

[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]









ORBIT


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Orbit


Copyright © 2016 by Sung-il Kim


English translation © 2024 by Anton Hur


Originally published in South Korea as [image: Illustration] by Onuju


Excerpt from The Gods Below by Andrea Stewart


Copyright © 2024 by Andrea Stewart


Map designed by Emily Langmade


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book


is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-356-52505-1


Orbit


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


orbit-books.co.uk









CONTENTS


1   Loran


2   Cain


3   Arienne


4   Cain


5   Arienne


6   Loran


7   Cain


8   Arienne


9   Loran


10   Cain


11   Arienne


12   Loran


13   Cain


14   Arienne


15   Loran


16   Cain


17   Cain


18   Arienne


19   Loran


20   Cain


21   Arienne


22   Loran


23   Cain


24   Arienne


25   Loran


26   Cain


27   Arienne


28   Cain


29   Arienne


30   Loran


31   Cain


32   Arienne


33   Loran


34   Cain


35   Arienne


36   Loran


37   Cain


38   Arienne


39   Loran


40   Arienne


Acknowledgments









To Narim, the first discoverer of everything that I mean to write









[image: Illustration]









1


LORAN


When she came to, Loran found herself under the scrutiny of a dark red dragon with too many eyes.


The beast had two enormous eyes where you would expect them, flanked by two smaller ones on the left and three more on the right. And all seven of these eyes were trained on Loran, boring into her with an unreadable expression.


More than how the fire-dragon loomed over her like a tower, more than the teeth that looked like swords and spears in a crowded weapons rack, more than the black chains entangled over the scales of its back, and more than the claw pressing down on her chest and holding her in place—it was these two rows of eyes, left and right, that frightened her.


When she tried to get up, the pressure on her chest increased. The claw was thicker than Loran’s thigh, sharper than a dagger, and pierced her clothes and flesh.


Loran grimaced and a groan escaped her. The claw lightened a little.


“A princess of Arland.”


The dragon’s voice was not loud—it was as soft as a human’s, yet otherworldly and full of menace. Loran tamped down on her terror and took in her surroundings. The walls of gray basalt looked naturally formed but, at the same time, not. There were blackened spots in places, and large scratch marks. Despite the cavern being inside of a volcano, there was a chill in the air.


She took a deep breath and spoke in a clear voice.


“I am common-born. Not a princess.”


Loran tried not to cringe as the dragon’s enormous face closed in on hers. It squinted all seven of its eyes and shifted its attention a little downward. It was examining the t’laran inked around her neck. She bore clan tattoos like all Arlanders, though since the Empire came the concept of clans had lost its hold over Arland, especially in Kingsworth, where she lived. But the dragon was looking for the royal markings designed in its own image, and her t’laran certainly didn’t have them. She could smell the sulfur on the dragon’s breath as it spoke.


“Not a princess? Do you not know that only those carrying the blood of kings may survive crossing the threshold?”


Loran knew what the legends said, but still she had come.


“Arland is an old country, and the royal blood has spread to many of its people. I have come here in the belief that I, too, have a little of the blood of the old kings.”


The dragon made a horrible sound, which Loran realized was laughter.


“To leap into the fire of the volcano on such a whim! But with the demise of your last king, it no longer matters whether you are a princess or a commoner. Whatever blood you have only allows you to stand before me. I, who failed to keep my promise and was defeated by a mere toy, and now lie here tied in the outsiders’ chains.”


The menace in the dragon’s voice had faded. The claw was lifted from her chest. So as not to provoke the beast, Loran got up slowly as she gathered her courage once more.


Fire-dragon of the mountain, guardian of the kings of Arland. More than twenty years have passed since the Empire conquered us, and the people are starving. The prefect kills innocents as if scything grass, falsely accusing them of treason and rebellion. Our country has fallen, but no one rises to lead us. I have come here to beg for your help.


These were the words she had committed to memory before coming here, when standing before the dragon had felt like a daydream. Even once she’d resolved to seek this creature of lore, the more likely outcomes had been that she would fall off the volcano and die, get caught by the pursuing soldiers and die, or disintegrate in lava before she had time to scream. Despite her likely demise, she had rewritten this speech many times, practicing it over and over in a low voice in front of the mirror, just in case.


But what passed her lips now was completely different.


“My husband and daughter were murdered by the Imperial prefect. I am not powerful enough to avenge their deaths. If you help me, I will do anything for you in return.”


The dragon did not even bother to shake its head.


“Do the legends say I am a granter of wishes? I may have failed to keep my pact with the king, but there is no longer a king for me to make amends to. Go home. Twenty years have passed since my last good meal.” Making a show of it, the dragon licked its lips, its three-pronged tongue red as lava. Then it turned its long neck away from her, nestled its head on its flank, and closed its eyes.


Was that it? A day and night spent scaling the steep mountain face, all just for this? She had thrown herself into the opening of the volcano, ready for a sudden death, but here she was, alive yet empty-handed. Even being eaten by the enraged dragon was an ending she had steadied herself for, but instead, her petition had been refused as if by some clerk at the prefect’s office.


Loran thought of her family. All they had done was to compose a mourning song and sing it. To the prefect and the Empire, it was treason. She remembered her husband and daughter, hanging by their necks at the crossroads for the whole world to gawk at. Her eyes squeezed themselves shut.


“I shall become King of Arland.”


A voice cut through the silence, and her heart pounded. If the dragon hadn’t opened its eyes and turned toward her, she wouldn’t have thought the words had come out of her own mouth at all.


“Make a new pact—with me,” Loran said. “Then I will help you keep your promise with the old king.”


The dragon rose on its four legs. The chains around it stretched taut, and the stone floor beneath them rumbled. The scales along its back rose like hackles.


“King? You? Pitiful girl, do you not know the invincible Empire reigns over all lands under the sun? Did you not see their Powered weapons that struck down dragons from the sky? Do you not fear the Star that felled Mersia in a single night? How do you propose to be king? To swear in front of a dragon such a brash oath, one you do not even mean in your heart, is to deserve a burning death!”


Deep inside the dragon’s mouth, a smoldering blue fire appeared.


Loran had no reply. Aside from her skills as a humble swordmaster with a handful of pupils, she was merely a widow who had only seen thirty-some years, and entirely without means—“brash” was right. But the dragon was wrong that she didn’t mean it in her heart. She had meant every word. For it was the only path left to her.


Loran stood her ground. She met the dragon’s great eyes until eventually the blue flames in its throat subsided. The dragon asked in a calm voice, “What is your name?”


She had not expected this. Then again, she didn’t know what she had expected after declaring she’d become king. “My name is Loran.”


The dragon asked again, this time in an almost caring tone, “What were your husband and daughter called?”


Her mouth opened halfway, but the words wouldn’t come out. She hadn’t spoken their names aloud for some time now. Their names reminded her of the countless times she had uttered them with love. It ached even more than remembering their deaths. The dragon studied Loran’s face as she stood silent, then spoke.


“Never have I forgotten the day the Empire’s legions swarmed our land like ants,” the dragon said. “Their chains bind me, and I have tried to pass my imprisonment in slumber. But sleep only brings dreams, and in dreams, I watch again and again as the king, riding on my back into battle, is slain. Perhaps you suffer as I do.”


Loran waited for the dragon to continue.


“If we enter a pact, will you banish the Empire from this land and become king, Princess of Arland?”


“I am not a—”


The dragon hissed and raised a single claw, quieting her.


“Will you become king and break these cursed chains?”


Loran nodded solemnly.


“Then give me your left eye to seal our pact, as the first of your kings did, so that I may see the world through you.”


The dragon’s claw approached her face. Instinctively, she tried to blink, but she couldn’t—she let out a piercing scream as her eye was scooped from its socket.


She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she managed to uncurl from where she had fallen, doubled over in pain, and to open her remaining eye. The dragon now had eight eyes. Its new eye felt familiar to Loran, as if she were looking at her own face in the mirror.


The dragon brought its claw to its mouth and broke off one of its fangs. It seemed to grimace, as if this caused it pain, then wrapped its claws around the bloody tooth. It closed all eight of its eyes and spoke words that Loran did not understand but that rang achingly inside her head. Smoke issued from the cage of the dragon’s claws. When they opened, there was an ivory-colored sword glowing with a strange light.


“This, too, is a symbol of our pact. This sword shall slay our enemies in my stead.”


Pressing the pulsing wound of her eye socket with one hand, Loran reached for the sword with the other, taking hold of the hilt. It gripped back. A wave of heat rippled through her.


“There are many lands in this world. They have almost all been taken by the Empire. In these lands, many died, others were enslaved, and yet others became slave drivers for their new masters. But there are still those who fight. And there always will be. Now you may count yourself among them.”


Loran nodded. The dragon pointed to one of the walls.


“Go there. A path shall open to the valley for the bearer of the sword. That path is unguarded. Even if someone is there, they shall be no match for you, or my fang.” The dragon made the strange laughing wail again. “You must succeed. For me, for your vengeance, and for Arland.”


Thus spoke the fire-dragon of Arland, guardian of legend, before slowly closing its eyes.


Loran bowed deeply and made her way to the wall indicated by the dragon. The barrier melted like snow in spring, revealing a tunnel just big enough for a single person to pass through. She heard water trickling on the other side. Loran stepped into the passageway, then hesitated, looking back at the dragon.


Without opening its eyes, the dragon said, “Speaking after so long spent in silence has exhausted me. Be on your way. Is the burden on your shoulders not heavy enough? Or the path you must walk not long already?”


Loran gave a final nod, then left the stone chamber. In the dark passage, her sword shone lightly, guiding her, and she whispered though there was no one to hear.


“I am a princess of Arland. And I shall become king.”
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CAIN


Cain had just stepped into the alley that would take him home when the blue light of the streetlamp behind him blinked once before going out completely. A gust of winter cold rustled his old tan coat. The ghost-like shadows that haunted the buildings melted into the dark, and now the only light came from a smattering of candles in the windows above the alley.


The Power generator in this run-down part of the Imperial Capital was low-grade, and old at that, so simply covering the fuses with a thin lead panel could disrupt the lamps for a while. A method commonly used by muggers, but no mugger or thief in this vicinity would dare make a mark of Cain.


Someone must want to talk to him. Perhaps it had something to do with Fienna. Maybe it was going to be violent. Cain pinched a leg of his spectacles but decided against stashing them in their steel case. Whatever was going to happen, he couldn’t afford to miss any details.


In the alley ahead, a man appeared, his face hidden by the hood of a black cloak. Another person materialized from the shadows at Cain’s right, from the main street he’d just turned off of, and he could hear muffled footsteps farther down the alley from approaching figures he couldn’t yet see.


Cain had a concealed dagger in the inner pocket of his coat, his hand unconsciously creeping toward it, but he paused—he could make out at least five shrouded figures blocking his exit from all angles now. This was not a situation he could get out of by force.


“Cain?” an unfamiliar voice asked. “Cain, of the oil shop?”


Cain turned to face the speaker. A tall woman with short hair stood at the entrance of the alley. No weapons were visible on her person, but the iron in her voice and stance made it clear she’d once served in the legions. And like any ex-legionary, she was bound to be carrying at least one weapon, or to even be wearing armor under her coat.


Cain delayed answering as he glanced at the walls of the alley, noting how smooth they were despite their grime, with nary a handhold to aid his escape. He turned his head back down the alley where a man had come to a stop just six or seven steps away, face still in shadow. Not even his nose or mouth was discernible by the light of the stars and the weak candlelight.


“And who wishes to know?” Cain finally answered, wondering if talking could buy him the time he would need.


“You’ve been asking after that woman all day.” This was spoken by the man nearest to him in the alley, behind whom now stood two more hooded figures.


“What woman?”


Cain knew perfectly well the answer to this question—he’d spent hours inquiring after Fienna, inquiring about her death. And he’d realized, from the moment the streetlamp had blinked off, why these people were after him. He needed time.


He made as if to backtrack but heard quick footsteps behind him. Five of them, including the ex-legionary, just as he had suspected. No way to fight his way out and no escape.


“The woman pulled from the river today, the one named Fienna.”


How polite of them to keep the conversation going. Their accents were not of the Imperial Capital but oddly similar to Arland’s. Ledon? Kamori? Eshen? Cain’s mind went down the list of provinces and the accents he knew from each of them.


“What river?”


“Is there any other river near but the Apathos? There’s no use feigning ignorance.”


The extended hiss in the s of Apathos betrayed their Kamori origins. Cain was from their neighboring country of Arland, and Fienna had also been an Arlander. It mattered to the people who moved to the Capital which province they came from. Not that anyone in power here could find Arland or Kamori on a map of the Empire.


“I have no idea who that is. I just sell olive oil.” This time, Cain let his voice tremble as if he were afraid.


“You went to the dye shop where she worked and asked all sorts of questions about her. We know you’re also the one who went to the patrollers.”


Cain had been to ten places today, but these were the only two the man mentioned. Did that mean something?


“I was asking after the new awning at the dye shop. And reporting a thief to the patrollers.”


“Lies. We know you examined the body at the patrollers’ station.”


The man didn’t note the three cobblers Cain had also visited, because of the new stitching he’d seen on Fienna’s shoes. If they didn’t know that, they hadn’t been following him all day.


Cain made a mental note to return to the dye shop and the patrollers if he survived this encounter. Come to think of it, Fienna had once told him the dye shop owner had regularly accompanied a great merchant, one with a monopoly license, to both Kamori and Arland, before she had her own shop. That might have something to do with all of this.


Fienna had not shown up at the tea shop, their usual meeting place, the night before. And this morning, her body had been fished out of the river by a ferryman’s pole.


When they’d last spoken, Fienna had said there was something important she needed to tell him. Everything seemed important to Fienna—it was just one of many things he loved about his friend—but this time, instead of the usual excitement in her voice whenever she related news from their homeland, her tone had been one of fear. Whatever she had wanted to speak with him about, Cain thought, it had led to her death. He had to find out what it was. Which meant he needed to take advantage of the situation he found himself in now.


“Answer us, imbecile!”


That was another odd thing—the lack of strong curses in their words. Local thugs would have been swearing with gusto in one language or another. Aside from the slight Kamori accents and the mild threats, their Imperial was practically genteel. The silence of the remaining four was also beginning to bother him.


The man walked forward menacingly. Cain took a couple of steps back. It was going to be violent, after all. Cain took off his spectacles and quickly slipped them into their case. The candlelights in the windowsills seemed to flicker in his hazy vision.


“But I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cain said, adopting a whining tone.


“You should’ve stuck to selling oil.” The first man strode toward him and drew back his left fist, as if announcing to the world that he was about to take a swing at Cain. He’d stepped close enough to reveal his face, visible even to Cain’s unaided vision, but the man’s nose and mouth were covered by cloth. Was this someone Cain knew? Was that why he had covered his face? But Cain wasn’t acquainted with anyone from Kamori. And no one who knew Cain would try to intimidate him with such lack of finesse.


The fist came flying and Cain didn’t try to duck. The darkness became darker. Cain spun from the force and fell to the ground as the others rushed toward him, their footsteps ringing in the quiet alley, one of their boots catching his eye. Cain, under the pretense of putting up a fight, grabbed at the hem of one of their trousers. A sleek and thin fabric. He tried to tear it but despite its lightness, it held strong. There was only one kind of fabric Cain knew that had this quality.


One of the boots connected with his spine. He involuntarily screamed in pain and arched his back, but curled quickly back into the fetal position, protecting the case that contained his spectacles.


The blows continued. The well-placed kick had apparently been a bit of blind luck, as the subsequent ones only hit the top half of his back and his forearms, which he held up as offerings to protect his stomach and chest. These assailants were not, evidently, used to violence. And the soldier from before? She was watching the beating unfold with her arms crossed, her sharp gaze shifting from the alley entrance to Cain and back again.


He’d known they had no intention of killing him. If they had, the soldier would have dispensed with the interrogation and instead let the sword she had discreetly fastened beneath her coat speak for her. But whatever their intentions, even fools might eventually land a kick to the back of his head that could accidentally kill him.


As the beating got rougher, Cain carefully but firmly bit the inside of his cheek and coughed dramatically, spitting blood onto the alley floor.


The first man, startled, took a step back.


“Wait, wait! Stop, stop it now.”


There was fear in his voice. The others stopped kicking Cain and looked at one another. The legionary woman walked calmly to Cain and prodded him with her foot; Cain hoped he seemed badly injured but not fatally so, but the woman saved him the trouble of further acting.


“He’s fine. It takes more to kill a man than that.”


The man with the soft trousers mopped his brow with his hand.


“If you keep going around making trouble,” he said to Cain, “we’ll kill you in your sleep.”


The five of them left Cain sprawled on the ground and disappeared down the alley. It was quiet now, almost like they’d never been there at all. A bit delirious, Cain laughed, but it came out in a real cough.


Lying there, he wondered. There weren’t many Kamori in the Imperial Capital. Certainly not many who could afford to wear Cassian velvet. This neighborhood was full of shadowy figures who wouldn’t hesitate to commit worse things than murder for a small price. But the fact that instead such tender-palms should cross paths with him gave him pause.


He rolled to his back and heard a window slam shut above him. Just as he noted it was the one on the third floor to the left, the candle in it went out too. Briefly, he considered coming back the next night to ask them what they had seen.


As he rose from the ground Cain touched his jaw where the first punch had landed. The raw wound was wet, and it stung. If he was lucky, there could be an impression of the ring the man had worn. The streetlamp’s blue light came back with a flicker, restoring the long, ghost-like shadows to their proper places on the alley walls.


Cain took the steel case from his inner pocket and put his spectacles back on.
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ARIENNE


To be a first-year student studying at the Division of Sorcery in the Imperial Academy was to live in fear. The Academy had so many rules it was impossible to remember them all, and you could be punished for any infraction, real or imagined. And not only by the housemaster; the upperclassmen acted as enforcers too. A majority of your first year was spent cowering, terrified of leaving your dorm room except for classes and meals.


But eventually, as you numbed to the terrifying reality of your everyday, it would slowly become clear that this was all bluster. The Academy’s harsh reputation was just that: reputation. By the start of your second year, you would realize that you could stay out all day and night, you could partake of anything and everything the Capital had to offer; as long as you were back by morning, there would be no consequences. In everyday life, it would be not so different from the mundane divisions of the Academy where non-sorcerers studied.


Still, the inkling of fear you felt at the start would never quite leave you; it helped you remember that being here was not a choice, and that there were some rules that must not be broken no matter what year you were, or even if you were a professor: You must not try to escape. You must not enter the underground chamber where the Power generator resided.


In her sixth year at the Division of Sorcery at the Eleventh College of the Imperial Academy, Arienne found herself about to break both rules at the same time.


Late in the afternoon, Arienne put her boyfriend, Felix, under a sleeping spell in his room. Making sure nobody was in the hallway, she slipped out of the dormitory through a back window, unnoticed. As far as anyone knew, she was still in that room with him. Arienne felt a slight pang of guilt—confusion and chaos awaited him when he woke up. Maybe he would even be dragged away to the Office of Truth. If she hadn’t already been dragged there before him.


The sleeping spell wasn’t anything her professors had taught her. The Academy never taught them spells—such were un-Imperial relics of the past. She had learned it from Kaya, a Bachrian girl one year senior who liked to show off the beautifully crafted scars on her shoulders. Kaya had told everyone that she had learned a smattering of hedge magic from an old grimoire she discovered in the library and subsequently lost, but she later confessed to Arienne that her teacher had been a rogue witch hiding from the Empire, back in her southern home province.


Unlike Kaya, Arienne had not known any spells at all when she took the mandatory admission test at the age of ten. Among the half dozen Arlander children suspected of magic, only she was ordered to the Imperial Capital that year. It was the duty of all sorcerers to enroll in the Imperial Academy. In the fringes of the Empire, where the Office of Truth was unable to administer regular testing, undetected magical children grew up to be feral sorcerers, or so the rumors said. But since Arland was a small province firmly under Imperial rule, she had always known such a life would never be hers, ever since the moment she felt the first violet thrum of magic in her. But still.


Her parents were compensated generously for handing Arienne over without complaint. The villagers put on a grand party for her, as if she were going to the Capital to get a fancy job. There was a cake shaped like an old woman sorcerer wearing a conical hat and a long robe with star patterns, striking a dramatic pose. The baker was repeatedly stroking his bald head, looking pleased with his work. After that day, Arienne never spoke to her parents again.


She had already known what kind of life was waiting at the Imperial Academy, and hated her sorcerer’s fate for it. If she had ever tried to escape, she would have been hunted down and killed. Even that would have been no escape from what the Empire had planned for her, for all sorcerers. But things had changed recently. She now had a chance at a different fate, something undreamed of till now.


Arienne crossed the courtyard, the hood of her robe pulled low to avoid recognition, and entered the library in the main building. She waited there like a mouse for hours, crouched between the dusty corner shelves no one visited. When the librarian finished reshelving and finally went home close to midnight, Arienne crept out of the library to the other side of the building where the entrance to the basement was. No one stood guard; no one needed to stand guard with the eye insignia of the Office of Truth hanging above the iron door, dissuading her from what she was determined to do.


The Office of Truth oversaw sorcerers, along with all things magical. Most Imperial heartlanders thought of them as the sorcerer-engineers who manufactured and operated Power generators. For provincials, they were the inquisitors who would take you away at night if you were found practicing the old faiths. But to all sorcerers, they were the lords and jailers, in life and in death, never to be defied. Arienne knew enough horror stories involving hapless sorcerers and macabre inquisitors to bite her thumbnail in hesitation.


Her heart calmed a little bit at the sight of rust covering the door—and a corner of the Office insignia. Nobody, inquisitor or not, seemed to have been through this door in years. She sighed as she felt inside her sleeve pocket for the key stolen for this occasion.


Arienne had flunked the previous three years at the Academy. She couldn’t focus herself on whatever it was the Empire desired of her. Even before coming here, she had known they wouldn’t be teaching her spells. But she hadn’t expected the sorcery curriculum to consist mainly of weird calisthenics and brainteasers. The Academy wanted her, first and foremost, to keep her body and mind primed for her eventual transformation into a Power generator—the fate of all sorcerers in the Empire upon their deaths. There were also classes on the theory and practice of Power generators, which were not nearly as emphasized unless you wanted to be a sorcerer-engineer. Other subjects, like history, literature, and music, were offered as well, and were taught with the same depth as in other, mundane divisions of the Academy, but such subjects were “academics,” which in the Division of Sorcery was code for “things that don’t matter.” Her third flunking report card had a red note attached saying that she would make a Class Eight generator at best, and such a poor result guaranteed only minimum pension. Nobody cared about her academics scores, which were quite high.


Had this been any other division of the Imperial Academy, her family would have been asked for a large donation, or she would have been expelled. But this was a school for sorcerers, and they were determined to keep her until she died.


Arienne stood before the iron door in the middle of the main hall. The passage leading deep down to the Power generator chamber was said to be rigged with wards and traps. There were rumors of Powered weapons guarding the passage, and the tales first-year students would hear between classes were even more sensational, involving monsters and spirits the Empire had captured in its myriad conquests. Arienne imagined herself hanging by her fingertips over a dark wailing pit lined with hungry bestial eyes, a companion trying to get her to reach out and grab their hand. But as she stood there, about to break one of the deadliest rules of the Imperial Academy, she had no such companion with her. This gave her pause.


Well, she did have an accomplice. Of sorts. The voice that had suggested all this to her. But it had been silent ever since she left Felix in his room.


Arienne slathered both the lock and the key with olive oil from a bottle so slick that half of its label had peeled off. She applied a generous amount to the hinges and the doorframe as well. She tucked the bottle back into her inner pocket and wiped her hands on her student’s robe. She smelled spoiled oil and the tang of rust as the key turned in the lock with a muted clang. Oil dripped to the stone floor as she pushed the door open, and every drop seemed to echo in the deep, deep silence. She stared into the unlit stairway that led to the generator chamber, afraid of taking the step that would make everything irrevocable.


Every student in this school knew what fate awaited them. The Power generators that sustained the whole Empire were made from the bodies of dead sorcerers. These generators lit up the cities at night, drew up water from the rivers, and enabled the Empire’s weapons to wreak havoc upon the world. In a world conquered by the Empire, sorcerers were no longer astonishing beings that shook the heavens with mysterious spells. They were now more useful dead than alive. And the students at the Imperial Academy’s Division of Sorcery were nothing more than living corpses herded together to await their deaths.


Most students numbed to their eventual fate after their third year or so. What the Empire chose to do with their corpses happened after they were dead, after all. Most would be content to live out their lives, as the sorcerer on the lowest pension rank still fared better than the average Imperial citizen.


The day after she had flunked her fifth year, Magnus, an honors student with the most beautiful hair, had offered to tutor her, either out of pity or an inborn friendliness so common to scions of prominent families. Arienne had asked the prodigy sorcerer what spells he could teach her. Naming a handful of minor convenience spells he had learned from his classmates, Magnus looked puzzled as to why he was being asked such things. He reminded her that their formal education was about preparing them for their service after death, and sorting out the students who would serve the Empire in life as sorcerer-engineers or professors, the former of which he aspired to be. He was going to travel the world as an attendant engineer to the best of all the hundred legions. He looked proud when he said it was his birthright and destiny. Arienne refused Magnus’s offer with a polite smile. Magnus, taken aback, made an awkward compliment about the tattoos surrounding her neck. She didn’t explain to him that they were t’laran, clan markings all Arlanders had. After that conversation, she altogether avoided talking about the school, sorcery, or her future.


Arienne didn’t have the drive necessary to become an engineer or a professor. Neither did she have the good sense to make peace with her assigned fate. She had no way of escape, and no one to confide in.


But in the winter of her fifth year, just before a new term, she began to hear the voice—the voice that had now returned and was reminding her why she chose to stand in front of this forbidden door.


“Why are you hesitating? Did you not tell me you loathed to become a Power generator? That you feared a meaningless life and endless death above all else? Descend.”


The voice was right. She gritted her teeth, then walked down the dusty spiral staircase. The soft brush of her leather slippers against the stone steps echoed against the invisible wards, sounding like a dozen whispers in the dark.


This year, her sixth since entering the Academy, Arienne had placed first in her class. The last time a sorcerer from a province and not an old heartlander family achieved such an honor was twenty years ago. In another division of the Academy, this would have been enough to arouse suspicion, but as a student of sorcery, she was simply congratulated as a late bloomer who would make a decent Power generator after she died. A professor even suggested to her that she might want to take extra courses to be a sorcerer-engineer, citing her academics scores.


Duff, a custodian of the dorms, was as overjoyed as if he’d placed first himself, and bought her a cake. Duff was a burly, middle-aged Ledonite man whose bald head reminded Arienne of the baker who had made the farewell cake back in Arland. He treated young Arienne from his homeland’s neighboring province of Arland like a niece, which always made Arienne uncomfortable. As a sorcerer, she was an asset of the Empire. It didn’t matter where she was from. A man acting like he was family—when he wasn’t even from her province but from a neighboring one—did not sit well with her.


Not to mention, she hadn’t exactly placed first on her own. Her marks this year had little to do with her prowess as a student and everything to do with the voice in her head.


When the voice first made itself known, she’d assumed it was a prank being played by one of the other students who had picked up an amusing spell somewhere; her boyfriend, Felix, for one, had been reprimanded a few times for such mischiefs. But the voice was neither male nor female, young nor old. The voice knew all sorts of things that no one should know: stories of Arienne’s childhood; the illicit relationship between a professor and a student; the code that briefly dissolved the ward around the safe where the sixth-year exam results were held; the hour of the night in which old Quintus, the guard who kept watch over the safe, would inevitably drift off to sleep; and in the same room, on a dusty shelf, a forgotten wooden case that held the key to the basement . . .


“Young sorcerer, you still recall the unraveling codes I told you?”


“If I forget you can tell me again,” muttered Arienne, answering the voice for the first time since slipping out of her dorm.


Her foot unexpectedly landed on an invisible surface instead of a step, making her stumble. A rune glowed in the air beneath her feet, creating pale waves like the surface of a pond reflecting the moon. Inhaling deeply, she backed up from the ward and recited the code of unraveling in one breath.


The mist of her breath turned violet and sparkled. Like the smoke from a hearth being drawn up a chimney, her breath flew down to the pale waves, melting into them and diminishing their glow. She stepped forward, confident the remaining four wards would be just as easy to unravel with the codes the voice had given her.


Once she had topped her class by forging the exam results, Arienne was no longer skeptical of the voice. Whatever its intentions, it clearly existed, and everything it spoke was true.


Magnus, coming in second this year, had kept asking Arienne how she had done it. His smile was cold, as if in recognition of the upstart provincial as a serious contender. Arienne had no desire to entertain any rivalry. She had another, more important matter occupying her mind.


The voice made promises, that it would help her escape the school, teach her real sorcery. The voice had a price, however. She was to sneak into the underground levels of the Division of Sorcery’s main hall and extract a Power generator.


Only the Empire’s sorcerer-engineers knew how to build the Power generators, and they were granted this knowledge only at the Imperial Academy. It was this monopoly of Power that made the Empire’s conquest of the world possible. From the weaker generators that lit the streetlamps and purified the waters to the stronger ones that animated the massive gigatherions for war, each generator was the possession of the Empire. Stealing one was a crime so serious that execution was the least amount of punishment one would receive.


The Power generator would be encased in a coffin made of lead to prevent the leakage of Power. Because it contained the remains of a sorcerer, it would be as large as an ordinary coffin. Its weight, however, was bound to be significant, even without the heavy control chains it would also be wrapped in. But the voice had taught Arienne a way to move it, a strange sorcery her books had never even mentioned.


Having cleared all five wards, she had started down a small final staircase when her eyes glimpsed a skeleton lying at the bottom with its neck snapped in two. She stumbled backward in surprise, sitting down on a step. A mouse poked its head through of one of the skeleton’s eye sockets and peered in her direction.


Arienne whimpered as the mouse scrambled across the skull and down the frayed student’s robe wrapped around the lifeless bones, before leaping off and slipping through a crack in the wall. After a moment, she got to her feet and continued down the stairs, the skull grinning up at her as she approached.


Staring at the skull, she remembered Magnus’s face when he found out she had placed first in the exams. She could have a future like Magnus’s now, if she worked harder. In contrast, the skeleton served as a reminder of the wholly different future she was likely to meet at the end of her chosen path if she wasn’t careful.


Arienne shook away the thought and approached the skeleton. Just as the voice had said, there was a key in a sleeve pocket of the dead student’s robe. There was also a small notebook, scribbled with the kind of things a Division of Sorcery student might be concerned with. The last entry was dated five years ago. Had it been that long since a living soul had entered this space?


Beyond the skeleton, there was another iron door before her, a big old thing that would require much strength to open, even if she managed to unlock it. She took out her bottle of olive oil once more and smeared the key, pouring it onto the keyhole as well.


Like ice gliding on ice, the door opened silently. A narrow corridor waited before her.


“You are almost there,” said the voice. “You will see it when you pass the door at the end of the corridor.”


Arienne whispered, “The Power generator Eldred . . .”


She walked in. The thick iron door closed on its own behind her. The corridor was flooded with light.
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CAIN


Lukan, the owner of this tavern, was an Arlander like Cain, but most of his clientele were Imperial heartlanders. Before he’d left Arland, Cain had imagined everyone living in the Capital as either functionaries of the prefect’s office or rich merchants, but he’d since learned that laborers and the poor existed here as well, that the streets were paved not with gold but with cobblestone, and that the walls were covered not with brocade silk but with chalky lime. And those who came to drink Lukan’s cheap swill were precisely those who laid such cobblestones and applied that limewash.


Cain lived not far from here. His room was above the olive oil shop where he worked, in a large market square close to some of the city’s many commercial docks, just west of the gates to the affluent old city. It was easier to forget about his past life, in that part of town that people from countless corners of the world called home.


Twelve years ago, in Kingsworth, the provincial capital of Arland, his parents had been wanted by the prefect’s guards on charges of sedition and treason against the Empire. For safety, they had placed their twelve-year-old son in the care of a traveler headed to the Capital. Cain had never heard from his parents again. The traveler had told him that a great purge was happening in Arland and it was no longer safe there. Maybe that was why he had been avoiding Arlanders ever since he had arrived in the Capital.


Lukan, being one of the few Arlanders in the neighborhood, was an exception to this rule. By now, Cain was a man of the Capital through and through, but the smell of Arlander food was something that he hadn’t been able to resist.


And Fienna. She had been an exception too—perhaps the greatest exception of his life.


Around midnight, when Cain dragged his beaten, throbbing body into the tavern, Lukan shouted greetings to him in Arlandais, which made a couple of the drunkards raise their heads from the bar to look at both Lukan and Cain. Lukan was skinny, tall, and middle-aged. There were many provincial men who would crop their hair short or iron it straight to look more like the heartlanders, but Lukan was determined to be the opposite, framing his angular Arlander face with shoulder-length, tightly braided hair that was adorned with the occasional blue cord weaved into the strands. Even more well-kept than his hair was his thick beard, which he kept trimmed and also braided with ornamental blue cord. Cain hadn’t seen another blue-braided hair and beard like Lukan’s since he’d left Arland more than ten years ago. Sliding the tavern’s doors open, Cain breathed in the smell of a savory vegetable soup that lingered in the air. Steam hovered like a fog over the boiling cauldron in the fireplace. It was a small establishment, but the tavern was regularly packed—the kind of packed where anyone needing to go to the latrine had to ask three or four others to move aside to make way. Many of the tables and chairs bore the marks of being hastily fixed, casualties of rowdy nights and inept carpentry.


The night was late, but the tavern was still half full. Earlier in the evening, when the patrons were just drunk enough, the mood here would have been boisterous, but by this hour the remaining laggards were either drunk off their feet or drinking silently, kept busy with their own thoughts. The tavern was quiet.


Cain limped toward the end of the cheaply lacquered bar. Every spot where those kicks had landed ached. Behind the bar, Lukan was wearing a collarless tunic even in this cold weather, perhaps to show the complex, traditional clan markings around his neck. Cain’s own markings were simplified and thinner, as had been the fashion in Kingsworth ever since the Empire came twenty years ago. Even the Arlander immigrants in the Capital still tattooed their children on their eighth birthday as was tradition, though clans hadn’t mattered since the Empire came to Arland and replaced the royal house with their prefect’s office. Seated near the end of the bar was a petite, well-dressed woman with her lustrous hair in a neat bun, a glass of spiced wine before her. She wore a black stola with a short hem and a brooch with a small sapphire on her chest.


As Cain approached, the woman shifted her stool a little to the left, giving him room. Cain nodded his thanks and to Lukan, who brought him a bowl of soup, he held up two fingers, a sign Lukan obliged by bringing a small glass filled almost to the brim with brown liquid.


“What happened to your chin?” Lukan asked as he wiped the bar so vigorously that its wobbling panels almost spilled the woman’s drink.


“Hand me a mirror,” Cain said, cleaning his steamed-up spectacles with his sleeve before putting them back on.


“Haven’t seen you this beat up in ages.” Lukan disappeared into the back room and returned with a small mirror.


Cain used it to examine his chin. The tear was rough and broad, big enough that his little finger would barely cover it. Lukan handed him the rag he was wiping the bar with. Cain looked at the rag, then at Lukan’s face, and frowned.


“Look, Cain, a wound like that, you’ve got to stitch it up properly.”


This bit of obvious advice was spoken by the bricklayer Fabricius, who sat at a table behind him holding a large mug in one hand and pointing at his own chin with the other. The three others who shared his table, their flushed faces as red as Fabricius’s, were also looking in his direction. Cain made a serious face and nodded. He dipped the edge of his sleeve into his drink and cleaned the wound, gritting his teeth at the stinging pain.


He held up the mirror once more. No luck—the ring had not left a clear impression. But he could surmise, tilting the mirror this way and that, that the ring hadn’t featured a mounted stone.


Lukan returned to wiping the bar. “You ought to be more careful, your face looks bad enough on a good day.”


Cain heard a laugh by his side. The woman in the black stola was holding her drink and looking rather intently at him.


A man like Cain walking in with a gaping wound on his face and being chastised by the tavern owner was all part of the scenery, so it wasn’t a strange thing at all to be looked at and talked to.


No. The strange thing here wasn’t Cain, but the woman. Her clothes did not let her blend in, and neither did her hairdo or her choice of drink. She was also alone. Most of the people who came to this place wanted to forget the aches and pains of the day’s labors by numbing themselves with drink, but not her. Nor was Lukan’s a place for courting. Above all else, it was how she was making no effort at all to hide the fact that she did not fit in. He had the feeling that nothing good could possibly come from getting involved with her.


“He’s the kind of man who’ll go back out there and get hit in the face again if it means a pretty lady like you will smile at him,” said Lukan as he put down his rag and topped up Cain’s glass.


Cain downed half of it. The smell of earth came up through his throat and into his nose. He hadn’t been of drinking age when he lived in Arland, but this smell, at least, was familiar since childhood. The drink taking effect gave him the shivers, and he turned to Lukan, whose dirty rag was now being used to wipe mugs.


“Name a rich Kamori in the Capital.”


“You know better than I do who’s who in this city,” replied Lukan.


“I’m asking anyway.”


“How rich?” Lukan held up the mug to the lamplight before stuffing his rag into it once more.


“Rich enough to wear Cassian velvet.”


Lukan raised his eyebrows.


“Aside from the Kamori councillor in the Commons? I don’t know. An ordinary provincial rich enough for velvet should be well-known, though.”


A high-and-mighty in the Imperial Commons Council orchestrating the murder of a lowly dye shop worker? An impossible notion to begin with, but Cain made an effort to remember who the Kamori councillor was. The councillor for Arland was a rich landowner, and Cain knew him only by name. Not even a councillor’s shadow would grace the likes of this neighborhood.


“Did you know that Fienna died this morning?”


“Fienna? The friend you always talk about? What happened?” Lukan’s tone was serious, but his hands continued to polish his mugs and glasses.


“She drowned in the Apathos.”


“Huh.” Lukan’s hands left the mug he was polishing and rose to stroke his beard. “I do seem to recall there’s one rather rich personage from Kamori. Yes, you’re probably not aware of her since she’s a merchant who comes and goes, not a woman of the Capital in the strictest sense.”


As Cain emptied the other half of his glass, Lukan in a low voice told him about a merchant named Gladdis. A woman who sourced local goods from not only Kamori but the whole of the greater Lontaria region to sell in the Capital, which meant she had also been to Arland and Ledon. Cain remembered that Fienna’s boss used to travel to that region with a great merchant.


“She has a monopoly license on five types of goods from the three provinces of Lontaria, according to a Kamori boy who comes here from time to time,” Lukan said with a note of envy, and then pointed at the bottle he’d poured from. “I think that is one of her imports.”


Monopoly licenses didn’t grow on trees, being among the most coveted privileges in the world. Such a merchant was guaranteed to have connections in one of the ministries, or even the Senate itself.


The woman sitting next to him had her face turned away, as if considering the bottles of spirit behind the bar, but was clearly eavesdropping. Cain watched her from the corner of his eye as he took in the information about Gladdis. He had a feeling he should avoid meeting her gaze directly. He pressed down on an impulse to run out of the tavern.


“Quite a big name for a provincial,” Lukan continued, “rumored to have been a close friend of a senator. Her residence here is more like one house out of many, it’s a mansion by the docks. No doubt she keeps a similar place in each of the seven cities of the heartland, as well as in the three provinces of Lontaria.”


“Where is she now?”


“Who knows? She stays at that mansion when she’s in the Capital. But she only drops by from time to time these years, I’m sure it’s just her servants there now.” Lukan explained the way to Gladdis’s house at the docks.


“Thanks.” Cain lifted his glass to finish his drink but there wasn’t a drop left.


“So, you think that Kamori merchant killed Fienna?”


“I don’t know yet.” Cain placed money on the bar and got up. “When I find out, I’ll let you know.”


The outside air was chilly. Closing the sliding door of the tavern, Cain adjusted his spectacles and glanced back at the bar where he’d been sitting, and his eyes met those of the woman in black. He quickly looked away and made haste down the long and dim alley toward home.









5


ARIENNE


The corridor was blindingly white. It was impossible to tell right from left or up from down. It seemed like the only things that existed were Arienne’s body, the old and heavy iron door she had just come through, and a translucent door some distance ahead of her. There was also a drumming in her ears—her own heartbeat. It was the only thing she could hear.


Arienne was afraid. Ahead, somewhere, was the Power generator. Her professors had taught her about the generators for six years across many different courses, but they had never touched on the most important things about them: How did they generate so much of the Power? Could the dead body of a sorcerer go on making the Power indefinitely? If they were generating the Power after death, could they really be said to be dead? Arienne suspected the professors themselves did not know the answers to these questions. They never explained why the people of the Empire accepted the use of Power generators without so much as a frown. People who would flinch at the sight of a corpse, much less a magically preserved one, had no issue with Powered machines harvesting their crops and scrubbing their sewers, knowing full well what they were made of.


The Power generators were inscrutable things. Not wanting to become one even more desperately than not wanting to die, Arienne found herself here—in the small hours of the morning, following a strange, unknown voice, breaking the unbreakable rules.


Upon closer inspection, the door ahead turned out to be a semitransparent layer. At the tentative touch of her palm, the layer undulated like the surface of a calm lake and her hand sank through. The undulation widened until it was large enough for her entire body to pass through.


After the brilliance of the corridor, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimly lit generator chamber. The door that had been translucent a moment ago was, from the other side, so black it was almost invisible. Arienne closed her eyes. Instead of the thumping of her own heart, which had felt so loud just a moment ago, there was a low and uninterrupted hum. The sound of the Power generator. The poets described it as an endless song, but it reminded Arienne instead of the deep rumble of the volcano in her homeland. People there had called it the sound of the sleeping dragon.


What slept here was not a dragon but the body of a sorcerer. And not just any sleep but an endless sleep, eternal and yet devoid of rest, a most uncomfortable and fitful sleep . . . Arienne shivered in revulsion.


As her eyes adjusted, she took in the room, which was cast in a cool violet light. Violet was the color of sorcery, and the chamber was full of the Power. Before her were two coffins of dull metal resting on stone platforms.


The coffin on the left was the source of the faint light that filled the chamber. It was wrapped in chains, and there were runes engraved along the chains that glowed. This was the one powering the Academy. In contrast, the coffin on the right was dark, illuminated only by the glowing runes on its neighbor’s chains, maybe a reserve generator or a broken one. Arienne was trying to read the inscriptions on the coffins to determine which of them was Eldred’s when the voice spoke.


“The one on the right. The one that is dark and inert. That is the Power generator Eldred.”


She turned to the coffin on the right and took a deep breath. Now for the spell to move the coffin—the spell that was stronger and trickier than any she had attempted before. As she began to conjure the necessary images in her mind, the voice spoke again.


“Unchain the coffin and open it first. We only need to take what’s inside.”


“What? How am I supposed to withstand the Power without the containment box? This isn’t what you told me before.”


“There’s nothing to be done. Lead as an insulator of Power works both ways. Spells do not pass through it. Surely you knew that much before my having to tell you?”


She had come so far. She couldn’t turn back now for the fear of some leakage from the generator. Gripping the chains, she managed to drag them off the coffin despite each link being the size of her fist. The sound of iron scraping lead rang throughout the chamber.
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