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PROLOGUE
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THE FALCON DREAM

She woke in the dark, gasping.

Not the slow surfacing of ordinary waking, the lurch of someone pulled from deep water, lungs burning, the body not yet certain it has arrived somewhere safe. She sat up in the marriage bed and pressed her hand flat against her sternum and waited for her heartbeat to find its normal pace, which it did, reluctantly, as things returned to ordinary after the extraordinary.

The room was dark. Beside her, Siegfried slept with the completeness of a man whose body had learned in a wolf den that sleep was not a luxury but a discipline, total, immediate, the breathing of something entirely at rest. His skin in the dark still carried its faint gold nature, the dragon blood’s gift, and she had grown accustomed to navigating by it as one navigated by a banked fire’s glow.

She did not wake him.

She sat in the dark and turned the dream in her hands the way she turned difficult problems — systematically, holding each piece up to the available light and examining it before setting it alongside the others.

The falcon had come, as it always came. White, gold-tipped, from the south, settling onto her glove with the precise weight of something real — more real than the room, more real than the bed’s warmth, more real than the sleeping man beside her whose realness she had no reason to doubt. She had held it, and it had been still, and it had looked at her, and she had understood, in the dream’s absolute certainty, that this was what she had been waiting for.

Then the eagles.

Two of them, descending from east and west together, their wingbeats slow and deliberate, the way things moved in dreams when they wanted you to understand that speed was not the point — the arrival was the point, the inevitability. She had not been afraid of them in the dream. She had been cold in the way of someone who has understood something they cannot un-understand.

She had covered the falcon with her hand.

She had said: No.

And then she woke up.

The dream was not new. She had been having it since she was twelve years old, and it had varied over the years in its details but never in its essential shape: The falcon coming from the south, the eagles from the east and west, the sense of something precious, and something threatened, and the terrible gap between the two. She had spent years trying to read it into a benign interpretation. She had told herself it was a symbol of marriage, of leaving one family for another, of the ordinary loss that accompanied all ordinary gains.

Then Siegfried had ridden into Worms from the south, and she had stood in the gallery above the hall and watched him move through the court’s assembled notice as a stone moved through water — present, deliberate, ungovernable — and the dream had clarified the way things clarified when they stopped being predictions and became explanations.

She knew what the falcon was.

She did not yet know what the eagles were.

She lay back down beside him, careful not to disturb his sleep, and put her hand against his chest where the dragon-blood warmth was deepest. His breathing did not change. His heart was steady under her palm — slow, strong, the heartbeat of something that had been made more durable than ordinary men.

Whatever was coming, she would cover him with her hand.

She would say no.

But she would need to know what she was saying no to, and that knowledge would cost her.

She lay awake until the first grey of dawn came through the shutters and the birds started in the courtyard below, and the birds were just birds, and not the ravens that talked to her husband in a language she couldn’t hear, and she listened to them anyway because they were real and the dream was not, and she needed, right now, the ballast of real things.

Beside her, Siegfried slept.

The ring on his finger was warm in the dark.
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WHAT REGIN SAID

Regin’s forge was cold when Siegfried arrived.

Not cold in the ordinary sense — the banked embers were still breathing, the ash still warm at its center. But the fire had not been built up that morning, and the tools were on their hooks rather than in use, and Regin himself was sitting on the bench outside the overhang in the thin autumn sunlight with his hands in his lap and the expression of a man waiting for a conversation he did not look forward to.

“You’re back,” the smith said.

“I said I would be.” Siegfried dismounted and turned the grey roan loose in the valley’s grazing. The horse moved off with the particular relief of an animal that had been traveling hard and recognized it was finally allowed to stop. He sat on the bench beside Regin and let the valley settle around him, the stream, the birches, the smell of old charcoal, and cold iron — and felt the ring on his finger go quieter than it had been in months. Distance from Worms helped. Distance from the court’s accumulated political weight, its constant calculation of assets, and threats, and the gold-adjacent transactions that the ring parsed as its own language.

He breathed.

“The scouts,” he said.

Regin studied his hands. The burns on them were old and layered, records of fires, and he had the habit of studying them when he was working up to something. “They came through the valley two weeks after you left for Worms the first time. Three men, moving north-east, not asking questions.”

“Burgundian toolwork at the camp.”

“Hagen’s men,” Regin said it with the flatness of confirmed suspicion. “I recognized the style of the iron fittings on their kit, from a smith in the lower Rhine valley who has worked Gunther’s garrison for years.”

Siegfried was quiet.

“He wanted you to find the camp,” Regin said. “If he wanted the cave secured quietly, he would have sent men who left nothing. He sent men who left enough. That’s a message, not an operation.”

“The message being: I know where your gold lives.”

“The message being: I know where your leverage lives.” Regin paused. “There’s a difference. Hagen doesn’t want the gold. He wants the fact of the gold as a tool for managing you.” He looked up. “He is a particular kind of dangerous, that man. Not violent toward you, not yet, possibly never. But structurally dangerous. He builds situations. He arranges the architecture of events so that the outcomes he wants are the ones that are easiest to arrive at.”

“And the architecture he’s building for me.”

“I don’t know yet.” Regin returned to his hands. “Tell me what Gunther wants.”

He told him. The northern queen, the fire-ringed fortress, the Tarnkappe ride. The offer of the Rhine eastern bank rights that bordered Gnita Heath. The ring’s response when the words adjacent and gold had occupied the same sentence.

Regin listened without interrupting, a consistent quality — he absorbed information before responding, filing it correctly before the response took shape.

When Siegfried finished, Regin was quiet for a long time.

“I need to tell you something,” the smith said finally. “About the ring. Something I should have told you at the cave.”

“Tell me.”

“The ring cannot be unmade.” He said it cleanly, without softening. “I know that’s not what you’ve been assuming. The assumption — that a curse worked into metal can be worked back out, that what was created can be uncreated — is wrong. Not for Andvari’s work. He was of the old school, the craftsmen who built permanence into their making as a matter of principle. What he constructed will outlast every living thing currently drawing breath.”

Siegfried received this without expression. He turned the ring on his finger and felt its warmth and thought about the cave pool, the months of managing the lean, Wulf against the wall.

“Not destroyed,” he said. “Then what?”

“Transfer. Or submersion.” Regin stood and moved to the forge, building the fire up with automatic competence, the way men thought better with their hands occupied. “Transfer means another hand. Specifically, a hand whose will is strong enough that the ring cannot orient itself around that person’s desires — someone who wants nothing the ring can offer, for whom it becomes only weight.” He worked the bellows twice. “I don’t know who that person is yet. I have the beginning of a thought.”

“And submersion.”

“A river. The Rhine, ideally. Deep enough that no hands reach it in any foreseeable future.” He turned. “Set it down and walk away, and the curse loses its host. In ten years on the Rhine’s bottom, it would be iron again. Plain iron with a pattern on its inner face.”

“Ten years.”

“The curse requires holding. It cannot work on an empty hand.”

Siegfried examined the ring for a long moment. Ten years of iron on the river bottom while the hoard sat unsecured, and Hagen’s architecture built itself around the absence, and Kriemhild. He stopped that thought. He filed it: Option available. Revisit when the conditions were distinct.

“Brunhild,” he said.

“Yes.” Regin came back to the bench. “The fire at Isenstein is old working. Pre-dwarven. It recognizes what has been touched by fire — specifically by the kind of fire that does what the cave blood does. Dragon fire.” He looked at Siegfried. “The fire will part for you. Not for Gunther.”

“I know.”

“What I want you to understand is what you’ll be doing to her.” Regin’s voice was careful and honest in the way it always was when he had decided that clarity mattered more than comfort. “Brunhild has set a test. The test means something to her, not just a political qualification, but a statement about what kind of man she’s willing to be bound to. A man who can ride through her fire.” He paused. “If you do this, she will believe Gunther is that man. She will have married him on the basis of something that isn’t true.”

“I know,” Siegfried said again.

“And you’re going to do it anyway.”

Silence. The fire caught and began its conversation.

“Kriemhild has argued against it,” Siegfried said. “Clearly and correctly. The debt to Gunther is real, the eastern bank rights change what I can do about the hoard, and the ring is loud when I think about that land.” He turned the ring again. “None of those reasons is good enough. They’re all true, and none of them are good enough.”

“Then why?”

“Because I owe Gunther something I can’t repay in any other currency.” He regarded the fire. “He gave Kriemhild to me. Not as a political piece — I know the architecture of that decision, I understand what it was designed to produce. But Kriemhild is not a political piece, and the marriage is not a political marriage, and the fact that it was arranged as one doesn’t change what it actually is.” He paused. “I can’t give him back what he gave me. But I can do this.”

Regin was quiet.

“That’s going to cost you,” the smith said at last.

“Yes.”

“More than you know right now.”

“Probably.”

The fire said something in its own language that neither of them translated. A bird in the birches made a brief practical announcement about the afternoon and was answered from further along the valley.

“The Tarnkappe,” Regin said. “You still have the prototype.”

“Yes.”

“When you wear it — I told you before, it makes you less present. Less yourself. But I’ve been thinking about the mechanism, and I want to revise my warning.” He looked at Siegfried steadily. “It doesn’t erase you. It blurs the edge between you and the space around you. What you want, what you feel. These things persist. But they become harder to locate. You’ll act on them without being entirely certain you’re the one acting.” He paused. “Keep the wearing short. Never more than an hour at a time. And pay attention to which thoughts feel like yours.”

“I know my own thoughts.”

“You know them when the ring is the only thing complicating them,” Regin said. “Under the Tarnkappe and the ring together, you’ll have two systems telling you what to want. One of them is yours. Be certain you know which.”

Siegfried held the gaze. “Are you going to tell me not to go?”

“No.” Regin turned back to the forge. “I’m going to tell you to go carefully. Which is what I always tell you, and which you always manage to do, more or less.” He reached for his hammer. “Come back. After Iceland or wherever this takes you. Come back here before you go back to Worms.”

“Why?”

“Because by then I’ll know who can hold the ring.” He said it with the certainty he applied to things he had already decided. “I’ll need you here when I tell you, in case the answer is difficult.”

Siegfried looked at him. He thought about all the warnings Regin had given him, the ones that had been true, the ones that had been partially true, and the ones that he’d understood only after they’d become fact. He thought about the knife at the cave tunnel mouth and the look on Regin’s face when he’d set it down.

“All right,” he said.

He stayed three days. He helped Regin with the forge, which had a backlog of commissions from the valley settlements and a cracked set of hinges for the water-mill downstream that had been waiting for weeks. He sharpened Gram on Regin’s good stone and felt the blade’s response — still the same, the warmth, and the singing note when he drew it, the absolute certainty of its edge. He ran the grey roan in the valley’s upper meadow and felt the horse find its best speed, the stride that it had been looking for since Worms.

On the fourth morning, he rode east.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE GOLDEN KNIGHT ENTERS WORMS

He came back to Worms in the early evening, cresting the ridge above the Rhine as the last light was making its argument with the river’s surface — that slant of autumn gold that was the season’s best gift, the light that made everything it touched look exactly like itself but more so.

The city lay below him, the limestone catching and holding the angle, the walls doing what white stone walls did at this hour: Glowing from within, the light entering the surface, and coming back changed. He had seen this three times now, and it still stopped him, the way the place where you lived stopped you sometimes when you approached it from the outside, the beauty of it arriving before the familiarity did.

Folkmar pulled up beside him. Behind them came Valdis, then Wulf, and Ricburg, then Aldric at the back with the patient, rearguard regard of an old soldier. All five. All intact.

“Home,” Folkmar said, with the tone of someone testing the word to see if it still fit.

“For now,” Siegfried said.

He rode down.

Kriemhild met him at the inner gate rather than the outer one, which meant she’d known his approximate time of arrival, the ravens, probably, though possibly just the court’s messenger network, which operated with an efficiency that sometimes rivaled the birds. She was in her everyday dress rather than court dress, which was her way of saying: I know you’ve been traveling. I’m not making this formal. He had learned to read her vocabulary in these choices and was grateful for it.

She looked at him for a beat when he dismounted, doing the inventory that she always did — wounds, grain of presence, what the road had done to him. Then she put her hand against his jaw.

“The valley,” she said.

“Yes.”

“How is he?”

“The same. Exactly the same.” He covered her hand with his. “He says he knows who can hold the ring. He’s not ready to tell me yet.”

Her expression shifted, not toward anxiety; she was not an anxious woman, but toward the focused stillness that replaced anxiety in people who had decided that information was more useful than fear. “He has a plan.”

“The beginning of one.” He looked at her. “I need to tell you what Gunther asked me. Before I tell anyone else.”

She looked back at him steadily. “I know what Gunther asked you,” she said. “I’m the king’s sister. The court talks, even when it thinks it doesn’t.” She took her hand from his jaw and turned toward the hall. “Come inside. Eat something. Then we’ll have the argument properly.”

•  •  •
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The argument was not precisely an argument. It was more like two people laying out the full contents of a difficult situation, examining each piece together, and arriving at other conclusions about what those pieces meant, which was, in some ways, worse than an argument because there was no anger to shape it and no clear winner to conclude it.

She made her case first, which he had learned to let her do because her cases were better ordered than his, and established the terms that everything else had to address. The wrong of it. Brunhild would be deceived about the most fundamental thing, the stamp of the man she was agreeing to. The cost of it: Whatever he was to Brunhild in that deception, he was not wholly himself. The risk. Brunhild was not a stupid woman, the ravens had made that clear, and a woman who had designed fire-trials for suitors was a woman who paid close attention to what men were.

“She’ll know something is wrong,” Kriemhild said. “Maybe not immediately. But eventually.”

“Probably.”

“And when she knows, she won’t have the full picture. She’ll have the shape of it. She’ll know she was deceived without knowing exactly how, and a woman in that position—” She stopped. “A woman like that is dangerous when she’s been wronged. Not in the way of women who break things. Not through eruption. Through patience.”

He said: “You’re right.”

She looked at him.

“You’re right about all of it,” he said. “I’m going to go anyway. I need you to understand why, and I need you to tell me if my reasons are wrong rather than just insufficient.”

He gave her his reasons. The debt to Gunther was complicated. The architecture of it was political, which was true, but the outcome was not, which was also true, and these two truths sat uncomfortably beside each other. The eastern bank rights — he told her about the ring and the land’s adjacency to the hoard and what that meant for securing the one thing that could eventually be sunk in a river. Regin’s plan, incomplete as it was, required time, and the hoard out of reach of Hagen’s scouts.

“The ring,” she said, when he finished.

“Yes.”

“You’re using the ring’s response to Gunther’s offer as evidence that you should accept it.”

“I’m using it as information about what the offer is structured to produce.” He met her eyes. “I’m aware of the difference.”

“Are you.”

A long silence. The fire in the private room’s hearth made the only sound.

“I think so,” he said. “I’m as certain as I can be. Which is—” He stopped. Started again. “Which is less certain than I’d like.”

She looked at him for a long time with the focus she brought when she meant to see the whole thing.

“Come back from this,” she said at last. “Whatever it costs. Come back.”

“Yes.”

“And don’t—” She hesitated, which was unusual. “Don’t become someone altered while you’re wearing the cloak.”

“I’ll remember who I am.”

“I’ll tell you who you are,” she said, “so you have it in your ears when you go.” She came to him, and he held her, and she put her mouth against his jaw, and said, quietly, the things that she knew about him, not his history, not his capabilities, not the gold-skin, and the sword and the bird-tongue. The things she had seen in three months of garden conversations that no one else had seen. The private inventory.

He held it and held her, and the ring on his finger was very still.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE EAGLE IN THE EARTH

The Roman dead came to Worms a week before Gunther’s campaign was meant to begin, which was either terrible timing or very good timing, depending on how you measured it.

He heard about them from the ravens first.

He had been in the lower city, in the quarter below the old Roman wall where the workshops clustered and the river-smell was strongest, watching Folkmar supervise the reshoeing of the campaign horses with the mind of a man who trusted the smith’s competence but verified it anyway. The raven dropped from a warehouse eave, landed on a post beside him, and delivered its report in the compressed relay syntax he had been fluent in for two years now.

Old road. Three miles south. Movement. Wrong movement. Poor quality, not living men movement, which had a thermal signature the ravens read from height, but something cooler. Something that had the shape of men but not the warmth.

He told Folkmar to finish with the horses and rode south alone.

He found them at the third milestone from the old south gate — the Roman milestone, the carved stone that still bore a number and a direction in Latin that the current population of Worms either couldn’t read or didn’t bother with. They were on the road. Not walking on it the way living men walked, using it as a surface, but moving through it the way something moved through familiar territory that it had always used and would continue to use regardless of what the current occupants of the land thought about it.

The word that came to him, watching from a rise fifty feet off the road with the grey roan nervous underneath him, was: Patrol.

There were twelve of them. The armor was Roman — the late Imperial style, the lorica segmentata in its final form, the curved overlapping iron plates over the shoulders and chest — but wrong in the way of things that had been in the earth too long. Not rusted exactly. Desiccated. The leather underlayers had dried to something harder than leather, without becoming anything else, and the iron had gone a color that wasn’t quite rust or grey, but the color of metal that had experienced something the metallurgy of living things didn’t account for. Their helmets were on. Their shields—the rectangular legionary scutum—were at their sides. Their pilum, the heavy throwing spears, were carried at the shoulder.

They marched in perfect step.

He watched them for a full minute. The roan had settled from nervous into the stillness of a horse that has decided the point it is afraid of is not immediately threatening, and he let it find that stillness, and breathed with it.

The patrol moved south along the road. They did not look at him. They did not look at anything — their heads were forward in the direction of march, the visored helmets giving nothing readable in the eye-slots. They moved with the absolute mechanical regularity of men who had been doing this for so long that the doing had become independent of any intention behind it.

He rode down to the road and fell in beside them.

The nearest one, probably the decanus from the position, did not turn. The march continued, twelve pairs of iron-soled caligae striking the Roman road surface with a sound that was slightly wrong, slightly hollow, the impact not quite what living weight produced.

“Where are you going?” he said.

No response.

He thought about the bird-tongue — the way it had opened on the first taste of dragon heart, the way it had expanded since. He had been thinking about language differently since that morning, about what made communication possible, about the base layer of signal beneath the vocabularies. The ravens didn’t speak Frankish. The wolves didn’t say anything. But they communicated because the body’s signals were older than any language, and he had learned to read those signals and send them.

He tried something similar now.

Not words. Not sound. A tenor — the study he gave to things when he was reading them, the presence he brought to encounters that required it, sent outward rather than inward. A kind of listening so focused it became a broadcast.

The nearest soldier turned his head.

The eye slot showed nothing recognizable as an eye. There was a depth to it, a darkness, and within the darkness a faint aspect of light, not the glow of living things, but the cold luminescence of old iron in certain conditions of pressure and history.

The manner of heed Siegfried had sent came back at him.

Not language. Intention. The bare shape of it: Continue. Return. The road. The duty. Below this, dimmer but present, something else — something that was the echo of an old instruction, not given by a general, or a centurion but by a place, a site, a location that had asked this of them, and had never released the asking.

“What are you looking for?” he said.

The echo: The standard. The eagle. Lost. Return it.

He rode along with them for a hundred yards, thinking. A legionary standard, the aquila, the iron eagle on its pole that each legion carried as its sacred object, the loss of which was the worst disgrace a Roman formation could suffer. Standards were buried with their units when the units fell and couldn’t retrieve them. Or they were lost in battle, in retreat, in the chaos of a line collapsing.

“Where is it?” he said.

The echo came with a direction this time. Not north toward Worms. West — toward the Rhine, toward the old riverbank works that had been part of the Roman frontier system, the infrastructure that was now mostly buried under two hundred years of silt and new construction.

He left them on the road and rode west.

•  •  •
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He spent two days on it, which was two days Gunther’s campaign preparation did not have, and he spent them without telling the king because some things needed to be done without becoming a court event.

Folkmar came with him. Aldric, too, because Aldric had a kind of knowledge from his years in Frankish garrisons — he knew where the Roman infrastructure had been, knew how to read the ground for the signatures of buried stone.

“You’re looking for an aquila,” Aldric said when Siegfried had described the patrol.

“Something under the river works. West of the city.”

Aldric was quiet for a pause. “There was a legionary fort here — Borbetomagus, they called it. It’s why the city is where it is. The fort’s been gone for a hundred years, but the foundations are still there, mostly, under the new building.” He paused. “If a unit was stationed here and met its end here, the standard wouldn’t have been moved far.”

They found it on the second afternoon, in the rubble beneath what was now a grain warehouse on the river’s edge — the lower course of the old fort’s principia, the headquarters building, buried under two feet of fill, and the warehouse floor. The aquila was there, wrapped in what had been oilskin and was now more like an oilskin husk, still on its pole, the iron eagle with its spread wings tarnished but intact.

He pulled it free and held it.

The warmth that came was different from Gram’s warmth, different from the ring’s warmth, different from the shards. Older than all of them, and cooler, and carrying the air of something that had been waiting without hope for so long that waiting had become its natural state.

“I need to take this to the road,” he said.

Aldric looked at him. “You’re going to give it to them.”

“Yes.”

“They’re dead.”

“I know.”

Aldric thought about this for a breath, turning the philosophical problem of whether dead men could be returned to their property. Then he helped carry the aquila to the road.

The patrol was where he’d left them, still marching the same stretch of road, the loop of their duty having brought them back to the same position. He set the standard in the road ahead of them and stepped back.

The decanus reached it first. The iron hands closed on the pole with the character of something returning to a long-accustomed grip. The patrol stopped.

He didn’t watch what happened next. He turned the roan away and rode north, listening to the sound behind him — the rhythmic iron-on-stone of the march, which continued for a few steps, and then stopped, and then was gone in a way that was different from the silence of men who have walked out of hearing range.

He rode back to Worms with old iron on his hands and something in his chest that wasn’t grief exactly but was in its neighborhood.

•  •  •
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He told Kriemhild that evening.

She listened with the effort she always brought and was quiet for an instant when he finished.

“They’ve been walking that road for how long?” she said.

“A hundred years. Maybe more.”

“Waiting for someone to find the standard.”

“Not waiting. They didn’t know they were waiting. They knew they had to return it. They were just continuing. Doing the matter until the thing was done.”

She looked at him. “That’s very sad.”

“Yes,” he said. “And also not. They did their duty. They kept doing it until it was complete. There’s something in that.”

She considered this. “You sound like them.”

“Maybe.”

“The duty over everything else.” She was not criticizing — her voice had the tone of naming something clearly rather than condemning it. “Gunther’s debt. The eastern bank. Even this — two days of Gunther’s campaign preparation, for twelve Roman ghosts on a road.”

“Kriemhild—”

“I’m not complaining,” she said. “I’m saying I know who you are.” She put her hand on his. “It’s one of the things I meant when I told you before you left.”

He turned his hand and held hers.

Outside, somewhere in the city, a raven called once, and was quiet.
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CHAPTER 4
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PAINTED PEOPLE

The Picts came from the sea.

This was not, in the fifth century, remarkable as a category of event — people came from the sea regularly, and most of them had intentions that the settlements they arrived at had learned to take seriously. What was remarkable about this particular incursion was its geography: The Pictish raiders had come through the northern passages, past the Frankish coastal settlements, down the Rhine delta in longships of the flat-bottomed northern design, and had established a raiding base in the marshland above the Rhine’s northern fork that gave them reach into the Burgundian river trade with an efficiency that strongly implied advance knowledge of the route.

Someone had told them where to be.

This was Aldric’s evaluation, delivered on the morning of the third day after Gunther’s war council had received the coastal patrol’s report. Aldric had spent eleven years in Frankish garrison service along the Rhine’s lower reaches, and he recognized the pattern: This was not opportunistic raiding, which had a changed shape — the unpredictability of men who were looking for targets rather than going to ones they already knew about. This was directed. The ships had moved down the delta in a line that showed they knew where the current ran and where it didn’t, which was knowledge that came from charts or from pilots who had made the passage before.

“So, someone at Worms told them,” Gunther said, in the flat voice of a king who has heard bad news often enough to receive it without expression.

“Or someone connected to the Rhine trade. Or someone who is connected to both.” Aldric kept his voice neutral. “The raiding base is the problem that needs solving now. The question of where they got their pilot is the problem that needs solving after.”

Gunther looked at Siegfried.

Siegfried considered the map.

The base was at a marshy fork where two branches of the Rhine separated before reaching the delta, a location that made it accessible from the sea and defensible from the land, the approach channels being narrow enough to bottleneck any force that came overland. The longships — seven of them, the patrol’s count — were pulled onto the marsh’s firmer ground, high enough to avoid the tidal fluctuation. The Picts themselves were reported at perhaps a hundred and fifty, which was a serious raiding force by northern standards: Enough to take a merchant convoy or sack a small settlement but not enough to hold territory.

“They’re not trying to hold territory,” Siegfried said. “They’re disrupting trade. Making the river route uncertain.”

“Which hurts Worms specifically,” Hagen said, from his position at the council table’s end. His voice was the same as always — measured, precise, carrying no more weight than the information required. “The Burgundian kingdom depends on Rhine commerce more than any of the surrounding settlements. A disrupted river means disrupted revenue means a weakened court.”

“Convenient for whoever paid for the pilot,” Folkmar said.

Hagen looked at him. The look was brief and entirely without hostility, which somehow made it more concerning than hostility would have been. “Yes,” Hagen said. “Convenient.”

Siegfried said: “I’ll take my five riders and twenty of the garrison cavalry. We go by river, not overland.”

“By river means their ships will have more maneuvering advantage than—”

“Their ships are pulled up on the bank,” Siegfried said. “If we move at night and take the outer channel — the one the patrol didn’t use — we arrive before they can relaunch. They fight on land, or they don’t fight at all.”

He watched the war council process this. Gunther’s brothers — Gernot with his careful eyes, Giselher, who was the youngest, and still learning the discipline of sitting still during discussions that moved faster than he did — looked at each other and then at the king. Hagen fixed on the map.

“The outer channel floods at high tide,” Aldric said.

“We go at low tide,” Siegfried said. “The ravens tell me it’ll be low tide at the second hour before dawn, three nights from now.”

Hagen looked up from the map. “The ravens.”

“They know the tidal patterns. They nest in the delta cliffs.”

“Of course they do,” Hagen said quietly, with an expression that was the closest he ever came to something like dark amusement. He looked at Gunther. “The plan is sound.”

•  •  •
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They went three nights later.

He had not been on a river this wide before in a military capacity — the Rhine at this stretch was a separate creature from the upper river, broader, and more muscular, the current slower but carrying more volume. The flat-bottomed transport boats the garrison used were not built for speed, but they were built for this water, and the oarsmen knew it the way people knew water they had grown up beside.

His five riders were in the lead boat with him. The twenty garrison cavalry were distributed across four more boats, their horses left behind — cavalry on river transports in the dark was a liability rather than an asset, and this operation needed silence rather than speed. They moved without lights, navigating by the stars and by the raven that flew low ahead of them in the pre-dawn dark, making occasional sound-signals that Siegfried translated for the boat’s steersman.

Left channel.

Slower.

There.

The raiding camp resolved out of the dark in pieces: First the smell — wood smoke and raw fish and the compound of many men in a confined space — then the orange glow of banked fires visible through the marsh grass, then the dark shapes of the longships hauled up on the firmer ground above the waterline.

Seven ships. One guard at the boats — one, who was either confident, or careless, or both.

The outer channel came in from the north-west, behind the camp. Siegfried was over the boat’s side in the shallows before it had completely grounded, the water cold to his knees, Gram still sheathed because this first phase was about position rather than engagement. Folkmar beside him, Valdis was already moving left along the bank with the quietness that was her gift.

The guard at the boats turned at the sound of something wrong in the dark, not a sound, exactly, more the absence of the ordinary sounds that should have been present. He opened his mouth.

Valdis put her hand over it and the hilt of her knife against his skull, and he went down quietly.

By the time the guard’s body was lowered to the ground, the garrison cavalry had the northern approach blocked, and Ricburg and Wulf had moved along the eastern edge of the camp perimeter. The Picts were in their tents and around their fires, one hundred and fifty men who did not know yet that the geography of their situation had changed.

Siegfried walked into the center of the camp.

This was not exactly a tactical choice. It was an approach that he had found worked in certain situations better than any tactical alternative: The single figure walking without concealment into a hostile space, arriving before the space had finished organizing its hostility, using the moment of cognitive disruption that a person behaving wrongly produced in people who had prepared for a kind of threat.

They had prepared for an overland attack. They had not prepared for a golden-skinned man walking out of the dark between their fires as if he had always been there.

He was ten feet from the nearest fire before the first shout went up. By then, his five riders were inside the perimeter from two directions, and the garrison cavalry had closed the northern line, and the Picts, waking fast and moving fast as northern raiders always did, found themselves in a camp that had acquired new walls.

The fight was short and ugly, like those in confined spaces at close quarters, where tactics immediately simplified to managing distance and preventing encirclement. He had been in enough of these to know the rhythm — the first surge of contact, the middle confusion, the resolution that came when one side understood the geometry had turned against them.

The Picts quickly understood it, which was evidence of experienced leadership. The fighting stopped in stages rather than all at once, each cluster of men making its own judgment and arriving at the same conclusion: Too tight, wrong odds, the big one in the gold skin was at the center, and he was not behaving like a man who could be killed by the usual methods.

A woman stepped forward.

He had expected the queen — the ravens had mentioned a queen, which he’d filed as possible leadership rather than certain — but he had not expected her in the first minutes of the engagement, which either showed confidence or necessity, and he suspected it was both. She was perhaps thirty, compact, and weathered, her face and arms marked with the blue-black patterns that were the Pictish warrior’s language, each mark apparently carrying meaning that her people could read at a glance. She was armed with a short sword and a round shield, and she held both with the easy readiness of someone for whom these were extensions of the body rather than objects carried.

She looked at him with the frank appraisal of a professional evaluating a professional.

“You came from the water,” she said. Her Frankish was accented but functional. “The back channel. We didn’t know the back channel ran at night.”

“It doesn’t, usually,” he said. “Low tide.”

“And you knew the tide.”

“Yes.”

She looked around the camp — at his riders, at the garrison cavalry on the northern line, at her own men in their various frozen positions. She was counting and calculating and not hiding the process. “Your losses?” she asked.

“Three wounded. Nothing worse.”

“Ours are worse.” She said it without visible emotion, as a tactical fact. “The man you want — whoever told us about the pilot route — I don’t know his name. I know his seal. I can show you the seal.”

“Why?”

She looked at him directly. “Because the man who hired us lied to us. He said the river route was unguarded. He said Worms’s champion was away from the city. He was wrong on both counts. I don’t reward men who lie to me.”

The ring on his finger was warm and still — no lean, no urgency. Whatever she was, she was not gold-adjacent. She was simply a capable person who had made a bad contract and was cutting her losses with the directness of experience.

“Show me the seal,” he said.

•  •  •
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The seal was a small wax impression in a leather case, not a Burgundian seal, which would have been identifiable immediately, but a trader’s mark from the lower Rhine, the kind used by the merchant houses that operated in the grey space between the river kingdoms. He knew the style, if not the mark. He gave it to Aldric, who tucked it away with the expression of a man adding a piece to a puzzle he had been working on for some time.

The Picts left that morning, taking their dead, and their ships back down the outer channel on the rising tide. The queen — she had given her name as Beira, which he suspected was more title than name, but he used it — looked at him from the ship’s stern as the current took her.

“The gold skin,” she said. “Is it armor?”

“No.”

She considered this. “What is it then?”

“A consequence,” he said.

She looked at him for another moment with the evaluating eyes, and then the current had her, and the ship moved on.

Folkmar came and stood beside him at the bank.

“The seal,” Folkmar said.

“Aldric will know the house.”

“And the house will lead to whoever arranged the pilot.”

“Eventually.” He watched the ships go. “Not quickly enough to matter before the Saxon campaign.”

“Does it matter who it was?”

Hagen at the war council, looking at the map with the expression of a man calculating something he had already finished calculating. “I think I already know,” he said. “I don’t have proof. I won’t have proof in time.”

Folkmar considered it. “Then what do you do?”

“The campaign,” Siegfried said. “Then Iceland. Then whatever is built into the time while I’m away.” He settled on the ring on his hand. “Hagen is building something. I can’t stop it from here. I can only make sure I’m not absent from the form he’s building.”

“That doesn’t reassure me,” Folkmar said.

“It doesn’t reassure me either,” Siegfried said. “But it’s what I have.”

They rode back to Worms with the seal and the dead and the not-quite-victory of a battle that had been won tactically and was already more complicated than the tactics explained.
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CHAPTER 5
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THE DELTA COUNTRY

The Rhine delta was nothing like the Rhine.

He had been following the river since Worms, had learned it reach by reach over fourteen months — its moods, its character in different seasons, the way it handled the confluence of the Moselle and the Main, the way the valley widened and narrowed, the mark of the light on the water at different times of day. He thought he knew the Rhine. Then he came to the delta and understood that what he had known was a polite version of the river, the version that had been living within its banks for long enough to have developed manners.

The delta had no manners.

It spread across the low country north of the Rhine gorge in a fan of channels that the river had been rearranging for centuries with complete indifference to the human settlements that had been trying to maintain positions along its edges. The channels moved. Not quickly, not in the geological sense of movement, hours, or days, rather than millennia — but with a consistency that meant the chart Aldric had was three years old and already partially wrong, the main channel having shifted its eastern bank by perhaps a hundred feet since the survey.

“This is the country the Franks couldn’t hold,” Aldric said, reading the landscape with the eye of a man who had spent two decades understanding how terrain shaped conflict. “They built three garrison posts along the eastern channel between forty and forty-three. All three are underwater now.”

“The river took them.”

“The river took them. Every campaign season, the Frankish commanders had to renegotiate their active ground because the ground had changed.” He looked at a flat expanse of reed and shallow water to the east. “Nobody commands a delta. You accommodate it, or you leave.”

Siegfried looked at it. The birds above the delta were different from the birds above the river — marsh species, the vocabulary of creatures that had organized their lives around a landscape that was neither altogether water nor all the way land. He had been in conversation with the local birds since the first morning in this country, and what they described was a world of constant minor adjustments, the daily management of an environment perpetually in negotiation with itself.

The ravens were uncomfortable here. They were birds of defined territory, of known landmarks, and stable reference points. The delta’s instability produced in them a kind of subdued anxiety that expressed itself in clipped, minimal reports rather than the usual philosophical elaboration.

“North,” one of them said each morning. That was usually the extent of it.

North was the sea.

•  •  •
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They spent five days in the delta country, working north along the main channel on flat-bottomed boats that Aldric had arranged from a settlement at the gorge’s end — the local design, made specifically for this water, the shallow draught, and broad beam of craft that spent their lives on surfaces where a keel was a liability. The boatmen were taciturn and expert in the way of people who operated in conditions that didn’t reward conversation, their eyes on the channel ahead, reading the surface for what lay beneath with the literacy of people who had learned it since childhood.

He watched them and learned what he could.

What he learned: The delta read differently from the river. The surface told you less, the kind of water told you more, the color, the temperature, the smell that divergent sections of the delta produced. The boatmen read these things constantly and automatically, the reading so integrated into their awareness that they were not aware of doing it, the way a smith was not aware of reading heat in the color of iron after enough years at the forge.

That was the patience of learning a system well enough that the learning disappeared into the doing.

On the fourth evening, camped on a bank of higher ground that the boatmen called an island in the local sense of land that was reliably above water in all but the worst conditions, he sat with Folkmar, and watched the last light go out of the western sky and felt the sea in the air even before it was visible.

“You’re thinking about the Iceland voyage,” Folkmar said.

“I’m thinking about Kriemhild.” He turned the ring. “She’s been managing the court for six weeks. Hagen is—” He stopped. “Hagen is watching things I’m not there to see.”

“The ravens.”

“They tell me what they observe. They don’t tell me what Hagen thinks when he observes things.” He looked at the darkening water. “She’s capable. She’s better at the court than I am. But I don’t like being east when the calculation is being made at Worms.”

“Is there anything to do about it?”

“No.” He said it with the flat honesty he had developed for situations where the answer was no, and pretending otherwise would only make the no harder. “The campaign is the reason Hagen waits. I need to be in the field doing useful things, or the timeline shortens.” He turned the ring again. “The ring doesn’t help. It always wants me back near the gold, which means it always wants me moving toward Gnita Heath, which is east, which is the opposite of Worms.”

“Can you tell the difference anymore?” Folkmar said carefully. “Between the ring wanting you east and you wanting to be back at Worms.”

He gave it the weight it deserved. “Yes,” he said. “The ring’s lean has a sense to it — a direction that has nothing to do with people. It points toward the gold rather than toward anyone connected to the gold. What I feel about Worms has people in it.” He paused. “Kriemhild specifically.”

“Good,” Folkmar said. “As long as you can tell.”

“So far,” he said.

The sea arrived the next morning as a smell first — salt and distance and something mineral that the river water never carried — and then as a shape of light, the wide-sky character that appeared when the horizon opened past what land normally permitted, and then as sound, a low and constant conversation that had nothing to do with any particular thing and was simply the sea being the sea.

He stopped his horse at the dune line and looked at it for a long time.

The North Sea in late autumn was the color of old pewter, the surface textured by a wind that had nothing between it and the Frankish coast but open water. The birds above it were different again — sea-birds, the species that nested on the cliffs, and lived on fish and spent most of their lives airborne over water, their language the most alien he had encountered, so shaped by their environment that even his post-blood hearing struggled to find familiar patterns in it.

He spent an hour in conversation with a gannet that had landed on the dune crest, working through the translation problem with the patience of a man who understood that patience was the only method.

What he learned: The sea route north was clear. No unusual weather in the next two days. The coastal settlements to the west were normal. The sea herself — he had begun thinking of it as she, which might have been true, or might have been a failure of imagination — was currently calm in the post-storm calm that followed the kind of
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