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What Has Gone Before


The Events of 930–935
(as related in Empress of the Fall)


In Junesse 930, a newly formed mage order, the Merozain Bhaicara, save the Leviathan Bridge and use its gnostic energy to destroy the Imperial Windfleet circling above; the resultant deaths of Emperor Constant and Mater-Imperia Lucia create a power vacuum at the heart of the Rondian Empire.


The Church of Kore reacts quickest: Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther, entrusted with Prince Cordan and Princess Coramore, Constant’s children, prepares to form a Regency Council to secure the continuation of the Sacrecour dynasty. But Wurther’s confidante, Ostevan Jandreux, tips off his kinswoman, Duchess Radine of Coraine, who sends mage-knights to capture Cordan and Coramore from under the Church’s nose – and discover the hitherto unknown Lyra Vereinen, daughter of the late Princess Natia – and a prime claimant for the throne.


With their rivals paralysed by the disasters of the Third Crusade, the Corani persuade Grand Prelate Wurther and Imperial Treasurer Calan Dubrayle to abandon the Sacrecours and join the Corani camp; Wurther’s support is conditional on the banishment of Ostevan, in revenge for his betrayal.


Radine and Lyra are greeted by great rejoicing when the duchess marches her soldiers into Pallas, aided by the fairy-tale circumstances of Lyra’s rescue and general fear of civil war.


But Lyra, a complex young woman with her own secrets, is no one’s compliant tool. Her father is unknown and despite being a pure-blood mage, she’s never been trained in the gnosis – when she does awaken to magic, it’s not the gnosis, but the heretical arts of dwymancy. Even worse in Radine’s eyes, she’s fallen in love with her rescuer, Corani knight Ril Endarion, deemed by all a highly unsuitable partner, especially when Radine is insisting she take the formidable Corani hero Solon Takwyth as her husband.


On the eve of the coronation, Lyra blindsides the duchess by marrying Ril in a secret ceremony conducted by Ostevan, who, facing exile, is acting out of spite. After Lyra has been crowned the next day, she declares her marriage before the world, leaving Radine, Takwyth and spymaster Dirklan Setallius no choice but to accept her actions. After striking the new crown-prince, Takwyth goes into voluntary exile.


Despite this shaky start, the Corani are able to face down their rivals and the succession crisis appears to have been resolved. In relief, Pallas and the Rondian Empire settle into dealing with a new world and a new ruler.


*


Five uneasy years pass, during which the Rondian Empire struggles on. The people are increasingly unhappy as the Treasury has been forced to impose heavy taxes to rebuild Imperial finances. The vassal-states of Argundy, Estellayne and Noros are clamouring for greater autonomy while warlords and mercenaries are warring in the far south. Duchess Radine dies, still embittered by Lyra’s betrayal. Lyra has two miscarriages and remains without an heir of her blood, but she and Ril continue to reign in Pallas, with Cordan and Coramore held as hostages.


In Ahmedhassa, Sultan Salim Kabarakhi I of Kesh is trying to rebuild his realm, with the aid of the mighty Eastern mage, Rashid Mubarak. His efforts are undermined by corruption and by the Shihadi faction, who are demanding revenge against the West.


*


In 935, as new crises develop in the East and West, a secret cabal rises. The members wear Lantric theatre masks, concealing their identities, even from each other, but they answer to Ervyn Naxius, a genius unconstrained by anything resembling morality. He offers the cabal members powers to match the Merozain Bhaicara – use of all sixteen facets of Ascendant-strength gnosis – through a link to an ancient super-daemon called Abraxas; they also have the ability to enslave others using the daemon’s ichor. Once Naxius has proved that the daemon does not control the link, the ‘Masks’ join him, seeking to become rulers of a new era.


In the West, the cabal plots to supplant Empress Lyra with the pliant Prince Cordan. Ostevan, now a Mask, engineers a return to court as Lyra’s confessor and begins infecting people with the daemon’s ichor, masking the effects behind the seasonal outbreak of the riverreek illness, in readiness for kidnapping the royal children.


The climax of a jousting tournament intended to bolster Ril and Lyra’s faltering rule is the joust between Ril and an ‘Incognito Knight’. When the unknown victor is revealed to be Solon Takwyth, returned from exile, he begs a boon from Lyra before the adoring crowd: that he be forgiven and permitted to return to Corani service. His manipulative request forces Lyra to accept – just before she learns that Cordan and Coramore have been abducted. Setallius, her spymaster, must find the Sacrecour children before they can be used against her.


Meanwhile in the East, the Masks strike a savage blow: at the height of the Convocation, a religious and political event that shapes future policy, Sultan Salim is assassinated by the Masked Cabal. The only survivor of his household is Latif, his impersonator, who goes into hiding. Rashid Mubarak seizes control, and shifts policy towards war. His sons, brutal Attam and cunning Xoredh, advance his plans for a Shihad; the holy war against the vast and hostile nation of Lakh is intended to unify his new sultanate.


Rashid’s nephew, Prince Waqar, is investigating Salim’s murder and the related poisoning of his mother Sakita, Rashid’s sister, when he meets Tarita Alhani, a Javon spy. They discover hints that Waqar and his sister Jehana may be able to wield a mysterious power – but before the mystery is solved, Rashid sends Waqar south to Lokistan on a secret mission.


In Dhassa, mage-brothers Kyrik and Valdyr Sarkany are reunited. The princes, heirs of the tiny Yurosi kingdom of Mollachia, have been captives in the dehumanising breeding-camps run by the Eastern magi; Kyrik was released into the care of a Godspeaker, an Eastern priest of Ahm, while Valdyr, who has remained true to Kore, has been a slave-labourer for five years. He has been under a gnosis-suppressing Chain-rune since his capture as a child and has never gained the gnosis. Having secured the brothers’ release, Paruq takes them by windship to Yuros, where he is conducting missionary work among a tribe of Sydian nomads. The brothers learn that the Sydians might be distant racial kin to their own people, but they go on alone to Mollachia, where they are captured by tax-farmers, a by-product of Empress Lyra’s efforts to fund her reign. Their dead father owed a fortune in taxes and two Rondian legions, one led by siblings Robear and Sacrista Delestre, the other by Governor Ansel Inoxion, are now stripping the country of its wealth. The Sarkany brothers are imprisoned and left to die – but members of the Vitezai Sarkanum, legendary freedom fighters, discover and rescue them, and a resistance movement begins. Kyrik returns to the Sydian steppes to recruit aid, knowing the price will be marriage to Hajya, the fiery Sydian witch. Valdyr distinguishes himself against the Rondian occupiers, but is still unable to gain the gnosis, despite having his Chain-rune removed.


In Pallas, Naxius and his Masks are readying their coup. Ordinary citizens, apparently suffering a virulent outbreak of riverreek but in fact possessed minions of Abraxas, are used as shock troops in coordinated assaults on the Imperial Bastion and Celestium, the Church of Kore’s holiest site. The attack is coordinated with a planned unveiling of Prince Cordan as the new emperor and the arrival of a Sacrecour army at the gates.


Meanwhile in the East, the new sultan’s careful long-term planning reaches fulfilment: Rashid has assembled a vast Windfleet of ships and now reveals the Shihad’s true target–the Rondian Empire. The only thing preventing invasion is the Leviathan Bridge itself – if the Ordo Costruo or the Merozain Bhaicara unleash the powers of the Bridge’s towers, as they did against Emperor Constant’s fleet in 930, Rashid’s fleet would be destroyed.


At this stage, a new variable enters play: the heretical form of magic known as dwymancy has long been believed extinct – but now fate or coincidence has placed four dwymancers in the midst of these world-changing events, although two of them don’t yet realise their own power.


In Pallas, the apparently indestructible Masks are on the brink of seizing power in both Bastion and Celestium – until Empress Lyra inadvertently uses dwyma to destroy one of them. In the Celestium, a burst of light from the shrine of Saint Eloy, a dwymancer who supposedly abjured his powers for love of Kore, fells another Mask.


In Mollachia, on a wild night on the sacred Watcher’s Peak, Valdyr Sarkany uses the dwyma to freeze a legion of Rondian solders, killing Robear Delestre, just as they’re about to defeat Kyrik and his Sydian riders. Only Robear’s sister Sacrista, the better soldier of the siblings, survives.


In the East, the dark side of dwyma is revealed when Sakita Mubarak, a member of the Ordo Costruo, is slain, revived by necromancy and enslaved by the Masks, who compel her to use her devastating powers to destroy Midpoint Tower, obliterating herself in the process.


Waqar and Tarita are too late to stop her, but they find mysterious artefacts in the tower, as well as some clues, just as Rashid’s windfleet appears on the southern horizon, heading for Yuros. Waqar at last accepts that his beloved and respected uncle is probably working with the masked assassins – and is therefore behind his mother’s death.


It is Julsep 935, and for the first time in recorded history, the East is invading the West. The Ordo Costruo and Merozain Bhaicara cannot prevent the invasion – all their energies must go into repairing the Bridge before it’s washed away completely. And for the first time in five centuries, dwymancers with unpredictable, devastating powers are walking the lands. What they do may damn East and West to aeons of suffering.


The Events of Autumn (Julsep-Octen) 935 (as related in Prince of the Spear)


The Rondian Empire has barely survived the attempts of the Masked Cabal to unseat Empress Lyra Vereinen and Grand-Prelate Dominius Wurther on Reeker Night; now it reels in shock at the tidings of an Eastern invasion.


The Masked Cabal are still at large: Jest, Tear and Angelstar launch another plot to bring Pallas under their power; while the Eastern conspirators known as Ironhelm, Heartface and Beak prepare for the next phase of their campaign to take control of the Shihad.


Crown Prince Ril Endarion is appointed to command the Imperial Army, a role he is grateful to take, not just to help safeguard the realm, but also to escape the breakdown of his marriage. A fateful kiss on Reeker Night with lifelong friend Basia de Sirou has burgeoned into an adulterous affair. Leaving his tangled personal life behind, he throws himself into the impossible task of knitting five rival groups into one Imperial Army, but as the Rondian soldiers trek south, they are increasingly divided and uncoordinated. Engaging in aerial reconnaissance of the Shihad advance, Ril comes into contact with a new form of enemy: Keshi magi riding rocs: giant eagles constructed by animagi. The roc-riders are led by Prince Waqar Mubarak, who has been given responsibility for protecting the skies above the Eastern advance.


In Pallas the heavily pregnant Lyra researches the dwyma, the heretical magic that saved her on Reeker Night. She’s helped by Dirklan Setallius, Solon Takwyth and Basia de Sirou, but her progress is hampered by her blind spot: her affection for Ostevan Jandreux, her confessor and closest confidante – who is also Jest. Using drugs and religion, he manipulates her, seeking to escape his daemonic thraldom to Ervyn Naxius and the daemon Abraxas.


The beautiful Medelie Aventour lures Solon Takwyth into the latest conspiracy to unseat Lyra – then Medelie reveals herself to be Radine Jandreux, the late Duchess of Coraine, who is not as dead as everyone believed. Her youth has been restored and now Radine/Medelie is bent upon Lyra’s fall; she and her conspirators believe they can succeed where Reeker Night failed.


Popular movements are also growing outside the court, including support for an ancient democratic system called suffragium, propounded by a radical named Ari Frankel. The Rondian Empire has already lost control of southern Yuros to the mysterious ‘Lord of Rym’.


Ostevan almost succeeds in his attempt to seduce Lyra, playing on her insecurities over Ril’s relationship with Basia, but his perfidy is exposed and in her fury Lyra unleashes the dwyma. Ostevan barely escapes; Naxius considers killing him, but instead accelerates his plans to seize both Bastion and Celestium. Initiating mystical contact with Lyra, he lures her to the Shrine of Saint Eloy, where he intends to capture her.


In Mollachia, Valdyr Sarkany is coming to terms with having slain so many using the dwyma, a power he barely understands. He is disturbed by the attitude of the Mollach people to their new Sydian allies, but it’s more important he returns to Watcher’s Peak to learn about his new power. Along the way he rescues an injured wolf, naming it Gricoama. Unknown to Valdyr, the man who tortured him in the breeding-houses, Asiv Fariddan (‘Beak’ of the Masked Cabal), has arrived to seek the source of dwyma-energy his master Naxius sensed. Asiv infects Governor Inoxion with daemon ichor as part of his plan to trap Valdyr, but the governor is slain by Sacrista when he attacks and infects her. Weakened, Sacrista is captured and interred alive by Dragan, head of the Vitezai Sarkanum, in a barbaric Mollach ritual called the Witch’s Grave.


Meanwhile, Valdyr’s brother Kyrik has brought the rest of Clan Vlpa into Mollachia, together with a group of Schlessen and Mantauri, minotaur-like constructs, led by Fridryk ‘Kip’ Kippenegger, a former Legion mage. Kyrik learns he is sterile; his inability to provide heirs with Hajya to the Mollach throne would destroy the vital alliance, so he keeps this secret.


Waqar is desperate to find his sister Jehana, but the invasion means he is forced to leave the hunt to Tarita Alhani, the Merozain mage from Javon, not knowing that Alyssa Dulayne, his uncle’s former mistress – now Heartface of the Masked Cabal – is also seeking her. The trail leads to Sunset Tower, one of the five towers of the damaged Leviathan Bridge. Alyssa lays siege, but Tarita manages to get inside and finds Jehana.


Meanwhile the Shihad is advancing across southeastern Yuros, capturing cities in the sparsely populated region of Verelon. Sydian tribes are flocking to Rashid’s banner. Latif, the assassinated sultan’s impersonator, is part of an elephant unit enduring the horrors of war.


As autumn advances towards winter, matters come to a head. Ari Frankel finds men willing to advance the cause of suffragium, and in doing so, break up the empire, but before this relationship bears fruit, he is captured by the Inquisition, to be shipped north to stand trial.


At Sunset Tower, a traitor lets Alyssa in – but Jehana escapes, thanks to the heroism of Tarita and an intelligent construct known as Ogre, who was created by Naxius.


In Mollachia, Asiv Fariddan has infected Dragan with daemon ichor and turned the whole of the Vitezai Sarkanum to his will. He fatally wounds the guardian spirit of Watcher’s Peak, the White Stag, trapping Valdyr on the mountain, and unleashes a horde of Reekers at Kyrik’s coronation. Hajya is captured or killed, and Kyrik barely escapes.


In Pallas, the Masked Cabal strike again. Tear (Medelie) moves against the Bastion, and while Lyra is visiting the shrine of Saint Eloy in the Holy City, Jest (Ostevan) and Angelstar (the Inquisitor commander Dravis Ryburn) seize the Celestium. But Solon Takwyth has in fact turned spy, not traitor, and with Dirklan Setallius, kills Medelie/Tear. However, one conspirator escapes with Cordan and Coramore, which removes the only safeguard preventing Garod Sacrecour from rebelling. In the Celestium, Lyra and Wurther escape Naxius and the Masks, but the Winter Tree is destroyed, endangering the entire dwyma. Lyra goes into a labour, but despite Naxius’ attack, safely delivers Rildan: her son and heir.


At Collistein Junction, the Imperial Army finally meets the Shihad in open battle, but they are badly outnumbered and disjointed. Waqar’s windfleet and roc-riders win the air battle – and Ril is slain by Waqar in a desperate mid-air duel. It is thanks only to Brician general Seth Korion, a hero of the Third Crusade, that a rout is prevented.


It is now Noveleve 935 and winter is almost upon Yuros. Valdyr is on Watcher’s Peak, fearing for Kyrik’s life and dreading the return of Asiv. Jehana, Tarita and Ogre are in the ocean, seeking to escape Alyssa Dulayne. Rashid celebrates victory, but if his army doesn’t find shelter before midwinter, a million men may freeze to death. And the widowed Lyra’s only consolation in defeat is that her enemies are finally unmasked and staring at her from across the Bruin River in an Imperial city that is now the front line of a new civil war.




Prologue


The Masquerade (Angelstar)


After Impact




Before two things collide, there is an orderly symmetry: the trajectory of the projectile and the lines of the wall. The ranks of battle are laid out just as the generals command. The two jousters arc towards each other, lances set. All plans remain intact, all variables are calculable – but after impact comes chaos. No one can know exactly how the collision will play out, which units will hold and which fold, whether the lances will break and where the splinters will fly, but it’s those details that decide everything.


JERVYS TAREWYND, MAGE-SCHOLAR, KLIEF 832





The Rymfort, Pallas, Rondelmar, Yuros Noveleve 935


Dravis Ryburn, Knight-Princeps of the Holy Inquisition, strode along a vaulted corridor in the west wing of the Celestium, the massive domed edifice in Pallas-Sud, when he heard a shout, the crash of something falling and the clang of steel on steel. He paused, raising a hand.


The cohort of Inquisitorial Guard behind him halted and his bodyguard, sleek and elegant Lef Yarle, looked at him enquiringly.


‘It’ll just be a skirmish,’ Yarle said. ‘The Pontifex’s men are going room by room.’


‘I would investigate.’


Yarle obeyed instantly, gesturing to the lead men.


They had the door open in seconds and with swords at the ready, stepped through – and then, hesitating, the serjant said, ‘My Lord, I don’t think–’


‘We know that,’ Yarle drawled. He entered, then sent a mental report into Ryburn’s mind: <It’s safe enough.>


Ryburn told the rest of the cohort to stay outside and walked into what turned out to be a records room. The shelving had been toppled, chairs and desks overturned and documents were strewn everywhere. Two headless corpses lay amidst the chaos, black blood flowing from neck-stumps and soaking into the paper; their heads were lying several feet away, the expressions of rage slackening. Both had been priests.


Three more black-eyed clergy were on the far side of the room, spinning to view the intruders. They snarled, dark drool running down their chins, but as they saw Ryburn, that sound became a subservient whimper.


Beyond them, barricaded into the corner by a toppled desk, a soldier of the Kirkegarde was at bay, black ichor on his blade and his expression horrified, counter-balanced by a fierce will to live. He’d done well to take down two of his assailants already: clearly a young man of promise.


‘My Lord!’ he cried, as he recognised Ryburn, ‘Please, help us–’


Us? Then Ryburn caught sight of a flash of a nun’s cowl and a glimpse of pale skin, cowering behind the makeshift barrier. Two frightened, pleading eyes peered out at him.


Ryburn signalled and Lef Yarle blurred into action: three sweeping blows, delivered with a dancer’s grace and a blacksmith’s power, and the remaining priests collapsed, their heads thudding wetly as they rolled against the desk.


The young nun gave a sobbing cry while her protector stared in awe. He lowered his blade and made the Sign of Corineus, fist to heart. ‘My Lord,’ he gasped, ‘my life is yours.’


So it is.


‘What’s your name, soldier?’ Ryburn asked, while Yarle pulled the barricade apart with kinesis so the pair could emerge.


‘Tees Velan,’ the young man replied, ‘Fourth Century, Second Maniple of Kirkegarde IX.’ He fell to one knee, pulling the woman down as well. ‘My Lord,’ he asked, bewilderment overcoming his fear, ‘what’s happening?’


What indeed!


‘A cabal, led by Ostevan Jandreux, the queen’s former confessor, has seized power here in the Celestium. Grand Prelate Wurther has fled and Ostevan has taken the title “Pontifex”, which signifies his desire to rule both sacred and secular empires. He’s been aided by these Reekers.’


‘They’re everywhere,’ Velan panted. ‘I managed to rescue Sister Briolla, but we were discovered – everyone here has the Reeker disease, my Lord – they’re like animals.’


‘They’re worse than animals,’ Ryburn replied, gesturing for the young man and the terrified young nun to rise. ‘Animals don’t kill for pleasure, or likewise spread disease. These are highly infectious rabid beasts, Velan, possessed by a daemon. Any they bite will be similarly afflicted.’


The young nun – she was pretty enough, if one’s tastes ran that way – gave a shocked wail, and Ryburn’s eyes went to her rent sleeve. Blood was soaking into the pale blue cloth.


‘Please, you’re a mage,’ she gabbled, ‘please, heal me, Milord–’


Ryburn glanced at Yarle, who always knew precisely what he wanted, then locked his gaze on Velan, engaging mesmeric-gnosis to ensure the soldier couldn’t look away. As he did, he allowed the black ichor in his veins to flow into his eyes.


‘No . . .’ the Kirkegarde man whimpered in despair.


‘But yes,’ Knight-Princeps Ryburn drawled maliciously.


Yarle gripped the nun’s coif and tore it open, baring her throat as his teeth lengthened. He bit the girl, pumping ichor into her, while Ryburn kept Velan’s eyes locked on his own.


‘This thing you fear? It is not to be feared,’ Ryburn told the young man. ‘It is simply a communion of minds, united in purpose. It is a Church, a haven, a cause.’ He licked his lips. ‘Give me your wrist, Velan.’


‘No, I cannot,’ Velan choked out. He strained to move, to fight or flee, but mesmerism and kinesis held him bound. Beside him, Sister Briolla, clutching her torn throat, collapsed to the paper-strewn floor, choking on blood that was already turning black. Ryburn could hear Abraxas crowing as the daemon latched onto her mind, rending and conquering.


Yarle wiped her ruby blood from his mouth, purring.


‘Did you know, I began my career as a torturer?’ Ryburn remarked. ‘Newly made a mage, commanded to inflict pain, to disfigure and disable, sometimes to extract a confession, other times simply to punish. Many found it hard, but I excelled, for I reconciled my conscience with my belief that nothing we do in this life matters – one is either destined for Paradise with Kore . . . or eternity in the pits of the Lord of Hel. I merely hastened the work of Destiny.’


‘M . . . Mercy,’ Velan stammered, staring at Briolla, convulsing on the floor.


‘But of course,’ Ryburn went on, ignoring the plea, ‘eventually I concluded that this Church is a huge lie. There is no Kore. Corineus wasn’t His son, just a dangerous lunatic. The Church is built on the sand of lies and all that awaits us when we die is eternity with the daemons.’


‘No,’ Velan whimpered, tears welling in his eyes. ‘Kore be my hope,’ he began, the opening words of the evening prayer, pausing as Briolla made a strangled sound and started gouging her own face as she struggled with some unseen terror.


‘So the only hope one truly has is that when we die, we become a daemon ourselves,’ Ryburn went on. ‘That is the gift my Master, the man who opened my eyes, gave me.’


Master Naxius, in whose care my soul resides . . .


‘But enough of that,’ he concluded. ‘Time is passing.’ He gestured to Yarle, who gripped Velan and with an almost tender sigh, in stark contrast to the brutal way he’d taken the nun, bit the soldier, looking at Ryburn with the hint of a tease as he stroked the young man’s cheek.


Women were soft, flabby dairy-cows, good for nothing but drudgery, but a man could be whatever you wished, hard or soft, giver or taker. It was a total mystery to Ryburn why most men failed to realise this. Something about the breeding instinct, he assumed – but who truly wanted a child anyway?


As Velan fell to floor beside the nun, his eyes beginning to bulge, Ryburn pulled Yarle to him, black hair against blond, coarse ruggedness against almost preternatural pallor and beauty, and kissed him hungrily.


‘There’s something about the biting that always makes me hard,’ Yarle breathed.


Ryburn squeezed his forearm. ‘Unfortunately, the Master awaits us now. But we have tonight – and the rest of eternity.’


They left the nun and the soldier to thrash their way through death into rebirth as Reeker slaves. By now there were few free humans left in either the Rymfort or the Celestium, but they had kept the attack carefully contained and the outside world remained oblivious, unaware that the Holy City had fallen.


But the bitch empress escaped, and so did Wurther . . .


‘Come,’ he said. ‘Our new Pontifex awaits.’


They found Ostevan Jandreux in another overly ornate room in the next wing, his effete features aglow with satisfaction, his shoulder-length brown hair and goatee newly combed and oiled, a stark contrast to the bent, dithering man beside him. The Knight-Princeps wasn’t fooled: Mazarin Beleskey, with his shock of pale hair all over the place might look foolish, but he was a genius, not just in the arts of arcane gnosis, but also in the physiology of murder.


I’d not trust him at my back, though: he might be Ostevan’s bloodman now, but he’s just betrayed his former master, and he was Wurther’s for years.


Ryburn and Yarle left their cohort outside with the Pontifex’s own Reeker-bound cohort and silently took their places at the round table. Ostevan, ignoring the elevated throne, took the seat to its right as the air above the throne started shimmering. A dark-robed figure appeared: an aetheric projection composed of light and the gnosis. ‘Good afternoon, Brethren,’ said Ervyn Naxius, his voice unusually strained as he flicked back his cowl to reveal a pale, wizened face with heavy circles beneath the eyes.


Ryburn was interested to see Naxius appearing in his true form, rather than the more youthful visage he often wore: altering one’s appearance, even in an aetheric projection, was taxing, and the Master had disappeared during the attack on the Celestium.


Perhaps he’s been wounded?


‘Greetings, Master,’ the four men started, but Naxius cut them off with an irritable gesture.


‘Report,’ he rasped, his breath laboured.


Ostevan got in first. ‘The Celestium is ours – we’ve infected most of the surviving clergy – we’ve made them “Shepherds” so they’ll have greater control of their bloodlust. The empress and her inner circle know what’s happened, but most of Pallas remains unaware.’


‘How has the empress reacted?’ Naxius asked.


‘She paraded Wurther through the Place d’Accord and he told the masses that the Celestium is in the grip of a Reeker infection and that I have usurped him. They’ve closed the river ferries and seek to isolate us, but with the army down south, her resources are limited.’


‘And her state of mind?’


‘In public, she is stoic and stalwart. By displaying her son, she’s earned the commoners’ sympathy – but she’s just given birth, she’s in widow’s black, her husband just killed, and she is clearly vulnerable. The empire will begin to fragment.’


Naxius frowned. ‘That would be unfortunate. I wish to seize one empire, not a dozen kingdoms. Pull the dukes into your sway.’ He turned to Ryburn. ‘Knight-Princeps, you command the Kirkegarde and the Inquisition: how many men have you?’


‘I command ten thousand men in two legions; and twelve Inquisitorial Fists, being one hundred and forty-four mage-knights, but most are in the south, so the empress has more men than us. Sister Tear was supposed to deliver us the Bastion.’ And you were supposed to capture the empress, he didn’t add.


‘Sister Tear failed us,’ Naxius acknowledged. ‘But the royal children’s capture frees Garod Sacrecour to act. He’ll march to your aid long before the empress can rally support.’


‘What news from the south?’ Ryburn asked.


Naxius gave a tight smile. ‘Have you heard the rumours of defeat? They’re true: the same day you captured the Celestium, the Imperial Army was defeated by the Shihad at Collistein Junction.’


The Master looked pleased, but Ryburn was troubled. After all, the Rondian Empire was the bulwark of the Church of Kore: it was supposed to be invincible. Naxius had Masks among the Shihad; Ryburn had believed the Eastern invasion was just a distraction, a means of dividing the empress’ resources to enable their coup. But this news raised an uncomfortable question.


Who does Naxius wish to be victorious? Surely not these Eastern scum?


‘The Rondian armies are falling back to Jastenberg,’ Naxius went on. ‘Prince-Consort Ril Endarion is dead and the survivors are splintering. Duke Garod’s forces never saw combat; they are already retreating north.’


‘So who opposes the Shihad?’ Ryburn asked.


‘Those survivors who have not yet run, and the Argundians, who were late to the battle.’ Naxius sniffed. ‘I care not. What concerns me is that we have uncovered a secret nest of dwymancers. I require the capture, alive and unharmed, of one with the potential awakened but not fulfilled; such a person can be enslaved. Not Lyra Vereinen, though: she’s bonded too deeply with her dwymancy. I need her dead.’


‘As you command,’ Ryburn said emphatically.


‘The dwyma is a heresy,’ Ostevan said. ‘We can use that to ostracise Empress Lyra and break down her authority. She can become the author of her own demise if we’re patient–’


‘No,’ Naxius snapped, ‘I want her dead now! I want her gone!’ His sudden flash of rage silenced the room.


The Master claimed her as his own, but she eluded him, Ryburn mused. She really is a threat – but Ostevan still lusts for her. His time as her confessor has addled his judgement.


When Ryburn joined the Master’s cabal, three years ago, accepting the mask of Angelstar, the force of divine retribution, he’d quickly realised that his fellow conspirators were shifty and dangerous. Only he was truly loyal.


Tear and Twoface are dead. Here in the West, there’s only Ostevan and me left. But when this is done, only I will remain, seated at the Master’s right hand. And Lef will sit at mine.


‘I’ll destroy her myself,’ Ryburn vowed.


‘Do so, and you will have my favour.’ Naxius’ voice was filled with venom. ‘Hold the Celestium until the Sacrecour army comes, then unleash war across the river. Any further questions?’


There was a brief silence, then Maz Beleskey asked, in his tortuous, exasperatingly roundabout way, ‘Master I would ask, which is to say, I wish . . . no, I would even say, need . . . to know if these ranks – by which I mean this circle . . . will we be replenished? Will we be reinforced, renewed?’


He wants a Mask, Ryburn realised.


‘That process is already underway,’ Naxius replied, which was clearly news to them all.


Ostevan flinched, while Ryburn couldn’t stop himself glancing at his lover. Lef already had a daemon-beast beside his heart, implanted from Ryburn’s own chest.


Lef deserves to be elevated ahead of all others. He’s one of us in all but name.


‘Some may be permitted to join us when their prowess and loyalty are fully proven,’ Naxius said, already fading from sight as he spoke. ‘You have your instructions. Whomsoever brings Lyra Vereinen down will have my favour.’


When he was gone, Ryburn found himself staring at Ostevan and wondering what having the Master’s favour might mean, for himself . . . and for his rivals.
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Divided City


The Age of the Gods




To the ancients of Lantris, the age preceding theirs, the Age of the Gods, was when divinities walked Urte. They looked upon it as an ideal time, but truly, if real, it would have been nightmarish. Imagine immortal, all-powerful tyrants destroying cities, razing mountains and drying the seas on a whim; raping, thieving and murdering where they would, all the while expecting to be worshipped. Better such gods never existed. Though of course, we of Rondelmar have the magi to fill their sandals . . .
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Pallas, Rondelmar Noveleve 935


Panic could strike at any moment: a paralysing terror that threatened to drive Empress Lyra Vereinen to her knees. When she was surrounded by others – in the midst of court, with her backbone locked rigid – she masked it stoically. Her counsellors gave her brave speeches to recite, and somehow she got through them.


But when she was alone, that dread, that the entire world was coming apart, would rip out her spine. The pillars she clung to – her infant son, and the few colleagues who had held true in these darkest days – were so fragile she feared they’d be swept away at any moment.


This morning, four days after the terrible events in the Celestium, she woke shaking from nightmares of being throttled by men in Lantric masks. Now she cradled her son with desperate adoration: her tiny Prince Rildan, heir to the thrones of Rondelmar and the Rondian Empire. His hungry mouth latched onto her left nipple, taking sustenance, giving back need.


All I now do is for you, little one.


From the moment she’d realised she was pregnant, everything else, from ruling a fractious empire to learning the secret power of the dwyma, had been subordinated to bringing Rildan safely into the world. Now her focus must be his protection, and it would not be easy. From her bed she could see through the open curtains right across the river to the dome of the Celestium. After so long wondering who and where her enemies were, she now knew exactly: they were on her front doorstep. Proclamations declaring Grand Prelate Wurther a criminal and heretic had gone out, signed by both Ostevan Pontifex and Dravis Ryburn, Knight-Princeps of the Inquisition: her bitterest foes.


She couldn’t touch them. The bulk of her armies were in the south and she still didn’t know how many had survived the battle at Collistein Junction. Her paltry forces here might just outnumber those of Ostevan and Ryburn, but an assault across the mighty Bruin was impossible; there simply weren’t bridges or boats enough to land men in sufficient force.


Silently, she named her foes: The Masked Cabal: Ostevan, the new Pontifex, my former confessor – and Jest of the Masked Cabal. Knight-Princeps Dravis Ryburn, who was openly wearing the mask of Angelstar. Ervyn Naxius, the Puppeteer who controls them all.


Duke Garod Sacrecour, reunited with his young kin, Cordan and Coramore, in whose name he has declared war. Everyone who hates me is rallying to his banner.


Edetta Keeper and all her fellow Keepers who have deserted me.


Sultan Rashid Mubarak, who defeated our army and killed my husband.


Tears were stinging her cheeks. Angrily, she blinked them away. I can’t afford weakness: I must be strong!


So many people relied on her: all the Corani who’d come south when she’d ascended to the throne; those people who’d embraced her rule would be punished when the Sacrecours swept back into power. And all the Rondians spread far and wide across Yuros would suffer if the empire disintegrated into chaos. It would be a bloodbath, if she failed them.


She also knew many more would cheer if she fell, and laugh as she was dragged to the gallows. It had been almost six years since the Third Crusade had ended in chaos and left the Rondian Empire destitute and she knew many blamed her for their suffering, even though it had been the Sacrecours who’d plunged Yuros into that ruinous failed Crusade.


Rildan, oblivious to her misery, gave a contented gurgle. He gazed at her with wide-open gem-like eyes, milk dribbling down his chin, while Lyra stroked his face and marvelled at him. I’ll protect you, little one. No one will hurt you, ever. She lost herself in the smooth, silky skin, the minute details of nails and wispy black hair, those extraordinary eyes . . .


. . . and then he was screwing up his face and grizzling and reality came crashing back in. Domara, the royal midwife, arrived at the bedroom door, holding out her hands imperiously. For a moment Lyra felt an irrational dread at parting from her child, but the day was calling and she must gird herself for another round of pretending to be brave in the face of disaster. So she surrendered Rildan.


Domara vanished with her prize and Lyra was left with her bodyguard.


Basia de Sirou was gazing out of the window, her hand resting on her well-worn sword-hilt. Those who didn’t know her well might easily mistake her for a young man, with her lean frame clad in leathers and her auburn hair kept boyishly short. Her artificial lower legs were concealed by her leggings, and by her practised grace.


Lyra wondered how Basia was coping. She was sleeping with my husband: she must be at least as distraught as I am. She deserves rest, but I need her. And I trust her; she’s saved my life more than once. I even like her. But I have no idea how to comfort her.


Hours before the Masks’ attack, Lyra and Basia had forged a détente: the cuckolded wife and her rival reaching a private arrangement, for the sake of happiness. But Ril had been slain in battle before he ever knew that, and now awkward questions needed to be asked.


Buttoning up her gown, Lyra asked, ‘Basia, what do you wish to do now?’


Basia didn’t look at her. Her voice, normally cultured and knowing, cracked uncharacteristically. ‘I don’t know. Part of me wants to go south, as I should have before.’


She didn’t need to remind Lyra that it was she who had forbidden Basia from joining Ril.


‘But Ril’s friends among the Corani knights all died,’ she went on. ‘Every damned one of them – the Joyce brothers, the Falquists, Jos, Malthus . . . everyone I grew up with. Now Lord Sulpeter’s sycophants are running the show and they’d just tell me to rukk off.’


‘Wherever you want to go–’


‘I never said I wanted to go anywhere,’ Basia snapped.


Silence fell between them again and stretched out until Basia’s eyes went round and she clutched her heart. ‘Oh, my God . . .’ she choked, staring out of the window.


Alarmed, Lyra dragged herself from the bed and hobbled to join her. ‘What is it?’


Sobbing, Basia just pointed, and as Lyra followed her gaze, the whinny of a horse carried on the breeze and a grey-white shape glided past her window and dipped into the garden below.


Then she realised what it was: Ril’s pegasus.


‘Dear Kore,’ she breathed. ‘Pearl’s flown all the way home from the battle!’


Finally, they looked at each other, exchanging a fraught look, their eyes running over with tears, and took the balcony stairs into the Queen’s Garden. They could hear Pearl snorting somewhere ahead as they passed through the Rose Bower and found the pegasus drinking heavily from the pool. Her coat was plastered with sweat and there was a massive patch of dried blood staining the saddle and her haunches. The scabbard and lance-holder were both empty.


Lyra, clutching at Basia’s hand, heard herself make a whimpering sound.


Pearl raised her head in warning, snorting and pawing the ground – then she recognised them and went still. They approached carefully, then Lyra found herself grabbing at the saddle and sobbing into the bloodstained leather, while Basia cradled Pearl’s head, moaning in pain.


‘You’re home,’ Basia whispered at last, to the pegasus. ‘You’re home now, Pooty-girl.’


Pearl nickered softly, nuzzling the mage, as Lyra joined Basia at Pearl’s head. Stroking her soft nose, she murmured, ‘She’s yours, if you want her.’


Basia hesitated, then said, ‘No, she came here, to your garden. She belongs to you.’ She stroked the bloody mane and added, ‘I have a flying beast of my own.’


‘We’ll see if she decides to stay.’ Lyra heard the tramp of boots and saw the Volsai master, Dirklan Setallius, appear with a squad of Imperial Guard. ‘It’s all right, Dirklan,’ she called, ‘It’s Pearl. She’s come home.’


Dirklan dismissed the men with a wave of his gloved left hand. The old man was a forbidding figure, tall and thin, his long silver hair curtaining his patched left eye and scarred cheek, but Lyra had always found him a comfort.


‘Do you wish her stabled, Majesty?’ he asked.


Lyra and Basia shared a glance, then Lyra said, ‘No, she can stay here. The grass is thick.’


‘She’ll eat the roses,’ Dirklan warned, brandishing some papers. ‘I have today’s despatches.’


‘One moment.’ Lyra turned back to Basia and said softly, ‘Anything you wish for, anything at all, it’s yours.’


Basia wiped at her face awkwardly, then said, ‘The only thing left of the man I loved is his child – your child. I want to stay here and help keep him safe. That’s all that matters.’


Lyra’s arms acted ahead of thought, reaching out and wrapping themselves around Basia’s skinny shoulders, and Basia slowly returned the embrace. Finally, the Volsai woman pulled away and said in a thick voice, ‘I’ll wash Pearl down. She’s a mess.’


It’s Ril’s blood . . .


‘Let’s do it together,’ Lyra said.


They worked in silence, both weeping, unbuckling the saddle before scrubbing her down using water from the pool, the pure dwyma-blessed water that had cured daemonic possession. Lyra was conscious that Aradea, the genilocus of this magic place, was watching them through the eyes of the lizards and birds. Dirklan sat and waited for them, recognising this was necessary for both his queen and his protégé.


To Lyra, it felt like an omen. Her husband’s beloved steed had returned – to her. Ril was still with them in spirit, watching over their child. It gave her strength to go on.


When they were done they hugged again, and though neither spoke, Lyra sensed that they’d created a deeper bond. ‘We both loved him,’ she whispered, for though her own love for Ril had withered over the past months, once he’d been her all. ‘Thank you for staying. I do need you.’


Basia nodded mutely, then backed away and fled. Lyra watched her go, tears running down her own cheeks, wishing she could crawl away and hide. But Dirklan was waiting – the world was waiting.


She left Pearl to wander the cold, autumnal garden, and took a moment to touch the energy of the dwyma, a coil of light inside her chest that joined her to all creation. The web of light held – in the tumult of the attack on the Celestium, the ancient Winter Tree, planted by Saint Eloy to be the nexus of the dwyma, had been burned down – but she’d long been using this garden as the heart of her own dwymancy, and the dwyma itself had endured, the loss of even the Winter Tree absorbed.


Feeling comforted by Pearl’s return, she sat beside Dirklan on the bench, clad only in her filthy, bloodstained nightgown and robes, and steeled herself to hear his news.


‘Would you rather not change also, Majesty?’ Dirklan asked in his dispassionate voice.


Lyra shook her head. ‘What better garb for hearing the latest disasters?’


He flinched, but said, ‘Oh, it’s not all so bad, Lyra. The army was beaten, but not annihilated, and the generals are pulling it back together. And I spoke to Veritia, my agent with the army, this morning: she’s bringing Ril’s body home. You’ll want a state funeral, I presume?’


‘No,’ Lyra replied, ‘no state funeral. I’ll not set my grief higher than anyone else’s. I want a small funeral, no ostentation, no parades, nothing public.’


Dirklan frowned. ‘As you wish.’


‘I did love him,’ she whispered, ‘but we lost our way.’ She put a hand over her belly, a protective gesture that had become habitual during her pregnancy. Now, instead of a hard lump, she found only a disorienting squishiness. The plump-faced woman with dark circles under her eyes who stared back at her from the mirror upstairs didn’t look like her either.


Looking concerned, he asked, ‘How are you bearing up?’


‘In truth, I’m exhausted. Rildan wakes every few hours for feeding, there’s an endless queue of courtiers wanting to pay respects and the council business just never ends, does it? Calan Dubrayle is constantly petitioning me over Treasury and Imperocracy measures, Dominius Wurther’s complaining endlessly about Ostevan . . .’


‘And your spymaster keeps taking up your time,’ Dirklan concluded for her.


‘And him,’ she agreed, smiling tiredly. ‘But he, at least, is never an imposition.’


‘That’s a relief. None of us wish to distress you, Majesty.’ He glanced up at her balcony. ‘There’s no need for you to feed Rildan. Wet-nurses aren’t hard to find – and most noblewomen don’t feed their children at all.’


‘I’m not having Rildan fed by another,’ Lyra said firmly. ‘He’s my son and he’ll drink his mother’s milk. He’s made from my body, so it’ll be better for him.’


‘That’s one view,’ Dirklan said, ‘but the mage-healers are adamant that one woman’s milk is the same as another’s.’


‘No, and that’s final. I’ve told Domara this and I won’t discuss it further.’


Dirklan smiled approvingly. ‘Well, I’ve always held it to be the best thing too. How are you feeling in yourself? You said you gained something of the gnosis when you were in the Shrine of Saint Eloy?’


‘It’s gone again,’ Lyra replied, ‘or at least, I can’t sense it, not the way I can the dwyma. You said sometimes that’s all a pregnancy manifestation amounts to? I fear that’s it for me. And as for the rest of me . . .’ She winced. ‘The healers never stop poking and prodding me. They tell me they’ve managed to seal the tears but they still hurt – the scabbing itches like mad. My stomach looks like a deflated pig’s bladder, I have stretchmarks and I feel bloated and ugly. You’re lucky you’re not a woman, Dirklan. Nature has given us the worst of the transaction.’


‘And yet you most commonly outlive us,’ he replied.


‘You must fight in wars,’ Lyra replied. ‘I suppose the birthing bed is our battlefield.’ She glanced towards the door. ‘What am I to do? A year of mourning is traditional, but the world will see a widow and therefore deem House Corani weak. They will expect me to at least become engaged.’


‘Is that what you want?’


‘No – Kore’s Blood, Dirklan! I’ve just lost my husband. It might not have been love at the end, but it was at the start and I always esteemed Ril. I need time to grieve and heal.’


He sighed and admitted, ‘I doubt you’ll get it, Majesty. Your reign is precarious right now. Garod has declared war and most of our men are in the south. Everyone sees our weakness and they’ll push us hard. Empires don’t just fade away, Lyra, they collapse in blood and destruction. There are centuries of grievances out there, from Hollenia to Rym, Argundy to Noros. If they think we’re dying, they’ll try to bury us. It’s not an exaggeration to say that millions will perish and no man or woman alive will be unscathed.’


‘ “The Empress of the Fall” – that’s what people used to sing when I came to the throne,’ Lyra remembered. ‘ “The Empress of the Fall, she won’t last at all”.’


‘Give them a scent of blood and she won’t,’ Dirklan replied. ‘It pains me to say it, but you’re right: we need allies and that means a remarriage – to a strong man with many legions. A prince of Argundy or from the southern duchies, someone to counter Garod.’


‘Yes, I know. Truly, the people liked Ril, but they never feared him. It’s Solon Takwyth they always wanted.’ She bit her lip. ‘So should I just engage myself to Solon and have done with it?’


The fact she’d rejected Solon for Ril five years ago was a poisonous irony.


Dirklan considered, then shook his head. ‘Solon has shown his loyalty – you can count on him already. And he doesn’t bring us extra men. We need a fresh alliance with soldiers backing it. Garod Sacrecour’s got at least eight legions sitting in Dupenium and Fauvion, which roughly matches our own manpower.’


‘So will he march?’ Lyra asked anxiously.


‘Eventually, yes: Garod did send the bulk of his men south with Sir Brylion Fasterius to fight the Shihad, but they never actually joined battle; I have no doubt he’s ordered them home. He’ll be readying for war, but he won’t march until his men return.’


‘So we have what? A month? Six weeks?’


‘At best. It’s almost winter; troop movement will soon become extremely difficult in the north. In terms of an alliance, only Argundy, Canossi or Aquillea could feasibly get soldiers onto riverboats and reach Pallas in time to make a difference. But the truth is, they won’t help us now. If we’re still standing in spring, they’ll aid us then.’


‘Then we’re doomed . . .’


He took Lyra’s hand. ‘There’s always hope. The other dukes will expect Garod to win, but they know it’s not a done deal, so they’ll stand back and watch one destroy the other, then back the winner.’


Lyra sagged. ‘Dear Kore, do we have no real friends? Half the Pallacian nobility have left court, ostensibly to return to their own estates for the winter, but it’s obvious it’s to avoid being dragged down with us. Everyone who swore allegiance is backing away.’


‘The Pallas mob rioted in our favour when the Sacrecours fled in 930. Garod’s promised reprisals, so the citizens fear his return. That’s no small thing. And the Corani hate the Sacrecours – you’ll not be betrayed from within again. The sidewinders like Ostevan have already fled our cause.’


‘So at least I’ll be free to mourn until spring. You know everyone thought Ril and I had the perfect marriage, but neither of us were happy. It’s the dream I miss more than the man. Does that sound terrible?’


‘It’s entirely understandable, Milady,’ Dirklan said softly.


She wiped at her leaking eyes. ‘All those miscarriages – I felt such a failure. And now our son will never know his father. But he will have a mother, and I’ll do anything I have to for him. So if that means leading the princes of Yuros in a dance, I’ll do it.’


‘Playing the coquette isn’t easy, Lyra,’ Dirklan warned. ‘Some of the princes of Rondelmar are buffoons, but you need an experienced, capable leader, and someone like that will see you as little more than a throne and a breeding heifer. Ril was content to let you rule, but they won’t be: they’ll want to be emperor in power, if not title.’


She set her jaw. ‘Dirklan, I’ve exercised power for five years now. I read and understand every law I pass. I actively chair the Royal Council and make important decisions by myself. I preside over the Royal Assizes. I will not surrender my prerogatives. I’ll marry a crown prince, not an emperor.’


‘Potential allies may be put off by such terms.’


‘I know, but that’s my opening bargaining position.’


‘So you see your next marriage as a hostile negotiation, rather than, say, a romance?’ Dirklan sighed, a wry smile on his lips.


‘I’d rather not marry at all, but Rildan must have a powerful new father.’


‘Such a man will want his own son to rule after him, not Rildan.’


‘I might be unable to bear another child,’ Lyra countered. I control my body. ‘Rildan will rule after me.’


Dirklan understood her. ‘It makes you vulnerable. “An heir and a spare”, they always say.’


‘As long as the spare comes second, I’m perfectly happy, but Rildan comes first.’ They fell silent a minute, then she admitted, ‘I’m still reeling from all we’ve lost, but I don’t have time to grieve. I have to freeze my heart and rule with my head – and anything else I can use.’


‘I concede we are in desperate straits.’ He paused, then added, ‘The Rimoni philosopher Makelli teaches that rulers need a heart of ice, to do what’s necessary without mercy or remorse.’


‘So not the right thing, but the necessary thing?’ She lifted her chin. ‘A heart of ice. Very well.’


‘You’re asking a lot of yourself, Lyra,’ Dirklan said, handing her a parchment. ‘Here’s something for your icy heart to consider. These are the men and women we know to have been part of Tear’s conspiracy. Those struck through are dead. Those marked X are captured and awaiting trial.’


As Lyra scanned the list, names stood out: Edetta Keeper and Jean Benoit, Guildmaster of the Merchants’ Guild, had escaped, but among the captured were Edreu Gestatium, head of the Grey Crows, the Imperial bureaucracy, and Chaplain Ennis, the Grand Prelate’s secretary. But her eyes kept returning to the struck-through name of Medelie Aventour, revealed to be Tear of the Masked Cabal.


‘How could such a young woman have led such a conspiracy?’ she wondered aloud.


Dirklan gave her a sideways look and replied carefully, ‘You yourself are a young woman. But she was more than she appeared. “Medelie Aventour” was an assumed identity.’


‘Of who?’


‘We’ve not discovered,’ he replied.


Yes, you have, she thought irritably, and you think it will hurt me to know. She decided to leave it for the time being. ‘I don’t want a public trial,’ she said. ‘We can’t afford to let people know how close they came to winning. Once you’ve extracted all the information you can, execute them. I don’t want to see them.’


So this is the new me – but they didn’t just try to murder me, they tried to kill Rildan too.


‘How is Solon bearing up?’ she asked. She couldn’t imagine him as a spy. ‘It can’t have been easy, playing along with the cabal, getting intimately involved with Medelie Aventour.’


‘He’s taking it very hard. He’s no conspirator and he did struggle with the duplicity. We found him unconscious the following day – he has a shattered right collarbone and leg injuries, but more worryingly, we had to empty his stomach of an almost fatal amount of liquor. The healer-magi have him in care at present, but they fear he’ll never have the same strength or freedom of movement again.’


‘But I thought gnostic healing could do anything?’


Dirklan laughed hollowly. ‘If only. Superficial wounds and simple, clean cuts can be dealt with easily, but more complex injuries like his take time and energy. Without the mage-healers, he’d certainly have lost the arm. But, of course, there’s the emotional strain . . .’


‘We did ask an awful thing of him.’


‘I asked it, and he agreed,’ Dirklan replied. ‘In one point he failed, because he didn’t uncover who the mysterious “Selene” was until too late. Had we known, our preparations would have been very different and Edetta Keeper would not have got to Cordan and Coramore.’


‘I’m sure he did all that could be done.’


‘The woman he was bedding knew who Edetta was, so he should have been able to find out,’ Dirklan replied. Then he added, ‘But I’m sure he did as well as any non-Volsai could have.’


‘We’re not all born intriguers, Dirklan,’ Lyra said tartly.


‘See you remember that, when you embark on your spring wooing,’ the spymaster replied.


‘I shall – but we have to survive winter first. What news from the south?’


‘Rolven Sulpeter is leading the Corani retreat, but he’s a broken man – Sanjan, his son and heir, died in the aerial affray. Prince Elvero Salinas got the bulk of the Canossi out, but they were savaged pretty badly by the Keshi light cavalry. Only the southerners – that’s the Fifth Army, led by Seth Korion – acquitted themselves well. They’re providing the rearguard as the army retreats to Jastenberg.’


‘And the Argundians?’


‘They never arrived, and are now retreating.’


Lyra closed her eyes, feeling her despair bone-deep. ‘Can the Shihad be stopped?’


‘Well, they fielded more than half a million men, which is four or five times our number at least. We need new defensive lines and a bad, bad winter to slow them down.’ He set his jaw. ‘It’s a Sunsurge year, Lyra, which means extreme weather. That might be our greatest hope.’


It sounds more like our only hope, Lyra thought gloomily. She wished she knew how to express her deep gratitude to this forbidding-looking, but loyal and diligent man.


‘Do I have the right to make you a full member of my Royal Council, Dirklan?’


He smiled appreciatively, but shook his head. ‘Membership of the council is bound by centuries of legal tradition, Milady: Grand-Prelate, Lord Treasurer, Arch-Legate of the Imperocracy and Knight-Commander. No one else – oh, traditionally the father of an emperor can be made Chancellor, but you have no parents. But thank you for the thought.’


He departed, while she lay back and thought about poor Solon, and what he’d gone through. Dominius said he’d call on him, she remembered. I hope that helps.


*


The stench emanating from the whitewashed cell was the first clue that all was far from well, but Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther had been around enough seriously drunk men to be largely inured to the reek of alcohol and illness. It didn’t even put him off the roasted chicken leg he was gnawing on.


His bodyguard, a young Estellan with the pretentious name of Exilium Excelsior, didn’t fare so well. As the full force of vomit, spilled whiskey and urine struck them, Exilium reeled and turned an impressive shade of green.


Wurther walked in, waved his drumstick cheerily and said, ‘Dear Solon, you’re a mess.’


He wasn’t exaggerating. The Knight-Commander of the Rondian Empire was lying on his side, heavily strapped about the left shoulder, with his arm bound up in a wine-stained sling. A strand of drool hung from one corner of his mouth; there was a pool of regurgitated food on the floor beside his cot. His sheets were spattered in vomit too, the piss bucket had been overturned and even from the doorway Wurther could see he’d soiled himself.


‘Exilium, summon the chief healer – now.’ Wurther tip-toed with surprising grace to the shutters and wrenched them open, letting a blast of cold, wet air into the cell.


The young Estellan looked doubtful – he hated letting his charge out of his sight – but after a moment he hurried off, returning shortly with a tired, harassed healer-mage.


‘How dare you neglect the Knight-Commander in this way?’ Wurther demanded.


The healer flinched. ‘My lord, we’re doing our best, but we can’t be everywhere.’


‘Clean and bathe him, then bring him to me,’ Wurther commanded. ‘In your office.’ Then he stalked out, making a mental note to destroy the man’s career at the first opportunity.


It was almost an hour before Exilium showed a freshly washed Solon Takwyth into the healer’s office. He was wrapped in an oversized tunic which revealed his shoulder and neck bound tight in clean bandages; his arm was now strapped to his side.


Takwyth was in his fifties, but he’d never truly looked it until now, thanks to the gnosis. For two decades he had been accounted the greatest knight in Koredom, a man’s man, proving himself many times over at the joust, never beaten in combat. His scars and uncompromising ruggedness gave him a charisma mere good looks couldn’t match. But right now he looked like an abuse victim.


Wurther was working his way through the healer’s brandy, but he didn’t offer Takwyth a glass. ‘Sit down, Solon,’ he invited. ‘You look like you need to Unburden.’ As head of the Church of Kore, he didn’t perform the confession and forgiveness of sins very often these days, but he’d always enjoyed hearing about other’s people’s; they were so instructive, and often entertaining.


The knight slumped into the armchair. ‘Must I?’


‘I think it would help.’


There was no great friendship between them and their alliance in service of Lyra Vereinen was of convenience, but Wurther generally found people grateful for a sympathetic ear usually said more than they should.


Solon proved no exception. ‘Very well, Dominius,’ he sighed. ‘Let me tell you of my fall.’


His tale emerged slowly: the first unexpected approach from the beautiful Medelie Aventour and the even more unexpected discovery of a torrid passion. Solon’s late wife had been uninterested in either Solon or the joys of the bedchamber, so until now, his sword had been the only love of his life.


‘Dear Kore, how that changed!’ Solon admitted now. ‘She was young and old, innocent and wise – truly, a lover like I’d never even known could exist. She wanted to be ridden so often it made my flesh strain, despite all the gnosis can do. She desired acts I’d always thought sinful, but I revelled in them . . .’ His voice trailed off.


‘And then?’ Dominius prompted gently.


‘And then I found out the truth: that she wasn’t “Medelie Aventour” at all. She stole that identity before I even returned to court. She was here to plot the downfall of the empress.’


‘And you pretended to help?’


‘She wanted me to succeed Lyra – her conspirators all did. I was to be their puppet, someone they could place on the throne and control. With Dirklan’s encouragement, I played along.’


If you’d not betrayed Medelie’s conspiracy, you’d be emperor now, Dominius mused. And I’d be dead. ‘You went to Setallius when?’


‘Immediately – I’m no traitor. Lyra is the head of House Corani and I am loyal to my House.’


‘Even though many would sooner see you on the throne? Even though Lyra jilted you at the altar? That’s remarkably forgiving, Solon.’


‘I’m a man of honour and I swore on my life to Kore Himself to serve her.’


All praise chivalry, Dominius thought. That complex code of honour prevents rampant bullies with swords – of which you, Solon, are a prime example – from stomping the rest of us beneath their boots.


‘Then you’ve more honour than any man I know,’ he said.


‘Have I?’ Takwyth said. ‘I don’t feel honourable. I learned how to lie with every part of my being. I had to convince Medelie I was hers, body and soul – words, voice, eyes, the ways we made love, all of it. I tell you, I almost lost my way.’


‘But you didn’t,’ Dominius reminded him.


Solon met his eyes. ‘It was a very near thing.’


‘And now she’s dead?’


‘Aye, she’s dead: we set traps and she stepped into one that cut her apart.’


‘At least you were spared having to take your own blade to her,’ Dominius noted.


‘That’s what Dirklan says,’ Solon said bitterly, ‘but he doesn’t understand: I spent virtually every hour of every day with her. I tasted every part of her, and I filled her so often my balls still ache. I can’t hear a woman’s voice without thinking it’s her. She haunts me, day and night.’


‘It was lust, Solon, that’s all: an urgent emotion. It’ll wither and die. What you felt for her wasn’t love but the pretence of love. You fooled yourself as you fooled her. You’ll find yourself again. Pray, to Kore Above.’


‘Pray,’ Solon snorted, looking away. ‘With all due respect, Grand Prelate, I don’t believe in Kore, but I do believe in souls – we magi know they exist. Mine now feels tainted.’


Dominius wasn’t offended; he didn’t believe in Kore as a divine entity either. But he did believe in the Church’s place as the guide of society. ‘Focus on Kore’s message of salvation: that righteousness cleanses the soul. You walked a dark path, but you know where the light is.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


‘I’m always right,’ Dominius said blithely. ‘I’m the Voice of Kore: it comes with my job.’ He sipped at the brandy, which was too good for that useless healer. ‘You’re still the strong man of House Corani.’


‘A strong man? Am I still that? I’ve neglected my swordsmanship in favour of intrigue and fornication and it’s almost destroyed me. And now the healers say my shoulder bones and muscles will never regain full strength. For twenty years I’ve ruled the training yards and the jousts: it’s the basis of my authority.’


‘No, that’s how you earned authority.’


‘But I’m losing that strength,’ Solon admitted. ‘I’m a fifty-year-old man, Dominius. We magi might be spared the worst ravages of age, but my strength is waning and younger men are coming through: some I’m afraid to spar with, lest they beat me to my knees.’


‘Strength at arms is just a fraction of your importance, Solon,’ Dominius replied. ‘You’ve commanded in battle, won victories. You’re rooted in our country’s traditions – you understand how things should be. Personally, I’d sooner you ruled the Rondian Empire than an unpredictable woman, especially as . . .’ Realising he’d said too much, he fell silent, but Solon had looked up.


‘You know too, don’t you? Medelie said you did – that Lyra’s not who she seems.’


He says who, not what . . . Dominius had been thinking about Lyra’s heretical dwyma, but he put that aside to consider her unknown father. ‘What did Medelie know?’ he asked sharply. ‘Who was she really?’


Solon was clearly reluctant to reveal her name, but at last he said, ‘She was Radine Jandreux.’


‘Radine?’ Dominius yelped, his eyes widening. ‘Dear Kore, that’s . . .’ He’d been going to say impossible – but of course it wasn’t, not with the gnosis. No wonder the man’s a wreck. ‘I’m so sorry, Solon. That must have been Hel.’


‘She was also Tear – she’d turned against everything she once believed in. It’s better she’s forgotten.’ Solon gave him a sick look. ‘And I never told you this.’


‘Anything discussed in the rite of Unburdening is sacred and may not be revealed elsewhere.’


But what a titbit: that the old Corani Dowager, believed dead these last four years, had returned as their worst enemy – and now the Keepers had fled to Dupenium to support Duke Garod, and Brylion’s Second Army was on its way home. Were he a betting man, he wouldn’t be wagering on Lyra’s survival.


But unfortunately I’ll be second to the executioner’s block. My bridges with Garod are well and truly burned. I’m as tied to Lyra’s reign as this man, and that means protecting both the secret of Lyra’s birth . . . and her heresy.


‘It was I who first suspected Lyra’s doubtful provenance,’ Dominius told Takwyth. ‘Ainar Borodium, for all his faults the rightful emperor, was already dead when someone got Princess Natia with child. Natia died without revealing who. I presume Lyra told Ostevan – she told that snake everything. We must hope he can’t misuse that secret.’


‘What of your own loyalty to her?’ Takwyth asked shrewdly.


‘Me? I’m the rightful Head of the Church of Kore, ousted by my worst enemy and forced to grovel to the empress for shelter,’ he grumbled. ‘Lyra and I are like oxen hitched to the same wagon. We pull together or we go nowhere. Although I admit to having little confidence in her.’


They looked at each other in silence for a time and Dominius was pleased to see that Solon was no longer steeped in misery. If I give him a worthy purpose, he’ll pull through.


He finished the last of the brandy and slapped the table. ‘Hear me, Lord Takwyth: this Unburdening is concluded, and here is your penance in remittance of your sins. Give up drinking for a month, at least. Practise your swordplay again, so that you may beat the young tyros down. Regain your confidence.’


Solon’s face became haunted, then he set his jaw. ‘I’ll do it.’


‘Good! And listen – get “Medelie” out of your system. Take another woman and use her hard. No one that resembles her, though! A pretty blonde perhaps,’ he suggested slyly, ‘one who looks like the queen.’


Solon shot him a hard look. ‘Do not disrespect our sovereign.’


‘I can disrespect whomsoever I please – that also comes with my job,’ Dominius replied. ‘And the prince-consort is dead, so someone needs to be filling our good queen: why not you?’ He leaned forward. ‘You can still be emperor the right way: take the throne by taking Lyra. Be her strong shoulder when the next crisis strikes and let nature take its course. You might knock some of that girlish innocence out of her.’


Solon contrived to look both offended and intrigued. ‘Why would you say this?’


‘Because though Medelie’s coup was deplorable, the intention of putting you on the throne was the correct course.’ And right now, I’m beholden to a dwymancer and that could destroy me.


‘It’s an unusual penance.’


‘I’m out of practise,’ Dominius said genially. ‘Believe me, after all she’s been through, she’ll be grateful for someone to hold her at night. She’s frightened, and with good reason.’


Solon grimaced, but he said slowly, ‘I do admire our young queen, but her body is supposed to remain inviolate until she remarries. And she’s no Medelie.’


Clearly Medelie Aventour – Radine, by Kore! – had been more than a lover: she’d been a drug, and Takwyth had over-indulged. ‘Lyra’s not a nun any more,’ Dominius replied. ‘She’s ripe for a good plucking. If you don’t, someone else will.’


Solon pointedly changed the subject. ‘I’ve heard Ostevan’s taken the title “Pontifex”. What does that mean?’


‘It means the greedy slime wants Lyra’s job as well as mine – united Crown and Church, ruled by him. He’ll fail. We’ve closed the river ferries and we’re preparing a blockade of Pallas-South. You’re needed, Knight-Commander: great matters are afoot.’ He rose to his feet and said, ‘Solon, if there’s anything you need, ask and it’s yours.’


The Knight-Commander shifted awkwardly. ‘One thing only, Dominius: Edetta Keeper taunted me for not killing the Sacrecour heirs – I had Cordan and Coramore under my blade, but couldn’t kill them: did I do right?’


No, Dominius thought, you should have killed the little snits. But he didn’t say so. ‘Why did you spare them?’


‘I did it because I’ve seen them grow these last few months. They’re not the nasty-minded versions of their father they used to be. The Reeker Night attacks changed them. Lyra won their affection and loyalty. Even I came to like Cordan. He has the makings of a decent man.’


Ten minutes with Garod will knock that out of him, Dominius thought, but Takwyth still looked so fragile. ‘You did the honourable thing, Solon.’


And possibly damned us all.


Dupenium, Rondelmar


‘Nephew, are you ready?’ called Duke Garod, the lanky, dyspeptic lord of Dupenium.


Cordan Sacrecour glanced at his younger sister Coramore and they surreptitiously squeezed hands. Royal heirs were supposed to be brave and not need comforting, but he’d never needed reassurance more than now. He knew he didn’t look regal; at fourteen years old he was a little pudgy, with his father’s pallor and ginger hair. Even the coronet and made-to-measure armour they’d dressed him in made him feel foolish, not martial. But Uncle Garod was displaying him daily from the palace balcony, like a performing exhibit.


Take the salute, Cordan! Wave your sword, Cordan! Now go to your room again, Cordan!


‘Come on, boy,’ his uncle grumbled, ‘we’re going to war for you. The least you could do is look grateful!’ He gripped Cordan’s shoulder and marched him onto the balcony to the sound of blaring trumpets.


Dupenium was no Pallas. The square they overlooked was large, but not as massive as the Place d’Accord in Pallas. Dupenium Cathedral was a block away, and not half so grand as the Celestium. The palace from whose balcony he waved at the gathered populace was a pale shadow of the mighty Bastion. Cordan had never lived here, yet everyone kept saying ‘welcome home’ and expected him to be happy. He’d swiftly learned to hide his tears.


The square below was packed as usual, full of men in the scarlet and purple of imperial Dupenium, and when they saw Cordan and Garod they burst into cheers. Cordan hated the greedy hope he saw on their faces.


They all think that when Uncle Garod kills Lyra, they’ll become rich as lords. They don’t hear how Uncle Garod laughs at their pathetic dreams. And the fact was, Cordan didn’t want Lyra to die. Solon Takwyth fought to protect us. Lyra saved Coramore from the daemon inside her. Prince Ril saved me on Reeker Night. That Ril was dead tore his heart – but Garod had laughed with gleeful malice when he’d heard, crowing as if he’d slain the prince-consort himself.


Cordan glanced back and gave Coramore a tremulous smile. Her cascade of ginger curls had been tamed with diamond-headed pins and she was dressed in green, her best colour. But then he felt the cold gaze of Jasper Vendroot, his uncle’s spymaster, and flinching, he turned back to the crowd and waved again, wishing the earth would swallow him up.


After the parade, he was taken to the Great Hall. The duke, on his traditional high throne, had Cordan and Coramore seated on lower seats to his right – because you’re not emperor yet, boy – and glowered at the coterie of priests, leaning on their crosiers as if ascending a mountain, as they approached the throne beneath the suspicious eyes of the courtiers.


‘Helios Prelatus, ambassador for Ostevan Pontifex,’ the herald boomed.


Cordan licked his lips nervously. Lyra and her people had discovered that Ostevan was one of the awful masked cabal who had unleashed the Reeker Night attacks – and poisoned Coramore. Beside him, his younger sister’s face was white with fear.


Helios Prelatus was a southerner, judging by his olive skin and black-grey hair, and he spoke with a Lantric accent, which did nothing to quell Cordan’s fears. Lantric masks now haunted his dreams.


‘Greetings, Duke Garod, and Crown-Prince Cordan,’ Helios wheezed. ‘My master, Ostevan Pontifex, sends his felicitations.’


Cordan was half-convinced that the man’s eyes would turn black and his mouth sprout fangs, but he knew that Vendroot was using gnostic detection spells – examining the mind and body of every supplicant to ensure they weren’t one of the daemon-possessed Reekers. Presumably Helios had passed such a test.


‘I return your greetings,’ Garod replied. ‘But tell me: what does “Pontifex” signify when Church and Crown have been legally separated for centuries?’


‘Ostevan selected the title purely to differentiate his reign from that of Grand Prelate Wurther,’ Helios replied smoothly. ‘It doesn’t imply more than that.’ He gave Cordan a smarmy look and added, ‘He most earnestly wishes to see you take the throne, my Prince – as do all people of goodwill.’


Do they? Cordan doubted it. Lyra believed the civil war Garod was intent on would be a bloodbath that would ruin the whole empire.


‘Does Ostevan Jandreux have anything to offer us but solicitous words?’ Garod enquired.


Cordan guessed that using Ostevan’s Corani family name was an insult, but Helios immediately batted it aside.


‘Ostevan Pontifex relinquished his family ties when he took the cloth, as do all we Anointed Sons of Kore. He offers the full weight of the Church in support of your endeavours.’


‘Half the Church,’ Garod corrected. ‘In other words, he wishes me to ride to his rescue.’


Helios Prelatus ignored the sarcasm. ‘Already our strength matches the Corani and their Pallacian adherents. With our forces united, the false empress cannot stand against us.’


Garod contemplated that, then said, ‘We have heard that Ostevan Jandreux fornicated with the queen and is part of the so-called “Masked Cabal” behind Reeker Night. Why should House Sacrecour align with such a one?’


The court buzzed at the accusation and Cordan felt a flare of hope that perhaps his uncle had seen through these evil people. But Coramore whispered in his ear, ‘Uncle Garod knows it’s true; he’s just pretending he cares.’


Cordan threw her an anxious look. Cora might be two years younger than him, but she’d always seen things more clearly. Even though he had the gnosis and was learning to be a mage, she could still get to the heart of things faster than him. ‘How do you know?’


‘I had that daemon in my brain for a month: believe me, Uncle knows.’


Helios Prelatus gave Garod a complacent smile. ‘Dear Duke Garod, the lies the Corani have spread about my master could fill a tome. Reeker Night was nothing more a riot incited by poverty and rightful hatred of the empress. There were no “daemons”. And my master is without sin, unlike our cuckolded queen and her unlamented consort.’


You bastard! thought Cordan. He’d have leaped up, but Coramore caught him just in time.


‘Shush,’ she hissed. ‘Not here.’


You were one of those possessed, Cordan thought wildly. Lyra and Ril saved us—But fear throttled his words.


‘Then we are reassured,’ Garod drawled, publicly accepting Helios’ lies. ‘Join us, Celestial Ambassador, for tonight’s feast. We have much to discuss.’


Only Coramore’s hidden hand, wrapped around his, gave Cordan the strength to mask his disgust.
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Vigil


The Missing Angelum




One of the puzzles of Wizardry, the summoning and control of spirits, is this: Why are there only daemons and ghosts in the aether? According to the Book of Kore, there should also be Angelum, benign spirits who serve Kore and guide the dead to salvation. In more than five hundred years of gnostic study, no verified encounter with an Angel has been substantiated.


FEODOR PRELATUS, THE CELESTIUM, PALLAS 853





Hegikaro Castle, Mollachia Noveleve 935


The sewage of Hegikaro Castle was removed from the keep in three ways. Garderobes for the nobility’s use had been carved into the outer walls, feeding the lush grass beneath, and night-carts collected everyone else’s piss and excrement while the castle slept. There were also internal chutes for all manner of soft rubbish leading into subterranean drains that emptied into Lake Drozst, below the promontory where the castle sat. Over the years these drains had occasionally been renovated, leaving a maze of obsolete pipes below ground that certain princes had been known to explore in their adventurous youth.


It was one of these disused drains that saved Kyrik Sarkany’s life. He burst up through the thin ice at the edge of the lake, hidden from his enemies a hundred feet above by the darkness for those crucial moments it took him to stagger ashore, find the drain and crawl up to it. He’d grown since he and Valdyr had played here as boys, but there was just enough room to slither through to where he knew he’d find a dry space.


Once there, he collapsed, shaking, and closed his eyes. He barely opened them in the next three days. The passing of time was marked only by a glimmer of daylight at the end of the pipe. He knew which pipes passed clean water, the gnosis gave him heat and light and he ignored his ravenous hunger, disciplined enough to lie low. As far as he knew, his enemies believed him dead, his body trapped beneath the ice.


Inside, that’s what he felt like: a corpse, floating in frigid water. He could still scarcely comprehend that Dragan Zhagy, a man he trusted utterly, had turned on him – if he was still Dragan at all, because he’d fought more like a man possessed. All of the Vitezai Sarkanum men had, many of whom Kyrik had known since childhood.


Possessed . . . He remembered an instant in the battle when he’d tried an exorcism spell against Dragan and had felt the spell begin to work – until it was overwhelmed. He’d been on the right track, but his gnosis hadn’t been strong enough. Now to all the world he was dead – in truth, he wasn’t sure he wanted to live anyway, not when Hajya was gone. He’d seen his wife fall in that awful slaughter, along with Thraan, the Sydian chieftain, and all Clan Vlpa’s most senior men.


Let me strike Dragan down and I’ll go thankful to my grave . . . But to do that, he had to somehow escape and find his brother. Valdyr hadn’t made it to the coronation, and when Kyrik recalled leaping from the tower of the keep, he was sure he’d heard Valdyr’s voice on the winds. And how else could the lake surface have frozen at that precise moment? No, Valdyr’s alive somewhere and I need to find him.


He was scared to move by night, when the hunters were most active, but the daylight hours were likely suicidal as well. He had no idea when his chance would come.


Then Mollachia lived up to her wild reputation: thunder cracked and Kyrik risked moving to the drain opening to watch the storm roll in across the frozen lake. Jagged lightning flashed in the gloom as visibility collapsed and he realised that this might be his only real chance.


His ruined coronation robes were hardly fit travel garb, and he was armed only with his dagger – but escape required stealth and luck, not a blade. He looked around before jumping to the gravel three feet beneath, where he was able to fully straighten for the first time in days. The rain slapped against his cheeks and the wind caught his clothing, making him stagger.


To his left, the docks of Hegikaro were dimly visible; a few fishing boats had been caught in the ice and were now stuck tight. To his right, the shoreline vanished into the oncoming storm. He was at the foot of the promontory, a rocky hill studded with sparse vegetation upon which the castle was built.


As he extended his gnostic senses, he sensed something and looked up to see four men on a ledge some thirty feet above him: Vitezai hunters. He knew them, and hope flared that they might have been absent from the coronation and un-afflicted. He almost called a greeting, but one peered down at him and he saw blank, dark eyes and bloodstained clothing and blackened, bloody drool running from their mouths.


‘Kyrik,’ they chorused, in low, fell voices.


He spun and ran out onto the ice, and with a collective snarl, they jumped effortlessly down and bounded after him.


He poured heat and raw gnostic energy into his limbs, putting on a burst of speed, but they kept pace as he stormed across the ice. The castle swiftly vanished as the storm struck and the baying of the hunters blended with the keening of the wind. The torrential rain made the ice treacherous and he fell twice, but his pursuers were also slipping as the shore vanished and they were surrounded by a world of murky grey and white.


He glanced back to see the Vitezai men pelting after him had teeth bared and were howling like beasts. Three days and nights of no food and freezing temperatures had drained his reserves; his strength began to fail and he realised they were going to catch him, so he turned, pulled out his dagger and knelt, muttering a prayer. The four Vitezai men roared triumphantly, surging towards him. Their faces loomed out of the rain and fog, contorted with hate, their weirdly soulless eyes black as oil.


Kyrik invoked the gnosis, calling raw light and heat to his dagger. As the four men closed in, he shouted aloud, drawing in all the energy he could, and plunged the dagger in the ice. With a loud cracking sound, heat and force radiated outwards, channelled into a cone before him, and the ice came apart, shattering in a wave that swept under the men’s feet. Their faces contorted in sudden alarm – then they fell through, bellowing again and thrashing madly as their heavy clothing quickly became sodden and dragged them down into the depths of the water.


Kyrik closed his eyes, muttering a prayer to Kore, though he feared they were beyond their god’s reach.


Then he rose, reeling from the exertion of the spell and feeling sick at the thought that he’d slain men he suspected had been trapped and used. He backed away, carefully feeling his way in case the spell had also weakened the ice where he stood, when suddenly the broken ice started shifting, the water churned and a dark hand, coated in rime, clawed at the solid edge.


Dear Kore, one of them is still alive.


Before he could react, the Vitezai man rose from the frigid water, his skin almost blue with cold, his eyes fixed on Kyrik. He recognised Arvi Pehac.


For Kore’s sake! I played with Arvi as a child – must I do this? But he kindled blue gnostic fire in his hands, his heart thudding. No, Arvi. Please, fall back and die . . .


‘We have your wife, Kyrik,’ Arvi rasped. ‘We’ve got your filthy animal wife.’


Hajya’s still alive? Kyrik almost fell to his knees. She’s alive . . . Oh Kore . . .


Arvi advanced, his fingers bent into claws. ‘If you want her, come back to Hegikaro.’


He’s lying . . . Kyrik intensified the fire in his hands. ‘I don’t want to have to do this, Arvi.’


‘We’re going to slaughter your Sydian pets, but we’ll keep your bitch in a kennel and feed her your brother’s carcase.’


Valdyr! The faces of those he loved filled his mind . . . and Arvi stalked closer. ‘Stop, Arvi!’


Then Arvi’s voice changed to Dragan’s. ‘If your father could see you now, Kyrik, he’d be ashamed. How could you bring those sub-humans to our beloved Mollachia?’


Kyrik’s mind threw up the last image he had of the gazda: the man he’d loved like a father, changed to a snarling killer, wielding the gnosis and sneering threats.


It broke the spell and he lifted his hands just as Arvi charged. Blue fire erupted from his left hand and blasted into Arvi’s chest, burning away clothing and blackening his skin as it punched a fist-sized hole and sent him flopping onto his back.


‘I’m sorry, Arvi,’ Kyrik panted to the man’s soul.


Arvi Pehac sat up and looked down at his chest. He laughed. ‘Is that all you have, weakling?’ He rose again, and now Kyrik realised he was overmatched – just as a dark shape ghosted in and buried a sword in the man’s flank. Before Kyrik could yell a warning that these men needed beheading, Arvi yowled piteously, black smoke bursting from his eye-sockets and mouth, and he fell to the ice, unmoving.


Kyrik looked at his rescuer, expecting to see some pure-blood Imperial battle-mage, but it was Rothgar Baredge, the resolute but completely human Stonefolk hunter, who stared back at him.


‘Roth? What did you do?’


Rothgar prodded the body regretfully. ‘I just killed my old friend Arvi.’


‘Stay away from him,’ Kyrik warned, edging forward, but Arvi was showing no sign of sitting up or otherwise coming back to life. Kyrik looked at Rothgar’s sword. ‘Kore’s Blood! That blade’s argenstael, isn’t it?’


‘Aye,’ Rothgar said laconically.


Argenstael, Kyrik marvelled. The silver and steel alloy was notoriously brittle and difficult to keep from going blunt or corroding; it was mostly employed by travelling entertainers for stage use because it glittered so nicely. ‘You inherited it, right?’


‘Aye: my grandpa got duped into buying her. I’d sell her if I could, but we’re married.’


‘You’re what?’


‘Old Stonefolk custom – our first bride is a sword. Grandpa couldn’t afford a decent blade so he gave me this thing. “Wulfang”, he named her.’ He sniffed. ‘ “Knitting Needle” would’ve been a better name.’


Kyrik thought about the slaughter at the coronation, and how the black-eyed men had been all but un-killable. A silver alloy, he thought excitedly. Perhaps we can stop them after all?


‘How did you find me, Roth?’


‘I didn’t, really. I was just looking out across the lake and saw someone running, just before the mist closed in. Didn’t know it was you until I got closer.’


‘You won’t believe the tale I have to tell.’


‘Save your breath: Fridryk Kippenegger’s with me – he escaped the coronation and bumped into me a mile or so east of here. So I’ve heard the news – and I’m so sorry. Kore’s Blood, Kyrik – has the world gone mad?’


Kyrik exhaled bitterly. ‘It surely has.’


Watcher’s Peak


Valdyr Sarkany stroked Luhti’s cheek anxiously. Beside him, the fire crackled and the broth bubbled, filling the air with steam and warm, wholesome smells. At the edge of the camp, the wolf Gricoama paced, unable to rest. Around them, snow was banked up in waves, but the flames kept the cold at bay.


The old woman was slowly dying, and she was taking all of her precious knowledge into the dark; she who’d been Lanthea, one of the four great dwymancers of ancient times.


Why can’t I help her? Why can’t she pull through this?


Centuries ago Luhti had bonded with the dwyma-energies of this place. Watcher’s Peak was home to a genilocus, a guardian spirit who intermediated between the dwyma and a human capable of wielding that power. The genilocus of Watcher’s Peak had been the legendary White Stag of Mollachia, but Asiv Fariddan had torn out the White Stag’s throat and in doing so, had mortally wounded Luhti and banished the ghosts of her fellow dwymancers, her son Eyrik and the shaman Sidorzi. Now her soul was bleeding out.


‘Valdyr,’ she whispered throatily, jolting him out of his reverie.


‘Luhti! Can you eat broth? It’s snow-rabbit and fennel.’


Her gentle, wizened face crinkled in a smile. ‘That would nice,’ she breathed.


He spooned some of the thick fluid into a metal bowl, then fed her, worrying that she looked weaker every moment. Her weathered skin was increasingly waxy and her breath was shallow. All Valdyr could do was tend her and pray.


Gricoama nuzzled the old woman, who broke off eating to make mewling noises, as if she and the beast spoke the same tongue. Perhaps they did. Valdyr had saved the wolf a few months ago, when he’d found the beast injured and near death. He remembered that moment with vivid clarity. Zlateyr had told him that though the dwyma was immense, big things were made of many small things. Without knowing how, he’d taken that insight and healed the wolf.


Could I do the same here? He laid a hand on her shoulder, trying to nerve himself.


She put a hand over his and shook her head. ‘I’m not wounded, Valdyr. Losing the White Stag has merely hastened my time to die. There’s nothing you can do.’ She murmured something in Gricoama’s ear and the wolf backed away and howled, the sound echoing down the peak.


Valdyr offered Luhti more broth, but she shook her head drowsily. ‘That’s enough,’ she murmured.


He finished the spoonful himself, then helped her rise and pee behind a rock at the edge of the clearing, before settling her again. He’d seen death before, but little of old age; it was distressing to see someone who’d been very much alive declining so fast.


A dark shape strode out of the murk, carrying firewood. Zlateyr, Mollachian folk-hero and Luhti’s partner beyond life and death, gave him a grim look, then knelt beside her. In the legends they were brother and sister, but Valdyr now knew that they were kindred only in a metaphoric sense, bonded by the dwyma. Like Eyrik and Sidorzi, Zlateyr was a ghost of the genilocus, and like Luhti, he was dying, although it wasn’t obvious; there were no physical signs. But he had a strange kind of hollowness, his footfalls barely dented the snow and his clothing no longer rippled in the winds.


What will I do when I’m left alone? Valdyr worried. He went to the southern edge of the clearing, pulling his furs closer about him against the chill. Night was falling again and snowflakes were drifting down. From late Decore to the end of Febreux, when the rivers and lakes of Mollachia froze and the ground was buried in snow, there was naught to do but to wrap up by the fire. To be without shelter and warmth was death.


The wolf-pack that followed Gricoama kept leaving dead snow-rabbits and hares on the lower slopes for them, and somehow Zlateyr kept returning with dead wood from the forests below. Valdyr knew his job was to learn all he could from Luhti, before their precious time ran out.


Zlateyr joined him and asked, ‘Do you know what transpires in the valley?’ He was a lean, weathered man, with lank black hair and a rakish goatee. The founder of Mollachia wasn’t Andressan as tales told but Sydian. Just like the Vlpa tribe Kyrik has brought here, Valdyr reflected.


‘I’ve not seen or heard anything more,’ Valdyr confessed. Four nights ago, looking out over the valley, he had somehow seen his brother Kyrik, trapped by some evil thing in Haklyn Tower, the highest point of Hegikaro Castle. Valdyr had been able to use the dwyma to ice over the lake just after Kyrik plunged in – the dwyma wasn’t like the gnosis, it didn’t do small magic as a mage could; it was more like a giant sledgehammer affecting entire regions. The ice had been the best he could do, to cut off predator from prey, but since that moment he’d sensed nothing further of his brother.


What if I killed Kyrik that night? What if there’s nothing left to fight for?


‘There’s always something to fight for,’ Zlateyr said, responding to his thoughts in that eerie way he and Luhti had. ‘This valley is full of frightened people, both Mollach and Sydian. They need you.’


‘But what is it we’re fighting?’ Valdyr asked. ‘I knew those men with Asiv: they were decent people – but they weren’t themselves any more: their eyes had turned black and the only way to keep them down was by beheading them. And when Asiv bit the White Stag, he infected it with that same kind of venom; it turned the Stag’s veins black – so what are we dealing with?’


‘I’ve not seen it before,’ Zlateyr admitted, ‘but right now, our first responsibility is to Luhti.’


‘But I can’t help her,’ Valdyr blurted. ‘We need a healer.’


‘A healer would do no good,’ Zlateyr replied. ‘She’s dying.’


‘Then what can I do?’


‘Sit with her and learn.’ Zlateyr placed a strangely weightless hand on his shoulder. ‘You are her heir, Valdyr, so you must learn from her while you can.’


‘But I know nothing!’


‘The dwyma isn’t like the gnosis – you don’t need books.’ He tapped Valdyr’s chest. ‘You learn in here. Go, sit with her: I’ll keep watch.’


He walked out into the snow, and was immediately swallowed up by the gloom.


With a heavy heart, Valdyr reached inside himself, where a coil of green-gold light slowly spun. Hesitantly, he touched it – and myriad sensations struck him. He saw a much younger Luhti: a gentle-faced girl with fine golden hair. Then her tresses led him further afield, to a blonde woman with a pale face, cradling a new-born child to her creamy breast. She looked right at him and he panicked . . .


. . . and then he was back here, on the hill-top. Gricoama had joined him and was pressing his warm flank to his leg and looking up as if to say, Come back to the fire.


He did so, lowering himself down beside the dying dwymancer, who woke with a shudder, smiled at him, then laid a hand on Gricoama’s head. ‘You did well to save him,’ Luhti wheezed. ‘He’s your White Stag.’


Then she closed her eyes again and her breathing slowed. In moments, she was asleep again.


The next morning, Zlateyr still hadn’t returned, but Luhti lingered on, so Valdyr had no choice but to stay and keep watch over the dying.


*


Can you hear me? Is anyone listening? The woman’s voice quivered through the dwyma, calling in Rondian. It was the blonde lady with the new-born child, but Luhti was adamant that Valdyr not respond. In the northern empire, they kill people like us, she’d warned him. But Luhti was dying, and Valdyr could hear the stranger’s voice straining through the web of the dwyma, sometimes fearful, sometimes pleading, on other nights almost hopeful. He worried that ignoring her was a mistake, that maybe she had the means to help Luhti, if only they asked.


With a heavy sigh, Valdyr shut her out, removed himself from the inner world of the dwyma and focused on what lay before him. Days were crawling past, each one exactly like the other. Zlateyr came and went, an increasingly spectral presence, leaving dead wood for the fire. Gricoama would hunt and return with prey for the pot, and at times he fell asleep beside Luhti. He felt almost as if the wolf and the ancient dwymancer were conversing; once, he even woke to see them limned in pale light.


But all the while Luhti was slowly deteriorating.


Has it been a week? Two, even? In the drifting slowness of featureless grey days and nights he’d begun to lose track of day and night. He worried that Kyrik was out there, needing his help, but there was no way of knowing.


He went to the fire again, ladled more rabbit stew into the bowl and fed the semi-conscious old woman the broth, as she couldn’t chew any more.


Please, is someone there? the woman’s voice called again.


‘Don’t listen,’ Luhti croaked, her eyes opening. ‘If it’s not a trap, then she’s a fool and a danger to us.’ She grasped his wrist in her cold bony hand. ‘I remember when I was new to this, I thought I had to save everyone. I banished storms and inadvertently caused droughts. I’d try to save one species and accidentally exterminate three others. I tried to find a balance between humanity and nature and left a trail of wreckage across both kingdoms. You have a power now, Valdyr Sarkany, but it’s ponderous and unpredictable. Use it sparingly.’


Valdyr felt very unready. ‘But I barely understand the dwyma.’


‘Neither do I.’ She smiled crookedly. ‘I just live it. Listen, Valdyr – when I die, Watcher’s Peak will die with me. Right now your connection is through me, so you’ll need to create your own bond with the dwyma. You and Gricoama must create your own genilocus. Until you do so, you’ll be weak and vulnerable.’


‘But how–?’


‘Hush.’ She gripped his hand and a vision filled his senses: the Elétfa, the tree of light that embodied the dwyma. Energy from the sun streamed in and new life bloomed, flowing through everything that lived, from plants to the creatures that fed on them, to the animals that fed on those; and when something died it broke down to fuel more new life: a cycle from leaves to branches to stems to roots to waste and decay and moisture, evaporation, rain and new life. A vast, intricate circle.


‘Nothing’s perfect, not even this,’ Luhti murmured. ‘Look beyond the light.’


He dragged his gaze from the Tree and peered, blindly at first – until he saw, floating like clouds in a night sky, blobs of un-light, constantly shifting shape. There were thousands of them, each composed of un-guessable lesser forms, shreds of darkness that were mostly mouths, like comets of darkness, serpents of entropy that howled with dread and jealous hunger as they orbited the Tree of Light.


‘What are they?’ he gasped.


‘Daemons,’ Luhti replied. ‘The Tree is formed of energy and they’re too fragile to bear full exposure, but they subsist on the energy they leech from the system – by devouring souls. Their desire is to enter the cycle and claim it, make it theirs. Some men serve them, including the man you know as Asiv and the man who was once Dragan, and all those they’ve enslaved. Left unopposed, they will grow more numerous, become bloated with power and suck the Tree’s sap until it withers and dies. They’ve been trying to do so since time began.’


Valdyr shuddered. ‘Then what can we do?’


‘Cut the tendrils through which they feed: their servants on Urte. Sever those, and we protect the Elétfa.’


‘But the daemons are immense . . .’


‘Yes, but how much mightier is the Elétfa?’ She let go of his hand and the vision faded.


‘Was the Elétfa always there?’ he wondered, still overwhelmed.


‘Ysh, since life began. Life sustains it, and it sustains life in a virtuous cycle. Listen, Valdyr: when we first dwymancers came to be, there were no genilocii and our powers were localised, until four of us realised that by building a link to the Elétfa, we could unify the dwyma. The magi didn’t like that. They feared our purpose and we had to flee: to here, this little mountain kingdom. Eloy, Dameta, Amantius and I went to the volcanic mountain you call “Cuz Sarkan” – ysh, it’s now named for your family – and we made a place there where the fruit of the Elétfa grows. Go there, when you’re ready.’


He had dozens of questions still, but she was visibly failing and he realised in horror that they were out of time. So he asked the most urgent one: ‘How will I know when I’m ready?’


‘You’ll know,’ she said, as her face shed years and he saw her again as she must have been when the dwyma first touched her: a sunny-faced young woman with a snub nose, soft golden hair and a laughing mouth. ‘Goodbye, Valdyr,’ she murmured. ‘Look after my garden.’ Then she looked beyond him, to where Zlateyr waited. ‘Give me my last moments with my love.’


Valdyr blinked away tears and rose. Gricoama whined and together, they backed away, leaving Zlateyr kneeling with Luhti, holding her and whispering urgently. Then the Archer tossed back his head and cried out, a wail that faded into a choked swallow of grief. He laid a hand on his heart before extending it towards Valdyr.


‘Kore be with you, Valdyr Sarkany. Free your lands. Protect the Elétfa.’


The blanket that had once enveloped the old woman flopped to the ground, empty. And as it fell, the shadowy form of Zlateyr, founder and hero of Mollachia, faded into the mist and was gone, leaving Valdyr and Gricoama alone.
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A Rolling Cage


The Lantric City-States




The Lantric city-states, centres of culture, learning and wealth, thrived for two hundred years before the Rimoni Empire conquered them – and promptly copied many of their institutions. Those included for a time suffragium, the practice of electing officials to govern society. But neither culture ever solved the problem of how to subjugate the wealthy elites. Nor have the Rondians.


JAPHET TORANIO, ORDO COSTRUO ARCANUM, HEBUSALIM 868





North of Jastenberg, Noros Noveleve 935


The wagon lurched into motion, joining the hordes fleeing Jastenberg. The mounted men flanking it touched spurs to the flanks of their horses and the column began to rumble again. The populace of Jastenberg were no fools: the city had no outer walls, having long outgrown the original defences, and no one had ever considered they’d need more – after all, Noros was in the heart of the empire – who could touch them?


Sultan bloody Rashid, that’s who, Ari Frankel thought morosely. Not that it’s my problem.


He gripped the bars of his cage to keep himself from tumbling across the floor and straight into another beating from the brutes he was penned up with. Blood seeped from the sodden bandage round his head and his clothes dripped water. He was so cold he was constantly shaking; the broth they’d been fed during this latest break was already congealing in his guts and had done nothing to warm him.


He and his fellow inmates were prisoners of the Inquisition, accused of sedition and being shipped north, where they’d all be found guilty and executed. The outcome was a forgone conclusion, but the Church apparently wanted to make an example of him in particular: the full penalty of the law was to be applied, which meant he’d be eviscerated whilst being hanged.


It was a surreal feeling, knowing that he would die horribly without ever knowing if the damned empire would defeat the Shihad, or if Empress Lyra – whom he imagined to be a pampered, stupid innocent – would survive when the Sacrecours attacked. It was galling to think that the world would go on without him.


He made the mistake of remembering his dead parents, letting their faces fill his mind, but as they’d been when he found them, disembowelled, hanging from the rafters of their own house, alongside his friends Lothar and Bek. All of a sudden his stomach heaved and he threw up through the bars.


‘Fuck you,’ his neighbour snarled, ‘you soft-gutted whimperer.’


‘Sorry,’ Ari choked out.


‘Shut the fuck up,’ the man scowled, and slammed Ari’s face against the bars. Stars exploded, he slid to the floor and someone else kicked him in the ribs – then an Inquisitor rattled his lance against the bars.


‘Cool down, you scum,’ he shouted, and because he was a mage, they all stopped.


Neif Coldwell, his only remaining friend, grabbed Ari under the armpit and hauled him up. They clung to each other as Ari wheezed. Now it’s just Neif and me . . . we’ll die together too.


‘I really thought we’d turned the corner,’ Ari panted. ‘All those crowds, getting bigger and bigger – and then . . . and then . . . Oh Kore, they’re all dead.’ A massive sob pushed up through his throat and he couldn’t keep from convulsing as grief exploded from him.


‘Kore’s sake, someone shut this cunni up,’ the man behind him snarled. ‘Fucking blubberer.’


‘It’s going to be all right,’ Neif told him, which was stupid, because nothing was going to be all right.


‘They’re going to pull out our fingernails,’ Ari groaned, ‘and they’ll brand us a–’


‘Kore’s Balls, someone kill this fucker!’ the thug roared. ‘I can’t stand his damned whining.’


‘Yeah, shut it,’ someone else gritted. ‘We all know what we’re in for.’


‘Hey, Quizzies,’ another yelled, ‘kill this cunt right now – or let us do it–’


‘Shut up,’ Neif shouted. He’d never been a brave man, but suddenly he was roaring like a lion. ‘All of you, shut up: my friend is a great man and he doesn’t deserve to be locked up with you scum!’


Ari winced. Now they really will kill us . . . Though perhaps this would be a better way to die.


But all that Neif’s outburst earned him was a cuff in the face and more derision.


‘Why, who is he? Ril bloody Endarion? Get lost on the way to the battle, did you, darlin’?’


‘Na, it’s Elvero Salinas – got drunk at the jousts again?’


‘Na, na, na,’ the burly thug with the ready fists shouted, glee contorting his face as he grabbed Ari’s collar and bunched his fist, ‘this little lard-arse is Dominius Wurther hisself, on the run from the Celestium, en’t ya?’ He chortled, then punched Ari in the nose.


Stars burst in his eyes – again – and blood clogged his nostrils.


‘Bastard!’ Neif roared, lashing out with a punch that caught the man on the cheek.


The thug didn’t even flinch, just spat and laughed. ‘That all you got, fucking wimp? I’m gonna–’


‘Wait, Gorn,’ a low, cutting voice said. The thug froze and looked at the lean man with swarthy features and cruel eyes in the corner. ‘C’mon then, skinny lad,’ the man said. ‘Tell us: who’s yer “great man” then?’


Ari would have as soon Neif said nothing, but the words tumbled from his friend’s mouth. ‘I wouldn’t expect illiterate imbeciles like you to know, but this is Ari Frankel, the champion of suffragium and the greatest–’


‘He’s Frankel?’ the swarthy man said, his tones somewhere between curious and disbelieving.


‘Who the fuck’s Frankel?’ Gorn asked, readying his fist again.


‘I heard ’im speak last week,’ someone said. ‘Yeah, that’s definitely ’im: chubby fella, big mouth.’


I’m not chubby, Ari thought blearily, really not sure if the swarthy man being interested was a good thing.


‘You’ve been circulating pamphlets pointing out the failings of our betters,’ the man drawled.


‘That’s right,’ Gorn chortled. ‘There was that one about the empress and her confessor – it was fuckin’ hilarious – I loved the expression on ’er Maj’s face: “Oh my goodness, Ostevan, is this pwoper?” That’s what she was sayin’ while the priest nailed her. Heh, heh. You remember that one, Lazar?’


It was Ari’s turn to stare. ‘You’re Lazar?’


Their eyes met, Ari’s frightened, the swarthy man’s gaze ironic. ‘Aye, I’m Lazar.’


Neif gulped and began to babble, ‘I’m sorry, I never meant that you’re illiterate or an imbecile–’


Lazar nodded to Gorn, who drove his fist into Neif’s midriff. He went down in a choking heap, ignored by everyone else.


Ari was too scared to take his eyes off Lazar.


Every few years, in every region, an outlaw of the people arose and had their time of infamy, before inevitably being caught and hanged. Some had noble tales of injustice to fuel the legend; others were just vicious killers. Lazar of Midrea was something of both: the former legion centurion had retired to the customary plot of land, only to have it stolen by a rapacious mage-noble. His response had been to embark on a dramatic burning-and-killing spree.


‘So they caught you here?’


‘It got too hot in Midrea,’ Lazar drawled. ‘Crossing the river usually throws off pursuit, but this time the Quizzies were in town.’ He looked Ari up and down. ‘I’ve read your treatise on suffragium, Frankel. Nice ideas, if this were a nice world. But the only way the poor can ascend is by climbing a stairway built from the corpses of the rich.’


‘I’ve never advocated violence,’ Ari said firmly, despite his utter terror.


‘And that was smart,’ Lazar replied. ‘Sedition gets a man hanged. But believe me, folks what listened to you knew that bloodletting would be a part of it. Men I knew joined us after hearing you speak and reading your work. Folk know you have to break the old to make room for the new.’ He eyed Ari coolly. ‘You understand that, right?’


Say no and he loses interest . . . and I maybe lose my life.


‘I do understand.’


Lazar smiled, which was as chilling as his glare. ‘Shame to meet you here, Frankel. Been a good haul for the Quizzies, this jaunt south: got you, got me, and they still managed to dodge the rukking battle.’ He looked at Gorn. ‘No one touches this man, or his friend. They’re with us.’


Lazar shuffled forward as far as his chains allowed and offered his hand. His grip was cold and firm, his hands rough against Ari’s smooth skin. ‘I hope we share a gallows, Frankel. Would be an honour.’


East of Jastenberg, Yuros


An army marching to battle was like a horse on parade, its gait stiff and controlled. An army in flight was a spooked horse running headlong; it needed someone to grab the reins.


That’ll have to be me, Seth Korion thought as he topped a rise and saw the mess before him. The plains to the north straddling the Imperial Road were choked with men and wagons, all trying to flee westwards, away from the enemy. The many vehicles that had lost wheels or been overturned in the panicked rush had been abandoned, leaving precious supplies for the enemy. There were no columns, but he could see amongst the rabble groups of men staggering along in some kind of formation behind a centurion, pilus or serjant who’d kept their wits and kept their unit together.


As if to press the point, the dark clouds overhead and intermittent squalls had left the fleeing men soaked to the skin and scared of their own shadows. Defeat could do that to even the bravest.


Fortunately, most of my military career has been spent retreating. And Seth had already worked out a plan, of sorts. Right, time to see what we’re made of.


He turned to his officers. ‘Delton,’ he said to his chief aide, ‘these men are Corani, but I don’t see Lord Sulpeter’s people here, so we’ll take charge. Get our battle-magi down there and get those men into lines. I don’t care which unit is which, just get them moving to a drum – marching pace, no faster. Herd everyone back to the road and flank the columns with cavalry.’


And so it started. He turned his attention to collating the scouts’ reports and sending out more, then checking the casualty lists. There were dozens of status updates from his officers to be reviewed as well.


‘Where are those damned Argundians?’ he demanded during a lull. He looked at Chaplain Gerdhart: he was Argundian and he had kin in the Third Army, which had conspicuously failed to arrive in time for the battle three days ago.


‘I just spoke to my cousin Jurdi,’ Gerdhart replied. ‘They’re thirty miles ahead of us, also retreating.’


‘What? I asked Prince Andreas to help us set the rearguard!’


‘Jurdi says Prince Andreas refused – you’ll get an official response soon enough, I expect.’ Gerdhart was clearly embarrassed. ‘They’re seeking defensible positions west of here.’


‘Kore’s Balls!’ Seth raised his gaze heavenwards. ‘Apologies for the blasphemy, Chaplain, but honestly . . .’ He turned to Culmather, his seer-mage and main liaison with the other commanders. ‘Find Lord Sulpeter – we need to meet and coordinate. What of the Aquilleans?’


‘They’re away to the north,’ another aide, Mortas, reported. ‘They got their arses kicked.’


Seth permitted the levity, only asking, ‘Do we have word of Prince Elvero?’


‘There are rumours that he took a javelin in the back, sir, but nothing’s been confirmed.’


The Aquilleans had been outflanked and carved up during the battle and hadn’t responded cohesively since. If their commander was dead, that explained it.


‘Then they’ll need men to rein them in and get them to safety. Mortas, find out what you can.’


‘Are we going to make a stand, Milord?’ the remaining aides asked eagerly.


‘Not this side of Jastenberg,’ Seth replied. ‘First we have to regain control of this army.’


‘We will, sir,’ the aides chorused. Seth’s force had held their line, the only Yurosi units to do so, and they still believed in themselves, and him.


He had to hope that self-belief would hold up in the bad days to come.


Seth turned back to Gerdhart. ‘What’s happening with the prince’s body?’ He still had that ghostly image in his head, of Prince-Consort Ril Endarion’s pegasus landing before him with the man dead in the saddle. After they’d cut the body free, the winged horse had flown away.


‘That Volsai woman, Veritia? She has our fastest carriage. She’s taking responsibility for seeing the prince home to Pallas. She was hoping to commission a windship in Jastenberg, but with half our fleet now firewood . . .’ His voice tailed off and Seth grimaced at the reminder.


Since the surviving Rondian windships had fled west, the skies had been empty of anything except the triangular-sailed Eastern craft and construct riders.


Seth sagged, then chastised himself: his men needed to see energy, not exhaustion. He clapped his hands. ‘To duties, gentlemen. I want to see order from chaos by sunset.’


Gradually, they did regain control. Seth rode down to the plains himself so he was visible, and when a trio of Keshi windships swept overhead, he directed the barrage, a storm of crossbow bolts and mage-bolts that forced the enemy to draw off before they lost their sails.


They’ve marked where we are, he thought with a sigh, but that was inevitable.


The weather had quickly worsened after the battle, just as it had after Shaliyah; the inevitable aftermath of all the weather-gnosis that had been expended in the conflict. The sun vanished and the wind blew the torrential rain sideways, drenching the suffering men yet again. Scouts and messengers streamed in and after reporting, joined the rest of the bedraggled army huddled around spluttering cooking fires, or sought solace in a bottle or jug.


Once Seth’s guard cohort had erected his pavilion and their own tents, he settled in to read the evening despatches, but he’d barely scanned the first when his tent flap opened and a tall black-robed woman with an unruly mop of grey hair strode in.


‘As I never, Seth Korion,’ she said in greeting.


Seth rose smiling, spilling his papers. ‘Jelaska Lyndrethuse!’


The Third Crusade veteran and his fellow battle-mage swept him into a deeply unmilitary hug and kissed his forehead. ‘By Kore, it’s good to see you,’ she exclaimed.


‘And you,’ he replied, finding himself blinking back tears, even though Jelaska was cranky, bad-tempered and the scariest necromancer he’d ever met. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I’ve come to cover your arse,’ she drawled. ‘I understand the Noories keep trying to stick lances in it.’


‘That’s the truth. But where were you and yours four days ago?’


Jelaska scowled. ‘Andreas insisted he’d not outstrip his baggage train, even after Ril Endarion ordered him to split his forces and get his cavalry to Collistein Junction. I suspect he was under orders to stall.’


Politics, Seth thought. We lost a battle and good men died because of Imperial tabula.


‘How did you get permission to advance?’ he asked.


‘Permission?’ Jelaska sniffed. ‘It’s my family legion so I’ll do as I Kore-bedamned like.’ She swept up Seth’s goblet and drained it. ‘I told Andreas that if he had any balls he’d ride with me.’


Seth laughed. ‘That must’ve gone down well.’


‘Like a bucket of swill, but he knows me well enough to take a slap every so often. My lads are the only battle-hardened legion he’s got and I’m twice the mage he is, so he sings low when I’m around.’


That sounded about right. ‘I thought you were going to retire after the Third Crusade? Didn’t you come out of it with enough gold to bathe in rose-oil for the rest of your days?’


‘Sure, but turns out, I love this shit.’ Jelaska chuckled. ‘And my sister’s son’s a right little smeerlap, so no way was I going to let him lead the family legion.’ She plonked herself down onto a stool. ‘So, what do I need to know?’


They ate while he updated her, agreed on her deployment and route of march, then set to gossiping of the old days and people they both knew. Seth thought Jelaska looked tired, and despite her occasional dark laugh, there was a gloom about her.


‘Are you truly well?’ he asked at last.


‘In truth . . . well, you know I all but died back in 930. I only pulled through using the sort of necromancy the Gnostic Codes don’t like. The hungers I have now? They aren’t the ones I used to have. I resist, but it’s a slippery slope. My time is coming soon and this campaign looked like a good way to go out.’


His good mood died. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered.


‘Oh, don’t be. I’ve had a fine old life – and I’m not dead yet. But I’m choosing my time.’ She got to her feet and they hugged farewell, then she was gone again.


After that he badly needed another, stronger drink, but that wasn’t a luxury he could afford. There were still dozens of papers to read and orders to draft before he could rest. How much time have I got? he wondered. Without the windfleet he was almost blind, and the one thing he didn’t know was the thing he most needed to.


Where’s the enemy?


Collistein Junction, Kedron Valley, Yuros


The truism that a fleeing army moved faster than a pursuing one was new to Waqar Mubarak, but the phrase was on everyone’s lips in the sultan’s court, and no wonder. Within a day, the Rondian army had vanished over the western horizon, but rather than pursue, the Shihad commanders were more inclined to drink the captured wine and slap each other on the backs, each man loudly proclaiming his own heroism or brilliant tactics. Meanwhile the ordinary soldiers licked their wounds and tried to sleep, a few miles from where wolves and crows picked over the battlefield.


‘I don’t understand why my uncle doesn’t press the advantage,’ Waqar muttered to Baneet, Tamir and Fatima, as they gathered in his pavilion. Even behind closed tent-flaps, it paid to keep your voice down and your opinions discreet, even if his uncle was Sultan Rashid Mubarak, ruler of Ahmedhassa.


Or perhaps especially because of that.


‘We need to bury the dead,’ Tamir replied. ‘We need to tend the wounded and let the exhausted recover. We’ll be moving again soon enough.’


‘Soon,’ big Baneet agreed, glancing every few seconds at the gnostic spear beside him. Usually Baneet was their calm rock, but tonight he looked drawn and feverish.


The death of Lukadin, who’d perished wielding that deadly spear, was on all their minds.


‘We should be mourning,’ Fatima said, sitting on the floor with her head in Baneet’s lap. It was improper, but she and Baneet were lovers and this was a private space. ‘We should be praying for our friend’s soul.’


The great battle five days ago had been a stunning victory against the Rondian Empire, but there had been great losses too. The Rondian legions had superior equipment and training, while most of the Easterners were conscripts and barely equipped at all. Thousands had been cut down on the front lines, fighting toe-to-toe against heavily armoured men. But in the end, numbers had won the day – thanks to victory having been won in the air above the battlefield.


That victory belonged to Waqar, but he and his friends knew that truly, it belonged to Lukadin and the spear. ‘Remember that moment?’ Baneet said. ‘The Rondian windships had us by the throat. We were becalmed, they were carving us up – and then Luka . . .’


As his voice trailed away into silence, they all looked at the spear again.


It was some sort of experimental weapon recovered from the Ordo Costruo. The solarus crystal behind the spearhead fed on sunlight and unleashed gnostic energy in deadly, unstoppable bursts. But it had a debilitating effect on its wielder – Lukadin had almost killed himself destroying a string of Rondian ships. He’d been left little more than a husk afterwards, and had been easily slain. But now Baneet had claimed the spear and even Prince Xoredh, the sultan’s son, had been forbidden to take it off him.


Waqar would have been happier if the spear had burned out; he knew Tamir and especially Fatima felt the same. Will we lose Baneet in the next battle? he wondered, but there was nothing he could do; Baneet was determined.


‘I spoke to Sultan Rashid last night,’ he told them, knowing this wasn’t going to be an easy discussion. ‘Once we have found winter quarters, he wants me to leave the Shihad.’


His three friends stared, looking stunned. ‘He wants what?’ Tamir asked.


‘Is this Attam’s doing? Or Xoredh’s?’ Fatima snarled. They all knew Rashid’s sons despised Waqar and were always trying to diminish him in their father’s eyes.


‘No,’ Waqar replied heavily, ‘it’s about my mother, and Jehana.’


‘Is there news?’ Tamir asked, for all of them; they’d heard nothing in the six months since Sultan Salim had been assassinated and Sakita Mubarak had been murdered by a mysterious masked cabal; those deaths had opened the path for Rashid, Sakita’s brother, to become overlord of the East. At the same time Waqar’s sister Jehana had been spirited away and hidden by the Ordo Costruo. Waqar had been permitted to hunt for Jehana, right up to the eve of the Shihad.


They all shuddered, remembering how they’d seen Sakita, reanimated by necromancy, destroy the Midpoint Tower of the Leviathan Bridge; her actions had allowed Rashid to send his massive windfleet across the ocean to invade Yuros. And now Waqar knew just how special Sakita had been, for she had been a wielder of a forbidden magic called the dwyma. He was still struggling with the knowledge that he and his sister had been bred to be dwymancers as well.


‘Rashid wants me to find out more,’ he told his friends. ‘He says dwyma is superior to weather-gnosis. He thinks I’ll be able to stop the winter.’


‘That’s impossible,’ Fatima scoffed. ‘It takes dozens of magi just to change the weather for a day, and then you get chaos for a week.’ She indicated the world outside their tent where rain was lashing down, the after-effects of the weather-gnosis used during the battle.


‘For magi, yes,’ Waqar agreed, ‘but apparently my mother was the greatest weather-mage ever because she was secretly using dwymancy, not the gnosis.’


‘But how will you find someone to teach you?’ asked Tamir, the most scholarly of them. ‘Dwymancy is a heresy, according to the Church of Kore. And the Ordo Costruo will never help you – you’re the sultan’s nephew, after all.’


‘I have no idea,’ Waqar confessed, ‘but Rashid says he knows people who can help.’ He didn’t need to hide his unwillingness amongst friends; they all knew how exhilarating, terrifying and utterly compelling being a wind-rider was. There was nothing like duelling for the skies against the cream of the Rondian knights, flying giant eagle-constructs, the rocs of legend. To put that aside to seek a power he wasn’t sure he wanted was a maddening thought. But Rashid had never been someone you refused.
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‘Filled with action,
adventure, magic,
love, danger and hope.
This is a series I cannot
recommend enough’
C.E. Tracy, author of
The Chronicles of the Fallen
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