel laugh, and it did not last long. The knight rubbed his nose lazily. “We shall see, Uskaryn, we shall see.” 
 
    He began to walk past the astonished Uskaryns, and for a moment Ralf breathed a sigh of relief, but it was false hope. Sir John halted, turning back to face Marko. “I do understand, you know,” he said. “I understand your lord’s belief in his arguments.” 
 
    Marko Uskaryn’s eyes narrowed. “You do?” he asked, sounding confused and a little stupid. Sir John nodded. 
 
    “With so many whoresons to pay for, I do not doubt he would need the additional income the royal estates provide.” 
 
    The silence that followed could have cut glass. Ralf and Bowyer exchanged glances. The merchant’s hand was half-raised to his mouth, horror on his face. A tic went off in Sir Marko’s cheek, his face reddening just as Sir John’s had. With a single swift motion, he drew his sword, to loud gasps of shock. Sir John stepped back, his own sword drawn almost as quick, held out defensively in front of him.  
 
    “Stand down!” he said, his voice high with alarm.  
 
    Ralf half-rose from his seat, his hand on his own sword, but Giguere placed a fat paw on his arm. “Non, mon ami,” he said, “we must let this play out as it will.” 
 
    Their actions had clearly been noted though, for Sir Hanric had drawn his sword and now pointed it at Ralf. “Stay out of this, Harclay,” he bellowed, “it don’t concern you.” 
 
    “Sirs, please,” came a voice from Ralf’s right, and he was surprised to see that it was Edward Bowyer, the merchant drawing upon some hidden reserves of courage. “It is forbidden to draw blades within the walls of the Old City, by the king’s law. Put up your swords!” 
 
    “I will,” Marko spat, “when he pays for his slanders.” 
 
    With a roar, he thrust his sword hard at Sir John. Gallen was caught off-guard, but he still managed to swivel aside sufficiently that the blade only gashed his shoulder, rather than piercing his heart. He had no time to see to the wound, however, for Marko was at him again, swinging his sword at Gallen’s head. Blade met blade, and the fight began in earnest.  
 
    Both men were renowned swordsmen, and as they danced back and forth across the inn’s floor, Ralf would have accounted them equally matched, wound or no wound. Marko’s brother and the Uskaryn guard had their blades drawn, but neither would intervene; it seemed that they had at least that much honour. Marko fought with rage-driven abandon, taking advantage of his strength and size and hammering at his opponent with his heavy blade. But Sir John was quick, very quick, and though each parry rocked his body visibly, he dodged more blows than he took on his sword. His blade was lighter, closer to a rapier than the heavy broadsword of his adversary, and it was not long before Sir Marko felt its sting. 
 
     Gallen dodged another weighty blow, and whipped his sword back up, cutting into Sir Marko’s cheek. The big knight recoiled, howling, blood dripping from between his fingers. Many of the watchers winced. Ralf would have chuckled if he dared. That one would leave a scar, for sure. 
 
    Sir John lowered his blade, his off-hand open. “We are both bloodied,” he said, breathing heavily, “so let that be the end of it.” 
 
    But Marko turned on him, pure hatred and rage in his eyes. It was about more than the slurs now, for his reputation as an undamaged swordsman was broken. Ralf heard Sir Hanric call his brother’s name, but it was too late. With a roar, Marko charged, his sword lifted with two hands above his head, ready to cut his opponent in half. But Sir John was just too quick. He spun around again, Marko’s blow missing him entirely, and thrust his sword out high.  
 
    Perhaps he had intended only to wound, aiming for the shoulder, but instead his blow took Sir Marko straight through the throat. The big knight’s eyes bulged, sword clattering to the ground at his feet, his knees soon following in its wake, hands clutching at the ruin that was his neck. He hissed, bloody spittle issuing forth, but he could produce no words. 
 
    If Sir John was surprised by this turn of events, he gave no sign. He did nothing at all in fact, standing there as though there were nothing and no one in the room but him. Ralf felt the pressure of Giguere’s hand on his arm lessen, and the privy councillor whispered in his ear. “Now we go.” 
 
    With a speed that belied his stature, Giguere was up from the table, grabbing Sir John by the arm. Ralf hesitated only to recover his purse, throwing an apologetic look to the stunned Bowyer before following his companion. It was with this movement that time for the others in the common room seemed to flow once more. Sir Hanric let out an animal roar, rushing to his dying brother’s side. “Marko!” he screamed, glaring murderously at Sir John Gallen. “You killed my brother!” 
 
    Ralf joined Giguere in grasping their companion, and together they pulled him out of the inn and onto the streets of Kalrond.  
 
    It was cold outside, even for autumn, with a chill breeze rushing in eastwards across Tyrn’s Bay. The street was well lit, fire poles every twenty yards, but it was still too dark for Ralf’s liking. He imagined Uskaryn retainers bursting out from every shadow to take revenge on them. 
 
    “He attacked me,” Sir John was muttering, his hand still holding the bloody sword. Giguere forced it from his grasp and sheathed it. “He attacked me,” the knight repeated, his eyes suddenly focussing, fixing on Ralf. “You witnessed it, Harclay. Uskaryn’s blade was drawn first.” 
 
    Ralf nodded assent, though he couldn’t see how that fact would help if Sir Hanric were to follow them out of the inn. “We have to get out of here,” he said, looking up behind the inn towards Temple Square, the spires of the Temple of the One rising above the houses. “We must claim sanctuary at the temple. The clerics will protect us!”  
 
    Giguere, catching his gaze, shook his head. “Non, we must go to the palace, to le roi.” 
 
    Sir John rounded on him, his eyes wide. “Are you mad, Giguere? I have broken the king’s own law!” 
 
    Giguere nodded. “Oui, which is why he must hear from us first the tale. Marko, he provoked you, he drew his blade, and he attacked.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You will be banished from court,” the Tyran shrugged. “Six months, perhaps a year. But you will live, which is more than can be said for that malheureux bâtard back in the inn.” Pointing south, across the valley of the Old City to the Palace of Morcar high up on Kingshill, Giguere gently pushed Sir John forward. “Come, Gallon,” he said. 
 
    Ralf hesitated following them, for the briefest moment wondering whether it might be safer for him just to leave, and go in a different direction. After all, he had not killed anyone. Then again, the Uskaryns had seen him leave the inn with Giguere and Gallen. If they were to catch him alone on the streets…well, no one ever said that to seek safety in numbers was cowardice.  
 
    With a sigh, he started off after the other two men, hoping that the king was in a forgiving mood tonight.  
 
  
 
  



 PART ONE: A LAND MORE DIVIDED 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    The Southerners 
 
      
 
    First Day of Springtide, 1176 
 
      
 
    In Estwic, spring and the New Year were traditionally marked from the first day without snowfall. Nessa had always thought this to be somewhat arbitrary. It was not as though it snowed every day, even in the depths of winter. She supposed that the origins of this tradition lay in the Free City’s foundation by Kallandish colonists from the south. The long and bitter snows of the North must have been daunting to them; and there was little wonder as to why those settlers had named the waters that surrounded their new home ‘the Frozen Sea’. The greater mystery, to her mind, was how the traditional and calendar Springtides seemed so often to coincide. 
 
    Springtide was traditionally a day of rest, though who precisely was to benefit from this was never clear. The sailors in the Naval District would still be crawling over their ships, chipping ice from the rigging. Certainly the merchants were still at work, for it was the busiest day of trade the city saw, the streets flooded with people who apparently otherwise would have stayed at home. What occupations they had on any day other than Springtide, Nessa did not know. The lamplighters were out, and the constables, the bartenders in the alehouses, the fisherfolk out at sea by the harbour islands. And when Nessa herself awoke, just before dawn, she knew that this would be a day of work like any other.  
 
    Rising from her bed bleary-eyed, she peered around the chamber, searching in the low light for the candle she had extinguished before turning in the night before. This had become almost a daily ritual for her, and it always ended the same way. Sighing, she closed her eyes, picturing in her mind light; pure light, with no source or substance. Drawing upon her energies, she pushed them out beyond her body, focusing only on the image in her mind.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, her right hand was enveloped by a ball of blue light, which with a flick of her finger rose up towards the ceiling, bathing the room in its glow. She smiled to herself as she did so. The eye-closing and hand gestures were completely unnecessary, but Master Tannerus had always encouraged an air of theatricality in his students. Magic was unnerving enough to those who did not possess the talent, without mages making it look easy. Let it look mysterious, he would always say; let it look as it does in the tales. 
 
    On this morning the candle was by the door, and she lit it with a small burst of fire, dismissing the blue mage light as she did so. Though a relatively minor use of the talent, mage lights could be a drain on a mage’s energy when maintained for long periods of time. It was best not to waste energy so early in the day, especially on this particular day.  
 
    Springtide was not a day of rest for the students, but Master Tannerus usually made it a day for fun, for experimentation with their abilities; and as his First Apprentice, it was Nessa who had to run around and make sure none of them burned the school down, while the old man sat there in the centre of the room in his great armchair, bellowing with laughter. Nessa smiled fondly even as she contemplated the torments ahead. He had been as a father to her, but sometimes he could display such a childish temperament. 
 
    She washed swiftly, examining her reflection in the mirror as she did so. The skin around her eyes was dark; she had been reading until late last night, as always, and as always it had taken a toll. She frowned. The exhaustion seemed to accentuate the high, thin bone structure of her face, a product of her half-elven blood, making her appear gaunt. Though the delicately pointed tips and unusual shape of her ears were a more obvious sign of her mixed parentage, and she kept them covered by her long dark hair, it was obvious to those who knew what to look for.  
 
    Truth be told, she looked more elven than human, with only her eyes, green in colour with brown flecks, hinting at something more complex in her ancestry. Elves, or the tribes of the North at least, were uniformly dark-eyed. It was an unfortunate blend, she had always thought; to look elven enough that humans would routinely stop and stare as she passed by, but not elven enough that her mother’s people would accept her if she sought them out. 
 
    Nessa shook her head, irritated by this chain of thought. She had long ago come to terms with the legacy her human father and elven mother had left her. It had been many years since she had last felt ashamed or embarrassed by the way she looked, but even now, part of her wished that she could change, that she could be human or elven, not both. She always dismissed such thoughts as quickly as they arrived, though. These were childish things to want, and she was no longer a child. Things were the way they were, and there was no changing them. Even magic could not make her other than what she was. 
 
    Composing herself, she opened the door and went out into the corridor. Like all of the apprentices who aided Master Tannerus in teaching Estwic’s young mages, Nessa’s room was on the upper floor of the school. The building itself had once been a grand mansion belonging to one of the Free City’s rich merchant families. Tannerus had bought the building fifteen years before, the first such school for those with the mage’s talent in the whole of the North.  
 
    Nessa had arrived from Blackwood a few weeks later, a terrified child of six years, and an orphan. She smiled now, as she reflected upon how much the place had changed. She supposed she must have changed also, though that was harder to judge. Tannerus had appointed her his First Apprentice, though part of her wondered if that were simply because the old mage knew that she had nowhere else to go; no noble house to return to as court mage, no money to establish herself on her own.  
 
    She made her way along the corridor, banging on doors as she went. Groans and curses came back to her, muffled by the wood. There were eight apprentices junior to her, their ages ranging from fifteen to a year younger than her own twenty-one. They were the best and the brightest of Tannerus’ students, or at least the ones willing to remain behind and help the old mage.  
 
    The last door on the corridor opened before she could reach it, and she sighed as the occupant emerged, rubbing his eyes clear of sleep. He scowled as he saw her, a look of envy mixed with disdain.  
 
    Dareth Oldway was the son and grandson of wealthy and powerful merchants, from one of Estwic’s most prestigious families. More Oldways had served as governors of the Free City than any other house. Dareth had come to Tannerus’ school expecting to be treated as a lordling should, and as his grasp of the talent was strong, he had risen quickly to the rank of apprentice. He had fully expected to be named First Apprentice too, and he had never forgiven Nessa for being given the position. He had never blamed Tannerus, of course. It was far easier for him to hate the bastard half-elven girl, than to hate a kindly old man. 
 
    Nessa smiled in greeting as she always did, hoping one day that his ill will would fade to mere dislike, but as ever he shook his head, and stalked away. She sighed frustratedly. Dareth was the only person around her age still at the school. The younger apprentices were friendly enough, but they avoided her as much as they could when Dareth was around, for fear of raising his ire. The students were always a comfort, but they were so much younger than she was.  
 
    Even after fifteen years she knew virtually no one in Estwic outside of the school, save some distant kin of her father’s, whom she visited once a year on her naming day. All she really had for companionship were Tannerus, and her books. Some might have called it lonely, but she had accepted this way of life long ago, just as she had accepted everything that had happened in that life. 
 
    Nessa hurried down the stairs into the grand atrium. The students would not arrive for at least an hour, gathering from all four corners of the city. Her only real duty this early in the morning was to ensure that the school was adequately prepared to break their fast. She went through the heavy iron door that led to the rear of the former estate, and to the kitchens.  
 
    The cook, a fat and ill-tempered angara dwarf named Maron Kazger, glanced up as she entered. “Elf-girl,” he muttered, by way of greeting. 
 
    Nessa smiled, always striving to maintain a friendly air. “Mister Kazger, good morning,” she said. “How goes it?” 
 
    Maron snorted. “Badly. Ain’t got no sugar for the sugared bread.” 
 
    She frowned. “Shall I send one of the apprentices to buy some?” 
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “No point in that, ‘cos I ain’t got time to bake it.” He eyed her thoughtfully. “The bakery will have sugared bread,” he said. 
 
    Nessa grinned. “If you give me…say…forty bolts, I can get it done.”  
 
    Kazger nodded, pointing to a jar on the shelf behind her. “Don’t take no more than forty!” he called warningly, waving a spoon dripping with porridge. Nessa laughed. Maron Kazger was a surly man, but he had never been overtly hostile to her, or at least, no more hostile than he was with anyone else. They were aliens in a largely human city, and an entirely human household. It was only natural for there to be some sympathy between them. 
 
    She carefully counted out the copper coins into her purse, and then waved farewell as she hurried out. She always enjoyed the mornings when Maron woke up too drunk to remember that he had no sugar in stores until it was too late. The sugared bread from the bakery across Forest Street from the estate was the best in the city, and when she went to buy it, she could always get an extra piece for herself. 
 
    Passing Cora Algow on the way out through the atrium, she smiled. “I am going across the street,” she called, waving the purse. The younger apprentice grinned and nodded in acknowledgment. Nessa threw a fur cloak over her shoulders, and stepped out into the snow.  
 
    There may have been no fresh fall, but there was still enough on the ground to make walking a slow business. The air was chill, making her glad she had remembered the cloak, but it did seem warmer than it had been the last few weeks. Out past the estate’s main gate, the cobblestones of Forest Street were still a little snowy, but the constant movement of people, horses and carts down the road had greatly diminished the cover, turning it to a muddy slush, which she traversed carefully. The sun was starting to rise, and the lamplighters were out, preparing to extinguish the fires that lit the streets at night. One or two of them nodded to her, a courtesy more than a recognition.  
 
    A hanging sign bearing a loaf of bread marked the bakery. It was well sited to do brisk business with the kitchen staff of the many estates along Forest Street. She walked through the double doors, enjoying the rush of hot air from the ovens, in stark contrast to the chill of the early morning breeze. Harald the master baker smiled at her from behind the counter. “Morning Arnessa,” he chirped, “business or pleasure?” 
 
    Nessa laughed. Other than Tannerus, Harald was the only person she knew who used her full name. “Both today, Harald,” she replied. “I need fifteen loaves of sugared bread, and a sugared bun for myself.” 
 
    He nodded. “Saw Kazger in the Snow Goose last night, so I knew one of you’d be in this morning. I set up an extra batch. That’ll be…thirty-five bolts. Bread’ll be ready in a few minutes.”  
 
    He tossed her the bun, and she caught it, nodding in thanks, and counting out the coins. She retreated to one of the small tables at the front of the bakery to wait, and to eat. The bun was delicious, as they always were. Harald maintained that he possessed a secret family recipe, passed down through the generations. In truth though, there were very few shops that could compete with him when it came to sugared goods. He had connections with a number of prominent importers; without those, sugar was almost prohibitively expensive in the Free City.  
 
    Even forty years after the wars in Kalland, it was rare to see Kurenni delicacies in the North, even in a great trade city like Estwic. All Kurenni goods in Estwic came via traders of other nations; elves from the southern empire could not pass through Kallandish waters to reach the North. Not that anyone really blamed the Kallandish for their attitude; after one hundred and twenty years of brutal oppression by the Kurenni, their hostility to elves of any flag could well be understood. Nessa knew to avoid the Kallandish sailors on the street; the worst they would do in front of the city guards was hurl insults, but still, it was a situation best avoided. 
 
    Not all such situations could be avoided, however. As she sat enjoying her food, two people entered the bakery. Both were tall and fair-haired, and dressed in rich clothes. She made the elder, a man, to be over forty years of age, though there was very little iron in his hair and closely-cropped beard. His clothes were of a finer cut than was normally seen on strangers to Estwic, but he moved with a steady and assured walk that she recognized from this city. He was clearly a man of rank; perhaps even a nobleman. 
 
    His companion was a woman, younger than he was, though still a fair bit older than Nessa, and beautiful in a cold, haughty kind of way. She wore a suit of mail and a simple black tabard with no sigil, not that Nessa would have recognized any such symbols had they been there. She wore a sword on her hip, a plain but well-crafted weapon. Obviously, she was a soldier or a knight. 
 
    To Nessa’s dismay, the two were speaking in Kallandish. While colonists from the southern kingdom may have founded Estwic, the Northern tongue was a mix of Kallandish, Angara and Sverker dialects. Nessa spoke the pure form as well, but the only people in Estwic who spoke it in conversation were those from Kalland, or those who had business with them. Slowly she edged around the table, trying to avoid their gaze. Not all Kallandishmen verbally assaulted those of elven blood of course, but it was always more prudent to avoid finding out which kind they were. 
 
    They walked up to Harald, who eyed them warily. The baker was of Sverker stock, and Nessa knew that Kalland and Sverkermark were currently at war. She could not hear their words clearly, but Harald’s expression did not become any friendlier as the conversation developed. The nobleman seemed to be doing most of the talking, while the knight simply stood at his side, occasionally nodding at the things he said. 
 
    They spoke for about a minute, and then to Nessa’s shock and surprise, Harald pointed directly at her. The two Kallandishmen turned around to look at her. She was unable to react, unable to do anything but stare back at them, with her mouth open and the bun lifted halfway to her lips.  
 
    The knight’s eyebrow seemed to twitch, but the nobleman nodded to Harald, and began to move towards Nessa. There was no hint in his expression as to what their business was, or why the baker had sent them over to her. There was something that could have been amusement in the knight’s face, but that was of no help.  
 
    After what seemed like hours to Nessa, they were suddenly standing in front of her. She realized that her mouth was still hanging open, and so she closed it, blushing uncomfortably. To her not inconsiderable relief and surprise, the man bowed, a warm smile on his face. 
 
     “You are Arnessa of Blackwood?” he asked, in a faltering grasp of the Northern tongue.  
 
    Blinking, she nodded, replying fluently in Kallandish. “I am, yes.”  
 
    The two strangers exchanged glances. “You speak our tongue?” asked the knight, frank surprise on her face. Nessa nodded nervously, trying to artfully maneuver her hair over her ears. The nobleman raised a hand, smiling gently.  
 
    “Your friend the baker has already explained that you are not of Kurenni blood, so do not fear us in that regard,” he said. 
 
    “May we sit?” asked his companion. 
 
    Nessa nodded, flashing a quick glance over to Harald, who was leaning against the counter, staring at the two strangers. He fixed her a quick, reassuring smile, and she nodded, breathing a little easier. The two Kallandishmen sat down, the knight pulling out the chair for her companion, who raised a hand to his heart. “My name is Rybeck Cale, and I have the honour of serving as chancellor to His Grace, Sigismund Toran, King of Kalland. My companion is Sir Emma Gallen, a Knight of the Household.” 
 
    “Your servant,” Gallen said, inclining her head in greeting.  
 
    “Why were you looking for me?” Nessa asked, blurting it out before realizing how rude that was. Neither of them seemed to be offended though, and Cale even smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “We were not, in truth,” he explained. “We were looking for Tannerus of Jakarta’s school of magic, which I know to be housed in one of the estates on this street. I did not know which one, however, so I thought it best to ask here, rather than to spend the morning disturbing every household in the vicinity. The baker told us that you are one of Tannerus’ apprentices, so I thought we might prevail upon you to take us to see your master.” He smiled. “We are old friends, he and I, and I have business with him this day.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. Tannerus had not mentioned business with old friends when they had spoken the night before. Obviously seeing her expression, Cale nodded.  
 
    “We have only just arrived, and he does not know that we are here. That is why we are out so early; so that we do not disrupt what must surely be a busy day at your school.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “I must collect an order of bread, and then I can take you to see him.” She glanced over at Harald, who raised a finger. Turning back to the two Kallandishmen, she smiled shyly, more comfortable now she knew what their business was. “How is it that you know Master Tannerus?” she asked. 
 
    Cale chuckled. “He was my teacher once, in his days at the court in Kalrond.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You are a mage?” she asked. She had not heard of many mages from Kalland.  
 
    The nobleman shook his head. “Alas, I do not share your talent. Few of us do, these days. Tannerus is a learned man, however, and he served as tutor to many of the children of court.”  
 
    Nessa nodded in vague understanding. Master Tannerus had spoken once or twice of his years of service in Kalland, often with an expression both wistful and saddened. 
 
    “Bread’s ready, Arnessa!” came Harald’s voice, and she rose up, her new companions rising with her. Cale nodded to Gallen, who made her way over to the counter. The baker had placed the sugared bread in a box, and the knight picked it up easily. Nessa smiled in thanks, and Sir Emma nodded back, her face expressionless. 
 
    Nessa led them out of the bakery, back across the street to the estate. They were silent the entire journey, and Cale seemed to pay no heed to Sir Emma as she gingerly made her way through the slush. It was obvious that while they were companions, they were not friends. From what Nessa had read of Kalland in her books, she understood it to be a society with a rigid order; with a great deal of emphasis placed on rank and station. On reflection, it was not so different to how things were done in Estwic. Nessa wrinkled her nose. Except that here, it was wealth and not blood that decided station. Neither way had ever seemed particularly fair. 
 
    Once they were inside the school, Nessa called for one of the apprentices to take the box of bread to Maron in the kitchens. Gallen relinquished her burden to the young mage gratefully. Nessa was about to lead them up the stairs to Tannerus’ rooms, when a booming voice greeted them from across the atrium.  
 
    “Rybeck Cale, as I live and breathe.” 
 
    Master Tannerus came striding over from the direction of the schoolroom with the speed of a much younger man. He caught Cale in a fierce embrace, one that the nobleman returned with a hearty laugh. They broke apart, examining each other warmly. Both of the visitors from Kalland were tall, but Tannerus was taller still, several inches above six feet. His black skin and sharp blue eyes made for an interesting contrast, one which coupled with his booming voice could give him an alarming aspect, to those who did not know him.  
 
    “How are you, old friend?” Cale asked sincerely.  
 
    Tannerus chuckled. “Well enough, Rybeck, well enough. It is Baron Cale, now, is it not?” Sadness briefly passed across his face. “I was sorry to hear of the passing of your parents. So many from those days are gone now. Old Bohemond, and your mother and father…ah, but what am I saying.” He clapped Cale on the back. “It is good to see you, young man.” 
 
    Cale laughed. “Not so young anymore, Tannerus.” 
 
    The old mage winked at Nessa, who smiled back at him fondly. “Believe me, I feel that very keenly.” His eyes suddenly narrowed, though he still maintained his smile. “But what would bring the Lord Chancellor of Kalland all the way to Estwic and the Frozen North to see me?” he asked. 
 
    Cale clapped him on the shoulder. “We have much to discuss.” Turning back to Nessa and Gallen, he smiled. “If young Arnessa could take my companion to break her fast, we can talk.”  
 
    Tannerus nodded to her. “Take our guest to the kitchens, Arnessa. If we are not done when the students arrive, start them off with some basic fire practice.” 
 
    Nessa watched as the two men made their way up the stairs, arms around each other’s shoulders. Turning then to Gallen, she smiled shyly. “There is porridge,” she said, “and of course the bread you carried.” 
 
    The knight’s answering nod was brusque. “Sounds excellent. Lead on.” 
 
    Gallen was even less loquacious with her master absent than she was when he was there. The short walk from atrium to kitchen was silent and awkward. Nessa was extremely curious as to the strange business that had brought Sir Emma and Cale to see her master, but she got the impression that even if Gallen knew all the details of her master’s work, she would not pass that information along.  
 
    At first she wondered whether the knight, despite the earlier protestations, was uncomfortable in the presence of one of elven blood. But Gallen did not look at Nessa with any of the disgust and hatred common to those few Kallandishmen she had encountered on the streets of Estwic. It seemed that perhaps she was just not a person for whom openness was a virtue. Having lived a somewhat solitary life, Nessa could understand that.  
 
    When they reached the door to the kitchens, Sir Emma held it open for her, the knight’s face devoid of any emotion. Nessa nodded her thanks, looking up briefly as she passed through, still curious as to what was transpiring above. In truth, she was a little nervous. This Rybeck Cale was clearly an important man in the southern kingdom, and important men did not just wander into town to look up old friends. It was serious business that had brought him to Estwic. 
 
    Nessa remembered all those times that Tannerus had told her about his years in Kalland. He had always been a cheerful man, as long as she had known him, but on those occasions he was not very cheerful; and now an old friend from those lands had come to see him.  
 
    It worried her, but she pushed aside her worries for the moment. Breakfast had to be seen to, and then the students. Whatever Tannerus and Cale spoke of, she was certain that her master would inform her if she needed to know. It was not as though the business of the Kallandish crown would have anything to do with her, was it? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Acquisitions 
 
      
 
      
 
    The prow of the galley was burning, though not so much that Garnier was concerned about boarding her. They would not be aboard long, and afterwards the stricken ship would have worse problems than a few flames licking at her hull.  
 
    As his men rowed him and the cargo the short distance from their own ship to their captive, he took the time to admire her. It was truly a pity to have destroyed such a fine vessel. From the ornately carven figures at the bow, to the intricate gold leaf adorning the hull, to the enormous ensign fluttering from the stern, white silk with the Phoenix sigil of the Kurenni Empire woven on it, the galley was a work of art, of masterful craftsmanship. Even when the oars were down she had seemed to glide through the water, like some ethereal sea creature.  
 
    As with anything created by the Kurenni, as with the Kurenni themselves, she was a thing of beauty. Garnier sometimes wondered how a people with such a capacity for the creation of art and wonderment could have such an equal capacity for cruelty and sadism. It did not seem to make sense. But then again, when had anything needed to make sense in order to be true? 
 
    Compared to the galley, his own Fortis was grotesque; a squat, plain thing, a mere arrangement of wood and iron in the shape of sea vessel. But beauty, alas, was no defense against cannon.  
 
    They had come upon the galley while bearing the white diamond flag of Sverkermark from atop their mast. The false-flag was such a commonly used ploy for those in Garnier’s line of work that it was astonishing when vessels encountering each other out here in the open sea did not simply run for their lives. If the galley had done so, there was little he or his crew could have done to stop her. Both ships had only the one sail, but the Kurenni had a hundred slaves chained to oars down below, and their damned mages could make pursuit a chancy business. No, a chase would have been the end of this venture, and perhaps more besides.  
 
    But the Kurenni captain was apparently a trusting man, or at the very least he was arrogant enough to think a small Sverker trading vessel no threat to him, so he had pulled up his oars and issued an invitation to speak. That was when Garnier had given the order to fire.  
 
    The marksmen concealed along the weather deck had picked off the Kurenni mages. There had been two of them, and two was enough to torch his ship without the elves ever needing to board. A man and a woman, both proudly wearing the long black coats worn by all battlemages of the War College; both were dead within seconds of his order, cut down by crossbow shot.  
 
    The guns had opened up next, belching smoke and fire like dragons from the tales. They were the newest models from the Gunmakers, considerably more accurate than anything he was used to working with. Some of the older guns missed as often as they hit, but even with the swell of the sea bouncing Fortis up and down, their precision was remarkable. He fully intended to write a letter of praise to the Master of the Guild of Gunmakers when they returned to Kalrond, though of course he would have to leave out precisely what he had been shooting at. 
 
    Their mast splintered, their hull pierced in several places, the Kurenni had made a desperate attempt to flee on the power of their oars, but the slaves below were clearly panicked, and a few choice shots at the oar banks had them scrambling for cover. Dead in the water, the galley had been ripe for boarding, so after a few more rounds of fire from the guns, Garnier had sent his swords over.  
 
    They were no motley assortment of dock-trash, not for this kind of work. His guild had assigned them to him, and he was certain they had been paid for their silence as well as their blades. He placed Tom Worry in charge of the group, to the young cutthroat’s glee. The lad had been sharpening his knives all day in anticipation of the raid, and Garnier liked to think of himself as a leader who took the needs of his people into account. Time was he would have led them over himself, but truth be told, his skills lay in other areas, and although beaten, the Kurenni were still capable of making a bloody account of themselves. It wouldn’t do to fall victim to a chance blade or lucky arrow, not when he had so much more to give. 
 
    The fight had been short, but brutal. He had watched impassively through a spyglass as his hirelings met the surviving Kurenni marines in combat. There couldn’t have been more than thirty elves still capable of bearing arms on that galley, but a Kurenni with a sword in his hand was easily the match of three of Garnier’s own, and the marines were certainly aiming to prove it. They had formed a knot around the shattered mast, their long curved blades swirling, and they put down several dozen of his mercenaries before he grew tired of the display and set the crossbowmen on them. Not very honourable perhaps, but this wasn’t the Grand Tourney, and Garnier Fox was no knight.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Tom dropped the rope ladder down the side of the galley, and Garnier made his way up. Through gaps in the hull he could see the slaves down on the oar decks, still chained to their benches, still cowering. They probably had no inkling that for the briefest moment they were free. Garnier saw no reason to tell them. In his experience, few men and women who had lived for that long in Kurenni servitude could even comprehend freedom. Besides, he knew that they would not live long anyway. To free them only to face death would make him no better than those that had enslaved them. 
 
    The sight of slaves always put him in a sour mood, for he had been born as a Kurenni slave, the son of Kurenni slaves. The son of an angry and bitter Kallandish father whose captivity began only months before his nation was liberated. The son of a pious Tyran mother, whose faith in her gods could not save her from the life she had been born into. The son of two slaves, both of whom were dead before his fifth naming day. But it was not just remembrances of his parents that the sight of slaves had brought to mind that had put him in such a foul mood. It was the recognition that it could have been him chained to an oar on a galley somewhere, if he had not been so clever, and if he had not escaped. He did not enjoy being reminded of how his life might have been. 
 
    As he neared the top of the rope he reached out a hand and Tom pulled him up the rest of the way. Worry wore his usual grin, his uneven teeth bared. The sight was not improved by the fact that he was dripping with gore. One hand still clutched the hilts of his beloved knives, the weapons coated in blood. Garnier sighed; his hand was now similarly stained, and unhappily he wiped it on his doublet. He had dressed in the finest clothes he had brought with him on this voyage, and it was so very hard to wash blood out. Tom scratched his head, grinning sheepishly. “Sorry, captain, I forgot about all that.” 
 
    Garnier fixed him with a magnanimous smile, patting him gingerly on a gory shoulder. “Think nothing of it, Tom,” he replied. “Do you have them?” 
 
    Worry nodded. “Aye captain, over by the mast.” 
 
    There were five of them, kneeling at the foot of the mast, surrounded by the bloody corpses of humans and elves alike. As he approached, Garnier felt a familiar tingle of fear rising up his spine. It was irritating to him that even now, seventeen years after he had fled the labour camps in which he had endured his first decade of life, he still feared them. Irrationally, for these elves were unarmed and completely in his power, but he feared them nonetheless.  
 
    Garnier wondered sometimes whether Tom Worry, or any of the men and women he had worked with who were not raised as slaves to the Kurenni, ever felt the same way. They did not seem to, and he could never ask. He was Garnier Fox, after all, and Garnier Fox had to be appear to be afraid of nothing and no one. There were few who could understand that fear. Even the generations of Kallandishmen who had lived through the Occupation could not really understand, for though they had been subjects, they had never been slaves, had never been property, a thing to be worked to death, and then discarded.  
 
    He caught himself frowning, and shook his head. This was not the time for such thoughts. He put on his finest smile, the one that both created an air of geniality, and accentuated the vicious scar the Kurenni guards had cut across his lips all those years ago. Equal parts handsome and dashing, with a touch of menace.  
 
    Gently, he pushed past the mercenaries guarding his prisoners; crossbows lowered but ready to jump back up at the first sign of trouble. There were two men, a woman, and two children, a boy and a girl. The first man he knew to be the captain, who apparently after leading his marines into a battle was unwilling to die with them in combat. The girl looked to be nearing age, and she had already learned to project the haughty demeanor of superiority that the Kurenni were so well loved for. Both she and her mother glared at him as if he were nothing, a piece of refuse that could not have been of less concern to them. He still bowed gracefully, which at the very least might confuse them. Good manners cost nothing.  
 
    But it was the father he had come for. His look was cold, colder even than that of his wife and daughter. He and his family wore robes as the Kurenni purebloods often did, long flowing silks with veils to shield their pale skin from the harsh sunlight of their southern homeland. The veils had been stripped away, however, the father’s black eyes boring deep into Garnier’s, and for a moment he felt that damned chill rising back up his spine. The elf seemed to sense it too, his finely chiseled cheeks flexing as his thin lips drew into a superior smile. But Garnier was not about to let so much hard work fall to mere emotion. Swallowing his ill feeling, he smiled again, bowing. 
 
     “You are Hava Jaka’takai, of Ot’Kai Clan?” he asked, and thoroughly enjoyed the look of shock on the man’s face. “Lord Hava Jaka’takai?” he asked again, and the man nodded, slightly, unwillingly. “You are brother to Kalens Jaka’takai, Governor of Valtair?” 
 
    The Kurenni’s astonishment cut through his desire to maintain a strong wall against his adversaries. His eyes widened as he heard not only his own name, but his brother’s too. Garnier grinned widely, and pointed to the other captives in turn. “Captain Helias Turvo, of Otaka. Your wife, Vella Ot’kai. Your daughter Vellava, and son Amalran.” 
 
    Lord Hava stared at him, his jaw clenching. “You have me at a disadvantage, sir,” he said grudgingly. His Kallandish was flawless, his voice soft and melodious. Garnier beamed at him. 
 
    “Excellent, you speak our tongue well! I had hoped so, for while I speak your language equally well, my companions do not, and we like to share in my crew.” 
 
    There was a low rumble of harsh laughter from the mercenaries assembled on the deck of the galley. Garnier waved a hand to silence them. “But as you say, my lord, I have you at a disadvantage.” He grinned. “Well, more than one, but one at least I am willing to relieve. I am Captain Garnier Fox, of the Kalrond Guild of Merchant Venturers. You may have heard of us.” 
 
    Lord Hava nodded. “You are pirates,” he spat. 
 
    Garnier shook his head, feigning injury. “There is no need for insult, Lord Hava. I can assure you that ours is a legally credentialed merchant guild, specializing in acquiring rare commodities, from distant and dangerous places.” He smiled wolfishly, leaning in towards the elven noble’s face. “And if sometimes these commodities belong to certain persons, and those persons do not want to part with them, well, you understand. To take our client’s money and not deliver; now that would be piracy.” He stood back, crossing his hands in front of his chest. “We prefer the term privateer, if you must.” 
 
    “Then who is your client, privateer?” Hava spat the words out in anger, but his expression turned to astonishment at Garnier’s answer. 
 
    “Why, Lord Hava, the most noble of clients. The Crown of Kalland.”  
 
    Hava stared at him in disbelief, shaking his head. “You openly admit your allegiance? Are you mad?” Garnier shrugged his shoulders lazily as Hava continued. “The Empire endures the expulsion of its ambassadors and the turning away of its trading vessels, but it will not endure this insult! There will be war, Captain Fox, and you will be its author.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged again, disdainfully. “I do not think so, Lord Hava,” he said, “but we can discuss this later. I am not here, after all, without purpose.”  
 
    He drew his knife from its sheath at his hip. It was a good blade, finest Brician steel, perfectly weighted. To his credit, Hava did not even flinch as Garnier brought the blade closer to his neck, though there were gasps from the children. He had to admit that he did enjoy the feeling of power over the haughty elven lord, but not as much as he used to. The years had eroded such simple joys.  
 
    With a deft flick of his wrist he cut through Hava’s elaborate robes, leaving the elven noble’s bare chest open to the world. Hanging down from his neck was a pendant, a circle of gold. Garnier grabbed it with his other hand, snapping through the chain. The gold medal was embossed with a crowned lion, its eyes red rubies, and its teeth diamonds. The piece was considerably older, and grander, than the gaudy chain that now held it. He smiled down at it. 
 
    Lord Hava was staring at him incredulously. “You murdered my soldiers, you attacked my ship, and you took my children hostage for a trinket?” 
 
    Garnier smiled with a sorrow he did not in truth feel. “Everything is valuable to someone, my lord. This is the founding principle of my guild, and an important lesson. Sadly, it is not one that you will live to learn.” 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, his dagger opened Lord Hava’s throat. The nobleman had no time to cry out, though it was doubtful he would have given Garnier the satisfaction. He simply gurgled, his eyes rolling back in their sockets as blood spurted out from his ruined neck.  
 
    The children screamed, and the captain stared at his paymaster’s dying body with escalating horror, but the wife…the wife glared with such utter hatred at Garnier that he found himself unable to meet her gaze. He felt a sudden rise of bile in his gullet, and turned away, feeling her eyes burning into his back. It was not guilt he felt, but discomfort, and he did not intend to endure it for long. 
 
    “Kill them,” he said, and the whistle of bolts abruptly silenced the screams. He would not look back, he decided. There was no need to do so. His mercenaries were professionals, and the Kurenni were certainly dead. There would be no more faces to haunt his dreams. “Bring up the cargo,” he shouted, and several of the mercenaries moved to the side of the ship, ready to pull the barrels up from the boat. Tom Worry joined him at the mast, nodding to the pendant still clutched in his hand.  
 
    “That it?” he asked, pointing at the artifact, and Garnier grunted, his mind on other things.  
 
    “What?” he said, suddenly realizing what Tom was asking him. 
 
    “Is that it?” the other man repeated, and this time Garnier nodded assuredly. 
 
    “Yes, it matches every description we were given, and it was carried by the man it was supposed to be carried by.”  
 
    The others had heaved the first barrel aboard, and were now trying to manhandle it up onto the foredeck, grunting and swearing. There were six of these barrels down on the boat, to be placed at even intervals along the ship’s length to ensure completion of the plan. Garnier grinned wryly. Disposal had never really been an issue before, but these were not normal circumstances. 
 
    Tom was watching the barrels being rolled aboard with an expression that Garnier, had he not known better, might have characterized as discomfort. 
 
    “Something ailing you, Tom?” he asked.  
 
    Worry nodded slowly. “It’s the slaves, captain,” he said. “Killing the knife-ears is one thing, but the slaves…well…they’re humans, ain’t they? They don’t deserve this.” 
 
    Garnier blanched. By Nepos’ salty cock, was that a touch of sentiment from Tom bloody Worry? It was that sort of thing that made him wonder whether he really was an evil bastard.  
 
    He put on his best winning smile, taking Worry by the shoulder gently. “They don’t deserve it,” he said, “but there are wider concerns. The late Lord Hava was quite correct when he said that this act could lead to war.” His tone was gentle but firm, a style he had taken from the scholar who had taught him to read, years ago. “The emperor suffers many insults from the king, because invading Kalland again would be expensive and bloody, and expensive and bloody things are never popular with those who must pay for them. However, if word ever spread that the King of Kalland was hiring mercenaries to raid Kurenni ships and murder Kurenni nobles, then the uproar would be so great that the emperor would have no choice but to go to war, and damn the ruinous cost.” 
 
    Worry nodded. “I get that, captain, but these boys been slaves, they ain’t going to tell the knife-ears what happened.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Tom?” Garnier said sharply, trying to instill a sense of uncertainty in his second. “Are you certain that even if we had the room to carry all those poor bastards down below, that none of them would wind up in a dockside tavern, talking about how the king’s men knocked off a Kurenni galley? Are you certain of that?” 
 
    He saw the grudging acceptance of his words in Worry’s eyes, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Come now Tom; there’ll be no more of talk like this, will there?” 
 
    “Course not, captain,” Worry replied, grinning sheepishly. 
 
    The last of the barrels was aboard, a smaller one, which the mercenaries breached with a hammer. Most of the company was already retreating to the boat, following the plan Garnier had set weeks ago, long before they had even located Lord Hava’s galley.  
 
    He carefully wrapped their prize in a cloth, stuffing it into one of the pockets of his coat. He made sure that the button on the pocket was tied, for it would be an extremely poor turn of events were the pendant to be lost at this late stage in the venture. The six larger barrels had been opened now, spilling their contents onto the deck. The man with the smaller barrel was rushing up and down the ship, leaving a trail of black grains behind him, running from each of the six locations back to the mast. Garnier caught the bitter smell on the air and smiled.  
 
    There was enough blackpowder in the barrels to blow half a dozen galleys to pieces, a small fortune of the stuff in fact. They had been using the powder in Kalland for decades, although only in the last ten years had the Kallandish begun producing their own, rather than relying entirely on expensive imports from Talabec and the Angara Kingdoms. The blackpowder in these barrels represented an entire week’s production for the Guild of Gunmakers, a monumental investment when one considered that this had meant reducing the supply to the army in Sverkermark. But it had been one the Crown was willing to pay, and as yet, Garnier had not been able to determine why.  
 
    Clearly, something was afoot with these royal contracts. The pendant was the second of three items the guild had been commissioned by the Crown to recover. The first had been an old book Garnier had tracked to a library in the Renish capital city, Ryvenna. That was hardly work for a Merchant Venturer, even if it had required him to steal the damned book. But the pendant had marked an escalation in the work, and wondering what the third contract could be made him both apprehensive and excited. 
 
    “We’re ready captain,” said Tom, and Garnier snapped out of his reverie. The last of his people, the big fellow who had been laying the powder trail among them, were making their way down the rope ladder to the boat he had arrived on. There was only he and Worry left.  
 
    Slowly he drew the pistol from his belt, admiring the weapon. It was an angara-made flintlock, slim and elegant, and far more reliable than the weapons the Gunmakers produced. Most of the things he owned; his dagger, his sword, even his clothes had been plundered in one of his many voyages as a Merchant Venturer, but the pistol he had bought. It had cost him a fortune in gold, but few even among the greatest of the Kallandish nobility possessed such a weapon. It was fitting that such a beautiful thing was to bring an end to another. 
 
    Worry vaulted over the gunwale, but Garnier halted at the top of the ladder, turning back. The powder trail began a few yards away, and aiming the pistol, he pulled the trigger. The hot iron ball hit the deck hard, and the sparks that flashed up were sufficient to light the blackpowder. He watched only long enough to see that the trail was being consumed, before making his way speedily down onto the boat, patting his coat along the way. The reassuring wait of the cloth wrap in his pocket calmed his nerves. 
 
    “Row, you bastards!” he roared, but it was unnecessary, for his oarsmen had started rowing the moment his feet hit the deck. No one wanted to be sitting next to an exploding ship.  
 
    They rowed like a dragon was snapping at their heels, Tom Worry screaming at the prow like a gangmaster. That image reminded Garnier of the slaves still chained inside the galley, still entirely unaware of what was about to happen to their ship. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, trying to filter out the sound of the oars hitting the water, the grunts of the rowers, Tom Worry’s animalistic bellows.  
 
    They had made three-quarters of the distance between the galley and Fortis before the explosion came. Garnier did not see it of course, eyes closed as they were, but he heard it. The sound was appalling, especially as it interrupted the aura of peace he had been trying to build in his mind.  
 
    The burst of air hit them first, buffeting the boat, knocking anyone who had been standing down onto their arse with a startled yell. Next came the wave rippling through the water, thrashing them around so hard that for a moment he wondered if the boat might sink before it could reach the safety of Fortis. Finally the debris hit them, chunks of wood and cloth and more unpleasant things hurtling outward at great speed, peppering everything within reach. More than a few of his men took nasty blows to the head from a displaced decking plank, but there were no serious injuries; not to anyone in this crew, at least. 
 
    He turned around then, and even though this plan was many weeks old, he was still amazed by what the result actually looked liked. The Kurenni galley was gone, just gone. A cloud of glimmering motes hung in the air like insects on a warm day, slowly descending towards the water. Some pieces of the ship had survived, small lengths of plank, a jagged-edged chunk of wood that looked as though it had once been part of the mast, but these were the sorry and isolated survivors of a catastrophe. 
 
    “Fuck,” Tom Worry said, and Garnier looked at him, seeing in the man’s wide eyes and open mouth a mirror of his own face. Of the slaves, of the bodies of Lord Hava and his family, there was no sign. In a few hours, there would be nothing to show that a ship had been here at all, just some lonely driftwood making its way from shore to shore. He scanned the horizons as best as he could with half of his view blocked by the carrack, but there was no sign of sail. He had not expected there to be. The western expanse of the Kalland Sea where it met the Great Western Ocean was a vast body of water, and one into which a ship could disappear very easily.  
 
    He gave the empty water one last look before turning his back again. They had a voyage ahead of them, a voyage with nothing but the sea, and his thoughts. This was always the worst part of a journey; with no plans to make, no challenges to anticipate, all that remained was reflection. And after seventeen years as a privateer, that was no pleasant task. 
 
   
 
  

 
    The House of Toran 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bohemond was fidgeting again, squirming in Anneka’s lap, trying to wriggle free and escape. His little crown was askew, and had she a hand free from trying to keep hold of him, she would have tried to set the gold band straight. It would not look good for the heir to the throne to lose his crown, and it would look worse if it happened later, when the petitioners arrived. She sighed exasperatedly. At least he wasn’t squealing like he was the last time.  
 
    She brought her head down slowly until her lips were at his ear. “If you stop being silly, I will ask the king to let you ride your pony,” she whispered, trying to sound cheerful and honest. He looked up at her, his blue eyes wide with excitement.  
 
    “Truly, aunt Anneka?” he asked. She nodded, and he stopped squirming instantly, though his head continued to dart around, exploring the Hall of Audiences with a child’s curiosity.  
 
    Anneka hugged him to her fondly. That would keep him calm for a few minutes, at least until he forgot about the pony. She felt safe enough in releasing one arm, just for a second, to straighten his crown. He let her, though he frowned a little. She knew that he didn’t like wearing the thing, didn’t like the way the cold golden band settled on his head. It was something that she was certain he would grow into. 
 
    She glanced to her right, to see if the king had caught any of the exchange. If he had, he gave no hint of it, staring straight down the hall at the doors, currently closed and guarded by a pair of armsmen, their gleaming halberds crossed across the entrance as they faced outwards, the crowned red tower sigil emblazoned on the chests of their black tabards. It was the same sigil that she, the king and her young nephew wore on their black doublets, under the absurdity of the heavy furred robes of office. The same emblem was inscribed on the breastplates of the Knights of the Household, the proud sentinels in silvered-steel armour that lined the walls of the Hall of Audiences, their expressions solemn and sober. The Red Tower; the badge and heraldry of the Great and Noble House of Toran.  
 
    Here we all are, Anneka thought, one happy family.   
 
    Sigismund didn’t even seem to feel her eyes upon him. Her older brother was very skilled at not involving himself in situations that did not interest him; and was unfortunately just as skilled at involving himself in situations that he should not be interested in. She knew that he could not wait to ride off and join in his wife’s war in Sverkermark, but being around his son terrified him.  
 
    Anneka continued to stare at him, seeing a nervous tic jumping about under the skin below his eye. His hands were tapping at the armrest of his wooden throne. Finally, he flicked a glance in her direction, his deep blue eyes meeting her own, their very mirror. He favoured her with a curt half-smile, and then returned his gaze to the doors. He did not even look at his son. She could have slapped him then, but it would have been like trying to draw blood from rock.  
 
    Besides, she had to be careful these days. Emotion was a trigger for it, Chancellor Cale had said. Not that he was any expert in the matter, but he knew more than most, and he had known men who knew even more. Emotion was a trigger, and the result was…magic.  
 
    She shuddered at the thought of it. Cale had called it ‘the talent’, had called it a gift, a great resource. A member of the royal house with magical ability was to be treasured, he had said. But she had also seen his eyes, and the eyes of the other privy councillors. She knew what they were thinking. She had thought it herself, once she understood what these things that she could do were.  
 
    Magic was the tool of the Kurenni, the great weapon the southern elves had used to conquer and oppress Kalland. There had been Kallandish mages before the war and the Occupation, of course, many of them according to the histories, but few since. The Kurenni had made sure no human mage could ever raise a hand against them. Whole families were wiped out, just because they carried this cursed talent in their blood. How she had come to possess it was unclear, even to the wisest of her brother’s councillors. But however it had happened, she fervently wished that it could be reversed. After that first time… 
 
    There was a heavy knock on the doors, and the two guards’ halberds came to attention. One door opened a fraction, and a small, grey-haired man entered, clad almost entirely in black; robes, cap and boots. With him came the rumble and chatter of the crowd gathered in the Hall’s antechamber.  
 
    Closing the door behind him, he scurried along, his boots slapping at the marble of the floor. Anneka’s lips curled up into a frown. Jonothan Merlmester, Lord Chamberlain of the Palace, and with Baron Cale’s absence from court, Lord Chancellor of Kalland also. And also Chief Lickspittle, and High Toady, and Master of the Weasels, and all the other creeping things… 
 
    Anneka saw her brother’s lips curl briefly too; the king had no love for his chamberlain, only a grudging acceptance that for all his fawning, Merlmester was good at what he did. He had to have been good, having served their father and their grandfather too. He must have been the greatest chamberlain in the world, for all those fine folk to accept him slobbering at their feet. 
 
    Merlmester reached the foot of the dais where they sat, and bowed low. “Your Graces,” he said, his voice as slippery as ever, “the first petitioners are ready for you to receive them.” 
 
    Sigismund nodded brusquely, waving him away with one bejeweled hand. The chamberlain bowed low once more, scurrying back, one hand on his cap to prevent it falling off. Reaching the doors, Merlmester nodded to the two armsmen, who took a handle each, and swung the great oak portals wide open. The hubbub outside died in an instant, as the crowd turned to face the now-open doors of the Hall of Audiences. Merlmester took up position in the doorway, clearing his throat. 
 
    “His Grace Sigismund the First, King of Kalland and Sverkermark, Earl of Kalrond, Master of the House of Toran, will now receive your petitions, here on this day, the first day of Springtide, and of the New Year!”  
 
    The first people to enter the Hall were the other privy councillors, absent Baron Cale and Merlmester himself. They filed in slowly, as dignified a group as you would see anywhere, their usual fineries abandoned in favour of the thick black robes of court, their only adornments the great golden chains of office that hung around their necks. It was unusual for any of them to attend the petitions, let alone all of them at once, but then these were unusual times.  
 
    The councillors moved up onto the dais, acknowledging the royal family with bows, and then taking up position behind them. Bohemond, still sat calmly in Anneka’s lap, followed their movements with his eyes. They were imposing figures, men and women of power and influence. Sometimes it was easy to forget that they were also servants and advisors.  
 
    The secretaries entered last; Sigismund’s man Mister Post, an aging, leonine fellow with a perpetual grimace, and her own secretary Mister Benfrey, a polite but bland man of middle years. They took up position in front of the dais, ready to collect documents from the petitioners. Mister Post would be the one actually receiving the petitions, but the formalities of court were what they were. If Anneka was here, then her secretary must also be there.  
 
    Once Benfrey and Post were in position, Merlmester pulled a scroll out from under his voluminous robes. Clearing his throat self-importantly, no doubt enjoying command of the silent hall, he bellowed out the first name. “Sir Edward Markern!” 
 
    Markern strode in past the chamberlain, his written petition clutched in one hand. He was a big fellow, balding and turning to the fat, but he had a hard set to his face. There was no swagger in his approach, just a sense of purpose. He halted a few steps from the dais, bowing formally to the entire royal family. Sigismund nodded, indicating that he should speak. Markern’s voice was clear and strong, carrying the rough tones of an easterner.  
 
    “Your Graces, I bring greetings from my lord earl, Alfred Tormarand of Blackfire.” 
 
    Anneka had met Earl Alfred only once, when she was a girl, when her father was still alive. He had been very young himself, as young as she and the king were now, and he had wowed the young ladies of court with his tales of skirmishes on the Angara border. She half-smiled. Not all of the young ladies. Anneka had been young, but even then she had known that men did not interest her as women did. She had been far more intrigued by Earl Alfred’s wife at the time.  
 
    “How can I be of service to my loyal Earl of Blackfire?” Sigismund asked. Try as he might to emulate their glorious grandfather, it was their father Konrad that his voice brought to mind. Reedy and with an ever-present warning of petulance, not the voice one expected from a king; though their father had at least managed to be charming with that voice, if he could not be regal. 
 
    Markern bowed again. “Your Grace, one month ago an avalanche in the pass destroyed part of the outer wall of Blackfire Castle. The damage was extensive, and will be costly to repair.” He paused, licking his lips. “Your Grace, my lord earl requests the support of the Crown in the repairs.” 
 
    There were a few gasps from the courtiers in the antechamber. Sigismund sat forward, a frown on his face. “Why, Sir Edward, does Earl Alfred believe the Crown has a responsibility to help him pay for repairs to his own castle?” 
 
    Markern bowed deeply. “With the deepest respect and honour, Your Grace,” he said, “Blackfire Castle is the lynchpin of our entire eastern border with the Angara Kingdoms. Without it, the dwarves could raid at will throughout Your Grace’s lands. It belongs as much to the realm as it does to the House of Tormarand.”  
 
    There was deference in Markern’s voice, but also steel; this man was not afraid to speak his piece, even to a king. After all, he was an easterner, and the eastern lords were notorious for their independence and informality. For one to be standing here asking his sovereign for aid was a sign of how important the request must be.  
 
    Anneka smiled at him supportively, which Markern acknowledged with a slight nod, while Sigismund leaned back in his chair. Duke Vanamir Cieszyn of Fornost, Marshal of Kalland, stepped forward from amongst his fellow privy councillors to whisper in the king’s ear.  
 
    Vanamir had always been something of an intimidating figure to Anneka. He was a giant of a man, a good foot in height taller than even the king. He had the olive complexion of his Talabec ancestry, and the dark eyes sitting over his hooked nose gave him the appearance of a colossal bird of prey, like the eagle of his house’s sigil. The whispered conversation between the two men was brief, and when Sigismund leaned forward, his face bore a grudging smile.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “The Crown will accept half the burden of the repairs to Blackfire Castle. I will also dispatch Master Irving, the Royal Mason, back with you. Will that be acceptable to the lord earl?” 
 
    If Sigismund had been expecting some kind of slavering display of gratitude, he was to be disappointed. Markern bowed formally again, his face showing no emotion at all. “Aye, Your Grace, you have his thanks,” was all he said. 
 
    Mister Post stepped forward to collect the written petition, and with one final bow Markern was away, retreating backwards to an acceptable distance before turning his back and returning to the antechamber.  
 
    Merlmester stepped up to announce the next petitioner. “His Excellency, Admiral Torvein Crooke, Ambassador of the Free City of Estwic.” 
 
    The ambassador from Estwic walked in, or to be more accurate, was walked in. He had a servant holding him up by each shoulder, as well as a cane that tapped against the marble floor with every step. Anneka could hear his heavy breathing even from this distance. Bohemond looked up at her, his little face registering concern.  
 
    “Is that man alright?” he whispered conspiratorially. She smiled down at him.  
 
    “He doesn’t walk very well, little nephew,” she replied. 
 
    “Was he hurt in the war?” the boy continued, eyes wide, and it was all she could do to keep herself from laughing.  
 
    “Perhaps he was,” she replied, but it was a polite lie, for she and everybody else knew that Admiral Crooke had never seen a war in his life, though rumour had it he daily did battle with his own extensive weight in beef and wine. 
 
    The ambassador’s progress was slow, and there were more than a few rumbles amongst the courtiers before he finally reached his place in front of the dais. His breath wheezing, he shook off his servants, leaning with both hands on the cane, and nodded to the king. Sigismund’s smile was fixed. “Admiral, what may I do for our Northern brethren?” 
 
    Crooke pulled the written petition from within his ample doublet, though Anneka was certain he need not have bothered. Estwic’s ambassador to Kalland only ever asked for one thing, and it was the one thing that the king would not grant. “On behalf…hmmm…of his Eminence the…hmmm...Lord Governor of Estwic, I am here to respectfully request…hmmm…that Your Grace restores a state of free and open trade between my city…hmmm…and the Empire of Kurenn.” 
 
    Sigismund nodded and smiled indulgently, but Anneka knew his answer would be the same he gave every time. “Excellency, the Crown does not set trade policy for your city, nor for the Kurenni. You are, after all, the Free City of Estwic.” There were a few laughs at this, though it had certainly lost most of its humour after so many tellings. “You are free, Excellency, to do business with whoever you chose, as is the right of any sovereign land. But,” and here Sigismund leaned forward, the smile dropping from his face, “it is my right as the ruler of this land, to deny passage through our territorial waters to anyone I please, and it pleases me to deny passage to the ships of the Kurenni, to whose tyranny and barbarism we have lost so much. Do I make myself clear, Excellency?” 
 
    Crooke bobbed his head, coughing violently. The king leaned back, the smile returning to his face. “Convey my regards to the Lord Governor, along with my regrets in this matter.” 
 
    “I will…hmmm…Your Grace, thank you.” 
 
    And off he went again, supported by his servants, cane tapping at the floor. There was something commendable about Crooke, Anneka realised. Despite his obvious defects of character, it must be remarkably painful for him to make the journey from his residence, to wait out in the antechamber, sometimes for hours; humiliating to drag his ravaged body up in front of all these people, and to be denied every time. He was on the chamberlain’s list at every petition, and even though he knew the answer to his request, still he came to make it. There was something noble about that.  
 
    Perhaps one day the Kallandish hatred of the Kurenni would be put aside, and Crooke might be able to send good news back to his city for once. Looking across at her brother Anneka knew, however, that such a day was a long way off. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the petitions passed slowly and with little of interest said. There were several requests by representatives of the Commons for clemency in regard to the king’s taxes, all of which were denied. A request from the Guild of Swordmakers to take possession of the assets of their rival guild in the Sverker capital Altheim was granted. An odd request from Luna Hoarbrand, the Earl of Bregancastle, to exchange a parcel of land in her demesne for a parcel in the King’s Forest, that Sigismund decreed would be studied in further detail before a decision was made.  
 
    An hour passed, and Anneka felt Bohemond getting restless again. She didn’t blame him; she was starting to get restless herself. They were both of them attending these petitions for a reason, and despite her mixed feelings about that reason, she was anxious to get it over and done with.  
 
    Finally Merlmester ushered the last of the petitioners back out into the antechamber, and bellowed once again. “His Grace, the king!” 
 
    Sigismund rose from his chair, and the assembled councillors and petitioners bowed. The king stepped forward from the dais, passing the secretaries to stand at the centre of the hall, where all could hear him. “In two days,” he said, “I will be leaving Kalrond for Altheim, where I will take command of the most recent levies joining our most just and righteous war in Sverkermark. I will join my queen Astrid and her forces at Thorn, where together we will push north, and end the unlawful rebellion of the usurper Alexander av Kalte once and for all.” There was a low and patriotic cheer from his assembled subjects, and Sigismund smiled serenely. “While I am in Sverkermark, I leave the custodianship of both my beloved Kalland, and my son Lord Bohemond, in the hands of a capable and trusted regent; my sister, the Lady Anneka.” 
 
    Anneka felt all eyes turning to her, and did her best not to fidget or blush, or do anything but look regal, and capable, and trustworthy. She may not have been raised to be the monarch, as Sigismund had been, but she understood a little of what was required.  
 
    Sigismund continued his speech with a slight tone of warning. “I trust that you will serve the Regent Anneka with the same love and devotion that you serve me.” Half turning with his arm out, he pointed to the privy councillors lurking up on the dais. “My loyal Privy Council will remain here in Kalrond, to serve and advise the regent as best as they are able.”  
 
    Finished, Sigismund nodded to Merlmester, and the chamberlain clapped his hands. “The king!” he cried, and the court swept down into their bows once again. Sigismund stalked off, the privy councillors abandoning the dais hot on the heels of their sovereign. The chamberlain joined them, and as they passed out of the Hall of Audiences the crowd began to disperse, the excitement over.  
 
    And as ever, Anneka was left holding the baby.  
 
    Bohemond looked up at her. “Are you the king now, aunt Anneka?” he asked, and she laughed. 
 
    “Your father is the king, little nephew,” she replied, “as always. I only speak for him.” 
 
    He nodded. “Can I ride my pony now?” She laughed again, kissing him on the top of the head.  
 
    “Let us go and ask the king,” she said. 
 
    Bohemond leapt up from her lap and rushed off as fast as his little legs could take him. She followed at an appropriate distance. Even with Bohemond’s youth, it was not seemly for the future King of Kalland to be carried around everywhere like an infant. It would make him appear weak.  
 
    Naturally though, that did not stop the Knights of the Household moving in to surround the heir, hands perpetually resting on the hilts of their swords, grim and purposeful eyes set in bare heads, ever watchful for threats. Bohemond paid his armoured companions little heed; they had been around him since he had been born, and they must have been as natural to his surroundings as the walls and halls of the Palace of Morcar itself.  
 
    Anneka frowned. This was not how her grandfather King Bohemond had wanted things, the king separated from his people by a wall of steel. But then, her grandfather had liberated Kalland from the Kurenni. He did not need bodyguards, for the people would have died in droves to protect him. She and her nephew were less popular by far. 
 
    Part of her relished the opportunity to have some involvement in the royal government. Barring the year between Sigismund’s coronation and Bohemond’s birth, she had spent her entire life as either second or third in line to the throne. She had been taught everything that Sigismund had, but for her it was largely useless information. Now she had a chance to use some of it, to do something other than practicing swordplay and chasing after maids and servant girls. She knew that the Privy Council would likely try to keep a rein on her, but it was still a chance to do something. But on the other hand there was the part of her that could not forget the night four years ago when she woke up drenched in sweat to find her bed afire, and not in an amusingly euphemistic way either.  
 
    She had the magical talent whether she wanted it or not, and in Kalland magic was not a thing one showed to the world. As much as she wanted to prove herself, she equally wanted to hide. The more attention she drew, the more likely it was that someone would learn her secret. That part of her had relished the life of simplicity she had lived since her brother ascended the throne, and was terrified at the prospect of power, authority and attention. These two parts of her could not be reconciled, and left her alternating between excitement and nervousness when she could not find something to distract her.  
 
    She knew that her grandfather would have had advice for her, but he was twelve years dead. On the streets of Kalrond it was said that these were the days of lesser men and women; that each generation of the Red Tower was weaker than the last. There was little wonder that people rallied to aged firebrands like Alvise Alfredsson who were there at the beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    They caught up to the king in the palace yard, as he was mounting his horse. Anneka remembered that he had planned to ride out to the makeshift camps beyond the city walls and review the soldiers he would take with him to join his wife in Sverkermark. At some point in his brisk march he had discarded the heavy ceremonial crown and robes for a simple leather jerkin. Without the trappings, he did not look so much like a king.  
 
    She signaled for Bohemond and his escort to remain inside, while she stepped out onto the cobblestones. It was a brisk day, but she was still labouring under her formal robes, leaving her feeling a little sticky. She took the king’s reins before he could ride off, forcing him to look down, his expression veiled. 
 
    “Sister,” he said by way of greeting, a little too easily to be genuine. 
 
    “Your son wishes to go riding, Sigismund,” she said. “May he?” 
 
    Sigismund looked about distractedly, trying to give the impression that he had more important things to concern himself with. “I thought I had left such decisions up to you. You are my regent, Anneka.” 
 
    She nodded coldly. “As you say, brother. Will you be returning to the city tonight?” 
 
    He clucked impatiently. “I shall, but will stay at the Water Palace with cousin Brendan until we take ship.” 
 
    She released the reins, and he kicked the horse into a canter, riding for the gate, the knights forming up beside him. He did not spare a backwards glance, not even for his son. Of course he did not. He was the king, and he had far more important matters to see to. 
 
    She began to make her way back. Bohemond would be happy about the pony, at least. The absence of both his parents was hardly a new thing to him either. Her only worry was that the responsibilities of her regency would rob him of the only real parent he had ever known.  
 
    Her own mother had died not long after giving birth to her, her father when she was fourteen. But knowing that they were dead and that they had loved her was better than what Bohemond endured, to have living parents who do not seem to care even a little. He was perhaps too young to understand, but one day he would. Anneka dreaded that day more than any regency or magic; mostly because there seemed to be no way she could prevent it. In this, she was utterly powerless. 
 
   
 
  

 
    Siege 
 
      
 
      
 
    The guns had been firing at the walls of Thorn for three days now, and yet it seemed to Richard that the great ironcast weapons were in far worse condition than their target. The army of Kalland had started the previous day with four guns, but a crack had formed in the casing of one of them, and the bloody thing had exploded, killing three of the engineers.  
 
    Richard winced as he recalled it. Killing was perhaps too light a word for such an event. He had seen many deaths in this campaign, to arrows, spears and swords. Some had been by his own hand, others had been at his side, but those were as natural as death could be in a war, and no matter how savage their wounds, they were nothing compared to the shredded lumps of meat that had been carted away from the artillery trench.  
 
    Richard hated the cannons. They were ugly, foul-smelling things, but he had to admit that up until now, they had been useful. Since arriving in Sverkermark six months ago, Queen Astrid’s army had seen little real battle, only a series of brutal sieges. The Sverkers, for all their fearsome reputation as raiders and warriors, had been caught off-guard by the invasion. They had retreated behind the walls of their castles and towns, hoping to slow the Kallandish advance long enough for the usurper to form a real army in opposition. 
 
    The cannons had dashed such hopes, tearing through ancient walls of stone and hardy palisades alike. Nine fortifications the Kallandish had captured, nine in six months, from the royal castle at Altheim to the great port of Kaltergot. Oh yes, there was no doubt that the guns had made the progress of this campaign so far possible…but that did not make this a real war. 
 
    Richard’s uncle Tancred had as a child witnessed the Battle of Malybridge, when Bohemond Toran, then only one young noble captain amongst many in the rebellion against the Kurenni, had routed the armies of the eastern magistrates. Richard had grown up on his grandfather Duke William’s stories of the glorious war of liberation, and of the great battles William and his brothers had fought alongside the future king.  
 
    He could remember distinctly, for the old man had possessed a flair for those tales, made all the more compelling by the losses he had endured. Many of the great noble houses had shed blood in the war, but four Beaufort brothers had ridden from their ancestral seat at Malybridge to fight alongside Bohemond, and only William had returned. Richard had sat there at his grandfather’s feet, a roaring fire beyond, as the old man recounted the deeds of his brothers and their ends.  
 
    Stephen Beaufort fell at Malybridge itself, leading a heroic charge to protect his father’s city. Matthew died at Yronwater, pierced by arrows as his soldiers harried the Kurenni retreat across the marsh. And Thomas, the youngest and bravest of the four, had died at Fornost on the sword of the Kurenni governor himself, left open by a blow that had cloven the Imperial battle standard in two. He won the battle with that blow, for seeing the standard fall, those Kallandish nobles who had fought alongside their Kurenni overlords had turned coat, lending their strength to Bohemond’s army. That had been a war, unlike this pale mockery, with one side skulking behind walls, the other in trenches. Were it not for the fierce melees that erupt when the walls were breached there would be no glory to be had at all. 
 
    Richard had not spoken openly about any of this, of course. Whatever private issues he had with the way the campaign was fought were never to be aired in public. He was a Knight of the Household, bodyguard and captain to Her Grace Queen Astrid, and while there was little glory in the fight, there was some honour in duty; which was why he was up here at the crack of dawn, trudging through the mud of the siege trenches to inspect the work of the engineers and their bloody toys. It was the duty of a lesser man, perhaps, but upon the queen’s command he had performed far more menial tasks.  
 
    Harclay was already there, the young baron yawning sleepily. He seemed unaffected by the chill on the air, which had been steadily sapping at Richard’s humour for weeks. Of course, the Harclay lands in Kalland were among the northernmost in the kingdom, so young Ralf must have been used to this sort of inclement weather. Richard found the baron’s air of polite geniality to be greatly irritating, though mostly it was the association with the siege engines that irked him so. Baron Harclay commanded the cannon detail; a ceremonial position in truth, for what Ralf Harclay knew about artillery could scarce fill a page with ink.  
 
    “Sir Richard, good morning.” Harclay waved at him energetically, which only deepened his scowl. If the baron even noticed such hostility, he did not respond to the observation, returning to gazing out at the town with a faint smile on his face. 
 
    “My lord,” Richard replied, using every ounce of will he possessed to keep his voice even and respectful. There was another thump from the way of the cannons, and he watched to see what effect it would make.  
 
    Thorn’s high stone walls were a thousand yards distant from their position in the murky trenches; the strongest walls the Kallandish had seen in the entire campaign. It was a mining town, iron and silver, and the burghers had lavished most of their wealth on its formidable defenses. Sverkermark had not been a stable land even before the death of King Peter had sparked a war of succession, and so the towns all had the feel of armed camps, their walls strong, their militias well trained. Thorn hadn’t declared for either of the dead king’s two heirs, but when Astrid’s army arrived, the burghers had denied her entry. Clearly they had intended to wait until either she or her younger brother Alexander came out on top…but they had misjudged their woman.  
 
    She could not advance north to fight Alexander with even a single neutral town at her back, and so Thorn had to be brought to submission. The walls were proving to be a problem, though. Three days of bombardment, and Richard could see nothing but dents and scrapes in them. The king would be in Sverkermark with more cannon in a matter of weeks, but no one in the queen’s army relished spending that much time in these trenches, Sir Richard Beaufort least of all. 
 
    “What is the condition of your battery?” he asked, though he knew the answer.  Harclay blanched, obviously caught up in the same remembrance of horror. 
 
    “Needless to say, the…event yesterday has been a blow to morale,” he said. “But my engineers are taking more care with the guns now, inspecting them after every shot.” 
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow. “Will that not slow our progress?” 
 
    Harclay shrugged helplessly. “No more so than the loss of another gun and crew would.” 
 
    He was right, of course, damn him. Richard sighed. “What of the walls? What is the condition of the walls?” 
 
    “Alas, they remain strong. I am told that with only three guns…insufficient concussive force…something to do with how the wall is angled…” Harclay smiled sheepishly. “I am not familiar with the concepts, but if Her Grace wishes, I can have her speak with one of my engineers.” 
 
    Richard grimaced. “That will not be necessary, my lord,” he replied as politely as he could. “I understand that you and your engineers are working as hard as you can. Nonetheless, Her Grace is anxious for a speedy conclusion to this campaign. Thorn must be under our control by the time the king arrives.” 
 
    Harclay bobbed his head. “When will His Grace be here?” 
 
    “He will arrive at Altheim within two weeks, and he will need another to reach Thorn with his army. Before two weeks are up then, my lord, the Red Tower must fly over this town.” 
 
    Harclay gaped. “Impossible…that is to say, my engineers tell me that it would not be possible. With His Grace’s guns added to our own, perhaps, but…” 
 
    Richard interrupted his gabbling. Though strictly speaking Baron Harclay was his superior in both social and military circles, Richard carried the queen’s authority. “It is spring now, my lord. The snows in the northern mountains are melting, and before long Alexander will march from Ostheim. We cannot meet him in battle if our rear flank is not secure, and in order to secure it, the queen must take her uncle Count Sune’s castle at Hohenfels. She cannot do that if we are bogged down here.”  
 
    He turned away, heading back out of the trenches, leaving Harclay with his jaw still hanging down. “In one month, my lord,” he called back towards the young nobleman, “these guns must be firing at the walls of Hohenfels.” 
 
    He took some satisfaction from Harclay’s slack-jawed stare, but in truth the meeting had troubled him. If the engineers had told Harclay that it could not be done, then it must be so, and for his part, Richard had not been exaggerating as he berated the young lord. This was the queen’s war, and although she could not win it without her husband’s soldiers, it had never been her intention to follow the king into battle. The crown of Sverkermark was her birthright. She would grudgingly share it with her husband, but in order to ensure that outcome, she had to prove that her six months leading the army had achieved results. Altheim and the southern towns were in her hands now, but she needed Thorn’s wealth and Hohenfels’ power to secure the victory, and Richard did not want to be the one to tell her that it might not be possible. For once, he was glad that he was so humble in rank and station. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    The land around Thorn was a rocky wasteland, useless for cultivation, but it had not   been crops that first drew the Sverkers to these hills. The town was surrounded by mounds and old mine workings, the closest ones long abandoned. The earth beneath it was crisscrossed with ancient tunnels and shafts, the long-exhausted source of Thorn’s wealth. The currently-occupied workings were several miles distant, though Richard had seen a map once that showed the tunnel systems to be interconnected in some places. He passed one such tunnel on his way into the main camp, a great mound of earth dotted with hardy grass. The cave entrance had collapsed long ago, and the Kallandish were using the sloping downwards path as a privy. He wrinkled his nose at the acrid smell.  
 
    Headquarters was separated from the rest of the camp by a hastily thrown-up log palisade. Queen Astrid’s tent sat at the centre, a huge canvas structure, the inside of which looked more like her chambers at the palace in Kalrond than a tent in a war camp. It was not here that Richard headed. Instead he made for a smaller tent to the right, a familiar banner fluttering in the breeze next to it. A black rose on a field of crimson and deep blue, above a blazing black sun on pure white. Richard wore the same sigil in his heart, if not upon his chest, for the Knights of the Household wore only the royal arms as long as they served in the company. This banner was that of the House of Beaufort, and that of Tancred, Duke of Malybridge and Richard’s uncle. 
 
    The old man was inside, of course, poring over his maps. Tancred had always been more of a scholar than a warrior, though there was no finer strategist in all of Kalland. Richard’s father Ambrose had been the fighter in the family, a great warrior indeed. He had been killed in a tournament not long before the birth of his only child.  Richard had never known him. He had been raised by his grandfather, and then by his uncle after the older man’s death. Sir Ambrose Beaufort became just another in a long line of proud and heroic Beaufort dead, another story that had inspired Richard from childhood. 
 
    As he looked upon his uncle, he reflected upon how, for close kin, they could hardly look less alike. Richard was tall, broad and fair-haired, an archetypal Kallandishman. He towered over Tancred, who had inherited a great chunk of the distant Tyran blood that had founded their line. A full head shorter than his nephew, and much slighter, with rapidly receding dark hair and dark eyes, the duke always seemed to wear an expression of mild befuddlement, though Richard knew he was as sharp as anyone.  
 
    Tancred smiled as Richard entered the tent, which barring the dozens of maps and parchments strewn around was empty of adornment. “Richard, good morning. Have you spoken to young Harclay?” 
 
    Richard winced. “I have, uncle. It cannot be done.” 
 
    Tancred’s face fell, and he tapped the table hard. “Damn. I had thought…” He shook his head. “No matter. I shall have to inform Her Grace of this. She will not be pleased.” He shook his head again, and returned to studying his maps. Richard walked to a sideboard, pouring himself a cup of ale and taking it to a camp chair on the other side of his uncle’s map table. 
 
    “We were not always reliant on these dwarven contraptions,” he said between sips of ale. Tancred flashed him an absent-minded glance.  
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    Richard grinned.  “I said that we did not always rely on blackpowder.” 
 
    Tancred nodded. “Hmmm, no, we did not always. When I was a boy the angara did not trade these devices with anyone. It took five years of negotiation for King Bohemond to convince them simply to open their cities for trade; another five before we could purchase their weapons. “ 
 
    “So what did we do before?” 
 
    Tancred stared at him. “Before what?” 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes in mock despair. “Before we acquired cannons, uncle!” 
 
    Tancred gave a small barking laugh. “Ah yes, of course. Well, we used catapults, trebuchets, ballistae, and rams, that sort of thing. None of which we have the resources or skilled labour to build at present; and even if we did, it would hardly speed up the assault on the walls. No,” he sighed, “we must accept that this is as far as we will go without the king’s army.” 
 
    “She will not like it.” 
 
    Tancred shrugged. “She will have to learn that war is not as simple as it is in the tales. She is young, and crown or no crown, she cannot expect everything to go her way.” 
 
    Richard chuckled. Tancred would couch it in those terms to Astrid as well. She would sit there as the anger rushed onto her beautiful face, while the genial old duke stood with his hands behind his back, lecturing her on the principles of warfare. There were few nobles in the kingdom that would dare do that to her, which was no doubt why he had her respect.  
 
    That did not necessarily mean that he had the king’s respect, however. All sorts of rumours had been going around the camp since word of King Sigismund’s intention to join the campaign had reached them. The king would assume command of the army, and if it was still stuck staring at the bloody walls of Thorn, he might be inclined to make changes.  
 
    He lowered the ale cup carefully, and looked at his uncle. “They say,” he began tentatively, “that the Duke of Fornost may accompany the king here.” 
 
    Tancred shrugged, still intent on his maps. “They say many things, nephew. Do not believe all that you hear.” 
 
    Richard frowned. Tancred might not put credence in it, but others would. The soldiers would be far less inclined to take orders from a commander who was about to be replaced. Strictly speaking, as a Knight of the Household he should be concerned with the welfare of the queen, not of his own house. But one day he would not be a Knight of the Household any longer, and he liked to think he would return to a family with some honour and glory left “The king may seek to have Duke Vanamir replace you, uncle,” he said, “unless you can think of some way out of this mess.” 
 
    “As Marshal of Kalland,” said Tancred in emotionless tones, “Vanamir Cieszyn is well within his rights to command this army, not to mention well within his ability. But as I have just said, nephew, do not believe everything that you hear.” 
 
    Richard threw up his arms, a little exasperated by his uncle’s attitude. “Very well, old man,” he replied. “But if Vanamir does come, then no one will remember that it was you who devised our victories over the last six months. All the glory will go to the Golden Eagle of Cieszyn, and none to the Black Rose of Beaufort.” 
 
    Tancred laughed. “The Black Rose is ancient and proud,” he said. “We have glory enough, stretching back centuries. I think we can spare some as a kindness to the Eagle.” 
 
    Richard sighed. He supposed that was true. The Cieszyns were not a real noble house, after all. Vanamir’s father was a mercenary from Talabec, and his mother was a whore, it had long been rumoured. Old Henryk Cieszyn had been elevated to Duke of Fornost all those years ago because he commanded the old king’s armies during the rebellion. Still, it rankled with Richard. Vanamir might be a great commander, but Tancred was greater. The position of marshal should have gone to him…and now Vanamir might be coming to steal what belonged to the House of Beaufort once again. 
 
    Tancred had been watching him, and now shook his head. “You are not the only one worried by what the king’s arrival may herald,” he said. “Her Grace also fears to be placed to one side.” The old man sighed. “Neither of you understand that it does not matter who receives the glory, so long as the campaign is won.” 
 
    Now it was Richard’s turn to laugh. “This coming from a man who told me such stories of glory and honour when I was a boy.” 
 
    His uncle’s eyebrow rose. “Had I known what effect they would have, I might have told them differently,” he said. “Ancestors’ grace, Richard, you are twenty-seven years old. Most men and women your age look to establishing a family, to marrying and contributing something to their house beyond…” 
 
    Richard chuckled, raising his hands. It was an old argument, one he would never win. “Easy, old man,” he said fondly, “I surrender! I promise to speak no more of glory and politics, if you will speak no more of marriage.” It was somewhat hypocritical of Tancred, for the old man had not married until Richard had already come of age, but this was no time for a prolonged argument. “So then, uncle,” he added, “have you devised any great strategies beyond pounding the walls until all of our cannon explode?” 
 
    Tancred tapped the table. “If we could get closer,” he said, “then we could dig a mine, bring the walls down from below. But that is arduous work, not to mention dangerous.” 
 
    Richard snorted. “Dig a mine? Why bother, when there are so many already just sitting below our feet…” His voice trailed away as his uncle looked up sharply, and their eyes met. Richard began to grin as he realized what he had said. 
 
    Tancred shook his head. “It could not possibly be that simple.” 
 
    “Perhaps it might just be that simple, uncle.” Richard got up, walking over to the map table. “Those tunnels run all over the area,” he said thoughtfully. “They run everywhere. Under this camp, and under the town itself.” He grinned, now unable to contain his excitement. “The tunnels are old, uncle, older even than you. The people of Thorn likely do not even remember how far they extend.” 
 
    Tancred wore a sour expression. Richard knew that it was not envy at having been for once out-thought by his nephew, but concern that the excitement might be for nothing. “The entrances out here are blocked. We have no reason to assume that the entrances under the town are not blocked as well.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Why would they have bothered? Sewers, storerooms, escape routes…as long as the external entrances were blocked, there would have been no need to do anything to the internal ones.”  
 
    Tancred nodded, but there was still a rueful smile on his face. “Perhaps you are right, Richard, but the fact remains that the entrances out here are blocked, under a great body of earth. It would take weeks to dig them out…” 
 
    Richard grinned wolfishly. “Ah, but we have something that those ancient burghers never imagined. We have blackpowder.” 
 
    Tancred’s eyes narrowed. “We have precious little blackpowder, Richard, and what we have must be given to the engineers for the guns. If we waste it on blowing holes in the ground…” 
 
    “I told you what Harclay said,” he retorted. “We are not going to get into Thorn any time soon by shooting at the walls. For all we know, the cannons could all explode tomorrow, and then we would have nothing. If we use the blackpowder now to clear the mine entrances, then we have a chance of getting fighters in.” 
 
    “They will notice if our army suddenly…” 
 
    “We only need enough soldiers to find a tunnel up to the surface and secure one of the gates. We open a gate, the whole army can charge in. Without those walls, Thorn’s precious fyrd is little better than a street gang with spears. Uncle, we would crush them.” He thumped his fist into his palm to emphasize the sentiment.  
 
    Tancred stared at him for what felt to be the longest time, and Richard found his certainty wavering. The ancestors’ knew he was no strategist. And then the old man was suddenly smiling. “It could work, nephew, it very well could work. And as you say, we have nothing else to try,” he added with a loud sigh. 
 
    He left his maps, striding round the table with speed that belied his steady nature. “I will give this to Her Grace. I will make it clear that the cannons will not suffice.” He chuckled. “Though I do not think she will be resistant. She is like you, Richard, desirous of glorious battles and not slow sieges. This is an old man’s war, and she will relish this opportunity for a change of pace.” 
 
    With that he was gone, leaving Richard still standing there, cup in hand. His excitement was building. It was an idea that had come out of nothing, but Tancred was correct when he said that the queen would enjoy it. And whom would she select to lead the assault party? He had studied the maps, he had devised the plan, and so who else could it be but the loyal captain of her Household Knights? When Thorn fell, and now he was beginning to think that it would fall, and soon, it would not fall to Baron Harclay’s guns, or Vanamir’s, or the king’s. His would be the glory. 
 
    Richard chuckled to himself, standing alone as he was in his uncle’s tent. Tancred wanted a contribution to the House of Beaufort? Victory at Thorn was worth a dozen wives and children. He took a deep draught of the ale, emptying his cup. A little scrabbling through some dirty tunnels, a little blood, and perhaps he might finish this campaign with a barony or better. Great ancestors, this was what war was supposed to feel like. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Obligation 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hour that Master Tannerus had asked for to speak with his old friend had turned into half a day. Nessa sent Cora Algow up to the old mage’s room once or twice to check on him, but the apprentice had reported back that the men were deep in conversation, and that they were not to be disturbed further. Sir Emma Gallen lurked outside the door, as she had done since breakfast, and would brook no attempts at entrance.  
 
    And the truth was that the lessons had progressed well without his presence. The students had initially been confused and disheartened by the master’s absence, but once they learned what the day’s assignment would entail they had cheered up substantially. Tannerus knew his business; every young mage loved to play around with fire, and a whole day’s lessons spent in that pursuit was better than any day of rest.  
 
    For the apprentices, however, it had been a day spent rushing back and forth, dousing small blazes, ensuring the students stayed well away from the furnishings and the books, and that they didn’t set themselves or their fellows on fire. By the midday break every one of them was covered in soot and mild scorch marks, and most were thoroughly annoyed with their students and their master.  
 
    Nessa was not among them. She loved working with the talent, and more than that, she loved watching others learning and growing into their abilities. She was not superstitious; she did not believe that gods or spirits existed that influenced the world. To be born with the talent was a wonderful thing, she so often found herself noting. One might even call it a gift, if that did not imply the existence of a gift-giver; but whatever it was, and wherever it came from, it was a beautiful and wondrous thing to have and to observe in others.  
 
    A thick fog had settled over the city by the middle of the morning, so the apprentices had to be especially careful when taking the students into the estate’s grounds to play after the meal. Nessa assigned them all to the task. There had been a few grumbles, mainly from Dareth and his closest accomplices, but by this point they were exhausted and unwilling to push the point.  
 
    Nessa had taken her midday meal alone in the library, her nose in a book of Kallandish history. The encounter with Cale and Gallen that morning had raised her curiosity about the southern kingdom, and the only way she was comfortably able to seek knowledge was through study. Her conversation with Gallen had given Nessa no insight into the woman or her employer. After a few veiled answers to questions, the knight had quickly consumed her breakfast and then moved up to guard Tannerus’ door. No…books were better for learning about people than people were.   
 
    She did not learn much of use, for she had only a single hour and the book predated the Kurenni Occupation, but it was interesting enough to eat with. Lists of kings and queens and their great deeds, lists of battles and conquests, spectacular victories and heroic defeats. It was precisely what she expected to read in a history book, and that was fine with her.  
 
    The hour passed by, far too quickly for Nessa’s liking, and then it was back to work. The second session was really a repeat of the first, for Master Tannerus was still ensconced in his chambers with Baron Cale, but the students seemed to have had no problem with more fire magic. They returned to it with gusto, lighting fire bowls and candles and torches. To an outside observer it may have seemed like the purest chaos, but Nessa knew Tannerus never set his students any task without there being a purpose to it, without a lesson to be learned. As another hour passed, and the children began to tire, they lit fewer fires at random, and began to concentrate on practical applications, often banding together to do so. Nessa knew that the unspoken lesson had begun to take hold.  
 
    Finally Unwin, one of the older and more advanced students, succeeded in lighting the hearth. He had a small group of his fellow students with him at the time, and after lighting the fire he helped the rest of them to do it too.  
 
    Nessa smiled proudly to see this. When Tannerus declared a student to be ready, there were several paths open to them. Most returned to families or households to serve as house mages to the region’s nobility. Some were apprenticed out to other mages, or signed on with the navy of Estwic to become battlemages. But a rare few, those like Unwin who not only grasped the lessons but also helped to pass them along, were invited to remain at the school as Tannerus’ apprentices. It was a far longer road to the status of master, but one that left the mage with a greater understanding of the talent, and greater power.  
 
    Nessa was certain that Unwin would be asked to stay. Whether he would do so was another matter. It was not for everyone to be apprenticed to Master Tannerus; but if a young mage valued knowledge over influence, magical power over social status, then apprenticeship to Master Tannerus was the best path. 
 
    She had been so intent on watching Unwin and his fellows at work that she had not noticed Tannerus’ approach; not until he rested his big hand gently on her shoulder. She almost jumped out of her skin at the touch, but breathed a sigh of relief and chuckled when she saw who it was. Tannerus grinned broadly, white teeth against dark skin. “I can be stealthy for a big old man, can I not?” he said. 
 
    She nodded, smiling back. “Your meeting is over then?” she asked, and there was only the slightest touch of rebuke in her voice. There had been no problems, and he had more than earned the right to a morning off over the years. 
 
    He nodded, the grin dropping. “Yes, Rybeck has left.” There was a short, awkward pause. Nessa was curious as to what could have consumed so much of the mage’s precious time, but unwilling to pry too far into his private affairs. “I apologise for having been busy all this time, but…it was necessary.” He patted her shoulder. “We shall speak more about this later.”  
 
    She nodded, not really clear on what such a conversation would concern, but the old mage was already moving past her, towards his big armchair. The students greeted him with excitement, calling to him, asking him to examine their fires or watch them at work. He did so laughing, his easy temperament infectious. Nessa thought she even caught Dareth smiling, though it turned to a frown as soon as he noticed her gaze.  
 
    Tannerus clapped, drawing the attention of all the students, and he indicated that they should gather in front of his chair and sit down. He motioned for Nessa and Dareth to move up too, and they flanked him as was normal when the master had a lesson to teach. Nessa had her arms crossed in front of her chest, trying out her best authoritative gaze as she looked at the assembled students. Try as she might though, she could not keep a straight face. The children had enjoyed themselves, and for all their grumbling they sat down on the floor quicker than she had ever seen. 
 
    Tannerus sat back, his hands arched in front of his face. “Well done, everyone. You all managed to complete the task I left you with. You should be very proud.” 
 
    There was a murmur from the students. Tannerus smiled. “Who among you is feeling tired? Anyone? Don’t be afraid to say if you are.” 
 
    At first there were only one or two hands raised, but seeing their fellows admit to it, the rest of the group followed suit. Tannerus nodded. “Yes, you would be. Does anyone know why?” 
 
    There was muttering from among the students. The boy who had lit the hearth raised his hand. Tannerus smiled. “Yes, Unwin?” 
 
    “Because using magic makes you tired,” the boy replied hesitantly. Tannerus nodded encouragingly.  
 
    “That is correct Unwin, but why does using magic make you tired? Can anyone remember?” 
 
    There was muttering from among the students, but no raised hands. Tannerus winked at them. “No matter. I am sure that Apprentice Arnessa can remind us.’ 
 
    Feeling their eyes on her, Nessa stepped forward. She knelt down and looked at the children, smiling. “Because the power we put into our magic comes from within us.” She raised her hand to her heart. “The more magic we use, the more power we need.” 
 
    Tannerus nodded his thanks to her. “Yes, Arnessa, that is correct. Our power comes from within us, from our bodies, our very life force. Now, making a little fire doesn’t take much power, but make lots of little fires and it is the same as making one big fire, do you see?” 
 
    The students nodded and grinned. Nessa supposed they were all thinking about making a great big fire. Tannerus smiled back. “Now, the real question is why?” he asked. “Why make fire with magic at all? After all, we have flint and tinder, don’t we? It is easy enough to make fire with those. Why use magic?” 
 
    There was a short pause, and then one of the younger students raised her hand. Tannerus pointed to her. “Yes, Caila?” 
 
    “What if it’s raining, Master Tannerus!” 
 
    He smiled. “Quite right, Caila. If it’s raining, it is harder to light a fire. Anyone else?” 
 
    Another child chimed in. “If you’re in the forest and you don’t have a flint.” 
 
    “Again, quite right. Anyone else?” 
 
    “To fight bad people.” 
 
    There was a silence. Tannerus remained smiling, but there was a sadness behind his eyes that Nessa had seen a few times before, when a conversation turned to battle magic. She had never asked him about his life before he came to Estwic, and aside to sporadic references to time spent in Kalland, she knew little about it. It had never been important or relevant, until today. 
 
    The old mage nodded. “Quite right. Fire can be used to fight bad people, just like a sword or a bow. But it should always be a last resort. Why is that, anyone?” 
 
    Unwin raised his hand. “Because you could hurt yourself.” 
 
    Tannerus nodded sadly. ‘Yes, Unwin. Any magic powerful enough to hurt someone else could be just as dangerous for you. If you draw too much power from yourself too quickly, then you could hurt yourself. As mages, you must learn to work within the boundaries of your own power.” He clapped his hands, and the warm smile was back. 
 
    “Now, you have done well today, and I have not planned for any more lessons.” There was an expectant rumble from the students, who were looking up excited at the prospect of an early departure. Tannerus winked at Nessa. “Of course, your parents and masters pay me to teach you for a set number of hours a day…”  
 
    There was a chorus of groans and shaken heads, but Nessa had played this game many times before. She grinned at the students, before turning to Tannerus, a serious expression on her face. “Master, it is Springtide, and they have worked very hard…haven’t you, children?” 
 
    “Yes!” they roared hopefully, but still Tannerus sat there, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.  
 
    “There was fog out, when last I checked,” he said. 
 
    “It is passing,” Nessa replied. 
 
    “There is no-one to collect them at the gates.” 
 
    She grinned. “The apprentices can take them home.” 
 
    Tannerus grumbled. “This is very irregular…but it is Springtide…” 
 
    There was a long silence, as the students waited with bated breath. It was all Nessa could do to keep from laughing. Finally Tannerus sighed a long, loud sigh.  
 
    “Very well,” he said, to cheers from the students. “Apprentice Dareth will lead his fellows in escorting you back to your homes.” 
 
    They jumped up, shouting “Thank you, Master Tannerus!” as they rushed for the door. Dareth followed hard on their heels, calling for order as the remainder of the apprentices moved to support him. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    “He will not thank you, for such a mundane task,” Nessa said, once they were alone. Tannerus shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “He chose to remain as my apprentice. Ancestors’ grace…his family certainly has the wealth to set him up on his own. He chose to learn the long way, and all that comes with it.” 
 
    She nodded. “What was it you wanted to discuss with me, master?” 
 
    He sighed, rising from the armchair to stand by the frosted window, his hands clasped behind his back. “There is a great deal I wish to discuss, my dear.” 
 
    “Does it concern your friend from Kalland?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, it concerns Rybeck.” He chuckled, though there did not seem to be much mirth behind it. “I never expected I might see him again, or anyone else from Kalland for that matter. I had thought those days were behind me. It seems that the past has a way of sneaking up on you when it is least expected.” 
 
    He turned away from the window to face her directly. His face was expressionless, no sadness, no joy. “I have told you, I think, that I once served in Kalland, served King Bohemond.” He snorted. “As a matter of fact, I once held the position Rybeck holds now, that of Lord Chancellor.”  
 
    Nessa blinked. She had no idea his connections were so deep. Before she could say anything, Tannerus came at her with a question. “Have you ever wondered how a Jakartan mage came to serve the King of Kalland?” 
 
    She shrugged. In truth, she never had. Estwic probably was not the most cosmopolitan city in the world, but there were enough people from sufficiently varied cultures that she had just assumed it to be natural, that all large cities were like that. Tannerus continued.  
 
    “Well, the story of how I came to Kalland is long and dark, and I will not tell it today. Suffice to say that I was young and foolish, and I left my homeland looking for a fight, some great cause to swear my allegiance to. And I found it in Kalland, against the Kurenni.” 
 
    She breathed in. “You fought in the rebellion?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed bitterly. “I helped to form the rebellion, my dear. I joined with Bohemond and his first little band of rebels, back when he was just the younger son of an earl, with no ambition beyond making life uncomfortable for the local Kurenni magistrate. I fought alongside him for three years, from the very first skirmish in Kingsmarsh to the last battle at Fornost when Imperial power in Kalland was broken forever. When he was crowned king, he made me his chancellor, appointed me to his Privy Council. It was a bold new Kalland we were going to create together, a nation united under a new royal line, a nation of freedom, of tolerance, and of learning.” He chuckled. “Such grand ambitions we had.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked tentatively. Judging from his tone, it did not seem that these ambitions had come to fruition.  
 
    “What inevitably happens,” he replied, “when one must rebuild a nation from the tatters of its long-forgotten glory. Grand ambitions must give way to what is necessary for survival. Kalland had no real army, no fleet, and no treasury. Bohemond knew nothing of kingship; none of us did. All we knew was war, and all that the people knew was oppression.” He shook his head. “It was not all so bad, of course. We achieved a great many things far quicker than anyone could have imagined. The Kalland one hears of today is far greater than the one we set out to rule, forty years ago. Law and stability and wealth that those born into the Occupation could never have imagined.” He sighed. “But as the years passed, and I realized that my old friend had finally set aside everything we had intended to do, I grew disheartened. The battles we had fought during the rebellion, the people we had lost…to me it was all for nothing if we did not do what we had planned to do. And so I left. I resigned my positions at court, and came to the North, to spend my latter years creating something of value, passing on my knowledge.” 
 
    Throughout all of this Nessa had been silent, amazed by the old mage’s revelations. She had always suspected that he was more than a simple teacher of children, but…Tannerus the war hero. Tannerus the leader, and Tannerus the ruler? It was almost impossible to imagine, and yet…and yet she could see it, still. 
 
    He seemed to be waiting for her to say something, but she could not think of anything that she could possibly say. Finally, she elected to simply plow on into the conversation. “Why did Cale come to see you today?” she asked. 
 
    Tannerus sighed again. “It was on the king’s business that he came. He came to offer me a position at court.” 
 
    She stared at him in amazement, and increasingly in horror for his expression was apologetic and guilty. Had he already accepted? No, he couldn’t have, he wouldn’t! “What…what position?” she managed. 
 
    “A seat on the Privy Council. He cannot offer me his own posting, but he did offer me one other thing.” He sighed. “Arnessa, he is offering to pay for a school, a school of magic in Kalrond…” 
 
    “You already have a school,” she replied hotly, surprising herself with her combative stance, which was unlike her even at the worst of times. But he was talking about leaving, and more than that it sounded as though he had already made up his mind. Tannerus seemed to notice her dismay and maybe even share it, for he turned away and started pacing, something that she had never seen him do before. 
 
    “Yes, I do have a school, and it is something that I am very proud of. But this…this is different, Arnessa. Here in the North, mages are common enough to be taken for granted. In Kalland, the Kurenni worked hard to kill every mage they found during the Occupation; those that have been born since have no training, for there is no one to train them.” One big hand went to his chin, stroking it agitatedly. “The Kurenni managed to instill in the Kallandish people a great distrust of magic and mages. The only mages seen in Kalland for over a century were Kurenni battlemages, and they were a symbol of oppression and tyranny. I tried hard when Bohemond was king to change this perception, but I failed. Now King Sigismund is offering me the opportunity to try again.” 
 
    He turned around and faced her, his eyes bright. “Do you not see, Arnessa? This was part of my grand ambition for Kalland, and though most of what Bohemond and I planned has died, I have an opportunity to achieve at least this one thing. I have an obligation to do so.” 
 
    “An obligation?” she spluttered. “What of your obligations here? What of the students, the apprentices? Do you propose to abandon them, now that this king is offering you all these things?”  
 
    What about me? a small voice within her asked. The thing that made her angriest was that this did not seem to be the behaviour of the man she knew, the man who had raised her for fifteen years. She supposed that she really did not know him so well after all. 
 
    Tannerus was shaking his head. “I will abandon no-one. This school will stay open at the Crown’s expense. They will arrange for a new master mage to be hired until one of the apprentices is ready to take on the job themselves. I made it clear that I could not consider accepting the offer without such provisions.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at his wording. One of the apprentices? Was he deliberately vague because he did not think that it would be her who was ready first? 
 
    “There was another thing that Rybeck and I discussed,” he said. “It is why King Sigismund has become so interested in schools of magic. It is why I wanted to speak with you about all of this.” He stopped his pacing and stood in front of her, a few feet distant. “It seems that the king’s interest in magic is not purely for my sake, or for the sake of his country. He has a personal stake in it. His younger sister has the talent. As I told you, it is a very rare thing in Kalland, a very precious thing. It is not a recent development, and she is now older than any of our students, but apparently her manifestations of power have been growing increasingly intense, and the king fears that without formal training she may prove dangerous to herself, or to others. As Kalland has no mages capable of instructing those with our talent to even a basic level, he wishes me to take charge of the matter. She will need a tutor. I intend for it to be you.” 
 
    Nessa stared at him, her simmering anger forgotten as quickly as it had appeared. She was uncertain as to whether she had heard him correctly. He intented for her to travel to Kalland and tutor the sister of a king? A few seconds ago she had been angry at the thought of being left behind, wondering whether he did not trust her enough to run the school in his absence. Now she was forced to wonder whether he placed too much trust in her and in her abilities. “Master” she managed, “surely…” 
 
    “You are my First Apprentice,” he said proudly. “I can think of no-one better for this task. You are the most learned of my apprentices, the most patient, the most capable, and the most skilled. You have spent the entire day teaching thirty children. One noblewoman your own age should be no trouble. Besides,” he added with a mischievous grin on his face, “I cannot do it. I will be a privy councillor, and will be far too important for such tasks as this.” 
 
    She laughed despite her anger and a whole host of other emotions brought up by this conversation. One thought did come to her, however, one that had been on her mind ever since she had sighted Cale and Gallen in the bakery. “Will they not…will the king…but I am half-elven, master! The Kallandish hate elves.” 
 
    “They hate mages as well, remember.” He laughed. “You will be at court, where certain prejudices are less…overt. You are not Kurenni, Nessa, and mages are not all torturers and tyrants. Once the Kallandish come to understand these things, we will have no problems.” 
 
    She smiled nervously. “I have not said yes yet.” 
 
    “Are you planning to say no?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Of course not. But…this is very sudden, master, there must be a lot to do.” 
 
    He nodded briskly. “There are many things to do. I must inform the governor of the changes, inform the families of the students. Find a replacement from among the city’s mages. Dareth will most likely take my place eventually, but that is still a long way off. There is paperwork, and tedious conversation, and packing, a great deal of packing…” He looked at her, and his expression softened. “I am sorry, my child, to force this change upon you so suddenly. This city, this building; they have been your home for fifteen years.” 
 
    Now she had considered it, the change seemed easier on her than it would be on him. She had no friends here; no real ties to anyone save to him. She had few possessions, nothing that would lead her to want to stay. Estwic had been more than just her home for fifteen years; it had been her life. But her life had changed before, and it might be good for it to change again. 
 
    “I am fine, master,” she said with a smile. “Perhaps it would be good for me to leave Estwic, to see the world rather than just to read about it.” 
 
    He nodded agreement, patting her shoulder. “Rybeck and his crew have a ship berthed in the Naval District. If we are efficient then all our business here can be concluded inside of a week. They will wait for us. If there is anything you need to do, take the opportunity now to do it.” 
 
    She nodded, but she could think of nothing. A letter could deal with her father’s kin. Perhaps she might speak to Harald the baker, and Maron down in the kitchens. She might even be able to elicit something other than hostility from Dareth; though that was not likely.  
 
    “I must obtain an audience with the Lord Governor,” Tannerus grimaced. “He will take umbrage if he is not the first to be informed. Will you be able to hold down the fort until I return?” 
 
    She smiled. “Of course, master.” 
 
    After he had left, she took a long look around the schoolroom that had been the focus of her life since she was six years old. She was surprised that she felt more excitement than she did fear. In a few days she would be leaving for an unfamiliar land, full of unfamiliar and potentially hostile people, and she might never return. It should have been terrifying, but instead it felt like the beginning of an adventure, like one from the tales. Perhaps that was why she was so receptive to it. She had read of so many grand adventures over the years that embarking upon one herself did not seem quite so daunting.  
 
    Besides, the adventures in those tales were all dark and dangerous, full of battles with monsters and devious villains. Nessa was traveling to a royal court, to tutor a king’s sister. That hardly sounded like a recipe for darkness and danger. Stories might be exciting, but they were just stories. Real life was not like the tales. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Privy Council 
 
      
 
      
 
    Domnall’s blade whipped in at Anneka’s head, and she barely managed to sidestep it, feeling the cold steel whistle past her face. She brought her own weapon down fast, ready to smash upon his outstretched arm; but he was faster.  
 
    There was a clang as her sword hit the vambrace on his left arm, sending a shockwave up through the weapon. She kept hold of it, but the blow had numbed her shoulder, and Domnall was pressing once again, forcing her backwards as he jabbed at her stomach. He had a wide grin on his face as he pushed her back further and further from the centre of the Circle. Sudden irritation rose up within her. The bastard was grinning at her! 
 
    With a yell she altered her stance, no longer falling back, but taking the next of Domnall’s thrusts on her own vambrace, whacking him on the shoulder with the flat of her blade. He yelped with surprise, and she grinned back at him. 
 
    “Touch!” came the call from beyond the Circle, but she was not about to break up her attack for a nicety, and pressed on. Now it was him on the retreat, unable to use his vambrace for defense because of his numbed shoulder, and parries had never been Domnall’s strong suit. She kept up the attack, and his retreat became a rout, desperate parries becoming dodges as he tried to evade her sword.  
 
    Finally she had him on the edge of the Circle, and his eyes flickered down to the white chalk line. It was a momentary lapse, but he had had broken the first rule of the Circle. Never look away.  
 
    She brought her blade down in a savage cut, one that he desperately blocked with his own sword, but her left arm was already moving, her vambrace hitting him in the chest with all the force she could muster. He toppled over the line to fall with a metallic clatter onto the marble floor of the Hall of Swords. 
 
    “Sir Domnall Kingsland has yielded the circle,” declared the clerk in charge of keeping score. “The Regent Anneka is victorious with three touches.”  
 
    There was a polite round of applause from the assorted clerks, servants and other courtiers who had gathered to watch the regent fight. It was a private bout, but a private bout at the Palace of Morcar meant an audience of dozens instead of hundreds. She bowed in appreciation to the crowd, who were already beginning to disperse. The Royal Court of Kalland was not a place where one could idle for very long; there was always a task to perform, even for the regent. 
 
    Domnall was still stretched out on the marble floor, and so she leant down to offer him her hand, a broad grin on her face. He took the proffered aid with a just a hint of mild rebuke in his voice. “I had two touches, Your Grace, two touches that should have been counted.” 
 
    She laughed, clapping him on the shoulder as he came to his feet. “You also left the Circle, cousin, whether willingly or not. Those are the rules of the bout, rules that our most ancient of ancestors fought by.” 
 
    He laughed. “I rather doubt our savage ancestors tapped each other on the chest with their swords, but I take your point, Your Grace.” He recovered his blade from the ground, sheathing it quickly. “You have won, Your Grace, once again.” 
 
    She nodded, accepting a cup of ice water from a hovering servant and taking a long gulp before passing it to her cousin. Though the high eaves of the Hall of Swords carried chill draughts as easily as any other room in the palace, they had sparred for three bouts, and the icy water came as welcome refreshment.  
 
    “It is worrying that my bodyguard cannot defeat me in the Circle, do you not think, Domnall? Perhaps you are getting too old for this?” she asked, a playful grin on her face. Domnall snorted. 
 
    “As long as I can beat younger challengers, I am afraid that you are stuck with me, Your Grace.” 
 
    Anneka laughed. Serving as a Knight of the Household in direct service to a member of the royal house was a much sought-after honour, and competition was rife. She had five knights in her company, and while it was true that most of them were considerably younger than her cousin, not one of them could land a touch on him. Not that she had any illusions about my own prowess. She was certain that he let her win as often as not. 
 
    She thought ahead to her imminent meeting with the Privy Council, and frowned. She was not so certain that they would go so easily on her, now that her brother had gone to play at war. Sigismund had departed for Sverkermark the day before, and the affairs of the Crown were now in her hands. The king had left with little fanfare, marching through the city at the head of his army a few hours before dawn, so as not to disrupt the day’s business. Upon reaching the Royal Harbour, they had boarded swiftly, all of their gear and supplies having been loaded over the previous days.  
 
    Or so Anneka had been told. She had not ridden down to see them off, doubting that her brother would have spared her much acknowledgement even if she had. She had elected instead to get a full night of sleep, and had woken up as Regent of Kalland. She did not feel any different, but she had noticed changes in the way others behaved. She had always been treated respectfully of course, but now the bows were lower and longer. Everywhere she walked outside of her chambers she was now accompanied by at least two of her knights and by her secretary, who was inundated with letters and parchments with every step. She had thought Lionel Benfrey to be a dull man, but to her surprise and increasing respect, he had taken the situation in his stride. There was much for him to see to. Half of the people that she encountered were absurdly deferent, wanting to do something for her, and the other half wanted her to do something for them. 
 
    She found that the part of her that desired to hide away from the world was gaining increasing influence over her mind. Now that she was regent she worried ever more about her abilities being discovered. She feared that one day she would think of lighting a candle and see it happen, with no physical action on her part. She feared to burn another bed. 
 
     It was often when her mind was idle that such things happened, so perhaps it was good that she would be busy with official matters; but there were other situations whereby it could happen. During the bout with Domnall she had felt it building up inside her…that strange power, that unearthly energy. She had not the slightest idea what she could have done with it, but she knew that the Kurenni battlemages could do terrible things with their power. The court bowed respectfully now, but how would they react to learning that she was a mage? Even her own brother found it unnerving. 
 
    “Your Grace?” Domnall was looking at her, and she realized that she had been standing still on the edge of the Circle and staring off into the distance. She forced a smile onto her face.  
 
    “I must change my clothes,” she said, and he nodded, walking alongside her as she made her way out of the Hall. Her other knights were falling in around them, their faces expressionless. All wore ornate and heavy armour of silvered-steel, the tower sigil embossed on the breastplate, as well as a plain black cloak that hung down to their feet.  
 
    She only knew two of them well besides Domnall. Sir Ella Cieszyn and Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer had been her bodyguards for three years and for one year respectively. Lothor, like all Wyvernwood folk, had a fondness for telling elaborate and tall tales, and Ella…Anneka smiled. Ella had her own way of entertaining.  
 
    Both were impassive right now, of course, stern and attentive as a knight should be when on duty. Sir Edward Leofricsson and Sir Carya Gallen rounded out the group, both no more than seventeen years old, newly-made knights the pair of them, and formal and dutiful in the extreme as new knights so often were. Sir Carya was especially so, and given the banishment and disgrace of her older brother Sir John the previous year, it was not surprising that the younger Gallen was so careful. 
 
     The two young knights had been assigned to Anneka only days before. Her new high position required increased security, as though it were not enough that she were in a fortified palace surrounded by knights and armsmen. It made her feel self-conscious as they flanked her on the return to her chambers. 
 
    Anneka had decided to retain the suite of chambers she kept when the king was present, which lay in the Regent’s Tower, now aptly named; the westernmost of the two keeps that flanked the main palace building. No doubt the staff would have preferred her to move into the palace, to be closer to the Hall of Audiences and all the other instruments of royal power, but Anneka had no desire to move into the building only to be sent straight back when Sigismund returned from Sverkermark. 
 
    One thing the Regent’s Tower was convenient for was the Hall of Swords, and so returning to her chambers was no forced march across a palace precinct as large as a small town. A covered wooden walkway and staircase rising to twenty feet above the ground connected the main palace with the middle floors of the tower. The structure allowed for an excellent view of the enormous and meticulously shaped gardens that flourished throughout the palace precinct. They were a wonder unto themselves, an artificial parkland right at the very heart of the bustling city. They had been laid down by a succession of Kurenni governors during the Occupation, but her grandfather had kept them for their beauty and, she suspected, as a reminder of how multifaceted and dangerous the elves could be.  
 
    There was a gaggle of maids on the walkway who pressed themselves to one side and bowed and made eyes as the regent and her bodyguards walked past. Anneka did not recall them from the regular staff of the tower, and wondered if they were intended to be another perk of her new position. Domnall must have noticed her gaze, for he leaned in towards her ear. “Formerly in the queen’s service,” he said. “If Your Grace should desire an afternoon distraction…” 
 
    At first she met his grin with one of her own, but her face fell as she recalled why she was returning to change in the first place, and she shook her head. “I have the Privy Council.” She had neither the time not the inclination for a quick tumble. 
 
    Domnall nodded. “That would dampen anyone’s ardour.” They walked on in silence a while, before he leaned in again. “If Your Grace wishes, I am permitted to accompany you to meet with the Privy Council.” 
 
    The idea of having a friendly face of support, even a silent one, was almost overwhelmingly attractive, but Anneka shook her head. “That will not be necessary, cousin.” In her mind, her voice spoke critically. My brother, my father, my grandfather, they all met the Privy Council alone. I would look weak indeed if I needed to bring my knights along with me to hold my hand.  
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    One hour later she sat alone in the Great Chamber of the Privy Council. It was a surprisingly simple room with no excess of adornment or decoration; a room where work was done and where decisions were made. Her chair was the sole exception, an enormous and gaudy thing, coated in gold leaf and studded with jewels. It was called the King’s Chair, rather unimaginatively, and she felt ridiculous sitting there in a simple black tunic and hose, without even her ceremonial crown or robes of office to indicate why she had the right to sit there. 
 
    The King’s Chair was placed at the head of the great oaken table that dominated the room, facing the door. The table could have seated thirty people easily, but there were only thirteen seats, one for each of the current members of the council. The seats nearest the door were no more impressive than anything one might find in an Old City tavern. Closer to the head of the table though, the seats were slightly grander. Three on each side were reserved for the six advisors who held official positions in the royal government beyond membership of the council. These chairs even had golden plaques imbedded in them, where the title of the rightful occupant was engraved. 
 
    Anneka had known most of the councillors for years. Some were relatives, and many had held positions under her father or even her grandfather. That long, familiar association should have been a comfort, but now it terrified her. All of the certainties, all her thoughts of proving herself were dying on the vine. She began to panic. She did not know how to rule, outside of abstract lessons by her tutors and her grandfather’s stories. How could she possibly muster the gall to sit here and give orders to men and women who were serving decades before she was born? 
 
    When the knock came her heart almost jumped out of her mouth. “Enter,” she said, though to her ears it sounded more like a squeak than anything else, and she wondered whether she should repeat it. When the door opened she was relieved, for it meant she did not need to test her voice again. Instead she sat stiffly and as regally as she could manage while her loyal and trusted advisors made their way in. 
 
    Unlike in the Hall of Audiences there was no ceremony or deference in their entrance, and they had abandoned the heavy robes of office, though their golden chains still hung around their necks. Sir Jorn Carrick was the first to enter, bounding straight to a seat near the end of the table and nodding up at her as if the courtesy was an afterthought. Anneka knew him quite well, for he was a childhood companion of Sigismund’s, but not well enough that the familiar face was reassuring.  
 
    Next in were Chamberlain Merlmester and the big Tyran Giguere, arguing in hushed tones as they passed through the doors. Behind them came Baron Matthew Beaufort, who was Lord High Steward, and was responsible for the administration of the royal government. He was as handsome as any Beaufort was, but his looks were marred by a perpetual scowl, for his position was often the least glorious and the most exhausting.  
 
    Duke Adele Wyvernslayer entered while leaning on the arm of Anneka’s cousin, Sir Robert Toran. Adele was the grandmother of Anneka’s knight Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer, and was one of the few great lords left from the time of the rebellion. She looked frail, but Anneka knew that she was as fierce now as she had been forty years before when she fought the Kurenni. Adele favoured Anneka with a broad grin and a wink, and Anneka managed a thin smile back. Robert smiled as well, a blank and amiable expression that he so often wore.  
 
    When her grandfather Bohemond had taken the crown, he had adopted the royal colour red for the heraldry of his new royal house, while his brother had retained the black tower sigil of their ancestors, as well as the family earldom of Anskhaven. Sir Robert was a Black Tower Toran, his position on the council more of a courtesy to this family tie than a sign of his great worth. He was Anneka’s cousin and she loved him, but he was hardly the brightest flame at court. 
 
    Duke Adele sat down immediately, which was against propriety, but understandable given her age. Robert looked as though he intended to sit down next to her, but Adele whacked him on the arm and he swiftly retreated. Anneka suppressed a chuckle at the sight, for he was glaring in every direction now, daring anyone to find his rebuke amusing.  
 
    The other councillors were still making their way to their seats. Sir Penric Raine, Lord Mayor of Kalrond, a knight in name but a guilder in truth, who looked more nervous than she did. Baron Elethea Gallen, oldest of the innumerable Gallen siblings, beautiful and cold. Master Edward Bryter of the Guild of Swordmakers and Master Thomas Steels of the Mercers, both fat and wealthy and obsequious. Duke Brendan Kingsland, another cousin, Domnall’s older brother and Admiral of Kalland.  
 
    He smiled at her warmly, and she was certain then that his brother had spoken to him at some point about how nervous she had been. Last in was Duke Vanamir Cieszyn, looming over his fellows. His seat was at the very top of the table, opposite Chancellor Cale’s vacant one. As ever the fearsome marshal made her nervous, but perhaps he knew that, for he smiled easily at her, and she felt a little better.  
 
    This was it then…this was her Privy Council.  
 
    “Please be seated,” she said, her voice sounding surer than it had done before, and with a rumble of chairs the privy councillors followed their regent’s command. Suddenly, she realized that she had no notion of what to say next. Was she supposed to ask them questions, she wondered, or did they bring her information unbidden? Did a true ruler know the answer to that question instinctively? 
 
    There was what seemed to her to be an unbearable and awkward silence. They were looking at her expectantly, staring at her as though she were about to announce her leadership of the council; while she stared back hoping fervently that one of them would say something. 
 
    In the end it was Merlmester who broke the silence, and for all that she thought the man a worm, she might have kissed him in that moment. “Your Grace,” he said. “There is an issue pertaining to one of the petitions the Crown accepted two days ago. You may recall that upon the advice of Duke Vanamir, His Grace the king accepted a petition by the Earl of Blackfire.”  
 
    Merlmester flashed the marshal a venomous glance, while Vanamir merely smirked back at him.  
 
    Anneka nodded. This was something that was familiar to her, a comfortable start. “Yes, I recall, repairs to his castle. The Crown accepted half of the burden.” 
 
    Merlmester nodded, a subservient smile on his face. “As you say, Your Grace. If the Lord High Steward will…” the chamberlain indicated Baron Beaufort, who nodded, his expression more grim than ever, if that were possible. 
 
    “I will be blunt, Your Grace,” Beaufort said. “We may not have the money.” 
 
    She stared at him in confusion. “What do you mean, we may not have the money?” 
 
    “I mean, Your Grace, that the Treasury may not be able to carry the burden of half the repairs to Blackfire Castle.” 
 
    Anneka was uncomfortably aware that her jaw was hanging open, and she closed it quickly. Nonetheless, she was aghast. “But…but we are the…how can we not have the money?” 
 
    They all at least had the good grace to look embarrassed, glancing at one another in the hope that someone other than themselves would take the uncomfortable task of explaining to the regent why she had not enough coin to repair a wall. Finally Beaufort spoke, glaring banefully at his fellows. “This sort of thing is usually paid for with the money from the shield tax, that is to say the money paid to the Crown by its vassals in lieu of direct military service, which…” 
 
    Anneka raised her hand. “I know what the shield tax is, my lord,” she said, more harshly than she had intended. Beaufort nodded apologetically. 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace. As I say, we would usually use the money from the shield tax, but the war in Sverkermark has been costly, and…well, we have spent it.” 
 
    Anneka’s eyes goggled, and all prior nervousness was gone in the face of mounting anger. “Spent it? How can we have spent it already? Springtide…by all the ancestors, this year is only three days old! This year’s shield tax should not even have been levied yet!” 
 
    Beaufort coughed uncomfortably. “To cover the costs of raising a second army for Sverkermark, we levied this year’s shield tax…last year. We cannot levy another without widespread discontent amongst Your Grace’s barons.” 
 
    Anneka leaned back in her gaudy chair, rubbing her temples. Sigismund’s hurried departure was beginning to make a lot more sense. He would slope off and come back a hero, while she had to deal with the pile of shit he left behind. “What about rents?” she asked. “The Crown owns a great deal of property.” 
 
    Beaufort nodded. “That is true, Your Grace, but those funds are already tied up in the operational costs of Your Grace’s household. As Your Grace has said, it is early in a new year, and we cannot anticipate every cost. Releasing those monies would be unwise.” 
 
    She looked from one unhelpful and apologetic face to another, or at least those faces that would make eye contact with her. She was already remembering her initial nervousness with a kind of wry nostalgia. She would have been fine with being ignored, or with being gently prodded along in the direction they wanted, but this situation was different. They were actually looking at her as though she was supposed to come up with an answer! 
 
    “What other options do I have?” she asked, not just to Beaufort, but also to the hitherto silent mass of privy councillors. As much as she would prefer that the man had never spoken, he had a least been honest, and he deserved some support from his fellows. There was another long silence as they sat there staring at the walls, the table, or each other. With every passing second Anneka’s spirits dropped lower and lower. They had not a single idea between them! 
 
    When words did come, they came from the unlikeliest of sources, a man there only because of his close friendship with the king. But then, Anneka supposed, that was not any worse than being there as the sister of a king. Sir Jorn Carrick sat forward. “Banks,” he said. All eyes turned on him and he flushed, clearly unused to the attention. “We borrow the money from the Renish or Talabec banks. They have houses in the city; I have done business with them in the past. Many times.” 
 
    There was a low rumble of assent from the far end of the table, Lord Mayor Raine and the two merchants in particular, and Anneka nodded thankfully at Carrick. But Beaufort and Merlmester did not look so pleased. 
 
    “That would only delay the problem, Your Grace,” the chamberlain said. “We would have to pay them back, and though all here believe in His Grace’s prowess, we cannot be assured that there will be peace in Sverkermark by the time the next shield tax is levied. Borrowing is not an option.” 
 
    Carrick seemed deflated, but Anneka was not about to let the one voice of suggestion be drowned out so quickly.  
 
    “I thank you for your advice, Lord Chamberlain,” she said sternly, “but I have yet to hear any other suggestions from this council. Perhaps we should not be so quick to discount Sir Jorn’s guidance.” 
 
    Merlmester smiled a particularly loathsome smile, and it was then that Anneka realized the silence before had not been one born of a lack of ideas.  
 
    “I was reluctant to raise this, Your Grace, but as you ask for counsel, I cannot remain silent. Both the Lord High Steward and I agree that in order to raise funds to meet the Crown’s obligations, we must issue a grand levy on all smallholdings within the kingdom, as well as households within the cities and towns. Baron Beaufort has suggested…” 
 
    “Two spires for the smallholdings, three and a half for the households,” Beaufort interposed, to a thankful nod from the chamberlain. 
 
    “Yes, two and three and a half, which in the end should total in excess of one hundred thousand gold towers. That will more than adequately cover the costs of the repairs to Blackfire Castle and any other projects Your Grace may require funds for.” 
 
    Anneka did not like the sound of that at all. Even a novice at statecraft knew how the commons felt about taxes. “The king swore to Parliament that they would not pay even a single spire in tax towards the war in Sverkermark,” she said. 
 
    Merlmester smiled. “They will not be paying for the war, they will be paying for the repairs to Blackfire Castle, which as Sir Edward Markern said, is a concern for the entire kingdom. No promise by the Crown will have been broken.” 
 
    That sounded to be a distinction that few would understand, Anneka noted, let alone care for. Sigismund’s absence was beginning to seem more and more convenient. But what else could she do? Sighing, she nodded her grudging assent. “Who will pay this tax? I presume that the barons will be exempt.” 
 
    Merlmester smiled his sickly smile. “The barons have already struggled under two shield taxes in recent months. Naturally, they will be exempt.” Anneka had to cover her snort of derision with a cough. Struggled, would hardly be the word she would use. Merlmester continued. “The guilders, of course, will be eligible for the levy, save those involved directly in the king’s war efforts.”  
 
    Which was most of them, in one way or another, as Anneka understood it. “So, my lord,” she said. “What you are saying is that the burden will be carried by the commons? Those least in the position to pay it?” 
 
    Merlmester blinked at her owlishly. “The individual burden of the levy will be less than the cost of food for a single day. It is hardly onerous, Your Grace.” 
 
    It was doubtful there would be many among the common folk who would agree with that assessment, but Anneka could feel that the room was against her on this. She rose from her chair, taking brief amusement from the startled looks of her councillors. They all rose, their chairs scraping against the floor, but she raised her hand. “You may remain seated.” 
 
    On her left was a window, clear glass offering an excellent view of the city. For all its vastness, the palace looming on Kingshill was nothing compared to the size of Kalrond. The city stretched for miles below them, a true testament to the endeavour of the Kallandish people. As she gazed out across the Old City, she saw ancient Kalrond Castle standing over on Earlshill to the north; the first structure built on the shores of Tyrn’s Bay by Morcar the Great. Six hundred years the castle had stood, while Kalrond grew around it from a fortified garrison post to a town, to a city, to the city. Her grandfather had controlled the entire country for a full year, but it was not until he stepped through the gates of Kalrond that he could call himself king.  
 
    Towering over the castle was the Temple of the One, its five gold-clad spires glinting in the sunlight. There were many temples to the One God in Kalrond, but just as Kalrond was the city, this was the temple. Built on the ruins of a Kurenni basilica, the temple was a constant reminder of dark times. A symbol of the slave religion that the Kurenni infected their conquered subjects with. A reminder that blind faith and superstition had outlasted the Kurenni themselves. 
 
    There was the kernel of an idea forming in her head as she stared at the grand temple, and she turned back to meet her councillors with a half-smile on her face. “What about the Temple?” she asked. 
 
    She was met by a number of confused looks. Baron Beaufort’s eyebrows twitched. “What do you mean, Your Grace?” he asked. 
 
    “Is the Temple eligible for the levy?” she said, expanding on her initial question. 
 
    The privy councillors were staring at one another, their expressions ranging from shock to amusement. “As Your Grace is aware,” Merlmester said carefully, “your grandfather’s religious policy…” 
 
    “My grandfather had no religious policy,” Anneka said sharply, stepping towards the table. “He did not share in the superstitions that the Kurenni seeded our people with, and neither did my father, neither does my brother, and neither do I. The Temple has grown fat and wealthy on the back of decades of indecision, and I believe that perhaps it is time for them to contribute, if only in lessening the burden on their faithful.” 
 
    Merlmester shook his head. “The Crown has never, never taxed the Temple before, Your Grace. To do so would be…unprecedented.” 
 
    Anneka stared at him coldly. “Are you a superstitious man, Lord Chamberlain?” 
 
    He sighed. “I am not, Your Grace, nor is anyone in this room, but there are a great many amongst your subjects who are. To the common people the temples are givers of money to the poor, providers of shelter to those with none. They regard them more highly than they do the barons who are their landlords and protectors.” 
 
    “They would rather surrender what little money they have themselves, than see already wealthy clerics be taxed?” Anneka asked, unable to believe that such a thing were true. 
 
    Beaufort spoke in the chamberlain’s support. “Lord Merlmester is correct, Your Grace. This is why the Temple has never before been taxed.” 
 
    “But…” she started, unable to finish her sentence adequately, at least not beyond the safety of her mind. But they hate me, or they would if they knew what I am. The Temple and its faithful was the reason that only this council and a few trusted servants knew that she was a mage. Magic was seen as an affront to their god, the god that the Kurenni created to control them.  
 
    Looking at those faces, she realized that they all knew this, and that they could do nothing about it. She slumped back into the King’s Chair. “Very well,” she said. “A grand levy on smallholdings and households.” Either way, the people were going to despise her; but this way apparently they would hate her a little less.  
 
    There was an audible sigh of relief from the privy councillors. Merlmester smiled at her encouragingly. “A hard decision, Your Grace, but the best one that it is possible to make.” 
 
    Beaufort nodded in agreement. “I will arrange for an immediate recall of Parliament, Your Grace. The Gallery of Commons will grumble, but we will have enough votes from the other two galleries to carry the levy.” 
 
    She nodded wearily. Though they had not been at this business for long she felt drained. Merlmester could try and dress this up like a victory, but to her it felt more like a long and bitter defeat, and she had no desire for further combat. “Unless there are any other pressing matters, I wish to conclude for the day,” she said, fighting back a yawn. 
 
    Duke Vanamir cleared his throat. “There are some matters pertaining to the campaign in Sverkermark, Your Grace,” he said, his voice deep and booming. “But none pressing enough that they cannot be dealt with on the morrow. However,” and he looked to Merlmester, who nodded once, “there is one matter that should be raised, a decision made by His Grace that concerns you…intimately. As Your Grace knows, he dispatched Baron Cale to Estwic…” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Freehaven 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was always the same dream. He stood alone at first, with the desert sun upon his bared back and the horizon empty and shimmering in all directions. There was nothing at his feet but dry cracked earth and stones. It could have been anywhere, but still he knew exactly where it was. The northern edge of Dragon Sand, three days outside Helaressen; a dusty expanse of rock and earth no different to any other patch of dirt in that entire godsforsaken place, but still he knew that it was different.  
 
    This was the place where it began. This was where Garnier Fox stopped being a slave, and became something else.  
 
    It was with that realization that they began to appear. The guard was the first, just as he had been the first in life, but over the years others, a trickle at first, and then a flood had come to him. He did not know how they came to be there. They had not walked, for he would have seen their passage on the horizon, but neither did they simply appear right in front of his eyes, out of the chokingly hot air. One minute they were not there; the next they were.  
 
    They were never recriminating, never hostile. If they had been so, then he would have found them easier to deal with. They were never anything. All they did was stare; stare sadly and unblinkingly in their gathering multitude, silent witnesses to the life and deeds of Garnier Fox. 
 
    In his youth he had raged against them, hurling abuse and striking them, and damning them when they did not respond. But over the years, as their numbers grew and his heart cooled, he had taken to coaxing them, trying with gentle words to elicit the response that rage had never earned. Finally, he had stopped altogether.  
 
    There were too many of them now, too many faces even to comprehend. He did not recognize all of them, for many of them were the nameless ones, the ones he had never looked in the eye. They stood beyond their familiar fellows, their faces a blur. They were anyone, and they were no one.  
 
    And so it was that on the nights he dreamed this dream they would stand and stare at him, and he would stand and stare back. His eyes would rest upon each face, faces more familiar to him than those of any of the men and women he had fought and sailed alongside in his seventeen years of freedom. 
 
    The guard. After I fled the camp he was sent to catch me. How hard could it be for one man to capture one boy? Well, he learned that lesson late. 
 
    The beggar. Astonishing it was to me to discover that even an elf could be poor. He had nothing but a cloak and a crust of bread, but everything is valuable to someone. 
 
    The mage. My first voyage out, we ran afoul of the Imperial Navy. For all her great power, she never saw that knife coming. Won my spurs that day, as the knights would put it…cut them right out of her. 
 
    In all his years he had probably killed as many humans as he had elves, but it was always the knife-ears that he dreamt of, never his own kind. He used to think that it was because he hated them, but he no longer did hate them. That hatred had been born in the powerlessness of servitude, and he was powerless no longer. They were not the demons of his childhood, and perhaps they never had been. They had never seemed so fearsome in his dreams.  
 
    There were new faces this time. He had known that Lord Hava would come, but it was always the unexpected ones that hit him hardest. He had not thought to see the lord’s wife or children, for he had not killed them himself. He had not seen their faces as they died. They were for the dreams of others, people who probably did not dream of the faces of every man, woman and child they had killed over the years, and perhaps that should have been a warning. They came to him because he was the only one who could see them. 
 
    It was the girl who was hardest to face, even after so many years of experience. Most of the others had known it would happen, or that it could happen. They had done something to deserve it. She had done nothing at all in her life. She had not lived long enough to do anything. She had lived just long enough to think of having a life. She would have married, perhaps, raised children. Perhaps she would have been a mage, or a soldier, or a governor. Perhaps she would have freed every slave in the Kurenni Empire, but there was nothing left of her now except for this shade haunting his dreams.  
 
    He thought he heard her scream out with rage, but her face remained passive, a fragile beauty staring at him without thought or feeling. As it ever was, the scream was his. He wanted so desperately to hate them as he once had, to justify all of this, but over the years they had taken even that from him.  
 
    The scream ended it. They began to leave one by one, and then he was alone in the desert once more. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    He awoke with a start, sweat on his brow. There was no sound beyond the creaking of the ship and the swell of the waves. The screaming of his dreams never invaded the peace of the waking world. His was the quiet, creeping kind of insanity. 
 
     It was dark, and he knew that he would not sleep again this night. It was hard enough to do so at the best of times, and in the aftermath of the dream was far from the best of times. He scrabbled for flint and tinder, reached for the candle at the side of his bunk, and finally gave up. There was no need for light. He was dressed, and he knew his way to the door of his own cabin well enough.  
 
    It was good that this dream had come at the time it did. Anywhere else in the world he would have lain back, tried to sleep, and most likely he would have failed. He might have risen hours later, frustrated and bored, to take out his anger upon his unfortunate crew. That was never good for morale, for they did not share his mind, could not know why he behaved thus. 
 
     No, it was good that they were docked in Freehaven, for nowhere else in the world would there be a place in which he could drink himself back to sleep at this time of night. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    There was a common misconception among the inhabitants of more civilized lands that Freehaven was some kind of pirate fortress, without laws or peace. There were pirates, of course, and smugglers, assassins, thieves, and mercenaries by the hundreds. But there was more to Freehaven than that. It was Freehaven because it was truly free, free of the vicious politics and warfare of the civilized lands, free of kings and emperors and all the other things that drove land-folk mad.  
 
    There had been people living on the rocky isle in the middle of the Kalland Sea since before it was the Kalland Sea…since before there was even a Kalland. If the natives of the island had a name for it, they had never to Garnier’s knowledge divulged it to anyone. All that they would say was that it had been settled thousands of years ago, when the ancestors of the Kallandish, the Sverkers and the other free human nations had made their migration from their long-forgotten homeland across the Great Western Ocean to the continent of Ankyran.  
 
    Freehaven had been settled, and then abandoned when better lands were found. No one wanted the island, and that had suited the islanders. They accepted the pirates and the other assorted refuse because they paid, because they brought to the island things the natives could not get themselves, and because the pirates never raided Freehaven. It was never wise to shit in your own bed, as the saying went. Obey Freehaven’s laws regarding the natives, and an outlander could do whatever he or she wanted to.  
 
    It was not so grand as Kalrond, or Kurenn, or Ryvenna, but if any one of those cities saw wider trade amongst more varied kinds of people, Garnier would have been surprised. In Freehaven the Kallandish merchants haggled with their hated Kurenni counterparts, then sold their own goods to burly Sverkers. Jakartans and Talabecs lifted tankards of ale together in the taverns, while the Renish lent everyone money to play cards, and the Tyrans cheated on all the hands. There were even angara dwarves in Freehaven, and Líg and Drogh tribesmen from the east, and Dalians from the far south, and strange people from places that Garnier, who had sailed from one end of Ankyran to the other, had never heard of.  
 
    Even at night the city bustled, or at least the parts of it frequented by the outlanders did. Freehaven was two cities really. The native city perched up on a great and rocky promontory, much of it carved from the rock itself. It was a maze of narrow streets, tunnels and interconnected buildings, impossible to navigate unless one had been born there, and there were few enough reasons to venture that far from the sea. Trade was conducted in the lower city, and most outlanders were content to stay down there.  
 
    The division between the upper and lower cities could not have been more sudden or clear cut. One moment a traveller would be standing amongst ancient stone dwellings, cobblestones at his feet, and the next he was walking on mud, surrounded by tottering structures that looked to be built from driftwood, and most likely were. The lower city sprawled at the foot of the rock, stinking of fish and salt water and rot, the air filled with the sounds of merriment and barter. Some outland traders chose to live in Freehaven, and their homes were the closest to the rock, and the hardiest. They looked as though they might hold up against a strong wind, at least.  
 
    Here too were the temples, the only buildings in the lower city to be built from stone. There were temples to every god and spirit that a mariner might want to pray to. There were twelve Tyran chapels, one to each of the pantheon with the largest belonging to Nepos, God of the Sea. The One God had two temples, something Garnier had always found amusing; one for the version of him the Kurenni sold to their slaves, and one for the version the Kallandish created for themselves. Needless to say, the two rival temples were often involved in hostility, but given the nature of Freehaven, hardly anyone else was sober enough to notice.  
 
    Closer to the docks, the city was an ever-changing maelstrom of impromptu warehouses and hastily thrown-up ale-shacks. If the stone temples were Freehaven’s anchors of permanence, then the drinking establishments were its muddy waters of mutability. Near enough every week there would be a drunken brawl that would burn down a tavern, or even a street, but the survivors would only go and build another one. Even if they didn’t, there would be no shortage of drinking holes. There were more taverns in Freehaven than there were beds. Outlanders inclined towards the pursuit of sleep did best to stay aboard their ships…or better still, did not travel to Freehaven at all. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    Garnier made his way carefully through the packed streets. He had to be careful when venturing into the city alone. Some of the staggering drunkards roaming the streets he had sailed with, and some he had sailed against, and either one could have a grudge, but just as dangerous was to shove into someone he had never met and catch a knife in the guts without warning.  
 
    Every few streets he could see the native constables with their high helmets and plain white tunics, but they would not intervene unless one of their own was in trouble. He had briefly wondered as he disembarked Fortis whether he should bring Tom Worry, or a couple of the boys, but had decided against it. If he brought even one or two of them then the whole lot would want to go as well, and it would be a week before he managed to collect them all. They were here for one night to take on fresh water, and so the crew would just have to wait until they reached Kalrond to get their share of ale and whores. He had his sword and pistol, and that would have to suffice for protection.  
 
    It was a nervy walk, with one hand firm on the hilt of his blade, but part of him was wishing that someone, some drunken idiot would clatter into him, wishing for that dance of blades. There was always the possibility that he might lose. A quick and sudden death was the best a man like him could hope for. But no one did, and after twenty minutes of weaving his way through the crowds, he found himself outside the Net. 
 
    The Admiral’s Net was the sturdiest tavern in the lower city, and the gold its specialist clientele brought in was one reason why. No one knew who the admiral was, or why he had a net, for the original owner was long dead, but Dieter Hark had kept the name when he bought the building. It sounded fancy, like a Kalrond Old City inn, and it was the sort of name that attracted the sort of people Hark had wanted for his patrons. It was impossible to simply walk into the Net off the street. Potential customers had to sit down with Dieter himself and show their credentials. It had sounded ridiculous at first; a Freehaven alehouse that turned away customers, but what it lacked in quantity, it made up for in quality. The men and women who drank in the Net were no mere sellsails. Like Garnier, Dieter’s patrons were the hirelings of guilds, nobles, banks, and kings. No pirates there, oh no; the Net was where the privateers drank.  
 
    There was no fighting in the Net, no matter the reason. Men and women who had sailed against one another a hundred times would sit at the same table and raise cups together, and laugh about it. What happened outside the walls of the Net was no concern to Dieter Hark or his bouncers, but Garnier had always found the atmosphere of the place inspired a kind of camaraderie that made people forget old scores for the night. Hated enemies parted as friends on the tavern’s steps, and then butchered each other at sea. It was a kind of civilization that existed nowhere else in the city, let alone the world.  
 
    Garnier nodded to the bouncers as he arrived. They were old hands, and waved him straight on in with little more than a glance. As he stepped through the door, he felt a familiar sense of amazement. Even after all these years, the Net was still a sight to behold. From the outside, it looked like any other building in Lower Freehaven; a dirty, damp pile of old wood. But the inside was something else entirely.  
 
    There were candles and fire bowls on every surface, and crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. On the walls hung paintings in golden frames, tapestries from Kalland, silk hangings from the Empire, as elegant and colourful a display as he had ever seen. Dirty and rotten the exterior may have appeared, but that was just for show, so as not to draw any needless attention to the place. On the inside the fine wood fixtures were polished and adorned with gold leaf, and with all the lighting the common room seemed to glow.  
 
    There behind the long oak bar, dozens of bottles of expensive wine and spirits at his back, stood Dieter Hark himself, regaling one of his patrons with stories of when he too sailed the seas. Dieter had been a pirate in his day, but that only made his double standards seem more reasonable. A man who had lived his life among thieves and murderers who sell their blades so cheap wouldn’t want to meet that sort again. 
 
     The great barrel-chested man flicked a wave of greeting to Garnier as he entered, and nudged one of his girls to go and take the privateer’s order. She approached with the most engaging and enticing smile he had seen since the last time he was here. Dieter’s boys and girls were the best in the trade; very polite, very clean and very, very expensive. 
 
    Garnier ordered a cup of ale, and while the girl sashayed off to pour it, he took another look around. There were a few faces he did not recognize, either from here or from the water, but most of them he had a passing familiarity with at least. He was contemplating pulling up at the bar, sitting and listening to Dieter’s tall tales for a while, when a voice hailed him from the other end of the common room.  
 
    Instinctively his hands went to his weapons, despite the knowledge that he was as safe as he could be in this place, but he relaxed and laughed when he saw who it was. “Loken!” he bellowed, as he made his way over to the man’s table. “Well met.” 
 
    Dirk van Loken had been ugly even before an Axerii pirate’s tomahawk had split his face in two, but now he was positively monstrous. A black silk band could barely cover the scarred ruin that had once been his right eye, and there was no length of silk that could hide the two-thirds of his nose that was missing, or his mangled jaw. He looked like the stories parents scared their children with, and in his life he had probably done enough to earn such fear.  
 
    But those who stuck around long enough to hear him speak saw the real Loken. His voice was melodious, soft and articulate, barely distorted by his injuries. He was always the first to laugh and the last to raise his voice in anger, and this more than his fearsome deeds was what had earned him the respect of his fellows. 
 
    Back in Talabec he had been some kind of nobleman, Garnier recalled vaguely, but he had fallen afoul of the Republic’s murderous politics, and now he sailed for the Tyrans, Talabec’s old foes, for whichever state would offer him the best chance to slap his former countrymen about. He was sat at the end of a long table, the seats empty save for a short, pinch-faced Tyran woman, who Garnier remembered as his first mate, though he could not recall her name.  
 
    He threw himself down in one of the empty seats, while Loken raised his glass in greeting. “Garnier Fox! There has been a lot of water under the bows since last we met. Are you still sailing for the Red Tower?”  
 
    Garnier nodded. “Aye,“ he replied, “in acquisitions mostly.” He flashed Loken a sly grin. “What petty Tyran princeling holds your contracts these days?” 
 
    Loken smiled, a hideous sight if you were unprepared, but one that Garnier had never been troubled by. “Argillac for the last year or so,” he said. “Cargo for the most part. That’s why we’re here in this festering cesspool.” He said it by way of a joke, however, and they both laughed. 
 
    “I’m passing through myself,” said Garnier, “on the way to collect my pay.”  
 
    “Good money?”  
 
    He smiled. “You know how royal money is, Dirk. It spends well, but it comes with high expectations.” 
 
    “True enough,” Loken replied. The serving girl arrived with Garnier’s drink, and that was a welcome opportunity to break up what could have been a long and listless conversation. The unwritten rule of the non-existent brotherhood of privateers was that one never went into much detail about one’s work. It was taken as granted that a companion knew ‘acquisitions’ meant as often as not ‘taken at swordpoint’, while ‘cargo’ could mean anything from smuggling silk to running slaves.  
 
    After taking a long draught of ale, Garnier decided to steer the conversation onto a more acceptable path; gossip. “What’s the word from the Narrow Sea then, Dirk?” he asked. “I’ve spent too much time on the Bitter Sea to keep up.” 
 
    Loken shook his head, a grim look on his face. “Much the same as always, but we’re a man down. Black Manfred.” 
 
    Garnier frowned. “Did the Kurenni stick him in a cell again?” 
 
    It was the nameless first mate that answered. “He’s dead, Fox,” she said bitterly. “The fucking Tornavuono Bank hanged him in Benvise three weeks back.” 
 
    “I thought that he was sailing for the Tornavuonos,” Garnier said, somewhat confused by the revelation. 
 
    “He was,” said Loken, “but he fouled up his last contract, a raid on one of the other banking houses. The Tornavuonos wouldn’t pay him, so he decided he’d get his money directly, and raid one of their ships.” 
 
    “Shit. He never did have much sense,” Garnier replied, wincing. 
 
    Dirk snorted. “You’ve got that right. He fucked up the second raid as well, the Tornavuonos caught him, hanged the poor bastard.” He swirled the liquid in his cup. “I’d feel more sorry for him if he hadn’t done what he did. I’ve fucked up before and lost a contract, we all have, but to turn freesail...that’s not what we do.” 
 
    Garnier frowned. Because he and Loken, and other like them, had papers from important people, they told themselves that there was honour in it, a code. They needed that fragile veneer of civilization because otherwise they’d see they were not much different to the rest of the dock-scum. But that was just another of the things that one privateer would never say aloud to another.  
 
    “It’s not what we do,” he agreed glibly. 
 
    The first mate flashed him a narrow-eyed glance. “You knew him well, didn’t you?” she asked, causing Garnier’s lips to curl up into a half-smile. 
 
    “I did,” he said. “After I ran from the camps, he was aboard the first ship I signed on with. That very first voyage the Kurenni navy smacked us about. Only a few of us survived, on a leaky little boat.”  
 
    He shook his head, remembering that horrendous voyage. He could not have been more than ten years old at the time, but he survived when dozens of older sailors died. “There was me and Black Manfred,” he said. “White Manfred Scapani, Hanric Bellows, and Lucky Val.” He shivered a little, taking a sip of ale to fight it. “We were out there for weeks until a Kallandish trader came and picked us up. My first and last voyage as a freesail.” 
 
    Loken raised his cup, and Garnier and the first mate joined him. “To Manfred Kelterhof,” Loken said, loud enough for others in the Net to hear him. “Whatever mistakes he made, he was one of us.” 
 
    “Black Manfred,” came the echoing call, from many tables around the room. As he drank, Garnier wondered whether that was how it would be for him when he passed. A cup raised, a name echoed, and then back to business. He would never want to admit it openly, but he was shaken by the news. There were no friends in the privateering business, just varying degrees of enemy, but Manfred had been one of his better enemies. Oh, he had been a stupid, cruel and violent bastard too, and always one argument away from returning to the pirate life, but he was a familiar face. Garnier had always found comfort in familiar faces that did not haunt his dreams; and now there was one less in the world.  
 
    He looked at Loken over the top of his cup. Was he looking at the lips that would deliver his own euology? But for all that it seemed ridiculous, there was no one else. The names he had mentioned, the two sat at this table; they were as close to friends as he had. Who else could he trust, even a little?  
 
    “This business I’m on,” he said, catching Loken’s attention. “It’s big, and it has the feel of something that’s going to get bigger.” 
 
    Loken grinned. “I know that feeling.” 
 
    Garnier licked his lips. “If it gets bigger, I may need…there may be more work than for just one captain and crew, one ship. If I was to leave word with Dieter, and that word were to reach you, would you come back to Freehaven to hear what I had to say?” 
 
    Loken was looking at him with narrowed eyes, his lips as pursed as his scars would allow. Garnier was not surprised, for this was not a question they asked, and these were not concepts that men like them ever considered. Loyalty and friendship were for other people. “I won’t break a contract,” Loken said finally. “And I won’t sail against anyone willing to offer me one. Not for you, not for any money, be it royal money or otherwise.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to.” 
 
    Loken nodded slowly. “If you send for me, and I’m not working on something, I’ll come and hear your words. I promise you nothing more than that.” 
 
    It was enough that he would promise to do anything at all. If their roles were reversed, Garnier was certain he would not have even considered it. 
 
    “It may be nothing,” he said, shrugging. “But if it is something, there’d be money in it, and I would owe you a favour.” 
 
    Loken nodded. “Like I said, I’ll hear your words.” 
 
    The rest of the night was spent on talk of other things, of old scores and outrageous boasts. As he had planned to, Garnier was absolutely shitfaced by dawn, staggering out of the Net leaning on the arm of Loken’s first mate, whose name he had remembered was Marie. She had agreed after hours of his finest charm and coaxing to escort him back to Fortis, and he was fairly certain he could convince her to stay a little longer than that. She was as drunk as he was, and it was better than draining his purse with one of Dieter’s girls.  
 
    He had escaped the dreams yet again, but for how long he did not know. It was time to enjoy the peace while it lasted. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Under the Walls 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air in the tunnels barely deserved the name. It was hot, and dusty, and it tasted like wet earth mixed with blackpowder. The tunnels themselves echoed with every footfall, and with other noises too; dripping water, the flickering of their torches, and the skittering of things that Richard just was not in the mood to imagine at this very moment. As grand and glorious as this venture had been in theory, in practice it was dark, hot and disconcerting work. He had abandoned his plate armour, but even clad in a simple chain hauberk he was sweating profusely, and was slowly beginning to realise that the shield had been a mistake too.  
 
    Much as he hated to admit it, he should have followed the example of the Sverker loyalists. They loped along behind him, bare-chested, encumbered by nothing but their weapons. They were savage brutes, but they seemed to be having an easier time of it than he and the Kallandishmen in the party. Still, he kept telling himself, when the arrows started flying, he would be glad to be wearing all this bloody armour. 
 
    As his uncle had predicted, Queen Astrid had jumped at this opportunity to bring the siege of Thorn to a swift conclusion. There had been some studying of the maps, of course, and bandying of words, but the decision had been made the moment Richard opened his mouth in his uncle’s tent. All that remained then was the waiting. They could not go during the day, for the citizens of Thorn would realise something was afoot when the guns stopped firing. There was sufficient blackpowder stored to keep Harclay’s cannons fed for the time being, and so they had sat back and kept up their pointless pounding of the walls for two days, while a force was put together to go into the mines. 
 
    They had decided on sixty soldiers for the party: thirty Kallandish armsmen, and thirty loyalist Sverkers from the Count of Harlsborg’s division. The queen had insisted on the latter, as she always insisted on putting Sverkers into every breach and every skirmish. She may have married the King of Kalland, but she was a Sverker by blood, and their queen by right, and her people had to take part in every action her army took.  Richard was in command, of course. That had been made very clear from the start. But few enough of the Sverkers spoke Kallandish, and so he had been saddled with Grimbold. 
 
     He eyed the filthy Sverker at his side with some disdain. Even the greatest of heroes from the tales needed companions, but Richard would have imagined far more impressive a second-in-command than the one he had been given. 
 
    Grimbold was a huskarl, which was what passed for a knight in Sverkermark, though he looked like no knight Richard had ever seen. He was short for a Sverker, and shorter than Richard, but far broader of shoulder. His long black hair and beard were scraggly and unkempt, and he stank of sweat and iron. Washing was not a priority for the Kallandish in camp, but Grimbold stank like it had never been a priority his entire life. If he had been content to rot from afar, Richard would have been equally content, but the man was constantly at his side, seeming to take his role as second-in-command very seriously. He was also gratingly cheerful, laying down a constant stream of ribald jokes in both languages, every one punctuated with a stinging slap to Richard’s shoulder. He had quieted after they blasted into the tunnel, for fear of bringing the earthen walls down around them, but that had not stopped him from humming away tunelessly.  
 
    It was an hour since they had watched the engineers blow a gaping hole in the mound outside the camp. Everything had been done with an eye towards secrecy. They had even moved one of Harclay’s guns back, so as to fool the Sverkers in the town into thinking that another of the machines had exploded.  
 
    There had been little ceremony as Richard led his band into the darkness. No one had wanted to get their hopes up too high. An entrance they had, but the tunnels beneath Thorn were long and winding and for all they knew, collapsed. His uncle’s map was old, and many of the passages they had encountered thus far were not on it. Walking an hour above ground, they would have passed through the town already, but they were not following a straight line. Down from the entrance the tunnel had sloped, and it was only now that they were starting to find tunnels that led up and not down. 
 
    Richard whistled, and the party stopped, taking the opportunity to squeeze a few drops of precious liquid from their waterskins. Nobody at camp had expected it to be so bloody hot beneath the surface, and they were almost out of water already. It was the dust as much as the heat; the foul-tasting detritus of long-abandoned labours. He held the flickering torch up to the map. If he was honest, the bloody thing was less than useless; a maze of lines and boxes that seemed to imply that the complex lay all upon the one level, which he knew not to be the case. Lines that overlapped could be intersections, or they could be lying on top of one another.  
 
    He thought that they were currently at an intersection a few hundred yards from the town’s south gate, but he could not be certain. Down here he had only the vaguest sense of direction. They had been moving north when they started, but there were twists and turns, they had headed up, and they had headed down. They could be anywhere, now. It had all seemed so bloody easy, back in his uncle’s tent above ground. Stroll through some tunnels, open the gates, and watch Thorn fall in one day and not thirty. He snorted. As it stood, they would be lucky to reach the surface by morning, and storming the gate in daylight would be a bastard.  
 
    With a wave he called his lieutenants over. He had divided his armsmen into two groups; a large band of swordsmen led by a grizzled veteran named Kendal, and a smaller detachment of crossbows commanded by a frighteningly young captain called Matilde. She had to be a noble to have a command with so few years, but she had not given her family name, and he had not thought to ask. Her detachment seemed to trust her though, so that was something. And of course, he had Grimbold, his relentless shadow. Quite the band of heroes, they were. One too old, one too young, and one too foul-smelling and illiterate. This was one for the tales. 
 
    “Are we lost?” Matilde asked, and he flashed her a piercing glare, one that she blithely ignored. “Well, are we?” 
 
    “We are not lost,” he responded, his voice acid, “we are…we are.” He sighed. This was pointless. “Yes, we are fucking lost,” he admitted, “thanks to this useless Sverker map.” He thrust the crumpled document at her. “Do you read maps well, captain?” 
 
    She flattened it out carefully, her eyes tracing back and forth across it. “Not so well as I had thought,” she said grudgingly. He looked to Kendal, but the old man shrugged. Richard shook his head.  
 
    “How did they navigate down here with that thing?” The question was rhetorical, but there was a deep rumble in answer from Grimbold. The Sverker’s broad grin was quite disturbing in the torch light. 
 
    “Never needed maps down here, chief. Some of us got a sense for the deep places of earth and flesh.” 
 
    Richard stared at him doubtfully. “And do you have this sense, Grimbold?” 
 
    The Sverker stared back at him, his eyes glinting, and then he burst out into a roar of laughter that made more than a few of the soldiers leap out of their skins. It echoed around the tunnels, and the sounds of dirt trickling down to the floor grew louder for a few seconds. Richard almost had to clutch at his ears, the sound was so loud. “Me?” Grimbold said as he guffawed away, tapping his hairy chest with one thick finger. “I’ve got no sense at all, chief. Henning’s your man.” 
 
    He called back towards the dark mass of their company, and another Sverker man, Henning obviously, moved forward. He looked no more different or skilled than any other of his kin, save for a large tattoo of a raven inked upon his chest. Richard remembered hearing somewhere that many of the Sverkers worshipped some kind of giant magical raven, though what that had to do with their present situation was beyond him.  
 
    Grimbold and Henning exchanged a few words in their tongue, and then to the surprise and amusement of the Kallandish, Henning began to move around. His limbs shook jerkily, and he started to emit a strange, throaty noise, somewhere between a hum and a choke. Richard glanced at his lieutenants, but they were as mystified as he was at the man’s behaviour.  
 
    “What is he doing?” hissed Matilde. Richard shrugged helplessly, trying to attract Grimbold’s attention, but the Sverker was watching his countryman’s display with a patient, almost reverent expression. “Is this magic?” she asked.  
 
    Kendal spat to one side. “I seen magic done,” he said, “knife-ear magic, when I were a lad.” Richard looked at him. He certainly was old enough to have seen the Kurenni in action. “Din’t look like this,” Kendal continued. “T’was all lights and screaming.” 
 
    It did not look like the magic they had all heard of from the tales, to be sure, but then the Sverkers were not in those tales, and so perhaps they had a different kind of magic.  
 
    “Is this magic?” he asked nervously, tapping Grimbold on the shoulder. For once, the Sverker had a serious expression when he spoke.  
 
    “Henning is no witch, no…mage…as you Kallandish call it. But the deep sense is a gift from the Great Raven, as is witchcraft. Perhaps they are the same thing, at that.” His expression hardened. “Does that trouble you, chief?” he added, in a tone so dark as to make Richard’s hand twitch upon the hilt of his sword. 
 
    It did trouble him a little bit, though not for the obvious reasons. The Temple would have Henning’s blood for performing magic of any kind, but the nearest of those damnable priests was a long way away from here. Richard did not like the idea of savage barbarians with magical powers, but neither was he some bloody superstitious peasant who was afraid simply because a book said so. 
 
    “It does not trouble me,” he replied firmly, taking his hand away from the sword, though it took all of his willpower to keep that hand from shaking. “Many in Kalland follow the teachings of the Temple, but many do not.” Matilde was nodding her head gently, and Kendal had spit to one side again, which could mean anything; but both had relaxed from their combative postures. 
 
    Grimbold nodded once, with what looked to Richard to be the tiniest glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes, and then returned to watching Henning at work. Richard released what he hoped to be a barely audible sigh. For all that he did not begrudge Henning the right to do…whatever it was that he was doing, it did not mean that Richard believed in it. The existence of magic was not in doubt, but this seemed to be more of a religious ritual than magery. He found it harder to believe in the efficacy of whatever this was, when from what Grimbold said, it was tied in with the worship of their giant bird-god. 
 
    Henning danced and hummed for about a minute, and then suddenly came to a halt. It was so abrupt that Richard glanced about, startled, wondering if the man had seen a threat of some kind. Grimbold said something in the Sverker tongue, and then Henning nodded, grinning with a mouth full of yellowed teeth. 
 
    “He has the path,” Grimbold said. “Now we follow him.” 
 
    The resting Sverkers were already up, but the Kallandishmen were looking to Richard, uncertainty written in their faces. It was probably mirrored in his own. His lieutenants were of no help. Matilde merely shrugged, and Kendal gave no sign at all of having any opinion.  
 
    His choices were to wander aimlessly as before, or follow the crazy dancing savage. He was quite certain that this escapade would not make it into his report to his uncle and the queen.  
 
    “Now we follow him,” he said, echoing the huskarl’s words. His soldiers looked no happier about it, but they at least had a path to follow, wherever it led. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
    Henning stopped to repeat his ritual several more times, and each time Richard’s heart fell. This was madness. They were going to wind up wandering these tunnels forever, led by a lunatic. But eventually the tunnels began to slope upwards, and did not slope down again. They were not heading in a straight line, but they did seem to be circling steadily towards the surface. 
 
     After the third dance, he noticed that the air was growing clearer, less foul, and that it was not as hot as it had been before. When at long last the earthen tunnel opened up into a chamber of stone, he almost jumped for joy. He did not know how Henning had done it, but the demented savage had led them true. They were inside the walls of Thorn.  
 
    The chamber was not large enough to hold the entire party all at once, but it was a good enough staging area to secure while they scouted in order to discover exactly where in the town they were. The dust and spiderwebs covering every surface indicated that this was not a frequently used room, but that was not necessarily much of an advantage. An abandoned basement in the middle of the town was not ideal for an assault on the gates.  
 
    The room had one exit, a chipped stone spiral-staircase that wound its way upward. It was a narrow affair, and not practical if they were going to have to storm their way out, but Richard was rapidly learning in this venture that war was never as simple as when it was being planned.  
 
    He tapped Matilde on the shoulder, indicating that she should head on up. She was the most diminutive member of his company, and in his book that meant she was the quietest; but it seemed Grimbold had ideas about that too. He tapped himself and one other man on the chest. Richard looked them up and down frankly. The second Sverker was a lean fellow, if a little gangly, but Grimbold? A man that wide couldn’t possibly be stealthy. 
 
    Seeing his look, the huskarl tapped his chest again. “Trust me, chief,” he whispered, his eyes insistent. Richard looked to Matilde, and to his surprise she nodded in agreement. He supposed that despite their doubts, the ‘deep sense’ had worked out as planned. There was no reason this would not as well. He nodded his assent to the huskarl’s suggestion. 
 
    The two Sverkers abandoned their bulkier weapons, handing them off to their fellows. They would carry a knife apiece. With little ceremony the two men made their way to the staircase, brushing through the tangle of cobwebs that had been spun over the entrance, and disappeared. They had no torches to light their way, and every second Richard expected to see one or the other come bouncing back down the stairs having slipped, but it did not happen. 
 
    Minutes passed, and the remainder of the company waited nervously for their scouts. There was little noise save the torches and the occasional scratching of metal as an armsman fidgeted. Richard thought he could hear faint voices coming from above, but that could easily have been his over-active imagination.  
 
    He was more nervous than he would have liked, but he told himself that this was different to any other combat he had seen. It was easy enough to be brave in the thick of a melee when there was nothing to think of but the sword in your hand and the enemy in front. It was something else to have your lives, an entire campaign in the hands of a pair of brutish Sverkers. But he knew that he must remain the anchor of morale. It helped that Matilde looked even less at ease than he felt. In the tunnels she had been bold and brash, sure of herself. It had made her appear older, but now her face was pale, her eyes wide, and she seemed little more than a child.  
 
    “How old are you, captain?” he asked, as gently as his dry lips could manage. She looked up, her eyes flashing fiercely for a second. 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    He almost whistled with surprise; she was even younger than he had thought. “You are very young for your rank…” 
 
    She nodded. “My brother arranged it for me as soon as I came of age.” 
 
    That was not unusual among the Kallandish nobility. Richard himself had been no older when he was knighted, and within a year of that knighthood he was within the Household Company. It was curious, however, that this brother of hers had arranged for a position in the royal army, rather than a knighthood for his sister. He glanced at her curiously. “Who is your brother?” he asked. 
 
    “Ralf…that is, Baron Harclay,” she replied. “He helped me into this company, as well. My first skirmish.” 
 
    Richard’s eyebrow rose. This quiet, authoritative and by all accounts well-respected young officer was Baron Harclay’s sister? He saw little in looks or manner to compare them, but perhaps he had misjudged the younger man somewhat. Placing his sister in this force was a cool calculation. Dangerous for her, but it ensured that whether Thorn fell tonight to the raid, or in a few weeks to the cannon, the House of Harclay would be associated with it. He shook his head, smiling slightly.  
 
    “Well, Captain Harclay, I hope you are as good with that crossbow as your brother is with his politics, because…” 
 
    He trailed off as the sound of scraping metal echoed down the staircase. He spun around, drawing his sword, hearing weapons coming to hands behind him. At his side Matilde looked no less alarmed, but the hands that aimed her crossbow at the stair did not so much as tremble. 
 
    The sound was getting louder, and then others, more human sounds, joined it, grunts and low Sverker curses. If this isn’t Grimbold and his man, then we are royally fucked, Richard thought.  
 
    But it was, though the two men were not alone. They were dragging a Sverker fyrdman by the feet and shoulders. One of their knives still protruded from the dead man’s side, blood seeping out from the wound. Richard should have been angry at the tense wait the two Sverkers had left them with, but he was far too relieved that it was they and not the men of Thorn descending the stairs. He almost felt joyful and glad to see the burly huskarl. “Who is this?” he asked, a half-smile on his face.  
 
    Grimbold grinned back at him, wiping his bloody hands on the fyrdman’s tunic. “Didn’t ask for no names, chief, but don’t you worry, there’s plenty for everyone waiting up there.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “So, where are we?” 
 
    Grimbold chuckled with glee. “Only right under the bloody south gatehouse, that’s where. Found this poor churl guarding a storeroom. More of ‘em beyond and up above, but…” 
 
    “They’ll never see us coming,” Richard finished, finding it very difficult not to join the huskarl in his merriment. The cheer that he had found so irritating in the tunnels was actually quite infectious under these circumstances, and he was seeing Grimbold and his Sverkers in a new light. Washing or no washing, they knew their business. “Kendal, Harclay,” he barked, “take your detachments and secure that storeroom, quietly as you can.” 
 
    They nodded and led their armsmen up the stairs; the old veteran at the front with his sword drawn and a violent look on his face. It was the first sign of emotion Richard had seen in him, and it was a good one.  
 
    Grimbold was still waiting, grinning his savage grin. “Where will the mechanism that opens the gate be?” Richard asked him. 
 
    “Upper level of the gatehouse,” the huskarl replied. “Reckon two floors up from the storeroom.” 
 
    Richard frowned. “There’s going to be a lot of them between us and it.” 
 
    Grimbold’s smile was wolfish. “Not enough.” 
 
    Richard nodded, admiring the man’s spirit at least. “My armsmen will hold that storeroom and the lower levels, protect our back from the militia. We will open the gate, with your thirty. Do you object?” 
 
    “Not at all, chief, I insist.” To Richard’s surprise, Grimbold held out his arm. Sverker warriors clasped arms as a mark of mutual respect before going into battle. It was no knight’s salute, but… 
 
    He reached out his own mailed arm, and locked it with Grimbold’s. The Sverker grinned. “Well then, chief…let’s get to killing.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They burst out of the storeroom with a roar, into what appeared to be an entrance hall of some kind. The structure arched over the gate, linking the walls together, but only through this room could one gain access from the level of the street. A few militiamen milled around, eating and talking, completely unprepared for this thunderous assault.  
 
    Grimbold had been right when he said that there would not be enough of the men of Thorn to hold the gatehouse. They outnumbered Richard’s company heavily, but what the breach party lacked in numbers they more than made up for in skill and bloodlust. Grimbold and his men were huskarls, and while Richard still thought them not a match for an equal number of Kallandish knights, even unarmoured they cut through the poorly-trained militia as though they were not there. Sverkermark had no army of professional soldiers like the royal armsmen of Kalland; all they had was the fyrd, peasants in scale shirts with spears. When faced by a pack of screaming huskarls bearing down upon them with axes and swords, more fled than stood. 
 
    Grimbold had kicked the door down himself, stepping through and taking the head clean off the shoulders of the first gawping fyrdman with a single stroke of his sword. There had been a strange moment where both sides stared at one another, the astonished militia on one side, and the massing pack of half-naked huskarls on the other. Then Grimbold had let loose his war cry, and the hall descended into utter pandemonium.  
 
    Richard darted past his lieutenant, sword already swinging to cut into the chest of a startled fyrdman, wincing at the sound the steel made when it scraped against the shattered scales of the man’s armoured shirt. The rest of the huskarls were pouring into the hall, and those fyrdmen brave enough to stand were cut down. A few had managed to escape through the main door into the town, screaming for aid, but the next band to try it was shredded by a hail of crossbow bolts. Richard looked back to see Matilde and her crossbowmen frantically reloading, the young captain’s face determined, all sign of her earlier nervousness gone.  
 
    The door no longer an option, the surviving fyrdmen attempted to retreat up the stairs to the next level, only to clatter into their comrades descending to find out what all the screaming was about. In that moment of disorder, Richard and the huskarls were upon them with swords and axes. It was butcher work, to hack away at the mass of men on the stair, but it was effective. The men at the rear were already falling back, abandoning their fellows to the assault of the huskarls. The steps were slick with blood and littered with mangled corpses, but their pace did not slow. They tore up the stairs to the second level, hot on the heels of the retreating fyrdmen. 
 
    An even larger hall awaited them, directly above the arch of the gate. It was in there that they faced their first real resistance. A strong force of the Thorn fyrd had gathered in a ragged shield wall across the hall, and they held position, even as the huskarls stormed up the stairs screaming their war cries. One enterprising warrior of the fyrd hurled his spear, and Richard saw one of the huskarls falling, the broad-bladed weapon punching into his unprotected chest. Hard as it was to believe, but he was the first of them to fall.  
 
    The surviving huskarls were upon the killer and his fellows before they could even think of doing the same. There was no discipline to the fyrdmen or their line, each man jabbing out with his spear, leaving gaps into which the huskarls moved. Once inside the reach of the spears, they could tear into their opponents with impunity. They did not break the fyrdmen without injury; more than one huskarl flinched backwards, blood pouring from a spearpoint’s gash. But Richard and his men would not be stopped.  
 
    With Grimbold at his side swinging his great sword as though it were lighter than air, Richard carved a bloody hole in the tremulous shield wall. He smashed the first warrior in the face with his shield, knocking the man backwards onto his fellows, and then opening his throat with a single blow. The backswing left a deep gash in the forearm of the fyrdman next to him; clutching the wound, he fell victim to one of Grimbold’s deadly blows, which near cut him in twain from shoulder to groin. 
 
    Richard felt the prick of a spearpoint at his mailed shoulder, and savagely hacked through the shaft of the weapon. He let out a primal scream of defiance, one that echoed among the Sverkers of his company. All the frustration of every slow and futile day of the siege was let out to burn in the inferno of this brutal melee. This was war as it was meant to be fought, man-to-man, blade against blade, life and death divided only by luck and strength and will.  
 
    It was not long before he could see nothing around him, had no thought for the men who followed him, only for the foe in front of him, the fear in their eyes as he destroyed them. Shield and sword moved in unison, both serving as weapons in his hands. He felt spears scratching against his armour, and a few dull throbs indicated that some had left a mark, but he ignored them. He was a knight of Kalland, a son of the House of Beaufort, and no peasant spearman could harm him. 
 
    Then suddenly, there was no one left to fight. As though emerging from a daze, he looked around to see the hall as if for the first time. He stood now at the foot of the steps leading to the next level, a defender of Thorn lying cloven at his feet. The man was without spear or shield, and it looked as though he had been cut down while fleeing.  
 
    Richard’s heart pounded, his breath ran shallow and hard, and sudden stinging pain was rising up and down his body. He saw that his mail was pierced in several places, blood trickling out, though none of the wounds was serious. His sword hand was dripping with blood, as was the blade itself, his tabard, his shield, and his boots. A rumbling voice from behind had him spinning around, sword at the ready. 
 
    “You alright, chief?” 
 
    It was Grimbold, though Richard could barely recognize him, so caked in blood was the burly huskarl. He was drenched in gore from his tangled hair down to his boots, and not all of it was that of the enemy. There was a vicious long gash in his side, another on his leg, and he was leaning on the pommel of his sword. The Sverker repeated his question, and Richard blinked. 
 
    “Yes, I am…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he looked past Grimbold to the hall beyond. To call it a charnel house would be an understatement. There was not a surface that was not blood-soaked. The melee at the shield wall had become a running battle, then a rout, as the fyrdmen were pushed back further and further by the savagery of the huskarls. Men lay dead from the top of one set of steps to the bottom of the other, the furthest ones on their backs, weapons clutched in their dead fingers, and the ones nearest to him cut down as they tried to flee.  
 
    His huskarls, those dozen or so left standing, were like red giants, nightmarish creatures from the darkest of the tales. There could have been as many as a hundred men lying dead here, and it was a testament to the brutality of the combat that there were no injured men lying on the floor; only the living and walking, and the dead. 
 
    His stomach heaved and he fell to his knees, vomiting down his chest, and onto the floor. It was the same every time he fought. A part of him went away in the heat of battle, and came back startled at what the rest of him had wrought. He could never remember doing any of it, but the blood was there on his sword; it was always there. Richard did not dread the feeling, for it was glorious work he did, but he did not enjoy his inability to remember the fight. It was as though another fought those battles, and did not even allow him the courtesy of watching. 
 
    There was the thump of metal against the wooden floor, and a shadow loomed over him. “Let it out, lad. There is a price for all the Raven’s gifts.” 
 
    Grimbold’s voice was strangely soft, but Richard did not think much of it as he continued to spew his guts out onto the hardwood floor of the gatehouse hall. The huskarl whistled, seemingly surprised by something. “In all my life, I would never have thought to see a Kallandishman blessed with the berserkrgang.” 
 
    “Wha…?” Richard managed between heaves.  
 
    “The berserkrgang. The battle-rage, the gift the Great Raven gives to his chosen warriors. To fight without fear or pain, with only the death of the foe in your mind. He has blessed you, chief.” 
 
    It was hard to believe that a blessing would leave him dripping in blood and vomit. The idea that he was blessed, or chosen was a ridiculous one. He had always been a skilled fighter, yes, and as for what happened in the heat of combat…he had always assumed that the same happened to every man and woman that fought beside him It was warfare, not mysticism. No gods or spirits guided his sword. 
 
    As he pulled himself up from his knees, he saw the Sverkers of his company looking at him with a mixture of fear and respect in their eyes that had not been there before. Many of them bobbed their heads as they met his gaze; a few could not even do that. He looked past them to the mangled bodies of the militia. How many of those men did he kill for these huskarls, these renowned warriors of a warrior people to look upon him so? The thought gave him some satisfaction, perhaps even pride. He was a warrior, after all. Was not the recognition of fellow warriors the most prized? 
 
    Suddenly feeling self-conscious with vomit dripping from his chin and down his tunic, he straightened up. “We must take the gate mechanism without delay,” he said, his voice harsh when forced through his bile-ravaged throat. Grimbold nodded, gesturing for his surviving men to follow. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    He had expected to find more fyrdmen waiting on the next level, but there were none. They passed through empty barracks, some of the billets hastily abandoned, as if the sleepers had awakened to rush down and meet their deaths on his sword. He posted guards on the doors leading out onto the wall, for by now any of the militia who had escaped the initial assault downstairs would have raised half the town.  
 
    The gate mechanism was in a small room at the centre of the level, a large wooden wheel with chains running off and down through the floor. A single figure awaited them, a boy of no more than fourteen years, clad in militia scale several sizes too big. He held a light crossbow in his hands, but upon seeing Richard and his bloodstained companions walk through the door he tossed it to the ground, his eyes wide with horror. In the heat of battle, in this berserkrgang that Grimbold spoke of, he might have cut the lad down, but he was exhausted, and sick and wounded, and had shed enough blood in these short hours. They took away the boy’s weapon, but otherwise ignored him.  
 
    Together, Richard and one of the least wounded of the Sverkermen put their shoulders to the great wheel, hearing the metal scream as the gate rose upwards. He grimaced as his open wounds were stretched and scraped under his chain coat, but it was a good pain. The pain meant that this would be a good day, a glorious day. Today Thorn would fall, and Sir Richard Beaufort, Knight of the Household and proud son of the Black Rose of Malybridge was the architect of its fall. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Eormanric 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Tannerus awakened Nessa, it was as though she had only just closed her eyes. It was certainly dark enough. She rose from her bed, blinking owlishly and yawning. The old mage was standing at the end of her bed, clad in a travel cloak with a large pack over one shoulder. He was dangling a second pack from his hand, a grin on his face, a blue mage light hovering at his shoulder. Nessa stared back at him, tired and confused, but then in a rush it all came back to her, and she almost jumped out of the bed. He was carrying her pack, she realised, the one she had had ready for three days! This was the day she left Estwic for the first time since she arrived there fifteen years ago, and naturally she had overslept! 
 
    Tannerus laughed as she darted from under the covers, hastily pulling on a pair of breeches as she went. It was ridiculous, for she had been prepared to leave for days, and now that the moment had come, she was flustered. “They have waited for us for several days,” he said eventually, still chuckling. “I am certain a few more minutes will be no trouble.” 
 
    She nodded before splashing icy water from the bowl over her face, grabbing her own cloak from on the floor. Thankfully, they had sent their bulkier possessions, clothing, books, and Tannerus’ collection of artefacts and relics, ahead in the crates already. It had taken a small army of Baron Cale’s Kallandish royal marines to carry them all, for the old mage did not intend to leave any of his possesions behind for his successor. The marines had grumbled at this menial task, but they had been under the stern supervision of Sir Emma Gallen, and they had quickly and efficiently loaded the cart that would carry all those boxes to Eormanric.  
 
    That had been yesterday, the third day since Cale and Tannerus had spoken. Could it really be that only four days had passed since that first conversation? Was that really all the time it took to uproot an entire life? The speed with which Tannerus had settled things with the Lord Governor of Estwic and appointed a successor was remarkable, so much so that it led Nessa to suspect the influence of Rybeck Cale behind it. He did not seem the type to simply stroll off a boat and leave his plans to chance. All of this must have been arranged weeks or even months in advance, between him and the governor. 
 
    Within a day of Cale’s arrival the new master of the school had been recruited. His name was Halfdan Wheelwright, a retired battlemage from the Navy of Estwic. Nessa found him to be a somewhat fussy old busybody, but by reputation he was an accomplished mage. Wheelwright had started in his new role the day before, taking on the lessons while Nessa and Tannerus prepared. At first the students had seemed dubious of their new teacher, but after Wheelwright had let slip that he had served in the navy, they warmed to him, demanding tales of his exploits against the pirates and reavers of the Frozen Sea.  
 
    Most young mages harboured a secret desire to be a battlemage, just as those young who did not possess the talent wished to be warriors. It was the place of the very young to desire heroism and glory. Nessa never had, however. Not even in the angriest days of her youth did she ever want to hurt another person.  
 
    She found Wheelwright’s willingness to divulge these tales of bloodletting and violence to children faintly disturbing, and she knew Tannerus well enough to know that he felt the same way. The old mage had never encouraged his students to become battlemages. Some did, of course, though most did not. But without Tannerus to guide them along a different path, how many of them would now come to follow Wheelwright’s path? It did not bear thinking about. Nessa could not really blame the new master, however. Both Tannerus and she had made their choices, and their choice was to leave. She had a new student now. 
 
    She had been intensely curious over the last few days about this Lady Anneka that she was to tutor. She had known her fair share of noble sons and daughters, but never had she even seen royalty, let alone considered tutoring it. She had been forced to keep her questions back, however, for Tannerus was embroiled in the business of departure. Besides, she knew that when he last saw this young woman, she was three years old. He did not know any more about Anneka Toran than Nessa did. 
 
    As for Nessa’s own business, it had been simple enough. She had written a brief letter to her father’s kin in the city, explaining where she was going. She was not permitted to say why, not that she would have anyway. She had said her goodbyes to Harald, Maron, a few other familiar faces, and to her fellow apprentices. She had even shaken hands with Dareth Oldway, now First Apprentice to Master Wheelwright. Her rival’s face had been torn between a mixture of glee and jealousy. Finally he was First Apprentice, but to a lesser master, while she and only she would accompany Tannerus to Kalland. Still, at the end he was polite if he was not warm. They were like two old combatants signing the peace treaty to end a long and bitter conflict. 
 
    And now it was time to leave. Having dressed sufficiently for the walk to the harbour, Nessa took the pack from Tannerus’ still outstretched hand, and with little more ceremony than that, they headed out of her room. Tannerus had insisted that the apprentices stay abed, to better serve their new master, but more than one door was open a crack, sleepy eyes peering out as they passed. Tannerus gave the impression of ignoring them, but Nessa could see a faint smile on his face.  
 
    Down in the atrium, Sir Emma Gallen awaited them, standing stiff as a post in steel armour, ready to guide them to her ship. She saluted, and held the door open for them. They both stopped to glance around at this familiar setting for what could be the very last time, and then they were out, onto the streets of Estwic. 
 
    The High District was the ancient heart of the city, home to all the fine estates of the nobility and merchant class of the Free City. Its cobblestoned streets were Nessa’s favourite part of Estwic, serene and stately, unlike the bustle and toil of the other districts. With Sir Emma in the lead, they made swift westward progress to the Naval District. Nessa had been surprised to learn that the ship Eormanric that would carry them to Kalland was berthed there and not in the Eastern Docks, where most foreign ships went. The Naval District was home to the formidable navy of Estwic, the force that had made the Free City a power in the North. But then again, Baron Cale was an important dignitary from a powerful neighbouring land; such a position had to come with privileges. 
 
    It was a silent journey the three of them made, each wrapped up in their own thoughts. Nessa could not guess at what passed through Sir Emma’s mind, but she thought she knew some of Tannerus’ troubles. It had been fifteen years since he had last been amongst the Kallandish, and it must be strange to be going back to a place that obviously held both fond and terrible memories for him.  
 
    As for her, the speed of their departure had given her little time to ruminate, but as they made their way along the empty and silent streets, thinking was all she could do. She was traveling to a land where her abilities and her blood would mark her to many as an enemy. Even before she set foot on Kallandish soil, she would be among them, and she could not help but feel nervous. Some of the marines and sailors who had carried their baggage the other day had looked at her with less than friendly expressions. Not all of them for sure, but enough to draw out a familiar edgy feeling that overcame her excitement at this adventure. It was an uncomfortable emotion, one she had not experienced since her childhood, behind the hard stone walls of Blackwood Castle. She fought back such feelings as best she could. She would let her actions define her, not the prejudices of others.  
 
    They encountered few people on their way; the occasional patrol of constables or lone lamplighter. These hardy souls greeted them with a nod or wave, for Tannerus the mage was a well-known figure in this part of the city.  
 
    The transition between the High District and the Naval District was subtle, but clear to anyone who had lived in Estwic for some time. Though the first few rows of buildings were raised of the same fine stone as the houses of the nobility, they were much more functional, less aesthetic. These were the administration buildings of the Estwic fleet. Newcomers often thought it strange that sailors and lords dwelt in such similar accommodations, but all in Estwic knew that the crews of their mighty fleet were what kept the Free City free.  
 
    The deeper they moved into the Naval District, the more people they began to see. It was not yet dawn but there was always work to be done on the docks. The men and women at work here wore the scarlet and gold uniforms of the city, and there were none of the foreign faces seen elsewhere. No one paid them any heed, and if anyone recognized Tannerus, they did nothing to indicate it. 
 
    The smell of the sea, which was ever-present in Estwic, grew stronger, and finally they passed between two large stone blockhouses and found themselves on the waterfront. There were four ships in view from where they walked. Three were heavy-hulled war galleys of the Estwic fleet. Deck gangs scoured the ships, clearing the hulls and masts of ice and snow. These were the larger of the ships in the fleet, much bigger than the nimble patrol galleys that plowed the Frozen Sea hunting pirates and reavers. The fourth vessel stopped Nessa dead in her tracks.  
 
    She had lived in port cities her entire life, seen vessels of many kinds flying dozens of flags, but Eormanric put them all to shame. The Kallandish galleon was a monster of the seas. Its hull was high enough to tower over even the largest of the local war galleys, and that was without counting the three great masts that sprouted from its decks. It was hundreds of yards long from fore to aft, and every inch spoke of warlike prowess. There appeared to be three gun decks on each side, as well as light guns on the surfaces above. Even this early she could see dozens of soldiers aboard, armed with crossbows and other weapons. She thought that the ship could tussle with a dragon and yet come out on top. 
 
    She was not the only one in awe of the galleon. Tannerus had halted too, a frank look of approval on his face. “That may be the largest ship in the world,” he said quietly. 
 
    “There are Kurenni vessels that are larger,” said Sir Emma, who had halted and walked back when she noticed that they were no longer following. “But none are as well armed.” She pointed to the bristling gun decks. “There are one hundred and twenty guns below the decks, and seventeen above. In addition to a crew of seven hundred, she can carry three hundred marines and all their gear; more, if the gun decks are empty.”  
 
    The normally taciturn knight was actually smiling as she talked about the ship, and she had already spoken more words than Nessa had heard her say in the last three days combined. Her voice, when it was free of her usual solemnity, was surprisingly pleasant and engaging, at least on the subject of Eormanric. 
 
    “Are there more ships like this one?” Nessa asked, still gawking at the vast craft. 
 
    “There are two other galleons in this class,” Sir Emma replied. “Alyssandra and Bohemond. There is also a fourth in the shipyards at Eormangow, though it will be at least a year before she is finished. Magnificent craft, are they not?” 
 
    Tannerus whistled appreciatively. “Indeed they are, and all of this to transport two passengers, Sir Emma?” Despite the mage’s obvious awe at the sight of the ship, his question was pointed, and the knight seemed to hesitate before answering.  
 
    “Though the queen’s army has made great gains in Sverkermark,” she said, “the Straits of Blackwood and the Shield Sea are still strongly contested by Sverker dragonboats. The Lord Chancellor wished to take no chances with your lives, or with his own.” 
 
    Tannerus made a small, disapproving cluck. “These waters have always been contested by the Sverkers. If there is greater danger now, then it is because of your war, not despite it.” 
 
    Sir Emma nodded evenly. “Perhaps.” 
 
    Nessa knew that Tannerus did not approve of the Kallandish war in Sverkermark; it had disappointed him in some profound way. She had not really put any thought to the matter of the war before this moment, before seeing this monstrous vessel. It seemed hard to believe that anyone would dare fight a people with such power at their disposal…and to think that Tannerus insisted Kalland had no fleet at all just forty years ago. 
 
    “We should get going.” Sir Emma was obviously intent on concluding this journey with no more talk of the war, and Tannerus seemed content to allow her to do so for now. They made for the jetty that ran alongside Eormanric’s massive bulk, and as they drew closer, Nessa’s awe at the size of the ship only grew. She understood now why the galleon had docked here rather than in the civilian harbour, for there simply were no berths out east that could handle her. It must have been a nightmare for the pilot galleys to maneuver her into place.  
 
    On the civilian docks, such a sight might have drawn a crowd, but there was more discipline among Estwic’s military sailors. Still, it was obvious that they were eyeing the galleon with some discomfort. She could have shredded their galleys if the Kallandish wanted to, and the ballistae and catapults on the harbourside would be useless in reply. The Kallandish sailors and marines seemed to be aware of this, too. There was a certain swagger to the way they moved around, as though they were more than just visitors to this city. They had taken control of the jetty for themselves, posting marines in red leather jerkins and black tunics to guard it, and had run their flag up on a pole beside them. It was black too, with a red tower embroidered onto it, a crown hovering above its battlements. Nessa knew well enough that this was both the flag of Kalland and the arms of the royal house of Toran. Along with the Phoenix of Kurenn, the Red Tower of Kalland was the most famous flag in all of Ankyran. 
 
    Two of the marines stepped forward to meet them, an older man with a brutish look and a bleary-eyed woman, both with swords at their hips. They came to attention in front of Sir Emma, seeming to stare vacantly past her at the same time. She looked from one to the other, a thin smile on her lips. 
 
    “Who put up the flag?” she asked. The two soldiers exchanged glances, the younger one’s eyes registering some anxiety, before the elder nodded. 
 
    “I did, Sir Emma.” 
 
    She turned her full gaze on him, cold and disapproving. “Take it down, Andrews, before the Lord Chancellor sees it. We are not here to aggravate the locals.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir Emma,” he replied smartly, but as she moved past him, Tannerus and Nessa trailing, the half-elf saw his glare fixed on the knight’s back. When his gaze turned to her, it grew only more hostile, and she turned away quickly, feeling her skin start to burn. Andrews the marine was obviously not going to be one of her friends. 
 
    Even at this late stage Eormanric was still taking on stores. A crane was lifting pallets of barrels and crates onto the deck, while lighter objects were being carried up the gangplank by teams of sailors. It looked to be pure chaos, people rushing around and cursing at one another, but despite this, the jetty was being cleared of cargo fast. They were loud and abrasive, Eormanric’s crew, but they were efficient.  
 
    The little group reached the gangplank just as a knot of sailors were starting to make their way up with their burdens, so they stepped to one side and waited. Nessa had been amazed by the size of the vessel, but now that she was close to it, she could marvel at how ornate it was as well. The railings were lined with gold leaf, and the great vessel’s name was written on the hull, also in gold. The distant bow was covered in carven figures, a mixture of strange creatures and fierce warriors, but none of them more impressive than the serpent that served as a figurehead, coiled up and along the bowsprit to jut out ahead of the ship, its fanged maw roaring defiance.  
 
    “What does ‘Eormanric’ mean, anyway?” she asked, more to herself than to anyone else, but Tannerus answered all the same. 
 
    “Eormanric, also known as the Sea Drake,” he said, in a tone she fondly and slightly sheepishly recognized as his teaching voice, “was a great hero of Kalland, the son and brother of kings. He won control of the coastlands of the Bitter Sea from the angara, allowing that region to be settled.” 
 
    When the last swearing sailor had passed ahead of them, Sir Emma led the two mages up onto the ship. If anything, it was busier up on deck than it had been down on the jetty. For Nessa, used to the serenity of the High District and the ordered life of a teacher and scholar, it was quite disturbing. That feeling, and the simmering anxiety she had been feeling since leaving the school were making her feel a little unwell. Tannerus must have seen it on her face, because he caught her by the arm, a concerned look in his eyes. That friendly contact was enough to keep her going, but she hoped that this chaos would abate once they were actually at sea.  
 
    “You have been assigned cabins at the stern, near to the captain’s and the Lord Chancellor’s rooms,” Sir Emma was saying. “I can take you there now, but the Lord Chancellor will want to see both of you before we depart.” 
 
    Tannerus nodded. “Lead on,” he said, keeping an arm close around Nessa’s shoulders as they followed. A set of doors at the stern was their destination, leading under the wheel deck. It was not as busy there, but it was dark and stuffy, the only light coming from fire bowls set at short intervals along the wall.  
 
    Instinctively Nessa drew upon her power and summoned a mage light, bathing the corridor in a blue glow. The response from the Kallandishmen would have been amusing under other circumstances. Several sailors dropped their burdens, startled by the strange new light. Sir Emma spun around, her expression just as surprised, an obviously rare loss of emotional control for her. There was an awkward, strained silence as all eyes fell on Nessa, or rather the orb of blue light hovering above her right hand. She froze, staring back at them. Most would never have seen magic before, she grimly realized, and those that had probably possessed unfond memories of its use by elves. 
 
    One of the sailors pointed. “What is that thing?”  
 
    “It is a light,” replied Tannerus calmly. “A light, and nothing more.” 
 
    “How did she do that?” came another voice, an edge of hysteria to it, but Sir Emma had recovered quickly from her surprise.  
 
    “Get back to work,” she barked. “There will be no harassing of Baron Cale’s guests.” 
 
    For a moment it looked as though one or two of them were going to persist, but the mention of Cale’s name had cowed them. They broke away, going back to their tasks, but their eyes still followed Nessa and her mage light as they passed by. 
 
    Sir Emma’s face had returned to its usual blank solemnity, but there was still a great deal of shock behind her eyes. “I must apologise; our people are…unused to such displays.” 
 
    Nessa nodded slowly, extinguishing the light. The ease with which she did so seemed to draw almost as much attention as summoning it had. Tannerus moved the conversation on briskly. “That is why I agreed to come along in the first place,” he said, “so that our talent can be better understood. Please, I am sure Baron Cale is waiting.” 
 
    Sir Emma nodded, setting forth again. Nessa felt Tannerus’ hand squeeze on her shoulder, and she smiled up at him wanly. That sickly feeling was returning. She was starting to wonder whether Dareth should have been the one to come. The crew might have been more receptive to mage lights when seen coming from the hands of a human. But Tannerus had chosen her, she kept telling herself. She would not reward his trust by descending into a well of self-pity or low confidence.  
 
    Baron Cale’s cabin was at the very end of the corridor, behind another set of double doors. A man stood on guard outside, clad in a full suit of silvered-steel plate armour, just as Sir Emma was. He was surely a Knight of the Household as well. Sir Emma greeted the guard with a curt nod. “Sir Imbert,” she said. Sir Imbert nodded back, his face as expressionless as Gallen’s. “Is he awake?” Sir Emma asked. 
 
    “He is.” Sir Imbert’s eyes flashed briefly to Tannerus and Nessa. “These are our guests?” 
 
    Sir Emma nodded, and her fellow knight turned around and knocked upon the door. A muffled but familiar voice from beyond bade them enter. Sir Imbert pushed the doors open, and they entered the cabin, Sir Emma following behind them. 
 
    It was a grand space, even considering the size of this ship. A long bank of glass windows dominated the rear wall of the cabin, the early dawn light starting to filter through. Nessa could see the dockside buildings through them, bobbing up and down slowly with the motion of the ship. Cale was seated behind a great table, papers covering almost every inch of the surface. He looked as though he had just woken up, his hair rumpled and his eyes bleary. He wore a simple white shirt, slightly stained. Looking at him, one would not take him for the minister of a king.  
 
    He smiled as they entered, gesturing for them to take a seat opposite. Plates were laid out on the table, bread and bacon upon them, and Nessa’s stomach started to grumble uncontrollably. They had not managed to take breakfast before leaving the school, and so when Cale indicated that they should feel free to eat, she went to it with gusto. 
 
    Sir Emma snapped to attention behind them. Cale glanced at her, no longer smiling. “I hear that we have been flying the royal arms on the jetty,” he said. 
 
    “I have taken care of it, my lord,” the knight replied. 
 
    For a moment it look as though Cale would say more, but then he sighed, and waved for her to leave. Sir Emma clicked her heels and marched out, perhaps a little more formally than was necessary. Tannerus, who had been picking at his food, raised an eyebrow. “Trouble, old friend?” 
 
    Cale shook his head. “Our marines are loyal and patriotic, and sometimes that can be displayed more…aggressively, than we would like.” He sighed. “They did the same thing in Narholm on the voyage north, and it started a brawl.” 
 
    “The people of these lands are proud of their independence,” said the old mage carefully. “With what is going on in Sverkermark, can you blame them for being nervous upon sighting this leviathan of yours flying the flag of Kalland?” He grinned. “How would you react to the sight of a ship like this flying the Phoenix right into the Royal Harbour of Kalrond? 
 
    Cale snorted. “A ship flying the Phoenix would be shot to splinters by the King’s Navy long before she could moor in Kalrond.” He sighed. “You are right though, of course.” 
 
    Tannerus grinned. “Of course I am right. Perhaps you might try to encourage the king to send a less distinctive vessel for his next mission to the North.” 
 
    Cale chuckled. “Ah, but King Sigismund has no idea what he is in for, old friend. You have not lost that tendency towards…” 
 
    “Truth?” the old mage replied with a twinkle in his eye, winking at Nessa, who grinned through a mouthful of bacon. 
 
    “Rebellion,” Cale replied with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Tannerus laughed. “His grandfather had the same tendency, as did your parents, Rybeck, as I recall.” 
 
    “True enough,” Cale said, “but those were different times. This king, for better or for worse, prizes different virtues in his advisors.” 
 
    Nessa felt Tannerus’ body tense next to her. “If he expects slavish platitudes from me, Rybeck…” 
 
    The nobleman raised his hands quickly, a smile on his face. “Easy, old lion. He knows to expect more than that from you. Just do not expect overmuch from him,” he added with a wry chuckle. 
 
    The atmosphere in the cabin had been dancing on the edge of a knife, but with Cale’s chuckle it was dispelled…for the time being, at least. The two men smiled at each other, but Nessa could read well enough that this conversation was far from done with. Cale’s eyes flickered over some of the papers in front of him before rising back unexpectedly to her. 
 
    “Arnessa,” he said, his smile cautious but not unfriendly, “yours will be the more difficult experience. Many at court know Tannerus, and he is familiar with the ways of our people. You are a newcomer, a foreigner in more ways than one.”  
 
    Nessa thought that a polite way of saying that she strongly resembled one of his blood enemies, but she simply smiled back and nodded in answer.  
 
    “Magic is…not well thought-of in Kalland, a legacy of the Kurenni, and of the beliefs that have outlived their Occupation. Those beliefs are not shared by many at court, which is why we can bring you two there, but even on this ship there are those who will hate you both for what you are capable of. I wish it were otherwise, but...” 
 
    “I understand, my lord,” she replied.  
 
    He nodded gratefully. “In the matter of Lady Anneka, her abilities are known to few outside of the Privy Council, and the royal family. For the moment, that cannot change. As far as others are concerned, you are here with Tannerus to help establish his school of magic in Kalrond. Your lessons with Her Grace will be in secret. Tannerus’ position on the Privy Council will aid in making your proximity to Lady Anneka less suspicious…we hope.” 
 
    “Is this all a ruse, then? The school, I mean,” she asked, more bravely than she felt. He actually smiled at the question, shaking his head firmly. 
 
    “The school will be real, for how else will we change the prejudices of our people without showing them that mages can make Kalland strong? Those few of your talent in our land have not the training to match even the savage witches of Sverkermark. But do not think it is all about war,” he added, obviously seeing in both her’s and Tannerus’ expressions a sign of disapproval. “The school’s purpose is not to train battlemages. It will be a long process, and I do not think any of us will live long enough to see its end, but one day, we will heal the scars the Kurenni left behind.” 
 
    There was silence then, as they finished their meals. When the two mages had finished eating, Cale clapped his hands together; not a summoning action, but some habitual gesture of motion. “We will be leaving soon,” he said, “and you should take some time to rest...though I must admit, there will be little enough for you to do on this journey.” 
 
    They rose. “Is it a straight dash to Kalrond, or will we be stopping at Narholm again?” Tannerus asked, his eyes twinkling. Cale’s expression was black. 
 
    “That had been our intention, but after the events of the last visit…” he shook his head. “We will be putting in for supplies at Blackwood now, likely a stop of a day or so, a courtesy call to the local lord, then south along the straits...is there something wrong?” 
 
    On hearing where they would be stopping, Nessa’s heart skipped at beat. On hearing the rest, she had to stop herself from gasping. Tannerus had seen it coming, of course, and he put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. Cale rose to his feet, baffled concern on his face. “Are you alright, Arnessa?” he asked. 
 
    She flashed a glance to Tannerus, who looked as though he would open his mouth to speak. Forcing a smile onto her face, she cut him off. “I am well, my lord.” 
 
    Cale stared at her uncertainly. “You are from Blackwood originally, are you not?” he asked. Tannerus looked down at her, his eyes deep and sad. “Should we put in somewhere else?” Cale continued softly. 
 
    The urge to nod, to indicate that they should put in anywhere along the straits, anywhere but there was strong, but she fought it down. “No, my lord,” she said with great firmness. “Blackwood it is.” 
 
    He clearly did not believe her, but he had to take her at her word. “You are sure that you are alright?” 
 
    She wanted to sigh. The Kallandish are not the only ones to bear scars of the past on their hearts, Baron Cale, she thought. But she would never say that. 
 
     “I am well, my lord. Perhaps I ate too quickly,” she added. It was a weak excuse, but Cale nodded, smiling slightly as he waved them away, and that was that.  
 
    She shrugged away Tannerus’ hand from her shoulder as they departed. He knew why she was loath to return to city of her birth and right now, she did not want that conversation. She did not have to leave the ship, she told herself, but even then she knew it was a lie. This could be her last time in the North, the last opportunity she had to go home. It was her last chance to confront him, no matter the cost to the both of them. And surrounded as she was by these Kallandishmen, he would not be able to send her away again; he would have to acknowledge her.  
 
    It would be one last piece of business, before she started her new life. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Midnight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella was snoring, and not all that loudly, but to Anneka it was simply a reminder of her own sleeplessness. She lay awake, staring at her lover’s breasts as they rose and fell with every breath.  
 
    Try as she might, Anneka was unable to join Ella in rest. She had tried closing her eyes, but she had simply lain there in darkness until she opened them again. Her mind was still at work, and nothing that she had tried seemed to be able to still it. Did all great leaders spend their nights like this, or was Anneka just unfit for this responsibility? No satisfactory answer was forthcoming.  
 
    With a snort, Ella rolled over onto her flank, her eyes still closed. Anneka ran her finger along her lover’s cheek, and the other woman sighed, but still snored on. Ella was a very heavy sleeper, which was perhaps not the most admirable quality in a bodyguard, but Sir Edward Leofricsson was just outside the door, and he was new enough in his role as the regent’s knight to want to stay awake. Besides, Anneka did not take Ella into her bed in order that her lover guard her, and it was not fear of assassination that kept her awake this night. 
 
    With a frustrated sigh, she gently rolled out of the bed, careful not to disturb Ella as she did so. If she was to spend tomorrow wandering around in a daze of sleep deprivation, then one of them at least would be well-rested. She slipped a light robe over her shoulders, and made her way across to the window, her bare feet slapping against the cold stone of the chamber floor. It was midnight, and the moon was poking out from behind the clouds, bathing the chamber in its soft light. It was cold up here, for the windows of the Regent’s Tower were without glass, open to the night air, but she did not mind it. She had been living in this tower for years, and the cold did not affect her. From the window she looked upon Kalrond, the city stretching out below her in every direction, seemingly endless, illuminated by the light of hundreds of thousands of lamps and fires.  
 
    Three days ago the new tax, her new tax, had passed through Parliament. As Baron Beaufort had predicted, the Gallery of Commons had been livid, but there was enough support for the Crown on the other two galleries to make the new levy law. The tax commissioners had been dispatched immediately to begin making collections. The city itself had paid up with little fuss, and for an all-too brief moment it looked as though Anneka’s concerns had been baseless, until the messengers and the bloody birds began to fly in, and she had learned that she was right all along. 
 
    The Crown’s commissioners, lulled by the ease of their work in Kalrond, had run up against a wall out in the country. Faced with evasiveness, foot-dragging and outright scorn, many of them had overreacted, calling on local soldiery to enforce payment. There had been brawls and beatings, and by the third day hangings, and this was just in the lands closest to the capital. The further east the commissioners had to go, the weaker the direct power of the Crown, and the harder it would be to make their collections. 
 
    In Kalrond itself, the people of the city had conveniently forgotten the ease with which they had surrendered their wealth. The first signs of trouble in the country had galvanized the Gallery of Commons, and they had set to exhorting the rest. At the moment their disregard was restricted to shouting, loitering and the occasional stone thrown at constables or armsmen, but there was an ugly cloud hanging over Kalrond, with the promise of violent rain.  
 
    As Anneka had thought, the commons had not believed that the money was earmarked for castle repairs. They had seen the commissioners, and seen the king’s army marching onto the ships, and had come to their own conclusion. They had been content to provide only ceremonial opposition when the shield tax paid by the barons had financed the unpopular war, but now that it appeared they would be paying for it themselves they were livid. And yet it was not the name of King Sigismund that they cursed on the streets. It was not the name of Queen Astrid they spat onto the cobblestones.  
 
    Anneka knew she was not going to sleep tonight, not any better than she had slept the last couple of nights. Making her decision, she tossed the robe aside, picking up some clothes from the floor, abandoned just a few hours ago. She spared Ella, still snoring away happily, a single glance, and then left. 
 
    Outside her chambers Sir Edward was indeed awake, and he almost jumped out of his skin as she emerged from within, one hand rushing to his sword. “Your Grace?” he managed, relaxing his grip on the weapon, his boyish face showing a host of emotions ranging from fear to relief to confusion. 
 
    “I am going down to the gardens,” she said brusquely, passing him by with speed, halfway to the end of the corridor before he had recovered his composure sufficiently to follow. As a courtesy she did not glance back, so as to spare him the embarrassment of being seen scuttling after her.  
 
    They descended quickly, passing no one on the way save the palace armsmen at their regular guard posts. They were as surprised to see her as Sir Edward had been, but most had seen stranger things in their years as royal guards than the regent going for a midnight stroll. They saluted, and then they watched her walk away, her young bodyguard following. Anneka would have wished there were no eyes on her at all, for she could imagine what they were thinking.  
 
    But hers was not a life where privacy was an option. Her most intimate secret, the mage’s talent, was known to dozens of people at court, and apparently a few in other places, if Baron Cale had succeeded in recruiting the mage Lord Tannerus. She remembered him only vaguely, a smiling ebon-skinned giant; but she had been only three years old at the time. He was just another of the distant faces of her childhood, someone who had been around until he was gone, and when he was gone it had been without notice on her part. She had not even known that he still lived until the Privy Council told her that he was returning to be her teacher. What, she wondered, would the angry citizens of Kalrond think of that? 
 
    They passed out of the keep onto the covered walkway, and took the steps leading down into the gardens. There were more guards out here too, as well as few servants and clerks scurrying around. The business of the Crown did not stop just because the Crown was asleep…or not asleep, rather. 
 
    The Elven Gardens were divided into dozens of small settings, each and every one painstakingly maintained, a garden for every occasion, and every state of mind. There were fountains, artfully sculptured bushes in the shape of animals and people, a maze of hedges for the adventurous. But there was only one place she could imagine being tonight. It was on the far western edge of the palace precinct, far from any buildings, a haven of peace and tranquility. It was to the Glade that she went, her ever-present shadow Sir Edward on her heels. She realized as they walked that she had no light save for the moon, and she very nearly reached for a stray stick on the ground to light it afire. She froze as she did so, aghast at the thought of what she had almost done, of how she had almost exposed herself. It was better to walk in the dark than to do that.  
 
    It frightened her at these times when her body seemed to will her mind into action. She had needed light, so her body started to act towards providing it. That was the only reason she was remotely looking forward to her mage-tutor’s arrival; for the possibility that he might know how to make it stop. She continued her walk without so much as a glance about, hoping that anyone who had seen her would assume that the hapless regent had stumbled. 
 
    The Kurenni had given the small copse on the western edge of the Elven Gardens a dark and long-winded name so typical of them; the Glade of Eternally Tranquil Souls. They had planted trees from every corner of Kalland, and a few from other places in their vast empire. It should have been chaos, a riot of differing colours with no two trees alike, but under the night sky, they all looked the same. Stepping out from the manicured lawns and under the trees, it was as if for a few moments she could be somewhere else, not in Kalrond at all.  
 
    At the centre of the Glade was single stone bench, the one reminder that this was not the wilderness. Anneka stopped dead when she realized that the bench was occupied.  
 
    She heard a curse, and the scrape of metal as Sir Edward drew his sword, but then the moon came out from behind the clouds, and she relaxed. “Stand down,” she said, and the knight did so. She gestured for him to remain on the edge of the clearing, and moved towards the bench. The figure made to rise up, but Anneka waved her hand. “There is no need,” she said, though she doubted that the figure could have risen quickly if there had been need. She sat awkwardly on the edge of the bench, for though she was unprepared for company, she was equally unwilling to retreat.  
 
    “You cannot sleep, my lord?” she asked politely, and Adele Wyvernslayer chuckled. 
 
    “I am old, Your Grace,” the Duke of the Wyvernwood said with her customary wit and humour, “and I do not sleep as well as I did when I was young. Not that there was much time to sleep then either,” she added with a wry grin. She glanced around the glade, her eyes far away, a strange, wistful look on her face. “I have always liked this place,” she said quietly, “for it reminds me of the Wyvernwood. I do not see home as often as I would like, what with my duties on the Privy Council.” She laughed, and for a moment she looked somehow younger. “It was in a place such as this that I first met your grandfather.” 
 
    Anneka nodded. “You were battling a wyvern.” 
 
    Adele’s chuckle was rueful. “That is perhaps too generous a thing to say of my skills. I would surely have been killed, had Bohemond and his companions not burst from nowhere to engage the beast.” 
 
    Anneka smiled. “It was one of his fondest memories, a story that he always enjoyed telling. He often spoke of that moment being the one in which he won the rebellion.” 
 
    Adele laughed heartily, but she nodded in agreement. “There is some truth to that,” she said, “though there were so many battles to come. In saving me, he won the loyalty of my father’s spears. With the people of the Wyvernwood at his side, he was able to fight at Malybridge, and to win there. With the Beauforts, he was able to win over the Kingslands…” she waved her hand, “and the rest of it you know. All of those battles, all of those victories, all made possible because of a chance meeting in a forest glade one spring morning.” Anneka felt Adele’s hand rest briefly on her shoulder. “He would have been proud of you, I think. He too knew how to make the hard decision.” 
 
    Up until that point, Anneka had been holding her emotions at bay quite well, listening to the old duke’s words. It was almost pleasant to sit in this place of nature, and speak of things other than taxes and riots. But with that last statement, she felt the deep well of suppressed sorrow, anger, and fear flood out in a cathartic outburst. “The hard decision?” she shouted, though she was angrier with herself than with Adele. “How can you say that? The hard decision would have been the one your fellow councillors talked me down from! I caved, my lord duke, I caved. I should have levied a tax against the damn Temple, not against the people, and if the great Bohemond had been just a little harder on those fattened clerics, then perhaps I would have been able to!”  
 
    By the end of her rant she was shaking, and could see Sir Edward lurking on the edge of her vision, his hand on his sword. She did not know what she should have expected from Adele, either scorn or cowering, but she received neither. The old duke was looking at her with some sternness, but her eyes were soft. 
 
    “Your Grace…do you think that he did not want to? Forget about the levying of taxes; Bohemond would have put every temple the Kurenni built to the torch if we would have let him, but we did not let him, just as we would not let him burn these gardens either. Was he wrong to want to do so?” Adele shook her head firmly. “No, he was not wrong, but just because something is not wrong does not mean that it is the right thing to do. That was the first lesson kingship taught him, and it is among the hardest to bear.” 
 
    Anneka was overcome with sudden remorse, all the rage having flooded out of her. This woman had served her family loyally for years and here Anneka was shouting at her like a spoiled child who cannot get her way. She held her head in her hands, her voice softening. “I…I am sorry, my lord. It is just that…with all that is happening...” 
 
    Adele nodded, patting her shoulder. “It was the same for him, for your father too, and yes, for your brother.” 
 
    Anneka snorted miserably. “But they did not have the commons chasing tax commissioners out of their villages.” 
 
    To her surprise, Adele burst into laughter, long and merry, slapping her on the back. Anneka was stupefied by the reaction. “The first time your grandfather sent out his commissioners,” the old duke managed, between peals of laughter, “a Kalrond mob chased them right back into the palace. The Lord Mayor himself threatened to whip Bohemond bloody if he sent them into the city again.” 
 
    Anneka’s eyes were wide open. “But the people loved him,” she protested, and Adele nodded, her tone growing slowly more serious. 
 
    “He was handsome, and dashing and brave, and he had liberated them from the Kurenni. Of course they loved him. But you cannot build a nation with love alone, and Kalland had not been a true nation for over a century. He had to begin again, piece by piece. He was the beloved hero-king for one day, but the coronation had to come to an end. The nobility chafed at serving under the younger son of a minor earl, while the commons would brook no surrender of wealth to the crown. The Kurenni, the angara, and the Sverkers; all were snapping at the edges of his kingdom. If that man slept at all in the first year of his reign, I would be surprised.” 
 
    She looked Anneka hard in the eye. “So he worked at it. He did not know how to be a king, so he made it up as he went along. He compromised here, he took a stand there, and in the end he forged a nation out of the scraps the Kurenni left behind. But it was never easy.” 
 
    Anneka did not know what to say. Nowhere have she ever heard these things spoken of, not by anyone. This is not the legend of Bohemond that she and her brother were raised on. She sighed. Perhaps this had been intended to be comforting, but it had not been. “I may not be the first Toran to experience tax evasion,” she said glumly, “but that does not make the current situation any easier.” 
 
    Adele pointed out beyond the trees, towards the looming walls of the palace precinct, and beyond, to the city. “They are angry, but they will not be so forever. They will calm down, as long as you show them that they have a ruler who hears what they say. That first time, after his commissioners were driven from the city, he went down there himself to collect the taxes. And they loved him for it, because it was exactly what the Kurenni had never shown them. He showed them that he respected them.” 
 
    “I assume that you do not advise me to do the same?” Anneka asked, a slight grin turning up the corners of her mouth, and Adele shook her head. 
 
    “Not exactly, no.” 
 
    “Then what?” Anneka asked. She would do almost anything at this stage. 
 
    The older woman took a deep breath. “In a week’s time, the Archprelate will hold a service at the Temple of the One,” she said, “a sermon that he gives every Springtide on the seventeenth day of the month. The faithful from all over Kalland will be attending. You should too.” 
 
    Anneka stared at her blankly. She thought that perhaps she had misheard her, for they were conversing in lower tones than before. It was troubling though that she could not imagine what else might have been said. 
 
    “You think that I should attend the Temple?” She thought she should repeat it, give Adele the chance to correct her mistake of comprehension, but the duke nodded. 
 
    “I do, and I am not the only one. Many on the Privy Council agree, though not all, I must admit.” 
 
    Anneka smiled, but it was a sign of her continued lack of understanding. How could it possibly help for her to attend the old priest’s lectures? “But I do not believe…they all know that I do not believe…” she protested, wondering for a moment whether Adele knew that. 
 
    “That, and that you imposed this levy upon them, may be the only things they do know about you, Your Grace,” Adele said meaningfully. “Even here in Kalrond your subjects could scarce pick you out of a crowd, and outside of the city you are nothing more than a name. That is why such disorder has erupted. You must change that; you must become a public figure. You may feel that you have little privacy as it is, but you are regent of more than just this palace.” 
 
    Anneka had a sinking suspicion that Adele might be correct in this. In truth, she had seldom left the palace, and when she did, it was at the centre of a knot of armoured knights, to hunt in the King’s Forest or to visit with friends and kin among the nobility. “And if I do this…if I attend this sermon, they will not think it hypocrisy?” she asked, for she herself would certainly have done so. 
 
    Adele chuckled. “Of course they will think it hypocrisy, but it will assuage their anger nonetheless. You will have shown them a respect that they have not seen in many years, and for the time being, that is all they need from you.” 
 
    Anneka sighed. “I do not like this at all, my lord. Neither will the guilders or the barons, or any of the secularists.” 
 
    Adele shrugged. “You cannot make everyone love you all of the time, Your Grace. The secularists will see it is as pandering to the Temple, and they will moan and gnash their teeth. But for the most part it is not they who are rising against the tax. Their problems you can deal with another day.” Adele flashed a sympathetic grin. “That is politics, Your Grace. That is how rulership works.” 
 
    Anneka raised her eyebrow wryly. “Solving problems by creating new ones?” 
 
    The old duke laughed. “It is not a perfect system, but then this is not a perfect land, or a perfect world. It served your grandfather well for the best part of three decades, and look how the people speak of him now. Mark my words, Your Grace, the situation may look grim, but in a few weeks, a few months, the people will have forgotten all about this tax, just as they forgot your grandfather’s taxes. All you have to do is sit in a temple and listen to an elder talk.” She grinned. “You have proved tonight that you can do at least that.” 
 
    Anneka nodded wearily. The sleeplessness she had been struggling with seemed to be waning, now that she at least had a path lying ahead of her. An uncomfortable path, to pander and feign respect, but for the first time in days, she felt as though she could sleep without worrying whether the city would burn down around her. She rose to her feet, looking down upon Adele’s wrinkled, smiling face.  
 
    Adele rose then, slowly, her hand on an ornate cane that Anneka had not seen when she first arrived in the Glade. She rose as well, offering her arm to her elderly companion, but Adele waved it off. “Thank you, Your Grace, but I will bid you goodnight, leave you to your thoughts.” 
 
    She started across the soft grass of the glade, slowly but surely, her cane thumping against the earth. Halfway to the trees, she suddenly stopped, and Anneka tensed, ready to rise up if her councillor was in trouble. But the old woman turned, a faint smile on her face barely visible in the moonlight. 
 
    “You are very much like him, you know,” she said. “Your grandfather, that is. More so than the king is, for all that he tries to emulate him. He sees only the legend of Bohemond Toran. This war in Sverkermark,” she waved her free hand dismissively, “it is all for him to live up to your grandfather’s myth. He forgets that Bohemond was a warrior for only three years, and in the twenty-nine years that followed he was a king who compromised, and built, and struggled.” 
 
    And with that she was gone, into the darkness of the trees. Anneka knew that with those words said, the decision was made. She would go to the temple, and listen to the Archprelate’s sermon, and watch his empty rituals. She would do this so that her brother might have his war, and the Earl of Blackfire might have his wall, and so that she herself might sleep at night.  
 
  
 
  


 
    The War Council 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fall of Thorn was swift, and brutal. The first soldiers from the queen’s army to pass through the gates were the Count of Harlsborg’s Sverker loyalists, naturally. They had been watching and waiting for Richard’s company to open the town to them for many hours, and by the time the gates began to rise, they were angry and itching for a fight.  
 
    Richard had not seen the battle with his own eyes, but he had heard from his lieutenants down in the gatehouse of its savagery, and he had seen the results a few hours later when he had led his exhausted and battered band out into the town. The warriors of the fyrd had put up a fierce resistance, but battle was not a business for amateurs.  
 
    That morning, as Richard limped out, the muddy square beyond had been a slaughterhouse, the battle in the gatehouse writ large. There had still been some fighting at that time, deeper in the town, the last of Thorn’s defenders engaged in a heroic but hopeless combat, but for the most part the streets had been silent and empty. The people of Thorn had barricaded themselves in their homes, to await the final outcome of the battle for their town. Fear must have gripped them; fear that their resistance would garner a bloody punishment. Queen Astrid was not renowned for her mercy, and neither were Harlsborg’s men. 
 
    In those first hours, as Harlsborg’s Sverkers tore through the town to root out the last of the fyrdmen, there had been some retribution. This was a war, after all, and no one could truly expect complete amnesty from their enemies. Some buildings had been torched, and straggling townsfolk had been beaten, raped or killed. Richard had seen the smoke rising from all over the town, and thought nothing of it.  
 
    But he knew also that Astrid wanted the town intact, its people unharmed, for she needed its wealth to continue the war with her brother. And so after the Sverkers had enjoyed their little burst of rapine and pillage, the Kallandish armsmen were sent in to wrest control and restore order to Thorn, in readiness for the swift submission of the townsfolk to their rightful and righteous sovereign. 
 
    Days later the streets of Thorn were still quiet, but slowly life was returning to the town. Once it was clear that Queen Astrid had no desire to slaughter them wholesale, the town elders had made a groveling submission to her, promising their eternal fidelity and love. Such promises were lies, of course. The very first sight of Alexander’s army at their walls, and they would probably throw the gates wide open for him. But the queen had their loyalty as long as she could keep her brother in the north. 
 
    Richard had received a cursory message of gratitude from the queen that first day, delivered by his uncle. He had not expected anything greater, for Astrid was not given to showering her warriors with praise. He had been too exhausted to concern himself with royal gratitude anyway. Once billets could be found for the remainder of his company, in an inn near the centre of town, he had collapsed into a bed and slept.  
 
    The rest of those first days in Thorn had disappeared into a mind-numbing haze of bureaucracy. There had to be an accounting of the dead on both sides, the arranging of accommodations for the army, and confiscations of weapons. He had returned to his role as captain of the Knights of the Household with little ceremony, and had been glad to do so. Guarding the queen while she discussed the minutiae was dull, certainly, but it was better than having to deal with such matters himself.  
 
    After a while, he began to feel a little chagrined that he did not receive as much attention as his actions had clearly deserved, but he contented himself with the knowledge that those in the highest authority were certainly aware of his work, even if they did not speak of it.  
 
    He had not seen much of his companions from the tunnels. Grimbold had disappeared along with his surviving huskarls, doubtless to join the rest of their countrymen who were engaged in mopping up the last resistance, and wherever they had gone, they had stayed there. Matilde and Kendal he saw occasionally, passing them in the street or in the corridors of the town hall, which the queen had commandeered as her new residence and headquarters. No words were exchanged, but there was a look in their eyes, a shared experience. Though they returned to the secondary roles they had before, they would always know that this town’s fall was their work, and theirs alone. 
 
    He had thought once or twice about making an excuse to track Matilde down, to take a swing at Baron Harclay by fucking his pretty young sister. But somehow, the idea did not appeal as once it would have. It was disrespectful, to a use a comrade in such a fashion. He had no notion of when he had started to think of those men and women that he had led in the tunnels and the gatehouse as comrades, but apparently that was now the case. In those short hours they made more of an impression on him than many of the knights he had known for ten years or more. 
 
    On the fifth night after the fall of Thorn, an insistent hammering upon his door awakened him. The din was accompanied by a voice shouting his name over and over. “Sir Richard! Sir Richard, wake up!” 
 
    With a groan he rolled out of bed, naked. “I’m coming,” he managed, clutching for his breeches. It was cold in the room, the fire long since burned to embers, and the moon was still in the sky outside. Still groggy from sleep, he staggered to the door, opening it. On the other side stood a young page girl, perhaps twelve years of age, clad in the black and red tabard of the royal house, looking as exhausted as he felt.  
 
    “The queen summons you, sir,” the girl said, “to a strategy meeting. There is news from the north.” 
 
    Richard heard nothing beyond ‘the queen’, darting back into the room and searching for his own tunic and armour. He was halfway dressed before the page’s words registered. A strategy meeting?  
 
    His captaincy of the Knights of the Household was not a military position, and he did not attend the queen’s war councils unless he was guarding Her Grace. He was important enough to lead soldiers into battle under special circumstances, certainly. Important enough even to devise a plan or two. But he had never been asked to attend one of the campaign strategy meetings.  
 
    Glancing back at the page, he raised a quizzical eyebrow. “A strategy meeting; are you certain?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “The queen asked for me herself?” He tried to keep too much surprise from his voice. It would not do to appear as though he could not understand why he was called, even in front of someone as lowly as this page. 
 
    Again, the page nodded. “She said that it is urgent, Sir Richard.” 
 
    He did not need any more than that. It was a strange circumstance, but he was not one to argue with the queen. If she wanted him at her war council, then he would be there.  
 
    Richard dressed quickly, and followed the page out of his room and down the stairs into the common room. Most of the inns of Thorn were packed with Kallandish soldiers; officers above, while the rest slept on the floors of common rooms. Richard was lucky enough to have been issued a private room, having heard that some of the inns had three or even four officers to a single room.  
 
    The inn he was billeted in was only a few streets from the town hall, and they made the distance quickly. He could already see signs of heightened activity in the main square, messengers like the young page at his side rushing back and forth, some officers gathering outside the building. Both Matilde and her brother were among them, he noted; Matilde seemingly nervous, and the baron irritated. Richard slowed down upon seeing them, and Baron Harclay spotted him, waving for him to join them. 
 
    “My lord, Captain Harclay,” he said by way of greeting, nodding to both. Matilde smiled slightly, but her brother cut off any further pleasantries. 
 
    “Sir Richard, what is going on?” the young lord said, with just a slight air of petulance. “I was summoned here, but they will not allow me to enter.” 
 
    Richard plastered on his most polite and deferential smile. “I am told that there is news from the north,” he replied, and Harclay’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Alexander has marched from Ostheim?” the baron squawked. 
 
     Richard shrugged, enjoying every moment. “I do not know, my lord, that is all I was told…news from the north.” 
 
    The page girl took this opportunity to tug at his sleeves, and she could not have had better timing. Richard smiled apologetically. “If you will excuse me, my lord, captain…I am needed inside.” 
 
    The look on Harclay’s face was one Richard would treasure forever. The young lord’s smile was fixed, and it never faltered, but the colour drained from his skin, and his eyes grew wide and wet. He would have looked happier if Richard had punched him in the balls. That was what hiding behind cannon earned.  
 
    He walked past the Harclays and the other officers waiting outside in the cold, relishing the feeling of their eyes burning into his back. There was war, and then there was politics, and it seemed that he was sweeping both fields of late.  
 
    Inside, the entrance hall was filled with more pages and messengers and officers rushing around. Whatever was going on must have been important, to have provoked so much activity at so late an hour. He dismissed his own page here, and headed up the oaken steps to the upper floor, where the queen had her chambers.  
 
    Two of the knights from his Household detachment were standing guard at the top of the stairs. Sir Robert Kemp and Sir Andrew Strynn, both solid men, and both utterly surprised to see their captain striding up there. Their reaction lasted only for a moment, but it was long enough that Richard, who had been their comrade for ten years, could see it. He nodded to them, and was satisfied to see their faces return to stern, impassive masks.  
 
    The war council was taking place in what had been the meeting hall of the town elders, though they had happily vacated it. A huge table dominated the room, all but three of the seats removed. The centremost chair was empty, for it belonged to the queen, and she would not enter until the last of her advisors had done so. Sitting at the end of the table to the chair’s right was Tancred, surrounded by his staff officers, sipping at a cup of wine. He smiled slightly as Richard entered, and Richard smiled warmly back at his uncle, without whose support his idea would have remained just that. Opposite the duke was the commander of the Sverker loyalists, Torgeir av Halla, the Count of Harlsborg. He was an evil-looking bastard, and most of his ill will seemed to be aimed squarely at Richard; after all, by opening the gates he had denied the loyalists the glory of the breach.  
 
    Harlsborg had his own flunkies too, although his were hairy Sverkers in furs, rather than Kallandish nobles and knights. The Malybridge and Harlsborg officers surrounding the two commanders were glaring daggers at one another, for there was no love lost between Tancred Beaufort and Torgeir av Halla, and the rivalry between their respective staffs was fierce. 
 
    The rest of those summoned, Richard included, stood in front of the table, a knot of whispering men and women, knights and armsmen, lords and guilders, all nervously awaiting their queen and the reason for their summons. They did not have long to wait, for it seemed that Richard had been the last of the officers to be arrive. A page emerged from a door on the opposite side of the room. “Her Grace, Astrid av Kalte, Queen of Kalland and Sverkermark,” he announced, and if they could have stood up any straighter, the assembled officers would have done so. 
 
    Astrid breezed in accompanied by no staff or hangers-on, save for a single Sverkerman Richard had never seen before, a thin fellow with an ill-favoured look. She was shorter than people expected, barely five feet tall; very short for a Sverker, but it had never been a hindrance to her. Despite her youth, she oozed authority from every lovely pore, but also menace. She was beautiful, of course, with flawless pale skin and lustrous black hair, but it was a threatening and dangerous beauty. Her dark eyes seemed to stare right through you, and everything she regarded drew a sneer of superior amusement.  
 
    She wore glimmering half-plate with chain underneath. It was said around camp, and indeed at court also that she slept in her armour, which went a long way towards explaining why she and the king had only the one child. She took her seat with a grace that belied the burden of her garb, but then she was always graceful, and cold, and terrifying. There must have been some Kurenni blood in her somewhere, to produce such a mixture of grace and menace. 
 
    Astrid indicated that the man who had followed her in should step forward. “This is Yngvard,” she said, “an agent of mine within the household of my uncle, Count Sune.” She spoke Kallandish as a native, with barely the hint of an accent. Her father King Peter had groomed her for many years to marry the King of Kalland, and she had learned their ways well. She still had a Sverker attitude towards command, however, jumping straight into business with no pomp or ceremony. “He has ridden with haste from my uncle’s castle at Hohenfels, to deliver news.” 
 
    They hung on her word with bated breath. Her lips curled up into a smile. “Count Sune has marched from Hohenfels with five thousand men, heading north.” 
 
    At the first mention of Sune’s army, a low grumble of concern had risen from the officers around Richard, but on hearing the direction, it had halted. Richard knew what they were all thinking, for the same things were on his mind. Sune av Kalte, said to be the finest war leader in all of Sverkermark, was abandoning his own castle and the defence of the south? 
 
    “It is his intention,” said Astrid, “to meet with Alexander as my treacherous brother marches from Ostheim. In the meantime, he has left the greatest castle in all of Sverkermark behind him, lightly defended. We will never have a better opportunity to take it.” 
 
    She gestured for her agent Yngvard to step forward and speak. He did so in faltering Kallandish, and was obviously unnerved by all the attention he drew; not to mention the disdain. There was no honour or glory in spywork, in wearing the cloak of a lord and then turning around and betraying them. Richard found himself instantly disliking the man. 
 
    “He has left his girl, Melara, as chief,” the spy said, licking his lips nervously. “She has no more than fifty swords, and only twelve of them are huskarls. The rest are armed servants.” 
 
    There was silence as the war council contemplated this. Fifty swords were not many, but from what Richard had heard of Hohenfels, it was still enough. What did she think they could accomplish? It was not called the greatest castle in Sverkermark because it was pretty; it had that name because it was impregnable. Richard was not the only one to think it, either, judging from the glances passing between the officers in the room. Even Harlsborg looked dubious, and he had a reputation for unthinking bloodlust. 
 
    Duke Tancred leaned forward, his eyes fixed on the queen. “Your Grace,” he said with his customary patience, “it will take several days for us to ready the army for a march; many more to reach Hohenfels. Even then, we do not have the firepower to bring down the walls, which I have heard said to be twice as strong as the walls of Thorn.” The duke looked across at Harlsborg, who nodded once in agreement. Tancred continued, his tones soft and even. “With the king’s forces, we might stand a chance, but by then your brother’s army may be upon us, and it is never wise to fight a battle from siege positions. If we march alone, Count Sune may return on his own to fight us, for we have only a few hundred more soldiers than he does, and again, we will be caught in our siege positions.” 
 
    The room was with him on this, even Harlsborg nodding along with his rival. Richard expected there to be rage on the queen’s face now, but instead, she continued to smile her superior smile. There was more to this than she was saying, there had to be. He was starting to wonder again why he was summoned here, and did not like the possibilities. Taking Thorn was one thing, but… 
 
    “I thank you for your counsel, my lord,” Astrid said, “but I am not unaware of these difficulties. I have no intention of besieging the castle. Rather, I intend for it to be my uncle caught in the attempt of besieging Hohenfels, not I.” 
 
    Tancred’s smile was both superior and deferential. “And how do you intend to bring that about, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Why, by taking Hohenfels, of course,” she replied guilelessly. 
 
    They were all looking to one another in confusion now. How could they take the greatest castle in Sverkermark without besieging it first? But Richard knew, and Astrid knew he did, which was why he suddenly found her finger pointing to him, her wolfish and deadly smile aimed at him.  
 
    “In one night, Sir Richard Beaufort took Thorn, which all of you told me would take weeks; months even.” Her tones were sweet, which usually meant grim bloody death for someone, and Richard had a feeling it might be him. “He used intelligence and cunning, where brute force was not sufficient. And he will do so again. He will devise a stratagem to take the castle, and then he will hold it against my uncle’s forces long enough for my army and the army of my husband the king to arrive. Count Sune’s army will be broken before us, and Alexander will march knowing that we have destroyed his reinforcements, that we have defeated his best commander, and that we hold the gateway to the south.” She smiled. “And then we will destroy him as well.” 
 
    Richard could not see his own expression, but if it reflected his heart and mind, strangled would be the best word he could think of. Recognition he had wanted, but this was a little too much. Capture the greatest castle in the land, and then hold it against an entire army of Sverkers? There was glory to be found in dying in battle, but not for a futile cause. 
 
    His uncle’s voice cut through the chatter, a slight edge to it now. “How can you be certain that Sune will halt his march, Your Grace? He may simply continue onwards.” 
 
    She shook her head. “He will return. As Yngvard has said, his daughter, my young cousin Melara, commands the castle now. He will not leave his only child in the hands of his enemies.” 
 
    Astrid turned her gaze back to Richard, who blanched. “Sir Richard,” Astrid said commandingly, leaving him in no doubt that the plan was not up for discussion, “you will leave immediately, with no more than one hundred swords, and you will travel with utmost secrecy. Yngvard will accompany you, for he has maps and knowledge of the castle that will enable you to devise your plan. As for the company itself, you may choose your lieutenants. Have you any thoughts?” 
 
    “Thoughts, Your Grace?” Richard’s voice sounded a little thin, a little strained to his own ears. 
 
    “On who your lieutenants will be.” 
 
    Harlsborg leaned in towards Astrid, whispering to her in their native tongue. When they were done the count leaned back, flashing a satisfied grin at Richard’s uncle, while the queen looked down at Richard with an unreadable expression. 
 
    “Count Torgeir has suggested Grimbold Skovad,” Astrid said. “You have worked with him before.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes briefly took in the count, who was no doubt expecting him to refuse the suggestion. He had no intention of giving the man what he wanted. He nodded his head towards Torgeir av Halla “I thank my lord of Harlsborg for his suggestion. I can think of no finer second-in-command than Grimbold Skovad.” 
 
    The count’s face fell, though not by much. It was a minor victory; and now, whom else would Richard like to drag down along with him? It might seem unfair, but with Grimbold already recruited, why not assemble the same lieutenants from the tunnels? They had succeeded once already, after all. Perhaps they would bring him luck. They surely couldn’t make the situation worse. 
 
    “I would also request captains Kendal and Harclay, Your Grace,” he said, more smoothly than he felt. Astrid nodded, the distance in her eyes showing that she was already losing interest in this matter.  
 
    “Done. Get to it, Sir Richard,” she said, waving a hand to dismiss him. He bowed deeply to her, exchanging a glance with his uncle before departing. The look he saw there was less than encouraging. The great strategist Tancred Beaufort did not believe that he could succeed. Richard did not blame him.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Richard had gathered them in the common room of his inn. They had received their orders already, and the company was on horses outside, waiting for their officers to lead them away. He thought at least that he owed these three companions an explanation, a commiseration; something to make up for his having dragged them into what looked to be a hopeless mission…but in the end, they had not needed it.  
 
    Matilde looked sick, but she had not complained at all. She was the first of his officers to arrive, with her crossbowmen following at her back. Her brother had tried to block the reassignment, Richard knew. This was too much of a gamble with the family honour, even for him. But Matilde’s name had been spoken to the queen, and there was no arguing with her.  
 
    Kendal had even less to say; he just stood there, his eyes expressionless, sucking at his teeth. Of the three, he was the one Richard was least sure of, this enigmatic veteran. It was strange that Richard found himself trusting a Sverker more than one of his own countrymen. 
 
    Grimbold had been in roaring good spirits, rolling up with an unruly mob of huskarls. He had been limping, and Richard remembered that the man had taken a gash to the leg back at the gatehouse. When he mentioned it though, Grimbold waved him off. “Barely a scratch, chief.” 
 
    With no great argument in the offing, they instead turned to the maps the spy Yngvard had provided. They were surprisingly detailed, the queen’s agent seeming to have some skill in this field. Such detail was not reassuring, however. Even taciturn Kendal seemed disconcerted. 
 
    “That’s a bastard big castle,” he said, spitting to one side of the table. 
 
    Richard nodded. Two layers of thick walls, an enormous keep, but that was not even their biggest problem. Hohenfels lay atop a huge rocky crag, overlooking the river Rugen. The crag was sheer for all intents and purposes, save for a winding path leading up to its single gate. 
 
    “One cripple with a crossbow could hold that gate for a decade, if she had enough bolts.” Matilde was shaking her head, but her eyes were bright as she studied the maps, professional interest clearly holding back her dread. 
 
    “And they may have fifty able-bodied fighters,” Richard said. “I think we can rule out the path.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can rule in?” Matilde quipped, and everyone laughed despite the dark mood. There was a knock at the door, and Yngvard poked his head in, the signal that all was ready for their departure. Richard nodded to his lieutenants, gathering up the maps. 
 
    “See to your detachments,” he said firmly by way of dismissal. 
 
    Grimbold was last to head to the door, still favouring his left leg. Richard called out to him, curious about something. “You are injured,” he said. “You could avoid this mission, if you wanted to.” 
 
    The huskarl turned, feigning shock. “And let you run into danger on your own, chief?” 
 
    Richard chuckled. “What is that, Sverker honour?” 
 
    The huskarl nodded, his expression suddenly serious. “It is chief, it is.” 
 
    There was silence. Richard did not know what to say. He had always thought of the Sverkers as a savage and strange people, and many indeed seemed to be. But he also remembered the looks of respect the huskarls had given him after the battle.  
 
    “Why do you fight for her, chief?” Grimbold’s question was sudden, and Richard found himself briefly wondering whether he had an answer. 
 
    “She is the queen,” he shrugged. “I am a Knight of the Household. It is my duty, and my honour.” 
 
    Grimbold grunted. “Hah. You want to know why I fight for her?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “I would.” 
 
    “Because she’s clever. She’s cleverer than her brother, and that’s why she’s going to beat him, no matter how many swords he has at Ostheim.” The Sverker grinned his strange, compelling grin. “In this land men will fight for the strongest chief, the most skilled chief, or the chief with the most swords at his back; but my father, he told me ‘Grimbold, you fight for the cleverest chief, and you will never lose’.” 
 
    Richard grinned wanly. “So why are you fighting for me now?” 
 
    The huskarl laughed. “’Because you’re clever too, chief, clever enough to get into this town. That’s how I know that you’ll take Hohenfels…and when you do, I’ll be right next to you.” 
 
    Richard stared at him, astonished, as Grimbold made his way to the door. “How…how can you be so sure of victory?” he asked, almost tentatively. “All the odds seem to be stacked against us.”  
 
    “I’m just sure,” Grimbold called back before stopping at the door, turning around, a wry grin on his face. “Of course,” he added thoughtfully. “I’ve been wrong before…” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Orphans 
 
      
 
      
 
    The great hall was exactly as Nessa remembered it from her childhood. High stone walls, tapestries and banners hanging from them, rose up to a vaulted ceiling. Some light made it in through the narrow windows, but most of the illumination came from two great fireplaces, their flames roaring, and from the dozens of torches fixed to the walls. Three long tables ran lengthways along the hall, stools placed beside them in the northern fashion, so as to allow more people to be seated. The rear of the hall was slightly raised; only by three steps, but that was just high enough to show that this was the heart of power.  
 
    During banquets there would be a fourth table on that dais, but the hall served also as the throne room, and so right at this minute it held only a single, high-backed chair. To call it a throne would have been overly generous, for there were far more impressive chairs in the world. But then it was not the chair that was intended to impress, but the lord who sat in it. That was the way of things in the North. 
 
    The Kallandish party from Eormanric stood at the foot of the steps, Nessa amongst them. Cale was at their head, clad in his finest clothes, for although their host was a minor power even in the provincial politics of the North, the Lord Chancellor was a stickler for this kind of formalised show of respect. Master Tannerus was next to him, in his best robes, frowning. Occasionally he would turn back to look at her, but Nessa avoided his concerned gaze. If she met it her resolve might falter, and she needed to be strong. Sir Emma stood between Nessa and the two men, clad in an intricate and impressive suit of full plate, a tower engraved on the breastplate. This was the formal armour of the Knights of the Household, and some might take it as a play at strength, for few in the North save for the richest of lords could afford to dress anyone but themselves in such a suit. Neither Cale nor Tannerus wore armour or weapons, and even in that was a statement. With a bodyguard like Sir Emma, they need not arm themselves in Blackwood. 
 
    Nessa found it strange to be standing in this place from her childhood, while in the company of the Kallandish, with who lay her future. Formally, she and Tannerus had yet to enter royal service. They were private citizens, albeit escorted by the most formidable warship ever seen in the North. The situation was almost an amusing one, though Nessa could find little humour or comfort while standing here. After all, her newfound people had hardly been any more welcoming than the city of her birth. 
 
    Word of her display of magic had spread quickly throughout the crew of Eormanric. She had drawn gazes with every step she took outside of her cabin, though she told herself that her elven features would have drawn the same attention even without the mage lights. There had been no overt hostility, or whispering behind her back…just staring.  
 
    Whenever she managed to pluck up the courage to speak to the crewmembers, they were always polite and deferential, referring to her as ‘master’, which in Kalland apparently was a word used to refer to anyone of importance who was not of noble birth. To Nessa it was an uncomfortable title, one she did not feel she deserved or had earned. Among mages, the title of master could only be claimed once apprenticeship was over. She had tried once or twice to correct the crew, but they just stared back at her blankly. They knew nothing of the ways of mages, after all. 
 
    Tannerus had drawn attention as well, but for different reasons. His was a name known to all Kallandishmen, a great hero of the rebellion. His every step was regarded with awe, which he accepted sanguinely. Nessa supposed that he must have grown accustomed to it long before he left Kalland the first time. He looked the part too, which helped. Despite his age he was larger-than-life, tall and loud, just like any hero from the tales should be. The fact that he was a mage seemed not to unnerve them as much as Nessa did. But then he was a hero as well, and more importantly he was human. 
 
    The old mage had made a deliberate effort to associate himself with Nessa, bringing her along with him everywhere he went. She greatly appreciated the effort and it had likely helped in making her acceptable to the crew, but she knew it would take a lot more to endear her to the Kallandish, if that were even possible. They might respect her place in the society of the ship, but they did not like her.  
 
    Outside of Tannerus and the Lord Chancellor, she had exchanged few words in her time aboard Eormanric. The knights were the friendliest of the crew, in that they did not stare at her all the time, but they were not conversationalists. It would be better at court, Tannerus insisted, but she had not been able to see that far ahead. Foremost in her mind was that their first stop would be Blackwood, and every day that passed brought them closer and closer to the city. Every day her spirits fell a little farther. 
 
    Now that time was upon her, and she stood in the great hall of Blackwood Castle, his hall, and waited, dressed in her best tunic, a Kallandish cloak hanging over her shoulders, and the urge to flee was almost overwhelming. She could not identify precisely what force kept her from doing so, but it was growing steadily weaker as the minutes passed by. 
 
    Finally an old man emerged from behind a set of double doors at the rear of the hall. Nessa’s breath caught in her throat, for she recognized his face; he was Halsten, the castle chamberlain. He had been old even when she had known him as a child, but now he was positively ancient, a wizened relic clutching at a cane, coughing and spluttering with every step.  
 
    “Anthony, Lord Blackwood,” Halsten rasped, and Nessa’s heart jumped up into her mouth as Lord Anthony strode into the great hall flanked by his bodyguards, brushing past his chamberlain to sit upon the throne. 
 
    The years had not been any easier on the Lord of Blackwood than they had been on his chamberlain. There had not been a single fleck of iron in his hair fifteen years ago, but now there was more white than grey. His great black beard was gone, leaving a surprisingly weak chin beneath a pair of drooping white moustaches. He walked without aid, but his stride was no longer as easy, and he seemed smaller than she remembered, and frailer. He had been a giant when she was a girl, but no longer. The only thing that remained of the man she remembered were the eyes, deep green flecked with brown, and there was life still in those eyes.  
 
    She had bowed along with the rest of them, pure reflex only, though she had not taken her eyes off of him as she did so. Lord Anthony nodded approvingly, his gaze currently fixed on Cale. When he spoke a chill ran down her spine, for age had not stripped the commanding edge from his voice. “Lord Cale,” he said, “I am honoured to welcome our Kallandish cousins to my city.” 
 
    Cale wore a winning smile, with the right mixture of deference to Lord Blackwood’s position, and superiority at his own status. “The honour is all ours, Lord Blackwood. On behalf of His Grace King Sigismund, I thank you for the hospitality of both your city and of your castle.”  
 
    Cale turned around, indicating his companions with one arm. Nessa caught her breath. Would he recognize her, after all this time? Would he even recall her name? Did he remember that it was to Tannerus’ school that he sent her? 
 
    “My lord,” said Cale, “may I present Tannerus of Jakarta, mage and Privy Councillor of Kalland, Sir Emma Gallen, Knight of the Household, and…” 
 
    Lord Anthony’s eyes were flickering from person to person as their name was spoken, but it was small group, and Nessa had been frozen in place staring at him since he first spoke. She knew that at first all he would have seen was a young elven girl, and it was not uncommon in Blackwood to see elves and humans together. But then he saw her face, and there was recognition. For though Nessa did not truly resemble either one of her parents strongly, there was one single exception. She had her father’s eyes. 
 
    “Arnessa,” he breathed, and he rose from his chair, taking half a step forward before halting just as suddenly. His face was a broiling sea of emotions, and no doubt it was mirrored by her expression. She had spent every day of the voyage from Estwic wondering what she might say to him, when this opportunity came. Would she rage at him, or would she fall apart, or would she say nothing at all?  
 
    Now that the time was upon her she still did not know, and old, dark parts of her were screaming in the recesses of her mind, demanding action. But there seemed to be only one thing that she could say. 
 
    “Father,” she replied, managing another bow even though her knees shook uncontrollably. That word seemed to break the spell that had slowed down time in the hall. Lord Anthony took it like a blow to the chest, retreating back into his chair, his skin pale. Cale’s eyes bulged as he stood there, her name still on his lips, his hand pointing at her. She could see a tic going off in Sir Emma’s neck, and she knew the knight would have given anything in that moment to be able to turn around, or react in any way. As for Tannerus, Nessa had never seen so much sorrow in him before. She knew he would have spared her this moment if he could have; but that was because he did not understand that it was necessary. 
 
    “You…you are well?” Lord Anthony managed, slumped on his throne, his eyes never leaving hers.  
 
    “I am well, father.” She put no malice or other emotion into that word, but somehow it was still as effective as any of the thoughts in her head would have been if spoken. It was as though that simple word was a stony bludgeon with which she beat everyone in the room. 
 
    “You are serving with the Kallandish?” he asked, some surprise cutting through the other emotions in his voice. 
 
    “I am Master Tannerus’ First Apprentice,” she replied. “As he serves, I serve.” 
 
    Lord Anthony nodded, his lips almost curling up into a smile before sagging again. There was a long silence, as father and daughter stared at one another and everyone else stared at them. Finally, Nessa’s father seemed to regain some of his composure, some semblance of control over his expression. 
 
    “I am pleased that you are well…daughter,” he said. The word came as a body blow to her, much the same as her admission of their relationship had done for him. “I…” he began anew, but whatever he had been going to say, he no longer had the resolve to do so. He rose to his feet quickly, the bodyguards hovering around him, for his motions were shaky. “There will be a banquet in honour of the visit of our Kallandish friends,” he said, his voice no longer strong or commanding. “You must all attend. Well met.” 
 
    And suddenly she was staring at his back as he walked away, his shoulders hunched, his gait unsteady; an old man in truth now. It brought back such a strong memory that the tears she had managed to avoid throughout the audience began to well up now, and she could not face her companions, their questions or their pity. It was all she could do to keep from breaking into a run as she rushed along the hall between the great tables towards the doors, hearing her name being loudly called by Tannerus, and by Baron Cale.  
 
    The tears were rushing down her cheeks now, though she was not sure what single thing had provoked them. Was it seeing him again after all these years, or was it that he called her his daughter? Perhaps these were tears for all the things she had wanted to say but couldn’t. Maybe it was all of that combined. She needed air, she needed to be out of this hall, out of this castle, for every stone held a memory, every smell and sound of the place brought up fresh remembrances.  
 
    She burst out from the great hall into the sunlight, taking in a deep breath of the salty sea air. The detachment of Kallandish marines that had escorted them up to the castle were still lurking in the courtyard, hands resting upon their swords while they eyed Lord Blackwood’s own soldiers who stood watch over the hall. Upon seeing Nessa burst from the doors, her eyes dripping tears, both groups started, hands flying to their weapons. The marine sergeant stepped towards her.  
 
    “Is there something wrong, Master Arnessa?” he asked, his eyes flickering from her to the Blackwood soldiers, and then back to her. The concern in his voice and eyes shook her. She knew, of course, that he was really asking after the others within; but still, his courtesy stopped her in her tracks, and made her think.  
 
    For Nessa this journey had so far been about her past, about her father. Once Cale had mentioned Blackwood as a destination she had thought about little else. Her interactions with the crew of Eormanric had been little better than an aside, and yet when she left this place it would be in their company. For better or for worse, her life lay in Kalland now, with these people.  
 
    And it seemed that this sergeant and his marines understood that more clearly than she did. They were still on edge, fingering their weapons, the sergeant frowning at the armed Blackwood guards. They may not have been very comfortable with her heritage or abilities, but she was still part of their company. 
 
    Quickly, before the hands on swords became drawn swords, she forced a smile onto her face. “I…everything is well, sergeant. The others…the others will be with us shortly.” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes still on the Blackwood guards. “You should wait down here, master.” 
 
    She walked down the steps from the great hall, into the midst of the marines, who almost imperceptibly formed a ring around her. They had not seemed to move at all, and yet it would be clear to anyone watching that she was under guard. The sergeant, still out ahead, started moving backwards, his hand snaking away from his weapon, and her father’s soldiers followed suit, although it was clear that the two groups were not comfortable with each other. 
 
    Nessa’s moment of cathartic release was over now, it seemed. Odd that the potentially violent posturing between two groups of armed soldiers could have ended it, but it seemed that it had. She knew then that she had exchanged her last words with her father, and that this was the only way the situation could have come to a close. Their paths parted fifteen years ago, she reflected, and today was not realignment, it was a brief intersection. Now that she knew what this was, she knew also that she could come to terms with it.  
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    She had expected to be inundated with questions by Baron Cale when he eventually emerged from the great hall, but it had not been so. When the others came out, it was as if nothing had occurred at all. Tannerus flashed her a few glances, but Nessa only smiled at him, as if to say I am well, and I will survive this. The return to Eormanric had been silent, but not awkwardly so, and the remainder of the day was spent equally as free of investigation into her past. 
 
    Nessa had a suspicion that Tannerus and Cale had expected her to want to sit the banquet out, but she smiled, and told them that she would be fine. She was not so certain in truth, but she had already decided that she would not spend this time in Blackwood hiding on the ship, and so when they returned to the castle that evening, she went with them. 
 
    She had chosen to adopt Kallandish garb for the banquet, a black tunic with the red tower device above the heart, the kind that the knights and officers wore when they were off-duty. She was willing to admit that the decision to do so could not be entirely severed from a need to provide more than just a psychological distance from her past, but she also felt that it would help her start to build the bridges she needed to build in order to begin this new chapter of her life.  
 
    She had worried that the crew might react poorly to the sight of a half-elven mage wearing their beloved royal arms, but if anything, it seemed to have garnered her some respect. It was in the eyes, a subtle softening of their expressions. Small signs for certain, but a start nonetheless. It was encouragement enough to enable her to return one last time to the place of her birth. 
 
    Still, she was glad that despite her blood ties to the lord and his family, she was not important enough to sit at the high table. Only Cale and Tannerus had that dubious honour, to dine up on the dais with her father and his advisors. Nessa sat with Sir Emma and Alfanna, the lean and surly captain of Eormanric, on one of the lower tables, surrounded by the wealthy and important citizens of Blackwood. Word of her return apparently had not spread to the city, but with both her Kallandish companions practicing taciturnity, she found herself becoming the centre of attention at the table.  
 
    Nessa was unused to these large-scale meals, let alone to being a person of interest at one. She could barely take a bite without a merchant asking her about the price of this commodity and that in Kalrond, and despite repeated statements that she had never been to the Kallandish capital before, the questions kept flying. Although it was irritating, it at least kept her busy.  
 
    She sent the occasional look up to the high table, where Tannerus and Cale were in conversation with Lord Anthony. She felt a few pangs of dark emotion, but it seemed the outburst earlier had been the peak of that business. Her half-siblings, she had cautiously learned, were all out of the city. That was most definitely for the best. They did not exactly part on the best of terms. 
 
    It was hot in the banquet hall, with all the bodies crowded in, jostling on their stools. The merchant across from her was regaling the Kallandishmen with an account of his many successes in the fish trade. Nessa was certain that while the story would be interesting to many people, she was just not one of those people. She had tried to keep her smile warm and her eyes interested, but it was difficult work, especially with all that had happened that day. All she needed was some air, just a moment spent outside this hall. 
 
    Waiting until the merchant paused to take a drink, she made her excuses, and got up to leave. As she did so, she thought she felt eyes upon her from the high table, but that could easily have been her imagination. She did not make for the main doors, for the courtyard would be bustling with servants and soldiers, but made instead for a small side door that she remembered. It was currently hidden behind a wall hanging, but that proved no obstacle.  
 
    On the other side was a flight of steps, leading up. There was a guard there, a Blackwood man, but the castle’s soldiers had obviously been told to be respectful to their Kallandish visitors, for he paid her only a cursory glance. She walked up the steps slowly, running her hands along the ancient stonework, as she had done when she was a child here.  
 
    The stairs ended in a door, and she opened this to pass out onto a balcony, the see breeze hitting her almost immediately, ruffling her hair, the cries of gulls carrying from the harbour below. This balcony offered from one side an unparalleled view of the city of Blackwood, and on the other the great expanse of forest for which it was named. It was in the depths of those virgin woodlands that her mother’s people dwelt, a nomadic and tribal race. The elves of the Blackwood were a decidedly reclusive people, so unlike their southern cousins in Kurenn.  
 
    There was a creak from behind her and she span around, expecting to have to explain her presence to a servant or guard. To her surprise then, it was Baron Cale who stepped out from the doorway. He nodded to her, and then moved to her side, placing his hands on the stone and gazing out at the sea.  
 
    “I owe you an apology, Arnessa,” he said, and she knew immediately why, and smiled, shaking her head. 
 
    “I chose to be there,” she said. “It was…important that I be there.” 
 
    Cale sighed. “Still, I should have paid more attention. My work relies on my understanding of people, their feelings and motivations. I knew that you were hiding something, and that Tannerus was keeping your secret but…” 
 
    There was a silence as they both stood there looking out across the harbour. Nessa had never really spoken to the Lord Chancellor without Tannerus to bridge the gap before, but in this moment, she felt that she wanted to talk to him. She owed him an explanation, at least. 
 
    “She was his mistress,” she said. “His wife had died many years before. My mother came to the town from the forest, curious about the ways of the humans there, as sometimes her people do. I think that he loved her in his own fashion, but he had no time for a halfblood child, and even less so after the sweating sickness took my mother. I was six years old, and soon afterwards came my first manifestation of the talent. He had just enough love for me in his heart to send me to Estwic to be trained.” She turned to look at Cale, and smiled sadly. “It was perhaps the best thing he could have done, now that I think about it, though it has been…difficult. To feel as an orphan, and to yet not be so.” 
 
    He nodded. “I understand, I think.” 
 
    She knew that he was trying to be kind, but she found it difficult to believe that the Lord Chancellor of Kalland, son of a pair of war heroes, could understand what it was like to be a bastard, to be unwanted by those who were supposed to care for him. She was on the verge of saying so, when he began his own abrupt explanation. “My father was a blacksmith during the Occupation. My mother cared for the earl’s horses. I was born the son of servants.” Her expression must have shown her surprise, for he laughed warmly. “They were among the first to join Bohemond’s rebellion, and they fought alongside him in every battle. When he became king, he raised them to the nobility, but even in the chaos of our newly liberated land, such a thing was unheard of. I have risen high in the service of the House of Toran, but no matter how high I rise, my fellows look upon me and see only the son of a blacksmith, the son of a groom.” This was said with no bitterness, a matter-of-fact statement spoken with a crooked smile on his face. “You learn to accept it, for what else can you do?” 
 
    She found herself nodding. That was what she had always told herself, and what she had forgotten for just a moment today when she met her father.  
 
    Cale turned back to the sea, his expression now suddenly grim. “I understand too when you say you feel as though you are an orphan, though you are not. All Kallandishmen understand this feeling, for we are all of us orphans. A century-and-a-half of occupation killed the country that we were. The Kurenni are gone now as well, but what they left behind still haunts us. “ 
 
    “These beliefs that you spoke of the day we left Estwic?” Nessa ventured shrewdly, remembering the expressions that both Cale and Tannerus had worn when this matter had been spoken of. 
 
    Cale nodded. “Yes,” he said. “The religion of the One God.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. “Your people did not have this religion before the Kurenni came?” she asked, and Cale nodded again. 
 
    “No,” he said. “They did not. The Kallandish never were a people to place faith in mystical beings, in gods and the like. The only power that touches the world is the power in our own two hands.” He raised his hands from the stone, opening his palms and smiling. “That is not to say that we had no beliefs at all. We have always believed that the spirits of our departed ancestors wait for us among the stars, beyond the sky, and that one day we may join them ourselves.” 
 
    Nessa raised an eyebrow. That sounded a little like a religion to her. She did not say anything, for she feared to insult or upset Cale any more than the talk of the Kurenni already had, but the Lord Chancellor turned to her with a wry grin. 
 
    “You may be wondering what difference there is between faith in a god, and veneration of one’s ancestors.” She nodded, smiling sheepishly. “Perhaps there is no real difference,” Cale continued, looking back to the sea. “But for the most part, the old ways are more of a tradition or a custom, than a belief. We speak the traditional words over funeral pyres, but no more than that. We do not believe that the ancestors intercede in the world.” He sighed. “Perhaps therein lay the problem. We had never before needed intercession.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. Nessa had not heard any of the Kallandish speak so openly about the Occupation, or the scars it had left, and so she held her questions back. She had never learned so much about them in such a short span of time. 
 
    “Truth be told,” Cale continued, “the Occupation was not all that hard on the nobility and those that served them, or upon the people of the cities. The Kurenni magistrates and their soldiers could not be everywhere at once, and they needed the nobles and the merchants to keep the peace and to keep the treasury flowing with gold. But for the rest of our people those years were hard. Taxes, executions, the threat of slavery for those who could not or would not work…” He shook his head, seeming to shiver at a distant remembrance. “And so, when men and women began to appear in the villages and towns, speaking of the One God who loved all humanity, the Kallandish listened. The Speakers told them that through hard work and toil in life, they would earn eternal peace in the life that followed. They were told that if they lived this life of servitude, the One God would look favourably upon them.” He sighed bitterly. “I cannot truly blame them for clinging to those words, for they had little else.” 
 
     “These Speakers…they were Kurenni?” Nessa asked. Cale nodded slowly. 
 
    “They were human,” he said, “but hailed from lands that have been controlled by the Kurenni for thousands of years. They serve the Empire willingly, and one of the ways in which they do so is by spreading the faith amongst the newly conquered. The Temple taught that the Occupation was a test from the One God, and that by fighting it, the faithful would lose their place in the world beyond. It may sound too obvious a trick to us now, and some even among those most oppressed saw through it. But not enough.” 
 
    “And now that the Kurenni are gone?” Nessa asked, though it was clear what the answer would be. 
 
    Cale shook his head, frustration on his face. “In a strange way, the Temple actually helped to defeat the Kurenni. Over the years of occupation, as Kurenni rule over Kalland became more settled, the Empire exerted less direct control over our land. We are far from Kurenn, across the Bitter Sea. The Kurenni relied more and more on the nobles, and on the clerics of the Temple. But something had changed within the Temple, something that the Kurenni had never seen before. The faithful began to shape their own beliefs. Now the Speakers of the Temple taught that the Kurenni were the enemies of the One God, that it was the duty of all Kallandishmen with faith to oppose them. Without the support of the Temple, Bohemond’s rebellion might have been nothing more than a gang of young noble fools hurling rocks at the magistrates. The religion of the One God has become more than a tool the Kurenni used to control their subjects; but that is part of the problem. They hate the Kurenni, yes, but they hate those with the talent too, and increasingly they hate those of us who do not believe as they do.” He shrugged. “But how can we believe, when we know the truth about their beloved god? They saw the Kurenni as godless overlords, and now they see those of their own people who do not believe the same way. The faithful and the non-faithful, two squabbling orphan children, fighting over the ruined home their parents left behind. That is what we are up against, Arnessa. A land more divided free than it was in servitude.” 
 
    He stood up straight, awkward all of sudden. Nessa thought of the formality with which she had observed the Lord Chancellor treat all the others in his company, the distance between he and they. His fellow nobles might not treat him as a nobleman, but he was still required behave as one with everyone else. He was trapped by that heritage. This she understood well, for even in Estwic her peers had never truly accepted her, whether for jealousy or for prejudice. Tannerus may have been the only true friend either of them had ever had. 
 
    Cale nodded, an embarrassed smile on his lips. “I hope I have not painted an overly grim picture of my land. For all its problems, there is a great deal that is wonderful as well.” 
 
    Nessa smiled back. “I look forward to seeing all of it, my lord.”  
 
    He nodded, and then glanced towards the door, sighing. “Your father’s chamberlain is a…” 
 
    “A trial,” she finished, grinning as she remembered old Halsten’s ways. “My mother once said that Halsten was old even when he was young.” 
 
    Cale laughed. “Yes, indeed. But I am His Grace’s voice and face to the world, so I must endure Master Halsten for a few hours yet. Will you accompany me back to the hall, Arnessa?” 
 
    He proffered an arm, and though she would rather have remained out here in the cool air and away from the tedious conversation of the fish merchant, she realized too that she, like all of them, represented Kalland and the Crown now, and it would be a terrible shame for the people of Blackwood to think all Kallandishmen were as surly as Sir Emma and Captain Alfanna.  
 
    She took his arm, feeling a little awkward at the formality of the gesture, and pushed away all thoughts of the past and what they had discussed of the future. She sighed. For now, it was time to talk about fish. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Disgrace 
 
      
 
      
 
    John leaned over the side of the low wall, his stomach heaving. Several hours worth of cheap wine and ale was sloshing around in his belly, and far too little of anything else. There was an alleyway below the wall, and the place seemed to be empty. This was a good thing. The last time he had vomited into an alley like this one, there had been people down there, and they had been wroth after his vomit cascaded down onto their heads. He was in enough of an undignified state already; he did not need to be running as fast as his unsteady legs could take him from another band of dock-trash. He was a night, and it would be unseemly to have to flee twice in one evening. He stuck his head over the side of the wall and retched.  
 
    After a few empty dry-heaves, it was clear that his stomach had deceived him. He was used to the deception of others by now, but this betrayal by his own body was disheartening. He fell down hard on his arse, his back against the wall, and his head hanging over his stained surcoat. The sight of the ragged garment just made him feel even worse. He wore the arms of his own house, the only arms he was still permitted to wear. The white dove that was the sigil of the House of Gallen seemed to wink up at him from his chest, reminding him of just how far life had pushed him down into the dirt. Reminding him that he was once a Knight of the Household, and that he had worn the Red Tower on his chest, and that he had been a loyal servant and knight. He wore his house’s heraldry now only grudgingly; only so that others would know that for all that he was disheveled and broken, he was still a knight, still a man of high blood, and honour. 
 
    He glared blearily down the street, muddy cobbles and ramshackle houses lit by torch poles thrust into the ground. Men and women hurried around, some drunk, some not, but all of them were less than John was, and yet they stared at him with a mixture of amusement and pity. He returned their looks with disdain, or what he thought was disdain. He could not be certain, having less control over his face than he would have liked. There were a lot of things about this situation he didn’t like, not the least of which was that he had no notion of where he was in the city. He was near to the sea, certainly, but the waterfront of Kalrond stretched for miles around Tyrn’s Bay, and he could be anywhere along that waterfront. Just a year ago he would have scoffed at the idea of being seen near these districts; now it seemed that he would have a hard time leaving them. 
 
    His stomach appeared to have settled for the moment, and so he rose to his feet, grunting and swearing. Strong drink and chainmail did not work well together, but he could not abandon either now. He began to stumble his way down the street, looking for an alehouse. Most of these buildings were grim and rickety tenements, from the doors and windows of which pinch-faced women and children stared at him. He grimaced. Whatever shitty district this was, he was probably famous in it, now. The hilariously drunk and disgraced knight, come and watch him stagger; your pitiful lives may seem a little better for it. 
 
    On his right there was a crude wooden sign, hanging from a pole. He could barely make out the device on it, but the wording seemed to read ‘The Earl of Kalrond’, so he made his way there. There was a fellow sitting in the mud next to the door, clutching a bottle and looking even worse-off than he was, happily confirming John’s suspicions that this was indeed a tavern. He pushed the door open, stepping awkwardly over his fellow drunkard.  
 
    Inside, the alehouse looked the same as any of the establishments he had frequented over the last few months. A long wooden bar, kegs of ale and bottles of dubious wine behind it, and a few poky chairs and chipped round wooden tables strewn across the common room. There were quite a few drinkers in, sitting hunched at the tables, men and women downing their ale and bellowing their underclass drivel.  
 
    It turned his stomach to be in places such as this, but he had little choice in the matter, not anymore.  
 
    He staggered to the bar, throwing himself onto a stool. There was a man next to him, older, wearing what looked to be some manner of uniform, though John could not recognize it through the thick fog that was left of his mind. The stranger seemed to recognize John though, his eyes narrowing and then widening. There was not a hint on his face as to whether the remembrance was pleasant. 
 
    “You’re Sir John Gallen, aren’t you?” the man asked. “The one what did for the Uskaryn lad?” 
 
    John’s eyes snapped to meet the other man’s. Come to think of it, he could not be certain that the sign outside the door had not read ‘The Earl of Kalmar’. There was a kind of tribalism to the city’s alehouses, and it would go very poorly for him to have found himself in an Alfredsson watering hole. He nodded carefully, his hand snaking to where his sword would be, if he had not pawned it to buy more ale.  
 
    Shit, he thought. 
 
    Suddenly the man broke into a smile. “That was a fine piece of work you did there.” He must have noticed John’s discomfort, for he added, “We’re all good Toran folk here, Sir John.” 
 
    Calling out to the barman, loud enough that all in the place could hear him, he said, “Ben! Fetch a cup of ale for Sir John here!” It drew glances and then cheers and raised cups from many of the other patrons. John’s benefactor stuck out a thick hand. “Henry Breck, city constable,” he said. 
 
    For a moment John was horrified at the very thought of shaking hands with this commoner, this watchman. But Breck had called him ‘Sir John’, and it had been such a long time since that honour was given. So he took Breck’s meaty paw in his own hand. “Pleasure,” he managed, his words sounding slurred to his ears.  
 
    Breck shook the hand warmly, and then released it to pass John’s ale down the bar. He was shaking his head as he did so, an expression of wonderment on his face. “Imagine this, Sir John Gallen in the Earl.” 
 
    It seemed that the constable had not noticed his companion’s dishevelment, but John had no illusions as to his condition. Drunk, clad in a surcoat stained with mud and vomit, chainmail turning to rust. His beard grown out and shaggy, and his hair the same. Probably mud and vomit in both of them too. And yet none of the alehouse patrons had seemed to notice. These were the first people who had greeted him with anything other than pity or disgust. They were so lowly that even the most disgraced and reviled knight in the city of Kalrond was treated as an honoured guest. 
 
    “It was terrible what they done to you, Sir John, terrible,” Breck was saying. “You was protecting the king’s honour against those Uskaryn traitors, and it’s you what got punished. I can tell you, we all shed a tear for Kalland on that day, for what it’s turning into…” 
 
    As he listened to Breck drone on with his bovine views on politics, John’s mind boiled and raged. Drinking with commoners was all he had left, for his friends, such as they were, had abandoned him the moment the king had pronounced sentence. He had not seen Edward Bowyer since that card game at the King Edmund Inn seven months before. Giguere had fastidiously avoided him on the few occasions their paths had crossed since his return to the city. His fellow Knights of the Household, men and women he had served alongside since he was eighteen years old, acknowledged him only to deny his access to the palace.  
 
    For the six months of his official banishment he had returned to the provincial tedium of his family’s estates at Tourmaline Bay, far away in the east of Kalland. A shitty little fishing village and a half-timbered hall; it was there, in the company only of servants and his doddering uncle Edward, the sole Gallen dull enough to want to stay at home, that he had been forced to resort to drink just to make it through the nights. The rest of the family had been as loyal as his friends. Only his youngest sister Carya had even written to him, and she had still avoided him on his return to Kalrond. As for those other bitches that called themselves his sisters, he had not received even a dot of ink from them. 
 
    Returning to the city a month ago, he had expected to be, if not restored to his former position, then at least to be placed in some lower posting and allowed to work his way back up. Though Breck was correct about one thing at least. John had only ever done his duty. Why should he have been punished for that? When did the king grow to love Hanric Uskaryn and Alvise Alfredsson more than John Gallen? The duel in which Marko Uskaryn died was illegal and John had never denied that, but the bastard had spoken treasons! 
 
    But it had become clear that someone at court was trying to keep John away from the royal family. He had been rebuffed on every attempt to enter the palace. When the king had sailed for Sverkermark, John had tried to meet with him again, but had been turned back.  
 
    He had even tried to seek the ear of the new regent. He could not remember much about Anneka, for her circle at court and the king’s had rarely intersected, and when they did, she had always seemed aloof and quiet to John. There had always been something furtive about her, something secretive. But she was the power in Kalrond now, and she could release him from his exile. Yet again though, his former fellows had turned him back. That was when his nightly trawling of the Kalrond alehouses had become a daily event as well. The stipend that his elder sister Elethea was obliged to pay him barely covered the lodgings he had found, but what little he had left went on drink. He relied on charity more than anything else. That there was more charity to be found in a common tavern than at court was shameful, and suspicious. John was certain that the king’s advisors must have been keeping news of what had happened to him from the king; else he would be returned to service in an instant.  
 
    It had been clear to him from the start that there was a conspiracy in place to keep him from court. It was the only thing in his life that he was still certain of. He did not know who was behind this plot, but whoever they were they did not have the best interests of the Crown at heart. He was the most loyal knight to have ever served the House of Toran. Dividing him from the king could only harm His Grace. 
 
    He had even begun to suspect that the duel with Marko Uskaryn had been staged in order to disgrace him. How likely was it that out of all the alehouses of the Old City, the Uskaryns happened to walk into the one he was drinking in that night? He could not share these suspicions within anyone of course; not yet. He was biding his time, drinking with trash like Henry Breck, sleeping on a flophouse bed. Alone of all the king’s subjects, despite all the wrongs that had been laid down upon him, Sir John Gallen was loyal to the Crown, and they would have need of him again, one day.  
 
    He drained his cup, smiling along as the idiot constable Breck blathered on. They would come for him. They needed him. And when they did come for him, he would root out the nest of traitors at the heart of Kalrond and destroy it. All that he was doing now was biding his time. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Dragonboats 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning that Eormanric departed Blackwood for the long voyage south to Kalrond, Nessa awoke for the first time without a feeling of nauseous dread. Well, without dread, anyway. The nausea was not leaving her. 
 
    She had drunk perhaps a little too much of the wine during the banquet last night. She had never been one for strong drink, and she was paying for that lack of experience now. The feast had not lasted for much longer after her return, but she had already partaken of a fair amount by that point, though at the time she had not noticed this. She was certainly noticing her hangover, however. 
 
    But even as she winced, enduring the splitting pain in her head in order to dress herself, for once enjoying the poor light in her cabin, she still registered that something had changed. She had not spoken to her father at all that night, and it was likely that she never would again. She would be lying if she claimed that there was not a wound still there in her heart, but for the first time in years, it felt as though that wound was healing.  
 
    Though Cale had painted a grim picture of the state of affairs in Kalland, it had been nonetheless reassuring to know the scale of what she was up against. Her fear on the journey to Blackwood, her misery, had derived from the simple fact that she had no idea what to expect upon meeting her father again. There were no books that could have prepared her for it.  But with their work in Kalland, she knew both the stakes and the dangers.  
 
    In Cale she thought had an ally, and perhaps eventually even a friend; and now that she had taken time to think upon things, she remembered too that she had another ally. More than an ally, more than a friend. She had been so fixated upon seeing the man who was once her father that she had neglected and ignored the man who had truly been her father for all these years. 
 
    She left her cabin, and crossed the narrow corridor to Tannerus’, knocking on the door. The old mage’s voice rang out, barely muffled by the wood. “Come in,” he said, and she did so. 
 
    Though it was early he was already out of his bed, seated at the little desk that Cale had provided him with. Nessa had to stop herself from laughing. They had been aboard the Kallandish galleon for only a week, and already the cabin, and in particular the desk, were a mess. Her master had brought the chaos in which he had lived at the school here onto the ship with him. The desk was covered with mounds of books and papers, over which the mage was scribbling into his journal with quill and ink.  
 
    Tannerus himself looked slightly sheepish, his pale blue eyes flickering from her to the desk and then back to her. She laughed, shaking her head fondly. “How have you managed to get it like this already, master?” she asked, walking past to sit on the bed, having to move more than a few tomes out of the way. He rotated in his chair, smiling back at her.  
 
    “It does seem to build up, does it not? I have no notion how.” 
 
    Nessa chuckled. “Especially as all these books are supposed to be locked up in the hold.” 
 
    He cleared his throat with mock imperiousness. “I am a privy councillor now, and who is going to tell me that I cannot recover my own possessions?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “I do not know, master, but someone should, before you have to take another cabin just to find some place to sleep.” 
 
    They both laughed heartily. Nessa flicked through one of the books she had displaced, a scholarly tome on magical theory. When Tannerus next spoke, his voice was gentle and warm. “Rybeck told me that he spoke to you during the banquet. He said that you seemed to be more at ease. You spoke with him about your parents.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “I did, and he was right, master, I do feel more at ease…more content than I have since we left Estwic.” She smiled. “Perhaps more content than I have ever been in my life.”  
 
    Tannerus smiled upon hearing that, but still he let out a small sigh. “For what it is worth, I am sorry that I could not have been of more aid to you this last week. I knew that it would be hard for you, and yet,” he shrugged, “I did nothing but watch.” 
 
    She shook her head firmly. “It was something I had to do, master. I do not think I could have gone south without seeing him one last time.” 
 
    Tannerus nodded. “I spoke with him…your father, last night at the banquet.” His words were quiet, uncertain of her reaction. “Though we did not speak directly of you, he expressed that there are events in his life that he has come to regret.” 
 
    She shook her head again. “I do not regret what happened, master. In the end, I think that he did the right thing for both of us in sending me to Estwic.” 
 
    Tannerus smiled slowly. “I am glad that you can see things that way.” 
 
    “If he had not sent me away,” she said, “I would never have been able to learn to master my talent, as you have taught me. I would perhaps have never learned to accept who and what I am, without your teachings.” She smiled. “And I certainly would not be sailing to Kalland as apprentice to a privy councillor, to teach the sister of a king.” 
 
    Tannerus grinned. “I like to think that your ability and spirit alone could have brought such rewards…but what does an old man know, anyway?” 
 
    Nessa laughed, and returned to the book she had been flicking through. It was a dry text, but now that she thought about it there were few better for aiding students in learning to control their abilities. She would most assuredly need to borrow it from him when they reached Kalrond; this book and several others. She doubted that even in that great city there were many texts on magic. 
 
    “You know,” Tannerus said, and Nessa looked up attentively. “It was wise of you to wear the royal sigil last night. I would have suggested you do so, had you not pre-empted me.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I did worry whether it might offend them, but decided to take a gamble.” 
 
    He nodded. “The Kallandish can be a thin-skinned and intransigent breed, but they are also capable of the most remarkable acts of loyalty when they feel loyalty is being reciprocated. If I learned anything from the wars, it was that.” He grinned at her reassuringly. “You wore their badge in the city of your birth. Such a thing does not go unnoticed.” 
 
    She smiled, recognizing the truth of his words. Tannerus cleared his throat, affecting a more serious and businesslike tone. “As we can both agree that we are now servants of the Crown,” he said, “we should probably get some work done. We have a voyage ahead of us, but not a long enough one that we can idle away our time in luxury.” 
 
    Nessa giggled. “Certainly not, master.” 
 
    He winked at her, before handing her a piece of paper, the layout of a building drawn upon it. “This is the first of three possible sites for the school,” he said. “Now, the advantages of this particular site are…” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    Eormanric sped along the eastern coast of the Straits of Blackwood, borne by a strong southerly wind. The gargantuan warship looked ponderous when becalmed or at port, but with her three sails up she flew along with even the slightest breeze. For two days they sailed, and Nessa watched the coastline of the North pass by.  
 
    South of Blackwood there were few settlements before reaching Kallandish waters. There was nothing but the ancient Blackwood Forest itself, a vast expanse of fir and pine that reached even unto the rocky cliffs. They passed dozens of fjords on the way, each as pristine and empty of civilization as the next. Nessa did wonder sometimes whether in the reaches of that primordial forest, just beyond her sight, her mother’s people stood watching the ship as it made its way south. Would they think it strange if they knew that one of their own blood was aboard that vessel? She dismissed such thoughts almost immediately as they came. The elves of the Blackwood cared nothing for the ships of humans, she told herself, or for the deeds of halfbloods. 
 
    Life aboard the galleon had grown somewhat more comfortable for her. Since leaving Blackwood, the Kallandish had started to view her increasingly as part of the crew. Not in a comradely fashion perhaps, but they no longer stared at her when she walked the deck, nor were they as startled on the occasions when she used the talent. They treated her as they would Cale and Tannerus, or the knights. She did not want to appear as haughty and aloof as the nobles could sometimes be, but she also knew that there was a formality to the way the Kallandish behaved amongst one another. It was how their society functioned, and was something she would have to come to accept. 
 
    Halfway through the third day since Blackwood, she was taking in the air up on the main deck. She and Tannerus had been preparing for their arrival in Kalrond with enthusiasm, planning for the foundation of the new school, discussing a learning scheme for Lady Anneka.  
 
    It was an unusual task, to take up the training of someone that age. The talent had been manifest in her for four years without any kind of training; that would be terrifying for anyone, let alone for a Kallandishman. The triggers for manifestation were often emotional, and in that first manipulation of a mage’s energy there could be danger both to the fledgling mage, and for those around her. Cale had not gone into details, but he had confirmed that the king’s sister had experienced something like that already. Nessa had felt a stab of sympathy for the girl, as she remembered her own manifestation. Nessa had been much younger at the time, but it was just as violent in nature. To have gone on from that without training, with no one to explain the limits, to show how the power could be controlled… 
 
    She had been mulling these matters over in the open air when a cry came from the sailor stationed atop the mainmast. “Sail!”  
 
    The deck, which up until that point had been placid, a few sailors engaged in their endless and baffling conflict with ropes, suddenly descended into a flurry of action. She did her best to keep out of the way as sailors and marines came out of the woodwork. She had observed this behaviour several times since coming aboard the galleon. This was a warship, of course, and Kalland was at war. These waters were a part of that battlefield. 
 
    From the quarterdeck she heard a bellow from Captain Alfanna. The woman had the loudest voice Nessa had ever heard, and she used it often, berating her crew mercilessly. “Where?” Alfanna demanded, and the call came back swiftly.  
 
    “Port bow, and close!” 
 
    Nessa frowned. Port meant to the left, and the bow was the front, which would mean that the sail was in one of the supposedly unsettled fjords. Curious, she hurried up towards the foredeck. Three of the sailors were standing there, one of them with a spyglass. Nessa could already see something ahead of the ship with her own eyes, a dark shape at the mouth of the next fjord. She came to a halt behind the sailor with the spyglass, and he glanced back at her. Nodding to her, he held the spyglass out for her to take. She did so, fixing it on the dark smudge ahead. 
 
    “It’s dragonboats, master,” the sailor said, and she felt a chill run down her spine at the word, and at what she now saw clearly through the lens of the spyglass.  
 
    Even in powerful Estwic the legendary Sverker raiding vessels were feared, their distinctive prows signaling ruin for any ship that saw them. The inhabitants of northern Sverkermark had always enjoyed a fair degree of independence from their kings in the south, and that manifested itself in raiding and piracy all along the Straits of Blackwood and sometimes into the Frozen Sea as well. 
 
    There were two of them, and as she looked clearly she could see that they were in trouble. The two vessels were locked together, one having rammed into the side of the other. The rammer had lost its mast entirely, thus explaining why the lookout had seen but one sail.  
 
    Nessa frowned. Why would two Sverker dragonboats have been fighting one another? “Are they Sverkers?” she asked, and the sailor nodded slowly. 
 
    “One of ‘em is, aye,” he said, “but the one with the green and red shields along the side is a Carrick-boat out of the Shield Isles. It’s one of ours.” 
 
    “I did not know that the Kallandish used dragonboats,” Nessa said, feeling foolish for her ignorance, but the sailor chuckled in a kindly fashion. 
 
    “The Islers are more Sverker than Kallandish,” he said, “but they been loyal to the Crown for a long count of years. Crazy bastards, the lot of ‘em.” 
 
    One of the other sailors nodded. “They don’t go down easily.” 
 
    Nessa had to agree with that assessment. Even shorn of their mast they had apparently managed to inflict severe damage on the Sverker dragonboat, leaving both vessels to float aimlessly out here. 
 
    She was handing the spyglass on to the next sailor when there was a stamp behind them, and the three men stood to attention. Nessa heard Captain Alfanna’s bark. “What have we got?” 
 
    The first sailor responded, as Nessa turned round to see that Cale and several of the marine officers accompanied the captain. “Two dragonboats in a death dance, captain,” the sailor said. “One of ours, one of theirs. Abandoned, looks like.” 
 
    Alfanna exchanged a quick glance with Cale. “You’re certain of that?” she asked. 
 
    The sailor nodded. “If there was survivors, they’d be tryin’ to get our attention, I reckon.” 
 
    Alfanna nodded absently, glancing at Cale, who shrugged his shoulders. “We sail on,” he said, and Alfanna’s look turned dark. 
 
    “There could be survivors, my lord,“ the captain protested. “They may simply be too weak to make themselves known.” 
 
    Cale shook his head. “Or there could be nothing but corpses, captain.” 
 
    Alfanna frowned at him. “Even if they’re all dead, my lord, some of those bodies are Islers. We can’t leave Kallandishmen out here to rot.” 
 
    The sailors and marines were nodding slowly, and Nessa was reminded of Tannerus’ earlier words. Loyal when loyalty is reciprocated. That seemed to be on Cale’s mind as well, for although the Lord Chancellor looked irritated at the thought of delay, he nodded. Turning to one of the marines at his back, he snapped out an order to the man. “Lieutenant Raine, you will take a detachment over to the dragonboats and search for survivors. If there are none, you will see to the burning of their bodies.” 
 
    The named officer was a youngish fellow, with a hard and stern cast to his jaw. Nessa thought he looked very fearsome. When he spoke, however, it was in a soft, melodic voice, with a hint of humour. “Going to be a bugger to burn them if there’s a lot,” he replied in reproachful tones. “We could always toss them in the sea.” 
 
    Alfanna glared at him. “Don’t know how you do it in Kingsmarsh, but in the rest of Kalland, we burn our dead.” 
 
    Raine raised his hands in a placating manner. “I am just saying that it will take time. We’re at sea for fuck’s sake, we’ll likely have to burn the bloody ship.” 
 
    Cale had a hand over his eyes like a man who could not believe he was really involved in this conversation. “Burn the ship then, Raine.” 
 
    The lieutenant rubbed his head, a slight grimace on his face. “It’s on the water, my lord…” 
 
    Nessa had kept silent throughout the entire exchange, not feeling as though there was anything she could add to the conversation. She did not know about their funerary practices, nor could she contribute to a discussion about boarding another ship. But as Raine spoke of the difficulties of burning the dead at sea, she realized that there was perhaps something she could do to help, and she raised her hand hesitantly.  
 
    “I could burn the ship,” she said quietly. She was unsure of the formalities of this kind of conversation, but given the manner in which Raine had spoken, she imagined that there were not all that many. 
 
    Silence fell throughout the group, and they all turned to look at her. Nessa met their gazes shyly, fighting back a blush. She had spoken in front of much larger groups before. It was ridiculous to be embarrassed. But those had been children, students she had taught, not a group of worthies who barely knew her. She could see the looks in their eyes, imagine the thoughts running through their heads. How is this young girl going to burn the ship any easier than Raine and his marines? And then she saw the sparks of realization there as well. 
 
    “With magic?” asked Alfanna uncertainly. “The whole ship?”  
 
    Nessa shrugged nervously. “I could start a fire powerful enough to burn the bodies even on water, at the very least. If it would not be…disrespectful, to do so,” she added. To use hated magic to burn their dead… 
 
    Alfanna exchanged glances with the sailors. The first man, the one who had passed Nessa the spyglass, seemed to be the leader among them, and he considered her suggestion carefully, stroking his chin. Finally with a nod he declared, “I don’t see no problem with that.” The other sailors nodded along, and then the captain flashed Nessa a rare half-smile before turning to the marine officer. 
 
    “Lieutenant Raine?” 
 
    Raine nodded, grinning at Nessa, and she found herself smiling back. For all his martial standing, he seemed to be quite a cheerful and irreverent character. “I can’t see a problem,” he said, “though you’d better have a strong stomach, Master Arnessa, because if those bodies have been there for awhile, the whole ship’s going to smell worse than a ‘Marsh bog in summer.” 
 
    Nessa smiled diffidently. She had no idea what that meant, but she thought she could probably imagine it. Cale gave her a careful look. “Are you certain you want to go, Arnessa?” he asked.  
 
    She thought about it. Did she truly wish to board a ship loaded with rotting corpses and burn them? It was certainly not something she would have imagined herself doing when she woke up that morning. But she felt as though it was something she had to do. Since Blackwood the crew had treated her as though she were one of them, but the truth was she had done nothing to contribute to their labours. She did not know how to work a ship. The only thing she did know was magic, and she would not shirk from the first opportunity given her to use the talent for the good of Eormanric and her crew.  
 
    But there was more to it than simply being helpful. She had gone straight from being a student of magic to a tutor of magic. She had done nothing at all outside of a schoolroom. She had to know whether she was of any use in the world. “I am certain, my lord,” she said with a smile, appreciating his concern for her nonetheless. 
 
    Cale nodded. “Very well. Lieutenant Raine, get a boat and a crew together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    A half-hour later and they were in one of the galleon’s boats, a crew of sailors rowing them towards the stricken dragonboats. Eormanric had dropped anchor a very short distance from the mouth of the fjord where the wrecks floated. Nessa sat at the prow of the boat with Lieutenant Raine, twelve marines seated behind them on the benches amongst the oarsmen.  
 
    The sea was surprisingly choppy; she had been lulled into a false sense of security by the formidable and steady bulk of Eormanric. Still, there was something pleasant about the spray that flew up from the boat’s prow to brush her hair, the motion of the boat as it crested each wave and came back down again. Even living in a great port such as Estwic for so long, Nessa had never been very interested in boats or in the sea, but she was starting to regret that disinterest. For all that she knew the sea to be furious, it was beautiful as well. 
 
    As they drew closer she could see how much work burning the ship would be. The Kallandish dragonboat was at least a hundred feet long from ram to stern. Clearly she would dangerously exhaust herself were she to try and burn the entire ship with her talent…but a few carefully placed fires would achieve the same effect. The boat could have been at sea for a very long time, and the timbers would likely be damp, but magical fire could be very powerful if the mage was to put sufficient energy into it. Nessa had never engaged in such a large-scale undertaking before, but she relished the opportunity to test her skills.  
 
    The sailors had lined the boat up to hit the wrecked vessel amidships. There was a bump as the prow banged against the low hull below the dragonboat’s shielded gunwale. The hull was only a few feet higher than their boat was, but it would still be difficult to climb up there. One of the sailors was already moving, tossing a rope up onto the dragonboat while his fellows used the oars to keep their own craft steady against the hull. Raine was on his feet, grunting as he boosted the sailor up, the man grasping at the painted shields and hauling himself up and over, onto the dragonboat. 
 
    “What does it look like up there?” Raine asked, and the sailor’s answer was muffled, as if he were covering his mouth and nose. 
 
    “Fucking stinks, lieutenant.” 
 
    Nessa and Raine exchanged glances. She felt as though he were giving her a last chance to pull out of the mission, to remain on the boat while the marines saw to the arrangements for the dead. But she would not back down now.  
 
    The rope came flying over the side of the dragonboat. It was a knotted thing, designed for sailors with some experience of using it, and Nessa regarded it somewhat doubtfully. The sailor above had orders to tie it to what was left of the vessel’s mast; the others waited until there was a sharp tug, the signal that he had done so. 
 
    Raine went first, pulling himself up awkwardly. The rope was supposed to be climbed by barefooted sailors, not by soldiers in heavy boots as he was. Halfway up he abandoned trying to use the knots to hold his feet, and instead braced them against the hull of the dragonboat, walking his way up. Nessa shook her head as the lieutenant dragged himself over the top.  
 
    Suddenly she could not move at all. The swell of the sea that she had found so enjoyable before was now conspiring against her. The gap between their boat and the hull was a yawning chasm to her eyes, the safety of the deck above far distant. As she hesitated with hands wrapped around the rope, the marines began to move up behind her. Raine was peering down from above, gesturing for her to follow him, and all she could do was shake her head furiously. 
 
    Raine called down to her. “Hold onto that rope tight, master,” he said, and Nessa did so, unclear as to how this might expedite things. Raine disappeared back behind the gunwale, then there was a sudden sharp yank of the rope, and Nessa yelped with surprise as she rose a few inches above the boat. There was another yank, and another few inches she rose, clutching onto the rope for dear life.  
 
    They were pulling her up, Raine and the sailor, and though each tug only brought her a little closer to the top, she was still moving swiftly. Each yank of the rope felt like a physical blow, shaking her very bones, but she reminded herself that the two men above were doing all the work here, while she clung on, desperately, hoping that their grip would not break. 
 
    Within a minute she was far enough above the boat to reach out for the shields, and she pulled herself onto them as she had seen her predecessors do. Raine must have felt the weight on the rope lighten, for he was at the gunwale in an instant, grabbing her by the shoulders and dragging her over the side. They collided with the sailor, and all three of them collapsed into a tangle of waving limbs. As he fell, Raine was laughing hysterically, and Nessa and the sailor soon joined in as they attempted to extricate themselves from the mess. 
 
    No sooner had they done so than Nessa’s laughter faded away, as she got a good look at the deck of the dragonboat. Whatever conflict had brought these two wrecks to be floating out here had been a vicious one. The bodies of men and women lay across the boat, weapons strewn around or clutched in lifeless hands. Dried blood was splattered all over the wooden planks, and flies hovered over the corpses. Mutely she regarded the carnage, and all she could think of was to wonder how the flies had made it so far out to sea. 
 
    She felt a hand on her shoulder, and jumped, startled, but it was Lieutenant Raine. “Easy, master,” he said. “Is this the first time you’ve seen the dead?” 
 
    She shook her head. She had been with her mother when the sickness took her. That had not been like this, though. There was a serenity to a bed death that was simply not present here in this place. Her stomach roiled at the sight of such slaughter, but she steeled her nerves. “I am well, lieutenant,” she said with a wan smile, and Raine removed his hand from her shoulder to go to the aid of his marines, who were boarding behind them. Breathing carefully, Nessa took another look at the dead they had come to honour. 
 
    The sailors from the Shield Isles did not look so different from the Sverkers they had died fighting. Both seemed to favour long and tangled hair, with heavy fur cloaks giving the impression of a battle between two groups of bears. But they did wear Kallandish-style uniforms and chain armour. She estimated that there were as many as fifty dead Islers on the dragonboat, and just over half that in Sverker corpses. Despite having rammed the enemy boat, the Islers had died on their own vessel…so what had happened to the victorious Sverker warriors? 
 
    Raine was still assisting his marines, so she asked the sailor who had helped them up. “Should we investigate the other ship? For safety, I mean.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No point, master. Them what survived the fight would have gone overboard. Likely as not there was another dragonboat with ‘em to carry ‘em back to port.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. He seemed to be making a lot of assumptions, but then he did know this business better than she did. 
 
    Once the marines were all up on deck, the work began. Raine told them to search all the Kallandish bodies for any personal effects, anything that could be sent back to the Shield Isles for their kin. Nessa joined them in the endeavour, though it was hard going. The smell was truly appalling, as were many of the wounds. The first body she came across was that of a young woman, perhaps the same age as herself. The girl had fallen to a vicious wound to her belly, the axe that dealt it still buried in her body. Her eyes were glazed over, filmy, and Nessa gagged as she tried to close them. She knew that this was what one was supposed to do with bodies, but the eyelids were stiff and would not close, and in the end she abandoned the task. The girl carried a small locket, a tiny etching of a man’s face inside, and Nessa pocketed this. Perhaps there would be some way of getting it to him, if he was not one of the other bodies on the dragonboat. 
 
    She had investigated three more bodies when all of a sudden there was a roaring boom from behind them, distant. She spun around, seeing that the rest of the boarding party had done the same. The sound had come from Eormanric. A small billow of smoke was issuing forth from a gun on the galleon’s foredeck. Nessa stared in amazement. Why were they firing? 
 
    Lieutenant Raine looked to the ship, and then to Nessa, seeming to be equally confused. “What the fuck…” he began, but then his face suddenly changed, and he swore again. “Oh, bollocks!” 
 
    His eyes had moved from her face to stare just past her, and even as the curse left his lips he drew a straight-edged sword from its sheath. “On me!” he roared, and the red-jacketed marines responded quickly, blades at the ready. The sailors had only clubs and daggers, but they brandished them all the same.  
 
    “Get behind us,” Raine said to Nessa, his voice insistent, and she began to move backwards as she turned to see what could have alarmed him and his soldiers. Her eyes widened as she saw what it was. She had been right after all; they should have searched the other ship. But it was far too late.  
 
    The surviving crew of the Sverker dragonboat had not escaped into the water, or onto another ship. Whatever the circumstances of the battle, they had been forced to remain aboard their ship, holed by the ram as it was, carried by their sail with the Kallandish boat locked onto them. They must have been waiting for an opportunity like this for some time, waiting for a vessel to send a boat to investigate.  
 
    They did not look well at all. They were thin and starved, their scale armour hanging off their emaciated forms. Wounds from the original battle bloodied many of them. They were at the gunwale of their own ship now, weapons in hand, and Nessa could see that despite their poor condition there was a fierce light behind their eyes, a bright madness that told her that these men would not be reasoned with. Their chance to escape had arrived and they would take it, or else die in the attempt.  
 
    Raine’s marines had formed a thin skirmish line across the deck, such as was possible with all the corpses lying there. The sailors from the rowboat held back with their weapons, their eyes fearful, but their postures grim and martial. With increasing horror, Nessa realized that they had no choice but to fight, for Eormanric could not fire her guns without sinking both dragonboats. 
 
    The enemy warriors were crossing over now, leaping from ship to ship with surprising dexterity. Nessa’s blood ran cold, for there were more of the foe than there were her companions; many more. The Sverkers were loping slowly across the deck, as cautious as a pack of wolves circling their prey. Once they reached a certain point on the deck they halted, seemingly uncertain. They had the numbers, but the marines were in better condition, and with skill and discipline on their side. Nessa’s spirits rose, certain that the Sverkers would remain at that distance, rather than challenge such skilled opposition. 
 
    And then the Sverker rush came, their throats hurling out a hoarse war cry as they broke into a run, axes and swords rising. Nessa found herself falling back a pace just at the sheer fury of the roar, but the marines were as still as stone, swords at the ready. A few of the Sverkers went down early, tripping on the corpses littering the deck, but not enough. They hit the line of marines with a clash of steel on steel, and then the fight began.  
 
    In their light armour the marines were nimble, and their single-edged blades flashed back and forth, drawing Sverker blood with every blow. The first swings by the foes had been born of murderous rage, all strength and no skill, and the Kallandish had been able to easily evade them. The first group of Sverkers fell back screaming, clutching at their wounds, but the ones behind did not make the same mistakes. They came in slower, using their weapons as the Kallandish did, and now it was two ranks of soldiers exchanging blow and parry along the skirmish line. 
 
    Nessa watched with horrified fascination as warriors fought and died right in front of her on the bloody deck that had already seen so much carnage. Lieutenant Raine stood at the centre of the Kallandish line and fought like a man possessed, his sword flickering back and forth, every touch ending in bloodshed. He was roaring and bellowing just as loudly as the Sverkers, some of it words she understood, most of it animalistic gibberish. She found herself horrified by the previously cheerful man’s casual brutality, but at the same time she was willing him and his fellows on, for they were all that stood between her and the Sverkers. 
 
    Nessa knew she had to do something. She had to help them. She just did not know what she could do. She could manipulate her energies to produce many things; fire and wind, light, even illusory images. All of them could be used offensively, but she was not a trained battlemage, she had never used her magic to harm another living thing. She did not even know if she could bring herself to do that. So she just stood and watched, while the bloodletting continued unabated. 
 
    The Kallandish line was strong wherever Raine fought, but at the edges it was not so. When the first marine fell, it was on that fringe. Slipping on a pool of blood, the Kallandishman staggered back screaming, an axe buried deep in his chest. The skirmish line broke apart as a second marine died on a Sverker sword, and what had been a battle between two units became a free-for-all. When fighting side-by-side and guarding each other’s flanks the Kallandish had enjoyed the advantage, but individual combat was the purview of the warrior, not the soldier.  
 
    Two more marines went down, and Nessa saw the sailors around her tense, readying to flee back to the boat. She was torn between her desire to escape and an unwillingness to abandon Raine and his soldiers. 
 
    Suddenly there was a howl, a deep, barbaric cry that rose above all the noises of battle, and from the rear of the ship, pushing through the massed Sverkers, came a monster. He was easily seven feet tall, a giant among men, wild eyes burning from behind a mess of black hair. Even in his emaciated state he was still the largest and most powerful figure Nessa had ever seen. In his hand he clutched a huge axe, a wicked, double-headed thing. The Sverkers fell back around him, even the ones at the fore disengaging and leaving their horrified Kallandish opponents goggling at the newcomer. The giant brought his monstrous axe forward to point straight at Lieutenant Raine, howling again. It was a challenge, Nessa realized with a dull feeling of dread. 
 
    Raine met the giant bravely. “Well, you’re a big fucker, aren’t you?” he spat, dancing from foot to foot, sword raised above his head in a high guard. The giant made reply with his axe, bringing the terrible weapon down at the lieutenant’s head. Quickly Raine brought his own blade to meet it, catching the descending axe with the flat of his weapon. The giant was putting all of his considerable reserves of strength into it, slowly forcing the lieutenant’s guard down. Raine had put his off-hand on the blade of his sword now, pushing up, but still he struggled, the axe close enough to his face to nick his forehead.  
 
    It did not look good for him, but the lieutenant had some tricks up his sleeve. With an awkward twist of his body he was suddenly out from under the shadow of the axe, and he delivered a vicious kick to the Sverker’s knee. The giant fell backwards, bellowing, and Raine was at him immediately, whipping his sword in to leave a deep gash in his opponent’s shoulder. A ragged cheer rose up from the Kallandish, but the giant was far from done. If the lieutenant’s blow had done anything it had aggravated him further, and he was quickly at Raine again, swinging the axe wildly. Raine was on the defensive again, desperately trying to parry with his sword while stepping backwards over the corpses that littered the deck. 
 
    And then he tripped, and the giant was upon him. Raine parried the first blow with his blade, but the giant’s off-hand darted in to deliver a bone-crunching punch to Raine’s face, sending him to the deck. The giant roared with glee, his axe rising above his head, as he prepared to bring it down in a two-handed chop that would surely be the end of brave Lieutenant Raine. 
 
    Nessa had spent the battle desperately thinking of how she could aid her companions, but now the time for thinking was gone and she just reacted, unleashing the first thought that came into her head. She breathed in deeply, drawing air into her lungs and gathering as much energy as she could muster. Processes honed over years of training came together in an instant, and with one hand hurled forward dramatically she released that stored energy.  
 
    She blew the air out of her lungs, infusing it with the energy from her body, and bolstered by all that power it turned from a breath to a squall, a great gust of wind that burst out from her body and tore along the deck. It flowed around her Kallandish companions as she willed it to, and struck the Sverker giant square in the chest. The astonished warrior was hurled several feet backwards into the ruined mast. There was a meaty thump, and for a moment she wondered whether she had killed him, but there had not been a huge amount of energy behind it, what with the hurry she had been in and the chaos in her mind. The giant was already starting to come to his feet as she stood watching him. 
 
    Both sides were gaping at what she had done, but it was the Kallandish who reacted swiftest, their inbuilt discipline and reflexes kicking in. Raine was up in an instant, darting across the deck to plunge his sword into the giant’s chest even as the Sverker ponderously rose from where Nessa’s magic had hurled him. The lieutenant’s marines were close on his heels, and for the first time in the battle the Kallandish were on the offensive, carving into the still-stunned Sverker warriors. Roaring like drunken maniacs, the sailors joined the fray, brandishing their cudgels and knives as they saw their only chance to win this fight looming.  
 
    Nessa was left behind, still shaking from the physical exertion her magic had brought upon her, and watched as the Sverkers were put to the sword. No quarter was given, for none was asked for.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Nessa watched from the foredeck of Eormanric as the two dragonboats burned, now forever locked in their fatal dance with one another. Despite her exertions during the battle, she had still possessed sufficient energy to start a few fires before they were rowed back.  
 
    It had been a slow journey. Six marines and two sailors had fallen in the battle, and those that were left alive sported injuries, while the bodies of those sadly slain in the fight remained on the dragonboats with their countrymen. Raine had said a few words, and then the fallen had been left to burn with honour. Nessa had offered to take her turn at the oars, spare an injured soldier, but they refused to hear of it. The boarding party treated her as reverently as the Sverkers had treated their giant champion. She found their admiration unsettling, for to her mind she had done almost nothing, so taken by fear was she during the entire episode.  
 
    But the return to the galleon had been even more disconcerting. Apparently half the crew had been watching the fight and the other half had certainly heard about it by the time they returned. The boarding party was greeted with cheers and whistles, dozens of hands reaching over the gunwales to pull them up. Men and women clapped Nessa on her shoulders and ruffled her hair. More than a few of them were chanting ‘giantslayer’ as they did so, and it seemed the epithet was applied liberally to both she and Lieutenant Raine.  
 
    Captain Alfanna and Baron Cale had weighed in then, shouting demands for calm, for the crew to return to their duties, and slowly they had done so. To her relief she had been finally left to her own devices, so she stayed to watch the fires she had lit consume the dragonboats. 
 
    After a while, she felt a hand rest briefly on her shoulder, before reappearing on the gunwale next to her. Tannerus flashed her a smile, his eyes flickering out to the burning dragonboats. “From what Ceolwulf Raine says, you won a battle today.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head fiercely. “He won the battle, master, he and the soldiers. I did nothing but stand there. I could not move I was so afraid. I was so afraid I did not know I was afraid!” 
 
    The old mage turned to face her, his expression thoughtful. “So you did not knock the Sverker chieftain into the mast with a great gust of wind, as so many have attested?” 
 
    She frowned, unable to understand his lack of understanding. “I did do that, yes, but that was all I did. I do not deserve to be treated like some kind of hero. I almost ran…” 
 
    He interrupted swiftly. “But you did not. You held your ground, despite your fear, and when the time came to act, when only you could act, you did so without hesitation. What do you think a hero is, Arnessa?” 
 
    She shrugged helplessly. “A warrior like Raine, or someone like you who has fought all those battles.” 
 
    He roared with laughter. “Do you think that I rode into combat like some sorcerer from the tales, hurling fireballs with each hand?” He vigorously shook his head, chuckling. “I was terrified in every battle we fought, and we fought many battles. In most I did nothing but watch, and heal the wounded, and try to stop the Kurenni mages from destroying us with their own magic.” He sighed, shaking his head ruefully. “If I am remembered as a hero, it is for standing beside my comrades despite my fear and my poor swordsmanship. I stood my ground, and acted when I could, and that is how battles are won, Arnessa. Not by people like Raine, fine and brave as they may be, for theirs is a kind of madness that leads them to fight alone, even with others around them.” 
 
    Nessa stared back at him doubtfully. In all the tales, and in all the histories it was men and women like Raine and his marines that were the heroes. What Tannerus called madness, others called courage. 
 
    He could no doubt see from her expression that she did not really agree with him on this, but he smiled and nodded patiently. “You do not understand it now, but such knowledge takes time and bitter experience. In truth, I hope that you will never have to understand it…to understand war.” 
 
    Nessa fervently agreed with that sentiment. If for the rest of her life she came no closer to war than she did today, then she would have lived a very happy life indeed. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Voice of the Raven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The land between Thorn and Hohenfels was a wilderness of rocky hills and untouched forests, as was much of Sverkermark. Riding across it, it was difficult to imagine that there was any civilization in that land at all. Richard hated it. The uneven ground had kept him bouncing around in the saddle uncomfortably for a week, and it was because the region was so tough and so unyielding that it had taken them a week to reach their current position. According to Yngvard, they were halfway between Thorn and Hohenfels. The turncloak had smiled upon delivering that information, as though he thought Richard would be pleased to hear it. But all that Richard could think about was that they had at least another week’s riding ahead of them. 
 
    A sensible rider, one who wanted to have an intact spine by the end of his journey, would have ridden west from Thorn on the dirt road. After a day he would have hit another, wider road running north along the banks of the Rugen. That road, known as the Altwegr, was the main road between the Sverker capital of Altheim and the lands of northern Sverkermark. By Kallandish standards it was little more than a rough track, but as far as Richard was concerned it was better than anything in the lands he now traveled, where a goatpath was the finest road one could hope for.  
 
    He was starting to dream about the Altwegr, about the relative comfort of traveling it. His memories of riding north along it with the army to besiege Thorn were swiftly becoming his happiest. And he was not the only one. The entire company was by now, the seventh day of their mission, a long column of misery. Seven days out in the frigid cold of Sverker spring, sleeping on blankets thrown over snowy earth at night, riding on uneven ground by day, eating trail rations and drinking ice water. Seven days of toil, with another seven to come.  
 
    Even Grimbold had steadily become more and more insular over the journey, his outspoken humour dwindling into a sardonic chorus of grunts and smirks. Richard found that he actually missed the huskarl’s brash behaviour, and not just for his own good cheer. One day of the old Grimbold might breathe a new life into the company.  There was little camaraderie among Richard’s command. They rode in silence for the most part, each man and woman lost in their own recollections and dreams of better times. There was nothing anyone could do to snap them out of it. 
 
    It would have been better, Richard reflected, if they had taken the Altwegr, but the queen’s orders, received as they rode out from Thorn, had been very clear on the subject. Speed was important to this mission, but secrecy ever more so. One hundred Kallandish riders speeding up the banks of the Rugen would draw too much attention from populations whose subjagation may not necessarily have signified loyalty to their new queen; and so they had instead taken the slower but more secret route, through forests and hills inhabited only by woodcutters and miners.  
 
    Hanging over them all was the mission. Take Hohenfels without a siege. Hold it against five thousand men until reinforcements arrive. The queen might believe that Richard would be able to develop some clever scheme, but a week had passed and he had nothing; not even the glimmer of an idea. His lieutenants were of little use to him. Matilde would shrug, Kendal would spit, and Grimbold would give a wry chuckle and continue riding silently.  
 
    That left just Yngvard. The turncloak was acutely aware that no one in the company trusted him or wanted him around, and so he had kept to himself as much as possible. Grimbold seemed to hold a particularly hard place in his heart for the man, and Richard was certain that if Yngvard were not supposedly so essential to their mission, the huskarl would kill him. That attitude was widespread. Whether Sverker or Kallandish, nobody wanted a traitor around.  
 
    It was more than simple distrust for Richard. That the queen trusted Yngvard was clear. But why did she trust him? It should have been good enough for Richard that she did, and yet he found that it was not good enough. That Yngvard was a traitor and a spy was the only thing they knew about him, and it was a poor foundation for an alliance. 
 
    The ride had fallen into a routine. Grimbold rode at the head of the column, with a band of his huskarls scouting an hour ahead. Periodically they would come back to make reports, more frequently if the company had strayed into a part of the wilderness that was inhabited. Matilde and Kendal rode with the main body of the company, which was spread out behind, weaving through the trees and over the rocks.  
 
    Between these two anchors were Richard and Yngvard, riding silently side-by-side. It had been like that for days, but on this day Richard had finally had enough of it. Yngvard was supposed to be the keeper of secret knowledge, the reason why this insane mission might succeed…and yet beyond his maps and drawings he had given them nothing. And Richard was sick of the eerie silences, where the only sounds were the clap of hooves on snow and rock. He was tired of conversations consisting only of gripes over whose back was more twisted after a night on the cold hard ground.  
 
    “Just who are you, Yngvard?” he demanded. The question came nearly an hour into the silent ride, and the turncloak started in his saddle. His beady little rat’s eyes turned on Richard confusedly, and for a moment the knight wondered if his companion had even heard the question, so wrapped in his own thoughts was he. But then the confusion lifted, and Yngvard’s eyes became more alert. He shrugged easily. 
 
    “I’m a servant to the queen, just like you,” he replied.  
 
    Richard did not like the comparison at all. Grinning nastily, he shook his head. “But you are also a servant to Count Sune, are you not?” 
 
    Disappointingly, Yngvard did not rise to Richard’s bait. He merely shrugged again, affecting a look of world-weariness. “That is true as well,” he said. “But only because that is how I serve Her Grace.” 
 
    Richard regarded him coldly. “And how is it that Sune comes to trust you enough that you can betray him, if you are such a good servant to Her Grace,” he asked.  
 
    Yngvard fixed him with the kind of grin that made his fists clench. “I was a loyal servant to King Peter,” he replied. “The count knew me from the court at Altheim, trusted me.” 
 
    “Why?” Richard asked. “You do not look all that trustworthy to me.” 
 
    Yngvard shrugged yet again, and the grin dropped from his lips. “I swore my loyalty with words, and that was enough for him.” 
 
    Richard chuckled. “So you are a spy, a traitor and an oathbreaker? Why then am I expected to trust you?” 
 
    Yngvard smiled back at him, thin-lipped. “Because you have no choice but to. Because I have as much to gain from victory as you do, and because I have far more to lose from failure.” 
 
    Richard snorted. “How is that, turncloak?” 
 
    The Sverker spat over the side of his horse. “If we are captured,” he began, speaking softly, woodenly, as though he was contemplating some bitter end, “you will be held hostage. You are a nobleman, a knight, and Count Sune is a man of honour. He will ransom you back to your kin, or hold you until the war ends.” Yngvard shook his head bitterly. “But as you have said, I am an oathbreaker. A man who trusts easily is harshest to those who betray him. If we are captured, Sune may let you live, but he will kill me for certain.” 
 
    Try as he might, Richard could not feel any sympathy for Yngvard. A man who broke his oath deserved to be treated harshly. But Yngvard did have a point, as well. He had a very good reason to want to develop a plan. Failure was not an option available to him. “Do you have a strategy for me yet, Yngvard?” he asked. “Now that we are both clear on what we need from this venture.” 
 
    The turncloak shook his head. “Not yet, Sir Richard,” he said, “but I will, soon enough. Very soon.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting over the endless whitened forest when one of the huskarl scouts rode back to inform them that there was a village an hour to the north. Richard’s first thought was relief. His dreams had been of straight roads, but a bed even for one night sounded no less sweet. He was not certain that the company would survive for another week without a little respite. On the other hand, the arrival of one hundred soldiers could hardly fail to draw the attention of the villagers. This region was something of a borderland. A week to the southeast lay Thorn, a week to the northwest Hohenfels. To which did they owe their allegiance?  
 
    With Grimbold already at his side, Richard called Yngvard over as well. The turncloak exchanged hard glances with his countryman, but the hostility did not go further than that. “Do you know this village the scouts speak of?” Richard asked, and Yngvard nodded. 
 
    “It is called Thorfinnsgard,” he said. “It is the largest village in these lands. There are over seventy families, most of them woodcutters or charcoal-burners.” 
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow. “You know much about them,” he said, surprised, but Yngvard just shrugged in answer. “To where are they sworn?” Richard pressed. “To Hohenfels?” 
 
    The turncloak shook his head. “To Thorn,” he replied. “The charcoal of Thorfinnsgard has long fueled Thorn’s forges.” 
 
    Richard nodded, looking back along the line of soldiers behind. They were muttering amongst one another, Kallandish and Sverker alike. The mere thought of hot food and warm beds did wonders for diplomacy. Richard was not sure he could turn them away from the village, now that they knew such luxuries lay only one hour through the forest. Still, he had to be cautious. 
 
    “Loyal to Thorn,” he said, meeting the gazes of his Sverker lieutenants, “but we Kallandishmen are not well-loved in this country. What is the likelihood that the people of Thorfinnsgard will attempt to send word to Hohenfels once we leave their village?” 
 
    “None, chief,” Grimbold replied firmly. “Even if they’ve not heard of Thorn’s submission, they would never pass word to another chief. It’s a very low man that does something like that,” he added pointedly, referencing Yngvard without looking at him. The turncloak scowled, but he spoke up in agreement with the huskarl.  
 
    “He’s right; they would not do such a thing. Hohenfels and Thorn have always been rivals.” 
 
    Richard nodded, greatly relieved. He was still not certain that stopping was the best thing to do. But by all the ancestors, he just wanted to sleep in a real bed again, just once, and maybe eat something that was not salted weeks ago. “We will spend the night in the village,” he declared, which drew a few cheers from the soldiers listening behind them. “Grimbold, you will lead your huskarls down first.” He shook his head wryly. “Somehow I imagine the villagers will react better to you than to my armsmen.” 
 
    Grimbold nodded, some of the old cheer returning to his face. “Right you are,” he said, before moving away with a final glare at Yngvard. Richard rolled his eyes to see it. Apparently some of his problems would need more than just one night’s sleep and a hot meal to solve.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The folk of Thorfinnsgard were a close-mouthed and surly lot, no different to any of the other rural Sverker groups Richard had encountered on the campaign. From what Grimbold translated of their speech, it was not grand politics that had them so rattled, but the soldiers arriving in the midst of their village. Thorfinnsgard was little more than a scattering of mud huts around a timber hall that served as inn and gathering place. It did not have much of anything, but then no village had ever needed to be wealthy in order to become the victim of brigandage. The people of Sverkermark knew this better than anyone, for banditry had been rife even before the war. 
 
    But they had changed their tune abruptly when Richard waved a purse in their faces. The queen had not left him without funds, no doubt considering that he could buy his way into Hohenfels. Once he made it clear that he and his company would pay for any food or trouble caused while in Thorfinnsgard, the locals had warmed to them; or at the very least, they were no longer openly hostile. There was nothing warm about this country or its people. 
 
    There was not enough room at the hall to stable all of their mounts there, so the horses were housed all over the village. Grimbold made dire threats of reprisal to ward off any of the villagers who might be inclined towards thievery. As for the soldiers, the hall was opened entirely to Richard and his company. There would not be beds for all, but there would be a warm room and a good hot meal, which was better than nothing. There were two private rooms at the rear of the structure, each with two low straw beds. After some deliberation, Richard decided that he and Grimbold would take the one room, Yngvard the other with Matilde to watch over him. Kendal would be left sleeping with the soldiers, but if the veteran was displeased with this settlement, he gave no sign, merely nodding when he was told, his expression as blank as ever. 
 
    Grimbold had kicked up something of a fuss, declaring that Yngvard’s honour was so low that no woman would be safe in his presence. But Matilde had given him a look that had cowed the burly huskarl. If Yngvard were to crawl over to her bed at night, Richard was sure he would feel the blunt end of that crossbow of hers.  
 
    With a hot meal and the promise of sleep in warmth and relative comfort, the company turned in early. The bed Richard had been assigned was low and scratchy, and Grimbold snored like a bear with a head cold, but after weeks of hard earth and camp rolls, he dropped off quickly.  
 
    So comfortable was he that when the pounding on the door awakened him he was momentarily confused. He was back suddenly in his rooms in the palace…or was it the Rose Tower back home in Malybridge? Damned servants, what could possibly be so important… 
 
    And then he remembered, and jumped out of the bed. Grimbold was opposite, slowly waking up, which was something of a relief, for it meant that it was unlikely he had tried to murder Yngvard in the night. The huskarl was muttering in the Sverker tongue, curses if Richard was any judge of his mood.  
 
    “What the fuck is it?” Richard bellowed angrily, and the pounding stopped. Captain Kendal’s deadpan tones came muffled through the door.  
 
    “Sorry, Sir Richard, but we’ve got a local fellow needs to talk to you. Got information, he says.” 
 
    Richard sighed, resignedly. “I must meet him, then,” he said. He gestured for Grimbold to follow, which the huskarl did, continuing to mutter dire threats in his own tongue. Kendal was still stood aside the door when Richard opened it, and there was a strange look in the man’s eyes. It almost seemed like amusement.  
 
    Richard was suddenly suspicious. “Who is this fellow?” he asked, watching carefully for the captain’s reaction. 
 
    Kendal shook his head, the corners of his mouth turning up. “Don’t rightly know who or what he is, but…you should see him, sir.” 
 
    He led them out into the main hall, where most of the company was gathered, staring at a man seated by the central fire pit. The Sverkers seemed strangely cowed and reverent, while the armsmen were trying hard not to laugh. When the newcomer rose, having seen their approach, Richard could see why. 
 
    He was without a doubt the most bizarre character that Richard had ever encountered, even amongst the savages of Sverkermark. He was short and wizened, though he did not look to be all that old. His limbs were thin and scrawny, his head was bald, his chin shaved, and he had a long, curved nose with deep-set eyes that with his diminutive stature made him resemble a bird, a resemblance only enhanced by his choice of garb. He was clad in a great cloak, a cloak that seemed to be entirely made from feathers. Black feathers, Richard noted, perhaps even raven feathers. Was he a priest for their raven god? 
 
    Judging by the way Grimbold fell to one knee, bowing his head, this was a safe assumption. The huskarl blurted out a few words in Sverker, and the newcomer responded, his voice harsh and throaty. But his eyes were not on Grimbold but fixed on Richard, staring at him without blinking, a deep, knowing look, as though he were looking past the skin. That was nonsense of course, Richard thought, but he was still uncomfortable with that gaze, and could not hold it for long. 
 
    “Grimbold,” he snapped, “who is this man?” 
 
    Grimbold’s voice came in a shudder. The huskarl was still bent on one knee, staring reverently at the newcomer. “He is a Voice, chief.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes narrowed, unsatisfied by this answer. “A voice of what?” 
 
    Grimbold looked at him for the first time since sighting the feather-clad man. “A Voice of the Great Raven, chief. He speaks the Raven’s words.” 
 
    “And what does this cleric want?” Richard asked. 
 
    Grimbold shook his head, a look of fear and frustration on his face. “He’s no cleric like the Speakers of your Temple, chief. I told you back in the tunnels that the Great Raven grants gifts to his people, yes? Witchcraft, the deep sense, berserkrgang; these are all his gifts, and there are others too.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “What gift does this…this Voice, possess then?”  
 
    The huskarl’s tones were hushed, reverent. “The greatest of all gifts, and the rarest. There are only ever a few Voices, for so great is the power that the Raven has granted them, the responsibility. The Voice has the gift of vision…he can see things past, and things yet to come, and things that happen far away. All this he sees, by the will of the Great Raven.” 
 
    There was a short pause, and then Richard began to chuckle. Not a torrent of laughter, and not an awkward trickle, but genuine, measured amusement. A few of the Kallandish laughed also, more nervously, for the Sverkers wore black looks. “You are telling me that this man is…he is some manner of seer? A teller of fortunes? Ridiculous, Grimbold. Full of wonders our world may be, and most of them I will never witness with my own eyes…but a man who sees visions of a future that has not yet happened? Preposterous.” 
 
    Grimbold opened his mouth to protest, but the Voice of the Great Raven cut him off, speaking in the Sverker tongue. The huskarl listened to his throaty rasp, and then turned his gaze back to Richard. “He knows that you do not believe in his gift, chief, and he wants to know why that is.” 
 
    Richard shrugged, grinning broadly at the absurdity of all this. “Because such a thing is not possible.” 
 
    The Voice spoke again, and again Grimbold translated his words. “He asks if you believe in witchcraft, in magic.” 
 
    Richard nodded slowly. “Of course I do. Such things are well-known to exist.” 
 
    “What of Henning, and his deep sense? Do you believe in that?” 
 
    He believed that Henning had led them through the tunnels somehow. He was not able to deny it, even if he did not think a magic bird allowed the Sverker to do so. “I do,” he replied grudgingly. “Though I do not know what it is.” 
 
    “What of the berserkrgang?” Grimbold paused, as the Voice continued to speak for some time. When the huskarl looked next at Richard, his eyes were afraid. “He says that he knows you are a berserkr, for the Great Raven has shown him so. It is why he is here; the Raven has sent him to share his visions with you. He knows that you feel the power in your blood when you fight, the battle-rage. He wants to know if you believe in this, also.” 
 
    Richard paused. Something happened to him in battle, it was true. Something that made people look upon him differently after. As with Henning’s sense, he could not quite believe it to be a mystical gift, but he could not deny that it was real. He also thought he knew where the raven priest was going with this. “Tell your seer to ask his damn question, Grimbold,” he snapped. 
 
    The Voice’s response was short, as translated by Grimbold. “He asks that if you can believe in all these other gifts, if they are possible, then why is it not possible that his is real also?” 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes. The priest might well be a charlatan, but he was a clever charlatan. Very well,” he sighed, “I concede that it may be possible that his gifts are real. So, if he is here to tell my future, and impart to me the wisdom of the bloody Great Raven, then tell him to do so, and quickly. My bed awaits.” 
 
    Grimbold stared at him reproachfully, but he relayed the Voice’s words all the same. “He says that the Great Raven has shown him the skein of your life. You are berserkr, and many battles lie ahead of you.” 
 
    Richard smirked. He was a soldier, so that was hardly a revelation. “Go on.” 
 
    “He says that you will have two great loves in your life. One is near at hand, and the other has been with you all along.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Lucky is the man who enjoys two great loves.” There were a few chuckles from the Kallandishmen who were listening, but mostly silence. The Voice had unnerved most of the people in the room.  
 
    “He says that no man can enjoy two loves for very long.” Grimbold continued. “One day, you will be forced to chose between your loves, and whichever you turn your back to will be destroyed, utterly.” 
 
    This was cheerful…the usual bag of platitudes and vague nightmares one expected from these people. “Enough of this, Grimbold,” he said. “If he wants me to believe in his visions, why not give me something that I can use. Why does he not tell me how I gain entry to Hohenfels?” 
 
    The Voice let out a strange, hissing rattle, throwing back his head. He was laughing, Richard realized, in the most unsettling way possible. The fit lasted only briefly, and then the seer spoke again. 
 
    “He says that it is not important how you are to do it, for he has seen you do it, in his visions,” Grimbold translated. 
 
    The Voice smiled at Richard, revealing a mouth bereft of teeth, and then he abruptly turned around, making his way out of the hall. The assembled soldiers parted before him soundlessly.  
 
    Richard stared after the seer, anger growing within him. He had no intention of letting the damnable scryer escape so easily. “He has seen us do it,” he shouted, “but he does not say how, for if we fail, I do not imagine that we will live long enough to correct him. This is charlatanry! If you are truly a seer, Voice of the Great Raven, then you will tell me how I will enter Hohenfels.” 
 
    At first it looked as if the wizened cleric was going to continue on his path out of the hall, regardless of Richard’s challenge. But halfway there he stopped walking, and he turned, another toothless grin flashing. He spoke briefly, and then once again started to walk away. Richard glanced in frustration to Grimbold.  
 
    “What did he say?” he demanded.  
 
    Even Grimbold, who had knelt in awe at the first sight of the raven priest, did not look happy with the response. “He said that you will enter Hohenfels by the same way that men throughout the ages have entered into such places. You will knock upon the door.” 
 
    Richard stared at him, silently, weighing up those words in his mind. Slowly, a smile crept onto his face. He shook his head, and started to make his way back up the hall towards the room in which his bed lay. “Get some sleep,” he called out to the soldiers behind him. “This has been very amusing, but we have work to do.”  
 
    Apparently, that work would have to be done without the aid of the Great Raven and his demented mystic. Knock upon the door! Why not fly over the walls, or even walk through them?   
 
    It was only later as he was drifting back off to sleep, that a final, very disquieting thought entered his mind. Grimbold painstakingly translated every damn word of the Voice’s nonsense. But never did he have to translate Richard’s words back to the Voice. Not even once. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Divine Retribution 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anneka had never seen the interior of the Temple of the One before. She had always found its exterior, with the magnificent carvings and the great gold-plated spires, to be rather ostentatious, but the interior gave new meaning to the word. There was more gold to be seen in the sanctuary than there was in the entirety of the Palace of Morcar. The walls were layered with it, the ceilings, even the floor. Chandeliers and candelabras of gold, statues and busts plated with gold; even the pulpit behind which the Archprelate would stand looked to be fashioned from solid gold. And there were gems as well, and silver, all shining in the light that beamed through the stained-glass windows and from the hundreds of candles. Anneka had been very careful indeed not to let her mask of regality drop as she stared in awe at the wealth the Temple displayed so brazenly.  
 
    Even as she sat here in the foremost bench, directly below the Archprelate’s dais, she was trying to absorb it, trying to work out how much wealth was contained in this one room. She could see Baron Beaufort a little further down the bench, the Lord High Steward’s eyes flickering around the room, his mind going through the same calculations. There had to be a million towers of gold in this one room, in this one temple, out of hundreds of temples across Kalland. 
 
    It was not just the adornments that were grand. Upon the dais stood the clerics of the Temple, in their finest ceremonial vestments. Six of the Speakers flanked the Archprelate, the spiritual descendents of those first Kurenni-sponsored missionaries, though it was not the Empire’s carefully prepared sermons that they spoke now. They wore long white robes, with high arched hoods that covered all of their face above the mouth. The cloth over their eyes was thin, supposedly thin enough that they might see a little. It would not do, after all, for the messengers of God to stagger around blindly. The robes of provincial Speakers might be simple, but these here were traced by gold, most notably on their chests where the symbol of the Faith, the Eternal Circle of the One, was embroidered in golden thread.  
 
    The Archprelate wore the same robes, though without the hood, his head remaining bare and his wild eyes uncovered. His chasuble was russet and gold, the colours worn by all prelates of the Temple since the first; the colours of the Kurenni phoenix, though the Temple had claimed them for its own. Other prelates and high-ranking clerics stood around and behind him, similarly clad. They looked all the more impressive for the contrast with the dress of their parishioners. 
 
    Traditionally, all who attended ceremonies at the Temple of the One in Kalrond wore the simple brown tunic of a supplicant. The men and women gathered here today for the Springtide sermon were amongst the richest and most important of the faithful, gathered from all across Kalland, but no matter their wealth and prestige, all wore the tunics. Anneka had fought hard against wearing one herself, but the Privy Council had insisted. This was about reconciliation, and in order to achieve it, she needed to remain respectful of the Temple’s traditions. She had finally agreed, but had managed a last blow of defiance, having the royal arms embroidered onto the chest of her supplicant’s tunic. She may have had a role to play in this farce, but she was still the Regent of Kalland. 
 
    She had brought a small deputation from the palace with her. Baron Beaufort and Chamberlain Merlmester were the two people, other than Anneka herself, who were most associated with the tax that had precipitated this charade. They looked no more pleased to be here than she felt. When Duke Adele had said that not all the Privy Council agreed that a temple visit was wise, these two had clearly been amongst those detractors. She had also brought knightly bodyguards with her, Domnall and Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer, and nothing short of the divine intervention of the One God himself could have forced those two into wearing brown tunics. They sat on either side of her on the bench, clad in their massive plate suits, a reminder to all that the regent was present. Other Knights of the Household, as well as armsmen, remained outside the temple to escort her back home when this was done. 
 
    Anneka had been waiting, sat at the front with all eyes upon her, for half an hour while the faithful filed in behind. The prelates had been watching her nervously. Despite the formal overtures made by the palace to the Temple, many of the clerics seemed afraid that her soldiers would burst in at some point and arrest them. No member of the House of Toran had been seen in a temple since her grandfather’s day, and even he had done so only under the same duress that Anneka now faced.  
 
    Only the Archprelate remained oblivious to her presence, staring out across the sanctuary, taking in all the faithful gathered here. Jon of Carrickgow was his name, bastard-born in the Shield Isles it was said, risen high in the Temple despite this. He had been Archprelate for decades, an old man now, but he still retained the fiery conviction of his youth. As a young Speaker, he had been amongst the first to preach a different interpretation of the faith to that the Kurenni had created. To the faithful, he was as much of a revolutionary as Bohemond had been. His eyes burned out of his wrinkled skin like twin fires, mad and wild it seemed to Anneka. She could not keep her gaze on him for long, and her eyes journeyed past him, to the heart of the sanctuary. 
 
    The statues were there, in all their golden glory. Six figures facing outwards, three women and three men; arms raised high above their heads, legs dragging behind to meet at the centre as if they were diving forwards. Above them, held aloft by their hands, was a shining band of gold, the Eternal Circle of the One that represented the everlasting reward to be found in the life beyond. That it burdened them so heavily represented the toil one endured in order to earn that reward.  
 
    Anneka smiled slightly. During the Occupation a similar set of statues had stood in every temple, but instead of six humans it had been two elves, two humans, and two dwarves, one male and one female from each race. There was no such sense of unity anymore. It was six humans now, and all of them were faceless. Not literally, of course, for they had features, eyes and noses and the like, but these were bland and average. They resembled everyone and no one. It was quite a reinterpretation. 
 
    From behind her came a slam as the last of the faithful were admitted, and the clerics closed the doors. The Archprelate, smiling faintly, which was an expression somehow even more disheartening than his usual mad staring, made his way across the dais to his golden pulpit.  
 
    Standing at the pulpit, he gazed out at the people gathered in the temple. “Hail, brothers and sisters,” he began. “Hail, faithful children of God. In God’s name I greet you, by His will are we gathered here, in this place, on this day, at this hour, to give thanks for His mercy.” 
 
    The Speakers behind him intoned, “His mercy is boundless.” Many of those faithful seated behind Anneka repeated the words of the white-robed clerics, in a low monotone murmur. The Archprelate seemed oblivious to this, continuing on with his sermon. He was, Anneka conceded, a talented orator. His sentences began quietly, but slowly rose to a crescendo, a fierce and defiant shout. Though his audience remained calm, she had no doubt that the old man could whip up a storm if he so chose. 
 
    “It is Springtide. By God’s loving grace and mercy, we have survived the winter. It is a new year, a fresh year, a time to pray for forgiveness of our manifold sins against God.” 
 
    “His forgiveness is infinite,” the Speakers droned. 
 
    “It is a time also to pray for others, for those amongst us who do not know God.” He was looking directly at Anneka now, that faint smile on his face. Hard as it was to do so, she held his gaze. He would not see her flinch. 
 
    “Their sins are manifold, but though they do not know God, He knows them, and He loves them, and He will forgive them.” 
 
    “Pray for them,” came the answering murmur from the Speakers. 
 
    “I ask you to pray for our king and our queen, as they fight their war of justice in Sverkermark. Though they do not know God, He knows them, and He loves them, for they are about His work. Pray for them as they cast down the tainted, false gods of the heathen Sverkers, as they bring war to the enemies of the One.” 
 
    “Death to the enemies of God,” said the Speakers.  
 
    Anneka regarded the clerics sourly. Sigismund was not over in Sverkermark to convert the country to the ways of the god that he detested, but she had no doubt that there were Speakers preaching over there, with more coming once the war was won. Kalland had become as the Kurenni, spreading this damned religion to the lands they now conquered. 
 
    “I ask you to pray also for our regent,” and now the Archprelate was not merely looking at her but pointing at her as well. Anneka felt her knights beside her flinch momentarily, but there was no threat. The old cleric’s visage was stern, but paternal, as a disappointed parent exhorting a wayward child to greater effort. 
 
    “Pray for her, for although she does not know God, He knows her, and He loves her, and He would have her lead His children well. Pray for her, brothers and sisters, and pray also for her councillors, and her knights, and her servants, that they might better advise her, and protect her, and serve her, that she might better serve God.” 
 
    “Though unknowing Him, and unloving of Him, all serve Him,” the chorus of Speakers finished. 
 
    As he finished speaking of her, Anneka’s eyes met the Archprelate’s again, briefly, and he nodded once before turning his gaze to the rest of the faithful. She settled back onto the bench, folding her arms across her chest. She would accept their admonition, though why she should be admonished for levying a tax most of the people in this room believed was intended for God’s war was beyond her. 
 
    The Archprelate had started off now into a long list of those he asked the faithful to pray for; merchants and nobles and guilders, all of them men and women without faith. Through it all the Speakers muttered their accompaniments, which were echoed by the faithful seated in the benches with the same monotone chanting. It was so strange, this contrast between the Archprelate’s fiery sermon and the dull chanting of the rest.  
 
    But then, perhaps it was not so strange after all. Jon of Carrickgow and his ilk were the old breed, the revolutionaries, just as Anneka’s grandfather had been, and they were heading in the same direction. The House of Toran had gone from rebels to administrators, and so too it seemed with the Faith. The fury of the old prelates who had fought the Kurenni was replaced with blind obedience to an institution. Anneka could mock the way they changed their teachings over time, but then at least those old clerics were willing to change things, could see the need for change. The Kalland that Adele Wyvernslayer had spoken of when she talked of compromise was a different one to the Kalland of now. Where Bohemond and Jon of Carrickgow would bend, Anneka’s brother and the young clerics would not, and they would destroy one another because of their intransigence.  
 
    Anneka looked up at the Archprelate, realizing something as she did so. The Crown would miss this old man when he was gone. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    After the Archprelate had finished his prayers, he moved on to read from the Book of the One. This was two books really, the Old Book containing the stories and parables with which the first Speakers had preached the faith, and the New Book, chronicling the Temple’s struggles during the Occupation and beyond. All of it had been carefully parsed so as to reflect the current beliefs of the faithful.  
 
    For a time it seemed that the old man intended to read the whole book. Sitting dutifully on the bench had started to numb Anneka’s arse solid, and resisting the urge to fidget around to find a more comfortable way to sit had been growing difficult. But finally he snapped the great tome closed, and with one final benediction, released his audience.  
 
    She had departed with all due dignity and grace, walking calmly at the head of her knights and councillors, with her eyes fixed straight ahead, but aware of the gazes of the congregation upon her. She wondered how they were judging her. Was it as the hypocrite she felt herself to be, or as the great conciliator making peace and restitution for her ‘manifold sins’ against their god? There were no sounds from them to support either interpretation. 
 
    Outside, Temple Square was packed with people, for those who were not given a place inside for the Archprelate’s sermon felt the need to be around the great temple at this time. They would gather all day, and at some point the Archprelate would emerge to deliver another benediction for the faithful masses. There were thousands of people gathered here, and thousands more would have flocked to the city to visit other temples. Anneka found their devotion astonishing. 
 
    Under the normal circumstances of the Springtide sermon, the temple steps would be teeming with people as well, but today they were empty. The faithful waited at the foot of the steps, held back by a company of the royal armsmen, their halberds crossed in a gesture of warding, not that anyone out there seemed intent on breaking through the line. It was a peaceful enough gathering so far as Anneka saw, as she left the temple by the great golden-plated doors. Waiting on the steps were a dozen of the Knights of the Household, massive steel armour glinting in the sunlight. 
 
    Anneka had not expected to leave unnoticed, of course, but she certainly did not expect the roaring and cheering that ensued as she stepped out. The crowd was jumping up and down and waving at her, while she stared back at them, astonished. There was no one else up by the doors; she was the only one they could be cheering so. Cheering her? But why? 
 
    She looked down at the tunic she wore, then at the doors of the building that she had just left, and it dawned on her. She remembered more of Adele’s words. They do not know you, Your Grace.  
 
    Well, now they did. This was the first time the people had seen their regent, and they had seen her walking out of the Temple of the One, clad in the brown tunic of a supplicant. For today at least, this half of the population would love her. 
 
    Tentatively she raised her left hand and waved back, and the cheering grew louder, so loud she wondered whether it might raise alarm across the rest of the city. It was disconcerting, to have the attention of this many people at once. Disconcerting, but not unpleasant to know that the pandemonium of good cheer was directed at her, that these people were cheering for her. She was buoyed by their devotion, by the love she felt flowing across the square. This must have been what her grandfather had felt like, she realized, when he stepped out of the palace gates after his coronation, with all those untold thousands cheering his name.  
 
    Anneka had never expected to feel it herself. They had never cheered for Sigismund like this, and why would they ever have cheered for her, when she was destined to be nothing but the sister and aunt of kings? Now that she felt it, she was not sure that she could go back to the same obscurity she had enjoyed before the war. She would have to, of course, for she was only the regent, the stand-in. But for today at least, she could be something more. 
 
    Her knights were gathering in a small knot beside her, watching the crowd warily. Domnall was deep in discussion with the commander of the Knights of the Household, Sir Serlo Darby, a rake-thin man of middle years with a drooping set of moustaches that only emphasized his perpetually mournful look.  
 
    “We must have planned for this possibility,” Domnall was saying, but even as he did so Darby shook his head. 
 
    “I am afraid not, Kingsland. We assumed that with all the trouble this last week that there would be fewer people here today.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Anneka asked, and the two men bowed as she approached. Darby’s moustaches seemed to droop even further as he explained. 
 
    “A minor problem, Your Grace. We left Your Grace’s carriage on the other side of the square, and now…” 
 
    She nodded, seeing the problem in an instant. Temple Square had been empty when they had arrived earlier that morning, but it had filled up quickly, and now the carriage was divided from them by thousands of people. Getting it to her would likely involve trampling half of those people or clearing the square entirely, and either one of those choices would shatter her burgeoning support. 
 
    “Where are the Temple’s stables?” she asked. 
 
    “On the other side of the building, Your Grace, on Robin Street,” Darby replied. 
 
    Anneka smiled. “Then why not simply borrow the Archprelate’s carriage?” 
 
    The two knights glanced at one another, and then Darby nodded, slowly. “An excellent notion, Your Grace.” He shouted for one of the other knights to run into the temple and inform the old cleric that the regent was borrowing his carriage.  
 
    Domnall shook his head. “Why did we not think of that?” 
 
    Anneka grinned impishly. “Because you are both old men, with dull minds, cousin.” 
 
    He laughed. “True enough I suppose…” 
 
    All of a sudden, she became aware that there was an insistent voice calling her from behind, at the doors of the temple. “Your Grace, Regent Anneka!” She turned around, wondering if the Archprelate had sent the knight packing.  
 
    It was not the knight Darby had sent, but a fellow in a brown tunic, clearly one of the faithful still waiting in the temple to be allowed to leave. She did not recognize him, but then most of the congregation were from the farthest reaches of Kalland, and never likely to visit court. He had an expression of grim concentration on his face, and as he drew closer, he called her name out again. “Regent Anneka!” 
 
    Domnall frowned, muttering as they watched the man approach. “Who is this fellow?” 
 
    Stopping about ten paces from her, the man raised an arm. He had a pistol in his hand, she realized. It was an interesting one, bulky and workmanlike. A flintlock, one of the early designs produced by the Gunmakers when knowledge of firearms had first spread to Kalland. They were not in common use now, more of a collector’s item really. But the most interesting thing about this pistol, Anneka noted with mounting horror, was that it was pointed directly at her head. 
 
    She looked into his eyes for the first time, and saw in them no murderous rage or anger, none of the things one expected to see in one’s killer’s eyes, just a look of certainty. Absolute certainty in what he was doing. 
 
    “Death to the enemies of God,” he said, and fired. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to slow down all around her. She saw the puff of smoke as the powder ignited and propelled the ball from the weapon’s snub barrel. She could see the ball in flight, she thought, but she could not move, was frozen to the spot. It drew closer and closer, and still she could not move, not even an inch to save her life. Was this how she was to die? 
 
    But she had more reflexes than just mere muscle. As the pistol ball cut through the air she felt the familiar, feared energies rising in her body, and this time she did not fight against them. Her body was burning with power, and as the assassin’s bullet hurtled towards her face, that power suddenly released, bursting outwards from her. She could not see anything, but she could feel it, a wave of energy arcing outwards to encircle her.  
 
    It was enough, but only just. The bullet struck the energy mere inches from her face, and was deflected to one side, stroking her forehead, ripping and singeing a few layers of skin before continuing past her. The sudden sharp pain, the wetness of her own blood running down her face was a shock to her system, and now time was flowing again. 
 
    Time was flowing, but what she saw she saw only in strange flashes, images of events that seemed connected and yet were not. She saw the expression of certainty on the assassin’s face turn to surprise, and then to shock, as his carefully-placed bullet failed to kill her. She heard screams rising from a thousand throats, from somewhere distant, and then the bellows of other voices nearer at hand.  
 
    Then the assassin was wrestling with Sir Serlo Darby. The knight batted the spent pistol out of the other man’s hand, even as he smashed the assassin’s face with his steel gauntlet. She felt her own body sagging, collapsing to her knees, her energy spent. Everything felt detached, as if she was only partly present.  
 
    Suddenly, there were hands gripping her arms, and she was moving. Not entirely of her own volition, it seemed she was being half-led and half-dragged. She turned her head slowly from side to side. Domnall was there, roaring words that she could not quite understand, though she recognized that she should. Matthew Beaufort was on the other side; he had blood on one side of his face, but no wound.  
 
    My blood? she wondered. 
 
    Beaufort had his sword out as well, and was waving it around, making the same strange sounds as her other protector. Anneka looked away from him then, and even as she moved her gaze from the High Steward’s face she saw that the scene had changed. She was certain they had been on the temple steps but now they were in some kind of alleyway. It was darker than it had been before, though the sky was still bright with sunlight. They were still dragging her, and there were men and women in black and red uniforms running in front of them with halberds raised, clearing the way ahead. She could still hear the screaming from the thousand voices she had heard before, but yet more distant. 
 
    Then they were in a carriage. She was sitting in one of the seats, the two men on either side of her still. Opposite her were other shapes, clad in the same black and red uniforms, more of them in the carriage than she would have thought feasible. She could not see them all that well, for it was dark.  
 
    Why would it be dark? She looked to the windows, but they were blocked by cloth, and she nodded to herself sagely. Curtains. But as the carriage jumped a hole in the road, she saw the cloth bounce outward and she realized that it was not a curtain, but a man, wearing the same uniform as her fellow passengers. There were armsmen hanging over the side of the coach, blocking the windows. All she could think of was how uncomfortable it must be for them. 
 
    By now she had realized that she was passing in and out of consciousness, but realization did not seem to provide any means to halt it. It was no surprise then, that when next she paid attention they were no longer in the carriage at all, but instead in the palace yard, hurrying across the cobblestones towards the building. There were bells ringing, she could hear, lots of bells, and a lot more shouting. Her companions had increased in number yet again, and they all seemed to be shouting, and they all seemed to be armed. Men and women surrounded her and the two who carried her, men and women with a wide selection of weapons.  
 
    This is quite exciting, she mused, as they entered into the palace. I wonder where we are going. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    When she came fully to her senses it was still day, which she could tell from the light beaming in through the open window of her bedchamber. It was not entirely open, she realized suddenly, as there was a female armsman standing there with a musket aimed down into the gardens. There seemed to be a lot of people standing in her bedchamber who would not ordinarily be there. Armsmen and knights were hovering, brandishing weapons, while Domnall and Baron Beaufort were still at her side. She was lying on the bed, one of them seated on either side of it, while an old man in a black robe she vaguely recognized as one of the court physicians was hovering near her feet.  
 
    Then it all came back to her, and she leapt up with a yell, startling everyone in the room. Someone had tried to kill her, and yet her first thoughts were not for herself. “My nephew!” she shouted, finding her voice hoarse. “Where is my nephew?”  
 
    Beaufort answered, having half-risen from his chair, his sword in hand. “Lord Bohemond is well, Your Grace, in his chambers in the Bailiff’s Tower.” 
 
    She felt bile rising in her gullet.  “Bring him here, now.” 
 
    “Your Grace, he is…” 
 
    “Bring him here, my lord, now!” she screamed, and Beaufort was up and off immediately, a pair of knights with him. She collapsed back into the bed, exhausted by the mere effort of shouting. Bohemond would be safe nowhere unless she was with him. 
 
    It was the longest wait of her life. There must have been thirty people in the bedchamber but none of them were speaking, and she could barely move. Every second that passed she imagined Beaufort bursting in, telling her that the assassins had reached the palace, that her little nephew was dead. Every creak, every motion, every clink of armour heralded dark news for her. When at least Beaufort returned, she almost broke down then and there. The High Steward was red faced and puffing, odd for man of such fitness, but when she saw Bohemond in his arms, she realised why. Beaufort had run all the way across the palace precinct to the Bailiff’s Tower, and then ran back carrying Bohemond. Against propriety of course, but Anneka no longer cared. He was alive! 
 
    Her nephew was wide-eyed, startled no doubt at having been picked up like a sack of vegetables and carried about, and then by the huge number of armed guards in the room. Beaufort deposited the heir to the throne on the bed, and then doubled over, coughing unpleasantly. Bohemond’s eyes grew wider as he saw Anneka. Scrambling over to her, he wrapped his little arms around her. 
 
    “Are you hurt, aunt Anneka?” he asked, and then she remembered the bullet grazing her head, the blood dripping down. She held him out, trying to force a smile onto her face for him.  
 
    “No, little nephew, I am…just tired.”  
 
    He regarded her doubtfully, his eyes drawn again to her forehead, and she brought him in for another hug. “I am just tired,” she repeated, and for the first time since the attempt on her life, she began to weep. 
 
  
 
  


 
    A Lone Madman 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first John knew of his visitors was the door crashing inwards, spraying splinters across the room. He had been lying on the bed, trying to shake off the stupor of last night’s drinking. The city had not been making it easy for him. There had been feet tramping along the street outside for several hours, and bells ringing. Why would the bastards not let him rest?  
 
    It occurred to him as the door of his flophouse lodgings toppled inwards that there had been someone knocking on it for a while now. He may even have told them to leave a few times…but apparently they were persistent. 
 
    The misdeeds of others may have reduced him to his current state, but he was still a knight, and he possessed the reflexes of a knight, no matter how dulled by drink or fatigue. He rolled over the side of his bed, the side furthest from where his door used to be, and grabbed his dagger from the floor, springing up to meet his attacker, who wore… 
 
    What? 
 
    His attacker wore a suit of silvered-steel plate armour, a tower engraved on the breastplate; the armour of the Knights of the Household, armour he had once proudly worn. More than that, he recognized his attacker. She was Sir Alyse Torfast, and he had served alongside her for years…until he was disgraced, and old comrades forgot his name and his face, and those years of service. So why was she here now? 
 
    Sir Alyse had her hand on her sword but had not yet drawn it. John halted, lowering his dagger, and she relaxed her stance slowly. “Sorry for the disturbance, Sir John,” she said, sounding anything but sorry. “I must search your home…such as it is,” she added snidely. 
 
    John scowled at her tone. He would have stopped her in her investigations, if she were not already staring at the entirety of his home. One room, one damp, mouldy room, all that he could afford on Elethea’s stipend. “What is this about?” he demanded, but she pushed past him, stepping over the ruined door and into the room. She did not answer, but John could see through the ruins of his doorway that Sir Alyse was not alone, and the sight of who she was with stopped him dead.  
 
    Standing in the doorway, arms crossed above his great bulk, was an old friend, a former friend. The privy councillor nodded to him, peering around him to keep an eye on his own bodyguard. There was another knight behind him, Sir Brendan Fynn. Torfast and Fynn were minor members of the Household Company, important enough only to guard one of the equally minor members of the Privy Council.  
 
    “What is going on here, Giguere?” John said, lowering his voice just a little. He was still angry at the intrusion, of course, but a visit from a prominent courtier could mean only one thing. If they had further privations planned for him, they would have sent the constables. The arrival of Giguere heralded something brighter in his future. 
 
    The Tyran did not answer, not until Sir Alyse had concluded her search and had returned to his side with a satisfied nod. Leaving the bodyguards outside, the fat man brushed past John, moving straight to the grimy window. “Put your knife down, Gallon,” he said. John realized that he was indeed still holding the dagger, and tossed it into the corner of the room. Apparently satisfied by that gesture, Giguere turned, one fat finger tapping on the greasy glass of the window. “You know what is happening out there?” 
 
    John shrugged, confused by the strange question. “What is always happening, Giguere. The city lives, and works, and fucks, and drinks.” He licked his lips. Yes, a drink sounded very good right now. This had already been too exciting a day. 
 
    Giguere was looking at him strangely, as if the Tyran thought he was joking, and found it inappropriate. “You do not know?” 
 
    “Know what?” John asked.  
 
    Giguere shook his head slowly. “The regent, she was…shot at.” 
 
    John’s eyes goggled. “What…” 
 
    His mind was whirring now, trying to punch through the haze of drink that had consumed him. The bells, all that tramping of feet…he had slept through the whole bloody thing, and now… 
 
    A sudden chill ran down his spine. The regent had been shot at, perhaps even killed, and now there was a privy councillor in his rooms, a pair of armed knights at his side. They could not possibly think…. 
 
    He began to edge away slowly, wishing he had not thrown his dagger away so easily. But Giguere had obviously interpreted this reaction correctly for he raised a meaty paw. “Calm, Gallon, calm. We do not think you were involved, bien au contraire! I am here to collect you, to meet with the Privy Council…to discuss matters of import, yes?” 
 
    John’s eyes narrowed. If he had intended to capture a knight, a warrior, without having to fight him, then that is exactly what he would say. Was this all a part of the same conspiracy that had already disgraced him? He looked around, but the knights had the doorway and Giguere the window. There was nowhere to run.  
 
    Giguere sighed. “I have documents, John, grâs des ancêtre, a letter from the Privy Council summoning you. Trust me, old friend; you will want to hear what they have to say. It has taken much hard work for Giguere to convince them to see you.” 
 
    It was not as though he truly had a choice. They had him surrounded, and he was unarmed and unarmoured. But despite his concerns, part of him wanted to believe that this was truly a recall. He had been waiting in preparation for this day for months, and he was not, he realized, going to sink his chances over a little uncertainty. 
 
    “Does the regent…live?” he asked, nodding his assent to accompany Giguere. The fat Tyran smiled wanly. 
 
    “She does live. Grâs des ancêtre, the assassin missed, his bullet only scratched her head. There will be a scar, la médecin says, but for you Kallandish, that has never been a thing feared.” 
 
    “And the assassin?” John asked. “Does he live? Who is he?” 
 
    Giguere raised his hand again. “The Council will answer your questions, Gallon. You shall have to be patient. Come, Giguere’s carriage is below.” 
 
    The Tyran led John by the arm towards the door. He continued to talk as they moved. “I think that if we had more time, Giguere would shave you, perhaps try to find some better clothes, but…” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The coach ride through the city was unsettling. It was the middle of the afternoon on a fairly warm day, but the streets of Kalrond were almost empty, the only travelers they saw hurrying towards their houses, silent and cowed. There were patrols of constables on every street, a constant sky-blue and grey reminder of authority. John wondered briefly if the drunken commoner Henry Breck was among them. The constables were not alone, for it seemed as though half of the city garrison were out as well, armsmen in black and red, halberds and crossbows and swords all at the ready. It had been their iron-shod boots he had heard tramping around under his window. Kalrond was under martial law. 
 
    There was no conversation in the carriage. Giguere had always been garrulous, but he had spoken barely a word since they left John’s lodgings, and his bodyguards were equally taciturn. John’s body was screaming out for a drink, but he fought the urges down viciously. Whatever was going on, it was the most important thing that had happened in his life since his banishment and disgrace, and he needed full control of his faculties. If this was a genuine return to grace, as Giguere had implied, he must be clear-headed to glean the most advantage from the opportunity. And if it was betrayal, which was all John had come to expect from his old friends and family, then he needed to be sharp enough to escape. 
 
    They sped quickly through the streets of South Kalrond, the walls of the Old City looming ahead of them. The Wharf Gate, the nearest of the Old City’s five gates was open, but secured by many soldiers. The Royal Harbour beyond was devoid of loiterers. The Street of the Lion and the Street of the Ancestors, the Old City’s two great arterial thoroughfares, were walked upon only by armsmen and constables. The Crownway, the long road leading up Kingshill to the very gates of the palace, was as empty as John had ever seen it.  
 
    The silence and emptiness of the outer districts had been unsettling, and the Old City was eerie, but they were nothing compared to John’s first sight of the Palace of Morcar. The walls of the palace precinct bristled with soldiers. There were always one or two patrolling each wall, of course, but now there were dozens of them, crossbows and muskets aimed down onto the streets. A skirmish line of armsmen with halberds and swords at the ready blocked the gate, and even though they had surely marked the carriage leaving with a privy councillor inside, still it was halted on the return, and its occupants noted by one of the officers. 
 
    If half of the garrison was out on the streets, the other half seemed to have decamped to the palace grounds, quite literally. A small town of tents was rising in the Elven Gardens, and the palace yard had become a stable for their horses. The stink of smoke and horseshit was appalling, turning John’s stomach, and he almost gagged, poking his head out of the window.  
 
    “Assassination or no, this seems excessive,” he said, and then froze, realizing that he had said it out loud. But Giguere laughed weakly.  
 
    “She has already ordered them to return to their barracks, but they will not leave her.” 
 
    John nodded. Formidable as the palace had been before, it was now an impregnable fortress. An army of assassins could not assault it. 
 
    The armsmen regarded him suspiciously as Giguere led him from the carriage into the palace. He understood it, he supposed, for he looked rather disreputable at this exact moment, but that would soon change. They would see him differently once he was fully restored, and then he would brook no further suspicion from them. Not towards himself, at least… 
 
      
 
    *      * 
 
      
 
    The entire Privy Council, such as it was, waited for him in their Great Chamber. They were in somewhat of a state of disarray. The High Steward had dried blood on his face, while old Chamberlain Merlmester merely sat in his chair, saying nothing and staring into the distance. Duke Adele was also seated, an ashen look upon her face, and old as John knew her to be, she seemed to have aged decades further since last he saw her. The regent’s cousin, Sir Robert of the Black Tower Torans, was lurking in the background, staring at everyone else as though any minute they would try and put a bullet in him as well. The rest paced nervously, arguing in low voices.  
 
    When he and Giguere entered, they spun around, and despite their state they still managed to raise looks of disdain on their faces, all of them except Elethea. John grinned widely. His sister could not meet his eyes, her proud face turned to one side, apparently examining the wall carefully. She would come to regret the last few months. John would make sure of it. 
 
    He bowed politely, while Giguere moved past him to join his fellows. There were no fond looks for either of them. “Sir John Gallen,” said Duke Vanamir, his voice spitting every syllable with distaste. The Duke of Fornost apparently had taken upon the role of spokesman for the councillors. Merlmester, the sniveling worm that he was, looked to have descended into some pit of despair. The extent to which the chamberlain was conscious of these proceedings remained unclear. “You are aware of the attempt on the life of our regent?” Vanamir asked. 
 
    John nodded curtly. “Master Giguere has given me but little detail.” 
 
    “Good. Such things should not be discussed outside of this chamber.” Vanamir stepped ahead of his colleagues, standing very close to John. The proximity of the huge marshal made the knight’s skin itch, and not for the first time he wished he had been allowed to bring a weapon. 
 
    “The regent was attending the Archprelate’s annual sermon at the Temple of the One, this very morning.” Vanamir said. “It was a…conciliatory gesture towards the Temple, an attempt to pour water on the fires raging throughout this country of late, and it seemed to be going well. Afterwards, as she greeted the crowds in Temple Square, a man stepped out from the building and fired a pistol at her.” He grimaced. “She was wounded, though thankfully not seriously. She was rushed back to the palace, while the constables and the city garrison were called up to take charge. There was quite a crowd in Temple Square, and much chaos ensued after the shot was fired. There have been…deaths, and panic. Things have settled down, since we let it be known that she has survived, but now questions are being asked as to who this man was, and why he did it.” Vanamir half-turned, mopping at his brow. “Thousands witnessed the deed,” he muttered, “and they all saw where he came from. Some may even have heard what he said.” 
 
    John had been listening attentively, aware that every detail could be crucial to his return to favour. A conciliatory gesture, meaning that it would have been known beforehand that she would be there. A public spectacle, intended to endear the young regent to her people, but apparently someone had a quite different spectacle in mind. He looked at the faces of the Privy Council, regarding each carefully. For sure, schemes of conciliation had not come from young Anneka. This entire affair was the work of these men and women gathered here, whether wittingly or otherwise.  
 
    “The gunman,” he asked, allowing no sign of his thought process to enter into his voice. “Who is he?” 
 
    “Edmund Barying is his name,” Vanamir replied. “He is from Kalrond, a weaver by trade, lowly birth. Not even a member of a guild. He is, however, among the faithful, and had been officially invited to the sermon. A religious fanatic, it now seems, for as he fired the weapon he spoke words, words from that damn book…” 
 
    “Death to the enemies of god,” filled in Matthew Beaufort, sounding sickened. 
 
    John frowned. A religious assassin, with a religious motive? Unlikely to be taking the pay of a privy councilor... “And he lives still, you say?” he asked. 
 
    “He does,” Vanamir chuckled mirthlessly, “though Serlo Darby hit him hard enough that I would wager he will suffer a headache for the rest of his days.” 
 
    John grinned. “And how many days has he left to him, my lords and masters?” 
 
    To his surprise, Vanamir smiled back at him. “Why, that is entirely up to you, Sir John.” Beaufort handed Vanamir a roll of paper, the seal of the Crown in wax atop it. “By the authority of the regent and of the Privy Council,” the lanky marshal intoned imperiously, “you, Sir John Gallen of Tourmaline Bay, are appointed High Constable of Kalrond. A ceremonial position of course, but one that will allow you to conduct your true activities in secret.”  
 
    Beaufort continued. “We will tell the country that this assassin was a lone madman, a fool acting upon the orders of his own demented imagination. The peace between Crown and Temple is fragile enough as it is, without word spreading of a religious conspiracy to murder a member of the royal house.” 
 
    Vanamir stepped forward, clenching his fist in the air. “But we do not believe that Edmund Barying acted alone, and you are going to prove it. You will discover his allies, such as he may have, and then destroy them.” Vanamir handed John the scroll. “Your letters of appointment, Sir John.” 
 
    John accepted the paper reverently, with a broad smile splitting his face. “I am honoured, my lords,” he said honestly. He could not have imagined a better result to this conversation. He had expected to be returned to the Household Company, where he would have used his position and access to secretly conduct an investigation into the traitors at court. But this posting was far more delicious, allowing him to conduct his work in public. Gleeful as he was though, he still had to ask. “Why I am I chosen for this? Surely there are others with greater experience of this sort of thing.” 
 
    Beaufort snorted. “Who has any experience of this sort of thing?” 
 
    Vanamir glared at his colleague before answering. “You are loyal, Sir John, despite your great defects of character. This work will need someone of loyalty to the Crown. You are also counted intelligent, though I personally cannot see how an intelligent man could fall to such depths as you have,” he added with a sneer. “But Master Giguere has argued your case, as has Baron Elethea. Were it not for their loyalty you would not be standing here today.” 
 
    John stared at the two named. Giguere met his gaze, nodding slightly, a faint grin on his face, but Elethea still could not meet his eyes.  
 
    Vanamir continued, his expression stern and disdainful. “But there is one thing beyond all the others that recommends you to this council. I have heard stories, Sir John; tales of your life over the last seven months. You have roamed the streets of this city like some loathsome, drunken beggar. When you take away a man’s titles and duties you discover what he truly is, and you, Sir John, are nothing. You are an empty shell without the trappings of your knighthood. A man like you cannot survive long in such a reduced fashion, and that is how I know that you will fulfill this duty of which we ask. You know that only we can restore your titles, your duties, and your life. Only we, and only if you succeed, High Constable Gallen.” 
 
    John bowed deeply. “I will succeed, my lords,” he said. For he knew that he was no empty shell. He had merely been waiting for this opportunity, and now that he had it, he intended to make full use of it.  
 
    Vanamir was speaking again. “As High Constable, you will be quartered out in the city at Balian’s Tower, where you will also serve as warder of the royal prison. You will have the full resources of the city constables at your disposal. However,” he added with an unpleasant grin, “you do not have the right to enter this palace precinct on your own authority, nor will you be given access again to this full council, or to the regent. Should you have matters to report, you will send a message to Master Giguere, and he will summon you.” 
 
    John frowned. So they had only so much trust in his loyalty. He would have to find some other way of moving his investigation to the court. “And if Master Giguere is unavailable?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “Then you will speak with Sir Robert Toran,” Vanamir replied curtly, already turning his back. John caught the royal cousin’s eye; Sir Robert blinked back, a dim half-smile on his face. That might make things somewhat easier, he reflected. Sir Robert had all the wits of trout. 
 
    John bowed at Duke Vanamir’s dismissal and began to depart the way he had arrived. As he closed the door, he could hear the privy councillors begin to argue, and smiled. This place truly was a nest of vipers, but it was a poison he intended to excise. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    He journeyed straight to Balian’s Tower, accompanied by a pair of constables. Sky-blue tunics, and grey cloaks; it was not the armour of the Household Knights, but it was a uniform nonetheless. Uniforms were important, for without them, how could one show one’s loyalties? He was not sure if there was a particular garb the High Constable of Kalrond was supposed to wear, for the position had not been filled in over forty years, but he decided in the end that he would wear the same uniform as the constables. It would preserve the fiction that he was independent of the Crown’s control. He would wear the sigil of the city, but his loyalty was always to the Red Tower. 
 
    Balian’s Tower loomed on the eastern fringes of the Old City, atop Leofric’s Hill, the smallest of the three great hills that dominated the heart of the capital. Unlike Kalrond Castle, Balian’s keep was a wonderful, sumptuous work of architecture, all vaulting and carvings and elegant little turrets, but this was but a pleasant façade. The Tower was the royal prison, reserved for only the worst of the Crown’s enemies, and its business was ugly.  
 
    Once in his lodgings at the top of the structure he had shaved, both his beard and his head, cropping the latter until he was almost bald. It had been the fashion nine months ago, but that was not entirely why he did it. This might be a messy business, and who had the time to be washing gore out of their hair? 
 
    He changed into a crisp and fresh constable’s tunic bearing the arms of the City of Kalrond, two golden swords crossed over a grey diamond field. He wore the tunic over a suit of silvered chain, and drew a blade from the armoury. It was a rough weapon, but it would serve. He did not think to recover anything from his old lodgings. He vowed never to see that filthy flophouse again. The urge to drink that he had been repressing strongly ever since his door had been kicked in had returned overwhelmingly, but once again he fought it down. There would be time enough for drinking later. First, to work! 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Edmund Barying, weaver and failed royal assassin, had been dragged down into the very deepest bowels of the keep. He was the guest of two of the Tower’s resident interrogators, who John had taken the time to meet before introducing himself to his prisoner. He had expected a pair of drooling brutes, with sloping brows and meaty hands, but they were surprisingly average in looks. If he had passed them on the street, he would have thought them simple commoners, if he had marked them at all. They had the curiously domestic names of Potts and Cook, though as he discovered in his brief but informative conversation with them, they knew a great deal about their decidedly un-domestic craft. 
 
    They had Barying chained up in a darkened room, one on a long dark corridor full of dark rooms. He was the only prisoner on this level, and as John descended the stairs he could hear the man’s loud whimpers. Barying had been in bondage for mere hours, but the Household Knights had been somewhat rough with him by all accounts. That was a little disappointing. 
 
    He did not look like any great assassin, or any kind of great man at all. He could have been the kinsman of his two jailers for all John cared to tell them apart. He did have fewer teeth than them though, so John saw as he leaned in towards the man’s face with a flickering torch, examining the wounds left by Sir Serlo Darby’s punch. Barying’s eyes stared back, unblinking. He had whimpered before, but that may have been fear of the dark, John now reflected. Once in the light, with these individuals, there was only defiance. This man had no fear of them. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “I am Sir John Gallen,” he began, smiling coldly. “I am the High Constable of Kalrond. Tell me, Mister Barying; who was it that told you to try to shoot the Regent Anneka?” 
 
    He had expected defiant words, claims that he would never break, but Barying smiled back at him. “God told me to kill her, for she is His enemy, and the enemies of God must die.” 
 
    John nodded. “And how did he do that?” he asked. 
 
    There was a small flicker of surprise in Barying’s eyes, and John smiled. All of the assassin’s previous questioners had likely responded to that claim with their fists, but John knew that there were things to be learned even from such an absurdity. 
 
    “He…He spoke to me, as He speaks to all His beloved children.” 
 
    “In your mind, yes?” 
 
    Barying nodded, now regarding John with suspicion. He had played his part well, but now there was a new player. John pointed up towards the surface. “On the streets, word has spread that you are a madman, a religious zealot, and perhaps you are a fanatic in your own way, but you and I both know that God did not tell you to kill the regent. God did not put this pistol in your hand.” 
 
    He pulled the weapon from his side, and there was a flicker of recognition in the assassin’s eyes. 
 
    John considered the men and women who had allowed the regent to be shot at to be a collection of fools, but whoever it was that had picked up the assassin’s pistol and brought it with them was the least foolish of them. He had taken the time also to examine the weapon before meeting Barying, and it was the pistol that had confirmed for him the Privy Council’s suspicions of a plot. 
 
    “This is a curious weapon,” he said, holding it up in front of Barying’s face, allowing the prisoner to see all of its magnificence. “I have, I must confess, a slight fondness for curious weapons. It is my one vice. And it just so happens that this is a very rare, a very valuable weapon.” He tapped the butt of the gun, showing Barying the stamp that lay there. “That is the mark of Giulio Treviso, a Kalrond gunmaker of Renish birth. Forty years ago, not long after the Occupation ended, but before the trade pact with the dwarves, Master Treviso set out to manufacture pistols, using as his inspiration only the rare weapons that occasionally passed into the hands of we humans through raiding or thievery. He knew nothing at the start, but he was very skilled, and very persistent, and eventually, after years of work, he came up with this.” He hefted the weapon, enjoying the rapt attention of his prisoner. “Bulky, prone to misfire, difficult to reload, it was never a weapon intended for battle. Master Treviso merely wanted to see if it could indeed be done…that a human could unlock the secrets of dwarven manufacture on his own.” 
 
    He tossed the pistol over to Cook the interrogator, and nodded to his fellow Potts, who picked up a mallet from a satchel at his side. Barying’s eyes followed the torturers carefully, but John was not yet done with his discourse. 
 
    “Not long after that, King Bohemond signed a treaty with the Angara Kingdoms, and the dwarves relinquished the plans for their blackpowder weapons. Treviso and his fellows formed a guild, and set to making new weapons, better weapons, using the dwarven designs. But not before he had crafted thirty of these wonderful, curious pieces. Those he sold to men and women of discerning eye…to collectors, you might say. I have one of them myself, purchased several years ago from one of Treviso’s original customers.” John smiled down at the prisoner. “You see, Mister Barying…if you were really a madman guided by his superstitions, you might have managed to get hold of a pistol on your own. They are rare, but not so rare that a persistent or cunning man might not acquire one. But the only way a man such as you, a man of low stature, of little wealth, could acquire a Treviso Masterwork is if it was given to you by someone else.”  
 
    Barying’s expression was still defiant, but John thought he could see fear behind those eyes now, just a little. A little was all that was needed to unleash the deluge. “Mister Cook, would you be so good as to hold Mister Barying’s hand out.” 
 
    The interrogator moved to do so, forcing the now struggling prisoner’s hand out flat onto a block that was lying nearby, for just this purpose. 
 
    “Mister Potts, if you could pass me the mallet.” Potts tossed him the heavy tool, and John gave it an experimental twirl, before grinning down at the assassin. 
 
    “I am not a cruel man, Mister Barying, and so I will give you one opportunity. Tell me who gave you the pistol, who told you to kill the regent.” 
 
    Barying was sobbing now, even as he struggled to release his hand from Cook’s grasp. “Pain and suffering mean nothing, for in the end eternal life is His reward to the faithful.” 
 
    John laughed. “Ah yes, you believe that there is a better life for you when you die. Well, I am sorry, Mister Barying, but you will not die today. Once you have divulged your secrets, the Crown will execute you. I imagine it will be quite ghastly. Until then, I cannot let you die. However,” he said, hefting the mallet, “I do not intend to make life comfortable for you.” 
 
    Carefully, he proceeded to shatter every bone in Barying’s left hand, while Cook held the limb down firmly. It was quite some time before the assassin stopped screaming enough for the question to be asked again…but Sir John Gallen was a very patient man. It was just one of his many virtues. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Never-King 
 
      
 
      
 
    The exhaustion that had struck Anneka after the attempt on her life had passed very quickly. She was certain that the magic had been responsible for her fatigue. Cale said that too much of it at once could tire her quickly, and yet it seemed to her that she had done very little with that power. The bullet had hit her despite her attempt to deflect it. The wound had bled freely at the time, though it was not serious, and the pain had been little more than a sting.  
 
    It was a sting that brought with it a subtle fear. She had taken cuts in the Circle before, of course. Duelists were supposed to use the flat of their blades, but mistakes were sometimes made, and she had a few small scars. This had been different. This was not an accident in a bout; a man had tried to kill her, and he had left proof of his attempt on her flesh. As long as the small scar remained there on her forehead, above her right eye, she and everyone else would know what had happened. 
 
    Once the shock had settled, once she was certain that her nephew was safe, a different kind of fear had set in. She had used magic in the open. Thousands of people might have seen her do so. She had heard the gossip running around the palace, alleging that the assassin’s weapon had misfired, but she had also seen the look in the man’s eyes after he fired, the surprise when he saw her standing there alive. He knew that his gun had not misfired, that something had altered the path of the bullet, even if he did not know how it had happened.  
 
    The assassin was being interrogated, her privy councillors told her. It was not his answers she feared more than his question. ‘Why did my bullet miss?’ It would only take one interrogator or guard to hear that question, to take it out of confinement and spread it amongst the people, before the suspicions would begin to gain strength. How ever did the regent survive? 
 
    Domnall and the other Household Knights who had been with her up on the temple steps had seen nothing magical occurring. They had neither seen nor felt the energies she had forced out of her body. Anneka had maintained the fiction that the assassin had missed his shot, even with those she trusted and who knew her secret. It was the safest thing. On the day after the attack, the word still seemed to be that the weapon had misfired, not that the regent had used a hidden magical talent. This was a good thing, to Anneka’s mind. Religious fanatics were already trying to kill her for not sharing their beliefs. It would be far worse if they suspected she possessed an ability the Temple deemed to be sinful. 
 
    Assuming that Baron Cale had succeeded in recruiting the old mage Tannerus, their ship would likely be arriving in Kalrond by the end of the month. Anneka had initially been reticent about this, but now she could not wait for the mage’s arrival. He might know a way in which the ‘talent’ could be removed or restrained. It had saved her life outside the temple, but it was still far too dangerous. Perhaps if Sigismund had not left for Sverkermark then things might have been different, for she would have been a person of little significance, but now the people knew her, and the talent was simply too much of a risk. 
 
    Anneka sat now in the Hall of Audiences, upon the chair that just a few weeks ago her brother had occupied when he named her his regent. The Privy Council had whimpered and wailed, but once shock and fear had begun to subside, she realized that she could not lurk in her bedchamber with armed guards until her brother came back from the war. The attack had plunged the city into chaos, and the panic would already be spreading outwards into the country. It was important, no, necessary that she re-establish the Crown’s authority, and not just through the swordarms of her soldiers and the cudgels of the constables. The loyalty of the city garrison, of all the men and women who had defended her since that pistol fired had touched her deeply, but she could not hide behind them. So when dawn came on the day after the attempt on her life, it was announced that the regent would be giving audiences. 
 
    Hundreds of letters had already reached the palace clerks from the city and the surrounding lands. They were messages of support and fidelity from her subjects, and almost all of them had requested an audience. Not all would be considered, but many had been sent letters back, informing them that they had an audience with the regent. There was one in particular that had to take precedence. Anneka’s stomach churned at the thought of it, the association with the previous day’s events, but that was precisely why this audience had to be the very first.  
 
    He had ridden on horseback to the palace, an uncomfortable journey for an old man to take. Of course, they still had his carriage, but the Archprelate understood the importance of public spectacle as well as anyone did, and he knew that he needed to be seen and recognized riding humbly to the palace as a loyal servant of the Crown. The mood of Kalrond was guarded, Anneka’s advisors told her. People on both sides of the gulf that existed within the Kallandish nation were shocked by the attempt on her life, but that fragile peace would not last long if enmity were perceived between Crown and Temple. 
 
    Unlike the petitions, this kind of audience was not so open an affair. There were no muttering crowds of courtiers in the antechamber, and save for Chamberlain Merlmester the Privy Council was absent. Anneka’s secretary Mister Benfrey was there of course, standing at her side, while the Knights of the Household were out in force, lining the walls, with Domnall and Lothor flanking Anneka as she sat upon the throne. What was spoken would be private, but the important thing was that those summoned had been seen. They had ridden through the city to the palace, the knights had escorted them to the Hall, and in all this they had been observed. The appearance of conversation was more significant than anything that might be said. 
 
    Jon of Carrickgow made his way up the marble floor of the Hall of Audiences. He had come to the palace accompanied by a pair of clerics, both of whom he left waiting in the yard. He had eschewed the formal garb of his office, wearing a plain white robe and as he reached the foot of the dais, he slowly went down on one knee. Such abasement was unnecessary by the formalities of court, and it surprised Anneka, who had expected defiance from him now that the eyes of the casual courtier were no longer upon them. But when he looked up at her, she saw that all the fight he was renowned for was gone, replaced by a chilling fear…not fear of her exactly, but instead fear of what she might use this incident to do. 
 
    It was not as though the thought had not entered her mind. In the depths of her terror and fury yesterday, she had indeed thought this is the time, the time to bring the Temple down once and for all. She may even have articulated as such in her rages, but it had never been a serious option. She did not know if the assassin had been plotting with others, but if he had, then punishing the Temple would be only to the benefit of these conspirators, in extending the conflict. In a strange way, the attack had been very nearly as dangerous to the Archprelate as it had been to her. 
 
    Anneka indicated that the old cleric should rise, and he did so gratefully. She saw his eyes flicker to her forehead, to the silk bandage that lay over the wound the assassin’s bullet had left. It was a difficult place to bandage effectively, and was made doubly more so by her crown. She had only ever worn the damn thing once, at her brother’s coronation, and it did not sit easily on her, wound notwithstanding. The prospect of wearing it and the great stuffy robes all day was less than appealing. She could not understand how Sigismund wore the bastard thing so easily. If she so much as nodded her head, she was quite sure the crown would fall off.  
 
    Merlmester cleared his throat. “His Eminence Jon of Carrickgow, Archprelate of Kalrond,” he said quietly.  
 
    The chamberlain had been in much dampened spirits since the attack. He had arranged the details of the excursion, and now questions were being asked as to how a man with a pistol could have avoided being searched by the guards on the way in. Anneka actually felt sorry for the old man. If she had been more seriously hurt, he might have lost his position or even his head, and that would not have been just. 
 
    She nodded gingerly to the Archprelate. This was her first formal audience on her own, and even under normal circumstances it would have been a rather forbidding prospect. But she had sat next to her brother as he spoke with his subjects many times before, and it was not as though she were a complete political ingénue.  
 
    “Eminence, I thank you for your visit,” she said, smiling as convincingly as she could. 
 
    The Archprelate managed a weak smile back. “I am pleased to see that Your Grace suffered no serious hurt,” he began, his voice sounding smaller than it had the day before in the temple. “I have been praying for you, as have all my clerics, and all the faithful of Kalland.” 
 
    “I thank you, and they for such consideration, Eminence,” she replied smartly. 
 
     There was an awkward silence, now that the formal greetings and pleasantries had been offered and accepted. Anneka knew such silences were common, as the onus was always on the awed subjects to articulate their messages to the Crown, but this was the first time she had been part of such a pause. The urge to fidget, or to speak the first words that came into her head was strong, but thankfully the old cleric sighed, shaking his head mournfully. “Your Grace, the events of yesterday were…terrible, truly terrible. The true faithful of Your Grace’s realm know only love and fidelity for the House of Toran, despite the differences between us. We may sometimes wish for a Crown that shares our beliefs, just as I imagine Your Grace sometimes wishes for a Kalland that does not believe at all. But most of us accept that such a perfect world does not exist in this life.” 
 
    Anneka was careful to keep her voice level. “You say that most accept it, Eminence?” 
 
    The Archprelate nodded slowly. “There are some amongst us, false brethren, who wish to see a Crown that follows the teachings of the One. These heretics spew a bastardised form of our faith, preaching enmity not against God’s true enemies the Kurenni, but against our own countrymen.” He sighed. “I fear that the man who tried to kill you was one of these heretics.” 
 
    It was hardly a surprising revelation, but still Anneka felt a touch of cold anger rising in her. “You have known of these people and their teachings, Eminence? And yet the first I hear of them is when they attempt to murder me?” 
 
    The Archprelate must have heard her anger filtering into the tone of her voice, for his changed as well. He was still polite and careful, but the strength had returned to his gaze. “There are groups in this country, Your Grace,” he said, “who speak openly of burning temples, and killing the faithful. Neither you, nor His Grace the king, nor any of your house has ever sought to punish them, for they have never done anything but speak of these things. Until yesterday, neither had the heretics. I wonder now whether your secular fanatics will choose to act upon their words, and how the Crown will respond if they do. I…” 
 
    Their gazes were locked, flaring anger in both, but suddenly the Archprelate pulled back from the brink, breaking contact, lowering his head. When he next spoke, his words seemed tired, disheartened. 
 
    “I will not beg, Your Grace. I did not beg for the mercy of the Kurenni, and I will not beg for yours. I ask only for your understanding. We have been at an impasse for the last forty years, but it is one that has brought us peace and stability. Now that peace is threatened, but it is not the true faithful who threaten it. If you were to punish the Temple for the actions of these few fanatics, you would surely do more harm to that peace than they could ever have achieved on their own.” 
 
    He was right, of course, Anneka thought. Her anger was still simmering, but she had not brought him here to declare war against his faith. She forced another smile onto her face, trying to channel to her expression hope, reason and understanding. 
 
    “I entirely agree, Eminence,” she said. “Continued peace between Crown and Temple is in Kalland’s best interest. You may assure your faithful that I do not hold them accountable for the actions of rogue fanatics, and that any punishment will be reserved only for those who attempt to disturb the peace, whether they be religious or secular by persuasion.” 
 
    The old cleric nodded gratefully, even managing to smile himself. But Anneka was not yet done. Putting as much authority into her voice as she could muster, she delivered a parting warning. “But know this, Eminence. While continuation of that peace is not contingent upon your aid in rooting out these heretics, it is advised. Am I understood, Eminence?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” he replied, bowing before retreating as quickly as his old legs could carry him.  
 
    Anneka slumped back onto the throne. Perhaps threatening the old cleric was inelegant, but it had to be made clear to the Temple that they could no longer ignore those dissident voices. They could no longer pretend that the heretics were harmless. Almost certainly the Archprelate would prevaricate when it came to aiding the Crown against the heretics, but it had needed to be said.  
 
    Oh well, onto the next one then. 
 
    “Who is next, Lord Chamberlain?” she asked, resisting an urge to scratch under her bandage. Merlmester, standing silently by her side throughout the entire audience, blinked and consulted the parchment.  
 
    “The Duke of Kalmar, Your Grace.” 
 
    Anneka flinched, causing the crown perched on her head to slip slightly, rubbing against the bandage. She hissed at the sudden pain, gingerly raising the circlet of gold back to its original position. “Alfredsson?” she asked. “Alvise Alfredsson?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Alvise Alfredsson is here in Kalrond? Why? For how long?” 
 
    Merlmester licked his lips, which Anneka knew meant that he was picking his vast memory for details. “He has been here…five days, Your Grace. On business, as I understand it, perhaps relating to his properties here in the city.” Seeing Anneka’s wide-eyed expression, the chamberlain cleared his throat. “If Your Grace’s wound troubles you, I can postpone the duke’s audience.” 
 
    She smiled at him ruefully. “Perhaps until after he has returned to his lands?” 
 
    Merlmester nodded, the faint signs of a grin playing around his lips. “Perhaps, Your Grace.” 
 
    It was very tempting indeed, but Anneka knew that she had made enough new enemies of late without provoking the ones her family already possessed. “Send him in, Lord Chamberlain,” she commanded. 
 
    As Merlmester scuttled off to fetch Alfredsson, Anneka tried to arrange herself into a position more commanding and regal. She had never spoken to the old duke before, had seen him only once or twice, this man who would have been king perhaps, if certain events had not gone her grandfather’s way. Alvise Alfredsson had never been a frequent courtier, and even less so after Bohemond’s death. From others that might have been taken as an insult to her family, but his vast estates on Kalmar Island lay only a dozen miles across the straits from Kalrond, and that was as close as the House of Toran wanted him. 
 
    There was a creak as Merlmester re-entered the Hall of Audiences. “Alvise Alfredsson, Duke of Kalmar and the Selkmar Islands,” he declared. 
 
    There were a very few still at court who had been old enough to fight in Bohemond’s rebellion. Even those like Adele Wyvernslayer who had been young back then had aged, had weakened. Alvise was older even than them, and yet there was no sign of infirmity in him. He looked no older than he had when Anneka had seen him last, at Sigismund’s coronation four years before. Seven decades old, and still there was iron not silver in his hair, worn long despite the current fashions among the nobility. He towered over the chamberlain, both in height and in girth, but it was power and not fat that made him so broad. He wore a suit of brilliant scale mail and a great fur cloak, looking more like a Sverker warlord than a Kallandish duke. His grey eyes fixed her with a flinty stare, even as his lips curled up into a warm and almost paternal smile. He bowed low, holding his arms out wide as he did so, in the old tradition, to show her that he bore no weapons.  
 
    “My lord,” Anneka began, her voice holding despite her nervousness, “this is a surprising visit. It has been too long since we have seen you here at court.” 
 
    Alvise bobbed his head, smiling broadly. “Thank you, Your Grace,” he said. “I rarely have time to come to Kalrond. Large estates are demanding, as you understand. I’m honoured by your hospitality, and I was shocked to hear of the cowardly assault upon your life.” His voice was rich and melodic, and belied his slightly savage and formidable appearance.  
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Anneka replied. “I am unharmed, as you can see.” 
 
    He smiled boldly, his eyes flickering to the bandage at her head. “I’m told that you’ll bear a scar, though.” He chuckled wistfully. “You do never forget the first time they try to kill you. Fifty-five years ago, up in the highlands north of Daltar, a Kurenni elf put an arrow right through my arm, here.”  
 
    He tapped his armoured forearm with one gauntlet, the dull clash of metal against metal echoing around the hall. Anneka saw the knights lining the wall flinch ever so slightly at the sound.  
 
    “Still got the scar,” Alvise continued. If he noticed the reaction of the royal knights, he gave no sign of it. “Oh yes, we saw plenty of Kurenni-hired killers in those days, me and your grandfather.” He grinned. “Their armies couldn’t root us out of the wildlands, so they sent in their assassins to murder us. You should take heart when your enemies send killers to do the work of warriors, for it shows they don’t have the strength to fight you openly.” 
 
    Anneka could read the hidden meaning behind his words. He was saying that he was not behind the attempt, for Alvise Alfredsson certainly had the strength to fight the House of Toran openly, if he wanted to. She leaned forward, desperate to move the conversation away from this talk of assassins. “How have you found the city, my lord? You have not been in Kalrond for some years, I believe.” 
 
    He shook his head ruefully. “It thrives, does it not, Your Grace? It grows, and it thrives. I swear that it is now twice as large as it was when I first came here years ago, and even then it was the largest city I had ever seen. A true testament to your family’s stewardship.” 
 
    Anneka smiled. “A shame, my lord, that your enjoyment of our great city was marred by the ugly events of yesterday.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “There was some chaos, aye, but it calmed down soon enough when your soldiers hit the streets.” He laughed warmly, “I must confess, Your Grace, that I did not know what to expect of you when first I heard you had been named regent. But now I see my old battle-companion Bohemond’s blood lives on after all. Riding down into the city, making overtures to our mad little friend the Archprelate, and then a man tries to shoot you in the head, and yet the very next day you are up and chatting with your political opponents. I’ll say this for you, Your Grace; you’ve got more balls than I’ve seen in two generations of the men of your house combined.” 
 
    There was a stony silence that followed his words. Anneka heard a faint hiss from the direction of Chamberlain Merlmester, and the subtle clank as her armoured bodyguards’ stances altered slightly. Even Mister Benfrey, who never seemed to react to anything spoken aloud seemed shocked. Not only had Alvise openly admitted to his enmity for the House of Toran, a thing known and yet never spoken of, but he had also in a circumlocutory way insulted the king, even as he supposedly praised Anneka herself. She looked at him, trying to see the guile that must surely be behind his eyes; but there was none. He was being genuine, she realized, just this once. He meant what he had just said. This was his way of showing respect.  
 
    Alvise was still smiling. “I could have been king, all those years ago, if I’d had Bohemond’s damn luck. Ahh…with him, it wasn’t so bad, but with your father, your brother…never sat well with me, as you know.” He laughed, and Anneka smiled, more from the surprise at his frankness than from anything else. “You know what the clan-folk of the Selkmars call me, Your Grace?” he asked, and Anneka shook her head. Alvise grinned. “Kal Dere. It’s from the old tongue; means ‘the Never-King’. Apt, would you not say? And yet I look at you, and I wonder whether you deserve the title more than I. If you had been born before your brother…” 
 
    He shook his head, and then the frank Alvise was gone, replaced by the flinty, calculating Alvise. “I will take my leave of you now, Your Grace. I’ve got business to attend to, and so on. Glad to see you are well.” 
 
    He bowed again and was off, leaving a stunned silence behind him, and deep contemplation of his words. Kal Dere, the Never-King. One who possessed all of the responsibility of a monarch, with none of the glory.  
 
    “Well, that was…colourful.” Lothor’s voice was muffled behind his helm, but loud enough to provoke weak laughter from those still in the Hall.  
 
    Anneka smiled briefly. Strange as it seemed, Alvise’s audience had left her feeling more comfortable than it should have. Comfortable enough perhaps to get her through the rest of this day. “Who is next?” she asked, and Merlmester consulted his list again. 
 
    “Elena Treviso, Your Grace, Master of the Guild of Gunmakers.” 
 
  
 
  



 PART TWO: SERVANTS OF THE CROWN 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Kalrond 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Nessa had imagined Kalrond, she had pictured a city much like Estwic, albeit a little larger. She knew, of course, that many more people lived in Kalland than in the North, but she had seen very little of the northern lands anyway, and thus did not have much to make comparison by. Besides…how many people could there really be in the world? But when she came up from her cabin on the morning of their arrival in the Kallandish capital and stood with Tannerus and Cale as Eormanric sailed into the harbour, she had been astounded. Kalrond covered the bay in every direction as far as she could see, an endless seething mass of stone and wood, walls and towers, warehouses and palaces. It was almost impossible to believe that it was all just one city. Tannerus pointed to a hill close to the centre of the bay, surrounded by walls, and she nodded, thinking it to be something akin to the High District of Estwic, the heart of the city. But when she said that, he laughed. 
 
    “That is the Palace of Morcar,” he said. “Our new home.” 
 
    Nessa goggled. That was the palace? All of that was the palace? How large was the royal family, that they needed a home as big as an entire district in Estwic? 
 
    Cale pointed to another set of walls, encircling the head of the bay. “That is the Old City, the…High District, as you put it.” 
 
    This ‘Old City’, a single district of Kalrond, was as large as the entire city of Estwic. The scale of this place was simply astonishing. The Old City was larger than the largest city she had ever seen, and yet it only occupied a fraction of the capital’s expanse. Nessa was beginning to feel a little overwhelmed, even from this distance. Cale must have noticed, for he patted her reassuringly on the shoulder. 
 
    “I fear your apprentice’s head may explode, old friend,” he said to Tannerus, who chuckled. Nessa thought that he was enjoying himself far too much. 
 
    “How…how many people are there?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Three hundred thousand, at last count,” replied Cale. “Though that was four years ago, and such things are never precise.” 
 
    Nessa froze stiff. That many people living in one city? She tried to imagine for a moment what three hundred thousand people gathered in one place looked like, and gave up. Almost a third of a million people called this city home. She did not want to think about how many people there might be living across the whole of Kalland; but her companions seemed gleefully intent on further disturbing her. 
 
    Tannerus was still grinning at her. “Kalrond is one of a dozen cities like this in Kalland, albeit the largest, and yet in Kalland, the majority of people do not live in the cities.” 
 
    “And if you think this city is large,” Cale said, picking up where the old mage left off, “Ryvenna, in Ren, is half again as large as Kalrond. Kurenn, the capital of the Empire, is twice as large as Kalrond, and that is only counting the freemen and not the slaves, of whom there are three times as many.” 
 
    Tannerus put an arm over her shoulders, which were shaking slightly. “The entirety of Kalland can be placed into the territory of the Kurenni Empire three times, and yet there would still be room to spare for Sverkermark, Talabec and the Northern lands,” he said. 
 
    Nessa shook her head, unable to believe despite what she saw before her. No, she thought. There could not possibly be that many people in the world. The world could not be that large. How many people was that, anyway? Millions? Hundreds of millions? How was it that places like Estwic were still free, surrounded by such giants? Why then did the Kurenni not rule the entire world, if their lands were so unimaginably vast? 
 
    “I…” was all she could manage to say, but then Tannerus gave her a short hug around the shoulders. 
 
    “I had the same experience when I first left my homeland.” His eyes were distant, lost in the memory of that time. “The Jakartan Isles are remote in the south, and my people do not trust outsiders. The Kurenni have taught them that those not of Jakarta cannot be trusted.” He laughed. “When I arrived in Ryvenna, the first step on my journey here, I thought the sky was tumbling down upon my head. There were so many people that I felt I could not so much as breathe without brushing into someone. I did not understand how people could live with so many in one place and not become mad. I cannot say that you get used to it…but you learn to live with it.” 
 
    Staring out at the vast expanse of the Kallandish capital, Nessa could not imagine that she would ever become comfortable in such a place. It seemed strangely isolating, to be only one amongst so many.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    Docking seemed to take forever, but Nessa was in no hurry to leave Eormanric. Even after her exploits with the dragonboats she would not describe the crew as her friends, but they were familiar faces. In a way, her life aboard the galleon had not been much different to what her life had been in Estwic.  
 
    Now she would be stepping forth into a different kind of world, one where she might encounter a hundred people every day for a month and still not meet the same person twice. Only Cale and his knights would be leaving with them, and while there was now camaraderie between herself and the Lord Chancellor, Sir Emma Gallen and Sir Imbert Brays were no less distant than they had ever been. 
 
    The worst part was that she was almost certain to experience the same hostility in Kalrond as she had on boarding Eormanric. She would have to begin the whole process of winning people over again, but this time on a greater scale. None of those who had come to trust her among the crew would be able to spread that reputation. And she would not likely see another opportunity like the battle on the dragonboats, even if she had wanted to. Tannerus for once was of little support to her; he was giddy as a young boy at returning to Kalrond. She could not truly blame him, although more than once she was reminded that he had convinced her to come. 
 
    But in the end, she rejected such thoughts as petty and childish. She had made a choice to come, and had known of the difficulties from the very start. Of course she must work to win their trust. Who was she that she thought trust and respect should just be handed to her without justification? That was not how she was raised. 
 
    When the time came at last for them to depart, she did so apprehensively, but with determination to overcome her fears. They walked down the gangplank onto a great jetty, the crew already at work offloading their belongings and taking on fresh stores. A few nodded to her as she passed, and that in some small way helped her to steel herself for her first steps onto Kallandish soil. 
 
    This was the Royal Harbour, Cale had said, so it was not as busy as she had feared, but there were still an awfully large number of people at work. The air was full of yells and jeers and curses, all the familiar sounds of a busy harbour, but it was strange to hear it all in Kallandish and not the Northern tongue. Nessa had been fluent enough in the language before, and being with a Kallandish crew had only sharpened her skills, but this was the first time that it had truly dawned on her that she might never need speak her native tongue again.  
 
    The second thing she noticed was the heat. She was wearing a light tunic with a fur cloak, and yet she felt as though she were sweating continuously. She made the date to be the twenty-eighth day of Springtide, and in Estwic there would as often as not be snow even this late in the first month of the spring; but here in Kalrond the sun was shining, there was no snow at all on the ground, and there were sailors working bare-chested on the ships. She knew that it was warmer here than it was in the North, and the temperature had been steadily increasing as they passed out of the Straits of Blackwood and into the Shield Sea and the Kalmar Straits, but even so, the heat was as disconcerting as the vast size of the city.  
 
    A carriage awaited them beyond the edge of the jetty, a great black thing drawn by four horses. It was surrounded by a dozen armsmen on horseback, and there were two men and a woman standing in front of it, forming a welcoming party. The woman was elderly and dignified, clad in the most expensive-looking suit of chain armour Nessa had ever seen. She leaned on a stout cane with one hand, and the other arm was held by one of the men. He was younger than Nessa, and wore the same armour that Sir Emma Gallen had worn in Blackwood Castle, marking him as a Knight of the Household. There was a similarity in looks between the young knight and his elderly charge, and Nessa guessed there to be a kinship between them.  
 
    The other man was older, perhaps somewhere between Cale and Tannerus in years, and wore a long black robe bedecked with jewels. Most of the Kallandishmen Nessa had seen were tall and fair, but this fellow was slight and dark, and it seemed to Nessa that there was something slightly unwholesome about him, though she swiftly dismissed that prejudice. It was unfair to think such things of people she did not yet know. Tannerus had taught her to base her opinions on facts, not on suppositions.  
 
    As Cale approached with Tannerus, Nessa and the two knights in tow, the three waiting dignitaries greeted them formally. The older man actually bowed, while the other two merely inclined their heads. The old fellow cleared his throat, and began to speak, but his words of greeting were lost as Tannerus caught sight of the woman. 
 
    “Adele?” he said, his voice carrying wonderment. The woman grinned, and for a moment her face lit up, making her appear far younger than her years. 
 
    “Tannerus, you old bloody mystic,” she chuckled. 
 
    Tannerus stepped forward and clasped arms with her. They were both of them laughing, and Nessa found herself smiling at the welcome sight of two old friends re-united. Tannerus shook his head. “I thought that you would have retired,” he said, “returned to the Wyvernwood long ago.”  
 
    Adele rolled her eyes in mock frustration. “The business of the Crown never ends, Tannerus, you know that as well as anyone.” 
 
    She slapped the knight at her side about the head gently, and he glanced back at her, flashing her a rueful grin. Tannerus eyed the boy carefully, and then nodded. “One of yours?” he asked. 
 
    “Aye,” she said, fondly, “my eldest grandson, Lothor. In the service of Lady Anneka, but I have borrowed him for a few hours, so he can meet you. These young noble folk, they might forget the things that came before, but we of the Wyvernwood remember the past, remember the old heroes.” 
 
    Nessa nodded to herself. So, the two were kin. There was a striking physical similarity, for both had warm brown eyes, and broad, open faces. The grandson had a floppy mess of light brown hair, and Nessa imagined that Adele had sported the same in her youth. It was not just a physical similarity, however, for both grandmother and grandson seemed to share the same youthful and cheerful spirit.  
 
    Young Sir Lothor had chuckled at his elder’s words, and now offered his arm to Tannerus, grinning. “Well met, Lord Tannerus,” he said, as the mage took his arm. “I have heard and told so many of the tales that I feel I know you already.” 
 
    Tannerus smiled. “Do not believe any of them,” he counseled sagely, winking at the young man. “Your grandmother was notorious even in those days as a braggart and an exaggerator.” 
 
    They laughed, and Adele looked on the verge of saying something further when she caught sight of Nessa, still stood slightly back from the rest. Her expression seemed to harden, just slightly, though her lips were still curled up by amusement. Tannerus took Nessa by the shoulder, and reluctantly she came to stand before her master’s old friend. 
 
    “This is my apprentice, Arnessa,” the mage said quietly, guardedly. Nessa felt their eyes on her, but she maintained a shy smile, perhaps for a little too long, and she began to fear that they might take her for some grinning simpleton.  
 
    Adele nodded once, firmly. “Elven, eh?” she said briskly. “Well, if she’s half as good a magicker as you were at her age, Tan, I’ll hear no complaints.” She stuck out her hand, and Nessa took it awkwardly, uncomfortably aware that she knew nothing of this woman other than her first name. Luckily Tannerus had recovered his wits sufficiently to catch her. 
 
    “Arnessa,” he said formally, “please meet Adele Wyvernslayer, Duke of the Wyvernwood, and a dear old friend and battle-companion.” 
 
    Duke Adele’s smile was not nearly as warm as it had been before, but it was not hostile either, and her grandson made up for the awkwardness with his youthful exuberance. He took Nessa’s hand also and pumped it, a broad grin on his face.  
 
    “Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer, Knight of the Household, my lady,” he said. “It is an honour to meet a companion of the great Lord Tannerus.” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes widened at being referred to as ‘my lady’, but before she could blurt out a contradiction, the as-yet silent and unannounced third member of the little welcoming party coughed politely, saving her. Duke Adele flashed the little fellow a glance that hinted at some degree of coolness between them, but he ignored the look, plastering an extremely false-looking smile on his face. Tannerus nodded slowly to him. “Lord Chamberlain Merlmester,” he said in a neutral tone, “it is good to see you again.” 
 
    The small fellow bowed. “Greetings to you, and to your apprentice, Lord Tannerus. It grieves me to have to disrupt the reaffirmation of old friendships and the formation of new acquaintances, but there are urgent matters I must discuss with the Lord Chancellor, regarding the regent.” 
 
    Baron Cale had, up until this point, been standing to one side, following their conversations with a smile, but not taking part in them. Now he frowned, rounding on Lord Merlmester quickly. “Regent?” he asked. “What is this about a regent? Where is the king?” 
 
    Merlmester bobbed his head apologetically, but Nessa could see a sly look on his face. She was reminded of Cale’s words in Blackwood, when he had spoken of the difficulties for the son of a blacksmith among the lords at court. Lord Merlmester, it seemed, had found a way to be rude even when he was being polite. 
 
    “His Grace elected to lead the reinforcements to Sverkermark personally,” Lord Merlmester said. “Lady Anneka rules as regent in his stead.” 
 
    Cale nodded, looking visibly relieved. It was obvious that he had feared some disaster had befallen the king in his absence. “Then what is the urgency?” he asked, laughing. “It does not appear that she has let the city burn down.” 
 
    Merlmester flashed Duke Adele a quick glance before replying. “There was an attempt upon her life, eleven days ago,” he said. “We sent birds towards Norrgow and Carrickgow in the hope that you might put in for supplies there, but…” 
 
    Cale shook his head with shock. “We put in for supplies at Blackwood,” he replied distractedly. “An attempt on her life?” His astonishment now turned to anger, and he grabbed Lord Merlmester by the collar. The smaller man squawked fearfully, but the irate chancellor merely growled into his face. “By the grace of the Ancestors, what have you been doing since I left?” Cale demanded, though he gave the chamberlain no time to respond. He called up towards the mounted armsmen, who ignored his assault upon Lord Merlmester impassively. “You fellows, I need four of your horses.” 
 
    Four of the armsmen immediately dismounted, to a cry of “Yes, Lord Cale!” The Lord Chancellor indicated that his two knights should accompany him, and he dragged Lord Merlmester along for good measure.  
 
    Calling back to Tannerus and Nessa, who were watching, still shocked by the revelation that Lady Anneka had been attacked, Cale made his apology. “I am sorry, but I must ride ahead with the good chamberlain.” He hissed the last part, and Lord Merlmester spluttered his disagreement. 
 
    “I have to see Lord Tannerus and his apprentice to their new lodgings,” he insisted, but Duke Adele suddenly cut in, her voice sweet and guileless. 
 
    “Oh, do not worry Jonothan, I can handle that. You must see to the important matters of state.” 
 
    And that was that. Sir Emma and Sir Imbert lifted Merlmester onto his horse, and then the four riders were off, riding up the street towards the vast and looming walls of the Palace of Morcar. With her grandson at her side, Duke Adele indicated that Nessa and Tannerus should board the carriage.  
 
    Nessa’s mind was whirling. Somebody had tried to kill the king’s sister? Cale had said that Kalland had problems, but even he was surprised at this news. As they approached the carriage, she plucked up the courage to ask the question that surprisingly no-one else had asked, not even Cale. “Was the regent...badly hurt?” 
 
    Duke Adele shook her head, grunting as her grandson helped her climb up into the coach. “A pistol aimed at her head, at close range, and she suffered only a scratch. Remarkable luck.” 
 
    Nessa boarded, shyly turning away Sir Lothor’s offer of a helping hand. As Tannerus and Duke Adele discussed the attempt on her soon-to-be student’s life, she remembered her thoughts after the fight in the Straits of Blackwood. It would appear that court life was not so safe after all. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    “Are these rooms acceptable, master?” 
 
    Nessa gawped at the dour little man. Mister Benfrey was his name, and he was secretary to the Regent Anneka. Upon arriving at the palace, Duke Adele had handed Nessa over to him, while she took Tannerus to meet with other members of the Privy Council. The old mage had insisted on this, even though he would not be confirmed in his position until later on in the day, in a formal presentation to the regent. It was clear to Nessa from the way these people behaved around one another that there was great rivalry amongst the royal advisors, and Tannerus knew his business well enough to realise that he had to establish himself immediately.  
 
    He had left the duty of investigating their new quarters to Nessa, and she was glad to do it. She had followed Benfrey as he set off at a brisk pace through what he described as the ‘main’ palace building. Nessa had seen it from the outside after stepping off the carriage, and even then she had found it daunting. It may have been as many as ten levels high, and wider than any building she had ever seen before. It sat at the heart of the enormous walls she had seen from the ship, but where she had expected a hive of smaller buildings to lurk behind those walls, she found that most of the palace precinct was taken up by gardens; gardens the size of a small town in the North. There were two other large structures inside the palace, a pair of castle keeps at either end of the main building, and it was to the westernmost of these that Benfrey had announced he was leading her, though she had not the faintest idea how he could know that. They walked along a maze of corridors and staircases, passing all sorts of people as they did so. 
 
     Some were clearly servants, rushing around on various tasks, but they met more than a few men and women whose clothes were of a cut above normal. Most of them disregarded the girl with Mister Benfrey, instead flooding the secretary with questions, which he ignored, and papers, which he grabbed and stuffed into a satchel. The few who did actually take notice of Nessa looked startled to see an elven girl, but did not react much beyond that. She suspected that the mere fact she walked with the regent’s secretary gave her significant license.  
 
    They had stepped outside briefly, climbing a high wooden walkway over the gardens leading into the Regent’s Tower, as Benfrey called it, and then there had been another two flights of stairs to climb in order to reach the room. Nessa had never been particularly worried about fitness before, but the combination of Benfrey’s swift pace and the seemingly endless steps had left her breathless.  
 
    The final set of steps led onto a lavishly-decorated hallway, with tapestries on the walls and fine rugs covering the stone floors. There was a slight breeze gusting in and out, for the windows that lay at each end of the hallway were without glass, but Nessa, who had been sweating in the warm climate even before the climbing of stairs, had found it to be quite refreshing and pleasant. Benfrey opened the first door on the right and ushered her in, announcing that these were her rooms. 
 
    They were incredible. The room immediately beyond the door was essentially another hallway, wider and grander than the one before. There were four more doors, and Nessa realized suddenly that Benfrey had meant ‘rooms’ quite literally. She had set to opening the other doors, discovering a bedroom as large as the schoolroom back in Estwic, a bath-room and garderobe, a room that seemed to be library and office both, and a fourth room full of racks and cupboards that she assumed to be some sort of storeroom. It was then, as Benfrey had asked her, with no guile or humour at all in his voice, whether she liked the suite, that her jaw had dropped. 
 
    “Master? Are these rooms acceptable?” he repeated, and she shook herself. 
 
    “I…yes…ah. When you say that these are my rooms,” she stammered, “what do you mean?” 
 
    Benfrey seemed confused, the first expression she had seen poking through his formal, stern mask. “They are your rooms, master,” he said. “This is where you will be lodged.” 
 
    “And…Tannerus?” 
 
    “Lord Tannerus has a suite further down the hall; his old rooms, as it happens. They are larger than these,” Benfrey said with a frown, “but I hope you understand, master, that we were not expecting him to bring an apprentice. This was the best we could achieve at short notice.” 
 
    Nessa did not know whether to laugh or cry. The bath-room was larger than her bedchamber in Estwic, and yet he seemed to be genuinely apologizing for the size of the rooms. Benfrey was looking at her with a concerned expression. He clearly thought that she was offended by how ‘small’ her suite was, and she rushed to reassure him. “They…they are more than acceptable, Mister Benfrey, thank you.” 
 
    He nodded, standing back politely. “Have you any questions, master?” 
 
    Nessa had a thousand questions; she just did not know where to begin. Where should she go to eat meals? Where did the water for bathing come from? Whose books were those in the library? “My possessions from the ship…” she ventured, flapping her arms about in a gesture that she hoped conveyed her feelings of overwhelmed helplessness. She could not be certain, but she thought she saw Benfrey’s expression soften ever so slightly. 
 
    “Your possessions will be brought up shortly, as will a light repast, and fresh clothing for your presentation to Her Grace. By the time you have returned from the ceremony, servants will have been assigned to you by the Lord Chamberlain, and they can answer any other queries you might have at that time.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. The idea of having servants ‘assigned’ to her did not sit well, and she opened her mouth to protest, but then came a knock at the door, and Benfrey bowed politely to her, before turning away and opening it. 
 
    A young woman was waiting there, clad in a simple smock, with a large silver tray in her hands. She lowered her gaze demurely upon seeing Benfrey. “I’ve got food, Mister Benfrey, sir,” she said. 
 
    Benfrey nodded, waving her in, and then turning back to Nessa with barely a second glance. The young servant stepped past him, and her eyes widened on catching sight of Nessa. She stopped dead, the tray starting to rattle in her hands. Nessa shifted uncomfortably under the girl’s gaze; realising that she had probably never seen one of elven blood before. 
 
    “The library, master?” Benfrey asked, and Nessa turned to him, momentarily confused. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she replied. 
 
    “Will you take your meal in the library, Master Arnessa?” Benfrey stressed the honorific, and Nessa realized that he was speaking as much to the serving girl as he was to Nessa herself.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, and the serving girl scurried away towards the library. She returned swiftly without the burden of the tray, and bowed nervously to both Nessa and Benfrey before beating a hasty retreat. The regent’s secretary smiled thinly in the awkward silence that followed the servant’s departure. 
 
    “As I said, clothing will arrive shortly. I shall return in a few hours to escort you to the Hall of Audiences. If you should need anything before that time, there are armsmen on guard outside the regent’s chambers, which are at the far end of the corridor. They will assist you.” 
 
    He bowed once more, and then departed, leaving Nessa alone in the vastness of her new quarters, and the strangeness of her new life. The Regent of Kalland slept just down the hall from her. She was only an apprentice, and yet she would have servants. It was an uncomfortable feeling. She wished somehow that all of these new experiences could have been spread out in some way. Sighting the city itself had been sufficiently overwhelming, but then there was the heat, and the size of the palace, the size of her rooms…and now she was to meet the Regent of Kalland, and soon after that she would begin to teach her. It was too much, too much too quickly. 
 
    Nessa walked into the library. It was not just a name; there were more books in this one room than even Tannerus had hoarded back in Estwic. Once again, she wondered whom they belonged to. Had someone been turned out of this room to make way for her? She picked one of the books at random, and flicked through the pages. The cover was red leather, a golden lion embossed on the front, and the pages seemed to be in fairly good condition.  
 
    ‘The Lives of the Kings and Queens of Kalland, Volume Fifteen: The Last of the House of Kalmar’ the title read, and almost instantly her concerns began to drift away. This book was more recent than any book on Kalland she had read before, and as she looked more clearly at the pages, she could see that it was far more detailed as well. She looked up, seeing that the volume in her hands was indeed the fifteenth in a series of such books waiting on the shelves.  
 
    She moved almost reflexively to the desk, where her food was waiting, still piping hot judging by the steam rising above the plate. It was simple fare, meat and vegetables, but she found she was in fact quite hungry. To sit quietly and eat, a book in front of her…that was familiar, and reassuring. She had seen many new things, and there were more to come, but somehow, with this little slice of her old familiar life, those new things did not seem to be so daunting.  
 
    Before sitting down, she returned the tome to its shelf, and picked up the first volume in the series. She might as well start at the beginning. It appeared that she would have plenty of time to work her way through them all. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    When the knock came at the door, Nessa nearly jumped clean out of her skin, startled. Glancing around, she saw the remains of her meal were cold, and through the window she could see that the sun had moved across the sky. Her first thoughts were panicked ones. Mister Benfrey had returned as he said he would, and she had not changed into fresh clothing.  
 
    As far as she knew there was nothing for her to change into. She had been so intent on the book. It was a somewhat dry history of the first three kings of Kalland, but it had gone into greater detail than anything she had previously read, and she had found it strangely engaging; so much so that she had not thought to check for clothes or anything like that. 
 
    Abandoning the desk, she hurried out into the hall of her new chambers. To her surprise, there was a stand there now, a long black robe hung upon it, which she gaped at. Where had that come from? If the servants had arrived with it, then she must have been too engrossed in her reading to notice. She found the idea that they could move around so silently and without notice a little disturbing. 
 
    There was a second knock, and she rushed to the door. Mister Benfrey was standing on the other side, and his eyes registered surprise as the door swung open in front of him. Did people not open their own doors in this land? Whatever his reasons to be startled though, the secretary quickly recovered. “You are required in the Hall of Audiences, master,” he said, bowing. 
 
    Nessa nodded, suddenly flustered. “Of course, I just have to…” She pointed over her shoulder at the robe, and Benfrey nodded. 
 
    “Of course, master.” 
 
    She closed the door again, and went over to the stand. The robe was long, running right down to her feet; very similar to the one she had seen Lord Merlmester wearing down by the docks. She searched, but could find no other garments, so she donned the thing over the clothes she was already wearing. She smoothed it down, surprised at how soft the material was, for it had looked rough from a distance. Now properly attired, she returned to the door, and Benfrey looked her up and down before nodding primly. “Very good, master.” 
 
    She managed a wan smile, relieved beyond measure that she had managed to get it right with the first attempt. While she closed her door, the secretary was already moving across the outer hall, knocking on the door opposite; Tannerus’s door, Nessa presumed. She had not even known her master had left the council’s company. 
 
    Tannerus was apparently a little rusty on procedure too, for his door swung wide open after the first knock, and he stepped out, forcing Benfrey to retreat quickly to avoid some kind of improper contact. “Lord Tannerus…” he began, but the old mage clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Is it time, Lionel? Well, let us present ourselves to Her Grace.” 
 
    He winked at Nessa, and she followed him, smiling despite the nerves, while the flummoxed Benfrey tagged along behind. As they descended the stairs, at a more comfortable pace than last time, Nessa looked to her master curiously. “Why do they all call you lord Tannerus?” she asked. 
 
    He grimaced. “After the rebellion, Bohemond made me a baron…against my will, you understand.” 
 
    She laughed. “Baron Tannerus, really? Do you have a castle?” 
 
    “Somewhere out east. Never been there. Try to forget about it, if you can.” 
 
    Nessa nodded slyly. “Of course…my lord.” 
 
    They made their way in comfortable silence after that, down and out of the Regent’s Tower, and back into the palace. They made an unlikely trio of characters for the Kallandish courtiers that they passed. The tall, dark-skinned old mage and the young half-elf girl, and the regent’s secretary scurrying behind with a scandalized expression on his face. The idea that they were to conduct at least half their business at court in secret seemed absurd. Either one of them would draw copious attention wherever they went.  
 
    Once back in the great entrance hall of the palace they turned right, through a massive set of double doors that were swung open by a pair of the seemingly ever-present armsmen. Beyond those doors was an even larger hall, filled with courtiers whispering amongst themselves. The low hubbub stopped briefly as they entered, and all eyes fell upon them, but it was not long before the gawkers returned to whatever it was they were doing before.  
 
    It seemed to Nessa that the whispering had been their sole purpose. She had seen hundreds of people in this place already, and only half of them were engaged in anything she understood as work. What did all these well-dressed folk do all day? Her father’s court in Blackwood Castle had never been like this, not from what she could remember. People came to see him, and then they left once their business was done. There was none of the lurking that seemed so prevalent here at the Kallandish court.  
 
    Benfrey scuttled passed them now, heading for another set of massive double doors. Nessa had been assuming that this great hall was the Hall of Audiences, but apparently this was merely the entrance to it. The next set of doors were guarded by a pair of Knights of the Household, and to her surprise, Nessa recognized Sir Emma Gallen. There was something reassuring about the taciturn woman’s mere presence; it was a familiar face, if it was not a friendly one. 
 
    Mister Benfrey went through the door, and she could see Lord Chamberlain Merlmester waiting on the either side. Nessa’s stomach began to flutter, and almost uncontrollably. This was it then; this was the presentation. She had never before been nervous to meet a student, but then she had never had a student like this before. She knew next to nothing about Regent Anneka…and the Regent knew nothing about her, either. Would she be uncomfortable with Nessa’s elven blood? What would happen if Nessa make a mistake during the ceremony? What was she supposed to do in this presentation anyway? “What do I do?” she hissed to Tannerus, and the mage leaned in to whisper. 
 
    “When the chamberlain calls our names, we walk through into the Hall. We walk to a few paces from the dais. Just stop when I stop. Bow once from the waist. I do not know how Regent Anneka prefers things, but generally we should wait for her to speak. This is a formal and public event, so there will only be polite expressions of greeting, and some pleasantries...nothing complicated. She will present me with my credentials and chain of office, and that will be that. She will not say much to you now, of course, because officially you are here only as my apprentice. When we are dismissed, bow again, then back away to an acceptable distance, turn, and leave. Easy as that.” 
 
    He grinned reassuringly, but then he had been the confidante of kings and regents years before she was born. Nessa had not even known that she was not meant to open her own bedroom door. 
 
    The double doors swung wide open, and all the whispered conversation of the courtiers ceased. Lord Merlmester stepped out, clearing his throat loudly. “Tannerus of Jakarta, Baron of Scarsfont, and his First Apprentice, Master Arnessa of Blackwood,” he said, and Nessa found herself moving, Tannerus at her side, into the Hall of Audiences. 
 
    It was, predictably given what she had seen of Kalland, huge. A high vaulted ceiling from which chandeliers hung, light beaming in from a dozen glass windows. The floor was marbled, and Nessa could hear every step she took echoing from the walls. Those walls were lined with steel-clad knights, each as impassive as any of their company she had seen before. At the end of the hall was the promised dais, one that held three grand wooden chairs. The two flanking chairs were slightly smaller, and currently empty. The third, the central chair, was high-backed, raised above the other two, and occupied. Sitting in it Nessa saw her student, the Regent Anneka, for the first time. 
 
    As expected she was young, a few years shy of Nessa herself, but she carried herself with more authority than her age implied. She was also stunningly beautiful; pale skinned and golden haired, with a set of deep blue eyes that seemed at the same time disarming and commanding. It was the kind of beauty that made other women either jealous or self-conscious. Nessa was rapidly falling into the second category, wishing that she had washed up after the journey and the meal. She found herself in awe of this young woman, who just sitting there seemed to be everything Nessa felt was lacking in herself. Beautiful, graceful, authoritative and competent.  
 
    The regent’s clothing was less ostentatious than was to be imagined; in fact she seemed to be wearing the same set of robes that Nessa and Tannerus themselves wore. The only obvious sign of regality was the crown, a band of gold resting on her brow. Nessa could see a shallow cut on the regent’s forehead, surely the wound from the assassin’s gun. But even wounded and in simple clothes, Anneka Toran cut an impressive figure. 
 
    Standing on the dais behind her like an ominous black cloud were a dozen men and women, all with golden chains hanging around their necks. Nessa saw both Baron Cale and Duke Adele amongst them, and realized that this must be the Privy Council, the Crown’s closest advisors, and Tannerus’ new colleagues. They were a forbidding-looking group. Mister Benfrey was there too, hovering at the regent’s side, visible but at the same time not noticeable. 
 
    Tannerus halted, and Nessa pulled up sharply next to him. The mage began to fold into a bow, but gave Nessa enough time to catch up. They rose back up in unison. Regent Anneka smiled warmly. When she spoke, her voice was quiet and measured, and somehow it made her formal greetings seem less formal. 
 
    “Lord Tannerus,” she began, “it is a pleasure to welcome you back to court. My grandfather considered you to be the greatest of friends.” 
 
    Tannerus smiled back. “Thank you, Your Grace, you are most kind.” 
 
    Nessa saw Anneka’s eye flicker to her next, and she thought she caught a look of uncertainty in them, for a brief moment. If it had been there though, it was gone almost as soon as it arrived. There was no change in the regent’s tone of voice, or in her smile. “Master Arnessa, welcome to court. It is an honour to meet an apprentice of the great Tannerus of Jakarta.” 
 
    “Thank you…Your Grace,” Nessa blurted, stumbling over the unfamiliar title formation. Apparently it went entirely unnoticed, for the regent’s gaze had returned to Tannerus. 
 
    “Lord Tannerus, are you prepared to return to your former status here at court, to serve the Crown as you once did?” 
 
    He nodded. “I am, Your Grace.” 
 
    Cale stepped forward from behind the throne, and placed a golden chain in the regent’s hands. Anneka stood then, stepping forward to the edge of the dais. Tannerus moved forward also, bending at the waist slightly, for although the regent was quite tall, the mage was still taller. Anneka slipped the chain around his neck, speaking as she did so. “In the name of His Grace Sigismund the First, King of Kalland and Sverkermark, Earl of Kalrond, and Master of the House of Toran, I confer upon you the duties, responsibilities and privileges of a Member of His Grace’s Great Council of the Privy Chamber. May you serve him with loyalty, with dignity, with honour, and with wisdom.” 
 
    Tannerus stepped back, the golden chain settling around his neck. There was an expression of pride in his eyes, and Nessa knew then that even after all the years he had spent in Estwic, this had always been his true home.  
 
    Anneka was still standing. “I trust that your lodgings have already been seen to,” she said, with a sidelong glance towards her secretary. Benfrey nodded once, and the regent’s gaze returned to them, and she was smiling again. “Well, I imagine that after so many days at sea, you would like to enjoy the comforts of our humble court.” 
 
    There was a murmur of polite laughter from the courtiers still out in the antechamber; Nessa had not even been aware that they were listening. “Thank you, Your Grace, that would be most agreeable,” Tannerus replied. He indicated that Nessa should join him in bowing, and then they backed away, while the regent returned to her throne. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Once they were again in the relative safety of the antechamber, Nessa released a pent-up breath. After everything that she had imagined, the presentation had not been quite so daunting, but the realization that she had spoken with the sister of a king was hard to ignore. Tannerus clapped her on the shoulder. “Easy, as I said.” 
 
    As they reached the outer doors of the antechamber, Mister Benfrey caught up with them. He spoke in hushed, conspiratorial tones. “Her Grace wishes the lessons to begin on the morrow,” he said to Nessa, his eyes betraying no sign that he knew exactly what those lessons might contain. “As for you, my lord, the Lord Chancellor wishes to speak with you again, though he assures you that it is not urgent.” 
 
    Tannerus dismissed the secretary with a wave. He seemed to slip back into the courtly way of things very easily. For her part, Nessa did not see herself ever growing accustomed to servants, or to all of this polite formality.  
 
    “Are you prepared for the lessons?” he asked as they headed back towards the Regent’s Tower.  
 
    “I am prepared as I can be, I suppose,” Nessa replied, shrugging. “How does one go about teaching a member of the royal family?” 
 
    Tannerus chuckled, patting her on the shoulder. “Patiently, my dear,” he said. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Guild of Merchant Venturers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike the majority of Kalrond’s guilds, the Merchant Venturers were not permitted the honour of a grand and palatial house within the walls of the Old City. There were far too many people, Garnier reflected morosely, who did not believe his guild should even be permitted to operate. Perhaps they were correct and moral in their beliefs, but luckily for Garnier’s purse, enough of the right people did feel strongly enough about the Merchant Venturers to allow them official credentials.  
 
    So there was no palace in the Old City for the Merchant Venturers, but the guildhouse was as close as it could be to the heart of power in Kalrond, abutting the outside of the district’s walls. It was a former warehouse that still smelled faintly of fish a decade after it had been repurposed. There were no signs or banners declaring what it was, for anyone who needed to know would already know. There were always a few mercenaries standing guard outside, but that was hardly unusual either, for most warehouses in the outer districts of Kalrond were heavily guarded, especially the ones on the Darkwood Quays. The sellswords looked neither flashy nor cheap, but they did look dangerous, which was enough to keep the casual observers from taking too much of an interest. 
 
    Garnier walked up and presented himself, Tom Worry at his side. They were unarmed, and clad as simply as possible. The guards gave them a cursory look-over and then waved them in easily, for Garnier was well-known in the guild’s intimate circles. In his coat pocket he felt the reassuring weight of the cargo; Lord Hava’s fatal trinket was safe and sound, and ready to reap Garnier a fine reward.  
 
    He had suffered no relapse of his recurring dream in the weeks since leaving Freehaven, and was looking forward to enjoying himself here in the capital. The crew already was, having been dismissed once Fortis was safely moored. Dirty bastards that they were, they were probably plowing their way through every whore in the city. But before Garnier could join them, there was a little bit of business to take care of. 
 
    Waiting for Garnier inside the Guild was William Ffalken, his agent. The old man was stood in the atrium, wringing his hands nervously and hopping from foot to foot, and Garnier’s spirits plummeted that very moment. Miserable as old Will was, he was never quite so anxious without good reason. It did not look as though there would be wine and whores for Garnier Fox tonight. 
 
    Ffalken was the public face of Garnier’s guild business, the man who dealt with the clients and gathered the information, while Garnier handled what he liked to think of as the real work. Like all guild agents, Will was not officially a member of the Merchant Venturers. According to his credentials he was a tailor, though Garnier had not seen him touch needle or thread once in all the years of their association. The other, grander guilds allowed the Merchant Venturers to place these fraudulent agents within their ranks because, like the Crown, they benefitted from having the Merchant Venturers around.  
 
    Spotting Garnier and Worry, Ffalken rushed over, hand held up to hold his cap to his head. Garnier flashed him a forced smile. “William, old friend,” he said, “how is that lovely wife of yours?” 
 
    Ffalken stared at him as if he were mad. “Do you have it, Fox?” he hissed, eyes darting around nervously. Garnier sighed, affecting disappointment as the other man dived straight into business. In truth he found it refreshing, for usually Ffalken would babble about trivial city matters for hours unless halted. 
 
    “Of course I have it. When have I ever returned to you empty-handed?” He began to pull the trinket out from his coat, but Ffalken grabbed him by the arm, eyes still darting around. 
 
    “Are you mad, Garnier? Not here!” 
 
    Garnier followed his agent’s eyes around the atrium. There were a half-dozen of the guild’s mercenaries standing guard, a few agents talking in hushed tones with other well-dressed folk, representatives of clients most likely. Not a one of them was paying Garnier or Ffalken the slightest heed. Still, old Will looked to be on the verge of an apoplexy, so Garnier decided to indulge him this once. 
 
    “Where then?” he asked gently. 
 
    Ffalken indicated with his head towards the back rooms. Sighing, Garnier followed him as the old man walked away, still wringing his hands nervously. He put a fatherly hand on Tom Worry’s shoulders as they walked, nodding ahead at Ffalken. “If you can, Tom, try to do as little business with city folk as possible. They are quite mad, you know.” 
 
    The cutthroat grinned back at him. “Right you are, captain.” 
 
    The rear area of the Guild’s ground floor was divided up into small, sparsely furnished meeting rooms, and it was to one of these that Ffalken led them, slamming the door once they had followed him in. Inside there was a desk, a few cheap chairs, and an oil lantern, which the old man lit, muttering to himself as he worked with flint and tinder. Garnier watched him at work with feelings almost akin to pity. He wondered if Will was getting a little to old for this work, too paranoid. 
 
    With the lantern lit and bathing the room in its glow, Ffalken put out his hand, flexing his fingers. Garnier reached into his coat and pulled out the cloth roll, handing it to his agent wordlessly. The old man unwrapped it, his hands moving quicker than his nervousness should have allowed, pulling the pendant out and holding it up to the light of the lantern. Garnier nodded at it. “From what I could see, it is genuine,” he said. “It matches every drawing and description that you showed me.” 
 
    Ffalken nodded, a faint smile on his face. “It’s genuine, thank the ancestors. I never could have imagined it…me, William Ffalken, holding the Founder’s pendant in my own two hands.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. So it belonged to some old king, a very long time ago. Scarcely a reason to gush about it. “It is a nice enough piece, to be sure…” 
 
    Ffalken flashed him a sharp glance. “It’s more than a nice piece, Garnier. It’s a symbol of kingship. Plundered by the knife-eared devils, and now to be returned to its rightful heirs.” 
 
    Garnier chuckled. “For five hundred gold towers, of course.” 
 
    Ffalken’s look was one of disgust. “A true Kallandishman would not need to be paid for such work. It is a patriotic duty.” 
 
    Garnier winked to Tom. “Ah, well, I am half-Tyran, Will, and Tyrans need to be paid.” 
 
    Ffalken sighed, sounding almost disappointed, as though he expected better. “You’ll get your gold, Garnier, don’t you worry,” he said. 
 
    Garnier smiled as dazzlingly as he could muster. “And now, before I go to partake of my fair share of idleness and debauchery, we should probably talk about the next contract. I like to plan ahead, as you know.” 
 
    There was a sudden awkward silence. Ffalken shifted nervously, unable to make eye contact, and Garnier’s own eyes narrowed suspiciously. Had his dear old friend taken advantage of his time away at sea to stab him in the back? “The third contract, William, do you remember?” he asked sharply. “You told me that the client wanted three items; the book in Ryvenna, that pendant in your hands, and an old sword. Well, tell me about the sword.” 
 
    Ffalken coughed self-consciously. “Can’t be done Garnier, I’m sorry. The contract has been suspended.”  
 
    Suspended? What the fuck was that supposed to mean? “The client no longer wants it completed?” Garnier asked uncertainly, watching the agent’s face for any signs of betrayal, but there were none. Ffalken seemed nervous, certainly, but there was no immediacy to it. He was unafraid of reprisal on Garnier’s part, of that Garnier was sure. 
 
    Ffalken shrugged. “I don’t know what the client wants, not anymore. Himself took charge of the whole thing a week back, took over the research, dealing with the client. Fair enough, I thought, I never liked working with those bloody royal types.” He grimaced. “Look at you like you’re shit they’ve scraped off their boot…” 
 
    He must have caught Garnier’s expression because he swallowed loudly, and plastered a smile on his face. “Anyway,” he continued, “a day or so later, Himself comes back to me and says the contract’s suspended. We turn this thing over,” he waved the pendant around, “and then we’re done.” 
 
    Garnier stared at the agent with rising irritation. He had not been excited about the royal contract, and despite his reputation he had never truly been interested in the money either. There was hardly a lack of work available to him, and yet… 
 
    He spun around wordlessly, and flung the door open. The stairs leading up to the second floor were just along the corridor, and it was in this direction he headed, Worry and Ffalken at his heels. The latter was babbling hysterically. “Garnier, come on lad, don’t be stupid. If he wanted to talk to you about it, he would’ve asked...I know you two go back aways, but…” 
 
    Without a warning to his companions, Garnier turned, and the other two men bumped into each other as they halted. Ffalken smiled, visibly relieved. “Good, Garnier, good. No point in making a fuss…” 
 
    Garnier ignored him for a moment, directing his words to Worry. “Tom, you head on out, have yourself a few drinks and a tumble.” 
 
    Worry stared back, unsure. “You going to be alright, captain?” he asked. 
 
    Garnier smiled reassuringly. “Of course, don’t worry about me. You heard Will, me and Himself go back a few years. We’ll just be talking.”  
 
    Worry did not seem pleased, and even less so after exchanging glances with Will Ffalken, who could not have looked more terrified if a dragon was holding him up at knife-point. Still, the cutthroat finally shrugged his shoulders, and made his way off without a further glance back. Ffalken was still there of course, and he seemed to be torn between retreating and trying forcing Garnier to retreat. Garnier had little sympathy for him. The old fool had surely seen this coming from the very moment the privateers stepped through the guild’s doors. He should have done something to avoid it. He should have stood up to…no, then again, it was probably best if Garnier did it himself. There was a better chance that he’d end up walking back down those stairs, than if Ffalken had tried. 
 
    “Wait for me here, Will,” he said softly. “I shall be coming back down, and when I do, I may need something from you.” 
 
    Ffalken looked doubtful, but he nodded all the same. Garnier flashed him a final grin, and then went for the stairs, taking the solid oak steps two at a time. Once at the top, he stopped briefly to steel himself for the conversation ahead. Surveying the pair of mercenaries guarding the single door on this level, he wondered whether he should have brought a knife. It was too late, though. He just had to hope that his wits and luck were as sharp as ever. 
 
    He walked up and presented himself to the guards, smiling in what he hoped was a disarming manner. They glanced at him dismissively, but he persisted, standing there patiently until one of them spoke. “He didn’t ask to see you, Captain Fox,” the guard said reproachfully. 
 
    “Ah,” Garnier replied, wagging a finger, “but did he ask not to see me?” 
 
    The two mercenaries glanced at each other briefly. “No,” the first guard replied reluctantly, “he didn’t at that.” 
 
    Garnier grinned. “Why not go and ask him?” 
 
    The guard sighed miserably. “You’re a fucking bastard, Fox.” He did turn away and go through the door though, so Garnier could live with the insult.  
 
    The guard was gone for several minutes, while his comrade’s eyes bored into Garnier’s own. Through it all, the privateer maintained an air of genial indifference, a state he had spent his entire life mastering. It drove them all mad. 
 
    Finally, the first sellsword returned. “He’ll see you, Captain Fox.” 
 
    Garnier started through the door, smiling gratefully at the guard. He could not tell from the man’s expression what condition he was to expect to find inside, but the guard had not looked too happy, which was probably a good sign. If he had known Garnier was about to get his throat cut, he would probably have grinned a little.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Hanric Bellows was waiting for him in the office, sat behind a great oak table, one thick finger trailing down a ledger opened in front of him. He looked up as Garnier came in, a faint smile on his face. “Reckoned I’d be seeing you sooner or later,” he growled.  
 
    Most people were intimidated by that voice, but Garnier knew that the growl was Bellows’ normal mode of communication. It did not necessarily mean that the big bastard was angry. Still, he was careful to nod politely as he greeted his employer. “Guild Master,” he said. 
 
    Bellows snapped the ledger shut with a terrific crack, and despite his poise Garnier flinched at the sound, provoking a chuckle from the big man. The Master of the Merchant Venturers rose from his seat and loped meaningfully around the side of the desk. Hanric Bellows had never been a fast mover, but then he had never needed to be. He could punch through walls with his fat, scarred fists, and just because he now wore the finely-tailored clothes of a merchant prince, it did not mean he was any less of the pirate he had once been.  
 
    Five of them floating around in that leaky little boat years ago, and all had turned straight, or as straight as people like them ever could. Some had proven to be better at it than others, though. There had been ghastly rumours about what had happened to the first guild master of the Merchant Venturers, and knowing Hanric Bellows as well as he did, Garnier believed them. 
 
    Bellows leaned against the desk, artfully casual, but Garnier wasn’t fooled for one second. The bodyguards at the door were for show; if Hanric didn’t like the way the conversation was going, he would deal with it himself.  
 
    “So,” the burly guild master began, “I take it you’ve got the king’s trinket, eh? Passed it on to that weasel Will Ffalken? And everything out there is shipshape, right, nothing left to trace the job back to us?” 
 
    Garnier shook his head, feigning injury. “That you even have to ask, Hanric, after all these years…” 
 
    Bellows raised a thick hand. “Don’t think I don’t know where you’re going with that, boy. You always were good with words, but not as good as you think. It’s over, Garnier. The contract is done. It can’t be completed.” 
 
    Garnier sighed. There were different ways of dealing with different people, but Bellows was right. The guild master knew him too well to be sweet-talked with some flowery words. Straight and to the point it would have to be, then. “It’s a sword, Hanric. How hard can it be to find a sword? And forgetting that for a moment,” he added peevishly, “who the fuck are you to be fucking around with my contracts and my clients?” 
 
    Coming from someone else, that might have provoked rage in the guild master, but Bellows laughed, slapping his thigh. Garnier waited impatiently for the big man’s humour to subside. When it finally did, Bellows’ tone was wistful, with an edge of menace. “Oh, Garnier Fox,” he chuckled. “There’s always been too much of the pirate about you, boy. I never minded so much, given what we started out as.” Suddenly he leaned forward, all humour gone from his expression, his eyes cold. “But privateering ain’t just a shield for you to hide behind when the law gets a bit antsy. This is a guild, Garnier, and there are rules, and one of those rules is that the guild master decides whether a contract is worth the risk.” Bellows jabbed his finger at Garnier. “This contract ain’t,” he snarled. 
 
    Despite the obvious danger in his old companion’s eyes, Garnier responded angrily. “And what the fuck would you know about risk, old man?” he demanded. “You sit behind this desk all day with your ledgers and your reports from all of your little spies, but you haven’t been to sea in years. You may have started out as a pirate, Hanric, but the world has changed since then. So go ahead and tell me, what is this terrifying risk that makes you cut into my business and turn away royal gold?” 
 
    Bellows’ hands clenched, and for a second Garnier thought the man was going to punch him after all. When the guild master straightened up, Garnier tensed for the evasion, but instead of striking, Bellows grabbed a handful of papers from the desk, and shoved them into Garnier’s hands. “The sword is in Draconnar,” he said, “in the Bastion, to be precise. Fucking thing is under the protection of an entire squadron of the Kurenni Imperial Navy.” 
 
    Garnier met Bellows’ gaze wordlessly, before scanning the papers. More than a few of the documents bore the royal seal, and all of them confirmed what Bellows was saying, but the revelation was not as much of a shock for him as the guild master had clearly thought it would be. Garnier had retrieved the pendant from around the neck of a Kurenni nobleman; given how much treasure the knife-ears plundered from Kalland during the Occupation, he was not at all surprised that the final item was to be found in an Imperial city.  
 
    Bellows walked back behind his desk and pulled a bottle of something from one of the drawers, pouring two measures into some pewter goblets. “Those papers are from the king’s own spies in Draconnar,” he said, downing one of the measures in a single loud gulp, handing the other to Garnier, who took it, sniffing at the goblet uncertainly. “It’s just rum, Garnier,” Bellows snorted, “and I haven’t fucking poisoned it, you suspicious little shit.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged, and downed the drink, grimacing as the harsh liquid trickled down his throat. “So, Draconnar,” he said. “Still not seeing the risk.” 
 
    Bellows’ look was halfway between astonishment and amusement. “No,” he said eventually, “you wouldn’t, would you, fucking mad as you are.” 
 
    Garnier carefully placed the papers and the empty goblet on the desk, and then straightened back up. “So explain it to me, Hanric,” he sneered, “because all I can see right now is you, unmanned for fear of the Imperial Navy. You seemed to have no problem with the last part of the contract, knocking off that Kurenni lord’s galley, so what changed in the last few weeks?” 
 
    Bellows shook his head. “Sinking the odd galley here and there is one thing, but attacking a heavily fortified port, scrapping with an entire fleet, all for some old relic? It’ll never work! You have to see that, Garnier.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. All he saw here was an opportunity. “So you get clever about it,” he replied. “Fleets do not stay in port all the time. Guards sleep on shift. So far, all I’m seeing is a lack of imagination, Hanric, and that’s a poor fucking reason to turn craven.” 
 
    Bellows shook his head, ignoring the insult. “Oh, I’ve got imagination enough, boy, and so does the Crown…” 
 
    Garnier snorted. “What the fuck does the son of a Dayport whore know about the Crown’s imagination?” 
 
    It was, on reflection, a jibe too far. He regretted it almost as soon as he said it, but Bellows didn’t give him the opportunity to take it back. With a terrible roar, the burly guild master charged through the table, batting the great wooden thing aside as though it were light as the air, and grabbed Garnier by the throat, lifting him clean off the floor. Garnier’s hands battered at the guild master’s shoulders, but it was no use. Was this how it would end, strangled to death by his own employer? 
 
    But Bellows was not quite that angry, not yet. He pulled Garnier’s face close to his. “You know what your problem is, boy?” Garnier gurgled a negative. “Your problem, Garnier Fox, is that you are a selfish bastard. You hear that this sword is in Draconnar, and in your mind you’re already planning for the chaos ahead. Used to think it was about the money with you, but it’s not, is it? It’s about you and the Kurenni. You hear Draconnar, and all you think about is how many knife-eared bastards you can put in the water.” 
 
    Bellows released his grip on the privateer’s throat. With a thud Garnier hit the floor, and sprang back up to his feet, his breath ragged in his throat, his eyes glaring daggers at Bellows, while the guild master stared banefully back at him. “I can…do both,” Garnier managed. “I can get the sword…and fucking…fuck them over too.” 
 
    Despite the deadly rage in his eyes, Bellows was grinning. “I know,” he said. “That’s why I suspended the contract. You’re a clever, murderous little cunt, and I don’t doubt you could burn Draconnar to the ground and steal that sword both. But what happens then?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘what happens then?” Garnier spat. “Then we collect our fucking pay.” 
 
    “And when the Kurenni try to find the buggers who burned their bloody port, and they start to wonder what happened to the old relic that was in their Bastion, where do you think they’ll come looking?” 
 
    They stood on opposite sides of Bellows’ office, breathing heavily, violence seemingly moments away. The guild master’s fists were still flexing, the skin around his knuckles white. For Garnier’s part, he was feeling not inconsiderable rage himself, but something in what Bellows said chimed true with him. He had given Tom Worry a similar speech back on Lord Hava’s galley. Though the situations, as he saw them, were quite different. He knew he was clever enough to pull this off without letting the Kurenni know of Kallandish involvement. 
 
    But looking at Bellows, he realized that no plan, no matter how masterful, was going to appease him. If there was to be any movement on this contract, it would have to come from outside of the guild; and if Bellows even suspected that Garnier might go down that path, the guild master would not let him leave this office alive.  
 
    Affecting an expression of tortured indecision, Garnier spoke, softly, as a man desperately fighting the inevitable. “Are you sure that there is no way…” 
 
    “There’s no way, lad.” Bellows seemed to be buying into it, for he had relaxed just a little, his fists no longer as white. “We’ve all done very well out of Kalland, and none of us want to see it in Kurenni hands again, eh? Not for some stupid old sword.” 
 
    Garnier shook his head, sighing miserably. “The contract…” 
 
    The guild master stood up straight, smoothing down his fine doublet with one hand, fixing a less than convincing smile on his face. “Like I said, this is a guild, and there’s rules. I’m not going to leave you with no work. You can have your pick of everything we’ve got coming up. Any contract. Just not this one.” 
 
    Garnier’s expression was aimed towards pathetic relief, and he could see from Bellows’ reaction that it was working. The guild master laughed, and if they hadn’t been at blows minutes earlier, he might even have clapped Garnier on the shoulders. As it was, he just smiled paternally, or at least what he must have thought a paternal smile looked like, and indicated the door. “You just made a fair bit of gold, Garnier, you should go spend it. Come back when you’re ready to make a bit more. And forget about Draconnar, and old swords, ‘cos that’s done with.” 
 
    Garnier nodded, smiling thankfully, and beat a hasty retreat. He smirked at the expressions of surprise worn by the guards outside, but he didn’t have time to waste on taunting them. He had things to attend to, plans to put in motion before it occurred to old Hanric Bellows that the notorious Garnier Fox had given up just a little bit too quickly, and got curious about what his old shipmate was up to. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    As promised, Will Ffalken was waiting at the foot of the stairs, pacing back and forth like a madman. When he saw Garnier descending his jaw dropped; clearly, despite waiting around, he had not truly expected him to return from the guild master’s office. Garnier flashed him a grin and took the old man by the shoulder, leading him into one of the empty rooms along this corridor. 
 
    “There are two things I need from you, William,” he began, for once deadly serious, “and I will tell you right now, both of them are going to piss off Himself something fierce. If you want no part in it, I will understand, but say so now.” 
 
    Ffalken’s eyes were wide, and Garnier could see the indecision in them. They had enjoyed a long and lucrative association, and truth be told Ffalken had probably reaped greater reward from it. Garnier wasted his money on whores and cards, while Ffalken lived in a small mansion. But while Will Ffalken bore no particular loyalty to Hanric Bellows, he was afraid of him, as any sensible man would be. Fear bred a very different kind of loyalty, but then so did the prospect of wealth. It was now time to see which sort of loyalty had taken hold in Will Ffalken’s heart. 
 
    The agent turned away and started a strange sort of half-pacing, walking a few feet and then freezing, then walking again. Each halt looked to be the moment some new consideration was taken into account. Through it all Garnier waited as patiently as he could, with one eye and one ear fixed up towards the ceiling. It might be days before Hanric started to think, or it might be in the next minute; and all the while Will Ffalken paced his jerky, strange path around the room. 
 
    Finally he stopped. His expression was guarded, but there was the venal light in his eye that Garnier had come to rely on.  
 
    “The contract, it’s got more difficult, right?” he asked, and Garnier could have danced about gleefully. Instead, he nodded, the picture of restraint. Ffalken absorbed that information, and came back with another question. 
 
    “So, you reckon we can get more money from the client?” 
 
    Garnier flicked one hand out in a casual gesture designed to reference both the obvious importance of this work, and the depths of the royal pockets, and a tentative smile formed on the agent’s face.  
 
    “Fuck, Garnier,” he said ruefully, “you had better have a plan, a fucking good one.” 
 
    Garnier smiled. He did not have a plan, not yet, but he did have ideas, and from ideas came plans. “I’ve got a plan all right, Will,” he lied. “And it is going to make us a great deal of gold.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “I suppose you want me to reach out to the Crown’s man, tell him it’s back on.” 
 
    “More than that,” Garnier replied, “I want you to arrange a meeting between him, and me. You tell him…you tell him that Guild Master Bellows is wrong. Tell him I know what the risks are, and I can circumvent them. You tell him that, and I guarantee you, he’ll send you straight back to me with a time and a place.” 
 
    He quickly moved to the room’s desk, pulling a few scraps of parchment out from one of the drawers. Taking up a quill, he began to scribble away. Four short notes that could turn this from impossibility, a disaster, to an unprecedented and bold success. Rolling the notes up in a scroll case, he handed it to a bemused Ffalken. 
 
    “Before you do anything else, run down to the docks, and put this package on the fastest ship you can hire. Spare no expense. Use my entire share from the last contract if you have to. Tell the captain to put this scroll case directly into the hands of Dieter Hark at the Admiral’s Net in Freehaven. Hark, and only Hark, is to open it, and pass the notes to the people named in them. You understand, Will? This is the most important thing you have to do.” 
 
    “I understand, Fox,” Ffalken replied, though Garnier could see that he didn’t. That didn’t matter. He would do it all the same. It was a part of the plan, the plan that would defy the guild master and get them both what they wanted from life. 
 
    Garnier sighed. Now all he had to do was come up with that plan. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Hohenfels 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Kendal had said, it was a bastard big castle. They had seen as much from the maps Yngvard had drawn, but no mere impression of pen and parchment could do justice to Hohenfels. The rocky crag upon which it stood was more of a plateau than a cliff, and it loomed above the plains like a great black sentinel, hundreds of feet high, its sides sheer and unwelcoming. The castle’s walls added another forty or so feet to the height of the place, and even from this distance Richard could see that those walls were old, and thick, and unyielding. Spying upon the castle, he was beginning to feel nostalgic for the siege camp outside Thorn, for the days before he started having all these clever notions about capturing things.  
 
    Richard had seen larger castles before, and more forbidding natural defenses. There was only one set of walls, which was encouraging; but not too encouraging, because his company were still only one hundred soldiers with no siege engines on the wrong side of those walls. 
 
    He was lying at the treeline of a small wood, some way distant to the southeast, his lieutenants and Yngvard with him. They were all watching the castle through their spyglasses. The rest of the company was lurking in the forest, staying out of sight. The defenders of Hohenfels probably weren’t watching for Kallandish interlopers, but it was broad daylight, and the Sverkers would have an unparalleled view from up there. Anything that the Kallandish might try would have to be attempted at night.  
 
    The good news was that the castle appeared to be just as lightly defended as Yngvard had initially reported. Richard had been watching the walls for several hours now, and there were never more than a dozen men patrolling at any one time. The outermost sections of the wall, particularly those on the eastern side of the crag, were visited perhaps once an hour by a solitary guard. The Sverkers were focusing on the southern walls and the gatehouse, the only obviously accessible routes into the castle; and had they faced an army, they would have been correct to do so. But as it was, the Kallandish were too few to make use of the obvious routes. 
 
    Richard lowered the spyglass, and waved for the others to fall back under the safety of the trees. They crawled on their bellies like snakes over the cold, hard earth. A few weeks before he would have balked at such behaviour, but comfort and dignity were not intrinsic elements of this sly warfare he had apparently become a practitioner of. His armour was starting to rust, his beard was…well, he had a damned beard, and he could no longer smell the difference between Grimbold and himself. Would anyone from court even recognize him as he was now? And why was he not able to bring himself to care whether they would or not? 
 
    The party reconvened on the edge of their makeshift camp, a few hundred yards back from the edge of the wood. Richard’s one hundred looked cold, hungry and mean. They hadn’t eaten a decent meal since leaving Thorfinnsgard over a week before. They could light no fires now, not given their proximity to Hohenfels, for the smoke would give them away in an instant. Even the Sverker loyalists, who had to be used to the privations of their miserable, cold country by now, seemed irritable. The only thing keeping them all going was the thought of the soft, warm beds and hot meals awaiting them inside Hohenfels once it fell. 
 
    Yngvard already had his maps of the crag out, and Matilde was helping him cover the edges with stones to prevent them flapping away. Richard had thought highly of the young captain of crossbows even before they left Thorn, but the ride north had only extended his regard for her. He could think of dozens of older and nobler knights and officers who would have spent the entire journey whining and moaning about every little reversal, but she was solid as the crag of Hohenfels. He wished he had a dozen of her.  
 
    He still hadn’t warmed to Kendal, but Grimbold was growing on him. The huskarl had started to teach him the Sverker tongue, and though initially Richard had thought it perverse to learn such a barbaric language, he realized that with half of his company and likely the entire population of the castle he was to occupy speaking only the one language, it was also necessary. He could only speak basic words and phrases at the moment, but it was enough to make him understandable. 
 
    But now the time had come to turn his mind to other matters. “What do you have for me, Yngvard?” he asked. “And don’t say ‘knock on the door’, for we’ve heard quite enough of that sort of thing.” 
 
    That drew a few laughs from the Kallandish and even from Yngvard himself. The turncloak tapped the larger of the maps, a top-down view of the entire castle and the crag underneath it. “The crag looks…how…” The turncloak made a gesture, raising the blade of his hand up and down. Richard stared at him, amused, but then Grimbold muttered something in Sverker that he didn’t catch. Yngvard seemed surprised by the huskarl’s aid, but he spoke back. 
 
    “Sheer, he says,” Grimbold said presently, and Yngvard nodded. 
 
    “Yes, the crag looks…sheer, but in truth there are many places where a small group might climb with secrecy.” 
 
    “That still leaves the walls,” said Matilde. “No matter where we choose to climb the crag, we will still encounter forty feet of solid stone once we reach the top.” She tapped the map. “Do you know of a place where the wall is lower?” 
 
    The turncloak nodded. “I know of one such place, and another place where the walls are high, but entry may be made all the same.” He tapped the eastern edge of the map, where he had drawn a yard, attached to the main keep. “Here there are trees, for apples mostly.” 
 
    “What is so special about this orchard?” Richard asked. 
 
    The turncloak tapped the very edge of the yard, where the wall met the cliff-face. “This wall is not as old as the others, and it is not as high. Perhaps only half as high, and there is one tree in the orchard that is higher than the wall. It would not be an easy climb to reach it, but if you were to climb there with a rope and one of your crossbows, you might be able to shoot the rope into the tree, and use it to get over the wall.” 
 
    Richard looked to Matilde. “Could you do that, captain?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I have never seen that done before, but I know that it can be done. Perhaps one of my soldiers will know the methods involved.” She did not look entirely convinced, however. “Even if we could,” she said, turning to Yngvard, “how hard of a climb are we talking about?” 
 
    Yngvard shrugged apologetically. “Hard, very hard, but I have seen it done. Before the war started there were sometimes contests to see who could climb the crag the fastest.” 
 
    Richard raised his hand, his eyes narrowed. “If they know that the crag can be climbed, why are there not more guards?” 
 
    The turncloak grinned wolfishly. “Because from the ground the crag looks so sheer. Only one who has lived in the castle would know that there are places where it can be climbed.” 
 
    He looked so pleased with himself that Richard could barely stifle a chuckle when Matilde replied dryly, “How lucky we are to have you with us.” Grimbold did not even pretend to hide his amusement, giving a loud snort and a rumble of laughter. Yngvard’s face reddened, and Richard sighed. He supposed the hapless bastard was trying his best. He clapped the turncloak on the shoulder. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, “so we have a hard climb and some playing around with the crossbows; shall we call that plan one? So what is plan two? You mentioned a second entry point.” 
 
    Yngvard nodded, still glaring banefully at Grimbold and Matilde. Wresting his gaze away from his tormentors, he tapped a spot on the map, just south of the orchard, but still on the eastern edge of the castle. “It is hard to see it from where we are, but the crag slopes downward towards the east. This yard here used to flood many years ago because of that slope, until they cut a drain into the wall.” 
 
    “Do you mean a culvert?” Richard asked. “A hole cut into the bottom of the wall to release water?” 
 
    Yngvard nodded firmly. “Yes, a culvert. It drains out over the side of the crag.” 
 
    Richard grimaced. He had been hoping for a tunnel, or a nice staircase cut into the side of the crag. “And I suppose that there is another hard climb to be made to reach this culvert?” 
 
    The turncloak shook his head, a sly grin on his face. “Not so hard, Sir Richard. The first half is not easy, true, but near the top there is a ledge, and above the ledge the rock has worn away in places. It is much easier to climb from there. And the bars of the culvert are of poor iron; I remember the guards saying that they were rotten and rusted. It should not take much work to break through them.”  
 
    “So either way, we face a stiff climb?” Richard asked, more to himself than to Yngvard. He turned away from the others, contemplating their sparse options. Either one of these plans could be a complete success or a total failure, and they had no way of knowing which until they tried them. It would have to be both, then.  
 
    “Captain Harclay,” he said, turning back to his lieutenants, and Matilde jumped up, her face solemn and attentive. “Determine whether this rope business can be done, and then once it gets dark, take a dozen of the company to the east side of the crag, and try it out.” She saluted smartly, and Richard nodded, certain that she would see to her task effectively. The rest was up to him. “Grimbold,” he said, “you and I will investigate the culvert. Yngvard will accompany us.”  
 
    The two Sverkers did not seem at all pleased at the prospect having to work so closely together, but Richard needed Grimbold’s strength on the climb, and he did not want to leave Yngvard alone to his own devices, no matter how helpful the agent had suddenly become. He grinned at them in an attempt to relieve some of the tension. “I suggest you get some rest, my friends, because I have a feeling this is going to be a strenuous night.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    As a young man back in Malybridge, Richard had loved to climb. The Rose Tower, ancestral castle of the House of Beaufort, sat high on a cliff not all that dissimilar to the crag of Hohenfels. There had been plenty of places a boy might explore, if he was given to such dangerous sport. It was a childish pursuit, and one young Richard had swiftly abandoned on discovering the pleasures of courtly and knightly life, but now, hanging by one hand from the blunt rock of the crag, he wished he had spent more time at the sport.  
 
    It was dark, and the wind, which had seemed gentle down below, was tearing at his body now that he was so far above the ground. If he did not fall, he would likely freeze in the bloody Sverker chill, for at Grimbold’s suggestion, the climbers had discarded all clothing but for their breeches, strapping their weapons to their backs. The huskarl seemed perversely obsessed with conducting the business of war half-naked, but then it was nothing for him; he was as hairy as a Bruinfast bear. Only the lewd and entirely inappropriate speculations upon exactly how much clothing Matilde had ended up removing had kept Richard’s spirits up, and then not by much. He was too concentrated on his own climb to think much about young Harclay as she made her way up the crag further to the north, regardless of how naked she might be.  
 
    He reached upwards for the next handhold, his fingers already sore and bloody from the last one. He did not remember this game as being so terrifying when he was a child. Then again, fall off the cliffs back home, and one would end up swimming in the River Maly. Fall here, and… 
 
    His dislike for Yngvard, which had been waning for a while, had returned now that they were in this miserable place. His only consolation was that the bastard was a few yards below him, struggling in his own climb. Exactly how close Yngvard was, he had no way of knowing. There was no conversation amongst the climbers; there could not be, with the guards of Hohenfels patrolling above. Nor was there a tangible connection between them, not even a rope to hold them together. If one of them fell, he would fall alone, and the rest would mourn him silently and move onward. It was a solitary, painful and miserable existence, and the thought that if they were successful he would have to do it again later was not pleasant. 
 
    He reached up with his free hand, patting the cliff-face above him, searching for his next handhold. He was holding his body up by only the one hand, with his feet braced against the rock, spreading the burden only a little way. It relieved the burning pain in his muscles enough only to prevent him from screaming aloud. If there had been light, it would not have been so bad. In the dark, however, each handhold was veiled, only revealed by tense exploration. The fear that followed constantly, greater than the fear of falling, was that this handhold was the last; that he would be able to climb no further. That he would have climbed all this way, torn out fingernails and strained muscles, for no good reason at all. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when his hand, questing above his head, grasped a jutting rock that did not slip and slide under his grasp, as so many false allies had thus far. With a grunt of exertion he pulled himself upwards, releasing his previous hold, his boots scrabbling for purchase against the walls of the crag. Another few precious feet gained. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It seemed to Richard as though hours had passed, though the moon had not journeyed so far. When his hand reached above, feeling for a handhold and finding instead the promised ledge, he almost giggled with sudden glee. Using all the strength he could muster, he dragged himself up onto the ledge, collapsing there into a bundle of aches and pains. The climb had been a torment, but at least for now that torment was over.  
 
    Slowly he dragged himself away from the edge. The shelf in the rock was less than six feet wide from cliff-face to the open air, and though fatigued he knew that he must make room for the rest of his party. Yngvard was the first to arrive, a few minutes later. Richard had by then recovered enough to pull the turncloak up onto the ledge. Grimbold came over mere seconds after. Richard could see the white flash of his grin in the moonlight. He had no doubt that the huskarl could have made the climb in less time if he had been the first up the cliff. The man was blessed with a singular strength, not just of flesh and muscle, but of will too. Grimbold did not collapse onto the ledge, but turned straight back around and waited at the lip, ready to pull the rest of the party up.  
 
    The others were not long in arriving. Four of the Sverker huskarls and two of Kendal’s armsmen who had claimed experience in climbing; nine men in total. It had been a difficult calculation to make, of how many to take with him. Though this climb was intended only as an exploration, they had to be prepared to go ahead with the plan if something went awry. Down on the wood’s edge, Kendal waited watching through a spyglass, ready to send the remainder of the company into an attack if the signal of fire was given. Of course, the gatehouse would have to be seized for such support to be of any use, but no one could say that Richard Beaufort was ill-prepared. 
 
    The walls of Hohenfels loomed above them. The culvert was no more than one hundred feet distant now. Looking at the sides of the crag, Richard could see that Yngvard’s prediction of an easier climb from this point on was accurate. The blunt, flat granite had somehow been worn down in places, leaving a selection of far more accessible handholds than the cliff below. They might make the culvert in a half-hour. 
 
    He gave the last man up no more than a few minutes of rest before resuming the climb. Harsh, perhaps, but they had to investigate the culvert and return to the ground well before dawn broke. Despite the aches in his arms and back, the going was indeed easier for the last hundred feet, and so relieved was he that he was almost able to forget the chill and the wind that still battered at him.  
 
    The moon was out in full now, momentarily free of the clouds, allowing him to better see the cliff-face in front of him. It would make it easier for the sentries as well, but Richard was relying on the overconfidence of the Hohenfels garrison. Why would they look down? No Kallandish soldiers had been spotted in the area, and for all they knew the army was still in the south, besieging Thorn. 
 
    As suddenly as the last time, he found his hand reaching back further than a mere handhold would allow, and then he was pulling himself up onto another ledge. This one was even narrower, but as he looked up he saw that there was no rough granite cliff-face in front of him, but walls of cut stone. He had ascended the crag of Hohenfels.  
 
    It was an achievement in itself, but not one he could be content to rest upon. He turned to signal Yngvard, but then there was a clank from above, and his heart leapt into his mouth. There was a sentry on the wall! 
 
    He was exposed, but he did not dare move towards the base of the wall to flatten himself against it. The risk of drawing attention to himself was too high. His eyes made contact with Yngvard’s, and he saw the same realization written there. The turncloak gestured over the side of the cliff. He was signaling for Grimbold and the others to halt. Richard hoped that they saw it. 
 
    The clanking noise had been moving along the wall, but now it halted just above the spot where Richard had frozen. Willing himself to remain calm, he slowly raised his head, his gaze rising up the wall to the battlements high above. What he saw tested his resolve greatly.  
 
    The sentry, a burly Sverker huskarl, was leaning on the battlement, staring out into the night sky. He looked to be taking in the view, but whatever he was doing, he was not moving. Richard stared up at him, knowing that it would take but one casual glance downwards to doom the mission.  
 
    Seconds passed by, minutes. Still the sentry stood there, staring aimlessly out towards the horizon. Once or twice he yawned, and Richard worried that he might try to take a nap here on the wall, irrational as that would be on such a cold night. Every second that passed he expected to hear Grimbold and the others dragging themselves up onto the shelf, to watch helplessly as the sentry’s gaze was drawn down inexorably to the space between the walls and the void. It seemed impossible that the man would not look down, even once.  
 
    So when the sentry gave a final yawn, and pulled away from the battlements, Richard could scarcely believe his own luck. He did not dare to move, not even when he heard the sound of boots tramping away, the noise disappearing into the distance and behind the howling of the wind. He did not move again until he felt a touch on his shoulder, Yngvard’s gloved hand against his bare skin snapping him abruptly from his nervous reverie. The look in the turncloak’s eyes was wild, that of a man who had just survived certain death, and Richard could appreciate that. It was all he could do to keep himself from laughing hysterically, to let loose all the tension the sentry’s presence had filled him with. But it was not yet time for such jubilation. They still had work to do. 
 
    Yngvard pointed to the far corner of the shelf of rock, where the culvert lay. Holding as close to the base of the wall as he could, Richard made his way there, the turncloak a step behind. Grimbold and the others would follow in time, but he needed to see it now, after all that the climb had taken from him. The moon had dipped back behind the cover of the clouds, but there just enough light to navigate by.  
 
    He could see now the raised arch of the culvert, and his heart began to race. Nearly there. Nearly… 
 
    There had been a culvert there; there was no other reason for a low protruding arch at the bottom of the wall. There was no other such formation along the base that he had seen, so this had to be the place.  
 
    Only there was nothing there.  
 
    He pressed his hand to the space, unable to believe what his eyes were telling him. His fingers touched stone, mortar. It looked fresh, even with this poor light. He collapsed to his knees, feeling real desperation for the first time on this insane, futile fool’s errand. All of that exertion, all of that emotion, all of that time spent on climbing the damn crag, and it was all for nothing.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Climbing back down was the most difficult thing Richard had ever attempted. It had been hard enough climbing up, but at least back then there had been the possibility of success. In the back of his mind there was the thought that maybe Matilde’s evening had been more fruitful, but he had little hope. If the defenders had taken the time to fill in that culvert, then what were the chances that they had left a large tree hanging over the wall?  
 
    Yngvard had looked suitably distraught upon discovery of the filled-in culvert, but then the man was a spy. He could lie with his expressions just as easily as with his words. A glance passed between Richard and Grimbold, behind the turncloak’s back. Failure or no failure, they were not going to give their presence away, but there would be pointed questions for Yngvard by the end of the night. 
 
    The very moment that that the three men were back under the protection of the trees, having hurried their way from the base of the crag to the safety of their forest camp, Grimbold had Yngvard by the throat. He lifted the agent up into the air as if he were light as a sack of feathers, and rammed him up against a tree. Richard had many emotions bubbling in him, and he would have loved in that moment to watch Yngvard die horribly, but he was still a knight, and an officer. A leader had to remain calm, had to remain in control. If they were to salvage anything from this disaster, then Yngvard needed to live long enough to speak. 
 
    Grimbold was hissing dire threats in Sverker to his captive compatriot, most of which involved either Yngvard’s eyes or his balls being carved out. For his part, the turncloak was trying to tear Grimbold’s hands away from his throat, though it would take far more than the paltry strength that he could muster to do so. His attempts were growing steadily weaker, and Richard knew that regardless of how satisfying it might be to watch, he could not let Grimbold throttle the man to death. 
 
    “Release him,” he said, his voice sounding tired and broken to his own ears. The huskarl glanced back with a savage expression. 
 
    “Chief? This fucking bastard…” 
 
    “Release him, Grimbold,” Richard said, with more authority. “That’s an order.” 
 
    Grimbold did not look happy at all, and Richard knew that if the man decided this was the moment to rebel against his commander, there would be little he could do about it. The Kallandish in the climbing party were outnumbered by the Sverkers, and the rest of the company were still deeper in the forest. Was this to be where the grand experiment in cooperation was to fall apart? 
 
    But this was not the moment. With a roar of anger, Grimbold hurled Yngvard to the ground, turning to punch the tree in front of him. He had made the climb seem so effortless, that Richard had not considered the huskarl’s frustration at the failure to be as great as his own.  
 
    Yngvard was scuttling away, breathing raggedly, but the two Kallandish armsmen in the party had their swords out and pointed at the man’s throat. Drawing his own weapon, Richard stalked over to where the turncloak lay, making sure that he observed every step.  “Sir Richard,” Yngvard began as Richard stood over him, but he silenced the protestations with a savage boot to the ribs.  
 
    “You told me,” he said, cold fury in his voice, “you swore to me, that they did not expect an attack. You were here less than a month ago. Did you not check to see if any of your wonderful secret entrances were still open? What kind of fucking spy are you, Yngvard?” 
 
    He punctuated each word of the last sentence with a kick, though the turncloak had already curled up into a protective ball. Richard aimed a few more choice kicks at the spy’s prone body, and then turned away. If he had stayed standing over Yngvard, he would not have been able to resist kicking him again, and he did need the bastard to speak. 
 
    “Sir Richard,” came a soft voice from beyond the group’s circle, and they all spun around with alarm, weapons at the ready. Richard breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that it was Matilde, with a dozen soldiers at her back. She glanced from him to the battered Yngvard, and then again to Richard. Her face began to fall, doubtless as she realized that Yngvard’s beating could be for only one reason.  
 
    It told Richard something as well. 
 
    “There was no overhanging tree, was there?” he said, and it was not really a question. Matilde nodded slowly.  
 
    “I suppose there was no culvert either?” she asked, and Richard laughed bitterly. 
 
    “There was, but it had been recently filled in. Oh, but we had a merry old climb, so let’s not call the evening wasted.” He turned his attention back to Yngvard, who had abandoned his protective ball for a seated position. The turncloak looked terrified, and with good reason. 
 
    “Sir Richard, you must believe me, I did not know. There was no reason for them to…” His protestations trailed away, and Richard turned to see that a strange look of realization had come onto his face, a slow look of understanding. To Richard’s surprise, the Sverker looked up at him directly, something akin to rueful amusement in his eyes. “Lady Melara,” he breathed. 
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow. “The count’s daughter? What of her?” 
 
    “She…forgive me, Sir Richard, but she has often spoken of strengthening the castle. Count Sune, he always felt Hohenfels to be strong enough, but with Melara left in command, she may have…” 
 
    Richard stared at him in disbelief. “You are saying that this is…what? Bad luck? A fucking coincidence that the only two paths into the castle that you suggest happen to be blocked off when we arrive?” 
 
    Yngvard’s answering expression was urgent, sincere, desperate to convince. “Why would I have come, if I had known? Why would I have accompanied you up there, if I knew that your huskarl dog would kill me the moment we touched earth again? Why would I have come, Sir Richard?” 
 
    There was a long silence as Richard processed that. Yngvard had a point there, though Richard surely wished he didn’t. He could see a few other heads nodding in agreement, Matilde’s among them. But by far the most surprising voice in Yngvard’s defense was Grimbold. 
 
    “He’s right, chief,” the huskarl said, and now everyone’s eyes were on him, shocked; even Yngvard was amazed at his malefactor’s support. Richard chuckled, scarcely able to believe it. 
 
    “So now you don’t want to kill him?” he asked. 
 
    Grimbold shrugged. “No, I still think we should kill him, because I know he’s going to betray us at some point. What I’m saying is that I don’t think he’s betrayed us now.” The huskarl looked straight at Yngvard, and there was still the same hostility, the same distaste. “It’d take a brave man to climb that fucking crag if he knew it was all going to be for nothing, and that he would die because of it. It’d take a braver man than him, chief.” 
 
    Richard stepped away, one hand massaging his forehead. Grimbold was right. Only a fool or a fanatic would have done such a thing, and he did not believe Yngvard was either. He shook his head, still with his back to the others. “So what you are saying then,” he began slowly, “is that our grand scheme to capture the greatest castle in Sverkermark has been thwarted by a young girl’s willful redecoration?” 
 
    Grimbold was the first to laugh, a slow chuckle at first that became a booming flood of hysterics. Then Matilde, and then Yngvard and the soldiers, and then finally Richard himself gave in, feeling pure tears of laughter drain down his cheeks, as they reveled in the absurdity of the situation.  
 
    He collapsed down onto the ground, exhausted by the exploits of the night and by the sudden cathartic release of the laughter. “Life just isn’t like the tales, is it?” he said, shaking his head wryly. “All of that bloody climbing, up the cliff and down the cliff, parading ourselves about in our breeches…you’d think we would get something out of it.” 
 
    “Reckon we might’ve got frostbite, chief,” said Grimbold, his broad grin having returned. 
 
    “I learned how to attach a rope to a crossbow bolt,” Matilde added brightly, and Richard nodded to her with a smile. 
 
    “Well, that’s something at least. When the queen has us all thrown into cells, maybe we can use that to escape.” 
 
    “Don’t seem fair,” said Grimbold airily. “She should blame her bloody cousin, not us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard chuckled. “Lady bloody Melara. Talk about a clever chief, maybe we should ride up and sign on with…” 
 
    His voice trailed away as a mad, obvious idea jumped into his head. No…it could not possibly be that easy. Surely no one would fall for something like… 
 
    His mind turned back a week, to the hall of Thorfinnsgard, to an old man clad in raven feathers. You will enter Hohenfels by the same way men throughout the ages have entered into such places. You will knock upon the door. 
 
    “Yngvard,” he said, his voice carrying a sharp edge that had all the others suddenly watching him, “where do they think you are, right now? The castle folk, I mean.” 
 
    The turncloak looked at him, confused. “With the army, Sir Richard. With Count Sune’s army.” 
 
    Richard pulled himself to his feet, one hand raised, index finger held up. “So, they do not know you for a traitor, then?” He smiled as Yngvard shook his head, still confused. “So, if you were to ride up to the gates of Hohenfels with, oh, I don’t know, fifty huskarls at your back, and a dozen Kallandish scouts as prisoners, they would let you in, yes?” 
 
    He saw the exact moment that realization dawned on the turncloak’s face, the change from confusion to the wolfish grin they had observed earlier. Slowly, Yngvard nodded. “Yes,” he said, “they would let me in.” 
 
    Richard grinned triumphantly at the others. The raven cleric may have been a mad charlatan, but then a bit of bold madness was just what they needed right at this moment. Knock upon the bloody door indeed. “Then we aren’t finished,” he said. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Lessons 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t look old enough to be a master mage,” Domnall said doubtfully.  
 
    Lothor shrugged. “She’s an elf,” he replied sagely, as if that fact explained everything. Anneka looked up from her breakfast, which she had been poking and prodding with a fork for some time now. She wasn’t particularly hungry this morning, given what the day entailed. Her knights were sitting across the table from her, their own meals long finished. 
 
    “She is an apprentice, not a master mage,” she responded, her voice hopefully carrying no sign of her uncertainty, of the concern this knowledge gave her. She had never wanted the damn magical talent, and though she had accepted that the training could be of use to her, it had been with the understanding that Tannerus would be the teacher, not his apprentice. It wasn’t that she had greater trust for the old man, for she was too young to really remember his last time at court; it was that he surely possessed a greater depth of experience.  
 
    Domnall was quite right. Arnessa was barely older than Anneka herself; how could she possibly be a more effective teacher than the legendary Tannerus? There were other concerns as well, though she did her best not to acknowledge them. The girl was elven, or halfway at least, and if that wasn’t confusing enough, she was also very pretty. A little too shy for Anneka’s tastes, but… 
 
    She shook her head and threw her fork down onto the plate. That particular line of thinking was defensive, she decided, intended to distract her from her actual concerns. Up until now she had for the most part been able to ignore the magic. Oh, she still worried incessantly about being discovered, of course, but before Temple Square there had not been a genuine incident in months, years even. It had always been there, but lurking on the fringes, that strange feeling of power that would rise on occasion but never break free. Only now…now it was going to be an actual part of her life. Instead of ignoring it, she would be practicing it, acknowledging it.  
 
    The changes it would wreak on her life were already showing. Here she was sitting down to breakfast, and her knights were actually discussing the matter, openly. Domnall was her closest confidante at court, her cousin as well as her bodyguard, but until today they had never spoken about the talent. Ella had shared her bed regularly for two years, and magic had never come up as a subject in conversation.  
 
    Now Domnall and Lothor were talking about it as though it were something that they always spoke of, and this was putting Anneka in a sour mood. All they had talked about at breakfast yesterday was hunting, and Lothor’s bad taste in jests. Under normal circumstances she very much enjoyed these irreverent morning conversations with her knights. It was pleasant to talk of simple matters with friends, with none of the staid formalities of courtly life, and it was doubly so since becoming regent had heightened those formalities. Today she was unhappy and sullen, but the thought of silence while she waited for her new teacher to arrive was even more terrifying, so she was resigned to letting them chatter on. 
 
    “I have heard that she is a battlemage,” Lothor said brightly, his boyish face registering no guile at all. That got Anneka’s attention. A battlemage? Domnall chuckled, clearly thinking this to be another of the young knight from the Wyvernwood’s outrageous stories, but Lothor nodded his head firmly, his expression serious. “It’s true, she’s a battlemage. Sir Emma told me.” 
 
    Anneka and Domnall exchanged disbelieving glances. “Sir Emma Gallen?” the older knight asked, and Lothor nodded furiously. 
 
    “The very same. She was on the ship with them from Estwic.” He leaned in towards them conspiratorially, and unconsciously Anneka found herself doing the same. The young knight’s tones were hushed, as if he was imparting some great and deadly secret article of knowledge. “On the voyage south they came across a pair of abandoned dragonboats just floating in the straits…” 
 
    Domnall cut in with a wry grin on his face. “Is this a ghost story, Lothor?” He laughed, and Anneka managed a small chuckle, but Lothor’s expression remained very serious. 
 
    “This is no story; this is the truth,” he said fiercely. “Sir Emma did not see what happened, but she heard it from the captain of the ship, who heard it from a sailor who did see what happened. Many of the crew saw it happen.” 
 
    Domnall shook his head sadly. “Come now, Lothor, a sailor’s tale?” 
 
    “Do you want to hear it or not?” Lothor replied hotly. 
 
    Domnall’s expression indicated he did not care either way, but Anneka found herself curious. She knew nothing of this girl, beyond little fragments that Chancellor Cale had passed on, and those had been brief. She wanted to know more. She smiled at Lothor encouragingly. “We want to hear the story, Lothor, if you please.” 
 
    “Why certainly, Your Grace,” he replied, deliberately smirking at Domnall. The older knight did not rise to the bait, instead sitting back and grinning amiably. Anneka smiled to herself. The two knights were good friends, but their families had ancient rivalries that often manifested in these childish displays. It was perhaps easily understandable behaviour in young Lothor, but Domnall was thirty years old. Still, he could be serious when he needed to be. 
 
    Lothor continued the tale, speaking with the wide-eyed credulity with which he always told stories. “They found the two dragonboats floating in the sea, one of them Kallandish, one Sverker. They sent some of the crew over to investigate, and this Arnessa went with them. But it seems that the Sverker boat was not abandoned after all, for…” 
 
    “I knew that this was a ghost story,” said Domnall, who was then forced to duck as Anneka hurled a rasher of bacon at his head very unregally.  
 
    “Let him finish, Domnall,” she said, perhaps a little more harshly than she intended. But she wanted to hear this. 
 
    “As I said,” Lothor continued gratefully, “the Sverker dragonboat was not abandoned, for the crew had been lying in ambush. They attacked the party of our sailors and marines, and things were going badly until Arnessa threw the Sverker captain clean across the ship, knocking him unconscious. This was a big fellow, you understand, taller than a dray-horse, broad as an ox. The Sverkers were so stunned that our fellows were able to beat them back, and win the battle.” 
 
    Anneka stared at him in disbelief. From what she had seen of this Arnessa, admittedly little more than a few minutes of an audience, the elven mage had seemed to be shy, awkward, and most definitely not the kind of girl one would catch throwing pirates around. 
 
    “She threw him, you say?” asked Domnall, and the young knight nodded. 
 
    “Threw him more than thirty paces,” he said, as though it would make his story any less ridiculous. 
 
    Domnall shook his head. “Lothor,” he began, his voice slow and patronizing, “I saw her yesterday. She cannot be much more than five feet in height, and she is slight of build. She could not throw you, let alone a grown man as large as a…a dray-horse, as you say.” 
 
    Lothor looked at him with the same expression of incredulity that they had given him on hearing his story. “We have been talking all this time about her being a battlemage, and yet you think that she threw him in some kind of wrestling bout? She used magic, you dolt!” He threw back his head and laughed. “She summoned a gust of wind that knocked the Sverker to his arse, and yet did not so much as ruffle the hair of a Kallandishman.” 
 
    Domnall looked horrified. “She…they can do that?” he spluttered, looking to Anneka for some kind of confirmation. She could only shrug, for she knew almost as little about it as he did. She understood his fear, though, for it was the great Kallandish fear, ever since the Kurenni and their mages had crossed the Bitter Sea to conquer Kalland. A Kallandish warrior could train her entire life in warfare, and yet no skill with swords could aid her in battle against an enemy who could kill with the power of the mind.  
 
    Anneka knew that she should have been feeling that same fear, but instead a part of her was grimly curious. She remembered the outpouring of energy when the assassin had come for her. Was that the same kind of thing? Could she learn to do such things herself? 
 
    “She does not look like much, it is true,” Lothor said. “But Sir Emma said the crew of their ship counted her a great hero. And why would they not, for she has been the apprentice of Tannerus of Jakarta!” He grinned. “You have both heard the tales of what he did during the rebellion.” Anneka nodded slowly. She had never looked at it in that way. She had been so fixated on the fact that the girl was an apprentice that it never really sank in as to who her master was. Lothor took a deep sip from his goblet of water. “The greatest human mage in all of history, they called him back then. Even if he only taught her a meagre half of what he knows…well, let’s just say I’m going to be as polite to her as I possibly can, eh Domnall?”  
 
    He nudged the other knight with his elbow, and Domnall favoured him with a weak smile. Her cousin did not like it, Anneka realized. When he had spoken about magic earlier, he must have been under the impression that it would be about lighting candles and suchlike. The idea of battlemages made him deeply uncomfortable. If he only knew what had really happened in Temple Square… 
 
    She smiled at him, and he smiled back, but he did not look happy. This would never rest easily with him, she now saw sadly. He was a Kallandishman, and there was no changing his heart in this regard. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    In the end, given Domnall’s obvious discomfort with the reality of magic, she had decided to keep him out of the lessons. He was a loyal friend, and she had no doubt that he would remain so despite all this. Nonetheless, the idea of practicing magic in front of him seemed somehow wrong. Like many of the older courtiers, for Domnall magic was the weapon of the Kurenni, and he would never be comfortable around it. He would remain outside for the duration, guarding the door, and his own illusions.  
 
    Anneka would have preferred that no one other than herself and Arnessa were present, but there was little chance of that happening as long as she was regent. She had to be guarded at all times, and Domnall standing on the door was not sufficient. It was to Lothor that the duty fell, seeing as how he had already met the half-elf mage, and that he did not seem to be bothered by either the girl’s blood, or her abilities. All of the servants had been dismissed from Anneka’s chambers. They had quartered Arnessa on the same floor of the tower, but there was little reason for her to be seen in the regent’s chambers, and so it had been ensured that none would see her there.  
 
    Anneka found herself absurdly nervous in the wait for the mage apprentice’s arrival. She paced back and forth in the hall of her chambers, very unusual behaviour for her. She had held meetings of the Privy Council, received petitions from all over the realm, and yet the thought of these lessons terrifies her. It was intolerable. When the knock finally came she was so caught-up in her own thoughts that she actually flinched. She flashed a quick glance at Lothor, standing opposite her in his armour, but he had put on the guise of the Knight of the Household, and had the good grace not to make eye contact. “Please come in,” she said, after clearing her throat.  
 
    The door swung open, and Domnall stepped through, his face cool and expressionless. “Master Arnessa of Blackwood, Your Grace,” he said in a monotone. 
 
    Anneka nodded, gesturing for him to send her tutor in. This was it. This was the very last moment she would ever be able to spend pretending ignorance of what she was, and what she could do. Great ancestors…there was little wonder that Domnall would rather stay outside. 
 
    Arnessa came in awkwardly and uncertainly. Her eyes seemed to take in the entire room, looking at everything with open amazement. She had green eyes, Anneka noted with surprise. She had thought that all elves had dark eyes, even the halfways ones. The mage had a pile of books held in both of her hands, which she seemed to cling on to for comfort or support. She did not look like the powerful, wise battlemage that Lothor had spoken of in his story, but then looks could be deceiving, and power was no guarantee of ease. She might have been powerful, but coming from a small and distant place like Estwic, Kalrond must have been very strange for her. She may even have been as nervous as Anneka was. 
 
    Behind the mage, Domnall bowed and made a hasty exit, before anyone could start throwing fireballs. The click as the door closed made Arnessa jump slightly, her eyes widening with surprise as she looked around to see what had made the noise. Her gaze swung back almost immediately, and then those green eyes met Anneka’s, and a hesitant smile turned up the corners of the mage’s lips.  
 
    It was the first time that Anneka had seen this expression on her face, and it set her heart to racing. She had thought Arnessa to be pretty, yes, and her exotic elven features enhanced the effect, but the smile lit those features up, and accentuated them. Anneka did not know how she could not have seen it before. The mage was so beautiful. Easily the most beautiful woman Anneka had ever seen. She found herself staring back, her jaw slightly open, making no sound at all, and with a rising warm feeling from below that was wholly inappropriate for this business.  
 
    Arnessa was still smiling awkwardly, obviously unaware of what was going on in Anneka’s mind, let alone in her body, but thankfully Lothor knew Anneka just well enough to realise he had to intervene before his regent’s bold staring became too awkward. With a cough, he stepped forward, his expression and tone reserved. “Shall I take those books for you, Master Arnessa?” he asked loudly, loud enough to snap Anneka out of her trance.  
 
    She shook her head, as if that action could clear her thoughts of anything but the business of learning magic, while Lothor took the pile of books from Arnessa’s hands and deposited them on the table. He winked at Anneka as he passed, and somehow it was the funniest thing she had seen all morning. She raised a hand to her mouth, hastily turning a laugh into a cough. 
 
    Arnessa seemed blissfully unaware of any of this, still smiling that shy little smile, and Anneka felt her heart melting at the sight, but knew that she had to speak, to interact. Before too long, the mage was going to find her staring disconcerting. 
 
    “Good morning, Arnessa,” she managed, her voice sounding strained to her own ears, but luckily the elven girl did not seem to notice. Arnessa actually bowed demurely, which Anneka found arresting in entirely the wrong way. “Please, there is no need for that,” she said hurriedly. “I prefer to keep all of the courtly formalities…well, for court.” She laughed at her own words, and then inwardly cursed herself for such awkward folly.  
 
    Arnessa nodded, her smile broadening a little. “Yes, Your Grace,” she said. Her voice was melodic and soft, something that Anneka had not noticed the day before. It was a voice well-suited to its owner. Anneka started to smile at the mere sound of it, and realized that she had to instil some purpose to the proceedings, before she made a complete arse of herself. 
 
    “Please, sit with me,” she said, indicating the table upon which Lothor had deposited the books, hurrying to sit down herself. There was something reassuring about sitting behind a desk; it was more official.  
 
    Arnessa sat down carefully, glancing over at Lothor, who had returned to his position of guard on the periphery of the room. She did not look all that comfortable, and it dawned on Anneka that she had probably expected the secret, private lessons to actually be private. “Sir Lothor must remain,” she said. Part of her wished he would leave, and the other half was glad that he was still there. “I must be protected at all times, especially given recent…events,” she added with a helpless shrug. 
 
    Arnessa nodded. “Yes, I heard about that,” she said softly, her eyes moving briefly to the fresh scar on Anneka’s forehead, genuine concern in them. “You were lucky that he missed.” 
 
    Anneka swallowed nervously. “He did not miss…not exactly. I…” She waved her hands around, unsure of what the terminology might be. “I…magicked it, the bullet that is. I made it change direction.” She glanced past Arnessa to Lothor, who true to his training had not reacted to this revelation, before glancing back to the other girl. “Is…is that a normal thing…with magic, I mean?” she asked, terrified that it was not normal, that the mage would not know what it was, that she would not be able to help her. 
 
    Arnessa frowned slightly, somehow making even that expression a thing of beauty, and she tapped the table absently. “It sounds like…describe what happened, and what you felt.” 
 
    Anneka did so, and for her it was a strange, uplifting feeling. She had never spoken of what had happened in Temple Square before, and to talk about it now was like surrendering a great burden. She described how it had felt to have all that power flowing out of her, yet to also have felt powerless to control it. Through it all Arnessa nodded but remained silent, and when Anneka had finished explaining, she smiled. 
 
    “It was a mage shield,” she said, and Anneka could not express how relieved she was to discover that it had a name, that it was not some bizarre oddity that even mages could not understand. “You said that when you saw the bullet coming towards you, that you felt powerless, unable to move or defend yourself?” Anneka nodded, not enjoying the remembrance. Arnessa smiled reassuringly. “Often when a mage is young, or before they have begun training, such things occur as…reflexes, responses to fear, or other emotional triggers. This is an extreme example, but it is normal. You are still very lucky,” she added, frowning. “Your ability to control the flow of energy remains weak, and the shield could do little more than deflect that bullet.” 
 
    “Can you teach me how to control this…flow of energy?” Anneka asked. 
 
    Arnessa nodded, her smile returning. “That is why I am here.” 
 
    There was a silence then, not as awkward as before, born perhaps out of an uncertainty of how best to go further. Anneka had no idea how such lessons were supposed to proceed, but it seemed Arnessa had only been collecting her thoughts, for she soon broke the silence. “When did you discover that you possessed the talent?” the mage asked.  
 
    “It…” Anneka stopped. She had known that at some point this question would be raised, but she had not been expecting to bare her soul to this girl so early. But she supposed it must be important, and so she started again, trying to smile cheerily. “My father…just after my father died. We attended the lighting of his funeral pyre. I…I did not want to go, but Sigismund…that is, the king felt it was important that we attend such an event together.”  
 
    She thought back bitterly to those events. “That night,” she continued, “while I slept I dreamt of fire, flames surrounding my bed, but it was not until my servants woke me that I discovered the drapes around the bed were singed.” She shook her head ruefully. “It was a while before anyone at court made the connection, but Chancellor Cale knew a little about magic, and when he realized that there were no candles or lanterns in the room that night…” 
 
    Arnessa nodded. There was a strange, sad look in her eyes as she did so that went beyond simple understanding. Anneka started. Had it been the same for her too? 
 
    “The talent often manifests itself after moments of high emotion,” Arnessa said, still smiling sadly. “It differs from mage to mage. For you, manifestation came late, and with no history of it in your family, as I understand it. We mages do not know much, in truth, about the origin of our talent, of why it manifests in some and not in others, although there are many theories.” She patted the pile of books that lay on the table between them.  
 
    Anneka wanted to ask her about that sadness behind her eyes, whether it was some terrible loss that brought it out for her, but somehow she could not bring herself to do it. It seemed cruel to pry so deep, so quickly. “What about the power?” she asked instead. “Where does it come from?” 
 
    “Put simply,” Arnessa said with a wry smile indicating that the topic was perhaps not all that simple, “magic is the ability to manipulate the energy within your body, and to use it to affect the world around you. Your mind shapes that life energy into whatever you want…fire perhaps, or a shield, or light, and the energy is released into that form.” 
 
    Anneka stared at her, aghast. Life energy? When she did these things she was drawing upon her own life energy? “Surely that is dangerous?” she said, and Arnessa nodded, her expression serious. 
 
    “It can be, yes. After the attack, did you feel suddenly exhausted?” 
 
    Anneka nodded. “I did, but why? You said that the shield was weak.” 
 
    Arnessa shrugged. “Because you have not had much experience of using the talent. It is like…it is like running, or practicing with swords. The first time you do it, you cannot run very far, and you are not very skilled, but the more you practice, the more you can do, and the greater your skill.” She smiled shyly. “In a few months, you will be able to perform the same task with no fatigue at all.” 
 
    Anneka laughed, a little incredulous. “Months? I thought that it took years to train as a mage.” 
 
    Arnessa smiled back at her. She seemed to be growing more comfortable by the minute, and Anneka found that very pleasant, though probably not for the same reason. But the more Arnessa smiled, the more Anneka wanted to smile… 
 
    “If you were a child, yes, it would take years, but not because it is difficult to learn. Magic is…” Arnessa looked away, gesturing with one hand as though she were reaching for inspiration. “Magic is imagination,” she said finally. “With enough energy you can do almost anything. But there are limits to that energy, and so there are limits to magic. Children have such powerful imagination, but they have no understanding of limits, or consequences.” Her voice seemed to sing when she spoke of magic like this, and there was such joy in her eyes. “Because they cannot conceive of the boundaries and dangers of the talent, they must be taught slowly, so they do not harm themselves. But you are older; you already understand something of the world and its limitations. Your training will be much faster, I think.” 
 
    Anneka found Arnessa’s sheer joy in being a mage infectious. She had always seen the talent as something to be feared, a dark part of herself, but to hear Arnessa speak of it she could almost, almost forget that she felt that way. She made it sound so beautiful, this ability they shared. Arnessa sat up straight. “Are you ready to begin?” she asked, and Anneka started.  
 
    “What…what did you have in mind?” she asked. 
 
    Arnessa got up from the table, and moved to the centre of the room. With a fluid motion she sat down on the floor, her legs crossed in front of her, and indicated that Anneka should follow suit. Anneka chuckled to herself. The Regent of Kalland, sitting on the floor like a child before her tutor. Awkwardly, she lowered herself before Arnessa, unclear of how close she was supposed to sit, but the mage did not correct her for her proximity or her posture. 
 
    “The first thing any young mage learns,” Arnessa began, “is to summon light. It is a simple thing, but always valuable to have illumination that wind and rain and snow may not dim. Close your eyes.” 
 
    Anneka did so, unable to wipe the nervous grin from her face. She was going to attempt magic, to actually consciously attempt to use the power. 
 
    “Think of light,” she heard Arnessa say, her voice gentle and encouraging. “Do not think of the sun, or of a candle, or of anything that produces light. Imagine a void, empty of anything but warmth, and light.” 
 
    It was harder than one imagined, harder still not to think of the things Arnessa had just told her not to think of. She pictured an empty space, as suggested, filling it with a white light. She wondered if that was what she was supposed to do. She wished that there were some way Arnessa could see it, to check upon her progress, because it did not seem to be working. She was imagining the light, but felt none of the stirrings of power that she associated with magic. 
 
    “Nothing is happening,” she said. 
 
    She could hear the smile in Arnessa’s voice. “Nothing will happen if you just think it. You must release the energy. You have felt it happen before, unconsciously, so now you do it; draw upon your own power.” 
 
    How? That was what Anneka wanted to ask. Arnessa made it sound as if it were the most normal thing in the world, as easy as breathing, and for her it probably was. Anneka did not know where to begin. 
 
    But suddenly, as if from nowhere, she realized that she did. She thought back to all the times that the energy had been released, or had almost been released. On the steps of Temple Square, in a dozen bouts in the Circle, all of those early mishaps and accidents when she first learned of the talent…and suddenly, now armed with all this knowledge she felt certain that she could repeat those events here. Arnessa must have read something of this in her face or posture, for the mage suddenly began to speak words of encouragement. 
 
    “Draw upon the energy, but only once your mind is clear of anything but the light. Take only a little. It is better not to use enough than to use too much.” 
 
    Anneka felt it coming, that unstable surge of power from deep within her. A flash of terror struck her, not just the old fears but also a new one. What if she used too much, and it killed her? But she could not stop it now. 
 
    Then she felt a soft hand briefly touch her own, and a calm voice rising above the turbulent crash of the waves of energy that seemed so impossibly loud inside of her head. “Concentrate, and maintain control. I know that you can do it.” 
 
    Swallowing her terror, Anneka forced everything but the image of light from her mind, and suddenly the swell of power became a trickle, which she took hold of, pushing it out beyond herself. She heard a gasp, a man’s gasp. Lothor? She opened her eyes to see the room bathed in blue light, and was confused. The light she had imagined was white. This must have been Arnessa’s. 
 
    Then she looked down at her right hand, and her jaw dropped at what she saw there. The glow radiated from her, from a strange blue nimbus that had formed around her hand. She looked up from her enlightened limb to her teacher’s face.  
 
    Arnessa was looking at her with something akin to pride, and Anneka found that she liked it, that she wanted to see that expression more often. Then thoughts of the other girl were swept aside by the realization of what she had done. She had done it! She could control it! 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    For all that Nessa had told the regent her training would not take nearly as long as it would a younger student, she was still pleasantly surprised by Anneka’s success. She might understand more than a child would about the limitations of the world, but the younger students back in Estwic understood more about magic. Anneka had looked terrified as she began the exercise, and why not? She almost burned herself to death the first time, which would put a healthy fear into anyone. 
 
    That fear was completely absent from the girl’s face now, as she stared at her own hand in awe. Nessa had known this would come. Once a student knew it was possible, they would never want to stop, and indeed why would they? The talent was a wonderful thing. 
 
    Anneka’s mage light began to dim then, and she looked back up at Nessa, crestfallen. It was such an open expression, seen in a place where emotions were so well-guarded, that Nessa had to laugh. When Anneka’s eyes registered hurt, the half-elf raised her hands to placate her. “Do not worry,” she said, smiling. “As I said, you can only manage a little at the beginning. It was a remarkable first attempt; it took me days to conjure a light so bright.” 
 
    Anneka nodded, seemingly reassured by this admission. She was not as Nessa had expected her to be, after the formal presentation the day before. She seemed to be as nervous and awkward as Nessa was, and prone to staring at Nessa for stretches of time with the strangest expression on her face. Nessa supposed that it must have been her elven heritage that caused this; she could scarcely imagine what else it might be. 
 
    Nessa had been extremely nervous on entering these chambers, recalling her self-consciousness during the presentation, when confronted by Anneka’s beauty and grace. Truth be told, she was a little afraid of her. But the younger girl’s nervousness was strangely reassuring, in that it made Nessa feel better for being nervous herself. And anyway, they were discussing magic now. She might know nothing about courts or regents or anything of this new world, but magic she did understand.  
 
    She closed her eyes and drew out a mage light of her own. The blue orb, as brilliant as Anneka’s had been but far more well-formed, floated up from her hand to hover above her head, providing a better cover of light. Anneka stared up at it, and her expression still carried some astonishment. It was, after all, only the second time she had seen this done. 
 
    “How…how does it move like that?” she asked, and Nessa fought back a smile. Like most new mage students, the younger girl was attributing agency to the magic, and not the mage. It was difficult for anyone at first to conceive of a normal person being able to do such things, and so it was easier to personify the magic itself. 
 
    “It moves because I want it to move,” Nessa replied, and willed the mage light to move again, this time rising up to the ceiling. It was a showy trick, one of Master Tannerus’ favourites for impressing those without the talent. It drained energy faster to have the mage light active, but it could also serve as a practical lesson. 
 
    “But you did not close your eyes, or…” Anneka began, trailing away as the mage light moved again, returning to hover above Nessa’s shoulders. To her, it must have appeared as if the orb were acting on its own, for she could not see into Nessa’s mind, see her will at work controlling it. 
 
    Nessa smiled at her. “As I said, with more practice comes greater skill. Handling the energies the talent uses will become second nature to you after a time. Closing your eyes, waving your hands, all of that is just a way to help you focus. I close my eyes so that I can concentrate without anything in the world disturbing me, but I do not need to do it.” She grinned. “Master Tannerus likes to snap his fingers when he does magic, he says it’s more impressive that way. But the mental element, the will, is the only part that matters,” she added. 
 
    She dismissed the mage light with a thought, and indicated that Anneka should rise and return to the table with her. The young noble did so shakily, no doubt feeling drained. She almost fell at one point, and Nessa darted in to catch her by the arm. She felt Anneka tense at the touch for just a second, and then relax, bracing herself against her. They made it to the chairs without further incident, and Nessa, blushing a little at having touched Anneka’s arm, turned to the books.  
 
    “These contain some of the theories regarding the talent,” she said, trying to sound scholarly, “as well as more practical exercises for practicing. I do not know whether you will have time to read them, given all your other duties, but if you have the time, you should try.” 
 
    Anneka actually looked a little disappointed. “Are…are we finished, then?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    Nessa shook her head. “No, we should practice the mage light a few more times, but not straight away. You need to rest for a little while. “ 
 
    Anneka nodded reluctantly. Nessa could recall wearing that same look herself, many years ago. Once understanding came, no one ever wanted to stop. The young noble leaned forward, her expression suddenly formal again. “Master Arnessa,” she began, and Nessa laughed. 
 
    “Please, just call me Nessa…I am still not comfortable with these titles.” 
 
    Anneka smiled slightly. “Nessa, then…we have heard stories of your journey from Estwic…that is to say, Sir Lothor has heard, that upon the Straits of Blackwood you defeated a great Sverker warrior in battle.” 
 
    Nessa stared at her blankly, until she realized what Anneka was talking about. Defeated a great warrior in battle? Did she mean…  
 
    It would almost have been amusing, if she did not still remember the fear that gripped her, the indecision. She shook her head firmly. “I…I just knocked him to the deck,” she protested. “It was Lieutenant Raine who actually…killed him.” She shuddered at the thought of killing someone herself. 
 
    But Anneka was persistent. “You knocked him down with a great wind, or so the story says. Is that…battle magic?” she asked. 
 
    “Battle magic is a...a philosophy, more than anything,” Nessa explained. She was not comfortable with talking about this, but knew it was her duty to explain all that she could. “Any magic when used to fight an opponent is battle magic. I would never think of myself as a battlemage, but I suppose in that moment I became one, if only temporarily.” She smiled, somewhat embarrassed that her actions that day had been mistaken for anything impressive. “If I am truly honest, that gust of wind was as much a reflex as your shield was. I panicked, and my body reacted because my mind could not. My first manifestation was quite similar.” 
 
    “And how…”Anneka was even more hesitant than she had been before. “How did it happen for you, if you do not mind me asking?” 
 
    Nessa did mind. It was an old hurt, and she had only just started to get beyond the Blackwood days, and her father. To drag it all up now…and yet, Anneka had told her own story without hesitation. Nessa would be something of a hypocrite to refuse to do the same. She did her best to smile, though she could not keep sorrow from her voice. “My mother died when I was six years old. She was elven, from the Blackwood clans, but she had become the mistress of the Lord of Blackwood. A sickness took her, very quickly, and because my father feared its spread, her body was burned on the day she died. Her people…well, her people are supposed to be buried out in the forest, among the trees…” She trailed away, caught up in the memory. She had never really considered her mother’s elven traditions seriously, having been raised among humans for so much of her life. But it was still sad that it ended that way. “Afterwards,” she continued, trying to shake the memories off, “my half-brother, who had never liked my mother, started to drink, and he…talked about her. He called her a ‘knife-eared whore’.” 
 
    Anneka looked horrified. “That is so terrible.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “I was very young, and I did not know what the words meant exactly, but I knew that they were bad. I was very angry, and I shouted at him. He laughed of course, laughed at the bastard half-blood shouting at him, at the heir to Blackwood, and that just made me even angrier. I shouted, as loudly as I could, but instead of words I found the power flowing from me instead, as if it had always been there, waiting for the right moment. It took the air from my very breath, and pushed it towards my brother, knocking him down.” 
 
    Anneka gave her a quick half-smile. “I think that he deserved it.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nessa chuckled, “but my father was not happy that I battered his heir, nor that I had used the talent to do it. He sent me to Estwic, to Master Tannerus, and that…well, the rest is not important.” 
 
    Anneka nodded slowly. She looked as though she was caught between asking more, and recognizing that these were not memories Nessa enjoyed dragging up. “I am sorry,” she said presently. “I should not have pried.” 
 
    Nessa shrugged, smiling to reassure her that there was no permanent harm done. “Do not be troubled, Your Grace. It was many years ago, and I have…come to terms with it.”  
 
    “Anneka,” the other girl said suddenly, firmly. “I would like you to call me Anneka.” 
 
    It was unexpectedly forthright, and Nessa found herself blushing again. She was on first name terms with the King of Kalland’s sister. If someone had told her that a year ago she would have laughed at them. “Very well…Anneka,” she said shyly, “do you feel strong enough to practice some more?” 
 
    Anneka nodded, and made her way back to the floor they had sat upon before. Nessa smiled. This was not quite as daunting as she had thought it would be.  
 
  
 
  


 
    The List 
 
      
 
      
 
    Captain Brandon hammered on the door, bellowing. “City Constables, open this door now!” It was not the most polite request John had ever heard, but then it was the end of a long day, at the close of a tiresome two weeks. Had the task been his, he would have kicked the door in, and damned the consequences. Luckily though, he was too important to be banging on any damn merchant’s door. 
 
    John had met Captain Sherling Brandon and the rest of the Old City constables the day after receiving his new office. He had been expecting a degree of friction, for Brandon and the other district captains had been running the constables on their own for decades. He had been pleasantly surprised, however, to discover that Brandon was the dependable and duty-bound sort of commoner that one did not seem to see many of anymore. A younger man or woman might have kicked their heels at having their authority stripped away and given to one of their betters, but not old Brandon. He had simply nodded, presented the assembled ranks of constables to their new commander, and asked John for orders.  
 
    Of course, Brandon knew why the Privy Council had suddenly appointed a High Constable. John could not have run the entire investigation without somebody else knowing what they were about. Brandon knew, the interrogators Cook and Potts knew, and one or two of the sergeants that the captain had personally recommended now knew. John was loathe to rely overmuch upon another person, especially a man of no birth at all, but Brandon had proven to be of some use. Certainly of more use than that pair of idiot torturers, he thought. 
 
    He had been told that Cook and Potts were professionals, but in the days since the attempt on the regent’s life, they had enjoyed a singular lack of success at getting Barying to speak. On that first night down in the deep cells of Balian’s Tower, John had seen the look in the man’s eyes. He was sure to crack. On reflection, he should have stayed and handled the work personally, but his office held certain ceremonial responsibilities that had drawn him away. Meeting the constables was one, as well as inspecting the twenty-odd prisoners interred in Balian’s Tower. It should not have taken too long, but be had been horrified to learn that his chambers on the upper level of the Tower were next to those of Lord Haskell, Mad Edwin of Tydhaven as the common folk called him.  
 
    John had assumed the old lunatic had been dead these last few years, only to discover that Mad Edwin was not only a prisoner in the Tower, but that he had been given the High Constable’s official quarters. John’s suite was in fact a smaller, lesser set of rooms. The maniac had tried to marry the sea, and then accused the Admiral of Kalland publically of cuckolding him and challenged him to a duel...and yet he was given better quarters than the High Constable? Someone on the Privy Council was having a good chuckle about that one, of this John was certain. 
 
    His futile attempts to have Mad Edwin moved somewhere else had taken up many hours. By the time he had returned to the deep cells, frustrated, Barying had somehow regained his former defiance, and nothing anyone could do had managed to beat it out of him again. It had been a bloody disaster. Who knew how many people Barying was working with, how many more potential assassins there were waiting for a moment to strike? 
 
    It was irrelevant to John that the regent’s popularity had soared following the attempt on her life and her reconciliation with the Temple. That was politics, and the plot would not just disappear because the regent held hands with the Archprelate. He had tried to make Giguere understand that fact when he met with the privy councillor to discuss his progress. John had been horrified at the lack thereof, but the big Tyran had simply shrugged and reiterated the Council’s faith in John’s ability…as if that alone would solve the problem. The situation had been looking very bad indeed, but thankfully not all of his subordinates were incompetent. It had been Captain Brandon who had first thought of the list.  
 
    The Guild of Gunmakers kept precise records of all the weapons they sold, whom they sold them to, and when. It had not taken much beyond vague threats to the guild’s senior masters for John to get hold of the list of every person who had bought one of Giulio Treviso’s Masterwork pistols. There were thirty names on the list, thirty potential conspirators. If only it had been that simple. 
 
    Years had passed since those first sales. Many of the collectors were now long dead, their weapons lost to inheritances and bequests for which there were no records. Some had been sold on further; John knew this of course, for he had acquired his own Treviso that way, but following that chain of sales was a mind-numbing task; and all the while he and Brandon roamed the streets of Kalrond snooping around the personal armouries of merchants, Barying was still down in the deep cells, saying nothing at all that would help them to identify his allies. 
 
    And so they had come to the last house of the day, a mid-sized town house on Founder’s Avenue, in the shadow of Kalrond Castle. John was exhausted, craving a drink like never before, and Brandon seemed as irritated and emotional as he had ever been in the twelve days of their association. John pitied the seventeenth name on the list. The man had better be careful. 
 
    There was a click as someone lowered the latch, and the door slipped open a crack, a single eyeball peeking out. “What d’you want, then?”  
 
    Brandon stepped forward to make sure the observer could see his sky-blue and grey uniform, the arms of the city in gold upon it. “High Constable Sir John Gallen, to see Master Thomas Silversmith,” he barked gruffly, his bearded jowls shaking. 
 
    The eye flickered to Brandon’s left, spotting John standing there, hand on his sword, his finest look of distaste prepared. The eye widened, and then the door swung open, to reveal a now nervous and apologetic old servant.  
 
    “Sorry, my lord,” the old man stuttered, “but you know how it is, any sort of folk can knock on a door…thieves and the like, you understand…” 
 
    “Where is your master?” John asked, barely sparing the servant a glance, his attention instead being drawn by the interior of the house. It had looked to be a simple enough town house on the outside, but the interior was richly decorated. It was no different to any of the houses he and Brandon had visited; home to a merchant rich enough to buy a palace in the outer districts, but one who preferred the status of a house in the Old City. These were unlikely sorts to be involved in a plot to kill a member of the royal family. The guilders had always been among the staunchest supporters of the Red Tower. John grimaced. But that alone was not sufficient to remove them from his suspicions. 
 
    “I’ll fetch him, my lord…” the servant began, but Brandon grabbed him by the wrist.  
 
    “You’ll take us to him,” the captain said, and the trapped menial blanched, and nodded glumly. He did not really have much of a choice.  
 
    Reluctantly he led them up a flight of stairs, and down a long corridor. Other servants, women mostly, peered out from behind the doors and whispered, but darted back inside whenever John or the captain glanced their way. Almost two weeks had passed since the city had so briefly been under martial law, but John had found the common folk in particular to be somewhat nervous around those in uniform. It had been beneficial to him in his investigation, but for every cowed citizen there were as many defiant ones also. It remained to be seen which kind Thomas Silversmith was. 
 
    The servant knocked upon a door at the end of the corridor, and there was an answering shout, hard and uninviting. “What is it, damn you?” 
 
    “It’s the constables, Master Silversmith sir,” the servant replied miserably. “The High Constable wants to see you.” 
 
    There was a crash from the room beyond, and John smirked as the door burst open, almost crushing the servant to death behind it. Thomas Silversmith stood in the doorway, and was about to rush past when he saw the constables waiting there. He froze, his expression caught between excitement and shock. He was a rake-thin man, with a long face, tall in the awkward way of the very thin. His eyes darted back and forth between the two of them, before settling upon John. He recovered well from the surprise, opening his arms wide and curling his lips up into a smile.  
 
    “Sir John!” he exclaimed loudly, his voice no longer bearing the harshness with which he spoke to his servant. It was oily and obsequious now, not unlike that of John’s old drinking companion Edward Bowyer. His over-familiar manner was one common to all of the merchants they had questioned. He had met none of these people before, and yet they greeted him as though they were old friends, as though hearing the tale of John’s downfall was enough for them to know him. 
 
    “Sir John,” Silversmith repeated, “how good of you to come! Please, step into my office.” He beckoned, and so they followed, walking into yet another merchant’s office. John spared the room a cursory glance. He had already seen enough unimaginatively decorated merchant townhouses to last a lifetime. 
 
    “I was overjoyed to hear of your return from banishment, Sir John,” the merchant was saying. “To many of us you are something of a hero. No matter what they may say in certain disreputable districts, Kalrond is a Toran city, through and through.”  
 
    Silversmith pointed to a chair in front of his desk, and John sat down in it, nodding curtly. Brandon took up position at the door. Unsurprisingly, their host had not acknowledged the lowborn captain’s presence. “Master Silversmith,” John began, but the man cut in immediately. 
 
    “You are here about the gun, of course.” 
 
    John froze, unable to believe his ears. How…?  
 
    He glanced back at Brandon, who shrugged, looking as confused as John felt. They had sworn the other collectors to secrecy. They were not permitted to speak of these discussions… 
 
    Silversmith clearly read something into that glance, because his next tones were sharp. “You have found my Treviso Masterwork, yes? I do not care about the others if the Treviso is returned to me.” His tones were not those of a person fully aware of the situation at hand; not unless that person was madder than old Edwin Haskell. Thomas Silversmith did not appear mad, and neither could John detect any guile within him. He seemed to be genuinely aggrieved. “I am surprised that someone as important as you would be investigating a matter of stolen guns, but I am very pleased that it is being taken seriously. It is no small matter to me, the pieces were the pride…” 
 
    John cut in, almost choking on the words. “Stolen guns?” 
 
    Silversmith stared from High Constable to captain, sudden uncertainty on his gaunt features. “That is why you are here, yes? Because of the report I filed with the constables a month ago…” His voice trailed off, as he could see that John at least had not even the slightest idea as to what he was talking about.  
 
    John shook his head slowly. “We are here,” he said, “because the records of the Guild of Gunmakers state that a Treviso Masterwork was sold to you ten years ago by Elisabeth Harler of the Guild of Farriers.” 
 
    Silversmith nodded. “Yes, Elsie sold it to me. I am something of a collector of rare weapons, and as I said, it was the pride of my collection.” 
 
    “Was being the operative word,” John said softly. He was uncertain of how to proceed. This conversation thus far had thrown him. He did not think that Silversmith was lying, but it seemed coincidental that the weapon had apparently disappeared not long before one like it was used to attack the regent.  
 
    “Yes, was,” the merchant replied, sounding a little peevish. “It was stolen from my armoury, in this very house, almost a month ago.” He stopped, looking at both the constables in his office again. “If you are not here because my gun was stolen, then why are you here?”  
 
    There was no hint of the Thomas Silversmith who had greeted them, the one who declared himself to be overjoyed at the return of Sir John Gallen. Now he was glaring at them like a self-important merchant prince who had just stepped in shit. And perhaps he had. John gestured to Brandon, who moved away from the door. Silversmith’s eyes narrowed, fixing suspiciously on the captain as he approached the desk, against all propriety. The old constable pulled the weapon out from under his coat. John had wanted it brought along on the off-chance that they might find the weapon’s owner, though as the days had passed, it had seemed less and less likely. But now it seemed luck had jumped to his defense. 
 
    Brandon placed the pistol carefully on the merchant’s desk. Silversmith’s eyes widened as he recognized the piece, suspicion turning to glee. “Is this your pistol, Master Silversmith?” John asked, leaning forward over the desk. 
 
    “Yes,” the merchant replied, grinning broadly. “I knew you would find it, I just knew it! My wife told me not to bother filing that report, she said that you would not be able to find it, but I knew! Where was it?” 
 
    John grinned back at the hapless merchant. “It was found in the hands of a man named Edmund Barying, when he attempted to murder the regent.” 
 
    He knew what to expect in Silversmith’s face, but despite knowing he still enjoyed watching it. There was nothing quite like the look in a man’s eyes when he realized that he had just willingly leapt from a cliff. The first stage was the confusion, when the fateful words had yet to sink in. Silversmith was still grinning at this point, but behind his eyes a light was flickering, and in a few seconds that grin would invert, and then the light of realization would become a look of horror. He would rise to his feet then, and thus would come the excuses. 
 
    And so it happened. Silversmith was on his feet behind the desk, waving his hands like a madman, babbling his denials and stating the credentials he believed put him above this investigation. “You don’t…you can’t…look here, Sir John,” the merchant stammered, “I told you that it was stolen. You can’t…I had nothing to do with that attack on the regent!” 
 
    John rose from the chair, brushing down his tunic absently. He picked the pistol back up from the desk, tossing it from one hand to the other. Silversmith’s protestations died as the merchant’s nervous eyes followed the weapon’s motion with grim fascination. “You say that it was stolen,” John said coldly, then tapped his chest. “I say that it is easy to claim something was stolen, but very hard to prove anything other than its absence.” 
 
    “But…damn it all, Gallen, I am a bloody Member of Parliament! I am a guildsman in good standing, why would I throw all of that away like this? They say that this assassin fellow was a religious zealot! I abhor the Temple, I really do, so what possible motive could I have had?” 
 
    John shrugged. In truth, he had no idea, but the motive could always come later. “You say that you abhor the Temple, Master Silversmith, just as you have said that the gun was stolen, but words are not proof. Words are nothing.” 
 
    Silversmith looked desperate now, one hand tapping at the desk nervously, the other mopping his sweat-beaded brow with a silk handkerchief. “The report!” he declared, sudden hope in his eyes. “Your constables came here, they saw that thieves had attacked the place.” 
 
    “Convenient,” John laughed, “that these thieves took only this weapon, when you have so many other things worth stealing, Master Silversmith.” 
 
    “But they did not just take the Treviso,” the merchant crowed triumphantly. “A number of my weapons were taken. They would have taken more if my steward had not disturbed them. It was in the damn report, Gallen, a rifle, a musket, and two pistols as well as the Treviso.” 
 
    John heard Brandon issue a sharp intake of breath, and slowly turned his head to meet the captain’s gaze. “Do you know what he is talking about?” he asked. Please tell me that you do not.  
 
    Brandon’s face was a picture of agony, the expression of a man who did not want to remember the things he remembered. “There was a report,” he said, in a small voice. “About a month back. Load of guns taken from a merchant’s house. Didn’t pay it much heed at the time, we get a lot of those and…” he shrugged apologetically, “as the man’s wife said, there’s not much we can do about it. The patrol I sent down here said it was definitely the work of thieves. Two big guns and three pistols, just as he says.” 
 
    “You see, Sir John, your man’s testimony confirms mine,” Silversmith said, actually nodding in thanks to Brandon, who scowled back at him.  
 
    For his part, John directed his own scowl at his colleague. Brandon was too honest for anyone’s good. “This changes nothing,” he spat, but even as he said it he knew it for a lie. They could bring Silversmith in, certainly, and hold him for a time, but they had nothing linking him to Barying other than a stolen gun. There would be outrage amongst the guilders, scandal in Parliament, and while John cared not a fig for such politics, the Privy Council would undoubtedly blame him for aggravating the Crown’s allies.  
 
    It was no use; they needed Barying to talk.  
 
    Silversmith’s grin was returning as he saw the process of those thoughts so clearly written on John’s face. The merchant knew that despite John’s defiance, the constables could gain nothing from bringing him in. There was something behind that grin though. Something that makes John think that this was not over. 
 
    John nodded reluctantly. “Very well, Master Silversmith. We will return to Balian’s Tower, and I will look at this report, and I will speak with the constables in question. The truth of the matter will out.”  
 
    He tossed the pistol wordlessly back to Captain Brandon, who at least had the good grace to appear embarrassed by this entire affair. “Be assured,” John added, “that this is not over. If I find a single hole in this story of yours, I will return, and my companions will not be as supportive as Captain Brandon here.”  
 
    That last was more a rebuke to the captain than a threat to Silversmith, and the merchant clearly knew it. He was smiling in what John took to be a very impertinent fashion, and it only added to the feeling he had that they had made a terrible mistake here today. The bastard knew something. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Once back out on the street, the urge to tear into Brandon was strong, but John forced his rage and frustration down before addressing his subordinate. 
 
    “You have been sitting in front of that list for days,” he said, his jaw clenched hard. “Did you not think to check it against any of the other paperwork we have?” 
 
    The captain shook his head, looking as disappointed in himself as John was. “Sorry, sir, but I didn’t. It never occurred to me that there was more to this than one man handing a gun to another.” 
 
    John scowled. Neither had it occured to him, but then he was not a fucking constable by trade. Why was he surrounded only by incompetants and fools? 
 
    He wanted to say that as well, but again he stopped just short of screaming at Brandon on the street. That was the action of a weak man, of a poor leader, and he was neither. For all he knew, that bastard Silversmith was watching from one of the windows, chuckling at John’s failures; at Brandon’s failures, rather, and for that to happen would be unconscionable. He settled in the end for a withering glare, and a flexing of his fists.  
 
    “We are going back to the Tower,” he said. “Perhaps Mister Cook and Mister Potts will prove more able than you, captain.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    But all that waited for them at Balian’s Tower was further failure and disappointment. Mister Potts was lurking in the yard when they walked under the gates, wringing his hands nervously like an old fishwife. His miserable expression became even more so when he spotted them, and his gait as he crossed the yard to join them could be best characterized as unwilling. There was very little John could imagine that could have produced such a reaction in the torturer.  
 
    “He’s dead, my lord,” the interrogator blurted as soon as John and Brandon were in earshot. Everything, every ounce of rage that John had suppressed after the meeting with Silversmith burst out from him in that moment.  
 
    With a scream he rushed across the yard. Potts gave a squawk of alarm and started to retreat, his hands held out in front of him in a peacemaking gesture, but John was not going to be denied his outburst. He grabbed the hapless torturer by the straps of his leathered work-vest, and laid him out with a single punch to the face. Potts simply collapsed, blood streaming from his nose. 
 
    “Dead?” John heard himself scream. “Dead?” He punctuated each repetition with a kick to the interrogator’s kidneys, though he could not guarantee his accuracy under these circumstances. “How can he be dead, Potts? I gave no order for him to be dead!” 
 
    He started to pull his sword from its sheath. His honest intention had only been to beat Potts with the flat of the blade, but suddenly he found arms gripping him around the shoulders and holding him back, while others prized the sword from his fingers. He screamed at the attackers to release him, but they would not. With his off-hand he punched out wildly, feeling a satisfying crunch as someone’s nose broke under his fist, but then another of the bastards had hold of that hand, and he was truly pinned, unable to move or to fight.  
 
    “Sir John!” came an insistent voice at his ear, one that he vaguely recognized even in his rage. Captain Brandon was at his shoulder, and the old constable’s grip was tighter than John would have expected.  
 
    He struggled for quite some time, but ultimately his anger ebbed, futile as it was. A pair of constables helped the beleaguered Potts to his feet, and the interrogator stared at John, pathetic apology on his face. There was something in that expression that finally brought John back from the fire. This outburst was absurd, his rage served no practical purpose, no matter how righteous or liberating it was.  
 
    He was able to shrug the constables off once he stopped struggling, though they lurked around as he approached Potts again. He had no designs on violence this time, however. “How did he die?”  
 
    Potts flinched at the sound of John’s voice, and his response was hesitant, tremulous even. “He still wasn’t saying nothing, so we…well, we put him up on the rack, my lord…” 
 
    John’s voice was ice. “You racked him? After all that had already been done to him, you racked him? Are you simple?” 
 
    Potts shook his head furiously. “It was only for a little bit, my lord, just so as to loosen up his tongue…” 
 
    “Loosen his tongue? He’s bloody dead, you imbecile!” 
 
    John’s fist rose again, and Potts flinched back towards the other constables. The skin around John’s knuckles, red from their prior impact against the torturer’s face began to whiten, but somehow he managed to resist the urge to crush the man’s face. Little wonder that he could not sleep without drink, so surrounded by fools as he was. Slowly, he lowered his hand, relaxing the fist, trying to breathe evenly. This had happened, and now they had to live with the results.  
 
    “Did he speak, Mister Potts?” he asked, resignedly. “Did he at least give you a name before you killed him?” 
 
    The torturer shook his head, and what shreds were left of John’s good hope and cheer were swept away. “He spoke, my lord, but he gave no name. He kept up his god babble for a while, but after a few turns on…on the rack, he spoke once about a man, feller who gave him the gun. But he didn’t say nothing more about him, just kept going on about leather…” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. “Leather?” 
 
    “Yes my lord,” said Potts, “leather. Wouldn’t shut up about it. Thought he was talking about me and Cook for a time, what with the,” he tapped his work-vest, which even from this distance smelled strongly of sweat and leather. “I reckon though,” he continued, a thoughtful expression on his bloodied face, “he might have been talking about his boss.” 
 
    Potts looked hopeful then, but John fixed him with a withering stare. “Captain Brandon,” he called over his shoulder, “how many leatherworkers were on the list?” 
 
    “None, Sir John,” the old constable replied presently. 
 
    “Tanners?” 
 
    “Not a one, Sir John,” came the reply.  
 
    “Leather merchants?” John knew the answer to every question of course, but he took some enjoyment at least from the way Potts’ face fell as his poor contribution was cut down. 
 
    “No one in the leather trades at all, Sir John.” Brandon’s voice might have sounded deadpan, but John could tell the captain was pleased that his own failures had been washed away by the enormity of Cook and Potts’ error. John smiled coldly at the interrogator, though there was no humour left in him anymore. 
 
    “We discovered the owner of the pistol, Mister Potts. He claims it was stolen. I do not believe him, of course, but I cannot prove anything without Mister Barying’s testimony. And now Edmund Barying is dead, and all you managed to get out of him in a week was some gibberish about leather. Where do you imagine that leaves the investigation, Mister Potts?” 
 
    The terrified interrogator could do nothing but shake his head. 
 
    “Exactly,” said John. “Now get out of my sight.” 
 
    Potts scurried off faster than John would have expected from a man he had just beaten. It was quite worrying actually, now that he thought about it. The stress was taking the edge away from his fighting prowess. A bottle of wine to calm his nerves might well be in order. 
 
    The knot of constables that had formed around him during the fight with Potts had already started to break away, leaving he and Brandon alone in the middle of the yard. “What do we do now, sir?” the old constable asked guardedly.  
 
    It was an excellent question, John thought. What the fuck did he do now? His prisoner was dead, the original owner of the weapon was, if not innocent, then certainly difficult to mark as guilty. If Silversmith’s weapons were indeed stolen, then that left four more guns out there somewhere, potentially at the disposal of assassins. And if the merchant was lying, then there were almost certainly four more armed assassins lurking somewhere in the city. If only… 
 
    “Captain?” he began, “how would you go about investigating the theft of Master Silversmith’s guns?” 
 
    Brandon actually had the temerity to laugh. “I wouldn’t, Sir John. This is a big city. Only way to catch a thief in Kalrond is if somebody sees him stealing something, or if he gets stupid and tries to sell his score to someone who owes you a…”  
 
    The captain clamped his mouth shut as John turned around slowly, sporting a particularly cutting smile. “Owes you what, Captain Brandon? A favour?” 
 
    Brandon shrugged miserably, but John laughed then, and for once it was not entirely cold and hostile. “I am not a fool, Brandon, I am not some palace flunky shunted into a position of authority to appease a rich relative. I understand that a man such as you, a man of low birth and little standing cannot buy and keep a captaincy on the humble pay that the city gives you. Of course you have…friends, out there.” 
 
    Brandon managed a small smile and a rueful shrug. “I’ve been a constable my entire life. I know some people, aye.” 
 
    John nodded magnanimously. “Of course you do. And I daresay that sometimes your friends are involved in certain things and you turn a blind eye, which is only natural amongst friends. Just as naturally, I imagine that sometimes, when a particular theft or killing causes you too much trouble, your friends can help you out.” 
 
    Brandon nodded slowly. “Aye, sometimes.” 
 
    John turned away from the captain, gazing up at the tower that loomed above them. By the very skin of his teeth had he avoided a different kind of residence in this grim place. No matter how unfairly he was judged, it could still have happened; and it might still happen, unless he could somehow turn this investigation around. 
 
    “I do not believe that Silversmith is innocent,” he said. “His story is far too convenient, his manner unwholesome. He was involved.” 
 
    “My people swore it was thievery,” Brandon said. “Whatever friendships we may have with folk in the city, I wouldn’t lie to you about it now.” 
 
    John flashed him a glance. “Silversmith may have been robbed,” he conceded, “but that still does not make him innocent. I do not know why such a rare and easily traceable weapon was used, but he would have known that the weapon could be traced back to him.” 
 
    He heard a sharp intake of breath. “You think he paid some thieves to rob his own house?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “The thieves took five weapons from a house…well, you saw it, captain. That goblet he drank from was worth more than your house. The casual thief, one would imagine, would be after something other than a weapon in the home of a silversmith. These were not casual thieves. Someone sent them there, whether it was Silversmith himself, or another person.” 
 
    He nodded to the Treviso Masterwork stuffed in Brandon’s belt. “If this were a simple matter of stolen guns, one might consider the Merchant Venturers, perhaps hired by another rich merchant looking to expand his own collection. But this weapon turned up in the hands of a religiously-inspired assassin, and that implies a decidedly more…disreputable culprit. Someone either involved in this superstitious nonsense, or someone who doesn’t care where their money comes from. That sort of person causes trouble for everyone. I imagine that there are certain other groups who may be at odds with them. Groups who might have something to say.” 
 
    Brandon nodded, his expression brightening a little as he sensed his own utility returning. “Like I said, I have friends.” 
 
    John grinned. “I would like to meet some of your friends. I think that we would have a lot to talk about.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Prisoners of War 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard shuffled along, his hands tied behind his back, the binds chafing at his wrists. His eyes were haunted, bleak, and emotionless. All of the fight had been beaten out of him; that much was certain. The early morning sun beat down on his back, but he paid it no heed. The other Kallandish prisoners in the line looked much the same as him. Their faces were marred by bruises and cuts, their uniforms were tattered and muddy, barely recognizable. Most of them limped, and one glance at their mud-caked boots and their sodden breeches would explain why. While their captors rode upon horses, laughing and tossing aleskins around, the captured Kallandish scouts had been forced to walk, bound and bruised as they were.  
 
    It was some distance they looked to have travelled, and all of it under a hail of verbal and physical abuse from the Sverker huskarls. Every now and then a huskarl would kick at one of the prisoners, knocking them to the ground to struggle against their binds, unable to get back up again. Eventually their comrades would be able to help them to their feet, but until that time they would be a figure of ridicule for the huskarls. The Sverkers would shout encouragement at them, laying wagers upon how long it would take for the unfortunates to get up from the ground. 
 
    Matilde had been the last to be knocked down thusly, and this had provoked great amusement from the huskarls. Very few women took up arms in Sverkermark, and the ones that did were not pretty young things like Matilde Harclay. Her eyes were dark pools that told of unspeakable experiences at the hands of their captors. Richard had glared up at the offending huskarl, if only because Matilde herself could no longer muster that level of emotion. All he received in return was a face-full of ale and spittle. 
 
    They were on the final stretch, now. The column of Sverker horse, two-dozen prisoners on foot amongst them, had come down upon the crag from the north. Though the walls of Hohenfels promised an end to walking, it could be seen in the eyes of the Kallandish that the castle would bring no end to their suffering. For all that both sides in the war spoke of honour, in truth there was very little that prisoners of war could hope for other than for a quick death. These men and women would have accepted that gladly. But as they trudged up the winding path that led from the base of the crag to the castle gate, their eyes carried no hope of release. They were too broken even for that now.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The column halted in front of the gate while the commander of the huskarls trotted his horse forward, calling out to the men on the walls. He was a short, thin man, and did not look like much of a leader, but the huskarls under his command had followed his orders without question. Richard looked up at the walls, a dead expression in his eyes. Most of his fellows did not even raise their heads. They were content enough to have stopped walking, if only for a few moments.  
 
    The two groups of Sverkers exchanged their greetings. The commander of the newcomers was well known to the men on the walls, though initially they had seemed surprised to see him. His second-in-command, a great barrel of man, was not known, but he chuckled along at their crude jokes regardless. The rest of the huskarls were in good cheer, and most of their talk was of food and ale. Both sides laughed merrily at the thought of what further torments lay in wait for their foreign captives.  
 
    With a long creak the great gates began to swing open. The burly second-in-command attempted to toss his aleskin up to a man on the wall and failed to do so, to the general amusement of them all. His commander clapped him around the head with much jollity. With the gate open, they began to make their way in, the column narrowing so that the Kallandish were hemmed in, their shoulders almost touching the saddlebags of their captors’ horses. They shuffled forward, eyes downcast. The main yard within was largely empty of life. Once the approaching riders had been identified as fellow Sverkers, the garrison had apparently not foreseen the need for more guards.  
 
    Once the party was through the gate, the great portal then began to close. The men on the wall descended, calling down to their fellows in the yard, who were even now dismounting. The two groups met with clasped arms and an exchanging of ribald jokes. The leader of the horsemen offered a swig of ale to his counterpart, a one-eyed huskarl with a splinted arm, which the man accepted gladly.  
 
    The one-eyed huskarl tipped his head back to properly drain the skin. It was at that point that Yngvard opened his throat with a dagger. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    The startled gurgling of the garrison commander was the signal for the Kallandish ‘prisoners’. Richard and his armsmen tore through the simple binds that their Sverker allies had placed around their hands. The saddlebags they had been leaning against were the first targets of their newly-freed limbs; where their weapons were stashed. Most of the members of the fake scouting party were crossbowmen, but Richard had brought his sword, and he pulled it from the bag with glee.  
 
    The plan had gone perfectly. He had known his soldiers were good at fighting, but even he had been startled by their skill as actors. The garrison of Hohenfels had not suspected even for a second that these beaten-down Kallandishmen lied with their very bodies. Yngvard and Grimbold had played their parts masterfully, as well. The turncloak slipped so easily into the role of commander that Richard was once again reminded not to underestimate him. 
 
    Even as Yngvard murdered the one-eyed commander, Grimbold and the rest of the huskarls were putting the other guards to the sword. Most had been caught with aleskins in their hands or on their lips, and fell quickly. Those on the walls went down to Matilde and her crossbows, though a few had managed to raise the alarm, shouting into the early morning air. 
 
    Within a minute the yard was empty of anyone alive but Richard’s infiltrators. There were bells ringing somewhere in the complex, and as he looked up at the keep he thought that he could see movement at the windows, but the strength of Hohenfels had been dispatched without harm to his own party. His huskarls were leaping up and down, whooping like madmen, and Richard smiled even as he called them to order.  
 
    “We are not done yet!” he called. “We have captured a yard, not a castle.” 
 
    They began moving to their pre-arranged tasks. There was a lot to be done in a short period of time to secure the victory. The garrison of Hohenfels might be a small one, but there were a lot of people living in the castle, and if they all took up arms at once then things could go against the Kallandish very quickly.  
 
    Matilde and her crossbows were climbing the steps up to the gate. They would open it to allow Kendal and the remaining soldiers to move up from the forest. As the young captain moved up the stairs, she stopped for a moment to glance back towards Richard, a fierce grin on her face, and something else equally as fierce in her eyes. He grinned. Perhaps tonight by way of celebration…if they both lived through this. 
 
    He flicked her a casual knight’s salute with his sword, and moved on. Yngvard and Grimbold were already at the keep’s steps with the rest of the huskarls, battering the doors down. Such was the swiftness of their assault that they probably could have just opened them, but smashing them was far more impressive.  
 
    There was a whistling scream on the air, and something tore straight past him to clatter against the stone of the yard. Someone up in the keep had got hold of a bow. Briefly wishing that there could have been room on the horse for his shield, he pushed through the mass of Sverkers on the steps. Another shaft whistled down and shattered uselessly on the ground. Whoever the archer was, they were a very poor shot, but with so many bodies crowded into a small area, they were bound to hit someone eventually. Richard pushed his way to the head of the group, where his Sverker lieutenants were still hacking away at the door with axes.  
 
    “I don’t wish to hurry you,” he said dryly. “But the locals are getting antsy.” 
 
    As if to punctuate his statement, another arrow streaked down into the yard, glancing off the helmet of a huskarl. There came an answering snap from atop the gatehouse, as one of the Kallandish crossbowmen took a shot at the archer, but to no apparent effect. Grimbold nodded his assent, and withdrawing his axe from the wood of the door, kicked it in. Richard led the huskarls into the keep, adding his voice to their battle cries. 
 
    The hall beyond was a museum to the martial traditions of Hohenfels and the Sverker people. Trophy weapons were mounted on the walls and on racks. A grizzled servant was handing some of these out to his fellows, pulling antique axes down from their brackets. Upon sighting the mob of vicious and well-armed huskarls pouring in through the broken door, however, the hapless champions of Hohenfels ran for their lives. Their would-be captain was left behind, caught halfway to removing a rusty halfpike from its setting on the wall. He was frozen stiff, and it was clear that he was in agony over what to do next; surrender and betray his lord, or grab that halfpike and be cut to pieces by the huskarls. Richard stepped towards him, motioning for his soldiers to remain in place.  
 
    The old Sverker servant’s arm twitched as Richard approached, his fingers hovering shakily over the weapon’s haft. Richard smiled amiably. “Good morning, fellow. Tell me, where are the Lady Melara’s chambers?” 
 
    That must surely have decided things for the old servant. He probably did not fully understand Richard’s words, but he did hear his mistress’ name, and that jarred him into action. Screaming a battle cry, his fingers closed around the halfpike’s haft. With speed that belied his age he swung the weapon at Richard’s head. It was a wild blow, but the knight had not been expecting it. The blade skimmed across Richard’s cheek as he thrust his head back to avoid it, drawing a line of blood across his face.  
 
    To his astonishment, Richard found himself on the retreat, parrying the servant’s undisciplined jabs desperately with his sword. The look in the old man’s eyes was nothing less than terrified, but still he fought hard. Richard actually felt sorry for him when his last thrust, a vicious jab at Richard’s groin, overreached and the blade of the halfpike shattered on the stone floor.  
 
    The servant blinked, staring at the useless length of wood in his hands with palpable disbelief. Their eyes met briefly, and Richard shrugged to convey his regret before running the old man through. It was a shame to have to kill such a brave man, it was doubtful that he would have accepted the conquest of the castle easily.  
 
    Yngvard joined him as he wiped the servant’s gore on a wall hanging. The turncloak should have been buoyant at the swiftness and success of their assault upon the castle, but Richard had never seen him look gloomier. “This is a large castle,” he muttered. “It will take a long time to root out all the servants.” 
 
    Richard grinned at him as Grimbold joined them. “Not if we give them a reason to deliver themselves to us,” he said.  
 
    Yngvard’s jaw tightened ever so slightly. “The lady?” he asked, and Richard nodded, noting every small change in the turncloak’s face. Now they would test his true loyalties. 
 
    “Yes, the lady,” he replied. “Where will she be?” 
 
    Yngvard’s expression brightened suddenly. “On the fifth floor. I shall lead you…” 
 
    Richard cut him off with a wave. “You will not.” He could not really explain it, but in that moment he did not want Yngvard and Lady Melara in the same room.  “I think your presence would only aggravate her,” he said. It was a weak lie, but then his lies did not have to be strong right now. He was in command, and Yngvard would obey. “You will take half of the company, and hunt down what is left of the garrison.” 
 
    There was a momentary flash of anger that passed across the turncloak’s face, and was swiftly repressed. Yngvard forced a weak smile, and nodded, striding off with the huskarls at his back. 
 
    “And Yngvard…” Richard called after him. “Do not kill anyone you do not have to. Today is today, but tomorrow…” He chuckled. “Well, the more goodwill we make today, the less ill will gets slipped into our stew pots tomorrow.” 
 
    Yngvard smiled briefly, and continued on his way. Grimbold stepped in front of Richard, catching his gaze. “We should kill them all,” the huskarl said seriously. “The ones that don’t poison us will open the gates for Sune when he comes back.” 
 
    Richard knew that from the standpoint of a commander with limited forces deep in enemy territory, Grimbold was right. The castle folk had greater numbers, and would be filled with passionated hatred. A clever leader would do well to butcher the entire population. There would have been justification for such an action, but it did not sit well with him. “I will not slaughter them wholesale, Grimbold, I really will not,” he replied firmly. 
 
    A single bushy eyebrow rose. “Come on chief,” the huskarl wheedled. “There’s no honour in letting a fellow go so he can try and gut you in your sleep.” 
 
    “It is called Kallandish honour, Grimbold,” he retorted. Grimbold stared back at him as though he were insane. Perhaps he was. ‘War is not like the tales,’ was what uncle Tancred would have said, and in all likelihood he would have been correct to say so. It didn’t change Richard’s decision, though. He clapped Grimbold on the shoulder in a comradely fashion. “I have a plan, Grimbold, do not worry. We will all be living here happily together, mark my words.” 
 
    The Sverker was clearly unconvinced, but Richard gave him no opportunity for further argument. Motioning for the remainder of the company to follow him, he headed for the stairs. It was time to meet Lady Melara av Kalte. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They encountered little opposition on the ascent. What remained of the garrison was housed in a longhouse to the west of the keep, and Matilde’s crossbowmen were in position out in the yard to deal with any counterattack. All they encountered in the keep were servants, and most of them ducked behind doors upon sighting Richard and his party coming.  
 
    Grimbold clearly itched to kill everyone they met, but as always he followed Richard’s orders to the letter, and his men were similarly spare in their reprisal. They contented themselves with looking as mean and murderous as they could. He allowed them one prize on the journey. Turning a corner onto a long corridor, halfway up to the fifth floor, they had the good fortune to meet the archer who had been firing at them when they were in the yard…or at least, they met a man with a bow. Odds were that it was the same fellow, and Grimbold took great satisfaction in throwing him out of the nearest window.  
 
    When they reached the door to Lady Melara’s chambers, a pair of what could only with considerable generosity be described as huskarls guarded it. A pair of boys in armour that was too big for them, clutching axes that would have been difficult for them to lift even if their hands had not been shaking. Grimbold and his men laughed at the sight of them.  
 
    A puddle of piss was already forming at the feet of the younger of the two, but they stood their ground, more from sheer paralysed terror than from courage. Richard sighed. “Tell them they can go, if they put those axes down,” he said. 
 
    Grimbold relayed the message, and the two young soldiers exchanged a long glance before hurling their oversized weapons to the ground and hurtling off down the corridor with the taunts of Richard’s men flying after them.  
 
    Richard kicked the door in himself this time. It looked sturdier than it actually was, and crumpled easily. The sound of women screaming awaited them on the other side, and he gestured for Grimbold to follow him in alone. Their target was a woman of breeding, after all, and some niceties should be observed. 
 
    Lady Melara stood at the heart of a gaggle of her maids. The other women were screaming hysterically, but not she. The Lady of Hohenfels was pale as a ghost, but a decidedly silent and calm ghost. She had a sword clutched in her hands, the tip pointing directly at him, and she looked as though she knew how to use it. On seeing Richard and Grimbold enter, the maids retreated, but their mistress remained with her sword at the ready.  
 
    Though Richard and his men had been awake for hours, it was yet early in the morning, and Melara had clearly been awakened by the slaughter of her guards in the castle yard. She was wearing a long nightgown, a garment that somehow managed to be voluminous and clingy at the same time; not that there was all that much of her to see. Her body was thin and wiry, well defined in all the wrong places.  
 
    Melara’s body was no dream, but as Richard looked up to her face, he could see that fate had not dealt her all that bad of a hand. Her eyes were dark as coal, as was her long hair, and her features would have been attractive had she not sported as baneful a look as he had ever seen. From the neck up she was the very image of her cousin, Queen Astrid, and that resemblance made him halt. It was frightening how alike the two young women were. He found himself staring silently, unsure how to proceed. It had not really dawned on him until then that Melara was the queen’s cousin. Sverker royalty was royalty of a sort. He had been preparing a bawdy joke, but it died on his lips. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, and it was the voice that snapped him from his reverie. The lips it issued from could have been the queen’s herself, but the voice was not. Her Kallandish was accented, even more so than Grimbold’s or Yngvard’s, and the questioning tone carried in it uncertainty and fear; emotions Astrid would never display so openly. He bowed politely, but could not keep a roguish grin from his face.  
 
    “I am Sir Richard Beaufort, my lady. You are Melara av Kalte, I presume?” 
 
    She did not reply to him, instead reeling off a blistering burst of Sverker at Grimbold. The huskarl chuckled as he replied, and Richard glanced back at him. 
 
    “What did she say?”  
 
    Grimbold winked. “She told me to gut you like a fish, as any true Sverker should. She offered me anything I wanted.” The huskarl looked Melara up and down lasciviously. “I told her that she doesn’t have anything I want.”  
 
    Richard allowed himself a thin smile. Shaking his head sadly, he tutted at Melara, whose eyes were widening upon coming to the realization that Grimbold would not be bought. “Now then, Lady Melara, that is not a very honourable way of going about things. Trying to purchase my man’s loyalty to have him murder me; what would your father say?” 
 
    “Honourable?” Melara spat. “What do Kallandish wolves know of honour? My father will kill you when he hears of this.” Despite her angry and defiant words, her hands were shaking on her sword’s grip.  
 
    Richard shrugged. “He is welcome to try. But before that, we have a small matter of a castle changing hands to deal with. Lady Melara av Kalte, will you yield Hohenfels to me?” 
 
    The agony of indecision on her face was clear. On the one hand was her duty to her father. On the other hand, she had a half-dozen screaming maids at her back, and the knowledge that she was standing before two armed men whilst wearing a nightshirt. For all she could know, Richard’s band was an army. 
 
    “If…if I yield, what will you do to me…to my people?” 
 
    He tried to smile as reassuringly as he could. “If you yield, and your people lay down their arms, no harm will come to you.” 
 
    Hanging over the conversation was the simple fact that whether she yielded or not, Richard could do whatever he damn well pleased with both her and the people of Hohenfels. But he hoped she saw that his intentions were as honourable as they could possibly be. 
 
    She did not look as though she truly believed him, but neither did she want to die when living was an alternative. Slowly, ever so slowly, she lowered the sword, until her nerve gave way and it dropped to the floor, clattering and ringing against the hard stone. Richard approached slowly, sheathing his own weapon, holding his hands out and open in a gesture of peace. She looked at him as though at any second she expected him to leap on her, but he merely picked up her discarded blade and tossed it back to Grimbold. Bowing politely again, he offered her his arm. 
 
    “If you would join me in the yard, then we will explain the situation to your people.” 
 
    Melara glared at the proffered limb as though it were some venomous serpent, but she took it regardless, as he knew she would. Being a noble hostage was exactly as terrible as the hostage chose to make it. 
 
    He could feel her trembling as they walked, and even more so when she first laid eyes on the huskarls waiting in the corridor. She actually clutched at him at one point when the grim-looking Sverkers formed up around them for the descent back to the yard. Richard thought it interesting that he was a more comforting figure to her than her countrymen were.  
 
    He attempted to draw Melara into conversation, to try and put her at ease. “I have to say, my lady, that you did not make this easy for us. Filling in the culvert on the east wall, that was an excellent notion.” 
 
    She did not return his glance, instead staring proudly ahead, but he thought he caught the traces of a smile flickering on her lips.  
 
    They must have cut a curious sight, the muddy Kallandish knight and the Sverker noblewoman, who was still barefoot and in her nightgown, walking through the castle arm-in-arm. As they made their way along the corridors and staircases, the huskarls cried out in the Sverker tongue, informing the hiding inhabitants that Melara had surrendered their castle, and that they should come out and present themselves to their captors. Some even did, poking their heads out to see their count’s daughter walk past, and then sheepishly joining the rear of the group.  
 
    But not enough did, and by the time they reached the yard, Richard realized that something more drastic was needed. No matter what it took, Hohenfels had to be completely under his command by the end of the day.  
 
    The castle folk who had surrendered or been captured thus far were gathered by the keep steps, and a low moan of horror rippled through them as they saw their mistress brought out by her Kallandish captor. Richard led her to the centre of the yard, where the pair of them were perfectly framed by Matilde’s crossbowmen up on the walls at their back, watching carefully. Turning to Melara he spoke softly but firmly. “My lady, I need you to translate my words to your people. Do not think to twist my meaning, for Grimbold will tell me.” 
 
    “Too bloody right,” the huskarl muttered, and Melara nodded in reluctant agreement. Richard released his grip on her arm, and raised his voice so that it would carry to all in the yard. They might not understand him, but they would hear his tone, and know that he was serious. 
 
    “Hohenfels has fallen,” he began, without glee or mockery, simply stating a fact. “Lady Melara has surrendered it to me, as representative of Their Graces, King Sigismund and Queen Astrid of Kalland and Sverkermark.” 
 
    Melara spat her cousin’s name with some fury as she translated, but Grimbold nodded to Richard approvingly. She was keeping up her end of the deal. 
 
    “Some of you may feel aggrieved towards us,” he continued apace. “Some of you may have lost friends or kin today. Many of your folk are not gathered here at all. That will not suffice.” 
 
    He drew his sword from its sheath midway through Melara’s translation, and her voice slipped a little. He made no threatening gesture with the weapon, merely held it over one shoulder casually. 
 
    “I have no desire for further bloodshed, and so I am offering to all the folk of Hohenfels a single hour of amnesty. Go out into your castle, and find your friends and your family. Tell them that all who gather here at the end of the hour will be treated honourably. Provided that they surrender arms, they will be allowed to remain here in the castle, in the service of the new master of Hohenfels.” 
 
    There was a rumble of whispered voices from amongst the assembled castle folk. It was obvious that they had not expected such soft treatment. Given the option, Richard would have preferred to simply let them leave, but someone would have to do all of the cooking and cleaning, and he would need all of his soldiers ready to resist Count Sune’s eventual assault. One hundred soldiers were not enough to both operate and defend a castle of this size. 
 
    “But let me be clear,” he added, his voice becoming stern, “that this amnesty is contingent on the surrender of the entire company of Hohenfels. If at the end of the hour I do not see all of your people gathered here in this yard, then Lady Melara will be executed.” 
 
    To her credit, Melara did not seem to skip a beat, and continued to relay his words. But she grew paler, and the prideful disdain she had been wearing on her face since her capture cracked slightly. 
 
    “From her execution, the amnesty will be extended by one final hour, and if at the end of that time you still defy me, then my soldiers will head out into the castle and they will kill every man, every woman, and every child that they encounter. There will be no mercy for any of you.” 
 
    Once Melara was done translating, Richard threw his arms out wide, making sure that he held his sword over her head as he did so to emphasise his point. “Go forth into the castle, and relay my words. I trust that I will see all of you again, within the hour.” 
 
    As the Sverkers scattered, Richard returned the sword to his hip. Lady Melara turned around, her eyes somehow conveying both coldness and vulnerability. 
 
    “You are a liar,” she said. “You will not kill me.” 
 
    Richard smiled. “It will give me no pleasure,” he replied, and he meant it too. “But your cousin told me only to capture this castle. She made no specific provision for you.” 
 
    “But…you do not know the people, you cannot know how many…” 
 
    Yngvard appeared from amongst the knot of huskarls at the keep steps. At that very moment, as she sighted her father’s ‘loyal’ warrior in the company of her enemy, the truth of her situation dawned upon her. That fierce mask of pride and superiority collapsed, and Richard saw her for what she truly was; a very young girl caught up in a brutal, ruthless war. She had thought she was so clever, chopping down trees and filling in culverts, but in the end it had not been enough.  
 
    He felt sorry for her in that moment, and reached a hand out to pat her upon the shoulder, before he realised how ridiculous that was. The last thing she wanted now was her enemy’s comfort. “I am sorry,” he said simply, and she nodded, tears welling up in her eyes.  
 
    They were both hoping for the same thing, now. They were hoping that her people valued her life above their own freedom and honour. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Affinity 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa directed her horse closer to Tannerus’ side. It was a difficult maneuver, as she had never been much of a rider. She had never needed to be one, for Estwic was a city for walking. Nessa had often enjoyed roaming the streets of the Free City on her own, after the teaching was done, and if it was a warm enough evening. She had not realized, until now, just how much those nights had meant to her. Four days she had been in Kalrond, and already she missed that freedom of movement keenly.  
 
    Estwic was a city for walking, but Kalrond was something else entirely. For Nessa to leave the palace precinct required an armed guard, if she were to leave it on horseback. If she wanted to walk the streets, then she would find herself with a half-dozen companions. She wore a hood even in daylight, to hide her elven features, but surrounded by so many of the royal armsmen, she could scarcely have attracted more attention if she had ridden stark naked.  
 
    Riding as she did now with Tannerus, they drew even more attention. As a privy councillor, Tannerus was guarded not just by five armsmen but also by three of the Knights of the Household in their silvered-steel armour, who rode around them in a circle. But it was not just their escort that made them noticeable. Tannerus was the kind of man who attracted attention on his own. There could not be many tall, dark-skinned mages in Kalrond. He was a living legend, and a living legend could hardly pass by unnoticed. 
 
    They were riding down to the Royal Harbour, where the old warehouse that Tannerus had decided to convert into his new school was located. Nessa had been happy when he had suggested that she accompany him, for though she was enjoying certain aspects of palace life, it could be terribly oppressive at times. There was so much formality, so many strange traditions and rules. Everyone was polite, of course, and greeted her with more respect than she had expected. Her servants in particular were attentive and courteous, and did not behave at all like that very first girl who had brought her food.  
 
    She frowned. Her servants…  
 
    She did not like to think of them that way, of course, for that was in itself one of the strangest things about the palace. There had been no servants at the school in Estwic. There had been an old woman named Inga, who came in and cleaned from time to time, and of course there was Maron the dwarven cook, but they had always been treated as the equals they were. She found the Kallandish concept of service to be quite distasteful at times. 
 
    The only thing she had truly been enjoying these last few days was her work. After all the tribulations of their journey to Kalrond, it was pleasant to return to what she had always felt most comfortable doing; the teaching of magic.  
 
    The lessons with Anneka were progressing well, even in such a short period of time. The younger girl possessed an aptitude for magic that went beyond anything Nessa could have predicted. Once Anneka had come to understand that magic was in many ways no different to swordplay or any other physical skill, much of the mystery had seemed to fade away.  
 
    Most students hated the regimen of practice, the endless repetition of the same task, but Anneka had set to this as if she enjoyed it. They had not yet moved on from conjuring mage lights, but already the younger girl was on the cusp of controlling the movement of those lights. In just four days she had done this; a remarkable feat. But then, she was a remarkable young woman. 
 
    There were two Annekas really, as far as Nessa could see. There was the one who had first greeted them to Kalrond, the Regent Anneka, who was the epitome of grace and authority, the Anneka that was the ruler of a nation. And then there was the student Anneka, who was no less able, but who was more open. In their lessons she had displayed a quality that was almost vulnerable to Nessa, who never ceased to be astonished by it. It was hard to believe, sometimes, that this fragile young girl left the room to make decisions that affected the lives of people across a country. 
 
    It had sparked a deep curiosity in Nessa, for though they had spoken no more on personal matters since that first lesson, she had felt the boundaries between them eroding daily. From an initial stance of awkwardness and fear, she had come quickly to enjoy Anneka’s company, and though she could barely believe so, it seemed that the regent was becoming just as comfortable with her. Who was this girl, that she might be so many different things? Who was she that she could be the Regent of Kalland, and talk with men and women of such importance, but then so easily be comfortable with someone as lowly as Nessa as well? 
 
    Nessa characterized her interest in Anneka’s life as being an academic one, but that was not entirely true. In all her life, she had never really had a friend, not one of her own age at least. Perhaps it was too early, or too presumptuous of her to think of Anneka as a potential friend; after all, the gulf between them was as wide as the Frozen Sea. But that was what it felt like, albeit to someone who had little idea what friendship did feel like.  
 
    She was curious in particular about Anneka’s background, but she had seen the pain in the other girl’s eyes when she spoke about her father. She did not want to cause Anneka further pain by asking, but neither could she abandon her curiosity. In the end, Tannerus was the only person she could think to ask about it, which was why she now sidled up to him, here on the street as they rode. 
 
    “Master,” she began, and Tannerus glanced at her, his eyes bright and open. “What were the regent’s parents like? You knew them, did you not?” 
 
    She was not surprised when his expression turned to a frown. She had heard smatterings of gossip aboard Eormanric, and in the corridors of the Palace of Morcar. Gossip seemed to be the lifeblood of court. But although she had heard a great many secrets being traded about a great many people, many of whom she had never even heard of, not once had the courtiers ever discussed a member of the House of Toran in the same way. “Why do you ask, my dear?” Tannerus replied guardedly. 
 
    Clearly, this was a sensitive subject for everyone, but Nessa still did not know why. Nor did she want to tell him the real reason for her curiosity. She knew that she would appear nosy, or obsessive. “It is just that I have not heard them spoken of,” she said. “Not even here at court.” 
 
    Tannerus nodded, a rueful smile on his face. “King Sigismund, I am told, does not think highly of gossip, and least of all when it concerns his family.” He sighed. “It is one of the many things that is different from his grandfather’s court.” 
 
    They continued to ride in silence for a time. At first it did not seem as though Tannerus was going to give her any information. Nessa had just begun to consider her task a failure, and was prepared to spend the remainder of the ride in uncomfortable silence, when the old mage sighed, and began to speak. 
 
    “Her mother was a wonderful young woman,” he said sadly. “Her name was Laria, Laria Kingsland. She was beautiful, proud and fierce, just like her elder sister Alyssandra, who was one of our comrades during the rebellion.” He shook his head. “It was a great blow to the court when she died, scarcely three months after bringing the regent into this world. She would have made a fine queen…which is more than can be said for Konrad,” he added, and there seemed to be more sadness in that statement than in any before. “You have to understand,” he said quietly, “that being the descendent of a hero is not easy. Bohemond was more than just a king to this country; he was a symbol, a legend. For Sigismund and Anneka, it must be difficult, knowing that every single action that they take is measured against the standards of their grandfather.” He shook his head. “But hard as it is for them, you cannot imagine how hard it was for Konrad. He was Bohemond’s son, his only child. It was known from the very moment of his birth that one day he would rule Kalland, and so everything he did was watched, and noted. I was his teacher when he was a young man, I watched him grow up.” Tannerus smiled, and this time there was no sorrow. “He was a fine young man. He had every reason to be distant and superior, but instead he was kind, charming and generous. He cared deeply for his friends, and for his family. But alas,” and now his expression hardened again, “he was not Bohemond. He did not possess his father’s gravity, or his strength, or his intellect. And worst of all, they both knew it.” 
 
    Another moment passed in silence, as Tannerus collected his thoughts, and Nessa waited patiently. She almost felt that she could understand what it had been like for the young Konrad. She understood not being the child that her father wanted. 
 
    “As he grew to manhood,” Tannerus said, “Konrad knew that he was not the man, or the leader that his father was. And so he decided that he would not try to be. He would be his own kind of man, his own kind of king. Where Bohemond had ruled with authority, Konrad would rule with charm; where Bohemond surrounded himself with warriors and scholars, Konrad would patronize artists and poets. In his own way, I think that he was trying to continue his father’s legacy. Bohemond had initiated the rebirth of Kalland as a society; his son tried to resurrect its culture.” He shook his head. “But after Lady Laria’s death, Konrad changed. His interests in the pleasures of life moved from being idealistic to being his purpose in life. Konrad became a drinker, a gambler, a lover of women and men and food and sport. In truth, he was nothing less than a typical nobleman of his age, but in the eyes of his people, the son of Bohemond could not have such a life. His intimate circle at court became a byword for licentiousness and hedonism. When he became king, it was expected that he would put such pursuits behind him, but he chose instead to live the only way he knew how and his people grew to despise him for it.” He sighed deeply. “Even as far away as Estwic he was a…a joke, a good topic to bring up at dinner and laugh about. I can only imagine how poorly he was spoken of here. Even in death, he served as an embarrassment to his people. He went hunting, I am told, and while drunk he fell from his horse and broke his neck. He had been king for just seven years, and it seems that in the four years since his death, the Kallandish people have done their best to forget him.” The old mage bore a thoughtful expression, rubbing his chin. “King Sigismund, I am told, despises his father’s memory, modeling himself on those virtues he sees in his grandfather. The court that we see here today is much…darker than it was even in Bohemond’s day, far more martial and serious.” He shook his head, sighing sadly. “I remember the days that Sigismund and Anneka were born, and they were the only days I ever saw Konrad shed tears. For all his faults, Konrad was a good father, and I am told that the regent loved him dearly.” He met Nessa’s gaze, and there was a clarity in his eyes that made her start. He knew why she was asking these questions! 
 
    “If the regent does not often speak of her father, Arnessa, then I imagine it is because she cannot stand the look in people’s eyes when she does so.”  
 
    Nessa nodded silently. She could think of nothing to say after that recounting. The reasons for Anneka’s quiet sorrow were clear.   
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The ride progressed in silence until they passed from the street they were following into a small square that Nessa judged to be a marketplace. The streets they had ridden had been well traveled, but empty by comparison to the market. There looked to be hundreds of people gathered around the stalls, haggling and arguing. The bodyguards surrounding Nessa and Tannerus moved into a far tighter formation, for the sake of space as much as anything else. Nessa’s experience of the Palace of Morcar and the huge number of people that inhabited it had left her better prepared for the sight and sound of the crowd than she would have been when she first arrived in Kalrond. But she was still amazed at such a mass of people. To think that this was just one market out of dozens in the city… 
 
    As they rode in they drew considerable attention, and suddenly clapping and cheering started among the people gathered in the square. Tannerus actually started to wave back, which brought even stronger cheering, and Nessa had to laugh at the sight. “You are still remembered, Lord Tannerus,” she chuckled.  
 
    To her surprise, the mage laughed, and shook his head. “I sincerely doubt that any of them have the slightest idea who I am, my dear. They are not cheering for me, they are cheering for her.” 
 
    And he was right, for now people in the crowd were calling out. “Long live the regent!” they cried, and “Ancestors’ grace upon Regent Anneka!” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes widened with sudden realization. “They think that I am her,” she breathed. But Tannerus shook his head again. 
 
    “There may be some who think that, but most know that Anneka is somewhat taller than you,” he replied dryly.  
 
    “Then why are they cheering and shouting?” she asked, baffled by the crowd’s behaviour. 
 
    He shrugged, a slight grin on his face. “Affinity, my dear, for the bonds of association. They do not know our names, but they see that we wear the royal arms, that the Knights of the Household accompany us, and so they know that we are of the regent’s affinity. Since the attempt on her life, she has become very popular with the people, and so we are popular by association. I daresay that you could pull down that hood, if you wanted to.” 
 
    Nessa touched the hood of her cloak absently. It was true, so she understood from the court gossip, that Anneka was the darling of the city right now. Nessa had assumed that had always been the case, and had been surprised to learn that Kalrond had been baying for the regent’s blood only weeks before. Anneka herself had heavily downplayed the entire business, but it seemed that her popularity was more than just a palace whisper. Whether it was the attempt on her life, or her conciliatory behaviour since, Anneka had clearly gained her people’s love.  
 
    Tannerus continued to wave even as they departed the square, the cries of the crowd fading behind them. It seemed to be the expected thing, though Nessa herself was not comfortable enough to do the same. Nor could she bring herself to lower her hood. One day perhaps, but not just yet. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Edmund Barying is dead, Your Grace,” said Giguere. It took Anneka a few moments to recognize the name. When she did she had to stifle a gasp, for his face jumped into the forefront of her mind. She had seen that face for only a few seconds, but it was doubtful she would ever forget it. 
 
    “Dead?” she breathed. “When? How?” 
 
    Giguere shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. The other privy councillors in the Great Chamber were conspicuously silent. The Tyran had apparently been singled out by the rather childish politics of the Privy Council as the sole burden-carrier of this particular news. Anneka might ordinarily have felt a twinge of sympathy for someone in this position, but she was flustered by the abrupt revelation of the assassin’s death. “How did he die, Master Giguere?” she repeated, and finally the big man swallowed his nerves. 
 
    “Under questioning, Your Grace,” he said. 
 
    “You mean under torture?” Anneka replied, and Giguere nodded wretchedly. 
 
    “Oui, Your Grace, under torture. Giguere is told that he would not speak for days, and so the interrogators were forced to place him upon the rack. But he was much weakened already, and…” 
 
    His voice trailed away. Anneka did not need to hear further details; she could easily imagine Barying’s end. So he was dead. 
 
    It surprised her that she was not sure in that moment how she felt about it. She had known that at some point his interrogation would end, and that he would be tried. It was a formality, for half of Kalrond had seen him attempt to kill her. He would then have been executed, and though the end result was the same, somehow it felt different to her. It was as though he had escaped punishment, as though he had been allowed to hurt her and to get away with it. Part of her did know how ridiculous that sounded. He had clearly suffered more in his death upon the rack than he would have done on the gallows, and yet still she felt that she had been cheated.  
 
    Mixed with that strange disappointment was relief. Ever since that day on the temple steps, there had been a persistent thought in the back of her mind, whenever she stopped to think or started to sleep, that as long as he was alive, Barying was a threat to her. He could escape, her mind would say, he could escape and come for you again. Now he could never hurt her or her family again, but even as she realized that, still more dark thoughts floated to the surface. 
 
    “What of any accomplices or fellow conspirators? Did he speak of others?” she demanded, unsure as to whether she truly wanted to hear the answers. 
 
    Giguere licked his fat lips nervously. “The High Constable believes others were involved, but hélas, Barying never spoke of them. Sir John is continuing his investigation.” 
 
    Anneka’s lip curled. Sir John Gallen. That was an inspired appointment. Truth be told, she could not remember much about him before he was exiled. He had been one of Sigismund’s knights, not hers. But she did recall that he murdered one of Alvise Alfredsson’s retainers in an illegal duel, which did not speak highly as to his character. “When did this happen?” she asked absently. 
 
    “Three days ago, Your Grace,” Giguere replied. 
 
    That snapped her back into the room. “Three days?” she spluttered, rising up from her chair in swift anger. “The man who tried to kill me has been dead for three days, and yet this is the first I hear of it?” 
 
    Giguere looked helplessly at his fellows, and finally someone came to his aid. Sir Robert Toran smiled awkwardly. “The High Constable believed that delaying word of the assassin’s death might make it easier to root out his allies.” 
 
    Anneka stared at her cousin in disbelief. She could understand not making a public announcement, but not to inform her…“It sounds to me,” she began acidly, “as if the High Constable is struggling with this task. Perhaps he should be replaced.” 
 
    A few of the councillors, Vanamir Cieszyn most notably, were nodding assent, but it seemed that Sir John had some allies in the room. Giguere and Sir Robert were shaking their heads firmly, but it was Chancellor Cale who actually came to Gallen’s defense. He sat up, stroking his beard thoughtfully. Anneka glared at him with more hostility than he probably deserved. It was strange having him here. 
 
     In the short time that she had been regent, she had grown accustomed to the privy councillors she had worked with, and when Cale returned it had thrown her. He may have been Sigismund’s chief minister, but that only made it more difficult for her to accept him. It was as though her brother had come back; though she knew that was stupid. They were all her brother’s people. Treating Cale as if he were the only one would be childish. 
 
    “You have something to say, Lord Chancellor,” she said, forcing a smile onto her face. Cale nodded.  
 
    “Your Grace, while I was not present when the decision was made to appoint Sir John, I believe that to replace him now would only harm the investigation.”  
 
    “And how is that, my lord?” she asked icily. 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders helplessly. “Like it or not, Your Grace, he is already at the heart of the affair. From what Master Giguere tells me, Sir John has a feel for the investigation, and despite his errors so far, his removal would only create more confusion.” He paused, and she could see in his expression that a part of him could scarcely believe what he was saying. “You must…trust him, Your Grace. Trust that he will get to the bottom of this matter.” 
 
    Anneka was not sure that trusting a man like Gallen was a wise idea, but she had no great desire to spar with the council over this. There was, however, one voice she had not heard yet, one that she would have expected to speak by now, for one side or the other. “Baron Gallen,” she asked, “do you agree with the Lord Chancellor? Should I continue to place my trust in your brother?” 
 
    Elethea Gallen looked up, startled. Like most of the minor privy councillors, she was not a frequent speaker. Anneka had no notion as to why half of the people on her brother’s council were there, if they did not speak. The more time she spent with these councillors, the greater her amusement at her initial fear of them grew. 
 
    Elethea could be a forbidding character, beautiful and cold much like Astrid, but in this moment she looked torn, all poise disappeared. It was obvious that she was in two minds about her brother. “Your Grace,” Elethea managed finally, “I agree with Baron Cale. John has his problems, this I cannot deny, but he is…very loyal, to Your Grace, and to Your Grace’s family. I…I trust him, to do this.” 
 
    Despite the frowning and the black looks from Gallen’s detractors, there was little real dissent, so Anneka nodded reluctantly. “Very well. Sir John Gallen shall continue as High Constable.” She glanced over at Giguere meaningfully. “But make it very clear to him that there can be no further mistakes in his investigation, and that if anything like the death of Edmund Barying goes unreported again, I will have him replaced.” The Tyran nodded his understanding.  
 
    Anneka rubbed her forehead. Her wound was reaching the stage of healing where it itched constantly, and the pain reminded her of the irony of this situation. Barying had intended to kill her, and now it was he who was dead.  
 
    “What other business is there?” she asked briskly. She had lessons with Nessa soon, and though she would not have admitted it openly, even amongst these people who knew her secret, the time she spent learning magic was the highlight of her day. It was not just that for the first time in four years she was beginning to feel in control of the talent, that she actually enjoyed exploring that power. It was also because of her teacher. To be entirely truthful, it was mostly because of her teacher.  
 
    She had known Nessa for only a few days, and yet already she felt closer to the half-elven girl than she did to friends and family she had known her entire life. In that first lesson she had told Nessa things about herself that no one else knew. Well, Lothor knows them now as well, she thought, and that brought her some sourness. She knew that the young knight had to be there, that he was only performing his duty, and yet she still felt strangely jealous that he shared in their time together.  
 
    Her interaction with Nessa was different to anything else in her experience. She had never felt so uncertain around a woman before, even when she was younger. It was confusing. Her body was absolutely certain of how to proceed, but her mind held it back. She did not know whether Nessa would be receptive to…well, to that.  
 
    Chances were that she would not, and no matter how drawn Anneka was to Nessa, she also needed to learn from her. Gaining control of the talent was far more important than satisfying her lusts. There were hundreds of women in this palace who would happily lie with the regent just for the hope of favour. This she told herself at least twenty times a day. 
 
    Even so, something was growing in her, a feeling she could not explain, greater than mere lust. Nessa was beautiful, yes, and kind, and sweet. But there was also vulnerability, a fragility that was born of a life of sorrow, which brought out a protective urge in Anneka. It seemed ridiculous, for Nessa was her tutor, as well as being older, but there was no other way to describe it. She wanted to guard the other girl from further sorrow. 
 
    It was not love. This Anneka was certain of, for everyone knew that love took time…far longer than she had known Nessa. Besides which, love was not something that a Toran was permitted. 
 
    She may not have known what any of this was, but one thing she was certain of was that she would rather be up there with Nessa than with the Privy Council. Alas though, it seemed that the business of the Crown was not yet over. It never really was over, she supposed. 
 
    “Your Grace has received a letter from the king,” Cale said, pulling a paper out from a sheaf. Anneka almost laughed. How was it that she was always the last to read her own correspondence?  
 
    She indicated with a gesture that the chancellor should get on with it. Cale cleared his throat, and for a moment she thought that he was actually going to read it aloud. It was bad enough that Cale was able to read Sigismund’s cold regards to her, without everyone else in this room hearing them as well. Thankfully though, Rybeck Cale favoured brevity in these dealings. 
 
    “His Grace writes from Altheim,” he said, “where he has landed with his army. He reports that Her Grace the queen has successfully completed her siege of the town of Thorn, and that with good conditions he will join her for the march north.” 
 
    There was polite clapping from the other councillors, even Duke Vanamir, who must have been seething that he, Kalland’s premier military commander, had been left behind. Anneka allowed them their show of respect for a few seconds, and then raised her hands. “See that this news is dispatched across Kalland. The people will be glad to hear of another victory in this war.” No matter how much grumbling there was about Sigismund’s war in Sverkermark, victories were always popular. She smiled formally at Cale. “Does the king say anything else?” 
 
    Cale nodded slowly. “His Grace broaches one other matter, yes. It was something that he had intended to see to himself, but was unable to do so before departing for the war.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “And that matter is?” 
 
    “The matter of Lord Bohemond’s education, Your Grace. The lad is now four years of age, and it is the king’s belief that the time has come for him to depart court.” 
 
    Anneka laughed uncertainly, not really understanding what he meant. “Depart court? To go where? He is a little young to attend the university, would you not say?” 
 
    There was a civil ripple of laughter from the councillors, and Cale smiled too, though he also shook his head. “As Your Grace is aware,” he said, “it is common for young men and women of the nobility to be sent at a young age to be raised among the households of those of their parents’ affinity; among other young people, so as to build up their own bonds of association. It is the king’s wish that Lord Bohemond be raised thus as well.” 
 
    Anneka stared at him. Send Bohemond away? After all that had happened in the last few weeks, the king would have her send her little nephew to some rural baron’s hovel, far away from the protections of the palace? “Is the king aware of certain recent events?” she demanded hotly.  
 
    “The king is aware of the attempt on your life, which is why he feels the urgency of this matter has increased.” Cale’s words were level, devoid of any personal bias, but Anneka could hear Sigismund’s voice behind them. Her brother thought she was a danger to his son, to his heir. 
 
    The worst part was that Sigismund was probably correct. It was impossible to ignore that there was something afoot in Kalrond, some plot against her, and it was not impossible that Bohemond would be caught up in it. “Where?” she asked, almost choking at the thought of sending him away.  
 
    It was her cousin Robert who raised his hand. “My nephew Edmund is of an age with Lord Bohemond,” he said, his smile reassuring. “My sister Helen’s youngest son. With your agreement, Your Grace, Lord Bohemond would be sent to Anskhaven under the supervision of Helen and my father. It would be strange for him at first, but he would be among family at the Tor, and thus he would be as safe there as he would be here under your care.” Robert was hardly renowned for his convincing and intelligent discourse, but he seemed to be trying hard now. His expression was sympathetic, but his tones were firm. “It would be good for him, Your Grace. There are not so many children here at court as there were when you and the king were growing up.” 
 
    That at least was true. Her brother’s court was not the same as her father’s or her grandfather’s had been. It was grimmer, and more martial, a reflection of the state of the country as a whole. It had not occurred to her before that her nephew might be lonely without children his own age. And though it tore at her heart, she knew that in this one thing, Sigismund might know what was best for the boy.  
 
    Reluctantly, very reluctantly, she nodded her assent. Sir Robert smiled at her encouragingly. “It will not be an immediate thing, Your Grace. Preparations will take time, for it will be a transfer of his entire household to Anskhaven. I cannot see Lord Bohemond departing for at least…at least a month.” 
 
    A month did not seem like enough time, but Anneka resolved in that moment to make the best of it. Bohemond had to know that he was not being sent away for any fault, that his family still loved him…that Anneka still loved him. Sigismund might well be right, but she damned him for it all the same. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    Anneka seemed to be struggling today. Although she was keeping up with everything that was set her, Nessa could see that her pupil’s mind was elsewhere. Whenever they stopped for rest Anneka was silent. Previously she had abounded with inquiries about many aspects of magic, but not today. 
 
    Nessa thought initially not to pry, especially after her earlier conversation with Tannerus, but as the hours wore on and Anneka did not snap out of her darkness, she resolved to ask. Of course she knew that being the effective ruler of an entire country must be stressful, but there seemed to be more to it than that. It was something more personal than the affairs of state. 
 
    Finally, when Anneka’s most recent mage light attempt simply flickered out of existence after a few seconds, far quicker than even her first attempt had, Nessa called a halt. Anneka looked more miserable in that moment than she had ever seen anyone look before, and Nessa’s reaction was instinctive. She had been teaching since she came of age, and there was only one method she knew of to comfort a sorrowful student. Even as she wrapped her arms around a startled Anneka, she began to realize how horribly inappropriate the action was. Some formalities had been eroded, yes, but surely not all… 
 
    When Anneka flinched, Nessa’s thoughts turned to panic. There was probably a law or something forbidding the hugging of royal family members. She definitely heard a choking sound coming from the direction of Sir Lothor, and any second expected to feel an armoured hand on her shoulder pulling her away. But that moment never came, and instead of simply standing there awkward and scandalized, Anneka’s arms gingerly moved to wrap around her, and return the embrace. Nessa could barely breathe, shocked by how forward her actions had been, but she could feel the younger girl’s chest rising and falling normally, as though they did this every day.  
 
    Anneka’s long golden hair brushed against Nessa’s face, and Nessa found herself taking a surreptitious sniff. She had never noticed how nice Anneka smelled before, like spring flowers and wine. She could not restrain a giggle at how strange an observation that was. To her relief Anneka snorted too, and then they both burst into laughter, their shoulders shaking as they continued to hold one another. 
 
    When they finally broke away, Anneka was smiling, all sign of the misery that had prompted Nessa’s lunge gone. The half-elf shook her head, suddenly feeling shy and awkward. “I am sorry,” she said. “But you looked very sad.” 
 
    Anneka nodded. Her hands were still on Nessa’s shoulders, and she abruptly removed them, turning around to face the window of her chamber. “It has been…a strange day,” she said. “I must confess that my mind has been occupied with matters other than your lessons.” 
 
    That revelation came as no great surprise to Nessa. “Tell me about these other matters,” she said gently, trying not to sound too curious. Anneka turned her head, a half-smile on her face, as though she could not believe the request was genuine. 
 
    “You did not leave your home, come all the way from Estwic to waste your time hearing such trivialities,” she said, but she sounded almost hopeful that the opposite was true.  
 
    It occurred to Nessa then that Anneka, being in the position she was, probably did not have many people she could talk to. She was treated with such courteous formality by everyone at court that she would only really be able to speak so openly with a court outsider. Someone like Nessa.  
 
    “If these matters distract you from our work together, then of course they are something I must hear about,” Nessa said, by way of explanation. It was not entirely the truth, but it was true enough. 
 
    Anneka continued to look at her, still uncertain as to whether, even after her words and gestures, Nessa was being serious. Nessa just kept smiling encouragingly, not pressing for details. Anneka clearly needed to talk, but she had to come to that realization on her own. 
 
    Finally Anneka laughed, turning back to the window. “Today,” she said, “I learned that the man who tried to assassinate me is dead, and has been so for three days. His interrogation proved too vigorous for him; and yet my advisors cannot tell me whether he worked alone or if there are others in this city that might do me harm.” 
 
    She paused, and Nessa opened her mouth to speak, though she did not really know what to say. But Anneka was not yet done, spinning around from the window, and there was anger on her face now, and frustration. 
 
    “But that alone is nothing. I have known since that day outside the temple that there could be a plot against my life. The Privy Council is sending my nephew away!” 
 
    The two statements seemed so unconnected to one another that Nessa did not understand. Were the two events related in some way? She had not yet met Anneka’s nephew, but she knew that he was very young, and that Anneka and he were close. That was surely why she was so upset. “Why are they sending him away?” she asked. 
 
    “Because Sigismund thinks that he will be caught up in the plot against me, that I am too dangerous to be a fit guardian to his son. Never mind that I have been his only guardian for the last few years. Yes, his life may be a little lonely without children his own age, but we can always bring some here…” 
 
    Anneka was pacing now, and it was unclear whether she was even aware that Nessa was listening anymore. Nessa’s question had unleashed a deluge of repressed emotion, and listening to Anneka rail against her brother, the king, Nessa could easily understand why it had been so tightly hidden. She was certain that people were not supposed to hear all of this. 
 
    Nessa took advantage of Anneka’s lapsed attention to flash a glance to Sir Lothor, their ever-present minder. The knight looked faintly sick; clearly he was not enjoying being brought into the regent’s confidence in this manner. He shook his head at her, but Nessa was not sure what he meant by it.  
 
    Ultimately she elected to simply stand and wait for the other girl’s outburst to subside. Anneka was clearly very angry with her brother, with her advisors, and with someone named Sir John, who Nessa did not know, but who was apparently not very good at whatever it was that he did. Some of the words she used to describe this last character Nessa did not even understand. She had never been given reason to learn Kallandish pejoratives; something she was now coming to see as an unfortunate gap in her education. 
 
    When at last her tirade was done, Anneka’s face was red and her breathing was heavy and ragged. “And…” she kept saying, over and over again, but no more words were coming.  
 
    “And you do not want him to go,” Nessa added tentatively. Anneka nodded gratefully. “I can understand,” Nessa said. “You feel he would be safer here than he would be somewhere else.” She looked around at the walls of Anneka’s chamber, thinking of the vast palace complex beyond. “It is hard to imagine that anyone could be in danger in a place such as this.” 
 
    Anneka nodded, but she had obviously caught something in Nessa’s voice. “But?” she asked. 
 
    Nessa understood that Anneka did not want to be separated from her nephew. It was clear that she had in many ways adopted him, and she was now reacting as any mother might when faced with separation from their child; and this made much the harder by the fact that, as she was not his parent in truth, she could have no real say in the matter. But… 
 
    Nessa sighed. “You said that he is lonely. Back in Estwic most of our students were children, and because even in the North magic frightens many people, often they were lonely until they came to our school and met other children like them. Hard as it is for you, you must think of his happiness. Let him go out find friends his own age. It will be difficult enough, given who his family are.”  
 
    Nessa understood loneliness. Even in a school of magic, she had stood out amongst the rest. Being half-elven was no different to being the child of a monarch in that respect. 
 
    Anneka threw up her arms. “I already agreed to it. I could not prevent it now if I tried. Still…” 
 
    Nessa smiled. “It is difficult to be a parent, and yet not be one. I have been Tannerus’ First Apprentice for five years, and in that time many students have passed through the school. It is not easy to watch them go, having spent so much time with them; but it must be so.” 
 
    Anneka nodded grudgingly, and Nessa presumed that might be the end of it. But the younger girl’s next question threw her. “Have you…ever thought of having a child yourself? Of being a parent in truth?” She smiled slightly. “I have a suspicion that you might be good at it.” 
 
    She might be smiling, but that strange look was there again, the one Nessa had noticed several times before. It was almost as though she was taking Nessa’s measure, but the half-elf had no idea by what criteria she was being judged. As for the question itself, to be a halfblood was a curse, and not one that she could allow herself to pass on to any child. But that was an uncomfortable thing to say. 
 
    “I have never really thought about that before,” she lied. “I have always been content simply with my work.” 
 
    And that seemed to be enough for Anneka, for the moment. She smiled again, a little ruefully, and to Nessa’s surprise and pleasure, returned to her sitting place on the floor, closing her eyes. A mage light flickered into existence, and then it was back to work, all else seemingly forgotten. But something had changed between them. If they had not been friends before, Nessa thought that they were now, and that brought her more pleasure than she could understand. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Secrets 
 
      
 
      
 
    John sat back at the table, a crude clay goblet in one hand. It was filled with some of the nastiest brew he had ever tasted, and after long months of exile, there was little he did not know about vile brews. It smelled like piss, and as he regarded the pig-faced and sweaty barman on the other side of the alehouse’s rotten common room, he could not discount the possibility that it was piss.  
 
    John had discarded his uniform, left his sword behind, and even muddied his face up with ditchwater, but still he was certain that the barman knew him for a fake. A nobleman disguised as a commoner, and though the foul peasant seemed happy to take John’s copper, it was clear that he had no love for his betters.  
 
    Kalrond had its Toran taverns, and its Alfredsson watering holes, and then it had the other kind of alehouse, the kind where the politics were more local than king versus duke. These were the kind of places where Kalland was nothing more than a fancy word, and reminding the patrons of its meaning was inadvisable. John was now sat in such a place, a little tavern buried somewhere among the dark backstreets of the Southshore district. It was so far beyond the ordinary reach of Kalrond life that it did not even have a real name. ‘The Place by the docks’ was what Brandon had called it, but this was a strange kind of anonymity. Everyone in Kalrond’s criminal underbelly knew about ‘the Place’. Or so he had been told. 
 
    As John glanced at what he grudgingly had to accept as his fellow patrons, he could scarcely believe that the constables had not yet burned the tavern to the ground. Everyone in the room, from the greasy barman, to the one-eared fellow eating a lump of cheese with a rusty dagger at the next table, to the suspiciously young and well-dressed woman in the corner, who looked like the demurest of virginal noblewomen, and yet was studiously avoided by all of the men and many of the women; every one of them had to be guilty of something. 
 
    And yet at the same time he could see also why they still possessed their liberty. These seedy types might be simple commoners, but any fool could see that they were dangerous. Bound by no code of honour that he could understand, he would not want to risk his life in trying to arrest any of them.  
 
    That John was here was a sign of how little faith he had in his subordinates, after the recent mishaps. There had been no real need for him to meet with Captain Brandon’s ‘friends’ personally, but he found that he could not trust Brandon to ask the right questions. The man’s mind was as slow as his manners were dull. No, John had to meet the thieves and bandits the old constable was associated with himself, and if that meant dressing up as some damn drover and drinking piss-water, then that was a price he was willing to pay. Better that than watch what remained of his investigation collapsing around him. 
 
    On reflection, it might have been a mistake to delay his report of the assassin Barying’s death to the Privy Council. But then he had not been sleeping well of late. Mad Edwin Haskell was fond of baying like a dog after dark, and it was taking more and more wine for John to be able to drift off through it. He made a mental note to speak to the cellarmaster at Balian’s Tower. Someone was putting too much water in his drinks. 
 
    So he had delayed the news for a few days, while he went out to speak with Brandon’s thieves. But they had been of no more use to him than Barying’s bloody mutterings. The house of Thomas Silversmith had been robbed, which had been a great revelation for him, but Brandon’s friends could not identify the perpetrators. It was not that they were defending brother criminals; they had been quick to add that. It was not an issue of their perverse codes of honour. It was simply that the Silversmith gang had been foreigners. Foreign not in the sense of having hailed from another land, but rather that they were not natives of Kalrond. Southerners, they had told John, to a chorus of sage nods. Kingsmarshers perhaps, or perhaps hailing from Anskhaven. What they had not been able to tell him was how they could know where the thieves had come from, and yet not know who the gang were. 
 
    Nor had any of Brandon’s friends known who it was that paid these southern thieves for their work, and subtle edgings towards Silversmith or leatherworkers had yielded nothing. John was beginning to worry. Giguere had been riding his back of late, threatening all manner of dire reprisals by the regent should the High Constable encounter another difficulty.  
 
    He could not believe that such words originated from young Anneka. She had always seemed the quiet sort, not given to violent deeds or threats. He thought it far more likely that his own enemies on the council were putting Giguere under pressure. But regardless of the origins of the pressure John was no fool, and he knew that he had to make a breakthrough, soon. He had come to ‘the Place’ to meet the last of Brandon’s motley associates, in the vain hope that they would be in possession of some insight, some little tidbit of information that he could use to turn his investigation around. But they had just repeated the same things he had heard from all the others. A group of Kingsmarsh men stole guns from some rich merchant. Does anyone know who sent them? No, Sir John. Perhaps it was another collector? It could have been the fucking Emperor of Kurenn for all John knew, and that knife-eared bastard would probably be easier to catch.  
 
    So after the thieves made their apologies and departed, John had remained. One alehouse was as good as another for getting drunk, and John felt he deserved a little drink after all the hardships he had endured. Besides which, there was nothing else left for him to do. There were no sudden sparks of cunning left in his mind, no previously glossed-over sources of information. All he had were the ashes of a dead assassin, some ramblings about leather, and a cup of piss in his hand.  
 
    No doubt Thomas Silversmith and his elusive court allies were sitting around somewhere, with real wine in their glasses, and having a good chuckle at John’s expense. Fuck them. He drained the clay cup in one draught, and briefly contemplated purchasing another. After almost gagging at the gruesome aftertaste, he decided against it. There were far better taverns even in this stinking part of the city where he might spend his coin. 
 
    John rose then, and were it not for his wise decision to leave at that moment, he might have missed a glimpse of the next person to enter the alehouse. His table was facing away from the door; had he elected to stay, the newcomer might very well have disappeared amongst the patrons by the time he next got up. 
 
    But he had made the decision, and so as he turned to leave he froze at the sight of the man. He was dressed-down, as John himself was, and had always lacked the looks of a man of good breeding, but the High Constable had spent enough time in his company in the old days not to need a second glance. Following behind the man was a big fellow, who had the poise and stance of a man of combat, a bodyguard. John started to chuckle to himself. He’d been a Knight of the Household long enough to be able to spot one of his fellows a mile away, no matter that fellow’s attempts to dress down. 
 
    Neither of them seemed to have spotted John yet, although their eyes were searching across the common room, and so he ducked down into his seat, his back to them. It did not occur to him to wonder why this man might have come to ‘the Place’, for he already knew. Surely, he had uncovered the snake in the palace.  
 
    With an appropriate period of time past, John got up again. The two men had moved from the door. There were enough people in the common room that he could shadow them without fear of being noticed himself, and the tavern’s patrons were not the curious sort, given that they were all criminals.  
 
    He watched as another man, a disreputable dandyish sort with a prominent scar across his mouth got up from his own table, and waved the courtiers in. John’s eyes bulged. This was almost too perfect to be actually happening. He did not think he could move in close enough to hear what was said, but he could certainly watch… 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    Garnier got up from his chair and flashed a broad and businesslike smile as the king’s man approached. The expression was not returned. The courtier moved awkwardly, though certainly not as awkwardly as his bodyguard did; the big man was staring all around as if expecting daggers to fly at any second. The courtier was much older, the dignified sort of fellow that would never ordinarily be caught dead with someone like Garnier. He had a fussy little beard on his chin, and a superior disposition. A typical City Man, Garnier thought. Land folk were all mad and dangerous, but the denizens of cities more so than most. 
 
    “You are Lord Cale, yes?” he asked, and the courtier seemed to flinch upon hearing his own name spoken aloud. 
 
    “I do not think it appropriate to use my family name or my title in a place such as this,” he replied. 
 
    Garnier had expected a thin, effete voice from the man, but it was surprisingly strong for a nobleman’s. He nodded his head at Cale’s observation. “What shall I call you then, sir?” 
 
    Cale scowled. “Rybeck will have to suffice.” 
 
    Garnier laughed merrily, indicating that the older man should join him at the table. “A curiously rustic choice, I have to say. Such imagination.” 
 
    “It is my name,” Cale said woodenly, causing one of Garnier’s eyebrows to twitch. 
 
    “Is that so?” he replied lightly. “You must have had interesting parents. I am myself comfortable with the use of either of my names. I am not…important enough to attract attention…” 
 
    “We have business to attend to, I belive,” Cale interrupted. 
 
    Garnier grinned impudently at him, although he inclined his head in apology. Truth be told, the reason he employed Will Ffalken as his agent was because these noble types brought out the worst in him. He could never resist the urge to taunt them, and so under ordinary circumstances it was better to leave such communication in the hands of Ffalken, who was far more adept at playing the meek commoner. But while Ffalken would have been more acceptable to Cale’s sensibilities, Garnier himself had the plan, and he dared not trust it to any middleman at this stage, not even Ffalken. 
 
    “May I offer you refreshment?” he began, and then realized where they were. With a wry chuckle, he waved a hand. “Come to think of it, I am sure that you would rather keep your sense of taste intact. To business then.” 
 
    Cale nodded, but said nothing. Clearly, Garnier was to be the driving force in this negotiation, which was fine and splendid, as far as he was concerned. He did so love to hear the sound of his own voice.  
 
    He sat forward in his seat. His tone was not conspiratorial, but it was low enough that only Cale could hear the bulk of what was said. “You contracted my guild to acquire a sequence of items, of apparently little worth, for which you paid a not inconsiderable amount of gold. I was assigned these contracts, and completed the first two, to your satisfaction, I hope.” He left it there, and waited until Cale reluctantly nodded his assent. “The third contract was cancelled by my guild master,” he continued, “who no doubt cited any number of risks and phantom terrors for his reasoning.” He waved his hand in a dismissive fashion when he spoke of Bellows’ reasons. Cale nodded slowly, and Garnier thought he could see a glint in the other man’s eyes. The glint of a man about serious work. 
 
    “You do not agree with Master Bellows’ assessment of the risks involved?” Cale asked, his voice neutral. Garnier shook his head. 
 
    “I do not. That is not to say that I do not believe the risks exist, for only a fool could not see them. However, I have a plan that will circumvent any possible dangers to you and to the…party that you represent. All dangers and all risk will fall solely upon myself.” 
 
    Cale frowned. “It is inconceivable that this thing could be done to avoid any suspicion falling upon my employer.”  
 
    Garnier shrugged his shoulders. “There will always be suspicion, of course, but suspicion alone will not invoke consequences. My plan spreads the suspicion so wide that untangling the true author of it would be impossible.” 
 
    Cale raised an eyebrow. “Impossible?” he said meaningfully, and Garnier sighed. 
 
    “Not impossible,” he admitted, “but unlikely.” 
 
    “And what is this bold plan then?” Cale asked, in an artfully off-hand manner. “How do you intend to defeat an entire squadron of the Imperial Navy, and breach the most impregnable fortress on the Bitter Sea, while leaving the Kurenni with no notion of who ordered the attack?” 
 
    Garnier grinned.  “Are you certain that you want the full details of the plan?” he asked, and he could see from Cale’s face that the king’s man did not. But at the same time, the courtier needed something solid to take back to his masters. 
 
    “Not the full details,” Cale conceded. “But I would know some of what you intend.” 
 
    “Very well,” Garnier shrugged. “It is not complicated. I have a number of associates, fellow privateers. These men and women have flown under many flags, almost exclusively in the Narrow Sea. If you agree to my plan, I will form a small fleet of these associates to assault Draconnar. I have devised a means of drawing the Imperial fleet out of the port, allowing us to raid it unhindered. And I must stress, Rybeck,” he raised a finger in the air, to emphasise the point, “this will be a raid. There will be plunder, and rapine, and much mayhem. To hide the theft of the sword, we must steal everything of value in Draconnar. To the survivors, it must seem to have been a pirate attack; well-coordinated yes, but with no intention beyond plunder. The captains involved are Narrowsmen, not known in the waters of the Bitter Sea, and as they sail with many nations, no one nation will fall under suspicion. The Kurenni will be angry, but they will not know where to turn for vengeance, and so there will be no vengeance.”  
 
    Cale looked somewhat uncomfortable at the thought of the horrors such a raid would inflict on the people of Draconnar. But at the end of the day they were Kurenni subjects, and he had his own people to consider in this strange business. 
 
    “A bold plan, Captain Fox,” he said, the first hint of smile curling on his lips. “The formation of a fleet, an alliance of captains. Difficult to believe that all this can be achieved for five hundred towers.” 
 
    Garnier arched his hands before him, smiling evenly. “Well, of course the work is going to be a little more complicated than the original contract imagined. My price is now five thousand gold towers.” 
 
    Cale spluttered, half-rising from his seat before seemingly remembering where he was. “Five thousand?” he hissed, while lowering himself back into the chair. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “Such a sum is hardly beyond the Crown’s ability to raise,” he said. “And as you say, the hiring of ships and captains, and the inherent dangers of such a mission…” He gestured helplessly. “The price is five thousand towers.” 
 
    It was a lie, of course. What with all the plunder to be had, he could have bought two-dozen captains for considerably less, and he himself would have taken the job for free, though there was no need to advertise that. 
 
    Cale was making a big show of being horrified and reluctant to countenance such a sum, but Garnier knew that was a lie as well. The moment the nobleman had walked into the tavern, he had agreed to the proposal. All that remained was the subtle dancing of words, a negotiation that was not a negotiation.  
 
    “Do you know how hard it is to arrange for a sum as large as that to simply disappear?” Cale muttered absently, and Garnier pretended not to have heard, though it was a useful thing to know. This job was so secret that the Crown had to hide the expenditure. Garnier had his suspicions, but it was only now as he spoke to Cale that he was beginning to draw the threads together; to determine exactly what it was that was going on here. “This is intolerable,” Cale was saying. “You came to me, and yet still you would extort…” 
 
    “No,” Garnier said firmly, cutting the nobleman off abruptly. “You came to me, Rybeck. My agent may have approached you first, but in the end it was you who came down here. That tells me how important these seemingly valueless trinkets are to you.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair, enjoying the agony on Cale’s face. “I am but a sailor, Rybeck, and I have no interest in the politics of kings. But I do hear things, from time to time. They say that your master is a warmonger, and that he does not care for his people, only for his own glory. They say that there are far better men and women who could rule. The old royal house is gone, and this new line leaves much to be desired.” 
 
    “That is treason,” Cale whispered, but his heart was not in it, and Garnier only smiled in response.  
 
    “I have pondered often on the things you sent me to find. They are a curious collection, to be sure. A mouldy old book, a gaudy pendant, and a rusty sword. On the face of it, hardly worth a fine nobleman such as you exchanging words with trash like myself.” He took a dramatic sip from the filthy goblet in front of him before continuing. “But as I said, I have pondered on these objects a great deal in recent days. The book, I recall, contained a collection of stories, old tales from Kallandish history. You know the kind, heroes sallying forth to bring war to the enemies of their king. Very exciting of course, full of vigour and gallantry, but I don’t think I would have thought much of it beyond that, had I not heard one of those very tales on the streets yesterday. I think you know the one I mean.” 
 
    Garnier would not characterize Cale’s expression in that moment as fearful. Never that. But he did look like a man caught out in some perversion, one who was uncertain as to how his fellows would react. 
 
    “Three separate times, three separate people I heard tell that tale,” Garnier said with a grin. “A tale of those ancient days when the borders of Kalland did not stretch beyond the shores of Kalmar Island, when its king was just one among many. Of how a certain son of the king set forth with ships and warriors and captured the town of Anskhaven from the Sverkers. Of the great castle he built there, among a people who did not build with stone. Of how he became known in that land as Tor Rhain, which is ‘Tower-Builder’ in the old tongue. Of the dynasty Tor Rhain founded there.” 
 
    Barely pausing for a breath, he moved on. “Then we have the pendant. A nice enough piece of jewelry, but I thought little else of it…until my agent told me it once belonged to Alfred the Founder, the father of Kalland. Don’t you find that a curious coincidence, Rybeck? Now, I do not know what the true pedigree of the sword is, save that it was stolen, as the Founder’s pendant was, by the Kurenni during the Occupation.” He grinned roguishly. “But I would happily wager that this blade was once held by the kings of the House of Kalmar. And in knowing that, a pattern emerges.” 
 
    He could have cut through stale bread with the silence at the table, but still he maintained an easy air of familiarity, that of two men speaking about things of little consequence. “As I have said, I know little of politics. But reputations…I know all about reputations. You have your people on the street, preaching like Speakers of the Faith, telling the commons that the House of Toran is descended from the royal blood of the House of Kalmar. But rumour alone will not suffice; no matter how oft repeated it is. Oftentimes symbols are more important than words. With the sword and pendant in his hands, the symbols of the old line of kings, who could possibly deny your young master’s right to sit upon his throne, to pass it on to his son when he dies? Who could possibly challenge the House of Toran then?” 
 
    “Of course,” he added, “this is a scheme that may take years to bear fruit. I imagine it will be quite some time before the pendant appears around the king’s neck; long enough for the Kurenni to have forgotten the mysterious disappearance of Lord Hava Jaka’takai and his family. The sword will not re-emerge until many years after an assault upon Draconnar has faded into vague memory. The details of its acquisition must remain a secret even amongst your people as well, for symbols do not remain so powerful when the sordid details of how they came to be are revealed.” 
 
    Garnier laughed, and it was a genuine expression of admiration, as genuine as his next words. “Truly I thought myself a clever man, but this plan puts me to shame. I mean that, Rybeck. To be even a small part of this grand scheme is both an honour and a privilege.” And the opportunity to deliver such a stinging humiliation to the Kurenni was nothing to be sniffed at, either. 
 
    Cale was looking at him differently now. There was no longer the faint air of superiority, the stare of a nobleman forced to speak with the pond scum that he ruled over. It was instead a grudging acceptance that Garnier was more intelligent than he appeared. “Very good,” Cale said, the first time had spoken in some time. “This plan has been worked upon since long before you were born, and yet you have cut to the heart of it in a single sitting. Quite remarkable, really. Now,” and it was Cale’s turn to lean forward, a cold frown on his face, “what is to stop Sir Imbert gutting you right now, for the things you have learned?” 
 
    Garnier looked up at the named man. He did not look much like a knight, but then neither did Cale look like a nobleman. Imbert did look very big, however, and his hand rested easily on his sword. Garnier had no one to stand at his back, and the ruffians that drank here would not come to his aid. 
 
    He should have been afraid, perhaps, but he wasn’t. Death had never been something he had feared, not after everything he had seen, and everything that he had done. He did not fear death, but neither did he welcome it. Death was an adversary like any other, and Garnier Fox had yet to meet an adversary he could not defeat with either words or cunning. 
 
    “Nothing can stop him,” he said seriously, “but I know one thing that will hold his blade. You need that sword from Draconnar, and though you do not truly believe that my plan will succeed, you are willing to risk it.” 
 
    Cale smiled, as though Garnier’s words were absurd. “We have the tales on the street, and we have the pendant,” he said. “What makes you think that we need the sword as well? We have our symbol, as you put it.” 
 
    Garnier shook his head, a faint grin on his lips. “The pendant is pretty, yes, but alone it is not much of a symbol of anything. The common people are simple, but not so simple that just any ancient bauble will sway them to your beloved Red Tower. But your king, the grandson of the great liberator, with the sword of his regal ancestors in hand…now that is a symbol. With pendant alone, you might hold onto the crown for a while longer. But with that sword you could forge an empire.” 
 
    For a moment, it looked as though Cale would discount his words entirely, unleash his knight regardless. But slowly his eyes softened, and a smile began to form on his lips. “Five thousand gold towers, you say?” 
 
    Garnier nodded breathlessly. “Five thousand towers.” 
 
    Cale sighed. “It may be within the Crown’s means to bear it, but such a cost! Most people in this land will never see such a sum in their entire lives, and yet I am to hand it to you for a single task.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “That price buys you a stable and secure throne for the Red Tower. I think that if I asked for five million gold towers, you would pay it.” 
 
    Cale snorted. “Perhaps. It seems that it is true what others have said about you, Captain Fox; you are a pirate.” 
 
    “The king’s own pirate, my lord,” Garnier replied with an elegant incline of his head. 
 
    “Indeed.” The nobleman rose from his seat, offering his hand, which Garnier took solemnly. The time for japes and mockery had passed; there was serious work ahead of him. There was much still to plan, much remaining to chance. A great many of the particulars had yet to fall in place. But Cale did not have to know that either. 
 
    “Where shall I send the gold?” the nobleman asked as he readied to depart. 
 
    “My ship is called Fortis, up on the Darkwood Quays,” Garnier replied. 
 
    Cale nodded. “It will be there on the morrow,” he promised. “And until you return with the sword, that will be the last contact you have with anyone at court. Should you fail, be assured that no one in Kalrond will have ever heard of Captain Garnier Fox.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Master of Hohenfels 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard awoke to a pair of blue eyes watching him from the other side of the bed. He could see from the alertness in them that she had been awake for some time longer than him. He smiled at her, still stupefied from sleep, and she smiled back shyly. He had not observed demureness in her before, and it seemed doubly strange therefore to see it now. They awoke stark bloody naked in the same bed they had been fucking in for three bloody days. Then again, despite her fierce glances before the capture of the castle, Matilde had been nervous that first time. Richard Beaufort had captured two fortresses in the one day. 
 
    The early morning sunlight framed her well, making her hair shine like gold, her pale skin glowing. He reached out to gently caress her face, and his hand was met by one of her own. Their fingers intertwined; his rough and callused, skin marked by dozens of small scars and nicks, and hers still soft, unmarred as yet by war.  
 
    With a sudden tug he pulled her towards him, and she rolled across the bed, giggling with surprise. He trapped her underneath him, pinning her hands to the bed with his own, planting kisses on her face, her neck, and her breasts. Soon her giggles disappeared, and her breathing became heavy. Her eyes closed as her body began to respond to his touch, and she ceased her playful struggles against him. Richard’s own loins scarcely needed any encouragement to spring to work, and once she was started off, Matilde was not a difficult lover.  
 
    Their coupling was always a strange mixture of his fury and her pliancy, and pretty and attentive as the young captain was, already Richard was finding her just a little too submissive. Freshly-plowed ground was oftimes that way, he considered sagely, as he rolled off of her, but still he had expected better from a soldier.  
 
    The look of adoration that she wore, the look she was giving him now even as she lay there spent, her sweat-beaded chest rising and falling shallowly, did nothing but make him uncomfortable. It was an expression he expected from the maids and servants he tumbled at court, not from a noblewoman with a better understanding of the world. But then again, the Harclays were not a court family.  
 
    Richard grinned. He had stolen Ralf Harclay’s glory at Thorn, and now he had bedded his siste as well. Matilde smiled up at him, obviously taking the grin as being directed at her, and he indulged her in that fiction, stroking her hair gently.  
 
    Stretching and yawning, he jumped from the bed, searching out his shirt and breeches. His clothes were strewn all over the place, out of exhaustion and laziness more than from passion. As he sat at the end of the bed pulling on his boots, Matilde sat up, drawing the sheets up around her body. The light caught her again, and he felt his manhood rising again at the sight of her simple beauty. She might not be the most adventurous girl in the world, but she looked good all the same. He contemplated going again, for certainly she would be willing; but sadly there were other concerns for the new Master of Hohenfels, than sating his lusts.  
 
    He picked up her clothes from the floor of the chamber and tossed them across the bed to her. She raised an eyebrow, her expression just slightly mocking. It was the Matilde Harclay from the tunnels below Thorn, from the ride to Hohenfels, returning as she always did. The soft and romantic one was thankfully an inhabitant of the bed alone. “Still afraid of scandalizing the noble lady?” she asked, and he laughed. 
 
    “Well, this was until recently her bedchamber. I am sure that she is not happy about what goes on in here.” 
 
    Matilde snorted as she pulled her own breeches on. “Why do you care whether she is happy or not? You defeated her.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It makes the breakfast conversation more agreeable.” 
 
    She was pulling her shirt over her head when he said that, and as it emerged back into view, he could see a brief look of upset flash across her face, before being fought down. She turned her head away, ostensibly to look for the cup of water by the bed, but Richard knew that she did not want him to see her expression. “I do not like that you take your meals with her. I do not like the looks she gives you. She would kill you, Richard, given half a chance.” 
 
    What Matilde really meant, of course, was that she did not like that he took his meals with Lady Melara instead of Matilde herself, Richard suspected. That was part of the reason why he did choose to eat with the lady. He could live with the hateful looks; it was the other kind that unnerved him. He laughed brightly, trying to lighten the mood somewhat. “The kitchen staff will be less inclined to try and poison me if they think they might kill Melara as well.” 
 
    That at least had the virtue of being true. The people of Hohenfels had proven to be quite protective of their young mistress. On that first day, he had given them an hour of amnesty in which to turn themsleves in, but they had all assembled in half of that time. Well, almost all… 
 
    A brazen few had managed to escape the castle. Yngvard claimed they had scaled the walls and climbed down the crag, and that seemed to be the most likely explanation. Regardless of how they had done it, their escape was but part of the plan. In order to lure Count Sune and his army back to Hohenfels, Sune had to know that there was a reason to return.  
 
    Given a choice in the matter, Richard would rather not have drawn the man’s anger back upon himself, but then he would rather face Sune’s rage than the queen’s. They had dispatched a messenger bird to Thorn as soon as they took possession of the castle. Hohenfels’ aviary still had a few birds for the southern towns, thankfully, else they would have had to send someone by horse, which would have taken a while, and undermanned them to boot. 
 
    The garrison loyal to Melara may have only numbered fifty men, but more than three hundred men and women lived there in other capacities. The castle folk outnumbered Richard’s force by three to one, and although the Kallandish had confiscated all the weapons they could find and locked them in the armoury, the atmosphere in the castle was very tense. His night-time adventures with Matilde aside, there was very little sleeping going on amongst his soldiers, what with the necessity for sentries to move in pairs, and for the senior officers to be guarded. A kitchen knife could kill as surely as a sword or axe could. 
 
    Still, the castle folk seemed to understand that any harm to the Kallandish would be met with savage reprisal, with Lady Melara taking the brunt of it. That would ward away any minor acts of defiance. If the local Sverkers all decided to rise up in rebellion at once, it would be a different story, and so Richard worked hard to keep the lady, if not happy, then at least comfortable. 
 
    The knock on the door came as he and Matilde were arranging their uniforms properly. With a final hungry kiss, more to appease her than for his own benefit, he shouted. “Come in!” 
 
    Today, Lady Melara was escorted by one of the armsmen; a swordsman from Kendal’s company named Seward. She seemed to be more comfortable when guarded by Richard’s own men; Grimbold and his huskarls apparently had not made a good impression on her. She wore a dress, a simple garment by Kallandish standards, but obviously of a good cut and cloth. Richard found it quite amusing, to see such attire on a woman so alike in looks to the queen. It was said that at her wedding to the king, Astrid had resisted wearing such un-martial clothing for many hours before finally relenting. It was still the only time any of them had seen her in such feminine garb.  
 
    Matilde saluted him as she made her departure, and he had to grin as the two women passed one another, looks of such great loathing on their faces. He had no idea why Melara hated the young captain so much, other that Matilde was Kallandish and one of the lady’s captors.  
 
    He bowed politely, allowing a courteous smile to flit at his lips. “Lady Melara, good morning to you.” 
 
    She returned his courtesy, though as ever it was with an edge of disdain. “And to you, Sir Richard.” 
 
    He indicated that she should take seat at the table, and he even pulled her chair out for her. She accepted his aid with grace, if a little stiffly. Richard had never been a hostage, and would never wish to be one, but he could imagine that it was difficult to be civil to the man who had taken your home and imprisoned you. “The servants will be here soon with our repast,” he said, sitting down. “I trust that you slept well, my lady?” 
 
    She looked at him superciliously, as if contemplating asking him how well he had slept, here in her former room. “Well enough,” she replied brusquely, in the end. “The guards you post in my room are quiet, at least.” 
 
    “Good,” he nodded. “I would not want you to see me as a poor host. Your father will be angry enough at me as it is.” He chuckled at that, and she stared at him. He had seen the look on her face before, the look of someone who could not decide whether she should hate him or pity him. She did not understand why they were all so apparently casual about her father’s arrival.  
 
    “He will kill you, you know,” she said matter-of-factly. “He will kill every last one of you.” 
 
    Richard smiled evenly. “And I heard tell that Count Sune av Kalte is a man of honour.” 
 
    She reddened slightly at the implied slight. “He is,” she responded fiercely, “But men of honour have no need to behave so when facing brigands like you, Sir Richard.” 
 
    He laughed. “Brigand, is it? Tell me, my lady, what manner of brigand am I that I allowed all your folk who lay down arms to live, that I allowed you, my captive, the comforts of a bedchamber and not a cell?” 
 
    She sniffed haughtily. “A true knight and nobleman would not attack a castle defended only by servants and children.” 
 
    “Am I to understand then,” he asked, keeping any humour at her naiveté from his face and voice, “that if your father were ordered by your cousin Alexander to seize one of my queen’s castles, he would refuse were it as lightly defended as Hohenfels?” 
 
    Melara smirked at him, a victorious look in her eyes. “King Alexander would never ask him to do such a thing.” 
 
    Richard had heard many things about the usurper Alexander, but never had he heard any tales of the young man’s overwhelming sense of honour. His overwhelming cowardice perhaps, for hiding up in those mountains for the best part of a year, too afraid to meet his older sister in battle, but not honour. He did not articulate this to Melara, of course. Their discourse was already becoming heated, and amusing as it was to hear her try to mythologize her cousin as some manner of great and noble hero-king, provoking an argument was pointless. 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” he conceded gracefully. “Let us just hope your father is never placed in the same situation that I was.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, and he was seated again at the table in his solar, this time with his lieutenants around him. Taking stock of the resources they had at their disposal had taken time, and from the grim faces, he could see that they did not share his optimism about their mission here; all except Grimbold of course, for he was always cheerful, though Richard was beginning to suspect that this was because the huskarl was mad. Still, he was amusing enough company for it.  
 
    Matilde was there, and he had no doubt that the other lieutenants knew what was going on between her and their commander, but apart from the occasional lewd wink from Grimbold it was not mentioned, and Matilde remained the model soldier.  
 
    “Food?” Richard asked, and Captain Kendal made the strange and irritating sucking noise that he made every time he spoke.  
 
    “Food is good,” he conceded reluctantly. “That Sverker count left enough stores to feed a few thousand hungry mouths for months. Assuming the beggars didn’t poison it,” he added with a dark mutter.  
 
    “I think we can assume they did not, as the servants are eating the same fare,” said Richard. “So food will not be an issue, but what about water?” 
 
    Kendal hissed. “There’s the rub. We got a fair few barrels of the stuff, enough for two months by my reckoning, but the only place to get more,” he pointed out of the window, “is from the Rugen. There’s no wells or springs up here.” 
 
    Richard frowned. “Do we have the means to draw more water from the river?” 
 
    “Aye, there’s a contraption with a cart and some barrels, and we could easily send a few parties down to the river to draw more water with it. Problem comes…” 
 
    “When Count Sune arrives and cuts us off from the river,” Richard finished. Kendal nodded grimly. 
 
    “Aye, Sir Richard, just so. We got top of four hundred folk in this place, and if the Sverkers get in a burnin’ mood, we’ll need that water for more than just drinking. Mark my words, water’s going to be a problem if we’re here for long.” 
 
    If all went according to the plan, there would only be a short period of time between Sune’s arrival and the queen’s; short enough that they would not have to dip too deeply into water stores. But it did not hurt to be prudent. “Start enlarging the water stores with that…contraption, you spoke of. Use as many of the castle folk as you can keep an eye on.” 
 
    Kendal nodded, looking less than pleased at the prospect of shepherding the surly folk of Hohenfels. Richard moved on to a topic he hoped would bring more joy. “Grimbold, what is the state of the armoury?” 
 
    The huskarl grinned brightly. “Grand, chief, just grand.” Richard saw a sharp glance pass between the Sverker and Matilde, and Grimbold sighed. “Mostly.” 
 
    “What is this?” Richard asked, looking between the two of them for some sort of explanation. Grimbold shrugged. 
 
    “We’ve got more blades that we could ever possibly use, pikes, axes, spears, daggers…” 
 
    “But not enough ammunition,” Matilde said, her voice insistent. “We have only the bolts we brought with us, and a few bows of such poor quality that even the Sverkers left them behind. If they come at us strong, and chances are that they will, it will only be a few days before we are throwing rocks at them. They will be running up to the walls, and there will be nothing we can do to stop them.” 
 
    “They’ve still got to climb the walls, chief,” said Grimbold. “Bows or no bows, we can still hold them.” 
 
    “For a time, certainly…” said Matilde, but Richard raised a hand to halt the argument. 
 
    “Needless to say, we will not be outshooting them,” he said. “But Grimbold is right. They might be able to walk right up to the walls, but that does not make it any easier for them to get over them. And as for throwing rocks, well…” he chuckled. “I took a rock to the side of the head during the siege of Karlhavn, and I can assure you it robbed me of any desire to climb the walls for several days.” 
 
    He had hoped to instill a little light-heartedness into his subordinates, but his words passed over them like the wind. Sighing, he turned to the last of the lieutenants to make a report. “Yngvard, what about the castle folk?” 
 
    The turncloak grimaced. “The castle folk are a problem.” 
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow. “I had thought they were proving to be quite docile, all things considered.” 
 
    Yngvard frowned at the unfamiliar word, nodding when Grimbold translated for him. “They are docile now, but they will not be so when the count has this place surrounded. It will make them bolder, I think.” 
 
    “And what do you suggest I do about it?” 
 
    “Get rid of them,” Yngvard said. He said it so matter-of-factly, that at first there were some looks of horror from the other lieutenants. He may have been a turncloak, but he had lived amongst these people for some time, and it was disturbing to see such a casual dismissal of their lives. Yngvard must have sensed this, for he added hastily. “I mean turn them from the castle.” 
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow, a slight smile on his lips. “Then who would cook and clean for us, Yngvard?” 
 
    The turncloak shrugged. “I will, if it means I can sleep soundly with no fear of being knifed in my bed.” 
 
    It was a fair point. Truthfully, Richard did not know why he still kept the castle folk around. Yes, it was pleasant to have someone around to wash his bedsheets and cook his meals with a degree of competence, but that was a luxury, an affectation that might prove to have too great a price. And yet… 
 
    And yet they were fighting this war in order to build a union between two nations. At least, that was supposed to be the reason for the war. Yes, they fought for the ambition of a king, for the pride of a queen, and mostly because they were told to fight, but there was an ideal behind it as well. And how could there be a union between Kalland and Sverkermark if Richard could not forge links with a few hundred servants here in one single castle? 
 
    He would never speak such thoughts aloud, of course, not with these people. Even Matilde with her young girl’s heart bursting with love would think it a fool’s dream. It was not truly his dream, either, but pretending he dreamed it made the war seem a little nobler. But there was a yet better reason to keep the castle folk around, however. “Every man or woman that leaves this castle is one more sword at Count Sune’s back,” he said finally. “Do you want to tell the queen how you gave her mortal enemy three hundred more swords for his army?” Seeing them all blanch visibly, he nodded. “I did not think so. They stay, and we will all have to learn to work together. Still…” he added thoughtfully, “the very worst of the rabble-rousers can always be encouraged to go over the walls. One or two extra swords for his army are nothing. But there can be no defections once his army arrives. They may know more about this castle than even Yngvard does, and they will certainly see things about our defenses.” 
 
    It was not an ideal situation, but then again nothing was ever going to be. They would do the best they could with what they had. How long they were there was down to the queen, now. 
 
    As the lieutenants began to file out, Kendal turned back, ruminating loudly. “We never did figure out how them buggers got out the first time.” 
 
    Richard answered without looking up from the papers on the table. “They went over the walls, as I said.” 
 
    Kendal snorted, the closest thing to laughter that he ever managed. “You saw those walls from the bottom, Sir Richard. Forty feet high, in places. They would’ve broken something on the way down, and then they never would have made it down the crag with broken limbs.” 
 
    Richard blinked, looking up at the captain. Kendal had a point there. Jumping from those walls, even onto the shelf where the culvert once was would be tantamount to suicide, and yet no bodies had been found. So how did the runners get down? Was it even certain that they had? Could they be lurking somewhere in the depths of this monstrous castle? 
 
    “Ropes,” said Yngvard suddenly. “They used ropes.” 
 
    Kendal narrowed his eyes. “How do you know that?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I saw the ropes, after the men had gone down. I severed them so that none could follow.” Yngvard regarded the old man as one would a particularly slow child.  
 
    “You’ve never said that before,” Kendal replied. 
 
    Yngvard shrugged, smiling ruefully at Richard. “No one asked me about it before.” 
 
    Kendal looked on the verge of continuing, but Richard called a halt to it. “Good enough for me,” he said briskly. “See to your duties.” 
 
    But even after they were gone, a seed of doubt continued to flourish. He could not put his finger on it, but something about the exchange rang false to his mind. He did not know what it was precisely, but he would find out. The doubt was buried by later concerns and duties, but it would not be forgotten. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Later on that afternoon Richard was inspecting the walls with Grimbold, when the messenger arrived. He had been observed some time before, for he was speeding his way north along the Rugen, making no attempt to hide his passage. Even with snow still on the ground in many places, he was kicking up a lot of dust.  
 
    At first the sentries had thought him some common Sverker, perhaps riding north to join the usurper’s army, but when he changed direction, heading for the crag, they knew that there was something different about him. He was no threat of course, a lone man on horseback, but in many ways he felt like a harbinger, one foreboding the arrival of Sune’s army. 
 
    Richard and Grimbold rushed to the gatehouse when the sentries called out that the rider was at the foot of the crag and making his way up the narrow path. They ran faster when a second cry came, saying that he wore a Kallandish uniform. By the time they arrived, he had already passed the gate, and was leaning with exhaustion over the neck of his horse, which if anything was in worse condition than he was. Richard was frankly astonished to see him. A fast rider could have crossed the distance between Hohenfels and Thorn much swifter than Richard’s company had, if that rider did not care much for his horse. But the bird had only been sent to the queen three days before…there was no chance that this man was responding to that message. 
 
    One of the sentries handed the rider a waterskin, and he took this gratefully, gulping down the liquid like a man in a desert. Once finished, he glanced to the crowd assembled to greet him, who all gawked at him as if he had ridden in on a wyvern. “Sir Richard Beaufort?” he called out, and Richard stepped forward. 
 
    “I am he,” he replied, and the man saluted, pulling a crumpled parchment from under his tunic. There was something familiar about him, but it was not until he spoke further that Richard realized what it was. 
 
    “I bear this message from the queen,” he said, and Richard waved a finger at him. 
 
    “I know you, do I not?” he asked, certain that he did, and the man nodded. 
 
    “My name is Eadwine Bricecross, Sir Richard. I am a herald to the duke of Malybridge, and was selected to carry this message because you would know me.” 
 
    Richard nodded. Of course. Bricecross had been his uncle’s herald for years, and though Richard had never given the man a second glance in all that time, he had always been around, building familiarity. The herald gingerly climbed down from his horse with the aid of one of the huskarls on guard, and waddled over to Richard, placing the parchment in his hands. 
 
    The scroll bore the seal of the queen in wax, but when Richard tore through it, he saw that the writing was in his uncle’s crabbed hand, hastily put down.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard, 
 
      
 
    The bearer of this message is named Eadwine Bricecross. Many congratulations on the capture of Hohenfels. All is going as we have planned it. 
 
      
 
    Tancred 
 
      
 
    Richard examined the document several times, but he could detect no hidden meaning behind his uncle’s words. He looked up at Bricecross, who stood there with a guileless expression, too exhausted to hide anything. “You rode all this way to carry a simple message of congratulation? How did you even know we were here?” 
 
    Bricecross shrugged painfully. “It was assumed that you would have taken the castle by the time I arrived,” he said.  
 
    Richard’s eyes bulged. “You took a great personal risk doing that, Eadwine,” he said, impressed by the man’s courage if nothing else. Bricecross nodded.  
 
    “Perhaps,” he said, “but the risk to the campaign was greater, which is why that message is a dupe.” 
 
    Richard eyed him curiously. “This is not the real message?” 
 
    “No, Sir Richard, the real message could not be trusted to paper.” 
 
    Richard took Bricecross by the arm, gently leading him to one side, gesturing for Grimbold to follow. He was aware that the eyes of his soldiers were upon them, boring into his back. 
 
    Bricecross eyed Grimbold with some suspicion, but Richard nodded at him. “Grimbold Skovad is my trusted lieutenant, Eadwine.” 
 
    Bricecross did not look entirely convinced, but he had little say in the matter. “Very well,” he said. “I bring most calamitous news, Sir Richard. There has been an uprising in the south, at Kaltergot and Karlhavn, and in other places as well by now, I should imagine. A great mob of the Sverker peasantry has risen up against us, and has declared war against the king. His Grace, whose army had only recently arrived in the country, has been forced to halt his march north, so as to crush these bandits.” 
 
    Richard and Grimbold exchanged glances. The ordinary folk of Sverkermark had never been happy to the see the Kallandish arrive, but for the most part they had bowed as their lords and chiefs had. Apparently no longer. “Will he be able to crush them?” Richard asked seriously. 
 
    “He will,” Bricecross replied firmly, “but it will take time, and to prevent the spread of the revolt still further, he has ordered Her Grace to keep her army in Thorn and secure the town.” 
 
    Richard’s heart sank. “Then the plan is abandoned?”  
 
    Bricecross shook his head furiously. “No, Sir Richard, it is not abandoned. Merely…delayed. You are commanded to remain here, and continue as though this rebellion had never taken place.” 
 
    Richard grimaced. Delayed or abandoned, it made no difference. There would be no relief on hand for the defenders of Hohenfels when Count Sune’s army arrived. Now, all of sudden, the concerns his lieutenants had voiced earlier in their meeting did not seem quite so casual.  
 
    “Why did you not bring soldiers with you?” Grimbold was demanding of Bricecross. “Even a hundred more would make things easier for us.” 
 
    The herald shrugged. “I cannot speak to that,” he replied. 
 
    Richard turned away, holding his head in his hands, and suppressing a deep groan. Bricecross may not have known why no more soldiers were sent; but Richard did. His uncle and the queen had not wanted to waste any more soldiers on this place. The attack on the castle was ever a bold plan, and the likelihood of its failure had been high. That it had succeeded thus far was indeed remarkable, but now Count Sune was coming, and without the support of the queen’s army, the recapture of Hohenfels was inevitable. And knowing this for truth, Astrid would not waste further resources on extricating a mere hundred swords. She had abandoned Richard’s company to die. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Suspicion of Guilt 
 
      
 
      
 
    John hammered on the door, his fist throbbing from the continual effort. He had been knocking for quite some time now, and perhaps a far less committed man would have abandoned his quest long before now, but Sir John Gallen would not be ignored in this manner. “Open the damn door, Giguere!” he bellowed. He knew the privy councillor was in the house, for he had been waiting across the street in an alleyway, watching. He had seen the fat man arrive in his carriage, seen him enter through the doors of his townhouse, and he was certain that the light in the window two floors up was that of Giguere’s chambers. “Open it, damn you!” 
 
    He was starting to draw attention from the other inhabitants of this street. It was not all that late in the evening, but this was a reputable part of the Old City, and its denizens were not used to this kind of behaviour. That said, neither were they the sort of folk who would think to involve themselves in a dispute, and so they contented themselves to peering out of their windows and from behind doors. It was not often, after all, that one saw a city constable banging on a privy councillor’s door. John had not wanted things to be this way, but Giguere had left him no choice. He was trying to protect these fools, but all they seemed capable of doing was confounding him. 
 
    After his encounter with Chancellor Cale amongst the thieves and brigands of ‘the Place by the docks’, John had not rushed into action. He had been cautious. He had not spoken of it to anyone else, especially not to Captain Brandon. He did not intend to let the old man foul things up. That night, he had slept more soundly than he had in months, and when he awoke, he had sent a letter to the palace, requesting a meeting with Giguere. He had been so certain in that moment that this entire torrid business would soon be at an end, and perhaps it would have been as well…if not for fools and their dull minds. 
 
    Giguere had sent a message back. It was not at all possible for him to meet with John that day; business of the crown, and all that. John had sent several more messages; each stating that the information he had was critical, that he had uncovered a new layer of the conspiracy. He did not go into specifics, for he could not trust even his own constables to carry such an explicit message. Truth be told, he had not even been certain that Giguere himself could be trusted. After all, both he and Cale had risen to prominence at around the same time; they had never seemed to be close friends, but John did not know what the motivation behind this plot was, or for how long it had been developed. But he was certain that if Giguere was a traitor as well, he could take the fat man in a fight, and so he had been willing to risk exposing himself on the assumption that his old friend remained loyal. 
 
    But try as he might, he had not been able to coax Giguere into a meeting. The last message he had received carried an air of finality with it. Giguere would speak to him tomorrow, unless John was willing to state what was so important as to need an immediate meeting. He had given up with letters at that point. He could have waited, he supposed, but perhaps with all the fuss being made, Cale would come to hear about it. It was not impossible that the chancellor’s allies had spotted John in the tavern the day before, that he might be aware of the suspicions John had of him. Cale might have tried to flee, and John had no intention of being blamed for that. 
 
    So he had gone to the palace, and tried to gain entry so as to see Giguere directly. He had tried everything he could think of to get through the armsmen at the gate. When bluffing had failed, he had tried to convince them that his business was important. When that failed, he had even tried to bribe them, which on reflection had been a mistake. Ever since the attack on the regent, the armsmen had been ever more zealous in their displays of loyalty, and implying that he believed they might betray the security of the palace for mere silver and copper had made them wrathful. They had dragged him back from the gate and tossed him out onto the street.  
 
     He was beginning to suspect that Giguere had not been exaggerating the Privy Council’s lack of faith in him after Edmund Barying’s death. It was grimly ironic, he thought, that their faith would be restored if he could have just entered the palace for five damn minutes. He had contemplated waiting for a shift change for the armsmen at the gate, but concluded that the new guards would be no more likely to admit him without word from higher up, and that word was clearly not coming. He had therefore devised a new plan.  
 
    Cloistered up in the palace, Giguere could evade him until the very end of time itself, but John knew for a fact that the fat man would not stay there for anywhere near that long. Most of the privy councillors chose to take lodgings within the palace itself, but not Giguere. The Tyran had not lived there since Sigismund had ascended to the throne, for his predilections were not in keeping with the spirit of the young king’s court. Giguere now resided in a townhouse near the Great Gate of Leofric, and it was to there that John had departed, to wait for his former friend’s arrival. But he had not counted on Giguere being as stubborn when confronted directly as he had been before. Twenty minutes had passed since the carriage had departed, and still there was no sign that the privy councillor would relent and let him in.  
 
    John sighed. The time had come for drastic action. He stopped pounding upon the door, and called up at the illuminated window. “I know that you can hear me, Giguere,” he shouted. “One way or another, you are going to speak to me today.” Silence, not even a creak from behind the door, not so much as a shadow at the window. “I will break this door down, Giguere, if I have to. I mean it…I am going to break this door down.” 
 
    The door stared back at him, iron-reinforced and immobile. The only sounds he could hear were the mutters of the people on the street behind him. John hoped the vapid fools were enjoying the show. He was not certain how he was going to go about breaking the heavy door down, but he was angry enough to try anything at this point. Making a show of drawing his sword, he screamed out one last time. “This is it Giguere, I will hack your door to pieces!” 
 
    He raised the sword above his head, ready to strike at the bastard door, but almost at the last second he heard a creak from above and glanced upwards to see the window flung open. Giguere’s voice boomed from beyond. “It is unlocked, imbécile!” 
 
    John froze, the sword still raised over his head. For all that he had been hoping that Giguere would intervene, he was still startled. “What?” he gaped. 
 
    “The door, it has been unlocked this entire time.” Giguere sounded peevish, but that just made John even angrier.  
 
    Lowering the sword, he shouted back up at the window. “Then why have you let me stand out here for damn near half of an hour shouting at an open door?” 
 
    “Giguere was…busy,” came the muffled reply. “Besides, I assumed that you would at least try to open it without violence, Gallon.” 
 
    It had not occurred to John that the door would be open. Who left their door unlocked of a night, in this city? In the short time that he had been involved with the constables, he had read enough reports of robbery and theft to make him want to lock up his chimney for security’s sake. “I…” he began, and realized there was nothing to say. He probably should have tried to open the door, at least once. “I need to talk to you, Giguere,” he finished. 
 
    “Indéniablement,” Giguere replied sourly. “Come on up, John.” 
 
    John twisted the ring on the door, and of course it opened without the slightest resistance. He glared at it, and as he stepped through he favoured the crowd outside with an even stronger glare. 
 
    The inside of Giguere’s home was not lavish, for despite the Tyran’s great appetites in many areas, art and decoration were not among them. There was no one immediately to greet him, but John was not going to wait around any more. He started up the stairs, and halfway to the second floor he met a young girl heading downwards, the first person he had seen since entering. She was quite attractive for a commoner, although there was a healthy dose of alarm on her face as she saw the High Constable striding up the stairs. She was rearranging her dress as she moved, and she was very young, he noted, not much beyond her coming of age if he was any judge. 
 
    “Where is he?” John demanded, and she blanched. 
 
    “Master Giguere is not ready, my lord,” she stammered, but John growled and pushed past her. He felt the girl pawing at his arm as he went, but it was a only a half-hearted attempt, and he brushed it aside easily. Once at the top of the staircase, he was confronted with several doors, and decided to try them all. Thankfully, the first one he came to was the correct one. 
 
    Giguere had indeed been busy. The privy councillor was sprawled in a porcelain bathtub, his hairy arms and legs hanging over the side. Kneeling on either side of his head were a boy and a girl, as young as the one John had passed on the stairs. They were as naked as their master, and were staring up at John with horror in their eyes, attempting vainly to cover themselves up. Giguere wallowed helplessly, looking like a deer caught by the hunter.  
 
    He need not have worried. John had never cared what men and women did in their own homes, so long as they were loyal to the Crown. Giguere’s licentiousness may have no longer been the fashion at court, but John had no issue with it, even if he had no interest in discussing matters of import in front of the Tyran’s snivelling lovers. “Get out,” he said, perhaps a little too harshly, and the two servants cringed, looking to Giguere for support. The privy councillor nodded, smiling gently at them, stroking their faces briefly.  
 
    “Go, my sweets. Gallon and Giguere are old friends, and we have business to discuss.” 
 
    The servants beat a hasty retreat, grabbing their clothing on the way out. John did not spare them a second glance, merely waited, glaring at Giguere, until he heard the door close behind him. He had words planned, but Giguere was quicker, rising up from the tub in a cascade of water. “By all the Gods Below, have you no patience, John? Giguere was enjoying his bath! Is a few minutes waiting downstairs with Grace for company too much to ask for?” 
 
    John frowned at the reference to ‘Grace’, until he realized that it must have been the name of the girl he had passed. Giguere was angry, but John felt his own reasons for wrath were greater. “A few minutes, Giguere? I have been trying to speak to you for an entire bloody day! If you wanted to enjoy your fucking bath, perhaps you should have seen fit to hear me before any of this became necessary.” 
 
    Giguere snorted, clambering out of the tub and grabbing a silk robe from a rack besides it. “Necessary? Merci, give me no merde about your ‘great discoveries’, Gallon. The Privy Council knows that you have not arrested anyone or done anything of note for days. Yes, the council has informants amongst your constables,” he added, obviously seeing the shock and dismay John felt in that moment, to have learned that the bastards had been spying on him all this time. Giguere laughed. “You thought we would just let you roam around freely? Of course we have had you watched; and thus Giguere knows that you have nothing of importance to tell him.” 
 
    John’s rage was boiling over, as his mind worked upon what he had been told. Who could be the Privy Council’s spy, or spies? It was bad enough they were spying on him, but now that he knew there was a traitor on the council, there was little wonder he had found no luck or success in this investigation… 
 
    He was enraged, but still, he realized that this revelation made what he had to say even more important than he had thought. He forced the anger down, trying to instill into his expression insistence, and seriousness. “The constables do not yet know what I have discovered, Giguere,” he said. “I have uncovered the heart of this treasonous plot.” 
 
    Giguere sighed exasperatedly. “Not Thomas Silversmith again. John, if you…” 
 
    “Not Silversmith…at least, not yet.” John grinned wolfishly. “I have reached a rung above our friend the gun collector. I have discovered that this plot reaches to the very heart of the Crown, to the Privy Council itself. Rybeck Cale is its author!” 
 
    Giguere stared at him with wide-open eyes. “Baron Cale?” he said evenly, and John nodded. “You believe the Lord Chancellor is behind the attempt on the regent’s life?” John nodded again. He was so certain in his belief, so certain in the proof that he had gathered, that he was genuinely shocked when Giguere burst into a booming torrent of laughter. “Cale?” he spluttered. “Rybeck Cale?” 
 
    John’s eyes flashed with anger. “I have proof,” he muttered darkly. 
 
    Giguere was shaking his head. “And what proof is this, Gallon?” 
 
    John raised a shaking hand to point out of the window. “I saw him,” he declared, “last night, in a place where the thieves and other base and abject villains gather. He was with Sir Imbert Brays, and together they met with a rogueish man, an ill-favoured scoundrel if ever I have seen one. I did not hear much of what was said, but there was talk of gold exchanged, of services purchased. What other business could he have been upon but the business of treachery?” 
 
    Giguere’s amusement had died down as John spoke, though his expression had grown no more credulous. He actually looked sad, and there was pity in his eyes when he replied. “The king’s business, John.” 
 
    John laughed mockingly. “What business would the Crown have with such vile specimens of humanity?” 
 
    The Tyran shrugged. “I do not know, John, but I do know that he followed the king’s orders. A fast bird from Altheim arrived, bearing a letter with the royal seal upon it, and Baron Cale told us where he would be that night, though he could not say why.” He sighed. “Whatever you think that you saw last night John, it was not treason.” 
 
    John did not believe him. He could not believe him. Without this breakthrough, then he truly was finished. Cale’s treachery explained everything. “Impossible,” he said eventually. “It must be him. Do you not see, Giguere? He absented himself from court at the time of the assassination…” 
 
    “Also on the king’s business,” said Giguere. “John, mon ami, you must stop this.” 
 
    “I cannot!” John raged, delivering a stiff kick to the bathtub that caused water to splash up over the sides, and even made the Tyran flinch a little. “I have no other leads, Giguere, none!” He raised his fists, knuckles whitening in front of him. He was not going to strike Giguere, he simply did not know how to channel this anger elsewhere without violence. “You have been telling me all week that I must make a breakthrough, that I must get to the heart of this plot. But you privy councillors combat me at every turn! You have spied upon me, and you have castigated me for the assassin’s death, and yet you will not allow me to pursue my suspicions!” 
 
    Giguere’s response was calm and measured. “John, suspicion is not sufficient. We are not the knife-eared Kurenni, to kill a man simply because we suspect his guilt. If Edmund Barying had lived he would have been put on trial, and anyone you arrest will be tried as well. Could you put Baron Cale on trial, with what you have? Non.” Giguere turned away, pulling his robe around himself with one hand and pouring a cup of wine with the other. “The truth is, John, that Giguere cannot stop you from arresting Baron Cale. No one can, for as High Constable you have the authority to arrest anyone without a royal warrant. But I think that you will not, and I think that the reason you have not yet arrested him yet is because in your heart you know that suspicion alone is not enough to condemn a man.” 
 
    “I could arrest him…” John said, but it sounded weak even to his own ears. It was not so much that he believed what Giguere had told him, that Cale had been on the king’s business. But Giguere did have a point. Cale clearly had all manner of defenses planned, and it would be almost impossible to convict him with the evidence John had collected.  
 
    John knew the truth, but no one would believe him. They had done too much damage to his reputation, to his credibility. Cale would survive the trial, and then he would destroy his enemy John Gallen, and all his treasons would come to fruition. Thus, John was left with nothing. He had suspects, but no way of bringing them to justice. He had the ramblings of a fanatic, a stolen gun with no thieves in sight, and nothing to link it all together.  
 
    His shoulders shrugged in defeat, and he lowered his fists to his side. “Then what do I do now?” he said. He was not truly asking a question, but Giguere answered it regardless. 
 
    “You will go back downstairs, and wait for me there,” he said. 
 
    “Wait?” John laughed bitterly. “Wait for what?” 
 
    Giguere sighed. “It is clear that you are…strung out. You have become too caught up in this investigation. Yes, it is important, Giguere knows this, but you are no use to the council, or to the regent, or even yourself when you are so fatigued. So, you will go downstairs, and you will wait while Giguere dresses, and then you and I will go out and stupefy ourselves with wine, because what you need, John, is a break from all of this…” 
 
    John’s lips were curling, on the verge of forming a sneer. After all this time, after everything that had been done to him, all of a sudden he was supposed to believe that Giguere was his friend again, that they could sit in a tavern together, and drink wine, and all betrayals and abandonments would be forgotten? But somehow, though his mind could form that argument, it could not pass it to his lips. His mouth toyed with them, toyed with every expression of disdain or denial imaginable, but none could be formed. It was a good thing that Giguere had his back turned, for otherwise he might have seen the mad dance on John’s face.  
 
    “Very well,” he heard himself say, felt his legs begin to carry him out of the privy councillor’s chamber and back down the stairs. He told himself that he would have been drinking anyway. Better to do it with the illusion of friendship, than alone in his rooms at the Tower, with nothing but Edwin Haskell’s howling for company. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Inevitably, it was to the King Edmund Inn that they ventured. It was where this whole thing began, after all. It was fitting that they came here now that John’s brief return to a semblance of grace seemed all but over. In all the months he had spent roaming the city’s alehouses, he had never once come back here. In his drunken state, admittedly, the owner would probably not have let him in anyway, but it was not the only reason he had avoided it. What had happened there was not his fault, and he had nothing to be ashamed of, but the inn had still been a reminder of his disgrace, and one he had been loath to see again. 
 
    As they walked in, his eyes had flickered to the floor in front of the bar, where Marko Uskaryn had met his end. He half-expected there to be some trace of the man’s death, but whatever blood had stained the floor had been laboriously washed away long ago. If only the stain against his honour could be easily erased. 
 
    It was quiet today, only few patrons around that he recognized, but as he and Giguere moved away from the door, there was one face he recognised, bringing with it a stab of…something. Yet another remembrance of abandonment and betrayal. 
 
    Edward Bowyer was sitting at the same table where John had last seen him, in the very same seat. He looked no different than before, either, still playing the part of the obsequious merchant prince, apologizing from the very bottom of his heart as he emptied everyone’s purses.  
 
    He was dicing with a trio of young nobles, two men and a woman, but as John and Giguere arrived it was clear that the guilder had not lost his touch even a little bit. Grinning in a winsome fashion to his fellow players, Bowyer drew in the pile of coins at the centre of the table with his fat, ringed hands, as his hapless opponents withdrew dejectedly, begging poverty.  
 
    John did not recognize them, but they clearly recognized him and Giguere; the privy councillor received respectful nods, while John enjoyed the faint looks of shock and horror they sent his way. Bowyer was still counting coins when they arrived at the table. He glanced up briskly, noticing only Giguere at first. “François, I did not expect to see you tonight.” His voice was devoid of all the fawning that so characterized his style of gaming, and that had driven John mad for years. He always had been much better company when there was no money on the table. 
 
    “I take it you were lucky, mon ami?” Giguere replied. 
 
    Bowyer chuckled. “Luck played no part in it, as well you know…” 
 
    The merchant looked up properly then, and his eyes met John’s at full pace. Bowyer’s mouth flapped open, not a great deal, for he was a consummate actor, and could react quickly, but John enjoyed the momentary lapse in his façade. And then Bowyer was up on his feet, thrusting his bejeweled hand out at John’s own, a joyful smile painted on his face. “Sir John!” he trilled, “my old friend! What an absolute pleasure it is to see you!” 
 
    It was fakery of course, no matter how well-crafted it might be, but still John found himself clasping the merchant’s clammy and soft hand, shaking it firmly. “Master Bowyer,” he said evenly. 
 
    “But this is wonderful!” said Bowyer. “Old friends united once again.”  
 
    He called over to a serving man who was weaving his way amongst the tables. “You fellow, fetch a bottle of your finest Kalmar red for my friends and I.” 
 
    The server nodded respectfully and walked towards the bar, while Bowyer bid them be seated. “I will of course pay,” he said, “with the aid of those three fine young nobles just departed.” 
 
    Giguere boomed with laughter. “Edward, grâs des Ancêtre, there should be some manner of sign placed above the door here, warning people of you.” 
 
    Bowyer’s expression was one of wide-eyed innocence. “Why Master Giguere, what a thing to say. Can a man not simply while away his evenings with cards or dice, without such slanderous accusation? Why, I’ll have you know…” 
 
    John just sat back in his chair, pouring himself a cup of wine when the server returned, and listened to the two men as they chattered and argued. It had always been thus, ever since he had first known them. He would never admit it to him, but Giguere had been right. There was something very calming about being here, and doing this. It reminded him of better times, simpler times; before there were conspiracies and plots and assassins, when his only concern in life had been fulfilling his duty.  
 
    So at ease was he that at first he did not register when Bowyer addressed him. “Sir John?” 
 
    John snapped from his reverie, blinking. “What?” he said stupidly, glancing from Giguere to Bowyer, and back again. The merchant smiled indulgently. 
 
    “I was asking how you find your quarters up at Balian’s Tower. François and I were remarking on how…reduced, our living arrangements have been in recent years. But I have seen the High Constable’s chambers before, long ago. Are they still as fine as they were then?” 
 
    “Oh, they are as fine as ever,” John muttered darkly, “and I would enjoy them, were they not already occupied by another.” Seeing Bowyer’s blank look, he sighed. “They have been granted to Edwin Haskell…in perpetuity, I have since discovered.” He hoped the mad old fool rotted in there. 
 
    “Mad Edwin?” Bowyer breathed, “really?” He giggled. “Oh, how splendid. I had thought him dead these last years.” 
 
    John shook his head, privately wishing Bowyer’s thoughts were in fact true. “He lives. After that business with the royal arms, apparently the king thought it best that he remain out of sight.” 
 
    Bowyer sat back, his mouth wide open like that of a fish. “Yes, of course. That was an unfortunate affair, to be sure.” He chuckled suddenly, waving a finger towards Giguere. “Do you remember, François, that Feast Day of the Founder banquet…what was it, nine? Nine years back?” 
 
    Giguere nodded. “Difficult to forget.” 
 
    Bowyer shook his head. “My first duty as a privy councillor was to arrange that banquet, and what does dear old Baron Haskell do? He dresses up in lion’s pelt, and starts running around, declaring that he was Alfred the Founder reborn. Oh, it was very sad.” 
 
    As John recalled, Haskell had been naked, barring the lion pelt, and at one point he had attempted to mount the dowager Queen Eleanor, announcing that she would bear the next generation of the Founder’s children. It had been a good thing for old Edwin that King Konrad possessed a sense of humour, even when it came to his mother’s honour. 
 
    Giguere apparently had the same recollections. “I do not know, Edward, for I remember it being very amusing at the time,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Bowyer sighed. “It was very easy for you to be amused, old friend, you were long in the king’s service. This was my first duty, and had it been in service to any monarch but good King Konrad, it would likely have been my last.” 
 
    Almost as quickly as his good cheer had disappeared, a smile returned to Bowyer’s face, and he grinned at John. “Strange, is it not Sir John, how things have changed since those days, when I was a privy councillor, and you my bodyguard. Now look upon us, if you will. I am nothing more than a humble crafter of bows, while you are the High Constable of our fair city.” 
 
    John frowned. Bowyer meant that he had become wealthier in the last four years than he ever had in royal service, while John was left an…an empty uniform. “Things are different to the way they were,” he replied diplomatically, sipping at his wine to avoid having to go into specifics. Things were different, he supposed. Though he had never taken any part in the famed decadence of King Konrad’s court, it had been more energetic, and full of life. Sigismund’s court was of a more martial cast, and though John would never criticize a monarch of the House of Toran, the court had been…dull, these last four years. “Life was a lot simpler, back then,” he found himself saying, to nods from his companions. 
 
    “For you most of all,” said Bowyer. “I heard about that little altercation you had with Silversmith the tanner.” 
 
    John was not really listening at that point, so what the merchant had just said took a while to filter through. When it did finally do so it hit him like a crossbow bolt to the head, sending him back in his chair, his eyes wide. 
 
    “What…what did you just say?” 
 
    Bowyer winked at him. “I know, I know, I am not supposed to know about what you are up to, and of course Master Silversmith would never say himself, but servants talk to servants, you know, and I do like to spend some time listening to my servants…eh François?” 
 
    The merchant winked at Giguere, who chuckled politely, but John was not interested in either of their sordid jokes at this point. “Why do you call him that?” he asked. “Why do you call him ‘the tanner’?” 
 
    Bowyer looked at him as though John were simple. “Because he is a tanner, Sir John.”  
 
    “His name is Silversmith…” John protested. 
 
    Bowyer giggled. “Oh John, you can be so dull sometimes, my dear friend. Do not assume because of our association that all guilders belong to the same trades we are named for. Yes indeed, Tom Silversmith is from a family in that trade, and he is a member of the guild by birthright…but he makes his gold as a tanner. He owns three large workshops down by the Queenshore wharves.” Bowyer sniffed, frowning. “Though we sometimes have business, I do not like to go there. The combination of tannin and fish is quite revolting…” 
 
    John leapt from his seat, unsettling his cup, spilling wine all across the table. Bowyer squawked as he dragged the sleeves of his doublet up to rescue them. John’s first thought was one of disbelief. How, after all of their suspicions, had that damn idiot Brandon not bothered to look into Silversmith’s background? But his second thought was gleeful. Oh, this was a tenuous connection indeed, but it was all he needed to bring the sneering merchant in. Barying’s last words were about the smell of leather, and Silversmith is a tanner. That wasn’t proof enough for a trial, but it was just enough for an arrest and interrogation.  
 
    He pushed his chair away, stopping only to put a hand on Giguere’s shoulder. “Thank you, old friend,” he said, and in that moment he meant it. “You were quite right…all I needed was a little time away.” 
 
    He heard Bowyer chuckling loudly as he sped away from the table. “I say Giguere, he’s a lot more energetic than he used to be…” 
 
    As he sped out into the night, he grinned. Giguere had been wrong about one thing. Sometimes suspicion is enough. 
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    The Circle 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa was lost, and not for the first time. She had always prided herself on her ability to navigate. She knew the streets of Estwic as well as if they were drawn on the back of her hand, but for some reason she had not been able to transfer the same skill to the Palace of Morcar. She had been astonished to learn that in the Elven Gardens there was a maze of hedges, grown for the enjoyment of the palace’s inhabitants. She could not imagine why anyone would bother with such a maze, not when the palace itself was more fiendish than any combination of hedges ever could be. 
 
    More than a month had passed since she and Tannerus had first arrived in Kalrond. Her life and work in the Kallandish capital, which she had thought would be so daunting at first, had already slipped into a routine that was really no different to that she had followed in Estwic…if she ignored the servants, and the knights, and the fact that she could house a small family in her bath, that is. 
 
    There had been many things that had surprised her about the palace, but one of the most surprising had been how busy it was. Before arriving, she had imagined that it would be a grand ocean of calm, a stately place full of graceful dignity. Instead it bustled like a marketplace. No matter where she turned there were always people there, whether they were the knights and armsmen at their watches, servants rushing around to perform the tasks that kept the palace running, or indeed the hundreds upon hundreds of gossiping courtiers.  
 
    After all these weeks Nessa was getting used to the palace, but it seemed that the palace had yet to get used to Nessa. Despite her efforts to keep a low profile, she had swiftly become an object of interest for the court rumour-mill. It was not just her heritage that placed her under such scrutiny. On the face of it, after all, Nessa did not appear to do anything around court. She had arrived with Tannerus, but she did not aid him with his Privy Council meetings, nor with any of his other duties.  
 
    Whenever the courtiers drew her into conversation, she dodged their artfully polite questions as best she could. For the most part, her life was as it appeared. She spent much of her time in her chambers, enjoying the library that had been left there. Sometimes she would go riding in the city, or would walk in the gardens. She was never seen near anyone of importance, or in any place of importance, and yet she had lodgings on the same floor as the regent herself. Though it was never spoken of in front of her, she had sometimes overheard the questions the courtiers asked after she was gone from sight. ‘Who is this elven mage-apprentice, and why is she here?’  
 
    Why she was there, of course, was Anneka, and wandering in frustration as she currently was, Nessa still smiled at the thought of her. Anneka’s growing mastery of the talent was nothing less than a revelation. Nessa had told the other girl that her training would not take as long, but she was constantly revising the estimates ever downwards. In their very first lesson a single mage light had fatigued Anneka, but now she was capable of performing more advanced work without so much as a glimmer of fatigue. Only the previous day she had made Sir Lothor’s helmet hover above the table using the force of her will...but Nessa had not even begun to teach her concepts such as levitation yet. She did not know whether the younger girl was learning from the books she had lent to her, or whether she was coming up with ideas of her own, but either way, she was becoming very skilled, very quickly. She had taken what she had been told about imagination to heart, it seemed. 
 
    It was not just Anneka’s ability that made Nessa smile, however. Ever since they had discussed young Lord Bohemond’s departure from court, their friendship had blossomed. Awkward as any friendship between the Regent of Kalland and a half-elf mage should have been, somehow it simply wasn’t. Despite the gulf between them, Nessa found being around Anneka as easy as being around Tannerus; maybe even more so, for their similarity in age, and some of their life experiences left them with more in common than Nessa would initially have suspected.  
 
    Despite this, it still amazed Nessa sometimes that Anneka wanted to be around her. Why would someone so beautiful and so talented want to be her friend? It was not hard to keep their association a secret, for who would even believe such a thing were possible? 
 
    But apparently it was possible, for their lessons seemed to take up more and more time, and increasingly less and less time was actually spent on teaching magic. Instead they talked about Nessa’s life back in Estwic, and about Anneka’s here in Kalrond. Sometimes it seemed more as though Anneka were the teacher and not the student, for there was a great deal about Kalland that Nessa could not learn from the books of history in her chamber, and Anneka seemed happy to explain it all.  
 
    The fact that they could not be seen outside of Anneka’s chambers together should have reduced this time, given all her duties as regent, but she had started to take some of her business in her chambers, interrupting their lessons to speak with her privy councillors…most of whom now seemed to regard Nessa as something of an annoyance. Having to climb all of those stairs in the Regent’s Tower, Nessa did not blame them.  
 
    Anneka had even introduced Nessa to her nephew, which Nessa knew to be a big thing for the younger girl. She was very protective of the boy, understandably given what had happened to her so recently, and despite outward appearances, Nessa knew she was still heartbroken that he was being sent away. He was a sweet young boy, and Nessa had enjoyed meeting him. Bohemond had also seemed to enjoy the experience. Being the only one of the two young mages permitted to openly display her talent, Nessa had kept him amused with little tricks. He had been wide-eyed and amazed at the first sight of magic, but within minutes he was running around and giggling as a mage light chased him.  
 
    Anneka had smiled to see it, but Nessa knew it upset her that she was not able to do such things herself, even with her beloved nephew. He was so very young, and who knew what he might say to others. That too must have been hard for Anneka. She had grown so adept with magic, in learning to control it and enjoy it, and yet she must hide it even from her closest kin. Without the lessons, she would have had no outlet for it at all. 
 
    But long as the lessons had become, they could not occupy an entire day. There was a great deal of business Anneka could not simply redirect to her chambers, and so consequently Nessa was left to her own devices for extended periods of time. It was something of a lonely existence, which perhaps she would not have noticed if she had not grown so close to Anneka so quickly.  
 
    She could not spend all of her time in her chambers, no matter how interesting her library was, so she had taken to exploring the palace alone. But even after having lived there for a month, she still found the labyrinthine complex baffling. She could navigate comfortably from the Regent’s Tower down to the main entrance hall, but beyond that her explorations were little more than trial and error, and mostly error. Her latest excursion had been born from a light but pressing hunger, which had stolen upon her as she read. She could have called for a servant to fetch her something, but she still found the idea distasteful. If she had been hungry in Estwic she would have gone down to the kitchens to speak with Maron the cook, and so she had set out to do the same here.  
 
    The kitchens must be huge, she reasoned, to feed such a large place, and therefore finding them would be easy enough. It was in hindsight an inaccurate assumption. Wherever the kitchens were, she had not been able to find them, and she had been too embarrassed by this to ask any of the guards or servants she had passed on her travels for aid.  
 
    Nessa had been wandering now for what felt like hours. She was still in the main part of the palace, on the ground floor, but she was nowhere near anything she recognized.  She had given up on finding the kitchens some time before, and was intent on simply returning to her chambers…but they were proving to be just as elusive as the kitchens were.  
 
    The noise level around her must have been building for some time, but she did not notice it until she heard the clash of metal on metal. It was a sound she had heard only once before, and it sent a chill down her spine to hear it now. Somewhere nearby, people were fighting with swords. Her first instinct was to run, but it was quickly followed by curiosity. She was at the heart of the royal palace of Kalland, so it probably wasn’t a band of Sverker pirates, as it had been on the dragonboats.  
 
    As she listened she began to hear what sounded to be cheering as well. So incongruous was this to the sounds of violence that she felt compelled to investigate, following the noises as they echoed down the corridor. It opened out into a large hall, cavernous even when compared with the Hall of Audiences in which she had been presented to Anneka. 
 
    It was not as crowded as she had thought it would be upon hearing all of the cheering, but there were enough people there that the sound carried some distance. It was a mixed group of the palace folk, and they were all seated upon rows of wooden benches lining the edge of the hall. They were cheering the two men moving around a white chalk circle drawn in the centre of the hall, who appeared to be trying very hard to kill one another, Nessa noted with rising shock and horror. 
 
    Both combatants were entirely naked save for what looked to be a homespun cloth skirt that went down to their knees. Each man carried a round metal shield and a short, broad-bladed sword, and they were hacking at each other with gusto, to the roaring of the crowd. One of the combatants was strangely familiar, and when he spun around to evade a blow from his opponent, Nessa realized that it was Sir Domnall Kingsland, Anneka’s cousin and bodyguard. She had never seen him outside of his armour, or with any expression other than emotionless courtesy, but in this room he seemed driven by some strange force, grinning madly as he fought. Evading the blow, he swung his own blade in and his opponent blocked it with his shield, sparks rising as the two metal surfaces screeched against one another. Nessa gaped at the display. What was all of this? Why were they fighting? 
 
    Looking out across the crowd, she did not see any of the horror she herself felt reflected in their faces. It must have been a normal thing for them, strange as the idea of watching two naked men stab at each other was. As her eyes scanned all across the throng, she saw that Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer was among them, and he had apparently noticed her as well, for he gestured for her to join him. She smiled slightly, the best she could do under the circumstances, and started to make her way over to him.  
 
    Unlike Sir Domnall, who Nessa had a distinct impression did not like her at all, Sir Lothor was friendly enough, when he was not on his official duties. He had been present for every moment of her burgeoning friendship with Anneka, and Nessa supposed that made him almost a friend by default.  
 
     It was odd, though, to see how quickly the young knight could switch from the grim bodyguard into the warm young fellow she had first met at the Royal Harbour. Anneka had described him as being a great teller of stories, which had been amusing as at the time he had been standing stone-silent five feet away, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was the subject of conversation. These people really did wear two faces; one public, one private, and Nessa found it maddening that she still could not fathom where the boundaries lay. 
 
    Sir Lothor was sitting on the third row up from the bottom of the benches, and Nessa made her way to him gingerly, not wanting to disturb anyone’s view. It took her a while to weave her way to him, and even as she did so she could hear the clash of swords from the chalk circle as Sir Domnall and his opponent continued to battle one another. The young knight smiled at her when she eventually arrived, indicating that she should take seat next to him. She did so, feeling awkward and out of place, being the only person in the hall who did not know what was going on.  
 
    “Master Arnessa,” he said by way of greeting. “You have come to watch the Circle?” 
 
    She smiled apologetically. “I am afraid that I was lost, trying to find my way back to my chambers.” 
 
    He winced, nodding energetically. “Yes, that does happen oftentimes, in the first few months spent here.” His boyish grin returned as though it had never left. “Well, you are actually quite close to the Regent’s Tower here. You almost made it,” he added with a wink. 
 
    “What is this place?” she asked, glancing back down at Sir Domnall and his opponent, still locked in furious combat. “Why are they fighting?” 
 
    “This is the Hall of Swords, home of the Circle,” he replied. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose in confusion. “The Circle?” she asked. “Do you mean that chalk line on the floor?” 
 
    He chuckled at her obvious bewilderment, though there did not seem to be any malice in it. “The line is the Circle, yes, but the Circle is also what happens within the line. It is one of our oldest traditions. A ritual of combat, you might say.” 
 
    She looked down at Sir Domnall and the other man, who were still exchanging vicious blows. Neither one had landed a hit on his opponent yet, but it was clear even to Nessa, a novice to these pursuits, that Sir Domnall was winning. His fellow warrior was, although younger, obviously tiring rapidly, and his blows with the sword becoming steadily more ragged. “A dangerous ritual,” she observed, and Sir Lothor shrugged, his eyes bright. 
 
    “There are two kinds of Circle,” he explained. “There are the Honour Circles, where two warriors meet to hone their skills, or settle disputes. They can choose the rules of combat, the weapons and garb. It is…sport, as much as it is anything. But this is not that kind of Circle. This is a Proving Circle. This is how a warrior becomes a Knight of the Household.” 
 
    Nessa frowned at such obvious barbarism, but despite that, she found herself increasingly fascinated by the strange display. It was another glimpse into Kallandish culture, another avenue of understanding by which she might come to know these people. Nonetheless, she was still shocked when the bout came to an abrupt end. 
 
    Sir Domnall’s opponent put all of his remaining strength into a final blow, leaping across the distance between them with his sword high. If he had made contact his blade might have cut through the knight’s neck. But Sir Domnall was much faster. His shield met the oncoming sword with a great clang, and then his own blade rushed in, biting deep into the other man’s shoulder.  
 
    The scream, and the gush of blood from the wound almost made Nessa vomit there and then, right in front of everyone. She raised her hand to cover her mouth, but thankfully the bile stayed down. Sir Lothor looked at her with some concern. “Master, what ails you?”  
 
    Nessa did not dare speak, and merely shook her head. It was not as if she had never seen blood before. She had seen men die on the dragonboats, and though it was gruesome, it had not affected her like this did. It was the incongruity of this…this ritual. They were not upon a battlefield somewhere; this was the Palace of Morcar, at the heart of Kalland. It was the last place she would imagine to see blood spilled. 
 
    A pair of servants were pulling the defeated combatant over the chalk line. He was still bellowing with pain, but a physician was waiting on the edge of the hall with a handful of bandages at the ready. Sir Domnall stood now to one side of the Circle, cleaning the other man’s blood from his sword with a rag. If he had any concern at all for the man he had just wounded, it was not evident in his expression or in the way he behaved.  
 
    Nessa could feel Sir Lothor’s hand upon her shoulder, and removed her hand from over her own mouth. Her nausea was starting to recede now that the initial shock was over. “I am well,” she said, smiling wanly. “I was just caught unawares by the blood…” 
 
    He nodded understandingly. “Very few Circles are fought to first blood these days,” he said. “Most are fought with blunted blades, to a score of touches. But the Proving Circles are always fought to blood, and there are sometimes injuries, and even deaths.” For a moment his expression became stern, became the formal and public Sir Lothor. “It is a serious affair, becoming a Knight of the Household.”  
 
    Nessa realized that he must have fought in a bout like this to earn his position; they all must have. She knew from her conversations with Anneka that he was only seventeen years old. That was very young to have wounded another person in such a fight. Then the severe expression was gone, and he smiled again. She was still torn between her fascination and her disgust at this business of Circles, but as ever it was her curiosity that won out. “So if the other man had won, he would have become a knight?” she asked. 
 
    Sir Lothor laughed. “He is already a knight, but he would have become a Knight of the Household, which is the greatest honour a knight can earn. Hundreds of warriors travel here every year to challenge in the Circle.” 
 
    “How many vacancies are there?” 
 
    He laughed again. “None.” 
 
    She frowned, confused. “Then why…” 
 
    “There are one hundred and thirty-seven Knights of the Household,” he said, his voice taking on an almost scholarly tone that seemed so incongruous to his youth. “That number is set in honour of the loyal retainers who fought and died with Queen Robin the Martyr at the ambush of the Ford of Tears, where the rest of her army fled. It was her brother King Ceolbert the Vengeful who formed the Household Company, so that no king or queen would ever be without skilled defenders again. The number is fixed, but the company is always open to fresh blades. A challenger chooses their opponent from among all the knights of the company, and if they are victorious, then they take that knight’s place in the Household.” 
 
    She regarded him with amazement. “So if he had won, then he would have replaced Sir Domnall?” 
 
    “Just so,” Sir Lothor replied with a grin. “Though it was never likely that he would. Sir Domnall is one of the finest swordsmen in Kalland. Only the regent has ever defeated him in the Circle.” 
 
    “Anneka?” she asked sharply, and with no small degree of surprise. Nessa could not imagine the Anneka she had come to know fighting in one of these savage bouts. How much blood had she shed in this…this sport of theirs? For a moment, it changed her understanding of what kind of person her new friend was. But Sir Lothor inadvertently put her mind at ease. 
 
    “The regent is a fine swordsman,” he said, “though I daresay Domnall lets her win as often as not. And she has never fought in a bout to blood, for the king will not allow a member of his family to risk their life in such a manner.” 
 
    Nessa nodded, strangely relieved that Anneka had not done so. To have wounded or even killed another person in a battle was bad enough, but to have maimed someone for the sake of tradition, for sport? Nessa did not think that she could have looked Anneka in the eye again if that had been the case. But even as she thought that, she realized how wrong it was for her to take such a stance. Who was she to be so judgmental of these people and their traditions and customs? The Kallandish had their own prejudices against mages and those of elven blood, and yet Anneka had accepted her seemingly without thought for these things. It would have been wrong for Nessa to think ill of her over something so small as this Circle. That was not how friends behaved towards one another. 
 
    Many things had become routine to Nessa since arriving in Kalrond, and yet clearly there were a great many things that she had yet to experience; and in doing so she had to make certain she did not shut her mind, or take up her own prejudices and use them to pass judgment on the things she saw. Were she to do that, then she would be no better than any of those who, over the years, had judged her simply for the way she looked.  Discomforting and odd as it was to her, the Circle was obviously important to Anneka, and to the Kallandish. Nessa’s friendship with the younger girl meant more to her than old sensibilities did; and therefore she had to learn to make such things as the Circle important to her as well. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    Anneka slouched in the throne in the Hall of Audiences, taking advantage of a lull in activity at court to sit a little more comfortably. The courtiers gathered outside the great doors could still see her, but palace folk had a remarkable talent for never seeing anything that might be embarrassing to the Crown; one almost as great as their talent for conspiring against one another. Not for nothing did the Temple refer to the Palace of Morcar as ‘the snake pit’. Though it was at least kinder than what they used to say of her father’s court. 
 
    She had not thought about him in a long time. She had been drawn into the same culture of silence that Sigismund had created around their father’s memory. Not perhaps for the same reasons, but she had still been complicit in it.  
 
    It had been her talks with Nessa that had brought the old memories to the fore, that and the impending departure of Bohemond. Sigismund’s dispatching of his son was the last rush in his campaign to purge the court of anything that might hint at how things had been before. It seemed cruel, but what made it worse was that she knew it was not as simple as cruelty. He genuinely did not remember that their father had been a good man. Her brother had such shallow sight that he saw only the skins of people. He looked at their grandfather and saw a great warrior, not, as Duke Adele had said back in the Glade, a conciliator and peacemaker. In their father he saw the venal, licentious and weak man who inhabited all the jokes and stories. He had forgotten that their father had loved them, and he was afraid to love his own son, for fear of producing weakness in Bohemond.  
 
    The worst thing was that Sigismund was probably right to send his son away, given the nature of the court he had assembled. Their father’s court had been no more bustling, but far lighter in air. He had surrounded himself with men and women who enjoyed life, who had been creative and idealistic. Poets and artists and musicians, who had been his children’s teachers. They had been teachers to all the children of court, for there had been children back then. The court of King Konrad had been a place where the nobility had wanted to send their children to grow up and to learn, for all that they now publically despised him. But there was none of that anymore. Sigismund’s closest advisors were those like Elethea Gallen and Jorn Carrick, cold people whose only ideals involved warfare and wealth and power. It was no place for Bohemond to grow up.  
 
    Looking back upon it, Anneka could not say that she had made a great many friends in her childhood, but there were enough people around and enough informality that she would not have noticed loneliness. Since her brother had ascended the throne, her only companions had been the knights who guarded her, and her occasional lovers among the courtiers, and with both there had still been a guarded formality; that was, until Nessa had arrived. 
 
    Nessa had reminded Anneka what it was like to be around someone who was not at her service, to speak with someone who did not carefully choose their words so as to maintain the codes of civility. She was open and warm, and did not care for the niceties of court. Their lessons had moved far beyond their original purpose, though Anneka still worked hard at the magic. She found that she enjoyed working with the talent now that she had some understanding of it, and more than that, she enjoyed the look on Nessa’s face when she succeeded at a task the half-elf had set.  
 
    Her own feelings were still as strong and confusing as ever, though she had done her best to keep such thoughts and emotions hidden, and deep. This was something she had developed great skill at doing these past years, so much so that sometimes she might even fool herself.  
 
    She had tried to gauge in some way the level of regard that the other girl had for her, but it had been difficult. Nessa was very open about some aspects of her life, and silent on others. When it came to talk of family and friends and past association, she had little to say. It was not that she was closemouthed; rather that such thoughts were painful, or perhaps even non-existent. She would brush off such questions with a sigh and a little smile that would make Anneka’s heart flutter, and that would be that. It seemed inconceivable that she had no notion of the feelings Anneka had for her, but it also seemed to be true. She was guileless, and without cruelty. 
 
    Anneka did not know what to do. Her previous experience of seduction had consisted of pointing a girl out to Domnall or Mister Benfrey and waiting for them to be brought to her chambers; and more often than not it would be successful, for even if it was not the girl’s preference to lie with women, they would always imagine the benefits of such a union.  
 
    Nessa was different. If Anneka pushed too far, if she presumed too much, she might drive Nessa away. No matter the feelings Anneka might harbour, the friendship alone was a joy to her. So she was left to poking and prodding, asking questions here and there, stealing touches, always gauging the other girl’s reactions and answers, and learning nothing from them. She wished she could be up there with Nessa now, but there was a limit to how often she could evade her duties. She could not rule the realm from her bedchamber. 
 
    Some duties were more tiresome than others, however. Today’s audiences were with the entertainers and some of the guests who were to be at the upcoming Feast Day of the Founder banquet. It seemed a trivial thing, but Sigismund in all his wisdom had decreed upon his accession that such an important event be under the royal purview, so that he could control who attended, and who performed, and to prevent any of the lewd frivolity of their father’s days returning. Oh, but the banquets had been dull these last four years.  
 
    Perhaps it was because of the reminiscence about her father’s reign, or perhaps it was just in order to spite her brother, but in that moment Anneka felt a great urge to do something about it. She was the Regent of Kalland, and for as long as the king was in Sverkermark, this was her court. 
 
    “Do you have the list of entertainers, Lionel?” she called over to her secretary. Benfrey, who had been standing still and silent as usual, flinched and glanced back at the dais where she sat. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Your Grace?” he replied politely. 
 
    She smiled. “The list of the entertainers who have come for audience.” 
 
    He pulled the paper out from his satchel, eyeing her with some nervousness. “I have it, Your Grace, but Lord Chamberlain Merlmester has yet to peruse it.” 
 
    Without saying a word she reached out a hand, and he had no choice but to walk up and give her the list, though he did not look at all happy about it.  
 
    Anneka held it up and skimmed through the names. The ones at the top were familiar enough to her; the same dreary group that Sigismund always brought. Tame and talentless musicians and dull actors, all performing the same tired old material. They could make the most heroic epic seem as mundane as dressing in the morning. The bottom half of the list was much more interesting. There were the people who had applied for an audience but who had made the list only as a formality. She recognized few enough of them, until she came to the last name, and could not repress a gleeful grin. “Sir Henry Rill is here?” she asked, all sweetness and light. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Benfrey replied woodenly. 
 
    “The poet, Henry Rill?” she asked, again as innocently as she possibly could. 
 
    “The very same, Your Grace,” Benfrey replied. He seemed to know what was coming. 
 
    Anneka clapped. “Excellent,” she said airily. “Send him in.” 
 
    Benfrey froze in place, a rictus of a smile on his face. She was very familiar with that expression by now. It was a common one amongst her advisors. ‘We are at your service, Your Grace, but you cannot do that.’ “As Your Grace is very much aware,” he said reproachfully, “His Grace the king banished Sir Henry from court.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but that was four years ago, long enough for him to learn from his mistakes. Send him in, Lionel,” she added with a broad smile and a firm tone of voice that brooked no argument. 
 
    Benfrey could grimace and scowl, but he had no choice other than to do as she asked. Reluctantly he moved away towards the doors. Most of the crowd beyond had probably heard the exchange, which served Anneka’s purposes nicely. This opportunity had the dual benefit of being something that would greatly irritate Sigismund, and also make the banquet a little livelier. The courtiers lurking outside now knew about it, and they would spread the word. Those who said that her father’s banquets were too dissolute were the same people who now complained that her brother’s were too dreary. Perhaps Anneka would forge a middle path in her brief reign as the Never-King. 
 
    She had not known Sir Henry Rill well, but she recognized him immediately as he was led into the Hall of Audiences by Benfrey. He was a little older, and a little more weathered, but no less rakishly handsome. He was splendidly attired, garbed in more silk and jewels than an itinerant poet should be able to afford, but his sword was a more workmanlike affair, and looked well-used. She recalled that her father had often referred to him as the ‘warrior-poet’. Rill had been one of his closest friends and advisors. He favoured the same warlike songs and tales as her brother did, but she remembered also that he performed them with far more gusto than Sigismund’s so-called ‘artists’. He was also a gambler and a womanizer, traits that left him ill-equipped for life after King Konrad’s passing. 
 
    She smiled as he approached her dais, and he bowed low and with a flourish. “Sir Henry, welcome back to court. It has been many years.” 
 
    When he spoke, his voice was as she remembered, a gravelly Selkmar accent that could sound harsh and rasping until he began to perform. “I thank Your Grace for seeing me. It has indeed been many years; too many.” He grinned up at her with an expression that would surely have scandalized her brother had he been present. “Had I known that Your Grace would become such a radiant beauty, I would have returned sooner.” 
 
    She laughed. “Careful, Sir Henry. It is because of such talk that you have been gone so long.” 
 
    He nodded. “Aye, true enough, Your Grace.” 
 
    “And where is it that you have been all this time?” 
 
    He smiled wistfully. “The Free Marches, Your Grace. Earning my way with pen and sword, though in truth they have a bit more use for the latter in those parts than the former.” He patted the blade at his hip to emphasise his point. “My words can pierce the hearts of men, but alas, they cannot pierce Kurenni armour nearly so well.” 
 
    She smiled at the joke. “And was that not a prosperous life?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed, indicating his fine clothes. “Very prosperous, Your Grace, but it was unfulfilling all the same. Kalland is my heart, and the court my soul. I loved Your Grace’s father, as I love Your Grace, and your brother the king…though I fear that he may not love me nearly so much,” he added with a rueful smile. 
 
    She nodded superciliously. “Well, you did seduce his mistress, Sir Henry. That might harden anyone’s heart against you.” 
 
    “As you say, Your Grace. It was perhaps not my wisest action, and I have regretted it somewhat since then.” 
 
    Anneka nodded. She felt that they had exchanged enough pleasantries; it was time to get to the heart of the matter. “Sir Henry, I have a mind that you should perform at the Feast of the Founder, here in the palace, as you once did for my father. That is only,” she added teasingly, “if your pen has not yielded overmuch to the sword.” 
 
    He seemed genuinely surprised by the suggestion. “Your Grace,” he replied, his eyes wide, “it would be my honour, the honour of my life to do so. I shall compose something especially for the occasion.” 
 
    She nodded. “I look forward to hearing it, Sir Henry. Thank you for your visit.” 
 
    Rill bowed again, even more deeply than before, and hurried away looking like a man blessed by the ancestors themselves. Benfrey was putting the list back in his satchel surreptitiously, but Anneka had known he would do so. “We will go over it again later,” she said sharply. “See what other worthies we can find.” 
 
    Her secretary’s shoulders sagged. “I had thought that we might,” he replied miserably. It was such an uncharacteristically open statement from Lionel Benfrey that Anneka was shocked. He did not look happy at being caught up in Anneka’s conflicts with her brother.  
 
    It was more than that though, for he had not been the same ever since she had been named regent, and thinking about it now, Anneka thought she knew why. He had performed so well in the role of secretary to the regent that she had never even suspected that he might not actually enjoy it. She had thought Benfrey a fussy old fool, and had been amazed when he had turned out to be well-suited to this more complex role. He was no fool; he had been hiding as her secretary all this time because he actually enjoyed the simpler life. 
 
    “Do not be troubled, Lionel,” she said, more gently this time. “The king will return from Sverkermark soon enough, and we can go back to lives of unimportance and leisure.”  
 
    He actually smiled at that. “Is that a promise, Your Grace?” 
 
    She laughed. “I cannot predict the future, but insofar as I can, yes, it is a promise.” 
 
    He nodded seriously. “That is good enough for me then, Your Grace.” Looking down at the list, he raised a questioning eyebrow. “Do you wish to begin these audiences now?” 
 
    Anneka sighed. She did not want to go on with the audiences, in truth, but as she had started this, she supposed that she should finish it as well. It was only fair. “Let me have another look at the list, then…” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Interrogation 
 
      
 
      
 
    John awoke with a splitting headache, one of inconceivable magnitude. He could not be sure whether it was a result of the wine, or of Mad Edwin’s singing and howling. Likely, it was a combination of both, and the greater part to the latter. That old lunatic was going to be the death of him.  
 
    He glared around his chamber banefully, his eyes rejecting the strong light pouring through the window, his mouth dry and musty. He searched in vain for a cup of wine or ale; even water would do in a pinch, but anything there might have been had been drunk hours before.  
 
    It was upon abandoning his search that he first noticed the rumble. That was what it sounded like to him, a low rumble, as though there were a fast-approaching thunderstorm. He stared around the room in confusion, for it was far too bright a day for there to be an actual storm. His first thought was that somehow Mad Edwin was to blame. But as he investigated more carefully, he realized the sound was not coming from inside the tower at all, but from beyond it. On unsteady legs he moved to the window, pulling himself through the narrow arched opening to peer down upon the city. He almost fell out with surprise when he saw the cause of the din. 
 
    The rumble, that he could now hear so clearly, came from the mob of people gathering before Balian’s Tower, a hundred or so feet below him. There were several score of the wretches already, and beyond the Tower’s surrounding wall he could see that that the streets were guiding still more in. A thin line of constables blocked the open entrance to the tower yard, cudgels at the ready. But there was far too little sky-blue and grey down there, and John could see that if the mob wanted to push its way into the yard, the constables could not stop them. Why, by all the ancestors of the Kallandish, he wondered with a groan, did the royal prison not possess such a thing as a fucking gate? 
 
    Almost at the same time that he realized what was going on down there, he heard a hammering at his chamber door, a hysterical woman’s voice screaming his name. “Sir John!” 
 
    He flinched back, knocking his head on the stone of the window arch, and swore loudly. Even though he could see that the line of constables still held, an irrational part of him was wondering whether some of the mob were even now making their way up to get him; while the rest went down to the deep cells, no doubt. “Sir John, there’s a mob!” came the woman’s shout again, and he roared back. 
 
    “I can bloody see that. Open the fucking door!” 
 
    As the woman burst in, John was already on the move. Thankfully he had possessed the presence of mind to sleep in his uniform the night before. He grabbed his sword and pistol from the table next to his bed, thrusting them onto his belt before turning to face her. She was one of the new recruits, part of the batch he had sworn in only days before, and she looked terrified. He did not have time to waste comforting or coddling her, however. “Send messengers out by the postern gate,” he barked, “to the Greyhall and to Leofric’s Keep. I want every constable that we can muster here, and a full company of armsmen from the garrison, right bloody now!” 
 
    She just stood there staring at him in abject terror, and so he took her by the arm and led her out of his chamber and towards the stairs, continuing to issue orders as they moved. “I want every man and woman in the Tower on that line at the gate. Do you understand me, constable, everyone! Put a sword in Mad Edwin’s hands if you have to.” 
 
    She nodded nervously, and there was a desperate spark of amusement in her eyes at that last remark that told John that she was going to be able to summon the courage to do as he asked. They halted at the top of the steps, and he grabbed her by the shoulders. “What do they want?” he hissed, not sure that he wanted the answer to that question. 
 
    Her eyes were as round as plates. “They want Master Silversmith, Sir John.” 
 
    John recoiled, his breath issuing forth like steam. He had known this day was coming, of course, but now that it was upon them he was taken aback. He gripped the constable’s shoulders even harder. “Get me those soldiers!” he bellowed, and then he started to run down the stairs at full pelt, his hangover forgotten. Of course they wanted Silversmith. What else would they come for? 
 
    When they had first dragged the merchant in, kicking and screaming, protesting his innocence with every lying, treasonous breath, John had wanted to hurt him, badly. All the headaches he had suffered, all of the running around in circles to no effect; John had placed all of that blame firmly on the shoulders of Thomas Silversmith. The ancestors knew the man deserved punishment.  
 
    But he had learned from the mistakes his subordinates had made thus far. He would be patient this time; he would be methodical. There would be no butcher work for Cook and Potts, not yet anyway. He had Silversmith chained down below in the deep cells, far from light or comfort. He would be worn down by deprivation, and by loneliness, hunger and thirst, until he was ready to confess his crimes. And all would have been well and good, if not for the machinations of others. 
 
    No one had wept when Edmund Barying was dragged to Balian’s Tower, or when he died there. Barying had been a man of few friends, and even fewer after a crowd of thousands saw him shoot at the regent. But Silversmith’s crimes were more insidious, and he was a man of station, albeit lowborn, with many friends.  
 
    The guilds had been in uproar about his arrest, and for every day that passed with no sign of his release or further proof of his guilt, those sniveling merchants and sly craftsmen grew bolder and more vocal in their calls for his freedom. The Privy Council had held them at arm’s length, but John’s own meetings with Giguere and Robert Toran had started to take on a panicked tone. They had not been ecstatic when he had taken Silversmith in, but they had seemed open to giving him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    But now it was one month later, and there was no end in sight. Silversmith remained, if not defiant, then certainly assured of his own innocence. It was almost as if he knew how great his support outside the Tower was, although there was no way that he could do; unless Cale’s spies were still at work, passing him information. No matter what Giguere said, John was certain the Lord Chancellor was up to something devious, and he was sure that Rybeck Cale was the author of the campaign of support Silversmith was the beneficiary of.  
 
    Yesterday, Sir Robert Toran had summoned John to a meeting in the palace, in a frantic state. Parliament, utterly incensed by the treatment of one of its members, was apparently moving to pass a bill freeing him from the Tower; they were passing legislation, free of advisement from the Crown, against one of the Crown’s servants. John could not believe the madness that was sweeping the city. Sir Robert, nervous wretch that he was, had told him in no uncertain terms that he had mere days to bring evidence against Thomas Silversmith, or else the merchant would be released, to disappear into safe exile and taking along with him all hope of uncovering this plot.  
 
    Apparently though, the city of Kalrond had decided to pre-empt Silversmith’s release. Given his luck thus far, this really should have surprised John far less than it did. This duty he had been given was like playing cards with a dozen Edward Bowyers.  
 
    By the time he reached the ground floor entrance hall, it was filling up with constables, all as nervous as the woman that had come to fetch him. He ignored them as he walked past, but he could feel their eyes boring into him, their minds weighing up whether he and his cause were worth dying for. He burst out into the yard, where the screaming and shouting had reached a crescendo. The line of his constables at the gate was faltering, struggling to hold the surging mob back with their cudgels. Captain Brandon met him halfway, and John was surprised to find that the old man was the only constable he had seen without a look of terror on his face. Brandon looked grimly amused, though John could find little humour in their current situation. 
 
    “Sir John,” the captain began, but John brushed passed him, unwilling to bandy words with the man while a mob raged a few-dozen feet away. Whatever Brandon had to say, it could wait a while. If they all died here in the yard, it could wait forever. 
 
    He strode forward, pulling the pistol from his belt, lighting the taper from a nearby brazier. He had decided on the run down from his chambers what he was going to do; whether it would work, of course, was entirely up to the mob. Holding the weapon high up in the air, he squeezed the trigger.  
 
    The puff of smoke blew back down at him, no doubt blackening his face, but he did not care at this point. The sound rang out across the yard, bouncing from walls, drowning out the roars of the crowd. As he had hoped, it stopped them dead, for the moment at least, but that was all he needed. 
 
    “In the name of the regent, cease this riotous assembly!” he thundered, keeping the pistol raised in the air and his other hand on the sword at his hip. He took some little satisfaction in the looks of shock on the faces of those at the forefront of the mob. His constables were as startled by the shot as their adversaries were, but they reacted with far more speed, reordering their line, bolstering it with fresh bodies from behind. “I am the High Constable of the City of Kalrond, and you will hear me!” John bellowed. “Thomas Silversmith is a traitor to the Crown and to the realm, a most base and vile criminal, and he will not be released until he has been brought to justice.” 
 
    He wished that he had a second pistol to fire for emphasis; it might even have dispersed the crowd without words. As it was, they were rumbling again, whipped up by a pock-faced commoner at the front. John eyed the fellow with distaste. A typical rabble-rouser and troublemaker. Perhaps shooting this man and not the air would have been more efficacious. 
 
    Pock-face turned from his companions and shouted at John through the wall of constables. “We know what Silversmith is, that’s why we want you to give him to us.” The commoner turned back to his companions, his fists raised, a gesture echoed by the hundreds of men and women who followed him. “So we can tear the traitorous bastard apart!” he screamed, a lustful violence in his voice, and the mob before him added their voices and curses to the din. 
 
    “We’ll tear him limb from limb!” they cried, and “We’ll kill him like he tried to kill the Regent Anneka!” 
 
    Oh, this was superb!  John’s pistol arm started to lower as he finally came to understand what was going on. They had not come to free Silversmith, they had come to kill him! Somehow, the common folk had gotten wind of why Silversmith had been arrested. None outside of the palace and John’s own inner circle of constables was supposed to know that Silversmith’s arrest was related to the attack on the regent. Edmund Barying had been publically declared a lunatic, his actions the work of a single deranged mind. No one was supposed to know about the plot. But it appeared that someone, somewhere was talking. John did not know whom, but whoever they were, they might just have saved him.  
 
    Tossing the pistol aside, he rushed forward to stand at the rear of the line of constables. Grabbing the two nearest by their grey cloaks, he dragged them back. “Reform!” he shouted. “Reform behind me.” 
 
    He knew that it would be a dangerous maneuver. The mob might be on his side philosophically, but they were still enraged. If they decided to charge the gate, taking advantage of the retreating constables, then he was a dead man. There was a moment as the constables scurried back, breaking the wall of sternly gripped cudgels that had held the mob so far, when it looked as though they would surge forth again.  
 
    But all of a sudden the pock-faced leader was there, jumping out in front of his charges. “Stop!” he shouted, his voice somehow carrying over the din of the crowd, “Hear the High Constable’s words!” and to John’s amazement, they did stop. The mob had advanced partway into the yard, spilling out beyond the shield of the walls, but they were going no further for the time being. The constables had reformed their line behind him, their numbers swelled by reinforcements from inside the Tower, but John had no illusions about their efficacy in a fight. They were only watchmen, not soldiers. If the mob were to charge again, most would flee. The rabble-rouser had bought John some time, but now he had to make his words count.  
 
    He knew what he had to say. “Good Toran folk,” he began, seeing a few nods from the leaders of the pack. “I understand your anger. For his crimes, Thomas Silversmith deserves death, and I intend to see that he receives it.” 
 
    A cry came from somewhere beyond the walls, at the rear of the mob. “That’s just words! If you think he should die, why haven’t you killed him yet?” This demand was picked up by other voices, just as angry. “Why haven’t you killed him, Sir John?” 
 
    John raised his hand for silence, and with the aid of more wrangling by Pock-face and his allies, the mob quieted, though their expressions were no less angry, and their mutterings no less dire. 
 
    “Do you doubt me, good citizens?” he asked, forcing an expression of injury onto his face. “Do you doubt my desire to bring a man who plotted to murder our beloved regent to justice?” The time had come for some theatrics. “When Sir Marko Uskaryn spoke his slanderous treasons against the king, was it not my blade…this blade,” he cried, pulling the sword from its sheath with a wide flourish, holding it above his head to catch the sunlight, “this blade that cut his lying words from his very throat?” There was a roar of approval from the mob, but they did not press forward this time. They loved a little sword-twirling and some hearty words. “You all know me,” he said, “and you all know that I would never allow such a treasonous worm as Thomas Silversmith to live, were there not a good reason to do so. And there is such a reason, good citizens…for painful as it is for me to admit, this scandalous, murderous plot runs far deeper than one mere merchant!” 
 
    There was an upsurge of horrified denials, of dismay that such a thing could be possible. John had not known how much the people had heard of this matter, and apparently they hadn’t heard that. Still, whoever had passed the information to them had to have expected that the floodgates would open, and the commons would come to learn the truth. 
 
    “And so you see, friends,” he said, once their horror had subsided, “Thomas Silversmith must live long enough that I might learn of his accomplices, and stop their evil schemes. You must trust me, good citizens.” 
 
    He lowered his sword, laying it out flat across his palms. It was a symbol they would all recognize, an old tradition, that of a supplicant lord swearing his oaths of loyalty to his king. “I swear upon my honour as a knight, as High Constable of this city, as a loyal retainer of the House of Toran. I will seek these traitors out. I will learn their names.” He paused, and there was a roar of approval from the mob before him. “I will bring them to trial,” he shouted. Another roar of support, louder than the last. He brought his gaze across the mass of humanity before him, locking eyes with everyone that he could. He hoped that he was channeling sufficient sincerity. They seemed to hang on his words with bated breath. John smiled, ready to indulge them. “And then I will hang them,” he screamed, and the mob exploded, men and women jumping up and down like madfolk, waving their fists and cheering. Their energy rippled through the crowd like a wave, the sounds of their shouting louder than those that he had heard above.  
 
    He thought for a moment that they might still charge, so caught were they in the throes of ecstasy, but they held at the gate, and he knew then that he had won.  Let those fools in Parliament try and release Silversmith now. The mob would burn the Palace of Alban to the ground. 
 
    He sheathed the sword, raising his hands again for calm and for silence, once more with the aid of their strangely obliging pock-faced leader. “Go home, honest citizens,” he cried. “Go back to your families, and trust in your High Constable, that I will see justice done.” 
 
    And that was that. The mob began to disperse, retreating through the open gate of Balian’s Tower. They were a long way from being quiet, and they still buzzed with nervous energy, but they were leaving. As they went, John heard many voices calling out his name. “Ancestors grace upon you, Sir John,” they said, and “God bless you, John Gallen.” 
 
    Among the last to depart was their leader, Pock-face. As he turned his back to join his fellows, one arm resting in a comradely fashion on the back of the man ahead, he locked eyes with John. His left eye closed, just for a second, and a grin lit up his lips. And then he was gone, lost in the midst of the retreating crowd. 
 
    John stared after him in frank astonishment. Had that man just winked at him?  
 
    Slowly, a smile formed on his face. Perhaps the revelations made to the people had been no accident, but done with purpose in mind. Perhaps the mob also had been formed with purpose. Silversmith might have his allies beyond these walls, but so, it seemed, did John.  
 
    The constables behind him were sagging, leaning on their fellows or falling to the ground, as relieved as any group John had ever seen. A few were even laughing, albeit a touch hysterically, laughing for the sheer joy of having survived. Brandon was among them, shaking his head slowly. He did not look joyful at all; in fact he looked as grim now as he had looked amused before.  
 
    “Those were pretty words, Sir John,” he conceded, “but they don’t change the fact that we have bugger all on him.” 
 
    John grinned wolfishly. “Yet, captain,” he replied. “Bugger all yet.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    A few hours passed, and it was time for Silversmith’s daily meal of bread and water. John carried the tray down to the deep cells personally, as he had for every day of the merchant’s incarceration. A menial task perhaps, but not one he performed without a purpose. Mealtime was as good as any time for the daily questioning, and he enjoyed forcing Silversmith’s mind to associate the two.  
 
    Down in the deep cells there was little reason to post a guard on the traitor, but John did so anyway. Even chained, half-starved and exhausted Silversmith was a wily bastard, and after all they had done to keep him alive, he could not be allowed to kill himself, alone down here in the dark. And so a guard had been posted, and that guard checked on Silversmith at the end of every hour, waking him up to ensure he was still alive. John smiled at the thought. The man had not enjoyed a night’s sleep in weeks. 
 
    The guard saluted as he recognized the High Constable in the torchlight, and opened the solid wooden door of the cell to allow John access. There was a clinking of chains from beyond, and he heard the merchant’s voice before he saw him.  
 
    “Sir John. How lovely of you to visit.” 
 
    There had been at defiance first, but that had disappeared by the end of the first week, as Silversmith realized that he would not be released. John had thought he might begin with pleading after that, but he was far cleverer than had been expected. Silversmith had determined that John was playing the waiting game, and had decided to join in himself. His manner of late had been tired and at the same time jovial, the manner of a man certain in his innocence, but resigned to his present position. John did not believe it for a second.  
 
    John placed the tray down on the floor, and Silversmith shuffled forward. He had been thin before, but a month of poor rations had left him wasted. The fact that he wore rags now in place of his fineries added to the effect, making him seem skeletal. His hair and beard were long and matted, and he seemed to have aged decades down here in the dark. But though his eyes were tired they were also bright, and he yet still wore the ready smile of man who thought his conscience clean.  
 
    “Ah, bread and water. My favourite, as you know,” he said, smiling slightly in his irritatingly amiable way. John sat down on a chair that the guard had brought in, and the dance of questions began. They had been playing this game for so long that the exchange had become routine, the same words spoken every day for weeks. The fact that Silversmith never slipped in his answers was one of the things that convinced John of his guilt. 
 
    “Why did you plot to assassinate Regent Anneka?” he asked, as Silversmith nibbled at the bread, savouring his meagre rations. 
 
    “I did not, for I am as loyal to the regent and to the House of Toran as any man has ever been.” He sipped at the water in his clay cup, smiling at John. “As you well know, my friend.” 
 
    “What are the names of the thieves that you paid to steal the guns from your house? Where might I find them?” 
 
    “I do not know their names, or where they are, for I did not pay them to do anything. I do not know who stole my guns.” 
 
    John tapped at his mail coat absently. “Did you give the pistol to Edmund Barying, or did someone else do it for you?” 
 
    Silversmith shook his head as he finished off the last of his meal. “I did not give him the weapon, nor do I know who did. I never met him, nor had even heard his name before his attempt on the regent’s life.” 
 
    “Who are your accomplices? Who else was involved in the plot against the regent?” 
 
    The merchant laughed bitterly. “I wish that I could tell you that, for they are all doubtless evil, but I cannot tell you, for I am not involved in any plot. I am innocent.” 
 
    John nodded. The same answers as yesterday, the same as the day before, and the same as the weeks before that. Thomas Silversmith was no traitor; he was just an innocent merchant, caught up in the vagaries of a miscarriage of justice. He played his part well, but now John had the edge over him. “Tell me, Master Silversmith,” he said, sitting forward in the chair. “Do you know how long you have been here?” 
 
    Silversmith looked up at him, some confusion on his face. This was not how things usually went between them. John would bring him his meal, ask his questions, rage at the answers, and then leave. The merchant’s expression shifted to a thoughtful one. “We have enjoyed…thirty of these little chats.” He let out a little laugh, more akin to a titter than anything else. “A full month, Sir John. Perhaps we should have a small celebration. You, guard,” Silversmith called out, still giggling inanely. “Fetch us wine and cheese!” 
 
    John sighed, leaning forward. “In all these thirty days, have you never wanted for anything?” he asked, his voice as gentle as he could make it, and as sympathetic. “More food, perhaps. Better food. A bed, a torch, more comfortable clothing. For those chains to be removed, for your sleep not to be interrupted by my constables.” 
 
    Silversmith’s face went into spasm for the briefest of moments. “I have wanted for all those things, and more,” he said quietly. And then his face changed, and the joviality returned. “That is not to say that I have not enjoyed your hospitality, Sir John.” 
 
    John sighed, shaking his head as though he could not understand why the other man would bring all this upon himself. “You could have all those things, and more beside, if you would just confess. A confession, Master Silversmith, a few words, a signature. That is all I need from you. Is it so much to ask for, given your crimes?” He leaned back, smiling down at the prisoner. “Who knows,” he said, “I might even be able to convince the regent to offer you clemency, in return for the names of those you conspired with. You would live here in Balian’s Tower, in great comfort, and would never need see chains again.” 
 
    Now it was Silversmith’s turn to shake his head, a sad smile writ upon his face. “Sir John, I cannot confess to crimes I did not commit. I cannot give you the names of people that I do not know. I am innocent, my friend, and much as I might long for all those things you speak of, I cannot give you what you ask for.” 
 
    John smiled back at him, which caused a further look of uncertainty on the prisoner’s face. “Do you know what I think is the most amusing thing about your little plot?” he asked conversationally. When Silversmith did not answer, he smiled. “In a strange way, your bumbling assassin has done so much to aid the regent, that I wonder if he should not be knighted…posthumously, of course,” he added with a wry chuckle. “His clumsy attempt on her life has brought her more popularity than any member of the House of Toran has enjoyed in decades. Do you know what they are saying about her, out there?” he asked, pointing over his shoulder toward the door. Silversmith shook his head, his face devoid of expression. “They are calling her Bohemond the Liberator, reborn! They say the spirit of her grandfather has returned to rule them through her.” John laughed, slapping his thigh. “These platitudes from folk who only days before your man Barying pulled the trigger would have hurled dung at her on the street if they saw her there. From the very same people, Master Silversmith! She meets with her enemies and talks conciliation, she respects the absurd beliefs of the Temple, and she walks among her people as no Toran has ever done before.” He shrugged. “That is what they say, at any rate. Quite remarkable the things you have done for her.” 
 
    Silversmith was quiet for quite some time, his face showing none of the jovial emotion that it had before. Eventually he nodded, a tired smile on his face. “I am glad that the commons have grown to love the regent as I love her. But it changes nothing, Sir John. I am still innocent, and for all your belief to the contrary, you cannot keep me here forever.” 
 
    John chuckled, wagging a finger at the prisoner. “Oh yes, you are a man of station, are you not? You are a Member of Parliament, and a guildsman. Yes, there has been some clamour in your support, Master Silversmith, some clamour indeed. But not, I think, for much longer.” He leaned forward, bringing his face as close to Silversmith’s as he could. The prisoner stared back at him, unblinking. “It seems that some knave, some dastardly loose-lipped villain, has informed the commons of precisely why I have you held here. Needless to say, these men and women who have come to love the regent so are quite displeased with you right now.”  
 
    John pointed upwards, towards the dank stone ceiling, beyond which lay the light of the city above. “You may have heard something of a commotion a few hours ago…no? Oh, I suppose that we are quite deep down, aren’t we?” He laughed. “Well anyway, that noise came from a gathering of concerned citizens, who requested that I surrender you to them, for a speedy bout of justice.” He saw a flicker of fear behind Silversmith’s eyes, just the tiniest flicker, and grinned at it. “Needless to say, I was able to talk them down. They were still quite angry with you though, so I would not count on the support of Parliament for much longer. They answer to the mob as much as they do to anyone else.” 
 
    He rose then, and picking up the chair he hammered on the door, so as to let the guard know that he was ready to leave. As he waited for the door to swing open, he turned back to Silversmith, still crouched upon the floor. “You know, a thought came to me up there, as I stood before those good citizens. As far as the people are concerned your crimes are against the entirety of the realm, so why not just do away with all this messy business of evidence, and trials?” He smiled coldly down at the merchant’s impassive face. “Why not simply drag you up to Temple Square and leave you there to make your protestations and your arguments of innocence to the Kalrond mob?” He chuckled gleefully. “They would have your head on the end of a pike within the hour.” 
 
    The guard opened the door, and John tossed the chair out. As he was leaving, Silversmith spoke, and his voice was different this time, a tone that John had never heard before. It seemed wooden at first, but as he listened a little harder he caught a hard and mocking undertone. 
 
    “But Sir John,” Silversmith said, “if you hand me over to the mob, how ever will you get to the heart of this plot?” 
 
    John turned around, and saw that there was a different cast to Silversmith’s expression too, an amused line or two around the eyes, the look of man who felt that he held the advantage. 
 
    “That is what you believe, is it not? That I am the centre of this great web of conspiracy, that I and only I know who lies at the heart of it. If you let them kill me, you will never know.” 
 
    John let his face fall into a frown, and then a scowl. He spun around, grunting angrily, and slammed the wooden door behind him. But once out of Silversmith’s view, he smiled. Let the merchant think that he had his captor with his back to the wall. Silversmith had just unwittingly shown the first chinks in his armour. And as any knight knew, it took just one flaw to pierce the suit. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Pirates of the Narrow Sea 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sleek, black-hulled galley had anchored off Fortis’ port bow, facing north just as Garnier’s own vessel was directed southwards. The galley was almost invisible in the night’s dark, a hazy silhouette occasionally illuminated by the moon. There were torches and lanterns aboard both ships, but there was also a fog rolling slowly past, on its way east to blanket the Tyran coast, and the galley and all its lights would periodically disappear into the haze. It was unnerving, Garnier thought; for his crew at any rate. They were here with purpose, and the galley was part of that purpose. But did the galley’s captain know that? Unlikely, and that made her dangerous even to her brothers-in-arms. 
 
    That most loose of fraternities, the brotherhood of privateers, had never had a flag, or a banner, or any means of marking membership within its ranks. To do so would go against the entire philosophy of such an organization. They did not sail for themselves, but for the great men and women who hired them, and they could hardly fly those flags. No, the privateers did not fly any banners, but as he stared out across the dark and foggy water to the galley, Garnier wondered whether they should. It would make encounters such as this one a great deal less nerve-wracking. 
 
    The two vessels had come upon one another not long after the sun had gone down, though they had seen each other’s sails long before that. Given the galley’s trade she might well have avoided the carrack, but luckily for Garnier she had altered course and headed to meet them. Lucky from one point of view, at least.  
 
    He had come here to meet this ship, but there was always the possibility she might take them for some poor merchantman and stop for a quick plunder. Fortis was a deceptive vessel; she might resemble a trading craft, but she had the strongest bite the Guild of Gunmakers could provide her. Usually that gave him an advantage in his line of work, allowing him to lull his prey into a false sense of security, as he had with the Kurenni vessel carrying Lord Hava and his family. But when dealing with fellow privateers and pirates it could lead to bloodshed. Fighting had not yet broken out between Fortis and the galley, but that was far from a guarantee that it wouldn’t. He had recognized the galley’s profile as soon as it came close, but there was little chance the other captain would recognize his ship. He’d had a few, since the last time they had crossed water together. 
 
    He stood at the bow of the carrack, staring out as best he could through the fog and dark. He clutched the message in his hand, which was beaded with sweat despite his complete lack of fear. It was the last of the four written over a month ago in the guildhouse of the Merchant Venturers and dispatched for Dieter Hark to pass on. When Garnier had caught up with the former pirate in Freehaven weeks later, it had been placed back in his hand.  
 
    Hark had been able to deliver three of the messages through intermediaries and various other means. Those named would be on their way, or they would not; their decisions were out of Garnier’s hands. Hark had been not been able to deliver the fourth message himself, but he had grinned and told Garnier where the fourth recipient was. If Garnier wanted her, he would have to find her personally. 
 
    And so he had taken Fortis south into waters he had not crossed in over ten years. The Narrow Sea, the shallow strait that divided Ren and the Tyran States from the Talabec Republic, through which all trade with the lands further south passed. It was said that the Narrow Sea was the busiest stretch of water in the entire world, and indeed on their voyage they had seen a great many sails. There had been no encounters as direct as their current one, however, for while the Narrow Sea was busy, it was also lawless. The regional powers were loosely affiliated, more interested in fighting one another than cleaning up the pirates that infested their coasts, and so trading vessels did well to avoid any craft they could not recognize as a friend from a safe distance. This was the first rule of the Narrow Sea, a rule that both Garnier and his counterpart on the galley had broken here tonight. 
 
    The two ships had been anchored within sight of one another for more than an hour. Garnier and his crew had been waiting with both patience and trepidation for all that time. What was going on aboard the galley was anyone’s guess. The way she had changed course to intercept the carrack to any logical mind would have implied some intent, whether towards attack or parley. But the crew of Fortis was not dealing with a logical mind tonight. 
 
    At long last the call came, echoing through the fog and across the water. It was in Kallandish, spoken with a heavy Renish accent. “Who are you?”  
 
    Garnier frowned. Had it really taken a full hour to develop that question? “Garnier Fox, aboard Fortis. I wish to speak with Captain Fortunata!” he answered, wishing not to waste any more time with foolish exchanges of questions.  
 
    There was a long silence after that. He could hear nothing but the swell of the water, the rustling of the sails and the creak of the timbers beneath his feet. It occurred to him in that time that perhaps this was not the vessel he was searching for. He had not seen the galley before today, though Dieter Hark had described it well enough that he could spot the vessel from a distance. But Garnier supposed that there could be two Kurenni-style war galleys with black hulls and black sails sailing the waters of Ankyran.  
 
    Then the man on the galley called back. “We’re sending the boat over.” 
 
    And indeed a few minutes later Garnier heard a splash as the galley’s rowboat was lowered into the sea, and soon enough he could see the lantern at its bow cutting through the mist. He moved towards the port gunwale, meeting Tom Worry there. The cutthroat had clearly heard the exchange, or guessed the intent of the approaching rowboat, for he wore a disapproving frown. “I don’t know about this, captain. You shouldn’t go alone.” 
 
    Garnier smiled at the other man’s concern, clapping him around the shoulders. “The captain is an old friend of mine, Tom. And besides,” he added, jerking a finger at his crew as they gathered behind him, “she has a bigger ship and a bigger crew than we do.” 
 
    Worry looked at him doubtfully. “She might be your friend, but she’s also batshit crazy, they say. Her ship’s called Fickle Bitch, for ancestor’s sake. Might be something in that.” 
 
    Garnier laughed. “You don’t know the half of it, Tom.”  
 
    The rowboat was pulling up below them, and Garnier’s sailors were already tossing ropes down to the sailors aboard. As he stepped up to the lip of the gunwale, ready to climb down, he turned back to Worry, for once his expression deadly serious. “But if this galley does live up to its name, I want you to run south, Tom. Take the crew to Ryvenna, and if you have to do that, don’t you sail within a hundred miles of Kalland ever again.” 
 
    Worry nodded, not looking at all happy at the prospect of never seeing his homeland again. But Garnier knew that he understood why. Without Garnier, the plan was doomed to failure, and Rybeck Cale had struck him as being the type of man who would go to great lengths to recover his five thousand towers. 
 
    Despite his initial assurances to Worry, Garnier boarded the rowboat with trepidation. The sailors crewing it looked to be a mix of Renish and Talabecs, and a nasty bunch at that. The captain of the Fickle Bitch loved to surround herself with ugly, scarred crewmembers, and this lot seemed to the very best of her collection. They did not seem remotely interested in talking. The journey over to the galley was destined to be a quiet one. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Boarding the galley was easier than boarding Fortis would be, if Garnier were ever to see his ship again. The carrack was designed for the rough waters of the Bitter Sea, high hulled and ungainly, but Fickle Bitch was a Narrows vessel, shallow and elegant. Just like her captain. Garnier gave a little chuckle, drawing glances from the galley’s crew. None of them regarded him with anything less than suspicion and outright hostility. It was to be expected, of course, and had their captain been brought aboard Fortis, she would have received the same reaction.  
 
    “I must speak with Captain Fortunata,” he said, smiling as amiably as he could manage, keeping his hands held outwards in a gesture of peace and disarmament. He heard no answering sound but for the breeze. The crew stared at him impassively. He continued to smile, but it was becoming more fixed with every passing second. What was she playing at? “Valeria Fortunata?” he said, more uncertainly. “This is her vessel, is it not?” Taleris’ cunt, if it wasn’t… 
 
    “Garnier Fox…it really is you, isn’t it?” The voice came from the stern, where a set of wooden steps led up towards the helm. Garnier peered up there, unable to see anyone but the unwelcoming crew.  
 
    And then with a swish of silk, she appeared from behind two of her crewmen, slinking slowly across the deck. Garnier’s smile lost its rictus, broadening as he gazed up at her. She had not changed much at all since he had last seen her. Lucky Val, the Privateer Queen. 
 
    She was clad from head to toe in silken robes, the same style of clothing worn by Kurenni purebloods to protect their pale skin from the harsh sunlight of the jungles and deserts of their homeland. It seemed like complicated and restricting garb, but he had seen men and women fight in those robes, and knew that the first impression was deceptive. She wore a broad-bladed scimitar on her left hip, also an affectation plundered from the Kurenni, though as with everything else about her, it was deception. He well knew that Val favoured her left hand, and her weapon of choice was a crescent-bladed dagger that currently sat upon her right hip, a vicious weapon as good for castrating a man as it was for slitting his throat. 
 
    He moved to meet her as she descended the steps, both of them moving slowly and cautiously. As she moved her hands were at her head, unpinning the silk veil that covered all but her eyes, revealing a face he had not seen for many years. 
 
    Lucky Val was not beautiful by anyone’s standards. Her features were sharp and angular, and hard as rock. She bore more than a few scars on her flesh, though nothing as catastrophic as Dirk van Loken’s, or even Garnier’s own. But there was yet something about her, a sultry fire in her eyes, something in the way she moved, which gave away the promise of dark pleasures. The Kurenni robes she wore covered everything, but in some strange way that only enhanced her allure. There had never been all that many women who took to the seas, and few enough who had managed to keep control over a band of cutthroats well enough to become a privateer captain. That too was part of her allure. She was no soft and pretty Kallandish noblewoman, but she did not need to be when she was the only woman one might see for weeks, or even months. And she knew all of this. 
 
    They halted a few feet from each other. Val was smiling, but Garnier could not read what was behind it. Now that they were closer to one another, he could see that she had changed a little. There were a few more scars, a few more lines on her face. He could see that there were streaks of iron in those wisps of her dark hair that had escaped the protection of her robes. But those eyes were no different, and those red, pouting lips… 
 
    And suddenly those lips were at his, biting hungrily at him. Her hands were at his neck, caressing his jaw. She had jumped him so successfully that all he could do was kiss her back, his hands on her arse pulling her into him. He felt his loins stirring in response. And then just as suddenly she pulled away, dancing out of his reach and chuckling to herself. Garnier gasped, his hands clutching at thin air. That was more like the Val he remembered. 
 
    Recovering his composure slowly, he managed a rueful smile. “It is good to see you too, Val.” 
 
    “I noticed,” she replied archly.  
 
    “I have been looking for you,” he said, ignoring the jibe. She beamed at him. 
 
    “What a coincidence, I have been looking for you as well! We crossed water with the White Wyrm a week ago. Scapani told me all about your little message.” She grinned at him, a crooked and mocking affair. “I didn’t think that you would call White Manfred to a council of captains without calling me, so once my business was concluded I set out to find you.” 
 
    Garnier frowned. That explained some of the particulars of their encounter, but not all of them. “If you knew I was looking for you,” he asked, “then why all of this infernal waiting and hallooing?” 
 
    She laughed. “Two reasons.” Walking over to the gunwale, she pointed out across the water at Fortis. “Firstly, despite what Scapani told me, I could not believe that Garnier Fox would take to the seas in that scow.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “Fortis may not be pretty, but she has some bite,” he said.  
 
    “Fortis,” she chuckled. “Subtle. She would need some ‘bite’, wouldn’t she? You certainly couldn’t name her Celeritas.” 
 
    Garnier shook his head, clenching his jaw with irritation. “And the second reason?” he grated. 
 
    “Ah,” she said, and once again she was standing in front of him, leaning in close. Her lips were less than an inch from his, and he could feel her breath upon them. One hand caressed his face again, while the other slipped down to his groin, stroking and squeezing. “Secondly,” she said softly, seductively, “I wanted to see whether I could get you nervous enough to piss yourself.” He felt a final squeeze of his loins, and then she pouted at him, stepping back once again. “Disappointing,” she said sweetly, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Garnier was suddenly and acutely aware that her crew were all still standing around and watching their captain fondle him with thoroughly nasty expressions on their faces. Amusement too, for they had heard her insult his ship and his manhood in quick succession. Not that he cared for what this dock-trash thought of him, but it was not a good start if he was to be the leader of this little expedition.  
 
    Clearing his throat, he affected an air of seriousness, a businesslike counter to her flouncing sexuality. “What did Manfred tell you of my intentions?” he asked, and she shrugged her shoulders sulkily. 
 
    “Little enough,” she replied. “Just that there was to be a council in Freehaven, and that you had called it.” She raised a single tan hand, three long fingers held up. “The two of us, and White Manfred. Who else have you invited to this gathering?” 
 
    “Loken, and Breteuil,” he replied. 
 
    “Pious Henry?” she spat, her face turning instantly from seductive to baneful and violent. “Splitface Dirk I can live with, even if looking at him makes me sick, but Breteuil? What could that Gods-bothering Tyran pederast possibly have to offer?” 
 
    Garnier shrugged, noting her reaction very carefully. This seemed to be a little more personal than the usual enmities between the privateers. “He hates the Kurenni,” he said simply. 
 
    Her expression changed all of a sudden, from rage back to her artful pout, a knowing look in her eyes. But Garnier could still see tightness to her face that hinted at something repressed. Val had made a reputation out of being capricious and utterly changeable, and he knew that she wanted him to be lulled by this, to think her mood had simply altered…but there was obviously something between her and Breteuil that stood above that. He resolved to somehow discover what it was. He had not sailed the Narrows in a long time, and though he knew these captains of old, and had heard stories of some of their deeds since, there was a lot that happened out on the water that never reached the taverns of Freehaven. 
 
    “He does hate them, it is true,” she said then. Pointing at Garnier, she crowed triumphantly. “And that saves me asking what this business is about. What else would Garnier Fox be doing but showing his fists to the Empire?” 
 
    “And does that trouble you?” he asked evenly, crossing his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she replied. “Truth be told, I grow tired of playing with these Tyran princelings and their childish feuds. There is gold in it, but…” 
 
    “Gold is not why we do this,” he finished, and she nodded once.  
 
    For the briefest of moments all of her pretence disappeared, and he saw her heart, the darkness in it, laid bare of all the eccentricities and allures that hid it. They all had their own reasons for doing what they did, being what they were. Loken had his politics, and Breteuil had his hatred. Garnier had…what he had. Hatred, revenge; whatever it might be called. Scapani did it for the gold, but Val…Val did it because she enjoyed killing people. As with all of them, there were reasons why that was so, but stripped down to her bare timbers, she was simply a woman who liked to deliver pain and suffering.  
 
    That moment of understanding between them passed quickly, and Garnier was glad to see it gone. Dangerous as the capricious and wild Val could be, she was much preferable to the other one. “Is your own business concluded, then?” he asked, desiring greatly to get back to the safety of Fortis as quickly as was possible. She nodded. 
 
    “I have cargo that should be handed over to my employer,” she said silkily, “the Duke of Grisons. I was going to stop there before heading to Freehaven, but seeing as I have found you…well, the good duke can send his agents to collect it, just as easily.” She began to walk back towards the steps, wiggling her hips at him. “Besides; this way we can spend some time together…reminisce, as old friends do.” She turned around gracefully, leaning on the railing of the steps. “You can return to your…lovely ship, of course,” she said. “Unless you would rather come to my cabin and…reminisce.” 
 
    It was a hard offer to turn down, especially when he considered the open look of lust she was giving him, and after all she had done to him thus far. It had been a while since the Kalrond whorehouses, after all. But Garnier knew better. He knew her far too well, and he knew what manner of things happened in that cabin. “Perhaps another time,” he said, smiling apologetically. “We both have many duties to attend to.” 
 
    She laughed nastily. “Coward,” she said, as she turned away and disappeared back up to the stern of her ship.  
 
    Garnier shook himself. He had seen that last look she gave him. The one that said, ‘I know what you are thinking, but perhaps for you, alone of all men, it would be different.’ Well, he had seen her give men and a few women that look in his time. He knew where that current flowed. And he wanted no part of it. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Dawn had barely broken when the lookouts high up in Fortis’ masts spotted the sails. They were trailing by some distance, but clearly in pursuit.  
 
    Fortis and Fickle Bitch had been sailing in convoy all night, matching each other’s pace closely. Thankfully, there had been no reason for Garnier to go back aboard the galley; for all Lucky Val’s talk, she was not that sentimental. They had work to do, and it was best served by getting to Freehaven as soon as possible. But the sails on the horizon changed that. Two ships were following them, and it was not likely that they were after the carrack. 
 
    They had maneuvered Fortis as close to the galley as they could get without their larger displacement of water flooding Fickle Bitch. They could not, given their pursuit, simply drop anchor for a captain’s conference. Garnier had been forced to take drastic measures to get the answers he needed. 
 
    Jumping from one moving vessel to the other with only the aid of a rope was his definition of drastic, at any rate. He would not even have considered it, were the hull of the galley not so much lower than that of Fortis, and now that he was over there, looking up at the gunwale of his own vessel across the gap, he was not relishing the return journey.  
 
    The galley’s crew were hardly courteous, but they were not as inhospitable as they had been when he had first boarded. Val had evidently made it clear to them that it was within their interests to treat him with a level of civility. He was escorted up to the helm, where Val stood beyond the wheel, peering off through their wake at the ships on the horizon, a spyglass pressed to her eye. She handed it to him wordlessly as he approached, and he took up the instrument. 
 
    The ships were still on the very edge of visibility, even with the glass, but there were features he recognized. They were galleys, but larger than Val’s Fickle Bitch; they had two banks of oars, two masts. War galleys! 
 
    “Those are Tyran ships,” he said, and try as he might, he could not keep a tone of suspicious accusation from his voice. To his surprise Val nodded in agreement, to both his spoken and unspoken statements. 
 
    “They are. Figured I would have lost them by now.” 
 
    He rounded on her, anger pushing through, ignoring how dangerous it was to become angry with a woman like her. “You said you were running cargo for the Duke of Grisons,” he accused. “Is there perhaps a little more to the story than that?” 
 
    She replied calmly, as though their situation was of little consequence. “I am carrying cargo for the duke,” she said. “But it could be that some time ago that cargo may have belonged to the Prince of Argillac. It could be that he heard about my plans, and decided to send a ship to press his own claims.” She grinned at him murderously. “It could be that I sank that ship, and killed everyone on board it. And it could be that those two are the ships the prince sent next to bring me to task.” 
 
    Garnier wanted to scream with frustration. Nepos’ salty cock, no wonder she accepted everything he had come to discuss so easily. She liked her chances better with Fortis around, in case those war galleys had caught her wake.  
 
    Many thoughts were passing though his mind at that point, not the least of which was that the war galleys were not looking for him. Four captains were as good as five, weren’t they? And yet there was another part of his mind that said quite firmly, no, four is not better than five. The same part reminded him that Val would likely not let him off the galley if she thought he was going to run, and even if he fooled her into letting him go, Fickle Bitch was still faster than the carrack. She would catch up with him a long, long time before those war galleys caught her. 
 
    He smacked the gunwale with his fist, the only thing he could really do under the circumstances. “I suppose,” he said hopefully, “they might not catch us up, if we really go at it.” 
 
    Val laughed merrily, putting a hand airily over his shoulders, moving in close. “Oh, they’ll catch us alright, Garnier. Say what you like about the Tyrans, but living this close to the Empire, they know how to build fast ships. But don’t worry,” she added, patting his belly with her other hand in an almost affectionate gesture. “Two of them, and two of us. I like our odds.” 
 
    They did not need this. There was too much at stake to be putting it on the line to trade blows with sailors who were not their enemies. But there did not seem to be any alternative. He sighed. A fight it would be, then. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Sune 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Riders!” came the scream, from somewhere high above. “Riders from the north!” 
 
    Richard looked up. The call had most likely come from the sentry posted atop the keep. That man, and everyone else for that matter, had been watching the northern approaches apprehensively for days. With no word from the south since the arrival of Eadwine Bricecross, there was little hope of relief from that direction. 
 
    A month, he thought as he hurried from the main yard towards the steps to the north wall. We have waited a month for this day to come.  
 
    It had been more time than he had imagined or hoped for, and the meagre Kallandish garrison of Hohenfels had made use of every second. They had sent out parties of the castle folk under the watchful eyes of Kendal and his armsmen, to forage every scrap of food from the surrounding countryside. The foragers had made hundreds of trips down to the Rugen, filling every barrel they could find with water. They had also attempted to torch the forest in which they had had concealed themselves prior to capturing the castle; so as to deny Count Sune materiel to construct siege engines with which to destroy their walls. But the brush and undergrowth had been wet with melted snow and rainwater, and so they had done little but scorch the edge of the forest.  
 
    Richard would have liked to be able to say that they had made the land around Hohenfels as inhospitable to a besieging army as it could be. Truth be told, however, there was a limit to what four hundred people could achieve, especially when three-quarters of them worked under duress, and had done as little as they could possibly get away with. The garrison had enjoyed greater success with the gathering of provisions, but even though they had known this day was long coming, Richard’s first thought was could we not just have a little more time?  
 
    Then again, time would not really solve their problems. 
 
    They had food, water and arms enough to survive a siege, but it was morale that they had in short supply. Ever since Bricecross had ridden into the castle, morale had plummeted. Even the huskarls, who seemed to always relish a fight, had lost heart on discovering that the queen’s reinforcements were not coming. They knew now that they had been abandoned to fend for themselves here, deep in the heart of their enemy’s country.  
 
    The hostility of the castle folk, and their obvious revelry at the grim fate facing their occupiers had not helped. No…morale had dwindled until it had reached the point where Richard was almost afraid to send either soldiers or civilians out of the castle, for fear that both groups would decamp in short order. But somehow, they had held it together. Grimbold had been of great use in keeping the huskarls in line. He had proven a rock in Richard’s defense, as sturdy and reliable now as he had been when the prospects were good. He had laughed off the threat of Count Sune’s army in public, and cuffed anyone who expressed a differing opinion. Kendal and Matilde had done their part with the Kallandish armsmen as well.  
 
    Richard smiled as he thought of the young Harclay captain. He had to admit that she was growing on him. The problems he had observed before had not gone away, but he had benefitted from a lack of time to worry about them. There were far deeper issues on his mind than their relations, and so he had simply gone along with whatever she needed from him, and in return she had given him what he needed. It was a fair exchange, he thought, although Matilde still looked for it to be something beyond that. 
 
    Lady Melara remained as cold and formal as ever before, but she too seemed to be playing her part, keeping the castle folk as settled as they could be. There had been no poisonings or mysterious falls from windows or walls, which was all he could hope for under the circumstances. Times were changing though, and the concerns that his lieutenants had expressed a month before were coming into sharp focus all of a sudden. 
 
    When he reached the battlements of the north wall, he found Yngvard waiting for him, Bricecross at his side. The two had formed an uneasy alliance over the mutual loathing everyone else had for them. The herald had proven useful since electing to remain in Hohenfels. He had served Richard’s uncle as an assistant steward in peacetime, and had taken control of the gathering of provisions here. Still, he was known better as the man who brought ill news, and that had not endeared him to his new comrades. Richard thought him courageous, staying behind to die with his countrymen, but the herald could still change his mind, could still leave and return to the royal army with honour, if he wanted to. The rest of them had no such luxury. 
 
    Noting Richard’s approach, Yngvard turned around. “Small party,” he said, “not more than twenty.” 
 
    Richard nodded, joining them at the battlement, watching the northern plain. He could see the riders now, the mud rising from under the hooves of their steeds. Bricecross had the spyglass, and had trained it on the approaching horsemen. “Advance scouts?” Richard asked.  
 
    The herald made a clicking sound, and nodded his head. “I think so. They are riding under a banner, and a large one at that.” He lowered the spyglass, and flashed Richard a glance. “Yellow, with a white diamond at the heart.” 
 
    Richard nodded. It made sense, for the diamond was the sigil of the House of Kalte. There was no need for such scouts to hide their purpose; it was not as though the Kallandish occupiers of Hohenfels were going to fall for the same trick that had allowed them to take the castle in the first place. But Yngvard looked at Bricecross sharply. “Is there a trim around the diamond?” he asked. “Red and jagged, like the maw of a wolf?” 
 
    Bricecross frowned. “Yes, there is,” he replied. “Is that significant?” 
 
    Yngvard nodded grimly. “Those are the arms of Count Sune himself. If it is a large banner as you say, then it is probably his personal war banner. Only he would ride under it.” 
 
    Richard grabbed him hard by the arm. “Are you saying that Sune is among those riders?” he hissed. 
 
    Yngvard returned his gaze calmly. “Almost certainly,” he replied. 
 
    Richard released his grip on the turncloak’s arm. His adversary was but a mile away, and his army could not be much farther behind. Any vague hopes he may have had that these riders did not herald the coming onslaught were quashed. But why would Sune come himself with the scouts? It was an awful risk, to ride so close to the walls, and to announce himself so obviously only increased that danger. What was the man about? “What are the scouts doing?” he asked, and Bricecross returned his eye to the spyglass. “Are they halting?” 
 
    The herald shook his head. “They are continuing, Sir Richard. They have changed direction so as to round our walls.” 
 
    Richard banged the rampart with his fist, frustrated. Oh, for a single troop of real cavalry. They could capture or kill Sune here, now, and scatter his army to the four winds. Then Bricecross’ words sank in. “They are moving to round the walls?” he asked doubtfully. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    Bricecross shrugged wordlessly, continuing to watch, but Yngvard turned to Richard with a thoughtful expression and a half-smile on his lips. “It could be that he has come to parley,” he said. 
 
    Richard snorted. “He has us by the balls,” he said wryly. “Why would he need to parley with us?” 
 
    “Is that not what the commander of a Kallandish army would do, if he had a castle surrounded?” Yngvard’s tones carried a mocking air.  
 
    Somewhat annoyed by Yngvard’s unspoken criticism, Richard snapped at him. “And what does Count Sune care for what a Kallandish commander would do?” 
 
    “The count has always been interested by the ways of your people,” Yngvard said. “He has tried to live his life according to Kallandish codes of honour. It was he who convinced his brother King Peter to marry Astrid to the Kallandish king. He ensured that his own daughter learned to speak your tongue as well as her own.” The turncloak glanced away to stare out north, towards the dust that marked the arrival of his former liege lord. “Though he fights against you, he has much admiration for your people. He would parley, even if you hold his daughter hostage.” 
 
    Richard stared at him in frank astonishment. This information was not of any real practical use, but it might give him some insight into the way the count’s mind worked. It might buy them some extra time. He sighed. Or it might be of fuck-all use entirely. There was only one way to find out.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Yngvard, it transpired, had been entirely correct. The company of Sverkers riding under the white diamond had made straight for the foot of the crag, for the stony path leading up to the gatehouse. Upon reaching the path, a single man had climbed down from his horse and started to walk up. Richard had sent for Lady Melara then. She had come hurriedly, her graceful and defiant poise abandoned on hearing that she would be able to see her father. Richard had her placed above the gate on the wall, but he would meet Sune on the ground, face-to-face on the path in front of the castle.  
 
    Matilde had escorted Melara from her chambers, and she was less than sanguine at the prospect of his meeting the enemy commander on even ground. “For all you know,” she said, a wan look upon her face, “it might not even be Sune. It might be an assassin sent to kill you before the siege begins.” 
 
    He had laughed that off, though he had certainly considered the possibility. But he would not be going unarmed, and Matilde’s crossbows were lining the walls above him. He would be as safe as it was possible for him to be. He squeezed his young lover’s hand reassuringly, the most he would do in front of their company, and stepped through the open gate of Hohenfels to meet his adversary for the first time. 
 
    Sune was still loping up the path as the gates closed. All Sverkers seemed to walk like that, like wolves stalking their prey. From this distance the count looked to be no different to any of the other men of his country Richard had seen and known. He wore the scale-and-furs that they all did, with a ghastly yellow cloak that matched his banner. Yngvard had worn a similar cloak the night they took Hohenfels.  
 
    But as he drew closer, Richard could see that there were differences as well. Most Sverkers wore their hair and beards ragged and long, but Sune’s black beard was neat, even fussy. His hair did not protrude from under his iron helmet, and Richard realized with surprise that it was closely cropped, in the style that King Sigismund favoured. Richard judged him to be still a young man, no more than ten years older than his own twenty-seven. He looked for some familial similarity with the queen or with Melara, but he could not see it. He was as unlike the women of his house as Richard’s uncle Tancred was the rest of the Beauforts.  
 
    When Sune was a few dozen yards from Richard’s position, Melara started to shout from up on the wall. Richard’s understanding of Sverker had greatly increased under Grimbold’s tutelage, and he listened to her carefully, fearing that she would try and pass her father information.  
 
    But she did not, for as Richard often forgot, she was little more than a child, and one trapped in the embrace of her enemies. Her words came in a garbled rush, and they were what one would expect from a child speaking to a parent they hoped had come to rescue them. Richard stopped listening, and concentrated on watching Sune instead. He wanted to let them have as much privacy as they could find. 
 
    Richard knew Count Sune to be a hard man, but when faced with the misery of his daughter, any man would soften. The Sverker’s face was a battlefield between emotion and dignity, and it was not clear which side would win. Richard decided to end the war. Turning around, he called up to Matilde. “Return the Lady Melara to her quarters, Captain Harclay.”  
 
    He heard Matilde’s response, and Melara was curtly removed from view, still calling after her father, only now with more desperation. It might be heartbreaking, were Richard to permit himself such feelings at this time. 
 
    When he turned his gaze back to Sune, he expected to see anger or hatred, and was surprised to see gratitude in the man’s eyes. “I thank you for that, sir,” he said, and Richard noted that he spoke Kallandish as the queen did, almost without accent. Yngvard was right; from all the things that he had seen of the man thus far, Sune did fancy himself a Kallandishman. Richard inclined his head, and the count continued. “When I heard that my castle had been captured by Astrid’s warriors, I feared the worst.” 
 
    Richard could not blame him for that, all things considered. “I am a knight, my lord. Your daughter is my hostage, and will be treated with all the respect due her rank…regardless of the state of relations between you and I.” 
 
    Sune nodded. “I can see that, friend, but it is not from you that I fear danger for my daughter. Tell me, knight, what is your name?” 
 
    Richard blinked. For some reason, he had simply assumed the count would know. He was the man who had breached the walls of Thorn in a single night, and who had captured the greatest castle in all of Sverkermark without a single siege engine. He almost laughed. Apparently he was not so famous after all. “Richard,” he replied. “Richard Beaufort.” 
 
    “And tell me, Sir Richard,” Sune continued, a sad smile on his face, “do you trust your queen, my niece Astrid?” 
 
    Richard did not know what to say to that. He knew would he should say, and if he had been asked just two months before, he would have responded swiftly with the affirmative. But a great many things had changed since then. It was not just that she had abandoned them here. Looking back, even by sending them she had shown her true colours, though he had been too callow to see it at the time. “She is my liege lord,” he replied lamely, and the count laughed, a loud and hearty sound. 
 
    “And now I know that you are a man of honour,” he said. “A fool, or a false knight would defend his master with lies, but a man of honour would not cheapen his service with such untruths, even if he would defend her with his life. I am encouraged.” 
 
    The count’s face became grim. “But not much encouraged. You have come to know your queen, perhaps, but I have known her all her life, since she was a child. She was never warm, and was often spiteful. I hurt her deeply when I took up arms with her brother, and I know that she would use Melara to hurt me back if she could.” He gave a long, drawn-out sigh. “I think that you would not hurt her of your own volition, but as you say, Astrid is your liege lord. No, you cannot protect my daughter from your queen. And so this one time, I will offer you terms.” 
 
    Sune held out his arm, ready to be grasped in a warrior’s clasp if the terms were agreed to. “Release my daughter to me, and I will take her and my army back north, to join with Alexander. If we meet again, it will be on the open field, as warriors should, and we will both keep our honour.” 
 
    Richard was sorely tempted. There was no sense in continuing to cleave to a plan that might no longer exist. It was a generous offer, for Sune was only asking for his daughter, and not for the castle. What did it matter if the queen didn’t get her battle with Sune, and he joined with Alexander? She still kept Hohenfels, which was more than she would get if Sune took the castle back now. He thought of the men and women under his command. He had a duty to them, as well as to Astrid. Why should he spend their lives and his own needlessly? 
 
    But in his heart, Richard knew that it was not that simple. The count might very well be a good father, but he had not marched his army south for weeks in order to go straight back, even if his daughter was returned to him. He slowly shook his head, making sure to maintain eye contact. “I am sorry, my lord,” he said, and he meant it as well. “I cannot accept your terms. We are both men of honour, but we are also both men whose lives are not our own. Just as I cannot keep my queen from harming your daughter, you cannot disobey the orders of your king…and Alexander has told you to take the castle, has he not?” 
 
    Sune nodded, his expression of resignation the same that Richard felt. “He has so commanded.” 
 
    “Then you understand that I must keep Melara, no matter how cruel it may seem. For if her presence in the castle might lessen the ferocity of your assault, and save some of my soldiers, then I have no choice in the matter.” 
 
    “I do understand. I did not expect you to accept my terms.” Sune sighed. “In truth, I am glad that you have refused them, for it saves me from having to lie to you. I mean to take this castle, no matter what happens.” 
 
    Richard smiled. “And I will defend it to my last breath.” 
 
    “Then that is the way it must be.” Sune had withdrawn his hand when Richard had refused terms, but now he offered it again. “Good luck to you, Richard Beaufort,” he said. Richard stared at the proffered arm. Hours before, he had contemplated killing this man, had he only the men to do so. But now… 
 
    Richard chuckled wryly. Sune’s words had affected him. Life did not often provide chances to truly be men of honour. Oh, there were enough small deeds to be done, and false glory, and one might convince oneself that almost anything was honourable, even murder, even betrayal, if it was done for a cause. But the thing the tales never told about truly honourable actions was that they are rarely to the honourable man’s benefit. He held out his own hand, clasping Sune’s forearm. “And good luck to you, my lord.”  
 
    They held the grip briefly, and then broke apart, each man turning his back without a second glance. As the gate swung open to admit him back into Hohenfels, Richard pondered the words that had been spoken. He had known many men and women of honour and valour; knights and barons, dukes, earls, kings and queens. But few of them would have spoken so openly, so honestly as Count Sune had with him. Even uncle Tancred, as openly as he might speak with Astrid, was a man who would lie if it brought him advantage.  
 
    He had joked about it before they took the castle, but now it was foremost in his mind. Was he fighting for the wrong side in this war? What made it worse was that Sune was likely pondering the same on his descent of the crag. Was there, in fact, a right side, or was this just a battle between two wrongs?  
 
    It was disquieting; both the thought, and the fact that he was now thinking it.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Other disquieting thoughts came to him that day, but they at least were far less philosophical. There were things that could be done about them.  
 
    He had always felt that there was something wrong with Hohenfels. There was something out of place, or to be precise, something missing. Before, he had been caught up in the travails of planning its capture, and then in keeping control of it. So it was only now, as he sat down to consider defending it, that he realized what was wrong. 
 
    And so he set out after dark with Henning in tow. He could not risk a larger party, for there were far too many eyes in the castle. The disappearance of even a small group of the defenders would be treated with suspicion by the castle folk, and who knew what secrets they possessed. 
 
    Henning was the only company he needed. Thanks to Grimbold, he had enough of a fluency in the Sverker tongue to work with the huskarl. Richard did not understand the deep sense, this strange power that Henning possessed, but he had seen its efficacy, and that was enough.  
 
    He had taken the man aside, explained his own thinking, and asked Henning to put his abilities to use. As it had turned out, however, they did not need them. The answer to his question, when it came, was almost painfully simple. 
 
    They had gone down to the cellars below the keep, to the very deepest level. There had only been a cursory examination of this place during their initial stocktaking; after all, when you had seen one barrel of water, you did not need to do more than count the rest. The floor down here was thick with dust, and although the footprints of those who had made an accounting of the castle’s resources could be seen, these were already being covered over. In a few months they would not be visible at all.  
 
    Richard and Henning moved around the vast and darkened hall, sweating heavily. They were deep inside the crag at this point, and it was as hot as it had been in the mine tunnels below Thorn. Richard found this strange; he had always thought it would be cold in any place that did not see the sun’s light and warmth. 
 
    There were fading tracks all around them, and seemingly endless rows of barrels. The air was close and musty, and Richard was starting to feel ridiculous. What was he doing down here? He should be above with Matilde, taking what pleasure he could before the end comes. 
 
    Then Henning’s voice echoed through the hall, bouncing from walls and barrels. “Chief, I’ve got something.” 
 
    It was easy to see why the first group of explorers down here had not noticed it. There was a row of the larger water barrels in front of it, and the wall to one side showed that the hall came to an end here, so why would they waste time checking behind the barrels? They had not been here in the search for secrets. If they had been, who knew what might have happened. 
 
    Behind the barrels was the rear wall of the cellar, and set in the wall was a door. When Richard arrived, Henning was in the process of tearing a tapestry aside, one that had obviously been covering the portal. An unsubtle attempt at concealment, but then who ever looked behind tapestries unless they were actively searching for something? 
 
    Henning pointed at the floor. Richard followed his finger, and saw that there were in fact footprints already here. Judging by the dust cover, they were older than the ones his men had left, though not by much. A few days older, perhaps. That would put them as having been left the night the castle fell. He shook his head grimly. Ropes on the wall, Yngvard? 
 
    Henning hefted his axe meaningfully, but Richard shook his head. “If I am right,” he said in faltering Sverker, “it is already open.” 
 
    The huskarl frowned at him, and at first Richard thought that he had merely said it incorrectly, but then Henning lowered the axe and stepped forward to grab at the brass ring of the door. Richard’s heart leapt into his mouth.  
 
    The door opened with ease, the ring giving Henning no trouble at all. Beyond, Richard could see no storeroom, no barrels of water. Instead he saw the beginnings of a tunnel, sloping downwards through the rock of the crag. He was no expert in the craft, but any fool could see that it was not a natural formation, that this tunnel was hewn from the rock. He sighed miserably, while Henning glanced back at him, curiosity writ on his face. “How did you know?’ he asked, prompting a bitter laugh from Richard. 
 
    “Many reasons,” he replied, “but I knew it would open because you never lock a secret door. You never know when you will need to use it.” He jabbed a finger towards the tunnel. “Do that…thing, that you do.”  
 
    Henning stepped forward and took a deep sniff of the air. “Water,” he pronounced. “Down there aways.” 
 
    Richard regarded him doubtfully. “Do you not need to do that…dancing thing?” He took a brief sniff of the air. He could smell nothing but earth and must. “I do not smell water.” 
 
    Henning shrugged. “You don’t have the deep sense, chief.” 
 
    So, there was more to it than just dancing in the dark…and it was not just for finding one’s way. “Water,” Richard repeated thoughtfully. “Water.” They had descended the steps to the cellar heading in a westward fashion, and had more-or-less maintained the same direction since then. Assuming that this tunnel did not twist and turn, and why would it, when a straight line was easier to cut, then that meant... His eyes widened. “The Rugen!” he breathed. “It leads all the way to the river?” 
 
    Henning grinned. “I reckon so.” 
 
    The huskarl made to head down into the tunnel, but Richard caught him by the arm. “Not yet,” he said. “We have been down here for too long. Come back later, when the moon is high in the sky. Come alone. Follow this tunnel, and tell me what you find.” 
 
    Henning nodded, and they closed the door, trying to fit the tapestry back over it. They failed in that regard, but it scarcely mattered any more. The secret would be out, no matter what happened. Little wonder was there that Sune did not look at all worried at the prospect of besieging his fortress. He knew what Yngvard’s maps had never showed. 
 
    There was another way into Hohenfels. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Departure 
 
      
 
      
 
    The grooms were helping Bohemond climb into the carriage. He was protesting furiously; not at the aid, but at having to ride in the coach at all. He had told Anneka that morning that he wanted to ride to Anskhaven. He had said it with all of the quiet seriousness that a four-year-old could muster, in a very reasonable tone. He had been practicing riding his pony every day since the king left, he had said. A pony was really just a small horse, after all; how difficult could it be?  
 
    Though it had broken her heart to deny him anything on this day, Anneka had done so. It was not just that riding a horse was very different to riding a pony. Despite all of the protection that Bohemond would be travelling with, it was still too dangerous for the heir to the throne to be riding around so freely. Anneka would not have allowed it even if the entire Kalrond garrison had been marching at her nephew’s side. 
 
    She had expected him to become surly at that point, but to her relief and joy he did not. He had accepted her judgement with all of the solemnity with which he had asked the question. She could not adequately express how proud of him she was in that moment, how proud she was of the way he had handled the entire affair. He would have had every right to be angry and confused. Though it had been explained to him many times, he still did not understand why she was not coming with him. He did not understand why he had to travel alone. 
 
    He was not truly alone, of course. Assembled in the yard on horses and carts were a veritable army of companions. Five Knights of the Household, a full company of royal armsmen, servants, clerks, cooks, grooms and all the other staff of his establishment in the Bailiff’s Tower would accompany the royal heir on the journey south. They swamped the yard with their sheer numbers and their vast train of baggage. If he were to be sent over the sea routes, it would have required a small flotilla to transport him. But Anneka refused to trust her nephew’s life to the vagaries of the sea. The journey would take longer by land, but it would also be safer. 
 
    Bohemond had accepted all of this, but it seemed that now at the last minute he was showing his stubborn side. “I don’t want to ride in the coach!” he shouted, struggling with his grooms. They performed their duty soberly, as though manhandling a member of the royal house into a coach was an everyday occurrence, and there was nothing embarrassing about it for anyone.  
 
    Anneka had wanted to give her young nephew some breathing room, allow him to feel comfortable in this train before appearing and saying goodbye, but now she realised that she had to step in.  
 
    She moved up across the mud-churned yard and quietly called the grooms back. They had managed to get Bohemond into the coach, but he now wore a bright and mischievous expression that warned of an escape attempt in the offing. She put paid to that as quickly as she could, climbing up into the coach alongside him, closing the door behind her. He blinked up at her owlishly, and she had to look away to avoid the tears welling up. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re coming with me, aunt Anneka?” he asked with wonderment, one little hand clutching at hers excitedly. She could not trust her voice to give reply, instead patting his hand even as she shook her head. 
 
    “But why not?” he asked, and there was just the tiniest hint of petulance in his tone. He was still his father’s son, for all that Anneka had raised him, and he was unused to not getting what he wants.  
 
    “Because I have to look after the realm, Bohemond,” she replied in a voice that danced on the edge of breaking. “I cannot do that and look after you as well.”  
 
    It was a terrible, terrible answer, but she could not bring herself to blame Sigismund openly. Looking down at him, she smiled. “It will be an adventure, little nephew. Do you remember what I told you about the Tor?” 
 
    “It is our castle,” he replied, perhaps a little sulkily. Anneka nodded. 
 
    “Yes, it is where our family used to live. Your great-grandfather was born there, and he lived there as a child. He was called Bohemond too, wasn’t he? Do you remember the stories?” 
 
    He nodded, and his expression softened. He did enjoy hearing all the old stories about the rebellion, and the fact that he had the same name as the hero of those stories had always been a point of pride for him. “Bohemond the Liberator,” he pronounced, and Anneka beamed down at him. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “He lived in the Tor when he was your age, and so have many of our ancestors. It is a very old castle, much older than this palace.” She waved a hand dismissively towards the window of the coach and the palace beyond, wrinkling her nose with derision. Then, with an exaggeratedly furtive look around she leaned in towards him, whispering conspiratorially. “There are many mysterious things about the Tor, you know.” 
 
    He was trying to remain angry with her, but she knew that he had a fondness not just for the heroic tales, but also for tales of mystery. It was why he had warmed so swiftly to Nessa on those occasions that he had met her; her magic was mysterious and exciting to him. “There are all manner of secret passages and hidden rooms,” she whispered. “And it is even said that in some of the older parts of the castle there are…” She stopped, and looked around again, and with every second that she waited, his expression grew ever more curious. Finally, she surrendered her secret with a guileless grin. “Ghosts!”  
 
    His eyes widened, awe written on his face. “Really, aunt Anneka?” he asked breathlessly. “Real ghosts?” 
 
    Despite her sadness, she could not help but laugh at his sudden enthusiasm. “Real ghosts, nephew,” she confirmed, “or so it is said. If you ask your uncle Theomar, I am sure he will tell you all about them.” 
 
    Earl Theomar Toran was Robert’s father, her father’s first cousin. He had left the court not long after her grandfather’s death, but from what she could remember, and what she had heard since, he was a kindly old fellow, and certainly worthy to take on the guardianship of the king’s heir. 
 
    “And there will be other people there, Bohemond,” she said, pressing the advantage she had won with talk of ghosts and secrets. “Your cousin Edmund, and your other cousins, and so many other people.” She patted his hair and stroked his cheek, her hands shaking ever so slightly. “You will make lots of friends, and you will learn all about your family’s history, and you will learn swordplay, and explore the castle.” She smiled, her cheeks wet. “It will be a real adventure, like one from the tales.” 
 
    He nodded, no longer seeming so surly about it all. “You will come and see me, won’t you?” he asked, and she threw her arms around him, wrapping him in a fierce hug. 
 
    “Of course I will, little nephew, whenever I am able.” But she knew that until Sigismund returned, she would not have the time to do so. And who knew when the king would come back, what with Southern Sverkermark up in arms against him, and Alexander certain to march south at any point. After the pig’s ear that Astrid had made of the early campaign, it might be a year or more before Anneka was free of this wretched regency. 
 
    There was a polite cough from outside the carriage. Wiping her cheeks and clearing her throat, she addressed the unknown cougher. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “My apologies, Your Grace,” came his reply, “but His Grace’s train must depart soon.” 
 
    “Very well,” she replied. Bohemond’s Progress to Anskhaven was to be led by Sir Serlo Darby, and Anneka knew that the commander of the Household Company had a tightly-arranged schedule to keep. There was a certain village along the coast to the south that they had to reach by nightfall, and so reluctantly she pulled away from Bohemond. “Be good, little nephew,’ she said fiercely. “Be kind to others around you. Listen to Sir Serlo, and to your uncle, and your tutors.” 
 
    He nodded. “I will, aunt Anneka.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know you will, little nephew.” She planted a kiss on his forehead, and he squirmed in discomfort. “I love you,’ she said, and he wrinkled his nose at her.  
 
    “Love you too,” he muttered, suddenly bashful. She kissed him again, and welling up with tears she pushed the door open and climbed out of the carriage.  
 
    Outside waited a host of knights and servants. They all studiously avoided making eye contact with her, and she was glad for it. It would not be proper for the regent to be seen in such a height of emotion.  
 
    She had intended to see the procession off, but now that the moment had come she found she could not bring herself to do it. To do so would only prolong the torment, both for her and for Bohemond. And so she turned her back and strode away, her own knights falling in behind her. She knew exactly where she was going to go now, her duties be damned. At a moment like this, she could imagine only one place where she would want to be. One person she would want to be with. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Anneka knew where Nessa was, for the apprentice mage had a fondness for routine. When there were no lessons planned for the morning she would be closeted in her chambers. It was to there then that Anneka went, wordlessly stalking through the halls and corridors of the palace, the Knights of the Household following close by. The palace folk were used to seeing her travelling this way of course, being as it was the route to her chambers as well, but there must have been something in her look or in her stride that kept them out of her way at this time. There were no petitioners or well-wishers or any of the other hundreds of obstacles that were regularly thrown in her path when she so much as stepped out of bed. The palace folk, for all they might appear indolent and facetious, had long learned to be able to judge the moods of those above them quickly, and react accordingly. They saw her marching along with a purpose in mind, and decided not to get in the way. 
 
    A purpose was perhaps not the right word, but she certainly had ideas. One of the most important people in her life had been taken away from her and she felt a great need to be with the other. It seemed strange that this girl she had known for so short a time would be placed up there with her nephew, but there it was. And yet it seemed to Anneka that Nessa had no idea of her feelings. 
 
    Anneka resolved then in that moment to tell Nessa how she felt, and all of the concerns there had been before could go hang themselves. Nessa would not leave, she decided, even if she found Anneka’s feelings uncomfortable. She was too good a person to abandon her duties. Or so Anneka hoped. 
 
    The corridor where their chambers lay was empty, thankfully, occupied only by Anneka and the knights. As they reached Nessa’s door, Anneka spun around to face her companions. “I will be visiting Master Arnessa,” she said firmly, all the bubbling emotion from her farewells to Bohemond having subsided, “and I shall do so alone.” 
 
    They did not look pleased at that prospect. Domnall in particular looked on the verge of speaking out against the decision, and Ella looked none too comfortable. Anneka had not until that moment considered her lover’s thoughts. But it was not as though Ella had been the only woman she had slept with since the first time they had lain together. She was a Knight of the Household. She would understand. “Alone,” Anneka repeated, more softly. “There is no danger for me in her company. If Master Arnessa wished me any harm, she would surely have acted on those wishes by now.”  
 
    Her cousin still looked unconvinced. He would never fully trust Nessa, she noted, given her background and the things she could do. So he would just have to learn to pretend better. “You may remain outside, however,” she said, and after matching firm gazes with her for more than a few seconds, Domnall nodded. Having all five of her bodyguards standing outside anyone’s chambers but her own was hardly discreet, but Anneka would be damned if she would have any conversation of this kind with Lothor grinning over her shoulder. 
 
    With that settled, she turned to the door. She decided not to knock, for if Nessa were to open the door and find five Knights of the Household staring banefully at her, she might be a little unnerved. Moving swiftly, so as to avoid losing her own nerve, she twisted the ring and opened it herself, slipping through and shutting it behind her before the knights got any ideas. 
 
    She had not been inside this suite before, and though in its layout it was not all that different from her own, she found herself peering around curiously, as though she could glean fresh insights into the other girl from the wall-hangings and the arrangement of the furniture. This, of course, was very stupid. Most of the things in here did not even belong to Nessa. 
 
    She knew exactly where Nessa would be, and so she crept softly over to the furthest door on the right. She could not really explain her reasoning for not simply calling out and announcing herself. There was something illicit about sneaking around that she found compelling. Stealth was not usually possible for the Regent of Kalland.  
 
    As Anneka suspected, Nessa was sitting at the desk in her library with a large book, reading it as she picked absently at the remains of her breakfast. She was concentrated on the tome, and had apparently not heard Anneka’s entrance into the chamber, nor her appearance in the open doorway. Anneka’s breath caught, and she froze, watching the older girl as she sat oblivious to the fact that she was no longer alone. Somehow, she had managed to make reading a book while poking cold bacon look as beautiful and graceful as she was.  
 
    Nessa did not slouch in the chair as some would when alone and at leisure, but sat straight-backed, as though this most simple of pursuits was of the greatest importance. Her expression was studious, but there was a strange half-smile on her face as she read. She usually kept her hair loose when in company, so as to hide her elven features, but she had tied it back while she read to prevent it from falling onto her face, and Anneka could see her in profile.  
 
    Her high and delicate cheekbones rose up to frame her eyes, green orbs so deep and yet so soft at the same time. Even with her bone structure she could be taken for a particularly lovely human girl, but now that her lustrous dark locks were tied back, Anneka could see her ear, rising diagonally against the side of her face and narrowing to a point above the level of her brow. That was the clearest sign of her heritage, but it did not bother Anneka, it never had. Every feature added to and enhanced her beauty, every one. How could anyone see her and not love her? 
 
    Anneka let out a small gasp, having never used that word even in the privacy of her own head, and it was this that gave her away. Nessa may have been intent on her book but she could not fail to hear a sound from that close. Turning her head, she flinched with surprise at the sight of Anneka standing there in the doorway.  
 
    Thankfully she did not scream, for that would have brought Domnall and the knights crashing in. She was startled, but she seemed to recover quickly upon seeing who it was. She sighed, a smile forming on her lips, while Anneka could do nothing but stand there frozen, feeling like some kind of criminal caught in the act of committing her crime. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Nessa had nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard the sharp intake of breath. There was no real thought of any danger, it was just that she found the occasional sudden appearance of the servants in her chambers alarming. But to her surprise, she saw that it was Anneka. The sight of her friend brought a smile to her face, for all that the other girl’s appearance was confusing. Anneka had never before visited her chambers, and Nessa had always imagined that if she did, there would be more fanfare involved. It was difficult to believe that she could just appear in a place without warning. 
 
    For her part, Anneka looked to be as shocked as Nessa was. She had the look of a deer before the huntsman’s bow. “You startled me,” Nessa said, smiling to show that it was not an unwelcome surprise. She peered past Anneka, trying to see where the other girl’s ever-present bodyguards were. “I did not hear anyone knocking,” she said absently, unable to spot Sir Lothor or any of the other knights. 
 
    Anneka looked to have recovered from their mutual shock as well; she wore a wry smile on her lips, her head cocked in a curious fashion. Whatever it was that had caused her to gasp was obviously fading as well. “There was no knock,” she explained. “I…I did not want to disturb you.” She chuckled lightly, pointing at the book on Nessa’s desk. “Though perhaps that was never a danger.” 
 
    Nessa blushed sheepishly. “I become so engrossed in these books, I do not always notice when people come in.” That tendency towards deep concentration had always been a part of her. Tannerus had said that her ability to concentrate and focus was one of the things that made her a good mage. Nessa had her doubts, of course. A good mage would surely notice people around them. 
 
    That still left the matter of why Anneka had come. Nessa was happy to see her of course; almost overly so. There had been no lessons scheduled for this day, and it had left a hollow, rudderless feeling in Nessa’s heart. Friendship was hard to let go of, even if only for a day, once one had discovered what it felt like.  
 
    But happy as she was to see her friend, Nessa could tell that something was wrong. For all that Anneka seemed to be as she always was, there was something different if one looked hard enough. Her behaviour had altered, and it was not just the surprise visit. She seemed…nervous, disquieted by something. Nessa could see that there was something deep behind her eyes, some trouble that had brought her here at this time. And then she remembered a conversation with Tannerus from the day before. He had just come from the Privy Council, looking drained as he always seemed to at those times. The old mage had briefly mentioned final arrangements for a convoy to Anskhaven leaving the following day… 
 
    Of course! Now she knew what was wrong. Bohemond had left this morning. No wonder Annkea was roaming the halls and chambers so forlornly. Nessa had known that the time of Bohemond’s departure was fast approaching, though Anneka had not seemed to want to talk about it, and Nessa had enough experience of such things to not want to push her friend. But Anneka was so obviously in distress. 
 
    Nessa rose from the chair, and walked over to join the younger girl at the door. Anneka’s expression grew softer as Nessa approached, though she appeared no less vulnerable. Her mouth flapped open, but no words came out. Nessa smiled gently, and then tentatively reached up and placed her hand on Anneka’s shoulder. She had never really noticed before how much taller than her Anneka was, for most of the time one or the both of them were sitting down. Nessa found that she liked that Anneka was taller, though by all rights it should make her feel smaller, weaker in some way. Instead, she found it reassuring. She patted the shoulder soothingly. “I understand,” she said. “I know why you are here.” 
 
    Anneka’s eyes were as wide as a high moon. “You do?” she breathed, her hand rising gingerly to rest on Nessa’s own.  
 
    The hand was surprisingly hard and callused, for she regularly practiced with bows and swords. She did not have the soft, weak hands of a scholar. Nessa nodded. “Tannerus told me yesterday, though I did not make the connection immediately.” She shook her head. “Such things often evade me for a time.” 
 
    Anneka looked simultaneously pleased and confused. “Tannerus…?” she whispered. 
 
    Nessa nodded. “I know that your nephew left the palace today. I understand what it is like for family to…depart, like that.”  
 
    There was a war of emotion being fought on Anneka’s face, though Nessa could not comprehend the combatants. She had never been as good at reading people as she was at reading dusty old tomes, and in this place, where people’s emotions seemed to be kept so well in check, it was that much harder.  
 
    One of the emotions looked like frustration, the other relief, though she was certain that her interpretation was inaccurate. Those feelings did not fit what she understood the situation to be. She briefly considered the possibility that she was wrong, but before she had time to ponder more on that, the chaos in Anneka’s expression settled. She smiled, a strange, self-deprecating little smile, and patted Nessa’s hand as it rested on her shoulder. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “you have it exact.” She did not sound so certain of her words, but Nessa had no real reason to doubt her honesty. The half-elf smiled up at her friend. 
 
    “I used to feel as you do now often when I was a child, not long after I left Blackwood. Whenever I did so, Tannerus told me to concentrate on my studies, to let my mind become focussed on something else, and to not dwell upon things that would hurt me.” 
 
    Nessa released her grip on Anneka’s shoulder, but kept hold of her hand. She led Anneka to the centre of the room and eased herself to the ground, gently pulling Anneka down into a seated position there as well. “I know that we do not have any work planned for the day,” she said. “But if you can spare the time, I think you will feel better for it.” 
 
    Anneka did not answer, but Nessa felt a subtle change in the younger girl’s grip, a slight squeeze. She was certainly not getting back up again, so Nessa took that as an agreement of sorts.  
 
    Anneka closed her eyes, as she so often did when working with the talent. Her breathing became shallow, and Nessa could tell that she was reaching deep within herself. She leaned forward slightly, concerned. It was dangerous to draw upon too much power when one was so emotionally charged; but she knew that Anneka was aware of this fact, and so she chose to wait. To trust her, to trust in her burgeoning understanding of the talent. Wait and see what she would do. 
 
    Releasing Nessa’s hand, Anneka held her own out flat. It was shaking slightly, and once again Nessa wondered whether she had made a mistake in suggesting practice at this time, but it was then that the hearth lit on fire.  
 
    Nessa had barely noticed the fireplace before, but when the kindling suddenly burst into flames she could do nothing but look at it with wide eyes. There was a roaring fire there now, lit by the power of Anneka’s mind. And what a power, Nessa realised with a mixture of fierce pride and sudden alarm. Most young mages needed to look at the target of their magic at least once, but Anneka’s eyes had not rested upon it for even a second. Her back was to it the whole time! Clearly she must have seen it at some point, but to light such a powerful fire with only a brief glimpse of the intended target… 
 
    Anneka’s eyes opened, and she wore a nervous half-grin. “Did I do it?” she asked, though she had surely felt the energy flow from her body, and felt the warmth on her back. There were a few beads of sweat on her brow, but no other outward sign that she had performed magic of unsurpassed skill. Nessa could only nod her head, and Anneka’s grin grew wider. Her hair seemed to dance and flash with colour in the firelight, and Nessa felt suddenly self-conscious watching her in that moment.  
 
    The talent certainly becomes her, she thought, looking past her friend to the fire she had created. It was a magnificent creation, for certain, but there did seem to be something awry. There was a thin layer of smoke beginning to form around the fireplace, which was strange, as Nessa knew that smoke rose in the air. It should have been rising up the flue.  
 
    Anneka must have caught something in her gaze, as she turned around for the first time to look at her work, and when she looked back, her blue eyes were registering alarm rather than pride. “I forgot to remove the flue-gate!” she said, leaping to her feet, and Nessa jumped up as well. She did not know what a flue-gate was, but it was clear to her that something was preventing the smoke from rising, and that the fire needed to be put out.  
 
    Nessa had been teaching magic long enough to know what to do when a little fire got out of control. There was an almost-full pitcher of water on her desk left over from her breakfast, and she grabbed it, moving calmly towards the fireplace, which was becoming increasingly veiled behind a smoky haze.  
 
    Drawing upon her energies, she took in a breath, ready to unleash it as a gust of wind. The power was released at the same time that she tossed the contents of the jug over the flames. Alone these responses might not have been enough, but together the air and the water combined to smother Anneka’s fire. It was drowned out, evaporating into yet more smoke and steam.  
 
    Nessa grabbed a poker from beside the fireplace, and rammed it up the flue, feeling around for anything that might be this ‘flue-gate’ Anneka had spoken of. She heard and felt metal tap against metal, and probing with the poker, she discovered a catch that she manoeuvred aside. She felt a slight breeze on her hand after doing so, and knew that the flue was open. Stepping back from the fireplace to draw in a breath free of smoke, she emptied her lungs of air once again, propelling the greater part of the haze back into the fireplace, and up into the flue.  
 
    The entire procedure had taken a matter of seconds, and most of it had been pure instinct. When she turned to face Anneka, however, the younger girl was staring at her as though she had just witnessed the greatest feat of magic ever conceived. Nessa felt quite foolish, stood there brandishing poker and jug as though they were sword and shield. She wrinkled her nose. She was probably covered in soot herself. 
 
    “I…I am sorry,” Anneka said, all of the pride and victory gone from her expression. “I did not remember that the flue-gates are closed when the fire is not lit, to prevent anyone from climbing down.” 
 
    Nessa almost laughed. Anyone who could climb down a flue so narrow as this one deserved to get in. But she could see that to laugh might upset Anneka, so she kept to a smile, as reassuring as she could manage. She put the poker and jug down on the floor. “Do not be sorry,” she said. “Your fire was excellent, as was your control. You projected it beyond your own field of vision. It is a skill not unlike the one that allows us to direct the mage lights.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. She seemed dejected by what had happened. Nessa remembered that the first time her friend had manifested magic, it had been in the form of fire, and that it had been dangerous and frightening to her. She walked over and took Anneka by the hands. “Do not be sorry,” she repeated, “for there was no harm done. My rooms may be a little smoky, but that will pass.” 
 
    It may have been the words, or it may have been the physical contact, but whichever it was Anneka did look happier. Nessa smiled at her fondly. It was strange. Anneka was a very powerful woman in so many ways, but she was still very young. Whatever her growing proficiency with the talent, this was all so new to her. She might be learning how to control it faster than a child would, but her comfort with it was still going to take time. 
 
    Leading Anneka by the hands once again, she returned to their impromptu workspace on the library floor. Kneeling down, she closed her eyes. “Let me show you something,” she said. 
 
    She formed a picture of what wanted to achieve in her mind’s eye. There was a great skill required to do what she was about to do, and there was also danger. She was careful to only draw upon a little power, and let her mind do what was necessary. Much of working with the talent was will, but sometimes the will needed to stand to one side. She heard Anneka’s gasp of surprise, and smiled, knowing that she had succeeded. “How…how did you…is it real?” Anneka stuttered. 
 
    Nessa opened her eyes then, and looked down at her outstretched hand. There was nothing, no weight on it to suggest that anything had happened at all, and yet lying there in the palm of her hand was a single white-petal rose, pristine and beautiful. It was the exact twin of a rose she had seen in the Elven Gardens, a complete replication of the bloom.  
 
    She held out her hand towards Anneka, nodding for the other girl to reach out and touch it. Anneka did so tentatively, her fingers snaking towards the flower, but when they grasped for the stalk they passed through it as though there were nothing there at all. And there was not, Nessa thought with a grin, enjoying the astonishment on Anneka’s face. Her fingers grasped for the stalk again, but did nothing but brush against Nessa’s open palm. Anneka tried to grasp the flower then, but once again her hand passed through it, passed through a rose that looked as real to the eye as Nessa did herself. Finally, Anneka abandoned her attempts to touch the rose, and looked at Nessa with a wry grin of realisation on her face. “It is a trick, isn’t it?”  
 
    “It is an illusion, yes,” Nessa replied, pleased that she had grasped the truth so quickly. “My mind is projecting the image of the flower. The power I have released is not strong enough to give it substance, but it is enough that the flower can be seen.” 
 
    On Anneka’s face there was the look of intense curiosity that she wore whenever she experienced new uses of the talent. She had a great desire to learn, which was a good thing if it was tempered with wisdom. “If you put enough power into the illusion, could you make it real? Could you give it substance?” she asked. 
 
    Nessa frowned at Anneka’s question. This was a potentially dangerous topic, but also an important lesson. For all that she was enjoying time with her friend, she never forgot that she had come to this place with a purpose, with a duty to perform. The first duty of any teacher of mages was to protect their students from their own power. “It is possible,” she conceded, “but it is very dangerous to do so.” 
 
    Anneka flashed her a questioning glance. “How can creating a rose be dangerous?” 
 
    Nessa sighed. “Because you cannot create something from nothing. As with all you do with the talent, you draw upon your own energy. When you work with light, or with wind, fire, or the mage shield that you used to protect yourself, you are working with forces. For all that they interact with the world, they have little substance. You do not need an enormous amount of energy to create them, and so you can use them often, and give them great strength. But,” she said, fixing her gaze onto Anneka’s eyes to emphasise that what she had to say was important, “it takes far more energy to create substance where there was no substance before. To light a fire as you did is easy when there is kindling. You simply provided the spark. But to produce the kindling…it may be simple wood, but imagine trying to create even one twig. Imagine the long years that go into growing a tree. Imagine the sheer energy needed to replicate even a part of that process. Think how much of your life force you would drain in that endeavour. It can be done, slowly, splinter by splinter, and a group of mages working together might achieve the task faster.” She grinned, for their talk had become somewhat dark, and she wanted to lighten the air. “But it is much easier to simply pick up a fallen branch.” 
 
    Anneka laughed. “Yes, I suppose it is. There is one thing I do not understand, though.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “What is that?” 
 
    “How…when you were picturing the rose in your mind, how did you picture the illusion of a rose, rather than a real one? How do you stop yourself from trying to give it substance?” 
 
    Nessa smiled. “I did not imagine the illusion, I imagined the rose. But I only released a little of my energy. You see…the talent can be a curious thing. You have yourself seen how energy can be released as a reflex. As you grow stronger, as you grow more disciplined, you will find that many lesser tasks can be left not to your will, but to this…unconscious element of your mind. At the moment, when you summon a mage light you can only make it move by focussing your will upon it, by directing it. But eventually your mind will be able to do this for you, while you concentrate your will on other tasks.” 
 
    She dismissed the rose with a thought. “My mind knew that I wanted there to be a rose, but that it did not have enough energy to give it substance, and so it did the best it could. It created an image of a rose from the light, and from the air; as I said, forces without substance. Had I removed my hand, the rose would have appeared to hover in the air, for it was never more than illusion; a trick, as you said.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. “It was beautiful, whether it was illusion or not.” 
 
    Nessa shrugged. She had always been good with these illusions, for while she may not have been so special or skilled a mage, she had a disciplined mind, and this kind of magic required such a mind. But there was nothing impressive about an illusion, for it was quite literally nothing. One could not be proud of this ability, for what use was the creation of nothing? “It is false beauty,” she said dismissively, a little irritated with herself for having taken Anneka’s attention away from her own magic. Her focus should be on training her young charge, not trying to impress her with cheap tricks.  
 
    Anneka leaned forward, bringing herself very close. “You are wrong,” she said firmly, a sudden intensity to her gaze. “It was very beautiful. And so…” 
 
    Whatever the other girl had been about to say was halted by a polite call from beyond the room. Nessa recognised the voice as being that of Anneka’s cousin, Sir Domnall, and from its clarity she realised that he must have entered the suite at some point, though he had made no attempt to enter the library. “Your Grace,” he said, “I am sorry for the disturbance, but the Privy Council have banquet matters that require your attention.” 
 
    She saw the strange intensity flood away from Anneka’s face, replaced by grim resignation. “Tell them…” she called, and for a moment Nessa could see the desire to rebel in her friend’s eyes, the desire to not be the regent for just a little while longer. But then she shook her head, and when she spoke her voice was firm and commanding. “Tell them that I will be with them momentarily.” 
 
    There was an answering call from Sir Domnall, and then Nessa heard the door close. Anneka was already rising to her feet, whatever she had been planning to say forgotten.   
 
    “Banquet matters?” Nessa asked. She had heard a little about the upcoming banquet, of course. The Feast Day of the Founder, celebrated every year on the tenth day of the month of Flowers, the last month of Spring, was one of the most important annual Kallandish festivals. Preparations for it had been going on in the palace since before Nessa had even arrived in Kalrond, and with only four days remaining until the Feast Day there was a great deal of excitement amongst the courtiers, as though there were something about this particular banquet that was to be very different to those held in the past.  
 
    “One of the more tiresome duties of the Crown,” Anneka explained. “All the guests have long been selected, but there are still entertainment decisions, decoration…”  
 
    She groaned, rubbing her forehead. “I thought I would make this year’s banquet a little different to the ones my brother has held in recent years, but I did not realise at the time how much work that would be…” Her voice trailed away, and her grimace slowly inverted into a grin. “Would you like to attend?” she asked, and Nessa blinked. The question caught her off guard, seeming to come out of nowhere.  
 
    “I…did you not say that the guests have already been selected?” she asked. Anneka shook her head.  
 
    “The lower tables have been filled, but I can choose anyone I like to eat with me at the high table.” She clapped, and Nessa had to smile at the uncharacteristically childlike action. “In gratitude, for all the help you have given me with the talent, and for…for other reasons as well.” 
 
    Nessa did not know what to say. The courtiers might not mind a half-elf mage wandering around the halls of the palace, but one eating at the high table with the regent…. And yet she could not deny that the opportunity to spend time with Anneka outside of her chambers would be pleasurable. For all that she had been welcomed to this place, in many ways she felt like an outsider still; the regent’s secret friend and tutor. She was not naïve enough to believe that the court’s opinion of her would change just because of where she ate at a single banquet, but it might be a start. 
 
    “Yes,” she said presently. “I would like to attend.” 
 
    Anneka’s face lit up with such sudden infectious joy that she found herself laughing in response. 
 
    “I am glad,“ Anneka said. “I promise you, it will be the best banquet you have ever attended.” 
 
    It would in fact be only the second banquet that Nessa had ever attended, but she did not want to dampen her friend’s obvious excitement at the prospect. “I am sure it will be,” she replied. 
 
    Anneka smiled at her, almost skipping as she made her way to the door. “I am sorry that I have to go now, but I will send the dressmaker to you as soon as is possible.” 
 
    Nessa wrinkled her nose at the thought. “I have to wear a dress?” she asked. She had not worn a dress since she was a child. It was not very practical clothing when young mages were running around burning things. 
 
    “You do not have to,“ Anneka replied, her expression indicating that she felt the same way, “but it is somewhat traditional. Besides,” she added with a wicked parting grin, “you will not feel so uncomfortable when you see what the men have to wear.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Blood on the Water 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garnier awoke bathed in sweat, gasping for breath in the darkness of his cabin. He had just endured the dream for the first time since Freehaven. His flailing hands touched a cold pewter obstacle, and he gripped it as he pulled himself into a sitting position. Gulping down cool water from the cup, he tried to drive the lingering shades of the dream from his mind. Why did it come to him now, this cursed nightmare? For sure he was upon the precipice of a day of blood, but it had not dawned yet. Why should he be punished now, for the deeds he had yet to commit? 
 
    Who would be punishing him was a better question. The Tyrans believed that nightmares were the work of the gods; scourges placed upon those who had offended them. But Garnier had never believed in any of the gods or spirits that people placed above themselves. His mother had prayed to the Tyran gods every day of her life, and it had never brought her any good. She had been born a slave, and she had died a slave. Garnier made his ceremonial prostrations to Nepos, of course, but that was more for the benefit of his crew than for himself. The idea that there was a mystical being that controlled the sea was absurd, a sailor’s superstition given a name by land folk. No, this was no punishment, he thought, as his mind rose from the haze of sleep, this was just a dream. Just a dream, and nothing more. 
 
    He pulled himself from the sweat-stained sheets, and quickly dressed. Air was what he needed right now, good clean sea air, from beyond the confines of this stuffy cabin. He made his way to the door, tying his sword to his belt as he went. He was probably in no danger aboard his own ship, but he was not fool enough to risk his life on a ‘probably’, given their company of late. He departed the cabin and climbed the wooden steps up to the weather deck. Fortis was quiet, with most of the crew resting in their bunks, preparing for the day ahead.  
 
    Once up on deck he closed his eyes, allowing the breeze to wash over him for a time, smelling the salt in the air. It was madness, he thought, for all those countless land folk to fear the sea. He had been born on the edge of the desert; for him, there was no finer place than upon the water. There was no clearer representation of hell than the homeland he had abandoned. 
 
    When all these preparations were done, when the fleet was assembled and his plans finalized, he would be returning to those lands in which he was born. Draconnar and Helaressen. Had he not sworn, when he escaped all those years ago, that he would burn those towns to the ground? That he would make their people experience the same fear and suffering that he had endured under their bondage?  
 
    It was not revenge anymore, he told himself. He had taken his revenge on the Kurenni a thousand times over. No, this was but the fulfillment of a promise, one he made to himself. To never renege on an oath; was that not what all those knights and warriors, those fools in their armour held as being at the very heart of honour? When it was considered like that, then this venture was a quest of honour. If he could not keep a promise to himself, then how could he expect trust from others?  
 
    He chuckled at that false justification. Now he sounded like Loken, trying to imagine some nobility in this butchery that he strived at. Surely it was better to do evil and know it, than to dress it up as good? 
 
    He made his way up to the quarterdeck. Old Alfgar was on the wheel tonight, a sturdy fellow, a veteran of the seas. His presence was unnecessary, as Fortis was anchored and motionless, but Garnier suspected that the old sea-dog drew some comfort from the familiarity of the wheel. The two men exchanged nods, but Garnier saw no need to correct the helmsman. He should be left to find what comfort he could, this night. 
 
    Just past Alfgar, Tom Worry was leaning over the side of the ship, staring across the dark water to where Fickle Bitch loomed. The galley was as still and calm as the carrack; two ships awaiting a bloody dawn. Garnier joined his second at the railing. “Good evening, Tom,” he said. 
 
    Worry nodded in greeting. “Evening, captain.” 
 
    They stood there in silence for a time, watching the galley and listening to the swell of the waves. Then Worry pointed off towards the bow. “It’s going to be a big fight on the morrow, ain’t it?” 
 
    Garnier nodded solemnly. Out in the darkness beyond Worry’s finger lurked the Tyran war galleys that had followed them for two days. Fortis and Fickle Bitch had led them out of the Narrows and into the fringes of the Kalland Sea. 
 
    After being assured that there would be a fight, Val had graciously allowed Garnier to choose the terms of that combat; and he never had been one for fighting fair. They had dropped anchor here, where it was just shallow enough to do so, and now they waited for their pursuers to arrive. Garnier had something of a mummery planned, and if it worked the privateers might win the fight and preserve their own ships intact, which was his main concern. New crews could be hired in Freehaven, but it would all be for naught if either of his ships were lost to Tyran ram or shot.  
 
    Worry lowered his arm, and flashed Garnier a thoughtful glance. “Reckon it ain’t a fight we want,” he said, his tone a touch reproachful. Garnier only shrugged in reply. “Not too late to pull up anchor and run,” Worry added. “I know you want Val for your plan, captain…” 
 
    “It is not that I want her,” Garnier interrupted. “I need her for it.” 
 
    The cutthroat regarded him doubtfully. “Don’t see why,” he said. “Don’t see why at all. Why does it have to be these four captains? Why not any other four? It’s not like we haven’t got the money to pay ‘em.” 
 
    Garnier laughed. “Why indeed.” That question had been in his head ever since he had first conceived of this grand scheme. For what was on offer he could surely hire double the number of crews. If he went out in search of the sea bandits these waters were prey to, he could hire a fucking navy for five thousand towers. “It is all about trust,” he said presently, and the other man looked at him sharply. 
 
    “You really trust that mad bitch?” Worry asked.  
 
    Garnier shrugged. “I could hire a dozen pirates, but there is no guarantee that they would stay bought. These four captains…they have built their reputation on keeping contracts, even at great risk to their lives. I know them, I know their reasons for choosing this life, and I can use that knowledge to convince them that while what I propose is dangerous, the profits far outweigh the dangers. And when I have done that, then yes, I can trust them. Fighting this battle is just a part of winning Val over.” 
 
    Worry nodded along. Garnier was not certain that he had followed his chain of thought. Tom Worry was not a man of grand schemes; he was a man of simplicity. But while he may not have been a great thinker, he was no dullard either. “We need her, and so we need this fight,” he said firmly. “Well, if that’s how it is, then that’s how it is.” He grinned across at Garnier. “Reckon I’ll go sharpen my knives.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It was a variation on the false-flag ploy that had taken Lord Hava’s galley two months before. It was perhaps not the most imaginative of tricks, but Garnier did not have the benefit of weeks of planning this time. He knew two things about Tyrans, however, and the entire plan was based around them. The first was that at heart, Tyrans were cowards. They would not give battle if there appeared to be an opportunity to achieve their aims peacefully.  
 
    During the night, before the war galleys could spot them, the crew of the two privateers had set to work. They had taken down Fickle Bitch’s sails, pulled in her oars, and lashed her to Fortis’ stern. To the casual observer it would appear that the black-hulled galley had been taken, and was now being towed by the carrack. Secondly, Garnier had run up the Kallandish flag on all his masts, outfitted himself and a portion of his crew in the red jerkins and black tunics of Kallandish marines. There were plenty of both aboard, as well as outfits and banners from a dozen other nations beside. Garnier had chuckled as he pulled on the uniform of a Kallandish captain. If the crown had any idea how many merchantmen he had robbed while collecting ‘taxes’ in the guise of His Grace’s own navy, they might well have reconsider his employment.  
 
    As a final touch, a group of his men had passed over to Fickle Bitch, dressed as marines, and surrounded the crew of the galley. Meanwhile, Lucky Val had been brought aboard the carrack, apparently bound and unarmed. A more perfect presentation could not have been made at short notice, but still Garnier had felt trepidation as the two war galleys came within firing range. The Tyran ballistae were perhaps not as deadly as the carrack’s guns, but they could still turn Fortis into a flaming torch with little effort.  
 
    The second thing that Garnier knew about Tyrans was that they were prideful. They had come here to capture the great privateer Valeria Fortunata, and they would not let her be carried away by the Kallandish without some display of superiority. The plan relied on a balance between these two Tyran traits of pride and cowardice.  
 
    In order for Garnier’s plan to work, the Tyrans needed to pull alongside Fortis and Fickle Bitch, and to board them with a great company of marines. If they held at firing range, and sent out boats, then it was all over. When the war galleys began to pull up oars and trim their sails, letting the wind carry them in closer, he knew that he had won; won this round, at any rate. The opportunity to ruffle the feathers of the Red Tower was too much for the Tyran captains to miss. Kalland and the Tyran States might be natural allies against the Kurenni, but there was no love lost between them. They had fought their own wars against each other in the days before the Empire decided to toss its weight around north of the Bitter Sea, and in these more peaceful days trade could be as brutal as war between them.  
 
    Maneuvering the big galleys into position took time, but Garnier was content to wait. Val was less so, fidgeting next to him in her fake bonds; she was itching for a fight. “We should just have at them,” she hissed, nudging him with her shoulder. “Fuck all of these games.” 
 
    “We will, Val, we will,” he replied, forcing the response through the fake smile he was wearing for the benefit of the Tyran lookouts as the lead galley pulled alongside Fortis. “But without these ‘games’ they will cut us apart like sharks. I for one was planning to live past the morning.” She grunted with frustration, but that was the last protestation he heard from her.  
 
    The lead galley was alongside the carrack now, and grapple ropes were being thrown up. He glanced aft and saw that the second galley was already alongside Fickle Bitch, and the first of the Tyran marines were boarding, their sharp blue and silver jackets in stark contrast to the ratty Kallandish garb his own men wore. He felt a brief tug of concern upon seeing the proliferation of Tyrans aboard the galley. Tom Worry had been put in charge of the ‘captured’ ship, and Garnier could not help but be apprehensive at the prospect of the cutthroat attempting to dupe the marines into believing he was a Kallandish naval officer. Any fool could see Worry was not officer material. Thankfully, the lad need not pretend for long.  
 
    The first of the marines were poking their heads over the gunwale of Fortis, eyeing Garnier and his crew nervously. The apparent docility of the latter seemed to win them over, for they pulled themselves up, calling down in their own tongue that the coast was clear. While a few of them moved forward, standing with their hands on their weapons, ready to respond to any sign of treachery from the ‘Kallandish’, the rest remained at the ropes, aiding their comrades’ ascent. Within a few minutes there were more than fifty marines aboard Fortis, with still more on their way.  
 
    With a huge grunt of exertion, a rotund fellow made it over the gunwale, half dragged by the marines. His uniform was in the same colours but far more extravagant, with a golden sash of rank over his mighty belly. He surveyed the deck with a grin and an air of geniality, but Garnier could see that it was an affectation. There was a cruel, humourless cast to his dark eyes, and even as he stomped towards them with his hand outstretched in greeting, those eyes ran over the entire ship, taking in every detail. “Capitaine Gilou,” the Tyran said, offering his fat hand to Garnier. The privateer took it, noting that the man had a very strong grip for all that he looked like an overindulgent fop. 
 
    “George Fox,” he replied with a falsely uncertain smile, eyeing the steadily increasing number of marines on his deck. The assumed name was one he had used often when pretending to be a Kallandish officer; he had no real fear that his own name was still remembered in the Narrow Sea, but he had not wanted to take any chances all the same. “To what do I owe this pleasure, capitaine Gilou?” he asked, stalling for time.  
 
    The Tyran laughed heartily. He no doubt imagined that Garnier was being coy. “It appears we are about the same business, non, capitaine Fox?” Gilou stabbed a chunky finger at Val, who hissed at him, bearing her teeth. She was still clad in her Kurenni robes, but without the veil, so that the Tyrans would recognize her instantly. “The pirate Valeria Fortunata.” 
 
    Garnier nodded. “She attempted to board us several days ago, and as you can see, she failed. I am bringing her back to Kalrond to be tried.” 
 
    Gilou tutted, stroking his chin slowly and deliberately. “Ah, capitaine Fox,” he said sadly, “I am afraid that I cannot have that. I also have a claim on the bitch Fortunata, you see.” Val spat at his feet at the mention of her name, and Gilou winked at her. “She stole property belonging to my master, le prince d’Argillac, and sank his ship that he sent to arrest her.” He tutted again, shaking his head at Val. “She must be brought to justice in Argillac.” 
 
    Garnier nodded along at Gilou’s talk, all the while watching as still more marines pulled themselves up onto the weather deck. There were almost enough of them for the fight to begin. “I understand, capitaine Gilou,” he said, “but surely you cannot believe that the prince has greater claim to my prisoner than His Grace, the King of Kalland?” 
 
    Gilou shrugged, affecting helplessness. “My prince’s claim is the older, monsieur. Besides,” he added with a wicked grin, holding his arms out wide so as to encompass the soldiers at his back, “his argument has other…salient points, non?” 
 
    Garnier nodded, trying to appear reluctant and beaten as he surveyed the host of blue and silver framing Gilou. There certainly were a lot of ‘salient points’. Far more, in fact, than the crew of Fortis would have been able to get the jump on, had the marines remained aboard Gilou’s ship. 
 
    “Very well, capitaine,” Garnier said with a sigh, “I concede to your…arguments. You may take the prisoner, and her cargo.” He shoved Val forward, and she appeared to stumble, bound as she was. Gilou grabbed her by the arm and nodded haughtily to Garnier, all pretence at amiability abandoned.  
 
    “A wise decision, capitaine.” The Tyran grabbed Val by the chin, grinning into her face. She glared back at him, her eyes burning with hatred. It only made Gilou laugh. “I was told what made you this way,” he said airily. “Perhaps it can happen again.” 
 
    Val did not deign to give him a reply, at least not in words. Her hands, which had appeared to be bound behind her back, whipped forward. With her right she delivered a punch to Gilou’s belly that made Garnier wince in sympathy for the doomed captain. The left went to her hip, to the crescent-bladed dagger concealed in one of the voluminous folds of her robes. The vicious blade came up under Gilou’s chin as the Tyran crumpled from the punch, and with a flick of her wrist she tore his throat open. The haughty Tyran died with barely a sound. 
 
    Even as Val butchered Gilou, Garnier’s own hands were at work. His pistol fired seconds after that fatal blow, the bullet ripping through the skull of the marine in front of him. The Tyran soldiers were still watching the death of their captain with horror, not expecting that the ‘Kallandish’ were in on his murder. They paid a heavy toll for this lack of imagination.  
 
    Apparently unnoticed by Gilou and his men, all the crew of Fortis had been sporting crossbows or pistols. Val’s attack was the signal for their own to begin, and a hail of bullets and bolts flew across the deck, cutting down dozens of Tyrans where they stood. Then swords, clubs and daggers were drawn, and Garnier and his men rushed the surviving marines, Val at the head of the surge. Her sword had appeared from under her robes now, and she danced into battle, each arm seeming to act independently, the crescent blade cutting at groins and bellies, the sword at throats and chests. The spray of blood and flash of silk and steel would likely be beautiful, if one was given to seeing beauty in such things.  
 
    Garnier had never been one for pretty fighting. He kicked the first marine he came to in the balls, hard, and then smashed him over the head with the pistol’s butt, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone. The next Tyran was caught in the midst of pulling his blade from its scabbard; Garnier ran him through the chest, kicking the body down to free his own blade. He took a moment to look around, seeing that the marines had been caught heavily off-guard; only now were the survivors starting to draw weapons in their own defence. The crossbowmen in the carrack’s rigging would be picking off their counterparts on the war galley, and then they would move on to the Tyran ballistae crews. It would take just one panicky artillerist to set both ships ablaze. As for Tom Worry and the men aboard Fickle Bitch, Garnier could only wish them luck.  
 
    The Tyrans were starting to reform, seeing that the fight was against them, and taking a defensive position around the grapples. It would not be long before more marines tried to cross over from the war galley, and that could not be allowed. The Tyrans still had greater numbers. If they were to panic as Garnier needed them to panic, then the fight had to be taken onto the war galleys. 
 
    An enormous brute of a fellow had taken command of the Tyran defense at the nearest grapple, a boathook clutched in his meaty paws that he used like a pike, jabbing out at any of Garnier’s crew that tried to come near. He roared a war cry, a battle-prayer to Tylos, the Tyran God of War and Fury, and the shout seemed to steel the nerve of his fellows. That is, until Lucky Val got her hands on him.  
 
    Garnier had thought her off to the left somewhere, but she bounded out from behind a knot of the carrack’s crew, screaming her own war cries, which were in no language he understood. There was a flash of steel, and though she was still feet away from the big Tyran, her sword suddenly sprouted from his face, the impact sending him flying back against the gunwale, the boathook dropping from his lifeless fingers. Val was in the gap she had created within seconds, slashing around herself with the dagger, taking advantage of the horror that the big man’s death had wreaked upon his comrades. 
 
    Garnier followed her in cautiously, not wanting to get too close. She was mad with bloodlust, and could easily mistake friend for foe. He cut at the Tyrans on the edge of the line, many of whom had turned to deal with the crazed woman hacking away at the centre. He managed to stab two of them in the back before the marines realized that their position was utterly compromised. A few of them threw down their weapons, and that would have been enough for him, but Val had no interest at all in taking prisoners. She retrieved her sword from the man she had killed, and her relentless assault forced the surviving marines to fight on.  
 
    Garnier stepped back, somewhat sickened by the affair, even as some of his crew moved in to aid Val. It had been a long time since he had seen her fight, and she had lost none of the savagery of her youth. Looking up and down the deck, he saw that most of the knots of Tyran marines around the grapples had been or were being cut down. More than a few had laid down arms. Some of those had even been spared.  
 
    The last marine at the near grapple died while collapsed on his knees and begging for mercy. Val cut into his neck with her sword, laughing merrily. Garnier moved to her side, stepping over the bodies of marines and privateers alike, for his own crew had taken losses as well. The Tyrans were not hardened killers, but they were skilled with their blades, and a few had managed to make an account of themselves before falling. It had not been enough, however. The battle aboard Fortis was over. 
 
    There was smoke in the air now, and too much for it to have been caused by the pistol fire earlier. Something, somewhere, was burning. Garnier could not see anything from his own ship, and his first thought was that something disastrous had occurred on Fickle Bitch. Lucky Val was of no use to him if her galley sank to the bottom of the Kalland Sea.  
 
    The haze had begun to obscure the extremities of the war galley, and even the bow of Fortis. “Where is that smoke coming from?” he thundered, and there was a swift reply from someone in the rigging. 
 
    “Fire pot overturned on the war galley, for’ard ballista.” 
 
    Garnier blanched. There were a dozen ways that could have happened, but how was not important right now. The oil the Tyrans used on their ballistae could burn on water for days, and if the blaze spread to the rest of the store… 
 
    “Cut the grapples,” he roared, hacking through the nearest one with his sword, shoving Val aside. She had been poised to slide down, and did not react kindly to his interference. Garnier suddenly found himself on his back, her sword at his throat, his own on the deck somewhere. There was mad look in her eyes, and no recognition whatsoever. His crewmen had their weapons out and were edging around her, but it did not seem as though they possessed the courage to intervene. He did not really blame them.  
 
    The scimitar dug into his neck, and he felt a trickle of blood crawling down under his tunic. “Val,” he said as calmly as he could, “Val, put up your sword.” 
 
    Her eyes burned with rage, but her voice was colder than ice. “Let me finish this,” she said, and he knew that she meant the battle with the Tyrans. 
 
    “It is already finished,” he said evenly. “The fire oil will burn the galley until there is nothing left.” 
 
    “Not good enough!” she screamed, and withdrew her sword. Garnier’s hand went reflexively to his neck, feeling to see how much of a mark she had left. There was a shallow, weeping cut, but nothing more. As he pulled himself to his feet, Val was moving around, waving her weapons in the air, exhorting his crew to another attack. “Come on, you cowards!” she screamed. “Time to fucking fight!” 
 
    The sailors looked none too happy at the prospect, but neither did they want to feel the sharp end of her blades as well as her tongue. They would do it, Garnier realized grimly. They would rather face the possibility of death in fire than the certainty of death at Lucky Val’s hands. He had to intervene. 
 
    He grabbed her by the arm, perhaps not a wise choice given the altercation he had just survived, but it needed to be done. Her face was a mask of rage and hatred; any beauty there may have been had washed away. He knew that in the throes of this madness she would kill him as easily as she would kill any of the Tyran marines. He just had to hope that there was a part of her that was still rational, still capable of understanding. 
 
    “You want to kill?” he asked breathlessly, expecting the blow to fall at any time. “You want blood? I can give it to you.” 
 
    She bared her teeth at him. “Why should you give me anything, Garnier? There’s a whole shipload of lives ready for me to take.” 
 
    “You do that, and you’ll die with them,” he retorted. “You want to burn, Val? Is that how Lucky Val will die, burned alive on some fucking nameless war galley?” 
 
    She growled, an inarticulate, animal sound. She had not killed him yet though, which he took as a good sign. “You come with me,” he said, licking his lips nervously. “You come to Freehaven with me and there’ll be killing aplenty for you after. An ocean of blood, Val, ready to be spilled. Enough wealth to fund a thousand battles, if that’s what you want. But not if we die here today. None of it Val, if we burn.” 
 
    Their eyes were locked in a battle of wills, her fury against his resolve. His hand was still gripping her arm through silk robes spattered with blood. Then came a cry from above, from the unknown and blessed lookout in the rigging. “Second galley is trying to break away!” 
 
    Val turned away from him, staring through the haze at the other war galley, letting loose a roar of frustration. This was surely the deciding moment. Garnier released his grip on her arm. “Let the cowards run,” he said softly. “Let them flee back to Argillac and remind their prince why the lords of the Narrow Sea fear Valeria Fortunata. Let us not waste time fighting a battle we have already won.” 
 
    There was such baneful malice in her eyes that his hand went uselessly to his sword; as if he would last more than seconds against her. And then a hungry, wolfish grin began to curl up the corners of her lips. “An ocean of blood, Garnier?” she said. 
 
    “As deep as the Bitter Sea,” he replied, removing his hand from the sword, and managing a smile in return.  
 
    She nodded, once. It was only a slight gesture, and she did nothing more, but it was like a sudden breeze on a becalmed sea. Immediately Garnier turned away from her, his voice becoming authoritative as he addressed his crew. “Cut the grapples,” he ordered. “Pull up the anchor, and get as much wind into those sails as you can. Pass the word to whoever’s left on the Bitch!” 
 
    As the crew rushed to obey his orders, he carefully walked back alongside Val. She might have conceded to his better judgment, but there was no reason to assume that she was not still dangerous. Her chest was heaving, her body still catching up with the remarkable feats she had attempted in the battle, and her hands, those deadly hands, held their weapons lightly. 
 
    “I could have done it, Garnier,” she said, and he looked at her sharply. He could not see her face, but there was something different in her tone. It was plaintive, the rage run low, leaving only the disappointment of that rage having passed. “I could have killed every last one of them.” 
 
    “I know,” he said.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It was two hours and several miles later when they saw the flash of light to the southeast, marking the war galley’s death. The crew of Fortis watched its demise solemnly. There was no joy at the deaths of sailors they had been fighting so recently. Burning to death atop an ocean of water; few more hideous ends could be imagined. 
 
    The second galley had fled without making any attempt to rescue their comrades from the stricken ship. They would bear the tale of those deaths all the way back to their homeland. Garnier was aware that there might be ramifications for the Kallandish in the wake of this battle. A ship bearing the royal flag fighting alongside a notorious Narrows privateer; that would furrow a few brows back in Argillac. There would be trade restrictions, and perhaps a few Kallandish merchantmen would find themselves the targets of Tyran vengeance. But it was nothing that had not happened before. He was just glad that both privateer vessels had survived the fight unscathed. 
 
    Fortis had lost twenty-six crewmembers, mostly from the contingent aboard Fickle Bitch. The marines there had been more alert than those Gilou had led aboard the carrack, and had put up more of a fight. Val’s crew had lost around the same number, and dozens from both crews were wounded. But Tom Worry had managed to hold the black-hulled galley long enough for the Tyran ship to catch fire, and it had been then that their comrades had lost their nerve.  
 
    As preparation for Draconnar, it had not been all that terrible. When the council of captains assembled at Freehaven, it would serve as an example of what one of his plans could achieve. He just had to hope that the fleet commander of Draconnar was as foolishly prideful as the late capitaine Gilou. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Sally Port 
 
      
 
      
 
    Halfway up the north face of the keep of Hohenfels was a small balcony that jutted out over the crag. The keep merged with the north wall below the balcony, and the wall ran along the very lip of the crag, and so between this balcony and the ground below was hundreds of feet of sheer, unforgiving drop. Richard leaned gingerly over the edge of the balcony, aware that a night rain had left patches of ice all over the castle. It was a very long way to fall. 
 
    Behind him was assembled a curious group of friends and enemies. Even now he was not entirely sure which were which. Some of them knew why they were gathered here, others wore mystified expressions. Ahead of him and far below, the massed ranks of Count Sune’s army were moving across the plain, five thousand Sverker huskarls and fyrdmen, ready to begin the siege.  
 
    They would not actually encircle the castle, of course. They did not need to, for there were now only two ways into or out of Hohenfels. The gate was the obvious focus of their assault, but now Richard knew that there was another way. Though the bulk of the army were little more than a mass of banners and glinting metal in the distance, he knew that down by the river to the west, beside a small rocky outcropping, Sune’s men were preparing for their first gambit. Now it was time to find out who had been helping them. 
 
    There was a harsh cough from behind, and he turned. Beyond his companions, one of Grimbold’s loyalist huskarls waited, his face flushed with exertion and anticipation. “Kendal says that it’s time,” he said in his own tongue, and Richard nodded. 
 
    “Return to your post,” he replied, and the Sverker rushed off, back to where he had come from. Richard turned his gaze to the others gathered here on the balcony. Grimbold, Matilde and Henning he trusted, of course, and so they knew both why they were here, and why Kendal was not. Lady Melara looked confused, as did the last member of the company. It was to him that Richard directed his speech now. “Do you know what a sally port is, Yngvard?” 
 
    The turncloak frowned, shaking his head. Richard smiled reasonably. “I am sure that you know it by some other name. It is a small gate, or other such passage, allowing exit from a castle; either for escape, or to launch attacks upon the besieging army. We Kallandish are a race of castle-builders, and we know all about such things.” He tapped the stone of the balcony rim, looking up at the walls of the keep. “This is a fine castle,” he said. “One of the finest I have seen outside of my homeland. Any Kallandish noble would be proud to make this place their seat, eh Matilde?” 
 
    His lover nodded, a faint smile on her face. “It is much finer than my family’s castle at Harclay Hold,” she said. 
 
    Melara and Yngvard were looking at the pair of them as though they were mad. Sune’s army was preparing to begin the siege, and here they were, chatting amiably about the size and features of their castles. The lady had always thought him insane, Richard reflected. He supposed that to her mind, he had never shown the proper amount of deference or fear to the threat of her father’s reprisal. And as for what the turncloak thought, well…they might soon find out. 
 
    “But for all the majesty of Hohenfels,” he continued, “there was always something missing, something small, subtle. It was not until I looked at the maps again, in preparation for the siege, that I realized what it was.” He locked gazes with Yngvard and Melara, smiling coldly. “It was not that there was no other way in that troubled me so. It was that there was no other way out.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders, turning his back on them again to gaze out at Sune’s army. It was a beautiful day, he realized. Cloudless sky, warm for late spring in the north. The snows were all but melted away. The tales said that it was a shame to die on a good day, but Richard would much rather die on a perfect day than on a miserable one. “Hohenfels was obviously built by those who knew what they were doing,” he said, “so why, I wondered, was there no sally port, no escape route? I could not believe it, and so Henning and I went down into the depths of this place. Do you know what we found down there?” Silence followed his question, and he smiled to himself. “A tunnel cut deep into the crag and running down to the river. The sally port was hidden, it seems, not absent.” 
 
    He heard a hiss of breath from behind, and smiled again. When he looked upon those he was uncertain of, he saw a mixture of reactions. Melara seemed more surprised than guilty; as though she had believed they knew about the tunnel all along. As for Yngvard…the turncloak’s face was as hard as the crag itself, giving nothing away. 
 
    “A tunnel,” Richard said, “that appeared on none of the maps you provided me with, Yngvard.” The Sverker made no sound, regarding Richard impassively. “It seems unlikely,” he continued, “that the master-spy Yngvard was unaware that this tunnel existed. The three servants that escaped the night we took the castle seemed to know where it was. The only conclusion I can make is that you knew about it, and you did not tell me.” 
 
    Yngvard stared at him for a long time. Every other man and woman on that balcony watched the turncloak carefully. Grimbold’s naked hatred was obvious and ready to bubble forth into rage; but he would wait until the moment was right.  
 
    A strange choking sound passed through the turncloak’s lips, and then another. His mouth turned up into a dark, nasty little smile, and his shoulders shook as the laughter took over his body. It was more hysterical than mirthful, for surely the man knew his death was but minutes away. But then, he had been fooling them all for months. It probably brought some little joy to be that clever. 
 
    “You were never in the queen’s service, were you Yngvard?” Richard asked quietly. The Sverker shook his head, still caught up in his mirth. Melara was staring at him with open shock on her face. Richard was not quite ready to trust her expression yet. The daughter of Sune may still have been involved. “This was never Astrid’s plan, was it?” he asked shrewdly, and Yngvard shook his head again. 
 
    “It was mine,” he spat proudly, still grinning. “Mine, and King Alexander’s.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “You lure us up here with the promise of taking Sune off-guard. We take the castle as planned, but when the count arrives, he uses the tunnel to capture it back.” He grinned mirthlessly, wagging his finger at the turncloak. “You, clever bastard, you continue to send messages to Astrid, maintaining the fiction that we still hold Hohenfels. Sune’s army digs in, and maintains the appearance of a siege.” He laughed. “And when Astrid’s army arrives, Sune retreats into the castle with all his men, and the queen finds herself in the exact situation she wished to avoid; laying siege to Hohenfels, while her brother bears down upon her from the north. Oh, it is simple at heart, is it not? Obvious, now that I look at it.” 
 
    Yngvard chuckled. “It worked though, didn’t it Sir Richard? You cannot hold both the tunnel and the gate with what few soldiers you have.” 
 
    Richard nodded grimly. “No, we cannot.” His eyes turned next to Melara, who was not looking happy at all. “What was your role in all of this, my lady?” he asked softly, and her eyes flashed suddenly with fear. He was taken aback by it, as he always was when faced with an emotion that would never be seen in Astrid’s face.  
 
    “I…” she began, but Yngvard leapt to her defence. 
 
    “The Lady Melara was not involved,” he said firmly. “We knew that you Kallandish would rather take her hostage than kill her, so the king saw no need to tell her. Besides,” he added with a shrug, “her captivity has been far from lengthy.” 
 
    Melara glared at her countryman. For her, five weeks was clearly long enough a captivity.  
 
    Richard had no real reason to trust Yngvard. The spy could simply be protecting his fellow conspirator. But Richard had also seen his face when they had found the culvert filled in, all those weeks ago. He was a good actor, but not good enough to fake the shock there had been on his face that night. Melara had very nearly destroyed all of their devious plans.  
 
    “Very well,” he conceded, “I believe you.” His lieutenants did not look so sure. He knew that Matilde hated Melara fiercely, and would happily have thrown her in with Yngvard. But if they somehow managed to survive this day, they would still need the Lady of Hohenfels.  
 
    He was uncomfortably aware that every minute that they spent on this interrogation was a minute spent away from works that could ensure their survival, but he was curious. They had all suspected that Yngvard would betray them at some point or another, but the turncloak had worked hard to win them over. Richard could not say that he liked the man, but he had built up enough of a grudging respect for what Yngvard had done for them that he could not let this end without knowing why. 
 
    He nodded to the turncloak, even as Grimbold and Henning closed in around him. “Tell me one thing, Yngvard. Why Alexander, and not Astrid?” 
 
    Yngvard spat on the ground at Richard’s feet. “If she were truly beloved of the Great Raven, worthy of being our queen, she would not have returned to her homeland with an army of Kallandish wolves. Do not think that we love her brother, for all know him to be a coward. Had she come alone, all the people of Sverkermark would have flocked to her banner, and she would already be queen in truth.” He glared at Richard with hatred and disdain.  
 
    “You call us wolves, and yet you serve a man who would follow our ways,” Richard replied.  
 
    “In your great city of Kalrond, I am told that there is a garden that was laid down by the Kurenni,” Yngvard said. 
 
    “Yes, in the Palace of Morcar.” Richard smiled at the memory of that place. At the time, he had been too desirous of glorious battle to take note of the beauty and peace of the Elven Gardens. 
 
    “And by keeping that garden, are you saying that you wish the Kurenni to rule over you?” Yngvard let out a short bark of laughter. “Of course not. Count Sune may admire your ways, but he is still Sverker; he will not see a Kallandish puppet on his brother’s throne, and neither will I.” 
 
    “No, indeed you will no,” Richaerd replied, stepping to one side. “Farewell, Yngvard.” Grimbold and Henning took the turncloak by the arms, and in a single rushing movement tossed him over the edge of the balcony. As they did so, Grimbold muttered to his hated enemy in their own tongue.  
 
    “If the Great Raven has blessed you so, let him give you his greatest gift.” 
 
    Wings, presumably. If Yngvard’s despairing screams as he plummeted to his death were any indicator, the Raven was not all that fond of him. But despite all that the man had done, Richard had no interest in watching him die. Allowing him to be killed was dishonorable enough, however necessary. Now that this ugly business was concluded, there was work to do. 
 
    “Grimbold, Henning, get down to the tunnel. Wait for me there,” he barked, and they did so, reluctantly tearing their eyes from Yngvard’s fatal descent. Richard was left with Matilde and Melara; his lover, and the daughter of his enemy. The young Sverker was wide-eyed, her hand covering her mouth. She had likely never seen a man die before, at least not so close and so violently. When Richard turned to her she gasped, flinching backwards. He held his hands out wide, making no attempt to move closer. “My lady,” he said briskly, “we will soon be engaged in battle. That messenger informed me that your father’s men have been seen entering the far end of the tunnel. I have a plan to resist them, but…” he chuckled, shrugging helplessly, “it might well fail. If it does, I would ask a boon of you.” 
 
    Her face was torn between her dislike of him and his soldiers, and the codes of honour she had been raised with. He knew that it was a difficult fight. She was wondering why she should be the only one of her kin bound by such rules.  
 
    Richard had fought on both sides of that line himself. He had allowed Yngvard, an unarmed man for all his deceits, to be murdered. He had taken this castle with dirty tricks, threatened to cut Melara’s throat if her people did not surrender. He was no perfect knight. But at the same time, he had allowed the castle folk to live, and to remain in their home. He had treated honourably with Sune, allowed the count to see his daughter. He might not always be a man of honour, but Lady Melara had to recognise that he had a tendency towards it. 
 
    Melara’s eyes flickered from Richard to Matilde. He did not know what she saw in the young Harclay captain’s eyes, but he hoped that in his she saw honesty, nobility, loyalty; all those virtues that both of them wished were more prevalent in the world. Whether it was his words, or what she saw in his eyes, or some part of her that still clung to those fool’s dreams, she nodded. “What would you have of me?” she asked, straightening her back, becoming once again the noblewoman of the House of Kalte, and not the scared young girl. 
 
    “I would ask that you protect any of my people that survive, whether Kallandish or Sverker. I do not fear your father’s wrath against them, but…” He remembered Sune’s words, thought of Alexander, and Astrid.  “Just protect them, if you can,” he said. 
 
    “I will,” she replied, with almost comic solemnity. He flashed her a quick smile of thanks, and then turned to Matilde. This was going to be a harder conversation by far. 
 
    “Captain, I want you to return Lady Melara to her chambers, and then you and your detachment will move to hold the gate.” 
 
    He had not specified her role in his plans until now, having not wanted to fight with her before the moment came. She blinked, taken aback. There was a disbelieving smile on her face as she responded. “You will need all the aid you can get, down there,” she said reasonably, obviously believing that he could be won over. 
 
    “There will be no room for crossbows, Matilde,” he replied, and her face flushed with anger. She grabbed the hilt of her sword, drawing it halfway from its sheath. 
 
    “I can fight with a sword as well as any of you,” she retorted fiercely, and he had to smile at her fiery and youthful courage.  
 
    “I do not doubt that, but someone must remain to lead our soldiers should the rest of us fall. I have to be able to trust you with this. Will you obey my orders, captain?” 
 
    He had feared that the intimacy between them would shore up that rebelliousness, that she would disobey his orders to fight alongside him, but he need not have worried. She had never let what was between them undermine his authority before, and she did not let it happen now. She stepped back and nodded, her jaw clenched. It was a hard gesture, and the wetness in her eyes marked it as a lie, but there was nothing Richard could do about either right now.  
 
    As he descended the stairs, ready to face what very well could be the last fight of his life, he heard her call out, the sound muffled by the stone of the walls dividing them. “I love you, Richard.” 
 
    He did not break his stride, nor give any sign that he had heard her. He would not lie to her, nor was he prepared to tell her the truth. If he lived through this day, then the time for truth would come, and if he died…let her believe what she would. He had already done all that he was prepared to do. He might not love her, but he cared enough about her not to send her down into that tunnel. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    In the three days since they had discovered the sally port, they had sought a way to neutralize it. Having an escape route was useless if the foe could also use it as an entryway. These effors had been hindered by the secrecy of what they were about. Richard had not known at the time which of the two Sverkers was the informant, or indeed whether there were informants among the castle folk as well. If Sune had learned of their plans, he might have rushed to the tunnel with overwhelming force. He might have launched an irresistible assault on the gate while the Kallandish were tied up underground.  
 
    No…it had to be kept a secret, with only Richard’s lieutenants and a trusted few of the company knowing about it, until this fateful hour. 
 
    As with so many things, the answer had been simple when it came. The tunnel sloped downwards through the granite of the crag, until it reached a natural cave deep below the ground, where it passed from the rock and into the earth of the plain. There were two tunnels really, with the cave serving as the meeting point. The upper tunnel opened out into the cave above the level of the lower, with a sheer drop of more than a dozen feet. Those that had carved the passageway had constructed a set of stone steps to connect the two, and it was here that Kendal and his team of saboteurs had set to work with hammers and axes. It had been slow going, for the steps were as formidable a construct as anything in the castle, and as Richard emerged from the upper tunnel, he saw that the work was still ongoing. 
 
     If they had even a small barrel of blackpowder, they could have collapsed the entire tunnel, and never concerned themselves with it again. As it was, the upper tunnel would still be vulnerable to ladders and ropes, and he would need to place a permanent watch in the cellars. But that was getting ahead of themselves.  
 
    He nodded to Kendal, who was battering away at the slabs even as Richard descended them. The veteran was quiet and a little strange, but he had set to the backbreaking task with no complaint. In the light of the torches and braziers the men of Kendal’s team looked like ghosts, their hair and skin grey with dust. But they had certainly done good work. The steps were now only a few feet wide, the rest of the original width lying shattered and crumbled on the floor of the cave. The men working on the midsections were tied to ropes; these ropes would be used to extract fighters and workers alike once the steps were destroyed, though how they would escape from battle in such close quarters was beyond Richard. The cave was barely the width of five men lying down. It was going to be a bloody mess when Sune’s men arrived. 
 
    “How many are coming?” Richard asked, and Kendal stopped his hammering for a moment to answer. 
 
    “Hundred at least, by my reckoning.” 
 
    “And how long do you need?” 
 
    The veteran shrugged. “It’ll be done when it’s done, Sir Richard,” he replied unhelpfully.  
 
    “Fair enough,” Richard said, with more levity than he felt, clapping Kendal on the shoulder. The veteran went back to his work without another word. 
 
    Grimbold and Henning were waiting for him at the shield wall. There were twenty of the huskarls down here, blocking the entrance of the lower tunnel in two ranks of ten abreast. While Kendal’s team was a mix of Sverkers and Kallandish, Richard had decided to use only the former in the defense. This was going to be a hard fight, and it would take disciplined men well-used to fighting alongside one another to keep Sune’s infiltrators from disrupting the saboteurs. There was said to be no better defense in the world than a Sverker shield wall, and no matter how many such shield walls he had seen broken in this campaign, Richard trusted his men to hold. They had no choice.  
 
    Grimbold met him with a broad grin, thumping his hand onto his scale breastplate in salute. Richard smiled wanly back. “Going to be a nasty one, chief,” the huskarl boomed. “Reckon we’ll be needing the berserkrgang before too long.”  
 
    He was looking at Richard as though he could call it up at will, as Henning did with his deep sense. But Richard did not even know why it happened when it did, let alone know how to summon it willingly. One moment he would be fighting with all the discipline and skill that a knight should fight, and the next it was twenty minutes later, and the bodies of men surrounded him that he did not remember killing. He might think it the handiwork of others were there not so much blood on his sword… 
 
    There were no more words between them after that; no words from anyone. Richard took his place alongside Grimbold in the front rank. He had abandoned his own shield for a rounded Sverker one from the armoury. They locked their shields with the other men on the shield wall, and waited for the enemy to come. They stood there in silence, with only the grunts of Kendal’s team and the crack as their hammers smashed against stone filling the air.  
 
    And then it came. Footsteps, voices in the tunnel ahead, faint at first, so faint that they could have been imagined, but growing clearer all the time. Next was the light, the hint of torches in the darkness that one imagined might have been nothing more than the farthest reaches of one’s own torchlight. But the sounds grew louder, and the lights became brighter, and then they saw them, the first of Sune’s men, emerging from the inky blackness of the passage.  
 
    They must have known that the defenders were here, for the light of the braziers would have alerted them, and Kendal’s saboteurs were making no attempt to muffle the sounds of their labour. Still, the frontrunners halted at the sight of the shield wall holding the entrance to the cave. Richard could imagine the calculations going through their minds. Though they had superior numbers, they could attack no more than four at a time, and the floor would quickly be filled with the bodies of the fallen. It would not be easy for either side; but no one had come down to this cave to turn back at first sight of the enemy. 
 
    The two groups stood there staring at one another. Some fights began in hot blood, with men hurling themselves straight into the fray, but this one seemed not to start at all. The defenders did not intend to abandon their position, and Sune’s men were not anxious to assault it. Richard stood sweating under his armour, his mind urging them to get a move on, despite knowing that every second they tarried bought Kendal more time. 
 
    Then with warbling screams the Sverker warriors were hurtling down the tunnel, weapons raised above their heads, and the first action of the siege of Hohenfels began. The defenders braced themselves behind their shields. Standing at the heart of the line, it was Richard and Grimbold who would take the brunt of the charge, and Richard was glad for it. If the berserkrgang did come upon him, he would rather have enemies at his front to cut through than slaughter his own men in unthinking rage.  
 
    The impact of the first Sverker axe on his shield sent a jarring pain down Richard’s arm, but even as he winced, his own sword swung in from the right, chopping at the attacker’s arm. He felt it bite hard onto something, and was rewarded with a scream of agony. He jabbed out with the shield to drive the man back, but held his feet firmly to the ground. They were not going to give or take an inch of the cave floor, for either could be disastrous. As he fought, he could hear Grimbold’s booming laughter from beside him; the man was no berserkr, but he had plenty of his own unnerving combat traits.  
 
    The first four men to charge were dead or grounded now, and their successors were doing no better. Another died with a sword in his chest, but he did not fall down. The press of men behind him was so great that it kept his body upright, with the man behind using it as an improvised shield. Something big whistled passed Richard’s ear, the sound swiftly followed by a scream from someone in the second row. He chanced a glance back and saw one of the huskarls collapsing to his knees, a throwing hatchet having split his face open.  
 
    That glance had been a mistake, for as Richard brought his head back around to the fore, there was another impact against his shield. Unprepared for the blow, with his body still twisting back, he stumbled, leaning against Grimbold for support. He felt more frustration than pain.  
 
    He lashed out with his sword, hoping to sweep the legs of whoever had hit him, but the blade cut through nothing but dust. Another scream filled the air, this time from his left, and a huskarl fell to the ground, twitching hands grasping at his ruined throat. One of Sune’s men tried to step over, only to be hurled back by a huskarl moving up from the second rank who drove the interloper on with sharp jabs of his shield. Richard felt hands from behind pull him back to his feet, and once up he locked his shield with Grimbold and the newcomer on the other side.  
 
    Sune’s soldiers were still pressing, and the defenders were having a steadily harder time cutting them down. The idea of using the dead for protection had spread, and Richard saw more than one of his own men thrust a weapon uselessly into a corpse. The air was close, the smell of blood rife, and above all the screaming of voices and clashing of metal, he could hear the hammers against stone. He could not spare another glance back, but he knew that if he did so he would see Kendal and his men still hard at work, oblivious to the slaughter only a few feet away.  
 
    It began slowly. In the tales, warriors with the battle-rage were supposed to see red mists cover their eyes, but it had never been like that for Richard. It was subtler, a narrowing of his field of vision that started with the peripheries and worked its way in, until there was no one else in his world but the warrior he was about to kill. And then the next one, and the next one… 
 
    It was this subtlety that had always kept him from recognizing what it was, what he was. But now he knew, and he could feel it coming with a mix of anticipation and resignation.  
 
    He rammed his blade point-first into the face of the man in front, just as he poked his head out from behind his corpse-shield. That attack was followed up with a shield-lunge that brought Richard into the very heart of the pressing Sverkers. Dimly he heard a voice from behind calling him back to the shield wall, but he ignored it. He could do no good tied up in those ranks, hiding behind a disc of metal and wood. He had only one true skill. 
 
    Before the next man could take cover behind the body, Richard pushed forward. He felt blows falling on his shield, on his armour, but they gave him no pain. Wounds never did. He could not even tell if they were wounds, or whether they had just glanced away. Either way, they were no concern of his. If the Sverkers planned on stopping him, they would have to cut his arms from his body. 
 
    He advanced in slow and deliberate bursts, using the shield only to keep away those he was not yet ready to kill, letting his blade concentrate on ending Sverker lives. He thrust and hacked and cut, and now there was red before his eyes, even if it was blood and not mist. He felt skin and bones crumple under his sword, and reveled in it. How could he have thought there was no glory in war? There was no other word to describe the havoc he wrought but glorious. 
 
    He did not know how many died under his blade, or how long he was away from the shield wall, for his life had become a series of short moments, defined by his kills, and he did not care to count them. Each one of these moments was perfect, and he did not realise how important they were to him until they were snatched away. 
 
    Hands grabbed at him from behind. He had been so focused on the meat at his front that he had not spared thoughts for whoever or whatever may have been behind him. He was strong, he had always been strong, but these hands were stronger, and they began to pull him back. The foes in front surged forward, but he was not done with them yet, whether he was retreating or not. His blade opened throats and pierced hearts, and when the enemy began to fall back, he knocked one unconscious with his shield, hurling it into the mass as a final act of defiance. 
 
    With the meat skulking in the tunnel, it was time to turn his attentions to the treacherous bastards who had dragged him away. He spun around, punching the first one right in the eye, a short barrel of a fellow who looked somewhat familiar. The short one recoiled, clutching at his face and swearing, while his companion, an old man, jumped back. Richard brought his sword up, ready to fight them. There were only a handful of enemies here in the cave, the rest of their number retreating up the ropes like cowards. He growled at them scornfully. 
 
    The short one was back, lunging at him with his fists, while his companion edged around. “Hit him with the hammer,” he heard the short one shout, and then there was a crack to the back of his head, and mist truly descended over his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    When Richard awoke he was still in the tunnel, so he could not have been out long. It was the upper tunnel that he lay in, however, which was very strange, as he could not remember climbing up there. Startled by this he glanced around and saw Grimbold kneeling next to him, sporting a bastard of a black eye. That brought some of it back to him, and he groaned. He tried to get up, but the pain in the back of his head was appalling, and he was already nauseous from the after-effects of the berserkrgang.  
 
    He made eye contact with his second, and Grimbold grinned broadly. Even being punched in the face by his commander could not dampen the huskarl’s spirits. 
 
    “Sorry about the…” Richard pointed to his own eye, and Grimbold laughed, shaking his head. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, chief. You more than made up for it with the kicking you gave Sune’s lads.” 
 
    Sune’s men! He gingerly pulled himself onto his elbows. He and Grimbold were on the shelf of the upper tunnel, just above where the steps had been. Some of the huskarls were standing on the lip, hurling rocks down, presumably at the enemy. He could hear the shouting now, the angry cries of men thwarted echoing up from the cave and the lower tunnel. “Did we do it?” he asked Grimbold breathlessly, and the huskarl’s grin grew ever broader. 
 
    “We fucking did, at that,” he replied. “They won’t be getting in this way, not without some work. The steps are dust.” 
 
    Richard chuckled, collapsing back onto the floor, joyous disbelief flooding his mind. His desperate scheme had actually succeded! First blood in this siege had come to the defenders, thanks to solid old Kendal’s good works. His mind flashed back to the hammer blow to his head, and he chuckled wryly. He supposed he owed Kendal gratitude for that as well. 
 
    “Where’s Kendal?” he asked, but the smile was wiped from his face when he saw Grimbold’s own grin evaporate. The huskarl shook his head mournfully. Richard blinked. “Dead?” he asked, stunned. “When the fuck did that happen?” 
 
    “Once Sune’s lot saw you go down, they found some more courage,” Grimbold said. “I took you up the rope, but Kendal stayed behind.” The huskarl sighed sorrowfully. “Would’ve stayed myself, but he insisted. The boys did their best to help with rocks from up here, but he was one old man with a hammer, against all of Sune’s lads…” 
 
    That revelation took most of the good cheer from Richard’s spirits. The man saved them all, only to die down in these shitty tunnels. He looked to the cave mouth, where his men were still pelting the attackers with rocks. No doubt the old man’s body was down there, still. He wondered if the Sverkers would burn it, along with their own honoured dead. 
 
    He was not even sure how he truly felt about this revelation. He could not say that he had known Kendal well. He had picked the man for this mission simply because they had been in the tunnels under Thorn together. Kendal had not been much of speaker, and when he had spoken his words had been dry. He had been solid and dependable, and nothing much beyond that. Others had died as well, at least two of the huskarls that he had seen. But, he supposed, at least none of these deaths were in vain. They had held the tunnel. Hohenfels would endure a while longer.  
 
  
 
  


 
    Legal Niceties 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was an elf sitting on one of the wooden benches outside the Great Chamber of the Privy Council. It was sitting not twenty feet from the bench upon which John sat. It was eating an apple.  
 
    He had not noticed it at first, seeing only a dark-haired young girl wearing a homespun green robe with the royal arms patched onto the front. He had noted the unusual bone structure of her face at the time, but he certainly had more important things on his mind than some palace girl.  
 
    Nonetheless, his eyes had kept wandering to her, for there was little else to do while he waited for the Privy Council to call him in. It had been when she brushed back her hair that he had realized what it was. Ears long and sharp like daggers; he had caught just a glimpse, but that had been enough.  
 
    He had looked to the guards. There were a half-dozen armsmen in the vicinity, as well as two of his former comrades from the Household Company standing watch on the door. Sir Brendan Fynn and Sir Alyse Torfast, the very same knights who had accompanied Giguere on the day the Tyran had plucked John from exile. The elf was sitting right in front of them, and yet they seemed to regard it with no more suspicion than they directed at John. In fact, their gaze on him was harder, if anything. It was not until a palace servant arrived, and the elf asked him to fetch it an apple, that it truly dawned on John that the damnable thing was supposed to be here.  
 
    Here! An elf in the Palace of Morcar, wearing the royal arms on its chest, sat within pissing distance of the Privy Council. It seemed impossible, but the servant had responded to it, and the guards were ignoring it, and every time that it noticed John looking at it, it gave him a little smile. After the third time it smiled at him he stopped watching it. Being smiled at by an elf in the heart of Kalland was too unnerving by far. He just sat there sightlessly, and tried to block out the crunching sounds it made as it devoured the fruit, taunting him with its very presence.  
 
    He had heard from Giguere and others that things had changed at court in the months since the king left for Sverkermark. No one ever went into specifics, but the general consensus seemed to be that the tone of Regent Anneka’s court was lighter than that of her brother. The changes that John had himself observed had been subtle, but they were there. There was less overt militarism on display; more finery and less armour among the courtiers, more gossiping in corners than standing around soberly discussing great matters.  
 
    He had even caught a hint of music as he was escorted up to the Great Chamber. He could not have identified where it was coming from, but it echoed throughout the corridors; the sounds of pipes and lutes, and the ancestors only knew what else. King Sigismund did not enjoy music. He found it to be frivolous, unless it was a suitably warlike accompaniment to a somberly intoned epic. 
 
    No one spoke of it, but John had thought it, and did not think himself to be alone in thinking it. Regent Anneka was resurrecting the old ways of her father’s court, and she wasn’t wasting any time about either. Then again, he supposed, she did not have the time to waste. One day soon the king would return, and put an end to all of this nonsense. 
 
    But nothing John had heard or seen about the regent’s alterations explained how there came to be an elf here in the palace. Music and levity was one thing, but a knife-eared Kurenni? What was next? A dragon as head gardener? He was damn well going to have an explanation from Giguere. Palace security may not have been his responsibility anymore, but he was not going to work himself half to death on this investigation only to watch the palace become a hotbed of other foes. 
 
    Thankfully, he did not have to wait too long in such horrifying company. Fifteen minutes or so after he had first sat down on the bench, a secretary emerged from the Great Chamber and called his name. “High Constable Gallen.”  
 
    The wretched clerk managed to make every syllable drip with disdain, and he was certain that she deliberately phrased it that way so as to avoid acknowledging him as a knight. He fixed her with a withering glare as he passed, and ignored the slight smiles on the faces of the Knights of the Household. He had never liked Fynn and Torfast, anyway. 
 
    The council was not in full session; there were only three councillors in the Great Chamber, and one of them was leaving. John was not afraid to admit that Lord Tannerus made him nervous. He knew all the tales; how the man was a hero, how he had ridden with the old king. It seemed to John that old heroes should look more like Duke Adele; that is to say, old. Tannerus looked as hale and hearty as John himself. They exchanged brisk nods as the mage exited the chamber. 
 
    Giguere and Sir Robert Toran were seated on either side of the great table. It was unusual for both of his Privy Council handlers to be present at one of these meetings, and John felt an instant stab of suspicion. Their broad smiles did not put him at ease. He knew Giguere far too well for that.  
 
    “John,” the Tyran pronounced amiably. “I hope that you are well.” 
 
    John was not in the mood for pleasantries. He flicked his thumb over his shoulder towards the door. “There is an elf outside,” he said. 
 
    The two councillors exchanged glances. Sir Robert leaned forward, his face contorting into a bovine look of bewilderment. “An elf, you say?” he replied stupidly. “Outside?” 
 
    It took all of John’s considerable powers of restraint not to roll his eyes as the royal cousin repeated his words back to him. It was impossible to believe sometimes that the man was the great-nephew of the Liberator. He noted with disgust that Sir Robert’s white tunic was stained with food, the black tower that was the emblem of his branch of the House of Toran partially obscured by what looked suspiciously like bacon grease. John was supposed to take orders from a man wearing his breaskfast? 
 
    “A girl,” he said, trying to keep the disgust from his voice. “Has the regent exchanged diplomats with the Empire?”  
 
    Giguere snapped his fingers. “It must be Master Arnessa,” he said. “She is Lord Tannerus’ apprentice, from Estwic.” The Tyran nodded to himself, smiling at having ‘solved’ the mystery. “She must have been waiting for him.” 
 
    John’s eyebrow twitched. “He has a Kurenni mage as his apprentice? She is a member of this court?” he asked, shocked and appalled.  
 
    Giguere frowned at him, and there was an air of rebuke in his voice. “She is from Estwic, John. A halfblood from the North, not from the Empire.” 
 
    “I do not think that she has even met a Kurenni before,” Sir Robert chirped. “Though I cannot be certain, for I have not had occasion to converse with her.” 
 
    Giguere nodded. “She keeps to herself, but she is harmless enough, non? She is helping Tannerus establish a school here in Kalrond.” 
 
    John grunted. It all sounded perfectly reasonable, but he did not like it all the same. If the elf, halfbreed or whatever it was had arrived with Tannerus, then that meant Baron Cale had brought it here, and that made John suspicious. 
 
    He was long past airing his suspicions in public, however, even with these men. The Privy Council leaked information like a sieve. Besides, they had not summoned him here to discuss Lord Tannerus’ curious choices in traveling companions. “There is something you wished to discuss with me?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Giguere replied, rifling through the stack of papers on the table in front of him. “Where is it…ah, here it is!”  
 
    He pulled a document from out of the pile, and tossed it to the end of the table, nodding for John to take it. It bore the wax seal of the Privy Council on the bottom, and all thirteen members had signed it. Fourteen, he mentally corrected. Fourteen since Lord Tannerus arrived. A scowl came onto his face as he regarded the document. “What is this?” he asked, flapping the paper around. 
 
    Giguere arched his pudgy fingers in front of his face. When he spoke his voice was calm and even, but both he and Sir Robert looked tense, as though they did not relish John’s response. They were right not to do so. “It is the official notification for the trial,” Giguere said. “It is to be begin on the twenty-fourth day of Flowers, two weeks after the Feast Day of the Founder.” 
 
    John blinked. “Trial. What trial?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    Sir Robert licked his lips. “The trial of Thomas Silversmith, of course.” The royal cousin chuckled uneasily. “Treason and whatnot.” 
 
    John did not explode. They had been expecting him to do so, they even flinched when he stepped forward, but he remained calm. All of this was a mistake, of course. They had misinterpreted one of his written reports, or misunderstood something he had said. He would correct them, and that would be the end of it. It was nothing to get angry about. “There has been some mistake,” he said, smiling indulgently. “I did not submit the request for a trial.” 
 
    Giguere shook his head. “There has been no mistake, mon ami. We know that you did not submit the request because the trial was ordered by this council, on behalf of the regent.” 
 
    John’s right eye twitched. That had been happening a lot recently, whenever something aggravated him, and no amount of wine or ale would calm it down. “But you see,” he said calmly, reasonably, “I did not submit the request.” Had they not understood him the first time? 
 
    Giguere sighed, as though despairing of John’s efforts to comprehend. “Yes John, you have said so. As I have said, this is the will of the Privy Council.” 
 
    He looked at them both, his eyes moving from one face to the other, trying to find something reassuring there. But there was no reassurance to be found. They were being serious! He thumped his hands down onto the table, leaning over the edge to shout in their faces. Sir Robert actually jumped back at the sudden motion, but Giguere just sat there, absorbing John’s anger placidly.  
 
    “Why was I not informed of this?” John demanded, thumping the table again for emphasis. Giguere pointed to the document. 
 
    “You are holding the notification in your hand, Gallon.” 
 
    John held it up, seeing it as though for the first time. “This piece of paper?” He tossed it to the floor. “Fuck this piece of paper,” he spat. “Why was I not told that the matter was under discussion by you august lords and masters?” 
 
    “The Privy Council,” Giguere replied coldly, “is not required to inform you of its workings, only of its decisions. And it is the decision of the council that Thomas Silversmith be put on trial.” 
 
    John pulled back from the table, wagging his finger at the portly councillor. “No!” he said. “You know as well as I do that the case against him is weak. I need more time to extract a confession!” 
 
    “You have had weeks with Master Silversmith to extract a confession,” Giguere grated, his expression no longer intended to reassure or inform. “You managed to hold Parliament back with your little games last week, but this will not drag on any longer. Grâs des Ancêtre, John, it has been almost two months since Barying fired his shot! This is a nation of laws! If a man is accused of a crime, he must have a chance to defend himself in court. He must have access to lawyers, to justice…” 
 
    John’s eyes bulged. “Justice?” he said. “Thomas Silversmith is a traitor, Giguere! The only justice coming to him is the hangman’s noose.” 
 
    “Seeing the evidence you have assembled, I do not think that likely.” 
 
    Giguere’s words came like a physical blow, knocking John back. His supposed friend rose from the table, and his expression was not comradely. “Parliament is providing lawyers for Master Silversmith,” he said. “You will grant them access to the prisoner. You will not hinder them in any way. You will consult with the Crown’s own lawyers, while continuing to interrogate him. Anything you discover will be shared with both groups of lawyers, and of course with the Privy Council.” 
 
    John shook his head. “Giguere, Silversmith is clever. He knows how weak the evidence against him is. If you allow him lawyers, he will know that a trial is coming, and then he will never confess!” 
 
    “You brought this on yourself, John!” Giguere bellowed, half-rising from his seat. “When you told the people about this fucking plot, you made a speedy trial necessary!” 
 
    John was taken aback. He had thought that it had been Giguere who had spread the rumours about Silversmith, but judging from the Tyran’s face, that was not the case. Giguere slumped back into his seat, clutching his head in his hands. “People are starting to ask questions,” he said, more quietly. “If Silversmith is guilty, why has it taken so long to bring him to trial? Why was Edmund Barying described as a religious fanatic, if his supposed paymaster has no connection to the Temple at all? The regent has great popularity, but the love of the mob is fickle.” Giguere sighed. “The faithful believe that Barying is being used as a scapegoat to attack their faith…despite all the overtures the regent has made. And as for our own supporters…” He snorted mirthlessly. “They believe Silversmith is being sacrificed to appease the Temple. Merde.” 
 
    “And which side is the regent on? What does she believe?” John asked. 
 
    The councillors exchanged glances. “My cousin does not know that there are sides. We have not told her,” Sir Robert replied, with a thin-lipped smile. 
 
    “And if you can manage to bring this trial to some conclusion, let justice be seen to be done, she need never know that there were sides,” Giguere added. 
 
    This trial was to be nothing more than a performance, John realised. The Privy Council was no longer concerned with unmasking the conspiracy, they just wanted it over. No doubt the trial would be public, so the two sides could see that there was no trickery, that there was justice.  They were mad! They were trying to protect the regent from political trivialities by leaving her open to an assassin’s conspiracy. And there was nothing John could do to stop them! 
 
    “Who will preside over these legal niceties, then?” he asked exasperatedly. “Some fat judge on Parliament’s payroll, perhaps?” 
 
    “As Lord Chancellor, Baron Cale is the highest…” 
 
    “Are you fucking demented?” he screamed, rushing back to pound at the table once more. “After all I have told you, after all my suspicions…” 
 
    Giguere raised his hand to cut off John’s protestations. “Enough, Gallon! Enough!” the Tyran roared. “The Lord Chancellor will preside over the trial, and that is the last that will be said on the matter.” 
 
    John looked to Sir Robert, but he received no support from that quarter. The royal cousin would not meet his eye, instead concentrating on picking at the grease on his tunic. John knew better than to continue. Most of the time Giguere was an easy-going fellow, but when he was in a mood like this, there was no arguing with him. And he had the full support of the Privy Council at his back; Cale’s Privy Council. “Very well,” John conceded, stiffening into a formal salute. “Will that be all?” 
 
    Giguere dismissed him with a fatigued wave. John stamped his boots, and marched out smartly. As he did so, his mind was already working on what to do next.  
 
    There was no doubt in his mind that with Rybeck Cale as presiding judge, Thomas Silversmith would go free. This was a given. There was also no chance that Silversmith would confess to his association with Barying, given that he faced freedom in only a few weeks. Not unless he could be persuaded to give up someone above him…  
 
    John realised then that he had been looking at all of this in entirely the wrong way. It was time to stop trying to link Silversmith and Barying. Tie Silversmith to Cale, and the whole fucking thing would fall to pieces in their hands. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    He stormed down to the deep cells. Captain Brandon had informed him upon his return to Balian’s Tower that Parliament’s lawyers were already here, and that they would not be stalled for long. John did not need long. He just had to get his point across. 
 
    Shoving past the startled guard on Silversmith’s cell, he grabbed the ring of keys from the man’s belt and opened the door himself. The traitor blinked up at John as he entered, a faint smile on his wretched face. His daily meal was already finished, and he must have presumed that this unscheduled interruption boded well for him. John cured him of that ill-conceived notion with a sharp kick to the face that knocked the hapless merchant halfway across the room…or it would have done, had he not been chained up.  
 
    As it was, his body was flung backwards as far as the chains would allow, and then it came back, ready to meet John’s fist. He felt the satisfying crunch of teeth as Silversmith’s malnourished jaw took the full force of that blow. The prisoner moaned with agony, dribbling blood and teeth onto the hard, cold stone of his cell. He had experienced many deprivations since arriving at the Tower, but he had not suffered violence. That would change, today. 
 
    John laughed, and grabbed Silversmith by his ravaged jaw, pulling him up until their faces were close enough to touch. “I know that you were working on the orders of another,” he hissed. “Who was it, Silversmith? Who was it?” 
 
    The merchant whimpered, and John favoured him with another punch, this one to the kidneys with his free hand. “Was it Rybeck Cale?” he demanded, and when all he got in return was another whimper, he rewarded the traitor with another punch. “Tell me it was Cale!” he screamed, spraying spittle over Silversmith’s haggard face. “Tell me it was Cale, you knave, you fucking wretch!” 
 
    Silversmith moaned, his eyes rolling in their sockets. John could smell the acrid stench of piss, and stepped back gingerly, cursing. A puddle was emerging right where his boots had been. 
 
    “You filthy bastard,” he said, and raised his fist to deliver another choice blow to the merchant’s body. There was a cough from behind him, and he spun around, still holding Silversmith by the chin. The guard was standing in the doorway, a sheepish look on his face. Behind him stood a young woman, clad in the black robes of the legal profession. There was abject horror on her face at the sight of her client being beaten half to death by the High Constable himself. John grinned at her, and she looked away, revulsion on her proud features. 
 
    Twisting Silversmith’s head so that the battered prisoner could see out of the cell, he leaned in to whisper to him. “You see that pretty young thing?” he said. “That is your lawyer, Master Silversmith. Your friends in Parliament have sent you a lawyer, because you are to be tried. You will have one hour with her, every day.” 
 
    There was a pathetic look of hope in Silversmith’s eyes. It could have been the thought that he would be acquitted at the trial. It could have been the realisation that his friends outside had not forgotten him. It might simply have been the thought of spending even an hour a day with a pretty young woman, someone who was not there to question him, or torture him. John did not intend to see that spark of hope live. 
 
    “One hour a day you spend with her,” he repeated, squeezing Silversmith’s battered jaw. “But every other hour, every other second of your life, is mine.” 
 
    He released his hold on Silversmith’s face, and the man sagged, moaning with relief. John grinned down at him, and then started to walk away. “Every other second,” he called back, knowing that the point had been made. He nodded respectfully to the young lawyer as he passed her, smiling at the disgust he saw in her eyes. “He is all yours, master. For one hour, that is.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Banquet 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa had never liked the idea of dresses, and now she knew that she did not enjoy the reality of them either. She had convinced herself that it would not be all that different to wearing a robe or a long tunic, but after seeing the garment that the royal dressmaker had prepared, she had realized how untrue that was.  
 
    It was voluminous in the most pointless places and led her to occupy far more space than was necessary, which was not aiding her self-consciousness. There was a tangle of petticoats underneath that seemed to serve no purpose at all, and the dressmaker had apparently decided that while most of the dress was to be more complicated than was needed, the bust would be far simpler than Nessa thought appropriate. Her eyes had bulged when she saw how low-cut it was in the mirror. She had never exposed that much skin in her entire life.  
 
    The only thing she did like about it was the colour; a deep, dark green that Anneka had chosen for her, saying that it would ‘bring out’ the colour of her eyes, whatever that meant. Nessa did not think it was working, though. So far, the majority of the people she had spoken to seemed to think her eyes were at chest height. 
 
    Anneka had been right about one thing, however. For all that the dress was uncomfortable and embarrassingly revealing, it was still better than what the men had to wear. The banquet hall of the Palace of Morcar was enormous, easily the largest room Nessa had ever seen. Certainly it was the largest room in the palace, capable of holding many hundreds of people. Tonight, there were a ‘mere’ three hundred and fifty guests seated at the long tables that lined the hall. That left a lot of free space, but the heat from all those bodies, from the countless torches, candles and braziers that lined the walls and hung from the ceilings conspired to turn the banquet hall into an oven. The dress at least allowed her skin to breathe. The garb the men wore did not. 
 
    It was halfway between a heavy fur robe and a suit of armour. The two conflicting materials seemed to run together, so that she could not see the point where fur ended and steel began. Nessa could not imagine having to struggle in the heat of this place under such heavy garments, or trying to eat in them. She had read a little about this feast day, and suspected that the tradition of wearing armour came from the inordinate number of people that history had recorded as having been murdered at these banquets. She was sure that particular tradition was no longer kept to. 
 
    The high table could seat fifty people, and as promised, Nessa was among them. Indeed, Anneka had placed Nessa only one space away from herself, which earned the half-elf more stares than her cleavage did. Tannerus had been sitting at Anneka’s left hand, with Nessa on his left, and Duke Adele on her left. It had not been long though before Tannerus had asked to exchange seats with his apprentice, so as to talk with his old friend, and Nessa found herself sitting beside the Regent of Kalland, in public. She was happy to be there, to chat away with her friend, but at the same time she was uncomfortably aware that if Anneka was the centre of attention here, she herself was under only slightly less scrutiny.  
 
    The guests at the high table sat on one side only, allowing them an unhindered view of the rest of the hall, and in particular the entertainment, which as far as Nessa could tell was the main reason for attending. No one seemed to be here to actually eat. That was not to say that there was no food; on the contrary, she had never seen such a spread. The high table alone held two-dozen great dishes at any one time, with more being whisked out to replace them when they were emptied or when the food grew cold. Nessa observed this waste with a slight air of disapproval. Half of Estwic could be fed on the food served in this hall, and yet most of the dishes were being carried away untouched. 
 
    They might call it a banquet but in truth it was a revel. The drink was flowing freely, and after only a single hour, most of the guests were drunk. People from the low tables were wandering around, shouting and laughing. The enormous din almost drowned out the energetic music played by the pipers and violin players in the open area set aside for entertainment. 
 
    Those at the high table may have been more distinguished, but they were certainly no soberer. They were making as much noise as their compatriots down below, and it was all the more shocking for the fact that she knew many of these people, and had never seen them behave in such a manner. Rybeck Cale had been engaged in some kind of drinking competition with a tall, aquiline man with olive skin. Now the Lord Chancellor was collapsed back in his chair asleep, while his companion was slumped over the table. Master Tannerus, whom Nessa had never seen drunk in all the years she had known him, was growing steadily louder and louder as the night progressed, slapping either her or Duke Adele on the shoulder with each joke he boomed out. Even Anneka seemed to have partaken overmuch, though she was covering her drunkenness better than the others were. Her eyes were glazed and her posture had slowly descended over the course of the evening, but otherwise she was a model host.  
 
    Her own dress was of black velvet, and far more scandalous than Nessa’s. Nessa thought that she looked ridiculously beautiful in it, though she was not drawing the same kind of lewd attention that Nessa was. Anneka Toran was still the regent, and presumably it was not wise to give her the eye. 
 
    After her experiences with strong drink at her father’s banquet in Blackwood, Nessa had no interest in joining the others in their stupefaction. She sipped at her wine, and kept the servants from refilling the glass until it was truly empty. She wanted to be able to remember this night tomorrow. Still, she was enjoying herself. She might not be as drunk as the others, but their high spirits were infectious. It was good to see Master Tannerus in such a jovial mood, and she always enjoyed spending time with Anneka.  
 
    With a final flourish, the musicians brought their performance to a close, to great cheers and shouts from the guests. They could not possibly have been listening all that hard, but it seemed any excuse for a good cheer was welcomed. Nessa clapped firmly; she had been listening to most of it, and felt they deserved some honest recognition. The musicians bowed, first to Anneka and the high table, and then to the rest of the guests. They departed through a gap in the tables, while a lone man passed the other way, striding to the centre of the hall. He was drawing a lot of attention from the older courtiers, who seemed to know him. He was a good-looking fellow, she figured, and by the way he strutted around he clearly knew it.  
 
    Anneka, Adele, and several others at the high table were pounding their fists, shouting down at the man. “Sir Henry,” they cried, “Sir Henry Rill! Hide your mistresses!” 
 
    Sir Henry, for that was clearly his name, bowed deeply to the high table, grinning at the attention and the heckling he was receiving. Nessa leaned into Anneka. “Who is he?” she asked, intrigued by this behaviour. 
 
    “Sir Henry Rill,” the other girl replied, placing an arm lightly over Nessa’s shoulders. “He’s a poet. He’s very good,” she added, her words coming with a slur. 
 
    Nessa regarded him doubtfully. He did not look much like a poet; more like a bandit. He was clad as the other men were in armour and furs, but his were of a more savage nature. He wore what looked to be a bear fur, complete with the head as a sort of hat, and an ornate bronze breastplate that could have been older than the palace itself. It was an unusual look for a man of creativity. But she supposed that in a country like this one, even the poets went around armed and armoured. 
 
    Sir Henry raised his hands, calling politely for silence. He did not get it, but after a while the din settled to a level that he was able to work with, and he began to speak. “Your Grace,” he said. “Honoured guests of the Crown. On this day, the tenth day of Flowers, we celebrate the one thousand, one hundred and seventy-sixth year since the foundation of our beloved Kalland!” 
 
    Thunderous applause followed that statement, a maelstrom of clapping, cheering, and boisterous waving of cups. Sir Henry smiled, inclining his head at his supporters. “When Her Grace asked me to perform tonight, I was truly humbled,” he said, looking anything but humble. “What, I thought, what could a mere crafter of words such as myself possibly give, that could do justice to so many long years of glory, and nobility, and grace?” 
 
    It seemed that his introductions were as much a part of his performance as anything that might follow. Though he had his hand on his heart, and a sincere tone in his voice, his broad grin enticed his listeners to continue their good-natured derision. “Then it came to me,” he said, affecting the look of a man struck by insight. “What better way is there to honour both the noble Founder, and my patrons in the House of Toran, than with a performance commemorating the man who rebuilt the land that Alfred founded; the first King of the Red Tower.” 
 
    Waving away the applause that this revelation brought, he stepped back, flattening his palms together in a gesture of humility. “Your Grace, Honoured guests, I give to you my humble offering on this great day. Bohemond, and the Wyvern.” 
 
    While everyone’s attention had been locked on Sir Henry, a group of people had been assembling at the edge of the hall. As the poet spoke the name of his piece, the first of these people made her way out into the centre of the hall to join him. She was a diminutive young woman, clad in a strange assortment of leather armour, a gigantic spear clutched in her hands.  
 
    Nessa frowned. She had thought he was going to read a poem. But it was clear that when Sir Henry had said ‘performance’, he had meant it quite literally, and the guests themselves were as much a part of it as the poet himself.  
 
    No sooner had the young woman emerged than a great chant began spreading around the room. They were chanting the name ‘Adele’ over and over again, and it slowly dawned on Nessa that they were really chanting for the elderly duke sitting not two spaces from her, who was waving down at the low tables merrily. 
 
    Nessa knew some of the story of Anneka’s grandfather of course, and she knew that some of the people she had met in Kalrond, and one she had known most of her life, were a part of that story. Until now it had never been more than story to her. But to these people, it was history. Her eyes were drawn away from watching Duke Adele by a sudden change in the tone of the room. The chanting ended, to be replaced by booing. She looked to see an even stranger figure emerging from the opposite side of the hall to the young ‘Adele’. 
 
    The wyvern made its ponderous way towards the centre. It was two figures really, two men wearing a complicated costume, an array of wood and cloth in the shape of one of the fearsome forest beasts. It was long and sinuous like a snake, but with the legs and maw of a dragon. Nessa had read that the wyverns were related in some way to the legendary true dragons, and indeed this wyvern looked like a child’s impression of a dragon, all scales and teeth. At the end of its tail was a wicked spike, which on a real wyvern would have dripped with venom.  
 
    The wyvern and ‘Adele’ met in the middle of the hall, and began to exchange blows. The man at the front of the beast controlled its head, which darted at their opponent, while his fellow lashed with the spiked tail. For her part, ‘Adele’ danced across the floor, jabbing with her great spear. 
 
    “Attend!” Sir Henry boomed, and Nessa almost leapt out of her seat in surprise, her attention having been ensnared by the actors. She felt a little foolish at having been startled so easily, and looked around to see if anyone had noticed. Of course Anneka had, seeing as her arm was still around Nessa’s shoulders; but she just laughed, and hugged Nessa to herself briefly. The half-elf managed a sheepish smile before turning her attention back to the performance. 
 
    “In the depths of her forest home,” Sir Henry continued with exaggerated solemnity in his voice, though his face acknowledged every blow of his mock battle with amused delight. “The maiden fought the enemy…” 
 
    “Slander!” bellowed Duke Adele, rising halfway from her seat, a wicked grin on her face. “Lies! I was no maiden!”  
 
    This pronouncement was accompanied by ribald laughter from her peers, and a mortified look from her grandson Sir Lothor, who stood behind the high table with the other Knights of the Household. Sir Henry acknowledged the comment with a smile, but continued regardless. “The maiden fought the enemy of her people in combat fierce, surrounded by the bodies of kith and kin. A dozen companions she had, a dozen bodies returned to the earth, while with spear and skill she sought vengeance on the dreaded foe. Hours they battled, under the trees, over the earth, but to no avail. The enemy of her people had won.” 
 
    The wyvern grasped the great spear in ‘Adele’s’ hands, and snapped the weapon in its maw. ‘Adele’ fell to her knees, hurling a fierce and vulgar gesture of defiance at the wyvern. The beast’s tail rose, ready to strike.  
 
    “Perhaps it was chance, or else fate,” intoned Sir Henry, “that brought intervention then. Heroes!” he shouted, and fresh actors arrived from his left, four men and one woman, all of them as elaborately dressed as those that had preceded them. “Great heroes from beyond the forest, warriors of nobility and honour, courage and devotion. Exiles they were, masterless folk, outcast from lands and homes by the Empire’s scourge. To the forest they had come, on the errand of a fool, little knowing the glory that lay in wait.” 
 
    Anneka chuckled, muttering gleefully. “Errand of a fool, very clever.”  
 
    Nessa had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but the line had struck a chord with many of the other revelers as well. They were all shouting “Alvise’s errand”, or something like that.  
 
    The fact that she did not understand half of what was being shouted did not bother Nessa. It was fascinating to witness the telling of this tale, to see the impact it had on the people. Sir Henry’s words were not all that masterful, but they did not need to be when the nature of this tale cut to the very heart of his audience.  
 
    The first of the newcomers was clearly supposed to be Anneka’s grandfather, Bohemond. The actor had that heroic Kallandish look, with long blond hair and a great golden beard. He wore an extravagant knight’s tabard with a black tower on the chest, and not only carried a spear equally as large as the one ‘Adele’ bore, but a sword as well. The sole woman in the group was dressed identically to one of the men; in an apron one might see a blacksmith or farrier wear. Both carried large hammers in their hands. Nessa remembered something Rybeck Cale had told her back in Blackwood. His father had been a blacksmith, and both his parents had ridden to war with Bohemond. Could these actors be playing the Cales? She flashed a glance to her right, but the Chancellor was still collapsed back in his chair, fast asleep. She was certain that she was correct in this, however. 
 
    That left the last two to try and figure out. She had no notion who the portly fellow with the elaborate moustaches might be, but the final actor was a tall man wearing flowing robes of lightning-blue silk, arcane symbols sewn onto them. She opened her mouth in amazement. That could only be… 
 
    “I look pale!” bellowed Tannerus, a bright twinkle in his eyes. “Fetch me a strong drink!” 
 
    That brought a great peal of laughter, and this time Nessa joined in. The actor playing Master Tannerus was Kallandish of course, and they clearly had found no way of replicating the mage’s dark skin. The man had the height though, and the robes were very impressive. Nessa leaned towards the real Tannerus. “Were you really wearing those robes at the time?” she asked, grinning mischievously. He chuckled, shaking his head, and Duke Adele winked at her.  
 
    “When I first met him,” the duke said, “he was wearing a rusty patchwork of armour and stinking furs that looked as though they had been handed down from the Founder himself. To tell you the truth, I thought that they were bandits at first.” 
 
    Tannerus snorted. “We were bandits,” he observed wryly. “Damned bandits and rebels, and even the rags we wore were too good for us.” 
 
    Nessa wrinkled her nose. It was difficult to imagine Master Tannerus as a bandit, whether for a good cause or not. But it was true. Forty years ago, the events that these actors were depicting actually happened, and these same two people that she spoke too really did fight a wyvern together. It was a humbling consideration. 
 
    The heroes had paraded around for a while, drawing the applause of their audience, but Sir Henry still had a tale to tell, and banged upon his bronze breastplate until they quieted. “Into that deathly glade they rode,” he continued, “drawn by the sounds of battle. Dismayed they were, for a dozen had fought the wyvern, a dozen had fallen, and they were but five.” 
 
    “There were thirty-seven others with us, but never mind that,” Tannerus muttered in Nessa’s ear. 
 
    “His way makes for a better story,” she retorted, smiling fondly at him. 
 
    Sir Henry continued to speak, clenching his hands into fists to accentuate his words. “But upon spying the maiden so beleaguered, their path was clear. For what men and women of honour could turn away from such a fight? They drew their blades, and they met the wyvern with courage and ferocity.” 
 
    The five actors brandished their weapons, and with a hearty roar charged the wyvern. The beast halted its attack upon ‘Adele’ and met its new opponents. The heroes spread around the wyvern, striking it several times each, but their blows seemed to have no effect. ‘Tannerus’ hurled coloured ribbons at the wyvern, which Nessa presumed represented some magical attack.  
 
    “But neither Bohemond’s sword, nor Harren’s hammer could break hide nor bone, nor the lightning of Tannerus char flesh. And at last Henryk, greatest of generals, stepped back and spoke unto Bohemond.” 
 
    The portly man who Nessa did not recognize pulled back from the fight, his axe hanging uselessly in his arms, and grabbed ‘Bohemond’ by the arm. 
 
    “Henryk cried, ‘Captain, this enemy is beyond us, we must flee!’” 
 
    There came all of a sudden a great shout from the right, and a startled Nessa turned to see the olive-skinned man that Rybeck Cale had been drinking with climb unsteadily to his feet. She had thought him still asleep like his drinking companion, but clearly not.  
 
    “My father said no such thing!” he pronounced, his eyes glazed, his legs shaking. He was a large man, tall and lean and dangerous, and his outburst had produced more quiet than anything Sir Henry had said. The silence was awkward, as none seemed sure what he might do.  
 
    Then he giggled, a strange noise to be coming from such a fearsome presence. “Well,” he said, “he did not speak Kallandish at the time, did he?” 
 
    He burst into uproarious laughter, collapsing back into his chair. The rest of the audience echoed his laughter, albeit nervously at first. Once they realized that he would say no more, the air became much lighter again.  
 
    Anneka tapped one of the servants on the wrist. “No more wine for Duke Vanamir tonight,” she said, “he has partaken enough.” Her face had passed close to Nessa’s when she spoke, and Nessa had smelt her breath. Duke Vanamir was not the only one to have had a little too much, Nessa judged, grinning at her friend, who smiled back obliviously. 
 
    Once Sir Henry had regained control of the room once more, he inclined his head respectfully to the collapsed Duke Vanamir. “Henryk cried,” he began, and then proceeded to rattle off a sentence in a language Nessa did not know. This was met with thunderous applause, not least of it from Henryk’s son, who was laughing wildly again, clapping his hands together like drumbeats. 
 
    “What did he say?” Nessa asked Anneka with a frown. 
 
    “He said the same thing as before,” she replied, “only this time in Talabec, Henryk Cieszyn’s native tongue. I told you he was very good.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
      
 
    The banquet was to Anneka’s mind a resounding success. The Palace of Morcar had not heard such good cheer or seen such lighthearted frivolity since her father’s reign. Employing Sir Henry Rill had been an inspired decision as well; his poem and the performance of his actors had enraptured the guests. Right at this moment they were doing the part where Bohemond slew the wyvern with his great lance. Anneka chuckled. As her grandfather had told it, he had not even owned a lance at the time. He had stabbed the wyvern with a branch it had dislodged during the fight, while Elsa Cale brained it with her hammer.  
 
    But Nessa had been right when she told Tannerus that these exaggerations made for a better story. Nobody wanted to hear that Bohemond shared the kill with a farrier, and that he actually made the kill with a stick. It was far more heroic and inspiring this way. 
 
    Truth be told though, Anneka had not been paying as much attention to the entertainment as it deserved, not when she had Nessa sitting right next to her. Even the prodigious amount of wine Anneka had consumed could not dull the older girl’s beauty in her eyes. Nessa was watching the performance with the same rapt attention with which she read, a delighted little smile on her face. And that dress…when it had first been shown to her, Anneka had imagined what it would look like on Nessa, but even her deepest imaginings could not do the sight justice.  
 
    Nessa looked nothing less than stunning, and Anneka was finding it extremely difficult to draw her attention away from the older girl’s breasts. She did not think Nessa had caught her in looking, but then in the warm and happy embrace of the wine, she was not sure that she minded being caught.  
 
    After her singular failure on the day of Bohemond’s departure to make her feelings for Nessa known, she had devised a new strategy. She had placed Nessa at the high table between Tannerus and Adele, knowing that once the old mage had downed a few glasses of wine, he would want to sit next to his old battle-companion. And so thanks to these subtle machinations, Nessa had come to be seated next to her. The fact that Anneka had no plan for what might happen next did not trouble her, not right at this moment. She had wine, good entertainment, and her arm around the shoulders of a beautiful woman. What more did she need? The matter of deeper feelings could wait one more night. 
 
    With a huge war cry, the actor playing her grandfather delivered a stinging blow to the wyvern, and the men operating the beast fell to the ground. With the sword clutched in his other hand, the fellow struck the head from the cloth monster, raising it up into the air. 
 
    “The dreaded wyvern was slain!” roared Sir Henry, and the room roared with him, many leaping to their feet to salute the fake Bohemond with their cups. Anneka pounded the table with gusto. It was perhaps the finest recounting of the deed she had seen in some time, at least the parts she had actually watched.  
 
    Sigismund would have been mortified to see their grandfather’s deeds turned into entertainment at a revel. The thought brought her no small amount of satisfaction. Her brother would hear about it in time, for she had no doubt that he used the Privy Council’s frequent missives to his locum war court in Sverkermark as a means of keeping an eye on her. He would be angry for a time, but once he had won his great victory over Alexander av Kalte he would forget. 
 
    Sir Henry and his actors were bowing and waving to their rapturous audience. It had been a triumphant return to court for the poet, though like her regency, it was destined to be a short one. She wondered briefly whether he had deliberately chosen this piece because it would aggravate her brother so. He certainly had a reputation for the audacious, both in his work and in his choice of pleasures.  
 
    Nessa was applauding as heartily as anyone; she looked over at Anneka, smiling and nodding. “That was very good,” she said. “Very exciting to watch.” 
 
    Not half as exciting as watching you is. Anneka considered throwing all caution to the wind and just kissing her, right then and there. Her lips were tantalizing at that very moment, soft and red. There was a pendant around her delicate white neck that dropped down, brushing the top of her breasts every time she moved. Maybe it did not have to be the only thing to brush them tonight… 
 
    Anneka caught herself with a start. The rational part of her mind had gone to sleep for a while, but now it was back, and it was regarding her sternly. She was the Regent of Kalland, and there was dignity to that office. To pounce upon a girl like a common strumpet… 
 
    “It was, yes,” she said hurriedly, forcing a return smile on her face. “I have heard the tale many times, as I am sure you have from Lord Tannerus, but Sir Henry does have a unique method.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head earnestly. “Master…Lord Tannerus never told many stories of his life before he came to Estwic.” She shrugged her shoulders ruefully. “This is the first time I have really heard of any of his deeds.” 
 
    On the other side of Nessa’s seat, Tannerus laughed. Anneka frowned, having not been aware that he was listening to them. “Deeds?” he chuckled. “I hardly did a thing.” Patting his apprentice fondly on the head, he stared from her to Anneka, an intense, if slightly glazed look in his eyes. “If either of you ever run into a wyvern,” he said, mock-seriously, “do not try to set it on fire. They are resistant to the talent, you know. Try anything like that, and you will only make it angry.” He burst into sudden laughter, as though remembering the old days with fondness. “And they are angry enough as it is!” he roared, slapping his thighs.  
 
    Nessa glanced back at her, an astonished grin on her face. Anneka understood that. Lord Tannerus possessed a dry wit and a twinkle of humour in his eye, but she had never seen such levity from him before, and apparently neither had his apprentice. He was drunker than he even knew. 
 
    The musicians had returned to the hall. It was time for the dancing to begin, though many of the guests, Anneka included, were feeling a little too unsteady to partake. Thankfully there were still a few brave souls willing to step up and potentially make complete arses of themselves.  
 
    Sir Henry Rill was approaching the high table, and Anneka smiled down at him. “Sir Henry,” she said cheerfully, “that was an outstanding performance. You have my thanks.” 
 
    The poet bowed deeply, the ever-present knowing smile broad on his face. “It is I who must thank you, Your Grace,” he said, “for inviting me to return to the heart of this nation.” 
 
    She accepted his words with a polite incline of her head. Sir Henry straightened up, and grinned up at her boldly, holding his hand out. “Might I presume to ask Your Grace to join me in a dance?” 
 
    There was a chorus of gasps from the more easily scandalized courtiers around them. One did not ask a member of the royal house to dance; they asked you. But Anneka laughed, shaking her head. “You may ask, Sir Henry, but you will receive no answer that you would like.” 
 
    The poet nodded, and then offered his hand to Nessa, to the surprise of both girls. “And what of you, my lady?” he asked. “Will you favour a simple poet with but a brief chance to marvel at your radiance?” 
 
    Anneka glanced sharply at Nessa. Her skin had blushed a deep red, and her expression seemed to be halfway between surprise and terror. “I…I do not know how to,” she replied, eliciting an indulgent smile from Sir Henry. 
 
    “Well, lady…” 
 
    There was a short pause, until Nessa obviously realized that he was asking for her name. “Arnessa,” she replied, “but I am not…” 
 
    “Well, Lady Arnessa,” Rill said, his tones oily, “I am more than happy to teach you a few steps.” His hand was still outstretched in invitation.  
 
    Anneka did not know what to do. This was not what she had planned for. She wanted nothing more than for Nessa to stay at her side. Perhaps she should ask her to dance herself, or just tell Sir Henry to fuck off. But that treacherous, rational part of her, the one that thought like a regent, told her that she could do neither. All of this was Anneka’s own fault, after all. If she had only possessed the courage to just tell Nessa how she felt… 
 
    Nessa still had not answered, but the exchange had drawn notice from the others at the high table, and they were calling out to her. 
 
    “Dance with him, girl. Dance with him!” Tannerus and Adele were banging their fists on the table, chanting the words over and over again. Under that sort of pressure, who could be expected to say no, when they had no good reason not to? 
 
    “Very well,” Nessa replied shyly, rising from her seat and tentatively walking along the back of the table, the chanting of her supporters rising to a crescendo. Sir Henry bowed once again to Anneka, who turned a baneful gaze upon him. He moved away before he could notice it though, going to meet his partner and escort her down to the dance.  
 
    Anneka had no right, she supposed, to think of Nessa as being hers, or to be thinking ill of Sir Henry for wanting to dance with a beautiful woman. She knew his reputation well enough. Still, she watched them go with trepidation. It was all she could really do, now. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Nessa did not know all that much about dancing, but even she had to think that the way the Kallandish danced was very strange. There was a great deal of walking around one another in circles, and seemingly pointless bouts of clapping. Part of her initial discomfort had derived from fear of a complicated and energetic routine, but the reality was quite sedate, more akin to a brisk walk. Even with the burden of her long and voluminous skirts she picked it up fairly quickly.  
 
    Now that her initial embarrassment had passed, she found it to be an interesting activity, though not something she would necessarily say that she enjoyed. As for her partner, he seemed to be very fond of the sound of his own voice. It was lucky that the steps were simple, for she doubted that she could listen to him and concentrate on more complex movements at the same time. 
 
    “You are not of Kurenni stock,” Sir Henry said suddenly, as he led her in an odd bounding set of steps, weaving amongst the other dancers. “Nor from any other elven folk within the Empire of the Phoenix.” 
 
    She blinked at that, having not met many people who could make the distinction, especially here in Kalland. “How do you know that?” she asked, curious. 
 
    He grinned. “Your name. It is from one of the oldest Kurenni dialects, not spoken in the Empire for a very long time. ‘Child-Without-Love’.” He shook his head. “There must be a sad story behind that name.” 
 
    She shrugged, not liking the fact that this stranger knew what her name meant. Anneka did not know. Even Tannerus did not know, for she had not told him. In truth, there was not such a sad story behind the name, but she was not interested in telling him such personal details. How her mother, cast out from her people, had been given the name Ilu’vaelaranessa, which meant She-Who-Walks-Without-Love. How, out of simple observance to her people’s tradition, she had given her daughter that last part of her name as a birth name. Not a sad story at all, but still not one Nessa would share with just anyone. “I am from Blackwood,” she said simply, clapping her hands in unison with the other dancers.  
 
    Sir Henry was quiet for some time after that, and Nessa turned her gaze back up to the high table. She had not wanted to abandon Anneka up there, but she had presumed that the Regent of Kalland would not be short of company. When she looked, however, Anneka was sitting alone…surrounded by people, of course, but Nessa had been alone in company for much of her life, and knew what it looked like. Whenever she caught sight of her friend, she seemed to be looking down upon her and Sir Henry with the strangest look in her eye. 
 
    “You seem to be…well-acquainted with our regent,” said Sir Henry, once again knocking Nessa from her reverie. She looked at him sharply, knowing that her business with Anneka was supposed to be a secret. But then again, he had seen them speaking, so to lie now would only provoke his suspiciion further. “We have become friends,” she replied.  
 
    “She has grown into a lovely young woman,” he said, almost wistfully. “Very lovely indeed.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. Anneka was very beautiful. Their dance had brought them once again to a position where she could see the high table, and once again, Anneka was staring down at them. A sudden realization flashed into her mind. Sir Henry had asked Anneka to dance first, and although she said no, she had not looked very happy afterwards. Had Nessa bumbled into something here? Such things as the ways of love did not spring naturally to her mind. Her name may have been created by formality, but in some ways it had come to define her.  
 
    Child-Without-Love, for who would be able to love her? A halfbreed, possessing no grace or beauty from either of her parent races, and she was a mage as well. Hardly endearing qualities. Abandoned by her father, raised in a school, coming of age in a school, surrounded by children. There had never been any reason to imagine such a thing as love in her life. And because she was unable see it for herself, she did not quickly see it in others. “She has been watching you,” she said gingerly. “Perhaps you should ask her again to dance.” 
 
    Sir Henry looked at her in surprise, and then burst into laughter. She stared at him, not understanding his reaction. “I think not,” he said eventually, still shaking with mirth. “Her Grace is an unsurpassed beauty, but alas, her tastes run in quite a different direction.” 
 
    Nessa frowned at him. She was not quite sure what he meant. He was admittedly quite a rakish fellow, but she supposed that he was attractive enough. There seemed to be something more to his words, however, though it might just be his elaborate mode of speech confusing her. “What do you mean?” she asked, and now it was his turn to look taken aback. He smiled at her disbelievingly, though she did not know what she had said that could be disbelieved.  
 
    “Her Grace, of course,” he said slowly, looking at her as though she was making some joke at his expense, “is inclined to take women to her bed. To only take women to her bed. All of Kalland knows that.” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes widened. She found herself blushing, not from the details of this revelation, but from discovering that apparently she was the only one who did not know this about her friend. She looked up again at the high table, to where Anneka still sat. She had never considered it before, but now that Sir Henry had said it, it seemed to make sense somehow; it seemed to fit her friend. For a brief moment she wondered whether in fact it was her, and not Sir Henry, that Anneka was watching, but of course, that was both ridiculous and conceited. They might well be friends, but someone like Anneka, someone so beautiful and talented, could never be interested in someone like Nessa, not in that way.  
 
    Sir Henry was shaking his head slightly, as though seeing her in a new light. “I thought that when you said that you were friends…” 
 
    “We do not talk about that sort of thing,” she replied lamely. “I did not know.” 
 
    He nodded, a curious expression on his face. “Are such things unheard-of in the North?” he asked. 
 
    “No, such affairs are as common as anywhere else…” she replied quickly. She did not know, in truth, having never had occasion while at the school in Estwic to find out what women did with one another, or what men did with women, for that matter. But she did not want to appear like a rustic fool. Apparently, there were some things about people one could not learn from a book after all. 
 
    “So what is it that you do discuss with the regent?” he asked, and she was glad to move on from that awkward conversation, even though this one was hardly better. 
 
    “Books,” she said suddenly, without really thinking. It was the only thing that she thought she might be able to speak of with him, without appearing an idiot. 
 
    Sir Henry’s face brightened suddenly. “That is something I myself can speak on with great authority. Tell me, have you read any of my own work? His Grace the king saw fit to order many of my books banned, but perhaps they are still floating around…” 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    Anneka watched Nessa and the damnable poet prancing back and forth amongst the dancers, with the eyes of a woman powerlessly watching a disaster unfold. They were deep in a conversation which both seemed to be enjoying, though Nessa did take every opportunity she could to glance up at Anneka. Every time she did so, she smiled. It was breaking Anneka’s heart, piece by piece.  
 
    Anneka was knocking back wine faster than she had ever done so before, but try as she might, she could not regain that warm fuzzy haze that had been upon her. She was sober now, a cold sobriety that would not go away. She longed for the haze, because at least then she would not feel anything. When she had been drunk she had castigated herself, trying to convince herself that anything that occurred between those two had been her fault, for not speaking up or articulating her own feelings. Now that she was clear-headed and sober, she could see how wrong that had been.  
 
    Of course Nessa knew how she felt, the girl was not a fool. She was not interested in Anneka’s affections, and had chosen a particularly cruel way of making her lack of interest known. And as for Sir Henry Rill… 
 
    She scowled to herself. Sigismund should have struck that lecherous bastard’s head from his shoulders when the chance presented itself. 
 
    It seemed impossible to her, but when she next looked up from the table to the dancers below, Nessa had disappeared from amongst them. Her heart plummeted for long seconds, until she caught sight of Rill, dancing now with Earl Luna of Bregancastle. Her head darted around, trying to see where Nessa had gone, and was startled beyond belief when the other girl suddenly dropped back into the seat next to her, smiling. 
 
    “That was not as terrible as I thought it would be,” she said, and cold fury suddenly surged up in Anneka’s heart. She pushed herself up to her feet, which seemed strangely unsteady, given that she was no longer drunk. She hissed down at the girl who had captured her heart and torn it from her very chest. 
 
    “Well, I am glad that you enjoyed yourself so,” she replied, and started to move off as fast as her treacherous legs could carry her. Nessa had affected a look of confusion, but Anneka was wise to her deceptions now, and did not believe it.  
 
    “Knight!” she shouted, and Domnall appeared at her side. “Not you!” she spat, and her cousin backed away quickly. “Ella!” she bellowed, and the woman appeared at her side just as quickly as Domnall had. It was quite startling an appearance. When had all of these people become so damn stealthy? She grabbed Ella by the breastplate. “We are going to my chambers,” she said. If Nessa wanted her to be jealous, then Anneka would not be. 
 
    Ella blushed, just a slight red that mixed with her naturally olive skin. Thankfully she did not have her cousin Vanamir’s nose. She was beautiful of course, and unlike many of the other palace women Anneka had taken as lovers she shared her regent’s tastes, but still…  
 
    Ella was not the one she wanted. 
 
    Suddenly Anneka felt her legs give way beneath her, yet another thing that did not make sense. As she fell to the floor, wondering how she could possibly have fallen over while sober, she noticed one final strange thing. There was wetness on her cheeks, which of course was impossible. She could not be crying. The Regent of Kalland did not cry 
 
  
 
  


 
    Life under Siege 
 
      
 
      
 
    They came during the night, just as they had come the three nights before this one, ever since they lost the battle for the tunnels. Richard thought it passing strange that they only came at night, when they had sufficient men to launch assaults during the day as well. He did not spend too much time thinking about it, though. If Sune had decided to show the defenders of Hohenfels a minor courtesy, he was not going to question the man’s decision. 
 
    Richard had besieged his fair share of towns and castles during the campaign in Sverkermark, but this was different. It was his first time fighting on the wrong side of the walls, and he did not care for it one bit. He was starting to miss the days when his most pressing concern had been ribbing Ralf Harclay about the state of his guns. He had always hated the noxious bloody things, but in this moment, with Sune’s huskarls swarming up the path towards the gate pulling their log battering rams with them, he would have given his left arm for just one gun; one gun, and a single barrel of blackpowder. Stuff the cannon full of scrap metal, and those rams would never touch the gate. The huskarls would be picking up pieces of their comrades for weeks. 
 
    But they did not have a cannon. They did not have a catapult, or a ballista; and since an hour ago, they did not have any crossbows either. As Matilde had predicted, the bolts had become depleted very quickly, and her detachment was left taking turns with the shitty bows that had been left behind. And even when they had possessed ammunition, Richard had to admit that there was little twenty crossbowmen had been able to do against an army of thousands. The besieging Sverkers had been quite vexed after being repulsed from the sally port, and they had veritably swarmed up the crag path. In those first few days the Kallandish had only the rams to contend with, and they had been able to drive Sune’s men back by pouring cauldrons of scalding mead over the wall. Earlier this evening though, the lookouts had spotted huskarls carrying ladders away from the forest. Ladders, Richard conceded grimly, would be a problem.  
 
    Still, the thought of battling climbers was actually refreshing to him at this point. The siege had up until now been primarily work for the crossbowmen and the warriors with the strength to carry heavy pots of boiling liquid. Richard and the other melee fighters had little to do but keep watch, and keep an eye on the castle folk. They were as surly as ever before, but there had been no tricks from them thus far. He made sure that there was a strong guard on the tunnel, on the armoury, and on Lady Melara, though strong was definitely a matter of opinion. Given their limited numbers and the large amount of castle to control, his soldiers were lucky to get more than a few hours of sleep a day, and it was making everyone edgy. 
 
    Despite this, their losses had been astonishingly low given the mass of men that had assaulted their positions; just three dead, all of them to arrow fire. The heavy ramparts of Hohenfels had provided excellent protection from the archers that moved up to support Sune’s gate-breakers. Three men in three nights was not bad at all, but that number would rise sharply when the ladder assault began, and they had numbered less than one hundred to begin with. For all that things seemed to be going the way of the defenders, he knew that it could not last forever. One day soon, the balance would tip towards the Sverkers. 
 
    There came a thump from below, and he knew that the first of the rams had just impacted the gate. The great gate of Hohenfels was a solid mass of iron-reinforced oak, and it would take more than a few sharpened logs to so much as dislodge a splinter. Still, that was no reason to let them work at it. 
 
    He strode along the rampart, keeping his head down. Most of the arrows from below were impacting the stone of the walls, but every now and then an enterprising enemy sharpshooter would angle his shot to arc over, hoping for a lucky hit. It was these fellows that Richard’s own archers were targeting now, as best as they could by torch and moonlight. The rest of the garrison were dropping rocks, or preparing the boiling mead. 
 
    Henning and a burly swordsman from what had been Kendal’s detachment were manhandling a large iron pot up to the battlements. Richard could not remember whose idea the mead had been, but it was a stroke of pure brilliance. Sune’s army had left the castle without oil or tar for defensive purposes, but they had left a substantial supply of mead and ale. Someone had reasoned that oil was sticky and mead could be sticky, so surely it would have the same effect. Richard had no idea if it did, but then it did not really matter. Even boiling milk poured down onto them would have scalded their flesh most horribly. 
 
    He poked his head over the rampart gingerly as the pot-carriers ascended the wall behind him. Down below, a team of six was rushing back and forth with the log, driving the point mercilessly into the gate. Others were moving up with axes, while the remainder hurled abuse and arrows up at the walls. There were at least two hundred of them in this wave, with more lurking at the foot of the crag ready to strike if their comrades actually managed to penetrate the gate on this assault.  
 
    To a casual observer they might seem to be a furious horde, but Richard had been watching them every night since the first, and had seen their ardour wilt away as each night saw more of their fellows fall to missiles and scalding mead. The defenders had long borne the mindset of the besieged, but the Sverkers were still fighting as though they would take the castle tonight, and the more times they were thrown back, the lower their morale would fall. Or so he hoped. 
 
    He pulled his head back behind the safety of the ramparts, and looked right, to where Henning and his companion were poised above the gate. There was an overhang there, with two murder holes in the floor that allowed the pouring of unpleasant substances on the ram-carriers. Richard nodded to Henning, and the huskarl smiled grimly. Carefully, very carefully, he and the armsman began to tilt the cauldron, angling it over the larger of the murder holes.  
 
    The steaming liquid rushed out and the defenders were rewarded with the sound of agonized screaming from below. The thumping of the ram stopped entirely, and if Richard had been inclined to take another look over the rampart, he would probably have seen men in the throes of a horrific death, their skin blistered by the hot mead. It would not kill instantly, but they would wish themselves dead for a long time until death claimed them. It could have been worse, he reasoned. At the siege of Skovgard, the defenders not only poured burning oil on the Kallandish breach parties, they also lit the oil with fire. He could still recall the agonised screams. 
 
    Sune’s men would try again. They always tried again. Once the mead that had covered the ram cooled, more bearers would run up from the throng, and the defenders would pour mead on them as well. It would continue like this for several hours, and then the Sverkers would pull back, taking as many of their dead and wounded that they could carry, ready to try again on the morrow. 
 
    The only joy Richard found in this was that he was alive, and the enemy were not. He shook his head grimly. How was it that he had ever thought this glorious? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    The following morning he was sparring with Grimbold in the yard. All of their observations of Sune’s siege camp indicated that the count was planning his ladder assault for tonight. Inevitably, some of the enemy soldiers were going to gain the ramparts, and he wanted to sharpen his skills in preparation. Granted, he had fought a fierce skirmish in the tunnel only days before, but he had not slept as much as he would have liked between then and now.  
 
    They sparred in the Sverker style, with swords and round shields. Richard had never thought to test his skills against his second-in-command before. As it happened, they were evenly matched. Richard, when not caught up in the fury of the berserkrgang, was more adept with the blade, but the huskarl had greater strength and, surprisingly for a man so stocky, agility. He evaded more often than he parried, always with a smug grin or an infuriating laugh. Richard would not rise to his bait, however, for he enjoyed the exercise. It was almost relaxing to spar like this, to allow all thoughts of the greater campaign to subside for a while behind the immediate needs of the duel.  
 
    Matilde was watching from the edge of the yard, her arms crossed in front of her chest, a faint, unreadable smile on her lips. He grinned at her as he and Grimbold danced around the yard exchanging blows. After the fight in the tunnels, he had come to her with some trepidation, still reeling from the sudden death of Kendal and the berserkr shock. He had feared to hear a repetition of her words of love, but she had kissed him fiercely and pulled him to their bed. They had not spoken of those words at all, both reveling in the surprise and joy of being alive, nor had they spoken of them since. The conversation was not forgotten, merely put on hold. Kendal’s death had taught them a valuable lesson. Life could end so abruptly, that it was wasteful to spend what little time was left trying to put words to what lay between he and his lover. They would live and enjoy life, not seek to define it and thus find themselves uncomfortably at cross-purposes. 
 
    They ended the bout after half of an hour, retiring to the water barrel for some relief. As Grimbold filled the cups, Matilde made her way over, still smiling that strange smile. Richard winked at her, breathing heavily from the fighting. “Should you not be getting some rest?” he asked, mopping the sweat from his brow. “It’s going to be a nasty one tonight.” 
 
    “Not unless you come with me,” she replied with an arch look. “We can rest together.” 
 
    There was a snort from Grimbold, barely concealed. Richard sighed. “Perhaps in a little while,” he replied.  
 
    She pouted, and then grabbed him by the shoulders, pulling him into a ferocious, hungry kiss. He was aware that they were not alone, but he was not going to stop a beautiful young girl from kissing him just because Grimbold was watching. Her arms wrapped around him, grabbing at his arse, and then all of a sudden she was pulling away, biting at his lip, giving his buttocks a firm slap. “I will be waiting,” she said with a meaningful look, swaggering away from him like some all-conquering hero. He followed her departure with his eyes, shaking his head with a foolish grin on his face. 
 
    Winking, Grimbold handed him a cup of water, and the two men sat down on the hard earth of the yard. The huskarl nodded after Matilde with a sly grin. “She was a quiet one, when we first met,” he remarked. 
 
    “Yes, she was,” Richard replied evenly. 
 
    “That kind has a way of sneaking up on you. One minute they’re delicate as a spring flower, and the next they’re fucking you like a rabid weasel.” 
 
    Richard snorted, spraying water from his mouth and nostrils, chuckling along with Grimbold. He gave the huskarl a sidelong glance. Before Thorn, he might have had a Sverkerman flogged for speaking thusly of a Kallandish noblewoman. How things had changed. When they first met, he had thought Grimbold a loud, stinking braggart and savage. He still was, of course, but at the same time… 
 
    At the same time Grimbold spoke honestly, never concealing things, always speaking his mind. He had proven loyal and courageous. Were those not the virtues Kalland asked of its knights? Did their queen possess even one of those virtues? Did Richard? But that was not the most uncomfortable observation. 
 
    Matilde had become his lover, Grimbold his trusted lieutenant; perhaps even a friend. And yet he knew virtually nothing about either of them. Oh, he had judged their characters well enough, but of their lives before Thorn, he knew nothing.  
 
    He was reminded strangely of Kendal. The old man died saving his life, having saved this garrison, and yet Richard did not even know whether ‘Kendal’ was his given name, or his family name. What battles had he fought before this one? Did he have a family back in Kalland, waiting for him to come home? 
 
    He might never know the answers to those questions, but he would not make the same mistakes again. “Do you have a family somewhere, Grimbold?” he asked. The huskarl looked at him, but did not seem surprised or uncomfortable at the question. 
 
    “Aye,” he said presently. “Got a wife back in Harlsborg. Jutta is her name. A boy too, Wiglaf.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t see much of them, though. My wife never was all that fond of me.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that,” Richard replied, but Grimbold shook his head, smiling wryly. 
 
    “Don’t be. I was never that fond of her either. Us marrying was never our choice.” He sighed, a long, drawn-out affair. “Her father was a thane…a baron, I suppose you’d call him. Had an old name, a proud name, but that name didn’t have so much as a silver penny to it. My father, well, he was an exile from the Shield Isles, little more than a peasant, but he’d made a fair bit of coin as a sellsword. To those two old men, it was a great alliance, but Jutta and me never saw it that way. Had ourselves an heir, and left it at that.” 
 
    Richard nodded. There was little he could think to say in answer, though he was interested by Grimbold’s description of his father. “Your father was an exile from the Shield Isles? So you have Kallandish ancestry?” he asked. 
 
    Grimbold chuckled. “Aye, I suppose I do at that,” he replied. “Never did look at it that way, though. The Islers might bow to a Kallandish earl and a Kallandish king, but they see themselves as a people apart. Not Sverker, not Kallandish, but something between.”  
 
    They sat quietly for a time, savouring the gentle breeze and the cool water. Then Grimbold turned back to Richard, his expression for once serious. “How many more assaults do you think we can take, chief, truly?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. He had pondered upon that question himself these last few days, and he had a hope. A small hope, an ultimately fruitless hope, but a hope nonetheless. “Not many,” he replied, “but I do not think that we will have to find out.” 
 
    Grimbold chuckled. “Slap them about a bit, and you reckon they’ll leave, is that it?” 
 
    Richard shook his head.  “No, they will not leave, but they will stop attacking after tonight, I am certain of it.” 
 
    The huskarl snorted with disbelief. “Why would they do that, chief?” 
 
    “Because these assaults are born of frustration. This is not how one goes about winning a siege. Sune expected to take the castle that first day, and when he did not, he felt the need to try and take it as quickly as he could.” Richard absently poked at the earth with the toe of his boot. “By now though, he must have heard of the rebellions in the south. He knows that we have no relief coming. He does not need to waste his men on brutal and futile assaults. Nor, I think, could he continue to do so. You have surely seen, Grimbold, how their fury has dimmed of late.” 
 
    Grimbold nodded in acknowledgment of that fact. “So he’ll try and starve us out, you reckon?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Richard sighed grimly. “But more likely, he will construct better siege engines. Trebuchets, or covered rams. Smash the gate down in ways that we cannot defend against.” 
 
    Grimbold grimaced. “So even if we win tonight, we still lose?” 
 
    Richard laughed. “My friend, winning has not been an option for us, for quite some time.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    As predicted, the ladder assault was the most furious yet. The Sverkers came in greater numbers than ever before, perhaps five hundred strong crammed onto the rocky path. The ladders were simple devices, and easy to push back down, but Sune was no fool and had sent a great company of archers to support the advance. They could not pick targets so well when the defenders were crouched behind the ramparts, but anyone who stood to push a ladder down was in severe risk of being skewered. Arrows had struck five of the defenders already. Not all would die, but the wounded  could play no part in the holding of the wall. The only good thing, Richard mused, was that the archers would stop firing when their climbers had scaled the walls. 
 
    He held the rampart left of the gate with the armsmen, while Grimbold and the loyalist huskarls held the right. Matilde and her archers were on the gatehouse, doing their best to counteract Sune’s bowmen, though as ever, numbers were the bane of the Kallandish. At Richard’s side was Eadwine Bricecross, a mace in his hand. Some suspicion had fallen upon the herald after the demise of his fast friend Yngvard, but Richard had never really thought that Bricecross could have been involved in the other’s treachery. He had been curious as to what the two men spoke of, however, and had been surprised to learn that he was himself the subject of Yngvard’s questioning. The turncloak had been fishing for personal details of Richard and his uncle, no doubt to make the fake missives he would have sent back to Astrid seem more credible. Even after his death, the man’s cunning echoed impressively. 
 
    Richard heard the knock of wood against stone, and knew that there was now a ladder above his head. It would be the simplest thing in the world to just stand up, just for a moment, and knock it away, but that seductive urge would leave him open to the archers. He looked to his left and right, to the armsmen crouched along the wall with him. They looked apprehensive but resolute. Their comrades among the loyalist huskarls had struck the first blow against the enemy down in the tunnel, and he knew that his Kallandish soldiers were itching to stick their own blades in. They did not have long to wait. 
 
    “Stand ready!” he barked, hefting his sword. “A skin of water to the man who cuts the first of these bastards down.” 
 
    “Rather a skin of ale,” he heard someone mutter, to a few hushed laughs. 
 
    “Not a chance,” he replied. “We need all of it for when the mead runs out,” 
 
    That brought a few more laughs, but then the Sverker war cries rang from above, and with the crunch of boots on stone the first of the enemy warriors came over the ramparts. He landed a few feet to Richard’s left, and was immediately met by a blade to the guts, one of the armsmen rising to claim the first blood of the fight. 
 
    “That skin’s mine,” he shouted, a victory cry perhaps, but it was cut short by an arrow to the gullet, which toppled him from the wall and down to the yard with nary a gurgle to mark his passing. 
 
    “Keep down,” Richard bellowed, but his men scarcely needed to be told after witnessing that.  
 
    Then a second Sverker jumped down right next to him, and all thoughts of his men evaporated like mist. The foe was within the reach of Richard’s blade and too close for him to use it, and so he tackled the man instead, pushing him to the ground. The Sverker was bellowing at him like an angry bear, spitting and cursing, but Richard had a good hold.  
 
    It was Bricecross that put the Sverker down, stoving his head in with the mace, and Richard had to blink away the spray of blood and skull fragments. He rolled off the dead man, glancing around to see that other ladders had been put up, and the battle had begun in earnest. His armsmen were toe-to-toe with the Sverkers, and in that very second, they seemed to be holding their own.  
 
    There was blur to his left, and he instinctively rolled to one side, evading the descending axe blade by mere inches. Bricecross battered the attacker with his mace, driving him back towards the ladder, while Richard pulled himself to his feet. He thought the old man scrappy, for a herald. 
 
    Richard rushed into the fray, his first blow catching a climber in the process of jumping from a ladder. The man fell backwards, squawking with alarm. Richard tried to push the ladder away, only to be charged by a Sverker warrior already on the wall. They exchanged blows, but the man had little skill with the blade, and after a few steps Richard gashed his neck, and he went down. He turned back to the ladder then, and was faced by two more Sverkers, taking advantage of their comrade’s demise. One met Bricecross, while the other lunged at Richard with his sword, howling a battle-prayer to the Great Raven in his own tongue. Richard cut him down coolly. 
 
    He wondered whether it would come, this night. The berserkrgang. Part of him hoped not. Who would have to die this time to save him from his own rage? But despite the ferocity and speed of the battle, he did not feel the signs of the oncoming fury. Each enemy that he met was dispatched consciously. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The fight lasted for several brutal hours. Somehow, despite the flood of Sverkers attaining the walls, Richard and his command managed to push most of the ladders down. They were thrust back up of course, but the lull in reinforcements such action brought allowed the defenders precious time to gain control of their walls from the climbers that were left. They could not know what was happening on their right flank. He could see that Matilde and her archers still held the gatehouse, but as for Grimbold…Richard could only hope that the huskarl was holding his own.  
 
    The end came suddenly, as it always did. Battles rarely trailed off, growing steadily smaller and less fierce. Far more frequently the combatants would simply grow tired of the fight. The morale of one side or the other would dip, and then they would pull back, perhaps in order, perhaps in a rout. On this night the Sverkers fell back in order, though as Richard watched them retreat, dragging their cursed ladders with them, he was certain that a quick sally from the gate might have triggered a rout. But who had the energy for that, really, after a night like this one? 
 
    He was hot and sweaty under all his armour from the exertion, and he was spattered with blood. Some of it was his own, for at some point during the fight a lucky Sverker blow had gashed his left shoulder, and it ached. But he was alive. He had survived yet again. More than a few of his soldiers could not say the same. He had started the night with thirty armsmen, and less than half that number were still standing. Not all of the others were dead, but those that were wounded would not be fighting tomorrow, if it came to that. He had to hope that the suspicions he had aired to Grimbold proved true. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to take a cup of water and have his wound seen to, but he was a commander and had responsibilities. He walked his section of the wall for a time, clapping the shoulders of the standing and commiserating with the severely wounded. All that time he was moving tentatively towards the gatehouse. The Sverkers had called off the entire assault, but it was no guarantee that those he cared about had survived. 
 
    A shape darted out from the shadows and leapt upon him. He almost jumped out of his skin, but then a small pair of arms caught him in an embrace and soft lips met his, and he found himself chuckling and unable to stop. He kissed her back, to a ragged chorus of cheers and whoops from the garrison. She broke from the kiss and buried her head in his neck. He patted her back fondly, staring over her shoulder up to the gatehouse. Grimbold was there now, looking battered and bloodied, but alive. Richard could not adequately express his relief at seeing them both still living. He nodded to the huskarl, who grinned back, raising his sword in salute.  
 
    Matilde broke the embrace first, stepping back slightly. Despite everything, she actually seemed a little embarrassed by her reaction to seeing him in one piece. She stared off to one side, grinning sheepishly, and patting her uniform down.  
 
    “The fighting looked quite fierce,” she said, and he rubbed his wounded shoulder. 
 
    “It was at that,” he replied. They smiled at each other for a few moments, and then Richard straightened up. “What is the situation in the gatehouse, captain?” he asked formally, though he winked at her as he did so. She gave a mocking little salute, banging her fist against her chest.  
 
    “The gatehouse is secure, Sir Richard,” she replied. “The enemy made several attempts to ram the gate, but we repelled them in the usual fashion. My detachment suffered no losses, some minor wounds.” 
 
    He nodded, and called up to Grimbold. “What about the left flank?” 
 
    “Eight dead, some more wounded,” the huskarl called back. “A few of the wounded are like to die, but most’ll live. We held our own.” 
 
    By Richard’s calculations, they had lost almost twenty in the fight. It could have been worse, but it was still around about one-fifth of their strength. Another fifth would be down injured. 
 
    He shook his head grimly. “I need a drink.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They were laying down the bodies of the fallen in the yard, ready to be burned. They did not have the time to construct individual pyres, and so they would all be burned together, including those enemy Sverkers who had died contesting the wall. It was a practicality more than a display of honour. 
 
    Over the last few days the castle folk had been a dark cloud hanging over the Kallandish garrison. With Lady Melara still in Richard’s power they had obeyed every command they had been given, but they had taken no part in the defense of their castle, nor had they aided the garrison in any real way; and why would they have?  
 
    But this night, after the ladders were repelled, the people of Hohenfels came out of hiding in the keep. They carried barrels of water, and torn up cloth for bandages. Wordlessly they went out amongst the armsmen and huskarls, and set to work. Some ladled water into cups and distributed it, while others washed the wounds of Richard’s garrison, bandaged them, or aided them with the assembly of the dead and the building of the pyre.  
 
    Richard sat on the steps leading up to the wall, watching with astonishment as they worked. They did not do so with any joy on their faces, but the fact that they were doing anything at all was remarkable. He caught sight of a woman approaching him, and was surprised to see that it was Melara herself, clad in a simple smock as though she were not the Lady of Hohenfels. She carried bandages and a waterskin, and as she knelt down next to him she passed him the skin. He took a grateful sip. He would have preferred something stronger, but anything would do at this point. 
 
    He had exposed his wound already, shedding chain and tabard, and had attempted to bandage it himself. Melara tutted in disapproval, and stripped his work away. She took up needle and thread and immediately set to stitching the cut, washing it out with a squirt from the waterskin. 
 
    He watched her as she worked. She wore the same expression the rest of her people wore as they went about their tasks; neither joyous nor angered. Even dressed in peasant clothes, it was hard to look at her and not see her cousin, even as she engaged in labours Astrid would never dream of.  
 
    “Why are you helping us?” he asked, indicating with his free arm the men and women of Hohenfels. She did not answer immediately, continuing to stitch his shoulder, and he assumed that she would not speak. But once the last thread was in and she started to lay on the bandages, she flashed him a glance. 
 
    “They thought that you would surrender,” she said quietly, her tone giving no hint of what she thought or felt. “They never thought that you would stand against my father. He is the greatest warrior in all of Sverkermark.” She said the latter with great pride in her voice, but also sorrow. Her father was just beyond the walls, and she was bandaging the arm of a man who fought against him. “They were certain that once the attack began in earnest, you would lay down your arms.” She shook her head, disbelievingly. “But now they see that even if my father attacked with all his men at once, you would still fight him, would you not?” Richard nodded, and Melara shrugged her shoulders. “That is why they help you,” she said. 
 
    He laughed. “They want to help us because we are stubborn fools?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Because you are brave fools. You are our enemy, you are Kallandish wolves; but you are brave wolves, and in Sverkermark bravery is honoured above all other virtues.” 
 
    Richard managed a hollow laugh, but in truth he was moved by that simple admission, sentimental fool that he was. It gave him hope, hope that all of this might not be for nothing. If they honoured the same virtues, then perhaps there was a chance for union after all. “I do not suppose,” he began with a wry smile, “that this means I can trust your people not to open the gate if I turn my back.” 
 
    She looked up at him, and there was a genuine smile on her face as well. “Come now,” she replied. “You are brave, but you are not that brave.” 
 
    For a moment they smiled at one another, sharing a joke as though they were not hostage and captor. And then the moment passed, and Lady Melara returned to bandaging his arm, and Richard to watching the labours in the yard. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Council of Captains 
 
      
 
      
 
    By nature, privateers were an insular breed. Living a life governed by contract documents, it was difficult to maintain good relations with others of their kind. Never knowing who they might be asked to sail against next, they tended not to form lasting friendships. This was not to say that there were no ties between them. The brotherhood may have been little more than a joke, but the principle behind it was real. They were more than pirates and bandits and thieves; they were men and women of business, civilization. Every nation in Ankyran had an organization like Kalland’s Guild of Merchant Venturers, and on any given night one might expect to find at least one representative of each drinking at the Admiral’s Net in Freehaven.  
 
    If there had been a brotherhood of privateers, then Dieter Hark’s tavern would have been its headquarters, and like any guildhouse, there had to be a place where serious business could be discussed. The common room was adequate for light discourse, but sometimes, so very rarely, a group of Hark’s patrons would want the privacy to discuss matters of common import.  
 
    And so wily old Dieter had set aside a large room in the basement of the Net, where a Council of Captains could be held in safety and in privacy. Only the captains themselves could attend; there were no seconds or bodyguards, and Hark’s bouncers guarded the door. Weapons were confiscated before the captains entered the room. The room itself was designed to emphasize an air of conviviality and equality. Its centerpiece was a great round table, around which the captains sat. With no head to the table, there would be no fighting over status or station. 
 
    Garnier had never been in the council room before. He did not think any of the other members of this council had been either. It was not often that someone could drag forth enough of their fellows to call a council, and even when they did it was rare for a fleet to be formed, for an admiral to be elected. But he had a good feeling about this council, and these captains.  
 
    He sat on one side of the table, with the other four captains gathered opposite. He watched them carefully as they fidgeted, pouring wine and grabbing food from the platters that Hark had laid out for them. They certainly made for interesting company. Lucky Val was there of course, back to her usual charming self. After the fury of the battle in the Narrows, the voyage to Freehaven had passed without further incident. Garnier had not seen much more of her, for they had parted ways as soon as they arrived in the city. There had been slain crewmembers to replace, repairs and fresh stores to see to; and frankly, he was still a little wary of her after the fighting. She had laughed it off, but no amount of pouting and humour could make him forget the look in her eyes as she stood over him with her scimitar to his throat. 
 
    But it was that same fury that made her the one he was most sure of. He had made a promise to her, and it was a promise he would find no difficulty in keeping. Val would be the captain most supportive of his plan. The fact that she was also the most insane did not trouble him. 
 
    Manfred Scapani had already been in port when Fortis and Fickle Bitch arrived. Garnier felt certain that the albino would as receptive as his Renish compatriot Val; if only because he was the greediest bastard to ever sail the Narrow Sea. Garnier had not seen White Manfred in a long time, but if his fine clothes were anything to go by, the years had been good to him. He sat directly opposite Garnier, between Val and Dirk van Loken. The Talabec was as cheerful and ugly as ever, laughing at Scapani’s ribald jests, though Garnier noted that Loken’s eyes remained alert, and never ceased to watch him. Dirk would be the hardest to convince, for he was a man who believed himself to possess principles. He was neither greedy nor lustful for battle, and so he would not be swayed lightly. 
 
    The last of the four was the one with whom Garnier was least familiar. He had met Henri Breteuil, or Pious Henry as he was commonly known, only a few times. The Tyran privateer was tall and well-built, with a fussy little moustache and the perpetually prim demeanour of a godsfearing man that was completely at odds with his reputation for savagery. Then again, Breteuil’s fury was reserved for the Kurenni and their subject peoples, and the chapels of the Tyran gods rang with songs of enmity for the Empire of the Phoenix. When he raided and burned and stole from the Kurenni, he was acting on behalf of his gods, and that was how Garnier would win him over. Pious Henry was sat in the seat furthest away from Val, and Garnier caught one or two looks of hostility passing between them. He intended to discover the cause of this bad blood between his two captains, but for the moment it could wait. 
 
    When finally the attentions of the four came to business, it was Loken that acted as their spokesman. Garnier had not observed any discussion of this while he had waited, but the Talabec was a nobleman after all, and that self-deceptive part of the mind of a privateer would always defer to those of good blood. The conversation was to be in Tyran, the only common language among the five captains.  
 
    Loken smiled at Garnier, who found his manner to be somewhat condescending. “So, what is this all about then, Garnier? That Tower business we spoke of when last we met become too complicated for you to handle alone?” 
 
    Garnier smiled back, leaning forward with an earnest expression on his face. He had thought very carefully upon what he would and would not tell the others. They could not be told what was really going on. While he had every confidence in his own plan, he was not a fool. If any of the captains were to be captured, and tell a story about the Crown of Kalland hiring them to steal a sword from Draconnar, there would be nowhere for him to hide. Both Tower and Phoenix would tear the world apart to find him before they set to destroying one another.  
 
    He had instead concocted a fiction, perhaps the greatest fiction ever conceived. He was quite proud of it. 
 
    “Alas, that contract was cancelled by my guild,” he replied, which was not even a lie. “I am currently working for a different client, a very rich merchant of Eormangow.” 
 
    He emphasized the word ‘rich’, knowing that it would at the very least draw Scapani’s attention. White Manfred’s ears pricked up at the slightest mention of gold, and this time was no exception. The albino had been picking aimlessly at his food, but now his little red eyes were fixed on Garnier. 
 
    “And who is this merchant of yours?” Loken asked. “I do hope this is legitimate, Fox.” 
 
    Garnier pulled a sheaf of documents from the satchel at his side and tossed one to each of the captains. He had drawn the contracts up himself with the aid of a drunken and disgraced notary right here in Freehaven. He had his own contract papers from Rybeck Cale of course, but he was hardly going to wave those around now. 
 
    They scrutinized the papers. There was nothing specific about the work in them, as was usual. ‘Contracted to perform certain services’ was detail enough. 
 
     “This lists you as the client,” Scapani noted suspiciously, and Garnier nodded. 
 
    “My client would like to remain anonymous, and when you hear what he wants, well…you will understand. But rest assured, I have the authority to sub-contract to you.” 
 
    They whispered amongst themselves, and then Loken nodded. “Very well. What precisely is it your man wants?” 
 
    Garnier licked his lips. Arguing his point to Rybeck Cale had not been all that difficult, but these were the people who were actually going to have to do it, and he was fully prepared to be shouted down, called a madman. He didn’t care, so long as they heard him in the end. 
 
    “My client,” he began, speaking in a calm, businesslike tone with no humour or wit, “made his fortune smuggling Kurenni spices, coffee and tobacco through the Free Marches and selling them in the Angara Kingdoms for huge profits. But the tightening of Kalland’s laws against smuggling under King Sigismund’s rule has put him clean out of business these last four years. He would like to get back into the trade, and remove the Tyran and Marcher competion that has arisen in his place.” 
 
    They all nodded. It was a plausible enough story. There certainly were plenty of Kallandish smugglers who had been knocked back by the young monarch’s antipathy for the Empire. “He wants us to raid a few convoys, I take it?” Breteuil asked. “Make sure that his ships are the only ones making it across the Bitter Sea. Force the Imperial Commission to sell only to him.” There was a ghoulish light in Pious Henry’s eyes as he spoke. He was clearly imagining the potential for butchery. 
 
    Garnier shook his head. “A good scheme, Henry, but not what my client has in mind. He has no need to buy from the Commission. He has his own contacts in the south, ans he sees no need to waste effort in attacking his competitors, not when he has a more lasting solution.” He grinned. “The removal of their source. All Imperial trade on the Bitter Sea flows through the port of Draconnar, and so he has commissioned me to destroy it.” 
 
    The captains looked at one another in confusion. “I’m sorry, destroy what?” Loken asked politely.  
 
    “Draconnar,” Garnier replied. 
 
    There was complete and utter silence in the room as they absorbed what he had said. He smiled comfortably, projecting a state of reason, not the lunacy that his words implied. Even Val, who had her suspicions as to what he was about, was shaking her head in disbelief. Loken looked as though Garnier had suggested declaring war on the moon itself. Scapani and Breteuil were staring at him as if they had not heard him correctly. And then they all began to laugh. 
 
    The sound of four people bursting into laughter in unison might have been humiliating for some, but not Garnier. He had been expecting it. It was the only reasonable response, when one did not know what he knew. 
 
    “Destroy Draconnar?” Scapani managed between bouts of hysterical laughter. “That’s a good one.” Their hilarity continued for some time, until one by one, they took a good look at Garnier. He was smiling, but he was not laughing. And slowly it must have dawned upon them that he was serious. “Destroy Draconnar?” Scapani repeated, this time without humour. 
 
    Garnier nodded. “Burn it to the ground. Slaughter its people, steal everything of value. End its significance as a point of trade.” He shrugged. “We could salt the earth, but I honestly do not know where we could buy that much salt.” 
 
    Humour was quickly turning to anger. Loken banged the table, his face reddening. “Burn it to the ground? Burn Draconnar to the ground?” He gave a bark of laughter that was not really laughter at all. “Is that before or after we head down into the desert to wipe out the dragons? Fuck, why stop there,” he said, throwing his arms up in the air, “why not march south all the way to Kurenn, and burn that too, eh? Tie up the emperor himself and ride him like a fucking horse!” Loken was so incandescent with sudden rage that he had lapsed back into his native Talabec. The others could not understand a word, but Talabec could be a hard language on the ears, and to them Loken no doubt sounded as though he were expressing their views adequately. “By all the Gods below! Garnier, are you fucking insane? You called us here for this?” The scarred privateer banged the table again, hard enough to shake it. “I turned down the most lucrative contract I have ever seen to be here. I thought you would at least take such a gesture seriously.” 
 
    Garnier nodded. “I am serious, Dirk. I have a plan.” 
 
    Loken rose from his seat with a sneer, his ravaged face twisted into a horrific mask of anger and disdain. “Oh, wonderful. Garnier fucking Fox has a plan, does he? Well, tell me, friend, I hope that plan involves making our ships invulnerable. Do I need to remind you that Draconnar is home to the Seventh Fleet of the Imperial Navy! Thirty heavy war galleys, crewed by hundreds of marines, bristling with ballistae and battlemages.” He shook his head, and looked to the other captains. “I don’t know about you, but this is a fucking joke. I just hope that other contract is still open.” 
 
    Loken started to move from his seat, Scapani and Breteuil rising with him, though with less rage. Val remained seated. She had initially reacted much as the others, but now she was watching Garnier carefully, as though she were weighing him up. Hopefully this time, he would not disappoint. He rose, looking Loken right in the eye. “Dirk, you told me that you would hear my words. Are you so honourless that you would go back on that promise?” 
 
    Loken halted, glaring back banefully. “I have heard your words,” he grated, clearly having been hit by the attack on his honour, “but I never promised to act on absurdities.” 
 
    Garnier made eye contact with all three men. “You have not even heard what I am offering as payment,” he said quietly. “You spoke of a lucrative contract, Dirk. I guarantee you that it is not as lucrative as mine.” 
 
    The three were caught between the apparent stupidity of what he suggested, and their interest in discovering the potential rewards. Scapani sat back down almost immediately. “Can’t hurt to just listen a little longer, Dirk,” he said, the venal light back in his eyes. 
 
    Breteuil gave a loud sigh. “Ongoros tells us that we should always strive for knowledge,” he said, invoking the Tyran God of Wisdom. It was the lamest excuse for greed Garnier had ever heard, but he was not going to challenge it.  
 
    Loken glared at them all, but finally he nodded his head sharply. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll listen.” 
 
    He did not sit back down, so Garnier stayed standing as well. “One thousand Kallandish towers,” he said. “Each.” 
 
    “One thousand…” breathed Scapani.  
 
    “Five hundred now, five hundred on completion,” Garnier added.  
 
    “That is certainly a lot of gold,” Loken said, a slight tone of approval in his voice, “but…” 
 
    “In addition,” Garnier interrupted, “you may keep everything you can carry out of Draconnar. Everything. No divisions, no admiral’s tithes. My client wants nothing from the town beyond its destruction, and I will not take a cut of the spoils either, as a gesture of good faith. My crew’s share is up for negotiation.” He leaned over the table, his palms flat against the surface. “My friends, I am not talking about hitting a merchantman, or smuggling a few crates of spices. I am talking about all the wealth of the richest trading port on the Bitter Sea. Think about that for a moment.” 
 
    He gave them only a few seconds for that to sink in, and then he hit again. He met each one of them eye-to-eye, taking advantage of everything he knew and everything he had heard about them. 
 
    “Val, I told you there would be an ocean of blood if you followed me, as deep as the Bitter Sea. Even if you do not care for the gold, the prospects for slaughter are almost as high. The same goes for you, Henry.” He glanced from Val to the Tyran, who regarded him stuffily. “I cannot promise you that every soul in that town will be a Kurenni pureblood, but think of the damage to the Empire that we can inflict all the same. Think of the humiliation.” 
 
    He turned to Scapani. The albino had been the first to sit back down, and from the greedy light in his eyes Garnier could tell he was already calculating what he would do with all that gold. He would not be so foolish as to take any man’s support for granted, however. 
 
    “Manfred,” he said, “when we were lost and adrift in that boat, years ago, you spoke of founding a banking house. I do not know whether that is still your dream, but no matter what drives your heart these days, one-quarter of the wealth of Draconnar can surely buy it.” 
 
    Scapani nodded, a faint smile on his face. “Oh, I reckon so,” he replied. 
 
    That left one man. Loken remained unseated, and there was still a fair amount of anger and disbelief in his face, but he had just watched his support in the room collapse. Garnier could imagine what was going through the Talabec’s mind. Loken still thought that Garnier was insane, but at the same time he saw the others turning, and thus doubt would enter his heart. What if they could succeed? What if they succeeded, and he, Dirk van Loken, was not among them? He might be a principled man seeking revenge, but like everything in life, revenge was expensive. 
 
    “Dirk,” Garnier began, trying to sound like a supplicant, appealing to the nobleman within Loken. “Is the contract you turned down more lucrative than mine?” 
 
    “No,” the Talabec replied, grudgingly. 
 
    “You want revenge, yes?” Garnier asked gently. “On those enemies of yours within the Republic who cast you out, who declared you a traitor and an honourless man? Then come with me, and you will gain such wealth that your enemies can never stand against you again.” 
 
    It was exaggeration perhaps, but certainly Loken’s quest to restore his honour would benefit from the plunder of Draconnar. The Talabec said nothing, and his expression did not change even a little. Then very slowly, very carefully, he sat back down. “So, you have a plan then?” he asked, and Garnier knew then that he had them all. He had been sure that he would get them eventually, but still he felt a sudden rush of elation.  
 
    “I have a plan,” he said, forcing his grin back.  
 
    “The Imperial fleet?” Lucky Val asked, to a chorus of nods from the others. Garnier smiled. The presence of the fleet at Draconnar was what had created the belief that the town was impregnable. As long as that fleet remained in port, perhaps this belief was true. Even Val was not mad enough to tussle with the Imperial Navy. But Garnier knew something that his companions did not. 
 
    “The Seventh Fleet will not be in port when we hit Draconnar,” he said. “They will be in open water, north of Hellaressen.” 
 
    The captains exchanged glances. Loken leaned forward, a skeptical smile on his face. “And why would they be there?” 
 
    “They will be searching for the scurrilous pirates that have just raided Helaressen, of course,” Garnier replied. 
 
    Loken sighed, shaking his head. “And I suppose that we are those scurrilous pirates, eh Garnier?” 
 
    “You want us to raid Draconnar and Helaressen?” asked Scapani, his eyes wide. “Burn two Kurenni ports?” 
 
    “Yes,” Garnier replied. “Though Helaressen will not be a true raid, merely a lure to draw the fleet from Draconnar.” 
 
    “And what about the defenses of Helaressen?” Loken asked. 
 
    Garnier shrugged dismissively. “There are none to speak of. The town is little more than a labour camp to support Draconnar. There is a company of legionaries, a few guards for the slave camps, and little else.” 
 
    This was largely supposition, based on the intelligence reports he had seen briefly in Bellows’ office, and his own remembrance of the camps from when he had lived there as a child, seventeen years before. There was no reason to expect that anything had changed. Like all old things, the Empire did not enjoy change. 
 
    Val raised an eyebrow. “I can’t believe the Kurenni would leave one of their towns so lightly guarded; not with Kalland lying just across the Bitter Sea.” 
 
    The others were nodding, all except Breteuil. He knew the Kurenni as well as Garnier did, after all. Garnier smiled at them reassuringly. “You are forgetting how arrogant they are, my friends. It would never occur to them to guard those towns so heavily, for who in this world would ever dare attack them? Barring the fleet, even Draconnar’s garrison is no more than a legion strong. Tell them, Henry.” 
 
    Breteuil nodded slowly. “He is right,” the Tyran said. “The Empire would never waste soldiers guarding things that will never be attacked.” 
 
    Loken leaned back in his chair, stroking his chin. “Even if what you say is true, there is no guarantee that they would send the entire fleet out to catch us.” 
 
    “They will, trust me. They would have no choice,” Garnier explained. “It is fear that allows them to rule over their subject peoples. It is fear that defends their cities from attack. That fear is only maintained if every transgression is met with overwhelming force. They cannot simply send a few galleys to punish us. They have to annihilate us. Upon seeing the fires burning in Helaressen, they will send the entire fleet into the Bitter Sea, ready to catch us as we flee north for the safety of Kallandish waters.” He grinned wolfishly. “But they will not find us, for we will not behave as mere pirates would. We will sail west, hugging the coast, and strike at Draconnar. By the time the fleet realizes what is happening, the town will have been reduced to ash, and you will all be as rich as kings and queens.” 
 
    “Bold,” Loken said, nodding his head. “Very bold. It might even work. There’s one thing I’m not clear on, though. What’s your end, Garnier?” 
 
    He blinked, surprised by the question. “My end?” 
 
    Loken chuckled. “You say that there will be no tithes, that you will take no cut of the plunder. I have no doubt that your mysterious client will compensate you adequately for the work. Still, you’ve gone to some lengths to put this together, and you want nothing in return?” Loken shook his head. “I don’t believe it. What’s your end, Garnier? Is there something you’re not telling us?” 
 
    For the first time in this meeting, Garnier was taken aback. He had assumed that his own motivations would be obvious. But he supposed that perhaps simple minds struggled to grasp them. He looked at the captains and saw in their eyes that somehow his motivations were important to them. They looked at him as Bellows had, back at the guild. They worried that he was driven by reckless vengeance, that there was no purpose that guided his actions, and they feared he would simply drag them to their deaths in his madness. But he did have a purpose. 
 
    He shrugged, rising from the table. “I was born in Helaressen,” he said, “in the slave camps. My parents died there. I cannot deny that to raze those camps to the ground would bring me some small satisfaction. But that is not why I am doing this. My end, Dirk, is nothing less than the utter humiliation of the Empire of the Phoenix.” 
 
    He moved away from the table, turning his back on them, as he felt cold clarity sweep through his body. It was only rarely that he allowed himself to revel in the majesty of his life’s work, and to do so was like downing a bottle of the finest Bourdais red. It was invigorating. 
 
    “I want old Emperor Nisron’s morning bacon to taste like ash in his mouth,” he said. “I want the battlemages of the War College to tremble, the High Command to fear the wavering loyalties of their soldiers, the Elder Council to dread the dawning of every new day. I want their slaves and subjects to see the weakness of the Phoenix, and to take advantage of it. I want laughter to ring out from Estwic to the Jakartan Isles every time a Kurenni ship comes into port. I want the Empire to collapse under its own weight, my friends, wracked by rebellion, pestilence and war. Nothing I have been asked to do in my entire life has ever given me an opportunity like this.” He turned back to them, seeing the shock in their faces. He understood that. It was not every day that one heard a man declare his intention to destroy an empire. “I am being compensated,” he said, “but I would do this for nothing, if I had to. And if you are worried that I might send us all to our deaths to achieve this goal, then don’t be. I want to watch the Empire die, so I have every intention of living.” 
 
    Utter silence followed his words. He wondered whether he had said too much. Mad as some of them were, he supposed he might for a while there have sounded madder. Some of these captains had taken the pay of the Kurenni before, and might harbour aspirations to do so again. Kurenni gold spent well, after all. Garnier had stolen enough of it to know that.  
 
    Then Loken banged the table. “Well then, admiral. You have your fleet.” He shook his head wryly. “I still think this is fucking mad, but I cannot deny that the gold would be useful.” 
 
    The others followed suit, banging the table and calling his name. “Admiral Fox!” Pens and ink lay next to every seat, and they took up the contracts, signing them swiftly, and returning the papers to him. 
 
    “If we do this,” said Scapani when they were all done, “the Kurenni will come looking for us.” 
 
    Garnier laughed. “Good thing you’ll all be rich enough to never have to put out to sea again.” 
 
    His contract signed, Breteuil suddenly rose, and headed for the door. Garnier frowned. “Where are you going?” 
 
    The Tyran smiled primly. “I have signed on principle, but my life is not my own. I must go to the chapel and make sacrifices to Nepos, Tylos and Taleris. I cannot take any contract without the consent of the Gods.” 
 
    Garnier stared at him open-mouthed. Breteuil had seemed so reasonable throughout the meeting that he had almost forgotten why the man was called Pious Henry. He looked to the others for support. Val glared at the Tyran with disdain, but Loken met Garnier’s glance, and nodded, a sympathetic smile on his face. “If that is what you must do, then do it. Return swiftly.” Garnier turned away, but called over his shoulder when he heard Breteuil reach the door. “And Henry? I trust that your soul is readied for bloodshed. This is rough business we are about.” 
 
    “Have no fear,” Breteuil replied nastily, “for the Gods love those who wade in Kurenni blood.” 
 
    Once he was gone, Garnier turned to the last piece of business he had to discuss. Breteuil could have been helpful in this regard, but seeing as he had his religion to attend to… 
 
    “My employer has something of an interest in antiquities,” he said in an off-hand fashion, trying to play down this part of the work. “There are said to be some choice pieces in the Bastion of Draconnar that he is interested in.” 
 
    Loken whistled. “Tough nut to crack, that old castle. Better off sticking to the town, let the garrison and their relics rot up there.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Garnier replied, “but he was quite insistent.” 
 
    “You’ll be needing blackpowder then,” said Val. “You’re man’s Kallandish, can’t he get you some?” 
 
    Garnier shrugged helplessly. “Alas, with the war in Sverkermark, Kalland’s blackpowder flows to the king’s army. I thought perhaps the angara…” 
 
    Loken shook his head. “Not in the amounts you’ll need.” The scarred Talabec paused thoughtfully. “There’s a fellow I know, got himself a compound in Quiberon, down in the Free Marches. Kallandish exile, calls himself ‘the Gunmaker’. Don’t know his real name, but he’s got a stockpile of the stuff, and he has no qualms about selling it.” Loken winced. “Only thing is...well, he’s a bit touched, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    Garnier raised an eyebrow. “Touched?”  
 
    “He’s mad,” Val said. “They say he drinks blackpowder in his ale.” 
 
    “They also say,” Loken added, “that he’s invented a type of powder more powerful than anything even the angara have.“ He nodded to Garnier. “Your choice, admiral. You can risk a mad old man, or spend a month buying small barrels from the angara.” 
 
    There really wasn’t much of a choice. Dealing with a man Val would mark as insane was no one’s idea of smart business, but… 
 
    “Quiberon it is,” Garnier said firmly. He did not know the town well, but he did know that it lay between Freehaven and Draconnar. He smiled to himself. Everything was set. Give him one month, and he would have the north shore of the Empire ablaze. Then let Bellows try to lecture him on what would and could not be done. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Miscommunication 
 
      
 
      
 
    “But I do not even know what I am supposed to have done wrong,” Nessa insisted.  
 
    The two Knights of the Household regarded her solemnly. Sir Lothor at least had the good grace to appear sympathetic, even as he blocked her way to the door. Sir Domnall showed no such consideration. “You may not enter, master,” he said, and he looked smug about it as well. He had disliked her from the very first time he saw her, and now he was taking advantage of whatever was going on to rub it in.   
 
    Nessa put the palms of her hands together, begging him. “Please, Sir Domnall. If you could just go in and ask Ann…ask the regent…” 
 
    Sir Domnall cut her off. “I am sorry, master, but the regent is not to be disturbed. Business of the Crown.”  
 
    He did not look very sorry. Sir Lothor did, but at the same time he was making no effort to help her, or to explain what was going on. Nessa stepped back, shaking her head. “I do not understand!” she insisted plaintively. 
 
    “So you have said, master,” Sir Domnall replied, his voice cold. 
 
    Nessa sighed miserably. It seemed she would not get in today, either. With a last mournful glance at the knights and the door they guarded, she retreated back down the corridor.  
 
    It had been like this for three days, ever since the banquet. Anneka would not see her. She would not leave her chambers if Nessa were outside. Nessa was turned away from places like the Hall of Audiences or the Privy Council if Anneka was going to be there. Not a word of explanation had been given for any of this. People like Sir Lothor and Baron Cale, whom she had thought friends, looked sympathetic when she asked them for an explanation, and told her nothing. Even Master Tannerus had been of no help in this matter. Anneka had turned from the closest friend she had ever thought to have to a bitter enemy in the space of a single dance. The speed of the turn beggared belief. 
 
    She had thought it was the drink, at first. When she returned from her dance with Sir Henry that night, Anneka had snarled at her, speaking gibberish, the stink of wine on her breath. Nessa had been startled, but had felt certain it was just drunkenness. Inebriation certainly explained why seconds later Anneka had burst into tears and keeled over like a tree under the axe, to the great alarm of the court and the guests. When Nessa had gone to see her the following morning and had been brusquely turned away by the knights, she had attributed it to the colossal hangover that Anneka was surely wracked by. 
 
    But her exile had proven persistent. It was not that Anneka had cancelled their lessons that worried her. She was the effective ruler of this country; of course she would not always have time for Nessa. It was the fact that no explanation had been given, not even so little a thing as a note to say that she was well. 
 
    Nessa had been worried those first few days that Anneka was ill, or hurt as a result of her excess and the fall. But then she had heard that Anneka was not only fully recovered from her ailments, but was also moving around the palace conducting her business. That had been when she realized that her friend was deliberately avoiding her.  
 
    She had felt abandoned and humiliated. Being escorted away from rooms by the palace armsmen because Anneka would soon be arriving made her feel like some manner of criminal, that somehow she was dangerous. But how could she possibly be dangerous? Anneka was her friend; Nessa could never hurt her. 
 
    It had only been three days, but felt like longer. There was an emptiness inside her, as though a part of her had been cut out. Back in Estwic, before she had known true friendship, she had not noticed its absence. Now she felt that absence most keenly. Nothing she did seemed to be able to fill the void. The things she had enjoyed doing before; reading, exploring the palace and the gardens, they seemed so hollow now. They brought her no pleasure at all. Even her joy at possessing the talent, something that she had reveled in since childhood, seemed to have faded. Surely, she thought, surely Anneka must be feeling the same way. Nessa had thought that their friendship meant as much to Anneka as it did to her. But apparently she had been mistaken, about both it and her so-called friend.  
 
    Nessa had been planning to return to her quarters, but as she retreated, she felt a sudden great desire to leave the palace. There would be nothing for her to do in her chambers but to read and to pine, and she had been doing enough of that already. It would be better for everyone if she went out for a while. Anneka did not want her in her palace anyway, so why would Nessa stay? 
 
    Instead of heading for her chambers, she continued down the corridor towards the stairs. She would go down to the stables and take a horse out into Kalrond. The air in this place was becoming oppressive, and she needed something familiar, something safe. The smell of sea air and the sight of ships in the harbour, to remind her of Estwic. She had been lonely back then, but at least she hadn’t noticed it. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    By the time she reached the stables, a Knight of the Household and five of the palace armsmen were waiting for her, mounted on horses. The knight’s name was Sir Osric Mallow, and he held the reins of a seventh horse in his hands. Nessa had no idea how the bodyguards were always ready and waiting for her, but here they were. She joined the little band wordlessly, climbing onto the horse and setting off at a trot for the gate and the city beyond it. As was normal, the knight rode in front, while the armsmen formed a ring around her.  
 
    Sir Osric was one of the most talkative of the Household Company, but Nessa was not in the mood for conversation today. She seemed to remember that Mallow was a cousin of some kind to Sir Domnall, and that put her in something of a surly mood with him. If he noticed, he gave no sign. He and the armsmen surely knew that Nessa had somehow lost the favour of the regent; perhaps they even knew why. But it was neither spoken of nor intimated at.  
 
    She set off on a route she had come to know well, the road down to the Royal Harbour, to the warehouse that Tannerus had chosen for his school. Under the skillful and efficient hands of the royal masons and carpenters, the renovations to the building were almost complete. The school would be able to open its doors in a matter of months. Provided, of course, that students could be found.  
 
    Preparing a building was one thing, but filling it was quite another. She had no doubt that there were hundreds, perhaps even thousands of people in Kalland who possessed the talent, but getting them to come forward would be difficult. The talent’s association with the Kurenni drove those who were not already driven by the Temple and its teachings against magic to reject their own abilities.  
 
    As a privy councillor, Tannerus had been provided resources to try and locate mages so that they could be trained, but even when he restricted his search to the city of Kalrond and its environs, he had made little progress. It had left him quite morose, in fact. He had only a handful of potential students; nothing like the great ambitions he had imagined back in Estwic. Nessa wondered whether she should be helping him. Perhaps she had concentrated too much on Anneka, these last weeks. That seemed like a good plan to her. It would give her something more useful to do than sitting around in a sulk. 
 
    By the time they reached the marketplace that lay halfway between the palace and the school, she was in a somewhat brighter mood. The school was something that had nothing to do with Anneka; it was the perfect thing to take her mind off her bruised heart. She even managed to exchange a few pleasantries with Sir Osric, apologizing for her surliness. The knight brushed it off with a smile, and she felt her mood lifting further. 
 
    The market was packed, and the smell of roasting meat and vegetables was rising into the cool morning air. It reminded her that she had barely touched her breakfast that morning, and so she asked Sir Osric if they could stop and buy something. He agreed reluctantly, eyeing the crowd, but Nessa was unworried. All the members of her party wore the Red Tower on their chest, and did the people not love their regent?  
 
    Thoughts of Anneka brought brief sourness to her mood, but it evaporated when they reached the first stall. One of the armsmen remained on the edge of the square with the horses, while Sir Osric and the others escorted her in. The stall was offering skewers of roasted lamb, and there was the scent of rosemary and mint about the fare that made her mouth water. She ordered two, only realizing when she had them in her hand that she carried no money to pay the vendor. She had not needed money, she realized, utterly embarrassed, living in a palace where everything she might want was provided for her almost without asking for it. 
 
    She was shocked that she had become so used to this life of wealth and comfort, and felt her skin burn as she stared at the vendor’s outstretched hand. Then Sir Osric came to her aid, pulling a purse from his belt and plucking a copper coin from it, dropping it into the vendor’s hand. Nessa looked up at him thankfully, horrified that she had been so rude to him earlier. “I will pay you back,” she insisted, though she was not sure how. He shook his head, laughing merrily. 
 
    “There is no need, master, it is not my money,” he said, hefting the coinpurse. “This is a discretionary fund, carried by all Knights of the Household.” He winked at her. “You are hardly the first courtier to leave the palace without coin. Why, Chamberlain Merlmester has not paid for anything with his own money in over twenty years…”  
 
    He trailed off, a look of shock on his face at having revealed that information. Nessa smiled. “I heard nothing,” she said, and now it was his turn to look gratified. 
 
    With her lamb skewers in hand, she moved to the centre of the marketplace, to where four stone benches were arranged around a small well. She sat down at one that lay empty while her protectors arranged themselves around her, and lowered her riding hood so as to make eating easier. She recieved a few stares, but for the most part the people of Kalrond seemed to see the tower and not the ears.  
 
    She watched the market as she ate. The breeze carried the scent of salt and fish from the bay, and with all of the bustle and bartering going on, she could convince herself for a time that she was in Estwic once again. It was a pleasant fiction, but not one that could distract her for long.  
 
    What had she done? Why was Anneka behaving like this? She forgot sometimes that her charge was younger, in some ways little more than a child. Nessa had taught children her entire adult life, and this had the feel of a childish sulk; and as with any childish sulk, its origins were understood only by the one sulking.  
 
    That gave her hope that it might turn around, but there was another thing to consider. Nessa had become so embroiled in palace life that she had forgotten little things like paying for food on the street, but Anneka had never known of things like that. She had been raised so very differently to anything that Nessa had experienced. Had they been fooling themselves, in thinking that two people like them could even be friends, could grow so close without friction developing? 
 
    Sudden shouting interrupted her train of thought. People all around her were hurrying away from their business, calling to one another. Nessa got up, licking the remnants of the lamb’s juices from her fingers, and turned to see what all the excitement was about. It seemed to be coming from the far side of the square, though she could not see what was going on from this distance. 
 
    “We should return to the horses, master,” Sir Osric said sharply. He was probably right, but Nessa was curious, and she could hardly be in any danger with all these bodyguards, so she started to make her way with the rest of the press, and the knight and armsmen were forced to follow.  
 
    As they drew closer the shouting grew louder, though she could not quite make out what was being said. She spied a gap in the crowd to one side, and headed for it. The gap had formed around a pair of the grey-cloaked city constables, who were leaning against a stall, eying the crowd with faint amusement. As Nessa and her party reached them, she finally saw what was attracting so much attention.  
 
    There was a loud altercation taking place between a small group of men and women wearing white robes, and a young woman standing on a box, holding a piece of parchment. The group’s robes resembled those worn by the Temple’s Speakers, though these did not have the eerie hood that covered the eyes. A rotund, red-faced man seemed to be their leader. He was haranguing the young woman, who seemed to be doing her best to ignore him while reading from the parchment in her hand. 
 
    “And Arbrand, son of High King Armanric laid the first stone with his own hands, and the people of Anskhar’s Haven marveled…” 
 
    “Lies!” screamed the leader of the white robes, “vile and sinful lies!” 
 
    “…at a man who would build in stone,” the woman continued. “Tor Rhain they called him, and they swore their oaths to him, as he would one day swear his oaths to his father, the King of Kalmar…” 
 
    “Cease your wicked lies, foul strumpet!” the red-faced man bellowed, shaking his fist at her, and this time the young woman lowered the parchment. 
 
    “Foul strumpet?” she exclaimed angrily. “Fuck you, you fat cunt!” She jumped down from the box and started shouting at him, waving the paper and her fist in his face, to the amusement of the crowd. 
 
    Having discovered what the source of the noise was, Nessa was no closer to understanding what it was about. “Is this a play?” she asked, not intending to say it so loudly, but the older of the two constables heard her, and laughed. 
 
    “A play? Hah, that’s a good one, eh Dan?” he said, jabbing his companion in the ribs. He turned, grinning, but when he caught sight of Sir Osric’s shining steel armour, he jumped to attention, clicking his heels. The knight nodded. 
 
    “Stand easy, constable…” 
 
    “Breck sir, Henry Breck, at your service,” the constable replied. “This is Daniel Holt,” he added, jabbing his hapless companion once again. 
 
    “Constable Breck, what is going on here?” Sir Osric asked. 
 
    Breck shrugged his shoulders. “Storyteller, sir. Them that tell the story of how the House of Toran is descended from the old kings.” 
 
    “Who are the people in the robes?” Nessa asked, stepping around Sir Osric. 
 
    “Well…” Breck began, but his voice trailed off when he saw her, his jaw dropping. Nessa sighed. Good grief. She was beginning to wish, against her natural inclination, that she could meet everyone in Kalland all at once, so that they could all get past their shock at the sight of her. 
 
    Sir Osric stepped forward, a warning tone in his voice. “A member of the royal court has asked you a question, constable,” he said. “Answer her.” 
 
    Nessa thought his tone a little harsh, but it seemed to snap Breck out of his reverie. He flushed, bowing to her. “Apologies, my lady…I…” He swallowed nervously, and then pointed to the white robed group, who were still engaged in their shouting match with the storyteller. “Them lot are what the Temple calls heretics, my lady. Folk that preach against the Crown, saying the Red Tower is the enemy of their god. Them and the storytellers are always arguing like this.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. Hadn’t the man who tried to murder Anneka been one of these heretics? She was not the only one to make the connection. 
 
    “Should you not arrest them, constable?” asked Sir Osric.  
 
    Breck shrugged. “Can’t, sir. Law says folk can say what they like in the marketplaces. Long as they don’t draw blades, or talk about killing the regent, we can’t touch them.” He nodded to Constable Holt at his side, and pointed out several other constables dotted around the crowd. “We keeps an eye on them though, don’t you worry sir.” 
 
    The blistering conflict between the storyteller and the heretics had reached a breaking point, and the red-faced man suddenly lunged at his opponent, ripping the parchment from her hands. Waving the document in the air, he screamed at the crowd. “This harlot is lying to you! She is no teller of stories, but a herald of the corrupt and venal House of Toran, sent to sully the name of the noble House of Kalmar, so beloved by God!” 
 
    He did not get the reaction he was expecting for that pronouncement. Most of the crowd merely laughed at him and his followers. From somewhere amongst the throng, a man called out. “If your god loved the Red Lions so well, why’d he let the Kurenni kill them all?” 
 
    His challenge drew a lot of nodding and shouts of support from the crowd. It sounded like a fair point to Nessa, and the heretic made no attempt to answer it, moving quickly on with his speech. 
 
    “The Crown is a sacred duty,” he roared, his eyes bright with fervour, “and one the Tower has not been able to meet. The king levies ruinous taxes to pay for his unjust wars, bringing the sword to other humans, other children of God! His sister cavorts and revels with lewd women, just as their father, Konrad the Ignoble, turned the holy Palace of Morcar into a brothel!” 
 
    Nessa sniffed. Much as she was irritated and hurt by Anneka at this moment, she could not remember having seen the regent in the company of any ‘lewd women’. Then again, she had not known that Anneka enjoyed the company of women in that way, so perhaps she had missed it.  
 
    “Brother Barying…” the heretic began, but whatever he was going to say next was drowned out by the anger of the crowd.  
 
    “Treason!” they roared, shaking their fists at him, furious to hear the man who had tried to murder Anneka named as a brother.  
 
    “Bollocks,” Constable Breck swore. “If they’d just let him finish that sentence we could’ve roughed him up something fierce.” 
 
    But it did not look as though Breck needed to, for the crowd looked to be on the verge of tearing the heretics apart. Their rotund leader had a panicked look on his face; his furious piety was apparently tempered with some awareness of reality, after all. He stared around wildly, as though looking for something to aid him, but there was nothing in the crowd for him. 
 
    And then his eyes locked with Nessa’s, and she saw his surprise quickly turning into a triumphant grin. Her heart fell. Oh no… 
 
    “Kurenni!” he screamed, louder than she had thought anyone could scream, loud enough to cut above the baying of the crowd. He jabbed a finger directly at her. “Kurenni!” he repeated, and those on the edges were turning to look, and before Nessa even had time to think, half of the marketplace was staring at her. 
 
    The heretic was jumping up and down like a maniac, waving his finger and shouting. “Oh, good people, has there ever been a clearer sign of the House of Toran’s evil? A knife-eared Kurenni with the Tower on her chest! Villainy! Not content to spill the blood of their own kind, the cursed Tower consorts now with the greatest of all God’s enemies!” 
 
    Nessa attempted to retreat behind Sir Osric, starting to raise her hood with shaking fingers, but the damage was done. To be fair to the crowd, most had not reacted as the heretic had, but they were no longer shouting him down either. The heretic and his followers were moving towards her, still screaming and shouting and bellowing their curses. Constable Breck pulled a cudgel from his belt, shaking it at the approaching heretics, even as he glanced back at Sir Osric.  
 
    “You’ll be leaving sir, and sharpish,” he said firmly. 
 
    Sir Osric nodded. “Agreed,” he said, and motioned for the armsmen to form up around Nessa. She was only too happy now to accept the protection that she had always found so excessive. But the heretics would not be content with just letting them retreat. 
 
    “You cannot escape God’s retribution, creature!” their leader screamed, “you, or the Tower that shields you. You will both be brought down!” 
 
    There was a loud ping, and a stone fell to the ground, ricocheting from Sir Osric’s armour. “Fall back now!” the knight cried, and the armsmen grabbed her and began to pull her back. The heretics and their supporters were all shouting now, and she saw more stones fly past. She heard Breck yelling over the din. 
 
    “Dan, blow the ‘orn!” 
 
    A deep moaning sound filled the market; the horn the constable had called for, Nessa noted with quiet dread. In all the time she had spent here in Kalrond, she had imagined something like this happening, but had never seen it. Now that it was upon her, she felt no great, hysterical terror, but a quiet sense of disaster. She wanted everything to be the way it was before the banquet. She wanted to be in the regent’s chambers, talking with her friend, not having stones hurled at her by religious fanatics. Anneka, she thought, whatever I did wrong, I am sorry… 
 
    Then she felt a sudden blow to the side of her heard, and the world seemed to spin around her, her vision blurring and dancing. She felt something hot and wet running down her cheek, heard Sir Osric call her name. Then she heard and felt nothing more. 
 
      
 
    *         *        * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anneka was not sulking. The Regent of Kalland did not sulk. If she had been given to sulking, which of course she was not, she most certainly would not be sulking about a girl. To suggest such would be ridiculous, and when Lothor did suggest as much, she put him straight. Or at least, she threw a cup at his head. That certainly taught him a lesson. 
 
    That being said, her anger had dimmed somewhat over the last few days. She had felt humiliated, and had refused to see Nessa, the treacherous girl who had broken her heart. But Nessa had made many attempts to see her since then, some of which Anneka had heard through the door. The frequency of these attempts made her wonder whether her memories of the banquet were accurate. She had been very drunk that night, something she had not notice at the time. 
 
    And so, slowly, it had dawned upon her that there was a slight possibility that she was in fact wrong, both about what had happened the night of the banquet, and in her treatment of Nessa.  
 
    In the cold light of day, it had occurred to her that her assumption of Nessa knowing how she felt, and shamelessly turning to Sir Henry instead, might be an inaccurate one. There was only one way she could discover the truth, and so on the morning of the third day since the banquet, an hour or so after Nessa’s latest attempt to see her was rebuffed, she summoned Sir Henry Rill to her chambers. She had to know what really happened. 
 
    The poet entered with his usual flourish and cheek. Despite her intention to be judicious, she could not help but scowl at him.  
 
    “Your Grace,” he gushed, “words cannot express my gratitude for the favour you have shown me, the trust you have shown in my work.” 
 
    That did it. She rose from her seat at the table, thumping the latter. “Trust?” she said coldly. “I should trust you? You, who have devoted your life to taking that which does not belong to you!” 
 
    The poet looked stunned. This was clearly not the audience that he had been expecting. He took a step back, his mouth flapping open, as he flashed a quick glance at Domnall, standing to one side. No help was forthcoming from that direction. 
 
    Anneka jabbed a finger at him. “What is the matter, poet? Have you finally no honeyed words left with which to defend yourself?” She knew on some level that this was not how she had intended to go about things, but the mere sight of him brought back all the rage and humiliation she had felt. “You seemed to have so many words before,” she spat. “Or did you use them all up?” She turned away from him, bitter laughter pouring from her lips. “You did seem to have so much to say to her.” 
 
    “Your Grace…” she heard him breathe, and turned to see him fall to his knees, bowing his head low. She could see in his eyes that he now knew what she was accusing him of. “Your Grace, what you think occurred did not, I swear it by all the ancestors of my line!” 
 
    “How am I to believe your oath, Sir Henry?” she responded hotly. “You told me once that you love me, and that you love my brother; and yet did you not seduce his mistress?” 
 
    Though Rill still knelt, he was no longer bowing. He shook his head firmly, his eyes insistent. “No, Your Grace, I did not do that.” 
 
    She snorted, regarding him with disdain. “Speak sense, man. All of Kalrond knows that you did.” 
 
    Again he shook his head. There was none of his usual flair or charm, none of his sly looks or grins. She had never seen a man look more serious in her entire life. 
 
    “I did not, Your Grace. I knew the girl, yes. Celia Sutter was her name, the heir of Baron Sutter of Siward’s Cradle. We were friends, of sorts. She enjoyed my poems, and sometimes she would ask me to read them to her…always in the company of others. But she loved the king deeply, and would never have betrayed him.” 
 
    Anneka stared at him, as though her eyes could somehow cut into his heart and discover the truth. She had expected him to make some defense, but… 
 
    “Why would my brother lie about this?” she asked.  
 
    Sir Henry licked his lips nervously. “Because he wanted rid of the both of us,” he replied. “His Grace’s marriage to his new queen was approaching, and Lady Sutter had become an inconvenience. There was rumour that she was…with child, and he did not want to embarrass his new wife, nor damage his political alliance with her father. As for myself, he saw in me everything that he hated about your father’s court. He needed some way to remove us both, without it appearing overly harsh to those who did not know the truth.” 
 
    It was Anneka now who was astounded. To someone else the story might not have rung so true. She knew her brother very well indeed, and this sounded very much like something he would do, though not ever detail made sense. “Why would you allow these rumours to persist?” she demanded, remembering her meeting with the poet in the weeks before the banquet. He had as good as confirmed the scandal. “Why would you repeat them as though they were the truth?” 
 
    Rill looked at her with shame in his eyes. “Because I have nothing, Your Grace. I am no baron or earl; I have neither lands nor titles. I am but a poor knight from the Selkmars. I have nothing in this world other than a sword and a pen, and what I can earn with those tools.” He sighed. “People enjoy scandal, Your Grace. They enjoy hearing about it, and they enjoy the company and works of those at the heart of it. After the king banished me from court, I became the most sought-after poet in Kalland. My reputation grew, as did my purse. And so I allowed people to believe that the scandal was true, and I continue to do so...to my shame.” He shook his head. “For as my reputation soared, Lady Sutter’s plummeted. I profess to having possessed her friendship, but a true friend would have defended her. I know not what became of her, but I will always regret that I chose greed over friendship.” 
 
    Anneka’s eyes could not leave his face. He had said it all with such openness, with such a complete lack of guile. A man facing the fury of his liege lord might lie about such things, he might even lie well. But could he lie this well? Could he concoct such a grand story so quickly, given that he did not even know until now that he had angered her? It did not seem possible. She shook her head. Oh, but she had done this man a disservice. He was not the only one she had treated badly though, for if he told the truth about this, the chances were… 
 
    “Nessa…” she breathed.  
 
    Rill smiled. “She is a lovely young woman, a beautiful young woman, but I am not a fool, Your Grace. She sat at the high table, at your very side. I saw the way you watched her, and indeed, the way she watched you. I was surprised when she said that you were…that you were not…” 
 
    Anneka lurched forward, her stomach roiling. “This…this was something that you spoke of?” she asked, suddenly afraid of how this conversation might end. “And…what did she…” Her eyes pleaded with him, desperate for him to tell her something, to give her some hope. He had possessed the courage to ask the questions that she did not. 
 
    He shook his head at first, and her heart sank, deeper than it had ever gone before. Nessa might not have fallen for Sir Henry’s charms, but she would not fall for Anneka’s either… 
 
    “It is strange,” he said, and she looked at him, afraid of what he would say. “You and I, Your Grace, we are…worldly, in certain matters; affairs of the heart, to put it delicately. She…” He smiled a strange smile, one that carried disbelief and wonderment. “She is not such a person. I do not think that these matters cross her mind, as they do ours. Arnessa.” He said her name as if in some way it defined her, as though it were not a name but something else entirely. He looked up at Anneka, and there was warmth in his eyes. “Your Grace’s father was more than my king. He was my friend, and his children will always enjoy my fidelity and my service. I can see that you hold deep affection for this girl, and I wish I could tell you with certainty that this affection was reciprocated.” He shrugged. “I cannot know her heart or her mind in this. All I can say is that her eyes rarely left you, and all of her conversation seemed to relate to you in some way.” He shook his head ruefully. “I hope that this comes as some comfort to you, Your Grace.” 
 
    She was not sure that it did. Not after all that she had done. Ancestors of the Kallandish, but she had been a fool! A fool, and a cruel one at that. Anneka had always prided herself on being different to Sigismund, believing that she were in some way better than he was. Now she wondered whether the only difference between them was their gender. 
 
    She stepped forward to where the poet still knelt in obeisance, offering him her hand. He took it with a smile, pulling himself to his feet. “I owe you an apology, friend,” she said, trying her best to smile back.  
 
    “You need never apologise, Your Grace,” he replied, but she shook her head. 
 
    “It is because I need never apologise that I must do so. I have wronged you…and I have wronged her.” 
 
    He nodded. “Then you must rectify that, Your Grace.” He winked at her, a little of the old Sir Henry Rill coming back. “For myself, an earldom will suffice.” 
 
    Despite her shame, she managed to laugh. “I will see what I can do.” She patted him on the shoulder, and then turned to Domnall. “Cousin, could you…” 
 
    He nodded brusquely, and headed for the door. Almost as soon he reached it, however, it flung open, knocking him to the ground in a cursing crash of armour. Anneka’s hand went instinctively to her hip, but of course there was no sword there, not in her chambers. Thankfully, Sir Henry reacted with great speed, his sword in his hand faster than she could credit.  
 
    But the alarm was unnecessary, as the intruder was none other than Lothor, a panting armsman at his back. Anneka found herself chuckling with relief, while Sir Henry sheathed his sword, swearing loudly.  
 
    “Knock, Lothor, would…” she began, but then she got a good look at his face, and her words trailed away. He was white as a Speaker’s robe, an interesting counterpoint to the armsman, who was red-faced and wheezing. Not just red-faced, she realized, but he had blood on his face as well. 
 
    Lothor seemed stunned to the core, barely noticing that Domnall had been knocked down, not even reacting to Sir Henry’s sword. His mouth flapped open, but no words came out. Anneka reached out and took him by the arm. “Lothor…what is the matter?” she asked, barely daring to breathe. Had something happened to Sigismund in Sverkermark, or Bohemond in the south? 
 
    Lothor seemed to snap back to life at her touch, but he looked none the happier for it. “Your Grace…” he said, and she saw unhindered sympathy there in his eyes, a look that made her blood run cold. 
 
    “What…what has happened?” she asked, her voice shaking with dread. 
 
    Lothor swallowed nervously. “There has been an incident in the city…” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Torturer 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had Thomas Silversmith tied to a wooden post, down in the deep cells. His heavy chains had been removed for now, replaced with simple bindings of rope. They had tried to work with the chains at first, but found that the iron links provided him with a degree of protection from their blows. That would not do. He had enjoyed far too much protection and comfort already. 
 
    John and Mister Cook were seated on a bench, sipping water and mopping their brows from the exertion. Mister Potts was taking his turn at questioning the prisoner. It was, as always, the same question. 
 
    “You working with Cale, eh?” Potts demanded, smashing his wooden cudgel into the former merchant’s already-bruised ribs. Silversmith groaned, though with far less agony than he had previously. The first few times they had beaten him, he had wept openly like a child, to the disgust and amusement of his jailors. In this regard the man was soft as silk, with no courage or reserve whatsoever. Edmund Barying may have been a traitor, but John knew that the man had not shed even a single tear, not even when they shattered his bones upon the rack.  
 
    But despite his sniveling it appeared that there was some steel left in Silversmith, for he would not answer their question. He had given up making his elaborate and flowery denials, certainly, only now he would not speak at all; he just slumped there, moaning and whimpering. This might have disheartened a duller man, but John had reveled in it. Silversmith’s silence was surely a sign of a guilty mind, a treasonous heart.  
 
    Despite John’s threats, the prisoner had not been subjected to constant torture. This made for a good intimidation tactic, but was ultimately impractical. John had taken one aspect of his conversation with Giguere to heart; Silversmith had to be kept alive, which was why he had taken charge of the torture himself. Cook and Potts might be effective at the blunt end of their craft, but it was clear from what happened to Barying that supervision was required. John had decided on two hours a day, one before and one after the prisoner’s daily visit by Master Wade, his young lawyer. He could only hope that it ruined Silversmith’s enjoyment of those meetings.  
 
    John had consulted with the physicians of Balian’s Tower so as to better understand the tolerances involved in torture. They were grim people, the Tower physicians. They seemed to know more about inflicting pain than they knew about healing it. They had advised him that all blows against Silversmith be struck below the neck, and John agreed. A bruised face would only buy the prisoner sympathy at the trial court. Silversmith’s interrogation was being handled efficiently, and professionally. Now, if only the bastard would talk, they could all be done with it. 
 
    Potts repeated the question, receiving nothing but a shake of the head for his troubles. He turned to John, shrugging his shoulders. He had been at it for ten minutes, as they all had. That was just the start of the day’s work…and it was all for nothing, if Silversmith would not give up his master. “He ain’t saying nothing, my lord,” Potts said. “Perhaps if we ra…” 
 
    John raised his hand very deliberately. “Mister Potts, need I remind you of what happened the last time we traveled along that path?” 
 
    A grimace fluttered across the interrogator’s face. The last time he had racked one of John’s prisoners, it was he that ended the day with bruised ribs. John got up from the bench, taking the cudgel from his subordinate. “No,” he said, “we must make do with the tools we have to hand.” 
 
    He began to walk slowly around the post, circling Silversmith with all the menace he could muster. The prisoner’s eyes watched him nervously, and he strained his neck trying to keep John in view, even when he moved behind the post. Especially when he moved behind the post.  
 
    He made the circuit twice, watching the terrified anticipation in Silversmith’s eyes grow ever greater. His tenure as High Constable had taught John many things. How unwise it was to trust or rely upon anyone other than oneself. Friends, subordinates, superiors…all would fail you evantually. But by far the most practical lesson he had learned was that actual pain was not nearly as distressing as the anticipation of pain. The mind could envisage far worse torments than the body could actually feel. As he circled the prisoner, he knew that Silversmith’s mind would be conjuring all manner of dark imaginings, desperately trying to predict where that first blow would fall. ‘If only I knew where’, he would be thinking, ‘if I just knew where, then I could be ready for it’.  
 
    John made one more pass, and then started to head back towards the bench. He could almost taste the relief emanating from Silversmith, and winked to the seated interrogators. In a single fluid motion he spun around and drove the cudgel hard into the prisoner’s groin.  
 
    He had thought Silversmith to be all screamed out, but apparently he was not entirely cured of his softness just yet. There were tears running down his cheeks as he howled, and he shook uncontrollably; a spasm, or perhaps a reflexive attempt to escape. John squared up to him, their faces close enough to touch. “Rybeck Cale. He gave you your orders, yes?” 
 
    Silversmith continued to sob; giving no sign that he was even aware anyone else was in the room. John stepped back, and smashed him in the belly, knocking the breath from his lungs. The prisoner heaved, a small flow of blood and vomit trickling from the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “Rybeck Cale,” John repeated.  
 
    “I don’t know anything,” Silversmith whimpered. “I haven’t done anything.” 
 
    John spat to one side. “You vile creature,” he rasped, “tell me what I want to know!” He raised the cudgel again, but before he could deliver the blow Silversmith fell apart in front of his very eyes. Not that he had been particularly strong up until that point, but he had at least saved his whining and moaning for when the blows actually fell. But now he sagged in the rope binds, wailing and howling like a freshly-made widow, holding his bloody hands up in front of him. He had pissed and shat himself, judging by the sudden foul smell in the room.  
 
    John frowned. He had not thought they fed the man enough for him to shit himself. Yet another curiosity to pass along to the physicians. 
 
    “Ancestors have mercy,” Silversmith babbled, his voice broken up by great racking sobs. “Mercy, Sir John, I haven’t done anything, I don’t know anything, I would tell you if I did but I don’t…” 
 
    “Mercy?” John snarled. “Did your man Barying show mercy to the regent when he tried to murder her?” 
 
    “Please! Sir John, I never knew him, please, have mercy!” 
 
    John regarded him with disdain. Silversmith was an astonishingly gifted actor, that was true, but surely by now he realized that John could see past all of his tricks and games. He was not fooling anyone.  
 
    He lowered the cudgel. Blood still dripped from the corners of Silversmith’s mouth. He might just have bitten his tongue, but John would not risk the man’s life on that assumption. Their lives were unfortunately intertwined. “Send for the physicians,” he called to his subordinates. “We will stop for the day.” 
 
    The prisoner’s sobbing only increased. “Oh, thank you Sir John, thank you. Ancestors’ grace upon you.” The wretched traitor’s hands were grasping for him now, and John stepped back, disgusted. Had the wretch no dignity at all? 
 
    Potts had departed the fetch the doctors, and so John handed the cudgel to his counterpart. “Clean him up, Mister Cook. Make sure he looks respectable for his lawyer.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    John was in his office on the ground level of the Tower when the lawyers arrived. He did not often use the poky room, preferring the relative comforts of his chambers, but the office was more convenient for the deep cells, and it was quieter. Edwin Haskell was enough to drive a man to drink.  
 
    Having granted Silversmith amnesty, there was little more for him to do that day, so he decided to indulge his impulses. He had half of an hour to wait before he had to exchange pleasantries with the traitor’s bitch of a lawyer, so why should he not have a little wine? 
 
    He had barely finished the bottle when they came storming in, a whole gaggle of them. Usually Master Wade came alone, but she was accompanied by a veritable coven of her fellows today, all of them in their dull sable robes. The Crown’s Prosecutor, Master Riding, was there as well, and he did not look happy at all.  
 
    It was the last three members of the deputation that John found the most surprising. Three palace armsmen, in shining silver mail under black tabards, the Red Tower on their chests, and from the way they stood, they were with Wade, not the prosecutor.  
 
    John rose unsteadily, tossing the bottle with its sloshing dregs to one side. “Master Wade,” he said respectfully, flashing a glance to Riding, who looked deeply uncomfortable. “How may I serve you?” 
 
    The lawyer fixed him with a look of utmost disdain. The feeling was more than mutual. Wade was pretty for a commoner, but her manner was self-righteous and severe. She wore her auburn hair up in a tight bun under her lawyer’s cap, which he took as the clear sign of a puritan, and she was far too protective of Silversmith, even for his chosen defender. 
 
    “High Constable Gallen,” she said, with no deference or respect at all. “I have come to collect my client.” 
 
    The wine had made things a little hazy, but John was certain he had heard her correctly. He chuckled at the absurdity of her suggestion. What did she imagine, that he’d let the man go for a midday meal out in the city? Perhaps allow him to take a stroll in the Elven Gardens? Madness. “Is that right?” he replied with a smile. “Well, by all means. Win the trial and you can marry the fucking knave if you wish, though I daresay his current wife might have something to say about that.” 
 
    Riding was shaking his head, making some sort of sign with his eyes, but John ignored him. As little regard as he had for young Master Wade, he had even less for her opponent. Master Riding was old and slow, and had all the wit of wheel of cheese. He had no notion how the man had received the position, but it had the feel of the Lord Chancellor’s intrigue to it.  
 
    Wade pulled a parchment from her satchel, and John sighed. More fucking paper. “This is a writ from the Privy Council, releasing Thomas Silversmith into the care of these fellows,” she said, indicating the armsmen. “They will escort him to Leofric’s Keep, where he will be held under the protection and guard of the city garrison until he is brought to trial.” 
 
    She tossed the parchment to the table, and John took it up with shaking hands. It was not possible that such a thing could be true. The Privy Council would not do this now, not without consulting with him. He was conducting an investigation! 
 
    He read the paper aloud. It had the seal and the signatures of the Council, certainly…“We, the Lords and Masters of the Great Council of the Privy Chamber, do command in the name of His Grace the King, that His Grace’s loyal servant, Sir John Gallen, High Constable of Kalrond, release into the hands of these servants of His Grace the prisoner Thomas Silversmith of Kalrond…” 
 
    He looked to Master Riding. “Have you read this…ridiculous document?” he demanded. The old lawyer nodded. 
 
    “I was there when Master Wade made her petition, and when the Council granted it.” The fool shrugged. “There is nothing to be done, Sir John.” 
 
    “Nothing to be done?” John hissed. “On the contrary, there is a great deal to be done. I am still conducting a damn investigation!” 
 
    Wade stepped forward, placing her hands on the table, a cloying smile of victory on her face. “Oh, I think we both know that is not true, Sir John. I have informed the Privy Council of the hideous acts you have been committing in this place, and they have agreed to a member with my assessment.” 
 
    He stared at her in utter incomprehension. “Hideous acts? Do not be soft, woman. Torture is a legitimate tool of investigation, sanctioned by the Crown…” 
 
    She banged the table, sudden anger on her face. “That may be so, but you are not conducting an investigation, not anymore. My client has told me of what goes on in your ‘deep cells’ when I am gone. You beat him mercilessly, and cease such labour only to ask him the most absurd questions conceivable.” She shook her head with disgust. “Your ridiculous line of questioning shows that you have long since abandoned any pretentions towards justice, and instead are engaged in some malicious campaign of cruelty. You are not an investigator, Sir John, you are a petty torturer, and neither the Privy Council nor I will allow you to continue your disgraceful behaviour. You discredit your office and the Crown that you serve with every breath.” 
 
    John did not know what to say. He did not think that what was happening was possible, but right there on the paper were the fourteen signatures, the same that had created this trial in the first place. Both lawyers seemed adamant that this was really happening, and the armsmen were not here to look shiny. It was then that John realised that all of the stalling and pretending had been to buy time for this witless bitch of lawyer and Cale’s moronic catspaws on the Privy Council. Silversmith had outplayed him, good and proper. 
 
    Even as he came to this realization, Wade was already retreating, her pet armsmen and the rest of her coven going with her. “Where the fuck do you think you are going?” he roared. She did not even halt to reply. He made to follow her, his legs still lacking full control, but Riding grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “Nothing to be done about it, Sir John.” The old man was regarding him with a fair amount of disapproval of his own. John wanted to punch him in the mouth. He pushed past the lawyer instead, ready to follow Wade’s disappearing gang and try to reason with them, but he had not taken so much as a single step from his office when one of the Tower clerks rushed up. 
 
    “You need to come, Sir John,” he said. “We’ve got fresh intake.” 
 
    John stared at him. Intake? This was a royal prison, not some fucking city gaol for drunks and thieves. “What are you talking about?” he demanded. 
 
    “We’ve got a group of seven coming in, sir. You have to oversee it, for the records and such.” 
 
    A group of seven? How did seven people manage to commit treason without his hearing about it? He sighed exasperatedly. More likely an idiot recruit constable had brought them in as an error. He glanced in the direction that Wade had been headed, but the lawyer and her companions were already gone. But he had time. It would take them a while to bring Silversmith up, certainly more time than John would need to get rid of a fool recruit and his seven drunkards. 
 
    He grabbed the clerk by his doublet and dragged him out into the yard. An astonishing scene greeted him there. A dozen constables, many of whom looked as though they had been in a brawl, were shepherding their charges in. The group was led by none other than Henry Breck, the bovine fool whom John had met a few days before becoming High Constable. He had arrested what looked to be a party of Temple Speakers, all of whom looked as battered as the constables. No doubt there was an amusing story behind all of this, but John had no time to hear it. “Constable Breck!” he roared, “regular prisoners go to the Greyhall and thence to Tyrn’s Isle.”  
 
    Breck saluted with a wince. He had a nasty looking cut on his hand. John’s eyebrow rose. Evidently these were some tough clerics. “Begging your pardon, High Constable,” Breck said smartly, “but these folks ain’t regular prisoners. They attacked a member of the royal court.” 
 
    John’s eyebrow rose still further at that revelation. “Fatally?” he asked, and Breck shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t know, sir. Her guards dragged her off before I could get a look, and it all kicked off at that point. She took a rock the size of my fist right to the head, though, so I reckon she could go either way.” 
 
    She? For some reason in that moment his thoughts turned to his sisters. He had not thought about them much, of late. His restoration to a semi-state of grace could not make up for the abandonment and betrayal they had subjected him to…and the potential for future betrayals as well, for did not Emma guard Rybeck Cale? Did not Elethea serve on the Privy Council with him? Nonetheless, he felt a brief pang of…not concern, for that would be more than they deserved. But he supposed that it would be hard on their mother. “Who was it that they attacked?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t know her name, sir. She’s…she’s an elf, sir.” Breck said the last warily, as if afraid his commander would not believe him. But John nodded. Lord Tannerus’ little Kurenni apprentice.  
 
    “Master Arnessa,” he said, frowning. The idea of arresting Kallandishmen for attacking an elf seemed preposterous to him. But then again, this had been a day for preposterous things. “Carry on then, constable,” he said, waving Breck away. “Put them in the lower cells, until we get further word from the palace.” Assaulting a member of the court was treasonous, he supposed, if not anywhere near the scale of Master Silversmith’s guilt.  
 
    The clerk was still lurking around at his side, a piece of paper in his hand. John suppressed a groan. “What do you want?” he asked reluctantly. 
 
    The clerk pursed his lips. “What do I put on the intake register, sir? Assault or murder?” 
 
    John blinked. “Does it matter?” he demanded.  
 
    The clerk nodded. “Got to do it, for the legal work, sir.” 
 
    John waved him away, ready to seek out Wade. “Leave it blank until we hear from the palace as to her condition.” 
 
    To his chagrin, that did not halt the wretched clerk, who continued to walk with him into the keep. “Got to put a crime down sir, otherwise they aren’t legally arrested. Don’t want the lawyers letting another one out, eh?” he chuckled, and then froze as John rounded on him, fists at the ready. 
 
    “Then put both down, and make adjustments accordingly!” he snapped, and the clerk gulped nervously, nodding and beating a hasty retreat. Ancestors’ grace, John thought, veritably shaking with rage, were these people naturally witless, or was it an affectation designed to vex him? 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    He met Wade and her party as they returned from the deep cells with Silversmith in tow. The man was still weeping, making a very pathetic scene, patting his liberators as though he could not believe they were real. He recoiled when he saw John approaching, and the armsmen instinctively formed up around him. John shook his head, unable to believe that so many people had fallen for this man’s deceit. Thomas Silversmith veritably reeked of treason and guilt. 
 
    He grabbed Wade by the arm as the group passed, and pulled her to one side, letting the rest continue. “Master Wade,” he said, his tone reasonable, “how can you claim to champion justice, if you will not let me continue my work? How are we to make our case if you will not let us continue the investigation?” 
 
    Wade regarded him coldly. “How will you make your case?” She sniffed, as though he were the lowest of beasts. “Talk to your lawyers, Sir John. Clarify your arguments.” She fixed him with a smug and superior grin. “You might also try laying off the wine during the day. It won’t help you win the case, but it will improve your odds of finding a new posting after you lose it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Truth and Reconciliation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa had been brought to the regent’s chambers. Anneka had insisted upon it. She did not care how it looked, not any more. Were it not for the swift reactions of Sir Osric Mallow and his armsmen, Nessa might have suffered greater injury, or worse. The thought that she might have died brought a sick feeling to Anneka’s stomach, a dread that would not fade away. She had not felt such a thing since the assassination attempt. Back then her fears for her nephew had outweighed her fears for herself, and it was the same now. She did not fear her own death so much as the death of one that she loved. 
 
    Nessa lay on the bed, head covered by a bandage still stained with blood, her eyes closed, her breathing slow, her face pale. Anneka sat on the bed, clutching the other girl’s soft hand in her own, stroking it as though it would bring her back. She had sent away her guards and servants, even the Knights of the Household. The only other person in the room was Lord Tannerus, sitting on a chair next to the bed. He looked…smaller, somehow, older and less full of life.  
 
    She knew that he blamed himself for this, for having brought Nessa to Kalland. But the truth was that this was Anneka’s fault, and hers alone. If she had not behaved so cruelly towards Nessa, then her friend would have been in this room instead of in the city having rocks hurled at her by traitors. 
 
    Anneka still found it difficult to believe. She had not believed it when Lothor had burst in to tell her, nor when the armsman that accompanied him had confirmed it. She had rushed down with them to the infirmary, where the palace physicians were at work on the injured Nessa with their herbs and instruments. They had tutted and moaned and made predictions. There was too much blood, they had said. The wound was not closing easily. It was on a bad part of the head.  
 
    She had almost collapsed at the sight of the girl she loved so stricken, had been able to stand only with the aid of Sir Henry Rill. Nessa had looked dead already, pale and bleeding. The sight of her own blood or that of anyone else had never sickened Anneka, but this had been different. This was more than a cut or scrape. This was a wound intended to kill. 
 
    Then Lord Tannerus had arrived, and he immediately took charge. He had been ashen-faced at the sight of his apprentice, but had not faltered. Battering the doctors aside, he started his own examination. The physicians had muttered and complained about the dignity of their office, but Anneka had not been in the mood for such behaviour, given that Tannerus was the only one who seemed to know what needed to be done. Sir Henry and the Knights of the Household had unceremoniously hurled the charlatans from their own infirmary.  
 
    Tannerus had placed a hand on his apprentice’s head, pressing it over the wound. A soft blue light had formed around it, and at first Anneka had thought he too was acting foolishly. What could a mage light do to help her? 
 
     She walked up to him, intent on discovering what the old mage thought he was doing, but even as she approached, she had seen the flow of blood from the wound begin to slow. Tannerus had removed his hand, reaching for the bunk to steady himself, and Anneka had seen that the wound was closing.  
 
    She had looked at the old mage in astonishment. In none of the books Nessa had shown her had it ever been mentioned that a mage could do that. Tannerus had given a part of his life force to his apprentice, to aid her body’s attempts to heal itself. Within minutes the wound was but a shallow cut, and now, six hours later, there was nothing but a small scar. Though Nessa had told her that their talent was limited only by imagination, Anneka had not thought that such a thing was possible. She had not known that magic could heal. 
 
    Once Tannerus declared Nessa stable, they had moved her up to the regent’s chambers, and there Anneka and the old mage had remained, watching and waiting. Anneka did not know what might be going on outside these four walls, nor did she care. They could burn the city down for all it mattered to her, so long as they left this room until last. 
 
    In six hours they had spoken little, she and Tannerus. There was only one thing that Anneka could think to ask, and she had been afraid. She knew now that she was a coward, for all that she might fight in the Circle or speak with great lords. She had been too much of a coward to tell Nessa of her true feelings, and that cowardice had led them to this pass. But would she now sit here silent and accept her cowardice, or would she for once in her life speak before the worst happens? 
 
    She cleared her throat, and it was enough to draw the old man’s attention, given how little noise had passed between them. When it came to it, Anneka found her voice raw. She had taken no sustenance since Nessa had been brought in. “When…” she began, and found her throat tickling. She coughed a few more times before starting again. “When will she awaken?” she croaked. Would she awaken, was what she still dared not ask. 
 
    Tannerus sighed, reaching out a hand to stroke Nessa’s dark hair. Despite her injury, it had not lost any of its silken luster. To Anneka’s eyes she was even more beautiful than she had been awake, like a sleeping maiden from the tales. 
 
    “I do not know,” the mage replied, a sad light in those strange, pale blue eyes. “Ten minutes, ten hours, ten days. Maybe never. I have healed her flesh, but with blows to the head, one can never be certain.” He shook his head. “My poor child.”  
 
    That last was spoken to Nessa, and Anneka could for the first time see clearly the great bond that lay between the two mages. He blamed himself for bringing her to this place, but he could no more have left her behind than she could have let him leave without her. 
 
    Anneka regarded Tannerus quietly. They had sat through Privy Council meetings and audiences together, but they had never really spoken of matters other than the business of the Crown. She had never seen the man that Nessa described, the man of humour and kindness, the man that she knew Nessa thought of as her truefather. She did not know him, but she thought that she would like to. Beyond the talent, they had one thing in common. “You love her a great deal, don’t you,” she said softly, and it was not a question. 
 
    “She is as a daughter to me,” he replied simply. “I could not love her more, nor be more proud of her, were she a child of my own blood.” 
 
    Anneka nodded. She knew that Nessa felt the same way. “I…I love her also,” she said gingerly. It was the first time she had spoken those words aloud. She expected surprise perhaps, feared derision.  
 
    But Tannerus simply nodded, smiling at her. “I know,” he replied. Obviously seeing her eyes widen in shock, he managed a small chuckle. “I was not so drunk at the banquet as I may have appeared, and you are not as cunning as you think you are…Your Grace,” he added, with a wink. 
 
    Anneka began to chuckle along with him, shaking her head sheepishly. That he knew was far from a revelation, in truth. She had barely taken her hands off Nessa that entire night. The true mystery was that Nessa yet did not know herself. 
 
    They went back to their silent watching, with nothing but the slightest relaxation, an air of common understanding between them, to hint that any conversation had taken place. Another hour passed, in which Nessa continued to sleep, and those who loved her continued to watch uselessly, hoping that she would awaken. 
 
    All of a sudden there came a knock at the door, and Lothor came in. His appearance was no less startling than when he had brought the news of Nessa’s injury, and Anneka found herself a little angry with the young knight. “Ancestors’ grace, Lothor!” she snapped. “You are supposed to wait for me to bid you enter!” 
 
    The knight dipped his head. “Apologies, Your Grace,” he said. His boyish face was full of concern, and his eyes flickered to Nessa, lying so pale on the bed. Anneka had not thought the two to be friends, but then again, Lothor had shared every moment of their relationship thus far, so perhaps she should not be surprised that he was concerned for her. 
 
    “She sleeps still,” Anneka said, her voice gentler, and the knight nodded. He pointed towards the door. 
 
    “Baron Cale and the Archprelate, Your Grace,” he said. 
 
    “The Archprelate?” she asked sharply, flashing a glance to Tannerus, who shrugged. How could he have known, when he had been at her side these long hours? 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Lothor replied. “They have a matter they wish to discuss.” 
 
    She frowned. The great secularist Baron Cale and the head of the Temple Jon of Carrickgow had something they wished to discuss? She was not in the mood for such intrigue, but she was also aware that she had been many hours closeted in these chambers. Her life was not her own to do with as she pleased. “Send them in,” she said, and Lothor darted off. Perhaps it would have been more politic not to let the Archprelate see how close Nessa was to her; but Anneka wanted the old cleric to witness the fruits of his indolence. 
 
    She did not look up as they entered, but she heard both men’s greetings. She continued to gaze down at her injured love, even as she put on the mask of the regent. “Baron Cale, how is the city disposed?” she asked, her voice carrying no hint of her worry or pain; at least, none that she could detect. 
 
    “After the attack, there was a small…disturbance,” Cale replied. “The constables were able to arrest the men and women responsible, and remove them to Balian’s Tower. The city is shocked by this brazen attack upon royal authority, and is clamouring for a response.” 
 
    Anneka doubted that the entire city was clamouring for the heads of those that had attacked an elven girl, but even if it was exaggeration, it was comforting to hear. She would be more comforted to hear that such things would never happen again, and so it was to Cale’s unlikely companion that she directed her next question. 
 
    “Eminence,” she said coldly, “I am reminded of a conversation we shared some time ago, in which you were advised to keep your house in order. Is it possible that this advice was misunderstood?” 
 
    There was a slight pause, and then he spoke. There was not the fear in his voice that there had been the last time, after the attempt on her life. He was firm, and reasoned, neither the mad preacher nor the broken supplicant. “It was understood with great clarity, Your Grace,” he said, “and I and my clerics have done all we can to combat the spread of this heresy amongst the Faithful. However, there is only so much that we can do within the confines of secular law.” 
 
    Anneka spun around, astonished at his bold intimation. “Is there some other kind of law, Eminence?” she demanded. 
 
    “The Temple has always possessed mechanisms for dealing with dissident belief,” the Archprelate said, “but we have never had the authority to put them into practice. Your illustrious father and grandfather…” 
 
    She raised a hand, cutting him off. “Do not seek to flatter me, priest, not on this day. Speak plain.” 
 
    The old cleric shrugged his shoulders. “Very well, Your Grace. Barring today’s events, these heretics have only ever spoken of their opposition to your house, which is not a crime by your law. But by the doctrines of the true Faith, their words are error, for the Book of the One teaches us that the Crown serves God…whether you serve knowingly, or not. To speak against you is to speak against God, and the Book also teaches that those who speak against God must be silenced.” 
 
    Anneka narrowed her eyes. She had an inkling of what he was talking about, and could not deny that the idea was an attractive one. She had no great love for the Archprelate and those like him, but they had proven themselves to be…if not allies, then certainly not enemies. She had often worried what might happen if control of the Temple fell to those who possessed more sympathy for the heretics than for her. Such a future could be prevented, here, today. But at what cost…. 
 
    “How would you do it, if you had the authority?” she asked. 
 
    “We would gather together the most vocal of the heretics, and explain to them the error of their beliefs. Those willing to recant would be accepted back as God’s children. Those who do not would be executed.” 
 
    Her eyebrow rose. “By you?” 
 
    The Archprelate nodded. “The enemies of God must be killed, Your Grace. It is one of our most fundamental teachings. If they will not recant, then they must die.” 
 
    She shook her head. “And if you were to be given such…authority, what is to stop you taking men and women who do not share your faith? Are they not the enemies of your god as well?” 
 
    He smiled indulgently, as though she were a dull child. “No, Your Grace. No Kallandishman is an enemy of God unless he chooses to make of God an enemy. Only those such as the heretics, who have known God and have spoken against him, can be considered his enemies. Our doctrine is quite clear on this matter.” 
 
    Anneka sighed. And it would continue to be so, just so long as she propped him up. What a decision to have to make. 
 
    Her head ached. She had taken neither food nor drink in many hours, and her heart was breaking to sit here talking politics while Nessa lay hurt. To take advantage of what had happened to her to advance the goals of the Red Tower. She waved a hand distractedly. “Eminence, I must think on this.” 
 
    He bowed. “Of course, Your Grace.” He glanced to Nessa, lying on the bed, an unreadable expression on his face. “I hope that the young lady recovers.”  
 
    Cale ushered him out, followed by Lothor. Anneka turned away then, believing their business to be done, but it seemed that the Lord Chancellor had more to say. No sooner did the door close than he returned to her side with an insistent expression on his face. “You should consider it, Your Grace. It is good for us, what he proposes.” 
 
    She sighed. “You are talking about creating two legal codes, my lord,” she said wearily. “Two standards by which people are to be judged.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Your Grace, whether we like it or not, there are already two standards by which people are judged. For forty years we have tried to pretend that this was not the case, and all the while the two sides have become set in their ways, their hatred of one another growing ever deeper. Kalland cannot continue as it has for much longer. I used to believe that conflict was inevitable.” He stepped forward, his eyes suddenly fierce. “But you have shown us that it is possible to hold the love of both the Faithful and of the secularists. And it is with actions such as this one that we can unite our country once more.” 
 
    Anneka rolled her eyes. “I have done nothing, Rybeck,” she insisted, “nothing but speak to an old man, and stand in front of the people long enough for one of them to try to shoot me.” 
 
    Cale smiled. “The average Kallandishman is no deep thinker, Your Grace. He will take a symbolic act of conciliation for the genuine article.” He raised a hand and began to count off her supposed great acts. “Going to the Temple raised your popularity with the Faithful, and the assassination attempt raised it with both the Faithful and the secularists. Meetings with the Archprelate and with the Duke of Kalmar raised it further. There was a fall with the secularists when Thomas Silversmith was arrested, but it rose heavily once they knew why. The banquet greatly increased secularist approval.” 
 
    She snorted. “I stupefied myself with wine, and then fell over. How does making an arse of myself increase my popularity?” 
 
    “The people like to see their leaders appear human on occasion,” Tannerus said. It was the first time the mage had spoken in over an hour, and she was startled by it, having almost forgotten he was in the room. Cale nodded in agreement with his colleague. 
 
    “While they do not enjoy extremes of excess or austerity,” he said, “a healthy amount of both is good sauce for them. And as for this decision…well, the Faithful will see it as another example of your great respect for their beliefs, while the secularists will be glad to see something done about the heretics…even if they may not like the shape it takes.” 
 
    Anneka sometimes wondered whether the Privy Council’s talk of her popularity was true or not. She had not left the palace since attending the Archprelate’s sermon, and she found it difficult to believe that people could come to love her because of meetings and symbols. But she supposed it was not just Privy Council reports. Others who went down into the city repeated the same stories, so perhaps it was true at that. 
 
    “I concede the benefits,” she said, “but what of implementation? I am certain that Parliament will pass no law creating a second legal system in Kalland.” 
 
    There was a silence, and then Tannerus nodded. “She’s right,” he said, frowning. “The Gallery of Commons has many of the Faith sitting on it, but the other Galleries are staunchly secular. They will demand a change to the current legal code, allowing the arrest of the heretics by secular authority.” 
 
    Cale paced the floor, tapping his chin thoughtfully. Anneka and Tannerus watched him. As the king’s chief minister, Rybeck Cale had a reputation for great intellect, but this was the first time she was seeing it in action. Presently he halted, and wagged his finger at them. “The Temple is not represented by Parliament,” he said carefully. “Therefore, it can be argued that it does not fall under the authority of Parliament. Technically speaking, the Temple is a direct vassal of the Crown, and therefore…” 
 
    “…therefore all changes to its operation are subject to the Crown’s direct authority,” finished Tannerus, a grin flickering on his lips. Cale nodded triumphantly. 
 
    “A Royal Decree,” he said. “We can implement it with a Royal Decree.” 
 
    Anneka stared at them doubtfully. “Only the king can issue a Royal Decree,” she said, “and I think we all know my brother would sooner cut off his own arm than pander to the Temple.” 
 
    Cale shook his head. “As the King’s Regent, you have the authority to issue such decrees on his behalf.” 
 
    “Granted, but will this not look as though we are attempting to circumvent the authority of Parliament,” she asked, “especially given that in ten days we will be putting one of its members on trial for High Treason?” 
 
    The Lord Chancellor smiled. “Not at all, Your Grace. One of your vassals has come to you with a problem, and you are merely giving them the authority to solve it…” 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    Nessa came to slowly, painfully. Her hearing was the first of her senses to return. There were voices around her, at least three that she could hear distinctly. Now why would that be, she wondered. Clearly she was abed, so why would there be people talking in her chambers? 
 
    “…One of your vassals has come to you with a problem, and you are merely giving them the authority to solve it.” That was the first voice, and it sounded a lot like Baron Cale. But that made no sense, for she could not think of a reason why he would be in her chambers, talking politics while she slept.  
 
    She had a fierce headache, and could not remember much. She knew that she had left the palace, but she did not remember coming back, or going to bed, or why her head hurt, or why people were discussing politics in her vicinity.  
 
    “Surely it is more complicated than that,” came the second voice, and Nessa’s heart skipped a beat as she realized that it was Anneka speaking. Anneka was here also? Did that mean things were right between them again? She tried to speak, or open her eyes, but nothing seemed to happen. 
 
    “It is only as complicated as we choose to make it, Your Grace,” came the third voice, and it was none other than Master Tannerus. Nessa was deeply confused now. Two privy councillors and the regent, discussing some matter of state while she lay here?  
 
    “It hardly matters anyway,” she heard Anneka say, “for my brother will repeal the decree the moment he hears of it.” 
 
    “He will not,” Cale replied, “not while you are still his regent. To do so would give the impression that the Red Tower is divided on matters of policy. It would make us appear weak.” 
 
    Light was starting to filter through Nessa’s eyes now, and she realized that they had not been closed before; they had simply not been able to function properly. Now though, she was seeing hazy shapes in front of her. Anneka was the closest, apparently sitting on the bed. Nessa could only really identify her by her long golden hair, which even in the hazy light seemed to shimmer. Tannerus was seated to one side, while Cale, or the figure she assumed to be Cale, was moving in the background. 
 
    “He may repeal the decree upon his return from Sverkermark,” the figure said, confirming her assumption, “but we must trust that by then it will have shown itself to be the correct action.” 
 
    Anneka gave a small sigh. “You are placing a great deal of faith in my brother’s ability to see reason. There is hardly precedent for it.” 
 
    The haze was almost gone now, and Nessa could see all three of them clear as day. She could also see the room, and was surprised to see that she was not in her own bedchamber, as she had thought, but in Anneka’s. 
 
    “I am his chancellor,” Cale replied sadly. “I am required to have faith in my sovereign.”  
 
    Anneka gave a small, bitter laugh. “Indeed,” she replied, looking down at her hands. As Nessa followed her gaze, she saw with amazement that Anneka’s hand was holding her own. She had felt a slight pressure upon it earlier on, but had thought it a part of the strange malady that seemed to have overcome her. Her heart leapt for joy. It was true then, she was forgiven! She managed to squeeze the younger girl’s hand back, and then the room erupted into chaos. Anneka leapt up from the bed as though stung by a wasp, gasping with surprise. “She’s awake!” she shouted, as if this was in some way a surprise.  
 
    Anneka’s shout startled the men as much as it startled Nessa. Cale spun around, his eyes fixed on her, and Tannerus rose from his chair with a great bellow of laughter, clapping his hands delightedly.  
 
    To top it all, the door crashed open and Sir Lothor burst in, his sword in hand. “Your Grace!” he thundered, “what…” He caught sight of Nessa looking at them in astonishment, and a smile turned up the corners of his mouth. “My apologies, Your Grace,” he said, and disappeared as swiftly as he had arrived. 
 
    Anneka did not appear to have noticed her knight’s coming or his going. She was staring down at Nessa with such relief and amazement that Nessa did not think her friend could have expressed greater emotion had Nessa risen from the dead before her very eyes. There were tears running down the regent’s cheeks, open tears, and Nessa could do nothing but smile shyly back at her. They have all gone mad, she thought, every one of them. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Tannerus asked, his hand hovering over her brow. “Can you speak?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to find out, but could only produce a croak. Her throat was very dry. She must have taken a long nap. 
 
    “Get her some water,” Tannerus demanded, and Cale went for a pitcher on the table, pouring a measure of water into a cup. Anneka took the vessel from him as he approached, climbing back onto the bed and holding the cup to Nessa’s lips. She sipped at it gratefully, having not realized until now how thirsty she was. Anneka was still crying silently, though she smiled at the same time. 
 
    “What…what is the matter with all of you?” Nessa managed, once the cool water had soothed her throat. The three exchanged surprised glances. 
 
    “Do you not remember?” asked Tannerus. “The marketplace, the attack?” 
 
    She frowned. What marketplace, who was attacked…And then like a knife-thrust to her mind it came back to her. The storyteller and the white-robed heretics arguing in the square, the crowd laughing and jeering at them. The red-faced leader, pointing, cursing at her. Sir Osric, dragging her away. And then…. 
 
    Nessa gasped with pain, and reached up to her forehead. She felt the blow as keenly as she had felt it when it had first fallen, sudden and sharp, the author of the dull ache in her head. Though she knew that all of this was in the past, still she felt a resurgence of the fear and pain that had gripped her in that moment. 
 
    Then she felt strong hands on her own, and Anneka’s voice filled her ears, gentle and comforting. “It is all right,” she said. “You are safe here, they cannot hurt you.” Nessa clutched at those hands, feeling the strength of them, drawing courage and reassurance from it. She heard Anneka speak again, this time with more authority, and not to her. “My lords, I believe that you have a decree to devise,” she said. 
 
    “And so we do,” Cale replied, and Nessa heard the click of the door as he and Tannerus hastily departed.  
 
    Her gaze, however, was fixed on Anneka. There was obviously a truce between them because of the attack, and she did not want to return to the way things had been after the banquet. “I am sorry,” she said quickly, squeezing Anneka’s hands to emphasize it. “I do not know what it was that I did to upset you, but I am sorry for it. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    Anneka released a choking sob, shaking her head firmly. “There is nothing to forgive,” she said. “It is you who has been wronged. I…I behaved like a child, a cruel, selfish child…I saw you dancing with Sir Henry, and you looked so happy that I became jealous, and…”  
 
    Her words faded away, and she looked so vulnerable, so fraught with emotion in that moment that Nessa felt as though she were the injured one. Anneka had been speaking very fast, and Nessa could not comprehend her thought process. “I do not understand,” she said softly, stroking Anneka’s hand. “Why were you jealous?” 
 
    Anneka leaned in, or to be more precise, leaned over, so that their faces were only inches apart. That strangely intense look that Nessa had seen so many times before was back. Anneka’s hands relaxed their grip on Nessa’s own, and slowly moved up to touch Nessa’s cheeks. “Because I love you,” Anneka said. 
 
    Nessa’s eyes widened in surprise, and then all of a sudden Anneka was kissing her. The kiss was so sudden and unexpected that Nessa found she could do little but kiss Anneka back, her hands hanging uselessly at her sides. Anneka kissed her insistently, and hard, her hands caressing Nessa’s neck and face. Nessa could see that her eyes were closed.  
 
    Anneka broke away as suddenly as she had leaned in. Nessa stared back at her, her eyes wide, her hand rising to her lips, to where Anneka’s lips had just been. For all her boldness in initiating the kiss, the younger girl now seemed uncertain, perhaps sensing the surprise in her companion. “I…did you not want to?” she stuttered, her blue eyes filling with fear. Nessa was still so shocked that she could not think, let alone answer, and the delay caused Anneka’s shoulders to collapse in defeat. “I…of course not,” Anneka said, her eyes filling with fresh tears. “I am sorry, I should not have presumed…” She turned away, her cheeks reddening, her hands rising up to cover her mouth. 
 
    Nessa’s mind raced. She had never in her wildest imaginings ever considered this possibility. There had been a time at the banquet, when Sir Henry had first told her of Anneka’s inclinations, but she had dismissed that thought as soon as it arrived. And why not, for how could someone so beautiful, so gifted, so important, how could someone like that stoop to love her, a bastard halfblood mage? Even if such a thing were possible, she had never seen any sign that Anneka’s affection ran so deep…or had she? That look Anneka had given her just before the kiss, Nessa had seen it so many times before. She had seen it, but she did not see. She had not understood it, for how could she, when love and friendship had never been a part of her life. Until now. 
 
    Looking at Anneka, Nessa thought of how happy her life had become when she was around her, and of how miserable it had been when they were apart. She thought of how empty and lonely her life had been before they had met, though only through Anneka’s lens had she been able to see it. And in looking at Anneka, and in thinking these thoughts, her own feelings became clear for the first time. It was as though a mage light had flickered to life inside her mind, illuminating the truth. 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” she said, quietly, firmly, and Anneka stiffened. 
 
    “Do…do you mean that?” she asked quietly. “Please, if you do not mean it…” 
 
    Nessa did not answer, but rose from where she was to kneel behind Anneka. The pain and aches of her body tore at her, but she paid them no heed. They did not matter, not anymore. She reached out her hands gingerly to stroke Anneka’s golden hair, hearing the younger girl sigh as she did so. Anneka turned around, her hands taking Nessa’s own, and their fingers intertwining as they looked at each other as if for the first time. Anneka’s eyes were as bright as sapphires, but there was still fear in them, fear that what had been said was not meant. Nessa kissed her hands, first one, and then the other, before leaning in to press her lips to Anneka’s. This kiss was long and deep and very mutual, and when they finally broke apart, Anneka was crying once more, though Nessa had never seen her smile so broadly.  
 
    “You did not seem to…” Anneka said, once the sobs died down. 
 
    Nessa laughed. “You startled me, that is all. No one has…no one has ever told me that they love me before.” She blushed a little at the admission. No one had ever kissed her before, either. 
 
    Anneka shook her head. “You are so beautiful,” she breathed, stroking Nessa’s cheek gently with her hand, those deep blue eyes seeming to drink in every feature of her face. Nessa’s skin burned even hotter. 
 
    “Not as beautiful as you,” she replied, reaching out to stroke Anneka’s hair yet again. Anneka smiled, and drew in closer once more, leaning in to meet Nessa’s lips. The half-elf closed her eyes, her hands moving to caress the other girl’s shoulders, her head tilting forward as their lips touched. She could not believe that she had wasted so much of their time together in ignorance… 
 
    There was a great bang and the door opened, Sir Lothor striding in. Nessa and Anneka broke apart, startled, their hands still on each other’s bodies. Nessa could not see Anneka’s face, but she could imagine that she felt the same shock at being caught. She did not know what to expect from the knight, bursting in as he did. He had surely seen them kiss, and there was no misinterpreting their body language. He had clearly been surprised to see it, but reacted quickly, his impassive formal expression briefly slipping into a broad grin. He spun around and marched straight back out. A few seconds later, they heard his voice ringing loudly from the hall. 
 
    “I am sorry, Lord Chamberlain, but Master Arnessa is resting and cannot be disturbed.” 
 
    Nessa and Anneka exchanged glances. Anneka’s grin of relief matched Nessa’s own, but she still shook her head, muttering. Nessa hushed her, placing a finger over Anneka’s lips. Lord Merlmester’s voice floated in, quieter than Sir Lothor’s, but still audible. 
 
    “Wyvernslayer, while I am glad that the girl has recovered, I did not come here to talk to her. I came to speak to the regent.” 
 
    “The regent is not here at present, my lord,” came Sir Lothor’s reply, sounding utterly guileless. He told lies with remarkable skill, given that he had no time to prepare for them; his storyteller’s heart, Nessa supposed. Still, there was something of a gaping flaw in his fiction, and she could almost hear Lord Merlmester’s eyes narrowing.  
 
    “If she is not here, then why did you just go in to fetch her?” he asked.  
 
    Sir Lothor did not skip a beat. “My apologies, Lord Chamberlain, but I fell asleep at my post, during which time the regent departed. No excuse for it, my lord.” 
 
    “You fell asleep?” Merlmester spluttered. “Sir Lothor, you are a Knight of the Household! It is a position of some gravity…” 
 
    “As I said, my lord, no excuse,” Sir Lothor replied.  “I will of course surrender my sword, if you feel that to be necessary…” 
 
    “No, no,” said the chamberlain hurriedly, “there was no harm done, I suppose. Just…just inform the regent, should you see her, that I must speak with her.” 
 
    There was a clank of metal, likely Sir Lothor saluting, and then they heard the outer door close. There was no sound of footsteps returning. Sir Lothor had retreated outside. Freed from the possibility of further interruption, they broke out into relieved laughter, falling down to lie on the bed in each other’s arms.  
 
    “Sir Lothor reacted to all that very quickly,” Nessa said, in between planting light kisses on Anneka’s cheek. The younger girl chuckled. 
 
    “The little-known second duty of the Household Company. Preserving the dignity of the royal bedchamber…not that its dignity matters to me.” She smiled at Nessa, and Nessa smiled back. “The only thing that matters is that I love you.” 
 
    Nessa felt a blush rising again. “I love you too,” she replied shyly. It felt good to say.  
 
  
 
  


 
    The First King of Sverkermark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard sighed as he examined the tough and lean rashers of bacon that the servant brushed onto his plate. The portions seemed to be growing less appetizing with each passing day; not to mention smaller. He looked up at the servant almost plaintively, but the Sverker man was unmoved. ‘Find me a fresh pig’, his eyes seemed to say, ‘and then you can have some decent bacon.’  
 
    Across the table, Lady Melara was already tucking into her meal, seemingly with no thought of complaint. It would have been foolish for her to do so, given that it was her father who was the cause of all their troubles, but Richard was certain that she would not have grumbled no matter who besieged Hohenfels. It was not her way. 
 
    The Master of Hohenfels still ate with the Lady of Hohenfels on a regular basis. There was no real need for him to do so, not anymore. After the assault phase of Sune’s siege had ended a week before, the castle folk and their Kallandish occupiers seemed to have settled into an understanding. They were still far from friendly, but Richard was no longer concerned that they might take opportunity to poison his food. They seemed content to wait for Sune to kill the invaders instead.  
 
    But truth be told, he found that he enjoyed the meals almost as much as he enjoyed his nights with Matilde, though certainly for different reasons. To sit at a table with polite company, to eat food with knife and fork; it was a thing of normality, which was in short supply these days.  
 
    Sune’s men had fallen back to their siege camp and had stayed there, but that was no guarantee that they would remain. A watch had to be maintained, and things needed to be guarded, and between those slain on the wall and those who died of their wounds, the garrison was reduced, leaving more work for the survivors with a barely noticeable increase in the size of rations. His only consolation was that the five thousand Sverkers outside the walls were probably on poorer rations than his soldiers were. Even that was small comfort. It would only make them fiercer when the end came. 
 
    The servant scurried off, his duty performed, and they ate in silence, nothing to hear but the tap of cutlery against plate. There were rarely matters to discuss over breakfast. It was a time for reflection, which was in itself a futile pursuit, for there was equally little to reflect upon. Each night was the same as the one that preceded it.  Even the fact that their annihilation was only weeks away could not stir him. They had known it was coming for so long that it had become as much a part of the routine as anything else. Of course, if the Great Raven would get up from his feathery arse to save them… 
 
    He chuckled to himself, drawing a sharp look from his dining companion. He shook his head, to indicate that she should not trouble herself to wonder what had amused him so. She would doubtless think it blasphemous, though surely he couldn’t offend a god he did not believe existed. 
 
    The fervent belief that the Sverkers possessed for the Raven was incredible. Kalland was not without its religious, of course, and there were a few pious followers of the One God amongst his armsmen. But it seemed as though every Sverker held devout belief in the Raven, except possibly the queen herself, and Richard had always found this passing strange.  
 
    The Great Raven seemed like an unlikely deity. The One God, of course, promised a wondrous afterlife, which was always popular. The Tyran pantheon was amusing enough, with their sibling rivalries and grand scale pranks, but the Raven promised no great afterlife, nor seemed to do anything but bestow his gifts. As the possessor of one of those gifts himself, Richard found it difficult to credit its origin to the Sverker god. Magic and battle-rage occurred in people who had never even heard of the Great Raven. Was he to believe that the Raven gave these people their gifts as well? He did not think it likely.  
 
    It was a curiosity, however; this deity of the Sverkers. Richard’s life seemed sure to end amongst these people, and he did not want to die without knowing more about them. “Lady Melara,” he said courteously, intent on seeking answers. “May we speak?” 
 
    A smile flickered around her lips. Though for the most part she maintained the guise of superiority and disdain, he knew that she enjoyed being treated as one of her station should be. “We may,” she replied. “Of what do you wish to speak?” 
 
    “My question relates to the culture of your people.” He knew that she was an avid reader of books, judging by the shelves of the damn things in her chambers. He could have asked Grimbold, of course, but he suspected that Melara would likely know more. “May I ask how it was that the Sverker people came to worship the Great Raven?”  
 
    Melara glanced up at him sharply, as though unable to tell whether he was being serious. She knew how little regard the Kallandish had for the beliefs of the Sverkers. “I assure you,” he said, smiling gently, “my intention is not to mock, merely to learn.” 
 
    She continued to watch him suspiciously, her meal forgotten, and Richard wondered whether this was in fact some kind of taboo. Even an open people like the Sverkers must have some secrets. But then she nodded. “I can tell you this story, if you wish.” 
 
    “I do so wish,” he replied. 
 
    She shook her head, seemingly mystified as to why of all things he would want to know this. “Tell me,” she asked, “in your land, do they tell stories of the Farhome?” Richard frowned, not familiar with the term. “The land over the sea,” she added, and that did stir some recollections. 
 
    “Do you refer to the Birthplace?” he asked, and she nodded the affirmative. “Yes,” he replied, “we do have such tales.”  
 
    He frowned, trying to remember them. He had always favoured the bloody stories of warfare that his grandfather used to tell. The mysterious stories of the ancestors had never been of much interest to him. “It is said,” he managed eventually, “that the ancestors of the Free Peoples of the West were not native to this continent of Ankyran. That they came from another place, far across the Great Western Ocean. That they migrated to these shores in great numbers, fleeing plague and war in their homeland. That they settled here, eventually driving out or conquering those that already lived here. For us, it was the dwarves.” He chuckled wryly. “We drove them into the  mountainous wastes of the eastlands, for which I’ll wager the angara will never forgive us.” 
 
    Melara nodded, her face grim. “Those are the stories we tell also, but when the ancestors of the Sverkers first came to these lands, they found no civilized peoples with whom the land could be contested in honour. In these lands, they found only demons. The Wolf Lords.” She said the name in a hushed tone, as if fearful these mythic foes might hear her.  
 
    “Demons?” he asked. 
 
    “They walked upright with the bodies of men, and spoke words, but they had the heads of wolves, and the savagery of such beasts.” She looked at him sharply, obviously seeing his disbelief. “You do not believe me, do you?” she accused. 
 
    Richard shrugged. It was a little hard to believe in talk of demons and monsters. He said nothing, but silence was never going to be enough for her. 
 
    “Are there not strange creatures in this world?” she asked. “Across the Bitter Sea, in the great desert, are there not dragons? Are there not the great serpents, the wyverns, in the forests of your homeland?” 
 
    He nodded, smiling magnanimously. “That is true, my lady. But the dragons, while they may appear monstrous, are a civilized people, with whom diplomacy is possible. They are no different in that regard than you Sverkers are to my own people. And the wyverns are but animals, creatures of the forest. Strange races and beasts there may be, but never have I heard of a people who combined the characteristics of both man and beast.” He could see, however, that she was vexed by his apparent disregard for her people’s beliefs, and so he hurriedly moved to apologise. “But of course, there is more to the world, and to history, than what little I know,” he said. “Please, continue with your story.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, but she continued with her recounting. “The Wolf Lords were numerous, and powerful,” she said. “They infested the mountains and the forests, and would descend often to raid the coasts and the plains, where the villages of the Sverkers lay. Our ancestors were warriors, but there was little they could do against the savagery of these demons. And so it was that for many years, the Sverkers lived in fear of the Wolf Lords, with no hope for relief.” 
 
    She paused, and despite his doubts, Richard found himself fascinated by the story. He could not believe that these Wolf Lords were truly monsters, but perhaps they had been some savage tribe of humans native to the lands that would come to be known as Sverkermark. 
 
    “One day, in the forests west of the Altsee, a man named Skeffi, a miner from a small village by the water, found himself fleeing from the Wolf Lords. He had been a part of a band of warriors sent by his village to fight a clan of the demons that had emerged from the forest to raid. Alone of all his folk, Skeffi had survived the battle, but he did not think to live long, for he was alone and tired, and the Wolf Lords were many and swift. After long hours of flight, Skeffi could run no longer, and he fell to the ground just as the Wolf Lords came upon him. Skeffi thought to die in that moment, but as the demons gathered around him, a raven flew down and landed next to his head. The bird spoke with the tongue of a man, and it told Skeffi that he need not be afraid, for the Great Raven was the master of this land, and that he had chosen the Sverkers to be his people. The raven bade Skeffi to rise, and to fight the Wolf Lords.” She smiled, as though she drew great strength from this tale. “And Skeffi rose as he was bidden, heartened by the words of the raven, though in his heart he did not yet believe. As he met the Wolf Lords, ready to sell his life as his comrades had, he found a great power had been awakened within him, the power of the Great Raven. With this power he could summon wind and fire, and smite the Wolf Lords so that in scarce minutes it was the demons who fled from Skeffi.” 
 
    Richard nodded, enthralled. “Magic?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, a serious expression on her face. “Yes, indeed. This is how Skeffi the miner became the first witch of Sverkermark, and when he returned to his village and told his people of the Great Raven, and word spread to the other villages, the gifts of the Raven began to appear in other men and women as well. With these gifts the Sverker people were able to bring war to the Wolf Lords, to destroy them utterly, and to win the whole land for the Great Raven. And that is why he is our lord.” 
 
    Richard smiled respectfully. “An excellent tale, my lady, and most informative. May I ask what became of the miner Skeffi?” 
 
    She grinned. “Skeffi became the chieftain of his village, and once the war ended, the king of all the Sverkers. He was born a common man, but his descendents ruled this land. And we always will,” she added warningly. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “The House of Kalte is descended from this Skeffi?” 
 
    “Of course, for Kalte is the village in which Skeffi was born. The diamond of our banner marks the great stone Skeffi captured from the greatest warchief of the Wolf Lords. But that is another story entirely.” 
 
    He chuckled ruefully, wondering how the faithful of Kalland would feel if they ever learned their queen was of the bloodline of mages. “If you and your kin are descendents of Skeffi, why is it that you are not mages…witches, I mean?” he asked. “I have heard it said that such things pass in the blood, like eye colour.”  
 
    Melara shook her head. “These powers are not a birthright,” she said, “they are gifts, bestowed upon the Raven’s chosen.” She paused, cocking her head thoughtfully. “It is said that my father’s grandfather was berserkr. He was king in the days when the Kurenni ruled your land, and it was feared that they would cross the Altsee and attack us. But the gifts are only bestowed at such times as they are needed. Apparently, this is not one of those times.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, I imagine that my king and queen would disagree, but under our present circumstances, I cannot dispute that.” He shook his head ruefully. “I was so busy asking the Voice of the Raven how I could capture Hohenfels, I never thought to ask him how I should hold it. A mistake, I believe.” 
 
    He had intended his words to be light-hearted, a jest, but Melara stiffened, staring at him in shock. He wondered whether talking about the feather-clad priest was disrespectful, but she was watching him now with a mix of confusion and reverence. “A Voice of the Raven spoke to you?” she breathed. “He told you of the skein of your life?” 
 
    He nodded. “Is that not what they do?” he asked. 
 
    “It is, but in all the tales I have never heard of a Voice speaking to a foreigner. I do not think such has ever happened. What…what did he tell you?” 
 
    She spoke as though it was a great secret or honour, and Richard realized that to her, it probably was. “He told me that I would capture Hohenfels,” he said with a shrug. “He even told me how I would do it…though only in the most vague of terms. Inspiration he gave me, not insight.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed shrewdly. “That was surely not all he told you.” 
 
    No, it was not. Richard had not thought of the Voice’s other prophecy in quite some time. Given that he did not truly believe in such things, he had discounted it, as it had not been useful to his mission. Even as his relationship with Matilde had grown, he had not wasted time on the prophecies of fools. “He also told me that I would love two women in my life,” he said, calmly, as though recounting an everyday occurrence. “He told me that I would have to choose between them, and the one I did not choose would die.” 
 
    Melara sighed, lowering her eyes to the table. “Then I grieve with you, Sir Richard,” she said, with mournful sincerity. “That is a terrible doom to carry upon your heart.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable at how seriously she took the subject. “I thank you for your words, my lady, but I remain unconvinced of the old man’s prophecies.” 
 
    As they returned to their meals in silence though, his mind turned to the seer’s words. The Voice had said ‘love’, this was for certain, and Richard did not love Matilde…at least, he did not think so. He enjoyed her company, admired her skill at arms and her courage, and indeed, enjoyed her as a lover as well. But was that love? If it was, then he found himself somewhat disappointed, for he had always imagined that true love would be grander. Even if he did love Matilde, though, he most certainly did not love anyone else.  
 
    No, he thought, the old man had been lucky. The Voice had a split chance of getting the right answer, and the rest was just empty words. Still, it was with a sour note that he finished his breakfast. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The sun was descending when Richard was called to the easternmost corner of the south wall. The defenders used the small turret that stood there as a watch post for keeping an eye on the forest. All manner of mischief could be taking place behind those trees, and none of it to the garrison’s advantage.  
 
    As he walked along the battlements of the south wall, his eyes could not help but be drawn to the plains below, where Sune’s army still lurked. The Sverkers had not spent the time since they ended the assaults in idleness. Sune av Kalte was known as the greatest Sverker commander alive, and looking out across his siege camp, Richard could not dispute that title. Sune’s siegeworks put Astrid’s camp outside Thorn to shame.  
 
    The Sverkers had dug a great system of trenches and earthworks, all across the land below the crag. These defenses faced both to the castle and to the south. The count may have heard that the Kallandish armies were caught up in the southern rebellions, but he was not fool enough to leave that flank unprotected. There was a strong bulwark on the western flank as well, in case the garrison attempted to make a sally through the wrecked tunnel below the crag.  
 
    All in all, it was a formidable sight, and to Richard and his soldiers, trapped as they were in this wretched castle, it was more imposing than Hohenfels itself. Bugger the greatest castle in Sverkermark, he thought. It was a fucking stone prison, a mausoleum to Astrid’s ambition and vanity. 
 
    The sentry that had summoned him was one of Grimbold’s huskarls, Ymir by name, a youngish fellow. He manned the post alternately with an armsman named Tobias, and the men had been chosen because they possessed two characteristics; keen eyesight, and a common background in siegecraft. Richard could not think of someone he would relish a conversation with less, but regardless he greeted the man with good cheer. “Hail, Ymir,” he said briskly in Sverker. 
 
    “Chief,” the huskarl replied. 
 
    “So, that time is upon us, then?” 
 
    Ymir nodded grimly. “Reckon so, chief.”  
 
    Richard moved to join him at the lip of the turret, and Ymir pointed down towards the edge of the forest. Sune’s siegeworks ended at the trees, and there was a large space there, which had been empty until recently. Now Richard could see with a sinking heart that men were at work there, large piles of wood around them. 
 
    “They’ve been carrying timbers out of the forest all day now,” Ymir said. “They just started laying the first footprint.” 
 
    Richard sighed. One did not drag logs out of the forest for firewood. One only took materiel away from the felling site if what one was building was too large to be worked on there. “Engines then,” he said, and it was not a question. 
 
    “Aye, engines.” Ymir spat over the side of the turret. “As I said, they’re laying the first footprint. Looks to be a big fucker. Trebuchet, most likely.” 
 
    That seemed a safe assumption. Without cannon, there was not much else that could hit the gate, high up as it was, without drawing fire from the defenders. “How long?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Depends on the number of workers, and the skill of his engineers.” 
 
    “Let us assume he has many workers, and skilled engineers.”  
 
    Ymir spat again. “Week. For the first one, anyway. There’s room for another two. They’ll probably build them all at the same time, so call it week and a half.” 
 
    Richard frowned. That was actually more time than he had expected. “It will take that long?” he asked. 
 
    Ymir gave a little bark of laughter. “With respect, chief, they aren’t whittling a fucking spoon. A trebuchet’s a big engine, complicated. The boys that know how to build them can’t work all the time, they’ve got to sleep. You fuck up building one, and you’ll end up throwing rocks on your own men.” 
 
    That was a fair point, and Richard felt a little humbled by the huskarl’s good-natured admonition. The Kallandish considered themselves masters of warfare, but these new innovations, guns and powders and whatnot, were blinding them to the utility of the basic arts of war. “Once finished, how long will it take them to destroy the gate?” he asked, chastened. 
 
    Ymir shrugged. “Another week.” He patted the stone of the turret. “These are good walls, built to resist. But once they sight the gate, they’ll not stop ‘til its rubble.” 
 
    So, they finally had a definite time for it. By the end of the third week hence, they would all be dead. Now that the moment was upon them, Richard did not feel it to be so terrible. They had lived in such constant paranoia and alarm that it was almost a relief to know that the ordeal was near over. He clapped Ymir on the shoulder before walking away. “My thanks, friend. That is longer than I thought we would have.” 
 
    He heard the huskarl’s wry answer on the wind. “Still ain’t long enough.” 
 
  
 
  



 PART FOUR: THE ESSENCE OF TRAGEDY 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Trial of Thomas Silversmith 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By Decree of Her Grace, Anneka Toran, Regent of Kalland!” The herald stood at the centre of Eormanric’s Square, where the Street of the Lion and the Street of the Ancestors met in front of the Palace of Alban. He wore a black tunic that bore the sigil of the Red Tower, and though he had clearly been shouting the same words over and over for hours, he still appeared to be reading from the parchment copy of the royal decree in his hand.  He had to be an utter lackwit, John thought, to still need the prompt. John himself had heard these words often enough this morning to be able to repeat them from memory. 
 
    “The Temple of the One God,” the herald called, “as vassal to the Crown, is commanded and empowered to stem the tide of heresy throughout the Kingdom of Kalland, using all tools available to it!” 
 
    The heralds had been shouting that speech to all and sundry in every square and on every street corner of John’s journey from Balian’s Tower to the Palace of Alban. It was drawing a great deal of praise from the cattle of the city mob. Though he did not give a damn about the actual proclamation, John could not fault the timing of it. He had no doubt that the decree had been in existence for some time, at least since the attack on the elven girl the week before, perhaps longer still.  
 
    But announcing this, an exertion of royal authority against the treacherous heretics on the very day that Thomas Silversmith was tried for High Treason? The mob would be lapping at the regent’s feet no matter what happened during the trial. He would have applauded her, or rather her wily advisors, had his mind not been on other affairs.  
 
    Since Master Wade had stolen his prisoner away from him, John had been left with no choice but to follow her advice. He had spent many hours listening to the dullard prosecutor Master Riding grizzle on about how flawed the case was. “We cannot prove motive!” he had wailed, and “Our evidence is circumstantial!” John had sneered at him. He could smell the guilt wafting from Silversmith, even if no one else could. Riding had been right about one thing though; this trial was not going to go their way, not when the presiding officer was a traitor as well.  
 
    Riding had actually insisted that John, if called as a witness, not make accusations against Baron Cale. It would only throw their case awry, the old lawyer had said, as if it could be thrown further awry than it was already. But John had agreed, seeing little point in trying to attack Cale now. He might well lose the trial, but perhaps he could end the day without a return to complete disgrace. 
 
     And so on the morning of the trial he had walked down to the palace with Captain Brandon and the interrogators in tow, ready to watch ‘justice’ be done. 
 
    The Palace of Alban was normally the meeting place of Parliament, but that august body had happily surrendered it for the purposes of this trial. It was the only place in Kalrond where the trial could be held both in public, and with dignity. Alban’s palace lay halfway between two of the three great hills that dominated the Old City. To the south lay Kingshill, covered almost entirely by the sprawling precinct of the Palace of Morcar. To the north was Earlshill, home to ancient Kalrond Castle and the Temple of the One. Parliament met between the two. Lower than the Crown, lower than God, but beholden to neither, John thought. Certainly a pretty sentiment, though not always a true one.  
 
    When compared with the royal palace, Alban’s was little more than a hut, but John had to admit that the gaudy edifice and its two looming towers were impressive enough. Certainly it was the most impressive building any of the common folk would ever enter.  
 
    This was to be a public trial, and though some spaces inside had been reserved for important court officials and a portion for Members of Parliament and for witnesses, the rest of the seating, as well as a great deal of standing space, had been given over to the citizens of Kalrond, who had arrived in their thousands. The right to attend was not awarded by rank or station. As John and his companions moved up the line, he saw the lowliest dock workers in their ragged best jostling with the wealthiest merchants in the city. It was, in a word, farcical; the first day of a meaningless trial, and all of these thousands of people were going to be disappointed by the end. It was rumoured that the regent herself would attend the final day of the trial, which if Riding’s pessimistic moaning was anything to go by, would likely be tomorrow.  
 
    The great gold-plated doors of the palace were guarded by a bevy of constables, and they waved John’s party in with barely a glance. Inside, however, passage was a lot less easy. The antechamber of the Great Hall of Parliament was easily the size of the yard at Balian’s Tower, but even that grand space was already filled with people. Clerks and constables ran around like madmen, trying to determine the order in which people should be entering. Witnesses, dignitaries and officers of court first, gawkers last, but more than a few of the latter were trying to pass themselves off as the former. They enjoyed very little success, of course, for there were lists of who was supposed to be where, but their attempts were definitely slowing the process down. The trial was supposed to begin at the ninth bell, but the eighth bell had rang before John had even left the Tower, so he was not sanguine about the chances of a timely start to this masquerade.  
 
    He presented himself and his companions to a harried clerk standing watch over the doors to the Great Hall. “Sir John Gallen,” he said, “with witnesses Sherling Brandon, John Potts, and Stephen Cook.”  
 
    The clerk made a great show of consulting the list, though it seemed inconceivable that the wretched man did not know who they were. “Very well,” he said at last, “you must enter immediately. Your names will be on your seats. Gallery of Barons, that’s the one on the…” 
 
    “The one on the left, I know,” said John abruptly. “I have been here before.”  
 
    The clerk favoured him with a weary smile, and nodded for them to proceed. As they moved, the clerk’s face lit up with anger, and he darted past, roaring at someone in the throng beyond. “Hoy, you there, guildsman, put that bottle away! There’s no drinking in the palace!” 
 
    Ignoring the fate of the luckless and thirsty guildsman, John led his companions through the next set of doors, and into the Great Hall. It was easily larger than the Hall of Audiences at the Palace of Morcar, thought it was not as richly adorned. This was the heart of Kalland’s lawmaking, where the men and women of the Three Galleries, stern and serious folk elected from amongst their peers, deliberated on matters of import. He snorted. The Barons would scoff, the Guilders vacillate, and the Commons jump up and down like enraged children. It was a mystery to him as to how these people ever managed to get anything done at all. 
 
    Three huge blocks of wooden benches, the galleries for which the three divisions of Parliament were named, dominated the hall. Those of the Barons and Guilders seated one hundred apiece, and faced one another across the open marble. The Gallery of Commons sat at the head of the hall, facing the doors, and seated one hundred fifty. The latter was to be used to seat the officers of court and the traitor Silversmith, given its great command of the room. This would leave more than a few seats on the gallery empty, but there was plentiful standing room in the Great Hall to compensate. 
 
    John’s group made their way to the Gallery of Barons, which was already filling with witnesses and dignitaries. The wooden benches were layered with cushions and the like, so as to protect the delicate buttocks of the great and good of Kalrond. Many of these nodded cheerfully to John, no doubt thinking that he was about to experience a great triumph. He snorted exasperatedly. Ancestors, but they were in for a surprise. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It was not until the tenth bell that the room was filled and organized to the satisfaction of the clerks. There may have been as many as a thousand people gathered in the Great Hall, and thousands more would be lurking outside. Everyone in Kalrond wanted to be able to tell their children that they were in Alban’s Palace when the despicable traitor Thomas Silversmith was placed on trial. There was going to be quite a riot on the last day, for sure. 
 
    A gaggle of lawyers, clerks and armsmen now occupied the Gallery of Commons, while an odd-looking table had been placed up in the middle of the gallery, resting on the backs of the benches in front. One of the clerks was laying papers down on this table, and John presumed that this was where Cale would be sitting. It looked to be an uncomfortable arrangement, but then the galleries had not been designed for this sort of thing. There was no courthouse in Kalrond large enough for the purposes of this trial. Improvisation was a necessity. 
 
    At long last, the doors to the antechamber were closed, and the Clerk of the Court banged the marble floor with his staff. “Will all rise in respect for His Honour the Lord Chancellor, Rybeck Cale, Baron of White Ford,” he boomed. 
 
    It made John want to vomit his breakfast down onto those in front of him, but grimly he rose, along with the rest of the people seated on the galleries. The standing mass could not rise higher, but they bowed their heads like respectful little sheep. And then he came in, the arch-traitor himself, clad in the black furred robes of his office, the golden chain of the Privy Council hanging around his neck. Cale wore a lawyer’s cap upon his head, though as far as John knew he was no lawyer.  
 
    It was the first time John had seen him since that fateful night in the tavern in Southshore. He looked tired, no doubt from plotting all of his wickedness, though royal courtiers always seemed tired and older than their true years. At his back was the dog-knight Imbert Brays, who had accompanied him to the tavern, and a female knight. It took a few seconds more than it should have for John to recognize her.  
 
    All three of his sisters had evaded him during his disgrace, and had continued to do so even after his return. Some might have taken their twin’s abandonment as being the greater crime. But though John and Emma were twins, they had never been close. He wondered coldly whether she was involved in this treason too. If she had been, then he would have hanged her if he could…no matter that they had once shared a womb. 
 
    Cale sat down behind the table, his knights to either side. “The court will be seated,” he said, his voice oily with guilt and corruption. John briefly considered running out and gutting him where he sat. It would certainly bring the treason to a swift close. Emma and Brays would likely thwart him though, so he remained seated and silent. “Clerk of the Court,” Cale intoned. “Bring forth the accused.” 
 
    The clerk banged his staff again, and Thomas Silversmith was brought in from behind the Gallery of Commons, following the same route Cale had. Silversmith did not look all that happy, but he did not look all that worried either. He actually looked quite healthy. John hissed. The fools at the garrison had clearly been feeding him, and from the looks of it he had not even been beaten. So much for the vaunted loyalty of the regent’s soldiers. 
 
    Silversmith was led in his chains by the constables to the foot of the gallery, and then seated there, the guards retreating to an appropriate distance. His arrival had caused quite a stir amongst the spectators; there was much gasping and shaking of heads. “Identify the accused,” Cale said, not even sparing the traitor a look. John snorted with light derision. 
 
    “The accused is Thomas Silversmith of Kalrond, Your Honour. Guildsman and Member of Parliament,” the Clerk of the Court replied. 
 
    “And what is his crime?” 
 
    “High Treason, Your Honour. To whit, conspiring to effect the murder of Anneka of the House of Toran, Regent of Kalland.” 
 
    There was a ridiculous amount of gasping and shouting at that declaration, as though anyone who had waited in line to watch the trial did not already know what was going on. The Clerk of the Court banged his staff repeatedly, calling for silence. When he had it, Cale continued with his inane questions, and the Clerk with his tedious answers. “Who is the accused’s appointed Prosecutor?”  
 
    “Master William Riding, Your Honour, of the Kingshill Brotherhood of Lawyers.” Riding rose from his seat at Cale’s right and bowed. 
 
    “And his chosen Defender?” 
 
    “Master Edith Wade, of the Alban’s Brotherhood of Lawyers, Your Honour.” Wade, seated to Cale’s left, echoed her opponent’s gestures of respect to the Lord Chancellor.  
 
    “Very well,” Cale said, with a nod to both lawyers. “Clerk of the Court, you may be seated.” 
 
    The man banged his staff one final time, and sat down. Cale leaned forward, seeming to catch the gaze of everyone gathered. “Under the eyes of the ancestors, on the authority of the Crown, I am charged to determine the innocence or guilt of this man, Thomas Silversmith of Kalrond, accused of the crime of High Treason. I will hear in a moment the words of the Master Prosecutor and Master Defender as they make their opening statements. Then, beginning with the Master Prosecutor, evidence will be presented and witnesses will be called to give testimony.” Cale paused, his gaze passing sternly across the Great Hall. “Make no mistake,” he said, “the crime of which this man is accused is a most heinous one, and this is a trial of the deepest gravity. Those who have come to watch justice at work are to be reminded that no disturbances, interruptions or menaces, whether vocal or physical, are permitted. Any who think to breach these proscriptions will be removed from this court to the Greyhall, where they will reside until the trial is concluded. Am I understood?” 
 
    There was a great chorus of “Yes, Your Honour,” and Cale nodded, satisfied. “Very good. Master Prosecutor Riding, if you are ready….” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    John had thought William Riding to be a muzzled old fool, but once out on the marble of the Great Hall, he was a lion against Silversmith. His opening statement was brisk and elegant, denouncing the merchant as the greatest of all traitors, as a man with all the goodness of a Kurenni battlemage and the loyalty of a Renish prostitute. It may have been the greatest speech of the old lawyer’s life. A pity then, that the judge hearing it was also a traitor.  
 
    Riding glossed over the flaws in their case, for they would certainly come out in the evidence section. His strategy, John knew, was to take advantage of the public nature of this trial, to whip up the crowd sufficiently that the lack of evidence or motive became irrelevant; to force the judge to declare Silversmith guilty, or risk being torn apart by a mob, and with any other judge, it would probably have worked. But if Cale condemned Silversmith to die, the merchant would likely turn against his master, and thus Cale was always going to free him. Still, Riding fought. 
 
    Wade’s speech was more measured. She spoke of Silversmith’s noted loyalty to the Crown, his service in Parliament. He was a man of station, a station supported by the House of Toran. Why then would he plot to murder one of them?  
 
    And then came the presentation of evidence, and it was at this point that everything turned to shit. Riding produced the Treviso Masterwork pistol that Barying had used, which Silversmith identified as his own. Cook and Potts were called as witnesses, testifying as to what the assassin had said prior to his unfortunate death. And that was that, as far as it went for the prosecution. Riding certainly had the crowd, keeping them enthralled and horrified as he spoke at length on the manifest guilt of Thomas Silversmith. But that could only last as long as the old lawyer spoke, and he could not speak forever. The crowd was furious by the time Riding sat down, but then Wade stepped out onto the marble, and she did not look worried.  
 
    “Master Defender,” Cale said, “present your evidence to the court.” 
 
    “Defence has no evidence to present, Your Honour,” she replied, to the shock and surprise of all. “Defence will call a witness.”  
 
    Cale regarded her with narrowed eyes, but nodded. Wade turned away, smiling nastily. “Master Defender calls as witness Sir John Gallen, High Constable of the City of Kalrond,” she declared. 
 
    There was such a murmur of surprise that the Clerk of the Court was forced to rise from his seat and bang his staff against the floor, screaming for order. John made his way down to the marble, confused beyond belief. In what possible way could he serve as a witness for Silversmith’s defence? Riding had not even called him as witness for the Prosecution.  
 
    The Defender’s tactic was clearly flawed, and from the babble John could tell he was not the only one who thought so. Riding was actually laughing, clearly thinking that this was some kind of joke. Wade was smiling, and that made John suspicious. The cunning bitch had some mischief afoot.  
 
    The Clerk of the Court called out to John. “Witness will identify himself.”  
 
    John rolled his eyes. “Sir John Gallen of Tourmaline Bay, High Constable of the City of Kalrond,” he said peevishly.  
 
    The clerk sat back down, indicating that Wade could begin her questions. Unlike Riding, who had paced the marble, waving his hands around like a demagogue, Wade remained standing at the side of her client. Silversmith was actually smirking at him, John noted. Bastard. 
 
    “Sir John,” Wade began. “As High Constable, you have been in charge of the investigation into the attempt on the regent’s life from the very beginning, is that correct?” 
 
    He nodded. “Since that very day,” he replied. 
 
    Wade smiled thankfully. “You were in fact appointed High Constable for the express purpose of investigating the attack, is that not correct?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “That is correct,” he replied grudgingly. There was no use in keeping this secret now, he supposed, though Wade’s questions confused him. He was not the one on trial here. 
 
    Indeed, Riding had already leapt up. “Your Honour,” he said plaintively to Cale, “how is this relevant to the guilt or innocence of the accused?” 
 
    The Lord Chancellor looked to Wade, one eyebrow raised. The young lawyer smiled sweetly. “As head of the investigation, most of the evidence was collected by Sir John Gallen. His actions and motivations are relevant in that they led to the accusation against my client.”  
 
    “I will allow it,” Cale said, nodding firmly. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honour.” Wade smiled down at John again. “Sir John, by whom were you appointed High Constable?” 
 
    “By the Privy Council, on the authority of the regent,” he replied smartly.  
 
    “And do you have much experience in investigating criminal or treasonous acts?” she asked. 
 
    He clenched his jaw. “No, I do not.” 
 
    “Why then were you appointed to this position, with such a task in mind?” 
 
    The urge to punch her in the face was overwhelming, but John fought it down. “I cannot speak to the motivations of the Privy Council,” he replied. 
 
    She laughed airily. “I suppose that is true, yes. Tell me then, Sir John, what posting did you hold before you were appointed High Constable?” 
 
    “I was a Knight of the Household, serving in the personal company of the king.” He was waiting for Riding to jump up again, to protest Wade’s bizarre line of questioning, but instead the old lawyer seemed to have collapsed in on himself, clutching his head as though he had been struck. John did not know why, until Wade opened her mouth to speak. 
 
    “But according to the records of the Household Company,” she said, “you were dismissed nine months before the assassination attempt. Is that not correct?” 
 
    He flapped his mouth helplessly. Oh, you bitch. He realized now where she was going with all these little questions. She was playing the same game as Riding, but instead of trying to enhance Silversmith’s reputation, she was trying to attack John’s own.  
 
    “And why were you dismissed from the Household Company, Sir John?” she asked. 
 
    He clenched his fists. “I killed a man in a duel,” he replied, and as before, the crowd gasped and muttered. He wanted to turn around and scream at them. He did not know why it bothered him so. Silversmith would be released no matter what was said today, not matter what was done to him personally. But he had imagined that he might leave this trial with some honour remaining to him. 
 
    Wade smiled indulgently. “But surely, to kill a man in a lawful duel is no crime.” 
 
    He glared at her banefully. “It was not a lawful duel.” 
 
    “Ah. I see,” Wade said with a crooked smile. “So, in essence, what you are saying is that you murdered this man.” 
 
    Cue more gasping and general shock from the cattle. “That is one interpretation,” he conceded. Never mind that Marko Uskaryn spoke slanders against the king, never mind that he served the king’s most bitter political enemy, or that he had been in fact a cunt of grand proportions. 
 
    Wade’s expression was now stern. “Sir John, I find it difficult to see any other interpretation.” 
 
    “It is not my concern that you lack sufficient wit to do so,” he replied haughtily, starting a desperate and far too late campaign to combat her. It drew a few chuckles, but nothing more, and the Clerk of the Court banged his staff against the marble. 
 
    “Witness will answer questions, not offer his opinions on the officers of the court,” he declared. 
 
    “My apologies,” John grated. 
 
    “Are we to believe then,” said Wade, ignoring the interruption, “that of all the people in this city, the Privy Council chose you to investigate a conspiracy to assassinate a member of the royal house? You, Sir John Gallen, by all accounts a drunkard, by law a murderer, by decency a disgrace?” She chuckled grimly. “I think not. Far more likely your appointment was intended to be a hollow one, to give the impression that some investigation was underway.” 
 
    John spluttered. That was not how it happened!  
 
    “Because the truth is, Sir John,” Wade continued, her voice rising to a shout, “that there is no conspiracy at all!”  
 
    The young lawyer’s words thrust the hall into pandemonium. Half the people seated jumped up, screaming and gasping in shock. The crowd standing on the marble was no less exuberant in their expressions of dismay. It was difficult to distinguish what was being shouted over the din, but then John no longer cared for the audience. He rushed towards the lawyer, furiously intent on beating the lies out of her, and only stopped when his own constables blocked his path. He glared at them. Traitors; they were all traitors. 
 
    The Clerk of the Court was banging his staff so hard that John thought the marble floor might crack. It did not seem likely that the mayhem would ever end, but then Rybeck Cale rose from his seat, screaming like the blacksmith’s son he was. 
 
    “SILENCE!” 
 
    So shocked were they all that the disturbance ended then and there, with not so much as an echo remaining. John had never seen a thousand people looking collectively sheepish, and for a moment even he was cowed.  
 
    “Was I not understood before?” Cale demanded. “No disturbances!” The Lord Chancellor turned his hard gaze next to Master Wade. “Master Defender,” he said icily, “you will explain your accusation in short order, else I will have you removed from this court for rabble-rousing.” 
 
    The lawyer bobbed her head respectfully. She did not look in the slightest bit chastened. “Of course, Your Honour.”  
 
    John did not buy into Cale’s hostility to the young lawyer; in fact, given Wade’s line of attack, he was almost certain that the Master Defender was one of the Lord Chancellor’s creatures. 
 
    “It is clear,” Wade said firmly, but with much less flourish, “that Sir John Gallen has concocted this entire conspiracy in a perfidious attempt to restore his own spent honour. Given an opportunity to hold ceremonial office by the generous auspices of the Privy Council, he has abused that office to empower himself at the expense of my client.” 
 
    John could hold his peace no longer. “You are a damn liar, woman,” he thundered, “and your client is a traitor! Was it not his pistol that was used by the assassin to attack our beloved regent?” 
 
    “A weapon that was stolen from his home!” Wade retorted. “Your own constables have confirmed this!” 
 
    “Ah yes,” John replied, a hateful grin on his face. “How convenient. Master Wade, anyone may claim a thing stolen, but that does not make it true. I say that Master Silversmith hired the thieves who robbed his house, and can you prove otherwise?”  
 
    Wade smiled at him, but there was just a hint of annoyance in her eyes. The spectators were silent, fearing more thunderous rebuke from the Lord Chancellor, but John could feel them shifting. “Sir John,” she said, “I am told that you own a Treviso Masterwork. Is that true?” 
 
    He nodded. “That is so. It was because of my knowledge of such weapons that I was able to identify the traitor!” he said, jabbing a finger at Silversmith. The merchant flinched, despite the distance between them, and John smiled.  
 
    Wade stepped in front of her client, pointing her own finger at John. “And where, may I ask, is your pistol? Can you present it to the court?” 
 
    John’s face fell. He did not know how Wade had learned that he could not, but she would not be asking if she did not know. His eyes met those of his sister. Emma stared back at him, cold as ice. His lips curled. Was it you, sister? “I cannot,” he admitted.  
 
    “And why not?” demanded Wade sharply. 
 
    “Because when I was banished from court,” he spat, “my possessions were confiscated. I do not know what has become of most of them, including the Treviso Masterwork.” 
 
    Wade threw up her arms, as though frustrated. “So you too have a missing pistol, identical to the one my client has lost. How can you be sure that the pistol Edmund Barying used was my client’s and not your own?” 
 
    Riding leapt up for the first time since Wade’s line of questioning had been permitted. “Your Honour,” he called, “we are not here to try Sir John Gallen!” 
 
    Cale nodded. “Does your client now deny ownership of the weapon, Master Defender?” he asked. 
 
    Wade smiled easily. “He does not, Your Honour. I am merely pointing out that Sir John Gallen’s investigation was not at all thorough.” She stepped down from the benches, out onto the marble floor. The constables moved in close, keeping their eyes on John. They at least had the good grace to appear apologetic. The lawyer raised her hand. “The only evidence that the High Constable has managed to gather in over two months of investigation is a pistol, proven to be stolen, and the mindless ramblings of an insane assassin. Because that is the truth of the matter. Edmund Barying was insane, and my client is nothing more than a tool in John Gallen’s campaign of self-aggrandizement. Thomas Silversmith is no traitor. There is no conspiracy!” Wade’s expression became soft, plaintive. She pointed to Silversmith, who was now playing the broken man. “His torment has gone on long enough. He has been starved, he has been beaten and tortured, and all of this through the cruelty and malevolence of Sir John Gallen.” She turned away, waving a hand dismissively at John. “Master Defender dismisses witness.” 
 
    John stood there for a moment, shaking with quiet anger. To profess Silversmith innocent was one thing, but to claim that the conspiracy against the regent was invented…that was madness. He glanced at Cale, sat high up on the benches, an impassive expression on his face, and knew that he should denounce the man here, in front of everyone. But he knew as well that it would do no good. Even if the mob were to side with him and tear Cale limb from limb, in the aftermath he would likely be in deep trouble with the regent, and the council. They would say that accusing Cale was a last-ditch attempt to save his own reputation.  
 
    And so like a whipped dog he returned to his seat, with the muttering of the cattle at his back. He could not meet the gazes of those seated around him. They had regarded him as a conquering hero at the beginning of the trial; he did not want to know what their eyes spoke of now. 
 
    “Has Defence anything further to present?” asked Cale. 
 
    “No, Your Honour,” Wade replied smugly. “Defence rests.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Lord Chancellor said. In a louder voice he addressed the court at large. “After seeing the evidence placed forth by the Master Prosecutor, and hearing the arguments made by the Master Defender, I am inclined to agree with Defence.” John rolled his eyes. “However,” Cale continued, to an outbreak of murmuring, “as I said when we began, this is a matter of great seriousness, and I will not deliberate on just a few hours of argument. Therefore, I declare that this court shall be held in recess, while Master Prosecutor and Master Defender clarify their arguments, and further study their evidence. We will resume at the ninth bell on the morning of the twenty-sixth of Flowers. Court is recessed.” 
 
    This was not how John had expected the day to end, and judging from the hubbub, he was not the only one. Master Wade in particular looked furious; she was engaged in fierce conversation across the benches with the Lord Chancellor. Master Riding did not look happy either, no doubt because he knew that no clarification would make their arguments more solid. But Silversmith… 
 
    The traitor met John’s eye with a smile, and nodded in the direction of the Lord Chancellor. They stared at each other for a few moments, traitor and High Constable, and then Silversmith winked. That he was taunting John was obvious. That he was making clear his association with Cale was plain to see. That this was planned humiliation, and that the recess was nothing but gloating on behalf of the arch-traitor was abundantly clear.  
 
    But what could be done about it? Cale had made his first mistake, allowing John time to conduct his own work. Any fool knew that when an enemy was down, one finished him. Those that stepped back to laugh invariably fell themselves. But how was John to press this advantage? 
 
    As John watched, Cale finished his discussion with Master Wade, somewhat abruptly, judging by the expression on the young lawyer’s face. As the presiding judge made his way out through the back chambers, the Clerk of the Court banged his staff on the floor, calling for order.  
 
    “Let it be noted,” he cried imperiously, “that as it will likely be the last day of trial, when we return from recess on the day after tomorrow, the regent will be in attendance.” 
 
    There was great cheering and clapping at this pronouncement, and the clerk had to make further use of his staff. “Please note that any citizen found in possession of a weapon in the vicinity of the Palace of Alban while the regent is present will find themselves enjoying a long sojourn on Tyrn’s Isle. There will be no exceptions!” he added sternly, glaring at those gathered.  
 
    John leaned back into the bench, stroking his chin. So, she really would be there for the last day. The regent herself, what a spectacle that was going to be… 
 
    Slowly, an idea began to take shape in his mind. It was inaccurate to say that there were no options left to him. There had always been one more thing that he could try. He had shied away from it, for there were many reasons not to make the attempt. It would be difficult, in terms of acquiring the authority. If it turned out to be fruitless, it would serve only to lay more wood on his pyre.  Also, in the back of his mind there had always been the slightest of doubts, a small part of him that wondered whether Giguere and Sir Robert and all the others were right, that Cale was not a traitor at all. But Silversmith had as good as confirmed it. The regent would be in attendance. And maybe, just maybe, as Cale had been foolish enough to give John time, he might just be foolish enough to have made other mistakes as well.  
 
    John smiled to himself. With luck, and perseverance, there would indeed be a spectacle come the end of the recess. Just not the one everyone was expecting. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Gunmaker 
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as Garnier was concerned, Quiberon was not a place of particular interest. It was a small town of fishermen and smugglers, no different to any of the dozens of other small towns clustered along the coast of the Free Marches. Though settled for the most part by Tyrans, the Marches had been for many years independent of any of the warring Tyran States, serving instead as a buffer between them and the Kurenni Empire. After the ruinous cost to both sides of the last great conflict between Kurenn and Tyra, there had been no desire for further war. Neither could there be peace as long as there was a common border. The creation of the Marches allowed the two nations to ignore one another, while at the same time funding ‘independent’ campaigns within the Marches themselves.  
 
    Armies of mercenaries, bravos and bandits had supplemented the native population of peasant farmers and fisherfolk, and had turned the region into the lawless, gaping arsehole of Ankyran. No matter what was said about Freehaven, the island at least had laws and a semblance of civilization, but even the pirates who plied the south coast of the Bitter Sea were wary of sailing into a Marcher port. 
 
     Quiberon was a drab little town, all flint houses and slate roofs, with muddy streets. Admittedly they had arrived at night, but Garnier doubted that sunlight would make the place look any better. The only building of note was the lighthouse on the headland just to the east, and that was where the Gunmaker lived. 
 
    Garnier would have been happy to watch the Free Marches pass by from the deck of Fortis, but the Gunmaker lived in Quiberon, and so it was to Quiberon that they sailed, five ships with a common purpose. It was a strange little fleet that he was now admiral of. Fortis made an unlikely flagship, a squat little carrack, perfect for the Bitter Sea, true, but ungainly compared to the vessels she led. Lucky Val’s black-hulled Fickle Bitch sailed with him, of course, freshly crewed with ugly murderers. She dwarfed the carrack, and yet the Bitch was the smallest of the four Narrows vessels in the fleet.  
 
    Scapani’s White Wyrm was a little larger, and made for an interesting contrast, given that her hulls were painted stark white. Manfred had long ago given up trying to pretend not to be an albino, and had instead played upon it. His crew all wore white bandannas, and Garnier had heard that he even painted the rocks used for his catapults and ballistae white as well. Larger yet was Nepos’ Scourge, the war galley of Henri Breteuil. Pious Henry had adorned the hull of his ship with carvings and paintings of Nepos in his many guises, and the sails of her two masts all bore the twelve stars of the Tyran gods. But not even that sanctimonious vessel was a match for Vardammer. 
 
    Dirk van Loken liked to tell people that he had been exiled from the Republic with nothing but the shirt on his back to claim as his own. It was not entirely true. He left with two shirts, a sword, and the fifth-largest war galley in the Talabec fleet, though the latter he stole, at least. Vardammer was a monster, a true demon of the seas. She had three banks of oars, three masts, and cannon and ballistae beyond counting. She would have turned the Tyran galleys Gilou had commanded to matchwood, and could likely give the galleons the Kallandish were building at Eormangow a run for their money as well. 
 
    If Garnier was the intelligence of this operation, then Loken was certainly the strength. He had more fighting men on Vardammer than Garnier and Val had in their entire crews, and Loken had used this strength to turn himself into Garnier’s unofficial second-in-command. Garnier himself did not mind it. Out of the four of them, he was probably the most trustworthy. Loken knew the Gunmaker as well, which would doubtless be useful. 
 
    Garnier had decided that only Fortis would dock at Quiberon, while the others remained at sea. Loken would accompany him to make the introductions, but without his vessel. The arrival of both Fortis and Vardammer would have done nothing but scare the shit out of the locals, and Marchers were known to be aggressive when frightened. 
 
    The two captains departed Fortis with only Tom Worry for support, the cutthroat’s knives as sharp as ever. Loken had insisted that they would be safe once they made it clear to the dockmaster that their business was with the Gunmaker. And indeed, the fussy fat official that came to meet them had blanched at the mention of the infamous weapons merchant. Garnier had understood that the presence of the Gunmaker in Quiberon had provided the town with a measure of protection, and indeed wealth also, but apparently despite all of this the locals feared their mysterious benefactor. That gave him pause, for it was a rare kind of merchant that provoked fear in men and women of the Free Marches.  
 
    As they walked the muddy streets of the town, suspicious faces peering at them, Garnier began to wonder at the sense of coming to this place, and seeking this man out. Not that there was any doubt that he would do it, for he needed the blackpowder that only the Gunmaker could sell him, but perhaps greater precautions needed to be taken. The only thing that everyone who spoke of the weapons dealer agreed upon was that he was not sane, and that was a poor quality in both a trading partner, and a purveyor of explosives. But Loken had done business with him before, and said that he was a man who could be dealt with reasonably.  
 
    Garnier flashed the ugly Talabec privateer a glance as they walked up the hill towards the lighthouse. Loken wore a little smile, strange and monstrous with his ruined lips. He seemed unworried, which was encouraging, but Garnier still felt the need for some reassurance. “How many times is it that you have done business with the Gunmaker?” he asked, in a deliberately off-hand fashion.  
 
    Dirk made a clicking sound with his teeth, a sign that he was thinking. “Three or four. I am not a regular customer; he is too much of a businessman for my liking.” 
 
    Garnier nodded. “Something of a haggler then, is he?” he asked. 
 
    Loken gave a short bark of laughter. “Quite the opposite. You tell him what you need, he tells you what it costs, and you either pay him exactly that, or you leave. And he isn’t cheap, believe me. Of course, his products are the best you’ll find in the region, so no one really minds his little quirks.” He clapped Garnier on the shoulder in a convivial fashion. “I just hope that you have enough gold.” 
 
    Garnier sighed. “At least it will not be a long negotiation,” he said dolefully. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Loken chuckled. “We’ll have you back with the fleet long before Val and Henry get up to any mischief.” 
 
    That remark may have been intended to be reassuring, but instead had the opposite effect. Garnier’s frown grew ever deeper; for all was not well with Admiral Fox’s fleet of the bold.  
 
    On the surface things might seem amicable, but look beyond the camaraderie and the shows of unity, and one would see a dark knot festering at the heart of the fleet. Lucky Val and Henri Breteuil, at odds over something deep and personal. Fickle Bitch and Nepos’ Scourge sailed as far away from each other as was possible, and when in port the two crews avoided one another as though they believed the others plagueridden. When they did encounter one another, it was with hostility and posing, and though it had not yet turned into brawling, that stage seemed not to be far away. Neither captains nor crews would speak of it, however, and when Garnier had asked Scapani, the albino had blanched and held his tongue.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you’re willing to tell me what all that shit is about?” he asked, not really expecting that Loken would answer. They might all be working together, but every privateer had their secrets, and even as admiral of this fleet, Garnier had no right to learn those secrets.  
 
    To his surprise though, Loken nodded. “I know what it’s all about, certainly,” he said. “Val thinks that Henry sailed with Rogier Stern.” 
 
    Garnier gave a little chuckle of realization. Yes, that would do it. Then the reality of what Loken had just told him dawned. “Did he?” he asked sharply. 
 
    Dirk shrugged. “He could have. He’s old enough and he’s Tyran enough. There’s some old sea dog in Benvise who believed it enough to tell Val, anyway. Henry denies it, of course, but then you would, wouldn’t you? It’s Val we’re talking about.” He shrugged. “Those denials, and the fact that the bastard who told her was a drunken fool, are the only reasons Breteuil is still alive.” 
 
    Garnier processed this information. He knew about Val’s grudge of course, but he had never thought that she would still be pursuing it now. It had been so many years, and surely most of those involved were dead. Loken was right, Breteuil could have been a member of Stern’s crew, though he would barely have been older than Val herself at the time. It seemed absurd that those events were hanging over them still, decades later. “How great a problem is this going to be?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s problems, and then there’s problems,” Loken replied unhelpfully. Garnier rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You are not on the Senate floor in Talaskie, Dirk, I want no prevarication.” 
 
    Loken bobbed his head in apology. “Sorry, admiral. What I mean is that right at this moment, I don’t think that you’ve got a problem. Val’s a bit touched, true, but she’s a professional. She’ll hold her peace for as long as she’s on this job.” Loken shrugged dismissively. “And afterwards, well…we may be brethren, but I can’t say the water will miss either one of them.” 
 
    Garnier nodded. True enough. He was a little reassured, but not by much. Only a fool would wager on Val’s sense of obligation to the contract beating her rage. 
 
    “Who the fuck is Rogier Stern?” Tom Worry asked suddenly. He had been walking quietly behind them, saying nothing since they left the ship. As he so often did, Garnier had forgotten the cutthroat was even there.  
 
    Loken glanced back at Worry. “You’ve never heard of Rogier Stern?” he asked, incredulous. “Rogier the Dark Wave? The Sea-Wolf of Brion?” Worry shrugged. Loken stared back at him aghast. “Never heard of Rogier Stern; by all the Gods Below, I don’t believe it,” he declared. “The man burned Brion to the ground and made the prince eat his own liver! His name was cursed along the Narrow Sea from Ryvenna to Bourdais, and beyond.” Loken shook his head. “Don’t you know your own history, boy?” he asked, almost sorrowfully. 
 
    Worry glared back at him with a sullen look on his youthful features. “I wasn’t born a pirate,” he muttered. 
 
    Garnier laughed at that. “He has a point, Dirk.”  
 
    Loken did not look happy, but he must have conceded the point, for he began to explain. “Rogier Stern was a black-hearted bastard,” he said. “He plied the Narrows about…twenty years ago, back when the Tyrans and the knife-ears were fighting over Arq. Those were good days for the pirates, for with all the Tyran fleets down in the Axerii Sea, the Narrow Sea was left wide open. Stern made himself into a big man, had the run of the whole region.” Loken spat to one side. The Talabec was just old enough himself to be able to remember those days, and clearly, it was not a fond recollection. “Now, Lucky Val was just starting out as a freesail,” Dirk continued, “but the first ship she crewed with had the misfortune to ran afoul of the Dark Wave. He killed all the men, kept the women as pets, as was his way. Val was a favourite of his, passed her all around the crew.” He shook his head. “Don’t know if she’s the way she is now because of that, or whether she was always crazy, but it likely didn’t help either way.” 
 
    Garnier picked up the story here. Val had told it to him herself, years ago, when they first met. She told him, and the others they were trapped with on that bloody boat, so that they wouldn’t get any funny ideas. “After a month or so of that,” he explained, “she escaped, though not before feeding Rogier the Dark Wave his own cock and balls. Since then, she’s spent all her free time hunting down every man and woman that ever sailed with Rogier Stern.” He frowned. “Even the ones that didn’t touch her.” 
 
    “Always kills them the same way,” Loken said with a wince. “She feeds them their parts while they bleed to death.” 
 
    Worry did not look as alarmed as one might expect. Then again, Garnier thought, the lad had heard enough stories of Val’s deeds that this one likely did not turn his stomach. Worry had been against her joining the fleet from the start.  
 
    They passed through the town in silence for a time, and then the young cutthroat piped up again. “How does she feed the women their parts?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Garnier and Loken exchanged quick glances. “Lad,” replied the Talabec with a shudder, “there’s some parts of our history that you don’t want to know.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The lighthouse at Quiberon had once been a simple affair, but since the Gunmaker had taken up residence there, it had been expanded. The old square flint tower now lay at the heart of a compound of buildings that sprawled across the headland; it was a small village unto itself, really. There were a dozen stone blockhouses scattered around, which Loken said were the barracks for the Gunmaker’s army of workers. A huge barn lay at the centre of the complex, next to the lighthouse, and no doubt served as a warehouse for the weapon merchant’s products. In between the blockhouses were smaller structures, flimsy wooden shacks in truth. These, Garnier was told, were the factories in which the blackpowder was created.  
 
    He had thought it strange initially, that these workshops were so poorly constructed. When he thought about it though, he realized that they were so by design. No matter the skill of master and workers, blackpowder was a volatile substance, and accidents occurred. Why build in stone, when the place exploded so frequently? Better to build something that could be quickly and easily replaced. 
 
    There were other strange things about the Gunmaker’s compound, however, and these were not so easy to explain away. The compound was large, and obviously contained not only great quantities of blackpowder, but also the money the Gunmaker had made from selling his wares. It had to serve as a tempting target for the hordes of bandits that roamed the lawless Free Marches, and yet there were no walls surrounding the compound; there was not even a ditch. Garnier saw no guards either, not so much as a single nightwatchman. It seemed implausible that a man who was in possession of so much that others might want would leave his home so open and defenseless.  
 
    He asked Loken about it, but the Talabec simply shrugged. “You will see when we get inside,” was all he would say on the matter. 
 
    The lighthouse itself was where the merchant lived, and it was to here that they headed once within the loose precincts of the compound. There were few lights to be seen anywhere, and there were no people moving around. It was late, true, but the town below had still been swarming at this hour. The Gunmaker was always open for business, Loken said. He did not mind being awakened if there was gold on offer.  
 
    Indeed, the Talabec had barely removed his knuckles from the lighthouse door when it opened, revealing a young girl, no more than ten or eleven years old, her face smudged black with soot. She regarded them suspiciously, and Garnier actually found himself wilting under her steely grey eyes. 
 
    “What do you want, then?” she demanded. 
 
    “Dirk van Loken, to see the Gunmaker,” the Talabec said quickly, and after staring at him for a few moments, the child nodded, satisfied.  
 
    “I’ll go get him,” she said, and darted off quick as an arrow. Garnier actually felt relieved to see her gone. He had never seen such a look of force and disdain from someone without pointed ears. 
 
    “He has haughty servants, this Gunmaker,” he said with a forced chuckle. 
 
    “She’s not a servant, she’s his daughter,” Loken replied. “Haven’t been here in three years, but she’s not changed, the little wolf. He’s training her up to be his apprentice, last I heard.” 
 
    Moments later there was a joyous shout from inside the building, and Garnier turned, startled, to see a comical figure striding towards them, his arms flung outwards. He was very tall and very thin, with spindly limbs. His skin was tanned by the Tyran sun, but leathery and wrinkled also. He was far older than the age of his daughter had led Garnier to imagine. A bushy white beard covered half of his face; the other half was stubbled, with signs of recent burning. He wore a patchwork robe of grey and green cloth, stained and burned. His eyes were grey, like his daughter’s, but where hers were steely and cold, his were alive with a bright fire…the fire of madness, if the tales were true. Garnier shook his head at the sight. People did not often look like what they were, but this man took his name seriously. 
 
    “Dirk van Loken, my old friend,” said the Gunmaker, just as he enveloped the Talabec in a warm embrace.  
 
    Loken returned it gingerly, patting the old man on the back. “Gunmaker,” he replied, “much water has passed under the bows since last we met.” 
 
    The Gunmaker broke the embrace, smiling broadly. “Quite so, Dirk, quite so.” His eyes flickered to Garnier and Worry, and for a moment the privateer thought he saw a calculating look reclaim those grey orbs from madness. If he had seen it though, it lasted only for a second, and then the Gunmaker was charging down upon them, one spidery hand extended in a gesture of greeting. “And who are your friends, Dirk?” he asked warmly. 
 
    “My employer, Garnier Fox, and his man Tom Worry,” the Talabec replied, and the Gunmaker’s eyes lit up with joy. 
 
    “Fox, and Worry? Oh, but those are Kallandish names, are they not?” Garnier nodded warily, and the Gunmaker clapped his hands happily. “How splendid!” he gushed, “I do so rarely get to talk with my fellow Kallandishmen anymore.” He took their hands in turn and shook them fiercely. “It is truly a delight to meet you both, sirs.” 
 
    Loken was grinning at them, obviously enjoying their surprise at meeting the infamous Gunmaker. He was not at all what Garnier had expected. Mad, yes, but he had expected the renegade to be less…hospitable. He spoke more like a harmless old nobleman than an exiled weapons dealer. Garnier had no doubt that it was affectation to a certain extent, but still, he altered his manner to suit speaking to a more respectable individual. 
 
    “Tell me, boys,” said the Gunmaker, switching his speech flawlessly from Tyran to Kallandish, “have you spent any time in Kalrond of late?” 
 
    Garnier smiled. “We have not long come from there, sir.” 
 
    “Oh, how splendid! Tell me truly, dear fellows, does she thrive? Does our great city thrive? Oh, do tell me that she does!” 
 
    “Kalrond bustles as never before,” Garnier replied. “The greatest city in the world, as ever.” 
 
    “Wonderful, truly wonderful,” the old man said, wiping what looked to be a genuine tear from his eye. “You cannot know how much hearing that means to me.” Shaking his leonine head, the Gunmaker switched back to the Tyran tongue, likely for Loken’s benefit. “But you fine gentleman are not here to indulge an old exile’s remembrances. Come, enter. We have business to discuss.” 
 
    With a raised eyebrow directed at Loken, Garnier followed the Gunmaker into his home. He had seen a little of it through the open door, and what he now saw did not improve his opinion. The Gunmaker was a rich man, if the size of his compound was anything to go by, but that wealth was not on display in his quarters.   
 
    The ground floor of the lighthouse was obviously the main room, with a roaring fire, a great wooden table and what looked to be a kitchen lurking behind a door on the far side, but that was the limit of its comforts. He did not even have chairs. The table was ringed by short barrels, with more of them seeming to occupy every other free space in the room. The Gunmaker scampered about, clearing a path to the table for them, and then patting one of the barrels around it. “Please, dear friends, be seated.” 
 
    They did as he suggested. The barrels were the right height to sit at the table, but they were far from comfortable. “May I offer you some refreshment?” the old man asked. “A small ale, or wine, perhaps?” 
 
    “Ale will be fine, Gunmaker,” Garnier replied, not really interested in the man’s drink, but not wishing to seem discourteous.  
 
    The Gunmaker clapped his hands loudly. “Elizabeth,” he called, “fetch ale for myself and our guests.” 
 
    There was a clunk from the stairs to the next level, and presently the Gunmaker’s daughter appeared at the top of them. Somehow, in the last few minutes she had managed to get even more dirt on her face. “I’m experimenting,” she protested, crossing her arms in a surly fashion. Her father smiled indulgently. 
 
    “Now then Elizabeth, you may experiment at any time. Right now, we have guests.” 
 
    The girl fixed her father with a glare that could have curdled milk, which he seemed to ignore, and with a stroppy, stamping manner she descended the stairs and disappeared into the kitchen. Garnier thought he heard her mutter, “Fucking tower-licking cunts,” as she did so, though he decided that he had imagined it.  
 
    The Gunmaker sighed. “I spoil her, I am afraid, for she is my only child. Very talented with the powder, as well, perhaps even as good as me, some day.” He was staring back as though waiting for someone to confirm this, so Garnier put on his most winsome smile. 
 
    “A fine young woman,” he said. “She is a credit to you, sir.” 
 
    “Why, that is so kind of you to say,” the Gunmaker replied cheerfully. “And may I ask, what do you think of my humble home? Speak honestly now.” 
 
    There was no way Garnier was going to say anything honest about this shithole of a lighthouse, so instead he turned to his earlier points of interest. “I was surprised, I have to say, by how lightly defended you are here. One would imagine a man of your station and renown would require more protection.” 
 
    The Gunmaker smiled amiably. “Lightly defended, eh?” He chuckled, tapping the barrel he sat upon. “Take a closer look at your chair, young man.” 
 
    Garnier frowned, but he got up from the barrel and leaned over, examining it. There was nothing special about it, save for an oddly acrid stench wafting up. “Take a look inside, lad,” said the Gunmaker, and Garnier removed the lid from the vessel. What was inside should not really have surprised him, all things considered, but it did so. He jumped back with a shout. 
 
    The damn barrel was full to the brim with blackpowder. He should have recognized the smell that wafted up in an instant. His bollocks were resting upon enough blackpowder to gut this little tower. He looked around, seeing all the other barrels, dozens of them in the room; all identical to the one he sat upon. 
 
    “Are they all…” he managed, and the Gunmaker nodded and laughed. 
 
    “Every last one of them is a vessel for the powder. I have a trail of them running out to the warehouse as well. If anyone so much as looks at my compound in a manner I don’t like, I’ll blow the bloody thing up to the ancestors.” 
 
    Garnier shook his head. “Killing yourself in the process.” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “The powder is a dangerous tool in the wrong hands. Better I should die than let evil men take it. Besides,” he added brightly, “what do I care for my life? I am, after all, quite mad.” 
 
    He giggled hysterically, slapping the table in his mirth. Loken flashed Garnier a wink, which he found to be in poor form.  
 
    He could not tell whether the Gunmaker was serious in saying that he would destroy the compound, but he took the old madman’s point well. By no means did he want to sit down again, but with Loken and Worry still perched on their barrels, he could not do otherwise without losing face. 
 
    The Gunmaker was still chuckling away when his daughter returned from the kitchen, a tray of ale cups in her hands. She dumped them upon the table and stormed back up their stairs to continue with her ‘experimenting’, whatever that meant. With a father like hers, Garnier could not blame her for being surly. 
 
    When the old man’s mirth finally ran dry, he took a sip of his ale, and smiled at his guests. “So, to business then. You want powder, I assume. What for?” He must have seen Garnier’s reluctance to answer the question, for he almost immediately added, “I ask for no specifics, lad, but there are many kinds of powder, and I must know what you are about, if I am to provide you with what you need.” 
 
    That seemed reasonable enough, Garnier supposed. “I need to destroy a wall,” he said. 
 
    “Ah, blasting powder then,” the Gunmaker replied sagely. “Well, you have come to the right place, friend Fox, for as Dirk may have told you, blasting powder is my specialty. I have many batches of the stuff, including some of my own formulation.” He winked at them, peering around conspiratorially. “Some,” he whispered, “are more powerful than anything the angara have developed in many centuries of working with the powder, if you will indulge an old man’s boasting.” 
 
    The Gunmaker took a pouch from under his shabby robes and poured some of the contents into his ale. “May I offer you some powder?” he asked, his tone sincere. “It is excellent for settling the stomach.” 
 
    Garnier declined with a smile and a shake of his head. After offering the powder to Loken and Worry, who both politely refused, the Gunmaker turned back to Garnier. “So, this wall,” he said. “What is it made of, and how thick is it?” 
 
    “Red granite,” Garnier replied, “fifteen feet thick.” 
 
    The Gunmaker’s expression, which up until now had been amiable almost to the point of insensibility, suddenly hardened. His mad eyes became as piercing as those of his daughter. “Red granite?” he said. “Curious.” 
 
    “How so?” Garnier asked, a little unnerved by the sudden change in the old man’s mood. 
 
    The Gunmaker’s smile flickered back. “Oh, just that it is a rare materiel, very tough, very hard to build with. You will need my best, then. Dragonbane I call it, not that I have ever tested it on one. Not that mad.” He giggled. “Yes, Dragonbane, and a fair few barrels of it. Curious….” The old man tapped a finger to the side of his head. “I know a little bit about walls and such, for as I said, I specialize in blasting powder. Red granite is very rare, very rare indeed.” 
 
    The Gunmaker took a deep draught of ale, before flashing another grin at Garnier. “It is in fact so rare that I can only think of two places where you might find a wall of it fifteen feet thick. Now, given that I know my old friend Dirk here to be of the nautical persuasion, I think I can safely assume that you have no intention of crossing Dragon Sand and slighting the walls of the city of Bail Rayn. I have to conclude, therefore, that your target is the Bastion of Draconnar.” He clapped his hands merrily. “How splendid!” he giggled. 
 
    Garnier regarded him with utter disbelief. The man had worked all of that out from stone and thickness? Mad he might well be, but he was not simple…  
 
    Garnier moved his hand gingerly to his sword. The old man was Kallandish, and he sold a substance the Kurenni had no interest in, but that did not mean that he had no interest in the gold such knowledge would surely bring from the right ears. Knife-pointed ears. Worry was obviously thinking the same thing, for out of the corner of his eye Garnier could see the cutthroat’s hands moving to the knives at his hip. The Gunmaker must surely have been aware of the reaction his words had provoked, but he seemed unworried.  
 
    “Friends,” he cried, throwing his arms out. “Dear friends, do not be troubled. I shan’t tell a soul of your intentions. In fact, I am willing to offer you a deal. A very good deal, I think you will agree.” 
 
    Garnier watched him carefully, not moving his hand from the hilt of his blade. “What kind of deal?” he asked. 
 
    The old man took another sip of his powder-tainted ale. “For the wall in question, you would need at least eight barrels of Dragonbane, ten to be on the safe side. That would cost you ten thousand gold towers…and judging by the look on your face, you have not the coin.” 
 
    Garnier was caught in the act of wincing. Not even close. One measly barrel he could buy, with what was left of the gold that Cale gave him. “Then what do you propose, Gunmaker?” he asked. 
 
    “A collaboration, young man. You take me with you, allow me to supervise the sabotage, and I will give you my expertise, and as much powder as you require, for no cost at all.” 
 
    It was an unbelievably generous offer, possibly the best deal Garnier had ever heard in his entire life. And what was more, it made not the slightest bit of sense.  
 
    “Why would you do such a thing?” he asked, looking to Loken for some kind of support or advice. The Talabec shrugged, looking as mystified as he did. Obviously the Gunmaker was not given to making this kind of deal normally. 
 
    The old man sighed, a long, sad outpouring of breath and emotion. “I have done well for myself, here in Quiberon,” he said. “I have made friends of bandits, pirates, mercenaries and even a few princes. But this wretched buying and selling of powder is not what I was born to do!” He banged the table hard. “I am a visionary,” he declared, with no hint of humour or humility. “Those fools at the guild in Kalrond see the powder only as a weapon with which to take lives, but I see all that can be done with it. With control of the powder, we could clear entire forests, uproot mountains, delve deeper into the earth than ever before. We could make this world truly ours!” The Gunmaker frowned. “I tried to realise this dream back home, but they expelled me, calling me a fool. The guild will not hear me, but I know that my vision could still be realized, if it were made known to the right people.”  
 
    Those grey eyes were full of cold clarity. Glancing at Loken, Garnier switched to Kallandish, knowing that the Talabec could not understand. “People who wear shiny golden hats, perhaps? Who enjoy tall stone buildings?” 
 
    The Gunmaker nodded, a wolfish smile on his face. “You have it exact, young man.” 
 
    Garnier relaxed his grip on his sword, motioning for Worry to follow suit. “Could be I know such people,” he said, speaking again in Tyran, “but what makes you think they would listen any harder than your guild did?” 
 
    “I am not naïve, friend Fox,” the Gunmaker said. “I understand that these people see only the martial aspects of the powder. But I know that if I can just get their attention, they will hear me. And what better way,” he added with a grin, “to attract the attention of your friends, than by destroying the symbol of Kurenni power on the Bitter Sea.” 
 
    Garnier nodded in agreement. “What better way indeed?” he said, though he did not mean it. The poor old fool saw a lot, but not enough. The Crown would not touch him with an oar after such an escapade. Far more likely they would dump him in the harbour, and hope the knife-ears never found out. But that was a very long way from being Garnier’s problem. He stuck out his hand. “Gunmaker, I am astonished by your generosity. I accept your offer. We shall be very good friends indeed.” The old man took the proffered hand, and they shook firmly.  
 
    “Well then, you have your powder. I will begin loading it in the morning, and then I suppose we will be on our way.” 
 
    Garnier nodded. “Good to hear. Well, friend, we shall let you rest for now.” 
 
    All four of them rose, Loken in particular looking confused at the way things had turned. The Gunmaker engulfed the three privateers in hugs, and then they turned to the door. As they departed, a thought occurred to Garnier. 
 
    “Gunmaker,” he asked, “are you not concerned that your compound will be targeted if you are not here to defend it?” 
 
    He laughed. “Great ancestors, no. Elizabeth will remain to defend it. All know that she is of my blood, and that she likely carries the same madness.” He shook his head wistfully. “It has not yet shown itself, but I live in hope. One must always have hope, for one’s children.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Siege Engines 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can a Knight of the Household marry?” Matilde asked, her hand idly playing amongst the hairs of Richard’s chest. He sighed. And the morning had been going so well up until now. 
 
    “Not normally,” he replied, “though special dispensation may be granted if the knight or their lover is the sole heir of their house.”  
 
    He had no doubt that she knew that already. The tales were littered with stories of the forlorn loves of Knights of the Household, love torn apart by duty. It was absurd, really. There had never been anything preventing the knights in those stories from simply leaving the company. Knights of the Household could resign any time they liked. They would fight in a special Proving, lose with dignity and honour, and then walk away, free as a bird.  
 
    No, she was not really asking whether Knights of the Household could marry. She was asking whether this Knight of the Household would marry. 
 
    “I am my brother’s heir,” she said silkily, planting a kiss on his shoulder, her hand running down across his belly. He felt himself hardening, but there were words that needed to be said. He took his own hand and lightly pulled hers away from its destination.  
 
    “But not his sole heir, Matilde,” he said. “You have a younger sister, yes?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “It is something to think about, at least,” she said, “for afterwards.” Her words were carefully chosen to sound off-hand, as though she did not really care whether he wanted to marry her or not, but he knew it for a lie. That was not even the worst part. 
 
    “There is no afterwards,“ he said, trying to put it as kindly as it possibly could be. “This is where we die.” 
 
    She pushed herself up onto one elbow, fixing him with a fierce and piercing stare. “I do not believe that,” she said insistently. “You will think of something, Richard, something clever, or the queen…” 
 
    He threw himself from the bed, unable to believe what he was hearing. “The queen,” he said, more harshly than he had intended, “is sitting on her arse in Thorn like a dutiful wife, for the first time in her entire life. Her husband is even further away, nobly crushing his own rebellious subjects, and Count Sune has this castle locked up so tight that Alvise Alfredsson himself could not wriggle his way out of it. Sune’s siege engines are days away from completion. Days, Matilde! And once they are completed, there will be nothing to stop him from tearing these great walls apart stone by stone.” He shook his head. “I am sorry, but this is where we die.” 
 
    He heard a rustle of bedclothes behind him, and turned to see Matilde now leaving the bed, wrapping the sheets around herself, more for warmth than for concealment herself. It was still bastard cold here of a morning, even with summer creeping up. “I do not believe that,” she repeated firmly.  
 
    Richard threw up his arms, utterly exasperated. “Ancestors’ grace, Matilde, why the fuck not?” 
 
    She walked up to him, her eyes gentle but bright. “Because I love you, Richard.” He opened his mouth to make some protestation, but she raised a hand. “Let me speak,” she said. “I know that you think I am a child in this regard, and perhaps I am, but I am not a fool. Regardless of whether you love me, I love you, and because I love you, I have faith in you.” 
 
    She took his hands in her own and held them firmly, meeting his gaze with those blue eyes, full of love and hope and other bright insanities. “You are a hero, Richard,” she said. “You captured Thorn and Hohenfels, both with but a handful of soldiers. You have held this castle for weeks against an enemy that outnumbers us fifty-fold. And you will lead us out of it.” 
 
    He could not decide whether to slap sense into her or kiss her, or even both. He did not know what had led her to these conclusions. “Matilde, there are no heroes,” he said. “There are the lucky, and the clever, and the brave, and for a while any of those three may see success. But luck runs out, Matilde, courage fails, and there is always someone cleverer. We can seek honour and glory, and think that we find it, but it is all vanity. Life is not like the tales. I wish it were, but it is not.” 
 
    Matilde smiled, reaching up with one hand to caress his face. “You say that, and perhaps you even believe it, but you are wrong. You will see.” 
 
    She released him then, going to the pile of her clothes at the foot of the bed and starting to dress. He shook his head as he watched her. Perhaps she was right, perhaps there was help coming. Perhaps someone would think of something. The only thing he was certain of was that he could not see a way out. He supposed that they could run; descend the cliffs at night, or sneak through the broken sally port, and try to escape.  
 
    Where they would go was the main problem. The way south was blocked by Sune’s army, and heading north would take them not only away from their own territory, but likely lead them straight into Alexander’s army. They might try to sneak past Sune, but with the garrison gone the castle folk would throw open the gates, and then the count would know to search for them. And even if somehow they managed to escape Sune’s reach, as soon as they reached the south Astrid would put all their heads on spikes for giving up Hohenfels. 
 
    Flight was not the answer, but defense seemed impossible. The best he could hope for was that some of his company managed to survive the eventual battle as Sune’s prisoners. He had already made plans to save Matilde. Grimbold was going to knock her out and lock her in a room with Melara, and hopefully the Lady of Hohenfels would honour the boon Richard had asked of her on the day Yngvard and Kendal died. Matilde would be furious, no doubt, but she would live, for a while longer than he would, at any rate. And maybe one day she would return home, and find a man who truly loved her, as she deserved to. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    He did not see much of Matilde the rest of that day. The times that he did see her, she was as affectionate and welcoming as ever, but there was something going on behind her eyes, something distant. She was trying to figure a way out, and he wished her luck with it. He was long past caring about who took the glory for such triumphs. 
 
    Around the ninth bell at night, or what they presumed to be the ninth bell, for timekeeping was difficult in a land that saw so little sun, he was doing the rounds on the south wall with Grimbold. There had not been an attack in weeks, but the garrison seemed to take heart from seeing their commanders so alert, and so they had maintained the habit. The soldiers were in good spirits, all things considered. Sometimes he wondered whether they were possessed of the same madness that afflicted Matilde. Often hope was a good thing, steeling men for the fight ahead, but sometimes it was a poison that sapped their morale when realization finally dawned. He would never say that openly, of course. He doubted that they would hear him, even if he did. 
 
    They had paused above the gate to speak with some of the sentries when a great shouting erupted from the other end of the yard. Looking down he saw a strange figure making its way across from the keep, hopping and skipping at great speed. “Sir Richard,” it was shouting, and it took a few moments for him to recognize the fellow.  
 
    Cedric Durne was his name, and he was an armsman from Matilde’s detachment of crossbows. Richard now remembered that Durne’s peculiar gait derived from a wound to the leg he had taken in the early days of the assault phase, a lucky shot by a Sverker marksman. Bereft of skilled physicians in the castle, the wound had healed wrong, and Durne had been left with quite a limp, which when moving at speed made him move as he did now, almost like a court fool dancing. Though he could still hold a bow, his fighting days were near over. Richard had assigned him to guard the armoury.  
 
    “Armsman Durne!” Richard called down, already moving with Grimbold towards the steps. “Why have you left your post?”  
 
    Durne stopped dead, and his face, which was already fixed in a grimace of pain and panic, grew even more alarmed, as though he had not considered the fact that coming here meant leaving his guard. “Apologies, Sir Richard,” he blurted, “but I had to come, on the captain’s orders. Gedda the huskarl is still at the armoury though, sir, it is secure.” 
 
    Richard stopped, halfway down the stairs. “The captain’s orders?” he asked, knowing that there was only one captain left in Hohenfels. “What orders? Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s gone, sir,” Durne replied. “Gone with some of the boys from the detachment, and Tobias. They went through the tunnel.” 
 
    A chill began to rise up his spine, and a dark hand took hold of his heart. She had not deserted, this he knew. She would never do such a thing, and nor would her armsmen go with her if she did. Tobias was Ymir’s watchpartner, a man trained in siegecraft. Oh, Matilde… 
 
    He cleared the rest of the steps with great speed, joining Durne in the mud of the yard. He grabbed the injured armsmen by the jerkin. “You knew what she intended to do?” he demanded, cold anger gripping him, fear also. 
 
    Durne nodded with a nauseous expression. “Yes sir, she told all of us from the detachment. I couldn’t go, what with my leg, but she told me to tell you once…once enough time had passed that you couldn’t go out and stop her.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” he shouted, shaking the man fiercely. 
 
    “Twenty minutes by my count, no more,” the archer replied. He looked shameful, though whether it was because he had deceived his commander, or because his injury had prevented him from joining the sally, Richard could not tell. Nor did he care.  
 
    “Shit!” he swore, discarding Durne, “shit, she’s going for the trebuchets.” 
 
    Grimbold appeared at his side, steadying Durne with one arm. “You sure?” the huskarl asked. 
 
    “Why else take Tobias? He’s been studying those machines for weeks, he knows all about them…and unlike Ymir, he wouldn’t have run straight to us on hearing what she planned.” He kicked at the mud futilely. “Shit, that devious…” 
 
    “We could go after her,” Grimbold said gingerly, but Richard shook his head. 
 
    “No, too late for that, as she knew it would be. The sound of us blundering around trying to find her would draw the Sverkers out in short order.”  
 
    He stamped again, not sure whether he was angry with her, or afraid for her. He should have known, should have seen from the way she had been this morning, the way she had been all day. He had given her that speech about vanity, thinking himself past it. Yet it was vanity to think himself the only one capable of coming up with a plan. He had underestimated her.  
 
    Grimbold and Durne were still standing around, watching him as he took out his rage and frustration on the mud of the yard. “What do you want us to do, chief?” Grimbold asked presently, his voice full of concern.  
 
    Richard shrugged. “Nothing we can do but watch, and hope that the siege camp is too well-guarded for her to even attempt it.” 
 
    He started up towards Ymir’s watchpost without another word. Was it something he had said today that planted the idea in her head, or was it already there? Had she seen him losing hope, and thought that this would raise his spirits? He had devised such plans to protect her from what was to come, but he had forgotten that there was still much time between then and now. 
 
    He had never been a man who placed too much stock in superstitions, even after his brush with the Voice of the Raven. But as he stalked to the southeast turret, knowing that he could do nothing but watch, his thoughts did turn to the stars, and those that legend held lingered there. Ancestors of Beaufort and Harclay, watch over this woman tonight.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they were gathered at the southeast watchturret, their eyes fixed on the siege camp. There was little moonlight, which was good for Matilde and her band of saboteurs, but less so for the observers. No light meant no spyglasses, and that meant they would have to wait until the trebuchets were burning before they could have any idea what was going on down there. At least there were very few torches in the vicinity of the siege engines, and none at all in the forest, as far as anyone could see. The felling site was the obvious point of ingress, but surely Sune knew that as well. Richard could not believe that the count would leave his siege engines so vulnerable.  
 
    The three trebuchets could be seen as hulking shadows on the edge of the camp’s light. The build site itself was pooled with darkness, and the haphazard line of torches that surrounded it moved slowly in a circuit, as the sentries made an easy patrol. It looked peaceful and ripe for an attack, but looks could be deceiving. 
 
    As well as Grimbold and Ymir, Eadwine Bricecross was up at the post, and more than a few of the off-duty soldiers. Richard had thought there to be little point in keeping the sally a secret. Bricecross had muttered about spies amongst the castle folk, but Richard had ignored him. The herald had become paranoid about such ever since Yngvard had been unmasked as a traitor. The recent move towards conciliation between soldiers and civilians in Hohenfels had not assuaged him.  
 
    Richard was not worried about spies. Even if there were spies, short of hurling themselves from the crag, there was no way that they could warn Sune in time to stop the attack. The tunnel was guarded, the armoury was guarded, and the walls were crawling with sentries. No signals were leaving Hohenfels tonight. 
 
    “I do not understand it,” Bricecross was saying. “Why did she not come to you with this plan? You could have put together a more impressive force than a gaggle of archers.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Richard replied grimly. “She was thinking ahead.” The herald shook his head in confusion, and Richard sighed. “If she had come to me,” he said, “I would have sent Grimbold and some of his huskarls to do it. There is a good chance that any party sent would be killed, and even if they do succeed, it will sting Sune’s army. He will likely launch another series of assaults, and while the archers are of some use, they have only basic skills in the melee. She did not want us to risk men who could be used to hold the wall.” Despite his anger and his fear for his lover, he smiled with pride. “That girl is wasted in leading a mere detachment of crossbows.” 
 
    Grimbold gripped his shoulder. “She’ll be Marshal of Kalland one day, mark my words.”  
 
    Neither man truly believed that she would live that long, and Richard could see it in the huskarl’s eyes; but he appreciated the sentiment nonetheless.  
 
    “Anything?” he asked Ymir, who was leaning over the side of the turret, peering down into the darkness. He got no reply, the same as every other time he had asked. When something happened, Ymir would let them know, though it did nothing for his nerves, all this waiting. All it served to do was give him more time to reflect on the things he might have done to prevent Matilde from doing this, and such thoughts served no one. Looking backwards, it was easy to see the path, to see the choices that could have changed its direction. It was the eternal curse of the leader that they could not see the path until they had already long walked it. 
 
    Minutes passed in silence and darkness, and still Ymir hung over the wall, his eyes fixed upon the siege camp. Richard moved up to stand beside him, his hands tapping at the stonework. If she made it back, he was going to kill her, he decided. Such madness. 
 
    All of a sudden Ymir hissed, “Light in the forest,” and Richard’s eyes scanned to the left. There was now a faint torchlight there, though he could tell nothing more. He tried to remember how many sentry lights he had counted, to try and determine if this was one of them gone for a quick piss, but the number escaped him. Thirteen now, but were there fourteen before, or was this how many there had always been?  
 
    He was about to turn to Ymir and ask when he saw the light joined by another, and then another, smaller glows peeling away from the greater…like a group of bowmen lighting their arrows. Then the first of the lesser lights arced away, high into the air, to come down upon the nearest trebuchet, swiftly followed by the others. The dark pool that surrounded the siege engines was banished, as flames began to lick up the frame of the first machine. It was going up far faster than Richard would have imagined. As if in answer to his unspoken question, Ymir muttered. “Tobias must’ve told them to aim for the parts where the metal and wood meet. Oftimes there is oil there.” 
 
    If that was it, then the tactic was working, for the great engine was quickly becoming a pyre, and Matilde’s archers were already launching a salvo at its twin. Cheers were rising from among the defenders on the south wall, but Richard could not shake his dread. The torchlights of the sentries were now moving towards the edge of the forest, and horns could be heard blowing elsewhere in the camp, raising the alarm. Other torches were moving as well, as reinforcements were drawn to the blazing trebuchet. Matilde had got the jump on the Sverkers, but that advantage was spent now, and it was only a matter of time before she was found.  
 
    Being further away, the second trebuchet was not burning as fast or as fiercely as its twin; at this distance, the target points Ymir spoke of would be harder to reach. The number of arrows crossing the night had reduced too, and for a moment Richard feared that the archers had encountered other sentries in the forest, warriors who did not announce their presence with torches. But the reason soon became clear, when the first three Sverker sentry lights stopped abruptly, seeming to drop to the ground. Two more followed them, and he realized that some of Matilde’s men had broken off their sabotage to hold the perimeter.  
 
    “Good girl!” bellowed Grimbold, clapping his hands; he must have witnessed the same thing, the deaths of the Sverker sentries.  
 
    Richard felt a slow creeping hope rise in him. She was going to do it; she was going to destroy them. The second trebuchet, despite the difficulties, was now happily blazing, while burning timbers from the first were sloughing away like the skin of a snake. Arrows were now striking the third engine, the one furthest from completion. Richard doubted the archers would have time to destroy it completely before they fled, but even some charring might buy them days, a week even, before the engine could be turned against their gates.  She was right, he thought, all is not lost. She had bought them the time to come up with an answer.  
 
    Dark shapes were moving in great numbers through the burning build site, converging on the forest beyond. All of the bowmen were firing at their final target now, the initial group of sentries having retreated from the toll the Kallandish infiltrators had inflicted upon them. 
 
    “I’m never going to complain about those shitty bows again,” Grimbold chuckled, slapping Eadwine Bricecross about the shoulders. The herald looked at him sharply, but there was a smile flittering about his lips.  
 
    “They’ve killed the shit out of those trebuchets,” Ymir breathed. 
 
    He was right. Sune’s camp looked like it was hosting the funeral rites of three great heroes. Richard had not seen a blaze like this since King Konrad had died, and fat as the old king had been, he had only warranted one pyre. Ancestors of the Kallandish, accept the spirits of these trebuchets as your own. The thought gave him a little amusement, but not for long. 
 
    With a final volley of flaming arrows, the light in the forest went out. The torches of the Sverker reinforcements were upon the site less than a minute later, and did not halt. The raid was now a retreat, and Matilde and her plucky band had what looked to be half the Sverker army chasing them. Richard snapped his fingers.  
 
    “Get down to the tunnel with ropes, and as many rocks and bows as you can muster,” he barked. “If they chase her all the way back there, then we’re going to have a fight on our hands.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Down in the musty darkness of the tunnel, the waiting was even tenser than it was up on the wall. There were thirty men packed down on the shelf above the cave, the air was tight, and it was making people irritable. Every drip of water, every displaced stone or seep of earth made half of the company twitch like madmen.  
 
    Richard did not like being down here, especially with so much time to think; to reflect upon the unfortunate symbolism of this place, of the events of this night. He awaited Matilde’s return in the same place that Kendal died, on a night when three trebuchets burned as pyres. A night with clouds. He shook his head grimly. Whenever possible, the Kallandish burned their dead at night, but never with clouds in the sky. The spirits of those who did not please their ancestors remained trapped in the sky as clouds, and in their jealousy sought to prevent the ascent of a warrior’s spirit to join his ancestors amongst the stars. Old superstitions, of course, but superstition became tradition, and… 
 
    He had faced many battles without fear, but now he was afraid. Given the choice, he would happily have led the sally himself, but Matilde had taken that power from him, and he did not enjoy being powerless in this fashion.  
 
    He stomped over to where Grimbold and his strongest huskarls waited by the ropes. If worst came to worst, and the retreat was contested even here, they would drag Matilde’s company up rather than wait for them to climb. Grimbold was eying him warily, as though worried Richard would break into the berserkrgang with even the slightest provocation. 
 
    Then the sound of running began to echo along the tunnel, and every man snapped to alertness, readying rocks and ropes. Richard perched at the lip of the tunnel, ready to leap off if need be. In the throes of the battle-rage, he could hold them off for a long time indeed. 
 
    Finally they appeared, dark hooded shapes, sweaty and breathless. He counted ten of them, which was the exact number that had departed, though several were now supported by the arms of their fellows. Tobias the siege engineer was first among them to appear, and he glanced up at the waiting defenders grimly. “They ain’t following,” he said, “we gave ‘em the slip in the woods.” 
 
    The relief amongst his command was palpable, but Richard did not share in it. After such great success, and with no pursuit, why then did the archers wear such long faces? Where was Matilde? 
 
    He slipped down the rope, joining the party as they congregated in the cavern. Not a one of them save Tobias seemed to be able to meet his eye. “Where is Captain Harclay?” Richard asked. All that left had returned, so why did she not announce herself… 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, and his heart seemed to beat that much faster. Her voice had come from the rear of the group, and they melted away as he moved towards her. He laughed as he went, so relieved to hear her speak, though there had been an edge to her voice, a slight strain… 
 
    She was standing, but only just, and only with the help of a pair of her archers. Her face was white as snow, though she grinned at him as he stood in front of her. There was no blood on her face, or anywhere else he could see, and yet her breathing as he now heard it up close was rapid and shallow. Her eyes were slightly glazed even as they looked at him. “Told you,” she said, between gasps of breath, still smiling. “Told you…” 
 
    He reached a shaking hand out to caress her face, and her smile grew broader. She raised her right hand to meet his, but halfway up she groaned, and the hand sank back down. Richard’s eyes met those of the archer carrying her. The man nodded downwards, towards Matilde’s back. Keeping his hand still on her cheek, Richard leaned around to get a better look at what the archer was indicating. When he saw it, he had to suppress a groan. There was an arrow buried in Matilde’s back, near her right shoulderblade. He could see no exit wound on her chest, but then he was not looking all that hard for it. He was transfixed by the arrow’s flight, poking out from his lover’s back. 
 
    “Happened in the forest,” the archer said. “They was shooting wild, but…” 
 
    “Arrows…have to hit…something,” Matilde whispered, blood trickling down her chin. It was the last thing she would ever say.  
 
  
 
  


 
    Light of the Ancients 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa was awakened by loud voices and a persistent banging noise, coming from somewhere beyond the walls of the chamber. At least, she presumed that it had woken her, given that the din was the first thing she heard upon shaking herself from sleep. She stared around the room, blinking owlishly. It was dark, and she could see from the crack under the door that there was no light in the hall beyond. The noise had to be coming from outside the suite; from the corridor, perhaps. 
 
    Next to her, Anneka was snoring away happily, evidently untroubled by the disturbance. Nessa gazed down at her lover fondly. It was doubtful that she could hear anything over the sound of her own snores. Nessa loved her, and had never been happier than when she was with her, but she had quickly learned that unless she was able to drop off before Anneka, sleep would be a long time coming.  
 
    She stroked Anneka’s bare arm, feeling the muscle beneath. It excited her, that strength, coming from a body that was otherwise so gentle. All that playing around with swords had its benefits, she supposed. Her lover. She had a lover. The mere thought made her grin with delight. Of all the things she had expected she might find here in Kalland, love was never one of them. The snoring was more than worth it. 
 
    Wide-awake, and with her chances of immediately falling back to sleep slim, Nessa decided to investigate the noise. This was probably not a dignified thing to do, but she had never heard such a disturbance in the vicinity of the regent’s chambers before, and to her mind, that made it something worth investigating. Gingerly she pulled the covers up, slipping out from under them. Anneka grunted at the sudden touch of cold air on her bare skin, but Nessa quickly folded the cover back around her. She left a quick kiss on her lover’s forehead, and then fumbled around in the dark for her bed robe.  
 
    She could have summoned a mage light, but that might have awakened Anneka, and she needed rest. Early tomorrow…later today, really…they would be setting off into the city, to attend the trial of Master Thomas Silversmith, and she knew that Anneka did not relish it. Whenever he or his plots were mentioned, Anneka remembered the pistol pointed at her head. She might be able to hide it from the others, but not from Nessa. 
 
    Pulling the robe tight around her shoulders, she crept to the door, slipping it open as slowly and quietly as she could. Stepping through, she closed it behind her, and immediately summoned a mage light. A great shape loomed at her in the blue glow, and she nearly jumped out of her skin before a familiar voice, a slight tone of amusement carried in it, put her at ease. 
 
    “My lady, is all well?” Sir Lothor asked. The young knight’s face came into focus, bleary-eyed but alert. He had obviously been asleep as well, perhaps wakened by the same noise as she.  
 
    Nessa released a breath that was part sigh and part chuckle of relief. “All is well, Lothor, you just startled me,” she replied, smiling at him warmly. 
 
    Before, she had always presumed that the constant presence of the Knights of the Household had something to do with her, that they were there to make sure that she did not try and attack Anneka. She had assumed that this would change as their relationship had. It did not, however, and she had come to understand that Anneka always lived with this level of protection.  
 
    It had been unnerving initially. The first time she and Anneka had made love, she had half-expected that Lothor would be there for that too, standing in the corner, watching impassively. Thankfully though, there were some lines that the Household Company would not cross. The young knight had continued to treat Nessa with the same deference and amiability that he always had, which she found reassuring. The other knights were just as welcoming. Even Sir Ella Cieszyn, who Nessa knew to be one of Anneka’s previous lovers, and had more reason than most to dislike her, was nothing but friendly towards her.  
 
    “I am sorry, my lady, but I was about to investigate that noise,” Lothor said. “I see that I am not alone in my curiosity.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied brightly. Her initial suspicions about the din were correct; it was coming from the corridor. Now that she was closer, she thought it to be the sound of men and women at labour, and there was a booming laughter now rising above it that caused her to grin in recognition. 
 
    “Sir Ella,” called Lothor through the door. “What goes without?” 
 
    The woman’s reply was muffled, but Nessa thought she caught just a hint of mirth in it. “Lord Tannerus and diverse servants are attempting to manhandle a canvas into his chambers.” 
 
    Nessa and Lothor exchanged glances. She wrinkled her nose as her smile broadened. So, her master had found another ‘fascinating’ object of clutter to add to his already packed chambers. On the face of it though, a canvas did not sound like it needed manhandling. “That does not sound all that difficult,” she said.  
 
    They heard Sir Ella’s answering chuckle. “The canvas is rather large, and obstinate, my lady.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head. This, she had to see. She moved towards the door before remembering that it was locked, and that Lothor had the key. He nodded, and slipped past her. “Lady Arnessa is exiting,” he called, as he twisted the large iron key in the door.  
 
    Nessa sighed. She did not think she would ever get used to being called ‘lady’. When the occasional person on the street said it, there was not much she could do, but when her friends…had she known that she would be labeled with an honorific, she would perhaps not have teased Master Tannerus so much about his. She shook her head wryly. She had no notion that falling in love with a member of the royal house earned one so much respect. 
 
    She had to stifle a laugh as she walked out into the corridor, and saw that Sir Ella’s description was apt indeed. Tannerus was hopping around, exhorting a small band of the servants. Between them they carried a large canvas, framed in wood, which seemed to be just a little too large to go through the door. The servants looked sweaty and irritated, but predictably Tannerus was enjoying himself, laughing and clapping, paying no heed to their mood. “Come on!” he was shouting, “turn it sideways, it’ll fit, I promise you.” 
 
    “We are trying, my lord,” she heard one of the servants say reproachfully.  Nodding to Sir Ella, who winked back at her, Nessa stepped out onto the stone of the corridor, wincing at the cold against her bare feet. She briefly regretted her lack of slippers. She padded down the corridor, as yet unnoticed by those at labour.  
 
    It did occur to her that it was not prudent to be seen exiting the regent’s chambers at night. Beyond the knights, some of the more trusted servants, and the privy councillors, any relationship between herself and Anneka was mere supposition and rumour. Anneka did not care if her people knew, which means that Nessa had to care on her behalf. Her beloved might not see her elven blood or her mage’s talent as a problem, but Nessa had learned a harsh lesson in the marketplace.  
 
    She rubbed the small scar on her forehead, which after ten days still itched unpleasantly. The headaches had passed within a few days, but she would be left with that mark to remind her as long as she lived. Others did care, and would care, and so she had to be cautious. 
 
    But the servants had not actually witnessed her leaving, and given that her quarters were on this corridor also, it would not be a surprise for her to be present out here. Tannerus spotted her as she approached; he winked, but did not say anything. She nodded back, examining the canvas. She had been expecting a painting, or something arcane and mysterious like Tannerus’ usual finds, but this appeared to be nothing more than a series of strange shapes, blobs and squiggly lines. It did not look remotely worth the effort that was being put into moving it, and she guessed that was part of the reason for the servants’ ire.  
 
    Still, they did their duty, and after what she could only assume had been more than a few minutes of toil and strife, they finally managed to flip the great frame onto its side, and carry it into Tannerus’ chambers lengthways. She waited in the corridor, while Tannerus followed them in. The old mage was ecstatic, clapping everyone on the back, praising the servants to their ancestors, which seemed to go a long way towards mollifying them. They departed with sheepish smiles while he heralded them as great heroes; he was laying it on rather strong, but then the servants rarely received open praise from anyone for the work that they did.  
 
    Once they were gone, Tannerus placed a hand on Nessa’s shoulder. “I hope I did not wake you and the regent,” he said. 
 
    “You woke me, though I do not mind. As for the regent,” she added with a smile, “it would take a great deal more than that to wake her.”  
 
    “Her grandfather was the same way,” he said, shaking his head. “That man could sleep through a battle. I remember one occasion during the Yronwater campaign when we had to break his door down to wake him…ah, but you do not want to hear such prattle,” he said, winking at her. “Come, let me show you what I have discovered this night.” 
 
    He led her into his chamber, one arm around her shoulders. Nessa shook her head in disbelief when she saw the state his rooms were in. She knew that he had a fondness for rummaging around in the old storerooms below the palace, but this was a bit much. He had turned his bechamber into one of those storerooms.  
 
    “Everything is well with you, I hope?” he asked, snapping her from her stunned reverie. 
 
    “What…yes, everything is very well, master,” she replied. “Very well indeed,” she added, smiling as she thought of the beautiful girl waiting for her back in their bedchamber. 
 
    She looked at him. They had not spoken much on this matter since the attack in the market. Nessa had been aghast when Anneka told her that the Privy Council had to be informed, and had insisted on telling Tannerus herself. But the wily old man had seemed to already know, or at least suspect. He seemed pleased for her, but at the same time she could not shake the feeling that she had let him down in some way, that this was not the reason he had brought her with him to Kalland. “Does it trouble you, master?” she asked suddenly, and he frowned at the question. 
 
    “Does what trouble me, child?” 
 
    “That everything is…very well,” she said, blushing slightly. It felt too strange to talk of her intimacies with Anneka in front of him. He had been for the longest time the only true father she had ever known 
 
    “If you are happy, my dear, then I am happy,” he replied lightly. 
 
    She smiled. “It is just that no good teacher goes about seducing her student,” she said, blushing again when he raised an eyebrow at the mention of seduction. “Figuratively speaking, of course,” she added in a mutter. She did not know where to begin with seducing someone. If Anneka had not been so courageous, Nessa would still be wandering around, ignorant of the joys of her love. 
 
    “If you are happy, then I am happy,” he repeated firmly, patting her on the shoulders and smiling for emphasis. “Come, take a look at my latest marvelous find.” It had not seemed so marvelous to her at first glance, but he was clearly excited, and so she indulged him. He led her through the rows of books and objects that lay around with no apparent order or organization. Some things in life never changed. “I found it, would you believe, in an abandoned dungeon beneath the Bailiff’s Tower,” he said, sounding genuinely astonished. “Imagine it, such wonders in a dank old gaol! It must have been lying down there since we drove the Kurenni out.” 
 
    Nessa smiled. “Incredible then that they did not take it, and all these other marvels with them,” she said archly, but he seemed not to notice her tone. 
 
    “Well, after we destroyed the governor’s army at Fornost, we chased him back here quite doggedly,” the mage replied absently, fiddling with the door to his library. “He had no more than eight hours in the city, and he spent that time loading his ship with the remnants of his treasury. And lucky for me that he did, for had he taken these artefacts with him, they would have sank along with he and his ship to the bottom of the Bitter Sea.” 
 
    “Lucky indeed,” she laughed. “How is it that you did not collect these magnificent pieces the last time you were here?” 
 
    He shrugged as he opened the door. “I was a lot busier in those days. I always swore that I would investigate the treasures the Kurenni left behind one day, and it seems that the day has come.” 
 
    The servants had taken the big canvas into the library, and propped it up on the desk. It sat there, looking no more marvelous or interesting than it had when she had examined it in the hall. Nessa glanced at him apologetically. “I do not understand, master. What is it?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “It is a map, Arnessa.” 
 
    Nessa regarded it doubtfully. With that information at hand, she could imagine that the lines signified landmasses, but there was no way of distinguishing between them. She could not even tell which were land and which sea. If it was a map, it was never finished, or never finished well. 
 
    She shook her head, and he smiled knowingly. “It is dark in here,” he said. “Perhaps you have not looked at it under the right light.” 
 
    Nessa snorted, summoning a mage light to her hand. “Dark or light, I do not see what diff…” 
 
    Her voice trailed away in amazement as she looked at the canvas under the blue glow of magic. Where once there had been nothing but lines, now there were a dazzling array of symbols and writings, red ink having appeared from nowhere, denoting cities and towns and nations. The seas were now coloured blue, the land in greens and browns and yellows. There were stylized mountains and forests, glittering rivers, a maelstrom of colours where blank canvas had been before. Tannerus’ laughter boomed around her like thunder.  
 
    “The Kurenni call it a Ghost Icon, in that pompous, poetic manner of theirs,” he said. “It is treated with special inks and oils that only appear under a mage light, or the Light of the Ancients, as they call it. Such preparations are often used for the sending of secret messages. Is it not a marvelous find, my dear?” 
 
    It was, it really was. Knowing her master as she did so, she should not have been as surprised as she was that the artefact had turned out to be more than it appeared; nor that he would reveal so by way of a prank. Nessa dismissed the mage light, and the canvas was blank again, as though she had imagined all those details. “Incredible,” she breathed. “Beautiful.” 
 
    Tannerus called up his own light, and the canvas’ wonders were restored. “As is anything made by the Kurenni. Such beauty is deceptive, though.” 
 
    His mage light floated up to the ceiling, to illuminate the room evenly. Nessa tore her eyes away from the Ghost Icon, curious about something he had said. “What do the Kurenni call mage lights? The Light of the Ancients?” 
 
    He nodded. “The Kurenni believe that the three races of humans, dwarves and elves are all descended from a great race of people who lived many tens of thousands of years ago. This race called themselves ‘ankatu’, although the Kurenni refer to them simply as ‘the Ancients’. They were mortal beings like us, but they had great magical power. Even the least of them was as powerful as the strongest battlemage of Kurenn. They made an empire of this entire world; not just the continent of Ankyran that you see here,” he said, tapping the map, “but many more distant lands too. Though the empire of the ankatu crumbled into ruin long before our histories begin, their legacy remains in the talent, and in the other abilities the races carry in our blood.” He shrugged. “Or so the Kurenni believe.” 
 
    “The three races are kin?” she asked, intrigued.  
 
    “A common ancestry long ago is almost certain,” he replied. “But the Kurenni for one do not feel any bonds of kinship with the rest of us.” He said this with a bitter chuckle. “As the ankatu once ruled the world as an empire, so the Kurenni seek to emulate our ancestors. And as you can see from this map, they have done quite well.” He stabbed a finger at a small, stylized impression of a city, high up in the northwestern quadrant of the map. “This is Kalrond,” he said. Moving his finger up a little, he pointed to an even smaller city. “This is Estwic.”  
 
    Nessa goggled. The distance between the two points was miniscule, and yet they had sailed for more than three weeks! She could not believe that they had covered so little a distance of the world. Tannerus brought his hand to sweep over a broad swathe of the map, lying to the south of Kalland beyond what she presumed was the Bitter Sea. “This is the Kurenni Empire,” he said. 
 
    When he and Baron Cale had described the populations of cities to her when they first arrived in Kalrond, she had thought the numbers astonishing, but that was nothing compared to witnessing the size of the Empire. She knew for herself that Kalrond was huge, and that Kalland was certainly a large nation, but it was dwarfed by its southern rival. If she were to divide the continent into fifths, Kalland would barely occupy one, while Kurenn would sprawl across three. Confronted with the sheer size of the Empire of the Phoenix, she could do nothing but shake her head.  
 
    “How,” she asked, “how have they not conquered the world already?” 
 
    He laughed. “The conquest of the world is no simple thing, my child. Large the Empire may be, but that size brings complications as well as strength. The Kurenni elves themselves form only a small part of their population. The rest are humans of many nations, subjects to the Phoenix, and while they fear the Kurenni battlemages, they do not bear their occupation any better than the Kallandish did. War with Kalland would be expensive, and would draw soldiers from maintaining order in the provinces; but more than anything, it is difficult now for them to impose their will over such a great distance.” 
 
    Looking at the map, it was hard to see why. “It is not so great a distance,” she said glumly, “for only the Bitter Sea divides us.” 
 
    He patted her shoulder, chuckling. “We are divided from them by more than water, Arnessa. This map is as deceptive as the Kurenni themselves.” He tapped a large expanse of yellow south of the Bitter Sea; a desert, she presumed. “This is Dragon Sand,” he said, “and despite anything this map may claim, its people are no subjects of Kurenn.” 
 
    She had heard of the great wyrms of Dragon Sand, of course, but she had never imagined that they were so close. When one hear such tales, she thought, one is led to believe that these places are very far away. But according to this map, the dragons were closer to Kalland than Estwic was. “That is Dragon Sand?” she asked. It was a sizable territory, easily as big as Kalland itself. 
 
    He nodded. “There are Kurenni ports on the north coast of the desert, Draconnar most notably, but the rest belongs to the dragons. They will let unarmed colonists cross their land, use the oases, and hunt the animals, but for the most part they will not brook the passage of armed soldiers. Many Kurenni armies have burned in that desert, annihilated by the powerful magic of the dragons. And here,” he said, tapping the easternmost coast of the desert, “is the Death Coast, a thousand miles of rocks and cliffs even more inhospitable than Dragon Sand itself. No fleet laden with soldiers could ever make the passage. The only route into Kalland for the Empire lies through the desert, and the desert is closed.” 
 
    That was reassuring, she supposed, suppressing a shiver. She had never before worried about the Kurenni, never devoted even a single thought to them, but now that she saw the extent of their dominion… “If the desert is impassable,” she said, eyebrow raised, “then how did the Kurenni occupy Kalland in the first place?” 
 
    “Ah,” Tannerus said ruefully. “I did say that for the most part the dragons will not allow armies to cross.” He shrugged. “Sometimes they change their minds. One such time came one hundred and sixty years ago, when the Empire was much stronger, and could still support such a grand campaign. For reasons known only to them, the dragons gave the emperor permission to send his armies across Dragon Sand, and he used those armies to conquer Kalland. For over a century the dragons allowed Kurenni armies passage, until forty years ago, at the height of our rebellion, the dragons attacked the reinforcements summoned by old Governor Tal’kas.” He shook his head. “Without their intercession, Bohemond’s success would by no means have been certain.” 
 
    Nessa had felt a little reassurance at the thought of the dragons controlling all that territory, but the feeling was short-lived. “You mean that the independence of this country is entirely dependent on the whim of the dragons?” she spluttered, her eyes wide. “How does anyone sleep at night knowing this?”  
 
    Tannerus laughed. “It is not so bad as all that. As I said, the Empire’s strength has waned somewhat over the years. One might go so far as to say that Kalland throwing off her Imperial shackles is what triggered the decline. Kalland was the first province that ever successfully drove out the Kurenni, and their hold over their other provinces has never recovered. More and more, their armies must remain at home, guarding lands that once were considered utterly subjugated. Another war would be expensive, even if Dragon Sand were somehow to be opened again. And what if they failed? They would look weaker than if they had simply left Kalland alone.” He shook his head firmly. “No, the Kurenni do not want war, and it would take an extraordinary event to provoke them into one.” He flashed her a grin, and gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “And the days of extraordinary events are long behind us, thankfully.” He dismissed the mage light, leading her away. “That is enough talk of history and politics, my dear.”  
 
    Nessa felt more as though she had listened to a ghost story. This larger world was still new to her, and she could not dismiss such fears as easily as Tannerus or the Kallandish clearly did.  
 
    “Go back to bed,” he said gently. “You must rest as well, for the regent will need you, she will need your support. The trial will be harder on her than she thinks. It is not often one must sit in a room with the man who plotted to kill you.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. She was not tired, but she could not deny that lying next to Anneka, feeling her beloved’s warmth and strength pass between their bodies, sounded very attractive to her right now.  
 
    “Good night, master,” she said, but received only a grunt in return. The old mage was intent on his map once more. She smiled. For all that things in her life had changed for the better, the old ways could sometimes be just as reassuring. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Heart of Treason 
 
      
 
      
 
    John sat astride a horse, his face and uniform hidden by a hooded cloak, as he watched the regent’s procession ride out through the gates of the Palace of Morcar. This, the second and final day of the trial of Thomas Silversmith, was a wet one, a drizzle of rain from the clouded sky blanketing the city. Despite this, and despite everything that had happened to her, the regent had chosen to ride out of the palace on horseback, at the head of her court.  
 
    It was the seventh bell on a rainy day, but still, many people had come out to watch her ride. The Crownway was lined with jubilant peasants, jumping up and down and clapping, while a thin line of palace armsmen kept them back. They had turned out in their thousands just to watch her ride past. With all the love the people showed her, it was easy to forget that this was only the second time she had appeared in public. He did have to admit that she cut an impressive figure today. She had eschewed the formal robes of office for a suit of silvered mail, a crisp black tabard over it. On her head she wore a band of gold, not quite as large as her formal crown, but large enough to effect regality.  
 
    The mob was going wild for it, and she indulged them with waves and nods. It would be like this all the way down to Alban’s, and would probably remain so until she returned safely to Morcar’s later today. If Baron Cale had his way, that return would be sooner rather than later. But John Gallen had one last card up his sleeve. 
 
    The procession moved in an order of precedence that was older than the city itself. At the head rode the regent, surrounded by her personal Knights of the Household, with other members of the company in the vanguard and on the flanks. Seeing them there, resplendent in their silvered-steel armour, John could not help but feel a pang of loss. He should be there as well, performing his duty, as was all he had ever wanted from life. As the sole representative of the Red Tower in this procession, the regent rode alone, with the dukes and earls riding a few paces behind… 
 
    No, wait…not alone.  
 
    Though her face was partially concealed by a riding hood as his was, John recognized Master Arnessa in an instant. Understanding her position in the order of precedence was far more challenging. She rode so close to the regent that he had at first thought her to be riding in the royal segment of the procession, but with a second glance he could see that the situation was subtler than that.  
 
    Arnessa rode outside of the regent’s ring of bodyguards, but close enough to spit on them. The position between the royal house and the great lords was rarely filled, but it did exist. John had understood her to be the mage Tannerus’ apprentice, so why now did she ride in the position set aside for foreign dignitaries? She was obviously more influential than he had previously thought, and that raised worrying questions. However, right at this minute she could neither help nor hinder him, so he paid her no further heed. 
 
    The order of precedence went by rank, not by position at court, which meant that many privy councillors and other key advisors to the Crown actually found themselves riding in the rear echelons. Behind the great lords and their bodyguards rode the barons, Elethea among them. She looked less than pleased at having to journey amongst her peers. With a bitter chuckle, John realized that all four members of the House of Gallen would be present at the trial today, with Emma guarding Cale, and Carya the regent. He was looking forward to seeing their gazes break as he rose back up alongside them. 
 
    Behind the barons came those of knightly rank, and behind them the assorted courtiers going by the rank of master. There were a few privy councillors languishing back here as well, but as John surveyed the riders, he could not spot Giguere. The fat man was hardly inconspicuous, and was unfortunately necessary for John’s plan.  
 
    He broke through the line of armsmen, lowering his hood and opening his cloak so that they could see his tunic and the arms of the city upon it. Approaching the riding masters, he spotted Thomas Steels of the Privy Council, and hailed him. “Master Steels, good morning,” he cried. The mercer blinked, a small smile of incredulity creeping up his fat face.  
 
    “Sir John? Should you not be down at Alban’s?” 
 
    “All in good time, Master Steels,” he replied with a tolerant smile. “Right now, however, I must speak with Master Giguere.” 
 
    Steels exchanged glances with another courtier riding beside him. “Well, you won’t find him here, Sir John,” he replied with amusement, as though John were the worst kind of fool. “The regent has given him permission to travel directly from his home. Probably traveling by carriage, the lucky bastard,” he added, more to his companion than to John. 
 
    “Indeed,” the other man replied with a sour look. “It is all very well and good for the regent to make a public display despite this bloody rain, but I do not see why we must.” 
 
    Steels and his friend continued their bickering, having entirely forgotten about John, and that suited him just as well, for he had nothing further to say to them. He banged his fist against his thigh. Damnation! Of course Giguere would be traveling from his house, it made no sense for him to ride to the palace, and thence to Alban’s.  
 
    His options were sparse at this point. Giguere might still be at his house, or he might be at the Palace of Alban, or anywhere between. If John guessed wrong, he could find himself traipsing across half the Old City searching for him. Once he found Giguere, it would be harder to convince the Tyran to travel to the palace than it would have been were he riding on the Crownway.  
 
    But just as he began to despair at his ill luck, he heard a familiar peal of laughter ringing out from the knot of knightly courtiers ahead. A slow smile turned up the corners of his mouth. He did have two handlers, after all, and one of them was infinitely more pliable than the other. He turned his horse around and rode up to the head of the knights. 
 
    Sir Robert Toran had made as much effort to look impressive as his young cousin had. There was no bacon grease down his front today. His white tabard was so clean it seemed to shine as brightly as the regent’s armour, and the black tower on his chest was lined with gold. He wore a jaunty little cap, a peacock feather sticking out of it, and his hands glittered with jewels. He looked every part the foppish courtier, and from his chuckling and guffawing, his mind was in the same place.  
 
    The royal cousin was exchanging jokes with his companions, who all seemed to be in better spirits than the masters behind them, but he frowned when he saw John approach. “Sir John Gallen,” he said, “should you not be down at Alban’s? Trial, and so forth?” 
 
    John had to resist rolling his eyes. “I need your help, Sir Robert,” he said, cutting through all the pleasantries. “My business is most urgent and sensitive in nature.”  
 
    He said the latter carefully, glancing to the men and women who surrounded Toran. Thankfully, the fool seemed to understand, and with a mystified shrug to his fellows, he departed the procession, riding out to join John at the sidelines. “What business are you about?” he asked. “You do not have much time before the trial starts.” 
 
    John nodded. Two bells officially, though what with all the tumult surrounding the regent’s attendance, this day might be delayed even longer than the last. Still, they had some work ahead of them, and no time to waste. “I must conduct a search of the private chambers of all members of the Privy Council resident in the palace. I need you to accompany me as witness, and also as supervisor.” 
 
    Sir Robert’s jaw dropped, which if anything made him appear stupider than ever. “A search of our private chambers?” he gasped. “Great ancestors, man, whatever for?” 
 
    John resisted the urge to strike him. “Evidence, Sir Robert, I am looking for evidence of treason. I have the authority to do so, under supervision of yourself and the palace armsmen.” 
 
    Toran’s head bobbed nervously. “Of course, of course, but…this is the Privy Council, Sir John…what evidence do you think you will find?” 
 
    “I do not know, until I have looked.”  
 
    Sir Robert was shifting uncomfortably on his horse. “This is about the Lord Chancellor, is it not?” When John nodded, the royal cousin shook his head. “Ancestors’ grace, I am not comfortable with this, Sir John. Perhaps we should speak with Giguere, or Chamberlain Merlmester…” 
 
    “This must be done quickly, and with secrecy,” John replied forcefully. “I know you have your doubts, Sir Robert, but think on this. If I am wrong, and Baron Cale is innocent, then you can devise some story to explain your actions. You can say that I deceived you.” He fixed Toran with a piercing gaze, under which the man wilted. “But if I am right, you will be remembered as one of the men who foiled the greatest treason against the Crown in living memory. They will sing your praises from Carrickgow to Blackfire, and beyond.” 
 
    He knew that playing to the man’s ego would work. Sir Robert was a prideful man, and that was a difficult thing to be when one had few accomplishments beyond being born into the cadet branch of the royal house. He knew Toran could not easily turn down an opportunity to step out from the under the shadow of his cousins. A bright look of hope appeared in his eyes. 
 
    “I suppose,” he said hesitantly, “it cannot hurt to just take a look.” 
 
    John nodded, smiling slightly. “It would be foolish not to do so, and we are not fools, are we, Sir Robert?” 
 
    That decided the matter. Toran straightened up, his chest swelling. “No, we are not fools,” he said firmly. The royal cousin snapped his fingers at a small knot of armsmen watching the procession. “You fellows,” he called imperiously. “The High Constable and I have need of you.” 
 
    John smiled as the guards came running like dogs. Things had worked out for the better, he was sure. Now that he thought about it, Giguere would probably have refused on principle. But Sir Robert was a man he could work with. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They left Baron Cale’s chambers until last. Both he and Sir Robert knew that Cale was the intended target, but John did not want to appear prejudiced. The last thing he needed was to be accused of planting evidence. They started with Sir Robert’s own chambers, which were of course bereft of treasonous materials, and worked through the list of council members. All had chambers in the palace, though not all lived in them, but if other suspicions arose, John would have no problem with raiding their houses as well. All in the name of the regent, and the House of Toran.  
 
    Their search of the other chambers was a cursory one only; still, it took longer than expected. A cursory search of Lord Tannerus’ chambers was more time-consuming than a thorough search of anyone else’s. It would have taken days to search properly through the mountains of books and papers that the old mage had filled his rooms with. The armsmen had been wide-eyed and nervous as they explored that place. He was a mage, after all. 
 
    John’s investigation had drawn a lot of attention from the palace folk, as he had known it would. However, with all the persons of note and authority down at the Palace of Alban, there was little the inhabitants of the Palace of Morcar could do but watch and stare.  
 
    Finally they came to Baron Cale’s chambers, on the fourth floor of the Bailiff’s Tower. They were large rooms, having been occupied by the Lord Chancellor’s parents when they had been alive. Cale had grown to manhood in this place, had been raised in the palace, which made his treachery ever more malicious. A single armsman guarded the door, but he could not halt the passage of the High Constable and a privy councillor, and judging by the man’s expression as he saw them bearing down on him, he would not want to. There was no life more comfortable than a quiet one.  
 
    Cale’s chambers were in stark contrast to those of Lord Tannerus, having none of the clutter a life usually left. The armsmen spread out through the suite. John could not tell his followers what he was searching for, having only the vaguest idea himself, but ordered them to recover any suspicious paperwork. Most of the papers would be in Cale’s library, and that was where John intended to search personally, with Sir Robert in tow. The royal cousin had reverted to his prior nervous state upon entering the Lord Chancellor’s chambers, wringing his hands and muttering to himself. “Oh, this is very poor, very poor indeed.”  
 
    If the royal blood of the Lion of Kalmar did flow in the veins of the Torans, as the storytellers now sang, John thought, it clearly flowed slower in some. Ignoring the idiot, John moved straight to Cale’s desk. Here was the only sign of habitation that they had encountered. There was no keeping tidy the desk of the Crown’s chief minister. Stacks of papers, opened books; it was a considerable task that lay ahead of them. “What bell is it?” he asked one of the armsmen, who was poking poking through some nearby cabinets. The woman shrugged. 
 
    “Past the ninth, by my reckoning.” 
 
    He winced. Two hours they had been at this. Perhaps he should not have devoted so much time for the sake of appearances. They had not spent all that long in each room, but traversing the palace precinct a dozen times… 
 
    He dove into the papers. The essential difficulty was that any one of them could have been pertinent, but none of them actually were. Most were letters or petitions for the regent, as well as Cale’s own correspondence. The only thing John learned in a half hour of searching was that the Lord Chancellor apparently had a bastard daughter living in Anskhaven, to whom he left all his property; this from a promising-looking package that turned out to be Cale’s will. Eleanor was her name, no doubt named for King Bohemond’s Beaufort queen. John supposed that if he could keep that quiet, the man could hide anything. 
 
    Still, with the tenth bell looming, Cale’s secrets were not forthcoming. With every passing minute Sir Robert grew more skittish. “Do you think it has started yet? The trial I mean,” he asked. 
 
    John fixed him with a glare. “I do not know, Sir Robert, I am not there.” 
 
    Toran giggled nervously at that, though John had not intended it as a joke. “Perhaps we should search…”  
 
    Sir Robert’s words were drowned out by a sharp crack from the other side of the library. They turned around to see the female armsman who had been searching the cabinets standing with a sheepish look on her face, the broken handle of one of the cabinet doors in her hand. 
 
    “Sorry my lords,” she said, “the door was sticking, and…” 
 
    John was not listening. How could he listen, with what his eyes were showing him? Behind the hapless armsman the doors of the cabinet hung open, and inside… 
 
    He reached out a shaking hand. “Look at that,” he said. 
 
    The armsman frowned, turning around, and then gasping as she saw what her clumsiness had revealed. She met his eyes, her astonishment matching his own. Of all the things to have discovered… 
 
    “What have you found?” Sir Robert was whining like a child, and John grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him towards the cabinet. The royal cousin glared at him reproachfully, rubbing his shoulder before taking a look. “No need for such rough…oh, I say…” He glanced from the cabinet to John, and then back again. “Are those…?” 
 
    John nodded. “Very likely, Sir Robert.” 
 
    Toran for once seemed lost for words, his mouth flapping like that of a fish. “Get a horse,” John said to one of the armsmen, who were now gathered around the cabinet muttering, “and ride down to the Palace of Alban. Tell them that I have new evidence, and ask them respectfully to wait. Do not tell them what it is, unless Baron Cale tries to run away, in which case shout it from the fucking rafters, is that understood?” 
 
    The man nodded soberly. “Yes, Sir John.” 
 
    “Now go. Ride like the Kurenni are chasing you.” The armsman darted off as ordered, and John clicked his fingers. “Put them in a bag,” he said, pointing to the contents of the cabinet, “and then follow me. We have a traitor to arrest.” 
 
    They snapped into activity, all except Sir Robert, who was still staring at the cabinet as though it had performed some great feat of magic. John clapped him on the shoulder, not unkindly. Toran looked at him, his expression somber. 
 
    “I am sorry, Sir John,” he said. “It was hard to believe…” 
 
    John shook his head. “Do not trouble yourself; you were not the only person caught by Cale’s webs. Come, let us to the Palace of Alban. It is high time someone told your cousin the truth.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Anneka felt Nessa’s hand come to rest gently on her armoured shoulder, and smiled. She reached her own hand up to cover the half-elf’s smaller one briefly, squeezing it before it was removed. There was precious little else for her to smile about today, but when it came to Nessa’s presence here, she had got her own way.  
 
    She was amazed that Nessa had wanted to come, given that the last time she had ridden down the Crownway, she had returned unconscious and bleeding. But Nessa was stronger than she even knew herself, and had not spoken so much as a word about remaining behind. She possessed such great reserves of emotional strength, and if Nessa had not been there, Anneka did not think that she herself would have been able to sit through this trial. The older girl, her beloved, was all that was holding her together. 
 
    Still, they had been forced to accept some restrictions. It had not been possible for Nessa to ride alongside her. Chamberlain Merlmester would have had an apoplexy at such a breach of the traditional order of precedence, but Anneka had found a way around it. Nessa was the daughter of the Lord of Blackwood, after all, and Blackwood had never sent an ambassador to the Kallandish court.  
 
    She had to admit that it had been quite amusing to watch the privy councillors trying to keep straight faces as she told them she was forging closer relations with the northern town. Even Baron Beaufort, normally a somber man, had looked like he might crack a smile. And with Nessa riding so close, it meant that she could sit close as well; again, not next to Anneka, for her knights took that position, but above and behind, within the ring of silvered-steel that was the Household Company. Close enough to touch discreetly, at any rate.  
 
    With the eyes of what felt like the entire city on her, crammed into the Great Hall of Parliament, she knew that Nessa would be very reticent to draw attention to herself, or to their relationship. Anneka smiled, shaking her head. Nessa’s determination to protect her from the ‘scandal’ of their relations was very sweet, but unnecessary. People might find it a little strange at first, but that was because they do not know Nessa well. Once they got to know her, they would love her as much as Anneka did. They would not be able to keep their love a secret for ever, she knew, but for Nessa’s sake she would try to do so as long as possible. Nessa was new to all of this. New to being loved, new to making love, and new to being in a position of influence.  
 
    It was the latter that she felt Nessa would struggle with most. The lover of a person of power was no less hounded for favours; indeed, they were often more so, for they were seen as being more approachable. Trying to pass herself off as a nonentity had brought Nessa loneliness, but also peace, and that peace would not long last beyond a public announcement. 
 
    Today was not the day, however. There were all-too many eyes upon Anneka. On the marble before the Gallery of Commons, the Prosecutor and Defender were making their closing statements to Rybeck Cale, but the vast throng of people in the hall had eyes only for the regent. They did not even seem to mind that she and her courtiers had occupied all the seating on the Galleries of Barons and Guilders, leaving them to stand. They would be drinking for free the rest of their lives, telling the tale of how they were in the hall with the regent when Thomas Silversmith was tried.  
 
    She had been nervous riding down to Alban’s, out in the open with all those people. It had crossed her mind again that the privy councillors could have been lying when they told her that the people had great affection for her. It had been reassuring to see and hear the cheering of the jubilant crowd as they watched her descend Kingshill. At the same time, however, she had been reminded of that day in Temple Square. Thousands of them cheering her, and yet it would only take one madman with a gun. 
 
    She had never been satisfied with that explanation, but it did seem to be the direction in which this trial was headed. Baron Cale had told her the day before that the evidence the High Constable had assembled was poor, that he would likely have to let Silversmith walk free. Cale could, of course, simply pass judgment regardless of the evidence, and had offered to do so, but she had refused to hear of it. She had declared that this would be a fair trial, a public display of justice, and she was not going to go back on her word.  
 
    But the decision left uncomfortable questions. Silversmith’s innocence did not prove that there was no conspiracy, as his lawyer claimed, but without any other possible conspirators… 
 
    Was Edmund Barying simply a man touched by madness, as had been publically declared? Had Anneka in fact been safe all this time, had Bohemond been sent away for no good reason? Was all of this merely the product of Sir John Gallen’s imagination? Her jaw hardened at the thought of the High Constable. If the Master Defender’s arguments were correct, Gallen had a lot to answer for. Silversmith looked ill-used indeed, and if he was innocent…  
 
    The most galling thing was that Sir John had worked so hard to make the Crown appear tyrannical, and then he did not even bother to attend his own vile spectacle. Master Steels claimed to have spoken to the High Constable outside the palace, and that he had subsequently disappeared along with Sir Robert Toran.  
 
    Her cousin was indeed missing, which was unusual. Robert never missed an opportunity to associate himself with the senior branch of the family, so whatever had taken him away must have been important. She had thought it perhaps something to do with the trial, but Master Giguere, once he had arrived, denied having any knowledge of such a thing. It was a mystery, but one she intended to get to the bottom of as soon as she was able…and likely not to the advantage of the High Constable. 
 
    All of a sudden there came a great hammering upon the door, disrupting the eloquent defense of Thomas Silversmith that the Master Defender was making. The doors to the Great Hall were supposed to remain closed during the trial, though they were not barred. It would not do to have Parliament’s meeting place used as a privy, after all. Still, one could not simply enter or leave at will. 
 
    The Master Defender continued with her statement while the Clerk of the Court abandoned his seat on the Gallery of Commons and strode down the marbled floor, shoving his way through the assembled spectators. He spoke for a short time with the guards on the door, and then banged his formal staff of office against the floor heavily. “Apologies to the Master Defender,” he shouted, “but a messenger from the High Constable is without.” 
 
    There was a murmur of interest from the spectators, and Baron Cale nodded to the clerk. “He may enter.” 
 
    The doors opened a crack, and a man rushed through. Anneka had been expecting to see one of Gallen’s lackeys, a constable in sky-blue and grey, and was shocked to see one of her own men enter the Great Hall. He wore a black tabard with the red tower on his chest, and the tower bore the golden crown device above it, marking him as one of the palace armsmen. She frowned. What was he doing running messages for the High Constable? 
 
    The armsman strode out onto the marble, and bowed respectfully to both the Lord Chancellor and to Anneka herself. “Apologies Your Grace, Your Honour, but I am sent by the High Constable.”  
 
    The man’s expression when he looked at Cale was strange, as though he were seeing the Lord Chancellor for the very first time. Cale nodded to him. “What message from the High Constable?” 
 
    “There is…new evidence,” the armsman replied. “Evidence that must be brought before the court. The High Constable follows with it now.” 
 
    His words brought a strong reaction from the spectators, a great deal of sad shaking of the head. Anneka was with them in that regard. This was no doubt a sad, pathetic attempt at saving his skin. Gallen would do far better to yield gracefully. 
 
    The Master Defender was outraged, leaping up out of turn. “Your Honour! The time for presenting new evidence has passed. Sir John has had ample time to make his case!” 
 
    Cale nodded his head along with the Defender’s argument, but he gestured to the messenger all the same. “How far behind you is the High Constable?” 
 
    The armsman shrugged. “No more than a few minutes, Your Honour, I am certain.” 
 
    Cale sighed. “I will allow this,” he said, to thunderous opposition from almost the entire hall. Anneka shook her head, thinking that he was showing Gallen far too much leniency. The Clerk of the Court hammered his staff onto the marble like a lunatic, screaming for order. Cale rose up over the chaos. “The trial is not yet over!” he shouted, “and we will be diligent and judicious in this great matter.” Pointing to the Master Defender, he spoke a little more quietly. “I will not allow a mere technicality of process decide the result of this trial, Master Wade.” 
 
    The crowd settled down, but they were not happy. Whatever support Gallen had earned among the people with his grandstanding at Balian’s Tower was long since spent after the truth of his misdeeds had emerged; but apparently for the sake of diligence and justice, they would all hear more of his absurd claims. Anneka intended to have a sharp word with Cale at the next Privy Council meeting. There was such a thing as being too diligent. 
 
    At least they did not have to wait long for Sir John’s arrival. As the armsman had predicted, the rest of the High Constable’s party arrived within a matter of minutes. Gallen had a distinctly smug aspect this morning, and he seemed unworried by the hostility that those watching the trial showed him. He bowed curtly to Baron Cale, and favoured Anneka with a more formal obeisance. It was the first time they had been in the same room since before his banishment, when he was but a bodyguard to her brother.  
 
    She remembered those cold blue eyes, that had always seemed so well suited to the impassive countenance of a Knight of the Household, but now there was something different about them. They still regarded everything they lay upon without emotion, but it was a bright fire of madness that defined them now. When she met his gaze, it seemed almost as though he were asking her for something, support perhaps. It was not a plaintive look, but the expectation was there. She found herself unable to hold his gaze for long, and shifted her eyes elsewhere, trying to look as though she were merely disinterested, not unnerved. Her cousin Robert stood at Gallen’s side, and he smiled at her wanly. She returned the gesture with the same enthusiasm. Such an alliance did neither man credit.  
 
    They had a gaggle of the palace armsmen with them, one of whom carried a large and bulging burlap sack; the evidence, presumably. At this very moment, Anneka was not sure whether she wanted Gallen to be successful or not. She was curious though, interested in seeing whatever had provoked this irregular excitement.  
 
    Cale nodded to the High Constable as curtly as Gallen had greeted him. He was being judicious, but that did not mean that there was any love lost between them. “Sir John, I am told that you have uncovered new evidence.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honour,” Gallen replied, a particularly vicious smile on his face. “With permission of Your Honour, and of Master Prosecutor, I would like to present the evidence personally.” 
 
    Cale turned to look down at the cited lawyer, who nodded his head. The Lord Chancellor sighed. There had been a great deal of irregularity in the last few minutes, so why would he not allow another breach of protocol? The Master Defender was seething, but she had no say in this matter. 
 
    “Very well, Sir John, you may proceed.” 
 
    The High Constable motioned for the sack to be brought forward, and then opened. Inside were a musket and two pistols, ornate and expensive-looking weapons. The constables on guard duty stepped forward upon seeing the guns, but Gallen raised his hand.  
 
    “They are neither loaded nor primed,” he said. “Today, they are not weapons, but evidence…though I daresay that was not what they were intended for.” This last comment was directed to Cale; the Lord Chancellor narrowed his eyes, but gave no other reaction. Gallen smiled again, a horrible smile that made Anneka shiver. “Master Silversmith,” he said suddenly, turning to the accused where he sat at the foot of the Gallery of Commons. “Do you recognize these items?” 
 
    The weapons were brought closer to Silversmith, and he examined each one carefully. “Yes,” he said finally, “these are mine.” 
 
    Gallen nodded in satisfaction. “They are the weapons that were stolen from your house, along with the Treviso Masterwork that Edmund Barying used to attempt to assassinate Her Grace?” 
 
    Silversmith glanced at him sharply. “Yes, but…” 
 
    Gallen cut him off with a wave of his hand. “The accused, Thomas Silversmith, identifies these weapons as his own,” he said loudly and imperiously, addressing the entire hall. “They are kin to the assassin’s own weapon.” 
 
    The Master Defender stood up, shaking her head coldly. “So you have found the other guns,” she said. “What of it? How does this have any bearing on my client’s innocence?” 
 
    Gallen smiled. “You mistake my purpose, Master Wade.” He turned away from the benches of the Commons to face the Barons, and to her chagrin Anneka found their eyes locking once again. She could not keep the distaste from settling onto her face, though Gallen did not seem to mind it. “Your Grace,” he harped, “I must inform you that earlier this morning, under the supervision of Sir Robert Toran, I conducted a search of the palace chambers of all members of the Privy Council.” 
 
    It took a few moments for that shocking statement to sink in, and then the anger began to boil up. Duke Vanamir, who was sitting a few seats along from Anneka, jumped up to his feet, exposing the fullness of his considerable height. “You impudent whelp!” he bellowed, his aquiline face reddening. “How dare you, after all we have given you, you worthless shit!” 
 
    He was not alone in that sentiment, nor was Sir John the only target of their ire. The privy councillors denounced Robert as a bastard and false friend. Her cousin merely shook his head sadly. Neither he nor Sir John were behaving as men who had committed such a breach of protocol should, and Anneka felt a gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach. Something was going on here. What had they done? 
 
    Gallen let the privy councillors and their supporters shout themselves out, seemingly unaffected by anything they said. When they calmed down, simply through the lack of response, he began to speak again. As before, his words were directed not to Baron Cale, or to the spectators, but to Anneka. Whatever case he was making, he was making it entirely to her. 
 
    “Good that I did so,” he said, “for it was during this search that I uncovered these weapons. These weapons, alleged stolen along with one used in the attempt on Your Grace’s life! These weapons that I found in the Palace of Morcar, in the rooms of one of your advisors. In the rooms, Your Grace, of the presiding judge of this trial, Baron Rybeck Cale!” 
 
    Riotous uproar followed his words. At first it was amusement, for such a suggestion was ridiculous in the extreme. Gallen’s accusation brought a tide of derision from every corner of the room. The privy councillors, most of whom were already standing from his last pronouncement, were shaking their fists at him. “Not this again,” Anneka heard them cry, and was astonished.  
 
    This was not the first time he had made such assertions? She knew of course that her advisors did not tell her everything, and given the absurdity of all this…still, she liked to think that if there was the whiff of treason about someone close to her, she would be informed of it.  
 
    She glanced across to the Gallery of Commons, where Cale sat. The Lord Chancellor looked poleaxed, so shocked that he had not risen with his fellows in his own defense. He scarcely needed to though, not with the tide of support he had from others in the hall. 
 
    Then Robert raised his hand, calling for silence. He was ignored at first, his requests being far too polite to be taken seriously. It was only when he screamed, “It is true!” that people began to take any notice of him. He kept shouting it over and over again, until there was sufficient calm for something more specific to be said. He was red-faced by the time that happened, and looked none too happy about what he was saying, but he said it anyway. “What the High Constable says is true. These guns were taken from Baron Cale’s chambers.” 
 
    “They were probably put there by the High Constable,” someone shouted from amongst the standing spectators. Gallen snarled at the crowd like a mad dog, but Robert shook his head sadly.  
 
    “That is not possible,” he said. “He did not have the opportunity to do so. It was not even he who discovered the weapons.” He looked up at Anneka mournfully. She stared back, open-mouthed at the turn of events. “Your Grace, I wish it were not so, but the weapons were found in Baron Cale’s rooms, this cannot be disputed.” 
 
    Anneka did not know what to do. She could barely comprehend this revelation. Rybeck Cale was far from her dearest companion, but she could not imagine him as a traitor. His family had served hers for generations, since long before the Torans wore crowns. He grew up with her father, had served them loyally for years. Why would he plot against them?  
 
    There had to be a reasonable explanation for all this, it was surely some kind of misunderstanding. She rose from her bench, waving down everyone else who was seated, preventing them from rising. The last remnants of the chaotic disturbance that had wracked the court died down, as the regent stood, and the people heard her speak for the first time. “Baron Cale, surely you have some explanation for this,” she reasoned. 
 
    Cale, who had risen with her and had not sat back down, threw up his arms helplessly. “I am afraid that I do not, Your Grace. Frankly, I am astonished.” He certainly looked and sounded so. “I do not know what to say, other than to assure Your Grace that I have never seen these weapons before, and have no notion as to how they may have been found in my chambers.” 
 
    Before anything more could be said, Sir John jumped back in. “Your Grace,” he hissed, “this is not the first suspicious occurrence that Baron Cale has not been able to explain. Ask him, Your Grace. Ask him what business brought him and Sir Imbert Brays to a tavern down in the Southshore district, a place well known in this city as a haven for thieves and bandits. Ask him what business he had there with a man who bore a scar across his lips.” Gallen sneered up at Cale. “I believe you will be as dissatisfied with the answer as I was.” 
 
    Anneka clenched her jaw tightly. She did not enjoy being led into questions by anyone, least of all by John Gallen. Unfortunately, she had no choice but to follow his direction. She had made this trial public, and now Gallen had taken advantage of that. Mad he might be, but he was cunning too. “What is this he speaks of, Baron Cale?” she asked. “What business did you have with this fellow?” 
 
    “I was on the king’s business, Your Grace…I cannot say more.” He gave her a thin, apologetic smile. 
 
    She frowned, gazing quickly across the hall. There were hundreds of people here. “My lord, if you and I were to converse privately, perhaps you could put this matter to rest,” she said, hoping to be able to draw this business out of the gaze of the spectators. This was not dignified. 
 
    To her surprise, he shook his head. “I am sorry, Your Grace, but I cannot. The king himself has commanded that I speak of this matter to no one, not even to Your Grace.” 
 
    Gallen began to clap, slowly and sardonically. “You see, Your Grace?” he crowed. “What possible business could be so secret as to be kept from the Regent of Kalland herself? I will tell you what business. Treason!” he roared, jabbing a finger at Cale. “Conspiring to do you harm! That is what business he was about, Your Grace. That is why he had Master Silversmith’s guns in his chambers, and that is why my investigation has run into so much ill luck. For how was I to conduct an investigation effectively, when all my reports were read by the arch-traitor himself!”  
 
    Spittle was issuing forth from Gallen’s lips, and his mad eyes burned brighter than ever before, but Anneka could see the doubt beginning to form on faces across the Great Hall. The same doubts were taking hold in her heart as well. She would never deny her brother’s ability to devise any manner of deviousness, but commanding a collaboration with thieves in dodgy taverns? That sounded a little too dishonorable for the great King Sigismund Toran. 
 
    Master Giguere clambered up from his seat a few rows in front of her. “Your Grace,” he began, “I saw the letter that Baron Cale received from His Grace…he told the rest of the council where he would be that night.” The big Tyran shrugged his shoulders. “There was nothing suspicious about it.” 
 
    Anneka breathed a sigh of relief. “So, you have read the letter, and know this business to be genuine?” she asked, smiling at him. To her dismay, his face fell. 
 
    “Ah, well…non, Your Grace,” he replied sheepishly. “Giguere has not actually read the letter as such…but it carried the king’s seal, I know this for certain,” he added. 
 
    The dark pit in her stomach was growing larger and deeper by the second. “You did not read the letter?” she asked, and Giguere shook his head. “Have any of you read the letter?” she asked, looking to the other privy councillors, and not one of them could say they had. “So, you have only the Lord Chancellor’s word that the letter and the meeting in this tavern were related?” Not one of them could meet her gaze. Her heart sank. Ancestors’ grace, it could be true, couldn’t it? 
 
    “You cut right to the heart of the matter, Your Grace,” Gallen fawned. Anneka ignored him, unwilling to listen to his flattery, searching for a hole in his story, something that could lead her to accept Cale’s version of events. 
 
    “Sir Imbert Brays,” she said, calling on the knight who stood stone-faced at his charge’s back. “If you were there that night, as Sir John alleges, then I command you to explain this affair.” 
 
    Brays glanced down at Cale, and then back up to her. “I am sorry, Your Grace,” he said coolly, “but Baron Cale tells the truth. The king has commanded our silence in this matter.” 
 
    She shook her head. This was absurd. They could not possibly think that being denounced as traitors was preferable to breaking Sigismund’s confidence. Even he would understand such a breach. “Sir Imbert,” she said sharply, “if you do not explain yourself, I will have to take the High Constable’s accusations seriously. Both you and Baron Cale will be arrested. You will be expelled from the Household Company!” 
 
    Brays shook his head. “I am sorry, Your Grace.” 
 
    Anneka wanted to swear with frustration, wanted to rage at these two foolish men, who seemed intent on damning themselves…and indeed at the worthless, ignoble man who had brought all of this together. But the eyes of Kalrond were upon her, and she could not throw a tantrum like a child. She knew now that she should never have come to Alban’s today. Gallen would not have had the balls to arrange a spectacle like this without her presence. He was only doing it because he could force her hand. But if what he said was true…  
 
    “I shall write a letter,” she said. “I shall write to the king, asking him for clarification…” 
 
    “Your Grace,” Gallen said, the mere sound of his icy voice turning her stomach. “The king is far away. For all we know he has left Altheim for the battlefield, and a letter will take a long time to reach him, and a reply even longer.” He stabbed a finger at Cale. “If you allow this traitor his liberty, he will not be so merciful. I agree that we must know what the king has to say. But until that day, Baron Cale, Sir Imbert Brays, and Master Silversmith must all be placed under arrest. It is the only way,” he shouted, over a maelstrom of noise, from people both supporting Cale and from those who had now turned against him. “It is the only way that we may be certain that you are safe. That is all that I care about.” 
 
    Anneka doubted that. She doubted it greatly. The only thing Sir John Gallen cared about was himself. If there was a conspiracy, then the High Constable’s interest in it was driven solely by his desire to restore his shattered reputation, to return to his former influence. She looked to Cale, pleading with her eyes for him to let her save him from the horrors Gallen would no doubt inflict. But all he would do was shake his head, and shrug. Anneka clenched her fists. He gave her no choice. Ancestors forgive her, but he gave her no choice. Swallowing her anger and frustration, she gestured to Gallen. “Arrest them, High Constable. Arrest all three of them.”  
 
    Gallen smiled as though she had just given him the keys to the treasury, and moved to his duty, barking orders to the constables and the palace armsmen alike. They were hesitant at first, but all had seen and heard the regent authorize this action. Anneka slumped back into the bench, unable to watch them taken. Silversmith she had no real qualms about, but the other two… 
 
    There was a bitter taste in her mouth. She felt as though she were the worst kind of tyrant. But what made it worse was that no one else seemed to think so. They were cheering now, those men and women who had come to see justice done. Cheering for her, cheering for Sir John, it mattered not. She was not sure what had happened today, but she was certain it was not justice. Part of her would never believe that someone like Rybeck Cale could be behind the attempt on her life; and yet they had the guns pulled from his chambers. They had mysterious deals done in shady taverns. He certainly had been in a position to thwart the investigation.  
 
    She had thought that this day would provide answers, closure, whether for good or ill. Instead it had raised more questions, and left her drained. She could not stand the cheering now. What little she had done to earn the people’s love in the past, she had done nothing of worth today. She had to get out of this hall, go to somewhere quiet, somewhere she could think. She leaned towards Domnall. 
 
    “I want to leave,” she whispered, hoping that only he could hear how thin and broken her voice sounded. They were not as close as they had once been, she and her cousin. The reality of the talent and her choice of lover were not things that Domnall approved of. But she needed him now, and as always he was there for her.  
 
    “We can use the far doors,” he said, pointing to the back of the hall beyond the Gallery of Commons. Standing up, he bellowed across the room. “The regent is departing, make way!” 
 
    Surrounded by her knights, Anneka filed along the benches, courtiers scuttling out of the way, while the hubbub of the crowd became a respectful silence. She kept her eyes fixed on Domnall’s back, not wanting to see the consequences of her decision. For all she knew, Gallen had already departed with his prizes, ready to engage in whatever vile practices he had in mind for the luckless ‘traitors’. She knew that she could stop him, put a halt to his tortures… 
 
    But Sir John had been right about at least one thing. A reply would take many weeks. If Cale was at the heart of a plot, then there might be others, others who could still act against her. Only through the work of Sir John and his interrogators might those names be learned. She did not believe, in the depths of her heart, that Rybeck Cale had betrayed her, but neither could she bring herself to give him the benefit of the doubt. Too much was at stake.  
 
    She sighed deeply as they passed out of the Great Hall of Parliament, and into the quiet of the chambers beyond. What was wrong with this world, when Sir John Gallen might be the only person she could trust? 
 
    Then she felt a small, soft hand slip into hers, fingers intertwining and squeezing her own. Nessa had somehow managed to sneak into the middle of Anneka’s knot of bodyguards. She smiled, squeezing the hand back. Gallen was not the only one she could trust.  
 
    They did not speak for the entire journey back to the Palace of Morcar, but they did not need to. With the silent loving strength of Nessa’ presence, somehow the world seemed just a little bit brighter. 
 
  
 
  


 
    A Man of Honour 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard stood upon the uppermost battlements of Hohenfels keep, watching the remains of the trebuchets as they smouldered, throwing black smoke up into the early morning sky. His hands shook as they gripped the stone, though whether it was from anger or from grief, he did not know. He did not think that he was experiencing either. His eyes were as dry as they had ever been, and no fury, hot or cold, burned in his heart. He felt no emotion that he could recognise. Even the strange events on the plain below could not stir his interest, not as they stirred his companions.  
 
    Grimbold and Eadwine Bricecross were watching Sune’s army with great interest, as were most pairs of eyes in the castle. The army of Sune av Kalte, would-be conqueror of Hohenfels, was breaking camp. They were abandoning the siege, tearing down their works. The Sverkers were reforming on the plains south of their encampment, the castle seemingly forgotten. It made no sense, though Richard found it hard to bring himself to care. In his mind he was still trapped in the night before, lost in Matilde’s death. 
 
    Of course life was not like it was in the tales. He had learned that lesson many times over the last few months. But there had to be something, did there not, or how else did those stories start? That was what Matilde would have said. He remembered their last conversation, their last real conversation, in his bedchamber that morning. Nothing that had happened in the last few months had shaken her belief in heroes, and in honour, and all the other things in the tales. She had seen them abandoned by their liege lord, and had not lost heart. She had seen all that worthless and futile fighting and death, and had imagined some purpose behind it. She had looked at him and seen a hero. He wondered if he would have come to disappoint her, had she lived. 
 
    Until last night, he had always imagined that it would be he who died, and Matilde who lived. He had devised a plan to ensure that outcome, had it come to that. He had tried to imagine his death as witnessed by her. It always came back to the stories his grandfather used to tell. Not the ancient ones, with the great heroes and the fierce beasts, but the ones from the rebellion, where his brothers had died. To a man, the Beaufort brothers had died in someone’s arms, usually old Duke William himself, sometimes King Bohemond. They had fought heroically, and they died with fierce and moving words on their lips, as their battle-companions wept around them. He had imagined such a death for himself. Fatally wounded in the last-gasp defense of Hohenfels, he would live just long enough for Matilde to arrive, to hold him in her arms, to shed tears over his body while he said something that would echo through the ages, just as his great-uncles had before him, as generations of Kallandish warriors before them. It was foolish perhaps, and he had always known that, but at the same time there had to be some truth in the stories. A noble, heroic death; surely that at least was sacrosanct? 
 
    Well, Matilde Harclay had died in the arms of her battle-companions. Two low-born archers holding her up by her armpits. She had spoken her last words without fear. Dry, sardonic wit, which was fierce in its own way, he supposed. And her lover had been there when she passed. Though he had not shed a single tear for her, and his inability to do so bothered him almost as much as her death itself.  
 
    In every conceivable way it was not the death that she had deserved, which was fitting, he supposed, as she had not enjoyed the life she had deserved either. Oh, if he could have asked her, she would have told him that she had been happy enough. She would tell him that she did not care that the depths of her love for him were not reciprocated. She would tell him that she was noblewoman of Kalland, and that the battlefield was her place, war her calling, that she was here by choice. She had been here by choice. Just not her choice. 
 
    They were all of them here by the choice of others. Richard had chosen Matilde because he had worked with her before. He had worked with her before because of her brother’s machinations. In the larger scheme of things, they were all here by the choice of their betters. For a queen’s pride, and a king’s ambition. Had this been what the Voice of the Raven had meant when he spoke of choices? He had said that Richard would enjoy two loves, but did that mean he would love them, or they would love him?  
 
    He did not believe in the Sverker mystic and his magic raven god, and yet at the same time, everything the damn man said seemed to be happening. Matilde was dead, her body lying down in the chill of the pantry. They would keep it there until the next cloudless night, and then burn it, according to the traditions of their homeland. At first he had taken comfort in the fact that they would all be dead soon. Sune would launch fresh assaults, and then all of this misery would be over. When the sentries reported considerable movement in the enemy camp, he had almost rejoiced at the promise of an end to it all. But it was not to be.  
 
    It seemed impossible, but Matilde’s death had actually bought them time. From the way Sune’s army was moving, it had bought them all the time in the world. But Richard did not want time. All he could do with time was think, and thinking only made his life harder; though perhaps that was what he deserved. 
 
    Grimbold and Bricecross were taking turns with the spyglass, watching the strange behaviour of the Sverker army. It would not be possible to describe their own conduct as gleeful, for they had been shocked and saddened by Matilde’s death. But Richard understood that under these circumstances it was unrealistic to expect them to remain subdued. They had been watching the proceedings below for some time; he was not sure exactly how long. The sun had moved since last he looked, that was all he knew. 
 
    “I do not think they are planning to march,” Bricecross said, pulling the spyglass from his eye.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” asked Grimbold.  
 
    “Because they appear to be forming battle lines down there,” the herald replied, a hint of excitement in his voice. “Look.”  
 
    Grimbold took up the instrument and scanned the battlefield below. “You ain’t wrong about that,” he said. “Battle lines it is…” His voice trailed away, though his eye remained fixed to the glass.  
 
    Despite his anguish, Richard did still feel a stab of interest at this. He was still a knight, still an officer in the royal army. What could Sune be up to now? 
 
    Bricecross was shaking his head. “What, by all the ancestors of the Kallandish, would lead them to form battle lines facing away from their siege?” 
 
    It was a good question, and Richard felt a rising need to seek an answer. It might give him something to occupy his mind other than Matilde. With his left hand he reached out and gestured for Grimbold to hand him the spyglass. He did not try to meet either man’s eyes. There was still too much pity to be found there.  
 
    He felt the weight of the instrument in his hand, and brought it up to his eye. The huskarl had surrendered it wordlessly. 
 
    He briskly glassed the Sverker army below. They were indeed assembling in battle formation, or in the early stages at least. Not preparing for an immediate fight, but one to come soon. That was interesting. He scanned towards the far horizon, beyond Sune’s army. It was partially eclipsed by a strange haze.  
 
    At first he took it for cloud, a storm coming up from the south, but it was moving too fast. Was it smoke, maybe floating away from the ruined trebuchets? But the smoke from the wrecked engines was black and grey in hue, and this haze was brown. No, there was only one explanation he could think of, and even that seemed impossible. “Horizon,” he said simply, passing the spyglass back to Grimbold. It was the first time he had spoken in many hours, and his voice sounded rasping and harsh. 
 
    The huskarl followed Richard’s direction, frowning when he caught sight of the impossible haze. “What is that, smoke?” he asked. 
 
    Richard shook his head slowly. “Dust thrown up by cavalry would be my guess. A large force of cavalry.” 
 
    A glance passed between the other two men. Bricecross turned to him with a doubtful look in his eye. “Cavalry? Cavalry from where?” 
 
    Richard smiled a mirthless smile. “The royal armies, Eadwine, the king’s and the queen’s combined. Has to be. There is no other army in southern Sverkermark with enough horse scouts to kick up that much dust. Our sovereigns are looming.” 
 
    Both men were staring at him now, their faces tumultuous with emotion. “But the rebellions,” Bricecross stuttered. “I was told…” 
 
    It was almost amusing, to hear the shock in the herald’s voice. Richard smiled thinly. Bricecross could not bring himself to believe that Tancred Beaufort, his trusted lord, would have used him as a tool in some deceit. Perhaps he was right. There were many possible paths that could have led the royal armies to Hohenfels, where none expected them. But Richard thought he had the measure of their queen now. 
 
    “So, the king put down those rebellions, did he?” Grimbold said, his tone a little more cynical and shrewd than that of the herald. “Don’t seem likely, does it chief?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Putting down rebellions in at least three towns, and then marching all the way here in just over two months? It is a stretch of the imagination, yes.” 
 
    “But the rebellions were real!” Bricecross protested. “Word of them was pandemic in the queen’s camp when I left.” 
 
    “Oh, they were real enough I suppose,” Richard replied. “But perhaps the reports were exaggerated, the true scope only being discovered after you left. Maybe the queen suspected that there was a traitor among us, and could not risk revealing her plan.” He chuckled grimly. “I am certain she will elucidate presently.” 
 
    With that, he walked away. Outwardly he might have seemed nonchalant, even good-humoured, but inside he boiled with rage and frustration. He had thought himself so clever when he uncovered Yngvard’s treachery, little knowing that there were still other games being played.  
 
    Astrid must have known Yngvard was a traitor. She could probably smell it on him. She might have suspected others, as well; and so she led Richard and his soldiers to believe that they were going to be destroyed, so that Sune would believe it as well, and in doing so she trapped her uncle as he had planned to trap her, using the trap he thought that she believed was her own… 
 
    It boggled the mind, the web of deceits that Astrid and Alexander had thrown up around Hohenfels. They had danced around the crag, trying to trick each other into jumping on top of it, and all the while the garrison sat here, unknowing. 
 
    Was this war? He had used to believe that war was the heat of combat, swords meeting shields, the charge of cavalry, like it was in the tales. But perhaps it was always this way, a huge game, where the rules were known only to a few, and the rest were tricked into doing their bidding by being told that there were such things as honour, and valour, and glory. Matilde had died living those lies. Had she waited one more night to attack the trebuchets, she would be alive now, and he would be celebrating their relief, instead of mourning their deception.  
 
    But now Richard knew the rules, and he would never forget what had happened here. Never. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    As darkness fell, Sune av Kalte rode up the path to the gate, alone. His army waited a mile or so to the south, ready to meet the royal armies whenever they arrived in full strength. Richard had not been surprised to hear that the count was coming. He did not imagine that there were many things that could surprise him anymore. He was already waiting outside the gate when Sune arrived.  
 
    Richard could have refused to see him. It was Sune’s bowmen that caused Matilde’s death, his warriors that had killed so many of Richard’s. But then, that had been war…real war, as it was supposed to be. It was strange, but of all the commanders he had encountered, Sune was the only one who had come anywhere near to telling the truth. For sure he was complicit in Alexander and Yngvard’s schemes, but then Richard was no less complicit in Astrid’s. Their honour was equally as clean or as stained, depending on one’s perspective. 
 
    He raised a hand in a salute as the count approached, and Sune returned it wryly. He seemed to have aged in the weeks since they last met. Siege life would do that to a person, no matter what side they were on. Richard imagined himself looking far worse for wear. 
 
    “Richard Beaufort,” Sune said. “We find ourselves in something of a reversal, do we not?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “It would appear that way, my lord.” 
 
    Sune chuckled without humour. “Our chiefs, and their schemes. I tell you, Beaufort, I am damned tired of all this. Not just my chief and yours, but my brother before them, and our father before him. Always the same. You take the most honourable man you know, you put a crown on his head, and suddenly…” Sune made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “Almost a relief to see the end coming.” 
 
    They were silent for a time, standing there on the cold earth taking each other’s measure. The count seemed in good spirits, but Richard knew that there was still great sorrow in him. Death had crept up upon Sune av Kalte, giving him no time for preparation. 
 
    “Good piece of work you did on the trebuchets,” Sune said. “Did they all get back alive?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “My…lieutenant did not make it. Took a stray arrow. She was the one who devised the sally.” 
 
    Sune sighed, a long, mournful exhalation. “For what it is worth, I am sorry. She had courage.” 
 
    To his surprise, Richard found that it was worth something. A Sverker did not call another courageous lightly; this man even less so. And she had been courageous, which was something he had forgotten in his grief, and anger. “She was,” he replied. “Very courageous.”  
 
    He found himself wanting to speak. He had said nothing to anyone since she died, not even to Grimbold, but for some reason he felt that Sune could understand the things that troubled him. “She believed in things like courage,” he said. “She believed in heroes, and honour, and all the other stories we are told as children.” He snorted. “Ah, but she was half a child herself, had barely come of age. Seen as much of war as I have, but somehow it didn’t change her. I tried to tell her…but she didn’t believe me.” He shook his head ruefully. “She believed in me. Said I was a hero, said that she had faith in me.” 
 
    Sune had been nodding along through all of that, and when Richard was done, the count turned a questioning gaze upon him. “You do not share her faith then? You do not believe in these virtues?” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    The count nodded. “I do, Richard Beaufort.” 
 
    Richard shrugged helplessly. “How can you? Ancestors’ grace, Sune, your nephew and that snake Yngvard devised a plan to use your daughter as bait! How can you see honour in a war where that happens?” 
 
    Pain flashed across Sune’s face, and Richard felt a stab of remorse. Sune knew that he would never see Melara again, and that she would be in Astrid’s power, the very thing he had feared the most. But the count seemed to steel himself, forcing a smile onto his face. “I know what Alexander is, Beaufort. He is no man of honour, true. He is a coward, and cruel, and devious. I will not pretend that when Yngvard arrived with his plan in hand, that I was not tempted to strike off his head and send it back to my nephew.” 
 
    “Then why did you not?”  
 
    “Because what good would that have done?” Sune retorted. “He would have turned to someone else, with fewer scruples, and then greater ill would have been done in his name.” He laughed. “Do you honestly think that I believe Alexander will be a better ruler than Astrid?” He shook his head. “They are equally as worthless. But one of them was always going to end up wearing the crown, there’s no changing that. There’ll always be a king, or a queen, and the crown will always twist them, and there’s no changing that.” He fixed Richard with a piercing glance, as though tearing into his soul. “It is the little things that you can change. The man you take prisoner, instead of killing. The castle you capture with terms, not with swords. The supplies you pay for instead of looting. If your chief has no honour, then you have to be more honourable to compensate. You won’t always be able to hold to it. Sometimes the little things just won’t be enough. But is it not better that they have even one man of honour at their side than none at all?” 
 
    Richard had no answer to that. It sounded futile to him. Surely it was more honourable to take up arms against the dishonourable, even if death might be your only reward. Better die with honour, than try to change the heart of a monarch. But even as he thought it, he realized that it was no less foolish. To throw yourself upon the sword when living would be harder was cowardice, of a sort.  
 
    Matilde had believed in him. She had believed in him so strongly that she had given her life just to buy him a few more days. She had believed in virtues like honour, had seen those virtues in him; and he had tried to erode her faith in him, when all that time he should have been trying to live up to it. He had wallowed in self-pity, surrendered himself to death, and even after she was gone he had sought to tarnish her memory, the ideals she had believed in, by marking them as foolish, or childish. But he would do so no more. 
 
    He managed a tight smile. “Inspiring honour and heroism through example.” 
 
    Sune nodded. “It’s the only way, believe me. At least, it’s the only way a man like you or I can live with ourselves, serving the chiefs we do, doing the things that they ask. It is not easy.” 
 
    “Is it worth it?” 
 
    The Sverker chuckled. “As I said, it is a relief to see the end coming.” 
 
    Richard knew that he was only half-serious, though. It might be a relief, but Sune would not have lived his life any other way. When he was gone, Alexander would surely fall, leaving Astrid and Sigismund; and just as Sune served Alexander as his voice of honour, so too would Richard serve them. He would live up to Matilde’s faith in him, her belief. “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    Sune nodded, and then his expression became grim. “Pleasant though it has been, I did not come to speak of these matters.” 
 
    Richard knew why he had come, of course. He had near forgotten about her after everything that had happened, but she was there, hanging over them. This experience of being on the side that was going to win was a new one to him. His thoughts had always been of what might happen when the castle fell; not what might happen to their captives if it was held. “You want to know if I can protect Melara,” he said. 
 
    “Can you?” Sune asked. There was iron in the man, but fear also. Melara would always be a threat to Astrid, with the ancient blood of Skeffi flowing through her veins. Sune did not fear for his own life; he feared that once dead, he could no longer protect his daughter from her cousin. Could Richard do it? Could he serve Astrid and protect Melara both? 
 
    “I do not know,” he said presently. “But I promise you this. As best I can, I will protect her as though she were of my own blood.” 
 
    Sune sighed. “Given what we have just been speaking of, I cannot ask for more than that.” Richard knew that he would say no more on the matter. He would not beg for better, even if he thought better could be offered. 
 
    “Do you wish to see her?” Richard asked, but the count shook his head. 
 
    “No,” he replied firmly. “I want her to remember me as I was, not as the beaten man I am now. Things will be hard for her from now on, hard enough without seeing her father so broken.” 
 
    “You might still win,” Richard said. “You are the greatest commander in Sverkermark, or so they tell me.” Part of him hoped Sune would win. Not so much because it would involve defeating Astrid, but simply because he felt the man deserved it.  
 
    “I do not think so,” Sune replied, glancing down at the plain, his eyes distant. “I have a little over four and a half thousand men, most of whom are worn out by a month-long siege. Between them, your chiefs have over twenty thousand. A sharp mind counts for a lot, Richard, but sometimes you cannot beat the numbers.” 
 
    “Then I wish you fortune,” Richard said. “For it is said to favour the courageous.” 
 
    Sune raised an eyebrow. “We shall have to see, won’t we?” He stuck out a hand. “Farewell, Richard Beaufort.” 
 
    Richard grasped the count’s hand firmly. “Farewell, Sune av Kalte,” he replied. Enemy, and friend both. They exchanged nods, and then broke their grip, turning away from each other with no further words. Nothing further needed to be said. Richard hoped that the man would draw some small comfort from his promise to protect Melara.  
 
    As for himself, his grief would not fade so easily, but still he felt rejuvenated. He had a way to truly honour Matilde, rather than mourn her and pity himself. Perhaps it was foolish, and he was merely convincing himself otherwise out of guilt, but nonetheless, he had to try. 
 
     For his first act in this life of honour, he had to devise a means to keep Melara from harm, while still obeying his liege. He had sworn to protect as thought she were of his own blood. And that gave him an idea… 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    A few hours later he called Grimbold to his chambers. He had spent every moment since speaking with Sune up there, pondering on the tasks ahead, and had come to some conclusions. It was time for Grimbold to hear them. 
 
    A few minutes after he had sent for the huskarl, he started to wonder why he had done so. Richard’s actions were not Grimbold’s. Richard’s decisions did not require the Sverker’s approval, or his knowledge. 
 
    And yet at the same time they did. He and Grimbold had fallen into the roles of commander and lieutenant so easily and so quickly that it had become natural. More than that, he would count Grimbold as a friend. He would never have imagined such a thing when they first met, months before. He, the noble Sir Richard Beaufort, friends with some hairy Sverker peasant? But it had happened all the same. They would likely never speak of it, but both knew it was true. Wherever Richard went next, Grimbold would be marching alongside.   
 
    He nodded as the huskarl entered. Grimbold took his measure carefully, a faint smile on his lips. He had obviously noticed some change in Richard’s manner, some external hint of what had been happening in his mind these last hours. 
 
    “I have made some decisions,” Richard said, “regarding the queen, and other matters.” 
 
    Grimbold looked at him sharply. “You aren’t going to kill her, are you?” he asked. “If you are, then I’ve got your back, of course, but it’ll take some doing.” 
 
    Richard started to laugh. It was the first time he had done so with genuine mirth since before Matilde died, and he felt a lot of pent-up emotion draining out. He did not laugh for very long, but it was enough, and by the end of it, Grimbold was looking at him in wry astonishment. The huskarl had expected him to be as he was before, distant and morose. But that aided no one. “No,” he replied when his amusement began to fade, “I will do worse than that. I am going to serve her.” 
 
    That drew even more surprise. “Serve her?” Grimbold repeated woodenly. “After all the shit she’s put us through? You stick with your chief up to a certain point, but…” 
 
    “She is a duplicitous bitch, I know,” he said, raising a hand to stem the huskarl’s protest. “She will always be one, I think. I know that I will never stop blaming her for…for Matilde’s death.” 
 
    Grimbold stepped forward, nodding. “Then why serve her?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Someone has to. If only the ignoble served her, how would the world be any better?” He sighed, shaking his head. “There is honour in service,” he whispered, more to himself than to Grimbold. 
 
    The huskarl stared at him for a long while, saying nothing. And then finally that familiar grin flashed onto his face. “So, we’re to be men of honour, is what you are saying?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well, I can live with that, I suppose.” Grimbold shrugged. “Just doesn’t seem like we’ll get much out of it, is all.” 
 
    Richard grinned. “I think that is the point, Grimbold.” 
 
    Grimbold snorted. “You’re probably right.” He nodded, and then turned to leave. Before he reached the door he paused, cocking his head thoughtfully. “You said decisions, right? What else have you decided?” 
 
    Richard sighed. “I have also made a decision regarding the Lady Melara. What I will do to honour Sune’s last request.”  
 
    There had been only one way that he could see. He thought momentarily of Matilde, and sighed. For what little it was worth, he was sorry. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Paramour 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have been thinking,” Anneka said quietly. “I would like for us to to leave court.”  
 
    Nessa looked down at her sharply. Anneka was curled up in her arms, her head resting on Nessa’s breasts, one hand lazily stroking its way up and down the half-elf’s naked thigh. She had been somewhat withdrawn over the last few days, ever since the trial. Nessa understood. It had been a shock for everyone, that day. She still found it difficult to believe that it had happened, and harder still to believe that Rybeck Cale could be a traitor.  
 
    A somber mood had settled over the court after Sir John Gallen’s revelations. There was also a great deal of anxiety, for Cale had been associate to many, and all feared falling under the High Constable’s eye themselves. Rumours of the torments Gallen placed his prisoners under were spreading like wildfire, and it made Nessa feel a little nauseous to imagine Cale in the clutches of that horrible man.  
 
    But however hard it was for her, or for any other, it was hardest on Anneka, for it had been at her command that Rybeck was condemned. She walked around as if in a dream most of the day, and only when she was with Nessa did she seem to come out of it. Even when they made love, it was as though Anneka was not fully there. She was somewhere else, trapped in the darkness that had gripped the palace. 
 
    Nessa ran her fingers gently through Anneka’s golden hair; a gesture that she knew calmed her. “Leave?” she said softly. “Shall we elope, and live as farmers somewhere?” 
 
    She had not known whether levity would be appreciated, but Anneka laughed, slapping her lightly on the rear. It was good to hear her laugh, Nessa reflected. It was good to hear anyone laugh. 
 
    “No, dullard,” Anneka said, “I only mean for a little while. Just to get away,” she sighed, “away from this place, away from these people.” 
 
    Nessa kissed her on the top of her head, resting her chin there. “The Privy Council?” she asked, though she knew the answer. 
 
    Anneka sighed again, her arms wrapping more tightly around Nessa’s body. “Yes,” she said bitterly, “the Privy Council.” 
 
    The council had lied to her, or so Anneka believed. To Nessa’s eyes it was more a lie of omission than a true falsehood, but that did not make it any less insidious or disheartening. They had known of Gallen’s suspicions for weeks, and yet had told Anneka nothing of them. There were other secrets they had kept back too, no doubt. Anneka had been incandescent with rage after the first post-trial council meeting. Had she been told, she could have written to the king weeks ago, resolved this long before Gallen had a chance to publically force the issue.  
 
    That in itself was a large part of the problem as well. Anneka had been humiliated, forced into making the decision by the hideous public spectacle the High Constable had concocted. That too she blamed on the council, that their mishandling of the affair left her with no option but to acquiesce. Nessa knew that she felt lied to, betrayed and pressured; and that was just by the people whose loyalty was not in question. Little wonder she would not want to be around them right now. 
 
    “Can you do that?” Nessa asked curiously. “Just…leave court, all your responsibilities…” 
 
    “Damn my responsibilities!” Anneka snapped. “The Privy Council have shown that they are more than capable of shouldering burdens for me.” Nessa stiffened at the venom in her lover’s voice, but almost immediately Anneka raised her head from the half-elf’s chest, her blue eyes full of remorse and anguish. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “I did not mean to…” 
 
    Nessa cut her off with a kiss. “I know,” she replied when their lips broke apart. “I understand.” 
 
    Anneka wriggled up the bed, until her head rested on the pillow next to Nessa’s. She rolled over, her eyes gazing up at the ceiling, though her left hand still roamed up and down the half-elf’s body, seeming to explore every contour as avidly as the first time. Nessa leaned in, gently laying kiss after kiss on the younger girl’s neck and shoulder. She did not press Anneka to talk more; whatever was on her mind would be revealed when she was ready. 
 
    They lay like that for a time, saying nothing. Nessa wondered whether Anneka might fall asleep, for it was late in the evening. But her eyes remained open, fixed on whatever her mind saw beyond the walls of their bedchamber. There was nothing that Nessa could do for her other than to simply be there. She wished there was more she could do. But she could not take Anneka’s burdens. All she could do was love her, and hope that this was enough. 
 
    “Tannerus thinks that I should move Cale here, to the palace.” Anneka’s eyes remained fixed on the ceiling, but her hand had stopped its journey, settling on Nessa’s hip. “Vanamir agrees with him. Adele Wyvernslayer, Brendan, Matthew Beaufort. They all say that I should lock Rybeck in his chambers until we receive a reply from Sigismund.” 
 
    “You could do that,” Nessa said evenly. 
 
    Anneka sighed. “But if I did that, and he truly is a traitor, he might escape. He might have allies here in the palace that would help him. They might even come after us. Then again, if he is innocent and I allow him to suffer…”  
 
    She shuddered, shaking her head. “I do not know what to do, my love,” she said miserably. “I do not know who or what to believe. There are so many secrets in this damn place, so many lies and schemes.” Anneka looked away from the ceiling, their eyes meeting across the pillow. Nessa saw tears there, and such sorrow and confusion that her own eyes grew wet in sympathy. 
 
    “Anneka…” she breathed. The other girl took her hands. 
 
    “Promise me, Nessa,” she said, her voice breaking. “Promise me that you will never lie to me. Promise me you will never keep secrets.” Her voice choked into a sob. “Promise me that you will never leave me.” Anneka turned her head away. “I can bear all the rest of this as long as you are with me.” 
 
    Nessa sat up, pulling Anneka’s hands to her lips. “I will never lie to you, I will never keep secrets, and I will never leave you.” She smiled, kissing Anneka’s hands. “How could I do those things, when I love you so much?” 
 
    Anneka smiled at those words, and Nessa settled back onto the bed, wedging herself in the crook of Anneka’s arm, nuzzling at her neck. She had made the promises in an instant, and she meant every word. She would sooner die than hurt Anneka. Some of the darkness and sorrow had lifted from her lover’s face, which was reward in itself. She was so beautiful, but never lovelier than when she smiled. 
 
    “There is a lodge in the King’s Forest,” Anneka said presently. “Bryth Anner. It is a day’s ride from the city. I was thinking we might go there. We could hunt, or shoot, or fish…or just stay in bed if you are up for exertions more strenuous than mere sport,” she added lasciviously.  
 
    Nessa laughed, biting her lip in excitement at the thought. “I have never been one for sport,” she said playfully. “Are you sure that we could do it, though?” she continued, in a more serious tone. 
 
    Anneka nodded. “I think I can trust my advisors sufficiently that the country will not burn if I leave for a few days. Besides, “ she added with a sigh, “I need time to clear my head, to think about things. I cannot stand this shadow that hangs over the court, and I am of no use to my people when I am so troubled.” 
 
    Nessa held her close. “Of course,” she said. “It will be good to breathe in some clean air. I would like to see more of Kalland than just this city.” 
 
    Anneka smiled. “It is a beautiful old house,” she said. “Deep in the forest, far from the machinations of court. The name means Deep Solitude, you know, in the old tongue. The Kalmar kings built it two hundred years ago as a hunting lodge. It was a favourite haunt of my father and my grandfather. Even the Kurenni governors used it from time to time, and say what you like about those bastards, they recognize beauty when they see it.” 
 
    Nessa smiled at that, but the seriousness with which Anneka spoke about this trip had put an unpleasant thought in her mind. She did not really want to voice it, for a few days away from court with her love was a more than attractive proposition, but she felt that it had to be said. “Anneka,” she began softly, lifting her head up to meet the younger girl’s eyes. “If we do this, everyone will know, won’t they?” 
 
    Her lover frowned. “Know what, my love?” 
 
    “About us.” 
 
    “What about us?” Anneka asked in a mischievously sweet voice. Nessa sighed, half exasperated, and half amused. Anneka laughed, stroking her face. 
 
    “More than a few at court likely suspect already,” she said. “After the trial ended, you did depart at my side. As for the rest…well, they were going to have to find out at some point. Besides, there is nothing so scandalous about my taking a lover…so long as you do not get me with child.” She giggled at her own joke. 
 
    Nessa stared at her superciliously. “A lover of mixed blood with the mage’s talent?”  
 
    Anneka chuckled ruefully. “I admit, that may raise eyebrows in some quarters…but consider this, my love. Several days have passed, in which time many of those here at court may already have been discussing what lies between us. Have you experienced any hostility from them?” 
 
    Nessa shook her head. She had to concede that point. If anything, people had been more polite since she and Anneka had become lovers.  
 
    “I love you,” Anneka said. “As far as I am concerned, all that matters is that we love each other. The court will accept it, as they accept everything that we Torans do. As for the people…” She shrugged. “They may think it strange at first, but as long as I continue to do things that please them, they will accept it. And any who do not are not my people, and may the sky have them.” 
 
    Nessa frowned at the unfamiliar phrase. “May the sky have them?” 
 
    Anneka shrugged. “An old Kallandish saying, a superstition. It is not important.” She leaned in, and their lips met hungrily.  
 
    “Besides,” she said, when the kiss ended, “better they know you as my paramour, than suspect you as my tutor in magic. They can accept your talent; mine would be harder for them to deal with. Not that you have taught me much of late,” she added with a playful grin. 
 
    Nessa laughed. It was true; they had not been devoting much time to lessons in magic recently. When they were alone, Anneka did sometimes use it, did summon mage lights, light candles with magical sparks. Occasionally she would play pranks on her knights using wind or levitation. But the actual teaching had ebbed away. “I have perhaps been remiss in that duty,” she said, but Anneka shook her head. She rolled on top of Nessa, their bodies pressing together tightly. With a wicked grin, she began to slide down, planting kisses on Nessa’s chin, her neck, and her breasts. 
 
    “You have had other concerns,” she said, her tongue darting into the half-elf’s navel, before heading down still further. “You have been taking a sabbatical. Learning new skills.” 
 
    Nessa smiled as she felt the heat of Anneka’s breath between her legs, meeting the heat of her own body. Hadn’t she just? 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    In long months of observation, Nessa had learned a great deal about how life in the Palace of Morcar worked. It was not easy, with so many strange traditions and rituals, with the alternation between formality and familiarity. But she had persevered. There was a lot one could learn simply by watching people as they went about their days. It was something Nessa had always relied on, given the rather solitary life she had lived in Estwic. Even though that isolation was well and truly over, she still enjoyed spending time observing life in the palace. Discovering the little quirks of the place could be as satisfying as gaining any kind of knowledge. 
 
    On the face of it, the antechamber of the Hall of Audiences had seemed to be the heart of palace life. It was where the largest number of people congregated, even when Anneka was not holding an audience. Courtiers and petitioners alike gathered in knots throughout the great room, gossiping and intriguing. To an outsider, it looked to be the bustling heart of government. It certainly had to Nessa, when she first arrived. But over time, as she got to know who these people were, and what they did, she began to realise how inaccurate that initial observation had been. 
 
    People did congregate in the antechamber, and in large numbers, but it was always those lowest in the palace pecking order; the minor functionaries, the cadet sons and daughters of minor nobility, low ranking guildsmen. You never saw the privy councillors there, or the Knights of the Household when off-duty, never the senior clerks and secretaries, or the ranking servants, or the important visitors. No, the antechamber was the façade of the royal court, where the pompous and the posers went, so that they could tell others that they stood close to the regent. Those who actually did stand with Anneka were to be found in the Hall of Swords. 
 
    It made sense, given the martial traditions of the Kallandish. Every Kallandish noble fancied himself or herself a warrior, and so the Circle was almost always occupied, by those sparring or waiting for a bout. Those that did not fight sat on the benches alone or in groups, watching and discussing more serious business than their fellows outside the Hall of Audiences. The entrances to the Hall of Swords were guarded by the armsmen, which was another reason for its popularity among the elite. There was less likelihood of being harassed by petitioners or other kinds of influence-seekers. Even Anneka herself could spar here without drawing too much attention. 
 
    Nessa still found the business of fighting for the purposes of sport to be an alien one, but she too had come to frequent the Hall of Swords. Strange as it might seem, she found it to be quite a calm atmosphere. It was also the place in which she might find those whose companionship she had come to enjoy. It was by no means a wide circle, but she had no more experience of having friends than she had of having a lover, and took neither for granted. After leaving Anneka, their morning lovemaking interrupted by the responsibilities of the regency, she had wandered down to the Hall. She had been delighted to see no less than three companions there.  
 
    Master Tannerus smiled as he saw her approach, winking as he bowed to her. He was no doubt paying her back for all the times that she had teased him about his lordship. She had been surprised to learn that he enjoyed spending time at the Circle, at first. But then he had lived much of his life among the Kallandish…to all intents and purposes he was Kallandish.  
 
    Sir Lothor was there also. This was less of a surprise. The young knight would either be on duty with the regent, or here in the Hall of Swords. Nessa had never seen him in any other place. She presumed that he must sleep at some point, unless he simply slept while on guard outside their bedchamber.  
 
    Lothor grinned, and tossed her an apple. She caught it gratefully, her stomach rumbling at the sight of the fruit. Anneka had managed to distract her from breakfast yet again. She could not truthfully identify the point when Lothor had become a friend, for it had just seemed to happen. She had grown so used to his presence in all of her time spent with Anneka, that when his presence was no longer necessary as a guard, she had sought him out anyway.  
 
    All of Anneka’s detachment of knights were amiable enough, with the exception of her cousin Domnall, who still seemed to dislike Nessa. None were as friendly or as easy-going as Lothor, however, with all of his jokes and unlikely tales. Tannerus had told her that all the folk of the Wyvernwood were that way. Dwelling in a forest infested with ferocious beasts was not easy, so the Wyvernwood folk had become eternally cheerful to compensate. 
 
    The last member of the trio seated on the benches was the most surprising. When they had first met, Nessa had found Sir Henry Rill to be somewhat uncomfortable company, with his knowing looks and presumptuous manner. She had come to realise, however, that this was something of a façade, a mask he placed over himself for the benefit of others. Scratch through that mask, and one would discover that Rill was a great deal more complicated than his reputation implied.  
 
    He was the womanizing, hedonistic warrior-poet, certainly, but he could also be a kind and open-hearted man, who seemed to care a great deal about Anneka and her brother. Anneka had told Nessa that Rill had been a close friend to her father, and that had seemed to be enough for her. For Nessa it had taken a little longer, but she had come to enjoy the poet’s company. He was a man more complex than he appeared, and that was something she could understand, and sympathise with. 
 
    The three men were sat watching a sparring match between two female armsmen down in the Circle. Despite the warmth of their greetings to her, Nessa could see that none of them were as cheerful as usual. It was not just these three either; all of those sitting on the benches this morning wore glum expressions, and it was a reflection of the general mood at court. Nessa felt a little guilty that she might be leaving the city to raise her own spirits. Everyone in the palace could benefit from some time away. 
 
    She sat down between them, taking a bite of the apple, but halting almost immediately. The three were staring at her with curiously tentative expressions. “What is the matter?” she asked self-consciously. “Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    “There is a rumour making the rounds this morning,” said Sir Henry, with a quick glance at Tannerus. “Have you heard it, my lady?” 
 
    She frowned. “What rumour?” she asked. 
 
    “They say that the regent intends to appoint John Gallen to the Privy Council,” said Tannerus, the tightening of his jaw the only sign of his disapproval. Rybeck Cale was his friend, his former student. Though publically Tannerus and Cale’s other supporters would never criticize Anneka or her decisions, Nessa knew that they had no qualms about opposing the High Constable.  
 
    She shook her head. “I have not heard that,” she replied. “Nor has she told me that she is considering it.” She did not think that Anneka would consider it, either. Her beloved bore no fondness for John Gallen. 
 
    Tannerus and Lothor nodded, but Sir Henry did not yet seem convinced, a mournful expression remaining on his darkly handsome features. “The problem with this kind of rumour,” he said, “is that it becomes self-fulfilling. I have seen it many times before, as you surely have, Lord Tannerus.” 
 
    The old mage nodded reluctantly. “True. People become so used to the rumour that they clamour to see it realized.” 
 
    “And he is very popular in certain circles,” added Lothor. “Many on the Gallery of Commons are calling him ‘the last honest knight in Kalrond’.” 
 
    Rill chuckled mirthlessly. “The last honest knight? Sounds like a bad poem.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can write it,” Lothor said with a mischievous grin, but Rill frowned, clearly unamused. 
 
    “I would not waste ink writing about that self-aggrandizing lunatic,” he said. 
 
    “It was my understanding that only the king could appoint members of the Privy Council,” Nessa said. She remembered that when Tannerus had been appointed, Anneka had conducted the ceremony in her brother’s name. “And did the king himself not banish Sir John Gallen?”  
 
    Tannerus shrugged uneasily. “The regent has all the powers of the king, including the right to appoint new privy councillors in his name. The king can later reverse those decisions, but…” He trailed away, frowning. Nessa put her hand on his arm. 
 
    “She will not do it, I am certain,” she said firmly, meeting all their eyes. That seemed to convince them; they stopped talking about it at least. Nessa found herself smiling at being able to reassure anyone of anything. It was such a strange turn in her life. Strange, but good. For Anneka’s love, she was willing to put up with the gawking and the formality. It was not so bad. Anneka was the one who had to make all of the hard decisions, who had to deal with all of the influence-seekers, petitioners, and deceitful advisors, and with the ambitions of people like John Gallen. She took it in her stride, but Nessa could see that it was not easy or pleasant. 
 
    The others had turned their attention back to the fight. One of the duellists was older, a veteran of the palace armsmen, while the other was as young as Lothor. Despite her youth and inexperience, she seemed to be holding her own, as far as Nessa could tell. They were fighting with the blunted training blades only, and the clank of steel against steel filled the air. The older armsman fought rather mechanically, her attacks and parries efficient, but without flourish. Her opponent was wilder, taking great swings with her weapon. It led her to gain ground often, but to lose it just as quickly, giving the bout a teetering dynamic. 
 
    Lothor snorted. “She has no technique,” he said sagely. “She will never master the Circle fighting like that.” 
 
    Nessa met Sir Henry’s eyes with amusement. The poet seemed to find the young knight’s position of authority on the matter as comical as she did. But then that was Lothor. In other men it might be taken as youthful arrogance or pomposity, but Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer never took himself very seriously.  
 
    Still, there was an element of naiveté to his views on fighting. Nessa was not an expert by any means, but she had seen a real fight, had seen men die, and technique had not played too much of a role. Fury and luck, and strength and discipline had won the fight on the dragonboats. 
 
    Sir Henry nodded towards the fighter. “She has passion,” he said. “Good footwork, and she does not panic at reversals. Perhaps she lacks discipline now, but that is something that comes with time.” 
 
    Lothor flashed him an insolent grin. “I have never heard your name spoken of among the finest swordsmen of Kalland, Sir Henry.” 
 
    Rill did not rise to his bait. “I am no duelist, that is true,” he admitted. “But I have been a soldier, and I will say this much on the matter; the Kurenni do not fight to three touches of a training blade.” 
 
    Lothor winked at Nessa. “Good thing then that we are not at war with the Empire, old man.” 
 
    Sir Henry gave a short bark of laughter, clapping the exuberant young knight on the back. “In that, lad, we are in agreement.” The poet stood up carefully, nodding to his companions. “I will stretch my legs, I think. Would any of you care to join me in the Gardens?” 
 
    Tannerus sighed, muttering about the Privy Council, and Lothor shook his head, eyes intent on the bout, but Nessa found the idea appealing. It was the first day of Summertide, and she had never seen the Elven Gardens look lovelier. A people from a warm land had designed them, after all. “I will join you, Sir Henry,” she said, and the poet smiled, inclining his head. 
 
    “I would be honoured, my lady.”  
 
    Nessa said her farewells to Tannerus and Lothor, and followed Rill out of the Hall of Swords. There was a door leading out to the Gardens nearby, and it was to this door that they headed. Nessa reflected that it was not just the people of the palace she had grown used to, but the palace itself as well. She had come a long way from being the girl who had first found the Hall while searching vainly for the kitchens. 
 
    Sir Henry moved at a brisk pace, though he slowed down upon noticing that Nessa lagged behind. She did not mind, being quite used to trailing after years of living with Master Tannerus. Of all the things that marked her different from the Kallandish, her short stature was the one that bothered her the least. 
 
    “I hope you were not offended by Sir Lothor’s words,” she said once they were walking side by side. She had wondered whether the exchange had been the reason for Rill’s swift departure. “Lothor can be impudent, but he does not intend offence.” 
 
    Sir Henry laughed. “I took no offence,” he said. “I was no different when I first came to court. Now that I think about it, I was probably a great deal worse. We poets are a naturally starry-eyed breed, particularly when it comes to war.” He shook his head. “It takes an actual war to overcome such ideals.” 
 
    “You fought the Kurenni, did you not? In the Free Marches?” She did not know much about that part of the world, other than it was almost constantly embroiled in conflict. After her conversations with Tannerus before the trial, she had been curious about the Kurenni, these people that she had never met, and yet who seemed to define how the Kallandish saw her. She rubbed her head gingerly, brushing the slight scar that was almost the twin of Anneka’s. 
 
    He nodded. “Aye, I did. I spent three years down there, selling my sword to anyone who would take it. I even fought for the Kurenni on a few campaigns, though I would not announce that here,” he added with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “What are they like,” she asked, “as a people?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Hard to define an entire people, my lady. A haughty folk for certain, capable of being cruel, yes, but I would not describe them as the monsters we Kallandish tend to see them as.” His eyes took on a wistful cast. “There was one fellow, a general…what was his name now? Malos, I think it was. He was kin to their emperor. He commanded our army for a season, and I would go so far as to say that he was an honourable man. There are few enough of those anywhere, these days.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “I have always found it difficult to believe that an entire race of people could be evil.” 
 
    “Aye, well, good and evil really only exist in the Temple’s teachings. Life is more…complicated than that.” 
 
    She looked at him sharply. “You do not believe in good and evil?” 
 
    “I believe that a man’s acts can be defined individually as good, or evil. The sum of all his acts may balance either way, but he is still capable of both, and always will be.” Rill cocked his head thoughtfully. “And anyway; who decides what is good, and what is evil? A thing you might see as evil, another might see as necessary, or good. Take our High Constable, for example. You or I might see John Gallen’s acts as being disgraceful, but perhaps to him, they are necessary for the protection of the Crown.” He grinned. “Or maybe he is just an ambitious little bastard, if you will pardon my profanity.” 
 
    She laughed. “Complicated, as you say.” 
 
    They passed into the Gardens. The gardeners were out in force today, trimming and cutting, and they paid the regent’s paramour and the warrior-poet no heed. The pair came out into one of Nessa’s favourite parts of the palace precinct, a garden filled almost entirely with roses of many colours. The illusory rose she had summoned for Anneka before the banquet had been inspired by this place.  
 
    Sir Henry waved a hand to encompass the gardens. “It is said that these gardens were designed to emulate those of the Basilica of the Phoenix in Kurenn, which are far larger. It took three governors fifty years to lay all of this down.” 
 
    “What was there before?” she asked. There must have been something, for according to the books she had read, the palace had always been this size. 
 
    “Buildings,” he replied. “The city garrison used to be housed here in the palace, but the Kurenni moved the soldiers to Leofric’s Keep in the Outer City, and put down these gardens instead.” He winked at her. “I told you they were not all evil.” 
 
    “It does look better as a garden than as a barracks,” she conceded with a smile.  
 
    They strolled on, enjoying the warm summer sunlight. Out here, the grim world of John Gallen and treasonous conspiracies seemed far away. Nessa felt sure then that Anneka was right. Some time away would do her good indeed. 
 
    Halfway along a circuit of the rose garden they were hailed by a voice from ahead…or rather, Nessa was hailed. So unusual was such behaviour that at first it did not register with her. Someone crying “My lady” was surely not interested in talking with her. But the voice was persistent, and when its owner emerged from behind a hedge and waved a piece of paper at them, she knew that she was mistaken. 
 
    He was a short man, no taller than she, older than Sir Henry, and balding. He wore a fine doublet and a shirt that did not seem to fit him very well, being somewhat too large. Nessa stopped once she realized that he was addressing her, while Sir Henry stepped forward, his hand on the hilt of his sword.  
 
    “What is your business, sir?” he demanded in a stern tone, more harshly than Nessa would have thought the man deserved.  
 
    The stranger, who already looked nervous, seemed to balk at the poet’s challenge, his mouth flapping open and shut. He clutched at the paper in his hand as though it were made of gold. 
 
    “I have a petition,” he managed, saying it in a rush, waving the paper again. Sir Henry watched him carefully for a few seconds, and then stepped back to Nessa’s side, taking his hand from his sword.  
 
    “Present you petition, master...?” the poet said. 
 
    “Forrest, my lord, Carl Forrest.” Master Forrest stepped forward jerkily, as though expecting to be struck down at any minute. Gingerly he held the paper out, offering it not to Sir Henry, but to Nessa. She blinked in surprise. Even though the man had been calling for her, once she realized that he was a petitioner, she had assumed he was here to speak with the poet. Sir Henry might not be a privy councillor, but he was a knight with some degree of influence. How could she possibly help this man? 
 
    “For me?” she asked, wondering whether she had misunderstood, but Forrest nodded vigorously. She reached out and took the paper from him. It was damp with his sweat, and the penmanship was poor. “How…how can I…” she began, not really asking about the petition but about his choice of receiver. That may not have been clear to Forrest, though.  
 
    “I have a disagreement, my lady, with my neighbour, Hannah…” 
 
    “The lady can read, Master Forrest,” interrupted Sir Henry. “Be off with you!” 
 
    Forrest bowed hurriedly, and scuttled away before Nessa could protest. Still holding the paper, she looked to Sir Henry, who was shaking his head. “No matter where you go, they always manage to find you,” he said. Seeing her expression of confusion, he frowned. “What is the matter, my lady?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “He gave me a petition,” she replied. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    Rill chuckled. “Why wouldn’t he? Most people, if they are lucky, might have the opportunity to pass their petitions along to someone like me. At best, they may wrangle a privy councillor, or even one of the regent’s secretaries. But the regent’s paramour, well,” he let out a long whistle. “That is quite a coup.” 
 
    “But…I have no power!” Nessa protested. “I am not a privy councillor, or a noble. I have no rank or station. I would not even know how to begin doing anything for that man!” 
 
    Sir Henry stared at her for a long time, a half-smile on his face. It was the same look he had given her at the banquet, when they had spoken of Anneka. It was the look of a man who does not quite believe that the person he speaks to does not understand. 
 
    “No,” he said quietly. “You have no rank, or title, and sit on no councils, but you are a long way from being powerless. Privy councillors, and dukes and earls may speak with the regent, and may serve her. But you share her bed; you have her heart. You will share her life in a way that the rest of us never can. And she will listen you, Arnessa. What you say will mean more to her because you say it. That gives you great influence, and power.” He shook his head. “You may not see it that way, but that is how people like Master Forrest will see it, and because of that they will seek you out.” 
 
    Nessa had never thought about that. Her relationship with Anneka was not about power, or influence. Such concerns had never even entered into her mind. She loved Anneka, and Anneka loved her. That was all there was to it. To try to tinge their love with games of power would only cheapen it. 
 
    But she was not a fool. Of course there were consequences to their relationship. Anneka was the sister of a king. Nessa did not like the idea of becoming a target for influence-seekers, but there was nothing she could do about it. All the books and tales said that those of the royal affinity served the people as much as the people served them. And it would appear she had been handed her first duty. She held Forrest’s petition up. “What do I do with it?” she asked. 
 
    Rill shrugged. “Read it, if you like. If it is worthy, and only you can be the judge of that, you might pass it along to someone else.” He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Her Grace would do well to assign you a secretary; and a permanent bodyguard from the Household as well. Now that the word seems to be spreading, you should probably not walk unprotected, even in the palace.” 
 
    Nessa laughed, somewhat incredulously. “A secretary? A bodyguard? Do you really think that is necessary?” 
 
    “Imagine that if instead of being a petitioner, Master Forrest were one of these traitorous conspirators John Gallen insists have swarmed the palace.” Rill frowned. “I could protect you this time, but…well, better to be safe than sorry, as they say.” 
 
    Nessa nodded slowly. “I will speak to her about it,” she said. She was not particularly concerned about being attacked by one of the High Constable’s invisible traitors, but she knew Anneka would be, after hearing of this. She sighed ruefully. Being in love never seemed to be so complicated in the tales. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Something Less Monstrous 
 
      
 
      
 
    The soldiers of Hohenfels were arrayed in all their glory, lining the yard of the castle. They did not cut an outwardly impressive sight. Only about half of the company were still capable of standing at parade, and they were all of them grimy, scarred and battle-worn. Richard was immeasurably proud of every last one of them. Despite all of Astrid’s deceit, they had held Hohenfels, exactly as was asked of them. He did not know how many of his men shared his belief that the entire campaign had been a waste of time and lives, but enough of them needed to believe that it had been worth something, that he would never publically say so. After all that they had been through, they deserved at least that much.  
 
    He had given a grand speech, telling them all how courageous and valiant they had been. That part was true. He had also told them that what they had done was great, and worthy, and how glorious it was to be in the queen’s service. That was not so true, but it was a convenient fiction, and it would hardly be the only one he would tell today. Four days after the first scouts appeared, two days after the royal armies had annihilated the forces of Sune av Kalte, the queen herself was riding into Hohenfels, to speak with her trusted and beloved commander, to review his honoured soldiers.  
 
    Richard had barely the stomach to watch the battle, but he had done so anyway. It was Sune av Kalte’s last stand; such a thing deserved to be witnessed. Despite his protests, Melara had watched as well, for a time. Perhaps she had held a hope that her father could somehow turn the odds, win the battle despite the gross disparity in forces; but as the man had said, sometimes one just could not beat the numbers. When the Sverker centre collapsed, her father’s personal standard falling to be trampled into the mud, the Lady of Hohenfels had retreated from the battlements of her castle, her cheeks wet, but her head held high.  
 
    Richard had watched her go with guilt and remorse in his heart. She was not haughty, he realized. She was regal, as those of royal blood should be, dignified, unlike her grubbing cousins and their bloody little war, and she deserved better than what she was to get. 
 
    Melara was not with them this morning in the yard. Her presence might have made things problematic. Some of her people were, though, a good hundred of the castle folk, standing behind the ranks of their conquerors. They looked surly, but resigned. Like it or not, they were truly subjects of Kalland now, and there was nothing to be gained from resistance. Had they known that this would be the outcome of the siege, would they have endured the occupation so placidly? Richard did not think so, nor did he blame them for their anger. All they would have had to do was open the gate at some point in the last month, and everything might have been different. 
 
    A horn blew from beyond the walls, signaling that the queen’s procession was ascending the crag. The gates were already open; she could simply ride in and take possession of her latest conquest. Richard could not deny that she had fought for it. But he would not let her forget who was here first. 
 
    Grimbold stepped forward, to stand at Richard’s right hand. As the only surviving officers of rank in Richard’s command, he and Eadwine Bricecross flanked their commander, ahead of the columns. One Sverker lieutenant, and one Kallandish; but the soldiers themselves were deliberately arranged in mixed ranks, huskarls and armsmen side-by-side and not divided. It was a statement. Union between Kalland and Sverkermark had existed, here in this castle; it was real, and they had lived it, if only for a while. 
 
    “It’s not too late to change your mind,” Grimbold whispered. “I’m a fair aim with a throwing hatchet.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Men of honour, Grimbold. Men of duty.” 
 
    The huskarl made a clicking sound with his teeth, so much like the one Kendal used to make when he was thinking. “Fair enough,” he said, and Richard heard him step back to his post. “But if we end up having to do it later, I’m not going to hold back on the ‘I told you so’s’.” 
 
    It was sorely tempting, despite all of his plans, his intentions towards honour. There were a lot of deaths hanging around Astrid’s neck. Matilde and Kendal, dozens of huskarls and armsmen. Sune. But what would be achieved with her death? If they were to kill her, they would die themselves, and the fighting would still go on. If they were to kill Sigismund, then his sister would continue the fight against Alexander, or against someone else. The killing never ended. All that a man could do was try to shape it into something less monstrous. 
 
    When he first saw her riding through that gate though, his certainty did waver. Sat astride her armoured warhorse at the head of her knights and armsmen, clad in a golden suit of plate, her beautiful face twisted into a sneer of superiority, he felt his blood rise in anger. It would be so easy, once she moved a little closer. He knew that suit of armour could not stop a damn cheeseknife’s thrust. He could plunge his sword into her black heart, end her in an instant. For the sake of Matilde, and all the others she led to be killed for her ambition and pride.  
 
    But he swallowed it down. He took that rage and buried it deep, because ultimately, vengeance was no better a reason to act than pride, or greed. He finally understood what the tales were for. They did not tell how things were; they told how things should be. People took it for granted that the world was like that, and so it never did reach such heights…because honour, and courage, and all the other virtues did not come naturally. They had to be worked upon, across an entire lifetime.  
 
    He walked forward, as behind him his soldiers snapped into a salute. He raised a hand in greeting, reaching out with the other to take the reins of her horse. “Your Grace,” he said respectfully, bowing his head. She nodded down at him, an unwholesome grin on her face. 
 
    “Sir Richard, well met.” She jumped down from her horse with a clank of armour, with an athleticism that even Richard felt too old to match. She surveyed the ranks of his warriors with a cold eye and a faint smile. “These are all you have left?” she asked, without looking to him. 
 
    “No, Your Grace,” he replied evenly. “I have two-dozen more injured.” 
 
    She let out a short whistle. “Really? Remarkable.” She shook her head, repeating the word softly, and then turned to him, her eyes bright, her smile broader, less disdainful. It was as close to friendly as he had ever seen from her. 
 
    “You have done very well, Richard, very well indeed. To preserve so many in the face of such odds. Remarkable, as I say.” 
 
    He nodded his head in acknowledgement of her words. “I did my duty, Your Grace, nothing more.” His mind was a maelstrom of conflicting emotions and urges, but clearly nothing of this was showing on his face, for she laughed, and gripped his shoulder in a comradely fashion. It made the skin under his armour crawl. 
 
    “You have done far more than that, Richard,” she said. “You have won the war here.” 
 
    He bowed again. “I thank you for your kind words, Your Grace,” he said. 
 
    Astrid shook her head. “Not kindness, but truth. We have confirmed that my brother’s army is marching from Ostheim. He is no more than a few weeks from this place. It is a large army, but poorly led. With our uncle at his side, he could very well have defeated us. But without Sune, Alexander’s army will crumble under his inept command, and I will win.” 
 
    Richard smiled. So, the boy had finally marched. He had waited long enough to do it. The snows were long melted, and summer was upon them. If Alexander av Kalte had marched as soon as the passes were clear, he could have swept his foes back into the sea. But even that would not have stopped the war, oh no. This war would only end when either Astrid or Alexander were dead. “I take it that the count fell in battle?” he asked, knowing that this question would lead them to the real business that brought Astrid to Hohenfels this day.  
 
    “He did,” she confirmed, her nod almost respectful. “He fell to the blade of Sir Jorian Selkirk, in the fourth hour of the battle. An honourable death, I am told.” 
 
    “I know Sir Jorian; we were foolish young men together at court,” Richard said woodenly. “He is a good knight, and a fierce warrior.”  
 
    “Indeed, it is as you say,” Astrid replied absently. She was no longer looking at him, her eyes instead flickering across the yard, to the castle folk behind his soldiers, to the walls, to the windows of the keep. Searching for something…or someone. “My cousin?” she asked, in an off-hand manner, as if it did not matter at all. “Does she live?” 
 
    Richard steeled himself. “She does, Your Grace.” 
 
    The queen smiled that beautiful, ugly smile. “That is good to hear, very good indeed. I would enjoy some time speaking with her.” 
 
    “And what would you be speaking about, Your Grace?” 
 
    Astrid glanced back at him sharply. There was a faint hiss from one of the knights who had accompanied her. “Of what interest is that to you, Beaufort?” she asked, no longer as friendly or informal. Richard gave her an easy smile, neither impertinent or superior. 
 
    “A dutiful husband should always take an interest in his wife’s business, as she should in his.” 
 
    It took a good long while for the implications of what he had just said to sink in. Impassive he may have seemed, but he very much enjoyed watching the anger on her face subside, turning to confusion, then to shock, and then amazement. Astrid was very good at keeping her emotions in check. Being that ambitious, and yet having to play second fiddle to Sigismund, such control was necessary. This news had blindsided her though, and for a moment her shock cut through her masks of authority, and she was before his eyes a petulant little girl, who had been as good as told she could not play with her toys any more.  
 
    “You married her?” she hissed. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” It had been the only way he could ensure that Sune’s last wishes were held to. As a mere protector, he could do little against Astrid. But as a husband… 
 
    Melara had been less than happy at the prospect, but once he had explained everything to her, her father’s wishes, and the danger she was in, she had relented. It had been the most somber wedding Richard had ever attended. Bricecross had performed the ceremony, being the most important remaining Kallandishman other than Richard himself. The herald had been as reluctant as Richard’s new bride, obviously realizing the trouble this would land him in with the queen and uncle Tancred, but he could not ignore a direct order from his commander. The bride had wept through most of the ceremony. Richard had felt no better; for all that his intentions were honourable. It was what it appeared to be. It was a true marriage of convenience. He had no designs beyond that.  
 
    Astrid was fuming, her pale face turning redder with every passing second, but her voice was as chill as the Sverker snows from whence she came. 
 
    “Now why would you do that?” 
 
    He had thought long on the answer to that question. Obviously he could not tell her the truth; that he had married Melara on her father’s behest, to protect her from Astrid’s vengeance. Thankfully though, he had found an answer that was both convincing, and partially truthful.  
 
    He frowned for effect, holding his hands up helplessly. “Because I have nothing, Your Grace. I am the landless son of a landless son. All I have is a name, and a position in the Household Company.” He shrugged. “One day someone younger or more skilled will defeat me in a Proving, and then what will be left for me? The best I could hope for is to serve as marshal to my cousins. I will drill their armsmen, and sit by the fire in the great hall of the Rose Tower, telling stories of how I was once a great knight, how once I captured a mighty castle, as I grow steadily older and more pathetic. Where is the honour in that, where is the glory?” He paused, making sure to meet her eyes firmly. “But by marrying Melara, I advance my claim.” 
 
    “What claim?” she grated. 
 
    “To be Baron of Hohenfels,” he replied. “To have a future where honour and glory can be certain.” 
 
    Astrid was watching him carefully now, a calculating look in her eyes. She was taking his measure, and trying to determine whether it was worth fighting him over this. If she was to secure the crown of Sverkermark for herself, for her husband and son, she needed to be the sole heir of the House of Kalte. If Alexander was defeated, Melara still remained. Even married to one of Astrid’s barons, she was still dangerous to the queen, perhaps dangerous enough to risk a challenge to him.  
 
    Astrid was powerful, more powerful than any spouse of a ruling monarch had been in a very long time. But Richard was not weak by any means. He had no lands, but he had a name. It was an old name, a proud name, and a powerful name, with a whole family behind it. And now Melara had that name as well. 
 
    He met Astrid’s eyes with challenge in his own. Go on. Try it. See what happens. You might be powerful, but all your strength derives from the king. Do you think that Sigismund will back you against the Black Rose of Malybridge? 
 
    Her face twitched with anger, and he found himself hoping that she would challenge him. It would be easier to fight her than to serve her. But she knew the same things that he did. Bohemond the Liberator had given four of Kalland’s noble families dukedoms, and not just because they supported him. He did it because he knew the Red Tower could not stand without them, without their strength. And that was as true now as it had been forty years before.  
 
    Slowly, Astrid’s skin returned to its normal colour, though it was still blotched in places. Her jaw, which had been set and hardened, eased into a smile. Her eyes still burned angrily, but there was nothing she could do. Richard was not even certain that she believed his explanations, but it was yet another convenient fiction. For his part, he would keep Melara free of her family’s dispute. She would renounce her claim to the throne of Sverkermark. In this, he served both his liege lord, and his promise to Count Sune. 
 
    “I suppose that congratulations are in order,” Astrid said, once her face had settled to a degree that she could speak without letting her anger show. “On the wedding, and on your claim. It happens that I was speaking to the king only this morning, and I suggested naming you as Baron of Hohenfels. He seemed open to the idea.” 
 
    That was probably a lie, but she had to save face somehow. Truth be told, there was nothing Richard wanted less than to be Baron of Hohenfels. Too many good people, too many friends had died in this cursed castle. But now that he had said it, it could not be unsaid.  
 
    Astrid stepped forward, taking him by the arm. It would look friendly to those watching, but her grip was like iron and frost, and he could feel her anger and frustration in it. “We shall have to arrange a Proving Circle,” she said icily. “To facilitate your departure from the Household Company.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” he replied. He had nothing more he wanted to say to her.  
 
    Still holding him by the arm, she walked with him towards the massed ranks of the garrison. “Now then, cousin,” she said, loudly so that others could hear, “Present to me the men and women who have won this war.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    In the end, Astrid had not wanted to see Melara. Richard had possessed a terrible suspicion that the queen had been intending to butcher her cousin during that meeting, but jis wedding had thankfully cut the entire visit short. After a perfunctory inspection of the battered garrison, she had ridden out from Hohenfels under a black cloud, likely to go and suggest Richard’s elevation to the king before word got out, and she was made to look a fool.  
 
    The castle’s formal entrance into the unified kingdoms of Kalland and Sverkermark, for all the bloodshed in the fight for it, felt almost like an afterthought. No sooner had he been congratulated on his successes than he received his next set of orders. As Baron-Apparent of Hohenfels, he was to prepare his ‘forces’ to join with the royal armies as they marched north along the Rugen, to meet Alexander and end the war properly.  
 
    He had laughed aloud in the messenger’s face. He had been a baron for less than an hour, and already he was required to summon a division? But the Crown had called, and he would answer. When the king and queen marched in two days time, the army of Hohenfels would march alongside…all twenty-eight of them. 
 
    The Kallandish soldiers from his garrison were royal armsmen of course, and were already returning to their previous posts, minus their deceased captains. But Richard could keep Grimbold and his huskarls; he possessed enough clout for that. Those of the Sverker loyalists too badly wounded to march were to be left behind, for when he returned. 
 
    And so, after many long weeks of siege, the grim business of accounting for the campaign began. Explanations had to be made, for the losses, for Yngvard’s treachery, for all of Richard’s decisions while garrison commander of the castle. He had set out to write letters to all the kin of the men and women who had died, or the ones whose kin he knew about, at least. It was dark work for sure, but he felt he owed it to them.  
 
    The bodies of the most recently slain were being stored in a chilly pantry below the keep, in preparation for a formal burning before they departed. Most of the kin of those soldiers would not be there for the funerals of their fallen; but there was one who would be. Richard had known he would come, once word passed from the castle, and so he reached the pantry not long after the other man did. 
 
    Baron Ralf Harclay no longer looked to be the carefree, foolish young man he had appeared when Richard had last seen him. Standing over the body of his sister, he seemed to have aged decades. Harclay glanced over his shoulder as Richard entered. There were tears in his eyes, though he managed a wan smile. “Baron Beaufort,” he said politely, his voice hovering on the edge of breaking. “Thank you for…for keeping her, long enough that I could see her.” 
 
    That had not been why he did it, but he was not about to say that. All the petty dislike he had held for Ralf Harclay was gone now. He had thought the man an idiot and a lickspittle, but he knew now there were worse things a man could be.  
 
    He felt his own grief starting to choke him up as he looked down on her body for the first time since she died. They had arrayed her in full armour, as best as was possible under siege conditions, and they had cleaned up the blood. She looked every bit the fallen hero, noble and at peace. What he wouldn’t give to see life in those eyes again, to hear her laugh… 
 
     He wanted to reach out, to make some kind of contact with her, but he knew he couldn’t. Not with her brother standing here, ignorant of what they had meant to one another. It was only proper that her family take hold of her now. He had never deserved her. 
 
    “They tell me she fell leading an attack,” Harclay said. There was no accusation in his voice, no intimation that Richard had sent her to her death. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard replied, swallowing his own sorrow. “That is so. She and her men destroyed three trebuchets, the night before your arrival. It was a daring and courageous action, and very much in character. She was a credit to your house, my lord.” 
 
    Harclay nodded gratefully, reaching out to stroke his sister’s hair. “She would have been seventeen next week,” he said in a small voice. “Seventeen…” 
 
    Richard blinked. “I did not know that, my lord.”  
 
    Harclay shook his head, letting out a short sob of grief. “I did this, Richard,” he said, his voice bleak. Richard nodded. Harclay was right; he had sent his sister here to die. But no more than Richard had himself. 
 
    He rested a hand on Harclay’s shoulder. “Given the choice, I think she would have come anyway. She believed in this campaign.” 
 
    Harclay nodded at those words, and even managed another smile. “She spoke very highly of you, after Thorn,” he said. “She was very proud when you chose her for this.” 
 
    Richard forced his own smile. “She earned her position, my lord.” He remembered his own words, on the walls of the castle, before the siege engines burned. She had been wasted in a company of archers, but her death was not wasted. Never that. And now Richard had to live up to her faith in him. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Melara came to him that night, as he lay in bed. He had returned to her the chambers he had shared with Matilde. He could not sleep there any more, and as the restored Lady of Hohenfels, they were hers by right. There was nothing suspicious about sleeping apart. Did anyone really believe that Astrid shared Sigismund’s bed, or anyone’s bed at all, for that matter? He had taken chambers further down the corridor, and as far as he was concerned, that would be that. Apparently though, Melara had other thoughts.  
 
    He was half-asleep, and so although he registered the opening of the door, he had not really thought much of it. It was a servant perhaps, emptying the chamberpot. He had even considered the possibility of a royal assassin, or a disgruntled member of the Hohenfels staff, and found he could not care less. But he was genuinely surprised when he saw his new wife climbing into bed next to him, pulling the covers up. Her face was still blotchy from sorrow, but she was not crying now. Nor did she look confused. Her face, as beautiful as Astrid’s but infinitely less cruel, was set in a look of absolute certainty. What was she doing here? 
 
    She clambered on top of him, pulling her shift up around her waist, and reached down with a trembling hand, tugging at his breeches. It was at this point he realized what she was about, and knew he had to stop her. 
 
    “Melara,” he said gently, pulling her hand away. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What I have to do,” she replied, pulling free of his grip. There was no hostility in her voice, but no warmth either. He shook his head, reaching for her hand again. 
 
    “You do not have to do anything,” he said. “This marriage…it is a fiction, so that I can protect you. Do not feel obliged…” 
 
    “I do not feel obliged,” she said, and there was a quaver in her voice, the first sign of emotion he had seen from her. It was not anger, it was not hatred; it was not even sorrow. It was fear.  
 
    Fear, he thought. Surely not fear of him. “Then why?” he asked, ashamed that she might have reason to fear him. Her hand fought free of his own yet again, but this time she did not continue her attempts to undress him. She wrapped her arms around herself as though warding off a chill, and as he looked up at her, he saw in her eyes the fear that he had heard in her voice. 
 
    “Because in two days you will ride away, and try to kill my cousin, as you saw my father killed,” she said. Despite her words, she did not seem so certain in those accusations. It was the remnant of her anger coming at him, for he was the only one that she could direct it at. “Perhaps he will win, and perhaps you will win, and either way, I may be safe for a time.” She shivered. “But if…Astrid…wins, and if you were to die…” She looked down at him, her eyes plaintive. “Tell me, would I be safe, even as your wife, were you dead?” 
 
    Richard thought about it. She was a Beaufort now, by marriage, and as long as he lived, she was protected by that name. But if he was to be killed…then Tancred would be faced with the same calculation that Astrid had been. Was Melara worth a fight? And without Richard at her side… 
 
    “No,” he conceded. “I cannot promise you that my family would continue to protect you.” 
 
    She nodded, taking his hands in her own, pulling them up to her bared stomach. “But what if I were carrying your child,” she said tentatively, “a Beaufort child? Would they protect me then?” 
 
    He realized now that she was right, that she had to do this. He sighed, taking his hands from her stomach, resting them on her hips. To her credit, she did not flinch at his touch. “Yes, they would protect you, and the child.” This time, when she went to pull down his breeches, he did not stop her. It was not what he wanted, so soon after Matilde, and it was definitely not what Melara wanted. But a life of honour or a marriage of convenience was not about what those living them wanted. It was about doing what had to be done; shaping life into something less monstrous. And there was no better way to shape life than to create it. 
 
  
 
  


 
    A Man of Influence 
 
      
 
      
 
    As John walked along the corridors of the Palace of Morcar, it was clear to him that things had changed, and for the better. No longer was he treated with suspicion by the armsmen at the gate, oh no. Now they nodded to him respectfully, admitting him into the palace without so much as a blink of protest. Admission on his own authority, as well; gone were the days when he needed to be summoned by the Privy Council, though he was here today at their behest. But on most days since the trial he had been here uninvited, removing papers and other potential evidence from the chambers of the former Lord Chancellor.  
 
    On these sojourns through Morcar’s ancient halls, he had encountered many people, and for the most part they had treated him as a conquering hero, just as they should have. John had unmasked the greatest traitor within the royal household since Kevin Wolfsbane…he was a hero, to have put up with all of the ill-treatment and attacks on his reputation he had endured these past months.  
 
    It was fair to say that not everyone was happy with what he had done, but he did not trouble himself to worry about those who were so obviously opposed. His true enemies were far subtler than that. It was those who called him hero with dark looks in their eyes whose names he noted.  
 
    He had not had opportunity to speak with the regent since the trial. All his letters asking for audience had been sent back in a haze of excuses. From anyone else, John might have taken that as being a sign of disfavour, but he knew that the regent was on his side. Rumours of his elevation floated all around the city. He reasoned that she must simply be distracted, enamoured by her latest lover.  
 
    He had been incredulous on hearing that rumour, and even after it had been confirmed, he still found himself shaking his head in disbelief. Not with criticism, of course, for never would Sir John Gallen criticize a member of the House of Toran. It was passing strange for the regent to have taken an elven lover. But he did not have to like it to remain loyal, and confirmation of one rumour coming from the palace might well herald the confirmation of others. 
 
    Elevation to the Privy Council was an intriguing possibility. By tradition, the High Constable of Kalrond had always taken a seat on the council, but the position was archaic and sporadically filled, and so that tradition had slowly been eroded. He had not received any confirmation on the matter; indeed, Duke Vanamir had told him in a brief conversation they shared that there was no chance of it becoming true. Others, however, did not share the Marshal of Kalland’s doubts.  
 
    John was being sought out, not just when in the palace, but in the city as well. He had always found the petitioners and influence-seekers distasteful when he was a Knight of the Household, and he still did. He rebuffed them all, worthless creatures that they were, but it only seemed to encourage them to come back. The more of them he rejected, the greater they perceived his influence to be; and the greater his perceived influence, the more likely his return to grace. 
 
    He still was not certain that he would accept a seat on the council if one were offered. He had not accepted the position of High Constable, nor pursued the traitors, in order to rise in society. He simply wanted things to return back to the way they were. He wanted the simple life of a Knight of the Household once again. That said, if he had learned anything, it was that life was not simple. Protecting the regent was considerably harder when she had enemies like Rybeck Cale, men who disguised themselves as friends. Perhaps as a privy councillor he could do more to defend the House of Toran. Perhaps it would be selfish of him to seek lower office, when there was still much he could do here. 
 
    The Privy Council chair might be a rumour, but his authority was real enough. The High Constable had a great many theoretical duties, and after the trial John had set forth to restoring the most pertinent of those. His popularity, which had risen again after exposing Cale, had prevented his opponents on the council from stopping him. As well as his duties in commanding the city constables, he was now also in charge of palace security, with particular regard to the personal security of the regent. The Knights of the Household and the palace armsmen still had their respective commanders, but those two were now under his direct supervision.  
 
    Sir Domnall Kingsland, who was acting-commander of the Household Company with Serlo Darby away in Anskhaven, seemed to chafe at John’s presence, but the armsmen appeared to enjoy some direction. Commoners ultimately did. Neither could really protest, though, given that they had harboured a traitor for so long. They needed his leadership, needed eyes that were unprejudiced by friendship and co-existence. It was a matter of palace security that had brought him here today, away from exploring the traitor’s papers. 
 
    He had often endured long waits before meeting with the Privy Council, but not today, nor ever again. Admittedly he was not meeting with the entire council. The Crown’s chief advisors were divided, the council splitting into as divisive factions as there had ever been. Tannerus, Vanamir and Adele Wyvernslayer formed one group, and the three John met with today the other, while the rest stood in the middle.  
 
    It was not the entire council, but it was a start. He would prove to the rest that Cale was a traitor, beyond all doubt, or he would expose them as Cale’s accomplices, for surely the former Lord Chancellor was not the end of this plot. Silversmith and Barying were but one branch of Cale’s treasonous growth. John had cut down the trunk, but the roots were still digging in. For now though, other business was at hand. 
 
    The three stared at him as he entered, and even here amongst those he called ally, there were mixed reactions. Sir Robert Toran looked happy to see him, of course. The royal cousin’s star rose alongside John’s own, and dull-witted as he was, Toran could not imagine himself the sole author of that rise. Lord Chamberlain Merlmester smiled as well, but his was a false one. He did not like John at all, but he hated Cale more, and seemed grudgingly grateful for the elimination of his rival. Merlmester had taken on the Lord Chancellor’s responsibilities, and John knew that he hoped to receive the position permanently. No longer content with being the arranger of events and master of ceremonies, he wanted control of the royal government. He was a grasping little man, and no better than the influence-seekers and other flunkies, but he had real power at his disposal, and that can be useful to John. 
 
    The last of the three was the one least pleased to see him. It was an honest reaction at least, and one John shared. Dear sister Elethea had never expected to see him again, walking the halls of power as though he belonged there. John suspected that she was at this meeting for similar reasons to Merlmester; for her personal advancement, and for that of the House of Gallen. It disgusted John that the only allies he could gather were a moronic fop and a pair of greedy opportunists, but there was more at stake than his sensibilities.  
 
    He sat down at the head of the table, nodding in greeting to them. There was no need for pleasantries. This was serious business, and he would not waste time bandying words. “The regent’s visit to the King’s Forest is a mistake,” he said. 
 
    Merlmester narrowed his eyes. “How so, Sir John?” 
 
    “I have been to the lodge at Bryth Anner before. It is in a remote part of the forest, with very few villages or castles around it.” 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain nodded. “To ensure privacy, yes. It is a retreat, Sir John. Its purpose is to be remote.” 
 
    John smiled humourlessly. “And under normal circumstances that would be acceptable, but these are not normal circumstances.” 
 
    “You have caught the traitor, brother,” Elethea said acidly. John glared back at her, not liking the emphasis she had put on the word.  
 
    “Cale has been captured,” he retorted, “but do not think it over. He is a clever man, and I doubt we have uncovered every dark inch of his conspiracy.” 
 
    “What have you learned from him?” Merlmester asked. 
 
     John shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing, as yet. He still claims to have no knowledge of the stolen guns, and maintains that he was in that tavern in Southshore on the king’s business.” 
 
    Elethea smiled at him coldly. “And what were you doing there, John? Aside from witnessing treasons, that is.” 
 
    John did not like her tone at all. She seemed intent on knocking away at his work, for no good reason that he could understand. “I was pursuing an avenue of investigation,” he replied. “I found a more fruitful one. But that is not what we are here to discuss.” 
 
    “True enough,” said Merlmester, with a sharp look at Elethea. She glared back rebelliously at the Lord Chamberlain, but seemed unwilling to push further. Merlmester turned his gaze back to John, arching his fingers, his eyes narrow and curious. “What precisely is it that troubles you about the regent’s plans?” 
 
    John chuckled mirthlessly. It was an expansive question. “I find there to be very little I like about the plans, my lord,” he said. “I do not like her company, and I do not like the timing. I have barely started to investigate the scope of Cale’s treachery, how deep his corruptions within the palace have reached. For the regent to leave now, to travel to an isolated place like Bryth Anner…” He shook his head. “Can she not be convinced to postpone her journey?” 
 
    Merlmester’s eyes were guileless. “Her Grace is desirous of respite,” he said briskly, “and given what has happened these last few months, I cannot blame her. It would be good for her to get out of the city, to leave the tedium of government in our hands, if only for a little while.” 
 
    John nodded. So, that was why he wanted this. He wanted some time unsupervised, to stamp himself on the council and the palace. Jonothan Merlmester, the indispensible man, loyal and competent. It was sickening, but John knew that he would have to make compromises if he was to be able to perform his duty. As long as he got his way on security, Merlmester could have his little palace coup. 
 
    “As for the company,” the Lord Chamberlain continued, “the regent is in love, as is the prerogative of the young. The girl in question is strange fare, I will admit, but harmless enough.” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow pointedly. “She arrived on the ship from the North with Cale, did she not?” 
 
    Merlmester shook his head, open warning in his eyes. “There are limits, Gallen, even for you.” 
 
    John had expected no less. He did not really care about who the regent should choose to take into her bed, or where that bed might be. He had first come to the service of the House of Toran in the reign of King Konrad; he had learned long ago that there was no changing the minds of the royal house on matters of lust. The entire exchange had been designed to show how reasonable he could be. If he compromised here, then they would compromise later. He bowed his head. “I apologise, my lord. I spoke out of place.” 
 
    Merlmester smiled faintly; it was easy enough to butter up the old busybody. Elethea was glaring at him suspiciously; she knew her brother was not given to apologising. But he knew that she would not say anything, because whatever he was planning, she no doubt imagined some benefit for herself.  
 
    “Security then,” John said. “As High Constable, that is my only true concern.” 
 
    Sir Robert chuckled. “My cousin will be accompanied by five Knights of the Household and fifty armsmen,” he said lightly. “Surely that will be enough, no matter how remote the lodge is.” 
 
    “It is not the size of her bodyguard that worries me,” John replied carefully, “it is the composition.” 
 
    “Composition?” Merlmester asked. “What are you talking about, John?”  
 
    The other two were giving him blank looks as well. He had no real faith in the intellects of others, but he had expected just a little more from Merlmester and Elethea. “Do I need to remind you that at least one of Cale’s accomplices was a Knight of the Household?” he asked, staring meaningfully at his sister. She actually looked worried at his intimation. Rybeck Cale had two bodyguards, and though privately John had already dismissed Emma’s involvement in Cale’s treasons, there was no need to let his sisters get comfortable. 
 
    Toran frowned at the suggestion, but Merlmester looked horrified. “You cannot be saying…” he spluttered. 
 
    “I can, and I am,” John replied. “The presence of one traitor does not prove the presence of others, but it does make it a possibility.” 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain flapped his mouth ineffectually. Elethea leaned forward, her expression no longer as cold and hateful. “I admit, Sir Imbert Brays is a bad apple,” she said, “but John...membership in the Household Company is an ancient and noble tradition…” 
 
    John smiled. “So is the position of Lord Chancellor. Privy Councillor. Chief Minister.”  
 
    He let them digest that for a time. He had lost a great deal of sleep over that insidious thought, and it seemed only fair that someone else did as well. Cale’s corruptions were subtle; no one could be held free of suspicion simply because of tradition or honour. 
 
    When Merlmester next spoke, his words were quiet and thoughtful. “Surely they cannot all be under suspicion?” 
 
    John shrugged. “Who is on Her Grace’s current roster of knights?” 
 
    The Lord Chamberlain rattled them off immediately. “Domnall Kingsland, Ella Cieszyn, Edward Leofricsson, Lothor Wyvernslayer, Carya Gallen.” 
 
    John sat back, thinking carefully. “Not Leofricsson,” he said, more to himself than to them. “His father is aligned with the Alfredsson party. No one has implicated Alvise as yet, but…” 
 
    “Agreed,” Merlmester responded quickly. 
 
    “Not Cieszyn or Wyvernslayer either. Their families are too close to Cale politically and socially. Not Carya.” 
 
    “Why not Carya?” Elethea demanded sharply, as he had expected her to. He shrugged easily, enjoying her self-righteous anger. 
 
    “It will appear self-aggrandizing,” he said. 
 
    She stared at him incredulously. “Is that not what this is? Why else have you been chasing after Cale all this time…why else are we here?” 
 
    He shook his head, disgusted that she made no attempt to hide her intentions. “That may be why you are here, Elethea,” he said primly. “I am here to protect the regent and the House of Toran as best I can. I cannot do that if I develop a reputation for using my position to advance my family’s interests.” 
 
    His sister snorted at that, but before either of them could continue the argument, Merlmester cut in. “I assume that you have no concerns about Sir Domnall Kingsland?” he asked, with a degree of plaintiveness in his voice. Still glowering banefully at his sister, John nodded. 
 
    “Kingsland can stay. They are close, and he has guarded her for many years.” 
 
    “So has Ella Cieszyn,” Elethea retorted. “They were lovers once.” 
 
    John shrugged. “Yet another reason to hold her back. We do not want a jealous lover in the mix now, do we?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Merlmester sighed, “but this is unprecedented, John. To send a member of the royal house out with only one knight at her side…” 
 
    “As I said, these are not ordinary circumstances.” 
 
    “True enough,” nodded the Lord Chamberlain. “Now, that would bring us to the implementation…” 
 
    “What about the armsmen?” Sir Robert asked suddenly, drawing all eyes.  
 
    “What do you mean?” John asked, shaking his head in confusion. 
 
    Sir Robert shifted uncomfortably under three sharp and hostile gazes, but he plowed on with his line of thinking. “Well, if the Household Company has been corrupted, how sure are we of the armsmen?” 
 
    Elethea rolled her eyes, throwing her hands in the air. “Ancestors’ grace, Robert…” 
 
    But John was watching the royal cousin with a surprised and slightly more respectful eye. It was not a look he bestowed often, and certainly never before to this man. But the idiot was right. Somehow, he had seen further than the rest of them. “Sir Robert has a point,” he said, raising his hand to stave off further dismissal from Elethea. “We have not considered the armsmen.” 
 
    Merlmester laughed, as though he thought John were joking. “Come now, Gallen, the armsmen? They are the backbone of the royal bodyguard, the salt of the earth…” 
 
    John narrowed his eyes. “Name one,” he said. “Name one you know to be loyal.” The chamberlain choked on his words. He glanced around, looking for aid from the others, but none was forthcoming. He chuckled once or twice, still trying to play this as a joke, but John was having none of it. “Name one, my lord, that you know and trust.” 
 
    Merlmester’s humour turned to irritation. “Well of course I cannot name one of them,” he snapped. “They’re bloody commoners! What reason would I have to get to know one? I am not Giguere, I have no interest in that sort of depravity.” He shrugged. “They are always there.” 
 
    “Like furniture,” Toran added brightly.  
 
    John nodded, ignoring the royal cousin’s contribution. “Exactly, my lord. They are always there, but even you, who have served the Red Tower loyally for decades, cannot name a single one of them. If Cale could corrupt a Knight of the Household, how difficult do you think it would have been for him to have infiltrated the palace armsmen as well?” He sat back in his chair, shaking his head grimly. “He could have dozens of agents among them, and we would have no way of knowing. No, Sir Robert is correct.” 
 
    “Then what are we to do?” Merlmester whined. “Surely you cannot propose to remove the armsmen from the bodyguard as well!” 
 
    “We may have to. Here in the heart of Kalrond, it would be difficult for the traitors to get at her. But out in the forest at Bryth Anner, so far from help?” He shook his head. “It would only take one, my lord.” 
 
    Elethea laughed harshly. “So, we send Her Grace and her little plaything out with only Sir Domnall for protection? Are you fucking mad, John? We might be saving her from palace traitors, but a common bandit could gut the three of them as easily as breathing.” 
 
    John wanted to slap his smug bitch of a sister in the mouth, but unfortunately, he knew that she was right. There would be servants of course, but none of them could stand up against a concerted attack. But who else was there to send? The constables perhaps…He dismissed that thought almost immediately. Cale was proven to have spies among the sky-blue and grey. So who to trust? 
 
    Studying his three allies, it came to him in a brilliant flash. “Sir Robert,” he said, smiling at the royal cousin. “You have soldiers here in Kalrond, do you not?” 
 
    Toran had been sitting back in his chair, looking as though he might fall asleep, but he snapped forward when his name was spoken. “Eh, what?” he said, with little dignity.  
 
    “Soldiers, Sir Robert,” John said patiently. “Retainers from Anskhaven, loyal to your house, and to your house alone?” 
 
    He could see the cogs moving slowly behind Toran’s bovine stare. He thought that he even caught the moment when Sir Robert realized what was being said. “Oh, I see,” Sir Robert said. “Yes, yes I do. Forty of ‘em, good Toran men and women all.” 
 
    “Black Tower men and women, though,” Elethea said nastily. “Not Red.” 
 
    Sir Robert bristled at the insulting use of that distinction. “I assure you, Baron Gallen,” he retorted haughtily, “that my retainers are as loyal to my cousin as they are to me. Some of their families have served the House of Toran since the days of Arbrand Tor Rhain himself. The colour of our heraldry is irrelevant. I will lead the company myself, if that will reassure you. ” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” John said loudly, and Chamberlain Merlmester nodded his approval as well. 
 
    “Sir Domnall, Sir Robert, and forty Black Tower armsmen,” the old chamberlain said. “It is not a bad proposal, though as I was going to say before, implementing it will be problematic. This sort of decision requires a quorum of the Privy Council. Two-thirds, to be precise, ten votes.” He leaned back in his chair, his eyes calculating. “Tannerus, Cieszyn and Wyvernslayer will oppose us on principle.” Merlmester looked straight at John. “They hate you, and will see your hand in this.” 
 
    John shrugged. What did he care for the hatred of three old fools? 
 
    “I can sway Bryter, Steels and Raine,” Merlmester said. “Carrick…” 
 
    “I can get Carrick,” said Elethea firmly. “He owes me money.” 
 
    Merlmester frowned superciliously. “He owes everyone money. What makes you sure you can keep him free of other influences?” 
 
    She shrugged easily. “He also wants to fuck me.” 
 
    Merlmester grinned limply, and Sir Robert chuckled, but John was less than amused. He fixed Elethea with a disgusted glare. But Elethea only smiled back at him coldly. “Do not frown at me like that, brother. I have no intention of allowing his gnarly little Isler cock anywhere near me. But I can hook him for long enough to suit our purposes.” 
 
    John shook his head. He could hardly see the difference. But deep down, he knew all this was necessary. To ensure the safety of the regent, they all had to be prepared to do a lot worse than prostitute themselves. Besides, was that not what he was doing now, conspiring with these people? Whoring his integrity for the good of the Crown? “Very well,” he grated. “Just make sure he stays bought, no matter what coin you must use.” 
 
    “As for the other three,” the chamberlain said, moving on. “Sir Robert, you have worked closely with Giguere of late. Do you think you can convince him?” 
 
    The royal cousin nodded. Merlmester smiled wolfishly. “Excellent. That leaves Beaufort and Kingsland, and I know them well. They will jump when they see in which direction the wind blows. It is not so great a thing that we ask, after all. It is for the good of the regent.” 
 
    His tone of voice made it clear to John that despite everything spoken of today, Merlmester was still unconvinced by Cale’s treachery, for all that he benefitted from it. Such would have angered him before, but now it did not trouble him at all. Enough people believed him that those that didn’t believe, had to listen to him anyway. That was real power. 
 
    John stood up, nodding to the three privy councillors. “My lords, I think that our business is concluded. You have a vote to arrange,” he said, smiling at the thought of what came next, “and I have more traitors to find.” 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    They were keeping Cale in the deep cells, a few doors down from Silversmith’s abode. He had not been touched yet, for John refused to allow Potts and Cook to pursue their work unsupervised, and he had been busy exploring the mound of paperwork that had been removed from Cale’s office. It was dull work, very dull; but breaking Cale would not be easy, and if there were anything in those papers that could help him, he would use it.  
 
    After returning from the council meeting, he went back to work. A few hours later, he went down to the deep cells, a paper in hand. It was not a damning piece of evidence, but it was a start.  
 
    Out of respect for the man’s rank, John had permitted Cale to retain his clothing, and had agreed to give him larger rations than his hapless co-conspirator. It was an experiment, as much as anything. Silversmith had been degraded before he was tortured, and yet he had not broken, at least not in a useful sense. If the subject had been allowed more dignity, did they fall faster when things turned around? John looked forward to finding out. 
 
    When he entered the cell, Cale was sitting calmly, chained to a bench on the far side. His bluff peasant face was peaceful, untroubled by the conditions of his current residence. John smiled. Cale was playing the innocent man who had come to terms with his fate. That tactic had not succeded for Master Silversmith now, had it? 
 
    The guard had brought a chair in behind him, and John sat down a few feet from the traitor, still smiling broadly. It would either lull him into a false sense of security, or scare him shitless. Either way worked for the High Constable. 
 
    John glanced around the cell, and then smiled at Cale. “Did you know that Edmund Barying was held in this very cell? He didn’t die here, though…that happened somewhere else.” He laughed. “I don’t know whether anyone has said this to you yet, but I am going to. It was a very clever scheme you put together. Using a religious fanatic, stealing guns…if I had not been at the tavern that night, I might never have caught you.” Cale said nothing, allowing himself a thin smile. John leaned forward. “I think that this is the point where you deny everything, tell me about how loyal you are.” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I were to say that?” Cale replied quietly. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Then why would I say anything?” Cale shook his head. “I have read your interrogation reports, Gallen, I know how you go about your work. Torture me all you like, it will not avail you.” 
 
    John cocked his head. “And why is that, my lord?” 
 
    Cale actually grinned. “Because we both know that the king is going to send a letter from Altheim, or wherever he currently is. We both know what that letter is going to say. You are finished, Gallen. You were finished the moment you planted those guns in my chambers.” 
 
    It was pathetic really, and John did not rise to Cale’s bait. “Speaking of letters from the king,” he said, “I found this one among your papers.”  
 
    He pulled the letter out and showed it to Cale. There was a flicker of emotion on the Lord Chancellor’s face. “The date on this letter, which as you can see bears the royal seal, corresponds with the letter that you claimed led you to the tavern in Southshore.” He shook his head sadly. “If you were going to use a letter as a defense, you might have been better served by forging one. This letter is useless as proof of your innocence. It commands you to see to ‘that great matter’…which could mean anything, as you well know.” 
 
    Cale laughed bitterly. “You are finished, Sir John. You will see.” 
 
    John smiled back. Even if that were true, Cale would not live to see it. He clapped his hands, summoning Potts and Cook into the cell. Despite his front, Cale watched them with growing nervousness. John could see it in his eyes. 
 
    He took a worn pair of pliers from Cook’s hands. Getting up from the chair, he stalked over to Cale. “You are a nobleman,” he said, “by virtue of rank if not blood. You have rights. Because of that, I am going to give you a choice. Fingers, or toes?” 
 
  
 
  



 PART FIVE: A GREAT DISQUIET 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Tower and the Rose 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is a Proving Circle!” the herald bellowed. “Fought under the eyes of the ancestors, for the honour of a position among the Knights of the Household.”  
 
    It was early morning, and even though the summer sun travelled through the sky above them, the air was not warm. This was Sverkermark, after all, and they were further north than they had ever been. Hohenfels lay two weeks’ march to the south, along the Rugen. However cold Richard had thought it down there, it was nothing compared to the chilly edges of the Ostheimerwald, where frost still touched the ground of a morning. They were more northerly than Blackwood, here. He could not understand how people could live like this. 
 
    It would not be all that bad if he were permitted to wear armour for this bout. The traditions of the Proving had to be held to, though, and that meant standing around half-naked and shivering, with nothing but a plain white kilt for protection. It would probably prevent his bollocks from dropping off, but nothing else. He hopped from foot to foot, taking swings with his sword and shield; not for practice, but just to keep his blood flowing warm.  
 
    Over on the other side of the dueling circle stood his opponent. Sir Jorian Selkirk, slayer of Sune av Kalte, did not look as though the cold troubled him. He was a big hairy bastard though, like a taller version of Grimbold, with chest, back and legs like a red-furred Kalmar bear. No, if the cold was troubling Jory at all, he wasn’t letting on, standing stock-still on the edge of the ring of white cloth.  
 
    Richard was glad that it was Selkirk who would replace him. He could be solemn and surly, but overall he was a good fellow, worthy of being a Knight of the Household. Several warriors had earned the right to challenge Richard after the Battle of Hohenfels, but the king had favoured Jory. The Proving had been held off while they marched north, along with Richard’s elevation to baron; but with young Alexander’s army only a few hours away from their camp beside the Rugen, there was no putting it off any longer. Richard had a bout to lose, and to lose well. 
 
    Quite a crowd had turned out, despite the early hour. With a battle sure to come on the morrow, everyone was seeking distraction. The king was there, of course, sat on a great wooden throne that he had lugged with him from Altheim. Sigismund was in a rare good mood, as far as Richard could see. He laughed and joked with his commanders, looking very dashing in a suit of silvered armour that matched that of his Household bodyguards. Those around him laughed heartily, knowing that the king’s mood could change quickly, and not laughing at his jokes was a good way to change it.  
 
    Richard had served in the king’s personal bodyguard before, and had been thankful at the time that the Knights of the Household were required to be impassive while on duty. Humour came naturally to many people, but not to this king. He was not an easy man to like, and his attempts to make people like him were often more disheartening than his usual sullen moods. 
 
    Sigismund’s good humour probably had something to do with the absence of his wife. Astrid was sulking in her tent, as she was wont to do of late. After almost a year of commanding her own army, her own war, she chafed at Sigismund’s leadership. The final battle was coming, and she was reduced to command of but a fraction of the royal army. The king’s soldiers outnumbered hers three to one; Astrid would be lucky just to avoid being dumped in the reserves.  
 
    Astrid was not there, but her cousin was; Richard’s own wife. There had been no question that Melara would accompany him on the campaign. Too many suspicious ‘accidents’ might occur in a place like Hohenfels. She stood several feet to the king’s left, watching demurely, surrounded by Grimbold and a knot of his huskarls…Richard’s huskarls, now. 
 
    He made eye contact with her as he surveyed the crowd that had come to see him lose, and she actually gave him a brief smile, before her face reverted to its usual formal mask. The smile made him feel a little better about the cold. In the two weeks they had spent traveling north, he and Melara had managed to find some common ground, had managed to reach an understanding.  
 
    The herald had finished his blathering about the honour of the ancestors, and clapped his hands together. “Sir Richard Beaufort of Malybridge, Knight of the Household!” he roared, to considerable applause and cheering. The king was foremost among them, veritably smashing his hands together. Richard was unsurprised by the treatment, though he did not enjoy it.  
 
    He stepped into the center of the Circle, thumping his sword against his shield in salute. The servants had only finished painting on his new heraldry three hours ago, and a few flecks of yellow transferred onto the short Kalmar broadsword. He had retained the traditional heraldry of the House of Beaufort, the black rose above the black sun, but had made one alteration. Both devices now sat upon a yellow field, as Sune’s diamond had, to show continuity with the last Lord of Hohenfels. It had been Melara’s suggestion to him, and without her approval Richard would never have considered it.  
 
    “The challenger, Sir Jorian Selkirk of Cragkeller!” the herald cried, and Jory strode forward, hammering his shield in reply. The knight from the Selkmars bore his own heraldry, a craggy rock lying on a field of blue and red squares. It would be the last time he wore it openly, until he left the Household Company.  
 
    They stood at the heart of the Circle, a few feet apart, their eyes locked. Selkirk’s expression softened for just a second, and he nodded imperceptibly. He was no fool, Jory Selkirk. He knew that he could not defeat Richard in a true Proving, and was grateful for this chance. 
 
    They raised their swords in unison, turning and directing the blades in salute to Sigismund. “Kela es lera y’Kal” they intoned. Honour and Glory to the King. Sigismund rose from his throne, drawing his own sword. “Ves k’Vanar tenvik k’dekra,” he replied in his thin, high-pitched voice. May your ancestors know your names. With one swift motion the king brought his sword down, and the bout began. 
 
    Jory covered the distance between them in seconds, hammering his shield at Richard’s face. He met it with his own, the two metal discs screeching against each other. Selkirk’s blade lashed at his arm, and it was only on pure reflex that Richard avoided losing to the first blow. Staged fight or no staged fight, Jory was taking no prisoners.  
 
    Richard stepped back, warding Selkirk away with his shield. He was quickly revising his earlier assessment of the other knight’s ability. Experience had leant Jory the skill that he had lacked in their youth. 
 
    Jory grinned at him, as though he could sense his opponent’s thoughts, and then he darted in again, stabbing at Richard’s face over his shield. Richard blocked the blow easily, but it had been a bluff. He felt a powerful kick strike him in the midriff, forcing all the air from his lungs. Despite the urgency of the fight, he could not stop himself from doubling over, gasping for breath; but he kept hold of his weapon and shield, and that saved him from Selkirk’s next strike. He saw the blade slashing at his shoulder out of the corner of his eye, and with a tremendous effort he parried it, stumbling backwards as he tried to regain his composure. His breathing was still ragged, but he had been fighting in the Circle since childhood, and a simple kick was not going to bring him down so easily. Jory was going to win, but Richard would make him work for his victory. 
 
    A defensive posture was proving ineffectual, so it was time to go on the assault. Exaggeratedly wheezing, Richard stumbled forward, swinging with the broadsword. Jory avoided the weak blows easily, grinning like a cat in a bird’s nest. Three blows he dodged, the fourth he met in a parry, and it was then that Richard snapped into action. He smashed his shield against Selkirk’s outstretched sword arm, catching him on the elbow. Jory yelped in surprise and sudden pain, almost dropping his sword, and now it was his turn to stumble backwards. Richard advanced with his shield close to his shoulder, stabbing alternately high and low, not giving his opponent time to recover from the blow. A numbmaker, as the sages called it. Catch the bone just right, and the arm would go as stiff as wood. 
 
    It had not worked out quite like that, but it had wiped the grin clean off his opponent’s face. Richard drove Jory back to the edge of the circle. He could hear the roaring of the spectators; he could even see some of them, on the few occasions he took his eyes from the task at hand. There was a knack to losing a Proving well, and he seemed to have found it.  
 
    A few more blows, and he might drive Selkirk out of the Circle. But that was not their purpose here. Richard dropped back a step, hoping that Jory would recognize it as the invitation. He had seen these kinds of bouts extended for long minutes because the challengers were too dull to see it coming.  
 
    But Sir Jorian Selkirk was no fool. No sooner had Richard dropped back than Jory was on him again, jabbing with his shield, parrying Richard’s counters with his sword. The humour was gone, replaced with an expression of deep concentration. This would be the hardest part of the bout; wounding without crippling. There was a battle to fight on the morrow, after all. 
 
    When the final blow came, it was from a gambit identical to the one with which Selkirk had initiated the fight. A swift blow to the face with the shield, while the sword cut in at the arm. This time, Richard did not allow himself to react so quickly. He brought his sword up to meet the attack, but just slow enough to fail. He felt the bite of the broadsword’s edge cutting into the shoulder of his shield arm; a sharp pain, but not as deep as he had imagined. Jory must have pulled the blow at the last second, taking as much of the force out of it as he could. 
 
    They broke apart, the duel over, while all around them the crowd shouted and cheered. There was not a Kallandishman alive who did not enjoy seeing a bit of blood here and there, who did not enjoy a well-fought duel. The herald was screaming over the top of the din, “Sir Jorian Selkirk takes first blood, and the bout!”  
 
    Soon the Circle would be filled with people coming in to congratulate the new Knight of the Household, but Richard had something he needed to say first. Tossing sword and shield to the ground, he walked up to Selkirk, who had already discarded his arms. Jory grinned at him, caught up in the high of victory and the adoration of the crowd. Richard remembered that feeling all to well. He had been seventeen when he defeated Sir Talia Tormarand in his first Proving, taking her position in the Household. He had thought he was Alfred the Founder reborn.  
 
     He grabbed Selkirk by the shoulder, pulling him into an embrace. “You are here because you killed a great man, Jory,” he whispered, fiercely, but without accusation. “Honour his memory with your service.” He pulled out of the embrace, keeping his hands on Selkirk’s shoulders. Some of the cheer had drained from Jory’s face to be replaced with solemnity.  
 
    “I will do that, Richard,” he replied with a nod, and Richard could see in his eyes that he meant it.  
 
    Then the crowd hit the Circle, and Selkirk disappeared among them, his face once again lit with pride. Richard shook his head ruefully, and then walked away, headed for the edge of the ring where he had last seen his wife. This excitement would continue for some time before the king performed the ceremony elevating him to Baron of Hohenfels, and as the defeated, there was no place for him in the Circle.  
 
    When he cleared the throng he saw that Melara was approaching him, flanked by Henning and Grimbold, who glared at every single person who came anywhere near her. She actually looked disappointed. It could not have been easy for her, given that Jory had killed her father. She may have been harbouring a quiet hope that Richard might accidently kill him. 
 
    Even after all this time, it was still difficult to look at her and not see Astrid. It was a subtle softness to her eyes, a less cruel turn to her lips that marked the differences between Melara and her cousin. She was carrying water and a cloth, and no sooner did their paths cross than she was cleaning the fresh wound. The sting of liquid against it was the first reminder he had of the injury since he had received it, and he winced. She tutted, shaking her head as she went to work. 
 
    “You will be no use with a shield tomorrow, bearing this,” she said, and he was surprised to hear concern in her voice. But of course, his death could well be the harbinger of her own. 
 
    “I’ll be his shield, my lady,” said Grimbold, and she flashed him a thin smile.  
 
    Richard felt a little chastened by this. It had been foolish to risk injury, given how much rested on the battle. Perhaps he should have made arrangements with Jory beforehand for a lighter wound. Still, the chances were good that he would not need a shield anyway. “Rumour has it that our division will be in the reserves tomorrow,” he said. 
 
    Grimbold snorted. “That’s what they’re saying in every bloody division. Someone has to be wrong...” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It took a good hour before Sir Jorian Selkirk and his congratulators cleared the Circle; long enough for Richard to retreat back to his tent, and change into attire more appropriate to the weather and the occasion. Melara had worked quickly on his wound, stitching and bandaging. He knew that she did it as much to protect herself as to care for him, but he appreciated it all the same. 
 
    He returned to the Circle in good order, ready for the next performance. There was a smaller crowd, but far more distinguished. Tancred was there, flanking the king with Baron Jon Temper, Torgeir of Harlsborg and several of the other commanders. Richard exchanged brief glances with his uncle, who favoured him with a thin smile. They had not had occasion to speak at length during the march, and Richard knew that his uncle had not been best pleased with his marriage to Melara. He made a mental note to seek Tancred out today, to explain himself before battle robbed them of the oppurtunity. 
 
    This ceremony was less ancient than the Proving, but no less ritualized. Its roots went back centuries, to the days when the Kallandish kings of the House of Kalmar set out from their island to conquer the neighboring kingdoms. When each petty realm had been defeated, Morcar the Great had offered their monarchs a choice; receive their own swords from his hand and become his vassal earls, or die on those swords. Kalland had grown stronger in this way, a patchwork of proud dynasties sworn to the service of a single sovereign. Those who refused to serve were no longer killed, of course, but one could not inherit or in any other way take a title without having first supplicated themselves to the Crown. Even Alvise Alfredsson had accepted his sword from King Bohemond…though clearly, the oath did not ensure the supplicant’s devotion and loyalty. 
 
    When all was ready, Richard stood before the king, who was still sitting in the great throne he had brought with him. A herald stood between them, taking the place of the Lord Chamberlain. “Your Grace, a supplicant stands before you,” the man said.  
 
    Sigismund looked down at Richard imperiously. “Name yourself, supplicant,” the king demanded. Richard bowed his head respectfully. While a supplicant, the prospective lord was not permitted to meet the monarch’s eyes. 
 
    “I am Richard son of Ambrose, of the House of Beaufort, called Castle-taker.” The last name had been added at the king’s insistence. It had been spreading around the camp on the march north, and apparently Sigismund liked it. He clearly sought to create a mythology about himself, much like that which existed around his grandfather. These would not be the last epithets handed out in this war. 
 
    “Why have you come before me, Richard Castle-taker?” the king demanded. 
 
    “I make claim to the lordship of Hohenfels, by law of conquest,” Richard replied. 
 
    “But not by law of blood?” 
 
    “My wife, Melara daughter of Sune, of the House of Kalte, is the blood of Hohenfels. By this I also claim.”  
 
    The latter statement Richard made with an air of challenge. The claims he held were rarely heard these days. There had not been lands to conquer in many centuries, and a claim of blood through a spouse…these were far from strong claims by modern law. Sigismund could refuse, and Richard was not even sure that would be a bad thing. But a king must have his heroes, and this king had never shown the greatest concern for the law. 
 
    “Surrender your sword, Richard Castle-taker,” he heard Sigismund say, and he drew his blade, holding it flat in the palms of his hands. He felt the weight lifted almost immediately, and saw the king’s plate boots on the mud in front of him. “Do you swear, by all the ancestors of your line, by the blood of your house, that you will serve the Crown of the Kingdoms of Kalland and Sverkermark with honour, and valour? Do you swear that you will serve me, your king, with loyalty and devotion?” 
 
    “I do so swear,” he replied. 
 
    “Then accept this sword as your bond, or you will surely die by it.” 
 
    Richard straightened out of his bow, looking Sigismund in the eye as he did so. The young king was affecting a stern visage, but he could see lines of humour around the lips and eyes. The king still held the sword in his hands, and Richard took it into his own, sheathing it fluidly.  
 
    Sigismund stepped back, holding his arms out wide. “Then I name you Richard, Baron of Hohenfels and of all lands associated with it. Long may you serve your country, and your king.” 
 
    Polite clapping followed the king’s words. There was not the exuberant congratulation that had greeted Jory Selkirk on his victory in the Circle. This was not a reflection upon Richard, but upon the ceremony itself. He might have won his title in battle, but he received it with dignity.  
 
    Sigismund clapped him on the shoulder, smiling broadly. It may even have been a genuine smile, but with this king, such gestures always seemed uncomfortable, lacking warmth. “You have done very well for yourself, Baron Richard,” he said. “You should be congratulated.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” he replied courteously.  
 
    The king glanced around, and then clapped him again. “Come, Richard, walk with me. There are matters we must discuss.” 
 
    Richard frowned, but he had little choice other than to follow. The crowd parted respectfully for their monarch and his latest baron, while Sigismund plowed on, ignoring them all. Two Knights of the Household, Sir Egbert Jarrow and Sir Rebecca Kerret, followed them at a discreet distance.  
 
    They did not speak as they walked, but Sigismund rested his arm across Richard’s shoulders, a gesture that might have seemed paternal were the king not almost a decade younger. It was the young sovereign’s curse. He had spent his short life trying to emulate his grandfather, but he had not Bohemond’s charisma, or his easy manner. He did not even possess the wisdom that his father possessed. Konrad was no great king, but at least he had known that. 
 
    Sigismund was leading him through the camp, towards a small hillock that lay near the northern perimeter. The engineers had quickly assembled a low wooden tower there, allowing observation of the rocky land that surrounded them. They passed many of the soldiers as they went. The armsmen lowered their heads respectfully of course, but they seemed pensive, perhaps even sullen. The king walked past them as though they were not even there, and his men could read that in him. It would never occur to him to stop, Richard thought, to talk with them awhile, and to bolster their courage with words. That was how a commander behaved. For the king, it was the winning of a battle that was important, but an army would only follow that sort of leader when he continued to win. Lose one battle, and the army was lost.  
 
    “Very clever of you, marrying Melara,” Sigismund said suddenly, his eyes still facing forward, intent on the tower. “These Kalte women are hard work, but they are well endowed.” The king chuckled at his poor joke, and Richard laughed along with his sovereign. The period of mirth was long, and awkward. “We are kin now, of sorts, are we not?” the king said, eventually. 
 
    Richard smiled slightly. “We are so, if it pleases Your Grace,” he said. 
 
    “Oh it does, Richard, it does.” The king sounded very smug indeed, as though the entire thing had been his idea all along. “I tell you Richard, this is exactly the sort of thing I have been working towards. You are just the first sally in building a new affinity. A Kallandish baron at Hohenfels, married to a Sverkerwoman of noble blood; this is it, exact!” The only thing that could make Sigismund sound so excited was talk of his dreams, and his ambitions. Only then, when speaking of such matters, did he have even a drop of feeling, of charisma. 
 
    Richard nodded slowly. “A great union, Your Grace.” 
 
    The king laughed. “Yes, but I do not intend to stop there. I see more than a union, Richard, so much more. This is only the beginning…in time, you will come to see what fruit will grow from the seeds we plant this day.”  
 
    Richard nodded along respectfully, having not the slightest idea what Sigismund was talking about.  
 
    They reached the wooden tower, and ascended it. There were several armsmen on watch up there, but the king dismissed them with a cursory snap of his fingers. “Look, Richard,” he said, pointing north. “What do you see?” 
 
    Richard followed the king’s gaze. The land to the north was rocky, a wasteland of barren hills and deep crevices, through which a single narrow road passed. The river lay to the west, deep and cold and very quick, and beyond it loomed the Ostheimerwald, wild and virgin woodland; the kind of forest that young Kallandish children were told never to enter, that was home to wyverns and wolves and all manner of terrors. Beyond the hills he saw smoke, rising from hundreds of campfires. Richard did not know about the dreams of kings, but warfare was something he did know about. 
 
    “How many does he command?” he asked.  
 
    “Twenty-five thousand,” Sigismund replied, with a wry chuckle. “Given how long he has cowered in Ostheim, I would have imagined that he might gather more swords than that.” 
 
    Richard glanced at him carefully. “We have less than eighteen thousand soldiers capable of bearing arms, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Oh, he certainly outnumbers us,” Sigismund scoffed, “but while he may have the numbers, he has not the quality. Count Sune was the only commander worth a damn at Alexander’s disposal, and he wasted him fighting over your castle. He has no one now, no one who can match your uncle for strategy. He does not have warriors as fierce as Richard Castle-taker, Jorian Selkirk or Grimbold Skovad. He has a mob of peasants with borrowed swords.” 
 
    A sword still kills, no matter who held it. Three great warriors do not an army make. Such words would be wasted on Sigismund, however. The king had the battle he wanted, and nothing would sway him from it. After all, his grandfather had been outnumbered in nearly every battle he fought, facing powerful mages and other kinds of Kurenni trickery, and yet he was never defeated on the field. 
 
    “At the centre of those hills,” Sigismund said, his eyes distant, “the Altwegr passes through a place called Sigurd’s Fell. There is a long ridgeline there, steep and rocky. I intend to move the army onto that ridgeline by the end of the day. When you see it, you will agree that it is good ground. Whoever controls Sigurd’s Fell will hold the advantage in battle, for assaulting it will be not be easy. Alexander will dash his army to pieces attacking our positions.” 
 
    Richard thought it a reasonable plan; assuming that they got there before Alexander did, assuming Alexander even chose to give battle on such unfavourable terms. But then, Alexander was a king even less popular than Sigismund. Even Sune thought him a coward; his own uncle had thought him weak. He had to fight, lest he watch his army disintegrate in front of his eyes.  
 
    “The queen’s divisions will be held in reserve,” Sigismund said, and for a brief moment Richard breathed a sigh of relief. It would be bloody work tomorrow, no matter how good the ground was, and he was not anxious to face more battle.  
 
    “But not you, Baron of Hohenfels,” the king said brightly, his reedy voice rising even as Richard’s heart fell. “I will not waste you and your great warriors idling in the rear. You will hold the heart of my army, under the royal banner itself.”  
 
    Sigismund turned, gripping him by the shoulders. There was a fire in his eyes, a light Richard had never seen before, and did not like at all. Those eyes burned into him, deep blue orbs that suddenly had the warmth they had always lacked, but in entirely the wrong way. 
 
    “Don’t you see, Richard?” the king said, grinning broadly. “Sverkermen fighting under the command of a Kallandish lord, huskarls and armsmen fighting side by side. This is what I see, this is the world we will forge! It all begins today, Richard! How can this fool usurper stand against that? How will the Kurenni stand against that, when their time comes?” 
 
    Richard stared back at his king, trying to keep the horror from his face. All this time he had thought Sigismund merely ambitious. But looking into his eyes, listening not to his words but to the way in which he said them, it became clear. Richard wondered if anyone else knew. Perhaps it was only obvious at times like this. Perhaps only when Sigismund spoke of these visions of the future could the truth be gleaned; that the King of Kalland was insane. 
 
    As suddenly as it had appeared, the madness was gone, and Sigismund turned away, as though nothing had been said, or seen. Richard shook his head. He had seen it. He knew he had.  
 
    The king peered out towards the hills, his eyes narrowed, as though searching for something. He waved a hand dismissively. “You may go, my lord. Get some rest. Tomorrow we make history.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Richard fully intended to rest, but there was a conversation he needed to have first. It had been only a consideration before, but after hearing the king’s plans, it had become a necessity. He had sworn an oath to serve his king, and he would do so. He would fight in Sigismund’s battle, die in it if he had to. But first, he would see that the other oath he had sworn was kept to as well. 
 
    Tancred was in his tent, which as ever was sparse of anything but the old man’s map table. He was poring over a parchment with Eadwine Bricecross and several of his lieutenants when Richard arrived. The old man looked up mildly as he entered, but something in Richard’s face or posture must have alerted him that this was no social call, for his jaw hardened slightly, and he dismissed his subordinates without a word.  
 
    “I will be fighting on the front line tomorrow,” Richard said, as soon as they were alone. “Before I do, I must have something from you.” 
 
    Tancred’s lips curled up into a half-smile. “If it is within my power, it will be given. You know that, nephew.” 
 
    Richard took a deep breath. “If I should fall, I need for you to swear that you will protect my wife.” 
 
    There was little outward change to Tancred’s expression. The old duke was well practiced at never letting his emotions show. But he was silent for some time, watching Richard carefully. When he spoke, he spoke quietly, his tone questioning. “Are you in love with this girl, Richard?” 
 
    Richard blinked. He had not been expecting a question. A yes, or a no, a response was what he had imagined; not to come under inquisition himself. “What difference does that make?” he asked. 
 
    “It makes no difference,” Tancred replied coldly. “I am merely trying to understand why you would have me set our house against the queen.” 
 
    He had never before heard such coolness from his uncle. Tancred was not a warm person by any means, but it had always been aloofness that kept him at a distance. “As I told the queen,” Richard began, falling back on that for defense, but Tancred cut through his words. 
 
    “I know what you told the queen. You married the girl to become a baron.” Tancred shrugged. “Well, nephew, you are a baron now. Her death would not change that. And if she is but a tool for your ambition, then why would you ask me to protect her after your death? A dead man needs no tools.” 
 
    “She is a Beaufort,” Richard replied, shocked by his uncle’s cold hostility. “She is my wife.” 
 
    “She is a Kalte,” Tancred hissed. “After tomorrow, she will be the last of the Kaltes, save for Astrid herself.” He stepped away from the table, turning his back on Richard, one hand held behind, the other at his chin. “Astrid cannot allow another of her blood to challenge her,” he said. “She will not risk my enmity by killing the girl while you live, but I will not fight for her if you die. It is too much of a risk to take with nothing to gain. Again, I must ask you, why do you care what happens to her?” 
 
    “Is preventing the murder of an innocent young girl not enough for you, uncle?” Richard asked bitterly.  
 
    Tancred turned around, and he was no longer smiling. “It is not nearly enough. Is that what this is all about? You are protecting her? Why would you do that, if you do not love her?” 
 
    “Because her father asked me to,” Richard replied. “Because it is the only honourable thing to do.” There seemed to be little point in hiding it anymore.  
 
    Tancred’s face reddened. “You have dragged our family into this business over a promise to our enemy? You would risk all that we have for honour?” 
 
    It was a different man that stood before him today. This was not the man who had raised him, the man who had been as a father to him. “Is that not who we are?” Richard asked, desperately seeking to find some remnant of the man he knew, the man he had loved. “When grandfather and his brothers rode with Bohemond, were they not fighting for honour, against an enemy that could have taken everything from them?” 
 
    Tancred stared at him as though he were mad. “They did, Richard, and look what happened to them!” He banged the map table, his eyes dark and unwelcoming, his lips curled into a sneer. “They died! Only my father survived, and he was never the same afterwards.” He shook his head. “You have read too many stories, nephew. This world does not reward honour. It rewards reason. My answer is no. If you should fall, then I will not raise so much as a finger in defense of that girl.” 
 
    It was said that at times like this, one could either laugh or cry. Richard laughed. “That may be the difference between us, old man,” he said. “I am not seeking a reward.” He looked Tancred in the eye, seeing nothing that he admired. “Goodbye, uncle,” he said, and left the tent. 
 
    Outside it was cold, but he did not feel it anymore. Perhaps there were other arguments he might have made, but he would not beg or plead. The situation looked bleak, but he would not stop now. He told himself that he was a man of honour. Matilde had not given up, and neither would he. He chuckled at the memory of his young lover. She might have cut his bollocks off for marrying someone else, but she would not have given up.  
 
    His course was clear. If Tancred would not protect Melara after his death, then all that Richard had to do was live. And how hard could that be? He had been living for twenty-seven years. Surely he had gotten the hang of it by now. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The King’s Forest 
 
      
 
      
 
    For entertainment on the third day of their stay at Bryth Anner, Sir Robert and his armsmen had staged a joust. Anneka had wanted to stay in bed, just as they had for the prior two days, but Nessa was curious. She had read a lot about jousting, but had never seen it done before. Like most Kallandish martial pursuits it was strange and alien to her. Two riders charging at each other with large blunted sticks, trying to knock one another from their saddles…it sounded both horrifically dangerous and tremendously exciting at the same time, and she had to admit that for all the brutality of these ‘sports’, they fascinated her.  
 
    So she had wheedled Anneka into coming along, which was not all that hard. Anneka could grumble with the best of them, but in the end she no more wanted to be lying alone in the bed than Nessa wanted to watch the joust without her. They made their way down to the lists, enjoying the simple pleasure of being able to walk so openly, to spend this much time together without concern for propriety or interruption by duty and responsibility. Bryth Anner was indeed a beautiful place, even if it had not been what Nessa expected. She had never imagined that this ‘simple lodge’ would have jousting lists. 
 
    With hindsight, it should have been obvious to her that there would be more to the royal lodge in the King’s Forest than a homely log cabin in a clearing somewhere. The Kallandish nobility were not given to building small. Still, when she had first looked upon it, she had been astonished. Bryth Anner was no lonely cabin in the woods; it was practically a village.  
 
    The house itself was a lovely little cabin, if one understood cabins to be the size of the estate in Estwic where Tannerus held his school. It had a least a dozen bedchambers, and the largest kitchen Nessa had ever seen. Then there were the other houses, seven of them, barracks for the soldiers and the servants, each one only a little smaller than the main house itself. And then there were the stables that could house one hundred horses, the jousting lists, the armoury, the shooting ranges for both bows and guns, the cleverly-designed bathing pool with a waterfall that seemed to flow from a redirected stream… 
 
    The only thing that prevented Bryth Anner from being merely a smaller wooden version of the Palace of Morcar was that it had no walls, and even that seemed to be by design. Whoever had built the place had had cleared the ground during construction, but had then allowed the forest to grow back in. Bryth Anner felt as though it were in the wild heart of the forest; only with all the comforts of palace life as well. Nessa loved it. But then she would have loved it no matter how big it was, or where it was. It was a place in which they could be together, all of the time, and alone. 
 
    Alone, of course, was a matter of degrees. They could not be truly alone as other lovers could. But there was a huge difference between being in the palace, which was easily home to a thousand people or more, and being in Bryth Anner, where there were less than one hundred. A little more than thirty servants, a basic staff by Toran standards, had accompanied them eastwards from the city, along with forty armsmen under the command of Anneka’s cousin, Sir Robert. Nessa had not spent much time with him before. He did not seem to be the brightest flame in the forest, but he was amiable enough, which was more than she could say about Anneka’s other cousin.  
 
    Sir Domnall was the sole Knight of the Household to make the journey, and he was the one patch of darkness in Nessa’s otherwise light mood. No matter what she did, the man did not seem to like her at all. Every time she caught his gaze it was cold, every time she spoke to him he was curt and surly. He was walking behind them now as they went to the lists, and she could feel his eyes burning into her back. It had not been so bad back at the palace, where there had been other knights, and many more people to talk to. Here Domnall was as ever-present as Lothor had been there.  
 
    Nessa had not spoken to Anneka about it. She and Domnall were close, and Nessa did not want to appear jealous, as though she were trying to drive a wedge between them; but if things continued as they were, she would have to say something. She did not know what she had done to earn his enmity, and would happily reverse it if he would simply explain why he did not like her. 
 
    But walking amongst the trees, with her love at her side, Nessa’s mind did not dwell on such matters for long. It was peaceful in this place, despite all the warlike pursuits. She had not seen such tranquility or natural beauty since she walked with her mother in the forests of her people, many years ago.  
 
    She smiled at Anneka. She was Child-Without-Love, no more. 
 
    The lists lay on the edge of the lodge, near the stables and the single road that led through the forest back to Kalrond. They were not an extensive construction, being little more than a cleared patch of earth with a low wooden fence running along the middle. Sir Robert was waiting for them there, clad in a full suit of armour, including an ornate helmet with its visor pulled up. He beamed at them as they approached, bowing awkwardly, his mobility hindered by his plate. The Privy Council had placed him in charge of the regent’s company while they were in the King’s Forest, and he had hurled himself full length into the task. Every day he seemed to be planning great events and entertainments; hunting trips, feasts, sporting displays. For their part, Anneka and Nessa would have been happy simply to stay in bed for the week they were to spend here, but it would have been unkind not to indulge him every now and then. 
 
    Assembled behind him was a small band of his armsmen, similarly clad. They were his people as well, all of them retainers from his home city of Anskhaven. There had been some fighting on the Privy Council over this. Master Tannerus had been furious about it for some reason, blaming the decision on Sir John Gallen. Nessa was not entirely sure what precisely was blameworthy about sending Sir Robert with them instead of the royal armsmen. The Black Tower soldiers seemed to be proficient, and they were friendly enough. If Anneka was not worried by it, then neither was Nessa.  
 
    “Your Grace, my lady, I am honoured that you would attend my humble tournament,” Sir Robert gushed. “It is not often that my armsmen enjoy the attention of the highest echelons of the court. They have trained their entire lives for an opportunity such as this…” 
 
    “Great ancestors,” Anneka muttered in her ear, “is he here to joust or to talk?” 
 
    Nessa grinned, but subtly elbowed her in the ribs. “Be nice to your cousin, my love,” she whispered back. “He is trying to make that sure we enjoy ourselves here. Thank you, Sir Robert,” she said more loudly. “I have never seen a joust before.” 
 
    His smile grew broader, if that were possible. “Well, my lady, you are in luck. My armsmen are among the finest tourney riders in Kalland.” 
 
    They certainly looked very impressive, in their shining armour and crisp white tabards. Their horses too were heavily armoured. They looked more like knights than simple soldiers, more so than many of the actual knights that she had met. So many court knights preferred to walk in silk rather than in armour.  
 
    Sir Robert pointed to one of them, a tall fellow sitting astride a magnificent destrier. “Your Grace,” he said, “you may remember Stephen Waters, from the Grand Tournament four years ago?” 
 
    Anneka peered at the man for a short time, and then nodded, surprise on her face. “Why yes, I do. He unhorsed the Earl of Bregancastle, did he not?” 
 
    Sir Robert nodded his head furiously. “Indeed, Your Grace, with only two lances. He lost to Duke Vanamir in the subsequent round, but…” 
 
    “…But a great achievement, nonetheless. Luna Hoarbrand is a fine rider. You are to be commended, Master Waters,” Anneka said, calling out to the named jouster, who nodded deeply, looking embarrassed.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” he replied. Anneka turned back to her cousin. She seemed to be growing more enthusiastic about the joust now, which Nessa observed with a grin. Nothing interested the Kallandish more than watching someone of great martial prowess fight, and Anneka was no exception to that rule. 
 
    “I had no notion he was one of yours, Robert,” Anneka said. Her cousin shrugged with modesty.  
 
    “I have always had an eye for talented warriors, Your Grace…though I daresay, I myself am not among them.” He lowered his visor with a dramatic flourish. “Be prepared to watch me unhorsed with alacrity,” he chuckled, his voice muffled behind his full helmet. He strode towards his horse, while Nessa and Anneka moved to a row of stone benches that lay to one side. More than a few of the servants and those armsmen who were not on duty guarding the lodge were gathered on the edges of the list as well, though they allowed Nessa and Anneka the privacy of the benches. 
 
    Nessa was surprised by Sir Robert’s cheerful certainty in his own defeat. Stephen Waters might be an excellent rider, but Sir Robert was his master. Beating him did not seem like a good way to stay in his favour. “Why would he let his man beat him?” she asked, as they sat down.  
 
    Anneka laughed. “Well, it would not be good practice otherwise,” she said. “There is an old Kallandish saying. Ve er n’Thain kolor. There are no noblemen on the battlefield.” 
 
    Nessa raised an eyebrow. “There are no blunted lances on the battlefield either.” 
 
    Anneka laughed again, putting her arm around Nessa’s shoulders, drawing her in closer. “As you say, marshal,” she replied teasingly.  
 
    Nessa smiled back, kissing her on the cheek, but inside she frowned. For all their practicing with swords and lances and bows, few Kallandishmen had ever seen a real fight, not even one as small as the battle on the dragonboats. She was reminded of what Sir Henry and Sir Lothor had discussed weeks before. She had seen fighting in the Circle, and she had seen real fighting, and though they were similar, they were different enough to make her stop and wonder. Could this practice actually prepare them for a real war?  
 
    She did not know why this worried her. It seemed to derive from a number of causes. There were the things she had learned about the Kurenni from Tannerus and Sir Henry. There was the casual attitude the Kallandish had to combat, and to warfare. There was even an irrational fear that if war ever were to come, Anneka would be involved, and she might be hurt, or worse. But Nessa knew that these concerns were foolish, and that it was even more so to spoil a good day with such thoughts. Tannerus had been right; there was peace right now, and no reason for that to change. She shook herself from the useless reverie, and turned her attention back to the lists. 
 
    Sir Robert was on horseback now, and had picked up his lance. The lances were huge, unwieldy things, much taller than the men who carried them. Bizarrely, the jouster’s shields were smaller than would be normal, little larger than their heads. That was part of the sport though, as she understood it. Jousting was as much about accuracy when hitting the shields than it was about knocking the opponent from their horse. It was the unhorsing that people watched for, though, just as they watched the Circle for the blood and not the skill.  
 
    If Stephen Waters’ reputation were anything to go by, there would be a swift unhorsing in this match. It was he that Sir Robert was to face in the first round. There was a strange kind of courage to Anneka’s cousin, to ride against a man he knew would easily beat him. Armoured as he was, falling from a horse at such speeds must be quite painful.  
 
    When Waters was ready, the two men rode to their respective ends of the list. They would ride straight down the middle at each other, with only the fence between them. One of the Black Tower men stepped up to the edge of the list, a piece of cloth in his hands. He held it up high above his head, and then dropped it to the ground. 
 
    With great cries, the two jousters spurred their horses and tore down the list, bringing their lances to bear as they went. The ends of the great wooden poles seemed to bounce about wildly as they rode; it seemed impossible to Nessa that an ordinary person could control such an ungainly weapon while also controlling a horse. She was filled with a rush of both fear and excited anticipation as she watched them draw closer together; emotions she could see writ on the face of every man and woman watching. They were all shouting for their favoured rider, and some even seemed to be wagering money on the joust. 
 
    With a terrific crack the lances struck home, shattering into thousands of splinters as they impacted the shields. Both riders were hurled back in their saddles, but neither man fell from his seat. As contact was made, those watching leapt up, whooping with glee, and Nessa found herself caught up in it, rising from her seat to clap. Anneka was with her, shouting her cousin’s name.  
 
    Sir Robert had lowered his visor, and was prancing back and forth again, showing no ill signs of the collision. He was chanting the name of their family over and over again, starting the crowd off as well. It was an incredible mood that the joust had created, with cheering and chanting ringing from every tree; nothing like the sedate pace of the Circle. Nessa felt exuberated simply by watching.  
 
    Sir Robert and Master Waters had returned to their respective ends of the list, and had collected fresh lances. Nessa sat back down, Anneka throwing herself down next to her, taking Nessa’s hand and kissing it lightly. Her skin was slightly flushed, and she was grinning wildly. “Exciting, isn’t it, my love?” she said. 
 
    Nessa laughed. “And you wanted to stay in bed.” 
 
    Anneka shrugged, grinning impishly. “I am glad I deferred to the wisdom of my elders.” 
 
    They shared another laugh, and then with a roar Sir Robert and Waters were at each other again, and Nessa could not peel her eyes away from them. The shouting around her had not ebbed, and after the last ride Sir Robert’s name was on everyone’s lips. She found herself willing him on, as though all the good feeling of the crowd could bring him victory. But it was not to be. 
 
    Splinters flying, the lances hit shields again, but this time the force of Stephen Waters’ impact was stronger, and Sir Robert was hurled from his saddle, flailing wildly as he crashed to the ground in a tangle of armoured limbs. The spectators jumped up again, but this time with concern, producing what sounded to be single gasp in unison. For what felt like an eternity Sir Robert lay there unmoving, and Nessa could not tell whether he was merely stunned or had suffered worse injury. Anneka clutched at her hand, her eyes registering serious concern for her cousin’s plight. 
 
    Then there was a creak, and one gauntleted hand shot up, waving weakly to thunderous applause, not the least of which coming from Anneka and Nessa. Robert’s armsmen ran in from the sides to help their battered lord up, Stephen Waters amongst them, looking sheepish at having unhorsed his master so fiercely. But when they forced Sir Robert’s dented helmet from his head, they found that he wore a huge smile, and he clapped Waters about the shoulders, and waved to the servants and armsmen. Gingerly he made his way over to where Nessa and Anneka stood.  
 
    Anneka met her cousin with a firm warrior’s grip. “Well ridden, Robert,” she said, and he nodded his thanks.  
 
    “Well, my lady, how did you find your first joust?” he asked Nessa, smiling. 
 
    She shook her head. “I had no notion that simply watching it could be so exhilarating.” 
 
    Robert laughed. “Well, perhaps I shall arrange another soon, before we return to Kalrond.” He winced slightly. “Just not too soon.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day was taken up by more jousting. The winner of the tournament was, unsurprisingly, Stephen Waters, who defeated every rider who came against him. Despite the strong certainty of the outcome, Nessa had found herself as caught up in the sport as anyone else. She had tried to keep in mind that it was dangerous, that it was very possible for injury or even death to come as a result, but somehow that only made it more compelling.  
 
    She was starting to think as they did. Slowly but surely, she was developing a Kallandish outlook. At one time that might have bothered her, given the differences between she and they, but now she saw it as a blessing. She lived in Kalland, all of her friends were Kallandish, and the woman she loved was Kallandish. For all that their culture might seem violent, it was also full of vitality, driven by honour and other admirable virtues. There were worse ways to live. 
 
    At some point during the tourney the servants had started to pass around bottles of wine and hampers of food, and the joust became an impromptu feast, as convivial as any Nessa had seen. She and Anneka had both partaken of quite a bit of the wine, and by the time the sun began to set, they had retired to their room.  
 
    A combination of wine and lovemaking had put Anneka straight to sleep, but Nessa had never found it so easy to drop off. She lay next to Anneka for a while, rejoicing at the beauty of her lover’s body, but before too long other urges drew her away. The wine had produced a fierce hunger in her, and so she set out to combat it. That was one wonderful thing about Bryth Anner; she knew where the kitchens were, which saved her from having to ask one of the servants to fetch her food. From the way they had been drinking, the staff was probably as incapacitated as their regent, and deserved some rest.  
 
    Her journey to the kitchens was somewhat perilous, for while she had not been so drunk as to be knocked out, she was drunk enough that the floor was no longer as stable as it had once been. She did not mind it though, for she felt light as a feather, walking through a warm haze of contentment. The world seemed as though it was singing to her. She was happy, and in love, and what matter that the floor was as fluid as water? Moonlight was streaming in through every window, which was good, as no one appeared to have lit the torches in the lodge. She contemplated summoning a mage light to make things a little easier, but decided against it. She had never tried to use magic while drunk; it was likely dangerous. The moonlight would serve her fine.  
 
    As she approached the kitchens she saw that she was not alone in her nighttime prowling. The glimmer of torchlight poked from under the crack of the door. Curious, she called out as she pushed against the door, but her heart sank as she heard the response.  
 
    It was Sir Domnall. The knight was seated upon a box in one corner of the kitchen, using another box as a table. He was demolishing a plate of bread and cheese when she arrived, but he rose to his feet when she entered, nodding to her curtly. “My lady,” he said. 
 
    Nessa narrowed her eyes at him. All of a sudden the warm haze was no longer so warm and light, the singing of the world marred by a discordant note. She felt in that moment a belligerence towards Anneka’s cousin, a feeling that she had never had the courage or the inclination to indulge before. Freed by the effect of the wine, she saw no reason to let the man’s hostility go unchallenged. She walked straight up to him and jabbed a finger at his chest. 
 
    “Why do you hate me?” she demanded. “What am I supposed to have done to you to deserve your disdain?” 
 
    Domnall blinked, apparently surprised either by the question, or by her forwardness in asking it. It was the first expression of anything other than cold disdain she had seen from him. “I do not hate you,” he replied. 
 
    “Well, you do not seem to like me very much,” she retorted. “Is it my elven blood? Is it the fact that I am a mage? What is it, Sir Domnall?” 
 
    He stared at her, his face roiling with emotions and responses held in check. She wondered whether he would say anything. He always seemed to take the impassiveness of the Knights of the Household seriously. Then he frowned, and sighed. “I admit that at first I did not trust you, and it was for the reasons that you say. I grew up on the stories of Kurenni mages and their cruelty. When I was young, Kalland still bore the outward scars of the Occupation. It is…difficult to move beyond such things.” 
 
    Nessa threw her arms out helplessly. “I do not know why I have to say this to you,” she said angrily, “but I am not Kurenni. I have never even met a Kurenni before, I have never seen their lands outside of a map!” 
 
    Domnall nodded. “I know that, and as I said, at first I did not trust you. I have come to see that your love for my cousin is genuine, and that you have a good heart. But it is not enough.” The knight sighed again, this one deep and mournful. “That which is between you and Anneka…it will end, and when it does she will be broken-hearted. I care about my cousin, and I do not want to see that happen.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head. “It will not end,” she said firmly. “I love her, and I will never leave her. I made a promise, Sir Domnall, and I meant it.” 
 
    Domnall gave her a sad half-smile. “I believe that you love her, but what happens is not up to you. It is not even up to her. Her life is not her own. She is of the House of Toran, and her life belongs to the king.” 
 
    The warm haze had disappeared entirely, leaving Nessa with a cold and deeply uncomforting sobriety. She found it difficult to comprehend what Domnall was saying, let alone believe it. “We love each other,” she said. “Why would her brother come between us? How could he?” 
 
    Domnall sighed. “Because your love does not suit his purposes,” he said. “Anneka is his only sibling, and because of that she is ever more valuable to him, as a tool for the forging of alliances. He will marry her to one of his dukes or earls. If she is lucky, her partner would be a woman, but I would not count on politics and love aligning so neatly.” He shrugged. “And even if he does not marry her away, he will have some purpose for her, some role that she must play. But whatever it is, it will be without you. The rest of us have come to see you as more than your elven blood or your magecraft, but our king…he never will.” 
 
    Nessa was horrified by his words. She could not believe that King Sigismund, for all that Anneka had told her about him, could be so cruel, so cold with purpose. She had wondered what the king’s reaction to their relationship would be, but Anneka had laughed it off. She had lived in obscurity ever since her brother ascended the throne, and would continue to do so after he returned. They would live out their lives in peace and happiness. It had always sounded a little too idyllic, but this was the first time anyone had said anything that caused her to doubt that future. 
 
    “But…she has a choice, surely?” she said, almost pleading with him. “He cannot force her to marry. He cannot stop her from loving me.” 
 
    Domnall shrugged. “Perhaps not, but I fear it will happen anyway. Whatever he will ask of her will be for the good of our people, and she is a Toran. Duty and responsibility always come first.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head stubbornly. “No, not over me. Not over our love.” She knew Anneka, knew her heart. She cared about her country and her people, but she would not abandon love for duty. Domnall looked at her, and it was the first time she had seen any softness in his eyes. But it was a pitying look, sadness and sympathy, and she dreaded his next words.  
 
    “Do not be so sure, Arnessa. Being who she is, being a Toran, it is not just about this.” He waved his hand around, indicating the lodge. “Great privilege has been accorded to her, and to her family. Palaces, and wealth, and the service of others; but it does not come without a price. That price is duty. They must give something back. They must serve their people as their people serve them, else they are tyrants, and no better than the Kurenni and their emperors. She cannot live for herself, for you; not for long. It would be selfish, and she is not selfish. Duty and responsibility…it is in her blood.” He sighed. “Let me tell you something of the House of Toran, and love. Her grandfather was in love, you know. Bohemond loved a young woman among his rebels, a girl who had been robbed of her lands, driven from her people by the Kurenni, a fierce warrior. Her name was Alyssandra Kingsland, and she was my mother.” 
 
    She blinked at him owlishly. “Your mother…was Bohemond’s lover?” 
 
    He smiled. “She was. They met during his rebellion, and they fought side by side in every battle that followed, from the banks of the Yterbod to Fornost, and when it was over, when Bohemond was to be acclaimed king, he asked her to rule alongside him as his queen.” He shook his head sadly. “But Alyssandra could not, for to become queen, she would have to abandon her claims to her own titles. She had responsibilities to her people, to her family. And so she asked instead whether Bohemond would come with her, back to Eormangow, and leave the crown to those such as Alvise Alfredsson, who actually wanted it. But although Bohemond had never desired to be king, he too had a duty. The people had chosen him, and he knew that only in his hands could Kalland flourish again. Even though they loved one another deeply, it was not possible for them to be together, and so they parted. Bohemond married his Beaufort queen, Eleanor; and Alyssandra married my father, Harlin of House Wherry.” He shrugged. “I cannot say that these partnerships were not good. The affection Bohemond held for Queen Eleanor is well known, and my mother was certainly fond of my father; but it was nothing compared to the love they held for one another. Such things are not to be. Sooner or later, politics must intervene. So it was then, and so it has been since.” 
 
    Nessa had listened to Domnall’s words quietly, without interrupting. It was a grim tale he told. But she would not put stock in such a story. She could not. She could not allow herself to believe in the world he described. “I am sorry,” she said calmly, “that your mother could not have the love she wanted. But that does not mean that Anneka and I cannot. It might well be that life is as you describe, but I will not abandon our love simply because you lack hope and faith in it.” 
 
    Domnall was quiet, watching her carefully. Once she would have wilted under his gaze, but no longer. What was said could not be unsaid, and now that she knew why he was against her, she would never fear or be disheartened by his attitude towards her again. “I do have hope,” he said softly. “I hope that you are right, and that you will both be happy.” He sighed. “I am sorry if it has seemed to you that I bear you hatred. Know that I do not, and that if at some times it may appear that I do, it is simply that the happier you make her, the harder it will be when it ends.” 
 
    Nessa placed a hand tentatively on his arm. “It will not end, Sir Domnall,” she said. “I cannot believe otherwise.” Smiling, she offered her other hand. “We both love her,” she said. “We both would see her happy. If not friendship, can there at least be peace between us?” 
 
    Domnall nodded slowly, the corners of his mouth turning up into a slight smile. “Peace…yes, of course. For Anneka.” He took her hand in his own and shook it firmly. It was a start.  
 
    Nessa released his hand, and stood back awkwardly. She felt somewhat sheepish about her confrontational manner at the beginning, and it was clear from his face that he was embarrassed as well. They had never exchanged so many words before, and about something so intimate… 
 
    She had already decided that she would discuss this matter with Anneka when opportunity arose. For all that she did not believe Domnall’s interpretation, the knight had made some valid points. It was important that she make a good impression on the king when he returned from the war. If she could show him her good intentions as she had shown everyone else at court… 
 
    With a smash of wood against stone, the door leading out into the forest flung open, and a man burst in. It was one of the armsmen, and his sword and tabard were covered in blood. He looked like a wildman, but his eyes were calm. Those eyes had been fixed on Domnall at first, but the armsman had seen Nessa almost immediately, and there had been surprise on his face. Domnall leapt forward at his arrival, putting himself between her and the door, but upon seeing the man’s uniform, he relaxed. No matter how untroubled the knight was, however, Nessa’s heart still pounded like a drum. Her eyes were wide as they took in the stains on his tabard and weapon. Why was there blood on him? 
 
    “What is going on, man?” Domnall demanded. The armsman swallowed nervously, then pointed back the way he came. 
 
    “Trouble, sir,” he said quickly. “The stables.” 
 
    Domnall swore. “Show me,” he said, hurrying to the armsman’s side. The newcomer’s eyes flickered briefly to Nessa, and then he nodded, and led Domnall through the door.  
 
    Nessa stared after them in shock. What was happening? What trouble? She knew that the best thing she could do was to return to the bed and rouse Anneka, but some mad courage possessed her, and she found herself moving towards the door the knight and armsman had left by.  
 
    Outside, she could see that the moon was high and full. Something, some trick of the light perhaps, made it shine red as blood. She had seen such a moon before, many times back in Estwic. They called it Reaver’s Moon, and in the founding days of the city it had been said to herald the arrival of the murderous angara pirates that had once infested the Frozen Sea. She had never believed such superstitions before, but with an armsman running around, blood on his sword… 
 
    Nessa shook herself. She had to stay calm. It was just a moon. She glanced around, trying to spot Sir Domnall or the armsman, but they were not in sight. The stables were on the other side of the house, so she began to run along the wall. There were no lights anywhere, not even in the servants’ barracks, and she still could not see Domnall, or the armsman, or anyone else for that matter. She rounded the house and was brought up short by the sight in front of her, one hand going to her mouth to stifle a gasp. The stables were burning, flames tearing the great wooden building to the ground. Even as she watched, she could see the horses darting away into the forest. She could do nothing but watch the conflagration as it began to spread to the trees around the stable. 
 
    Then a figure emerged from the darkness, and this time she did scream, loud and shrill. The figure held its hands out in front of it, hissing to her. “My lady, calm.” It was Sir Domnall.  
 
    “What…what is going on?” she asked, her voice wavering, fear burning through her like the flames at the stable. He shook his head. 
 
    “I do not know, an attack. The armsmen…” 
 
    With a roar, another dark figure detached itself from the wall of the house and leapt at Domnall, knocking him to the ground. At the same time hands appeared from behind Nessa, grabbing at her arms, covering her mouth. She screamed again, but the hand muffled the sound. She felt herself being dragged backwards, unable to see her attacker, or Domnall’s. All she could see was the burning stable, the Reaver’s Moon hanging above it. Then she felt cloth pressed over her eyes, and even that horrific sight was denied her. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Helaressen Burning 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garnier watched happily from the balcony of the magistrate’s mansion, as Helaressen burned. The mansion, a mid-sized two-story villa, lay on a shallow hill overlooking the town. The balcony offered him an unparalleled view of Helaressen’s death. Fires swept through the outlying districts, though the privateers had been clever, and had left a swathe of the town leading from the harbour to the mansion unburned, at least for now. There was no sense in destroying their pathway of retreat before they had used it.  
 
    In seventeen years of privateering, Garnier had sailed many waters, seen things in the world that the average landsman could not imagine. He had been to places that even the Kurenni did not chart. He had witnessed indescribable beauties. But nothing he had seen before was more exhilarating than watching as the town in which he had been born a slave died in fire. There were tears on his cheeks, and not from the pillars of smoke that rose into the moonlit sky. Oh, but how glorious was this, this mere aside to his great scheme! 
 
    To his left, he saw a great stone watchtower collapsing in on itself, its foundations burning out. His mother had died raising the stones of that tower, he recalled. To the right, a chain of explosions was ripping the warehouse district to pieces, as the blaze spread to the stores of fire oil. Even from this distance he could hear the screams as the citizens ran from their burning homes, only to be met by the hired blades of his fleet. Val and the other captains were down there, slaughtering and plundering, while their ships continued to hurl fire oil and shot into the town. From what he could see, the slaves from the camps on the edge of town were joining in as well, taking advantage of the slaughter of Helaressen’s small garrison to wreak bloody revenge on their oppressors. To complete the picture, a blood-red moon hung in the sky, bathing the flames in its unnatural light. There had been some muttering among the crews, but as far as he was concerned, it was a good omen. Let the Empire of Phoenix try to rise from these flames.  
 
    Next to him, the Gunmaker stood watching as well, rubbing his hands together in obvious satisfaction. He had suggested a demonstration of what his Dragonbane powder could do, and Garnier was glad that he had indulged the old lunatic. They had set off a few of the spare barrels in the barracks, from a distance of course, and had watched as the explosion and the subsequent flames had melted the stone walls and towers. It more than made up for having to endure several weeks of the Gunmaker’s peculiarities aboard ship. Mad he might be, but he had not exaggerated his skill. His powder really was the best.  
 
    The old man grinned at him. “Magnificent, is it not, friend Fox?” 
 
    Garnier nodded back. “Everything that I had hoped for, and more. You are truly a master of your craft, Gunmaker.” 
 
    The Gunmaker shook his head, shushing him modestly. “I am a master of nothing but preparation, my boy. What happens afterwards is the work of the powder. Looking upon this great work it has achieved, how can any man deny its power to alter the world?” 
 
    “I cannot deny it,” Garnier said, shaking his head. Though he might privately wonder how much of the world would remain afterwards.  
 
    There was a knock at the door behind them, and Tom Worry appeared, grinning nastily. He had blood on his knives, no doubt that of the inhabitants of the mansion. There was but one person in Helaressen who was immediately useful to Garnier, and her life would be only marginally longer than those of the servants Worry had slaughtered. “We found the magistrate, admiral,” Worry said, nodding back into the villa.  
 
    Garnier gave one last yearning look down at the ruin of Helaressen, and then turned away. It had been invigorating to watch the destruction, but he had work to do. “Keep an eye on things, will you,” he called to the Gunmaker, who grunted absently, transfixed by the fiery show.  
 
    He followed Worry back into the villa, which was now in greater disarray than he remembered upon going in. The corpses of humans and elves littered the great atrium below, very few of the bodies bearing weapons. The magistrate had sent most of her soldiers into the town when the attack started, and none had returned. 
 
    “Where did you find her?” he asked, as they strode through the wreckage, heading for the stairs. 
 
    “She was down in the cellars, emptying a barrel of wine,” Worry replied, laughing heartily. 
 
    Garnier snorted. “She was going to hide in it?” 
 
    “I guess, don’t really know. Can’t understand her talk. She’s fucking pissed off though,” Worry added with a grin. “I don’t need to speak knife-ear to see that. Took her for a coward, what with the barrel, but she’s brave enough to shout in our faces.” 
 
    “Unpredictable people, the knife-ears,” Garnier shrugged. “Never turn your back on them, Tom.” 
 
    The magistrate of Helaressen awaited them in the atrium, in the company of a half-dozen of Garnier’s crew. As Worry had said, she was extremely angry, struggling with her captors, screaming every obscenity in the Kurenni tongue at them in a most unaristocratic manner. She saw him approach, and clearly marked him as the leader, for her eyes narrowed and she spat at his feet. “Bastard pirate scum,” she hissed. “You will all die for this.” 
 
    He laughed easily, fixing her with his broadest smile. “I think not, Magistrate Corvinus, but then anything is possible.”  
 
    The magistrate smiled nastily. “Admiral Iluvain will burn your ships, and if you are lucky, you will burn upon them.” 
 
    “And if we are unlucky?” Garnier asked mildly, enjoying as he always did the useless arrogance of an Imperial servant. 
 
    Corvinus spat. “She will hang pieces of you from every tree in Kurenn!” 
 
    Garnier winced derisively. “Well, that does sound terrible. There are said to be a lot of trees down there. I do hope this Admiral Iluvain of yours does not catch us. I suppose that you have sent a bird to Draconnar, summoning her?” 
 
    He watched Corvinus’ face carefully, saw the brief flash of fear pass across it before it settled back into a mask of hate. “Of course,” she spat. “The fleet is already on its way here.” 
 
    Garnier smiled, for he knew she was lying. Noble Magistrate Corvinus had been too busy hiding in the cellars to send warning to Draconnar.  
 
    This was good. She needed to send a message, but one of his devising. It was possible that the fires of Helaressen could be seen from its sister town. Draconnar was only a few hours away, across the barren hills to the west. But Garnier knew how the Empire worked. Admiral Iluvain would assume that a slave uprising had gripped Helaressen, and she would send soldiers across the hills to reinforce the garrison. That action was not sufficient. In order to draw her fleet out of Draconnar, the admiral must come to learn what had truly happened here…or at least, a part of it. 
 
    “That is unfortunate,” he replied. “If they are already on their way, then you are of no use to me as a hostage.” 
 
    The magistrate’s jaw twitched. “Hostage?” she croaked. 
 
    “Well yes, of course,” Garnier said, frowning as though such were obvious. “You do not think I ordered you taken alive simply so we could have this little talk, did you?” He shook his head. “You are an Imperial magistrate, and the last thing the Phoenix wants is a pirate like me running around, telling the world that I killed you. They will pay to have you returned.” 
 
    It was doubtful in truth that the Empire would give a shit about the safe return of a single lowly magistrate. Corvinus would know as much. But as long as she thought that Garnier did not know that, she would imagine her life lasting longer.  
 
    She swallowed nervously. “Yes, they will pay you much silver,” she said, clearly fighting back her anger now that a chance was dangling before her. 
 
    Garnier sighed. “But if they are already on their way…” He pulled his pistol from its place at his hip, holding it up to her face with a sad shake of his head. “A pity,” he said, “for we have burned much of this town, and there was little plunder to be had.” 
 
    “When I say that I sent the message,” Corvinus said hurriedly, her dark eyes fixed on the pistol barrel pointed at her jaw, “I may have been…exaggerating. Your crew caught me before I could write it.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Garnier exclaimed, lowering the pistol. “My, you are devious, aren’t you, Magistrate Corvinus? You had me convinced that I must kill you!” 
 
    Despite her situation, he saw amusement and pride flash in her eyes. He pulled a small piece of paper from under his jacket. “It would be best, I think, were it written in your own hand, magistrate. So that they know this is not a trick or a trap.” 
 
    Corvinus nodded, indicating a writing table by the door of the atrium, likely the workplace of a recently-deceased secretary. Garnier indicated for the men holding the magistrate to release her, and brushing down her voluminous silk robes, she trotted obediently over to the table, and picked up a pen. It was all Garnier could do to keep himself from giggling. This was proving even easier than he had thought it would be. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” she asked, pen hovering over the paper. Garnier stroked his chin, as though in deep thought. 
 
    “Tell them that we have captured you, of course. Tell them that we will release you for the sum of…of one thousand silver kurenor.” It was a reasonable amount, enough to seem realistic to her. “Tell them that we are leaving, and that they should come with the silver to the ruins of Noskarin, three weeks hence.”  
 
    The abandoned angara city had been chosen because it was northeast of Helaressen on the other side of the Bitter Sea, as well as being a notorious haven for corsairs. The fleet from Draconnar would rush in that direction, hoping to catch the treasure-laden pirates as they retreated to their lair…leaving their city open. 
 
    The magistrate looked over at him when she was done. “Is that all?” she asked gingerly.  
 
    “I cannot think of anything else that would be needed. Where is your aviary?” he asked, smiling gently. 
 
    “At the rear of the mansion,” Corvinus said helpfully, handing him the paper. He checked it. The poor fool had written every word that he had dictated, with no hidden messages. He grinned at her.  
 
    “Thank you, Magistrate Corvinus. You have been very helpful.” Turning away from her, he signaled for Tom Worry to move in. The cutthroat did so slowly, slinking over as he drew his knives one at a time. Garnier did not see the deed done, but he heard the shock in Corvinus’ voice as she realized what was happening.  
 
    “But I helped you!” she protested. “They will not pay for a corpse!” 
 
    She did not beg for her life, which was disappointing. She died with little more than a gurgle as Worry cut her throat. But in every other way she had exceeded his expectations, so that at least kept him in good humour. He handed the message to one of the sellswords. “Take this out to the aviary, and set the bird off.” 
 
    The mercenary cocked his head quizzically. “How do I know which birds are for Draconnar, admiral?” 
 
    Garnier rolled his eyes. “They all are, dolt. There are no other settlements of note in this region.” As the man started off, Garnier had a thought, and called after him. “Make sure you kill the rest of the birds,” he said. “Ours must be the last message out of this place.”  
 
    Tom was wiping his knives on Corvinus’ silks. “Where to now, admiral?” he asked jauntily. Spilling elven blood always put him in a good mood. 
 
    “We will fetch the Gunmaker from upstairs,” said Garnier, “and then return to the ship. We had better round up our allies as well. It is going to be a long night, and we do not want them overindulging on the first course.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Helaressen’s death in fire looked beautiful from a distance, but up close it was a little less enjoyable than Garnier had imagined. The thin strip of town that they had spared from destruction was left no less chaotic. The pirates and cutthroats of the fleet had long since gorged themselves on the rape and slaughter of those citizens that had managed to escape the flames, and were now busy tearing the surviving buildings apart. The air was thick with smoke and the acrid stench of blood and charred flesh. Some citizens were still alive, here and there, wounded or ignored. The survivors were humans for the most part, colonists from all corners of the Kurenni Empire. These pitiful remnants were curled on the floor, mewling pathetically.  
 
    Garnier did not meet their eyes. Perhaps they did not deserve what he and his allies had given them, but neither had they earned his mercy. They had chosen to live on bent knees, kissing the feet of the Phoenix. There were always options available to the courageous and the clever. They could have resisted the Empire, or fled as he had.  
 
    The party that had gone to the magistrate’s mansion was quiet on the descent. They had all seen their fair share of mayhem and death, but for most of them, this was the first time they had attacked anything as large as a town. Even the Gunmaker seemed just a little uncomfortable, now that he had seen what his work looked like with his own eyes. That was the problem with people like him, the ones with big ideas and little involvement in implementation. Garnier had been working for and with that kind his entire life. He wondered what Rybeck Cale was doing right at this moment. Sleeping sound in his palace bed no doubt, unaware that a thousand miles away, men, women and children were being slaughtered so that his king might have a new sword.  
 
    Halfway down to the harbour, trouble was looming in the shape of Valeria Fortunata and Henri Breteuil. The two captains had led their parties to shore personally, to satisfy their own bloodlust. Apparently their supply of suitable locals had dried up. They were facing each other across the main street, each at the head of a knot of their crewmembers. They were all covered in blood and soot, and there was clearly not a scrap of good will among them. Val and Henry were gesticulating wildly, caught up in a fierce argument. Neither had drawn weapons yet, but it could only be a matter of time before her bloodthirsty rage or his Tyran temper got the better of them. When that happened, there would be no stopping their crews from tearing into one another, both here and at sea.  
 
    Garnier frowned. “Shit!” he breathed, and grabbing Tom Worry by the sleeve, he hurried towards the ominous confrontation, dragging the cutthroat with him. “When the time comes, you grab Val,” he hissed, “and I’ll take Breteuil.” 
 
    “Not a fucking chance!” Worry protested. “She’ll carve me up like dinner.” 
 
    “Just do as I say,” Garnier shouted, “or I will carve you up!” 
 
    Worry looked none to happy at the prospect of holding Lucky Val back, but he was not unafraid of Garnier either. They halted a few feet from the argument, just as Val stabbed a finger at Breteuil. 
 
    “I know who you are, you cunt. I know who you were.” 
 
    Pious Henry’s face was a rictus of disdain and anger. “I do not care what you think you know, whore,” he said, spitting at her feet. 
 
    Val let out an unearthly scream of rage, and Garnier knew it was time to intervene. He shoved Worry towards Val as she stormed forward, hands dipping into her robes. Garnier himself rushed to Breteuil, who was drawing a pistol from his belt. He batted the weapon down, hearing a grunt from behind him as Worry and Val collided. Breteuil screamed in his face. 
 
    “She is a wild dog, Fox! Someone needs to put her down!” 
 
    “Not before I put you down,” Val retorted, her voice muffled. Garnier turned to see her lying facedown on the floor, Worry sitting atop her back with the look of man who had just poked a bear with a stick. Val was thrashing about like a fish on the deck, but for all her ferocity, Tom was stronger and heavier than she was. Her crew, thankfully, had not intervened. They at least understood who was paying the wages and planning for their plunder.  
 
    “Enough!” Garnier roared, shoving Breteuil back into the ranks of his crew, and jabbing a finger at Val for good measure. “We do not have time for this.” 
 
    “She threatened me with harm!” Breteuil shouted, but Garnier turned on him angrily. 
 
    “I don’t care what she said, or what you said,” he raged. “I need the both of you to stow this shit, now. Twelve hours, that is all I need from you. Twelve fucking hours, and then you can go off with your plunder and cut each other to ribbons for all that I care.” 
 
    “Don’t think I won’t do it!” Val screeched, still flailing away wildly under Tom Worry’s bulk. 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Garnier roared, as loud as he could. It was loud enough even to cut through Val’s heavily-repressed sense of danger. He pulled his pistol out, cocking it. “Now listen to me, all of you,” he said, pouring as much menace as he could muster into his words. “There will be peace in this fleet. Do you understand? I will kill anyone who breaks that peace, be they sailor, sellsword,” he looked down at Val’s burning eyes, “or captain. I mean it. If any captain breaks the peace, fucks with my plan, I will kill them and put their second in charge.” 
 
    He pointed the pistol at Breteuil, who did not even flinch. “Peace?” 
 
    The lanky Tyran nodded once. Garnier directed the pistol next to Val. “Peace?” 
 
    She looked ready to tear him apart the moment Worry got up, her teeth bared, her eyes wild. Garnier made eye contact with a pock-faced sailor he knew to be her second-in-command. “Vitale,” he said, “are you ready to captain the Fickle Bitch?”  
 
    The sailor’s eyes said yes, but his body language showed him to be more than aware that if he answered in the affirmative and Val gave way, he would be the next on her knife. Thankfully, Val seemed to have some sense of the situation after all. “Fine,” she spat. “You can have your fucking peace.” 
 
    Garnier relaxed, resisting the urge to loose a deep sigh of relief. He returned the pistol to his hip, and indicated that Worry should release his captive. The cutthroat did so with a great bounding leap, jumping away from her and scuttling back to Garnier’s side. Val was back on her feet almost as quick. She bared her teeth at Tom, growling; he blanched, and shuffled to the side, putting Garnier between him and Val. 
 
    “You can have your fucking peace,” she repeated. “For now.” She glared over at Breteuil. “We aren’t done, Tyran,” she hissed. “Fox can’t protect you forever. Your life ends on my blade.” 
 
    Now that the threat of violence was lifted, Breteuil responded with his usual pious smirk. “My life ends when the Gods decree,” he said. 
 
    Val grinned viciously. “Then maybe I’ll have to kill them as well.” 
 
    With a final growl of defiance, she stormed away, followed by the gaggle of grotesques she called a crew. Garnier shook his head, muttering under his breath. “Fuck me,” he swore. “She’s getting worse with every passing day.” 
 
    Breteuil was rallying his band as well, getting ready to retreat back to the safety of Nepos’ Scourge. Garnier grabbed him by the arm. “You had better keep to your end of the peace, Henry. I meant every word that I said.” 
 
    The Tyran met his gaze coldly, removing Garnier’s hand from his arm. “I’ll keep your peace, Fox.” He glared off into the distance, eyes fixed on Val’s retreating back. “But I am not going to wait around for that crazed bitch to kill me either,” he added. “The first and last blow will be mine.” With that, he stalked away, his cutthroats at his back.  
 
  
 
  


 
    The Bitter Moon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone had been politely tapping at John’s door for the best part of fifteen minutes. His relentless campaign to ignore the knocker had proven to be fruitless. It was now approaching the stage where the knocker’s attempts at being polite were touching on being rude and abrasive instead.  
 
    He rolled onto his front, and rammed the pillow over his head, trying to drown out the sound. It was only a little tap, he told himself, however persistent. But simply knowing it was there seemed to make it louder, thwarting his attempts to ignore it. For the first time in months he had been free to retire before midnight, and now this… 
 
    After another five minutes of trying to ignore the knocker, he realized that it was futile. The bastard was going to knock all night, clearly. Growling, he threw the covers aside, and tossed the pillow uselessly at the door. “I’m coming,” he shouted. “Stop that damnable tapping!” 
 
    The knocker stopped instantly, and John briefly considered simply going back to bed. Given the mysterious intruder’s attempts at politeness, it might be an hour or more before they continued their barrage. But John knew his own mind. He would not be able to sleep, constantly lying in wait for the tapping to start again. No, sleep was off the agenda for the time being. 
 
    He staggered from the bed, upsetting empty bottles and cups with a clink of glass and pewter. They seemed to be everywhere these days. The servants had been lax in their cleaning, leaving the High Constable’s chambers in such a state. He reached around in the dark for his uniform, pulling his breeches and boots on.  
 
    Once dressed, he made his way gingerly to the door, trying to avoid tripping on the detritus strewn throughout his rooms. He tutted as he did so. This chaos simply would not do. He had not noticed before because most nights he had retired late, and collapsed into bed. Some nights he slept in his office. But now he knew, and he fully intended to see that the staff were lax no longer. 
 
    He flung the door open, revealing a thin fellow in sky-blue and grey. John recognized him as one of the nightwatchmen here at Balian’s Tower, though he could not remember the man’s name. “What do you want?” he demanded, scowling at the constable, who shifted uncomfortably. If the man had been wearing a cap, he looked as though he would now be holding it in his hands penitently. 
 
    “Beg your pardon, Sir John, but it’s Master Giguere. He wants to see you.” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. That was unexpected. He had not spoken with the Tyran since before the trial, and that last meeting had hardly seen them part on friendly terms. Giguere had supported Merlmester’s proposal for the regent’s visit to the King’s Forest, as the Lord Chamberlain had predicted; but apparently, he had not been happy about it. Their friendship was over, as far as John could see, which was fine by him. He had no need of friends who did not trust his word. But now Giguere summoned him? “Is this a Privy Council matter?” he asked.  
 
    The constable shrugged. “I don’t know, Sir John. He just said that he wanted to speak to you.” 
 
    John sighed. “Get down to the stables and ready a horse for me,” he ordered, but the constable shook his head. 
 
    “Beg pardon sir, but he’s here.” 
 
    John blinked, taken aback. “Here?” he said. “He is here at the Tower?” 
 
    The constable nodded. “Yes, sir, he arrived in his carriage not long ago. He’s waiting in the yard.” 
 
    This was even stranger than he had thought. Giguere had come here, to see him? The business he was on could not be all that serious, otherwise the constable would have done more than rap on John’s door, but at the same time John could not conceive of anything else that might have brought the Tyran to break their estrangement. It was a curiosity, but one that he supposed was easily investigated. Without another word to the constable, John closed the door of his chambers and walked to the stairs.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    There was a full moon out tonight, though it spent most of its time hidden behind the clouds. There was a reddish tint to the great body that some of the constables patrolling the yard seemed to find interesting. John paid it no heed. His concerns were more earthly than the colour of the moon.  
 
    Giguere’s carriage was indeed in the yard, but the Tyran was not in it. The driver nodded as John approached, pointing up to the walls that enclosed the yard. By the light of the torches, he could see a bulky figure up on the gatehouse, looking down into the city.  
 
    He climbed the steps up to the wall with no hurry. Giguere had waited this long for his arrival; John would not rush up narrow stone steps in the dark to keep the privy councillor from waiting longer. 
 
    Giguere had dismissed the gatehouse sentries, who were lurking further along the wall, muttering amongst one another. He was alone up there, doing nothing but staring over the wall. Even as John approached, his footsteps more than audible, Giguere seemed to pay him no heed.  
 
    He frowned. This was very strange. The man had come all the way here to see him, and now that John was here with him, he was ignored? 
 
    There was definitely something wrong with Giguere. He seemed introspective, and distracted. His broad shoulders were slumped, as though he carried all the burdens of the world upon them. John had never seen him so miserable in all the years they had known one another, and it gave him pause. He had prepared an acerbic greeting as he approached, but seeing Giguere like this, the words died in his throat. Instead, he moved up quietly next to the man, placing his hands on the stone of the walls. “François,” he said, nodding. 
 
    Giguere sighed, and glanced over at him. “John. Thank you for seeing me. After all that has happened, I was not sure that you would.” 
 
    John frowned. The way the constable had told it, Giguere had been the one who summoned him. The lowborn fool must have misunderstood the subtleties between his betters. “I will always have time for old friends,” he replied, not wishing to lose face.  
 
    Giguere snorted. “Friends. Not so much of late, eh, Gallon? Giguere helped you into your new position, but it seems you do not need help anymore. You have become a powerful man, John, and at the expense of other powerful men.” There was no accusation or criticism in the Tyran’s voice. He seemed to be doing nothing more than explaining the situation. “I never believed what you said about Cale,” he continued, shaking his head. “I still do not know if I fully believe it. It is difficult to comprehend.” 
 
    “The evidence speaks for itself,” John said, keeping down any anger he felt at the other man’s disbelief. Giguere was clearly struggling with something, and an emotional Tyran was only a word away from a violent Tyran. 
 
    Giguere shrugged. “Some of it does. The rest…the king’s letter will solve that. But you are not waiting, are you Gallon? You or your new friends.” The Tyran spat over the side of the wall. “Merlmester, Carrick, Sir Robert…Elethea. Hardly a council of the wise and good.” 
 
    “You voted along with them, as I recall,” John said with a slight tone of rebuke. Giguere’s answering laugh was hollow. 
 
    “A necessity of politics. Only a fool opposes a side that is hunting for traitors. But voting with their kind is not the same as allying with them.” 
 
    John shrugged. “A necessity, as you say.” 
 
    Giguere glanced at him again, his eyes narrow and shrewd. “But not one of politics, eh, Gallon? Though that is what Tannerus and the dukes believe, they and your new friends. They all believe that this is a grasp for power. They do not know whether Cale is truly guilty, nor do they care. All they see is your rising star in the sky, and they will either fight you, or join you.” The Tyran tapped his nose with an exaggerated wink. “But Giguere knows better. Giguere knows you, John. This has never been about politics.” 
 
    John sighed. At least someone knew that. He was beginning to wonder if there was anyone else at court that actually understood loyalty and honour. “I have acted only out of a sense of duty, and from a desire to continue to do so,” he replied, to a knowing nod from Giguere. 
 
    “You believe that all you have done has been in order to protect the regent?” the Tyran asked.  
 
    “I do,” John replied. 
 
    “And if the king’s letter comes back, and clears Cale’s name?”  
 
    John shrugged. “It may clear him for having been in that tavern. It will not explain the guns in the cabinet. And even if I am ultimately proven wrong, I am comfortable that my intentions were honest, which is more than can be said about anyone else at court.”  
 
    Giguere sighed. “I wish I could share your faith, Gallon. This is dark business, playing politics with treason in the air. Your intentions may be good, but what about those of your allies?” 
 
    John rolled his eyes. This dance of words had gone on long enough. “Why did you come here tonight, Giguere?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    The Tyran did not answer at first, continuing to stare down at the city mournfully. John fidgeted uncomfortably. Old friend or no, he would not stand here forever, indulging the man in his self-righteous misery.  
 
    And then Giguere spoke. He smiled, but his voice contained not a trace of humour. “Three days the regent has been gone, John, and three nights I have lain awake in bed, unable to sleep. You have not been to the palace since she left, you have not seen or felt what I have. Merlmester is using every advantage you gave him to seize control; not just of the Privy Council, but of the armsmen, the knights…everything, John! By the time the regent returns, he will be Lord Chancellor in truth.” 
 
    John shrugged. “Better him than a traitor.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Giguere replied, “but there are better men and women than Jonothan Merlmester. He is greedy, and deceitful, and corrupt. Everyone knows this. But they are afraid to oppose him now. He uses your name, John. He tells them that he will expose them as traitors to you, if they do not obey him.” 
 
    John frowned. He had always known that Merlmester was no paragon of virtue, and the knowledge had not overly troubled him. He had been prepared to give the chamberlain some leeway. But to toss the word ‘traitor’ around for his own purposes… 
 
    “He should not be doing that,” he replied. “I will put a stop to it, I assure you.” 
 
    Giguere waved his hand dismissively. “He will not listen to you. He does not fear you. That is the price of allying yourself with such a man.” He sighed again, a deep, bitter sigh. “Of course, he is not plotting a coup d’etat against the Crown, he merely seeks to be the Crown’s first servant. He may even prove useful in that position.” He tapped one fat finger against his chest. “Giguere knows this. And yet every night I cannot sleep. I cannot shake it, John. There is a great disquiet that troubles my mind, haunts my soul, and it will not let me rest. It seems to grow in the very air I breathe, that we all breathe. And then tonight, as I look up from the window of my bedchamber, I see that.”  
 
    He pointed up at the sky, and John followed his gesture to see the reddish moon floating out from behind a cloud. John frowned. “The moon?” he asked, confused.  
 
    Giguere chuckled mirthlessly, shaking his head. “Not just any moon, Gallon. In my homeland we have a name for it. La pénible lune.” 
 
    John frowned. He had picked up a fair smattering of Tyran simply from listening to Giguere. When the latter was drunk, or in good humour, he would often pepper his speech with phrases from his native tongue. “Hard moon?” he ventured. 
 
    “Close,” Giguere replied. “Bitter moon. It is a portent from the Gods, the harbinger of change, for we Tyrans know that change is sometimes necessary, yet always bitter.” He stabbed his finger at the moon again. “I have not seen la pénible lune in twenty years, not since the night Arq fell to the Kurenni.” 
 
    John watched him carefully. If Giguere hasd not seen a red moon in twenty years, it was only a sign that he had not looked up very often. A red moon had risen six weeks ago. Still, Giguere did not often speak of his past, of the events that had brought him to Kalland, after the last great war between the Tyran States and Kurenn. On the few occasions he did, he hinted at great darkness and sorrow, and that was not a good time to interrupt or correct him. 
 
    “I was gone from the city,” Giguere said softly. It seemed to John that he was as much talking to the moon as he was to John himself. “Gone with the prince to recruit mercenaries to defend our home. We saw the moon hanging over the southern skies that night, and we knew,” he nodded to himself with grim satisfaction, “we knew what had happened, though it was days before we heard the reports. The Kurenni had swept through the hinterland, reaching the walls within hours of crossing the border. Most of the outlying towns had surrendered, but not Arq.” He smiled with sorrowful pride. “Our walls were thick. One hundred generations we had lived there, with the Kurenni always at our throats, and not once had they breached those walls.” His chuckle was caught halfway between mirth and a sob. “They did not even try! Their cursed mages gathered together, and summoned a storm, a great tempest in which clouds broke and rained fire down upon my city. Arq burned, while its people could do nothing but watch.” He shook his head. “I did not think such a thing was possible, even with their magic, but that is the power of la pénible lune, John. Even the Gods cannot stop the instruments of change. In one night my city fell. In one night, I and those with me became a people without a homeland. Nothing was left, for the Kurenni were not content simply to destroy Arq. Those of its people who lived to surrender were taken into slavery, as a warning to the other states that the war must end. I had two sisters among those taken.” John saw tears running down the big Tyran’s cheeks. “Twenty years have passed, and I never learned what became of them. Dead, I imagine. I hope.” Giguere turned to face John for the first time since he had started to talk. He was nodding, his eyes fierce, his smile horrific and knowing. “So I knew, John. I knew when I looked out of my window tonight, just as I knew twenty years ago. I knew.” 
 
    John had listened in silence to the grim tale. The fate of Arq was hardly a secret, but he had never heard that it involved these superstitions that Giguere was troubled with tonight. The Tyran looked halfway mad, and what he said seemed tip him even further towards that boundary. But it was putting a chill down John’s spine as well. Giguere sounded like a man in possession of a dark secret, one that he had been unable to rest with. “What did you know?” he asked in hushed tones. 
 
    “That somewhere in this world, something terrible has happened.” Giguere shrugged. “Or is happening, or is about to happen. I know not which. All I know is that tomorrow, when the sun rises, the world will be forever changed, and what will have happened can never be undone.“ 
 
    The Tyran turned away from him, placing his hands back on the stone, and gazing mournfully up at the moon once again. John regarded him carefully, shaking his head. He had thought Giguere was about to reveal some information; something about the nest of traitors that John knew still to be hiding in the palace. The conversation had seemed to be going in that direction. But now this absurd… 
 
    Once again a caustic response built up within him, and once again it died on the vine. Looking at Giguere, he did not see a man who had deliberately wasted his time. The Tyran’s fear and grief was genuine, he could see that. John cocked his head thoughtfully. Giguere had opposed him, true. But he had also been a friend for a long time, or as close to a friend as John had ever bothered with; a pleasant acquaintance, at least. He could not deny that his present position owed a great deal to Giguere, even if the Tyran had done nothing for him after his fall from grace. And he was loyal, for all his doubts, loyal to the Crown.  
 
    Tentatively John raised a hand, dropping it down on Giguere’s shoulder. He could not offer an answer to these troubles, but he might try to offer reassurance, just this once. “François,” he said gently, “you have just described every day that there has ever been. Every day something terrible happens, to someone in this world. Every morning the sun rises over a land that is different to what it was the morning before.” He pointed up at the red moon. “But that is just a moon, my friend. Just a moon. This is a night like any other, no better, and no worse. It does not portend anything. All is well, François. The traitors are in chains here in the Tower. The regent is safe, and far away, and well-protected.“ 
 
    Giguere sighed, long and deep. “Perhaps, John. Perhaps I am just a mad old man, who has survived more than he should have in his long life. But why can I not shake this unrest?” 
 
    John shrugged, patting his shoulder. “I do not know, my friend. But you will not find peace here among the traitors. Go home, Giguere. Have a cup of wine, take a bath, lie with your servants. Sleep. I promise you, when you wake up to the sun’s light, things will seem better.” 
 
    Slowly but surely, he managed to pull Giguere away from the battlement. The Tyran looked exhausted for sure, and more so after such a long and emotional outburst. “Yes, sleep,” he muttered, as John led him back down the steps towards his carriage.  
 
    After stowing the privy councillor in the vehicle, John pulled himself up to the driver’s seat. He took a pair of turrets from his coin purse, and pressed them into the man’s hand. “Take him swiftly home, and ensure that he is received by his household, and I will give you the same again tomorrow, should you come to see me.” 
 
    The driver’s eyes lit up as he stared at the silver coins in his hand. They represented more than a month’s wages for him, all for a single journey, and with more to come. “I will do that, Sir John,” he replied. 
 
    As John watched the carriage ride off, sleep was far from his own mind. Giguere’s ill mood had rubbed off on him. He now had a disquiet that he could not shake, a feeling that he had overlooked something. He sighed. There would be no early night for him, after all. Reluctantly, he trudged off towards the deep cells. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    For some reason, on this night he was drawn not to Cale’s cell, but to that of Thomas Silversmith. The merchant had all but been forgotten in the wake of his master’s unmasking; but he was still there, still enjoying the hospitality of Balian’s Tower, and of the High Constable. Now that Cale was in the deep cells, John had seen little reason for Silversmith’s treatment to remain the same as it had been before the trial. He had been assigned additional rations, and the interrogators no longer came to his cell. But tonight, he decided, they would talk as they once did. 
 
    The guard on Silversmith’s door looked surprised to see John, jumping up quickly and saluting, in a vain attempt to hide the fact that he had been dozing in his chair. Not so long ago John would have torn the hapless guard a new arsehole for such laxity, but the truth was that even with a sleeping guard, Silversmith could never escape his cell. Since his vindication, John had found a lessening of his temper when it came to these small failures. He had come to terms with the fact that most people around him were incompetent, and he would not waste his energy on such minor concerns. 
 
    He took the keys from the startled constable, and opened the door. Surprisingly, Silversmith was not asleep either. He was sat bolt upright on the floor, his hands folded on his lap, chains wrapped around him. A few weeks of decent rations and no beatings had left him looking a lot healthier than he had before the trial, and it seemed to have had an affect on his mood as well. He practically beamed at John as the High Constable entered. It was not the sad half-smile he had worn when he was interrogated before, the one that had implied a miscarriage of justice. This was something else entirely, and it made John’s skin itch. 
 
    “Sir John Gallen,” Silversmith greeted. “So good to see you. You never seem to have time for me anymore.” 
 
    John stared at him with narrowed eyes. He didn’t know what Silversmith was smiling about; sooner or later, he was going to hang. He decided that the merchant was probably trying to confuse or distract him, and thus decided not to be drawn in. He smiled back. “Master Silversmith, good evening. I apologise, but I have been busy with other matters of late. Friends of yours who have required my attention.” 
 
    Silversmith gave a small laugh. “Oh, no need to apologise, I understand. I do have a great number of friends after all. Tell me, have you met all of them yet?” 
 
    Apparently, he had given up pretending not to be involved. John swore inwardly, wondering how long the merchant had been doing this. If the guards had reported such a change, he would have ordered Silversmith interrogated. 
 
    “Not all of them,” he conceded, “but I will. Perhaps if you were to give me some of their names, I might be able to arrange a reunion.” 
 
    Silversmith chuckled, shaking his head. “That is very kind, High Constable, but my friends are very shy, and do so enjoy their privacy.” 
 
    John shrugged. “A pity. I shall just have to ask Cale then. You know, Silversmith, your master is not nearly as strong-willed as you. He will break soon.” 
 
    The merchant shook his head. “He will tell you nothing of value, Gallen, as you well know.” 
 
    John laughed. “The man whimpers and cries every night after we are done with him. Trust me, Master Silversmith, it will not be too long before Baron Cale is speaking faster than we can follow.” 
 
    Silversmith was staring at him, cocking his head to one side quizzically. He looked confused, surprised, perhaps even disbelieving. John watched the display with amusement. What game was this now?  
 
    “You truly believe that, don’t you?” Silversmith asked quietly. John laughed. 
 
    “Of course I do, Master Silversmith. No man can hold out against us, unless he has hope of relief, as you did.” He winked. “You had Cale to protect you, but who is there to protect Cale?” 
 
    Silversmith shook his head, a wry grin on his lips. “He told me that you believed it,” he said with wonderment. “He said that you believed every word that you spoke. He said that you were mad.” He chuckled. “I did not think so, until now. I thought you were using this…” He shook his head, laughing self-deprecatingly. “Well, that shows what I know. He always was the clever one.” 
 
    “Not clever enough to find a better hiding place for his guns,” John retorted, a little irritated at being referred to as mad. He was not the one running around, plotting treasons. 
 
    Silversmith burst into laughter, an eerie, high-pitched peal that was somehow more disturbing than anything else John had heard this night. “You are right,” the merchant managed, in between bouts of mirth, “that was very unwise of him. Very convenient for you.” He shook his head, his shoulders still trembling from laughter. “You know, John, I almost feel sorry for you. I have never seen a man so right, and yet so very wrong, all at the same time.” 
 
    John frowned. He found the very concept of Silversmith’s pity disgusting; even more so because he could not understand what the merchant was babbling about. After all this time, Silversmith still did not seem to understand what was going on, what was going to happen to him. “I am not the one who is to be executed for attempting to murder the regent,” he snapped. 
 
    Silversmith was still in the throes of mirth, a few tears running down his cheeks, that he tried vainly to wipe. The chains held him too well. Giving up, he grinned at John, shaking his head. “I was never more than the middleman,“ he said. “Killing her was not my responsibility. That task has fallen to others.” 
 
    John knelt down in front of him, grinning. Now, this was more like it. “Edmund Barying…you commissioned him?” he asked. 
 
    Silversmith chuckled. “Oh yes, the poor deluded fool. Convinced him that I shared his faith, told him that God wanted him to kill the regent.” 
 
    “But he failed.” 
 
    “Yes, he failed,” Silversmith nodded, “and quite miserably. But no one sets out to kill the sister of a king without contingencies. Other tools, somewhat…closer, to the heart.” 
 
    John wanted to dance with glee. This was superb. If the man kept on surrendering his secrets at this rate, then the entire plot would uncovered by the time the regent returned from the King’s Forest. “Who are they, Silversmith?” he demanded. “Who are these other agents of yours?” 
 
    Silversmith winked. “Oh, we only needed the one.” 
 
    John grabbed him by the shoulders, shaking him. “Who is it?” he hissed. 
 
    Silversmith’s smile was sickening, and horrific, and so very victorious. “You know,” he said, “I hear that the royal lodge at Bryth Anner is quite lovely this time of year…” 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Rage of the Black Tower 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anneka awoke with a start, to the sounds of combat ringing from beyond the walls of her bedchamber. She pulled her head up from the pillow, and instantly regretted it. She had drunk too much wine last night, far too much wine.  
 
    Wincing, she rubbed her forehead, glancing around the room with blurry eyes. It was dark, and she could see no sign that anything was wrong. But there was shouting coming from somewhere, the clash of steel. Some late-night practice for the armsmen, perhaps. What else could it be?  
 
    As she scrabbled around for flint and tinder, she remembered that she hadn’t needed such tools for quite some time now. She summoned a mage light, with a little less poise than normal. Damned wine, she thought, fouling things up. Nessa was going to laugh when she heard what Anneka tried to do first…  
 
    That was when she noticed that the bed was empty of anyone but her. Nessa was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Now she was worried. She jumped up from the bed, pulling on the first items of clothing she could find. Nessa had disappeared, and there was fighting going on somewhere nearby. Her lover did sleep lightly, and the noise might have woken her up, but if there was real fighting afoot, surely she would have woken Anneka before going to investigate. 
 
    She went to the window. The moon was out, but she could not see anything out there; no lights, and no movement. The fighting was coming from the other side of the house. Peering around, she tried to locate her sword, and swore when she remembered that it was not there. Nessa did not like having weapons near where she slept. The blade would be outside the door, with Domnall.  
 
    She frowned. And where was he, for that matter? If there was fighting going on, then he was supposed to stand at her side. This was all very strange, and she wished that she had not partaken of so much wine earlier that night.  
 
    With a crash the door burst open and a figure tore into the room, a sword clutched in his hand. Anneka dived back over the bed, trying to keep it between the intruder and herself, while she searched desperately for a weapon. Her thoughts flashed to the talent, but her mind was still foggy, and she could not concentrate with this new threat standing in front of her. He was between her and the fire, which ruled out the poker as a potential defense.  
 
    But then the figure waved his off-hand, lowering the weapon, and to her not inconsiderable relief, Anneka realized that it was Robert. Her cousin was half-dressed himself, partially armoured, and his eyes were wild with alarm, which had not eased her recognition. His sword was coated with blood, as was his crumpled tabard. Any thoughts she might have had about this being a prank or a poorly timed sparring bout evaporated. “Your Grace, we must leave,” Robert said, his voice wavering on the edge of panic. “Assassins are attacking the lodge, they have burned the stables!” 
 
    Anneka leapt up and over the bed, rushing to his side. “Where is Nessa?” she demanded, suddenly terrified. “Ancestors’ grace, please tell me she is unhurt!” 
 
    “She was in the kitchens with Sir Domnall,” he said. “My retainers are with them now, fleeing into the woods. Your Grace, we must follow them!” 
 
    She grabbed him by the arm. “Is she unharmed?” she shouted, her heart beating like a war drum in her chest.  
 
    “I think so,” Robert replied, gripping her arm and starting to drag her towards the door. “We must leave now, Your Grace!” 
 
    Her relief upon hearing that Nessa was alive overwhelmed all other feelings and thoughts, and she allowed her cousin to drag her from the room. Relief did not last long, however, as the reality of what was happening began to sink in. The idyll of Bryth Anner had been shattered. She could scarcely comprehend what was happening. Who would attack them here? Who could? 
 
    “Who are these assassins, Robert?” she asked as he pulled her along the corridor, heading for the stairs. He shook his head grimly.  
 
    “I do not know, Your Grace. They fell upon us with terrible speed. I fear…” He shuddered visibly. “I fear that they have already killed the servants, and my armsmen are hard-pressed.” 
 
    Anneka felt nauseous. Her people had been murdered, all to get to her? It was not the first time someone had tried to kill her, but this was on a far grander scale than Edmund Barying and his pistol. They were not in Kalrond, in Temple Square, surrounded by knights and armsmen. They were in the depths of the King’s Forest, with a handful of bodyguards and companions, and apparently most of them had already been slain.  
 
    Even in the heights of her panic, one thought came to her. This was no accident. A band of armed assassins did not simply wander through the forest and fall upon a royal lodge. Somebody had planned for this.  
 
    More immediate concerns came to her as they made their retreat down the stairs. “Where are going?” she asked.  
 
    “Into the forest,” Robert replied.  
 
    Despite everything that was happening, Anneka found herself rolling her eyes at her cousin’s simplistic response. “I know that, but where will we go afterwards?”  
 
    They reached the foot of the stairs, where a party of armed figures was waiting for them. Anneka flinched backwards, before seeing that they all wore the Black Tower on their chest. Every member of the party looked to have seen battle this night, blood and sweat coating them and their blades. They formed up around Anneka, while Robert took a pause for breath. “We will meet with Sir Domnall’s party further in the forest,” he said, “and then make for Baron Freysey’s castle at Tall Trees. He will offer us protection.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. “Tall Trees is many hours away,” she protested. 
 
    Robert took her shoulder gently. “We have no choice, for it is the nearest stronghold.” He pointed to the five armsmen around them. “These fellows will accompany us. The rest…” He sighed, shaking his head sadly. “The rest will buy us time. Come, Your Grace, we must leave. Put out that light, or the enemy will see us.” 
 
    She dismissed the mage light, and followed him and his men as they moved to the rear door. One of the armsmen stepped out first, poking his head around and signaling that it was safe to continue.  
 
    They rushed out into the dark, headed for the archery butts. Beyond the butts lay the open forest, and its questionable safety. The sounds of fighting, of screaming and dying, could still be heard echoing around the compound, though it sounded to Anneka as though the battle were still being fought on the other side of the house. She had not felt this terrified since Nessa had been brought back from the city, the wound the heretics dealt her fresh on her skin. She had no choice but to trust Robert when he said that Nessa was with Domnall, and that they were unhurt, but she knew that her terror would not subside until Nessa was held tight in her arms again. It killed her, knowing that her beloved was somewhere out in these woods, no less afraid, likely unaware as to whether Anneka herself was alive.  
 
    Anneka raised her eyes to the sky, where the stars winked at her through the clouds. According to the most ancient traditions and legends of Kalland, the greatest of the ancestors dwelt up there. She did not know if that was true. She had never really believed that it was. But if it was true and the ancestors of her line were watching over them tonight, then she had a prayer for them. A request. There was a girl she loved. Let the ancestors protect Nessa, until Anneka could find her again. 
 
    She took one final glance back at Bryth Anner as they passed the butts, heading into the forest. Fire had indeed consumed the stables, and looked to be tearing through several of the lesser houses as well. The sounds of battle were fading, though whether it was from the distance, or because the fight was coming to a conclusion, was unclear to her. All of this was beyond her understanding. They had been so happy here. Who in all the world could hate her so much as to do this? 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They had been walking for almost an hour before Anneka realized that something was wrong. She had been in a state of shock since Robert had first burst into her bedchamber, and that, coupled with her fading inebriation and fatigue, had dulled her mind. She had simply followed her cousin and his soldiers, not doubting his plan at all. Robert was hardly renowned as a strategic thinker, but what he had suggested was simple enough, and she had no reason to doubt that he could put it into action.  
 
    They had encountered signs of passage not long after entering the forest, and according to Robert, the numbers matched those of the group that Domnall and Nessa were traveling in. He even pointed out the smaller footprints in the mud, clearly made by someone of considerably shorter stature than anyone else who had been at Bryth Anner. Anneka had almost wept with relief. Despite his words earlier, part of her had wondered whether he had lied to get her to leave the house. But no, Nessa was out here somewhere.  
 
    She had wanted to pick up the pace then, to try and catch them up, but Robert had advised against it. It was too dark to move any swifter, he had said. With the moonlight blocked by the canopy of the trees, and with assassins still to their rear, they could not risk light. He had patted her shoulder. Domnall would lead his party straight to Tall Trees, he had insisted, and they would all meet there.  
 
    That had been sufficient for a time, but as the shock faded, and reason began to return to her, Anneka began to notice something strange. The archery butts that they had passed on the way into the forest were to the southeast of the house, and they had not deviated much from that course since passing them. She was no expert at woodcraft or tracking, not by any means…but she was certain that they were still heading southeast. 
 
    She had pondered upon this for the last few minutes. She did not want to pull up her cousin unnecessarily. He had saved her life, had sacrificed the lives of his own retainers to do so. The last thing she wanted to do was undermine him at this moment. But something was wrong. She had been to Bryth Anner a dozen times in her life, and she knew it well. She would be the first person to admit that she did not know the surrounding area quite so well. But from what she could recall, Tall Trees lay to the north of Bryth Anner, not to the southeast.  
 
    At first she resolved to say nothing. They were putting distance between their path and the lodge; that was all. Any time soon, they would swing north and pursue the correct course. She walked at the centre of the small band of armsmen, watching her cousin’s back as he trudged along ahead of her. She expected him to stop, and redirect the march any second. But he did not. 
 
    And then it dawned on her. Robert did not know the way to Tall Trees. She knew that he had been to the lodge before, with her father, and perhaps her grandfather as well, but that did not necessarily mean he was an expert on the area. Anneka felt terrible in that instant. It was not his fault they had wandered so far. She knew the way; she should have corrected him before now. She decided to spare him any further embarrassment. 
 
    Increasing her pace slightly, she came up beside him and whispered into his ear. “This is not the way to Tall Trees,” she said. 
 
    He turned and met her gaze, his eyes registering surprise. She nodded, smiling wanly, and stepped back a little. Robert raised a hand, and the armsmen halted around him. “No, it is not the way to Tall Trees,” he said, sighing. 
 
    Anneka frowned. There was something different about his voice, an edge that did not sound like confusion, or irritation, or any other emotion that she might have expected him to be feeling in that moment. She could not see his face, for he had turned away from her again, but she saw his shoulders move into a shrug.  
 
    “A little too close to the lodge for my liking,” he said, “but I suppose this is as good a place as any.” 
 
    He turned around, and Anneka found herself stepping backwards, her hand moving involuntarily to her hip, to the sword that was not there. The man who stood before her was not the man she knew. Gone was the amiable, good-natured befuddlement of her hapless cousin. This man wore his face, but it was not the face of the Robert Toran she had known her entire life. It was a hard face, twisted with malice, a cruel smile on his lips. His eyes burned like a funeral pyre, full of hatred and anger. The eyes were what struck her the most, what had driven her to seek out her weapon. Faces could change as quickly as the weather, but it was said that the eyes were windows to the very spirit of a person. How then could these be the same eyes she had met just seconds before?  
 
    “Robert…” she breathed. His answering smile was a twisted mockery of such an expression.  
 
    “Take her,” he barked, and the armsmen jumped to do his bidding. Two of them grabbed her by the shoulders, twisting her arms behind her back, while a third pulled out his sword and held it to her throat. So startled was she by her cousin’s manner and the speed with which events had turned around, that she did not resist. She could not tear her eyes away from Robert’s hateful visage.  
 
    “What…what are you doing?” she asked, as she felt the rough touch of rope on her wrists. Robert drew his own sword, still coated in blood.  
 
    “What needs to be done,” he replied, his words clipped. Everything about him, from the way he spoke to the way he stood was different, darker. How could this be the same man?  
 
    “I…I do not understand,” she stammered. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But you will. Let us first establish a rule, a very simple rule. Do not think to try your witchcraft on me, Anneka,” he said coldly. “I want you alive for the moment, but one hint of magery and we will kill you.” 
 
    She blinked. The thought of attacking him with magic had not even occurred to her. She might well be a mage, but her first instinct had always been to the sword. But Nessa would have… 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Nessa…did you?”  
 
    Robert grunted. “She is alive, for now.” He signaled to one of the two men who were not involved in holding her. “Locate Waters’ party, and bring them back here.” The armsman saluted, and rushed off into the inky blackness of the forest.  
 
    “Robert, I do not understand,” Anneka shouted. “Are you in league with these assassins?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Cousin,” he said wryly, “you really do not understand. There never were any assassins.” 
 
    She blinked. “What…but I saw…” 
 
    “You saw yet another performance by my men.” He shrugged. “The blood is real, though. The servants had to die, along with the more…expendable members of my company. Others will come to investigate what happened here, and it would look very suspicious if I and all of your bodyguards are hale and hearty, wouldn’t it?” He chuckled mirthlessly at that, a grim sound echoed by his retainers. “If only they had stayed away from the wine,” he added mockingly. “Even one of them with his wits about him could have caused trouble for us, but drunken servants make poor guardians.” 
 
    “You…you killed them?” Anneka could not tear her eyes from the blood on his sword. That was when she realized what was going on. He was a part of this plot…her own cousin. “Robert!” she said desperately, “whatever it is that Cale has promised you, please, it cannot be worth this…” 
 
    He exploded with fury, squaring up to her with his blade flailing in the air, flecks of blood spraying from it. Anneka tried to step back, but the armsmen held her too tightly. She feared that he would strike her, but he halted just short of doing so, his eyes burning with a righteous fire. 
 
    “Cale?” he spat. “Do you really believe that the offspring of a fucking blacksmith could devise a plot of this complexity? Do you think that I, a son of the Black Tower, would work for such a man? The plan was mine, mine, Anneka! It has taken many years for it to reach this point, and now that the realization of my life’s work is upon us, I will not have that stinking peasant take the credit.” The fire in his eyes suddenly ebbed out, replaced with cold humour.  “At least,” he said quietly, “not in your eyes. I want you to know what I have done, before I kill you.” 
 
    Anneka’s head was shaking involuntarily. She could not believe it. Her cousin had never shown the slightest sign of being capable of planning his own dinner; let alone plotting a grand scheme of treason and murder. He was a joke, an idiot; inoffensive and amiable, but kept around court only because of the ties of blood between them. But to look at him now was to look upon a different man than the one she had lived with all her life. The man standing before her eyes certainly could have devised any manner of treasons…but how could he have hidden what he really was from them all for so long?  
 
    “How…how have you done this?” It was clear that her life was to be measured in mere minutes, and she had to extend Robert’s gloating for long enough that she might find a way to escape. Long enough to see whether Nessa really was still alive. 
 
    Robert chuckled easily. “You know, Your Grace; it is quite incredible the things that one can achieve when the world believes that you are a fool.” He shrugged his shoulders. “People have a tendency not to notice that I am around. They remember conversations they had with me, but not that I was the man they spoke with. A little word here and there can tip them into making the most remarkable decisions. A chance conversation about Bohemond the Conciliator, for example, led old Adele Wyvernslayer into advising you to visit the Temple for the Springtide sermon. It would have ended there, had Barying’s marksmanship not been so lacking.” He shook his head. “Silversmith should never have engaged that lunatic in our business,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Anneka felt a phantom burning in the scar on her forehead, the scar left by Barying’s gun. “You sent that man…” she breathed, horrified. 
 
    He nodded. “Oh yes, for all the good it did me. I thought that I was in trouble there, for a time, but then my fellows on the Privy Council appointed mad John Gallen to investigate, and I have to admit that I breathed a sigh of relief.” He frowned, shaking his head. “But that was premature, alas. I had been planning to kill you in the palace after Barying’s failure, but when Gallen started to investigate my man Silversmith, such action became impossible.” Robert shook his head again, looking utterly mystified. “I do not know what insane spirit possesses that man, but he believed from the very start that there was a traitor on the Privy Council. I do not know what led him to that conclusion, but once he began to sniff around us…well, I needed to find one for him, before he ended up pointing at me.” He chuckled. “Turns out the mad little bastard didn’t need my help at all. He became fixated on Cale, and then it was only a matter of coaxing him into a broader investigation. I suggested to my fellows that we try Tom Silversmith in public, and sooner than Gallen would like. I planted the guns in Rybeck Cale’s cabinet, a cabinet I knew that he rarely used. I had Silversmith imply some connection between himself and Cale. And then I made sure that on the final day of the trial, Giguere was not present in the column to aid Gallen, and that I was.” He laughed. “You do not even remember the conversation we had, do you Anneka? The one in which I suggested that Giguere be allowed to travel from his home in the city.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. She did not remember that conversation, but how could she, when her mind was still wracked by all of the things he had told her. She felt sickened, her skin crawled at the very thought of what Robert had done. He had been behind it all along. All of those Privy Council meetings, all of those duels in the Circle, all of those family dinners, all of those conversations they had shared, and in every minute that they had spent together, Robert had been devising ways in which to murder her. Her own cousin! 
 
    She shook her head, tears dripping down her cheeks, though they were tears of frustration and rage rather than sorrow. “Why, Robert?” she demanded. “We are cousins, we are family…” 
 
    He rounded on her again, the mad and furious fire returning to his eyes. “The same blood may flow in our veins, Anneka,” he snapped, “but we are not family. In a family there is love, trust, respect…” 
 
    “I have always loved you,” she protested. “I have always trusted your word. My father looked upon your father as the brother he never had!” 
 
    “Then why is the tower on my chest black, and not red?” he roared, jabbing his finger at the sigil on his tabard for emphasis. “If our fathers were as brothers, why am I not permitted to wear your arms?” 
 
    Anneka stared back at him, open-mouthed with shock at what passed for his explanation. “This is about heraldry?” she gasped. 
 
    “This is about rewarding loyalty,” he countered. “These bonds of family of which you speak tie both ways, Anneka. For forty years we have served you, obeyed you, accepted the lesser position, and the lower honour. But what did we get in return? Nothing,” he hissed, stepping away from her, his arms waving in an animated fashion. “When Bohemond became king, he rewarded many. There was a dukedom for the Black Rose, a dukedom for the Sea Drake, and a dukedom for the Wyvern. There was a dukedom for the Black Ship of Alvise Alfredsson, his fucking rival. There was even a dukedom for Henryk Cieszyn,” he spat, “a lowborn fucking foreigner. But tell me, what favours did the Red Tower show to the Black? Was there a dukedom for the Black Tower? What did we get? A seat on the fucking Privy Council!” he roared, hacking at the trees with his sword, enraged. “That is how Bohemond rewarded his family for their loyalty, with a fucking chair!” 
 
    “You are the earls of Anskhaven!” Anneka protested. 
 
    He rushed up to her, his spittle hitting her face with every word he pronounced. “We were already the earls of Anskhaven!” he shouted. “This is something that all the tales seem conveniently to forget! My grandfather was Bohemond’s elder brother! That title was his by right! By law!” He shook his head, seemingly in disbelief. “And yet you call us the junior branch of the family? You usurp our position, and you expect us to show you loyalty, when nothing is offered in return?” 
 
    Anneka knew that she had to calm him down. She knew that he planned to kill her, and that if she wanted to survive long enough to see Nessa again, she had to prolong this conversation. But she could not stand here and listen to him rant and rave. His explanation for the horrors he had inflicted upon her and her family was absurd. This was why he had plotted to kill her, sent assassins to gun down his own kin on the street? Because of things that men long dead did, or did not do? She was to die because he was jealous? 
 
    Her fear was subsiding. Part of her had begun to accept that she might die. And that part of her was furious. 
 
    “And what precisely was your grandfather expecting to be rewarded for?” she demanded, meeting his mad gaze with a ferocity and sarcasm that surprised even herself somewhat. “Strange, but I do not remember reading his name in the order of battle at Fornost, nor at Yronwater or Malybridge. I do not remember his name listed among Bohemond’s generals. We both know why that is, Robert. Because he did not fight!” She stamped at the ground, the only outlet she really had for her anger. “While his younger brother was out fighting the Kurenni, your grandfather sat in the Tor wringing his hands, and doing nothing!” She spat at his feet, taking some brief satisfaction in the look of surprise his eyes bore at her reaction. “Those dukedoms you covet so greatly were not given; they were earned by men and women who fought for them, just as Bohemond earned his crown!” 
 
    Anneka’s chest heaved; she was out of breath after that outburst, but still she glared at him defiantly. If he was going to kill her, then she would not die a coward, as his beloved grandfather had lived. 
 
    Robert’s hands twitched around the hilt of his sword, and she expected the blow to fall any second. But it did not come. Instead he laughed, long and hard, and when he was done, the cold cruelty had returned to his eyes. It unnerved her more than any violence could have. Was he insane? How else could his moods change so swiftly? “Oh, he certainly earned it,” Robert chuckled. “No one, not even Alvise denies that. But answer me this, cousin. What have your kin done since then with the crown he earned?” 
 
    “We have rebuilt this land,” she hissed. “We have made it strong, and prosperous, and safe, while all you have done is spout the same hateful lies as the Temple heretics and venomous old dissidents like Alfredsson.” 
 
    “Kalland rebuilt itself,” Robert said with a smirk. “The Red Tower has done nothing but manage it, and poorly at that. For all that those heretics are madmen and fools, they are right in what they say. You do not deserve the crown. You have wasted its dignity and honour. You have allowed the religion of the Kurenni to flourish, and now it is so strong that you must ally yourselves with it!” He poked his sword at Anneka’s chest, and she had to fight every muscle in her body just not to flinch. “Look at what you have done yourself,” he said. “A treasonous plot was unveiled, and what did the noble regent do? You ran away to the King’s Forest to indulge yourself in a love-tryst! That is not leadership! But that is the way of the Red Tower, isn’t it, cousin,” he grinned. “You do not think of your duty, you think only of your own pleasures and ambitions, just like your dear fucking father…” 
 
    Anneka struggled against the armsmen holding her. “Do not speak of my father!” she shouted. “For all his faults, he was no kinslaying traitor like you.” 
 
    Robert threw up his arms, laughing mirthlessly. “Did you know that he died not more than two miles from this very spot? I was there.” His lips twisted into a bitter smile. “The fat drunkard thought it would be amusing to prance about on his horse, in full armour, in the middle of a raging stream. Oh, we told him it was not wise, but Konrad never listened to anyone who did not present their case in the form of poetry. Of course he fell off, of course he broke his fat neck…” 
 
    She tore at the bonds around her wrists, fighting to break free, to strike at him, fresh tears of hot rage running down her cheeks. “You bastard,” she sobbed. “Do not speak of him.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “You do not command me anymore, Anneka. Everyone else at court may have been too afraid of your disfavour to tell you the truth, but I am not. And the truth is that your father was a monster; perhaps not in the obvious way, but a monster nonetheless. He inherited an enormous treasury, and within seven years he had managed to spend every last copper spire, on his poets and his banquets and his whores. Is it any wonder that we had to levy an additional tax at the beginning of this year, just to repair a fucking wall?” He stepped away, rolling his eyes and throwing his arms up to the sky. “Millions of towers he spent, Anneka, millions spent on frivolities, while around him the country divided and formed new allegiances, to temples and dukes and who knows what else. That is not to say that you and your brother are any better,” he added, shaking his head. “What little money Sigismund managed to put together he has subsequently wasted, along with the lives of our soldiers, in fighting a war that only he seems to understand the purpose of.” 
 
    “Are you a pacifist now, Robert?” she demanded. “You will happily murder your own kin, but you turn your nose up at real fighting?” 
 
    He smirked. “Far from it, cousin. I simply see that the real enemy is not the boy in Sverkermark. Our true enemy lies across the Bitter Sea.” 
 
    Anneka laughed at him, shaking her head. “You would have us make war upon the Kurenni? Then you truly are mad.” 
 
    Robert frowned. “I would not start a war,” he said, “but I recognize that one will come, soon enough. We may have forgotten them, Anneka, but they will never forget us. They will return one day, and if we are to survive their coming, we must be strong…stronger than you and your kin have made us. Someone must take action. Someone must cut out the rot of your misrule while there is still a Kalland left to defend.” 
 
    At long last she saw what truly drove him. That rubbish about dukedoms and family love might have been what started all of this, and it was still what enraged him, but he wanted more than that now. So much more. “So, cousin,” she said quietly, “you want to be king.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It is not a matter of what I want, it is a matter of what Kalland needs. It needs a strong king, a king who will make decisions for the good of the realm, and not for his own good. Killing you is simply the first of a series of hard decisions I will have to make.” 
 
    “Killing me will not make you king, Robert,” Anneka said bitterly, “even if you get away with it. Even if Sigismund were to die, you have forgotten my nephew, your father, and your sister…do you think that a Great Council would elect you, Robert the Fool, as king over any of them?” She shook her head. “You will be laughed out of the palace, cousin.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Which is why I shall kill them next. It will not be all that difficult. My father is old, and weak. My sister is pregnant, and the ancestors know that childbirth can be dangerous. So can the battlefields of Sverkermark, and the stone steps of the Tor.” He chuckled. “I foresee a year of grim accidents for the House of Toran. But when the mourning is done, and the Great Council comes together to elect a new king, who can they turn to but the last scion of the noble Tower of Anskhaven?” He tapped his chest. “Who else is there? Alfredsson?” Robert snorted. “He is over seventy years old; too old to be king, for all that he may have been a hero years ago. No, I will be king, cousin. You’ll see.” He giggled. “Well, you won’t, but you take my point.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. “And how will you do it, Robert?” she asked wearily, her strength drained by anger and fear and heartbreak. “Do you think that just by butchering some of your own men, you will convince the rest of Kalland that I was killed by a mysterious band of assassins? Who were they, anyway? Will you say that they were sent by Cale from his prison cell?” 
 
    The crack of feet over dislodged branches echoed from Anneka’s left, and the glow of torchlight came with it. Someone was approaching, and in force. Robert glanced briefly in that direction, and then smiled.  
 
    “That was my initial plan,” he said, “but you have provided me with an amusing and compelling alternative. For it appears that Cale was not the arch-traitor after all. Even Rybeck had a master; a Kurenni spy, a young mage that he brought into your court, who then seduced you, convinced you to leave the safety of the palace. While my men were distracted by her hired killers, she led you out here, and she murdered you.” He pointed out towards the torchlight. “Bring me the elf-witch!” he bellowed. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    When Nessa saw Anneka standing there under the trees with her hands bound, but very much alive, she almost broke down there and then. Relief flooded her heart, overwhelming for a moment the fear that had gripped her since Stephen Waters had grabbed her outside the lodge. The armsmen had captured her and Domnall, and dragged them off into the forest, ignoring all her protests and pleas. At first she had thought them to be an isolated band of traitors, but from listening to their conversation, it had become very clear that Sir Robert was behind everything. He was the traitor, not Rybeck Cale, and he had them well and truly trapped.  
 
    Nessa had begged Waters and his men to tell her if Anneka was alive, but they had just laughed at her. She had not even known whether Domnall was alive at first, for they had hit him quite hard when capturing him, and he had been still for a long time. They had made camp deep in the forest, but it had been only a brief respite, before the messenger had arrived and they had marched back the way they came. She had no idea what was going on, other than that Robert had betrayed them. They had kept her alive, but she did not know why. If they had already killed Anneka, she would rather they killed her too.  
 
    Now she could see that her beloved was alive, but for how long? There was grim purpose in the gazes of their captors. 
 
    Her eyes locked with Anneka’s. Her lover’s face had been hard and tired when Nessa’s group arrived, but her features softened as their eyes met. Nessa could not bring herself to speak, and it seemed that Anneka could not either, but they drew strength from seeing one another.  
 
    Sir Robert was in the clearing as well, seemingly more confident and dangerous than earlier, but Nessa heard the certainty in his voice waver, when he took note of who Waters had brought to him; or rather, who Waters did not bring. “Where…where is the knight, Stephen?” he asked. 
 
    Anneka’s eyes widened, but Nessa shook her head. Escaped, she mouthed, gone to castle to spread word. Anneka nodded, a sad smile on her face. There was some satisfaction there. One fewer person was dead, and whatever Robert had planned, it had now been dealt a blow. 
 
    Waters cleared his throat nervously. “He…he got away, my lord. We knocked him out, but…he just got up while we were camped, and he ran off.” 
 
    They had knocked him out, but not for long. He had woken up while they were still dragging him, and briefly made eye contact with Nessa. Later, at the camp, he had opened his eyes again, and she had read his lips as he told her what he planned to do. This was not a heroic tale; unarmed and unarmoured, Domnall could not defeat all of Waters’ men. The only hope they had was for him to escape, to warn others, to let them know of Robert’s treachery. When the messenger arrived, there was enough of a distraction for him to make his attempt.  
 
    Though she understood his reasons, Nessa had been terrified when he left her alone. She had feared that their captors would take out their anger at his escape on her. They had indeed been furious, but they had not harmed her. Instead, they dragged her to her feet, and the group had set to marching once more.  
 
    Robert rushed to the armsman’s side, grabbing Waters by the shoulders. “He escaped? How could you let…he will…ancestors’ grace!” He shoved Waters to the ground. “In which direction did he go?” he demanded. 
 
    “North,” Waters replied hurriedly, “he ran north!” 
 
    Anneka began to laugh. “Your plot is unraveling, cousin. Domnall will run straight to Tall Trees. Even if you kill us, you will never be king. My brother will hang pieces of you from every gate in Kalrond.” 
 
    Robert flashed a withering glance at her, but Anneka did not flinch. Whatever had passed between them before Nessa arrived, Anneka was not fearful of him. Nessa had only heard the last part of this plan of his, the part naming her as the assassin, and she had been horrified. Surely no one would believe that! Master Tannerus would defend her! But another part of her mind told her that Tannerus was but one man. The rest might believe it, if Sir Domnall was unable to bear from the forest the truth of what had happened here. 
 
    Anneka’s words had clearly irritated her cousin, but his ill-humour did not last long. “We will find him,” he shrugged. “He is a single man on foot, and we did not burn all of the horses when we burnt the stables. It is many miles to Tall Trees. He will not evade us for long.” He drew his sword, which still bore blood on it. Nessa’s heart began to pound with fear. “We have talked long enough,” Robert said. “Time to be done with this.” 
 
    Anneka may have put up a strong front before, but when the blade came out, Nessa saw a lot of the fight in her eyes fade away. “Robert,” she said, “please, if you must kill me then do so, but let Nessa go. There is no need for you to hurt her. You can say…you can say that she escaped, that she went back to the Empire…” 
 
    Nessa shook her head, trying to catch Anneka’s attention. For how could she go on, how could she go on without her beloved? How could she go on, knowing how and why Anneka had died? 
 
    Sir Robert laughed. “Why would I do that? Far more convenient to have both you and the traitor dead.” He pointed the blade at Anneka’s heart. “At least you will not have to see it happen. I will show you that much mercy.” 
 
    Nessa realized that Anneka had only seconds left to live, and tears of frustration began to well up in her eyes. Anneka was her love, her heard. Nessa had lived her entire life never imagining that someone would love her as her beloved did. She thought of all the time that she had wasted, living in ignorance of Anneka’s love for her, time in which they could have been together. And now that life was to come to this abrupt end? It was not fair! 
 
    Since the fight on the dragonboats, Nessa had wondered what would happen if she found herself in that situation again, hoping that there would not be a next time. She had frozen, while all around her men and women had died in her defense. She had never been a fighter, for she had always abhorred violence. She had thought the bloody sports of the Kallandish barbaric at first. But now she realised that they prepared the participants, steeled them for a world that was not fair, where those that they loved might be at risk…and now danger was upon her again, and if she froze this time, one that she loved would die. 
 
    Nessa was not a warrior, or a battlemage. She could never imagine herself taking a life, even to save another. But she had told Anneka once that war magic was more of a philosophy than anything else. Any magic could be war magic, if used in the right context.  
 
    Even light. 
 
    “Anneka,” she shouted, “close your eyes!” 
 
    Frightened she may have been, but Anneka had a clear head. She closed her eyes instantly. Sir Robert turned around, frowning. “I told you to bind the witch’s hands,” he said. 
 
    Nessa smiled. A mage did not need her hands to bring forth her power. All that she needed was her mind. 
 
    Drawing deep within herself, she called upon every ounce of energy she could spare. She knew that she would need some left to escape, but she had been working magic for many years, and knew her limits well. Closing her eyes, she summoned a mage light. She could feel the power flowing out of her, out of her body and into the world beyond. In her mind, she pictured pure light, stronger than ever before, and painfully blinding. Even from behind her eyelids she could see the flare as the mage light came into existence, but it was from the sudden screams of Robert and his men as the light tore at their unshielded eyes that she knew it had worked. 
 
    As soon as she heard the screams she began to move, dismissing the light. Only once it was gone did she dare look for herself. Their captors had all fallen to the ground, clawing at their eyes. Sir Robert was screaming, an animalistic expression of pain and frustration. Anneka still had her eyes closed, and she flinched when Nessa approached.  
 
    “It’s me,” Nessa said, and went to Anneka’s back. Her own hands were tied in front of her; a mistake, for it allowed her to attack Anneka’s bindings. She felt more drained than she had ever felt before. It had taken much of herself to summon that mage light. And yet she also felt elated. For now at least, they were out of danger.  
 
    Sir Robert was crawling through the undergrowth, waving one hand around, trying to grasp at their legs. “Where are you?” he shouted repeatedly, clearly enraged. Nessa was shocked by how well he had reacted to her magical attack. The others had stopped their screaming as well. She had not kept the light going long enough to blind them effectively… 
 
    The bindings fell away in her hands, and Anneka spun around, embracing her, kissing her hard. “I did not know if you were alive,” she said. Nessa could not vocalize her own feelings on the matter. She could do nothing but grin at her beloved, tears rolling down her cheeks, while Anneka made short work of her bindings, freeing Nessa to hug her back. The held each other, unwilling to break their embrace.  
 
    Unfortunately, they had to. The screaming of the armsmen had died down, and many of them seemed to be starting to regain their senses. “We have to get out of here,” Nessa whispered. “We have to follow Sir Domnall.” 
 
    Anneka nodded, grabbing her hand. “I know the way,” she said. 
 
    Together they ran, as fast as they could, with Sir Robert’s enraged bellowing echoing after them. They were alive. They had escaped. But his words still rang in Nessa’s ears. The assassins had horses, and the girls were alone, and on foot. They were far from being safe yet. 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Phoenix Weeps 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you know what ‘Draconnar’ means, Tom?” Garnier asked, tapping absently at the rail. He and his second stood at the prow of Fortis, staring out into the inky blackness of the Bitter Sea. The carrack was wreathed in darkness, with not so much as a single torch lit. Only the red moon provided any light, and that little enough. At starboard and port the other ships of the fleet lurked, similarly darkened, waiting silently.  
 
    Hours had passed since they had left Helaressen, where the fires still raged, consuming the town. Now they waited in a small cove halfway between the two settlements. Perhaps to do so was not necessary, but Garnier wanted to take no chances. Still, after the rush of burning Helaressen, it was somewhat dull to be anchored here, dormant. His mind sought any and all distractions from the monotony of observation. 
 
    “I don’t understand the knife-ear tongue, admiral, as well you know,” Worry replied.  
 
    “It means ‘the Dragon Weeps’.” Garnier laughed at that. “When the Kurenni came to build the town,” he explained, “they found the bones of a dragon on the edge of a bluff, its head hanging over the water. The workers they brought in were from Kuo Rayn, a notoriously superstitious people. They came to believe that the dying dragon’s tears created the Bitter Sea.” 
 
    Worry turned to him, curiosity in his eyes. “You reckon that could be true?” 
 
    Garnier snorted with derision. “Water is water, Tom, nothing more. Seas come from other seas, from rivers and streams, not from weeping dragons. Besides, what do a people as powerful as the great drakes have to cry about?” 
 
    Worry shrugged. “I reckon everyone gets a bit sad every now and then.” 
 
    He laughed. “Perhaps you are right, Tom, perhaps you are right. All I know is that it won’t be the dragons crying, not when we are done here.”  
 
    The cutthroat grinned back. “Too bloody right.” 
 
    That was the good thing about Tom Worry. He had his introspective moments, but those passed quickly. He always followed orders, rarely questioned them. And to think that when Garnier had found him three years ago, he had been nothing but a pissant knifeman roaming the slums of Kalrond. He had reminded Garnier of himself, of the young, angry child with a few murders to his name and vengeance in his heart that he had been once been.  
 
    They stood in silence for a time, watching the water. There was nothing on the horizon but waves in the moonlight, no sound but the creaking of the ship and the blowing of the wind. It was eerie, for close to a thousand people were waiting in this cove on five ships, and yet they made no sound at all. Presently, Worry spat into the sea. “Are they ever fucking coming?” he asked. 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “It takes time to move a fleet that size out of port. The longer it takes for them to pass us, the fewer ships they have left behind.” 
 
    The other man nodded. Garnier found it pleasing that he did not question whether the fleet was coming at all. He had faith in the plan. None of the other captains had questioned it either, not since the council in Freehaven. Even Breteuil, who had never sailed with him before, did not question it, because he knew Garnier’s reputation. There were more dangerous fighters, and more charismatic leaders, and more ruthless pirates than Garnier Fox. There were considerably better sailors.  
 
    He chuckled to himself at that. Truth be told, despite having lived at sea for the best part of two decades, he knew very little about the practical side of ships. He had never needed to, because while the seas of Ankyran were sailed by men and women with far greater skills, there was not one who could match Garnier Fox for intelligence. Even the maddest of pirates recognized the value of a clever man. And because they were madder, or stronger, or more ruthless than him, they thought themselves at advantage, and so they never saw him coming. It was not his sword arm that made him captain of his own ship by the time he was eighteen years old, nor his ability to tie a rope; it was his mind.  
 
    Seventeen years before, it had been Garnier who had suggested to the others floating on that little boat out on the Bitter Sea that they abandon life as freesails, and it had made them all rich. It had certainly extended their lives. But even Garnier could not have foreseen that the path he had chosen all those years ago would lead him here, to this place; that it would give him the opportunity to humiliate those that had kept him as a slave, who had driven him to the sea in the first place.  
 
    Or perhaps he had. Perhaps he had even managed to outthink himself, subconsciously. There certainly wasn’t anyone else capable of such a feat. He was the greatest mind of his age, after all. 
 
    Finally he heard the tread of boots behind them, a whispered voice hissing his name. “Admiral Fox!” 
 
    He turned, responding in a normal tone. “There is no need for such exaggerated quiet, Maldwyn Hughes. Our voices will not carry so far with this wind screaming above our heads.” 
 
    The sailor blinked. “Right, admiral, sorry.” 
 
    Garnier sighed. “Has the Seventh Fleet been sighted, Hughes, or is this just friendly chat?” 
 
    Hughes nodded and replied, his lyrical Tanwyr lilt carrying signs of both excitement and fear. “Lookouts have spotted their lights in the distance, sir.” 
 
    “And in what direction are they heading?” Garnier asked the question calmly, but he could not deny that his hands clenched a little at the tension. This was the most critical part of his plan, and the only part that he had no personal control over. All he could do was prod them in the direction he wanted. 
 
    Hughes broke out into a grin. “They’re plying a northeasterly course, admiral, out onto open water.” 
 
    Garnier grinned back, allowing himself a small fist-pump, while at his side Tom Worry hissed with glee, thumping the rail. The Kurenni had bought Magistrate Corvinus’ message hook, line and sinker.  
 
    “How many vessels?” he asked, and this time Hughes actually chuckled.  
 
    “Thirty, sir, near as they can count. The entire bloody fleet!” 
 
    Garnier closed his eyes, smiling gratefully. Worry clapped him on the shoulder. “You were right, admiral, you were bloody right!” 
 
    He cuffed the cutthroat gently on the side of the head. “Of course I was right, Tom.” He nodded to Hughes. “Break out the covered lanterns, flash a message to the others, let them know what we have seen.” Doubtless the lookouts on the other ships had seen the Kurenni as well, but it did not hurt to make sure. “We will give the fleet one hour to pass by, and then we make for Draconnar.”  
 
    Hughes grinned, and rushed off to obey his orders. Garnier turned back to the sea, leaning easily on the railing. Soon the lights of the Kurenni fleet would be visible to him, albeit distantly. And then they would be gone, and Draconnar would be open. The Phoenix would weep salty tears, but it would blood and not water that filled the Bitter Sea tonight. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Despite the excitement that the departure of the Seventh Fleet must have caused, by the time that Garnier’s ships arrived, Draconnar slept once again. A pirate raid upon a Kurenni colony was unusual, but Imperial trade must continue in the morning. No doubt the citizens slept safe in the knowledge that no one would ever dare attack their town. Garnier found that highly amusing. The people of Helaressen had probably thought the same thing, and now their charred bodies lined the ruined streets of their complacency.  
 
    Admiral Iluvain and her galleys may have been gone, but the harbour was far from empty. Draconnar was a hub of trade after all, and there were still ten ships lying in port. All had the look of merchantmen, and none had any obvious armaments. They would remain untouched, provided that they made no attempt to join in the town’s defense. There needed to be some witnesses, after all, to tell the Kurenni that the fleet had not been a Kallandish one; that they were pirates, and not the King’s Navy.  
 
    Several of these merchantmen had put up sails the moment they spotted Vardammer leading the fleet into the harbour. Loken’s great galley tended to have that effect on people. It was difficult to conceive of her arriving with anything but violence in mind. 
 
    The fleet sailed into Draconnar in a long line, perfectly positioned to unleash death upon the town. Loken did not lead simply because of the shock his ship could elicit, but also because the Bastion, their intended target, was on the western edge of the port, and the great galley’s guns were needed to keep the garrison busy. In order to make use of the Gunmaker’s blasting powder, they had to get him and his cargo close to the walls, and they could not do that unless the defenders were ducking to avoid Loken’s shot. Fortis held the centre, with White Wyrm between her and Loken’s vessel, and the other two ships beyond.  
 
    As Garnier watched lights flickering into being across the city, heard the bells starting to sound the alarm, he could not help but glance nervously to his left, to where Fickle Bitch sat, Nepos’ Scourge just beyond. It had been a gamble placing the galleys so close to one another, given the altercation between their two captains in Helaressen. But the fleet’s firepower needed to be distributed evenly, and they had given him their words. That had to count for something.  
 
    A few hundred yards across the moonlit water, Draconnar came to life. He could see its people moving around, some rushing deeper into the town, some moving towards the waterfront. A few would be trying to make it into the Bastion, but that was a fruitless endeavour. No garrison commander worth their salt would open the gates during a pirate raid. For all they knew, the pirates had agents among the populace, agents looking to take the fortress by subterfuge. No, the only escape for the citizens of Draconnar lay across the hills to the east, towards the smouldering ruins of Helaressen, or south into the desert. And that was no escape at all. 
 
    He could almost taste their terror in the air, and hear it on the wind. Nothing he had ever experienced in life, not even the burning of Helaressen, had tasted so sweet nor sounded so melodious. At long last, the Kurenni and those that propped them up would know what it felt like to have their lives in another’s hands. 
 
    It was better than that, in fact. Unlike their slaves, the Kurenni did not know who was doing this, or why. Their suffering would be fleeting, but within a week that same terror would spread throughout the Empire like a plague. The entire world would know, then. They would know that the Kurenni were not untouchable, that they could be raided and slaughtered just like anyone else.  
 
    A soft cough from the weather deck drew Garnier’s attention. Fortis’ gunmaster was standing there, awaiting orders. The honour of ordering the first shots fired on Draconnar fell to the admiral; the barking of the carrack’s guns would be the signal for the rest of the fleet to begin the barrage. Garnier raised his hand, drawing in as much of the delicious terror as he could. Soon the air would be filled with other smells; death and fire and blood. There would be work for him to do, no time to contemplate. 
 
    He lowered his hand, the gunmaster screamed the order to fire, and the sack of Draconnar began in earnest. With a thunderous roar the guns spat out their deadly contents, sending shot hurtling across the harbour to land amongst the closely packed buildings of the town. The Bastion aside, most of Draconnar was built of wood, and the iron shot tore these frail buildings apart, scattering sparks that would start dozens of small blazes.  
 
    No sooner had Fortis fired her first volley than her sister ships began their bombardment as well, cannon fire from Vardammer and flaming missiles from the ballistae and catapults of the other galleys. The latter had the more obviously destructive impact on the waterfront; the first volley alone lit entire districts of warehouses aflame. Unlike in Helaressen, however, the onslaught would be limited to the dockside; most of the bulk plunder would burn, but the riches of the town would remain unravaged, at least until the privateers landed.  
 
    Up on the bluff at the western edge of the town, the great red-walled Bastion was receiving a spirited pounding from Loken’s guns. It would take weeks for even Vardammer to break those walls; but the volleys would keep the garrison off the ramparts long enough for the Gunmaker to put his beloved powder to the test.  
 
    The old man appeared now with Worry, just as the gun crews loosed their second broadside to careen over the water and onto the town. It had been a long night for all of them, and the Gunmaker’s age gave him more reason than most for fatigue, but he showed no signs of it, grinning as he always did, exchanging pleasantries with everyone he passed. The crew had taken to the Gunmaker quite well, which was largely a result of his obvious amiability, as well as a healthy dose of fear. They knew two things about him; that he was mad, and that he knew a lot about blackpowder. Such a man was treated with respect.  
 
    He strode right up to Garnier, and started talking as though they had simply interrupted a conversation. “It would be not be hard to do, friend Fox, not hard to do at all,” he said. “It is a matter of preparing the clay properly.” He raised his powder-stained hands, as if to ward off some protest on Garnier’s part. “I know, I know, forging the vessel from iron would be more effective, but it is also far more difficult.” 
 
    Garnier blinked, shaking his head. “I am sorry, friend Gunmaker, but I do not follow,” he said, as politely as he could. He was not enjoying this distraction from the work at hand. He wanted to witness every moment of Draconnar’s demise. 
 
    The old man frowned at the interruption, and then brightened suddenly, beaming at Garnier. “Oh, I do apologise. I believe that I was having this conversation with Miss Fortunata several days ago, and the sight of the attack commencing reminded me of it.” 
 
    Garnier had to stifle a laugh at the polite reference to Lucky Val. “And what were you and Va…Miss Fortunata discussing, my friend?” 
 
    The Gunmaker pointed as a catapult aboard White Wyrm hurled its deadly cargo onto the town. Essentially nothing more than a few clay pots filled with lit fire oil, if timed well the pots would shatter just above the target, spraying it with unquenchable flames. “Fire oil is a useful substance,” the old man said, though his superior tone of voice indicated that he was less than well-disposed towards it. “The powder is more efficient and destructive, but it has only ever been used for weapons like your guns. Cannon can shatter walls and the like, but they are not very useful at setting fires.” He pointed across at the town. “Look there, Fox. You have fired four volleys now, and yet your section of the waterfront is barely aflame.” 
 
    He was right, of course, though that was not necessarily a bad thing, for the privateers would have to come ashore along that waterfront. “What did you have in mind, Gunmaker?” Garnier asked. 
 
    The old man grinned. “Exploding shot, Admiral Fox, exploding shot. Hollow vessels filled with blasting powder, and topped by a short fuse. Timed well, I predict that they would be quite devastating.” 
 
    It did not sound to Garnier as though this would be so great an innovation. Time it wrong, and the cannon would fucking explode. He had to keep the Gunmaker sweet though, and he saw no reason not to indulge the old man in his dreams, for the time being. “A remarkable concept, Master Gunmaker,” he said, trying his best to sound sincere.  
 
    The Gunmaker seemed to buy it as well; his lean frame swelled with pride, and he coughed nervously, which was typically a precursor to his exaggerated humility. “Well, one does one what one can,” he said, sounding not at all glib. “The powder speaks to me, and I can do nothing but listen. I only hope that one day, others will have reason to listen to me.” He winked rather obviously. The poor fool was still fishing for his royal connection. 
 
    Garnier shot him a dazzling smile. “If we do well today, a great many will want to listen to you, friend Gunmaker.” Taking the madman by the shoulder, he led him to the railing. “Come, let us observe our great work.” 
 
    Everything was proceeding smoothly. The eastern reaches of the port were happily burning, courtesy of Fickle Bitch and Nepos’ Scourge. The rate of fire in that quadrant seemed to be slowly reducing, but that was probably a result of the significant damage the captains had already inflicted. To the west, a cloud of red dust was rising from the Bastion as Vardammer hit it again and again, while White Manfred’s catapults scorched the town below.  
 
    Garnier’s section, the central region of the port, was largely unburned, but heavy fire from Fortis had succeeded in clearing most of the populace out of the area. All was as it should be. Garnier was certain that the garrison would not be involved. Fundamentally, the Kurenni were cowards. Their governor would simply hide with his soldiers in their great red fortress, while the city below them died, content in the knowledge that the cannon would never pierce their walls.  
 
    Garnier patted the Gunmaker on the back. “Signal the rest of the fleet,” he nodded to Worry. “We will commence landings as soon as the boats can be readied.” The young cutthroat nodded, hurrying away to obey those orders. Fortis had only two boats, each carrying twenty-five men. It would take several trips to ferry his crew over to the town, but he could not see that posing too much of a problem. Vardammer could land over one hundred and fifty blades in a single wave. Draconnar would be flooded with pirates and sellswords in less than an hour. 
 
    “We will secure the town before sending you and the powder over,” he said, turning back to the Gunmaker. “We will also try to secure a cart, or some other conveyance, to ease its transport.”  
 
    The Gunmaker smiled at him paternally. “How very thoughtful of you, Garnier. You are a good lad.” 
 
    Garnier laughed. “Many things I am, friend Gunmaker, but good is not one of them.” 
 
    The old man gestured dismissively. “Bah, do not sell yourself so short. Ignore your actions, it is your intentions that define you.” 
 
    Garnier had a retort on his lips, but it was halted by a great shout from above, from the lookouts up in Fortis’ masts. “Admiral! There’s something going on aboard the Bitch!” 
 
    He frowned. Had Val entered her bloodlust too early and started carving up her crew? It would not be the first time. Apologising to the Gunmaker, he made his way towards the quarterdeck, where old Alfgar the helmsman was peering over the stern. Another cry came from above. “Fickle Bitch is moving to broadside!” 
 
    His eyes widened. She was already in that position firing upon the town…if she was moving, then that meant that she had found another target… 
 
    “Shit!” he swore, veritably charging to reach Alfgar’s side. The helmsman barely gave him nod, and simply spat into the water below. 
 
    “Bad trouble,” he muttered. Looking out across the harbour, Garnier could not disagree with that assessment.  
 
    It appeared that Henri Breteuil had not been making idle threats back in Helaressen. He had kept the peace for a time, had bombarded the harbour, and now he was moving to fulfill the last part of his promise. Garnier had wondered why the rate of fire upon the eastern edge of the port had slowed, and now he had his answer. The catapults and ballistae were being repositioned to fire upon Fickle Bitch. The Tyran clearly intended to be the first to fire, but Garnier doubted that he would be the last. 
 
    Nepos’ Scourge was almost in perfect firing position, and Val’s black-hulled galley was not far behind. Clearly she had been watching Breteuil for some sign of treachery, and had reacted accordingly. One bank of the Bitch’s oars were pulling furiously, the other was motionless, rotating the ship in the water. Her weapon crews were hard at work too, repositioning to unleash fiery death upon Nepos’ Scourge. Garnier could see Val at the helm, a distinctive figure even in the dark and smoke, standing tall in her silken robes, screaming orders. Her crew had reacted quickly, but as Garnier watched with horror, he saw that it was not quick enough.  
 
    The great catapult at the prow of the Scourge snapped forward, and a bundle of fire pots shot across the short span of water between the two galleys. They hit the rigging, shattering, and the fire oil was exposed to the flames that had accompanied the pots. The deadly substance splashed across the galley, engulfing sailors and ship alike. More than a few of the former went up like torches, running around, flapping their arms and screaming, some diving into the harbour. It would do them no good, the water. Even if somehow they managed to put out the flames, the burns would kill them for sure. 
 
    It was far from a killing blow to Fickle Bitch, but it was a serious wound. The fires on deck would not die easily, and there was always the danger that they would spread and ignite the Bitch’s own ordnance. Garnier knew that would be far from Val’s main concern.  
 
    For her, this was now the real battle, the real mission. Her own weapons were firing now, hurling flames onto Nepos’ Scourge, and he could see that boats were being lowered into water, the galley’s oars pulled up to accommodate them. Val would not be content to simply burn Breteuil to death; she would want to kill him with her own hands.  
 
    Cold fury filled him then. He did not know which of the two rebellious cunts he was the more furious with. Breteuil had started the shooting, but Val and her threats had made it necessary. Their ships, and all the sellswords aboard them, would be wasted in fighting one another. He would not even be able to recover the gold they had been paid. 
 
    Garnier banged the railing hard, aiming a few choice oaths at the battling galleys. He was down to three ships, and the Kurenni had not even started to fight back. They would be watching from the Bastion, and from the streets. They would be encouraged by the sight of their attackers turning on one another, and there was not the slightest thing that he could do about it.  
 
    Fickle Bitch’s mast was blazing merrily now, and her crew was piling onto the boats, Val amongst them. She did not even glance in the direction of Fortis. She must have known that he was watching her, but she did not care.  
 
    It was a disaster, ‘bad trouble’ as Alfgar had put it, but it was not a fatal blow to the fleet, or to his plans. There were still enough sellswords on the other ships to make this work…or so he hoped. Those mercenaries he had left would fight that much harder as well, for their shares of Draconnar’s plunder had just moved from one-fifth to one-third. The citizenry might be encouraged, but they would still be facing hardened, well-armed killers.  
 
    Yes, this was not a setback; it was in fact a rare species of victory. Garnier knew that thought was nothing but self-deception, but his only other options were panic or rage, and neither served him at this point. 
 
    Worry ran up, back from passing messages to the rest of the fleet. His eyes were wide as a child’s when he looked upon the chaos. “Admiral,” he began, but Garnier cut him off. 
 
    “Fuck them,” he said firmly, “they have made their choices, and we do not need them. We will proceed as planned. Drop the boats, and make sure Loken and Scapani know to do the same. This city will die tonight!” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Sanctuary 
 
      
 
      
 
    They ran as fast as they could through the depths of the King’s Forest, heading north, or at least in the direction Anneka thought was probably north. Though they heard nothing from behind them, she knew that her treacherous cousin and his lackeys would be in pursuit, once the effects of Nessa’s magic wore off.  
 
    Nessa was having a tough time of it. She had not the stamina a Kallandishman of her age would have, had not built up such stamina through combat training and sport. Though they did not speak of it, Anneka knew that Nessa had put too much of herself into the mage light as well. Her fatigue was palpable, and Anneka found herself half-carrying her beloved most of the time, but neither complained. They were too caught-up in the shock of what had happened, in the relief of seeing each other alive again. Anneka would have carried her from one end of Kalland to the other if she had to. It was the least she could do for the one she loved, the girl who had saved her life at the risk of her own. 
 
    More than once, when Nessa was really flagging, her breath ragged and eyes unfocussed, Anneka had tried to convince her to stop and rest; but her beloved would not allow it. She would smile a wan smile, and chuckle breathlessly. “We will rest when we reach Tall Trees,” she would say, and that would be the end of it. Each time she said that, Anneka shook her head. Nessa could be quite stubborn when she wanted to be. Robert and his bandits had learned that first-hand. 
 
    Despite Nessa’s front, Anneka was worried. They had no food or water, and neither had slept for long prior to the attack. It would be many hours before they reached the castle at Tall Trees, unless Domnall managed to rouse Baron Freysey’s guards to come out and meet them. With so little to sustain them and no end in sight, she did not know how long Nessa could go on. From all that her lover had said during their lessons, the energy used by the talent would renew quickly with rest and sustenance; but they had neither.  
 
    With each passing minute Nessa seemed to grow weaker, and Anneka’s terror rose. How many times had Nessa said that taking too much of oneself when using the talent could lead to death? What happened when one did not rest after doing so? She wished she had spent more time reading those books Nessa had given her. She did not dare ask Nessa herself. Something she knew that she would not like the answer. 
 
    They had been running for almost an hour by Anneka’s reckoning when Nessa stumbled, falling to the undergrowth with barely a groan. Anneka had released her to run on her own only minutes before, and now regretted it. She rushed to her fallen love’s side, turning her over onto her back, and pulling her to a seated position against a tree. Pale and gasping for breath, Nessa still managed a smile. “I am sorry,” she said in between breaths. “I must have tripped on a branch.” 
 
    Anneka stroked her cheek. “You did not trip on a branch, my love,” she said quietly. “This pace is too much for you.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head. “The pace is fine, I am just clumsy.” 
 
    Anneka laughed. “You are the most graceful person I have ever met.” She stopped laughing abruptly, serious thoughts entering her mind. “The mage light was too strong, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Nessa looked for a moment as though she might argue, but she did not have enough strength even for that. “Yes,” she replied. “I…I did not notice at first, I was just so relieved that it worked.” She frowned, looking disgusted. “It was a foolish mistake to take so much of my strength. I should have known better.” 
 
    Anneka clasped her hands in her own. “You saved both our lives,” she said fiercely, unwilling to watch Nessa chastise herself. “It is because of you that we escaped. You should be proud of yourself. I am proud of you.” 
 
    “But all I am doing now is slowing you down!” Nessa protested weakly. She squeezed Anneka’s hands. “Anneka…you must leave me behind. I…I can run no further.” 
 
    Anneka could see from the way Nessa’s chin quivered, from the fear in her eyes, that this was not truly what her beloved wanted. It was what she felt was necessary. Anneka shook her head. “I would sooner cut off my sword arm and leave that, than leave you, my love.” 
 
    Nessa’s eyes grew wet. “Anneka, he will catch you! I…I am not saying that you should leave me in the open. You should hide me…cover me with leaves. You can come back and get me when you are safe.” She closed her eyes. “I know I promised that I would never leave you, but I do not want to hurt you, and you will be hurt if you have to drag me along.” 
 
    Anneka kissed her forehead. “You could never hurt me,” she said. “If Robert and his scum catch us, then at least we shall be together. I am not leaving you behind, Nessa, and that is final. I love you too much to ever do that.” 
 
    Nessa was smiling at the affirmation of their love, but still she shook her head. “I am too weak now,” she said, confirming Anneka’s worst fears. “I do not think I can even get up, not without…” Her voice trailed away, but Anneka understood, and she knew what to do. 
 
    “I will carry you,” she said firmly.  
 
    Nessa gave her a rueful grin. “It will not be that easy,” she said, but Anneka waved away her objection. 
 
    “You saved my life; it is time for me to save yours.” Nessa flapped her arms about, but she really was too weak to make any more forceful a gesture of protest. Anneka pulled Nessa to her feet, and with some exertion threw the half-elf as gently as she could over her shoulder. In truth, it was not easy. Nessa was shorter and lighter than Anneka by far, but Anneka was no less tired, even if she was not drained by magical exertion. She did her best not to show it, though. She did not want Nessa to feel any worse than she already did.  
 
    Nessa hung limply over Anneka’s shoulder. One of Anneka’s arms lay across her back, holding her in place, while the other braced her legs. “This is not very dignified,” she said, her voice rising up muffled, but with a few precious signs of humour in it. 
 
    Anneka laughed, slapping her lightly on the rump. “I will do anything to get a good feel of your arse.” 
 
    Nessa only chuckled in response, but it was the best thing Anneka had heard all day. She smiled at it, but there was no more time for rest or talk. They had a lot of ground to cover, and she could no longer move as quickly. She patted Nessa on the back. “Come on, my love, we must go. Try to rest.”  
 
    She started to stride out into the forest, as fast as she could. Her speed was determined as much by the darkness and the tangled undergrowth as it was by Nessa’s weight. Nessa was no burden. She simply did not want to trip and fall. Better slow and safe, than fast and dangerous. One step at a time. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
    It was hard going, even at such a slow pace. With a little more sleep and a little less wine, Anneka was confident she could have carried Nessa with greater ease; not that she made complaints, or excuses. She just kept moving forward, her legs taking one step at a time. 
 
    The forest passed by painfully slowly, but she barely saw it, her eyes fixed on the brush at her feet. Her only concerns were overgrowing roots and hidden potholes, and making sure the passage was as easy on Nessa as possible. At some point during the walk the older girl had lapsed into unconsciousness. Anneka hoped it was sleep, in spite of the uncomfortable circumstances. She could still feel Nessa’s breathing, which was a good sign. If she was able to get some rest, perhaps they would be able to pick up the pace later. 
 
    How much further they needed to travel was beyond Anneka’s knowledge. She knew that the castle was two hours ride north of Bryth Anner, but she could not make even a guess as to how long it would take at this pace. She did not know where they had been when they fled Robert’s clutches, nor for how long they had been running since then. All she could do was hope that if they kept moving north they would eventually reach Tall Trees or one of its vassal settlements, and then they would be safe.  
 
    That was provided, of course, that the people there were willing to help them. She could tell them who she was, but there was no guarantee that they would believe her. Even living this close to Kalrond, it was doubtful that any of them knew her face. Her great fear was that Robert would in some way influence the people they might meet. After all, she was just one girl in the forest, carrying another, while he was a knight with armsmen at his back and a tower on his chest.  
 
    This worried her more and more as they progressed deeper into the forest with no sign of pursuit. She could hear nothing from behind, not so much as the snap of a twig. Robert had to know where they were going, for she had taunted him about it. He did not need to see their flight to know that they had fled north, and he was clever enough to know that right now, Domnall was far more dangerous than they were. If she had been Robert, she would have sought to ride ahead to Tall Trees and the settlements, and catch Domnall before he could warn anyone. If that was done, then Anneka and Nessa could be dealt with at his leisure. It would be a simple matter of securing all the settlements and waiting for them to stumble out of the forest.  
 
    She knew all of this, but still she carried on with her relentless march, Nessa on her back. What else could she do? They could not hide in the King’s Forest forever. Perhaps Nessa’s magic had worked better than her beloved thought it had, she told herself, and the reason that there had been no pursuit was that Robert and his followers were all still blinded.  
 
    It was only when she heard something crashing through the bushes ahead that she considered another possibility; that perhaps Robert’s men had cut ahead of them. Anneka reacted quicker in her fatigue than she would have imagined possible. Quietly she lowered Nessa to the undergrowth. Her beloved was so exhausted that this did not even wake her. Anneka crouched down next to her. They were not in good cover, but there was little else she could do. She had not thought to recover a weapon from Robert’s men, and she could not risk magic. If she exhausted herself too, then they would never leave this forest alive. 
 
    A figure emerged from the black, making for a frightful sight. He wore a tunic that was stained with blood, and he carried no weapon that she could see. It took her the longest time to realise that it was Domnall. 
 
    Now recognizing this most impossible of intruders, she leapt up from her crouch, throwing caution to the wind. She had no notion how he came to be here, heading south, but she had never been more relieved to see him in her entire life. “Domnall!” she shouted, and he spun around at the sudden call, his hands bracing into a fighting stance. Upon seeing her though, he relaxed, his jaw dropping open. 
 
    “Anneka?” he managed. “You are alive?” 
 
    She rushed up to him, gripping him in a fierce embrace. “I’m alive,” she said, sobbing with laughter. “I’m alive!” 
 
    He laughed back, clapping her on the shoulders. “Of all the…how? I heard the messenger say that Robert had captured you, before I escaped. How did you get away from him?” 
 
    Anneka broke the embrace, pointing to where Nessa lay in the undergrowth. “I did nothing, it was all Nessa,” she said with fierce pride. Domnall stared at the downed half-elf, uncertainty in his eyes.  
 
    “Is she…” he began tentatively, and Anneka shook her head. 
 
    “She is alive, but very weak. The particular magic she used…well, the talent can take a lot out of you,” she said. She knew Domnall did not like or trust magic, and saw no reason to waste time with technical details. Her cousin nodded. 
 
    “Good. I am glad that you are both well.” 
 
    Anneka cocked her head curiously. She was not unaware that Domnall held some hostility towards Nessa. He sounded genuine when he said ‘both’, however, and he had looked concerned when he saw Nessa lying on the ground. Perhaps their capture together had allowed them to patch up their differences. But now was not the time for such ponderings. 
 
    “She told me that you were running for Tall Trees,” she said, still patting her cousin to reassure herself that he was real. “How did you become so turned around?” 
 
    Domnall shrugged, looking embarrassed and shameful. “That was my intention at first, but the deeper I went into the forest, the more I could not stand the thought of leaving you to Robert and his butchers.” He shook his head. “Eventually I could take it no more, and so I…I came back. I thought that at least I might be able to recover your bodies.” A slight smile formed on his lips. “Apparently I should have had more faith.” 
 
    She gripped his arm firmly. “I am just glad that you are unharmed, Domnall. Too many good people have died tonight at that bastard’s hand.” 
 
    He nodded. “I could not believe it when the armsmen turned on us, the blood of the servants still wet on their blades. The ancestors know your cousin can be foolish, but to throw in his sword with traitors…” 
 
    A swell of bitterness and rage rose up within her. “He threw in his lot with no one, Domnall,” she said. “It was Robert all along; he was behind everything from the gunman in Temple Square to the security arrangements for this visit. He even planted those weapons in Rybeck’s chambers for Gallen to find.” She shuddered at the memory of her conversation with him. “He is different to how he has always been…I think perhaps that he was never the man we thought him to be. He means to kill us all; Nessa and I, Bohemond, Sigismund…even his own father and sister. He wants the crown for himself.” 
 
    Domnall shook his head slowly, his expression incredulous. “Robert did all of that? I cannot believe it…” 
 
    She shrugged. “That is how he has managed to do it. He fooled everyone, and has been doing so for years. I cannot imagine the things he has done, the things he might still do, if we cannot stop him.” 
 
    Domnall nodded. “Then we must get word to Tall Trees, and quickly.” 
 
    “How far is it to Baron Freysey’s castle?” she asked. 
 
    He winced. “Farther than I had hoped. It will take several hours to get there, and several hours more to return with his guards. And Robert will be searching for us…it is astonishing that you have eluded him thus far.” 
 
    Anneka shrugged. “I have no idea why he has not caught us yet. Sheer blind luck, perhaps.”  
 
    Domnall tapped his chin thoughtfully, and then raised a finger. “I passed a village on my return south,” he said. “You could hide there, amongst the villagers, while I continue on to Tall Trees. They might even have horses.” 
 
    She nodded, having been considering such a course herself. “What if Robert has already reached out to the people, convinced them that we are bandits?” She indicated her torn and muddy clothing, his bloody tunic. “We look considerably less reputable than who we claim to be, cousin.” 
 
    Domnall nodded. “True, but…” He snapped his fingers. “Even if he has us declared criminals, we are now on Baron Freysey’s land. Even a member of the royal court cannot capture a criminal on a baron’s land without his permission. This is well known amongst the people, and they will find it suspicious if Robert tried to take us. We can demand that we be brought before the baron, and I know Austmod Freysey personally, he was a childhood friend of my father.” 
 
    Anneka winced. It seemed something of a slender chance, relying on the people of village she had never seen to both know the law, and to want to see it upheld. But she could think of nothing else to do, save traipsing up to the castle and hoping that Robert did not ride them down before they got there. “Very well,” she nodded, turning towards Nessa, ready to pick her up again.  
 
    Domnall moved past, smiling at her. “You are exhausted, cousin. I will carry her the rest of the way.”  
 
    Anneka wanted to protest. Twice now she had come close to losing Nessa; she did not want to ever let go of her beloved again. But she knew that Domnall was right. He was stronger and fresher than she was, and they would make better pace if he carried Nessa. She allowed him to shoulder her sleeping lover carefully, and then they set off, for good or for ill. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    When Nessa came to, she was still hanging over someone’s shoulder. Almost instantly she could tell that it was not the one she had started the journey on.  She was very familiar with Anneka’s body, and the body she was draped over was not that of her lover. It did not even smell right. 
 
    Immediately she began thrashing about, trying to dislodge her captor’s grip, calling for Anneka. Her first thought was that Robert and his men had recaptured them, but then Anneka appeared in front of her, taking her head between her hands, speaking in a calming tone. “I am here, my love. We are still safe.” 
 
    Nessa stopped thrashing straight away at the sight of those blue eyes, watching her lovingly. She reached out, an awkward maneuver given her current position, and took Anneka’s hands. She had to touch her to be sure that this was real. She had dropped off to sleep before, and as she always did when she overused the talent, she had endured the strangest and most disheartening dreams. She could not remember them vividly, only the feel of them, and she needed that touch to know that this was not just another dream. Anneka squeezed her hands, and she breathed a sigh of relief. They were both still here. 
 
    With a frown, she noted that someone else had to be there as well, for she was on her beloved’s back no longer. “Who is carrying me?” she asked, perturbed.  
 
    Anneka grinned. “Domnall is,” she replied. “He came back for us.” 
 
    Nessa sighed. Now she felt terrible, for she had definitely elbowed her ‘captor’ in the face during her struggle. “Domnall?” she asked tentatively, and his reply came back slightly muffled, but recognizable. 
 
    “My lady.” 
 
    She winced. “I…I apologise if I injured you in any way.” 
 
    To her surprise, he laughed. “Thank you for the courtesy, but it would take more than that to knock me down.” 
 
    It brought a smile to her face to hear no hostility in his voice. Apparently the peace they had forged in the kitchen was holding, at least for now. She turned her attention back to Anneka, who was watching her with concern in her eyes, and her smile broadened. “I am feeling a little better,” she said. “I think that I may be able to walk.” 
 
    Anneka smiled back, and she heard Domnall grunt. “Convenient that you discover this just as we reach our destination.” There was only humour in his voice though, and Anneka laughed, patting him on his free shoulder.  
 
    Nessa managed a smile, and took her feet unsteadily as Domnall lowered her to the ground. Anneka wrapped her in her arms and they kissed, before Nessa turned to see where they were now.  
 
    She could see that they were still in the forest, but the spread of the trees was thinner here, and as she widened her gaze, she saw buildings, small houses built from logs. It was not Bryth Anner, for she had seen most of the smaller buildings burning, and it would make no sense for Domnall and Anneka to have returned there. “Is this Tall Trees?” she asked, craning her neck to get a better view. She could not see anything that resembled a castle. 
 
    “This is the village of Cuttershaw,” Domnall replied. “The people here are vassals of the Baron of Tall Trees.” He sighed. “Hopefully, that means they will help us.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. It seemed to be a reasonable notion. Leaning on Anneka for support, they followed Domnall as he approached the nearest house, a large, prosperous-looking cabin on the edge of the village. There was no light emanating from the windows, nor from any other building in Cuttershaw. 
 
    Domnall hammered on the door. “Open in the name of the regent!” he cried, and Nessa felt Anneka flinch against her. It was not necessarily the best way to go about eliciting aid. She suddenly realized that she had no hood or any other kind of garment to hide her elven features. The last time she had walked so openly amongst the people, she had taken a rock to the head for her troubles, and that had been in Kalrond, where people were said to be more understanding. 
 
    Hurriedly she brushed her hair forward to cover her ears, which was the most she could do under the circumstances. Anneka flashed her a wan smile and a nod. She was obviously just as nervous about this. This was the first time she would meet her people face-to-face. How would they react to her? 
 
    Domnall halted his knocking to listen at the door. Apparently hearing no response, he started again. It was not until the third round of knocking that they saw a torchlight flickering in the window, and a loud voice calling, muffled only a little by the door. “Alright you bastard, I’m coming!” 
 
    The knight moved back as the door opened wide, and a tall man stepped out. He wore a patched nightshirt, and his face was blotched by anger and fatigue. He looked to be in his middle years, with some grey in his reddish-brown beard, and his skin was tanned and weathered. Nessa got the impression from his features that he could be a friendly fellow if you did not hammer on his door past midnight. His eyes flashed over the three of them, taking in everything, the blood on Domnall’s tunic in particular. His jaw set, and he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder.  
 
    “If you’re looking for trouble, my wife’s handy with a sword,” he said guardedly. “And I’m a cutter, so unless you want to feel my axe…” 
 
    Domnall raised his hands. “We intend no trouble, master,” he said quickly. “Though I fear it may follow us. My name is Sir Domnall Kingsland, and I am a Knight of the Household. I am bodyguard to the Regent Anneka. This is she,” he said, pointing to Anneka.  
 
    The man’s eyes flickered to Nessa and Anneka, but they saw no recognition there. He folded his arms stubbornly. “The regent in Cuttershaw? Who’s that next to her…Queen Astrid?” He snorted with derision. “Don’t know who you are, stranger, but you don’t look like no knight.” 
 
    Domnall glanced back at the girls, shrugging his shoulders helplessly. Anneka stepped forward, a smile on her face that Nessa could tell was forced. Her hand, still on Nessa’s shoulder, was shaking. “I assure you, friend, that I am Anneka Toran. I…I need your help. We were attacked…” 
 
    Her entreaty was having no effect on the man’s expression, but then a sharp yell came from inside the house. “Aelle!” 
 
    The man winced. “You’ve bloody gone and done it now,” he said sourly. Glancing away from them, his lips turned up into a rictus of a smile. “Gyda, my sweet,” he said, “there’s strangers at the door.” 
 
    Gyda, obviously his wife, emerged from the house looking as tired and irritated as her husband. She was a short, plain woman, and her voice sounded like it received a fair amount of practice. “Who are this lot?” she demanded, not looking at them, but at her husband, who wilted under her unyielding glare. 
 
    “Fellow says he’s a knight,” Aelle said, “and one of the girls reckons she’s the regent. I told them…” 
 
    Gyda turned her gaze on them for the first time. As her husband had, she noted the bloodstains on Domnall’s clothing, and her expression hardened, her fists clenched tightly. Nessa remembered what Aelle had said about her being handy with a sword, and her heart began to race. 
 
    But then Gyda’s eyes moved to Anneka, and after a few seconds they widened. The woman stepped forward, grabbing the torch from her husband and holding it up, peering at Anneka. To the surprise of everyone, including her husband, she suddenly leapt back, gasping. “God’s grace! She is the bloody regent!” 
 
    Aelle looked from his wife to the regent, his expression caught between belief and disbelief. Nessa glanced at Anneka, who shrugged her shoulders, mystified. “You…recognize me?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    After making her pronouncement, Gyda had stepped back, bowing her head. She still did not raise it, though she nodded it furiously. “Yes, Your Grace,” she said. “I went with Father Speaker to the city at Springtide, for the Archprelate’s sermon. We didn’t get into the temple, but we were at the front of the crowd when….” She swallowed nervously. “We prayed for you, Your Grace.” 
 
    Anneka’s face was as chaotic as that of Gyda’s husband. Nessa knew she was reliving the attempt on her life, so soon after discovering that it had been her own cousin who sent the assassin after her. “Thank you,” she managed. 
 
    That seemed to settle it for Aelle. A look of utter horror filled his face. “Your Grace,” he stuttered, “forgive my words! I thought you were…” 
 
    Domnall cut in. “There is nothing to forgive, Master Aelle. I would not trust folk who appear as we do,” he added with a chuckle.  
 
    “What…what happened to you?” Aelle asked. “You said you was attacked?” 
 
    Anneka nodded. “A group of traitorous armsmen,” she said, “led by…led by my cousin, Sir Robert Toran. They burned the lodge at Bryth Anner, and attempted to murder me.” 
 
    Husband and wife exchanged dismayed glances. Gyda looked up at Anneka for the first time since identifying her. “How can we aid you, Your Grace?” 
 
    Domnall answered. “We need to hide Her Grace here, while I head to Tall Trees and summon the baron’s soldiers. Sir Robert has at least twenty swords with him, and we need Freysey’s guards to capture them.” 
 
    Gyda nodded. “Of course, but...” She looked Domnall up and down. “The captain of the guards won’t never let you into the castle looking like that, sir knight.” That seemed a fair statement to Nessa, given how Gyda and her busband had responded to Domnall’s appearance. Gyda turned around, and shouted into the house. “William! William Cutter! Wake up.” 
 
    “Our boy,” Aelle explained. “He can run up to Tall Trees and fetch the baron.” 
 
    Domnall smiled indulgently. “I thank you, but the baron is a friend…” 
 
    “He might be,” Gyda said firmly, “but the captain don’t know you at all. He’s a mean bastard, but he’s Aelle’s brother, and he’ll trust kin.” 
 
    “Besides,” Aelle said, “if this Robert fellow has men in the woods, they’ll be looking for you. They won’t be looking for our William, and he knows all the secret ways through the forest.” 
 
    Domnall looked as though he might protest further, but Anneka caught him by the arm. “They are right, Domnall,” she said with a smile. “It is best if their son goes to Tall Trees.” 
 
    The knight did not look best pleased at that, but he bowed to her suggestion. Anneka turned to Aelle and Gyda. “Thank you for helping us,” she said, and Nessa could hear a slight quiver in her voice. Anneka had been very strong tonight; she had needed to be, for someone she loved had betrayed her. Nessa could scarcely imagine what that must feel like. 
 
    Gyda nodded. “It is our duty, Your Grace.” 
 
    A shape loomed behind husband and wife, and William Cutter stepped into the torchlight, yawning and stretching. “Ma,” he muttered, “what’s goin’ on?” 
 
    Nessa had thought Aelle a tall man, but his son was easily a head larger than that, and as sturdily built as Gyda. He looked more like an oak tree than a woodcutter. As Nessa got a closer look at him, she could see that despite his height, he was not much more than a boy. From his face she guessed that he was younger even than Anneka, which made his size all the more remarkable.  
 
    Gyda took his giant hands in her own. “William, you’ve got to run up to the castle. Tell uncle Osric that there’s trouble in the forest, and he has to bring the baron’s men back here.” 
 
    William’s face became instantly alert. “What’s the trouble, Ma?” he asked, peering suspiciously at Nessa’s group. “Who are these people?” 
 
    “This is Regent Anneka, William,” Gyda said, and the boy gawped. “She’s in trouble, and she needs you to fetch Lord Austmod’s guards.” The sight of Anneka had transfixed William, so Gyda cuffed him smartly about the shoulder. It was as high on her son as she could reach. “Are you listening to me, boy?” she demanded, in the same tone with which she had berated her husband earlier. 
 
    William nodded, rubbing his shoulder with a reproachful look. “Tell uncle Osric there’s trouble, fetch the soldiers for the regent,” he said. 
 
    Aelle grabbed his son by the arm. “If you see strange folk in the forest, then you hide, boy, hide until they pass. Don’t let them catch you.” 
 
    The young woodcutter laughed. “Like to see ‘em try and catch me,” he said. 
 
    Anneka nodded to him. “Thank you, William.” 
 
    He blushed a deep red, averting his eyes bashfully. “No trouble, Your Grace,” he muttered. He placed a hand on each of his parent’s shoulders, and then slipped past, bowing awkwardly to Nessa and Domnall as he went, before striding off into the dark. Gyda and Aelle watched him go. There was a pride on their faces, but some fear as well. This was dangerous business they had been dragged into. They had all reacted effortlessly to this strange state of affairs; especially their son, who had missed the explanation of it all. Nessa was impressed by their handle of the situation, and by how invested they had chosen to become. 
 
    “Will he be alright?” she asked. It was the first time she had spoken since arriving at the house, and William’s parents peered at her curiously. She had not been introduced, and they must have seen from the way that she and Anneka stood that she was more than a simple servant. She thought she caught something behind Gyda’s eyes, some flicker of understanding, but if so, it was not spoken. The woman merely nodded her head.  
 
    “Thank you for asking, my lady, but he will be. He might not look like it, but our William can creep silent as a deer and run twice as fast.” She looked around, tutting. “We must think of you now. If this cousin of Her Grace’s comes looking, we can’t protect you in this old shack.” She nodded decisively. “We can seek sanctuary at the temple, it’s the only stone building in Cuttershaw. Father Speaker will protect you.” 
 
    Anneka glanced at Nessa. The half-elf knew what her beloved was thinking. Elven blood and the temples of the Faith did not tend to mix well. Apparently Gyda both noticed and understood the glance, for she smiled reassuringly.  
 
    “We know who she is, Your Grace.” Seeing their astonishment, she laughed. “We’re only a day from the city. Where do you think the timbers we fell go to?” 
 
    Nessa smiled back sheepishly. Of course they would have heard the rumours about her and Anneka. 
 
    “The Temple folk in these parts don’t have any love for them heretics and their kind,” Gyda said. “You won’t see any trouble in Cuttershaw. Just you wait here, while me and Aelle change into something more decent, and we’ll head on over, wake up Father Speaker.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    On their way to the temple they passed several other houses. Cuttershaw was a very diffuse settlement, and the house in which the Cutter family lived was on the very edge of the village. Gyda and Aelle had not only changed their clothes, they had also armed themselves, and had even managed to provide Domnall with a sword as well.  
 
    At each house they passed, they knocked on the door, briefly explaining the situation to the occupants. By the time the group reached the temple, it had been swelled by a dozen other villagers of Cuttershaw, armed with a motley selection of bows, clubs and axes. Nessa was not sure whether it was because of Anneka, or because it was Aelle and Gyda asking that so many had come, but she was glad to see them all the same. 
 
    The temple was indeed the only stone structure in the village. It was nothing like the great Temple of the One in Kalrond, but its squat and blocky walls looked formidable enough. It had a slate roof that tapered into a spire like other temples, but there was no golden adornment on this building. It was a sober, serious construct. Gyda hammered on the door, calling for the Speaker, while several of the other villagers peeled off, heading to wake neighbours on the other side of the settlement.  
 
    The Speaker was quick to make an appearance. He was an ancient fellow, broad-shouldered, with a huge bristly beard. Despite his ferocious look, he had a very soft voice when he spoke. “Gyda?” he asked confusedly, peering at the crowd. “What has happened?” 
 
    Gyda and her husband quickly explained the situation to him, and by the end of it, his jaw had hardened. Despite the earlier assurances made by the Cutter family, Nessa feared that this was not a good sign, but the Speaker bowed to Anneka. “Your Grace, take refuge here,” he said, his voice formal, but gentle and kind. 
 
    Nessa could tell that her beloved was exhausted. The energy that had kept her going through the night, that had allowed her to carry Nessa through the forest and reach Cuttershaw, was now fading. Nessa thought that she looked fit to drop, but somehow she steeled herself further.  
 
    “Thank you, Father Speaker,” Anneka said, smiling. “I truly cannot thank you or your people enough for your kindness.” 
 
    The old man smiled back, shaking his head. “There is no need for you to thank us, Your Grace. The Book of the One teaches that the Crown is anointed by God. To turn our backs on you would be to turn our backs on Him.” 
 
    They had started to follow the old priest into his temple when one of the villagers who had gone off to rouse other fighters came speeding back, shouting at the top of her voice. “Riders! Riders coming!” Nessa could see torches moving through the village beyond the woman, at least five that she could count, and felt the fear returning to her heart. It was surely Robert’s company. 
 
    “Everybody inside, now!” the Speaker bellowed, and they all rushed to follow his bidding, pouring into the temple. Inside, the building was just as simple as its exterior, furnished with little more than a few benches, and some figures carved from wood on a small dais at the far end. It was dark inside, but the villagers quickly lit torches and set them to brackets.  
 
    “Them with bows, get by the windows!” the Speaker called, and the half-dozen men and women with such weapons followed his orders, opening the shutters and peering out. The rest gathered with Nessa, Anneka and Domnall in the centre of the room, weapons at the ready.  
 
    Nessa put her hand in Anneka’s and squeezed. “We will be fine, my love,” she whispered into her beloved’s ear, though her voice could not hide the fact that she was less than certain that they would be fine. Anneka squeezed back even so.  
 
    With a crash the door closed behind the last member of the group, the woman who had raised the alarm. “How many are they?” Domnall asked her, and though she was breathless, she held up six fingers. Six did not sound so bad to Nessa.  
 
    The Speaker bolted the door behind the woman, and turned around. “He can’t take this place with six,” the priest said firmly, “and he can’t burn us out.” 
 
    Domnall nodded. “An impasse,” he said. “Until more of his armsmen arrive, or until Baron Freysey’s do.” 
 
    They heard the tread of hooves in mud outside, and Robert’s voice followed, a voice that sounded so similar and yet was so different to that of the man that had escorted them to the King’s Forest. “I know you are in there, Anneka,” he called, and though they were protected by walls and a dozen armed men and women, Nessa still felt a chill run down her spine. “Hiding in a temple, cousin? I have to say, the irony of that is amusing.” 
 
    Anneka stepped forward. Domnall caught her by the arm, shaking his head, but she shrugged. “He already knows that I am here.” Raising her voice, she called out to her cousin. “You have failed, Robert. Word of what you have tried to do is spreading. Soon, Kalland will know you for the traitor you are.” 
 
    He laughed, a mad cackle. “Perhaps, but I can still kill you.” 
 
    “You have only six lackeys, Robert, six worthless traitors, while I have a dozen true Kallandishmen.” 
 
    The villagers in the temple let out a roar of defiance at that, the bowmen at the windows shaking their fists at the marauders outside, and Nessa found the chill at her spine thawing, caught up by their courage. But Robert only laughed in response. 
 
    “Wrong, cousin,” he cried. “I have five lackeys. The sixth has gone to find the rest of my company. In a few hours I will have thirty swords in this shithole, and then we shall see how long your dozen ‘true Kallandishmen’ last.” He chuckled again, and then they heard the sound of hooves, presumably as his riders moved to put distance between themselves and the bows. 
 
    One of the archers, an old fellow with a strange, ornate crossbow, spat out of the window. “He ain’t lying about the sixth one,” he said. “Bugger’s nowhere to be seen.” 
 
    “He may be bluffing,” said Domnall. “His company must be widely scattered throughout these woods. It will take a long time for a single rider to gather them together.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the Speaker conceded, “but if he isn’t…” 
 
    The end of the sentence hung there, unspoken. Silence fell over the temple, as they all contemplated their situation. Then Anneka gave Nessa’s hand another squeeze. “If it comes to that, you must hand me over,” she said. “It is good enough for me that his greater plot will fail.” 
 
    Nessa grabbed her by the arm, turning her beloved around. At this very moment she did not care who knew what about them, she could not allow Anneka to do such a thing. “No!” she said, shaking her head. “After all we have been through, I will not let you do that!” 
 
    Anneka smiled, planting a gentle kiss on the half-elf’s lips. “My love, if he attacks us in force, then many of these good people will die. You might die.” She reached up to stroke Nessa’s cheek, where tears were forming.  
 
    Nessa took the hand in her own, holding it there at her cheek. “No,” she said. “I won’t let you do it.” 
 
    There was a polite cough, and they turned to see the Speaker, a sheepish smile on his face. Most of the others were looking away, red-faced, embarrassed at intruding on such a tender moment. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Your Graces,” the old priest said, “but even if we gave you up, he’ll still kill us, kill our families. We all know what he has been trying to do tonight. He can’t have witnesses.” 
 
    “Besides,” Gyda piped up, “as you said, Your Grace, we’re all true Kallandishmen here.” There was a chorus of ‘ayes’ and nods from the others. “We aren’t the sort to abandon our regent to traitors, just to save our own skins.” 
 
    Nessa looked from face to face, seeing only determination and honesty. Anneka seemed stuck for words, able to do nothing but stare at the old priest and his charges. Hard to believe in such things as loyalty, in the face of the betrayal she had experienced this night. Harder still to believe it from those long-held to be her most bitter enemies. 
 
    “You should rest, Your Grace,” the Speaker said firmly. “Whatever happens, you have sanctuary here.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    Bad Trouble 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky seemed to be getting lighter, Garnier thought, though that could easily be nothing more than false light produced by the flames that consumed Draconnar’s waterfront. Looking to the sea was no help; the horizon was marred by clouds, and by the flames that consumed Fickle Bitch and Nepos’ Scourge. Lucky Val had got what she wanted in the end, her revenge. Henri Breteuil had at least been able to take her with him.  
 
    Garnier had been in the boat, joining the second wave of his fighters to cross the harbour from Fortis, when the Scourge exploded. The fire oil flung over from Val’s galley must have found that stored on Breteuil’s. That was the most likely explanation, anyway. All Garnier knew for certain was that both Val and Pious Henry had been on that ship when it blew, taking with it Garnier’s gold, and fair number of sellswords.  
 
    He had felt nothing but irritation at the departure of another old comrade. Even now, that was all he felt. He’d given the stupid bitch the opportunity to raid and murder with impunity, and instead she ended up killing herself. Fuck her, then, and fuck that lanky Tyran pederast as well; this was on the both of them. 
 
    At least the landings had gone smoothly. Garnier’s force may have been reduced in size, but nothing could change the fact that their opponents were merchants and townsmen, civilians the lot of them. Some were armed, and some had bodyguards, and there were even a few of the Kurenni legionaries trapped outside the Bastion when the gates closed. But such were few and far between, and the citizens of Draconnar had not been able to prepare an effective defense. The privateers and their hired swords advanced through the town, leaving rampant slaughter in their wake. Garnier followed behind them, with Tom Worry and a few others. He saw little reason to become involved in the massacre. Worry seemed a little aggravated by the decision, but Garnier had promised him command of the attack on the Bastion once the wall was breached, and that had appeased him somewhat. Tom seemed content for the moment with finishing off anyone the main force had missed; the wounded, the raped, and the abandoned. Such seemed more like mercy than anything else.  
 
    Val and Breteuil’s altercation had dampened Garnier’s enjoyment of the night’s work. It had left him in a melancholic mood that no amount of righteous punishment meted out to Imperial citizens could lift. He should have been rejoicing in the slaughter and mayhem; instead he was bemoaning how swiftly things could turn. For a brief moment, as those two galleys burned, he had seen how easy it was for his plans to fall apart. For all his cunning, he was as subject to the vagaries of fortune as anyone else. Luck was a fickle bitch indeed. But he told himself that his mood would lift again once the Gunmaker had his way with the Bastion walls. 
 
    To that end, Garnier and his small band were roaming the streets of Draconnar, searching for an intact cart. They were concentrating on the poorer districts of the waterfront, areas the main force would have ignored for dearth of plunder. Garnier was well aware that they could not search forever. Sooner or later, Admiral Iluvain would realise that there was no pirate fleet to be found out there on the eastern waters. There was only so far a laden ship could travel before fleeter vessels caught her.  
 
    When the Kurenni did not find his fleet on the water, they would start to wonder. They might even see the smoke rising above Draconnar. No…Garnier had time, but knew he still had to be quick about this. 
 
    The street his group was on looked to have been barely touched by the raiders. Only a few bodies lay in the mud, and they had been downed by gunshot or bolt. There were probably stragglers lurking in the buildings, but as long as they did not show themselves, Garnier did not give a shit whether they survived or not. “There has to be a bloody cartwright in this town,” he muttered. “The caravans from across the desert arrive every other bloody day…” 
 
    Worry was skipping ahead of the group, checking every corpse for signs of life, jabbing his knives into any who still lived. “Still need horses to pull it, admiral,” he called back cheerfully. 
 
    Garnier spat on the nearest body. “Little chance of finding those. I’ll pull the damn cart myself, if I have to.” 
 
    One of the sellswords with them, a burly Kallandish fellow named Lake, snorted loudly. “I’ll believe that when I see it,” he said. 
 
    At any other time, Garnier might have laughed along with him, but he had endured enough dissension this day already. He rounded on Lake. “And now I do not need to, seeing as you have volunteered,” he growled. 
 
    The mercenary scowled, but put up no further argument; which was probably a good thing, Garnier reflected, for the mercenary was a big bastard. The others in the group were looking uncomfortable, however, especially the veterans. He had a reputation for good humour and fair behaviour, but his ill mood at this time was eroding it just when he needed the support of his crew the most. 
 
    Garnier’s awareness of his irritation was only irritating him further. It led him to lose his temper, and lost tempers led to mistakes. Mistakes spelled disaster, and he was certain that one more setback would sink them.  
 
    He took a deep breath. Turning back to Lake and the others, he forced a smile onto his face. “First man to find a cart, gets to ride it like a bloody chariot all the way back to the harbour. First man to find a horse gets enough coin to ride every whore in Freehaven.” 
 
    Their cheers were ragged, but the general mood still brightened, and the sellswords began to put more effort into the search. They broke away from the knot they had formed around him, and peeled off, roaming through alleys and exploring behind gates. They did not find anything, and Garnier’s disposition did not improve, but he recognised that they were trying. 
 
    They came to an intersection, along which the main force had clearly traveled. Bloody bodies littered the ground, and most of the buildings on the adjoining street had been broken into. Straight ahead though, on the other side of the street they followed, Garnier thought that he saw an area of open ground. A stable or inn, perhaps, he thought, or a merchant’s storage yard. Might find something there. 
 
    He started towards the promising street, treading his way over the carpet of mud and corpses. Rainfall in this part of the world was surprisingly high, given that there was a desert less than fifty miles to the south. The Bitter Sea provided well for those willing to risk living on its coasts. Garnier thought that there must have been rain over Draconnar within the last few days, for the ground was still wet, and not just from the blood. Such conditions would trouble the cart, and make the transport of the Gunmaker’s Dragonbane powder up to the walls of the Bastion hazardous at best. This stuff was not the sort of thing to be fucked around with… 
 
    All of a sudden Tom Worry gave a cry of alarm, and darted into an alley on their left, a gap between two tenements. Garnier heard another cry as the cutthroat disappeared, more high-pitched. A woman perhaps, or a young boy. His first thought was to ignore it, as it was likely nothing Worry could not handle on his own. Quickly, though, it occurred to him that a local informant could be useful. 
 
    He hurried after his second, following him into the alley. Worry was there, struggling with a slight figure in the dark. Garnier saw one of his knives flash as it was lifted for a blow, and shouted out to him. “Hold!” 
 
    Worry glanced back, knife still hanging in the air, his prey still struggling. The cutthroat’s face bore an expression of confusion. “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Information,” Garnier replied. “Put the knives away, Tom.” 
 
    Worry hissed with frustration, but he lowered his blade all the same. “Fine,” he said, spinning the captive around and pushing them towards Garnier, “but I get to do her when you’re finished.” 
 
    Garnier caught the captive by the arms. She was still screaming, and in the dark of the alley he could not see her all that well, so he dragged her out onto the street. He threw her down to the mud, and then rounded on her, ready to demand that she tell him where the carts and horses were. But as he looked upon her face for the first time in decent light, he found his queries drying up. He stared down at her, open-mouthed. It wasn’t possible… 
 
    It was Vellava Jaka’takai, daughter of the late Lord Hava, who lay in the mud before him. She had stopped screaming, and was staring up at him with the same blank expression with which she had haunted his dreams ever since that day in the Kalland Sea. He felt the muscles below his right eye twitching uncontrollably, and his mouth flapped uselessly, trying to form words that his tongue could not expel. But you are dead! My men put a crossbow bolt in your skull, and then blew your body into a thousand pieces along with your ship and your kin. How can you be here? 
 
    He reached out a shaking hand to prod the girl on the forehead, and flinched when his hand touched cold skin. This was no phantasm; the girl was really here, staring at him with those cold, dead eyes. Finally he managed to force a word from his lips. “How…” 
 
    He felt a touch at his arm and spun around, reaching for his sword. Worry jumped back, holding up his hands. “Easy, admiral,” he said, “easy.” 
 
    Garnier blinked at him, swallowing hard, his throat dry all of a sudden, his eyes blurry. “What…” he managed. “What do you want?” 
 
    Worry frowned at him. “You said you wanted to ask the girl questions, but all you’ve done is stare at her and poke her in the face.” He hunched his shoulders sullenly. “If you want to keep her for yourself, that’s your right, but you didn’t have to lie about it.” 
 
    Garnier gaped at his second, which only deepened the frown on the young cutthroat’s face. “Don’t…don’t you recognize her, Tom?” 
 
    Worry’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing there to recognize, admiral, she’s just some knife-ear cunny.” 
 
    Garnier shook his head. Of course Tom didn’t recognize her, he was not the one who dreamt of long-dead elves as he slept. Reluctantly, he turned to look back at Vellava, only to receive another shock. What was going on here? 
 
    She was not Vellava after all. Looking at her, he could not understand how he had thought that she was. This girl was the right age, but that was the only thing that was right. Her skin was tanned, as that of a pureblood Kurenni would never be. Her eyes, which he had thought were dark and emotionless, were in fact bright blue, filled with tears and terror. Her jaw was squarer, her cheeks lower. His own eyes widened. She was a fucking halfbreed!  
 
    He did not know what sudden madness had possessed him. He had been out of sorts since Val and Breteuil had taken each other to the bottom of the harbour, but this was downright bizarre. He raised a hand to brush his forehead. No fever, and he knew that he was not drunk. What was this then, guilt? Remorse? Some other bastard weak emotion that he knew better than to feel? 
 
    The girl had stopped her screaming at some point, but she squealed again when he grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her to her feet. “Carts,” he grated in Kurenni, his mouth still dry. She continued to stare at him with those enormous blue eyes, her chin quivering. Somehow it was worse than when he thought that she was Lord Hava’s daughter. He wanted to slap her in the face. He wanted her to stop staring at him with those damn cow eyes! 
 
    “Carts!” he repeated, and this time she responded, stammering in a broken version of the Kurenni tongue. She was obviously a colonist, for a slave would have a better understanding of their masters’ language. 
 
     “What…carts?” she said. 
 
    He shook her by the shoulders. “Where can we find carts?” he demanded. The girl stared back, shaking her head, and at first he wondered whether that had been too much Kurenni for her to understand.  
 
    Then she raised a trembling arm to point towards the alley Tom Worry had caught her in. “Through there...and the next one,” she said, her voice tremulous. “Taradar the Mercer has cart, and horse behind his shop. There is gate.” 
 
    She was nodding her head furiously, as though that would make her seem more truthful, though Garnier could see that she was too terrified to lie. He released her, letting her drop back to the mud, where she sat whimpering, staring up at him with those big, wet, blue eyes, pleading with him. There was a whisper of steel on leather, and Worry appeared, blade in hand. 
 
    “That sounded like information to me,” he said cheerfully.  
 
    Garnier nodded, his eyes still locked on the halfbreed’s. “Mercer’s shop, two alleys over,” he said distractedly. 
 
    “Well then, if you’ve got what you need…” Worry moved in with the knife. 
 
    “No!” came the protest, and to Garnier’s shock, it came from his own throat. Worry halted, rolling his eyes. “Come on, admiral, you said…” 
 
    Ignoring him, Garnier nodded down at the girl. “Run,” he growled in Kurenni. She stared at him, her eyes hopeful and still disbelieving. “RUN!” he screamed, jabbing a finger at her, and this time the halfbreed did not waste time with doubt. She jumped to her feet with not so much as a backwards glance, and ran full pelt up the street. Garnier saw her disappear into one of the more distant tenement buildings. 
 
    He did not know why he had done that, and having done so had left a strange feeling in his heart. He felt tarnished somehow, as if he had abandoned the guiding principles in his life. It felt wrong. It was one thing to occasionally wonder whether someone deserved to die; it was quite another to actually spare them. 
 
    The others in his band were looking at him as though he had stripped naked and declared himself to be Nepos given flesh. All except Worry, who was standing to one side with crossed arms, a single eyebrow raised. “Well, that was a very nice thing to do,” he said sarcastically. “Why the fuck did you do it?” 
 
    Garnier stared back. He could not, of course, tell Tom why he thought that he had let the girl go. There would not be a man or woman in his crew who would follow him after such a revelation. He had let her go because a few minutes ago he had been convinced that she was someone he killed months ago, who had haunted his dreams ever since, dreams that had been coming to him for years, where every elf he had ever murdered wandered up to stare at him and in that moment he just could not bear to add another face to those that haunted him, but despite all of that he was certainly not insane, honestly. 
 
    He forced a smile onto his lips. “Payment for services rendered,” he replied. Turning to the others, he raised his voice, grinning like the Garnier Fox they knew and trusted. “I promised a coinpurse and a chariot ride to the man that found the horse and cart. Same deal applies to whoever finds that mercer’s shop first.” He winked at Lake. “Go on then, lads, fetch me my cart.” 
 
    As they broke away, bemused at their commander’s strange behaviour, he made a solemn vow to himself, as he had done all those years ago when he had promised to burn these towns to the ground. That would be the last time he ever showed this kind of weakness again. Today it had cost him respect. The next time, it might cost him his life. Never again. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The cart had been exactly where the halfbreed had said it would be, to Garnier’s relief. A Talabec sellsword named Petrus found the mercer’s place first, and true to his word, Garnier allowed the man to ride in the cart all the way back to the docks, and promised him the coinpurse after the raid was over. Petrus seemed more excited about the cart than the gold, strangely. He rode the damn thing like a conquering hero, waving his sword around, whooping and yelling. That was sufficiently bizarre that Garnier’s men forgot all about his release of the young halfbreed girl…all except for Worry, who still watched his admiral with both concern and suspicion. Garnier paid him no heed. Once Tom got a little blood on his knives, he would cheer up.  
 
    The Gunmaker was waiting for them when they arrived, supervising as his precious Dragonbane powder was ferried over from Fortis. Loken was with him; apparently taking a break from the slaughter that could still be heard ringing from every corner of Draconnar. Dawn was coming now, for certain, and though the light of the fires would be harder to see at distance in daylight, the smoke would be easier. The thunderous sound of Vardammer’s guns as they relentlessly pounded the walls of the Bastion would carry as well. They needed to be about this quickly, before Iluvain got their scent. 
 
    They loaded the cart as swiftly as anyone dared. This was blasting powder they were dealing with, and no matter what the Gunmaker muttered about ‘volatilility levels’, the stuff was designed to blow up walls. Everyone by the cart was considerably softer than red granite.  
 
    The old man danced around while the sailors loaded his barrels, chattering disconcerting and often contradictory advice at them. “Left a bit, that’s it, to the right. Don’t breathe on the seals. Just a bit higher. Don’t breathe on the seals!” 
 
    Even when the barrels were all safely stowed, the atmosphere grew no less tense. No one wanted to be the one to drive the rickety old cart, stuffed with explosives, up a hill and along streets littered with mud and corpses. To everyone’s great relief, the Gunmaker could not countenance anyone but himself driving the cart. Still, Garnier had his worries. 
 
    “It will be a rough ride,” he said, taking the reins of the horse while the old man pulled himself up onto the cart. “Lots of bodies, lots of shaking.” 
 
    The Gunmaker chuckled. “Bah, shaking is nothing. Sparks, now, that would be a danger. Got to keep those mischievous sparks away from us, or, as your helmsman would say, ‘bad trouble’ will loom. Very amusing fellow, Alfgar, if you enjoy that particular dry humour of his, which of course I do…” 
 
    Garnier bunched his fists, not interested in discussing his helmsman’s attractive personality traits. Loken must have seen this, because he stepped up to the cart with a smile on his ravaged face. “How do we keep sparks away, my friend?” he asked.  
 
    The Gunmaker shrugged. “Sailcloth over the barrels should do it. Any kind of tough fabric really, you just need something to cover them.”  
 
    Loken snapped his fingers at a group of sailors, who hurried away to find a covering for the cart. He took Garnier by the arm and led him to one side. “You seem out of sorts, Fox,” he said, his eyes registering concern. “I know that you and Fortunata were old associates. Both her and Black Manfred gone in a couple of months…I’m sorry for that.” 
 
    Garnier scowled. “Save the pity, Dirk. Kelterhof was an idiot, and Val was mad and an idiot. My only upset in this matter is the harm they could have caused to our mission.” 
 
    Loken frowned at him, as though he were disappointed in some way. Garnier bared his teeth. Were it not for another’s poor judgment seventeen years ago, he would never have known Val or Manfred at all. That was not friendship; that was circumstance, throwing people together.  
 
    “Well, no harm was done,” Loken said, with ever an ever-so-slight hint of reproach. “And whatever they did, they were brother privateers…” 
 
    Garnier snorted. He had endured enough of this self-righteous, sanctimonious self-deception. “Privateers,” he sneered. “We are pirates, Dirk, we have always been pirates. The fact that we do the dirty work of others instead of working for ourselves does not make us any better. Let us be honest with one another, if we cannot be honest with those we kill and steal from.” 
 
    Loken was shaking his head, anger writ on his face. “There is a difference…” 
 
    “We take coin for our raiding, so at best the difference is that we are sellsails, and mercenaries.” Garnier laughed. “The Guild of Merchant Venturers…do I look like a fucking merchant to you, Dirk?” 
 
    Loken did not answer, just carried on shaking his head. Garnier threw up his arms. “I am a pirate, Dirk,” he said, “and I always have been. You can pretend if you want to, but look around this town, look at the ruins of Helaressen, and tell me how they would look any different if pirates had done this rather than privateers.” 
 
    He did not bother to wait for an answer, instead striding back to the cart, where the sailors were pulling a large sheet of sailcloth over the barrels. He felt better than he had since the attack began after that conversation with Dirk, felt cleaner. Even the stain left by his act of mercy seemed to have been erased. He would, of course, continue to speak the lies to others, telling them of the guild’s credentials, and signing his contracts; but in his heart, he knew what he was, and he was comfortable with it. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They proceeded through the streets of Draconnar at a steady pace. The Gunmaker drove the cart, while the fifty or so men accompanying him walked ahead and at the flanks, maintaining a decent distance from the rattling conveyance. For all the old man’s insistence that the powder was safe, there was not a man in Garnier’s command who was willing to test that theory up close. Garnier and Worry were at the head of the group, a hundred paces in front of the cart. Dirk van Loken had returned to Vardammer in a sulk. Garnier was certain that this would be the last time the Talabec worked with him, and was content. If the man could not admit to the truth, then what use was he? 
 
    Angry Loken may have been, but at least he continued to play his part in the plan, keeping his great galley’s guns firing at the Bastion. They would continue to do so until the Gunmaker and his cargo were near the walls, and by then it would be too late for the defenders to do anything. The old man had assured Garnier that even if the cart were halted before it reached the foot of the wall, the damage would be sufficient that Vardammer’s guns could finish off the breach. One way or the other, those great red walls were coming down.  
 
    The western districts of Draconnar were the oldest and wealthiest areas of the city, those closest to the Bastion, the seat of Imperial power on the Bitter Sea. It was here that Garnier’s raiders had struck first, seeking the greatest plunder. The mercenaries had long since moved on, but they had left ample signs of their passage. Shattered doors, corpses in the hundreds, random trinkets that had slipped through their hands; all this the sabotage party saw as they made their way along the muddy streets. It was deathly quiet now, save for the distant whump as Vardammer’s guns fired, and the answering crack of iron against stone. If there was a soul alive in this part of the town, they were keeping very quiet indeed.  
 
    Garnier had no idea how many people had died here, or at Helaressen. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands of them. For all intents and purposes, the Northern Maritime Province of the Kurenni Empire had ceased to exist. All that remained of it was the governor and his soldiers in the Bastion, and they had not much time left to them at all. 
 
    Halfway between the docks and the bluff, the procession found a small square, around which were the largest and most decorative buildings they had encountered. The fight in this space had been brutal, judging by the mess left behind. The merchant princes of Draconnar had made their stand here, surrounded by bodyguards and a few stray legionaries from the garrison. More than a few of the corpses had arrived on Vardammer and White Wyrm, but their bodies were no less plundered than those of their victims. No matter what Splitface Dirk said, there was no honour amongst thieves. 
 
    The column halted as the Gunmaker’s cart entered the square behind them. This would be a particularly rough passage. The conveyance had driven over a few corpses on the way here, for the Gunmaker had insisted that swerving to avoid the dead would be harder on his cargo than shaking over a body or two. In this square, however, the bodies were a carpet, sometimes lying on top of one another, packed in, with little space in between. There was no way to move around the corpses, short of going back and finding a less littered route.  
 
    Garnier turned and called out to the Gunmaker. Though there was quite some distance between them, his voice carried easily in the grim silence. “Shall we look for another way?” he shouted.  
 
    “No!” the old man replied animatedly. “There is no need, friend Fox. The shaking will excite the powder, and thus it will be encouraged to do better work. Do not be troubled!” 
 
    The Gunmaker waved for them to continue, and so they set off again, with nervous glances back as the old man began his crossing of the square. Garnier and Worry reached the far end and halted. Even with the Gunmaker’s assurances, Garnier knew it would be a while before the mad old fool got the cart across.  
 
    “The way he talks about blackpowder, you’d think it was a person,” Worry observed, eyeing the old man carefully.  
 
    “To him, it is,” Garnier replied. “I’ve met his kind before. You know, there are people in Sverkermark who believe that the ground talks to them, tells them secrets.” He stamped the mud at their feet. “The bloody ground, Tom!” 
 
    Worry chuckled. “What do you expect from a folk who worship a giant bird?” 
 
    Garnier clapped him on the shoulder. “Exactly, Tom. People like that are useful up to a certain point, but you have to be wary of them all the same. It is a form of madness that afflicts them. They see the world as it truly as; cold, dark, and dangerous, and it frightens them. They seek for something else, a grander, better way of things.” He shrugged his shoulders. “And of course, they find it. When you look hard enough for something, you will find it, even if it is not really there. But look what happens when it is put to the test.” He pointed out towards the harbour. “Pious Henry prayed to the gods every day of his life. He turned his ship into a floating fucking temple, and look what happened. He died, and his ship burned, and where were his gods then?” 
 
    Worry nodded, but his eyes carried a questioning look. “My old dad used to say that a man has to believe in something.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “Then believe in yourself, Tom, in the things that you can do, in the power you can hold in your own two hands.” He wagged his finger forcefully in the younger man’s face, before turning to glance up at the Bastion. “Because that is the only kind of power that really exists.”  
 
    As he stared up at the great red granite walls, the light of dawn beginning to shine upon them, he heard a cheerful call from behind. “Of course,” the Gunmaker cried, “too much excitement…” 
 
    Garnier never heard the rest of what the old man had to say. There was a whump, like the sound that Vardammer’s guns made when they fired, and then suddenly he could not hear anything at all, not guns, not the Gunmaker, not Tom Worry. Nothing. Then someone tackled him from behind, hard, knocking him face-first into the mud and gore. His lips were moving but his ears did not catch the sound, and the mud that entered his mouth soon drowned out any noise there would have been. Something pattered against his back and his head, something soft like rain, but larger and more solid. Whatever it was, the fall did not last long. The air was filled with new smells, of charred flesh and an all-too familiar acrid stench, that and the mud that now caked his face. The ringing in his ears was appalling, his back felt like someone had hit it with a hammer, and he was almost certain that his nose was broken; but as far as he could tell, he was alive. 
 
    He looked up, trying to wipe mud from his face with already muddy hands, and saw Tom Worry lying a few feet away, shakily pulling himself up from the earth. He was as mud-covered as Garnier, but that was not the only foul substance that adorned him. Hanging from behind his ear was what looked to be a strip of flesh, blackened a little, like the meat one found on skewers in the stalls of the Kalrond marketplaces. Worry’s eyes came up, meeting Garnier’s own, and he saw the cutthroat’s lips mouth something, though he could not hear it. Then Worry’s eyes moved past Garnier, and they widened. His lips moved again, and this time Garnier was able to read them. Oh, fuck me! 
 
    Wincing at the pain, he rolled over and pulled himself into a seated position. He almost immediately saw what had alarmed Worry. Despite the pain, he shuffled backwards in shock, barely able to comprehend what he was seeing with the ringing in his head so loud. 
 
    The Gunmaker and his cart were gone, just…gone. It reminded him of when they destroyed Lord Hava’s ship all those months ago, except that even then there had been some wreckage. He could not see so much as a scrap of wood from the cart, and as for the man and the horse…  
 
    They would never know if that blasting powder could really have killed a dragon, but it had certainly killed the Gunmaker. 
 
    A great gouge had been ripped from the earth, leaving a crater dozens of paces wide and deeper than Garnier could see from this vantage point. The corpses that had been there were gone as well, and those further away from the epicenter of the explosion were charred and eviscerated. That was what had been hanging down from Worry’s ear, as well as falling down on Garnier’s back as he lay in the mud. The air was full of smoke and the stench of explosives and burnt bodies, and the buildings that lined the square were smeared with mud and gore.  
 
    It was undoubtedly one of the worst sights that Garnier had ever seen, but that feeling was nothing compared to the moment when his battered mind started to clear, and he came to understand what it meant. The Gunmaker was dead, and his precious blasting powder was gone, not so much as a grain left. The reserve barrels had been used in the demonstration back in Helaressen. All that remained had been on the cart.  
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder, and turned. Worry was there, dripping mud and chunks of human and elven remains. He opened his mouth to speak, and this time Garnier could just about hear what he said, the ringing the explosion had caused starting to fade. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    He felt himself filled with a sudden, mad humour. “The blackpowder became too excited!” he giggled, slapping the cutthroat on the shoulder.  
 
    Worry stared back at him dubiously. “You all right, admiral?” he asked, and Garnier laughed. 
 
    “Well, two of my hirelings sank each other’s ships, taking their portions of the loot with them,” he said amiably, “and then the cart carrying the tools we need to actually fulfill this contract blew up, spraying me with the innards of dead elves, but other than that, I am fine.” 
 
    He pushed past Worry, waving for him to hold his position, and started up the road to the Bastion. Near enough everyone he had hired had shit all over him; in the Gunmaker’s case, that might be literally. There was absolutely no chance that the combined firepower of the fleet would break down those great red walls before a very angry Kurenni admiral returned to find them looting her home port.  
 
    He shook his head grimly. A lesser man might bow out at this point, but he was not going to spend the rest of his days looking over one shoulder, hiding from Rybeck Cale. The man had paid for a sword, and he was going to get a fucking sword.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    It was a ten-minute walk from the ruins of the square to the Bastion, and Garnier did not waste that time. His mind ran through all the possibilities, all of the options available to him. He had enjoyed himself with this raiding, but now serious business faced him. It looked impossible at first glance, but as he had told Hanric Bellows back in Kalrond, something was only impossible if one believed it to be.  
 
    Garnier had never believed in impossibilities. With imagination, cunning and skill, anything could be achieved, and this situation was no different. He had convinced Cale to back him in this endeavour. He had convinced the other captains to join him. He had even convinced Magistrate Corvinus to lure the Seventh Fleet out of Draconnar. The founding principle of the Guild of Merchant Venturers was that everything was valuable to someone. The other side of that principle was that everyone wanted something. It was just a matter of finding what they wanted, and then convincing them that he could get it for them.  
 
    Reading people had always been his greatest skill, ultimately more useful than his admittedly formidable mind. It was something he had picked up in the slave camps, a survival tool. Guards, overseers, bullies; they all wanted something. The rest of life was really no different to a slave camp. Some people were in charge, and the rest just got shit on. The people in charge wanted more power, and those getting shit on just wanted to stop getting shit on. Whoever he would speak with now would be a member of one of those groups, and he knew how to deal with either. 
 
    He had torn his jacket off as he climbed the bluff, and had started to wave it over his head, shouting for parley. By the time he reached the gate, someone was waiting for him. It was not, as he had thought it might be, the governor. The cowardly knife-eared bastard was too afraid even to meet a lone man outside the walls. This fellow was human, at least fifty years old if Garnier was any judge. He had the almond-shaped eyes and soft tan of a tribesman of the Bail or Kuon, though he wore the long scarlet coat and ornate breastplate of a Kurenni officer. He looked downcast and exhausted, and Garnier had to fight to keep the grin from his face. This would be easier than he imagined. An Imperial subject, a man who knew well the price of failure…what would he not do, to live just a little while longer? 
 
    The officer raised a hand to halt Garnier when he was but a few paces away. There was a tic going off under the man’s eye. “Pirate,” he said by way of greeting, his voice harsh. “You have asked for parley?” 
 
    Garnier nodded. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Udaa,” the man replied. “I am commander of this garrison.” 
 
    The words were Kurenni, but the accent was Bail. Garnier smiled. “Commander Udaa,” he said in the officer’s native tongue, “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    Udaa regarded Garnier carefully. The way that this would go hinged upon what the officer did next. If he spoke in Kurenni, then it was all over. But if he spoke in his own tongue, then it showed he was interested in what was on offer. 
 
    “Why should I hear your proposition?” Udaa asked. In Bail. 
 
    “Because you wish to live,” Garnier replied. “Someone who lives must be blamed for this, and they will not blame your governor, not one of their own; not with you around to shoulder this burden.” 
 
    Udaa stared at him coldly, and then closed his eyes, nodding once. “This is true,” he said. “My life ended the moment you and your pirates landed here.” 
 
    Garnier smiled. “Inside the Bastion is an artifact, a sword. It is very valuable to the right people.” Garnier jabbed his thumb over his shoulder, towards the pillar of smoke that the Gunmaker’s passing had left. “I can no longer pierce these walls, commander; but you can.” 
 
    Udaa frowned. “A sword?” 
 
    “A straight-edged broadsword, the hilt bound with red leather, and the pommel shaped like the head of lion. Bring this to me, and I will take you with me when I leave.” 
 
    Udaa shook his head, but Garnier could see in his eyes that the offer tempted him. “If I leave, I will never see my people again,” the commander protested. “The Phoenix will see me as a twice-betrayer, and it will hunt me.” 
 
    Garnier shrugged. “This is a very large world, Commander Udaa. There are a great many places that the Phoenix cannot reach.” He stepped forward, putting on his finest winning smile, his tones gentle and encouraging. “Come now, why die for something that was not your fault?” 
 
    Udaa’s eyes burned into him for a few seconds, and then the commander’s face was lit up by a broad smile. “Thank you, pirate,” he said. “When I tell my superiors what you have told me, they will make my death a swift and honourable one.” 
 
    The commander had already turned around and started to walk back through the gate before Garnier realized what he had said.  
 
    He took a step forward, but Udaa, without even looking, raised a hand. “If you come any closer, my legionaries will shoot you. Leave now, pirate, and pray that when they find you, death takes you in battle. Such is the best you can hope for now.” 
 
    As the gates closed behind Udaa, Garnier turned, the world coming crashing down around him. He could not understand it. Why would a man choose a less painful death over life? Garnier had intended to keep his word, to keep Udaa alive. Why… 
 
    A chill went down his spine. He might never know why Udaa did what he did, but why was not important. What was important was that he had failed, and on a grander scale than he ever thought possible. He had not only failed to secure the sword, he had also told the Kurenni that he wanted it. He knew what would happen now. The Elder Council and the High Command would send someone to investigate what had happened here. Udaa would tell them that the pirates came for a sword. ‘What sword?’ they would ask, and he would tell them, ‘that priceless Kallandish relic over there.’ And then they would know who had sent Garnier here. 
 
    He broke into a run as he descended the hill. There was no immediate reason to do so, but he felt in that moment a great need to be far away from this place. Far away from any place. Very soon, everyone in the world would be looking for the man who started a war between Kurenn and Kalland. He didn’t know how much of a head start he needed, but… 
 
  
 
  


 
    Sigurd’s Fell 
 
      
 
      
 
    During the night, as the Kallandish army had settled in atop the ridge of Sigurd’s Fell, a thick fog had descended upon the hills. Now, even as the sun rose, that fog did not dissipate, shrouding the field and blocking out all but a glimmer of sunlight. The superstitious in both armies would likely be calling it an ill omen. The sun hidden from view, the morning after the moon had risen red? There would be more than a few entreaties to the One God and the Great Raven before the battle began. 
 
    Richard did not believe in omens, no matter what colour the moon had been, or how thick the fog. He did, however, believe that the weather could affect a battle. The fog was not a sign of doom, but it was something to take note of. The ground at Sigurd’s Fell was rocky and treacherous. It was dangerous for cavalry even at the best of times. With thick fog making it even harder to see, the decision had come from the royal tent to dismount all of the cavalry, and fold them into the battle lines. One advantage the Kallandish had held over Alexander’s army was gone already. There would be no lightning strikes upon his flank.  
 
    This had given the king’s commanders something of a start. There had been no consultation; no one, not even Tancred had been called to the royal tent. Sigismund had made his declaration, and that was it. No cavalry. 
 
    Richard stood a few dozen paces ahead of the ranks of Kallandish infantry, peering into the fog that shrouded everything north of his position. Somewhere beyond that hazy blanket was the Sverker army, waiting to strike. He thought he heard things from time to time; the clank of armour, a distant voice or moan of the horns, but that could just as easily have been the sounds of his own comrades reverberating back at him.  
 
    He knew that the left flank of the royal army was held by fierce Jon Temper, a Kalmar Islander with decades of experience battling the Sverkers on land and at sea. He knew that the right flank was commanded by Baron Helen Kerr of Kerr’s Gate, a veteran defender of the long and snaking northern border with the Angara Kingdoms. Richard knew these things, and yet he could not see more than fifty feet in either direction. Only the constant stream of messengers rushing back and forth reassured him that he and the soldiers of the central division were not alone.  
 
    At Richard’s back paced Eorwyd Gull, the young Earl of Kalgow, the commander of the Kallandish centre. Her springy movement was born of nervousness, and as she paced, she punched one gloved hand into the other, over and over again. Truth be told, the constant slap of leather was starting to irritate Richard, but he did understand Gull’s anxiety. Her high position derived simply from the size of the forces she had brought with her to Sverkermark, not from skill or experience; and unusually for someone in her situation, she was aware of that fact. Richard suspected that she had never before seen serious combat.  
 
    Gull had deferred to him ever since he and his huskarls arrived on the line the night before, and it seemed to reassure the rest of the division that their commander, while not a veteran, at least had good advice. Still, there were some things he could not change. Her pacing and muttering were not good for morale, but even if he had brought it up, she would have absently returned to her edgy behaviour minutes later. Everyone handled the waiting differently. 
 
    “I do not like this,” she said, halting her latest round of pacing at his side. “No horse on the flanks. All of this standing around, waiting for the Sverkers to charge us. This is their kind of fighting, not ours.” 
 
    He caught the sigh before it could be released. They had shared this same conversation four or five times already, enough times that his response felt like a mantra. “We have superior ground, and they have to slog up a steep slope to get at us. Any advantage they may have in numbers and experience is eroded by our position.”  
 
    It occurred to him as he said it that this time his tone may have been a little sharper than was necessary, and he turned to apologise. Gull had noticed the tone, but instead it was she who apologised, placing a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “I am sorry, Richard,” she said. “I appreciate your patience with me. I know that this is not the situation you wanted to be in today.” 
 
    He nodded in acknowledgement of those words. She took her hand away, crossing her arms in front of her chest and staring out into the fog. It was a better stance for a commander to take, though it was good that their soldiers could not see the earl’s face. She was as a pale as a sheet, and her dark green eyes hinted at a terror that lay bubbling just below the surface. He found himself having to look away from her. She looked nothing like Matilde, being far taller and plainer, with green eyes and red hair. But she was scarcely any older, and that look in her eyes was the same one he remembered seeing in Matilde’s, in the tunnels beneath Thorn. Here was yet another proud young Kallandishman hooked into fighting the king’s war, leading other young men and women to their deaths.  
 
    He shook his head ruefully. When had he become so old and grim in his way of thinking? 
 
    There was a scrape of metal from somewhere distant, and Gull flinched. “Great ancestors!” she hissed. Flashing him a glance, she managed a weak smile. “If I hear one more creak in that mist, I fear I shall piss myself.” 
 
    Richard smiled back. “My lord, if you do not end this battle with breeches full of piss and shit, then I would think there something wrong with you.” 
 
    Gull issued a short bark of laughter at that. They stood side-by-side in silence for what felt like an age, and then she turned to him again. “Lord Richard,” she said, speaking more formally than before. “Did you ever…kill someone? Before the war, I mean.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I was younger than you are now when I first joined the Household Company. You do not see much killing while guarding the Palace of Morcar. No,” he sighed, “my first kill came in my first battle, when we landed at Altheim.”  
 
    He could still remember it vividly. The guns of the transport fleet had smashed a breach in the city walls, and he had begged Astrid to let him lead the charge. Such was an unusual role for a Knight of the Household, but the queen had relented. He had almost reached the top of the breach when a fyrdman rushed him, screaming unintelligible war cries, flailing at him with a sword. Richard had caught the blade under his arm, the blow scratching uselessly against his silvered-steel plate. Blood had sprayed across his face as he opened the fyrdman’s throat, but he had not minded at the time. Unbeknownst to him, he was in the early stages of his very first battle-rage. He remembered little else of the fight from that point on.  
 
    “I have killed a man,” Gull said quietly. “A bandit. He raided the villages of several of my vassals, and I cut off his head when he was captured.” She frowned. “This will be different, will it not?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” He paused. “My lord, it is not necessary for you to fight at the front. There is no dishonour in commanding from the rear.”  
 
    Gull shook her head. “I know, but I think I will stay all the same. I brought these soldiers with me from home, they are sworn to my family. I…have a duty to them. Besides,” she added with a grin, “you have taken glory enough in this war, Richard. It is time to share.” 
 
    It was false joviality, but Richard took it as a good sign nonetheless. There was steel in their young commander after all. He turned away from the fog to survey the ranks behind him. Most were Gull’s Kalgow armsmen, in blue tabards like their earl, her white and grey sea bird on their chests. Her banners flew all along the line. Only at the very heart of the division was there some variety, a small knot of Richard’s huskarls standing beneath the new banner of Hohenfels, the black rose and sun of Beaufort on the yellow field of Kalte. The same device was now painted on the shields of his men, all thirty of them.  
 
    They may have been few in number, but Gull’s soldiers treated them with deference and awe. These were the warriors that captured Thorn and Hohenfels. They had seen more war in a few months than Gull’s armsmen had seen in their entire lives. When the fighting started, both Richard and the earl would stand here, amongst the legendary heroes.  
 
    Above everything fluttered the royal standard, the red tower on black, a golden crown hovering above its battlements. It was the king’s personal banner, though he of course was not with it. It raised morale by its very presence, but it would draw just as much hostility from the Sverkers, once the battle began. 
 
    Their formation was ten ranks deep, and longer than was visible in this fog. The first two ranks carried swords and axes, while the third bore long spears. The same arrangement carried back in the ranks, just in case the front were to be shattered during the fight. At this moment the ranks were loose, to allow the crossbowmen and archers that massed behind to move forward when the Sverkers were sighted. Once they fell back, the formation would close up behind them, forming a shield wall that they all hoped would be impenetrable. 
 
    Richard glanced at Gull. She was starting to slap her gloved hands together again. He searched his memory, trying to remember any details about her life from when he had been at court. “You are married, are you not?” he asked. “You have a child?” 
 
    She nodded. “A daughter. Her name is Wulffa. She is two years old.” 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder. It was painful, for his shield arm still carried the wound from the duel with Jory Selkirk, and Gull was a few inches taller than he. “Keep them in your mind,” he said, “your daughter and husband. They are what you are fighting for. Not for a banner, or a crown, a king or a queen, not for honour or glory. You are fighting so that you may see them again. Do not forget that.” 
 
    She flashed him another weak smile. “I will, Richard, I will. Is that what you are fighting for? Your new wife?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes,” he replied firmly.  
 
    “Richard!” came a cry from behind them, and they turned to see Grimbold approaching. The huskarl grinned wildly at them. “Messenger came by,” he said. “Baron Temper’s got movement in the fog. All divisions are to assume battle formation.” 
 
    Richard glanced to his left, as though his eyes could pierce the fog and see Jon Temper’s warriors readying for battle. Almost as Grimbold reported this news, they heard a distant whump, as Ralf Harclay’s newly enlarged artillery company began firing upon the Sverkers marching on Temper’s position. It would be blindfire, but blindfire with a cannon could still be deadly. He locked gazes with Gull, saw her push down the fear in her eyes, and drawing his sword, he offered her a knight’s salute. They both could feel the eyes of their soldiers upon them, and both knew that this gesture of respect from an experienced and renowned warrior to his young commander would give the men more faith in her. She favoured him with a smile of gratitude, and started to make her way back to the lines.  
 
    As soon as she was out of earshot, Richard caught Grimbold by the arm. “I want you to keep watch over the earl today,” he said. “Keep her alive.” 
 
    The huskarl frowned. “I promised your wife that I’d do that for you, what with the…” he pointed to Richard’s shield arm. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “There is pain now, but we both know that before long I will not feel it anymore. You cannot protect me when the berserkrgang is upon me, but you can protect Gull.” 
 
    Grimbold nodded slowly. “Whatever you say, Richard. Is this part of that honour thing?” 
 
    Richard smiled. “She believes in her duty and responsibility to her retainers. That kind of belief should be nurtured.” 
 
    “They won’t land a blow on her, you have my word.” They gripped arms briefly, and then returned to the lines, squeezing into position amongst the huskarls, flanking Earl Gull. She was standing straight-backed, seeming to draw strength from the fierce veteran soldiers around her, but still she flinched at every sound. Alexander’s army was out in that fog somewhere, moving towards them. Every soldier here would be envying Jon Temper’s division right now. For them, at least the waiting was over.  
 
    As he looked up and down the line, Richard could see hundreds of anxious young faces. They had not seen sunlight in many hours, and the fog cut them off from everyone but the warriors immediately at their side. For most this was their first battle, fighting under an equally inexperienced commander, facing a larger army. Most of them were from Kalgow or Northmarch, lands that had suffered Sverker raiding for a thousand years and more. They had grown up on stories of the fierce and deadly warriors from across the Shield Sea. Fighting the Sverkers on an open field in full sunlight would be terrifying enough. But here in the mist, standing still on this ridge, waiting for their fury to fall… 
 
    Only Richard and his huskarls had faced the enemy before, and though that must have been reassuring, there was only so much reassurance that so few men could provide. But sometimes, he thought, you only need a little of something to get by. 
 
    “Grimbold,” he said, not moving his eyes from the fog. “My wife once told me a story about an ancestor of hers. I should like to hear it again. It speaks to this situation, I believe.” 
 
    He heard the huskarl’s approving grunt. “You’re not wrong there, chief.”   
 
    Grimbold began to sing. His voice would never be welcomed at the royal court in Kalrond, but it was sufficient for the loud and violent songs of his homeland. Soon the other huskarls began to join in, adding their voices to Grimbold’s. Then the crashing started, as the huskarls struck their shields with swords and axes; not at a fast pace, but with a slow, rhythmic beat, like the oar-drum of a dragonboat. It was doubtful that there were more than a handful of armsmen among the earl’s command who could understand what was being said, but they did not need to understand to be moved by it. Sverker songs were not complex. They were meant to rouse the blood, not stir the soul.  
 
    He felt Gull’s hand on his arm, turned to see a look of confusion on her young face. “What are they singing?” she asked. “Why are they hitting their shields?” 
 
    Richard smiled. “It is the tale of an ancient Sverker hero. Like us, he was outnumbered, but he held his nerve, he stood his ground, and he prevailed. They strike their shields to tell the enemy that we are here, that we are not afraid of them, that we will hold this ground against them until either we are dead, or they are.”  
 
    He marked it strange how these things turn out. The first time he was told this tale it was by a prisoner, and he had scoffed at the Wolf Lords and the magic ravens. Now the woman who told it to him was his wife, and he understood what the story was really about.  
 
    He added his sword and shield to the clamour. Every blow against his injured shield arm felt as though it opened a new wound, but when he heard the first shields being struck further down the line, he knew the pain was worthwhile. The armsmen did not understand, but they saw the huskarls singing and declaring their defiance, and they joined in. One or two at first, and then entire rows, and then ranks, and then it was everyone, even Gull herself pounding her shield with her blade, and for all Richard knew the message was spreading all the way down to the flanks.  
 
    The answering call came swift, the low moan of horns from within the fog, but the huskarls did not stop striking their shields, and neither did anyone else. 
 
    “Archers to the front!” Gull screamed, her face flushed, and the bowmen pattered down through the gaps between the ranks. The crossbowmen took up position at the lip of the ridge, while those with longbows held back. The captain of the archers glanced back at the earl, and Richard felt a brief pang of loss. It could have been Matilde standing there, waiting for the order. 
 
    Gull nodded, and the captain turned back to his charges. “Loose!” he screamed, and with a whistle the archers launched their first deadly volley. The crossbowmen fired straight down from the ridge. They could not see their enemy, but they knew the Sverkers were in front of them, and so they were unlikely to miss. The longbowmen arced their missiles over, to land amongst the middle and rear ranks of the approaching Sverkers. Screams could be heard even over the sound of shields and swords pounding, as that first volley of arrows made their mark upon flesh. Alexander’s men were close, and that meant he had already passed the point of utilizing his own bowmen. It was a crucial mistake. 
 
    The whump of cannon sounded from behind their own lines, and the shot screamed past, disappearing into the fog, raising even more screams as the ball careened into the hidden mass of the enemy. A second volley of arrows was fired, and then a third, and then the captain of the archers raised his hand and screamed. “Fall back!” Three volleys was less than Richard had hoped for, but it was better that the bowmen fall back now, than have them hold position too long and see the entire division overrun.  
 
    The archers scuttled past, and when the last was clear, Gull screamed again, with more confidence in her voice. “Close ranks!” 
 
    The armsmen and huskarls closed up at her order, locking shields together. The broad shields of the Kallandish and the round ones used by the Sverkers did not make for a perfect fit, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    Richard grimaced as he lifted the weight of his own. Gull must have seen his expression, for she remarked to him calmly. “Richard, you do not necessarily have to stand at the front either.” 
 
    He chuckled grimly. “I will leave the shield wall when you do, my lord.” 
 
    The sounds of the approaching Sverker army could now be heard clearly through the fog. Sound seemed to echo around Sigurd’s Fell as though it were a tunnel, so it was impossible to determine exactly how close the enemy were. But they were close enough that the shouting of orders could be heard, the tramp of booted feet against the ground, the scratch and clank of armour and weapons, the screams as cannon shot landed amongst them. 
 
    Then the first hazy figures stepped from the mist, marching in ranks, their banners fluttering above their heads. Warriors of the Sverker fyrd, clad in leather armour, carrying swords and axes and spears. There was no unity of equipment among them; they carried what they owned, with little consideration for formation or tactics. All they had in abundance was rage; anger at this invasion of their country, loyalty to their chosen king. The marched towards the slope, driven by the moaning of their great war horns, by the exhortations of their officers.  
 
    The Sverkers halted a dozen paces from the slope. The flanks of their line disappeared into the haze as much as the Kallandish lines did. “Steady!” Richard yelled, hearing his words carried along the line by the officers and veterans. He glanced at Gull, standing on his left, her face pale but her jaw set firmly. “May your ancestors accept you, my lord,” he said, and she gave him the slightest of nods. 
 
    “And you, Richard,” she replied. 
 
    The Sverker horns moaned once again, and with an unearthly roar the tide of fyrdmen was moving, charging full pelt up the slope. Richard readied his sword, willing his shield arm to ignore the pain. He saw a flash of steel from his left, and a fyrdman near the lip of the ridge fell, an axe imbedded in his chest.  
 
    The dead man knocked several of his comrades down as he went, but it could not halt the rush. Steep as the ridge was, they had committed to this charge. They surged over the lip, screaming their war cries, and still the Kallandish held, feet firmly planted to the ground, shields ready to meet the foe. Then suddenly the distance between the two lines was gone, and the fyrdmen smashed into the Kallandish shield wall. 
 
    The impact against his shield was one of the most painful things Richard had ever felt, but he did not have time to feel it for long. A fyrdman was screaming in his face, pressed against him by the weight of the men behind, flailing his axe around like a madman. Richard’s descending sword bit into the man’s chest, and the spittle flying from his mouth became a bloody foam. He kicked the corpse back, only for it to be pushed forward by the press of men behind. An axe sang past on his left and he took it on his shield. There was hot wetness at his shoulder, his wound having reopened under the pressure, and he had someone else’s blood on his face. A spear from the third rank behind him whistled past his head, striking a fyrdman full in the chest. The Sverker dropped his weapons, screaming in agony, and Richard cut down what was left of him. 
 
    The sounds of battle were tremendous, the loudest he had ever heard; screams, the clash of swords and axes and shields, and the thunderous refrain of Harclay’s guns that still fired blindly into the mist. In every free second he had, he glanced to his left, to ensure that Grimbold and Earl Gull were still alive. The young noblewoman had blood on her face; but it was not hers, and that was all that mattered. She fought methodically, using her broad shield to block every blow, and then darting from behind with her sword.  
 
    Every man Richard killed was replaced by another, and then another, a screaming mad stream of Sverkers intent on killing him. He cut them all down. The huskarl on his right, an older fellow named Thordan, fell back with an axe in his face. Richard severed his killer’s arm with a single downward blow, while the armsman in the second rank stepped forward to take the huskarl’s place.  
 
    It was difficult to stand here in one spot while men rushed at him. He was certain Gull and the other Kallandishmen were feeling the same frustration. This was not how they had learned to fight. In the Circle, they fought with speed and flexibility. Maneuver was as much a part of their doctrine of defense as shield and parry. Massed ranks were a part of Kallandish warfare, but only to hold enemy divisions in place, ready to be crushed by the cavalry. This stubborn, defensive fighting was the Sverker way, and it was ironic that on this day, the traditional roles were reversed. Only time would tell which side had proven most effective at the other’s tactics. 
 
    For now, as far as Richard could tell, the line was holding. The fyrdmen fought with great courage and ferocity, but little discipline. The Sverker militia had been sent into the battle to wound the Kallandish line, so that when Alexander’s huskarls were sent up, the shield wall would break. Whether they knew that they had been sent to die was unclear, but they fought with an insane fury that hinted at desperate knowledge. 
 
    Time passed, though Richard could not tell how much. He met blows upon his shield, and cut men down with his sword. He guarded the flanks of those at his side. He was not aware of anything beyond the small section of the line around him; Gull and Grimbold on his left, the huskarls and armsmen on the right and at his back. Through it all, he kept one thing in his mind. Melara. He had made a promise; he had to live. He had to protect her. 
 
    And then the fyrdmen were breaking away, the war horns moaning from somewhere distant, calling for retreat. Like many among the Kallandish, Richard stepped forward, shaking his sword at the fleeing Sverkers, but no pursuit was ordered. He did not have to take a look to know that this was being repeated up and down the line. The Sverkers were falling back, leaving hundreds of their dead atop the ridge at Sigurd’s Fell. A ragged cheer rang out across the Kallandish lines, but most knew better than to waste energy on excessive celebrations. 
 
    Richard nodded to the armsman at his right flank. “Spread the word,” he ordered. “We need to push some of these bodies down the slope. It might impede their next charge.” 
 
    The soldier nodded his assent, and soon armsmen were darting from the ranks, dragging the corpses of Sverker fyrdmen, and tossing them down the ridge. Their own dead and wounded were being pulled back behind the formation, while gaps in the ranks were filled by the reserves. The Kallandish had not taken anywhere near as many losses as the Sverkers, but then Alexander had the numbers to lose.  
 
    Gull touched Richard lightly on his unwounded shoulder. She was as bloody as the rest of them, but looked to be clear of anything but minor scrapes. Grimbold had kept his promise, and held her flank well. From the wildness of her eyes and the flush of her face, he could see that she was caught up in the excitement of combat. “How long before they come back?” she asked. 
 
    “They will return soon,” he replied, “very soon. They have to keep pressing at us, else we will not weaken. All we have to do is stand still,” he chuckled grimly, “they are the ones who have to run around.” 
 
    She gave a giggle that bordered on the hysterical and rapped his shoulder, turning to consult with some of her other officers. Richard moved away from the ranks, heading to the ridgeline. The fog was beginning to fade. He could now see more of the ground below the ridge, could see the bodies of the Sverkers killed by the archery barrage when the battle started. By the time the sun reached its zenith, he was certain that the air would be clear. Whether the battle would still be raging at that time was another matter entirely. 
 
    “Richard!” Gull called. “Messenger.” 
 
    He walked to her side, rubbing at his shoulder. A puffed-out armsman in the royal black-and-red was now standing at the heart of Gull’s knot of officers. The man nodded as Richard arrived, obviously recognizing him.  
 
    “What news, messenger?” Gull demanded. The armsman grimaced. 
 
    “Baron Temper is dead,” he said, drawing curses from the officers. “The left flank was struck very hard indeed, and the king was forced to release the Count of Harlsborg’s division from the reserves to hold it. He has since released the Duke of Malybridge’s division as well.” 
 
    “What about the right flank?” Richard asked. 
 
    The messenger shrugged. “They saw limited combat, my lord. Baron Kerr reports that the men who reached her line seemed surprised by her presence there. The duke suspects that the enemy became turned around in the fog, mistakenly took the left flank for the centre, and concentrated their assault on that position.” 
 
    Richard and Gull exchanged glances. “Meaning that they will realise their mistake, and hit us hard in the next wave?” the earl asked. The messenger shrugged. 
 
    “The duke believes that it is just as likely the Sverkers will continue their attack against the left flank, given its weakness.” He stood up straight, and saluted Gull. “Queen Astrid’s division will stand in reserve, ready to respond to either of these possibilities. Orders from the king are for all divisions on the line to hold position and resist the enemy. Good day, my lords.” 
 
    And with that he was gone, rushing off to the right, no doubt headed to inform Helen Kerr of the king’s command. Gull took off her helm, running a bloody hand through her matted red hair. “So that was a light attack?” she asked, looking chastened. Richard raised an eyebrow, grinning. 
 
    “Apparently so,” he replied. 
 
    Gull sighed. “Hold position and resist the enemy,” she repeated. “I expected much more…complex orders.” 
 
    Richard shook his head, taking a cup of water from an armsman wandering around with bucket and ladle. “Trust me, my lord, simple orders are what you want.” 
 
    The horns moaned again from beyond the mist, and Richard tossed the half-drained cup aside. “Stand ready!” he roared, drawing his sword once again. “Back in formation!” 
 
    This time the Sverkers were coming fast, and there was no time to send out the crossbows. Gull called for the longbowmen, however, and they were loosing shafts over the heads of their fellows within seconds. By the time the arrows fell the Svekers were already visible, hurtling across the broken ground and bloodied bodies below. It was a different force this time, fyrdmen stiffened by a huskarl backbone, and they moved in a similar formation to that the Kallandish stood in, swords and axes at the fore with spears behind. Richard heard a whistle from ahead and reacted quickly, throwing his shield up above his head, feeling the flesh of his shoulder ripping underneath his armour.  
 
    “Shields!” he screamed, just as the deadly rain began to pour. The Sverker archers had been muzzled before, but not this time. This time, they needed to soften the Kallandish up for their warriors. 
 
    Shafts fell all around, and he heard the screams as some of them found their targets. One thunked into Gull’s shield, pushing through the wood, the head only inches from her eye. Another glanced from Richard’s shield and bounced away behind him. The Kallandish archers launched their answering volleys, death raining down amongst the approaching Sverkers. The only good thing about the enemy’s speed was that their bowmen could fire fewer volleys before the infantry moved in too close. When the fyrd began to move up the slope, Richard pulled his shield down into the defensive position and shouted for the rest to do the same. A few seconds later the Sverkers hit them, and the bloody chaos started all over again. 
 
    A knot of Sverker huskarls struck at Richard’s position, and it was clear from the way they fought that this would be harder than crushing the fyrdmen that had preceded them. They wore scale armour and helmets, and they did not hurl themselves at the Kallandish line with abandon. Instead they stood against it, their swordsmen working to keep the warriors in the front rank of the shield wall busy, while the spears in the rear ranks sought the throats and faces of Kallandish defenders. They were two shield walls brushing up against one other, and Richard knew that this was not to the advantage of the Kallandish. 
 
    The opponent in front of him was a lanky huskarl, who had discarded his shield in favour of a second axe. He swung both with considerable skill, and Richard quickly found himself locked into a fierce duel, made all the more difficult by his inability to move beyond the confines of the shield wall. One axe he could parry with his sword, but that left the other free to pound away at his shield, and the huskarl must have seen the pain this caused, for he kept hammering away at it. It was all Richard could do just to meet these blows, never mind trying to cut at the man behind them. This deadly dance of theirs went on with no sign of respite, and Richard knew that before long the pain in his arm would be too great, and then the huskarl would have him. 
 
    A spear from the third rank of the Kallandish line suddenly jabbed past Richard’s head, and the axeman was forced to meet it. His weapon chopped through the shaft easily, but it was the opening that Richard needed. He put all of his strength into a wild and desperate thrust at the huskarl’s torso. It was a potentially foolish maneuver, for the blade could just as easily slide off the man’s scale armour than sink in, but apparently luck was with the Baron of Hohenfels today. The blow dug in under the huskarl’s armpit, and he collapsed to his knees, choking on his own blood. Richard finished him with a swift stroke to the neck. He did not have time to thank the unknown spearman who had given him this opportunity, for the next man in the Sverker line was upon him with sword and shield, and another dance of death began. 
 
    Blows trading back and forth, Richard held his ground for what felt like hours. Dimly he was aware that the fog-shrouded sky was clearing, that real light was shining down upon them, but this was not something he could care about. The Sverker huskarls were pressing hard, and fatigue and pain were beginning to slow him down.  
 
    He heard a yell from his left, and saw Eorwyd Gull go down, her legs swept out from under her by the kick of the huskarl she had been battling. The Sverker stood over her, his axe raised to deliver a killing blow. Grimbold was caught in his own fight. So was Richard, dueling with a sword-wielding fyrdmen, but he was not about to see another young Kallandishman with ideals of honour fall to the Sverkers. He twisted to avoid the blow of his own opponent, and then leaned across him, thrusting his sword into the chest of the warrior attacking Earl Gull.  
 
    He felt the satisfying slide of the blade sinking in deep, but a sharp pain almost immediately followed this, as something bit into his own armour. His defense of the earl had left him open, and his opponent had tried to stab him in the side. Bellowing with pain, he pulled back, only to take a shield to the face for his troubles. The impact broke his nose, but it did not knock him to the floor. Somehow he managed to keep his feet, to hold his ground. His world was one of pain now, as he faced the grinning fyrdman who had wounded him, but even as he stared into his opponent’s face, he felt that pain fading.  
 
    For a moment he wondered if he was dying. But he knew that the wound was not that serious. This was something else. As he looked into the fyrdman’ face, as he felt the anger rising within him, he realised what was happening. He had done all he could to hold it off, to fulfill his oath. But oaths meant nothing to him anymore. The faces of Gull, Grimbold, Melara, and even Matilde no longer meant anything to him. The only face that was important was the grinning visage in front of him. 
 
    He slammed his shield into that face, wiping the smile from it forever. The sharp tugs that other men felt as pain, he ignored. Reeling from the blow, the huskarl never saw the second strike, the one that disemboweled him. Richard stepped over the quivering meat and opened the throat of the man behind. Never before had there been so many to kill, he almost did not know in which direction to turn, who to deliver the gift of death to next. He decided to give it to all of them. He swung his sword in a wide arc, slicing into the skull of another man, the shoulder of his companion. As always, there were voices calling from behind, calling his name, and as always he ignored them. The voices should have known better by now than to try to stop him.  
 
    He was soon surrounded, but this only made him angrier, and faster. His sword darted around, streaming blood. He discarded the shield, for it served him no purpose any more, and picked up another sword from amongst the piles of meat on the ground. He laughed at the joy of being able to fight so many. A warrior with a spear stepped into his path; he severed the man’s head with both blades. Someone punched him in the face with the pommel of their sword, knocking his already loose helmet from his head. He laughed, and cut off the hand that struck him, thrusting the other sword deep into the warrior’s groin. It stuck there, irritatingly, but there was hardly a dearth of swords on the ground. There were one or two more impacts against him; one on the leg, one on the arm, but they meant nothing. The enemy did not understand that they could not hurt him. They learned quickly enough that he could hurt them, though. 
 
    Suddenly they were fleeing down the bloody slope, and he was after them. The cowards would not escape him today. Out of the corners of his eyes he saw other figures running alongside him; the red woman, the short hairy man, others dressed like them, but he paid them no heed. They were not his enemy so long as they stayed out of his way. Beyond the fleeing meat, atop the next hill, he saw many more foes, so many more that he almost wept for joy. This was surely the greatest day of his life. 
 
    Arrows fell amongst those running with him, and one even grazed his shoulder, but this only gave him the burst of anger he needed to cover the distance. He collided with the rearmost of the cowards a few seconds later, and with their backs turned they died in droves. His twin swords cut down a dozen before they even realized that they were pursued. Not that the realization did them any good, but he did enjoy watching the looks on the faces of men as they died.  
 
    It did not take long for them to break again, but each time that they fell back they brought him closer to the next group, closer to the ones standing on the hill. He fought with savage urgency, because he could see that the distant foes were breaking already. The cowards were fleeing without even meeting him in battle. He was not going to stand for that. 
 
    A few more deaths and they were running again, and this time he was clever about his pursuit. He ran fast enough that they would keep running, but not so fast that they would stop and fight him. This carried them straight into their lines upon the hill, into the fresh meat that was ready for him to butcher. These new foes were different, he could see that plainly. Their scale armour was lined with gold, and they stood around a giant banner, a diamond upon it. At their heart was a young man wearing silver plate, with a raven helmet on his head. Richard knew his face from somewhere, and took an instant dislike to it. Killing Raven-helm was his purpose now. 
 
    The men in the gold armour met him fiercely, but their courage served them no better than cowardice had served their fellows. Their armour was shiny but his swords cut through it with no less ease. Their weapons still could not hurt him. He laughed in their faces as he slaughtered them, and their expressions of defiance soon became shock, and then fear.  
 
    Almost without warning, he was through the line of golden meat, and Raven-helm was rushing at him, a pretty-looking sword in his hand. He was roaring war-cries, ancient battle curses in his own tongue, but if swords could not kill Richard, he was certain that words would not either. He took Raven-helm’s opening blow on his left sword, and punched the young man in the face, knocking him down to the ground. The meat holding the diamond banner dropped it, and rushed to Raven-helm’s aid, which was the only reason Richard’s next blow did not kill the young warrior. Instead it cleaved through the banner-man’s skull, and the sword stuck there.  
 
    Raven-helm lay stunned, his nose bloodied, and Richard raised his other sword to deliver the final blow. Before he did so, he had an amusing thought. He grabbed the fallen standard and stood over Raven-helm, lining up the sharpened end of the banner-pole carefully. Raven-helm looked up at him, terror in his eyes.  
 
    The boy’s mouth moved. Like most language that was not of battle, it took concentration for Richard to understand it. “Please…I am the king!” 
 
    Richard smiled. His tongue and lips moved, forming words, a process so difficult that it was almost pointless, but in the end it was worth the look of horror in the young man’s eyes. 
 
    “You were the king,” he said, and thrust the standard down into Raven-helm’s chest. Blood fountained from the boy’s mouth, some splashing onto Richard’s face. He was unsurprised to note that the blood of a king looked and felt no different to that of the other meat. 
 
    The rest of Raven-helm’s golden warriors circled beyond him, and he screamed his defiance at them. The day was far from over. 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    The soft touch of water on his cheek woke Richard from a daze. He flinched, and almost screamed at the pain such a movement caused. Every part of him ached, worse than ever before. He blinked back the pain, looking around. The last thing he remembered clearly was standing on the ridge, and he was still there, albeit sitting. It looked a little different now. The fog had risen entirely, and for the first time he could see the hills of Sigurd’s Fell. Corpses lay in every direction, and at first he felt sudden horror. Had they been defeated? But though there was no shield wall, there were plenty of men and women marching around, and they wore Kallandish steel, not Sverker scale. 
 
    The water splashed at his face again. He could see that it came from the hands of Melara. His young wife was crouched next to him with a bucket of water. Her eyes were red, but she seemed unharmed, and unfazed by the death that surrounded them. Judging from the colour of the rag she wiped with, and the water she dipped it into, she had been washing the blood from his face for quite some time.  
 
    Richard reached out to touch her shoulder, but saw that his hand was covered in blood as well, and lowered it. “What happened?” he asked, finding his throat raw. She answered without meeting his eyes, her tones and expression unreadable. 
 
    “The battle is over, for the most part,” she said. “Grimbold and the noblewoman with the seabird crest are out there,” she pointed to the northern hills, “hunting for survivors.” 
 
    He smiled, despite the pain. Grimbold and Gull were alive, that was good news. Flashes of what happened during the battle came to him. “I…charged?” he asked, and Melara nodded. 
 
    “When Alexander’s men fled, you went after them, and the soldiers of your division followed.” She waved her hands to the left and right. “The warriors on the flanks saw the royal banner going forward, and they charged as well. Alexander’s fyrdmen panicked at the sight of this, and they ran, taking his advantage in numbers with them.” She gave a bitter little laugh. “Only his huskarls stood, and they were too few by far.” 
 
    He remembered a young man with Astrid’s face, wearing a helmet shaped like a raven’s head. He remembered the young man’s death, and felt his stomach turn. “I killed Alexander,” he said, watching carefully for her reaction. “I am…sorry, for that.” 
 
    Melara nodded, and met his eyes for the first time. She actually smiled, which made him feel even guiltier. It sickened him that their lives had to be so entwined, but there was nothing he could do about that.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he repeated, lowering his own eyes. His hands were bloody, in more ways than one. 
 
    Then Melara’s soft hands were gripping his own, firmly. He looked up, looked into eyes that were the very mirror of Astrid’s, and yet so different.  
 
    “I have shed all the tears I ever will for my father, for my cousin, and for the life I would have had if they had lived,” she said firmly. “This is the life that has been given us. It is not the life that either of us wanted, but it is the life we have.” She smiled a crooked smile. “We owe it to those who have died to live it well. Do not be sorry, Richard. We are alive, and that is enough.” 
 
    She met Richard’s gaze with unflinching strength. A smile crept slowly onto his lips, and he squeezed her hands back. “As you say,” he said. “The life we have.”  
 
    Melara went back to cleaning the blood from his face, and he took up a spare cloth and started washing his hands. He had not known what to expect of her, once the battle ended, but this was better than he could have hoped for. Something good had come of this field of death after all. He allowed himself a small nod of satisfaction. He was alive, and so was she. They were alive, and that was enough. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Loyalty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nessa had taken the opportunity that sanctuary provided to get some sleep, but despite her own fatigue, Anneka could not. She sat alongside her beloved for a time, watching her as she slept, but as the hours dragged on, she became restless. She felt the strongest urge to be outside, in the free air.  
 
    Back at the palace, she would have gone down to the gardens, sat in the Glade. That was how all of this had started for her, with a conversation in the gardens. But though she had spoken that night with Adele Wyvernslayer, Robert had been the true author. She might never know how many of her conversations over the last few months had originally sprang from her cousin’s diseased mind. 
 
    And now, of course, she could not go outside. Robert and his band were still waiting somewhere beyond the temple walls. There had been no sign of his threatened reinforcements for several hours, but that did not make the danger they posed any less real. She was trapped here in the temple, and the fact that she was not alone was by no means reassuring.  
 
    She kissed Nessa lightly on the cheek, eliciting a soft grunt and a sigh, and rose to her feet. It was quiet in the temple, with most of the other defenders taking an opportunity to rest as well. A few of the archers remained on watch. Domnall was with them, though from where Anneka stood, it looked as though her cousin had fallen asleep sitting on the bench, his borrowed sword resting between his knees.  
 
    She smiled fondly at him. There was a man she could trust, a true kinsman. There seemed to be few enough people on that list. If they managed to escape Robert’s treachery, life at the palace would never be the same again.  
 
    How many of the others could she trust, truly? Domnall and Nessa for certain, her secretary Lionel Benfrey as well. Tannerus would never hurt Nessa, which made Anneka sure of his loyalties. But who else? How many of the privy councillors had worked with Robert, even unwittingly? Vanamir and Adele had been stalwart in Cale’s defense, but denying that Cale was a traitor was not the same as being free of Robert’s treasons themselves.  
 
    Her thoughts went to the Lord Chancellor then, locked away in Balian’s Tower at the mercy of John Gallen. The High Constable might not be Robert’s creature, but the man had a lot to answer for. 
 
    Anneka wandered across the stone floor of the temple, and sat down in front of the dais, on one of the wooden benches, hugging herself. She was cold, though the room was not chilly; it was a lack of warmth within her. Gallen was not the only one who had things to answer for. 
 
    She looked up at the statues standing at the heart of the temple. Three men and three women, the Eternal Circle on their back. They barely resembled the fine marbles of the Temple of the One in Kalrond. These statues were rough, hand-carved from wood. Somehow that simplicity made them seem more significant to Anneka’s eyes. Someone in this village had carved the statues themselves, with their own hands. The figures were faceless as always, but she felt as though they were watching her, judging her. Part of her scoffed at the very idea, but another part, a deeper part, nodded. Should there not be someone to judge her? 
 
    Of all the things that Robert had said when he captured them, it was his criticism of her family’s rule that had struck her the hardest. He was a traitor, and he practically repeated the words of the heretics, but that did not mean those words were any less truthful. What had anyone since her grandfather done to deserve their high position? Anneka was only here in this temple now because she was selfish. Instead of staying in Kalrond and protecting Rybeck Cale, she had fled here with her lover, to lose herself in pleasure while an innocent man was tortured. Did she really deserve any better than what Robert had planned for her? 
 
    “They have names, you know.” 
 
    Anneka turned to see Gyda approach the bench, making the sign of the circle on her chest before sitting down. “Names?” she asked. 
 
    The older woman nodded to the statues. “They have names. Duty and Faith, Courage and Fortitude, Love and Loyalty. Virtues to live by.” 
 
    Anneka examined the statues, three men and three women, identical and faceless. There was no way of telling them apart that she could see. “Which are which?” she asked. 
 
    Gyda shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They’re who you need them to be. Virtue exists equally in them, as it does in us.” 
 
    Anneka grunted. “Those are almost the same virtues that I was taught were at the heart of being a good knight, and a good lord.” 
 
    “You sound surprised, Your Grace.” 
 
    She glanced at the older woman, expecting to see some sarcasm in her face, but instead there was a gentle expression, honest and open. Anneka looked away, fixing her eyes on the statues as she spoke. “I was also taught that people of your faith and those of us who do not share it have nothing in common.” 
 
    “And do you believe that, Your Grace?” There was no anger in Gyda’s voice, just curiosity.  
 
    Anneka thought about it seriously. She had always believed it to be true; she had never been given a reason not to believe it. She had been told that the allegiance of the faithful to their Temple weakened their allegiance to her family. She had been told that they hated her because she did not share their faith. When it was discovered that she was a mage, she had been told that they would hate her for that as well. But now she sat here, surrounded by them, protected by them, while a man of her own blood sought to murder her. “I used to,” she admitted, “but now I am not so certain.” 
 
    Gyda sighed. “Before I settled down here with Aelle, before I had my boy, I lived as a way-trader…a peddler. I’ve been all across Kalland, from the ‘March to the ‘Marsh, and I’ve met all manner of folk.” She chuckled good-naturedly. “The way the nobles talk about it, you’d think this country was at war with itself, but I never seen that, not outside of the cities, anyway. City folk are different. Angrier. You know that better than anyone, Your Grace.” 
 
    Anneka turned to meet Gyda’s eyes, and the older woman nodded, smiling slightly. “I can see why you might have believed what you did,” Gyda said, “and why the people that told you that did so. That’s the way of things in the cities.” She shook her head. “But not out here. I’ve known many people, men and women of faith, men and women without, and I count both as friends. I married one, after all.” 
 
    Anneka blinked, surprised. “Aelle is not of your faith?” she asked. Gyda laughed, smiling affectionately across the room to where her husband lay snoring.  
 
    “Him? The only thing that man believes in is the price of lumber, and on a bad market day, not even that. Father Speaker built this temple five years ago, and this is the first time Aelle’s even been inside.” She smiled at Anneka. “He may not love God, but he loves me, and he loves our son. He’s got a good heart. That’s all anyone can ask for. Like you said, Your Grace, our virtues are the same. We’re all looking for the same things in each other, and in ourselves.” She regarded Anneka critically. “I’ve seen you, Your Grace; here, and at the big temple in Kalrond. You’re a good person, as good as any I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head, feeling her eyes moisten. “I am not a good person,” she said. “How can I be, if my own cousin would try and kill me for the things I have done?” 
 
    Gyda sighed softly, and then Anneka felt a hand drop gently onto her shoulder. She almost started to cry then, at that gesture of kindness. She wanted to shout at the woman. I have done nothing to deserve loyalty, or kindness! 
 
    “Your Grace,” Gyda began, “he’s the one who’s evil, not you. You can’t think that he’s right, that you deserve this.” 
 
    “But he was right!” Anneka retorted. “About so many things. All…all we have ever done is sit in our palace…” 
 
    “I’d be the first to admit,” Gyda said, interrupting soothingly, “that the Tower hasn’t always been what we wanted it to be. Do I want a Crown that shares my faith? Yes, of course I do.” She laughed. “I also want to be a dozen years younger, my husband the same, but I’m not going to get that, am I?” Anneka managed a weak smile in response. “The Red Tower is the Crown we’ve got,” Gyda said, “and you’re better than any of the others. Your snake of a cousin, that bastard Alfredsson…” She shook her head. “I’ve met folk who told me that he allows his barons to burn temples if the clerics don’t pay him not to.” 
 
    Anneka stared at her in shock. “I…I have not heard that.” She looked away, feeling stupid. “There are a great many things I do not hear.” 
 
    Gyda shrugged. “Probably not. That’s all a part of being a regent, I suppose. You can’t hear everything; otherwise you’d never get anything done.” 
 
    “My advisors…” Anneka began, and then stopped, shaking her head. “No. I will not blame them, not entirely. The truth is that if I cared to find things out, I could do so easily. I have always chosen to remain ignorant, whether I was aware that I made a choice or not. That is my failing.” She smiled mirthlessly. “One of them, anyway.” 
 
    Gyda grinned at her. “Knowing that you’ve got failings, knowing that you’ve made mistakes, that’s how you start to learn from them, how you stop making them. The first mistake you’ve got to stop making, Your Grace, is blaming yourself for what has happened here. This is all the work of one man, one mad, evil man.” She paused. “Do you know how I know that you’re a good person, Your Grace?”  
 
    Anneka shook her head. Gyda pointed over to where Nessa still slept. “Because I can see that your woman is a good person,” she said. “First words she ever spoke to us were to ask whether our boy would be alright. Not if she would, but if he would. And it’s clear how much that girl loves you. How could someone like her love you that much, if you weren’t good yourself?” 
 
    Anneka smiled, and even managed to laugh. Perhaps it was self-deceptive, but something in what Gyda said rang true. “I do not deserve her,” she said. 
 
    Gyda laughed. “Probably not, Your Grace, but I don’t think that’s going to stop her.”  
 
    Anneka laughed with her, longer than before, and by the time she stopped, the world seemed just a little bit better and brighter. She smiled warmly at Gyda, a stranger, a simple woodcutter, who had managed to advise her better in a few minutes than any of the great men and women of the Privy Council had in months. More than that, in fact; she had put her life, and the lives of her neighbours and family, on the line next to Anneka's own. 
 
    “Thank you, Gyda,” she said. “For your words, and for everything else you and your people have done. I do not deserve that either.” 
 
    Gyda shrugged. “We have done nothing but our duty, Your Grace. Duty and Loyalty, just like I said. I don’t know if you meant it when you called us ‘true Kallandishmen’, but you should know that we are. Men of faith, men without faith, Kalland’s our country, and you’re a member of our royal house, and that’s enough for us. Them that say we’re your enemies…the nobles, and the merchants, and the city folk…they just aren’t listening to what we have to say. They don’t see us. If they just did that…” Gyda threw her arms up in the air in frustration. “We aren’t no one’s enemy,” she said gloomily. 
 
    Anneka realized then that the older woman was right. She remembered what Rybeck Cale had said, the day Nessa was injured. They need not be enemies, if they would just listen to one another, once in a while. She smiled at Gyda. “I’m here,” she said. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Gyda stared at her in surprise. “Your Grace,” she said with a dismissive wave, “you don’t want to hear me prattle on any longer. Whatever troubles we might have here in…” 
 
    “I have dragged you into my troubles; the least I can do is hear yours,” Anneka replied. “Tell me about Cuttershaw, and your family.” 
 
      
 
    *       *      * 
 
      
 
    When Nessa awoke, light was streaming in through the open windows. For a moment she smiled, enjoying the fresh sunlight and the aftereffects of rest, but one glance around reminded her of where she was, and why. They were still in the temple, and that meant that Robert still had them trapped. 
 
    She sighed. For a moment there, she had thought that it had all been a dream, that she had just awakened in their room in Bryth Anner, and that none of it had ever really happened. But a good night’s sleep in a safe place could not erase the horrors of the night before.  
 
    “Did you sleep well?”  
 
    Anneka’s voice came from behind her, and Nessa turned to see her lover sat on a bench just behind her makeshift bed. She looked exhausted, her eyes dark and sunken, her skin pale, but as she sat there, her golden hair shining in the sunlight, she had never looked more beautiful. The very sight of her made Nessa’s heart ache and race at the same time.  
 
    Nessa rose from the blanket and went to her, sitting at her side and kissing her on the lips. She held Anneka’s face between her hands, gazing deep into her eyes, and sighed. “There is no need for me to ask whether you slept well, my love.” 
 
    Anneka grinned, putting her hands over Nessa’s own. “I did not need sleep.” 
 
    Nessa laughed, kissing her on the nose. “You are a terrible liar, Anneka.” 
 
    The other girl shook her head. “I am tired, yes, but the kind of respite I needed could not be found under a blanket.” She released Nessa’s hands, gesturing to the room around them. “I have been talking with these people.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. “They are good people,” she said. “They have risked much to stand with us.” 
 
    “They have,” Anneka replied. “And they are good people.” She pointed to an old man standing watch at the window. “You see that fellow there?”  
 
    Nessa nodded. He had been standing in the same position before she went to sleep, and she remembered that he had spoken when Robert arrived in the village. 
 
    “His name is Arnfast,” Anneka said. “Do you see the crossbow he carries?”  
 
    It was strange piece, not like any of the other weapons in the room. Most Kallandish crossbows that she had seen were blocky and workmanlike, but old Arnfast’s weapon was delicate and spindly, and bore ornate carvings.  
 
    “That is a Kurenni weapon,” Anneka said. 
 
    “A trophy of war?” Nessa asked, and the other girl shook her head, an expression of wonderment on her face.  
 
    “No. It was issued to him. Arnfast served in the Kurenni army during the Occupation; he actually fought against my grandfather at the Battle of Fornost.” 
 
    Nessa raised an eyebrow. “I am glad that he has changed his opinion of your family,” she said fervently. Anneka nodded along, but it did not look as though she had heard. She seemed almost in a daze. Nessa wondered whether exhaustion was finally catching up with her, but then Anneka spoke again, and her tones were clear and measured. 
 
    “Arnfast has never believed in the One God,” she said, “but five years ago he helped Speaker Halfdan build this place, and since then he has also worked hard to maintain it. Halfdan himself was once a Speaker at the Temple of the One in Kalrond, but he left because he did not believe that the Faith should involve itself in the politics of the realm, and that he could do more good running a small temple in the country. The money he receives for alms he gives to the poor of the local villages, regardless of their faith. Gyda and Aelle have been married for fifteen years. She has faith, he does not, and yet not once have they had so much as an argument about it. They just accept that they see the world in different ways, and live their lives.” She shook her head, smiling broadly, and then her eyes snapped back to Nessa’s. “This does not seem like the world I was always told that I lived in.” 
 
    Nessa nodded. She did not understand where all of this was coming from, but she did understand what Anneka was saying. “I was told similar things before I came here,” she said, “but the Kalland I found was different.” She frowned, rubbing her head where the scar from the heretic’s attack still healed. “Perhaps not always different,” she added ruefully, “but often enough that it made me wonder whether those that had told me truly understood their land.”  
 
    “Yes,” Anneka said, nodding, “I have begun to wonder the same thing. The temple shields me, while a man of my own affinity betrays me and plots against me?” She gazed into Nessa’s eyes, a sad smile turning up the corners of her lips. “The strangest thing is that for all of Robert’s ill deeds, some of what he said was true.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head, finally realizing where this sudden interest in seeking new answers came from. Of course Anneka would find her world changed, for Robert had torn that world up by its very foundations. “Anneka,” she protested, “what Robert said was not true at all…” 
 
    “Hear me out, my love,” Anneka said, taking Nessa’s hands. “He was right when he said that my family has done nothing to earn our crown. We have always treated it as something ours by right, as though my grandfather’s victory was passed down in our blood. For too long now we have lived only for our ambitions and pleasures. My father…” Anneka swallowed, her eyes tearing up, and Nessa felt her heart breaking to see it. She kissed Anneka’s hand tenderly. 
 
    “Your father was a good man,” she said. “Everyone I have spoken to who knew him well would say so.” 
 
    Anneka smiled, shaking her head. “He was a good man, and a good father, and I used to think that was enough. But it was not sufficient, not for him, not for someone with his power and responsibilities. He was a good man, and a good father, but he was not a good king. I see that now. He squandered his attentions, his power, and his wealth on the things that he enjoyed, that were best for him, ignoring the things that were best for his people; and that is why they hated him.” She shook her head. “My brother has devoted his life to not being our father, and yet he has fallen into that same trap. He pursues his wars and his ambitions for personal glory. And as for me…” 
 
    “You have done good things,” Nessa said stubbornly, unwilling to hear Anneka tear her own life apart in an effort to understand what Robert had done to her.  
 
    “But why did I do them?” Anneka asked. “It was not for the sake of others. Anything I have done as regent I did because it would make my life easier, because it would win me a little popularity, loosen the pressures that lay upon me. After all these years, it is not enough simply to do a little good for selfish reasons. Nessa, we have to do better than that.” 
 
    She sounded so certain of this, so assured, that Nessa was given pause. It could have been exhaustion and sorrow that drove these thoughts, but even so…some of the things Anneka was saying had merit. Even if tiredness and fear were what led her to such thoughts, was not the fact that she thought them more important than what led her to them? 
 
    “How would you go about doing better?” she asked quietly, seriously. It was not a condescending inquiry aimed at appeasing Anneka, but a genuine one. 
 
    Anneka sighed, one finger absently tracing on the back of Nessa’s hand. “The Red Tower has become isolated,” she said. “My grandfather’s face was known across the country, but since his death we have stayed in our palaces and lodges, surrounded by our knights, hidden from the people. We have told ourselves that this was because it was dangerous out there, that the temples and the faithful were our enemy; but if that is true, it is only because we have always ignored them. It is a vicious cycle that must be broken.” 
 
    Nessa raised an eyebrow. “So you would go on Progress, and travel across the realm, so that they might come to know you?” 
 
    Anneka laughed. “A Progress is an extravagance more expensive than one of my brother’s wars. Thousands of courtiers, riding across the country, consuming all the food…the piles of horseshit alone would aggravate everyone we encountered. No,” she added with a smile, “whether we like it or not, Kalrond and the Palace of Morcar are where we must be, but we do not need to isolate ourselves there. There are many more people to advise us than the Privy Council alone.” 
 
    Nessa watched her carefully, trying to determine what Anneka meant. She had never seen Anneka take advice from anyone other than the council. Ah, she realised, but that was the point, wasn’t it? From everything Nessa had read and heard, there was only one other body intended to perform this function. She smiled at Anneka, nodding in sudden understanding. “You are talking about Parliament, aren’t you?” 
 
    Anneka stroked one of Nessa’s ears lovingly. “Exactly,“ she said. “You have read all those books, my love, you know Kalland’s history as well as anyone. Alban Great Lands called the first Parliament so that it could speak for those Kallandishmen who, unlike the privy councillors, were not of his affinity.” She frowned. “I always understood the story to be that Alban hoped to create a greater affinity, where all of Kalland was united in his service. But that is not what happened. Because Parliament does not tell us what we want to hear, we have long treated it as an adversary to be defeated or circumvented.” Anneka shook her head. “The number of times I have sent Beaufort or Cale to ‘wrangle’ the Three Galleries…but that has to stop. They speak for voices otherwise unheard, and we must listen to them, even if they do not always say what we want to hear. There are other things we must do, as well.” She sighed. “Something must be done for the Temple. I do not know what, yet, but we have to do something. There must be recognition that they are not the monsters and madmen we have always said them to be.”  
 
    Nessa raised an eyebrow. “You really have been doing a lot of thinking,” she said.  
 
    “I have,” Anneka replied. “Now I want…” she paused, shaking her head. “Now I need to know what you are thinking, Nessa. About this…about everything I have told you. Do you think that this is what I should be doing? Can it even be done?” 
 
    Throughout the outlining of her plans, Anneka had seemed confident and driven, but now that she was looking to Nessa for affirmation, that confidence had faltered somewhat. In this moment she looked as vulnerable and fragile as she had when she first kissed Nessa, when Nessa’s heart had been veiled from her. That heart was open now, and it always would be, but it appeared that there were still some things Anneka could not see.  
 
    Nessa did not know why what she thought mattered to Anneka. For all that she might have read the histories, there were others who knew far more about Kalland’s politics and society. She could not imagine what insight her paltry knowledge might provide. But then she had never been able to understand why Anneka loved her either, and yet she did.  
 
    Nessa recalled Henry Rill’s words in the Elven Gardens weeks before. Anneka was going to listen to her, whether she should or not. That was power of a sort. It was not a power Nessa wanted, but ignoring it would be as foolish as misusing it. The things Anneka had spoken of seemed sensible to Nessa; they seemed right. Secluded in the palace, it was easy to forget that there was a whole world beyond its walls. Something should be done about that.  
 
    “Before we left Estwic,” she said, putting a hand on Anneka’s shoulder, “Master Tannerus told me of the last time he was in Kalland, with your grandfather. He told me that he and Bohemond had grand ambitions for this country, grand ambitions that they were never able to realise. I think…I think this is the sort of thing that he was talking about. This is the sort of thing that your grandfather would have wanted to do. I think that he would be proud of you for seeing the necessity of this action. I think Master Tannerus would be proud to help you try and achieve it. And I would be proud of you as well,” she added, stroking Anneka’s hair, “for whatever that may be worth.” 
 
    Anneka brightened up almost immediately, beaming with happiness. She actually blushed at the last statement, something Nessa had never seen her do before. They embraced, kissing each other, and when Anneka broke away, she sighed. “You do not know how happy I am to hear you say that. I was worried that I was going mad from exhaustion.” 
 
    Nessa shook her head. “They are good thoughts,” she said, “though whether they can be put into action is another matter.” 
 
    Anneka grinned. “We would have to leave this temple somehow, wouldn’t we? And afterwards…with my brother the way he is.” The grin fell from her face, but her jaw set firmly. “I know that if I can achieve some of this before he returns from Sverkermark, that he will see the value of it. As Rybeck once said, we must have faith in our sovereign.” 
 
    Nessa kissed Anneka again. “I do not know about your brother,” she said, “but I have faith in you.” 
 
    Anneka stroked Nessa’s face. “You know, I haven’t told you how beautiful you are today, or how much I love you.” 
 
    Now it was Nessa’s turn to blush and look away. “You do not have to tell me that every day,” she muttered sheepishly. 
 
    “Maybe not,” Anneka said. “But I will, just the same. You deserve no less.” 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    It was another hour before the clatter of hooves on the ground outside the temple alerted them to fresh arrivals. Anneka had spent that hour dozing in Nessa’s arms, thoroughly spent after a night of thought and planning, but the horses woke her up in an instant. She and Nessa were on their feet within seconds of old Arnfast’s cry. “Riders, and they ain’t from Tall Trees!” the veteran bellowed. 
 
    The defenders of the temple came to order quickly, those who had been resting leaping up as Anneka had. Domnall, who had continued to sleep seated on the bench all through the morning, came to wakefulness open-eyed and alert. 
 
    “How many riders?” he asked. Arnfast spat out of the window. 
 
    “Twenty at least,” he replied, “and they have a log-ram.” 
 
    Aelle was spitting mad at this news. “A log?” he roared. “Those buggers have been raiding our lumberyard, haven’t they? Those thieving Anskhar bastards!” He met Anneka’s eyes and blanched. “No offence intended, Your Grace,” he added. 
 
    Despite her rising fear at the arrival of Robert’s reinforcements, she managed to smile back at the woodcutter. “No offense was taken, Master Cutter.” She settled her hand in Nessa’s just as her treacherous cousin’s voice, silent these long hours, echoed in.  
 
    “This is your last chance, good people,” Robert said. “Surrender my cousin, surrender the knight, and surrender the elf-witch, and I will spare this village and your precious temple.” There was not a hint of sincerity in his voice, and Speaker Halfdan needed no more than a cursory glance to his people before answering. 
 
    “Abandon our liege lord, who the book tells us is ordained by God himself? Abandon her companions to you, a wretched kinslayer and traitor?” Halfdan chuckled softly. “I think not. Leave this place, Sir Robert Toran, and leave quickly, for there is nothing  for you here.” 
 
    “Fools!” Robert screeched. “I have you outnumbered! I will burn this village to the ground if I have to!” 
 
    He said nothing more to them, though Anneka thought she could hear him issuing orders to his soldiers outside. She shook her head. “Why would he continue to make threats?” she muttered. “He has the numbers.” 
 
    “He is also a coward,” Domnall replied. “He is afraid that his numbers will not be enough. We have something of an advantage in this place. We have bows, and strong walls, and his men can only enter by a single door.” 
 
    Anneka nodded, exhausted beyond belief, but suddenly fearless. There would be no more waiting. He would attempt to take this building, and they would either stop him, or die. One way or the other, this nightmare was coming to a close. She gave Nessa’s hand another squeeze, kissing her on the forehead. Her beloved looked terrified, and while Anneka would have given anything to see her unafraid, there was little beyond being here that she could do; that, and to protect her.  
 
    “Does anyone have a sword I may borrow?” she asked. Nessa looked at her with wide eyes, but Anneka smiled, and kissed her again. “Do not worry, my love,” she said. “I am a fair swordsman, am I not, Domnall?” 
 
    Her most loyal of cousins laughed. “I should probably admit that I have been allowing you to beat me since you were fourteen years old.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied with a grin, “but this is the way.” 
 
    Arnfast grunted, and took the blade from his hip, tossing it across the room to Domnall, who placed it in Anneka’s hands. She stared at the weapon in surprise. The blade was Kurenni, a sleek and curved falchion; but it looked to be far more expensive than his crossbow. She glanced over at the ancient veteran, once her grandfather’s enemy. “Thank you,” she said fervently, “this is a rare weapon indeed.” 
 
    He nodded. “Belonged to the captain of my company during the wars, a Kurenni elf called Vilsus. Good fellow, for an officer. He always led us well. Meant to pass it along to his wife back in the Empire, but…” he shrugged helplessly.  
 
    Anneka hefted the blade. “I will do my best to honour him,” she said.  
 
    The old man actually smiled, something the lines on his face showed was not a frequent expression for him. “I believe you,” he replied softly, and then returned his attention to the window, and to Robert’s men outside. “Bugger,” he swore, almost immediately. “The ram’s a’coming.” 
 
    There was click as the veteran fired his crossbow, and the archers at the other forward-facing windows launched their missiles as well. It seemed not to have an effect on the progress of the ram however, because a few seconds later the great log hit the door with a colossal crash. The very wall shook, dust rose up and the door splintered slightly, but its hinges remained strong. They could hear the screams outside as more arrows and bolts fell among the ram-carriers…not all that many screams though, given the rate of fire. 
 
    “They’ve got shield-carriers blocking the best shots,” one of the archers shouted, answering the unspoken question. The ram struck again, and this time the door was knocked back, sunlight beginning to stream in through fresh cracks. One more hit, one more good hit… 
 
    Anneka looked to Nessa, who gave her a brave little smile. “I love you,” she said simply, and Anneka smiled back.  
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    Leaving her beloved standing amongst the benches, Anneka moved to a position between Domnall and Speaker Halfdan in the loose line of fighters before the door. The Speaker carried a huge axe, not a weapon one would expect to see in the hands of a cleric. She raised an eyebrow at this, and the old priest laughed. 
 
    “If we survive this, go back to Kalrond and ask my old friend Jon of Carrickgow to show you his skills in the Circle. We were not born as Speakers.” 
 
    She nodded. That was something that would be worth surviving to see.  
 
    Arnfast yelled, warning that the ram-carriers were coming for a third time, and the skirmish line readied for a strike. But it never came. A great long moaning sound, a hunting horn if Anneka was any judge, rang out from beyond the walls, the baying of hounds accompanying it. She blinked. Had an errant hunting party stumbled upon this business?  
 
    As the barking grew louder, she heard laughter from Robert’s men outside, but those laughs swiftly turned to agonized and dismayed screams. One of the archers at the window cackled, clapping his hands. “You ain’t never pissing standing up again!” he roared, jabbing his arm through the open window. 
 
    “What is going on?” Anneka demanded. “Why are they not ramming?” 
 
    “Come and see, Your Grace,” Arnfast said, and mystified, she moved to his window, while the other defenders started to crowd around, muttering amongst themselves. What greeted her on the other side of the window was one of the most wonderful sights she had ever seen.  
 
    Robert’s men were running away, having abandoned their log-ram in the mud. Two of them were down on the floor, desperately trying to bat away a pack of lean hunting hounds. Of Robert and the men on horseback there was no sign, and when she looked to her left, she could see why.  
 
    The owners of the hunting horns were just coming into view, armsmen in grey tabards, dozens of them pouring out of the forest. They carried pikes and crossbows, and there were a mix of riders and men and women on foot. Some of the figures following them did not look to be armsmen at all, but servants in leather armour carrying swords. But all wore one badge upon their chest, a sigil of three stout oak trees. She looked to Arnfast with excitement, and saw the old man grin. “Are those…” she managed, and he nodded. 
 
    “Baron Freysey’s men. Young Will Cutter did his job.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” said Gyda, roaring with laughter. “Shame on you for doubting my boy, Arnfast Bell.”  
 
    It was good-natured ribbing though, and the veteran only smiled. Speaker Halfdan was already at the door, unlatching it, throwing it open. Nessa rushed up and enveloped Anneka in a great hug. “We are safe?” she asked, sounding doubtful even now.  
 
    “We are safe, my love,” Anneka replied, though she could scarcely believe herself how swiftly things could turn from distaster to the reverse. Hand in hand, with Domnall loping behind wearing the broadest grin Anneka had ever seen on his face, they walked to the door.  
 
    Speaker Halfdan bowed as they passed. “The baron himself has come, Your Grace,” he said. Anneka stepped through the door, taking a deep breath of the clean, free air. Just a minute before, she had not thought she would ever taste free air again. She wanted to meet the man who had saved her. 
 
    There was no mistaking Baron Freysey as he rode up, astride the largest destrier imaginable, twenty-six hands high or more. It needed to be big, for its rider was a man of singular size himself. The Baron of Tall Trees had to be nearing seven feet in height, and very nearly as wide. He was the fattest man Anneka had ever seen, but riding on his great horse, clad in silver and gold plate armour that shone like a second sun, she could imagine that no finer-looking hero had ever been seen in Kalland before. 
 
    “Your Grace,” he boomed, a wide smile on his face, “I am Austmod Freysey, of Tall Trees. Forgive my tardiness, for young William Cutter could not tell me how many foes we would face, and thus I had to summon all of my retainers.” 
 
    Anneka could not fight back her own grin; Freysey’s good humour was infectious. “There is nothing to forgive, my lord. Your timing is impeccable.” 
 
    He laughed, reaching down from his saddle to offer her a meaty hand, which she shook firmly. He had a strong grip; there was clearly as much muscle as there was fat under all that armour. He nodded in the direction that Robert and his followers had fled. “What would you have me do with this rabble, Your Grace?” 
 
    She frowned. It would be so easy to have Robert hunted down like a dog, as he had hunted her. But he was kin, still. “Take as many alive as you can,” she replied. “Their leader…he is my cousin.” 
 
    Freysey’s jowly face set into an expression of sympathy. “Ah. I had a brother like that, once. Tried to push me down a well.” He shook his head. “One cannot choose one’s family, as they say.” 
 
    He clicked his fingers together and pointed to one of his armsmen, standing nearby, a sour-faced fellow who was, from the familial resemblance, clearly Aelle’s brother Osric. “Captain Cutter,” Freysey barked, “get after these ruffians, and have a mind to taking the regent’s cousin captive, if at all possible.” 
 
    Cutter scratched his head. “How will I know which one he is?” 
 
    “He will make himself known to you, rather than risk his life,” said Domnall. Freysey nodded at that, and then his eyes widened as he caught sight of the man who spoke those words.  
 
    “Domnall Kingsland!” he exclaimed, laughing and slapping his armoured thigh. “This is a strange time to see the son of my old friend Harlin Wherry. How long has it been, lad?” 
 
    Domnall bowed wearily. “Too long, my lord, but it is most welcome to see you now.” 
 
    Freysey laughed. “One never tires of hearing that said.” His expression growing more serious, he nodded to Anneka, who was beginning to feel all of her repressed exhaustion and emotion rising up. “We have horses for you and your companions, Your Grace, and I have a luncheon prepared back at the castle, should you be hungry.” He frowned. “That is if young Will Cutter has not eaten it yet. He is a growing lad, after all. ” 
 
    Anneka smiled. “I would be most grateful to accept your hospitality,” she said. “But there is one thing I must attend to first, that will require one of your retainers.” 
 
    “It will be seen to at once, Your Grace,” Freysey replied, bowing his head. 
 
    Anneka nodded wearily. “I need pen and paper. I must send a letter back to Kalrond. There is an injustice that must be overturned, and quickly.”  
 
    Freysey’s eyebrow rose curiously, but he nodded his head, and clicked his fingers at a passing armsman. “Tolbert, go and find writing materials for Her Grace!” 
 
    With Freysey momentarily distracted, Anneka leaned against Nessa, enjoying the fresh air and her beloved’s closeness. The half-elf stroked her hair. “I can barely believe that this is over,” she said.  
 
    Anneka kissed the top of her lover’s head, though she made no reply. Robert’s treason was over, but what had prompted it was still at hand. She thought of the things she had told Nessa, before they knew that they were safe. There had to be change in Kalland, and the House of Toran must surely lead the charge. 
 
    The villagers who had shared their peril were now leaving the temple in knots. Anneka nodded to them as they passed, smiling and thanking each and every one of them. As old Arnfast walked by, his crossbow slung over his shoulder, she left Nessa’s side and hailed him, offering him the falchion he had given her pommel-first. “Thank you for your sword, Master Bell,” she said. “It is good that I did not need to use it.” 
 
    The veteran smiled slightly, and shook his head at the proffered weapon. “Keep it, Your Grace,” he said. “Mayhap one day you can return it to where it belongs.” 
 
    It was a great gesture, and Anneka felt ashamed that she could do no better than smile awkwardly and nod in reply. As the old man strode back towards his home, she looked down at the blade. The world was not as she had been told it should be. And yet that was not always such a terrible thing. 
 
    Anneka turned back to Nessa, who was laughing at some jest Baron Freysey had made, and smiled. She shook her head at the sight of her beloved; still standing after all that had happened to her, still capable of laughter after all the terrible things she had seen. Anneka walked up behind her, placing one arm over the half-elf’s shoulders. Nessa glanced up at her, her beautiful green eyes bright with love. Anneka kissed her on the lips, and hugged her tightly to herself.  
 
  
 
  


 
    Ceremonial Functions 
 
      
 
      
 
    The regent was returning to Kalrond at the head of an army. It was the only way John could describe the mass of humanity that followed in her wake. From his vantage point high atop the Great Eastern Gate of Kalrond he could see her train as it ambled slowly towards the city, a great long column of commonfolk that stretched back almost as far as he could see. It was not just the commons that moved with her, though. At the fore of the army fluttered the banners of at least three minor barons of the King’s Forest, as well as those of a platoon of errant knights. It was a colourful group, but far from a hasty one. 
 
    It was said that an army moved at the pace of its slowest member; meaning that somewhere in this mob she led was a legless cripple. It was the only thing that explained why it had taken three days for them to reach the city, when even at a lazy ride the distance between Kalrond and the deepest reaches of the forest could be covered in less than one and a half days. John had heard the reports of course, pouring in from Kalrond’s satellite settlements. At every village, hamlet, logging camp and large farm that she passed, more people flocked to her side. Merchants and tradesmen had brought news of the regent’s march into the city itself, which had added further fuel to the agitation of the masses.  
 
    On the night of the red moon, John had not slept easily. He had not believed Silversmith’s dark intimations, that some threat awaited the regent in the King’s Forest. The traitor had provided no details beyond knowledge of where she was. That in itself was suspicious, but there were a dozen ways he could have learned such a thing. The man possessed ears, after all; he could have overheard his guards talking about it. The trip to Bryth Anner was hardly a state secret; virtually the entire city knew where the regent had gone.  
 
    Still, it had gnawed at him, and after a few hours of fitful sleep, he awoke to a city gone mad. Sometime as he slept, a rumour had begun to spread that the regent had been murdered that very night, that her elven lover was a Kurenni spy, and that the assassination was the first step in a full-scale invasion of Kalland by the Empire of the Phoenix. Never mind that it was physically impossible for word of such a deed to have spread back to the city so quickly; the Kalrond mob lapped it up, and then went berserk. They had actually attempted to storm Balian’s Tower again, this time to get at Cale, and only the intervention of the city garrison had saved the prison. Hundreds of citizens and constables had been injured.  
 
    John had not been able to leave the Tower to consult with the Privy Council until the evening, and they had barely sat down to consider what to do next when the messenger arrived. A retainer of some forest baron John had never even heard of, this man had an even more bizarre story to tell. The High Constable and the privy councillors had listened open-mouthed as Merlmester read aloud the regent’s letter. The would-be Mayor of the Palace had not been able to continue beyond the mid-point of the missive, and so they were all forced to endure the indignity of having the letter read to them by the armsman who had carried it. And as for the things he had to say… 
 
    John shuddered at the memory. Robert Toran a traitor, and Rybeck Cale innocent. The regent had ordered the former Lord Chancellor released. John had protested, for given all the wild rumours floating around, there was little proof beyond a signature that this letter really came from Regent Anneka. But Lord Tannerus had taken charge of the meeting, with Vanamir Cieszyn and Adele Wyvernslayer at his back, and John had found himself curtly dismissed.  
 
    Five days had passed since then, and he had not been called back to the palace. He had returned once, to escort Cale and Imbert Brays, neither of whom could walk on their own power. Everything else he heard from that point on was rumour. He was no more well-informed than the humblest longshoreman in the West Port.  
 
    The palace had taken control of the rumour-mill that very first night. They had publically announced that the regent was alive, that her lover was not a spy, that the Kurenni were not invading, and that Cale had been imprisoned as part of some ploy to draw out the real traitor. The last ‘revelation’ had surprised John, given that it was absolute bollocks. The name of the traitor had not been revealed either, and he had himself received a dire letter from Lord Tannerus, ordering him not to reveal the information.  
 
    Naturally, the Privy Council had been in constant contact with the regent, through pigeon and messenger. A stream of both had flocked between Kalrond and Tall Trees, where she had been staying for two days; and once she was on the move, the messages became even more frequent. He had seen a messenger riding back to the city not twenty minutes ago, delivering more privileged information to the council. They waited directly below where John was standing, lurking in the gateway, ready to greet the regent when she returned.  
 
    It made John itch. That relic of a mage and his cronies were going to blame him for all of this, he thought. Him! He was the only one who had realized that there was a conspiracy against the Crown, and he was hardly the only one duped by Robert Toran. Everyone fell for the knave’s lies, so why should he be the only one blamed? That was the real fucking injustice.  
 
    But no, he was stuck up here on the walls, forced to watch as Tannerus and the others shat on his reputation, while keeping company with the lowest laborers and assorted filth in Kalrond. Half of the peasants at his side had probably been throwing rocks at him in the yard at Balian’s Tower days before. Now they were gushing like young girls in love, praising their heroic regent to all the ancestors. He shook his head. He did not know why that duplicitous scum Robert ever bothered trying to kill her. Every time it was attempted the act had had only made her even more popular.  
 
    There was a crusty old-timer at John’s side who was openly weeping. “I stood ‘ere the day the Liberator came and drove the knife-ears into the sea,” he crowed to any who would listen. “She’s Bohemond reborn, you mark me words!” 
 
    John sighed, crossing his arms in front of his chest. Bohemond was alive when the girl was born. This rebirth business did not even make sense. It was pointless trying to explain that, though. If these people would even understand the concept, they would not believe him.  
 
    There was a polite cough from behind, and a neutral female voice spoke his name. “Sir John Gallen.”  
 
    He did not bother to turn around. Some self-important bitch come to harangue him over his failures, or perhaps one of the cloying well-wishers who would grin and wink, and congratulate him on the stratagem that he had apparently used to flush out the real traitor. “Piss off,” he snarled. “Let me watch in peace.” 
 
    “John,” the voice said more insistently, and he realized with a start that he recognized it. It was a long time since he had heard it, but… 
 
    He turned to see Carya standing at his back, clad in the silvered-steel plate of the Household. His youngest sister flashed him a brief smile, and her eyes, which had never shown the inflexibility of the rest of their family, softened. She always had been the runt of the Gallen litter. How she ended up a knight in service to the regent was beyond him, for surely her arm was as weak as her heart. 
 
    He smiled sarcastically at her. “Sir Carya,” he said, his voiced dripping venom, “and how may I be of service to the Household today?” 
 
    A hurt look flashed across her face, and he rolled his eyes. Soft as fucking cheese, this one. “What is it, Carya?” he asked, a touch gentler. “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    Carya blinked. “No, of course not,” she replied. “At least, I do not think so,” she added with a frown. “The regent asks that you be present amongst the privy councillors when she arrives.” 
 
    John regarded his sister carefully. There was a good chance that this was a joke, some ignoble jab at him by Tannerus and his lackeys, to get him to trot down there like a good dog, only to have him kicked by his master when she arrived. If it was a ploy though, they had clearly not told Carya about it. His youngest sibling possessed some skills, he had to concede, but keeping secrets from him had never been among them. 
 
    “Did you read her message?” he asked, and Carya nodded. That was as good as proof that the regent had asked for him. Whether it boded well for him was another matter, but he could not decline, nor would he want to. This might be his only chance to give her his side of the story. “Very well,” he said, and started away down the steps to the street, brushing past Carya. He heard the clank as she pursued, and despite his pace, she caught up with him easily.  
 
    She cast him a sideways glance. “How are you, John?” she asked tentatively. He laughed nastily. 
 
    “It is about a year too late for you to be asking that question, sister,” he replied. She grabbed him by the arm, and he stopped, rounding on her with a scowl. 
 
    “Let go of me, knight,” he hissed. “I may be about to walk up to the noose, but I am still the bloody High Constable. I will not be pawed at by a walking statue.” 
 
    Carya released his arm quickly, her face turning red, while he smoothed down his uniform. His sister looked more hurt than she had before. She clutched at the arm she had placed on his as though it were wounded. “I wrote to you, brother, many times,” she protested. 
 
    John remembered those letters, regular interruptions to his drunken stupor while in exile at Tourmaline Bay. Every one of them a calculated insult and a bore at the same time. Why she had thought that he cared about the dreary steps of her life at court, he would never know. All those letters had done was remind him that she was there, and he was rotting at the arse-end of Kalland. 
 
    “Do not hide behind paper and ink, Carya,” he spat. “I do not remember your face appearing at the door of that shithole Elethea allowed me to reside in. Even after the Privy Council lifted me back out of the cesspit they cast me down into, our paths did not cross. Do not pretend sentiment now, sister. I do not have the stomach for it.” 
 
    He continued his descent after that, and they did not speak again. She passed him over wordlessly to the knot of privy councillors below, before marching off on some other errand. He thought that he caught tears on her cheeks as she passed, and sneered at it. Pathetic. She was no blood of his. 
 
    The men and women of the Privy Council waited under the arch of the gate, clad as John was in their finest regalia. More courtiers waited behind, but he ignored them. Carya had said that he would wait with the council, and that was what he intended to do.  
 
    The change in politics at the palace was clear just by looking at the assembled privy councillors. Tannerus, Cieszyn and Wyvernslayer stood at the fore of the group, whispering to one another. It was peculiar to see the diminutive Duke of the Wyvernwood, leaning on her walking stick, standing between the two towering men. John despised them for their good humour. The other council members, who had rushed to his side during his all too-brief return to grace, had jumped ship yet again, and now they crowded around the three, yammering like drunken peasants. Sighting the rear of the group, John knew where his place would be.  
 
    Elethea and Merlmester were stood to one side, and from their expressions, he could see that it was not by choice. Elethea was fuming, which gave John some little joy, while the Lord Chamberlain seemed to have withered away. He was walking with a stick now, as though his rapid descent had crippled him physically as well as politically.  
 
    Elethea glared at John with disdain when he walked up, while Merlmester did not seem to notice at all, mumbling to himself. John forced a broad smile onto his face. He did not feel joyful at all, but if his humour and confidence could fuck with them, it would be worth the effort. “Good morning,” he said. “I trust you are both well?” 
 
    His sister snorted, while Merlmester’s face twitched. “I cannot believe it…Robert Toran,” he said. John glanced at Elethea, who shrugged.  
 
    “He has been saying nothing but that for five days. Mad old fool.” Elethea leaned over to whisper into John’s ear. “You know,” she said, “we could pin this entire thing on him. We could say he coerced us. Perhaps he was even working with Robert.” 
 
    John stared at her coldly. “Still, Elethea? Even after all of this, you would still play politics? Have you learned nothing, sister?” 
 
    Elethea rolled her eyes at him. “This is not the time for your pretence at purity, John,” she said. “It does not look good for us. Jonothan and I have been kept from the last few days of council meetings. You have been exiled to the Tower. Ancestor’s grace, brother, with what Jonothan was doing in the regent’s absence, we could be interpreted as having planned a coup d’etat!”  
 
    He laughed. “You were planning a coup d’etat, sister, against that old mage and his pet dukes. But I never was. My intentions were only to protect the regent, and if I failed to do that, it was because of the incompetence of all those men and women who sat beside Robert Toran for years and did not notice his treachery. For my part, I will tell the regent the truth, that I am loyal, and I will throw myself upon her mercy.”  
 
    Elethea stared at him in disbelief. “John…she will likely strip me of my seat on the council…you of your position as High Constable.” 
 
    John nodded. So that was why she would have him lie for her, and blame the gibbering chamberlain for everything. “You should have thought about that before you conspired to make Merlmester king of the fucking servants,” he shrugged.  
 
    Elethea’s reply was drowned out by the screaming of trumpets and the moaning of horns. The cheering of the crowd reached a crescendo, the ranks of privy councillors folded apart, and Anneka Toran, Regent of Kalland, rode into her city to thunderous applause. John shook his head, grudgingly impressed by the entrance she made. 
 
    This was no almost-assassinated young girl limping back home, far from it. Devious political minds had been at work in planning her return. The regent sat astride a great black stallion, its flanks glistening with oil, shining almost as much as the pristine suit of silver-grey plate armour she had somehow picked up on her journey. Those messengers had clearly been carrying more than paper between the city and Tall Trees. She was bareheaded, and her golden hair flowed over her shoulders, held back by a band of pure platinum. Her face was fixed in an expression that was both regal and expressive; she waved with one gauntlet-clad hand, smiling at her subjects as they went mad at the very sight of her.  
 
    At her side rode her elven paramour, and Arnessa’s appearance was no less calculated. She wore a simple black tunic with the royal arms upon her chest, but there was a symbolism that went far beyond the simplicity of her garb. It was a public announcement of her loyalties, of what lay between the two, and it would put to bed any lingering rumours that the young mage was a spy.  
 
    The peasants on the wall were hurling cut flowers down upon the two young women. Arnessa had less control of her expression than the regent did, beaming shyly, but the crowd did not seem to care. John had to admit that they made a radiantly beautiful couple; an unearthly beauty under these circumstances, and that would not be forgotten. No one in this city would ever throw rocks at that elven girl again, not without being torn apart by every bystander.  
 
    Sir Domnall Kingsland rode behind them, clad in the full plate of the Knights of the Household, a royal banner clutched between his hands, rippling in the breeze. Behind him rode the trio of barons, two women and one man, none of whom John recognized. The fat one with the oaks on his banner was surely Freysey of Tall Trees though, the other two his neighbours along for the ride. The fat man wore enough armour to outfit a company of armsmen, and he seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. John felt certain that they were all staring at Elethea’s replacement on the council.  
 
    Behind the barons sloped the mass of commonfolk, men and women and children, some armed, some not. He could see all manner of people, including more than a few Temple Speakers among the vast throng. This was a fucking stroke of genius, he noted with a wry nod. She rode into the city as her grandfather had, her pretty little paramour at her side, a conclave of all Kalland at her back, and the people lapped it up. One would think she was the bloody queen herself, the way they shouted her name. 
 
    The regent halted one step into the city, the sunlight catching her armour and her hair, flowers raining down around her. Her horse spun around on the spot, endlessly circling. The appearance of motion without actually moving made her seem active and vital. “Lord Tannerus!” she called down, “how fares the city?” 
 
    The old mage bowed, grinning like a cat in a room full of crippled mice. “The city is well, Your Grace,” he boomed. “And it is glad to see that you are well also.” Roars of assent followed the privy councillor’s pronouncement.  
 
    The regent smiled. “I thank my fellow Kallandishmen for their love and fidelity in this difficult time,” she said loudly, drawing more shouting. “The traitors have been apprehended!” she announced, “thanks to the bravery and loyalty of the Crown’s most dedicated servants. The Lord Chancellor, Rybeck Cale; Austmod Freysey, Baron of Tall Trees…and the High Constable, Sir John Gallen.” 
 
    John blinked when he heard his own name called, and he was not the only one to be surprised. Elethea was staring up at the regent as though she had just declared herself to be the Emperor of Kurenn. Most of the other councillors, while not looking at all surprised, still turned gazes of disgust on him. The crowd cheered lustily, however; though John suspected they would cheer anything, at this point. 
 
     The regent was smiling at him, but only with her mouth. Her blue eyes bore into him with glacial intensity, and he found himself wishing that he had a bottle of wine on hand to steady his nerves. “Are you well, Sir John?” she asked, and he bowed from the waist, which had the added benefit of politely allowing him to break eye contact. He remembered the trial, when they had last spoken. She seemed different now, more assured.  
 
    “I am very well, Your Grace,” he replied, slowly rising back up to reluctantly meet her gaze.  
 
    “I would ask that you attend me at the palace in a few hours,” she said. “We have important matters to discuss, regarding the traitors in our midst.” 
 
    John caught sight of Tannerus and Vanamir out of the corner of his eyes. The old mage’s expression was unreadable, but the marshal was definitely smirking triumphantly. So that was how it was going to be. Well, whatever they bore against him, they would not be able to say that he did not do his duty. 
 
    “I will be there, Your Grace,” he replied, bowing once more. The regent nodded, and with a sideways glance to her paramour, started to walk her horse up the street. The rest of her knightly bodyguard, reunited with her at last, fell in around them. The streets of Kalrond were lined with people from here to the Palace of Morcar; a long, loud ride lay ahead of the group.  
 
    The privy councillors were forming up behind them, those who could walk that far at any rate. Elethea and Merlmester stood to one side. John’s sister clearly did not know what she was supposed to be doing. From the expressions of her fellow councillors, she was not welcome in their company. He felt a rare pang of sympathy for her. Not pity, but recognition that she was in a similar situation to him. He had been asked to attend on the regent, but every set of eyes including Anneka Toran’s was telling him that he was not welcome among them. Was he to follow them, at a…respectful distance? 
 
    “No,” he muttered to himself. He was the High Constable, at least for the next few hours. If the regent wanted him for a less public removal from office, she would know where to send for him. Without any further word to Elethea or the Lord Chamberlain, he began to trudge back to Balian’s Tower.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Ultimately, it was not until late afternoon when the royal page arrived to fetch John to the palace, and his decidedly grim-looking future. He had intended to spend more time calming his nerves upon returning to the Tower, but when he arrived he had found a pair of Baron Freysey’s armsmen waiting for him. The administrative details of the traitor Robert Toran’s upcoming stay at the Tower had to be seen to.  
 
    John had no idea where the bastard was at this time, and the armsmen would not tell him. This was not an encouraging sign. The trusted High Constable should have been allowed to know where the greatest Kallandish traitor in eight hundred years was staying. This put him in an even fouler mood, so by the time the page arrived he was surly and irritable, and would have given his right arm for just a sip of ale. Every bounce of the carriage on the ride to the palace, every cool glance from armsmen and knights and courtiers, every step he took towards the Hall of Audiences wore at his nerves.  
 
    The last time he had felt a disquiet such as this had been the night he killed Marko Uskaryn, the night Giguere and Harclay dragged him up to the palace to inform the king. The night his disgrace began. Since his return to grace privy councillors had reprimanded him almost every week, but that had not fazed him, for he had not known the regent’s ire. But there was nothing a man of true loyalty feared more than the wrath of his liege, for he could not rebel against it. His very nature prevented him from doing so. That night he had stood in the king’s private room behind the dais of the Hall of Audiences, as Sigismund screamed and raged at him, and through it all he could not make a single defence.  
 
    Now he was being brought to the same room, but to face a different master entirely. Sigismund’s rage he could endure, but Anneka…she was a different creature altogether. Even if but a fraction of the acts of her regency sprang from her own mind, it showed that she was far more adept a politician than her brother. The king’s eyes were ever on his dreams, such that he was not able to see the world around him. But the regent was clever, and clever people were to be feared.  
 
    The room was exactly as he remembered it, a small, well-lit space, more of a living chamber than an office. It was designed to allow the monarch to conduct their most private audiences in a place that was both comfortable, and that reminded those they met with of the depths of royal power. Ancient weapons hung from the walls along with tapestries depicting great victories of the kings and queens of Kalland. The page left him at the open door, where Sir Edward Leofricsson and Sir Ella Cieszyn waited at guard. They glared at him banefully, and his nerves were such that he could not hit back with some gesture of defiance. He just walked past, keeping his eyes to himself. 
 
    The regent waited beyond, standing in the centre of the room. A pair of servants was aiding her in putting on her great black fur robes of office, but she dismissed them with a touch to their shoulders as soon John arrived. Sir Domnall Kingsland moved from the side to complete the task, while the regent fixed John with her steely gaze. Carya and Sir Lothor Wyvernslayer remained to one side. Other than the knights, they were alone once the servants left…no, not alone.  
 
    John had not seen Arnessa at first, but she was there, sitting in a chair at the back of the room, her feet kicking absently as she read a book. She had a book in her hands, at any rate. Her peculiar green eyes were watching him with what looked almost to be…sympathy. John did not like this at all. To an already-troubled mind, this picture seemed designed to unnerve. The juxtaposition of regal power and the elven girl’s domesticity was unsettling, though he could not explain why.  
 
    The regent was the most unnerving element of the picture. Somehow, though she no longer wore her armour, she seemed even more imposing and powerful. “Sir John,” she said, her voice soft and cold. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    He inclined his head shakily. “I serve at Your Grace’s command,” he replied. 
 
    A mirthless smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “Yes, you do,” she said. Kingsland completed the last adjustments to her robes, and stepped back. The regent favoured her knight with a genuine smile, and then turned to the desk at her back. Her golden chain of office lay there, and she picked this up slowly, stroking the metal. “Tell me Sir John,” she said, “what did you think of my arrival in the city today?” 
 
     “It was most inspiring, Your Grace,” he replied, trying desperately hard not to sound glib. This young woman held everything in her hands. 
 
    The regent nodded, her fingers still tracing absently on the chain of office. “It was Baron Cale’s idea,” she said pointedly. John grimaced at the mention of his name. How could he have known that Robert Toran left the damn gun there in Cale’s rooms for him to find? It was not his fault! “He thought it best,” the regent continued, “given the rumours flying around the city, that I not return looking as I did, like a whipped dog running back to its kennel.” She turned around to look at John again, her eyes hard. “You tortured him to within an inch of his life, and still his first thought was of how he could best serve the Crown. A remarkable man, Sir John, a remarkable servant. You have a lot to answer for, High Constable.” 
 
    John grimaced. He had been the only one who saw anything like this coming. He had saved the Privy Council’s collective arses by recognizing that there were a cabal of traitors, and now he was abandoned by those he had saved. “Your Grace, I do not know what you have been told…” 
 
    She laughed. “The things that I have been told pale in comparison to the things I have not been told. But you are correct that a great deal has been said about you. I do not know whether you are mad, drunk, stupid or blinded by what you perceive as loyalty. Perhaps all at once.” She gazed at him shrewdly. “Given the opportunity, you would tell me that it was the latter, yes? Loyalty?” 
 
    He nodded his head furiously. “Everything I have done has been to protect you, Your Grace, you and your family.” 
 
    The regent shook her head, turning her attentions back to the desk and the chain. “Master Giguere has said the same. Sir Robert…” 
 
    John stepped forward, pointing a shaking finger at her. “Your Grace, whatever that man told you…” 
 
    “He told me that your blundering investigation actually prolonged my life,” she said, cutting through his words like a knife. John blinked. “And the strangest thing is that I believe him, and you,” the regent continued, “more than I believe your sister Elethea, who has spent the last two hours trying to convince me that you and Chamberlain Merlmester plotted to seize control of the palace.” 
 
    John blanched. Oh, that cunning bitch! He should not really have been surprised that she tried to stab him in the back, not after the regent’s public, if feigned show of affection towards him.  
 
    The regent glanced at him again, the chain of office now around her neck and a frown on her face. “I do not think any of you were malicious in your intentions, but that does not change the fact that you played politics with my security, and the security of those that I love.”  
 
    She glanced across at Arnessa, her expression softening, and the elven girl smiled back. John followed the gaze, studying the royal paramour carefully. She had looked at him with some sympathy. Perhaps if he appealed to her… 
 
    “Baron Elethea Gallen will be removed as a member of the Privy Council,” the regent said. “It might only be temporary, of course, for the king may restore her to the position when he returns from Sverkermark. But I doubt it,” she added with a thin smile. “Lord Chamberlain Merlmester will remain, for despite his scheming, he has always been loyal to us, and his competence has never been in question. I imagine the strange insensibility he currently exhibits may dissipate when this news spreads. It is clear though,” she said, straightening her back and shoulders, “that he cannot carry the burdens of both his office, and the office of the Lord Chancellor. As Baron Cale cannot in his present state serve in that capacity either, Lord Tannerus will be taking on the duties of the chancellorship, until such a time that Rybeck Cale is able to resume them. Rybeck will remain a privy councillor of course, to deliver his advice whenever he is able.” 
 
    John tried very hard not to let his face show how far his heart had plummeted at her words. Tannerus as Lord Chancellor, as chief minister, and chief advisor to the Crown? He glanced across at Arnessa, whose face bore just the tiniest hint of a satisfied smile. And they accuse him of playing politics? Was it any wonder that ancient relic of a mage received this position, given that his former apprentice was spreading her legs for the regent? What did this mean for John? 
 
    A chill ran up his spine. What did that mean for him? Neither girl’s gaze gave him any hints at all. Then the regent sighed. 
 
    “You have no doubt heard the rumours we have been spreading, that Cale’s arrest was a ploy to draw out the real traitor. Other rumours are now spreading, that I was never in any danger at all, that you and Cale were in charge of the entire operation. There are people here and in the King’s Forest who know the truth, of course, but I trust them.” She shook her head. “There has been a traitor in our midst, and to let the world know that we were all so duped by him that it almost cost me my life…well, we would look foolish. So we created this fiction, but in order to keep it in place, we still need you.” She almost spat the word at him, as a curse. “After all, High Constable, you have been very public with your cries of conspiracy these last few months. This fiction of ours would be difficult for the commons to swallow without you there to feed it to them. Also, you have apparently gathered quite a following among the people of this city, and if the people want you, they will have you.” 
 
    John almost danced with glee. Elethea was brought down, Merlmester was pushed aside, Robert’s head would be on a pike by the end of the month, and for him, nothing? He had never imagined that Anneka would be so reasonable.  
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace, you will not regret this…” he began, but the regent raised a hand, and John shut his mouth in an instant, not wishing to irritate her into changing her mind. Apparently though, he did not know her mind nearly so well as he thought. 
 
    “Do not thank me yet, Sir John, for I have not finished speaking,” she said, smiling. It was the first time he had seen humour in one of her smiles, and somehow he knew she that was not smiling for his benefit. “Because of your proven loyalty, and because in a strange way I owe you my life, you will remain as High Constable of Kalrond…with reduced responsibilities, of course,” she added, in a tone that John might have called nasty, if coming from another person. “Command of the city constables,” she continued, “will be returned to the district captains, as it was before your appointment. You will retain titular authority over the captains, but will enjoy only the ceremonial functions of that office. You will oversee the swearing-in of new constables, and the appointment of new captains, but you will issue no orders of any kind to anyone who wears that uniform.” 
 
    It was not so bad, as far as he could see. It could have been a lot worse. The constables were a millstone hanging around his neck, anyway, always holding back his investigation. He could serve her better this way, he could better root out the traitors at court if freed of such distractions as command of the constables… 
 
    “You will remain as Warder of Balian’s Tower,” the regent said, “but your sole concern will be the administrative requirements of the prisoners. You will conduct no further investigations or interrogations of anyone or anything.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “The role I envision for you is that of a benign statue; colourful, and prominent, and utterly powerless.” 
 
    John stared at her in horror. This was worse than being banished or stripped of his position. Duke Vanamir had called him a ‘hollow man’ once, an empty uniform. But that was not true until today, he realised. He was going to be punished, and the worst thing was that no one would ever know it. The people would look upon him and see a hero, when all I would truly be was…nothing at all. This was to be the reward for a life of loyal, honest service? 
 
    He had never begged for anything before, not for rank nor favour; not even for his life. But now he found himself on his knees, reaching out to her. He felt disgusted even as he did so, but he was not doing it for himself, he was doing it for her. “Your Grace, please,” he said, “I cannot serve you in such a position, I cannot protect you. I cannot show you my loyalty.” 
 
    The regent looked down upon him with disdain, as did her bodyguards; as they should have, for a Kallandishman’s knees should never touch the ground, not even for a king. 
 
    “You killed Marko Uskaryn,” she said. “You killed Edmund Barying. Your political games led to the deaths of over thirty of my servants in the King’s Forest, and almost cost me my life, the life of my beloved, of my cousin, and of many more besides. Thanks to your interrogations Rybeck Cale may never walk again, and Sir Imbert Brays’ life as a warrior is over.”  
 
    She indicated that he should rise, and he did so, ascending on shaking legs. Mostly they were shaking from the fury, fury at himself for his moment of weakness, fury at Robert Toran, and Elethea, and Tannerus, and everyone else who had reduced him to this. Only slaves knelt.  
 
    “I am loyal, Your Grace,” he said, knowing that it was not enough.  
 
    The regent nodded slowly. “I know you are. A week ago, that might not have been sufficient to save your life, but I have learned a few things about loyalty since then, enough to value it in whatever form it appears. You should be thankful, Sir John, thankful that I believe in your loyalty enough that I am willing to give you any position at all.” 
 
    She went to her paramour then, and the two young women exchanged a brief kiss. When she turned back to him, her lips were twisted into a crooked grin. “Come now, High Constable,” she said. “I intend to announce the changes to the Privy Council membership, and I want you there standing next to me. Do not forget to smile. The statues of the greatest heroes always smile.” 
 
    She brushed past him, their audience over. Kingsland and Wyvernslayer followed, not looking at him at all. Arnessa favoured him with another brief smile, dripping with false sympathy, before turning back to her book. Only Carya’s eyes remained on him, as they both turned to leave the room. He could do nothing but obey his regent, after all. His nature compelled him. His sister’s mouth formed words as she passed him, and though he could not hear them, he could read her lips. I’m sorry. 
 
    He scowled at her armoured back as she went by. Bitch. It was far too late to be sorry now. 
 
  
 
  



 PART SIX: NO ACT IS WITHOUT CONSEQUENCE 
 
  
 
  


 
    Driftwood 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garnier pulled himself onto the beach with a grunt of agony. As horrific as the sting of salt water had been against his burns, removal from that cool liquid into the hot air and harsh sand was even worse. It would have been just that little bit more bearable if one of his hands had escaped the fire. As it was, though, he had to use both blistered limbs to pull himself up from the beach. There was grass beyond; he had seen it from the water. Grass was better than sand, much better.  
 
    He had never been one for land, but right now the sea was not as kind as it had once been. A cool breeze blew across his face, and even that touch hurt. He did not know how bad the burns on his face were, but given that they were more painful than those on his hands, and even a single look at his charred limbs made him want to vomit, he was certain he had picked up some new scars.  
 
    The days of that handsome rogue Garnier Fox were over. That was probably for the best. The important thing was that he was alive, and that he was the only person in the world who knew this. 
 
    Fighting down his screams, he pulled himself inch by inch up the sanded beach, towards the promise of grass. There were trees as well, twisted and gnarly things, but trees and grass might mean fresh water, water without salt to sting his body and turn his stomach. When he reached the grass, however, hurling himself forward onto it with a final burst of energy, the last thing he wanted to do was set out on a search. There would be time enough for that later. Right at this minute, he needed to regain his strength.  
 
    Rolling over, he looked back down the beach to see the flames still raging at sea, as the last remnants of the fleet that one month before had destroyed Draconnar burned in the moonlight.  
 
    Vardammer had been caught within a week of the attack, or so Garnier had heard. It was to be expected; the great war galley was the most recognizable vessel in the fleet, and far from the fastest. Still, rumour had it that Loken had taken anywhere from three to a full dozen of the Empire’s ships with him. Admiral Iluvain’s revenge had been severely mauled on that day. As for Scapani, the albino had rather unwisely turned himself in, hoping to sell information to the Kurenni in exchange for his life. Choice portions of his body were now apparently circulating across the Empire; cast in gold, of course. White Manfred had received his reward after all. 
 
    But no matter how far they sailed, the Kurenni could not catch Fortis, because Garnier had not run at all. In the aftermath of his failed attack, the urge to follow Commander Udaa’s suggestion and run to the furthest seas had been strong. But that was what they had been expecting of him, and only a fool would do what his enemy expected him to do. They had caught Loken because he was a brave fool, and Scapani because he was a greedy coward, but Garnier was neither. 
 
    So he had anchored Fortis in a small cove near a nameless little town in the Free Marches, four days sail from Draconnar. He and his crew had waited there for a month, occasionally venturing into the town to pick up provisions and listen to the latest rumours floating around the Bitter Sea.  
 
    He knew that for all their fury in the wake of the raids, the Kurenni had certainly made an example of the pirates that attacked them. Two had died in the harbour and two had been hunted down and slain; what would they care for the fifth? They had a province to rebuild, a war to plan. They would soon enough forget the last pirate, and in a few weeks Fortis would be just one more merchant carrack sailing the Bitter Sea.  
 
    Regrettably, the knife-eared bastards had proven to be a little more persistent than that. He did not know how the Kurenni had found them, but this very morning the lookouts had spotted a galley nosing around the cove. Garnier had given the order to run, but what little luck he had left seemed to have run out. Of course the galley had seen them, of course it had recognized their profile; and of course a dozen birds rose up from it, winging their messages to the rest of the fleet.  
 
    The Kurenni had chased them all day, and by night it was clear that running was futile. Fortis was a tough little ship, but she was not a fast one. Garnier had ordered a halt, and had told his crew that they would effect an ambush, a lure like the one he had used to defeat the Tyrans in the Narrow Sea. He told the crew that once the galley was down, Fortis would continue her flight. In his heart though, he knew it was useless. As long as he was alive, the Kurenni would chase them, he saw that now. There really was only one option remaining. 
 
    Tom Worry was the one who found him, lurking in the magazine. The cutthroat had been running down to tell his captain that the battle was not going well, that the Kurenni marines were close to taking the ship. Worry had looked horrified when he saw Garnier laying down the powder trails. But not when Garnier shot him through the heart, though. Then he had just looked surprised. 
 
    Garnier Fox had not survived seventeen years of this life by being sentimental. Fortis had been a good ship, and Worry a fine second, but Garnier had seen good ships and fine seconds before, and would again. The boy’s naiveté was astonishing. Three years in his crew earned the lad a portion of the loot, and nothing more. What had he thought happened to his predecessors; that they retired happily on some fucking farm somewhere? Dirk van Loken had blathered on about history and brotherhood and honour amongst privateers, but there was only one lesson Worry should have listened to. Sooner or later this life turned to shit, and then it was every man for himself.  
 
    The lesson Garnier should have learned was to never fire a pistol inside a ship’s magazine; especially not one he was halfway through sabotaging. A stray spark had lit one of his powder trails, and he found himself running for his life before Worry’s had even finished draining away. He had ignored the two crews battling up on deck, and ran straight for the gunwale. A few years ago he might even have made it in time, but these days he was just that little bit too slow.  
 
    He could not remember much about the explosion, other than it had knocked him over the side of the ship. He was certain that had been when his face was burned. His hands came later, when he awoke in the water, and grabbed rather unwisely at a flaming spar. The memory made him wince even now. Impossible degrees of pain, and yet he had clutched at the damn thing like a babe at the teat.  
 
    Sense had returned to him before his hands suffered injuries bad enough to truly cripple him, but still, the burns were terrible. They would need treatment, and out in the arse-end of the Free Marches, that would be difficult to arrange. But he was alive. He was alive, and everyone else was dead. 
 
    He gave the shattered and smouldering wreckage of the carrack and the galley floating on the sea one final glance, and then rolled over onto his front. He had wasted enough time lying around. Some of his strength had returned; it was water he needed now.  
 
    He began to crawl again, this time using his elbows and his knees, neither of which were burned. The grass still stroked his wounds painfully, but it was a bearable pain. Pain he could deal with. He had felt much pain in his life, but time would wash it away eventually.  
 
    He made his way towards the treeline slowly but surely, dragging himself along like a demented worm. Already his mind was contemplating the moves ahead, beyond his search for water. He had to find people. His wounds needed tending, else an infection would creep into his burnt flesh. Witnesses were required as well. By the time the Kurenni fleet found the charred remains floating on the water, there would little possibility of them recognising either vessel. He needed the local people to be able to identify Fortis; otherwise the world would not know that the great pirate Garnier Fox was dead. He chuckled to himself, though the twisting of facial muscles caused him pain. He might be the only man in history required to spread word of his own death. 
 
    The spindly trees above the beach would provide no protection from the sun once it rose, nor did they bear any fruit or other useful thing, but they did hide water. The twisted roots of the largest tree had formed a natural bowl, and into this rainwater had pooled. It was muddy, and probably stagnant, but to Garnier it was as sweet as honey wine. The explosion at sea had scorched the very air that went into his lungs, and he had swallowed nothing but seawater since then. He lowered his burnt face to the water and began to lap at it greedily, ignoring the bitter taste, the mud, and the other dubious objects that floated in it.  
 
    He had halfway drained the bowl when he heard a familiar creaking sound from behind. His head darted up, peering wildly around. He was not unaware of what he must look like. He was reacting just as the deer did to the approaching hunter, and with good reason. Somewhere out in the dark was the creaking of a strained crossbow string. 
 
    He was unarmed and badly wounded, and neither was a good condition to be in while alone in this place. Here in the Free Marches, banditry was an honoured calling. Garnier rose awkwardly to his knees, peering out into the dark, but he could see no one. He did need to find people, true, but he had imagined villagers, quaint but kindly folk; not some damn beach-scouring brigands. He heard the rustle as boots moved through the grass, and closed his eyes.  
 
    He wondered what would happen to him when he died. His mother had been Tyran, and it was said that the gods held a place for their people when they died. His father had been Kallandish, a follower of the old ways. The spirits of the Kallandish rose unto the ancestors, according to legend. He snorted silently. Gods and ancestors had no place set aside for one such as him, not a place he would want to be in at any rate. Better that his body and spirit stay here and rot.  
 
    The footsteps grew ever closer, and he waited for the final whistle that would herald the end of his life, but it never came. Instead a voice called out, a gruff Tyran voice. “Which ship are you from? The galley, or the carrack?” 
 
    Garnier opened his eyes, surprised, but very much relieved. Any foe who would talk to him and not shoot first had already lost. The stranger stepped out of the dark, and Garnier’s relief grew ever greater. This Tyran was no bandit, or at least if he was, he was a poor one, in every sense of the word. He wore no armour, and the clothes he did wear were tattered and badly patched. He carried a staff in one hand, a crossbow in the other. The weapon was in no better condition than his clothes. The stock looked to have been cracked and repaired with string. It was ancient, easily the oldest crossbow Garnier had ever seen.  
 
    The man was old as well, white-haired and weatherbeaten, with a look of deep suspicion in his dark eyes. “Galley, or carrack?” he asked again, and Garnier realized that he had to say something. 
 
    He had developed a plan even as he sabotaged his ship. Once on land he would dry out, and then wander into the nearest settlement, telling the tale of how the pirate Garnier Fox and his crew died at sea. That plan was clearly done with. He was wet and burned; it was without question that he came from the ships. It was time to improvise. 
 
    Lowering his eyes to the stranger’s feet, he affected an expression of beaten-down misery. The expressions and mannerisms flooded back to him, though he had not used them in seventeen years. It had been an affectation, even back then. Garnier could barely remember what his true face looked like. This face he had worn to the masters, other faces to his fellows. Strength, or cunning, or weakness; whichever was best for the circumstances. 
 
    “The galley, monsieur,” he replied in a small voice, pathetic and timid. 
 
    “Marine?” the Tyran asked, his voice still suspicious, despite Garnier’s apparent meekness.  
 
    Garnier shook his head, fighting back a wince at the stab of pain such action drew from his wounds. A good slave never let on how much agony he was in, for it invited further beatings. “I am an oarslave, monsieur.” He was thankful that the burns to his wrists hid the fact that he did not possess manacle-scars.  
 
    The oldtimer grunted approvingly, and Garnier heard a creak as the crossbow was lowered. “Are you Tyran?” the man asked. “You speak our tongue well.” 
 
    Garnier froze. He had responded in the Tyran tongue automatically, as he always did when he shared a language with those before him. But naturally, that left him with fewer options to explain his presence here. He could not now claim to be from anywhere else, for how could an oarslave know so many languages? It was rare to find a Tyran in servitude, but Garnier had started down this path, and so he had no choice but to follow it. Silence was his enemy, so he blurted out the first Tyran name he could think of. 
 
    “My name is Henri…Henri Breteuil, monsieur,” he said, as pathetically as he could. His physical weakness at least was no pretence; he could not have fought the old man if he wanted to. “I was taken in Arq…after the war.” 
 
    The Tyran grunted again, and Garnier heard him walk past, towards the treeline, and the beach beyond. “Taleris’ cunt,” he muttered, “what a fucking mess. There’s going to be dead men floating up the rest of the week.” He paused. “What was all this about, Henri Breteuil? Do you know?” 
 
    Garnier kept his head lowered. “I heard the masters say that the ship belonged to a pirate,” he said softly. “The leader of the captains who burned the Dragon-City.” 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from the Tyran. “Really?” he said. “I heard about that. Draconnar’s in a right mess, or so they say.” He chuckled greedily. “The knife-ears will pay in silver to hear about this.” 
 
    Garnier grinned. Thanks to this greedy peasant, word of Garnier Fox’s death would spread, and the Kurenni and the Kallandish would forget all about him, and get on with butchering one another. It was going to be hard to find employment after this, but he would rather be poor than dead. 
 
    The Tyran had moved back from the beach, and was now kneeling in front of him. “Reckon they’ll pay in silver for an escaped slave too,” he said, laughing heartily. “Best night-time walk I’ve ever taken.” 
 
    Garnier frowned from under the protection of his lowered head. “Monsieur will do what he must,” he said, his voice tired and emotionless, “but I am a navy slave, property of the High Command. They will say that you stole me, and then they will kill us both.” 
 
    The Tyran laughed, but uncertainly. Even a rural fool such as he must have heard of what the Kurenni did to thieves. “Maybe so,” he conceded. “But then maybe I’ll sell you on to the slavecatchers. Less silver, but less risk to me that way.” 
 
    He was breaking, Garnier could see it. “No catcher will take a navy slave, monsieur. The Phoenix does not pay for what it already owns.” 
 
    The old man grunted again, and stood up. “Fine,” he said, sounding frustrated. “Silver for the news will have be enough, I suppose. Well then, Henri Breteuil of Arq,” he said with an air of finality, “I’ll bid you a good night. Luck with the escaping and all.” 
 
    Garnier grimaced. He had not counted on the bastard simply leaving him here on the beach. Land folk were supposed to be the cheery sort who would always aid a man in need. Well, he was not about to be abandoned to die out here. He did not have sufficient strength remaining to reach a village unaided, and he was not going to wait here for the Kurenni to come and investigate. His lies would not hold up against an Imperial Warden. 
 
    He raised his head for the first time since sighting the old man, looking up at him with pleading eyes. “Please monsieur, I am injured. I must have healing, or I might die.” 
 
    The Tyran’s face twitched. It was clear that he did not feel good about leaving, but still he shook his head. “Healing costs coin, friend, so does feeding, and I need every silver they give me for my farm. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Garnier reached out with one mangled hand, forcing tears from his eyes. The hot, salty liquid irritated his facial burns, but what was a little more pain now? “Please, monsieur,” he begged piteously. “I don’t want to die. I’ll work for you, monsieur, I’ll work your farm. I’m very strong, and I work hard. I’ll do anything that you want, but please don’t leave me here to die.” 
 
    He would never know whether it was his promise to aid the old man with his farm, or his pleas for mercy and charity, but either way, it worked. The Tyran’s face was a mask of conflicting urges and emotions. Helping an escaped slave could be dangerous and expensive. He wanted to walk away, to rid himself of Garnier and the trouble he might spell, but at the same time he was not sure whether he could live with himself after doing something like that. He stood there, staring at Garnier, until finally his emotion overcame his good sense. He rolled his eyes, throwing his hands up in the air. “Fine,” he said gruffly. “I’ll take you with me, Henri Breteuil. Just don’t expect me to hide you if the slavecatchers come looking.” 
 
    Garnier ceased his weeping, sniffing wretchedly for good measure. “Thank you, monsieur, thank you,” he moaned, while inside he wore a smile as bright as the sun. “Corvia’s blessings upon you, monsieur. May Denia gift you with abundant crop.” 
 
    The old man smiled wryly. “That would be nice,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Come along, Henri Breteuil. Can you walk, son?” 
 
    Garnier tried to rise to his knees, but he had not the strength to lift them, and his burnt hands could find no purchase on the grass. The strength that had got him this far was waning, now that he appeared to be safe. “I am sorry, monsieur,” he said, “but I cannot.” This time he really was begging for aid. His benefactor sighed, and slung the crossbow over his shoulder.  
 
    “Suppose I can help you. The farm ain’t far.” 
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    Garnier must have passed out during the journey back to the farm. All he could remember was trotting along, his arms over the old farmer’s shoulders, the ground passing beneath his feet one step at a time. He did not know how long he was unconscious for, but when he did come to, he was inside, lying on a hard but acceptable bed. He glanced around, taking the place in. It was a single room, wooden walls, a few ornaments here and there, but nothing of value. Judging by the house and the way the man was dressed, the old Tyran would have been better off if he had been a bandit.  
 
    There were loud voices at his back, and he twisted his neck painfully to see the old man arguing with an equally old woman, likely his wife. He seemed to be receiving quite the tongue-lashing, but to Garnier’s surprise, it was not for the reason he would initially have imagined. 
 
    “Shame on you, Etienne!” the old woman said, waving her finger at her husband, who looked suitably chastened. “You were going to leave this poor man to die out there?” 
 
    “I brung him back in the end,” he protested, but his wife was having none of that. 
 
    “The Gods know, Etienne Courac!” she said. “They know what you do, and what you were going to do.” She tutted loudly, and then turned away. “Run and wake up the herbalist in Teraillac,” she said. “I’ve got most of what I need for the salves here, but I don’t have aloe or lavender.” 
 
    Etienne grumbled and stamped his way to the door. As he went, Garnier saw him reach towards a copper pan hanging from the wall, and take a small pouch out from behind it. That was useful to know, for later.  
 
    He looked away, staring up at the ceiling. He was not feeling very well at all, quite feverish in fact, and his arms and face were in considerable pain. The infection had started to set in.  
 
    As his senses departed him once again, the old woman appeared at his side, drizzling cool water onto his face. “Don’t you worry, young man,” she said, a kindly smile on her wrinkled old lips, “you’ll be alright.”  
 
      
 
    *        * 
 
      
 
    When next he woke it was daylight, and his fever seemed to be running a little slower. His arms were bandaged, the cloth stained with suppuration and blood. Moving them hurt, a lot. His face felt as though it were similarly bandaged.  
 
    With a rustle of cloth the old woman appeared at his side again. “Your name is Henri?” she asked, and he nodded gingerly. She tapped her chest. “I’m Peronelle,” she said, “and my husband Etienne was the one who brought you in.” 
 
    He nodded again, unsure what she wanted beyond having a little chat. She was wringing her hands nervously, so there was obviously more to it than mere cordiality. Suddenly she got up, walking beyond his sight. “Etienne told me that you’re from Arq…that you were taken from there.”  
 
    Garnier silently cursed. It would be just his luck that the old hag knew someone from there, knew enough to see through his hastily assembled lies. 
 
    “I had a niece living in Arq, before the war,” Peronelle said, confirming Garnier’s suspicions. “Her name was Clare…Clare Mouriez.” There was a smile in her voice, though a sad one. “She was very pretty. She worked as a baker on Rue Guillaume d’Argentan. I wonder…” She paused, reappearing at his feet, looking down at him with pity, her eyes beseeching him for information. “I wonder if you knew her, Henri, before or…after. I know that you would have been very young…” 
 
    Garnier averted his eyes, trying to look sorrowful. “I am sorry, madame, but they sent us all to different places. I don’t remember her from before, and after…” He let a little sob build up in his throat; drawing upon his memories of the real childhood he had endured for inspiration. 
 
    Peronelle’s eyes filled with tears, and she raised her hand. “I’m sorry, child, I didn’t mean to make you think of those days. We heard stories, even up here, of what happened to your city.” Her expression softened further. “It must have been very hard, surviving that only to be enslaved as well. You’re a very brave man, Henri, to have survived all of that.” 
 
    “Thank you madame,” he sniffled. He could see that he was going to have an easy time of this. Judging by the condition of the house and the way Peronelle had spoken of her niece, the way she had spoken to him, he could tell that the two farmers had no children; or their children were dead, perhaps run off to play bandit in the Marches. Either way, he could be the son that they did not have, at least until his burns were healed. 
 
    Peronelle fetched him a cup of water, and he happily glugged down the cool liquid. After the fever, his mouth was parched. The old woman stroked his hair, speaking to him in a soft voice. “Don’t worry, Henri. You are safe here. Your wounds will heal, and only when you are stronger should you worry about paying us back.” She smiled. “The Gods look favourably on the kind.” 
 
    Garnier smiled back. The moment his wounds were healed, he would be gone from this place. He was not troubled by the thought of stealing their money. He had burned two towns, butchered thousands of people, and started a war that would kill many more. Robbing two old farmers was barely worth mentioning. It would not even be the worst thing he did this month, let alone in his entire life. 
 
    He lay back on the bed, ready to accept the embrace of sleep; real sleep, not fevered stupor. Somehow he knew that he would dream this night. How many new faces would there be, he wondered. Magistrate Corvinus for certain, not to mention the nameless dead of Draconnar and Helaressen. Vellava would be back, that damned girl. He had not even killed her, and still she haunted him. 
 
    It was irritating, but he would not complain, for he understood. He would dream of them until the day he died. Like the pain, the dreams were a good thing. They both meant that he was still alive; and that was more than could be said for a lot of others. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Peace 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard paced back and forth across the chamber, fidgeting with his collar. The enormous fur cloak he wore had been cut from a single bear, and from the feel of the material against his skin, no one had bothered to check it for fleas. The fur scratched, itched and tickled at him, and even in the mild heat of the Sverker summer, it was too hot. Such garb might have served him better at Hohenfels, or even at Sigurd’s Fell weeks ago, but here in Altheim? They were too far south for the bloody thing.  
 
    The cloak had made him very irritable indeed, but it was not so much the garment that irked him, than his reason for wearing it. 
 
    Melara sighed, getting out of the chair where she had been sat watching him for half an hour, and strolled up. She took his hands in her own and pulled them away from the collar of the cloak, holding them firmly. Richard halted his pacing, glancing at her tetchily. His surliness was met with the curiously knowing smile she had been wearing of late. He preferred that expression to the tears she had sported in the first days of their marriage, but it could still be maddening.  
 
    Whenever she wore that smile he was reminded of her cousin, of the web of lies and deceits Astrid had caught him in. He and Melara had grown more comfortable with one another before the battle, and even more so in the weeks after, but no one was going to pretend that it was a perfect marriage. His mind still longed for Matilde’s face, and saw Astrid’s face in Melara’s. For her part, though she had shed no tears for the lost, he knew that when she looked at him, she saw her father’s broken army, and Alexander’s blood on his hands.  
 
    Still, right at this moment she was as affectionate as she had ever been, and so he took a deep breath, pushed down his anger, and forced a smile onto his face.  
 
    Melara shook her head, the smirk still flitting about her lips. “Honestly, Richard, I think that you are more nervous than I am.” 
 
    “I am not nervous!” he protested. “It is this damn cloak, it itches…” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “You were the one who wanted to dress as a Sverker lord does,” she said, nodding at his clothing. “This is how a Sverker lord dresses.” 
 
    He looked down at his ridiculous garb. In addition to the great bear cloak, he wore a suit of Sverker scales, the arms of his new house painted onto the chest. His breeches were no more comfortable than the cloak, seeming to be made from horsehair. His wife wore a simple dress of soft yellow wool, and it looked to be a great deal more comfortable than his own raiment. 
 
    “You should be wearing this, not me,” he said wryly. “You are the true Sverker lord, the blood of Skeffi.” 
 
    She laughed. “The men of this country prefer their women soft, demure and obedient,” she said, curtseying in a mockery of wifely deference. “I look forward to seeing how they take to having Kallandish customs rammed down their throats by our new king and queen.” 
 
    Richard snorted. “With me as the ramrod, ancestors’ mercy.” 
 
    “You are the Viceroy of Sverkermark,” she said. “That is what the position entails.” 
 
    He shook his head firmly. “Astrid is the Viceroy of Sverkermark. I am nothing but her humble servant. Her loyal dog.” 
 
    The decision had been made within days of Alexander’s death. Rumours had flooded around the camp at Sigurd’s Fell, telling of the great arguments embroiling the royal tent. The king had not been well disposed to his wife taking upon the viceroyalty of his new conquest; if only because such a permanent split in the royal household would not look good. No one was naive enough to believe he would miss her warmth in the marriage bed. But even Sigismund could see that she was the best person for the role. One of the last scions of the House of Kalte, her army had laid down most of the foundations of his conquest; it could only be Astrid.  
 
    Still, certain forms had to be obeyed. The royal couple had sailed from Altheim for Kalrond the week before, with all of their commanders and most of their army. As the only Kallandish noble with lands in Sverkermark, Richard had been the natural candidate to hold the viceroyalty in the queen’s absence. After all, his home was a Sverker castle, his wife a Sverker lady. There was nothing waiting for him back in Kalland. For better or for worse, Sverkermark was his country now.  
 
    At least he would not be viceroy for long. Astrid would make only a cursory appearance in Kalrond, a matter of weeks. She would want to return as quickly as possible. As Queen of Kalland, she was little more than a figurehead, but as Viceroy of Sverkermark, she would wield real power, almost as great as that she would wield if she were the ruling queen in her own right. 
 
    As far as Richard was concerned, Astrid’s return could not come soon enough. The proper forms had to be obeyed here as well. With a new monarch on the throne of Sverkermark, oaths and swords had to be taken from the lords of the northern kingdom, and the first group had arrived here in Altheim. He was not sanguine about the prospect of meeting with them.   
 
    Melara’s expression softened, and she placed a hand on his arm. “You chose this path, Richard,” she said. “You knew when you first set foot on it that the going would not be easy.” 
 
    He nodded, and appreciating the reminder, he patted her hand. “I suppose it cannot be all that difficult,” he said. “Wrangling noblemen is the same all across the world, surely.” 
 
    She burst into laughter, a genuine outpour of humour, covering her mouth with her hand. He had seen her laugh before, but never with as much abandon as this. Like Astrid she was beautiful, but where her cousin’s beauty was brought out only as she became crueler, Melara’s laughter drew out her true radiance.  
 
    He found himself looking away, guilt taking hold of him. He knew that he should not feel this way. They were married, but she deserved better than a marriage of convenience to a man who had destroyed her family. 
 
    “Oh, Richard,” Melara chuckled, smiling at him with a touch of fondness that only deepened his guilt, “you have learned much of our people these last few months, but you have so much more still to learn. The noblemen of Sverkermark are not like your barons.” Her expression grew more serious. “Few Sverker men are as honourable as my father, or as warm-hearted as Grimbold. Even Torgeir of Harlsborg is a puppy compared with some of the men we will meet with today.” She shook her head ruefully. “And these men are but a fraction of the lords of Sverkermark. They are the ones most loyal to my uncle Peter’s memory, and the most curious about you or my cousin. Many more have elected to stay in their castles and holds, and will remain there until the end of days, unless you can win over this group.” She smiled. “These are not honourable Kallandish knights. The men of the eastern coasts have raided your lands for centuries, and see your people as nothing but victims to be slaughtered. The men of the Norderland were those most loyal to Alexander, and will hate you for defeating him. The men of the Westerland are loyal to no one, not even my uncle when he lived. Sverkermark has warred with itself for many years…your invasion was just the latest campaign. They will already be planning the next one.” 
 
    Richard stared at her, his eyes wider than those of a man of his years and experience should ever be. “Well, I was not nervous before…” he said, and Melara laughed again, but said nothing. 
 
    A knock came at the door, and Grimbold entered. The burly huskarl struggled under the same weight of fur and scale as Richard, as befitted the captain of the Baron of Hohenfels’ huskarls. His expression was as serious as Richard had ever seen, another telling sign that winning battles did not win peace. “They are ready for you, Your Grace,” he said formally, and Richard sighed.  
 
    Turning to his wife, he managed a smile. “Any final advice before we go to meet these bastards?”  
 
    Melara nodded. “Only this. These men will not care about how honourable you are, or how high in the royal favour you are, or how noble is your blood…or how well you married,” she added slyly. “They only care about your courage, your strength and your deeds.” She patted him lightly on the arm. “You have all three in abundance, Richard. Show them.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The Great Hall of the Kings in Altheim bore only a deceptive resemblance to the Hall of Audiences of the Palace of Morcar. Though the Sverkers had long taken to building in stone, their Great Hall was built of wood, as it had been when Skeffi’s sons raised it, three thousand years before.  
 
    Of course, it was not the same hall. A land as chaotic as Sverkermark did not preserve wooden buildings all that well. The current incarnation of the hall was only a few generations old, but Richard still felt the weight of history upon him. It was almost as though three millennia of Melara’s ancestors were glaring down at him, demanding to know why he felt he was worthy to walk this hall with their daughter at his side, and even if he discounted such foolish superstition, there were other hostile eyes upon him. 
 
    Only thirty of the lords of Sverkermark had answered the first summons, but to Richard their gazes felt like those of thirty thousand. They stood around the otherwise empty hall, muttering and whispering, and flashing him dark looks as he walked from behind the throne with Melara and Grimbold.  
 
    The throne of Kalland was a great symbol of rulership that stood upon a mighty dais, but the throne of the Sverker kings really was little more than a simple wooden chair, lurking at the rear of the Great Hall. There were no other seats in the room, for in Sverkermark when the king was seated, no one else sat.  
 
    Richard halted at the throne, one hand resting uneasily on the arm of the chair. The eyes of the Sverker lords followed him, every one of them watching to see what he would do, daring him to take the throne, waiting for him to lose his nerve. He took a deep breath, and then sat down. 
 
    The muttering amongst the lords grew louder, and he saw a few nodding approvingly. Most still glared at him as though he had just taken a shit in front of them. He was not so far away from such an accident, truth be told. Richard was no coward, but a part of him wished that the king had left more than the three hundred royal armsmen that he had. If he had more than three hundred soldiers in this city, they would not be glowering at him so murderously.   
 
    Grimbold walked out in front of the throne and cleared his throat. In Sverkermark, there were no heralds. A lord’s huskarls announced him, called his names and his titles. A man could not claim to be a lord if he had no great warriors to speak his names for him.  
 
    “His Grace, Richard Beaufort, Richard Castle-taker, Richard Diamond-breaker,” the huskarl boomed in the Sverker tongue. “Baron of Hohenfels, Viceroy of the Kingdom of Sverkermark to His Grace Sigismund the First, King of Kalland and Sverkermark, Earl of Kalrond, Master of the House of Toran, and to Her Grace Astrid of House Kalte, Queen of Kalland and Sverkermark.” 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes as Grimbold listed his titles without taking so much as a breath. Though there was something to be said for having an impressive name, he was acquiring more than any man should need. ‘Diamond-breaker’ was the latest of King Sigismund’s gifts to his newest baron. Richard hated it, and he knew that Melara hated it as well. But as always, the king got what he wanted. 
 
    “You lords,” Grimbold called, “have been summoned here to swear your oaths of fealty, and to accept your swords from the chosen viceroy of your king. What say you, men?” 
 
    As one the Sverker lords turned to look at a young man of Richard’s years standing towards the back of the hall. Tall and broad, with a beard and hair as black as night, a face as scarred as any veteran, the young lord loped forward like the predator Richard knew him to be. Melara leaned in, her hand on the arm of the throne. “That is…” she began, but Richard cut her off. 
 
    “I know who that is,” he replied grimly. He had been studying the sigils of all the lords of Sverkermark ever since he became one of them. The man wore a three-headed black dragon on his chest….  
 
    “Ragnar Svend,” he said softly, so softly that only his wife could hear. “The Lord of Nordhavn.”  
 
    Ragnar the Black Dragon. Ragnar the Black Tide, as the folk of the Shield Isles called him. His was a name known even in Kalland, or at least in the parts of Kalland where Sverker raiders were still seen. Before the war, Ragnar had controlled one of the largest fleets of dragonboats in the country. Due to a wise policy of neutrality, however, it was now the largest fleet. One could not rule a kingdom spanning the Kalland Sea without Ragnar’s approval, and from his grin and swagger, Richard could see that the Black Tide knew this as well as anyone. 
 
    Ragnar halted his advance a few paces from the throne, squaring up to Grimbold, who backed down respectfully, albeit reluctantly. The Lord of Nordhavn turned his narrow dark eyes on Richard. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot of names thrown about this room,” he said in the Sverker tongue, his voice harsh and grating. “A lot of grand names and titles.” He grinned mirthlessly at Richard. “But all I see is a woman and a wolf dressed in armour, barking at the call of another woman, and another wolf.” This pronouncement was met by loud calls of support from the other lords. “You can dress a wolf in armour,” Ragnar continued, “and you can call it a lord, but that doesn’t make it a man.” 
 
    More derision from the other lords followed Ragnar’s words, and Richard’s heart sank. He began to rise from the throne, but Melara placed a hand on his arm. 
 
    “My husband is a man,” she called out, louder than he had ever heard her speak before. “I can attest to that.” Ribald laughter followed her assertion, and Richard stared at her, astonished. She did not meet his eyes, but instead continued to speak, a fierce grin on her face. “My husband fought when his king summoned him,” she said. “Where were the dragonboats of Nordhavn when your king called for them, Ragnar Svend? Cowering in their havens along with you, I expect. Ragnar the Black Tide.” She laughed derisively, placing her hands on her hips. “Ragnar the Piss-stream, I name you.” 
 
    All of a sudden the hall was filled by raucous laughter, more than Richard would have expected to hear from men laughing at a warrior as black-hearted as Ragnar Svend. Oddly enough though, the Lord of Nordhavn did not seem to be angered in the slightest by Melara’s insults. He stood with his hands crossed in front of his chest, a rueful smile on his face.  
 
    “More women’s words,” he called out, “from a wolf’s bitch. Does he have his wife speak for him because he is afraid to face me, or is it because the wolf can’t even speak our tongue?” Ragnar glanced back at his fellow lords. “Why should we listen to one who can’t even understand what we say?” 
 
    Richard felt Melara pat him on the arm. He was beginning to understand what was going on here. This was nothing like Parliament, or the royal court in Kalrond. This was a challenge, with insults and words in lieu of weapons. It was a duel, and as any fighter knew, one did not use up all of one’s strength on the first blow. Strength was to be concealed, until it could be used to catch the enemy off-guard. 
 
    He rose to his feet, grinning as broadly as anyone else. “I can understand your tongue, Ragnar Svend,” he said in flawless Sverker. He had never made a wiser decision than to have Grimbold begin to teach him this language all those months ago. “And I can speak it, as well as can any man. You call me afraid, and you are correct, Ragnar the Piss-stream, I am afraid. I am afraid that if we speak further, we may quarrel. I am afraid that if we quarrel I will grow angry, and the blood-rage will take me, and force me to feed you your own parts.” Richard winked to the Sverker lord. “And if your mouth is filled by your own cock, how will you command your dragonboats on behalf of your king?” 
 
    The lords had been astounded upon discovering that he spoke their tongue, but that had passed quickly, once Richard began to insult the Black Tide. They laughed as hard as they had when Melara did it, slapping their sides with glee. Richard could scarcely believe what he was seeing. This was little better than street theatre. Was this truly how they had ruled a nation for three thousand years, with bloody threats and bawdy insults? Apparently it was though, and apparently these insults were an integral and expected aspect of Sverker government, for none amongst the lords was laughing harder than Ragnar the Black Tide.  
 
    “You’ve got some bite, wolf, I’ll give you that,” he chuckled. “Very well. What is it that your master wants?” 
 
    Richard relaxed back onto the throne. At least he had their attentions. Their fealty would be harder to come by, but it would easier now that he knew how the game was played. “The king is desirous of peace and unity,” he said. 
 
    Ragnar veritably exploded with laughter, bending almost to his knees, and slapping his thighs. “Peace?” he exclaimed. “Peace is for sheep and women. What use is peace to a warrior of Sverkermark?” 
 
    Richard raised a careful eyebrow. “You would prefer war then?” he asked. 
 
    Ragnar nodded. “Aye, as any true warrior would.” 
 
    “And who would you war with, Ragnar Svend?” 
 
    The Lord of Nordhavn grinned darkly. “You Kallandish wolves, of course.”  
 
    “Really?” Richard replied. He rose to his feet again, placing a hand over Melara’s and squeezing it. He hoped that the gesture carried a little of what he wanted to say to her in that moment. What he was to say, he said because he had to, not because he wanted to. 
 
    “Sune av Kalte wanted war,” he roared. “His army broke against the walls of Hohenfels like glass.” He heard Melara’s intake of breath, but her arm did not move from his by so much as an inch. She understood why he had to dishonour her father’s memory. “Alexander av Kalte wanted war,” he continued, “and I pierced his beating heart upon his own battle-standard.” He stepped away from the throne, pointing straight at Ragnar. “Do you believe yourself more beloved of the Great Raven than the last sons of Skeffi?” 
 
    Ragnar Svend was staring at him in frank astonishment, as were most of the lords. They had thought Richard some Kallandish fop who seduced a Sverker lady. They knew nothing of him, but he knew everything about them, and about many more things beside. “Mayhap I do,” Ragnar retorted, but with an uncertain look in his eyes. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Mayhap you are,” he said, “but do you think yourself more beloved than me? Tell me, Ragnar Svend, have you ever spoken with a Voice of the Great Raven?”  
 
    He already knew the answer. Any Sverker who had spoken to a Voice would have told the story to everyone he met, and Richard knew that none of them had so much as seen one of the mysterious seers. He pointed to some of the other lords in turn. Sigil of a Raven on a tree stump. “Have you, Arngrim Rook?” A stag elk with seventeen points. “Or you, Torbrand Kjull?” A bear clutching axes. “What about you, Starvald Herjdahl? Have any of you great lords spoken to a Voice? Do any of your warriors carry the gifts of the Great Raven?” He tapped his armoured chest. “I have spoken with a Voice of the Raven. He told me that I would conquer Hohenfels. I am blessed by the gifts of the Raven. He has given unto me the berserkrgang. Do any of you think yourself more beloved of the Raven than me?” 
 
    Perhaps they had heard rumours, perhaps not, but either way they were no less shocked and awed by his statements, by the depths of his knowledge of their culture. They were shaking their heads, calling out that they did not believe themselves more worthy. There was nothing that meant more to a Sverker than his god. It did not matter whether Richard believed, just as long as they did. 
 
    Only Ragnar Svend had retained some semblance of control, and he was clearly eyeing Richard under a new light. Even bold Ragnar Svend knew that if a lord possessed a servant so beloved of the Raven as Richard Beaufort, then that lord was a man to be served. And feared. 
 
     “Peace and unity,” the Lord of Nordhavn said. “Alright, viceroy, you have my words, and my sword.” He gave Richard a dark, warning stare. “But don’t think that peace will follow so easily.” 
 
    Richard grinned back at him. “Who in all this world,” he asked, “would dare make war on both Richard Diamond-breaker and Ragnar the Black Tide?” 
 
    Ragnar stared at him for a moment, and then burst into laughter. He glanced at the other lords. “The wolf has a point, lads,” he said meaningfully. Turning back to Richard, he grinned. “I suppose you’ll be wanting my sword, right?” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The ceremony did not last all that long, once Ragnar Svend had been convinced, but the business of the Crown did not end with the taking of oaths. Only after they had retired to their bed that night was Richard able to confront his wife. “That was not nearly so hard as you made it out to be,” he said accusingly “Why did you as good as tell me that it was impossible?” 
 
    Melara gave him that all too-familiar knowing smirk. “You have been told that things were impossible before. All it did was give you the determination to conquer them anyway. Besides,” she added with a small frown, “I honestly did not believe that Ragnar Svend would submit so easily.” 
 
    “Ragnar’s submission was in no small part authored by you, Melara,” he said. “Ragnar the Piss-stream?” He laughed. “If you had not shown me how to go about this business of Sverker governance, I think the day might have had a different outcome.” 
 
    Melara nodded. “That is why I did it,” she said. 
 
    Richard turned over, looking her right in the eye. “Yes, but I do not understand why. You are in no danger from Astrid at the moment; there is no need for you to exert yourself on my behalf. Come to think of it, there is no need for you to be here tonight, either.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes, looking chastened. “Do you not want me to be here?” 
 
    He sighed, half-reaching out with one hand to take hers, and then pulling it back. “No, I want you to be here,” he said, “I just…I just don’t understand. You deserve better than to feel obligated to aid me, to share my bed. You can have better…if you want.” 
 
    Melara opened her eyes, and there was a fierce light in them. “When we first lay together,” she said, “I told you that I needed to do it, for my own protection. That was true then, but it is not true now. I am here, Richard, because I want to be. I help you because I want to.” 
 
    He shook his head. “How can it be what you want, Melara?” he asked. “Those things I said in the hall…they were exaggerated, but they were also true. These hands of mine,” he said, holding them up for her to see. “These hands are stained with the blood of your kin. How can you bear to…” 
 
    She sighed. “You are a great speaker, husband,” she said slowly, “but you have no talent for listening. Did I not say on the ridge at Sigurd’s Fell that I would shed no more tears for my lost kin? Did I not say that?” 
 
    “You did,” he conceded reluctantly, “but…” 
 
    “I told you not to feel sorry. I told you that it was enough for me that we were alive.” She sighed again, taking his hands in her own, stroking them gently. “I see no blood on these hands,” she said softly. “Why will you not take me at my word?” 
 
    He pulled himself up into a seated position, looking down at her, tearing his hands away from hers. “Because I do not deserve it!” he said. “I do not deserve your affection or kindness. Not after all that I have done. Not after Matilde…” 
 
    He swore inwardly as soon as he said it. Not once since his lover died had her name been mentioned between he and Melara, and now he spoke it in their bed. But his wife did not seem angry. Instead she smiled, placing one hand softly on his arm.  “Now will you be telling me that you were somehow not worthy of her love either?” she asked. 
 
    “She loved me, but I did not love her,” he said miserably. “You know, on that last day…she as good as told me that she wanted for us to marry. I made an excuse about Knights of the Household not being able to.” He shook his head. “She died knowing that her love was wasted. She could have found someone better…and so could you. I have robbed you both of love and happiness.” 
 
    Melara burst into laughter, as she had earlier that day when he spoke of wrangling the Sverker lords. “Oh, you are deaf and brainless both, Richard Beaufort,” she chuckled. “Do you think she was a powerless fool? Of course she could have had someone who felt more for her. But she did not want anyone else, she wanted you.” Melara shook her head, wiping away small tears of mirth. “She died happy, knowing that she had bought you and the others more time. She was a warrior, Richard, not a little girl. She did what she did because she wanted to. And she loved you because she saw the same things in you that I do. You are a good man, Richard Beaufort, a good and honourable man. You have a good heart. My father saw it too.” Though her eyes were wet at the mention of Count Sune, she smiled warmly. “He spoke to you only twice, and yet he trusted you to protect me.” 
 
    “He had no choice in the matter,” Richard protested, but Melara laughed him down again. 
 
    “You think that he had no choice? Do you really believe that he could not have taken Hohenfels with but a snap of his fingers? You had one hundred men, Richard; he had thousands. He did not stop the assaults because his men were mutinous. He stopped because he saw in your defence that you were as brave as your words had shown you to be honourable. He slowed his siege so that you might live, Richard. He saw that you were a man like he was, and he wanted to preserve your life.” She grinned meaningfully. “Did you not do the same for that Earl Gull, at Sigurd’s Fell? You told Grimbold to protect her instead of you.” 
 
    Richard gaped. “He told you?” he exclaimed. 
 
    Melara laughed. “Of course he told me. He is my huskarl as much as he is yours. Ordering the earl protected was but one of the many ways in which you have shown your honourable heart.” She shrugged. “Perhaps Matilde might have found a man who loved her. She was Kallandish and had the right to control her own life. But had my father lived, I would eventually have been married to a Sverker lord, perhaps one of the men we met today.” She shuddered at the thought, and took his hands again, staring insistently into his eyes. “And if you think that any of them are even a fraction of the man you are, then you are deaf, brainless and a fool.” 
 
    Richard stared at her, unable to deny the clarity of her words. She had obviously been thinking about this for some time. And perhaps she was right. He did not think that he could simply will away his guilt and misgivings so quickly, but maybe it was time to start letting go of them. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he said. “I did not think about it that way.” 
 
    Melara nodded, rolling onto her back. “There will be no more talk of what I deserve, or what you think that I want. Only I can decide those things, and I have already made the decision.” She paused. “But if this is not what you want, please say so. Your oath requires you to protect me. It does not require you to care for me.” 
 
    He smiled, reaching across to caress her cheek. “It is what I want,” he said simply. Melara released a great, long sigh. “I am glad,” she said. “I…I wanted to know how you felt before I told you anything else. I did not want you to feel obligated to me in any way.” 
 
    Richard frowned, turning her face towards his. All of a sudden she seemed nervous, her eyes uncertain. “What is the matter?” he asked gently.  
 
    Melara smiled back at him wanly. “I am pregnant,” she said. 
 
    Her words hit him like a bolt of lightning. He leapt half out of the bed, staring at her with wide eyes. “Pregnant?” he stammered.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied, her expression even more uncertain than before. Richard lowered himself back onto the bed, looking her up and down. 
 
    “Are…are you sure?” 
 
    “I have missed my moon’s blood,” she replied. “Twice.” 
 
    “But…that does happen, from time to time…” 
 
    She laughed nervously. “Never to me, not since I first began to bleed. Besides, a woman always knows.”  
 
    His hands reached out towards her belly and she took hold of them, placing them on her body. He could not feel anything, not so much as a flutter; but then it was early. He began to chuckle, and then to laugh. He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into a tight embrace. She met it willingly, laughing as hard as he was, her arms wrapping around him and stroking his back. 
 
    “We are going to have a child!” he exclaimed, scarcely able to believe that the words were coming from his own lips. “We are going to have a child.”  
 
    Great ancestors, he thought, when she had spoken of it back in Hohenfels, the first time she came into his chambers, it had seemed so abstract, just one more step in the plan. I had not even given any thought to it since then.  
 
    He had not known that this was something that he would have wanted, until now. Now he knew that he wanted to be a father almost more than anything in the world. But the knowledge brought with it a sudden rush of old memories, and long-forgotten hurts. 
 
    He sighed, releasing Melara and settling back onto the bed. She leaned over him, her eyes registering concern. “Is something the matter?” she asked. “I thought that you were pleased.” 
 
    Richard smiled, cupping her chin. “I am pleased. I am more than pleased; I am happy, happier than I could possibly have imagined. It is just that it reminds me of my own father.” He looked away, staring into the distance. “Sir Ambrose Beaufort.” He spoke the name slowly, as he had done when he was a boy. Back then it had been as a mantra, each syllable pronounced with awe and wonderment. He did not know what his voice spoke of now. 
 
    “Was he a good father?” she asked quietly, and he laughed. 
 
    “I have no idea,” he said, “for he died a few months before I was born. He was a tournament knight, and a good one, rarely lost in the lists. He used to travel Kalland from tourney to tourney, and that was how he died. He broke his neck in a fall at the earl’s tournament in Tanwyr. My mother died soon after, giving birth to me. I was told that she never truly recovered from his death.” 
 
    Melara covered her mouth in horror. “I am so sorry,” she said. “I did not know.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” he said, shaking his head. “It was not so bad. I never knew either of them to mourn them. My grandfather raised me for a time, and he was a good man. When he died, my uncle Tancred took me in.” He frowned. “He is not the man I thought him to be, but at the time he was good enough. That is the way of things, it seems. When I was a boy, I listened to all the old tales of the Beaufort dead.” He patted her belly gently. “Our child is from two lines of heroes. I thought my father was the greatest of them all. But now…now I see that he was a selfish, cowardly fool, who abandoned his wife and his unborn child to indulge his own desire for glory and fame.” He shook his head, looking deep into her eyes. “I will not make the same mistakes he did,” he promised. “When Astrid returns, when my viceroyalty ends, then we will go home…to Hohenfels.” He smiled. “If the ancestors and the Raven are good, there will be peace, and I will need never leave to go to war again.” 
 
    Melara leaned over and kissed him full on the mouth. “I would like that,” she said, wrapping one arm over his shoulder and nestling her head in the crook of his arm. “Peace,” she said softly. 
 
    He should have felt the greatest contentment in the world at that moment, with a beautiful young woman in his arms, and a child on the way. But for some reason words came back to him, words forgotten in the heat of battle, and in everything that had followed. Perhaps it had been his conversation with Ragnar Svend that had triggered this recollection. Who would dare stand against Richard Diamond-breaker and Ragnar the Black Tide? 
 
    Unbidden the memory came to him, of two men standing in a watchtower high in the hills, looking north. How will the Kurenni stand against that, when their time comes? He hugged Melara to him, feeling a chill settle across his flesh. Ah, he told himself, but those were nothing more than idle words between a king and his baron. 
 
    Weren’t they? 
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    This was all too-familiar, Anneka thought, as she sat in her throne upon the dais in the Hall of Audiences, with Bohemond fidgeting in her lap.  
 
    Her young nephew’s brief excursion to Anskhaven had left him with something of a wanderlust. Under Earl Theomar’s tutelage, the royal heir had apparently enjoyed the run of the Tor, and now that he was back in Kalrond, he wanted nothing but to explore the Palace of Morcar in its entirety. He was running the Knights of the Household ragged, by all accounts.  
 
    At this moment though, it was not exploration that had got him so agitated. It was the strangeness of seeing both of his parents again…for the House of Toran was united once more.  
 
    Sigismund sat slumped on the throne, and Anneka did not think that he looked much like a conqueror. Her brother looked bored, and uncomfortable, and despite being her elder by two years, he seemed younger than she remembered, younger than she felt herself. Perhaps the experiences of the last five months had aged her eyes; or perhaps he had always looked young, and she had never bothered to notice.  
 
    Astrid sat at the king’s right hand, and though it had been even longer since Anneka had seen her brother’s wife, she did not seem to have changed at all. Her eyes still wandered across the room like a predator’s, sizing everyone up. Astrid had not seen her son in over a year, and yet he was sitting on his aunt’s lap and not his mother’s.  
 
    Anneka sighed. She had near forgotten what it was like when they were around. It would take some time for her to become accustomed to being no more than the sister of the king again. But at least she would have Nessa and Bohemond with her then.  
 
    More than a month had passed since she had escaped Robert’s treachery in the King’s Forest. Within a week of her return to Kalrond the messages had started to arrive, telling of her brother’s great victory at a place called Sigurd’s Fell. They were calling it the greatest battle since Fornost, hailing the annihilation of a larger Sverker army and the death of the usurper Alexander. But whatever the heralds called it, the truth of the matter was that the news had barely stirred the pot in the capital, after Anneka’s own escapades. The people had never liked Sigismund’s war in the first place, and if they expressed any joy at its end, it was simply because there would be no more war taxes.  
 
    The royal fleet had returned yesterday, to a less than ebullient welcome. The citizens of Kalrond had lined the streets dutifully, but a sudden squall had struck the city, and thus it was a wet and unimpressed crowd that had awaited Sigismund the Conqueror as he landed. Anneka had taken some satisfaction from the fact that she received more cheers for riding out to meet her brother than he received for winning his war. Unfortunately, she was certain he had noticed, and that had not improved his mood. They had barely spoken yesterday, and he had been surly with her this morning as well.  
 
    It was not just the crowd that had irritated him, of course. Many things had changed in Kalrond and in the palace since he left, and she expected him to like very few of them. Still, Anneka could not bring herself to be overly worried. He would grumble and look disappointed, and he might even try to repeal or circumvent some of her decisions and acts. Overall though, he would see that what she had done had been correct, and in the best interests of Kalland and of the Crown. 
 
    Her regency had officially ended the moment the king landed, but there was a lot of business to be dealt with. A few letters sent every week could not adequately cover all the work of running a nation for the best part of five months, and so there had to be a transition of sorts, as she and the Privy Council eased Sigismund back into the royal government. Before any of that could begin though, there was one great matter to be seen to. 
 
    Standing by the great double doors of the Hall of Audiences, Lord Chamberlain Merlmester cleared his throat. As Anneka had predicted, he had recovered swiftly from his infirmities upon discovering that he would not be stripped of his position. Better still, he seemed to understand what behaviours and acts of his had led him to the brink of disgrace. Tannerus reported that the chamberlain’s manner had been supportive and deferential in council of late.  
 
    “The traitor Robert Toran!” Merlmester declared imperiously, and the great doors opened to admit a trio of Knights of the Household, and their charge.  
 
    Even weeks later, Anneka found it difficult to meet her treacherous cousin’s eyes. Robert had not reverted back to the role of the simple fop he had played before making his move against her. He remained the cruel, cold beast that he had become in the King’s Forest. Even so, he had made no attempt to defend himself. He had openly confessed to what he had done, and had even given up the names of his associates. Thomas Silversmith and Edmund Barying had been implicated of course, and those armsmen who had survived Baron Freysey’s intervention, as well as a dozen others; a mixed bag of courtiers, servants and Kalrond guilders.  
 
    Under advisement from Lord Tannerus, Anneka had placed the investigation into Robert’s plot in the capable hands of Duke Vanamir. The marshal had discovered that the conspiracy did not extend any further than Robert claimed. Anneka had initially been surprised at this, surprised by how few people Robert had brought into his corruptions. But then he was a member of the royal household, trusted implicitly. He did not need a web of agents and spies, not when any information or service could be taken without suspicion.  
 
    Silversmith and the others had already been tried and hanged, but in his letters from Sverkermark, Sigismund had insisted on dealing with Robert himself…and the king always got what he wanted. 
 
     Robert walked up to the dais, his arms bound but his legs free to move under their own power. He grinned broadly, as though this were all very amusing to him. Sat in Anneka’s lap, Bohemond reached out towards his cousin welcomingly, and the bastard actually had the gall to wink at her nephew. Anneka wrapped her arms tight around the boy, glaring fiercely at Robert.  
 
    She did not know if Sigismund had seen the exchange, but his voice was icier than usual when he spoke. “Do you find death so amusing, cousin, that you would walk into my hall smiling?”  
 
    Robert made no answer, but continued to grin impudently. He would come to regret that, Anneka thought. Nothing made Sigismund angrier than insolence.  
 
    “You plotted to murder me, and to murder my son,” Sigismund hissed. “Twice you came close to murdering my sister! Have you no defense to make, Robert?” 
 
    Their cousin laughed easily. “I have nothing to defend, Your Grace. I attempted to bring down a corrupt and broken royal line. That I failed to do so is my only wrong.” 
 
    Sigismund smiled thinly. “Very well,” he said, before raising his voice so that all could hear. “Robert Toran, you are condemned for the crime of High Treason against the Crown of Kalland and Sverkermark. You will be taken from here to Kalrond Castle, where you will be hanged by the neck until you are near death. You will then be cut down, and your body will be opened, your parts shown to you.” Sigismund leaned forward, his voice dripping with malice. “When you finally succumb, your corpse will be taken from the city and buried deep in the earth. You will rot in the ground so that your spirit will never rise to meet the ancestors.” The king chuckled. “Not that your ancestors would know you, after the crimes you have committed.” 
 
    There was a murmur of surprise from the privy councillors sat behind the throne, and open gasps of shock from the courtiers gathered in the antechamber. Anneka shook her head. No matter how horrific his crimes were, this was a sickening end for any Kallandishman to contemplate. But knowing Sigismund and his ways, was there ever any doubt that he would choose this end for Robert?  
 
    Robert’s poise had faded as he heard the sentence laid down upon him. Now he fought against the knights who held him, now he raised his voice in anger. “I am a nobleman of the highest blood!” he roared. “I have the right to be beheaded with honour! I have the right to have my body burned upon a pyre!” 
 
    Sigismund’s words were as cold as a northern winter. “You are a traitor, and you have no rights whatsoever.” He gestured for the knights to take Robert away, and so they did, dragging him as he kicked and screamed and fought as fiercely as an enraged wyvern in an attempt to escape.  
 
    Bohemond looked up at her, an expression of confusion on his face. “Why are they taking cousin Robert away?” he asked. It was clear that he had not been following the exchange between his father and the traitor, which was all to the good, as far as Anneka was concerned. She sighed. 
 
    “He did a terrible thing, little nephew,” she replied. “He is going to be punished.” 
 
    Bohemond nodded, though she was unsure whether he really understood what was going on. “But won’t uncle Theomar be sad?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “He will be very sad.”  
 
    That was why they had kept the identity of the traitor secret at first, in order that they might send soldiers to Anskhaven and bring Bohemond back home before word spread back to Robert’s father. It was not that Anneka truly distrusted Theomar Toran, but who knew what a father might do with his son in such danger? She shot a sideways glance at Sigismund. She did not think that he would have reacted with such anger if Robert had only threatened her. He might not outwardly show his son much love, but Bohemond was still his heir.  
 
    When Robert’s screams had at last faded away, Sigismund rose from his seat. “Chancellor Tannerus,” he barked, and the old mage stepped out from behind the throne.  
 
    “Your Grace?” he said levelly, bowing. He wore the grand black robes and the golden chains of both the Privy Council and the Lord Chancellor, and cut a very impressive figure. Anneka smiled at him, and he winked back at her. 
 
    Sigismund turned to his new chancellor and smiled curtly. “Before I deal with other business, I must consult with the Lady Anneka on certain matters.” 
 
    Tannerus bobbed his head. “Of course, Your Grace,” he said smoothly, waving a hand at Merlmester. The Lord Chamberlain nodded, and poked his head around the door to the antechamber.  
 
    “Audiences are over for the morning,” he called. “Please clear the way.” 
 
    Sigismund was already striding away, towards the rear of the Hall of Audiences, and the private office beyond. Astrid was stalking off as well, in the opposite direction, heading for the antechamber. Anneka sighed. Once again, they had abandoned their son without a thought. 
 
    Whatever it was that her brother wanted to discuss, she was certain that it was not for Bohemond’s ears. She knew that keeping Sigismund waiting would only serve to make him angrier than he was already, but she could not abandon her nephew either. Tannerus must have seen her distress, for he instantly appeared at her side. “I will take the young lord back to his chambers, Your Grace,” he said, and she nodded in thanks.  
 
    Tannerus lifted her nephew from her lap and set him down on the floor, where he stood peering up at the tall mage. Anneka stifled a giggle at the sight of the two of them staring solemnly at one another. Tannerus knelt down gingerly, and winked to Anneka. “Tell me, young lord,” he said, “have you ever seen…magic!” He snapped his fingers and a mage light appeared, hovering around his hand. Bohemond stared back at him, looking decidedly unimpressed. 
 
    “Of course I have,” he said seriously. “Aunt Nessa has showed me, lots of times.” He sniffed critically. “Hers are more blue.” 
 
    Anneka had to stifle another giggle. Ever since Bohemond had returned from Anskhaven, he and Nessa had been resuming their acquaintance. Bohemond seemed to adore her, and was growing ever more curious about her magic, something that Nessa was happy to indulge him in. Though it saddened Anneka that she could not share her own talent with her nephew, she was happy enough that the two people she loved most in the world could be such close friends. 
 
    Tannerus furrowed his brows in mock-perturbation. “Really?” he asked. “But can hers do this?” He snapped his fingers again, and the mage light split into two. The orbs began to chase each other in a figure-of-eight pattern around Bohemond. Anneka’s nephew stood open-mouthed, shaking his head.  
 
    Tannerus placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders and began to lead him away, smiling back at Anneka as they went. “Come along, young lord, and remember,” he said. “I taught your Aunt Nessa everything she knows, but I did not teach her everything that I know.”  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    Sigismund was waiting for her in the private chamber, in the same chair that over a month ago Nessa had been sitting in, as Sir John Gallen received a sharp dressing-down. Anneka was not overly fond of the symbolism.  
 
    He slouched back in the chair, his eyes watching her carefully while she stood calmly before him, her hands clasped behind her back. “Brother, perhaps you might show Robert clemency,” she ventured, cautiously. “Even after all he has done, he is still of our blood.”  
 
    The king snorted. “Really? Clemency? I must say, I am surprised to hear you say that, Anneka.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Anneka asked, frowning. 
 
    “I mean that in the last five months more blood has been spilled in the name of royal justice than in the four years I have ruled this country.” He laughed. “Assassins and conspirators, heretics and privy councillors; executions and torture have been rife, and so I am surprised that when it comes the turn of the man who tried to kill you, I hear you ask for clemency.” 
 
    Anneka rolled her eyes. “I do not ask for Robert’s life,” she protested, “only that the manner of his death be a little more wholesome. Great ancestors, Sigismund, no one has been hung and drawn in this country for decades!” 
 
    He sniffed dismissively, pouring wine from a jug sitting on the desk into a cup, and sipping at it delicately. “I have said all that I will say on the subject of Robert Toran. He has been condemned, and he will die in the fashion that I have proscribed.” 
 
    She straightened her back. There was no arguing with him when he said something like that. It was time to move on. “You told Lord Tannerus that there are certain matters we must discuss.” 
 
    He nodded, but did not speak for a time. He just sat there, sipping at his wine, his eyes fixed on something distant, far beyond the room. Anneka found herself fidgeting on the spot. She had grown unused to being treated as a subordinate in this manner. After a few minutes Sigismund sighed, placing the wine cup to one side and looking back at her. “I have always accepted you, Anneka, for who and what you are,” he said. 
 
    She plastered a false smile on her face. “What do you mean, brother?” she asked, and he snorted softly. 
 
    “You know precisely what I mean.” 
 
    She did indeed. “The fact that I am a mage, or that we share the same taste in bed partners?” she replied archly. Sigismund leaned back in the chair. 
 
    “Both,” he said. “I cannot say that it would not be more convenient for me were you not who you are. We have no brothers or sisters, Anneka, and we have many opponents among the barons and the great lords. It would be more convenient were I able to forge an alliance of marriage with one of them, as is my right as master of this house.” 
 
    Anneka grimaced. “Marry me off to some old man, you mean? If I am lucky, some old female baron who shares my inclinations? The thought makes me want to vomit.” 
 
    Sigismund raised a finger. “I have never done so,” he said. “I have never even considered it. I have always given you the freedom to live the life you want, to do what you want, with the people that you want.” He rose from the chair, his voice and expression hardening. “But there is a price, Anneka, for this freedom, as there is a price for everything in life. The price is that you comport yourself in a manner befitting a scion of our house.” He shook his head. “I named you regent out of necessity, and truth be told, I did not have high expectations, sister. But I did expect better than this.”  
 
    He pulled a stack of papers from the desk at his side, and waved them in her face. Anneka took a step back, more to avoid the papers than from any fear of him or his anger. Her irritation was rising alongside it. Given that during her regency their own cousin was trying to murder her, she thought that she had done well with the cards she was dealt. “What are these, brother?” she asked, finally giving in to Sigismund’s demanding gestures and taking the papers from him. 
 
    “Letters,” he hissed. “Some I received in Sverkermark, others were placed in the hands of my secretary this morning. Letters congratulating me on the wisdom I showed in handling the Temple heretics. Praising my decree.” He shook his head. “Men and women from both sides of the divide.” 
 
    Anneka frowned. If only he could see that there was no divide. “Is that not good?” she asked. “The heretics have been causing problems for everyone, and now everyone is pleased that something has been done about them.” 
 
    He snatched the papers back. “You took our power,” he said coldly, “and you handed it to the Archprelate, and his lunatic Temple, as though it was theirs by right!” He tossed the papers back down on the desk. “And this is but the latest in a line of absurd negotiations with these people. You attended a fucking sermon, Anneka, and though it nearly cost you your life, instead of clamping down on the madness of the Temple once and for all, you actually met with the Archprelate!” He laughed mirthlessly. “And with that snake Alvise. You met with our enemies before you met with any other. Have we so many friends now that we can subordinate them to our foes?” 
 
    Anneka was starting to understand why this meeting was in private. He was in a filthy mood, for any one of a dozen reasons, and he wanted to take it out on her. Well, she was not going to stand here and have him tell her that she had done nothing good these last months. “Perhaps if we did not treat others like enemies we would have more friends,” she retorted hotly.  
 
    “Friends like John Gallen?” he spat back. “You put a drunken fool in charge of the investigation into Robert’s treason, and you allowed him to torture my Lord Chancellor, and my knights?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You are blaming me for Gallen as well?” she laughed. “It was your privy councillors who appointed him, Sigismund, I played no role in it.” 
 
    Her brother shook his head. “But you did not replace him, sister, even after he tortured the only suspect to death, even after his investigation started to unwind.” 
 
    “Good that I did not replace him,” she said. “For all his mistakes, he is the only one who saw what was really going on here at court.” 
 
    “I banished him,” Sigismund said bluntly. He was obviously intent on ignoring anything she said that did not ring with his views. “He should have stayed banished. But that is what you do, isn’t it, sister? You bring back that which should be gone. Do not think that I remain ignorant of the role you gave to Sir Henry Rill at the Founder’s Banquet, or the favour you have shown him since then.” 
 
    She could scarcely believe he was bringing that up. Who did he think he was fooling? “Sir Henry is a good friend,” she said, “and do not think that I remain ignorant of why he was banished in the first place.” She shook her head. “That was petty, Sigismund, even by your standards.” 
 
    To her surprise, he laughed. “You may call it petty, but I call it nation-building. Clearing the court of refuse, so that the rest of Kalland may follow.” His eyes narrowed, and the humour flooded away once again. “But we are not speaking of what I have done,” he said. “You have consorted with some strange folk of late, sister. Clerics, and traitors, drunks and poets; but there is nothing so strange as what you decided to take into your bed.” His lips curled up in disgust. “Ancestors’ grace, Anneka, an elf? Our beloved father would fuck anything that moved, male or female, but at least his fare was human. Does she even have the right parts?” 
 
    Anneka squared up to him, the first time she had ever done so. He looked suitably surprised as she waved her fist in his face, though she was too angry now to really notice.  “Do not speak of her in that fashion,” she grated. “I love her, and she has more of the spark of humanity in her than you have ever shown. She is a better person than either of us will ever be…” 
 
    A thin smile crept onto his face. “Ah yes, you love her. So I have heard, and you are not the only one, or so they say.” His smile became a cruel, nasty little grin. “Though how you have convinced the people to love your little knife-eared slut I will…” 
 
    Anneka slapped him, full across the face, as hard as she could. She did not even think about it; it was almost a reflex. She was quite surprised by her action, though not nearly as surprised as her brother. Sigismund was taller than her, and stronger too. Anneka was strong enough, however, and the king was utterly unprepared.  
 
    The blow took him down like a drunk in a bar brawl, and he fell backwards onto the chair with a less than regal squawk of alarm, his golden band toppling off and bouncing upon the hardwood floor. Anneka’s shock almost overcame her anger, but then she remembered what he had said, and her jaw hardened. 
 
    Sigismund pulled himself to his feet slowly, rubbing his cheek. Anneka noted with satisfaction that her handprint was still marked there upon his skin. He glared at her banefully. “You will live long to regret that, sister,” he growled. But Anneka was not yet done with her anger. 
 
    “You do not care about who I share my bed with,” she spat, “nor about decrees, or banished poets and High Constables. This…this is about…” She thought back to exactly what he had said, and to his arrival the day before, and then she realized why he was in such a foul mood. “This is about the people, isn’t it?” she said, jabbing an accusatory finger at him. “This is about my popularity. You are jealous because the people did not cheer you when you came back.” 
 
    “Yes,” he snapped, his blue eyes burning, “that is exactly what this is about. Because they should love me, after all that I have done for them!” 
 
    “All you have done for them?” she repeated, astonished. “You have done nothing for them, Sigismund, you have done nothing for Kalland! All you have done has been for your ambition and glory, and for your wife.” She shook her head. “You could win Astrid a thousand crowns, and she will never love you as much as Nessa loves me. You could win a thousand battles, and the people will never love you as much as they love me, because you don’t listen to them. They don’t want battles, Sigismund; they want peace.” 
 
    He stared at her as if in shock. “You think that this war was about my glory? About Astrid?” He burst into harsh laughter. “I could not care less whether that Sverker harpy loves me or not. The only things I have ever needed from Astrid were her womb, and her claims, and now I have what I need from both. She can piss off back to Altheim and rot there for all I care.” He stood up to his full height, taking his hand away from his bruising cheek. “This war was not about personal glory. I have a vision, Anneka, a vision of how we can save this country. Union with Sverkermark is only the beginning, a single foundation stone in a far greater work.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head. What in the name of the ancestors was he blathering on about now? “What work?” she asked. 
 
    He grinned a triumphant, wolfish grin. “An empire, Anneka. A human empire to rival that of Kurenn. Sverkermark is a step, but only the first. Talabec, Ren, the Tyran States…all united with Kalland at the centre, united under a single crown, into a single human nation!” 
 
    She stared at him in horror. He was talking about conquering half a continent! And yet he said that this was not about his glory, not about his ambition? “Not content to be king of two nations,” she spat, “you would make yourself an emperor as well?” 
 
    Sigismund shook his head firmly, his expression deadly serious. “Oh no. The things that I have set in motion cannot be achieved in a single lifetime alone. This is the work of a dynasty. I will do what I can, and my son will do his part, and then his children, and theirs…” Suddenly he slammed his fist into the desk. “It is the only way, Anneka!” he said fiercely. “Only when we can match Kurenn in power can we destroy it, and only when the Empire of the Phoenix is crumbled into dust will Kalland ever truly be free.” 
 
    He turned away from Anneka, while her mind tried to catch up with his demented thinking. The Kurenni held a dark place in the heart of every citizen of Kalland, but he had turned hatred and fear into a purpose, a goal in life. He was just like Robert, seeing enemies in the shadows that were not really there. For people like them the Bitter Sea would never be wide enough, nor Dragon Sand as inhospitable.  
 
    “Remolding Kalland was to be my first step,” he said, his back still turned. “But King Peter’s death was…unexpected. It forced me to bring forward my plans for Sverkermark.” He glanced back at her, his gaze cold. “All I needed you to do was administer this kingdom for a few months, to keep the country as it was, but even that was beyond you.” He shook his head. “You had to make changes. You had to dream different dreams. You had to fucking interfere, so that now I have returned, I must devise new plans.” 
 
    He walked up to her, placing his hands on her shoulders, gripping tight enough to hurt. Anneka did not want to hit him again; her attempts to understand his dark dreams had drained her anger. For the first time she was afraid, not for herself, but for everyone else. What would he do to their people, to this nation, in his relentless quest to fight enemies that did not exist? 
 
    “The reason I am telling you all of this, sister,” he said quietly, almost gently, “is because you have made yourself a part of my plans. However you have managed to acquire it, your popularity is valuable to me now. It is a resource I fully intend to make use of.” 
 
    Anneka wanted no part of any of this, but such denial was futile. Even if she were able to wash herselfof him, what sort of person would that make her? She would be abandoning her people to his insanity.  
 
    “You are lucky,” he said. “You have played games with my legacy, and yet I am inclined to keep things as you have left them. As you said earlier, certain of your actions have brought me goodwill.” He smiled at her, and not unkindly. “So you may keep your decrees, your alliance with the Temple, your lunatic High Constable, and your poets and musicians; you may keep the love of the people, so long as you support me with it.” His face twisted, and this time his expression was not so kind. “But as I said earlier, everything in life has a price; no act is without consequence.” 
 
    He released his grip on her shoulders and showed her his back once again. Horrific possibilities floated through her mind. Knowing the things he had fod planned, knowing the punishments he has leveled upon others, what might be in store for her? He needed her alive, but he did not need her to be comfortable. He had spoken earlier of marriage… 
 
    “In one week’s time,” he said, “a Grand Tournament will be held. It is something of a misnomer,” he added sourly, “for any tourney planned in only a week cannot be grand. But one week is all Astrid is willing to remain in the city for, and I cannot celebrate my great victory in Sverkermark without her, so one week it is. The day after that, Tannerus’ Academy of Mages will open its doors, admitting the first young practitioners of the talent to be trained in Kalland for over one hundred and fifty years.” He chuckled, turning to face her, the cruelest of smiles on his lips. “But of course, it will not actually be Tannerus’ school. You made him Lord Chancellor, and it is a posting to which he is well-suited. He cannot do both, however, and so the running of the school and the teaching of the mages will be handed over to your knife-eared paramour. She will enter those doors a week from today, and that will be the last time you ever see her.” 
 
    Anneka blinked. “What?” she said. 
 
    Sigismund laughed. “Oh, do not look at me like that. Do you imagine me some sort of monster? I will not kill the girl, quite the opposite. I intend to protect her. She will have a permanent bodyguard from the Household. After all, she is as much a part of my plans now as you are. I need her to train Kalland’s first cadre of battlemages. Besides,” he added sharply, “were I to kill her, I have no doubt you would but have to stamp your foot and have armies spring up across Kalland to destroy me. I am not a fool. I will not give you reason to test your popularity in war against me. But your relationship will end. She will teach the young mages, and you will do whatever I ask of you, and you will not see one another again.” 
 
    Anneka’s head was shaking uncontrollably, her mind spinning. This could not possibly be happening. After all she and Nessa had gone through, with the attack on the street, the banquet, the King’s Forest…after all of that, how could this be happening to them? Surely…surely, he was just angry with her for hitting him. Surely she could talk him down… 
 
    She reached out and took his arm, forcing a smile onto her face. “Sigismund, brother…I am sorry that I hit you, that was wrong of me. Please…don’t do this.” 
 
    His eyebrow rose. “Begging, sister? Is that how you think a daughter of the Red Tower should behave?” 
 
    There was no anger in his voice or in his eyes, not any more. She could see that he was serious, that he meant what he was saying. That realization hit Anneka’s stomach like a punch. She gripped his arm, pleading with him.  
 
    “Please, Sigismund, I will do anything. Anything!” She scrabbled around for an idea. “I will repeal the decree, I will repudiate the Temple. I will exile Rill and Gallen.” Nothing changed in his face. Her eyes began to well up with tears. “Please, brother. I’ll…I’ll…I’ll leave. Nessa and I will leave, and go to Bryth Anner, or somewhere even further, and I promise I will never do anything to anger you again. I promise, Sigismund, anything, just…I love her!” 
 
    He sighed, reaching with one hand to caress her cheek softly, stroking the tears away. She clutched at his hand, hoping that this was some sign that he would relent. “My dear sister,” he said quietly. “Why would I do that? Why would I let you go, when there are still things I need from both of you?”  
 
    Anneka pulled away from him, tears of anger raining down now. She struck him on the arm. “You bastard!” she screamed. “I will not so much as speak a word in your support, and you are a fool if you think Nessa would ever turn children into battlemages for you.” She smiled with fierce, tearful pride. “She is too good a person to do such a thing for anyone, least of all for a wretch like you.” 
 
    Sigismund shook his head. “Sister, you could not be more wrong. You will both do what I tell you to.” He chuckled. “You have become very powerful, Anneka, and very quickly. You have the love of the common folk, and the respect of many great men and women. But there are many more kinds of power than simply possessing armies and allies. True power lies in the ways you can make others with power do your bidding.” He smiled sadly at her. “You will do what I ask, when I ask you to do it; because every time that you do not, I will hurt her. I will hurt her in ways you do not even want to imagine, and if you decide to use what I do to her as a pretext for making war on me, then with all the ancestors of our line as my witness, I will kill her, and accept the consequences of that action.” He grinned at her. “You would likely win, Anneka, but you will be left with nothing but the corpse of a lover and the ashes of a nation.” 
 
    Anneka could imagine a great many ways a mind like her brother’s could think to hurt someone, and every one of them made her sick. She felt as helpless as she had in the King’s Forest, but this time Nessa could not make the danger go away with a little magic. This was beyond either of them. It was beyond belief. “When, Sigismund,” she said. “When did you become so fucking cruel?” 
 
    Sigismund shook his head. “I do not expect you to believe this, Anneka, but I am not doing this out of cruelty.” He frowned. “I never expected that anyone would understand my vision, not until long after we are all dead.” He sighed. “You have called me bastard, and cruel, and perhaps to your eyes that is what I seem to be, but remember always that you chose this path, Anneka. This is the price you pay for the decisions you have made.” 
 
    She spat at his feet. “And why is it you who decides what prices are to be paid?” she demanded. “Are you to be king, emperor and god?” 
 
    “There are no gods,” Sigismund said. “You know that, sister, despite your dalliances with the Temple. There are no gods, only men and women with power. It is power that gives me the right to decide. Had you understood this from the beginning, you might have acted differently. Still, I am not cruel.” He sighed, waving a hand dismissively. “All the time left between now and the Grand Tournament is yours, and hers. Use it well, for you cannot get it back. Now leave.” 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    She found Nessa in their chambers, reading a book as always. Anneka had left a path of confusion in her wake as she rushed through the palace, weeping openly, and her state of hysteria was only compounded when she burst into the room and saw Nessa there, as gentle and beautiful as the first time she had ever laid eyes on her. Anneka had leapt onto her, hugging her tightly and refusing to let go. It was quite a while before her babbling became coherent enough that Nessa could understand.  
 
    Then Nessa had begun to cry, and that made Anneka angry, as angry as she had been when she struck her brother in the face. He had told her that he was not cruel, that he would only hurt Nessa if Anneka did not obey him, but he was already hurting the both of them…and why? In order to teach her lesson? 
 
    “I will kill him,” she swore, as she held Nessa in her arms. “I am not going to give him time to hurt you. We will leave now, today, and go out into the country and raise an army, and then we will come back put him on a fucking spike!”  
 
    Ella and Lothor were watching all of this with sickened expressions. They were her bodyguards, but they were sworn to the Crown as well. Sworn to him. They made no moves to stop her though, or to leave, and for that she was grateful. She rocked Nessa back and forth in her arms, as she thought seriously about the threats she had just made.  
 
    She did not know how to go about forming an army, let alone raising the country against its king. But her grandfather had known even less about fighting a war when he left Anskhaven, and within two years of turning rebel he had commanded over one hundred thousand swords. Down in the city they were calling her ‘Bohemond reborn’. The time had come to earn that name. 
 
    But then Nessa removed her face from the crook of Anneka’s shoulder, and though the tears ran freely down her cheeks, she managed to smile. Their lips met in a passionate kiss. Nessa broke away, holding Anneka’s face between her hands. 
 
    “Is that what you want, my love?” she asked. “To kill your own brother? To start a civil war?” 
 
    Anneka choked. “All I want is you,” she said. “I do not want anything else in this life. If he would deny me…” 
 
    “And how would you do it?” Nessa asked, her voice soft but insistent. “Who will be fighting in this army? Will we take good people like Aelle and Gyda and turn them into soldiers? Or will we only take their son? After all that they did for us, would you reward them with more danger? How many, Anneka? How many husbands and wives, sons and daughters will we kill so that we may be together?” 
 
    Anneka shook her head, unable to believe what she was hearing. “We cannot just let this happen,” she protested. “I love you!” 
 
    Nessa smiled, kissing her lips, her cheeks. “I love you too, I love you more than anything in this world, more than my life. I never knew what love was before I met you, and to have it taken away,” she closed her eyes, the tears flowing faster, “is almost more than I can bear. But our love is not worth one hundred thousand lives, or one thousand.” Nessa shook her head. “It is not even worth one life. To take lives for the sake of our love…it would only cheapen it, it would only cheapen us. We would be no better than Sigismund, then.” 
 
    Anneka gripped her hands fiercely. “You are worth anything!” 
 
    Her beloved shook her head sadly. “I am not worth this. I am not worth killing for. And if you did kill for me, Anneka, then you would not be the woman I fell in love with.” She kissed her again, caressing her cheek. “You are better than this. You are better than him.” 
 
    Anneka let out a final great sob of anguish and sorrow. Nessa was right, she was always right. Anneka knew her heart, and her beloved could never love her if she did something like this. But that left only one course of action remaining. 
 
    “So we should do nothing?” she asked. “We should let this happen?” 
 
    Nessa nodded slowly, the tears carving red lines in her pale skin. Suddenly she pulled Anneka into an embrace, whispering fiercely into her ear. “He can tear me away from you, but he can never stop me loving you. Nothing can, and nothing ever will.” 
 
    They broke from the embrace, pressing their foreheads together, their hands intertwining. “It cannot be forever,” Nessa said, smiling. “He will eventually relent, if…if we do the things he asks. It may take years, but I promise you, Anneka Toran, that I will never cease to love you with every fibre of my being. I swore before that I would never leave you, and I will keep that promise.” She put a hand over Anneka’s heart. “I will always be here.” 
 
    Anneka almost broke down again at that point, but she fought back the tears, placing her hand over Nessa’s heart, mirroring her lover’s action. “You are my heart, my love,” she said, “and I am yours. I always will be.” 
 
    There was a sudden sob from behind, and they tore their eyes from each other. Anneka expected that it would be Ella, overcome by the emotion of the moment, but it was Lothor. The young knight from the Wyvernwood was openly weeping, one armoured hand over his eyes. Ella glanced at them in astonishment, and then all three women began to laugh.  
 
    Sometimes it was the little things that would drag you from despair, Anneka reflected. They might not have one another in months and years to come, but they would have their friends, and through those friends a connection that Sigismund could not sever.  
 
    Nessa broke free of Anneka’s clasp and went to the young knight’s side. Ella was already there, patting him on the shoulder even as she chuckled with mirth. Nessa smiled, wiping away her tears, and took his arm lightly. “Come now, Lothor, do not cry,” she said. “Think of this as a tale in the making, one of love against adversity.” 
 
    He shook his head, uncovering his eyes, which were torn between anger and sorrow. “I will never tell this tale,” he said ferociously. “I do not even want to be living it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
    The Grand Tourney 
 
      
 
      
 
    The people of Kalrond had come out in great numbers to cheer as the royal procession departed the city, but Nessa could not share in their joy. Sometimes she did not think that she would ever feel joy again. She had told Anneka that there was hope; hope that one day Sigismund would grow tired of his cruelty. Now that the moment of their parting was upon them though, she did not know if she could bear it. This was the last day. Their last day. 
 
    They had spent every moment of their last week together. They had walked in the Elven Gardens, and practiced with the talent alone in their chambers. They had watched bouts in the Circle, eaten and drank and talked with their friends. They had made love. For a while, they might even have been happy. But time spent in happiness always ended quicker than one would like.  
 
    The Grand Tournament had caught up with them so swiftly that Nessa might have thought it only a day ago that Anneka had burst into their chambers with tears of sorrow streaming down her cheeks. Nessa counted the day they had first realized their love for one another to be the greatest day of her life. The day that Sigismund pronounced his judgment upon them was easily the worst; worse even than the day her mother died, for even then some good had come of it.  
 
    Her best and worst days had both come within the space of a few months. She had known love for such a short span of days that it hardly seemed fair. But she knew also that such thoughts were unworthy. Anneka still loved her, and she still loved Anneka. Being torn apart would never change that. 
 
    Nessa knew that she would have felt better if this last day were one they could spend together as well. But the Grand Tournament prevented that. She might be Anneka’s paramour for one day more, but they could not be seated together at the Tournament Grounds on the outskirts of Kalrond, nor could they ride there together. Anneka rode at the head of the royal column with her brother, pretending with all her skill that things went well within the House of Toran. She stole glances back whenever she was able, and only then could her sorrow be seen, in the brief moments before their eyes met and her beautiful face lit up like the sun.  
 
    Nessa was permitted to sit in the royal box, but further down from the royal family. It did not seem likely that Sigismund would allow them to sit any closer. They would have the evening together, at least. They would have that. 
 
    Nessa herself rode in the segment of the procession reserved for foreign dignitaries, as she had to Thomas Silversmith’s trial all those weeks ago. This time she did not ride alone, for all of the court’s diplomats had been invited to the Grand Tourney. She did not know any of these men and women, barring Admiral Crooke, the ambassador from Estwic; and their association was limited, purely based upon their both hailing from the same city. She was used to feeling isolated amongst large groups of people, though it was not so bad as all that, she supposed. She still had her bodyguards. 
 
    There were two Knights of the Household in her detail, and they flanked her, clad in their great silvered-steel armour. The choice of knights had been the king’s, of course. Nessa was certain that Sigismund had chosen Sir Ella Cieszyn for the role as some manner of cruel joke. If so, the joke was on the king, for Ella had never been anything but friendly and kind to Nessa, and the half-elf found the knight’s presence to be a great comfort. In the months and years of division to come, Ella would be the trusted friend that bound Nessa to her beloved, united them even from afar. 
 
    She was less certain about her other knight. His name was Sir Jorian Selkirk, and he was the newest member of the Household Company. He was also older than she would have expected from a novice Knight of the Household, being closer to Domnall’s years, but she understood that his position had been earned in combat, during the war.  
 
    Selkirk was a Selkmar Islander like Henry Rill, though he was not as outspoken and extravagant as the poet. Truth be told, the knight hardly spoke at all, though when he did speak he was polite, and his voice was surprisingly soft for such a large man. He seemed to be a solemn and courteous fellow, but Nessa did not know whether she could trust him. He and Ella would alternate their duties once Nessa moved into the new school by the Royal Harbour, and she was not comfortable with the thought of this man she did not know guarding her, and knowing her secrets. She and Anneka fully intended to write to one another, using their friends as messengers, but she worried that Selkirk was intended to be the king’s spy in her household.  
 
    That thought gave her a moment’s pause. What had her life become, if she was to be spied upon? 
 
    With a click of hooves against the cobblestones, Sir Henry Rill rode up from one side of the procession. Nessa smiled to see another friendly face on this day of all days. She glanced back at Ella, and the knight nodded, motioning for Selkirk to join her in dropping back.  
 
    Rill moved in alongside Nessa. Like many at court, he would be taking part in the tournament, in the melee. He was already dressed for it, in a shining suit of armour that was every bit as handsome and exaggerated as he was. He bobbed his head in greeting. “My lady.” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “It is plain old master from now on, Henry.” 
 
    Rill grinned, shaking his own head. “You will never be plain old anything, my lady, no matter what the king may say or do.” 
 
    Nessa was used to his frequent bouts of florid conversation, but still she blushed. She had never really cared for the titles people planted on her, but for some reason they now made her feel respected. In a strange way they cut through the isolation that the king had imposed upon her. But it was still dangerous for others to speak in that fashion. 
 
    “You must be careful, Henry,” she said, frowning. “The king will be looking for any excuse to attack you.” 
 
    The poet laughed heartily. “I am not afraid of him, not anymore. He has shown his true face. His actions are those of a coward, and a coward is no man to be feared, for all that he might be powerful.” 
 
    Nessa nodded, and they rode on in silence, watching as the crowds went by. She turned to him, the thoughts that had caught her before he rode up suddenly coming to the fore again. “Henry,” she asked, “what do you know of Sir Jorian?” 
 
    He shrugged, with a slight glance back at the trailing Knight of the Household. “Precious little, my lady,” he said apologetically. “Though he has been at court for many years, our paths did not often cross. I do know of his family, though. The Selkirks are an old house, an honourable house. Their lineage is older than that of the Torans themselves, for the Selkirks were once High Chieftains of all the Selkmar clans, in the days before the Founder.” He shook his head ruefully. “Had my people been conquered but a little later, the Selkirks might have been earls. As it is, they are the Lords Paramount of the Selkmar Islands, and vassals of the Duke of Kalmar.” 
 
    “They are Alfredsson men, then,” Nessa asked tentatively. “Not King’s men?”  
 
    Rill glanced at her curiously. “They are indeed, my lady; though as a Knight of the Household, Sir Jorian is a King’s man by definition. May…may I ask why you wish to know this?” 
 
    Nessa sighed mournfully. “He is to be my bodyguard. I need to know if I can trust him.” 
 
    Rill nodded, wry understanding writ in his expression. “All I know of him is that he won his right to challenge by slaying a great captain of the Sverkers, and that he took his position by defeating Sir Richard Beaufort, the High Steward’s nephew, in the Circle. There is no doubt that Sir Jorian has a strong arm.” He paused, and then sighed. “I am afraid I can offer you no more comfort than this, my lady. The king may command the bodies of the Knights of the Household, but that does not mean that he commands their spirits. Look at Ella, or Domnall, or Lothor. They are King’s men, for sure, but their hearts and spirits belong to Her Grace, and to you.” 
 
    It was precious little comfort, for she still knew nothing of Sir Jorian’s spirit or whom it might belong to, but she smiled anyway, and patted him on the arm. “Thank you, Henry. You are a good friend; you are all good friends.” 
 
    He gave a small shrug and a smile. “We are what you need us to be, my lady, nothing more and nothing less.” 
 
    “SIR HENRY RILL!” somebody shrieked from their left, and they turned to see Lord Chamberlain Merlmester astride a horse, sweating under the weight of his ceremonial robes. He looked extremely flustered, and with good reason. The business of arranging a Grand Tournament in a week could not be easy, and the task had been entirely his. Nessa had only seen him in passing a few times over the last week, but his expression had been growing more strained with each day that went by.  
 
    Sir Henry inclined his head respectfully to the chamberlain. “My lord?” 
 
    “Unless you have more extensive ties to the Free Marches than I am aware of, would you kindly vacate the diplomatic column, and return to your proper place in this procession, Sir Henry.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Rill replied. Merlmester seemed almost taken aback by this easy concession, and sat staring at the poet for a few seconds longer than was necessary before grunting, and continuing his ride down the column. Sir Henry shook his head. “Ambassador to the Free Marches,” he grimaced. “I think I have just received a grim vision of my future. I must go, my lady,” he added, directing his horse out of the column. “Enjoy the day, if you can.” 
 
    Nessa would have given anything for a little friendly company, but it would be safer for all of them to just keep following the commands of those above them. “Take care in the melee, Sir Henry,” she called, and smiled at his answering chuckle. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, my lady. I will show these soft courtiers a thing or two about combat.”  
 
    Then he was gone, and Nessa had nothing left to do but watch Anneka riding ahead, waiting for the times when Sigismund was not looking, and her beloved could steal a glance back. This was what their life would be now. Stolen glances and smuggled letters. Anneka’s neck turned, and their eyes met. Nessa’s golden-haired beauty placed a hand over her heart, and the half-elf smiled. It would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    The Tournament Grounds outside Kalrond were enormous, capable of holding over thirty thousand spectators, and many more people than that were milling around just to catch a glimpse of someone important. There were few enough to find. With only a week’s notice, the number of great folk that had come was slight, the majority of them hailing from the dukedoms of Fornost and Kalmar Island, the domains closest to the city. A few of the other great lords were already in Kalrond, but the roster for the joust was short, barely fifty riders. Nessa had been told that the Grand Tourney held after Sigismund’s coronation had lasted for five days, with six hundred riders competing in the joust, and ten separate melee contests. As it was, this tourney would not last for nearly so long.  
 
    Nessa watched the joust from high atop the great stone half-tower that served as the royal box, the only such permanent structure at the Tourney Grounds. The rest of the spectators watched from hastily constructed wooden stands, or from the muddy ground in-between. She was three benches above and seven spaces along from where Anneka sat with her brother and nephew, and the privy councillors. It was hard to sit so close to her beloved, and yet to be so distant, and she knew this too would be the way of their life for some time.  
 
    She had been left alone with Sir Jorian, as Ella was to compete in the melee, and had departed to prepare along with the other fighters. Nessa had thought this would be daunting, but was pleasantly surprised to discover that Selkirk could speak in sentences longer than a few words. He seemed to know everything there was to know about every rider that went up, and she even managed to learn a few things about him. Sir Jorian had been a part of a small band of young knights who had come to court during the early years of King Konrad’s reign, a group that had included Domnall, Ella, John and Emma Gallen, and this Sir Richard Beaufort who he had fought back in Sverkermark. He had even smiled when she asked him why he was the last of this group to make it into the Household Company.  
 
    “Bad taste in opponents,” was all he would say on the matter, and Nessa remembered that challengers chose the knights they would try to defeat. Apparently his ambition ran further ahead than his ability, though he seemed sanguine about it. She was reassured that he could at least be pleasant company, if he was not someone she could entirely trust. 
 
    With only a few riders competing, the joust was over in a matter of hours. Most of the riders were unknown to her, minor knights and barons she had never met. The eventual winner was Luna Hoarbrand, the Earl of Bregancastle, so often spoken of as a great jouster, who unseated Austmod Freysey after five tilts. The Baron of Tall Trees, it turned out, was an accomplished horseman himself, and despite her reputation, few in the crowd had backed the lithe earl against him. They both broke four lances before she finally managed to knock him from his horse. Baron Freysey took the defeat with his customary wit and good humour, picking himself up from the ground and lifting Earl Hoarbrand onto his shoulders. He carried her around the lists, both of them laughing their heads off, while the crowd cheered her victory.  
 
    While the lists were being cleared of jousting equipment in preparation for the melee, Tannerus joined Nessa and Sir Jorian at their seats, temporarily evicting the Talabec ambassador. There was plenty of room in the royal box, with half of the courtiers and the Privy Council taking part in the melee, but it was clear that the old mage wanted privacy, or at least as much as was possible in this world they had come to inhabit.  
 
    “I am sorry, my dear,” were the first words out of his mouth, his kindly face wrinkled up in sorrow, his pale blue eyes resting uneasily on hers. He looked truly old for the first time since she had first met him and she knew that it was not just the strain of his new post as Lord Chancellor.  
 
    Nessa sighed. She had a suspicion as to what it was he felt he had to be sorry for, and in no way was it his fault. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for, master,” she said firmly, putting one of her small, pale hands in one of his larger dark ones and squeezing it gently. “There is nothing that you could have done. He is the king, and he gets what he wants.” 
 
    Tannerus sighed, a deep and mournful sound. “When we first set out here…I thought that things would be different.” 
 
    She nodded. “Those ambitions of yours.”  
 
    “Yes, those ambitions.” He chuckled wryly. “I should have remembered that kings have their own ambitions, their own visions.” He said the latter bitterly, and she nodded. Sigismund and his vision, that they were now all unwilling participants in. “I have often wondered of late,” he continued, looking away from her, “whether it was cruel of me to bring you here. For all of these things that have happened to you…part of you should hate me.” 
 
    Nessa looked upon the old mage with nothing but fondness in her heart. She smiled, patting his hand again. “I could never hate you, Tannerus,” she said. “You are my father, not that…that man in Blackwood. I could ask for no better father or friend than you. As for the things that have happened to me…” She shook her head. “I have made many good friends. I have fallen in love, and had it reciprocated. Whatever hardships lie ahead, it is all of it worthwhile.”  
 
    “You are too good for this place, Arnessa,” he said softly, and she laughed. 
 
    “And you are too noble,” she replied, “but I do not see either of us leaving it.” 
 
    “True enough.” He pulled a thick piece of folded paper from under his robes and handed it to her. “I came over here to give you this.” 
 
    Nessa examined the paper carefully. It was sealed with the stamped wax of the royal arms, and looked very official. “What is it?” she asked, not sure whether she was supposed to open it, despite what he had said. 
 
    “The official charter of the Royal Kallandish Academy of Mages,” he replied with a chuckle. “A rather grandiose title to be sure, but…”  
 
    She frowned at him in confusion. “The official charter should be held by the master of the school,” she said, and the old mage nodded. 
 
    “And you are holding it,” he replied, a glimmer of the old mischief about his eyes. Nessa laughed, not certain that he had understood her.  
 
    “I may be running the school while you have Privy Council duties, but it is your school, your dream.” She shrugged. “I am just your apprentice.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” he said. “With the charter is a document confirming you as a master of our talent, which is simply to acknowledge something that has been true for a long time now. “ 
 
    Nessa shook her head slowly. A master? But she was not skilled enough, and was too young besides… 
 
    He smiled at her. “I know what you are a thinking, my dear, but you have always underestimated yourself, and your ability. This posting is well within your capabilities. Even were you half the mage you are, your skill as a teacher would still place you in this position.” 
 
    Nessa gawped at him. “I…I do not know what to say, master,” she replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do not thank me yet, my dear,” he said with a grimace. “You know what the king wants.”  
 
    She frowned. She did know, and she knew also that he would not get what he wanted either. There were a great many things he could make her do, but this would not be one of them. 
 
    “Lord Tannerus,” drawled a thin, petulant voice from behind the old mage, and Nessa and everyone else around her rose to their feet.  
 
    King Sigismund made his way along the benches as if their conversation had summoned him, those seated melting away before him. He wore the slightly glazed expression of a man who had been drinking just a little too much just a little too early, and a hideous grin on his lips. Tannerus bowed a deep bow. “Your Grace, how may I be of assistance?” he enquired. 
 
    “You may not,” Sigismund replied. “I wish to speak to my new academy master.” He chuckled to himself. “My only academy master.” 
 
    Tannerus flashed her a sorrowful look, but Nessa smiled at him, as reassuringly as she could manage. The old mage bowed out of the conversation, allowing Anneka’s brother to shuffle in and sit next to Nessa.  
 
    She had never been this close to him before, never spoken to the man who was intent on controlling her life, and it was hard to look at him. They had the same blue eyes, the same golden hair, but two very different spirits, two very different hearts.  
 
    Nessa could smell the wine reeking from him even at this distance, and she almost choked when he moved in close, peering at her curiously, his head cocked to one side. “I do not see it, you know,” he said. 
 
    She swallowed, not so much from nervousness, but from a desire not to choke at the stench emanating from him. “What is that, Your Grace?” she managed. 
 
    “The humanity,” he replied, regarding her with a critical eye. “No matter what my sister says, I cannot see it. But for those eyes, it would be impossible to tell that you were half human at all.” 
 
    There really was nothing Nessa could think to say to that. She had been hearing statements like that her entire life, and they no longer bothered her as they once had. Thankfully, he did not seem to need a response, and he leaned back on the bench, which had the benefit of removing his wine-breath from her face. 
 
    “I want to discuss my plans for our new academy with you,” he said, “while we have the time to do so. I do appreciate that your mind has not been on official business recently, but before tomorrow dawns, you should at least familiarize yourself with the list of students. It is short enough now, but in time that will change.” 
 
    He was speaking quite gently, in an almost friendly manner. As though he had not threatened to hurt her, as though he had not forced her away from the woman she loved. Even after all that he had done to her and to Anneka, Nessa did not know what to think of him. She should hate him, she supposed, but she had never hated anyone in all her life, and did not know how one would go about it.  
 
    “I am familiar with the list, Your Grace,” she said, in lieu of exploring hate. Her mind may not have been on official business of late, but she did understand that she had responsibilities. There were thirty students, thirteen girls and seventeen boys, ranging from six to eleven years of age, coming from a variety of backgrounds, and all of them hailing from Kalrond or its satellite settlements.  
 
    “Good,” Sigismund replied with a nod. “That is good to hear. What we will do here, with this academy…” He shook his head, his eyes distant. “It is one of the most important things any of us will ever do, Arnessa. Tell me, what do you know of the Kurenni War College?” 
 
    Nessa shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing, Your Grace.” 
 
    The king smiled sagely. “The War College, Master Arnessa, is the strength by which the Empire of the Phoenix is governed. Through their battlemages, the Elder Council imposes their will upon everyone, from the High Command and the provincial governors, to the lowliest slave. Even the Emperor himself.” He shook his head wistfully. “Kurenni battlemages are trained in bonded pairs from a very young age, so that they learn to fight together as a unit. They train all day, every day, constantly using their abilities; so that by the time they come of age, they are capable of feats that mages without their training cannot even conceive of. And all of that power, all of that ability is devoted purely to the practice of warfare.” He grinned, a wolf-like grin that made her heart sink even further than his words did. “They are the greatest weapon in the Kurenni arsenal, and it is a weapon we have long lacked for. Oh, we have the finest products of angara ingenuity, of course,” he said airily. “Blackpowder, muskets and cannon. The Guild of Gunmakers is even now producing innovations on those old designs. But no artillery we can manufacture will ever come close to the power of a battlemage. That is what I want from you, Master Arnessa.” 
 
    Nessa stared back at him, unable to keep the revulsion from her expression. She had known that he wanted her to train battlemages, of course, but she had imagined that the candidates would be older, that the business of the school would be separate from this; and even then, she had never had any intention of training them. What he spoke of now was beyond horror. To train children for the sole purpose of killing? The Kallandish trained their entire lives for war, but they learned other things as well. She shook her head. To teach these children only of the violent aspects of the talent, to ignore everything else that can be done with it… 
 
    “I will teach young mages for you, Your Grace,” she said, sickened. “But find someone else to turn them into weapons, for I will not do it.” 
 
    She fully expected to receive a burst of anger, a stream of vague threats, but instead she got hearty laughter. Somehow, it was worse. 
 
    “Lord Tannerus said much the same thing,” Sigismund replied, pointing to the old mage, who had returned to his seat and was talking with Anneka. “Of course, it is easy for him to do so. His responsibilities as Lord Chancellor have given him the perfect excuse not to be involved. You have no such protection, master. You are going to do what I ask, for you know what happens to those who defy me.” 
 
    Nessa wanted to shout in his face. To tell him that his threats would not work. If he hurt her, it would only enrage Anneka into doing something that they would all regret. “You will not hurt me,” was all she said, and Sigismund nodded. 
 
    “Certainly not. That would be rather counter-productive, don’t you think?” He laughed easily. “Come now, Arnessa, you are a scholar, an educated and incisive woman. It should be clear to you how this works. If my sister defies me, I will hurt you. If you defy me, I will hurt her.” 
 
    The thought had crossed Nessa’s mind, but she could not countenance it. The things he had threatened to do to her; he would surely never do them to Anneka. She was his sister…his own blood. “What more could you possibly do to hurt her?” she asked, disgusted. He smiled.  
 
    “There are many ways in which people can be hurt, beyond the obvious.” He pointed across the box, to where Anneka’s bodyguard Sir Edward Leofricsson sat, an older man at his side. There was a strong familial resemblance between the two men. “Earl Eofric of Brice,” the king continued, “has recently become a widower, and he very much desires to have more heirs to his title than just young Edward there. In politics, he is an Alfredsson man, though not by any great measure. What better way to give him what he wants, and draw him back into the Toran fold, than with a royal marriage? How would you like to see that, eh?” he said, moving in closer to her once more. “How would you like to see my sister packed off to Brice, ready to whelp a half-dozen young Leofricssons?” He laughed. “Eofric is a good man in many ways, but he has a somewhat Sverker attitude towards your gender. He certainly would have no sympathy for my sister’s inclinations, and sadly, it is known that he is freer with his fists than a Kallandishman should be. Would you like to see that, Arnessa?”  
 
    Nessa could not answer, for her eyes were fixed on Earl Eofric, her mind imagining all the things the king had mentioned coming true. She felt bile rising up her throat at the thought. Surely he would not do that! Then Sigismund’s hand shot out and grabbed her by the chin, hard. His eyes no longer bore the false friendship they had before. 
 
    “I asked you whether this was something you wanted to see,” he said, his voice rasping, his eyes cruel. Nessa stared back at him in shock, her own eyes welling with tears from the sudden pain, as well as from what he was asking.  
 
    If she refused him, then he would send Anneka off to be beaten, to bear children for this terrible man. But if she agreed, then she would turning her back on everything she had ever believed about the talent, about her responsibilities as a teacher. How was she supposed to make that decision? 
 
     Full of uncertainty, she was unable to answer him, and so he increased the pressure of his hold, forcing her back against the bench.  
 
    And then there was a small sound, barely noticeable above the roars of the crowd, but audible to she and the king. It was a sound that she had become quite used to over the last five months, the sound of steel on leather. The sound of a sword being drawn.  
 
    They both looked up to observe Sir Jorian Selkirk. He was still stood facing down towards the lists, his eyes blank as a statue’s. But his hand was on the hilt of his sword, and that sword had crept a fraction from its sheath, enough to make a noise, enough to signal intent. 
 
    Sigismund released Nessa’s chin immediately, with a surprisingly false laugh. “Stay your hand, Jory,” he said. “I made you, and I can unmake you just as easily.” 
 
    The knight’s face flashed with what looked to be anger, and in Sigismund’s eyes, Nessa could see the thoughts running by. He did not know whether this knight would actually attack his sovereign in defence of his charge. Slowly, casually, Sir Jorian removed his hand from the weapon, allowing it to slip back into the sheath. “Your Grace,” he replied. 
 
    The king leaned back against the bench, but it was clear he had been rattled. “Is it something you want to see?” he repeated, and this time Nessa was ready to answer. She was emboldened by the king’s nervousness and by Sir Jorian’s show of support, but at the same time she knew that she had to give him what he wanted; all that he wanted. Perhaps it made her a coward, and unworthy of all the praise she had ever been given if she did so; but she loved Anneka. She would give anything for her beloved, even her life, and would certainly surrender her integrity. 
 
    “Of course I do not want to see that, you monster,” she hissed. She did not even in that moment know whether she hated him or not…but she certainly didn’t like him very much. 
 
    “Then you know what I want.”  
 
    She nodded slowly. “I will train your battlemages. But the things that you ask for; bonded pairs, and war colleges…these are not things I know anything about.” 
 
    “We have a great many spies inside the Kurenni Empire,” he said languidly. “I will send you all of the relevant reports, as well as any more that arrive over time.” He looked at her, and slowly reached out an arm to pat her shoulder, all the while with a look of nervous defiance that was clearly directed at her bodyguard. “Thank you, Master Arnessa,” he said. “You are to perform a great service for your country, and for your king.” 
 
    “I am not doing this for either,” she replied, as he got up to leave.  
 
    Sigismund shrugged his shoulders. “It does not really matter why you tell yourself you are doing it, so long as you do it.” 
 
    And then he was gone, no doubt to crow to Anneka that he had bent Nessa to his will. Her beloved would learn the truth of the matter before night fell. Promises had been made, and Nessa intended to keep them. She would never lie to Anneka, about anything.  
 
    She still shook in the aftermath of the audience, but despite everything, she felt a little better than she had before. She turned around and looked up at her new bodyguard. “Thank you, Sir Jorian,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I did not do anything, my lady,” he replied, and his use of that honorific, as well as the look of regret on his face, only widened her smile.  
 
    “No,” she said, “but you wanted to, and that makes all the difference in the world.” For despite his power, she knew that Sigismund would never know friendship or love, or loyalty, or respect. He could command the bodies of his subjects, but he would never command their spirits. 
 
  
 
  


 
    A Life of Revenge 
 
      
 
      
 
    John awoke with the strangest feeling that somebody was watching him. He peered blearily around the room, wincing at the sunlight pouring in through the window. He could hear the cheering and the shouting echoing up even this high, and frowned. Fuck the crowds and their fucking Grand Tournament, he thought. He had never had any intention of attending in the first place.  
 
    He had been glad when the king wrote to inform him that the High Constable’s presence was not required at the tourney. Who would want to spend all that time jostling with stinking peasants, to watch a gaggle of knights and barons who lacked even a fraction of the loyalty he bore to the Crown tilt at one another? And so he had remained at Balian’s Tower, to work over the administrative concerns of his prisoners. Of course, that did not take very long, given that Sir Robert and all of his traitors had been executed. So yes, he had partaken of a few drinks, for after all, it was supposed to be a day of celebration, and yes, after a few more of those drinks he had decided to take a nap.  
 
    He did not know what had awakened him, but he had no desire to remain in that state. Grumbling to himself, he rolled over onto his left flank, to see a leonine face staring back at him from the chair on that side of the bed. Piercing blue eyes fixed upon his own, and he leapt back with a great shout.  
 
    Putting the bed between himself and the intruder, he glanced at the door. It was closed, and more than that, it was locked. John may have been drinking heavily, but he could distinctly remember locking that door, and he had the only key. He stared at the intruder, who had not moved an inch, and then his brain caught up with his body, and he realized who it was. 
 
    “Haskell?” he roared. “What the fuck are you doing in here?” 
 
    Edwin Haskell blinked back at him, his facial expressions hidden behind his tangled grey beard. “It is King Edwin to you, lad,” he replied tetchily. “Don’t you bloody forget it.” 
 
    The mad Baron of Tydhaven had devoted his life of late to greatly aggravating his captor, but this was a bold, and frankly impossible, escalation. John pointed a shaking finger at him. “How did you get in here, you mad bastard?” he shouted. “The door is locked!” 
 
    Haskell nodded towards the far wall. “Secret passageway,” he said, “behind yonder wall-hanging.” 
 
    His eyes still locked on the unlikely intruder, John made his way carefully to the hanging Haskell had indicated, flipping it away from the wall. A yawning gap in the stonework awaited him there, torchlight flickering from somewhere beyond view. He could not believe his eyes. He was certain that there had been a wall there before. 
 
    “False wall,” supplied Haskell helpfully. “There’s dozens of them in the Tower, a whole bloody network.” John turned back to him in astonishment, and Haskell cackled merrily. “Old Balian had them put in when he built this place, back when he formed the first city watch. He might have been the son of a king, but he could not trust the men and women he commanded. Too many of them had close ties with the undesirable elements of the city, so he needed a way to move around the place in secret, keep an eye on them.” Haskell shook his head ruefully. “Couldn’t save the poor bugger, though. One morning they found him behind the locked door of his chamber, a six-inch Brician steel knife buried in his heart and the keys still on his belt. Old Balian forgot that doors open both ways, even the secret ones.” 
 
    John had heard all those old stories, of course, but he had thought they were just that; stories, like the ones that said the sword Morcar the Great planted into the earth of Earlshill when he founded the city might still be found in the depths of Kalrond Castle, or the ones about the ghost of Tyrn’s Isle.  
 
    But he had never before encountered someone who knew anything of these matters beyond legend and rumour, so he turned a stern and narrow gaze upon his sudden companion. “How do you know about these passages?” he demanded. 
 
    “My aunt was the last High Constable,” Haskell replied with a shrug, “back during the Occupation. She used them to smuggle prisoners out of the deep cells. The political prisoners, mind, not the rapists, murderers and whatnot. She told me about the passages when I was a boy, before the Kurenni figured out what she was up to, and put her head on a pike.” He grinned. “Bastards never figured out how she was doing it, though.” 
 
    “Yes,” John breathed. “I remember hearing stories about that. She was caught while helping Alvise Alfredsson escape, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Haskell cackled. “Oh yes, that was quite a thing. I remember it well. The governor was so happy that he’d finally caught the rebel king, he invited every magistrate in Kalland to come and watch him nail Alfredsson to a tree. But the night before Alvise was to be executed, Serlo Uskaryn and Red Kate Markham turned up at the Tower with a dozen others, and Alvise mysteriously disappeared from his cell. The Kurenni chased him halfway across the city before he finally got away.” Haskell sighed. “That was the beginning of the end for the knife-ears, you know. A few months later Bohemond Toran raised his banners in Anskhaven, and the rest is bloody history. People tend to forget that none of it would have happened if it hadn’t been for Elvira Haskell and her constables.” 
 
    John privately scoffed at Haskell’s interpretation of those great events, forty years before. The Black Tower would have risen even if the Kurenni had crucified Alfredsson, whatever the Haskells might tell themselves. Still, it had been an act of honour and sacrifice, though it did not really explain why Elvira’s nephew was lurking in John’s bedchamber. 
 
    “If you have had the run of this place for so long, then why, by all the ancestors, are you still here?” he demanded. 
 
    Haskell frowned at him, as though the question were the most absurd the madman had ever heard. “Why would I bloody leave?” he shouted. “What is out there for me? My wife…ancestors, my wife…” his head dropped into his hands, and he began to sob. “She lets all manner of ruffians slip into her salty wetness….” 
 
    John fought very hard to keep the grin from his face. Great Ancestors, he was talking about the sea, wasn’t he? Haskell could talk about history and architecture all he liked, but those moments of lucidity did not change the fact that he was insane. “That must be very difficult,” he replied diplomatically. 
 
    “It is, Gallen, it is.” Haskell blew his nose on his sleeves. “There’s nothing outside these walls for me. In here I can run around, pretend the world outside doesn’t exist. I can go anywhere…except the first basement atrium,” he sniffed. “My aunt and her constables died in that room, fighting the governor’s guards. I don’t like it there.” 
 
    “Understandable, Edwin, understandable,” John said soothingly. It was almost like talking to a child. “But why are you here? In this room?” 
 
    “Ah,” Haskell said, rising from the seat and walking over to the window. “You’ve got a better view of the tourney procession from in here than I have in my own chambers. Didn’t think you’d be in, to be honest. Figured you’d be with that lot, the usurper and his cronies. I suppose that they have less respect for your office than they should.” 
 
    John nodded firmly. “You wanted to watch the procession?” he asked. 
 
    Haskell laughed. “I wanted to do a lot more than that, lad. These Toran bastards, running around wearing my crown, passing my laws…” He raised his hands up to the sky. “With these hands, I swear it, if only I had a gun. A good one, one of those rifles with the spyglasses attached to the barrel; I’d show them who the true heir of the Lion is…” 
 
    Something clicked in John’s mind, a little cog that had been ticking over for weeks and had finally fallen into place. He jumped back, staring at Haskell in shock. The madman raised his hands defensively. “Don’t look at me like that, Gallen,” he protested. “I’m the rightful king. I’m allowed to say that.” 
 
    But John ignored him. He glanced around wildly, at the mess strewn across his chambers. All of the reports and paperwork from the investigation were up here, and he had pored over them day and night. The regent had ordered him not to conduct new investigations, but they couldn’t stop him looking into old ones. He had never been able to explain why he wanted to, not even to himself. Morbid curiosity, perhaps. But now he was glad that he had.  
 
    He dived upon the nearest desk, and started tearing through it, searching for the papers he needed. He had a hunch, a terrible hunch, and very little time to act on it. “Help me, Haskell!” he cried. 
 
    “I am not one of your bloody constables, Gallen,” the mad lord sniffed. “You don’t order me around.”  
 
    I don’t order them around either, not any more, John thought with manic desperation, but then he turned over a pile of arrest reports and found what he was looking for. He picked up the two sheaves, and muttered the first one aloud. “Report on items alleged stolen from the house of Thomas Silversmith of Kalrond.” He tallied the items. Three pistols, one musket, one rifle. 
 
    Then he glanced at the second paper. It was there, winking at him, written in ink. One pistol recovered from the hand of Edmund Barying in Temple Square. Two pistols recovered from the cache in Rybeck Cale’s private chambers. One musket recovered from same cache. 
 
    One rifle missing. 
 
    It was so easy for things to slip by. It had been a time of great excitement and worry, with the city wracked first by chaos, and then by joy, which brought a different kind of chaos. Then Robert Toran had confessed to everything, and because it had all seemed so thorough, everyone had taken him at his word. But then, he had been a traitor, and his word wasn’t worth a single copper spire. People might forget, and people might lie, but ink did neither.   
 
    John began to laugh mirthlessly. They had all spent so long thinking that the man was a fool that even when he proved he was not, they had still acted like he was. Of course he hadn’t given them everything. He was a man prepared to die for his treasonous cause. Like a wyvern, whose sting was still deadly even after death, Robert Toran had had plans ready even after his own had failed.  
 
    The traitors could not have acted immediately, though. They had one final chance to pull this off, and they would not have wasted that chance in hoping that a third attempt to kill Regent Anneka would be successful. They would have waited, waited until the one moment when all of the House of Toran would be gathered in one place, at one time. And outside. 
 
    He rushed to the window, shoving Haskell aside. “What bell is it?” he demanded, and despite his dark looks of bruised ego, Edwin answered.  
 
    “The fifth of the afternoon, by last count.” 
 
    John frowned. The tournament would be over by now, and the royal procession would be weaving its way back through the northeastern districts of Kalrond, towards the Gate of Kingdoms and the Old City within. He thought he could see glimpses of the train in the distance, a long line of pennants and banners floating across the outer regions of the city. He glanced again at the stolen items noted in the report… 
 
    A Treviso-Kerr Experimental Rifled Musket; not a collector’s item because of its age, but because of its rarity. Highly innovative design, with even the royal armsmen possessing no more than a dozen of them. Effective range one hundred and seventy yards, two shots per minute, three if the gunman knew what they were doing. One minute, three Torans, John thought. Shit. 
 
    The Torans would be surrounded by a ring of steel, the entire company of the Knights of the Household. Even on horseback, they would make for difficult targets. It would require elevation; three, perhaps four stories above the ground. Just looking from the window, John could see that taking the shot from the outer districts would be impossible. There was nothing out there over two stories high, and there would be too many guards on the Gate of Kingdoms to fire from that postion, even if the assassins were armsmen themselves.  
 
    John wracked his brain, knowing that he could stop this, if he could just think. Now what had that lackwit Captain Brandon been telling him this morning… 
 
    There were two possible routes the procession might return to the palace by, after passing Temple Square. The king had yet to decide which he would take. John looked across the city to Kalrond Castle, sitting high and proud upon Earlshill. The ancient fortress was mostly abandoned these days, and would make the perfect spot for a marksman, but… 
 
    But from the castle they could only take the shot if the procession continued west out of the square and down the Street of the Lion. They had planned carefully for this; they would not risk their only chance upon the king’s fancy. If he decided to continue due south along the Street of the Ancestors, then they would never be able to make the shot. So they had to take it before the king made his decision…somewhere between the Gate of Kingdoms and Temple Square. 
 
    A flash of sunlight glinted against one of the golden spires of the Temple of the One, and John’s eyes widened. Or from inside Temple Square… 
 
    “Edwin?” he asked quietly. “I heard once that the spires of the temple are hollow.” 
 
    “That is true,” the madman replied. “So that they can be used as archery platforms in the event the place is ever attacked.” 
 
    John nodded, satisfied. “Yes, that is what I have heard also.”  
 
    Very deliberately he walked over to the side of the bed and picked up his sword. He had so little time. He was certain now that he had seen the procession approaching the Gate of Kingdoms. Before the next bell they would be crossing Temple Square. There was no time to warn anyone. The regent and the king had left things so that no one would follow or believe him. It was not their fault, they had been ill-advised, but it might cost them dearly…unless he could stop this now, on his own. He grinned to himself. This was going to be bloody dangerous. 
 
    “Edwin,” he said, “I am going now, and I do not expect that we will ever meet again. But people are going to come to you, soon, and they will ask you questions. When they do, I want you to give them these papers,” he said, handing the reports to the mad old man. “I want you to tell them about all the things we have discussed.” 
 
    Haskell glared at him sourly. “Don’t see why I should help a Toran lapdog.” 
 
    John grinned. “Because if you do, you can also tell the House of Toran that I promised you I would build a statue of your aunt Elvira if you aided me. A large statue, here in Balian’s Tower, in honour of what she did all those years ago.” 
 
    Edwin’s face twitched. “Do you mean that, Gallen?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    John nodded. “I do, I swear it by all the ancestors of my house. If I survive, I’ll carve it myself.”  
 
    Haskell smiled, and for a brief moment he did not look mad at all. “They’ll hear every word exactly as it was said,” he promised. “Every last word.” 
 
    John nodded his thanks, and strode from the chamber. As he passed one of the constables on the stair, he delivered the message that any who might come asking questions should seek out Haskell. The man raised an eyebrow, clearly not understanding, but nodded his assent. John took the rest of the stairs at a run. He felt invigorated. The time had come for him to prove his loyalty, and bring all of these bastards down at last. 
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    By the time he reached Temple Square on horseback, the royal procession was inside the walls of the Old City, and moving fast. Time was pressing, for there were five spires atop the temple.  
 
    He had anticipated some resistance from the clerics, but apparently his sky-blue and grey uniform was still respected in this part of the city. They let him in with barely a word, and immediately he sought out the oldest of the temple staff that he could find. The old ones knew all the secrets. Edwin Haskell had taught him that today. 
 
    He found a smiling old fellow sweeping amongst the benches of the great hall, or whatever they called the place. He wore the white robes of a cleric, though not the hoods and veils that the Speakers wore, and he greeted John with a cheery wave. “Afternoon, constable,” he said, clearly not recognizing John or his rank. “How can I be of service to the watch?” 
 
    “You can tell me how to get up into the spires,” John said, and the old priest laughed. 
 
    “That seems to be my job of late. You aren’t the first to ask me that today.” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. “You don’t say,” he replied, with only a little sarcasm, which the priest either did not notice or chose to ignore. 
 
    “Yes, four of the armsmen too, the royal lot. Said it was to watch for archers or somesuch.” The old man grinned, leaning on his broom. “It’s our duty to help the Crown and all. That why you’re here, constable?” 
 
    John nodded. It seemed easier than trying to explain what was really going on without sounding mad or suspicious himself. “Yes, it is a collaboration between the city and the palace,” he lied. “As you say, it is our duty to help the Crown.”  
 
    The priest laughed. “Right you are, lad, right you are.” He pointed to a small door in the corner of the hall. “They’re in the southeast spire. Stairs go all the way up. Careful though, the steps are bastard steep.” 
 
    John gave him a nod of distracted gratitude and hurried away, ripping the door open and running up the spiral staircase. The priest was right, the steps were steep, but his feet moved like the wind over water. He had not come all this way to break his neck climbing a few stairs. He could hear voices as he climbed higher, and his smile broadened. It wouldn’t be long now.  
 
    At the very top of the steps was a simple wooden door. He drew his sword quickly and kicked the door in, bursting through into the room beyond. 
 
    It was at least a dozen paces wide, and high enough for a tall man to stand easily. There was a sturdy wooden floor, and the golden tiles of the roof had been moved aside to open the room to the outside air. That was where the rifleman lurked, kneeling at the gap through which the sounds of the roaring crowd below could be heard. Two of his fellows stood to one side, armed with swords and pistols, and all three were dressed in the black tabards of royal armsmen.  
 
    John had never seen three more surprised people in his entire life, and he flashed a triumphant grin at them. “Hello, traitors,” he said, pointing his sword at the heart of the nearest false armsman. 
 
    He did not remember until it was too late that the priest had spoken of four armsmen. It was only when the door creaked shut behind him that he remembered. Then something hit him in the head, hard, and the other two were upon him, wresting his sword from his hands while he struggled with the man behind. He felt a shaggy beard scraping at the back of his neck, and stiffened when a voice he had not heard in what felt like a lifetime whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Hello, murderer,” said Hanric Uskaryn.  
 
    John was so surprised to hear that voice that he ceased his struggle at once. His mind was awhirl with questions. Robert had been working with Hanric Uskaryn? How long had this been going on?  
 
    There was a far greater question, of course; for when an Uskaryn walked, an Alfredsson always guided his steps… 
 
    One of the two sword-armed traitors moved behind John, and took hold of him while Uskaryn loped to the front. Hanric had changed somewhat since they had last met. He had grown his hair out, and had tried to grow a beard as well. With all the scars on his face though, what he was left with was a patchy mess of hair tufts, the result of which was to make him even uglier than he was before. John could not understand how the priests in the temple had believed this gargoyle could possibly be a royal armsman.  
 
    When his face first appeared, Uskaryn had been glaring banefully, his teeth bared, but soon a smile formed on his scarred lips. “Didn’t expect to see you here, Gallen,” he crowed. “Down there, for sure,” he added, pointing out through the gap in the spire’s roof, “but I never reckoned on you making it this easy for me. Guess I’m lucky after all.” 
 
    John laughed. “If you think this is luck, Uskaryn, then you are even duller than I thought. So, Alvise has thrown in his lot with Robert’s failed treasons.” He raised a curious eyebrow. “Or was the royal cousin a pawn in another man’s game? Tell me, Uskaryn, is your master so ignoble and ambitious these days that he would murder to win his crown?” 
 
    To John’s surprise, the first mention of Alfredsson’s name twisted Hanric’s face into a mask of hatred, and by the last question, he spat on the ground at John’s feet. “Fuck that old man,” he hissed. “Fuck him and his fucking crown.” 
 
    John shook his head. “You do not seriously expect me to believe that you can so much as wipe your arse without Alvise’s orders, do you?” 
 
    Hanric shrugged. “I don’t give a shit what you believe, Gallen. You aren’t going to live long enough for the truth to matter to you.” 
 
    John grinned at him. “Oh, come now Hanric,” he said softly. “Your brother lived his entire life with his tongue rammed up Alvise’s arse. Are you saying that what was good enough for dear Marko…” 
 
    He never got any further. Hanric’s fist flung out and struck him on the mouth, and John felt his lips split and his teeth crack as his head was flung back. The blow caused him a great deal of pain, but he smiled as Uskaryn roared in his face.  
 
    “You don’t say his name, murderer. You don’t say my brother’s name!” 
 
    John grinned, spitting a little blood out. “Marko was a whore for the Black Ship of Kalmar, and so are you.” 
 
    Hanric jumped on top of him, and started laying punch after punch against John’s head and body. He knew the blows were coming this time, but restrained as he was, he could not make any kind of defense or evasion. Hanric Uskaryn was a strong man, and John’s head had not been all that clear to start off with. He felt the world starting to slip away, and before long he could not feel the punches any more. He did feel a slightly sour sense of disappointment.  
 
    Then all of a sudden the punches stopped, and through swollen eyes he looked up to see one of the other armsmen with his arms wrapped around Hanric, pulling the knight away, while Uskaryn screeched and roared and flailed, trying to grab at his target. John did not mind an end to the beating, though the part of him that was not stunned was curious as to why the armsman had saved him.  
 
    Hanric was shouting at him while he struggled with his own man. “You’re right,” he screamed, “Marko worshipped that old fool like he was a fucking god. He died defending Alvise’s honour. But how did Alvise reward that loyalty?” Hanric spat on the floor. “He fucking didn’t! He didn’t do shit! When the king banished you, banished you when as a murderer you should’ve been hanged, Alvise nodded and said that justice was done. When that bitch Anneka brought you back, raised you higher than ever before, Alvise nodded and said that you deserved redemption.”  
 
    Hanric was still enraged, but he was no longer trying to grab at John, allowing the armsman to release him. The big knight jabbed a finger at the High Constable, who stared back at him, a smile still fixed on his battered face. “Where was Marko’s justice?” Hanric demanded. “What about the things he deserved? I asked the bastard that, and he just shrugged his fucking shoulders, and told me to leave well enough alone.” Hanric grinned. “But banishment ain’t enough to cover murder. Death is met with death. So I told the old man to go fuck himself, and I left. Sir Robert came to me not long after, and told me there was a way I could see justice for my brother. And so I served him, because he was the only one who could help me get what I wanted, what Marko deserved. Revenge on the man who killed him, and on them that protected and aided his murderer.” 
 
    John smiled. Robert Toran had been cleverer than anyone ever suspected. He had chosen his wyvern’s sting well. Except he could never have predicted that John Gallen would be up here today. John could stop this where no one else could have, because when push came to shove, Hanric would want his brother’s killer dead over anyone else. John made him angry enough to become stupid…well, stupider… 
 
    “Procession’s enterin’ the square, Sir Hanric,” said the marksman with the rifle, and John got a good look at him for the first time. It was the pinch-faced armsman who had been with the brothers that night in the King Edmund Inn. This made John’s developing plan even sweeter. 
 
    Hanric nodded to the armsman holding John, and with some effort the man pulled him to his feet. John’s body shook after the beating, a reaction that he gently exaggerated, making himself appear infirm. Hanric grinned at him, drawing closer, ever closer.  
 
    “I always figured you’d be down there when the time came,” he sneered, “riding at their side like the dog you are. But it’s better this way, I think. This way, you get to watch me destroy your precious Red Tower before I kill you.” 
 
    John’s eyes widened. “They’ll catch you, Uskaryn!” he hissed, pumping desperation into his voice. “There is no chance that you will escape.” 
 
    Hanric shrugged. “Likely not, but I don’t care. I’ll see my brother again.” 
 
    “The boy,” John cried. “Bohemond. He had nothing to do with what happened between Marko and myself. Why kill the boy?” 
 
    Uskaryn leaned in very close, close enough that their faces almost touched. “I might have done it just because Sir Robert asked me to,” he said, “but now I think I’ll do it because you don’t want me to.” 
 
    John grinned, because Hanric was close enough now. Robert would never have let John get this close, but then Robert had been clever. Robert would have killed him the moment he walked through the door. It amused John that they must think his docility was genuine, that he would cling on to any chance for continued life.  
 
    What life, his voice screamed alone inside his head. Marko Uskaryn was not the only man who died that night in the King Edmund Inn. It had just taken a while for John’s body to catch up. Everything that had followed since that night had been a dream, a joke, a curse, a hollow existence. John had been a Knight of the Household. That was all he had ever wanted to be. He was not a High Constable, or an interrogator, or an investigator, and no matter how much he had tried to convince himself, he knew he could never protect the Crown from that position. Perhaps everyone was right, perhaps he was incompetent, or mad, or a drunkard.  
 
    But in this moment he could see so clearly. In this moment, this very last moment of his life, he was a Knight of the Household. And what did a Knight of the Household do when there was a gun to his sovereign’s head? 
 
    John threw his forehead forward into a vicious butt, feeling the crunch as Hanric Uskaryn’s nose shattered under the strength of the blow. The traitor reeled back, bellowing and clutching at his face, but John was already moving, backwards, ramming the armsman who held him against the door with enough force to break it, sending the man spilling out and down the steps. John did not stop to check whether he would recover; it didn’t matter. All he needed was a few more seconds with the other two.  
 
    The second swordsman was struggling to draw his blade, and John was upon him as quick as lightning. He put the boot into the hapless traitor’s balls, and then as the fool doubled over, he grabbed the man’s head and slammed it hard against the floor. There was a great deal of blood and twitching, but he was almost certain that this was a kill. One less to deal with later. 
 
    That just left the pinch-faced marksman, whose back had been turned during the initial struggle, and only now was spinning around to see that his fellows were all down. He still had the rifle in his hand, as though that were a weapon that could stop John now. The High Constable grinned at him, and pulled his fist back for the punch. 
 
    Old Balian Kalmar had a few strange ideas when he first formed the constables. The swords and pikes of the royal armsmen had barely managed to keep the peace in Kalland’s young capital. Balian had known that if his new city watch was to do any better, then they had to be seen as peacemakers, not as soldiers. So he had created a new uniform, with a new sigil, which even he wore. The constables served the city, not the Red Lion of Kalmar. They carried cudgels and not swords, horns instead of shields. But Balian, despite his end, was no fool. The constables could not keep the peace if Kalrond thought they were soldiers, but neither could they do it if the people thought them weak. So he had given them more than just cudgels and horns. Breaking up tavern brawls was a lot easier if you had a good stout punch; and if you punched a man while wearing heavy steel gauntlets, he wasn’t likely to forget the lesson.  
 
    John’s punch missed the marksman’s face as he rose up from his knees, but that turned out to be a stroke of good luck. His gauntlet-clad fist hit the pinch-faced man in the throat, and he felt the bastard’s windpipe collapse under the force of the blow. Pinch-face staggered back, his eyes bulging, rifle dropping from his hands as he clutched at his throat.  
 
    John pushed him to one side with a look of disdain, and took the rifle into his own hands. He sighed wistfully. It was a beautiful piece, a testament to human ingenuity. Never would he have thought that he would have to destroy something so lovely. Oh well… 
 
    He moved to the opened tiles of the roof, ready to hurl the rifle out and down into the crowd, when he heard a crack from behind, and something struck him in the small of the back, hard. Pain such as he had never felt before shot up and down his body, and when he tried to take a step, he found that his legs were no longer at his command. He collapsed facedown on the floor just short of the tiles, the rifle still in his hands. There was an acrid stench in the air, smoke billowing around, and somehow he knew what had happened.  
 
    Some bastard had shot him in the back. 
 
    With the last of his strength, he started to push the rifle across the floor towards the void, but the coward who had killed him was too fast. He leapt over John, stamping on his hand, kicking the rifle free of the High Constable’s grip. John looked up to see gargoyle-face himself, Hanric Uskaryn with a nose and mouth smeared with blood, but a triumphant smile nonetheless.  
 
    “Guess you don’t win after all, Gallen,” he sneered, but John smiled back, spitting blood out onto the floor. He nodded towards the slain marksman, whose lifeless eyes were set in a face left blue for want of air. 
 
    “How many shots…per minute…can you fire…eh, Hanric?” John asked, gurgling with laughter.  
 
    Uskaryn frowned, staring down at his own hands. His big meaty paws, barely capable of holding a knife and fork, let alone firing a precision weapon. Then he shrugged, and pulled a second pistol from his belt, holding it to John’s head. 
 
    “I only need the one shot for you,” he hissed, drawing more bloodstained mirth from John. One more shot. 
 
    Perhaps someone had heard the shot. Perhaps the armsman he had thrown down the stairs had fallen all the way, and alerted the priests. For certain Uskaryn would not have put the rifle, the instrument of his revenge, in the hands of another if he thought for one second that he could handle the shots himself. John did not know whether it would be enough. All he knew was that it was best he could do.  
 
    “This was my brother’s weapon,” Hanric said, shaking the pistol. “Fitting, don’t you think?” 
 
    John laughed. “Your brother…was a worthless…cunt.” 
 
    Hanric pulled the trigger. 
 
  
 
  


 
    Regicide 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowds cheered as King Sigismund’s procession entered Temple Square, but just as on the day he returned from his war, they were not cheering for him. Nessa took the slightest grain of satisfaction from this, and she imagined that there were many others in the procession who felt the same way.  
 
    On this day of celebration for the king’s victory in Sverkermark, the name on every set of lips in Kalrond was not his own. It was for his wife, Queen Astrid, Champion of the Grand Melee, that they cheered. 
 
    Nessa had not known what to expect from the melee, but she had imagined something akin to the Circle, a sequence of duels, with set rules and limitations. She had not been expecting to see all of the combatants enter the Tourney Grounds at the same time, lining up in two groups at either end, and then rushing towards one other with battle cries and weapons waving. The weapons were blunted, but they were real enough. It was the first of the Kallandish sports she had witnessed that seemed to have any bearing on warfare, and looked to be easily the most dangerous, not to mention the most popular.  
 
    As she sat in the royal box watching the charge with astonishment, she had seen a great many men and women of rank hurtling across the field at one another. Domnall and his brother Duke Brendan charged side-by-side. Ella Cieszyn and her cousin Marshal Vanamir fought on opposite sides, and were battling one another within seconds. The privy councillor Giguere had been down there as well, flailing about with a huge mace, and all three of the Gallen sisters, and a whole host of knights and barons and earls besides.  
 
    Some of them fought with skill, others with savagery. A few, Henry Rill included, fought with dirty tricks that Nessa was sure would have seen them barred from the Circle if used there. But none of the fighters could match the ferocity of Astrid av Kalte in combat. She carried a pair of swords, and wielded them with terrible, florid skill. 
 
    The melee lasted no more than an hour, and by the end of it, Astrid stood alone. Her last opponent was Duke Brendan Kingsland, who was apparently a finer swordsman even than his brother; but the Admiral of Kalland knew which way the wind was blowing, and so he gracefully lost to his queen. Astrid accepted her victory with considerably less grace, not even taking Duke Brendan’s hand or offering him words of commiseration, but the crowd had not cared. Even Nessa had to admit that it had been a thrilling contest, and the Kallandish had fallen in love with their warrior queen as though meeting her for the first time.  
 
    Now the procession made its way through the city, with Astrid riding ahead of the column, waving to her adoring subjects, while Sigismund skulked at the back of the royal party. From where Nessa rode amongst the ambassadors, the king looked to be sulking. She did not truly have eyes for him, however. The Grand Tournament was over, and that meant that this was the last night she would be able to spend with Anneka, perhaps forever.  
 
    For Nessa, it had been a strange day. She had become a master mage, the master of an academy. She had sold her integrity to a king, and was willing to do so, once she had learned just how much integrity could cost to keep. She had discovered the foundations of a loyal bodyguard. Events both good and bad had occurred on this day, and yet still she felt as though the time had been wasted. These hours she had spent talking with kings and watching knights batter each other could have been spent with her beloved. The time should have been spent with Anneka, and now they had so few hours left together that Nessa’s heart was close to breaking. 
 
    She could only see Anneka from time to time, for the Knights of the Household surrounded her, and to Nessa’s eyes her beloved’s bodyguards seemed larger than those protecting the rest of the royal family. She was willing to admit that this interpretation likely derived from her frustration, leading her to blame the knights for wrongs they had not committed. She shook her head sadly, for she had not been this angry since she was a child, not since her father sent her away. All that kept her going was the thought that when the procession finally reached the palace, she and Anneka would be together, for just a little while longer. But she was afraid as well; afraid that they would spend those last hours together in sorrow and not in joy. She knew that they should try to spend the time well, but it was so hard… 
 
    Someone coughed politely, and she glanced to her left, blinking back tears. It was Sir Jorian, flanking her on that side as Ella did on the other, and he nodded meaningfully to the man beyond him. Nessa sighed. Apparently, Admiral Crooke of Estwic wished to speak with her. 
 
    The last thing Nessa wanted to do right now was talk with ambassadors. All she wanted to do was spend the rest of this ride watching her beloved. She did not want to exchange pleasantries. But such behaviour was neither gracious nor kind, and she did not want to take out her anger on others, and so she nodded to Sir Jorian, and when the big ambassador rode up wheezing, she flashed a broad and genuine smile at him. “Admiral Crooke, how can I help you?” 
 
    Crooke favoured her with a thin half-smile of his own. “It is not…hmmm…for me that we speak…hmmm…but for the good of our city…hmmm…Master Arnessa.” 
 
    Nessa wrinkled her nose. “How can I be of service to the Free City, admiral?” 
 
    The old ambassador shrugged his shoulders. “To put it bluntly…hmmm…you have influence. With the king…hmmm…with others.” 
 
    Nessa frowned. How could he possibly believe that she still possessed influence? She was as good as being exiled from the court. Then she remembered that Crooke had been in the royal box; close enough to see, but not close enough to hear. He had witnessed her conversation with the king, and at that distance, it might even have appeared a cordial one.  
 
    She studied Crooke carefully. She could guess what he was going to ask her, for it was well-known at court that the ambassador only ever asked for one thing, and never received it. She had been far from well-connected back in Estwic, but still, she had heard the jokes they told at dinner tables in the Free City. The Fat Beggar of Kalrond was what they called Torvein Crooke in his home city, a fool holding a position so worthless that they would not replace him until he was dead. Her expression softened. The poor man. 
 
    “The Kurenni trade embargo?” she asked softly, and he nodded. 
 
    “We do not ask…hmmm…that the king allow them to trade…hmmm…in Kalland,” he wheezed. “Only that they can…hmmm…sail Kallandish waters.” 
 
    Nessa watched him helplessly. There was nothing that she could do for him. She was not the person of influence that he believed her to be. If he knew the truth of her life as it was now, it would be he that pitied her. She opened her mouth to answer, and then closed it again as she considered the matter further. Crooke sat there astride his horse, having climbed out of his sickbed, dragged himself halfway across the city and back, just so that people would remember that he was there. Just for the chance to ask his question. He was pale, and old, and coughing as though his lungs were gone. How many questions did he have left in him? This might be the very last time he would be able to ask.  
 
    Ness was about to face her last day with her beloved, but she had allowed herself to hope that there would be another. Who then was she to deny this man his hope? She smiled, and placed her hand on his arm.  
 
    “In truth, I do not know what I can do, admiral,” she said. “But I swear that I will try. For you, and for our city.” 
 
    Crooke’s face lit up, and it seemed for a moment that he was ten years younger and many years less sick. “Thank you, Master Arnessa,” he said fervently. “That is all...hmmm…that I can ask for.”  
 
    Nessa smiled at him, releasing his arm as the ambassador rode off with a grateful nod, and more energy than with which he had approached.  
 
    Ella moved back into position on Nessa’s flank. “Torvein has been Estwic’s ambassador here since the Liberator’s reign,” she said. “That is the first time anyone has not simply said ‘no’ to him.” She nodded approvingly, a slight smile on her lips. “That was…kind of you, my lady.” 
 
    Nessa shrugged, a little embarrassed at having such a simple act spoken of thus. “I as good as lied to him,” she said. “There is nothing that I could say to the king that will stop him hating the Kurenni.” 
 
    Ella shrugged. “No, there is nothing that can change that,” she replied. “But you said that you would try, and I know that you will.” 
 
    Nessa sighed. “It is not enough,” she protested. 
 
    Ella raised an armoured hand, placing it gingerly on Nessa’s shoulder. “It is all that any of us can do…” 
 
    A loud crack rang out across the square, a sound that somehow managed to cut above the noise of the crowd. It seemed to emanate from the direction of the temple, though with the rest of the din the procession and the crowd made filling the air it was difficult to tell. Nessa frowned. It almost sounded like… 
 
    Then the screaming started, and the column ground to a sudden halt. Nessa reined in her horse, staring around in confusion as Temple Square descended into madness right before her very eyes. The crowds ahead of them were already screaming, and the screams and shouts were passing all along the line, while the front of the procession seemed to disintegrate, Knights of the Household flocking inward like silver-grey birds. Someone shouted, “Gunshot!” and it was then that Nessa realized what the noise had been, and her eyes widened, her heart beginning to pound with alarm. Anneka!  
 
    Without thinking she leapt from her horse, but before she could take even a single step, a steel-clad figure tackled her. Ella Cieszyn had leapt from atop her horse the very moment Nessa abandoned her own.  
 
    The two of them fell to the ground, Ella tucking under so that when impact was made, it was her back and body that hit the ground first, and not Nessa’s. Still, the force of the knight’s collision was enough to knock almost all of the wind from Nessa’s lungs. She took a desperate gasp for air, but that action proved to be a futile one, for seconds later Sir Jorian jumped on top of them, and the rest of her breath was driven out. She was crushed between the two armoured knights, her head the only part of her body she could use, her ears filled with screams of terror and shouts of dismay.  
 
    “Anneka!” she yelled, adding her voice to the din, twisting her neck to try and get a glimpse of what was going on ahead.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still. She saw Anneka astride her horse through a gap in the wall of silvered-steel. Her beloved was partway through being dragged from the saddle by Lothor Wyvernslayer. Nessa’s heart soared to see that she was fighting him, with no sign of injury, but then the second crack rang out. 
 
    Nessa saw the bullet, she saw it as it came in, and she saw it as it seemed to ricochet from the very air, no more than five feet distant from Anneka’s body. There was nothing that could possibly have blocked it, nothing Nessa in her panic could imagine, until she saw Tannerus appear from behind the flock of horses and bodies, his hand thrust outwards in the air.  
 
    She knew then what had happened, for though the naked eye could not detect his workings, she saw the concentration writ on his face. Her old master had raised a mage shield, perhaps as soon as the first shot was fired, and from the sweat of exertion on his brow, it was a large one, likely encompassing the entire royal party. He had saved her beloved, and Nessa had never loved him more than in that moment. 
 
    Tannerus was not done, though. With his other hand he pointed upwards, to a point beyond her view, and shouted with a voice that could still an army. “THE TEMPLE! HE’S IN THE TEMPLE!” 
 
    No sooner had he said it than another crack rang out, and then another, and then so many that Nessa thought her ears might burst. At the mage’s word, every armsman, knight, baron and courtier with a pistol or a musket had opened fire on the temple, and the air was full of acrid smoke. They were firing even if they had not the range, with some of them firing from further back in the column than Nessa’s own position. But there were enough shots coming from the front of the procession that whoever was up there was either dead or ducking for cover; and this surely meant that Nessa did not have to be squashed by knights anymore. 
 
    Her breath having returned, Nessa started to pound at Sir Jorian, still lying on top of her. “Get off of me!” she shouted. “I have to see her!”  
 
    “Not going to happen,” Jorian grunted, “not until that bastard’s dragged in.” 
 
    “He was not shooting at me, you stupid man!” Nessa shouted, frustrated at his stubbornness. She tried to shove him away, but the knight from the Selkmars was considerably bigger and stronger than she was. Why had she been born with an elven face and an elven build? Why did she only get human eyes? “Please, Jorian,” she wheedled, abandoning aggression and attempting reason. “Someone may be hurt, and I am a mage, I can help!” 
 
    Nessa could see in his eyes that the argument rang true, but he seemed uncertain still. “Ella?” he asked, and the other knight grunted. She must have been in some pain, having leapt from a horse and hit the ground so hard. Armour could only provide so much protection from that kind of injury. 
 
    “She might have a point, old friend,” Ella replied. “You go with her, though. I will stay here,” she groaned, “and grow a new spine.” 
 
    Jorian nodded, and rolled over onto his side, allowing Nessa to pull herself up onto her feet. Almost immediately she darted away, forcing the knight to pursue, no mean feat given the acrobatics he had just pushed himself through. They tore through the gaggle of ambassadors and their bodyguards, most of whom were standing around in abject confusion, while all around them rang shouting and gunfire and chaos. Nessa broke through the line of Household Knights without difficulty, reaching the inner recesses of the ring that had formed around the royal family. Her eyes tracked back and forth, taking in the horrific scene.  
 
    Dark blood lay pooled on the cobblestones at the heart of the chaos, boot-and-hoof prints trailing through and around it. Tannerus was on horseback just beyond the pool, his hand still raised in the air. The sight brought a brief smile to Nessa’s face. Even now, he possessed a flair for the dramatic.  
 
    Astrid was crouched just beyond him, looking alarmed and afraid. From what Nessa knew of her, this was not an expression often seen on her face, and it was telling that the fierce queen did not even try to fight against the knights pinning her to the ground. Of Bohemond there was no sign, but Nessa could hear his voice reverberating from under a pile of knights, calling for Anneka. Nessa added to his cries with one of her own, and heard her own name being called from somewhere to the left.  
 
    “Nessa!” 
 
    She peered around a knot of bodyguards and saw Anneka lying there pinned, as Nessa herself had been moments before. Only Anneka’s head and her left arm were free, and that arm was reaching for Nessa’s own.  
 
    Nessa’s hand went to her mouth, an involuntary action born from relief. She had seen the second shot fail to hit Anneka, but still, she had feared for the worst.  
 
    “I am unhurt,” Anneka shouted, and Nessa started to approach her beloved, when a hand caught her by the arm. It was Sir Serlo Darby, the mournful commander of the Household Company, and when he released her, she saw that his fingers had left a tracery of blood on the sleeves of her tunic.  
 
    Her mind switched almost instantly into a state of alertness, readiness for work. Anneka was alive and unharmed, and so now Nessa’s duties had to come first. She was a mage, a royal mage, and there were people in this procession who needed her help. 
 
    “Are you injured, Sir Serlo?” she asked, and the knight shook his head helplessly, his great moustaches drooping. His mouth moved but no words came out; he seemed poleaxed. He pointed with one bloody hand back the way he came, and managed a single phrase.  
 
    “The king.” 
 
    Nessa had not seen Sigismund upon reaching the head of the column, had not been looking for him, so desperate had she been to find Anneka. But the blood on the ground, the first shot…Astrid, Bohemond and Anneka all well…who else could the assassin have been shooting at? She glanced back at Anneka, who could not have heard the conversation, but likely knew what it entailed. Anneka nodded, smiling wanly, and Nessa smiled back. 
 
     “Take me to him,” she replied to Darby, and he led her a short distance across the cobbles, to where Sigismund Toran lay in a pool of his own blood, his head cradled in the lap of Marshal Vanamir. 
 
    Even without a close look, Nessa could see that he was grievously wounded. The blood he lay in, the other blood on the cobbles that was clearly his also; it was more blood than she had ever seen. As she approached she could see the wound, high on his chest, gore seeping from it endlessly. The king was as pale as a ghost, his eyes glazed, and for a moment Nessa thought that he was already dead, but then a coughing fit took him, his entire body shaking as he deposited yet more blood onto his tunic.  
 
    His eyes started to move then, and they met hers. He raised one shaky hand out to her, and she hurried to his side. Closer to him, she could hear the wheezing that followed every shallow breath he took. His hand grasped at hers, the grip stronger than she would have thought possible. His blue eyes rolled wildly, and she heard his voice, barely audible under the sounds of his own laboured breath. “Please,” he whispered. “I don’t want to die.” 
 
    Nessa froze, her free hand hovering over his chest. She had come fully intending to do what she could to aid him, but now that she was here, she froze. It was not fear that had taken her, like it had on the dragonboats. It was something else, something darker. This was the man who wanted her to turn children into weapons. This was the man who would keep her from Anneka, and would hurt them if they did not do what he asked. This was the man who would continue to do all of those things if she saved him. 
 
    It would be the easiest thing in the world. There was nothing easier than to do nothing at all. There were right actions, and wrong actions, but inaction was neither. She could say that she fainted at the sight of blood. She could tell them that she was in shock, for that was certainly no lie. She could say that she did not know how to heal him. She had never healed anything more serious than a grazed knee, after all. How could she be expected to save a man’s life?  
 
    But as these considerations passed through her mind, other thoughts followed them. She had told Anneka that their love was not worth the loss of one life, and no matter how she might try to argue that this act would not be taking a life, she would always know that for a lie. She could never just sit back and let a man die, regardless of what he had done, or what he might do. That was not Nessa. That was not the kind of person she was. 
 
    Nessa pressed her hand to his chest, feeling warm blood flow over her fingers. This was one kind of magic that did require the use of one’s hands, in order to focus the power into the body, and only the body. When you got down to it, it was not really magic at all, just the transfer of strength. Her lifeforce to replace his. 
 
    She let the energy flow freely; pushing it into his body, willing his damaged flesh to re-knit. The flow of blood was beginning to slow, she could feel it under her hand, and she imagined that his breath sounded a little less ragged. The bullet had surely touched his lung, but that did not have to be fatal… 
 
    But then another great fit of coughing took him, even more blood and bile and other kinds of gore spattering from his lips onto the top of her hand, and she knew then that she had failed. She could empty every ounce of energy within her body into his, end her life to save Sigismund’s, but still it would not be enough. Too much time had passed since he was injured, the wound was too great, had done too much damage. There was only so much that even a mage could do. She took her hand away from his body, and his eyes watched her, hopeful. She shook her head, tears starting to drip down her cheeks. Not for him, but for Anneka, and Bohemond.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    His hand gripped hers like a vice, but that took the very last of his strength. With a final bloody cough, his breath rattled from his chest, and his head lolled to one side, eyes staring blankly into the distance. His hand dropped away, and she pulled her own hand back, staring down at it, and then at the other. They were red with blood. Blood on my hands, she noted dully. His blood. On my hands. 
 
    “Is he…?” came a nervous question, and Nessa looked up into the sharp eyes of Marshal Vanamir. Ella’s cousin was by all accounts a fierce warrior and skilled tactician, but right now he looked shocked beyond belief, as pale as his deceased sovereign. She nodded, and with a deep sigh he leaned back, closing his eyes. “Great ancestors…” he breathed. 
 
    Nessa tried to pull herself to her feet, wiping her hands on her tunic, but she had little strength of her own left, and all she succeeded in doing was falling back against the cobblestones. Serlo Darby caught her by the shoulder and started to lift her up, but she waved a hand, indicating for him to stop. Even if he could put her on her feet, she did not think she could stand right now. 
 
    Then there was a flash of gold from her left, and a pair of arms wrapped around her neck, a body pressed against hers, soft lips on her cheek, a sorrowful but loving voice in her ear. “You did all that you could, my love,” Anneka said, and Nessa clung to her beloved, her eyes welling with tears again.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered fiercely, “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    Anneka stroked her hair, kissed her cheek again and again. “You did all you could,” she repeated. “No one could have asked for more.” 
 
    Their eyes met, and Nessa could see many things in her lover’s gaze. There were some tears, and sorrow, and shock, and fear. But the one thing above all that she could see was the one thing that she felt keenly as well, now that realization of what had happened was finally dawning. It was relief.  
 
    Relief, for no matter what happened now, they were free. Free to be with one another, free of all the things he would have made them do. There would be no battlemages or empires now. Perhaps she should feel guilty as well, to be so relieved. But after all Sigismund Toran had done, after all he had tried to do…he might deserve their pity, and their sorrow, but he did not deserve their remorse.  
 
      
 
    *       * 
 
      
 
    They spent an hour out there on the cobblestones of Temple Square, before the Knights of the Household felt it was appropriate for the procession to move on. The crowd had long since cleared away, either fleeing during the ferocious hail of gunfire, or being chased away by the constables and the royal armsmen. For the second time in five months Kalrond was under martial law.  
 
    For Nessa it had been an eerie end to a truly shocking day, to ride through streets empty of anyone but soldiers and constables. She had not been there the last time the city had been militarized, after the first attempt on Anneka’s life; but it was hard to imagine that Kalrond had been quieter than it was now. The king was dead, and the royal army, so recently returned from their victory in Sverkermark, was now patrolling the streets. An old man that Sir Jorian had indentified as Duke Tancred Beaufort of Malybridge had been placed in command, while the rest of the court accompanied their sovereign’s body back to the Palace of Morcar.  
 
    Nessa had ridden with Anneka, her arms wrapped tight around her beloved’s waist. She had still felt too weak to manage her own horse. They had ridden wordlessly; they all had. No one had anything to say to anyone else. What was there to say? The king had been murdered right in front of their very eyes. Coming so swiftly after Robert’s treason, Sigismund’s assassination had come like a gut-punch to a fighter already on his knees. 
 
    That being said, Nessa had initially been surprised by how little chaos there was. In the immediate aftermath of the shots, there had certainly been screaming and panic, and armsmen firing blindly at buildings, but by the time the procession made it back to the palace, a strange sense of peace had fallen over them all.  
 
    Now that she had taken time to think about it, she was not at all surprised by the calm. The year was but five months old, and already the royal family had been attacked three times. It was the second time in five years that a king had died unexpectedly. The courtiers were shocked and dismayed, but they were also men and women of dignity and ability. The business of the Crown went on, even if the king was returning to the palace in a cart, with an assassin’s bullet lodged in his body. 
 
    The procession had broken up in the yard. Nessa had barely enough time for a kiss and a word before Queen Astrid and the Privy Council whisked Anneka away from her. She had stood staring after them, unclear on what she was supposed to do, until she had heard Bohemond calling for her.  
 
    Anneka’s young nephew had run up and thrown himself upon Nessa, his little arms wrapping around her waist. The Knights of the Household had tried to take him to his chambers, but he was confused and scared, and hadn’t wanted to go with them. As far as anyone could tell, he was not even aware that his father was dead, or whether he would understand it if he did know. But he had heard enough terrible things going on to terrify anyone, let alone a boy of four, and so Nessa had taken him into her arms, and carried him off in search of somewhere quiet.  
 
    As they walked, the Knights of the Household shadowed them, glaring daggers at anyone who came close. Nessa had found a room, a room she had never been in before, on the second level of the main palace. It had all of the hangings and tapestries and paintings that every room in the palace seemed to have, as well as dozens of comfortable chairs. Nessa did not know what the room’s purpose was, but the only thing that mattered was that it was quiet, and out of the way. She had sat down in one of the chairs with Bohemond in her lap, and had cradled him until he fell asleep. It did not take long, for it had been an exhausting day. 
 
    Beyond the knights, there was only one other person in the room with them, and she had exchanged no words with him since he arrived. Nessa did not know why he was here, for certainly he had duties to attend to. The Privy Council were holding an emergency meeting, but Lord Chamberlain Merlmester was not with them. He was sat in the chair next to hers, writing quietly on a piece of paper as though this was where he was supposed to be. Nessa did not speak to him, but she watched him from out of the corner of her eye. She did not feel she knew him well enough to question his presence. 
 
    After a few minutes though, he sighed, putting the pen down, and rubbing his eyes. He glanced across at her, smiling weakly, and this gave her the courage to speak up. “What are you writing, my lord?” she asked. 
 
    Merlmester shrugged and passed her the paper. “For the royal annals,” he said. “Not my duty, strictly speaking, but someone has to do it.” 
 
    She glanced at the paper curiously. It was written in flowing script, and it looked very officious. Her eyes widened as she read it. 
 
      
 
    The Life and Deeds of Sigismund Toran, King of Kalland and Sverkermark 
 
    Born on the 21st Day of Hope, 1155.  
 
    Ascended to the throne on the 19th Day of Growing, 1172, aged sixteen. 
 
    Died on the 30th Day of Highsun, 1176, aged twenty. 
 
      
 
    Merlmester must have seen the surprise on her face, because he leaned over, concern in his eyes. “Are you unwell, my lady?” 
 
    Nessa shook her head, trying to smile. “I am well, it is just…I never realized that he was younger than I am.” She had never asked. She knew how old Anneka was, but had always assumed that there was a great gap of years between the siblings. He had not seemed to be so young. 
 
    Merlmester nodded. “Yes. If you spend as much time in royal service as I have, you will find that feeling comes to you often.” He flashed her a half-smile and a sideways glance. “How old would you say that I am, my lady?” 
 
    Nessa frowned. It was a strange question, seeming to come from nowhere, but she put her mind to it anyway. It was good to think about something other than death on this day. She studied the chamberlain carefully. It was not easy to judge his years. Merlmester had one of those ageless faces, neither young nor old. She did know that he had been around for a long time though, so… 
 
    “I would guess that you are fifty,” she said. 
 
    He grinned. “It would likely astonish you then, to learn that I was born on the Feast Day of the Founder, 1099.” 
 
    Nessa gaped at him. That was astonishing. “You are seventy-seven years old?” she exclaimed. 
 
    Merlmester laughed openly, slapping his thigh. “Oh, I cannot tell you how much I enjoy the looks of surprise on the faces of the young when they learn that, my lady,” he chuckled. “It is most gratifying.” 
 
    Nessa could scarcely believe it. From his looks, she could not see him as being far beyond his middle years, and yet he was older than Tannerus. He was older than anyone she knew. “How?” she asked frankly. “How is it that you look so…ageless?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose that I am just lucky. If it is any consolation, my lady, I do not feel young. Especially not today,” he added with a wry shake of his head. “Great ancestors…” He glanced at her, a wistful look of remembrance in his eyes. “I was appointed Lord Chamberlain of the Palace forty-four years ago, and yes,” he added with a tight smile, “I was first appointed by a Kurenni governor. I have outlived four Emperors of Kurenn, including two who were my liege lords. I have outlived three Toran kings, all of whom were younger men than I. On a day like this, it hardly seems fair, does it?” 
 
    Nessa shrugged. “I cannot tell you whether it is fair or not, my lord,” she said. “But I do know this,” she added with a smile, patting little Bohemond gently. “Your fourth Toran king will need his Lord Chamberlain.” 
 
    Merlmester looked down at the boy with a fond smile. “May he outlast me by an age,” he said. 
 
    She stroked the young boy’s head. May that be true of all of us, she thought. 
 
      
 
    *       *       * 
 
      
 
    “Who, the fuck, is Hanric Uskaryn?” Astrid hissed, as she strode along the halls of the Palace of Morcar, Anneka and the privy councillors following in her wake. Despite her diminutive stature, she was moving so fast that only Tannerus could really keep up with her, let alone reply.  
 
    Anneka did not mind the pace. She was not really in any mood to answer Astrid’s hail of questions. She did not know where he mind was right now, but it was not in the same place as her body. 
 
    “A former retainer of the Duke of Kalmar,” Tannerus replied. He looked a little worse for wear after his display of the talent in Temple Square, but he kept up nonetheless. Anneka thought his reserves of strength phenomenal. “The brother of a knight Sir John Gallen killed in an illegal duel last year. He claims that Sir Robert recruited him with promises of vengeance against His Grace and the High Constable.” 
 
    Anneka frowned. They had only just been informed by the city constables of Uskaryn’s capture and Gallen’s death. The High Constable, acting seemingly without cause or reason, had very nearly unhinged Uskaryn’s plot, killing three of the assassins…with his bare hands, Uskaryn said. John Gallen had been many things, and most of them bad, but Anneka could not deny that he had been courageous.  
 
    The news of Gallen’s death had at least provided some distraction from other difficulties. Anneka’s mind ached with trying to keep hold of all the threads of the day. Those that she loved had been hurt. Bohemond had lost a father, and might even have witnessed the event with his own eyes. Nessa had watched a man die, after being unable to save him. For her part, Anneka did not know how she had felt at Sigismund’s death. Grieved and angry for sure, but also relieved, perhaps even joyful. That was surely not how she was supposed to feel.  
 
    Now though, she did not have time to feel anything, not yet. The time for feelings came later, with Nessa, in a place of comfort and safety. At this very moment her only concern could be the kingdom, and the Crown.  
 
    “A former retainer, you say?” Astrid asked meaningfully. 
 
    “He departed the duke’s retinue some months ago,” Tannerus replied. 
 
    The queen snorted. “How very convenient.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” Tannerus said sharply, “I have known the duke for a very long time. Alvise Alfredsson is many things, but he is no master of assassins.” 
 
    “He is old and desperate to be king,” Astrid replied as they began to climb the final set of steps leading to the Great Chamber of the Privy Council. “People change their ways, Lord Tannerus.” 
 
    Tannerus shrugged his shoulders, but Anneka could see that he was unconvinced by Astrid’s argument. “Regardless, Your Grace,” he said politely, “Uskaryn has implicated only Sir Robert in his actions. To accuse the duke of treason without a shred of proof would be unwise.” 
 
    “We shall see about that,” Astrid retorted.  
 
    They reached the doors of the Great Chamber, and that was when the trouble started. Astrid stood before the doors, waiting for the armsmen to open them for her, but even as they began to do so, Tannerus raised a hand. “Hold,” he said, and the armsmen froze, releasing their grip on the door handles.  
 
    Astrid spun around, her beautiful face reddening with irritation and rage, her dark eyes flashing. “What is it now, Lord Tannerus?” she demanded. “Have you more words in Alvise’s defence?” 
 
    The old mage bowed his head. “Respectfully, Your Grace, you cannot enter the chamber. The business of the Crown must be dealt with, and it would not be appropriate or lawful for you to be present.” 
 
    Both Anneka and Astrid stared at him in confusion, though the other privy councillors stood behind him, nodding their heads in agreement. “I am the Queen of Kalland and Sverkermark,” Astrid said slowly. “The business of the Crown is my business.” 
 
    With an apologetic smile and another bow, Tannerus shook his head. “With respect, Your Grace, you know the law. The spouse of a ruling monarch is only permitted a regnal title as long as that monarch lives. His Grace is dead, and so by law, you are no longer queen. You are of course entitled to style yourself as an Earl of the Court, a position that comes with an appropriate stipend in land and…” 
 
    Astrid exploded with disbelieving fury. “Have you gone senile, old man?” she demanded. “I am aware of the law, and I am also aware that it is ignored as often as not.” She shook her head. “Even if you are intent on stripping me of my rightful titles and styles, I am still the mother of your next king. Until he comes of age, I am the Regent-Protector of Kalland.” 
 
    Anneka did not really know what Tannerus was trying to achieve here, short of being removed as Lord Chancellor, but Astrid’s last statement brought a scowl to her face. Finally Astrid recalled that she was a mother, now that her son was of some use to her? She shook her head sadly. How could such a sweet boy come from two such twisted parents? 
 
    “Again, with the utmost respect,” Tannerus said, and this third time he clearly meant it no more than he had before, “the law is very clear in this matter. After the death of the monarch, their nearest blood relative who is not the heir serves as Regent-Protector until a Great Council is called to elect the new king.” 
 
    Now it was Anneka’s turn to be shocked, for Sigismund had only one near blood relative who was not the heir.  
 
    She glanced at the other privy councillors, and as one they bowed respectfully. Anneka shook her head, unwilling to accept such a thing. She did not want to be Regent-Protector. All she wanted was to be left alone with Nessa. She felt as though she had been lured up to this meeting on false pretences, and opened her mouth to protest.  
 
    But Astrid was faster. She jabbed a finger at Anneka, laughing harshly. “Her? You want her, again?” The queen started to shake her head, a knowing smile on her face. “Oh, I see what this is about. How very clever of you all,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Well, my lords and masters, you will not be feeling so clever before too long.” She stepped away from the door, tapping her head. “Think about it, privy councillors,” she said, fixing them all with one of her predatory glares. “You could call a Great Council election within the month, but that would not resolve anything. My son will not come of age for over a decade.” She pointed at Tannerus. “By the time he is king, some of you may be in your graves. Is this really what you want? A decade of her?” 
 
    “It is not a matter of what we want,” said Duke Vanamir, a smirk on his aquiline face, provoking even more harsh laughter from Astrid. 
 
    “No, of course not, it is a matter of the law,” she chuckled. “How could I forget?” She sneered at them. “You may think that you can control her with far more ease than you could control me, but think back over the last five months. How easy was it to control her then? Do you relish the thought of another five years or ten years of her, kissing the arse of the Temple and fucking every pointed-eared wench in two kingdoms…” 
 
    Anneka had remained silent throughout the entire exchange, even when Astrid spoke of her being controlled by the Privy Council. She could not keep her silence any longer though, not with Astrid speaking of Nessa like that. She took a step forward, her blood boiling and her fists clenched.  
 
    “You bitch,” she swore. “At least someone loves me, at least someone wants me for something other than breeding stock.”  
 
    She had been planning on saying and doing a lot worse than that, but once again Tannerus was there. The man who was as a father to Nessa rounded on Astrid, his eyes burning deep and cold. He was a tall man already, but somehow he seemed to grow another foot in height, towering over the queen. To Astrid it must have looked as though the old mage was going to do something magical and terrible to her, and the queen’s expression carried a healthy dose of terror. But Anneka knew she had nothing to fear in that regard. Such was not the sort of man she faced.  
 
    “The law is the law,” Tannerus said coldly. “Earl Astrid.” 
 
    Once she realized that she would not burn in magical flame, Astrid’s defiance returned. She could see as well as Anneka though, that such defiance was useless. The Privy Council had spoken.  
 
    “Very well,” she spat, “you can have your Regent-Protector. But mark my words, lords and masters,” she added, pointing to them all in turn. “I will remember this day. I will remember those that spoke, and those that stayed silent, and when in six months, or six years, or however long it takes for you to grow tired of her, I will remind all of you of this day when you come begging for me to return.”  
 
    From the expressions of the privy councillors, that did not look to be a likely outcome. There was not a shred of sympathy on the faces of any of them. 
 
    Astrid began to storm away, but halted just shy of the stairs. “When the time comes, you will find me in Altheim,” she said. “I am still Viceroy of Sverkermark, no matter what your Kallandish law says.” 
 
    And then she was gone, leaving Anneka alone with the Privy Council, with a new and not entirely welcome destiny. Tannerus turned to her, his face returning to its usual humour and grace, and indicated that she should precede him through the doors. Anneka did so almost without thinking, the armsmen snapping the doors open without question. The privy councillors filed in behind her, heading to their usual seats, while she seemed to float across the room to the great and gaudy chair that had become so familiar over the past few months, but now appeared to be so forbidding and alien. She stopped herself before she could sit down, one arm resting on the back of the King’s Chair, as she considered what was happening seriously for the first time.  
 
    The moment she sat down, everything would change. She would be the Regent-Protector of Kalland and Sverkermark. It would not be as it was before. She would not be filling in for a king while he was away for a few months, making decisions and expecting him to reverse them later. She would become the embodiment of royal authority, and what she did and said would be law, with no higher recourse. She would be the queen in everything but name. 
 
    Anneka shook her head, pleading with them. “She was right, you know, about one thing. It will be twelve years before Bohemond comes of age. I was regent for only five months. Astrid has been queen for four years; she has far more experience.” 
 
    They all glanced at one another, this group of great and noble men and women, these fine advisors. And then every pair of eyes in the room fixed upon her. 
 
    Vanamir Cieszyn cleared his throat. “Astrid preened for three years,” he said, “and then made war for one. She never ruled. You may only have spent five months in that chair,” he said, pointing to it, “but in those five months, you ruled.” 
 
    “Even if that were not true,” said Matthew Beaufort, with a rare grin, “the law is very clear, as Lord Tannerus has said.” 
 
    “If we discounted the law,” said Adele Wyvernslayer, her eyes twinkling, “the people would never accept a Sverkerman sitting upon the throne of Kalland.” 
 
    “They may have found her impressive in the melee,” laughed Brendan Kingsland, “but as Regent-Protector, ahead of you…” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” finished François Giguere. “They would put our heads on pikes for allowing it, and Giguere is very fond of his head.” 
 
    “And even if all of that were not true,” said Tannerus, “we do not like her very much. We do not like what she might do with such power.” He smiled. “But we know what you would do, and we have heard the ideas that you have expressed these last months, and we believe that you are what this country needs. You are what Kalland wants.” 
 
    Anneka stared back at them, feeling defeated. But what about what she wanted? All she had wanted since Sigismund came back was to be with Nessa, and with her nephew. She did not want to spend the next twelve years of their lives buried under a golden crown, filling my hours with politics when I could be filling them with love and happiness.  
 
    There was more to it than that, though. She knew in her heart that she must accept, that everything they were saying was true. But she wanted to scream at them. They had lied to her, all of them; they had kept things from her, things that she had needed to know. People had died because of the things she did not know. How could she rule if she could not trust her own advisors? 
 
    She made eye contact with Tannerus, and he nodded, just slightly. She could see it in his eyes. It was not contrition, for they still maintained that they did only what they thought was right. But it was a promise that those days were over. Only from him would she believe it, and only with him would she agree to do this. 
 
    Anneka pulled the King’s Chair out from under the table, and sat down. “Very well,” she said. “If this is what Kalland wants…” 
 
    She wondered what Nessa would say. She had not even thought to ask her beloved what she might want, what she might say. But then again, Anneka already know. Nessa would understand, she always did. That was just one of the hundred reasons why Anneka loved her with all her heart. 
 
    “We must call a Great Council then,” she said briskly, hoping to get this all done as quickly as possible. Given her prior experiences, she should never have expected anything to be that simple. The rumble of her advisors began, their eyes turning to glance at one other, their faces falling.  
 
    Tannerus leaned forward, his expression guarded. “With respect, Your Grace, that may not be the wisest decision.” 
 
    Anneka glanced at him sharply. “It is not a matter of wisdom, Tannerus, it is the law. Bohemond cannot ascend the throne until the lords of the Great Council have elected him king. That is how it has been since the sons of the Founder.” 
 
    There were heads nodding all across the room, but no one seemed to look any happier. Tannerus continued. “Alas, Your Grace, Lord Bohemond may not ascend the throne even with a vote in the Great Council.” 
 
    Anneka blinked, confused. That did not even make sense. “Explain yourself, Lord Tannerus.” 
 
    The old mage sighed, arching his hands. “The trial and execution of Sir Robert Toran…or rather, the manner of his trial and execution, have driven a number of the great lords who once stood with us into the Alfredsson camp.” 
 
    “How many lords?” she demanded. “Who?” 
 
    “The Earl of Tanwyr, Your Grace,” answered Baron Beaufort. “Also the Earls of Bregancastle and Wick…and the Earl of Anskhaven.” 
 
    Anneka let out a sigh. “Theomar has abandoned us…why?” She shook her head even as she said it. Of course he had turned against them; they had killed his son, what father wouldn’t turn? Still, it was a body blow. Anskhaven, heartland of the Tower, the land in which Bohemond the Liberator and countless generations of her ancestors had been born, now followed another banner. 
 
    “How many votes does Alvise control now?” she asked wearily, wishing that this day would just end. “A loud minority is not sufficient reason to postpone a Great Council, no matter how clean we wish my nephew’s election to be.” 
 
    “Including his own vote?” said Tannerus. “Nine.” 
 
    Anneka almost choked on her own breath, jumping up from her seat. “Nine?” she shouted. “That’s half the bloody council!” They all nodded, as though that was in some way helpful. Anneka was astounded, and not for the first time while in this room. “What…what does this mean?” she asked, and her heart sank when they all seemed to shrug in unison. 
 
    “We do not know, Your Grace,” said Beaufort, “for it has never happened before.” 
 
    “There have been occasions when the council was divided between two heirs of the same house,” said Tannerus, “but never a situation where the election of the sole heir of a house is disputed.” 
 
    “With one more vote,” Brendan said morosely, “Alvise could force an opening of the election.” 
 
    “That is why I am so certain that he was not involved in His Grace’s murder,” said Tannerus. “He does not need to kill anyone, not when he can dethrone the Red Tower with words and paper.” 
 
    Anneka fell back into her chair. It looked as though those twelve years of regency were going to be cut short. What surprised her most was how much she cared. She had not even wanted it ten minutes ago. But her grandfather, her father, and her brother had worked their entire lives for this crown. Bohemond was king by right. And if the Privy Council had thought Astrid would be dangerous with royal power in her hands, King Alvise would be something else entirely. Every temple in Kalland would be aflame by the end of the week, and the moment the civil war ended, the country would be crossing swords with the Kurenni, assuming there was anyone left alive to fight. No…that could not happen. 
 
    “What are our options?” she asked. “For how long could we postpone the Great Council?” 
 
    Beaufort scratched his head. “In theory,” he said tentatively, “we can postpone the election indefinitely. There is precedent, I believe.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tannerus. “When Queen Edwina died in 573, her brother Edbert ruled as Regent-Protector for five years before calling a Great Council to elect her son Vandrian as king. Of course,” he added with a frown, “that decision was taken due to the needs of war, not politics. And the fact remains that the longer we take to call a Great Council, the more it will look as though we are trying to cling on to power by any means.” 
 
    “It will strengthen Alvise’s hand,” said Brendan. 
 
    “Then why not just kill him, kill him and be done with it,” came a harsh voice from the end of the table, and Anneka joined the rest of the council in staring at Sir Jorn Carrick in bewilderment. The young knight from the Shield Isles had been sullen and quiet throughout the entire proceeding, but now he was sitting forward, dark anger on his face. “He can’t dethrone anything with a sword in his guts,” he muttered.  
 
    “You cannot be serious,” Vanamir said, his own face reddening. “You are talking about murdering a Duke of the Realm!” 
 
    Carrick banged the table, loud enough to upset cups and piles of paper. Anneka was shocked by his openness, and by his aggression. He had always been one of the quietest of the council members.  
 
    “My friend is dead!” he roared, pointing at her. “Your brother! Our king has been murdered, and an Uskaryn wielded the weapon that took his life.” His eyes were bright with fire. “When has an Uskaryn ever done anything that an Alfredsson did not tell him to do?” He shook his head. “If you don’t have the stomach for direct action, Your Grace, I can call him out, kill him in the Circle, but he has to die. His faction won’t last five minutes after his death.” 
 
    A few heads were nodding; Bryter, Steels, even Giguere. But Anneka was not having it. “No!” she said firmly. “If you want blood for my brother, Sir Jorn, you must be content with Hanric Uskaryn’s head; for I promise you, his will be the last death. Too many have died of late, too much blood has been spilt, and there will be no more if I have anything to do with it.”  
 
    Her eyes met those of Lord Tannerus. She knew what he was thinking. This new Kalland they were going to build together required new leadership, and it had to start with the Privy Council. Sir Jorn Carrick would be the first to go. His loyalty to Sigismund was admirable indeed, but his bloodlust was not, nor was his legendary profligacy.  
 
    “Bah,” Carrick muttered, waving his hands at her dismissively. “What are we going to do then, Your Grace? Roll over and let the Black Ship of Kalmar become the Red Ship of Kalland?” 
 
    Anneka rose up from the King’s Chair, waving for them not to rise with her. She went to the window, looking out on the silent streets of Kalrond. She smiled. The first time she had stood in this room, with these people, she had been taken by an idea while standing at this window. With hindsight she could see that it had been a terrible idea, and they were right to argue her down, but that moment was how it had all begun, how she had begun to learn what must be done in order to rule.  
 
    “A week ago,” she said, her eyes still at the window, “I told the king that if we did not treat everyone as an enemy, we would have more friends. He did not listen to me, of course, just as he did not listen when I told him that we should not kill Sir Robert in the manner that we did.” She turned around, making eye contact with them all, even Carrick. “These four that have gone over to Alvise, they have not done so because they love him. They are with him because they believe that he will provide better leadership than the House of Toran.”  
 
    The privy councillors started to open their mouths in protest, but she raised her hand. “They have been given every reason to think that way,” she insisted. “Now we must change their minds. We will postpone the Great Council for as long as it takes to win back even one of those lords that have left us. We shall win them back by showing them that we are capable of ruling this nation with dignity and intelligence, with reason and tolerance. We will negotiate, we will conciliate, and if necessary, we will beg.”  
 
    Sigismund had told her that the Red Tower did not beg; but Anneka wondered that if he had begged just once in his life, perhaps he might not be lying cold and dead down in the infirmary. She raised her fist in the air. “But we will win them back. My nephew will be king, and he will preside over the greatest period of unity and prosperity Kalland has ever known.”  
 
    Some of the privy councillors, Jorn Carrick foremost among them, looked alarmed and even horrified at the suggestion of a response as bereft of violence and defiant heroism as this one. They would be gone, for if they were not prepared to try and make Kalland better, they had no business being in this room, or sitting in those chairs, lifting their voices in council.  
 
    But most were nodding, and Tannerus led the room with the largest smile she had ever seen on his face. She smiled back at him, shaking her head ruefully. Forty years before, perhaps her grandfather had stood in this very room, and said the very same things. Perhaps her fate was to be the same as his, to reach the halfway point and find that the rest of the journey was beyond her. But she was not fit to call herself the Regent-Protector of Kalland if she did not try. 
 
    The councillors already seemed to have forgotten that Anneka was there, turning to one another and starting to discuss things, waving paper, even shouting in each other’s faces. She returned to her seat, happily ignored, and settled back into the chair with a weary sigh. At the very least she had invigorated them.  
 
    She sat and watched as the Privy Council of Kalland set to doing what it did best, scheming on behalf of the Crown. It was as though the events of the last few hours had never happened. Sigismund had possessed his visions, his legacy, and already he and they were forgotten. But Anneka would never forget. He was her brother, she thought sadly, and despite everything she still loved him, and wished that he could live. But he was the worst of them, the very worst, and if she remembered his dreams, it was only to ensure that they were never realized. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and a page entered, a single letter in his hand, which he took straight to Duke Vanamir. The marshal accepted it with a curious look, turning from whatever he had been discussing with Master Bryter to read it. It did not take long. “Shit!” he swore, loud enough to halt everyone else in their discussions. He tossed the paper into the middle of the table. “Jenthras has confirmed it,” he said, more to Tannerus than to anyone else, and the old mage sighed. 
 
    “Is he sure?”  
 
    Vanamir pointed at the letter. “Would he write if he wasn’t?” 
 
    The rumbles of discontent were back, and yet again Anneka had no idea what was going on. “Who is Jenthras?” she asked, her tongue stumbling over the strange name. “What has he confirmed?” 
 
    The Lord Chancellor and the Marshal exchanged glances. “Jenthras is an intelligence operative,” Vanamir said slowly. “Our spymaster in Draconnar, to be precise.” 
 
    Anneka nodded. “And what has this spy confirmed?” she asked, shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    “An ugly rumour, Your Grace,” said Tannerus, “one that has been brewing on the docks for several days. If it is true, as our man says, it is likely that we will soon be wishing for the days when a succession crisis was our only problem.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “What is this rumour?” she asked with trepidation. When their spymaster in the Kurenni Empire wrote of trouble, there were only a few directions in which the mind travelled… 
 
    “According to this rumour,” Tannerus said quietly, “over the night of the twelfth and thirteenth days of Summertide, a pirate fleet completely destroyed the Kurenni colonies of Helaressen and Draconnar; a pirate fleet commissioned by the Crown of Kalland.” 
 
    Anneka shook her head, a nervous smile on her lips. “The night of the thirteenth of Summertide…that was the night Robert attacked me in the King’s Forest. I had been regent for several months by that time, and I ordered no such thing. The rumour is incorrect, as you all know.” 
 
    But they did not seem to know that, not at all. None of them were able to meet her eyes, and she felt a dark pit forming in her stomach. Only Tannerus would look at her, and her eyes pleaded with him as much as her voice did. 
 
    “Tell me that the rumour is false, Tannerus,” she said desperately, hoping beyond all hope that this was not another of the things they had neglected to tell her about; hoping that they had not started a war in her name.  
 
    He smiled, and Anneka began to breathe a sigh of relief. And then the old mage opened his mouth to speak. “On the second day of Rains,” he said gently, “Rybeck Cale met with an agent of the Kalrond Guild of Merchant Venturers, a man named Garnier Fox…” 
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