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Prologue

Spring—Southern Galle

This is absurd,” the King of Galle said. He looked at his military councilors, who gathered their horses around him.

To the south, the direction in which the Royal Army of Galle was crawling, stretched several miles of armoured men and horses, baggage wagons, pack mules, donkeys, carts full of tents and cookpots and food and wine. They were strung out along a road built in the ancient past and expected, in the present, to support the occasional convoy of merchants into the mountains and a trickle of pilgrims visiting those religious sites still in the hands of man.

They were moving through an empty landscape. Villages were deserted as far abroad as the foragers rode; sheep pens were empty, no cattle lowed, and there was almost nothing for the army to steal, which was making it hungry and surly.

“Nonetheless,” Ablemont said. He paused, waiting until the king’s temper passed and he had his master’s full attention. “Nonetheless, Your Grace, we will have to retreat. In three days we will have no food.”

The king shrugged. “Then let us retreat in two days. I find all this shameful.” He glanced at Ser Tancred Guisarme, the royal constable. “I told you where I needed to go. Was it too much for you, planning to feed my army?”

The high constable had endured several weeks of marching with the king, and he turned a little redder than the spring sun had burned his unarmoured face, but he was outwardly calm. “Your Grace,” he began.

Ablemont raised an eyebrow. “We have kept Your Grace informed as to the . . . hmm . . . difficulties. Of the deserted countryside.” He fingered his beard. In the fastness of his mind, Ablemont was not wasting words on his king. He was instead considering how very much he wanted to retreat out of this countryside empty of life, and begin again, with spies and carefully tended scouts. And some contact with his brother in Arles. If there was anyone still alive in Arles. His total ignorance of their foe was the most terrifying aspect of their whole situation.

“I have sworn to relieve Arles,” the king said. His voice held a hint of gloating. After all, the Count of Arles begging aid from his king put the stamp of legitimacy on the usurpations of the last generation. And would reverse the contretemps of a year ago, when the king’s unsubtle attempt to seize Arles had been frustrated by an unknown foreign sell-sword.

Arles, once an independent kingdom, had been recently annexed to the crown of Galle. Only last fall, the rumours had begun that creatures of the Wild were loose in the mountains of Arles.

The Lord of Ablemont had been born in those mountains. Indeed, his brother was Count of Arles and ruled the rump of the kingdom that their grandfather had ruined and their father had nearly forfeited. He looked at the foothills around them, the deep folds in the earth, the heavy dark forests. Ahead, to the south, the true mountains rose, and there would still be snow in the deep woods and on the mountaintops.

He shivered, despite the miniver that lined his hood and his magnificent white surcoat. The city of Arles—one of the oldest settlements of mankind in the Antica Terra, with a fortress that towered even above the mountains, a fortress that the hill people said had been built not by men, but by God. Or gods. Depending on your point of view and the nearness of a priest of Rhum.

His brother, who hated the king; whose daughter Clarissa had been attacked by the king in one of his predatory moods; who desired nothing more than the restitution of sovereignty that history had denied him—his brother had begged the King of Galle to rescue him from the attacks of the Wild. And yet, despite the fact that the army was a mere two or three days’ travel from the great fortress city, they had received no word, no messenger.

Only the silence of the woods, and the empty villages.

All this in the passage of a few heartbeats.

“If we wait two days to retreat, we will lose horses to starvation while we move back to our supplies,” Ablemont said. He did not say, and our retreat will be a shambles, a rout, without our ever seeing a single foe.

The king pursed his lips. “I won’t have it,” he said. “Make camp here and send for food.”

Ablemont opened his mouth to protest, and instead caught the constable’s eye—a decision made in a single heartbeat. It was difficult to resist the king’s will at the best of times, and harder still when he was in a temper. Court etiquette defined how even a favourite could and could not speak to his king, and Ablemont’s position, however secure, was achieved by managing the king, not by confronting him. And besides—as Ablemont scanned the hills around them—this was a good location, with a shallow stream covering their front, and three high hills on which to locate their camp.

Ablemont’s thoughts went immediately to the problem of supply. Every ton of food would have to be moved on this spiderweb-like road net, and he needed to move quickly to have food brought from Austergne, to the north.

“I will put my pavilion here,” the king said. “See to it.” He waved a gloved hand and rode down toward the stream, and his household knights—the largest, best-trained knights in Galle, and thus the world—followed him.

“See to it!” Guisarme spat. “Ventre Saint Gris!"

Ablemont didn’t allow a flicker of feeling to cross his face. “Will you site the camp while I arrange for some provisions to reach us?” Ablemont asked.

Guisarme shrugged. “I miss Du Corse. I miss all that experience. He knows everything about war. And camps. Why did the king exile him?”

Ablemont was already writing on a wax tablet.

Guisarme gave orders to two of his own household knights, who cantered off toward the column of wagons behind them. He waved to the king’s standard-bearer, Ser Geofroi. The knight, who had perhaps the highest repute of any knight in the kingdom, bowed courteously from his saddle.

“Here, good knight,” the constable said, and Ser Geofroi bowed again, rode over, and planted the iron ferrule of the great standard deep in the ground with a single thrust. The wind caught the magnificent standard of blue and gold and blew it out straight. Men cheered.

Ser Geofroi dismounted, gave his horse to his page, and stood, fully armoured, by the standard. He drew his great sword, placed the point fastidiously between his armoured feet, and stood like a steel statue by the great flag.

Ablemont, whose mind worked on several problems at once, finished his third set of orders and looked up to find the royal baggage wagons parked in an orderly row behind Ser Geofroi and half a hundred royal servants beginning to lay out the kitchens, the pavilions, and the horse lines for the household.

Guisarme had just dismissed Vasili, master of the king’s works, with a bow of thanks; Steilker, the North Etruscan master of crossbows, was less enthusiastic, but eventually agreed, and he dismounted, handed his horse to a page, and began to issue orders to his own mercenary infantrymen. The Etruscans treated war as a science and not an art; they had precise ways to approach every problem. They’d come to Galle when the Duke of Mitla’s daughter, the Queen of Flowers, married the King of Galle. De Ribeaumont and most of the old nobles detested them, but Guisarme found them very useful. Du Corse had sworn by them, before his “exile.”

“He failed the king,” Ablemont said.

“What?” Guisarme asked.

“You asked me, half an hour back, why the king exiled the Sieur Du Corse. I would answer, he failed the king. And he is not in exile. He is on a vital mission for His Grace.”

Guisarme smiled knowingly. “Oh, the Alba adventure,” he said. He was old enough to know what he knew, and what he didn’t; an old warrior who could neither read nor write, he was canny enough to have survived three kings of Galle and a great deal of war. “He failed in one of the king’s ridiculous schemes, you mean,” Guisarme said. “So now he’s been sent on another. I wasn’t born yesterday, Ablemont. I know the king tried to seize Arles, and failed. He tried to seize Dar, too, as I remember, allied with the Necromancer.”

Ablemont frowned. “That is untrue. Ser Hartmut . . .”

Ser Tancred laughed, his point made.

Ablemont nodded, his mind already elsewhere. Another man might have winced to be reminded how he had directly helped his king plot the downfall of his own brother, but Ablemont didn’t work that way. He enjoyed the exercise of power, and he saw means and ends with a clarity that frightened lesser men. Arles had no need of independence. The King of Galle was ideally situated to unite all of the Antica Terra; with the Duke of Mitla astride all Etrusca and the King of Galle sovereign in the north, their heir—for Mitla had no sons—would be king of all. Emperor in fact, and eventually in name.

Ablemont took a deep breath. His busy thoughts raced around his head—timetables, supply lines, stocks of food. Even as he thought, the royal army halted and began to make camp, and even Ablemont’s mind of wheels and gears knew a little jolt of joy. The power of the King of Galle was most clearly expressed by the speed with which his army marched up and built their camp. Knights, the kingdom’s mailed fist, did not dig, but the others, archers and spearmen and peasant levies and servants, did. A dozen engineers under the master of crossbowmen—all Etruscans—dismounted with mallets and stakes and white linen tape and began to pace off distances, and behind them, men with spades and picks and shovels came to turn the tape lines into ditches and palisades. Men went up the hillsides looking for trees, axes and saws in hand. Horses were picketed and fed.

Ablemont’s first messages, sent to the high officers of the army, arrived, and every one of the Lords of the Host, the feudal officers who commanded contingents under the king, was ordered to put his men and horses at half rations. There was grumbling, but it was muted.

Toward sunset, as Steilker handed in his “suggestions” for guard positions and watches, one of his Etruscan officers came to the edge of the circle of men gathered around Ablemont. He had an older man with him, dressed in a plain mail shirt and thigh-high boots and wearing a plain arming sword with a hooked blade.

“You have almost a third of the army standing watch,” Ablemont said.

Steilker nodded. “I haf to assume ve are in the very face of the enemy.” He looked around. “Although zo var I haf seen nuthink.”

Ablemont looked at his secretary. “All of my couriers are away?”

“They rode an hour ago or more,” the secretary replied. “My lord.”

He saw the Etruscan officer at the edge of the circle, took in his pallor, his posture, and beckoned. The man bowed.

“My lord, we have found . . .” He paused. He was clearly shaken.

“Out with it!” Ablemont said impatiently.

The Etruscan shook his head. “You should see for yourself, my lord,” he said.

“Far?” Ablemont snapped.

“Half a league,” the crossbowman said. “My lord.”

Ablemont set his face. “Tell me first.”

“Corpses,” the Etruscan said. He took a breath of air. “Quite a few.”

Ablemont took a breath. “Peasants?” he asked. It was almost a relief.

“My lord should see for himself,” the crossbow officer said. He glanced at his mate, the older man.

The older one spat something in Etruscan.

“Where is De Ribeaumont?” Ablemont asked. The marshal was, after the king, the most important man in the army.

“With the king,” a squire said.

“Playing cards,” murmured a voice.

Ablemont made a disgusted sound. “Very well. Fetch me a horse. A riding horse,” he said. Ablemont wanted a bath and a cup of hot wine and he wanted everyone to do their fucking jobs starting with the king. And De Ribeaumont. He and the aged Guisarme were usually adversaries in the War Council. Twenty days in the field and the old man looked like a better ally every day.

“Ser Tancred?” he asked.

Guisarme shrugged. “Oh, very well. Show me some corpses. I’m sure I’ll sleep better.”

They followed the Etruscan officer through the last light, across a hillside already denuded of trees, covered in tents, and resounding with the din of ten thousand men snoring. There was no reason for soldiers to linger awake; the food, such as it was, was cooked, and most of the fires were already out.

It was growing colder every minute.

Ablemont followed the Etruscan up the hill with a pair of his own squires, both young men of good family in Arles, and Guisarme and his squires behind. They rode up and up the hill, which was quite high, symmetrical, with a round summit crowned by an ancient dry-stone wall.

“Master Vasili ordered some peasants to clear the summit and build a citadel there,” the Etruscan said as they halted and picketed their horses.

Ablemont could see why. The hill was central to their position and high enough to command quite a view. He looked south for a long time, and imagined . . . was he imagining it? That he could see the lights of Arles. If Arles still held. He passed a hand over his eyes and tried to imagine what the hell was happening.

Something moved at the very edge of his vision—a darkness against the darkness, away to the east. He stumbled in shock. Whatever he had seen was flying, but it must have been huge.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing.

The crossbowman officer paused. “A cloud, my lord? I don’t see anything. Too dark.”

“What is your name, sir?” Ablemont said.

“Sopra Di Bracchio,” the man replied. “My lord. This way.”

Ablemont spoke enough Etruscan to know a nom de guerre when he heard one. Some penniless exile from one of the great cities—probably Mitla itself. Ablemont was, in the main, in favour of penniless exiles. They were loyal and their motivations were simple, until and unless they attempted restorations.

“Bastardi,” Di Bracchio spat. “I left men on guard, and they are gone.”

Cold moonlight soaked the round hilltop, and the old stone wall looked like rotting teeth in green-grey gums. Ablemont was shaken by whatever had moved in the corner of his eye. It had been far away, and large, and very black. Or that was the impression he’d received in the fraction of a heartbeat.

Guisarme was still in full harness, and when he dismounted, he drew his sword. When his squires made to dismount, he shook his head. “I’m old, and I’ve seen a lot of dead bodies,” he said with a smile. “You are young. Keep your sweet dreams a little longer.”

To Ablemont, he said, “I mislike this. It feels foul. I mislike the missing sentries.”

Ablemont wanted to deride the old man’s fears, but he could not. “When we reach the camp,” Ablemont said, “please locate your missing sentries and send me an explanation.” He drew his own sword.

“Stay and watch the horses,” he told his own young men.

De Braccio nodded. “This way, my lords,” he said.

They walked up to the circle and the cold seemed to deepen. And there was a smell—of old earth, of roots and trees and . . . something cold and metallic. And fresh. And dead.

The stone walls were higher than they appeared. Di Bracchio grunted and led the way to the right, toward a dark depression that was revealed as an entrance.

“So glad we waited for darkness,” Ablemont said. “Show me the carrion.”

But the words no sooner passed his mouth than he saw them—dozens of corpses. The entrance of the old hill fort had blocked his view, but the inside of the ruin was packed with dead men like the inside of a barrel of salt fish.

“So many men,” he said. “There must be . . . hundreds.”

“They ain’t men,” said the old crossbowman at his side. “Di Bracchio’s afraid o’ the church, but I ain’t. Look at yon.”

Ablemont frowned in distaste. “You brought me all the way here to see a charnel house?” he asked. His gorge was rising and the smell was terrible. And wrong.

“Oh God,” Guisarme said. He knelt by one and his whole body shook. “God,” he said again. “Christ and all the saints. Blessed Saint Denis be with us.” He was moving quickly.

Ablemont made himself move. “What are you talking about?” he asked. He put the corner of his cloak across his nose. The smell was like an assault. A few of the dead men had odd, long, ribbonlike worms coming out of their eyes, like a disgusting mimicry of tears. But the worms were as dead as the men.

“None so blind as those who will not see,” the older man said. “By Saint Maurice, my lord. Look at them.”

Something in Ablemont’s mind snapped, and he saw. They were not men at all.

They were irks.

The night seemed to last forever. Ablemont slept badly, and the second time he awoke he’d been in the grip of a nightmare. He rose, pulled on boots and a heavy gown, and walked out of his pavilion, scattering sleepy servants and buckling on an arming sword. He walked along the whole front of the camp, and found every post awake, and most of them equally terrified, although he saw many different methods of controlling fear, from loud, fast talk to angry displays of bravado.

At the far eastern end of their camp he found the Etruscan, Di Bracchio, still awake.

“Have you found your missing men?” Ablemont asked.

Di Bracchio shook his head. “No, my lord.”

“Deserted, eh?” Ablemont asked.

Di Bracchio shrugged, a distorted shape in the darkness. “Who would desert here?” he asked.

If Ablemont agreed, he didn’t advertise the fact. He walked all the way from the extreme east of the camp to the west, more than a league, and then stumbled back to his tent, still unable to sleep, but relieved at least to find the camp secure.

He lay on his camp bed and stared at the roof of his silken pavilion, which moved in the darkness as a cold wind blew across the camp. He couldn’t get the smell out of his head, or the dead monsters’ faces out of the gently moving shadows.

The day passed. The ditches deepened, as men dug them deeper, and the walls of dirt and the palisades were raised higher. De Ribeaumont stayed with the king, and Ablemont ordered Vasili to assemble the siege train—heavy catapults, onagers of ancient design, trebuchets of the very latest style, and ballistae that were like immense crossbows. The Etruscans sighted them carefully, but no one made any attempt to occupy the hill that rose behind the camp or the ancient hill fort atop it, and Ablemont, when at last he walked in that direction, thought the smell of death was spreading.

But it was a magnificent spring day, with the sun brilliant in a blue sky decorated with a few fleecy white wool clouds. It was hard for Ablemont to fully remember the terror of the night before.

About noon, the king emerged from his pavilion. “Well?” he asked.

De Ribeaumont stood by him in his magnificent dragon armour.

Ablemont could not hide a tick of frustration. “I’m sorry, Your Grace?”

“When does the food arrive?” the king asked. “So that we can resume our advance?”

De Ribeaumont nodded. “The essence of strategy is a strong offence,” he said. “To attack is to seize the initiative. Whatever we are facing here, it fears us. These scorched-earth tactics—”

“Scorched earth?” Ablemont asked.

The king waved a hand in dismissal. “De Ribeaumont understands these things,” he said. “Our opponent fears the might of our arms, so he drives off all the people and livestock to deny us food.”

“We must push on and force battle,” De Ribeaumont said. “Since clearly this is what our enemy most fears.”

Ablemont felt ill at ease, which was rare for him. He could see that De Ribeaumont, usually his ally, was making a bid to become favourite. And somehow the terror of the night before had robbed the game of its savour. It was as if he didn’t care.

In fact, he didn’t give a damn. He was scared.

He shrugged. “Your Grace,” he said, “we understand nothing of our foe. Last night, one of Your Grace’s scouts discovered an old fort at the top of that hill. It is full of corpses.”

“You see?” De Ribeaumont said.

“Corpses of creatures of the Wild,” Ablemont said.

The king shrugged. “All the better,” he said. “Your brother was not completely ineffectual in his defence of this realm of ours.”

“And then he withdrew southward,” De Ribeaumont said.

“Except that he came from the south, and so, as far as we know, did the Wild,” Ablemont said.

The king shook his head. “I’m sorry you are so easily unmanned,” the king said. “De Ribeaumont says that we should leave you here to command the camp and move south to attack the enemy.”

Ser Tancred Guisarme was in full harness, as the law of war required, and he stood very straight despite his years. He had been silent thus far, but now he spoke. “Your Grace, it would be foolishness to move south without any kind of report on the enemy, his location, or his numbers.”

The king merely glanced at his constable. “Old men are often cowards,” he said.

Guisarme raised an eyebrow. “Your Grace, I will accept any insult from you, as you are my king. But I will insist that you acknowledge that I have lived to be an old man—an old man of war, who has seen a dozen great battles and a hundred skirmishes. My cowardice is such that many of my foes have regretted. I say, learn something of this foe before you strike.”

De Ribeaumont nodded. “I say, ride now, and strike before the opportunity to do so is lost, while our horses and men have full bellies.” “There speaks a true knight of Galle,” the king said.

“It is too late in the day to move today,” Ablemont said. “Although perhaps the army would benefit by forming for battle on the plain in front of the camp. To better know their order on the day of battle. March tomorrow, Your Grace. By then, perhaps I’ll have the first wagonloads of food from the north.”

De Ribeaumont looked at Ablemont with a certain derision, as if to say I know your game.

But the king nodded to Ablemont. “Now you speak sense at last. Let’s form for battle after the noon meal.”

And in fact, as they all expected, the royal army took hours to form. Indeed, having started late, the last bannerette was placed in the line on the far left as the sun began to go down behind the hills to the west.

“Almost fifteen thousand men,” Ablemont said. “A superb host. The main battle is more than a league long.”

“No one is missing?” the king asked.

“A few dozen squires and light horsemen and hunters who are out scouting beyond the hills,” Ablemont said.

The whole host made a magnificent show, and when they were formed, before the shadows of the tall pines across the valley began to fall on them, they waited in relative silence, and there was a moment when Albemarle thought that perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . something was watching them. Or perhaps some evil enemy army would suddenly appear on the plain in front of them.

No such thing occurred, and the army unfolded much more swiftly than it had formed, dribbled back inside the walls of earth, and cooked its meager dinner.

While Ablemont ate, he was served his scouting reports. His chief forester reported that he had seen rabbits and, to the west, squirrels in the trees.

“Nothing larger than a cat,” the man said with a gap-toothed grin. “No deer, no bear, and this in the richest game country in all the southland. My lord.”

“And no men,” Ablemont said.

“Not a soul,” the man said.

It was a day late, but Ablemont had to try everything at hand. “Do me a favour,” he said. “Find the Etruscan, Di Bracchio. Ask him to show you where his men were when they deserted. See if you can follow them. Track them.”

“Day-old tracks on dry ground, my lord?” The old forester shrugged. “Your faith in me is . . . probably a bit much, my lord. But I’ll have a go before last light.” He paused. “Deserted, my lord? That’s foolery. No sane man would walk off right now. I been in the woods man an’ boy, an’ I don’t like it out there alone.”

The next man was a squire, a local boy who served in Ablemont’s household. He was pale, and his eyes seemed odd. Saint Quentin. That was his name. Gaspard Saint Quentin.

“Well, Gaspard, mon vieux?” Ablemont asked.

The boy shook his head. “I have bad news, lord,” he said. His voice was wooden.

“Out with it,” Ablemont said.

“I found . . .” The young man drew himself up. “I found what must have been one of my lord’s couriers. Here’s his pouch.”

Ablemont found that he was standing. “Damn,” he said, far more mildly than he expected.

“He and his horse were . . .”

Ablemont sighed. “Take your time,” he said quietly.

“Shredded,” the young man blurted. “Oh sweet Jesus, I have never seen anything like it. Or the maggots and worms all over . . .” The boy bent suddenly and threw up. “Oh God, oh God,” the young man managed, and retched again. “Something’s wrong,” he said in an odd, detached voice.

Servants saw to the squire, and towels were brought, rags, a bucket of water. The stench was foul, and it tickled Ablemont’s throat. And his memory. Something of the smell of the hill fort.

Worms.

He dismissed his fears. He had a more immediate crisis, if his couriers had not gotten through. It had not, until then, occurred to him that he was surrounded.

Saint Quentin shook off the helping hands. He stood up. He seemed to have difficulty controlling himself.

Ablemont knew something was wrong, and got a hand on his sword.

Ah, there we are, said Saint Quentin’s voice, except devoid of any nuance. The squire stood in an odd crouch, his weight mostly on one foot, as if he’d forgotten how to stand erect.

“Gaspard?” Ablemont asked.

You command these creatures? Saint Quentin asked.

“Messieur de Saint Quentin!” Ablemont insisted.

No. You command all these creatures?

Ablemont had a very able brain, but he could make no sense of the development. Except that his squire was possessed, and by some demon that could not fully control the young man’s body. Even as he watched, it gave a convulsive step, a foot shot out and steadied him . . . like a bad marionette. Or a drunken man.

“Who are you?” Ablemont hissed. It was unseemly . . . and disgusting.

You command these creatures? Communicate. Now.

Saint Quentin took an ungainly step toward Ablemont.

“Guards!” the king’s favourite shouted.

Another step. The boy swayed toward Ablemont.

A long, pencil-thin worm emerged from one eye.

In an eternity of fear and a need for action, Ablemont’s arming sword exploded out of his scabbard. His draw was an upcut that severed the reaching hand and the worm as the blade rose, and the descending cut went deep into the boy’s neck, a killing blow.

The squire was not-dead. A hand reached for Ablemont, and the mouth moved.

You command . . .

Disgust, terror, anger. Ablemont’s sword arm had never been so strong.

Saint Quentin’s head rolled away from his corpse.

“Stand back!” Ablemont shouted as guards began to pour into the tent. “Back!” he shrieked, his voice breaking.

“Sieur D’Ablemont is quite mad,” De Ribeaumont reported to his king. “He has slain one of his squires for making a report. There is blood everywhere.”

The king shrugged. “Ablemont has always been a very strange man,” he said. “But he is my horse, and I will ride him as I please.”

“He is demanding to approach Your Grace. I feel that this is unwise.” De Ribeaumont was not quite gloating at the near destruction of his rival.

The king, however, was not quite so fickle. “I have certainly been tempted to kill squires,” the king said. “And other bearers of bad tidings. Let him be.”

The king went back to bed, and in the morning, he rose, and armed, and was pleased to see his orders obeyed, and the whole of the army forming in the meadow in front of the camp.

He didn’t see Ablemont until his great charger was brought. A mounting block was being prepared, and then the man hurried up. He looked hag-ridden.

“You should be in full harness, sir,” the king said.

“Your Grace, I beg your attention,” Ablemont said. “This is not what it seems. This is not a straightforward war against a simple enemy.”

The king reached out a hand and touched his friend on the cheek. “Ablemont,” he said. “I am the king.”

“Sire!” Ablemont said, and knelt. “Sire! There is something here that we do not understand. It tried . . . to communicate. Or . . .”

The king stepped up onto his mounting block, got a sabatoned foot in his great steel stirrup, and in one easy swing, he mounted. “Go and arm,” he said.

Ablemont shook his head. “We have no food. Sire, it is possible none of our messengers have got through. We—”

“We will dine in Arles,” the king said. “No more prevarication.”

Ablemont drew himself up. “Your Grace,” he said. “We have no idea what we face.”

“We have the best knights in the world,” the king said. “Fear nothing.”

They moved across the plain in columns formed by battle: advance, main, rear. They crossed the stream to their front and climbed the next ridge, crested it, and scouts brought them reports of the enemy host waiting at the next ridge.

The army hurried forward. Even Ablemont, riding with his own knights, felt the thrill; to know that the waiting was over, and now they might come to grip with their foe, whether natural or infernal, was a relief.

A herald rode up, saluted, and requested Ablemont’s presence with the king.

“Why?” he asked.

“The advance battle has taken prisoners,” the herald said. “Or perhaps messengers. I do not know, my lord.”

Ablemont and one of his squires rode forward. They went over the top of the ridge and for the first time Ablemont could see the size of the plain, which stretched for leagues, and the very top of the citadel of Arles gleamed in the distance.

Down on the plain, an army waited. Steel glittered in the sun.

The enemy had no flags. Ablemont had never seen an army without flags or banners before.

He pushed past a retinue of knights who were all counting their kills, bragging about how quickly they would break the enemy. A pair of priests were shriving foot soldiers. The king was sitting on his horse in the midst of a circle of courtiers and staff in a clearing in the pine woods just off the road.

Two men stood alone, surrounded by dismounted knights. The men were expressionless.

Ablemont frowned, noting the rags of their hose and shirts.

“Etruscans, surely?” he asked Ser Tancred.

The old knight made a face as if something smelled bad. “I should have known,” he said. “The deserters. They demand to see the king.”

Ablemont nodded, and the king took a pull from a flask and laughed.

“They do not look so dangerous, eh, Ablemont?” he asked. “Ribeaumont says we can scatter that host in one charge.”

Ablemont saluted the king.

Before he could comment, the two Etruscan captives were summoned forward.

They walked badly, and Ablemont was immediately reminded of his young squire. His gorge rose.

“Sire, they may be possessed,” he said.

The king turned. “Ablemont,” he said, as if deeply disappointed, and the weight of royal disapproval silenced Ablemont.

The two prisoners were placed before the king.

“Are you the king?” asked the shorter one.

A knight tapped him, hard, in the back of the head.

The man’s body moved, but he didn’t even register the pain. Are you the master of these creatures? said the voice. It was almost the same voice that Ablemont had heard from his squire.

The king gave a twisted smile.

Ablemont said, “Yes, he is.” His hand was on his sword hilt. His knuckles were white.

Good, said the unmoving face. We have no need for your people. You may go.

The king made a face. “I give the orders here,” he said, mildly enough, for him.

No, said the voice. We will direct now. For the good of all. All.

The king was no fool, whatever his little predilections. He looked at the two prisoners, who spoke in perfect concert. “Something is channeling through them. I thought channeling was a myth. Ablemont?”

“Who are you?” Ablemont asked.

We are all, they said.

“You are not all,” Ablemont said.

We are all. You can be All. All will be all.

The king laughed. “Well, you have certainly taken disrespect to the king to new heights,” he said. “Kill them. Let’s get on with this.”

Go! said the two men.

“No, I’ll destroy your army and your satanic monsters, and free Arles,” the king said.

You are master of Arles? they asked. Give us Arles and we will not molest you, or take you. For now.

Ablemont smiled. “Your diplomacy is too honest,” he said.

The king clenched his fist, and the heads of the two Etruscans fell from their shoulders almost together.

Even Ablemont, who expected the worms, was appalled at the size of the things that emerged from the necks of the dead men. They were like segmented snakes, long, grey and white, with tiny hairs and teeth in their mouths.

Neither worm made much headway against fully armoured men.

“Burn them,” Ablemont said. “Sire, that was what inhabited my squire.”

De Ribeaumont was having trouble breathing. He looked at Ablemont.

“I must apologize,” he managed.

“Sire, we must show these . . . things . . . to the army.” Ablemont caught the king’s bridle.

The king made a face. “No,” he said. “No, it would only unman them. Burn the dead. Come.”

Old Ser Tancred still had his sword in his hand. “How long until they infest a man?” he asked. “And what’s waiting for us down there? I don’t see any monsters. I see men. Men who do not move, like these.”

“Good, we’ll slay them quicker. On me! Form for battle! Come, my lords!” The king swept past, and his household knights mounted and joined him.

Guisarme looked at Ablemont. “I mislike it,” he said simply.

“Now we know a little,” Ablemont said. “We should retreat and learn more.”

“These things killed those irks,” Guisarme said. “The Wild is no myth. So the priests are either ignorant or lying. But if the irks are the Wild, what in the name of the saints are these things?”

Ablemont shook his head. “After the battle. If we both tell the king . . .”

Guisarme shook his head. “See those men waiting for us?” he asked. “I’ll wager you a gold ducat of Venike against a bowl of maggots that we’re looking at the feudal host of Arles. Full of worms.”

“Oh sweet Christ,” Ablemont said.

“It’s too late to stop the battle,” Guisarme said. “Ride away and save something.”

Ablemont smiled. “And leave my king at the edge of mortal battle? You must think me a bad knight, Ser Tancred. Not to mention the complete loss of prestige if the king should win.”

Guisarme was looking at the valley. “Aye. I won’t leave, either.” He gave Ablemont a wry smile. “We’d best win, then.”

It took them the better part of the morning to form the army on the plain. Ablemont was separated from the king and from Guisarme, who commanded the advance battle, and he had plenty of time to watch the unbannered line opposite, which waited in perfect array.

A little before the sun was high in the sky, the royal standard dipped, and the whole line started forward, a echelon of blocks of knights on horseback, with a second line of infantry at their backs.

The enemy host stood unmoving.

The royal standard gathered speed.

Ablemont let his mount go from a walk to a trot and kept his eye on the standard.

He looked to his front. By chance, he was almost perfectly aligned with the center of the enemy mass.

They were all on foot.

In one motion, all of them . . . thousands of them . . . lifted spears from the ground. The spears rose like a glitter of sun on rain.

And in the next heartbeat, the spears fell again, forming a dense thicket, points forward, breast high.

The enemy lines looked much denser than they had a few moments ago. Indeed, even through the slits of his visor, Ablemont could see line after line of men standing like puppets and joining the array.

The spearheads began to go back and forth, as each rank pushed, then withdrew their spears. The result looked like some steel-edged millipede, or a hermetical threshing machine.

The royal standard accelerated again, and Ablemont’s horse flowed into a canter. He lowered his lance into the rest automatically.

The enemy spears ahead moved like waves of rain or snow.

Ablemont put his spurs into his mount, and the great horse exploded forward, unused to such abuse. The war cry of Galle burst from thousands of throats, and every lance came down . . .

The spear wall was unbelievably dense . . . Ablemont had an impression of an uncountable horde of glittering, empty-eyed men behind them.

And then he was lying on his back. He got to his feet, found his sword, and went forward. All around him were knights, down or rising, and ahead, the braver and more fortunate knights had penetrated the wall of spears and were killing.

Or being dragged from their horses.

Ablemont waded in, safe in his superb armour, and began to kill, aware that he needed to guard himself after successful attacks. It was not like fighting men; his adversaries made no attempt to guard themselves, and he hacked them down. He beheaded several and saw the writhe of their worms, guarded his visor, and kept forward.

But the press grew denser, not looser. He stepped back twice, risking glances to find his household knights, and he realized that he had gone too deep in the enemy host. He stepped back, and back again, and the adversaries around him ignored him, continuing to use their spears in near-perfect unison. He cut, and thrust, and his arms began to seem leaden, and there was still no shortage of foes, and none of them were fighting him.

Greatly daring, he paused to take breath.

He was ignored.

He didn’t like what he saw, and he pushed straight back to his own knights, but they were now farther back than he’d imagined, and it was like a nightmare . . . they seemed to recede as he advanced.

He pushed faster. He was all but running through the ranks of the enemy, and no blow fell on him. He saw his own banner a few paces ahead and he cut, cut again, cleared a small space and burst out of the enemy and into open air.

There was dust in the air, and men were screaming. His own men.

But there were shouts of recognition, and he got clear of the battle line, backed again, and opened his visor.

It was difficult to see anything. The dust of the plain was rising as thousands of stamping feet, equine and human, pounded the moisture out. The sun glared down, but he was dismounted and he couldn’t see over the men around him, and sweat was pouring down his arming cap over his eyes.

“Water,” he said.

“What the hell is happening?” he asked. None of his captains were there.

A canteen was put in his hand, and only then did he see that they were already intermixed with the infantry line.

Losing, then.

The enemy remained perfectly silent. They simply pressed forward, in seemingly inexhaustible numbers.

Ablemont backed out of the new line and found the royal standard off to the right. Ser Geofroi had it up on a small, round hill. Ablemont looked back at the forward edge of the fight to see the threshing spears winnowing his infantry. Men were beginning to run.

Ablemont wondered where any of his household knights were, but he left his visor up. “Follow me!” he roared.

He ran to the royal standard. His legs were already very tired, and the deep earth of the ploughed field over which he was trying to run felt as if it were trying to suck him down.

Long before he reached the standard, he had to stop running. Had to breathe. But a dozen men, two knights he knew and some of his better armed foot, stuck with him, and they plodded across the open ground even as Ablemont saw the far right begin to collapse under some unseen impulse. The dust there . . . or was it smoke?

He began to climb the hill toward Ser Geofroi. He could see the man.

The center of the enemy began to come forward.

There were heaps of dead at the base of the hill.

Ablemont made it to the circle of waiting knights, and he saw Ser Tancred by the king, and he went to them.

“Ribeaumont is dead,” the king said. His visor was open. “What is happening?”

“Get the king mounted.” Ablemont heard his own voice begin to issue orders. “Sire, you must ride clear, immediately. This field is lost.”

Guisarme nodded sharply.

Just behind Guisarme, the deep center of the enemy spearmen struck the Gallish knights.

Ser Geofroi didn’t go back even a single step. His sword moved like a levin bolt, and he danced, pushed, and killed. He, at least, had worked out how to fight these things. His blows severed spines, and when his sword broke, he took an axe. Behind him, the standard flowed, silken and defiant.

A horse was brought, and then another, and Ablemont got the king mounted as if he were a page.

“Go with him,” Guisarme said.

“But . . .” In fact, Ablemont wanted to go.

“I’m old, and have sons at home to avenge me.” Guisarme nodded, a hand on his visor. He had a long, Alban-style poleaxe.

Ablemont’s long years of service at court had not prepared him for this. “Thank you,” he said weakly.

“Hah!” Guisarme said. “I’m delighted to find you are more a man and less an arse than I thought. Now go. Save the king.”

He slapped his visor down and turned away into the maelstrom.

Ablemont mounted.

From here, on horseback, on a small hill, it was possible to see the extent of the battle. To the right, the marshal’s advance battle was destroyed. But on the left, the rear battle had done terrible damage to the enemy at the onset and now struggled grimly with the horde that remained.

Except that beyond the far end of the rear battle came another army. Ablemont could see the spears. He could also see what appeared to be animals—horses and cattle.

All doomed.

He cursed.

The king looked at it, blank-eyed. “How can we be losing?” he asked.

Ablemont wanted to spit, “How are we doing this well?” Despite the odds and the nature of the foe, the line was still intact, and even as he watched, Ser Geofroi cut an open space into the front of the enemy. The wall of carrion in front of the king’s standard-bearer was a testament of his preux—his prowess—and the monsters, or men, or whatever they were, had increasing trouble getting at the knight. But Ablemont wanted to scream at the king.

But the enemy was pressing along on both flanks of the hill, the wings moving straight ahead. The hill was going to be cut off.

“Time to go, Sire,” Ablemont said.

The two of them started down the hill and headed north, straight away from the enemy. The army’s left was beginning to break up and men were running. Nobles who had dismounted seized their horses, although sometimes their own men killed them and took the horses themselves.

The fabric of the army unraveled before his eyes.

But he took the king’s bridle and rode, headed for the base of the ridge that they had descended to form for battle. As far as he could see, there was no pursuit.

It was as if the enemy had only one single will.

Ablemont thought that should have meant that any man who fled would be safe. He got them up the face of the ridge, hoarding the strength of the horses, because they had, by his estimation, two hundred leagues to cross before they reached a safe fortress.

Down on the hill, the royal standard still flew. They were too far to see individuals, but the line seemed steady, a ring that covered the hilltop, and the victorious wings of the enemy center had bypassed the little hill and moved on, almost to the base of the long ridge, and to the left, the stalemate had been broken, and the left was gone, shredded between two forces, and it was clear that the enemy possessed more than one will.

“Blessed Saviour,” Ablemont said.

“I want out of here,” the king said suddenly, his first words in many minutes. He turned his horse and rode over the ridge.

Ablemont was a courtier. He had betrayed his brother and his land to get the position he now held. He had stayed with the king through scandal and social peril and the near-ruin of his niece.

And now, for the first time, he hated the king. He didn’t want to ride back and die with Ser Geofroi and Guisarme. But he knew he should, and he knew that were he the king, he could not have ridden away.

He spat.

He had hoped to gather fugitives into some sort of a rear guard, but the hilltop was curiously empty, and the moment they were over the ridge, the sound of battle vanished, and the world was mostly silent, although some screams penetrated the still air.

Ablemont opened his visor and rode down the ridge, his hands shaking while he held the reins. He rode carefully, unlike the king, who rode hard, and reached the distant plain well ahead of him.

Ablemont was beginning to consider rational things—like how the king would behave when he realized that Ablemont had seen him turn tail and flee; like what resources remained in their camp, and what orders he should give. Could they stop for provisions? What was behind them? How soon would the enemy catch them up?

Or would there be no pursuit?

Why Arles?

The king was headed for the camp, now visible as a long line of palisades.

Ablemont’s battle shock was wearing off.

What do we do now? he wondered.

He was still pondering the future when the unmistakable form of a great black dragon rose from the camp. Ablemont’s horse bolted, and his heart seemed to stop, and he was well to the west on the plain in front of the camp when he was finally thrown by the utterly panicked horse.

The dragon moved on rotting, silent wings. It was, perhaps, a mercy that in falling, Ablemont struck his head. He was unconscious when the dragon took him.

The king was not so lucky. He was still aware when the worms ate his eyes.
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