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Chapter One: The Prisoner of Cawmonel


[image: ]




Rain whipped down like furious tears upon a landscape of bleak curving moors, where spines of rock humped out of the earth, resembling through the deluge enormous petrified reptiles. Winter. Darkness. Arthritic trees bent away from the wind. Along the wide flat road a horse came: galloping, galloping. The rider’s coat flew out sodden behind him. His hair was a drenched rag. The horse’s nostrils flared wide, as if it struggled to gasp the last of its breath. Its neck worked madly, the legs a blur, throwing up a glutinous spray of mud. And ahead, the great cyclopean edifice reared like a giant’s curse against the darkness: too dense a black, too severe.

There were lights in the fortress, dim pale gleams barely seen through the rain. The windows were narrow, high up and there were few of them. The only entrance was via a moat, and a looming drawbridge, held up on gargantuan chains, from which hoary beards of lichen hung down. The rider brought his exhausted mount to a halt before it. The animal pranced and reared, slipped. Its limbs shuddered.

‘Aye!’ called the rider. ‘Guardsmen, open the gates!’

He was not sure his voice could be heard through the tumult, but he felt eyes upon him. They would not recognise him, not yet. A face appeared at a window, which was pushed out against the elements.

‘Who hails?’

‘General Palindrake, Dragon Lord of the Splendifers. Give me entrance. I have the emperor’s seal.’

There was a pause, as if a host of watchers clustered at the narrow pane, looking down. What would Lord Valraven Palindrake want here in this wilderness?

There was no spoken response, but presently, the chains began to scream and slowly the drawbridge descended. Below it, spears of rain stabbed the black water of the moat. A stench of bogs arose from it, perhaps tainted by waste from the fortress.

Valraven rode over the soaked boards of the bridge. His horse’s head hung low now, for his hands were slack upon the reins. He passed beneath the entrance arch and was then enfolded by the rectangle of the fortress. Rain came down into the yard beyond, but somehow less fiercely. Men rushed about, wearing waterproof capes and enveloping hats. Some ran forward. Valraven dismounted and handed his mount into their care. 

A captain hurried down the steps on the inside of the wall, from the guardhouse above the gate. His coat was dry, indicating he had only recently put it on. He looked flustered and his formal bow was jerky. ‘Lord Palindrake, you were not expected.’

‘No,’ said Valraven. ‘Take me inside.’

‘At once,’ said the captain. ‘Welcome to Cawmonel, my lord.’

They crossed the yard and entered the main building opposite. Cawmonel Castle had once been the seat of a now extinct Magravandian ducal family. It had become something else. Not a prison, exactly, because there were no dank cells, no dungeons that were used. It was termed a secure house. Luxurious perhaps, in comparison to The Skiterings, the imperial gaol in Magrast, but a prison nonetheless. Troublesome people were put there. People who had done nothing wrong, particularly, but who might do. People who, for various reasons, (among them royal connections), could not be thrown into The Skiterings or otherwise disposed of. Cawmonel was not that far from civilisation: Magrast was only a few hours’ ride away. Yet standing in that courtyard, Valraven felt as if he’d left the world he knew behind and had come to a barbaric corner of the country. Perhaps this was because there were no towns nearby, and the only other inhabitants of the landscape were tough little sheep and the small, dark people who tended them.

Inside the black walls, a semblance of noble life remained. There were tapestries upon the walls, dark red rugs underfoot. A fire burned in the hallway, in a hearth that stretched fifteen feet up the wall. Heat blasted out of it. Valraven took off his coat, and handed it to the servant who had materialised at his side. His long black hair stuck to his face, his shoulders.

The captain bowed again. ‘I’m Sanchis, my lord, overseer of this establishment. How may I help you?’

What he really wanted to ask was: what in Madragore’s name are you doing here? But that would have been impolite.

‘I am here to interview one of your guests,’ said Valraven.

The captain looked puzzled, but nodded. ‘Of course.’ A pause. ‘Might I ask who?’

‘Tayven Hirantel,’ said Valraven. ‘He is here, isn’t he?’

Sanchis appeared embarrassed now. No one was supposed to know Hirantel was there, not even the Dragon Lord. Eventually, he said, ‘Yes. Would you care for a hot meal, or a bath, before you interview him?’

‘Take me to him at once. You can have your people bring food to me there.’

‘Very well, my lord. This way.’

Sanchis led Valraven up the wide stone stairway, and along a maze of corridors. The walls were raw black stone and looked as if they should have been studded with reeking torches, but instead, oil lamps flickered mildly against the stone. There were many closed doors, once family bedrooms perhaps, but now ornate cells. Valraven had no idea who else might be secreted behind them. People often disappeared from court.

Sanchis jogged up another flight of stairs and turned into a passage at the top. Here, a pair of guards was stationed before a heavy wooden door. They spotted Sanchis and stood hurriedly to attention, staring straight ahead. ‘Unlock the door,’ Sanchis said to them. The guards glanced at Valraven curiously, then one of them took a key from a jangling bunch at his belt and applied it to the lock. The door creaked open, just a small way. The guard held his arm across it, as if some maddened beast inside might try to make a run for it.

‘You may leave me now,’ said Valraven. ‘I would like a dinner of roasted fowl, with vegetables. A flagon of wine, and... some cake.’ He smiled.

Sanchis looked uncertain, perhaps thinking Valraven was mocking him. He ducked his head. ‘It will be attended to, my lord.’

‘Excuse me,’ Valraven said politely to the guards, who stood to the side. He walked between them and pushed the door wide.

There was a flurry of movement as a gang of pages fled from the threshold. Valraven stepped over it. The room beyond was large, sumptuous, if rather archaic in its décor. It was lit by the glow of a fire and two mellow oil lamps. A man in his late twenties stood stooped beside a table, as if frozen in the act of rising from his seat. He was dressed in loose-fitting tunic and trousers of soft grey wool – plain but not homely. His long pale hair was confined at his neck, tendrils of it falling free to frame his face. That face had beguiled princes and kings. It was older now and had lost the soft prettiness of youth, but Tayven Hirantel was still beautiful, his eyes almond-shaped and dark, his cheekbones high. He had the look of a cornered animal. ‘Good evening, Tayven,’ Valraven said. ‘I trust you are well.’

Tayven said nothing, perhaps silenced by shock.

Valraven closed the door behind him. He glanced at the wide-eyed young servants, crouched like kittens, half terrified, half fascinated, against the furniture. ‘Shoo!’ he said to them and they ran.

Tayven straightened up. ‘Are you here to kill me?’ he asked.

Valraven sauntered forward. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Who sent you?’

‘Does someone have to send me here?’

Tayven frowned. ‘No, but...’

‘No one sent me,’ Valraven said. ‘I’m here of my own volition. The empress has taken great pains to conceal you, but my intelligence network is second to none. I’m here to learn why you are here.’

Tayven sat down. ‘I’m a prisoner, that’s all there is to it. I presume my family has paid dearly to keep me alive.’

‘I don’t think so. No one is supposed to know you are here. How did you get here?’

‘Under armed guard.’

‘You’ll have to be more specific. Who took you into custody? Where did it happen?’

Tayven did not answer. Valraven could tell he was wondering how much he should say and how truthful he should be.

Valraven sat down at the table opposite him. ‘Very well. I will make an offering first. Merlan Leckery sent word to me from Mewt that you had failed to keep an appointment with him and Lord Maycarpe. When, after a few days, they realised you had really gone missing, Maycarpe started asking questions backed by coin.’

Tayven uttered a caustic laugh. ‘Is that so? I’d believed Maycarpe was involved in it.’

‘That’s doubtful,’ Valraven said. ‘Maycarpe and Merlan managed to discover you’d been taken against your will by unidentified men. More than that was impossible to learn. All avenues of enquiry dried up, but somewhere along the way, the name of the Empress Tatrini was whispered. Merlan wasn’t sure about this connection, but asked me to help look for you. It has taken me valuable time to do so, and has cost me dear. Mouths were tightly shut, almost beyond price. Eventually, my enquiries become enough of an irritant for Tatrini to tell me personally of your whereabouts. She gave me a feasible reason for your arrest. Unfortunately, because of the clandestine nature of your work in Cos some years ago for Prince Almorante, you are still under suspicion of the attempted assassination of Prince Bayard. Tatrini could give me no good reason for the secrecy, though, or why she hasn’t sent you to trial. I guessed she believed she could benefit from having you in her clutches and she virtually confirmed as much, without actually saying so. You must know something of use to her. Emperor Leonid is dying, and this is a sensitive time in Magrast. No one knows what will happen when he goes.’

‘His sons will fight for the crown,’ Tayven said. ‘That is what will happen and everyone knows it.’

‘Where do your allegiances lie nowadays?’

Tayven pulled a sour face. ‘With none of them. When I was younger, I was naïve enough to go along with Almorante’s schemes. After I was left for dead in Cos, I abandoned my Magravandian heritage. Leonid is not my emperor, nor will any of his sons ever be.’

‘Then what does Tatrini want with you?’ Valraven put his head to one side. ‘You are here for a reason, Tayven. Never think otherwise.’

Tayven gestured with one hand. ‘Perhaps they think I’m still part of the game. But I’m not.’

‘Aren’t you?’

Tayven glanced at Valraven furtively, an expression he quickly smothered. 

Yes, Valraven thought, wonder now just how much Merlan has told me. 

‘You obviously think I’m still a player,’ Tayven said, ‘otherwise you wouldn’t be here. I don’t believe you looked for me simply to oblige Merlan Leckery.’

‘Why not? Lord Maycarpe, as Magravandian governor in Mewt, is a man of great status. Merlan is his esteemed assistant. Perhaps they have good reason to fear you being a captive of the empress. You have powerful friends, Tayven, like it or not. I know you’ve been an agent of Maycarpe’s for some years now. He found you in Cos when Almorante’s people failed. I think he must have offered you the chance of revenge against those of the royal family for whom you bear grudges. Am I right?’

‘Maycarpe is always careful with words. He would never promise such a thing. How could he, anyway? He will ally with whichever prince wins the crown. As will you.’

Valraven laughed. ‘Tayven, you do me an injustice. I am sworn to Prince Gastern, the rightful inheritor.’

‘Then you are a fool, Lord Palindrake.’ Tayven got up, shoving his chair aside. He went to the fire, held out his hands to it. ‘There will be no winners, only survivors. I opted out of the game, but they’ve dragged me back. Why? I’m not that important. I was Almorante’s spy, sent to warm the beds of those who might let interesting words drop from lust-slack lips. That was many years ago.’

‘And since, you have been close to the exiled Cossic king and his sister, Princess Helayna. The Malagashes would dearly like to get their paws on Helayna.’

‘Why would they bother? She barely has any troops since her brother accepted Tatrinia’s bait and went as her lap dog to reclaim his throne in Tarnax. Reclaim! What a joke. He is Tatrini’s creature now. Cos is hers.’

Valraven stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘If this in-fighting you predicted occurs, Helayna might have more room for manoeuvre. Her support would still be valued by any of the young Malagash wolves. Should King Ashalan get a reasonable chance to fight for Cos’ independence, I’m sure he’d still be prepared to try for it. He’s not that tamed, Tayven. He’s merely waiting, as are many.’

‘Not me.’

‘But you are in Maycarpe’s employ. That’s hardly not being involved.’

Valraven could tell Tayven felt as if he was being backed into a corner. How much would it take to get him to talk? ‘What was the nature of your employment? What intelligence did you supply to Darris Maycarpe?’

‘I was in Cos, part of the resistance, close to Ashalan and Helayna. Maycarpe wanted to keep abreast of what was going on.’

‘He hardly needed you for that. Ashalan was desperate for allies. He knew Maycarpe was a slippery fish, but he’d have still welcomed the alliance. I think you were rather more than a go-between. You did other work, didn’t you? I think it involved talents other than those of a courtesan. Almorante knew of those talents, didn’t he?’

‘You have a fertile imagination,’ Tayven said, his back still turned. ‘I had my skills, which I learned from Almorante in Magrast and had to turn to good use to keep myself alive. Maycarpe paid well.’

‘You didn’t need his money. You were sheltered by the Cossics, clearly held dear by Ashalan and Helayna. You can’t fool me.’

A knock came at the door and servants entered, bearing a meal on trays for the Dragon Lord. Valraven was silent as the servants puffed a sail of ice-white cloth over the table and laid out the cutlery, arranging it carefully to please him. He was impressed the meal had arrived so quickly. The best restaurants in Magrast were not as prompt. Covered dishes were opened with reverence to reveal their treasures. Valraven’s mouth watered as the savoury scent of succulent roast fowl slathered in clove and ginger sauce wafted to his nose. Once the servants had bowed and departed, Valraven applied himself to his meal. ‘They keep you fed well,’ he said, in between mouthfuls. ‘I must dine here more often.’

Tayven was watching him from beside the fire. ‘I would rather eat frugally, in possession of my freedom. What do you want from me?’

Valraven took a sip of deep red wine, holding it in his mouth, enjoying the bouquet. Sanchis had a good kitchen, no doubt of that. How fortunate to arrive in time for dinner. He swallowed. ‘I want the truth from you.’

‘There are many truths.’

Valraven put down his goblet, turned it slowly upon the tablecloth. ‘Indeed, indeed. The one I’m interested in is what you really did for Darris Maycarpe, because I am convinced the reason why Tatrini brought you here lies in that truth. I tried to help you once before, Tayven. Merlan told you of that, didn’t he? But I was too late. Circumstances differ now, and I am a different man, thanks partly to Merlan Leckery. I know he’ll have made you aware of what happened to me in Caradore some years ago. See sense. You have only to gain from trusting me a little. We spoke briefly in Cos, remember? I have never doubted your importance.’

Tayven said nothing for some time. Valraven ignored him and continued to eat. He let the silence drag on, sensed the gradual change in its mood. As he was wiping his mouth with a napkin, his plate wiped clean of sauce, Tayven came to sit opposite him again.

‘The only currency I have is information,’ he said. ‘What exactly will I gain from speaking to you? Can I leave here with you?’

Valraven put down his napkin. ‘Unwise,’ he said. ‘You must be patient.’

‘Then what?’

Valraven pulled a plate bearing a thick slab of yellow cake towards him. Its vanilla scent reached towards him provocatively. How much Tayven had been like good food: a delight to the senses. People had wanted to gorge on him and they had. But the flavours, eventually, had become bitter. ‘Tatrini won’t kill you. She’d have already done so if that was her plan. Has she spoken to you, or sent anyone else to do so?’

‘No,’ Tayven replied. ‘I’ve seen no one, and have been given no reason for my imprisonment. I don’t think the people here know anything.’ He glanced around the room. ‘I suspect that is the case with most of the guests in this place.’

‘Have you any suspicions as to the empress’s true reason for bringing you here?’

The crackling of the fire was the only sound. Tayven stared at the table, his arms folded, pressed tightly against his chest. ‘I have been here for four weeks, three days. I believe that Tatrini will play me, in whatever manner she deems fit, once Leonid dies. She could use me to discredit Almorante, bring up the alleged assassination attempt on Prince Bayard again. She might even use me against Bayard, or Maycarpe. I don’t know. I think I’m hanging on a fine thread, and my security is precarious at best. I don’t want to be part of this. It doesn’t concern me anymore.’

Valraven reached out and took Tayven’s chin in his hand, lifted his face. ‘Is it possible Tatrini knows what you did for Maycarpe?’

Tayven jerked away. ‘I have no idea. He may have told her himself for all I know.’

‘It would help you considerably if you’d confide in me.’

‘I have no proof of that. Tatrini might have sent you here. I’m not that stupid.’

Valraven raised an eyebrow. 

Tayven rested his chin on a bunched fist. ‘Very well. You might not like the answer, but Maycarpe employed me to find Khaster Leckery, Merlan’s brother. He did not die in Cos as everyone believes.’

Valraven kept his expression bland, but his mouth was dry as he spoke. ‘What interest did Maycarpe have in Khaster?’ 

‘I cannot tell you that,’ Tayven said.

‘Were you successful?’ Valraven enquired.

Tayven stared at him for a few moments. ‘Yes,’ he said at last.

‘Where is Khaster?’

‘In Cos. Like me, he has cut himself off from the past. We have no contact, in case you were wondering.’

‘So, if he didn’t die in battle as Bayard claims, what happened to him? Was he with you in Cos, with Ashalan?’

‘No. He fled to Breeland and became a hermit. What more is there to say?’

‘Quite a lot, I imagine. You found him in Breeland? Yet now he’s in Cos? No longer a hermit, then?’

‘I found him in Breeland, yes. And I imagine he went to Cos to hide himself again. He is not the man you once knew. He hates you, Lord Palindrake, with every fibre of strength he possesses.’

An idea was forming in Valraven’s mind. Khaster, his own brother-in-law, hated him. To someone who wanted to curb the Dragon Lord’s actions, an enemy of that intensity might be of use. Was this Tatrini’s game? Khaster had fled his life, but Valraven knew him too well, despite what Tayven implied Khaster had become. Khaster would still yearn only to return home to Caradore. That would be the bait Tatrini would offer, Valraven was sure of it. That, and his own destruction, along with that of his sister, Pharinet, Khaster’s wife, who’d been estranged from him long before his reported death. Valraven wondered whether he should warn Pharinet about this. ‘Do you think Tatrini could be in contact with Khaster?’

Tayven laughed loudly. ‘What? I hardly think so. Khaster detests the Malagashes more than I do.’

‘More than he hates me?’

Tayven was still grinning. ‘In about equal measure, I think. Don’t worry. He won’t ally with the empress to attack you. I told you, he’s like me. He wants no part of the game. He certainly refused to play it Maycarpe’s way. He’s no use to any of the players, believe me.’

It appeared feasible, yet Valraven detected an urgency beneath Tayven’s practised tone. It suggested Khaster was more useful to some people than Tayven was prepared to say. Tayven and Khaster had been lovers once. How much of what Valraven had heard tonight was true?

‘So, what will you give me?’ Tayven said. ‘What are your plans for the future?’

‘I have no doubt there will be unpleasant consequences to Leonid’s death,’ Valraven replied evenly. ‘I support Prince Gastern, because of all of Leonid’s sons, he is the least sly, self-serving or debauched. I cannot take you with me now, because I need to see how the land lies back in Magrast. You are safe for the moment, probably in the safest place there is. You must wait. I give you my word I will do what I can to aid you when the sword falls. But you have to realise I may find myself in conflict with the empress. You must be aware that she does not favour Gastern, but wants her beloved Bayard on the throne.’ Valraven could not speak of his private contingency plans. If all went bad, and Gastern fell, he intended to return to Caradore, taking as many of his men who were loyal as possible. He would try to hold Caradore against whichever of the princes won the crown. He had asked Tayven to trust him, but he could not bring himself to do likewise in return. ‘I will send some of my best men for you if things look tight,’ he said.

‘That’s not assurance enough,’ Tayven said. ‘You know it’s not.’

‘It’s all I can give you.’

‘Then you’ve lied to me, Lord Palindrake. I’ve gained nothing from our conversation.’ He sighed heavily through his nose, and when he spoke his words were slow, laden with hidden meaning. ‘You have no idea how much that disappoints me, no idea at all.’

Valraven guessed then that Tayven had more to say. ‘Have you been testing me in some way?’

Tayven fixed him with a wide-eyed gaze. ‘I cannot speak,’ he said. ‘Not yet. If I were close to you – always – it would be of benefit to you, as then you would be near when the time was right. But I cannot speak yet.’

‘You’re making no sense,’ Valraven said, making an effort to stem the irritation in his voice. ‘It’s not enough to sway me. It sounds as if you’re merely trying to fool me into getting you out of here.’

Tayven blinked, considering, debating with himself. ‘It is said there is a true king, a divine king, waiting to shine upon the world,’ he said. ‘And he is not of the Malagash dynasty. You know my talents, Lord Palindrake. I have the far sight, the wyrding way. I know things that others do not.’

Valraven held his breath for a moment. Here it was. He must play the moment right. He’d suspected this, of course. The instability that was sure to follow Leonid’s death meant that factions other than the royal sons might fancy their chances at seizing control. Was Maycarpe part of a coup conspiracy? Could the Mewtish governor possibly view Tayven as a potential king, a beautiful figurehead for a clandestine movement of mages? He did not believe for one moment that Tayven had received some kind of divine message about the future. This was all a game, and its board was very much in the here and now.

Tayven obviously mistook Valraven’s silence for disapproval. ‘I’ve shocked you,’ he said. ‘But can you honestly say you hadn’t considered the matter yourself? Empires have risen and fallen throughout history. The Malagashes are weak now, because they are divided. They are corrupt. Gastern isn’t a fine upright young prince, he’s a neurotic ascetic, who’d be as bad an emperor as rakehellion Bayard. It is time for a change, don’t you think? There – how is that for shocking?’

Valraven wasn’t shocked at all. ‘I think only of my family’s safety,’ he answered, somewhat stiffly, ‘and do what is best for them. I support Prince Gastern as the rightful heir.’

‘Rightful heir to what, though?’ Tayven’s voice took on a sly note. ‘The empire that wrested your family’s power from them? Remember what Caradore once was.’

Valraven smiled. ‘Ah, Tayven, we are not in bed together and I am not swooning in your embrace, ready to spill all. I see through your wiles.’ He stood up and bowed his head in mock respect. ‘I appreciate your candid words, and will do as I promised.’

‘Now you will run away from me, because I have touched a nerve,’ Tayven said. ‘You asked me to trust you. Why should I do that if you won’t trust me in return?’

‘Tell me who you believe the true king to be, then, and also who else shares your politics.’

‘I told you – I can’t speak yet,’ Tayven replied. ‘And I certainly cannot confide in you until you trust me.’

‘We live in a cruel world,’ Valraven said, ‘and trust is a commodity that comes dear, because it is so rare.’

‘You know enough now to have me hanged,’ Tayven said. ‘I’ve trusted you more than a little.’

‘I am quite sure you could have been hanged five times over for other reasons,’ Valraven said. ‘You’ve told me nothing I hadn’t guessed.’

‘Even about Khaster? You haven’t asked me much about him. I thought it would interest you more. He is your brother-in-law, after all, and was once your closest friend. Will the Lady Pharinet be pleased to discover he still lives, do you suppose?’

Valraven realised these provocative words were because Tayven wanted to keep him there, but he’d heard enough for now. It wouldn’t do any harm to leave Tayven hungry and curious. Cawmonel was only a few hours’ ride from Magrast. Valraven could return there any time. He would stay for the night, because the weather was so bad, but decided not to let Tayven know that. ‘I have urgent business in the city,’ he said. ‘I must leave now.’

‘You’re easily offended,’ Tayven said.

‘Not at all. Good night to you.’ He could feel Tayven’s eyes on his back all the way to the door.
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Chapter Two: A Fear of Wolves
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In the morning, Valraven rode back to Magrast in weather equally as dismal as that of the night before. As he approached the north gate of the city, the battlements of the high walls were almost invisible in the downpour. Dark, bloated clouds hung low in the sky and the wide paved Emperor’s Road was slick with mud. The rain had seeped through the Dragon Lord’s thick coat. He felt chilled to the bone.

Even before his horse trod the cobbles beneath the arch, the sergeant of the guard ran out of the gatehouse and grabbed hold of the horse’s reins. He jerked hard upon the bit, for the animal squealed and jumped to the side. The sergeant’s face was pale, the eyes wild. ‘My lord!’ he cried, before Valraven could remonstrate at his somewhat importunate behaviour. ‘The emperor is dead!’

Valraven didn’t wait to hear more, but ripped the reins from the sergeant’s hold and urged his horse into a gallop. He hadn’t expected this so soon. He should have been there. 

It was clear that the news had already flooded the city. The hour was early, but people were already out on the streets. They looked up as Valraven’s horse clattered past them. He saw their white anxious faces as blurs. What would happen now? Fear and anxiety hung in the very air. As Valraven careered through Northgate Market, he saw a man in ragged clothes standing on a crate, shouting at the crowds that had gathered around him. Once past them, he heard the roar of voices raised in unison. It had begun.

The atmosphere in the imperial palace shivered with tension. Still wearing his sodden coat, Valraven marched straight to the emperor’s apartments. All the corridors were full of nobles, councillors, mages and servants, seemingly at one, regardless of differences in status, in the wake of the news. Did they mourn for Leonid, the mild and intelligent emperor, who was perhaps untypical of the Malagash line? Probably not. What they mourned was the last stable influence in their lives. Now the wolves would prowl.

Valraven presented himself at the great double doors that led to Leonid’s private rooms. He was familiar with the two guards on duty; they had been in Leonid’s service for many years. The emperor had liked and trusted the men, granted them privileges. Gorlaste, the elder of the two, looked stricken. He would grieve for Leonid more than the emperor’s own family would. ‘Lord Senefex has been looking for you all night,’ he said, as he opened the door. 

Valraven nodded abruptly. ‘I am sorry I was not here. I had pressing business to attend to. When did it happen?’

Gorlaste accompanied Valraven into the reception hall, where senior servants sat around in high-backed chairs against the walls, murmuring softly together. ‘After his mightiness took his dinner last night, he began to go into decline,’ Gorlaste whispered. ‘By midnight, the physicians were called. He died at three o’clock.’

‘He has been ill for some time,’ Valraven said. ‘His passing was not totally unexpected.’

‘Aye.’ Gorlaste sighed heavily. ‘But it still comes as a shock.’

They had reached the door to the room Leonid had used as an office. It was a vast chamber, lined with floor to ceiling book-cases, but its atmosphere was not that of a library. In this room, some of the most crucial decisions of government had been made.

Lord Senefex of Sark, Leonid’s vizier and chairman of the Fire Chamber, sat behind an ocean of polished desk. Around it stood other members of the Chamber, as well as Mordryn, Archimage of the Church of Madragore, and Prince Gastern, who looked as if he was about to be sent to the gallows. Three mages stood in a protective group behind the prince, grim and pale. One of them was Alguin, a pinch-faced man, who had fought his way up through the church to become Mordryn’s Grand Mage, his second in command. Alguin had a gloating expression on his face. The scene looked frozen, each figure as motionless as those in a picture. A fire burned in the great hearth, but it could not dispel an atmosphere of chill that was conjured by the cold light coming in through the long arched windows. 

‘Palindrake!’ Senefex said, getting to his feet. ‘Where were you? We’ve been looking for you all night.’

Valraven took off his coat and peeled his soaked gloves from his hands. A servant came forward silently to take them from him. Valraven didn’t give the man a glance. ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘I was out of the city.’ He could not see Senefex’s face clearly because the light was behind him. ‘If I’d had any idea Leonid’s condition had become so grave, I would have made sure I was here.’

Senefex nodded and came out from behind the desk. He was a tall thin man, and young for the position. His dark hair was plaited severely down his back and he was dressed in a dark indigo velvet suit of mourning. Senefex always looked starved, but today the ashen hollows in his cheeks looked particularly deep and his large dark eyes were ringed in purple, the flesh puffy beneath them. He had clearly been up all night. Poor Senefex. He would need all of his wily wits to keep his head on his shoulders now. ‘Gastern must be crowned as soon as the funeral has taken place,’ he said.

Archimage Mordryn made a soft sound of assent. He was a massive man, broad of shoulder, built more like a warrior than a priest. His face was kind and avuncular, his voice always gentle. Valraven considered him to be one of the most dangerous men in the empire. ‘The church is already attending to the arrangements,’ he said. No one wanted Gastern on the throne more than Mordryn.

Valraven glanced at Gastern, whose face was curiously impassive. He was like a caricature of his father, possessing similar features of face and body, but somehow the components were askew. How could the same nose, mouth and eyes appear handsome in one man, merely plain in another? Where Leonid’s hair had been a luxurious leonine mane, Gastern’s was hacked short. The emperor had moved with grace, while Gastern always appeared slightly awkward. Leonid’s expressions had been wry and mobile; Gastern’s were stiff and repressed. He did not have an ounce of his father’s presence. Looking upon him, Valraven’s heart sank. He doubted Gastern was strong enough to hold off his hungry brothers. ‘My condolences, your highness,’ he said. ‘This is a difficult time for you.’

Gastern uttered a sound of derision. ‘There is blood in the water,’ he said, ‘and soon the feeding frenzy will begin. Madragore help us all.’ He made a sacred sign across his brow. Gastern was very religious, held in the grip of the fire priests, Alguin in particular. Perhaps he had turned to religion, seeking something solid in his life, but it had ruined him, made of him a stern, ascetic and intolerant man. Almorante or Bayard would not bow their necks so willingly to the church. Mordryn knew this. He would put the full might of Madragore behind the Crown Prince.

‘Order must not be allowed to descend into chaos,’ Mordryn said mildly. ‘The funeral must take place as soon as is feasible.’

‘I have already sent messengers to all the provinces,’ Senefex said. ‘Leonid must have a full state funeral, for to conduct a smaller one in haste would impart an undesirable message to Gastern’s brothers. We do not want them to misinterpret any of our actions. They must not perceive weakness.’

‘How long will it take to arrange?’ Valraven asked.

‘At the least, three weeks,’ Senefex replied. ‘If any foreign dignitaries find that too short a time to prepare themselves and make the journey, we can do nothing about it. In essence, we predict that rulers from our most influential provinces Mewt, Elatine and Cos will be represented. The King of Jessapur could attend, if he leaves Madramurta as soon as he receives the news. I have, of course, sent word to Princess Varencienne in Caradore.’

‘Thank you,’ Valraven said. He glanced at Mordryn. ‘I would like to view the body.’

The Archimage inclined his head. ‘Of course. I will accompany you.’

The imperial bed-chamber lay at the end of a long corridor, with many doors leading off to either side. The firedrake crest of the Malagashes hung over the entrance, an imposing carving in marble. As they approached it, Mordryn sighed deeply. ‘This day was inevitable, but now I fear we must steel ourselves for the consequences.’

‘Perhaps they will not be as bad as we think,’ Valraven said. ‘For years, Almorante and Bayard have speculated about the outcome of their father’s death. Now it has happened, they might not be as inclined to act as rashly as they’d anticipated. Gastern has your support, which is not to be taken lightly.’

‘And yours, of course,’ Mordryn said. ‘The mages are mine, but the military is yours. Senefex has a firm control of the Chamber.’

‘So between us, it appears we have things to our liking.’ 

Mordryn smiled wryly, said nothing. Valraven knew the man was not afraid for the future. His comment had been a test. All it would take was one weak leak in the trinity of state, church and military for one of the younger princes to take advantage.

A servant got up from a chair beside the bedroom door and opened it for the visitors. Valraven crossed the threshold first. The curtains were drawn across the day and the air full of the sweet scent of incense. Two oil lamps burned dimly on tables either side of the bed. And there lay Leonid. Valraven stood over him. The royal embalmers had already been at work. The emperor appeared as if he was merely asleep. He looked restful, a slight smile on his lips. Perhaps he was glad to leave this world. Valraven shivered, unable to dispel the image of his ancestor, Valraven I, whose life had been changed forever by Leonid’s forebears. In his mind, he saw that boy kneeling at the water’s edge at Old Caradore, forced to speak an oath in the name of Madragore, binding his domain to the Malagashes for eternity. Now, a son of Caradore stood over the dead emperor, and the empire was in flux. Tayven’s words seeped into his head. Was this the time to reclaim his ancestral power? No, don’t even think it. He could not put his family at risk. Valraven did not have Mordryn’s certainty. The world was far bigger than Magrast, and Almorante and Bayard had cultivated strategic friendships in all the provinces.

Mordryn glided up behind him. ‘He is at peace.’

Valraven nodded curtly. ‘It would appear so.’ He turned to face the Archimage. ‘What have the physicians said?’

Mordryn recoiled a little. ‘What do you mean, Palindrake?’

‘I think you know.’

Mordryn’s gaze did not flinch from Valraven’s own. ‘Senefex has taken every precaution over the emperor’s health. He had food tasters and trained Mewtish assassins disguised as servants forever round him. I don’t think we need worry he died of unnatural causes.’

‘Leonid was a hale man,’ Valraven said. ‘His health declined alarmingly over the last few years. I am not the only one to question that, as I know you are aware.’

‘We took every precaution,’ Mordryn said. ‘I doubt someone was cunning enough to get round them.’

‘Has the empress visited these chambers?’

‘She was with Leonid when he died. She held his hand.’ Mordryn’s mouth curled into a small smile. ‘She is a grieving widow, Palindrake, have no doubt of it.’

‘That is what we will see,’ Valraven said.

‘Quite,’ Mordryn agreed. ‘If everyone keeps calm now, all should proceed without problem.’

Valraven glanced back at the body. He remembered Leonid when he’d visited Caradore, his wild laugh echoing through the castle walls. Leonid had come directly to the Palindrakes when Valraven’s mother had died. He had been a family friend and a father-in-law. Do I owe you anything? Valraven wondered. Or is the lament of old blood a stronger pull? He leaned down and kissed the cold, marmoreal brow of the body in the bed. ‘Goodbye, old friend,’ he murmured.
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Chapter Three: Divination and Memory
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Three Weeks Later

Varencienne had not set foot in the imperial palace since the day after she’d been given in marriage to Valraven Palindrake. On that day, she’d left her childhood behind, riding in a carriage to far Caradore with only her servant, Oltefney, for company. It was strange to be back. So much had happened in the intervening years and now she had no father.

Had she changed so much or did the palace feel different? Was it really empty, devoid of her father’s huge presence? But the women’s quarters she’d lived in had been far from where the men of the empire planned their futures. Men, including her father, had played little part in her childhood. She’d felt enclosed in womanliness, even though her mother had never been maternal exactly. Varencienne hadn’t been aware of when her father had been at home or away. Perhaps the way she felt now was something to do with the fact that she hadn’t been given her old rooms, but a suite in the guest wing of the palace. The children, Ellony and Valraven junior, had been swept off by servants to a nursery, some corridors away from her, tended by royal nurses. She felt like an outsider and wondered whether that was the desired effect. 

Her mother, Tatrini, had not yet visited her. Her brothers – some of them – had sent her flowers and messages, perhaps dictated to secretaries in haste. Bayard would not come. He’d sent her a bouquet of perfect purple roses that filled the dark room with their hothouse scent, but he’d shy away from facing her alone. Even now. She had been given to Valraven as little more than a child. Tatrini had believed her to be a pawn, to be used when the time was right. But Varencienne had found herself in Caradore; its beautiful wild landscape had woken her, given her strength. If she did not love Valraven Palindrake in the way a wife was supposed to, she was fiercely loyal to his clan. Her children would not be playthings for the Malagashes as Valraven’s ancestors had been. This savage independence had not been anticipated by Tatrini. No doubt it had upset some of her plans. 

Like a dark omen, a letter had been waiting for Varencienne from Merlan Leckery. It had arrived in Magrast virtually at the same time she had, which meant Merlan must have written it as soon as he’d heard the news of the emperor’s death. Varencienne and Merlan had seen each other occasionally, when he’d visited Caradore on leave, but had never spent any private time together. Not since the affair. She was half afraid to open his letter, for she suspected what would be implied in its contents. Leonid’s death had been a trigger. She remembered the conversation they’d had about what would happen when her father died. If there must be an emperor, it should be someone in whose blood magic runs strong. Dangerous words. Did he still believe them? They’d not spoken of it since. Their secret had remained buried for all these years. What did he want with her now?

Oltefney, unhappy to be back in Magrast, came bustling into the room laden with gowns, which trailed from her arms and tangled round her feet. She was a large woman in her forties, who looked far more comfortable as a woman of Caradore in functional soft clothes than she had as a lady of Magrast, bound into stiff corsets and immovable costumes. ‘Ren, my dear, I thought the green for tonight. What do you think?’ Oltefney attempted to wrest the arm of the dark green gown from her bundle for inspection. It was made of the finest wool, barely weighing anything, yet designed to keep out the cold. Its elegant lines flattered Varencienne’s slim figure. She would wear it in defiance of Magrast’s pretentious, over-ornate fashions.

Varencienne nodded. ‘Whatever you think best, Teffy.’ The last time she’d been here, Oltefney had curtsied to her, called her ‘your highness’. Caradore, with its refreshing informality, had changed all that. Varencienne smiled to recall how Oltefney had been disgusted when her young charge, relieved to be free of Magrast, had discarded city finery in favour of Caradorean comfort. In those days, Oltefney would have curled her lip at the green woollen gown. Caradore had changed them both. Oltefney had been more of a mother to Varencienne than Tatrini had. She’d held Varencienne’s hands as the twins were being born. She’d shared celebrations and sadness and loved Caradore as much as her mistress did. She was part of the family.

Oltefney laid down the gowns on a couch and stood, hands on hips, to survey the room. ‘My, it feels odd to be back, doesn’t it? You know, I’d forgotten what it was like. Dark and huge.’ She mimed a shiver. ‘I’ll be glad to get home, won’t you?’

Varencienne smiled sadly. ‘I wouldn’t be here at all if we didn’t have to cremate my father.’

Oltefney’s face crumpled and she hurried to take Varencienne in her arms. ‘Oh, of course. Forgive me. I shouldn’t have said that.’

‘But I agree with what you said,’ Varencienne said. She was far taller than Oltefney and could virtually rest her chin on the woman’s head. ‘Neither of us want to be here, but we are.’ She sighed. ‘I come to cremate a man I never knew. I have no feelings for him. The emperor lies in state in the great hall, but what is that to me?’

Oltefney drew away. ‘No fault of yours,’ she said. ‘You know who your real family are.’

Pharinet and Everna, Valraven’s sisters, had been worried about her coming to Magrast. It was as if they feared she would never return to them. Everna, particularly, had been furious that the empress had asked for the twins to accompany their mother to the city. Everna was by nature suspicious, but though Varencienne had attempted to calm her fears, in her heart she couldn’t help wondering what plans Tatrini had. Her mother would never do anything out of love or compassion. Varencienne was already steeling herself for a fight of some kind. No doubt its nature would be revealed in due course.

While Oltefney finished the unpacking, Varencienne picked up the letter from Merlan, which lay on a table by the heavily draped window. She put the thick envelope to her nose. It smelled of Mewt, or how she imagined Mewt: a hint of incense and the burned aroma of the desert. She broke the envelope’s seal and took out the single sheet of thick paper from within. It was printed at the top with the address of the Magravandian governmental offices in Akahana. She imagined Merlan, dressed in flowing native garb, sitting in a shady room, taking out this sheet of paper, wetting his pen with ink, pausing before he began to write. She sensed he’d wanted to write to her many times. Sometimes, in dreams, she had felt him near. He addressed her as ‘My Lady Palindrake’, no doubt in fear that others might see the letter. He wrote to express sympathy for her father’s demise, which he said he’d been expecting. He understood that she would soon be visiting the Magravandian capital for the funeral. There was no mention of why he hadn’t written to her at home. Merlan knew something. He’d known Leonid was about to die. That was no doubt the influence of his mentor, Lord Maycarpe. It was said Maycarpe was a great magus. Or perhaps the information had come from a more mundane source: the intelligence network Maycarpe was said to employ throughout the empire. Merlan went on to enquire as to the health of Varencienne and her family and then mentioned he’d been travelling a great deal, ‘seeking out curios of antiquity, which in their essence have great bearing upon present concerns.’

‘When we look into the past,’ he wrote, ‘we see a window into the present and all the great kings of legend are walking upon a road towards us.’

Varencienne smiled to herself. The letter seemingly made no sense, and sounded like the ramblings of a romantic drunk. She tapped the paper against her lips, staring down from the window into the courtyard below, where a troop of soldiers was marching past, decked in the indigo livery of mourning. No king to lead them. Not yet. She glanced back at the letter. What had Merlan picked up on his travels?

After a few more anecdotes of life in Mewt, Merlan finished the letter by saying he hoped he would see the Palindrake family again in the near future. 

He will arrive here soon, Varencienne thought. After years of silence and repressed emotion, Merlan had decided to wake old ghosts. At Maycarpe’s directive? Varencienne was not gullible. She would wait and see, although she was aware of a slight tremor of excitement at the prospect of seeing Merlan again. It would be different this time. She knew that one of them would make sure they found time alone together.

A formal invitation arrived from the empress as Varencienne was putting on her gown for the evening. Tatrini requested her daughter’s presence for dinner, along with the grandchildren. This was unusual, for children rarely ate with adults in the palace. 

As Oltefney fussed with Varencienne’s long, dark gold hair, fashioning it into a semblance of a Magrastian coiffure, Valraven came to his wife’s door. Oltefney, always thrown into a panic by the sight of the Dragon Lord, curtsied and bowed away from him as he came into the room.

Varencienne held a mirror in one hand. She looked at her husband in it, touched her hair. His dark beauty, as always, unsettled her, mainly because she could not allow it to affect her. Every time she saw him after a long break, she experienced a slight shock, as if seeing him for the first time. They’d not seen each other for months, but there would be no fond reunion. That wasn’t part of their relationship. ‘Good day to you, my husband,’ she said. ‘Are you here to escort me to dinner?’ 

She noticed, in the mirror, that Valraven looked slightly worried, which probably meant he was extremely distressed. He rarely displayed any feelings. She turned in her seat, one hand draped over the back of the overstuffed chair. ‘What is it?’

Valraven came and kissed the top of her head formally. ‘The palace is like a nest of hornets about to be poked. Surely you feel it?’

‘I can’t feel anything,’ Varencienne said. ‘Mother has shut me away in a cupboard. What’s going on?’

‘Your father’s vizier wants Gastern crowned with an indecent haste. Thunder clouds are gathering.’

Varencienne looked back into her mirror. ‘I can’t help thinking that, despite their loud voices, my brothers are really too cowardly to do anything... desperate. Surely, Gastern will be crowned. Senefex is wise to expedite the coronation. It will end all the speculation, anxiety and fear.’

‘So speaks a Malagash, in simple terms,’ Valraven said, but his voice was light.

‘I’m a Palindrake,’ Varencienne said. ‘Your sea wife. I’ve earned that. Don’t push me back into the enemy camp.’

Valraven sat down on a sofa. ‘It was merely a joke.’

Before Varencienne could comment on his poor humour, Oltefney came in saying, ‘Oh, this is annoying. We can’t make tea. I’d forgotten you have to order servants to bring you even the most meagre of refreshments here. You can’t make your own. I’m used to Caradorean ways.’ She appraised the Dragon Lord. ‘I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything, my lord. Shall I send for something?’

‘Order a tray,’ Varencienne said. ‘But bearing something rather stronger than tea. I need fortification to meet the beast in her lair.’

Valraven laughed. ‘You have swum with Foy, queen of the sea dragons. You have controlled the dragon daughters. Yet you still fear your mother?’

‘It’s not fear,’ Varencienne said, ‘but weariness. I can’t be bothered with the subtle knifing.’

‘I’ll order a tray,’ said Oltefney, sharing a conspiratorial glance with Varencienne.

Oltefney left a silence behind her. Varencienne sensed there was more on her husband’s mind than concern about royal inheritance. ‘Something has happened, hasn’t it,’ she said.

Valraven stared at her unblinking for a few moments. ‘Yes.’

‘Will you speak to me about it or leave me to interpret the flavour of your silence?’

‘You are always so adept at guessing, Ren. I’d like to hear your thoughts.’

Varencienne appraised him for a while. ‘You had better tell me. I’m in no mood for games.’

‘Then you’re hardly ready to meet your mother.’

‘Val!’

He raised his hands. ‘You are waspish today, my dear. Very well. The empress has taken Tayven Hirantel into custody.’

Varencienne frowned. ‘That name – I’ve heard it before. But it means nothing to me now.’

‘Hardly surprising. He was thought dead for a long time.’

Varencienne felt a wave of cold plunge through her. She remembered. ‘Khaster,’ she said. It brought back to her the night Valraven had told her why Khaster could never forgive him. He could have saved Tayven’s life, saved him from Bayard, but he hadn’t. Apparently, it hadn’t been necessary.

‘You’ve gone quite pale, Ren. Have you intuited the rest?’

Varencienne glanced sharply at her husband, felt her colour rise once more. He could not possibly know how many times she had lingered before the portrait of Khaster Leckery at his family home, Norgance. For a while she had been quite infatuated with a dead man – until his brother Merlan had come into her life.

‘Khaster is alive,’ Valraven said. ‘Hirantel told me so himself. They worked a fine disappearing act on us. Khaster did not fall in battle, as his family fondly believes. He’s been living in Cos, presumably with the Cossic rebels.’

Varencienne turned away, sure her face must betray her feelings. ‘This is... astounding news.’

‘What’s wrong? Are you worried for Pharinet? Why? She is hardly the grieving widow.’ How much awareness was there in his voice? She could not tell whether he suspected the truth or not.

‘It is a shock,’ Varencienne said, forcing herself to face him once more. ‘You know your family – and the Leckerys – are my own now. This has great implications. The Leckerys believe Khaster died nobly in battle, despite the rumours of cowardice that Bayard put about. What will you tell Saska?’

‘It is not yet time for Khaster’s mother to receive this news,’ Valraven said. ‘I need to discover more. Khaster’s exact whereabouts, for example. I can’t go to Saska with this information. She’ll be distraught that Khaster sent her no word he was safe.’

‘Has Hirantel been with him all this time?’

‘Apparently not. Tayven was apprehended by Tatrini’s agents in Mewt. He’s been in Darris Maycarpe’s service for some years. Merlan knows him. We can only presume Merlan has known quite a lot he’s kept to himself.’

‘I can’t believe he’d keep this from his family. He knows the way they feel about Khaster.’

‘And that is undoubtedly why he’s kept silent. Saska has enshrined Khaster. The truth might damage her. She’s not even aware of Khaster’s relationship with Hirantel.’

‘Merlan said there was no proof of that. They were only friends.’

Valraven gave her a meaningful glance. ‘If Merlan spoke to you of this matter when your mother came to Caradore, I can only say he’s learned a lot since then.’

‘I see,’ said Varencienne.

‘What we have to ask ourselves,’ Valraven said, ‘is what your mother wants with Tayven now. Is she interested in him because he works for Maycarpe, or because she’s heard a whisper about Khaster? We should be careful at this time. Tatrini knows I do not support her desire for Bayard to become emperor. She will want to put a curb on Bayard’s enemies.’

‘She does not yet know where my loyalties lie,’ Varencienne said. ‘Perhaps I should steel myself for a grilling.’

‘And where do they lie?’ Valraven asked.

‘With you,’ Varencienne answered.

Valraven laughed quietly. ‘Thank you for the show of support, but you know what I mean.’

‘I do.’ Varencienne stood up. ‘Are you coming with me to dinner?’

Valraven was staring at her speculatively, clearly mulling over what she’d said to him. ‘What? Oh, I’m not invited. Tatrini wants a motherly private meal with you. I thought I’d let you know what I’d learned so you could undertake some careful investigation.’

‘Nothing gets past my mother’s guard, you should know that.’

‘Perhaps if she believes she has an ally in you...’

Varencienne raised her eyebrows. ‘Are you suggesting I lie to the empress?’

‘I don’t know. You haven’t revealed your private thoughts to me. For all I know, you may support your favourite brother.’

‘Val, I support what is right for my children. They are my prime concern. I do not want Rav to follow the life you’ve had to lead, forced to become a general in the imperial army. Who do you suppose I should support to achieve that aim?’

‘None of your family would allow the Dragon Heir to avoid the customary role. It’s a tradition rooted mainly in superstition and fear, and therefore rigid.’

‘It would appear that way.’

‘What are you saying, then?’

Varencienne stared at him, unsure of whether she should speak her mind or not. She hadn’t had to think about this matter since her mother had visited Caradore four years earlier and she’d enjoyed her brief but intense affair with Merlan. She’d learned much then of the Dragon Heir and what he symbolised. She’d helped her husband partly reclaim his heritage and had thought this event would have at least inspired discussion, if not action. But from the day after the ritual on the beach at Old Caradore, Valraven had made it clear he did not wish to take the matter further. As far as he was concerned, he’d laid Foy to rest, and a cycle in his family’s history had come to a close. Had he thought of it since? The fact of it had lain buried, unmentioned, but she’d always known that one day it would become the focus of their lives. Valraven could not hide from what he truly was. He’d defied the empire’s decree and had renewed his family’s contact with the sea dragons. He was awake in the world, as generations of Dragon Heirs had not been. The Palindrakes were held in high esteem by the empire that had conquered them. Varencienne knew her father had trusted Valraven and his father implicitly. The Dragon Heirs had bowed to the yoke of Madragore, because hundreds of years before a young Palindrake son had submitted to the will of Magravandian fire mages, unable to do otherwise. His home had been ransacked, his father killed. Perhaps the spirit of Palindrake had been broken then, but in Valraven, it could flare anew. Leonid’s death heralded a time for great change, and the Palindrakes should be part of that. Merlan Leckery knew it. Valraven’s sisters knew it, and so did the Sisterhood of the Dragon, the secret organisation to which they belonged. Even Darris Maycarpe, Magravandian governor of Mewt, knew it. Only Valraven didn’t seem to know, or perhaps he didn’t want to admit to it. Had he ever desired to be king?

‘Speak,’ said Valraven. ‘We must close ranks at this time.’

Varencienne thought of a suitable response. ‘Years ago, when my mother came to Caradore, and together we performed the ritual to the sea dragons, there was talk of you being given power again in Caradore. You know what my mother promised you. Are you sure you should go against her now?’

‘I’m not sure I regard her promises as lasting,’ Valraven said.

‘I will find out what I can,’ Varencienne said. ‘Come to me for breakfast.’

Valraven stood up. ‘I shall look forward to it.’

Some distance from Varencienne’s chambers, in a dank store room far below the women’s apartments, the empress Tatrini spoke with her augur, Lady Grisette Pimalder. The Pimalder family had served the imperial line for many generations. Their women were gifted with the faculty of second sight, while their menfolk were skilled in the art of perfumery. Lady Grisette’s own husband created the sensual aromas with which Tatrini dabbed her wrists and neck. Now, the two women were intent on a business of a less delicate nature.

‘Tell me what you see,’ said Tatrini.

Grisette stood over a table, her hands daubed to the wrists in blood. Before her lay the corpse of a beautiful young man, whose belly had been opened, flaps of skin held to either side with silver pins. His guts lay on the table beside him, a complicated story of twists and turns. Gore-spotted cutting instruments were arranged upon a silver dish beside the body’s head. Lady Pimalder wore a veil of shimmering silver voile over her head, tied at the neck to enclose her entire face. She glanced up at her mistress, who stood some feet away by the wall, a handkerchief held to her nose. Wan sunlight came in the through the webby panes of the small window high overhead, for the rain had passed. The air smelled of earth and rot and it was very cold. Grisette’s breath steamed before her. ‘There is much to see,’ she said. ‘Nothing is certain.’

‘This much I know. Speak to me, woman. Tell me what lies there.’

Grisette poked the entrails with a tortoiseshell pointer. ‘Prince Gastern will become emperor.’

Tatrini lowered the handkerchief and approached the table. ‘Is that all?’

Grisette shook her head. ‘Indeed not, your grace. Beneath your hand lies ingots of gold, of different value. You must choose. Royal blood will be spilled into the great rivers of Magravandias. The four shall become one and the elemental beasts reunite. Madragore may be consumed by the very beasts he put in chains to serve him. The fire drakes writhe in their nests of flame, and call to their brethren of the earth, sea and sky. The blood of ancient pacts seeps from the mountains and the heir to Caradore is in threat of bondage.’

‘What is this? What do you mean? Do you refer to my grandson?’

‘He is in danger,’ said Grisette. ‘It will come down from the mountains.’

‘Can it be stopped?’

‘Do not let him into the mountains. Keep him low.’

‘What mountains?’

‘Those of his home.’

‘Are you saying I must not let Rav return to Caradore?’

‘If you do, you will lose him.’

Tatrini turned away. Varencienne would never countenance that. Was it possible to keep both her and the children here in Magrast? It would not be easy. Varencienne had become a true woman of Caradore, as was right and needful, but she was a spirited young woman. She liked to believe she had autonomy. ‘You must tell me more of this danger,’ Tatrini said. ‘Look deeper, Grisette. Who threatens the Dragon Heir?’

‘Shrouded,’ replied Lady Pimalder. ‘Whoever it is hides themselves well. It is no one of your clan, nor are they affiliated to Madragore. It is an outside influence, slippery and swift.’

‘Then you must do more to strip them of their disguise.’

‘I will apply myself to it, but it cannot be read from the entrails.’

‘Make haste.’ Tatrini took a purse from her belt and held it out to the augur. ‘Take this for Lord Pimalder, Grisette. My late husband found great comfort in the sweet perfume that was made for him.’

Grisette bobbed a curtsey and took the purse with a swift bloody hand. ‘We are your servants, your grace,’ she said. ‘Our hearts are with you in your grief.’

‘Responsibility is a great burden,’ Tatrini said. ‘I am hagridden by needful actions that hang heavily upon the heart.’ She glided past the augur and spoke to a man clad in black who stood just beyond the door. ‘Dispose of the remains, Master Dark.’

The man came into the room, sweeping a bow. He did not speak, but then he rarely did. He was like a shadow creature of earth, mould clinging to his clothes.

‘Wait!’ Grisette said. She poked about in the pile of guts once more. ‘The crown has been found.’

Tatrini paused at the threshold. ‘What crown?’

‘I don’t know. The splay of the viscera suggests a crown, that’s all. A hidden crown. I can tell you no more at present.’

Tatrini sighed impatiently. Sometimes, the augur’s predictions created more confusion than they cleared. ‘If it is of importance to us, then discover more,’ Tatrini said. ‘I must go now. My daughter has arrived in Magrast.’

Lady Pimalder nodded and unwrapped the veil from her face, then cast the shimmering fabric over the opened belly of the body on the table. She went to a water pipe sticking out from the wall to wash her hands. Business was concluded.
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Chapter Four: Funeral Games
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On the day of the funeral, at ten o’clock in the morning, a dozen fire mages went in procession to the roof of the palace, where the flags of many nations flapped heavily in the soaked air. Far below, in the wide rectangle of the Imperial Parade Ground, thousands of mourners had gathered, all of them titled or noble, huddled together in the fine rain that fell from a colourless sky. Awnings had been set up for the benefit of foreign visitors, to many of whom the cold late winter of Magravandias was anathema if not life-threatening. Among them were Queen Neferishu of Mewt and King Ashalan of Cos, perhaps the two most intriguing of dignitaries.

The fire mages spoke prayers, which were carried away soundlessly on the wind. Their ceremonial robes of black and purple were blown about their gaunt bodies, their tall conical caps in danger of being taken captive by the elements. From wicker cages, they released a host of black doves, which despite the weather fluttered up with spirit into the sky. 

Varencienne, standing with her family upon the Balcony of Viewing, thought the wings of the doves sounded mechanical, like clockwork. Surely she was not really here, but at home in Caradore, dreaming? Valraven was not beside her, because presently he would lead the Splendifers, the Holy Knights of Madragore, out of the palace with the emperor’s body, but at least her children were with her. At one time, they would not have been allowed to attend any state events, not even weddings, but Tatrini had done much to change this custom. Varencienne’s son, Rav, was straining against the balcony, trying to peer over the balustrade, full of curiosity. Ellony, his sister, shrank against the front of her mother’s stiff black coat. Varencienne knew the child would be discomforted by the conflicting emotions raging about her. She was named for Khaster and Merlan’s dead sister, who had been Valraven’s first wife. Varencienne had chosen the name herself, perhaps rather an odd choice for a second wife to make, but she felt that Ellony and Rav were, in some ways, the children Val’s first wife had never had. Her daughter was not related in blood to Ellony Leckery, yet it seemed as if she’d somehow managed to inherit her namesake’s rather fey nature. Pharinet, Valraven’s sister, insisted young Ellony was far stronger, braver and more robust than the original, but there was no doubt she was highly sensitive, and sometimes this affected her badly. Varencienne squeezed the girl’s shoulder lightly with a gloved hand. Ellony glanced round at her, eyes full of messages. Varencienne blinked mildly at her: a signal. Be patient. We’ll soon be indoors again.

All the royal princes were present, standing in a line behind their mother, the empress. Gastern’s wife, Rinata, stood at his shoulder, with their sulky-faced son, Linnard, beside her. Rinata and Gastern might have been cut from the same bolt of cloth. Varencienne could not image how two such rigid prudish creatures had steeled themselves for the act that had produced Linnard. Perhaps the child’s dour nature reflected the lack of pleasure involved. Two of the lesser princes, Pormitre and Celetian also had wives; polite little countesses who stood dutifully behind their husbands. Almorante had never taken a wife, but had two high-ranking mistresses, neither of whom Tatrini would allow upon the balcony. Bayard’s mistresses and male lovers were all too disreputable even to be mentioned in polite company. Bayard and Almorante stood at either end of the line of brothers, unable to produce a façade of fraternal affection even at their father’s funeral. Between them, with the others, were Eremore, Roarke and Wymer, and also the younger brothers, who were little more than children, Leonid, Parrish and Osmar. But for Almorante, who was untypically dark-haired, all the princes shared the same fair Malagash appearance. Many people called them the Lions of Magrast, but Varencienne had heard her husband refer to them as wolves, and this description seemed more apt: pale wolves, with gem stone eyes, tongues lolling in the dark, panting, waiting, claws clicking along the bare passages of the palace.

Who are these people? Varencienne wondered. The only brother she’d ever really known was Bayard, and she’d discovered so many unpleasant things about him since she’d left home, she’d had to conclude her previous knowledge of his character had been misguided. During her childhood, she’d never been truly close to any of her family. Only Caradore had given her a feeling of belonging. She was anxious to return there. She wouldn’t feel safe until Magrast was behind her. But what are you afraid of? To your brothers, you’re “only a woman”. You have nothing to fear from them. But your mother... The inner voice faded. Tatrini was interested in Valraven. She would soon remind him of the service she had done him four years before and demand he help her now. What would Valraven do then? Varencienne had not seen the empress since she’d dined with her mother, two days before. 

The dinner itself had been frighteningly devoid of tense moments. Tatrini had acted well the role of doting grandmother, asking only about domestic life in Caradore. Varencienne had been suspicious, taut as steel, waiting for the blades to emerge. But Tatrini had merely played with her, chatting mildly about the foreign visitors filling the palace and even stooping to reminiscences about her late husband, which considering the lack of closeness in their marriage, had seemed indelicate at best. Tatrini had deliberately kept away from tender topics. But it would come eventually, Varencienne had no doubt of that.

Varencienne shivered and pulled the neck of her coat closer to her throat. Closing her eyes, she uttered a prayer to Madragore in her mind, a god to whom she had never paid fealty. But this was his territory, his responsibility. Make Gastern emperor, mighty lord. Keep him safe. It was the least of many evils.

At each end of the balcony, a flight of steps led down to the Parade Ground below. Between the sweep of these steps, at ground level, a stand had been erected, where members of the Fire Chamber and various other Magravandian dignitaries were arranged. Varencienne wondered whether Merlan Leckery was there. She had heard from the ladies in waiting who had been appointed to her that officials from the governmental office in Mewt were expected, but had felt it imprudent to make direct enquiries. Surely, if Merlan was in Magrast, he’d have attempted to contact her.

The main doors to the palace opened, and a company of Splendifers came slowly through, carrying the glossy black sarcophagus, which was draped with flags and official sashes. Valraven walked behind them, dressed like they were, in a black ceremonial tunic, emblazoned with the crimson dragon of Madragore, and a fine chain mail that glistened like oil in the rain. His hair was plaited tightly, tucked into the hood of mail that lay in a supple pool over his shoulders. The imperial band began to play a dirge and the mourners on the Parade Ground all bowed their heads. Varencienne stared down at them. The fine rain had gathered on her lashes, so that when she blinked it was as if she were weeping. Some of the duchesses and countesses down there were openly shedding tears. Leonid had been held in affection. Perhaps some of those women had been his mistresses. 

An open hearse drawn by black horses powdered with ash stood ready to receive the sarcophagus. The Splendifers moved carefully with their great burden, manoeuvring it slowly onto the carriage. Valraven stood to attention, his eyes gazing out above the heads of the mourners. He barked a command and the Splendifers dropped to one knee, their arms crossed over their chests. Then Archimage Mordryn emerged from another doorway in the palace wall, leading a company of fire mages and their young novices. The novices sang an obsequy, voices sweet and melancholy. Thick clouds of incense drifted down from the great golden censers in their hands. Mordryn reached the hearse, and the novices fell silent. The Archimage spoke a prayer and then the Splendifers rose to their feet, each standing beside one of the six horses yoked to the hearse. Valraven called out another order and the Splendifers turned to face the Balcony of Viewing. Prince Gastern inclined his head to them and began to lead his family down a flight of steps to the Parade Ground, where they were joined by Senefex and the Fire Chamber. Varencienne glanced around herself discretely and was sure she caught sight of Lord Maycarpe in the crowd behind her, but it was impossible to see whether Merlan was with him.

The Army in Residence filed out from an adjoining yard: first the cavalry and the rest of the Splendifers, their horses’ hooves muffled by socks of purple linen, and then the infantry, followed by cannon. Valraven raised one arm and cried out another almost wordless order. The procession began to move, heading for the ceremonial arch that led to the cathedral and the pyre that had been built in the ambustiary behind it. The hearse went first, followed by Valraven on foot, and the royal family. Then came the mages, the Fire Council and the army. Other mourners fell in behind them. All the mages raised their voices in a hymn; deep baritones mingling with the higher tones of the novices. Beyond the ceremonial arch, servants and officials lined the main driveway. As the hearse passed them, they cast branches of evergreen onto it, which were presently ground up beneath the feet of the procession, releasing a strong tart scent. 

Out in the city proper, the streets were thronged with citizens. Funerals and weddings were the only time they would catch a glimpse of royalty at such close quarters. Prudently, the mounted personal guard of the family had moved forward to form a barrier between them and the crowds, while other divisions of the army provided protection for the foreign dignitaries. Many women called out to the empress, ‘Bless me, my lady’, because she had done much to improve the female role in Magravandian society over the past couple of years. From being invisible, a voiceless presence at the emperor’s side at state functions, Tatrini had manoeuvred herself into prominence with a loud voice of her own. Leonid had supported her, his liberality perhaps the result of encroaching sickness and death, which had mellowed him. It was as if Tatrini had been waiting for the right moment to show her claws, and her image to the people now seemed part of a carefully contrived plan. ‘My lady’ was hardly an appropriate title for an empress, but entirely so for a saint or a goddess. The implications of this were not lost on Varencienne. Surrounded by people, she felt slightly faint. She could not help but be reminded of the last time she’d visited the cathedral: on the day of her wedding, when she’d sat beside her father in an open carriage. Life moved so quickly. You didn’t realise it until you paused to reflect. 

Ellony kept close to her mother, discreetly holding her hand, while Rav marched slightly ahead of them, head high. It was clear he was conscious of his elevated status among the population of Magrast. A pang of anxiety stabbed through Varencienne’s heart. She didn’t want her son to like Magrast, or the life there, too much.

It took nearly an hour to reach the cathedral and once there, half an hour more for everyone to be seated in the stands around the ambustiary. Varencienne took her seat, with her children to either side of her. It was then that she saw Merlan Leckery sitting in the stand opposite. For a second, she could not breathe. He did not appear to have noticed her, but was conversing with Lord Maycarpe, who was seated beside him. It was difficult to believe she had once been intimate with Merlan. The face was familiar, but the memories of him no longer felt real. Her old fantasies of Khaster had more substance. Where Valraven’s male beauty was direct, even aggressive, Merlan’s was subtler. He had the soft brown Leckery hair, so similar to Khaster’s in the portraits Varencienne had seen, and the artfully sculpted face, devoid of the dashing planes and angles of the typical Palindrake countenance. He did not raise his eyes or glance around the crowd, which to Varencienne seemed unnatural. Could he be avoiding her eye? Perhaps he regretted sending the letter and had thought better of re-establishing contact. Telling herself it was for the best, Varencienne sought to ignore the pang of disappointment.

The army fired their cannons, the Archimage spoke prayers and the mourners were required to sing hymns. Members of the Fire Chamber and foreign rulers ascended a podium to deliver speeches. Varencienne watched Ashalan and Neferishu closely. The Mewtish queen knew Merlan Leckery well and now it seemed that Ashalan might know Khaster. Ashalan looked tired, the ghost of a once handsome man, and his speech lacked feeling, but Neferishu spoke warmly, the force of her character bringing a spark of interest to otherwise dour proceedings. Then the talking was all over and the fire mages had formed a circle around the pyre. Cathedral officials stepped forward with ceremonial brands, and presently flames were beginning to lick round the tinder. 

I don’t want to smell it, Varencienne thought. Must we sit here until he’s ash?

But it appeared the mourners’ sensibilities were catered for, because soon the Archimage was leading everyone back into the cathedral itself, while lesser priests burned bushes of rosemary in braziers to mask the stink of burning flesh. Inside the cathedral, a few more hymns were sung and prayers intoned before the grimacing countenance of Madragore’s idol. After that, the assembly filed out to waiting carriages and was conveyed back to the palace for the wake. As if the elements themselves were relieved the ceremony was over, the sun had begun to shine wanly through a gap in the clouds.

‘Mama, those ladies are staring at us,’ Ellony whispered to her mother. They had taken plates of food from the buffet and now sat on the outskirts of the empress’s entourage in the Great Hall of the palace. Varencienne had been hoping for an introduction to Queen Neferishu, but so far Gastern and Rinata had monopolised the Mewt’s attention. Merlan had kept his distance. Varencienne hadn’t even caught sight of him since they’d entered the hall. Now, she looked up from her plate and for a moment held her breath. The ladies in question were her two childhood friends, Carmia and Mavenna, familiar yet strangers. She waved to them discreetly, inviting them to approach. The two women exchanged a glance and then sailed over. Mavenna had put on a lot of weight, while Carmia had lost it. Strangely, they looked like caricatures of their younger selves. 

‘What is wrong with you?’ Varencienne asked in what she hoped sounded like a light tone. ‘Are we now strangers that you avoid me?’

‘Oh Ren,’ Mavenna said, bending low to embrace her, ‘not at all. We felt it best to wait for your signal.’

Varencienne returned the embrace. ‘You should have come to visit me. I’ve been here several days.’

‘Well, when we had no word from you...’

‘Then we are all at fault. Please, sit down. Tell me your news. Both married now, I presume?’

Mavenna nodded. ‘Yes. I to Duke Ivan Thornamonte, Carmia here to Sir Geraint Mantipore, who is a Master of the Splendifers.’

‘You have married well, then.’ Looking at Carmia’s drawn face, Varencienne privately wondered about that.

‘Life has treated me – us – well,’ said Mavenna, directing her piercing gaze upon Ellony. ‘My, your children are lovely.’

Ellony was still pressed close to her mother, glaring at the woman in distrust, but Rav was nowhere to be seen. ‘Thank you. This is Ellony. Her brother Valraven is no doubt off exploring.’

Mavenna sat down and indicated for the silent Carmia to do likewise. ‘Well, my little rascal is probably with him. It’s good that children are welcome at these events nowadays. Your mother is responsible for many changes in the way women are viewed in Magrast.’

Varencienne smiled tightly. ‘I hope all her other changes are as pleasing.’

Mavenna gave her a shrewd glance, which she smothered quickly with a wide smile, patting down the foaming folds of her mourning gown. ‘So, how is life married to the Dragon Lord? – forgive my importunity!’

Varencienne smiled. Mavenna hadn’t changed. ‘Caradore is more than I could dared have hoped for. I’m very happy there.’

‘We should have written to one another,’ Mavenna said. ‘We must make sure we do so in future.’

‘Of course.’ Varencienne doubted that would happen. Her life in Caradore was another world to that of Magrast. She didn’t want any cross-overs. She leaned forward to peer round Mavenna. ‘How are you, Carmia? Have you any children?’

Carmia shook her head. ‘No, Madragore has not yet blessed us.’

‘Not for want of trying though is it, my dear,’ Mavenna said gently and then in a confidential tone to Varencienne. ‘Poor Carmia. Two still births.’

‘How dreadful. I’m so sorry.’

Carmia shrugged thin shoulders. She looked as if she wasn’t really there.

Varencienne’s spine tingled unaccountably and she turned quickly, to discover the attention of her mother upon her. The empress turned in her chair and the ladies seated around her seemed to fade into the background. ‘Duchess Thornamonte, Lady Mantipore, how wonderful you’ve found your old friend again! Knowing Ren, she probably didn’t send word to you that she was home.’

‘Mother, I...’ Varencienne began, but the empress drowned out her words with her commanding voice.

‘We must have a get together in my chambers in the next day or so. I’ll have my secretary arrange a date.’

‘That would be lovely, of course,’ Varencienne said, ‘but I intend to go home as soon...’

‘Ren, I haven’t seen you or the children for four years. I simply will not countenance you fleeing back to the country yet. You know, ladies, I believe she has quite forgotten what it’s like to be in genteel company.’

‘I assure you I haven’t,’ Varencienne said.

‘How can you neglect your old friends? You grew up together.’

‘We haven’t seen you since your wedding day,’ Mavenna said. ‘Come now, Ren, you should spend a little more time here. I’d adore to take you visiting. So many people would love to see you.’

‘Well...’

‘Childhood friends are very important,’ Tatrini said. ‘Do Rav and Ellony have many friends?’

Varencienne thought it best not to mention that the twins spent most of their time with the servants’ children, running around the draughty corridors of Caradore, or out riding on the moors beyond the castle. ‘Of course they do.’

‘But the noble families all live so far apart, don’t they? It must be difficult for the children to see any other youngsters regularly.’

‘They’re quite content,’ Varencienne said, and then, putting a hand on her daughter’s head, ‘aren’t you, Ellie?’

Ellony nodded. ‘I miss home. I miss my pony, my kittens, my dog, and Aunt Everna.’

‘How charming!’ cooed Mavenna and then with a fawning glance at the empress, ‘but only animals for friends, it seems!’

‘Quite,’ said Tatrini. ‘For a girl, that is not too bad, for her mother and aunts can be excellent company, but for a boy...’ She shook her head. ‘You should be thinking about Rav’s future now, Ren. He’s seven years old.’

‘What? Are you suggesting he should enlist already?’

Tatrini laughed tightly. ‘Indeed not, as you know very well. But I have been giving the matter some thought. Rav is your beloved son, who you want near you, but he is also Valraven VI, the heir to Palindrake, and like it or not, destined to become part of Magravandian life. Surely, it would make sense for him to spend more time with his father, and to cultivate friends of his own age and status?’

‘Mother, what is this?’ Varencienne asked darkly.

Tatrini shrugged elegantly. ‘Well, Valraven will be stationed here in Magrast for the foreseeable future, won’t he? Why not let Rav stay here with him? You needn’t feel as if you’re losing him. You too could spend more time here. This is your home, after all, and conditions are changing. I’ve made sure that women have more freedom in the palace, and intend to expand upon this new circumstance.’

‘You are an inspiration to all of us,’ said Mavenna.

‘I’m not leaving Rav here,’ Varencienne said. ‘His home is in Caradore, with his sister, his aunts and myself. Valraven was torn from his home and I do not intend to let that happen to his son.’

‘You make it sound as if life in Magrast is a torment,’ Tatrini said, ‘yet the evidence is clear that your husband thinks anything but that. At least speak to him about this.’

‘Valraven will be in accord with me over this matter.’

‘I hardly think so.’

‘You don’t know him.’

‘I know him enough.’

Mavenna made a sound of discomfort. ‘I would be happy to bring my own son to the palace to play with Rav.’

Varencienne sighed. She knew there was no point in continuing this argument. ‘It’s a matter for thought,’ she said, as if relenting.

‘I only have Rav’s best interests at heart,’ Tatrini said.

‘I know, mother.’

‘He could receive a proper education here, like your brothers did. The university now boasts tutors from Jessapur and Mewt, the greatest of thinkers and scholars. Some of Rav’s uncles are close to his own age. How can you deny him his rights to have friends, family and education?’

‘I will consider it,’ Varencienne said. ‘In fact, I ought to look for Rav. It’s been a tiring day.’

Ren! Really! He’s in the palace. What harm can come to him? Let him enjoy himself.’

That’s the last thing I want him to do, Varencienne thought.

Unaware of the discussion of his fate, Valraven Palindrake VI, was sitting beneath one of the long trestle tables, hidden by the table-cloth, in thrall to his uncle, Leonid. Leo had sought him out soon after everyone had arrived back at the palace. He was four years older than Rav, and seemed a worldly, knowledgeable boy. Rav had some older friends among the Caradorean servants – boys of ten to twelve years old - but still thought Leo talked like an adult, and was awed by it. The prince had led Rav beneath the tables, telling him it was the best way to eavesdrop on adult conversations. Rav wasn’t sure why they should want to do that, but complied, glamorised by Leo’s startling pale Malagash beauty and knowing eyes. The tables formed a maze of tunnels around the room. Voices above sounded remote and echoing. Rav had watched Leo all day, thinking of his own friends at home, who seemed coarse and immature in comparison. Rav had dared to fantasise what it would be like to have friends like Prince Leo, and perhaps even become a little like that himself. But he had been surprised rather than delighted when the prince had left his group of friends, all grown-up-looking and sophisticated, in order to introduce himself to his nephew. ‘Mother will summon us both to her chambers very soon,’ he said, ‘but I want to make your acquaintance first, without her. 

Why? wondered Rav. He only grinned shyly and couldn’t think of anything to say.

You’ll meet Osmar and Parrish as well,’ Leo continued in a supercilious voice, ‘but they’re too much like Gastern. Boring. I am a true Malagash, like Almorante and Bayard. If you’ve got any sense, you’ll get me on your side. You will need powerful friends in Magrast, as your father did. Your future lies here, Valraven.’

These comments confused Rav. He could talk about the countryside, and horses, and also the sea, but this was alien territory to him.

Leo sighed at the lack of response. ‘Clearly, you need an education. You’ll get nowhere staying dumb.’ He laughed ‘In both senses.’

It had quickly become obvious that Rav had no idea that one day he would be expected to move to Magrast. In their hiding place, Leo had told him all about it. ‘Mother wants you here soon. She’s told me so. She thinks you should be educated here and be closer to your father. What do you think about that?’

Rav thought of the pomp and ceremony of the funeral, the noble Splendifers, the magnificent horses, the immense buildings, the important people. It was like something out of a story book. He thought also of his father, whom he adored above all other people. ‘I want to come,’ he said. Why hadn’t his mother told him about this?

‘Thought you would,’ Leo said. ‘Nobody wants to stay at home with the womenfolk. It’s no life for a man.’

Rav didn’t really know what Leo meant by that. He was rarely unhappy at home, and enjoyed the company of his friends and family, but here – this was something entirely different. If he’d been older, he’d have considered that a love of city life ran in his blood. He would feel as if he’d come home at last. But he was only a boy, who’d lived rather a wild, ungoverned and untutored life so far. He just wanted to be like Leo. All the Palindrakes were dark-haired and olive-skinned, but for him. Even Ellony, his twin, didn’t share his pale complexion. People were always commenting on it, which he found embarrassing. His Aunt Pharinet had once said to his mother, laughing, that if he and Ellie weren’t twins, she’d suspect Valraven wasn’t his father. His mother had laughed in return, while punching Pharinet light-heartedly on the arm, but the comment had hurt Rav deeply. Did it mean his father wouldn’t be pleased with him? He had tried to darken his face and hair with mud, but this act had not been met with approval by anyone. Here in Magrast, the royal family looked like him. He was one of them.

‘Does Mama know about this?’ he asked.

‘Varencienne?’ Leo pulled a scornful face. ‘She knows, but she’ll fight it. Mothers always want to cling onto their sons. Bayard told me that. You’ll have to tell your father what you want. He’ll understand.’

Rav could not imagine doing such a thing. The only time he saw his father was when Valraven came home on leave. Then they would go out riding together and visit ancient sites. Valraven would also take him to the homes of other noble families, where Rav was proud to be his son, feeling less like a child than on other occasions. He was always treated differently when he visited the same families with his mother. But it might be ages before the Dragon Lord came home again. He sighed deeply.

‘What’s the matter?’ Leo asked.

‘I don’t know when I’ll get to see Papa on his own.’

Leo blinked in apparent perplexity. ‘But he’s here, isn’t he?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Then go and speak to him now.’

Rav thought of the important people who would no doubt be clustered around his father at this very moment. He knew it was bad manners to interrupt adults when they were talking.

Leo seemed to know what he was thinking. ‘You are the heir to Palindrake,’ he said. ‘Start acting like it.’ He crawled out from beneath the table cloth and Rav followed.

The Dragon Lord stood nearby with a group of people: Prince Gastern, his mean-faced wife, and a large, dark-skinned woman, from whom Rav couldn’t take his gaze. She was dressed in some shiny stuff of dark green, like serpent skin, and her hair hung in dozens of plaits to her waist. When she laughed, it was as if you could feel it in your stomach.

‘That’s Queen Neferishu of Mewt,’ Leo said, noticing Rav’s rapt attention. ‘Bayard said she’s the only weighty woman he’d ever consider taking to his bed.’

Again, this remark was lost on Rav, but he paid it no attention anyway. They were close to the group now, who were all looking at them. Perhaps it was because of Leo’s commanding presence.

‘Ah, this is one of my younger brothers, Prince Leonid,’ Gastern said to the foreign queen. ‘We call him Leo.’

‘Lion,’ said the queen, smiling. ‘Yes, he has the Malagash leonine look. The hair.’ She looked back to Gastern. ‘You shouldn’t hack yours off like that, you know. It’s such a waste.’

Gastern reddened, which made Rav smile. The crown prince uttered a few anguished and annoyed sounds, then wrenched at his collar. ‘I am not one for vanity.’

‘Indeed not,’ brayed his nasal-voiced wife.

Valraven too was smiling. He gestured towards his son. ‘This is Rav,’ he said to Neferishu, ‘my son and heir.’

‘Oh, he has your eyes,’ Neferishu said, ‘and his Malagash grandfather’s mouth and hair. Truly a potentially deadly combination.’

Rav now loved Neferishu as a goddess. She had likened him to his father, the only person ever to have done that.

‘Hello Rav,’ said Neferishu. ‘When is your divine father going to bring you to Mewt then, eh?’

‘He’s only seven,’ Valraven said, then pondered for a moment, ‘but yes, in a few years, perhaps I could bring the whole family to Akahana. Varencienne has never seen it.’

‘You imply my beloved country is dangerous to young children,’ Neferishu said, although her voice was still full of smiles. ‘I should be insulted.’

‘I did not mean to imply that,’ Valraven said. ‘It’s just that I wasn’t sure whether the children would appreciate it properly yet.’

Neferishu rolled her eyes. ‘Then you know little of children. Anyway, even if that is the case, they can come again. I would like to meet Princess Varencienne.’

‘We will speak of this,’ Valraven said.

Leo, meanwhile, was nudging Rav painfully in the side with an elbow. For a moment, the adults were silent. Desperate to keep Leo’s respect, Rav squeaked, ‘Leo said I could come to Magrast.’

‘Well, of course,’ Valraven said. ‘You may come more frequently when you’re older.’

Leo clearly realised Rav wasn’t up to the task. ‘Mother says he should come to school here,’ he said.

‘I’d really like to,’ Rav added hurriedly.

Valraven glanced at his companions and Neferishu said, ‘Here’s a young man who’s had fun at a funeral! Do you like Magrast, Rav?’

Rav nodded. ‘Yes. Very much.’

‘Perhaps you should consider it, Val,’ said Prince Gastern. ‘Your countryman, Merlan Leckery, came to be educated here at a very young age, and look where he is now. If Maycarpe ever retires, he’ll be governor of Mewt. A Caradorean has never held that post, but it’s no secret the Fire Chamber holds Leckery in high regard.’

‘As does the subjugated queen of Mewt,’ drawled Neferishu. ‘Merlan has provided me with many happy hours of entertainment.’

Rav could see that his father was uncomfortable, and didn’t know why. He wondered what he should say to help the situation.

‘I shall discuss it with my wife,’ Valraven said, in a tone that meant the subject should be dropped.

‘Run along, Leo,’ said Prince Gastern. ‘Why don’t you go and find Linnard? I don’t suppose Rav’s met him yet.’

Leo took hold of Rav’s arm and dragged him away. Rav felt disappointed. He wasn’t sure whether he’d gained anything or not.

‘The last thing I’ll do is introduce you to Gasburn’s putrid son!’ Leo said, suddenly sounding much more like Rav’s friends at home. ‘Lindy’s a pile of sick! I’m always telling him so, just so he won’t forget.’ He let go of Rav’s arm and began to run. ‘Come on, let’s go. I’ll show you where they used to hang criminals on the wall outside.’
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Chapter Five: The Fruit of the Quest
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Varencienne retired to her chambers with a headache. The empress had monopolised her attention all afternoon, and it looked like a plot was being engineered by the ladies of the court to keep Varencienne in Magrast. She could not decline the numerous invitations without sounding ungracious or critical, and if she were honest, there really was no valid reason to go scurrying back to Caradore at once. There was so much she could show the children here, and she did quite like the idea of renewing old acquaintances, just to see how childhood friends had turned out, but still she had a compelling urge to flee. Ellony had tried to help in her quiet way, talking always of home and how she missed it, but then Rav had bounced up, full of stories about Leo. When the empress had asked him if he wanted to stay on for a while, he’d reacted with delight. 

As Varencienne sat before the mirror in her dressing room, rubbing the back of her neck, she acknowledged a painful truth: Rav loved Magrast. Sighing, she applied some lemon cream to her hands. She felt defeated, caught up in a process over which she had no control. Tatrini clearly adored Rav, and it was the natural instinct of any caring grandmother to want to do more for her grandchildren, but the empress had made no effort to do so before. Why now? Varencienne couldn’t help feeling there was something more than Rav’s education at stake.

Varencienne turned on her seat as Oltefney came into the room. The woman’s expression was a curious mixture of disapproval and excitement. ‘You have a visitor, Ren,’ she said.

Varencienne instinctively knew at once who it was, but still asked, ‘Who is it?’

‘Merlan Leckery,’ said Oltefney.
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