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THE DARK TRINITY CHRONICLES

Chapter Seven

Allies and Adversaries

He could hear the camp long before he could see it — four hundred and twelve people sleeping, or trying to, or giving up on it. He could not have explained to a man of Camelot how he knew the difference, and had long ago stopped bothering to try. The Wildlands had given the Vael things stone halls took away: a knowledge of the ground beneath your feet and the air above it, an awareness of the pack that lived in the body before it reached the mind. It was not magic. It was older than magic. It was what a people became when they had no walls to hide behind and so learned, instead, to read the dark.

He stood on the ridge above the camp as the first grey came into the sky, his amber eyes moving across the treeline the way they moved across everything — counting, measuring, marking what had changed since the last time he looked. The scar across his left eye had gone from an ache to a numbness twenty years ago; he no longer felt it. What he felt was the weather turning, the cold coming down out of the north with a particular edge that meant real winter rather than early frost. His fingers tapped the count against his thigh without his bidding — the old four-three-four, the war-drum cadence his mother had taught him before he was old enough to hold a spear.

He had not slept. Three nights ago one of Dracula’s Turned had walked into the camp’s edge under a white branch — the old sign for parley, old as the Vael themselves, which told him something about how long this had been planned. It was pale and composed and terrible in the specific way of a thing that had been made out of a man and had kept the intelligence but shed the parts that made the intelligence worth having. It had brought terms. Draven had not killed it on sight, which was its own kind of answer to a question he had not yet admitted he was asking himself.

The trouble with Greycombe was not the killing. The Vael had killing enough in their own history without borrowing any from the pale things. The trouble was that Draven’s scouts had been three miles from that village when the worst of it happened, following the trail of a vampire raiding party that had been bleeding the forest’s edge for six weeks, and they had arrived in time to see the pale things finish and slip back into the dark and leave behind a scene that looked, to any eye that did not know better, like Vael work. Two sets of prints in the same mud. The kind of evidence that wrote a story that was not true, and wrote it so cleanly that the truth had nowhere to stand.

He had been twelve when Dracula’s forces came through the northern territories the first time. His mother had led the Vael north and driven them back — pack against pale thing in the high passes, three weeks of cold and blood and the kind of fighting that stripped a person down to what they were actually made of. She had been very good. She had driven them back. They had come again six months later, on a night when she was checking the northern line alone — a thing she had done a hundred times and should have been able to do a hundred more. They were patient, the pale things. They could wait longer than a person. She had not come home, and he had learned what it was to grieve in the way the Vael grieved: by getting up the next morning and doing what the pack needed, and letting the grief run underneath everything else, a current he could feel but never quite touch.

He had been doing it for thirty years. He was tired of it.

He came down off the ridge as the camp began to wake.

※

Valara was already at the council fire when he stepped through the tree-line, which surprised him not at all. She read moments the way he read terrain — from a distance, before they arrived. She sat still in a way that was different from ordinary stillness; the wild-magic did that, made the air around her run slightly warm, slightly aware of itself. She looked up as he came in and whatever she saw in his face made her look back at the fire without speaking, which was the most useful thing she could have done for him just then.

Amara sat on the far side of the fire, the ceremonial staff across her knees, her silver-braided hair catching the first light, the history-tattoos on her hands shifting slightly as she adjusted her grip. She was old enough that Draven had never known a time without her. She had known his mother. He tried not to think about that too hard in her presence, which she had never once mentioned and almost certainly knew.

Kael stood at his right shoulder, because Kael could not sit still when there was something to think about and thought best on his feet. The Vael-emblem worked into his shoulder was half-hidden under his leather, but Draven had seen it enough times that it was part of how he identified the man across a camp or a field. He was sharpening a blade. He was always sharpening a blade.

Senna sat directly across the fire from Draven’s empty place, arms folded, in the way she always sat — slightly angled, with a sight-line to both entrances. She did not sharpen anything. She watched.

Tarrena was in the back, near the left-hand opening, doing a poor imitation of a shadow. Draven had seen her the moment he came in. He did not say anything about it. Some arguments were not worth the cost of winning them.

He took his place at the fire. No one spoke immediately. The pack respected silence the way it respected weight — both told you something about what was coming, if you listened.

“We should hit them now,” Kael said, before Draven had quite finished settling. He said it the way he said everything — as if the conclusion were the argument, and the argument had already been won in his head, and he was simply informing the rest of the room. “Arthur has ridden west. Half the Round Table went with him. The western wall just bled four hundred soldiers it has not yet replaced. We could have three war-parties at the gate inside a week.”

Senna let a breath pass before she answered. “Arthur rode west to claim something that has been waiting for the right king since before our grandmothers were born. A man who finds the sword every old voice said he was not worthy of is not a weakened king. He is a king who has just learned that he was right about himself. I would not care to be standing at his gate when he came back.”

Kael looked at her. “He has to get back first.”

“He will.”

“You do not know that.”

“I know how stories like this one go,” Senna said.

“Children,” said Amara, which was not a word either of them accepted with any grace, “you are arguing about which end of the trap to step into.” She did not raise her voice. She never did. “I have lived through three blood-moons in my years. Each time, the pale things stirred, and each time someone was persuaded they were moving in the right direction. The direction was always toward someone else’s purpose and not their own. What this pale thing’s master is offering us —” she paused, and her amber eyes came to Draven “— is a shorter chain than usual. That is all.”

“Then the question,” Valara said, still looking at the fire, “is whether the chain has a lock. Or a release.” She raised her eyes to him. “What do we lose if we refuse?”

He had been tapping his fingers again. He stopped.

He told them what the emissary had offered. Safe passage through the territories currently contested. Recognition of the Vael claim to the northern forest as far as the second ridge — a thing the Order had refused for two generations and Dracula’s emissary had granted in a sentence, as if conferring a small favour rather than the lands his mother had died over. And a specific ask: that no Vael war-party interfere with what the pale things moved against Camelot’s supply lines in the moon’s turning following any agreement. Not alliance. Not a flag in the ground beside theirs. Only a window in which each party looked the other way while pursuing separate ends.

“We would watch,” he said, “while they did to a kingdom what they did to Greycombe.”

“Camelot is not our kingdom,” Kael said.

“No.” Draven looked at him, and held the look until it was answered. “But our people were at Greycombe. And Camelot already blames us for it. And this —” he gestured at nothing in particular, meaning the terms, meaning the emissary, meaning the whole patient design pressing on them from every side “— is the hand that put us there.”

Even Kael did not answer that.

“It is a clean trap,” Senna said, very quietly. “Whoever built it built it well. We refuse, and we fight on two fronts at once — Camelot believing us their enemy, the pale things free to make us their enemy in fact. We accept, and we stand watch while they do work that gets us blamed for a second time. And by the end of the moon’s turning, the chain is already threaded. Whether or not we ever felt it close.”

“Then why are we still talking about it?” Kael said.

“Because refusing it,” Draven said, “is also a choice someone has already made for us. And I prefer to know when I am choosing for myself.”

Amara’s amber eyes had not left him. She said, “What does the pack need most, in this moment? Not next year. Not when the moon comes round. Today.”

He sat with it. The honest answer was not a heroic one and he was not in the business of comforting himself with heroic answers. “Time,” he said. “A season without bleeding on two fronts. Long enough to shore the northern line. Long enough
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