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			Prologue

			The Vexations of Emperor Constant (Part Four)

			Solarus Crystals

			The Leviathan Bridge is the first piece of inanimate gnostic artifice that is entirely self-sustaining: it draws energy from the Sun and converts it to gnostic energy to sustain it against the immense forces of the ocean. The Sun’s energy is harvested by giant clusters of special fused crystals in the domes of five great towers. They, more than the Bridge itself, point the way forward for the next developments in the craft of magic.

			Ordo Costruo Arcanum, Pontus, 877

			Pallas, Rondelmar

			Summer, 927

			1 Year until the Moontide

			A frightened falcon perched on the chandelier above and shrieked at the corpse in the middle of the Inner Council room. The counsellors just gaped, speechless. Gurvon Gyle pressed back into his chair, distancing himself from what he’d just seen. It was one thing to plot the sacrifice of an army; it was quite another to see the emperor sanctioning illegal use of the gnosis – in this case, the taking of a human soul and placing it into the body of a beast. Even here in Pallas, where the pure-blood magi-nobility ruled supreme and mere humans were little more than chattels, this was surely without precedent.

			I’ve just seen a Souldrinker perform a soul-stealing, and in the emperor’s own Inner Council Chamber! I must always remember this moment . . . though Kore knows who I could ever tell.

			His eyes moved from the bird to the man who’d just demonstrated this horror: the Souldrinker or ‘Dokken’ introduced as Delta, named for the Lantric brand on his forehead – though Delta appeared to be more pawn than perpetrator: it was the Dokken’s master, Ervyn Naxius, who’d truly done this. The old mage was cackling like a drunken grandfather in a Low Street tavern at the acclaim currently being heaped upon him. Gyle found his own hands applauding, his mouth spouting praise as if for a tourney victor, but his mind was reeling.

			Beside him, Belonius Vult, his fellow conspirator, looked triumphant – as well he might: after all, this was his part of the plan for the conquest of Antiopia.

			What else have you got up your sleeve, Bel?

			Vult graciously accepted an appreciative nod from Mater-Imperia Lucia. The matronly former Empress – now a Living Saint – was effectively the ruler of the Rondian Empire; her opinion mattered even more than that of her son, Emperor Constant, who was staring into space, his sword-hand clenching and unclenching as if he might leap into the saddle and ride upon Antiopia this very instant. He might be an emperor, and in his mid-twenties, but few would deny – in private at least – that Constant had the demeanour of a spoilt squire.

			The others present, some of the most powerful men in the Empire, also made great show of praising Naxius, though Gyle could detect wariness at all this acclaim being heaped upon another. Imperial Treasurer Calan Dubrayle, who’d sponsored Vult in bringing in Naxius, had the most reason to bask in the reflected glory. The great General Kaltus Korion clearly had his pleasure in anticipating new super-beasts for his armies tempered by seeing another’s stock rise so dramatically. And Tomas Betillon, Governor of Hebusalim, looked no better pleased: his smile was sour, his praise muted.

			The only person present who wasn’t joining in the applause was Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther. The obese churchman lurched to his feet and denounced Naxius and his thrall in no uncertain terms. ‘My Lord Emperor, this is sacrilege! This abomination that Naxius has demonstrated is a violation of the Book of Kore! I must protest!’

			Emperor Constant looked away, but he showed no sign of ­repentance, so the Grand Prelate turned to Lucia, raising his hands beseechingly. ‘Mater-Imperia, the Souldrinkers are our oldest en­emies. This “Delta” must by our own law be put to death: his very existence is an affront to Kore. We must not allow ourselves to see virtue in this abomination.’

			Lucia remained calm. ‘Dominius, you are forever telling us that Kore has a reason for all He does, and all He allows in this world, are you not? So does it not follow that the Dokken must be part of His plan?’

			Wurther’s jowls wobbled. ‘Mater-Imperia, that is one interpretation, but our theologists—’

			‘Please, don’t let him bore us with theology,’ Betillon groaned.

			‘Hear hear,’ Kaltus Korion agreed. ‘Since when has morality ever troubled you, you old windbag? The Church of Kore takes a percentage on every slave sold, as we all know. All you’re worried about is that these new creatures might cause you to miss out on your cut.’

			‘Not all are as venal as you, Kaltus Korion! This deplorable proposal cannot be sanctioned – it is in every way a violation of Kore’s Law!’ Wurther pointed skywards to invoke Kore Himself. ‘I can quote you every psalm that forbids such gnosis! The Church cannot support this.’

			Gurvon was mildly impressed. He’d always believed the churchman to be utterly self-serving, but this display hinted at something resembling a moral compass. He was surprised such a thing had survived decades in the upper echelons of the clergy.

			‘I hear you, Dominius,’ Lucia replied evenly, ‘and I understand your reservations. Indeed, I am pleased you’ve voiced them. But I will remind you of the governing principle of this gathering: that what is agreed by the emperor becomes the will of us all, separately and collectively; we each of us champion my son’s will when we leave this room.’

			‘But Mater-Imperia, there has to be limits – the Laws of Kore stand above us all!’

			‘But we are the Blessed of Kore,’ Vult put in. ‘We’re the living expression of His will: so surely what we agree upon now must outweigh a book written long ago and with no concept of the choices and threats that face us now.’

			Gurvon glanced at Vult. You could justify anything you like with that, Bel.

			‘Not the “morality versus pragmatism” argument again,’ Dubrayle sighed. ‘Haven’t we done it to death yet?’

			‘I don’t think you should go back over our old disagreements on my or Bel’s behalf,’ Gurvon drawled. As my father used to say: if you’re going to blow with the wind, hoist your mainsail.

			Wurther threw him a dirty look, then sat down ponderously. ‘You all know I respect the collegial nature of these meetings,’ he grumbled. ‘Of course I’ll support the will of this group from the moment I leave this chamber, if it is the will of my Lord Emperor.’

			‘I support this proposal absolutely,’ Constant declared, after a glance at his mother.

			And so that’s that.

			The Dokken, Delta, bowed to the emperor, then turned and left, calling the falcon to his hand as he went. Naxius took a seat while a pair of guards bustled in and removed the body of the thief, their faces impassive.

			So Naxius stays . . . ? Gurvon wasn’t happy with that; this plan was his and Vult’s; he didn’t want that old snake stealing their glory.

			‘Make yourself comfortable, Magister Naxius,’ Lucia said drily. ‘You have been apprised of our intentions concerning Javon and the Duke of Argundy?’

			‘I have been briefed by Governor Vult, your Holiness,’ Naxius replied obsequiously. ‘I commend his plan wholeheartedly.’

			Kaltus Korion raised a hand. ‘A moment. What is he doing here? I have always held that a traitor is a traitor, even if that treachery benefits the empire. How can we trust him?’

			Constant went to reply, but had no ready answer and as he stammered into silence Belonius Vult stepped in. ‘Magister Naxius’ knowledge of the Leviathan Bridge was vital. Gurvon found him, and I made the approach.’

			‘And that is enough for me,’ Lucia said firmly, and the moment passed.

			I don’t like the man, but involving Naxius was unavoidable, Gurvon reflected. The plan required someone who knew the workings of the Bridge intimately but who hated the Ordo Costruo, and they’d not found anyone who filled those criteria who was not also committed to the East – except for Ervyn Naxius.

			Twenty-three years ago, in 904, as the Leviathan Bridge rose from the sea, Constant’s father Magnus had marched his armies across it to plunder Antiopia. Antonin Meiros, the founder of the Ordo Costruo, could have destroyed the Bridge then, but he’d hesitated and the moment was lost – for this, Meiros was reviled in the East. But few knew that Ervyn Naxius had been behind the founder’s confusion.

			Naxius was a gnostic researcher, once a humane man, but his centuries of research into the extreme possibilities of the gnosis had eroded his empathy; he had long since stopped paying any attention to the constraints of morality. He had fallen out with Meiros and the Order, and the First Crusade had presented him with an opportunity to gain a patron with almost bottomless resources. He threw in his lot with the emperor, misinformed Meiros about the troop build-up outside Pontus, then betrayed the Order to Magnus’ Imperial Magi, enabling them to seize control of the Bridge. By the time Meiros had worked out what was happening, it was largely too late: the Crusade was proceeding, his reputation was destroyed and control of his Bridge was lost.

			Naxius got his reward: Imperial approval to research without constraint. Gurvon had come across his handiwork during the Noros Revolt – some particularly vicious spells hidden in trinkets and talismans – and after the Revolt, he’d tracked down the source of these devices. The trail led in the end to Naxius’ secret base, and eventually to this moment.

			Gurvon turned his attention back to Vult, who was saying, ‘Let’s discuss the final part of our strategy. Provided all runs to plan, we’ll have control of Javon and its resources, which will mean we’ll be able to provision General Korion’s armies in the field well beyond the end of the Moontide. Duke Echor of Argundy will be severely weakened, leaving him no choice but to retreat. Our new gnosis-beasts will ensure battlefield supremacy. So all that remains is to deal with the Bridge itself.’

			Everyone sat up a little at his words. Though the Pallas Imperial Magi hated the Leviathan Bridge, the wider gnostic community were divided on the subject. Through the Bridge, the Merchant Guild had become fabulously wealthy, buying land, status and magi spouses, much to the annoyance of the Crown. Imperial control of the Bridge had not changed this: the boom-bust nature of the Moontide economy – two years of harvest and ten years of waiting – was worse than ever.

			‘We all know that the Second Crusade was a financial failure,’ Vult went on. ‘I understand this group debated whether to destroy the Bridge after that crusade?’

			‘The Bridge is a necessary evil,’ Betillon growled. Hebusalim was the greatest city in western Antiopia, and his governorship had been immensely enriching. ‘Destroying it would be cutting our own throats.’

			Cutting yours, anyway, Gurvon thought.

			Vult sailed on serenely, ignoring the choppy undercurrents. ‘The objections to the destruction of the Bridge still apply. Though the Crusades grow more costly each Moontide, with less reward, they still paralyse trade, which hurts the merchants far more than the Crown. The Crusades allow us to dominate and weaken Antiopia. It isn’t in our interests to let dangerous men like Rashid Mubarak grow more powerful.’

			‘Exactly,’ Korion put in. ‘We must keep our foot on their throats.’

			‘Quite,’ said Vult, ‘and thanks to Magister Naxius and his intimate knowledge of the Bridge, we have a new solution to propose.’

			‘Which is?’ Betillon asked impatiently.

			‘Are you familiar with the concept that Urte is made up of massive landmasses called tectonic plates, a bit like an egg with a cracked shell?’ He looked around, saw nodding heads and continued, ‘And you know that the Leviathan Bridge is built upon an undersea ridge that runs from Pontus to the coast of Dhassa, yes? But what you might not realise is that the ridge is the remains of an isthmus that once linked Yuros and Antiopia. Well, the Ordo Costruo have studied the drowned isthmus. They believe that it was swept beneath the sea no more than two thousand years ago, when it was struck by a meteor, causing massive earthquakes and floods, something that is reflected in the mythology of both Dhassa and Sydia. The impact caused the isthmus to collapse into the sea and separated the two continents.’

			‘An Act of Kore,’ Grand Prelate Wurther commented devoutly.

			‘Perhaps,’ Vult agreed, ‘but it is also an inconvenience. Rondelmar has the power to subjugate all of Antiopia, but the Bridge is open for only two years in twelve, and we don’t have enough windships to supply an occupying army that is large enough to subdue the Noorish races, who outnumber us vastly. We can hold Hebusalim, and that is all. So you can see that it would be far better if the isthmus were to rise once more from the sea, enabling permanent access and occupation. My Lord Emperor would then be able to seize Antiopia and rule the known world.’

			‘You want to haul the isthmus up from the ocean depths?’ Korion scoffed. ‘You’re mad! An Earth mage can lift a boulder: he can’t lift mountains from beneath the ocean! You could assemble every mage on Urte and not have enough power to do such a thing—’

			‘On the contrary,’ Naxius interrupted, his creaking voice oozing smugness, ‘we do have such power. The Bridge itself has that power.’

			‘The Bridge? It’s just a lump of stone—’

			‘Actually, General, the Leviathan Bridge is a repository for the greatest reservoir of gnostic power ever created,’ Naxius replied. ‘The five towers are each topped with massive clusters of the same crystal that you saw Delta use a few moments ago. They convert the energy of light, which we call solarus, to gnostic energy. That energy is required to keep the Bridge intact whilst it is under the ocean – if released, it could raze a city.’

			Korion no longer looked dismissive. ‘Is this true?’

			‘Everything we know supports it,’ Vult replied.

			‘Then why aren’t we building weapons using solarus crystals?’ the general demanded.

			Gurvon glanced at Dubrayle and Betillon, who were probably wondering how solarus could be used to make money. Wurther was likely speculating whether he could cook with it.

			‘It’s a matter of logistics,’ Vult replied. ‘The crystals are only effective for short bursts unless clustered in masses too large to transport – on top of that, the materials are complex and rare, and using them is dangerous and debilitating – long-term use can be fatal without protection.’

			‘Magister Vult is correct,’ Naxius agreed, ‘but the solarus energy can be unlocked. The nexus where the power is gathered, stored and distributed is Midpoint Tower, halfway along the Bridge. It’s controlled from thrones in each of the five Bridge towers. These are manned by senior pure-bloods of the Ordo Costruo, ensuring the flow of energy, converting solarus to Earth-gnosis, is maintained. Without it, the Bridge would be destroyed whilst it is submerged. It requires training and great power to control and maintain the flows – I myself have performed this duty,’ he added, preening.

			The counsellors were staring at the ancient magus with unease, until Lucia asked, ‘So what exactly are you proposing, Magister Naxius?’ as if she didn’t already know.

			Naxius showed some political instinct and handed the floor to his sponsor. ‘That is for Magister Vult to relate, for it is his idea. I merely supplied my expertise, my knowledge of the Bridge and the land beneath.’

			Smart enough to share the glory, Gurvon noted. And, of course, the risk.

			Vult resumed eagerly, ‘Those on the Tower thrones have the ability to rip the energy free of the Bridge and convert it to any form of the gnosis, though it can only be used within a narrow range. It could not, for example, be used to rain fire down on Hebusalim, three hundred miles away. But what we intend lies within its ambit: beneath Midpoint, wedged between the tectonic plates, is a rock the size of a hill: the heavenly body that destroyed the isthmus. If it were destroyed, the isthmus would rise again.’

			Calan Dubrayle leaned forward. ‘Say that again, Magister?’

			‘If the heavenly body were to be destroyed, the isthmus would rise again from the seas, permanently.’

			‘A new, permanent link between Yuros and Antiopia? A road from Pontus to Dhassa, always above water?’

			‘Allowing one empire to rule every known realm on Urte,’ Lucia added in a soft voice. ‘My son’s empire – our homeland.’

			Gurvon raised a hand. ‘If we do this, there will be an earthquake like nothing ever seen before. It will destroy every building in Pontus and Dhassa, and likely cause damage all the way to the Brekaellen Vale in Yuros, and to the ranges dividing Dhassa and Kesh in the East. Tidal waves will swamp Dhassa and Pontus. It is unlikely that anyone in either place will survive. Millions will die, many of them people of Yuros.’

			Even Kaltus Korion looked vaguely appalled at his words. Good, Gurvon thought. You need to know and understand the full extent of what you are considering. These are the decisions that Gods make.

			And remember to pay my fee afterwards.

			‘Let’s do it now,’ grunted Betillon, who had never been accused of having a conscience.

			Naxius shook his head. ‘That is impossible: while the Bridge is beneath the waves, the solarus crystals are locked into sustaining it and are steadily drained of energy. They are virtually inert by the time the Moontide comes. Only when the Bridge is above water can the solarus energy reserves be rebuilt. We need that power to be at its zenith to be certain the meteor jammed into the tectonic fault-line is destroyed. That moment will come at the end of the next Moontide, Junesse 930, three years hence.’

			Korion raised a hand. ‘What of my army? Where will my forces be when the hammer falls?’

			‘My advice would be not return to Yuros at the end of the Moontide: if you remain east in Zhassi or Kesh, say – no further west than Ebensar Ridge – you will be on another tectonic plate and safe, barring some minor tremors. Provided your supply lines to Javon remain intact, you will be perfectly placed to weather the cataclysm and seize control of northern Antiopia afterwards.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Korion frowned, then asked, ‘What of Echor’s army?’

			‘They will have been mauled by the Keshi, thanks to the other arrangements we have in place,’ Gurvon answered. ‘He’ll probably be retreating across the bridge itself when we strike, or already in Pontus licking his wounds.’

			‘Until the sea washes them away.’ Betillon guffawed.

			‘Then afterwards,’ Vult added, ‘there would be nothing to prevent Rondelmar from invading all of Antiopia, and this time staying permanently – in fact, my Lord Emperor could send his armies all over the known world. The only limits would be our manpower.’

			‘And after such destruction, and with the promise of untold plunder to come, I have no doubt our vassal states will be cowed into permanent submission,’ Lucia concluded, a quiet smile on her face. ‘At a stroke the Ordo Costruo will cease to matter, and the Merchants’ ability to leverage the Bridge to their own benefit would be gone. All tribute and plunder will go through our Imperial Governors and the heathen will be utterly subjugated and brought to their knees before the throne of Kore. Rondelmar will rule all of Urte in a new and never-ending Golden Age.’­­

			We don’t make small plans, Gurvon reflected. We’re here to change the world.
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			The Messiah’s Murderess

			The Murder of Corineus

			Alas! One thousand times, Alas! How did we not see the snake which had nested amongst us, the evil viper in female form who had slithered into our midst and awaited the perfect moment to commit her crime. Imagine the Paradise on Urte that would have been, had Corineus but lived!

			The Book of Kore

			After five hundred years, we’re no closer to understanding why, in the midst of the Ascendancy of the Blessed Three Hundred, Lillea Selene Sorades, known to the world as Corinea, murdered Johan Corin. She vanished before most were even aware of the crime, and she was never seen again. What happened that chaotic night to prompt her attack? We may never know.

			Antonin Meiros, Ordo Costruo, 880 (500th anniversary of the Ascendancy)

			Teshwallabad, Northern Lakh, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Alaron Mercer sat on a muddy temple step, contemplating the waters of the Imuna River lapping his feet. A few feet away, the Zain monk Yash was playing with seven-month-old Dasra Meiros. Both little boy and young man were soaked, and gleefully happy.

			‘I’ll look after him if you need a break?’ he called to Yash. The young monk had spoken for them when he, Ramita and Dasra had arrived at the monastery seeking shelter.

			Yash looked vaguely offended. ‘Al’Rhon, this is the best time I’ve had since I got here.’

			He’d never been the most spiritual of monks.

			Alaron was glad to have someone else to keep an eye on the child. He couldn’t look at Dasra without seeing his twin brother, Nasatya, stolen away by Huriya Makani and Malevorn Andevarion two days ago. Scrying had given no clues as to where they had gone, and his thoughts were full of self-recriminations.

			I had Nasatya in my hands and I lost him.

			I held the Scytale of Corineus in my hands, and I lost it.

			I faced Malevorn, and I lost. Again.

			He lowered his face into his hands, borne down by the weight of his failings.

			After fleeing the mughal’s palace in the wake of the carnage wrought by Ramita’s former blood-sister and her Souldrinker followers, they had taken refuge in this Zain monastery, where his friend Yash dwelt. Outside in the city, Mughal Tariq hunted them. It felt as if they were outstaying their welcome.

			Why Malevorn was helping Huriya was unfathomable: he was an Imperial Inquisitor and sworn to the destruction of all Souldrinkers. It made no sense. Despite that, they’d trapped Alaron and Ramita and with the babies held hostage, forced an exchange: one of Ramita’s twins for the Scytale.

			I let Ramita down . . . she must despise me!

			What made his failure worse was how hopelessly in love with her he was. The realisation had struck at the worst possible time – in the midst of their battle with the Dokken – but it was now fact, as key to his being as water and air. It had been growing inside him during the months they’d spent together, training in the arts of the gnosis and sharing dangers and discoveries alike, and had crystallised as they faced death together. She was the drumming of his heartbeat. But he was pretty sure she didn’t feel the same way; after all, she’d made him her adopted brother in a Lakh ceremony called rakhi, probably to ensure he didn’t get any silly ideas. After all, she might have been born a lowly Aruna Nagar market-girl – but she was the widow of Antonin Meiros, one of the Blessed Three Hundred and greatest magician of the Age.

			Who am I to dream so high?

			Yash, his friend since they’d met at Mandira Khojana monastery and travelled together to Teshwallabad, had persuaded the Masters to take them in, but to stay much longer was to endanger their hosts. Having brought so much death and destruction, they owed it to the monks to leave soon.

			He’d barely seen Ramita since they’d arrived; she had spent most of the last two days praying to her Omali gods in the temple. The Zains held all gods to be equal, but they had Lakh roots, so Omali shrines were maintained within their walls. So when her voice floated out of the temple door, quavering and uncertain, he was on his feet in an instant.

			‘Al’Rhon?’ she called. ‘Have you a minute?’

			Something in her voice shouted danger. He swept up his kon-staff and kindled gnostic shields. ‘Keep Das with you,’ he told Yash. ‘It may be nothing, but . . .’

			But it might be Huriya and Malevorn, come back to finish the job.

			*

			‘Vishnarayan-ji, Protector of Man, hear me! Aid me! Darikha-ji, hear me! Help me, Queen of Heaven! Hear me, Kaleesa-ji, Demon-Slayer! Come to my aid! Makheera-ji, Goddess of Destiny, alter your weaving to save my son!’

			For the best part of two days, ever since the awful battle in the Mughal Dome, Ramita had been on her knees, beseeching the gods to undo the wrongs that had been done, begging for justice and mercy with her mind, calling with the gnosis, because surely the gods could hear a mage? Surely they would hear her. Surely they would lead her to her lost son!

			But for two days the gods had remained silent.

			They only help those who help themselves, her father had always said. Humbled, she gave up. Her knees unlocked painfully as she rose and turned towards the doors. Then she halted, petrified.

			The statue of Makheera-ji, Queen of Fate, was stepping down from her pedestal, and Ramita’s heart almost stopped. The life-sized icon was blue-skinned, with thick coils of hair like a nest of snakes. She held symbols of power and knowledge in her six arms, and her golden eyes transfixed Ramita where she stood.

			‘Makheera-ji?’ Ramita gasped.

			The goddess laughed, and changed form again . . .

			*

			Alaron paused at the small door and peered in. The temple was full of shadows and soft orange light flickering from the oil lamps and dancing over the faces of the Omali gods, some fierce, some wise, with their multiple arms and blue-painted stone skin. For a nightmare moment it was as if they were all alive, surrounding Ramita, who stood in widow’s white in the middle.

			‘What is it?’ he asked softly, his eyes piercing the gloomy interior.

			‘We have a visitor,’ Ramita said in an odd voice. She usually sounded so certain about the world; what she didn’t understand she placed in the hands of her gods. But right now her dark, serious face looked entirely mystified.

			Alaron looked beyond her at a dark-robed figure standing at the edge of the light. She was slender and a little stooped, a Rondian woman with silvery hair, her skin fair, though darkened by the sun, her face a network of fine creases and faint wrinkles.

			He raised his staff into a defensive position; though there was nothing in the least threatening about her posture or demeanour. But white-skinned women didn’t come here, and she had a gnostic aura: she was a mage.

			‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

			‘She is one of your Rondian gods,’ Ramita said in a voice pitched between awe and disbelief. ‘First she was a statue of Makheera-ji, then she changed.’

			Alaron blinked. ‘Rondians have only one god: Kore. He’s a man.’

			Disdain flickered across the woman’s face. ‘I didn’t claim to be a god.’

			‘She wants to talk to us,’ Ramita told him. ‘She says her name is Corinea.’

			Corinea! Dear Kore! Alaron’s heart thudded painfully and he took an involuntary step backwards. ‘Get behind me,’ he told Ramita, his voice coming out thin and shaky. ‘Ramita, she’s—’

			She’s what – Hel’s Whore? The Murderess of our Saviour?

			He had been raised as a sceptic and didn’t believe in any gods. His father maintained that Corineus had been just a man, and so too his sister Corinea . . .

			How can this be her?

			But Ascendant Magi can live a very long time, he reminded himself. If it’s really her, she’s not a goddess, she’s a mage: an old, very powerful mage. He put himself between the woman and Ramita, trembling like a newborn colt and almost blinded by cold sweat. ‘What do you want?’

			‘To talk. I don’t mean you any harm.’

			‘Why would you want to talk with us?’

			‘Because I heard this young woman speaking of things that concern me. She prayed for you too, Alaron Mercer, and I have never before heard a Rondian name in the prayers of a Lakh woman.’

			His eyes flickered to Ramita, who nodded, her face flushing a little, and for a moment his thoughts detoured as he wondered what she’d been praying about. Concentrate, idiot!

			‘Can you prove that you are who you say?’

			Corineus’ murderer. His lover and his sister.

			‘I don’t suppose I can, very easily. Unless you’d like to link minds with me?’

			He shivered at the casual offer. Unshielded mental links were dangerous, and the more powerful of the two magi involved controlled them.

			‘I will do it,’ Ramita said firmly.

			Alaron swallowed. ‘No!’

			‘My husband told me I would be stronger than your Ascendant-magi,’ the little Lakh girl reminded him.

			‘No one is stronger than an Ascendant,’ Corinea said loftily.

			‘If she really is Corinea, then she’s had almost six hundred years of using the gnosis!’ Alaron protested. ‘I’ll do it. I’m expendable.’

			‘You aren’t expendable!’ Ramita said, suddenly alarmed. ‘You are my brother. I refuse to let you.’

			She really does have this whole brother–sister thing around the wrong way, Alaron thought. Even so, something inside him glowed.

			‘You are the widow of Antonin Meiros,’ Corinea mused. ‘He was the best of them; time has certainly proved that. But even he wouldn’t see me.’ She looked at Alaron. ‘Even the Ordo Costruo, sworn to peace, tried to hunt me down.’

			I’m sure they had good reason. Alaron glanced sideways at Ramita, then lowered his staff slowly; he was a quarter-blood, and it would do him no good against an Ascendant if Corinea chose to attack.

			But we need to know . . . He made up his mind and stepped forward. ‘Do it.’

			Before Ramita could protest again, the Rondian woman had grasped his hand and images started crashing over him like a tidal wave: young people singing, holding torches aloft at twilight. A golden-haired man with a merry smile. That same man, standing on a platform, addressing an enraptured crowd chanting, ‘Corin! Corin! Corin!’ while hands were reaching out to him, and other young people were also clamouring for his attention. Then he saw frightened soldiers being pushed aside, flower garlands tangling in hair, a blur of tumultuous visions of love and dreams and death . . . A bloodied knife . . .

			And behind the rush of images was the strong thread of identity present in any deep gnostic contact, which revealed that she was indeed exactly who she claimed to be. The shock of discovering that he was holding the hand of the most reviled woman in all of history was too much. He released her fingers and staggered away.

			Ramita grabbed him, her eyes blazing. ‘Bhaiya? Al’Rhon?’

			‘It’s okay,’ he panted, ‘she didn’t hurt me.’ He marshalled his strength and straightened. ‘It’s her! Sweet Kore . . .’ She really is Corinea!

			Part of him expected her to burst into flame, grow horns or rip his heart from his chest, but instead she spoke perfectly normally, looking composed and patient. ‘You asked your gods for guidance, Ramita Ankesharan. You asked aid in finding your son. You asked help in recovering the Scytale of Corineus. You begged for your remaining son to be kept safe, and this young man also. If you wish, think of me as the answer to your prayers.’

			Ramita frowned disapprovingly at this blasphemy.

			‘What do you want of us?’ Alaron asked fearfully.

			‘I want the Scytale.’

			Of course: she wants to found a new Ascendancy, to take her vengeance on the magi.

			Corinea shook her head as if in reply to his thoughts. He’d never been great at keeping his mind cloaked. ‘No, Alaron Mercer, I don’t wish to create a new Ascendancy. The first has caused quite enough misery; two factions of magi ripping at each other would destroy the world. No, I would use it to bargain for the opportunity to give my side of the story.’

			‘Your side?’

			Bitterness filled her voice. ‘Yes, my side of the story. I do have one, boy – and I promise you, it is not the one told in the Book of Kore!’ She looked from him to Ramita and back. ‘Will you hear it?’

			Alaron swallowed and looked at Ramita. They both nodded hesitantly.

			*

			An hour later, they sat eating daal at a small table in the suite where the monks had housed them, two adjoining rooms with wooden beads hanging across the door frames. The air hung with incense and the spices in the curried daal, which they ate with rice and flatbreads, washed down with well-water. Corinea ate the Lakh way, rolling the curry and rice into balls then popping them in her mouth between sentences. She clearly spoke Lakh fluently, but used Rondian for Alaron’s benefit – Ramita was more proficient in Alaron’s tongue than he was in hers. After examining Corinea doubtfully – he’d not seen a white woman before – Yash had taken Dasra to the refectory for dinner. Her name meant nothing to him, and he’d taken Alaron’s assurance that all was well at face-value.

			‘Who is your ancestor among the Blessed?’ Corinea asked Alaron. All Rondian magi could trace their ancestry to someone in the Blessed Three Hundred.

			‘Berial.’

			‘I recall Berial: Brician woman, brown hair.’ She studied Alaron. ‘You have her nose.’

			‘My father told me Berial died three hundred years ago. But her grandson got a woman of the human Anborn family pregnant. It’s the family scandal, although I never did understand why – surely that’s how all the half-blood lines started.’

			The name Anborn clearly meant nothing to Corinea. ‘I fled Rondelmar immediately after the death of Johan Corin, and came to Ahmedhassa the year the Ordo Costruo discovered the continent. I’ve lived hidden here ever since. I have very little up-to-date knowledge of Yuros.’

			‘Where did you live?’ Ramita asked curiously.

			‘Many places; I’ve travelled from the north of Mirobez to the south of Lakh.’

			‘My family is from Baranasi,’ Ramita declared.

			‘I knew you were an Aruna Nagar girl!’ Corinea smiled faintly. ‘I can hear it in your voice, and see it in the way you wrap your sari. I know Baranasi well. It’s my favourite place in Lakh.’

			Alaron wasn’t pleased to see Ramita beam at the compliment. The Big Question was hanging in the air, and he could no longer leave it unasked.

			‘Lady,’ he said gruffly, ‘I must ask: why did you murder Corineus?’ The word wiped the smile from the lips of both women.

			Corinea’s face became reflective. ‘I will tell you,’ she said softly. ‘You know what Sertain said about me, but you’ve never before heard the truth. So listen, and withhold your judgement until afterwards.’

			Alaron nodded cautiously, wishing these monks distilled some kind of liquor, because he could see he was going to need a strong slug of something any minute now.

			‘I was born Lillea Selene Sorades,’ Corinea began. ‘I come from a small town in Estellayne, but my mother was Argundian.’

			‘So you weren’t Johan Corin’s sister?’ Alaron interrupted. The Book of Kore said she was.

			‘Not I! If he had been my brother, he couldn’t have been my lover, could he? We’re not Sydians! No, no, my Argundian mother married my Estellan father during a period of peace, then they had to flee when war came again and we settled in West Bricia. That’s where I first heard Johan speak. I was sixteen and betrothed to a Brician farmer who was fifteen years older than me and poor as the dirt he tilled. Johan and his band of forty followers, as it was then, came to our little village a month before my nuptials.’ Her voice softened and her eyes half-closed. ‘It was summertime, hot and humid, and the air was filled with bees and buzzing insects, the fragrance of flowers and ripe fruit and crushed berries, and passion.

			‘Johan’s friends were mostly young men who’d run away from their homes because there was no future except soldiering or farming if they stayed. They were mostly from well-off families with too many heirs, and they were all well-educated – they read poetry aloud and debated ethics and morality and slept with anyone who smiled at them – they had a retinue of young women who were wild and free in a way that I had never even dreamed of. I would creep out to hear Johan speak – he used to stand on the edge of the village well and preach that freedom was our birthright! His friends filled the local pub, drinking the beer and dancing and flirting with the prettiest of the local girls. My fiancé was one of the village men who took cudgels to them, and that made me feel sorry for them, so I ran away and joined them.’

			Alaron frowned. The Book of Kore spoke of young men filled with holy zeal, preaching in the name of Kore, not a drunken mob of lechers staggering from town to town.

			Corinea preened. ‘I was young then, and very pretty, with a dewy dark complexion, different to the milkmaid-white girls who’d been following Johan around. I caught his eye and he took to dancing with me, and then he taught me how to dance beneath the blankets.’ She sighed softly. ‘It was a magical time. I was infatuated with everything he did and said – I loved this word “freedom”, to say and do what you liked, without priests or nobles telling you not to. To marry who you chose, and not the person your parents picked. And most of all, to be able to do everything a man was permitted . . . oh, we were all besotted with freedom, and we wanted all the world to be like us. We wanted to remake the empire with love.’ She laughed softly. ‘Oh, stupid, foolish youth.’

			‘Was my husband there?’ Ramita asked.

			‘Antonin? He joined us in Lantris. He was very intelligent, with the most piercing eyes and a really earnest manner. He was a sweetie.’ She fixed Ramita with a knowing smile. ‘I remember making love with him on starry nights, when Johan had taken another girl to bed.’

			Alaron was shocked at this casual promiscuity among those who would become the moral guardians of the empire. He presumed Ramita’s discomfort was more personal, even though it was hundreds of years before she even met Meiros, let alone married him.

			‘I had most of his inner circle,’ Corinea went on, careless of their disapproval, ‘because that’s what freedom meant to me: doing what I liked with whomever I liked. Half the girls got pregnant, with no idea at all who’d fathered their children. I was marginally more sensible: I took precautions, even though Johan wanted me to bear his child. In those days I went by Selene, my Argundian middle name, because Estellayne was in revolt against the Rimoni. By the time we reached southern Rondelmar, there were more than a thousand of us, including some nobles like Baramitius and Sertain – I didn’t like them; I was sure they were there for the wrong reasons. They were ambitious, for a start, and Baramitius kept coming up with increasingly new and unpredictable drugs. But Johan was close to them – he liked to sleep with women, but it was to the men that he really talked.’ She paused, regret on her face. ‘We should have talked more, he and I.’

			‘Then what happened?’ Alaron asked, caught up in the story despite himself.

			‘As we travelled north, Johan became more and more outrageous – he’d already started calling himself Corineus, and though we looked nothing alike he called me Corinea and told people I was his sister and lover – just to shock them! But as we became more extreme, some of our own followers started leaving, and there were huge arguments. Meiros and his friends tried to get Johan to tone things down, lest the authorities turn on us, but that just made Johan act up even more. And Baramitius was becoming completely obsessed with his alchemy – he started boasting that he was on the verge of distilling a potion that would grant eternal life – it was an old myth of the Kore.’

			Ramita frowned. ‘But is not your Corineus the same god as this Kore?’

			Corinea laughed in amusement. ‘Good Heavens, no! Kore was a Rondian god, had been since time immemorial. Remember, this was the time of the Rimoni Empire, and Rondelmar was just a province. People spoke Rimoni as well as their native tongues, and the only gods who could be worshipped openly were Sol and Luna, the Sun and Moon of the Sollan faith. Kore’s worshippers had been driven underground.

			‘Then Baramitius told Johan that he’d found the key, and by then his drugs had us all enthralled – we might have thought his ravings about eternal life were just symptoms of his insanity, but we were addicted, physically and mentally, to his potions and powders. He spent days measuring us and writing all these notes, as if researching every part of us, then he produced this special potion, with each measure tailored to the individual recipient. We were warned that it was potent, and that we would be sent into a dream-state for some hours.’

			Alaron struggled to reconcile this account with the words of the Book of Kore, which told of a night of solemn purpose and destiny. He might be a sceptic, but questioning something he’d grown up half-believing in was hard.

			‘We’d heard whispers that a legion was coming to arrest us,’ Corinea went on. ‘Baramitius wasn’t the only one of us to sense that our untrammelled freedom – and for him, the opportunities to experiment freely – were ending, but it drove him to take risks. Even so, that potion – the one now called “ambrosia” – well, it exceeded his wildest dreams. We all fell into a dream-state, which he’d told us to expect, and I remember my senses intensifying. I was sure I was dying – my body was wracked with shooting pains; I’ve never forgotten, even through all these years – but strangely I wasn’t afraid. My mind began to open up, and just went on opening. I felt like I was passing through room after room in a bewildering palace filled with glowing people and treasures, lights and scents and beautiful textures, laughter and crying, sweetness and fulfilment. I felt connected to everything and everyone, as if we were climbing toward a transcendent bliss, as if Paradise were seeping into our world and changing it for ever.

			‘And most of all, I felt close to Johan. We were wearing nothing but white shifts and flowers, passed out on blankets with our food and wine spilled everywhere. Our hands were joined, and our every thought was shared, an intimacy that grew in intensity with every passing second. I felt like we were as one: the most profound communion I have ever experienced. Then the visions began.’

			Corinea took a sip of water to calm herself. Her voice, which had started to become impassioned, even feverish, softened again. ‘I know now that the ambrosia was taking our bodies to the threshold of death while freeing our souls – normally the soul is confined until death, but the ambrosia allowed those who survived to access powers we now call the gnosis, the Secret Knowledge. Most of us gained simple things, like the ability to manipulate water or fire, but the more intellectual among us gained more complex powers. Johan was a visionary, of course, and in some ways so was I; with our minds entwined, we both dreamed of what was to come, a world in which the gnosis ruled . . .

			‘Then Johan tried to kill me.’

			Her final sentence was like being doused suddenly in iced water. Alaron clutched Ramita’s hand and they both squeezed.

			‘In the vision Johan and I shared,’ Corinea continued, ‘I became a Seeress, and the future I saw was without him – because he, like so many in our group, was not destined to fully gain the gnosis. His body partially rejected the ambrosia, so he would only become a Souldrinker . . .’

			Alaron swallowed. This was the greatest heresy he’d ever heard: an inconceivable renunciation of all that the post-Corineus Church taught. In the Book of Kore – which had of course been revised by Baramitius! – Corineus was the Saviour, the one who sacrificed himself to gain the gnosis for his brethren. Corineus a Souldrinker?

			Surely not!

			‘Our minds were linked,’ Corinea repeated in a hushed voice, as if she could hardly bring herself to say the words out loud, ‘and of course he saw what I’d foreseen, a future in which I was empress, blessed with a gnosis that he could only gain by killing. He saw himself demonised, alongside all those similarly tainted, and at first all I felt was his panic, and my own horror – because I truly loved him; I worshipped him beyond life itself, and I couldn’t bear what we both foresaw.

			‘Then his mind seized on other potential futures in which he would kill me and trigger his own powers that very night, then show those others who were afflicted as he was to do the same, by killing their neighbour and draining their souls – so they would be the only ones to survive that night: there would be an Ascendancy, yes: an Ascendancy of Souldrinkers, led by Corineus, for no one else with these new powers would last until the dawn.

			‘With that plan in mind, he took up his hunting knife and tried to kill me . . .’

			‘What did you do?’ Alaron asked in a husky voice.

			‘I fought back – I might have been in love, but my mother was Estellan and I knew how to use a knife. In the time it takes to tell you this, I had caught his wrist, twisted it and jammed the blade backwards, even as his other hand found my throat. As his weight settled on me, he fell onto the blade and it slid between his ribs and into his heart. By the time I rolled him off me, he was dead, but others were waking and some had seen what had happened – or at least, what they thought had happened. Baramitius was the first to have awakened and he started shouting that I had murdered Johan, so I ran.’ She looked sad. ‘I might have killed others, one or two who tried to stop me, but even now the rest of that night remains a blur. And I’ve never really stopped running.’

			Alaron tried to take it all in: Corineus, the messianic figure of the Church of Kore, doomed to be a Souldrinker emperor, prevented from reigning only by his lover . . . ‘Why didn’t you tell them?’

			‘Tell them what?’ Corinea asked sharply. ‘How could I have proven anything? And why would they listen? Corineus was our leader, and beloved by all, not just me. My crime was unforgivable. Anyway, I wasn’t thinking rationally! I wanted – I needed – to flee that ter­rible place. I’d just killed the man I loved and idolised! By fleeing, I proved my guilt.’

			Alaron stared at her. Holy Kore, is anything I’ve been taught true? ‘What happened next?’

			‘I escaped,’ Corinea said, ‘because people were only just coming round and there was a lot of confusion. By the time the legion attacked at dawn and the magi awoke to their new powers and destroyed them, I was long gone. Afterwards, the leadership had other concerns, like conquering Yuros. Baramitius revised the Book of Kore as a rallying point against the Rimoni emperor, casting Johan as the Son of Kore and me as a tool of the Lord of Hel, and I have been reviled ever since.’

			‘If this is true . . .’ Alaron began to say, then stopped. This was true. Not a word of it struck him as anything less than gospel – not a holy gospel of the Kore, but truth nevertheless. He floundered at the enormity of it all.

			‘It’s true, every word,’ she replied, as if reading his mind. ‘I once convinced a Kore priest in Verelon, but that got him burned as a heretic and I barely escaped. I tried to tell Antonin Meiros, but he had loved Johan as deeply as the rest of us and wouldn’t receive me. At the time he was hunting a Dokken Seeress called Sabele, and I think he believed Sabele was my tool. I had to flee again. That’s when I went into Lakh.’

			Ramita looked at Alaron, her expression way beyond confused. ‘Why do you think we can help you?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know that you can,’ Corinea replied, ‘but you’re my last chance. You see, I’m dying: my body is deteriorating in ways too complex for me to heal. Time is finally defeating me. I don’t wish to have my candle blown out without one final effort to tell my tale. I was travelling north after hearing of Antonin Meiros’ death, to see if those who succeeded him might heed me – then I heard Ramita’s prayers, her mind speaking aloud of all you’ve been through, and I learned that she was married to Antonin Meiros, that she has borne his children and lost one, that you’ve both held the Scytale of Corineus, the one treasure so valuable that I could use it to bargain with. I have seen the way you treat each other, that you are good-hearted people, and so I’m hoping you will help me.’

			Ramita leaned forward. ‘And if we do, what will you do for us?’

			Kore’s Blood, she’s bargaining with Corinea!

			The ancient woman cackled grimly. ‘You are indeed a daughter of Aruna Nagar market, Ramita Ankesharan. A price for anything, and anything for a price.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘Such is this world, is it not? Well, perhaps it would interest you that I know the master ingredient to the ambrosia? Yes, I know of the notes you still carry, and that you are missing that key fact.’

			With huge effort Alaron put that thought aside and asked, ‘How could we tell anyone your story? We’re outlaws, wanted by both sides of the war.’

			‘I know this,’ Corinea replied tersely. ‘I’ve been listening to your minds for the past day and a half, ever since I detected you here. You are a failed mage with dangerous ideals, Alaron Mercer. You, Ramita Ankesharan, are the widow of poor Antonin and part of the Ordo Costruo. More than that: if you both regain the Scytale and create a new order of magi, you will have the authority to speak to the world. All I ask is that when you do, you champion my tale.’

			They looked at each other, then Ramita said, very formally, ‘Lady Corinea, Al’Rhon and I must speak alone.’

			‘Of course. I will wait outside.’

			‘No, no, we will go,’ Ramita said quickly, surprising Alaron, until he remembered that Dasra was outside with Yash.

			Ramita almost ran to the river. She took her son from Yash and hugged him hard, ignoring his soaked clothing dampening her sari.

			Alarmed at her visible distress, the young Zain asked ‘What is wrong? Shall I summon help?’

			‘No!’ Alaron said quickly. ‘No, could you just . . . er, give us a moment?’

			Yash looked perplexed, but he bowed in acceptance and backed out of earshot. Ramita looked up at Alaron, her face now full of protective resolve. ‘This is the woman who killed your god, if we believe the story she has told us.’ She didn’t mention Corinea’s claim to have slept with her husband and Alaron decided it was probably politic to forget that bit of her tale. ‘Does she really want to help us? Or does she just want the Scytale for herself?’

			How would I know? He’d never been good at dealing with dupli­city. ‘I think she’s being honest,’ he said after a moment. ‘Everything she said sounds real and true to me, but I really wouldn’t know. If she is Corinea, she’s been very successfully hiding from the most powerful magi in the world for five centuries. Everyone thinks she’s dead. If she wanted the Scytale I don’t think she’d need our help, or our permission.’

			‘But why would she need our help to tell her side of the story?’

			‘Well, it could be as simple as she says: she needs someone to open the doors for her. But Hanook told us the Ordo Costruo were destroyed at the start of the Crusade. I don’t think she knows that.’

			‘If we refuse her, what happens?’

			‘That would depend on her,’ Alaron replied. ‘But if we do agree to help her, she says she knows the key ingredient for the ambrosia . . .’

			‘What are you thinking, bhaiya?’

			‘Well . . . remember when we were trying to figure out how the Scytale worked? We used some of the monks as research subjects, to try out our ideas about the recipe variations? I’ve still got all those notes; all I’m missing is that key ingredient. If she tells us what it is, if we can make up the recipe, perhaps we could return to Khojana Mandira and see if the monks are willing to become Ascendant magi and help us fight Malevorn and Huriya.’

			Ramita’s eyes went round as saucers. ‘But they are Zains! They are sworn to peace!’

			Alaron dropped his voice. ‘Shhh. I know. But Yash would do it, for one – we know he wanted to be a mage before he wanted to be a monk.’

			‘But Huriya and Malevorn have the Scytale – they could make hundreds of magi.’

			‘That’s true, but don’t forget they’d run the risk of losing control of the Scytale if they did that. I suspect they’ll have the same problem we had: they won’t know how to use it, and there’s no one they can trust to help them decode it. I reckon we’ve still got time to hunt them down before they use it, but we’re going to need help.’

			Ramita stroked Das’ head, then said decisively, ‘Let us do so then.’

			Sweet Heaven above, we’re about to make a deal with Hel’s Whore herself . . .

			Ramita seized his hand. ‘Alaron, I’ve not had the chance . . . Thank you. You gave up the Scytale for my son, and I’ll never forget that, bhaiya, not for as long as I live. You are a true brother to me.’

			He dropped his gaze. ‘No. I failed you.’

			‘No, bhaiya,’ she told him earnestly, ‘that you most certainly did not!’
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			The Emperor’s Great Prize

			The Ambrosia

			The greatest secret of the Empire is the formula for the ambrosia, the potion used to raise the Blessed Three Hundred to the gnosis. It is encrypted into the Scytale of Corineus, which was devised by Baramitius. It is said that the ambrosia will either kill you, or raise you to the ultimate gnostic power, but a third fate exists. Some become Souldrinkers, which is another form of death.

			Ordo Costruo Collegiate, Pontus, 772

			Northern Lakh, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			The slope below Malevorn Andevarion fell toward a barren plain somewhere north of Teshwallabad, where small herds of cattle wandered seeking water or shade, neither of which were evident to his eye. With Huriya’s Dokken, he’d fled the city after the battle for the Scytale of Corineus – the battle I won, he crowed silently as he moved his left hand to stroke the travel-worn leather satchel containing the artefact, reassuring himself it was still there. His right hand remained firmly on his sword-hilt as he ran his eye over his travelling companions.

			A dozen or more shapeshifters had entered the Mughal Dome, but only he and Huriya had emerged alive to join the six or seven who had been standing guard outside, led by the Lokistani archer-woman Hessaz, now the only other female left. Her hair was barely a stubble, and she was bony with dark, leathery skin. Lokistan was a mountainous land that bred hard, insular people like her. She was freshly widowed, and Malevorn pitied whatever man was stupid enough to go near her next. These few were all who remained of a hundred-strong Dokken shapeshifter pack, and they looked shattered, both physically and mentally.

			Huriya Makani was sitting in their midst: a tiny Keshi girl with the Ascendant-strength gnosis she’d gained by drinking the soul of the Dokken seeress Sabele. She might look like a sexy little bint – even if she was a mudskin – but as he had discovered to his cost, looks could be deceptive. She was the only one of the pack he feared. She was holding an infant, one of the twins of Antonin Meiros and his Lakh peasant wife. Mercer had the other, traded for the Scytale.

			The weak-minded fool! I’d have fought to the death to keep the Scytale.

			It was nightfall, but the temperature remained hot and oppressive, making his costume – he was armed and armoured in the style of a Keshi mercenary – even more uncomfortable. The sun had darkened his visage, and with his new beard and ragged hair he looked the part. But beneath his armour, his skin was pearly-white, unlike the Dokken, who were all darker-skinned, of Vereloni, Sydian or Ahmedhassan descent. Inferior blood – as the fighting at the mughal’s palace proved. They might have strong gnosis, but they’ve got no idea what to do with it. Even Alaron Mercer was too much for them.

			But I’ve got the Scytale now, Mercer, and what have you got?

			It was a pity he’d left Mercer still alive, but he doubted that situation would have lasted: even as he and Huriya were escaping, the mughal’s soldiers had been pouring into the Dome, and with gnosis-use suppressed in there, surely Mercer had been captured. I’ll bet he’s screaming on a rack even now, he thought, grinning at the image.

			He looked calmly about the ring of dirty, dark faces. Hessaz was fingering her bow, and it didn’t need a visionary to see she was longing to use it on him – she hated him, as they all did, although he wasn’t to blame for their predicament; after all, it was Huriya who’d drawn them from their pathetic lives in the wild into the chaos of the hunt for the Scytale. Admittedly, most of the pack had died at the hands of an Inquisition Fist, and Malevorn himself had been responsible for a good number of those deaths. They’d punished him by forcibly turning him into one of them; they still saw him as an enemy.

			I wonder how many of these fools I’ll have to kill before the end?

			‘Malevorn?’ He looked round as Huriya gave the infant to Hessaz and walked over to him. She put out a hand for the leather case, tense, as if she thought he’d refuse.

			‘Of course, “Heart of my Heart”,’ he said mockingly.

			Scowling at his reference to the heart-bind spell that linked their lives – if he died, she did too, and vice versa – Huriya pulled the tooled leather case from the satchel, took off the cap and drew out the legendary artefact. It was a cylinder of metal and ivory, inscribed with runes and studded with domes. The top end had four leather straps attached, with eight domes on each, clearly made to attach to the cylinder in certain configurations.

			She turned the Scytale over and over in her hands, her eyes narrowed, her lips moving, and he watched with interest. He wondered belatedly what Sabele – whose memories Huriya now owned – knew of the Scytale, but it couldn’t be much, not judging from the way she was frowning. Reluctantly, she passed it back to him and he peered at the runes himself. He recognised a few, but not many. The tutors at the Arcanum had never talked much of the Scytale, but they’d all agreed that it required specialised knowledge to decipher. He twisted the cylinder’s head thoughtfully, saw the runes change as it swivelled, and began to realise just how little he actually knew.

			‘What’s happening?’ one of the Dokken males asked. ‘When will you cure us?’

			There it was: the promise that had led them into danger and destruction. Sabele had told the tribe that the Scytale of Corineus could ‘cure’ a Souldrinker, turn them into a normal mage, one who did not have to ingest souls to renew their powers. That was the dream that had led hundreds of them across half the continent and into battle against magi and Inquisitors.

			‘How does it work, Inquisitor?’ Huriya asked, interrupting his reverie.

			‘I don’t know,’ Malevorn confessed.

			‘What? You told me—’

			‘I told you that it required special learning. I don’t have that learning.’

			One of the males, a bulky Sydian named Tkwir who favoured a boar’s head when in battle, sprang to his feet. ‘You lying glob of pus! I’ll—!’

			Tkwir stopped and stared at the curved scimitar that had flashed into Malevorn’s hand, the point of which was now resting against his belly. The others erupted with fury, but the threat of the blade kept them in check.

			Hessaz still held the infant, and didn’t appear at all moved by the men’s aggression.

			Malevorn kindled blue fire in his left hand. ‘I don’t know how to use the Scytale,’ he said. ‘There are probably fewer than two dozen people in the world who do. But I know one of them.’

			‘Who?’ Huriya demanded.

			‘Adamus Crozier, the man who led the hunt.’

			. . . and sacrificed me, Raine, Dominic and Dranid. I’ll destroy him for that.

			‘He’ll still be hunting us. Perhaps it’s time he found us: on ground of our own choosing.’

			He watched Huriya consider, while Tkwir and the other men backed away.

			‘How many men will this Adamus Crozier have?’ Huriya asked.

			‘A Fist: ten Inquisitors.’ More than enough to deal with your rabble.

			‘Can he be separated from them?’

			‘Potentially. We have no chance if we can’t.’

			‘Our current weakness isn’t permanent,’ Huriya said. ‘We have other kindred, other packs. Can you find him?’

			‘Yes, provided I can use a relay-stave to contact him.’

			‘You know we don’t have the skill to make such trinkets.’

			‘But I do,’ he said pointedly. ‘I need living wood, two feet long, three inches wide, the straighter the better. Are there any trees at all in this Kore-forsaken land?’

			‘There are forests on the slopes of the Nimtaya Mountains, northeast of here,’ Hessaz replied, ‘tall trees that are always green.’ Her harsh voice took on a wistful tone he’d not heard before. ‘Also in the highlands of my country.’

			‘We’re not going to rukking Lokistan,’ one of the men grumbled.

			‘There is a pack of our Brethren in Gatioch, in the forests south of Ullakesh, near the Valley of Tombs,’ said another man, a greasy-haired Vereloni named Toljin. ‘My sister is mated to one. I could lead us there.’

			‘I know the pack,’ Huriya replied. ‘Or Sabele did. If we go there, how long would it take you to create this relay-stave, Inquisitor?’

			‘Two weeks? It’s exacting work, you know. But it’s the only way a non-clairvoyant can reach another mage over long distances.’

			‘And you really can’t decipher this thing yourself?’

			‘In time, perhaps, but I’d need access to an Arcanum library. Have you got one?’

			Huriya scowled at him. For a pretty face, it could pull a lot of ugly looks. ‘Then we must go to Gatioch. Tomorrow. Tonight we rest.’ She surveyed the men, appearing to come to the same conclusion as Malevorn: that she’d been left with the dregs of the pack.

			‘What of this child?’ Hessaz asked, holding up Nasatya.

			Malevorn tried to work out what that something was in her voice, then remembered Hessaz had lost a child as well as a husband.

			‘We keep him,’ Huriya said. ‘Knowing we have him will keep Ramita in her place. And he will have strong gnosis when he grows into it: that will be a valuable bloodline for us.’ She patted the infant’s head uncomfortably. ‘You tend him. I want nothing to do with the whining thing.’ She lost interest and sashayed away.

			Huriya really isn’t the mothering kind, Malevorn noted. But Hessaz didn’t look displeased as she clutched the infant to her and hurried after Huriya.

			Malevorn was left eyeing up the six men, gripping the hilt of his scimitar. ‘Well?’ he challenged. ‘Try me, if you think you’re up to it.’

			‘Go rukk yourself, Inquisitor,’ Tkwir muttered as they backed away.

			I might as well; there’ll be no other fun to be had amongst this lot.

			*

			They travelled northeast, skirting the immense mountains from which rose the springs that fed the Imuna. They raided the few villages they found for food, striking the thatched mud-brick huts like a hurricane; their gnosis meant they had no fear of pursuit or retribution. In two weeks they reached the highlands south of Ullakesh, the chief city of Gatioch. It was a rugged, arid landscape, where spaden trees clustered in sheltered places between the stark ridges – like hairy armpits, Toljin joked.

			It took another two days for Malevorn to find the perfect tree, one whose trunk was long and straight enough to make a decent relay-stave.

			Certain gnostic actions – ‘spells’, as the layman called them – were enhanced by using a specially created tool, and using Clairvoyance to contact a known person was one such. At the Arcanum, they’d described it as ‘astral harmonics’. Naturally, Malevorn had been the most skilled in his class, even better than his pure-blood friends, and far ahead of Alaron Mercer.

			Thinking of that fool Mercer reminded him of something troubling: at one point in the fight at the vizier’s house in Teshwallabad, Mercer had used Illusion to disable and almost kill three Dokken – but Malevorn knew that Mercer had no affinity as an Illusionist. He shouldn’t have been capable of using the gnosis like that . . .

			Was it really Mercer? Or has he been possessed by something? But possession didn’t work that way, which left the uncomfortable thought that Mercer had somehow changed. He’s had the Scytale for months – surely he couldn’t have used it? But no, Mercer hadn’t been unusually strong during the fight, just competent . . . and with unexpected powers.

			What did it matter? Mercer was probably dead by now, and hopefully his Lakh peasant was too . . . Ramita, Huriya’s once-friend. She’d also been able to use her gnosis under the Mughal Dome. Huriya’s strength was equivalent to an Ascendant, which made Ramita just as strong. Pregnancy manifestation, where a human who bore magi children developed the gnosis, had never been recorded at more than pure-blood level. Another puzzle.

			Perhaps Mercer and his bint did escape – and perhaps they are still hunting us.

			It didn’t worry him overly and he turned his attention back to his relay-stave. While he worked, the surviving Dokken found their own amusements – hunting and sleeping, mostly. Huriya and Hessaz shunned the males, leaving them moody and violent – and stinking; only he and the two women were inclined to wash in the icy streams running from high up the slopes. Neither approached him, and he had no desire to get close to a mudskin woman, even Huriya, who had a certain dusky beauty to her. The heart-bind spell they shared was said to have emotional effects, but none had yet manifested. Unfortunately, the spell was nigh on impossible to negate.

			He buried himself in his task: paring the selected wood into strips, then rebinding them as if creating a recurved bow, only perfectly straight. He sanded it while attuning it with sylvan-gnosis. As a non-Clairvoyant, his call wouldn’t have great range, but his know­ledge of Adamus would help.

			It wasn’t until the New Moon rose in Octen, while Toljin and Huriya were away negotiating aid from the local shapechanger pack, that he was finally able to climb to a high point, gripping the stave, and begin his call.

			<Adamus Crozier!>

			You betrayed Dom and Dranid, you bastard.

			<Adamus Crozier!>

			And for selling Raine into death, I’ll gut you.

			<Adamus Crozier! I need your help, Master!>

			*

			‘You must kill the Inquisitor,’ Hessaz told her, over and over, but Huriya refused to listen.

			I can’t. Not with that damned binding spell that links us. My heart is his heart: if he dies, I die.

			She couldn’t tell Hessaz that, though. ‘He’s useful,’ she replied, avoiding the Lokistani’s burning eyes.

			The two women had spent much of the last few weeks together, but it wasn’t an easy companionship. Hessaz was a brooding mass of resentments, jilted by the man she desired and disappointed by the mates she’d settled upon instead. But Huriya was discovering there was another side of Hessaz. She’d been raised in unforgiving Lokistan and she was both inured to hardship and committed to family and clan, because you couldn’t survive alone. Those values shaped her loyalty to the Souldrinker pack. She was a soldier in the long war against the magi, and she was willing to give her life to the struggle. And she fussed over Ramita’s baby as if he were her own.

			Hessaz lives for this pack, Huriya reflected, but I can’t see why she gives a damn about these wretches.

			The contrast between the two women couldn’t have been stronger: Hessaz was lean and muscular without an ounce of spare flesh; her skin was dark and hard, her face like leather stretched over bone, framed by close-cropped black hair. Huriya was small and lush and curvaceous, her face soft and pouting, her every movement sensuous. Neither liked the other, nor pretended to, but they were dependent on each other now and both knew it.

			‘Does the Seeress still speak inside you?’ Hessaz asked.

			Huriya shuddered. The Seeress Sabele did indeed still linger inside her: they were at war for her body and soul, a war neither was winning. Sabele’s essence had saved her on occasion, giving her wisdom she didn’t have. But her presence frightened Huriya beyond anything else.

			‘Yes, she’s in me still.’

			Hessaz gripped her hand. ‘Huriya, make peace with her. Let her guide you. We need her, you and I.’

			And lose myself for ever? She snatched her hand away. ‘No, Hessaz, I will not become just another body for her to inhabit. I will not give in! I deserve a life of my own!’

			‘The moment the Inquisitor solves that artefact, that . . . Sk’thali . . . he will betray us, you know this.’

			Yes, I do know it.

			‘Embrace Sabele, please Huriya! She always worked for the Brethren – she devoted all her lives to our cause. Yet now when we need her most, she is lost inside your mind.’

			Huriya rose abruptly. ‘No! And don’t ask again!’ she snapped, and stalked away.
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			 The Return of the Queen

			The Rimoni of Javon

			After the opening of the Leviathan Bridge, many Rimoni, outcasts in their own lands since the fall of the Rimoni Empire and the rise of the Rondian magi, crossed into Antiopia and settled in Javon. Rival Houses were forced to cooperate if they were to survive: Kestria, Nesti, Gorgio, Aranio and others, whose feuds are enshrined in the annals of the Rimoni, buried their rivalries – but they still simmer, even today.

			Rene Cardien, Ordo Costruo, Hebusalim 873

			The Kiskale, near Lybis, Javon, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Cera Nesti, Queen-Regent of Javon, wrapped anonymously in a bekira-shroud, waited nervously on the steps of the inner keep of the Kiskale Fortress, watching the plaza filling up with people and wishing the approaching scene was already done so she could take her little brother home. Not that that was likely, not imminently. Beside her, Elena Anborn whispered to her Keshi lover, Kazim Makani. Cera didn’t know Kazim, and her own relationship with Elena was . . . troubled. They had been as close as sisters until Gurvon Gyle had found a way to tear their bonds apart, and she was desperate to find a way to rebuild that trust. She had missed Elena, in so many ways.

			Mekmud, the Emir of Lybis, had retreated here after a maniple of Endus Rykjard’s mercenaries had seized Lybis. The Kiskale – the White Keep – had been built high up in the mountains, above the winter snowline, and even the well-equipped and experienced Rondians were leery of attacking the fort. The approaches were commanded by bastions from which flaming oil and boulders could be dropped, and heavy ballistae guarded the approach. So for now an impasse reigned: Mekmud couldn’t get out, and Rykjard’s men, encamped below on the plains, couldn’t get in.

			She laid a hand on Timori’s shoulder. Only nine years old, and he’s been through so much . . . He was eagerly watching the plaza fill with a great crowd of the emir’s people: Mekmud had promised a great revelation and the air buzzed with speculation.

			If this goes badly, there will be a riot.

			A trumpet blared and the emir’s herald stepped forward. ‘The Emir of Lybis, Mekmud bin al’Azhir, wishes to announce the presence of great allies, who have joined him here to take the fight to the enemies of Ja’afar!’

			This caused a stir among the crowd. As one everyone pressed forward: the wealthy men at the front, the poorer men in the middle and even some women at the back, all tried to get a better view.

			The herald’s voice boomed as he announced, ‘Emir Mekmud welcomes to his realm a new ally and friend of Lybis . . . Lady Elena Anborn!’

			The name sent a shiver of interest through the gathered Jhafi, nobles, soldiers and commoners alike, and drew muted cheers from the latter. The noblewomen peered intently through their veils while the men stared more openly, respectful, but wary. They all knew who Elena was: Alhana, the White Shadow, once bodyguard to the Queen-Regent Cera Nesti, more recently a ghost stalking the northern roads killing Rondians. Cera saw approval, but there was fear too, and more than a few evil-eye gestures.

			She is magi. No matter how much she gives this kingdom, some will always suspect her.

			‘The emir also welcomes Lord Kazim Makani of Baranasi,’ the herald shouted.

			Cera studied the Keshi as he lowered his hood. He was a young man, but tall and well-muscled, and he looked every inch the warrior-lord, despite his rough clothing. In fact, he was no aristocrat at all, but a title was needed if the Jhafi nobles were to give him any credence. Elena went to Kazim’s right side, prompting a murmur of interest, as that was where a wife would stand.

			And now, at last, came the moment she’d prayed and ached and suffered and almost died for. How will they react? she wondered.

			‘And Emir Mekmud is most honoured to welcome Timori Nesti, Crown Prince of Javon,’ the herald shouted. His eyes bulging with pride, he cried, ‘LYBIS WELCOMES OUR FUTURE KING!’

			Cries of shock went through the plaza and people spilled forward, all crying out the boy-king’s name. The crows in the towers rose, their beaks clacking at the sudden clamour below, as if they too honoured their sovereign. Cera thought she would burst with emotion as the slender boy walked to the top of steps as he’d been coached, dropped his hood and waved his hand. The soldiers began to hammer their spear-butts against the stonework, a rhythmic thumping that echoed off the peaks.

			Welcome to public life, little brother. May it be merciful.

			Of course, Timori had been presented to crowds before, but not in these circumstances. He had been a prisoner of the Rondians for more than a year, but he was free now. The Nesti needed all Javonesi, Rimoni and Jhafi both, to rise to his command if they were to be restored and the Rondians driven out.

			The emir, his iron face grave, raised a hand for silence and signalled for the herald to go on.

			‘And finally, Emir Mekmud welcomes Princessa Cera Nesti, Queen-Regent of Ja’afar.’

			A hush fell as Cera lowered her veil. For a moment she was almost overwhelmed, feeling all those eyes piercing her like spear-points. But she too had been bred for public life: she belonged to these people. Though most had never seen her in person, they knew her: they had sung hymns to her and gossiped about her, judged every known deed, from defying the Rondians to capitulating and marrying one – and speculated on others that were only rumour. When they heard she’d been stoned as a safian, some would have believed, others not.

			What would they do if they knew the truth? she wondered for a moment, then drove that thought away; right now the heart of the matter was this: she, Cera Nesti, was supposed to be dead.

			They mourned me for days on end. They thought me condemned and shamed, stoned and cremated.

			There was a long moment of utter silence, the fullest silence Cera had ever felt. She held her breath and clutched Timori’s hand for courage.

			It’s much easier to love a martyr than a living person.

			Perhaps, left to human nature alone, it might have gone badly: the crowd might have believed her to be an imposter, put forward by the emir to rally the people for war. The serious-faced girl in the plain shift was surely too imperfect to be their princessa, because everyone knew princessas were special, creatures of beauty, not bookish and plain. But leaving things to chance had never been Elena’s style. Cera had spent the morning being made up, her hair washed and combed, and she was dressed as a supplicant, come to appeal for forgiveness. The dark circles beneath her eyes, like her other imperfections, had been concealed. Elena wanted her to look like she’d stepped down from on high.

			Cera recognised the faint look of concentration on Elena’s face even as her white dress began to glow, the effect so subtle it looked entirely natural, just as if the light shone slightly brighter on her than on mere mortals. On a roof above, a single white songbird fluttered its wings and broke into song.

			Then a woman in the front of the crowd burst into a loud, joyous wail of thanks to Ahm and sank to her knees, and slowly, the rest did the same, a wave of homage that swept backwards through the plaza.

			Cera almost fell to her knees herself, bowled over by relief, but she kept her legs straight, locked in place, her eyes gazing into space, as Elena had instructed: this was only the first step, and there were so many more to take.

			*

			Kazim Makani sipped a peach sharbat and wished the evening would end as yet another kohl-eyed Jhafi lady glided up and enquired, ever so subtly, if it was indeed the case that he, a Keshi lord, was wed to a Rondian mage. He wasn’t married, but that was not because of any lack of commitment, which went deeper than anyone here could imagine. He was a Souldrinker, but he no longer had to kill to maintain his power, for their bond of love had become a gnostic bond, replenishing him as if they were one being. It was far easier to gravely assure the noblewoman that he was indeed married to Lady Alhana, and that Ahm had been generous to give him such a wife, blessed as they both were with the gnosis. He had to restrain himself from laughing as the woman scrabbled to get away, all but poking his eye out with a gesture against the evil eye.

			It’s either laugh or go mad.

			The hardest part of the evening was still to come: dinner. Elena had been drilling him on table etiquette among the nobility, and though it sounded simple enough there was much to remember. Eat with the right hand – slowly! – and don’t finish everything on your plate. Sip your drink; don’t eat when someone talks to you; take your time and lots more besides.

			‘You can always eat in your room afterwards,’ she’d said. ‘It’s not really a meal; think of it as more like a conversation with nibbles.’

			But it was the nuances that were confusing him; like what to do with his left hand, and how to remember all these accursed titles. He was deeply regretting leaving Elena’s side, but right now she was in earnest conversation with a Jhafi lord on the other side of the room. Her shining blonde hair marked her out in this sea of glossy black hair and dark skin. Her face was tanned but recognisably Yurosian, with crow’s feet around her eyes that gave away that she was much older than him. He didn’t care: she was a mage, and would enjoy a long and vigorous life. With him.

			‘Lord Makani?’

			He turned, and found the one person in the room he’d been avoiding: Cera Nesti, a young woman with thick black hair plaited around her head, deep-set eyes and a grave manner. Elena had exchanged Cera and Timori for the life of the Rondian spymaster Gurvon Gyle, and he still doubted they’d got the best of that deal. Timori might make a good king one day, but this Cera Nesti seemed untrustworthy – she’d already betrayed Elena once. Was she truly worth losing the ferret-faced Rondian? He was someone who could turn the tides of war with a single knife-thrust – and he was Elena’s former lover. Not that he was jealous of the man; far from it; he just knew he’d sleep easier if Gyle was dead.

			He turned his attention to Cera, who’d been waiting patiently for him to acknowledge her. He sketched a bow. ‘My Queen,’ he said politely, though she wasn’t his queen at all.

			‘I’ve been wanting to meet you,’ Cera said, ‘ever since the news came to Brochena that Elena and an unknown Keshi had been attacking Dorobon soldiers. I’ve been wondering who you were.’

			Kazim had never been a shy youth, or modest – but that was before he’d become a Hadishah assassin, killed Antonin Meiros, the most famous mage in the world, and discovered he was a Souldrinker. Now he’d rather talk about almost anyone other than himself. ‘My parent was Ordo Costruo,’ he lied, giving the agreed story. ‘There’s not much more to tell.’

			Cera looked sceptical. ‘Were you raised in Dhassa? Your accent is unusual.’

			‘Er, no . . . in Lakh.’

			‘Really? Teshwallabad?’

			‘No, Baranasi.’

			‘Ah – but your parents were Keshi, yes?’

			‘Yes.’ This much is true. ‘My father was severely wounded in the First Crusade and taken in by a Lakh trader. He took my parents south to Lakh so he could care for him.’

			‘That was a great kindness.’ Cera studied him frankly, but not in the way that women usually did. He was used to women looking at him speculatively, but her eyes were cool and distant. She’d been condemned as a safian, and though it was clear most Jhafi thought it a lie concocted by the Rondians to justify ridding themselves of a troublesome young woman, Elena believed it to be true. It felt odd to be in the company of such a one. There had sometimes been gossip in his youth about this or that girl liking her female friends far too much, but he’d never met someone he actually knew was . . . that. It left him unsure how to react.

			‘How did you come to return to the north?’ Cera asked.

			‘I heard the call for shihad,’ he said after a moment. That too was at least part of the whole story. ‘I should join Elena—’

			‘Wait! Would you please tell Elena that . . . that I won’t let her down again. I swear it.’ Cera looked up at him, her dark eyes full of pain.

			‘Can’t you tell her yourself?’

			‘I don’t think I can,’ she admitted. ‘Not in a way she’ll believe. I was so stupid to listen to Gyle – but I was scared, and . . . I thought I was protecting Timori.’

			Elena hadn’t told him the details of what had happened – she had to come to that in her own time. But he thought his lover did want to find a way to forgive. ‘I’ll tell Alhana what you said,’ he promised. And it is time for her to tell me what happened, so I will know the signs if it happens again.

			She turned away, then stopped. ‘Does Elena have a plan to get us out of here?’

			He grinned, despite his wariness. ‘Most certainly, yes.’

			*

			Elena Anborn tied down her pack and buckled on her sword belt, then looked around the room where she and Kazim had spent the past week. She was thankful to be able to cast aside the bekira-shroud and courtly manners and get back to being who she really was: a mage and a warrior.

			Beside her, Kazim flexed and stretched, as impatient as she to be moving. For a week they’d been laying plans with Mekmud, Cera and those of Mekmud’s advisors he really trusted. Lybis was no place to try and start a war from, not when the Nesti’s main strength was in Forensa, on the far side of the kingdom, and Mekmud accepted this, though he clearly wanted Elena and Kazim to stay. The best he’d been able to wrangle from Cera, who’d grown into a shrewd negotiator despite her youth, were unspecified promises of aid. Once they’d gone, Mekmud would fight on regardless, and hope the Rondians withdrew once open war broke out.

			‘Where is Gyle now?’ Kazim asked.

			Elena sighed. ‘I don’t know. He might be in Lybis town, just a few miles away, or he might be back to Brochena by now. But if I were him, I’d be trying to pen us in here, and that’s why we need to get out.’

			‘I can’t wait,’ he said fervently.

			In her gnostic sight, Kazim’s nature was clear: she could clearly see the tainted aura of the Souldrinker, the tendrils embedded in her own aura, but they were so entwined now that the further she and Kazim were apart, the more it hurt; even a few hundred yards was hard. They were Mage and Dokken in love, bound together in unprecedented ways, with nothing in history or legend to guide them – they were making it up as they went.

			‘Then let’s go,’ she said firmly.

			As they left the room together, her eyes lingered over the stone latticed windows where they’d sipped coffee and watched the sunset from a tangle of pillows and blankets. It had been a beautiful interlude.

			They descended a spiral stair, emerging on battlements overlooking the valley. The dawn air was cool, for all that it was summer. Elena’s eyes were drawn upwards to two small Rondian windskiffs circling high above. Was Gurvon Gyle up there, or Rutt Sordell? Neither, she hoped.

			A mental touch nudged her consciousness and she responded, then signalled to the waiting group below to join her. Cera and Timori were among them, dressed in travelling clothes and rubbing bleary eyes.

			A sentry shouted as a large windship swam into view from around a bluff. Its sails bore the emblem of the Holy Inquisition of Kore: a scarlet Sacred Heart impaled on the Dagger that slew Corineus. Alarm bells clanged wildly in the gate-tower and men began to pour from the barracks.

			Elena pursed her lips as the two windskiffs darted toward the ship, no doubt sending greetings back and forth. The next few moments would tell her whether this was going to go smoothly or not. She gripped the stone wall, watching as the skiffs ran up alongside the Inquisition vessel. Beside her, the emir’s men peered anxiously upwards.

			There were only half a dozen sailors visible on the warbird, which was some fifty yards long, with swivel-mounted ballistae fore and aft. The rough-clad captain was exchanging words with the nearest skiff-pilot, though they were too far off for Elena to make out what they were saying.

			Suddenly shapes rose from concealment on the Inquisition ship and the ballistae, giant crossbows on swivel-mounts, swung round. She saw fire ignite as the crew set alight the bundles of rags that had been tied behind the spearheads – then the bolts went searing across the sky like comets.

			The nearest skiff was swatted sideways as the bolt slammed into the mast and sent the little ship spinning over and over. Arms and legs flailed in vain as the pilot fell towards the ground just as his craft burst into flames. But he was the fortunate one. The other mage-pilot was convulsing wildly as he was pinned to the mast by the bolt, engulfed by the flames that roared up his sails. Without his gnosis to move it, his craft lost impetus and just hung, burning, in the air.

			On the walls, the soldiers were bewildered: enemies fighting enemies in the skies above was quite beyond their experience. Elena frowned as the falling pilot engaged Air-gnosis and soared away down the valley, arms spread and robes flapping madly. He wasn’t as fast as a skiff, and he’d not be able to get far, but she’d hoped to kill both men.

			She looked to the warbird, calling mentally, <BRING HER IN! BRING HER IN!>

			The emir’s officers had succeeded in reassuring the soldiers that the incoming windship was friend, not foe, and when the trumpeter blared a few notes, the call to attention, and the noise in the courtyard barely lessened, Emir Mekmud shouted, ‘Be still!’ When his men were once again silent and giving him their full attention, he called, ‘No matter what you now see, keep your hands from your weapons!’

			‘What’s happening?’ Timori asked loudly.

			‘The windship does indeed belong to the Rondian Inquisition – but it has been stolen by friends!’ Mekmud shouted. He was greeted by cheers which died away as he added, ‘Those onboard are allies of Lady Alhana – and they are not human.’

			The onlookers gasped, and as one the eyes of the soldiers flashed as they stared at Elena. This would be as near to a demon as any of these men would ever see, and she hoped they would be able to keep calm. ‘The ship is piloted by men,’ she called in Jhafi. ‘But the fighters aboard are Naga!’

			A palpable sense of superstitious awe was generated by her words: though the emir’s people were Amteh, most would know something of Omali mythology and the tales of the snakemen who helped the gods to create the world – though she doubted any here would ever have believed in them.

			And quite rightly, she added wryly to herself. Well, they’re in for a surprise now!

			The windship sailed right to the walls and came about, silhouetted by the rising sun against the glorious pink and gold dawn sky. She heard cries of wonder as a shape swarmed up the masts and furled the sails, moving with incredible agility – thanks to the massive snake-tail he had instead of legs. As the creature came into sight the watching Jhafi could see that his skin was scaly and green, and a crest like a rooster’s adorned his skull. Others appeared on deck, equally inhuman – and heavily armed.

			Though Elena had called them ‘Naga’ so the Jhafi would know what to expect, these creatures named themselves ‘lamia’, from Lantric legend – although that was no more accurate, for they hadn’t been created by gods, but constructed by magi, illegally using Animagery to blend men and reptiles in a bid to make better soldiers.

			l still can’t believe my wayward nephew is responsible for me having an Inquisition windship full of escaped constructs at my beck and call, she thought, and offered up a heartfelt, Thank you, Alaron!

			‘Lady Elena?’ the largest male ‘Naga’ called as ropes were thrown down and lashed to stanchions along the wall.

			‘Kekropius – you’re right on time!’

			The emir’s men stared in fear and fascination: few had even seen windships this close, let alone creatures straight out of myth, and they backed away as the lamia Elder flowed down a rope to the battlements. Kekropius had a human upper body broad enough to rival even Kazim’s, but the length of his thick, lithe snake trunk made him a giant. Though his face was almost human, his slitted amber eyes, skin tones and musculature made him look utterly alien.

			Elena swept into a respectful bow. Kekropius might not pick up the nuances of the greeting, but the men watching would certainly understand her open acknowledgement of friendship and equality.

			Hopefully that will be enough to prevent any of Mekmud’s men from panicking and doing something stupid. ‘Welcome, welcome, and thrice welcome,’ she cried aloud in Rondian, seizing Kekropius’ right hand with both of hers. ‘It is very good to see you, my friend!’

			‘And you, Elena,’ the lamia replied, before embracing Kazim, causing murmurs of wonder among those watching. ‘The kin of Alaron our Guide has only to ask and we will come.’

			I wonder if I’ll ever get to tell my nephew about all this . . .

			Elena turned to Mekmud. ‘Kekropius, this is Emir Mekmud bin al’Azhir. This is his keep, the Kiskale.’

			Kekropius straightened, then bowed – not deep enough by Jhafi standards, but Mekmud had been forewarned that these creatures didn’t know their ways, so took no offence – no doubt a creature such as this bowing to him at all would hugely elevate his standing.

			‘My people thank you for the bequest you have given us,’ Kekropius said solemnly, and Elena translated his words. The distant river valley where the lamiae had settled might have been uninhabited, but it was part of the emir’s lands. ‘In return’ – Kekropius signalled to the waiting windship and six more lamiae began writhing athletically down the ropes – ‘these six will serve you, Lord Emir, for the period of this war, and if any fall, they will be replaced.’

			Elena couldn’t quite hide her wince, though she had helped broker the deal; six males was a significant number for the lamiae, for the tribe numbered barely sixty, and that included the females and children.

			By now everyone in the keep had found a perch to watch, and as it became apparent that the six lamiae were going to stay, eyes widened with wonder and excitement and they scarcely noticed the baggage being hoisted into the windship.

			Elena went down on one knee to Mekmud and let him draw her back to her feet and kiss both her cheeks in farewell. ‘They are swift learners,’ she reassured him. ‘They’ll pick up your tongue very quickly. They do have the gnosis – it’s part of their very being and they use it instinctively – but they don’t have the deep training of a Rondian mage, nor experience in war. Use them sparingly, I beg you.’

			‘I cannot protect them from all danger, Alhana,’ the emir replied, ‘but I believe Gyle will leave once he learns that you’ve gone. I shall then retake my city, and afterwards harass the Rondians as I can.’

			She clasped his hands. ‘You have our sincere thanks. Once we’ve made Forensa, I’ll be in contact.’

			‘Sal’Ahm, Alhana. I will instruct the Godsingers to offer up prayers to you.’

			She laughed. ‘I doubt an Amteh cleric will ever pray for a heathen mage, my lord!’

			‘They’ll do what I tell them,’ Mekmud bristled.

			No doubt they will, if they know what’s best for them. She bowed in thanks again.

			Timori led the way up the rope ladders, moving with all the gangly fearlessness of a child. His sister followed more awkwardly, and Elena and Kazim brought up the rear. Kazim signalled they were all safely aboard and lamiae rushed to loose the anchor ropes and hoist the sails as one of their number released energy from the keel and sent the craft into the air again.

			As the emir and his men raised their arms in farewell, the windship turned majestically and set sail for the east, and Forensa.

			Lybis, Javon, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Gurvon Gyle slouched on the Emir of Lybis’ ornate but deeply uncomfortable throne at the head of a long council table. He drained his wine goblet, then crushed it in a gnosis-strengthened hand. It was pewter, but dipped in gold, beautifully engraved with hunting scenes and decorated with gems, a rare and valuable piece – but right now he didn’t give a rukking shit about that. ‘You’re telling me they’ve escaped the Kiskale?’

			The soot-stained, battered and bruised young mage standing before him cringed. He’d flown the ten miles from the Kiskale to Lybis on Air-gnosis after his skiff was shot from the skies, and he was almost out on his feet. ‘It was an Inquisition ship . . . we thought they were friends . . .’

			‘We don’t have any bloody friends in the Kore-bedamned Inquisition!’ Gyle erupted. ‘We’re mercenaries, you rukking imbecile! What on Urte possessed the two of you to pull alongside and blow kisses to them?’

			The pilot glanced at his captain, Endus Rykjard, but got no sign of support. He hung his head, as well he might: they’d lost not just his fellow wind-pilot, but two valuable skiffs to that piece of stupidity.

			‘Sir, I’m sorry – I won’t . . . I mean, I’ll be more . . .’

			‘Get out!’ Gurvon bellowed. ‘Before I throw you out the window!’

			The pilot fled to the sound of sniggers from Rutt Sordell, the other man in the room. Rutt had always enjoyed seeing bright young mages being put in their place.

			Gurvon was becoming sick of Rutt’s bitterness. The Argundian complained incessantly that his senses were failing. That was the price of no longer being a full human: the real Rutt Sordell was a Necromantic scarab burrowed into Guy Lassaigne’s head, controlling Lassaigne’s body. But Rutt was nothing if not loyal, clinging tenaciously to his ‘life’ so he could continue to serve Gurvon. At least Lassaigne was a pure-blood, as Rutt had been before losing his body.

			Worryingly, in the way of pets coming to resemble their masters, Lassaigne’s body now bore a real resemblance to the original Sordell: the once toned, healthy-looking courtier was now florid, anxious and flabby. And he was drinking far too much.

			‘Gurv, it wasn’t Marklyn’s fault,’ the Hollenian snapped, protective of his man – once he wasn’t around to hear.

			‘Then is it your fault, Endus?’ Gurvon shouted. ‘If you hadn’t been spending all day screwing Jhafi whores, maybe you’d have been able to brief them better? Or maybe you’d have even been there!’

			Rykjard’s affable face hardened. ‘Don’t you tell me how to run my lads! Marklyn and Jesset knew their business. But an Inquisition ship, Gurv? Who knew—? Did you?’

			‘Of course not!’ Gurvon snarled. He hurled the crushed goblet into the corner of the room, and was abruptly thirsty again. ‘Shit! I wanted Elena locked up in that damned fort! I wanted her contained!’

			Rutt raised a cautious hand. ‘We’ve only got eight more skiffs – there’s no way we could have stopped a warbird, Gurvon. And those snakemen . . . well, you know what they can do.’

			Gyle shuddered. These impossible creatures Elena had somehow magicked up had not just ambushed a full maniple of Rykjard’s men, but killed them all – every single soldier: five hundred men!

			He seldom lost his temper, but he could feel himself fraying at the edges as the stakes rose. With an effort he cooled down. ‘I’m sorry, Endus. I misspoke. Marklyn did well to get out alive. Tell him I said so.’

			‘It’s hard to nail Elena down,’ Endus said. ‘You know that better than anyone.’

			Meaning that I was nailing her for twenty years and still couldn’t control her. ‘I do,’ he conceded. ‘I presume she’ll make for Forensa.’

			‘We can’t stop her,’ Rutt put in, ‘but perhaps others can? Betillon has a few warbirds in Brochena.’

			Gurvon grimaced at the mention of the Governor of Hebusalim. While he’d been Elena’s prisoner Mater-Imperia Lucia had lost confidence in him and sent Tomas Betillon to Javon to fix things. Yes, the Crusade depended upon supplies from Javon, so he could just about understand Lucia’s concerns. But Gurvon had little reason to love Betillon: they’d been on opposite sides of the Noros Revolt twenty years ago and seeking his help tasted bad. But Rutt’s idea had some merit.

			‘We’ll give it a try, I suppose. If he can intercept that damned warbird and bring it down, so much the better. We can’t afford a three-way conflict.’

			‘Sure, but what next?’ Endus asked. ‘The rest of my legion are marching up from Baroz; they’ll get here in a few days. Do we still plan on taking that hill fort, what’s it called – the Kiss-my-cock?’

			‘Kiskale,’ Rutt replied, prissy as ever. ‘We should teach that emir a lesson at the very least,’ he added. He’d been in Lybis when the emir had revolted, and he took such things personally.

			‘Pointless. The emir can keep his Kore-forsaken hole for all I care.’ Gurvon got up and went to the map, unrolled on the table and weighted down by a selection of priceless goblets and decanters. He poured more wine and poked the map. ‘Betillon is in Brochena with a legion of Kirkegarde, and presumably now controls the Dorobon legions, some fifteen thousand men. We’ve got twenty-five: Adi’s legion at the Krak, your lot in Baroz, Staria with her ten thousand at the Rift Forts and Hans Frikter’s legion near Riban. Plus we can bring the Gorgio legions down from Hytel, provided they don’t throw in with Betillon.’

			Rutt blinked owlishly. ‘Haven’t I told you? I scryed Hytel last night: the Gorgio family are falling apart: Alfredo’s bastards are at war with each other. They’re all vying for control.’

			Gurvon stared. ‘What? But Alfredo Gorgio—’

			‘—is dead,’ Rutt interrupted. ‘On the day Portia Tolidi gave birth to Francis Dorobon’s son, Alfredo rode to the cliffs and hurled himself into the ocean. They never recovered his body.’

			‘Rukka mio, I was only gone for a month!’ Gurvon downed the wine and poured another. ‘Is Constant still emperor? Is Mater-Imperia still a bitch? Does Luna still float in the heavens?’

			‘They say the whole Gorgio court is in terror of Portia Tolidi.’ Endus licked his lips. ‘She has the gnosis now – through pregnancy manifestation – and no one to teach her how to use it. By the sound of it she’s completely out of control. Send me up there, Gurv. I’ll straighten her out.’ He sniggered like a college boy. ‘The hard way.’

			‘No, Endus. Hytel is irrelevant. They’ve no magi.’ Gurvon studied the map thoughtfully. ‘Let Betillon worry about them. Anyone he sends to bring them into line will be away when we strike. I’m more concerned about the Jhafi – there are more than five million natives in Javon. I know most have no military value, but the Rimoni-dominated cities of Riban, Forensa and Loctis worry me, especially if they act in concert. Dealing with Cera and Timori Nesti is crucial.’

			Endus Rykjard looked at him ironically. ‘You let them go, Gurv.’

			‘I’m lucky I had them as a bargaining chip, or I’d not be here,’ he replied, while inwardly acknowledging that Endus was absolutely right. He tapped the map. ‘Endus, I’m sorry, you urgently need to turn your men round and send them back to Baroz. We must control the trade routes. Can you leave immediately?’

			‘Of course.’ Rykjard stood and finished his wine. ‘Keep me posted, Gurv.’ He gave a sloppy salute and swaggered out.

			A good man, but he spends too much energy on whoring and drinking.

			He turned to Rutt. ‘I want you to pull everyone we can spare out of Yuros and fly them here, to Javon.’ It was a chilling thought that of all the magi-agents he’d brought to Javon, Elena had killed them all except Rutt, who’d be dead too if he wasn’t a Necromancer.

			‘But boss,’ Rutt replied, looking worried, ‘everyone left in Yuros is in deep. Some of those plays you’ve had running for years.’

			‘Rutt, this is a kingdom we’re talking about. Those swindles I’ve got running in Rondelmar are nothing compared to this. Right now we need our people, badly.’

			‘But most of them aren’t fighters, boss: they’re thieves and courtiers and assassins. And you’ll still need ears in Pallas.’

			He’s right: I’m overreacting. But the nagging feeling that this was going to get worse before it got better persisted. He’d have to compromise.

			‘All right, let’s bring those outside Pallas at least: I want Sylas, Brossian, Veritia, and their apprentices. And Drexel too: he was apprenticed to Elena for a time – perhaps he can get close to her where others can’t. That’s what, eleven magi? Tell them I’ll double their money.’ He added, ‘You too, Rutt. Double the money, backdated to the start of the Moontide.’

			‘I don’t do this for the money, Gurvon. You know that. But I’ll take it, of course,’ Rutt added, with a faint smile. ‘I’ll find some staves and contact them immediately.’

			‘Bring me one too, will you? I suppose I’d better speak to Betillon.’

			Brochena, Javon, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Tomas Betillon had been enjoying such an excellent morning that it was only to be expected that the day would go downhill in the afternoon. Nothing good lasted in this Kore-forsaken place. Radiant heat throbbed up from the stones and down from the skies. In the distance the dried-up salt-lake, which was apparently full for only a few months after the annual rains, was eye-blisteringly white.

			He’d been presiding over an execution: some crime-lord that Gyle had been pussy-footing around in one of his usual highly suspect games of cat and mouse. Betillon didn’t have the patience for any of that; he just had the man brought in and racked. Mustaq al’Madhi was a fat, balding man who looked like a shopkeeper but apparently ran half the crime in the city. He’d had him and his male kin publically hanged and displayed them on the city wall. Examples had to be made.

			By way of spreading his favours, he’d given the criminal’s women to the rankers to screw, apart from one, a skinny little maid who looked girlish enough to stir his own blood. She was roped up in one of the bed chambers awaiting his pleasure – his pleasure, not hers.

			The Grandmaster of the Kirkegarde legion who had come with him to Javon, a scar-faced mage-knight named Lann Wilfort, leaned against the nearest pillar, picking his teeth. He’d just been expounding on the need to go north and knock some Gorgio heads together. ‘I’ll bring back the Tolidi bint for you to break,’ Wilfort was saying. ‘The Hytel mines are vital.’

			‘I don’t care about this Tolidi woman,’ Betillon replied with a wave of the hand. He preferred unbled virgins, the younger the better, and the famed beauty of Portia Tolidi held little attraction, especially not when she’d so recently given birth – what an ugly mental image that was. She’ll be fat and stretched and ugly now, not to mention amply used by Francis Dorobon, they say. Why would I want that? ‘Forget Hytel. We can’t afford to send anyone, not until Gyle comes to heel.’

			‘But the mines . . .’ Wilfort rubbed his scar, which ran from his right eye to the remaining stump of his ear. ‘They provide this wasteland with all its iron.’

			‘Irrelevant for now: it’s food the Crusade needs. We’ve got to take the Krak in the south or Kaltus’ legions are going to starve.’

			Wilfort whistled softly. ‘The Krak di Condotiori . . . defended by a mercenary legion . . . I’d call that nigh on impregnable.’

			‘Not from the north. The Krak’s main defences face south.’ Betillon scratched his crotch and thought about the skinny Jhafi girl tied up in his suite. Was she scared enough yet? She’d be ripening nicely, but he could let her stew a little longer.

			Or maybe not . . . The stench of the bodies was becoming unpleasant and he began to rise when a familiar gnostic contact nudged against his awareness. He fed the link, and shuffled into the shade of a wall, away from prying ears. <Gyle? What in Hel do you want?>

			<I’ve got information for you.> Gurvon Gyle sounded tense, as well he might.

			<Sure you have. Lies and misdirection, I’m sure. But say on . . . >

			<This is truth: there is an Inquisition windship sailing from Lybis to Forensa. It’ll pass the northern reaches of Brochena inside two days. You must intercept it.>

			<Really? Inquisition? What are those bastards doing here?>

			<It’s not piloted by Inquisition: it’s been stolen.>

			<Stolen? Who by, Gyle? You?>

			<No. By Elena Anborn.>

			Tomas rocked back on his heels, momentarily discomforted. Gyle had supposedly been Anborn’s captive, but perhaps they were colluding – they had been lovers, after all . . . perhaps they still were. <Really? She stole it? From where? There haven’t been Inquisitors operating in Javon throughout this Crusade.>

			<Look, she’s got one, all right?> Gyle snapped, unusually brittle. <You must intercept!>

			<Why should I?>

			<Because it’s got Cera Nesti and Timori Nesti onboard.>

			This sounded ever more far-fetched. <Cera Nesti is dead.>

			<She isn’t. I faked her death, and exchanged her life for mine. She’s alive, and she’s more dangerous than Timori or Elena. She could rouse the whole of Javon.>

			Gyle faked Cera Nesti’s death? Betillon almost laughed. Sweet Kore, the man spins in strange circles! But even if this was true and not some ruse to divert his attention, he was unmoved. <I’m not scared of Noories, Gyle. Even if I believed you, scouring the skies for one windship just isn’t practical. Let her rouse the kingdom: I’m planning on making an example of Forensa anyway.>

			<You underestimate the danger—>

			<No, you over-estimate it. Listen to me, Gyle. You’ve run out of friends. Lucia might have liked your plan, but she’s lost patience with you. Get out of the nursery while you can: the grown-ups are here now, and your toys are about to be crushed.>

			<You’re not the big boy here, Tomas,> Gyle retorted. <Three legions to my five, and most of yours are Dorobon conscripts. It’s you who should be getting out. And if you don’t intercept Elena, you’ll regret it, I promise you.>

			<Fuck off, Gyle.> He broke the connection with a savage burst of energy, vindictively burning out Gyle’s relay-stave. I hope I seared your fingers, you arsehole.

			He re-ran the conversation in his head, then shrugged. I’m not going to jump at his behest. He doubted there was any windship; more likely it was some trick. Gyle was right about their relative strength, though, and that troubled him. He needed more men. Perhaps I need to woo that damned Tolidi bint in Hytel after all . . .

			He waved offhandedly at Wilfort. ‘Finish this,’ he growled, gesturing to the line of men still waiting to be executed. He surveyed the crowds below: skinny, unwashed Jhafi, staring up at the scaffolding bearing the broken prisoners, their faces sickly and frightened. Look and learn, mudskins.

			He waved his personal aide forward. Mikals, a portly Hollenian, shared his taste for young flesh. ‘Let’s go and see about the afternoon’s entertainment. Have you had her washed?’

			‘She’s had her Noorie stink rinsed off, my lord. I left Pendris to oil her.’ Mikals rubbed his hands together. ‘A feisty bint, this one. She should be entertaining.’

			They strode together through the palace, past the Kirkegarde sentries at each door, reaching the inner bailey just as a skinny Jhafi boy wearing the Betillon livery skittered out. He glanced after the boy, a little puzzled to see a native in his livery, but Mikals was talking, describing a furnace he’d found, perfect for disposing of the girl’s body after they’d done with her.

			‘Pendris better not have done more than oiled her,’ he growled, clapping Mikals on the shoulder. ‘I want first flower – she is a virgin, I trust?’

			‘Not this one, Lord,’ Mikals replied. ‘Well used, I deem – everyone knows Noorie women can’t keep their legs together. But even so, she is young and nubile enough to please you.’

			His anticipation soured a little. ‘I suppose a virgin was too much to hope for,’ he acknowledged. This one had caught his eye during the capture of Mustaq al’Madhi – she’d put up quite a fight, and that would make her conquest all the sweeter. They climbed the stairs to the royal suite, to the room he’d set aside for his pleasure. He paused at the door, grinned at Mikals and pushed open the door.

			A river of blood flowed down the middle of the floor. Its wellspring was young Pendris’ throat, which had been laid open ear to ear. The young man was lying on his back in the blood, naked and paling as he bled out. Untied ropes were turning scarlet, soaking up the blood. The girl was gone.

			Betillon clenched his fists, suppressing the urge to immediately immolate this whole tableau. Mikals blanched and fell against the wall: the unlucky Pendris was his only son. Slowly his hand raised, pointing at something scrawled in blood on the wall.

			ALHANI.

			Betillon growled. ‘What is that word? Is it her name?’

			Mikals shook his head. ‘No. Her name was Tarita.’

			‘Then what does “Alhani” mean?’

			‘It doesn’t mean anything . . .’ He paused, his face almost as white as his son’s. ‘Well, except . . . I’ve heard that the Jhafi called Elena Anborn “Alhana”, so maybe “Alhani” would be like a plural of that? Or a collective noun, maybe?’

			Betillon stared. Fuck! Has Elena Anborn been here?

			Then he remembered the skinny boy in his own livery, going the other way unchecked, because of course the guards only questioned those entering. He hammered his fist into the wall.

			Alhani . . .

			‘Bring the rest of the women from al’Madhi’s house,’ he ordered. ‘And the chief torturer. I want to know all there is to know about this Tarita.’
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			Broken Bridges

			The Leviathan Bridge

			Symbols are powerful things. They inspire us all, which is another reason why we must build this bridge: not just to facilitate trade and understanding and improve the lives of millions, though those benefits are clear. This bridge will become a symbol, a link between East and West, tangible proof that two continents which once were joined may be so again, to the benefit of all. This Bridge will be a sign of hope, of better days to come. Bridges link us, allowing us to bypass obstacles and reach places we otherwise could not go. Let this one be the greatest of all.

			Antonin Meiros, Construction Proposal IV, Pontus, 702

			Near Vida, Southern Kesh, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Getting out of Shaliyah had been a desperate situation, and so too breaking into Ardijah. But this camp could be the worst of all, because getting out might require fighting their own people, and Ramon Sensini wasn’t sure the Lost Legions were ready for that.

			They’d marched into the East for many reasons, these rankers from Noros and Argundy and the other provinces of the Rondian Empire: some because they truly believed that Kore had commanded them to fight the infidel; some for loyalty to the empire, or to their liege-lord. But for most, the motivations were more prosaic. Unless you were a mage or a merchant, life in Yuros offered little more than a plough or a pick, scratching a living from the earth, with nothing to look forward to but a mug of ale at the end of the day. The Crusades offered a chance to get out of the endless cycle of poverty. And no one cared much about the rights and wrongs; they just wanted to return to their farms and villages alive and with as much coin as they could scrounge.

			Ramon’s own motives were more complex: he’d been born to a serving girl who’d been raped by a Rondian mage. His mother, barely thirteen when she gave birth, had been taken in by the head of the Retia familioso in Silacia – not that there’d been any kindness in the deed, only Pater-Retiari’s desire to secure control of a mage-child. As Ramon grew older and harder to manage, the threat of violence against his mother had kept him in line. Revenge was what motivated Ramon, against both true and adopted fathers, and freedom for his mother: these needs underpinned everything he did.

			He’d entered this Crusade with a plan. Trying to get twelve thousand legionaries safely home had never been part of that, and yet here he was – along with thirty wagon-loads of gold he’d acquired along the way. All carefully concealed, of course.

			How in Hel can I get us all across that damned river?

			‘Any ideas?’ Seth Korion muttered quietly as they surveyed the Tigrates. The river was one of the main arteries of northern Antiopia, and over a mile wide. On the opposite bank, shimmering like a mirage, was a dark mass of stone: the fortress-town of Vida, which presided over the one bridge for hundreds of miles – except there was no bridge now, only the stumps of the support pillars, blackened by fire. The rainy season was a month past but the waters were still in spate, making the Tigrates an impassable barrier to a force without boats or windships.

			Ramon had left the birthing bed of his first child and ridden four hours through the desert to be here, on the banks of the river. It was pre-dawn, the eastern glow behind him heralding another scorching day to come.

			‘I just got here,’ he grumped at Korion. Try thinking for yourself, he didn’t add. Seth was no strategist or tactician, and it was Ramon himself who’d practically forced him into being the titular head of their small force. He could hardly complain about the tool he’d chosen to use.

			At least the Korion name still had power. Ramon was amazed at the sanguine reaction of the soldiers to this latest setback. They’d escaped Shaliyah and been penned in Ardijah and still they held together, with calm belief that those in charge would find a way back. At least part of that was the power of that magical word Korion. Since Shaliyah, Seth had added his own deeds to the lustre of his father’s illustrious career: the rankers believed in him too, now.

			This could break their hearts, though.

			‘Have we any word from the other side?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing – it’s like they don’t want to acknowledge we’re even here.’ Seth was blond and handsome enough, in a weak-chinned way, though his face was hardening, starting to slough away its youth. Ramon had known him for years – they’d both been educated at Turm Zauberin, the Norostein Arcanum. They’d loathed each other then, but a better person was emerging from the sulky, uncertain boy Seth had been.

			War surely does change people . . . Hel, look at me: I’m a father now . . .

			As if sensing the drift of his thoughts, Seth said, ‘By the way, Sensini, congratulations. I’m told it’s a girl?’

			‘Julietta,’ Ramon replied. ‘It’s a Rimoni name, but it’s common in Rondelmar too.’

			‘A good compromise,’ Seth approved. ‘Severine is well?’

			‘She’s complaining about everything, and wants her mother.’

			Severine Tiseme: the last person Ramon would have thought would be his lover, let alone have a child with. Severine was a highborn Rondian of Pallas, and as preening, self-absorbed, prissy and arrogant as that background implied. Even her rebellious spirit had manifested itself in ways typical of such circles: culminating in disgrace for penning snide poetry against the Sacrecours. But though that was the limit of her rebelliousness, her loathing for injustice and slavery was honest and passionate. Such idealism was odd to Ramon, a pragmat­ist of shifting morality, but he liked it in her; he felt like a better person when he was with her. Well, some of the time anyway. She was no saint, and neither was he; daughter or no, he had no idea if their relationship would survive the Moontide.

			‘It sounds like she’s recovering fast, then,’ Seth remarked, smiling. But he sobered as he stared across the dark waters. ‘I’m thinking of sending Prenton across in the skiff at dawn to find out what’s going on.’

			Ramon considered that. He was convinced that the massacre of the Second Army at Shaliyah had not been a fluke but a carefully planned sacrifice by Emperor Constant: to the emperor, Duke Echor of Argundy, the commander of the Southern Army, had been a bigger threat than the Sultan of Kesh. There was too much evidence that the Keshi had been lying in wait at Shaliyah for months preparing their defences, and that suggested collusion to him: Shaliyah had been a victory for both Emperor Constant and Sultan Salim.

			It was a mindboggling, treasonous thought.

			So how welcome would we survivors of Shaliyah be in Vida? he asked himself.

			His suspicions about Shaliyah weren’t the only dangerous notions he had: on their trek in and out of eastern Kesh they’d seen the Inquisition and the Kirkegarde, the military arms of the Church of Kore, engaged in slave-taking on a massive scale, using unprecedented and utterly illegal methods. He’d found them rounding up native Ahmedhassans and not just enslaving them or killing them, but something far worse: forcing their souls into animals and construct-creatures to be used by Kaltus Korion’s army. And they’d been using captive Souldrinkers wielding strange crystals to do the deed – when Souldrinkers were supposed to be abhorred by the Church and killed on sight. It was heresy on a grand scale, a crime that ought to be shouted from the rooftops . . . except that it was clearly sanctioned at the very highest levels.

			So now Ramon tried to work out if sending Baltus Prenton, currently their only pilot-mage with Severine still in her birthing-bed, to talk to the commander at Vida was sensible or stupid. The commander of the Vida garrison might have been under instructions to destroy the bridge anyway, but far more likely he’d had orders from the Inquisition to trap Seth’s force on the eastern shore, with the sultan’s army only days behind them.

			‘I don’t think Prenton would be permitted to come back,’ he told Seth gloomily. ‘Where’s your father’s army?’

			‘How would I know?’ Seth replied bitterly. ‘I last talked to my father almost two years ago. As far as I know, the Northern Army were marching on Hall’ikut, then retreating through Istabad. The Moontide ends in nine months so they should be beginning to pull back. Armies can march about ten miles a day, but in this heat they can’t sustain that pace, so he’ll move early. They’ll have to be at Southpoint by the end of Maicin for the crossing, so I’d say they’d be near Istabad by now. I don’t think he’ll help us, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

			‘If he found out someone had deliberately cut you off, he’d—’

			‘He’d what?’ Seth interrupted sourly. ‘Does he care? I don’t know. He put me in Echor’s army . . .’

			. . . knowing it was marching into disaster . . . Ramon grimaced. ‘Have you sent scouts looking for other crossings?’

			‘Of course, north and south. The river widens as it goes south, while to the north it’s narrower but still impassable. The land is flat as a table, except for a few low ridges at a place Coll found two days north of here.’

			‘Defensible?’

			‘Marginally – but there are no fords, so we’d still be better off going south.’

			‘The men are exhausted, Seth. We were pushing hard to get here, and Salim isn’t far behind us.’

			‘Perhaps we can parley with them?’ Seth ventured.

			Ramon frowned; he didn’t trust Seth’s judgement where the Keshi threat was concerned, not since Seth’s friendship with the Salim impersonator they’d held as hostage for a time. ‘No, we’ve played that card: Salim told us we had until the end of Septinon to cross the Tigrates or he’d have no choice but to attack, and that’s two days away – and we’ve got no way to cross the river.’

			‘Yes, but when we agreed those terms . . .’

			‘Rukka mio, they’re Keshi, Seth! They aren’t our friends!’

			‘But Salim—’

			‘That wasn’t Salim! That was Latif, who spends his life pretending to be someone else!’

			‘So he said. I think it really was Salim,’ Seth said mulishly.

			‘Well, how would we know? You never let us probe him.’

			‘That would have been wrong, Sensini! It could have broken him.’

			‘He was an enemy!’ Ramon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you have any idea what it looked like, you and him spending every waking hour together? To the men, you were fraternising with an enemy.’

			Seth waved a dismissive hand towards the tents. ‘We’ve got two thousand Khotri and Dhassan women in our baggage train – all I did was talk! Latif was better company than anyone in this army!’ He looked away, and changed the subject. ‘If we can’t cross by the end of Septinon we need to find a defensible position.’

			‘Well, at least we agree on that. It probably is too late to find a crossing. We need to think about defence. It’ll take days to dig in, wherever we go.’

			‘But we’re magi. Surely we can cross a river—?’

			‘Sure, we can! But our men? Think about it, Seth: the Tigrates is a mile wide, deeper than a three-storey building and flowing fast and hard as a mountain stream. And there are Inquisitors on the other side!’

			Seth fretted quietly, then made up his mind. ‘Then we’ll march north to the place Coll found and dig in.’

			‘That’s our only real option right now. Chin up, Lesser Son!’ He regretted using the old jibe even as he spoke it. One old philosopher had written, ‘Great men breed lesser sons’, and Ramon had gleefully picked up on it at college. He and his best friend Alaron Mercer had used the term to denigrate Seth Korion whenever they could, as revenge for the physical and mental bullying they’d endured from him and his cronies. But he knew Seth better now. ‘Truly,’ he added, ‘the rankers respect you, and so do I.’

			Seth accepted that. ‘You get some sleep. I’m going to see if I can at least ask the commander in Vida what’s going on. And . . . Sensini, thank you for coming. I know you’d rather be with Severine and your daughter.’

			They both started yawning; the sun would be rising soon and the men would be looking to their commanders to extricate them from this latest predicament, but Ramon had spent the previous day waiting to see if Sevvie would deliver and live, whether the child would come out bawling, or silent and cold. Right now, everything was just a little bit too much to deal with. So he stumbled back to his horse, Lu, who was being rubbed down by a groom, found his bedroll and looked for a quiet place on the far side of the corral, wrapped himself in a blanket and closed his eyes.

			When he woke next it was noon, the air was hot, past breathing comfortably, and someone was shaking his shoulder. ‘Wake up, sir. We’re on the move.’

			*

			Seth Korion wandered away from the river, seeking his fellow magi. This close to the river, the air was sultry, and half the rankers hadn’t even erected tents, sleeping instead beneath the stars. Here and there dark-skinned women slept among them, dusky creatures with pinched faces and bony limbs, some shockingly young, all refugees from their own kind, gambling their lives on the affections of an enemy soldier far from his own home. He wondered what it would be like to be that desperate. Did they love the man beside them, or was he just the last toss of a weighted dice?

			Despite being a pure-blood mage, his whole life had been ruled by fear – not of death or destruction, but more existential dreads: fear of failure, of falling short in his father’s eyes. Fear that his House’s fortunes would falter under his aegis. The name of Korion ranked high in the empire. The price of failing to consolidate and enhance that legacy would be subtle but terrible, and he’d never felt worthy of that burden.

			Winding his way through the churned sandy ruts that were the paths between the tents, he passed drowsy sentries and men stumbling to the trenches to piss, some saluting, others too tired to realise or care that they had just bumped into their commander. The air was thick with sweat and damp bodies, a sweat-sour miasma that was unpleasant to inhale. He found Baltus Prenton’s tent, shoved the flap open as he bent over and pushed in. ‘Baltus! Wake up! I need you to— Oh—’

			He flushed scarlet as a white blob in the semi-darkness resolved itself into buttocks with a pair of skinny legs, just as white, wrapped about them. The tangle of sheets and bodies fell still and two faces turned toward him: Baltus Prenton, the Brevian Air-mage, and Jelaska Lyndrethuse, the Argundian Necromancer, who was probably twice his age.

			‘Sorry! Sorry! I’ll wait outside!’

			‘We won’t be long,’ Prenton stammered.

			‘We’ll be as long as we like,’ Jelaska disagreed. ‘Rukk off, General.’

			Seth stumbled back out, tripped on a tent-peg and ended up on his arse. A sentry peered over at the commotion, then looked away as Seth stood, dusted himself off and went looking for fresh air.

			Ten minutes later, Prenton and Jelaska found him at the riverbank. Both were still flushed from their exertions, and maybe a little embarrassment. They were both wearing Dhassan long-shirts and leggings.

			‘Morning sir,’ Prenton grinned sheepishly, saluting. He was a career battle-mage and liked to keep things at least a little military.

			Not so Jelaska, who regarded all this saluting and the like as nothing more than men stoking each other’s egos. ‘What’s so important you just barge into someone’s tent?’ she demanded.

			Most considered Prenton a brave man when he’d started what Seth euphemistically termed ‘seeing’ Jelaska – for Jelaska’s partners had an unfortunate tendency to die, so much so that she considered herself cursed, even though curses didn’t actually exist; the gnosis didn’t work that way. But belief in curses was as old as belief in gods, and Jelaska didn’t get many suitors, though she was not unattractive, despite being gaunt and severe-looking; her world-weary face was shrouded in a tangle of softly ruffled grey hair. Her voice was husky, with a sultry timbre and for all her age, she had an enviable lust for life and living, which was ironic, considering she was a renowned Necromancer. Baltus Prenton, though, had a blithe confidence in himself, and he too enjoyed life to the full. If anyone was going to disprove the curse . . .

			‘We need to open up negotiations with the commander of the Vida garrison,’ Seth told them. ‘They’re ignoring gnostic communication, so it’ll have to be face to face.’

			‘Sure,’ Prenton said brightly. ‘Who’s going to talk to them?’

			‘I am,’ Seth replied firmly.

			‘Why you?’ Jelaska asked bluntly. She was a pure-blood too, and regarded herself as matriarch of the army.

			‘Because I’m the one person we can send who the garrison commander won’t dare to arrest.’

			Prenton scowled. ‘Unless Siburnius has got to him. That rukking Inquisitor . . .’ His voice trailed off and Seth tried to hide his shudder at the thought of Ullyn Siburnius, Commandant of the Twenty-Third Fist of the Inquisition, and his tame Souldrinker Delta; what they’d been doing to the Keshi and Dhassans they’d captured was both astounding and disturbing. And Siburnius had fled directly to Vida.

			‘That’s a risk we’ll have to take,’ he acknowledged. ‘We need to find out what’s happening – we’ve had no news for nine months, not since Shaliyah.’

			‘I’d like to know where your father is in all this,’ Jelaska agreed.

			‘Exactly.’

			‘I’ll come too.’

			‘No – you’re our strongest battle-mage. I want you here, with Ramon. I’m leaving him in charge.’

			Jelaska grunted in a most unladylike way. ‘Has Severine pushed out the baby yet?’

			Seth grinned. ‘A girl: Julietta.’

			‘Good. Hopefully that’ll help keep him focused on getting us all home.’ She laid a proprietary hand on Prenton’s shoulder. ‘Make sure you bring my man back, General. Or you’ll have me to answer to.’

			*

			Wind rushed through Seth’s hair as the skiff banked a hundred feet above the river and the walls of Vida. It was an hour past dawn, the best time of the day, and the walls were bathed in golden light. He sat in the fore-deck of the skiff, concentrating on the nearest tower where he could see a small cluster of men, mostly clad in red or black-and-white; legion or Church. Seth focused his sending on a tall man in the purple of senior Imperial service.

			<I repeat, my name is Seth Korion and I am ranking General of the Southern Army. I wish to parley with the garrison commander.>

			They circled again, Prenton using Air-gnosis to keep wind in his sails.

			Finally the aether crackled. <Battle-mage Korion,> the voice responded, pointedly ignoring his claimed rank. <I am Arch-Legate Hestan Milius of the Imperial Revenue. I authorise you to land in the courtyard beneath this tower.>

			Imperial Revenue? What are they doing here? An arch-legate was someone even his father would be wary of. They only got to such lofty ranks through purity of blood and absolute loyalty to the emperor.

			But by belittling Seth, Milius was belittling Seth’s men.

			<Greetings, Arch-Legate Milius. I repeat: I am the General of the Second Army, and demand acknowledgement of this, or I cannot parlay with you,> he replied, marvelling at his own daring.

			There was a vexed pause, then Milius replied tersely, <Acknowledged, General. Your safety and freedom are guaranteed.>

			This seemed as much aimed at those with him as Seth himself. I bet Siburnius is down there, urging him to have me locked up.

			Prenton took the windcraft down with practised ease, clearing the walls and dropping into a slate-stone courtyard. Seth climbed briskly from the hull and faced the trio who came to meet him. Introductions were made: Ullyn Siburnius was indeed present, together with the garrison commander, a half-blood noble named Bann Herbreux, who was promptly ignored. Here, only Arch-Legate Milius mattered.

			Milius was a tall and impressive-looking man with a flowing grey beard and shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair. He was clearly cultivating a look of eternal wisdom. ‘General Seth Korion, a pleasure to make your acquaintance,’ he boomed, striding forward and offering his hand: a conciliatory gesture as if among equals, even if Seth’s claim to general’s rank was flimsy – ‘by acclamation’ was still legal, but it hadn’t happened since the First Argundian War.

			‘Arch-Legate,’ Seth replied evenly, reminding himself that he had twelve thousand men and three thousand camp followers relying on him. ‘You’re far from Pallas.’

			‘The needs of the empire are many,’ Milius replied. ‘I’m told you’ve led your men out of Shaliyah? A great feat, worthy of your illustrious name.’

			So, flattery first . . . ‘It was a team effort, Arch-Legate. We all pulled together. But we aren’t safe yet.’ He indicated the river, invisible beyond the buttress walls behind him. ‘We had thought to cross here, but we find the bridges down.’

			‘The orders to retreat behind the Tigrates and destroy the bridges came some time ago. The timing is unfortunate, but I’m sure we can ferry your magi and officers across before any enemy arrive.’

			While my rankers and their women can rot in Hel, eh? ‘I have fifteen thousand souls in my care, Arch-Legate. I will see them all safe, not just those of rank.’

			Milius clearly regarded this as noble tosh. ‘Our windborne scouts report that the Keshi are less than thirty miles from here. You will likely see their mounted advance guard by tomorrow evening, if the weather holds. I doubt there is time to bring everyone across.’

			Kore’s Blood, are they that close? ‘Then my request that the bridge be repaired is all the more urgent. You should have sufficient timber and wood for the Earth- and sylvan-magi to work with. We can cross where the pillars stood and proceed to a staging ground south of the city.’

			Milius looked into the sky, as if studying the movement of the clouds for omens. ‘It might be possible,’ he acknowledged, ‘but we’ve insufficient stores to feed your soldiers, and much less can we accommodate your camp followers.’ His clear eyes met Seth’s briefly. ‘You must leave your Noorie whores behind, General.’

			‘Wives,’ Seth replied. ‘They are wives.’ Well, mostly. The ceremonies had been performed by his chaplain, Gerdhart, a priest of Kore, which made them legitimate. ‘We don’t leave our people behind.’

			Milius looked down his nose, but dropped the subject. He turned to face Seth fully, as if to emphasise the importance of his next words. ‘You have a battle-mage: one Ramon Sensini. I have a warrant for his arrest. Hand him over, and we can prepare an evacuation of your men to this side of the river.’ He thrust some papers at Seth, who took the sheath of parchment.

			He wasn’t really surprised; it was Ramon who’d been investigating whatever Siburnius was up to, and if he was right, it was ghastly – so of course Siburnius would want him silenced. And he’s got an Arch-Legate to help him . . . But why someone from the Imperial Revenue?

			The papers were indeed an arrest warrant, and carried the right seals. What surprised him was that they all related to fraud, impersonating a Treasury official or issuing false Imperial debt papers. It was bizarre, especially when put up against what Siburnius and his cronies were doing. I’d have suspected Sensini of a lot of things, but this? Slow anger kindled in his gut, the same anger he’d felt two weeks ago when he drove Siburnius from the refugee camp. Rukk you. Sensini might be a damned nuisance, but he’s one of us.

			He threw a cold look at the Inquisitor, standing there all relaxed and confident. ‘Sensini has been with the legions since the Moontide began. Are you sure he’s the right man?’

			Milius looked at him gravely. ‘The evidence is clear. Battle-mage Sensini has misused Imperial documentation in his role as Logisticalus of the Thirteenth Pallacios to create illegal promissory notes.’

			‘So what if he has?’ Seth replied. ‘His tactical skills have saved the army several times, and he has unearthed an Inquisition plot that violates the laws of Kore. I refuse to put that aside for a few piffling promissory notes.’

			Milius cocked an eyebrow, then quite deliberately dropped his voice. The air suddenly crackled around them as he shielded their words from being overheard, even by Siburnius, just a few feet away. ‘Seth – may I call you that? I think you fail to understand the extent of the issue. Ramon Sensini and his criminal confederates have fooled a group of investors into pouring money into the Crusade in unprecedented levels, in return for monopoly control of opium out of South Dhassa. Opium, Seth: a killer of families, the ruination of lives. The level of investment has contributed to severe inflation in Yuros, pushing basic commodities beyond the price of most men. People are starving in Yuros, Seth! Bread is now seventeen foli in Bricia! Seventeen!’ His face was aghast, as if he were revealing signs of Kore’s Purge and the Day of Returning, not the price of a loaf.

			Seth had understood about one word in three. ‘There is no opium in our column. Never has been.’ He turned his thoughts away from the rumour that Ramon had saved them all at Shaliyah by dumping opium powder in the path of the enemy and setting it alight. ‘As for the promissory notes: what proof is there?’

			Hestan Milius looked like a parent forced to explain something complicated to a child. ‘It is commendable that you defend your underlings, General, but his guilt is clear. Your only responsibility in this matter is to surrender him to justice, so that we can concentrate on the more urgent matter: the safety of your army.’

			Seth searched his memory of law classes from college, which he’d always enjoyed. Yes, that’s what I need! ‘To issue a warrant of arrest, someone must have submitted proof to the issuing Justiciar.’ He looked at the papers again. ‘That’s you. I’d like to see that proof. Otherwise I must suspect that Commandant Siburnius has misled you to protect himself.’

			‘The integrity of a servant of the Inquisition isn’t for even a general to question,’ Milius said heavily. ‘Your youth excuses you in part, Seth, but you must learn to trust the institutions you serve.’ Any pretence of friendliness was gone. Seth could feel Prenton twitching nervously; he might not be able to hear, but the anger on the Arch-Legate’s face was easy to read.

			‘I want to see proof,’ he repeated firmly. ‘For my own peace of mind.’ He wondered if he might have to fight his way out. I’d get about two feet.

			Milius sighed, reached into a pocket and produced another piece of paper. ‘Here, General.’

			It was an Imperial Promissory of the sort that Seth had seen floating about the legion, especially in the early months, usually in lieu of cash when settling gambling debts. They were mostly used by the logisticalus of each legion to facilitate transfer of supplies. He focused on the signature: illegible, but familiar. ‘It’s not Sensini’s signature.’ But it’s his handwriting, I’ll give you that. The seal wasn’t actually of the Imperial Treasury either: it was a heraldic crest of the sort the noble Houses used in Pallas. He recognised it, too; who wouldn’t?

			‘Do you recognise the crest?’ Milius asked.

			Seth nodded mutely. ‘Is it . . . genuine?’

			‘Of course not! He got hold of it somehow – stolen, most likely. We’ll recover it when we arrest him.’ He held out his hand for the papers and the promissory note. ‘Now, can we agree to this, General, and get on with saving your men?’

			Seth bit his lip, looking about him without focusing on anything. My father boasts of never leaving a man behind, but then he’s never lost a battle, so it’s probably never come up . . . And Ramon, the little shit, has been the one who got us out of Shaliyah, and into and out of Ardijah . . . I can’t just hand him over on their say-so. I saw that death-camp too . . .

			But he had fifteen thousand lives to protect.

			Damn this . . .

			Southern Kesh, on the continent of Antiopia

			Rami (Septinon) 929

			15th month of the Moontide

			Cymbellea di Regia was curled up in a foetal position when the ground began to tremble. The vibrations shook her back to awareness, though she’d not really been asleep. Part of her was amazed that she still lived and breathed. She’d been helpless in the care of these women for days, too ill and weak from blood-loss to move, her heart torn in two and her brain too numb to grasp the weak straws of consciousness that flowed past.

			She looked up at a wizened face so deeply brown it was almost black, one of several women who’d been shielding her from the clamour of the camp. Bunima, a widow from South Dhassa, had held her down, hugged her and whispered calm into her ears while the others pierced her womb and scraped out her unborn child. They’d protected her since, though she was not just of Yuros but a mage; she’d been sure they would just cast her outside the women’s camp to where the circling men were calling for her death. Stones had been hurled into the cluster of women, an indiscriminate rain of rock that had taken lives and broken bones, but the men had not actually dared to enter the women’s camp – she didn’t know why, and she didn’t know why the women were shielding her either. But Bunima with her smattering of Rondian had become her protector and carer, though they couldn’t hold more than a basic conversation.

			Only one man had entered: Zaqri, the father of her child. Her dead child. She could still hear his anguished cry as he realised what she’d done: the wail of a sinner cast into Hel. She’d seen him just once since, when he’d told her that he would wait for her recovery, then they would continue their hunt for the Scytale of Corineus. She wondered if he was still holding to that promise. Aborting a child among her people was not unusual; it carried little stigma – but here, it was a deadly sin, though of course it still happened. She knew her action had wounded Zaqri deeply, just as she’d also intended – but there was another reason, equally as pressing: their child was half Dokken, and no one knew what it might have been.

			Pater Sol! Mater Lune! Tell me I’ve done the right thing . . .

			But as always, there was no answer. Silence is the Voice of God, she’d once heard a priest say.

			The old woman said a few words, of which Cym picked out ‘soldiers’ and ‘sultan’ and ‘here’. She did understand that she was in danger if she stayed.

			Irrationally, she just wanted to see Zaqri again. The Dokken packleader had saved her, protected her, loved her, and in her mind’s eye he still shone like a god among mortals – but he was a Souldrinker: a cursed demon, and he’d killed her mother. Even though it had been in combat, Rimoni law demanded retribution: she’d killed his child so she wouldn’t have to kill him. It had felt right and just at the time, but now she couldn’t move without feeling the wounds inside her body and her soul.

			Pater Sol, Mater Lune, why did you make me want him so?

			Her father would have told her that done is done. Life must go on. Clinging to that thought, she rolled into a sitting position, then tried to stand. She was still clad in her bloodstained chemise, with a thin blanket draped about her. She staggered, but a dozen hands caught her and she clung to them gratefully until she got her balance and could stand on her own two feet.

			Bunima was right: there were mounted soldiers coming down the long slope to the east, columns and columns of them, all wearing the pointed steel helmet of the Keshi. They had lances and circular shields, and bows in sheaths lashed to their legs. The man at the head of the column rode bare-headed, his thick black hair oiled and gleaming in the afternoon sun: a prince of men. He rode with lordly grace to greet a group of ragged men from the male camp to the south. She watched with a vague feeling of concern. They’ll take me to their breeding-camps and rape me and force me to bear mage-children until I die . . .

			Even that thought couldn’t shake the lethargy from her limbs. She was too ill and exhausted to care.

			Then she saw him: blond hair and beard catching the light, his huge frame towering above the Ahmedhassans as he shouldered his way through the men and into the women’s camp. He exchanged words with one of Bunima’s colleagues and then he was before her, like a hero of legend come to her rescue. Even after all that had passed between them, all the ugliness and deception, it was to the tender moments that her mind always returned.

			I wish I could just reach out and erase the blood that lies between us . . .

			Impossible, of course.

			Zaqri allowed her a moment, despite the urgency, to say farewell to those who’d tended her. Bunima and the other women pressed about her, a sea of faces and outstretched hands, work-hardened, but gentle on her face. It made her feel almost like she was home in her father’s caravan, wrapped in a cocoon of love.

			‘Bunima, thank you—’

			‘Cym must go. Hurry now. Soldiers come.’ Bunima kissed her cheeks with chapped lips. She smelled of sun-bleached bones. ‘Go now. Sal’Ahm, Cym.’

			‘Why help me?’ Cym whispered.

			‘We are woman,’ Bunima replied. ‘We know.’ She touched Cym’s belly. ‘We understand. Men don’t choose. Gods don’t choose. Is our choice only.’ She pointed to the sky. ‘Life is circle. All souls return, again and again. Life finds a way.’ That sounded more like Omali beliefs than Ahm, but South Dhassa was a strange intersection of cultures. Whatever the reason, she was grateful that Bunima’s world view could find a way to forgive her.

			She was passed down the line of women, hugging her and blessing her in a mix of tongues, then, suddenly wobbling on coltish legs, she was standing in front of Zaqri. He caught her and held her erect. She inhaled his scent and regained some steadiness.

			‘Can you ride?’ he whispered. ‘I’ve prepared a camp for us, not too far away. Can you manage?’

			‘I think so. If it’s not too far?’ She glanced at the princely Keshi leader and his cavalry entering the camp.

			‘It is close. I’ve picked out a place south of the march of the army. I thought we had a few more hours, but it won’t matter. These are just scouts and outriders.’ Zaqri looked worried. ‘Are you strong enough?’

			She still felt wrung-out, but they couldn’t stay here. ‘I’ll manage.’

			He didn’t look convinced, but said, ‘I need to get to the Dokken in Salim’s army without being noticed; I’ll ask them to get me an audience with Sultan Salim. We’ll need help if we’re to find your friend Alaron and the Scytale.’

			‘The Dokken won’t care about Alaron or Ramita,’ Cym whispered. ‘They will just want the Scytale for themselves.’

			‘Perhaps, but the Scytale represents salvation for my kind: for us, it is more important than the war itself. I will persuade the Dokken here to aid us, Cymbellea. They will beg to help us find your friends.’

			She was struck by a sudden sense of foreboding so strong she almost choked, but she pushed it away. The Keshi cavalry were getting closer and they had to go. ‘Then let’s get out of here.’
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			The Key to Empire

			Zain Monks

			We of the Zain faith don’t learn to fight: we learn to defend ourselves. The distinction is important. Our aim is not to commit violence but to prevent it. We’re sworn not to kill, when maiming is sufficient, not to maim when stunning is sufficient, and not to stun when deterring is sufficient. It is a hard path, requiring courage and judgement, but what righteous path is ever easy?

			Master Gurayad, Mandira Khojana, Lokistan, 766

			So we corners this little beggar in orange, an’ all he’s got’s a stick, right? Easy picking, you’d think. ’cept he’s not, cos he wields that stick like it’s Bullhead’s Hammer. He taps Myro and Sim afore they can e’en blink, an’ then he comes for me. I jus’ bloody ran for it!

			Lonn Brindiu, Pallacian Ranker, Second Crusade, 918

			Aruna Nagar Market, Baranasi, on the continent of Antiopia

			Shawwal (Octen) 929

			16th month of the Moontide

			Ramita Ankesharan pulled her dupatta tighter about her head, concealing her face deeper in the folds. This was how every modest young Lakh woman dressed in public; no one looked twice at her. That was a good thing here in her home town.

			Baranasi. Aruna Nagar. The words sang inside her. She had come home.

			Aruna Nagar market was an assault on the senses. There were great swathes of colour everywhere you looked – the bright stall awnings; the women’s vivid saris, contrasting with the men’s dirty white robes; the pungent spice piles, their fragrant scents mingled with the acrid stinks of untold numbers of people and beasts in a head-swimming brew. Animals brayed and barked and yowled amidst the clamour of the sellers and buyers, the buzz of chatter and negotiation rising and falling as each deal, however humble, was beaten like copper coins into its final shape. Each look and word told a tale of prosperity or desperation; each transaction was a duel. Just being here sent a tremor through her bones: this was the place where she’d been born, where she’d grown up, where she’d first fallen in love. It was where she’d laboured from the day she was old enough to pass her father goods to sell, the place where she’d giggled and gossiped with the other girls, eyed the boys, argued with other stallholders and dreamed of better things. Tears stung her eyes. This is my home.

			But it didn’t feel quite the same and she knew the difference was in her, not the bellicose thrum of the market. She’d passed the house where she’d been born and raised, one of many fragile-looking piles of bricks leaning against each other and relying on the neighbours’ properties to stay up. It looked so small now; it would have been swallowed up by even one wing of Antonin Meiros’ house in Hebusalim. How had they all fit, she and her parents and her many brothers and sisters – and the Makanis, too? But it wasn’t even her family’s home any more, and knowing that left a bubble of emptiness in her gut.

			Alaron and Corinea were waiting with the windskiff outside the city, but Ramita wasn’t alone; Yash was following her, discreetly – it wouldn’t be fitting for a Zain monk to be seen travelling with a woman. She’d claimed that only in Aruna Nagar would they find all the ingredients they’d need for the Scytale potions; maybe that wasn’t entirely true – no doubt Teshwallabad, Kankritipur or any of a dozen other cities would have the same things – but she needed to come here, perhaps to see if her parents really were gone, perhaps just to show Dasra, bundled in her arms, the city she called home, although he was so young she knew he’d never recall this day.

			She needed a bulk dealer, so naturally she sought out Vikash Nooradin, who’d been her father’s closest business ally – but he wasn’t in his usual spot, and when she’d asked a trader where to find him today, the man looked frightened and his response was brusque, just, ‘He is gone, girl.’

			She tugged at the trader’s sleeve. ‘What do you mean, gone?’

			The man clearly didn’t recognise her, though her family had worked just a few stalls away from his for years. He snapped, ‘Chod! I’m busy, girl!’

			‘Ram Sankar, talk to me!’ she snapped back, and the man blinked and peered into her gauzy dupatta. ‘Who are—? Ramita? Ramita Ankesharan?’ He dropped his voice and his face turned ashen. He started looking left and right, but Aruna Nagar Market was its usual chaotic self and his just one voice in thousands. No one had noticed them. He touched her shoulder. ‘Little Ramita? Is that really you?’

			She could remember her father Ispal and Ram Sankar laughing together so many times, at the massive wedding celebrations that filled the autumn months in Aruna Nagar, and the time they’d found a snake in a carpet consignment and the panic it caused . . .

			She swallowed heavily. ‘Yes, it is me.’

			Ram went to hug her, then stopped. Ramita had left with mysterious strangers, after which her whole family had vanished. Then he forgot his wariness and hugged her anyway. ‘Dear girl, it is so good to see you! But we cannot talk here – come to my home. Sunita would love to see you!’

			‘Thank you, Ram Sankar-ji. But I must make some purchases first,’ Ramita told him. ‘I will need a buyer, as there will be too much for me to carry.’ She steeled herself for the worst, and asked, ‘Where has Vikash Nooradin gone?’

			Ram shook his head sadly. ‘Later, Mita. Not here.’

			Sweet Parvasi, what has happened?

			‘Will you be my buyer?’ she asked, and at his emphatic nod, gave him her list and a pouch of coins and agreed to meet at his house in an hour or so. That left her free to wander down to the bathing ghats and immerse herself in Imuna’s healing waters. The wide stone steps were filled with clothes-washers now that the morning pooja was done, soaking their laundry in the muddy water and beating the cloth against the flat rocks before leaving them drying on the hundreds of lines that had been strung from every high place. No one stole – there was no point; no one had anything of quality to wash here. The rich had their own places inside their palaces. Once Ramita had wondered what that would be like, but now she knew: palaces were dangerous traps. They marked you out as a target and left you isolated from those you loved. Antonin Meiros had died in his palace. No one was safe.

			All along the ghats hump-backed cattle sacred to the Omali wandered freely. Many were in the river, no doubt pissing and shitting in the same water that people used for drinking and cooking. The pandits said Imuna was the cleanest water in the world, but that was a different kind of cleanliness – spiritual, not physical – and she knew the difference now.

			There were girls just like her, clustered or alone, fetching water, washing clothes or praying, bombarding the gods with prayers asking for money or status or a good husband, for love or children or blessings on their family.

			It is well that there are so many gods to pray to.

			She left Dasra on the steps playing with the lapping waters, knowing Yash was watching, and waded until she was waist-deep. The thick silt on the bottom steps oozed through her toes. She put aside her foreboding and prayed to Sivraman and Parvasi. They represented the wilder part of humanity, attuned to nature and the passionate emotions; her life had been so beset by turmoil and strife that only Parvasi could see her through. But there was more: she and Alaron had learned new ways to use the gnosis, symbolised by a statue of Sivraman and Parvasi conjoined; they held the keys to all powers. The Omali taught that there were many gods, but they were all an aspect of one, Aum; each person found their personal divinity through identification with one of the many aspects of Aum. Parvasi was her gateway.

			And Alaron’s gateway is Sivraman. He might not know this yet, but it is so.

			It was a pleasing thought, that the earnest young Rondian was slowly opening his eyes to Aum, but it was also troubling, for Sivraman and Parvasi were husband and wife. She knew Alaron cared for her, that he wanted her – the danger and their shared trials had bound them close. She knew the rhythm of his heartbeat from the nights pressed to his chest, trying to sleep in the cold wilds. And now that her prospective marriage to the mughal could not happen, she was free to follow her heart.

			Parvasi, Mother, she prayed, is it right to give him my love? It feels too soon after the loss of my husband. One of my twins is missing, the world is at war and we hunt a deadly treasure. What room is there for love?

			Fear that giving in to his desires – and hers, she reluctantly acknow­ledged – might weaken them both when they so desperately needed to be strong, paralysed her emotions. They had to rescue Nasatya, and recover the Scytale. And yet . . .

			I miss the good things that love brings, she admitted.

			She lost track of her prayers, asked for forgiveness, then sloshed back up the ghats and sat in the baking sun, watching the people and the cows and the goats and the elephants and all the rest of the world as they drank and washed and prayed. She fed Dasra with the last dregs of her breast milk; she was becoming dry. She missed her other son.

			An hour bell rang. It was time to learn what had happened to Vikash Nooradin.

			Afterwards, she wished she hadn’t.

			*

			They’d hidden the windskiff in the broken lands some two hours’ walk from Baranasi. Now Alaron Mercer filled the waiting hours practising different aspects of the gnosis. His new way of wielding it meant he had theoretical access to every Study, far more than he yet knew how to use, but theory was different to practise. He needed to master each equally, and that was an ongoing struggle.

			It was hard to concentrate when he was alone with the Queen of Evil. Not that Corinea had done anything even remotely evil since they’d met her. Up close she was just like someone’s grandmother: an old white woman with a serene face and long silver hair. She was disconcertingly ordinary, but that didn’t banish his fears.

			If all went well, Ramita and Yash would be back by dusk. Apart from a herd of cattle below them, tended by a scrawny old man with a matted beard to his waist who’d spent most of the day asleep, they had seen no one. Sunset was perhaps two hours away.

			Setting his worries aside, Alaron focused on a new exercise: scrying through different media, using water, stone, flame and even the air before him. Earth had been his first affinity and he had to fight to keep the other bonds as strong, which took all his concentration. Scrying was delicate work, not something he’d used much since he learned this new path as he’d concentrated on more combat-oriented gnosis. So he called up a close up image of a distant tree, first conjuring it in a stone, then a pool of water, then a flame and finally in the empty air before him. He clenched a fist triumphantly when he managed Water, the most difficult for him.

			‘How is it that you can do all this?’ Corinea said, snapping Alaron out of his reverie. The ancient woman had been silent since dawn, apparently lost in her own trance of memory and regret, and for a while he’d forgotten she was here.

			‘Do what?’

			Her brow furrowed. ‘I’ve seen you using every element and almost every one of the Sixteen Gnostic Studies in the past four hours. Most magi can only use two or three well, and another two or three at all. How can you do that?’

			In their solitude Alaron had forgotten that what he was doing would be considered impossible by most magi – including Corinea, clearly. That was a weird feeling, to know more than such a legendary person.

			‘It’s a new training technique,’ he admitted after some thought. ‘It’s taken a lot of work to get this far.’

			‘Interesting.’ She studied him, clearly with her gnostic sight engaged. ‘I had to teach myself, of course. Air and Water, and Sorcery . . . those were what I found my affinities to be. I spent a lot of time spying on other mages and trying to duplicate what they did.’

			‘Was it dangerous?’

			‘Of course: everyone knew what I’d done – or what they thought I’d done – and there was a king’s ransom on my head. I became very good at hiding and disguise. I didn’t have living teachers, but I found other ways to learn – when people started writing things down and I could steal books, that made it easier.’

			‘It must have been lonely, to be in hiding for so long,’ Alaron commented, hoping not to cause offence.

			‘Oh, I was seldom alone. I was a needy person, once I got over mourning for Johan. The hard part was trying to learn the gnosis while concealing my skills from whoever I was with.’ She sighed reflectively. ‘I’ve been married eight times, and had many lovers.’ She looked at him frankly. ‘Some as young as you.’

			He blushed. ‘I’m . . . um . . .’ Is she flirting with me?

			She laughed drily. ‘Don’t worry, boy, you’re not my type. And I’m not blind: you only have eyes for one person, and she isn’t me.’

			‘Oh.’ His colour deepened. ‘No, that’s just . . . No, you’re right. It’s just that there’s so much happening to us, and I won’t take advantage of her, not when she’s still grieving for her husband, and for Nasatya. Her needs come first.’

			‘Well, well . . . And you’re how old? I’ve met few grown men with the maturity to see beyond their own appetites. Well spoken, Master Mercer.’

			‘Thank you.’ He ducked his head and changed the subject. ‘I didn’t recognise the ingredients of the base compound that you wrote down for Ramita . . .’

			She smiled indulgently. ‘They’re mostly poisons – in the wrong quantities they’ll stop your heart. But there is also senaphium, which Baramitius called “jolt-root” because he said it could restart the heart if given in the right quantities.’

			‘So the ambrosia kills and then revives you . . . and that’s how the gnosis is freed?’

			‘The objective is not to kill but to almost kill, then pull the drinker back from the brink. The rest of the ingredients, the ones that are personalised, are designed to moderate the poisons and awaken those parts of the brain conducive to gnostic use. Without them, the potion is just a poison. With them, it almost always works.’

			‘Then why did so many of those given the ambrosia the first time die or get twisted into Souldrinkers?’

			‘Because these refinements came later – that first potion was just poison, senaphium and a couple of extra herbs – what Baramitius did that night was reckless, almost insane. But that was Baramitius.’

			‘But how did you know that you would gain the gnosis?’ he asked curiously.

			‘We didn’t! We had no idea – even Baramitius didn’t know: he thought he was transporting us bodily into Paradise! We thought we were all going to sprout wings and turn into angels! The gnosis was all an accident, a fluke. Yet afterwards, Baramitius swore he received “visions from Kore”!’ She sighed reflectively. ‘They were mad days. I lost everyone I cared about that night, and had to kill the love of my life to escape. If I could go back I’d knife Baramitius and burn his rukking research to ash.’

			Alaron couldn’t imagine a life without his own gnosis – it hadn’t always been easy, being a quarter-blood mage, but he knew he really was blessed. ‘But you’re still willing to allow a new Ascendancy?’ Suddenly the idea of drinking a cup of mixed poisons brewed by this woman felt a lot more frightening.

			She looked at him intently. ‘You know what I want: a platform to tell my side of the story. In the end, all we have is our reputation, and I want mine cleansed. So yes, I will help you. The gnosis has been unleashed on the world, Master Mercer, and there is nothing I can do to change that; we are now blessed and cursed to live with it. I promise you, I will brew the ambrosia honestly.’ Her mouth curled bitterly. ‘I only hope that your Zain monks are as angelic as you think they are, or they’ll be just as monstrous as the Pallas magi.’

			‘They aren’t like that.’

			‘Power will change them, Alaron Mercer. I’ll warrant that in a few years you won’t be able to tell your monks from any other mage who thinks himself semi-divine.’

			That was another worry Alaron really didn’t need. ‘We don’t have any choice,’ he said firmly. ‘They’re the only ones we’ve notes for – unless you’d rather I just chose a random village and poisoned their well?’

			‘No, Master Mercer, you’re playing the only game you can, given the state of the tabula board. And I’ve met worse people than Zains to gift the gnosis to.’

			‘They’ve got to be better than whoever Malevorn and Huriya give the ambrosia to, right?’

			‘Probably.’ She frowned at him. ‘Tell me more of this Huriya Makani . . . there’s something familiar about her . . . I distantly sensed her gnosis in Teshwallabad, and it had the same taste as an old Souldrinker, Sabele. I sometimes encountered that one’s touch when divining the future.’

			The name Sabele meant nothing to Alaron. Then he noticed a small cluster of dark shapes emerging from the haze less than half a mile across the plains. He immediately scryed, and Ramita’s face appeared before his. <Did you get everything?>

			Her face looked strained, but she wagged her head in that characteristic Lakh way. <Everything. My father’s friend Ram Sankar-ji has provided it all. He is with me.>

			Minutes later he was greeting them in the flesh. Ram Sankar was a bony grey-haired man with a scrawny son leading two pack-mules bearing Ramita’s purchases – not just the ingredients, but new clothes for them all too. Alaron noticed the quizzical expression when he was introduced as ‘Al’Rhon, my rakhi-bhaiya’ – he couldn’t follow the rapid-fire conversation in Lakh that followed, but it was pretty clear the old man didn’t approve.

			‘Did anyone notice you both?’ Alaron asked Yash quietly.

			The young Zain shook his head, and Alaron knew the monk was streetwise enough to have spotted a tail. He relaxed just a little.

			Corinea checked the supplies carefully, making sure they had precisely what was required – errors could be fatal, she warned them. In the end she declared herself satisfied, and the old trader had a final low conversation with Ramita before collecting his son and the mules and setting off back towards the city.

			Alaron waited until the trader had gone before asking Ramita what had happened.

			Tears ran down her face as she repeated Ram Sankar’s story of the horrific torture and murder of Vikash Nooradin and his family and friends by Huriya and her pack. ‘They were killed because of me,’ she concluded, her eyes bleeding tears.
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