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THE AUTHOR

The atrocity of vengeance is not proportional to the atrocity of the offence, but to the atrocity of the one who takes revenge.

Nicolas Gómez Dávila
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​1 – Tears and Blood
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The long procession of refugees heading south across the Plains of Peylan moves slowly in its weary, sorrowful, mournful march. Thousands of men, women, children, and old people of every class, from the northern cities of Elsevereth and Senaja, walk in silence, making for ground as far as possible from the war that the barbarian army from Tiros has brought with it to the siege of Elsevereth.

The cart, pulled by a single horse, moves at the same pace as the column. On it rides the family of Sleibhin, innkeeper of the Crossed Swords just outside Elsevereth's walls, and young Deirdre. The innkeeper and Galman — still in the borrowed Peylan cavalry armour — walk alongside.

Suddenly the column comes to a halt, which is becoming a frequent occurrence.

"What's happening?" asks Deirdre's tired voice from inside the cart. The girl is worn down by the journey and the hardship; she has a fever. Less than a month has passed since Galman found her on the moorland, and the relentless succession of events has given her no chance to properly recover.

"Another cart has broken its axle, up ahead," the boy says. "I'll go and help — we'll get moving sooner."

The innkeeper puts a hand on his arm and shakes his head. "Not worth it," he says. "Let the ones nearby deal with it."

Galman cannot bring himself to do nothing and goes anyway, but there is not much to be done: despite an hour of hard work, the cart cannot be repaired. Galman and six other men move the wreck to the side of the road so the column can resume its march. When the boy returns to the innkeeper, the man gives him a sideways look but says nothing.

The boy, his Peylan cavalry armour muddy, his surcoat filthy and worn, feels more tired than he ever has before. He climbs onto the cart and falls asleep, pressed between Deirdre and the younger of Sleibhin's two daughters, both also asleep. He drifts in and out of consciousness while Sleibhin steers the vehicle through its slow, maddening, desperate flight southward.

Galman is woken by the innkeeper's wife speaking to her husband: "We'll have run out of food soon — it's been days since anyone distributed any." The woman's face, grey and haggard, makes her look ten years older than she is.

Her husband simply shakes his head slowly. "Where would we get more?" he answers.

"Perhaps we could go hunting while we're still in the forest," she suggests.

"I don't know how to hunt or set traps. And we don't even have a bow, for that matter."

"Do we have anything to barter? Perhaps someone out here can hunt, and we could trade some beer for game."

"Perhaps," the innkeeper admits. "But the water is bad — the convoy's latrines are contaminating it — and drinking beer will keep us safe from illness, woman. That said, you're right that it would make the beer good currency. We could water down another of the half-empty barrels and try our luck at a trade."

The innkeeper falls silent. Galman finds himself wondering what else they could possibly barter — crockery, pots, knives. Fortunately for them, the inn's stores of beer, cured meats, and hard cheese have made their cart one of the better-provisioned in the column. But it also means taking turns standing armed watch, to deter the desperate from stealing. One barrel of beer — discreetly topped up with water from a stream to bring it back to full — has already been surrendered to a gang of criminals who levy tribute on the camp, in exchange for "protection." Their fear is that the gang will return to collect before long. Resources are dwindling no matter how much the innkeeper keeps watering the beer.

"Galman," calls the innkeeper. "Would you go and see if anyone has been out hunting?"

The boy nods, gets up, climbs down from the cart, and sets off along the column of wagons and walking refugees. Even at a walk he moves faster than they do.

As he has quickly learned, the Peylan cavalry uniform — which he has kept even after completing his mission as the Duke's messenger — along with his mail coat and weapons, have granted him a curiously respected social standing among the refugees. At first many had distrusted him, taking him for a deserter. But the guards of Lady Una, Baroness of Senaja — the city abandoned north of Elsevereth — who maintain a loose semblance of order among the procession of wretches, would have expelled or arrested him and run him through long ago, if that were the case. Instead it is the dispensation Lady Una granted him personally, after an awkward early incident, that has made him respectable — and that at the same time keeps most troublemakers away from the innkeeper's cart. Galman has become a kind of local authority among the cluster of families nearby, almost as though he were their Gestir — the name given to professional armed soldiers retained by small communities on ducal authority.

Galman walks at a moderately brisk pace, as much as exhaustion allows, between the carts and the walking refugees, who carry their few belongings on their backs and move slowly, their expressions blank and their eyes dull with the look of the defeated.

However far he searches, he finds no one with fresh food or game to spare, and asking around brings no better luck.

"The hunters left long ago," an old man tells him from the top of a cart. "Anyone who had a family that could keep up and knew how to survive in the forest set off into the mountains yesterday or the day before. A few fools followed them."

"Surviving in the wild is difficult for those who don't know how," says Galman.

"Indeed — some of them will be dead of cold, hunger, or thirst within days," the man answers. "But we won't fare much better here, Gestir Galman. Disease will come calling soon, and old men like me will be the first to go. I'm not talking about ordinary ailments — I mean a proper epidemic."

The bitterness and resignation in these words strike the boy deeply as he searches the column for at least an hour without success, occasionally stopping to help someone along the way.

Then, suddenly, Galman hears himself called in a loud voice.

"Gestir!" A woman's voice, using that word again — as though he truly were their Huskarl, their house man, as the word's origin suggests. The Gestir is a lesser Huskarl. "Gestir Galman! Please — help me!"

The boy goes to her. Clothes that were once fine, now reduced to rags. Stringy, dirty hair. Sunken eyes. The woman might be in her forties but looks decades older. "What is it?" he asks.

"My daughter... Two of the Scarred Man's men have taken her... Please, do something!" She seizes his arm, her eyes frightened and imploring.

Galman's heart hammers. He is not truly their Gestir, and even if he were, a warrior does not normally administer justice. But in the remote villages of the duchy, the only armed man in a settlement — Huskarl or Gestir — often serves as their sheriff too. "When did it happen? Which way did they go?" he asks.

"Just now... they went in that direction..." The woman points toward the trees.

Galman goes pale. He knows what that means.

"Please — my daughter is only eighteen!"

Galman runs toward the forest with his sword drawn. He hears muffled sobbing and depraved laughter. This is very bad, he thinks, as he charges forward. Then he bursts into a gap between the conifers — not quite a clearing — in time to see two men pinning down a brown-haired girl while a third presses against her from behind, his breeches around his ankles. The girl is weeping in desperation, powerless. The men are laughing; on their faces he reads bestial expressions that make Galman's blood run white-hot in an instant.

He doesn't issue a warning. He simply charges with his sword in hand, without a word. The first cut hits the man holding the girl's right arm across the head. The man crashes to the ground, clutching his skull. The other two, unbalanced, spin toward the newcomer, but the element of surprise is total. The rapist with his breeches down scrambles backward and falls into the undergrowth. But Galman's second target is the man holding the girl's left arm: a fresh cut reaches the man's face, who steps back too late and releases his grip. Galman cannot pull the blow in time and his sword catches the flat against the girl's back; she falls, more frightened than hurt by the imprecise stroke. The man struck in the face has time to cry out before a follow-up shatters the hands and arms raised to protect him, and a third cut finishes him with a split skull.

"No, no, what the hell are you doing!" shouts the man with his breeches down, struggling uselessly to rise from the brambles that are driving thorns into his exposed flesh.

Galman says nothing, but advances on him with his sword drawn and the look of a man who intends to kill.

"You can't kill me! The Scarred Man will make you pay for this—" The man does not finish, because Galman hits him once across the legs, then again and again at the arms raised to protect his torso. The man curls into a foetal position, screaming and bleeding freely. The boy strikes until he stops making sounds. Only then does he understand what he has done — driven by the unconscious, constant terror that something like this might happen to Deirdre. He has lost control, charged the bandits in blind rage, and killed all three.

Still numb and stunned by the adrenaline, he turns to take stock. The girl, her dress torn enough to conceal very little, is watching him through her tears, her eyes wide, shaking with silent sobs. Galman looks at her for a moment, unsure how to act. "It's over," is all he manages, offering her his hand. He feels the inadequacy of it keenly — but he has no idea how to behave. She takes it and lets him help her to her feet. Then a thought comes to him and he turns back to the three bodies. He studies them for a moment, then draws his knife, crouches down, and cuts the right ear from each one. He tucks the grim trophies into the empty belt pouch at his side, then turns and, helping the girl to walk, makes his way back toward the column.

Several faces watch them approach with varying expressions. Galman has fresh blood on him, and so does the nameless girl.

"Thank you, Gestir," says the woman who had called to him, taking the girl into her arms. "How are you, Dairin?" the mother asks the daughter, giving Galman a name to remember. The boy watches them, guilt written across his face — guilt at arriving too late to prevent the gang rape. Guilt, adrenaline, and rage churn together inside him along with the strange, sick elation of having killed three men alone, though that had been possible mainly through the element of surprise.

The boy climbs onto a cart and raises his voice to be heard by all: "This is the fate that awaits anyone who loots, kills, or rapes — keep that firmly in mind." His words are accompanied by the gesture of opening his belt pouch and letting the ears fall. "I will not tolerate another act of this kind. Know it."

Galman's heart is pounding. He can barely believe he truly did this — that he threatened all the bandits in the convoy after eliminating three of the worst man's enforcers.

By now everyone will know what I've done, he thinks. At least now they'll know they can't simply ignore my presence.

"Thank you, Gestir," the woman says. "Thank you for saving my Dairin's life." Galman flushes deeply — the guilt is too strong to let him answer. Dairin is watching him with wide eyes, and Galman realises the girl is barely clothed. He turns back toward the trees and the bodies, cuts the least bloodied cloak from one of the three, collects the few supplies they had — their water skins and belt pouches — then returns to the two women and places everything in their hands. "It is insufficient payment — it cannot restore what you've lost, Dairin," he apologises with sincere pain, "but it will keep you warm and fed, at least for today. I am sorry I didn't arrive sooner." The girl wraps herself in the cloak while Galman turns to a family on a nearby cart: "Have her lie on your boards until she can travel on her own feet again. If you have anything strong — a spirit, some biotaille — give her a sip of it. I'll come tomorrow to check on her." The family does not object to the order Galman has not noticed himself delivering with an authoritative tone: Dairin is helped up and made comfortable by the carter's wife, in silence.

Have I truly become their Gestir? he thinks, as he walks back toward the innkeeper's cart. I'm eighteen years old — until a few weeks ago I was a court page. Now I've killed three men and appointed myself the authority to administer justice like a warlord.

"What happened?" Sleibhin asks when he sees him. "You're covered in blood."

"It's not mine," the boy replies, flatly.

Everyone on his cart — and from the nearby carts too — watches him in silence. Galman rolls his cloak under his head and lies down in the cart. Close against him on either side are Deirdre and the younger of Sleibhin's daughters, both asleep. There was a time when this would have meant a certain awkwardness, but people grow accustomed to anything, and now he finds neither excitement nor embarrassment in the physical proximity. It is simply unavoidable, given the extreme lack of space.

Better get some rest before the Scarred Man's enforcers come looking for revenge, he thinks — and is asleep before the thought is finished.

***
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GALMAN IS RUNNING, naked but armed with a sword, through the forest. He can hear crying somewhere ahead, and struggles to push through the branches that whip and scratch his exposed skin. No matter how fast he runs, he cannot reach the voice calling for help through its tears. Then he breaks into a clearing: three bestial demons are driving blood-soaked stakes into a barely-clothed young woman. "Bastards," he shouts. "Let her go!" He charges but no matter how hard he runs he does not seem to gain ground. The girl's face is streaked with tears, her expression desperate. Her suffering eyes drive straight through him. Step by step he closes the distance and tears the demons apart with his sword. The expression on their faces shifts: from beasts, they become men — hideously disfigured and mutilated. Galman is horrified by the sight. "It was you, monster," accuses one. "You killed us," says the second horror. "You were raping Dairin," Galman replies. "You are the monsters — not me!" Then Dairin turns toward him and says: "I need to wake you, Galman — something is happening."

Galman opens his eyes, the nightmare still fresh. The death-warped faces of the men he killed slowly give way to reality. There is urgent talking nearby, and the face of the innkeeper's older daughter is a few centimetres from his. For a moment he thinks it is Dairin; then the sleep slides away and he recognises her.

"Quickly — get up," Sleibhin's daughter is saying. "The Scarred Man's people are looking for you."

Galman gets to his feet, trying to adapt his eyes to the sunlight now touching the western mountains.

"What happened?" she keeps asking, urgent, her voice alarmed. "Who is Dairin?"

I've gone too far this time, Galman thinks, arming himself and standing. He no longer notices the aches from sleeping on the wooden cart boards.

"There he is — the bastard!" a large man is shouting, his face disfigured by a great diagonal scar that begins at the right temple, bisects a thick, flattened nose, and ends in the beard near the upper lip on the opposite side. "Men — take him!"

Galman takes his guard, sword before him, ready to fight. "Your men were raping a girl," he snarls at the Scarred Man. "You command a pack of animals — but there are limits to what is permitted, even in conditions like these."

"Boy," the Scarred Man bellows. "I control everything that passes through here, just as I controlled everything that went in and out of Elsevereth. I decide who lives and who dies. I decide what is right and what is wrong!" The big man slaps a hand against his chest with each I, with emphasis, producing a dull thud each time.

"This is unacceptable," says a female voice, with an antiseptic and faintly irritated tone, making everyone turn.

The Scarred Man and his four enforcers find themselves facing Lady Una and six of her escort. They suddenly realise they are caught between the innkeeper's cart — with Galman on top — and the Ducal Guard protecting the Baroness of Senaja. Outnumbered, unarmoured, caught between two forces. It makes them cautious.

"Little girl," the Scarred Man continues, arrogant but with a tone imperceptibly less aggressive than a moment ago, when he had expected to face only Galman. "I am the undisputed master of everything outside Elsevereth's walls. You can play with your dolls and your fat soldiers all you like — but my men control every transaction, every change of ownership, every brothel and every gram of contraband on this market. I am in charge here, not you. Come at me, try to arrest me, and let's see how it ends. By tomorrow you'll all be wearing a scarlet smile across your throats."

"Outrageous!" thunders the captain of the Ducal Guard, barely containing himself from charging even without a direct order. "How dare you openly threaten the baroness!"

Lady Una puts a hand on his shoulder and holds him back. "You are a powerful man, bandit," she says, with an almost silken tone. "Contemptible, rotten to the blood — so rotten that a living corpse would seem a celestial creature by comparison — but powerful. I am aware of that." The young woman smiles openly, almost boldly. "However, I would point out that your attitude is counterproductive. That is to say: defending your men's gratuitous brutality will cost you, sooner or later, the support of the people who are currently forced to tolerate your conduct. But knowing that at any moment you might decide to torture one of them, seize and dishonour their daughters, plunder their belongings — how long before they begin secretly considering backing one of your rivals, even out of fear of you?"

"They're all too cowardly. If they rebel, I'll swim in their blood. They're not stupid enough to forget that I'm in charge here," says the Scarred Man, still arrogant. But Galman notices that Lady Una's words must have planted a doubt in his corrupted mind, because his tone is imperceptibly less aggressive; his body, coiled like a spring a moment ago and ready to strike, now seems more on the defensive.

"I warn you, Scarred Man," says Lady Una, almost haughtily. "If your men commit any further acts of gratuitous violence of the kind this Gestir rightly punished, I promise you that — even at the cost of unleashing a war between your miserable cutthroats and my Ducal Guard — very few of you, least of all you, will see the sun rise again."

The flush on the Scarred Man's cheeks tells Galman that the criminal cannot stand having his authority challenged by a young woman — let alone being diminished to the point where he feels compelled to answer the threat openly. Yet he knows it is a deliberate provocation, and that a confrontation right now would almost certainly leave him the loser.

"Woman, you have no idea what enemy you've made today," he says through his teeth, barely holding himself back. "One doesn't threaten me like this without suffering the consequences."

"Why," Lady Una presses, "were you my friend yesterday?"

Galman realises that in this particular game of chess, Lady Una holds a certain advantage. He cannot help wondering whether the same might be said of the general situation: it is true that the Scarred Man controls the criminal factions in the convoy, but how many would stand with him against the authority of the baroness? How many would risk ducal proscription — having their name on a wanted list, to be beheaded and have their tarred head mounted on a pike? The boy hopes he does not have to find out.

"Little girl, you get away with it this time," the Scarred Man continues. "But luck won't always be on your side. Watch your back."

"You think this is merely a question of luck?" Lady Una narrows her eyes. Then, to everyone's surprise — Galman's included — she steps past the guards with agility and comes to a halt a single pace from the Scarred Man. "Here, then, is your luck. I am standing before you, defenceless." Lady Una removes her green shawl and throws it on the cart. Her long gown, emerald green like the shawl, reveals a considerable neckline. Despite her hair not being perfectly arranged, the gown not perfectly clean — impossible in the mud of the road — and the shadows under her eyes that show plainly how difficult these days have been even for the noble heir to the Senaja baronetcy, Lady Una is beautiful, proud, and magnetic. Her opponent, however, is a violent, cunning, ruthless criminal boss.

Galman fears the girl is taking a tremendous risk. The Scarred Man is a brutal, unprincipled man. Stories say he personally dismembered children, ate the heart of an enemy, burned a traitor's genitals with a hot iron, and violated the family of a debtor.

No, Galman thinks, this puts him with his back against the wall — he can't retreat in front of his men and the whole convoy without destroying his own authority. Don't corner him!

The boy prepares to act, to spring at the man, but realises he would almost certainly be too late in any case.

The Scarred Man is nearly purple; he is barely holding himself back. The situation is almost without an exit. Almost.

A sudden movement of an arm — and Lady Una is the criminal's hostage, one hand crushing her throat; the other, gripping a large curved knife with a serrated blade, pressing against her lower abdomen.

"Thank you, little girl," says the Scarred Man, his tone halfway between sarcasm and rage. "We were cornered and outnumbered — but now that I have you as a hostage, we can leave in peace. In fact, I'll tell you: if they want to see you whole again, they'd better have a cart full of supplies brought to me. Not gold — cured meats and hard cheese will do just as well. And some beer — no, actually, wine!"

Lady Una's delicate hands instinctively move to claw the hand at her throat, but the grip is strong, and though she scores the Scarred Man's forearm, she cannot loosen it. The guards step forward, but the Scarred Man presses the blade until it tears the fabric of the girl's dress.

"Careful — the next time I won't stop at the dress," he threatens. His enforcers are grinning, triumphant, as the guards step back.

It's over, Galman thinks. Now he's the one with the knife in the right position. Literally.

The boy is still incredulous at the reckless courage Lady Una has just displayed. Yet something is bothering him, making him frown. The captain of the Ducal Guard detail — an older knight of a fiery temperament whom Galman has seen before but whose name he cannot recall — does not look as disturbed as one would expect. Outraged, yes. Red-faced, also. He is barely containing his anger, but he shows no signs of real worry, nor of any desire to intervene.

"Do not harm the baroness," the old Ducal Guard says simply, then orders: "Men — step back, give them room, no rash moves!"

The guards obey, somewhat reluctantly, opening into two wings of three men each to let the bandits advance between them. The Scarred Man's face is nearly crimson; he sweats heavily, and his vicious grin and the scar make him look almost deranged. Lady Una is dragged by force, her expression frightened, gasping for air against the criminal's grip.

The Scarred Man's thugs mock the guards, exposing parts of their bodies not normally on display, making gestures and noises, moving slowly away — keeping their chief and his hostage at the centre of their ragged formation.

The Scarred Man's face is beginning to turn purple. Galman also notices that the big man seems to be struggling — his features appearing to... swell. Then, as the bandits have moved well past the line of guards, the boy realises that not only is the Scarred Man having difficulty breathing, but that he cannot call for help — he is gasping. His men are not watching him, keeping their eyes only on the movements of the Ducal Guard, who are following them. And it is precisely when the man releases his grip on Lady Una — who falls to the ground fighting for breath — that the Ducal Guard charges. Galman springs too, jumping from the cart into the mud, falling, getting up, and charging in, last in the group.

The fight that follows is brief and violent. Although the Scarred Man's thugs are formidable opponents in knife-fighting and street brawling, the longer weapons and armour of the Ducal Guard make themselves felt almost immediately. Within minutes, four bandits lie dead or dying in the mud, and only one of the guards has taken a significant wound — where a curved knife has found an unprotected section of his body.

Galman can do nothing but go to Lady Una's side, along with the captain of the detail. The girl has obvious bruising across her throat and appears frightened, shaken.

"Be careful — do not touch her right hand," the guard warns. "Allow me to remove the ring." The man works delicately with the jewel the baroness wears on her finger, removes it, and carefully tucks it into a small leather pouch that he ties closed with a coloured cord.

"I warned you, milady," the old officer reproaches her. "A poisoned ring is an impeccable weapon to use in the privacy of a bedchamber, or disguised as a lover's caress — but when dealing with an aggressor like these characters," the man gives a small kick to the nearest dying bandit, "it is extremely dangerous. It worked, I grant you that, but the risk taken was tremendous."

Lady Una seems to have no intention of replying — mainly because swallowing and speaking are both difficult for her. Galman and the guard help the young baroness to sit, and the innkeeper's wife appears with a cup of beer. The girl attempts to drink in small sips, aided by the woman.

"Could someone explain what happened?" Galman asks.

The officer looks at him with an air of superiority, though his words seem to reproach not the boy but the noblewoman's recklessness. "A foolish idea of milady's," he says, momentarily dropping the deference that rank would require. "I grant that in times like these it is important that she be able to defend herself — however, solutions that in romantic stories seem easy to execute often conceal considerable dangers. Milady wears a poisoned ring: if you detach the gem and use the point to scratch someone, that is the effect." The man indicates the Scarred Man's corpse — his face hideously swollen and purple, his eyes bulging from their sockets. "But in addition to being difficult to deploy, it is also dangerous both for the wearer — should the gem detach of its own accord and milady scratch herself inadvertently — and for those nearby who are not necessarily enemies."

"Is there an antidote?" Galman asks.

"There is, fortunately — but it must be administered immediately, or it may not act in time. You saw for yourselves that the man was dead in under ten minutes."

Galman turns to the girl, kneels before her, and says: "I beg your pardon, Lady Una. My actions put your life at risk, and I am deeply sorry."

The baroness still cannot speak, but once again her officer speaks for her: "You acted according to justice, young Gestir. You showed courage, though youth made your actions rash." The man is somehow admonishing both young people simultaneously. "The world will not miss these men. No doubt they will be replaced too soon by their like — that seems unavoidable — but it is important that it be understood there is a limit to what we are obliged to tolerate. We are not among the Tiros barbarians here."

The boy realises that everyone is now calling him Gestir — effectively granting him a title and a role he knows little about.

"How should I proceed, sir?" the boy asks for guidance.

"As tradition requires, young Gestir," is the answer. "If you are summoned and called to fight, you will respond immediately. Otherwise, you will remain to protect your people — who will in turn provide for your food and arms."

That would be true in normal times, the boy reflects. Here, none of these people are truly 'my people' — except Deirdre. And certainly no one can feed me or arm me. But he does not voice his doubts aloud. He has been lucky enough not to be treated as a deserter — he cannot afford to argue.

"You have the authority to administer justice in our name for this section of the convoy, young Gestir," the officer continues. "The choice of how to act is yours — but be careful about the severity of the penalties you impose. Today you have earned the respect of many who, until yesterday, would not have warned us — they would have let the Scarred Man tear you and your family apart and wear your entrails as a necklace. But if you are too harsh, their support will shift like a flag in the wind, toward whoever fills the power vacuum among the criminals."

The officer then takes Lady Una into his custody — she has recovered enough to walk — salutes stiffly, and departs with his men. The bodies of the bandits and the Scarred Man are left where they lie, and before long a crowd of scavengers descends on them, stripping everything that can be worn or traded. Which is essentially everything: shoes, cloaks, weapons, belts, ropes, pouches, purses. Even the bloodied breeches and scraps of fabric.

"Dairin — Tara's daughter?" asks the innkeeper's younger daughter. "Is she the one you helped?"

The question jolts Galman out of his thoughts and catches him off guard.

"A pretty girl, slender, not very tall — around our age?" the girl asks again — she and Galman are the same age. At his nod of confirmation, the innkeeper's daughter grows serious. "She's a friend of mine. We used to go to the temple together." Galman says nothing, and the girl asks suddenly: "Would you walk me to see her?"

The boy has little desire to face that gaze again — but perhaps going with company will soften the awkwardness. He nods. "After supper," he says. "When we've stopped for the night."

The two walk back in silence. By now the last scavengers have finished their grim work.

As the column moves on, the naked, brutalized bodies of the bandits are left to serve as food for stray dogs and ravens — a bleak and devastating spectacle of death.
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2 – Power and Knowledge
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The sun has slipped below the horizon some time ago, slowly stretching the shadows until they are nearly infinite, then yielding to dusk, which deepens further the grey of Elsevereth's stonework. The last teams of carpenters have finished dismantling the wooden structures in the outer suburbs, the last foragers have long since returned for the night, and the outskirts lie empty now — nothing but rats and roving patrols hunting for spies and scouts.

Inside the Keep of the Old Town of Elsevereth — which rises proud, square, and solid on the western flank of the settlement, jutting over the walls — the fifty-year-old Hektar Henriksdal, Plenipotentiary Ducal Envoy and Court Archmage to Duke Knut IV of Peylan, is carefully calibrating and inventorying his stock of material components for spellwork. His skull, nearly bald by now, is beaded with sweat as he transfers powders with the utmost care not to spill so much as a single grain, keeping himself well away from any open flame. His gaze is intent, a pair of large spectacles fitted with a magnifying lens over the left eye protecting his sight from any unexpected flare-up. His considerable belly rests partly against the surface of the worktable. His thick, hairy arms protrude from the wide sleeves of his tunic, black as night. His elbows are braced against the wood, lending his movements greater precision.

Two other people share the room with him — a man and a woman. The man is a large, powerfully built Storsen, his face and muscular arms traced with an intricate web of white scars, some old and some less so. The heavyset mercenary, some thirty-five years of age, goes by the name of Sven Thorson, and he watches the mage's work with quiet curiosity as he cleans and oils his own military kit.

The third person is a woman with honey-coloured hair — surreally beautiful, her age impossible to place. She looks no older than twenty-five, yet her grey eyes hold a gaze that is ageless. Her body, clad in close-fitting leather travelling clothes, is pale as ivory and scattered all over with tattoos of various kinds, along with a number of piercings. She stands silently absorbed in dark thoughts, watching from the window as darkness falls over the endless, dense forest that divides the city from the mountains to the west.

"Mage," Sven says abruptly, not pausing in his work on his sword. "Can I ask you how you throw fireballs?"

The stout, heavyset mage continues his operation in silence, counting under his breath, for a few moments longer before answering. Then, appearing satisfied with the dark granules he has just transferred into a vial, he stoppers it, pushes his spectacles up onto his forehead, and turns to the warrior. "Are you quite sure you want an answer? You won't find yourself bored hearing me talk about science?"

Sven gives a crooked smile. "I might regret asking. Give me a simple answer — one I can actually follow."

"It's a matter of alchemy. The true magic lies not in the verses I recite — those are nothing more than descriptions of the alchemical formulas I'm working with and the manner of their use. If I were to translate what I say in the ancient tongue when I hurl this particular vial, it would go something like: Viggen's flames are composed of three parts fire-stone and one part powdered coal; maintain a safe distance from all heat sources and do not expose the vial to direct sunlight; do not uncork it for any reason — contact with open air may ignite the fuse. And so on. The magic lies in balancing these components correctly, and in truth all I need to know is how to handle these substances without harming myself or my allies. Knowing how to prepare them properly is equally important, of course — especially now, when I have no Guild Alchemist at hand to do it for me. Does that answer your curiosity, Sven?"

The warrior furrows his brow. "But what are these substances? Bat wings? Dragon's teeth?"

Hektar's laugh is so thunderous that the layer of fat across his belly bounces up and down. "No, Sven," he says, composing himself. "They are precise blends of various elements."

"Water, fire, earth, and air, by any chance? I recall the wise-man in my village talking of such things."

"Once again I must say no." Hektar turns serious again and resumes examining the array of vials before him as he speaks. "While the ignorant believe matter to be composed of only four elements and their combinations, the sage Almar Eriksson understood, two hundred years ago, that the base elements number at least several dozen — and that these can in turn be combined to produce substances such as corrosive acids, or spirits of alcohol, or the gaseous substances he called gas, which can themselves be combined in countless ways."

"My father used to say the base elements number in the hundreds," Liona interjects, without turning her gaze from the twilight landscape. "He spent centuries studying the alchemy of elements and their combinations, before Lugan the Usurper had him killed and sold me as a slave to the keepers of the pleasure houses."

"Elves have always had a passion for science that humans lack," Hektar observes. "Their Knowledge is what humans — drawn to superstition as moths to a flame, and quite unaware of it — mistake for Magic. It is not entirely unlike the kind we mages of the guild employ, it must be said, but in many fields the learning of the Ancient People remains to this day beyond compare."

"From four to hundreds," Sven remarks, without so much as blinking at having heard his village wise-man implicitly called ignorant and prey to superstition. "I can't begin to imagine such a difference."

"In the earliest theories, it was supposed that the four elements combined to form matter in unequal proportions — so, for instance, since fire burns, early thinkers concluded that combustible materials must contain fire within them. With nothing else to go by, it was a necessary starting hypothesis: one to be refuted in order to move toward a more accurate truth. But only some have made that progress. The majority remain convinced that the four elements constitute science, when in fact they constitute superstition — a theory long since replaced by a more precise one. To return to the earlier example: fire is not an element at all, but merely a form of transformation from matter into eldstrom."

"Hold on — now you're talking too complicated, mage," Sven complains. "What is eldstrom?"

"You know the heat you feel near a fire? Or better yet, the lightning that strikes and sets a tree ablaze during a storm? Those are forms of eldstrom. Even the molten rock that pours from the mouth of a volcano is ordinary stone — it's the immense eldstrom it is subjected to that melts it and renders it liquid and searingly hot."

Sven does not look entirely sure he has followed, but says nothing for a time. "How did Lugan the Monster work his magic with the column of fire?" he asks at last.

Ah — there it is, Hektar thinks, watching him polish the sword and check the quality of the edge. "Some of the elements I mentioned to you — like the Kobalt that used to be mined from the cursed pits of Zaklia — are, shall we say, unstable. They poison the air around them and possess properties still unknown to us, though evidently not to Lugan."

"You told me once before that it's no Kobold curse killing the miners. But how does this poison work?"

"I'm not entirely certain," Hektar admits. "It contaminates the air, but it is odourless, tasteless, and acts neither by contact nor by gathering in clouds as the toxic vapours in Skar's poisoned pools do. Yet if Kobalt is present in high concentration, miners die within a matter of hours: their skin begins to bleed, their hair and teeth fall out, and life soon abandons them altogether."

"I've witnessed scenes like that. How does one separate Kobalt from the raw ore?"

"Humans gave up on that endeavour very early on — they had no use for a metal that burns and poisons whoever handles it. But Lugan kept Zaklia supplied with slaves to extract it, which means he must also have a method for refining it, though that is entirely unknown to me, I'll admit. Perhaps he even has a way to transport it safely — I wouldn't know. What I do doubt is whether he can command large quantities of such a deadly and dangerous substance."

"How much Kobalt does he need for his column of fire?"

"That too I don't know. Liona — do you have any thoughts? Do you recall anything from your father's research?"

The elf woman shakes her head. "My father died many decades ago, and in his lifetime Kobalt was considered useful only as a poison. My people have always preferred alchemical and natural venoms — easier to obtain and to handle. But Lugan has had nearly a hundred years to plot his revenge, and he must have spent a great many of them studying that vile element."

"Even so," Sven says, "if he's worked out how much he needs for his column-of-fire magic — he must have run trials. He must have practised until he found the right quantity."

Hektar sets down his work, removes his spectacles, and stares at the stocky mercenary with wide eyes. "You know, I sometimes make the mistake of underestimating people. You may be unlettered, but you are anything but stupid."

For the first time, Sven stops polishing his weapon and bursts into a great rolling laugh. "You wouldn't be the first mage to underestimate me, Lord Hektar," he says, still laughing. "Though you might be the first not to regret it while trying to stuff your own entrails back in — as happened to the others."

Hektar shakes his head and returns to his work. "It doesn't surprise me that certain colleagues, for all the gap in learning, ended up getting gutted by you," he admits. "A common failing among people like me — so accustomed to feeling superior to others that we commit serious errors of judgement." He pauses in his work again. "In any case, you're right: Lugan must have conducted experiments, and they must have left traces that are hard to miss. A column of fire of those dimensions could not have gone unseen by someone. We know it must have occurred sometime between a hundred years ago and two generations before our own time — otherwise the account would have come down to us as our fathers' memories. If the hypothesis is sound, there will be chronicles, or at least legends, that record the event."

"So what is our next move?" Sven asks.

"My initial thought was to pass through Zaklia and observe directly, but the poison in the air may still be too strong — and I admit I find the idea rather daunting. The path of ancient codices seems preferable to me. The main destination, then, is the city of Peylan and its great libraries, where the Readers, the Historians, and the Archivists could do the work of searching for us."

"Who will conduct the war against Alliodan's army?" Liona asks then, her gaze still on the distant fires of the military camp as they flicker to life.

"Unless you want to take a direct hand in it, I imagine we'll leave the burden to Baron Macallan, the Captains of Peylan, the Duke, and their army," Hektar says, watching her. Finding out that Alliodan is your son has shaken you, he thinks. You hate Lugan — but I don't know what you feel for Alliodan. The son born of Lugan's violation of you. Your only elven heir, Slave Princess. The mage keeps his thoughts to himself, offering no opinion aloud: he still isn't sure how Liona might react. And yet he is aware that the woman with the faintly pointed ears and her otherworldly beauty has stood over Alliodan with the chance to take his life — and has not been able to do it.

"How far along is the Ducal Army's march?" Sven asks.

"They've just arrived," Liona says. "I can see the lights of their camp coming up to the east of the city. Their envoys will be here soon, if they aren't already with Baron Macallan."

"If you want to see for yourself, you're free to go," Hektar says. "You are a Captain of Senaja now, and many of the soldiers of Elsevereth too would follow you into the afterlife if you asked it of them. Perhaps the time has come for the Duke to learn that I didn't throw thousands of his ducats to the wind on a whim — that his investment has already been repaid many times over by the battles you've won."

The woman turns to look at him with her piercing grey eyes. "You know," she says, "I was wrong, when I said you had asked no price for giving me back my freedom."

"And is the price too high, Principessa?" Hektar asks, a strange note of gentleness in his voice.

"No," she admits. "It is not too high." She appears not to notice — or chooses not to — that it is the first time the mage has ever called her princess.

Without another word, Liona moves away from the window and leaves the room. Sven watches her go in silence. When she is safely out of earshot he says: "Liona frightens me a little, Lord Mage."

"Someone else said the same thing to me once," Hektar replies, his mind going back to one of his first conversations with the young Galman. "As I answered him when he made the same confession: it's because you are a wise man, Sven. Liona should frighten you a little. Better to have her among your allies than your enemies — that, at least, is beyond dispute."

"You really are a manipulator, Lord Mage. You could make an enemy fight for you and leave him convinced he'd bested you."

"It wouldn't be the first time it's happened," Hektar Henriksdal sighs. "But certain games are dangerous, and nothing can be taken for granted. I prefer to think of Liona as something other than my enemy — and believe me, I shall try to ensure it stays that way."

***
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LIONA MOVES THROUGH the corridors of the keep with a light but certain step, heading for Baron Macallan's War Room — the governor of Elsevereth and its lands. The soldiers she passes come to attention and salute her with deference. Seemingly none of them gives any thought to the fact that, only a few weeks ago, Liona was a slave in Narvic's principal brothel. The very fact that she is an elf — a race despised by virtually every man and woman who has endured the domination of her wicked people, to the point that elves are commonly used to frighten children — was once an obstacle. Now it seems only to have
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