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Chapter One

859th Cycle of God, 15th day of Dusasfall

It was the second time he had seen Icenga die.

The first time had been a fall. And through his magnifier Harban had seen the broken body and the stain of blood on the snow far below.

It was an unusual way for one of the Karku to die. Yet the body had gone by the time Harban had finished his descent and he had felt pure joy. No animal had taken Icenga. There were no drag marks but there was a single set of footprints leading into the maze of rocks. Hope flared within him.

Immediately, he had known it could not be. Icenga could not possibly have survived such a fall. Fear had settled on him. Glancing up at the surrounding mountains, he had seen the glint of sun on glass as a magnifier turned his way. Rock dust and grit fell from the same place.

And then he had heard the rasp of shoe on ice and had seen Icenga walking towards him. He was sure-footed, as he had always been. But every few paces he had staggered as if pain was shearing through his head and he had lost all coordination, able only to grip his skull hard with his hands.

Harban had stood mute, unable to offer assistance or to flee. Icenga had not fallen. The broken shaft of an arrow jutted from his ribs over his heart. Icenga had collapsed into his arms and the pair of them had sagged to the frozen ground. Harban had stroked the dead man’s hair while he breathed his last once again. The confusion in Icenga’s eyes had turned Harban’s fear to pity. He had whispered words of comfort but none could possibly be adequate. He wasn’t even sure if Icenga could hear him.

And then at the very end, Icenga’s expression had cleared and words  had issued from his mouth, bound to the sour taint of sick breath.

‘You know what this means,’ he had said, his voice a dry rasp. ‘We all know.’

Dimly, Harban heard the beat of hoofs on stone and ice. The fear deepened then, bringing a shortening of his breath. Harban sat with Icenga in his arms until his body was numbed by the cold and all his prayers were spoken.

Only then did his mind begin to function. Harban looked around him. The carved marble memorial to the Conquord dead in the slaughter a decade past stood cracked and creeper-covered. It had once been a grand obelisk with the bust of Jorganesh, the fallen general, proud at its head. But through the creepers could be seen scrawled Tsardon insults and threats should the Conquord ever return this way. It was smeared with long-dried goat’s blood and the nose of the general had been shorn away.

Dusas chill ran deep and abiding. A gale charged with ice howled along Lubjek’s Defile, rustling the ivy on the memorial. Nothing else remained to mark the single worst defeat of Conquord forces during her war with Tsard. No bones remained, no onager stones sat among the leaves. Not even an arrowhead poked through. All long cleared by Atreska’s impoverished southern peoples.

Harban had seen the immediate aftermath. The images still haunted his dreams and filled his prayers to the Heart of the Mountain. This was not a place any Karku, let alone Harban, would choose to come any more. Though the scorched trees had grown afresh and flowers would carpet the ground when genastro warmed the earth, it would forever be tainted.

Harban was on Kark’s northern border with Atreska, there with Icenga because of the rumours that had now proved true. Icenga had not been the only one to perish this way. Others had been used. Testing a power that the Karku had feared down the long centuries of history but had never really believed would be made flesh. That it was being tested here and Harban could take back undeniable evidence was the realisation of the darkest of Karku fears.

Harban stood, Icenga’s body limp in his arms, finally granted the peace he deserved. He began to walk back up the slope towards the passageway under the mountains. The deep rumble of a distant avalanche reverberated over him. He stopped and stared up at the white peaks above, many lost in dense grey cloud. Another portent  giving credence to Icenga’s words from beyond death?

‘Perhaps we are already too late,’ he said and moved on again.

There was a great deal to be done. Icenga had to be interred in the rock catacombs under the village of Yllin-Qvist where he had lived his whole life; a place from where he could never be reawakened again. And Harban had to speak with the guardians of Inthen-Gor, the Heart of the Mountain. They had to know what he had seen and determine whether the prophecy was coming to pass. And if it was, it would be Harban who would make the journey to seek the few who could save them.

 



Deep in the mountain, the prophecies and writings of the ancients were already under close scrutiny. In the most sacred place in Kark, where the Eternal Water lapped the shores of the island on which the Heart Shrine stood, where the priests and guardians kept unflinching vigil, there had been a theft. Truth had been stolen. Disaster would surely follow. He lived. And He would come for them.

 



King Thomal Yuran of Atreska accepted the parchment but did not open it, knowing it would represent his last act as monarch of his country. In front of him, a man and a woman stood a respectful distance away. They were flanked by guards, polished armour reflecting the firelight of the cold throne room, faces emotionless. There would be more in every corridor of the castle and thousands of others, all bearing the Del Aglios crest, securing every inch of his country. It had gone with scarcely a whimper.

‘This is what I think it is?’ he asked.

His throne felt uncomfortable beneath him. The throne room, long divested of its Conquord accoutrements, was stale and bare. Outside, a dusas gale scoured the aged stone and mourned around the turrets and arches. This was not how he imagined it would end. By the lord of sky and stars, looking at the woman in front of him his dreams had ever been different and full of light and love.

Not like this. This miserable end. They wouldn’t understand he had never had any real choice. Any decision he had made during those fateful days would have led to disaster for ordinary Atreskans. His people. The ones who had chanted his name and now demanded his deposition.

‘I’m fulfilling my destiny as a servant of the Conquord,’ she said quietly.

There was strength in her. He had seen the same ten years before.

‘It is not the destiny I envisaged for you, Megan,’ said Yuran.

‘That was before you turned from the Conquord,’ said Megan.

‘And you turned from me.’

Yuran couldn’t keep the edge from his voice. The years in Estorr had been very good to Megan Hanev. Her authoritative bearing had heightened her beauty. She was elegant, dressed in a toga and stola of finest Tundarran weave, and she wore a gold circlet with a woven leaf motif in her hair. Her long black hair was brushed to hang perfectly down between her shoulder blades and those deep brown eyes still retained such youthful energy.

She glanced to her right, to receive a nod from her companion before stepping forwards. Yuran felt his bravado begin to crumble. Megan reached a hand out to him and brushed his face.

‘Have you seen the world outside this castle? The Tsardon have raped it. There’s nothing left. You must have known they would take everything when it suited them.’ She sighed. ‘What happened, Thomal? Why did you do it?’

‘I couldn’t stand by and watch our people be slaughtered.’

‘Instead, they died in their thousands at your borders with Neratharn and Gestern,’ growled the man standing next to Megan. ‘All because you were gutless in the face of your enemy.’

‘You were not there, Exchequer Jhered. They would have crushed Haroq City without breaking sweat.’

Jhered’s face was almost sympathetic. He still looked strong and vital, though grey dominated his hair, which was cut viciously short as a consequence. He had to be almost sixty years old by now. Lines marked his face but you wouldn’t mistake age for weakness. Not in this man.

‘You never really understood, did you?’ said Jhered. ‘We were then, and are now, one Conquord. Some must always die in order to save others. But you didn’t ever see the world beyond Atreska’s borders.’

‘Don’t patronise me, Jhered.’

‘You and your people should have died for the Conquord when the Tsardon stood at your gates. Instead you fell meekly into line and listened to their lies about liberation. If what I saw when I rode through your once beautiful country is liberation then I would rather be a slave.

‘Every hour you held them up would have brought the rest of the  Conquord time to marshal a more effective defence. And when we had won, we would have had the strength to take Atreska back then and there.’

‘But we would have been torn to pieces,’ said Yuran, aware of the whine in his voice. ‘We were outnumbered ten to one.’

Jhered nodded. ‘And your sacrifice would have saved five times the numbers that might have died within these walls. Atreska would have been a hero nation, blessed by the Advocate and feted by the whole of the Conquord. And you would have been its greatest son.

‘Instead, you chose cowardice and betrayal. Did you really think we would not dare come back? Did you really believe the Tsardon would defend you when our legions massed again on your borders? Atreska belongs to the Conquord.’

‘I chose the lives of my people,’ whispered Yuran.

‘And we hear their gratitude sounding from every window,’ said Jhered. ‘And we see it daubed on every wall.’

Yuran let his head drop. His mind raced. Curse the man. Always, his words sounded so simple, so plausible. Yet he had not been there. He had not tasted the terror of the people Yuran had sworn to protect. He felt Megan’s hand raising his chin. Her face was very close, her eyes deep with regret.

‘I dreamed for so long of our life together,’ she said quietly.

‘As did I.’

‘Even after I knew Atreska had turned, I didn’t want to believe it was you. But you never came back to me to prove it was not your doing. You gave me no choice but to pledge my allegiance to the Conquord above Atreska.’

Yuran smiled and reached out a hand, yearning to feel her skin one more time. But she leaned back from his touch and the first tear spilled on to her cheek.

‘You remain my greatest triumph and proudest moment,’ said Yuran. ‘Don’t make the mistakes I made.’

‘Undoubtedly, she will listen more closely to her teachers,’ said Jhered. He paused. ‘Megan.’

Yuran frowned at the Exchequer’s tone and looked questioningly at Megan. She stood up and stepped back.

‘You must read the order,’ she said, voice strained as if the words were hard to say. ‘I’m sorry.’

Yuran shook his head. ‘Don’t be. You know in some ways, this  even represents relief. I fear I am no longer secure in my own castle.’

He focused on the parchment and broke the Conquord seal. He unrolled it, reading the declaration of Conquord rule over Atreska and naming his country’s new ruler and Marshal Defender. Further down, his own name was listed as deposed ruler to be dealt with under the law as prescribed by the Advocate. A half-smile crept across his lips. It was almost word for word the document he had handed to the then King of Atreska almost twenty years before.

‘It is true then, that some things never change in the Conquord,’ he said. He unrolled the parchment further and his next words withered on his lips.

‘Not all things,’ said Jhered.

Yuran shook his head and stared again at the lines he had just read. Chill cascaded through him and a pit opened in his stomach, leaving him feeling physically sick. His vision swam for a moment before he clutched hard to his fading hope.

‘This is wrong,’ he said. ‘It has to be. This is not the Conquord way, please. I know how it works. We all know. The deposed ruler has choice. Exile, swearing of loyalty, not just . . .’

‘But you are not the deposed ruler of a once independent state,’ said Jhered. ‘You are a traitor of the Conquord and a self-imposed king of a Conquord territory. Those rules do not apply to you.’

Yuran’s heart beat so loud he barely heard Jhered’s words. He was aware he was shaking but could do nothing to stop it. He looked down at the parchment once more then across to Megan who was staring back at him, her lips quivering.

‘And you signed it?’ he said showing her the proof beneath the execution order.

‘I am fulfilling my destiny,’ she said again. ‘Guards, please escort King Yuran to the cells.’

Men moved in on him from left and right. He wanted to be dignified but the moment one of them touched his arm, his courage failed him completely. Fear swamped him and he searched for something, anything that might save him. And there was something. Something he had thought to use to buy his freedom. Now it might buy his life.

‘You cannot do this to me. You need me alive. You don’t understand why the Tsardon left.’

The guards were hustling him to the door. He could no longer see Megan and Jhered but knew they would be staring at his back.

‘Only I can help you. They are coming back to finish the job and you won’t be strong enough to defeat them. No power is. Even your precious Ascendants won’t be able to stop what He will unleash. Please—’

Jhered barked a single word and the guards stopped and turned Yuran around. The Exchequer marched up to him and grabbed him by the jaw, strong fingers gripping him hard. Jhered made to speak but Yuran saw his chance.

‘Guarantee commutation of my sentence or I’ll tell you nothing. Let me live and I’ll help you to do the same.’

Jhered considered for a heartbeat then nodded minutely.

‘What do you mean, “he”?’ he asked.

 



The room seethed with the dead.

Khuran took a pace backwards. None who saw this could fail to recoil. And this was the nucleus of his army. The forces that would march across the tatters of the Conquord and see its remaining defence run in terror. So it was said.

It was also said that these would herald the troops that would fly his banner and sing his name utterly without question. Unconditional loyalty. Belief submerged beneath blind subservience. It was a force given new voice. Small yet but he could see the potential. One would have to be simple to understand otherwise.

But the fact was that they were not his. Not truly. And the man who controlled them, who freed them to new directed life, was a power beyond his thinking. Yuran had brought him as a gift but had left Tsard relieved of a burden.

‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ said Gorian.

‘What? A dance of the dead?’ asked Khuran.

Gorian stood by him, unafraid.

‘Surely beauty can be seen in an irrepressible army. One without fear, which can feast off the earth beneath its feet and fight day and night. It is a perfection no Conquord legion will ever attain. Without thought to self. Without family. The perfect fighting force. And if there are enough of them, unstoppable.’

‘But without love or honour too. Without drive and belief. Without a reason to die in service of their king. Without loyalty, an army is nothing.’

Gorian chuckled. ‘You’re confused by ancient values, my King.  There is nothing sweeter than the second chance. And there is nothing more terrible than the fear of losing that chance. We hold that power over each and every one of these dead people. There is nothing they would not do for us. Is that not loyalty?’

Khuran shuddered. The day outside was warm but deep in the heart of his castle the cold endured. He gazed at the dead, trying not to feel repulsed. The pervasive sense of wrongness threatened to overwhelm him. And his distaste was heightened by Gorian’s obvious delight at what he had created.

The dead were confused. A dozen of them standing, walking and seeing in the pre-burial chamber. Thinking and understanding. But in a thrall that kept them silent. Bemused. These were young children dead of the pox the day before and a man whose heart had failed him. Another who had been hanged for stealing livestock, his head fallen forwards onto his chest, and a woman who had died in the act of childbirth.

Their last thoughts had been desperate, agonised and frightened. And now they had been reawakened. Khuran wondered if they thought of this as an afterlife. Because that is exactly what it was. But not the one laid down in the words of any god he had ever read about. There was no glory in this death and certainly no peace. Animated by Gorian and sustained by the rumbling power of the ground beneath their feet and by each other. A circuit, Gorian called it. Khuran didn’t really understand. It hardly mattered. The proof was standing before him, dull-eyed people wearing the clothes in which they had died.

Still Khuran fought the idea that this was some trick though he had seen them all lying lifeless. He had felt for a pulse or for the warmth of blood below the skin. They had all been dead and now they all drew breath.

And in the next moment, they dropped silently to the ground and were still once more. Khuran looked at Gorian. A frown passed across the Ascendant’s face.

‘What happened?’ asked Khuran, relieved of a dread he had tried not to show.

‘It is a new ability,’ said Gorian. ‘Tried but sparingly and never on so many at one time. But it works. And I know how to make it better. But to make it overwhelming, I will need help.’

‘Help? Where from?’

Gorian smiled. ‘Just prepare your country for war, despatch your  armies to where we agreed and leave it to me. I’ll be back almost before you realise I’m gone.’

Khuran looked at Gorian. Just in his mid-twenties but so authoritative and confident in his power. His eyes shone from a face much coveted by the women of his court. The face of one of the Conquord’s dramatic heroes, framed in glorious curled fair hair. He was tall, powerful and dressed in one of the togas Khuran found ridiculous but which he insisted were woven for him. Gorian liked his games and this was a particularly trivial one. And most people did not dare contradict Gorian Westfallen’s wishes. But Khuran was not most people.

‘Oh no, Gorian. You will not leave my sight. I will lead my people and you will follow me.’

‘As you wish, my King.’




Chapter Two

859th cycle of God, 20th day of Dusasfall

The energy map was sick. Grey flecks coursed through veins and infested vital organs. Ossacer could feel the strength of the infection like heat washing over his face. The boy he was tending was gripped by his fever and barely conscious. His body was soaked in sweat though the wind blew cold around the small house in which he lay. Ossacer moved his hands down to the boy’s stomach and winced at the picture that his mind’s eye read in the fine detail of the energy trails. The liver and kidneys were strained to the point of shutdown. The boy didn’t have long to live.

He and Arducius had come to the Morasian port of Okiro on the back of strong rumours of Ascendancy potential there and in outlying villages. But they had arrived in the midst of an epidemic that was sweeping the poor quarter of the port adjacent to the harbour. Something in the water, so Arducius said. And while he tried to divine the source with a fledgling passive Land Warden they’d met the day before, Ossacer was assessing the impact on the local population. The strong could fight it. The old, the young and the weakened were being taken back to the embrace of God in their hundreds.

‘Can you save him?’

Ossacer turned to the doorway. The boy’s mother stood there. She was a young woman, beauty submerged by her distress. Her voice trembled and the map of her lifelines was riddled with her anxiety. It was almost palpable. Mixed with her fear for her son was her fear of Ossacer himself. Desperation had overcome her suspicion and she had been prepared to let him try. It was the history of the Ascendancy repeated yet again.

She shifted under his gaze. A reaction he was long used to. Eyes  that saw nothing but sensed everything, that penetrated to the heart straight through skin and bone.

‘If you will let me, I can.’

The colours of her life energy pulsed bright with hope and relief.

‘Anything,’ she said. ‘Please.’

She reached out to touch Ossacer but stopped herself before making contact. He knew what she saw. So normal in most respects. Neat short hair, friendly face a little careworn before its time, and an easy smile. But the shifting colour of his blind eyes and the fact of who he was could not be denied. Ossacer nodded.

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I understand. Trust me. Don’t be scared by anything you see. I will not hurt him.’

He turned back to the boy and placed a hand on his brow, the heat and damp a shock.

‘Stay with me,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t let go.’

Ossacer focused on the sick and dying body before him. The frenzy of energy outside in the harbour and through the port softened and faded from his mind. He sought sources closer to him. He was fresh but knew he couldn’t risk too much of himself. There was so much work to do elsewhere in the slums when this one child was saved. Outside the window grew an old olive tree, roots deep, branches twisted and gnarled. Inside, candles and lanterns were lit and a fire was going in the tiny kitchen next door. It would be enough.

Ossacer lifted one hand, palm up, above his head and crabbed his fingers as if holding a bowl. He opened his mind to the energies of tree and fire and let their maps coalesce before him. The tree, strong, slow-pulsing brown and deep green, shot with the pale shades of youth where new growth awaited the warmth of genastro. The fire a chaotic, vibrant mass of red and yellow, dark at its tips where energy escaped the circuit and bled into the air around.

He remembered how alien and difficult it had been when he was younger, when he and the others had first emerged and seen the true colours of life, the glory of this earth under God. Then, to link with another energy source had seemed all but impossible; to direct it a ludicrous notion and an effort that was instantly exhausting.

Now it was different, natural, though no less tiring in the long run. Ossacer pushed out with his own energy map to link with the sources he wanted. He teased breaks in their circuits to allow the energy to flow into him. He felt the quick jolt of fire and the lumbering power  of the olive tree. Within his body, he contained and amplified what he took and reformed it to a map of his own design.

He projected this map on to the boy and drove its energies through his veins and organs. It was the map of health, a pure construct that overwhelmed the infection. The grey flashed to brightness and then was gone. Ossacer kept up the tide of health until no trace remained of the disease. Only then did he relax and release himself from the energies and let in the sounds of the day once again.

Ossacer sat back on his haunches and breathed out heavily. He shook his head at the exertion and wiped a hand across his brow. In the bed, the boy was calm. His fever was gone and he slept. Ossacer smiled and turned back to the mother. She was in the doorway still, her hands clutching hard at the frame. In the room, the lantern and candles were extinguished and in the kitchen, the fire smoked, its last embers dim. There was new growth on the olive tree despite the cold of dusasfall.

‘Let him sleep,’ said Ossacer. ‘And boil all your water until we make the supply safe.’

She nodded mutely, unwilling to come near him even though she must be desperate to go to her son. Ossacer stood up.

‘I understand your fear. I see it every day. But you must forget what you have been told. This is what the Ascendancy can bring to you, to the whole Conquord. We are not against God, we act with God and do his work. We seek only to help. I was born to heal.’

‘Thank you,’ she managed, her voice choked with a confusion of emotion. ‘I just—’

‘It’s all right,’ said Ossacer. ‘All I ask is that you think about what you have seen here today. What will you tell your son, your friends? That your son has been cured by an evil that must be stamped out, or that by God’s will, he has been granted another chance at life, a chance he so richly deserves? Think. We do not ask for thanks, only acceptance.’

He bowed his head and walked past her towards the front door. Harkov, general of the Ascendancy Guard, intercepted him. He was an instantly comforting figure. His strong lifelines surrounded a commanding frame. Harkov was a former palace guardsman respected by Paul Jhered and hence the perfect choice to lead the Ascendancy Guard. His natural energy map oozed authority and control.

‘Trouble at the fountain,’ he said.

‘Bad?’ asked Ossacer, putting a hand on Harkov’s arm and relaxing his mind. The world faded to black before him. Harkov led him out into the chill day.

‘Bad enough. It’s Koroyan.’

Ossacer sighed and sagged, feeling suddenly tired. ‘Will that woman dog my footsteps forever?’

‘Unless she meets with a nasty accident,’ said Harkov.

‘You don’t mean that,’ said Ossacer.

‘Not all the time.’

‘Where’s Arducius?’

‘Three guesses,’ said Harkov.

‘Then we’d better be quick,’ said Ossacer.

The two men were joined by another six Ascendancy guardsmen, each armed with gladius and shield and with bows slung across their backs. Their livery, red, with the Ascendancy crest of sun over tree in a pair of cupped hands, was becoming a common and accepted sight throughout the Conquord. Made up of ex-levium and palace guard for the most part, the Ascendancy Guard were quickly gaining respect. They were also making powerful enemies.

It was a short walk to the fountains through slums that stank of death. The streets were tight and full of fear. Refuse was strewn across muddy cobbles. The stench of sewage was strong. Ossacer felt a little anxious. This far from the heart of the Conquord, not all the advances it boasted had penetrated to the poorest. It would ever be so.

The tension travelled in waves through the latent energies surrounding them. And in a few paces, he could hear it too. The wind carried the harsh sound of angry voices.

‘The fountain’s crowded,’ said Ossacer. ‘I can see the interference in the energies above it. Heat and emotion carried on the wind.’

‘Don’t leave my side,’ said Harkov. ‘This might get ugly.’

‘If Koroyan is there, it already is,’ said Ossacer.

They hurried down a right-hand turn. The fountain was at the end of the alley. Ossacer could see the confused mass of people in the lifelines. Beyond them, the lively blues of the fountain waters. Harkov signalled two of his men to move ahead while he slowed almost to a halt. Ossacer searched the blaze of human energy, searching for Arducius’s map. So hard to divine.

‘Where is he?’

‘He’ll be all right,’ said Harkov.

Ossacer’s heart was pounding. He fought himself to calmness. Energy signatures ceased their flaring and resolved to detail once again. But he still couldn’t see Arducius. There was shouting, a brief scuffle and into the silence that followed walked Ossacer with Harkov. The general filled in the detail.

‘Koroyan is with Vennegoor and twenty or so Order guards. Arducius is facing them behind a line of our people. No swords are out but it’s getting twitchy. Trouble is that citizens are crowding in quickly. If this goes the wrong way, we’ll have nowhere to go.’

‘We’ll be fine,’ said Ossacer. ‘Just get me next to Ardu.’

Harkov’s men put their shoulders to the gathering crowd and forced a path through to the fountain. The multiple images in Ossacer’s mind thinned. He could see Arducius now. His aura was calm, his body map even. But within his frame, the brittleness of his bones was a dominant shifting pale grey. A sickness not even Ossacer could cure.

Around him, the guards showed more signs of stress while across from them, just a few yards away, the Order flooded his senses with their anger. Conversation broke out around them and Arducius looked round as he approached.

‘Can’t leave you alone for a moment without trouble breaking out,’ said Ossacer.

‘Nothing I can’t handle,’ said Arducius. ‘Glad you’re here though.’

The two of them moved in front of the line of guards. Before them, Chancellor Koroyan stood haughty and disdainful.

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘The blind one too. Fresh from peddling your perverse healing, no doubt?’

Quiet spread again among the crowd, now several hundred strong, in the tight square which housed the fountain. Ossacer could feel them wavering. The Chancellor remained a dominant figure and despite the work he and Arducius had done here, their security was by no means guaranteed. Everyone listening and watching was an Order devotee.

‘You are of course welcome to accompany me and talk to some of those I have helped,’ said Ossacer, raising his voice loud. ‘Ask them how they feel about my work.’

‘It is interesting, and I think all of us would be fascinated to know,’ said Arducius. ‘What exactly is it you are doing here?’

Ossacer sucked in a breath.

‘Risky, Ardu, very risky,’ he whispered.

‘Best get it out of the way now.’

Indeed, Koroyan did seem a little taken aback at the invitation but she recovered quickly and strutted into the gap.

‘Is she still wearing the old robes of state?’ asked Ossacer.

‘Still. Lot of grey in her hair since last time though.’

‘Good people of Okiro, of Morasia and the Conquord,’ said Koroyan, indulging them with a smile. ‘Faithful servants of the Omniscient. I am glad that you have had the opportunity to see at first hand what these so-called Ascendants can do. They can heal your sick, but what do they use to do it? And what else can they do that they would not be so pleased to demonstrate?

‘I have seen what they can do and it chills my blood that they are allowed to walk among you. They can raise waters that could drown you all in your beds. They can summon gales that would flatten your homes. They play with the elements as if they own them. They do not. This earth is the province of God the Omniscient. None of us has the right to call on the powers of God and use them as our own. Can you possibly feel secure with them moving amongst you?

‘The Omniscient cares for you. And this tragic disease that has afflicted you means that you are utmost in my prayers and in my thoughts. Curious, is it not, that the Ascendants choose to come here at the very outbreak of disease. Almost as if they knew it was going to happen.’ Koroyan shrugged. ‘Who knows, perhaps they are so powerful that they could sense the coming of the disease. Or perhaps they are the cause of it. After all, what is more powerful than live demonstration. They would not command your attention if there was nothing to improve, no?

‘I denounce them. They are criminals under the Conquord’s mistaken protection. They are heretics under the Omniscient. These people must be stopped. All here who worship Him know this and know the penalty. They should burn.’

There was a movement in the crowd. Anger stirred and voices were raised. The majority in support of the Chancellor but not all. None risked a move to action with guards flanking both parties.

‘This is becoming a trial,’ said Harkov quietly. ‘I suggest you choose your next words very carefully.’

Arducius jumped on to the lip of the fountain, raising himself head and shoulders above the crowd which quietened quickly. Ossacer could see the confidence radiating from him, a warm green ripple in his aura.

‘We’ve been here five days now. Five days in which we have sat  with you, eaten with you, prayed with you and, yes, used the abilities we have to heal the sick. I recognise many of you as I look around. Some of you once heading for a premature return to the earth, are now walking, with your strength returning.

‘The Chancellor is right. The Omniscient does care for you. And we do the Omniscient’s work, saving those who can be saved. Helping those who can be helped and who ask us for it.

‘The Chancellor is right. We can raise wind, we can raise water and fire. But only in the Omniscient’s name. Only to protect our people. You. That is the worth of us. We are here to serve you. Have we harmed a single one of you?’

Arducius turned his attention square on the Chancellor. ‘It is an enduring tragedy that we want nothing more than to be welcomed into the bosom of the Order. We would happily swear loyalty to the Chancellor. She denies us that opportunity and so we are forced to work without her blessing.

‘I stand before you now and tell you that you have nothing to fear from the Ascendants. If you choose not to believe us, then see us burn. But it will not stop the destiny of the Conquord. The Ascendancy is here forever. It has the support of the Advocate. And as the generations pass, more and more of your children will demonstrate similar abilities.

‘Some will accompany us back to Estorr today. Others will follow. See the good in us for that is all that there is. The Chancellor is mistaken. We are not heretics. It is only she who talks of death. We prefer a discourse on life. I can think of no greater pleasure than to worship the Omniscient and I urge you all to maintain your faith and bring others to you. All we ask for is that you understand that we work within the faith of the Omniscient, never ever against Him.’

The crowd had fallen completely silent while Arducius spoke. He jumped down from the fountain and walked across the space to face the Chancellor.

‘It’s tired, Felice, this declamation of yours. In a decade, we have saved hundreds, liberated thousands and harmed no one. We will take those who wish to go with us back to Estorr and you will not stop us, nor will your lap dog draw his sword.’

Beside the Chancellor, Horst Vennegoor, Prime Sword of the Armour of God tensed and growled.

‘Save it, Vennegoor,’ said Arducius. ‘When you first crossed us in  Westfallen a decade ago, you were past your best. Now you’re just old.’

Felice Koroyan hushed Vennegoor’s retort and took a pace forward to stand toe-to-toe with Arducius.

‘You have always been, and will always be, an abomination,’ she said quietly. ‘And one day, you or one of your bastard brothers and sisters will transgress. The ear of the Advocate will turn back to me and you will have no friends. All I have to do is wait.’

Arducius smiled and Ossacer saw the anger settle on him. ‘We will never give you the satisfaction, Felice. I know why you fight us. It is because you fear one day your crimes against us will come back and bite you. It is only by the grace of the Advocate and the laws of tolerance in our Conquord that you are still alive, let alone still the Chancellor. But while the Advocate might forgive and forget, we Ascendants never will. One day, you will be gone and the Ascendancy and the Order will be as one, as the Omniscient surely intends.’

The Chancellor’s face was grey and angry.

‘Your words speak your guilt,’ she said. ‘And one day I will watch you burn.’

‘Don’t hold your breath,’ said Arducius. He turned back to Ossacer and Harkov. ‘Come on. Plenty of work to do yet.’




Chapter Three

859th cycle of God, 1st day of Genasrise

‘All right, you can come in now.’

Her son’s voice swelled Mirron’s heart as it had done from his first newborn cry. She turned from the window overlooking the splendour of Estorr and walked from her bedroom to the main reception room. Through the partially open doors, she could hear the shuffling of feet and a low murmur. The beautiful scents of fresh-cut flowers and greenery wafted out and water trickled in the decorative fountain.

Her son was at her side.

‘Look left first. Don’t look right,’ said the boy, putting a hand up to her face to shield the rest of the room from her eyes.

‘All right,’ she said.

The fountain was there in the left-hand corner of the room. In the pool, a carved wooden boat with a cloth sail on its mast scudded around in gentle circles. She gasped and put a hand to her mouth. The sail was filled with a breeze that chased the boat, propelling it in its course.

‘Oh, darling, you can do it!’ she said, kneeling and pulled him into a crushing hug.

The boat slowed and stopped, his concentration on it broken.

‘Oh, Mother!’

‘Kessian, I am so proud of you. I knew you could do it.’

‘Happy birthday, Mother.’

She kissed his cheek and let him go. ‘How did you do it?’

‘Well, he needed a little help but it was there all along, just like you said.’

Mirron swung round on her haunches, having to steady herself against the marble side of the fountain pool. She’d forgotten there were others in the room. Actually, it was quite crowded with friends.  But the voice belonged to a man she hadn’t seen in a year. She flew to her feet and into his embrace.

‘Ardu! When did you get back? Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because your son got to me first and wanted to organise this surprise,’ said Arducius. His eyes swam from green to a gentle warm blue.

‘And then we thought we might as well have a joint birthday party.’

Another voice. Mirron almost burst into tears. She pushed Arducius away. Standing to his left was Ossacer. All three of them came together. Applause broke out.

‘Happy birthday all of us,’ said Mirron.

Her words were chorused around the room. Goblets were raised in salute.

‘Twenty-four now,’ said Ossacer. ‘Getting on . . .’

‘Sometimes I feel twenty years older,’ said Mirron.

‘Well you look ten years younger,’ said Arducius.

‘Liar.’ She shook her head and stepped back so she could see them both, looking tired but wonderful in white togas slashed with deep Ascendancy red, Ossacer with his hair cut short and Arducius who sported long, slightly wavy dark locks these days. ‘Neither of you is supposed to be here until solastro. It’s been lonely without you.’

‘Never miss a birthday,’ said Ossacer.

Mirron smiled at him. He was studying her closely, his sightless eyes flickering up and down her body, irises a chaotic rush of colour. It was disconcerting if you weren’t used to it. But Mirron, Ossacer and Arducius had been together almost every day for the first twenty years of their lives. Ossacer was examining her energy map and lifelines in the way only he could, trying to discern the emotions underpinning her words.

Mirron didn’t need to look inside Ossacer to understand his mood. He was unhappy and he was anxious. It was written on his face and in the way he held himself. That little stoop and the rounding of the shoulders as if he had been given something too heavy to carry.

‘Come on, Ossie, think I buy that even for one moment?’

Ossacer shrugged. ‘Well, you know, we were just passing through . . .’

‘No one passes through here from Morasia to Westfallen,’ said Mirron. ‘But I couldn’t be happier you’re here, today of all days. See what my son can do?’

‘I saw the trails,’ said Ossacer. ‘Very impressive in a ten-year-old. Glad he’s coming into his potential so soon. Still, I shouldn’t be surprised by the talents of the offspring of Mirron and ... well, you know.’

Mirron nodded and looked round at Kessian. He was playing with his boat, sending it in a figure-of-eight with the breeze he created. Hesther Naravny, Mother of the Ascendancy, was looking over his shoulder, encouraging him. Others were watching too, along with a couple of the teenage Ascendants. The room was breaking up into small groups to talk and drink, or try snacks from the serving platters set around. Much of the Ascendancy project hierarchy was here, testament to the reverence in which Mirron was held. In which all three of the original Ascendants were held.

Kessian could feel her eyes on him and he turned round, favouring her with a huge smile. Mirron smiled back but behind her expression, she felt the pain that would never truly die. Those gorgeous blue eyes and that mass of curly blond hair. So much like Gorian.

‘At least that’s where the similarity ends,’ whispered Ossacer into her ear.

Mirron let go a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding.

‘I’ll never work out how you do that.’

‘It’s quite simple, dear Mirron. Be blind most of your life. It gives you such an uncluttered perspective on the nuances of energy.’

Even when he tried to joke, Ossacer managed to sound serious and analytical.

Mirron turned to face him. ‘What is it, Ossie?’

‘What do you mean?’ Ossacer looked at the floor.

‘Like I don’t know something’s amiss? You and Ardu show up here unannounced from your duties in the west. I know it’s our birthday but I can’t imagine the Advocate agreeing that you break off your tour for a party, can you?’

‘Just enjoy it,’ said Arducius. ‘It’s a beautiful genastro day in Estorr, the Advocate is paying for the wine and we’ve brought back some fantastic potential for you and Hesther to meet. And taken from beneath that lovely snarl the Chancellor has when she gets beaten.’

‘She was there?’

‘Like always,’ said Arducius.

‘And is there nothing we can do about it?’ asked Mirron.

Arducius shook his head. ‘The Advocate won’t change the law. And  anyway, it isn’t the Order who is at fault, it’s just her and her cronies. We have to persuade people of our faith through demonstration and understanding. We need acceptance, not religious conflict.’

Mirron chewed her lip, worry nagging at her mind. ‘One day you won’t be able to talk your way out of it. What then? We know the Chancellor would use force, given the merest opportunity. I can’t bear the thought of you two getting burned in some far-flung corner because you’ve spoken out of turn.’

Arducius spread his hands. ‘What else can we do? This is the only way to get the message across. And look at the hundreds we’ve taken from self-imposed repression. People who thought they were freaks and who lived in fear of the Order can now walk in daylight with confidence.’

‘That’s still a naïve vision, Ardu,’ said Mirron. ‘Maybe they can here on the Hill, but there are parts of Estorr where we still can’t go without protection, and this is the capital city for God’s sake. It doesn’t matter what the Advocate says and what she decrees. At best, most people are wary of us. And out in the wilds most of them still hate us. The Order still represents the Advocate and we are still a splinter faith, no matter what we believe.’

‘It changes nothing,’ said Arducius. ‘We have to spread our message. Like the Order did in centuries gone by. It has its risks but if we don’t do it now, our future generations will be no further forward. What would you have us do?’

Mirron shook her head. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Just be careful. Don’t provoke the Chancellor. And don’t deny that’s what you do. I’ve seen you at it.’

Arducius laughed and kissed her cheek. ‘Come on, let’s mingle. Relax for a change. You worry too much.’

‘With good reason.’ She accepted the goblet Arducius took from a tray for her and drank. ‘And don’t think I won’t find out the real reason you’ve shown up here today.’

‘I know that you will,’ said Arducius and for a moment, his sparkle dimmed. ‘Please, it has to be later.’

Mirron nodded and turned to her son and Hesther, trying hard not to think about it.

 



Roberto Del Aglios, eldest son of the Advocate, and the first Conquord Ambassador to the closed nation of Sirrane, felt energised and far  younger than his forty-eight years today. Season upon season, year upon year of difficult, delicate and frustrating negotiations and at last, in his hand he held a Sirranean government signature.

It was short of full alliance but it was an agreement to closer ties, to an exchange of technologies and to a broad range of commodity quotas that would benefit territories across the Conquord. And more important than all of these, it was an agreement to share information on Tsard to the south, Omari to the west and the vast desert and plain kingdom of Garanth to the north of Sirrane. The once-blind now had eyes everywhere.

Roberto waited until they stepped outside the Sirrankjor, the seat of the government in this extraordinary country, before letting himself go and embracing Gesteris. The two men slapped each other’s backs.

‘This,’ said Roberto, breaking away. ‘Is going to make the Conquord great once more. Just think what this does for Gosland, for Dornos . . .’

‘It strengthens your mother’s hand in every corner of the Conquord.’ Roberto looked at his companion. Senator Marcus Gesteris, hero of the Conquord. The man who held the Tsardon at bay on the Neratharnese border until Roberto himself came to relieve him in the defining battle of the 848th cycle in the war with Tsard. A great soldier and a clever diplomat. There were few that did not recognise and respect the one-eyed general with the signature scar down the right-hand side of his face. It still flared red in cold weather and the eye socket remained a constant irritation.

‘I cannot thank you enough. So long away from your family.’

‘It is an honour and a pleasure to serve,’ said Gesteris. ‘But there is more to do. Our intelligence from Tsard suggests they are arming again. It might be in response to our retaking of Atreska and the build-up of legions in the border states but I don’t think so. We need Sirrane’s help militarily. They have such strength should they choose to use it.’

‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ said Roberto. ‘And in Conquord history, they have never chosen to invade anywhere. No desire for expansion.’

Gesteris chuckled. ‘Hard to credit when you’re a Conquord citizen, eh? But think about it. How many people have we seen. How much of the country have they let us see? It could be empty. Maybe the talk of strength here is just that.’

‘I very much doubt that. What is it really, do you think?’

‘Well, no doubt part of it is in their psyche. They aren’t a united people and that will undermine any thought of invasion. This is a country ruled by consent, not declaration. But more than that, and laugh if you want, I think they’re a race of agoraphobics. Very unhappy out of the shade of trees. Take the city. No parks, no big open spaces.’

‘You know, you might be right,’ said Roberto. ‘If it wasn’t for the spires.’

‘No. They’re safe because they are protected. The spires are enclosed and they are blessed, so I understand.’

Roberto looked around him at the stunning and extraordinary capital city of Mytarinos, which translated roughly as ‘meeting place’. It was a city of low domes and towering spires; tree-lined streets and walled woods; covered markets and secluded glades. The predominant colours were those of the forest, greens, browns and reds.

The trees, so the Sirranean saying went, were the roof of the world. And to pierce the roof was to toy with the power of the sky. Not that it meant they were scared of the heavens. The highest spires soared hundreds of feet above the tallest tree and were monuments to engineering excellence. They were places for solitude and reflection, to bask in the glories of the world above the roof, to offer respect and worship to the myriad gods the Sirraneans followed and, with typical Sirranean practicality, to monitor the weather.

Roberto hadn’t considered it before. The Sirraneans were an eclectic mix, happy to live in sprawling low houses that seldom reached above two storeys but equally comfortable in their swaying spires or the upper boughs of their trees. He had never seen climbing like it. Nor camouflage. Nor the breathtaking acrobatics they undertook to get from tree to tree. Fearless. You could easily see why they had never suffered serious threat from invasion. No conventional army could hope to counter them, short of felling or burning every tree. And getting close enough to wield the axe would be a task in itself.

And yet Gesteris had nailed it. On their journey through the vast forests, studded with stunning mountain ranges, broad lakes and impenetrable valleys and gorges, the Sirraneans had been uncomfortable the few times they had been forced to cross open spaces.

‘I’m right, I promise,’ said Gesteris. ‘Look.’

Their translator, Tarenaq, had just emerged from the building along with Huatl a senior member of her delegation. As they emerged into  sunlight, they made a brief gesture, passing their hands across their eyes and over their heads.

‘The Omniscient save me, I had assumed they were waving away flies.’

Gesteris chuckled. ‘Sometimes they probably are. I swear some of these bites will leave permanent scars.’

‘Marcus, your minute observation has embarrassed me again.’

‘Don’t be down on yourself. It’s a rare enough gesture.’

‘Superstition?’

‘Religion, I think,’ said Gesteris. ‘Tarenaq was vague in the extreme when asked.’

‘You do surprise me,’ said Roberto with a raising of the eyebrows.

Tarenaq and Huatl were hurrying towards them. Typical of the Sirranean build, they were tall, slender people, sinuous, with large strong hands. The Sirraneans had been an arboreal race. Bony ridges ran down the sides of their necks and continued, he had been informed, the length of their torsos and along the undersides of their arms. A membrane had once grown from the ridges, providing limited glide, balance and enormous control in the leap between branches. Some still had an elongated coccyx. A vestigial reminder of a past long forgotten, as was the faint green tint within their deep brown skin. It was a history they held dear and which still governed much of their mythology, religion and ceremony.

‘You’ve forgotten an important clause?’ ventured Roberto as the two Sirraneans neared, trotting down a short flight of stone steps. Both were clothed in tight-fitting leggings and shirts. Lightweight cloaks were about their shoulders, floating in the breeze.

Tarenaq did not smile though she was used to Roberto’s sense of humour by now. Her large, brown eyes locked on him and her brow creased.

‘We have informations,’ she said.

Her voice was strong and guttural, like that of so many of her kind, designed to carry through the sound-sapping foliage. Roberto couldn’t help but smile.

‘Lucky we signed when we did, then.’

‘Yes.’ Still no smile.

Roberto sobered. There was deep disappointment in Tarenaq’s eyes. And sadness.

‘What is it?’

Tarenaq turned to Huatl and motioned him to speak. It was slow and Tarenaq had to stop often, struggling for the right Estorean words but she did her best.

‘The armies of Khuran cover the ground again. Their westerly progress is swift, an angry beast rumbling on mountain and plain. They have not scale but they have cruel purpose. Blood is in their eyes, it is all that they see. Something moves behind them and they dare not turn aside though fear bids them scatter. They will fall upon our friends. You are unready.’

Roberto found himself staring at Gesteris. All their joy was turned to ash. Both had spent long enough with Tarenaq to interpret nearly all she said first time around. And this message was simple enough.

‘Where are they?’ asked Roberto. ‘How far have they got?’

‘They stand south and east of us now. By the Gor of Halor. They travel our southern borders. Goscapita, surely their journey end.’

‘The Halorian mountains? How can they be that close and you didn’t tell us?’

Tarenaq passed on the question and Roberto saw Huatl frown as if it was obvious.

‘Only our friends hear what we see. Yesterday, it was not written that you were. Today, you are.’

Roberto bit back a retort. Instead he nodded and turned sharply to Gesteris.

‘My mother must hear of this immediately. Take your team and take the samples. Neristus and D’Allinnius will need them rather sooner than we thought. Send birds, send fast riders on the message service ahead of you. We must mobilise and we have no time.’

Gesteris thumped his right arm into his chest. ‘My arm and heart are yours, Roberto. What about you?’

‘I’m going to take a look for myself. Get numbers and weapons. Then I’m going to Gosland to command the defence. Make sure they know I’m coming.’ Roberto slapped his palm on the stone rail at his side. ‘Damn Khuran. Damn his ashes to the devils on the wind. How can he have rebuilt so quickly?’

He didn’t really believe it. It could just be posturing. The Sirraneans might have got the intent wrong. But seldom were they so direct and detailed in their opening words on any subject. And that was something that worried Roberto more than he was prepared to say. Tsardon invasion. The Conquord simply wasn’t ready.




Chapter Four

859th cycle of God, 1st day of Genasrise

Mirron walked with Arducius and Ossacer across the grand courtyard, with its fountains, lawns and marble-tiled paths. They passed the basilica and moved into the palace itself, under the flags of the members of the Conquord, some of whose allegiance remained in considerable doubt.

They were shown to a small, luxuriously appointed reception chamber. The day was growing cold and the hypocaust warmed the floor beneath their feet. But amongst all the splendour, the busts, the tapestries and the furniture Mirron would never quite get used to, was yet another surprise on this day of surprises.

‘Paul!’ she shouted and ran into his embrace.

The huge man enveloped her almost completely and she lost herself in his strength; the father she had never known and the man to whom she owed her life more times than she could easily count. Paul Jhered, Exchequer of the Conquord treasury.

‘Happy birthday,’ he said.

‘So why weren’t you at the party?’

‘Affairs of state, that sort of thing.’ He released her and stepped back, indicating a recliner. ‘Talking of which, sit down, Mirron. All of you.’

‘What’s going on?’ Mirron looked at her brothers. ‘Well?’

‘We just know the Exchequer wanted to talk to us all. That’s why we were called back from Morasia,’ said Ossacer.

‘Former Exchequer,’ said Jhered. ‘Remember I retired on setting foot back on Estorean soil. Just plain old head of palace security now, and looking forward to my dotage.’

‘Except ...’ said Mirron, taking a seat and accepting a goblet of water from a servant.

Jhered sat opposite the Ascendants. He was looking good on his fifty-seven years, if a little tired from the journey back from Atreska. He had lost none of his authority. The crow’s feet around his eyes gave him a fatherly look when he smiled as he was doing now.

‘We had a disturbing conversation with the erstwhile King of Atreska,’ said Jhered. ‘Look, there’s no easy way to say this. If Yuran is to be believed, Gorian is alive.’

Mirron’s vision tunnelled and her senses closed in around her. She dropped her water. She felt heat across her face. She couldn’t sense the energy maps of her brothers and Jhered any more and the isolation was dark. She was dimly aware she was breathing too quickly but did not have the coherence to stop it.

She closed her eyes and swayed as his name washed through her. Images flashed before her. His beauty, his fury. All from a time long ago that would always remain yesterday. A decade past that she could only ever push aside, never forget.

There were arms about her, trying to calm her. She couldn’t settle her mind. She didn’t know if she was going to laugh in relief or cry in desperation. For all they had grown to hate his memory, they had never wished him dead. But the knowledge of his survival brought such problems with it. It was a boulder dropped into the slowly calming pool of all their lives.

‘What do we do?’ It was her voice speaking, but distant as if through a closed door. ‘What do we do?’

She felt the same heat in her gut she had first experienced when she was just a little girl, seeing his beauty for the first time. She cursed herself for it and for the confusion it sparked within her.

‘Hey, it’s all right.’ Arducius’s voice laid calm across the torrent of her mind. ‘Take it easy. Come on. Have a drink.’

Mirron opened her eyes. They were fogged with her tears and she wiped at them angrily.

‘Sorry,’ she said, taking the goblet of watered wine from Arducius. ‘Thank you, Ardu.’

‘No, it is I who should be apologising to you,’ said Jhered.

Mirron took a sip and looked at her brothers. Ossacer’s face had fallen and he was biting back tears. Arducius just looked achingly sad.

‘I think we all knew that he would resurface one day,’ said Ossacer quietly. ‘We haven’t talked about it for years but I don’t think any of us ever really believed he had died out there.’

Jhered’s forehead creased. ‘If you thought that, then we should have been searching for him all this time.’

‘And where would we have looked?’ asked Arducius. ‘The Conquord is massive, Tsard an unmapped vastness. We would never have found him. He was always clever.’

‘But we left him unmolested,’ said Jhered. ‘Roberto Del Aglios wanted him dead when we had the chance. We decided to let him go free. Will we live to regret that decision, I wonder?’

‘He was just fourteen,’ shouted Mirron, finding release for her anger. ‘We were all just fourteen. And despite what he did, we couldn’t stop caring for him, not for years after. Even you, Paul, because you supported us at the time. We can’t afford to dwell on the past. What do we do now? And how is it he has reappeared?’

The Ascendants’ attention switched back to Jhered.

‘What did Yuran say?’ asked Arducius.

Jhered leaned forward and took a deep breath. Mirron could see him recalling unsettling memories.

‘You know he was actually relieved when he was deposed?’ Jhered shook his head. ‘When he began to speak I thought it was because he was scared at the prospect of his execution. I mean, he was, but that wasn’t the whole of it, not deep down. Gorian terrified him. Used him to gain access to King Khuran and then deserted him when the Conquord was building to retake Atreska.

‘Yuran says he has quickly grown to prominence in Tsard and is the key adviser and power behind the throne already. That’s if you choose to believe it.’

‘But that wouldn’t scare Yuran on its own though, would it?’ said Ossacer. ‘He’s done something, hasn’t he? What?’

‘This sounds absolutely ridiculous I know but Yuran says he is experimenting with animating the dead. And that he has succeeded. Yuran believes he has taken the ability to Khuran and wants him to begin a new war with the Conquord, using this new weapon.’

Mirron heard the words and felt the distasteful sensation of perverse sense. A memory as clear as yesterday filled her.

‘You remember, don’t you?’ said Ossacer. He was exhibiting the same fear in his lifelines.

Mirron nodded. ‘He spoke about it in Lubjek’s Defile. What did he see, I wonder?’

‘Hold on,’ said Jhered. ‘What did he speak about?’

‘Back when we saw all the dead in Lubjek’s Defile during the war with Tsard,’ said Arducius. ‘We all stood about feeling sick and Gorian was fascinated. He said something about the dead having their own energy. I said it would be the rats under the piles of bones. He didn’t buy that. Mirron’s right. He saw something, he must have done.’

‘You believe Yuran’s story? It still may be the words of a desperate man, who’d say anything to save himself.’

‘But you said yourself it wasn’t to do with his execution. You saw him. What do you think?’ asked Ossacer.

‘I think it the most outrageous thing I have ever heard. And I wanted to believe that he was doing it simply to prolong his sorry life. But Megan was there too. We both questioned him. And we both came to the same conclusion. He believes utterly in what he says he saw. Now, whether he has drawn flawed conclusions, I don’t know, but I do know that we can’t ignore him just yet. Not until you have had the chance to speak with him yourselves. Not until you three and the Echelon have had a chance to establish whether this concept of reanimating the dead is possible or simply a, I don’t know, an illusion or a trick of the light or something.’

Mirron stared at Jhered. Through their long friendship she had come to know him as a realist without peer as well as being someone with a nature far more generous and kind than his outward persona would ever show. But for the first time, she saw uncertainty there.

‘This is beyond any of us,’ said Mirron. ‘If it’s true, it’s something we have never researched, never even considered.’

‘Where’s Yuran now?’ asked Arducius.

‘In the cells below the palace,’ said Jhered. ‘Look, I’m finding this hard to rationalise.’

‘No surprise there,’ said Ossacer.

‘No indeed. But if there is a threat, we need to assess it. I’m going to see the Advocate now to brief her on what we know so far. She’s going to want quick action on this so we have to assess the truth of it and also the potential of this ability, if it is true. We can’t afford to place our border forces on alert unless we are sure Khuran is coming for the Conquord again. You know the delicacy of relations across our territories.’

‘And we also know the delicacy of our own position,’ said Arducius.

Jhered nodded. ‘I was going to mention it. As and when this gets out, the Ascendancy will gain more enemies and have a lot of questions  to answer. You will take the blame whether you like it or not. Be careful. All of you.’

Jhered rose and smiled unconvincingly.

‘Go and speak to Yuran. Get your own account of this. Get the Echelon working on it. The trouble is, I don’t really know what it means. Is it a theory that has no application or something else? Yuran was sure there was real weapon potential in it. I have to know if he’s right. I have to know if we need to be gearing up for a war we do not want and may not be able to repel. I have to know what the legions might face.’

There was a prolonged silence following Jhered’s departure. The void inside Mirron felt like grief. It wasn’t hard to look forward and see the collapse of all that they had been building.

‘So, he’s alive, then,’ said Ossacer.

‘We have to be strong,’ said Arducius. ‘Don’t let him obsess us or change us.’

‘How can we possibly do that?’ said Mirron. ‘He’s already got to the Exchequer.’

‘I mean, the work of the Academy must go on. We have to believe in the ethos of the Ascendancy and never deviate from the education of our new Ascendants and of the wider public. But we have a blight on us now and we have to counter it.’

‘That’s all lovely talk Ardu, and I look forward to hearing you repeat it to the Advocate and the Echelon. But what are we actually going to do?’ said Mirron.

‘It’s quite simple,’ said Ossacer. ‘I don’t see the point of investigating whether Gorian can do what is rumoured. All we have to do is track him down to wherever he is hiding and when we do, kill him.’

 



‘This is nothing more than opportunism. And you will regret it.’

Herine Del Aglios, Advocate of the Estorean Conquord, stood up from her recliner and walked to the open balcony. Estorr sparkled in the cool sunlight. The air was fresh, scented with dawn rain and drenched in the taste of the new season. But Herine’s heart remained set in dusas ice.

‘We regret the necessity, not the decision itself.’

Herine turned back and stared hard at Ambassador Tharin of Dornos. He had grown very old in the years since the Tsardon had all but torn the Conquord apart. His huge eyebrows were completely  white now and his face had sagged alarmingly, giving him the look of an ageing bloodhound. Liver spots covered his hands and he was unsteady on his feet. His toga, slashed with Dornosean lilac, covered a body that was withering quickly.

Yet he was still proud and authoritative in his dealings. Herine had watched his position regarding Dornos and the Conquord harden. She had seen it from a number of her territories. Tharin, though, had played his hand with the assured timing of a master. Bahkir, under marshal law for four years now and with an Estorean consul sitting in the palace at Sungmai, should have watched him.

‘That statement makes no sense, Tharin.’ Herine sighed. ‘You have waited until we are committed to the pacification of Atreska to take your disastrous course of action. Presumably, you feel we will ever be too weak to enforce our will on Dornos in the future. You will find that you are mistaken. Though perhaps you will be safe in the embrace of God by that time.’

Herine stopped herself from scoffing at the expression of hurt on the man’s face.

‘Herine, please. We are friends.’

‘Were. Be happy I am not having you tried for treason. Diplomats have many rights not granted to the common citizen. Sometimes I regret the passing of certain of my more inclusive laws.’

‘I’ve been trying to tell you for years how badly we have been struggling. Yet still Jhered or his lackeys come every season with their criminal demands for levies, both men and money. We cannot, we will not, sustain it.’ Tharin coughed. His whole body shuddered with the effort. A little blood flecked his lips.

Tharin wiped his mouth with a cloth. Herine signalled a servant to pour him some water. She looked away from the ambassador again, seeking to compose herself. She caught her reflection in a mirror glass hanging above an ornate, leaf-carved fire mantle.

Her make-up had covered most of the lines on her face but she was always careful to ensure she looked authoritative, ignoring the trend to try and appear as young as possible. That did not befit the Advocate at the age of eighty-two. She was proud of the grey in her hair. Signs of a life spent in the service of her citizens. Nonetheless, Herine still felt vibrant and refused to contemplate old age. She adjusted the circlet of gilded leaves in her hair and ran her finger along her nose, wishing as ever that it had been more sculpted. She smiled to herself before  turning back to Tharin; that she should still suffer vanity at her age.

‘You know there is a man not two hundred yards from here who could cure you, whatever it is you have. And there will be more like him. Able to save citizens who once had no hope.’

‘They represent your greatest weakness, Herine,’ said Tharin. ‘I would rather die than have one of your Ascendants touch me.’

‘You will undoubtedly get your wish,’ snapped Herine.

‘Don’t you see they are the root cause of the Conquord’s struggles since the war?’

‘I know the job of education is not complete.’ Herine retook her seat and stared across the table at Tharin, wondering where she had gone wrong with this man.

‘Is that what they tell you? Your advisers and the Ascendants? The sweetened story that nothing is wrong that a little teaching won’t cure?’

‘You think I don’t know the poison that the Order is spreading?’

‘And there you sum up the problem you face,’ said Tharin.

Herine paused and frowned. ‘Speak.’

Tharin took a deep breath and composed himself, dabbing at his mouth and his forehead. Sweat was on his brow.

‘You are the appointed representative of the Omniscient on this earth. And yet your disdain for your own Chancellor is common knowledge. In pursuit of your Ascendants, you have turned your back on your own religion.’

‘Oh!’ Herine threw up her hands in exasperation. ‘A decade and still you don’t understand? The Ascendants are part of the Omniscient, they do his work. They are not a replacement. You know what we have uncovered. You know this strand of our religion existed before it was outlawed by those who feared its capacity to undermine their power. That fear still drives Felice Koroyan. So be it. I no longer recognise the religion the Chancellor claims to follow. It is not mine. I only regret the Senate’s refusal to let me remove her.’

‘I understand exactly what you think you are doing, Herine. But the ordinary citizen has not seen what you have and you cannot be surprised that they remain scared of this new power they see you supporting. The citizen is confused. He no longer knows if the generations of Omniscient beliefs he has taken to his heart are true. He feels undermined by you, his Advocate, and he fears the violent influence of the Chancellor.

‘He cannot trust what he always took to be the truth. You should talk to Felice. She’ll tell you. For every citizen who keeps faith with her doctrine or who chooses to turn to the Ascendancy strand, ten revert to the ancient faiths that dominated before the Conquord came. You’re breaking the Conquord more effectively than any action Dornos takes ever could.’

‘You’re attempting to render me responsible for Dornosean treachery? Ridiculous. Refusal to pay levies has nothing to do with religion.’

‘No, no,’ said Tharin. ‘Your refusal to read the accounts has done that. Your confusing signals over the Omniscient are merely cement over the cracks. My people are poor and they are hungry. And they will not pay any more to keep you in wine, Estorr in fresh paint and your legions staffed to wage war. That time has passed. Peace and stability must rule. We want the friendship of the Conquord. We want trade and alliance. We can no longer suffer dominion. It is ruining us.’

Herine laughed. She couldn’t help herself.

‘You think the Conquord is no longer in danger? God-embrace-me, do you never look beyond your borders? The Omari have not ceased their aggression and Conquord legions stand on your borders keeping them back. The Tsardon have not gone away. Like us, they await a return to full strength. My own son is in Sirrane, trying to forge an alliance that might just save us next time they threaten invasion. You think you will be safe because my flag doesn’t fly over the palace of Cabrius? You and your Marshal Defender are deluded if you believe that. Remove yourself from the Conquord and make yourself weak.’

‘Not so, Herine. We are only under threat because we are part of the Conquord. The Omari are no threat to those who do not threaten them. We have alliances going back generations which were only broken when your flag began to fly in our lands. There is no other way for Dornos. You cannot force your will upon us any longer. When I return to Cabrius, the Estorean consul and all non-Dornosean legions will be expelled. Our agreement with Omari is already in place.’

Herine rose. ‘Then go,’ she said. ‘And do not look to us for aid when your folly is revealed to you and your people are dying in front of you. You think you’re clever, timing this when we are diverted to Atreska and Bahkir. It is indeed a clever piece of work. But flawed. Because as all Atreska now knows, and as you will discover, we always come back for what is ours. And the second time, we are not so flexible with our rule.

‘Go home and look to your borders north, south and east. Enemies will come and you will beg me for forgiveness before the end. You will get none. I do not know you, Ambassador Tharin.’

‘We must still work together as independent nations,’ said Tharin.

‘We will do no such thing. Dornos belongs to the Conquord. And any who think our relative weakness permanent is making a grave mistake. It is now that I look to my friends and know those who believe in my vision. This chamber is bereft of them.’




Chapter Five

859th cycle of God, 4th day of Genasrise

Herine walked towards the Ascendancy Academy with Jhered at her side. She’d ignored the problems too long. She had hoped the citizens would see the good running through the veins of the Ascendants. But the suspicion had lingered. And the mistrust was stoked by the Chancellor, her large army of faithful Readers and Speakers and, of course, the Armour of God.

Felice Koroyan had proved an implacable opponent. Herine had believed that nothing but time would expose her fears for the falsehoods they were. Nothing but numbers of Ascendants growing to maturity and being seeded from all across the Conquord. The process had begun but it would be a long one. And in the intervening period, more of her doubting territories would question their allegiance. Something had to change.

Herine was scared she was losing the battle for the hearts of her citizens.

They walked into the Academy, its hypocaust-fed warmth comforting now the genastro sun had lost its potency. The former halls of the Chancellor of the Omniscient had been quickly converted into a centre of excellence for all that Felice despised. Herine still remembered the moment. Sweet at the time but she had miscalculated the persistency of Koroyan’s hate and the groundswell of support that the Chancellor had maintained this past decade.

It wasn’t just Dornos or Bahkir. There was discontent everywhere. Even in Estorr, capital of the Conquord. And she needed strength and solidarity right now or her rule might begin to slip.

Jhered directed her along a marbled corridor, recessed and set with busts of Chancellors and heroes of the Omniscient past. It also held a bust of Ardol Kessian at its western end, welcoming all to the  Academy. The most famous recent Father of the Ascendancy, killed by a Chancellor whose faith he followed so unstintingly. A man Herine had never met but whom Jhered had respected enormously.

‘Was it folly, do you think, bringing the Ascendancy in here?’ asked Herine.

‘It was the only place,’ said Jhered. ‘Not just because they needed the security of the palace complex. You had to make a statement of their place in the eyes of the Omniscient. And you did. It is an enduring shame that so few seem to have listened to you and believed you.’

‘Not even my eldest son,’ said Herine. ‘And it is he who will succeed me.’

Jhered chuckled. He towered above Herine and she had to hurry to keep up with his easy long stride. Here was one man at least who would never question her authority, even if he sometimes disagreed with her methods.

‘I wouldn’t worry about Roberto. He’ll always be a soldier at heart and he worries about their power as a battlefield weapon in the wrong hands. He doesn’t know them like we do. He’s been away so long. He hasn’t seen them grow as we have.’

‘So he’s going to be very unhappy to hear Gorian is still alive,’ said Herine.

Jhered inclined his head. ‘It will feed his concern. But he’s not stupid. It makes the Academy even more important.’

‘Well that depends on your point of view. An investigation of purity or a school of evil.’

‘Don’t lose heart, Herine. You’re the head of this religion. The people will come round.’

‘But how long will it take? Another decade, twenty years. Forty? We can’t afford these divisions. God-surround-me, they should have closed by now but I actually think they are beginning to widen. Why is that, do you think?’

‘Ah well,’ said Jhered. ‘I think I have an answer to that.’

‘And?’

‘The Order has a House of Masks in every hamlet in the Conquord. Readers and Speakers numbering thousands teach the scriptures every day. And they are backed by almost nine hundred years of history. More if you want to trace the roots back before the Conquord. And the Ascendancy, for all your support, is effectively a guerrilla movement. They ride into towns with your seal, seek out people who would  once have hidden and spirit them away. Those that are left behind have nothing but the Order to explain what had just happened. Think about it, Herine. There are only three Ascendants in adulthood.’

‘Four.’

‘We don’t count the other one. They are not enough to lift their deeds beyond rumour. People are yet to believe. Perhaps they never will.’

They passed the library where all the accumulated knowledge of the Ascendancy was stored. A room that creaked with secret history. Herine felt nervous even stepping through the door. On the right, there was a reception room where those displaying signs of active or passive talent were inducted into the Ascendancy. And further on, administration and record-keeping rooms where a knowledge base was building. Over the generations, it would guide and chart the germination of the Ascendancy until, with everyone exhibiting talent sometime in the far future, it would itself become a historical curiosity.

That, Herine had to assume, was progress. Yet there were times when she awoke, anxious at what she was nurturing. It was a feeling that wouldn’t quite die.

‘So was I wrong to believe in them myself?’

‘No,’ said Jhered, and Herine could feel the force of his response. ‘You made a decision that history will mark as both brave and inspired. But the result is unsettled times.’

Herine nodded and her mood eased. She smiled. ‘Great. You know I had thought I might be revered while I was still alive. Posthumous deification is of no use to me.’

Jhered laughed out loud, the sound bouncing from the walls.

‘Think yourself lucky. My legacy is one of being the thorn in the side of every citizen. What is of no use to you would be wonderful for me.’

‘I know your worth.’

Jhered bowed. ‘And in truth, that is enough.’

They stopped outside a small classroom. Mirron was teaching five emerged Ascendants under the watchful eye of Hesther Naravny, the Mother of the Ascendancy. The students were all seventeen years old. They were the tenth strand and developing beautifully. Elsewhere, small groups of citizens, young and old, from across the Conquord were being schooled in an ancient knowledge that until recently had been submerged beneath a tide of prejudice. Most would lose their  talents. Some would be asked to become mothers and fathers of future strands. Some would refuse. The wheel turned so slowly.

Jhered opened the door and Herine walked in, waving everyone back into their seats. There was a hush in the classroom.

‘I am sorry to disturb, Mirron. Do you mind if we sit in and listen?’

Mirron smiled. ‘No, of course not, my Advocate. It is an honour.’ She turned back to her class. ‘Real pressure on those answers now, eh?’

The laughter was nervous.

‘Right. Back to the lesson. Not long to go now. Cygalius, you were in the midst of telling us the theory behind moulding the energy map of quick energy, like fire, from a slow energy. You correctly suggested a tree would be an ideal example. Continue.’

‘Um—’ The flame-haired youth glanced around at Herine and blushed across his pale features. ‘Well, I - um - like I was saying, they - um—’

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ said Herine, suppressing a laugh. ‘I’ve put you off. Please don’t worry. You can say anything you like and I won’t know whether you are right or wrong.’

More nervous giggles in the classroom. Cygalius managed a smile, took a deep breath and began to speak. Herine sat back in her chair and listened. Next to her, Jhered settled uncomfortably into a chair far too small for him, grumbling very quietly. For his part, Cygalius grew in confidence under the encouraging nods of Mirron and by the end, he had plainly forgotten who it was sat behind him.

‘Very good,’ said Mirron. ‘Very good.’

Jhered leaned into Herine. ‘Just like old times. An Ascendant speaks and I have no idea what they’re talking about.’

‘Quiet at the back there,’ said Mirron.

‘Sorry, teacher,’ said Jhered. ‘It won’t happen again.’

The classroom dissolved into laughter. Mirron clapped her hands.

‘All right, you lot. As you can see, I have a meeting to attend so you can go. Now I want you all to study Arducius’s texts on amplifying rain clouds and prepare yourselves for a practical with the man himself in two days. Today has been excellent. And before you ask, getting you outside to work for others is coming. Very soon. Now go.’

Herine stood with Jhered while the students left the room, giving them a salute which Jhered returned. Their excited babble rose in volume outside in the corridor.

‘Do you mean what you said about working outside?’ asked Herine.

‘We’ve been assessing them for a season,’ said Hesther, taking the lead. ‘Their development has been exceptional for a year. Psychologically, they are ready. It’s fine control they lack.’

‘Good, good,’ said Herine. ‘We’ll take that on in the meeting. Where are the others?’

‘In the Chancellery,’ said Mirron. ‘After you, my Advocate.’

The Chancellery had lost none of its splendour. Tapestries and paintings hung on veined marble walls, depicting the glories of the Omniscient. Statues and busts stood in huge galleries around grand gardens where the sound of fountains lent an idyllic quality to the air. Tundarran weave and Morasian leather upholstered every piece of furniture. Scripture quotes topped every lintel. Sirranean timber formed every table, desk and bed frame. Felice Koroyan certainly had an eye for the finer things in life. None of the scriptures she chose for the Chancellery referred to abstinence. Leastways, not amongst Order ministers.

They were shown into a dining room overlooking an open but netted rockery in which a dozen species of small bird fluttered and water tumbled over beautifully carved stone. Carp lazed in a deep pond.

Food and wine were on the central table. Ossacer and Arducius were already seated and talking. Mirron sat with them as she always would. Herine placed herself in an upright chair while Jhered chose to stand and look out over the rockery. Hesther took her leave. The teaching day had not finished for all.

‘You still haven’t changed anything in here,’ said Herine, taking in statues, furnishings and wall coverings.

‘We are tenants,’ said Ossacer. ‘One day, a Chancellor will live here again and we will sit and eat together as one under the Omniscient.’

‘Not any time soon,’ said Herine.

‘We can but pray,’ said Arducius.

‘I fear that may not be enough,’ said Herine. ‘But our theological future is a debate for another day, I’m afraid.’

She paused and studied the Ascendants. All were struggling with the news they’d heard and she had some sympathy with that.

‘I don’t know quite where to start,’ she said, then smiled briefly. ‘At home seems the best place.’

‘What do you want to know?’ asked Arducius.

Herine waved a hand back towards the palace. ‘I’ve just had the Dornosean ambassador telling me that Dornos is leaving the Conquord. He blames the levy of course but deep inside, I think he blames you and your effects on the ordinary citizen, who is confused by the direction our faith is taking. Tell me, is he right? I’ve heard what my Exchequer has to say. What do you think? Is the Ascendancy tearing the Conquord apart? Am I losing my own people because I chose to support you?’

Arducius blew out his cheeks and scratched at an ear while he sought a response. Mirron was looking a little angry. Ossacer remained stone-faced.

‘That was not quite the question I was expecting,’ said Arducius.

‘Clearly,’ said Herine. ‘But surely one for which an answer is at your fingertips.’

‘The records—’

‘Damn the records, Mirron,’ snapped Herine. ‘They say everything about who you have saved and who has been brought to the Academy and who has been persuaded by your arguments. They say nothing about who has turned their backs on the Omniscient entirely and are now lost to me, you and the Chancellor. I cannot afford any further fracturing of the religious authority on the Hill. Certainly not in the light of our new information. So tell me. What is it really like out there? How long will my servants have to keep scouring the graffiti from my walls—’ she pointed in the direction of the Victory Gates ‘—and from the statues of our great generals out there beyond our little sanctuary?’

‘Generations,’ said Ossacer quietly.

Herine nodded. ‘Well, that’s honest at least. Why?’

‘We’re trying to adapt hundreds of years of teaching. We’re trying to bring a truth to people who are mostly unwilling to hear it. And every time we open our mouths, the Chancellor is there to call us liars and heretics. If you want us to educate more effectively and more quickly, you have to remove or gag her.’

At the doorway to the rockery, Jhered drew in a sharp intake of breath and looked round, catching Herine’s eye. He shook his head minutely. Herine relaxed just a little.

‘As I have said to more people than you have seen dawns, there is nothing I have to do. Being the Advocate has its few privileges.’

‘I didn’t mean to—’

Herine held up a hand. ‘I’m talking now, Arducius.’

She stopped speaking and looked down at the table. She took a plate and helped herself to some cut fruit and cured meat. She poured herself a goblet of wine having waved away the servant. She leant back.

‘A long time ago, well before the Advocacy had even heard of your existence, Felice Koroyan used to implore me to give her more power. Ban religions, hire more legions, remove difficult individuals. But it is not the Del Aglios way. Felice disagrees with my stance on the Ascendancy and has exiled herself from the Hill to preach her brand of the Order. That is not in itself a crime. That she still calls herself Chancellor is a borderline offence but it is merely the name all know her by. Can I put someone in chains for using the name with which they are familiar? Well, actually, I can in this case but there’s another problem.’

Herine sipped her wine and caught Jhered’s growing smile. She leaned forward.

‘Let me ask you, what do you think would happen if I were to remove Felice from her role as Chancellor? A role that, conservatively, ninety-five per cent of the citizens of my Conquord revere her for?’

Arducius spread his hands. ‘Well, surely it would send out the message that the Order must embrace the Ascendancy because you, as His representative on earth want it to be so.’

‘Then thank the Omniscient you will never be Advocate. “Must” and “want” are no good to me. You’re young, Arducius, but this naïvety is alarming in one in whom I have trusted so much. The moment I depose the Chancellor, I make enemies out of most of my people. They won’t see a message. They will see the seeds of tyranny. They will see repression. And how can I be seen to repress the Order? Me. Felice knows it, I know it. So I will tell you what I always told her. You must win the theological argument. I believe in you. Make others do the same.’

‘It isn’t quite that simple,’ said Ossacer. ‘But it will get easier. The next strand is almost ready to stand by you. The numbers of passive-ability citizens is growing. The balance is shifting. You have to trust that we will bring the people round however long it takes.’

‘So Paul tells me,’ said Herine. ‘But I don’t have the luxury of time. Neither do you. I will not be around for generations, Ossacer, and when I’m gone, Roberto will be Advocate. But even in the intervening  period, if I feel I am losing the support of the citizenry, my hand may be forced.’

‘But you can’t go back,’ said Mirron. ‘You can’t afford to show such weakness.’

‘Oh my dear, it would never appear as weakness, believe me,’ said Herine.

‘You think our approach has been wrong?’ asked Arducius.

‘Not entirely,’ said Herine. ‘I support the need to bring Ascendancy potential here to the Hill from wherever it is found. But I think you’ve recently been neglecting problems which are very close to home. I look out on my capital city and it is still uneasy about you. Ten years on. I know you’ve only been active for five but even so . . . we’ve all seen the protests and we’ve read what has been daubed on the walls.

‘You shouldn’t need a bodyguard to visit Taverna Alcarin, should you?’

Arducius scratched at his head. ‘You could argue that this is the hardest place to convince.’

‘You could argue but I don’t much care,’ said Herine. ‘Felice Koroyan never comes here because she believes her position to be so strong. And she isn’t far wrong is she? The Speakers of the Winds, the Oceans and the Earth have a stranglehold over large parts of the citizenry and you have not been out to oppose them seriously in what, three years?’

Mirron frowned. ‘Surely we all felt that with there only being three of us, our priority was communication to the furthest reaches of the Conquord, the message that talents were not evil and should not be hidden. We sat here and decided Estorr could wait.’

‘And that has proved to be a mistake, one that I expected you to raise with me.’ Herine ate a quarter of an orange. ‘But I’m not here to apportion blame. We have new emerged talent ready to take the message outside and they will do so at the earliest opportunity. This will leave you three free to respond to the news Yuran gave up with the torch all but touching his pyre.

‘The principal reason Felice cannot win the battle for the hearts of my citizens is that nothing the Ascendancy has done, no action you Ascendants have made, has been anything other than overwhelmingly positive. Is what is coming out of Tsard about to change all that?’

A firm rap on the door to the Chancellery heralded General Harkov’s entrance.

‘I apologise for interrupting your meeting, my Advocate, but this won’t wait.’

‘Did you model your behaviour entirely on Paul Jhered’s penchant for dramatic interruption?’ asked Herine, tight-lipped. ‘It is more important than the future of the Ascendancy and perhaps, my Advocacy? ’

Harkov paused and darted a glance at Jhered.

‘I think it is pertinent to the conversation,’ he said carefully.

‘Then I am all ears,’ she said.

Harkov made a beckoning gesture with his hand and a man walked in behind him. He was wearing lightweight clothes for such a chill day, grey woollen weave and with mountains embroidered on the chest. But then, he was a Karku. Genastro evenings were probably uncomfortably hot for him. He had thick curled hair and a beard and walked barefoot, his long limbs and short body giving him an unbalanced appearance that Herine found very unattractive.

He was clearly tired after a long journey but Harkov had at least seen to it that he was clean from the trail. Finally, Herine noticed his eyes. He was studying them all, brow creased, with a look bordering on sympathy. But there was something else in there too. Herine had seen it often. He was afraid.

‘Who—?’ she began but was interrupted by the sound of Jhered’s steel-shod road boots on the marble and stone floor.

‘Harban?’ he said. ‘Is it you?’

‘Exchequer Jhered,’ said the man in an accent so thick it was close to impenetrable. ‘Please. You must help us. The Ascendants must come.’




Chapter Six

859th cycle of God, 4th day of Genasrise

Harban didn’t really want to sit down but the Advocate wasn’t going to talk to him until he did. Jhered had spoken quiet words to him and he had acquiesced eventually.

Arducius watched while Harban calmed and accepted a goblet of wine with hands that were shaking so much he needed both to guide the cup to his lips. His breathing was ragged, as though he was in pain, but the fear they had all seen in his eyes had gone for the moment, replaced by a sadness that pulsed all the way through his energy map. It was so powerful that Arducius had to fight back the tears. Ossacer and Mirron were not able to.

‘What’s all this about?’ asked Jhered of Harkov.

‘He wouldn’t say too much. Just that he had to speak to the Ascendants and it was about Gorian and the dead.’

‘They are coming. The mountain will shiver,’ said Harban. ‘It will fall.’

Ossacer laid a hand on his arm. Immediately, the Karku relaxed and some colour came to his cheeks. His trembling subsided.

‘By the Heart of the Mountain, if only every Ascendant was as you are,’ said Harban.

‘Only one of us has . . .’ said Arducius.

‘One is enough.’

Across the table, the Advocate cleared her throat.

‘Yes. All very dramatic. Now let’s have detail and reality. I have other appointments today.’

Harban was silent for a time, gathering his thoughts. Arducius could see the Advocate weighing him up. That Jhered knew and respected Harban had given him significant credibility.

‘Many of my people have what you call passive Ascendant abilities.  It has always been so. It is inscribed on the stones of Inthen-Gor.’

‘Which is?’ asked the Advocate.

‘Our most sacred shrine. The Heart of Kark in the mountain.’

‘I’m terribly pleased you’re so accepting of the Ascendancy but is this history lesson leading to anything significant?’

Harban shot her a sharp glance. ‘Had you followed our way, you would not face what you do now. The shunned turn from the light.’

‘And what do we face now, Harban?’ asked Jhered, interrupting the Advocate’s retort.

‘A prophecy was written when Inthen-Gor was founded. Its roots are ancient and until the appearance of your four Ascendants, its message went unheeded by most, the inscription a curiosity, a tale of doom that could never come to pass. Now it seems it will.’

‘Look ... Harban,’ said the Advocate. ‘I respect your ways and your beliefs but in this world, my world, ancient prophecies are ridiculed for lots of good reasons. Mostly because they are utter rubbish that you can bend to current events if you really try hard enough. But also because they never suggest a solution. All they do is describe what we already know and can see. Or indeed some inescapable doom which never, ever comes to pass. Don’t waste my time.’

Arducius sensed Harban’s mood change. His energy map flooded a bright blue, pulsing with white.

‘Then you will die in your ignorance.’ He stood, flung his goblet to the floor and jabbed a finger at her. ‘You insult the Karku. Your clever words will be as acid in your throat when you are overrun. I have no need of your Conquord, only the Ascendants. It is my time wasted talking to you.’

‘How dare—’

‘Herine!’ Jhered was back at Harban’s shoulder, pushing him firmly back into his seat. ‘Please. And you, Harban. Sit. This gets us nowhere. No one is wasting anyone’s time. Harban, you will take care with your words when you speak to my Advocate. Herine, he has travelled well over a thousand miles at his own behest. The least we can do is listen to him.’

The stand-off was brief but the air between them was alive with their anger. Energy from their bodies coiled and spat so bright Arducius had to block it from his eyes. Poor Ossacer had no choice but to stare. It was all he had.

Harban nodded. Herine’s eyes narrowed but she sat, smoothing her toga over her legs.

‘Perhaps I should relate the prophecy,’ said Harban quietly.

‘Perhaps you should apologise,’ said Herine.

‘For what?’

‘I am the Advocate.’

‘And I want to keep you in that position.’

Jhered coughed and glared.

‘All right,’ said Herine, waving a hand. ‘Get on with it. The suspense is almost overwhelming.’

Harban shook his head. Arducius’s heart was hurrying along in his chest, the atmosphere deeply uncomfortable and in his mind a clash of unruly energies played out all around the table.

‘“The lost will be plucked from rest by malign hands. Their footfalls will shiver the mountain. Purpose without reason. Triumph without glory. Should the mountain fall, so shall he ascend. And from the new peak shall he and his spawn preside over the tipping of the world.”’

Harban spoke with reverence and passion. It was one of those moments old Father Kessian would have called ‘portentous’. The discomfort in the Chancellery dissipated. And despite the fact that the prophecy matched much of the Advocate’s opinion, she had a frown on her face and was leaning forward.

‘Almost poetic,’ she said. ‘A literal translation, I presume?’

Harban nodded. ‘As close as we can match to native Estorean.’

‘And what makes you believe this prophecy is coming to pass?’

Arducius saw Ossacer wince at the strength of Harban’s emotional reaction. The Karku dropped his head and wrung his hands in his lap. When he looked back up, his eyes were full of tears.

‘Because I have seen it,’ he said, his voice cracking at the memory. ‘My mentor, my guide, my oldest friend.’

‘Icenga,’ breathed Mirron.

‘Dead. I saw him fall. Shot from the mountain like an animal. And then I saw him walking though life had left him.’ Harban shuddered and choked off.

The Advocate was nonplussed. ‘Presumably he simply survived the fall?’

‘Do you think I don’t know death when I see it?’ Harban’s spittle flew out over the table. ‘He fell more than two thousand feet on to rock. His body was broken, his blood scattered across the ice. I climbed  down to him but he was gone. A single set of footprints were in the snow. And then he was coming towards me. An arrow was in his heart . . . how can I describe the walk of a dead man? How can I do that?’

His tears fell and Ossacer’s touch calmed him again.

‘It must have been terrible,’ said the Advocate. ‘But let me get this straight. There was no way you could be mistaken? It was your friend, not another? We are discussing you seeing a dead man moving, walking, presumably seeing and hearing. Indistinguishable in any way from the living.’

Harban nodded. ‘Excepting that I knew him to be dead. And that in his eyes was all the fear of knowing what he had become.’

‘Become?’ asked Arducius.

‘Even in death, the spirit of a Karku has will. Walking beyond death, Icenga no longer had free will. No man should ever be allowed to master a Karku. Not in life, not in death.’

‘I don’t—’ began Ossacer.

‘He was not just made to walk and then cast free,’ said Jhered. ‘Something - someone - was controlling him.’

‘What happened to Icenga after you saw him?’ asked the Advocate. ‘Where did he go?’

‘He died again. This time in my arms. And only when he was released could he tell me what he feared.’

‘He could speak too?’ said Jhered.

‘And he breathed like a living man. But he was not.’

‘This is almost all just as Yuran reported,’ said Jhered.

Harban started. ‘We’ve had other sightings and rumours in the borders of Kark but no news of anything elsewhere. This Yuran, what is his knowledge?’

‘Gorian was with him for almost ten years,’ said Jhered. ‘If this is Gorian’s doing.’

‘Who else could it be? The rest of you are here. Where is Yuran? Where did Gorian go?’ Harban’s eyes were wild and scared again and this time Ossacer was unable to force calming energy on him.

‘Yuran is in the cells, Gorian deserted him in Tsard when he met the king,’ said Jhered. ‘But you need to take a deep breath or two, Harban.’

‘I cannot rest. I must know what Yuran has seen. We must know the extent of Gorian’s powers.’

‘I absolutely agree,’ said the Advocate. ‘Because at the moment, I don’t see that we have a lot to worry us besides losing the theological argument. Difficult in itself but hardly threatening to the Conquord or Kark.’

Harban gaped. ‘Gorian can control the dead.’

‘By the sounds of it, if we believe it, one dead person at a time. I appreciate the fear it is bound to inspire but one man does not a legion make.’

‘One is only the beginning,’ said Harban.

The Advocate raised her eyebrows. ‘All right. So let’s speculate. And let’s begin by realising that the only reason we are talking about something as ridiculous as the walking dead is that the things I have seen since I first heard the word “ascendant” make me willing to contemplate almost anything.’

Arducius couldn’t help but smile. There were times when being in the presence of the Advocate was a truly terrifying experience. Other times were merely uncomfortable, like today. But always, the capacity for sense wrapped around a little genuine humour, no matter the occasion. It made her a little hard to read at times and Arducius reckoned that was just the way she liked it.

‘So, you three,’ said the Advocate. ‘How does he do it and how many can he control today, tomorrow, next year?’

They looked at each other. Arducius cast his eyes up to the heavens and pointed at himself. Mirron shrugged.

‘It’s always you who speaks for us,’ she said.

‘I guess so,’ said Arducius. ‘In short, we have few answers right now. How he does it, we haven’t a clue. All our work is based on the use of life energies. We can’t bring life, only amplify it. When something is dead, it’s dead.’

‘Apparently not,’ said Jhered.

Arducius shrugged. ‘I can only tell you what we know. Assuming everything we’re hearing is true, Gorian has a ten-year head start on us. He was always fascinated by controlling animals, not just healing them. But the most I ever saw him impose his will on were those three gorthock.’

The Advocate leaned back. ‘I am hearing nothing that gives me any cause for concern. Certainly nothing that’s going to bring down mountains and tip the world, whatever that actually means.’

‘You can’t dismiss this,’ said Harban. ‘If we act now, we can stop him before it is too late.’

‘For what?’ The Advocate was smiling. ‘Beyond playing straight into Felice Koroyan’s hands, I don’t think we have a problem here, do we? I mean, barring a desire to see the little bastard caught and burned.’

‘You have no idea what he will be capable of doing,’ said Harban. ‘He must be stopped and destroyed.’

‘There we agree,’ said Ossacer.

‘Ossie!’ said Mirron.

‘He will wreck everything we are trying to do,’ said Ossacer. ‘I said it in the palace and I’ll say it again now. We find him, we kill him.’

Mirron sat back, looking at him askance. ‘You don’t mean that, Ossie. You can’t.’

‘You cannot cage him,’ said Ossacer quietly. ‘There is no other choice.’

Jhered had moved to stand behind Mirron and his hand was on her shoulder.

‘You all agree with him, don’t you?’ she said.

When she was younger, she would have cried. Now her overwhelming emotion was one of disappointment. Arducius could see it in her energy map.

‘Can you see an alternative?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We catch him and put him on trial. That’s the Conquord way. If he’s guilty, he dies. If not, he goes free.’

‘We already know he is guilty,’ said Ossacer.

‘Do we really?’ said Mirron. ‘How clever of you to be able to decide guilt based on hearsay and a single witness.’

‘He murdered Appros Menas and he raped you,’ snapped Ossacer. ‘What more do we need?’

‘That was ten years ago.’ Mirron’s voice rose a notch.

‘Time makes no difference,’ said Ossacer. ‘It was only our misplaced loyalty to him that left him alive. We can’t repeat the mistake.’

‘And what do I tell my son when he asks about his father? That we found Gorian and killed him and that one of the crimes we condemned him for resulted in Kessian’s own birth?’

‘Mirron, we all love your son,’ said Arducius. ‘But it has been a long time since we thought of Gorian as his father. And as Kessian is subject to Ascendancy rules, you will never tell him who his father was. It has always been the way.’

‘And I’ve never understood it,’ said Mirron. ‘What possible harm can it do?’

‘Oh come on, Mirron. Early Ascendancy history is littered with the deaths of young talents at the hands of their fathers. That is why the decision was taken to keep fathers from knowing the identities of their children.’

‘Mirron,’ said Herine. ‘Too many men fear what they create. And think, if those same men had talents that have gone only to see their children achieve what they cannot.’

‘It doesn’t matter if it’s fair or not,’ said Arducius. ‘All we need to know is that there were no more deaths after the rule was made. Fathers have to deal with it, children have to understand it. We all did. And Ossie and I do not know who our children are, do we? It hurts but we understand. It is why we do not teach the strand potential where our children might be. We don’t know if they have talent and are in the classroom, or are without talent and back in Westfallen. Kessian can be treated no differently.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Mirron, both hands in the air. ‘It doesn’t change the fact that what we are planning to do is wrong.’

‘Give us a solution that doesn’t involve bringing his menace into my city and I’ll think about it,’ said Herine. ‘Until then, I move with the majority. Paul, sorry but I don’t think I can let you retire just yet. I need the ears and eyes of every member of the levium in the hunt. And there is no one I trust more to get this job done.’

But Jhered wasn’t really paying her any attention.

‘Are you all right, Harban?’ he asked.

Arducius looked along the seats to the Karku. Harban was staring at Mirron. His eyes were wide and the tremble was back but this time over much more than his hands.

‘Gorian has a son? Your son?’ he managed.

Mirron nodded.

‘Then he must also be destroyed,’ said Harban. A moment’s silence.

‘You lay one finger on him and I will melt your skull,’ said Mirron.

Arducius winced, Ossacer gasped at the weight of her fury through the energy lines.

‘He cannot be allowed to join with Gorian. He cannot be allowed to develop to maturity,’ said Harban, the desperation of hideous knowledge bringing sweat to his brow. ‘The prophecy—’

The Chancellery dissolved into shouts and threats. The Ascendants were on their feet. Harban was protesting his truth. Herine remained in her seat.

‘Quiet!’

Jhered’s voice bounced from the walls and shuddered through everyone in the room.

‘I feel like I’ve stepped back ten years,’ he continued. ‘And you are doing it in the presence of my Advocate. You will have more control, do I make myself clear?’

Silence. Nodding.

‘Mirron, no one is going to kill your son. He is in the safest place in the Conquord. Untouchable. Harban, I am speechless. What sort of statement was that? We all understand you’re scared but that sort of outburst is unacceptable.’

Arducius could see that Harban was unrepentant. He stood up and immediately Jhered motioned to two guards.

‘See him to his rooms. See he doesn’t leave them without you.’

‘Yes, Lord Jhered.’

‘I will not kill him,’ said Harban. ‘That is for you. But you do not understand what you face, and every day you delay he gets stronger. And think on this too. We have been misreading the prophecy for hundreds of years. In Kark our best scholars have always assumed that the “spawn” of the Ascendant is a reference to the dead he controls. But it isn’t, is it?’




Chapter Seven

859th cycle of God, 5th day of Genasrise

Mirron stood at the door to Kessian’s room at the end of that day. Her beautiful son was sleeping peacefully. She had left the Chancellery in Harban’s footsteps and there were guards on her rooms and patrolling the gardens beneath her balconies. Jhered had seen to that but even so, she was scared.

‘No one will harm you while I live,’ she whispered. ‘I will never leave your side.’

Both Arducius and Ossacer had offered to stay with her through the night but she had locked the doors on everyone, determined to face her fear alone and try not to let any change affect her son. She was lucky he wasn’t attuned enough to read her true emotions through her energy map but through the afternoon, she had seen him watching her closely. More than once, it was his hand laid on her to provide comfort. He didn’t say anything, or ask any questions but it wouldn’t last.

‘What will I tell you, because it cannot be the whole truth?’

Mirron walked across to the shutters in Kessian’s room and checked them again. They were strong and thick against the dusas chill that swept up the hill every year and they covered beautiful stained glass windows that must have cost a small fortune. She leaned over and kissed Kessian’s forehead.

‘Good night, darling,’ she said.

She walked out of his room and closed the single door. Across a hall the doors to her reception and bedrooms both stood open. She didn’t approach either of them. In the hall was a recliner stacked with cushions and set with blankets. It faced Kessian’s door and was about as far as she could bear to be from him this night. The recliner looked comfortable but it hardly mattered. Mirron couldn’t imagine sleep.

She sat down, picked up some papers she was marking. At least just this once, the tedium of the task wouldn’t send her to sleep.

Mirron awoke to find lantern lights still burning away at the night. She had no idea what time it was but felt calmer and a little refreshed. The marking papers were scattered across the white marble floor, one or two having travelled almost to Kessian’s door over the smooth surface. She felt a breeze on her face coming from her bedroom and shook her head.

‘Idiot,’ she said.

She pushed herself upright and kneaded the back of her neck where she’d slept at an angle. The palace was quiet. Mirron padded on bare feet to Kessian’s door, feeling the chill of the marble on her soles. She cracked his door quietly and looked in on him, pale light from the hallway splashing across his head. Lost to sleep, he lay with his arms flung out and his head cocked to one side.

She smiled and closed the door once more, deciding she really ought to take a leaf out of his book. Guards on the doors and in the gardens, latched shutters. The Omniscient-protect-her, the Ocenii squadron would have a job getting in here, let alone one scared man of Kark.

‘Right.’

Mirron walked into her bedroom and felt the cold inside through her stola. She pulled the window closed and latched the shutters. The bed looked very tempting. Lavender bags scented the pillows and the sheets were fresh and crisp. But now she was here it felt just that little bit too far away.

The bedroom door closed. A shape moved from the shadows behind it. Mirron’s heart lurched and she stepped back towards the window. It was surely a trick of her eyes.

‘Who’s there?’ she said.

It was no trick. She focused her mind and saw the flares of an energy map in front of her.

‘Not another pace or I will burn you where you stand.’

‘Harsh words, dear Mirron. And empty. Where will you draw your energy from in a cold, dark room, I wonder? And to what purpose. No Ascendant is prey to flame.’

Mirron flushed so hot her vision blurred. The strength left her body and she sat down hard on the stone floor, grabbing at the bed frame to keep herself from falling prone. He walked forward slowly, a hand outstretched. In the dark, his energy map shone with barely suppressed  power and to her struggling mind he appeared wreathed in fire. But it was him. The signature was burned within her forever. She recoiled from the hand. She opened her mouth but no words came out.

‘Don’t shy from me. I am not your enemy,’ said Gorian.

Her vision was clearing. His features began to resolve from the gloom to add substance to the energy map. Memories came tumbling through her mind. Beauty and power. The smile that melted her. The touch under Genastro Falls. And the fury in those eyes.

‘You can’t be here,’ she said. ‘It’s impossible. Go away.’

He was still walking towards her. She dragged herself to her feet and felt her way back to the shutters. Nowhere else to go. Her heart was slamming so hard in her chest she thought she was going to be sick. She could feel sweat over her whole body and a quiver in her legs that she could not control. She fought to slow her breathing.

‘Why are you frightened?’ Gorian was frowning. ‘I could never hurt you. Not you, Mirron. The only woman I ever loved. The mother of my child.’

Mirron gasped. She wanted to shout. To scream for help. But there was nothing in her but a terror that cast a sheet of white across her energy map, obliterating all else.

‘How could you—’

‘Oh, Mirron, do you think King Khuran is blind inside Estorr? I know what is going on here. The work that you do and that my brothers are doing across the Conquord. Finally, the Ascendancy is achieving its rightful place. I am proud of you all. But mostly you. Bringing up our son on your own. And what a talent he will surely be. Indeed, already is.’

‘You can never see him, never know him,’ she said, dredging deep for courage.

‘Don’t be naïve. Why do you think I am here?’ asked Gorian, a smile on his face.

‘The prophecy was right,’ she whispered. ‘You’re here for my son.’

‘And for you.’

‘I’ll die before I—’ Mirron shook her head. ‘What did you say?’

‘You must have known I would come back for you, Mirron. I love you. I always have. And you have always loved me.’

Something grew within Mirron that was stronger than fear. She surged forwards and pushed him away so hard he staggered and had to grab at the bed frame to stop himself falling.

‘I hoped you were dead,’ she hissed. ‘You raped me and ran, you bastard. Too scared to face what you’d done. Ten years I learned to live with what you did to me. I have a life. The Academy and my son. From the moment you ran, it didn’t include you. And it never will. I grew up, Gorian. Why didn’t you?’

Gorian’s face hardened and his energy map solidified to a malevolent deep red.

‘I know you, Mirron. I know that’s not true.’

‘I was fourteen,’ she snapped, clinging on to her self control. ‘You know nothing of me. How dare you come here and expect me to pander to your puerile fantasies. You don’t scare me, Gorian. For all your cleverness you have no courage. Courage is spreading the word of the Ascendancy over the scars of hate. It is bringing truth to those who could not see it and feared what they couldn’t comprehend.’

She gazed at him, finding herself almost pitying him. ‘Whatever powers you think you have developed, they will serve only to destroy us all.’

‘Ah but what powers they are,’ said Gorian, voice low and resonant, his anger gone. ‘And how much I can show you. Expand your horizons. I know the real truth.’

‘Get out of here, you’re making me sick. Just one scream and you’ll be ashes tomorrow.’

‘You won’t do that,’ said Gorian, taking a step towards her.

She met his gaze. ‘Try me.’

But he only laughed and when he reached out towards her and his energy flooded out over her, she found she had no voice with which to carry out her threat.

The morning sun edging around her shutters woke her. She was in bed, the covers neat around her. The relief of a fading bad dream warmed her and her anxiety on waking already seemed preposterous.

She turned her head. Something was lying on the pillow beside her. She frowned. One of her shutters slapped gently in its frame.

‘I loc—’

She flew from her bed, Kessian’s name on her lips. She cast aside her bedroom door, past the papers strewn on the marble and the people standing in her hallway. Kessian’s door was open. His bed was empty and cold.

Mirron spun round. Arducius stood there. So did Ossacer. And men  from the Ascendancy guard. And Jhered. Why were they all here? And why did they wear such pain on their faces?

‘Where is he? Where’s Kessian?’

She knew she was screaming. None of them spoke. They could only stare at her.

‘Help me,’ she said, a roaring in her head. ‘You have to help me.’

Mirron gasped and ran back into her bedroom. She snatched the ring that lay on her pillow. They all had them, the original Ascendants. Bryn Marr, the Westfallen blacksmith, had made them. They had been too big then, of course and he had not lived to see the teenage Ascendants put them on. She still had hers and was certain that Ossie and Ardu had kept theirs safe too.

She opened her fist and looked at the beautifully engraved Ascendancy symbol surrounding a single letter. Gorian had kept his too. She sat on the bed and let the tears come. They were all standing in the doorway.

‘He’s taken him. Gorian has taken my son.’

Mirron had Kessian’s sailing boat cradled in her arms. She was sitting on his bed, the scent of his room drifting through her, vestiges of comfort quickly diluting, fleeting motes of energy. Gone too soon. Just like Kessian.

It was surreal. The news had spread too quickly to be contained and the palace complex was in uproar. Three ancient corpses had been found. Once young palace guards who’d had the misfortune to encounter Gorian last night. The inquest had begun. The Advocate was demanding answers, the Academy was frightened and messages had gone out to Westfallen to be on their guard. Harban had expressed his regret but it was nothing to do with Mirron’s loss. He’d already left to return to Kark, speaking about impending conflict.

Mirron found herself calm and with only the vague sense that she had misplaced something important. She felt she ought to be more desperate and panicked but after the first moments of terror and with the arms of Hesther Naravny about her, she had almost recovered her self control. She knew it was transitory. Like being in the eye of the storm.

‘At least we know he will not harm the boy,’ said Jhered.

‘That is of no comfort,’ said Mirron.

‘But we must remember it nonetheless,’ said Jhered. ‘Cling on to it for sanity if not for comfort. This is no kidnap for ransom, no  snatching of a child from a loving parent for reasons of rage or revenge. He needs Kessian. And Kessian will slow him down.’

‘But we know nothing. No one who saw him enter is alive and no one saw him leave at all. How can that be?’ Mirron forced her hands to unclench. She put the boat down before she broke it. ‘This is the palace of the Advocate.’

Ossacer shrugged. ‘For ten years, we’ve been teachers and messengers. Gorian’s been developing new abilities. Never mind this animation of the dead or whatever it turns out to be, he can obviously do other things we haven’t a clue about. Imagine it and don’t be surprised if he can do it.’

‘Even he will have his limits, Ossie,’ said Arducius.

‘All I’m saying is, rule nothing out,’ said Ossacer.

‘We’ll find him,’ said Jhered. ‘But first of all, we need information on how he got in and out, where he’s gone. And from you, we must know what he might want Kessian for, assuming it isn’t just the desire of a father to be with his son.’

Mirron snorted. ‘My son has no father.’

‘You know what I mean,’ said Jhered. ‘It’s then we can form a plan and go and get him.’

‘We can’t take too long,’ said Mirron. ‘I won’t risk Gorian changing him, turning him against me.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll have him back in your arms before you know it,’ said Jhered.

‘Even sooner than you think,’ said Mirron. ‘Because I’m coming with you.’

‘And we’ll be by her side,’ said Arducius.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Jhered.

‘Think what you like,’ said Mirron. ‘But nothing and no one is stopping me going out to get my son.’

‘And to kill the one who took him,’ said Ossacer.

Mirron bit her lip and wished it wasn’t so.

‘That too,’ she whispered.

 



Yuri Lianov, Harbour Master of the Gesternan port of Wystrial, put his magnifier to his eyes and looked again at the ship making steady progress under oar towards its allocated deep-water berth. He was uneasy and couldn’t put his finger on why.

Since the arrival of a Tsardon invasion fleet ten years before, this  bleak port on Gestern’s eastern seaboard had been cautious under his charge. Every incoming vessel was watched from the harbour-mouth fortifications and met by harbour officials riding fast boats. Lianov didn’t care what flag they flew, he would not be caught out again by one ship or a hundred.

His people had flagged all-clear. Just another independent Tsardon trader from a port in the Bay of Harryn and flying the kingdom’s flag proudly from her single mast. It caught in the throat to let them in but Gestern needed the trade and Marshal Defender Mardov had been particularly explicit in her orders. And the ship appeared entirely normal. The skipper was on deck by the tiller, his deckhands were at the rails and the stroke drum beat a standard pace.

Lianov looked beyond the ship and away towards the dockside. It was busy with morning trade. Loading and unloading was taking place at six of the port’s ten berths. Shouts floated across calm waters and the smell of the sea, fresh fish and seaweed mingled pleasantly. Lianov handed the magnifier to the fort captain.
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