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PROLOGUE



The Vexations of Emperor Constant
(Part Two)


The Imperial Dynasty


The Blessed Three Hundred, though revelling in their godlike powers and fresh from destroying a Rimoni legion, were cast into confusion by the death of their charismatic spiritual guide Johan ‘Corineus’ Corin. His murder at the hands of his sister, Corinea, had horrified his followers, and left them with an immediate problem: who would succeed the man who had bequeathed them the gnosis?


But Ganitius, Corineus’ loyal ‘fixer’, and Baramitius, whose potions had opened the gateway to the gnosis, acted quickly to ensure the future of the group. Uniting behind the nobleman Mikal Sertain, they established a new leadership that saw Sertain anointed Corineus’ successor, the successful destruction of the bewildered Rimoni armies, and the instalment of the Sacrecour dynasty that still rules Pallas and the empire today.


Why Sertain? Because his family were well-moneyed.


ORDO COSTRUO COLLEGIATE, PONTUS


Pallas, Rondelmar
Summer 927
1 Year until the Moontide


One year until the Moontide. It seemed like no time at all.


Gurvon Gyle studied the faces about him anew as they settled back into their seats. Over the last hour, the atmosphere of the room had changed. His plan for the conquest of Javon had been agreed, but that was just the first step. The rest of this meeting would be more contentious, and test the ability of this group of people to work together. He smoothed the sleeve of his rough dun-coloured shirt, wondering if his plans for Javon would go as intended.


When does anything ever go as planned?


To his left, fellow Noroman Belonius Vult, Governor of Norostein, was riffling through his notes as he prepared to speak again. He was clad in the finest cloth, of silver and blue. His noble visage spoke of wisdom and secret knowledge, like some legendary guide to the future; appropriate, Gyle thought, as their plans were set to shape the world for years to come. Five others shared the meeting chamber deep within the Imperial Court in Pallas: the four men and one woman were all Rondian, and amongst the most powerful people in the known world.


It was only natural to look first at the emperor. He was a young man still. Though he ruled the greatest empire in history, the crown did not weigh easily upon his brow and he looked shrunken in his glittering robes. He was sour-faced, with flawless pale skin and wispy facial hair, and his nose twitched constantly as he looked about him, as if he imagined himself surrounded by enemies. As well he might: he had ascended after the premature death of his father and the incarceration of his elder sister. Intrigue festered in his court.


The emperor’s nervous eyes were drawn most often to the woman at his right hand: his mother. Mater-Imperia Lucia Fasterius-Sacrecour did not look frightening, but it was her machinations that had brought her favourite – and most pliable – child to the throne of Rondelmar. With a serene face and simple taste in clothing, she was outwardly the picture of a devout and matronly woman. Yesterday, in a vast ceremony before the massed populace of Pallas, she had been made a Living Saint, but no one then had seen any sign of her chilling and callous intellect. Gyle had witnessed enough evidence of her ruthlessness to know that her approval alone would see the second part of the plan accepted.


And we will need her favour even more urgently if anything goes wrong.


The man who had invested Lucia as a saint, Arch-Prelate Wurther, sat opposite Gyle, swirling his wine and looking about contentedly. He met Gyle’s eyes and smiled amiably. The prelate looked harmless enough, like a parish priest promoted past his capability, but he was a wily old hog. The Church of Kore was no place for fools.


Next to the prelate, the Imperial Treasurer Calan Dubrayle was leaning back in his chair, eyes unfocused; mentally counting money, perhaps. He was a slim, dapper man with careful eyes. He’d been appointed Treasurer following the ascension of the emperor; his analytical mind and head for the gold that flowed through the coffers of Urte’s mightiest state made him perfect for the job.


Gyle had no love for either of the two men talking in the corner. When his homeland had revolted against the empire eighteen years ago, he and Belonius Vult had been part of that rebellion. Kaltus Korion and Tomas Betillon had been the generals who’d eventually crushed the uprising – and now here they all were, part of a fresh conspiracy, the Noros Revolt forgotten. Except it wasn’t, not really. You didn’t forget things like that, no matter how many years had passed.


Kaltus Korion looked like a hero, and was, to the man on the street. His pale hair was swept back from a strong face, framing steely eyes and a jutting jaw. His combative manner only heightened the heroic illusion. The man with him – burly, uncouth Tomas Betillon – swilled wine as he tapped Korion on the chest, making some point.


Neither will like the next part of the plan, Gyle thought.


He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, invoked his gnosis and bled a little heat into his red wine to combat the chill in the room. All eyes went to him as he did it: everyone else was a pure-blood mage and highly sensitive to any use of the gnosis. He opened his hand palm-up, to indicate that what he’d done was no threat.


Mater-Imperia Lucia inclined her head to him gracefully, then called to the two military men, ‘Kaltus, Tomas … I believe Master Vult is ready. We await your attention.’


Korion and Betillon stalked back to their seats. Korion’s low grumbling quieted only when Lucia narrowed her eyes. The Living Saint glanced down at her papers, then around the table. ‘Gentlemen, in twelve months the Third Crusade begins, giving us the chance to achieve certain of our objectives. Among them, the destruction of the merchant–magi cabal; the death of Duke Echor of Argundy – the only real rival to my son; the destruction of the Ordo Costruo and Antonin Meiros; the plunder of northern Antiopia and subsequent enrichment of our treasury, and the recapture of Javon. Magister Vult and Magister Gyle have invested much time and thought and we’ve already covered the Javon problem.’ She turned to the two Noromen. ‘That aspect of your plans already has our approval.’ She looked at Vult. ‘So, with my son’s permission, Governor, please continue.’


The emperor inclined his head distractedly, not that anyone really noticed.


Belonius stood and thanked her and then began, his clear voice easily filling the room, ‘Your Majesties, gentlemen. According to our plans, Javon will be paralysed and unable to support the shihad by the time the Moontide arrives and the Leviathan Bridge rises from the sea, thus securing the northern flank – and our supply lines – for the armies of the Crusade. This leaves us free to turn our attention to other things, namely the destruction of the enemies of the empire. As Mater-Imperia Lucia has outlined, many of those are internal enemies. You’ve all seen the documents Gurvon provided before the meeting. They prove not only that Duke Echor Borodium, the emperor’s own uncle – and outwardly a strong supporter – has been in contact with the emperor’s disgraced sister Natia, but that he has made approaches to the governors and domestic rulers of all of the empire’s vassal-states on her behalf, canvassing their support. These are treasonous acts worthy of death. But the fact remains that Argundy is the second-largest kingdom in the empire. When Echor’s brother conspired with the emperor’s sister and was executed, Echor was not in a position then to prevent that, or take the field in her name, but his resentment remains strong, and now he is in control of Argundy—’


‘We should have killed him when we had the chance,’ the emperor grumbled, pulling a face. ‘When he was kneeling before me, kissing my signet and pleading for his brother’s life, I should have seized an axe: chop chop!’ He sniggered at the mental image.


Gyle saw Lucia’s eyes tighten just a little: impatience, tempered with a mother’s indulgence. ‘Darling, you remember that was impossible,’ she chided him gently. ‘Echor has married into the Argundian kings. Beheading him would have guaranteed revolt at an inopportune moment. Buying him off bought us time to deal with him. That time is now.’


Constant’s nostrils flared at her tone, but he ducked his head and fell silent.


Belonius breezed past the interruption. ‘To weaken Echor’s standing, we need to lure his vassal-state allies to destruction. We need them to join the Crusade. The Second Crusade yielded inadequate plunder and all but destroyed trade. The vassal-states claimed they had emptied their treasuries to fund it and got nothing back, and because of that, they would not support any more Crusades in the future.’


Betillon scowled contemptuously. ‘If they’d committed more troops, they might have—’


Unexpectedly, Calan Dubrayle broke in. ‘No, actually, Magister Vult is quite right: the Second Crusade was a waste of money. The Sultan of Kesh is not stupid. In the preceding years he and anyone with wealth shipped their gold and riches eastwards, far from our reach. They also poisoned waterholes and burned their own crops for hundreds of miles inland. We spent millions marching our armies all the way to Istabad and recovered – what, a third of our outlay? By the time I’d taken the emperor’s share and the Church’s, the vassal-states were left with nothing.’


You might have added another group, Treasurer: the noble magi who robbed their soldiers to enhance their own coffers. They took as much as the Imperial Treasury and more.


‘You say that as if it were a bad thing,’ Betillon chuckled. ‘Keeping the provinces weak is half the battle.’


‘Maybe,’ Dubrayle noted, ‘but it doesn’t leave much enthusiasm for more Crusades.’


Vult coughed to regain the floor, and went on, ‘Argundy, Bricia, Noros, Estellayne and Hollenia have all said they will not join this Crusade.’


‘Noros,’ Korion snarled, jabbing a finger at Vult. ‘If your people don’t join the Crusade in their thousands, I’ll give them another crackdown that will make Knebb look like a holiday.’


Betillon laughed harshly: he’d been the Rondian general to order the slaughter at Knebb during the Revolt. He was still known as ‘The Butcher of Knebb’.


Gyle still remembered entering the smoking ruins of the town and seeing the carnage for the first time. Something inside him had changed forever that day. For now, he worked hard to keep his expression carefully blank.


‘I will demand their participation,’ whined Emperor Constant. ‘They’re my subjects.’


‘Darling,’ Lucia chimed in, smiling sweetly, ‘even dogs have to be fed or they become unmanageable.’


‘Our Beloved Mater-Imperia is wisdom itself,’ Vult put in quickly. ‘The Crusade needs the manpower of the vassal-states. Every province of the empire must participate.’


‘Why?’ Korion demanded. ‘Rondelmar must control the action in Antiopia when the time comes, and that means dominating the military. We’re only one third of the empire’s population: if every state sends every eligible soldier, we will be outnumbered. If Echor were to unite them, we would be overwhelmed.’


‘But my lord,’ Vult countered, ‘during the Second Crusade, the armies of the vassal-states were in Kesh and therefore, they were not here. They were grubbing around for loot as desperately as we were. The circumstances have changed now: they don’t want to go. If they hold back and Rondelmar sends all its troops into Antiopia for two years, who will stand up to Echor?’


‘He wouldn’t dare,’ Constant said, outraged. ‘He bowed to me! He kissed my ring!’


Kissing your arse doesn’t mean he loves you, Gyle thought.


Silence greeted the emperor’s declaration, but Gyle saw Mater-Imperia Lucia’s eyes narrow again.


‘Magister Vult,’ said Arch-Prelate Wurther, ‘you say that getting the vassal-states to commit to the Crusade is vital, but if we do that, how will we control them? More importantly, how will we ensure that the plunder finds its way to the proper places? Your notes on this matter were frustratingly vague.’ The prelate wagged a finger admonishingly.


‘Their commitment is paramount,’ Vult replied. ‘If Echor and his allies are not in the vanguard of this Crusade, then a domestic coup while the Crusade is in progress is inevitable.’


‘Rondelmar has all the strongest magi,’ Korion countered. ‘A Pallas battle-legion is worth at least three from the provinces. They would not dare.’


‘Actually, that is not entirely true,’ Calan Dubrayle put in mildly, again taking Vult’s side, making Gyle wonder what was in it for Dubrayle. Maybe he just likes annoying Korion? ‘The most recent census revealed that more than half of all magi live outside of Rondelmar. Most of the strongest are here, it is true, but numbers matter. And the loyalty of those within is not to be taken for granted,’ he added.


Emperor Constant’s mouth fell open and his eyes went to his mother’s face as if for reassurance. ‘My people love me,’ he squeaked. ‘All of them.’


Yes, yes, they kissed your rukking ring. But some love Echor and others love your poor, tragic, imprisoned elder sister and they all wonder whether your arse on the throne really does represent the will of Kore.


‘Carry on, Magister Vult,’ Lucia instructed, silencing her son with a warning look.


‘The Treasurer is correct: a ruler must always be vigilant. Our emperor is a paragon of all the virtues; lesser men have baser morals.’ Vult made a subservient gesture to Emperor Constant, then to Lucia. ‘I therefore propose that we make a public concession, one that will ensure that we get all of the zealous manpower we could want from the vassal-states and at the same time put the heads of our enemies firmly in the noose: we offer Echor command of the Crusade.’


‘What?’ Kaltus Korion leapt to his feet, exploding with fury. ‘That isn’t in your notes! Who the Hel do you think you are? It is my right to command the Crusade!’


‘General Korion!’ Lucia’s voice cracked like a whip. ‘Sit down!’


‘But—’ Korion looked set to shout at her, and then abruptly swallowed his words. ‘Your Majesty, I apologise,’ he said, trying to calm himself. ‘But I don’t understand; I am the Supreme General of the Rondian Empire, I must lead the Crusade.’ He struck his own chest, over the heart. ‘It is my due.’


Gyle watched Korion thoughtfully. Plunder the east, return with all the loot, with a massive adoring army at your beck and call … Perhaps you’re eyeing the Sacred Throne yourself, General?


‘You’re still standing in our presence,’ Lucia reminded the general in a voice that dripped acid. ‘Sit down, Kaltus, and let us debate this like adults.’


Korion stared at her for half a second and then sat, abashed.


Gyle looked at Vult. Interesting.


Emperor Constant looked puzzled. He obviously didn’t understand what was going on. Betillon looked as outraged as Korion. Dubrayle and Wurther were expressionless, which seemed exceedingly wise.


Mater-Imperia Lucia tilted her head to Vult. ‘Continue, Magister.’


Vult took a breath. ‘Thank you, Mater-Imperia,’ he said, emphasising her title as if that might deflect some of the fury that was radiating from Kaltus Korion. The two men had hated each other since the day Vult had betrayed the Noros Revolt by tending his surrender to Korion.


‘It is my command, turncoat,’ Korion told him in a low voice.


Vult flushed angrily. ‘The future of this empire is at stake. This is not a time to think of one’s personal standing. This is a time to reflect on how one can contribute to the greater good.’ His eyes focused on some imaginary point halfway between Korion and Mater-Imperia Lucia. ‘This is a time to put the wellbeing of our emperor first.’


‘Hear, hear,’ said Wurther, sipping wine with a twinkle in his eye, earning him a belligerent glare from Betillon, which troubled the Churchman not at all.


‘The common people, the merchant–magi and even many of the loyal magi spread throughout the empire do not wish to see another Crusade like the last. They were promised the world, my lords. They were told to expect plunder beyond all dreams, that the East was awash with gold. And I believed that too, as firmly as any.’


Gyle knew Vult’s financial situation. The Governor had invested heavily in the Crusades and lost.


Vult continued, ‘Argundy, Bricia and Noros are from the same stock as Rondelmar, yet they baulk. The people of Schlessen, Verelon, Estellayne, Sydia … they refuse involvement outright. Last time they invested men, money and stores, and they lost all but the men. They slaughtered heathens by the thousand, but what did they gain? Nothing – Pallas took it all. Why would we march again? Why?’


We? Gyle smiled to himself, then caught Lucia watching him. She raised an eyebrow but said nothing.


Vult tapped his papers. ‘Only one thing will bring the provinces into this Crusade: the belief that this time will be different. And only one thing can send that signal: the leadership of this venture being given to the man they associate with balancing the power of Pallas with that of the provinces: Duke Echor of Argundy. Appoint him, and the provinces will join. Fail to do so, and you may as well prepare to man the entire Crusade on your own.’ He didn’t say ‘if you can’, but those words hung in the air.


The room fell silent. Korion and Betillon exchanged a glance as if daring each other to protest. Constant still looked childishly confused, but the others were catching on: Lucia wants this. It will happen.


Korion stood, and Gyle watched the man swallow his pride as he addressed himself to Lucia. ‘Mater-Imperia, I apologise. This plan is wise. A military commission is nothing when compared with the perpetuation of the might and majesty of the House of Sacrecour.’


No one had ever called Kaltus Korion stupid.


The same could not be said for Tomas Betillon. ‘I don’t understand,’ he grumbled. ‘Let the proclamations go out, see how many sign up first, before we commit to something we don’t need to.’


‘And be seen to back down?’ Dubrayle asked caustically. ‘I think not. An emperor states a path and does not deviate. He does not negotiate with his subjects: he just makes sure his proclamations are realistic and enforceable.’


‘There’s another thing,’ Gyle threw in, as if it had just occurred to him. ‘You have the battle-standards of the Noros legions in your hands, and many from previous rebellions in Argundy and other provinces. Give them back.’


Korion’s jaw dropped. ‘Fuck you, Noroman. I keep my trophies.’


‘If the battle-standards are returned, men will flock to enlist,’ Vult chimed in. ‘They will see themselves as forgiven. It will give them back their pride, and give them a reason to forgive the empire.’


‘Forgive?’ sneered Constant. ‘I taught them a lesson in the forgiveness of the empire: there is none!’


You taught us, did you, your Majesty? Gyle thought. Was that how it was? I understood you spent most of the Noros Revolt cowering in fear of assassins like me.


‘It is but the misguided perception of the common man,’ Vult replied smoothly, ‘but these feelings persist.’


The emperor’s mother stroked her son’s arm and whispered something in his ear. The emperor nodded slowly. ‘My mother reminds me that the people of Noros are yokels. We are fortunate to have two such rarities as yourselves able to attend upon us without chewing grass and stinking of cowshit.’


Betillon smirked. No one else moved a muscle. The moment stretched on.


Well, that shows us the true extent of our welcome. Gyle turned slightly. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Belonius, apparently impervious to the insult. But then, he probably shares Constant’s assessment of his own people.


‘The suggestion is an excellent one,’ Mater-Imperia Lucia told the room. ‘The provinces know who their masters are. Rubbing their noses in it is counter-productive. Give them Echor in charge and their battle-standards back and they will enlist in droves.’


‘They’ll outnumber us in Kesh,’ Korion reminded her.


‘Not significantly. And once there, I am quite sure you will turn it to our advantage.’


‘How?’ sniffed Korion. ‘There’s no one to fight. We hear the Amteh priests have declared some sort of holy war but, realistically, they’ve got no magi, no constructs and no discipline. Crusades aren’t wars, they’re two-year treasure-hunts.’


Lucia permitted herself a small smile. ‘To which Magister Gyle has a response.’ She made a welcoming gesture. ‘Our guest awaits.’


‘Our guest?’ chorused Korion and Betillon in mutual exasperation.


‘This is the Closed Council,’ Constant whined, ‘not the tap-room of a tavern.’


Gyle ignored him, rose and walked to the door. He tapped, and the guard opened it. He breathed deeply as he went into the antechamber, inhaling fresher air. They’re like squabbling children, not leaders of men. They’ve no vision, no plan. It’s all just pettiness, self-interest and boasting.


Except Lucia. Her, I could follow.


The man waiting in the antechamber was robed in black with heavy furs draped about his shoulders, despite the summer heat. He dropped his hood and stood as Gyle entered the room. With his dark coppery skin, jet-black hair pulled tightly back from his face and a neatly trimmed beard and moustache, he was both striking and alien. His eyes glinted like emerald chips. Rubies adorned his ears, and a diamond periapt hung about his neck.


‘Emir,’ Gyle said, striding forward. ‘I trust you are well?’


‘Magister,’ Emir Rashid Mubarak of Halli’kut purred in welcome. He embraced Gyle courteously, kissing both his cheeks and patting his back in the space between the shoulder blades. In Kesh that was a gesture of reassurance – see, I could kill you, but I do not. Rashid was officially the fourth-ranked mage of Antonin Meiros’ Ordo Costruo, a three-quarter-blood descended from a pure-blood and a half-blood mage. His half-blood mother had been the child of a pure-blood who had married into a Keshi royal line before Meiros’ Leviathan Bridge was even completed. Her son was the result: a polished gemstone of a man, finely cut and glittering. ‘I am deathly cold. How do you stand it?’


‘This is summer, my lord. I advise you to depart before it snows.’


‘I shall be leaving immediately afterwards. How goes the meeting?’


‘Well enough,’ Gyle said. ‘Constant is in a sour mood. Address yourself to Lucia and ignore the idiocy from Korion and Betillon.’


‘Tomas Betillon is well-known to me. I am practised in dealing with him.’ Rashid shrugged. ‘What is that word you use for us: barbarian? He is that, I am thinking.’


Gyle glanced at the guard, who was staring at Rashid as if he were a construct beast of unusual strangeness, and suppressed a smile. ‘He surely is.’ He gestured towards the door. ‘Shall we go in?’


Vult met them at the door. ‘Ah, there you are.’ He inclined his head towards Rashid.


The Emir bowed. ‘It is my great pleasure to meet you at last. Magister Gyle has told me so much of you.’


Vult’s mouth twitched with humour. ‘Nothing bad, I trust, Gurvon?’


‘Only the truth, Bel.’


‘Oh dear. Well, Emir, you came despite that. We are about to discuss your role in our plans. Come in, my friend.’


Rashid paused. ‘Do not mistake me for a friend, Magister Vult. I am far from that.’


Belonius Vult smiled smoothly. ‘We have enemies in common, Emir. That is the strongest form of friendship I’ve ever known.’
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How You Meet Your End


The Rune of the Chain


The ability to lock up a mage’s powers is unfortunately required. Though we are all descendants of the Blessed Three Hundred, some amongst us are unworthy of that lineage. To cut off a mage from their great gift is a drastic step, not easily or lightly done. The sad truth, however, is that villainy does manifest amongst us, and is magnified by our capacity for harm.


MARTEN ROBINIUS, ARCANUM MAGISTER, BRES


Norostein, Noros, on the continent of Yuros
Julsep 928
1st month of the Moontide


Jeris Muhren, Watch Captain of Norostein, descended the clockwise curving stairs. The darkened stairwell was narrow, damp and treacherous. A dank, stale smell rose from below, along with the clank and clatter of stone and steel. It was early morning on a summer’s day outside, but winter’s cold still lurked in the dungeons of Norostein’s Governor’s Palace. There were no guards down here, unusually. Their absence made him wary and he loosened his sword as he strode on.


He pushed open the door at the bottom of the stair and entered a small chamber, where he was surprised to find another before him: a youngish-looking man with a weak chin partially hidden by a wispy blond beard. His thin body was draped in heavy velvet robes and a gold band encircled his worry-creased brow.


Muhren hastily dropped to his knee. ‘Your Majesty,’ he murmured. What’s he doing here?


‘Captain Muhren,’ King Phyllios III of Noros responded formally. ‘Please, stand.’


Muhren rose, puzzled. Phyllios III was a puppet ruler, with the governor’s hand firmly up his arse – at least, that was the word on the street. The failed Revolt had broken the Noros monarchy, leaving the king a powerless sideshow in a decrepit palace. The Governor ruled Noros now, in the name of the emperor – but right now that same Governor was a prisoner in his own dungeons.


‘My King, you should not be here.’


Phyllios shrugged lightly. ‘The guards were ordered away an hour ago, Captain, and no one saw me arrive. I am not so confined to my palace as you might think.’


Muhren blinked. Last day on the job and I’m still learning.


‘How is our prisoner, Captain?’ the king asked. His voice was tentative, but there was a certain vengeful cunning Muhren had not heard before. Phyllios had been a young man during the Revolt, when he had seen his people crushed. The Rondians made an example of him, forcing him to become a parade-attraction: he had been flogged naked before his people before being forced to crawl before the emperor and beg forgiveness. That had broken whatever manner of man he might have become and turned him into a powerless cringer – at least, so Muhren had once thought. Appointing the watch captain was one of the very few prerogatives left to the king and Muhren had been Phyllios’ choice. That pact had revealed a stronger man than most knew, but he was still very cautious, even timid.


‘He is deeply unhappy, my liege. Cold, uncomfortable, and very much afraid.’


‘Of whom? Surely not you or me.’ Phyllios’ tone was self-mocking, but not self-pitying.


‘Of the Inquisition, my liege.’


‘Inquisitors are coming here?’ Phyllios’ calm wavered. ‘Inevitably, my liege. He’s an Imperial Governor, arrested for treason. They will most certainly be here in days, and they will take him away and break him in the process of deciding whether he is guilty of anything. The emperor cannot afford to permit any governor to appear to be acting beyond his authority.’


Phyllios nodded gravely. ‘What will they learn from him, Captain?’


Ah, now that is the question. I don’t care about anything else they might learn, but they will inevitably find out about Alaron, Cym and the Scytale, and my own role in those events. And then all Hel will burst free.


But for your own safety, I can’t tell you this, my King. Muhren had ransacked the governor’s offices, to give himself a legitimate reason to arrest and imprison Vult in the aftermath of the struggle to reach the Scytale. Now he lied to his king. ‘There was nothing altogether startling in what we found, my liege, just evidence of the usual corrupt games men like Vult play. Cronyism. Backhanders. Illegal interests. Nothing that will rebound against the throne.’


‘How many people know he is here, Captain?’ the king asked.


‘Too many, my liege.’ Vult’s arrest had been carried out with the help of a squad of soldiers on the outskirts of the city; that had been unavoidable. Muhren wasn’t naïve enough to believe they would stay silent on the matter, especially as they had brought back two more bodies, Vult’s accomplices, and buried Jarius Langstrit in a secret grave.


‘Do you wish him to be questioned, Captain? By the Inquisitors, that is.’ Phyllios’ eyes narrowed with a shrewdness he seldom displayed in public. ‘Is there aught he might say that would imperil you?’


Muhren hesitated. That’s the thing, isn’t it? ‘A trained Inquisitor can learn anything there is to learn, my liege. From anyone. If they decided there was something to be learned, they would question anyone connected.’ He met his king’s eyes.


Phyllios nodded slowly, hinting at an astuteness few would have credited him. ‘I will miss you, Muhren. You’ve served Norostein well. I’ll not find another like you.’


Muhren bowed his head, suddenly feeling emotional. He’d put his heart and soul into the Norostein Watch, but the king was right: he had to be gone before the Inquisitors arrived. ‘I will ensure no trail leads back to you, my liege. And I will be gone by sunset.’


‘Farewell, Captain.’ Phyllios reached out and patted Muhren’s arm, the closest to an affectionate gesture that Muhren had ever seen from the withdrawn, lonely man.


‘Farewell sire. May you live forever.’


Phyllios shook his head slightly. ‘No one cheats death, my friend. It is only a question of what we achieve in life, and of how we meet our end. These are the things that matter.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I will pray for you, and for the soul of our prisoner.’ Then he was gone.


It’s how we meet our end …


Muhren composed himself for a few moments, then he turned to the opposite door and descended further into the dungeon. The king was right: the guards were gone. His boots echoed down the silent corridor.


Belonius Vult did not turn immediately when Muhren unlocked the door to his cell and entered. He shut the door behind him before appraising the governor coldly.


Vult was a pure-blood mage, twice Muhren’s blood-rank and roughly four times as powerful. That was how things worked with the gnosis. We are literally a different breed to other men – and to each other. Some magi bore that difference with humility, placing their skills at the service of the whole, but most were like Vult: arrogant beyond belief. The deserving Blessed, unchallengeable, and utterly self-serving.


Vult turned at last, and his eyes blazed with fury as he recognised his visitor. His shoulders hunched as he drew in a deep breath and his hands unfurled in whatever gesture would accompany the devastating spell he ached to unleash. But he was imprisoned in a dungeon and bound by a Chain-rune, rendering him impotent. A Chain-rune usually only constrained one weaker than oneself, and Vult was far stronger than Muhren in gnostic abilities – but it also prevented gnostic energies from replenishing, and Vult had been utterly exhausted when he had been captured. For perhaps the first time in his adult life, Belonius Vult was helpless.


Despite his plight, he retained a certain majesty. His robes might be soiled, his face dirty and his hair and beard tangled, but his bearing was more regal than the king’s. If he was afraid, it didn’t show; Muhren could see only anger and vengefulness. He was obviously plotting exactly how he would visit retribution when someone inevitably intervened on his behalf.


‘So, do you have the Scytale? Not that you would have the wit to understand it,’ Vult asked spitefully. ‘You sword-swinging oaf: do you not realise that the Inquisition are coming? They’ll take it from you and pluck out your eyes for merely looking at it.’


‘Yours too, Vult.’


‘Langstrit died grovelling,’ Vult jeered. ‘Eighteen years spent as an imbecile and he regained sanity just long enough to die at my hands. I wonder if he thought it worth it?’


‘To keep the Scytale from you? I’m sure he did.’


Vult scowled, and belatedly changed tactics. ‘Muhren, it’s not too late for you. I’ve read treatises on the Scytale. I can unravel it and together we could use it. We’re both men of Noros – veterans of the same war. Together, we could use the Scytale to make Noros great – the equal of Pallas.’


Muhren had been expecting the offer, but he would not have trusted Belonius Vult with a single fibre of his being, not if he were the last man alive. ‘We don’t need your help, Vult.’


Vult’s eyes flashed. ‘We? We, is it? Think what you’re saying, man! Alaron Mercer is a green-bud – a failed mage. And that Rimoni bint has barely a trickle of gnostic-blood. The little quim has no value at all. It’s hardly a cabal to inspire fear in your enemies, is it? Let alone to make Mater-Imperia tremble. You need me, Muhren, if you’re going to survive, let alone Ascend. You should be begging for my aid.’


Muhren looked at him levelly. Vult might be considered devious and cunning, but he was entirely predictable in his lust for gain and glory, dangling dreams as bait, and always with himself at the centre of the universe. ‘Where is Darius Fyrell?’ he asked, the only question he had come to ask. In the battle for the Scytale, only Fyrell had escaped. He couldn’t afford loose ends.


Vult sneered. ‘Fyrell? Out there, planning my rescue, of course. Seeking the opportunity to strike back.’


‘What did he know?’


‘Everything,’ Vult told him, gloating.


Muhren considered that. Darius Fyrell had been Vult’s man for a long time, so it was highly probable that he had known exactly what they hunted. He may even have been amongst those who had questioned General Jarius Langstrit during his secret incarceration. Fyrell was a formidable mage – a necromancer, primarily – and a total blackguard. His loyalty to Vult was not blind, but it was strong. Tesla Anborn had burned him badly, but necromancers were death-mages: they could survive dreadful injuries. He did not doubt that Fyrell was out there somewhere, and quite capable of launching a one-man assault on these dungeons.


‘Where was your rendezvous point?’


‘There was none,’ Vult replied with a satisfied smile. ‘We were in constant communication – arranging a meeting point was needless.’ He looked down his nose at Muhren, taking in the bandages, the dented armour and bruised face. ‘He’s probably in better shape than you are.’


‘Who else knew?’


Vult considered the question like a lord contemplating the request of a vassal. ‘Besko. He’s dead now; Langstrit burned his face off. Koll … I know not, nor care. The little shit had his uses, but his role was – well, shall we say temporary.’


‘No others?’


Vult rubbed his chin. ‘None.’


Muhren exhaled heavily. ‘Good.’ He drew his dagger.


Vult’s face changed utterly as the realisation struck him that he was not immortal after all. His cheeks went ashen and his eyes bulged in their sockets. Beads of sweat erupted like boils on his brow. ‘No – Muhren, think—! The riches—’


He tried to dodge away, but he was no warrior, and without the gnosis he was no stronger than any other man. Muhren grabbed his collar and pinned him to the wall with his left hand. His right brought the dagger to Vult’s left breast.


‘Jeris – no! Please—’ Vult’s legs gave way and the front of his robes darkened as his bladder emptied. His panicked eyes locked on Muhren’s, pleading desperately.


He drove the wide blade in, punching through cloth and flesh until it skewered the madly pumping muscle beneath. Scarlet soaked the robes about the wound. With his gnosis powers exhausted, the governor was unable to call on whatever powers he would normally have invoked. His eyes emptied slowly, and Muhren let the dead weight slide down the wall. The smell of faeces filled the room as the dying mage voided his bowels. His last breath bubbled out, and a trickle of blood spilled from the corner of his mouth as his legs quivered and kicked once, then he lay there, lifeless to the naked eye.


Using his gnosis, Muhren saw a faint mist forming at the man’s lips and nostrils. He focused his will and spoke a single word: ‘Dissipate.’ Nothing dramatic happened, nothing more than an unseen wind, a breeze, that blew the mist away before it could form an entity that might linger. This spell could only be cast at the point of death, and it meant no ghost would haunt the body of the governor; there would be nothing for an Inquisitor to summon back and question. Vult was utterly dead. Not even his necromancer friend Fyrell could restore him now.


Muhren pulled the dagger out and wiped it clean on Vult’s sleeve. He’d killed before, many times, with blade and gnosis: he’d been a soldier in the Revolt, and there’d been the odd criminal resisting arrest since. But he’d never been involved in anything so coldblooded as this. He felt soiled, as if Vult’s blood were staining his soul.


He sheathed the dagger and walked away. He left his badge of office in the upper chamber, to be returned to the king. His house was already emptied of anything that held meaning to him. A pair of packs were strapped to the horse waiting in the courtyard above. There was a funeral to attend, and then the road awaited.


*

Alaron Mercer stood and watched his mother burn.


It was customary to burn the bodies of magi before they were interred. No mage wanted to be bound after death to serve some necromancer or wizard as a slave-familiar; burning the body helped dissipate the soul, allowing it to move on rather than leaving it vulnerable to summoning and control. But watching his mother’s cremation, knowing that she’d loved him in her harsh way, was horrible. He could feel tears etching his cheeks.


Alaron was a young man of middling height and light build, though he was gradually filling out. Thick reddish hair framed a face that was slowly losing its boyish uncertainty, a firm jaw and cheekbones emerging from beneath the puppy-fat. He was clad in travelling gear, with a sword at his side. He had been failed as a mage, banned from practising the gnosis, but an amber periapt was tucked inside his shirt nevertheless. He hadn’t failed through incompetence but because of corruption, and this would no longer deter him. He would be what he was meant to be; let the authorities stop him if they could.


To his left stood Pars Logan, a veteran of the Revolt; he’d organised the funeral. His shoulders were stooped now, and his spine curved, and the wind lifted what was left of his fine grey hair, but he stood as straight as he could. He’d known Tesla Anborn since the First Crusade, when she’d lost her eyes and a little of her sanity, but loyalty was everything to men like him.


On Alaron’s right was Ramon Sensini. His small, thin frame was planted solidly, his lean, dark features and stoic expression older than his eighteen years. Ramon was Silacian, his mage-blood the result of his tavern-girl mother’s rape. Despite his ignoble birth he was richly dressed. After graduating from the Arcanum, he had returned to his home village, and as the only mage there, he had prospered. His graduation had been conditional on his serving in the Crusade and now he was dressed in the scarlet and black of a Rondian battle-mage. He was off to join his legion that very day.


The only other man present was a Kore priest, a non-mage cleric barely older than Alaron. He looked bored as he ran through the rites, but he was watching every movement hawkishly. No doubt he had someone to report to; the death of a mage was always noteworthy news to someone.


The burning grounds of Lower Town were on the shores of Lake Tucerle, where most of the poor spread their ashes, but Tesla’s would be interred in the Anborn family vault, behind the family manor out in the countryside. Alaron could not stay, but Pars had promised to lay her to rest there himself.


As the sun came up, the pyre collapsed in on itself and the skeleton that was emerging from the raging flames fell into the midst of the blaze, sending heat rolling off in waves.


As Alaron choked back a sob, his shoulders shaking, Ramon put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Amici, my windship leaves in an hour. I need to be on it,’ he said in a gentle voice, devoid of the lively wit that normally coloured his words.


Alaron nodded. He felt hollowed out, but at the same time, he felt readier than he ever had to face whatever life threw at him next. His mother was dead and his father was hundreds of miles away. The girl he’d loved had broken his heart, then stolen the greatest treasure in the world. His best friend was about to go to war, and the Inquisition were on their way – and yet, despite all this, he felt oddly prepared. ‘I understand. I just need a moment longer.’ He faced Ramon and hugged him to him. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered as tears continued to roll from his eyes.


‘Take care of yourself, amici. And give Cym a good spanking when you catch up with her,’ Ramon added with a twitch of his mouth. ‘Who knows, she might enjoy it.’


‘I wish you were coming with me.’


‘Me too, amici, but I’ll be dead if I don’t go to the legion.’ Not only was Ramon’s adopted paterfamilias the head of a dreaded Silacian familioso; he also had Ramon’s mother in his hands. He had insisted Ramon go on Crusade, and Ramon had no choice but to obey.


They hugged a final time, made promises about contacting each other and then the Silacian hurried away, leaving Alaron to stare glassily into the cremation fire as the wind rolled across the lake, flattening the waves.


The glow was dying down and the sun rising above the mountains surrounding the wide sloping valley when Jeris Muhren joined him. The Watch Captain cut a heroic figure, even dressed for the road. His stallion snorted impatiently as he dismounted and strode to Alaron’s side and the other horse tethered to the rails sidled nervously. Alaron’s horse was smaller, thinner and far less impressive; they were a mirror of their masters.


Muhren made a Kore-genuflection to the pyre, his face solemn. ‘She was a good woman,’ he observed. ‘A true-hearted daughter of Noros.’


‘Da mostly brought me up on his own,’ Alaron replied. ‘Ma was just this … scary thing.’ He wiped at his eyes. ‘She found it hard to love.’ His throat caught. ‘So did I,’ he admitted.


‘What she endured would have marred anyone. That she retained her dignity and morality is a tribute to her, and to Vann. Few men would have given her the love and support he did, for so little in return.’ Muhren put a hand on his shoulder. ‘They both had my utmost respect. I thought of Vann as a brother. He was immense during the Revolt, despite worrying constantly for you and Tesla at home.’ He gave a rueful smile. ‘Indeed, I hoped to be his brother in truth by marrying Tesla’s sister, your Aunt Elena. However, my feelings were not returned.’


Alaron wanted to ask more, but for now it could wait. ‘We should go,’ he said. ‘If you’ve done all you have to?’ They both knew what he meant.


Muhren nodded grimly. ‘It’s done. The alarm won’t be raised until we’ve left the city, provided we leave within the hour.’


Belonius Vult is dead. Alaron thought about that. The Traitor of Lukhazan, finally given what he deserved. He couldn’t help a hard smile forming at the thought. Let the bells ring out.


After one final silent farewell he turned his back on the pyre, hugged the old soldier and then went to his horse. The stallion was nipping at it belligerently, but Muhren curbed its aggression with a word. They swung easily into the saddles and the warm westerly wind tousled their hair as they turned to face it.


‘We’ll leave by Hurring Gate,’ Muhren said, fixing his cloak-clasp.


Alaron nodded, but his mind was already questing ahead, returning to the question that had been plaguing him for the last three days. Where are you, Cym?


They were well into the countryside, trotting through woodland fringing the golden wheat-fields that sprawled beneath the foothills of the Alps, when behind them arose a distant clamour: the bells of the city greeting the death of its most hated son.


*

Two days later, a windship rode the air currents towards Bekontor Hill, Norostein’s windport. Dozens of windships of all shapes and sizes were tethered amongst the forest of platforms and towers, while beneath them hundreds of porters serviced the mass of wagons and carts hauling goods and people to and fro.


The vessel that swept up the valley that afternoon was a rare visitor. Its timbers were shaped as much for artistry as functionality and decorated with ornamental carvings; the sails were tasselled, and emblazoned banners displayed the Sacred Heart, bright sigil of the Church’s darkest sons. The Inquisition had arrived.


The windshipmen were common sailors, and they were careful to avoid disturbing their white-robed passengers, who were gathered in the forecastle. The three-decker had lavish quarters below, but today everyone was on deck to see Norostein reveal itself below. Beyond the city the eternal snow of the Alpine peaks glistened in the afternoon sun.


The ten Inquisitors were all magi of Pallas: eight men and two women armoured in steel chainmail beneath fur-lined cloaks. The Sacred Heart glowed in red and gold on their chests. Straight swords hung from their left hips. Their leather gauntlets and boots gleamed. Collectively they were a Fist: one Commandant and nine Acolytes.


This Fist had an additional member, appointed to advise this particular mission. The Kore Crozier was an effeminate-looking man with a mane of curling black hair and full lips. As the vessel approached its landing site, he deigned to speak to one of the Acolytes. ‘This must be a kind of homecoming for you, Brother Malevorn.’


‘Yes, my lord Crozier,’ Malevorn Andevarion replied respectfully. ‘I spent seven years in this pit.’


The other man snorted softly. ‘You did not come to love it then?’ He was known as Adamus; though he had forsaken his family name on taking the title, the tradition that was observed to the letter was also subtly ignored. Everyone knew Adamus Crozier was related to the Sacrecours.


‘I am Palacian,’ Malevorn said proudly. ‘My family is pure-blood. Even the nobility of this dung-heap are only half-bloods. If it wasn’t for my uncle’s posting to the occupation force, I’d have been educated in Pallas, as I’d expected.’ The fall of the Andevarions, whose patriarch, Malevorn’s father, had committed suicide in disgrace after his legions had been annihilated by Noros rebels during the Revolt, was a humiliation that drove Malevorn every second of every day.


The Crozier nodded sympathetically. ‘You had some company, I understand? Kaltus Korion’s son, and the Dorobon heir?’


‘My lord is well-informed,’ Malevorn replied. He could feel the way the Crozier watched him, and had been regarding him ever since he’d been assigned to his squad. He knew his own looks: he was handsome in a way that made him seem older, with a fine-chiselled, rakish face and voluminous dark hair. He knew the way his sensuous smile could make a girl wet. Some men were just as susceptible, and rumour had it this Crozier was one such.


The Crozier smiled indulgently. ‘I like to take an interest in the most promising of our brethren.’


Malevorn gave a small bow of acknowledgement, and saw his fellow Acolytes glaring enviously. None of them had yet managed to exchange pleasantries with the Crozier. He saw their eyes flicker from the Crozier to himself, saw conclusions drawn.


The first of you to suggest what you’re thinking is going to regret it, he promised them all.


‘Did you meet Governor Vult?’ Adamus Crozier asked.


‘I did, my lord. At my graduation – and socially, from time to time.’


‘Society?’ The Fist Commandant, Inquisitor Lanfyr Vordan, sniffed. ‘Is there such a thing here?’


‘I was asking Acolyte Malevorn about the governor,’ Adamus Crozier observed mildly. Inquisitor Vordan flushed and fell silent, but Malevorn kept his amusement hidden. When this mission was over, the Crozier would go home and Vordan would still be there.


‘The governor was not popular with his people, my lord,’ Malevorn told Adamus.


‘Traitors seldom are,’ Adamus replied, a lilt of humour in his voice. ‘I too have met him, in Pallas last year. He has a high opinion of himself.’


Malevorn smiled dutifully. ‘So it is said, my lord.’


He knew little of their mission, but there was plenty of gossip among the Fist. He glanced at them, neatly arrayed in their little factions: Brothers Jonas and Seldon stood with dark and sour Sister Raine. All three were half-bloods, illegitimate children of pure-bloods with a talent for theology and connivance. Raine was screwing Vordan, a sound career move, or so she seemed to imagine.


The older men were above all that: Brothers Dranid and Alain were grey-haired veterans whose youthful urges had been purged by years of self-flagellation and prayer. Malevorn envied their skill, but found them utterly boring company.


Then there was Brother Dominic, who was born to follow. He’d latched onto Malevorn immediately, like a puppy seeking a master. He was a competent enough mage and warrior, but he had no head for conspiracy and he knew that made him vulnerable, so he invariably sought a protector, the most alpha of the group. Malevorn, despite his youth, was that person.


Finally, his eye strayed to Brother Filius and Sister Virgina, the fanatics. Every Fist seemed to have them: people who believed utterly in the Kore and its right to dismember, torture and pillage for its own good. Filius was a dull, balding young man with snake-eyes and Malevorn couldn’t stand him, but Virgina was another matter. She’d taken that name when she’d joined the Inquisition, ostentatiously vowing to remain chaste in the service of Kore. Such vows were rare – magi bloodlines were valuable – but it was her right. She was a pure-blood like Filius, Dranid and Malevorn and used her gnosis with vicious efficiency, and she knew her way around a sword. Her face was that of an angel; her hair was a halo of gold, but her single-minded devotion drained all femininity from her. Something perverse in Malevorn wished to ruin her vow, though not from desire. He just resented perfection that wasn’t his own.


Inquisitor Vordan made an abrupt gesture with his thumb, dismissing Malevorn peremptorily. ‘We must discuss the mission, my lord,’ he said to Adamus, who made a small, almost apologetic duck of the head and allowed Vordan to draw him away.


Dominic accosted Malevorn immediately. ‘What did he say, Mal? Did he say why we’re here?’ Dominic was from the country, near the Hollenia border, and it coloured his speech, his slow way of talking, and his rolling gait, not to mention his simplistic worldview. Sometimes it made Malevorn want to slap him, but he put up with it. It was good to have someone at his back, because there were plenty here who’d stick the knife in, given half a chance. Inquisitorial Fists were supposed to be bands of brothers, but he’d quickly learned that they were as vicious as any gang of thieves.


‘We spoke of the governor.’


‘Belonius Vult,’ Dominic exclaimed. The whole Fist was listening, hanging on every word. They knew that they were being sent to question someone, and that their Fist had been specifically chosen; anything else was pure conjecture.


‘Vult’s only a half-blood,’ Filius sneered. ‘I’m amazed he has the wit for the role.’ Filius judged people’s worth purely by their bloodlines and devotion to Kore; Malevorn, pure-blood though he was, knew there was much, much more to furthering oneself than that. Thank Kore!


The windship descended upon the mooring towers like a great bird of prey. Ropes snaked through the air and bound the vessel and it quivered and jerked to a halt like some insect snared in a web. As they gathered their belongings and prepared to disembark Brother Jonas, who resented him most, made a cocksucker gesture at him, flicking his eyes between him and the Crozier.


Malevorn eyeballed him back stonily.


<Hope you like the taste of semen,> Jonas sent.


<Why, do you?>


Jonas made a gobbling face, and he and Raine convulsed in silent mockery. No matter: they’d regret their little jokes when next they trained.


An officious little man who gave his name as Clement met them off the landing platform. Wringing his hands, he drew Inquisitor Vordan and Adamus Crozier aside. Malevorn let his eyes trail over the city basking in the cool sunshine. This high up, even the summer days were chilly if the wind was blowing off the mountains.


Norostein … Names and faces came back to him, the boys of Turm Zauberin mostly: Francis Dorobon and Seth Korion. Gron Koll. Boron Funt. That imbecile Alaron Mercer and his lowlife friend Ramon Sensini. And the teachers: Fyrell and Yune and the rest. Principal Gavius. Then his mind roved on to the tavern girls he’d screwed, and the Arcanum girls he’d had too. The two guardsmen he’d almost killed in a tavern fight. There’d been a few fun times, but mostly it’d been dourness, rain and boredom. He’d hoped to never see it again.


They descended to the ground by a pulley-lift and Brother Alain, a poor flyer, touched the ground reverently. The rest eyed Vordan, who was looking grim. There was no affection for their Commandant, but there was a certain justified fear: Lanfyr Vordan was known for executing Acolytes who failed him in the field.


‘Gather,’ Vordan growled, before making a grudging gesture towards Adamus Crozier. ‘The Crozier will address you.’ Clearly having a churchman installed above him for this mission rankled.


Adamus inclined his head in acknowledgment. ‘Hearken. This is the situation: last month, Governor Vult was on a diplomatic mission in Hebusalim when he sensed an attack on the security wards of his offices here in Norostein. He immediately returned here to hunt the perpetrators.’


Malevorn raised an eyebrow, wondering how the governor’s domestic security outweighed his ambassadorial duties.


‘When he returned, he sought the thieves,’ Adamus went on, ‘but he did not discuss the theft widely. Master Clement here tells us that only three others knew fully what was going on. The Watch were not involved in the hunt.’


The Acolytes looked at each other, all wondering the same thing: what had been stolen that the governor would not use the full resources of his office to recover? Something illegal, obviously. Malevorn glanced about him, saw Filius and Raine draw the same conclusion. The rest just looked puzzled. Conspiracy required a certain type of mind.


‘Subsequently,’ Adamus continued, ‘a midnight skirmish began in the mercantile quarter, which split into two separate chases: one south to the mountains and the other north to Lake Tucerle. There was fighting at the lake and the Watch got involved, but the only bodies found were several construct creatures, and one young Council aide.’ Adamus looked at Malevorn. ‘The aide was one Gron Koll.’


Malevorn blinked. Gron Koll? Dead? An acne-ridden face flashed before his eyes. Gron Koll had been a loathsome toad, but his cruel imagination had been amusing. That someone might murder him was not entirely unexpected. Is this why I’m here: because I knew Koll?


‘The other pursuit involved the governor himself. Clement only learned of it the next morning, when the watch captain took a detachment south into the foothills and returned with the governor as his captive. He also brought back two more bodies: a councilman called Eli Besko and a pilot-mage named Olyd Krussyn. Whoever they were pursuing appears to have escaped.’


Malevorn recalled Grand-Magister Besko – he’d been senior in the council. Fat, obsequious, ambitious – and one of Vult’s. He’d never heard of Krussyn.


‘This brings us to the crucial point: we were assigned this mission three days ago, when word finally reached Pallas of these events. At that time, the governor was in prison, awaiting our arrival and questioning. But two days ago, while we were still in the air, someone went into his cell and murdered him.’


Kore’s Blood! Vult’s dead?


Everyone stiffened, and their focus intensified. Virgina and Filius ostentatiously crossed their Sacred Heart badges.


‘The last man believed to have seen Belonius Vult alive was Jeris Muhren, the Watch Captain. He has since left the city.’ Adamus glanced at Vordan. ‘He is our chief suspect.’


Malevorn recalled Muhren: a highhanded prick he’d clashed with sometimes while out drinking. Muhren was a Revolt veteran who’d probably hated Vult’s guts since Lukhazan.


‘There is another man missing who is also probably involved,’ Adamus continued. This time his look at Malevorn was even more pointed. ‘His name is Darius Fyrell. You know him also, Brother Malevorn?’


Fyrell too? Incredible! ‘I do, my lord Crozier,’ he said aloud. ‘He was a teacher at Turm Zauberin.’


‘And a young man Vult had been observing is also missing. Clement knows the name, but not the reason. Alaron Mercer.’


Alaron Mercer. Malevorn almost choked. Earnest, naïve, obstreperous, self-righteous, pig-ignorant Alaron fucking Mercer, the boy he’d relentlessly pummelled and pounded through seven years of the Arcanum. A quarter-blood scum who’d never known his place. The last he’d seen of him was being dragged screaming from the graduation hall, condemned as a failed mage: a fate Mercer so richly deserved that Malevorn’d felt like celebrating for days afterwards.


‘Mercer is an imbecile, my lord. This type of intrigue is beyond his ken.’ Tying his own laces is beyond Mercer’s ken. ‘It must be coincidence.’


‘Keep an open mind,’ Vordan admonished him. ‘We have no preconceptions here.’ Malevorn ducked his head. Vordan looked about the circle. ‘We will commence our questioning of those involved. Firstly, to the Governor’s Palace. After that, we shall see.’ He glanced at Adamus. ‘With your permission, my lord?’


‘Proceed.’ Adamus Crozier licked his lips, and raised a finger. ‘There is something important at stake here. A man like Jeris Muhren does not commit murder for anything as petty as revenge. He was Watch Captain for almost a decade.’


Horses were waiting, saddled and ready. Malevorn shouldered Seldon away from a fiery-looking chestnut stallion, quelled its disquiet with animism-gnosis, and swung himself onto it. As Vordan pushed his own mount into a trot, the Fist fell in behind him, jostling for position.


*

The Governor’s Palace dominated the central plaza of the city, the focal point from which the upper town radiated. Once it had been the dwelling of the King of Noros, but he now resided in a far smaller manor two blocks away. The Fist rode into the plaza and fanned out, driving frightened citizens from their path. Clement led them to where the other officials waited on the stairs, their faces apprehensive. Inquisitors had rights to question that even lords did not, and licence to punish heresy wherever they found it. And as the Acolytes were discovering, heresy was wherever you wanted it to be.


Malevorn had graduated from Turm Zauberin last November as a gold-star trance-mage. He could have chosen any career at all, and he had been courted by absolutely everyone, from the Pallas Guard to the Kirkegarde, from the Legions to private mercenary companies. One middle-aged pure-blood heiress topped the military bid, offering a life of indolence and debauchery, provided he married her and got her with child. But she could not give him what he wanted above all: a way to restore his family to the uttermost heights of the empire. His father had been Supreme General of Rondelmar until the Noros general Leroi Robler had humbled him, humiliated him and driven him to suicide.


While the military might eventually have given Malevorn some prominent role, that would take decades. Only one institution could get him to the top fast enough to suit his ambition: the Inquisition. They only took the best, at everything – fighting, gnosis … and intrigue. They needed minds cruel and cold enough to cut through lies and blasphemies and skewer heretics before their venom spread. In the courts of law, the Inquisition outranked the Crown. He might have to go without some status and creature comforts for a few years, but should he excel, in a few years he would be supping with governors and kings.


And should I not excel, I’ll have a knife in my back, put there by one of my so-called ‘Brothers’. He glanced at the angel-face of Virgina, climbing the stairs alongside him. Or one of my ‘Sisters’.


The cloud of officials hovered about the Inquisitor and the Crozier, fluttering like anxious butterflies. As they entered the foyer, Vordan beckoned his seniors, Alain and Dranid, to follow him to the dungeons, along with the Crozier. Apparently the governor’s body still lay as it had been found. Malevorn would have liked to see it, but Vordan abruptly turned on him. ‘You know people here, Brother Malevorn? Speak to them.’ He was left alone with Dominic and a suddenly deflated crowd of minor functionaries. Humans: why would I know them? All the magi had gone east to Pontus. He glanced about, already bored, until he saw Gina Weber.


Ah, now then …


He put a hand on Dominic’s shoulder. ‘Stay with this lot,’ he whispered in his friend’s ear. ‘Ask about Koll’s death. And Fyrell.’


‘But—’ Dominic followed his gaze to the blonde girl in the corner who was obviously already transfixed by Malevorn’s face. ‘Oh.’ His face fell.


Poor Dom: you want me to be perfect, but I’m not.


‘Miss Weber,’ he said, striding through the irritating fug of officials, letting his smile transfix her. Her face swelled with apprehension and pleasure.


He’d fucked her once, three years ago, when he’d found out she was betrothed to Alaron Mercer. He’d only done it to spite Mercer; there was little about her that excited him. She was slightly dumpy, too pallid, overly prim. But she’d genuinely believed his lines – she really thought he’d loved her. She’d cried as he penetrated her, and bled like a good virgin. She probably still dreamt of it.


‘Malevorn?’ Her hand went to her mouth. Her eyes took in his Inquisition badge. ‘You’re here,’ she said lamely.


‘I am indeed. And delighted to see a familiar face.’ He bent over her hand, noticing the engagement ring. Betrothed, but not yet wed. And Mercer was missing. This might be more amusing than he’d thought. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ He didn’t let go of her hand.


‘But …’ She looked about uncertainly. Every pair of eyes in the room seemed to be on them both.


‘Clearly I can’t question you in front of everyone.’


Her jaw dropped. ‘But … question?’ She visibly gulped.


‘You’re engaged to a fugitive,’ he reminded her. The bovine bitch actually looked puzzled. ‘Your fiancé is missing …’


‘He is?’


She’s even dimmer than I remember. ‘I’m told Alaron Mercer is involved in this case, and that he’s missing.’ He took her arm, and guided her firmly towards the nearest office. ‘Where has he gone?’


‘But—’ She looked up at him, her lower lip trembling. ‘I’m not engaged to him any more. Father broke it off after … you know.’


Malevorn felt himself smiling. Of course they would sever any connection to a failed mage. Mercer must’ve just died inside. Magnificent. He seized the door handle, jerked it open. A secretary of some sort looked up, his mouth falling open. An ornate door lay beyond: obviously the office of someone important. He pulled Gina Weber towards it. ‘You,’ he told the secretary, ‘out!’


He had the girl inside the next office before she could squeak again. It was empty. He locked the door behind him with a gesture. ‘A lucky escape for you,’ he told her. ‘Mercer’s in trouble now.’


‘I know,’ she said, still apprehensive. He stroked her shoulder, and the stupid bint took it as a sign that she was safe and sagged a little. ‘Someone broke into the governor’s offices. I saw Alaron the day before, but I’m sure he couldn’t have done it.’


Mercer was here the day before the break-in? Great Kore, is he involved after all? ‘Tell me about it,’ he told her, touching her reassuringly, non-threateningly, all the while working at her gnostic defence with Mesmeric gnosis, allaying her wariness and breaking down her resistance to what was to come.


Gina looked up at him. ‘Your friend Gron Koll was here. He had a job as an aide to the governor. The night of the break-in the house staff found him drunk in a downstairs lounge.’ Her face was pale. ‘The weird thing is, they said that they’d thought he was with me.’ Her voice rose with indignation. ‘I was never here that night.’


Someone disguised themselves as you to get in and to nail Koll. Fancy. He smiled down at her, stroked her arm gently. She was a little fleshy for his tastes, but her bosom was generous. He looked into her eyes, fishing for that return spark. Remember, Gina? I wrote you secret poems and letters, then climbed in your window and took your precious virginity. Do you remember how I sank into your soft arms?


She did.


He worked her slowly backwards towards the desk as he talked, talking to distract her from his sly movement. ‘This is so valuable,’ he told her. ‘The Inquisitor will be delighted. You must tell me all you know. There will certainly be a reward.’ Oh yes, there will.


Her breath was coming in rapid, shallow bursts. Her pupils were huge as he stroked her cheek. ‘It is a shame circumstances have kept us apart,’ he said, interrupting her blathering about her fiancé. She was one of those woman magi whose skills and temperament did not suit the frontline, or anywhere close to it. She was only good for one thing: breeding. He gently turned her so he’d not have to look at her. Even she realised what he was doing now, and surrendered to it. Pathetic … but his cock hardened.


She looked backwards and up at him. ‘I didn’t think I pleased you,’ she said, her voice tremulous. ‘You stopped writing, after that one night …’ He could feel her whole body quivering to her heartbeat.


‘The Principal found out,’ he lied. He leant over and kissed her nape. She tasted of fear, but she was utterly passive, already capitulating. As he slowly unbuttoned the back of her dress, she sighed needily. He let the shift slide down her body while he cupped her ample breasts and began to massage them, pinching her engorged nipples, working them hard. She gasped, somewhere between pleasure and pain and need. He could smell her wetness.


He pushed her dress and petticoat over her hips, baring her white buttocks. She tried to turn and face him, but he kept her turned away. While his left hand toyed with her breasts, his right slid down her back and stroked her, sliding his fingers down the crack of her buttocks, teasing her anus, then sliding them into the wet depths of her quim. She emitted a soft, surrendering sigh, then moaned, trying to squirm about and seat herself on the desk, but he kept her turned away. Your face is the least pleasing part of you. He worked her with his fingers, increasingly roughly, while unfastening his own belt and wrenching his trousers down over his rigid tool. His scabbard clattered to the floor as he stepped out of his clothes and bent her over the desk.


‘Let me face you,’ she pleaded. He tightened the grip of his hands on her breast, pinned her and then pushed her down, face flat to the desk. ‘Mal, I don’t like—’


Someone knocked at the door. ‘Malevorn?’ Dominic called.


‘Two minutes,’ he called, positioning his full, rigid cock in the cleft of her buttocks, right against her puckered anus. She twisted her neck, her face pleading, and it excited him in a way her willingness never could have. He shoved himself all the way in as she howled silently, her body going rigid. He gripped her hips and without gentleness began to pump himself into her. Skin slapped skin as she gasped in agony. He felt the animal inside him, let it give voice, grunting exultantly as he rammed himself deeper and deeper. He came with a bellow, a molten lava-flow of his seed spurting into her as she cried in pain, then he held her there, transfixed on his shaft, his whole body caught up in the rapture of the moment, rigid and shaking. It felt like aeons of sheer bliss.


Eventually the sound of knocking intruded again.


‘Fuck off, Dom,’ he shouted.


‘Vordan’s back. He’s looking for you!’


He heard himself growl, then sanity returned. He braced himself, felt his legs shaking at the exquisite release, and pulled himself out of her. Her legs gave way and she slid to the floor.


‘Well, it has been lovely to see you, Gina,’ he smirked. Insipid cow. You got what you deserved.


He dressed quickly and left her coiled in a foetal huddle on the office floor, her face hidden, her shoulders heaving.


Dominic glanced past him when he opened the door, then looked at him in consternation. ‘Is she all right?’


‘Sure. She’s just recovering from her big moment.’ He winked, and pulled the door shut behind him. ‘Let’s go and find our beloved leader.’


*

The questioning of the council people was initially fruitless. A servant had glimpsed Muhren coming and going, but though Vordan entered the man’s mind and ripped it apart, leaving him a semi-sane wreck, there was nothing further to learn. It seemed clear that Jeris Muhren was the murderer.


Malevorn reported his little findings concerning the break-in directly to Adamus Crozier. He’d be damned if he’d let Vordan take what he’d learnt without giving credit. The Crozier was pleased, and quashed half-hearted complaints by Clement about an ‘alleged incident with the Weber girl’.


See, Gina? I’m untouchable now.


The breakthrough came the next day. Malevorn and Dominic were in Lower Town, on the shores of the lake, seeking the site of the conflict that had happened there a week or so before. They found more than expected.


A roped-off piece of grass and stonework contained the burned and mutilated remains of five construct creatures, ghastly things the size of ponies that were part-scorpion, part-wolf. Malevorn recognised them at once: Darius Fyrell had once shown them off to his pupils.


Where are you, Fyrell?


Perhaps he projected the thought; perhaps it was just coincidence, but whatever it was, it triggered something unexpected. A shape rose from the water, fifty feet away. The onlookers gasped, and someone screamed. He felt a thrill of fear before a rasping mental voice shouted into his skull, <Andevarion? Help me!>


It was Darius Fyrell, or what was left of him. He collapsed at the water’s edge as the crowd backed away.


The Magister looked like an animated corpse. His hair and half the skin on his face were burned away. Nothing of his clothes remained except for a scorched undergarment about his groin. His right arm was a stump that finished at the elbow; his biceps had been burned or carved away to the bone. His left leg was so twisted he could barely stand.


Malevorn ran towards him. ‘Magister!’


<The Scytale!> Fyrell shouted into his mind. <Tesla Anborn has the Scytale!> Then he collapsed.


Malevorn barely noticed. His mind was still reeling. Does he mean the Scytale of Corineus?


*

Adamus Crozier and Inquisitor Vordan shut themselves in a dark room with Fyrell’s remains for a full night while the Acolytes waited outside, sleeping if they could. Dominic, blithe and complacent under Malevorn’s protection, was one of the sleepers. He hadn’t heard the words Fyrell had blared into Malevorn’s mind. But Malevorn never slept a wink.


Tesla Anborn has the Scytale of Corineus …


He thought through every scenario he could imagine but still he could find no way that the greatest treasure of the magi could ever be in the hands of Alaron Mercer’s blind wreck of a mother. It was simply not possible.


Yet when Vordan and Adamus emerged from the cell, their faces were hollow-eyed and disbelieving. They called the Fist together, excluding any locals. ‘Hearken,’ Vordan croaked, and then he fell mute, shaking his head. That in itself told Malevorn that he’d not misheard Fyrell.


‘Jeris Muhren. Tesla Anborn. Alaron Mercer. Cymbellea di Regia.’ Adamus reeled off the short list of names in a tired voice. ‘There may be others but they are not identified.’ He looked around the circle of Acolytes. ‘They must be found.’


Malevorn added two more names. Ramon Sensini. Vann Mercer. He wondered if Fyrell had told Adamus that Malevorn now knew what it was they sought. He raised a tentative hand. ‘My lord, is Magister Fyrell …?’ He let his voice trail away.


‘Unfortunately, Magister Fyrell died under questioning,’ Vordan said. ‘Several times.’


Jonas laughed aloud, then shut up fast as Vordan ran his eye over him.


It took another day to determine that Tesla Anborn had been cremated four days prior, not far from where Fyrell had been found. They ransacked the Mercer household, but Vannaton, the father, had allegedly left months before, and no one had seen Alaron since before the night of the incident. Next day, responding to a town crier promising rewards, a beggar claimed to have seen two men ride east from Hurring Gate five days ago. Adamus probed the man’s recollections deeper, pulling an image from his mind that removed any doubt: it had been Jeris Muhren and Alaron Mercer. The process left the beggar with the intellect of a vegetable, saving them any need to pay the reward.


Adamus Crozier sought out Malevorn as they left the city next morning. ‘Brother Malevorn, you know these people. What is your affinity to Clairvoyance?’


Malevorn hung his head. ‘My lord, Clairvoyance is not a Study I have any affinity for.’


Adamus looked disappointed, but accepted this philosophically. ‘Brother Dranid has met Jeris Muhren, so he can lead the scrying. But we cannot afford to let them know we are hunting them, lest they go to earth. First we will hunt them by other means.’ He smiled with some relish. ‘Your venators await us outside the city.’


Malevorn’s spirits lifted. The day he joined the Inquisition, he’d been assigned his own construct: a venator created by Animagi. The reptile had huge featherless wings and was large enough to take a saddled rider and intelligent enough to be tamed. The constructs had been bred by the Pallas magi for the Church and the legions. Riding them was a supreme joy. ‘I cannot wait,’ he admitted, enthusiasm getting the better of his normal poise. The Crozier smiled at that.


That afternoon, as the Inquisitor Fist erupted from the forests north of Norostein on winged beasts, Malevorn roared with exhilaration. The hunt was on, and the Scytale of Corineus was the prize!
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Identity and Possession


Scarabs


There is a technique I have developed, which involves transference of the intellect from the initial body to another host. It is not a pleasant technique, but it is one that can save the soul when all is lost for the body. I have found after much testing that a large carapaced insect is the ideal vehicle for this transfer, being robust enough to survive the demise of the body and escape, and with a neatly compartmented mind able to hold the memories and self of the mage for a short time, until a new host is found. The Dhassan scarab is ideal, though the Pontic dung-beetle is a useful equivalent in Yuros.


EDIS HULDIN, NECROMANCER,
ORDO COSTRUO COLLEGIATE, PONTUS


One of the reasons necromancers are as hard to kill as cockroaches is that they turn into one when they die.


BRYDI TEESDOTTER, ARCANUM OF SAINT TERASSA, HOLLENIA


Brochena, Javon, on the continent of Antiopia
Rajab (Julsep) 928
1st month of the Moontide


I’m only dreaming, Cera Nesti told herself. This is not real. I will wake from this.


But it felt real: an endless maze of corridors, dank stone walls dripping with a pus-like sticky fluid, and everywhere the stench of decay. Massive cobwebs wafted in the chill breeze, constantly shifting as she sought a way out. Spiders as big as hands crawled along the ceiling above her, their bulbous clusters of eyes following her every move – and they were just the babies. Their mother was somewhere, just out of sight, a massive thing, larger than a horse, that barely managed to squeeze through the narrow passages.


There was light ahead, and something chittering behind her. Cera had to keep moving; if she stopped, the spiders would drop and spin a web about her, and then she’d be nothing but meat for Mother Spider.


She hurried forwards, seeking the light, praying it was the way out, but it was just another chamber, the centre of the earthen floor dug up like a waiting grave. With shaking hands, her legs trembling, she approached the hole, her hand going to her mouth as its contents were gradually revealed.


Elena Anborn lay there, her throat cut, blood staining her white shift. Her eyes were empty, her skin like alabaster. There was something big and black crawling from her mouth.


Cera stared, swallowing a sob. I did this. I killed her. I loved her and I killed her.


Then Elena’s eyes suddenly flickered into life. They bore through Cera’s skull, accusing her, condemning her. Betrayer!


Her hand came up and she pointed – not at Cera, though it felt to the young woman as if a finger speared her chest. Elena’s finger pointed straight up, and her eyes were mute with horror and vindication.


Cera looked up, and then she really did scream. Timori, her precious little Timori, hung bound in spider-silk, crying, struggling, helpless. She reached for him instinctively, though he was far from her reach.


Then the darkness of the ceiling above him moved and light glistened on dark, mottled carapaces. Spindly black legs waved and myriad eyes stared down at her. Digestive fluids poured from a maw full of toothy hooks. Mother Spider filled the ceiling.


Cera jerked left and right, but the doors were gone. Something gripped her arm, she screamed again, and—


—woke.


‘My lady! My lady! Please, wake up!’


Cera stared blankly into Tarita’s frightened eyes. The tiny Jhafi girl clutched her arm, right there, but still Cera could half-see that hideous chamber. When she registered the pewter cup her maid was holding out, she snatched it and tipped it over her own face. Water splashed down her neck and chest, wetting her sheets and pillow, though they were already sweat-soaked and tangled about her like thick cords of spiderweb.


She dropped the cup, seized Tarita and hugged her.


Two weeks ago she had sacrificed Elena to save Timori and herself. Two weeks of this: the living world and the dream world blending and blurring until sometimes she couldn’t tell which was real. Both were nightmares; both were surreal.


I betrayed my people to save them – to save Timi.


To save them, I had to sacrifice Elena. She was supposed to die, but she’s still alive, walking around this palace as if nothing happened. Except it’s not her at all: Gyle says that Rutt Sordell now inhabits Elena’s body.


These magi are monsters.


‘What time is it, Tarita?’


‘The first bell just chimed,’ the little maid replied. She was only fifteen, though she’d seen much – more than Cera, of certain things. ‘Shall I open the curtains?’


‘Please.’ Perhaps the sunshine would burn away the after-images of Mother Spider that kept invading her vision. She sniffed, wrinkled her nose. Her bedclothes smelled of sweat. ‘I need a bath.’ I am Queen-Regent. I have to get up. I have to face the day.


Tarita pulled open the curtains, then went to order the bath. Cera sat up slowly, plucking at the nightdress that clung to her skin. The mirror on the far wall reflected her: tangled black hair falling past her shoulders. A long, strong face, serious and severe, more handsome than pretty. Normally olive-brown skin growing pale from too much time spent in shadows. She’d ventured outside the palace only once these past two weeks, since it happened, and that was to bury her sister in a private ceremony. There had been no mourning period, no public funeral, for Solinde had been branded a traitor for aiding the Gorgio family in their attempted coup last year. Cera knew the accusation to be false, but she also knew that the real Solinde had been slain during the coup and replaced with a magi-shapeshifter called Coin. It was Coin they had buried, and of course she could tell no one. Who knew where the real Solinde lay?


She froze suddenly at a tiny tell-tale sound and her eyes flashed to the interior wall where a panel began to slide open and black spider-legs waggled through. Her hand went to her mouth as the legs became fingers, fingers in a black leather glove that slid the panel fully open.


A man stepped through.


Her hands went protectively to her breasts as she flinched.


‘Get up,’ the man told her in his flat, terse voice. ‘You have work to do.’ He locked her bedroom door, then walked to the window.


She cringed. ‘Yes, Magister Gyle.’ She pulled a sheet about her and got out of bed.


Gurvon Gyle’s eyes roamed the room as they always did, noticing changes, anything different, out of place. Then his eyes came back to her and he exhaled impatiently. ‘Girl, I have no interest in your body. Dress, and listen.’


She dressed behind a screen nevertheless, pulling on undergarments, then a plain shift, enough to preserve some decorum until she bathed.


Gyle’s eyes weighed her as she stood silent before him. ‘You’re not sleeping,’ he said eventually. ‘I send you sleeping draughts and you do not take them: why?’


‘I don’t like them.’ Because if I take your potions, I can’t wake and Mother Spider catches me.


His eyes rolled. ‘That’s up to you, but you look awful. People are talking.’


She hung her head. If I can’t sleep it’s because of you, and what you persuaded me to do.


Over and over she asked herself: could I have done differently? And the answer was always: of course. But what she had done, faced with hidden enemies whose reach and power seemed immeasurable, was to betray her own protector, Elena, in return for the promise that she and more importantly, her younger brother Timori, the rightful king, be allowed to live. It had been hard to agree to such a thing, after all Elena had done for her. To then have to watch it unfold had been utterly ghastly.


Gyle reached out, and though she flinched from his touch, he lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. ‘Listen, Cera, we’ve pretended you’re ill long enough. The world rolls on, and there are things that must now happen to preserve what you have gained.’


Gained? What have I gained?


‘You’ve saved your life,’ Gyle reminded her, in that creepy way he had of answering her unspoken thoughts if she didn’t guard them. ‘You’ve saved Timori’s life. You’ve saved House Nesti from extinction. You have the pledge of Francis Dorobon that your family’s soldiery will be permitted to live; there will be no purge. You’ve saved Javon from being a target for the Crusader armies. You have gained much.’


She jerked her chin from his grip and stepped back a pace, out of his reach. ‘Those aren’t gains, just controlled losses.’


He smiled wryly. ‘Call it what you will. Cera, today your Inner Council meets. You must be there to ensure the next steps take place.’


‘Where will you be?’


‘Watching. Listening. Rutt Sordell will be beside you. He will steer the conversation as needed.’


She shuddered. Rutt Sordell: Gyle’s right-hand man, now in possession of Elena Anborn’s body by some evil of the gnosis. When Gyle had first proposed his bargain, he’d said that Elena would die, quickly and mercifully, but he’d lied. Instead, Gyle’s former lover and then enemy had been battered half to death before having her throat cut, only to then be saved and inhabited by Sordell. How or why, Cera could not comprehend. She knew only that it was an atrocity.


‘Cera,’ Gyle said, in the tones a tired parent might use with a stupid child, ‘our bargain is far from fulfilled. House Nesti has clung to power here in Javon through aligning itself with the majority Jhafi and their desire to join the shihad. But that is madness: the shihad will be destroyed. Rondian legions are invincible, and there are two legions – ten thousand men – coming here inside a month. Each legion will have fifteen magi and several units of construct cavalry – have you ever seen a construct, girl?’ He shook his head. ‘Well, you will, very soon.’


‘My people will fight,’ she whispered.


‘No, they must not, not unless you wish to see them exterminated. You must arrange capitulation. Only then, when you’ve handed over this kingdom intact to Francis Dorobon, will you have fulfilled what we agreed.’


‘But I … you—’


‘You agreed, girl, to step aside and let me save your people. That does not mean that you no longer have a role. Last year, when you were forced to pick up the crown, you became a beacon for your people: for both Rimoni and Jhafi. If you show them a direction, they will take it.’


‘You don’t understand. It’s not like that, I don’t have that influence, I’m just a girl,’ she responded, aware she was babbling like a child but unable to stop.


‘You underestimate yourself, Cera. By defeating the Gorgio last year, you have become Javon’s banner. Only you can unite them right now.’


She glared at him. ‘I am nothing any more.’


He stepped closer, moving too fast, and caught her shoulders. ‘Cera, listen to me: you need to stay calm, and see this through. There is no room for dissent any more. If you cannot convince your Inner Council that all is well, I’m going to take a hand, and I will not be gentle.’ His grey eyes measured her, his face hard, matter-of-fact. She felt helpless in his grip.


The Jhafi are right: these magi are demons. They are afreet, pale-skinned maggots from Shaitan’s living corpse. There was only ever one good mage: and I had her killed – no, worse: possessed.


She cringed as Gyle reached out and brushed a tear from her right eye. ‘Courage, girl. The lives of your royal councillors and your entire people depend on you holding your nerve.’


*

Brochena Palace was a maze of passages. There were many more than most knew of, tiny walkways behind false walls, hidden niches and crawl-spaces, where someone with skill and knowledge could creep unseen and learn all that was hidden.


Gurvon Gyle slipped along the passage that ran parallel to the Council Chamber, to the section of the wall with the observation hole. He’d enhanced it, removing a brick, then creating the illusion that it was still there. No childish false eyes or easily detectable holes for him. The only risk was a cleaner poking their broom through, but he stopped it up with a real brick when he wasn’t using it.


Now he pulled the brick aside and peered through, just as Godspeaker Acmed finished the Mantra of Family, which enabled the women to forsake their bekira-shrouds and speak openly. Cera and Elena pulled off the shapeless black cloaks and the meeting came to order. Gyle’s view was from behind one row of councillors, with Cera seated to his left, furthest from the door. Elena Anborn sat on her right hand – except it wasn’t Elena, of course: it was Rutt Sordell. Elena’s face was hard for him to look at: she seemed subtly wrong, to one who knew her so well. But no one else noticed. The councillors had been told of a failed attempt on Cera’s life. Solinde had died, and Lorenzo di Kestria, but Cera and Elena had survived and slain the attacker. That was all they needed to know


The others about the table were familiar faces: the faithful Nesti retainers, promoted by Olfuss to the royal bureaucracy when he became king: jovial Master of the Purse Pita Rosco, his bald pate gleaming in the sunlight that was pouring through the high windows. His spiritual opposite, sour old Luigi Ginovisi, the Master of Revenues. Comte Piero Inveglio, the merchant nobleman whose voice tended to carry the most weight. Conservative, bitter Seir Luca Conti, the grizzled knight who led the Nesti soldiery and, by extension, the armies of Javon.


Opposite the Nesti loyalists were the Brochena faction: Don Francesco Perdonello, the tall, high-browed Chancellor, head of the bureaucracy, and two of his departmental heads who seldom spoke except to confirm Perdonello’s utterances. Signor Ivan Prato, the young Sollan drui whom Cera preferred to the older, more highly ranked clergy, and of course the pricklish Godspeaker Acmed al-Istan, representing the Amteh Faith, completed the roster.


There was no Lorenzo di Kestria, who was dead, and his role as head of the Queen’s Guard had not yet been filled. Also missing was the urbane Harshal ali-Assam, who had been sent out some months ago to negotiate a deal with the Harkun nomads infesting the southeastern deserts of Javon.


‘My lords, welcome. I apologise for the illness which has incapacitated me these past two weeks. But I am well again, and there is much to do.’ Cera’s voice carried clearly to him. Over the past year she’d learnt how to run a meeting, dominating rooms of men many years her senior – an unexpected development, thrust upon her when Gyle had murdered her father and mother. And yet here we are, working together.


‘Thank you for your condolences for the death of Solinde. I know that she shamed the family name last year, but she was my sister, and Timori and I loved her.’ Cera paused, swallowing. ‘I see from the minutes of the last meeting that you voted a message of condolence to the di Kestria family for the loss of Lorenzo, their youngest son. He was Commander of my guards, and much-loved. I endorse that message of sorrow.’


She barely sounds like a girl of almost nineteen, Gyle reflected. She is more queenly than Mater-Imperia herself, in truth. He could sense Elena’s hand in her development. Elena and Cera had grown close, especially after the Gorgio coup and the death of Olfuss. She must become my tool now.


‘What happened that night, Princessa?’ Pita Rosco asked gently. ‘There are so many rumours, but you and Elena were right there, and you have said little. Did Gurvon Gyle come? Who was the Rondian you slew?’


Elena spoke up – or rather, Rutt Sordell did. Gyle winced inwardly: Rutt Sordell was a powerful magus, but he was no actor, no mimic. The voice patterns sounded wrong to him, and it wasn’t just the recent throat wound that had left Elena’s voice deeper and rasping. ‘Gyle wasn’t there. The man was an Inquisitor of Pallas. We were questioning Solinde when he appeared. He slew di Kestria and Solinde before I could neutralise him.’


Elena doesn’t speak like that. She doesn’t use words like ‘neutralise’. And she doesn’t call Lorenzo ‘di Kestria’: they were lovers, for Kore’s sake! Gyle ground his teeth. Rutt and I need to talk again.


Cera stepped into the ensuing silence as the men around the table shared uncomfortable glances. ‘Really, gentlemen, I don’t want to talk about this, and there is much else we must focus on.’


Well done, girl.


Cera led them away into less sensitive topics: the treasury (depleted but improving), the Harkun issue (awaiting word from Harshal ali-Assam), and the military (drilling, recruiting, morale and numbers up as they prepared to march on Hytel). Rutt–Elena kept his mouth shut, thankfully.


Inevitably the talk turned to the shihad. ‘There is massive movement of refugees from Dhassa and the Hebb Valley,’ Comte Inveglio reported. ‘Our traders report that the roads are choked. The common people are trying to run to wherever they think the Crusaders will not go. Rich men are carrying all they own in huge caravans while the poor walk empty-handed from the fields. Whole families are displaced, and it will get worse. Many are seeking refuge here in Javon. The gates of the Krak are under siege.’


‘We should open those gates,’ Godspeaker Acmed interjected. ‘It is our duty to the shihad.’


‘Our duty is to our own people,’ Seir Luca Conti growled. ‘Besides, we can’t feed a million Dhassans.’


‘The treasury could not afford it,’ chorused Pita Rosco and Luigi Ginovisi, in rare agreement.


‘We have a duty as human beings to aid them,’ Acmed maintained, sticking out his bearded chin belligerently.


To Gyle’s surprise the drui Prato weighed in on the Godspeaker’s side. ‘They are desperate, my lady,’ he said, addressing Cera directly. ‘Homeless, penniless, lambs to the slaughter unless we aid them. How can we look away and call ourselves children of God? Of any God,’ he added with a nod to the Godspeaker.


Gyle listened impatiently as the discussion was sidetracked onto this question, one he’d not anticipated. I don’t give a fuck whether you feed the bloody refugees or not. You’d be crazy to let them in, and Francis Dorobon will let them starve once he gains power anyway: Move on!


Eventually Cera decided that she would send a messenger to Sultan Salim of Kesh – her prospective husband – and ask for advice. May as well play that card while you still hold it, Gyle thought wryly. Anyway, get to the real issue …


Cera guided the discussion to the matter he was waiting for: the march on Hytel. ‘As you know, gentlemen, earlier this year we came to agreement that we would join the shihad, on our own terms. Salim agreed. In return for my hand in marriage once the Moontide is over, he allowed us to choose our actions, rather than place our armies at his disposal to fight the Rondians.’ The men all nodded, mostly unhappily, for only Acmed was Amteh, and the rest profoundly disliked the idea of their Princessa marrying the Sultan of Kesh, for any number of reasons. ‘We agreed that the target of our shihad will initially be Hytel. It is the home of the Rondian sympathisers: our enemies, the Gorgio.’


Gyle nodded to himself. The remnants of the Gorgio were now shut in Hytel under siege, their once powerful army severely reduced by the attrition of Jhafi raiders during a disastrous retreat north last year after Elena had turned the tables on them. Gyle had been among the Gorgio recently. The only reason Alfredo Gorgio hadn’t surrendered was that the Dorobon were expected to accompany the Third Crusade and attempt to seize Javon once more.


‘Our intelligence tells us that the Gorgio are preparing for the Dorobon to return,’ Cera told the meeting. ‘We have some detail of where and in what strength.’


‘What is your source?’ Piero Inveglio asked.


‘A good spymaster doesn’t reveal their source,’ responded Cera quickly, a glance at Elena hinting it was her.


Good girl, well deflected. Gyle was the real source of that false intelligence.


‘They are expecting a fleet of windships to land a single legion west of Hytel in the desert at the end of this month and march immediately to Hytel,’ Cera went on.


‘Why only one legion?’ Luca Conti wondered.


‘Windships have a small capacity. The Empire cannot divert more from the main invasion force going into Hebusalim,’ Cera replied smoothly, just as Gyle had coached her. ‘Only a third of a legion are expected in the first wave: less than two thousand men, and only half-a-dozen battle-magi at most. Those magi will be exhausted from the flight and their landing site has insufficient water.’


Seir Luca frowned. ‘It seems foolish of them. Are they so stupid? Why would they not fly all the way to Hytel and land where they are secure?’


Silence him, Gyle urged silently.


‘The Dorobon never bothered to learn about this kingdom,’ Rutt-Elena interrupted in a snarky voice. ‘They think all they have to do is arrive.’ Sordell had never learnt to deal with debate civilly. Gyle winced again. Can they sense that this is not Elena? He thanked Kore that this was only a temporary situation. By month’s end, the Dorobon would be here and he’d be able to move openly and finally find Rutt a new body to inhabit.


Seir Luca scowled, glanced sideways at Piero Inveglio and closed his mouth. No one else spoke.


‘They will be vulnerable,’ Cera said, repeating what he’d told her to say. ‘Trapped in the desert, newly landed, their magi drained – we could field ten thousand Nesti, that’s five to one odds, and crush the invasion before it’s begun.’


‘What of the Gorgio?’ Seir Luca asked. ‘They have as many men as us.’


‘Trapped in Hytel by the northern Jhafi tribes,’ Piero Inveglio replied briskly.


Acmed visibly brightened at this mention of his people’s military prowess. ‘The northern tribes stand ready to aid you. Twenty thousand riders to ensure the victory,’ he growled.


It took time, but the men slowly began to nod. Gyle listened in silence as they first accepted the concept, and then moved on to the detail: logistics, supplies, transport, which units to field and who to put in charge. By then the deal was done, with just one thing left to throw in …


‘I will accompany the army north,’ Cera told them in a firm voice.


‘No!’ protested the whole table.


‘A battlefield is no place for a woman!’ Seir Luca added. The rest exclaimed agreement. ‘You cannot, Princessa. Your place is here. We cannot afford to lose you if aught goes wrong.’


‘If I am to be seen as fit to fulfil the regency through this time of war, then I must be there. This is not a debating point, gentlemen,’ she said, slapping the table. ‘It is a decision.’ She glared about her, as if daring them to disagree. ‘Timori will be here, safe from danger.’ Gyle could sense the pang of guilt that accompanied those words: she knew Timori was anything but safe, and longed to say so. But she didn’t.


The men grumbled and mumbled, but she got her way.


Well done, girl. You’ve put your head into the trap, just as instructed.


The meeting wrapped up, the men dispersing with much low conversation and no little shaking of the head. He strained to listen, heard the way they made excuses for her: ‘She’s been unwell,’ ‘She’s just lost her sister,’ ‘That night must have been awful for her.’ They had learned to love her during the past year; they could forgive a little erratic behaviour.


Soon the room was empty except for Rutt–Elena. Gyle stared at ‘her’ as she turned slowly, her eyes penetrating his illusion and focusing on the spy-hole. ‘She’ pouted sullenly. ‘Well?’


Gyle inhaled, pulled a lever, shoved the panel of false wall aside and stepped into the chamber. Being so close to this woman made his stomach churn. Elena had been his lover for too much of his adult life for it not to feel profoundly wrong that she was now Rutt Sordell’s meat-puppet.


‘We got what we needed,’ he told Sordell, pulling up a chair and sitting, indicating that Sordell should do the same. He did, gracelessly. ‘Cera did well,’ Gyle observed, ‘but you were a damned liability.’


Sordell pulled a sour face. ‘What do you mean?’


Gyle slapped the table. ‘Listen to yourself, Rutt. Does Elena ever speak as you do? No, is the answer. She’s dry, but she’s positive. And she doesn’t slouch, she sits up straight. You walk like a man: Elena was like a cat. Whenever I see you move I’m amazed no one else realises. Any trained mage could spot what’s going on.’


Sordell glowered at him. ‘Go to Hel, Gurvon. I’m a man, not a goddamn woman. You think I like this? It’s driving me insane.’


‘You’ve got a body capable of the gnosis, Rutt,’ Gyle reminded him. ‘Would you rather be in a non-mage’s body with no access to your powers? Or back as a scarab beetle, crawling around my pocket while your memory slowly fades away?’


‘No, of course I bloody wouldn’t!’ Sordell shouted, sounding nothing at all like Elena for all that it was her voice. Elena didn’t raise her voice, she sharpened it, then cut you to ribbons. ‘But being in this body – in her Kore-bedamned body – is killing me. I’m going mad.’ He clutched his skull. ‘She’s inside my head!’


‘Then silence her,’ Gyle snapped. He clenched his fists. ‘You control her, not the other way round.’


‘I don’t know how to confine her without harming myself,’ Sordell moaned. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, Gurv. She’s inside me, day and night. She’s inside my dreams. She’s whispering to me wherever I go. She’s like a parasite inside my skull.’


Gyle looked heavenwards. ‘For Kore’s sake, Rutt, take control! It’s just for another month, and then the Dorobon will be here. I’ve asked for a naïve young battle-mage to be assigned to us, a new host for you. Someone you’ll fit like a glove. You can change bodies then, I promise you.’


‘You better deliver on that promise, Gurv,’ Sordell snarled. His eyes turned inwards. ‘What will you do with her then?’


‘Mater-Imperia wants her,’ Gyle replied. ‘But it will be my call, not hers.’ He was surprised by a sudden longing. Perhaps, restored to herself … No. He shook his head. No, she’d never …


Sordell’s mouth rolled into a sneer, as if he’d read his thoughts. ‘Listen to you, the big man who thinks he can ignore what the Living Saint wants. Send her to Saint Lucia and move on, Gurvon. Elena was a bitch and you’re better off without her.’


Gyle inhaled, exhaled. He nodded slowly. ‘You’re right, Rutt.’ He tried to ignore Elena’s face and see through it to the soul of his trusted lieutenant. ‘One month, no more. Then you’ll be free.’


‘I’ll be counting the seconds,’ Sordell replied, his voice hollow. ‘I can’t take much more of this.’


*

Sometimes Elena dreamt of fleeing down pulsing corridors pursued by a chitinous sound, of scrabbling legs, too damned many legs, and a horrid, alien intellect that wanted to devour her: a scarab, called Rutt Sordell.


Mostly, though, she was awake – and the nightmare went on.


She watched from inside her own skull as Rutt Sordell walked her body up the stairs, towards the room where once she’d practised her fighting skills. Bastido waited in the corner, but Sordell didn’t use the fighting machine. Sordell never exercised. He just read, and drank, cast divination spells, and drank more, ate and drank and pissed away the hours.


One of the worst things was still being able to sense all that he did, but because of the fog that she dwelt in, each sensation was unexpected. Everything happened to her by surprise: tastes, smells, sounds, touch. They continuously shocked her, made her shriek inside. Though her sight felt impaired, as if everything and everyone were seen down a long tunnel of light, every sensation jabbed at her, as if she’d been skinned alive, then lowered into a nest of scorpions.


But the very worst thing was the simple truth that he, and not she, determined absolutely everything her body did. She could feel his presence, that ghastly scarab beetle, nested in a burrow in the roof of her mouth, behind her eyes, its feelers rooted deep in her brain, controlling everything. Its mere presence nauseated her, made her want to flee screaming into the darkness. It was not an option, however: this maze she ran through had no exit.


Only one thing kept her going: knowing Sordell can hear me. The Argundian had been a lazy, arrogant prick and she was damned if he was going to dwell in her body unchallenged.


Sordell walked her body past a guard, whose head turned to follow her as she passed.


<He’s looking at you, Rutt,> she told him malevolently. She felt Sordell flinch and quicken his stride. <He knows Lorenzo’s dead and he’s wondering if he’s got a chance of filling his shoes.>


<Shut up, Elena.>


<He’s watching your tail right now, wondering how you’d like him to bend you over and—>


<Shut the fuck up!>


<He’s wondering why you look like a woman but walk like a man. You can’t act for shit, you know that?>


<Be silent!> They turned a corner and Sordell redoubled his pace, panting.


<Listen to you, you slob. Listen to your wheezing.> Sordell tried to blank her, but she wouldn’t let him. <You’re ruining my body, Rutt. Why don’t you try Bastido, eh?> They reached the door to the practise room. She saw her fighting machine as Sordell glanced guiltily that way. <Scared, are you? I used to fight Bastido on the fourth setting. You couldn’t manage the second.>


Sordell grasped a bottle from the table and swigged. Bad red wine. She gagged, he belched.


<Argundian pig.>


He drank some more.


<You’re a coward, Rutt. You always were and you always will be.>


He guzzled more wine. <Shut your mouth, you bitch.>


<I wish I could. But it’s your mouth now. Your soft womanly mouth. Your womanly face. Your womanly body. Think you’re going to come out of this experience unchanged? I doubt it.>


He bellowed aloud, ‘BE SILENT, DAMN YOU!’ and downed more wine. Sordell groaned, rubbing his temple furiously. He finished the bottle and flung it against the wall, where it shattered and cascaded into the shards of glass already there. This scene had become an evening ritual. He clutched another bottle.


<Did you see how Gurvon looks at you now?>


<He doesn’t.> Swig. Guzzle. Almost vomit. Groan and clutch the belly.


<Sure he does. He was screwing me for most of our lives, Rutt. When he looks at you now, he doesn’t even see your clothes. He’s looking at my tits and wondering if you’d consent to a quick fuck for old time’s sake.’


‘ARGHH!’ Swallow, hurl. Sordell threw the bottle against a wall, watched it crash into tiny pieces, spraying wine everywhere. He wobbled to his feet, then everything swung and dropped. They both mewled in pain as their knees hit the stone floor. Sordell scrabbled beneath the table for the half-full bottle of Brician brandy he’d left there. Swallow: syrupy sweetness with a resounding punch. One shot, another, another. ‘SHUT UP, WOMAN!’


<You’re killing yourself, Rutt. Slow down. You’re killing us both.>


He vomited, then drank again, trying to wall her out with alcohol and bloody-minded Argundian stubbornness. She laughed at him, the bitter derision of a prisoner laughing at their captor, and kept jeering at him right up until the moment he slid sideways and hit the floor.


Everything went black.


But she was still conscious. Still present.


And free to think.
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Domus Costruo


Souldrinkers (1)


Word came out of the East, that one of our brethren had found a way to unlock the potential within us. A woman called Sabele had inhaled the soul of a dying mage and gained the gnosis. So I tried it. I had nothing to lose: sooner or later someone was going to hand me over to you, for the ‘crime’ of not gaining the gnosis when you did. Do I regret it? Not at all. At least I took a few of you bastards down with me.


NOTES FROM THE TRIAL OF JORGI HARLE,
DARK PATH MAGUS, PALACIA 488


The Souldrinkers – Dokken, Shadowmancers, Dark Path, whatever you call them – they are the secret evil that blights these lands. Harle was just one of many. We must root them out, every last one.


ARCH-PRELATE GEOVANNI,
AT THE FIRST INQUISITIONAL MOOT, PALLAS 491


Hebusalim, Dhassa, Antiopia
Rajab (Julsep) 928
1st month of the Moontide


Kazim Makani cut the air into a thousand slices, his blade a blur, his bare chest corded with taut muscle as he spun and twisted. Jamil liked to tell him that he was a beast, primal, a wild thing. But he felt more caged than free.


It was dusk in Hebusalim and he was in an abandoned dog-fighting pit, near an old Dom-al’Ahm. The Godsingers were chanting, summoning the faithful to their knees, but Kazim ignored the entreaty. His place of worship was here, his spiritual icon the scimitar in his hand.


Panting, he finished another sequence. His skin was soaked in sweat. He’d been pushing himself hard, trying to drive all other thoughts away. Memories of Ramita and Antonin Meiros; thoughts of his secret heritage. He could feel that hideous strength, the gnosis, coiled and waiting inside him, pleading to be used, but he ignored it. He shunned it, trying to pretend it wasn’t there.


Someone called, ‘Kazim?’ and he glanced up and saw Jamil had entered the tiered seating above the pit, his scarred and lined face cracking into a rare smile. ‘Get cleaned up,’ he called down. ‘We’re wanted.’


‘Who by?’ Kazim asked suspiciously. Jamil was his friend, but he was also Hadishah, and that loyalty came first.


‘Rashid.’


Kazim cursed softly. He had no wish to see Rashid, but despite this he hurried to obey, for Rashid Mubarak was head of this chapter of the Hadishah and his word was law.


‘What’s happening?’ he asked Jamil after he’d poured water over his head and dried it with the cloth Jamil had handed him.


The Hadishah warrior shook his head. ‘I don’t know, but something big. Very big.’


Kazim grimaced. ‘As long as that hag Sabele isn’t there.’


Jamil looked at him steadily. ‘You must learn to accept who you are, brother.’


They both knew he was afraid to see the Souldrinker jadugara Sabele and his sister Huriya; unlike himself, Huriya had embraced the revelation of their shared Souldrinker heritage and followed Sabele willingly – but then, she’d always been a conniving minx.


‘How can I?’ He looked at Jamil. ‘Have you seen Huriya?’


Jamil shook his head. He’d had hopes of a relationship with his friend’s beautiful sister, but those were gone now. ‘My kind and yours – the union is forbidden. Unknown, even.’


That gave him pause. Ramita is magi now … The world conspires against us.


‘Can you tell what I am, just by looking at me?’


Jamil said hesitantly, ‘Now that you are training, and depleting your powers, it becomes evident. Your aura is different. It is … hungrier.’ He looked profoundly uncomfortable about it all. ‘Come, my friend. We must not keep Rashid waiting.’


They hurried to the Dom-al’Ahm, removed their sandals and entered, barely noticed as they hurried past the ranks of worshippers prostrating themselves to Ahm and praying in echo to the words of the Godspeaker at the front. They took stairs leading below the dome, to a chamber lit by a single torch. The door closed behind them, cutting off the sound of the prayers.


‘Thank you for coming.’ Rashid’s melodious voice filled the small room. He was seated cross-legged on an intricately woven carpet beneath the torch.


Kazim and Jamil sank to their haunches on another larger carpet opposite him.


‘The time has come for the next stage of our plans.’


‘We are ready,’ Jamil said, and Kazim nodded in reluctant agreement.


‘Good,’ Rashid responded. ‘For in a few weeks time, we’re going to destroy the Ordo Costruo.’


*

Huriya Makani stared through the stone lattice-work of the remains of the zenana, the women’s wing of the broken palace, overlooking a ruined garden. The abandoned fortress northeast of Hebusalim had never been repaired after falling during the Second Crusade. Now it stank of stale piss and rot.


She turned as her mentor Sabele hobbled around the curve of the narrow balcony. Sabele was a crone while Huriya was in the full bloom of youth; despite her deeply tanned skin, Sabele was actually a white woman, born in Yuros centuries ago, while Huriya was a dark-skinned, black-haired Keshi of barely sixteen years. But they were both Souldrinkers, magi who had triggered their gnosis by inhaling the soul of a dying mage. Huriya had never suspected she had the trait until Sabele had revealed it to her, but nerve and greed were things she had always had in abundance, just like Sabele. The hag, herself a Souldrinker for centuries, had been visiting Huriya secretly most of her life, promising great rewards for patience – predictions that were finally coming true.


‘Are we alone?’ Sabele croaked.


Huriya clasped both hands together and bowed. ‘We are.’ She’d been scanning the area carefully with her newfound gnosis.


Sabele smiled her aggravating smile, the one that said she’d outwitted her protégé. ‘Look again, girl.’ She peered through the stonework. ‘Don’t look just for men.’


Ah. Huriya swallowed her irritation, closed her eyes and reopened her mind. She reached out to the sentinels she’d placed about the old fortress. Under Sabele’s supervision she’d been capturing weak daemons and placing them into the bodies of birds, mostly crows. She now had a flock a dozen strong that followed her everywhere.


A moment’s communion told her what she needed to know.


‘There are jackals outside the walls,’ she reported, a little afraid. ‘And something else.’


Sabele smiled. ‘Better, child.’ She touched Huriya’s shoulder and sent a tingle of pleasure through her nerve system, an exquisite combination of mental and sexual bliss that left her panting slightly, her nipples stiffening, her groin tingling. She exhaled heavily. Sabele knew her too well; she knew how to keep her enslaved. The ancient Souldrinker could reduce Huriya to a quivering lump of flesh with just a touch on the arm, giving pain or pleasure, whichever suited her whim. Huriya hated and craved such moments.


One day I will have learnt all you can teach me, hag. Then beware …


‘Come,’ the crone said, and led her through the maze of half-wrecked passages, dead vines clinging to the stonework and snakes slithering through the shadows, towards the gates. Huriya could feel the jackals entering; she glimpsed them though her daemon-birds’ eyes.


When they reached the courtyard they paused at the top of the stairs. The beasts below turned and silently regarded them. They were larger than common jackals, with at least twice the body mass, and they rumbled and growled and ducked their heads as if bowing. Then as one they fell to the ground, writhing through the agonies of mutation. Limbs began to form, arms and legs; jaws shortened and narrowed as fur came away in flakes and became dust. Some pissed or shat as they changed, losing control of their bodies in the moment, but then their torsos reformed into lean, muscle-laden flesh. They were men and women of many races, many colours, blonde hair and dark, copper skin and white, and all young to middle-aged, strong and well-made. She watched breathlessly as they changed before her, their faces contorted by pain or pleasure, as if experiencing some ultimate orgasm.


‘Are they all shapechangers?’ Huriya breathed.


Sabele arched an eyebrow. ‘Our kind have tended to band according to prime affinity. It is both a strength and a weakness. This group have been a pack for centuries. They are like insects of the same hive.’


‘Then there are others like me?’


‘You are my apprentice, girl. You will stand above them all.’


Huriya smiled inwardly at this as her eyes were drawn back to the bodies writhing – like beasts – beneath her.


Just as the shapechangers were climbing to their feet, a mountain lion entered the courtyard. He did not waste time with any messy transfiguration; he simply reared upright, shedding his shape as he came on. He strode through the strewn bodies as they rose, a godlike body appearing from beneath the fur he shed. His mane became tawny hair that fell past his broad shoulders, and his corded belly flexed as he moved. His manhood was semi-erect amidst the golden thatch of hair at his loins. His thighs were like tree-trunks. His face shone in the late sun, and Huriya’s breath – and her scorn – caught in her throat.


Mine, she growled inwardly, drinking him in with her eyes. One of the female shapechangers, a hard-faced creature all sinew and sun-blackened skin, seemed to hear her thought. She glared at Huriya threateningly.


‘Packleader Zaqri,’ Sabele greeted him as he went down on one knee.


‘My Queen,’ the golden man replied in Rondian. His words were echoed by the rest of his pack – and it was his, Huriya could see that clearly.


‘Thank you for coming, Zaqri my child,’ Sabele croaked in the same tongue. Huriya knew enough of it by now, through mind-to-mind learning, that she could follow the conversation. ‘I have a mission for you.’


‘You have only to command us,’ Zaqri told her.


‘I know.’ Sabele smiled. She was standing a little taller and her skin looked less lined, almost as if she were growing younger.


Huriya wondered if it was illusion; perhaps it was pride.


‘Come, there is food and clothing in the dormitories. How long have you been on the road?’


‘Three weeks in beast-form, my Queen,’ Zaqri replied. His eyes went to Huriya, measuring her, and she looked back steadily. He had a wild beard and tangled hair, and a thick pelt on his chest. The beast clearly still lurked within.


‘This is your new student?’


Sabele inclined her head. ‘Huriya Makani.’


‘Daughter of Razir?’


‘The same.’


He knew my father? Huriya’s skin prickled.


Zaqri nodded appraisingly. ‘It is good that his line returns to our tribe. She has awakened?’


Sabele stroked Huriya’s arm, sending a pleasant shiver through her. ‘She fed on a half-blood.’


Zaqri bared his teeth. ‘A good start.’


A good start. Huriya almost forgot to breathe, barely masking her excitement. Does he mean that I could be stronger? The rest was easy to work out. I have to kill someone stronger than me and drink their soul.


Sabele had not told her that – had perhaps not intended to tell her, not when she was the obvious next meal.


But Sabele was still talking, and the mission that she outlined soon erased all other thoughts. ‘We go to Krak di Condotiori, to visit destruction on the Ordo Costruo.’


A whole order of magi to devour … Whose soul might I not consume then?
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Into Captivity


Pregnancy manifestation


A great wonder came to pass: Agnes, a mere human who had been taken to wife by Sertain, Magus Primus, became herself Magi of the Second Rank by virtue of bearing his progeny in her womb.


THE ANNALS OF PALLAS


Gestational manifestation was once common place, as the Ascendants were young and virile. Now it is a rarity as the original Ascendants reach their old age and pass on. At times the human wife of a pure-blood might experience a temporary gnostic awakening, or a very weak permanent effect, but the last human woman we know of who has experienced full awakening through carrying an Ascendant’s child has long since died. New Ascendants created by the Scytale of Corineus have exclusively married pure-bloods, and any liaisons with human women have to my knowledge been fruitless.


ASA CENIUS, BRES ARCANUM SCHOLAR, 911


Kesh, Antiopia
Rajab (Julsep) 928
1st month of the Moontide


<Namaste!>


Ramita Ankesharan watched as the unknown woman she’d been staring at suddenly jolted as if struck by a thrown stone and looked wildly about her. She pulled the curtain across so their eyes would not meet and smiled to herself in satisfaction. In the other corner of the carriage’s pokey cabin her maid dozed, oblivious. More importantly, so did the armed man beside her.


Third one today, she reflected, glowing inwardly. She had been trying to hone her fledgling gnostic skills, using the very least energy she could – any error might alert those with her, and she couldn’t afford that. It was like creeping past a slumbering snake: to misstep would be death. But so far she was treading soft and sure. She rubbed at the bulge at her belly. I will protect you, my little ones. I will see you safe.


She had very little idea where in the world she was: Dhassa and Kesh were foreign lands to her, and she’d never paid much attention to maps – not that they’d had any when she was growing up in the marketplace of Baranasi. Now her world was limited to this carriage, rolling slowly eastwards on roads choked with all of humanity. Bench seats faced forwards and backwards, with barely room for feet between. The tiny windows were curtained to keep the dust out, but the air inside the cabin was hot and smelled. Sweat soaked the bodice of her salwar kameez and dripped from her face into her gauzy dupatta scarf. Her belly churned with each lurch. It was already visibly distended, though this was only the third month of her pregnancy. Her hands cradled the bulge protectively.


Prune-faced Arda slumbered in the opposite corner. She was Keshi, and the most close-mouthed woman Ramita had ever met. Not that conversation was easy in the nauseating bump-and-sway of the carriage. She found herself missing Huriya, until she remembered the way her lifetime friend had betrayed her, by her part in the murder of her husband, and she forcibly evicted the girl from her thoughts. At least Arda was a known enemy.


An armed man slept beside Arda. Mostly he rode above with the driver, where the air could at least pretend to freshness, but he liked to sleep in the afternoon. His name was Hamid and he looked all Keshi, but he had the Rondian magic, the gnosis – he sometimes made little flames dance on his finger-tips to show off. He was maybe twenty, with a cocky manner. He liked to leer at the female refugees they passed, calling out lewd offers, but he did not pester Ramita, to her relief. Of course she was a valued prisoner, so maybe he was frightened to tease her. Or perhaps being pregnant and a Lakh, he found her repulsive.


The journey was an ordeal. All of Dhassa and Kesh were on the move, fleeing the coming Crusade. The rich had left long ago, but the poor, with no incomes if they fled their businesses and farms, had hung on as late as they could before joining the flood of refugees. If she were to pull open the curtains she would see them up close: their handcarts weighed down with massive burdens, all their lives and property bundled up and lashed down. She would see barefoot people trudging through the dust and stones, faces set in hard-eyed blank stares: mothers carrying their children on their shoulders, others breastfeeding as they walked. Men who were already little more than skin stretched over frames of bone scavenged the refuse for anything they could feed to their starving wives and children. Occasionally horsemen galloped by, careless of those they scattered before them as they rampaged through, intent on their missions. Dhassa was emptying. In the last Crusade, the Rondians had plundered eastwards all the way to Istabad. This time would be worse, the people were saying.


She glanced furtively at her sleeping companions, then opened the curtain once more. The last person she’d thrown her mental stone at was out of sight, somewhere behind them. She found her eyes drawn to two young girls, walking hand in hand, heads bowed, featureless forms in bekira-shrouds, utterly anonymous. <Namaste,> she called to the one on the right. Nothing. She tried again, a little harder, and both girls flinched, their heads whipping about, the narrow eye-slits both drawn straight to the carriage rolling past.


Chod! Ramita dropped the curtain aside. She knew instinctively what she’d done wrong: by not focusing enough on one, she’d called both. She scolded herself. If her plans to escape were to come to fruition, she had to do better than that.


She’d been working hard, like a good Lakh woman, but she’d been subtle too, lest Hamid sense her activities. No one alive yet knew that she could do these things. To escape, she needed to perfect her call, to make it narrow, strong and focused. The people outside the window, changing by the moment, were the perfect subjects for practice, so she waited a minute, until the two girls were somewhere behind, and tried again on someone else.


Often, though, she could not bear to watch them. Even Arda’s blank scowl was better than the suffering she saw everywhere, especially when her eyes strayed to the sides of the road and she saw the remains of those who had just given up, women and children, mostly. Their skin was burning black in the sun but their souls had long gone. Sometimes a wailing child still clung to a fallen mother, ignored by the rest of the passers-by. Hamid and Arda would not let her stop and help them, and she hated them even more for that, though she could also see that if they tried to save them all, this carriage would soon be stacked high with infants and she would have to sit on the roof.


I have two of my own coming. They must be my only concern.


So for now, she concentrated on self-learning these strange skills her pregnancy by Antonin Meiros had bequeathed her: the last gift of her dead husband, and the proof that it was he and not Kazim who had fathered her children.


I will escape somehow. I will bear my children into freedom.


Arda woke, which ended her secret training session. The woman stared at her with contemptuous eyes, as she had throughout the journey. To her I am a whore who sold myself to an old jadugara and let him impregnate me. But I don’t care what she thinks of me.


‘Where are we?’ she asked. Huriya and Kazim had taught her Keshi as they grew up together, and she spoke Rondian now as well, thanks to her husband’s tutelage, though she was not terribly fluent in that awkward language.


Arda considered her with her raisin eyes. She seldom responded even to direct questions, but for whatever reason, she answered this one. ‘Near Sagostabad.’


‘Is that our destination?’ Ramita asked, while Arda was in the mood to speak.


The old woman blinked slowly. ‘Halli’kut.’


Halli’kut. Where Rashid Mubarak is Emir. Ramita felt an invisible cord tighten about her throat. She was pretty sure Rashid was the leader of the Hadishah; he’d certainly been the puppet master who’d contrived her husband’s death. The last time he’d spoken to her, he had laid out her fate very clearly: if the babies in her womb were Antonin’s, then her blood rank would be strong and Rashid himself would take her to wife. If they were not, she would be given back to Kazim.


Ramita could not decide which fate was worse.


She found she’d lost her appetite for questions.


Sometimes they slept in abandoned houses, small, crude shelters of mudbrick. Other nights, they simply stopped, and Hamid and the driver shared the roof while Ramita and Arda each took a bench-seat. Neither woman was even five feet tall, but still the benches were too short and hard for comfort. The air was not much cooler than during the day, but at least the pitiless sun was gone. And all about them refugees suffered, rubbing blistered, aching feet and road-sore backs, sipping rancid water when their bellies cried out to be flooded. There was never enough of the lentils and grain, the only foodstuffs left, and Ramita dozed uneasily, the constant wail of hungry children permeating her dreams.


That night, though, the wagon turned off the main road some time before dusk and rolled along a dirt track away from the tide of people flowing east. As they wound their way up a slope, her eyes pierced the deepening shadow and she saw a gleam of smooth white stone higher up the rise.


Once through the single gate in a low dun-coloured wall guarded by a whole squad of soldiers, the road became steeper, but it was now paved, and lined with sturdy trees. Water that would have saved scores of lives on the road was being poured about the roots of the trees and over the manicured lawns by bent old men with shoulder harnesses for the buckets. The soldiers looked plump and self-satisfied.


Hamid was on the roof with the driver, but he dropped to the foot-step outside the carriage door and pushed the curtains aside. ‘Tonight, we dwell in paradise,’ he declared cheerily. ‘Hot spicy meats and gravies. White man’s beer. Real beds. Young maids with juicy yonis.’ He was almost dancing with delight as he clung to the side of the carriage. It was the most he’d said to either woman the whole journey. He leapt to the paved road and trotted alongside, grinning broadly.


The carriage rolled into a courtyard flanked by white marble pillars and pink sandstone walls. There were people everywhere, guards and servants, milling about in apparent chaos. Ramita stared, taking in the Keshi patterns of the men’s chequered head-scarves as well as the heavy black bekira-shrouds the women wore. None of the women looked to be of rank; they scuttled about with straw brooms, their backs permanently bent by their labours. Amidst them, the men, servants and soldiers alike, strode straight and tall.


The carriage made one last turn and they lurched to a halt, the horses neighing irritably. She glimpsed a welcoming group, a cluster of brightly coloured figures on the steps, and looked down at herself. Her sweat-soaked bodice was sticking to her breasts and droplets were running down to her distended belly and pooling in her navel. Even when she was a market-girl in Baranasi she would not have let herself be seen like this. She hastily pulled her bekira-shroud over her head. Arda, who always wore one despite the heat, covered her nose and mouth with her scarf and raised the cowl. Ramita followed suit, for once grateful for the all-enveloping garment.


The doors opened, and hands reached in to offer aid. Arda pushed ahead peremptorily and Ramita caught her thought: The whore does not precede me. She smiled to herself. She’d heard Arda’s thoughts as clearly as if she’d spoken aloud. Her self-taught fumblings with the gnosis had not been in vain. Newly hatched birds eventually learn to fly, she told herself. But when she left the carriage, blinking in the light, her legs wobbly for disuse, she saw who awaited her and shut her mind down completely, as her husband had taught her.


‘Hello, Ramita,’ Alyssa Dulayne purred. ‘Welcome to the Haveli Khayyam.’


Ramita’s fright at seeing the woman did not prevent her from noting the name: Haveli Khayyam.


Alyssa Dulayne’s honey-coloured hair tumbled about her bare shoulders, a shocking display in this setting – but pure-blood jadugara always did what they liked. She wore a Rondian gown with a deep cleavage, showing her pale skin in flagrant disregard to the rules of the Keshi Amteh. Once Ramita had thought Alyssa a friend, but she knew better now.


Behind her were two others, probably also magi. The paler-than-normal Keshi men with lordly demeanours had gems at their throats. One was middle-aged, with a worldly air; the other was bright-eyed and puppyish. Ramita thought she recognised them from her one foray into Ordo Costruo society. The rest were Keshi nobles and their soldiers.
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