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CARTOMANCY: An Introduction

Viewed from the dragon’s back, five hundred feet up, sunlight bleaches all colour from the city of Huirac.

Greatest city of the Twenty-Four Kingdoms, it bathes in the southern noon that whitens palaces, tenements, river bridges, docks, and plaster-walled mansions. The cries of street-vendors echo up from the alleys, and the crash of cartwheels splintering against each other in narrow streets, and carters settling down to a good curse. The stenches of middens rise in the heat.

The dragon circled in a holding pattern. Elthyriel peered down from its scaled back.

Beyond the town quarter, by the river bridge decorated with the statues of heroes, the tall ramparts of the Citadel of Virtue brood. There is an aqueduct running from Huirac’s royal palace to the Citadel, which is no aqueduct but a walkway wide enough, in an emergency, to gallop an armoured horse down, full tilt. For, strategically, he who holds the Citadel holds Huirac, and there have been enough quarrels between Huirac’s royalty and the villainous of this world – or even Huirac’s poorer citizenry – for the Order of Virtue’s Citadel to be a king’s refuge. Virtue is beleaguered, always. But Virtue will, Elthyriel reflects, win in the end; doubtless it is so appointed …

The blue dragon hovered above the Citadel’s inner courtyard. Its filigree wings beat up a storm of dust. Squire-acolytes scurried about with heads bent to avoid the wind-blast. Elthyriel, Elected Pontiff and Knight-Patriarch of the Order of Virtue, sat with his armoured hands folded in his lap, in the howdah attached to the great wyrm’s back.

Esquires with silken scarves bound across their mouths wheeled out a set of wooden steps covered with purple velvet. The dragon’s hovering wings cast spiked shadows against the fortified inner walls of the Citadel. Having it land in the small deep courtyard, with no runway room, would mean a grounded dragon.

Elthyriel unbuckled straps and cords and sprang alertly from his howdah seat. He strode down the steps, dismissing the flocking military aides. The beat of the hovering dragon’s wings blew his mane of azure hair about his pointed, pale ears. He swept hair back from his aquiline face, securing it with a knight’s headband. His golden eyes shone brighter than the sun on his cusped and spiked armour, brighter than the white surcoat with the Key and Blade of the Order of Virtue embroidered on the breast. Tall, slender; as sharp-edged as his own blade, the elvish Knight-Patriarch stood for a moment still.

The first touch of his boots on the Citadel’s flagstones was, despite his elven powers of magery, always something of a relief. Flight made Elthyriel sick.

A flick of his race’s magic dismissed the fire-wyrm from its eye-watering, dust-cloud-raising, ear-splitting hover.

A voice called, ‘Sieur-Father Elthyriel! Wait!’

The elven Knight-Patriarch strode across the heat-soaked courtyard and into the shadow of the cloisters. The noise of beating wings faded.

‘No!’ He spoke sharply in elvish. In the common tongue, he added, ‘I must face this alone.’

He let his golden eyes rest on the human squire-acolyte until she bowed, clashed sword-hilt to breastplate in salute, and stood aside to let him enter the Citadel.

Inside the fortified bastions, the marble walls shone like cream.

The elven Elected Pontiff let his armoured fingers brush the cool stone as he walked through the galleries. The patterned marble beneath his knightly feet – red, green, cream, brown – reflected the painted ceilings and friezes in the airy halls. Elthyriel quickened his pace. In passing stone statuary he caught polished fragments of his reflection: tall and slender in cusped silver armour, his surcoat whirling about his ankles. With pricked ears and long eyes: the first of his race to wear the Blade and Key.

He paused at the foot of a curving flight of marble steps, and drew an unsteady breath. He walked up the narrowing gyre of the stairs. Tapestries on the walls were figured with constellations as they would appear from the Drowned Lands, and elven maidens playing multi-stringed instruments beneath forgotten or mythical Trees. No rustle from the cloth, now, only the clash of the Knight-Patriarch’s steel sabatons.

‘O rider of the martial steed,’ a voice husked in one of the Far South’s barbaric tongues, ‘behold!’

The Elected Pontiff turned to face the entrance to the Long Gallery. He lowered his gaze. Huirac’s sunlight fell through high windows, bringing a sallow glow to the skin of the being before him.

‘Sieur-Father: the work is complete!’

The flaring, bushy mane of her hair shone brown and red, pinned back from her face with the carved bones of small animals; and her eyes were large and lustrous enough to make him suspect some lamia ancestry. Her miniature bronze lips curved. As she strode forward, the minuscule leather-and-chain coverings of her generous breasts and groin clinked. Leather bands and golden torcs bound her upper arms, and she wore calf-strapped sandals, and the empty sheath of a blade that, for her, would have been a greatsword, but that Elthyriel could have wielded as a dagger.

The halfling barbarian stood, hands on her hips, and shoulders proudly back, some three feet and six inches tall.

‘All honour to you, Sieur-Father.’ Her voice sounded low and musical as she switched to the common tongue.

Averting his eyes from her barely covered breasts, Elthyriel looked over her head into the airy gallery. A hulking form blocked most of the archway; its low-ridged brow, gleaming piggy eyes, and leathery greyish skin marking it as one of the northern orcs. The red headband of a mercenary was knotted about its misshapen skull.

‘We done it good! Mistress and me.’ The orc beamed dimwittedly. Its swinging knuckles brushed the marble floor tiles. One gristly, powerfully-clawed thumb jerked in the general direction of the gallery walls. ‘I done dat.’

The halfling barbarian grinned and reached up to give the orc’s bulging loincloth a playful tweak. ‘You think I can’t do without you, don’t you? Muscle, this is the Head of the Order of the Knights of Virtue. You remember the nice elf, Muscle.’

‘Duh …’

‘You can see to it that the Sieur-Father and I are not disturbed.’

‘Yur.’ The orc shifted its muscular bulk to one side as Elthyriel walked into the gallery, and then sat down firmly on the floor at the entrance. Elthyriel raised one doubtful, elegantly arched brow, in no doubt as to who the orc thought it guarded. He returned his attention to the halfling (or semi-halfling) barbarian.

‘Well, Zerra?’

‘Well enough.’ She whirled with a movement reminiscent of the jungles beyond the Mines of Sulphur, a great-cat swiftness in her small step. Copper coins clanked in her hair and the odour of musk trailed dizzily behind her. ‘Who better than a traveller between the worlds to make your maps for you, Eminence? And who better than I, uncivilised and barbaric—’

Glancing back and up, she caught his eye. The Pontiff opened his mouth to contradict her, remembered the Oath of Verity, and closed his mouth again.

‘—I, who do not fear to get my hands dirty, to make maps such as these?’

She threw her small arms wide.

Gauze covered the high windows so that the sunlight entered into the gallery as a pale glow and not a searing whiteness.

The air shone with the blue of seas.

From floor to ceiling, twenty feet in height, the gallery’s walls were covered in vast frescoed maps.

To Elthyriel’s left and right, maps gleamed like great portals. The seas shone a royal blue, the lands rich green and ochre, lettered in gold.

He took a few steps down the gallery.

The maps had the property of seeming to grow sharper in detail the closer one came. Elthyriel felt himself tense; threatened. Twenty feet high, intricately drawn, each map seemed to centre on a single realm or aspect of a world – mountains drawn with snow-capped peaks, each river with its oxbow bends, each port with outgoing ships, each city with its buildings of great name …

‘Here is what lies beyond the world of the Twenty-Four Kingdoms,’ the barbarian halfling said softly. ‘Upon your left hand, the worlds of magia. Here is the White Mountain and Prague, whose mercenary soldiers do not know they fight in lands that hide more than the Hermetic knowledge of the Rose … And here, the World’s Edge, made all of city; where subversion is lit by naphtha flares, and gamblers tell fortunes with bone dice. There is the war-savaged coast of Tunis, where men live on the edge of that Darkness called the Penitence, and disguises and visions of Time abound. Here are the shamans and stone beehive-huts of Tulkys, among islands where the Kraken does not sleep … Here, Bazaruk and the Hundred Isles – Keshanu – Orindol and Zu— Oh, and there, a fort held by warriors much like my companion—’

Elthyriel snorted.

The halfling hesitated. He waved her to continue, taking a further step between the towering high maps as he did so.

Zerra’s rich lilt sounded behind him:

‘On your right hand lie the worlds of scientia. Silver ships that make their descent upon an azure grassland, where gifts of spun glass do not ensure safety … Flesh that is made subject to artifice, and cities may be grown and tended, though some creations are less – wise – than others. Here is Tekne, where ships ride the air, and marriages are made between many. And here, in a half-collapsed city that you could not fly across in a single day, there is betrayal in a single room. And more …’

The elf Pontiff bent closer to the painted wall, scrutinising the miniature merchant ships in Carthage’s sunless harbour. Someone with knowledge of ropes and prevailing winds had painted this – or (he glanced at the barbarian halfling’s sword-callused hands, the orc’s paws) somehow caused it to take pictorial shape.

‘And is the information in these maps … reliable?’

Zerra pushed her hands through her dark sunburst of hair. The movement of her arms lifted her scantily covered breasts. ‘Sieur-Father, they can tell only the truth, as it happens, where it happens. I sought far and wide for such magics – from a nine-tailed fox spirit, and a brother and sister far too much akin, to those philosophers who play with the art of shadows, and women and men who suffer, nameless, under the tyranny of grey armies. From children; from lovers; from solitary survivors. Now all is done.’

‘It must tell the truth.’

The female halfling paced onward down the gallery, cat-like; passing from shadow to dim sun and back. The metal bangles on her ankles flaring. ‘For what you are offering as reward? Sieur-Father, you have it. These maps are truth-tellers. If the dimensions, planes, and strata of existence are different from those that you yourself know – if hearts are strange, and bodies alien – truth is still truth, within those minds. And you have truth here.’

Elthyriel straightened, only then conscious of how close to the frescoed surface he had been leaning. It seemed that the gold-edged wavelets lapped, the boreal cloud-winds blew, the endless alien grasses on the great Plains of Talinor rippled under two differently-coloured suns, and the stews and slums of New Cabotsland heaved with painted humanity. He swallowed, his mouth dry. Magery prickled in the tips of his inhumanly long fingers.

The Elected Pontiff turned, his hand reaching for the wheel-pommel of his sword.

‘And this map-magic works – how?’

The barbarian halfling drew a pin from her hair. The end glinted: a two-centimetre miniature blade. ‘Draw blood, Sieur-Father, and shed it on the corner of each map. Then you have but to say I name thee – whatever world it shall please you – and you will immediately witness what happens there. And because it is your blood, you shall be the only one who can witness these people. You will see as they see, feel as they feel, know what they know.’

Elthyriel slowly unbuckled the spiked steel gauntlet from his left hand. He dropped it with a clash on the marble tiles. Noon’s city heat, ever different from the Forest’s shadowed leaves, baked him even through the Citadel’s stout walls.

With an old campaigner’s disregard for minor pain, he slashed the pad of his seventh finger and slowly went down one side of the gallery and up the other, anointing each great map.

‘Cartomancy is one of the neutral magics,’ he acknowledged as he came back to where Zerra stood beside the orc at the entrance, ‘but I dislike blood-magery, it often has an evil taint.’

The air shimmered blue and gold. Muscle lifted his almost neckless head, tusks glinting, and crooned in a husky bass, ‘Pretty …’

Still speaking the formal tongue of the southern cities, Zerra said, ‘We have endeavoured to serve the Sieur-Father as well as we may.’

‘You will have served Virtue,’ Elthyriel corrected her. He turned, bare and armoured hands clasped behind his back, to survey the long bright perspective of the gallery. ‘We are increasingly besieged by evil – the Horde of Darkness gathers its battalions, east of the Twenty-Four Kingdoms, and prophecies of the Last Battle abound. But that is not our greatest danger. Were it but battle, we might stand on the virtue of good swords and true hearts. But there is a dangerous corruption at work within our borders. We are beset! In friendly fields, in our own streets, in our own houses and hearts – evil conquers the best of us, before we even see its face.’

The silence of the Citadel pressed down on the bright gallery.

‘We must have knowledge. Here.’ Elthyriel’s fist struck his breastplate over the Key and Blade embroidered on his surcoat, and over his heart. Steel clanged dully. ‘Forewarned is forearmed. Evil knows us, but we do not know Evil! As Head of this Knightly Order, I take it upon myself to learn. And when I have learned the weaknesses of Evil, that knowledge I will pass on, and so the Darkness in our hearts will be defeated.’

The curvaceous barbarian halfling bowed, flesh shifting, jewellery and empty scabbard chinking. ‘A wise and cunning plan, Sieur-Father.’

Elthyriel turned briskly. The elven Elected Pontiff’s surcoat swept the marble, hissing; and his armoured feet clanged. His long golden eyes narrowed, looking down at the barbarian cartographer and up at her orc assistant.

‘It is an intelligence-gathering technique.’ Elthyriel stood with inhuman grace and a swordsman’s balance, drawing the authority of a knightly campaigner and an elven mage suddenly about himself.

A snap of his fingers brought the sound of halberds grounded to attention on the marble flagstones one floor below.

‘There are at least three hundred of the Knights of Virtue in residence here,’ Elthyriel said. The diminutive barbarian and the orc exchanged glances. Elthyriel smiled grimly. ‘I am utterly defended against all evil magic. I am also a veteran of the eastern wars, and I have more combat experience, madam, than you and your over-muscled friend put together. I do not particularly think I am unaware of the nature of those who provide magic at a price – for anyone may pay, and you will have had dealings with Evil as well as Virtue.’

‘Sieur-Father …’ The halfling’s long-lashed eyes widened. She, unconsciously it seemed, ran her hands down her tiny naked flanks and all-but-naked hips.

‘And you may spare me the tricks learned from your succubus mother! If I were to succumb to the temptations of debauchery, I would have done it before now – besides which, the trials for election to Knight-Pontiff remove not only the temptations of the flesh, but the means by which to satisfy them. And as for you—’

Elthyriel gazed at the orc as it rose menacingly to its clawed feet.

‘—sit down.’

Helplessly responding to authoritative magery, the orc sat down squarely on its rump and regarded its mistress with bewildered anguish. Zerra put her diminutive fists on her hips and glared up at Elthyriel.

‘Don’t you bully him!’

The elvish Pontiff drew his sword. It caught the gallery’s blue light and shone. A smile touched Elthyriel’s thin, ascetic lips.

‘This is no game. I am no pigeon to be plucked or fool to be drawn into Evil’s grasp. Now you will sit quietly, madam, until I have tested your cartomancy. Either it will be the greatest weapon in Virtue’s armoury, exposing the secrets of evil to me, or it is a snare and a delusion. And if it is a cheat, or corrupt, then you will face the anger of Virtue – which, you may believe me, is more terrible to the wicked than the wrath of Darkness.’

The halfling barbarian’s gaze shifted for the first time away from Elthyriel’s face. Her dark eyes fixed on the sword’s point. She backed away until the edge of the arched entrance caught her shoulder, and shivered at the touch of bare skin against marble. From below came the sound of Knights of Virtue drilling.

‘I have been honest, Sieur-Father, I swear! Give me my payment and let me go – take the orc if you will, they’re creatures of Evil, and he’s but a hod-carrier after all!’ She looked wildly up through dishevelled hair. ‘Pay me and spare me!’

‘Neither, yet. You must wait. If you are virtuous, you have nothing to fear.’

Elthyriel turned his back on the halfling and the orc. Pacing the length of the gallery, feeling the tingle of cartomancy along his drawn blade, he spoke as if to himself:

‘Which first? Which shall it be? There is always Evil – so much, so much of it …’

The noon sun shone into the gallery, as bright and warm as the sensation of cartomancy in the air.

‘There.’ The Pontiff Elthyriel lifted his slender elven blade and pointed it at one of the intricately drawn and painted maps, and spoke the first name:

‘North Africa’s barren shore …’


The Logistics of Carthage


I have put this document together from the different sources included in the Ash papers, and have again translated the languages into modern English. Where necessary, I have substituted colloquial obscenities to give a flavour of the medieval original. Let the casual reader, expecting the Hollywood Middle Ages, abandon hope here.

PIERCE RATCLIFF, AD 2010



‘Most women follow their husbands to the wars … I followed my son.’

Yolande Vaudin’s voice came with the grunt and exhalation of physical effort. Guillaume Arnisout looked at her down the length of the corpse they were carrying.

He grinned. ‘Your son? You ain’t old enough to have a grownup son!’

She appeared a wonderfully perverse mix of male and female, Guillaume thought. The clinging of her belted mail shirt, under her livery jacket, showed off the woman’s broad hips. Her long legs seemed plump in hose, but were not: were just not male. Shapely and womanly … He got a kick out of seeing women’s legs in hose: entirely covered, but the shape so clearly defined – and hers were worth defining.

She had her hair cut short, too, like a page or young squire, and it curled sleekly onto her shoulders, uncovered, the rich yellow of wet straw. She had been able to slip her helmet off before the sergeant noticed: it was buckled through her belt by the chin strap. That meant he could see all of her wise and wicked face.

She’s willing to talk, at least. Can’t let the opportunity go to waste.

He put his back against the Green Chapel’s doors and eased them open without himself letting go of the corpse’s ankles. Yolande held her end of the dead woman’s body tightly under the arms, taking the weight as he backed through the door first. The blue-white flesh was chill against his palms.

Not looking down at what she held, Yolande went on, ‘I had Jean Philippe when I was young. Fifteen. And then, when he was fifteen, he was called up in the levy, to be a soldier, and I followed.’

The partly open door let in the brilliant sunlight from the barren land outside. It glittered back off the white walls of the monastery’s other buildings. Guillaume twisted his head around to look inside the chapel, letting his eyes adjust, unsure of his footing in the dimness. ‘Didn’t he mind you being there?’

Her own sight obviously free of the morning glare, Yolande pushed forward. The legs of the body were stiff with rigor, and they shoved against him. Bare feet jabbed his belly. There was black dirt under the toenails.

He backed in, trying to hold one door open with his foot while Yolande manoeuvred the dead woman’s shoulders and head through it.

‘He would have minded, if he’d known. I went disguised, I thought I could watch over him from a distance … He was too young. I’d been a widow five years. I had no money, with his wages gone. I joined the baggage train and dyed my hair and whored for a living, until that got old, and then I found I could put a crossbow-bolt into the centre of the butts nine times out of ten.’

The chapel’s chill began to cool the sting of sunburn on the back of his neck. His helmet still felt excruciatingly hot to wear. Guillaume blinked, his sight adjusting, and looked at her again. ‘You’re not old enough.’

Her chuckle came out of the dimness, along with the shape of the walls and tiled floor.

‘One thing a woman can always look like is a younger man. There’s her.’ Yolande said, with a jerk of her head downward at the rigid dead body between them. ‘When she said her name was Guido Rosso, you’d swear she was a beardless boy of nineteen. You take her out of doublet and hose and put her in a gown, and call her “Margaret Hammond”, and you’d have known at once she was a woman of twenty-eight.’

‘Was she?’ Guillaume grunted, shifting the load as they tottered toward the altar. He walked backward with difficulty, not wanting to stumble and look stupid in front of this woman. ‘I didn’t know her.’

‘I met her when she joined us, after the fall.’ Yolande’s fingers visibly tightened on the dead woman’s flesh. There was no need to specify which fall. The collapse of Constantinople to the Turks had echoed through Christendom from East to West, four years ago.

‘I took her under my wing.’ The woman’s wide, lively mouth moved in an ironic smile. Her eyes went to the corpse’s face, then his. ‘You wouldn’t have noticed her. I know what you grunts in the line fight are like – “Archers? Oh, that’s those foulmouthed buggers hanging around at the back, always saying ‘fuck’ and taking the Lord their God’s name in vain …” I dunno: give you a billhook and you think you’re the only soldier on the battlefield.’

Guillaume liked her sardonic grin, and returned it.

So … is she flirting with me?

They staggered together across the empty interior of the Green Chapel. Their boots scraped on the black and white tiles. He could smell incense and old wood smoke from the morning’s prayers. Another couple of steps …

‘I used to help her back to the tents, drunk. She was never this heavy. There!’ Yolande grunted.

Just in time, he copied her, letting the stiff ankles of the body slide down out of his dirty grip. The body thunked down onto the tiles at his feet. No one had cleaned it up. The bones of her face were beaten in, the mess the same colour as heraldic murrey: purple-red.

His skin retained the feel of hers. Stiff, chill, softening.

‘He Dieux!’ Guillaume rubbed at his back. ‘That’s why they call it dead weight.’

He saw the dead Rosso – Margaret – was still wearing her armour: a padded jack soaked with blood and fluids. Linen stuffing leaked out of the rips. Every other piece of kit from helmet to boots was gone. Either the jacket was too filthy and slashed up to be worth reclaiming, or else the charred and bloodstained cloth was all that was still holding the body’s intestines inside it.

Yolande squatted down. Guillaume saw her try to pull the body’s arms straight by its sides, but they were still too stiff. She settled for smoothing the sun-bleached, blood-matted hair back. She wiped her hands on her peacock-blue hose as she stood.

‘I saw her get taken down.’ The older woman spoke as if she was not sure what to do next, was talking to put off that moment of decision – even if the decision was, Guillaume thought, only the one to leave the corpse of her friend.

The light from the leaf-shaped ogee windows illuminated Yolande’s clear, smooth skin. There were creases at her eyes, but she had most of the elasticity of youth still there.

‘Killed on the galley?’ he prompted, desperate to continue a conversation even if the subject was unpromising.

‘Yeah. First we were on one of the cargo ships, sniping, part of the defence crew. The rag-heads turned Greek fire on us, and the deck was burning. I yelled at her to follow me off – when we got back on our galley, it had been boarded, and it took us and Tessier’s guys ten minutes to clear the decks. Some Visigoth put a spear through her face, and I guess they must have hacked her up when she fell. They’d have been better worrying about the live ones.’

‘Nah …’ Guillaume was reluctant to leave the Green Chapel, even if it was beginning to smell of decomposing flesh. He felt cool for the first time in hours, and besides, there was this woman, who might perhaps be an impressed audience for his combat knowledge. ‘You never want to leave one alive under your feet. Somebody on the ground sticks a sword or dagger up and hits your femoral artery or your bollocks – Ah, ’scuse me.’

He stopped, flustered. She gave him a look.

Somewhere in his memory, if only in the muscle-memory of his hands and arms, is the ferocity with which you hack a man down, and follow it up without a second’s hesitation – bang-bang-bang-bang! – your weapon’s thin, sharp steel edges slamming into his face, throat, forearms, belly; whatever you can reach.

He looked away from the body at his feet, a woman to whom some soldier in the Carthaginian navy has done just that. Goose-pimples momentarily shuddered over his skin.

‘Christus Viridianus! I couldn’t half do with a drink.’ He eased his visored sallet back on his head, feeling how the edge of the lining band had left a hot, sweaty indentation in his forehead. ‘Say, what did happen to your son? Is he with the company?’

Yolande’s fingers brushed the Griffin-in-Gold patch sewn onto the front of her livery jacket, as if the insignia of their mercenary company stirred memories. She smiled in a way he could not interpret. ‘I was a better soldier than he was.’

‘He quit?’

‘He died.’

‘Shit.’ I can’t say a thing right! ‘Yolande, I’m sorry.’

Her mouth quirked painfully. ‘Four months after he went to war. What was I thinking, that I could protect him? He was carrying shot in the first siege we were at, and a culverin inside the castle scored a direct hit on the powder wagon. When I found him he’d had both his hands blown off, and he’d bled to death – before his mother could get to him.’

‘Jeez …’ I wish I hadn’t asked.

She’s got to be ten years older than me. But she doesn’t look it.

He guessed Yolande had not, like ‘Guido Rosso’, even temporarily tried to pass as a man.

Because she’s a woman, not a girl.

‘Why did you stay with the company?’

‘My son was dead. I wanted to kill the whole world. I realised that if I had the patience to let them train me, the company would let me do just that.’

In his stunned silence, Guillaume could hear goat bells jingling outside and some shuffling noises closer to hand. A warm breeze blew in through the Green Chapel door, which had lodged open on a pebble. The smell of death grew more present now, soaking into the air. Like the back of a butcher’s shop in a heat wave.

‘Shit.’ He wiped at his mouth. ‘It’s going to get hot later in the morning. By evening … she’s going to be really ripe by Vespers.’

Yolande’s expression turned harsh. ‘Good. Then they can’t ignore her. She’s going to smell. That should get the bloody rag-heads moving. The captain’s right. This is the only thing to do.’

‘But—’

‘I don’t care what the fucking priests say. She’s going to be buried here like the Christian soldier she is.’

Guillaume shrugged. For himself, he would as cheerfully have chucked all the bodies overboard, to go with the Carthaginian Visigoths and feed the fish; evidently this wasn’t the thing to say to Yolande right now. Especially not if you want to get into the crossbow woman’s knickers, he reminded himself.

‘If the abbot can ignore the stink she’s going to make …’ He let his grin out, in its different context. ‘What do you bet me he’ll send for the captain before Sext? Hey, tell you what … I bet you a flagon of wine she’s buried by midday, and if I lose, I’ll help you drink it tonight. What do you say?’

What she would have answered wasn’t clear from her expression, and he didn’t get to hear a reply.

The scuffling noise that had impinged on his consciousness earlier grew louder, and he spun around and had his bollock-dagger out of its sheath at his belt and pointing at the altar a full second before a boy rolled out from under the altar cloth and sat staring down at the woman soldier’s corpse.

‘Aw – shit!’ Guillaume swore, exasperated.

He saw the thin iron ring welded around the boy’s throat. Some slave skiving off work. Or hiding from the big bad Frankish mercenaries – not that I blame him for that.

‘Hey, you – fuck off out of here!’

The youth looked up, not at Guillaume, but at Yolande. There was a quiver about him that might have been fear or energy. He looked to be anywhere in his early or middle teens, a pale-skinned Carthaginian Visigoth with dark hair flopping into his eyes. Guillaume realised instantly, She’s thinking he’s fifteen.

‘I wasn’t listening!’ He spoke the local patois, but it was plain from his ability to answer that he understood one Frankish language at least. ‘I was foreseeing.’

Guillaume flinched, thought, Were we saying anything I don’t want to hear back as gossip? No, I hadn’t got round to asking her if she fucks younger men— And then, replaying the kid’s remark in his head, he queried: ‘Foreseeing?’

Silently, the young man pointed.

Above the altar, on the shadowed masonry of the wall, there was no expected Briar Cross. Instead, he saw a carved face – a Man’s face, with leaves sprouting from the creepers that thrust out of His open mouth.

The carving was large: perhaps as wide as Guillaume could have spanned with his outstretched hands, thumb to thumb. There is something intimidating about a face that big. Vir Viridianus: Christ as the Green Emperor, as the Arian Visigoths prefer, heretically, to worship Him. The wood gleamed, well polished, the pale silvery grain catching the light. Holm oak, maybe? The eyes had been left as hollows of darkness.

‘I dream under the altar,’ the young man said, as hieratic as if he had been one of the monastery’s own priests, and not barefoot and with only a dirty linen shirt to cover his arse.

Guillaume belatedly realised the scrabbling noise hadn’t ceased with their stillness. The hilt of his bollock-dagger was still smooth in his hand. He stepped back to give himself room as the altar cloth stirred again.

An odd, low, dark shape lifted up something pale.

Guillaume blinked, not processing the image, and then his mind made sense both of the shape and of the new smell that the odour of the corpse had been masking. A pale flat snout lifted upward. A dark hairy quadruped body paced forward, flop ears falling over bright eyes …

The young man absently reached out and scratched the pig’s lean back with grimy fingers.

A pig-boy asleep under the Green Man’s altar? Guillaume thought. Sweet dead Jesus on the Tree!

‘I had a seeing dream,’ the young man said, and turned his face towards the living woman in the chapel; towards Yolande. ‘I think it is for you.’

Yolande glanced down at the dead body of Margaret Hammond. ‘Not in here! Outside … maybe.’

She caught the billman’s nod, beside her. He said, ‘Yeah, let’s go. We don’t want to be in here now. We got this place under lockdown, but there’s going to be plenty of shit flying before long!’

The pig’s sharp trotters clicked on the tiles, the beast following as the Visigoth swineherd walked to the left of the altar. The young man pushed aside a wall hanging embroidered with the She-wolf suckling the Christ-child to disclose a wooden door set deep into the masonry. He opened it and gestured.

Yolande stepped through.

She came out in the shade of the wall. The world beyond the shadow blazed with the North African sun’s fierceness. A few yards ahead was a grove of the ever-present olive trees, and she walked to stand under them, loving their shade and smell – so little being green after the company’s previous stopover in Alexandria.

She heard Guillaume stretch his arms out and groan, happily, in the sun behind her. ‘Time enough to go back to Europe in the summer. Damn, this is the place to have a winter campaign! Even if we’re not where we’re supposed to be …’

She didn’t turn to look at him. From this high ridge of land she could see ten or fifteen miles inland. Anonymous bleak rock hills lifted up in the west. In that direction, the sun was weak. The blue sky defied focus, as if there were particles of blackness in it.

The edge of the Penitence. Well, I’ve been under the Darkness Perpetual before now … We have to be within fifty or sixty leagues of Carthage. Have to be.

Guillaume Arnisout sauntered up beside her. ‘Maybe Prophet Swineherd here can tell us we’re going to wipe the floor with the enemy: that usually pays.’

She caught the billman’s sardonic expression focused on the pig-boy. Guillaume’s much better looking when he’s not trying so hard, she thought. All long legs and narrow hips and wide shoulders. Tanned face and hands. Weather-worn from much fighting. Fit.

But from where I am, he looks like a boy. Haven’t I always preferred them older than me?

‘If you’re offering to prophesy,’ Yolande said to the swineherd, more baldly than she intended, ‘you’ve got the wrong woman. I’m too old to have a future. I haven’t any money. If any of us in the company had money, we wouldn’t be working for Hüseyin Bey and the goddamn Turks!’

‘This isn’t a scam!’ The boy pushed the uncut hair out of his eyes. His people’s generations in this land hadn’t given him skin that would withstand the sun – where there was sun – and his flush might have been from the heat, or it might have been shame.

She squatted down, resting her back against one of the olive tree trunks. Guillaume Arnisout immediately stood to her left; the Frenchman incapable of failing to act as a lookout in any situation of potential danger – not even aware, perhaps, that he was doing it.

And how much do I do, now, that I don’t even know about? Being a soldier, as I am …

‘It’s not a scam,’ the boy said, patiently now, ‘because I can show you.’

‘Now look – what’s your name?’

‘Ricimer.’ He’d evidently watched more than one Frank trying to get their tongues around Visigoth pronunciation and sighed before she could react. ‘Okay – Ric.’

‘Look, Ric, I don’t know what you think you’re going to show me. A handful of chicken bones, or rune stones, or bead-cords, or cards. Whatever it is, I don’t have any money.’

‘Couldn’t take it anyway. I’m the Lord-Father’s slave.’

‘That’s the abbot here?’ She held her hand high above the ground for theoretical illustration, since she was still squatting. ‘Big man. Beard. Loud.’

‘No, that’s Prior Athanagild. Abbot Muthari’s not so old.’ The boy’s eyes slitted, either against the sun off the white earth or in embarrassment: Yolande couldn’t tell which.

She frowned suddenly. ‘What’s a priest doing owning slaves?’

Guillaume put in, ‘They’re a load of bloody heathens in this monastery: who knows what they do? For fuck’s sake, who cares?’

Ric burst out, ‘He owns me because he saved me!’ His voice skidded up the scale into a squeak, and his fair skin plainly showed his flush. ‘I could have been in a galley or down a mine! That’s why he bought me!’

‘Galleys are bad.’ Guillaume Arnisout spoke after a moment’s silence, as if driven to the admission. ‘Mines are worse than galleys. Chuck ’em in and use ’em up. Lucky if you live twenty months.’

‘Does Father Mu—’ she struggled over the name, ‘—Muthari know you go around prophesying?’

The boy shook his head. The lean pig, which had been rootling around under the olive trees, paced delicately on high trotter toes up to his side. Sun glinted off the steel ring in its black snout. Yolande tensed, wary.

The vicious bite of the pig will shear off a man’s hand. Besides that, there is the stink, and the shit.

The pig sat down on its rear end, for all the world like a knight’s hound after a hunt, and leaned the weight of its shoulder against Ricimer’s leg. Ric reached down and again scratched through the hair on its back, and she saw its long-lashed eyes slit in delight.

‘Hey!’ Guillaume announced, sounding diverted. ‘Could do with some roast pork! Maybe the rag-heads will sell us a couple of those. ’Lande, I’ll go have a quick word, see what price they’re asking. Won’t be much; we got ’em shit-scared!’

He turned to go around the outside of the Green Chapel, calling back over his shoulder, ‘Kid, look us out a couple of fat weaners!’

The thought of hot, juicy, crunchy pork fat and meat dripping with sauce made Yolande’s mouth run with water. The memory of the smell of cooked pork flooded her senses.

If you burn the meat, though, it smells exactly the same as the Greek fire casualties on the galley.

‘Demoiselle!’ Ricimer’s eyes were black in a face that made Yolande stare: his skin gone some colour between green and white. ‘Pigs are unclean! You can’t eat them! The meat goes rotten in the heat! They have tapeworms. Tell him! Tell him! We don’t eat—’

Yolande cut off his cracking adolescent voice by nodding at the long-nosed greyhound-pig. ‘What do you keep them for, then?’

‘Garbage disposal,’ he said briefly. ‘Frankish demoiselle, please, tell that man not to ask the Lord-Father!’

So many things are so important when you’re that age. A year or two and you won’t care about your pet swine.

‘Not up to me.’ She shrugged; thought about getting to her feet. ‘I guess the fortune-telling is off?’

‘No.’ Still pale and sweaty, the young man shook his head. ‘I have to show you.’

The determination of a foreign boy was irritating, given the presence of Margaret Hammond’s dead body in the chapel behind her. Yolande nonetheless found herself resorting to a diplomatic rejection.

Young men need listening to, even when they’re talking rubbish.

‘If it’s a true vision, God will send it to me anyway.’

The boy reached out and tugged at her cuff with fingers dusty from the pig’s coarse hair. ‘Yes! God will send it to you now. Let me show you. We’ll need to sit with Vir Viridianus and pray in the chapel—’

The face of the woman came vividly into her mind, as it had been before the bones were bloodied and the flesh smashed. Margie – Guido – grinning as she bent to wind the windlass of her crossbow; mundane as a washerwoman wringing out sheets between her two hands.

‘Not with Margie in there!’

‘You need the Face of God!’

‘The Face of God?’ Yolande tugged at the leather laces that held the neck of her mail shirt closed. She fumbled down under the riveted metal rings, between her gambeson and linen shirt and her hot flesh, and pulled out a rosary. ‘This?’

Dark polished beads with a carved acorn for every tenth bead; and on the short trailing chain, carved simply with two oak leaves and wide eyes, the face of the Green Christ.

The boy stared. ‘Where’d you get that?’

‘There’s a few Arians in the company: didn’t you know?’ She laughed softly to herself. ‘They won’t stay that way when the company goes north over the seas again, but for now, they’ll keep in good with God as He is here. Doesn’t stop them gambling, though. So: you want me to pray to this? And then I’ll see this vision?’

He held his hand out. ‘Give it to me.’

Reluctantly, Yolande passed the trickle of beads into his cupped palms. She watched him sort through, hold it, lift the rosary so that the carved Green Man face swung between them, alternately catching shafts of sunlight and the darkness of shade. Swinging. Slowing. Stopping.

A pendant face, the carved surface of the wood softly returning the light to her eyes.

Where I made my mistake, she thought later, was in listening to a boy. I had one of my own. Why did I expect this one to be as smart as a man?

At the time, she merely slid under the surface of the day, her vision blurring, her body still.

And saw.

Yolande saw dirt, and a brush. Dusty dirt, within an inch or two of her face. And it was being swept back with a fine animal-hair brush, to uncover—

Bones.

Yolande was conscious of sitting back up on her heels, although she could not see the bits of one’s body one usually sees out of peripheral vision. She looked across the trench, conscious that she was in an area of digging – someone throwing up hasty earth-defences, maybe? – and not alone.

A woman kneeling on the other side of the gash in the dirt sat up and put a falling swath of dark hair back behind her equally dark ear. Her other hand held the small and puzzling brush.

‘Yes,’ the woman said thoughtfully. ‘I suppose you would have looked just like that.’

Yolande blinked. Saw cords staked a few inches above the ground. And saw that what also poked out of this trench, blackened in places and in some cases broken, were teeth.

‘A grave,’ Yolande said aloud, understanding. ‘Is it mine?’

‘I don’t know. How old are you?’ The brown woman waved her hand impatiently. ‘No, don’t tell me; I’ll get it. Let me see … Mail shirt: could be anywhere from the Carthaginian defeats of Rome onward. But that looks like medieval work. Western work. So, not a Turk.’ Her shaped thick eyebrows lowered. ‘That helmet’s a giveaway. Archer’s sallet. I’d put you in the fifteenth century somewhere. Mid-century … A European come over to North Africa to fight in the Visigoth-Turkish wars, after the fall of Constantinople. You’re around five and a half centuries old. Am I right?’

Yolande had stopped listening at helmet. Reaching up, startled, she touched the rim of her sallet. She fumbled for the buckle at her jaw.

Why do I see myself dressed for war? This is a divine vision: it’s not as though I can be hurt.

The helmet was gone. Immediately, all the sounds of the area rushed in on her. Crickets, birds; a dull rumbling too close to be thunder. And a clear sky, but air that stank and made her eyes tear up. She ruffled her fingers through her hair, still feeling the impress of the helmet lining on her head. The cool wind made her realise it was morning. Early morning, somewhere in North Africa … in the future that exists in God’s mind?

‘Is that my grave?’

The woman was staring at her, Yolande realised.

‘I said, is that my—’

‘Don’t know.’ The words bit down sharply, overriding her own. The dark eyes fixed on her face in concentration, evidently seeing more of it now the sallet was off.

Yolande drew composure around her as she did before a fight, feeling the same churning bowel cramps. I thought it would be like a dream. I wouldn’t be aware I was having a vision. This is terrifying.

‘I won’t know,’ the woman said, more measuredly, ‘until I get to the pelvis.’

That was curious. Yolande frowned. Some of this I will only discover the meaning of by prayer afterward. Pelvis? Let me see: what do I remember of doctors – is that what she is, this woman, grubbing in the dirt? Odd kind of medic …

‘I have borne a child,’ Yolande said. ‘You don’t need to find my bones: I can tell you that myself.’

‘Now that would be something.’ The woman shook her head. ‘That would be really something.’

The woman wore very loose hose, and ankle boots, and a thin doublet with the arms evidently unpointed and removed. Her Turkish-coffee skin would take the sunlight better, Yolande thought. But I would still cover up long before Nones, if it were me.

The woman sounded sardonic. ‘Finding a female soldier who was a mother – what kind of an icon would that be?’

Yolande felt a familiar despair wash through her. Why is it always the women who don’t believe me?

‘Yes, I’ve been a whore; no, I’m not a whore now.’ Yolande repeated her catechism with practised slickness. ‘Yes, I use a crossbow; yes, I have the strength to wind the windlass; yes, I am strong enough to shoot it; yes, I can kill people. Why is it so hard to believe? I see tradeswomen in butcher’s yards every day, jointing carcasses. Why is it so difficult to think of women in a similar trade? That’s all this is.’

Yolande made a brief gesture at what she could feel now: her mail shirt and the dagger and falchion hanging from her belt.

‘It’s just butchery. That’s all. The only difference is that the animals fight back.’

She has been making the last remark long enough to know that it usually serves only to show up any ex-soldiers in a group. They will be the ones who laugh, with a large degree of irony.

The dark-haired woman didn’t laugh. She looked pained and disgusted. ‘Do you know what I was before I was an archaeologist?’

Yolande politely said, ‘No,’ thinking, A what?

‘I was a refugee. I lived in the camps.’ Another shake of the other woman’s head, less in negation than rejection. ‘I don’t want to think there has been five, six hundred years of butchery and nothing’s changed.’

The wind swept across the diggings, which evidently were not defences, since they made no military sense. They more resembled a town, Yolande thought, as one might see it from a bluff or cliff overlooking it from a height. Nothing left but the stumps of walls.

‘Every common man gets forgotten,’ Yolande said. ‘Is that what this is showing me? I – Is this her grave, not mine? Margie’s? I know that few of us outlive our children’s memories. But I – I need to know now that she’s recognised for what she is. That she’s buried with honour.’

Margaret would have died fighting beside any man in the company, as they would have died at her shoulder. This is what needs recognition, this willingness to trust one another with their lives. Recognition – and remembrance. Honour is the only word she would think of that acknowledged it.

The woman reached down and brushed delicately at the hinge of a jawbone. ‘Honour … yes. Well. Funerals are for the living.’

‘Funerals are for God!’ Yolande blurted, startled.

‘If you believe, yes, I suppose they are. But I find funerals are for the people left behind. So it’s not just one more body thrown into a pit because cholera went through the tents, and it was too dangerous to leave the bodies out, and there was no more wood for pyres. So they’ve got a grave marker you can remember, even if you can’t visit it. So they’re not just – one more image on a screen.’

Screen? A little sardonically Yolande reflected, We are not the class of people who are put into tapestries, you and I. The best I’ll get is to be one of a mass of helmets in the background. You might get to be a fieldworker, while the nuns spend all their skills embroidering the lord’s bridle and all his other tack.

‘If you believe?’ Yolande repeated it as a question.

‘If there was a God, would He let children die in thousands just because of dirty water?’

If the specifics evaded Yolande, the woman’s emotion was clear. Yolande protested, ‘Yes, I’ve doubted, too. But I see the evidence of Him every day. The priests’ miracles—’

‘Oh, well. I can’t argue with fundamentalism.’ The woman’s mouth tugged up at the side. ‘Which medieval Christianity certainly is.’

A voice interrupted, calling unintelligibly from somewhere off in the destroyed village settlement.

‘I’m coming!’ the woman shouted. ‘Hold on, will you!’

The settlement’s layout was not familiar, Yolande realised with relief. It was not the monastery.

So if I am fated to die on this damned coast, it isn’t yet.

The woman turned her head back. There was an odd greediness about the way she studied Yolande’s face.

‘They’ll put it into the books as “village militia”. Any skeleton with a female pelvis who’s in a mail shirt must have picked up armour and weapons as an act of desperation, defending her town.’

There was desperation in her tone, also. And self-loathing; Yolande could hear it.

And this mad woman is not even a soldier. What can it matter to her, digging in the dirt for bodies, whether Margie and I are remembered as what we were?

The woman pointed at her. Yolande realised it was the mail shirt she was indicating. ‘Why did you do this! War? Fighting?’

‘It … wasn’t what I intended to do. I found out that I was good at it.’

‘But it’s wrong.’ The woman’s expression blazed, intense. ‘It’s sick.’

‘Yes, but …’ Yolande paused. ‘I enjoy it. Except maybe the actual fighting.’

She gave the woman a quick grin.

‘All the swanning around Christendom, and gambling, and eating yourself silly, and fornicating, and not working – that’s all great. I mean, can you see me in a nunnery, or as a respectable widow in Paris? Oh, and the getting rich, if you’re lucky enough to loot somewhere. That’s good, too. It’s worth risking getting killed every so often, because, hey, somebody has to survive the field of battle; why not me?’

‘But killing other people?’

Yolande’s smile faded. ‘I can do that. I can do all of it. Except the guns. I just choke up, when there’s gunfire. Cry. And they always think it’s because I’m a woman. So I try not to let anyone see me, now.’

The dark-skinned woman rested her brush down on the earth.

‘More sensitive.’ The last word had scorn in it. She added, without the ironic tone, ‘More sensible. As a woman. You know the killing is irrational.’

Yolande found herself self-mockingly smiling. ‘No. I’m not sensible about hackbuts or cannon – the devil’s noise doesn’t frighten me. It makes me cry, because I remember so many dead people. I lost more than forty people I knew, at the fall.’

The other woman’s aquiline face showed a conflicted sadness difficult to interpret.

Yolande shrugged. ‘If you want scary war, try the line fight. Close combat with edged weapons. That’s why I use a crossbow.’

The woman’s dignified features took on something between sympathy and contempt.

‘No women in close-quarters fighting, then?’

‘Oh, yeah.’ Yolande paused. ‘But they’re idiots.’

Guillaume’s face came into her mind.

‘Everybody with a polearm is an idiot … But I guess it’s easier for a woman to swing a poleaxe than pull a two-hundred-pound longbow.’

The other woman sat back on her heels, eyes widening. ‘A poleaxe? Easier?’

‘Ever chop wood?’ And off the woman’s realisation, Yolande gave her a there you are look. ‘It’s just a felling axe on a long stick … a thinner blade, even. Margie said the axe and hammer were easier. But in the end she came in with the crossbows, because I was there.’

And look how much good that did her.

‘Not everybody can master the skills of crossbows or arquebuses …’ This was an argument Yolande had had before, way too often. ‘Why does everybody think it’s the weapons that are the difficult thing for a woman fighting? It’s the guys on your own side. Not the killing.’

The fragments of bone and teeth in the earth had each their own individual shadow, caused by the sun lifting higher over the horizon.

‘The truth is important.’ Yolande found the other woman watching her with wistfulness as she looked up. Yolande emphasised, ‘That’s the truth: she was a soldier. She shouldn’t have to be something else just so they can bury her.’

‘I know. I want proof of women soldiers. And … I want no soldiers, women or men.’ The woman recovered her errant lock of hair and pushed it back again. Yolande saw the delicate gold of an earring in the whorl there: studded barbarically through the flesh of the ear’s rim.

‘Of course,’ the woman said measuredly, getting to her feet, ‘we have no idea, really. We guess, from what we dig up. We have illuminations, dreams. I visualise you. But it’s all stories.’

She stared down at Yolande.

‘What matters is who tells the stories, and what stories never get told. Because people act on what the histories are. People live their lives based on nothing better than a skull, a fragment of a mail ring and a misremembered battle site. People die for that “truth”!’

Moved by the woman’s distress, Yolande stood up. She rubbed her hands together, brushing off the dust, preparatory to walking forward to help the woman. And it was the oddest sensation possible: she rubbed her hands together and felt nothing. No skin, no warm palms, no calluses. Nothing.

‘Yolande! Yolande!’

She opened her eyes – and that was the most strange thing since she had not had them shut.

Guillaume Arnisout squatted in front of her, his lean brown fingers holding her wrists in a painful grip. He was holding her hands apart. The skin of her palms stung. She looked, and saw they were red. As if she had repetitively rubbed the thin, spiky dust of the courtyard between them.

A cool, hard, flexible snout poked into her ribs, compressing the links of her mail shirt. Yolande flinched; turned her head. The sow met her gaze. The animal’s eyes were blue-green surrounded by whites: unnervingly human.

What have I been shown? Why?

A yard away, Ricimer lay on his side. White foam dried in the corners of his mouth. Crescents of white showed under his eyelids.

Yolande turned her wrists to break Guillaume’s grip on her forearms. The sow nosed importunately at her. It will bite me! She knelt up, away from it: leaned across, and felt the boy’s face and neck. Warm, sweaty. Breathing.

‘Kid had a fit.’ Guillaume was curt. ‘’Lande, I met your sergeant: the Boss wants us. The report on Rosso. I had to say you were praying. You okay? We got to go!’

Yolande scrambled up onto her feet. It was cowardice more than anything else. There was no assurance that the boy would live. She turned her back on him and began to walk away, past the chapel.

Visions! Truly. Visions from God – to me—!

‘No. I’m not okay. But we have to go anyway.’

‘What did you see? Did you see anything? ’Lande! Yolande!’

The captain’s wiry brass-coloured beard jerked as he bellowed at the assembled monks.

‘She will have a soldier’s burial!’ His voice banged back flatly from the walls of the monastery’s large refectory. ‘A Christian burial! Or she stays where she is until she rots, and you have to bury her with a bucket!’

Johann Christoph Spessart, the captain of the company of the Griffin-in-Gold, was the usual kind of charismatic man. Guillaume would not have been in his company if he had not been. He was no more than five feet tall, but he reminded Guillaume of a pet bantam that Guillaume’s mother had kept – a very small, very bright-feathered cock that intimidated everything in the yard, chicken or not, and gave the guard mastiffs pause for thought.

He was a lot more magnificent back in France, Guillaume reflected, when he wore his complete, if slightly battered, Milanese harness. But even highly polished plate armour doesn’t lend itself to the hot sun of the North African coast.

Now, like half his men, Spessart was in mail and adopted a white Visigoth head cloth and loose trousers tucked into tough antelope-hide boots.

Still looks like a typical Frankish mercenary hard case. No wonder they’re shitting themselves.

‘You. Vaudin.’ The Griffin captain pointed to Yolande. The woman’s head came up. Guillaume’s gut twisted at her blank, bewildered stare.

Dear God, let the captain take it for piety and think she’s been praying for her dead friend! What happened back there?

‘Yes, sir?’ Her voice, too, was easily recognisable as female. The monks scowled.

Spessart demanded, ‘Is Margaret Rosso’s body laid out before the altar of God?’

Guillaume saw Yolande’s mouth move, but she did not correct the captain’s mangling of the dead woman’s name. After a second, voice shaking, she said, ‘Yes, sir.’

It could have been taken for grief: Guillaume recognised shock.

‘Good. Organise a guard roster: I want a lance on duty at the chapel permanently from now on, beginning with yours.’

Yolande nodded. Guillaume watched her walk back towards the main door. I need to talk to her!
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