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THE KING WAS dead.

The sea had swallowed him and all his magic, and every traitorous thought and plan that he had cherished. His kingdom was free.

The young queen came over the sea on the wings of a storm, sailing into sunlight and bitter, bone-cracking cold. A tide of wild magic carried her; hosts of wildfolk flew and sailed and swam over and around and beneath the ship that bore her. The air was full of wings and talons and shrill eerie voices, and far and subtle beneath, the slide of scales.

They left her with her escort on a barren and stony shore, streaming ahead of her as if to show her the way. She stood on the shingle, earthbound and struck to the heart, as the full burden of the kingdom fell upon her.

So much darkness. So much sorrow. So many lives lost, souls taken, hearts and spirits broken. By the good God and all his hallows, who was she to take this on herself?

She drew herself up with all the strength she could muster. Her men had moved on past her, some to take the sense of the land, others to greet the folk of her own country who waited on the shingle.

They were not the Knights of the Rose whom she had thought to see, nor were they from her own duchy of Quitaine. These were warriors but not mages, and their commander was a lady in fine wool and furs. The face within the hood was both familiar and unexpected.

As the ship that had brought her over the sea came about and caught the tide, running back swiftly to Prydain, Averil found herself enveloped in a perfumed embrace. “Mathilde,” she said as she extricated herself. “Is there trouble?”

Her old ally from the royal court held her at arm’s length, smiling, but the dark eyes were somber. “You were wise to insist on coming fast and quiet, lady,” said Mathilde. “Come, we’ll bring you where it’s safe and out of the cold. Then we’ll tell you everything.”

Averil glanced at the commander of her guard. Mauritius was fully as somber as Mathilde. So were they all, both those who had waited and those who had come over the sea.

She had been locked within herself since she set sail from Prydain. The king was dead; there was a kingdom to claim, to heal, to make new. All of her mind and thought had focused on what she would do and how she would do it.

Now she opened her eyes and saw what her escort had seen since…when?

Not so long, or they would have done their best to prevent her from coming across the sea. She looked inside herself, where all of them were, a shining web of magic that wove itself wherever the warrior mages of the Rose still lived.

They had tried to protect her, to shelter her from fear. When she saw what they saw, she could almost understand why they had done it.

Almost. She nodded sharply. “Best we go,” she said.

A horse was waiting for her, with her own Squire of the Rose at its head—she should not think of him so, but it was the only truth either of them knew. Gereint’s grey eyes were watchful, measuring each man and committing him to memory; measuring Mathilde, too, with intensity that made Averil shiver.

He should have warned her. But now was not the time or the place to speak of it.

He lifted her easily into the saddle. His touch lingered no more than it must. Even in her anger at him above all, she would have preferred that it linger longer. But he was wiser sometimes than she.

She took up the reins. “Follow,” she said.

 

THE LAND WAS sick.

The others knew of the plague that ran across it, but not of the deeper sickness beneath. That was nothing new for Gereint: his eyes persisted in seeing where the rest of the world was blind. Averil felt it because he felt it; it weighed down her spirit, which in turn weighed down his.

The land was sick, and the king’s death had done nothing to heal it. Even the return of the Rose to the kingdom’s heart, the presence of the Knights’ power in the places where it had been broken and cast down, barely lightened the darkness.

 

THAT FIRST NIGHT of the queen’s return to Lys, her escort camped in what had once been a chapter house of the Rose. Its walls still stood; its roof was charred but mostly intact. Averil’s Knights walked the borders and restored the wards, hanging bits of glass and living crystal wherever a window or a door had been.

As the sun set, giving way to stars that glittered like the wards of heaven, they gathered round a fire that was half mortal and half magic. After the frugal supper that all had shared, most of the men had either retreated to stand guard or gone to sleep in sheltered corners.

Averil granted the Knights and the lady no such indulgence. Gereint would not sleep while she did not, and one or two others—the Squire Riquier, the Novice Ademar—hung about until the flash of her glance drew them in.

She let them wait while she studied each one. Some suffered that scrutiny more easily than others. Only Mathilde seemed unperturbed, wrapped warmly in her furs and sipping the last of the spiced wine.

At length Averil said, “Tell me, messires, my lady. When were you intending to inform your queen of the plague upon her kingdom?”

It was Mauritius who answered. “Lady, when you were ready, the knowledge was there for your taking.”

That was a rebuke, however gently expressed. Averil was in no mood to flinch from it. “Yes, and I have taken it. Was I taught awry, then? On the Isle I learned that when a sorcerer dies, his sorceries die with him. The undead that he raised, the foul things that he wrought, are all undone. Only work of the orders endures beyond death, set forever in glass. Is that a lie? Or did I misunderstand?”

“It is no lie, lady,” Mauritius said.

“Truly? And yet when I woke from my soft and coddled dream, I found my kingdom as sore beset as it was when my uncle was king.”

“Perhaps it is not as bad as that,” said another of the Knights, the tall and deceptively gentle scholar Alain. “The king left a great broil of confusion behind him, armies without will or command, men stripped of souls and wits but not of breath. It is a great plague, and must be destroyed. But without its guiding force, it cannot grow.”

“Do you know that?” she asked. “Are you certain? The king was not the only Serpent mage in the world. A gathering of them, a coven if you will, could wreak havoc with the workings that he left behind.”

“So they could,” Alain said, “but conspiracies need time. Conspiracies of magic, even more so. Your swift action, as little as we liked it then, will have caught them off guard.”

“You hope it has,” she said.

“Lady,” said Mauritius, “if you believe that you are in danger, the ship is not so far away. We’ll call it back; you can return to Prydain. We’ll bring you here again when the land is safe to live in.”

She fixed him with a hard stare. He met it blandly. He knew her best of any but Gereint; he must know what his words would do to her.

That was a game, and she was in no mood to play it. “We don’t know if I am endangered, do we? All we have is a creeping under the skin and a sense of impending doom.”

“We have a little more than that, lady,” Mathilde said. “The king’s men are everywhere, roving bands that are small and seem aimless, but they are a great nuisance. We rode from Lutèce with the Knights and mages who had promised to meet you when you came to land, but all too soon it was clear that they could only make the way safe for you if they devoted themselves to destroying the king’s men. So they stayed behind and worked their magics, and I ran ahead with my escort.” She paused. Her breath caught just perceptibly. “It’s a grievous thing to find and slay the soulless ones, lady; they’re brothers and husbands and sons, after all, and sometimes one recognizes a face.”

Averil could not let herself feel the grief of that. She could not feel anything, not now, but determination to do what she must do. “So: they succeeded? They’ve cleared the way?”

Mathilde shook her head. She seemed close to tears. “There are so many, lady—and more, it seems, the closer we are to the sea. The last Knight rode away from us this morning, aiming toward St. Dol. We eluded several bands thereafter. Something in this country appears to draw them.”

“The sea,” said Alain. “Their master lies beneath it. It may be we’ll be fortunate, and they’ll all march blindly into it.”

“Maybe,” Mathilde said. She did not sound convinced.

“We need to know,” said Averil. “If something is bringing them here, we have to find it, to know what it is and why.”

“There is no ‘we’ in that, lady,” Mauritius said with all courtesy. “We will seek and find. You will stay as safe as you may.”

Averil opened her mouth to object, but such sense as she had restrained her. An uncrowned queen was the most delicate of creatures. There would be no adventuring for her, no riding out, no scouting the land. Her duty was to reach her royal city alive and intact, and take the crown. Nothing else must interfere.

There was nothing to prevent her from searching in other ways. She lowered her eyes and composed her face and said, “In the morning we will ride, with our scouts ahead of us. I must come to Lutèce, messires, my lady—and the sooner, the better.”

“That is our plan, lady,” said Mauritius. “Tonight we rest and gather our strength. Tomorrow we brave the roads.”

They all bowed to that. He had taken command as was proper; it was his rank and station.

Even as he spoke, Averil felt the prickle of awareness in the web as he reached to his brothers for both knowledge and wisdom. They were so few, spread so thin; the burden on them was so great. But Averil could not afford to be merciful. She had to spend what she had, or lose it all.

 

AVERIL’S UNEASE MADE Gereint’s shoulders tighten. He had strength in plenty to give her, but no one could take the weight from her shoulders. That was what it was to be a queen: the burden was hers to carry, no matter how heavy it might be.

He withdrew from the fire if not from her heart. A small crowd of wildfolk fluttered beyond the wards; their plaintive chirps and chitters tempted Gereint to break the bindings and let them in. But that would not have been wise.

Gereint slipped outside instead and let them come to him. They flocked over and around him, shrilling their gladness. Their touch was as soft as moths’ wings, their voices too high almost to hear.

They felt the sickness in the land, too. It was no worse for them than the agony of magic constrained to rigid order, locked in the harsh planes and angles of glass. They suffered the twofold onslaught because Gereint was there, drawing strength from the earth for them all, and because Averil was part of him and he of her. Averil was their queen even before she was queen of mortal Lys.

Mortal Lys was mortally ill, poisoned by the late king’s magic. It clotted the rivers and roiled in the earth. The paths of power were knotted and confused; the wild magic was now so weak it was nearly gone, and now so strong it was a danger to itself and all about it.

Gereint knew well the perils of that. Having given these wildfolk what aid he could, he left them to the currents of heaven and slipped back again through the wards. The walls of air and magic brushed past him like wind and fire, but they never touched or harmed him.

“Did I just see what I thought I saw?”

Gereint started. He had settled, unobtrusively he thought, on the edge of the firelight. But Riquier had seen him.

Riquier was both teacher and friend. Gereint trusted him as completely as he trusted anyone in this world. But there were things he never had quite come round to telling his brothers in the Rose.

This would be one of those things. Riquier squatted on his heels beside Gereint, peering at him in the flickering dimness. “You did, didn’t you? You walked through great wards as if they hadn’t been there at all.”

Gereint could lie. Or he could say, “Not exactly through. More around, and inabout.”

“Would I understand if you explained?”

Gereint shrugged uncomfortably. “Can you explain how you breathe?”

“That easy, is it?”

Gereint shrugged again. “It’s just something I do. Am I in trouble? Is this forbidden?”

“It might be, if anyone knew it was possible.” Riquier shook his head. “Every time I think we’ve got the measure of your magic, you show us whole worlds we’d never thought of. What else can you do that you haven’t happened to mention?”

“I don’t know,” said Gereint. That was not a lie, either, exactly. “Some things I just do. I don’t think about them.” And some things were between Gereint and Averil.

He held his breath in dread of what secrets Riquier might pry out of him, but his brother Squire only sighed and said, “Thank the good God you’re our ally and not our enemy, or you’d be honestly dangerous.”

“I am that,” said Gereint: “both honest and dangerous.”

Whatever Riquier might have replied, he lost it in the flurry as the queen rose and withdrew to her bed. She might not sleep for the depth of her trouble, but she would lie down at least, and close her eyes. That counted for something.

Gereint’s watch was not until nearly dawn. He remained by the fire, alone but for the wildfolk who hovered still, high above the camp and its wards.

 

AVERIL WATCHED HIM from the shelter of the tent Mathilde had insisted she sleep in, even beneath the most solid remnant of the roof. That lady was deeply and peacefully asleep on the other side of it. Averil should rest; she needed all the strength she could muster. But there was no sleep in her.

Gereint had a keener sense of the land than anyone she knew. Maybe it was because he was a farmer’s son: he had grown up with his feet in the earth and his eye on the long round of the year. Yet even she, who had been raised on the Ladies’ Isle and known little of Lys until she was brought to it by her father’s will, scarcely two years past, could feel the wrongness here.

Her great burden and most unwelcome treasure, the pendant of intricate enamelwork that hung always between her breasts, was warm enough to burn. The prisoner within slept as it had for twice a thousand years, no nearer escape than it had ever been. She should have taken heart from that.

Nothing was as it should have been. She burrowed into the warmth of blankets and tried to shut out the world and its sorrows.

Instead she only succeeded in making them stronger. In the darkness and the sharp scent of new wool, she felt the emptiness of bodies stripped of souls, a strong force of them and all too near.

Mathilde had been certain that the king’s men wandered without will or intent, gathering in bands of a dozen at most. There were several times that, counted in shivers on her skin, and they did not feel aimless. They felt as if they had a purpose.

Mathilde had not lied, surely; she simply did not know. The soulless were warded against the more common sorts of magic.

Someone had to be leading them. They could not think or act of their own accord; they existed to serve a sorcerer’s will. Who that sorcerer was, or what he intended, Averil could not tell. The wards were too strong.

Averil had been a fool to hope that if she came to Lys soon enough, others would not have moved before her. They were all moving at once, and the prize was more than a crown. It was the world.
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WHEN DAWN TOUCHED the horizon, Averil was still awake, staring at the figure that sat by the ashes of the fire. Except, now, there were two of them: big, broad-shouldered, fair-haired men sitting side by side while the light grew slowly around them.

She had not closed her eyes. She was sure of that. But there he was, shoulder to shoulder with Gereint, conversing softly and amiably in a voice so much like the Squire’s that she could not tell them apart. The sight of him made her belly clench.

Peredur was his proper name, though men knew him as Messire Perrin, or as the Myrddin of Gwent in Prydain. He was a mage and an herbalist and a great power of the wild magic. But before he was any of that, he had been a Paladin: the last and youngest of the twelve knights who had walked and worshiped and fought beside the Young God before the Serpent fell.

The rest had died in the natural and mortal way of things, after begetting children who were, some of them, Averil’s ancestors. But Peredur was neither natural nor mortal.

Gereint trusted him with blind and perfect trust. Averil suffered no such delusion. Paladin this creature might have been, but he was born of the wild magic. However much the affairs of mortals might amuse him, they did not matter, not in his heart—if heart he had. He belonged to a different world.

She would gladly have refused to acknowledge his existence. But that was not possible. She set herself in such order as she could and determined to be, at least, polite.

He saw through it, of course. But he indulged her attempt at courtly manners, rose and bowed and greeted her with every appearance of gladness. “Lady! It’s a fair morning to be in one’s own country.”

It was bitter cold, with a threat of snow, but Averil nodded and managed a faint smile. “And you, messire? The queen of Prydain could spare you after all? Or are you returning to your home in the Wildlands?”

His grey eyes were wide and clear and nigh as innocent as Gereint’s. “The queen of Lys needs me,” he said.

Her brows lifted. “Does she indeed? You’ll not be my court mage.”

“Of course not, lady,” he said. “You have the order of the Rose.”

“You think it will not be enough.”

“I think,” he said with a smile both terrible and sweet, “that the orders will change profoundly before this dance is over. And so, lady, will you.”

Averil had already changed more than she had ever wished to. She turned her back on him and went in search of her Knight Commander.

 

MAURITIUS WAS AWAKE, armed, and breaking his fast. He inclined his head to her and offered a loaf still warm from the baking, split and filled with a wedge of strong cheese from Prydain.

Averil had not known she was hungry until she bit into warm sweet bread and meltingly pungent cheese. It was a moment before she swam up out of bliss to the bitter cold morning and the words she had come to say. “There’s an army on the road, messire,” she said.

He raised a brow. “Indeed, lady? Have you news? We’ve cast our nets wide, but apart from a band or two of the king’s men, there’s nothing to trouble us.”

“They’re warded against the more familiar magics,” she said, “but the land feels them. The wildfolk see them.”

Another man might have scoffed, however politely, at her fears, but Mauritius knew her better than that. “How many?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, and not gladly, either. “Many. More than a hundred. They’re not aimless. Someone is leading them. I don’t know who, or what, or why. All I can feel is that it, or he, or she, is there.”

She had never seen Mauritius either cowed or subdued by any force in earth or heaven, but his face had grown a fraction more haggard. He could not feel what she felt; his magic came from another source, higher and purer maybe, but more vulnerable to the sleights of the Serpent.

He sent out most of his men in twos and threes, riding ahead under strong protections. Only he remained with her, together with Mathilde and her escort: brave men no doubt, but none had so much as a glimmer of magic. Even Peredur rode out alone, to Averil’s unabashed relief.

“Seek and scout only,” Mauritius instructed the riders. “If the band is small enough, destroy it. But if you meet an army, be wise. Count it, reckon its strength, see who leads it—then come to me.”

The brothers of the Rose bowed to his will. Even Gereint offered willing obedience. He was riding with the rest; he could hardly refuse, nor did he want to.

Averil, selfishly, wanted him to stay with her, but he had the clearest sight of any. She needed him to see, so that she could share his eyes.

It was hard to stay behind, to wait for Mathilde’s servants to dawdle their way through breaking camp, then to proceed at a proper and ladylike pace while the scouts rode swiftly ahead. She opened the eyes within, and saw as Gereint saw: the long winding road, the leaden sky, the shadow that dimmed the world above and below.

He willed himself to see past it; so therefore did she. Divided perfectly in two, half a Squire of the Rose, half an uncrowned queen, she let her horse carry her toward Lutèce.

 

GEREINT RODE WITH Ademar as he often had before, searching out the way with all their manifold senses. He was aware of the others dispersed along the roads and tracks and byways, seeking what many reckoned to be a shadow or an illusion.

Gereint knew it was no such thing. There was an army ahead. How far or how many, he could not yet tell. But he would.

The straight way to the royal city ran through a skein of towns and villages interspersed with lordly holdings, manors and castles in which a pair of noble ladies might be expected to take lodging. The first town through which they meant to pass was called Ste.-Alais. In it, Mathilde had assured them, they would find allies and further escort, if Averil would permit it.

Gereint had his doubts of that. For all his efforts, he could not warm to the lady. She had grown up on the Isle as Averil had; she was almost as well bred and perfectly charming. She was certainly pleasing to look at. But she made his skin creep.

He could not explain it. He did his best to hide it—though Averil could not help but know. She marked it for a peasant’s suspicion of the wellborn, and no more.

He hoped that was all it was. So much was wrong in this country, it had him all out of his reckoning.

He made himself stop maundering and start scouting. On this cold, raw morning with the first spits of snow beginning to fall, there was no one out on the roads, and precious few wild things to be seen, either. Of wildfolk there was no sign.

But there were things moving, slipping through shadows. Ademar seemed not to notice them. Gereint had to stretch his senses, but there was no mistaking the eyes that watched and the bodies that gathered around and ahead of him.

There were bodies but no souls, eyes but no living minds behind them—eyes that served an alien will. Gereint stopped in the road, knowing he should not, but struck mute and motionless. He had expected it, though not so soon; and yet it shocked him deeply. It was so very, utterly wrong.

Ademar halted somewhat ahead, turning with lifted brow. His expression of vague impatience altered swiftly. Gereint’s face must have been a fair sight, from the reflection in the Novice’s eyes.

“What is it?” said Ademar, low enough not to carry far even in that icy stillness.

“King’s men,” Gereint said. With an effort that made him grunt, he urged his horse back into motion. “They’re everywhere, but mostly in front of us.”

Ademar frowned. “I can’t—”

Gereint leaned toward him, gripping his shoulder, willing sight into him.

His eyes opened wide. His breath hissed between his teeth. “God’s bones! She was right.”

“You doubted her?”

Ademar shrugged uncomfortably. “I didn’t want it to be true.”

“Neither does she.” Gereint’s horse jibbed and struck the earth with a hoof. The gelding could smell what Gereint could feel: living bodies, but dead within.

He slid from the saddle and tossed the reins to Ademar. “Wait here. If I don’t come back, don’t try to find me. Go and tell Mauritius.”

Ademar opened his mouth, probably to protest, but Gereint did not stay to hear it. Of course the Novice tried to follow, but Gereint was ready for that. The binding would not hold him long, but when he did work free of it, Gereint would be long gone.

He aimed for a steady pace rather than a fast one. He made no attempt at stealth: the land here was open moor and tumbled hillside, and the snow showed every track. Rather, he made himself inconsequential, no more to be noticed than the wind that drifted the snow.

The cold gripped his bones. He let it become a part of him. He was the wind and the snow; he blew across the frozen land, over low rolling hills and fallow fields and bands of woodland.

A village huddled on the wood’s edge, straddling the road. There should have been light there and warmth, and mortal noise.

There was movement, and warmth of bodies, but no sound. Dark figures wandered in silence. Some were feeding—not caring what they fed on, whether human or livestock. Others seemed caught in random patterns, motion for its own sake, with no mind or will to guide it.

No commander; no sorcerer. The soulless had gathered here, that was all, drawn to one another by some force that the living could not understand.

Gereint did not want to remember what Mathilde had said: how these had been men once, with names and lives and kin. There was nothing left in these grey faces, these vacant eyes. They were dead, although they walked. They were empty.

He nearly fell into the trap. A flock of wildfolk saved him, flitting above the town just as he began to drop his guard. Their dance was a wild, headlong thing like the swirl of sparks in a gust of wind.

All of those aimless shamblers turned as one. Their movement had not been random at all. Each one might be mindless, but something guided the whole, transforming them into one single, focused weapon.

The wildfolk scattered, not a moment too soon. The bolt of magic that would have blasted them from the sky, dissipated into the strengthening storm. What had begun as snow fell in hissing rain. Where it struck earth, the ground bubbled and steamed.

Gereint recoiled. All his edges burned and stung. But his wits were not entirely gone. He sought the heart of the magic, the mind that wielded those emptied bodies.

That too was a trap, subtler and more deadly than the last. But this time he was prepared for it. He slipped in and around and through, and then out into the clean air.

He shuddered on his knees in a snowdrift, just out of sight of the village. The wildfolk fluttered above him, chittering with rising desperation. He should not stay, he should not tarry, he should go.

So he would, when he could breathe again. His anchor, his Averil—for a hideous instant, she had not existed at all. She was not and could not be and had not ever been.

That was a bleak and baseless lie. He surged to his feet. Almost too late he remembered his glamour. A black blast of sorcery shrieked over him—but he was invisible, inaudible, intangible. He fled in the reek of its wake.

 

ADEMAR HAD BROKEN free of the binding, but he was still waiting at the crossroads. So was Peredur. A scant hour had passed, by the angle of the light, though Gereint would have sworn he had been gone for days.

The Novice greeted him with a mingling of anger and relief that stung Gereint’s raw edges. Peredur was as calm as he always was, the kind of calm that needed two thousand years to grow.

“The king is dead,” Gereint said to him, “but the king’s sorcerer—I don’t think he can die.”

“He can,” said Peredur, “but it needs more than a cold-drake and a mortal ocean.”

Gereint could not stop shuddering. “Was he this bad before? Or is this my fault?”

“If this is anyone’s fault,” said Peredur, “it is his own, for attaching himself like the leech he is to your late and unlamented king. This is the creature raw, naked, and unadorned. He’ll find another mask to hide behind.”

“Not Averil!” Gereint said fiercely.

“No,” said Peredur, “not our lady.” Softly though he spoke, the words had the ring of a strong and binding oath.

Gereint turned half-blindly. His horse was there, the reins in his hand. He flung himself into the saddle. Not caring if the others followed, he aimed the horse’s head back the way they had come, toward Averil and his heart’s home.
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AVERIL’S ESCORT MADE its slow way eastward, picking its path with maddening caution. The scouts had spread far on all sides; at first it was not obvious, but one by one they faded from perception. A mist had risen on all the roads, concealing magic as well as living presence.

Even earth and wild magic could not penetrate that. Averil was as blind as the rest of them.

Mauritius seemed unperturbed. His power protected all of them as they rode, surrounding them with a crystalline clarity. It was a work of beauty, as effortless as it was potent.

It made Averil’s head ache. Her magic had changed; wild magic had entered into it. It was corrupted, a strict mage of the orders would say.

Maybe so. Or maybe it had grown into this newer world. She only wished that it were a little less wild, and had a little less about it of slither and scales.

When Gereint faded into the mist, she swayed in the saddle and nearly fell. Her horse, wise beast, came softly to a halt.

Somewhere amid the fog she was aware that the rest of her escort had halted with her. She stared down at her gloved fingers clenched tightly on the high pommel of the saddle, and tried to stop reaching so desperately for the lost half of herself.

He was alive. She would be dead if he had not been. But she could no longer see through his eyes or feel his heart beating in time with hers.

Voices rose and fell around her. Hooves clattered; the wards parted. Scouts had come back, and the word they brought was as ill as she had feared.

“King’s men,” they said, “on every road and byway between here and Lutèce. They swarm like ants. Everywhere we search, there is another horde of them.”

Averil raised her head. Mauritius was frowning. “What of the other roads? How badly are they beset?”

“Not at all, messire,” said those who had followed those roads. “They’re as empty as if nothing had ever dreamed of passing there.”

That was clear enough. “So,” said Mathilde, voicing Averil’s thought. “It’s not the sea they’re seeking. It’s the queen.”

“So it would seem,” Mauritius said. “You tracked the fog within? Did you see where it leads? Or who has wrought it?”

Their denials washed over Averil. Even the Knights could not penetrate the fog.

There was a copse of trees just ahead, a place sheltered from wind and snow. They camped there, set even stronger wards, and built a fire for welcome warmth.

Averil had no appetite for bread or heated wine, but she made herself choke down both. All of the scouts but Gereint and Ademar had returned; every one had the same tale to tell.

She found her wits somewhere and scraped them together. “You know what this must mean,” she said. “Have we been betrayed?”

“Perhaps not,” Mauritius said. “Our enemies, whoever they might be, would expect the queen to come to Lutèce with all speed and by as straight a road as she may.”

“Then she must do no such thing,” said Mathilde.

“On the contrary,” Averil said. “Now more than ever, we must press on.”

“And risk capture or worse?” Mathilde shook her head. “Lady, this plan is doomed to fail.”

Averil raised a brow. “You have a better one?”

Before Mathilde could answer, the sentry’s call brought them all to the alert. Averil was still half of a useful creature, but she dared indulge in hope.

When she saw the big fair man striding through the trees, her heart nigh leaped from her breast. But it was only Peredur, wearing as somber an expression as he was capable of.

She restrained herself by sheer force of will from leaping up, seizing him, and shaking the truth out of him. Instead, as befit a queen, she remained by the fire and let others accost him.

He wasted no time in idle chatter. “The army is ahead of us,” he said as he came near Averil.

Mauritius set her thoughts in words. “The Squire? The Novice?”

“Safe,” said Peredur. “They’ve stayed to watch; the first rank of the enemy have settled in a village not far from here, but if they begin to move, we will know.”

“Will we?” Averil asked. “Can you see through the fog?”

“The fog will move, lady,” Peredur said perfectly reasonably.

“It’s all around us already,” said Averil. “We can’t delay any longer. We have to ride to Lutèce.”

“No, lady,” Mathilde said. “If the road ahead is barred, there’s no other or safer way to go. Nor do we know yet how large the army is. If all of the king’s men have done the same as these, there may be more armies—thousands, even tens of thousands strong.”

“We don’t know that, either,” Averil said. “Speed is our ally. How far are we from the city? Four days? Five?”

“At least six at forced pace, lady,” said Mauritius. “Ten or more if we would spare ourselves and the horses, and that is if the storm grows no worse.”

“We can’t pamper ourselves now. We have to go.”

“It’s already too late,” Mathilde said. “If there are armies gathering and a sorcerer leading them, they’ll find and destroy you. You’ll never come as far as Lutèce.”

“That is true,” Peredur said. He had so effaced himself that she had almost dared to hope he had vanished again. But he had been sitting outside the circle, listening in silence. “There is a sorcerer indeed, and a powerful one. Your Squire with the clear sight, lady—he sees the late king’s counselor, the false priest; the stink of him lies on this new army. Even as we sit here, it grows, infecting ever more of the land and its people.”

“But he is dead,” Averil said.

“That is not a human man, lady,” said Peredur. “The world was full of his kind once; when the Serpent fell, so did they. But it seems he found a way to live in this altered world, and the power at last, after long years, to make himself lord of it.”

“If that is so,” said Mauritius, “he’ll be looking to take revenge on those who came so near to destroying him.”

“Then it’s clear what we must do,” Mathilde said.

“Yes,” said Mauritius. “I’ve sent word to the Lord Protector in Lutèce. All that we know, he knows. The Knights there and in the lands between will do what must be done.”

“Good,” said Averil. “They’ll make sure my way is clear. We’ll break camp now and ride, and pray we stay ahead of the storm.”

She did not mean the snow that swirled down through the trees, not entirely. They understood: she saw how their faces closed; how they exchanged glances.

“Lady,” Mathilde said after a slight but significant pause. “If it truly is the priest Gamelin behind all of these sorceries, you are in grave peril of your life and soul. Once you as crowned queen take the full power of this realm, you will be the best and indeed the only threat to his dominion. He will stop at nothing to prevent you from reaching either your city or your throne.”

“It is Gamelin,” said Peredur. “The boy has seen it, and I trust his vision.”

“So do I,” said Averil. “All the more reason not to delay. You go wherever you please, messire, no matter the time or the distance. Will you take me to Lutèce?”

She had not thought it was possible to catch that most insouciant of mages off guard. Yet he stared at her as if he had never seen her before. Then, as if startled out of all discretion, he laughed.

“Lady,” he said, “my powers are no greater than your own. If you must go by those ways, they are yours to venture. But,” said Peredur—and indeed, there was always a but—“our enemies will expect no less of you. Not only the world’s roads will be guarded against you.”

“Even if you bear and conceal me?”

“You are a light in every dark place,” said Peredur, “O golden rose.”

She wanted to bridle at his mockery, but all laughter had gone from his eyes. She did not want to understand the riddle, either, or to know why he felt the need to speak slant-wise in front of so many loyal allies.

Webs within webs. She chose the simplest way, and spoke it with as little love as she had ever borne him. “You won’t help. Then who will?”

“Lady,” Mathilde said, “there is a way, if you will: a place where you may be safe, where the enemy will not expect to find you.”

“Not Prydain,” Averil said, “nor the Isle.”

“No,” said Mathilde. “I have a manor, lady, not far from here. Nothing distinguishes it from a hundred of its like. It has no great fame; nothing has happened there to mark in memory. And yet, lady, it has been home to my kin and kind since the Young God’s day. Its defenses are strong. It may conceal you for as long as necessary, while your servants dispose of the sorcerer and his army.”

“No,” Averil said. “I do thank you; it’s most kind. But I can’t lurk and hide and hope he doesn’t find me. He will.”

“Not while the Rose endures,” Mauritius said. “Lady, I believe she is wise as well as generous. This of all enemies will expect you to hasten to Lutèce and your crowning. The straight road is barred. His slaves haunt the lesser roads. He waits for you, lady. But while he fails to find you, his search will buy us time to raise forces against him.”

Mathilde nodded. “Exactly. Your Knights no doubt will set traps for him, and lure him far away. Meanwhile, in my manor of Gemigny, you will be safe. It’s only for a while, lady. Days, a week, a month at most. Just long enough to clear your path to the throne. It is possible we might even bring the archbishop from Lutèce with the sacred oil and the crown, and invest you there if we must—if we see no other course.”

“Indeed,” said Mauritius. “No law requires that you be crowned only in Lutèce. It’s the rite that matters, that binds you to the realm.”

“Better it be Lutèce,” Mathilde said before Averil could speak, “but if that cannot be done, we should consider it. We will do all that we can, lady. That we promise you.”

Averil’s jaw set. They were all so very wise and so very determined to keep her safe. Had she been they, she would have advised the same.

And yet the fog that surrounded them seemed to have crept between Averil and her allies. Even Mauritius was veiled in it. Gereint was lost—who knew if Peredur had told the truth? Who could be certain that her Squire was safe?

If she let herself wander down those paths, she would drive herself mad. That was Serpent magic, creeping in even here, clouding her mind and her wits until she hardly knew what to think.

One thing she was sure of. If she was to be queen, she must refuse to be ordered about. Guided, yes; advised and counseled by those wiser or more skilled in courtcraft than she. But the choices were hers to make.

Even those that, in truth, were not choices at all. She lifted her chin. “Very well,” she said. “We will, with thanks, turn aside from the straight path and pause in Gemigny. But only for a while—a day, a handful of days. I must take my crown while there is still a kingdom to rule.”

“You will do that, lady,” Mathilde said. “By the magic that is in me, I swear it.”

Averil shivered in her skin. That was a great oath, and binding. It was meant no doubt to reassure her, but she could only wonder: why so strong a spell for so small a cause? What did Mathilde know that Averil did not?

Maybe the answer was in Gemigny. If so, Averil would discover it. And if not, she would find a way—one way or another.

 

THE STORM WEAKENED as the day grew older. Gereint was sure by then that the enemy would stay encamped in the gutted village at least until morning—and even if he had judged wrongly, he had no fear of losing the army. He could track it by the emptiness that surrounded it.

That void sucked at his own soul. Ademar looked wan and ill. For the boy’s sake, Gereint left his post and sought the fast-fading memory of light and warmth that was the Rose.

He found them making their slow way southward away from the enemy and the road to Lutèce. As he drew near them, Averil’s presence bloomed in him with such power and brilliance that he lost all awareness of the world beyond her.

It was a wonder the whole riding did not stop short at the force of it, but even the Knights seemed oblivious. Maybe Peredur saw, though if he did, he kept silent.

Squire and Novice received no rebuke; they had done as much as they could. Now they all could make as much haste as they might, and hope to reach Gemigny before the enemy grew wise to their plotting.

Gereint took his place beside Averil with a sense of deep relief. Under cover of her mantle, her hand slipped into his. It was thin and cold, and yet strong. Now that he was here, she was ready for anything.

As if in response to her sudden lightness of heart, the snow dwindled and then stopped. The sun ventured out, flying high in an achingly blue sky.

The Knights and the elder Squires rode out again, charged with drawing the enemy’s mind and power and laying traps for him along the greater and lesser roads. Mauritius kept Riquier with him, and Gereint, and Ademar the Novice. Peredur rode in their place.

Gereint felt his going like the loss of a limb: peculiar, and disconcerting. It was not like the spell that had sundered him from Averil, not quite, but it came from the same place. Everything in this country was twisted out of true.

 

THEY RODE ON in sunlight, making good speed. Tonight they would camp again beside the road. By midday tomorrow, Mathilde promised, they would be safe in Gemigny.

As the day began to fade into the early winter dusk, the northern horizon turned blue-black, as if night had fallen there in despite of the sun. With no more warning than that, a wall of storm roared upon them.

They fled along the edge of it. There was no shelter, not even a copse of trees: only the bare hills that in summer were clothed in grass.

Gereint knew those hills. Once they had been the edge of his world.

He clutched the high pommel of his saddle, rocked with dizziness even stronger than the buffet of the wind. Full circle, he thought.

Two years ago after just such a storm, he had run away from his mother’s farm and his own impossible, uncontrollable magic. The only thought he had had then was to beg the Knights to do something, anything, about the thing inside him.

So they had. And now he fled back to his beginning. This road led straight past the farm.

The town of Rémy was not far beyond it in fair weather. But the wind was strengthening; it cut through wool and leather and mail. It pushed them toward the gate and the yard and the all too familiar clutter of outbuildings—invisible now behind the white wall of snow, but he could feel them, each in its place as it had been since before he could remember.

He on his fine horse in his fine clothes, in the company of knights and a queen, was born to this plain and simple place. It had been in his family for time out of mind: halfway back to the Young God, people said.

There were nobles with less longevity in their pedigrees. But there was nothing noble about his mother’s ancestry, and his own was even more lowly. He did not even know who his father was. He was the great anomaly: a Squire of the Rose without birth or lineage.

Somehow he had made his way to the front of the company. No one spoke, even if a mortal voice could have been heard above the shriek of the wind.

There was nothing to be said. Either they took shelter here—whatever they found within—or they died. They had no other choice.

The gate loomed before Gereint, so close he nearly rode into it. As he dismounted, the wind did its best to batter him to his knees. His horse groaned and braced against it.

The gate was barred. That need not be any obstacle to Gereint. But there were courtesies, and he was what he had grown to be.

He raised his fist and hammered on the gate—just as, two years ago, another Squire had done, in another storm. He almost expected to find himself face to face with the raw boy he had been, so full of untutored magic that he was a menace to himself and everyone around him.

That boy was gone, run off with the Knights of the Rose. The woman who opened the gate was older, stronger in her way, and not visibly dismayed to be descended upon by a crowd of gentry.

She regarded her son without recognition: seeing the size of him, the armor, and the shivering horse beside him, and taking no notice of the face inside the hood. He had half hoped for that, but the pain of it surprised him.

What had he expected, after all? Enid would hardly be likely to fall weeping on his neck. That had never been her way. But he would have thought she would at least find him familiar.

She gave him no time to scrape words together. Her eye flicked past him, counted bodies in the snow, widened slightly at the number but betrayed no sign of dismay.

The suspicion in them was hardly new, but the searching depth of her glance spoke of troubles that would have been unthinkable before Gereint left her to manage alone. She was making sure that their souls were in their bodies. That was as clear as if she had set it in words.

“Come in,” she said, “quick, before the wind eats you alive.”

Gereint bowed and followed her through the gate into the yard that he knew so well. None of it had changed; everything was where it had been, in scrupulous order.

She must have hired help, but if she had, it was not in evidence tonight. No one else came to tend the horses or to settle the men-at-arms in the warmth of the hayloft. The house, when she led the high ones to it, was empty but for her.

Gereint’s old cloak still hung on the peg by the door, with his worn and by now far outgrown boots below it. Everything else was exactly as he remembered it.

The ladies would sleep in her bed in the closet of a room above the hearth. The men had the attic that had been Gereint’s. It had always been so when there were guests off the road.

While she showed the ladies to their room and pointed the men toward theirs, Gereint stayed below in the big open kitchen. It was the easiest thing in the world to take off his Squire’s mantle and hang it on the peg over his old one, then set to work.

He fetched wood from the shed to build up the fire, and found the cauldron in its cupboard and hung it over the hearth, just as he had always done. When he reached for the bucket to fetch water from the well, Enid’s hand was on it first, and her eyes were on him, clear and hard as the glass in which his teachers had taught him to contain a little of his magic.

There was no glass in this place—not even in the windows; not a goblet or a beaker or a bit of sparkle to catch the sun. Magic of that kind could gain no purchase here. His magic…

“So,” his mother said. “That’s where you got to. You couldn’t write a letter?”

Gereint flushed from crown to toes. Never mind that he had been running for his life, wandering in exile, and working great and terrible magics. Here he was a fool of a boy who had vanished without a word.

He had no words to say now, and no protest when she cuffed him—not too hard—and then paused. Maybe she had not noticed it before; maybe the fire’s flicker caught it so that it flared into sudden light. Her finger brushed the silver rose embroidered over his heart.

Her face wore no expression. Gereint waited, perfectly still, for the blast he was sure was coming. Of all things he could have been or done, this had to be the worst. She hated magic; loathed it, despised it, would have nothing to do with it. She had raised him in utter ignorance of the powers that were in him. And he had become a mage of the greatest order of them all.

She drew her breath in sharply, then let it go. “What did you do? Lie about your father?”

“There’s no lying to a Knight,” Gereint said.

“They don’t take the likes of us,” said Enid.

“So I’ve heard,” he said. He reached past her for the wooden bucket.

Her lips were tight. She always looked angry, but there was more to this than simple temper. “I tried to save you,” she said.

“From what?” He did not mean to loom over her, but he could not help it. “From myself? I was perilous close to blowing apart when the Rose found me. But for them, I’d be running mad in the Wildlands—or worse.”

“Not you,” she said. “You’re stronger than that.”

“No one is that strong,” said Gereint. “We’d both have died of my ignorance.”

There was a slight but potent pause. Then she said, “You came back.”

“Not by my choice.”

“You hate me,” she said. There was no telling what she thought of that. Mage or no, he could read her no more easily now than he ever had.

He shook his head. “I probably should. But I don’t.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

“I am.” He turned away from her, bucket in hand, aiming for the well.

She made no move to stop him. When he came back, shivering and blasted with wind and snow, she had a fat haunch of mutton turning on the spit and a mound of roots and herbs ready for the pot. As he poured the water in, his eyes and nose stung pleasurably with the pungency of onions and garlic.

Their quarrel had ended in silence as always. It was comfort of a sort, a kind of barbed amity. In time, the edges would wear off and the causes of contention be forgotten, and they would rub on together until the next battle.

There would be no more of that. He was not going to stay. All this familiarity had stopped being home a long time ago. He belonged to the Rose now, and to the lady who came down into the firelight and the cooking smells, kilted up her skirts and rolled up her sleeves and set to baking bread while the stew bubbled and the spit turned.

Averil had played the servant before to good effect. She was more at ease in that office, truth be told, than the one her birth and destiny entitled her to.

Gereint could appreciate the irony. He was better suited to be a knight and mage than the farmer’s son he was born to be.

Tonight they worked together, and his mother with them, in silence that was remarkably companionable. In time the others came down, except the Lady Mathilde, who professed herself indisposed.

Averil would have tended her, but the Knights would have none of that. Ademar took on the duty, and none too reluctantly, either. He was of an age to be especially captivated by a woman’s face.

They ate amply and well; so did the men in the barn, assisted by a barrel of Enid’s own brown ale. In the house there was ale, and apples dipped in honey, and cakes with clotted cream and a pot of dearly hoarded berries stewed in honey and a precious bit of spice, the last of the long-gone summer.

Gereint had eaten less well at a queen’s table, though it would hardly be wise for him to say so. Mauritius said it instead, with native and instinctive courtesy.

Enid was never one to blush or smile, but Gereint could tell she was pleased. She barely scoffed, and she filled Mauritius’ cup again, to the brim: a great gift from a woman as thrifty as she was.
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