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        “The old order changeth, yielding place to new.”

        Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Passing of Arthur

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          One

        

      

    
    
      “Arthur! Where the hell are you, man?” Caius was astride his horse, waiting for the boy yet again. It was intolerable. An accident of birth made the spoiled sprat a governor’s son. That didn’t give him the right to keep others waiting all day long. Bad enough to have to play nursemaid for him, but worse by far to put up with his tardiness. Among other rampant flaws.

      The other men were already mounted up, ready to go. Their horses held their place in the keep’s courtyard, but little shifts in their legs and ears showed they were picking up on their riders’ impatience. A standard patrol of six, plus Caius and, of course, Arthur. If he ever showed up. The other men were quietly whispering to one another and chuckling a little. Caius ignored the coins he saw passing from hand to hand. Arthur had something of a reputation, and not a good one. If he wanted to ruin any faith these men might have in him as a leader, then he was well on his way.

      And if he was rolling in the hay with some little tart again today, Caius rather thought at least one of the patrolmen was about to make some money.

      “Arthur...!” he started to call out again, but heard the clopping of hooves behind him. He gently kneed his mount around, and it pivoted gracefully in place.

      “I’m here, Caius,” Arthur said. And he seemed to have actually taken care in his preparation this time, thank God. His dark hair was tucked neatly inside a helm. He was wearing a full mail shirt, the same linked-ring protection most of them wore when they bore arms. A spatha was belted at his side – the longsword of Rome. Rome might have abandoned this far off outpost, Caius thought with some bitterness. But Britannia had not yet abandoned Rome, or civilization. And it would not, while strength remained in his bones and sinew.

      Sometimes he despaired being able to pass that on to the youth, though. And then sometimes – like this moment, seeing Arthur astride his horse, resplendent in shining mail and sword belted at his side – sometimes, he could see a future that filled him with hope. If only he could find a way to pass the banner on, to get the beardless young man to live up to the potential Caius saw in him.

      “Well, now that we’re all here,” Caius said, “Let’s begin. We’re to patrol along the River Sabrina. We look for any signs of scouts – tracks, campfires, anything you see that looks out of place.”

      “Perhaps we’ll catch raiders in the act,” Arthur said.

      “The Saxon rarely raid this far west, but they could. The Gaels from Eire are a greater risk, though. Remember: if we see one boat, we investigate. More than that, and we retreat for reinforcement. We’re too few to stand in the way of a large raid,” Caius added, with a pointed look at Arthur. Who still looked hopeful, damn him. Trust an untested boy to want bloody battle. He knew the other men in this patrol. They were career soldiers, and like Caius, preferred peace to war.

      Peace was less likely to make you dead.

      Caius took his horse up to a canter, and the rest of the men fell in behind him. The gates stood open, as always during the day. With a lookout in the towers, it was simple to spot any danger coming at them across the open moor, so the gates were only shut at nightfall. Glevum wasn’t the port city Londinium was, but when Saxon raids around the larger city had increased tenfold, Uther decided it was more prudent to move his government West, away from the invaders. Glevum was far from impregnable, but it had stood since long before Caius was alive to see it, and he imagined it would still be there long after he was gone.

      Outside the walls, the straight Roman-made road from the city to the seaport was cluttered on either side now. Batches of small huts, tents, and other dwellings stood where a few years ago there had been nothing. Hundreds had gathered there, forming a small town of temporary houses outside the gates. There was another proper town down by the shipping docks, but it had been overwhelmed by the number of refugees coming toward them from the East.

      The Saxons were coming, working their inexorable way across Britannia. It was just raids now, but it would be war before long. Caius could see it like storm clouds on the horizon.

      He led them off the main road, down a horse path that took them away from the port, and out over the moors. There on the open land, he gave his horse a nudge, and she obliged with more speed. They shot toward a distant point of shoreline with long, graceful strides.

      It was beautiful country here. Some trees – enough for shade, enough to break up the line of the fields. Rolling low hills, covered with tall grasses. The scent of the sea in his nostrils, blowing in from the south. The sky was blue, the wind in his hair, the ocean beckoning... Sometimes, on days like this, Caius remembered what it was like to be young and without care. He loved this time, with just the wind and the steady beat of hooves to keep him company in his thoughts.

      “A sail!” Arthur called.

      Caius reined in his horse, slowing her to a stop. The patrol fell in around him, Arthur pointing a hand toward the river, which had already become quite wide here. From their vantage, he could observe a good chunk of the banks, and there was indeed a small boat headed into a sandy beach.

      “Something odd about that boat,” Caius muttered. His eyes were not as young as they once were, and he couldn’t make out the details at this range, but something looked wrong to him about the way the sail flapped and fluttered in the wind.

      “We should investigate, right?” Arthur said. “One boat – we investigate.”

      “Aye,” Caius said. “Arthur, your eyes are young. Can you see the man on their tiller?”

      The boy raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun, and squinted. “I can see the tiller, but I don’t see anyone manning it.”

      That was what had caught Caius’s eye. The ship wasn’t being steered. He could see that even more clearly now. It drifted in toward shore, washed by wave and a light breeze, but the prow of the boat wobbled back and forth like an unsteady drunk trying to find his way home while the sail snapped wildly back and forth at the whim of the breeze.

      “We’ll go check it out. Something has happened to them, and we should find out what. There could be survivors,” Caius said. Then he had a thought, and added “Or it could be a ruse. Stay alert, swords and wits sharp.” He hadn’t lived this long by being incautious.

      

      Arthur kept his disappointment in check as they wound their way down the hillside toward the shore. Old Caius seemed relieved that the boat was adrift, but more than anything else Arthur wanted something to happen. Life had to be about more than just studies in the morning, patrols and sword work in the afternoon, and then more studies in the evening – didn’t it? Was it any wonder that he slipped away when he got the occasional chance? If it were up to men like Caius and his father, he’d never do anything worth anything.

      He’d been wearing a sword since he was eight. Even before that he’d carried a knife as long as he could remember. But he’d never once drawn in actual combat, and he knew every man riding with him had. It burned him that they knew he was still raw, untested. Arthur had confidence in his skill – he’d disarmed Caius himself in practice just last week. But how could the men ever truly trust him until he’d seen actual battle?

      He knew they would not. Oh, they’d follow him, because they were ordered to. But he wouldn’t really be one of them. Couldn’t be, while things remained as they were – boring.

      They were careful as they approached, moving slowly enough that the boat had almost reached the shore before their horses hit the beach. The boat wallowed there, bobbing in the shallows. It was a small craft, only about twenty feet long or so. The sail was slack now, luffing a bit in the wind, and Arthur could see from here that it was torn, tattered.

      “Dismount,” Caius ordered.

      Arthur swung a leg down from his horse, carefully holding the reins in one hand. Something had spooked her, but at first he couldn’t see what was bothering her.

      Then he still couldn’t see it. But he could smell it.

      The wind blew the scent from the boat, and Arthur’s stomach turned. Decay, he smelled, and rot. Something long dead and left to sit in the sun. His stomach roiled as his mind envisioned what they were about to find. He swallowed hard, and stepped into the water with the other men around him. Their confidence gave him courage.

      “Hammus, Cedric, grab the prow and bring her closer to shore,” Caius said. The two men took a line dangling from the front of the boat and hauled it closer to the beach. A short minute later, and sand was grating on the bottom of the boat.

      Arthur stepped closer, but Hammus came between him and the vessel.

      “Not yet, Arthur,” he said, stepping up and grasping the side of the boat. Arthur saw his nose wrinkle at the smell, much worse this close to the source. He peeked over the guardsman’s shoulder.

      The boat was small, a tiny sailboat. A fishing boat, perhaps, with no cabin or cargo area. At first, he thought the bottom of the boat was covered with debris. But then he realized what he thought was debris was human remains.

      Tattered cloth. Bits of broken bone. Chunks of flesh and other bits left rotting in the sun. Odd that the birds hadn’t been working on this mess, he thought, his mind racing as it tried to make sense of the scene. Then he saw movement.

      “Look there, Hammus!” he said.

      “God, one of them is still alive!” Hammus said. He reached into the boat, holding his hand out. “Here, take my hand. We’ll help you.”

      The hairs on the back of Arthur’s neck raised as an arm rose slowly from under the human remains. It was slender, emaciated. Almost skeletal in appearance. The movement struck him as wrong, somehow, and he reached to Hammus’s shoulder to pull the man away.

      “Hammus, I don’t think...”

      That was all Arthur managed to say.

      The thing in the boat became a blur of motion, pushing itself up from the deck of the boat and latching itself to Hammus’s arm. It wore nothing but tattered rags, and its skin was the grey of something long dead, but it moved faster than anything Arthur had ever seen.

      Its jaws locked onto his flesh just below the elbow, below where the mail would perhaps have warded off its teeth. Blood spurted. Hammus let out a yell, and tried to pull his arm away, but it held him fast with both hands, ripping a strip of flesh from his arm.

      Hammus screamed, and kept screaming as he punched the thing in the face with his free hand, once, then again. The blows seemed to have no effect at all. Then with a sudden movement that was uncanny, it scuttled up his arm, jaws clamping on his throat. Hammus fell backward from the boat, losing his footing and falling, his head slipping under the water, the thing crashing down with him.

      Arthur reached into the water. He grabbed hold of the thing with both hands by its shoulders, straining to pull it off Hammus. It clung to the downed man with a fantastic strength. Then it whirled on him, launching itself clear of the water, claws scrabbling for Arthur’s throat. He thrust out both arms, just barely keeping the snapping jaws away. But the momentum of its charge lifted him from his feet and threw him back into the water.

      The waves closed over his head, those deadly claws still locked in their grip around his neck. Arthur struggled, but was unable to even lift his head from the sand. His lungs burned for air already. His arms were getting weaker. Any moment now they would falter and the thing would have him.

      Then it was gone. Firm hands grabbed him by his mail shirt and hauled him up. Arthur felt cool air on his face and gasped, gulping deep breaths. Breathing had never felt so good!

      “Are you all right? Are you wounded?” It was Caius who’d hauled him up from the water. Arthur struggled to bring his gasping breaths under enough control to answer.

      “I’m not hurt,” Arthur managed to get out. “Hammus?”

      Cay shook his head, and Arthur looked down into the water. Hammus’s body lay there on the sandy bottom, staring up at them, eyes wide open. That could have been him, Arthur realized. Almost had been him. If Hammus hadn’t stepped in to block him, it would beArthur’s body still on the sea floor.

      “Damn it,” Arthur said. He snapped his attention back to the thing, which was surrounded now by the rest of the patrol. They baited it in turns, working together to keep it from getting to any of them. One would get its attention, back away – and then another man would sink his sword into it from behind.

      But their swords didn’t seem to be doing much good. One of the thing’s wrists hung limply, half severed. And it oozed black blood from more than one gaping wound. Rotted intestines had spilled from its side. Yet it kept fighting. And Arthur could see the men tiring.

      Then one guardsman jumped back a hair too slow, and the thing had him. Its claws caught his sword arm, and its mouth followed, snapping down like a vice on the fleshy forearm. The man screamed for help, pummeling the thing over the head with his free fist while it gnawed on him. Two other men stepped forward, stabbing their swords into its back with little effect.

      The scene sickened Arthur. But more than that, he felt hot anger. Those were good men the thing was hurting. Killing. And he’d had enough.

      His sword came free from its scabbard almost without a thought. Caius said something behind him, but he couldn’t hear. He was lost in the movement of the sword now, gliding in to face this horror. His blade whistled, almost catching it in the head, but instead struck one of its arms, detaching it at the elbow.

      That got its attention! It turned from its prey, jaws snapping at Arthur. The man it had savaged collapsed to the ground, clutching his wounded arm.

      It darted in at Arthur, trying to get past his sword, but he sidestepped the movement and it lost several fingers. He’d take the thing apart one bit at a time, if that’s what was required to finally kill it.

      It rushed again, and he stepped off to the left, avoiding its good arm. It turned, following his dancing movement impossibly fast. Arthur’s blade sang through the air as he blocked three slashes. The monster leaned in toward him, jaws trying to bite his face, and he only just got his sword between him and that terrible maw. Its teeth gnashed on his blade, some snapping off as it tried to bite through his steel.

      He twisted the sword, pulling it clear of the creature’s mouth and opening a gash across its cheek. Black ichor dripped from its wounds.

      Two patrolmen closed on the thing from behind, stabbing swords into it to pin it in place. The creature hissed, and tried to turn on the men, but the men grimaced and held on. Their swords held it fast.

      “Now, demonspawn, we will see how well you do without a head,” Arthur said. His sword split the air one more time, taking its head from its shoulders.

      The thing collapsed in a heap as soon as it was headless. All semblance of life was gone in an instant. The men withdrew their swords hesitantly, and who could blame them? Arthur half expected the thing to come back to life and attack them again. But it stayed there, oozing black fluids onto the sandy beach.

      “Sir, over here,” another patrolman called. Arthur fought to recall his name – Kaelwyn. He’d never felt it was so important to remember the names of these men before now.

      “What is it, Kaelwyn?” he asked, working to cement the name in his memory. The guard was standing near where the creature’s head had landed, his sword drawn.

      Arthur came up alongside him, and gaped down at the head. It was gritty, covered with damp sand. Oozing ichor from its neck. Rotting flesh dangled in tatters where it had been damaged during the fight.

      But still the thing gnashed its teeth together, trying to reach them.

      “It still didn’t die?” Caius asked. He’d followed Arthur over, and his eyes promised a conversation later that Arthur did not relish. He winced inwardly – he was supposed to stay out of harm’s way on these patrols, not step into it. But he worked hard to keep his outward demeanor calm and still. If he’d had to do it over again, he would have done the same anyway.

      “No, it didn’t.” Arthur poked it with his sword tip, and it hissed up at him.

      “There must be a way to kill the thing,” Kaelwyn muttered.

      Caius drew his sword. “This was blessed by the Pope himself,” he said. “If any weapon can end this demon, it can.”

      He stepped forward, the thing hissing wildly at them, teeth clashing together. Then Caius stabbed his blade downward, punching through the thing’s skull. It went suddenly still.

      Everything was quiet for a long moment, and then the men began cheering. Arthur felt a wallop across his back, and turned to see Kaelwyn grinning at him.

      “Well fought, Arthur,” Kaelwyn said.

      “Thank you,” Arthur replied. He tried to keep the pleasure out of his voice, and the heat from his cheeks at the compliment. Kaelwyn was, after all, a warrior veteran. He’d seen more battles than Arthur had years. But behead a monster, and it seemed much was made equal that was not before.

      “Is Cavetus’s wound bound? Good!” Caius was barking orders, snapping the men back to reality. “Paulinus, Rhodri, wrap that thing up in a cloth. We’ll drag it behind the horses. I want the governor to see it.”

      “What the hell was that thing, Caius?” Rhodri asked.

      “Damned if I know. Perhaps Uther will,” Caius replied.

      Arthur wondered what his father would think of the creature. Wondered if in all the Empire, anyone had ever heard of such a thing. Of course, Britannia was no longer part of the Empire, but that didn’t prevent men like his father from keeping an unwavering loyalty to a Rome that, near as Arthur could tell, was never coming back to this island.

      “Kaelwyn, give me a hand, would you?” Arthur murmured. The other man tilted his head sideways a moment, then nodded. Arthur stepped back out into the water, Kaelwyn following behind.

      Hammus lay there on the bottom, still staring up sightlessly at the sky, his mouth open in a wide “O”, his neck ripped open even wider where the thing had gnawed at him.

      “Help me get him to shore?”

      “Aye, of course,” Kaelwyn replied. Together, they lifted the dead man from the water.
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      Arthur was tired and sweaty by the time they made it back home. Caius sent riders ahead to warn of their approach. So naturally a crowd had gathered to greet the warriors as they rode through the gates. Young children had been tucked away, although a few of the older ones had been allowed to stay. Most were curious onlookers, but Hammus’s family had been warned of his fate, and they were there as well. It was easy to tell who was there for curiosity and who was there in grief.

      “Keep well back!” Caius called. The patrol brought their horses about the wrapped body of the monster, forming a wall to ward away onlookers. Arthur walked his horse out a few feet, carrying a precious burden tied to the saddle behind him. One woman from the crowd, her face already burnished with tears, saw his movement and broke out crying again.

      Arthur knew Hammus’s wife on sight, but had never learned her name. They’d been wed for longer than he’d been alive, and her shattered face told him everything he needed to know about their relationship. He dismounted, and slowly led his mount to the woman.

      “I am sorry for your loss. Hammus was a good man, and he fought for us all,” Arthur said to her. She nodded, crying all the while. A couple stepped from the crowd, the woman taking Hammus’s wife by the shoulder and leading her away. The man stepped up to Arthur, grief clear on his face.

      “I will take the body for burial,” he said.

      “I’d be glad to help–” Arthur began to say, but was cut off.

      “No need, Arthur. We will care for him.” The man waved a pair of younger men over, and together the three of them carried Hammus away, leaving Arthur to wonder about the madness of a world where such creatures could exist, and where good men like Hammus could simply end, in an instant.

      Over and over in his mind, Arthur saw Hammus hold him back from the boat. If he had not, their roles might have been reversed.

      He looked back at the rest of the patrol. Caius had things well in hand. The horses were being taken away by stable boys. Cavetus was walking away toward the physician’s house to have his wound tended. Arthur was glad; he’d watched the man, and seen sweat pouring from his brow on the ride home. He was surely more hurt than he’d let everyone know at the beach.

      “Come with me, Arthur,” Caius said. “We need to report to your father.”

      Arthur managed to not roll his eyes. Barely. He couldn’t avoid the sigh that escaped his lips, however. He’d rather have faced another of those things from the beach than deal with his father, right now.

      

      Caius strode down the long stone hallway, Arthur unwillingly following close in his wake. He tried to keep from smiling. He needed to appear stern. It wouldn’t do to smile.

      Instead, he spoke. “You know your father has explicitly said you are to come with my patrols, but stay clear of actual battle, yes?”

      “Yes.” Arthur sounded quiet, but not petulant. Good so far.

      “Yet today you disobeyed those orders, and engaged that...thing.”

      “Aye.”

      “Why?” This was the question that mattered most to Caius. This answer would tell him much about the man Arthur was at his core.

      The boy hesitated. “Because I was angry,” he said at last.

      Caius looked over his shoulder at the boy – young man – sharply. That was not the answer he’d been hoping for. “Angry? At what?”

      “These men may be my father’s guards. But they are my people too. That makes an attack on them an attack on me. Hammus died, for me! I fought it because I could. And because...” Arthur trailed off.

      “Because you owed it to the men who serve you?” Caius said quietly.

      “Yes.”

      That was more like it. Caius stopped dead in the hall. He turned, took Arthur by both shoulders. He stared deep into the boy’s eyes, trying to see his soul there. He’d known Arthur since birth, twenty years before. He’d watched the lad’s father, Uther, cosset and shelter the boy since birth. All the while Caius struggled to do the opposite, exposing the boy to everything he could, as safely as he could.

      Because Uther was wrong. Caius could feel that in his gut. Times had changed. Rome was not coming back, this time. The center was falling out of place. Caius didn’t pretend to understand all the complex politics involved, but he was a lifetime soldier: he knew discord and anarchy when he saw them.

      Without strong leaders, Britannia would be doomed within a generation. It would rot from the inside, as much as fall apart from without. Millions of people lived in these lands and counted on their leaders to keep Britannia Roman, or at least some semblance of Roman.

      Did Arthur have the spark that could make men follow him? Caius hadn’t seen it before. But after today, he felt something he had not for a long time.

      Hope.

      “Lad, your father is a good man. He’s done well by his people. But he is...not always right about some things.”

      Arthur laughed sharply. “You don’t need to tell me that!”

      “No, perhaps not. But hear me out,” Caius said.

      A booming sounded in the hall, as the doors on the far end flew open. “Caius! What is this? What has happened? Is Arthur safe?”

      Portly, almost round, and getting on in years, Uther had nonetheless retained the light step of a duelist. He strode down the hall toward the pair, and inwardly Caius cursed. Who knew when he might get another chance to speak with Arthur alone?

      He kept such concerns to himself, for today. “We were on our way report to you, Uther.”

      “We were attacked on the beach,” Arthur broke in.

      “By whom?” Uther replied. “The Irish? Or have the Saxons become bold enough to raid this far west?”

      “Neither, Uther,” Caius said. “I think perhaps it is better that we show you. I am not sure I would have believed the tale had I not been there to live through it.”

      Uther looked puzzled, but curious. “Lead on, then,” he said.

      Caius turned, taking long strides down the hall. He loved Uther like a brother, but the man was lost in these times. He was a consummate politician. He should have gone to Rome when the last legions left, when the Emperor abandoned this farthest outpost to focus on healing the center. Out here, on what was suddenly a cast off and wild frontier? Uther was not in his element, and that could doom them all.

      He hit the big double doors at the end of the hall without breaking his stride, thrusting one back with each of his arms so they flew open. Bright sunlight was sharp contrast to the cool dim interior of the stone mansion. His men had surrounded the thing, to keep people away from it, and it was still wrapped in the heavy cloth they’d used to drag it from the beach. He gave a sharp nod to Cedric, who bent over and carefully lifted the cloth away.

      “What have you got, Caius? The man acts like there’s a lion wrapped up, ready to take his arm off!” Uther said.

      “Something worse,” Caius murmured. “This thing attacked us on the shore.”

      And then the cloth was pulled back, the corpse revealed. It was as motionless as it had been on the beach. All signs of unnatural life had vanished. Now it was just a stinking corpse, flies buzzing about it. The crowd backed away, those who had caught a glimpse murmuring to others in confused voices.

      Caius watched Uther, not the crowd. His old friend was examining the body carefully, eyes taking in every detail, that ferocious mind analyzing everything the eyes saw.

      But most important, Caius never saw even the slightest hint of disbelief in those eyes. Not a scrap of incredulity. Instead, he saw the glimmering of fear.

      Somehow, Uther had known such a creature existed.
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      Seeing the creature a second time didn’t diminish the horror for Arthur. Not even a little. If anything, this viewing seemed worse. He picked out small details now that he had missed during the fight. The thing’s chin was intact enough that he could see stubble there, perhaps a two-day beard. The shoes it wore were leather, well made but badly worn. Tangled around its neck was a thin silver chain, and he could just barely make out the cross dangling from it. This wasn’t some hellspawn, then…

      “This thing was once a man,” Arthur said aloud.

      His father shot him a sidelong look, eyes squinting as if to bore into him. “Yes, I think so.”

      To the guards around the body, Uther said, “Burn it.”

      Then he turned to Caius and said, “Come with me. We need to talk.”

      “Arthur should join us,” Caius said.

      Uther shot him an incredulous look. “This is a serious matter, for serious counsel. Not a place for boys.” He took a step back through the double doors to go inside, then turned as if in an afterthought to add: “Arthur has studies to attend to, anyway.”

      Caius gave Arthur a long look. Arthur could see the pity in his eyes. He turned away, but saw it echoed again in the eyes of all the guards. The men who’d just accepted him as one of them, if ever so briefly, turned away one after another, embarrassed. For him? By him? To Arthur, it didn’t matter which. Their looks turned his recent accomplishments to dust and roiled his gut.

      He fumed quietly as he stalked away from the courtyard. He didn’t like being left out of things, but his father cutting his legs out from under him like that was infinitely worse! Caius was no better, really – setting him up for his father to humiliate him in front of everyone.

      He’d fought and killed this thing! Of course, his father didn’t know that yet, but he wished he thought that news would earn him a proud look rather than a wrathful one. Best to get out of the manor for now. He exited the gates, unsure where he was going. There were taverns in town, where he could drown his problems in wine, and always a few admiring women around who would spend some time with him.

      All of that felt as hollow today as it always did. And for once, hollow was not going to do for him.

      Instead, he set off toward where Hammus had lived. The man had saved his life. Had given him his life. The least Arthur ought to do was pay his respects properly.

      That would not be hollow.

      

      Caius followed Uther down the hall to the conference room, then through that into Uther’s private study. It was not a room he generally used for meetings, and spoke volumes about how serious this matter was. More often, Caius and Uther spoke in the larger room they’d just left.

      “Shut the door please, Caius. And slide the bolt,” Uther said.

      His tone was deadly earnest, and brooked no discussion. Caius did as he bid without a word, then stood quietly by the door while Uther busied himself with taking two goblets and a wine urn down from his cabinet. He set them on the table and filled the cups, beckoning Caius to sit.

      Caius broke the silence first. “You knew about these things. How?”

      “Rumors only, Caius.” Uther sighed deeply, staring down into his goblet. “Rumors I hoped were untrue.”

      Caius sank into his seat, his mind racing to take in the implications. “This is not an isolated thing, then.”

      “No,” Uther said. “I have heard of some curse or affliction which is spreading across the continent. At first, I had hopes that it was simply a fiction. But – you know I have spies on the continent.”

      “Of course.” Not news that Uther kept a dabbling hand in mainland politics.

      “They’ve brought me more than one tale, these past few weeks. Of a deadly illness. Of the dead rising from their graves to attack the living.”

      “Revenants. Like the one Arthur slew today on the beach,” Caius said.

      That got Uther’s attention fast. “Arthur slew it?” he asked. “Was he injured? Bitten? Cut?”

      “No. His skill with a sword is quite remarkable, you know.”

      Uther glared at Caius. “You are supposed to keep the boy from danger! Still.” He paused a moment. “Perhaps inevitable, that eventually he would be at risk. You said he killed it. How?”

      “He cut off its head,” Caius said. “That didn’t quite kill the thing, though. The body died, but the head kept going until I stabbed it.”

      “Nothing else was hurting it,” he added. “The men had stabbed or slashed the thing a dozen or more times.”

      Uther nodded, closing his eyes. He seemed deep in thought, but that wasn’t unusual. He’d always been more of a thinker than a man of action. Sometimes, though, Caius felt that Uther thought too long, and acted too late. The situation unfolding here suddenly had all the hallmarks of one of those times.

      “You knew about these things,” Caius said, trying to prod Uther with his words. “You’re not surprised that it took beheading to stop it. You’ve obviously heard a great deal about something that I know nothing of. How am I to keep you and yours safe, if you hold back such information?”

      Uther opened his eyes and glared across the table at him.

      “I think it’s time to share information, don’t you?” Caius asked.

      They held each other’s gaze for another long moment. Then, Uther sighed, looking away and nodding. He took a long gulp from his cup before speaking again.

      “At first I’d hoped it was just a story,” Uther began. “A frightening one, but fiction, not fact. Then, as I heard more versions of the same tale, I knew that something terrible was happening. A curse, a plague. And worse, that it was spreading.”

      He stopped for a breath, and then went on. “I hoped even then that it might miss Britannia. Might burn itself out on distant shores before it crossed here. So I held my tongue, to not panic people over nothing.”

      “What are they?”

      Uther looked startled at the question. “I don’t know. The stories spoke of the dead rising, eating the living. Of those slain by these undead things rising again to join the other creatures. The curse seems to spread that way.”

      Caius’ eyes went wide as he considered the implications.

      “Those slain by it rise?” he asked. He could feel the blood drain from his face.

      “Yes, that’s what I said.” Uther looked confused – and then his face filled with sudden clarity as he understood. “Who?”

      “Hammus,” Caius said, rising from his seat. “He was slain by the thing before the rest of us could react. We turned his body over to his family.”

      “You’ll have to go at once. I have no idea how long it takes for them to rise,” Uther said. “Bring whatever guards are on duty, and burn the body as soon as you’ve arrived.”

      Caius went for the door. Every second might count. If one of those things got loose in the town, it would be a disaster!

      He hit the outer doors still moving at a good pace, and barreled out into the daylight, almost knocking over the man lingering on the other side.

      “Kaelwyn!” Caius said with surprise. “Where’s the rest of the patrol?”

      “They dragged that thing outside the city,” Kaelwyn replied. “To burn it as Lord Uther ordered.”

      “They won’t be back in time,” Caius said. “Come with me, quickly. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

      Kaelwyn gave Caius a look that begged him to spill what was going on, but Caius just kept moving. He was filled with dread, his head playing images of Hammus’s family being killed horribly by his revenant.

      “Caius, do we need horses?” Kaelwyn asked.

      Caius thought for a moment, then replied. “They’re already back in the stable. By the time we got them saddled, we could already be there. It’s not far.” He felt in his gut that time was very much of the essence. How long did they have?

      He didn’t know. There were so many things that they didn’t know right now. That lack of information might be their undoing, if they didn’t catch up, and fast! To know your enemy was an axiom that had been drilled into Caius his entire career.

      “Caius, what’s going on?” Kaelwyn asked. “Why the rush?” He was puffing, trying to keep up with the pace Caius had set.

      “That thing we fought on the beach?” Caius replied. “You become one of them by being killed by one.”

      “Hammus,” Kaelwyn breathed.

      They doubled their speed.
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      The door was closed when Arthur arrived at Hammus’s house, but he could hear voices inside. He reached out to knock on the door, hesitating. Would they even let him in, or turn him away? He’d had enough of looking like a fool for one day.

      But he owed Hammus his life. He made a thin line of his lips, clenching his jaw against his fear, and rapped gently on the door.

      Someone inside shuffled around for a few agonizingly long moments, and then the door creaked open a short span. An elderly man stared back at him through the narrow gap. “See here, young man,” he said, “now is not a good time. There is grief enough here. Be on your way.”

      Arthur took a deep breath before answering. “I was with Hammus today when he fell. I tried to save him, and I... failed. I share in your grief.”

      “Do you, boy? I’ve seen you. Heard stories of how you waste the life god gave you. Now you come here, for what purpose?”

      “He saved me, today. I just...” Arthur stopped, looking down. “He saved me, and I couldn’t save him. I wanted to thank him.”

      Just another man who saw a useless boy when he looked at Arthur. He turned to go, but stopped when he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      “For that you may come in,” the old man said. He stepped aside and opened the door the rest of the way, and Arthur felt his shoulders sag with relief. He stepped into the candle lit entryway.

      “My thanks,” Arthur said.

      “He is in the back of the house,” the old man replied, gesturing down a dark hallway.

      But before he could guide Arthur further, a scream echoed from deeper in the building. The screams continued, again and again.

      “Stay behind me!” Arthur said, following the sound. He drew his sword as he stalked down the dark hall. All his senses were tuned ahead. His sword reflected bits of candle light from both the room behind him and the one before, but mostly the hallway was oppressively dim.

      The person screaming was a woman. Arthur thought it was likely Hammus’s wife. Three more strides carried him to the open doorway. He didn’t hesitate, plunging through into the room beyond.

      Sunlight streamed through the one small window in the room beyond, but it didn’t reach the corners. The gloom was broken by the light of candles, several of which had been set on a long table in the center of the room, and a few which had rolled to the floor, guttering there fitfully. Movement caught Arthur’s eye, drawing his attention to the far corner of the room. A woman was trapped in the corner there, holding a chair between her and a burly man struggling to catch hold of her. She screamed again.

      “Hey! Over here!” Arthur cried. The man turned to face him. But it wasn’t a man. Arthur’s jaw dropped, his eyes growing wide. What he was seeing was impossible, a nightmare. It was Hammus’ body, with empty eyes and a hungry mouth full of gnashing teeth. It looked at him for a moment, then came at him with quick strides. It was clothed only in a briefclout. His family must have been washing him for burial when he…rose.

      “Hammus,” Arthur said. “Do you know me?”

      It didn’t reply. It was Hammus, and yet it wasn’t. The face was his. The arms, the legs. It looked like him. But there was nothing human about the grotesque look of rage and hunger on that face. And no man could continue walking with a wound like the one on its neck.

      This thing seemed slower than the one on the beach. It was moving quickly, but not with the incredible speed of the other creature. Perhaps it was slower because it was newly revived? Arthur was glad, regardless the reason. He wouldn’t have wanted to fight the faster one within such narrow confines.

      Hammus was still coming forward, and Arthur held his sword carefully between himself and the revenant. It ignored the blade, kept moving closer. He pushed his other hand out, and it slammed into his open palm, Hammus’s chest hair coarse under his fingers. The creature grabbed Arthur by the arms, meeting resistance from the mail armor he still wore from the patrol.

      Arthur’s mind lit back to the scene on the beach. He remembered Hammus telling him to back away – taking the attack that might well have been his. The man had saved his life. Arthur owed him everything. The thing in front of him snarled, drool dripping from its open maw, and snapped its teeth, trying vainly to bite him.

      This thing wasn’t Hammus. It was something dark and evil.

      He stared into the thing’s eyes, looking for some semblance of humanity there. He saw none.

      “Goodbye, Hammus. I free you,” Arthur said. Then he raised the tip of his blade and slid it home between the thing’s teeth, slicing upward into the skull.

      It dropped immediately, like a puppet with the strings cut.

      He withdrew his blade from the still body, black ichor staining the tip. In the corner of the room, Hammus’s wife had dropped the chair and slumped to the floor, keening. Arthur heard a sound from the doorway behind him and turned, sword raised to face the new threat. But it was Caius, and behind him Kaelwyn. The men had their own swords drawn, as well, but their mouths were open in surprise.

      “We’ll need to burn this one, too,” Arthur said, looking back down at the body. To his own ears, his voice sounded hollow, empty.

      Caius grasped him by the shoulder, pulled him around until they were face to face. “Were you hurt?”

      “No, it never touched me. My armor kept it from me.” Arthur thought for a moment. “Why are you here?”

      “I ought to be asking you that question!” Caius replied.

      “I came to pay my respects. And found...this.” Arthur waved his hand at the body. “Caius, did it seem slower to you?”

      “Aye,” Caius replied. “The one on the beach moved faster than any man I’ve ever seen.” He shuddered a bit.

      “This one was slow, almost like it was taking its first steps. In a way, I suppose it was.” Arthur wiped his blade clean and then sheathed the sword.

      “What do you mean?” Kaelwyn asked.

      “This thing wasn’t Hammus,” Arthur replied. “I don’t know what these things are, but I don’t believe there is anything left of the people who died once they rise as these monsters.”

      “In a way, that’s a good thing,” Caius said. “Imagine being trapped inside that body and having to watch while some demon possessed it and  killed your friends, your family.”

      Arthur stepped away from the other men. Hammus’s wife still crouched in the corner, sobbing silently in her grief. She saw him coming and shrank away.

      “I’m here to help,” he said, reaching out gently with one hand toward her. “Were you hurt?”

      He prayed she had not been, that he’d been in time. He’d never repay the debt he owed Hammus; it wasn’t possible. But if he’d saved the mans wife, perhaps it would at least be a start.

      She nodded, and held out her own hand to show him. Arthur inhaled sharply. Two crescent moon bite marks stood out bright on her skin, a trickle of blood running from the wound. It was a shallow cut. It would need cleaning, but she’d be fine. Not the perfect rescue, he mused ruefully, but nowhere near as bad as things could have gone. He stepped up to the table, where he found a bowl of water and long, clean strips of cloth that had been placed there to prepare Hammus’s body. He took two of those, wet one, and stepped closer to the wounded woman.

      “Here, let me see,” he said. She held out her hand again, and he gently washed the blood away from the wound. Then he bound it with the clean, dry length. He stood up, taking a step back.

      “Keep that clean, and it should heal well.”

      She nodded silently, clutching her hand against her chest, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. Arthur couldn’t think of anything else to say to her. Nothing he said would help, anyway. The woman had seen her husband dead this afternoon, and then had seen his body rise and try to eat her this evening. There were no words to heal those wounds.

      Instead, he turned back toward the door. Caius and Kaelwyn were already gone, back down that dark hall. The body still lay where it had fallen, though. Arthur wondered if he ought to do something to straighten it out, but the thought felt ghoulish.

      He heard the jangle of mail armor in the hall, the heavy tromp of many boots. Arthur’s hand went to his sword almost without thinking about it. It had just been that sort of day.

      But the men who poured through the doorway into the room were his father’s. The leader was Javus, one of the oldest men in Uther’s personal guard. Nowhere near as fit as Caius, he’d nonetheless managed to move his portly body with good speed. His face was red, his breath coming in hard rasps, but he hammered out a smart salute for Arthur.

      “Caius told me of the goings on. Your father sent us to help, but it seems we’ve arrived a bit late to do more than clean up the mess.” Javus wrinkled his nose in distaste. “You can be on your way. We’ll dispose of the body.”

      “This man was one of ours, Javus. His body needs to be burned, but give him all the honors you can accord.” Arthur’s voice held a steel that surprised even himself – and he could see from his wide eyes that it outright shocked Javus.

      “He saved my life today,” Arthur went on, more gently.

      “We will, Arthur. You have my word,” Javus replied.

      Arthur nodded his assent, and then stepped from the room, taking long strides toward the door, out of this cramped space. He wanted to be back outdoors, in the fresh air, where he could breathe. He didn’t stop moving until he was, and then exhaled a breath he wasn’t sure how long he’d held, sucking in a great lungful of air. The night had fallen, the sun’s lingering radiance casting the western hills in red, and the city streets into pools of blue shadow. The cool evening breeze was a welcome relief.

      Caius and Kaelwyn were outside, as were a half dozen horses – brought by the guardsmen, no doubt. Arthur shook his head. How had his father known to send the men?

      Caius was exchanging quick words with a messenger boy. Then he stepped away, looking worried. He handed Arthur a set of reins. “Lord Uther wants me back straight away. And I want you there with me, Arthur.”

      Arthur cocked an eyebrow. “What now?”

      “Cavetus is burning up with fever,” Caius said. “He’s the man bitten by that thing on the beach.”

      Arthur grabbed the reins Caius tossed to him and stepped up into the saddle of his mount, feeling his heart freeze at Caius’s words.
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      Arthur was bone tired by the time he slid from his saddle in the courtyard. He barely noticed the man who took his mount’s reins from his hand, but his steps were still firm and solid as he approached the main doors. Lights were everywhere – candles and lanterns alike brightening the night. It was a huge expense, all that light, but Arthur gathered his father felt the situation was bad enough without being unable to see.

      “This way, my lord,” one of the servants said. He guided Arthur and his two companions not into the main building, as Arthur had thought, but into the east wing. Flanking one side of the courtyard, it was attached to the main building only by a single corridor. Uther had used it in the past for visiting dignitaries whom he felt a need to honor, but didn’t quite trust.

      He was being very careful. Which meant he was very worried.

      They followed the servant down one well-lit hall, then another. Finally, they ended outside a set of private apartments – again, someplace generally reserved for visitors of some prestige. Not where someone would usually bring a man for an illness. Two guards stood outside the apartment door – in full armor, swords belted at their waists.

      “Where is my father?” Arthur said.

      “Inside, my lord,” one of the men replied.

      “Step aside. We’ll join him.”

      The two men looked uncomfortable, but did not move.

      Arthur looked from one of them to the other. “Well?”

      The same guard replied again. “We’re under orders not to let you in, sir,” he said. Then he added, “No disrespect meant. It’s your father’s orders.”

      Something inside Arthur snapped.

      He looked back over his shoulder at Caius. The older man seemed to see sense his mood, and simply gave him a small nod. Caius would back him. Good enough.

      Arthur took a step forward, and the guard stepped forward with his left leg, raising an arm toward Arthur’s chest to stop his advance. Instead, Arthur fluidly stepped to the outside of the man’s arm, grasping his wrist in a steel grip, and twisted. The guard went down, hard, crashing into the floor with a jangle of steel. But Arthur had already released his wrist, spinning toward the other guard. Steel flashed in his hand, and before the other man could do more than flinch, the tip of Arthur’s blade rested on his throat.

      The guardsman swallowed hard. He didn’t move. The man on the floor behind Arthur didn’t try to rise, either. Caius had a boot on his wrist, and stood above him, shaking his head very slowly.

      “I mean neither of you any harm,” Arthur said. “You’re good men. But understand this: you are to obey me, not just my father. And should you stand in my way again, I’ll not be so gentle.” He sheathed his sword.

      Neither guard gave him any more trouble as he went through the door into the apartments beyond.

      The space beyond was another long hall, smoky from the oil lamps hung on the walls. Three doors were evenly spaced on each side of the hallway, but Arthur heard voices coming from the door set into the far end of the passage, so he walked past the nearer doors. He was about to open the far door when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned. It was Caius.

      “I have your back,” he said.

      Arthur nodded, grateful. Time to face his father. He opened the door.

      

      Uther whirled as he heard the door creak behind him. He tried to shout at whichever of the damn fool guards was disturbing him now, but his voice croaked instead. Incense smoke hung thick in the air, coating his throat with its cloying sweetness. He rose from his seat, gathering his voice.

      “I said we were not to be disturbed for any reason!”

      “And you also said I was to come to you directly,” Caius replied from the doorway. Arthur stood there beside him. Arthur opened the door the rest of the way, waving his hand in front of him as if he could waft away the haze of smoke.

      “I would rather you waited for me in the main villa,” Uther replied. “And would rather my son was anywhere but here, Caius.”

      “I thought it important that I come to see Cavetus,” Arthur said. “And don’t blame your men in the hallway, father. They did try to stop me.” He came the rest of the way into the room, followed closely by Caius. Uther could see another man in the hall beyond who didn’t enter, but stood guard outside instead. One of Caius’s warriors, Uther was sure, but he didn’t know which one.

      He gave Arthur a careful, measuring look.  Uther sighed. He still saw a little boy, whenever he looked at Arthur. But then that boy would do something to remind him that he wasn’t a boy anymore, and hadn’t been for quite a long time.

      “I wanted to keep you out of here so you would be safe,” Uther said, hating how his voice sounded petulant even to his own ears.

      “Father, none of us are safe right now. But I think we would all be safest if we pool our knowledge and resources.”

      Uther grimaced. The boy made sense, galling is it might be. “Fine, fine. Stay clear of the bed, though.”

      He turned back away from his son to return his attention to the tableau in front of him. The injured soldier lay on the bed, covered with blankets. Only his wounded arm and his face were visible. The man’s face was bright red, and slick with sweat. His eyes were closed, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

      Alarming as that might be, the wound was worse. Uther had never seen a limb wound turn bad so quickly. It was almost like there had been poison in the bite. The skin around the wound was green. Puss and blood oozed from the wound itself, and the skin around the bite looked almost as if it was coming apart from inside.

      “My god, what’s happened to him?” Arthur whispered, standing beside him now. When had the boy grown taller than him?

      Uther ignored the question. The answer was fairly obvious: the bite was festering, and it would kill the man unless something was done. The two physicians standing on either side of the bed were making ready to perhaps save his life. If not his limb. One of them was even now fastening a leather strap tight around Cavetus’s upper arm, while the other carefully washed a hand saw. Uther spared Arthur a sideways glance, to see if the boy knew what he was looking at. The ashen face told him that he did.

      “Will it save his life?” Arthur asked.

      “We’ll know by tomorrow,” Uther replied. He tried to hold his annoyance in check. The boy should know better than to ask questions that no one could answer. The surgery might well save the guard’s life. It might not. Which result occurred was less relevant than the data he would acquire from the experiment.

      Information was more valuable than gold. That was nearly always true, in Uther’s experience. But perhaps never more so than now. He felt gallingly unprepared. The scraps he’d been able to glean out of tales from the mainland were woefully incomplete, and some had to be flights of fancy. The trouble was, it was hard to tell which were true and which were not. He’d never have believed that the dead were rising to attack the living, had he not seen the evidence of it with his own eyes.

      One of his surgeons spooned a bit more thick syrup into the man’s mouth. It would keep him unconscious through this next bit. The other was already carefully laying the saw against flesh. The cut would be just above the elbow. The bite was in the lower arm, but the physicians must have felt they couldn’t save the elbow. A shame.

      The cutting started. There was little blood. The tourniquet had been skillfully applied, and cut off the flow. Uther heard his son gulp loudly as the saw struck bone. The grating buzzed at him, too, but it was like a fly. He spared the briefest of glances for his son, and saw not the horrified face he expected, but grim determination.

      Another surprise. Arthur seemed full of them today.

      The cut was complete. Uther examined the wound, as his surgeons prepared to seal it with hot pitch. The flesh seemed good. The rot perhaps had not traveled so far from the wound. The surgery might have had saved the man’s life after all. Time would tell. The surgeons cleared up their equipment and made ready to depart.

      Then he turned to his son. “Come. We have more to discuss.” Without another word, he strode from the room, shouldering past Caius without looking to see if they followed him.

      He knew they would.
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      Hours had passed since Lord Uther and his annoying son had left, and Politus was having a hard time staying awake through his guard shift. He’d been handed many boring tasks in his years of service, but this? This one was the most obnoxious thing he’d been ordered to do in a long time. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he was still stinging from the embarrassing stunt Uther’s boy had pulled, taking him to the floor like that.

      “I should be in bed, asleep,” he complained.

      “You should be keeping your mouth closed and be glad you’ve got work,” grunted Hwaereg. The old man had been annoying him with such sage advice for their entire shift.

      He sighed, eyeing the candle. They’d be relieved in only a few more hours. But it was cursed late, after the middle of the night, and he’d been up since dawn. He yawned again.

      “Quit that,” said Hwaereg.

      Politus yawned again, just for the sake of doing it. He saw Hwaereg roll his eyes and look away.

      “Listen, why do they need two of us to guard one sick man? Who do they think is going to bother him?”

      Hwaereg grimaced. “I’m not so sure that we’re protecting him, lad. I’ve heard rumors about how he got hurt, and...”

      Something crashed in the room behind them, startling both men. They turned to face the door, straining for long moments to hear another sound, but there was only silence within.

      “What was that?” Politus said.

      Hwaereg shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Let it be, boy. My gut says bad things about this.”

      A series of thumps, from beyond the door. Then silence again.

      “We ought to make sure he’s all right,” Politus said. Hwaereg was making him nervous, which made him angry. The superstitious old fool was jumping at shadows. Politus could see the lines of fear etched in his face. He was unmanned by some bumps in the night? He stepped forward to the door.

      “Boy.”

      Politus turned to look back at Hwaereg.

      “Don’t do this.”

      Politus’s face became a mask of scorn. “Fearful old man,” he said, lifting the bar from the door, “go hide in a shadow and...”

      He never finished whatever it was he had planned to say.

      The door crashed open, and something that had once been a man stepped out into the candlelight. It moved faster than Politus could have imagined possible.

      He didn’t even have a chance to scream before its teeth were tearing out his throat.

      

      Arthur’s eyes flickered to the door. Had he heard something, out there? It was late, and his ears were probably playing tricks. He yawned and stretched, trying to rejuvenate his mind.

      “Too tired, Arthur?” his father asked.

      Arthur searched his father’s face, but as usual couldn’t tell if he saw mockery there or not. He chose his words carefully. “It has been a long day. Perhaps we’d be better continuing in the morning, after some rest? We need to be at our best to figure out how to deal with this matter.”

      If Uther was really telling all he knew – which Arthur rather doubted – then they didn’t have much more information than what he’d already told. The plague was on the mainland, and all Uther knew was that it was spreading fast. Those slain by the dead rose to become like them – Arthur had already seen that happen firsthand, so they’d confirmed that bit of the story. The gangrenous corruption of Cavetus’s wound had surprised even Uther, though.

      Arthur mentioned the small bite Hammus’s wife had sustained shortly after they’d left Cavetus. Uther sent guards to take her into custody, and for tonight at least she slept safely under their roof, men posted at her door to ensure she stayed there. The wound had not shown any signs of the corruption when she was brought in, for which Arthur was grateful.

      There was so much they needed to know! About the plague itself, and the creatures, but also about how badly this had struck their allies on the mainland. Arthur could imagine the nightmare in some of the larger cities, if even a handful of the revenants managed to get in. Rome itself could be in danger.

      Caius yawned, too. “Those are contagious, Arthur. Perhaps you’re right, and we should resume this in the morning.”

      Uther looked from one of them to the other, then shrugged. “As you wish. But early.”

      Arthur heard a yell, from somewhere outside. And a loud crashing, followed by more shouts. He was on his feet in an instant, hand already on the hilt of his sword. He stepped to the door, only to find Caius’s arm blocking his path.

      “I go first, Arthur,” Caius said, in a tone that brooked no argument.

      Arthur nodded his agreement.

      “Stop, both of you! We are safe in here. Let the men deal with this,” Uther said.

      Arthur looked back at his father, seeing the frank fear in the man’s eyes for the first time. He’d always thought of him as a big man. Bigger than life, bigger than whatever the world could throw at him. His father had always been able to think his way through anything the world threw at him. Negotiation. Diplomacy. Talking through problems.

      “This is the moment for action, father. Not for talking. Our people need us,” Arthur replied. “Open the door, Caius.”

      Caius held his eyes only a moment, then complied, pushing the door open hard, stepping out into the hall beyond with sword already drawn. Arthur followed close behind him, ignoring his father’s protests. He pulled the door shut tight, and heard the bolt slide home on the other side of the door. The sound of metal scraping against wood echoed in his mind. It sounded final, like the closing of a book.

      The hall lamps guttered in a faint breeze blowing down the passage. Up ahead, Arthur could hear more noise, and now smelled smoke, too.

      “Fire?” he asked aloud.

      “The whole place could burn down, if it gets out of control,” Caius replied. “The yelling is coming from the courtyard.” With that, he started down the hall, sword out and held at the ready. Arthur drew his own sword and followed. His eyes flickered from side to side, seeing movement where there was none as the lamps cast dancing pools of darkness on the walls. The light was growing brighter as they moved toward the main doors.

      The courtyard was a cacophony of light and noise. Fire engulfed the east wing of the manor house. That was where Cavetus was being treated, and Arthur felt his stomach sink as he felt his worst fears confirmed. He’d been hoping that the emergency was something unrelated to their current crisis. Worse, the courtyard was full of people. Servants and soldiers alike were carrying buckets from the well to the fire, trying to keep it from spreading. Arthur couldn’t see any sign of a revenant, but he could feel in his bones that one was about.

      “Cavetus,” Caius said. Arthur thought he was merely naming aloud the most likely source of the current trouble, but then he realized Caius was pointing with his blade. Looking down that way, he saw a form, hunched over in a dark corner next to the stable. The thing reached down, pulling something from the ground to its mouth, and Arthur realized with a start that it was eating.

      “The corruption,” Arthur said. “It was just the first signs of his turning.”

      “If just one bite spreads the infection…” Caius shook his head. “This is worse than we had feared.”

      “We need to stop the spread,” Arthur said. “Right now.”

      He was walking toward it before he’d realized he had started moving, anger filling his gut. Not at Cavetus, but at this curse, whatever it was, that turned good men into these creatures. He could hear the crunch of gravel that said Caius was stalking the thing beside him.

      But before they could reach it, there was a crash of breaking wood from the burning building, and an unearthly shriek. Firefighters fanned back as something shambled forth from the burning building. It wore the armor of Uther’s house guard, but it was on fire, and the flames had burned its face past recognition. The fires seemed to do little to slow it down, though, and it staggered toward the crowd.

      “Two of them!” Arthur cried. Cavetus must have slain at least one of his guards. But it had risen so quickly! How fast could the curse cause the slain to rise? They could find themselves overrun. “Caius, take Cavetus. I’ll deal with this one.”

      “Be careful,” Caius said.

      Arthur turned without replying. How do you respond to something like that, when you are on your way to slay something out of storybooks and nightmares? Still, he’d stopped two of the things so far, and this one still had the slow, jerky motions Hammus’s revenant had shown. It was freshly raised, and not full of strength like the one on the beach.

      “Get back!” he yelled to the crowd, striding through them. They broke like water around him, making way. “Men, grab your weapons!”

      That was all he had time to say before it was on him, and it was all he could do to keep his blade between himself and the horror. It still burned – he could feel the heat of the flames on his face as it closed. Worse yet, the thing still wore its armor and helm. That left almost no gap for a strike to the neck. Removing the thing’s head was going to be impossible.

      It slashed at him with a claw, and he cut the hand off. Black ichor oozed from the thing’s wrist. It kept coming though, and he was forced to give ground again and again. The revenant’s neck was too well guarded. How could he get in a blow that would stop the thing?

      Arthur was forced back once more, dodging a grab. His heel turned on a rock, sliding sideways, and he felt the ground rushing up to meet him. He hit hard, and the impact drove the air from his lungs. His sword skittered from his hand.

      The thing followed him to the ground, on him in an instant. Arthur pushed back with his left arm, and barely kept its jaws away from his throat. The revenant snapped its teeth at him, trying to bring its mouth closer to his face, his neck. He could feel the heat from the thing’s armor burning his arm and chest, feel the scorching on his face like a fierce sunburn.

      Arthur screamed, fear and pain filling his world.

      His scream was cut off by water. Blessed, cooling water, splashing down over his face, over the revenant, quenching the fire, cooling his burns. The revenant lifted its head, snapping at the woman who’d been brave enough to pour the bucket over water over the combatants.

      The brief respite was all Arthur needed. His fingers found the hilt of his sword, and he pulled it close. When the revenant saw him moving, it snapped its head back to face him, maw opening wide. It lunged down at him.

      He brought the tip of his blade in front of that open mouth. The thing’s weight drove it down onto the sword. Arthur felt the crunch of bone as the blade bit through the back of the mouth, up into the thing’s brain.

      It stopped moving as quickly as the others had. Black fluids dripped down Arthur’s blade, and he turned his head to avoid being covered with the stuff. With a heave, he pushed the monster off him.

      Getting to his feet was an effort. He felt a hand on his arm, helping him when he almost slipped back to the ground. He looked back up and saw the woman who’d thought to use her bucket of water.

      “My thanks,” he said.

      She smiled and nodded, melting back away into the crowd. Arthur looked around, seeking Caius. He couldn’t see him at first, but a scuffle on the far side of the courtyard drew his eye. There! Caius was leading a trio of troops, and they’d pinned the revenant to the wall with spears. Arthur started their way, but before he’d cleared half the distance, Caius lopped the thing’s head off. The body sagged against the spears, slumping to the ground as the men withdrew their weapons and recoiled in disgust.

      The bodies of three more men lay on the ground nearby. It had not gone into the abyss quietly. At least one of the men was rocking on the ground, groaning in pain. Arthur grimaced. What should they do with men who were wounded by these things, if the wounds were not fatal, but passed the curse? He looked down at the revenant’s head where it lay on the ground. The head was still moving, teeth still gnashing. It was indeed Cavetus.

      Arthur stabbed it through the eye, and it stopped moving.

      “Well done, men,” Caius was saying, as Arthur withdrew his blade.

      “What was that thing, Caius?” one man asked. The other two were helping the wounded soldier, binding his injury.

      Caius looked up and saw Arthur approach. The men followed his gaze, and Arthur found them all staring at him expectantly. They wanted him to answer? What could he tell these men that would not terrify them even more than they already were?

      “Were any of you hurt?” Arthur said aloud.

      “Just Sammeus here,” one of the soldiers replied. “Quin and Serg are dead, not hurt.”

      “We’ll need to get him to my father’s physicians as quickly as possible. The things carry some sort of poison in their bite,” Arthur said. “You’re sure none of the rest of you were bitten?”

      The men blanched, but shook their heads. “No, sir. We’re fine.”

      He hoped they were telling the truth. But the wounds would be hard to disguise in a barracks, once they turned bad.

      “What are they, sir?” asked Sammeus in a voice tight with pain. His arm had been savagely bitten, a wound so much like Cavetus’s own. The men had dressed the injury, but Arthur knew the real danger now.

      The man was probably already dead. He had a right to know what had killed him.

      “That,” Arthur pointed at the dead revenant with his blade, “was Cavetus. Some of you knew him.”

      He pointed back at the one he had slain. “I’m not sure who that one was. Another of our men, by his armor. Killed by Cavetus after he died and turned into that thing.”

      The men were staring at him with open mouths. Arthur knew just how they felt. It was something out of storybooks, not something grown men would believe. Except they’d seen the things with their own eyes. They knew that this story, at least, had come to life.

      “If they kill you, you become one of them,” Arthur finished.

      The men were looking with horror at the bodies of the two guards who’d been slain by the thing. Two had aimed their spears at the corpses as if they might rise at any moment. And who knew, but that they might?

      “Thrust into the head,” Caius said. “That kills them.” He followed his own advice, stabbing his sword into the head of one of the men Cavetus’ revenant had slain.

      “Maim our dead?” Sammeus asked.

      “No,” Arthur replied. “Save them from becoming monsters. And if I fall to one of these things, I hope you men offer me the same service.”

      He thrust his own sword into the head of the other body.

      “And what about those of us hurt by the things?” Sammael asked. He clutched his wounded arm. His eyes were wide and full of fear.

      “We will do what we can for you,” Arthur said. But what could they do? Uther’s surgeons had failed. The curse spread even after they removed Cavetus’s arm. Even one bite from one of these fiends was deadly. Worse than deadly. How could they fight such a thing?
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      Caius wondered for a while if the dawn would ever break, but eventually it did. Rays of light chased away the shadows, revealing tired, frightened, and soot-stained men and women. The battle to stop the blaze was a long one, and eventually they’d given up on saving the east wing. They’d been able to contain the damage there, which was a victory. Once they were sure the blaze was truly out, the danger past, most people had dropped where they stood.

      Caius stayed awake, along with a few others. Arthur had stuck by his side through the night, despite the young man’s obvious exhaustion. They’d piled wood, and burned the bodies of the dead. Few words were spoken through the grisly task.

      The change in the young man was heartening to see. But now Caius wished more than anything that it had never happened. That they could return to yesterday, when Arthur was a fickle boy and none of them knew such monsters existed.

      Once most folks were rousing, Caius called for a roll to be taken. Hwaereg, one of the older guards, was missing. He’d been on duty guarding Cavetus. Caius presumed they’d find his body after they went through the rubble of the east wing.

      They were now up to three injured: Hammus’s wife Decima, Sammeus, and another villager named Glauvus who’d been bitten by the armored revenant before Arthur slew it. A room in the main manor had been set aside to treat the wounded. But the news about Cavetus had spread even to the injured. Caius visited the room, and it was thick with despair.

      Sammeus was crying when Caius left, weeping through the thick narcotic syrup the physicians had force-fed him, while they were preparing to remove his wounded arm. It had yet to begin the rot, and they hoped they might still save him.

      Caius found himself on the roof of the main manor. The building dated to an early era of Britannia where Celt raids were common, and the roof was open, with battlements from which men could fight. Caius supposed that was one reason Uther had chosen to base himself here, when things began to unravel.

      From here, he could see miles in all directions. It was a sunny day, bright and fresh, with a clean wind blowing in from the southwest. It carried just a hint of the sea with it.

      But there – coming up the road – he spied a lone horseman. At a flat gallop, from the looks of it, racing his horse.

      More trouble? He looked down into the courtyard. Most of his guards were off to their beds now. Only a skeleton force remained awake. It had been a long night. Caius spotted Kaelwyn down by the stables, brushing his horse.

      “Kaelwyn! Get to the gate. Rider coming fast,” he shouted down. Kaelwyn dropped his brush and set off across the courtyard.

      Caius left the roof, heading for the gate himself. He picked up a jog coming down the stairs, jingling as he went. He’d still not changed from his armor. There hadn’t been time, and he felt safer in his gear. Too many men were dead or maimed this past day for lack of good armor.

      Now he was glad to still have his mail on his back. Something had to be wrong. Nobody drove their horse like that unless the need was dire.

      Still, he reached the gate long before the rider did. The manor was surrounded by a ten-foot wall with a single gate, which was still closed, even though it was day. Kaelwyn was standing atop the wall, watching the rider. Caius took the steps two at a time to join him.

      “What do you make of him?” Caius said, panting a little from the run.

      Kaelwyn was squinting into the sun. “Still coming fast. Been going like that a while. Going to kill his horse if he’s not careful.”

      Caius heard the jangle of mail behind him. He looked back over the shoulder and saw Arthur climbing the steps behind him.

      “What’s going on?” Arthur asked.

      “I should have guessed you’d show up,” Caius said. This time, he didn’t even try to hide his smile. “Shouldn’t you be asleep?”

      “I heard the shouting,” Arthur replied.

      “Rider coming up fast,” Kaelwyn said, jerking his chin toward the road.

      They waited in companionable silence another ten minutes while the rider finished his approach to the gates. He dropped back to a canter a quarter mile distant. Caius could see even from there that the horse was spent. It would need care soon, or it would likely suffer injury from exhaustion, even die. He could feel the tension building as the man rode closer. What fresh crisis was coming at them?

      “Ho, there! What’s your business?” Kaelwyn shouted, once the rider was close enough for his voice to carry over the distance.

      “Urgent message for Lord Uther!” came the reply.

      Caius snorted, then started down the stairs. Both men followed him down, and helped him raise the bar from the gates. They opened the iron bound doors, and went outside. Caius looked at the three of them – stained with soot, grime, even a splash of black slime decorating Arthur’s tunic. They were quite the sight.

      In contrast, the man riding up was wearing silks, elaborately embroidered with threads in a rainbow of colors.

      “Where the hell did he come from?” Kaelwyn muttered.

      “A good question,” Caius said.

      The rider stopped his horse a dozen feet from the gates, a puzzled expression on his face. Caius stepped forward to greet him.

      “This is the manor of Lord Uther, is it not?” the man asked.

      “It is,” Caius replied.

      “What has happened here?”

      “We had a fire last night, and some casualties,” Caius replied.

      The rider’s eyes narrowed. Caius felt his scrutiny fall on each of them in turn, but it wasn’t until he examined Arthur and saw the black stains that his eyes widened again.

      “No,” the stranger said. “Even here? There is no refuge, then.” He seemed to sag a bit in his saddle.

      Caius stepped forward and took the man’s reins. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “My message is for Lord Uther alone,” the rider replied, jerking himself upright again.

      Arthur stepped forward then. He stood, one hand resting on his hip, the other on the hilt of his sword. Caius eyed the lad’s face, observing how much it had changed from the carefree look – was it really just the morning before?

      “My father is busy elsewhere,” Arthur said. “You may give me your message.”

      He held the rider pinned with his gaze, and the tone was one which brooked no refusal. Caius saw nothing haughty in the boy’s – the young man’s, he corrected himself – posture or voice. But there was steel.

      “My lord,” the rider said. “Your pardon. I have not seen you since you were an infant.”

      “You know me?” Arthur asked.

      Caius blinked. This was a surprising turn of events.

      “Know your father, really. Know of you, certainly, Arthur,” the man said. “I’m here because your father and I go back decades, lad. I’m here to warn him.”

      “Warn him of what?” Caius asked.

      “I am Joannes,” the rider said, then paused as if that should mean something. When all he saw was puzzled expressions from the three men, he sighed. “So far from Rome,” he said, looking skyward.

      Joannes went on. “I am here to inform your father that Honorius has arrived on his shores and wishes to meet with him. At once.”

      Caius blanched, his mind whirling. Impossible. The emperor would never leave Rome, unless...

      “The emperor is here?” Arthur said, his voice almost a whisper.

      “Yes, lad. The emperor is here,” Joannes said. “Rome... Rome has fallen.”
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      eri stood on the city wall, watching the parade enter. He’d never seen so many horses all in one place. Never seen such fine clothes. Nor seen so many men in armor. He’d lived in Londinium all his life, but while grownups spoke wistfully of legions and Rome, he’d never in all his seven years seen one. The soldiers went away over the sea, or so he’d heard. Never to return.

      Yet here they marched, like something out of a story. The emperor himself had come to Britannia, people were saying. He was somewhere out in that parade of people. The whole city moved even faster than usual, everyone rushing about. Geri had a sense that things were going to change forever. He could feel it in his gut.

      “Fleaspeck! Better run!”

      But some things never changed. Geri was moving almost as soon as the hated nickname registered. Nobody who called him that name meant him any good, and he’d learned that running remained the best way to survive in Londinium’s slums. When you were scrawny but fast like him, flight was better than staying and getting beat.

      He leapt from the wall onto a rooftop, sparing a peek over his shoulder. Mar and his pals followed close behind him. Time to run for sure. The last time Mar caught him, Geri almost lost his eye from the swelling, and his hip still hurt sometimes.

      He jumped from the roof to a tall post, and shimmied down to the ground. As soon as his bare feet touched dirt he started running again, darting between people on the street. Behind him he could hear the other boys laughing as they gave chase. He knew that this was a game for them. They’d try to stretch it out some. They were bigger, older. They could run faster. His only chance was getting someplace they didn’t want to go.

      There was a crack ahead in a sewer drain, just big enough for him to slip through. He’d used it to escape before. Maybe it would work again? He fled, just ahead of their catcalls, almost knocking over a cart of melons in his haste to get to the hiding place.

      There it was! He hit the ground with a slide, losing skin from his elbow and knee, but slipped into the narrow gap. His feet splashed down into the shallow water under the grate.

      A hand caught his wrist. He looked up in terror.

      Mar was there, holding him in a grip that felt like iron. An evil smile blossomed on his face.

      Geri did the only thing he could think of. He pushed his head back through the grate and bit Mar’s hand, hard enough to draw blood. Mar cursed, but let him go. Geri darted back down through the grate.

      “Little Fleaspeck. I’m going to kill you for that,” Mar said. His voice sounded so matter-of-fact that it made Geri shiver.

      Panting with fear, Geri backed down the sewer away from the light spilling through the grate. It was a narrow space, only a few feet high by a few feet wide. A shallow stream ran through the middle, and the whole space smelled as foul as it ever did.

      He could hear the boys talking above, Mar giving orders. Then there was a clanging sound, metal on metal. Geri jumped at the noise. The clanging turned into a scraping, and Geri realized that the boys had found a metal bar somewhere. They’d lift the grate.

      They were going to come in after him.

      Geri scurried deeper into the shadows. He’d never ventured far down here before. The bullies had never chased him deeper. They’d always given up after a while and let him slink back out to freedom.

      “I’m coming for you, Fleaspeck. Gonna make you bleed.”

      Mar’s words chilled him to the bone. Geri didn’t doubt he’d make good his promise. It was time to flee.

      He stumbled back into the darkness, splashing his way into deeper gloom.

      

      Guards in full armor and legion regalia stepped aside to let Arthur pass as he went from the heat of day into something incredible. The building they stayed in was astounding, part castle and part palace. Tall, made of stone blocks and towering over most of the city, Emperor Honorius had chosen this as his new edifice. The noble who’d been living here gave over his quarters; word was he’d left for a country estate. Arthur supposed there hadn’t been much choice in the matter. When the most powerful man in the world asked you for something, how could you say no?

      The building was a ring of rooms, encasing a massive courtyard garden. Level stacked upon level high above the ground – it was a towering structure. As Arthur stepped through the entryway into the verdant space within, the scent of fresh growth and water overwhelmed his nose. A brook burbled through the greenery, leaving him wondering how the water had been cunningly wrought to flow through the room that way. Trees, ferns, grasses, and much more elaborate plants grew everywhere.

      In the center of the garden stood a young man, wearing a white silk robe with expensive gold thread embroidered in patterns across the cloth. His belt looked to be of solid gold, as well. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he stood staring at the brook as if in deep thought. Arthur held his breath. This was the emperor. No man alive wielded more power than the person standing quietly before him.

      “You are Arthur?” Honorius asked, without looking up from the water.

      “Yes,” Arthur replied.

      Honorius turned. “Come closer. I would speak with the man about whom so many stories are told.”

      Arthur was surprised to see that the man he faced wasn’t that much older than him. Mid-twenties, perhaps? Arthur didn’t remember. He did as Honorius bid, and stepped out onto the carefully manicured lawn. All around him, vegetation draped from the walls of the courtyard like tapestries. Several stories above, sunlight shone down. But it only rarely cast direct light on the garden, leaving the place in a nearly perpetual twilight.

      “I only did what I could to help our people,” Arthur said.

      “You slew three of the things,” Honorius said. “That is more than any of my legionnaires have done. It’s more than any man I have heard of has done.” He paused a moment, and Arthur held his tongue to see what he might say next. “Tell me. How did you slay them?”

      “The head, dominus. You must strike it from their shoulders, or do damage to the brain inside the skull. The thing dies when the brain dies.”

      The emperor nodded, rubbing his hands together. “That much I knew. But they are too fast for most soldiers to deal with well.”

      Arthur had been giving thought to the battles to come. The way they had fought before – really, most of how he’d seen men trained – wasn’t going to work well when it came to fighting this new enemy. “I have some ideas for killing them. Spear teams, working in concert with swordsmen, would let us pin them and -"

      “Yes, I can see you have given this some thought. I will let you discuss the matter with General Flavius. Perhaps you can help him improve our training. We must be ready for them.”

      “I will assist any way I can, dominus.”

      “Good,” Honorius said. “Then there is something else. Rumor is spreading about why I am here. Soon, everyone will know that Rome has fallen – that there is nothing left there but the revenants and the slain.”

      “I think word is already spreading,” Arthur said. It had been devastating news. The heart of the empire, gone! True, Rome had left Britannia to defend itself, and the people here showed an independent spirit. But Rome was...Rome. Eternal, unyielding, unbreakable.

      Except it had been broken. Yes, the news was already on everyone’s lips.

      “Which makes my plan all the more important. People need hope, Arthur. And for hope, they need to see us victorious. They need heroes.”

      Arthur blinked. “I don’t understand, dominus.”

      “Think, man! You’ve slain three of these demonic things. No other man has done so much. You are the perfect person to show the people that there is still hope.”

      “I...don’t know what to say, emperor.” Arthur hoped to help train troops, maybe get some of his ideas for re-organizing the army put into motion. What was Honorius asking of him?

      “I am planning a parade,” Honorius went on. “In your honor. You will ride with me. The people will see that these things can be slain. And you...you get a place of pride and purpose. What do you say?”

      “I’m your man, dominus!” Arthur replied. He could barely keep his excitement in check. What a chance! To be so esteemed by the ruler of the Empire, to be at his side and honored? Arthur could hardly wait to tell Caius.
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      eri shook with fear. The bullies chasing him had levered the grate free a few moments before. He heard them drop down into the sewer – three splashes, followed by some curses. Geri couldn’t see them – he’d retreated so far down the tunnel that it was nearly pitch black around him. But he could feel in his gut that wouldn’t be enough to stop Mar. He was coming. Any minute now, he’d lay a hand on Geri’s neck.

      But he couldn’t flee further, even blindly. He’d hit a brick wall. Probably the foundation for one of the buildings, but the tunnel just stopped there. Geri felt his way along the wall, looking for any kind of opening. He could feel a whisper of wind on his fingers, which gave him hope.

      There! A crack between two bricks. The stones on either side were loose, too. He pulled at one, and it came away in his hand. He dropped it next to him with a splash, then pulled the other free as well. The space that made wasn’t enough to wedge himself into, but it was a start. He tried to wiggle the other bricks, but they wouldn’t budge.

      Something over his shoulder caught his eye, and he looked back. There, far down the tunnel, he saw the light of a fire.

      “We’re commmmmming,” Mar called down the passage in a sing-song voice.

      Geri was frantic to get away. He picked up one of the bricks and hammered it against the wall. Once, twice, and then a third time he hit the wall with every ounce of strength in his small body. He heard a crack, and several bricks fell free from the wall, tumbling into darkness on the other side.

      Geri peeked through the hole, which was now more than wide enough for him to pass through. Inside was utter darkness. It stank. The air smelled like rotting meat. He wondered what was down there, and felt a sudden sense that something watched him.

      But another quick look over his shoulder showed the torchlight coming ever closer. He had to flee. He slipped his shoulders through the hole, feeling around the space on the other side with his hands. The rocks sounded like they fell at least a few feet, so there was a floor down there somewhere. But Geri had no idea how far below him it was.

      He reached as far as he could, and his fingers met wood. It felt like the edge of a beam, some sort of support for the ceiling. He had to be in a basement. But where?

      Carefully, he eased himself through the hole, using the beam for support. He found a narrow ledge of stone that he could stand on, and holding the beam with his hands while slipping his toes along the ledge, he made his way painstakingly along the wall.

      Then he froze. Was that a sound, somewhere below him? Something moving?

      Cold fingers clamped over his right ankle, and he screamed. Then he felt pain as something bit down on his foot. He yelped again, yanking his foot back. He almost slipped from the wall, hanging for a moment from the wood edging. But with an effort, he managed to get his footing again, stepping quickly away from whatever bit him.

      He could hear it following. But then there was light near the hole he’d entered, and the thing moved that way, attracted to the light.

      One of Mar’s bullies stuck his a torch into the basement, then followed with his head. Geri had a moment to see the space – stone walls, old wooden posts and beams, and tattered things moving about on the floor. It was only a moment, though, because after that one of the things on the floor burst into motion so fast Geri could barely see it, grabbed the boy with the torch, and hauled him through the hole.

      The boy never even had a chance to scream. He landed with a sickening thump, and the torch went out.

      “Hey! Steph! You clumsy oaf!” That was Mar. Geri tried to make himself very small against the wall. He held completely still.

      “Steph?” Mar said. Steph didn’t answer. “Jasper, go see where he is,” he said to his other crony.

      “I don’t wanna go in there. It’s dark.”

      Geri could just barely see the outlines of both boys as they peered into the basement through the hole. The light from day was dim, barely reaching this place at all, but it was just enough to outline their shapes. And he knew that if he could see them, whatever lived in here could see them too...

      No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than he felt the air moving below him. Something grabbed both boys from their perch and yanked them down to the basement floor. These two did have time to scream. And Mar kept screaming for a while before he stopped.

      New noises came from the floor. Geri tried to put them out of his head as he worked his way swiftly back over to the hole in the wall. They were tearing sounds. Chewing sounds. He hoped that whatever the monsters in the pit were, they stayed too distracted to pay him any mind.

      

      The sun shone brilliantly overhead. Heat beat down and added its own brand of misery to the day’s humidity. Caius found himself streaming with sweat. The men out on the practice field were even more drenched than he was, working hard under the direction of their drill masters.

      “It’s good to see so many men training together again,” he said to the man next to him. Caius chose his words carefully. This Flavius Aetius was young for his command, not even in his thirtieth year. But the emperor had brought over a thousand professional soldiers with him, and this young man was in command of them. Which made him one of the most powerful men in Britannia.

      “I can’t imagine,” Flavius replied. “You’ve done well out here, fending for yourselves with what you had.”

      “We’ve done what we could. I’d always hoped Rome would return someday.”

      “And so it has,” Flavius said. He barked a bitter laugh. “Although not under the circumstances you must have hoped!”

      They marched along, inspecting the men practicing on the field, all the while also examining each other. Caius had asked Uther what he knew of Aetius, as soon as he’d heard the name. Uther hadn’t heard too much. The man was a rising star in the imperial army, though. He’d seemed destined for a major generalship, even before the revenants.

      “I’m impressed,” Caius said as they marched past yet another rank of men beating at each other with practice swords. And he was. The men were good.

      “I’m glad,” Flavius replied.

      “How did you adapt your training to account for the revenants?” Caius asked.

      Flavius grimaced. “We haven’t. Not yet.”

      Caius stopped in his tracks. That wasn’t what he’d expected at all. “Why not?”

      “I was actually hoping you might be able to help us with that. You’ve fought them here, yes?”

      Caius nodded. They’d already reported the early encounters. What baffled him was why their own meager experience would matter to a legion from a mainland that was overrun with the things.

      “That’s good. You’ll have to tell me about them.”

      “Surely you’ve fought them yourself?” Caius asked, surprised. “Or have men with more experience fighting them than we have?”

      Flavius shook his head. “Not these troops. None of our men have fought even one revenant and lived. We fought one brief engagement as we fled Rome. No one who stood their ground lived.”

      Caius looked back over the field of soldiers, suddenly seeing them in a new light. He’d thought they were all veterans of battles against the undead. The idea of having many men who’d survived this terrible new enemy had filled him with hope. Now, he looked out over that sea of faces and saw men who had no idea what they would face.

      His heart sank.

      “Flavius, you must change your training. The revenants are too fast, too deadly. A single bite from one of them kills – no one we’ve seen has survived a bite, so far. And when you die...”

      “You become one. I know.”

      Caius stepped off to the side, grabbed a pair of spears. “May I?”

      Flavius waved him ahead. Caius stepped over to where some of the men practiced swordplay, and handed two of them the spears.

      “You two – work with this one,” he pointed at a man still using his sword. “The spears pin the thing. The swordsman cuts off the head.”

      “You’re saying it takes three men to slay one of these things?” Flavius asked, incredulous.

      “I fought one with myself and five other men. Two of the men died, a third was bitten and died a day later.” Sammeus had grown the rot in his arm, despite all the efforts made to save him.

      “Walk with me please, Caius,” Flavius said. His voice was tight with anger, his back stiff with it. Caius followed him away from the soldiers, curious what he’d done to arouse such ire from the younger man.

      Flavius held his tongue until they were out of earshot. “I’d appreciate if you avoided frightening the men. This is bad enough for them, without adding to it. None of them have faced this enemy yet. They must not be terrified before their first battle!”

      Caius blinked. “You’d have me lie? Tell them the enemy dies easily?”

      “Half the troops will hear that tale before dinner, Caius! If they all desert out of fear, where will that leave us?”

      With the brave men who actually cared about protecting their people, Caius wanted to say. With the sort of men he was used to leading, and the sort of men who would actually stand their ground when the dead walked into their ranks, ravenous and terrible. But he kept those words to himself.

      “How is it that you and your men have never fought them?” he asked instead.

      Flavius looked at him sharply, searching his face for mockery or scorn. Caius kept his face blankly professional, and Flavius seemed to finally accept his question at face value.

      “The emperor was at his holiday villa, on the coast about a day’s ride north of Rome. My troops were sailing back from Spain and had stopped for provisions at the village nearby, when Johannes came riding into town screaming about the dead rising and devouring the city.”

      He paused, then went on. “The emperor didn’t believe at first, but eventually Johannes convinced him to board our ships with us to see for ourselves. We planned to sail up the Tiber, but we never got that far.” Flavius stopped speaking then, lost in his memories.

      Caius gave him a few moments. He knew how hard those memories could be.

      “One of our ships led the way into the mouth of the Tiber,” Flavius said, when he could go on again. “The tide was out when we arrived, which we thought would help. We could ride the tide inland a ways. But the water was shallow, forcing us to enter slowly. That’s when we saw them.”

      “The revenants?” Caius asked.

      “No. People. Men, women, even children, all fleeing for their lives. Over a hundred of them, crying and screaming. That scout ship’s captain tried to get closer to the shore, to bring them aboard. But he grounded his vessel on a sandbar instead.”

      Caius kept his face cool, but inwardly he winced. Already, he thought he knew where this story was headed.

      “They screamed for help from the beach. Then those things came boiling out of the wood line, rushing toward the helpless people. The revenants tore into them, ripping them, eating them... Some of the people trapped on the shore tried to swim to the ship stuck on the sand. It was so close, not a hard swim at all.”

      “But all of those people thrashing into the water must have caught the things’ attention,” Flavius said. “They waded out into the river too, but they didn’t swim. They just walked out, and then you’d see someone swimming only to vanish a moment later.”

      “The dead reached the ship before it could free itself. No one survived the carnage that followed.”

      “So what did you do?” Caius asked.

      “Nothing,” Flavius replied. “The emperor forbade us to help the trapped ship. He was terrified that the revenants would walk out to us, swim up to our boats and kill us, too. He ordered us to sail away.”

      “So you came here, hoping to, what? Make a stand? Rebuild the empire? What is the emperor’s plan, Flavius?”

      Flavius shook himself, as if trying to make the memories fall away like drops of water from a dog’s back. “I suggested to Honorius that we come here, because if any place in the empire was likely free of the monsters, it would be here. So far, that seems to be true.”

      The man seemed to calm himself with his own words, but for Caius, they had the opposite effect. These people ran away when some of their own were in danger. Worse, they had no plan, no scheme to recover the empire or even defend their people. Caius had felt such hope when he saw fresh troops arriving on Britannia from Rome, but he was starting to think his people were better off before these Romans came.
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      ther swore for the third time in less than a minute. And with good reason. The letter he held was penned by an imbecile, and might as well have been a death sentence – for him. He’d worked so hard, for years, and in just a few days this cretin of an emperor was going to ruin everything he’d sacrificed so much to accomplish.

      A hard rapping on his door gave him a fresh target for his anger.

      “Enter!” Uther shouted.

      The door cracked open, Caius peeking around the edge. “A bad time, Uther?”

      “It’s been a bad time since Honorius arrived. Come in, though. You should hear this,” Uther replied, waving the letter.

      Caius entered, shutting the door behind him, and sat down in one of the several chairs set about the room. At least the accommodations Honorius gave him were appropriate to his station, Uther mused. Spacious, well lit, and right in the same beautiful old building as the emperor himself. Of course, that last might have been intended as an honor, and might have been intended to keep Uther close, where Honorius could more easily keep him watched. Or both. Roman politics were all about achieving two ends with one action.

      “What’s happened?” Caius asked.

      “Honorius seized my guardsmen. He’s letting me choose a handful of my men as a small personal guard. The rest he is folding into his legion.”

      “Does he plan to leave Glevum undefended?” Caius asked, incredulous.

      “It seems that way. He wants to concentrate all his strength in one place.”

      “A single unified force would be the best able to defend against invasion,” Caius said.

      “It would also represent a single point of failure,” Uther said. “And it neatly traps me here.”

      “Because you can’t very well leave the one defended place in Britannia? We can train more troops, Uther.”

      “I’m not sure we have time.” Uther stared out his window. He had always been able to sense the flow of events around him, to have a feel for the direction things were going, and how to take advantage of that movement. A valuable skill for a politician. But right now, Uther felt like a man adrift in a raging river, the current rushing him along and threatening to dash him against the rocks. There had been no more revenants found since the emperor arrived – but there were rumors. Troubling ones.

      “What have you heard?” Caius asked.

      Uther chuckled softly. “You know me too damnably well.”

      Caius waited quietly. Uther picked up the goblet of wine he’d poured himself before reading the missive from the emperor. Well watered, of course. In these dangerous times, he couldn’t afford to lose any edge his mind might provide. He took a sip, collecting his thoughts.

      “Nothing solid. Just stories. But the thing is, these tales are coming from places they ought not. The people in Londinium know too much about the things. They seem to know what they look like, how they smell, how they feed...”

      “Spreading from our men and the emperor’s troops?” Caius suggested.

      “Perhaps. But I want you to look into it for me. I worry. Londinium is a huge city, and virtually none of it is patrolled in any organized manner. If there is an outbreak somewhere in the city, quietly brewing...” His thoughts trailed off. He didn’t need to tell Caius – they’d already discussed what a nightmare an outbreak of revenants would be in a city this big.

      “I’ll go and see what I can find out,” Caius said. “But for once, Uther? I hope you are wrong.”

      “So do I,” Uther murmured as Caius turned to go.

      

      Arthur was exhilarated. It wasn’t every day you dined with the emperor, and no matter how unimpressed his father chose to act, Arthur felt like his whole body was alive with energy. That Honorius liked and appreciated him was obvious from the seating arrangement. His general sat to his right, and Arthur to his left. The table was beautifully appointed, the meal created by the best chefs the emperor’s men could find. Arthur tried to recall when he’d last eaten so lavish a meal, and couldn’t bring another to mind.

      He glanced at his father, seated next to him, and met a scowl. Arthur turned away again, trying hard not to let his father’s mood infect his own. Why couldn’t the man be happy to see his son elevated and honored by so important a patron?

      Caius was seated next to Flavius, across from Uther. Johannes was the sixth person at the table, seated across from Honorius. He sipped from a second cup of wine already.

      Arthur caught his father quirking an eyebrow at Caius, who replied with a subtle shake of his head. He wondered what that was about, but doubted he’d be told. Being taken into his father’s confidence seemed to be something he’d have to fight for every time he wanted it.

      And he wasn’t sure it mattered that much anymore. What seemed so important just a few days ago paled now.

      There were few diners at the table, and all were men of influence. That meant there was sure to be discussion of their next moves, their plans and possibilities – although so far everyone had been mostly silent, with little idle chatter while they ate their meals. Arthur finished his plate and sipped from his wine, wondering. The emperor surely planned to go back to recover Rome. Probably with an army of Britons at his back. Arthur pictured that army with himself at the vanguard as it marched to recover the seat of the empire.

      The emperor slid his own plate away from him. A servant wordlessly removed the dish, and another brought him a bowl to wash his fingers. He flicked them dry, cleared his throat.

      “I trust you all enjoyed the meal,” Honorius said. “But we have things to discuss.”

      Everyone was already finished except Johannes, and he reluctantly pushed his plate away from him to give his full attention to the emperor.

      “We do,” Uther said. “I would like to discuss your plan to move the troops from Glevum to Londinium.”

      Honorius eyed Uther. “It is not a plan. It’s done. The troops are already here.”

      Arthur saw his father’s cheeks pink, the smallest bit. It was a sure sign that he was furious, but subtle enough that he doubted anyone at the table caught it except himself and Caius.

      “I am not sure it is the wisest course to put all our troops in one place,” Uther said.

      “Why would it not be?” Flavius broke in. “Once we fold those men into my legion, we’ll have even more forces here. The more troops, the better defended the city will be.”

      “As well defended as Rome was?” Uther asked. His tone was flat, but Arthur could hear the undercurrent of disdain in his voice.

      Flavius sank back in his seat, looking troubled. Of course, even with the additional troops, they’d have nowhere near as many as Rome had housed. And Rome had fallen. That was his father’s point.

      “But we have the advantage of having fought the revenants before,” Arthur found himself saying. “We can train the men to fight them better. A smaller force might do here, if they are better trained and equipped.”

      “Yes,” Honorius broke in. “I believe it was fear – terror even – of this strange and unnatural foe which broke our legions in Rome. It is that fear we must battle, before we can beat the revenants.”

      “And how do you intend to fight that fear, Honorius?” Uther’s voice was biting.

      “By naming a champion,” Honorius replied, smiling broadly at Uther. “By giving the people a hero to believe in. Someone they can look up to. Someone who already faced the things and beat them not once, but three times.”

      Arthur watched both men carefully. Honorius’s face had victory written all over it. Uther was glaring back, the pink spots of his anger gone, replaced by pallor. Arthur had rarely seen his father go this cold. Uther’s icy anger was his most dangerous mood.

      Then his racing mind caught up with what the emperor was saying. Beaten the revenants three times? But he had...

      “We will parade through Londinium tomorrow, and I will name Arthur as my champion, if he will accept.”

      Time seemed to freeze for Arthur. His eyes took in each face as they swept across the table. Johannes’s bored look. Caius, with a deep sadness in his eyes. Flavius, whose own eyes narrowed as he looked Arthur over.

      Then there was Uther – who wouldn’t even meet his eyes right now. Arthur didn’t know how to feel about his father. He’d struggled to win some shred of attention from the man for so long he despaired of it ever happening. Even now, when he’d slain creatures from legend, won the attention of the emperor himself, his own father wouldn’t even look him in the eye.

      The hell with him.

      Arthur turned his eyes again to the Emperor Honorius, who beamed at him with a smile wide enough to break the room.

      “It would be my honor, dominus,” Arthur replied.
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      aelwyn felt a tug on his sleeve, and turned tiredly to see who was accosting him now. This city was exhausting. Every minute someone demanded something of you. And he’d been up all night last night on the wall, watching for enemies the emperor feared might assault them at any moment.

      The new commander was a dolt, and ran his unit like a martinet. Kaelwyn’s new cohort was mostly men from the legion. There was only one other there from Uther’s troops.

      He’d been stunned to hear Uther’s guards had been disbanded, and that they’d been remanded into General Flavius’s legion. Kaelwyn had half a heart to simply take off for the hills. He had plenty of friends to the west, and while he’d miss the pay, he knew he’d have a warm welcome. Honorius and his legion would never venture out that far.

      He wasn’t sure what kept him here. Nostalgia? He missed Caius. Even missed seeing Arthur, something he never thought he’d feel, and wouldn’t admit to anyone but himself.

      Kaelwyn tried to shake off his moodiness as he turned. He was overtired. He’d feel better after some sleep.

      He looked, but didn’t see anyone standing beside him. Still, the tug came on his sleeve again, and he brought his tired gaze down. The boy tugging his tunic with one grimy hand was young, shoeless, and dirty enough to look like he carried his own dust cloud with him wherever he went. Probably looking for a coin for a meal. Kaelwyn’s heart went out to the young lad.

      “I don’t have any money with me, boy, but I kept a bit of bread from dinner, if you want it,” he said. He reached into his pocket and made good the promise, pulling out the crust of a loaf he’d saved to eat with breakfast. He held it out.

      The boy snatched it from his fingers, sitting down right there in the street and wolfing down big bites.

      “Here now,” Kaelwyn said. “Slow down! It’s not going anywhere.” Kaelwyn knew the boy wouldn’t listen. He remembered what it was like to be that hungry, and to not know when you might eat again. He eyed the boy, wondering if he could do anything else to help him.

      Kaelwyn’s inspection stopped cold when it reached the boy’s ankle, visible now that he was sitting. He had a wound there, two festering crescent moon marks. Kaelwyn inhaled, sharply. He’d seen those marks before, seen that purulence.

      His next thought was a pang for the boy. He was so damned young.

      And he was dead. Or would be, soon enough.

      Kaelwyn walled off the grief he felt. He couldn’t let the boy get away. He reached down, his grip snagging the child’s wrist.

      “Leggo!” the boy yelped, trying to scuttle away from his captor but failing.

      Kaelwyn held fast. “Relax boy. I’m not going to hurt you. How did you get that wound?”

      The boy tugged harder, still trying to break free. He whimpered a little in distress.

      “Lad, calm down. I’m Kaelwyn. What’s your name?” His heart went out to the child. This damned world was too cruel.

      He still looked frightened, but stopped pulling away for the moment. “Geri,” he said.

      “That’s your name?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Geri, I want to try to get some help for your wound. It is infected; it will get worse unless it is treated.” Inwardly, Kaelwyn cursed himself for his lie. He’d seen several people bitten by the revenants now. Not one person bitten survived. And all turned into monsters like the ones that bit them after they succumbed to death. This boy was doomed to join them. From the flush in his cheeks, he already had the fever. Delirium would follow, then seizures, then stillness and death. Followed by undeath.

      Kaelwyn would spare the boy that, if he could. He silently cursed a world so cruel that murdering a child was mercy. Even more, a world that made it his duty not to bestow that small mercy. But even more important was finding out where the boy had been infected.

      “They was in the sewers, sir,” Geri said. “The monsters.”

      It sounded like a child’s tale. Monsters in the sewers? But then, everything that had happened since that ruined boat arrived had been like something from an old tale. Why not this, too?

      “Monsters? Do you know how many?”

      The boy shook his head.

      “Can you show me, Geri?” he asked. “It’s important that I make sure no one else is bitten. Then we’ll go get you help for your foot.”

      The boy nodded, his eyes wide and trusting. Kaelwyn cursed himself again for his lie.

      

      The dawning sun had crested the horizon only an hour before, but the palace started buzzing with activity far earlier. Arthur yawned as he plucked up an apple from a breakfast table laden with foods of all sorts. He didn’t feel like his stomach could handle much more. Too much rich food and wine last night, and his stomach roiled with nerves over the day ahead, as well.

      Flavius joined him in the dining room, striding through the doors like he owned the world. Arthur eyed the man carefully. He hadn’t missed the baleful glares the general shot him last night. Right now, Honorius was favoring Arthur, but Flavius was still the emperor’s one remaining general, commanding what might be the last legion in the empire.

      And he didn’t like Arthur much. Or didn’t like all the attention he was getting, anyway.

      “Good morning, General Flavius,” Arthur said, trying to break some of the tension.

      “Good morning, Arthur. Or should I call you by title, too? Champion?”

      Arthur shook his head. “Just Arthur, please. We have too much work to do together to be worrying about titles.”

      Flavius cocked his head at an angle, searching Arthur’s face carefully. Then he closed his eyes, shaking his head sharply. He opened them again, staring directly at Arthur again. “You’re right, of course. Far too much. Call me Flavius, then. No titles between us.”

      He reached out his hand. Arthur took it into his own.

      “Ah, it does my heart good to see my left hand shaking my right!” Honorius said. He strode into the room, long legs quickly carrying him to where the two men stood.

      “Emperor,” Flavius said, bowing.

      “Come, men. We must be off. Both of you will ride with me, in a war chariot. Men from the legion will be arrayed around us to remind the people that Rome is still strong.”

      “I’ve handpicked men for the job,” Flavius said. “They’re already standing by outside.”

      “Excellent!” Honorius said. “Johannes has arranged criers to set out ahead of the parade, to inform the people of the good news. They’ll announce our coming, and tell the people of Arthur’s heroism – and his new title.”

      Arthur tried to keep the flush from his face. Part of him had trouble believing all this was happening. He couldn’t hold back his grin, though, and Honorius noticed.

      “I can tell that you’re excited. But you’ll work for the title often enough. It won’t be an empty posting,” Honorius said.

      “I’m not worried about fighting for a good cause,” Arthur replied.

      “Excellent! I knew I could count on you,” the emperor said. “Now, we should be off. Flavius, see to the men and then join us. Uther and his captain of the guard should be following us in a second chariot. Make sure they have everything they need.”

      Flavius bowed, and went outside without another word.

      “What will you have me doing, dominus?” Arthur asked. He was curious. Champion was a noble title, and he was honored, but he was too much his father’s son to miss the political nature of such an appointment.

      “Mostly, you’ll help ensure I stay alive,” Honorius replied. “Arthur, I’ll be honest with you. Much of your value to me is as a symbol. I will tell the people you are a hero. They will believe me, because when people are afraid, they want a hero to save them.”

      Arthur felt his gut clench at the notion. He’d fought these things, but he remembered Hammus – and all the other people he hadn’t saved. He was no hero. The idea of people looking to him as one terrified him.

      “Dominus, I am no hero. I’ve failed people.”

      “Yes, and you will again. Something you’ll need to learn, Arthur, is that people fail. The ones who eventually succeed are the ones who get up and try again.” Honorius seemed lost in some memory, and paused for a long moment before going on. “I learned that lesson at great cost, from someone who meant more to me than I ever knew until it was too late.”

      “You’ll fail people, Arthur. All you can hope to do is to save more than you fail. Still think you want the job?”

      Arthur looked down at his hands. He’d fought monsters out of nightmare with those hands. He knew he’d do it again, with or without a title. In his mind, he saw Hammus’s face, staring up at him from the sandy bottom of the river. His death had given Arthur a chance to become something more than he had been. Wasn’t that what this was, now? A chance to be more than he was?

      “I’m still your man,” Arthur said firmly, if with less enthusiasm.

      Honorius searched his face, and seemed satisfied. “It’s not a boy’s job, Arthur. If it was, I could put anyone into the role. Oh, I’ll admit I enjoyed tweaking Uther’s nose a little. Your father has a bit of a rod up his ass.”

      Arthur stifled a chuckle. “That’s one way to describe him.”

      “But don’t for a second think I would name you my champion for that reason alone.”

      “I understand, Honorius.” He hoped it was really true, and at the same time could barely fight back the fear he felt at the notion. As a champion, he would be held up for everyone to see. His failures would become obvious to all. They would all see him for what he was, surely – a boy with a sword. He was no hero. How long would the emperor’s illusion hold? And what would be left of him once it failed?

      Still, he had to try.

      “Good. Let’s go let the city meet their new hero.”
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      aelwyn winced, scraping his shoulder as he squeezed through the open grate. His boots landed in the muck at the bottom of the sewer tunnel with a splash. He’d probably have been able to squeeze down here much more easily without his mail shirt and sword, but the boy had been bitten by a revenant. The idea of meeting one – or curse it, more than one – of the things down here unarmed chilled his guts.

      “Boy, what the hell were you doing down here, anyway?” Kaelwyn asked. Geri had led the way in, jumping down into the muck before Kaelwyn could stop him.

      “Running away from Mar,” Geri said.

      “This Mar, he another boy?”

      Geri nodded.

      Kaelwyn eyed the damage to the grate, where a small hole had been pried at to make it larger. “Older than you, I suppose? Bigger? And he followed you in?”

      Geri nodded again.

      A sudden thought struck Kaelwyn. “Geri, where is Mar now?”

      Geri’s eyes grew very big. “The monsters got them.”

      Them? Inwardly, Kaelwyn cursed. The revenants made more of themselves when they killed. How many of the things were there down here? For a moment he considered turning around. He could go back to Caius, return with a squad of guards. Or a company. Or a legion.

      But if he tried to turn about now, the boy would flee. He could see it in Geri’s eyes even now, that he wanted to bolt. He was only holding steady because Kaelwyn was. Without the boy he might not find the nest in time to stop it. He had to find out where the things were hiding and how bad the situation was, then get back to Caius and report the situation.

      “We need to be quiet, Geri. Can you lead me to where the monsters are, silent as a mouse?”

      The boy nodded, then set off down the passage. And he was pretty quiet. His footsteps barely made any sound at all. If anything, Kaelwyn was the one making more noise. He had to hunch over to fit in the passage at all, and his boots sloshed through foul smelling fluid with every step.

      Finally, they reached a crumbling wall of stones. It looked like the edge of an old foundation. Kaelwyn tried to figure out where they were, but it could have been any of a number of old buildings in this part of the city.

      “Through there,” Geri said, pointing at a hole in the wall.

      Kaelwyn could see nothing but darkness beyond. He had no light except the dim illumination reaching this far from the grate hole back down the passage. Carefully, he leaned against the wall, staring into the darkness, straining to see or hear anything beyond.

      Nothing stirred in there, as near as he could tell.

      “Geri,” he whispered, “are you sure this is...”

      Before he could finish his words, the rock shifted under his hands, falling away in front of him. Kaelwyn yelped, losing his balance as the stones dropped into the dark space beyond. He couldn’t stop his own fall, and tumbled down headfirst.

      He hit the bottom hard, jamming his right hip and shoulder. He cursed, but softly as he could. Fear clenched his gut. He couldn’t see anything here – the room was in total darkness.

      But he could hear movement. The whisper of rustling cloth. The slosh of something moving through liquid. All around him, it seemed, he could hear things beginning to stir.

      The hairs on his neck and arms prickled. His hand went to his sword, slowly drawing the blade from its sheath. His shoulder screamed in pain from the simple movement.

      There was more movement around him now. He tried to back up toward the hole he’d fallen through, but couldn’t find the spot in all the rubble, and had a horrible feeling the noise he made was drawing the things to him. He stopped moving, went completely still, barely drawing a breath.

      Long moments passed, and the movements began to settle again.

      The room was as silent as a tomb again. Kaelwyn dared not even lean back against the wall, for fear he’d set the things into motion again.

      Then, from above and to his right, Kaelwyn heard Geri’s voice whisper down. “Are you there? Are you OK?”

      The movements began again, in earnest this time. The things had heard prey. They were awake. They were hungry. They were coming for Geri.

      And Kaelwyn was right in their path.

      

      Uther fumed in silence, his face a carefully constructed mask. He was in public, after all, riding in a chariot behind the emperor himself. And his own son was being lauded a hero today. The crowd would take his stoic pose as pride.

      His son knew better. He could see that in Arthur’s face, every time he turned back from his place in the emperor’s chariot. The boy was growing uncannily good at reading his moods. Uther wasn’t sure if that pleased him or upset him.

      This...the insanity of everything Honorius was doing set him on edge. To bring the last fighting force Rome had into a large city like Londinium was bad enough. It was almost certain that the revenant plague would arrive here soon, if it had not already. It would be far safer for the legion to be based away from major population centers. Uther had been drawing up plans, putting his mind to work on ideas. Britannia was not the safe haven Honorius seemed to think it was. They knew that one revenant had arrived on the shores, and if Arthur hadn’t managed to slay it, there would likely have been many more.

      There was no safety here. Uther’s gut clenched as he scanned the crowd. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for... Sick, feverish faces? He couldn’t tell if any were there in the masses crowding around the parade.

      They were here to see a man be made champion. A hero. Uther knew better. There were no heroes, only scared men trying to stay alive.

      He kept his focus on the crowd as the parade stopped and Honorius began to speak again, telling all assembled of Arthur’s deeds. It was no wonder the boy had a swelled head – the emperor made it sound like Arthur alone could carve his way through the undead enemy. Like he was a magic weapon the emperor would wield to rebuild a lost Rome.

      Uther understood the power of hope. But his gut told him this wasn’t the place, or the time. He glanced at the sun. It was late morning, and no word from Caius yet. Uther let a flicker of that worry crease his brow before restoring the stoic mask to its place.
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      aius wasn’t sorry to be missing the parade. He’d never enjoyed them, and being ordered to not attend this one was pleasure, not pain. He only wished it had been for some other reason.

      Uther was right. The city was rife with rumors of the undead. And there was too much of it to be accounted for as just tales being spread by the troops. Some stories were clearly made up. Caius didn’t think the emperor was raising a group of revenants for circus games, for example. Nor did it seem likely the revenants were a Saxon weapon.

      But the story that there was a church here in the old quarter, where the sick could come and be cured, if they had a bite that festered badly? That troubled him. It had the ring of truth to it.

      He’d asked about, carefully. He could play the doddering old man, if he needed. He could play the desperate father of a sick child, too. He’d used both ruses, and finally he’d tracked down the location of this miracle church.

      The fact that not many people knew where it was seemed like a good thing to him. It implied that there were not many people with such bites in the city. But the fact that everyone with their ear to the ground knew the place existed at all was worrying, because it meant that there were at least some revenants near enough to be a threat.

      If there were any at all, there were probably going to be quite a lot more, and soon, unless they were slain.

      Caius stood in the doorway of a building next to the church, and watched a man in a brown robe slip in through the side door. The man was carrying a large bag. Caius wondered what was in that sack... Bits of the mystery cure? What if these priests had actually found a cure for the pestilence in the revenants’ bite? But if that was the case, why not tell the emperor? Why not spread the word?

      He had to find out what was going on in there.

      Caius left his perch, casually sauntering across the courtyard. Once he reached the far side, he stepped quickly up to the same door the robed man had used, and pushed gently.

      Locked.

      There was a hook latch, inside the door. Not a complex lock. Caius drew his knife, sliding it through the gap between door and stone wall. He had to gouge the wood a bit, but a few moments later the door was open.

      The room inside was small, poorly lit, and smelled of blood – both old and fresh. An open doorway was set into the middle of the wall across the room from him, leading deeper into the church. A single table filled the center of the room. The sack sat open on the table, chunks of flesh and bone spilling from the top. Blood pooled on the table and ran onto the floor, where it joined older stains to color the floor a deep crimson.

      Caius sheathed his knife and drew his sword instead. He wondered briefly if the Pope who’d blessed the weapon was even still alive, or if he’d died in Rome when it fell. Whether the man was still among the living or not, Caius believed in the blessing. And his gut said he’d need every bit of God’s grace in this profaned place.

      Caius closed the door behind him quietly. He took another step into the room, his feet sticking a bit to the tacky blood spread over the floor. There was no cure here. There was only death.

      The man in the brown robe stepped back into the room from wherever he’d been. He didn’t notice Caius immediately, seeming preoccupied. He carried a large butcher’s knife, and stepped up to the table. He pulled a large chunk from the bag, lay it on the table, and raised the cleaver to chop the flesh up.

      Caius cleared his throat.

      The man whirled, seeing Caius for the first time. He gave a yelp of alarm, saw the sword in Caius’s hand, and dropped his cleaver, squealing like a pig and dropping to his knees.

      “Please sir! Don’t hurt me! Please!”

      The robed man shuffled on his knees, dragging them through the grime and decaying matter on the floor. Caius didn’t even try to conceal his disgust.

      “What the hell is going on here?” he asked.

      “I’m taking care of them! Honest, I am,” the strange man said.

      “Taking care of whom?”

      “The pastor. And the others. I’m taking good care of them, see?” he said, gesturing at the bag set on the table.

      “Show me,” Caius said.

      The man squealed again, prostrating himself on the floor. Caius’s mouth wrinkled, watching the man press his face into the slippery mess of the floor.

      “Show me!”

      “NO!” the robed man shouted back. “No! You’ll take them away, and I’ll miss out. I want to have the life after death too! The pastor, he said the life after death was special, and was only for God’s special chosen.”

      He got up on his hands and knees. Caius eyed him warily. The man’s face was flushed. His eyes were glassy, and sweat stood out on his brow. All the signs of fever. Caius had missed it before, but the signs were unmistakable once he looked closely.

      “You’ve been bitten, haven’t you?” he asked.

      The man cackled, rolling back a sleeve to show a festering wound. “Yes! And soon I will have the life after death, too! Just like the others! Just like all the rest! AND YOU CAN’T STOP ME!”

      With that last yell, the robed man snapped his cleaver up from the floor where he’d dropped it and rose quickly to his feet. He slashed the air in front of him, taking swipes at Caius.

      Caius sidestepped quickly, but the man kept coming, still swinging the cleaver. Caius leaned away, letting the gleaming blade pass only inches from his face. He batted the cleaver aside with the flat of his sword.

      “Stop this,” Caius said. “Let me try to help you.”

      The man cackled wildly as his only response, lunging again with his blade. Caius wasn’t wearing armor. This madman could hurt him, and his pity was fast running dry.

      He snaked his blade up and around the man’s wrist, slicing flesh, trying to force him to drop the blade. The man ignored the fresh wound and almost drove his cleaver into Caius’s arm.

      A crash from deeper inside the church drew Caius’s attention for a moment. His opponent took the chance and drove his cleaver straight at Caius’s head. Caius saw the movement, took a step back to avoid the blow – and was stopped by the table.

      The cleaver drove into his right shoulder with a dull thud. The waves of pain that followed a moment later made him grit his teeth against the taste of iron and bile in his mouth.

      “No one can take the life after death from me!” the maniac shouted again, pulling the knife free. The withdrawal of the blade hurt almost as much as the blow itself. Caius clenched his teeth past the pain, saw the man raise his weapon for another blow.

      Caius never gave him the chance. He drove his own blade forward and up, through the man’s throat and into his skull.

      His body sagged against the blade, dropping to the floor twitching, but quite dead. It wouldn’t be rising again with a wound like that, either. Caius withdrew his sword. He could feel his own blood pouring from the wound on his shoulder. It was time to get out of here. He sheathed his sword and tore a strip of cloth from his shirt, pressing it against the wound.

      The sound of shouting drew his attention back to the interior of the church. The first noise had been like masonry coming apart. Now shouting. Was someone else trapped here?

      Caius took his shirt off and tied it around his shoulder to hold the makeshift bandage in place. He’d had worse. A date with the surgeon and some time to heal, and the wound would be one more scar on a body that bore many scars. In the back of his mind was the niggling worry that he might not have time to heal this wound though. That death was coming for all of them far sooner than healing.

      Drawing his sword again, he stepped through the doorway into the main area of the church. He heard a second shout, this one coming from the back of the church, behind a stout wooden door. The door was barred from this side. Which meant the door was intended to keep something in.

      His heart was pounding. The maniac in the robe had been bitten. He’d said enough, too, that Caius had a good idea what was on the other side of that door. He gripped his sword tightly, his other arm in agony. Opening that door right now, in his condition, would be foolhardy. He hadn’t lived this long...

      The shout came from the other side of the door again. This time, Caius was close enough to recognize the voice.

      “Kaelwyn?” he said, astonished. Impossible! But he’d known the man for long enough to recognize the sound of his voice anywhere.

      Caius was already moving, his decision reversed. Still holding his sword with his wounded arm, he lifted the heavy bar with his good hand. With a yank on a thick iron ring set into the middle of the door, he pulled it open.

      Past the doorway was a set of wooden stairs, descending into darkness. Caius grimaced down into that blackness, his courage faltering. He’d never believed monsters lived in the dark places, even as a child. But now?

      Now he knew the monsters were real. And it terrified him.

      He steeled himself, and shouted into the dark. “Kaelwyn?”

      “Caius?” came the incredulous reply from below.

      “This way man! Up the stairs!” Caius called.

      He heard the sound of hasty footsteps below. Then he saw a boy ascending the stairs, with Kaelwyn close behind him.

      “Run!” Kaelwyn shouted, his face white.

      More shapes were moving in the darkness beyond him. Moving fast, and coming their way.

      Caius grabbed the man by the shoulder, hauling him up the last two steps, and then turned to slam the door shut again.

      Too late. A grotesque arm reached through the doorway as he tried to close it. The bones in the arm shattered as the door hit them, but they stopped it from closing all the way. Caius threw his shoulder into the door, trying to force it closed so that he could set the wooden beam into place again. Kaelwyn joined him, adding his own weight.

      He could feel the impact of dead fists on the other side, dead bodies piling up, heaving upward with their uncanny strength. Inch by inch, steadily, the door was opening despite their best efforts.

      “How the hell did you get down there?” Caius asked.

      “Long story,” Kaelwyn replied, panting. “Tell you later.”

      “You bitten?”

      “No. Still had my armor on. Was too close though.” Kaelwyn shuddered.

      “We’re going to have to run for it,” Caius said. Three more hands were reaching around the door now, clawed fingers scrabbling for their flesh.

      “I’m ready,” Kaelwyn said. “Where’s Geri?”

      “Who?”

      “The boy,” Kaelwyn replied.

      Caius looked around, but there was no one else here. The front door to the church hung open, though.

      “He’s run for it. And so should we. On three?”

      Kaelwyn nodded, breathing hard.

      Caius counted. “One.”

      The door opened further, their boots slipping on the stone floors. A revenant managed to stick its head out through the widening gap, jaws snapping.

      “Oh hells – three!”

      The two men released the door together, turning to sprint through the church as what seemed like all the demons in hell boiled out of the dark space behind them.
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      he parade was beginning to blur together for Arthur. They’d ride a ways into the city, then stop while the emperor spoke to the assembled crowd. Then they would ride on a bit further. Some of the listeners would drift away, while others picked up and followed along, so that the crowd swelled as the morning went on.

      The chariots had just stopped again, and Honorius was beginning his speech.

      “Most of you have heard by now: Rome has fallen,” Honorius began. Wails came from a few in the crowd. Most people had heard the rumors, but some had perhaps not believed them before now. Hearing the truth from the emperor himself was hard.

      “We face a great challenge. An evil none of us had ever dreamt of invades our lands, slays our people – and then they rise up against us to join that demonic force.”

      Arthur scanned the crowd. The wailing had stopped, and they were all listening to Honorius intently.

      “But all is not lost,” Honorius said. “Rome has returned to Britannia. I have come here, with a legion of my finest troops, and here we shall make a stand. Together we will defend these lands. And in time, we shall take back what they have stolen from us!”

      The crowd cheered. Arthur almost shook his head in wonder. Honorius knew how to manage a crowd. His oratory was perfect.

      “And here, among you all, I have discovered a hero who will help me achieve those goals. One of you – a Briton – who has slain not one of the demons, but three!” Honorius reached down and took Arthur’s hand, raising it high.

      “You know him as Arthur, son of Uther. But today, he becomes my champion. And he is your champion as well! Arthur, kneel.”

      Arthur bowed, and knelt before his emperor. This was a new twist on the speech. It seemed Honorius felt the crowd had reached enough mass to take the next step. The emperor laid hands on his head.

      “I would name you champion of Rome and defender of her people,” Honorius said. “It is a grave responsibility. Do you accept this mantle, Arthur?”

      Arthur felt the weight of those words crash down upon his shoulders. If he consented to this, his life would be gone. He would never be able to live up to the expectations these people had of him. He would die, trying. Arthur knew that. His failure was certain as the sunset.

      His eyes closed, and he could see Hammus’s face staring at him from the blackness. The eyes did not accuse. They simply watched him.

      What was his life, at this point, but something borrowed? A gift from a dead man? Could he do less for these people than Hammus had for him? Arthur knew his next words would change his life forever. He swallowed hard and spoke.

      “I do,” Arthur said, his clear tenor carrying well over the sudden silence as people strained to hear every word.

      “Then rise, champion, so your people can see you.”

      Arthur stood, and the crowd erupted, hundreds of people calling his name. He stood, dazed, and looked out over the people whose lives he’d just sworn to protect, wondering how he could possibly ever succeed at the task.

      The roars became a chant: “Arthur! Arthur!” they called, again and again.

      

      Caius raced through the streets, Kaelwyn one step ahead of him. His lungs were beginning to burn with the effort. There was no way to bar the front door of the church, and the revenants had chased them down the steps, running after them with that strange, loping gait they had. Caius glanced back, then swiftly tore his eyes back to the path ahead of him. There had to be at least twenty of the things!

      “There’s a guard post a few blocks away,” Kaelwyn said. “If we can make it there, we’ll find help.”

      Caius nodded, too out of breath to speak, and redoubled his efforts. The things were gaining on them. At least the streets were mostly clear. People had gone to see the emperor speak, gone to watch the parade. Somewhere ahead of them, he could hear the roar of a crowd.

      He felt a cold chill in his spine. “Kaelwyn,” Caius gasped out. “The parade...”

      They rounded the corner and were blocked by a mass of people, all standing and shouting, roaring out a name. Caius couldn’t stop in time, and smashed headlong into the rear of the crowd. Two people went down, and yelled angrily in protest.

      “Run!” Caius shouted. “Flee!” He drew his sword, grimly. The crowd was packed too tightly here. He met Kaelwyn’s eyes, and the man nodded, drawing his own blade. They’d both been soldiers too long to flee when there were people in danger.

      “Run, you fools!” Caius shouted. The nearest of the crowd stared at him like he was mad.

      Then the first of the revenants rounded the corner, a slavering demon with bits of decaying flesh hanging loosely from its bones. It slowed its advance when it saw the people ahead, jaws clacking together with a hollow sound. There was a moment of shocked silence.

      Another one rounded the corner, and another. Like a startled herd of deer, the crowd panicked, taking flight in every direction at once. First they surged away from the undead, and Caius tried to cover their retreat, slashing at the first of the revenants as it came toward him. Kaelwyn joined him, and their swords wove together to stall the advance. Bits of the things began to drop to the street, carved off by their blades.

      But panic spread through the crowd faster than it could disperse, and soon people were trying to flee in all directions.

      Including straight into the waiting jaws of the revenants.

      The people nearest to the undead tried to stop the mad rush, but they couldn’t stem the flow, and were shoved aside or worse, shoved back toward the monsters, screaming all the way. Caius was hit from behind by one man struggling to stay upright. He saw the man’s face, contorted in a scream, but he was helpless, pressed by the flowing crowd away from the fight into the stone wall of a building. Caius felt his head crack hard against the stone. Dizzy, he tried to keep his feet, and managed – only just. He couldn’t see Kaelwyn anywhere. His hand went to touch his forehead, and came away red.

      With no swords to slow them, the revenants tore into the crowd. Caius watched, helpless. Blood spattered the wall around him, screams tore through the air. Men, women, and children alike – the dead had no care who they slew.

      Keeping himself carefully pressed against the wall, Caius slipped away from the horror happening behind him. He was too hurt to help save these people. And his duty lay elsewhere.

      

      Arthur’s head snapped up at the first scream.

      It was hard to make out where it had come from at first. Hard to hear at all, over the hundreds chanting his name. But he’d heard screams of terror too often lately to mistake that sound for anything else. Swiftly, he spotted a commotion near the back of the assembled mass. People were pushing, shoving – a panic.

      And there, at the very back, he saw a revenant. Someone turned from the crowd to face the thing, and Arthur recognized him instantly.

      “That’s Caius!” Arthur said, pointing.

      Honorius looked, and blanched when he saw the revenants. “Not here,” he whispered. He sank back into his seat, pale and silent.

      Flavius swore. “Men, clear a path back to the palace. We need to get the emperor to safety.” The legion troops surrounding the chariot moved sharply, fear making them swift. They used their shields to plow aside any people in their way. In moments the chariot was moving again, turning around.

      “Flavius, we have to help those people,” Arthur said. Caius was still there, fighting, but Arthur could see more than one revenant now – how many were there? Caius was outmatched, giving ground.

      “We have to protect Honorius,” Flavius replied.

      “If we don’t stop those revenants now, none of us will survive this. We need to kill them before this spreads!”

      Flavius stopped, looking Arthur in the eye. “You’ve sworn to serve the emperor. Protecting him now is that service.”

      Arthur glared back at the man. He glanced down at Honorius, who was still sitting, speechless in his terror. Arthur straightened his back, and stared back at Flavius.

      “I swore to defend those people, too,” he said.

      Then he leapt over the side of the chariot.

      Arthur hit the ground with his knees bent, stepping up quickly into a long, loping stride. Behind him, he heard Flavius swear again, but the chariot didn’t turn. The general was sticking to his duty, and getting Honorius clear. Arthur was fine with that. He had his own duty to attend to.

      The plaza was beginning to clear. Enough people had fled that Arthur could pick his way through what was left without too much trouble. There were bodies laying on the ground, though – knocked over and trampled by others in their haste to escape. He drew his sword, and the people left gave him a wide berth, opening a path for him.

      He saw the first revenant before it saw him. It was occupied, teeth tearing into a woman’s shoulder. Arthur’s blade whistled through the air, and cleaved the thing’s head from its shoulders. The body toppled to the ground over the still screaming woman. Arthur’s gut churned from knowing it was too late to save her – she was already dead, it just hadn’t quite caught up to her yet. Grimly, he kept striding forward into the carnage.

      The next two of the monsters he came across worrying at the dead body of a man. He removed the head from one. The other tried to rise and face him, but he stabbed it in the eye. He sword punched out the other side of the skull and stuck fast. Arthur tried to jerk the blade free, but couldn’t pry it loose from where it stuck in the bone.

      A claw grabbed his shoulder, jerking him around. Jaws snapped at his face and he cried out, sticking his forearm between those deadly teeth and his face. The revenant bit down, teeth snapping off on his mail.

      A sword flashed, and the thing’s head rolled from its shoulders. The body dropped in a heap at Arthur’s feet.

      “Arthur, don’t you know better than to turn your back on an opponent?” Kaelwyn asked. He was battered, his armor a mess, his sword coated with black ichor. And with his left arm he was helping to support Caius, who looked even worse than he did.

      Arthur grinned weakly in reply. “It’s good to see you two.”

      “Good to see you as well,” Kaelwyn said. “Now, let’s get out of here before we become something’s dinner, shall we?”

      “What are you doing out here, Arthur?” Caius demanded.

      “Came to rescue you!” Arthur replied, jerking his sword free at last. The crowd had scattered now, and most of the revenants were busy...eating. Arthur felt his stomach roil at the sight.

      But several of the dead were taking notice of them. And as Arthur watched, some of the newly dead were beginning to twitch. He looked around.

      There were a lot of newly dead laid out on the ground here. And they were all going to be revenants soon.

      “We need to go!” Arthur said. There was no way the three of them could fight so many of the things.

      He heard hoof beats behind him and whirled. A chariot pulled up alongside the trio, Uther holding the reins.

      “Get aboard!” Uther yelled.

      Arthur grabbed Caius’s other side and helped Kaelwyn get him onto the chariot. Uther didn’t wait any longer, but jolted the horses into a run. Kaelwyn hopped on and reached out a hand Arthur. He jumped aboard as the chariot picked up speed.

      Behind them, a couple of the revenants gave a brief chase, but they couldn’t outpace the horses, and quickly lost interest.

      “Father, thanks,” Arthur said.

      Uther merely nodded in reply.

      “We need to get the legion in here, clean this up,” Caius said. “Or we’ll lose Londinium for sure.”

      Fires were starting, somewhere in the city. Arthur could smell the smoke, and fire would rage uncontrolled in the panic gripping the city. Between fire, and the undead, he had a bad feeling.

      “Londinium is already lost,” Uther said. “We need to save what we can.”

      Screams broke through the air, cries for help from people they had left behind. Every one broke Arthur’s heart. He sank to the floor of the chariot, a tear leaking from one eye as he stared backwards at the terrible evidence of his fresh promise, already broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Fifteen

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    
    
      A

      rthur stood atop the battlements of the emperor’s palace, staring out at the city around him as the sun played its first light over the rooftops. Cloying smoke filled the air, rising from a hundred burning buildings. Dawn didn’t make the ruin of Londinium more pretty. His bleary eyes took in the ruins. It was quiet – an uncanny silence for a place where just yesterday so many people had lived, punctuated now and again by the sounds of terror or torment. But even those were less frequent than they had been.

      He hadn’t slept well last night. He didn’t think anyone in the palace had. Arthur knew he’d hear the screams of those trapped outside in his dreams for a long time to come. Every cry of torment had been another stone added to the guilt he felt, until the pile was tall enough he thought it might smother him.

      The palace towered over other buildings in the city, so Arthur could see a long, long way. In the distance, he could spy bands of people fleeing along the road to the west. Back toward Glevum. Toward home.

      But not everyone had left, he knew that. By now most of those slain by the revenants yesterday would have risen, and would be out there adding their own grisly tally to the total dead. Caius said there were perhaps two dozen undead hidden in the church cellar. This morning, there must be hundreds of the things. By tomorrow, there could be thousands. Londinium was a large city, the biggest in Britannia.

      He shuddered. He’d slain a few of the things. But how could they prevail against so many? This, he knew, was how the cities in mainland Rome had fallen, how Rome itself had died.

      Maybe there was no hope left. Britannia might have been the last place left in the world free from the things, and now they were here, too. They’d scatter from this place as soon as they ran out of prey. Thousands of them would take to the countryside, killing until there was no one alive to slay.

      He heard a noise behind him and half turned, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. But it was Kaelwyn, not a revenant. He turned back to watching the city.

      “Up early,” Kaelwyn said.

      “Didn’t sleep,” Arthur replied.

      “Neither did I.”

      A long silence, as the two men stood side by side. More plumes of smoke billowed from the east side of Londinium. The fires there were spreading fast.

      “Did you ever find him?” Arthur asked.

      “Who?”

      “The boy you mentioned, the one who led you to the church.”

      “No,” Kaelwyn sighed. “But he was bitten. If he’s not...one of them yet, he will be soon enough.”

      Arthur could hear the sadness in the man’s voice. “Was he someone you knew?”

      “No. He was just a boy.”

      Arthur nodded. He remembered the revenant he’d slain yesterday, chewing on the shoulder of a woman in the square. She’d kept screaming even after the thing was dead, and he’d left her there. He just kept on walking. She was bitten, so she was already dead. It just hadn’t caught up with her yet. His mind railed against the idea, but he knew that was the grim reality of this new world they found themselves in.

      “How did you survive in the cellar?” Arthur asked. Kaelwyn had fallen into a pit of the things, but somehow came out alive.

      “If Caius hadn’t opened the door, I wouldn’t have. When I fell, they came to life, but Geri – the boy – called out, and they went after him instead. I found a wooden beam on the floor, and pushed it into them. Knocked them back, and it bought us a little time. There wasn’t much light, but I could see a bit coming from the cellar door, so I ran that way.”

      “And then Caius arrived?”

      “Yes. If he hadn’t...” Kaelwyn’s voice trailed off. Arthur saw the man’s gaze following a band of the monsters down in the street, ambling along aimlessly, seeking prey.

      “If he hadn’t, I’d likely be out there right now. One of them.”

      Arthur tried to still another shudder, but wasn’t especially successful. That was the worst of this. Not the monsters. He could face monsters. Had faced them. But the constant, nagging fear that one bite would finish you was terrible. And the knowledge that the comrade standing next to you could be bitten and turn into one of those horrors tomorrow was perhaps even worse.

      Kaelwyn seemed to sense his melancholy. He put an arm over Arthur’s shoulders. “Come. You’ve been alone up here long enough, and Honorius is calling a council meeting.”

      Arthur raised an eyebrow at that. “I wonder what he plans to do?”

      “You’ll find out before I will,” Kaelwyn said. “The emperor wants his new champion in attendance.”

      

      Arthur was the last to arrive to the large dining hall the emperor had set aside for his council. Everyone else had already taken seats at a long table. He saw his father there, with Caius beside him. Honorius sat at the head of the table, of course, with Flavius by his side. The other seat next to the emperor was empty.

      Arthur was surprised to see three other men there as well, people whose faces he vaguely recognized. He couldn’t place their names, but they sat like soldiers, with the same sort of dangerous grace at rest that he always saw from Caius.

      “Arthur, good! I’m glad they found you,” Honorius said, smiling a little too broadly. “I apologize for calling a meeting on such short notice, but...”

      “Emperor, I’m at your service when you need me,” Arthur replied.

      “Good, good. Please, join us.” Honorius motioned to the empty chair next to him.

      Arthur took the seat offered. He looked around the table. The mood in the room was tense, thick enough to cut with a blade, but that was to be expected given the circumstances. Which were about as dire as Arthur could imagine them becoming.

      Almost as soon as Arthur was seated, Uther launched his sally. “It’s clear what we need to do at this point. The trick of it will be in the execution.”

      Honorius cocked his head sideways a bit. “I am not at all sure we have the same thing in mind, Uther. Do elaborate?”

      “Londinium is lost,” Uther said, speaking slowly. Arthur fought to maintain a cool exterior. Uther had used that same many times over the years. It was the voice he used when he thought someone was being especially stupid. His father wasn’t as good at masking his sarcasm as he thought he was. A quick glance at the clouds growing on Honorius’s face showed the effect Uther’s words were having. Arthur wanted to warn his father to take more care, to convince and guide, not harass the emperor. Where was the cunning politician Uther had always been when he was needed most?

      “We need to escape the city, bringing the bulk of the troops clear of the immediate threat,” Uther said. “And then we need to find a place we can fortify. Big enough to support us all, small enough to be defensible.”

      “Like Glevum, you think?” Honorius replied.

      Uther shook his head. “Sadly, no. Even Glevum is simply too large to patrol well. And as we’ve seen, if even one revenant gets past our troops into the civilians, the results can be devastating.”

      “So you’d have us...what? Drop all of the trappings of civilization and run off into the mountains?” Honorius didn’t even try to hide the scorn dripping from his voice. “You’d have us simply surrender?”

      Uther shrugged, looking around the table. “You all saw the same thing I did, yesterday. A couple dozen of the things overran us, slaughtered hundreds of men, women, and children, and forced us to flee like rabbits.” He gestured around the room. “This place won’t keep us safe for long, and we don’t have supplies to keep hundreds of soldiers stationed here.”

      Flavius moved as if to speak, but the emperor shushed him with a wave of his hand. “I know your mind, Flavius. I would hear from your captains.” He gestured to the three soldiers Arthur didn’t recognize.

      The man seated next to Arthur looked a little worried, and cleared his throat hurriedly. He glanced at the other two captains, sitting next to him, but neither seemed inclined to open their mouths first, either.

      He cleared his throat again, then spoke. “My name is Tomasino, and my apologies Emperor, but he’s not wrong. My men are bunked on a stone floor, on blankets. They’ve eaten today, but we’ve about run through the provisions stored here. An army runs on its stomach, and morale is terrible being trapped in here with those things outside.”

      Honorius nodded sharply. “Thank you, captain, for your candor.” He gestured to the next man.

      This man seemed more relaxed on the surface, but Arthur could see the muscles in his jaw tense before he spoke. The man was like a drawn bowstring.

      “I’m Lancellus.” His words were quick, clipped, like he was rushing through every syllable with intensity and intent. “Tomasino isn’t wrong, emperor. As things stand right now, we have food for another day, two at most. And the longer we hide in here, the more of those things will be out there.”

      The emperor held his tongue, gesturing to the third man. Arthur examined this captain closely. He seemed interested, but strangely detached. There was something in his manner that made Arthur feel ill at ease, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was.

      “I’m Melwas, one of the good general’s captains, as are my...brothers...here.” The third captain waggled his fingers at the other two men. Then he pulled out a knife, and with everyone watching, he played the knife over his fingers, spinning it around them like a toy. Arthur inhaled sharply. Drawing weapons in the presence of the emperor?

      With a snap of his wrist, Melwas flipped the knife into the air and let if fall point down, embedding itself an inch into the table in front of him.

      “It seems to me, we’re balanced on a knife edge here,” Melwas said. “On the one side, we face starvation and disaster if we stay. On the other, we face the dead if we try to leave, and we face disaster from starvation once we are out of the city, too.”

      “What would you have us do, Melwas?” Honorius asked.

      “Find another path.”

      Arthur blinked. Suddenly, he was certain Honorius and these captains had spoken before the meeting. The emperor had set this up, planned for them to say these things. The question was why? His father’s plan sounded sane, if risky and complex. What did Honorius have in mind, if not flight?

      He didn’t have to wait long to find out. Honorius waved them all to silence.

      “Which is what we shall do,” the emperor said. “I do not believe for an instant that Londinium is dead to us. And if we have any hope of reclaiming the Empire from these monsters, it must not be dead. We need a point to rally from. Londinium will be that place.”

      “Against thousands of those things?” Uther said. “How will we win the place back from such a foe?”

      “Your own son has shown us again and again that they can be slain, Uther,” Honorius said. “But it isn’t enough to slay a few. We must wipe them from the island, and we must be systematic about it. Flavius, explain my plan.”

      Flavius unrolled a large sheet of paper. Arthur peered at the diagram there – a map of Londinium, with scrawled notes swarming all over.

      “Here we are,” Flavius said, stabbing a finger down at the map. “The rest of the city is largely over-run, but we will restore it to our control. Most critically, we will restore safe access to key points, like the granaries here and here.” He touched points on the map less than a mile away.

      “That’s a long way to travel through ruined, half burnt out city with packs of revenants hiding in the shadows,” Caius drawled.

      “Which is why our first step will be to ensure there are no shadows to hide in,” Flavius replied.

      Uther was still studying the map. “You plan to burn the city down?” he asked, his brows knotting together.

      “Not all of it,” Honorius replied.

      “We’ll go block by block,” Flavius confirmed. “We’ll clear what we can, and burn enough buildings down to clear a path to key resources.”

      Uther heaved a sigh and sat back hard in his chair. Arthur felt sorry for his father. He’d clearly been outmaneuvered here. The emperor had planned this out, set him up to make a suggestion with no intention of doing what Uther wanted.

      “What do you think, Arthur?” Honorius asked.

      Arthur hesitated a moment. His father’s plan was safer. He knew Uther well enough to know the man had carefully thought through the angles, and probably already had one or two places in mind for a bolthole to flee into. But the emperor’s plan was audacious.

      “It seems a risky venture,” Arthur said. “But if it works...we would have much to gain by holding the city, and killing as many of the things as we can.”

      Arthur looked over at his father, feeling his apology on his face. “And if it goes badly, we can retreat from here as a back-up plan, right?”

      Uther stared him down, the fury in his eyes casting aside his unspoken apology. Fool, those eyes said.

      Arthur turned his face away from his father, toward Honorius.

      “Yes, we could retreat if we fail here,” Honorius said. “But to retreat without even trying to fight? It smacks of cowardice, to me.”

      Arthur winced inwardly. It did sound like a coward’s move. But Uther was no coward, and he opened his mouth to say as much.

      While he was still trying to reconcile the feelings in his head and heart, Uther stood from the table. Arthur looked up, but his father was no longer looking at him. He glared daggers at the emperor now, his face red.

      “If that is to be the plan, and my own words are called cowardice, then I trust you have no more need of me in this council.” Without another word, he turned and strode from the room, his angry footsteps a steady drumbeat on the stone floor.

      Silence filled the room for long moments.

      “Well,” Honorius said. “I have decided we will stay, and try to win this battle. Now I leave it to you gentlemen to decide how best to manage that task.” He rose, and without another word followed Uther out the door.

      As soon as he was gone, Flavius shook his head. “Politicians will be the death of us,” he muttered.

      “No doubt,” Melwas said, a sly smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

      “We need to work out plans for this operation. You three each have a cohort. You’ll have your men work in cycles. One cohort will rest while the other two are active. Of the two active cohorts, one will engage the revenants in the city, burning a path to those granaries. That’s our first objective – achieving reliable access to food. The other will guard the palace, ensuring the gates are clear of monsters when the active fighting force returns...”
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      hat man will be the death of us,” Uther fumed, stalking back and forth.

      Caius watched him for another moment before settling himself down carefully in a chair. He winced as his right arm brushed the wood. A surgeon had sewn up the wound, but it was still painful. Uther paced back and forth a few more times. After the meeting was over, Caius had gone straight to Uther to pass on details of Flavius’s planning. He knew he’d find the man in this room, which he’d made into his office. The furnishings were spartan, but Uther had a desk and a few chairs in place.

      Since Caius had arrived and passed along his information, Uther had taken to this pacing back and forth like a caged tiger. There was no rage in the man’s body language, though. Uther was cool, each footstep deliberate, and each turn precise. Caius knew that even now he was plotting something.

      “Perhaps,” Caius said, when Uther stopped speaking. “But you won’t do us any good wearing a groove into the floor. What do you have in mind?”

      Uther stopped pacing. “What makes you think I have anything in mind?”

      “I’ve known you a long time. You always do.”

      Uther threw his head back and laughed. “I suppose so,” he said. He took a seat in a chair opposite Caius.

      “So?”

      Uther took a deep breath. “I wasn’t expecting Honorius to agree with me.”

      Caius nodded. Uther had given up too quickly. Which meant he’d already known what to expect from the meeting, or at least to expect Honorius would disagree with retreat.

      “But I wasn’t expecting him to call me a coward to my face, either,” Uther said.

      “That was more for Arthur’s benefit than yours, you know,” Caius said.

      “So he could sink his claws deeper into my foolish son, yes.”

      Caius knew he was treading on dangerous ground here, but plowed ahead anyway. “I think you do him a disservice to call him foolish, Uther. He is your son. Very much so.”

      He wanted to add that if Uther had spent a little more time trusting his son, guiding him to manhood instead of treating him like a child, then perhaps Honorius’s claws might have found a much more slippery target. But Uther was a smart enough man to figure that out on his own. It would not heal their rift to point it out for him.

      Uther grunted in reply. He tapped his fingers on the desk for a few long moments, staring out the window. All Caius could see out there was a plume of the ever-present smoke rising through the morning air. At the rate the city was burning, Flavius might not have much to do.

      “There were over forty thousand people living in the city, before Honorius arrived. But when he came here, people flocked to the place. Rumors had spread. Some came to curry favor. Others came for safety. Still more came to make money from the thousands who flooded the place. My best guess is that there were over fifty thousand souls here, yesterday. Perhaps as many as sixty thousand.”

      Caius whistled. He had no idea there were so many people in Londinium.

      Uther went on speaking while Caius absorbed the news. “We know some people fled the city. Thousands of them. Thousands more are still out there in hiding. But the death toll was much, much higher than Honorius is thinking, and it is still rising.”

      “He thinks he is up against hundreds of the things, maybe a thousand,” Caius said. “But from what you are saying, there could be tens of thousands of the things out there.”

      “Or will be, soon enough.”

      “My god. How can we fight that?”

      “Not all at once,” Uther said. “That’s how.”

      

      Arthur marched in the center of Tomasino’s cohort, trying not to feel like he was a token addition to the force. The cloying smoke was ever-present here, so much worse at the street level than it had been from the roof of the palace. And the soldiers were adding to the mess. They’d acquired barrels of oil from somewhere, and were splashing it over a row of houses. Nearby, a half dozen men stood with torches, ready to go in and set the buildings ablaze.

      The rest of the men were fanned out on either side of the street, watching for revenants. Several dozen men formed shield walls on each side, with spearmen at the ready in a second row. Every single man had a job. Even Tomasino was giving orders and directing his men into position. Everyone but Arthur, that is. Tomasino had made it clear that he tolerated Arthur’s presence only because the emperor commanded it. He’d told Arthur bluntly to stand there, look pretty, and be out of the way.

      And Arthur had to admit, it had all the appearances of a well-planned operation. The men moved with a cohesion and skill born from long practice and drill. But there was a weakness to the plan.

      “Those buildings are going to smoke once they’re set alight,” Arthur said aloud.

      “Hmm?” Tomasino was standing next to him, watching his men at work.

      Arthur sighed, exasperated. The man had all but ignored him the entire time they’d been outside the palace walls. Flavius had sent him along to help the troops if they ran into trouble. None of these men had ever actually faced a revenant in combat. Arthur had. The idea that he was the most experienced man out here scared him more than anything else, today.

      “I said, the buildings will smoke a lot,” Arthur repeated.

      “What of it?” Tomasino asked.

      The torch bearers were running in now, each carrying a torch to one of the doused homes. Other men had already scoured them for necessary supplies, especially food. The whole of the palace would be on short rations until they gained access to the granaries, and that might be days from now.

      The houses lit quickly, and as Arthur expected, they gave off huge plumes of smoke. The wind blew hot air and soot back into the street, and the soldiers quickly pulled away. In seconds, the street was so full of smoke that everyone was coughing.

      And Arthur couldn’t see the troops who were on guard through the haze. He peered as best he could through stinging eyes, trying to catch glimpses of the soldiers, but they were too far, the smoke too thick.

      He heard the yells when they started, though. And he heard the screams. Arthur drew his sword – the cries came from the west side of the street, about fifty feet to his left. He took off at a jog, careful not to trip over the bits of debris littering the road, and watching the smoke for trouble.

      It didn’t take him long to find the latter.

      A small band of revenants were tearing into the shield wall. Shields, Arthur saw quickly, simply didn’t work on the undead the way they did on the living. Living men feared a wall of shields, hesitated when they saw the bristling spears behind that wall. The revenants didn’t pause, though. They stepped forward and grabbed hold of the shields, tearing at them with inhuman strength. Some of the more battle wise men simply let go. But Arthur saw one man holding fast to his shield, dragged out of the line and into the midst of the monsters. He vanished from sight, but his screams were terrible.

      One of the spearmen tried to close that gap in the line, but a revenant stepped into the hole, impaling itself on his spear – and then kept stepping forward. It pulled itself down the shaft, while men with swords hacked bits of it off. When it reached the spearman, it had no arms left, but its teeth locked into his shoulder before Arthur could arrive to help.

      “Go for the head!” Arthur shouted, swinging his sword hard at the thing. His blade smashed into its skull, breaking it open. The revenant dropped to the ground, and the spearman collapsed under its sudden weight. Arthur had no time to assist the man further, and he knew that the bite would be lethal no matter what he did.

      “Form a line!” he shouted. “Spears, pin them. Swords, cut off their heads!”

      The men fell into ranks alongside him, with Arthur forming the center of their line. He took a step forward, and miracles, the men stepped forward with him. He’d worried that they were too broken by the attack to continue the fight, but these were Roman legionnaires, and they advanced with him. Arthur’s sword sang again, and he took the head from a second revenant. There were no more immediate threats, so he looked left and right down the line. The men were following his orders – spears on other side stuck into the undead, slowing their advance, giving the swordsmen time to cut them down.

      In a few minutes of heart-pounding work, it was over. Six revenant bodies lay on the ground.

      “Gather our dead and wounded,” Arthur said. “We’re pulling back to the palace.”

      He stood guard, watching for more movement in the smoke, but no more revenants came at them. He counted four dead, and three more wounded men carried from the field. Which effectively meant seven dead, he reminded himself. Six enemy slain, and seven of their own lost. And this was a small cluster of the revenants. If it had been a larger band, the entire force might have been destroyed.

      More men from the cohort arrived to help drag the wounded to safety. Arthur covered the rear, walking backwards away from the smoke. They were out there. Watching. He could feel it.

      There had to be a better way.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” yelled Tomasino, coming toward him through the smoke.

      “I was saving your men,” Arthur replied.

      “Why are they pulling back?”

      Arthur gritted his teeth at the man’s stupidity. He’d surely seen the wounded, and the dead. “You’ve lost seven men, captain. Another attack like that will wipe out the entire flank.”

      Tomasino grunted. For a moment, Arthur thought he would countermand his orders out of sheer spite. Instead, he cupped his hands to his mouth. “Pull back to the palace!” he shouted. “Orderly formation, rear guard watch for attack!”

      Arthur sighed with relief. He started to follow the soldiers in their retreat, but Tomasino grabbed him by the arm, turning him back around.

      “You, boy. You make me look bad again, I’ll feed you to those things out there. Don’t think I won’t.”

      Arthur gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to draw his sword. He yanked his arm free from Tomasino’s grasp. The man was incompetent, and worse, he was stupid. He’d get them all killed.

      “You might try,” Arthur said, his voice cold. Without another word, he turned his back on the captain and followed the men back to the palace.
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      aelwyn was on his rest shift, snoozing lightly. The stone floor made for a rough bed, even with a blanket spread out underneath him. But it was dry, and there was some sense of security in the thick walls of the palace. He felt like he’d just begun to doze off when a hand gently touched his shoulder.

      He woke instantly, hand sweeping down to touch the hilt of his sword on reflex. He’d taken to sleeping with the thing, of late. It seemed wise to be armed. Always.

      Kaelwyn opened his eyes, trying to adjust to the dim light in the room. Other men were laid out across the floor in neat rows, packed in just a little more tightly than was comfortable. There were a lot of soldiers bedded down in the palace right now. His glance swept around to the hand on his shoulder, then up the arm to Caius’s face. His friend had his other hand up to his face, one finger across his lips in a signal for silence. Once he saw Kaelwyn understood, he released his grip and stood quietly, beckoning Kaelwyn to follow.

      The two stepped silently from the room. Caius didn’t stop in the hall outside, but kept going down the hall, down one flight of stairs, and then another. They were in the basement of the palace now. The rooms here were piled high with things. Much of it was furniture cleared from the upper floors to make room for soldiers to sleep and live. The rest was items deemed critical – spare weapons, foodstuffs, and other crucial supplies.

      “We can talk, here,” Caius said, sitting down on a large bag of grain.

      “Where’s the guard?” Kaelwyn asked. There should have been one posted over the supplies.

      “He’s using the latrine. I’ve spelled him for a short while so he could go. One of our men, from Glevum.”

      Kaelwyn nodded, understanding. Caius had set this up so that they’d have complete privacy. That was a lot of effort. “What’s going on, Caius?”

      “You saw what a disaster the clearing operation was, right?” Caius asked.

      “I understand it went OK for the first shift,” Kaelwyn said.

      “Because Arthur saved their asses.”

      “Well, he wasn’t there for the second group. I was. It was a disaster. The men here have never fought these things before. We lost a lot of men. Too many,” Kaelwyn said.

      “And the numbers of revenants swarming out there are growing. By tomorrow, when Flavius sends his men out, I have no idea what they’ll be facing.”

      Kaelwyn paced a bit, kicking one of the sacks with his boot while he thought. “You didn’t drag me out of my bed to tell me we’re all going to die, Caius. What’s the plan?”

      “We’re getting out of here, that’s what. Uther. Me. And he’s asked me to grab a few men loyal to him.”

      Kaelwyn whistled. “This is without the emperor’s approval, I assume?”

      Caius didn’t reply, he just glanced sideways at Kaelwyn.

      “Right. Stupid question. So, when do we go? And how do we get past the emperor, all his men, and then,” Kaelwyn gestured at the space outside the walls, “get past all of those things out there?”

      The other man chuckled.

      Kaelwyn’s heart sank in his stomach. He hated that sound.

      “Oh, god, I’m going to dislike this plan, aren’t I?” he asked.

      “Yes, you probably are,” Caius said, still laughing.

      

      Caius climbed the long staircase slowly. His feet felt like lead, his head stuffed with cotton. It had been a long night, and he needed to rest. One more person to talk to, though. And he was fairly sure where he’d find the man he was looking for. So here he was, as the first light of dawn cracked over the horizon, stepping up to the rooftop.

      And there he was, standing out by the edge of the battlements, looking out over the city. Arthur hadn’t been in his bed when Caius had sought him out. He had a feeling he might find him here again.

      “Did you sleep at all?” he called out softly. The two guards posted to the rooftop were a good distance away, and he pitched his voice low enough to not carry.

      Arthur looked back at him over his shoulder. The boy’s carefree face was gone. It was replaced by the gaze of a man who’s seen horror and despair, who’d lived through it but wasn’t sure how. Caius kept his face straight, but winced inwardly. He’d hoped to see Arthur wake to his responsibilities, but the last weeks had been a harsher way for that to happen than anything he could have imagined.

      “Some,” Arthur said.

      Caius came up alongside him. Down in the street below, he saw the work of the day before. The row of houses the first cohort had burned had been torn down by the second cohort, and the third had managed to get the next row alight before being forced to retreat with heavy casualties. Now, scores of the dead roamed through the cleared-out area. Pushing ahead today was going to mean a pitched battle, and there were still several blocks to burn through if they wanted to clear a path to the granaries.

      “Flavius is sending out all three cohorts today,” Arthur said. “We discussed it. It’s the only way to clear the area and push ahead. One cohort will guard each flank while the third tears apart the next row of buildings.”

      “I heard you had a row with Tomasino, yesterday,” Caius said carefully.

      “The man is a fool. I’ll be with Lancellus’s cohort today.”

      Caius cleared his throat. Arthur cocked his head at the noise, and to Caius’s relief, cracked a smile.

      “Say what you have in mind, Caius,” Arthur said.

      “You know me too well,” Caius grumbled. “Arthur, you know this operation cannot succeed, right?”

      Arthur nodded. “I’ve done the math too, Caius. On short rations, we have two days of food left, and even if all goes well, four days to clear the way to more.”

      “And the men can’t fight those things well on short rations.”

      “I know. But Caius... You know we rescued fifty people, yesterday? Saved them from those things. Some we found hidden inside the buildings when we searched them before burning them out. Others simply stumbled across us. That’s fifty lives saved.”

      “And thirty-two soldiers dead, or soon to die from their wounds,” Caius said. “Warriors whose expertise we cannot easily replace and cannot afford to lose.”

      “Those men will not leave here unless the emperor orders it. They’ll follow his commands. I’m not the one my father needs to convince, Caius.”

      Personally, Caius doubted that. Already grumbling had started among the men. Roman legionnaires were a disciplined bunch, but what was happening in Londinium was so horrific that morale was falling fast. Men sent out to face monsters out of myth day after day, with more of them dead each day, would not keep doing so to the last man. But he kept the thought to himself.

      Instead, he said, “Uther cannot convince him. He’s tried. Honorius is set on this mad course.”

      “So what does my father want, Caius? I assume he’s sent you to me?”

      “I came because your father asked me to gather a few men that he can trust. And you are a man I know that I would trust with my life, Arthur,” Caius replied, surprising himself a bit with his words. He tested them in his head, and was more surprised to see that they were true. He would never have trusted the callow youth he’d once known with anything of importance. But this man?

      Arthur turned and stared Caius eye to eye. “Thank you. That means...a lot, Caius.”

      “Then you’ll join us?”

      “I can’t. I swore to defend these people,” he cast his hand out in a sweeping gesture over the city below. “I have to at least try.”

      “You’ll die here, if you stay,” Caius said, his voice flat.

      “Maybe,” Arthur replied. He grinned, a bit of the boyishness suddenly returned. “But I find that I am not that easy to kill, so maybe not.”

      “God’s own luck to you, then,” Caius said. He was about to leave, but an inspiration struck, and he turned back.

      “Arthur,” he said, unbelted the sword from his waist.

      “Yes?”

      “I want you to take my sword. If you’re to survive, you will need God’s own luck. Maybe a sword blessed by a Pope will help.”

      “Caius...” Arthur reached out for the scabbard, but paused. “I can’t. I know how much your sword means to you.”

      “You mean more,” Caius said. Unable to resist the impulse, he reached out and embraced Arthur. The young man went still for a moment, and then wrapped his own arms around Caius.

      Arthur stepped back first. Both men’s eyes were damp. “I will keep it safe for you,” he said, taking the sword.

      “You’d better,” Caius said, with the hint of a joking growl to his tone. In a more serious voice he added, “And come join us. As soon as you can. Things will be bad here, soon.”

      Arthur nodded. “I know. Where will you be?”

      “I don’t know. But we’ll leave some sort of word at Glevum.”

      Caius turned away, leaving Arthur to his thoughts on the roof. Arthur would weave his own fate, now. He’d done all he could.
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      ay was in full bloom over Londinium when Arthur made his way down to join the soldiers massing by the great front doors of the palace. They were double doors, sturdy oak, and barred from the inside. The entry hall was large, but the force being sent out today numbers some three hundred soldiers, almost all remaining fit for duty from the cohorts they’d gathered. Half of Flavius’s force was still missing. They’d been at the army encampment, in the north part of the city, when the revenants had attacked and everything had gone to hell. Perhaps they were still holding out there, but there had been no word from them.

      “Arthur, good to see you. I hear you are with my men and I today?”

      He turned to see Captain Lancellus striding toward him, already decked out in full armor. He’d added a few refinements to his armor, Arthur noted. In addition to the mail they all wore, Lancellus was wearing sleeves of overlapping steel plates.

      “Manica, Lancellus?” Arthur asked. He’d never seen them worn outside of an arena fight before.

      “I found a set on a display here in the palace, and it seemed like it might be useful, given the nature of the enemy.”

      “It might, at that,” Arthur admitted. The revenants would have a hard time biting through that armor. He glanced down at the short sleeves on his mail and found himself wishing they were longer. Thick leather bracers protected his wrists, but steel would have felt good there.

      Lancellus drew close. “I’m glad to have you with us. I spoke with some of Tomasino’s men about your actions yesterday. The man is a fool. You probably saved his entire cohort.”

      Arthur smiled at the compliment. This man, at least, was no fool. He felt his odds of surviving the day improving by the moment. “Thank you, Lancellus. I hope that there won’t be too much action today, but...” His voice trailed off.

      “But I think we both know better than that,” Lancellus said, his face grim.

      “Yes.”

      “Excuse me, please. My cohort has the vanguard, and I should speak to my men.”

      “Of course,” Arthur said.

      He watched as Lancellus set off through his troops, clasping one by the hand, slapping another on the helm. He pulled tight loose straps on one man’s armor, admonishing the soldier to better mind his own gear in the future, then spoke briefly to some spearmen, reminding them that their spears had more weight now that the blacksmith had soldered crossbars near the tip – so the revenants could not force themselves up the shaft. Arthur’s idea, that, and he was glad to see so many of the altered spears out here today. The smith must have been up all night working on the project.

      No grand speeches or proclamations from this Lancellus. Bit by bit he worked his way through his men, talking to one man by himself, then to a small cluster of his troops, until he’d spoken to most of them. And wherever he went, the mood was brighter, the men standing a bit taller. It was clear they all looked up to Lancellus, and Arthur could see why. He had a gift for leading others.

      Finally, it was time. Lancellus had worked his way up to the front rank, closest the great doors. Arthur stepped forward to join him, and the men parted before him. He touched the sword Caius had gifted to him, belted at his side. He didn’t believe a Pope’s blessing would somehow slay these monsters at a touch. But any ounce of grace he might be lent today would be welcome. He’d just been on the rooftop. He knew what was waiting outside those doors.

      Lancellus gave a sharp command to two men, and together they lifted the wooden beam holding the doors closed. Without another word, Lancellus stepped out through the doors as they opened. Arthur was close on his heels. Rank after rank of men followed them out into daylight.

      The nearest revenants were only a spear-length away, and came at them as soon as they saw the doors opening. Arthur drew his blade. Lancellus had his in his hand already, and the two struck the oncoming undead as one, cutting it down. The men continued to spill out of the doors, flowing into the open yard beyond. They set a shield wall, spears behind the shields. Revenants hit that wall and were impaled by the spears. Then the shield men sliced into the revenants necks with the short swords they carried. Another revenant rushed the center of the line, and Lancellus’s blade stabbed it in the throat before Arthur could even react. He’d never seen a man move like that with a blade! He was quick, but this warrior was even faster.

      The troops began to advance, pushing deeper into the cleared territory. More revenants rushed them, but were quickly dispatched. By the time the entire cohort was outside in good order, there were no more of the undead to be seen.

      “Is anyone injured?” Lancellus called.

      Down the line, Arthur saw men checking with their comrades, but every man shook his head. He saw at least a dozen of the monsters broken on the ground, and not a man from the cohort hurt.

      For the first time since the disaster of the parade, Arthur allowed himself to feel a ray of hope.

      

      Tomasino gritted his teeth. The shame of it, his entire cohort reduced to manual labor. No burning today, Flavius had ordered. Too much smoke, too much confusion. They were to somehow tear down these buildings with main force alone. The other two cohorts were on guard duty, protecting his men. Pah! Protection? More like shaming them all. Stealing all the glory.

      He’d heard the triumphant shouts of Lancellus’s men after their little show at the doors. Now they stood off to his left, guarding the flank. Melwas and his men had the other side. Except for a few of Tomasino’s men who were keeping watch for revenants ahead, his men all had their weapons sheathed, and were tearing apart houses with hand tools and improvised battering rams.

      And this place? How was he supposed to tear this down? He wasn’t sure what the building had been, before, but it was well crafted from stone, three stories tall, and huge. He peered at the sign hanging from the door. A school, perhaps?

      “You!” he growled at a runner. “Go tell the general we’ll need to go around this one. No way to tear it down. Hurry!”

      The man dashed off. Flavius was back near the doors, with a small cluster of guards there, covering their retreat should they come under attack. Except there hadn’t been any attacks, barring a few of the dead things that had stumbled across them, and been dispatched rapidly. Uther and his thousands of dead couldn’t possibly be right. If there were thousands of the things, where were they all?

      The runner returned a few minutes later. “General Flavius says we can skip demolishing this one. He says if it’s sturdy we might be able to put it to use.”

      Tomasino squinted at the building. It might work as a barracks, at that. The ground floor windows had all been broken, but those could be replaced, barricaded.

      “But the General says we need to clear the building, first. He says he doesn’t want to leave any revenants behind our ranks, sir,” the runner continued.

      Tomasino grunted. “Fine. We’ll clear his damned building.”

      A few minutes later, he’d gathered up a dozen men to search the building. He stood outside the front doors with the rest of his men, waiting, while they stepped into the gloom within. Tomasino had ensured all his men had their weapons close to hand, just in case the men inside met more than one revenant.

      Then the screaming started from inside the stone schoolhouse. Instead of dying down, the volume increased, as more and more men cried out in agony. His men standing outside began to look wildly at one another.

      “Captain!” one shouted. “We have to help them!”

      Tomasino shivered. What in the hells was in there that would take down all twelve of his men like that?

      He had an answer a moment later.

      A small figure appeared in the doorway, looking like a lost child. It staggered down a couple of the stairs, and then looked up at the soldiers arrayed in ranks in front of the building. It was a child, but its eyes were empty, as soulless as any of the other revenants. The thing made a high pitched noise in its throat, and started toward Tomasino.

      “Mother of God,” he heard one of the men swear, standing next to him. “It’s a child.”

      “No, it’s a monster,” Tomasino said. He stepped forward to slash at the thing, but it darted sideways. His blade only nicked its arm. It dashed in, teeth going for his leg. Tomasino tried to back away but tripped over a chunk of rock, falling flat on his back. His breath went out of him in a huff, and then the thing was on him.

      But before it could bite, two of his men impaled it with spears, and three more stepped forward to cut its head off. Black ichor sprayed from the wound, splashing down all over Tomasino.

      “Damned thing!” he shouted, scrabbling back to his feet while trying to wipe the black stuff from his face. At least it was dead, though. He pulled a strip of cloth from a pouch, wiping at his face.

      Tomasino heard more scrabbling noises from the doorway.

      “My God, have mercy!”

      He wasn’t sure whether he’d said that, or one of his men.

      He didn’t have long to wonder about it though, as hundreds of dead children swarmed from the school and engaged his men.
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      rthur panted hard. Black ichor dripped from his sword. But he was whole, and unbitten. That was more than some of Lancellus’s men could say. It had been a hard morning of fighting. The revenants weren’t organized, so they never came at the line in a mass. But they did come, a steady stream of them. And if anything, the attacks had seemed to grow more numerous as the day went on. The men were making a lot of noise – three hundred armored soldiers would do that. Arthur wondered if the noise was drawing more of the dead out.

      “Still alive?” Lancellus asked, clapping him on the back with a grin.

      “So far,” Arthur replied.

      “We’ve lost ten men. I’ve had a report that Melwas has lost twelve.”

      “But we’ve slain a lot more of the enemy,” Arthur said.

      Lancellus wiped the sweat from his brow with a free hand. “And yet they keep coming. How many people lived in Londinium, Arthur? How many of them are revenants now?

      Arthur didn’t know. He knew only that the city had been teeming with life days before. It might well be just as full of the undead now.

      “And that damned fool Tomasino is taking his sweet time, too,” Lancellus grumbled.

      Arthur looked over in the direction of Tomasino’s cohort. There did seem to be an awful lot of his men standing around. They’d cleared a row of buildings, but now they just stood there. What was going on?

      Every row of buildings cleared meant more streets to guard, which meant the flank cohorts were more spread out. That meant less men at any one point to stop revenants who attacked. Sooner or later, they were going to simply be spread too thin.

      He looked back at Tomasino’s position, and saw furious activity there. “What the hell?”

      Lancellus followed his gaze, and swore. “He’s in trouble. They must have found a nest of the things. Marcus, take your file and go reinforce them, on the double!”

      The soldier he’d ordered saluted smartly and took off at a jog, bringing nine other men with him. Tomasino’s troops were being cut down like wheat. How many of the things were there? He heard one of the men from the beleaguered cohort blow a horn, three loud blasts. The sound to retreat.

      “No!” Arthur said. “They can’t make that kind of noise.”

      “We need to begin pulling back to the palace,” Lancellus said.

      Arthur stared back down the street they guarded. He thought he’d heard a noise from the no-man’s land out there in the uncleared streets. Then he heard it again – the tromp of many feet.

      “Damn,” Arthur said, his voice hollow.

      “What is it...?” Lancellus asked.

      “What we’ve all been afraid of.”

      A revenant came into view from a side street a few hundred paces ahead of them. It shrieked, and began loping toward them. The men set themselves to deal with the thing.

      But Arthur realized its shriek was being echoed. By many unearthly voices.

      They rounded the corner as a mass, boiling into view. Arthur had no idea how many of them there were. However many it was, he knew it was too many.

      “We need to go, now!” he shouted. Lancellus’s men hesitated, their line faltering as a few men took a step or two back.

      “Pull back in good order!” Lancellus shouted. The men formed their ranks again, shield wall at the ready, spears bristling. Against any imaginable human army, it would have been enough to allow the cohort to escape. But this was no human army.

      The revenants hit the men like a tidal wave, some of them literally hitting the shields and going over, pushed along by the force of the undead behind them slamming them forward. They fell on the troops from above, tearing into them like howling demons.

      The ranks fell apart in an instant, half the men turning to flee, and the ones who stood their ground found themselves surrounded by ravening dead. The carefully ordered line of troops collapsed into chaos. The dead swarmed everywhere. Screams echoed. Men shouted curses as they died in place, or running away. This battle was over – there was nothing further they could do here.

      “My men!” Lancellus shouted.

      “Run!” Arthur grabbed his arm, trying to drag Lancellus clear. The man hacked down one revenant that had gotten close and turned to follow Arthur. Together the two sprinted back toward the palace doors.

      Arthur spared a glance toward Tomasino’s cohort, but he could no longer see any men there. The revenants had completely overrun them, and were now running toward the palace, their strange gait carrying them swiftly.

      “They’re going to cut us off,” Arthur said between gasping breaths. Where was Melwas? He looked back toward the palace, and saw his answer. Melwas had already pulled his men back, and they were filing in through the doors.

      “If they close those doors before we get there, we’re all dead men,” Lancellus said.

      “Or worse,” Arthur replied. They both redoubled their run. Behind them, they heard the screams of men who were slower, cut down as they tried to flee.

      The dead things that had slain Tomasino’s men were coming closer now. Horribly, Arthur saw that they were children. Hundreds of dead children, making ready to feast on their flesh. The fastest of the dead children were already between them and the palace.

      “We’ll have to cut our way through them!” Arthur shouted.

      His sword sank deeply into one of the undead, cleaving a leg from it. Not a finishing blow, but it kept the thing from chasing them further. Beside him, Lancellus helped carve a path, and the handful of surviving troops cut into the undead with desperate strength. One man went down, three child-things tearing at his arms and throat. Then another fell, one of the things attached to his ankle, only to be swarmed by still more of them as soon as he fell.

      “Damn them! My men!” Lancellus roared.

      They were at the base of the palace steps now, and there Lancellus turned to face the foe.

      Arthur had sprinted halfway up the stairs, so close to safety that he could taste it. He saw men in the doorway, beckoning him in. But Lancellus was down there, facing that horde alone. Instantly Arthur saw what he was trying to do – one squad of his men had held a tight formation, and fought their way almost to the palace, but the main force of revenants was going to cut them off.

      Unless someone stopped them. Arthur had never seen such courage. This was the man who should have been named hero and champion. This was the person he should have been, and knew in his heart he would never be. And he was about to die.

      Lancellus screamed a challenge, and the mass of undead turned to face him, coming on at a rush. His blade was a brilliant blur, flashing in the sunlight, and a pile of the dead quickly formed at his feet. But Arthur knew he could not hold. He was a dead man. The best among them, and he was about to fall. Arthur felt his heart shatter with despair.

      All he had to do was take those last few steps, and he would be safe.

      But he knew he would never be able to live with himself if he did.

      “With me now!” he shouted to the men guarding the palace door. Without waiting to see if they followed, he charged back down the stairs. As he started down, he saw one of the undead grab Lancellus by the arm, pulling him off balance. One of the child-dead latched itself to his leg, gnawing. Arthur cried out in horror, sprinting to close the distance. But before he could arrive, Lancellus went down under the weight of the dead.

      Grimly, he took the man’s place. He wove a deadly web with his sword, taking the head from one revenant, then another. He danced back a step to avoid the rush of one – but a spear struck its side, pinning it. He swung his sword backhand and took it in the side of the head, shattering its skull. All around him were other soldiers now, shouting, roaring their fury.

      The men who’d been cut off gained the steps, but instead of running for safety they joined the others trying to protect Arthur.

      There! A glint of steel, under the unmoving body of a revenant.

      “Keep them off me!” Arthur shouted, sheathing his sword.

      He heaved the thing over, and saw Lancellus, laying on the ground. His face was bloody, but Arthur was grimly determined not to leave the man to die here. He heaved the unmoving form over his shoulders, and turned to make for the waiting doors.

      A few moments later, and he was through, into the welcome dimness of the protective stone walls. He managed a few more steps before stumbling, and falling to one knee. Two men ran forward to help him set Lancellus down. Arthur looked back to the door, but the last men were coming through now, and the heavy doors were being shut against the undead tide. With a booming noise, the beam was set in place.

      They were safe.

      Lancellus coughed.

      “God, he’s alive!” one of the men said. “I thought you were carrying a corpse!”

      Arthur looked Lancellus over carefully. If he’d been bitten, he would be dead soon anyway, no matter that he still breathed now. But miraculously, the man’s armor seemed to have protected him. The blood on his face was from a blow to the head, probably from when he’d fallen. Arthur could find no bite marks. His head spun. If he’d hesitated even a moment longer, Lancellus would have been lost. But this time, he had not failed.

      “You have to be the luckiest man alive, Lancellus,” Arthur breathed.

      Lancellus coughed again, and his eyes opened a bit. “That I seem to be,” he said.

      “And the craziest,” Arthur said, smiling.

      “I think my luck is mostly having you by my side, Arthur.”

      Arthur clasped his arm, and Lancellus used the grip to help pull himself back to his feet.

      “Hail, Lancellus!” one of his men called.

      “No,” Lancellus said, staring into Arthur’s eyes. He straightened his back, and said in a voice which carried well over the crowd, “not I. Hail Arthur, who saved my life.”

      There was a pause, as the soldiers admiring looks shifted from Lancellus to Arthur.

      “Hail, Arthur!” the men shouted together. As one, they surged forward, clasping Arthur’s arm, buffeting his back, each giving their thanks in their own way.

      The shouting had only begun to die down when Flavius came down the stairs from the floors above.

      “The emperor wants to see both of you right away,” he said.
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      ther stood by the window, ignoring the seats arranged around the conference table. He noted each man as they came in. Caius was already there, speaking softly with Melwas. Honorius sat in silence at the head again, sipping a goblet of wine. He noted when Flavius came back, leading Arthur and Lancellus, but still he held his position in the window.

      He’d always been a curious man, driven to investigate things. He’d always been good at seeing patterns, too. Even for him, it was proving difficult to see any sort of order in the chaos swirling around the palace.

      The one thing he’d been able to pick out is that more revenants were arriving, but none were leaving. He’d watched, carefully. Once they stumbled into the cleared area near the stone palace, they stayed near it. They entered in ones, and in twos, and sometimes in bands numbering dozens or scores. But while Uther had been watching them, not a single one had drifted away from the place. Only toward it.

      He’d noted one other curious thing as well. It didn’t seem likely that the revenants could drown – they were already dead, after all. But most of them avoided the river. The few he’d seen stumble in were quickly swept away. The palace had city on only three sides – and the Thames on the fourth.

      They were not entirely encircled.

      Uther caught Caius’s eye with a look. He responded with a tiny nod of his head. Good. The plan was underway. No matter how this meeting went, he’d have a chance to get away. He’d need to, because if this went badly, everyone who stayed behind would be doomed.

      “Gentlemen,” Honorius said, “we face a great problem. We need solutions.”

      Everyone seated went silent.

      To Uther’s surprise, Arthur spoke up first. “Emperor, the position is untenable. Londinium had tens of thousands of inhabitants, and it looks like most of those are now dead – and trying to kill us.”

      Honorius narrowed his eyes.

      “We must find a way to withdraw,” Arthur continued, ignoring the emperor’s displeasure. “We can’t fight through them, so we must find a way around them or a way to draw them off long enough to escape.”

      “Did I name the wrong man as my champion, Arthur? So quick to tuck your tail between your legs,” Honorius said, scorn dripping from his voice. “Just a boy after all. So disappointing.”

      Arthur flinched, but then steeled himself to glare back at the man. Uther watched his son through narrowed eyes, examining the exchange. How had he missed seeing such change in his boy? Where had this spine come from?

      Honorius met Arthur’s glare, their stares matching across the table briefly. Then the emperor looked away, shaking his fist. Honorius stood and slammed his hand into the table.

      “I am Rome!” he shouted. “Understand me now. Rome will retreat no further. We shall defeat the enemy here!”

      Uther turned completely from the window, his curiosity finding a new target. He watched the faces of the other men at the table. Honorius was easy – the man was broken, his terror bringing him to the edge of madness. And his insanity would kill them all if allowed to go further. Boring. Melwas looked bemused. That one bore watching. Caius had a poker face on, revealing little. But then, he knew the game Uther had in mind.

      On Flavius’s face Uther saw fear warring with loyalty. He wondered which would win. Lancellus – he watched that handsome face dissolve in anger, turning red. He’d been furious at Honorius for scorning Arthur, and Uther wondered what his son had done to win the man over so completely.

      But Arthur – his face was by far the most interesting. He’d half feared that the boy would act as a whipped puppy, bowing instantly to the power in the emperor’s position. Or that he’d react in heat and anger, lashing out with words of his own.

      Uther saw that anger appear on his son’s face, only to be banished in an instant. He saw Arthur scanning the emperor’s face intently. His lips were tight, but his face was calm. Uther stood silently, watching to see how this played out.

      Arthur stood.

      “Emperor, your titles are your own to give, or take. Do with mine as you will.”

      “I will –" Honorius started to say, but Arthur’s strong tenor voice continued over him.

      “But understand this. Every one of us is also Rome. Every Roman is Rome. And Rome survives so long as the ideals of civilization do. If we all die here – and if we stay, we will all die here – then that much of Rome dies with us.

      Let us choose the time and place of the battles ahead. But to do that, we must escape the trap this place has become.”

      Uther found himself nodding, despite himself. Damn! Caius was right. His son had truly grown up. He felt something odd welling in his chest... Pride.

      Honorius slowly sat back down. His hands were shaking.

      “Flavius, arrest this upstart,” he said.

      Flavius took a long look at Arthur. Then he returned his gaze to the emperor. He did not move.

      “Will none of you stand with me?” he whispered. “Am I betrayed from all sides?”

      Uther heard shouting from below, and turned to look back out his window. The pattern of the revenants had changed. They were milling about less aimlessly now. They seemed directed. Focused. What the hell was going on?

      A pounding at the conference room door startled all of them.

      “Enter!” Flavius shouted, his voice shaking with tension.

      The door opened, and a panting legionnaire stepped in. “They’re breaking through!”

      “Calm down, man. What’s going on?” Flavius ordered.

      “The dead, sir. They’re tearing apart the wooden doors with their bare hands. They’ll break through any minute!”

      

      Arthur exchanged the briefest of looks with Lancellus before both men rose from their chairs and started to the door. Lancellus reached the doorway first, and vanished down the stairs. The noise from below was growing more intense.

      Honorius was staring at his hands. He wasn’t going to be much use to anyone for the next little bit.

      “Flavius,” Arthur said, “gather all the men you can. We’re going to need to hold the doorway, and it isn’t going to be an easy fight.”

      Flavius nodded, beckoned Melwas, and the two men set out.

      “Father,” Arthur said, “I think it’s time you got your plan into motion and got everyone out of here.”

      “What makes you think I have a plan?” Uther said, raising an eyebrow.

      Arthur rolled his eyes. “You always have a plan.”

      Caius laughed at that, and when Uther scowled at him, he laughed again, saying “You do, you know.”

      “Get the emperor out, if you can,” Arthur said. “Save who you can. We’ll hold them as long as possible.”

      Then he turned and followed Lancellus down the stairs. His feet flew over the stone steps, and he took the corners with what was probably too much speed, but he had a feeling every second would count.

      The courtyard was a scene of confusion. Some citizens who’d taken refuge in the palace were running about madly, like ants trying to escape a boot. Arthur saw one woman kneeling in the middle of the grassy garden, two children clutched to her. She was sobbing in terror.

      The area around the front door was one calm spot in the midst of the chaos. Arthur could hear Lancellus calling out orders before he even left the stairwell. The men gathered by the door had to know they were in trouble, but they stood in ranks and files anyway. Shields were set. Spears held at the ready. They would hold, at least as long as they knew someone would be there to lead them.

      Arthur stepped up into the entryway and stopped cold. He could see daylight through the doors. Those things had been four inches thick, made of strong oak planks. But the revenants had torn at the wood, gouging holes with their hands. As he watched, one hole grew suddenly wider as a big chunk was torn away, and a rotting arm reached in through the opening. One of the men in the first file stepped forward, hewing at the appendage with his short sword. He struck twice, but couldn’t quite cut the arm off before it was withdrawn.

      “Steady, men. Be ready for them when they come,” Lancellus said.

      Arthur stepped up beside him to whisper in his ear. “We need to buy some time here.”

      Lancellus gave him a look that begged the question: time for what? But he nodded understanding. Arthur hoped that he was right and Uther did have a plan in mind. Because once that door broke completely – and it would – nothing was going to hold the revenants out for long. There were too many of them.

      Another chunk tore away, and Arthur saw hands grasp one of the intact planks from either side and pull hard. The revenants’ strength was terrific, and the oak tore free from the iron bands that held the door together. That opened a huge gap, not quite large enough for a man to slip through.

      A short form flickered past the opening, and almost too late Arthur remembered the child-undead. “Watch for the short ones!” he shouted.

      Because the opening was too small for a man – but big enough for a child. A moment later, the first of the dead children slid through the gap, followed by another, and another, and another. They ripped into the front ranks of horrified men, and the battle was joined in earnest.

      Behind the dead children, the larger revenants tore the rest of the door to splinters.
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      oin the army,” Kaelwyn muttered to himself. “See exciting places. Meet fun people. They didn’t say anything about those people being dead, though.”

      They hadn’t said anything about crawling through the muck of the palace privy drain, either. That had been one of the foulest things he’d ever had to do. When Caius showed him the grate, he’d almost lost his breakfast. It was a man-sized gate that led into a tunnel. The tunnel which every privy in the palace dropped into. The muck and human waste ran from there out into the Thames, but every so often it needed to be cleaned out if things got stopped up. Thus the locked gate.

      Then Caius pulled out keys for the lock. Kaelwyn had already figured out that his day was about to get very, very bad.

      He wondered if he’d ever be able to get the stench from his body, after swimming through that. Even once he’d gotten out into daylight, swimming against the strong current in the river, he could still smell the stink left by hundreds of people using too few privies for too many days.

      He drifted back down the river, holding tight to the side of a large rowboat he’d acquired a short way up the river. Kaelwyn kept as still as possible. As smelly as he felt, he preferred being alive to being dead, and there were a lot revenants gathered around the palace now. They didn’t seem to swim well, but he had heard the stories Flavius’s legionnaires told about how they’d walked across the bottom of a river to board a ship. He didn’t want to be noticed right now.

      He could hear yelling from the palace. Something was going on up there. The revenants were all wandering away from the river, up toward the main doors. Had Honorius tried to send his men to break out through the dead? Kaelwyn shook his head. That would be mad. There had to be thousands of the things out there now.

      Slowly, he brought the boat up to the sewer opening. He sighed. He was going to have to go back through that mess to get in. He grabbed the rope tied to the prow of the boat.

      “This truly stinks,” he whispered. Then he swam from the river into the filthy muck inside the sewer. Floating things bumped into him as he swam, and he tried his best to ignore them. His feet touched the stone bottom, but slipped in the slimy stuff. He was chest deep, and desperately didn’t want his head to go under, so he flailed for the nearest wall. His hand caught on the stonework, almost slipping but finding purchase on a sharp rock just before his head went into the muck.

      Panting, he pulled himself back upright. His hand was burning where the rock had gouged his skin, and he was bleeding. But it wasn’t that bad a wound.

      “Provided I can get it cleaned out, anyway,” he said to himself. It would be irony indeed to die from a wound that went bad from swimming in sewage, there at the end of the world.

      He slid his way deeper into the tunnel, using the walls to keep himself upright. At long last, he reached the grate, and tied the rope off on the bars. Still breathing through his mouth, he reached for the door.

      Locked.

      “Caius?” he called out softly.

      No answer.

      He heard a splash from behind him, back toward the river. Something had fallen into the water back there, and his hand went to the sword he’d carried strapped to his back during his swim.

      More splashing. Something was in the water, pawing around at the entrance.

      Then he saw it – a revenant, splashing through the muck. Kaelwyn pressed himself back against the wall, trying to be as invisible as possible.

      It took a few halting steps, and turned. For a moment, he thought it might go away. It splashed to the wall and started sniffing.

      He cursed silently. That was the spot he’d cut his hand.

      It turned toward him again, still sniffing away like a hound. Following the scent of his blood – right to where he was trapped like a rat in a cage.

      

      The fighting downstairs was growing more intense. Caius could hear it from the clash of weapons, and from the screams of dying men. He wanted in his gut to join them there. He’d been a soldier all his adult life, and part of him was horribly offended at not being there, with the men, when they were doubtless in the middle of the fight of their lives.

      But his place wasn’t there, this time.

      “Caius, go make sure the way out is clear,” Uther said.

      Flavius was as useless as the emperor. He knelt next to Honorius, trying to coax him into sense, but the emperor was still staring at his hands with wide, unseeing eyes. Melwas had vanished down the stairwell, probably to go join his men.

      And Uther? Uther was like he always was. Cool. Calm. Detached, even. Caius envied the man that, sometimes. Other times, like this, he wondered if his old friend was even human, to stay so cold at the hottest of moments.

      Caius nodded to him and started off. Uther would join him; Uther was a survivor, and would do what was needful. He stood up and started to the door. Before he’d even reached the doorway, he heard a loud crack, and turned.

      Uther had slapped the emperor, open handed, across the face.

      If he’d been trying to get Honorius’s attention, it worked. The Emperor of Rome was staring up at Uther now, his face red and angry.

      “You dare strike me?” he said. His voice trembled somewhere between rage and terror. Rage that someone would treat him so, and terror at a world so changed that someone could.

      “Damn you and your pride!” Uther roared, all detachment gone in an instant. “Your men are down there dying! For you! My son is down there – dying for you!”

      His hand descended a second time, striking Honorius on the other cheek, leaving matching red welts on both sides of his face.

      “On your feet! God knows why those men are all willing to die for a pile of shit like you. But they are. Make it worth something.”

      He grabbed Honorius by the collar and hauled him upright. Uther was a big man, and if he was quiet much of the time that only served to keep many from realizing how strong he was.

      Seeing Uther had the situation well in hand, Caius started down the stairs. He passed by the ground floor, able to catch a quick glimpse of the fighting. So far, the men seemed to have kept the undead in the entryway. It was hard to tell how well or poorly things were going. He could hear the screaming of wounded men, and some soldiers had been pulled back from the front lines, clutching an injured limb or bleeding on the stone floor.

      They were holding. But for how long? Caius hurried on, feeling the pressure of time passing with each moment. He went down another flight of stairs into the basement level.

      With luck, Kaelwyn would already be back. He’d had to lock the gate, just in case one of the revenants found its way in somehow, but he hoped Kaelwyn would be sitting there in the muck cursing at him when he arrived. If not... They’d have to make do without the boat, and try another way to get down the river and out of London.

      Because if Kaelwyn hadn’t returned yet, it was too late to help him.
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      rthur shifted left, revenant claws only barely missing him. He slashed down at the hand, but the thing withdrew before he could cut it. A spear pierced its side, thrust by one of the men in the second rank, and the man to Arthur’s right cut off its head.

      He was slowing down. They’d been fighting without pause, the rush of the things never slowing. If anything the pace of the melee was increasing, as the dead tore the hole in the door wider. It was a wave now of snapping, snarling monsters, bits of decaying flesh dripping from them. The floor was slick with blood and black ichor.

      Then all at once the things pressed. They came at a rush, driving into the men. Spears punched into dead bodies, holding some of them back, but as they went down, they brought most of the spears to the ground with them. The revenants behind them drove on, climbing over their still-snarling fallen to grapple with the front ranks. Arthur found himself face to face with one of the things. It grabbed his shoulders, open maw coming in lightning fast. He thrust upward with his sword, taking it under the jawbone. The thing became dead weight, hanging there from Arthur’s shoulders. And the dead behind it kept pressing, driving into it and over it. Arthur found himself falling backward to the floor. His head struck hard, sparking stars all over his vision.

      All around him he could hear the sounds of men dying.

      Another revenant face appeared behind the one he’d slain, but his arms were pinned. He stared, helpless, as the thing scrabbled up to his face and opened its mouth wide. Arthur’s vision narrowed – suddenly all he could see was that mouth, the teeth that would kill him, as they closed toward his throat.

      A sword seemed to blossom from the thing’s head. Black ooze splashed all over him. Then a strong hand had hold of his armor at the shoulder, and was dragging him clear. Arthur managed to hang on to Caius’s sword as he was hauled free. His rescuer didn’t stop until he was well clear of the melee, back down the stone steps which led from the entryway to the central courtyard.

      “Are you hurt?” Lancellus asked.

      Of course it was Lancellus. Arthur tried to smile, but groaned instead. His head was hammering.

      “Did it bite you?” Lancellus asked again, now looking him over for wounds.

      “No,” Arthur said. “Was a near thing, though.”

      “And you said I was the one with all the luck,” Lancellus said.

      “Looks like we’re both lucky to have the other around,” Arthur replied. He tried to sit up, but the pounding in his head was too great. He eased his head back to the floor, groaning again.

      “Rest a bit,” Lancellus said. “I’ve committed the third cohort, pulled mine back. We lost the entry room, but we’re holding them inside it. For now.”

      Arthur slowly brought himself up to a sitting position. His head hurt, but the stars in his vision had faded out.

      “We can’t hold them,” Arthur said.

      “No. Does Uther really have a plan to get us the hell out of here?”

      “I hope so.”

      

      Kaelwyn sank into the muck, dropping everything below his nose from view, and slunk back against the tunnel wall. He’d rarely been so terrified. Even down in the church basement, he’d been more worried about saving the damn fool of a boy than he was about the revenants biting him. Here? He was trapped against a steel cage, with the only way out blocked by a dead thing, slowly snuffling through the muck toward him.

      His sword was unsheathed, in his hand. But he’d seen how fast these things could move, how strong they were. And there was precious little room here for him to move around and use his sword well. Any moment now, it would see him, dash in, grab him with those horrible hands, and bite down.

      He shivered, and mostly not from the cold of the watery muck he was immersed in. The damned thing was coming closer.

      “Kaelwyn?”

      It took him a second to realize where the voice was coming from. It was Caius! He must be right outside the grating.

      But he wasn’t the only one who heard Caius. The revenant looked up sharply, and started toward him. He’d been seen! Kaelwyn lunged up from the water, his sword slicing in an arc toward the thing.

      “Caius! Get me out of here!” he shouted. He heard Caius curse, heard metal scraping on metal, then the clang of dropped keys.

      The thing was on him. He had time for only another quick swing that fell uselessly against the revenant’s shoulder before it plowed into him. He shifted his sword, grabbing the blade with his left hand and tried to keep it between himself and the dead thing coming at him. It drove his shoulder hard against the tunnel wall, knocking the wind from his chest. He felt the steel bite into his leather glove as it put weight against the blade, but the sword kept those snapping jaws away from his face.

      His foot slipped on the slimy floor, and he went under. The thing dropped beneath the muck on top of him. He couldn’t see anything, could only feel it thrashing above him. Without sight, he couldn’t keep it away with his sword, so he dropped the useless weapon. Instead he reached out, hands finding the thing’s shoulders, then its neck. With all his strength he clung to it, fighting to keep the lethal bite away.

      But without air, his arms were getting weaker. The revenant was too strong. Kaelwyn felt hands close around his skull, pulling his face up toward the teeth he knew were waiting. He opened his mouth to scream – he couldn’t help himself – and his throat filled with foul fluids from the muck in which he was buried. He was drowning, dying, and all he could feel was gratitude that he wouldn’t have to feel the teeth tearing into his flesh. If he could just keep it away another moment, he’d be gone.

      And then something was hauling him bodily out of the muck, slamming his body down on cold stone, pounding his back. He vomited a mess of fluid that looked as horrible as he felt, coughing and sputtering water and worse from his lungs.

      “Can’t you stay out of trouble for even a little while?” Caius asked.

      “But then you’d get bored,” Kaelwyn said weakly, trying to crack a smile that he suspected was more a grimace. “We do need to stop meeting like this, though.”

      “Was there just the one?” Caius asked.

      Kaelwyn nodded, still coughing too much to reply.

      “And you have the boat?”

      “Wouldn’t have come back without it,” Kaelwyn said, pulling himself up to a sitting position.

      “I know. Can you hold the door if more of them come?”

      “Lost my sword. In there,” Kaelwyn said, gesturing at the muck and shuddering. Somewhere down there was the revenant’s body. He had no interest in going after his lost weapon.

      “Here. Take mine,” Caius said, offering the blade. Kaelwyn took the weapon, and pulled himself back to his feet with an effort.

      “I’ll hold the door here. You get...who are we bringing, anyway?”

      “Everyone,” Caius said. He started back toward the stairs. “The palace is falling. We’re bringing everyone we can.”
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      rthur heard his father coming down the stairs before he came into sight. And it was a sight – he had Honorius firmly in hand. Or hands. One of Uther’s hands gripped the emperor’s shoulder, the other held his arm. Arthur winced. He knew from experience how tight that grip could be when his father was angry. And he could see the storm in Uther’s eyes.

      He levered himself to a standing position. The world had stopped spinning, but he was still dizzy. His head throbbed. He tried to shake it to clear it but that only increased the dizziness and pain.

      “Arthur, are you hurt?” Uther asked.

      “Hit in the head,” Arthur replied. “No bite.”

      He saw the relief flash briefly in his father’s eyes, replaced almost instantly by cold calculation as he scanned the battle still being waged in the entryway to the palace.

      “We haven’t much time,” Uther said.

      Arthur had seen the same thing. The number of wounded men was climbing, and there was no longer a reserve of uninjured men to rotate soldiers out when they grew tired. Many of the men who’d been bitten were still out there fighting. They knew they were already dead, and simply kept going because they had nothing else to lose. Other bitten legionnaires were scattered across the garden, sobbing softly as they cradled bleeding arms or legs. Arthur wondered how he’d handle that doom, if it came to him. Would he be able to die well?

      There had to be worse ways to die, but he couldn’t call any to mind.

      “What’s the plan, father?” Arthur asked.

      “There’s a way out through the basement. Sewer opening, into the Thames.”

      “And the monsters?” Arthur asked.

      “They seem to avoid the water,” Uther said. “It’s our best chance.”

      Arthur looked around. Small clusters of women and children were huddled here and there in the garden, and he knew more had to be upstairs somewhere. Hundreds of people had taken refuge in the palace.

      “How can we get all these people out? They’ll never make a swim to safety,” Arthur said.

      Uther shrugged. “We can show them the way. Kaelwyn was sent to get a boat, but if he managed, it’ll be small. Enough to help a few of us.”

      Arthur felt his face flush. He stalked up to his father, until they stood almost nose to nose. “You’ll just leave these people here? Abandon them?”

      “I can’t see a way to save them,” Uther said. “Can you?”

      His voice rang with challenge. Arthur looked about, trying to think of a way. He needed something for people to hang on to. Something that would float.

      “I can,” he said. Without another word, he turned toward the basement, and almost bumped into Caius coming back up the stairs at a jog.

      “Kaelwyn got the boat, Uther. He’s guarding the sewer grate downstairs,” Caius said, huffing.

      “Good,” Uther replied. “Trouble?” he asked, eying the black stain on Caius’s armor.

      “Nothing we couldn’t handle.” Caius eyed the battle. “It’s time to get out of here. We need to let people know.”

      Arthur’s mind was still racing. “Caius, how many of those big oil barrels did we have? The ones we used to douse the buildings so they would burn?”

      Caius blinked. “I’m not sure. Several dozen, at least. Why?”

      “We tied ropes to them, because they were too big for one man to haul. Where are they?”

      “The cellars.”

      Arthur turned to Uther, and saw recognition dawning in his father’s eyes.

      “That’s how we’ll get the people out,” Arthur said.

      “Roll the barrels out through the sewer, and have people hang on to the ropes. It could work,” Uther said, pulling at his beard. “Flavius, have some men get all those people into the cellars,” he added, gesturing to the crowd huddled in the garden.

      “What about the ones upstairs?” Arthur asked.

      Uther whirled on him, his face growing red again. “They’re dead, boy. Your idea will save some. Would you give up protecting all of them to try to save a few more?”

      Arthur turned, watching the men dying to buy them all time. He knew their reprieve was running out despite the soldiers’ best efforts. Soon they’d break. With luck, some of them might survive to escape out the cellar, but most of the legion committed to the battle would die. And anyone not already out when that line broke would probably die with them. He turned away from his father.

      “Caius, hold the stairway for as long as you can. We need to get some of the legionnaires out. When the line breaks, show them where to go, but don’t get trapped,” Arthur said.

      “I will,” Caius replied. “But where will you be?”

      “Upstairs, saving who I can.”

      There wasn’t any time for more words. Arthur sprinted up the stairs, headed to the third floor, where most of the civilians had been housed. Once he reached the floor, he started banging on every door.

      “Up!” he shouted as loud as he could. “Out! The palace is falling! Escape through the cellar!”

      People started coming out of their rooms, peeking out into the hall. They were terrified, but his shouting roused some of them to start running, and then others followed. Soon there was a steady stream of men, women, and children running down the stairs. Arthur finished the circuit of the floor, and joined the throng headed down.

      Caius still waited at the top of the cellar stairs. He’d grabbed a few of the soldiers, who stood in line with him, showing people the way down.

      “Good work, Arthur. They’re rolling barrels out below. You’ve saved a lot of lives today,” Caius said.

      “Not yet. We still need to get clear,” Arthur said. But he was feeling good. This was going to work. They were going to get away, and get most of these people out with them. For the first time in hours, he didn’t feel like he was going to die today, and the sense of relief was overwhelming.

      Then he heard a child crying.

      She’d been left behind by some parent when people fled the third floor. Or maybe she was an orphan, with no one to look out for her. Now she was alone on the upper floor, standing by the rail and looking over the edge down to the garden, sobbing her eyes out.

      Arthur looked at the battle line. It was cracking. The revenants would break through any moment now.

      He looked again at the child, alone up on the balcony.

      Caius must have seen the decision in his eyes. “Arthur, there’s no time...”

      But he was already gone.

      Arthur was moving before he thought about it, but the long climb up six flights of stairs to the third floor gave him an eternity to consider what the hell he was doing. The battle line was falling apart. He glimpsed it as he ran past, saw the men retreating from the undead horde, the revenants hacking down legionnaires only to begin gnawing on them once they fell. It was too late to save the little girl. He knew that.

      And he kept going up the stairs anyway, sprinting like all the hordes of hell were chasing him. Which felt more than halfway true. Somehow it seemed like if he failed that one girl then everything he’d done would be for nothing.

      He could still hear her, wailing like a lost soul. He focused on her cry, trying to ignore the screams of the men dying below. But the sound when the line broke was unmistakable. The screams changed pitch. Men shouting to fall back. Caius yelling for men to rally and hold the line at the cellar stairs. And above it all, the sound of the dead, their unearthly shriek as they fell on the prey to slow to escape them.

      Arthur had made the third floor. He kept going, breath coming in ragged gasps, his head pounding with each footfall. There she was, just a little way ahead. She couldn’t have been more than five or six years old. He scooped her up into his arms and whirled back toward the stairs. She kept crying, but clung to him like a burr.

      He reached the first steps, but before he started back down, he heard them. The dead had already made the stairs. They’d heard the child crying too, perhaps, or maybe there were so many of them pouring into the palace that they were flowing to fill every nook, every room, spreading out like water. It didn’t matter. They were on the second floor now, and even if they delayed a bit to hunt there, he’d never be able to fight past them to safety.

      Arthur peered over the edge. A ring of men still held the stairs. Caius was there, and saw him.

      “Arthur!” he called, his voice breaking with emotion. “Damn it!”

      He could see the revenants climbing the steps to the third floor now. In another few moments, they’d be on him.

      “Sorry,” Arthur shouted down. He kept his words light, but his heart hammered in his chest. “I had to try.”

      “Stay put! We’ll force our way through, get you out!”

      Arthur shook his head. “There’s too many and you know it. Get the hell out of here, Caius.”

      Then he had no more time for words. The first revenant made it up the stairs, and came loping along the balcony toward him.
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      he first revenant came on fast. Arthur held the girl tightly in one arm, his sword in the other. Behind the dead thing he saw another, and another, more and more of them pouring up the flight of stairs. He was cut off from escape – Caius and the last legionnaires had already fled down into the cellar, where hopefully they’d escape the death trap this place had become by floating down the Thames.

      The thing came at him, light on its feet and swift. Arthur did the only thing that made sense.

      He ran.

      They chased him as he fled around the balcony, sprinting with everything he had. He burst through the huge double doors to the room they’d used as a conference chamber and slammed them shut behind him. There was no bar here, though. He rammed a chair against the door handle to barricade them out, but they’d be through in a few moments. He continued his flight, nearly tripping on soft velvet carpet, the opulence that was so completely out of place and useless now. The young girl whimpered into his shoulder as he twisted his hips, fighting to keep his balance.

      There was a side door, another exit from the room. He opened the door, dashed through, and slammed it closed as the revenants smashed through the door and came into the banquet room. He was in a narrow hall, with stairs at the far end that spiraled up into one of the rooftop towers. On the far end of the hall was a door which led back out to the interior balcony. He knew that way would be full of revenants by now. Only one way to go: up.

      He took the stairs two at a time, panting, breaths ragged, pushing himself up, and up. The stairs opened on the fourth floor, and again on the fifth, but he kept going all the way to the roof. Behind him he heard the dead scrabbling their way up the steps. He’d bought himself a few minutes, but that was all.

      The top of the stairs opened into a small tower, with slits to look through and a stout door. This door had a bar – on the inside. That wasn’t going to help. He sheathed his sword, and lifted the bar away, then shoved the door open with his shoulder, stumbling out to the roof.

      The rooftop was flat, and the bright sunlight dazzled his eyes for a moment. Daylight seemed a stark contrast to the dim palace interior, and for a moment he was trapped in the strangeness of the things chasing him through broad daylight. Shouldn’t evil horrors evaporate or hide from the day? It seemed wrong that creatures of darkness could exist under the sun.

      He knew they would follow him soon. He slammed the door closed with a booted foot, and looked across the roof for anything which might help him or the girl he carried survive. The roof was flat stone, broken only by the towers and battlements at the edges.

      He looked down at her, tucked into his shoulder, legs wrapped tight around his waist, arms locked around his arm and neck. His left arm burned from the strain of running with her. When it came to fighting, he’d never be able to face even one revenant while holding her. They were too fast. He’d have to put her down, and then she’d die. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      “Hold tight,” he said. “I’ll find us a way out of this.”

      She whimpered quietly in response.

      He had to find a way to keep running. How? He couldn’t see a way. They’d simply run out of places to flee. He hoped that Caius and the others had escaped, at least. Arthur staggered to the far side of the roof, hoping to catch a glimpse of them in the river below.

      The sunlight playing off the water hid them from his view for a moment, but there they were – Caius and his father, with Flavius and Honorius and a few other men in a small rowboat. And all around them floated empty barrels, with men, women, and children clutching to the sides. Dozens of barrels drifted with the current, and every single one had at least four people bobbing in the water next to it. They’d done it, then. Some people had escaped the disaster.

      He smiled. His idea, those barrels. He’d managed to save a lot of lives today.

      It was something.

      There was a crash behind him. The revenants had made the roof, and boiled out of the tower door. Some of them saw Arthur and sprinted straight toward him. He had seconds left.

      He looked down again. The river was sixty feet below him. He’d never fallen so far, and the thought of jumping made his legs shake with more than just exhaustion. But the thought of being eaten alive by those things was far worse. Death from the fall would be cleaner and faster. He carefully examined the drop. Stone jutted out at each level, overhangs to create shade for the windows. He’d need to leap out far enough to reach the water.

      He stepped up onto the battlements wreathing the roof, and prepared to jump.

      A clawed hand grasped his shoulder.

      Arthur yelled, twisting his body to tear away from the thing. He pivoted and started to fall, staring into the dead eyes of the revenant holding fast to his armor. He kept spinning as he fell, the world dizzy in front of his eyes, and slammed his head against the stone wall. He heard a crack, and the thing released him. He was dropping, wind whistling in his ears. He tried to tuck his body around the girl, to protect her.

      Then he slammed hard into something. Pain flashed through his legs, his back, his head, and he stopped feeling anything at all.

      

      Caius sat at the rear of the longboat, holding the rudder, steering their little craft out away from the shore into the deeper water. The further they got from the palace, the better he’d feel. He looked over the men in the boat. Flavius, especially, kept glancing at the shore, where hundreds of the revenants milled about. Caius could see the haunted look in the man’s eyes, and he recalled the tale about how the dead had simply walked out into the water and then swarmed a grounded boat from his fleet.

      That could happen here. The river was only deep in the middle, where a channel let larger ships come up as far as Londinium from the ocean.

      “Row gently, men,” Caius said softly. “Let’s avoid any admiring looks from the beasties there if we can.”

      His attempt at humor was rewarded with a few chuckles, and the men with oars in their hands kept at their work, slowly moving the rowboat through the water. Behind and all around them, small clusters of barrels bobbed on the current, each with a little batch of people clinging to ropes the soldiers had tied on days before. Still other people were swimming for it, no barrels to hold to. Caius wondered how many of them would actually get clear of the city before they either succumbed to exhaustion and sank beneath the water, or tried to reach shore too soon and fell prey to the revenants waiting there.

      Yelling caught his attention. He swept his eyes back to the palace. People were pushing and shoving out of the hole where the sewer emptied. The hole they’d just escaped through. There were no more barrels, but in desperation those left behind were still trying to swim for it. They were jumping into the water, frantically trying to swim away from the death trap of the palace behind them. They’d started screaming. Caius knew what that panic meant. The revenants had reached the cellars.

      Which meant that Theodosius and the other men he’d left behind were dead. They’d been bitten, all six of them, but not so badly they couldn’t fight. They’d volunteered to a man to hold the stairs for as long as they could so that others could get away.

      The panic must mean they’d fallen, and...

      More screaming. This time from inside the tunnel itself. And then they poured out of the hole in the palace wall, boiling into the river like pus from a lanced wound. The dead hit the water and kept coming, seeing their prey trying to swim away. They didn’t swim out. They simply kept walking, until their heads vanished beneath the waves.

      “Come on, keep going,” Caius said quietly, urging the desperate swimmers on. Some of them were already spent, exhausted. He could see them struggling to stay afloat.

      “Look! Up there!” Flavius said, pointing up at the palace.

      Caius looked. There was a man atop the roof, clutching someone. He knew in an instant it had to be Arthur. Caius saw him come to the edge, look down, and hesitate. How had he even made the rooftop, still carrying the girl?

      “Jump for it!” he shouted as loudly as he could. He had little hope that Arthur would hear him from this distance, but he called out anyway.

      He watched as Arthur looked back over his shoulder, then seemed to steel his resolve. He stepped up onto the battlement, and was about to leap off when something grabbed him. Caius watched, horrified, as one of the things snagged him. Arthur fell, smashed against the palace wall, still held in place by the thing’s arm. Then it released him, and he dropped. But instead of falling clear into the water, he smacked into one of the stone outcroppings on the side of the palace.

      “Get up, Arthur. Get back up,” Caius heard himself whispering.

      But Arthur didn’t move again.

      “Caius.”

      He blinked, his eyes still watching Arthur’s body where it had come to rest.

      “Caius!” Flavius repeated.

      He brought his attention back to the boat, which was now out into the current and starting to move downstream. All looked well. “What?”

      “Over there. Look at the swimmers.”

      A good number of people had made it into the water. Scores of them now swam for the barrels. Some of them had even made it, and now the rearmost barrels had a lot more people clinging to them. Arguments were starting as the extra weight slowed the barrels down.

      Then Caius saw what Flavius was talking about. The rearmost swimmer, an old woman who’d been struggling, vanished. One moment she was there, straining with each stroke. The next she was pulled beneath the water. She never even had time to scream.

      “They’re under the water,” Caius said.

      “We have to warn them,” Kaelwyn replied, staring back over the water. The place where the woman had been pulled under was only a few dozen feet from the rearmost barrels.

      Caius stood up in the rear of the rowboat and cupped his hands to his mouth. “They’re under the water!” he shouted. “You need to swim for it!”

      The people out in the water looked around frantically. Another swimmer was swept under, and this one managed a strangled yell before he was gone from sight. The river was still too shallow. The revenants must be walking out under the water, and pulling people down as they came up on them.

      “Get into the deeper water!” Caius yelled.

      Then a child vanished, yanked into the depths. This time Caius could see the pool of red rise to the surface, and so could the other swimmers. They frantically swam in all directions, scattering like a school of fish. Some of the ones who kept their heads heard his shout and made for the deeper water. But he saw one barrel that had seven or eight people clinging to it, each trying to pull their makeshift life raft in a different direction. The people around that barrel started to disappear, one after another. By the time the others realized what was happening, it was too late. Moments later, the revenants had dragged them all to the bottom.

      Splashes came from the shoreline. The yelling and screams had attracted attention, and hundreds of revenants were pouring into the water, taking long strides out into the river until they, too, vanished from sight.

      “Caius, do we have a rope?” Uther asked. Caius flinched at the sound of his voice. Uther hadn’t said a word since Caius had fled into the cellar without his son. Now his words were ragged, laden with grief, but as sharp as ever.

      “Yes.”

      “Rowers, backstroke. Get us upstream, but keep to the deep channel,” Uther commanded. “Caius, once we’re in range, toss the rope to a barrel. Have them tie on, then pass the end to the next barrel.”

      “The weight will slow us down,” Flavius warned.

      “Once we’re in the channel, it won’t matter how fast we’re going. But we need to save as many of these people as we can,” Uther said. “My son died for them. It’s the least we can do.”

      

      In the end, they managed to save twenty-one barrels, all bobbing along behind the rowboat like links in a chain. One hundred and thirty souls clung to them like barnacles, shivering as the afternoon turned into evening. With the ten men on the rowboat, they’d managed to escape with only a tiny fraction of the people who’d gone into the palace. The rest were lost.

      Caius steered the boat, a job made much more complex by the long tail. He had to watch for shallows now, too. Many of the dead had been pushed downstream by the river’s current, and the first time they’d come past a spot where the river shoaled, they’d lost one man to revenants pulling him under and dragging him away.

      The rowers kept the boat downstream of the barrels, and Caius kept the whole chain away from spots which looked like they might harbor a waiting revenant. The strain of keeping constant watch was wearing out his eyes and his back. He stretched, and winced as tight muscles complained.

      “We’ll need to find a place to stop soon,” Caius murmured to Uther. “I won’t be able to see the shallows in the dark.”

      Uther nodded, and scanned the shoreline. “I’ve been thinking about where we could stop. There’s a small monastery which ought to be just a few miles down the river from here. If it hasn’t fallen, it might serve as shelter for the night.”

      “And then?”

      “And then we go home,” Uther said. “If we move swiftly, we can get to Glevum before the revenants spread that far.”

      Caius shook his head. They were traveling east down the Thames with the current. Glevum was west. And they had far too many people to travel so far with any speed. “You mean to leave all these people, don’t you?”

      “Not entirely. I mean to go ahead of them with you and a few men. We can leave the others with some soldiers as support, to guide them after us,” Uther replied. “But the sooner we get to Glevum, the better off we’ll all be.”

      “We can’t hold Glevum any more than we could Londinium.”

      “No, we can’t,” Uther agreed. “But we can get supplies from there and then go someplace better.”

      Caius shook his head sadly. Leave it to Uther to already be planning three steps ahead. Also to ruthlessly give up on the entire town full of civilians he had governed for years. He hoped they would be able to at least rescue the people of Glevum, even if the town itself could not be held. But he wasn’t certain that was on Uther’s agenda.

      “Where?” Caius asked. Where in the world could be safe from the dead? Where could they go that the dead would not simply follow them, smash their way in, and slay them all? It seemed hopeless. Rome was gone. The last legion was destroyed. The revenants were moving out from Londinium even now, to hunt in the countryside and spread the plague. There were millions of people living in Britannia. How many of them would be revenants in a week? In a month? In a year?

      Uther didn’t reply.
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      hey reached the monastery an hour later. The sun was getting close to the horizon by then, the shadows longer. Kaelwyn watched the water carefully as they eased in toward shore. The shallows were death. They’d seen that over and over all day long, but here they were rowing into them anyway. At any moment he expected to see a dead face lunge out of the water, grab him, and pull him under.

      He could still remember the feeling of the revenant’s weight, pushing him beneath the sewage in the cellar tunnel.. He could remember in vivid detail the horror of knowing the thing was about to bite him. He remembered trying to scream, his lungs filling with water when he opened his mouth. He knew what it was like to almost die, and the thought terrified him.

      But he kept to his duty. He pulled the oar in time with the men around him. Too many people were counting on him for him to let his cowardice get in the way.

      They made the shore without incident. Sand and gravel scraped over the bottom of the boat, telling him that dry land was near. With all the danger that implied.

      “Rowers, stand guard,” Caius said, keeping his voice pitched low. “I’ll reel the rest of our people in from the water.”

      Kaelwyn and the other five soldiers stepped out of the boat, landing in the shallow water, and drew their swords. If anything came, they’d be as ready as they could.

      “I will go see about arrangements for the night,” Uther said. “Time for Honorius to make himself useful.” The emperor hadn’t said a word since Uther had dragged him through the slime and muck in the sewer tunnel and tossed him unceremoniously into the bottom of the boat.

      Now Uther grabbed his shoulder and hauled him to his feet, pulling him out of the boat toward shore. The emperor didn’t struggle or complain, but Kaelwyn caught the look Honorius gave Uther – black hatred. There was no mercy in that gaze, just the promise of pain. Kaelwyn shivered. He hoped Uther knew what he was doing.

      Flavius accompanied the two as they went up from the riverbank to the stone wall surrounding the monastery. The walls were fifteen feet tall. Designed to repel casual raids from the Saxons who’d begun pillaging the area on occasion in recent years, they ought to also keep the revenants out, at least for a while. At least for the night, Kaelwyn prayed. Someplace to rest was all he needed. What they all needed.

      One barrel at a time, Caius pulled the people in. Drenched, shivering, they came ashore in little clusters huddling together for warmth. They rubbed their hands together, they rubbed their shoulders. Some staggered about, looking dazed. Others fell to the ground sobbing as soon as they reached the shore. He saw families finding each other, and crying for the ones they’d left behind. None of them made much noise, though. They all knew better.

      By the time Caius was pulling the last barrel from the water, Uther had returned.

      “It’s safe,” he said.

      “They’ll let us stay?” Caius asked.

      “Yes. It’s amazing what impact ‘open in the name of the emperor’ has on a bunch of frightened old men hiding behind a door,” Uther replied.

      Kaelwyn breathed a sigh of relief, overhearing their words. They’d be safe – for tonight, at least. They’d have refuge. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but...

      “Kaelwyn, a word please?” Uther called.

      He sighed. It was never, ever good to be singled out of the crowd. He knew that, but it kept happening to him anyway. He walked over to Uther and Caius.

      “Walk with us,” Uther said, heading away from the river and the people huddled there. Once they were out of easy earshot, he stopped and turned back. Kaelwyn stood silently, waiting.

      “I’m taking Caius, Flavius, the emperor, and a couple of soldiers with me at first light,” Uther said. “We’re making for Glevum.”

      Kaelwyn blinked.

      “These people can’t travel fast enough. I need to reach Glevum before the revenants arrive,” Uther went on. “Even riding as fast as we can, I don’t know if we’ll make it in time. But we have to try.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Kaelwyn asked. “I’m glad to come along with you, if you’re asking for volunteers.”

      Caius looked uncomfortable. He looked down at the ground, avoiding Kaelwyn’s face. That was bad. When Caius had sent him swimming through sewage and dodging revenants in the river to get a boat, he’d smiled and chuckled about Kaelwyn’s discomfort. Whatever was going down, Caius thought it was a lot worse than that.

      “There are over a hundred people here. Men, women, and children that we’ve saved,” Uther said. “I need a man to bring them home to Glevum.”

      Kaelwyn’s heart sank. He’d avoided leadership his entire military duty. He liked having Caius in charge. He liked being told what to do next. Whenever he went off on his own, he ended up in some sort of trouble – like in the cellar of a church, surrounded by dead things that wanted to eat him! He looked back to where the shivering refugees stood or sat on the beach.

      He knew Uther. The man would do what was needful, whether or not it killed every one of those people. He was going to go. And if they were left here alone, they would all die.

      “Are you a man I can count on, Kaelwyn?” Uther said softly. “Will you bring these people through safely?”

      Kaelwyn opened his mouth to refuse, to say no. It was insane. It would take days to cross all that distance, longer if they had to forage, and they’d be easy prey for revenants the whole way. He glanced over his shoulder where the shivering refugees were being guided through the monastery gates.

      “I can only try,” Kaelwyn found himself saying instead.

      

      Caius was awake before dawn. Uther wanted to be gone before anyone else was up and about. He’d said it would make less of a scene, and it would be better for everyone if they simply left. Caius wasn’t sure it would be better for everyone... He had a feeling it would make poor Kaelwyn’s job harder. But Kaelwyn was a survivor, and people liked him. He thought the man would do well. As well as anyone could, anyway.

      Besides, Uther was right. If they didn’t get to another major city before the revenants, the chances of anyone surviving this disaster at all diminished. The legion Flavius had commanded would have been an amazing tool to fight off the revenant threat, if it had been wielded well. Instead, it had been tossed into the place most likely to fall, and lost. What a waste.

      The center had fallen apart. All they could do now was try to pick up the pieces. That meant carrying word faster than the danger would spread, and they’d already lost too much time

      He made the horses ready. The monks had four in their stables, and Flavius had sent men to nearby farms looking for more. People were already fleeing and no one was willing to sell their horses, but the men had found several abandoned in a farmhouse. Whether the owners were dead or fled, Caius didn’t know.

      They had enough horses for their entire party to each have a mount. But they had no remounts, which meant they’d be traveling slower than he’d like. No help for it. They’d do what they could with what they had.

      He cinched the last saddle as Uther came out of the monastery. Flavius, Honorius, and two soldiers followed close behind him. One of the soldiers was Lyonus, a Glevum guardsman Caius had known for years. The other was one of Flavius’s men. Caius didn’t know his name yet. Uther left the others by the door and came over to join him.

      “Packed and ready?” Uther asked.

      “Yes. Are you sure you want to bring these others? We could travel much faster with just you, Lyonus, and I.” They’d have remounts, then.

      “Am I sure?” Uther glanced over his shoulder and grimaced. “No. But I think they could prove useful to us. And they’re certain to be trouble if left here.”

      Caius inwardly agreed. Kaelwyn would never be allowed to command, if the emperor were left behind. He’d take charge, with Flavius to enforce his wishes, and god knew where that would lead. Most likely to the deaths of all these people. He’d seen more than enough of the emperor’s incompetence, these past days.

      That didn’t mean he’d be a good traveling companion. Quite the opposite. Caius lowered his voice. “Uther, I do not trust those men.”

      “Trust them? Never. But I’ll keep them where I can see them,” Uther said. “Let’s be off. Daybreak will come soon, and I want to be well away from here. We have a long way to go before dark.”

      Uther took a set of reins from Caius’s hands and mounted up. He noted the jangle of mail as Uther slung his leg over the beast, and saw he’d picked up a sword somewhere along the way. It was belted at his waist.

      “Been a long time since I saw you wearing one of those,” Caius said.

      “I think I will need it, before all this is done.”

      The others saw Uther mount and hurried over to do the same. Honorius went to Caius and sniffed when he saw the mount.

      “Dog food, these animals,” Honorius said.

      “They’ll be the difference between life and death, for us,” Uther called down from his mount. “Unless you’d prefer to walk?”

      Honorius sniffed again, pretending to ignore Uther. But he took the reins, and mounted with the assistance of his legionnaire. Caius shook his head. Honorius had seemed so confident, so full of himself. Now he acted more like a petulant boy. What a difference a few days had been. Without his legions, what was left of the man? His title was empty, and his throne was in the middle of a city full of dead things.

      Flavius was already on his horse, so Caius mounted up. Uther started out, and again they all followed his lead. The first light of dawn was cresting the hills when they left the relative safety of the monastery walls behind and set out into whatever waited beyond. Once they were a bit away, riding at a light pace so that the horses could sustain it, Caius looked back over his shoulder. One man stood atop the wall, staring down at them. He knew that would be Kaelwyn. He hadn’t come to see them off, but he’d known when they were leaving.

      Caius wondered if he’d ever see his friend again.
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      ther’s party stayed to the north side of the Thames as they went west. The nearest easy ford was at the bridge in Londinium, and none of them wanted to go anywhere near the place. So they swung wide around the city, keeping to the open fields as much as possible. Here and there they saw fires burning. Once Caius caught a glimpse of a whole village alight. They avoided such places. The dead were careless about lamps and candles, and wooden buildings aflame were a clear sign that a place had been visited by the revenants. The creatures were spreading fast into the countryside.

      Going slow as they were, watchful at all times for the dead, it was several hours before they crossed the great Roman road leading north out of Londinium. Here the signs of the revenant’s carnage were more obvious. Bodies lay hacked and torn apart on the road. A wagon stood, laden with a family’s belongings, with both horses slain and half eaten, still in their harnesses. Caius shuddered, and was glad when they’d left the road behind again.

      It was only a short while after passing that scene that Honorius began to complain.

      “This is madness. We can’t reach Glevum by nightfall, at this pace,” he said. He groused repeatedly about the futility of their mission.

      The worst of it was, the man was right. They’d be better than halfway, but they’d have to ride well into darkness in order to reach Glevum. And in the dark, they’d be easy prey for any revenants they ran across.

      “I say we should make for Verulamium,” Honorius went on. It was a city just a short distance north from Londinium. “We can gather the garrison there, and then figure out what our next move should be.”

      “Verulamium doesn’t exist anymore,” Uther said.

      “How can you possibly know that?” Honorius said. “They have walls, guards. They could be perfectly fine.”

      “No one is perfectly fine anymore!” Uther roared. Then, more softly, he said “You saw how many of those things were in Londinium. Hundreds will have reached Verulamium by now. It’s not a long walk, and the dead don’t tire.”

      “But...”

      “The city is gone, emperor,” Uther cut in. “But if you must see for yourself, it’s on the way. We can skirt the city and get close enough for a look.”

      The emperor subsided at that, and fell back a bit behind. Caius overheard him talking to Flavius. He was making plans for his triumphant entrance into the city, and what they would do from there to fortify their position. Flavius wasn’t saying much in reply, and Caius felt for the man. Flavius was loyal – to a fault. He’d given his service to a man he had learned wasn’t worth it, but his honor wouldn’t let him withdraw. What a terrible trap. Caius kneed his horse ahead a bit so he didn’t have to listen to Honorius blather on.

      Another hour’s ride brought them close enough that they’d be able to see Verulamium soon, from a high enough hilltop.

      “Something’s going on, up ahead,” Uther murmured to him.

      Caius could hear it, too. The tromp of many feet, just over the next rise. They’d been carefully wending their way through the hills, to stay invisible as possible. But this bore investigating.

      “I’ll check it out,” Caius said. He kneed his horse into a trot, climbing the slope of the hill. He felt tense as a bowstring as his horse stumbled a little over the rough terrain. If the horse went down, either it or he could be injured. Either might be lethal to him. But he was loathe to leave his horse behind in case they had to make a run for it. He opted to ride all the way to the top, proceeding with as much caution as possible.

      The other side was a sea of the dead. Caius’s mind couldn’t take in their numbers – hundreds, certainly. Maybe thousands. The nearest saw him and began loping toward him. Caius turned his horse about, and fled down the hill faster than was safe.

      “Time to run,” he said, and kicked his horse into a gallop. The others followed him, and they raced around the side of the hill. Behind them, revenants poured over the broken ground, giving chase. The horses could smell the dead, and their riders’ fear, and put everything into their run. Caius looked back over his shoulder. Fast the revenants might be, compared to a man, but they couldn’t keep up with the horses. They soon lost the pack, and coaxed the horses back down from their gallop.

      “Now we must get to Verulamium,” Honorius said, breathing hard. “We have to warn them.”

      “No, we don’t,” Caius replied.

      “Of course we do! That horde would wreak havoc on the city, unless they’re prepared,” Honorius said, his eyes a little wild.

      Caius shook his head. His eyes met Uther’s, seeking help.

      “It’s too late for Verulamium,” Uther said. “That’s where the horde was coming from, isn’t it?”

      Caius nodded, his face grim. If Verulamium had fallen so completely, what hope was there that Glevum would still exist by the time they arrived? What hope was there for any of them?

      

      Kaelwyn sat on the wall for a long while after Caius and the others left. He sat and thought about where he’d come from, and how he’d ended up here. He had been a simple storyteller, once. He’d enjoyed traveling from town to town, singing and telling tales in one place after another. He was good at the job, too. He’d never lacked for a place to sleep, never gone wanting for food.

      In the west, the Cymru people especially valued their bards, but even among the Romans he always felt welcome. One Roman lord had been so pleased with his service that he’d offered him gold as a reward. Instead, he’d asked for a small sailboat, and with that boat he’d explored Britannia’s shores, visiting as many towns and cities as he could.

      And then he’d come home, back to the village where he’d been born, where his family lived. Except they weren’t there anymore, and neither was the village. It had been burned to the ground, the people slaughtered or taken.

      It was probably raiders from Hibernia across the narrow sea. But it could have been anyone. The ruin they’d left behind was as total as what the revenants had done to Londinium. Everything Kaelwyn had been until that moment died in the ashes of his home.

      Furious and full of rage, he offered to join Caius as a guardsman. Kaelwyn supposed he had been longing for a quick death at the end of someone’s sword. Yet Caius must have seen something in him worth salvaging, although Kaelwyn had no idea how. He remembered how black his mood had been, in those days. He sought solace in killing the invaders. And he’d fought them. But he’d found no respite in bloodshed.

      He’d finally found it, instead, in the eyes of the people they’d managed to save. With Caius, he helped stop whole villages from sharing the same fate as his old home.

      Caius knew that about him, damn it. Which was why Caius knew he’d do his best to save these people.

      But how?

      There were tens of thousands of the damned dead things in and around Londinium by now. He could do the math. They’d spread out in all directions, infecting new towns and spreading the curse still further. Even on horseback, he knew Caius and Uther would have a hard time finding a safe path through the center of Britannia to Glevum. On foot, with people unused to hard travel? Impossible.

      Kaelwyn was lost enough in his thoughts that he didn’t hear anyone approaching until a gentle hand came to rest on his shoulder. He jumped, turning and standing in a single motion, his right hand already flowing to the hilt of his sword. But it wasn’t a revenant, just an old man in a simple brown robe, holding both hands up in front of him palms out in a placating gesture. One of the monks who’d given them refuge here.

      “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you,” the man said. He was an old man, white beard not quite covering a long scar on his face. He had a wiry frame used to hard work under the simple wool robe. But he didn’t seem like he intended to be a threat.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Kaelwyn replied, his hand relaxing from his sword. “I’m a little jumpy.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Did you need me for something?” Kaelwyn asked.

      The man cocked his head sideways, his eyes looking Kaelwyn over carefully, taking in every detail. Kaelwyn blushed under the scrutiny. He wondered what those old eyes saw in him.

      “You are the man Lord Uther left in charge of the people here, yes?” the monk asked.

      “Yes,” Kaelwyn said, after a moment of hesitation. Wishing it were not so wouldn’t relieve him of the burden. “I am.”

      “Then I don’t need you, but your people do. They’ve seen that the emperor and Uther have left. They’re frightened and upset.”

      “They ought to be afraid. I am.” The admission left a bitter taste in Kaelwyn’s mouth.

      “That makes you wise. Now, you need to also be smart. What will you do with these people?”

      “Uther wants me to bring them to Glevum, to join him there,” Kaelwyn said. “If we don’t get there soon, he’ll have already left for wherever he plans to go next. But we can’t go closer to Londinium – it would be madness.”

      The old man nodded. “Go on,” he prompted, like Kaelwyn was a slow pupil. The thought drew a crooked smile from Kaelwyn. Perhaps he was being a slow pupil here. He’d play the game, though.

      “But if we circle widely around, then it will take too long. The revenants will spread from Londinium in an ever-wider circle. I don’t think we can move fast enough to reach Glevum before they do. They’ll catch us somewhere on the road, no matter how wide we try to go around.”

      “I am sure you’ll find some answer to the problem. In the meantime, I think you should see to them.”

      Kaelwyn shrugged, tired. But he followed the old man down the stairs from the wall. In the courtyard, the three soldiers Flavius had left stood side by side in front of a mass of citizens. These people had gone from frightened to angry, and things were going to get ugly if everyone didn’t cool down.

      And somehow, making that happen was going to be up to him.

      He drew a deep breath, and called out. “Yes, the emperor and Uther have gone ahead.” He’d set his voice to carry over the noise of the crowd.

      If there was one thing he knew he could do well, it was be heard. He’d had plenty of practice in both of his careers. Everyone hushed a moment and turned toward him. Well, he had their attention now, anyway. Now to do something with it.

      “They’ve gone ahead to warn Glevum of the danger, to prepare people there,” Kaelwyn said.

      “And what of us? Why were we left behind?” one man shouted back, his face red. Kaelwyn watched that one’s eyes – they were too wide. He was terrified, and very close to lashing out.

      “We’re to join them,” Kaelwyn said. “But if they didn’t ride ahead, Glevum wouldn’t be there by the time we all arrived.”

      “Who says it will be now?” the man countered. “Maybe they’ll grab what they can and run off. Not like they need us.”

      Kaelwyn shook his head. “They’ll be there. Have a little faith, man.”

      “Why?”

      Only a few feet separated them now. Kaelwyn bridged the small gap, gently laying a hand on the man’s shoulder. He looked into those wide eyes, full of fear, and spoke softly but in a voice that still carried, “Because that’s what we have left. That, and each other.” He held his gaze another moment. The man looked down.

      Kaelwyn stepped back from the man, who lingered a moment and then went elsewhere. The crowd slowly dispersed, talking quietly amongst themselves. Kaelwyn managed to hide his shaking hands by clasping them in the small of his back until he had them under control. He walked over to the three soldiers he’d been left with.

      “Thanks, sir,” one of them said. “That could have been bad.”

      “What is the plan, then?” another asked.

      He needed to get these men firmly under his command, and quickly. He’d won some respect from them just now. But they were Flavius’s men, not Caius’s. They didn’t know him at all. Time to change that.

      “First, my name is Kaelwyn Emrys. Uther and the emperor have left me in command,” he said, snapping off each word. “We are effectively at war. I expect instant obedience to orders from each of you.”

      “Yes, sir!” all three said together. They were Roman legionnaires, which meant they’d been forged into fighting men under a system where discipline was everything. Kaelwyn intended to use that.

      “Now, what are your names?” he asked.

      The three men quickly spat out their names and recent histories. Bors was the one who’d answered first. Vitus was the questioner. And Livius was the third, and most quiet of the three. He seemed like a thoughtful sort, with a quick wit. All three had served with Flavius since they’d joined the legions, although Vitus had served five years, and the other two had joined together only two years ago. One veteran and two relative novices. It could have been worse. He’d need more people able to fight, though. Four men weren’t going to be enough to defend so many. Hell, four men would be touch and go against even a single revenant. That would have to be their first move.

      “We need to secure more weapons, and with luck some armor,” Kaelwyn said.

      “Arm these people?” Vitus asked. “Is that wise?”

      “It’s necessary,” Kaelwyn said sharply. “They have a right to help defend themselves. And we could use some more fighters on our side. Now, I think the best bet to find more weapons is the island fort near Vagniacae.”

      “But that’s east,” Vitus protested. Kaelwyn was already beginning to tire of his questions. “It’s in the wrong direction.”

      “No, it’s not.” Kaelwyn had the beginning of an idea. There might be a way through to Glevum after all... Or rather, around to Glevum, not through. “If we take the river down to Vagniacae, we’ll find ships. It’s not the port Londinium is...was,” he corrected himself. “But we should find something there.”

      “You’re assuming the dead are not walking there too, sir,” Livius said quietly.

      “We seem to be ahead of the main wave of them for now. Let’s try to stay that way. We’ll need to begin organizing people to move out. The river is safer than overland, and we’ll make better time.”

      “You mean to use the barrels again, then?” Livius saw his idea immediately. Kaelwyn was taking as much a liking to the young man as he was growing annoyed with Vitus.

      “Yes. Get people ready to move out. The revenants will be spreading out from Londinium, and I don’t know long we have.”

      Then someone screamed, a long shriek of horror and terror, and Kaelwyn knew they were already out of time.
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      he first thing Arthur felt was heat. He felt hot all over, like he’d been basking in front of a fire. The next thing was pain. His entire left side felt like it was one raw nerve, and his head hammered like he’d cracked his skull wide open. He blinked once, and hastily closed his eyes again. God, it was bright!

      Someone was sobbing nearby. Was that what had woken him? Who was crying? His head felt full of cotton, and he struggled to recall where he was. He felt hard stone under his fingers, and someone was tugging at his boot, trying to get his attention.

      “A minute,” he said, the words slurring a little.

      The tugging continued, and if anything grew even rougher. Someone was pulling at his boot, trying to pry it from his foot. He withdrew his leg in frustration. He just needed more sleep. But as he swung his leg away from whoever it was, it slid out into...nothing. He dug his fingers into the stone beneath him on reflex, and pulled his leg back closer to his body. Wearily, he opened his eyes again, slowly, shielding then from the bright daylight.

      He was on a narrow stone ledge. Why was he on a ledge? There was a little girl there, a few feet away, sobbing. And a little window next to him. Someone was standing in the window. That was the person yanking on his boot. He squinted, and saw that it was that ass, Tomasino.

      “What the hell do you want?” he asked groggily.

      Then he recalled that Tomasino was dead.

      All the rest of his memories came back in a rush. He tried to sit up, felt dizzy, and threw up over the edge. There was nothing but bile in his stomach. The noise and smell seemed to make the dead-Tomasino even more crazy, though. It raked claws through the narrow window, scraping rotted flesh from its bones in a desperate attempt to reach him.

      “You were an ass when you were alive, and you’re a failure as a dead monster, too,” Arthur told it.

      He heard noises above him, and looked up. Revenants were gathered along the rooftop battlements, looking down hungrily at him. He’d only fallen about fifteen feet. Lucky – more than that, and he’d probably have died in the fall. As it was, his whole left side throbbed.

      Fifteen feet was far for him to fall, but now that they’d noticed him, Arthur didn’t think it would take long for the ones on the roof to try their luck at a free lunch. Tomasino’s revenant might not be able to reach him, but all the ones above had to do was leap down. He looked up again, nervous, and saw some of them testing the stone, starting to clamber over. Arthur leaned forward, hauling up on his mail shirt, shimmying out of the thing. It slithered over the edge of the stone catwalk and splashed into the water far below. He already regretted not having it. But he’d never be able to swim far enough while wearing it.

      “Time to go, little one,” he said to the girl. He marveled that she was still alive. That either of them had survived so long was nothing short of a miracle.

      “Nimue,” she said.

      “What?”

      “It’s my name,” she replied, pouting.

      “Fine. Time to go, Nimue!”

      The first revenant fell from above, and missed the ledge, plummeting down the side of the palace, smacking against the ledge below with a wet slap before splashing down into the river. A second dropped, and this one hit his ledge, slipped, and fell away to join the other. Arthur looked up again, and saw what looked like another dozen revenants scurrying over the edge.

      He stood, testing the strength of his injured left leg. It would do. He took a step toward the girl, and scooped her up into his arms. Another step carried them both over the edge, and he pushed off and away with every ounce of strength in his body. Behind him he could hear the crash of bodies hitting the rock, the growl and hiss of the revenants as their prize escaped them yet again.

      Arthur was flying again, floating through space. He’d jumped into water before, but never from so high! He clutched the girl close to him, and tried to straighten his legs so that he went into the water feet first. Wind rushed past his face, whistled in his ears, and the drop seemed to go on and on.

      He hit the water so fast that he was under the surface before he’d realized his feet were wet. He kicked up hard for the surface, for the light he could see above, pulling the small girl along with him.

      And then they were in daylight again. The girl was coughing, but she was alive, and clung to him like a burr. The revenants on the ledge jumped into the water after them, hitting the surface with huge plumes of spray and vanishing from sight. A few more saw them from the shore and came out into the water after them, walking deeper and deeper until they were gone from view. The skin at the nape of his neck prickled, and he had sudden visions of the dead things walking along the bottom of the river until they were beneath him, reaching up to drag him down into the depths.

      “I think we should help the current along a little,” he said. He kicked his legs, pushing them out into the deeper middle of the river. The current there was stronger, and the water ought to be deep enough to keep them safe from the things.

      “What about the bridge?” the girl asked.

      “What do you mean?” Arthur replied.

      “The bridge!” she said again, drawing the word out like she was speaking to someone unaccountably slow. Arthur found himself filled with a mix of amusement and annoyance, until he looked down the river ahead of them.

      “My God,” he said.

      Londinium had been built on the first easily fordable spot in the Thames that the Romans found when they first came to Britannia. But a ford was soon not enough to manage the traffic of the growing town, so a bridge was built. Over time, as the city grew, the bridge was rebuilt, until it was a huge thing of magnificent stonework.

      The current was pushing them straight toward that bridge now, and it was crawling with revenants, all looking down at them hungrily. The damned things didn’t seem able to swim, but if enough of them dropped down at once, it wouldn’t take much luck for one of them to hit him. And one of the dead things clinging to him is all it would take to drag him down into the depths, where all the others would be waiting...

      He shook off the thought. He still had a little time before they were under the bridge. Time to come up with some sort of plan. He gauged his speed against the riverbank. Maybe half a minute.

      Fifteen seconds passed, and he still had no ideas.

      “We need to dive,” the girl said. Then she pushed away from him and followed her own advice, diving deep under the water and swimming straight toward the bridge.

      She was right. If they dove deep enough and swam fast enough maybe the things wouldn’t see them. Or at least maybe they’d have a harder time leaping down atop them. Arthur dove, pushing deep beneath the surface. Above him, he could hear the impact of the things tearing into the water, see the bubbles floating back upwards that marked the passage of the dead on their way to the bottom. One revenant fell directly in front of him, claws clutching toward him as it fell. Arthur backstroked hard. One claw brushed his arm as the thing fell past him. He gave a powerful kick to start moving forward again. Just in time – one fell into the water where he’d just been a moment before. And then there were no more impacts. He kept swimming until his lungs couldn’t hold out any longer and his body ached for air. Only then did Arthur kick back toward daylight again, hoping he was through the gauntlet.

      He broke the surface and gasped for air, filling his lungs, the breath a sweet taste that he’d wondered for long moments if he would ever have again. He looked around – he’d cleared the bridge. Ahead lay the open river.

      The girl surfaced a little closer to the bridge the he, and she paddled her way through the water toward him. Once she’d gotten within arms reach, she grabbed hold of him again and resumed being his personal barnacle.

      “So, who’s saving who here, little one?”

      “I told you, my name is Nimue,” she said. “And we’re taking turns saving each other,” she added in a practical tone.

      “I can live with that,” he replied, wondering a little at the precocious child he was suddenly traveling with.

      “Good,” she said.

      Together, they floated down the river through the ruins.
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      he forest ahead looked like a wall. It might as well have been, for all that the trees had spaces between them. Caius didn’t love the woods. He preferred the open spaces of hill and moor. But he’d rarely seen one which felt so dark. Of course, he’d never so worried that a forest might be filled with creatures interested in eating him before, either. Most animals would flee from a man, not hunt him.

      “We’ll have to go through. This wood stretches for miles in each direction. We’d lose hours going around,” Caius said.

      “You’re sure we can’t just work our way back up to the road?” Uther asked.

      It was a fair question. A good Roman road cut right through the heart of the forest, and it lay not far to the north. But Caius had tried to bring their party toward the road three times since running into the huge band of revenants. And every time he turned them north a bit, they ran into more of the dead than they could hope to handle. Right now, speed and avoiding the enemy was their best bet.

      “Not without running into more of our friends.” he said.

      Uther nodded, then dismounted. “We’ll need to walk the horses,” he said. “Too risky to ride through such dense growth.”

      “Those trees could hide a host of the things,” Honorius said, his voice hushed, for once.

      “So keep your eyes open,” Caius told him.

      He dismounted and drew his sword. Holding the reins in one hand, his blade in the other, he led them under the trees. Instantly the sun vanished from view, and they were in a twilight world. These were old trees, never felled. They’d lived a long, long time. That was good, in a way. The lack of sun stifled growth on the ground. Ferns grew on the forest floor, as high as his waist, but not much grew higher than that except the trees themselves. And those towered overhead, leaving a gap that should reveal any revenants ahead.

      Unless the revenants thought to crouch down. If the things were smart enough to try an ambush, they were in trouble. Caius was gambling that they were not.

      He’d been thinking a lot about the things, over the past two days. He’d seen them fight singly, and now in huge bands as well. They didn’t seem especially intelligent. Fast and strong, yes. But not that smart. They worked together more because they all tended to follow one another around like a flock of birds, rather than as groups of soldiers fought. They didn’t use teamwork or concerted action – instead, the revenants seemed to rely entirely on instinct.

      It was possible that might be something which could be used against them. But first they had to survive, and that meant getting out ahead of the dead things spreading across the land and safely to Glevum.

      They proceeded through the wood in a single file, Caius leading the way. He kept his senses open to any noises in the woods. All felt normal for the first hour of their travel, and he grew confident enough that he began to curve their path back toward the north, hoping to link up with the Roman road.

      It was the birdsong that made him realize something was wrong. The lack of it, rather. He had been hearing birds chirping in the trees ever since they’d entered, but suddenly – nothing. No birdsong, no animal sounds at all. Caius froze in place, and the rest of the party stopped behind him. He stood there, straining with his senses.

      Nothing. No forest sounds. No squirrels running from tree to tree. No birds. No noises but the whisper of wind through the branches.

      Which meant something was out there.

      He waved a hand, beckoning Flavius forward. The man slipped silently toward him, setting each foot down with care. Caius gave him an approving smile.

      “What?” Flavius said, barely a whisper.

      “Listen.”

      Flavius looked out into the woods intently. Then he looked back to Caius, his eyes widening with understanding. “Fall back,” he mouthed to the other men, and then started to follow his own direction, taking one careful step backwards at a time. Caius followed him back, keeping his eyes on the silent woods ahead of them. They’d have to backtrack, go around this area, and they’d lose hours. The road was so damned close, he could almost feel it. But if there were revenants here, they were better off going around.

      Crash!

      Caius jerked, turning around to see what had made the noise. Honorius had fallen, and was staggering back to his feet. At least he was being quiet about it, but...

      Something was stirring in the woods ahead. He heard it first, and scanned the trees, looking for the source of the sound. It took him only a moment to see them, loping through the trees, drawn by the noise.

      “They’ve heard us,” he said, fighting to keep his voice calm. “Uther, do we run or fight?” He prayed for the former, risky as flight would be. One, two, three – there were at least half a dozen of the things.

      Uther could do the math as well. “Run!” he said, swinging his leg up into his saddle. “Make for the road!” Then he bent low over his horse and kicked her sides, sending the mount into headlong flight through the forest.

      It was risky, foolhardy even. The roots here were large, and any of them could tumble a horse at a full gallop. But it was better than the odds they had staying. Caius lunged into his own saddle. The revenants would be on them in seconds. He watched one of the men struggling to mount up. Flavius had the emperor’s belt in one hand, hauling him up into his own saddle. They’d get clear, and Caius realized he’d waited almost too long. He squeezed hard with his knees, but his horse needed no urging to sprint away from the dead things coming at her.

      Behind him, Caius heard screams. At least one of the men hadn’t been quick enough to get into the saddle. He didn’t have any attention to spare, though. Branches slapped at his face, threatening to dislodge him from his seat. It was the roughest of rides, him half blind and the horse more than half panicked.

      The sudden burst of broad daylight was the sweetest relief he could imagine. The forest came to a sudden end a few feet from the road, a gravel bed preventing most growth from coming too close to the paved stones. When his mount’s hooves clacked on the stone cobbles of the road, Caius whooped, laughing with the joy of being alive. He brought the horse back down to a canter, then to a walk. The mount trembled; it had been a rough ride for both of them.

      Uther was a few feet ahead, already starting on down the road. Caius shook his head. If the man had been the only survivor, he’d have kept on with his course regardless. He had to admire that single-minded pursuit of a goal. But it made Uther damned hard to be a friend to.

      More crashing in the wood-line. Caius made ready to push his horse back into a run – on the road, they could get away from the dead much more easily. But it was Flavius, with Honorius riding double behind him. And Flavius was bleeding – his pants leg was wet with bright red blood.

      “What the hell happened?” Caius asked.

      “His horse went down, broke a leg. I scooped him back onto my mount, but they reached us before I could get away clean.”

      He was impressed. Running through those woods, it was all he could do to stay on his horse. Flavius had noticed the emperor’s danger, stopped his own mount, grabbed the man, hauled him onto his mount, and then gotten away. But at what cost?

      “The wound – did they...?” Caius couldn’t say the word bite. They all knew that the bite of one of these things was worse than death.

      “No, one of them caught me with its claw, before I got clear. Nasty gash. I’ll tend to it once we’re away safely.”

      Uther brought his mount up alongside Flavius and looked him in the eye. His eyes flickered to the man’s leg, taking in the blood. “You’re sure you’re well to ride for a bit?”

      “So long as I don’t need to walk for a while, sure,” Flavius laughed. It was a hollow sound.

      Uther nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      “The other men?” Caius asked, already knowing the answer. He’d heard at least one of them screaming.

      “If they were able to join us, they already would have,” Flavius said. “Nothing is alive back there.”

      The mood was somber as the four men set off again. They’d found the road, but it was still a long way to Glevum.
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      aelwyn grimaced, looking down from the wall. There were at least a dozen of the things. The gates were still closed, or they might have wandered straight into the court and slain everyone inside. Now the monsters were all outside the big doors, worrying at the wood. It was a stout door, but he’d seen them tear through one several times as thick at the palace. It was only a matter of time.

      They needed to get to the river, to escape. Which meant they needed to break through these things. But he was going to need more than himself and three guards to manage that. He stepped off the wall, looking for the old monk who’d spoken to him earlier. He wasn’t out in the courtyard. Plenty of other people were – his refugees. Many were sobbing. Others pressed back as far as they could from the doors. One man was on his knees, praying.

      Praying. Where else would a monk be, right now? Kaelwyn headed for the chapel.

      It was a small stone building, set in the middle of the walled area. No fortress, this. Just a simple door on a simple building, with a bell set above it. He opened the door, trying to disturb things as little as possible.

      The old man was within, as were another four men in similar robes. All of them were at the altar, praying. About a dozen of the people they’d brought out of Londinium had found their way into the chapel as well, joining the monks in their prayers.

      Kaelwyn quietly went up to the old man, and gently laid a hand on his shoulder. This time, it was the monk’s turn to be startled, and he turned his head sharply, his hand grasping Kaelwyn’s in a grip like steel. Kaelwyn felt his eyebrows raise. The man had the reflexes and strength of a fighter, not a monk. And if he wasn’t mistaken, those were the calluses of a swordsman on that hand.

      He saved his questions for later. “I need your help,” he said.

      The monk nodded, stood, and followed him quietly from the building.

      “I can’t help you fight them,” he said.

      “I think you can,” Kaelwyn said. The more he watched the man move, the more certain he was that he hadn’t always been a monk. That hand had held a sword for years before it clutched at prayer beads.

      “I cannot!” the monk repeated. “Please don’t ask that of me.”

      “Then help me find another way!” Kaelwyn said. “Do you have weapons here? Anything?”

      The monk rubbed his chin in thought. “No weapons, no. But we have things which might help. How long before they are through the door?”

      “I have no idea,” Kaelwyn said. “Minutes? Not long.”

      “Come with me quickly, then.”

      He led Kaelwyn around the side of the chapel, to an old wooden building. The place stank of animals, and Kaelwyn could hear sheep chattering within. The monk opened the door to the place.

      “Careful not to let the flock out,” he said. “We brought them in when we first got word about the trouble. To keep them safe,” he said, laughing bitterly. “Like we could.” Then he stepped inside, and Kaelwyn followed.

      Two dozen sheep wandered about inside. Several went up to the old man, looking like they were dogs begging for treats.

      “Not today,” the monk told them. Then to Kaelwyn, he said “These might help you.”

      He pulled a pitchfork down from the wall and handed it over. Kaelwyn looked at the implement. It was just a farming tool, but the tines were iron, not wood. Expensive, but they’d been made to last – and the metal might make them passable as weapons in a pinch. There were three of them.

      “We’ll take whatever we can get,” Kaelwyn said. He scooped up all three into one arm and made for the door. There couldn’t be much time left. Before he left the barn, he turned back to the old man. “You can use a sword. I felt it in your grip. We could use your help.”

      The old man’s shoulders sagged. He shook his head sadly, staring at the floor.

      Kaelwyn had no time for the mystery. He went back into the light, carrying the makeshift weapons. It would have to be enough. Somehow.

      The situation in the courtyard wasn’t any better than it had been when he’d left. Daylight shone through the door in one spot where a revenant had clawed a hole, and now it reached hands through the wood, greedily pulling splinters loose. His three guards stood in a ring around the failing door, swords drawn. Two men he didn’t know, civilian refugees, had found stout sticks someplace, and stood alongside the soldiers. But they all looked like they’d already accepted defeat, and stood there only because they had nowhere else to go.

      “Kaelwyn! Thank god,” Vitus said.

      The other two men straightened their backs as well. Kaelwyn was glad to see it.

      “I need three brave men!” he shouted.

      Five stepped up.

      “You three – take these.” He handed over the pitchforks. “You two, start escorting everyone who can’t fight back to the chapel. If you can find more cudgels somewhere, join us. We’ll fight with whatever we have.”

      The three men joined his small force, circled around the door. Kaelwyn drew his own sword.

      “They’ll be through in another minute. Use the pitchforks to keep them at bay, so the swords can kill them. Take the heads off, or they won’t die,” he reminded his men.

      A board fell loose from the door, a dead arm reaching inside, questing for flesh. Kaelwyn swung his blade out, severing the arm. The revenant made a hissing sound, and withdrew the stump, ichor pouring from the wound. He knew it wouldn’t kill the thing, but it made him feel better to be doing something.

      The door twisted, turning, tearing apart. Bits flew back at them, sharp shards of wood. And then the real threat was upon them. The dead swarmed through the narrow doorway, forcing his men back. If the things broke through their line, Kaelwyn knew everyone within the walls were doomed.

      Kaelwyn thrust his sword straight in front of him, stabbing the revenant through the throat and up into its skull. It gagged, and then died, nearly yanking the weapon from his hands before he could pull it back. There was no time to crow about the victory, though. Two more clambered over the fallen thing, reaching their arms out to grab hold of him. A man with a pitchfork stabbed, slowing one of the things, but Kaelwyn had to step back to avoid the other while he withdrew his sword. It followed him, grabbing his shoulders. A sword whistled. Kaelwyn ducked, and the blade took the thing’s head from its shoulders. Bors smiled a toothy grin, spinning the blade around again to fend off another of the things.

      “Thanks!” Kaelwyn gasped.

      Vitus was hard pressed, on his other side. He’d stabbed, but the sword wedged into the thing’s collarbone, and as he tried to wrest it loose, the revenant grasped his arm with its claws. Kaelwyn stabbed at it but missed. The things were too fast! He couldn’t do anything but watch as it pulled itself down to his arm and bit hard. Vitus screamed. The thing tore a chunk of flesh from his arm, and blood splashed everywhere.

      “Hold the line, Vitus!” Kaelwyn shouted.

      But it was too late. Vitus was falling back, the dead following close on his heels. Kaelwyn heard Bors curse. With one man gone from the line, the revenants could flank them, and the whole thing fell apart. Bors and Kaelwyn ended up side by side against a wall. The men with pitchforks were torn apart, screaming as most of the dead stopped in place to eat them alive.

      Vitus hadn’t made it far either. The one which had bitten him snatched his leg, tripping him. He went down, trying to scuttle away on all fours, but it simply snagged his leg again, dragging him back, and began to tear chunks of flesh from his calf. Two more pulled Livius screaming to the ground.

      Two of the things chased after Kaelwyn and Bors, and they found themselves backed into a corner of the wall desperately fending them off with their blades. Kaelwyn felt crushed. He’d failed just as utterly as he’d feared he would. In another moment, those things would finish with the men they’d slain, and move on to the rest.

      He heard a yell. No, more than a yell – it was a battle cry, full of anger and fear and rage. The revenants pinning him in place turned at the sound, and he had a moment of breath to look.

      A woman – one of the refugees – had picked up Vitus’s sword, and cut the head from the thing eating him. Too late for Vitus; he’d already stopped screaming. But she’d attracted the attention of all the remaining revenants, and nine of them were loping toward her.

      “Now!” he said to Bors. The man nodded, and the two of them struck as one, slicing the heads from the undead who’d pinned them into the corner.

      That still left seven of the things closing on the woman. She held her ground, sword unwavering in front of her, but her face blanched with fear. Kaelwyn ran to help her, Bors right behind him.

      They’d almost reached the rearmost revenant when a blur of silver dashed through the smashed gate. It was a man, dressed head to toe in Roman armor, a sword in his hand. He tore into the rearmost revenant, his blade slicing clean arcs to sever an arm, then flip back to cut through the neck. He moved fluidly from the fallen opponent into the next, cutting it down as well.

      “Arthur?” Kaelwyn whispered. Could it be? He’d rarely seen such swordsmanship.

      The woman used the distraction of a new opponent to good effect, slaying another of the things. Bors smashed into one with his shoulder, knocking it to the ground. Kaelwyn drew his dagger with his left hand and stabbed the fallen thing in the temple before it could recover.

      Moments later, it was over. The revenants were slain.

      Kaelwyn walked over to the man in armor. “Gods, man. We thought we were lost. Thank you.”

      “Glad to be of help,” the man said. He turned at last so Kaelwyn could see his face inside his helmet.

      “Lancellus! We thought you’d died in the palace!” Kaelwyn said.

      “It was a near thing. I was in battle to hold the gates, but got split off when they broke through. I couldn’t meet up with you all, so I hid. Slipped out through a second story window, found a horse, and followed the river east.”

      “Just slipped out? Past thousands of those things?” Kaelwyn asked, aghast.

      “It was no picnic. I’m glad I found you all.”

      “So are we,” Kaelwyn said.

      “Is Arthur here? And who is the beautiful swordswoman who fought alongside us?” Lancellus asked.

      “Arthur...didn’t make it out of the palace,” Kaelwyn said. Lancellus’s face fell. “And as for the lady, I’m afraid I don’t know.”

      He turned to the woman in question. She was young – mid-twenties perhaps. She had blond hair which rolled in curls at her shoulders, and striking blue eyes. Kaelwyn noted that the clothes she was wearing, while grime and blood coated now, had once been very fine indeed. Some sort of noblewoman then, drawn to Londinium by the presence of the emperor.

      “I am Gwenhwyfar,” she said. “And my thanks as well. You saved my life, probably all our lives.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Lancellus said, smiling.

      Kaelwyn watched the two of them. Neither could take their eyes off the other. He rolled his own eyes, just a little, but couldn’t help smiling. The entire world was coming apart at the seams, but nothing – not even the dead rising from their graves – seemed able to stop people from falling for one another.
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      rthur found a chunk of charred timber as the pair drifted their way out of town. It floated, and gave them something to cling to. The dead were still everywhere on the banks. Getting out of the water was impossible, and even the water was perilous. In one spot where the bottom changed from dark mud to yellow sand, Arthur looked down and saw three of the revenants walking along the bottom. They reached up as he floated by, claws raking futilely through the water. He reached for his sword reflexively, but it was long gone – he’d lost it somewhere back at the palace.

      They were far too deep to reach him. He found himself tucking his legs up anyway.

      Nimue drifted down the river alongside him, each clinging to one side of the log. She’d been silent for a while now. Maybe lost in her own thoughts. Arthur looked at her, and she stared back at him briefly, then looked away.

      They were carried on by the current, drifting out of the city walls. They went past rows of homes near the city, then into farmland dotted with houses at regular intervals. Arthur studied the sky. It was past noon. He wondered how far behind the main party they were.

      “A long ways,” Nimue said. Arthur hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. “You were asleep all night.”

      “All night?” Arthur was aghast. They’d been well and truly left behind, then. A few hours gap they might have closed, but not a whole day. His father might have led those people anywhere by now. And she’d sat beside him, on that stone outcrop, the whole while. “That must have been a rough night for you.”

      “It was. I kept them off us.”

      She was a little scary. Nimue’s quick intelligence was a wonderful gift, given the situation. But Arthur wasn’t used to speaking with young children who acted like adults. Everything about her tone and manner suggested she was much older than she looked. It was uncanny at first, but he found himself slowly becoming accustomed to her as the day wore on.

      There was no more conversation for a while, and Arthur spent the time scanning the shoreline. The houses had grown fewer, and he’d seen no signs of any revenants for a little while. At last he saw what he was looking for – a little cottage, right on the water, with a dock sticking out from the shore into the Thames. And tied to the dock was a small boat.

      “Let’s push our log over there,” he said, pointing to the dock.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked, her voice dubious.

      “I think we’ll be safer in a boat than with our legs dangling in the river,” Arthur said, shivering at the memory of the dead reaching up to them from below. He wondered how many more of them they’d passed, in murkier water where they couldn’t even see the things. He tried to put the thought out of his head.

      “And there might be supplies there,” he went on. As they got closer, he saw signs of a hasty flight. The front door was wide open. A few bits of clothing were outside on the ground, fluttering a little in the breeze. But no splashes of blood. Maybe they’d gotten lucky, and they were ahead of the revenants wandering their way out into the countryside?

      His eyes scanned for movement as they got closer to the shore. Unarmed, there was no way he could fight one of the things. Their only chance would be to get back into deeper water.

      With a hollow bump, their timber raft came up alongside the dock. The water was still too deep here to stand, and he wasn’t sure what might be down in the dark depths. He grabbed the side of the dock swiftly and yanked himself clear of the water. Then he reached down and hauled the girl up as well.

      Still no movement from the shore. They could untie the boat, and be off on their way in minutes. Or he could check the building, and see if there was anything inside they could use. Hunger was beginning to gnaw at his belly.

      “Is there food here?” Nimue asked softly.

      That decided him. As hungry as he was, he could perhaps wait a little longer. But the girl had been without food for over a day. And fresh water would be welcome, too – the Thames downriver from Londinium was not exactly clean.

      “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll go see.”

      He stood up, and carefully walked down the dock toward the cottage. The wind blew through the bushes around the house, ruffling things. No other sounds, no other motion. The cottage was stone, with a thatched roof. There was a well out front – he could get water. That should be his first step, to find something inside that they could fill with water for the trip ahead. Sooner or later, they’d need to leave the river.

      “Hello? Anyone here?” he called out.

      No answer. He wasn’t really expecting one. The place looked abandoned. Someone had packed up and left in a hurry.

      The cottage door was ajar. The interior was dark... A few gaps in the shuttered windows let some light in. Arthur stepped carefully inside. A pile of firewood was stacked by the hearth, and he grabbed one stout-looking branch. He smacked it against his palm, which made a satisfying thwack. It wasn’t a sword, but at least it was something.

      The main room of the place was kitchen and living area. A door in the back led to what might be a bedroom – the door was closed. And a ladder led up to a loft. He carefully climbed the ladder for a peek, and saw several straw-stuffed pallets laying on the floor. Whatever other bedding had been there was gone, but a few toys were scattered on the floor, testament to the children who’d once lived there. Nothing useful remained.

      He slid back down the ladder. His stomach was grumbling louder than ever, so he went to the kitchen area, hoping for some luck. The shelves were mostly bare, but there was a bag of oats they might be able to do something with, and some cheese. Best, there was a large skin full of wine. He could empty it out and fill it from the well, and they’d have something to carry water in. A few plates sat dirty on a table. Washed up, they’d do for mixing some oats and water into a porridge. It wasn’t great food, but they wouldn’t starve.

      A noise from behind Arthur startled him. He whirled.

      The bedroom door creaked again.

      Horrified, he realized that in his worry about food, he’d neglected to search the entire building.

      The latch on the door lifted. Arthur eased his way toward the door out of the cottage. His fingers tensed around the stick he’d found.

      The door slammed open, and a snarling revenant stood in the doorway. It had been a woman. She still wore her shift and a long tunic. She obviously hadn’t turned too long ago. Her face was pale in death, her eyes empty, but her skin hadn’t yet begun to decay. Her right arm was a festering open wound.

      She’d been bitten, died, and her family had fled. Arthur wondered for a moment if she’d been left here alone, feverish and cursing them, or if she’d passed before they went.

      Then the thing leapt at him, and he had no more time to wonder about anything except staying alive. It crossed the room in three bounds, its loping stride carrying it faster than a human could have moved. Arthur dove out through the doorway. He whirled as the thing came at him and slammed the cottage door shut.

      It impacted the door just as he shoved it closed, crashing against it with a bone-crunching noise. There was no latch. It wouldn’t hold her more than a moment.

      “Untie the boat!” he yelled to Nimue, who still sat on the dock. He ran toward the shore to join her. Behind him the door crashed open, and he knew the thing would be on him before he could make the deep water.

      Desperate, he turned back to face the monster. It was coming fast, head low. He swung his makeshift club as he turned, putting all his momentum into the swing.

      The club connected with the thing’s head, and he sidestepped. It shrieked, the sound audible even over the crack the stick made when it connected. Between the force of his blow and a few quick steps, the thing missed Arthur by a couple of feet. He backed up.

      Behind him, he heard a splash, and looked back over his shoulder. Nimue had jumped from the dock into the water, and was wading toward him.

      “Get out of here!” he shouted to her. He was going to die to this thing. Quick as he was, it was faster. Without his sword, he wasn’t going to last long. He only hoped to hold it long enough for Nimue to get away.

      Then it was trying to tear into him again. He swung the club, batting aside its arm as it reached for his throat. The other hand whipped in, and he only avoided it by taking two more steps back. His feet were in the water now; it had backed him into the river. It lunged, he swung, and gave more ground. It wasn’t giving him another shot at its head.

      And he knew that if it could lock one of those hands on him for even a moment, it would pull him in close for the kill.

      He was up to his knees in the river now. He swung the club, hard, and took the revenant at the left elbow, smashing the bone there. With a crack, the stick broke, splitting down the middle. It was useless. He stepped back again. The force of his blow had bought him a moment while it found its balance, but then it would be on him.

      “Arthur!” Nimue called. She sounded right next to him!

      He looked over his shoulder. She was there, just behind him. She was soaking wet, water pouring down from her hair in rivers of silver drops. She looked like some creature from the sea, risen up out of the depths. Her eyes were a deep gray that was almost blue, and the intensity of her stare startled him.

      She had a sword in her hands. He held it out to him, both her hands clutching the scabbard, hilt facing him.

      His fingers found the hilt without trying.

      The blade flowed from the scabbard into his hand, and he whirled back to face the revenant. Icy hands closed around his throat. He’d turned away a moment too long. He saw teeth in front of his face, the thing’s maw opened wide to bite.

      Arthur thrust upward.

      The sword bit home, stabbing through the monster’s neck, into the skull, into the brain. The teeth clacked closed, inches from him. It sagged against him, dead. Arthur fell to his knees in the cool water, breathing hard, amazed to be alive.
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      aius woke to Uther shaking him gently. Dawn was just beginning to brighten the sky. The air smelled of fresh grass, but Caius thought he could catch a whiff of the sea now and again. They’d be to Glevum soon.

      It had been a tough call, whether to continue to ride through the night or find someplace to stop. Flavius’s wound was paining him, and his horse was exhausted from having Honorius ride double. Uther finally made the call, saying that at night they’d never see the revenants coming. Caius scouted ahead and soon found a place to stop – a small abandoned chapel a ways off the main road. They brought all the horses inside and barred the doors, then took turns keeping watch through the night.

      Uther had been last watch. Caius saw that he’d woke none of the others yet, and he beckoned now for Caius to follow him. Something was up. Caius stood slowly, careful not to rouse anyone else. Flavius slept fitfully off to one side of him, tossing and turning a little. But no one woke.

      Uther went outside, and Caius followed.

      “When we get to Glevum, what then?” Caius asked.

      “Hmm? Oh. We prepare to move out. We can’t hold Glevum. It was never designed to defend against an enemy like this. But there are things I need there.”

      “So where, then?” The mainland was lost. Much more populous than Britannia, there would be millions of the dead walking there already. Hells, there might be millions even in Britannia before long.

      “I was thinking west. Caerleon, perhaps,” Uther said. It was a place Caius knew from a few trips there in the past. An old Roman fortress, it had been abandoned when Rome pulled the last legions home.

      “That might serve,” Caius said.

      “But that’s not what I wanted to speak with you about,” Uther said. “Have you noticed Flavius?”

      “Noticed what about him?” Caius asked.

      Uther sighed deeply. “Well, noticed that he is awake and behind us listening, for one thing. I should have woke you earlier.”

      Flavius pushed the door open and stepped out into the morning air to join them. He limped, favoring the injured leg heavily. His face was flushed, his cheeks pink. Almost, Caius would have credited that with embarrassment at being caught eavesdropping. But his brow was wet with beads of sweat. Coupled with the flush...

      “Fever,” Caius said. “God, Flavius – were you bitten?”

      Flavius pulled up the leg of his trousers. He’d covered the wound with strips of cloth, but blood and pus had oozed through the dressing. He let go of the pants leg.

      “It was a bite, out there in the woods. Not a claw,” Flavius said.

      “And you chose not to tell anyone,” Uther said.

      “If you’d turned last night, you’d have killed us all!” Caius said.

      “Damn it, I know the course of the curse!” Flavius cried. “I’m a dead man, all right? But I’m not dead yet. I can still help you get the emperor to safety.” He sat down heavily on a stone bench outside the chapel.

      Uther stared down at him through half lidded eyes.

      “Please,” Flavius said.

      “You should have told us,” Uther said. “But he was no danger to us, Caius. I stayed awake through his watch as well as my own, last night.”

      “You...how did you know?” Flavius said.

      “Please.” Uther’s voice was dripping with sarcasm. “You can no more hide that sort of wound – or the growing fever – than you could grow wings.”

      “Will you tell Honorius?” Flavius asked. Caius could hear the fear in the man’s voice.

      “I will kill you myself, when the time comes,” Uther promised. “I won’t let you turn. But I will keep this between us for now, if you wish. You might want to tell him yourself, though. You’ve given your life for the man. He owes you something for that.”

      Flavius shook his head. “He owes me nothing. It’s duty.”

      Caius looked at the dying man. They’d argued. They’d each worked for men who’d been at odds with each other, not long past. But now? He wished he could do something, anything, to help. Flavius was a brave man, and a good one. Caius realized with a start that he was already grieving a man not even dead yet.

      “Come on, I’ll help you rebind the wound,” Caius said.

      “I’ll get the horses ready. The sooner we are gone, the better,” Uther said.

      The road ran straight and true from there to Glevum, and they saw very few of the undead as they rode on. The handful they spotted were easy to outrun on horseback. By noon, Glevum was in sight.

      “Damn,” Uther said as soon as he saw the city.

      “What’s wrong?” Caius asked.

      “I’m not sure. But something is. My banner is gone.”

      Caius scanned the city, looking to the manor atop the hill, where Uther lived. His dragon banner should have hung there, above the manor. But there was nothing at all fluttering in the breeze.

      “What do we do?” Flavius asked, his voice pained but steady.

      “We press on,” Uther said. “Carefully.”

      The closer they got to the town, the more signs of something out of place they saw. There were people on the road, but fewer than there ought to have been on a normal day. And those they saw hurried away as soon as they saw horses coming. They dashed off into the fields, away from the roads.

      “What the hell is going on?” Uther muttered.

      “Not the homecoming you expected?” Honorius smirked.

      Uther glared daggers at the man, and rode on ahead.

      Then they came to the gates, and what they saw there stopped them in their tracks.

      The gates were closed. Guards walked the walls, and stood in the towers. All that was as it ought to be, if the city was warned of possible danger. The decorations just outside the gates were new, though. Rows of spikes had been set into the ground on both sides of the road, each with a head stuck atop it. They were revenant heads, and all of them had been placed so as not to pierce the skull. The result was that to walk up to the gates, you had to pass a gauntlet of six half-decayed, snarling, growling, hissing heads on each side of you.

      “Who has done this!” Uther roared. “I’ll have someone’s head.”

      “Uther, we should go. Something is very wrong,” Caius said. In his head he went over who would have been in charge in their absence, but no one he could think of would set up such a grisly spectacle. Someone else was in command of the city now. Someone new.

      “Like hell. This is my city! How dare they!” Uther said.

      “Uther, listen to Caius. We can’t risk it,” Flavius said.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Uther muttered. “We can go around outside, ask what’s going on.” He made to turn his horse.

      But as he did, the gates opened wide, and a patrol of mounted men poured out.

      “Too late,” Uther said. “Honorius, Flavius, keep your identities to yourselves until we know who is in charge here.”

      The horsemen crossed the ground swiftly, forming a circle around the party. They all wore mail armor, with swords belted at their waists, and spears in their hands. Caius recognized not a one of them.

      “Lord Uther,” one of the guardsmen said. “We’ve been instructed to escort you to the manor. Please, sir – welcome home, and come with us.”

      Uther shot Caius a quick, questioning look, and Caius shook his head slightly. He had no idea who any of these men were. He’d never seen any of them before, which meant they were not from Glevum. It also probably meant that despite the welcome, they were not going to be allowed to leave.

      Uther turned back to the man. “Well then. Please do escort us.”

      They rode through the streets, which were empty. No one wandered about. The market was closed. Citizens peeked at the parade of horses through shuttered windows. Caius wondered how so much change could be wrought in so few days. This was a vibrant city! Even if the people had heard of the revenants, even if they were terrified of them, there still should have been some folk up and about.

      When they reached the manor, it was much as they’d left it. The burned out wing where he and Arthur had stopped the revenants was partly cleaned up. Much of the rubble was still there, but some had been hauled away. Caius recalled the night with a pang, remembering how he’d had such hope in the young man then. All crushed with Arthur’s death.

      The guards dismounted, and Uther followed suit. Caius stepped down from his own horse, and then helped Honorius and Flavius down as well.

      “This way, please,” said the soldier who’d spoken before. None of the other men had said a word, which was unnerving. Usually soldiers were given to some idle chatter, but not these men.

      Flavius was limping, but gritted his teeth and shook off Caius’s offer for help. Caius shrugged, and kept close to Uther instead. They entered the main doors of the manor. At first Caius thought they were making for Uther’s private study, but instead they made for the main hall. Uther rarely used the room, preferring to keep important meetings small. The space was large – big enough for a large dinner party, or for an audience hall. It was clearly being used for the latter purpose now.

      Caius thought the heads outside were the worst horror he would see today. He was wrong.

      Iron bolts had been driven into the walls on either side of the room, and heavy chains attached to those. Held fast by those chains was a pair of revenants. Snarling, slashing the air with their claws, snapping their jaws, they flanked a huge chair which had been set, throne-like, at the far end of the hall. A young woman sat in the chair, long dark hair flowing over her shoulders in stark contrast with the white silk gown she wore.

      The guardsmen drew themselves up into positions along the walls, forming a passage for Uther’s company to walk down, but Uther stopped short as soon as he saw the woman.

      “Why, father! Welcome home!” she said. “No kiss of greeting?” She faked a pout.

      “You are not my daughter, Morgan,” Uther grated out. “I’ve asked you not to call me that.”

      “Ah, but you married my mother,” she replied. “That makes you at least a step-father, yes? But I prefer father.”

      She stood, the dress floating about her legs, clinging to them as she stepped forward. The undead snarled at her movement, spittle dripping from their lips.

      “Do you like how I’ve redecorated?” she purred, gesturing to the monsters chained to the walls.

      “I think I preferred the place without dead things making a racket,” Uther replied drily.

      Caius’s mind was racing. He knew of Morgan, of course. Uther had married her mother when she was just a young girl. He’d heard the child had never forgiven her mother, and hated Uther. He’d never met her before now, though.

      Somewhere, that hatred had turned into madness. It was insane to keep these dead things so close. But more than that, he could see it in her eyes, in her step, in her posture. Something was broken inside her. Something twisted in her heart. He wanted to flee from the room. With an effort, he stood his ground, staying next to Uther.

      “A shame, father,” she said. She reached out to one of the revenants as if to stroke its face, drawing back her fingers languidly when it snapped at them. “Because you’ll be staying here with me for a long, long time.”
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      It was daylight outside. Caius could see that much through the cell bars, but that’s about all he could see. The manor house only had three cells, and they hadn’t been used in all Uther’s time residing there. A constable in the city had managed the larger jail near the center of town. Uther preferred to keep his hands out of local justice, and leave that to the people of the town. But if these cells had been ill-used during his time here, his daughter certainly seemed to be trying to make up for it.

      This cell had a sole window, sitting about a foot over his head, and barred. Caius knew the window was at ground level. When it rained, the water would drizzle into the cell from the manor wall. It left the place slimy and dank.

      “If I’d known I was going to end up locked in a cell down here, I would have left a key behind. Or a knife. Or something!” Caius said aloud, frustrated.

      Flavius chuckled from the one bunk in the room. The laugh was a hallow sound. His fever had come on in force since Morgan had cast them down here. Caius didn’t think the guards had noticed yet. But sooner or later Flavius was going to die, and then it was going to get very nasty in here very fast.

      Locked, unarmed, in a room with one of the revenants? Caius couldn’t think of a worse way to die, and he had a good imagination.

      Flavius saw him shudder, and shook his head. “Won’t come to that. Just end it now. Damn it, man. I’m already dead. Just end it.”

      “We discussed this already. We wait for Uther to get back, right?”

      Flavius exhaled, a long, rasping breath. For a moment Caius thought he had died and he tensed, ready to crush the man’s skull before he rose again. But then his chest lifted with a new breath. Caius took a sip of air himself, not realizing he’d been holding his own breath for a moment.

      “Just so he doesn’t take too long,” Flavius whispered.

      Morgan had tossed all four of them down here. But just an hour later, her guards came back and grabbed Honorius and Uther, leaving Flavius and Caius behind without so much as a glance.

      That was six hours ago. What the hell was going on up there?

      That Morgan and Uther had unresolved issues was beyond obvious to him. Most children don’t lock up their fathers. It was equally clear that Morgan was dangerous, perhaps even mad. Most sane people don’t keep living dead monsters in their throne rooms. But Morgan did. She even acted like the things were her pets.

      Caius wondered who the men had been, before they turned. Had they somehow captured the revenants? That seemed unlikely. The things were fast and deadly. Hard enough to kill them, let alone trying to snare them! No, it seemed more likely she’d had those men chained in place while they were still alive, already bitten and dying of the fever.

      A clanging from out in the hall jerked his attention back to the present. That was the door at the end of the hall. Someone had opened it, which meant someone was coming their way. Caius went to the door and peered out through the small barred hole, but all he could see was lantern light.

      “Step back from the door!” The command was a man’s voice, from outside. “Back, or we’ll make you wish you had.”

      Caius stepped back. These guards hadn’t been too gentle bringing them down here in the first place. He knew they wouldn’t hesitate to beat him bloody if he gave them a reason. And for now, at least, he needed to appear docile. The right moment would come, but not if he was beaten too badly to move.

      The door opened, and Uther came through. He was moving slowly, pale and drawn. He must have been moving a bit too slow for the guards outside – one of them planted a booted foot into his behind and pushed. Uther tried to keep his balance, but fell forward onto his hands and knees.

      “You bastards, show some respect!” Caius shouted as the door closed again. He went to Uther’s side to help him up. The men outside didn’t bother saying anything back – just walked away laughing to one another.

      “I’m all right, damn it,” Uther said. He stood, brushing the dirt from his knees.

      “What happened? Where’s Honorius?” Caius asked.

      Uther exhaled. “Lots to talk about. Less time to do it in, I think. How’s Flavius?” He walked over to the bed.

      Flavius smiled gamely up from the bunk. “Still here,” he croaked.

      “But not, I think, for long,” Uther said, his voice quiet, grim.

      Flavius shook his head. His face was a mask – pale patches in some spots, bright flaming red in others. He’d stopped sweating a while ago. His skin was bone dry now and burning hot to the touch. Caius hadn’t looked at the wound recently, but the stink had grown so much that it was overpowering even through the wrapping. The man’s leg was probably covered with rot. All three men had seen a few people die of the curse – they all knew Flavius didn’t have much longer.

      “I fear I may have to break my promise to you, Flavius,” Uther said, sitting down on the bunk beside him. “That pains me, because I never break my word. But Caius and my survival probably depends on my not fulfilling that promise.”

      Flavius looked as confused as Caius felt. “What promise?” Flavius whispered.

      “I swore to kill you before you turned, Flavius.” Uther shifted, looking up at the wall, out the window. “I’m not going to be able to do that.”

      

      Flavius was dead. It was a matter of time, now. The nerve-wracking question was: how much time? Caius had seen someone turn within seconds. He’d also seen the process take hours. The goal, of course, was to stab into the dead man’s brain before the body could turn and rise as a revenant. That stopped the process cold.

      He’d never before had to stand in the same room with a cursed corpse, waiting for it to turn. Caius was terrified. Every hair stood out on his arms. His eyes watched the body, barely even blinking. At any moment, Flavius’s body would rise as something unnatural, a hungry demon out to slay anyone nearby and make more of its own kind through its bite. And he was locked in with the thing, without even a knife to defend himself.

      “You’re shaking, Caius. Get a hold of yourself,” Uther said.

      “How can you be so damned calm?” Caius asked.

      “Because either this will work, or it won’t.”

      Caius grunted. “You haven’t gone hand to hand with these things before. I have.”

      The corpse twitched.

      Uther flinched. “Fair,” he said.

      That Flavius had agreed to this crazy plan at all spoke more to the man’s character than anything else Caius had seen. They’d moved Flavius from the bed, set him gently on the floor wrapped in the blankets. They they’d taken the wooden cot and set it up on end, against the wall. After that, it had been a long wait while Flavius slowly died.

      As they waited Uther let Caius know what had transpired while he was out of the cell. Someone had told Morgan who Honorius was, so instead of just bringing Uther upstairs to play with, she’d brought them both. Honorius had immediately been all bluster and played the regal emperor. Morgan went along with him, and let him talk. Then she’d left with Honorius to ‘give him a tour’, while Uther remained in her throne room under guard. It was a long wait.

      When they returned many hours later, both were flushed and a little rumpled. Rather than taking his place beside Uther as a prisoner, Honorius went to stand next to Morgan at her seat.

      “That was a long time to tour such a small building,” Uther said, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

      “But father, you would want me to be an adequate host to our illustrious guest, would you not?” Morgan said.

      “I’m sure you were more then adequate,” Uther said.

      “I always am,” Morgan purred. Honorius blushed.

      “Morgan, your taste in men has never been that good. But Honorius, I’m frankly startled. Haven’t you noticed, man, that there is only one seat at the head of this hall?” Uther asked.

      Morgan glared daggers at him. “Chairs can be moved,” she said. “Sadly, no seat for you, father. I think I will plan something more permanent for you than a chair.”

      Morgan nodded to someone at the main doors behind Uther, and a workman came into the room. He bowed quickly to Morgan.

      “Over there,” she pointed at a spot on the wall. The man went to the place quickly, and began drilling out holes in the rock. Uther saw what he was about – he was setting a ring into the stone wall of the room. In fact, the ring looked identical to the ones that the two revenants in the room were chained to.

      That was when Uther started to sweat a little.

      “Yes, father dear. I plan to keep you close to me...for always. Right there, on the end of a chain.”

      At that point Morgan’s guards hauled Uther back to the cell.

      Which was where Uther had laid out his plan to Flavius and Caius. The plan was simple, and almost certain to get two of them killed. Only two of them, because the plan relied on the third man – Flavius – already being dead.

      Uther wanted to wait until Flavius died of the curse and rose as a revenant, then somehow survive that first few minutes while making an enormous racket. The noise would bring the guards, who would open the door and be faced with a hungry monster. In the chaos, Caius and Uther would escape. Flavius had agreed, provided Uther swore to kill his revenant.

      “I don’t want that thing loose, killing innocent people,” he’d said.

      Uther swore.

      Caius thought the entire plan was a terrible one, and he’d made no effort to hide his opinion. Once Flavius had stopped breathing, he and Uther slid behind the bed frame. The thin wood shell between them and the soon-rising corpse didn’t make Caius feel any better.

      “You know, I watched those things tear through a six inch thick oak door, back at the palace,” he said.

      Uther grunted softly.

      “This bed frame will last all of a few seconds,” Caius said.

      “Maybe,” Uther replied. “You have a better idea?”

      Caius didn’t, at least not at this late date. Flavius’s body was twitching again. A hand rose. Air escaped dead lungs in a low moan. He watched the process with a mixture of horror and curiosity. He hoped Flavius’s soul had already fled that shell, and gone on to its reward. But what if it hadn’t? What if the soul was trapped there, in the rotting body, doomed to watch as the demon inhabiting it committed vile acts?

      He resolved to ensure Flavius’s wishes were carried out, at any cost. He owed the man that much, and more.

      That was assuming he survived the next few minutes, of course.

      The thing stood up from the floor. It seemed unsteady on its feet, like a calf trying to take its first steps. The body hadn’t decayed at all - the thing was very clearly still Flavius’s body. But those eyes! There was nothing human left in the dead eyes. They were empty, black pits. The thing cast about for a moment, looking around the small room. It sniffed the air. Then it locked its gaze on them.

      “Now!” Uther shouted.

      They surged forward, pushing the frame hard across the stone floor. It hit the revenant, almost bowling it over. The thing howled at them, shrieking like a damned thing - which for all Caius knew, it was. The bed smacked into the revenant, and their rush carried it back two more steps to pin it against the wall. The thing struggled, but they’d caught it off balance. It had little leverage to use its strength against them. Still, it pushed hard, trying to heave them away from it. If it escaped from behind the bed, it would be on them in moments.

      Now it was on to the next stage of the plan: make noise and hope the guards come. “Help!” Caius shouted.

      “Fire!” Uther shouted. “Fire!” Caius looked around wildly for a moment - fire was a huge threat anywhere, and he had an instant of instinctive fear as soon as Uther said the word. Which made it the perfect thing to say, he realized. Nothing would draw the guards here faster than the threat of the entire place burning down.

      He joined his voice to Uther’s: “Fire! Fire!”

      The revenant was pushing harder against the wall now. Even with both of them leaning in to the bed with everything they had, it was shoving them back a little. Caius worked his feet against the stone floor, trying to find the best spots to place his boots. One of the thing’s hands got free, waving about in the air dangerously close to his head. Then the claw tore into the mattress, ripping chunks of cloth and straw away. Another few moments, and the mattress would fall apart. Then all that would stand between them and the thing would be a few thin bars of wood. Caius kept shouting as loud as he could.

      From out in the hall, he heard the jangle of armored footsteps. Men were coming their way!

      “What is all this noise about?” someone hollered from the hallway. “You two - back away from the door!” A key was inserted into a lock.

      The revenant tore another huge chunk out of the mattress, revealing its snarling head. The face was a mask of rage, drool dripping from the open maw. It lunged in, teeth snapping, but the wooden frame held it back.

      The door was about to creak open.

      “Pull now!” Uther shouted to him. Both men grabbed hold of the wooden frame and pulled, instead of pushing. The revenant was already pushing against them with such force that as soon as they stopped resisting, the frame shot away from the wall. They kept going, continuing their retreat until the frame boxed them in, with a solid stone wall against their backs.

      Flavius’s revenant had let go about halfway across the room. It stood there a moment, saw them, and took one loping stride toward them.

      Then door swung open and two armored men stepped through into the room. They saw the revenant about the same time it saw them. Caius could tell from the instant look of horror that flashed across their faces that they’d faced the things before. Almost, he felt pity for them.

      The one closer to the door tried to draw his sword - neither man had drawn a weapon yet. The one closer to the revenant backed away from the thing fast, and stumbled into the other guard, fouling his draw. Both of them tumbled to the floor with a crash of armor, cursing and shouting.

      It was on them in an instant, and the curses turned to screams. It bit down on a thrashing leg. Blood splashed from the wound across the floor. The bitten man screamed, agony mixed with dread and grief. That wasn’t just the scream of a wounded man. Caius had heard the same sound too often over the last few days. The guard knew he was already a dead man, even though he was still breathing.

      The revenant released its grip on the leg and scuttled, lightning quick, up the body of the other guard. He screamed and beat at it with his fists, but the blows had no effect at all. It held his head almost lovingly with both hands for a moment. Then it darted in, quick as a striking viper, and tore out his throat with its teeth. His screams turned into gurgling, and in another moment he was still, while it continued to gnaw at him.

      Caius couldn’t do anything to save the men. And he found that he wished he could. Uther’s plan was working, but it was a foul one. Using the curse as a weapon like this, even against enemies, seemed…wrong. Evil. He glanced at Uther’s face, but saw no remorse there. Only a hard, grim line. Uther had always been a hard man, and these dark days had only made him more so.

      The guard whose leg was bitten pulled himself free from under his dying friend. While the revenant was distracted, he made it to the doorway, stood up, and staggered off down the hall, shouting for help.

      He’d left the door open, though. His screaming attracted the dead thing’s attention, and it left the cooling body for new prey, loping off down the hall after him. As soon as it was out of the room, Caius pushed aside the fragile shelter they’d hidden behind and grabbed the dead man’s sword. It felt incredibly good to have steel in his hand again.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Uther said.

      “We need to deal with Flavius’s first,” Caius said.

      Uther raised his eyebrow. “The man is dead.”

      “And you gave him your word.”

      For a moment, Caius thought Uther would explode in anger. His face grew red, and he could see the angry retort forming on the man’s lips. But instead, Uther frowned, and nodded.

      “Yes, I did. Let’s do this swiftly, then,” he said. He looked down at the dead body on the floor of the cell. “We need to get out of this place.”
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