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The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia
Final Year of the Rohit Era
A long time after the rain turned



Part One
Snow



Six For the Noose
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This was a statement of power.

Six lords for the noose. None below the rank of Earl. A week hence another six would hang; those of lesser rank. Rohit Armin, the Unholy King, was not to be mistaken. This was his kingdom. His authority was death.

The city square was lit festival-bright. Paper lanterns hung on drooping wires above the crowd, illuminating what the streetlamps could not. The king wanted everyone to see this. The crowd was hungry and radiant.

Errol shuffled, trying to get closer. He’d never seen the city square so packed. Shoulder to shoulder. Sweat to sweat. The crowd groaned and chattered in anticipation. The square was hot with bloodlust, the air warmed by the press of bodies. It was hard to breathe. Every breath tasted used. He wanted desperately to leave and not look back, but he had a duty. He was here for his friend. Bill couldn’t face his father’s execution, so Errol was here in his stead.

Several nobles watched the proceedings from a raised viewing box: Baron Newnham, Viscount Banbury, even Errol’s father had risen high enough to place himself a peer to his betters, having been bestowed the viscountcy of Hellidon. An honour that had only made the man more bitter. The king was noticeably absent.

The executioner addressed the crowd from beneath his hood. Though his voice boomed, it distorted as it ricocheted off the high stone walls of the square and was overwhelmed by the echoing chatter of the crowd. The specifics of his words were lost, but his meaning was clear. Bring forward the condemned. The traitors. Six necks bitten with rough rope. Bill’s father was third along. Of the six, he stood straightest, his fear visible only in the wet sheen to his upper lip. The marquess was a hard man, but no one could deny that he had earned the title noble.

With a chain of hand signals from the viewing box, the executioner received the order. He strode to the lever. This was a well-engineered machine of wood and rope, a single lever to release the trap doors beneath each of the condemned at once. Two hands to pull it back. Then, as the executioner hesitated before the terminal action, Lord Rugby spoke in a clear and commanding tone.

“Rise, like lions after slumber in unvanquishable number! Shake your chains to earth like dew which in sleep had fallen on you: ye are many—they are few!”

The trapdoors opened. Four necks broke. One lord gargled and flailed. Lord Rugby hung stoically, neck bulging and red.

“The fuck was he on about?” a woman mused at Errol’s shoulder.

“It was Shelley.”

“Huh?”

“A reminder there are other ways to live than beneath a tyrant’s boot.”

“Should be careful. They could have you up there for saying that.”

“No.” Errol shook his head. “I’m not important enough for that.”

Lord Rugby still twitched, dying more slowly than he deserved. Uncivilised to let him hang there. If there was no snap, the machine should be reset. That was custom. It might even be law. But nobody came to his aid. None dared to interfere with the king’s retribution. His display.

“Can’t watch this,” the woman next to Errol said. The crowd was too thick for her to escape, so she could only turn aside. Forced to listen to the gurgling, the creaking of wood and noose, and the rabid crowd. Finally, the end came.

“It’s done,” Errol said. The woman’s cheeks were birch-bark pale. “Easy there.”

He caught her as her legs turned to jelly.

“You’ll be okay,” he told her. “It’s a tough thing to watch.”

“Just a bit hot in here. Can’t breathe too good.”

With the main event over, the crowd eased its eager pressure. Errol was able to push through, half-carrying the woman as he went. He helped her nearly to the river, to a street less full where the air cooled. One of the streetlamps was dull. Another flickered, about to go out. Errol never would have thought he’d live to see the day New London’s streetlamps couldn’t be relied upon.

“Will you be okay?” Errol asked the woman as she took her own weight, leaning against a soot-stained wall. Her fingers came away blackened.

“Yes. Thank you, dear.” She paused to take two deep breaths. “Too much excitement for me.”

“I’m afraid I can’t see you safe to your family.”

“Don’t worry about me, lad. It were a passing thing. Not far from home here. No, not far at all.”

Errol gave the woman a nod, then left her to hurry back across the city. He was supposed to be meeting Bill soon. There was a lot to be arranged, and who knew how safe any of them were anymore. In his haste to flee the city square’s awful tableau, he forgot to pay attention to the route he was taking. It didn’t occur to him that he was cutting across the street that led to his father’s new manor until he rushed around a corner right into the old bastard’s path. Errol stumbled to a halt.

His father’s party kept striding ahead. For a moment, Errol thought he was going to ignore him and walk past with his chin turned the other way. But then he stopped, puffed at his moustache, and said, “I know that’s no boy of mine running through the street like a ruffian.”

“No, sir. No son of yours.”

“The proper address is ‘my lord’ now.”

“Of course, my lord. How careless of me.”

Errol’s heart hammered like it was trying to burst from his chest. He didn’t let it show.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice you slinking away,” his father said, squinting as if at a smudge on the glass face of his pocket watch. He tilted his head, betraying his awareness of the company he kept.

“A woman in the crowd was feeling faint, sir. I helped her from the square.”

“It’s beneath you to so eagerly mingle with commoners.”

“Perhaps it would be, if I was a son of yours.”

His father’s demeanour hardened. “I know you still associate with Rugby’s heir.”

“I believe I saw you seated at Lord Rugby’s table not half a year ago,” Errol countered. It was a struggle to keep his voice level as he stood his ground.

“Your brother managed to behave himself, why the hell can’t you?” Viscount Hellidon shook his head, as if his disappointment in Errol had caused him genuine grief. “By the king’s health, I don’t owe you the courtesy, but here’s some advice, nonetheless: stay away from Rugby. That house is primed to fall, and when it does, any standing too near will be caught in the rubble.”

His father gave an unimpressed sniff, then walked on, leaving no opening for the conversation to continue. Errol was left shaking in the street.
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Justice for his people. Vengeance for his parents.

Galahad sat with his sword across his knees, envisioning a hundred ways he could use it. Miles away, beneath metres of stone, the Unholy King tore his country apart with reckless proclamations. Rohit Armin had never been a great king, but for decades he’d ruled with quiet competence. The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia had neither prospered nor languished. Now they were wasting like a diseased animal. Stripped of wealth and hope. A madness fostered in the dark of the capital.

It was no way to live.

Here was the inevitable fate of a nation built on foundations of terror. A chaotic swan-song as canvas towns fell and refugees starved. And here Galahad sat, in peace and safety, as much a coward as the king.

Winter wind tousled his hair but he felt no chill.

The cedar panel he’d tried to imprint against the rain sat on supports of stacked bricks salvaged from the ruins of Wickerton, waiting to be tested by the coming storm. He’d tied a speckled chicken beneath it to lure the rainwights into trying to break through. The poor thing had recently stopped giving eggs; he didn’t think it was long for the world regardless of how it fared today.

That simple wood panel was all he had to show for the past two months.

He had brought no retribution to those who murdered his family, and his dream. Since winter fell he’d barely spoken. He’d found himself too weak to even cry, lost in a dazed somnambulism. Over and over he came back to his sword. Stared at the simplicity of its steel. But still he didn’t raise it.

Elaine joined him, said nothing for a while, then, “You’ll catch cold sitting out here alone.”

“I was so angry after we came back.” Galahad stared at the waiting panel, then to the clouds, wondering how long he would have to sit here before they burst. “I wanted to take my blade to every one of the soldiers who tore down our shelter.”

“Are you mad that I stopped you?” Elaine lit a cigarette. Before she even took a drag, her breath plumed like smoke in the cold.

“No. I’m glad you did. But why did I stop? Where did my anger go?”

“Revenge never suited you.”

“The Unholy King snaps his fingers and people die. And we let it happen. He’s just a man. We forget that. A man with money and soldiers and a palace in the dark, perhaps, but he still bleeds. We could stop him. He might have chemists and bows, but he has no magic.”

Elaine followed his line of sight to the attempt at a rainwight-proof panel. The chicken pecked at the ground. “You shouldn’t feel guilty for building something new instead of ruining yourself over vengeance.”

“I’m not guilty. I’m… I don’t know what I am.” He sighed, massaged his temples. “What the fuck have we been doing these past weeks?”

“Trying to help people is what you’ve been doing. Nothing wrong with that.”

“Do you know what nitroglycerin is? An explosive. Powerful enough to level walls.”

Elaine took his face between her hands and peered into his eyes. He still wasn’t used to the gold in her irises. It suited her. Black and gold. Beautiful.

Smoke from her cigarette filled the inches between them.

“If you wanna do something crazy, you know I’ll follow.”

“I keep remembering her face in the rain. My father’s blood watery and pooling. Nightmares every time I sleep. Will more pain make them stop?”

“Did you feel any better after killing Lance?”

“No. I felt awful. But I also felt, I don’t know, complete? I didn’t enjoy it, but it released me.”

“It doesn’t have to be you. You take on too much.”

“A few years ago I might have leapt into action with barely a thought,” Galahad said. “But I’m older now. We all are. We’ve been through enough of this crap. I’m tired of fighting. Even more tired of hoping. Working on this northern magic is draining me. I can’t stand to keep failing. You’re right, I’ve asked too much of myself in the past. Maybe that’s why I’ve failed—”

“It’s not your fault,” Elaine said. “None of it has been.”

Neither spoke as they remembered what Elaine had done. How much it had been her fault that they’d lost the salt. Would Wickerton still be standing if things had gone differently that day a year and a half ago?

Galahad pinched his eyes closed, forcing the thought from his mind. It was a trap. A thread of blame that if pulled would unravel and unravel and soon he’d be sitting with a mess of anger in his lap with no way to put it back. He’d decided to forgive Elaine. To move past what she’d done. He had to stick to that.

“We’ve slain monsters and stolen magic,” Galahad said. “We can handle a paranoid king.”

“Sure we could. It’s his soldiers that I’m worried about.”

“Hold on. It’s starting.”

Beneath her Keeper cloak, Elaine was all in black, kohl smudged around her eyes, huddled in a worn black jacket she’d looted from one of the abandoned houses. Barely enough to stave off the midwinter cold.

Galahad jabbed his sword to stand erect in the mud, then got up to shift the wooden panel on its supports, checking it was secure. Rain was coming; he could taste it in the air.

Following instructions in The Maturation of Intent, the book explaining the secrets of the Empire of the Thistle, he’d imprinted a sense of waterproofing into linseed oil, then applied it to the wood. The next step had been to protect the oil with a resin lacquer. This also needed imprinting before it could be applied. The whole process had taken Galahad a fortnight, and he wasn’t convinced he’d done any part of it correctly. But this was the only way to learn.

Where the whisky needed ageing in barrels for years, and wax for months, this wood treatment had the benefit of being able to mature after application. In theory, at least. The idea was that the inherent waterproofing of the linseed oil and lacquer combination would protect the wood long enough for the intent to fully set in. Each day it survived, it would grow stronger, eventually maturing into the indomitable panels that protected Eidyn, the capital of the Empire of the Thistle.

What was unclear was how long the wood needed to sit before it was ready for use. This panel had been maturing for almost a month, and the bloated clouds above signalled rain was on the way.

“It’s only spitting,” Elaine remarked, holding a hand out from her cloak to catch the faint drops on her fingertips.

“It’ll get heavier.”

He came to stand beside her. Together they stared at the wooden panel and the fine drizzle that pitter-pattered around it. The rain had little interest in performing on command.

“Can you teach me to do the meditation bit?” Elaine asked.

Thunder rolled from distant lightning.

“It takes patience.”

“I can be patient.”

Galahad sniffed, not quite a laugh. “Sure. Well, you’re welcome to read the book. It explains the process better than I ever could.”

“Nah. Can’t be bothered.” She tried to take a drag and found her cigarette had gone out. When she went to relight it, she fumbled and dropped her lighter. “Fucking hands are too cold.”

“You wouldn’t be so cold if you wrapped up properly.” Galahad bent to fetch her lighter, then held the flame out, cupped in his free hand.

“Thanks, Mum.” Elaine took a drag, squinted up at the clouds as if confused at the rain’s refusal to fall. Galahad pulled his cloak tighter, feeling the cold himself.

“Ever watched a blacksmith work?”

“It’s one of my favourite pastimes.”

“It’s like that, except in your mind. Through your body. You have to strike repeatedly. Once isn’t enough. The same intent. A certainty beyond thought. Push it through your bones till it flows in a constant stream. Then you take whatever it is you’re imprinting and trap it in that cycle. I do it by placing my hands on either side and letting the intent flow from my fingertips, through the oil, or resin, then into my fingertips on the opposing side.” He paused, wet his cold-chapped lips. “But I don’t know if I’m doing it right.”

Elaine yawned. “You’re right, I can’t be fucked with that.”

Cold dirt crunched as Betty hurried out of The Riverman to join them, wrapped in a massive scarf, arms folded under her chest for warmth. She stopped at the edge of the shelter they’d erected over the inn, asked, “Have I missed it?”

“You’re just in time.” Galahad nodded towards the panel; the rain was gathering force.

A white flash lit the scene from the horizon. A whip crack of thunder, closer and more violent. Then the rain came down with a great shushing like a thousand crickets singing. The chicken squawked and ruffled its wings, desperate to find better shelter but forced to remain where it was. Everything darkened, as if night eagerly stretched into day. Rainwights formed in the falling, spinning raindrops. Too-human outlines. Every part of Galahad screamed to look away. He didn’t want to risk seeing his mother’s ghost glaring at him from the storm, as he had the day he’d found Wickerton destroyed. But he forced himself to watch.

The wooden panel rattled as rainwights landed on it. That wasn’t supposed to be possible. It was supposed to repel them. A lump of resignation formed in his throat.

The rainwights clawed down, splintering and crunching. Debris flew. Then a great crack as the panel gave way. It split down the middle, collapsed, and something inside Galahad split with it. The rainwights vanished as they fell, reappearing a moment later on the rain-soaked ground. The chicken was battered this way and that, feathers and blood spraying. They weren’t even eating it, instead toying with it as they racked it with their claws. At least the poor bird died quickly. In the stillness that followed, the rainwights stared tauntingly.

“What went wrong?” Elaine asked.

“I fucked it.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, cursing his impatience. “It wasn’t ready. I should have waited.”

“It stopped them for a moment,” Betty said from her perch behind them.

“I’m not sure it did. Not more than standard wood treatment.”

“Are you sure you did the magic right?” Elaine asked.

“It felt right.” He turned away from the rain, not wanting to look at his failed attempt any longer. At the ragged remains of the chicken. “I need to be alone.”
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The rain had stopped and the world was soaked. Galahad sat beneath a tree in the fields beyond the ruins of Wickerton. Unlike Elaine, he wore a new-spun winter coat of thick wool beneath his Keeper’s cloak. Nevertheless, he felt cold wash through his chest.

He’d tried to keep busy enough that he didn’t have time to dwell on everything he’d lost. Replaced grief with study. Fanned his obsession. If he could do this one thing, understand this magic from the north and build an unbreakable shelter… maybe it would absolve him of his failings. It wouldn’t bring his parents back, but perhaps he could honour them by saving someone else’s.

But in moments like this, grief pounced on him like a dire hound. It brought guilt and shame and a cold shiver in his bones. He was pathetic. What was the point.

Elaine came trudging over, ignoring his request for solitude.

“How did you deal with this when you were so young?” he asked when she drew near. “What did you do with this hole in your chest? I feel like a fowl prepped for the oven. A white cliff crumbling into the sea.”

“I don’t think I did.” She took a seat beside him, followed his gaze to the not-too-distant tree line. “You helped. Being Elaine helped. That’s why I’ve always used the name you gave me. It’s my armour. But there’s only so much armour can do… It’s been over a decade—shit, a decade and a half now, isn’t it?—and it still hurts. Like an old wound that won’t stop throbbing. Not that you’d know what that feels like.”

“Does your stump still hurt? It’s been cold lately.”

“Never.” She exhaled as she shook her head and smoke plumed in front of them. “Completely healed. Except for the missing leg. Who knew magic had a sense of humour?”

“Be honest with me. Is this all pointless?” He gestured to the inn behind them, to the cellar where they stored barrels and wax and oil. “Are we wasting our fucking time?”

“Only way you can fail is if you stop trying. Think you’re the one who taught me that.”

“Nah. That doesn’t sound like me.”

“Sure it does. The old you, anyway.”

“What a prick.” He sighed and a weak smile escaped along with it. “Nothing to do but try again then.”
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Satisfaction can grow with familiarity. As Galahad sanded down the next wood panel, readying it for treatment, he felt the beginnings of that familiarity forming. It was good work. The smell of the linseed oil, the texture of the wood. As frustrating as he found his lack of progress, he still enjoyed the act of it. Though it was strange to work in here, the old carpenter’s shop. Half the building was collapsed, splintered wood now rotting from repeated exposure to the rain. But this was where the tools were, and the tarpaulin they’d strung above kept what was left of the shop protected. It was the best they had.

“Aren’t you going to do the magic again?” Elaine asked. She was watching and knew him well enough not to offer help.

“No. If I change two things and we get a different result then I won’t know what worked. This one we’ll leave longer to set. Two months.” He tapped his journal which was open beside him on the sawdust-covered workbench. “I keep notes of the parameters and results.”

“Sounds like everything takes a hundred times longer this way.”

“It can, but it’s the only way to understand the results. No sense winging it till we get it right and learning nothing while we do so.”

When the wood was sanded and treated, Galahad placed it on the same drying rack as the last. Everything the same.

He turned and found Elaine staring at a block of wood on the floor. An end piece he’d sawn off getting the planks level. “Something up?” he asked.

“That’s me, isn’t it?”

“That’s a bit of wood.”

“Shut up. I mean, I’m useless these days. Can’t hang tarp, can’t work wood, can’t hold a hammer straight. Betty does the cooking. I’d have been good for hunting before, but I’m no good for that now. Just a useless end bit.”

“It’ll make good kindling, so it’s not useless. We can throw you on the fire too, if you want.”

“That’d be great, actually, thanks.”

“Where’s this coming from?”

Elaine shrugged. “Everyone brings something to this little settlement except me.”

Galahad made his eyes serious, put a firm hand on her shoulder. “You’re the heart.”

“I’m going to kill you.”

Galahad laughed, gave her shoulder a squeeze.

“What do you mean you can’t hunt anyway? You can still hit a bolting hare with an arrow from thirty feet.”

“Yeah, but they hear me coming from fifty.”

“Nobody’s doubting your place here.” He paused, chewing the inside of his mouth, then passed her his journal. “Take a look in there. See what I’ve been working on. The latest pages.”

Instead of opening directly to the ribbon where Galahad had marked his place, Elaine flicked through the journal, a blur of scrawled notes and the occasional sketch. Galahad’s gut tightened as he saw her pause on a picture of her face.

“When did you draw this?” she asked. He didn’t know what to say. “I’m not actually this pretty, you know.”

“Skip to the end.”

Elaine let the pages flick past until the ribbon stopped her. There were his notes. His half-formed scribblings.

“The back of the palace isn’t guarded,” he told her, pointing to the relevant paragraph. “The rear is all one long wall. Straight stone, no windows. If we could get the palace guards to rush to the front—some kind of distraction—then we could blow a hole in the rear and slip inside. We could have our hands on the king before the guards even realise something’s wrong.”

“An explosion? We can’t make gunpowder without coal.” She paused, frowning as her brain made the connection. “This is what you were talking about before? Nitro-something?”

“I found a recipe for the chemical, but I can’t synthesise it. You’re the only one who’s any good at chemistry.” He tapped his scribbled copy of the recipe in his journal. “If you can make this, we can face the king.”

“I don’t know. I’m not one of the king’s chemists,” she said. “But I can try.”

“Figured with your poisons and stuff… Don’t worry about it. It was just an idea.” He reached to take his journal, but she snatched it back, held it to her chest. “Either way, you’re not useless. Don’t ever believe that. You’re a fucking pain in the arse, maybe. But never useless.”
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The last day of the first month and winter was firmly here. Snow fell lazily, coating the ground in a white that would be blinding if these clouds ever cleared. Here and there, arms tried to form in the snowfall. Snowflakes spinning as if gripped by wind. Tiny, fleeting tornados. The farmers’ children screamed when they saw them, ran giggling to hug the legs of their mothers under the unfinished shelter. But there was no danger. Rainwights couldn’t form in snow.

“The kids seem at ease,” Fay called as she finished tying the knot in the guy line. They were putting up more canvas panels, covering Wickerton’s main street once again. What few local farmers had stayed were here today, helping with the repairs. Fixing a ghost town.

“Kids always stomach change the easiest,” Betty said. She was holding the ladder steady while Fay fastened the lines to the metal loops atop the thirty-foot wooden pole. There were poles like this throughout the town, designed for this very purpose.

Fay descended the ladder, careful with each step as the rungs were slick with melted snow. She wiped her cold hands on her deerskin coat, gave Betty a peck on the cheek. As she turned for the next pole, she spotted a flicker of movement in her peripheral vision. A silhouette riding up from the southwest.

“You see that?” she asked.

“We expecting somebody?”

The rider was in no hurry, trotting towards them. Fay squinted. It was a man, young, wearing a fine coat with brass buttons down the front that caught the light. She had to shield her eyes to keep from going snow-blind. It wasn’t until he grew closer that Fay recognised Bill’s familiar fop of dark blonde hair. Absent was his charming smile, and the lines around his eyes were deeper than she remembered. He met them at the town’s edge, where once canvas flapped in the breeze, but now was open air.

He slid from his saddle, wobbled as he hit the ground. As Fay approached, her nose twitched at the scent of stale rum.

“What’s this?” Bill blinked, swaying. “Where’s the… Something isn’t right.”

“What are you doing here, Bill?” Fay asked, taking his horse’s reins.

“It’s… Now there’s a question. Where am I?” He scrunched his eyes shut, then opened them wide as they could go. “Fay? Oh, that’s right. Yes. I was on my way. I thought your… But yes… you did say about your town. I remember now. Months ago, when you visited. It must have slipped… It slipped my…”

Betty put a hand on the young lord’s shoulder.

“Are ye okay there? Do ye need some water?”

“I’m perfectly…” He stumbled, caught himself, then his eyes cleared. “Water. Yes. That would be very good of you.”

“Not like you to get in a bad way,” Fay said.

“I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

“Don’t worry. You’re fine. We’ll look after you.” Fay nodded to Betty to start leading Bill towards The Riverman. She followed with Bill’s horse. The stallion was almost as white as the snow at their feet.
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A cup of hot tea and a blanket and Bill regained a part of himself. His eyes blinked less manically and he even managed a pained, short smile. Fay sat with him beside the fire in the bar while he warmed up, and Betty vanished to the kitchen to prepare some stew. The sound of chopping vegetables travelled through the lower floor of the inn.

“Thank you,” Bill said, steam twirling up from the cup between his fingers. “I started to lose myself on the road.”

“Never seen you like this,” Fay said.

“I’ve had some rough months. My father…”

“Is he okay?”

“He’s dead.”

“Right.” Fay shifted in the chair she’d stolen from one of the tables. She’d let Bill take the armchair that lived by the fire. “I remember you saying he was taken. Sorry. I guess I assumed they’d let him go. Didn’t think the king would…”

Bill shook his head, staring at his tea. “Nobody did. I think I both believed and didn’t at the same time. If that’s possible. When it finally happened, I was hit with this sinking inevitability, but it was a shock as well. I barely spoke for days. Some friends rushed me from the capital. I can’t even remember it. He was brave at the end. I couldn’t bear to watch, so Errol went in my stead. Said Father was the bravest of the six. Gave a speech before… Fuck.” He dug the butts of his palms into his eye sockets, head bowed.

“If you need somewhere to stay, to hide, you’re welcome here. Far as anyone knows this is a ghost town. S’pose it is and all.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.” He sipped his tea, slurping it in a most un-noblemanly manner. “I’m sorry to be a bother.”

“You’re no trouble.”

Bill smiled apologetically. “I didn’t realise I’d find the town like this. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known. How many of you are left?”

“He can’t stay,” came Galahad’s voice at the foot of the stairs to the first floor. “He shouldn’t be here.”

“Ah…” Bill bowed his head. Fay caught a glint of guilt beneath his grief. “I promise I wasn’t followed.”

“You know what we’re working on,” Galahad said to Fay, ignoring Bill. He walked behind the bar and helped himself to a glass of whisky.

“He’s lost everything,” Fay said. “And he’s my friend. What was I supposed to do? Leave him sprawled in the snow?”

Galahad sighed. “No. Of course not. Get him rested and on his way. That’s all we can do.”

“I didn’t mean to intrude,” Bill said.

“And I mean no ill towards you. This is the way things are.”

Bill’s red eyes sparkled and he pulled his lips tight.

“You okay?” Fay asked as the young lord put his head in his hand, spilling tea, shoulders shaking. Galahad tried to keep his face impassive but Fay saw the guilty way his lip curled. She laid her hand on Bill’s back. “Hey. I know it’s tough, but you’re safe now. Gal’s not gonna kick you out in the snow. You can rest.”

Bill lowered his hand to reveal wet cheeks and a line of clear snot. “It’s all unravelling. It’s my fault. But I couldn’t… How could I? My fortune’s gone!”

Fay shushed him. “Just relax.”

“The capital,” Bill said. “Oh, the capital!”

“What’s he saying?” Galahad asked.

“I don’t know. Bill? I think you need to get some sleep, man. You’re in a bad way.”

“Sleep. Yes. I’m so sorry.”

Fay helped the young lord to a room on the top floor, tucked him in with a glass of water on his bedside table. When she returned to the bar below, she found Galahad arguing in hushed voices with Betty and Elaine. She joined them, slumping into a chair at their table.

“He needs help, Gal.”

“I can see that, but what we’re doing here is delicate. If anyone close to the king finds out what we’re planning, our heads are for the noose. That boy is too connected.”

“Not anymore.” Betty gave him a scolding look. “The king’s taken his fortune, killed his father. If ye think he’s a friend of the king after that, you’re a bloody idiot.”

“Friend or not, they’ll be looking for him,” Galahad said. “The kind of folk we don’t want poking around our business. This is serious. It’s not that I don’t want to help him. He’s too much trouble.”

“A few days won’t hurt.” Fay clenched her fists under the table, careful not to dig her nails into her palms.

Galahad fingered his beard, frowning in thought. “Elaine, how are the explosives coming?”

“Give me another couple of weeks.”

“With a noble lord passed out in our guest rooms, we don’t have a couple of weeks. We need to move as soon as possible.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“So he can stay?” Fay asked.

Galahad nodded, still thoughtful. “You’re right, we can’t throw him to the wolves. We’ll have to move against the king sooner than planned, though it doesn’t feel great to rush this.”

“Was never going to be safe.”

“True. But a plan makes everything run more smoothly.”

Elaine shook her head to scatter the stray hair that had been poking her in the eye. “Might not be so bad to have a lord owe us a favour.”
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Snow continued to fall. It twisted and spun like sycamore seeds. Elaine held out a hand to catch a snowflake, felt the cool touch as it melted in her palm. After resisting bundling up for most of winter, she’d finally relented and was now huddled in a deerskin coat detailed with dark mink fur.

“You worried he’ll bring trouble?” she asked as Galahad trudged over.

“Someone’ll be looking for him. Son of a marquess… yeah, they won’t let him vanish.” Galahad kicked the snow. “Poor guy hardly seemed to know where he was.”

“Think he caught a chill on the road?”

“Grief, more likely.”

“It does weird things to us.” She paused, wondering how much Galahad wanted to linger on this subject. “You seem better lately. More focussed.”

“Not on the inside. But I guess I remembered how to wear the mask.” He stared up at the clouds gently loosing their white blossom over the ruins of Wickerton. “There’s something beautiful about snow.”

“Bloody cold, though.” Elaine tugged her coat tighter; it struggled to warm her shoulders. “I like how still it makes everything feel. It’s quiet out here. Peaceful.”

Galahad stood with her, saying nothing, simply watching the snow put white flesh back on the skeleton of their hometown. He still wore the beard he’d grown, now trimmed neatly. It made him look older, more pensive as he narrowed his eyes at the view. Handsome, though this new shape to his face was still unfamiliar. The boy she’d grown up with had faded, and this stoic man had taken his place. But yes, still handsome.

She reached to take his hand, thought better of it at the last moment. Their knuckles brushed, sending a tickling buzz through the bones of her hand. She swallowed.

“Sorry I’ve been slow with that recipe,” she said. “Don’t want to blow myself up.”

“Better to be cautious. Can’t heal if you’re in a hundred pieces.”

“What a thought.” Elaine clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, tapping out the rhythm of a children’s rhyme she’d forgotten the words to.

Galahad’s voice came out scratchy when he spoke again. “Look at what he did to our home.”

“What’s weird is I don’t much notice it now. We’ve been living in this ruin for long enough it’s started to feel normal. Still get sad some mornings, though. First time I see it.”

“It goes around in the back of my head. This justice unfilled. A responsibility abandoned.” He took a deep breath, let it out in a groaning sigh.

“Here we go.” Elaine rolled her eyes. “Everything you do doesn’t have to follow some ancient code of honour. I know you took his name, but you’re not really a knight of the realm. You’re a farrier’s boy who plundered crumbling ruins for treasure. Nobody expects you to take on a bloody king!”

“You don’t think we should do this? I know it’s mad but there isn’t anyone else. It’s us or no one.”

“We’ve got the panels to work on. A town to rebuild. Friends to look after. Ale to drink. Isn’t that enough?”

“I don’t think it is.”

“What about me?” She shifted her arm and their knuckles brushed again. “Am I enough?”

Galahad said nothing but he didn’t move his hand away.

Elaine continued: “Do you still think about leaving this place? We could sail to the continent. There’s a world out there, I’ve heard.”

“I’ve thought about it.” Galahad’s voice was tight, his arm stiff. “But this is our home.”
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That man’s handwriting was impossible.

Elaine squinted at the pages, trying to glean the gist of what was written. She’d made little progress with these notes since Galahad gave them to her a fortnight ago. It was a big responsibility; she didn’t want to make a mistake.

It looked like she had everything she needed. A small workshop, where once the town’s crackpot wizard worked, now outfitted by Galahad for chemistry. Two kinds of acid; light, reddish clay; a chalky powder; a mystery bottle of clear, viscous liquid; more twine than she could possibly need. The next step would be to figure out what everything actually was. Having an itemised list didn’t help; more impossible handwriting.

She could have asked him to explain things again, except she couldn’t. She needed him to think she was capable. Needed to prove she was useful, to herself as much as to him. He’d given her a task and she was going to bloody do it.
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The explosion rocked the earth.

“Fuck me.”

Elaine sat sprawled on the ground, hands behind her, one wrist snapped horribly. Face hot and prickling and definitely burnt. She took several deep breaths, then set her wrist with a stomach-twisting crack. The sensation set her to tears. It wasn’t the pain so much as the wretchedness of it. Sitting there alone, burnt and broken. It hit her all at once: the frustration, guilt, and embarrassment of failure. It burst out in a spluttering moan, but it only lasted a handful of seconds. Then she stilled. Sniffed. Pulled herself the fuck together. Time to try again.

She was already back at work, righting tables and checking her scorched equipment when Galahad burst in.

“Are you hurt?”

“Not anymore.” She smiled weakly.

“Gave me a heart attack.” He came over and placed a hand on the small of her back, stopping her in her work. She let him tilt her head into the lamp light as he inspected her sooty cheeks and singed eyebrows.

“At least we know it works,” she said, shrugging free.

“How will it do against the palace walls, though?”

“We’ll get through.” She dusted off Galahad’s journal, relieved it wasn’t damaged. He’d have been mad if anything happened to it. “Give me a bit longer and I’ll get us through.”

“Maybe you should take a break for the rest of the day.”

“If there are people coming for this noble lad, I don’t have any time. I need to get this ready.”

“Push yourself too hard and you’ll slow yourself down.”

“Well, make your mind up!” Elaine snapped. Galahad flinched. “Sorry. I’m stressed.”

Galahad gave her shoulder a friendly squeeze. “Take a break. It won’t be easy for the king’s men to track Bill down. Maybe I got a little paranoid before. They’ll be coming, there’s no doubt about that, but you have time to take an afternoon off.”

“I’m fine.” Her hands were stained with soot, and her clothes were singed, but no part of her ached or stung. Ever since she’d lost her leg, Galahad hadn’t been able to stop himself treating her like she was made of eggshell. Even now, when she could heal as miraculously as he did, thanks to the whisky from the Empire of the Thistle. It annoyed her every time, but it was better than having him always scowling. At least it meant he cared.

Elaine let him lead her from the old wizard’s workshop. Out into the cold, where the snow was melting, turning to a gritty sludge. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans as they walked over to the inn.

“The hell was that racket?” Fay asked as the pair entered.

Elaine twisted her weight about, trying to get at an itch on her stump by rubbing it against her pegleg’s harness. “I figured out how to make things explode,” she said. “Now Gal’s afraid to let me near the workshop.”

“I’d never have let you near it in the first place,” Fay said with a glint in her eye.

“He still sleeping?” Galahad asked, taking a seat opposite Fay, leaving Elaine standing awkwardly by the door. Something knotted up in her at that, but she didn’t know why. She joined them at the table, unfastened her pegleg, let it drop, scratched feverishly at her stump. The empire’s whisky might have stopped the blasted thing aching, but it did nothing to stop the itching. Worse was when the ghost of her calf itched too. Or her missing foot.

“Yeah. Barely stirred,” Fay answered Galahad. “He’ll be fine, though. Don’t think he’s hurt, just lost in grief and extremely hungover.”

“He’s been asleep for two days?” Elaine asked.

“Mostly. He’s woken up here and there, talked a bit of nonsense, fallen back asleep again. Caught him sucking from his hip flask once so I had to confiscate it. He’ll come back to us soon.”

“If he’s not up and about by the time Elaine stabilises her explosives, we might have to leave him behind,” Galahad warned.

“You’re in that much of a hurry?” Fay asked.

“I knew I should have kept working,” Elaine said.

“No sense waiting around once we’re ready.” Galahad scratched a bit of dried ale off the tabletop with the narrow edge of a copper penny. “I want to move on with my life.”

“No one’s stopping you.”

He stared out the window. The sunlight streaming in was pale, reflected off the snow. It lit his features starkly, both handsome and mournful. No anger in him. Elaine had never known anyone so hell-set on revenge without a trace of anger. It was like some mantle he’d taken reluctantly onto his shoulders, and now refused to part with. No doubt this was an aspect of his wretched chivalry. A code of honour that refused to make sense. She could understand revenge, but she couldn’t understand this.

Quietly, Galahad said, “The world is out of order. I need to set it right.”
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“The worm!” Bill gasped as his eyes opened.

Fay put a hand on his arm, applied a touch of calming pressure.

“You’re in Wickerton. With Fay. You’re safe.”

She hadn’t meant to wake him, bringing in a tray of rye bread and butter, which she’d set on his bedside table with a glass of water.

Bill took a moment to breathe and take in the room, his eyes settling from wild to resigned.

“Fay? Yes, that’s right. I remember now. I rode here… Did it snow, or was I dreaming?”

“It snowed. Everything’s still blanketed in white—take a look out the window.”

Bill sat up in bed, bunching up pillows to support his back. He clutched his head between his hands and groaned.

“My fucking head.”

“You were smashed.”

“By the king, I stink of it. Don’t even remember what I drank.”

“You’ve been through a lot.”

“Everything is fucked, Fay. It’s my fault… Errol’s out there on his own.”

“He’s not a kid anymore. He knows how to stay out of trouble. Besides, you can’t blame yourself for the king’s actions. He’s twisted. Nobody could set him straight.”

“But what if I sent him towards trouble?” He massaged his temples, muttering to himself.

“You’re hungover, dehydrated, and a couple of night’s sleep have done nothing for the purple bags under your eyes. You need more rest, Bill. Errol will be fine.”

“Your friend wasn’t happy I came.” He sighed and the stink of stale rum filled the room. “I’m sorry if I’ve caused you trouble.”

“Don’t worry about that for now. Just rest.”

But instead of lying back down, Bill sat straighter with his pillows behind him.

“What are you working on that’s so delicate?” he asked.

“Probably better if you don’t know,” Fay said.

Bill gave her a wounded look.

Fay tore off a corner of the rye bread she’d brought for him and popped it in her mouth. While she chewed, she thought about what to say. “We didn’t make the tax money in time. The collector came, flanked by soldiers. They tore down our shelter. A lot of people died. Those that didn’t fled soon as the rain stopped. Galahad lost his parents.”

Pain creased Bill’s face, perhaps recalling his recent loss. “I understand grief well enough.”

“It’s more than that. Everything he’s done has been to protect this town, but to protect them especially. He structured his entire life around one singular goal. It was his quest for the Holy Grail. Why’d you think we use these stupid names?

“With his parents gone, he’s adrift. His honour compels him to seek justice, but his heart’s not in it. Think a part of him wants to vanish into the country, become a farmer, maybe… Or cross the Channel and start a new life in some foreign land we’ve no name for. But he won’t let himself. Not with his ‘chivalric duty’ unmet.”

“‘Thou shalt be everywhere and always the champion of the Right and the Good against Injustice and Evil.’”

“Better keep you away from him. Doesn’t need any more encouragement.”

“He’s going after Rohit, isn’t he?” A wild eagerness sparkled in Bill’s eyes.

“Looks that way, yeah.” Fay rubbed her knuckles. She’d be following him.

“Then he was right to want me gone. I’m a liability. No doubt the Unholy King has soldiers searching the land. It’s not impossible he’ll uncover my connection to you. That would lead him here.”

“I don’t give a fuck. Not chucking you out to fend for yourself through winter. Besides, we’ll be moving soon. Then it will be over, one way or another.”

“May the big He in the sky watch over you…”

“Converting to an ancient religion?”

“No. But you’ll need all the help you can get.”

“We sound mad, don’t we?” Fay forced a grin.

“You have a lot of faith in that man, considering he’s let you down before.”

“We’re old friends. We’ve let each other down and built the trust back many times. I wouldn’t say I have faith in him, exactly. But I know him. I know what he’s capable of.”

“And you figure regicide amongst his capabilities?”

“I think we’ve a decent shot. Better than most, I reckon,” Fay said. A thoughtful frown creased Bill’s features. “What?”

“Nothing. Just preparing myself for the chaos that will follow if you succeed.”
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Fay found Betty in the garden, turning the hard earth ready for spring. They were going to plant crops out here. Simple things: fresh tomatoes, parsley, basil, courgettes, potatoes. Betty had a list somewhere and a drawer full of seeds. She’d already put down a row of kale. Fresh vegetables would be a welcome addition. The group had been living off rice and wheat and a dwindling supply of cured sausage for most of winter. It was rare that anyone had the opportunity to visit another settlement to trade for fresh food and dairy. They still had plenty of booze, though. That was something.

“Ye’ve got a face on ye,” Betty said. She brushed her muddy hands on her coat and sat back to squint up at her, wrinkling the scar on her cheek. The winter sun was bright today.

“Bill’s feeling better.” Fay sat and crossed her legs.

“Why’d ye look like that, then?”

“Galahad.”

“Ah. Of course. What’s he done now?”

“He’s going through with it. Soon.”

“And I suppose that means ye are as well?” Betty carried on working the soil with her trowel, attacking those hardiest weeds that lasted through to February.

“I think he might be right. It’s a thing that needs doing.”

“Right. Well, if ye think it’s the right thing to do, I’m with ye.”

Fay studied Betty’s face. The other woman was unreadable, brow wrinkled as she worked. “I wanted to ask… Well. I guess I should see if you want to come with us?”

“What a lovely and heartfelt invitation.”

“Shit. I don’t know how to do this properly.”

Betty put a hand on her knee and smiled. “Relax. Ye did fine.”

“Galahad’s called a meeting for the day after tomorrow. Guess we’ll be leaving as soon as Elaine has the explosives ready.”

“Good luck to ye then. Ye better miss me while you’re gone.”

“You’re not coming?”

“Doesn’t sound much fun to me. Dangerous, I’ll bet, too. No. Ye go and I’ll keep things turning over here. Someone has to plant as spring comes in, don’t they.”

“Thought you’d want to come. When I left before, you—”

“I wanted ye to ask, that’s all. To give me the damn choice! And I choose to stay home, thank ye very much. Won’t catch me out in the rain again. Not for any money.” She sat back and brushed off her hands again, panting from the labour. “Don’t let that boy do anything stupid. I know you’re used to thinking of him as the leader, but you’re just as capable. Just as smart. Ye know your limits and what separates sense from nonsense. If ye think this idea will work, then fair enough. But if that Galahad makes a mistake, ye tell him. Don’t follow if he points the wrong way.”

“I promise. But you should know that I trust him.”

Betty tutted and attacked the weeds with renewed vigour.

“Justice.” She spat the word as if it were a curse. “What use is it to add violence to violence?” She patted the soil, dirtying her palm once again. “Here’s my justice. Good soil, fresh crops. Live well and carry on.”

“But people are suffering. The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia is bleeding. It won’t survive much longer.”

“Aye. True, it’s true. And you’re probably right, this is a thing that needs doing. But that’s not what drives him, is it? That’s what worries me. Galahad has too much emotion tangled in this quest. That makes him unpredictable.”

“I trust him,” Fay repeated.

“In what way do ye trust him? To always tell ye the truth, or to always do what he feels is right?”

Fay sucked in her lips, said nothing.

“Aha! Ye’ve no answer for that.”

“He won’t put us in danger.”

“Maybe not. But I don’t like it all the same. Unpredictability is rust to the machine of teamwork. Trust is good oil. I’d never put that man on bar on a festival shift. Not with a temper like his. He hasn’t the constitution for it. End up throwing a glass or punching a rowdy customer.”

“You’re right, Betty,” Fay admitted. “Dead right.”

“I know I am.”

“But I still have to follow him in this.”

Betty sighed. “Aye, I fucking know that too.”
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She had it now.

After burning her hands with acid twice, blowing herself up once, and more paper cuts than should be reasonable handling a small quantity of thin card, she finally had it. A stick of stabilised—she hoped—nitroglycerin.

She stared at it on her worktable. The explosive stared back at her.

It looked harmless. An odd craft project to leave lying around, but hidden inside was the power to shatter stone.

“I’m proud of myself, you know,” she said, then realised she was alone. Her stomach sank. Somehow it was harder to be proud of herself with nobody there to be proud with her. Yesterday she’d been joined by Galahad. He’d watched, tried to help, fussed that she should be more careful. But not today. He’d be bent over his notebook somewhere, scribbling the last details of their plan.

Feeling oddly empty, Elaine wandered through town, back to The Riverman. The snow had left them now, the ground dangerously icy in its wake. She had to walk slow, else she’d trip.

To her dismay, she only found one person there when she made it back. Betty. They’d rarely spoken, but she would have to do. The barmaid was chopping tiny onions in the kitchen. The woman’s face told her she didn’t want to be disturbed; Elaine ignored that insight.

“Guess those onions didn’t grow so well,” Elaine said, taking a few steps into the kitchen. The floorboards creaked as she spread her weight unevenly on her pegleg.

Betty gave a stiff smile. “They’re shallots.”

“Haha. Right.” Elaine sucked in her lips, traced her gaze around the room, searching for something else to remark upon. Betty chopped faster, broad kitchen knife going tat-tat-tat. “Stew today?”

“Put traps out to stop the coneys nibbling my damn kale”—tat-tat-tat—“and I caught a bugger in the act. Not much meat on her, but she’ll liven up the stew and I’m”—tat-tat-tat—“running low on sausage, and— Fuck it!”

Betty dropped her knife with a clatter, jammed her finger in her mouth.

“Cut yourself?”

“Just a nick. Pass me that rag, would ye?”

“What’s on your mind?” Elaine asked as she passed the rag over.

“I don’t think ye came in here to ask me how I’m doing.”

“I didn’t, but I’m asking anyway.”

“Don’t ye worry? About what’s coming?” Betty dabbed her finger, staining the rag.

Elaine shrugged. “More worried for anyone who gets in our way.”

“Be serious.”

“I don’t know how.” She flashed a grin. “But I’m not worried. Galahad has a plan. I’ll leave the worrying to him.”

“That easy, huh.”

“More or less.”

“What worries ye then? Something must.”

Elaine frowned, looked down at the floor. There was a stray bit of onion peel next to the foot of her pegleg.

Fucking up, and not being wanted. That’s what worried her.

“Dunno,” she said with a non-committal shrug.

“Don’t believe that.” Betty put her rag aside, took up her knife again and finished chopping her silly little onions. “I don’t wanna be left behind.”

“Thought you asked to stay?”

“Of course I did. I’m not daft like the rest of ye!” Betty chucked her chopped onions into her cooking pot; they sizzled with a sweet aroma. “I don’t want to be left behind here, and here.” She touched a finger to her forehead, then her sternum. Head and heart. Elaine wasn’t sure Galahad held her in either anymore.

“Fay’s crazy about you. I wouldn’t worry.”

“That’s not always enough.”

Elaine tongued the gap in her teeth. “Wanna see something explode?”

“Not particularly.” Betty carried on with her preparations for a moment before she froze. “You’re done? I mean, ye did it? Gods…”

“Where’s Fay?”

“Hunting.” Betty bit her lip. “Think she wanted some space, to be honest. Ye know how she gets. Sometimes she needs to walk.”
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Fay took a long drag of her cigarette. No indica left now. At least they had booze, though she found herself drinking less and less. It made her maudlin. Sometimes angry. It dragged up things she thought she’d dealt with. Memories came too easily. Blurred and claustrophobic, swirling impressions: the raw sensations of guilt and regret.

It was one of those late winter mornings; she’d been awake for hours but still spindly shadows stretched over the countryside. This land was mostly flat, but shallow hills rose here and there like waves. Fay sat on one of those mounds now, bow and quiver forgotten beside her as she smoked and watched her surroundings. The grass flickered and twitched, as it always did. The accumulated motion of all the tiny bugs crawling about, the minute adjustments of the feeble breeze. Wickerton looked sad from this distance. Splintered wood and collapsed roofs.

These last few months had brought an unexpected calm. She almost felt guilty about it, with Galahad struggling so much, Elaine working through her issues. But Fay had found a kind of peace. She was sad for the loss of the town, but at the same time grateful to know her family were safe. Betty was safe. They were together.

Casting that last pinch of opium into the fire had set her free. That decision had a weight to it. A stone marker that couldn’t be shifted. She’d tried to quit before, of course, and it had never stuck. But something was different this time. She felt a distinct sense of before and after. That time of her life was past. She was healing. As she grew more familiar with the calming techniques Bill had taught her, the more effective they seemed to be. For the first time in years, Fay felt like she was in control.

An intrusive thought circled her now, trying to break in. What if she pulled out her eyeball? What if she pulled it out and licked it? What if she bit down and— She shook her head, shaking the thought loose. Then with a deep breath, instead of fighting it, she let it pass through her. Let it go.

“You are not me,” she whispered aloud.

Another deep drag. The cigarette sizzled.

Having had time to heal, Fay’s palms were smooth and undamaged. But still she wore a faded circle on each. Scar tissue. A permanent reminder of more troubled times. She rubbed her left palm gently with the thumb of her right hand, feeling how oddly smooth the fresh skin was. A slight soreness when she clenched her fists, but that, too, would fade with time.

She didn’t come out here by herself often, but now and then she was struck by the sudden urge. Sometimes she needed time by herself. Time alone with her thoughts. For the first time in her life, that prospect didn’t terrify her.

When she’d forced the Round Table to abandon her to Pale Adam’s opium den in the city, she’d thought that was the end of her. A long, slow end. There had been no plan or hope for escape. But now that life was long behind her. It felt like two lifetimes ago. She’d been a barmaid for a year—and been good at it, too—then been her town’s failed defender. Now she was back with the Round Table. What was left of it. It wasn’t the same as it had been, but Galahad, Elaine, and she had always been the core of the group. Back following Galahad’s mad schemes.

She clenched her fist, rubbed the dry skin of her knuckles, wondering who she was now.

And who she was becoming.

Fay squinted at a movement in the nearby trees. Since she was out here, she may as well try to catch something for Betty’s pot. The movement was hard to track—too quick. Without looking away, she reached for her bow, rose into a crouch, nocked an arrow with another loose in her draw hand. The burnt orange coat of the creature was camouflaged well in the winter wood: naked trees and bushes, a mess of spindly sticks in shades of brown and grey.

The creature slowed its prancing to attack the bark of a maple tree. It was a doe. A fallow deer, beautiful white spots decorating its orange coat. By luck Fay was downwind of the animal and it didn’t seem aware of her. She crept forwards, bow half raised. Stealth had never been her forte. Too big and clumsy. But she could quiet her footsteps for a few slow paces. That much was easy enough.

A twig snapped underfoot.

“Fuck sake.”

She jogged after the bolting doe into the naked forest. This time of year it resembled a graveyard. Hard to believe the skeleton trees were only sleeping through the cold of winter.

There was no sign of her quarry. Not even a flicker of movement, a flash of orange. The forest was still in a way the meadows and fields were not. Birds sat on branches, puffed up for warmth. Without leaves, the trees didn’t sway in the breeze. There weren’t even any squirrels foraging for long-hidden nuts.

She was about to abandon the hunt when a tuft of fur caught her attention; it was stuck to the bark of a tree. Darker and rougher than deer fur. Something had rubbed itself against the bark. A boar, maybe, though it was placed awfully high for a boar. Bear was possible, though Albion’s bear population was sparse. In all her time travelling the wilds, Fay had never seen one. To be safe, she called out, “Hey, bear. No trouble here.”

Nothing answered. The forest remained still.

Fay peeled some of the fur away, rubbed it between forefinger and thumb. A musky smell released and she was reminded of the Cotswold beast. The giant doglike creature living in the uninhabited hills to the southwest. But this fur was brown, where the beast had been the shaggy grey of a wolfhound.

A throaty, demonic grunt broke the silence. Hoofs galumphing through the mulch. The largest boar she’d ever seen charged out of the brambly thicket of the understory. It came with tusks lowered, ornery grunts and oinks. With nowhere to run, Fay drew and loosed an arrow in one smooth motion. Before the missile found its target, she’d already drawn her second. The first thudded into the boars hide. The second impaled its skull. The boar kept charging.

At the last moment, Fay jumped for a thick branch and heaved herself into the canopy; she thanked her luck the tree had been a stout maple with branches low enough to reach. The boar took its frustration out on the base of the trunk, tusks carving up the bark. After a moment, its ferocity waned. It staggered, brushing the arrows stuck in it against the tree, trying to pull them free. It only snapped them, drove them further in. The poor thing was clearly in pain.

The boar slumped, breathing heavily. As Fay dropped, it turned its head, letting out more deep, twisted grunts. Carefully, Fay stepped closer, drew her belt knife. She made soothing sounds, though it didn’t seem to calm the boar.

She drew her arm around its neck. Her knife was deliberate, its placement precise. A single jolt. Her blade tugged through flesh. Blood spilled. The boar whined. Fay shushed again. Then it was over.

With the creature dead, the hourglass was turned—time was crucial in preserving the meat, but Fay also knew it wouldn’t take long for the blood in the air to lure predators from far and wide. She set to work cleaning the kill. Its guts had to come out or they’d spoil the meat. The boar would need bleeding too, but she had nothing here to truss it up with. She hadn’t expected to down such a goliath animal. Dragging it back to The Riverman would be a challenge, even for her.

An eerie sound echoed through the forest; Fay stopped to listen. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her coat sleeve, careful not to get blood on her face.

Something was singing from a hidden place amongst the trees. A mournful melody, the words in a language Fay had never heard. If they were words at all. The singing came from all around as the high tones echoed back on themselves. It was getting louder. Closer.

No part of Fay entertained the idea that the voice might be human. It was too unearthly. The forest seemed to glow as the melody filled the space between the trees, light tinted the colour of blue stars.

Instinct urged Fay to reach for her bow, but the tool lay splintered and broken where the boar had trampled.

The singing reached a peak, then grew no louder. The power of a choir in a single voice, amplified and diffused supernaturally. It was no siren song: Fay felt no urge to follow it into the woods. But the melody had other effects, triggering a deep unease. A sense of many eyes focussing on her.

She considered leaving the boar, simply standing and running from the forest. But the meat was too valuable. The hide would make good leather. She could carve the ivory tusks into a delicate gift for Betty: a pendant, perhaps.

Mushrooms decorated a nearby tree, where Fay was sure there had been nothing but dry bark a moment ago. The forest floor was carpeted with moss, where it had been only dirt and sticks and the leaves of hardy winter weeds. Yellow flowers popped out of a gnarled knot in an old ash tree; these Fay actually witnessed sprouting forth, bulbs worming their way free, then blooming easily like a morning stretch. A beautiful sight, though for some reason it filled Fay’s chest with fear.

This was something beyond her. She knew little of faeries, or sprites, or people of the forest. But she knew they shouldn’t be this close to Wickerton. Never had anything like this been sighted so close to civilisation. It was a sign that the world had noticed the death of their town. That they were staying in a place soon to be reclaimed by the wilds. Wickerton was a living town no longer, but a ruin as sure as any Galahad went plundering for relics.

Fay grabbed the boar by the ankles and dragged it behind her as she walked. She tried to ignore the way mushrooms sprouted in her path. The swaths of green on every tree. She’d walked into a barren winter forest, and now strode out of an ancient elder wood.

She kept a steady pace, not letting herself hurry. The singing grew quieter as she marched further from the spot where she slew the boar, until finally she strode out of the forest into open air. Into the twitching winter meadow and bronzing afternoon sunlight. Into the pleasant silence. The melancholy tones couldn’t reach her here. She wiped the sweat from her brow, took a moment to steady the weakness in her legs. Now that the voice was gone, she almost missed the beauty of it. The faint howling of the wind provided a poor imitation as Fay dragged the boar home.

Once she had the beast skinned and strung up in a meat shed behind the inn, Fay washed her hands with soap in the sink behind The Riverman’s bar. Then she washed them again. And again. She kept washing them until her hands were so red raw they appeared stained with blood.

She closed her eyes, forced herself to take a moment to breathe through her nose. It wasn’t always easy to settle herself, but eventually the compulsion ebbed. Her hands were clean. It was over. Finished. She patted them dry with a tea towel, then poured herself a glass of spiced rum. There were many things she missed about working at The Green Man in Littleford, but always having ginger ale to mix with her rum was high on the list.

“Followed a trail of blood and found a huge hunk of meat in our shed,” came Galahad’s voice from behind her. “Pour me one, would you?”

“I’m having rum,” Fay said over her shoulder.

“Do me whisky.”

“I saw something in the forest.”

“The magical is closing in.” So he already knew. He leaned on the other side of the bar and accepted his drink. “We’re living in the wilds now.”

“It’s dangerous. Makes me worry for Betty, Bill, the horses. What if something happens while we’re in the city?”

“Farmers make do, don’t they? This might be a ghost town, but there’s life in this inn. A fire in the hearth and a waxed shelter above the roof is enough to keep them safe. Besides, we’ll only be gone a week or so.” Galahad sipped his whisky, looking wistful. “It’s not only because the townsfolk are gone. Magic has been seeping back into the world for centuries. Ever since the turning of the rain. Humanity will have to learn to live alongside monsters and faeries and will-o’-the-wisps. We did once before.”

“In your legends. But how much of them is true?”

“I wonder that myself these days. More, I expect, than I imagined.”
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Everyone was gathered in The Riverman’s bar. Fay, Betty, and Elaine stared up at him as he stood before them. Bill was still resting in his room upstairs. Galahad’s palms were sweating. He took a sip of ale to wet his dry throat.

It wasn’t that he was nervous to speak in front of his friends, but now that he stood here, a speech tumbling in the back of his mind, everything suddenly felt real. They were doing this. It was mad, foolish, lethal, but they were still going to do it.

“Elaine, can you stop that?”

“Sorry.” Elaine sucked in her lips, pulled her hands into her lap from where they’d been opening a saltshaker, spilling white gunk over the clean wood of the table. The shaker was mostly empty, its contents moist and forgotten. Salt wasn’t easy to come by.

Galahad took a deep breath, trying to remember everything, but it wouldn’t all fit in his head.

“We leave tomorrow.” He paused to clear his throat. “We don’t have enough horses to ride so the walk will take a few days.”

“But we’re still taking Peaches, aren’t we?” Elaine interrupted.

“Sure. He can be a pack horse for the trip. Be careful strapping the explosives to his saddle, though. We don’t want any accidents.” Galahad frowned, recalling what he’d been saying. “Once we’re in the capital, we’ll need a day to orient ourselves. So we’ll put everything into action on the twelfth. Maybe the thirteenth.”

“Where are we staying?” Fay asked.

“Somewhere cheap.”

“There’s a pub called The White Dragon. Not much to recommend it but it’s cheap. Beds are clean. Don’t drink the beer there.”

“That’ll do fine. We’ll grab a room at The White Dragon. Next morning we’ll split up to set the explosives. Fay, you stack a load out the front of the palace, make a scene. Those blow first. Once the guards rush to the disturbance, Elaine and I blow the rear wall, climb over the rubble, sprint up the stairs. Fay. You run.”

“And the throne room’s on the top floor?” Fay asked.

“It’s huge. A giant hall that covers the area of several New London houses. Pillars keep the whole thing standing. That’s the rumour, anyway. There are even slits drilled into the roof to let in slivers of sunlight.”

“What if your info’s off?”

“Then we’ll end up in the wrong place.”

Betty fidgeted with a tea towel she had spread in her lap. “How’ll ye get out?”

“Hm?” Galahad scratched his beard.

“After the king’s dead. How do ye get out alive?”

“Well…” An awkward moment of silence. “We’ll run.”

“Not your best plan,” Elaine said. “Can’t say it’s your worst either.”

“I’m not going in with you?” Fay asked. “Doesn’t seem right for me to be the distraction. I’m supposed to run? I can fight better than the two of you together.”

“Not denying it,” Galahad said. “But I need to be on the inside and Elaine can’t run.”

“I can try,” Elaine said.

“You’re not outrunning the palace guard, Elaine. I’m sorry, but you’re not.”

“Can you handle the stairs?” Fay asked, turning to Elaine.

“I can do this. Don’t try to work the plan around me just because I’m missing a leg.”

“If I can give them the slip,” Fay said. “Then I can circle around and meet you on the way out. Provide some extra muscle.”

Galahad shook his head. “If you lead them back to us you’ll ruin everything.”

“It’s going to be chaos.” Everyone turned to the stairwell, saw Bill standing there, leaning on the door frame. There was colour in his cheeks, but he still looked exhausted. He managed a feeble grin. “You people are mad.”

“Lord William.” Galahad nodded in the man’s direction.

“The Unholy King has no children. No heir. Not that anyone knows of, at least. With him gone there will be a scramble for power that could tear this entire nation apart.”

“Can it be worse than how things are now?”

“I doubt it. But you should know what you’re bringing down on us.” Bill staggered into the light, revealing how knackered he looked. “Someone has to move to rouse the nobles. I know who has Mercia’s best interests at heart.”

“You’re in no state to travel.”

“I have my horse. I’ll follow in a couple of days. My cousin will offer me succour—though she might grumble about it. If you need me, look for Lady Staverton. Unlike house Rugby, the Staverton family has remained relatively neutral. Her husband had the good sense to die before this chaos began.” Bill sighed, lowered himself into a chair beside Fay. “Suppose I’ll shave my head. Wear a cloak. Grow what attempt at a beard I can. Few would recognise me out of noble attire.”

“We’ll find you once it’s done,” Galahad said, ideas churning in a tombola in his mind. “Though I won’t want to linger too long in the city.”

“Don’t you worry about this place while you’re gone,” Betty said. For some reason she was squinting at him like she had a problem with him. “I’ll take good care of it.”

Galahad thanked her with a nod.

“None of you have to do this if you don’t feel right about it. We’ll be risking a lot. I don’t have a choice. I can’t move on while the king lives. The throne is unstable and people are dying. Guess I wish it wasn’t this way. Wish I could say, yeah, it’s someone else’s problem. But I can’t. I don’t need revenge. I’ve learned there’s no satisfaction in it. But the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia deserves justice. My parents deserve to rest knowing the king that killed them will harm no others.” He clenched his fists, squeezed tight, bowed his head.

“For your parents, Gal,” Elaine said, echoing the words she’d said to him months ago beside their first fire in the ruins of Wickerton.

“No. For Mercia.”
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“Are you shitting your pants?” Elaine dropped onto his bed beside him. He’d been lying there alone for at least an hour, letting the coming days play out in his mind.

“Didn’t think of knocking?”

“I’ve got the darts you asked me for.”

“Hm? Oh, right.” Galahad blinked away the fog of his reverie, remembering he’d asked Elaine for a pouch of sedative darts. Better to have a non-lethal option when taking down the guards. It wasn’t their fault the king had turned against his people.

“Is four enough?”

“Should be.”

“What’ll you do when it’s over?”

“Carry on, I suppose. Won’t be long before the new panel is ready for testing. If that works, then it’ll be the start of everything. We can rebuild. Panels that last for years, that let in the light and keep out the rainwights. Maybe we can convince some of the townsfolk to come back. Start a new town. Maybe it will grow.” He let out a wistful sigh. “I don’t know. It all feels like a dream. Pleasant and impossible. It’s nice to think this is leading to something better, but it’s hard to make myself believe it.”

“I reckon it is,” Elaine said, lying down beside him. She unfastened her pegleg and let it roll off the bed to clatter on the wooden floorboards. She turned to face him, slid her hand beneath the pillow.

“There isn’t enough space on here for the two of us.”

“Didn’t want to leave you alone.” Her expression was soft, inviting him to open up.

“I’m fine. Do I not seem fine?”

“Not really. You seem better than you were but you’re still not yourself.”

“This is me now. We’ve all been changed by the things that have happened to us.”

“I don’t believe that. The old you was hopeful and naive in the sweetest way. Determined. All wanderlust and dreams too big for a young man to shoulder. A bit of an idiot in the way a man can only get through reading too many books. You’re not that lad anymore, I know. But this empty, cynical ghost isn’t you either. You’re more than moping and justice. More than sheer purpose and fury. Somewhere inside is still a bit of that hope, a spoonful of your old dreams.”

“Nothing I do can bring them back. Any dream I have now is incomplete.”

“But you can still make them proud.”

“I don’t know. My mum… She’s trapped in the storm, maybe forever. Separated from my father in death. Fuck. I don’t even know if she’s dead or not. Rainwights… Ghosts in the storm. Is that a kind of life? When rain hits, does she watch this inn and remember me? Does she still know I’m her son? Would she be proud to know what we’re planning?”

Elaine was quiet for a moment too long and had to clear her throat before she spoke again. “I think she would be. Wherever she’s gone and whatever she’s become, I know Freyja will always be proud of you.”

A touch of cold on his cheek. His tear ran to his lip, tickled. He wiped it away with his tongue, winced at the taste.

“I can leave you alone if you want,” Elaine said.

“Stay. I’m going to close my eyes for a bit, but you can stay. Just don’t wriggle or you’ll knock me off the bed.”
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He wasn’t ready for this, but he hadn’t had a choice. Bill used to do this work. After he’d been forced to return to his father’s side, he’d sent trained soldiers and trackers. Now Bill was lost to grief and his fortune had spilled into the hands of their enemies. Errol was the only one who knew the danger out here, in the wilds to the west. The only one with even half the training to deal with it. Besides, there was nothing for him in the city anymore.

His father had finally cut off his allowance. Before he’d left the city, Errol had taken what little savings he’d accrued, purchased supplies for his journey, then invested the rest in a company that imported pig iron from the north. The king’s fixation on war created a constant need for swords, armour, spear heads, buckles. Armies are built from leather and iron, and they’re fuelled by foods that travel. In a time where most businesses were failing, the trade of iron, rice, and smoked meats was a bastion of stability. The only trade doing better in King Rohit’s dying Mercia was the smuggling of opium.

It was a small security. Wealth passed from ledger to ledger. Not enough to live on, but enough to ensure he had a pot of money collecting for when he returned. If he returned. For now, his responsibilities were out here. In the wilds. Risking more than his finances.

The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia was in danger, and he was the only one who could keep it safe. Half trained at best, head throbbing from all the books he’d forced down in the past few months. Out here alone. A dire turn, but that was the way things were.

This land wasn’t quite the Barrens, but it was close to it. Wilder country he’d never seen. Were those giant hills mountains? Valleys ran between, broad enough to hide rivers and forests and abandoned ruins of their own. It was an ancient place.

The map he was following was a relic from before the rain turned, creased and faded; every time he opened it he got a whiff of ageing paper. It had been in Bill’s family for generations. It showed landmarks that no longer existed. Ancient roads and cities. But it also showed the landscape in a detail no modern map could hope to match. Even with the cities now messes of vines and moss, and the roads crumbled and vanished under turned earth, the topography was exact. A hill was ahead, and on the map he saw the same. A pond to the south, and there it was, a patch of blue against green and brown ink. The valley he sought was but an inch from his location. He was getting closer.

Bill had marked a cabin and judging by the scale of the map Errol was barely a mile away. There would be tools inside. A bed, a fire, a roof. But no supplies. If he wanted meat, he’d have to catch it. There would be time for that, though it wouldn’t be easy. Even out here, with no soul for miles, he dared not carry a bow. Hadn’t trusted those things since the accident. He’d never forget the moment his arrow thudded into Fay’s shoulder, nor would he ever be able to express his gratitude at her forgiveness.

By the time he reached the cabin, he was exhausted. His cheeks stung from the battering wind, more powerful out here than he’d ever known it. Sweat soaked his underlayers, making him clammy—cold and hot in uncomfortable tandem.

But there was no time to rest. First he had to check the other marking on his map. The one deep in the valley carved by towering mountains in the distance. Even in this landscape of giants, those mountains stood above the rest.

A valley like a burrow. Like a prison. Like a nest.

Errol threw his pack on the spartan cot, then dragged himself once again into the fading light. It wasn’t late, but already the landscape shimmered with the uncertainty of twilight. In summer he would have had hours of daylight yet. But he couldn’t wait for summer. He couldn’t even wait for sunrise. The valley awaited.

Halfway up that brute of a mountain, the clouds began to spit. Errol held out a hand, felt the faint tickle of raindrops. Too exhausted to panic, he trudged onwards. Foolish to leave his pack behind, but he hadn’t been able to face the thought of carrying it a step further. Now he paid the price for tempting the rain.

The mountainside wasn’t without shelter. Trees grew in patches and great boulders stacked together to create small caves, nooks to hide in. Errol made for one of these nooks, crawled inside as the stone turned dark. The heavens opened and rain battered the landscape. Errol watched, shivering, eyes drooping. So tired. Even with death pouring all around him, he could barely keep his eyes open.

Rainwights formed in the downpour. Human shapes appearing as if they’d dropped from the clouds, visible only in the way the rain swerved around them, or in the bending of grass blades beneath their feet. Ghostly arms reached for Errol in his nook. He shrank back. A spider crawled along the stone beside his face and he yelped, almost flung himself into the clutches of the rainwights by sheer panicked instinct. That woke him up.

He watched the spider crawl away, eight legs paddling into the cracks beneath, into the dark crevices between boulders. Errol’s heart kept pounding for another minute. He tugged his flat cap tighter on his head.

Spindly fingers stretched to reach him, elongating, sharpening. He turned his head aside, shut his eyes, pretended they weren’t there. Tried to think of the deafening shushing of the rain as a comforting sound. A storming lullaby. It would be over soon. He only had to wait it—
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Sun on his face. He blinked, stretched out the ache in his shoulders. Water had trickled down his neck, soaking his back. He awoke shivering, but the sun was warm. Tentatively, he crawled out of his hiding spot. The rain was long past. He’d slept through the night. Unbelievable that he’d fallen asleep, but he’d been too tired to stay awake a second longer. He’d done his best, but still he chastised himself for losing time. Precious hours had slid from his grasp.

Soaking in as much of the dawn’s heat as he could, Errol stripped off his wet shirt and jumper, then pulled his new-spun wool coat back on. It was mostly dry and would keep him warm enough. It took several minutes to get the buttons done, his fingers so cold they kept seizing. He clapped and rubbed his hands together, blew on them, rubbed them on his thighs. Then he shook out his shoulders, cracked his neck. He felt ten years older after sleeping uncomfortably wedged between the cold stone.

It didn’t take him long to scale the rest of the mountain. When he reached the peak, he stared down into the valley. A swathe of ash had buried an ancient town. Limestone cottages still stood in asymmetrical rows, missing their thatch and doors and windows. A river ran through valley and town, unaware of the destruction around it; the water was clear as any mountain stream, having already purged the ash from its bed and bank.

Errol stood panting for the longest time. Waiting for something. Any sign of movement or life, but there was none. He was too late.

The worm was on the move.


Part Two
Stone



A Quiet Drink
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Fay had always been tall, but a year ago the other girls had stopped growing and she’d kept on. She scarcely resembled her peers anymore. Taller than most boys, shoulders broad. Instead of trying to fight the way her body wanted to change, she embraced it. She cut her hair short, bound her chest. But she didn’t try to imitate the boys. This was her own interpretation of femininity. Different, maybe, but she was still a young woman.

Elaine also had her way. Two sisters, both outsiders. Some parents would have lamented their two girls running off with Galahad and his Round Table at every chance they got, but the Weavers only saw their passion and were glad their daughters cared about something. They didn’t approve when they left the safety of Wickerton’s patchwork shelter, of course. What parent would? But they trusted Fay and Elaine to be as safe as they could, and that was enough.

Tonight the Round Table—minus Gwen, who was travelling with her family—drank in The Wagon’s Rest, rather than The Riverman, since Percy didn’t want his parents watching over his shoulder. This was a pub for travellers. Rarely would you see the same faces more than two days in a row. The Wagon’s Rest lay on the north edge of Wickerton, where it captured traders, couriers, the occasional treasure hunter—a dying trade, much to Galahad’s chagrin—as they exited the belt of wilderness that separated the Bright Crown of Northumbria from the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. This was Wickerton’s roughest spot to drink. And the least likely place for a group of drunk teenagers to be disturbed by someone they knew.

“He was real, I’m sure of it,” Galahad was saying. He’d been lecturing them on that dead priest of his again. Some rumour of undiscovered treasure. They’d found a box of gold necklaces on their last trip out and the excitement of the find had lit candles in his eyes that were yet to burn out. “I’ve cross-checked the ‘fictionalised’ accounts with the histories. He was real and so was his fucking treasure.”

“But you don’t know where it is,” Percy reminded him. “Or what it is.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Galahad took a swig of his beer. “I’ll find it. You’ll see.”

He’d already had too much to drink.

“Can you kids shut the fuck up?” A man leaned over from a nearby table. His fingernails were black with grime but the rest of him was clean. He wore a sword.

“We’re just talking,” Elaine said, leaning her chair back to stand on the rear two legs. “Don’t remember asking for some ugly cunt to interrupt.”

“What did you say?” The man leapt up, rocking his table. One of his companions followed. The third stayed seated, covering his face perhaps from embarrassment.

Fay stood to match the man, met his eyes, puffed her chest to show her full height. She was only sixteen, and the man must have been in his thirties, but she had a good two inches on him. Elaine giggled. Percy sank into his seat, cheeks paling. Galahad shifted minutely and Fay knew he’d drawn his knife beneath the table. She shook her head at him but he didn’t put it away.

“Look. We’ve had a long day on the road,” the traveller said. “Real shit week all round, to be honest. Don’t much fancy breaking a bunch of young noses. Not how I was planning on unwinding this evening. But you’ve got on my tits an’ I won’t stand for cheek like that.” He gestured towards Elaine who was still grinning wickedly. “Let’s be having an apology, then you lot can fuck off.”

“I ain’t apologising.”

“Elaine, please…” Percy said.

“My friend never learned her manners,” Fay said, standing between the man and Elaine. “You’ll have to excuse her.”

“Oh, will I?” He spat on the sawdust-covered floor. Behind the bar Mr Hopper, the proprietor, shook his head but said nothing. “You know what, I think I’ve changed my mind. Come on, lads, let’s teach these little twats some manners.”

With a show of reluctance, the third traveller took to his feet. Of the three he was shortest and youngest, but his slight frame was all muscle and something in the way he carried himself made Fay wary.

“They’re only kids, Markus,” that third man said.

“Old enough to know when to shut their mouths,” Markus growled. “Old enough to understand consequences.”

“Outside!” Mr Hopper called. “Not in here. Please. Might be a canvas town inn but you can’t just trash the place.”

“Right you are,” Markus said with a doff of an imaginary cap in the barkeep’s direction.

Galahad stood and Fay was relieved to see his belt knife sheathed against his hip. Elaine rose too, still grinning, though it seemed forced towards the edges and her eyes had lost their bite. Percy remained sitting until Fay tapped his shoulder, said, “Gonna have to get up, Percival. We’re in this now.”

The street was dark, the burning torches losing their battle against the gloom.

“Like travelling back in time in these arse-end-of-nowhere towns,” Markus remarked as they all filed into the street. Four against three. Numbers were the only advantage the Round Table had, and likely wouldn’t count for much.

“Don’t be a coward,” Elaine said to Percy.

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Yeah, but you’re all limp. Get your fists up.”

“We could run, you know?” Percy blinked. “They can’t outrun us in the dark. They don’t know the town.”

But a hunger now beat in Fay’s chest. A desperate curiosity. They’d had scraps, as all kids do, but they’d never been in an honest fight before. Never faced down a trio of road-hardened men. She clenched her fists, adrenaline pumping. The world calmed. She stopped digging her fingernails into her palms. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this focussed. No twisted images flickered in her mind. Only the vision of those men before her. Only the moment. The now.

“I’m gonna knock your teeth out, girl,” Markus said, staring at Elaine. As he stepped forward, Fay clocked him in the cheek. The man staggered back, shook his head to clear it. “Holy shit. By the king, you’ve an arm on you.” A trickle of red saliva on his lip.

Then chaos.

The three men charged. Markus slipped by Fay as the younger one tackled her to the ground. Galahad met the last man and took a punch to the chest. Percy turned and ran into the dark, yelling that he was sorry.

Fay tried to roll the thug off her but he was heavier than he looked. He stank of alcohol but not in the way of a heavy drinker; rather, it seemed he’d splashed it on his skin. Alcohol and a hint of something sweet.

“Don’t wanna hurt you,” the man grunted. “But here we are.”

“Get off me you creep.” She slammed her elbow into his nose. The man recoiled but didn’t release her or lose his balance. In retaliation, he punched her in the face. A single, steady blow, like a mallet hammering a stake. Blood dripped onto Fay’s face from his nose . The droplets were horridly warm. That sensation was worse than the pain.

“Stay down, boy,” he said, wrestling to pin her wrists to the ground.

The hunger Fay had felt beating in her chest caught afire like an awakening volcano. She loosed an animalistic growl, then shrugged her wrists free of the thug’s grip and grappled for his throat, digging her fingernails in around his larynx. She writhed and the thug atop her lost balance. With a swing of her hips, she rolled them both sideways. Before he could scramble back on top, she slammed her elbow into his nose. It was definitely broken now, blood streaming. In the scramble, he struck her back and her vision flashed white.

They pulled away from each other, panting, then rose to their feet, staring each other down.

The second traveller had Galahad in a headlock while Markus straddled Elaine on the floor. “Stop wriggling, you little shit,” he growled. She spat in his face; he spat in hers. He held her down with his left hand, while his right felt about in the dark, grabbing her breasts and squeezing roughly. Anger shook Fay’s body. She was taken by it. Enflamed. Distracted long enough her opponent landed a roundhouse to her jaw that sent her reeling. She staggered, kept her feet. Then everything settled. That calm she’d felt before falling over her like a warm cloak. Something must have changed in her eyes, because the traveller she fought took an uncertain step back.

Fay came in fast, fists up. Quick jabs that put her foe on the back foot. She took as many blows as she landed, but she barely felt them, lost as she was in the eye of the storm of her anger. Blow after blow. Some distant part of her understood she couldn’t beat this man in a straight fight. Though she was taller, her opponent was stronger, more experienced, older. He was cautious now, but in a moment he’d strike hard and put her down again. She couldn’t give him that opportunity.

She charged shoulder-first inside his reach, grabbed at his crotch, found his nuts and squeezed. The thug’s mouth worked, trying to say something but lost for breath. He kicked her between the legs and a wave of pain shot directly into her gut, almost making her double over. But she held firm, squeezing tight with her large fist, knuckles flushing cold with exertion. The thug’s eyes widened as he realised his mistake.

“Not a boy, numbnuts.”

She released him, slammed a fist into his stomach. He bent over, retching. Fay took the opportunity to grab the back of his head and slam it against her rising knee. Once, twice. The man went limp, slumped to the floor. For a second Fay stood panting, shivering from the exhilaration of the fight. She was home.

“Hey! What the fuck? Stop that!” A boy their age came running over. Took Fay a moment to recognise him as the son from that new family. The swordsman’s boy. Wasn’t often that folk moved to Wickerton from the outside world; they’d been talk of the town these past few weeks. Fay couldn’t remember the boy’s name, but Galahad had made sure he welcomed him to the village. Always eager to recruit new members of the Round Table.

Fay grabbed Markus’s shoulder as he drove a fist down into Elaine’s face. The thug turned in surprise. Fay smacked him senseless.

Behind her, the swordsman’s boy rushed to Galahad’s aid. He drew a sword from his belt, set the tip to the second travellers chin. “Get off him, you horrible brute. What the fuck’s going on here?”

Fay didn’t relent on Markus. She backhanded him again. Punched his temple. Kicked him in the stomach and he went down.

“Elaine…” Fay had to force herself to meet her sister’s eyes. Her face was a mess. Barely an inch of skin showed through the slick red coating her face. Already swollen and bruising. She tried to smile but could barely part her lips. Fay saw the ruin of her mouth. Her bottom front teeth, knocked out in a row. Just like the thug had promised. Fay spat on the unconscious fucker.

“I’m fine,” Elaine croaked. She tried to sit, then her head lolled, dizzy, and she lay back down.

“I’ll carry you.” Fay helped her up, threw her arm over her shoulder.

Lance was backing away from the other traveller, carrying Galahad in a similar manner. The boy had only fared slightly better than Elaine, his face bruised and bloody. But he’d retained his teeth.

The teenagers fled into the night, careful the travellers didn’t track them through the town.

When they were a safe distance away, Elaine said, “I should have killed him. Next time, I’ll fucking kill him.”

“What happened?” the swordsman’s boy asked.

“Wouldn’t have been so bad except that prick Percy did a runner,” Fay said.

“Not his fault,” Galahad croaked. “He was scared.”

“Coward,” Elaine said.

“What else do you expect from him?”

“Not sure I know him yet,” the swordsman’s boy said. “But you’re all crazy for trying to fight those guys.” His eyes flicked to Fay as if realising for the first time how uncommonly big she was. “You were fucking wild.”

Fay shook her head. “It was a mess.”

“You’re strong as hell, though. Good form on your swings. If you trained as a boxer, nobody would fuck with you.”

“Wait.” Elaine stopped and the others turned to look at her. She tongued the inside of her mouth, winced, then spit out another tooth. “Right. All good.”
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Three olive-cloaked travellers entered the pub. The acrid stink of years of spilled liquor stung their noses, dulled only by the swirling pipe smoke. Though none of the tables were empty, none were full either. A low chatter hummed, then stopped, making way for the creak of chairs and the coughing of an old man in the corner.

Every patron drinking in The White Dragon turned to watch as the strangers pulled their hoods down and surveyed the room. Galahad hoped nobody noticed the raindrops still shedding from their cloaks. It had been spitting for the last half a day of their journey. Though their cloaks protected them from the rainwights, water clung to them in tiny spheres that could be shaken off like crumbs.

Sawdust crunched under his boots as Galahad approached the bar.

“Rooms?”

“Sure. Are you drinking?”

“Food too, if you do it.”

“It’s all pies these days. Chicken and mushroom tonight.”

“We’ll take three. And three pints of widow’s ale.”

Fay stepped forward, placing her hand against his shoulder, as if meaning to shift him back a step. “Make that three double measures of vodka.”

“Guess we should share a room,” he said, counting the coins in his purse for the thousandth time, as if expecting someone to have slipped a fresh crown in there while he hadn’t been looking. “Don’t mind taking the floor.”

“Nah, I’ll take a separate room. And do me a ramekin of nuts, will you?” Fay said, pressing a mix of silver and bronze into the bartender’s hand.

“You don’t have to spend the last of your money,” Galahad said as the bartender turned to scoop Fay’s nuts.

“I’ll get a better night’s sleep on my own. Big day tomorrow. Want to be well rested.”

The pies took a long while to come, but when they did, they were of surprising girth and the pastry was a rich gold, deeper than Galahad’s whisky-burnt eyes.

“These look decent,” he remarked. “Thought this place was a dive?”

“It’s the beer you want to watch out for.” Fay gave the room a once-over. “And the clientele.”

Digging into the flaking pastry, Galahad found the pie to be more mushroom and gravy than chicken, but the flavour was pleasant enough, though lacking in salt.

“Not bad.”

“Not great,” Elaine countered.

“Vodka could do with being colder. How can the vodka be warm when everything else in this fucking city is freezing?”

“Behind the bar, ain’t it,” Fay said. “Warm enough in here.”

It was true. Between the hearth and all the bodies sharing the room, The White Dragon was significantly warmer than the capital’s freezing streets. As if to illustrate the thought, the door swung open and a frigid gust blew in.

A man in a long black coat and a crooked fedora stepped in, muttered, “Fuck sake,” then turned and left.

“That was weird,” Elaine said.

“Excuse me.” Fay stood, folding her cutlery neatly on her empty plate. “Guess I’ll catch up with you in the morning.”

Galahad opened his mouth to ask where she was going, but she’d already vanished after the man in black.
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Blackcap must have known she was behind him but he didn’t bother slowing.

“Detective,” Fay said, quickening her pace. “Rain take you, Kade, slow down.”

He spun on his heel, gave her a dark look like a punch to the gut. His features were hardened by the harsh shadows of New London’s flickering streetlamps.

“You’ve some nerve,” Kade spat. “I told you I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

For a moment she didn’t understand what he was talking about. Then she remembered he’d pointed her in the direction of Pale Adam’s fortune. Which had led to her finding his opium stash. And four men dead.

“Neither did I,” she told him, looking down as she busied her hands cleaning her nails. “But I had to try to protect the people I love.”

“That’s always the excuse, isn’t it. Killing to save will never make sense. It will never be anything more than a lie to ease your conscience.”

“I don’t know what you want from me.”

“Nothing. You followed me.”

“Because you were clearly pissed off.”

“Who cares? We’re not friends.”

Fay realised she was digging her nail in too hard and pulled her hands apart, shoving them in her pockets. “Don’t like to think I upset anyone.”

Kade sighed and his breath plumed in an icy cloud.

“Staying at The White Dragon again?”

“Just one night. Maybe two.”

“I’ll steer clear till you’re gone.”

“Wait.” Fay grabbed his arm to stop him running off. “We’re trying to make everything better. You can’t judge us if you don’t know us. Don’t know what we’re working towards.”

“If you want to help people, pick up a needle and thread and start patching holes in the shelters of those living outside the city. Every week, more are forced to join the overflow. Most of them are city folk who don’t know how to live out there. They don’t tie their canvas properly, leave holes unpatched, not realising a rainwight can get its claws in and tear that pinprick wider. If you want to help, walk the streets with food and clean water. You don’t help anyone by spilling blood.”

“You’re a decent man, Kade, but you’re fucking wrong about that.”

“Whatever.”

As he turned again to leave, Fay said, “You’ll see soon enough,” but the detective made no reply.
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Elaine dropped onto the bed and wiggled her butt, testing the mattress. “Never liked straw, but I suppose it’ll do.”

“We might die tomorrow,” Galahad said, joining her on the bed. He didn’t know how he was going to sleep tonight with his plans spinning around his head. There was so much to remember. Too many things to go wrong.

“That’s cheery.” Elaine unfastened her pegleg, let it drop, rubbed the stump at the end of her thigh.

“We might, though. Can’t hide from it.” He put a hand on her back, felt weird about it, removed it.

“Are you gonna say something gross?”

“No. Just thanks, I guess. For doing this with me. For taking the risk.”

“Didn’t have anything else on.”

“Of all the things we’ve done together, this is by far the most ambitious.” He took off his belt and sword, admired the decorative etching on his scabbard. He’d almost lost this treasure in the Empire of the Thistle. Perhaps it would have been better if he had. “Delusional, really.”

“Last chance to change your mind.”

“No. We’re in this now.”

“The Round Table on one last adventure.” Elaine stretched, lay back on the bed. Her face was bright, hidden smiles pushing up into her chubby cheeks. “It’ll be a quiet life soon. If we’re still alive.”

“You’re excited,” he said.

“Aren’t you? You’ve always wanted to be a gallant knight, like in your books. A legendary hero. Isn’t slaying an evil king the kind of thing they do in those stories?”

“I don’t know that he’s evil…”

Elaine rolled her eyes. “You’re terrible.”

“I still hate him. That’s what’s terrible. I know the paranoia isn’t his fault, and I still hate him for what he’s done. He needs to be stopped, but a part of me can’t help wanting him dead as well.”

“You’re allowed to want justice, Gal. It’s nothing shameful. We don’t have to hide from our desires.”

“No?”

He shifted his hand across the sheets towards her; their fingertips touched. She leaned into him, their shoulders brushing. As her golden eyes widened, the old scar on her brow lifted; it was still pink, unlike her newer, silver scars. They were sitting so close. The space between them grew warm. Yesterday she’d bathed in a stream and washed with a bar of soap that left the scent of cinnamon on her skin. Her shoulder-length black hair had curled faintly at the tips; that was new. It was usually defiantly straight.

“I’ve always felt like everything in my life needed to be justified,” Galahad said, and found the words came out a whisper. “Backed by reason. As if I might find myself one day having to defend all the things I’ve ever done.”

“Then what’s your excuse for trusting me again?”

“Who says I trust you?”

She shifted her hand away from his, slid it over his thigh. Her hand was warm; her fingers gripped tighter than they needed to.

“You’re here with me,” Elaine whispered.

“Maybe I’m lying. Maybe this is a ruse so I can betray you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“How sure are you?”

“I’ve always trusted you, Gal. You can’t keep anything from me. I’m the one with secrets.”

He broke her gaze. “Don’t be so sure.”

Both of them were breathing heavily, faces inches apart. Elaine leaned forwards, her lips parting, but Galahad suddenly pulled away, stood and brushed himself down.

“We should, uh, get some sleep.” He cleared his throat. “Like Fay said, we’ve a big day tomorrow. Better to be rested.”

“Right.” The light in Elaine’s eyes went out, her mouth drawing into a thin line. “Let’s sleep then.”
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New London didn’t look any better for the time she’d been away. The soot-stained capital had never been a pleasant place but there had been treasures hidden beneath its stone roof. The markets had been vibrant, bustling places. Nowhere in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia could you find a more interesting selection of food than the Stowe Bazaar, and where else but the Royal Market could you find relic sari’s so well preserved?

Now those treasures were gone.

“Everyone’s suffering,” Elaine said, struggling to keep up with Galahad’s gait and terrified to rush while carrying a bag full of barely stable explosives. “It makes no sense to take this much. If nobody can afford to keep their businesses open, who does the king think will stitch his Jodhpuri suits? Where will he get the flowers to decorate his palace? Who’ll grow his food?”

“I heard the farmers haven’t been hit so badly,” Galahad said, barely slowing. “Shielded from the taxes.”

“But if regular folks can’t afford their food, they’ll still lose money. They can’t sustain themselves off the noble houses alone.”

“He’s not thinking rationally. The garrison is stocked and fed. That’s all he cares about. In his mind, he’s protecting us from imminent invasion.”

“Do you think there’s a chance the Bright Crown of Northumbria might be a threat?”

Galahad shrugged.

Through the city they marched.

The Stowe Bazaar was muted as they cut through it on their way to the palace. Every third stall lay empty, and those market traders who still clung to their businesses tended half-empty tables. No one called out to hawk their wares. These people were broken. One trader wore a chain snaking into his pocket. Galahad stopped to ask him the time. Half eleven. They had a while before Fay would be in position.

“We should grab some food,” Galahad said. “Since we’ve time.”

“I feel too sick to eat.”

“Force it down. We’ll share. I can’t eat a whole meal either. Better to do this without empty stomachs.”

“Rather fill it with beer.”

Galahad pointed to a stall frying pakora in a deep pot and simmering curry in an iron wok over a grill of hot coals.

“Could just get some pakodi?”

“I want samosa.”

Galahad grinned, though the tension in his face didn’t ease. He went to the market trader, briefly haggled when they tried to charge him a halfsilver and three draun, then relented and simply paid. Maybe once Elaine would have teased him for being fleeced like that, but the thought no longer brought her any excitement.

“Here.” He handed her a samosa.

She nibbled one corner, crunching the fresh pastry. Undeniably delicious, but her stomach wanted nothing to do with it. Galahad tore off a strip of roti and dipped it in a pot of dark curry smelling of chilli and lemon; it was lumpy with lentils. They wouldn’t be allowed to stray far until he returned the pot, so they walked a few paces and sat on the wooden slat that would have once functioned as a table for this abandoned market stall.

“Thanks for bringing me with you, by the way,” Elaine said, in between nibbles. Her stomach fluttered like it was filled with butterflies.

“What do you mean?”

“Could have sent me with Fay or left me behind.”

“Right.”

“Feels like we’re starting to get there, you know? Back to something normal.”

“Guess we are.” His face stayed impassive. Unreadable. If he liked books so much, couldn’t he act like one once in a while?

“I know these past few months have been shit for you…”

“Yep.” Galahad sighed, giving up whatever mien of indifference he’d been affecting. “It’s been nice spending time with you again—without chasing monsters or ending up covered in blood. Working on the magic from the Empire of the Thistle has been healing, in a way. Productive.”

Elaine tried to kick the ground, but sitting on the wooden slat, her leg was too short to reach. “Wish I’d been more help with that.”

“You help just by being there.”

“Things aren’t ever gonna be how they were, are they?”

“We’re both different people than we were two years ago.”

“New scars,” she said.

“More than that.”

“I know.” Another small nibble. Galahad was picking up pace, his pot of curry vanishing before her eyes. “After I lost my parents, I thought if I acted like I didn’t care about anything, then nothing could ever hurt me like that again. Now I’m not sure that was ever true.”

“There’s no way to cheat grief. Believe me, I’ve been trying.”

“What about love? Reckon there’s no way to cheat that either.”

Instead of answering her, Galahad said, “If I don’t make it through the day, you’ll make sure my work continues, won’t you? You and Fay. Keep the research going. Maybe one day you can tear down this horrid city and build a new one. A bright, open place. Like Eidyn.”

“What are you saying? If they get you, they’ll get me too.”

“Will you just promise? It’ll make me feel better.”

“Fine. We’ll do it. If we have to, we’ll do it. Of course we will. Not that I know the first fucking thing about magic.”

“One day, Elaine, you’re gonna have to stop pretending you don’t know what you’re doing. You’re smart enough to take my place. You found the secret of the whisky by yourself, didn’t you? Beat me to it.”

Awkwardness crawled over her like a colony of ants. She turned away, stared at her samosa. Another tiny nibble. “Do you know why I picked the name Elaine? Out of all the legends of the Round Table, why I picked a character with so few redeeming features?”

Galahad shook his head, giving her his full attention.

“Elaine of Corbenic wasn’t even in the story I read. It was Elaine of Astolat. Nothing to do with the grail, or the Round Table. A woman so taken with Lancelot that she drifts off in a rickety boat and dies of nothing at all. Bit pathetic, really. But that’s how I felt when you finally bullied me into playing your game—that I might die of a broken heart.” She bit her lip. “Also, her name begins with the letter ‘E’.”

Galahad gave a sniff that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Elaine of Astolat… How did I never think of that before?”

“Dunno. Too excited that I was finally playing with you to pay attention to the name I chose.”

“Too obsessed with the grail to remember other characters existed.” He licked his fingers, dried them on his new-spun jeans. “At least Elaine of Astolat isn’t Galahad’s fucking mum.”

Elaine laughed and some of her tension loosened.

His hand was cold on the small of her back. Everything was cold this deep in the artificial cave of New London. His thumb traced an arc, up and down, five times before his hand retreated and he hopped off the wooden slat to return the empty pot to the market trader.

“Is there something wrong with it?” he asked when he came back, nodding towards her half-eaten samosa.

“Told you I feel sicky.”

“Wanna walk with it?”

She nodded.

The cobblestone street turned to smooth paving as they entered New London’s affluent central district. Where before a third of the streetlamps had been feebly flickering, or out altogether, now they shone brightly. Less soot clung to the sides of buildings, and the folk they passed were sparser, better dressed, a healthier colour in their cheeks—though still the sickly pale of those who spent their lives in the capital. But despite the wealth here, there was no escaping the realities that affected all of New London. The air was cold, humid, musty. Almost too thick to breathe. It stank of damp. The tapping of Elaine’s pegleg echoed sharply. The streets were cramped and disorientating.

The capital was no place to live. No feeling of safety was worth enduring this.

A detour past the city square let them peek the face of the great clock face above the entrance to the city hall. Almost noon. It was time.

“Doesn’t feel like we’re behind the palace,” Elaine remarked as they strode down the empty alleyway. It was broader than most, clean swept and sparse of windows. No houses were permitted to look upon the palace, and for reasons of security there were no windows on the ground floor—ironically making their job easier. There was nothing to see but stone on stone. A few wall sconces burned dimly, and even that was a luxury in comparison to the rest of New London’s alleyways.

Now that they’d arrived, Galahad fidgeted, nervous.

“Sure you wanna do this?” Elaine asked.

“Would have to be a fool to be sure about a thing like this.”

“Suppose you’re not wrong there.”

Elaine crouched by the palace wall and carefully retrieved her explosives, piling the sticks one by one at the base of the wall and attaching them to the long master fuse she’d brought.

“I better do one last sweep of the area,” Galahad said. He wiped his glistening brow on his sleeve.

“You’re not gonna leave me here, are you?”

“Two seconds. Don’t want a guard patrol swinging around the corner at the last moment.”

“Never seen you this nervous, Gal.”

“We’ve never tried something like this before.”

“Fucking hell. Fine. Be quick. I’m standing here with my dick out.”

He kissed her forehead, then tiptoed down the alleyway, poked his head around the corner, and vanished.

Weird man.

With her cheeks burning, Elaine bent and continued setting the temperamental sticks precisely. When she was finished, she backed away, unspooling her master fuse. Once she was a safe distance, she relaxed her shoulders and sighed, muttering to herself, “Come on, come on, come on. Don’t wanna be standing here all day.”

To give her hands something to do, she flicked her lighter open, then swung it closed, over and over, counting the seconds. If only she could light a cigarette, but it probably wasn’t a great idea to smoke while holding a fuse connected to a stack of explosives.

Where the fuck was Galahad?

She tapped her foot. It must be noon by now. Any minute she’d feel the rumble of Fay’s explosives detonating at the front of the palace.

Any second.

He was taking too damn long.
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Everything was set.

The front of the palace was a grand display of wealth and wasted space. The courtyard, protected by a waist-high wall that held a fence of iron spikes, spanned an area that could have fit three good-sized townhouses. Nine families forced to live in tents beyond the stone shelter could have been given city flats with that space. Instead it was empty, save for the blazing lamps, guards in dress uniform marching over tiles that had once been painted the blue, white, and gold of the Mercian flag.

Fay had tucked the bag of Elaine’s special sticks into an unguarded section of the fence, then crossed the street to wait. A long fuse would have roused suspicion, so instead, she had a ten second fuse that would stay hidden in the bag until the last moment. She now held her lighter tight in one fist, squeezing the metal till it warmed. It was almost time.

The street wasn’t crowded but it was never empty. Folk strolled past, some stopping to stare before continuing with their day. Each time someone strayed too close to the bag, Fay’s heart leapt into her throat. This was too dangerous. Nobody was supposed to get hurt in the explosion, but taking in the narrow street, Fay struggled to see a way to detonate safely. The plan was to light, then run. Sprint to safety and keep on going. To not look back. But someone might wander over, curious about the fizzing bag stuffed between the poles of the fence. Too great a risk.

“Fuck it,” she muttered, squeezing her lighter. “For fuck’s sake, Galahad. What do I do now?”

From behind her, the clock in the city square began to ring, each chime resonating melancholically through the stone. Twelve dongs. It was noon. Fay crossed the street, almost bumping into an elderly man who was doubled over a knobbly cane as he walked.

“’Scuse me.”

Her hands were trembling too much to open her lighter. Too wet with nerves to strike the flint. She looked up to see she’d caught the attention of one of the guards who was whispering in her colleague’s ear. Now both guards were staring, frowning, beginning to walk towards her. Fuck. No time. If she didn’t light it now, she wasn’t going to get another chance.

The fuse hissed as the flame caught.

Fay turned to sprint away, found the elderly man stopped in the street, watching her. Too close.

Eight seconds till the fuse burned out.

Without thinking, she pushed the bag as hard as she could, forcing it through the bars onto the other side of the wall.

Six seconds.

The guards were getting closer, one picking up pace, heading towards the bag.

“Get back!” Fay shouted. But it was too late.

She charged the elderly man, grabbed him under the arms and hauled him over her shoulder. She sprinted for five seconds before the rumble hit. A warm waft of air against her back. The elderly gentleman went rolling. Fay skinned her knee. A ringing in her ears. To her feet without a thought.

“Are you hurt?” she asked the sprawled man.

“I’m on my way to see Patricia,” he replied. A line of blood ran from a cut on his brow. “She’ll be expecting me for tea.”

There was no more time. She had seconds to get away, but this man needed help, and it was her fault he was injured. She bent to help him to his feet.

“You’ll be fine, I reckon,” she told him. The cut on his head didn’t look too bad and he had no trouble keeping his balance once he was up.

“Oh. Have I had a fall?”

“There was an explosion. I tackled you, I’m afraid.”

“What a helpful young chap.”

Hurried footsteps on the cracked paving of the street. Fay blinked, checked behind her. She was still on the main street. The guards had all seen her face and distinctive leather jacket. That was a problem.

“Hey!” the nearest guard shouted. “Stop that man!”

She fled, hurtling through gloomy alleyways, taking corners at random. She didn’t know where she was going, only that she needed to get away. Weighed by gambeson and brigandine, the guards were unable to match the pace of Fay’s fit legs. After several minutes of unbroken sprinting, she came to a stop, panting over her knees.

“Now what?” she muttered to herself, looking around to get her bearings. Spying a boutique further down the street, she recalled what the guard had called after her: Stop that man! They hadn’t realised their mistake. She could use that.

The bell above the boutique’s door chimed like three birds singing.

“Hello, how may I—” The lady behind the counter broke off as she saw Fay stride in, sweat dripping off her forehead, knee bleeding through a tear in her jeans. “Oh, my.”

Fay dug around in the pocket of her new-spun jeans, squinted at the collection of coins she produced. “Got a dress for a silver piece?”

“Certainly not.”

“Two silver?”

The shopkeeper gave her an obvious up-and-down with her eyes.

“I am the finest modiste in the southeastern quarter.”

“Three silver?” Fay tried.

“Any gold in that clump of greasy coins?”

“I’m not looking for a ballgown. Just a day dress. Something feminine but still practical.”

“Is it for yourself?”

“No, it’s for the invisible cunt standing next to me.”

Fay had half-expected to be thrown out for that, but instead the modiste struggled to restrain a smile curving into the corner of her mouth. “You’ll have to unchain your bosom to fit into anything stitched by my hand.”

“Let’s get on with it then. Makeup too. You do have makeup?”
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The sound of the explosion echoed through the city, growing more distorted with each wall it struck until it became a metallic bark, repeating on itself over and over as it dimmed. Elaine had been so tense that when the explosion finally hit, it made her jump, dropping her lighter. Her heart rattled, chest tight.

“Where the fuck is that man?” she muttered to the empty street, bending to fetch her lighter. She didn’t know what to do. When she heard Fay’s explosion, she was supposed to light her fuse. But Galahad was supposed to be here with her. She couldn’t blow the wall on her own… could she?

Maybe something had happened to him. The guards might have found him. Even now they could be marching him to the stocks. Or chasing him through the soot-stained streets. He might need her. There was no way to know.

Fingers wet and cold, she flicked her lighter open, ran her thumb over the flint, counting her heartbeats. She should do it. This was her job. The one part of this plan that was entirely down to her. If she didn’t follow through, she’d have failed. But lighting it alone still felt wrong.

“Oh, fuck it.”

She lit the fuse.

It sparked and hissed, burned deliberate and quick. She watched the glowing ember travel along the line: a fiery insect.

As the spark grew close to the explosives, Elaine stuck her fingers in her ears, crouched around the corner of the alleyway she was hiding in. Then she waited. And waited. And heard nothing.

She crouched there, chest heaving, tensed, for another half a minute before she poked her head out to see what had gone wrong. The sticks were undisturbed. All present and correct. The fuse had burned all the way. Part of one of the sticks’ cardboard casing was aflame, but no more violently than any regular cardboard.

Then the ground shook.

The sound of the explosion was more muffled than the previous, though the tremor was greater. A huge explosion, but further away. It almost seemed to come from… above? From right on top of the—

“Fucking hell, Galahad!”
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Shattered pieces of New London’s roof lay around him. Dust and crumbs of stone clung to his hair. A bad cut from debris flung outward was already healing on his forehead. His chest and arm each had new silver scars—gifts from one of the archers who walked the roof, watching for threats to the city. He’d had to put two to sleep with the poisoned darts Elaine had given him. There were more archers still sharing the roof, but the breadth of the city kept them miles away, stick figures on the horizon. One of the closest had fled down their ladder to ground level, no doubt hurrying in search of the watch, or the king’s men, to report what they’d seen. That was of no concern. By the time they became a problem, the king would be dead.

Galahad stared at the destruction. A hole, several metres across, blown into the palace roof. Elaine’s nitroglycerin had shattered stone with ease. Now he had direct access to the king. After a moment to wipe the dust from his eyebrows, he crouched and hammered in his climbing peg.

It hadn’t been difficult to locate the throne room. At the centre of the shelter he’d found the promised slits, drilled into the stone to let in natural light. A luxury of hypocrisy that would be the king’s downfall.

Galahad tied his rope to the freshly-hammered peg, threw the other end—weighted to help it fall—into the opening. He steadied himself, balled his fists. Now he would have revenge. Justice for his parents. For Wickerton. For every wrong that plagued this Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. His entire life, all he’d tried to do was help people, and at every turn he’d fucked things up. Today would be different. No turning back. No mistakes. No one to betray him or let him down. Just him, and the king, and his waxed blade.

No more hesitation.

He gripped the rope and dropped into the dark.

It took seconds to reach the floor. The throne room was vast. A chamber of ornate tiles and marble. The wall sconces were unlit. A patina of dust covered not just the floor but the throne, too—only some of it was a consequence of his destruction of the ceiling. His footsteps echoed as he strode towards the empty throne. An overlarge, beautiful carving of marble, padded with velvet cushion. A faded rug that had once worn an intricate pattern led to the vacant seat.

Galahad sat in the throne and felt the quiet of the room sink into his flesh. This wasn’t right. The king should be here. This was the day he took audiences. But there was a sense of abandonment to the space Galahad recognised from the many ancient ruins he’d visited. Dust on the floor, a stale tang to the air. No one had set foot in this room for months. Certainly no king had been here. He ran a hand down his face, unable to make sense of it. The Unholy King was missing.

A hollow sensation swelled in his chest. His shoulders shook. For a moment, he thought he was going to burst into tears. But it was laughter that took him. An empty, strained laugh. Once he started, he couldn’t stop. He sat on that throne, giggling to the empty hall. It was all so pointless. Whatever he set his mind to was doomed to fail. Part of him wanted to sit there and laugh and lose his mind. To wait until the guards inevitably found him and cut him into however many pieces it took for him to stop regenerating. But beneath his frustration, curiosity stirred.

If Rohit Armin hadn’t been the one driving Mercia into ruin, then who had? Some usurper ruling in secret, picking it apart for their own gain?

He rose, scanned the room, circled the throne. As well as the imposing double doors of the main entrance, there was a side door at the rear of the chamber. He turned the handle. It was unlocked. The door creaked as he pulled it open.

Beyond was an office. It wasn’t small, but entering from the vastness of the throne room made Galahad feel like he was crawling out of a cave. The scrape of flint as he lit one of the wall sconces. A colony of shadows fluttered over a desk, a bookcase, a velvet-lined chair. This must be where the king had signed and stamped official documents. Where the real work of governance was done. A regal window at the far end of the room looked out on total darkness. Such a pointless affectation.

Dust clumped as he ran a finger along the desk, clearing a streak of darkly varnished wood in its wake. A sense of unease joined him in the room as he noticed details out of place. Documents left on the desk, buried under a sheet of dust. An inkwell with the cap removed, its contents now dried and useless. Two books were missing from the bookcase, causing an entire row to droop. Galahad pulled out the desk drawers, fumbled around inside. Letter opener. Inkwell. Wax. The royal seal was missing.

“What happened here…” he mumbled to the hastily abandoned room.

A disturbance caught his attention, rattling down the stone hallways of the palace. His heart stuttered; his fingertips tingled.

Galahad rushed back into the main chamber just as the huge double doors burst inwards. Seven palace guards rushed in: white gambeson, brigandine of blue fabric over ceramic plates, brass buckles that could almost be mistaken for gold in the right light.

They came to an awkward stop when they saw the state of the throne room. One stepped forward, clearly in charge, and surveyed the rubble, the unlit sconces, the stranger by the throne.

“You’ll come with us,” the guard said. A captain, judging by his uniform, though Galahad wasn’t as familiar with the palace guards as he was with the city watch.

“This chamber has been empty for weeks,” Galahad said, inching towards the dangling rope. “Where’s the king? Who’s been ruling the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia?”

“Our orders are from the king.” The captain’s face betrayed nothing.

Galahad threw his arms wide, gesturing to the empty throne room. “Really? Where the fuck is he, then?”

The captain gave a hand signal and two guards moved forwards, drawing their arming swords.

Frustration and anger snaked in Galahad’s gut. This was supposed to be the end of it. His final act of justice. A kingdom freed with a single sword stroke. The king’s absence had robbed him of his catharsis. His fate had been stolen. He wanted to punch something. To tear his fingernails scratching at steel. To unleash his vengeance on whoever stepped too close.

A gloved hand closed around his arm. Galahad drove his fist into the man’s face.

“Get off me!”

The next guard didn’t hesitate, jabbing his sword deep into Galahad’s shoulder. It was a careful strike. A pacifying attack meant to drive him to his knees. But these guards didn’t know that pain was nothing to him now. He’d been cut and chewed and battered so many times that it barely slowed him.

Galahad threw another punch, driving the sword further into his shoulder as he swung with his other arm. The guard reeled, pulling his sword free to clutch his bloody nose. These guards might be well-trained but they were inexperienced in actual combat.

Galahad reached for the grip of his sword with a white-knuckled hand. There was fire in his belly now, roaring up his throat. His sword called to him, begging him to draw it. To loose his anger on these men who’d come well-equipped but unprepared. He forced himself to breathe.

It wasn’t their fault. They were here to do a job.

They didn’t know where the king was. Their surprise at the empty chamber might be hidden behind stoic professionalism, but Galahad saw the truth in the captain’s eyes. The king was supposed to be here. Confusion rose in a dizzying wave to overtake his anger. How could the palace guards not know where their orders were coming from?

He ducked under the grip of a lunging guard, took a swiping blade to the side, another nicked his neck, then the dangling rope was in his hands. He hoisted himself up. A weight on his legs. The captain, dragging him back down. Galahad kicked, slammed his boot into the man’s face. To his credit, he didn’t let go.

“I don’t want to fuck you up,” Galahad said through gritted teeth. His biceps flexed, strained. He pushed through the pain, his muscles stretching and tearing and healing back stronger. Since he’d been changed by that vial of whisky, he’d grown stronger by the day. Though he could still be fatigued, weakness never lingered; he always recovered stronger.

He put one hand above the other, then the next, lifting the captain into the air. Before the other guards realised they were losing him, he’d climbed beyond their reach. Almost. One jumped for his captain’s ankles, managed to grab hold.

“You idiot!” the captain shouted. “I can’t hold your weight as well.”

The guard dropped. Galahad pulled further out of reach.

“I’ve got you, lad,” the captain said. “May as well give it up.”

“You should let go while the fall won’t be too bad.” It was hard to speak without giving away how hard he was straining. Pulling them both up by his arms alone took all his strength; the rope was burning his palms.

“Nah. I’ve got you.”

Galahad tucked the rope under his armpit, wrapped his arm around it, then grabbed it to secure himself in place. He fumbled at a pouch on his waist before retrieving one of Elaine’s darts.

“Last chance to drop,” he warned.

It wasn’t easy to aim, swinging one-armed on that rope, but the captain was close enough that the dart found its target all the same. It stuck in the man’s shoulder for a moment before falling out.

The captain scoffed. “Dealt with worse than that.”

“Give it a minute.” Galahad secured his position with his other arm. No more trying to climb higher. Time to wait.

Several seconds passed. The archers on the roof had been unconscious by now. But then, the darts hadn’t fallen out of them. He hoped enough of the toxin had entered the captain’s system. He only had one dart left.

“That’s a funny light,” the captain said, his voice feathery and dreamlike. Then he dropped like a sack of grain.

He was lucky his comrades caught him. The impact sent the three of them sprawling. In different circumstances, it could have been comical. As it was, Galahad set his jaw, gripped the rope with his feet, and continued his climb.

By the time the guards had attended to their captain, and thought to try to follow Galahad, he was far beyond their reach. Up he went, like a spider in its web. After he dragged himself back onto the roof, he severed the rope with his belt knife, sending a palace guard crumpling to the ground. He hadn’t fallen far; the man would be fine.

Galahad dusted himself off. What a mess this day had become. He readied himself for trouble from the remaining archers, but no attack came. They were clustered at the west side of the roof. Three dark dolls, close to the horizon. They stared at something in the distance.

For a moment he wondered if the Bright Crown of Northumbria had invaded the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia after all. If their new army was going to be called to defend the land. But he didn’t have long to ponder that thought, because a second later he heard it: roaring thunder. So faint he almost missed it. The horizon flashed. Golden lightning from a cloudless sky. He relaxed. There was no approaching army. Just a strangely beautiful storm.
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Errol’s heart sank as the worm’s head jerked up to stare in the direction of the city. He hadn’t heard a thing, but the creature’s senses were keener. Its huge nostrils flared and tongue flashed to taste the air. Then it loosed a violent roar that had Errol clapping his hands over his ears, wincing at the volume. Perhaps there was a fire in the capital. Or an incorrectly stored barrel of oil had exploded, loud enough to catch the attention of his quarry. Smoke on the air to lure it like blood lures bears. Days of tracking across the wilderness of Albion, now wasted. He’d been so close to luring it into the ruins of an ancient city. A new prison to keep it occupied.

A shimmering of red between the trees. Like the mist of a waterfall catching sunlight. Two hundred metres away, buried in a forest that merged with the ruins, trees striding out into old roads, bursting up through long dead houses.

The worm slinked towards the capital.

Thousands of people were going to die. And it was his fault.

If only he’d been better prepared. If he’d studied harder, perhaps he’d have been able to distract the creature. Bill had kept it occupied for months, before he’d been forced to flee, and stripped of his wealth. As long as a steady supply of food was funnelled into that valley, the dragon had been content to remain there in a half slumber.

The dragon. That’s what it was. Bill called it a worm, but it was a dragon clear as the green carpet beneath his feet was grass, the gold to the south was wheat, the sharp burning in his lungs was cold winter air.

There would be no diverting it now. But Errol could still help. If he could beat it to the capital, perhaps he could warn them… They could try to evacuate. Save some, if not all.

He kicked off, sprinting through the wilderness. This land was overgrown; nettles and brambles nipped at him as he charged through. There was a farm not far to the south. Errol ran towards it for all he was worth.

When he reached the farm he was so out of breath he couldn’t speak. A man of middle years with a pair of relic spectacles waved, a concerned frown carved into his features. Errol ran straight for the stables. Neither of the two horses he found there was tacked up, but both looked fit and ready to start the day. He swung himself onto the shorter of the two, patted its withers, wheezed, “Easy there. It’s just me. We’ve got an important job to do.”

“Hey now! What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing!” The farmer came charging over.

“Sorry, sir.” Errol fumbled with his pouch for a few crowns, couldn’t get the blasted thing open, ripped it off and threw the whole thing at the man. “That’ll cover your horse and trouble. Let’s go.”

Thankfully, the dutiful horse started into a walk when he clicked his tongue.

“Hold on!” the farmer shouted as he stopped to bend down and retrieve the pouch, felt the weight of it, caught a glint of gold inside. “But that’s my Acorn! I’ll not sell her for any money!”

Errol urged the horse into a trot.

“I’ll try to get her back to you,” Errol said, over his shoulder. “But I’ll be wanting that pouch back if I do.”

“Well… A few coins for my trouble?”

Errol grinned, shaking his head at the man’s cheek. “You can hash it out with whoever I send her back with.”

Now into a canter. Picking up speed, leaving the farm and the befuddled—but not entirely irate—farmer behind. He steered clear of the worm’s path. The creature could outpace a horse, but it wasn’t built for distance. New London was twenty miles away. With nothing to change its path, the worm would cross maybe five miles a day. Four days to reach the capital. At the most.

Errol let Acorn ease into a trot. It galled him to slow, but much as he wished she could, the mare couldn’t carry him to the capital in one ferocious burst. At a steady trot they could make it by tomorrow. That would have to be fast enough. A few days to evacuate the city. If anyone even listened to him. Probably nobody would heed his warning until the dragon appeared on the horizon.

And by then it would be too late.


twelve
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Fay sat in The White Dragon, nursing her second pint of cider, and wishing she’d stuck to spirits. It had been hours since the explosions rocked the centre of the capital and the others were yet to return. Hopefully they had only been delayed. If they were captured, or worse, there was nothing Fay could do for them. She hated feeling helpless.

A man at the bar kept glancing at her over his shoulder. Not entirely subtle. Fay watched him with suspicion. She didn’t think she’d been followed, but it was possible. Even as careful as she’d been, dressed up in this disguise. This warpaint. The next time he glanced, their eyes met. The man stood, clutching the dregs of his pint as if it were a glass of ambrosia. He approached with an odd sneer on his face, pulled out a chair and sat opposite without asking.

Fay searched the room for signs of the city watch but saw none.

“What’s a foxy thing like you doing in a dive like this?” the man asked. His jacket stank of stale tobacco smoke.

“Think you’ve had too much to drink.” Fay relaxed. The man wasn’t with the watch. Just some poor bugger too pissed to realise she wasn’t interested. His fingertips were stained with ink; perhaps he worked at a printing press.

“Or maybe not enough!” The man laughed in a stilted way that sucked the humour from their corner of the room. A nearby table went briefly quiet. The entrance door creaked as it swung open.

“Got anyone here with you that can help you home?”

“I ain’t going nowhere. It’s early doors still. Plenty of drinking to do yet. And more, if you’re—”

“I’m not into men, numbnuts. Especially not ones who never wash their jackets. Or their fingers.”

“They’re not dirty, just stained.” The man held up a hand and wiggled his fingers. “Do important work down at the press. Nothing to be ashamed about there.”

“I’ll give you that, but you should still fuck off.”

“Rude.” He turned to the barman. “You hear that? Rude bitch. Only trying to be fucking polite.” He turned back to Fay, shaking his head. She restrained the urge to slam his face into the table. Some of the tension she’d felt before returned. If this arsehole made too much of a scene, she’d be in trouble.

“Maybe we both need to learn some manners.” It was the most pacifying thing she could bring herself to say.

“Martin. Abe. Michaels,” came a woman’s stern voice from across the room. Her jaw was so tight it was a miracle she got any words out at all. “What in the king’s wet knobbly bollocks are you doing?”

“Here we go.” Martin sighed, knocked his pint glass, caught it before it spilled. His eyes widened, then lost focus. He was out-of-his-mind drunk. “That was a close one.”

“Leave that poor girl alone.” The woman came over. She was older than Fay, but not old enough to be calling her “girl”. Perhaps the modiste had overdone it with the makeup.

“You his wife?” Fay asked.

“Sister.” She closed her eyes, whispered something like a prayer from the Bright Crown. “And apparently his fucking minder. Come on!” She jabbed him in the arm. “Leave her be. Looks like she’s waiting for someone and I’m sure they’ll be a hell of a lot lovelier than you.”

Martin stood, knocking the table. He hung his shoulders, looking suitably chastised. “Didn’t mean nothing by it. Maybe I’ve had a touch too much to drink.”

“He’s not a bad lad,” his sister said. “Just a bit of a cunt, is all.”

“Don’t worry,” Fay said. “I know the type.”

A moment after the pair were gone, Elaine hobbled out of the shadows and sat in Martin’s vacated seat. She must have been waiting for the drunk to leave.

“That was awkward,” she said. Her cheeks were bright red and she was panting slightly, out of breath. “Why’re you dressed like a prick?”

“Guards saw my face. Trying to blend in.”

“Where? At a fucking gala?”

“What happened back there? Is Galahad safe?”

“Bastard left me at the rear wall with fake explosives.”

“Fakes?”

“Sounded like he blew the roof. On his own. Trying to be a hero again, I guess.”

Fay rubbed her face in frustration, realised too late she’d smudged her makeup. “Fantastic.”

“He’s probably fine, right? I mean, it’s Galahad. He’s always fine.”

“Haven’t heard any whispers about the king. Should we have heard by now if he was dead?”

Elaine pulled out her tobacco tin, started trying to roll a cigarette with shaking hands. “Dunno. Maybe they’d keep it quiet for a while, figure out what comes next to avoid the chaos your mate was warning about.”

The front door creaked again as it swung open. Both looked up expectantly but were disappointed to see a woman who was far too put together for a place like this hurry up to the bar and whisper her order to the server. Afterwards she tried to fade into the shadows at the edge of the room, arms folded like she was waiting for something.

“Should have known he’d do something like that,” Fay said. “Should have been prepared for it.”

“My fault. I was with him.”

The barman came out from the back and handed a full bottle of wine to the woman waiting with folded arms. She thanked him and hurried out.

“I don’t love this place.” Fay watched the woman leave. Before the door had a chance to swing closed, a hand shot out of the dark and pushed it opened again. Galahad stepped inside. “There he is.”

He scanned the room, face severe, then sauntered over and slid into a chair. “What happened to you?” he said with a nod towards Fay; his voice was rough, as if he hadn’t spoken for days.

“Can everyone shut up about the dress? I’m freezing my tits off in this thing.”

“We can see,” Elaine said.

“Well?” Fay slapped Galahad on the side of the head. “Spill.”

“He wasn’t there. Hasn’t been for weeks. Throne room’s empty. Someone removed the royal seal from his study. Who knows, maybe the king’s been missing for months. Whoever’s been running the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia, it hasn’t been Rohit Armin.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Fay said.

He shrugged. “Dunno what else to tell you.”

“You’re a prick for leaving me,” Elaine said. The table was covered in spilled tobacco but she’d managed to get something resembling a cigarette into her mouth.

“True,” Galahad admitted without hesitation. “But I don’t regret it.”

“Can’t take revenge on a ghost,” Fay said.

“No…” Galahad looked longingly at the bar but didn’t get up to fetch a drink. “I don’t know what we do now. Find out where the orders are coming from, I guess. If that will do any good. Without a mad king to remove, I’m not sure what we’re even doing here.” His golden eyes caught the lamplight as he frowned. “Maybe your pet lord can help us.”

“He’s a friend, not a pet. But he should be in the city by now. We can meet him tomorrow.”
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With no fire burning, their room was damp with cold. Elaine ran a finger down a wall and it came away wet and grubby.

“Can barely breathe in here,” she said, hobbling over to their bed. Her thighs burned from the miles she’d walked that day and her stump felt raw. “Don’t know how city folk do it.”

“They don’t know any different.” Galahad wore a darker look than usual, his brow hard as the stone above. He lit the wall sconces, then prowled to the window. The curtains rattled as he pulled them open to peer out the thin, mucky glass. A squeak as he rubbed away condensation with his sleeve. “King’s men in the street.”

“Coming here?” Her chest tightened at the thought.

“Doesn’t look like it. Patrolling.” He leaned closer to the window, almost pressing his face against it. “They’ve replaced the watch tonight.”

Elaine climbed onto the bed, unfastened her pegleg and kicked it off. She lay back and closed her eyes. The black seemed to spin. “You okay?”

“Not really.” The crunch of brittle straw as he climbed onto the bed beside her. “Thought today was the end of it. Spent months building this anger. Focussing it on the king. Hating him. What do I do with it now? Someone gave the order to have Wickerton’s shelter destroyed, but where lies the blame if there’s no figurehead to point to? One person just doing their job taking orders from another just doing their job. How long has the king been missing? Have politicians and civil servants been stumbling through their work in a bureaucratic daze, no master above them bestowing fresh orders?”

“I don’t know, Gal…” She opened her eyes, put a hand on his arm. “Maybe it doesn’t matter who gave the order. But someone put the taxes up. Someone started the rumours of a paranoid king and invasion from the north. The king might be missing, but someone’s been pulling this country’s strings from the shadows. Might not be much revenge in it, but we can find them. Set things straight. Give truth to the people. They deserve to know.”

“This was supposed to be surgical. The removal of a single infected organ. Not the unmasking of some coup. I’m not built for politicking. ”

Elaine scoffed. “Yeah, right. And I guess Fay’s not built for smashing faces.”

“Even you’d be better than me. At least you can manage a convincing lie.”

“Nobody listens to me. You’ve got that strange, frowning charisma. Even more so with your golden eyes. Hard to look away. People follow you. Always have.”

“I’ve nowhere to lead them. Don’t want to, neither.” So melancholy. Her heart broke at the resignation in his eyes.

“We’ll figure it out. Find the rightful heir, or whatever. You should be thrilled. Isn’t that the kind of thing that happens in the tales of the Round Table?”

“Should we start hanging around mysterious lakes in the hopes some woman throws a sword at us?”

“Couldn’t hurt,” Elaine said with a giggle. He hadn’t moved her hand from his arm, so she gave a faint squeeze and rolled onto her side, staring at the gold crowns of his irises. “Try to relax. We’ve had a big day. Forget about what comes next.”

“If the paranoid king was a lie, then why have taxes been rising?”

She slapped his arm. “Stop it.”

“Maybe we’re looking at this wrong. King Rohit could be in hiding, giving orders from a secret location.”

“Where could be safer than the palace?”

“Stopped us from finding him today, didn’t it?”

“I don’t think anyone would have guessed you’d be blowing a hole in the stone—even a man driven half mad by paranoia.” She tugged on his arm. “Look at me.”

He turned to her with forced reluctance. She put a hand on his cheek; his skin was cold. Everything in here was cold. Their breath plumed between them, golden in the lamplight. More moisture to settle on these damp walls. This place would make them sick if they stayed too long.

“I’m looking,” Galahad said. “What am I supposed to see?”

“Just me.” She smiled, showing the gap in her teeth. “Do you still think I’m pretty?”

“You know I do.” He tightened, as if preparing for a sigh, but none came.

Her jacket rustled as she leaned into him, closed her eyes, mouth slightly open. She pressed her lips to his. Every surface in the room was damp but his lips were dry. He pulled back an inch. His breathing came heavier.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

She shushed him and kissed him again. Harder this time, pressing with the force of her want. For so long they’d circled each other. One always chasing the other. She was sick of it. No more pretending they weren’t meant to be together. No more waiting. No more pain or betrayal. Only truth and lust between them now, their kiss the only warmth in the room. Elaine took a deep breath that triggered an excited tremble which ran through her body. She grabbed his shoulders, pulled herself closer.

His lips were tentative, unsure, timid. He was always lost inside himself. Never wholly in the moment. She would drag him here with her. Kiss him until she became his entire focus. His only thought. With her tongue in his mouth she’d make him rise for her. Make him breathless and hot and damn this icy air.

“What do you—” he tried to say, but she kissed him harder, rolled him onto his back.

“Shut up—shut up. For once, just kiss me.”

He hesitated, eyes wide. For a moment she thought he was going to throw her off. That they were going to argue again. His anger stoked and kept ablaze all these months, despite everything she’d done to try to make things right. But he didn’t. He stared at her eyes, golden like his; she still wasn’t used to her new reflection.

“Elaine… You know, you’re so—”

Banging from the bar downstairs.

He threw her off him.

Fuck sake.


thirteen
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The voices below were muffled by the floorboards Galahad pressed his ear against.

“What do you hear?” Elaine asked as she hurried to fasten her pegleg back on.

“Fuck all. Voices. Baritone. The king’s men are talking to the barman, I think.”

“Were you followed?”

“No. I was careful. They must be checking every inn. Aren’t many in the city. Mostly pubs round here. Did anyone see you?”

“I don’t know. They got a good look at Fay, but she changed before coming back.”

“Some palace guards saw me. They’ll be asking after our descriptions. Fuck. We might be in trouble.”

The door swung open and he jerked his head up but it was only Fay. Her hands were bound in clean bandages. Ready for a brawl.

“Gave me a heart attack,” Galahad said.

“You know there are king’s men downstairs?”

“No. I’m rubbing my face on the floor because I like it down here.”

“No need for that.” Then to Elaine, “Got a smoke? I’m out of tobacco.”

While the women rolled cigarettes, Galahad kept his ear pressed to the floor.

“Conversation’s coming to an end.”

Heavy boots clumping on floorboards. He struggled to remember the layout of the pub below, trying to track whether the footsteps were heading towards the stairs or the exit.

“I think we’re fucked, guys,” he said. He reached for his sword, found it missing. Of course, it was here on the floor. It wasn’t easy to thread his belt quickly; his fingers kept rushing ahead of him, fumbling the loops. “Damn it.”

“Slow down,” Fay said, taking a drag and blowing smoke to mix with the breathy mist in the air. “We’ve got a minute.”

The footsteps were on the stairs now, creaking and stomping.

“Will we fit through that window?” Galahad wondered.

“Not a chance,” Fay said.

Elaine stood and started patting herself down—checking for darts and needles and whatever other lethal trinkets she kept on her person.

“How do you wanna do this?” she asked over the cigarette hanging from her lips.

“Quickly,” Galahad said. “Be ready with a dart when the door opens.” He took position behind the door, raised his sword to swing at head height.

Knocking down the corridor. They were checking a different room first.

“That’s my room,” Fay said. She raised her fists in a boxing stance.

“No one in ’ere,” a voice boomed down the hallway, deep but feminine. “No belongings neither. Looks like they’ve run.”

“Worth checking the other room,” came another voice. “Best be thorough or the captain’ll be down our throats.”

Heavy footsteps crept closer.

“If you two will fit through the window,” Fay said, “you should just fucking go.”

“We’re not leaving you,” Galahad said as Elaine froze, already taking a step towards the window.

“Oh, right,” she said without embarrassment. “Yeah. We’re not leaving you.”

“Just go,” Fay insisted. “Don’t be stupid. I’ll catch up.”

The footsteps stopped outside the door. Heavy knocking. Then the woman’s voice from before, “What did you knock for, Bobby? Just kick the door in.”

Bobby kicked the door in.

Elaine’s dart flew.

The king’s man took the dart in his cheek and staggered back, pulled it from his face. “What the fuck’s that?”

“Sleepy time,” Elaine said.

The rest of the king’s men tried to rush forwards but Fay met them in the doorway. Narrow enough to only fit one abreast, their advantage of numbers became their downfall. The first woman came with sword drawn. Fay stepped inside her reach, threw a lazy punch into the woman’s nose. Then again to her jaw. Her forehead. The king’s man collapsed backwards, knocking over her sedated companion. Two others rushed forward at once, knocked shoulders as they both tried to fit through the doorway. Galahad reversed his grip on his sword and was about to stab backwards from behind the door when Fay swung in again with a roundhouse that snapped a king’s man’s head back as he reeled into the opposite wall.

It was over in under a minute. A quick and furious brawl that left six king’s men groaning on the floor. Some bleeding. All bruised.

Fay laughed and punched Galahad in the shoulder.

“Now that’s how we’re supposed to fight. A good, old-fashioned brawl.”

Galahad sheathed his sword and threw his backpack over his shoulders.

“I hope your friend doesn’t mind visitors dropping in at night.”
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It was after midnight and New London was as gloomy and lamplit as it ever was. Though the city’s oil lamps burned perpetually, the streets still emptied at night. Most kept to the sun’s schedule, even when they’d never felt the warmth of its rays.

Despite the hour, the Staverton manor was watched over by a lone guard: a straight-backed woman, arming sword at her hip. Her black uniform would have blended into the night had it not been for the brilliance of her polished brass buttons. Her hair was tied back in a tight bun. She wore no armour and her sword was gilded, with a ceremonial handle. More status symbol than protector. There was no garden or courtyard before the manor. The front door was kept from the main street only by a slight indentation and four clean stone steps.

“I don’t suppose the lady of the house is yet to retire?” Galahad asked, stepping forward and layering a veneer of high society over his well-read country accent.

The guard did not reply, though her eyes flicked to Galahad’s, then quickly away.

“Did Bill give us a kind of pass phrase, or something?” Galahad asked Fay.

“No.” Fay stepped forward. “I know it’s late but would you fetch your master for us? We are expected.”

“Lady Staverton is awaiting three guests come morning.”

“To be fair, lady, it is morning,” Elaine said.

The guard’s stern gaze strayed to Elaine’s pegleg, then to Fay’s bound fists, then Galahad’s golden eyes. She cleared her throat. “Excuse me.”

The guard entered Staverton manor, a metallic click as she locked the door behind her.

Elaine stood closer than usual. In the dark, she brushed the back of her hand against his.

Another click. The door opened. The guard poked her head out and frowned at them. “Follow, then.”

They were ushered inside, through a corridor where richly varnished wainscoting supported an intricate floral wallpaper, to a cavernous drawing room containing two sofas, three armchairs, a chaise longue, and various velvet-cushioned stools dotted around as decoration. The air inside was warm, dry, and absent the musty odour of New London’s streets: telltale signs that smoke from the ornate fireplace billowed up through an illegal chimney. Galahad took a deep breath, restraining the urge to gasp at how easily the air went down. Sitting in an armchair beside the fire, dressed in her nightgown and a dignified frown, was Lady Staverton.

“My cousin’s chosen company has always been a topic of frustration,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “But this trio takes the biscuit.”

“He here?” Fay asked, helping herself to a seat on the sofa without waiting to be offered. Galahad remained standing, but took a few calculated steps towards the fire, drawn to the heat and the dryness of the air. Elaine narrowed her eyes, watching the lady as if she suspected her of hiding knives under her nightgown.

“He’s dressing. The house was abed.” With a limp wrist she gestured to a grandfather clock that showed the time was nearly two in the morning. The clock’s pendulum caught the lamplight each time it swung to the left.

“The patterns on your hands are pretty.” Elaine leaned forward to get a better look at the noble woman’s henna-decorated hands as she folded them in her lap.

Lady Staverton narrowed her eyes, as if trying to root out some hidden trap in Elaine’s words. “There is a ball upcoming. The Ashlegs’ eldest is to make her debut.”

Galahad checked that no servants lingered in the room, then said, “Do you know why we’re here?”

“You were supposed to make me queen today.” That caught him off-guard. Before he could think of a reply, Lady Staverton continued, “Not the cleanest work I’ve seen, but at least you’ve given everyone something to gossip about for the next few days.”

“We didn’t come here to make you queen.”

“No? Rohit has no heir. His family stole the throne from mine generations ago. I am the rightful heir.” Her emphasis was forceful, but dignified, as if she were correcting grammar, not proclaiming herself ruler of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia.

Galahad pulled one of the decorative stools close to the fire, then sat. Lady Staverton narrowed her eyes.

“Would your peers agree? I don’t know how these things work. Would the title automatically revert to you?”

“But of course. Wasn’t I part of your plans, after all?”

“My apologies, cousin.” Bill strode into the room in a dashing Jodhpuri suit, his hands clasped behind his back and his newly-shaved head held high. There was still a weariness in his eyes, but he hid it well. “I danced around the particulars with these friends of mine.” He clapped. “Tea?”
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“The bastards.” Bill’s hand tightened around his teacup, knuckles whitening. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to shatter the porcelain, spilling scalding tea over his hands. “They’ve been after my family for years.”

“Who has?” Fay asked. They’d each recounted their portion of the day’s events, filling in the nobles on the shit-show that had become of Galahad’s plan. Bill had almost managed a smile when she’d got to the part about wearing a dress and makeup. Thankfully she was back in her jeans and jacket. Back in her binder. Hands wrapped in freshly stained bandages. She was herself again.

“All of them,” Bill said with a noncommittal wave. Like Galahad, his grief-fuelled anger at losing his father had found focus on the Unholy King. If he wasn’t to blame, there was nowhere for that anger to go. He wasn’t taking it well.

“You don’t know, do you,” Galahad said.

“Society politics are complicated.” Lady Staverton sipped her tea, pinky finger poised.

“Is the king in hiding, or is he… gone?” Fay asked.

“Rohit Armin would never have left that palace.” Bill sounded more certain now. “If he’s alive, he’s a prisoner.”

“So you think it’s a coup?”

Bill nodded. “Can’t see a lone antagonist usurping control of the kingdom from the shadows. The practicalities of it… No. That wouldn’t work. There are too many points of contact for the king. Only a cabal would be able to pull this off. Whoever they are, they can’t have even the faintest legitimacy.”

“If it was your family, you’d have done it openly,” Galahad said.

Elaine spilled tea down the front of her shirt, swore loudly. “Sorry. Fucking thing. Why’s the handle so bloody tiny?”

“We have a claim. Perhaps the best.” Lady Staverton nodded and threw a handkerchief into Elaine’s lap. “But there are others. Any family with a dukedom could reasonably make a play for the throne with the right backing.”

“We’re looking at the secondary and tertiary houses,” Bill said. “A conspiracy. Problem is, there are fucking loads of them.”

“Language, Cousin!”

“There’s no room for decorum after midnight.”

Lady Staverton’s lip curled, almost revealing a smile. “We must unearth this conspiracy, throw the traitors into the light and set them to the noose.”

“The rising taxes destroyed our hometown,” Fay said. “Hundreds, maybe thousands, have died. I don’t give a fuck about politics, and society, and who has a ‘rightful claim’. I’m only interested in setting things right. This was supposed to be about the Unholy King. One clean death to save a nation.”

“Sweetie,” Lady Staverton interrupted, “it’s never that simple in the real world.”

Fay ignored her. “What I’m saying is, we didn’t come to work as foot soldiers in some house war.”

“No,” Galahad said. His head was in his hands but his voice came clear and steady. He looked up at the room, eyes bloodshot. “I’m done. I came here to remove a mad king, not to crawl amongst the weeds of the nobility. If the suffering of the past few years has all been the machinations of a secret coup, then there’s no work for my blade here. I can’t cut away noble greed. You’re saying taxes rose to fill men’s pockets? That Wickerton’s destruction was only collateral in some political power-grab? Whoever sits that throne makes no difference. You’re all poison.”

He stood.

“Not all of us,” Lady Staverton said. “I can pull this country back together.”

“United under the stone, eh?” Galahad swayed as if drunk. But Fay saw the truth of it. He was exhausted. “Setting things back how they were isn’t good enough. I lost my way for a time, but I see clearly now. There’s no justice to be won. My workshop is where I should be. It was a mistake to come here, but I don’t think I could have realised that without seeing that empty throne.” He staggered towards the door they’d entered from. “Won’t take up any more of your time.”

“Don’t be a prick, Galahad,” Fay said. “You’re in no state to walk into the night.”

Elaine’s head lolled on Fay’s shoulder, then she jerked upright, startled.

“Are we leaving?” She scrambled up.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lady Staverton snapped. “We have plenty of rooms and no king’s men will look for you here. Whether you mean to see this through or not, I won’t have you turned out onto the street. Not all nobles are as poisonous as you assume.”

“Then I’m going to sleep,” Galahad said. “Before I pass out on this beautiful carpet.”

Elaine joined him. They paused at the door and Galahad turned back to Fay. She was still sitting on the sofa.

“Fay?”

“I think I’ll stay up a while longer. Catch up with my friend.”

“Betty’s waiting at home.”

“I know.”

Galahad gave her a nod, then he and Elaine left.

“Can I smoke in here?” Fay asked Lady Staverton, already opening her smoking tin.

Lady Staverton pursed her lips. “If you must.”

“Has he changed?” Bill asked. “Galahad?”

“He did. Think he might finally be feeling himself again.” Fay lit her joint off the fire and the pungent scent of burning indica filled her nostrils. “He’s not a fighter. Not even a killer. Spent his life searching for a treasure that would protect the people he loves, and the town we grew up in. Betrayal and failure made him bitter. He let his anger lead him. But it seems to be waning… The old him was the better.” She held her hands before her, staring at the red marks on her palms. Skin worried and healed over and over. Her curse was under control, but she’d never be free. Never cured. She could only find a way to live alongside it. “Me on the other hand… The old me was a mess. I couldn’t cope with living in my own skin. Sank into the comfort of addiction. A haze of opium and sore knuckles. Truth is, I nearly killed myself with that shit. I wasn’t a good person. But I want to be. Galahad knows who he is deep down, but I never did. Didn’t have the chance to find out. Served drinks for a while, and I loved parts of it, but it wasn’t the answer. Not cut out to work with textiles like my parents. Only thing I was ever good at was using my fists. Tried to use them for good but it ended in more blood. More failure. I need to try something new.”

“You won’t help us either, will you.” Bill’s disappointment was obvious.

“No.” Fay took a drag, leaned back, shook her head. “Not a chance. But I wish you the best.”

“This is the future of Mercia we’re discussing.”

“Is it? Or is it your legacy? We were told our hardships were the result of a mad king, but they were actually the result of your twisted system functioning normally. I’m with Galahad on this one. Real change won’t come from swapping one noble for another.”

“Then why are you still sitting here?”

Fay shrugged. “Because we’re friends.”

“But you don’t trust my family with the throne?”

“I don’t trust the throne. We’re not city folk, Bill. Well-meaning you might be, but we both know anything outside the capital will always be an afterthought. I’ve done enough destroying. Think I might try building for a change.”

“Wickerton won’t be an afterthought to us.”

“I believe you. But what about the other canvas towns? The farmers and couriers and everyone who risks their lives for the luxuries you enjoy in your ‘society’?”

Bill looked at his hands. He unfastened one of the buttons on his suit, then fastened it again.

“Exactly,” Fay said. “Common folk got to look out for themselves. Always been that way. Doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. But your kind will never have our interests at heart. Even if you think you do.”

“I thought this one was the muscle, Cousin,” Lady Staverton said. “But she’s clever as a fox.”

“You don’t have to be stupid to be strong. Learn that in the wilds quick. Lions are strong, but if you underestimate how smart they hunt you’ll end up dead.”

“And what are you hunting with those bloody knuckles?” Lady Staverton asked.

Fay took another sweet drag of indica.
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They hadn’t talked about it. Their moment of intimacy before they’d been interrupted by the king’s men. In the chaos of the evening, it had been pushed from his mind. In the calm of morning, it was all he could think about.

Elaine clutched her teacup with both hands. Her makeup looked neater this morning, as if she’d taken more care over it than usual. She slurped, then made a hissing sound. Damn, she was beautiful.

“It’s hot.”

“No shit.”

They were alone in the drawing room, having woken early and found each other’s company too awkward in the bedroom. Here the infrequent coming and going of house servants leeched intimacy like letting a wound. It was better than being confined to their bedroom, but barely. At least they had tea.

“About last night…” Galahad chewed on the inside of his mouth. Elaine’s face fell.

“I know. I get it. I’m embarrassing myself.”

“Not at all. It was nice… well, before—”

“You seemed hesitant.”

“Just surprised.”

“Maybe I’ll kiss you again.”

“Maybe I’ll kiss you back.”

Elaine stuck her tongue out and mimed throwing up into her porcelain teacup.

“You started it.” Galahad felt an unexpected smile spring to his face.

“I know. I’m not good at this stuff.” She took another noisy sip. “Are we going home today?”

“Back to my work.” Galahad nodded. “Our work, I mean. The panels are what matters. Our treasure. We could build something.”

“No more revenge?”

“When we first talked about removing the Unholy King, you said it was for my parents. But that was never true. They weren’t vengeful people. Only the gods know where I got my temper from. This anger that boils inside me at the slightest spark.”

“You talk about the gods of the Bright Crown more than you used to.”

“I find them fascinating.”

“Do you believe any of it?”

“I’d like to start a distillery,” Galahad said, avoiding the question. Truth was, he didn’t have an answer. He’d seen enough of the impossible to keep an open mind. “The linseed oil is one thing, but we should start work on our whisky as well. And wax. Everything. Magic is returning to Albion whether we like it or not. We must turn with the tide.”

“The Magical Kingdom of Mercia.”

“Nope. Hate that.” He offered her a smile; more than her comment was worth. “But the sentiment is right. We can remake this kingdom. Abandon the stone. That’s what my parents would have wanted. I couldn’t save them, but we can save so many others.”

Elaine leaned forward, lowering her voice to a whisper. “If we build a new city, a new capital, these nobles won’t own an inch of it. They won’t like that.”

“That’s why we can’t stay. They’re not on our side. Never will be. Too much of their power is tied to the stone.”

“How long have you been up?” came Fay’s voice as she sauntered in, ruffling her short red hair as she yawned.

“Only since seven.” Galahad glanced at the grandfather clock. It was almost ten. “You coming with us?”

“Not much for me here. Probably for the best, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“That this is out of our hands. We’ve killed to survive, but we’re not assassins.” She slumped next to Elaine on the sofa. “Don’t get me wrong. I was with you. But now that the paradigm’s changed, can’t say I’m upset.”

“You just want to finish repairing The Riverman’s rain damage.”

“Nothing like a job half-finished to play on the mind. Might visit the Bright Crown when I’m done. See if I can’t convince some to come back.”

“I don’t think we’re ready for that.”

“Not everyone, but we could use a few extra hands. Besides, I want to check on my parents, make sure they’re not getting too comfortable up there.”

“We’ll build them something new. A sunlit town.”

A servant hurried in with a fresh tray of tea and a platter of biscuits in various shapes and sizes. Some even had a thin layer of chocolate on one side. Must have cost a few draun apiece. The wealth these people enjoyed to think nothing of offering such a delicacy freely to guests with their morning tea.

Bill wandered in next, already clean and dressed and put-together. Each time Galahad saw him, the noble lad’s eyes were sharper, his back straighter. He guessed it wasn’t rest so much as purpose that was rejuvenating the man. The thirst for vengeance can go down like a sweet panacea, but it’s a lie. Galahad knew that too well. For so long he’d tortured himself over the distinction between justice and revenge, but he was beginning to wonder if there was any difference at all. Both salves to dull the burning of grief and loss. Neither helping to heal the wound beneath. Fay was right—more bloodshed wouldn’t fix the ache of grief. Only time could do that. Time spent honouring his parents, remembering them, loving their memory.

These past two years, Galahad had let anger mask his dream. Finally, he was seeing things clearly. Bill would have to learn these lessons on his own.

Lady Staverton joined them shortly after. If anything, she was even more well put-together than her cousin, in a regal orange sari with gold trim that glittered as she glided to her armchair. She clicked her fingers and a servant rushed to place a teacup directly in her hand.

“Lovely,” Lady Staverton said. “I do like to have guests for morning tea. Brightens up the place.”

“We appreciate your hospitality,” Galahad said.

“Nonsense. You wish you were anywhere else. It’s written on your face.”

“It’s the city we’re keen to leave, not your manor.”

Conversation was stilted that morning, overshadowed by the events of the previous day. Everyone had said their piece. There was little left to discuss. The silence between them amplified the other sounds in the room. Each time someone shifted their teaspoon or placed their cup back on their saucer, the clink rang harsh and abrasive.

It was after enduring an hour of this that the door to the entrance hallway swung open.

“Young Master Tapper.” A servant announced at the door.

A young man staggered in, clutching a flat cap to his chest and wheezing. He doubled over, leaned on one of the many decorative stools for support. He kept trying to speak but couldn’t get the air in. Something about him looked familiar, as if Galahad had seen him in passing once, long ago.

“Errol?” Fay stood, stared at the young man. “Thought you were off to the Barrens?”

“Fay? What the…” Errol paused to wheeze. “I had to rush back. There’s—” He coughed, took two laborious breaths. “I rode. Then I ran. Had to send back… my horse… Bill, I’m sorry.”

“Sit down, man.” Bill ushered him to one of the sofas, eased him down. “Catch your breath. There’s no rush.”

“But there is.” Errol wiped his brow with a handkerchief. “I fucked up. Nearly had it. Had to corral it round the southeast side of the old city. There’s a flattened area. Thought I could drive it through. The worm cocked its head suddenly, sniffing the air. There was this smoke on the horizon, winding up from the city. Was there a fire?” He shook his head, dismissing his question. “I gave chase but it was unwavering. Only thing for it was to race ahead and try to warn you. I did my best.”

Galahad frowned, looked between the two nobles, trying to decipher the younger lad’s words. Sand sifted into his stomach. Smoke on the horizon… That had been his explosives. He remembered the strange flash he’d seen in the distance from atop New London’s shelter. Lightning from a cloudless sky. Had he called something to them?

“How far?” Bill asked. The change in his demeanour was profound. His lips thinned, voice monotone and arrhythmic with concern.

“At the pace it keeps it’ll be here in four days. No. It’ll be three now.”

“By the king, you must have been nearly twenty miles off. How far did you bloody run?”

“My side hurts something awful.”

“That was me,” Galahad interrupted. “The smoke. My explosion. What did it do? What’s coming?”

“One of the more dangerous of Albion’s returned myths,” Bill said.

“He calls it a worm,” Errol said. “Because he doesn’t like to acknowledge what it really is. Thinks if we say its name, it’ll give it power. But I say we’re better off putting a name to it. Better to know what we’re facing.”

Galahad’s heart began to shout each beat between his ribs. “Tell me.”

“A dragon,” Bill said with a sigh. He rubbed his face and gave the room a pleading look. “Climbed out of the Barrens and burned an entire canvas town to ash. I’ve been herding it away from civilisation for years. Errol took over when my father started keeping me close. Despite our efforts, it’s been crawling gradually closer to New London.” He paused to meet Galahad’s eyes with a cold, level look. “It’s attracted to smoke like a wasp to jam.”

“Oh fuck,” Elaine said.

“The word dragon can mean many things,” Galahad said. And he was imagining each of them now. Tooth and claw. Fire and blood. As much a symbol of Albion—of Arthur—as a scourge. “How close to the old myths is it?”

“Close enough to earn the name. Faster than you’d expect. Lighter. No interest in gold. We think that rumour was started because coins can catch the sun in such a way they glitter like burning embers—it loves any sign of fire. Likely a mating instinct. Not as vicious as you might expect. No malice. But make no mistake, it is a predator, and as dangerous as any. Bottomless appetite. Nomadic. Probably so it doesn’t deplete its food sources. It winds like a snake, flushing out the prey in an area before moving on.”

“Wings?”

Bill gave a shallow nod. “Vestigial. Seem to be used for display, like the frills of a frilled lizard, or a peacock’s plumage. The undersides of the dragon’s wings are brightly coloured. We haven’t seen it use them yet, so can’t tell you if they’re used in mating rituals or threat displays. Only seen the one, so they must be solitary creatures most of the time.”

“Or it’s the only one left.”

“Or the only one to return.” Fay cracked her knuckles. “Could be more coming.”

“I fucking hope not,” Elaine said.

“You said it burned a canvas town.” Galahad wished he had his notebook. “So the myths of fire-breathing are true? Science or magic?”

“We think science.” Errol’s voice was still ragged with anxiety, his hands fidgeting constantly with his flat cap. “Produces a kind of gas. Lighter than air. Flammable. Hard to see exactly what’s happening in its mouth when it spits fire, but it seems to be a chemical reaction.”

“These things could probably fly once,” Bill added. “Before they grew too big and their wings began to shrink. The gas keeps them unnaturally light. You can see it when the thing moves. Gravity doesn’t have the hold on it that it should.”

“But it can’t fly?”

“Nothing that size can fly.” Bill was confident about that, at least.

A true dragon heading towards the city. Millions of people lived beneath the stone. Galahad saw them now, buried beneath ash and the crumbled remains of the collapsed shelter. His fault. His reckless explosion that had caught its attention. He’d summoned death to this place. The extinction of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia; a feast for a monster newly returned to the earth.

“And its hide?” he asked, allowing his burden to settle in his bloodstream. This was his fault. His mistake. His duty to fix it.

“You’re not thinking of hunting it, are you?” Bill shook his head. “We lead it, distract it. Keep it fed. We don’t kill it.”

“Its hide,” Galahad repeated sternly, turning his attention from Bill to Errol. The younger lad squirmed under his gaze.

“It’s turned away arrows—not ours, mind—and maybe a polearm. A smith threw an axe at it, but that was from a distance.”

“Your sword would cut it, Gal,” Elaine said.

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“You’re a madman if you think you can fight this thing,” Bill said. “You’ll be ash before you reach it.”

“Do we have options? A herd of flaming cattle you have waiting in the wings to lead it away?”

Having watched the exchange with pursed lips and a stern brow, Lady Staverton finally spoke up, saying, “I have men. Horse.”

“Better put to use for evacuation,” Bill said. “I may not have access to my usual resources, but the people of Rugby are still my responsibility. They must be relocated somewhere safe.”

“And where is safe, Cousin? Towards the centre? Into the wilds? Are we safe here, miles from the stone’s end? My people go with Galahad. I know you love these monsters you study, but you cannot prioritise a toy over the people of this city.”

“I’m not trying to protect it. I’m being frank. There is no way to stop it. Our only option is to evacuate.”

“You’re wrong,” Galahad said. “I’ve fought beasts of the hills, redcaps, and drowned. I can stop it.”

“This is like none of those things,” Bill said. “And wasn’t it Fay who put down the stollwurm in the Cotswolds?”

“I said I can fucking do this.” Galahad clenched his fists so tight his knuckles burned. The dragon loomed in his mind, huge and terrible and hungry. This was the consequence of vengeance. A monster from the age of myths, risen to punish his hubris. To remind him that he’d dedicated his life to protecting the people of Wickerton. How far he had wandered astray. Now this Arthurian myth stepped across his path like a symbol sent by the big He in the sky.

Bill gave the room a pleading look. “There won’t be another opportunity to evacuate. We have to do this now. Please.”

“I’ll help,” Fay said. “We’ll get your people to safety.”

“Thank you, Fay, but I’m not sure what you can do.”

Fay rubbed her sore palm. “Neither am I, but I’ll clear the northwest side as much as possible.”

“But the king,” Errol said. “He can order the evacuation. We should prepare the city. We’ll need caravans with paratempas, wagons loaded with food and medicine… What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

An awkward silence passed through the room, everyone waiting for someone else to explain to the poor lad.

Then, without an attempt at tact, Elaine said, “The king’s fucking gone, kid.”
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The king was gone. Missing. Possibly dead. And yet the wheels of the kingdom kept turning. Soldiers trained in the barracks. Tax collectors stripped wealth from tradespeople’s pockets like winter plucking leaves from trees. Impressive hauls of flowers were carted daily into the palace. The king was gone, but the Unholy Kingdom lived. An invisible hand gripped the reins.

Errol couldn’t believe it.

“A conspiracy?” he said as Bill finished explaining what they surmised of the situation. “That would make sense, I suppose. But what excuse could there be for the extreme taxation if the paranoid king is a lie?”

“Greed,” Bill said. “Or fear. Nothing breeds fear like power. Especially in those not prepared to wield it. That’s what the monarch is for, to be trained from birth to understand the burden—to respect it and not to fear it.”

“You think we need a king?” Galahad said, his voice cold as the stone above their heads. Errol had heard a lot about Galahad over the past year. Fay’s old friend. A leader and an optimist. Now he sat there glaring, chewing on some dark thought.

“Weren’t we better off when we had one?” Bill replied.

Galahad grunted at that, continued glaring; perhaps that was just how his face looked, brow hard and golden eyes narrowed. Elaine sat beside him, only half-listening to the conversation. Her eyes were golden now, too. Not the dark brown they’d been the last time Errol had seen her. She looked healthy, cheeks pinkish and full. She was the only person in the room with even the whisper of a smile.

“Lady Staverton. If one of your servants could see us to the captain of your guard?” Galahad stood, making it clear he intended to leave immediately. Elaine followed his lead, brushing biscuit crumbs off her sleeve. “If time is as limited as Errol says, I’d rather spend mine making sure your soldiers are ready for what they’re about to face, rather than sipping tea and discussing the minutiae of which noble house will rule what’s left of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia in the wake of what’s to come.”

Lilly sucked in her lips, took a deep breath through her nose. She nodded to a servant who in turn nodded to Galahad and motioned for the door.

“I don’t much care for kings and queens,” Galahad addressed the room, hesitating half-way to the door. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t care for the hospitality you’ve shown us. In truth, I’d rather it be a good person on the throne. I hope I’m not a fool to believe that you, Lady Staverton, would never give the order to have the shelters of canvas towns torn down. Good luck with your politicking. I wouldn’t want to save the city only to have it ruined by the greed of noble folk.”

And with that, he swept from the room. Elaine gave an awkward smile and a wave, then followed. When they were gone, Fay slapped her thighs, stretched, and stood.

“Better get to it as well. Much to be done.”

“A strange man, that Galahad,” Lilly remarked.

“Don’t take it to heart,” Fay said. “Believe it or not, I think he likes you. As much as he can like any noble right now. Think he blames all your kind for the deaths of his parents, since he doesn’t have anywhere else for that anger to go, now that Rohit’s… Well. Anyway, I better get to it.”

There was a moment of silence after Fay left.

Errol wet his lips, asked, “What now?”

“The king is gone and treason rules,” Lilly said. “The throne is unsecured, but those who’ve been pulling the strings will seek to fix that. If we work quickly, we can wrest control from under them and prevent further disaster.”

“So you do mean to take it for yourself.” Errol said carefully.

“Better a gentle hand than greedy claws.” Lilly swept her gaze across the drawing room, daring anyone to disagree. “I can muster a platoon of spear to help your friends subdue the beast. The rest of my mercenaries and guards will be needed to ensure the safety of my house as-and-when we move against the traitors.”

“I’ll help if I can, Lilly,” Errol said, adjusting his flat cap. “That’s your throne by rights, I believe that. Already done my best with the dragon, and I wasn’t much help at that, but I can move invisibly through high society. Nobody pays me attention.”

“You won’t tread invisibly dressed like that.”

Errol looked at his outfit: walking trousers, linen shirt, wool jumper. It had been a while since he’d worn the uniform of a young noble, but he still remembered how to carry himself in a Jodhpuri suit.

“Shut up, Cousin.” Bill patted her shoulder—the noble equivalent of playfully punching her arm. “Errol. Your help is most welcome.”

“Shame there isn’t time to use the throne to help with the evacuation. With the king’s men at our—your—disposal, we could move thousands with a single order.”

“Quite.” Lilly made a disinterested hand-gesture, sweeping the detail aside. “Duke Ashleg is hosting a ball tomorrow evening. His house could be sympathetic. Neutral ground to begin investigations.”

“It won’t do for me to be seen in public,” Bill said, scratching his chin. “Not yet. It will be up to the two of you. Errol, make your eyes keen and watch for trouble. Lilly will handle the talking.”

“Good. A ball. I can do that,” Errol said. “But I won’t carry a weapon.” He wouldn’t dare hold anything more deadly than a table knife.

“You won’t need one.”
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“Can you send a letter for me?” Fay asked the cornered butler. “By mounted courier. I need it to arrive swiftly.”

“Expensive.” The butler gave her an appraising look that suggested he found her lacking.

“I have money,” she assured him. Though it was dwindling fast.

The butler sighed. “I’ll see it done. Do you have the details filled out?”

“I don’t have a courier slip. Can’t you fill one in for me?” Fay pressed the letter into the butler’s hand. It was addressed to Betty. “It’s only going home. To Wickerton: a canvas town to the northwest. Not much left of the place but my girlfriend is there alone and I don’t want her to worry.”

The butler held out his other hand, then met Fay’s eyes and raised his eyebrows. Fay put a silver piece in his waiting hand. He cleared his throat. She added another silver piece.

“Very well.” The butler slunk away. Fay hoped she’d entrusted the letter to the right person. Betty would fear the worst if she didn’t hear from her soon.

Exhausted though she was after the events of the night before, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep through the day. Too restless. Stressed. She wanted to walk it off but had nowhere to go, confined to the corridors of Staverton Manor. Time was slipping through her fingers. The dragon was on its way. She was pulling on her boots to leave when Galahad found her. He was dressed for the wilds, wrapped in that cloak he’d brought back from the Empire of the Thistle.

“How are you doing?” she asked him.

“Fairly shite.”

“Figured. Elaine?”

“She’s fine. Getting changed. Lady Staverton is gathering her spearmen. We’ll set forth this afternoon. Fay… about what you’re planning…”

“You guessed, huh.”

“Only one way I can see you thinking you’d be able to evacuate whole districts—with help from someone whose influence runs deep through the city.”

“Pale Adam’s a bastard but he has the resources we need.” Fay finished lacing her boots, stood to look Galahad in the eye. “Don’t tell Elaine. She’d worry.”

“I won’t. But promise you’ll be careful.”

“That’s rich coming from you.”

“I can heal.”

“Not if you’re nothing but a pile of ash.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to be careful too.” He offered a bitter-sweet smile, clapped her on the shoulder. “Home soon. This will all be over. For good. I won’t drag you on another adventure.”

“Can’t lie, it will feel good to have a hammer in my hand again. Plenty to fix once The Riverman’s finished.”

“A lifetime of building—if we want it.”

“You’ll get your panels to work,” she assured him. “A sunlit town, just like you dreamed. We’ll get the townsfolk to come back. We’ll make something new.”

“Yeah…” He smiled again, but this time more sadness crept into the corners. When he looked away, the smile fell from his face to reveal a distant pensiveness.

“You always believed things could be better. Don’t give up.”

“Every time I fail it gets harder to imagine success.”

“We won’t fail this time.”

“If that dragon reaches the city… It was my explosion that drew it. My stupid fucking plan that caused this.”

“You couldn’t have possibly known.”

“Look after yourself.” He clapped her on the shoulder again. As he turned away, she thought she caught the glint of a tear in his eye. When he was halfway down the corridor, she called to him.

“If anyone was born to slay a dragon, it’s you.”


Part Three
Fire



A Warning in the Smoke
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Numb from her skin to her warm, singing bones. Deep and sinking. Her tongue tasted meaty and dry. The air stank of forgotten people. Fay was home, here in the smoke. In the heart of the capital. In the den.

There was something happening today but she couldn’t remember what… Something… The Round Table. Galahad’s voice, blurred by memory and recalled at half speed. “We leave Thursday. Noon. Don’t forget.”

Don’t forget… Ugh, what made him think she wanted to remember?

Her arms were itching. She wanted desperately to scratch them, but the signals from her mind were getting mixed up on their way to her nails. She twitched, coughed, thought about chuckling but it wasn’t worth the effort.

“Hey, Adam?” she called to her new friend. Her good friend who made sure she was always in the numb. “Is it Thursday yet?”

“Sure could be,” Adam replied, starfish splayed in a gaping mouth of cushions.

“What time is it?”

“Impossible to say.”

Fay strained to lift her head. A shadow in the doorway.

Come in. Go out. Make up your shadowy mind.

A voice echoed through the smoke, rattling her with its familiarity.

Galahad?

She blinked, but the shadow wouldn’t crystallise into anything beyond a wisp. The Round Table was here to collect her. To carry her off on another adventure like they always did.

“Fay?” There was his voice. Good man Galahad. Thinks he’s a knight of the old myths but he’s just a boy. Barely in his twenties, only just able to grow the prickly stubble of a man. “By the big He in the sky, you look like shit.”

“I feel… absolutely the best.”

Tugging at her arm, her legs. She wouldn’t budge.

Someone mumbled, “Gererrhed.” Fay frowned. Had it been her?

“Fuck sake,” Galahad said. “Can’t lift you, Fay. Too fucking heavy. Got an appointment at the livery. Picking up a new horse. Scraggly thing. They’ve practically robbed me but there’s not much else around in the city. Look, I need to go. I’ll send someone to help you out of here. Don’t you puff any more of that shit while I’m gone, you hear?”

“Puff puff.” Fay smiled wide and her teeth felt like a row of wooden carvings. Tiny people, men and women, out for the village fete. The village… Someone was walking away. A shadow fading into the smoke. All black, blurred and wispy. Like a smokewight. She shivered, imagining such a thing existing. Rainwights were bad enough.

She blinked. That was Galahad. He’d come for her.

“Wait,” she called, before he slipped out the door. He stopped, turned back to her. “Don’t bother, mate.”

“I’m not leaving you here.”

“Just try and move me.”

The shadow slipped away. It never came back.
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Red knuckles, red palms, red wine in her cup. Delicious.

A heavy day. Her fists throbbed from use. Soon the poppy would see to that, numbing everything and veiling the world. For now she ate and drank and relished the aches of combat. She’d done well today and everyone knew it. Pale Adam clapped her on the shoulder as he passed, chewing on an overcooked chicken leg.

“You’re the fear, Fay!” the weedy man bellowed, laughing, flecks of chewed chicken flying. He swallowed, wiped his face on his sleeve, beamed at her. “Our own New London legend! Have you heard what stalks the dark streets of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia?” A hand by his mouth, affecting a whisper as if telling a rumour on a street corner. “Morgan Fay, bandaged hands red with blood! Cross Pale Adam and she’ll climb out of your shadow and snap your neck!”

Everyone laughed. Spirits had never been so high in Pale Adam’s den. Now they ate well and smoked better. After today, they were the only opium smugglers of note on the streets of Chapel. Their rough hand was beginning to be felt throughout the western districts. Even the king’s chemists couldn’t out-compete them, burdened as they were to keep prices as high as the king’s greed.

They were a rising force.

But in a deep place beyond the satisfied hum that lingered after combat, beyond the pleasant aching and the anticipation of that pungent smoke, Fay walked a tightrope above a bleak cavern. This emptiness. She was the fear. A weapon. Her reputation stalked her. She loved the adrenaline thrill of the fight, but she didn’t want to be a horror. A story told to frighten teens new to the capital’s underbelly. She’d been protecting her friends… hadn’t she? That’s what she’d been there for, to keep Pale Adam and the River Boys safe while they brokered negotiations with that gang out of Longwell. Fay was a shield, not a monster. Wasn’t she?

She looked at her red hands, seeing them anew. Flustered, she unwrapped the bandages, tearing them in her haste. With her hands bare, she scratched her itching palms. Rubbed them under the table where the others couldn’t see. Left-leg Simms asked her if she was okay and she heard herself tell him to fuck off, laughing amiably. Everything was distant now. The room. Her friends. The food lost its taste.

Pale Adam reappeared at her shoulder, offered her a joint. Musty sweet. A blend of sativa and opium. A real head-fucker. She took it, wondering if he noticed how her fingers trembled. To her lips. A long drag.

The soothing settled into her, heavy like a sodden sponge, calm saturating every muscle.

These wooden roaches were a custom order. Pale Adam kept saying he was going to get one for her. That would be nice. She’d like that. Her head wanted to loll so she let it, grinning in her shadow.

“There we go.” Pale Adam rubbed her back, slinked an arm around her shoulders and pressed the side of his head against hers. “All better, eh? That’ll do it. Nice work today. You’re the fear, Fay. A real prize.”
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“Is it true you beat Nails in an arm wrestle?” the new girl asked. Fay nodded. “How’d you get stronger than the boys? They told me I’m only good for being a runner or a whore. Said that’s what girls do ’cos we’re weak.” She flexed her arm, showing off a not entirely unimpressive bicep. “I’ve been trying to get stronger but the boys still beat me.”

“Always been big.” Fay shrugged. “Always been strong, too. When I trained I got stronger. Still, there’s plenty of guys I’d never be able to win against. I can beat Nails in an arm wrestle because he’s broad and bearded and covered in scars but he’s a lazy bastard and he ain’t nearly as tough as he thinks. Arms are all beer and chicken. I train hard, so I win.”

“I train. They laugh at me. Say I’m too ugly to lay on my back so I better make it on my feet. Makes me hate that I’m quick—’cos I am and all. Don’t wanna run my whole life.”

“You want to work for Pale Adam forever?”

“What else? Marry some baker man with a face ugly as mine?”

“You’re not ugly, new girl. They say that because you have a hard jaw—hard brow, too—but you’re not ugly. Men are blind to half the shades of beauty in the world.”

“My name’s Jolene, you know,” the new girl said.

“Do you wanna be strong or do you want men to fear you?”

“Both. I mean, what’s the difference?”

“Men fear me because I’m dangerous, not because I’m strong. As strong as I am, there are a good amount of men who will always be stronger. That’s just how it is for us. But I still win my fights. I’m well-trained. I know how to use my fists and leverage the environment to my benefit. And I don’t stop. Whatever it is that makes a man hesitate before he bloods his knuckles, I don’t have that. I just move. Sometimes I regret it after, sometimes I don’t.” She offered her pipe to the new girl who took it and lit up. “That’s how you get a reputation like mine. Be the fear. Train hard, get strong—sure. But show them the monster inside you and they’ll never turn their backs on you no matter how crowded a room you share.”

“I don’t know if there’s a monster inside me.”

“Then fuck off. You’re not cut out for this work.”

The new girl took another hit from the pipe, passed it back. She didn’t leave.

“Don’t give your future to this place. There’s more to the world than this stinking city’s underbelly. Ever felt sunshine on your face? Now that’s a high. Trekking through the wilds, sheltering from the rain, hefting stones out the way because the rest of the crew can’t handle them.”

The new girl watched her.

“If you want excitement, this ain’t the life you want,” Fay continued. “Get out there and live. You say you’re quick on your feet? Sign up to be a courier. You’ll make more money. More dangerous, sure, but at least you’d be risking your life for something.”

“You really walked the wilds?” New girl leaned in, eyes wide. “Weren’t you afraid?”

“Not usually. You get used to it. Here, take this cushion, I’ll tell you a story. There’s this old city. Half of it’s swallowed by the sea. You can still see the roofs of old buildings cresting the waves. Anyway, there we were, searching for the lost treasure of an ancient museum…”
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Pale Adam. The last person she’d ever want to see again. But no one else had the command over infrastructure that he did. Hundreds of loyal followers. Fingers deep and grubby in every aspect of New London life. No one else could evacuate the at-risk districts before the worm arrived. And Fay was the only person with a chance at an audience with the pale little rat.

An extra guard had been stationed outside his headquarters since the last time she’d seen it. Any passersby would suspect there was something going on inside. But the watch was paid off, what did it matter who noticed?

Fay strode towards the main entrance with a confidence she didn’t feel. She clenched her fists, the action serving to calm herself more than intimidate the men she approached. She refused to scratch her palms but instead dug her nails in through the tight bandages that covered her hands, convincing herself that wasn’t the same. Her curse was under control. Dark thoughts flew through her mind like a cloud of bats. She let them.

You’re going to pull off your binder and get your tits out in the street, aren’t you?

Disgusting. You’re going to lick the grime off that wall.

You’re going to snog that guard with the heavily picked scab on his chin. Degenerate. You’ll lick the sweat and soot from his face, won’t you? All the germs and stink on your tongue.

She wasn’t listening. They couldn’t hurt her. Flashing impressions of images and impulses. A demon taunting her. But that’s all it was. A sickening mirage. An unpleasance she had to bear. Once she’d been afraid that she might actually do the things the demon whispered, but Bill had helped her realise the twisted thoughts had no power over her. They were ephemeral, fragile. This curse as much bluster as any spell cast by some canvas town wizard. None of it was real.

“By the king’s wobbly one, look who it is,” one of the guards said as Fay approached. A twiggy thing, all bones and sneering. Fay didn’t recognise him and didn’t particularly want to.

“You’re confused. You don’t know me.”

“Nah. I know you. Morgan-fucking-Fay. Rare description you’ve got. Not much chance of being mistaken.”

“I want to see him.”

“Bad idea. I’ll save your kneecaps and tell you to fuck off.”

“He wouldn’t waste the dozen men it would cost to take my kneecaps.”

“Adam does what he wants these days. Who says no to him? Not the fucking watch, that’s for sure. Not the king’s men.”

“I’m not here to tell him no. I’m here to ask him please.”

“Even worse.” The man adjusted his belt to keep it from sliding off his hips. Even on the tightest notch it was still too loose. “You really pissed him off. Folk are scared to say your name around him. Makes him angry. And that’s just a name. Imagine what seeing your face would do.”

“Don’t patronise me.”

“I ain’t. I’m trying to save us both the bother.”

“Look, you snivelling prick. I’m going to speak with Pale Adam today. Either you can take me to him, or I’ll find my way on my own.”

The guard took a long look at her bandage-wrapped hands, then conceded to lead her through the den.

Her old friend had made a kingdom of New London’s opium trade. His seat may as well have been a throne with its ornately carved gilded wood. The room an audience chamber. An expensive cerulean rug led from the door to Pale Adam’s feet: an import from some far-flung corner of the continent, beyond even the reaches of Rome. Reducing the gravitas somewhat were the tables and chairs to the sides of the room, where drug runners and thugs played cards and dice and drank themselves silly. Pale Adam himself held a tumbler filled with some dark spirit: likely rum. The whole place stank of greedy men. Fay clenched her fists, this time out of readiness, not anxiety.

Pale Adam called her name three times, then paused, picked his teeth. “What the fuck is this?”

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” Fay said.

“Now that’s a lie if I’ve ever heard one.”

“There’s a difference between bringing trouble and causing it.”

“Not really interested in the philosophy of it when you’re dumping horse shit on my doorstep.”

“Can we talk privately?”

“I’m not stupid.”

“You think I’d get you alone just to attack you?”

“Stone falling in is more likely. But then again, I heard that happened this week.”

Fay took two steps forward. The room went quiet, games of chance forgotten, ale slowly warming as men clutched their glasses. Everyone knew her reputation.

“The northwest districts are in danger. Maybe more of the city, too. We need to evacuate as many people as we can.”

“Evacuate?” Pale Adam tapped his chin, frowning. “Where would they go?”

“Woodland. Tree cover. There are pines to the northeast.”

“And thicker forest to the southeast.” Pale Adam leaned forward, watching her intently, trying to suss out her angle. “Can’t help noticing northeast is the direction of that backwater canvas town you came crawling out of.”

“Wickerton is gone, but I imagine you know that. Tax collector came and the king’s men tore down our shelter. Hundreds died. But the town is still full of supplies. A good store of grain.” She shrugged. “Better to head that way so we can reach it if we need to.”

“Littleford’s south.”

“You want to take folk who’ve never seen the sky on a forty-mile trek across country?”

“You’re suggesting we take them sixty!”

Fay sighed. “We’re not taking them to Wickerton. Just a few miles to the pine forest. If more supplies are needed, then at least Wickerton is there. Littleford is full. The people there struggle almost as much as those in the capital.”

“And they’ll be safe there?” Pale Adam said, his tone laced with sarcasm. “From this… disaster you predict? What is it, another explosion? You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you?”

Fay hesitated, not wanting to say the creature’s name. Too much baggage. Too many myths and songs to take it seriously. “A monster comes.”

“Hah! Have you come to scare me with fairy tales?”

“Don’t play dumb. You know there are monsters beyond the stone. Creatures of legend return to the hills and forests of Albion. This one is perhaps the most dangerous of all. The explosion drew it.”

“You did cause this trouble.”

“It will be here in a matter of days. My friends are trying to stop it, but if they fail…”

“And I care about those districts why? Rugby and Hastings? Perhaps Barby and Frankton? We hardly do business in the northwest.”

“I’m talking about people, not customers. Families.”

Pale Adam mockingly mimed crying. “Oh no. Not families. Little babies and mummies in danger.”

“Don’t act tough for your men. This is why I wanted to speak alone.”

“Act tough? I’m this city’s new god, you ungrateful bitch. Look how lenient I’m being with you, allowing you to walk in here and talk to me as if we’re equals. Out of courtesy for an old, weathered friendship. This isn’t me acting tough. It’s the opposite. I’m giving you extra rein because I respect you. Because once we were brothers in arms… of a kind. You think I took this city by pretending? By putting on a face and swaggering about? No. I clawed my way up from the dirt. I was a worm and now I’m the eagle.”

“You’re the only person with the infrastructure in place to save those people. Fine, you’re tough as hell. Sure. Whatever. But do you want thousands of deaths on your conscience? Nobody needs to be that fucking tough.”

“My Ma and Pa live in Barby, boss,” one of the better-dressed drug runners said. A chorus of nods from the room. A few less-confident mutterings of family members in the northwest.

Pale Adam surveyed the room, nodding as he took in the complaints. He made it seem as if he was listening intently to every person, that nobody’s voice was being ignored. The fucker was actually good at this. A natural leader. No wonder so many happily followed him.

“Everyone with family in danger, write down their addresses and we’ll get them out.”

“What about the others?”

“Won’t be cheap, moving all those people. How do I make a return on refugees?”

“Could charge ’em to join the caravan, boss,” a woman wearing an eyepatch embroidered with an eye said.

Pale Adam waved away her words. “Will be hard enough to convince them to evacuate. Won’t be getting them to pay for the privilege.”

“These people have no other hope.” Fay took another step forwards and every rough in the room tensed, reaching for knives, axes, knuckle-dusters. “I’m serious, Adam.”

Pale Adam cracked his neck. “I don’t relish the thought of innocents dying. But I’m not the patron saint of New London, either. We’ll evacuate anyone with ties to my people. That’s the best I can do. And I’ll let you walk out of here with all your limbs functioning the way they were when you came in. Don’t push your luck, Fay. I’m soft for you but that only stretches so far. If you keep turning up and pushing me then we’re gonna fall out. Don’t care how strong you are, you’re not winning a fight against my men.” The woman with the eyepatch cleared her throat. “That includes you, Lena. You’re all my fucking men.”

Fay stepped back, sensing the finality in Pale Adam’s tone. This conversation was over.

As she turned to leave, Pale Adam held up a wrap of brown paper between finger and thumb. The room slowed. Her head grew suddenly heavy. Looking at that paper, she could almost taste its contents. The draw was magnetic. Inevitable as an apple falling. It was sickness. Opium.

“A parting gift.” He threw the parcel to her. She watched it soar across the room. Clenched not only her fists but her entire arms to keep them from snatching the missile in flight. Took a deep breath of the alcohol-stained air. Let the parcel bounce off her chest to roll along the floorboards, come to a rest on the elegant rug. She stared down at it.

Nobody would know if she picked it up. She could keep it in her pocket. Keep it safe. Only for emergencies. If she was injured she’d need a painkiller… If her intrusive thoughts grew unbearable, wouldn’t it be wise to have a pinch of opium to numb the flickering images? Seconds passed in a viscous ebb. Her mouth dried and her throat burned with desire.

She flicked her gaze back to Pale Adam, saw his sneer. His disdain. But what twisted a knife through her gut was the certainty. He thought he knew her. Thought her weak. He was wrong. She was stronger than she’d ever been.

“Fuck you, man.” She kicked the parcel away, not daring to glance back down at it.

Grim laughter chased her from the audience chamber, down to the dark of New London’s grubby streets.

She’d failed. Now all that stood between tens of thousands of people and death was a score of untrained spearmen and two idiots with golden eyes who thought themselves un-killable. In all likelihood, the northwest districts were going to fall. But Fay had promised to do what she could and she intended to see it through, with or without Pale Adam’s resources. If she could only evacuate five people, that would be five lives saved. She quickened to a jog, heading west from Pale Adam’s hideout. There were still some old favours she was owed in this city.


eighteen
[image: image-placeholder]


They were hardly soldiers at all. House staff wrapped in gambeson, long partisan spears gripped with untrained hands. Their foreheads were wet with uncertainty, cheeks reddening against the winter gale that snapped and bit at them as Galahad spoke with their commander. From the way the soldiers held themselves, it was clear that few of them had been beyond the capital’s shelter. Now they stood in rank beneath a grey sky.

Lieutenant Divya Rajda was an exception. She stood with confidence, welcoming the breeze as it tried in vain to tousle her bun of dark hair. A career soldier from a family of officers. She explained to Galahad that she’d once been a lieutenant colonel of the king’s men but left royal service for a post with fewer hours after developing a persistent twinge in her left knee. The king expected too much of his officers.

“They’re green but they know how to listen,” she promised, appraising her platoon with a strange mix of pride and embarrassment.

“We’re all green today,” Galahad said.

“I’ve guarded caravans in the wilds before. I’m no stranger to lions.”

“This will be larger than a lion.”

“Of course.”

Galahad pointed to the horizon. “We’ll set camp under that tree cover. This thing’s only a few miles off, so we want to be ready as soon as possible. Best to meet it as far from the city as we can.”

“Do you have a plan to subdue it?”

He shook his head. “Like I said, we’re all green today. I’ve faced monsters before, but nothing like this. Figure we’ll keep it simple. Set a trap. Bait as a distraction. Those spears look sharp but make sure everyone knows there’s a chance they won’t pierce the dragon’s hide. My sword will.”

“And you’re certain of that?”

“It’s a special sword.”

“Then our job is to protect you.”

“No. I don’t want anyone sacrificing themselves for my sake. I can survive more than you’d expect. Your spearmen are fragile.”

“We have gambeson. You have nothing but these waxy cloaks.”

Galahad sighed. He didn’t have the energy to try to explain to the lieutenant that he could heal from almost any wound. To save time, he drew his belt knife, dug a shallow cut along the back of his hand. He held it between them, careful to ensure only the lieutenant could see. Her eyes widened as his skin pulled itself languidly back together. The seam paled, faded, then vanished. If the cut had been deeper, it would have left a silvery scar, but wounds this shallow healed immaculately.

“We don’t need armour.”

Lieutenant Rajda continued to stare at his hand.

“If I die, take up my sword,” Galahad continued. “The sword’s important. Not me.”

“What is this?” The lieutenant took his hand, twisted it round, then back, examining it as one does when trying to puzzle out a magician’s trick. “How did you do that?”

“All you need to worry about is keeping your platoon safe, okay? We’re going to distract this creature, keep it from the city, and put it down. It’s a sad task, but an important one. I need you focussed on the job.”

“I am.”

“Good. Let’s march.”
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Halfway to the tree cover on the horizon, the grey clouds darkened and the biting wind whipped into a frenzy. A storm was in the air, but no rain fell. One of Lieutenant Rajda’s spearmen froze and the platoon came to a stop.

“Martin?” Lieutenant Rajda hurried back to the man, grabbed his arm, shook him. The man continued staring straight ahead, unblinking, as if his consciousness had left his body mid-stride. “Fuck sake, man. Snap out of it.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Elaine asked, voice only for Galahad’s ears.

“First time seeing rain clouds. You know what the fear can be like.”

“Never froze like that.”

“He’s a city boy.”

A murmur swept through the platoon. Whispers of rain. One soldier panicked and sprung his paratempa.

“Who gave you the order to do that?” Lieutenant Rajda snatched the paratempa from him, grunted as she pulled it closed, fighting against the powerful spring. She slammed the closed paratempa against the man’s chest. “Hold it until ordered otherwise.”

The soldier swallowed, nodded. Another said, “There’s a storm coming, sir.”

“We’ve time, but they’ll slow us. Do you want to crawl to the tree cover with paratempas up in the pissing rain, or do you want to march there quick like and get safe before the clouds break?”

The soldier didn’t reply; he was frightened but he knew his place.

“I just felt a drop!” someone shouted.

“It’s starting!”

Another soldier sprung her paratempa.

“Get that closed!” Lieutenant Rajda shouted, already bearing down on her.

The platoon was unravelling.

Chatter broke out. Paratempas went up one after another with a sound like a chorus of swans taking flight. Three soldiers crouched, huddled under a paratempa and shivering. Martin, the soldier who’d brought them to a halt and started all of this, stood as still as an old oak, staring at the middle-distance.

“And they’re supposed to help us against a dragon?” Elaine muttered.

A faint drizzle began to fall. Not enough to make a sound. Fine and mist-like.

The platoon quieted, all staring up at the leaking clouds. Finally, Galahad could address them without having to shout.

“It’s raining,” he said. “There’s a storm coming and it’s not long off. Either we fuck around here arguing until rainwights pull us to pieces, or we start acting professionally and get to that woodland.” The platoon stared at him. “Put your fucking paratempas away.”

After a moment’s hesitation, the soldiers complied, folding away the giant, reinforced umbrellas.

“Nobody springs them again unless your commanding officer orders you to,” Galahad continued. “It’s only spitting. We’re not fucked yet. I know you’re all scared. Must be strange being out of the city for the first time. But you’re out here with experienced veterans. Listen to us and nobody will have to learn what rainwights’ teeth feel like.”

A few faces paled. Apart from a common shiver which could have been from fear or the cold, nobody moved.

“Good.” Lieutenant Rajda clapped. She was clearly embarrassed at having lost control. “Get marching. We’ll carry Martin if we have to.”

As they trudged on in wary silence, the rain picked up till it found its voice, shushing over them.

“Ready!” The storm turned Lieutenant Rajda’s shout into a whisper. The platoon’s designated paratempa carriers unhooked them from their back straps and hoisted them onto their shoulders. “Hold!” Paratempas aloft. Rainwights began to form around them. The ghostly outlines of people in the sheet of falling rain. Impressions of humanity scratched in grey static. They were a sharp absence, repelling the rain from their invisible forms. Static crackled and Elaine’s hair lifted. “Rain shield up!”

A synchronised flutter as the soldiers sprung their paratempas.

Elaine’s hair drifted, floating as the charge in the air increased. Galahad sniffed. Ozone. His palms tingled, tickling and wet with sweat. Lightning was about to strike.

He shared a look with Lieutenant Rajda that told him she’d also noticed the signs.

“Run,” Galahad said. Then, louder and with more urgency, “Run, you idiots!”

The platoon jogged towards the woodland, paratempas catching the wind and dragging them back, just as Lieutenant Rajda had earlier warned. The lieutenant herself soon fell to the rear of the group, her stiff knee forcing her to limp at a half-jog. Elaine stayed behind, but inched away from Galahad as he drew his sword.

“You’re crazy, Gal.”

He shook his head. The static tingled through him now. He shrugged off his cloak and threw it to Elaine; it was too valuable to risk. Immediately groping hands found him. Pincer fingers caught on his shirt. Ravenous teeth sank into the sweet flesh of his shoulder. Static fizzed through him. The overwhelming taste of steel.

“Here it comes.”

He stretched as high as he could, lifting his waxed blade to meet the fury of the storm, calling the lightning to himself. He prayed for it to strike him. Only him. Rainwights tried to drag him down but he stood firm. A crackle snapped in the air. Elaine crouched, hands over her ears.

A blinding flash and a crack of thunder, itself like a dragon’s roar.

Flickering orange. Fire. A lone willow a hundred metres away crackled with flame, trunk already blackened to charcoal, sprinkles of ember glowing from within. The lightning hadn’t hit him.

Galahad stood, panting, sword aloft. Invisible teeth and claws tore into him but he barely felt them. Even as they dragged him to his knees.

Elaine rushed to throw his cloak back over him, shattering the rainwights like dropped glass. A formidable force turned fragile by nothing more than the billowing of waxed fabric. Galahad looked up at her. His cuts itched as they pulled themselves closed again.

“What are you grinning for?” she said. “Maniac.”

“Thought that was gonna hit me for sure.”

“Yeah, well there’s still time.” But beneath her hood, her hair lay flat, though it was still frizzy. “Soldiers shit themselves. Let’s catch up.”
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Under the canopy the air was humid: a sweet, resiny odour as the pine boughs caught rain above. The soldiers wasted no time setting twin fires—one outdoor skill they seemed to have perfected at least. The forest floor was mostly dry, but the soldiers still spiked their paratempas into the ground to shelter the camp. Galahad would have preferred to set up the tarpaulin in his pack but didn’t want to spook the soldiers by refusing to sleep under the protection they relied upon. Paratempas would have to do.

Once they were settled, the soldiers came alive again. Even Martin found his voice, blushing and apologising to anyone who would listen. The frantic excitement of survival. They had seen rainwights and lived. The experience would forever change them. Some for the better, others for the worse.

“They seem like children, don’t they,” Lieutenant Rajda said, joining Galahad and Elaine where they sat apart from the group, backs to the trunk of an old pine.

“To walk the rain is to be born again,” Galahad replied.

“Ignore him,” Elaine said. “He’s always saying shit like that.”

“It will be worse when we face the worm,” Galahad continued. “They’re not ready for work like this.”

“We don’t have to stay.” Lieutenant Rajda produced a crumpled cigarette, patted her pockets, tutted. Elaine leaned over and offered her lighter. “Thanks. Lady Staverton sent us to assist you, but I can take them home if we’re going to get in your way.”

“Or send them. You’re not like the others. You could stay.”

“Not sending my platoon home without me.” Lieutenant Rajda gesticulated with her cigarette as she talked, the ember leaving a trail of gold in the dim light. “You saw them on the way here. They’re a danger to themselves.”

“Maybe they’ll surprise you both,” Elaine said. “Not all of them lost control.”

“It only takes one.”

“I have this feeling in my gut. A slow sinking. Inevitable. A lot of people are going to die, no matter what we do here. I just know it.”

“Then we save the ones we can,” Elaine said, lighting her cigarette and blowing a lopsided smoke ring.

“Are you asking us to stay and die?” Lieutenant Rajda gestured to her soldiers doing their best to unspool the adrenaline knotted up inside them. “They have families. Homes to go back to. Responsibilities. Dreams. Please tell me they’re more than meat to feed a monster. To distract this ‘worm’ long enough for you to stick it with that strange sword that doesn’t seem to shine.”

Galahad turned to gaze in the direction of New London. Through the trees the capital could just be seen on the horizon. A dark smudge. He wondered if the archers had managed to get under cover before the rainwights formed. Standing guard upon the stone was the most dangerous job in the city. No paratempas. No cloaks waxed with magic. Just rope ladders to scramble down before ghostly hands found them.

“We save the ones we can.”


nineteen
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Lilly studied his outfit and nodded.

“You’ll be quite dashing when you grow into your face.”

“I’m eighteen in March.” Errol wondered how old he had to get before people started taking him seriously. He was getting tired of being the baby of the group; Bill was only a couple of years his senior.

“Oh, sweetie.” Lilly squeezed his bicep and gave him a motherly look that made him squirm. She wouldn’t look at him like that if she saw the scars hidden beneath his waistcoat. He might have a babyface, but the rest of him was weathered beyond his years.

“You both look great,” Bill said, arms folded, leaning against the wall.

“If I’m going to get these men to lower their guards, I need to look better than ‘great’,” Lilly said, adjusting her dress. The shoulders were puffed up like carnations. Looked silly to Errol but it must have been a new fashion.

“You look like a pinch of divinity,” Errol said. The smile Lilly gave him after that was wicked and knowing.

He walked beside her sedan chair as they made their way to Duke Ashleg’s ball, thankful he’d chosen a tweed three-piece suit tonight to keep him warm in the cold corridors of New London’s streets. When they arrived, the doorman mistook him for one of the servants. Errol could hardly blame them. Compared to Lilly, he was practically a commoner. Especially now his father had disowned him. His station in society was ephemeral and uncertain.

Ashleg manor was as grand as any. Even the outer walls were clean of soot and grime, scrubbed regularly by servants. The clear courtyard reminded him of Rugby manor and he felt a pang of sympathy, wondering how long it would be before his friend could return home. He couldn’t imagine what it was like to be unable even to visit his mourning mother. Then again, Errol hadn’t seen his mother for months, cowed as she was by his father.

A servant greeted them and led the way to the ballroom. This same hall would be used for dinners and performances, the space being transformed with a change in furniture. With the ball in full swing, long tables were pushed against the walls to keep them out of the way. Space was a luxury to even the wealthiest of New London’s residents.

The air was close with a miasma of expensive perfumes. The Ashlegs were more mindful of the city’s laws than the Stavertons—no secret chimney here. Errol removed his tweed blazer, already beginning to sweat, and allowed a servant to whisk it away to be kept safely in an adjoining room.

“Now we must part,” Lady Staverton said through a smile. Already she stood a few steps ahead, facing the room, eyes scanning for friendly faces. “To be seen with you would reduce my social cachet. Off you go.”

She fanned a hand behind her and Errol slunk into the flickering light beneath a sconce at the edge of the dance floor.

Nobles danced an energetic jig to music distinctly of the capital’s high society. A distortion of cultural influences blended colourfully and with love—much like the fashions on display. Guitar, hand drums, trumpet, double bass, flute. A singer belted a wordless melody that surfed above the instruments, gliding into the sweet spaces between the notes. Eerie and beautiful. Young partners danced with faces close, noses brushing. Saris flowed, gold stitching catching the light. Things were more stoic off the dance floor. Small clusters of three to seven people. Every conversation a tactic, a ploy. This was business dressed as festival. Tonight this hall was the nexus of power in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. There, a duke and duchess. There, a baron. There, two viscounts spitting in each other’s faces from the zeal with which they argued. This should be Errol’s natural habitat, and yet he felt an outsider. An interloper, skulking at the edges of the celebration, more observer than participant.

“It’s not raining, you know.”

Errol turned, surprised to find a girl at his shoulder. Her face was familiar but he couldn’t find her name. Second daughter to a baron, maybe… with an estate in the northeast of the city? She was about his age, cutely turned up nose between two brilliant blue eyes. Her blonde hair was mostly hidden beneath an aquamarine fascinator that matched her dress.

“What?” he said, too nonplussed to manage anything else.

She smiled, stretching a faint scar from cleft lip surgery. “On the dance floor. You won’t get eaten by rainwights if you take a few steps forward.”

“Oh... I don’t dance.”

“You’re Tapper’s boy, aren’t you?” she said. He smiled politely. “You don’t remember me.”

“There’s an awful lot of faces to remember at these things.”

She touched her fingertips to her sternum, drawing his eye to her chest. “Sigrid. The mayor’s daughter? We used to play together.”

Not a lady, then. An outsider, like him. Her status only barely granted her entry. Perhaps she was hoping to marry up. Was that why she was talking to him? Every action in society was performative. She would have come with a mission. Errol needed to remember how to play this game. Too long spent in the wilds. His palms were rough from work, stomach scarred from a monster’s claws. He wasn’t prepared to navigate this world anymore.

“You’re drifting away,” Sigrid said. “Am I boring you?”

“Just trawling my childhood memories.”

“Did you find me?”

Out of breath. Dizzy. Laughing. Chasing a flash of straw-coloured curls around a corner. Running over burgundy patterned carpets. The butler shouting at them to slow down. Not in there! Why don’t these children ever listen! Father talking in hushed voices with the mayor. The stink of brandy and cigars. Get those children out of here before they make a mess…

“I did.” He gave a bashful smile.

“So? Would you like to dance?” She held out her hand but he didn’t take it.

“Not tonight.”

“Do I still make you shy?”

“Yes. But that’s not why.” He needed to be more careful, already he’d told her too much. When you’re used to being an open book, your spine creaks in protest if you try to close.

“I heard your father’s been made viscount. Quite the rise in fortunes.”

“So that’s why you’re talking to me.” Errol accidentally said the thought aloud.

Sigrid pouted, eyes sad rather than offended. “Do people not talk to you?”

On the dance floor, Lilly twirled like a falling petal into the arms of Earl Everdon. He was a good man, if his reputation was to be believed. Influential, too. A strong choice of ally. But if Lilly was working on strengthening their political position, Errol should be trying to weed out the usurpers. He opened his mouth to make an excuse and move on, then hesitated, reassessing Sigrid. As head of the city council, the mayor was an unthreatening and non-partisan member of high society. Errol thought back to his time playing with Sigrid as a child and wondered what kinds of discussions she heard now that she was grown.

“Your father’s been mayor for a long time.”

“Quarter century. The king threw quite the party for his jubilee. Well, not the king, I suppose. We’re not important enough to cross his mind. But someone in the king’s employ made it happen in his name. A lovely affair. Nice to see father appreciated.”

“This was last year? The king didn’t attend?”

“Not for the city mayor. I’m sure he’s busy in ways we could only imagine.”

“Busy ransacking canvas towns and turning folk from their houses,” Errol said carefully, watching to make sure nobody was listening to their conversation.

“That’s a risky thing to say to a girl you hardly know.” She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Wouldn’t have thought a family so recently favoured as your own would be struggling with the new taxes.”

“My father no longer recognises me as his son. Whatever his recent accomplishments, don’t make the mistake of believing their glow reflects upon me. But no, the taxes haven’t troubled me. Not yet. That doesn’t mean I’m blind to the woe they cause. I’ve walked the streets of New London. I’ve seen how our city decays.”

“Renegade son of a viscount, whispering seditious nothings to the mayor’s daughter at a ball hosted by a duke who once penned an essay on the lost virtues of democracy… I didn’t expect to have such an exciting evening.”

“I fear you’ve mistaken my meaning.”

“Father wouldn’t approve of us speaking so. He likes the king a great deal. As I said, his jubilee was a considerable effort. We’ve always been treated well. We’re protected from the worst of the taxation, being servants of the city.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Are you going to dance with me or not, Errol of No House? It seems nobody tires of reminding me that time doesn’t slow for a woman’s body, and don’t you know I’m very much of age to be wed.”

There were hours of the night left. Perhaps he could spare one dance. But when he opened his mouth, no words came out. He stood there, gulping for air like a fish abandoned by the receding tide.

“Are you unwell?” Sigrid cocked her head.

“I haven’t been a creature of suits and dancing for quite some time. Excuse me.”

He left her to slink around the perimeter of the ballroom, ears tuned to the conversations he passed. It took a while to shrug off the lingering sensation of Sigrid’s company. Once it was gone, he felt distinctly alone, standing by himself, watching the joy of the ball from afar. The mayor’s daughter didn’t join the dancing. She remained where he’d left her, also alone. No one came to ask her to dance. She fidgeted with her gloves, adjusting the fingers. Errol felt a stab of guilt for leaving her, but he had business here.

It’s not easy to pick out specific conversations in the noise and bluster of a ball, but he tried his best, even closing his eyes to focus on disentangling the sounds. This wasn’t new to him. He’d always struggled at balls. Often found himself relegated to the periphery. Never quite managing to infiltrate any of the pockets of conversation. Too young and awkward and low-born. But in the past his brother had been there. Nathaniel. He was supposed to be heir, not Errol. Whenever he’d felt adrift in the sea of the ball, his brother had been his anchor. Since his death, Bill had tried to fill his place. Taken Errol under his wing. But Bill wasn’t there tonight, either.

A weight settled on Errol’s shoulders. A mantle of bittersweet memories. He felt suddenly sad, overwhelmed by the loss of his brother. It had been over two years and still grief struck him with no warning. It came in a rush, stung his eyes and dried his mouth and made his stomach feel like it was folding inside itself.

“Had to let my wife’s lady’s maid go. Damn inconvenience. Woman overheard me talking about old Armin in the past tense. Could see in her eyes she’d figured he was dead. Couldn’t risk the gossip. Didn’t trust her like my butler.”

Errol’s eyes sprang open. Two men nearby, both in finely tailored wool suits, one navy and the other black. Heads close, eyes furtive. They were talking about the coup. He focussed his hearing in their direction, careful to keep his gaze averted.

“That was wise,” the other man said. “What of her family?”

The men quieted as a server floated past with a tray of canapés. The lord in the navy suit plucked a wafer layered with smoked salmon, cream cheese, and dill, and shoved the entire thing in his mouth.

When the server was out of earshot, the man swallowed, replied, “Sent with her.”

“You killed them all?” the other hissed, aghast.

“Gods no, what do you take me for? They were given pocket change and sent to the Sceptre of Wessex. They won’t trouble us.”

“Sometimes I worry you’re too soft for this world.”

“No sense spilling blood if there’s a simpler solution.”

A chill prickled the back of Errol’s neck. How casually they talked of murder. He risked a glance in their direction. The man in the plain black suit looked familiar, but he couldn’t place him. The other was a stranger. Earls, perhaps? He knew the names and faces of all New London’s Dukes and Marquesses. Or he had. Society’s landscape was shifting rapidly.

He should move. He’d been standing here suspiciously long and these men were clearly keeping watch of their surroundings. To remain invisible he had to appear as boring and unobservant as possible. The servant with the tray of canapés started circling back around the room, so Errol took the opportunity to pass the two conspirators and help himself to a couple of small bites. The servant ignored him when he thanked them. Errol cursed himself under his breath; he’d forgotten servants in high stations would find it rude to be thanked.

When he looked back up, he saw the two conspirators had broken apart, each emigrating to other clusters of conversation. He passed one, walking casually and enjoying his second canapé. He didn’t pick up on anything seditious in the conversation. They were talking about the price of roses.

Across the room, Sigrid continued to stand alone. She had her back to the wall, nestled between two folded-away tables. She watched the dancers with jealous fascination, and a touch of regret.

“You’re back,” Sigrid said as he returned to her, carrying two glasses of Wessexian wine.

“Nobody else here I have anything in common with.”

“Oh? And what do you have in common with me?”

He shrugged. “We’re both outsiders.”

“Speak for yourself.” She took the offered wine and kept eye contact while she took a sip. “You were acting rather suspiciously. I’ve been watching.”

“Everyone says I’m weird.”

“Were you trying to gather the courage to speak with Duke Norton?”

“Duke Norton?” he asked in surprise. The poor man was dead, hanged with Bill’s father.

With a subtle nod, Sigrid indicated the conspirator in the navy suit.

“The position wasn’t vacant long,” she said, reading Errol’s thoughts plain on his face.

“But… Norton had an heir.”

“He lives. Stripped of his title. Some nonsense about being too young and his mother being unfit to act as trustee. New London society is being stitched back together clumsily as it unravels.”

“Who was the other? In the black suit?”

Sigrid snapped her fingers, trying to recall. “Viscount… Oh, what was it. That’s Viscount Kilsby.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Was a baron. Minor district between Rugby and the centre.”

“Do you know much about them?”

“Not really. I know a little about everyone, but I don’t know much about anyone.”

Errol blinked at her, trying to puzzle her meaning.

“They’re bad news,” she clarified. “I know that much. Why? What are you up to, Errol?”

“If I told you I’d be putting you in danger.”

“Very cryptic and mysterious. How alluring.”

“I’m serious. Dance with me.”

“What?”

“I lingered by them too long. Dance with me so it looks like I was trying to work up the courage to ask you.”

“Maybe I don’t feel like it now.” But she grinned, downed the bottom half of her wine, and held out her hand for him to take.


twenty
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The smoke was thick, heavy with sap as the campfire grumbled through the pine wood they’d fed it. Earlier the wood had given off a pleasant fragrance as it burned, but now the aroma had been overpowered by the sheer volume of smoke trapped beneath their canvas shelter. Galahad coughed, tried in vain to wave the smoke away. Elaine tugged at his shirtsleeve.

“Can’t we move?” she said, quiet enough that the others wouldn’t hear.

“It’ll be cold away from the fire. Trees’ll be covered in frost come morning.”

“But our cloaks are warm. I’m sick of this smoke.” They’d had to use paratempas as walls as well as a roof, trapping smoke and the flickering orange light. Knowing the dragon was attracted to signs of fire, they were taking a risk having it lit at all. This way, they mitigated that risk, but the pine wood burned smoky and there wasn’t a person in the camp who wasn’t coughing to clear their lungs.

“Maybe we should put it out. Have everyone huddle for warmth.”

“I don’t want to huddle with strangers.”

“Lie with me, then.” Galahad turned to Rajda, having to wave aside smoke to make eye contact. “Lieutenant? The fire.”

She nodded. “I was thinking the same.”

They doused the fire with earth and the camp settled in to sleep.

With the fire out, the smoke gradually drifted from its prison, dragging the heat out with it. Everyone took to the cold ground with blankets and the warmth of the people around them. It was still freezing. The ground was the problem. So hard and chilled it felt like laying on ice. Galahad kept his back to the congregation, wrapped himself around Elaine, facing into the dark. Her hair had trapped the smoke; her cloak, too. The odour mixed with her sweat to unlock some primal memory in Galahad. An experience shared down millennia and generations. Fireside cooking. Cradling a beautiful woman, sharing their heat. The clothes between them were a cold chasm. He gripped her tighter but still too little of her heat reached him.

“Are you cold?” he whispered.

“Freezing.”

“Wriggle back.”

“This is as close as I can be.”

He tugged his cloak so it draped over her shoulder, covering half her torso as well.

“I don’t think I can sleep,” Elaine said, shivering in his arms.

“Then just rest.”
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He awoke drenched in cold sweat with no memory of having nodded off. Most of the camp still slept, though some now roused as the dark gave way to the murky blue of dawn. Elaine was snoring. Her cheek was puffy and flushed; it chilled the back of his fingers as he stroked it. He woke her with a gentle shake.

“No,” she grumbled.

“It’s dawn. The dragon might reach us today.”

“I’ve only been asleep five minutes.”

“I think it was longer. Couple of hours, maybe. Either way, it’ll have to do.”

“I feel like shit.” She rolled over, blinked sleep from her whisky-burnt eyes. “Can I borrow your toothbrush?”

Galahad sighed, dragged his bag closer. “Suppose you need tooth powder as well?”

“No. I have my own.” She popped open a rounded tin of black powder which Galahad suspected was her homemade replacement for the tin’s original contents. As she started brushing, he caught a whiff of aniseed that took him back to the Empire of the Thistle and the strange paste they’d given them to use with their teeth.

“You’ve copied the paste they gave us in the empire.”

Elaine stuck out her tongue. “I’m not rubbing a weird paste over my teeth but they were right about the aniseed. Makes your mouth taste fresh.”

After splashing water on their faces and cooking salted oat porridge for breakfast, they took down the walls of their camp—leaving the shelter up as an emergency refuge in case it rained—and made plans to march westward through cover.

“It’s breached the horizon,” Rajda remarked, buckling her brigandine as she approached. “Runner just got back. She’s shaken as hell. Can’t get much out of her.”

“The horizon? A few miles out then. We stop it today.”

“It was travelling fast.”

“Then we head it off. Are your people ready?”

“They know what to do.”

“Not what I asked.”

“They’re kids. None of them are ready.”

Final preparations passed in a rush. Elaine took one of the camp’s spare spears, whatever good it would do her. Galahad and Elaine left camp before Rajda’s platoon, striding for the edge of the forest. Better that they face it first, the platoon waiting further down, a trap of spear ready to pounce. Risking those young soldiers’ lives was a last resort.

“What do you think it’ll look like?” Elaine asked as they approached the scattered sunbeams penetrating the tree line. A great meadow beyond. Galahad didn’t answer.

They crouched as they exited the cover of the pines.

Wilds to the horizon, grass waving like a green ocean, skeletal deciduous trees sticking up like the bony hands of giants bursting from the ground.

“We should see it, shouldn’t we?” Elaine wondered, glancing left and right. “If it’s as big as that. Why can’t we see it?”

“You’d be surprised how well the country hides monsters.” Galahad remembered the stollwurm that stalked a camp of soldiers unseen in the dark. A smaller cousin of the thing they now hunted. He slowed to a walk, squinting at the horizon. “Meadow’s been disturbed. See the discolouration? The grass has been flattened.”

A deep rattle rumbled from somewhere unseen. Ukh ugh ukhakha. The bassy tone resonated from every direction, impossible to tell where the sound had come from.

Ukh ugh ukhakha.

Galahad shivered as the sound reverberated in his chest.

“The fuck was that?” Elaine readied her borrowed spear.

“I think I have a good idea.”

“Never heard anything make a sound like—”

Ughak ukhakhakha.

“Kingforsaken idiot,” Galahad muttered to himself. “What have I brought upon us?”

Elaine smacked his shoulder, pointed. “I see it.”

Galahad followed her outstretched finger to glimpse a shimmering of red. Like the mist of a waterfall catching sunlight. It was hundreds of metres away, buried in a copse that obscured much of their view. In places the forest merged with the ruins of an ancient town, trees striding out into old roads, bursting up through long dead houses.
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Galahad strode into the trees with Elaine at his side, circling wide towards the head of the dragon. The forest was eerily silent, save a steady shushing, in and out, surely too loud to be the creature breathing. Likely the wind getting caught between the naked trees.

Though the canopy was winter-bare, the understory was thick with man-high nettles, bushes, and shrubs. Moss covered tree and ground in a soft carpet that muffled Galahad’s footsteps; Elaine’s pegleg kept getting stuck, suctioned into the moss. Every surface was tinted green. They were clambering slowly through a faerie land.

Every now and then they caught glimpses of the dragon. Each time Galahad’s view was too brief to make out what he was looking at. Scales: red and iridescent. Stretching skin. A heaving body. Armoured muscles. But beyond the mass, its form was a mystery. Until he saw the head.

It stood so still and low to the ground that it could have been sleeping. Except its eyes were open. Galahad didn’t realise how far they’d strayed into the creature’s eyeline until it was too late. The dragon blinked. Filmy lids slid horizontally over black eyes the size of globes; the world soaked in shining tar.

The dragon’s nostrils flared. Its tongue licked out, long and writhing as an eel. Lizard-like and huge, its head alone was as tall as Galahad standing straight. Teeth each long daggers. It could have fit the Cotswold beast’s head in its mouth and crunched it with a single bite.

“Look at the fucking size of it,” Galahad whispered. Thirty feet high at a conservative estimate. Just by standing to its full height, it would tear down trees. Incomprehensibly large. It shouldn’t have been able to support its own weight, but there was the proof before him. And he felt the heat now, beating back the late winter chill. It radiated out from the dragon. The dragon. Madness to even think that name earnestly. Here it was. A lizard as tall as New London’s shelter, that grunted with deep, resonant staccato chucks. It did so again, its neck undulating with the ukh ugh that shook Galahad’s sternum.

A rustle as Elaine hurried back. “Run,” she whispered. “We gotta run.”

The forest was no place for a creature like this. Like a cat that had squeezed itself into too small a wooden crate. Galahad couldn’t even see its wings, folded as they must be against the creature’s back.

“There’s no way it can fly,” he whispered. But after everything he’d seen these past few years, he wasn’t sure he believed that.

Elaine tripped, yelped as she fell on her arse in the moss. The dragon turned on her, nostrils flaring. Without thinking, Galahad started waving.

“Come on then, you fucker.” He swung his arms in wide arcs, walking backwards, keeping his eye on the dragon. Trying to lead it away from Elaine. “There’s a whole city out west for you to stomp around in. Plenty of food. Ruins to roost in. You don’t wanna stay squashed in here all day, do you?”

Ukh ugh ukhakha. Then a throaty rumble; it reared its head back, mouth to the sky. The heat intensified. Galahad suddenly felt like he was locked in an oven.

“You can’t breathe fire. Don’t be stupid.” He continued retreating. Elaine watched him with wide eyes, too stunned to speak. The dragon took a lazy step forward, lowered its head to watch him. Another step, slinking and low to avoid tearing up the flora. “You want to follow me this way. I’m trying to help you. We don’t have to fight if you’ll just turn from the capital. Guess you can’t understand anything I’m saying but—”

It moved with surprising speed when it wanted to.

The dragon slid forward, almost snakelike, legs low and body slithering. Worm was an apt name. Galahad stumbled, too stunned to keep his balance. Soft moss broke his fall.

Then teeth. And a scream. Moss damp with red.

Lying on his back, Galahad felt the dragon pass him in the shifting of heat. A creature that size should shake the ground with every step, but it didn’t. Impossibly light, a faint floatiness to its movements.

Once it passed, he was left with the shock of cold. Even colder still, now that he was wet across his stomach, his left arm, his thigh. It had been like being speared by eight soldiers at once. And so hot in that moment. Unbearably so. If the teeth were spears, their heads were fresh from the forge. He hadn’t cared for it.

He lay there for a moment, waiting for his wounds to heal, feeling every stretch and tear as his body fixed itself. Elaine crawled to him, gently swept his hair from his eyes.

“We’ll never kill a thing like that.”

“We have to.” He stood, brushed dried blood from his jacket, fussed the fresh holes in his prized Keeper cloak.

They took off in the direction the dragon had gone, following the lingering heat towards the waiting spear, and beyond the defenceless capital.

Free of the trees, the dragon was magnificent. Its wings stayed folded slick against its sides, but even so the thing was huge. It prowled the meadow, sparkling, as beautiful as it was deadly. It was feasting now on wild horses, pinning them to the ground with a single clawed foot, tearing chunks of flesh and bone with its massive jaws. The horses screamed as they were eaten. They kicked and wailed for far too long before going still. The dragon had no interest in killing its prey. Only in sating its cavernous hunger.

The dragon paused its feasting to set its eyes on them. Blood dripped from its chin. Red on red. It almost looked like its scales were melting. There was an inquisitiveness to its eyes. Galahad was struck by the thought that the creature might be smart enough to recognise him, and think, Didn’t I crunch you and leave you to die?

A chorus of yells charged across the meadow. Rajda’s platoon, spears up, faces set. Surprising bravery in the face of such an indomitable beast. The lieutenant led the charge, yelling loudest and sprinting fastest. This hadn’t been the plan. They were supposed to wait in cover, trap the dragon between two rows of spear. Rajda must have changed her mind. Galahad could hardly blame her. New London was but a handful of miles away and he and Elaine had done nothing to slow the dragon. This was a desperate charge. Either their spears would pierce the dragon’s hide, or they wouldn’t. No strategy could change that final fact.

The dragon watched the platoon approach with an inquisitive cock of its head. They hit with all the force their legs could muster. Spearpoints slammed into scales and sprang back, spears singing as they vibrated from the impact.

“That’s not good,” Elaine said, followed by at least a dozen swear words. She threw her spear aside. “This is pointless. There’s nothing we can do.”

“We can lead it away.”

“It’s too fast. Even on horseback… How’d those noble lads keep it away for so long?”

“With a constant feast.”

Though the dragon was unharmed, it turned on the platoon and demonstrated understanding that they had tried to wound it. There was no fight. No battle. A flurry of movement. Screams. Red beautiful and glistening as the dragon swung its distended jaw, chomping through gambeson like fox teeth through rabbit hide. Some ran while others stood transfixed in horror. Rajda was the only one who maintained her focus. She leapt with incredible speed, driving her spear towards one of the dragon’s eyes. A sound idea; a large target. But the creature simply blinked, translucent leathery film sliding sideways to block her thrust. The spear left a mark, at least. More damage than the blades had done against the scales. But still she failed to pierce the dragon’s defences. The massacre continued unchallenged.

Perhaps a quarter of the platoon escaped, sprinting back towards New London, throwing spear and armour aside in an effort to lighten their load and increase their speed. The dragon had no interest in chasing them, preferring to stop and enjoy the meal it had prepared for itself. A gnarled coughing sound, then a jet of flame from its throat. Short bursts that singed and burned away the clothing of the fallen soldiers. That settled any doubt: the dragon could breathe fire.

Rajda dragged herself along the ground with one arm while her other clutched a gash that had shattered her brigandine over her stomach. She’d lost her spear.

Anger welled in Galahad’s chest, as hot and burning as the dragon’s flaming bile. The anger protected him from guilt, stopped him from thinking too long on how the deaths of those soldiers were on his head. How he’d failed them. He’d drawn the dragon here and watched those young soldiers fling themselves at certain death. No. Fan the anger. Become the anger. Fuck this wretched creature. He drew his sword. The dragon’s head spun at the sound.

Ukh ugh ukhakha.

“Please, don’t—”

The dragon shot forward, winding left and right. Too fast to track. Galahad raised his blade, steadied himself on his back foot, found his balance. Those huge jaws swung towards him. Heat shimmered. He dove away, cutting himself as he rolled—no matter, it healed in seconds.

To his feet. He brushed himself off. The dragon overshot, swerved, tasted air.

An itch at the end of Galahad’s nose. He tried to ignore it, wrinkled and twitched his nose, but the itch wouldn’t abate. He went to reach up and scratch it but was met with an odd feeling of weightlessness. Numb and tickling and wrong in a way his adrenaline-drunk mind couldn’t grok. It was then that he looked down and saw his missing arm.

“Fuck sake.”

The dragon reared its head again, then white heat poured from its mouth to envelop him.
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He vanished in a flash. White and orange curling against each other. A hissing roar. The stink of burning wool and melting wax. The fire gave the illusion of moving like liquid. Waves lapping against Galahad’s form. Elaine had never felt so helpless. She could do nothing but stand and watch. Useless again. Always useless.

The fire didn’t linger when the dragon ceased. It cut out with a snap, leaving white embers dying in its wake. An odd sac in the dragon’s throat continued to drip some dark liquid. The air was heavy with sulphur and death. The beast wormed, whipped its tail and knocked Elaine prone. By the time she struggled back up, the dragon was already slinking through tree cover to the west, away from the city—these deaths had bought the capital some time, at least. Red scales shimmered now and then between the brown and green of the distant understory. Then it was gone.

Elaine jogged to Galahad’s side.

He was on his knees, arm covering his face. His cloak was gone, burned to ash and rags. So, too, were his shirt and jumper beneath. In places where his skin was exposed, it had melted over the remnants of his clothes, horribly fusing cloth to flesh. Most of his hair was gone. He lowered his arms, hissing and wincing. His face was preserved, at least. Eyebrows and lashes only singed. But his torso was a mess.

“You’ll have to help me,” he croaked. He shivered, teeth chattering. All that fire and now he shivered. His face was pale and his eyes wouldn’t focus. He was in worse condition than he wanted her to know. He tried to shrug off the remains of his cloak, but too much of it was snagged beneath melted skin. Elaine reached to grab a handful of the fabric, meaning to tear it free, but Galahad hissed, shook his head. “No. Cut it away or the skin won’t heal right. But my arm first… My arm…”

Elaine fought back a tidal wave of nausea. Her head spun. The wound from Galahad’s severed arm had been cauterised, but twisting sinew wormed free in spots where the flesh was still wet. Trying to heal, blocked by that unexpected burnt crust. It needed to be removed or the limb wouldn’t regrow.

“Fuck,” Elaine whispered. Then seven more times. “I can’t.”

“Damn it, Elaine. It’s already starting to heal wrong. You’ve got to get this shit off me.”

She drew her belt knife, steadied herself with a hand on his shoulder. It was meat, that was all. She’d cut meat before. She could do this.

Galahad closed his eyes, resigned to the coming pain.

He screamed when she began to cut.

It took too many minutes and too much blood. Elaine was butcher and sculptor to his flesh. She cut away the bad, left the hale untouched. Through it all, he never stopped shivering. She didn’t know if it was from the cold in the air or a persistent effect of the burning. When he gasped for water, she tipped her canteen to his chapped lips. When his eyes rolled and he passed out, she slapped him awake and forced him to chew and swallow flapjack and salted meat. Lots of salted meat. He couldn’t heal with no protein with which to replace his lost flesh.

His healing was gradual. The skin smoothed over within minutes as she cut it away, but the arm took longer. Bone and vein twined with muscle layered atop. Thread by thread. He could move the thing before his body had built up the protective flesh. A skeletal arm he held before his face, blinking dumb eyes. But the flesh came eventually.

Arm full, new skin glistening in silvery patches, he curled up, half-naked and covered in sweat. Elaine wished she had a blanket for him, but they were all back at camp. If the camp was even still there. Perhaps the surviving soldiers had packed it away and run back to New London. She wouldn’t blame them. They’d be damned idiots to do anything else.

“I’m sorry,” Galahad said.

“What are you sorry for?” But she knew he meant the arm. That his lost limb had returned within minutes while hers was gone forever.

“Rajda?” he asked.

“Didn’t the dragon get her?”

“Saw her crawling, right before…” He winced, perhaps remembering the flames.

“You need to eat more.” She forced a parcel of flapjack into his hands.

“She might be alive. You should look for her.”

Elaine got up, looked around. “Been ages since the dragon left. An hour, maybe. Two?” The sky was still dark with heavy clouds. Impossible to tell if it was noon or evening. Time refused to move at a normal pace even now at the tail end of winter. The long dark overstayed its welcome.

It didn’t take long to find Rajda. The woman lay on her back, eyes closed, face pallid. Her hair was a bloody mess. Her brigandine was broken in a hundred pieces like a dropped ceramic bowl. One hand still clutched her stomach, holding herself together.

“She breathing?” Galahad asked.

Elaine felt for the woman’s pulse. A faint beat.

“I dunno, Gal. She’s alive but she doesn’t look good.”

“Any of the others in better shape?”

Elaine checked the bodies in turn. Most were torn into incomprehensible shapes but one girl, young as hell, seemed to be only unconscious, and a bearded man lay on his side, eyes wide, panting as he stared into space. It took a moment for Elaine to recognise him as Martin, the soldier who’d frozen back in the rain. He’d frozen again. He was in there, somewhere, lost in his own mind. Paralysed by fear.

“Two live,” she said. “Neither look great but there’s nothing I can do for ’em.”

She returned to Rajda and gently peeled her hand back to inspect the damage beneath her shattered brigandine. The ceramic plates were sticky with blood, but once she cleared the area, she saw the wounds below weren’t so bad. Mostly shallow cuts, though there were a lot of them. With a rag and water from her canteen, she cleaned the lieutenants stomach. Fresh blood rose as she wiped.

“I don’t understand. Cuts don’t look so bad but she’s out cold and her pulse is weak.”

“Any other wounds?”

“Don’t see any. Purple blotches around the cuts, though. Some are pretty dark. Almost black.”

“Something’s wrong.”

“What do I do? How do I fix that?” Her hands were shaking as she cleaned the wounds again. Blood kept rising up and obscuring the area. She couldn’t see what she was doing.

“I… I don’t know.”

“Do I need to stitch something? Is she bleeding in her belly?”

“Maybe. Black bruises? I don’t know. Massive trauma to the stomach. Something could have ruptured? My medical knowledge isn’t cut out for this. I don’t think we can help her.”

“So I just… leave her? She’s still alive. Doesn’t feel right to do nothing.”

“You can sit with her if you like.”

“I think I will.”

Galahad rose to his feet, wobbled like a newborn fawn before steadying himself. He took care with each shaky step as he made his way to the unconscious girl and started moving her about like a doll. He was particular about where her hands went and how her head lolled. When he finished, he moved to the man trapped in a fugue state and did the same.

While Galahad was tending the others, Elaine sat with Rajda. She stroked the woman’s hair, feeling like she should say something.

“I don’t know if you can hear me anymore. If you’re still here, or… maybe you’re halfway to the other place already. If you can hear me, know you’re not alone. I’m with you. We’ll put you in the earth nicely when you’re gone. So Helygmor can find you. If you believe in any of that… Or the big He in the sky… Don’t know what’s out there, but we’ll do you a good funeral just the same. We’ll send you off nicely.”

A slight movement. Rajda’s lips parted. Elaine leaned close but could hear nothing. Then the faintest whisper, barely words.

“Please. Ildfar…”

And she was gone.

Elaine wiped her face. It was wet for some stupid reason.

“We have to burn her, Gal,” Elaine said. “Her last words… The god of fire. From the Bright Crown.”

“Then we’ll burn them all. Can’t bury most of these poor folks anyway. Not enough of them left.”

[image: image-placeholder]


Once the funeral pyres were burning, they walked back to the camp they’d left that morning. Elaine hoped the fire wouldn’t draw the dragon back to the bodies. Let them rest.

The unconscious girl still slept, so Galahad carried her on his back. Elaine felt a weird flash of jealousy seeing her wrapped around his bare torso, then immediately felt guilty sick in the pit of her stomach for thinking such a twisted thought. Martin walked alongside them. He hadn’t spoken but seemed to be doing better than before. He’d even managed to drink and eat what they’d offered him. He would live, but his mind would scar.

They found the camp much as they’d left it. Paratempas up, packs strewn around. Galahad lay the unconscious soldier down gently on a bedroll, then rummaged in his pack for a linen shirt to cover up his new scars. He wrapped himself in one of the many abandoned wool cloaks. Not waxed with magic from the north like his old one had been. Once again at the mercy of the rain.

Martin sat on a damp log at the edge of camp and stared at the unconscious girl.

“You know her?” Elaine asked. He nodded. “She’ll be okay. Took a hit from that tail, I think, but she’ll come around.”

The soldier continued to stare, hardly blinking. The fire reflected in his eyes. Elaine wondered what kind of world he’d vanished to. She hoped it was more pleasant than this one. Let him dream. It was the only way he could leave this nightmare.
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Fay had done better than she could have expected, but it still wasn’t good enough. Going door to door, begging folks to believe her story, ushering them from the houses their fingers had bled to keep. Most were suspicious, looking at her as if she were mad or dangerous as they closed their doors in her face. But some believed. The first were old acquaintances, those who knew Fay’s reputation for straight talking well enough to trust her word. Once she had a small following, the convincing became easier. With each person who joined, the chances that someone would know the face behind the next door increased. Familiarity and numbers bolstered their legitimacy.

By the end of the first day, a walking caravan trailed at her heels. She led them to a deciduous grove to the northeast. Naked and spartan trees. Barely any canopy, but the trunks were strong for tying guy lines. They set camp using supplies left there by Lady Staverton’s people. One of the few ways she’d deigned to aid Fay’s effort.

This spot had been chosen not only because it was a safe distance from the city, but because its position gave a clear view of New London’s northwest side. As they set camp, a young boy yelled for attention, pointing at the distance and hopping up and down. Flashes of light on the horizon. Then, later, dark plumes of smoke. Those who’d been uncertain till that point no longer doubted the promised danger. Though Fay had kept the word “dragon” pinned beneath her tongue, there was no mistaking the threat in those distant flames.

Some living in the shanty town expanding from New London’s northern edge noticed their train leaving the city and fell in beside them. They didn’t know where they were going, or why, but joined anyway. Desperate enough that even uncertainty promised a better life than they’d found clinging to the capital. Fay didn’t have the heart to turn them away, so she let them fold into her group of refugees and made sure they were fed and sheltered along with the others.

They kept their fires small and their shelter wide. A miniature canvas town with two score people in all. Barely a dent in the thousands at risk in the city, but it was a start. Fay spent the first hours of the evening circling the camp and speaking with people, allocating groups. Tomorrow they’d send five evacuation teams. Hopefully each would do as well again and the camp would grow exponentially. Whether it would be enough remained to be seen.

She stopped by a family of four. The mother cradled her daughter, rocking her while the child shivered. They were all in rags of undyed new-spun. Hard times had befallen them long before this night.

“I can move some folks, get you closer to the fire for her,” Fay told the mother.

“Thank you, but she don’t shiver from the cold. She has a fever.” The woman bit her lip, then said in a panic, “No one’s ever caught it. Been with her a while.”

Fay crouched so she wasn’t talking down to them.

“Don’t worry, I won’t cast you out.” Though she was naturally dark-skinned, the girl’s cheeks were pallid, almost a hint of blue where red should warm the brown. “She needs a doctor. I’ll find out if we have one.”

“We can’t afford a doctor. The wizard says she was cursed for our sins.”

Fay raised an eyebrow. “What sins would those be?”

The woman opened her mouth to speak, but her partner put his hand on her knee to silence her, looked up with guilt etched in his brow. “Greed was my downfall. Had ideas above my station. Invested in imports: linen from the Bright Crown. They use brighter dyes, these extravagant patterns. It was about to be the fashion. They said we’d got in early. We were to make a fortune. Put in more than I could afford to lose. Then everything fell apart. No more trade caravans risking the journey from the north. No more linen. No more imports business. My contact vanished. Left me with empty pockets and a new tax I couldn’t afford.” Tears in his eyes. His voice grew choked. “Lost the house. Barely been able to feed ourselves. I was a cobbler. A good trade. That should have been enough. I threw it away.”

“It was gonna be the fashion? Sounds like something a con man would say.” Fay offered him a pitying smile. “Or just reckless and unlucky. Either way, you don’t deserve any of this. I’ll find a doctor, hold on. In the meantime, see if you can get a little closer to that fire. People will move when they see your girl. Need is the only hierarchy here.”

Fay stood to continue her rounds, but the woman grabbed the ankle of her trousers to stop her leaving.

“Wait! Where are we going? Everyone was following you so we packed up and joined the rear… but nobody could tell us where we were going. Please. Are we safe? It won’t rain, will it?”

Fay closed her eyes, trying to maintain her stoicism. She couldn’t afford to share this family’s pain. All here were under her care. She had to make them one in her mind. To care for the needs of the group as a whole, she needed to maintain a degree of separation from them as individuals, else she’d drown in the sea of displacement and worry. But it was a heartbreaking thought, that people truly had so few options that they’d abandon centuries of fear to chase strangers into the dangers of open land. At the point where any change had to be taken as a boon, without a care for the consequences.

“I can’t promise it won’t rain,” Fay told the woman. “But you’re safer now than you were this morning. I’ll be back with a doctor.”

Fay started walking away.

“But where are we going?”

“We’re running from, not to. I don’t know where we’ll end up. Right now I’m just trying to get as many people away from the city as I can before it’s too late.”

She moved on before the woman could ask her again. Where were they going… She didn’t know. These people had left their homes and the safety of the city because they believed she had a plan. They thought she was taking them somewhere. To a better life. But she was as lost as they were. There was danger, so they had to run. That was all she knew. A problem and here’s the answer. She wasn’t used to thinking further ahead, in planning the next stage and the next. She pondered this as she moved through the camp, shaking hands and smiling but never quite being present.

If Galahad and Elaine stopped the dragon, then many of her evacuees could return to their homes… But not all had that luxury. Whatever happened next, she’d be left with families like that of the sick girl relying on her. Perhaps she shouldn’t have let people from the shanty towns follow, but she hadn’t known how to turn them away. Besides, they were hardly better off before, trapped and clinging for dear life to New London’s oasis of safety.

Wickerton was empty. Ruined, true, but it’s easier to fix than build anew, and they’d already replaced patches of the canvas shelter. She could bring people there, though it felt wrong to fill houses that had so recently been abandoned. A part of her was still waiting for the town to return, her family along with the others. That surely they’d find life in the Bright Crown unbearable and march back to their true home. But it had been months. They were happy in the north. Too many red memories had seeped into the water-damaged wood of Wickerton’s foundations. It wasn’t home anymore. Not to them.

“I’m a student,” a woman with braids dyed a silvery white called over, interrupting Fay’s conversation with a chicken farmer who’d brought a basket of eggs with them, along with four live chickens.

“What’s that?” Fay frowned, puzzled at the interruption.

“Of medicine. I’m training as a physician at the Académie des Sciences Profanes.”

“Fucking hell, I’ve been looking for a doctor all night.”

“I know.” It was now Fay noticed the woman was out of breath. She’d run across the camp to find her. “Word just reached me. I’m in my second year. I might be able to help.”

“You’re the best we’ve got,” Fay told her, “so I hope you can.”

She led the physician-in-training back to the family with the sick girl. Fay crouched before them, smiled, and tried not to show how exhausted she was.

“I’ve found you a doctor. Or close enough. Will you let her see your daughter?”

“Her name is Sarita,” the mother said, unwrapping her arms from her child and nudging her towards the doctor.

“Hi, Sarita. My name’s Nora.“ Held together with wooden beads, her white braids jangled as she crouched. “How old are you, Sarita?”

“This many.” She held up both hands, all fingers raised. She was still trembling.

“She’s seven,” her father amended.

“Wow. Seven whole years! I’m going to take a look at you now, if that’s okay, Sarita?” The little girl nodded and Nora approached to begin her inspection. She produced a wiry device with a small metal plate from a bag she kept strapped to her hip, then placed the metal disc against Sarita’s chest, popping the other two wires into her ears. Turning to the parents, she asked, “When’d it start?”

“It’s been a few weeks now,” Sarita’s mother said.

“Since you moved out of the city?”

“No. She was fine for a fortnight after we left. She… It seemed she was getting on well in the overspill. Started making friends with the other kids, then…”

Nora prodded Sarita, turned the girl’s cheek to the firelight, tutted.

“Feel dizzy?” she asked the girl. A nod in response. “When your mum cuddles you do you feel warm under her arms or cold all over?”

“Cold all over.”

“Can you see the fingers I’m holding up? How many are there?”

“Three.”

“And now?” She wiggled a finger but kept it up.

“Still three.”

Nora made a noise at the back of her throat, turned to the parents.

“Good news is she isn’t sick.”

“Then what—”

“She’s shivering from hunger.”

“But we’ve been giving her everything we can.”

“See here, her collarbone and her cheeks. I shouldn’t be able to feel her ribs so easily. She’s hypoglycemic and it looks like she has an iron deficiency. What have you been feeding her?”

“Uh, I don’t know.” The father’s cheeks flushed the colour of paperbark maple. “Whatever we could get our hands on.”

“She’s young. She needs carbohydrate, protein, iron. We all need a balanced diet but especially the young ones. Fresh meat would do her good—not chicken, proper meat. Dried fruit and nuts, too.”

“We mostly cook stew. Whatever we can find. We dip bread in the broth.”

“And what do you usually ‘find’?”

“Mushrooms. Chicken.” The parents exchanged a look. “Sometimes the butcher sells bones cheap.”

“That’s a start. Things should be easier now you’re away from the city. There are plants in this forest that would do her more good than you know. But don’t pick what you don’t recognise.”

“I know what’s good for eating,” Fay said. “Don’t trust me with mushrooms but I can vouch for berries and leaves.”

“Can you gather some? I wouldn’t trust myself either and there are others here in need of a doctor.”

Fay nodded. “Will rabbit help her?”

“Deer would be better.”

“Not the best hunter, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“We didn’t know,” Sarita’s mother said, her tone pleading. “We were looking after them as best we could. I promise we didn’t know.”
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The dragon would reach the city soon. While his friends risked their lives, Errol dined and danced and kept a tight rein on his tongue. He was safe, deep in the stone, and guilty for it. Their work rooting out the conspiracy that had snatched the throne was important, but with that beast on its way, he struggled to convince himself it mattered. This might all be ash in a matter of days. None of the others had truly understood the danger. He’d seen the dragon’s scales glistening in the light of day. He knew the beast. It was madness to think they could stop a thing like that.

“You’ve been invited to dinner,” Lilly proclaimed in lieu of greeting as she joined him in her parlour, waving a note and wafting the scent of bergamot. “At the mayor’s.”

“Is now the time to be feasting and making idle chat?” Errol replied.

“I have places for us at Everdon’s ball on the twenty-second. There is little we can accomplish until then.”

“I should be out there with them… It’s cowardice that keeps me here.”

“Oh, come. Your friends work to stop the beast and clear the endangered districts. Our job is society work. Forget this beast you call a dragon. There are equally vile monsters amongst us in this city. Treason parading beneath our noses. The Unholy Kingdom of Mercia cannot survive with parasites feeding off its heart.”

“It’s just so close now. I can’t keep it from my thoughts. You haven’t seen it, Lilly. It could torch the entire city.”

Lilly tutted and waved the invitation in his face again. “It’s from his daughter. Sigrid.”

“I won’t be good company,” Errol said.

“You will be charming and pleasant. It’s high time you began courting.”

Errol snapped his head up. “What? Wait, what? What are you saying? What’s in that letter?”

“Calm down,” Lilly said with a subtle, knowing smile. “The invitation is for dinner, not marriage. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“She thinks my father will take me back. That must be it. She sees a viscount’s heir, not Errol Tapper.”

Lilly clipped his ear. “Get washed and changed and don’t forget to put a smile on. She’s invited you because you have nice eyes and a passable jawline and a certain clumsy charm. You will not let her down.”

Errol didn’t have the energy to argue further. Perhaps dinner wasn’t the worst idea. If nothing else, it might distract him from this helpless guilt. He would be equally useless moping in Lilly’s parlour as he would be at dinner. Fine. He would go.
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As Errol gave his pocket square one final adjustment, he turned from the dressing mirror to find Bill smirking in his doorway.

“Lilly told me.”

“You look better,” Errol countered, hoping to steer the conversation in a different direction. It didn’t work.

“Sigrid Jensen. Remind me, is she the one with the hair so blonde it looks white?”

“The mayor’s daughter. Yes. You know it is.”

Bill grinned, folded his arms to lean nonchalantly in the doorway.

“She’s pretty. You strike a handsome couple.”

“Please. It’s only dinner.”

“And you danced at Duke Ashleg’s ball. So it’s a dance followed by dinner. Sounds like the beginning of a courtship to me. You should take flowers.”

“The flower sellers have all gone out of business.”

“Not all. There’s a shop nearby.” Bill clicked his fingers. “What’s the woman’s name?”

“Katherine’s place?”

“That’s the one. Get some from her.”

“She only sells dry now. Nobody can afford the fresh stuff anymore.”

“Pity. Well, you must take something.”

“If I bring a gift, then we really will be courting. We’re childhood friends reacquainting, that’s all.” Errol stepped towards the door, meaning to leave, but Bill didn’t shift from where he blocked the exit.

“I don’t mean to tease. She’s a nice girl. You should give her a chance. It would be good to see you happy. One of us should be.” Bill came away from the door, adjusted the tilt to Errol’s flat cap, then stood aside to let him pass. “You look great, by the way.”

“Didn’t think you’d approve of me courting a commoner.”

“Well.” Bill looked off to the side, as if considering whether to answer. “With your father cutting you off, you’ll be a commoner yourself soon. A marriage to Sigrid would keep you in society.”

Errol let out an irritated breath “The problem with being so shrewd, Bill, is that when you’re tactless it’s obvious to everyone it wasn’t an accident.”

He left in a hurry, not waiting to give his friend a chance to apologise.
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The mayor’s house was grander than most, but it was no manor. A simple, narrow terraced house. The streets were well-swept in that part of the city, and the lamps often tended, but the brickwork wasn’t without the stain of soot.

Errol arrived in a three-piece suit, his brogues polished. He held his flat cap to his chest as he waited after knocking.

“Master Hellidon?” the maid who answered the door asked, brushing her hands down her dress as if attempting to knock out the creases.

“Lord Errol would have been proper,” Errol corrected. The maid’s face fell. “But since my father is cutting me off, Master Tapper will do fine. Or simply Errol. Who knows if I count as a noble anymore?”

The maid nodded, said, “My mistake, Master Tapper.”

Errol hoped he hadn’t embarrassed the woman by being too candid. He was in a wretched, reckless mood. He would have to guard his tongue at dinner.

“There he is!” the mayor proclaimed as Errol was ushered into their candlelit dining room. The space was finely decorated, though it was smaller than one of the Staverton’s bathrooms. Sigrid already sat straight-backed at the table. She smiled when she saw him. It was impossible to tell by candlelight if her cheeks flushed as well.

“Good evening, Mayor Jensen,” Errol said with appropriate formality.

“Come, there’s no need for that. Not from Malcolm’s boy. Known you since you were barely up to my knee. Used to go charging round this house, you did. Flat-footed bugger but you were quick. Gave the servants something to do, chasing after you and my Sigrid.”

The mayor’s familiarity caught Errol off guard. He cleared his throat.

“It’s good to see you again, Peter. How long has it been?”

“Years, boy, but no matter. Your father was a good friend to me when I was green as a frog and drowning in the depths of society. Never thought I’d serve the city. Born to be a businessman. I miss those days.”

The city, not the crown. A small distinction, but perhaps an important one.

“I’m sure my father does, too.” They’d been good friends in the days when his father had been more merchant than noble. Over the years that balance had shifted. Especially since they’d lost Nathaniel, Errol’s older brother. The rightful heir. It was as if his father had lost his purpose along with his son. Now he flailed, desperate to rise through the chaos to fill the void inside him. He’d made a sickness of his grief.

The mayor put a hand on his shoulder, offered a warm smile through his expertly groomed beard.

“Come now, take a seat.”

“You look very well,” Sigrid said once Errol was seated across from her.

“As do you.” In truth, she looked radiant. The roaring fire and dozen candles made the room warm enough for her to sit comfortably in a satin dress, long gloves almost to her elbows, relic pearls dangling from her neck and ears. Her hair was different, trussed up in some complicated bun with a stick like a knitting needle through it.

“The Everdons are hosting a ball at the week’s end.”

“I’ve heard.”

“Will you be attending? Perhaps you’d like to ask me to dance again?”

The maid who’d admitted him entered carrying plates stacked by some magic up her arms. She set one before each of them, then motioned to a pot of gravy that sat warming on a low grill above a cluster of tea candles.

“Thank you, Penny,” the mayor said, dismissing her with a wave. The maid bowed and left.

“I might swing by,” Errol said, answering Sigrid’s earlier question as he took in the heaped roast dinner before him. The musty air was swept aside by the aromas of rosemary, sprouts, and crispy chicken skin.

“Two balls in a fortnight.” Sigrid’s lip curled as her eyes narrowed wickedly. “You’ll be a notorious socialite by the end of the month.”

Errol sniffed. “Not much chance of that.”

“Malcolm’ll be there,” the mayor announced. Before he spoke again, he took a bite of chicken and chewed it thoughtfully. “Might be good of you to have a word.”

“My father doesn’t want to see me. He doesn’t even want to be my father.”

“He cares more than he shows.”

“Hardly surprising when he doesn’t show he cares at all.”

“Losing your brother cut a great wound in him. He acts the way he does because he’s trying to protect himself.” Errol opened his mouth to argue but the mayor barrelled on, pointing at his chest with his fork as he spoke. “Now, I’m not trying to make excuses for him. His behaviour has been unacceptable and I don’t deny it. I only present you the reasons for it. We can understand him without forgiving him, and perhaps through that understanding we might see how to help him close that wound. Was a decent man, that Malcolm Tapper. Would be a shame to see him bitter for the rest of his days.”

Errol let the mayor’s words settle, taking great interest in the patterned hem of the tablecloth. He rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, feeling the roughness of the raised stitching. The Malcolm Tapper in the mayor’s plea bore little resemblance to the father Errol had known growing up. They’d never been close. Always he’d been the second son. If he hadn’t been a disappointment in the first years of life, he’d certainly been an afterthought. It was true that their relationship had been strained since Nathaniel’s death. That what little bond there was between them had become frayed and worried and finally snapped. Eroded like old twine. But there hadn’t been much there to begin with. If his father had been a good man, he’d neglected to show Errol that side of him.

“It’s as if you speak of a stranger,” Errol said, still staring at the tablecloth. “There might be blood between us but there was never love.” He met the mayor’s gaze. “I would have settled for pride. A touch of it. Anything.”

“Some men struggle to show what they feel. By the Unholy King, I struggle with it myself sometimes.” He put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder, gave her a fatherly smile, all pride and a hint of regret at moments he’d failed to appreciate. At the years that had vanished while he’d been focussed on his career. But that regret was more love than Errol’s father had ever shown. “It doesn’t mean we’re stone.”

“True enough. But he had little trouble showing Nathaniel.” It felt strange to say his brother’s name. He usually only said, “My brother,” keeping the blade of the memory facing away from him. Now he cut himself with his clumsiness, welcoming Nathaniel’s face to mind. His smile. How gently he’d taught his younger brother. How he’d shown love every day, refusing to follow their father’s cold example. Errol missed him greatly.

“Check in on him, will you? If not for his sake, then for mine. I know he’s done well lately, in some respects, but I fear he’s growing lonely. Doesn’t even visit me anymore. Those new friends of his aren’t friends at all. No company for simply chatting away the evening or drinking a good bottle from the Empire of the Thistle.”

Errol looked to Sigrid for some indication of her thoughts on it. She smiled and shrugged, said, “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. You don’t have to stay for long if he’s so truculent.”

“Probably throw me out on the street within a minute.” Errol closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine. I’ll check on him. But I’m not staying if he starts to lecture me. I’m a man now, I don’t have to put up with that.”

Sigrid put her hand atop his on the table, rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb. When he glanced at her she offered an uncertain smile.

Wanting to move the conversation on, Errol asked, “Do you still paint?”

“You remember?” Her eyes lit up. “Yes. I paint often, and sketch with pencil or charcoals. It’s a good hobby, well-befitting a mayor’s daughter. I had wanted to attend the Académie, but they’ve reduced the size of their fine art department… There were limited places.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realise the field was so competitive.”

“Only because it’s small. Why waste the resources of the Académie on something so frivolous, hm? That’s what they say. One does not need to complete a syllabus in cryptography to decipher their true meaning.”

Errol sipped his wine, said, “Elitists,” as if it were a curse.

“Not to worry,” the mayor said. “She doesn’t need their approval to flourish. We did pay for a tutor but Sigrid surpassed her instruction long ago. The Académie can rot. I’m immensely proud of her work and she’s started to do business about the town. Soon no manor will be complete without a portrait by Sigrid Jensen proud above the mantel!”

“Amazing,” Errol said. “I’d like to see some of your work.”

“I could paint your portrait?” Sigrid offered. Then, with a touch less excitement, “If you’d like?”

“That would be wonderful, though I’m not sure I can afford you at present.”

“Oh, there would be no charge for an old friend.”

Errol shook his head. “Absolutely not. I would love for you to paint my portrait, but I must insist on paying a fair price. It is only right, old friends or not. How much do you charge?”

“I believe around ten crowns is usual.”

Errol almost choked on his wine.

“Perhaps I misspoke,” he said with an awkward smile. “A discount between old friends sounds quite dignified.”

Sigrid returned his smile, her bright eyes sparkling.
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The soldier who’d been knocked unconscious awoke sometime in the night. They found her curled up and shivering come morning. Her name was Zhang Shu and she had only been enlisted for seven weeks. Like Martin, this had been her first outing into the wilds beyond New London’s shelter. Yesterday she’d seemed a child to Galahad. Now she stared at him with the hard eyes of adulthood.

“You must kill that thing,” she said. Her voice cracked faintly from disuse. “I see reluctance in your eyes, but you must kill it. I saw how beautiful it was, I understand, but we cannot live with the fear of it. The threat of rainwights already warps our culture, makes our people timid and sick and everyone a little mad.” She shook her head slowly. “But this? It’s something else. It would break the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia for the people to discover there is no safety beneath the stone. How can they hide more than they already do? Where do they go? Underground? To the tunnels beneath the old capital where it’s said men crawl around in the dark like grubs? You have pale scars today where yesterday your skin was the colour of fresh-pressed oil. I cannot hunt that beast, but I think you can. You must.”

“It’s true I’m hesitant to face it again.” He sighed. “It doesn’t know how it torments us. But I understand what needs to be done. Just wish I knew how to go about it.”

“She’s right, Gal,” Elaine said, stirring their morning porridge. “The Cotswold beast was one thing, but this worm could tear down the entire city, send rivers of fire through the cramped corridors of New London’s streets. There would be no escape. Death for hundreds of thousands. Seems an impossible feat to slay a thing like that, but Arthur did it, right? There has to be a way.”

“Those are only stories.”

“But they mean something to you. They’re real to you. If you can chase a grail, you can slay a dragon.”

“I failed at that as well.”

“Found the treasure, didn’t you? Not your fault I fucked up and we lost it again.”

Galahad shook his head, not wanting to remember anything from that time. Her betrayal, Percy’s cowardice. All that blood. He sealed those memories away and cast them into the recesses of his mind, like a box of books he knew he would never read again, buried behind other attic junk.

“You must kill it,” Shu insisted. “Promise us. Do it for the bodies still burning, and for everyone in danger.”

“It won’t reach the city.”
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Galahad and Elaine left the two survivors caring for each other and tracked the dragon west. For such a large creature, it left surprisingly little sign of its passing. Wide as they were, its prints were shallow. No fur to snag on bark. In the forest, they tracked it through the flattened tunnel it carved through the understory. Once free of the tree cover, their task became difficult.

Thankfully, the dragon hadn’t yet swung back towards the city. They followed it west, and a little north, towards the nearby ruins of an ancient town, and beyond that the mottled green and grey towers of a mossy city. If they could lead the dragon into that maze of stone… But Zhang Shu was right, it was too dangerous. New London couldn’t live with a creature like that on its doorstep. They’d need to drive it away a hundred miles. And that was impossible.

“We’ll have to camp,” Galahad remarked as light began to fade. Though winter’s savage grip was loosening, the days were still mercilessly short. And the nights were cold. “Won’t do any good to wander in the dark.”

“Couldn’t we slit its throat while it’s sleeping?”

Galahad trudged towards the nearest copse of spindly trees, his breath pluming before him with each heavy step. Grass crunched, brittle beneath his boots. “Maybe, yeah. But I don’t like travelling in the dark. We can’t forget the worm isn’t the only danger out here. Harder to tell when rain is coming at night, too, and I’ve lost my cloak.”

Elaine joined him, unpacking cord and canvas and helping to set up camp; it would be a relief to sleep under a proper tarp again.

“Could be worth it, though. Worth a risk.”

“If it’s anything like a common lizard, its night vision will surpass ours. Catching it asleep would give us an advantage, but if we woke it without killing it, we’d be even more outmatched than during the day. I’d rather set a trap in daylight than stumble about in the dark.” He paused. “But it’s a decision to make together. Let’s get camp ready before we decide.”

They scavenged branches and boughs to build a slanted wall against the northwest side of the camp, tarp above for shelter—two layers for redundancy. They dug a shallow trench for the fire, the full length of their wall, then made a bed of soft pine boughs between fire and wall. The hope was to trap the heat as well as shielding their fire from the dragon. There was little they could do for the smell of smoke, except hope the chill wind blew to the southeast.

As the fire forced the shadows to dance, the pair sat together on their bed of waxy leaves.

“So… Did you want to venture into the night?” Galahad asked.

“No. You were right. I’ll only trip in the dark, snag my pegleg on a root or something.”

“We’ll leave early. First light. If we’re lucky, perhaps we’ll catch it snoozing late.”

Without thinking, he brushed her hair behind her ear. Gentle gestures had been creeping into their interactions. A softness growing between them. His hand often found hers. Or they leaned heads together when they rested. They’d never been like this, even before everything… There was a fondness to this new closeness, but there was a sadness to it too. As if each time they touched was an act of mourning.

“We kissed,” he said, further eloquence eluding him.

“Are you going to take it back?”

“We should talk about it.”

“Why bother? You know what I want.”

“I don’t. I’ve never been able to figure you out.”

“Bullshit. You’re just scared, that’s what I think. Afraid that trying to be more will ruin what we are. That admitting you still love me will un-shield your heart and I’ll get to stabbing in a hurry.”

“How do you feel about me then?”

“I want you.”

“Want isn’t love.”

“I…” She looked away, unable to say it even now. Even with it clear in her eyes. Or was that only longing for the comfort of the familiar? Her need to be cradled by his love without bestowing any of her own.

“You want so badly for me to admit this thing but you won’t do the same for me.”

“I’m trying. It’s not easy. When the word reaches my tongue my mouth seizes up and I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

“Sorry that I make you sick,” he said with more bitterness than it deserved.

“That’s not what I meant.” She held onto his sleeve, pulling him gently towards her. Their long fire was doing its job, warming their little shelter enough that Galahad began to sweat beneath his layers of linen and wool. “Kiss me. Unlock me.”

So he did. Her tongue quested into his mouth the moment their lips touched. She ran her hands over his stubbly hair, pulling his face to hers with a firm pressure. He could not escape. He didn’t want to. She lay back as he pressed towards her, pine boughs crumpling beneath them. They hurried, fingers scrabbling at the layers of clothes that separated them. Cloaks fell away, tunics over heads. Elaine unstrapped her pegleg, threw it aside and the foot went in the fire.

“Oh fuck!” she cried.

Galahad grabbed it free, rubbed away the ash. “It’s fine, don’t worry.” Then he set it carefully away from the fire. When he met her eyes, he couldn’t help but giggle. There he was, sitting before her. Both naked. Goosebumps on the backs of his arms from the chill breeze. Her breasts lay flattened, nipples bright and erect. Her lips and cheeks were flushed. Chest rising and falling as she watched him, giggling back. Always so awkward between them. No grace to their intimacy, clumsy as they rushed, perhaps subconsciously afraid the moment would pass if they didn’t snatch it. But there were no king’s men to interrupt them this time. The barriers between them came crumbling down like the old ruins they were so familiar with exploring.

Elaine snaked a hand down, caressing her breast, then her stomach, then came to rest between her chubby thighs. She rocked her hips, teeth worrying her lower lip as she stared up at him.

“Look at all your scars,” she said.

He leaned over her, kissed her lips again. Her cheek. Nipped the base of her ear. Smelled old perfume on her neck—something with lavender. He bit lightly, then her shoulder, kissed her breasts while she rocked against him.

Back to her lips. Heavy breathing. Whispering.

“I want you.” She licked his cheek.

When they came together he thought he was going to unravel and it would be over too soon. He bit his lip hard enough to draw blood. Hold steady. Deep breaths: alcohol, lavender, the growing smell of sex between them, all sweat and the intoxicating sweetness of her. And of course, the waxy musk of pine beneath it all.
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Lilly decided to accompany him. She didn’t ask if he required the support of her presence but instead declared that they would be leaving together and left no opening for debate. Errol was quietly thankful. Already he regretted sending word to his father that he would be attending dinner. Lilly’s calmly powerful presence would settle him. A steady bastion of authority.

They were to arrive at six. Errol had been surprised his father had answered at all. Even more surprised when the proposal was swiftly accepted.

“Perhaps he has been waiting for you to fight for your place by his side,” Lilly suggested while her lady’s maid did something complicated with her hair, forming a delicate braided crown.

“That’s no way for a father to act,” Errol replied, his hands deep in the pockets of his woollen suit trousers.

“True. But men are sometimes this way. Perhaps it is a failure of society that we indulge them so, but it is far beyond our grasp to change such things tonight.”

“My stomach feels off. Heavy. Maybe we shouldn’t go.”

“Only nerves. You anticipate an argument and it is making you tense.”

Errol kicked at the expensive Wessexian rug. “We won’t argue. There have to be two sides to have an argument. He’ll berate me. Cut me down and make me worthless.”

“Not when you have me beside you.” A sly smile that was full of cunning but lost none of her prettiness; a carnivorous flower hungrily opening.
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Hellidon manor, his father’s new residence, wasn’t far so they made the journey on foot. Two nobles dressed up and strolling through the affluent streets of central New London. Errol’s footsteps echoed like a countdown to his confrontation with his father.

His family had certainly risen through society. Hellidon manor was larger, cleaner, grander than the home Errol had grown up in. A servant met them at the gate, peering through squinted eyes as if judging whether they were worthy to stand in the presence of his master.

“Come,” the man said, turning on his heel. A guard held the gate open for the pair to follow.

“This is what he’s always wanted,” Errol remarked as they were led into the manor’s entrance hall. “A higher rank. More servants. Respect. Never cared as much for the wealth. To a truly greedy man, money is a boring thing except where it can be exchanged for power.”

He held his tongue as they continued their journey to the dining room. After ushering them in, the servant who’d been leading them bowed and left.

Viscount Hellidon sat alone at the head of the long table. Above the crackling fire in the elegant hearth hung a portrait that depicted the man standing triumphant over a slain minotaur.

“Take a seat then, boy,” he said, gesturing to the place set beside him.

“Where’s mother?” Errol took the seat offered.

“Abed with a headache. You know how she can be.”

Errol fidgeted with the button at the end of his sleeve. His heart sagged as he wondered if his mother was avoiding him, or sparing herself the witness of what his father was going to say.

“I knew you were in the city,” his father said. “But I couldn’t guess where you were hiding.”

Lilly seated herself at the other set place.

“I haven’t been hiding,” Errol said. “You sent me away, so I sought help from my friends.”

“Friends.” His father’s lip curled around the word. “You really are a sop. When your message came I thought you might have finally grown a backbone. But no. Here’s your backbone, dressed so prettily and hovering at your side.”

Lilly’s mouth twitched as she restrained herself from defending him. This was Errol’s battle to fight alone.

The food was brought out briskly by silent servants. Like ghosts they swooped in, decorating the table with platters and bowls and jugs.

“Eat, boy,” his father said. “You could damn well use some meat on your bones.”

It felt wrong to sit there, feasting on roast chicken, stuffing, and bread sauce, while his friends fought to save the northwest. His father noticed the wan look on his face and smirked.

“What’s the matter? Food too rich for you?”

Errol forced a forkful of gravy-soaked chicken into his mouth. To his chagrin, the food was delicious. “It’s perfect. My apologies. I find myself distracted tonight.”

“You’ve been listening to those rumours, no doubt. Yes, very worrisome.” His father’s tone was casual, conversational. As if the coming dragon was an entertaining tidbit of gossip and not an existential threat to the city. “Some kind of beast in the meadows, they say. Just as well we’re not dirty outer-rim chicken farmers or some such.”

“It may be more than the edge of the stone in danger.”

His father bunched his tongue up in front of his top teeth, then tutted. “Still. No bother for a central family, such as we are now.”

“Are we? A family? Last time we met you declared me no son of yours.”

His father took a deep breath, chewed on his words for a moment. “You have been a disappointment at every possible turn. But I’ve come to remember that you are my son. Tragedy saw fit to make you my only son. Without you, I have no heir.” Arms wide to gesture to the manor and all it contained. “And now I have something to pass on. Title, manor, riches. You are a young man of many faults. Weak of body, mind, and heart. If not precisely slow, then certainly not as sharp as your brother. Argumentative. A chronic daydreamer.” He ran his tongue over one of his canines. “And you keep treasonous company.”

Viscount Hellidon slammed an open palm down and shook the table with the blow. China rattled. A jug of cooling gravy almost toppled. A door on the far side of the room flew open and in came two men dressed in Mercian livery with swords strapped to their hips. King’s men.

“Father, what’s this?” Errol said. In his mind he leapt from the table, took up the carving knife and brandished it defensively. In reality he sat frozen, face flushing cold, head swimming as the king’s men swept into the room and drew their swords.

“Did you think I was a fucking dimwit, boy?”

“I don’t… What are you talking about?” He felt like he was sinking. Drowning. This sudden change too abrupt to process.

“You make cosy with the pretender, then announce yourselves as dinner guests? I knew I’d failed your education, but I had no idea you’d be so short-sighted!”

Lilly hung her head, whispered something under her breath. A prayer?

“Yes, Lady Staverton. The hopeful queen. I saw through your gossamer scheming.”

“Please tell me what’s going on,” Errol moaned.

One of the king’s men grabbed Lilly’s arm and yanked her from her seat. She yelped and the way her arm twisted looked painful.

“My word, it’s not an act.” His father sniffed oddly. After a moment, Errol realised he was laughing. “To think, even with so low an opinion of you, I still gave you too much credit. Never mind. However long it takes, I’ll fix you. Like I said, you are my only heir. It’s time I stopped being embarrassed by you and started moulding you into someone I can be proud of. But dear Lilly, surely you weren’t so oblivious?”

Lilly said nothing, a challenge in her stare.

As his shock waned, Errol’s mind picked up speed, putting things together: his father was in on the coup.

“You sold out Lord Rugby…” That’s why he’d been at that meeting in Littleford. Why his allegiances had been so mercurial. He’d only been pretending to oppose a king he knew full-well had been dead for months. Errol cursed himself for not having figured it out sooner.

“I’ve done more than that. Is it so difficult to imagine greatness from your father? I know I’ve worked hard to obscure my plans from the oblivious loyalists, but I thought you of all people would suspect something by now.”

“I’ve never even known you.”

“Well, know me now. Before long you will call me king. We will have years to sharpen you into a man worthy of succession. One day we’ll look back on the man you are now with shared embarrassment, and pride at how far you’ve come!”

King…

Errol blinked, words suffocating in his throat. Was his father trying to tell him he’d been behind it all? No, that couldn’t be true. Not his father. He was an asshole, but he wasn’t a usurper. The idea would be laughable if it wasn’t for the rough men surrounding them with drawn steel. Errol looked around, desperate to find something that would make sense of his father’s words. But what he saw was a bounty of fresh riches, the obeisance from the king’s men, his father’s swift rise through society… The pieces fit together as if they’d been carved from a single truth.

The realisation hit him fully. It was true. His father wasn’t just a viscount. Wasn’t just part of the coup. He was their leader. The clandestine king under the stone. The architect of the kingdom’s ruin. Errol searched his memory, trying to figure out how long his father had been pulling the strings of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia.

A thousand questions died on the tip of his tongue. He sat there, paralysed by the weight of the realisation. And by fear. This insidious rising terror. His father was not a good man, no matter what the sweet mayor thought. Errol knew his real father. Gnarled roots of malice dug all the way through him, sucked him dry of any goodness. No pity, nor empathy. No joy, nor love. Nothing but a withered husk draped over a skeleton of greed. It would be a terrible thing, to have a king capable of such evil.

“Don’t hurt him but don’t worry about being gentle,” his father said to the second king’s man. “There is a room prepped for his arrival.” The man nodded. “I doubt we need to bother with chains, but I’ll leave it to your discretion. A locked door should suffice for now. He’ll make a fuss for a while, but eventually he’ll come around. Won’t you, son?”

Son.

His child.

His heir.

Errol shivered. How long had he wished desperately to hear his father call him that again? But not like this. The word was broken glass in his chest. Lacerations on his conscience. It made him complicit. His blood ran through every step of this disaster. The taxes, the beatings, the tearing down of Wickerton’s shelter… All his father. If he’d been sharper, paid more attention, perhaps he could have stopped him sooner. He’d known his scheming father would one day go too far in his quest for power and respect. But he’d never expected something like this.

“I’ll kill you,” he meant to say, but his lips wouldn’t move. And he wasn’t sure he meant it anyway. As much hatred and anger flowed through him in that moment, he couldn’t shake that small part of him that heard the word “son” from his father’s lips and thought, That’s me. I have a father and I am a son.

He shivered again as the guard lay a thick hand on his shoulder.

“Can walk there yourself or can carry ya.” The man’s voice was as deep as the untouched bread sauce was rich.

“I’ll walk.” It came out as a whisper.

Errol stood, tried not to show the dizzy wave that passed through him.

“Kill the pretender,” his father said with a casual wave of his hand.

“No!” Something snapped inside Errol. He tried to shrug free of the king’s man’s grip, but the big man held him firm with only one hand. His father was right: he was weak. Pathetic.

Across the table, the other king’s man put his sword to Lilly’s throat. There was no hesitation. He drew his blade back, carved a red line that split and flowed. When he let go, she dropped, knocked the table, dirtying the tablecloth with spilled condiments.

“Go on,” his father said. “Get him away.”

Errol went limp, head reeling, as the king’s man dragged him from the room. He sank into the back of his mind, numbing the external. Lilly was dead. It had happened so quickly. They’d killed her without a thought, such a casual execution. As if her life was worth nothing. Tears stung Errol’s eyes as they pooled. He was shoved into a dark room. The door slammed. A key clicked as it turned in the lock. He sat in a corner, pulled his knees to his chin, and rocked back and forth.

Lilly was dead and Errol was prisoner.

And he could have stopped it.

So many times he could have stopped it, but he hadn’t. Because he was weak, and afraid, and his father had been right about him.
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In a few days, Fay’s camp had grown from a collection of stragglers to an impromptu canvas town. The camp was divided by use: canteen, sleeping, fire circle. Even a separate hospital wing where Nora—along with two nurses—cared for those sick or injured and kept them separated from the main population to prevent the spread of disease.

Walking through camp, Fay marvelled at the achievement. It had come together slowly at first, picking up speed as each wave of evacuees provided new builders, evacuators, cooks, and wood cutters. Musicians forsook practicality to carry guitars and box drums and flutes to the camp, then used them to innervate morale. There were songs each night and breakfast of rice and fresh-caught meat each morning. Fay no longer made trips to the city but instead, stayed in the camp full-time, organising and speaking with the evacuees, making sure everyone was happy and settled and cared for. Hers was the only face everyone knew, and smiles brightened as she passed.

She’d never thought she could be so successful. But it wasn’t enough. There were perhaps two thousand in her camp. The northwest quarter of New London housed a hundred times that many. And now they were out of time. The cause of their evacuation was clear in the dragon’s silhouette on the horizon. Now hundreds fled the city in a constant stream: ants marching from their nest. Too slow. The dragon came. It would be upon the city within the hour.

Fay stopped by Sarita’s family to check on the girl. She was no longer shivering and her colour had improved. Her parents were quiet, the father shifting, opening his mouth as if to speak then closing it again. The dragon loomed over everyone. To speak of it would make it real. So they stayed silent, speaking only in the fidgeting of their hands and the occasional involuntary flick of their gaze towards the shadow on the horizon. That dark smudge. A promise of coming death.

“How are you feeling, Sarita?” Fay asked.

“A lady taught me how to string a bow.”

“Did she now?”

Sarita nodded with childish enthusiasm. “They glue feathers onto the ends of the arrows and I’m gonna learn how! I am!”

“Fletching. That’ll be a useful skill.” Fay tried to read Sarita’s parents’ expressions to see if they approved of this new fancy, but there was nothing in their eyes but fear of the dragon. They barely registered that Fay was there. Sarita was too young to understand what danger meant. She was with her parents, so she was safe. They would protect her and take the burden of her fear for themselves.

“Don’t worry,” Fay told them, though they hadn’t made any effort to speak to her. “We’re safe here.”

She carried on through the camp, calling for fires to be smothered then buried. No smoke or flame could be left to lure the dragon towards them. People hurried to action in her wake. Others watched her intently, waiting for the next instructions. She directed the exodus to change course, to flee through the city, emerging on the eastern side before snaking up to join her camp. It would take two hours to get the message to the city and have her teams follow through. By then the dragon would be upon them. There was nothing she could do about that.

“I need more hands,” Nora insisted, falling in beside her.

“Now isn’t the time.” Fay quickened her pace, long legs striding through the woodland camp. Nora matched her.

“I think it is. There will be wounded coming my way soon. Won’t there?”

“Probably. But if that thing hits the city the camp will have to move.”

“We can’t move the hospital.”

“Find a way. If we catch that creature’s attention, we’re all dead.”

“What is it?”

A lance of flame lit the distant sky.

“I think you can guess.” Fay tried to pull away but Nora grabbed her arm.

“If I’m going to move the hospital, I’ll need extra hands.”

Fay sighed, coming to a stop. “I put a journalist in charge of sorting the arrivals. See there, with the bowler hat? Name’s John.” She waved to catch the man’s attention, then gave him a nod. “He’ll sort you out.”

Nora thanked her, then hurried away.

Fay cradled her left hand with her right, rubbed the sore skin gently with her thumb. Not as inflamed as it could have been. In the past this stress would have had her palms bleeding. Every time she stopped to breathe, twisted thoughts assaulted her.

What if Sarita would die if she didn’t scratch her palms?

It would be her fault. She would have killed her. She was sick in the head. A murderer. Did she want that girl to—

No. It wasn’t true. Her curse tortured her with lies.

Fay shook her head, jarring the thought loose. Bill’s techniques eased her burden. She closed her eyes, breathed in and out, allowed her curse to blow past her on the breeze. Even so, she couldn’t help continuing to rub the sore skin of her palm with her thumb. Not scratching, but neither leaving it be. The best she could manage.

“Used to be a holy sign.”

Fay turned to the man leaning against a tree, smoking a pipe of particularly sweet sativa.

“What do you know of it?” she replied with more bitterness than intended.

“Even in the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia there are those who remember ancient ways. The big He in the sky gives you the markings of his child.”

“It’s a sickness. I did it myself.”

“Did you? And did you also give yourself the itch that made you scratch them?”

“You have your blessings and curses mixed up. Whatever ‘ancient ways’ you think you know have been confused over the centuries.”

“Maybe.” The man shrugged, puffed a smoke ring. “But I don’t think so. Here you are, a leader. And the people follow. How they look to you. Have you seen?”

Fay forced a laugh. “That must be strong stuff. You’ve been puffing your pipe too long.”

“Could be. Could be… Saw the markings and figured you should know. Some folk like the thought of someone watching over them. You’ve been tested, I’m sure, but now’s your time to rise, rise, rise!” He giggled, lifting his pipe in the air to wave at the bare canopy. It was only then Fay realised he was standing outside the haphazardly erected canvas shelter. The old man was as brave as he was mad.

The sound of a horse approaching from the northeast caught her attention, so she left the man to his smoke and ramblings. She crossed the camp, peering through the trees. There, coming at a steady trot over the frosted dirt. When they grew closer she recognised both rider and horse with disbelief.

Shit. Her letter.

Only a handful of days ago, but it felt like another life. After Galahad had blown a hole in the stone, after they’d fled to Staverton manner and been fed tea and sandwiches and stories of dragons, when Fay had promised to try to stop a coming disaster, she’d paid a fortune to send a letter by courier. In all that had happened since, she’d forgotten she’d even sent it. Now Betty rode into her camp on Galahad’s lazy old horse, her face serious enough to still the lips of the most arrogant lord.

“A dragon?” Betty spat, looking down from the back of her giant mount. “Ye have the nerve to send some young thing riding to Wickerton to tell me ye face a dragon?” She looked around, as if considering the camp for the first time. “What is this? Stop bloody grinning at me!”

“I’m sorry,” Fay said, unable to force her smile away. “But look at you, riding through the wilds alone! I’m happy to see you. And proud.”

Betty’s angry frown softened into one of confusion. She climbed down, kissed her horse’s nose. “Being with ye is nothing but frustration and worry.”

“I hope it’s not only that. There’s a lot to explain, but as you can see, I’m as far from danger as I could get. Look, my knuckles are clean. Will you take a seat? Let me fetch you some hot tea.”

“No. Uneenda needs tending. We rode hard to find ye. We were worried.” She started unfastening the horse’s saddle, slid it off his back. Beneath was dark with sweat. “He needs walking. Ye can talk while he cools.”

Fay followed while Betty walked the old horse to cool it after the long ride.

“Are you pissed off?” Fay asked as they left the camp.

“Maybe a tad, though I don’t mean to be. It’s only worry. I’ve had to learn ye need space to go off on your adventures.”

“I’ll be happy to put that need to bed.”

“Don’t lie to me. This nonsense is a part of ye.”

“I’ve been thinking lately about who I am… Who I want to be. I was numb for so long I lost track of myself. Only thing I was ever truly great at was fighting.” Betty opened her mouth but Fay kept talking over her. “I know I held my own at The Green Man. And I could passably work my father’s loom. But I was never made for work like that. Followed Galahad for so long because his enthusiasm’s infectious. I know you don’t care for him but he’s a decent man with a noble goal. Protecting him and his Round Table was the closest I ever came to finding purpose. Thought that meant I was born to be a fist. But I’m starting to think it wasn’t the violence I was made for—it was protecting people. Might have failed at it, but I felt alive trying to save Wickerton. And now, look at this”—she gestured to the camp behind them—“that I’ve made in just a few days. Getting people away from danger. Making sure they have food and water and medicine… This feels right.”

“People like to follow ye.”

“You’re right, though I’d never have thought it. Galahad was always the leader.”

“Can only get so far following a noble idiot.”

“He’s not— He has his problems, like we all do. Anger is his poison. Opium was mine. But he’s getting better, too, I think. Last time I saw him he seemed ready to let go.”

“Is that smudge on the horizon really a dragon? Why do ye hide in this winter-worried forest? Does the king still live?”

Fay took a deep breath. Only four days since she’d sent that letter but there was so much to catch her up on. So she began, and Betty listened, and nodded, and widened her eyes appropriately as the story unfolded. By the time she finished, they’d walked off Uneenda and were slowly meandering back to the camp. It was then that a young boy—quick on his feet—skidded to a stop at the edge of the canopy and yelled Fay’s name.

“What is it?” she called back.

“It’s coming! It’s fucking coming! And there’s fire from its rotten mouth, and they’re saying dragon, they’re saying it all through camp!”

“Go,” Betty said with a nod.

Fay sprinted after the boy, wound through bedrolls and filled-in fire pits. Worried faces followed her. Everyone knew now. The atmosphere in the camp was heavy with pressure like the moment before a storm breaks. More than one evacuee was whispering to themselves, eyes closed, head tilted towards the sky. Praying. To what gods Fay didn’t know, but she hoped they were listening.

Out on the far side of camp. Free from the trees. Still sprinting. The dragon was so close now that the curve of New London hid it from view. But how close? She needed to know. Pain flared in her side. She was in good shape but she wasn’t used to running like this. Flat out for a mile, then another. She skidded to a stop, panting over her knees. Licks of flame in the distance. There was the dragon. Huge and red and beautiful. Winding like a regal adder. Its scales flashed like signal mirrors on a barge. Fire licked the clouds, an extension of its tongue tasting the heavens, scorching the air. Too close. No sign of Galahad or Elaine. Whether dead or delayed, it made no difference. There was no stopping that creature from reaching the capital now.

Fay’s mouth tasted of metal, full of saliva. She spat on the knee-length meadow grass. The green was especially rich this time of year. Morning fog still drifted, leaving spores of frost in its wake. A landscape soaked and bloated with water. But it would burn all the same. With fire like that, even the very stone of New London would burn.

She had to get the camp moving. Whatever happened next, these people at least she could save. To Wickerton, then. It was safe enough and plenty of resources had been abandoned with the town.

As she sprinted back to camp, already calling for the shelters to be packed away, she prayed her friends would still find a way to stop that thing. They had to. Or the smoke of burning flesh and stone would thicken this air for days to come, and the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia would fall.
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Her face was peaceful as she slept. Galahad watched her as the sun came up. The lines of her face sharpened. Colour filled her cheeks, her lips, then eventually her golden eyes as they fluttered open.

“What you staring at? Creep.”

“You looked pretty. Serene. I couldn’t look away.”

“Eugh. What have I got myself into?” she said with a smile, flashing the gap between her teeth. Then she kissed him, her hand questing almost absent-mindedly between his legs.

“Hey.” He pulled back, then went in for one more kiss, before saying, “We have work to do.”

“The Round Table save the kingdom once again.” Elaine stretched, causing the cloaks they were using as blankets to slide off her, revealing her naked torso. Galahad averted his eyes, blushing, then realised perhaps he didn’t have to anymore. He returned his gaze to her, traced over her soft skin, up her navel to her full breasts. His heart beat faster.

Elaine grinned. “Taking a look?”

“You’re gorgeous. Do you know that?”

“They make good spectacles in the capital these days. Maybe you should see about getting some?”

“Nah. I can see just fine. You shouldn’t put yourself down. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”

Elaine stuck two fingers in her mouth, mimed gagging.

“Fine. Maybe you’re not to others. But you are to me. Always have been. Since we were kids, before I knew what beauty was, and all I knew was that your face was fascinating. That I’d rather stare at you than at the pages of the book in my lap.”

Elaine pulled her shirt on over her head, yawned. “I keep thinking about how we might die today.”

“Not uncommon for us.”

“No… but I mean… Oh, fuck off.”

He kissed her on the lips, then stood, making sure she caught a good look at his half-naked body before he pulled on his trousers. She blushed, stuck her tongue out seductively.

“I think I might love you, I guess,” she said, turning to stare at the dying fire that had kept them warm through the night. “To be honest, I always have.”

There it was. Open as the morning sky. Her words were a glorious punch to the chest. After years of longing, wondering pain, she spit her declaration so simply. Could it be so effortless? That this wall built up between them, calloused and scarred with betrayal and lust, didn’t need to be torn down at all? Instead of scratching their way furiously towards each other, could they just bring the truth of their hearts to their lips and be it? No fight or struggle. Walk around that wall as if it had never been there.

It was worth a try.

“I love you too.” Galahad buckled his sword belt, threw on his cloak. “Now let’s kill this fucking dragon.”
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The dragon had moved in the night. They spotted it as soon as they packed away their camp and set forth. Body low, glistening like red oil pouring down a hillside, it snaked towards the capital.

“It’s ahead of us,” Galahad said.

“No shit.” Elaine fell in beside him. “I can’t run that fast.”

“Catch up when you can.”

As he pulled away, Elaine mumbled, “Sure, I’ll be right behind you,” with only a trace of sarcasm.

He sprinted as fast as his legs could carry him, crossing the distance with his heart in his mouth and his guts in his shoes, scabbard whipping his thigh with each bound. The dragon took no notice, winding inexorably towards the capital. Galahad watched the pocked stone, the instant gloom of the many entrances to the city’s streets. He saw no movement, but that wasn’t unusual. There was no telling if Fay had succeeded in evacuating the northwest districts. Even if she had, thousands were in danger. Not only because the dragon’s trajectory had drifted further to the west than they’d planned for, but because fire was one of the city’s great weaknesses. Too much wood encased in the stone. New London was pressed tinder to the dragon’s spark.

He couldn’t let the capital burn.

Faster. Arms driving his momentum. Breathing in puffs of cold air. If the dragon didn’t wind so lazily, he would never have caught it. But here it was, rising up before him. He drew his sword as he reached its tail, then rammed the blade home without a thought.

His cask-aged blade sank deep into the dragon’s flesh.

The beast whined, spun on him, jaws distending, heat shimmering, two great sacs in its throat expanding like water skins filling from a waterfall.

Not again.

Galahad dived as a lance of flame struck the grass where he’d been standing. The dragon’s control over its flame was impressive. It struck with thin, precise bursts: white javelins that vanished on impact. He wondered if it was preserving its fuel in this way. Holding back to ensure it didn’t run dry.

Three strides and a roll before the flame caught him, singeing his shoulder and neck. If he stayed on the defensive he was dead. The dragon was fast, powerful, indomitable. His only hope was to get close and finish it before it realised how much of a danger he posed.

With a cry, he ran at the beast’s belly. It reared to loose more flame. Sparks nipped at his heels as he barely kept ahead of the hot jet. The fire was like no other he’d seen, almost electric in the way it crackled and snapped.

A swipe of his blade. He nicked the soft underbelly scales. These were paler and his sword tip left a dark line where it cut. The dragon stumbled as it tried to back up, pushing into its long body. Here he used its size against it, sprinting to the side to slash at its foreleg. Small cuts the dragon would have barely felt. But it knew his sword could bite, and that made it fearful. The wound he’d left in its tail—still bleeding as it swished side to side—might have been the first time the creature had ever been injured. The arrogance of an apex predator is fertile ground for sowing fear.

Galahad was a wasp, buzzing and stinging, always to the next mark by the time the dragon reacted. Sweat ran down his forehead from the heat and exertion. His mouth was dry, palate itching, nose tickling. He swore with each swing and jab. He made only one mistake.

Lost in the flow, his movements became predictable. Instead of lunging for him, the dragon snapped where he was about to be. Long teeth made easy work of cloak and shirt and skin. Of bone. Ribs crunched and stomach burst and one lung deflated. Galahad tried to scream but his pain was silent save the tearing of his flesh. One bite, then it threw him aside. He landed on his back, eyes to the sky. Pain had come to visit once again. His old friend. So much was broken inside him. For a moment he panicked as he struggled to breathe. He focussed on directing his healing first to his lungs, racing his death to heal his body. There was no healing if his core gave out. He had to stay conscious, stay mending. Feeling his deflated lung stitch itself together was more painful than all those sharp teeth at once. His next breath was the worst sensation of his life. A lungful of regret. Of pure pain. It registered icy, nerves overloading and confusing the sensation. He shivered. Blood kept pumping out his mouth and tickling his chin as it poured over in a gruesome waterfall.

He was going to be okay. He would survive. He was strong.

But it would be hours before he could fight again.

By then, there would be no city to defend.
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Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

She wasn’t cut out for this.

Elaine jogged as fast as she could, pegleg sinking into the stupid damp earth with every stride. She desperately wanted to run to Galahad, to tend him and feed water to his lips on a wet rag and stroke what was left of his hair. But he would never forgive her if she left this dragon to its rampage. It wasn’t easy for her to stoop, so she had to stop and stretch to pick his fallen sword from the ground. When she looked up again, sword unsteady in her hands, the dragon had already reached the city.

“Fucking thing.”

She couldn’t tear her gaze away as she ran towards the calamity. She saw it all and knew in some way it was her fault.

The dragon reared when it reached the shelter. Back on its hind legs like a lizard preparing to run. Forelegs to the capital’s roof, claws grinding horribly as they carved into stone moulded by the ancients. There was no anger to it. Instead a kind of desperation as it clawed and kicked, shot jets of flame harmlessly into the sky. It thought there was a dragon within. Or some deep instinct told it so. Propelled by the desire to be with its kin. A lonely creature, unaware it was burrowing its way to disappointment, tearing down a civilisation to do so.

Elaine kept running, one hand clutching a stitch in her side.

It was surprisingly quiet when the stone broke.

The sound reminded Elaine of times she’d accidentally kicked at old bricks when wandering ruins with Galahad. A hollow sound, followed by the crumbling as shards and dust rained onto the street below. The dragon fell back to all-fours, sniffed at windows and doors in the street it had exposed. From a distance, the houses appeared empty, but that didn’t mean they were. Screams echoed deeper in the city. People fled in the dark. Impossible to know if they were more afraid of the dragon or the simple sight of the sky. That grey, the open stretch to the heavens. It must be staggering when all you’ve known is cramped stone and soot and mould-ruined wood.

Heavy snorts as the dragon shoved its inquisitive snout from nook to cranny. Dim flashes as flame licked from its mouth like a tongue tasting the air.

Ukh ugh ukhakha.

Then a roar.

Inferno.
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Galahad felt the heat from where he lay in agony. Now the dragon loosed its flame. No longer the precision of combat, this was the unrestrained gale of destruction. Burning its way through this hive of prey. Toasting its feast. Weakening the city’s foundations to pry apart its shell more easily. This was death for all inside. But Galahad couldn’t move. He was a mess of worming innards. Splinters of ribs kept rising to pop out of his belly. They came out clean, polished, his body having sucked out the marrow to reconstitute into the blossom of healing. With great effort, he pushed himself up onto his elbows. It was all he could manage. To look. Force himself to watch the bloody havoc of his failure. This was his legacy. Blood and fire and waste.

There was Elaine, running helplessly at the monstrous creature. She had his sword. Brave woman. Even with chaos raging, his body managed to spare some salt to sting his eyes. There was nothing she could do. He couldn’t look away, and yet every cell of his body wanted to. He prayed the dragon would only wound her and toss her aside as it had done him.

Please don’t let her die.

Don’t let her fall.
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The fire raged and it stank. Elaine didn’t need to hear the screams to know folk had burned to make this smoke. The dragon clawed and growled, ripping into the city. How easily it parted the centurion stone. What mockery it made of New London’s defences. More fire spit into the tunnels of the streets. This district was almost entirely residential. These were family homes burning and failing and collapsing under the weight of the falling roof. Those were families dying. Children amongst them, there had to be, though Elaine tried to pretend there weren’t. She hadn’t seen any. They must have all been evacuated. Yes, that would be it. The children were safe. She couldn’t smell them burning on the wind.

By the time Elaine reached the dragon, panting and leaning on that stupid sword for support, the entire northwest of the city was in ruins. The dragon had pulled down hundreds of metres worth of shelter, but it was the fire that brought true destruction. As the houses blazed they weakened their foundations, caused a chain reaction of burning supports and pressure and smoke. The shelter collapsed in waves, crumbling too easily once it began to crack. Her failure burned around her. They’d let the city down.

It felt wrong to jog down a New London street with no shelter above. She kept tripping on rubble, choking on dust and smoke, but she pressed on. To the dragon’s tail. Galahad’s sword tucked under her belt, she dug her grubby fingers under brilliant red scales. She climbed, biceps flexing, out of breath. Cursed herself for being so unfit. Her pegleg put her off-balance, at the wrong angle to dig back into the scales, so she flattened herself, held on with one hand while she undid the straps that kept her pegleg on with the other. She shrugged it off and it clattered on the broken cobblestones below. That was better. She gripped with her thighs, used her arms to drag herself onward.

The dragon ignored her until she reached its wings. She only brushed them but the creature wailed. Those filmy wings opened like two massive paratempas. A rush and whompf of displaced air. Elaine nearly lost her balance, dug her fingers further under the scales, thankful she kept her nails trimmed. The dragon reared on its hind legs once again, wings wide and beating. It hollered.

Ukh. Ugh. Ukh. Ugh.

A rhythm more stoic than it had been before. A deep, resonant, chesty howl, as if it were trying to call to the dragon it believed captive at the heart of the city.

Elaine looked down, then wished she hadn’t. Clinging to the dragon’s back, she was suspended higher than the roof of the house she’d grown up in. Knowing the fall was little danger to her didn’t stop her stomach spinning. Then a lurch as the dragon slammed back to all-fours. The ground shook. A rumble through the city’s caverns. A painful vibration through her hands shook her free. She scrambled to regain her purchase, but it was already too late. The dragon’s hide was all smooth scale and faint ridges. She fell.

To protect her head, she raised her arms and let the ground take her. The crunch as she landed set her teeth on edge. She rolled and threw up before the pain hit. Then she threw up again.

“By the big He in the fucking sky.” She wiped her brow on her sleeve. Her body was a sack of jelly, filled with broken bones. Already she’d begun to heal, wrist snapping into place, ribs sealing, her remaining leg smoothing out a dozen hairline fractures. Her vision blurred, head swam; she nearly passed out.

“Whoa. Oh, fuck. Easy.” She blinked, sat back, stretched her arm out to let her bones snap themselves back into place. “I hate this shit.”

A warm gust of wind tousled her hair. It smelled of rainstorm. She glanced up. The dragon’s face stared down at her.

Galahad’s sword was still tucked beneath her belt. It had cut up her thigh, but that was the least of her problems. She drew it, held it aloft, pointed towards the dragon’s snout. Unable to stand unaided without her pegleg, she grabbed hold of the rubble behind her, heaved herself up, leaning her back against it.

“This city ain’t for you.” Even as she spoke, she wondered what the point was. The dragon couldn’t understand her. But Galahad would have spoken to it, and it felt right to do so. “Why don’t you leave us alone? There’s nothing there for you. Just explosions and scheming. Would be best if you fucked off.”

The dragon snorted and a thin lick of flame singed her eyebrows. It reared its head back. Elaine thought it was about to lunge to bite her, but then a cage of claws slammed over her torso. It pinned her, opened its mouth wide, jaw distending.

Oh. Fire. That wasn’t good.

Elaine still had the sword. She jabbed it down into the dragon’s foot. Dug deep. It released her, almost yanking the sword from her grip as the foot retreated. In a flash of anger, it flew towards her, saliva dripping from the teeth that parted, intending to bite her in two. When the mouth grew close, Elaine pushed off the rubble and rolled freely onto the dragon’s tongue. The mouth closed. In the hot dark. Up she thrust. The waxed blade sank into the dragon’s palate. She rose to her knee, shoved up harder. Gravity pulled at her from unexpected directions as the dragon reared up, shook its head. But it didn’t open its mouth. Like a dog that’s snared something still moving in its jaws, not daring to open its mouth, the dragon kept her trapped. She shoved on the sword’s hilt, wriggled it, blood fountaining over her. Then she ripped it free, stumbled, slammed it into the back of the dragon’s throat to keep from sliding down its gullet.

“Please don’t let me fall,” she prayed to any gods listening.

It occurred to her then that the sword wasn’t long enough. That she couldn’t reach anything vital from where she was. She looked in the direction her body told her was probably up, said, “Ignore what I just said, I guess.”

With both hands, she yanked the sword from the wall of the dragon’s throat. Blood followed her as she slid down. The dragon choked and the walls of its oesophagus vibrated with the bass of it. Then they pulsed. A wave, shoving her down faster as she tried to slow her descent with hands to either side. Gravity and the throat’s muscles did their work and sent her plummeting faster than she’d intended.

A fear took her then in the dark. In the bile stink and heat. A claustrophobic panic. But there was no easy exit now. Her head swam. Sweat dripped from the tip of her nose. There wasn’t enough oxygen down here. The air was acrid and smoky. A flash of fire below.

She dropped into a pool of burning.

The dragon’s stomach acid stung, but it was the fire that burned. The stomach was filled with hot embers glowing. Pockets of methane bubbled up, only to ignite. The dragon made its fire in its mouth, a chemical combustion from combining the spray of two sacs. But then it ate what it charred, swallowing flame and ember, igniting an ever-burning fire that fed on the methane of its own digestion. Even in the panic of the moment, the chemist in her wondered at the reactions taking place in this creature’s gut. The air was unbearably hot; the flaming bile was hellish.

She pushed through her dizziness, waded through the acid, skin screaming as it healed and burned. There was one way out now. She drove the sword into the dragon’s stomach lining, dragged it to the side, spilling all this foul into the pulsing flesh and ligaments and fat of body. She slashed again, pushed onward, carved muscle. Cut after cut, dragging the sword like a knife through tough leather. Then, finally, a spot of light as she pierced scales. She drove the point of her blade into that pinprick and carved her exit. With the dragon on all-fours again, she didn’t have far to fall.

She crawled away, showered by guts and bile and dripping pink plasma. She kept crawling as she heard the heavy slump of the dragon collapsing behind her. Kept crawling even as she heard thunder overhead. As rain began to pour onto the ruined street. Galahad was out there. She would crawl till she found him.
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He was sheltering beneath the skeleton of an elm tree. Slumped against the bark, head lolling, lips chapped. His healing was advanced, but the process had left him weak and dehydrated. The canopy of sticks did little to shelter him and the ghostly hands of rainwights were picking at his cloak, not quite able to form fully enough to drag him away. Elaine shooed them off; her Keeper cloak was miraculously still with her, if not entirely without tears.

His cheeks were pale, cold as she brushed them with the back of her fingers. He roused, fluttered his golden eyes, whispered her name in confusion.

“I’m here,” she said, enveloping him in her cloak, embracing him.

“You stink.” His voice was almost too weak to hear.

“I’ve come from the belly of the beast. Cut my way out, didn’t I.”

“Then you’re more a knight than I’ll ever be.”

“The city…” She didn’t know how to tell him that miles of the city lay in ruins, that even now fire spread, weakening the stone’s foundations.

“My fault.” He winced as a gash on his stomach sealed into a silver scar. “You did what you could.”

“It’s not your fault. Was always gonna find the city eventually. Thing like that can’t be distracted forever.”

“It was frenzied… My explosion… It was worse because of me.”

“Would have been no one to stop it if we weren’t here. The king’s men fight the fire. They’ll save what they can.”

“How many are dead?”

“I don’t know.”
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Once the rain petered out they returned to the city. There were few bodies in the destruction. Galahad hoped it was because they’d been evacuated and not because the fire had blazed so hot it had burned them away to nothing but a final layer of dank soot on the blackened stone.

Elaine hopped beside him, arm around his shoulders for support. What a pair they were, torn and bloody, limping through the charred city.

Most of Rugby was gone. Obliterated. And the smaller satellite districts to its south and west. If Elaine hadn’t stopped the dragon when she had, it would have carried on through to Staverton and demolished the manor they now trekked towards.

He couldn’t help but pause at the sight of the dead beast when they reached it. Laying still, scales shimmering like pouring liquid, the dragon had the appearance of an incredible natural feature. A gemstone formation or some improbably massive flora. It stank like a million burning matches. Its spilled stomach contents still burned with the tenacity of a pool of alcohol. At least it covered the stench of the bile.

“A beautiful creature,” Galahad mused. “Even now, despite the death it brought.”

“You talking about me or the dragon?” A half-joke offered with little energy.

Galahad found Elaine’s pegleg—dusty and grazed but still whole—and helped her strap it on.

“You the ones who put it down?” A figure in a long, dark coat climbed over the rubble. He tilted his fedora back and gave them an appraising look. It took Galahad a moment to realise he’d seen the man before, back in The White Dragon. Fay never explained what business she’d had with him.

“I’m afraid so,” Galahad told him.

“You’re afraid?”

“It was only an animal. It didn’t know.”

The stranger nodded his agreement. “You’re Fay’s friends.” When Galahad didn’t reply, he added, “She’s trouble.”

“Only when she has to be.”

“Hmm. I wonder.” The man lay a hand against the cooling scales of the dragon, closed his eyes, entering some momentary reverie. “It will be harder for folk to pretend there are no monsters in the world after this.”

“They’ll find a way,” Galahad assured him. Elaine leaned her head on his shoulder, reminding him how exhausted they both were.

“I believe you’re right.” The man held out a business card: Blackcap Agency: Mysteries Solved. People Found. Spectres, Monsters, and the Unbelievable Investigated. “Are we at odds or are we of a kind?”

“To be honest, mate, we’ve just fought a dragon,” Elaine said. “Not really in the mood for riddles.”

As they turned to walk away, the stranger said, “We have to learn to live alongside these things. Even if it hurts us.”

“You’re right,” Galahad agreed. “But naive. Take a step outside the shelter—it’ll do you some good.”

They left the stranger staring up at the dragon and continued to Lady Staverton’s manor. Thankfully, in this part of the city the king’s men had won their battle against the spreading fire. Rumour overheard as they walked said the northern districts hadn’t fared so well, that even now the fire spread further east, daring to veer towards the city centre with its busy markets, noble houses, and palace.

The butler let them in but flatly refused to allow them anywhere near the drawing room without a bath and a fresh change of clothes. Galahad tried to explain the import of their visit, mumbling about dragons and fire, but then he stumbled, eyes rolling, caught himself with a hand to the wall. The butler raised an eyebrow at the smudged handprint he left behind.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Galahad promised, but he allowed himself and Elaine to be led to a bathroom.

“Sit.” The butler pushed the pair onto a bench beneath some clothes hooks on one side of the room. The porcelain bathtub was an ornate affair, standing proudly on golden claws in the centre of the room. He turned one of two taps and water gushed forth. “Madam? If you would follow me, there is another bathroom down the hall.”

“Don’t worry, we’re married,” Elaine said.

Steam wafted from the water rushing from the faucet. Hot water directly from their taps—the Stavertons were a wealthy house.

The butler pursed his lips, clearly unimpressed with her lie. “Very well. There are dressing robes in the cupboard to your left. You may find fresh clothes in the laundry room next door when you’re finished. I shall await you in the hallway. Be sure to note the soap in that dish.”

“Thank you,” Galahad croaked. “Could we trouble you for some tea?”

The butler nodded, looking mollified at the request. Then he left them, closing the door quietly behind him.

Elaine had to help Galahad remove his clothes. He was too exhausted to feel embarrassed about it, even when his torn shirt snagged on his chin and he was too limp to lift his head free.

The tapping of her pegleg echoed off the expensive tiled flooring. A squeak as she turned off the tap. “Come on, get yourself in.” Holding onto the rim of the tub, she unfastened her pegleg and let it drop. Then she climbed into the water, hissing as she lowered herself. “Now that’s hot!”

With some difficulty, Galahad staggered to join her. Part of him relished the sight of her naked, but there was no stirring from his body. Fatigue ached in his bones. He was barely conscious.

The water loosened him, releasing the stiffness in his muscles. Steam caressed his cheeks, lilac scented. Elaine gave him a worried smile. She said something and it echoed inside his mind. A blur. The black. He didn’t realise he’d passed out until he was waking up in her arms, and she was whispering, “Easy,” over and over, brushing a hand over his stubbly hair.

“What happened?” he asked, confusion making him panic. Though he could guess the answer. The heat, exhaustion, dehydration… he’d burned away every bit of sugar in his blood. An empty beaker smoking over a flame, silty deposit burning to the base. The bath’s hot water had been enough to drag him under.

“You’re okay,” Elaine said. “Let’s get you clean.”

She splashed water over his face with careful tenderness. Rubbed soap into his shoulders, arms, and hands. She washed him from the ridges of his ears to the gaps between his littlest toes, working out the knots in his muscles as well as the grime dried on his skin. The water turned a murky brown, then almost black with blood and dirt and so much ash. To get clean, they’d need another bath after this. Or buckets of cold water thrown over them to rinse the dirtied water and perfumed salts off their skin. But that would have to wait.

“Still dizzy?” she asked him when they were as clean as they were going to get.

“Yes, but it’s not so bad. I can make it to the door.” He tried for a laugh and it came out like a crow calling for help. “My stomach hurts. Feels like it’s folding in on itself.”

Dizzy though he was, Galahad helped Elaine from the tub and gave her his arm to hold on to while she reattached her pegleg. They dried each other off, then threw on the dressing robes provided and tiptoed into the hall. As promised, the butler waited for them with infinite patience.

“Afternoon tea has been prepared and delivered to the drawing room.”

“Fantastic,” Galahad said. “That might save my life.”

Only the slightest exaggeration.

The butler bent to take their dirty clothes.

“Be careful with them,” Elaine said. “My cloak’s more valuable than your fancy suit.”

“I very much doubt that, madam.”

“If I don’t get that cloak back in one piece, I’ll prick you with something that makes you shit liquid and piss solid for a week.”

The butler pulled a disgusted face, but nodded.

There was little choice of clothes in the laundry room. Galahad looked for something simple, found himself disappointed, and was forced to put on an elegant Jodhpuri suit that must have belonged to the lord of the manor. Elaine was too short for Lady Staverton’s dresses but found an old dress that fit her at the bottom of a chest of clothes. It had been hidden so long it had taken some of the smell of the wood. Each time she moved, Galahad got a whiff of antique lacquered cedar.

Finally the butler acquiesced to lead them to the drawing room. There they found Bill waiting alone.

“What is it?” Galahad said when he saw how the lord fidgeted with his teaspoon and saucer.

Instead of answering, Bill asked, “How did you fare with the dragon?”

“It’s dead,” Elaine said, the weight of failure clear in her tone.

The pair sat together on a sofa and allowed a maid to serve them tea. Seeing them seated, the butler left the room.

“Even here we heard the crash of falling stone,” Bill said. “Runners beat you to warn of a city afire. Wanted me to flee, evacuate the manor. But what authority do I have to order a thing like that? My cousin is gone. Rugby is nothing more than the name of a district that used to stand to the northwest of the city. A grand memory, and even that has been tarnished and slandered and dragged through society. I am nothing. I cannot order anything.”

“Your cousin is gone?” Galahad sipped his tea, then added two sugars. Not so much for taste, but for the energy it would provide.

“They went for dinner last night—Errol and Lilly—and have not returned. I lack the naivety to imagine them well.”

Whoever this young noble had once been, he was only a shadow now. Galahad agreed he was in no state to give orders or make decisions. His eyes were glazed, the only light in them the sparkle of madness. Or perhaps that was the last of his hope, smothered by desperation.

“Is the politicking of the capital still beneath your interest?” Bill continued. “There may yet be an opportunity for you to save the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia.”

Another sip of tea. The room had the decency to stop spinning. He nodded for Bill to elaborate.

“Dinner. At Hellidon manor. Errol’s father. Who has so recently shot to the forefront of society. They haven’t returned. You should be smart enough to catch up with my thinking, no? I detect a trap. Foolish of me not to anticipate it. That old bastard always seemed harmless, despite his scheming. Looks like we underestimated him. But there may still be time to set things right.”

“I don’t care which of you parasites sits on the throne.” Galahad drained the rest of his tea. He looked to Elaine but she only shrugged.

Bill pinched the bridge of his nose, though beneath the gesture he smiled. An oddly sinister contortion of expressions, so exhausted and desperate he was on the verge of laughter.

“Don’t you want to find the person responsible? For the raised taxes and false war, the order to tear down the shelters of those towns who didn’t comply… These orders didn’t suddenly appear in ledgers one morning. They were written on command. Pieces of a wider scheme. A snake around all our throats. And yes, now they have my friend—Fay’s friend. And my cousin. It wounds my ego and conscience to prostrate myself like this. That I have to beg a swordsman of dubious lucidity to deal the strikes that save this kingdom. But here we are. I am weak, disgraced. You are death. So like a demon with those golden eyes. Won’t you seek justice for your family?”

“Don’t talk about my family.” Galahad struggled to his feet, swayed. Strapped to his hip, his blade hungered for the young lord’s words to be true. Closure. The justice he’d believed had escaped him. The thought of it made his head spin faster. He’d just begun to let go, to ease his anger and accept that bloodshed wouldn’t heal his wounded heart. No matter how many men he killed, he’d still miss his parents. It was easier to believe they’d been killed by a riderless carriage, that New London was a beast of churning gears chewing itself to death. Now he was offered someone to blame. That was harder to ignore.

“Sit, man. Rest. Take an hour, at least. And don’t neglect these sandwiches. The butler should be back with scones presently.”

“I meant it.” Galahad slumped back to the sofa, took one of the sandwiches he’d been offered and briefly wondered how the bread had been cut so evenly. Sliced cucumber with cream cheese. “I don’t care how the balance of power shifts in the capital.”

“This isn’t the politicking of aristocrats. This is one bastard’s grasp for power. He’s sacked this country for his greed. Pillaged his people. You came here to slay a mad king. Well, what about a malevolent one? What about a man who knows exactly how much pain his actions work yet proceeds regardless? I’ve sent word to the houses I can count on, begging military support, and I’ll be damned sure to get it. They’ll be rallied by morning but we’ll be outnumbered. I need something to turn the tide against those oppressive numbers, an army paid for with the blood of our people! I know what the pair of you are capable of, what magic flows through your veins. Help me stop this bastard. This is the only chance you’ll get for justice or vengeance—and you can save lives while you reap it. Save a whole fucking kingdom. I thought that mattered to you. I thought that was who you were, Galahad!”

There it was. A glint in the darkness. A spark of anger he’d thought had gone out. After all the energy he’d channelled into trying to forget it. From revenge, to justice, to a numb acceptance. Bill’s speech raised the dragon once again. Just like the beast they’d slain, Galahad was unable to restrain the destruction he left in his wake. In that moment he knew he’d lost his agency. He would hunt out this usurper. He clenched his fist, squeezed until his heart rate settled.

One last drawing of his sword, then. Once more to bloodshed to finally give him closure. “I’ll go. Tell me where.”

“My soldiers will lead you.”

“I’m going to need more sandwiches if I’m going to have the strength for this. And a glass of whisky. Strong.”

“Does that help activate the magic in your blood?”

“No. I just need a fucking drink.”

“Better to sleep. You have a few hours. Make the most of them. I’ll wake you with bread and whisky when it’s time to march.”


twenty-nine
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They were being hunted.

The predators were ghosts in the night. Almost invisible, silently stalking their long caravan. Nobody else seemed to have noticed, but Fay knew they were there. She saw the shadows shifting. No stranger to the signs of lions.

“I want as many torches lit as possible,” she told one of the kids they’d been using as runners. Poor girl was exhausted, eyelids heavy, but she still sprang into action, summoning energy from that bottomless well only kids know how to access. Off she ran, recounting the message down the line. A boy stepped forward to replace her walking beside Fay. The girl would wait at the rear of the procession until another runner was sent to relieve her. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it got the messages sent. Callouts chaining down the line would have saved the young ones’ legs, but Fay didn’t want her orders getting distorted. This situation was too delicate for mistakes as simple as that.

Her orders… strange how natural that idea was becoming. Each time someone listened to what she had to say, she began to expect it a little more. There was no question as to who was in charge. These were her people now, snatched from the flames of a monster. Desperate folk, willing to leave all they’d known behind based on nothing more than the word of someone they trusted. She would never have gathered so many if life in the city hadn’t grown so hostile, but many of these people had been waiting for a hand to reach down and offer them salvation. Fay had been the first person they’d heard dare whisper of hope for months.

She wouldn’t let them down. This pride would go hungry tonight.

“What has ye troubled?” Betty asked.

“Lions. Following out of sight. In the long grass.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Not if we stick together. They won’t attack the caravan. Lions can be bold but they’re not stupid. We’re too many and they know to stay clear of fire. But they’ll follow and watch. If any stray too far… Best to keep the small ones blocked by the adults.”

The kid walking beside her looked around nervously and Fay realised he’d been listening to what she’d been saying.

“You’ll be fine next to me,” she told him. “What’s your name?”

“Muhammad. I’m not scared.”

“Sure. Ever been outside the city before, Muhammad?”

“Yeah, I’ve been out loads.” He lifted his chin. “My uncles live in Littleford and we visit every Jul.” He paused, considering. Then in a smaller voice, “Maybe not every year.”

“Most of the people here had never seen the sky before this week. They’re not brave like you and me because they’re not used to it. It’s new and scary and they probably miss their homes. Might have family back there they’re worried about. It’s our job to keep them safe, but we don’t want to panic them either. If there’s something scary in the dark, it’s best we deal with it without worrying the others. Do you understand, Muhammad?”

The boy took a moment to think on it. “Yeah. I think so.”

“Why don’t you run down the line now, staying close, and make sure none of the other kids go wandering? But try not to spook them. Remember what I said. The others aren’t used to it like we are.”

“Sure thing. I can do that.” There was pride in his tone.

“Fuck off then.”

Muhammad laughed, jogging back along the caravan.

“You’re not supposed to tell kids to fuck off, Fay,” Betty reminded her with a smile.

Fay stopped walking for a moment to let the wagon behind catch up. It was one of the few they had. Thousands of people and less than a handful of carts and wagons. They’d been lucky to even get those.

“Got a torch for me?” she asked the lady sitting cross-legged in the wagon’s bed. The rest of the space was filled with supplies.

“Just given ’em out. Wee girl ran by and said to.”

“Not to worry, I’ll pinch one.”

“Take mine,” Betty said, holding her torch out.

“No. I won’t deprive you.”

“Better than taking someone else’s.”

Fay conceded there was sense in that. “Stay close to the wagon and keep pace,” she said. “Don’t let the dark touch you.”

The torches were necessary to ward off more than lions, but they shortened the distance she could see. There was supposed to be more woodland this way, but they hadn’t found it yet. They’d need the tree cover to set camp for this many people.

“If we hit the tree line, stop the caravan,” Fay continued.

“What are ye going to do?”

“Scout. See if I can’t dissuade our hangers-on.”

With that, Fay peeled away, her lone torch like a will-o’-the-wisp bobbing in the night.

The caravan was noisy with muttering and marching feet and the occasional braying of a donkey that nobody wanted to admit ownership of. Fay moved swiftly into the dark emptiness, cocking her head and straining to listen past the noise behind her. It was impossible to tell if the shifting shadows were circling lions or simply the wind disturbing the long grass.

Torch held to the side, she scanned the broken, twitching lines. The moon was nearing full and bright. Without her torch her sight would open up. But without the protection of the flame she wouldn’t live long enough for it to matter. She strode carefully up and down the line, never straying too far. She was beginning to wonder if she’d been mistaken when a yelp from the rear of the caravan drew her attention.

“Katie! No! Katie!”

“Bring the torch, man!”

“Get back, you bastard!”

That last voice was Muhammad, tremulous beneath the young lad’s bravado.

The whup whup of a torch swung like a bat. Fay saw the lions now, illuminated orange and gold. They stalked and jumped back and hissed. A man bore down on them, swishing his torch. Muhammad followed a step behind, brandishing a spear he’d nicked from somewhere. Between them and the lions, a dark bundle lay in the grass. A woman, struggling to rise. There wasn’t enough light to see how badly she’d been hurt.

Fay rushed back, but already the moment was escaping her. The lions stalked, sleek ripples in the night. One lunged, jaws going for the fallen woman’s leg. Torch came down, swishing to push it back. As the light shifted to the side, two more lions came in from the shadows. Muhammad turned too slowly, brought his spear up too late. The lion’s teeth punctured the sleeve of the boy’s jacket as if he wore nothing at all. He screamed as he was dragged to the floor. The second lion grabbed him then. Together the two tugged Muhammad into the darkness.

“Back! Back!” the man with the torch yelled as he brandished his precious fire at the dozen shining eyes. Too late. Muhammad was in the dark. In the lions’ territory.

Fay dove after him, thoughtless for her safety. The lions vanished each time she grew close, but Muhammad’s screams made them easy to follow. Closer as she ran. She lobbed her torch forward, spinning and whooshing till it thumped in the grass to hiss like an angry snake as it fought with the frost and moisture.

The torchlight showed the red on the lions’ muzzles.

Fay barrelled towards them, not knowing what drove her, what she thought she could do. Wrestle a lion? Pry its jaws apart with her bare hands? She was strong, uncommonly broad and muscled for a woman, but not inhumanly so. There was no fighting these beasts. Not without spear or bow or the gift of daylight. None of that mattered. Muhammad had been taken. One of her people, and so young. She would not abandon him.

A wet crunch and Muhammad’s screams stilled.

The lions vanished as Fay came to a stop. She wiped cold sweat from her forehead, desperate to catch her breath.

“No… Fuck sake. You bastards!” She yelled this last into the night, shaking her fist at her invisible antagonists. Then the stillness of the night wrapped around her, the chill spread up her sleeves to grip her chest, her ribs, her heart. Solemnly she strode to where her hissing torch lay and picked it up. She returned to the caravan with her head low, mumbled, “I tried,” to the man who’d faced the lions, ignored the others tending to the fallen woman. Long steps up the caravan. They were still moving. The nose unaware of how the tail had been bitten. She strode past concerned faces, bundled and sleeping children pressed to mothers’ chests. Cobblers and horologists and milliners all wide-eyed and shaken, hoping for that hand of hope to reach down once again. But Fay didn’t have it in her. She went to Betty, buried her face in her shoulder, breathed in the fading scent of sweet rose from perfume applied days ago.

“They took the boy,” she mumbled as her shoulders shook and the tears began to flow.

“Shh…” Betty stroked her hair, kissed her cheek. “Ye did what ye could.”

But what did that matter. The boy was still dead.


thirty
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The streets of New London were no place for war, but war had come to them.

Galahad and Elaine walked at the head of a stream of soldiers, the only two not in Mercian livery. They were but bystanders, yet somehow they led the procession, strolling calmly for Hellidon manor. Galahad already had his sword drawn, the matte waxed blade refusing to reflect the flickering oil lamps of the capital’s cramped streets. He felt a deep unwilling as he looked down at his blade. Too often he’d had cause to draw it. Even as bloody justice loomed with its catharsis, he found his grip a reluctant one. This violence had to end. The capital was sick with it, and he’d been poisoned with it too. Once more as the angel of death. Then he would put this behind him. Back home to build and nurture and spend his afternoons deciphering old manuscripts. Soon he would be at peace.

He didn’t know how many soldiers marched behind them, or how many awaited them ahead. The streets were too narrow for more than a half dozen to stand abreast. Theirs wasn’t the only snaking line. They were mirrored in every nearby street and alley. Blue and white worms, the colours of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. A panacea pumping through the cold veins of the city. They were the white blood cells, hunting aberrations. Bringing justice to the traitors.

“There they are,” Elaine said. As they followed a bend in the street, an opposing army came into view. Also six abreast, they wore livery of identical cut: blue swapped for a deep red. White for black. No wyvern shoulder patch.

“Think it’s likely they’ll just let us through if I ask nice?”

“Not especially.” Elaine spun a dart between her fingers; it moved so fast the blur mimicked a moth’s manically flapping wings. “Maybe I should have asked for a sword or something.”

“There’ll be plenty spare lying around in a moment.”

“This is going to be a mess. Can’t even see Hellidon manor from here.”

“We’re two streets away.” Galahad didn’t want to think about how many soldiers stood in their way. This would be a red day.

“Gal, I don’t wanna be trampled.” An uncommon hint of worry in her tone.

“You won’t be.”

“I’m easy to knock over, with my leg and all. You won’t let me get trampled, will you?”

“Of course not. I’ll be beside you the whole way. If you go down, I’ll be there.”

Each step brought them closer to battle. Galahad’s heart drummed steadily in his chest. The world went quiet as a lethal focus took him. Elaine couldn’t run so they continued to march, up to the wall of treason blocking their path to this false king. A streetlamp flickered then went out, casting odd shadows in a street lit from only one side. The street stank of the city’s damp and the anticipatory sweat of the soldiers. Tension grew like a physical force standing between blue and red.

“Halt!” one of the opposing soldiers commanded, sword drawn. “In the name of the Unholy King, you may not pass!”

Galahad drove his blade into the man’s stomach.

Then bloody chaos.

[image: image-placeholder]

They’d killed her.

He couldn’t believe they’d killed her. Even now the scent-memory of her blood lingered in his nostrils, roiling his stomach. Desperate to wash his hands. To change his clothes. To scream. But he could do none of those things. Instead, he balled up in a dark corner of the dark room and hugged his head with his elbows. Perhaps if he crushed his ears tight enough, he’d be able to drown out the sound of that wet gurgle in the moment before Lilly’s body had dropped.

After all his father’s betrayals, he’d never expected him to do something like this.

Time passed. Errol was certain he’d lost hours to that despairing fugue. It could have been days. With no ventilation, the room grew musty even by New London standards. He began to feel as if he were choking. No matter how much he tugged at his collar, he couldn’t seem to get enough air in. He spread out on the floor, gasping, not even able to wheeze. Bright spots drifted over his gloom-clouded vision. It was as his head began to swim, unseen walls lurching in three dimensions, that he realised he had become a slave to panic. The realisation did nothing to return control of his body. He only gasped harder, struggled to be free, not just of the room in which he was imprisoned, but his body. His damn mind.

The door opened. A sliver of light scurried in from the wall sconces in the hallway beyond. His hands were clean. He stared at them in disbelief. That couldn’t be right. There was supposed to be blood slicking them. Hadn’t he been sick? How could the floor be spotless save the dust collected under a desk and chair? He ran a hand through his hair and found it slicked to his head with an unimaginable amount of sweat. Even without a mirror he knew his cheeks and forehead were pale as the sun-bleached bone of a long-dead sheep carcass. A dead body. A line of red at Lilly’s throat, then that sudden slumping—

“Stinks in here,” a rough voice remarked. “Lord of the manor wants you cleaned up.”

Errol sniffed, crawled forwards. Strong hands yanked him to his feet and shoved him down the unfamiliar corridors of Hellidon manor. The man took him to a tiled bathroom, the tub full and steaming, adding more moisture to the cold and humid air.

“Get in,” the man said. Errol hesitated. The man shoved him forwards and Errol threw out his hands to grab the tub and stop himself tumbling over. “Clothes on or off, I don’t care. Just need you clean.”

Errol shrugged off his blazer but his hands were shaking too much to get his shirt buttons undone. His trousers came down easier. A moment later, he climbed into the tub still in his shirt and drawers. He didn’t have the strength to feel embarrassed.

Once he was mostly clean, his burly chaperone whistled, threw a towel at him, then pointed to a folded stack of clothes on a hamper by the sink.

“He wants you in those. You’ll be joining him for breakfast.”

Errol wanted to ask a dozen questions, but he couldn’t find his voice. He couldn’t even bring himself to look directly at the man ordering him about. He saw rough hands, heavy boots, a wide stance. But not his face. It was likely one of his father’s loyal men. Someone Errol would recognise and perhaps even have a name for. Knowing would only make this worse.

The clothes laid out for him were a fine wool suit in the pre-Rohit tradition. Once he was dressed, he felt a little better. Putting on clean clothes, drying and brushing his hair, slipping that comfortingly heavy blazer over his shoulders, together returned to him a modicum of confidence. He remembered he was the son of a lord. Estranged he might be, and bastard his father might be, but he was still a gentleman. He would comport himself with dignity. A straight back was the only bravery he could now afford.

He met his chaperone’s eyes, was relieved to find he didn’t know the man at all. With a final adjustment to one of the buttons on his blazer cuff, he said, “I’m ready.”

The stairs down to the dining room creaked. Errol took them slowly, stalling his entry to the place where Lilly had been murdered. He wondered if the rug beneath the dining table was still stained with her blood. Or would he find the previous night’s horrors already scrubbed away, hidden as if they’d never occurred at all.

“My son,” Viscount Hellidon announced from the head of the table as Errol entered with his head held high. “No tantrums, I hope?”

“He came as ordered,” Errol’s chaperone replied, then left with a nod.

This morning the long dining table was full, save an empty space to Hellidon’s left. A cross-section of nobility: upstarts and the established. All stations were represented, from baronets to dukes. Some were more familiar than others. At the lower end of the table were Viscount Kilsby and Duke Norton, whose treason he’d overheard at Duke Ashleg’s ball. So these were his father’s co-conspirators. The schemers who’d wrested control of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia from under everyone’s noses.

“Take a seat.” His father gestured for Errol to join him at the lone vacant chair. With little choice, Errol complied.

“I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe,” Errol said, surprised at the strength in his voice as he met his father’s eyes. “But you’re the worst monster I’ve known.”

Hellidon gave a dry and mirthless laugh, sipped from a glass of red wine. Nobody made to pour Errol a drink of any kind.

“If I’d known there was a spine in there, I’d have tried to drag it out sooner. It must be buried deep, eh? But still, there’s hope. You won’t stay angry forever. In time you’ll come to understand the responsibility of the strong. The duty we have to rise, and the things we must do to facilitate that.”

“And what have you done? Murder. Treason. Regicide?”

“We didn’t kill Rohit. Bastard was perfectly capable of dying himself. I thought it a setback at first, then I saw the opportunity…”

“You’re vultures.” Errol couldn’t believe the words each time he spoke. A steady confidence he didn’t feel. It was as if he was watching himself from a great distance, removed from the fear of the moment.

“Maybe. But isn’t the vulture as natural as any other bird? Does it matter that they feed on carrion? In the end, they still fly away with full bellies. That’s the only detail that matters.”

Hellidon cocked his head, frowning. Errol turned his ear in the same direction and picked up faint banging. It sounded like one of the servants had dropped something expensive. Hellidon tutted, then made a hand gesture to a waiting servant.

“See what that racket is, will you? And send home whoever was responsible. I don’t need cretins on my payroll.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” The servant bowed before vanishing out a side door.

Your Grace. Not the proper term of address for a viscount. Had his father already found a way to elevate himself to the position of duke? His ultimate goal was clearly to dominate the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia openly and fully. Before long, these servants would address him as, “Your Majesty.” Errol fingered the knife at his table setting. Blunt but pointed. He was close enough… He could grab it and have it at his father’s throat in the space of a breath. A swift puncture. With a final rush of courage he could make an assassin of himself. He ran his index down the cold steel, leaving a dark streak in the veneer of condensation. The fantasy played in his mind. He watched his father die five times as seconds passed. The vision only made his stomach sink lower. There was no point. Kill his father and one of these other snakes would take his place. He’d be sacrificing his life for nothing. No, there was no stopping any of this. He was as much a prisoner as he’d been locked in that dark room upstairs. Treason had already won.

“Your greed will murder this kingdom,” Errol said, moving his hand away from the knife to sit safely in his lap. “Were the riches of the crown not already enough? You had to squeeze the working people of Mercia for every last draun. So many have died. People that can no longer labour for you—a corpse cannot provide any value to the kingdom. Even if empathy is beyond your understanding and all you desire is a river of gold, your actions are still witless and naive. If you break this kingdom, it will give you no treasure. When the tattered threads of New London society finally snap, no amount of gold will protect you from the chaos that ensues. Perhaps it’s true what they say: wisdom is the only thing greed can’t buy.”

“Oh, now you know everything, eh? My son the genius. The scholar. He’s here to do the books, chaps!” He flung his arms wide and the table dutifully laughed. “What a boon. We were just fools babbling in our baby nappies and sucking on gold coins to pacify the teething of our greed! What idiots! What fucking imbeciles!” A greasy laugh, then he slapped Errol over the back of the head. “It takes coin to reorganise a nation, you dullard. We’ve had officials to pay off. Soldiers to train. Many will side with other noble houses in the scramble that is to follow. The board is set. Our influence has grown over the past two years, but we still lack the throne. That is not a seat one can simply ease oneself into. We cannot blast a hole in the palace roof, as some seem to believe they can. If one is to sit that throne, and keep it, one has to do so in the right way. We have walked the shadows as long as we can. The next part must be done in the open. Without the resources we’ve siphoned off, we wouldn’t have the faintest claim. Look around. No one here has any blood-right to the throne. Unlike your unfortunate friend.”

“That’s why you killed her.”

“Not the cleanest solution but she posed a messy problem. The fight for the throne was always going to end with drawn swords. No doubt all houses loyal to the line of Michael the Red will be gathering their soldiers as we speak. Manor guards and garrisoned men. None have the forces we have at our disposal, which I’ve already brought in to defend this manor. Hence our esteemed guests this morning. This house is now a fortress. They will come. They will fight. They will die. In the wake of the siege, we will take the throne. Come, idiot boy, peel off that maudlin grimace. You will be a prince before the week is out. Smile, Son.”


thirty-one
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Errol knew something was wrong. His father’s confidence waned. Noise of a commotion elsewhere in the manor. Yelling. Smashing. Clattering. Steel and stone and expensive ceramics. The other lords were flustered, each with a plate of half-eaten food. A few still picked at their meals, raking their forks through gravy without ever lifting anything to their mouths. Conversation was thin and scattered. The room seemed to hold its breath. The walls had never been so close.

Everyone jumped as the door to the main corridor flew open. A servant rushed to his father’s side, muttered in his ear.

“Rain take you. Speak up, man!” his father bellowed.

“I said it might be safer upstairs, Your Grace,” the servant hissed just loud enough for Errol to overhear. “Perhaps the smoking parlour. There is only one entrance and I have men I can—”

Viscount Hellidon silenced the man with an upraised hand. He tensed his jaw. “I rather feel like brandy and a cigar, actually.” He clapped his hands once for attention, then spoke to the room. “Smoke and drink have been prepared for us upstairs. Shall we?”

“A grand idea,” the newly appointed Duke Norton agreed.

The servant stood to one side, dry-washing his hands impatiently while he waited for the noblemen to stand and slide in their chairs—a process that shouldn’t have taken as long as it did. Errol hung back, trying to stay out of the way and avoid his father’s attention.

“Don’t skulk in the shadows, boy,” his father said, giving him a clip behind the ear. “Stay close. We don’t want you getting lost in the corridors.”

Errol followed as they were led upstairs. In the stairwell the amorphous clamour below took shape: distinct voices, the sharpened sibilance of battle. This was the final stand his father had bragged about surely winning. But now the fight was here, he fled to the safety of his third-floor parlour. Perhaps the forces of those houses that remained loyal to the kingdom weren’t as pitiful as had been suspected. Errol allowed himself a moment of hope, then his skin ran cold as he considered more deeply what it was he hoped for. Bloodshed. He who hadn’t held a weapon in two years, not since he’d been foolish enough to loose the arrow that punctured Fay’s shoulder, now wished for the deaths of these traitors. And perhaps his own. Would the soldiers stop at his surrender? Would they believe him a prisoner? Unlikely. The cold on his skin tingled, flushed into his veins as a sudden flowing fear that spread through him, chilling every capillary. Fear of the blade. By the true king, he hated weapons.

Once they were safely inside the parlour, the servant ushered in half a dozen soldiers in strange ruddy livery, muttered something about never being too careful, then locked the door with everyone inside. The smoking parlour was almost the size of a ballroom with sofas, armchairs, a crackling fire. The ambience was brightened by several colourful rugs, each delicately designed and of differing sizes and shapes. The idiosyncratic patchwork reminded Errol of Littleford’s shelter. That in turn made him think of The Green Man. Of Fay, Betty, and Elaine. His head was swimming and his forehead ran hot and cold with the same sweat that slicked his palms.

His father helped himself to a glass of brandy from a table of crystal-stoppered bottles and geometrically patterned glasses. Errol surprised him by joining him at the table and pouring himself three fingers of the rusty liquor.

“That’s more like it.” His father nodded. “Smoke?”

“I prefer a good pipe.”

“You’ll be fine with a cigar, boy.”

His father clipped two cigars and handed one to Errol. Across the room, the seven other nobles were getting settled while the soldiers took defensive positions.

“Six might seem few but there are dozens throughout the manor,” his father said, noting how Errol eyed the soldiers. “Nobody will reach us here.”

His father produced a lighter bearing a gold wyvern. Errol leaned forward with his cigar in his mouth as his father brought a flame to life.

“You want me to be your heir,” Errol said, careful to keep all emotion from his voice.

“I want an heir. You’re here. Suppose there must be a bit of me in you somewhere. You’ve my eyes, after all. And my nose, unfortunately. Though you’ve your mother’s cheekbones… I forget you’re still young. Eighteen, are you? Still pliable. A man in some ways, a boy in others. Will be a few years before the man you’re going to be comes to the fore.” He nodded, head bobbing like a pigeon. “We’ll see.”

“I don’t think you were right to kill Lilly. Her life was your only shield against the white wyvern of Mercia.”

His father scoffed. “Her life and five thousand swordsmen.”

“Hard to leverage the advantage of numbers in the cramped streets of New London. Are you going to tell me that racket downstairs is a cook’s accident?”

His father stuck his tongue between his upper lip and his teeth. He gave Errol an appraising look, as if he’d opened a kitchen drawer to find the sharpest knife missing. “Do you know something?”

Errol shook his head. “If I’d had any control over this situation, Lilly Staverton would still be alive. I never suspected you were any part of this—that’s how blind I’ve been. Bumbling through the traps and trip wires of high society like an idiot. It’s true we were trying to find out what happened to the king, unknowingly trying to root out your coup. But when we came to dinner I was only looking for a father.”

“Spare me the theatrics.”

Errol sipped his brandy, harsh and altogether too cold despite the fire that filled the mighty hearth.

“Do you see any theatrics here?” Errol said, watching his father over the rim of his glass. “No emotion. No drama. I’m simply explaining your mistake. You thought we were here to stick a thorn in your paw. You acted rashly. Now you have no bargaining power if the loyalists make it to this room.”

“Loyalists? By whose ordainment? The dynasty of Armin is finished. Rohit is dead, his heirs a fantasy that never materialised. Who is to say where the crown should land? Why is it ‘loyalist’ to hand it to an old, failed bloodline. They couldn’t keep hold of the throne before, why should they deserve it now?”

“It’s how things are done. The hearts of the people have never forgotten Michael the Red. Not in the pubs for working folk where nobles never tread. Not in the farmhouses and canvas towns. For most of his reign, Rohit was respected well-enough, but still, many will be glad to see a stolen crown returned.”

“And how far should we go back? Was it not house Daven that brought us out of the dark ages and turned a chaotic burrow into the locus of New Mercia? What of them? Or the old lines from before the rain turned? Should we go searching for surviving Tudors?”

The door burst open with a bark of splintering wood. Errol instinctively stepped back, his heart gripped in a tight fist. He expected to see a flash of pale blue livery. But it wasn’t Mercian soldiers who stormed the parlour. In tumbled Galahad, soaked with blood, dripping a red rain over the floorboards and delightful rugs. A devil spit straight from hell. The blood of his enemies the amniotic fluid of this violent birth into their sanctum. His golden eyes blazed like two suns.
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Galahad took the moment of stunned shock that gripped the room to catch his breath, leaning on his knees and panting. Once he could breathe, he rose to his full height, pointed his sword indiscriminately at the shocked nobles. He recognised Fay’s friend, the kid, standing beside an older man. Same eyes. Same nose. So that must be his father. Viscount Hellidon. The man responsible for the deaths of his parents.

“Hellidon,” he growled, staring at the man to make his intent clear. Three soldiers inched towards him from either side. He felt Elaine move into the room behind him and turn to face the three to their left, raising the weapon she’d taken from one of their dead compatriots; her hands were so tiny she held the arming sword two-handed.

“Who the fuck are you?” the usurper said, his hand reddening as he throttled his cigar.

“Justice,” Galahad breathed.

He brought his sword up in a powerful swing, caught the first soldier across his torso, opening him up and shoving him aside. Without slowing, he stepped into his backswing, allowed himself to take a sword to the shoulder as he hacked open the next man’s throat. The next was ready and they clashed blades with the grinding of angry steel. The soldier grunted, forced onto his back foot by Galahad’s preternatural strength. With a yell, Galahad swept the opposing blade aside, rammed his point into the soldier’s throat. Then free, blood bubbling as the man used his final seconds to try to speak.

On the other side of the room, Elaine had downed two but struggled with her third. A dart clung to the skin of his neck, but he pushed through the venom, straddling Elaine on the floor and slamming a chaotic fist down over and over.

Galahad sprinted across the room, brought his sword back two-handed. A satisfying burning in his biceps as he swung. His sword bit flesh and he decapitated the man with a single swing. He turned on the nobles, wiped his face with a bloody sleeve as Elaine picked herself up behind him.

“Any who want to fight can die by my blade. Any who want to leave can fuck off.” He shrugged, pointed his sword at Viscount Hellidon’s chest. Beside him, Errol stood wide-eyed, still holding a glass of rusty liquor and a cigar trailing smoke. “It makes no difference to me. I’m here for the head of the beast.”

Nobody moved.

“I can guarantee your safety as far as that broken door behind me. After that, your lives are in your hands.” Still nobody moved. Elaine finished brushing herself off and gave him a bemused look.

“What about the soldiers?” one of the lords asked.

“Not my problem. In ten seconds I’ll assume those still here have chosen to fight.”

Now they moved. Like frightened goats they skipped from the room, giving Galahad and his bloodied sword an extremely wide berth. Errol backed away, set his glass down on the table behind him. Viscount Hellidon stood perfectly still, face paling under the glow of the wall sconces and the fire that limned him in flickering orange from behind.

“So it was you,” Galahad said. He jammed his sword down through rug and floorboard, left it standing to attention as he strode to meet the architect of Wickerton’s ruin. “You are the vessel for the greed that tore this kingdom apart.”

“I have done nothing wrong.” The viscount was shorter than him and he refused to meet Galahad’s eyes. “All I’ve done is talk. Convince my fellows of a better life. I never killed anybody.” His eyes flicked to the many bodies now littering the floor of his parlour. “Can you convince yourself that I’m a villain and you’re some hero? When you’ve left all this blood behind?”

“Did I say I was a hero?”

The viscount briefly choked on his tongue. “No.”

“What did I say?”

Hellidon swallowed.

Galahad grabbed him by the lapels of his blazer, lifted him off the ground to look him in the eyes. He didn’t know what he was searching for. Remorse? Understanding? He found nothing but cold fear and a distant hint of the greed that had driven him to such extremes. A faint twinkle that a part of the traitor still believed he could turn this situation to his advantage and come away a more powerful man. A delusion.

Anger stirred in Galahad’s gut as the icy focus of battle began to fade. This was the man. This was the fucker responsible. He recalled that vision of his mother in the rain, twisted into the form of a monster, chained to this eternal incorporeal existence.

“You might have never slit a throat with your hand, but you’ve killed far more than I have. How many canvas towns lie in ruin on your orders to slash their shelters if they were unable to pay your outrageous taxes? How many have starved, unable to feed themselves? How many of those forced to live in the capital’s overspill have been taken by the elements? Or rainwights?” His voice was rising, becoming a gnarled and furious growl. “Answer me, you cunt!”

“There is a grander game to consider when one deals with a board the breadth of a kingdom. We needed capital to secure the throne. To bring stability to—”

Galahad threw the man into the hearth behind him. Hellidon yelled, rolled free, scattering embers and ash. Before he could rise from his knees, Galahad grabbed him by the hair, tilted his head back, and slammed a fist into his face. One, twice, seven times before he relented, his knuckles throbbing. Viscount Hellidon gurgled as his head swung limp, blood dribbling from his lips. Galahad crouched before him.

“Don’t feign innocence. You know the cost of your actions. This rhetoric of game boards only distances you from the lives you’ve ruined. But you know the truth. Behind the lies you’ve convinced yourself of. This has been pure greed. The lust for power of a weak man.” Galahad wiped his hand to show the viscount his grazed knuckles as the skin smoothed itself over, healed and pristine. “You have no idea what power truly looks like.”

“Please…” Viscount Hellidon met his eyes. “I only… I only…”

Galahad knocked him prone, then drove his fist into the man’s broken face twice more. “You killed my family!” he screamed, spittle flying from his lips. His eyes burned as they flashed with the yellow flames roaring inside him, bright enough to reflect off the noble’s terrified face. “Admit it!” Another punch. “Show remorse!” Another punch. “Feel guilt!” Another punch. His knuckles wet. “Admit—”

Stubby fingers caught his wrist. For a moment he froze, panting, looking down at the mess he’d made of the viscount’s face.

“Gal…” Elaine at his shoulder, her voice gentle. “That’s Errol’s father.”

“It’s… It’s… Yes. You’re right.” Everything was coming down. A rush of conflicting emotions shook him. He felt tears welling in his eyes, even as a part of him still raged like a loosed minotaur. He let Elaine lift him to standing. Took a step back, cheeks flushing with a guilty whirl of shame. This was Errol’s father and look at what he’d done to him. He’d come here to save lives and deal justice. This wasn’t supposed to be about revenge. He was better than that. Why did this anger take him so completely? Why could he never control it…

He stumbled as he moved away from the viscount. The man’s breathing was laboured but he was still conscious. Errol stepped forward. He held Galahad’s waxed blade in a steady hand. He looked down at his father.

“My… son…” the viscount mumbled. “A… good… boy. You… know… what… to—”

Errol drove the blade into his father’s heart.


thirty-two
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“They still follow us,” Fay said. Fifty yards away, a lioness watched the circled camp, visible only because the verdant grass clashed with her wheat coat. There would be others out there, as yet unseen. “I don’t want to spook the others but we need to be ready.”

“They won’t attack, will they?” Betty asked. “Not in broad daylight. We’ve fires burning.”

“Probably not. But they’ll watch for the opportunity of an easy kill. Make sure nobody wanders off to take a shit by themselves.”

“Some folk might rather be eaten by lions than have someone accompany them for that.”

“That’s their prerogative, I suppose.”

Fay stared into the lioness’s eyes. It was a challenge and she was sure the beast understood her. That primal intent in their locking of eyes.

“Try it,” Fay said under her breath. “I’ll rip your fucking head off.”

It was probably her imagination, but she thought she heard the faint rumble of the lioness’s growl.

“Don’t ye try to fight the lions,” Betty said in a no-nonsense tone with her hands on her hips. “Keep ’em back and stay clear.”

“I hate them more every hour they follow us. I know they’re only animals, but I can’t help hating them like people. They’re harassing us. Pushing us too far.”

“They need full bellies and we look like food.”

“Too many young and feeble with us. Never had problems like this with lions before. Maybe if I put one down the others will scarper…”

Betty smacked her on the back of the head.

“Best do your rounds,” she said. “Nora was looking for ye.”

Fay nodded and pulled away from the edge of the camp. They’d stopped late under a mighty willow flanked by maple guards. The trees didn’t provide enough supports to put up a wide shelter, but there were enough paratempas and bivouacs amongst the refugees to keep the perimeter covered.

Nora had set up her field hospital the moment they’d stopped to rest. It was little more than a triage tent with bags of medical supplies crammed wherever there was space for them, but it was necessary. Too many had come from the capital’s canvas-covered overspill. Sick, wounded, or simply weak, they all needed a portion of Nora’s time, and the hard pace of walking had only drained what little health they’d had to begin with.

When Fay entered through the unsecured flap of tarp functioning as a door, she found a flustered Nora sitting on a stool, grinding and shaping white powder on a mirror that rested on her knees.

“I need more hands.” Nora bent, closed one nostril with a finger, then insufflated the powder. “More arms, too. And eyes and legs. A few more me would be great, actually.”

“I can’t do you that, but I can call for anyone willing to help.”

Nora shook her head, pushed aside the stray wisps of hair that had escaped her braids to dangle over her face. If she was half as overwhelmed as she looked, they wouldn’t have a doctor for much longer.

“Won’t do any good. I need someone with training. At least enough to do first inspections and figure out who actually needs to see me.” She closed one nostril again and sniffed hard, then rubbed her nose and licked her finger. With the wet finger she dabbed up the bits of powder left on the mirror and sucked them off. She pulled a sour face, coughed, then shook her head. Her pupils were the size of oceans.

“You’re fucked,” Fay said, plainly.

“I haven’t slept. I can’t. What if someone dies while I’m out?”

“That’s from the king’s chemists, isn’t it.” Fay nodded to the mirror.

“It’s medicine. Sometimes. Or it can keep me going. My official opinion right now is that we need to keep the doctor awake. So there we have it.” She worried her lower lip with jaws that vibrated as if shivering. Her lip was already purpled with teeth marks. “Do you want a line?”

“No,” Fay said. “I mean, thanks. But no. I try to stick to indica and booze these days. Else I get… It’s best I keep a clear head. Anyway. You asked to see me?”

One last sniff. “How are you feeling?”

“Are you the camp’s head-doctor as well now?”

“I’m just checking in. I know there was an incident last night.”

“There wasn’t an ‘incident’. A boy was taken by the fucking lions. Right in front of me. His name was Muhammad.” Fay took out her smoking tin and started rolling a cigarette, more so she had something to do with her hands than for want of the subtle narcotic. “But I’m fine. I’m not happy about it. I should have kept that kid safe. But it hasn’t made me… unwell, or whatever. I’m focussed. I’ll get us to Wickerton.”

“We all knew this was going to be a dangerous trip.”

“Was that everything?” Fay asked. “I’ve gotta get this camp packed away and moving.” Nora’s eyes went out of focus, a sheen of sweat on her forehead. “Nora?”

“What? Oh, yeah. You can go. Don’t forget I’m here, though. If you need me. Need to talk, or anything. Send in the next patient on your way out, would you?”

Fay nodded, took a step towards the exit. “Uh, Nora? Lay off the powder. You’ve got to let yourself sleep or you’ll run yourself into the ground and then we’ll have no doctor at all. Take it from someone who knows all too well—that shit will only mess you up.”

On her way out of the triage tent, Fay gestured for the next patient. She walked a few paces before lighting her cigarette. Smoke puffed in clouds behind her as she strode through the camp, giving instructions to take down the canvas shelter, to get breakfast eaten and bladders emptied. Everyone wanted her. A thanks, a request, a plea. Some simply wanted to shake her hand and say good morning. She made time for as many as she could but the sun had already risen and they had a lot of ground to cover before the day was through. Fay didn’t want to be stranded trekking through the dark again.

“Looks like she’s doing well,” Fay said as she came upon Sarita’s family. The girl had found the strength to draw a bow, though she had no arrow nocked to string. A woman Fay recognised as one of the few trained archers who’d joined them talked with her, correcting her posture and explaining the art of the weapon.

“Kamala’s been teaching her the bow,” Sarita’s mother explained with a bemused smile. “Sarita was so excited to learn but she won’t stop asking if you’re an archer too. She’s enamoured with you. I told her you probably know your way around a bow, but that I didn’t think you were an archer.”

“Then you told her right.”

“It started me thinking. We all follow but no one knows a thing about you. Don’t mistake me—we respect you, Fay, and we’ll follow you wherever you choose to take us. You helped our daughter and we can never repay you for that. But I can’t help wondering where a woman like you comes from.”

Fay measured the fierce curiosity in the woman’s eyes and realised she’d have to give her something.

“If you want to sketch an idea of my past, I used to be a treasure hunter. Not an archer but a boxer—more of a tavern brawler, if we’re honest. I’ve sometimes led a rough life but I’ve tried to make it a good one. I’ve protected people and punished others. I’m not used to being the one who leads but I’m trying my best. Tell Sarita I think she’ll make a grand archer.”

Before the woman could prod for more details, a cry reached them from the edge of the camp. A single word, unmistakable even over the chatter of the refugees: “Lions!”

“Shit!” Fay muttered as she flicked her cigarette aside and sprinted in the direction of the call, crossing the camp in seconds. It brought her back to Nora’s field hospital where a swell of people tried to flee at once. In daylight, the pride paced from side to side. They were barely two wagon-lengths from the edge of camp.

“They can smell easy prey,” Fay said to no one in particular. Then a bellow that carried through the camp, “A spear. Fetch me a spear!”

Not again. She wouldn’t let them take another of her people.

Three men came running with torches, waved the lions back with cries of “Yah!” and “Back!” and the swooshing of the heavy flames. Seconds passed with the slow irregularity of dew dripping from a holly leaf. Where was that spear she’d asked for? She felt helpless, standing there waiting as the lions sprang back, then forward, growing bolder each time the fire failed to nip them.

She glanced around for a weapon, saw Nora hurriedly rummaging through a medicine chest she’d dragged from her tent. A man sat beside her with a reddened bandage wrapped around his hand. The doctor retrieved a pot of tablets, handed one to the man; he swallowed it dry.

“Now fuck off,” Nora said. “They can smell the blood.”

An arrow thwipped through the air. Then another. The second plunged into the flank of a lioness. The beast mewed in pain, stumbled as it rushed to scarper. The others grumbled and moaned their displeasure. A moment later Kamala, the woman who’d been teaching Sarita, emerged from the direction the arrows had come. She had her bow raised and ready, a full quiver on her hip.

“Why don’t they fear us?” she asked Fay, naturally deferring to the leader of their camp.

“They’ve tasted our meat.”

“Here, boss!” A young lad came running over with a spear which he brought to Fay’s hand.

“Thanks, kid,” she said. “Now get somewhere safe.”

She gripped her spear tight. The haft was a smooth cedar with plenty of flex. The weight was nicely balanced; the head was sharp.

“Don’t ye do it,” came Betty’s voice from behind her.

Fay looked over her shoulder at her pleading face, replied, “They’re going to keep following us, picking off the weak, unless we get rid of them.”

“Ye can’t fight a pride of fucking lions, woman!” Betty’s cheeks were already blushed from having rushed across camp, but as she spoke they flushed berry-red.

Fay gave a smile that almost burst into a laugh. She couldn’t help it. Betty was so earnestly furious, but her nose had wrinkled up and her cheeks were red and she looked entirely adorable.

“Trust me,” she said. Then to Kamala, “Those arrows tipped?”

Kamala shook her head. “They’re clean.”

“That’ll have to do. Keep them coming. And try not to hit me. I’ve been stuck with an arrow before and I didn’t much care for it.”

Fay stepped outside the perimeter. An arrow flew past her, narrowly missing a brute of a lion. The pride showed caution as they tried to circle her. The torch-wielders pushed forwards, forcing the lions out of formation and protecting Fay’s flanks. She only had to worry about what was in front of her. One lion squared up, smacked the ground with her paws, grumbled, let out a low, mournful roar.

“That coat would make a fine jacket,” Fay told the beast. Then she threw her spear like a javelin. A wet thwukk as it buried in the lion’s neck. The lioness went down instantly, collapsing in the frosty grass with a crunch.

Fay rushed to retrieve her spear. She put one boot on the lion’s body, then heaved the weapon free. The beast wasn’t dead, but it was panting with the heavy labour of fading life.

Arrows continued to fly. Already Kamala had put down two lionesses. Fay moved to meet the next. It leapt at her, seemed to lose confidence halfway through and landed at her feet, hunching back and roaring—afraid. Fay drove her spear down behind its skull, skipped backwards as the lion lunged for her. It caught her ankle, sank its teeth in. She fell, grabbed for the spear again. On the ground with the creature. She squeezed the spear’s haft, twisting it and straining to bury it further. Already the lion’s jaws were losing strength. A second later, it released her, falling limp.

With four lions dead, the rest fled in panic. Kamala loosed a few more arrows to see them on their way. She even nicked one as it vanished into the distant grass.

“Are you okay?” Nora said, rushing over with her medicine bag.

“I’m fine,” Fay said, but Nora was having none of it. She skidded to a stop and rolled up Fay’s trouser leg. The lion had pierced her jeans and gnawed on her boots beneath. Its teeth had pierced her ankle in a few places, but it didn’t hurt too bad. Nora still fussed over her, cleaning the wounds and wrapping them in clean bandages.

“I swear, I’m fine,” Fay protested when the doctor was finished. “I can still do a solid day of walking. See? It’s no trouble to stand.”

Betty stood at the edge of the watching crowd, hands on hips, shaking her head. But she couldn’t help the proud grin on her face. A little further back Sarita stood rapt, watching Kamala with the same look Betty gave Fay. That was good. Better she have a proper role model.

“Someone deal with this,” Fay said, gesturing to the dead lions. “No sense wasting good meat.” She puffed up her chest to address the crowd, ignoring the queasiness hitting her from the rush of adrenaline and the shock of the lion’s bite. “What’s everyone standing around for? We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”


thirty-three
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Alone with death. He could still feel that sword in his hand, though it was long gone, Galahad and Elaine with it. Only Errol remained in a room full of corpses. The metallic haze of fresh blood soon settled to a malodorous stench. Sweat and death and a hint of excrement he forced himself not to dwell upon. The body of his father looked an alien thing. Unfamiliar. Broken face, half-closed eyes, all the malice seeped away with his life, as if that drive to consume this kingdom was the very thing powering his flesh. He didn’t look so frightening anymore, this pathetic dead animal.

He felt sad looking down at the dead viscount, but not in the way one grieves a father. Instead, he grieved his innocence. His breaking of his singular vow. After he’d wounded Fay with that careless arrow on the day they met, he’d promised never to hold a weapon again. But this had been no accident. He’d held that sword in a strong grip and driven it thus with fierce intent. He felt no guilt. Only loss. Regret that such a thing had been necessary.

“I can’t hate you anymore,” he said, throat painfully dry. “But I won’t miss you.” He ground his jaw, resisting the stinging in his eyes. “We needed you to guide us—Mother and me—after Nathaniel… But you were gone. Whatever scant love you’d had in you, you’d put it all in him. When he died, all your goodness died with him. You didn’t save any for us, you bastard. You were supposed to love us too.”

He swallowed hard and it went down like a mouthful of gravel. He realised he was clenching his fists, shaking like a mountain about to avalanche.

A creak of old wood. Errol started, turning to the doorway with manic eyes. It was only a servant, face pallid, wringing her hands protectively over her chest.

“Please…” she said. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Were any house staff injured?” Errol was surprised how steady his voice sounded.

“Not that I’ve seen, young master. I mean… my lord. I mean…”

“Just ‘sir’ is fine until we sort this out.”

“Yes, sir.” She curtsied. “Oh, I’ve never seen anything like it. Polly fainted and Miles has been effing and jeffing up and down the kitchen tugging at his hair, he has.”

Errol rubbed his eye, mostly to buy himself a moment to think.

“Run down to the coroner, um, Tiffany is it?”

“Tiffy, sir. We’ve not met, as such, but I know who you are.” Her eyes flicked to his father’s remains. “I suppose you’re my employer now, sir.” She sucked in her lips, eyes flicking left and right as she took in the chaos of the room. Then, in almost a whisper, “Did you see it? The demon? Polly said it had flames burnin’ in its eyes and monstrous fangs and when it walked through the shadows no blade could hurt it.”

“I saw everything.” He wouldn’t correct her. Easier to let whispers of demons run wild.

“I’ll be off to the coroner’s then.” She curtsied again as she turned to leave.

“Tiffy?”

She paused in the doorway. “Sir?”

“Is my mother in the building?”

“Safe in her room.” At his blank expression, she added, “End of this hallway. The door handle was rattling something awful so she had it replaced a fortnight ago. It’s the only one with a real shine on it.”

“Thank you. The coroner, then.”

“As quick as I can, sir.”

With Tiffy gone, Errol poured a fresh glass of brandy, then ventured after his mother. He’d hoped to leave the signs of massacre behind, but the stench of blood followed him into the hallway. More corpses here. Soldiers in that foreign burgundy livery. Even house Armin hadn’t dared change the Mercian flag when they defeated Michael the Red almost a century ago. Errol’s father had been mad with ambition.

Down the hallway, watching each door for a glint of polished brass in the light of the wall sconces. There was no missing it. At the end of the hall. It could almost have been gold. He downed his brandy, then let the glass drop from his hand to roll away across the floor; the thick glass didn’t shatter but landed with a dull thud.

Errol reached for the handle, hesitated, then knocked instead. When he received no answer, he put his head to the door.

“Mother? It’s me.”

“Nathaniel?” She sounded drunk, or delirious. Errol let himself in.

“No. Not Nathaniel. It’s Errol. Mother, are you well?”

“There was an awful racket.” She was sitting on her bed, knees together and a hand on each one, posed almost like a child’s doll. On her bedside table was an empty bottle of wine and a glass smudged with lipstick. “That horrid servant came in telling rotten stories. Malcolm will have to let her go.”

She gave a ragged sniff that was not quite a sob, dabbed her face with a handkerchief.

“Father’s gone. His crimes caught up with him.”

“Lies!” She stamped her foot, tried to throw her glass at him but her depth perception fled and she grasped nothing but harmless air. “I’m cursed!” she wailed. “Cursed for all I love to be murdered, murdered, murdered!”

“You still have me.”

“You were taken years ago, Nathaniel! And yet you haunt me still, emerging from the shadows to proclaim your father dead! How could you!”

Errol took a deep, long breath, that left him exhausted from the simple work of it. “It’s not Nathaniel, mother. It’s Errol.”

“Off somewhere with that wild boy of Rugby’s! Probably dead in a field, his body lost to all but the big He in the sky! Why! Why me?” She broke down in sobs, covered her face in her hands, shoulders shaking furiously.

Errol watched her, feeling sick and sad and betrayed. He knew he should sit with her, put a hand on her back and ease her out of this despair. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not with her drunk out of her mind, full of grief and anger. She was confused. She didn’t even recognise him. No, now wasn’t the time to try to rebuild this bridge. He had other duties this morning.

He excused himself from his mother’s presence, closed the door behind him.

On his journey through the manor, he passed servants dragging bodies along antique rugs, some crouching to cry in doorways, others staring dumbly at nothing. He tried to offer grounding where he could: a calm voice, a measure of control. He didn’t have anything of substance for them, but he could at least give them some direction. Let them know that he was here and accepting his duty, that there was still a lord of the manor. That they could clean this mess. He didn’t tell them that he would never live here. That he would never be able to see this massacre site as a home. Even if it wasn’t for the stink of death, this place was too much his father’s.

The Mercian soldiers had gone on to the palace, where he assumed the fighting continued. They’d left the bodies of their enemies behind with no thought to who would have to clean up their mess. Errol felt guilty as he tiptoed between the corpses, holding a handkerchief to his nose. A better man might have got down on his knees and helped his staff to scrub the stained floors. But he was not so good a man. He was a patricide and an oath breaker and he could barely breathe with the thought of it.

There was no fresh air in New London, but stepping out from Hellidon manor into the open courtyard was still a relief. Another carpet of bodies awaited him, but here at least the space opened up to allow the miasma of death to drift up to the high stone ceiling. He brought his handkerchief away from his face, but still clutched it crumpled in his hand.

“Smoke?” came a familiar voice. Errol gave a disbelieving smile. It was Elaine, on the far side of the courtyard, holding out a lit cigarette. Beside her Galahad leaned on the fence. “It helps with the stinky smell.”

Errol stumbled over the bodies to join them on the street. He didn’t usually smoke but was glad to take the offered cigarette. The first drag burned his throat, but he didn’t cough.

“Didn’t want to leave without you but figured you needed space,” Elaine said, crossing her arms over her chest for warmth. It was only now Errol realised how ridiculous she looked in her bloodstained dress. And there was Galahad, a vision of nobility in his once-white Jodhpuri suit. They were both more soaked in viscera than any of the corpses.

“We need to talk to Bill,” Errol said. His voice sounded steadier than he felt. He wondered if he was having a strange kind of nervous breakdown where everything went calm and later he’d scream till he threw up. “He needs to know his cousin’s dead.”

“Let’s smoke and walk,” Galahad said, pushing himself off the fence. “I’m exhausted.”

“Not that way,” Errol corrected when the others started walking in the direction of Staverton manor. “To the palace. I have a feeling we’ll find him there.”


thirty-four
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“Doesn’t look like there was a fight,” Galahad muttered as they marched up to the palace gates. There were more guards than usual. At least a dozen patrolled the perimeter fence, looking smart in their Mercian livery, various house crests on their right shoulders, all with the white wyvern on their left. A strange sinking feeling had been growing in his gut ever since Errol had led them towards the palace instead of back to Staverton Manor. He felt like a fly happily slurping up dew, not having realised it was sitting in a spider’s web.

“A small skirmish, perhaps,” Errol said. “Most of my father’s forces were brought in to defend the manor.” He looked as if he was about to add something but went suddenly quiet and shook his head.

The gate guards bid them halt with raised palms.

“What business?”

Errol stepped forward. “William Rugby is expecting us.”

“Names?”

“This is Galahad, Elaine, and… I suppose I’m Viscount Hellidon.”

“You suppose, eh?”

“My father passed in the night.”

“My apologies. Lost a cousin in the fire myself. Smoke even made it this far in. Can still taste it on the air, can’t you? Terrible business.” The guard turned to another, a woman shorter than Elaine with uncommonly white teeth. “What were the names we were s’posed to let through?”

“They’ve given them, sure enough.”

“Would you say their faces match the descriptions?”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t say otherwise.”

The first guard waved them through. “Go on then. Follow Ella, she knows where she’s going.”

The second guard broke away, ushered them to follow and didn’t say a word until she brought them to a stop outside a huge pair of double doors on the third floor. Galahad recognised them, even though he’d only seen them from the other side: the throne room.

“In ’ere,” Ella said. “You can keep your knives but leave that sword with me.”

“Not a problem,” Galahad said, unbuckling the scabbard from his belt. “I’m loathe to carry this any longer.”

Ella knocked twice, then turned the handle and let the door swing open.

“Visitors you asked for,” she called, before falling back into the hallway and standing to attention.

Though the dust and debris had been cleared away, the gaping hole in the ceiling remained. Now it let in a brilliant spotlight, illuminating the golden seat, and the man who sat in it, watching them curiously. Bill had taken the throne.

He was flanked by a cohort of nobles who looked up sharply as Galahad and the others entered, their footsteps echoing in the cavernous hall.

“You moved quickly.” Galahad pitched his voice to make it an accusation as he strode up to the weathered rug that led to the throne. There he stopped and folded his arms.

“In New London society one learns to adapt or one drowns.” Bill’s voice had never been so sickly with nobility.

“So are we supposed to call you King William now?”

“That wouldn’t be proper until after the coronation.”

“But you will be king.”

“That’s what we’ve come here to decide.” He gestured to the gaggle of nobility around him.

“You seem comfortable in that chair.”

“Why look so betrayed?” Bill shook his head, exasperated. “I’ve been transparent about my intentions.”

“I suppose it just seems a little gauche. Desperate, maybe. Your cousin’s body hasn’t even gone to the funeral pyres yet.” He shrugged. “But what business is it of mine?”

“If you think me cold, know that it’s a front. I am actively suppressing my grief—yes, I grieve—because the chaos of this moment demands immediate attention. Waiting would have been disastrous. I understand it must seem… hasty, to find me here after the morning you’ve had, but if you can possibly honour me by trusting my words: I do this for the kingdom.”

“Be king. I don’t care which of you parasites rules. I only care about the people I love, and because of people like you, there are fewer of them every day.”

“I didn’t kill your parents, Galahad.”

“If you send your collectors north of Rutland Water, I’ll send them back in pieces.”

The shadows playing on Bill’s face made his frown lupine and predatory. “I suppose I can waive taxes for a few canvas towns and farmers without the good sense to claim land nearer the capital. As thanks for the work you’ve done. But if we enter a time of war, I’ll expect the northern towns to provide healthy folk to carry spear and shield.”

“That won’t do. Haven’t we earned the right to be left alone?”

“And how would that emerge? With you as king over a wild pittance of land?”

Galahad almost laughed at that, though he kept his expression formal. “No. We just want to be left alone. Country folk have no need for this bullshit.”

Bill held up a hand to steady the guards who’d tensed at the edges of the throne room. “Fay is dear to me. And though I see a strange anger in your eyes, I owe you a debt.” He chewed his lip, darkly thoughtful. When he next spoke he raised his voice to echo off the vast stone walls. “Let it be known that this man speaks to me thus because he is a hero. The hero of the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia. Slayer of monsters, be they man or beast. He put me on this throne. We all owe him a debt, me most of all. That is why I allow him to speak as if we were old sailors drinking companionably in a sticky-floored tavern. For his great sacrifices, he gets to speak to me in this manner. Once. He gets to make these demands. Once. If he does so after this day, he’ll lose his left hand. As is true. As is just. As is the law of this once-great land.”

A few agreeable nods and grumblings from the crowd.

Bill lowered his voice, focussing his attention back on Galahad. “I don’t think you understand what you ask. Without my banner you’d be without my protection. All Mercian soldiers would be withdrawn from the Northumbrian border. You would have to deal with the Bright Queen if she grew hungry for your land.”

Galahad hesitated, his confidence waning.

Before he could put together a rebuttal, Bill continued, “I understand why you ask me these things. But you are petitioning me from a place of exhaustion and waning adrenaline. Wickerton would be no safer as an independent state, and ultimately no freer. Somewhere inside, you know I speak the truth. Take the land you ask for as a duchy. We’ve lost too many noble families in this mess. I can give you a loose rein, but I cannot allow you to chip away at my kingdom. The greatest freedom comes from the strength of unity.”

“I have no desire to be a duke.”

Bill waved his words away. “Then give it to someone you trust.”

“I think it’s a kingly offer,” Elaine said with an earnest, if slightly comical, curtsy. She took Galahad’s hand and gave it a faint squeeze. “I know you find it hard to trust—and I’m part of the reason—but this isn’t some faceless noble. This is Fay’s friend. Errol’s friend. They trust him.” She leaned in to whisper. “And if he ever wrongs us we’ll come back and blow him up.”

“I think…” Galahad rubbed his temple, then his eyes, feeling the puffy bags beneath them. He began to nod to himself as he came to a decision. “I think I need to sleep for a week. Please, accept my apology. You’re right. I’m tired and angry. You surprised me by taking the throne so swiftly… the wild fear of battle fades slowly. Your offer is generous. I won’t take a dukedom, but we’ll gladly take the land from Rutland Water to the northern border as a duchy.”

“And I’ll be glad to give it to you. Few men could have lived up to taking the name you chose. You have done so.” With a tilting of his head, Galahad was dismissed. The new king set his attention to Errol. “The new Viscount Hellidon, my friend. We’re on the verge of a great reshuffling. You may have your choice of dukedom. I need men I can trust at my side.”

“Thank you, King William,” Errol said, his voice small, shoulders hunched as he worried his flat cap at his waist. “Really, thank you. But I don’t think I would like that. Tell you the truth, I don’t think there’s much left for me under the stone. Besides, someone has to continue your old work. It would be difficult to manage that alongside the responsibilities of a duke.”

“You speak true enough.” Bill wet his lips. “But I’ll miss you. Your brother may have been a fantastic colleague, but you’ve become one of my closest friends.”

“I’ll always be your friend in my heart, my king. But what you need now isn’t friends, it’s allies.” A wan shake of his head. “I’m not the correct choice for that.”

“That may be so.”

Elaine stepped forward and cleared her throat.

“Yes?” Bill gave her a quizzical look.

“I would like some money, please. They both got to speak, but I don’t have anything I wanna say. But I do want money. I killed that dragon, you know. Cut my way out of its stomach and it fucking stank. Reckon the payment for that shouldn’t be too shabby.” She paused, considering the room, then with a self-conscious smile added, “My king.”

“Let’s see.” Bill looked over his steepled fingers with a wry smile. “A hundred crowns seems a fair enough price for slaying a dragon. But then there’s the carcass, that’ll need removing. And you are the one who left it there. Then there’s the mess it made. Damage to the stone. The fire that even now I have people trying to control. You’ll have to pay for that too. When all’s said and done, I suppose you’ll owe the treasury somewhere between five to ten thousand crowns…”

Elaine coughed and took a step back.

“Or…” Bill continued. “You could take the land I’ve promised and disappear.”

“Well, it was worth a try.”

Galahad turned to leave. He was tired of the scheming formality of New London society. And just plain tired. Before he could leave, Bill called out one last thing.

“Galahad? How about a knighthood, at least? A real one. As one final thanks.”

“Would have been nothing I wanted more, once,” he replied. “But that part of my life is over.”


thirty-five
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He wanted to be anywhere but here, the mess of his father’s mansion. Bodies in the dozens, piled up on the pyre wagon. The driver’s cabin had a paratempa built in, but the rear was uncovered. If it rained, the bodies would be ripped away by rainwights, taken for their feasting; the pyres would starve. Errol chewed on the odd thought as he stood in the freezing street, staring at that pile of death.

“Lord Hellidon?”

Errol sighed and turned to the servant who’d addressed him. It was Tiffy, hands clasped before her chest.

“Am I needed?” he asked, voice low and weary.

“I suppose you could say, sir. It’s your mother. The lady dowager, I mean.”

“Is she unwell?”

“I’m sorry to say, sir, but I believe you saw her earlier state for yourself. We thought we’d hidden the drink from her but I s’pose we didn’t hide it well enough because she got into another case.”

“A case of wine? How much did she drink?”

“She passed out, sir. On the floor of the landing. Wouldn’t like to say where she thought she was going, but I’m afraid she did see the bodies.”

“Bloody hell. She didn’t see my father, did she?”

“Thankfully not, sir.”

“Good. That’s good. It sounds like you have everything under control.”

Tiffy nodded. “We got her back to bed with some water. She’s been talking a bit of nonsense, except… Well, she was asking for you, sir.”

“For me? Not Nathaniel?”

“It was your name she said.”

Errol rubbed his eyes. By the king, he felt wretched. His lip curled at the realisation he was now cursing his friend’s name. Tiffy recoiled, misinterpreting the faint smile on his face.

“Lord Hellidon?” she said.

“Sorry. It’s just such a mess, isn’t it? Everything’s fucked—pardon my language. I know I’ve a duty here, but if I’m honest, I don’t think I can possibly bear to set foot in that place again.”

“I don’t much want to go back in there either, sir.”

A creak of moaning wood as the pyre wagon rolled into motion, wheeling away its macabre load. Errol tried not to watch it go, but he couldn’t take his eyes from it.

“Begging your pardon if this is overstepping…” Tiffy trailed off, perhaps offering him a chance to silence her. He waited for her to continue. “Your house pays us well and we know what we’re about. The worst of the mess is cleaned up and we know what’s left to be done. We’re no strangers to your mother.”

“Feel free to speak your mind.”

“If you don’t want to be here, sir, you don’t need to be. We can keep your estate turning over. Your father never saw to the books himself. The butler manages the staff. If there’s somewhere you have that you could go… well, none of us would begrudge you it.”

Errol gave the woman a wan smile. “Wouldn’t feel right just leaving you all. And my mother… If she’s asking for me…” He met Tiffy’s eyes and saw the understanding in them. The girl knew how his parents had spurned him, how his mother hardly recognised him. Perhaps she even knew his father had intended to have him removed as heir. He was lord now only by virtue of his father not having bothered to fill in the paperwork. He allowed himself a deep sigh. His eyes stung as he held back a wave of tangled emotion. “Thank you, Tiffy.”
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He stared at the door to the mayor’s house, hesitating. What was he doing here? He should have found a room in a moderately-priced inn and put himself to bed. But his feet had brought him here. In a daze, he walked up to rap the knocker, then stood back, hands deep in his pockets, flat cap tugged down to shadow his grief-reddened eyes.

“Errol?” It was the mayor.

“Mr Jensen,” Errol said with sombre formality. “Please forgive my rudeness in calling unannounced.”

“What’s the matter, lad?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come, but I suppose I’m here now.”

The mayor narrowed his eyes as if trying to read without his spectacles. “You haven’t been drinking, have you?”

“Not drinking, no. Perhaps we could talk?”

The mayor’s face tightened at the suggestion but Errol was too tired and shaken to worry about being impolite.

“Of course. I can see that something’s up. Very well, in you get.” He ushered Errol in and closed the door behind them.

It was only once Errol was standing in the mayor’s entrance hallway that he realised how odd it was that the man had answered the door himself. A reminder that the mayor was not a lord, and this was not a manor. Likely they could only afford the one maid and she might well be busy.

“Through here,” the mayor said, guiding Errol to a cosy tea parlour with three comfortable armchairs and a crackling fire. Sigrid was relaxing in the chair closest the hearth with teacup and saucer balanced on her lap. From the way her eyes widened at the sight of him, Errol knew she hadn’t expected her father to bring a guest into the house when he left to answer the door.

“Errol.” She shifted to sit with more poise, knees together and back straight. For the first time since they were children, he saw her out of the finery of high society. She wore linen trousers—her pale frilled blouse tucked into them, a mossy shawl across her shoulders, and her straw-coloured hair was up in a neat if uncomplicated bun. There were two smudges of blue paint on the back of her left hand, and one of white on her trouser knee.

“Sigrid.” Errol offered a nod, took off his flat cap and held it to his stomach. “Forgive my impropriety.”

He sat in an armchair opposite her, sank into the embrace of the cushions. The mayor followed him in and took a seat beside his daughter.

“I don’t know where to begin,” Errol said after a moment of awkward silence.

“Has something happened?” Sigrid asked, her fingers tightening around her delicate teacup. “Your eyes are red. The fire didn’t reach you, did it?”

“The king is dead. Did you know that?” Errol blurted out. “He’s been dead for years.” The mayor opened his mouth to speak but Errol barrelled on regardless. There was too much to cover to pause now. He explained everything, sometimes stumbling over the order of events in his exhaustion, but eventually laying it all out before them: Galahad’s plot, the missing king, the dragon, his father’s involvement. He had to tell it all to contextualise that final confrontation. To make them understand the bloody events that had transpired since the other night when he and Lilly had gone to dinner at Hellidon manor. When he finished, he realised his hand was trembling. Sigrid leaned forward and placed a cup of tea in it.

“Thank you,” Errol said, taking a sip. Just having something to hold helped steady his hands.

“We didn’t know,” the mayor said. “May the big He in the sky help us, we didn’t have a clue. My jubilee… I was so proud that the king had thought of me. He must have already been gone at least a year.”

Sigrid’s lip quivered and a tear rolled down her cheek; she kept the rest of her face impassive. “It’s our fault. We sent you to him.”

“No. If anyone should have known, it was me. You can’t blame yourselves for trying to help.”

“You speak freely with us,” the mayor said. “But you must have suspicions.”

The crackling fire filled the silence.

“Oh, Father.” Sigrid put a hand to her heart. “How could you say that?”

“Easy, Sigrid.” The mayor put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “He has to consider these things and it’s better we air them together.”

Errol nodded. “I’m afraid it crossed my mind, but I don’t believe it. Seeing your reactions to my story is enough to settle what little doubts I might have had. My father thought I’d come to unmask him. If you’d been a part of his schemes, he’d have known I was ignorant. He would have known where I was staying, too, for that matter.”

“This is all so horrible to think of,” Sigrid said. “I’m sorry for any part we might have played, however unwittingly.”

Errol hung his head for a moment, allowing the conversation to settle, giving space for everyone to process. He stared at his hands, remembering the roughness of the sword’s grip, the weight to its blade. His father. The clatter as he’d let Galahad’s sword drop. When he spoke again, his voice came out croaky. “I couldn’t bear to go back into that house, but I didn’t want to be alone.”

“You should stay for dinner,” the mayor suggested. “Or even the night. We have a guest room.”

“Dinner would be most appreciated, but I won’t stretch your hospitality further than that. I mean to keep busy with work to keep my mind clear of this mess.”

“You’re not going to go searching for more… creatures, are you?” the mayor asked, his brow wrinkling in concern.

“There’s too much we don’t understand. Someone needs to begin cataloguing everything. We’re all safer if we know what kind of a world we’re living in.”

“I think it’s a brilliant trade,” Sigrid said, happily contradicting her father. “Daring and magical. Maybe even heroic.”

The Jensens’ maid came bumbling in, dusting her hands on her apron; she’d clearly come straight from the kitchen.

“Oh dear, it’s as I feared. I’ve said before, Mr Jensen, you must ring the bell if I’m needed! This won’t do at all. Look at the poor boy, you haven’t even given him biscuits!”

Sigrid smiled at Errol while her father was given a dressing down by the maid. Errol returned her grin, and for a moment, the weight on his shoulders lightened.


thirty-six
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In the wilds once again. Even after a full day of rest, Galahad ached all over. His insides felt hot and raw. The arm he’d regrown didn’t feel quite like his old one; he supposed he would get used to it. Together they hiked for hours. Him, Elaine, and Peaches dutifully clopping along beside them. The horse was lucky he didn’t know what he’d missed. The stable boys had spoiled him with apples and he’d whined when they’d gone to fetch him.

On their second day, they set camp early in a forest. Neither had the energy to push on. They needed rest. Time to sit with their thoughts. Watching the spitting fire, Galahad’s mind took him to strange places. The ruin of New London’s northwest districts. The carcass of that dragon. Noble blood on his blade. Then back to his mother’s ghost, her rainwight form, groping after him in the storm. Burying his father. Wickerton torn apart. Back through all the trauma of the past two years. Everyone they’d lost. Slaying Blair Campbell’s drowned. Lance gloating over Elaine’s betrayal. Percy grovelling. Sneaking up on Gwen’s caravan. Back to the sword he now carried bursting through his stomach. That catalyst betrayal. In that moment, he’d been sure he was dead. Now he wondered if it would have been better if he had been. Before he’d been full of hope: a treasure hunter working to save his hometown. His family. He’d failed at both. What was he now? A killer? Worse than that. Chaos. Death hounded him; ruin stalked his footsteps. He was a sickness. Cursed, maybe, how Fay had always said she was before she understood her illness. He hoped she’d found a way to get people out of the city. It wasn’t hard to believe in her. Folk couldn’t help but listen when she spoke.

He rubbed his face, found his cheeks wet. His head throbbed and his eyes stung. Beside him, Elaine snored, her head propped on her rolled-up cloak. Peaches lay under their canvas shelter, watching the forest with a curious look in his eyes. He kept sniffing, then looking agitated.

“I smell it too, boy,” Galahad murmured, patting the horse’s nose. “Rain’s coming. Don’t worry, you’re safe here.”

Sure enough, here came the pitter-patter as it began to drizzle.

Galahad crawled to the edge of their shelter and stared out. Without thinking what he was doing, he unbuckled his sword and set it on the ground. He shrugged off his cloak. The rain grew heavier, easily breaking through the bare canopy. Rainwights started to form. Pathetic things at first, then more solid as the rain grew ferocious. Ghostly shapes in the storm. The outlines of people with long-clawed hands. Maelstroms of anger and energy as rain spun and twisted its path around them. He watched for his mother, as he always did now. Judged every hollow rainwight face. But he could never quite tell. Their shapes were too subtle. Only the idea of a face, sketched by falling rain.

He reached out, felt a drop on the tip of his finger.

The storm invited him to join it, offering release from his exhaustion and an end to the many layers of guilt and regret that burdened him. He imagined simply walking into it, letting the rain take him and spin him into something new, and the thought was a calm one. A warm, settled thought. That was how Galahad’s story was supposed to end, after all. Perhaps some part of him had suspected, when he’d chosen the name, that one day he would decide it was time to end his own.

“Apotheosis…” he whispered to the rainwights who danced inches away.

He could join his mother.

In a daze, he stepped out from their shelter. Hands grabbed him immediately. He relaxed, letting out a deep breath. He didn’t struggle as they yanked him from his feet with incredible strength. Yes, this was right. Was his mother here? Did she carry him away to join her? Would he be lifted up, the thread of his ego spun into the fabric of the clouds above?

Would he know peace…
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Elaine woke to the hollering of a heavy storm.

“Easy, boy,” she told Peaches as she gave him a comforting pat. “We’re safe. Stay put.”

She pulled a crumpled cigarette from her pocket and lit it. She frowned, looked behind her, then in front again. The camp wasn’t large, and there was no sign of Galahad. There was nowhere he could possibly be hidden. In a rush of sickening disbelief, she realised there was only one place he could be.

“You selfish cunt,” she said to his absence as she pulled on her cloak. “Wait here, boy.”

Then she ran out into the heaving rain, as fast as her pegleg could take her, whispering a prayer to the gods that they’d steer her true through the melee of grey.
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It was calm in the heart of the storm. The hands that dragged him had rounded their claws, gripping his clothes with surprising care. Firm, but not violent. No rainwight attempted to bite or scratch his flesh. He was theirs now, and they showed him respect. They moved quickly through the haze, rain falling so heavily he could only see a handful of feet ahead. The ground rolled away from him. His chest beat to a peaceful rhythm. Not afraid. This was right. He understood that to his deepest core, like the potential buried in the belly of a nut.

They stopped.

Here the storm was sand-rough, rain beating like his karmic punishment. The rainwights released him. Ghostly faces swam before him. Outlines in the rain. More shaded and full than he’d ever seen them. Never had rainwights looked so human. He searched for his mother, for any he might recognise. But he saw only strangers.

The intensity of the rain increased. A billion shards of glass. A rough wash that shredded his clothes in seconds. Now he saw nothing but the storm. Rain so heavy it almost joined to become a single deep well of water. A sea spreading in the middle of this Mercian meadow. An ocean just for him.

Naked in that maelstrom, he unfolded. It brought him to his knees. Arms before him, hands to the raging heavens, he watched as his skin began to fade. It was oddly sterile. No gore. A bloodless shifting as his flesh dissolved, leaving a ghostly double in its place. The storm took his fingers first. Then travelled into his knuckles, bones powdering, muscles burning away. It hurt but he didn’t care. This was his destiny. Perhaps it always had been. Whatever purgatory awaited him in the joined consciousness of the storm, he welcomed it. A release from this world, an entrance to the next.

And he would be with his mother again.

He closed his eyes, focussing on the sensation of his body dissolving. Though his fingers were gone, he could still wiggle them. And now his hands were missing, replaced with rainwight hands that folded and bent just like his human ones. But now they could morph, too. He stretched and felt his fingers sharpen, searching for prey. A thirst settled into him, salivating at the thought of flesh. No. He wouldn’t hunt those he left behind… He would travel peacefully in the storm. He wouldn’t… But this hunger. It was everything. Almost orgasmic as it filled him toe to cock. Irresistible.

His humanity ebbed by inches as the hunger of the storm filled him. In the distance, he felt the presence of other beings, shifting and unformed. Other minds, broken and unspooled. Not human minds who thought in language and linear time and the physicality of objects. Of iron and slate and oak. This was something other… A world of beating static and thoughts that travelled from sky to ground in charged droplets. It was new.

The downpour roared, but one sound penetrated it. A screaming. Words and tone were lost, but the desperation made it through. So raw and immediate it forced open his eyes. There stood Elaine. She stared down at him, eyes red with tears. Cheeks dry despite the storm. Around her the rain was lighter, pattering harmlessly on her Keeper cloak. The sight of her made him want to smile, as it always did. But the tears in her eyes, the blood spotting her lip where she worried it… Those things weren’t right. They cut him, wrenched him back to the confines of his skull, dragged his mind from the storm cloud and down to terra firma. She opened her mouth. He listened.

“You bastard, Galahad. You stupid fucking arsehole.”

“This is how Galahad’s story ends,” the body that had been Galahad replied.

“It doesn’t fucking have to. Those are just stories. Myths from the world before.” She shook her head and denatured rain sprayed from her hood. “How could you leave me?”

“I can’t bear to stay. Everything we’ve done… Too many have died. I killed them, Elaine. I’m a killer. A worse monster than dragon or drowner or beast.”

“That’s not true.” She undid the neck fastening of her cloak. His stomach contracted. “If you’re going, then I’m coming with you.”

“No.”

“Shut it. You don’t have a say. If you’re going then I’m coming! That’s final. We can’t be apart, Gal. What’s wrong with you? After everything, you want to be apart again?”

She threw off her cloak. Ghostly hands emerged from the storm to grip every part of her. They snagged ankle and shoulders and ribs and stomach. A hand on each cheek. Fingers cloying and prowling and forcing her down to her knee, splintering her pegleg with the force of it. Now they faced each other as the storm peeled her as naked as he was. Her black hair began to fade, replaced by a watery mane. A dark spray.

“This is madness.”

She crawled to him. He looked down and saw a body half rain and half man. Then her body, beginning to fade at the edges. Her arms and her collarbone and her breasts. Her stomach and her scars. Her fading fingers. Her lips.

They kissed.

A rush went through him. More powerful even than the hunger of the storm; he yearned for her. Not for her body but for her years. For decades of smiles and the feeling of their fingers entwined. The sweat of cuddling through summer nights. Her laughter. The way she poked her tongue through the gap in her teeth when she was being playful. He wanted all of her and forever and not like this.

He pulled away. “This isn’t right…”

“Don’t worry, Gal. I’m with you. I’m here with you.”

“I don’t want this. I want our life together.”

“Little late for that, numbnuts.”

“It can’t be.”

The rush inside him grew in intensity, spinning faster, a typhoon of energy. It built and every time it reached a peak it pushed further. He reached up to the collective energy in the clouds, seeking to sever the link that was siphoning them grain by grain. Static hummed and fizzed in the air. A crackle like iron ground between diamond molars. What was left of Elaine’s natural hair rose to float ethereally. An electric shock lanced between their lips, bouncing back and forth.

“What’s—” Elaine managed, then her breath was taken from her.

Lightning struck as the link broke.

For a moment, all was black. The ringing in his ears faded to the susurrus of heavy rain. His vision returned in a blur. The taste of iron and the overpowering stink of ozone. Rain fell harmlessly on his forehead. Smoke rose in tendrils from his healing body. Across from him, Elaine patted away a patch of fire from her cloak. They’d been thrown apart by the blast but she was still nearby. Now she came to him, throwing what was left of her cloak around them both. Human again. Her hair was shorter than before.

“Let’s get back to Peaches,” she said. “Let’s forget this.”
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“I feel embarrassed.” Galahad sipped the steaming broth Elaine had prepared. It was too hot. He blew on it to cool it down. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“We’ve been through a lot.”

“Still…”

“Don’t dwell on it. Look forward. Don’t spend time in the past. We can’t touch it.”

Since the rain had stopped, the naked forest had continued to drip, drinking in the bounty of the downpour. The earth here was like a sponge. Galahad watched a particularly thick droplet gather at the end of a branch. It grew heavy, drooped, then tumbled to dash on the leaf of a nettle.

“I need to let it go,” Galahad said, hearing the weariness in his voice.

“Exactly.” Elaine nodded as she ladled herself a bowl of broth.

“No. I mean, I’m done with it. The Round Table. Being Galahad. This childhood game run out of control. This isn’t right for me anymore. I’m so laden with guilt, regret, and anger. This trauma, much of it of my creation. I wanted to be free of it so badly I thought I wanted to die. But you’re right, we carry on. We must leave the past behind us like an abandoned pack on the side of the road.” He took his scabbarded sword in hand, ran a finger over the intricate etchings in the dark wood. It was a thing of beauty, sword and scabbard together as a piece of art. He pulled the blade free. A well-polished sword would glint and shine as it caught the light, but not this one. The waxed blade was ever dull to the eye, ever sharp to the touch. “My parents are gone. It’s time I wore the name they gave me.”

Elaine rummaged in her pack, produced a whetstone, and balanced it on a log of firewood they were yet to burn. She began honing the edge on her belt knife, pushing the blade along the smooth stone with careful strokes. “I understand. I think I’m ready, too. Being Elaine helped me carry on when it hurt too much to be Elsie… But it was a mask. Over the years it got worn. All cracked. Time to take it off, I guess.” She paused her sharpening to meet his eyes. “I’m not sure I remember how to be me.”

“You’ll remember. Can’t forget yourself, no matter how much you might want to. If I’ve learned nothing else, I’ve learned that.”

Galahad walked to the edge of their camp, then out into open air and the dripping branches. He looked around, searching for the perfect spot.

“What are you doing?” Elaine asked, though she must have guessed.

“Leaving the past behind.”

He came at last to a stone; its mossy back rose almost to his knees. This was rocky country, and such stones were common, though there were fewer in the forest. For a while he stared at it, wondering. His blade had cut dragon scale where all others had been turned aside…

One last indulgence. A final, symbolic shedding of the past, of his boyhood fancies and his failures. He lifted his sword above his head, then rammed it down with all his strength. Half the blade sank into the stone with an awful grinding before resistance brought it to a stop. He stepped away, panting, biceps throbbing with exertion. He’d put everything into that. All his anger and regret as the kindling for the fire that now raged in his arms as torn muscle repaired itself.

Galen wiped sweat from his brow. He felt a deep satisfaction as he stared at the sword in the stone. When he turned back to Elsie, he was grinning like a boy.

“There was already a fissure in the stone,” she said dismissively, though she couldn’t help grinning too. “You couldn’t see it for the moss.”

“Maybe.” Galen shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s in there.”

Peaches snuffed then snorted.

“Peaches says you’re too dramatic.”


Part Four
Wood



A Roll of Coins
[image: image-placeholder]


It wasn’t the busiest night Fay had seen at The Green Man, but it was a rowdy one. Elaine hadn’t helped things, winding up a pair of sailors who’d ventured inland searching for cheap deals on cargo. They’d heard in a Wessexian port that the Mercians were desperate, and merchants flock to desperate folk like carrion birds circling a lost fawn. Whatever Elaine had said to them, they seemed to have taken as a promise. Now they joined her table where she was trying to enjoy a drink with Errol and some weedy tumbler he’d befriended. The sailors were intent that Elaine fulfil the invitation she’d offered. It didn’t matter how many times she told them she’d changed her mind; they wouldn’t leave her alone.

But that was the least of Fay’s problems. Elaine could look after herself.

It was the king’s men in the corner that she didn’t dare take her eyes off. She watched them, even as she poured a pint of widow ale for Potter Jim, one of her favourite regulars.

“Loud, ain’t they?” Potter Jim remarked, leaning over the bar so she could hear him muttering.

“It’s not the noise I’m worried about.”

“No. I suppose it ain’t. Five men with swords and too much drink in ’em. Not local folk neither—no offence. Got no respect for the town, though, do they?”

“Been seeing them more often lately. I don’t like it. They don’t act like the city watch.”

“Oh, their presence ain’t nothing to do with crime. They’re a reminder of the strength of the crown. They’re here to make sure we don’t forget who we owe allegiance to. As if we could forget with the gaping holes the king’s taxes have left in our pockets. Sorry, did you say that was two draun?”

“A draun and two,” Fay corrected. “Same price it was last night, Jim.”

“Right you are.” He handed over a bronze coin and two coppers, then paused as he turned away from the bar. “Best leave them to it, I reckon. Can’t imagine it’s worth the trouble.”

“Don’t worry. I’m looking for a quiet night if I can get one.”

“You bitch!” came a shout from the other side of the room. One of the sailors stood over Elaine, hand raised to strike her. The rest of the room stilled, all eyes fixed on this escalation.

Elaine tried to leap to her feet, stumbled on her pegleg, and fell back into Errol’s arms.

“Fucking tease.” The sailor spat on the floor between them.

“Sobered up a bit and realised you’re too ugly for me.” Elaine found her balance and squared up to the man. He was a giant, taller even than Fay, and Elaine looked comical as she rocked her head back to glare up at him. While the sailor was distracted with staring her down, a dart dropped into her hand from her sleeve.

“Fuck sake,” Fay muttered, coming out from behind the bar. The king’s men were watching through their drunkenness. They wouldn’t worry themselves with a bar fight, but if Elaine stuck the sailor with some horrible poison they’d have her hanged in the street. Or perhaps they’d beat her to death here and now. You could never tell with king’s men.

“Stop this,” Fay bellowed, inserting herself between Elaine and the sailor. She put a hand on each of their chests and pushed them apart. They moved reluctantly, two lode stones drawn to clash. “I’ll have no fighting in here.”

“Let’s take this outside then—”

“No.” Fay jabbed the sailor with her index finger. “You’re not taking her out there.”

“I can look after—” Elaine began but was cut off by Fay hissing at her to shut up.

“I understand you lads aren’t from around here. Maybe you don’t know the Unholy King’s crest when you see it. But those men seated in the corner there.” Fay pointed and the sailors glanced back. “Those are king’s men. They’re sworn to maintain the king’s peace. Don’t matter to them where you’ve crawled up from, or if you serve the Fucking Duke down in the sunny south, they’ll hang you for a disturbance all the same. And you’re disturbing my fucking pub right now. So kindly fuck off, before this becomes a night we all regret.”

The bar would have settled into a numb silence if it wasn’t for the screaming of several chairs being pushed back as the king’s men rose from their seats. Each wore the white wyvern on the shoulders of their military blazers.

After a long silence, the sailor said, “That’s the High Duke, to you,” in a small voice.

“Be gone. We don’t need parasites like you in Littleford.”

“But you do.” The sailor cracked a horrid grin. “You need our coin alright. Fucked without it, from the looks of things. Or you will be, given another half a year.” He gave the king’s men an uncertain look. “We’ll be on our way, then.” He wet his lower lip, eyes boring into Fay’s skull. “I suppose you live in one of the rooms upstairs.”

His too-casual tone made those final words ring like a threat.

Before she could reply, the giant fled, dragging his friend with him. It took a moment for the room to relax, chatter returning as a nervous hum. Fay shared a glance with one of the king’s men. The man narrowed his eyes, then returned to his seat with his companions. Fay wondered if he guessed what she meant to do next. It didn’t matter either way. The sailor had left her with no choice.

Betty was suddenly at her side, arm around her waist, head leaned in close.

“You’re not thinking what I don’t want ye to be thinking, are ye?”

“I’d happily argue if I had a choice,” Fay said. “But some things just have to be done.”

“Then I won’t argue.”

Betty clasped Fay’s hand, went on tiptoes to kiss her cheek. She drifted away to tend a thirsty table, leaving behind the weight of the object she’d pressed into Fay’s hand. A roll of coins.

Fay followed the sailors into the night.

Even on a bright night, the dark fell heavy over Littleford’s patchwork shelter. The street outside The Green Man was illuminated by the glow leaking from the windows, but the shadows thickened with each step Fay took. Streetlamps didn’t burn throughout the night here like they did in the capital. Soon her eyes were next to useless and her other senses took over. She became one of many twitching shadows in the dark.

Perhaps the sailor hadn’t meant it. An empty threat, or a bad joke: a non-sequitur loosed by that moment of reeling nervous confusion as he realised the danger Fay was implying. But whether he’d meant it didn’t matter. He’d said it. She couldn’t leave it unanswered.

It didn’t take long to catch up with the two drunk sailors. They were laughing, shouting crude jokes to each other as they stumbled, shoulder-to-shoulder.

As Fay came up behind, she whistled, called, “Cunt!”

The giant sailor turned, brow furrowing. Fay’s closed fist struck his forehead. Something shifted in her hand. A spike of pain. She hit him again even as he went down, the weight of the coins she clutched making a hammer of her fist. The other raised his hands in treaty.

“Hold on a—”

[image: image-placeholder]

Blinking in the light of The Green Man, Fay rubbed her thumb against her reddened knuckles. She clenched and unclenched her fist, feeling the soreness of her raw and chapped palm. The coins had left imprints, tore her already raw skin in several places. She was bleeding in a few spots but only slightly. It took her a moment to gather her bearings in the doorway. A moment in which the king’s man who’d met her gaze before clocked her again. She breathed heavy as he sized her up. An almost indistinguishable nod. She nodded back, then slunk back behind the bar, to return the roll of coins to their change safe. Before she locked the door, she noticed a red stain on the roll and reached in to buff it off with her sleeve. It wouldn’t budge; it had already seeped into the paper.


thirty-seven
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There had been no exodus like this in living memory. Thousands led across the wilds. The journey took less than a week, but it had felt like an era. They’d only lost one, Muhammad, to the lions. By the grace of luck, or some god, or the will of Albion, it hadn’t rained. Things could have been worse. Storm clouds had threatened them, but the skies had been merciful. Now they marched up to the ruins of Wickerton. There was work to do. Shelter to build.

“It’s a wreck,” someone cried.

“What is this place?” came another.

“There’s no life here!”

It was time to address them. Already her hands were clammy with the thought of it. How to explain what she expected of them now? How to ask these desperate, weary people to trust her, to work with her to do the impossible.

Fay brought the procession to a stop and the line folded, the two thousand congregating around her. She climbed aboard the cart she’d walked beside and raised her hands to draw everyone’s attention. Thousands of eyes turned on her. Old and young. Frightened and hopeful. She felt the weight of the trust they’d put in her and it was crushing. It pressed on her chest; she couldn’t breathe. Now her forehead was clammy, too, and she couldn’t get the air in her lungs she needed to speak. A wave of dizziness almost made her lose her balance. She offered an awkward smile while she collected herself, wondering what to say. If anything could possibly make these people feel secure in this moment.

Then she caught Betty’s face, looking up at her with such unguarded pride. She believed in her. After all the shit Fay had put her through, all the times Betty had seen her at her lowest, seen her trembling and lost and enslaved to her addiction, she still believed in her. Fay didn’t even believe in herself. But for some reason, that didn’t seem to matter as much when she knew Betty did. She was someone who truly believed Fay could grow, become something new, and lead these people.

The pressure on her chest eased; she took in a deep breath through her nose, held it, then released. As she addressed all who’d followed her, she did her best to carry her voice, though she knew those furthest wouldn’t be able to hear. The crowd would have to help distribute her message, whispering back to those beyond her reach.

“You left your homes. Even in desperate times that’s quite a thing. But you trusted those who came to your door. I know there must have been a great deal of doubt, but you saw the flashes, the flames crowning New London. Heard the crumbling stone. Smelled the black smoke. Some even ran out to get a proper look at the creature… By now you all know what danger we pulled you from. That your trust was well-placed.

“So I ask you now to trust again. This time to trust me. Take what you’ve seen of me these past couple of weeks and weigh my character. I mean to build something new here. To not only renew this town but grow it into something grander than it was before. Not a canvas town but a new city, bright as Littleford, safe as New London. You have the chance to build this with me. But I won’t demand it. Make your choice. Today. This ruined town is called Wickerton. It is where I was born. It is my home. The truth is that I failed to defend it once. I won’t fail again.

“This road through the centre of town is the trade route to the Bright Crown of Northumbria. It is a kinder kingdom than the one you know. Disregard whatever rumours you’ve heard about their ways. Yes, they pray. They know the names of many gods. But they won’t cut off your hand for forgetting a blessing. No one is whipped in Brigantine for ignorance. Any without an appetite for the hard work of building something new are free to leave. As you can see, the former residents of this town made that choice. Some may come back once they hear hope has returned to Wickerton. Some may not. Make your choices but make them quickly. There’s a fuck-load of work to be done and I could do with a hand or two.”

There were a few chuckles as she finished her speech, followed by an intense susurrus of murmuring as the refugees conferred.

“Do ye need me to roll a smoke?” Betty asked, putting a hand on Fay’s back as she jumped down from the cart.

“Nah. I’ll be fine. Want to keep a clear head.” She clasped her hands together to stop them shaking. She didn’t know why talking wrecked her nerves like this. Give her a brawl and she was steady as stone; ask her to speak to a crowd and she fell to pieces.

“Ye did so well,” Betty assured her, seeming to read her mind. “Don’t ye worry about it. Ye are loved by these people. Most will stay.”

“I’d forgotten the state it’s in.” Fay moved away from the crowd, looking out over the half-ruined buildings and the poor excuse for a shelter they’d put up before leaving. “Can’t imagine what they’re thinking.”

Betty lightly gripped Fay’s chin and turned her head so she was looking at The Riverman.

“But there’s the promise,” she said. “There’s what ye can accomplish. One building solid amongst the ruins. They see that as well as we do.”

A shifting in the crowd; some started to pull away. It was beginning. Betty might believe in her, but these strangers saw the truth: she had no idea what she was doing. She was lost. Trying to lead from a position of desperate confusion. There was only so long she could maintain this charade of confidence. Eventually, everyone would see her weakness.

“You’re the strongest damn woman I’ve met,” Betty told her.

“Stop reading my mind. It’s starting to freak me out.”

A dozen took to the road north. Most waved, saying their goodbyes to the friends they’d made on the journey. The last of the dozen blew kisses to the crowd, smiling as he backed away, before turning and skipping to catch up with the others. Fay waited for the next wave to leave. The gap between the man who’d blown kisses and the crowd grew, stretched, pregnant with implication until even Fay could no longer pretend. No one else was leaving.

“Better get back up there.” Betty nodded towards the waiting cart.

Fay climbed up, hands shaking once again. She stuffed them in her pockets. Perhaps later she would feel relieved, but in that moment she was overwhelmed. She could think of nothing to say but to thank them for believing in her.
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The first battle was organisation. Fay’s speech had bolstered morale: an anchor for the uncertain to cling to; a statement of intent that together they would build something new and worthwhile. But to sculpt an efficient workforce from the chaos of thousands requires careful delegation, the partitioning of resources and responsibilities. Fay set out to create a hierarchy, not of importance or power, but of communication. She was lost the moment she tried to figure out where to begin. Thankfully, she had people to help. John, the journalist who’d been helping administrate the refugees as they arrived from the city, continued his role with muted enthusiasm. Fay thought the fastidious yet unemotive manner in which the man recorded information was a poor trait for a journalist, but it suited her needs. Perhaps he’d found a truer calling with his clipboard than with the dogeared notebook he still carried in his breast pocket. Nora needed only to be given the gentlest of nudges before she took ownership of the new surgery. Everything was outdoors for now, not much more substantial than the hastily erected camp they’d left, but Nora was pacified with the promise that medical facilities would be a top priority once they started building new shelters.

It had taken a few awkward conversations to explain that most of the previous structures of the canvas town were to be left as they were. The houses belonging to those who’d died in the storm were free for allocation, but the others weren’t to be touched. Fay still hoped the old residents might be convinced to come home, and she didn’t want them to return to find their houses usurped by strangers. Besides, Fay’s caravan of refugees had grown to several times that of Wickerton’s previous population. There would be much new building either way.

The town would expand. They had the resources for it. River, forest, arable flatland. A good road, well known to travellers from north and south. This place could be more than a canvas town. If Galahad could get his lacquer to work and forever silence the threat of rainwights. If he was still alive…

“Are ye okay?” Betty asked.

“We’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to worry about the others. They were supposed to stop the dragon… We know they failed, but we don’t know if they’re alive.”

“If anyone can survive a confrontation with a beast like that, it’s those two.”

“Doesn’t make it easier to stop worrying.”


thirty-eight
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A hive of refugees buzzed through and around the ruins, erecting temporary shelters and stalls, sawing wood, spinning thread, butchering game. It was almost a town again, though it was not the same town it had been. Familiar faces replaced with strangers, all with bags under their eyes and scuffs of dirt on their clothes. Still, it was good to see Wickerton breathe again. A thimble of hope that the town could be revived.

“This is Fay’s doing,” Galen remarked as he and Elsie stepped under the canvas shelter, expanded from the temporary one they’d erected late last year. Peaches whickered as he followed, excited by the commotion. “These must be the refugees from the city.”

“There’s so many.” Elsie walked beside him with her awkward stride, her battered pegleg held together with wax and a wrapping of rags. “How are they living here?”

“People get by. A lot of barley stew, I imagine.”

They trudged to The Riverman in search of Fay and found her tending bar with Betty. The place was full despite it being early afternoon.

“Spare a drink for some old friends?” Galen asked as he approached.

“Galahad!” She clapped one of her large hands on his shoulder, beamed at him as she poured him a whisky.

“Galen now, if you don’t mind. And Elsie.”

“Any cider left?” Elsie asked.

“Time for that is it? Figured it was coming.” Fay shook her head. “And no, we’re out of everything but spirits. Soon be out of those as well.”

“You don’t have to go back to being Fiona. What’s right for us doesn’t need to be right for you.”

“Don’t think I could. This is my name now. It’s who I’ve been through the bad and good. It’s who the townsfolk know me as. Nah, Fiona wouldn’t fit me anymore. Like a shirt too snug around the shoulders.”

“And Fay is prettier,” Betty interrupted as she swept behind to serve another customer.

Fay gave a bashful grin and shrugged as if to say, “That settles it.”

“Never thought I’d see this place bustling again,” Galen said with a hand gesture that encompassed not only the busy bar but the town beyond.

“Found being a leader suits me. Keeps me focussed. These people look up to me. Can’t say I trust their judgement but I seem to be doing a good enough job that they want to stick around.”

“It does suit you,” Galen agreed. “Better than it ever suited me. I was never cut out to be a leader.”

“Didn’t mind following you. Did right by us more often than not. I’ll admit, you got us into some shit as well.”

Galen sipped his whisky, relishing the burn.

“Your friend’s made himself king under the stone.”

“Huh?” Fay paused, halfway through polishing a glass. “Bill?”

Galen nodded. “I’m sure we have a lot to catch each other up on, but you’re busy so I’ll just say this: the dragon’s dead, the coup is exposed, Bill is king. He’s giving us the land from Rutland Water to the northern border as a duchy. No taxes but he’ll expect us to stand with the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia in the event of war. It’s as much freedom as we’re going to get, I reckon.”

“There’s a bitterness in your voice.” Fay set her glass down and poured herself two fingers of gin. “Damn. King… He’ll make a good one. As good as any could be. Still. Strange to think of him sitting on a throne all dignified. Who’s our duke?”

“I think maybe you should have it.”

Fay snorted gin out her nose, dabbed her face with the rag she kept on her belt while she recovered. “You’re not serious?”

“It’s a great thing you’ve done, getting all these people here. There’s no rush to decide.”

“She’ll think on it,” Betty interrupted as she squeezed past Fay to get to a waiting customer.

Fay grinned and shook her head. “What are your plans now? There’s a lot that needs doing if you’re looking for work.”

“I have my panels,” Galen reminded her. “Thought I’d get back to that work, figure out this magic from the north. You should have seen Eidyn, Fay. That city… so bright and airy and safe. We could have that here.”

“Like I said, there’s a lot that needs doing. Shelters that need to go up. Game to hunt. Got a few dozen over at the abandoned farms, tending to the fields. A lot of work spare. We’re building a city here and we’ve not much to build it with.”

“You don’t think the panels will work.”

“I’m just saying there’s other work available if you’re looking to help out.”

“So much work that you’re in here serving drinks?” He’d meant it as a joke but the words came out bitterly stripped of levity.

“Can’t expect folk to work all day with no respite. While I’m back here, everyone knows where to find me. I can pour drinks and give orders and it keeps everyone happy. I’m taking this seriously.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He ran a hand down his face. “I want to help, but I can’t give up on my work.”

“Nobody’s asking you to give it up. But it’s a long-term project and we have short-term needs. Thought you might be keen to journey to the Bright Crown and see if we can’t persuade some of the townsfolk to return? These city folk made it this far into the wilds, but they’re not built for travelling. Most are still deathly scared of rainwights.”

“There’s the panel in the cellar,” Elsie reminded them, crossing her arms on the bar then leaning her chin on them. “We should at least test that one before we get stuck into another job for you. Y’know, just in case.”

Fay conceded with a nod. “Sure. Doesn’t look like rain today, though, and the pair of you look exhausted. Best get washed up and rest. I’ve kept your rooms free.”

“We’ll only need one,” Elsie said. “I’ll move my things into Gal’s room and you can give mine to someone who needs it.”

Fay raised an eyebrow, failed to suppress a smirk. “Finally. Thought you two would never sort yourselves out.”

Galen took a sip of whisky to hide the warm flush in his cheeks. He cleared his throat.

“Happy for you,” Fay continued. “Nice to get some good news. You hear that, Betty?”

“She’s too good for him,” Betty said without turning from the man she was serving.

“Can’t say I disagree.” Galen finished his whisky then stretched into a yawn. “It’s been a long journey.”

Fay shrugged in the direction of the stairs to the rooms above. “Go get yourselves sorted out. Be sure to come back down this evening, though. I’ll be off shift in a few hours and we can sit by the fire, catch each other up on everything from the past couple of weeks.”
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Two days after their return to Wickerton, Galen was sitting on a stool outside The Riverman, honing his belt knife with a leather strop, when Elsie came jogging awkwardly down the main street, yelling, “Here it comes! Haven’t you seen the clouds, you idiot?”

“Rain clouds?”

“They’re gonna burst!”

Galen jumped up and sped inside. Down to the cellar. Grabbed the panel. An awkward thing to carry single-handed but he didn’t want to waste time waiting for Elsie to catch up. He half-carried and half-dragged the panel up the cellar stairs, through the mostly-empty bar, and out into the street.

“Help me with this.”

Together they carried the wooden panel out to the support they’d already erected well outside the bounds of the canvas shelter which was growing by the day. A pheasant was tied at the base of the support as bait.

Elsie was right, the sky was smothered in grey. Not an inch of blue could be seen. An endless dark hood over the land. There was pressure in the air and even the faint smell of coming rain.

“It’s going to chuck it down at any moment,” Elsie said as they lifted the panel onto the support. This time they’d added a strap to keep it in place. Galen’s fingers fumbled as he rushed to get the buckle securely fastened.

“There.” He stepped back, worrying his lip. “Think we’ve left it long enough?”

“I bloody hope so.”

Back under the safety of the shelter. A few others joined to watch. Strangers whose names they’d been told and forgotten.

“What’s supposed to happen?” one asked.

“You’ll see,” Elsie said.

The rain swept over the landscape like a wall of dark static. A gale of wind struck as it reached the shelter, ruffling the canvas. The violence of it made the newcomers spring back in alarm. Galen and Elsie stayed at the edge, staring at the lacquered wooden panel. Galen’s uncertain working of ancient magic. Gasps from behind as rainwights formed. The twisted outlines of people with clawed fingers that dissipated as they reached under the shelter. More buffeting on the canvas above, but now it wasn’t wind but the meagre attempts of rainwights to batter down the shelter as they struggled to form on the unstable surface. The strangers took further steps from the edge, into the perceived safety of the heart of the canvas.

“Is it working?” another asked.

“Might be,” Galen said.

Rain pattered on the panel. The support kept it at an angle and the water ran off freely. The pheasant crouched low in the dry, shivering in fear. Galen’s heart twisted but he couldn’t bring himself to feel guilty. This was necessary. A small sacrifice for the good of all.

The storm strengthened, coming down like a waterfall on their poor panel. Flickers of movement, the hesitant forming of limbs falling from the sky. Then two feet hit the panel and splashed harmlessly away. Another rainwight came spiralling from the heavens and met the same fate, exploding in a spray of water as it landed.

“That’s it!”

Then the sound of boots on floorboards. A rainwight dropped onto the panel and held its shape. It flickered, seeming to strain to hold itself together, but as it did so, it raised a clawed hand and brought it down on the precious wood. It scraped, pulling up splinters. Galen thought it looked at him then. As if it knew what it was doing; what that panel meant to him.

“How is it doing that?” Elsie asked.

“The magic’s failed. It isn’t strong enough.”

“But it was working…”

More splinters burst from the panel. That rainwight still struggled to hold itself together, but it was relentless, swiping and clawing and seeming to howl as the wind moaned through the broken village.

“It knows,” one of the strangers said, her voice shaking. “Look at it! It knows!”

“It’s just after the bloody pheasant!” Elsie reproached.

Not for the first time, Galen wondered how smart the rainwights were. How much of their mind they retained. Now that he knew they had been people once, it only made this aggression eerier. He’d felt a hint of it when he’d allowed himself to be dragged into the storm. The beginnings of a hunger. An anger at those he left behind. It was a consuming, wretched impulse; one he would have succumbed to if it hadn’t been for Elsie’s intervention.

Ghostly fingers gripped his collar and yanked him into the rain.

He’d been standing too close, inching forwards as he squinted at his failure through the downpour. So focussed he’d stepped into the path of danger. With a sudden jerk, he was brought to his knees, dragged a full metre from the shelter. Elsie was there in a breath, wrapping him in her Keeper cloak. Saving him again. Together they crawled back to safety. He ran a hand over his rain-wetted head, feeling the short fluff where his hair had been. It was growing back more quickly than he’d expected, already a couple of centimetres where at first he’d worn nothing but stubble. Another effect of the whisky magic that ran through his veins, perhaps.

He spat rain, wiped his face, looked up to find everyone staring at him; the prevailing sentiment was pity. Look at this wretch. This failure of a human. See him crawling in the mud. Galen wanted to curl up and cry, but he wouldn’t let himself.

He’d really believed that time. He’d thought it was going to work. Shame and embarrassment turned to rage as they dripped into the fires of his belly. Steam billowed from his mouth with his heaving breaths, as if a fire did rage in his gut, as if he were a dragon himself, crawling on its belly through a land of giants.

Elsie was asking if he was okay but her voice came distorted past the thumping blood at his temples.

Another failure.

To the Bright Crown, then. Once again trekking across the wilds. But how could he convince folk to return to a town he couldn’t protect? It wouldn’t be right to pry them from the safety of the Bright Crown’s complex mechanical shelters to bring them back to a ruin. Already they were crowded. New houses and shelter couldn’t be built fast enough. So many abandoned fields lay fallow. Their supplies would soon run low. By summer they’d have nothing but the promise of barley, whatever game the nearby woods gave up, and fish from the river. It wouldn’t be enough for the thousands already here. Adding hundreds more would bring extra hands but also mouths to feed. No. He couldn’t bring them with no promise for the future. No security.

He put his head in his hands, crouching there in the mud with everyone watching him.

Elsie called his name but he ignored her.

“Get up, you stupid prat,” she hissed. “Folk are looking at you funny.”

“Is there nothing I can do right?” he said, more to himself than to her. “Is there nothing I’m good for?”

“You’re good for plenty. Now get up!” She tried to yank him up by the arm but didn’t have the balance for it.

Galen stood, brushed himself down, took in the worried eyes staring at him. Strange faces with unknown names. Invaders of his homeland. These were his neighbours now but he barely knew a single name. He looked over his shoulder, saw only red flecks on the grass where the pheasant had been. Even that little blood was washing away, leaving no trace of the bird his magic had failed to protect.

“By the Unholy King and all his lords, you’re brave as heck,” came a small voice. Galen looked down to find a young girl watching from behind her father’s legs. “Weren’t you scared none of the rainwights, mister?”

“I’m not brave, girl, just stupid.” He looked up at the girl’s father and struggled to read his eyes. These people would never have seen someone step out in the rain and live.

“There are stories about you,” the man said. “She’s listened to them one too many times.”

“Stories?”

“I wouldn’t like to repeat them here.”

“They say you fight monsters and dragons and no man’s blade can cut you!” The young girl said with a burst of energy, throwing her arms up as she spoke. “They say you stole a treasure of magic from the Bright Crown’s gods, and slew the raised dead, and chased fairies through Sherwood Forest!”

“Well… Some of that is true, I suppose, but I don’t know how these stories got around.”

“A rare sight makes quick rumour,” Elsie said. “Dad says only blackbirds fly faster than chitter-chatter.”

Galen knew she meant Mister Weaver, her adopted father. He’d heard him say it as well.

“They say you’re a kind of hero,” the girl added.

“Do they?”

Her father smiled, embarrassed. “Some do. Your eyes are truly gold. I didn’t expect that.”

The shame of a moment ago was swept away by some new feeling Galen didn’t recognise. It started low in his chest and beat along with his heart. Responsibility? Hope? As that young girl smiled up at him, the feeling grew. He felt suddenly that anything was possible.

“I’m sorry if I don’t match the stories,” he told girl and father. “I’m not sure anyone does.”

He thought then of the Long-haired Priest. The stories of his adventures he’d read as a boy. And even the Arthurian legends, embellished time and again throughout history. These heroes of his had lived once. Had breathed and laughed and failed, just like him. He’d never know how closely their lives matched their legends. From the sounds of it, he’d never live up to his own.

Head buzzing, he left the crowd, strode through the scaffolding and half-erected canvas of the town. A renewed determination powered him onwards. Elsie struggled to keep up, saying, “Slow down, Gal. What are you doing?”

He made straight for his old workshop. It was a sad sight. Barely standing. A mess of sawdust and discarded wood. But here a handful of wooden panels awaited treatment. One was water damaged from a leak in the roof, but the others were dry—if cold—and ready to work. He pulled one over to his workbench, fetched the linseed oil. It was clear now that he’d failed to imprint any magic into it. That whatever understanding he’d thought he’d gleaned about the process had been a lie. Hand shaking from a maelstrom of emotions—rage, shame, embarrassment, duty—he poured the oil directly onto the wood.

Fuck it. Why not? Just pour it on. Wouldn’t make a difference anyway.

Way too much. Dark like honey but it drizzled too easily, spilling over the wood, staining it unevenly. There was no point in being careful. None of this mattered. He was a failure. It would never work. He didn’t know why he bothered to keep trying, but something pressed him on. This roiling, angry determination. Spiteful at the world.

He slammed his open hand against the panel, splashing oil.

One last time.

A final attempt to imprint this fucking oil.

It wouldn’t make a difference.

But he couldn’t help himself.

Oil sliding up between his fingers. The grain of the wood rough beneath his palm. A cold breeze from the doorway where Elsie stood still and watching.

“No more.”

His words vibrated through the walls of the old workshop. A barrier broke between him and the oil. Like a dam bursting, all his will flowed suddenly from his flexing hand. Electric jolts shot up and down his arm. His eyes rolled and when they focussed again he felt a clarity like water on his face at dawn.

Magic.
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Elsie felt his words thrum through her ribcage; her breath caught. That was it. Even from across the room she felt it. A crackling sizzle in the air. Magic moved between them. She watched Galen’s shoulders sag. His movements grew less twitchy as he smoothed the spilled oil over the surface of the panel. He was almost calm when he took a brush to the wood.

“That’s been hanging over me,” he said softly. “Don’t think I realised quite how much it was lingering in the back of my mind. For weeks.”

“That’s it? You’ve done it?”

“That’s a part of it. I’m sure.” He set the treated panel to one side. A significant amount of oil had been lost to the floor, his hands, dripping down the desk. He tried to save as much as he could by grabbing the next waiting panel and brushing it down as well. “Gotta let this dry, then I can apply the lacquer, leave it to set. We’ll try again in a couple of weeks.”

“You sound different. Calmer.”

“Thought I was going to lose it for a moment. After everything… I need this to work. If I can just do this, if I can finally protect this town—whatever’s left of it—then maybe I can be forgiven for all the times I’ve failed.”

“You don’t need forgiveness, Gal. You did your best. You always have.”

She walked to his side, pegleg tapping dully on the sawdust-carpeted floorboards. She squeezed his bicep, stretched up to kiss his cheek.

“So many people have died because of me.”

“That’s not true. You blame yourself for everything, whether you could have stopped it or not. Fact is you’ve spent your life trying to help people. That’s what matters, I reckon.”

There was so much pain behind his whisky-burnt eyes. She wanted to help, but she didn’t know how. It made no sense to her, that he would burden himself so heavily. She kissed his cheek again, not knowing what else she could do.

“I’m afraid to go to the Bright Crown,” he said. “To bring back the others. What if it’s another mistake? What if we can’t feed everyone? What if the temporary shelter doesn’t hold?”

“If you’d stop wishing you were a hero for one second you might realise you have the chance to be a man who does something important and useful.”

“You should stay.” Elsie spun to see Fay in the doorway with her arms folded. She didn’t know how long she’d been there for. “Stay and make panels. I’ll send one of the Barley boys to fetch the others. They’ve been champing at the bit to travel.” She stepped into the room, inspecting the newly oiled wood. “I felt that command from outside. There was something different this time. Oil and lacquer as many panels as you can. We’ll want to start building the moment you test them.”

“I didn’t think you had any faith in me,” Galen said.

“There’s a hierarchy of urgency. I’ve always believed in you, but I didn’t want you spending all your time on something that might take months, even years. If you can do it now, do it. Everyone will feel safer once wooden panels start going up.” She paused. “As long as they do the job.”

“I want to be useful. I need to be.”

“I know.” Fay slapped Galen on the shoulder and took a step back towards the door. “This is an incredible thing you’re trying to do.”

“You’ll make a good leader,” Elsie said. “A good duchess?”

“Eugh. Don’t say that. Titles make my skin crawl. Maybe we should hold a vote? Let the people decide like we always did for the council.”

“You’d win,” Elsie told her.

“Nah. These folk follow me because I led them out of danger but they wouldn’t want me in an official position… Too rough. They’d pick someone cleaner. Someone smarter and well-spoken.”

“No.” Galen shook his head. “Elsie’s right, Fay. They’d pick you. Who else?”

“Better not have a vote then.” Fay grinned. “Guess I’m stuck being in charge till we find someone better.”

“Duchess Fay Weaver,” Elsie teased.

“Shut up.” She pointed at the untreated panels. “Need an extra hand making more of those?”

“If you’ve the hands to spare,” Galen said.

“Sure. I mean, not really, but I can lend you someone who knows what they’re doing when it comes to wood.”

“A carpenter, then,” Elsie said.

“Nah. Can’t afford to lend you an actual carpenter. But some of these kids have helped their parents enough to know what they’re about.”

“No kids,” Galen said. “We’ll handle it.”

“Suit yourselves. After you prove this shit works, you can have all the carpenters you need.”

Fay left them to it. From the sound of it, she was immediately waylaid upon leaving. Wherever she went, she was beset by folk asking questions or begging resources. It would have driven Elsie mad, but Fay met everyone with a patient smile.

“You used your voice like Skye,” Elsie said in the quiet of Fay’s departure.

“It was similar, I think. Not the same.” Galen scratched his beard. “I doubt I could freeze you in your tracks. I suppose her gift is an extension of the same principle… her intent pushed out into the world beyond her. Think I need to touch the oil, need to feel that contact to my skin.”

“I want to learn.”

“Come on, then. I’ll show you.”

“Huh?” She stared at him, momentarily bewildered. She’d been sure he was going to brush her off again. He always had to do everything alone. Take every burden squarely on his shoulders. “You mean it?”

He put an arm around her and gently pulled her over to stand beside him at the table.

“I’m going to start at the beginning and I’m gonna talk fast.”

“That’s fine. Usually talk too slow, anyway.”

“Interrupt if you don’t understand something.”

“I’ll keep up.”
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He was sulking but doing a good job at pretending he wasn’t. She’d kept up too easily. After a few hours she’d nearly managed to imprint some linseed oil herself. It had been so close, a whisker out of reach. Her will hadn’t been quite intense enough. Next time she’d do it. He’d sulk even more after that.

“Don’t be sad.” She stroked his cheek. “I had the best teacher. You had to figure it all out yourself. It’s your work.”

“I’m not…” He sighed. “I know it’s irrational. I should be happy you did so well.”

They were lying on their backs on Galen’s bed. Their bed now. After they’d finished in the workshop for the day, they’d brought through Elsie’s few important possessions: clothes, jewellery, poisons, and trinkets. Now they’d share this room. Together. At least until more of the town was rebuilt. Then perhaps they’d move into a house, build a home for themselves with their own hands—and help from someone who knew what they were doing.

“I love you,” she said. He frowned at the words, turned on his side to face her.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to say it.”

“Oh. I love you too.”

“I love you all the time. Not just when we’re in mortal danger. Or when we’re drunk. Or when we’re fucking. All the time. Even when you’re sulking.”

“I’m not sulking. I promise.” He kissed her on the lips. Heat flushed through her. His golden eyes were striking as he stared at her. She shuffled closer till their lower bodies pressed together. He smiled. She rocked her hips and stuck her tongue in the gap left by her missing teeth; she tried to make it look seductive, but he only giggled at her.

“Is that not sexy?” she asked.

“Everything you do is sexy to me. You don’t have to try.”

“I’m not used to it being like this. Romantic. Usually guys just throw me down and—”

He put two fingers on her lips to silence her. “I don’t need to know what guys usually do.”

She grinned, brought her face closer. “Will you get jealous?”

“You know I will.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“I do. I still don’t want to hear about it. Don’t get mad, I can’t help it.”

She slid a hand between his legs. “Why do you get hard when you’re jealous?”

His cheeks reddened. “It’s not… You were pressing against me and talking of sex. I can’t help that either.”

“I think you like it.”

“Don’t tease.”

“You need to relax. I’m yours now. You’re mine. The past is gone. Poof. Vanished forever. Doesn’t matter what came before, who we were with. We’re together now.” She shook her head, bumping the tip of her nose against his. “No more jealousy. Let it go.”

“I can’t—” He closed his mouth, cutting himself off. “I’ll try. But don’t wind me up and make it harder.”

She grinned and bit the tip of his nose.

“You wouldn’t want me to mention Katherine, would you?” he said, his tone strained. She guessed he expected her to squirm at that. Perhaps get angry. He was prodding her, but she only grinned wider.

“Oh, I don’t mind. She’s not here with you, is she? You can tell me all about her if you like.” She fumbled to undo his belt, sticking out her tongue with another attempt being seductive. “Tell me about her while I keep myself busy.”

“You’ve lost it.” He gave a stifled half-laugh, unsure if she was joking.

“I don’t care. She’s a pretty woman.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but I know a trap when I see one.”

She met his golden eyes. They stared at each other for a long moment, his cheeks red as the setting sun, until the tension grew too great and Elsie burst out laughing.

“You’re terrible,” Galen said.

“Shush. I’m busy.”

With a wink, she wriggled lower down the bed.
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The service for his father was a strange affair. Despite a healthy attendance, the atmosphere lacked a sense of mourning. Nobody cried, not even Errol’s mother. She sat stoically, her tears already shed. The late Viscount Hellidon hadn’t been loved, but he had been admired by some, feared by others, hated by more still. Many had come to bow their heads in the formality of respect, but it didn’t feel like a funeral. More of an event. A marking of the shift in power. Though a select few had known of Errol’s father’s machinations while he’d been alive, everyone knew of them now. Here was the closing of a time of hardship. All hoped for brighter days ahead.

It did not escape the notice of the congregation that the king-in-waiting was not in attendance.

Errol skipped the wake, feeling he’d done his duty by attending the funeral. He had a trip to pack for and he wanted to be ready before the coronation next week. He planned to leave immediately after.

This was his project now. Though funded by the crown, ostensibly to continue Bill’s research, Errol had been given full autonomy to pursue whatever caught his interest. He’d heard a rumour of blue fire dancing around ships docking in the Sceptre of Wessex and had decided to see it for himself. But first, the coronation.

In many ways Bill was reborn as he was made king. He shed the name Rugby—now an open-air ruin on the northwest of the city—to form a new house, Scarlet, a nod to Michael the Red, his last ancestor to hold the throne. Here ended the Rohit Era, and now began the Scarlet Era, King William wearing the crown as he sought to forge a new dynasty and lead the Unholy Kingdom of Mercia into brighter times.

Or so everyone hoped.

Errol wasn’t going to wait around to find out.

There was no one to see him off. His mother was now his only living relative but the relationship between them was frayed, perhaps beyond repair. They hadn’t spoken at the funeral. She’d barely glanced at him, entirely uninterested in the son she’d abandoned. Fay, Betty and the Round Table were up in Wickerton. Making something of themselves. Building. Bill was king, too precious to be allowed to wander the streets of New London. Too important to visit the cold Everdon townhouse Errol had purchased, having left his mother to her own devices in Hellidon Manor. Errol never wanted to step foot in that place again. He didn’t care for his title, had even tried to have it removed but Bill wouldn’t allow it. “Think on it,” he’d said. “Ask me again in a year and I’ll strip it if you still so desire. You may find the title more useful than you expect.”

But Errol wouldn’t change his mind. He’d never fit in with noble life. Never been the right man to wear a title. He belonged out in the wilds with a simple cloak and muddy boots and fresh-caught fish cooking on a hot stone beside a fire. That was the life for him. The life of a—

A knock at his door.

He frowned, pulled the drawstring of his pack closed and swung it onto his shoulder. It was time to leave. Whoever was at the door would have to be sent away. He opened it a crack, not knowing what to expect.

“They told me you were leaving.” Sigrid Jensen stood with her arms folded for warmth inside a splendid fur coat. She wore a rucksack on her shoulders and good walking boots on her feet.

“What?” Errol said dumbly. “I mean—what?”

“King William sent a messenger to my father who gave word to me.”

“Gave word to you?”

“And they said that you were leaving.” She gestured to the pack on her shoulders, as if that explained everything.

“They said I was leaving?”

Sigrid gave a concerned frown. “Um, yes. Have you had a head injury, or—”

“I am leaving,” Errol interrupted. “This afternoon. Right now, in fact. So I don’t… unfortunately I don’t have time to chat.”

“That’s why I’m here. Look, I brought my backpack. I bought this coat.”

“Rather fancy for the wilds, isn’t it?”

She blushed. “I thought it looked warm enough.”

“Sorry, I’m confused. You mean to come with me?”

“You’re going on an adventure, right? To study monsters and magic and make notes for the archives?”

“An encyclopaedia, eventually. Well. A bestiary, I suppose.”

“And you’re perfectly suited to make notes, but I understand you can’t draw.”

“Please don’t think I aim to disparage your talents, but why would I need to draw?”

“So city folk know what these things look like! A description is fine enough, but if there are wonders out there nobody has ever seen before, it would be a disservice not to provide some illustrations of what we find. I never had the chance to paint your portrait, but I brought my sketchbook to demonstrate what I can do.” She fumbled with her bag, produced a book, began flicking through the pages a little too quickly for Errol to get a good look at anything. “See? I promise I won’t ask a fortune for my talents.”

“Bill—sorry, the king—ordered you go with me?”

“No. He just let me know you were leaving.”

“And you want to come? To the wilds?”

“Is there only one of us in this conversation? Will you start listening to me or do I have to knock you upside the head?”

“Maybe I need the knock.”

She smacked him above the temple.

“That hurt more than I expected it to,” he said as he rubbed the spot, wincing. Sigrid grinned wickedly. “Are you ready? I really do need to leave.”

“I’ve been ready the entire fifteen minutes I’ve been standing out here working up the courage to knock.”
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“You don’t have to keep looking at me like that.”

Errol blushed, offered an apologetic grin. They’d been hiking away from the capital for coming on two hours but he couldn’t restrain from flicking his eyes in her direction every few paces, checking her expression for signs of discomfort.

“I don’t mean to. Most folks struggle their first time in the wilds.”

“My heart’s hammering, I won’t lie, but those glances aren’t helping.”

“I’ll keep my eyes ahead, then.”

“You be sure to do that.” They walked a few paces in silence, then Sigrid said, “Aren’t you going to tell me what we’re looking for?”

“I suppose I didn’t think you’d come this far. I was waiting for you to ask to be taken home. Didn’t see much point in explaining anything if you weren’t going to be around for long.” He caught the sour look in her eyes. “But I see now that I was wrong.” He sighed, adjusted the straps of his backpack. “There’s a canvas town to the east called Barrow. Been reports—rumours, really—of a large black cat. Too big to be someone’s pet. This thing is the size of a lion but black as pitch. Its eyes are the cool sapphire of… well, like yours. I want to find out if there’s any truth to the rumours or if it’s just local superstition.”

“What will we do if the beast is real?”

“Observe it. Try to learn what we can. Make sure the townsfolk are safe, and the beast is too.” He shrugged. “When you know nothing about a creature, anything you find is valuable. You were right: pictures would be useful. How quickly can you sketch?”

“I can put down the simple shape of something rather quickly, but cats are tricky things to get a clean look at. Especially if this creature’s black as the night it hunts in.” Errol nodded, continued walking. A moment later, Sigrid added, “I’ll do my best.”

“I’m sure you’ll do better than me.”

“What do you mean?”

“The first time I went on an expedition, I panicked and loosed an arrow at movement in the forest. It hit a woman. I could have killed her.”

A small gasp. “But she survived?”

“She was fine. We became good friends, actually. If you believe that. She’s a good woman. But after that I vowed never to hold a weapon again…” He trailed off, the image coming unbidden of the one time he’d broken that vow, of his father’s lifeless corpse beneath him, blood leaking from his—

“Are you okay?” Sigrid gripped his shoulder; the contact grounded him.

He shook his head to clear it, then realised she might mistake the gesture for his answer, so smiled weakly, said, “Yeah. Sorry. Let’s carry on.”

“I wondered why you didn’t wear a sword. Was wondering why we don’t have a paratempa as well…”

“They slow you down. Travel light and you’ll travel fast. Don’t worry, as long as we don’t stray too far from tree cover, we should have enough warning to get a shelter up before it rains. Does that bother you?”

She cocked her head, twisting her lips in thought. “No. You’re the expert. I’ll trust you.”

“I’m not sure I’m an expert, but I’ve spent enough time in the wilds to keep us alive.”

“Very comforting.”

Errol nudged up the rim of his flat cap with his thumb, squinted at the sky, then at a nearby row of trees, tracking the shadows. They were veering north. He mentioned as much as he corrected course. A moment later, he said in a quietly wistful voice, “Last time I travelled alone.”

“You’re not still trying to get rid of me, are you?” Sigrid pulled out a pocket watch, kept walking while she peered down at it.

“The opposite. This is nice. The walk goes faster when you’ve got someone to talk to. Maybe that’s something to think about, bringing more people onboard.”

“Maybe someone who can read the land properly?” She held up her pocket watch and Errol realised it wasn’t a pocket watch at all, but a compass. “We’re still walking too far north.”


forty-one
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There was no sense waiting. Rain was coming.

Galen dragged the first of his newly oiled and lacquered panels out onto the main street. In the month since they’d returned from the capital, new life had been breathed into Wickerton. Houses fixed, supports laid out for new builds, a double-layered canvas shelter strung up over most of the town. Everyone hoped that last was temporary. Today they’d find out.

“By the gods, Gal!” Elsie came jogging to help, cheeks red in the harsh wind. Only last week she had replaced her battered pegleg with one of darkly lacquered oak, but she was already stable as ever on the new prosthesis. “You don’t have to do that alone!”

“There wasn’t time. We’ve been waiting for rain for over a week now. I didn’t want to miss it.”

“Gonna be a storm. There’s no missing that. It’ll be chucking it down for days.”

“All the better to test it, then.”

Together it was no trouble to carry the panel down the main street, out into the damp, verdant meadow where the supports awaited.

“I’m sure they know,” Galen said, as they strapped the panel in. “The rainwights. When we’re testing a panel. They go for it with a particular fury, like they’re trying to teach us a lesson.”

“Maybe they just go for the one thing not covered by canvas.”

“I could swear they watched me last time as they tore it down. Taunting me.”

“Well they won’t get through it today.”

They stepped back, checking the panel was secure, though both knew it was.

Despite their previous failure, a small crowd gathered once again. Two of the Barley lads had sped up to the Bright Crown and back already, bringing a few familiar faces with them and the promise of more to follow. About a hundred in all, they reckoned. Perhaps a sixth of the town’s original population, but it was something. Seeing old Mrs Weaver smiling at him from the growing crowd gave Galen a small boost of morale. It almost made this place feel like home again. Almost.

“We need an animal,” Galen called to the crowd. “Something small to draw the rainwights’ attention. Hopefully it won’t be harmed, but… I wouldn’t want to take a beloved pet, is what I’m saying.”

“I’ve a fat old goose, though it would be a shame to waste the meat,” a woman said. The tip of her nose was red as a ladybird in the cold.

“That’ll do fine. Do you mind fetching the bird so we can tie it up?”

The woman nodded, but before she could pull away, rain began to spit from the heavens. Immediately came the first hints of rainwights. Nothing more than a staticky blur of droplets. Galen and Elsie hopped back under the shelter. Merged with the crowd. Shoulder to shoulder. Everyone held their breath as the rain turned quickly to a downpour, their tormentors realised in stark lines. Human outlines made of life-giving rain. Death and life as one. They stalked the edge of the shelter, some even daring to stretch towards the recoiling townsfolk until their hands fell away beneath the canvas.

“Don’t worry,” Galen said to the woman with a goose. “Too late now.”

“They’re not going for it,” Elsie said after a minute. “See, they don’t taunt you. Without a bird they’ve no interest in your panels.”

Galen didn’t realise he was chewing his lip till he tasted blood in his mouth. He tried to relax his jaw but it wouldn’t obey. Tension spread through him like vines up the side of a cottage abandoned to the sun and rain.

“I’ll have to go.” He took a step towards the panel but Elsie grabbed the sleeve of his new-spun jumper and yanked him back.

“You don’t have your cloak.”

She stepped past him, out into the rain before he could think to argue. He knew her Keeper cloak would protect her, ragged though it was getting, but still his tension rose as he watched her walk out into the rainwights’ waiting claws. They slashed and groped at her, dissipating to harmless spray as they struck her cloak. The watching crowd gasped at the spectacle. She walked calmly, careful not to trip on the sodden ground, then ducked beneath the panel. It was just wide enough to fit her under and keep the rainwights from her.

No sooner had Elsie crouched under the panel than rainwights tumbled towards the wood, all claws and distended toothy mouths. The first exploded in a wash of mist and scattered water. The second followed. Others came from ground level, battering the wood and losing their hands and arms. None managed to graze the lacquer. It was impervious. Beyond their reach. Proof against their watery attacks.

They’d done it.

Scattered gasps from the crowd. Elsie took her hood down and grinned at them. She looked so pretty through the haze of rain, smiling earnestly with the gap in her teeth showing, dark hair askew over one side of her face. She wrinkled her crooked nose and giggled.

“It’s working!” she called, though any fool could have seen that.

“Well ain’t that a thing,” a refugee muttered behind him.

“It is safe, isn’t it?” Mrs Weaver, now at his shoulder. He’d forgotten she was in the crowd. Elsie’s adopted mother.

“Safe as you’re gonna get in the rain,” Galen replied. “Even if the panel fails, they can’t touch her cloak.”

“Look at her. It’s like she isn’t even scared.”

“You know our work, Mrs Weaver.”

“Even so. She trusts this magic of yours. She trusts you.”

“We’ll all trust it soon. That’s my hope. That living in fear becomes a strange memory. That the heavens are so defanged we scarcely remember rainwights exist.”

“Except for the brave couriers.”

“Perhaps except for them,” Galen agreed.

Across from them, Elsie pulled her hood back up, then stepped calmly into the rain. She returned, embraced him with wet arms, and as she nestled her head against his shoulder, said, “It’s finally done. We can build something that will last against the rain.”

“It’s going to take a lot of work. Rebuilding the old town won’t be nearly enough. Wickerton needs to grow as it heals, to expand to fit the new population. We’ll need panels for all of it. Cloaks for our couriers.”

“And whisky, too. We need our own Keepers. A beautiful thing needs defending.”

“Yes. Whisky, too.” Galen nodded, then stepped back as Elsie embraced Mrs Weaver.

“You be careful, my girl,” Mrs Weaver said.

“I will be,” Elsie promised. “Careful enough, anyway.”
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A feast and a bonfire and music for as long as folk wanted to play. That’s what they needed. Fay couldn’t believe Galen had truly done it. He’d found a way to keep the town safe from rainwights forever, and even negotiated exemption from the king’s taxes. Wickerton was going to flourish as it never had before.

“I am glad,” Betty said, dicing onions at a speed that made Fay sweat. “Very glad. I was so worried they’d be ruining another beautiful bird for their experiments.”

“They needed the birds to lure the rainwights.”

“Oh, I know that. I’m not blaming them. Not saying it weren’t necessary. But I didn’t like to think of it. Can’t be wasting good meat, can we?”

Fay smiled. Betty had strange priorities sometimes.

“A weight’s been lifted off my shoulders. Knowing we’ll have a way to protect our streets… I can’t describe it. I was prepared to build and rebuild and do whatever we needed to protect this town. But now, knowing that the things we put up will stay up. That we won’t be cowering under a canvas shelter. We can build things to last and treasure. That means so much.”

“And lucky for us we have a strong leader to guide us through the months of building ahead.”

“I’m not taking that title.” Fay tried to make her tone stubborn but she couldn’t manage it, not with Betty.

“Everyone in this town looks up to ye,” Betty said as she worked. Fay decided to make herself useful by peeling potatoes from a pile Betty had set on another counter beside a shallow bowl of water. “They want ye to let them make ye duchess.”

“I don’t need a title like that. Don’t want one.”

“At least let the people vote. Not just those council members who’ve returned—everyone. Do it with coloured beads like the old ways. You’re leader in all but title. It was fine when we were bringing people to a camp, trekking across the wilds, but we’ve a town here now. We’ve industry to build, land to work, political relations to uphold. We need a firm hand at the rudder of this new duchy.”

“Can’t have a retired mercenary speaking with monarchs and emissaries. I never learned to talk fancy. If I stepped down I could spend more time here with you.”

“It’s not only that ye have the respect of the townsfolk. You’re friends with the king.”

“I don’t know if anyone’s allowed to be friends with Bill anymore.”

“Ye know him, then. Ye have a relationship ye can build on. No one else here can say that. Ye did fine negotiating with that tax collector, no matter how things turned out. You’re the one for the job.”

Fay dropped her potato in the bowl of water, put down the peeler. She turned her hands over, looking at her smooth palms. A circle on each: scars that would never entirely heal but were no longer red and inflamed. Her calluses were softening, too. Didn’t get much chance to work with her hands these days. She tried to do what she could, but there were always other responsibilities. People to manage. Requests to hear. Maybe Betty was right. She was stable, happy, content. For the first time in her life, her mind was her own. It wasn’t that her curse had left her—it would always be there—but she now had a measure of control over it she’d never have believed possible. Her palms had healed. She hadn’t touched an opium pipe in months. She had Betty by her side, her love and support. The townsfolk respected her, counted on her. Maybe this continued resistance was pointless. More than that, maybe it was selfish.

“What if I let everyone down?” she said, feeling like it was inevitable. Because that was the heart of her reservation. She’d been so low before, fallen to the bottom of society, crawling through New London’s dark underbelly. If she fell again, she could end up dragging everyone who depended on her down with her.

“Have some faith in yourself. Like I do. Ye won’t fail these people. Your heart is good and you’re stronger than ye know. If ye don’t trust yourself, trust me. I know ye can do this.”

“I won’t be able to take it seriously if people start calling me ‘Duchess’.”

“Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

With a great sigh, Fay said, “Fine. I suppose you’re right. We’ll call a vote. If they choose me, I’ll lead these people in whatever capacity they want me. Can’t say I’ll do a good job, but I’ll try.”

“Ye’ll be great, my love.”
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“You okay?” Elsie asked, sticking her face in front of the book Galen had been pretending to read. They were sitting on their bed in The Riverman, ostensibly resting but partially hiding from all the questions about how they’d made wood that rainwights couldn’t penetrate.

“How’d you know?”

“You frown different when something’s wrong.”

He sighed, made to close the book but Elsie wouldn’t move so he was forced to leave it open.

“Nothing’s wrong, exactly. I’m just thinking. About a lot of things: my parents, everything we’ve been through, what comes next. I don’t want to fight anymore, but I’m not sure I can sit still, either. Not without my family. Not with all these strangers replacing once-familiar faces. Don’t know that I can be comfortable here.”

Elsie finally moved, swivelling around to face him and bunching up the duvet over her thighs. “That’s not the first time you’ve talked about leaving. Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know. There’s nowhere, is there.” He shrugged. “Ignore me. We have a job to do. Getting this town protected is more important than my comfort. It’s always been the most important thing.”

“That won’t take forever. What about after?”

Galen took a long time to reply, staring out the window at the gloom. Not much light made it through the canvas shelter when the sky was clouded with a storm.

“There’s still space in my notebook… Perhaps we could try to fill it.”


forty-two
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A year passed.

Wickerton was beginning to feel like a town again. Fay walked the old main street, marvelling at what they’d accomplished. After months of organised labour, they’d worked together to erect houses, set up burgeoning industries, and protect it all under a canopy of Galen’s rainwight-proof panels. She’d been resistant to the idea of having the panels at various angles, but Galen had eventually won her over. This was how they did it in the Empire of the Thistle, with slanted panels that let the harmless rain waterfall down into gutters. It would take the residents a while to get used to rainwater pouring so close to where they walked, but Fay had to admit the benefits were astounding. An open-air feel, with patches of sunlight beaming onto the street. Like a great and complex sundial, the shadows and lights shifted throughout the day. It was beautiful. Most of the folk living here had spent the majority of their lives in the dank gloom of New London. For them the feel of fresh air in their lungs was still a novelty. Some who’d struggled with coughs for years now found their chests filling with ease—though not all maladies caused by the grim capital were so easily cured. Many would have difficulty breathing for the rest of their lives, and in the fullness of sunlight the New London refugees maintained a faint sickly tint to their skin. Perhaps that would fade over years of gentle exposure to the sun. Perhaps not.

Today she visited Galen at the new distillery. After weeks of sourcing expensive copper for the smiths to work into stills, months of construction, a year of Galen’s careful overseeing of the process, today they were due to begin making whisky. It would be years before any was ready for drinking. Both whisky and magic needed time to age, deepening their potency in giant oak barrels. But the milestone was exciting, nonetheless. This was progress.

“Good morning, Your Grace.” The freshly trained distillery worker tipped his head respectfully in Fay’s direction as she entered.

“I’ve told you not to call me that.”

“Sorry, Duchess. I forget.”

“Don’t call me that, either.”

He scratched the back of his head. “Right you are, ma’am. Did you wanna see the stills? Quite a sight, I reckon. Boy, they got that copper to shine.”

“Where’s Gal?”

“Mr Farrier? He’s not been in. Gave a bit of a speech yesterday about how the whisky was in our hands now and how proud he is of us. Had a weird feeling to it. Like he was saying goodbye, if you know what I mean.”

“Goodbye? But you haven’t even started work.”

The distillery worker shrugged. “We know what we’re about. Guess he figured we don’t need him anymore.”

Fay shook her head. “After all these years I still don’t know what goes through that man’s head.”

“Do you want to see the stills then, ma’am? Only, there’s more than a little work for me to be getting on with.”

“Saw them when they came in. Beyond me, but impressive for sure. No, I’ll leave you to it. If Galen trusts you lot to run this place then I guess I do too. Good luck. The work you’re doing here is going to change lives. That’s something to be proud of. Remember that every day. This is work to be proud of. Honest as they come.”

“I’ll remember.”

Fay left the distillery and wandered back through the infant town to Galen’s house. The old Farrier home, rebuilt and sturdy, complete with the stables where his two horses lived: one scraggly and pathetic, the other old and lazy. Despite their failings, he loved them both. Peaches, the scraggly one of the two, wore his saddle and bridle. It wasn’t like Galen to leave a horse tacked up without reason. As she grew closer, she realised there were other horses in the renovated stables too. Three of them, and none she recognised.

She tapped her foot after knocking, impatient for her old friend to answer.

“What are you playing at?” she demanded when he opened the door a minute later.

“They’ll be fine without me. You all will.”

Fay shouldered past him into the house. Sunlight streamed in through the eastern windows. She followed it into the kitchen where it played off the old farmhouse table. She didn’t know if she’d ever get used to seeing natural light find its way inside these old buildings she knew so well. Wickerton had never been as dark as New London, but unfiltered sunlight had been a stranger here. Now it spilled in, rendering the flickering lamps on the table defunct, and illuminating the five people who sat around the table, looking up at her with various levels of surprise, concern, and naive innocence. First was Elsie, then sitting next to her was—

“Errol?” Fay came to an abrupt stop and Galen walked into her. The jolt brought her back to the moment. She took a few steps into the kitchen, making way for Galen to pass her, flashing a guilty smile. He stood behind Elsie’s chair, rested a hand on her shoulder.

“What is this?” Fay said, looking from person to person. Errol’s wasn’t the only unexpected face she recognised. At the other end of the table sat Kade Blackcap, the grumpy detective who’d told her of Pale Adam’s fortune, not realising he directed her to a stash of opium, not gold. The two other guests were new to her. Women both, one between Errol and Kade with messy blonde curls and an expensive looking fur coat. Beside Kade, sitting furthest from the others, was perhaps the most beautiful woman Fay had ever seen. Her skin was flawless, loose hair lustrous, her lips red as apples though she clearly wore no lipstick. Out of everyone in the room, it was only this last woman who smiled up at Fay, a beaming closed-mouthed smile that was somehow both disarmingly childish and oddly unsettling.

“I didn’t know you were in town,” Fay said to Errol, scowling at this small betrayal.

“We only rode in this morning. I’d have stopped to say hello before we left again.”

“Before you… left?”

“We’re going on an expedition,” Galen said. “Rumours of sea serpents in the Channel. Strange beasts in the Barrens.”

“We’re completing a bestiary,” Errol explained. “Researching which myths are true. Putting detail to the stories we tell. There are so many things out there we understand so little of. This was Bill’s work, once, but it falls to us to complete it. For posterity.”

“But what about your work here, Gal?”

“It’s complete. I’ve passed on what I understood of that book. We have the panels in steady supply. The wax is coming. Now the distillery begins the long process involved in the whisky. I’ll stop by from time to time to check on things, but honestly the folks I’ve left in charge are smarter than I am. It’s in better hands with them. I’ve had a lot of time to think about what I want this past year, to figure out who I am. Not a knight of the Round Table, not a hero, not a scholar. Tales of Arthur might have sparked my fascination with stories, but it was tales of the Long-haired Priest that drew me out into the wilds. That infected me with this insatiable wanderlust. I’m a treasure hunter, Fay. Always have been. An adventurer. I’ve been stationary too long. It’s time to get out in the wilds once more. To see things city-dwellers call myth. To find treasures thought lost and record stories of incredible beasts. You’re at home here. Don’t know how we never saw it but you were born to be a leader. I was born to wander. We all were.”

“Even Elsie?”

“Fuck off. I like the wilds just fine.”

“I didn’t expect to be saying a goodbye today,” Fay said. “I thought we’d be celebrating.”

“You still should,” Galen said. “You have Betty, your family, all your new friends. Eat well and drink too much and sing around a bonfire. Don’t waste time missing us. You have too much to enjoy here.”

“Of course I’ll miss you, Gal. You’re my truest friend. Always have been, despite all the shit we’ve put each other through. Everything we’ve survived. The things we’ve fucking seen… It won’t be the same without you.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.” He gave an odd smile. “Never brought you the best of luck.”

“Oh, shut up. We both made mistakes. Both did our best to fix them.”

“And look at us now. Finally on the paths that suit us best, Duchess Wickerton.” He punctuated that last with a wicked grin; he knew she hated that epithet.

Fay studied the faces of her friends and their companions.

“Stay for the celebrations. Leave in the morning. Let’s have a proper goodbye for once.”

Galen glanced at Errol, as if seeking approval. The younger man thought for a moment, then nodded.

“We’ll stay for the feast, then. A proper goodbye.”

“A proper goodbye,” Fay echoed, already feeling her throat tighten at the thought of them leaving.
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She found Betty in The Riverman’s beer cellar, tapping a fresh barrel of golden Northumbrian ale that tasted faintly of honey. The cellar was musty with the odour of hops and barley. Not entirely unpleasant but not a smell she’d seek out either. Over the past year, this place had become Betty’s. It had happened naturally. At first, the inn had been the base where they all stayed. Fay had done most of the early repairs. It was a project split between the group. But as the town had come together, they’d spread out, Galen and Elsie moving into the Farriers’ old place, leaving Betty and Fay to watch over the inn. With so much of Fay’s time taken up with fulfilling the duties of a reluctant duchess, The Riverman had fallen to Betty.

“You’re too late to help,” Betty said, then grunted as she finished shifting the barrel into place. “I’ve done it now.”

“They’re leaving.”

“Aye, it’s about time.”

“I’m not going with them.”

“Of course not.” Betty straightened, brushed down her waist apron; she had a tea towel tucked under one strap. “I’m surprised that lot stayed put for so long if I’m honest. They were always going to wander off on some mad adventure eventually. And ye were never going with them. Ye’ve got roots now, my love. This is where ye belong.”

Fay smiled, grabbed Betty’s arm as the other woman walked past, bent to kiss her cheek.

“How’d you learn to read people like that?”

“By being nosy and patient. Come. There’s work to do upstairs. If ye want to talk to me, ye’ll have to keep up.”

Betty led her to the bar, then took a bucket and began pumping dregs of water into it. After a couple of pumps, the water turned golden as ale was sucked up from the newly tapped cask.

“It feels weird to know they’re going off on another adventure, searching for monsters and magic. I’m going to miss them.”

“It would be a shame if ye didn’t. They mean a lot to ye. But sometimes life takes folk in different directions. Nothing wrong with that. Ye’ll always be friends, but you’re a duchess now—sorry, I know ye don’t like that word—and that lot were never meant to have roots as solid as these.”

“Said they were hunting sea serpents. They want to write a book.”

“Galen does love his reading. Ye know, that lad turned out not to be so bad after all.”

Betty put her bucket aside, filled a pint glass, considered the contents, then poured them into the bucket before pulling a fresh pint and taking a sip. She pursed her lips, then gave a slight nod and passed the glass to Fay.

“It’s a bit early for me.”

“Not to drink, ye spanner. Try it and tell me what ye think.”

She sipped it as instructed. “Tastes good. I like this one. Do they put honey in it or is that just the way it tastes?”

Betty rolled her eyes. “They brew it with honey, my love.”

[image: image-placeholder]

They built the fire tall with the wooden panels high above. The slant to the panels had the benefit of letting out the smoke, gifting the revellers fresh air as they sat around the bonfire eating flame-cooked boar meat with fresh bread. A group of minstrels played near the fire, their music travelling far: hand drums and guitar and the sweet voice of a woman who danced as she sang, bells tied to her ankles. It was a festival unlike any Galen had seen. More than half the town had come to celebrate. Over a thousand to dance and laugh and try to sing along with the minstrels. Joy filled Wickerton’s main street. Even though many of the faces were still strange to him, he couldn’t help but smile at the teenagers sneaking off into the gloom between houses, or the children chasing each other with stick swords and wooden plates for shields. Wickerton had become an unfamiliar thing. He was a stranger here. But seeing the centre of town bustling with life and celebration still lifted a weight from his heart. This was the most complete his quest would ever be. It was enough.

He sat on a log stool outside The Riverman, free of the thickest parts of the crowd, though many still milled around hoping for booze from the inn. Elsie sat to his left, Fay to his right. Errol was dancing with Sigrid in the street, too shy to join the others by the fire. Blackcap and his assistant were lost amongst the throng, immersed in the excitement of a foreign town. Tonight Betty worked the bar inside, along with the youngest of the Barley boys who—knowing he was unlikely to inherit the farm—now spent most of his time in town, working odd jobs and trying to find a trade. So it was the three of them. Galen, Elsie, and Fay. The last of the Round Table, together again, watching a celebration that should have been theirs. The end of a long and bloody quest; the beginning of the rest of their lives.

“We’re done,” Galen whispered as he stared out at the village in celebration. People danced, happy, protected by his lacquered panels above. Elsie leant her head on his shoulder. Her hair smelled of river water, but on her it smelled like home. Galen allowed himself a quiet smile.

“We’ve done a good thing, I think,” Fay said, then cleared her throat. “Wouldn’t have chosen the route we took to get here, but seeing these people happy, seeing them safe… it almost makes it all feel worth it. We made a difference.”

“Sure. I killed a dragon, y’know.” Elsie yawned, stretched. “Help me up, will you. I need to take a piss.”


An Old Friend
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They’d trekked west for days. Threaded their path between the Cotswolds to the south and the ruins of a great ancient city to the north. Colourful meadows that chirped with life. A forest with a bounty of mushrooms beneath its dense canopy. Rolling hills, soon dusted with stones, then boulders, then the rock took over, rising in impressive cliffs of grey and white that cast long shadows and provided shelter from the wind, if not the rain.

Errol checked the map, furrowed his brow, looked back to the landscape which was once again one of emerald hills. “This isn’t right.”

“Get your head out of that paper and read the land,” Elsie said, blowing smoke rings that fell apart the moment the breeze got its warm hands on them. Galen was crouched a few paces ahead, studying tracks that were invisible to all save him.

“Tracks can tell us where to find the creature,” Errol said, “but only the map can tell us where we are. I don’t want to get stranded out here.”

“Maybe the map’s wrong.”

“It’s not.”

“For the wrong place, I mean.”

Errol bit his tongue.

“Are you quite certain she’ll grow on me?” Sigrid whispered.

Errol answered with a smile and a hand on her arm.

Kade and his assistant came striding up from behind.

“There’s definitely something following us,” Kade said. “It feels like we’re being herded. The tracks Galen has his nose in are supposed to lead us while more of the things follow from behind to harry us on.”

“Or maybe they’re just curious, watching what we do. We’re in their territory, remember?” Errol scratched the pathetic beard he’d been devoting himself to growing, tugged the brim of his flat cap. “Wish we knew what this was. Spoor looks like overlarge bear tracks to me, but Galen’s adamant otherwise.”

“Show me a bear with four toes and I’ll start agreeing with you,” Galen called from up ahead where he was now investigating a new patch of ground, sweeping grass aside with his fingers. Errol felt his cheeks redden, burning in the bright sun.

“That boy’s ears are nearly as sharp as mine.” Kade’s assistant sounded impressed.

“Hey, take a look at this,” Galen called. Errol jogged over to join him and Elsie staring at a tree. “See that? No, there.”

Errol leaned in. There it was: a tuft of silvery grey hair, coarse and long and so familiar.

“But we’re miles from—”

“And look here,” Galen continued, holding aside a clump of grass.

“Dirt.”

“Don’t you see? Here are the toes. The heel. Claws.”

“Wolf track?”

“Usually, I’d say yes. But considering what we’ve seen…”

“Babies.”

Galen nodded.

Errol suddenly realised he was holding a hand to his stomach, protecting his old scars.

“How many miles west of the Cotswolds are we?”

“A good many. But the larger the creature, the further the range. Perhaps the adolescents are itinerant, once they’re old enough to seek a mate.”

“But these ones are too young.” Errol crouched to try and see for himself what Galen saw so easily. There it was. Faint impressions in the moist earth. How he spotted something like this before he strode across and ruined it escaped Errol. “Older than the other litter, though.”

“Could it be the same bitch?” Galen mused. “Her pups would have grown since we saw her last.”

“Fled west after the business with the soldiers and the stollwurm? It’s possible.” Errol turned to Kade. “Any recent reports on the Cotswold beast?”

“Dried up long ago,” the sleuth said with a shake of his head. He took a long draught from his hip flask. “But there aren’t as many folk willing to travel that way these days.”

“This is her. I can feel it,” Elsie said.

Sigrid rolled her eyes. “You always have a feeling.”

“And sometimes they’re right, Princess Powder-Cheeks.”

Ignoring Elsie’s jab, Sigrid collected the snagged fur with a pair of tweezers and secured it in a tin she kept in her satchel of art supplies.

“We’re close,” Galen said, shielding his eyes from the sun as he scouted the horizon in the direction the spoor was travelling. Ever deeper into the Barrens. The wildest lands in Albion. “Tracks are getting fresher. What do you say, Errol? Do we want to come upon these beasts today? Sun’s on its way.” Though at this time of year its descent would be a long and laborious affair.

“Let’s go easy. Don’t want to startle them. Can’t stop here, anyway. Might as well keep walking.”

It was another hour before they came upon the creatures. At the crest of a hill that so desperately desired to be a mountain. They crawled on their bellies, that fellowship of six, and peered down into the valley together.

Six gasps in the rusty red of pre-twilight. The scratching of Sigrid’s furious sketching.

Errol glanced at her work and saw a marvel replicated. A perfect likeness of the scene below. He’d questioned his sense in letting her join him when they’d left New London together all those months ago. Now he knew well it had been folly to doubt her. She brought a value to the expedition that none of the others had the aptitude to even attempt. The preservation of these moments. Not for them but for posterity. There is only so much the combination of his dense academic scrawl and Galen’s beautiful—if prolix—prose could achieve. But these drawings… with this talent anyone could witness this moment with them.

With warmth spreading from his chest to his limbs, he turned back to the vista below.

There she was, in all her glory: the Cotswold beast. There was no mistaking her. A giant wolf at a glance, but the longer one stared, the less apt that description became. The long snout of a piscivore. The shaggy fur of a mountain goat. Legs too long and strange of gait to be canine. But those eyes were as expressive as a hound’s, with the diamond pupils of a cat.

“Beautiful,” Errol whispered. “There she is.”

His scars tingled at the sight of the beast. He knew it hadn’t been her fault. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. He’d been young and stupid, full of eagerness and little sense.

They had everything they needed here: a cloistered valley, a great lake, a grove of conifers for shelter. The mother watched her four children chase each other, playing rough when one caught the other. Errol was so transfixed that he didn’t notice the other until it sidled up beside her, fell on its belly, legs before it, and panted happily. This was the male. There was no doubting it. Shorter than the female, his coat ruddier, something of pale tree bark about it. A lioness’s litheness to him.

“Where are the others?” Galen whispered. “There were six pups before.”

Hairs prickled on the back of Errol’s neck. A shiver ran through him as a whoosh of breaking air buffeted him from either side. Shadow fell across them. Before he had a chance to look around in surprise, the pups had already sprinted past, bolting down the hillside towards their family with the gleeful energy of youth.

“Wow. Look at them go,” Elsie said.

“I want to run with them,” Kade’s assistant said.

“I wish the light wasn’t fading,” Sigrid said. “I could sketch them for hours.”

Errol pulled his notebook from his satchel, set it on the grass before him. His pencil had snapped in his bag, so he passed it to Galen who took the cue without prompting and took his belt knife to the point.

“I think they wanted us to find them,” Galen said, not bothering to watch his hands as he sharpened the pencil. He’d only heal if he nicked himself. “They were leading us. Maybe they’ll let us get closer.”

“We could share fish with them,” Elsie said.

“You’d have to catch them first,” Kade said, sipping again from his hip flask. At a look from his assistant, he added, “What? It’s only apple juice.”

“We’ll go down tomorrow,” Errol said. “Let’s give them a moment to get used to us. We’ll camp for the night under that beech tree back there. It’ll have to be bivouacs without the support of a grove, but one night low to the ground won’t hurt us.”

“What do you think they want with us?” Kade asked.

“Maybe they recognised our scent,” Galen ventured. “Errol and me, I mean. It’s a shame Fay isn’t here. She’s the one who bonded with these beasts.”

“We can bring her back one of Powder-Cheeks’ little drawings,” Elsie said.

“Be nice.”

At an ache in his jaw, Errol realised he was grinning wide. Even with the pain he couldn’t stop. Look at those majestic creatures. Smart, wild, beautiful. They’d led them here, he had no doubt. Perhaps they could help each other. Maybe even share fish as Elsie had said. He chuckled to himself at the thought and the others looked at him sidelong. Then Galen echoed with a subdued chuckle of his own.

“What are you laughing about?” Sigrid asked.

“Nothing. Everything. It was a happy laugh.” Errol gestured to the valley, the beasts, their party. “My brother would have loved this. I wish he could have been here, but I’m glad I get to see it for him.”

“Perhaps one day you can tell him about it,” Elsie said. “When the big He in the sky sucks you up to his kingdom of clouds. That’s what I heard, anyway.”

“Maybe.” Errol sighed. “But for now this moment is enough. Lying here in the waning sun with good company. Seeing things no other has documented. This will make for a good life. Yes. I’ll take as many of these moments as I can get.”


End of Rainfallen.
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