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			Excerpt from The Book of Terra

			

			Lost to Himself, 

			He shall lead those that feign to be lost.

			Unknown to Himself, 

			the blind shall seek Him and call His name.

			For the honour of His naming, 

			the Herald shall plead mercy and receive it.

			And these are the words of her prophecy:

			

			Descended of the Gods yet sired by Man.

			Seven seek to lead Him. Seven dread His hand.

			Bonded by the Ageless, the Ancient breaks His path.

			The Crippled King guides Him. The world fears His wrath.

			

			Son of Seven Fathers. Child of None.

			Master of Sorrows. The Incarnate One.

			Bladesinger. Magpie. Phoenix. King.

			Bloodlord. Ring-snake. End of All Things.

			

			Woe unto those that awaken Him, for great shall be their destruction.

			Woe unto those that follow Him, for great shall be their sacrifice.

			Woe unto those that contest Him, for by His hand they shall be broken.

			And when the Silent Gods awake then weep, children, for the end is nigh.

			‘Son of Seven Fathers’, excerpt from The Book of Terra

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Prologue

			The woman’s screams faded, and a baby’s cry took their place. Sodar had been waiting for this moment. He smoothed his blue robes and followed close on Ancient Tosan’s heels, stepping inside the beige tent. 

			Sodar squinted once inside, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim light. No candles were needed at this hour, but a dark shadow still covered the room.

			In one corner of the birthing tent he could see Ancient Tosan speaking with his wife Lana – one of the two witwomen assisting with Aegen’s pregnancy. It seemed she had caught the lean man before he could approach the new mother and her baby, and the priest was grateful that allowed him a moment with Aegen and her child. He stepped towards the middle of the tent and saw an older witwoman holding the sebum-slick babe, a blanket haphazardly wrapped around its body. Sodar quelled his instinct to sprint to the infant. Instead, he tempered his elation that Tuor’s line continued and approached the mother with a calmness that belied his excitement.

			It had been a hard birth. Aegen was lying still atop the birthing mat, her pale face framed by sweat-soaked ringlets. Sodar didn’t want to wake the exhausted woman, but a sense of uneasiness poisoned his gut.

			She’s not breathing, he realised.

			In a flash, the priest was kneeling at her side. He shook her shoulders, first whispering and then shouting her name. A moment later, he felt Lana at his shoulder, her slick red hands on his wrist.

			‘She’s dead, Brother Sodar.’

			Sodar flinched away from the witwoman’s touch. He rubbed where her bloody fingers had made contact and felt the wetness smear his wrinkled skin. 

			‘Was it the child?’ He struggled to say the words as he turned to look at the babe. Tosan had taken the infant from the second witwoman – a bony grandmother named Kelga – and held the newborn in his hands, but instead of cradling it to his chest, Tosan held it out at arm’s length and stared in revulsion at the bundle.

			‘Ancient Tosan?’

			The slender ancient didn’t look up. 

			‘The child,’ Tosan said. ‘Sodar, he’s a Son of Keos.’

			‘He’s what?’

			Tosan held the infant out towards the blue-robed priest. ‘The child,’ he repeated, lifting the blanket, ‘is a Son of Keos.’ 

			Sodar’s heart thudded in horror. The babe’s piercing blue eyes caught his attention – a mark of blessing from the god Odar – but saw nothing to warrant calling the child a Son of Keos. A wisp of light brown hair crowned the infant’s head, and he seemed unremarkable. Sodar’s brow crinkled and he was about to challenge Tosan’s judgement when the baby moved, waving his hands in front of him.

			No. His hand. One hand. 

			‘Gods,’ Sodar swore.

			Tosan covered the infant again. ‘Aegen carried the child. She was the vessel of Keos, and the vessels of Keos must be broken.’

			Lana nodded in confirmation of her husband’s words, and the priest found his attention drawn to the witwoman’s bloody hands and then to the dead woman – and this time he saw it: a dark red stain pooling on the birthing mat beneath her skull.

			They killed her, Sodar realised. They killed Aegen, and I wasn’t here to stop it.

			‘Take this thing away,’ Tosan said, passing the infant to Lana. ‘You know what to do.’

			The witwoman bowed, her brown braids swinging behind her back. ‘The beasts of Keos shall consume the Sons of Keos.’ 

			‘Be certain you witness its death. The beasts won’t feed till nightfall.’

			‘Ancient Tosan,’ Kelga said, stepping forward. ‘Lana may want to return to the Academy and your new daughter. I could take the infant to the woods.’

			Tosan stroked his thin black goatee. ‘Lana?’

			‘The witgirls can take care of Myjun for me while I’m gone,’ Lana said, wiping her bloodied hands on the infant’s sheepskin blanket, and then dipping it in the pool of blood. ‘But it would be good to have some company.’ 

			Tosan nodded. ‘The Brakewood has never been a safe place. You would be well served to have a companion to share the night’s watch.’ He eyed the bloody bundle in Lana’s arms, then fastidiously wiped his palms on his grey-black cloak. ‘The father is also a vessel of Keos. Wait until he has been bound and then take the infant to the woods.’

			Tuor, Sodar thought, knowing the blacksmith would be waiting outside to meet his child. I can’t abandon him … but I can’t save him and the infant.

			‘I apologise for inviting you, Sodar,’ Tosan said, lifting the tent flap. ‘There will be no infant to bless this day.’ He paused, halfway out of the tent. ‘I think you should stay, though. It would be good for the villagers to see their priest breaking a vessel of Keos.’

			Sodar lowered his eyes, schooling both his tongue and his temper. ‘Forgive me, Ancient Tosan, but I must decline. My strength is not what it once was.’ 

			The ancient grunted, clearly unsurprised by Sodar’s answer, and left. Kelga sniffed and went about gathering up the blankets piled on Aegen’s birthing mat. Moments later, Sodar could hear Tosan shouting above the babble of the assembled crowd. The tent shuddered as quick hands dismantled it, and light flooded in as the tent collapsed around Sodar and the two witwomen. A few farmers began to separate the segmented tent walls, and suddenly Aegen lay exposed to the crowd.

			‘Aegen?’

			Less than a stone’s throw away, Tuor stared in horror. 

			‘Aegen!’ Tuor rushed to his dead wife’s side and gathered her up, pressing her limp frame to his chest. ‘Aegen, Aegen …’ he repeated, a talisman against the bloody truth in his arms.

			Behind the blacksmith, Tosan approached with Winsor, the Eldest of Ancients, and a half-dozen masters from the Academy. The master avatars wore their traditional blood-red tunics, while Winsor wore the red and black chevron-patterned robes of a headmaster.

			‘Bind the vessel of Keos,’ Winsor instructed. ‘Bind them and break them. We cannot permit their taint to spread.’

			Tuor looked up from Aegen’s bloody corpse, searching for the child his wife had carried these last nine months. He spotted the sheepskin blanket in Lana’s arms just as Sodar stepped in front of him, blocking the babe from sight.

			Their eyes met, and in those seconds the priest tried to convey all that he dared not say. 

			I’ll keep him safe. I promise. I will keep him safe.

			Tuor was a mass of sorrow and fury, but then it seemed he understood. Whereas, only moments before, the stout man had been tightly coiled to fight for his son, he now gave him into Sodar’s protection. Something passed between the two men – a silent goodbye whose depth only a mourning father could fathom.

			And then the master avatars were on him. Tuor fought for long enough to gently lower Aegen’s body to the ground, and then he reared back, throwing off the first men to have grabbed him. Sodar and the two witwomen fell back from the crowd as the remaining master avatars joined the fray, pinning Tuor’s arms and legs and then binding them with tough cords. Even beaten and bound, the blacksmith still thrashed and kicked, worming his way across the earth until he reached his lifeless wife. He curled his own broad figure around hers, protecting her from what was to come.

			Sodar was helpless to aid his friend. But Tuor had sacrificed himself to save his son, and Sodar had sworn to protect him, so he kept his eyes fixed on the bundle in Lana’s arms and shadowed the two witwomen as they moved away. They had reached the edge of the village square when he heard Elder Winsor’s ageing voice struggling to rise above the roar of the crowd. A moment later, Tosan’s booming baritone rang out instead.

			‘A Son of Keos has been born among us,’ Tosan shouted. ‘Our duty is clear! The beasts of Keos shall consume the Sons of Keos. But to us lies the burden – nay, the privilege – of breaking the vessel of Keos!’

			A few villagers cheered at this, and Sodar found it difficult not to stop and take note of them. He knew what he would see if he looked back, because he had seen it before: the villagers would be gathering stones, and then, too soon, the Breaking would begin.

			While he had paused, Lana and Kelga had left the square. As the pair made their way east through the village, Sodar followed at a discreet distance. Behind him Tuor’s cries were being swallowed by the roar of the crowd. ‘Cleanse the filth!’ screamed one voice. ‘Spawn of Keos!’ shouted another, all to the snarling chant of ‘Break-their-bones!’

			Sodar forced himself onward, trying not to pick out individual voices from the mob. Distance blended the screams into one murderous cacophony, and then a new wail sprang up ahead of him. This one was high, constant, and piercing – the sound of a hungry baby, frightened and alone.

			But not for long. Because Sodar was coming for him.

			

			Lana lay still at the edge of the forest clearing, her breath rising and falling steadily in mimicry of sleep. To her right she saw Kelga’s hunched silhouette framed against the starry sky. The bony old witwoman paced back and forth, her attention on the babe they had placed near a copse of blackthorn, yet there was an anxiousness to the woman’s movements that concerned Lana. 

			At first, she’d thought the grandmother simply wished to support her. That made sense. Lana had given birth to a daughter only a month ago, and it was uncommon for witwomen to return to midwifing so soon. But it wasn’t as if Lana was participating in the reaping – that would have been too much even for her resilient body – and observing the death of a Son of Keos was hardly rigorous. All Lana need do was stay awake till the beasts of the Brakewood came, drawn by the child’s cries and the blood on the infant’s blanket.

			But Kelga had persisted in her commitment to witness the child’s death. It surprised Lana, not because the older witwoman was frail – Lana had often seen the crone endure trials that overwhelmed other witwomen – but because Kelga was selfish, solitary, and consistently uncaring towards others. Indeed, Lana suspected Kelga’s sour demeanour was the chief reason Witmistress Kiara had asked her to stay behind for the reaping.

			Yet here Kelga was, offering to keep vigil with Lana and even insisting that she take the first watch. Lana had declined at first, but Kelga had worn her down. 

			Rather than sleep, Lana had watched Kelga grow increasingly restless as the forest grew darker. A cold prickle of dread crawled into her blankets as the older woman finally settled herself against a tree trunk. Minutes passed. Clouds floated over the forest canopy and Lana became filled with an unreasonable fear. Something was wrong. She slowed her breathing, listening intently to the forest as Kelga’s silhouette blended with the shadows. She could not pinpoint the reason for her fear, so she combatted it the only way she knew how: by being prepared. In one hand, she held a fistful of mushroom spores; in the other, her reaping knife – the same stiletto she had plunged into Aegen’s skull.

			She heard the soft crunch of careful feet stepping on dry sticks and leaves behind her and tensed, suddenly realising Kelga had moved.

			‘Why do you feign sleep?’ A long moment passed.

			‘Because I fear death,’ Lana breathed.

			‘It is wise to fear what we do not understand,’ Kelga said, her voice creaking. ‘But death comes for us all.’ 

			‘Do you bring it with you now?’

			The old woman’s laugh was dry and husky, and Lana’s fear deepened. She loosened her blanket, preparing for the attack she knew would come.

			‘You should have let me take the child,’ Kelga said.

			Lana shifted in her blanket, meditating on Kelga’s words as realisation dawned. ‘You’re a Daughter of Keos. A handmaiden of death. The rumours about the schism … they’re true.’

			‘I am no handmaiden,’ Kelga replied evenly. ‘Death is my shadow. He follows me wherever I go … and he is here now, calling for the child.’

			The boy’s crying had quieted, and it seemed sleep had finally claimed him. Lana glanced towards the babe in the grove.

			‘And calling for you.’

			Kelga struck. The dagger plunged down so hard and fast that Lana could barely dodge. The blade bit deep into her shoulder, narrowly missing her chest. She twisted, wrenching herself free, and threw the spores into Kelga’s face.

			The old woman screamed, her bony hands clawing at her cheeks and eyes as she fell back – but the spores were potent, choking her, silencing her. 

			Lana dragged herself to her feet and stumbled into the centre of the clearing. She knew the spores in Kelga’s throat would quickly blossom and bloom, expanding until they crushed Kelga’s windpipe and suffocated the old hag, so Lana used the moonlight to assess the damage the old woman had inflicted. 

			The wound was deep. Worse, Lana had torn the muscle in ripping herself free of Kelga’s knife. If she didn’t staunch the flow of blood now, she wouldn’t survive the walk back. Lana tore a strip off her blanket, one end in her teeth, and began wrapping her injured arm.

			‘Your instincts are commendable,’ Kelga croaked.

			Lana turned to see Kelga stagger into the moonlit clearing. Vomit flecked the witwoman’s lips, but she breathed freely. It seemed Lana’s aim had been poor: instead of choking the old woman, the spores had claimed Kelga’s eyes: they were clouded over, the same colour as her bleached-bone hair. Lana backed away from the crazed witwoman and noticed that Kelga followed her more with her ears than her eyes.

			‘You’re a blind traitor, Kelga, and the anointing that lets you find Chaenbalu has been destroyed. You can never return to the village.’

			Kelga cackled, her warped voice rising. ‘I never intended to return. I’ve been waiting for that infant my whole life, and I shall take him from this backwater village for ever.’ She crept closer to Lana, her knife still drawn, the weapon poised to strike.

			Lana retreated, hastening towards the babe at the edge of the grove. Whatever Kelga’s plans, she wanted to preserve the baby’s life, and she had not denied being a Daughter of Keos. Lana’s best chance was to kill the child now. She moved with purpose. 

			If I kill it, she thought, her plans will be thwarted and I can run for Chaenbalu. It was the safest path. Lana had no desire to fight the old woman. Kelga was blinded but Lana could only use one arm, and she had no idea what tricks the old crone might have at her disposal.

			Kelga sensed Lana’s intention and tried to intercept her, but Lana got there first. She struck hard and sure with her stiletto.

			It met nothing but air and earth. The babe had disappeared. 

			Lana turned, searching for it, but there was no sign of the infant.

			A moment later, Kelga was on her, screaming. The hag slashed, her curved knife swinging wide as Lana leaned back to dodge the blade. At the same time, Kelga’s empty hand struck Lana’s chest, sending her backward into the blackthorn copse. Dozens of the barbed black needles punctured her thighs, back and arms, their ridged, two-inch-long spikes holding her firm. Lana struggled against the briars and felt more sharp thorns embed themselves deep in her body. She screamed – a wail of fear, frustration and pain, which became a frothy cough as the thorns constricted her chest.

			Kelga hobbled forward, a silhouette in the moonlight, until her outstretched palm touched the blackthorn. Her milky eyes stared up at the dark sky and she bent an ear towards Lana. Kelga cackled, then bent down to retrieve the infant that was not there.

			‘What did you do with it?’ Kelga barked. Her head spun about as though she were trying to locate the infant with some sixth sense. ‘Where is the Vessel!’ she screamed.

			Lana’s laugh came out as more coughing. She spat at the woman instead, tasting blood. ‘Keos took him,’ she snarled. ‘I hope he takes you, too.’

			‘There are worse ways to die than blood loss and blackthorns,’ Kelga growled, reaching out with her curved knife until it prodded Lana’s chest. ‘Where is the child?’ she demanded, the knife carving into Lana’s flesh until she gave a bloody scream.

			A stout staff swung from the darkness, smashing Kelga across the back and driving the witwoman to her knees. The old woman howled and spun, throwing her arm in the air and pointing her bony fingers at her unseen attacker. 

			‘Bàsaich!’ she screamed from on her knees, her fingers curling towards the stranger.

			The staff flared silver then faded to a dull glow in the darkness. Lana blinked, trying to make out her saviour, and was shocked to see the village priest step into the moonlit clearing.

			‘Sodar?’ Lana scarely believed her eyes, and still less when she saw the sheepskin bundle clutched in the old man’s arms. ‘What … what are you doing?’

			The priest advanced on Kelga, his staff ready, and the blind woman shrank back across the clover-filled clearing. The moment Sodar came within striking distance, Kelga threw her knife at the priest’s belly. He knocked the blade aside with a flick of his quarterstaff then brought the solid oak down on the woman’s head. Kelga collapsed beneath the blow and Sodar lifted the staff once more, this time taking it high overhead, ready to smash the old woman’s skull. But she didn’t move again. Sodar hesitated, then he lowered the wooden weapon and turned back to Lana. Inside the sheepskin blanket, the cursed babe cooed.

			‘Quickly,‘ Lana panted, tasting blood. ‘You must help me destroy the Son of Keos and warn the Academy. Daughters of Keos have infiltrated the Wit Circle.’

			The priest didn’t move. Instead, he stared at Lana with hard eyes and a frown. ‘You’re in no position to make demands, Lana banTosan.’ He spared a glance at the unconscious old woman. ‘You said Kelga has lost the ability to return to Chaenbalu.’ Lana nodded then coughed, bright blood flecking her lips. ‘She could return, though,’ Sodar continued, ‘if she had a guide.’

			Lana gasped as an acute pressure seized her chest. ‘Who would bring her back? She wanted to save the Son of Keos.’ 

			‘And that is why I am letting her live.’ The priest returned his gaze to Lana. ‘But you. You would have killed the boy as quickly as you killed Aegen.’ Sodar shook his head, his grey-white beard caressing the infant’s face. ‘If Kelga cannot return to the village, she is no threat. With Odar’s blessing, she may even find her way out of the Brake before the beasts consume her. You’re a different matter, though, for if I let you live, you would condemn us both.’

			Lana blinked as her vision began to fuzz and blood trickled from her mouth. Her body felt distant from her, and she had trouble holding onto her thoughts.

			‘I had feared I would have to kill you,’ Sodar continued, ‘but it seems Kelga has taken care of that for me.’ 

			The priest’s cool grey eyes watched as the world grew colder around Lana, and she realised she would die here, without ever seeing her husband or daughter again. Her body slumped backwards, and this time even the bite of the blackthorn couldn’t rouse her.
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			On the thirty-first day of Thirdmonth, one hundred years after the death of Myahlai the Deceiver, the Gods and their children came together to celebrate the day that evil was cast out of Luquatra. And in the days preceding this one-hundredth anniversary, Keos saw the joy of their followers and proposed that he, Lumea and Odar join their worshippers in celebration.

			Yet Odar, the eldest and wisest of the Gods, objected, deeming that mingling with the merrymaking of their children was ill-thought. Instead, Odar suggested the Gods exchange gifts on the next holy day – and so came about the first great Regaleus.

			Now it was two days before the appointed day when Keos, deep in thought, approached his elder brother. Odar, sensing his brother’s distress, asked what vexed him.

			And Keos answered, ‘It is the gift for our sister. What canst thou give a Goddess, who holds the sun in the palm of her hand? All things seek her pleasure, and she wants for nothing; our sister’s joy is complete.’

			And Odar answered, ‘Does not a mother rejoice in the gifts of her children? Let us then gift unto Lumea that which she and her worshippers shall rejoice in sharing.’

			And Keos found wisdom in these words and asked, ‘Hast thou a gift for our sister?’ And Odar answered, ‘Nay, for I have not the skill nor the craft to create one. But perhaps it is fated that you come to me this day, for thou art skilled in all crafts, and it was my thought to present Lumea and her children with a clay flute, for both she and they delight in song and dance.’

			And Keos was pleased to hear these words, for he was indeed blessed with mighty skill in all things t’rasang; endowed with the power to shape things born of clay and stone, of metal and wood, and of blood and bone. And so it was that Keos and Odar agreed to create a joint gift for their sister Lumea.

			But when Keos sat down at his forge in Thoir Cuma, the God of T’rasang was beset with doubt and hesitation, for he considered clay a base substance, unfit for crafting the beautiful flute he envisioned for his sister. So instead of clay, Keos forged Lumea’s flute from the purest gold, drawn from the deepest veins of the world. When he was finished, Keos showed the flute to Odar, who saw the changes Keos had made. And Odar was not wroth and gave the gold flute his blessing.

			The day before the festival, Lumea approached Keos and asked him what gift they might give to their brother. And Keos remembered the wisdom of Odar and said, ‘Does not a father rejoice in the gifts of his children? Let us then gift unto Odar that which he and his children shall rejoice in sharing.’ And Lumea asked, ‘What gift wouldst thou give to our brother? For he is wise beyond years and his children are ever blessed.’

			And Keos answered, ‘I have gone among our worshippers in secret and observed their works, yea, even the works of the children of Odar, and I have seen a gift worthy of our brother: a staff, which is given unto the elderly to acknowledge their wisdom, and unto kings to signify their power and rulership.’ 

			‘Yes,’ Lumea agreed. ‘Let us make a staff for our elder brother, for is not a God a king among his people? And is he not wise beyond years? And perhaps even his children shall wield this staff and take it as a sign of the blessings of Odar and of his favour.’ Thus it was decided between Keos and Lumea to create the Staff of Odar.

			Now it was Lumea’s desire that the staff be made of wood, for she took great delight in the forests of Luquatra, in the scent of cherry blossoms and the strength of the oak, and her people often danced in the forest glades. But when Keos went to his forge, he was again beset with doubt and feared that, if the staff were made of wood, Odar would compare it to Lumea’s gold flute and be jealous. So instead of wood, Keos forged Odar’s staff with the richest silver, drawn from the deepest veins of Luquatra. When he was finished, Keos showed the staff to Lumea, who saw the changes Keos had made. And Lumea was not wroth and gave the silver staff her blessing.

			Then came the day for the Gods to exchange gifts with one another. It was decided among them that Lumea would receive her gift first, so Keos and Odar stepped forward and presented the golden flute. And when the Goddess saw the exquisite work of the instrument and felt how both Keos and Odar had poured their power into it, she cried tears of great joy. In acceptance of her gift, Lumea brought the flute to her lips and played the sweetest song the world had ever heard, and a sweeter tune has not been heard since, save but one. She played with joy, passion, and life, pouring her heart and soul into the flute, filling it with lumen until it glowed and all those that heard its music were captured by it.

			When the song was over, Lumea stepped back and thanked her brothers for the wonderful gift they had given her and her people.

			Lumea and Keos then presented the silver staff, and when Odar saw it, he understood its significance and was humbled by it. He took the tool in his hands, felt its power, and was pleased, saying, ‘As this rod bears the strength of Keos and the love of Lumea, so shall I pour my own virtue into it.’

			So saying, Odar raised the staff above his head and called forth the power of quaire, the very spirit of air, water and ice. And when he was finished, the silver staff glowed with an awesome sheen, greater even than the pure silver from which Keos had forged it.

			Then said Odar unto his siblings, ‘As you have given me this staff, so I gift it to my followers, that they may wield it in wisdom and truth. Let it be a sign of the blessings of Odar and of my favour.’ And Keos and Lumea were pleased.

			Then came the time for Keos to receive his gift. With much care, Odar laid down his staff and took his place beside Lumea. Then Lumea stepped forward, opened her mouth, and began to sing. And it was said that no ear had ever heard such wondrous things as Lumea sang to Keos; and no human tongue can utter the words she sang; nor can man conceive of the joy which consumed the soul upon hearing her song.

			Now when Lumea finished singing, she stepped back and gazed at her brother, beseeching his approval. But there was none in the face of Keos; neither was there joy nor laughter, neither life nor love. Instead, he was perplexed and heavy with sadness, which turned first to disbelief, and then into cool anger. And Keos raised his face to his siblings and asked, ‘Is this all you have for me, my family?’

			And Lumea answered, ‘This is your gift.’ 

			And Keos was angered and said, ‘I laboured with great pains to give gifts unto thee, my brother and sister. I plumbed the deepest veins of the world for its most precious minerals and laboured mightily at my forge that you might take pleasure in your gifts. And in return you give me nothing but a song?’

			Then Odar stepped forward and answered, ‘Nay, for this is no mere song, brother. I laboured long in choosing its words, which are sacred words of power; and thy sister laboured that its music might bring life to the heart and light to the mind. It is our gift to thee, and its value is beyond mere gold and silver.’

			But Keos was enraged and departed in anger, estranging himself from his siblings. And from that time onward, it was said that great mischief came from giving gifts.

			‘The First Regaleus’, excerpt from The Book of Odar

			

			And Keos returned to his forge at Thoir Cuma, where his bitterness consumed him and he refused consolation. Once there, he descended to the core of Luquatra, plumbing its depths for a metal more precious than gold. And in the depths of the mountains, in the great chasms beneath the earth, Keos found a remnant of aqlumera, the element from which the world was made. And it was both fire and ice, liquid and metal; and from it the three Elder Gods had sprung, and from it they created Luquatra.

			And Keos took the aqlumera and laid it on his forge and crafted himself the tool he most desired: a hammer, for his joy was greatest when creating things of t’rasang. And he called it the Hand of Keos, for he poured much of his power into the hammer.

			And many centuries passed since the first Regaleus, and the people of Luquatra were greatly blessed by the Gods. And they were lifted up in the pride of their hearts and the traditions of their cultures, both the Darites and the Ilumites as well as the Terrans. And contentions arose among the people regarding points of doctrine and of rulership, and they established kings and kingdoms among themselves. And from thence the Second Age became known as the Age of Kings.

			Now when Odar and Lumea saw the changes being wrought among their people, they went down among their worshippers and counselled them, and they taught them to be peaceable and humble. And to the degree that people listened, so they were blessed. And the Flute of Lumea and the Staff of Odar passed unto many of the Ilumites and Darites. And they were called daltas, or child-gods, for they wielded the Artifacts of the Gods and were blessed with divine power. 

			But the Terrans were not counselled or taught by Keos during this time, for his anger still consumed him. And his children became a warlike people, prone to savagery and lust. And instead of crafting tools and instruments, they began to forge weapons and armour and arrayed themselves with all manner of fine apparel and jewellery. And when Keos finally rose from Thoir Cuma and gazed upon the works of his people, he was not angered but glad. And he became a fickle God, prone to blessing those possessed of strength and beauty, willing to lend his favour to those who fought well and were filled with passion.

			And it came to pass that many years had passed away, yea, even six hundred years had passed away since the first Regaleus. And it was seven hundred years since the day that Myahlai, the Incarnation of Entropy, was cast out of Luquatra.

			‘The Fall of Keos’, excerpt from The Book of Odar

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter One

			

			‘Annev! Wake up.’

			Annev rolled away from the voice as a sharp jab in the ribs brought him to complete wakefulness.

			‘Ouch!’

			‘Get up,’ Sodar hissed, prodding Annev with the butt of his staff again. ‘You’re going to be late for class.’

			Annev sat up and threw off the mound of blankets. ‘I’m awake! I’m up!’ He jumped to his feet and shivered as they touched the freezing floor. He stretched, shivered again, and inhaled the earthy smell of sweat mixed with straw, dirt and cinnamon. He wrinkled his nose and yawned. 

			With the windows shuttered, the only light came from the guttering candle just outside his bedroom door. As his bleary eyes adjusted, he saw the priest standing before him, staff in hand.

			‘Come on!’ Sodar snapped. Then he paused, his face softening as he studied Annev in his small clothes. ‘You can skip dusting the chapel today. You’ll barely have time to wash as it is.’

			Annev grinned in spite of the chill. ‘I’ll have time,’ he said as he flipped open the chest by his bed and pulled out a stained beige tunic and matching pair of breeches. The unbleached fabric had once been ecru – almost white – but now his Academy clothes looked more brown than greige.

			‘Fine,’ Sodar said, beckoning him to hurry. ‘Water, hearth, kettle. When you’re done—’

			‘I know, I know,’ Annev pulled on his breeches. ‘Check the traps and clean the chapel. Same thing every day.’

			‘Almost every day,’ Sodar corrected. When Annev looked up, Sodar caught his eye. ‘Tonight is the first night of Regaleus. And tomorrow is Testing Day. The last Testing Day.’ The words hung in the air, heavy with meaning.

			Annev nodded, his face turning solemn. ‘I haven’t forgotten.’

			Sodar nodded. ‘Good. Hurry up then. I’ll ready your waterskins. I’m starting the count as soon as you leave this room.’ The priest left.

			Testing Day, Annev thought, lacing up his breeches. The last Test of Judgement. The next three days were Regaleus, the celebration that signalled the beginning of spring, and that meant tomorrow was the last time Annev’s class could take the test – the last chance any of them had to earn their avatar title.

			Annev weighed his own prospects – and sighed.

			The Academy held a test at the end of every month to see which student would advance from Acolyte of Faith to Avatar of Judgement. Only one student could advance each month, and after participating in fourteen tests, fewer than half of Annev’s classmates had gained the coveted rank. It might have been more, but becoming an avatar didn’t disqualify the winners from participating in the next Test of Judgement, so boys who had already won kept competing against those who hadn’t.

			It isn’t fair, Annev thought – not for the first time. Especially when my reap is the largest the Academy’s ever had. 

			Annev belted his tunic and pulled on his soft leather boots. As he laced them, he thought of his two friends, a skinny youth named Therin and a plump little boy named Titus, neither of whom had yet earned their avatar title. Remembering that detail pained Annev, for it also reminded him he would be competing against his two friends for the final avatar promotion. It seemed unlikely, too, that either of Annev’s friends would win, for neither excelled at physical combat. Therin’s strengths instead lay in stealth and skulduggery, while Titus was simply outmatched. Almost two years younger than the rest of Annev’s classmates, Titus had come to the Academy in a later reaping and was advanced into Annev’s class because of his talent with the softer skills taught by the ancients, such as history, husbandry, agronomy and arithmetic. But that advancement had also come with an ultimatum: if Titus could not pass the Test of Judgement with his senior classmates, he could not graduate at all.

			No student had ever been turned out of the Academy, but those who failed their Test of Judgement were forbidden from ever becoming master avatars. Instead, they became stewards, and in Annev’s mind there was no greater punishment: stewards could never qualify for the highest rank of Ancient of the Academy, they could not teach the acolytes, they could not marry, and they were de facto servants of the masters and ancients, subject to their whims and slave to any tasks the Master of Operations deemed appropriate.

			That wasn’t even the worst part, though, which was that avatars were sent on artifact-retrieval missions once they became masters, but stewards could never leave Chaenbalu. They would spend their whole lives in the village, trapped.

			Annev always felt for Markov, in particular, a steward who spent most of his days helping Master Narach catalogue artifacts in the Vault of Damnation. A plague had passed through Chaenbalu several years ago, striking many people down, including a good portion of the Academy’s older students, witwomen and master avatars. Markov was one of the lucky few who fell sick but survived. Unfortunately, he had been too ill to participate in most of his reap’s tests, and by the time he had fully recovered his chance was gone. 

			Annev pulled out a pair of black gloves and stared at them, noticing that the left was more threadbare than the right. He shrugged, flung the second glove back into his chest, and pulled the worn glove up to his elbow. He didn’t always wear just one glove, but he did it often enough that the masters and ancients had come to accept it as his personal idiosyncrasy. 

			Dressed and ready, Annev went to the kitchen where Sodar threw him a pair of thick leather water bags. Annev caught them instinctively. 

			‘One,’ the priest began. ‘Two …’ Before Sodar reached three, Annev was through the kitchen door, racing past the rows of benches in the chapel and flinging open the doors. He stumbled in the near darkness then righted himself and sprinted out into the morning.

			Annev’s routine was the same every day: run to the well at the centre of the village then race back with as much water as he could carry. Meanwhile, Sodar sat serenely in the kitchen, counting the seconds for Annev to return. The task was supposed to complement Annev’s Academy training, but for the first year, Annev had considered it little more than a gruelling chore. He complained for so long that Sodar finally made a game of it.

			‘Bring back enough water to fill this jar,’ Sodar said, indicating a large clay pot in the corner of the kitchen. ‘Fill it before I count to fifteen hundred.’

			‘What do I get if I do?’ a cheeky, eight-year-old Annev had asked.

			‘You get to drink it.’

			Annev’s brow furrowed. ‘I can do that now.’

			‘Not any more, you can’t.’ He waited for his words to sink in.

			‘You’re not going to let me drink our water?’ Annev exclaimed, incredulous. ‘The water I bring you? The water I have to carry?’

			Sodar smiled. ‘You’re catching on.’

			And he hadn’t been kidding either. The day after Sodar proposed his little game, Annev had deliberately taken his time on the way back to the chapel. He had been carrying the water in buckets back then and thought that by going slowly he would spill less water and not need to make a second trip. He had been right – he had filled the water jar to overflowing – but Sodar’s count had reached two thousand. When Annev then ventured to scoop a ladle of water, Sodar’s staff had come swinging down on his hand, knocking the ladle across the room.

			‘Ouch!’ Annev shouted, rubbing his bruised hand. ‘Odar’s balls! What was that for?’

			‘Language,’ Sodar chided, picking up the ladle. ‘And you know why. Rules are rules. No water from the jar.’ And that had been that. No water to drink or to wash his face or hands. He’d left early that morning – thirsty and stinking – so he could stop at the village well and draw up a few handfuls of water before class.

			He was rarely late again.

			As Annev sprinted towards the well through the pre-dawn light, he swung the thick leather sling around his neck and draped the empty water bags behind his back.

			The bags had been his idea, one he was especially proud of. After months of blisters and a few times he had tripped and spilled the buckets of water, Annev had spoken with the village tanner Elyas and asked how he could make a waterproof bag. By the end of the week, Annev had two of them and was bringing the water home well before Sodar’s count reached fifteen hundred.

			‘Well done,’ Sodar said after the second week of bringing the water back early. ‘Let’s see if you can fill the jar before I get to thirteen hundred.’

			And so it went. Year after year. Each time Annev found a way to improve his speed, Sodar dropped the count. When Annev became quicker at drawing the water from the well, it fell to twelve hundred. When his endurance improved, it fell again, and when Annev mastered gliding across the ground without jostling the water bags, Sodar dropped the count to one thousand.

			Annev had his own count when he reached the well. After hanging both bags over his chest, he kicked the lock-bar holding the hand crank in place and listened as the bucket tumbled to the watery depths below. As soon as it splashed, he slapped the crank and began to wind.

			‘One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven.’ After nineteen solid cranks, the bucket rose up out of the darkness. Annev dropped the lock-bar back in place, reached over the edge of the well, and submerged one end of his sling into the bucket. Once the first bag was full, he cinched it tight and kicked the lock-bar again, sending the bucket spiralling back down into the darkness. He was on his eighth turn of the crank when something on the other side of the village plaza caught his eye. Annev glanced up just as a yellow dress and white apron ducked into Greusik’s cobbler shop. His fierce cranking slowed. 

			Someone spying on me? Annev wondered. It couldn’t have been Greusik’s wife – she wasn’t the type for spying, and she didn’t own anything brighter than the earthy red dress she wore to chapel – but it might have been Myjun.

			The headmaster’s daughter had been wearing a yellow dress over a month ago when she had beckoned Annev into the alley behind the baker’s shop. Myjun had leaned him against the wall and, while his heart raced, she had slipped a piece of chalk from her apron and pressed his hand against the red bricks. Glancing away from his gaze, she carefully traced its outline on the wall then blushed as she finished and he took the chalk from her. He placed her hand so that it overlapped the outline of his and slowly traced her fingers onto the brick, memorising her scent, the curve of her jaw and the feel of her warm skin pressed against his. A week later, rain had washed the chalk from the wall of the bakery, but Annev’s eyes still lingered on the brickwork where the white lines had been.

			Annev startled as the bucket thumped to the top and water sloshed over the edge. He dropped the lock-bar in place, filled his second water bag then glanced once more at the cobbler’s door, hoping for another flash of yellow. 

			Nothing. 

			He spun on his heel and raced back to the chapel.

			The return trip was much slower, but Annev found that if he counted his paces as he ran, he was less likely to stumble. It was exactly one thousand and eleven paces back to the church at the edge of the forest, and Annev spent each step thinking of Myjun and the promise ring he hoped one day to give her.

			Annev sprinted through the front doors with a smile on his face and surveyed a chapel that, while large enough to house Chaenbalu’s regular worshippers, was still smaller than the Academy’s dusty nave. Clutching his waterskins to his chest, he dashed up the aisle, launched himself onto the dais, and burst through the door at the back, which led immediately into the rectory.

			‘Nine hundred and sixty-three. Nine hundred and sixty-four …’

			‘I’m here!’ Annev gasped as he tumbled into the kitchen and unslung the water bags. Sodar pointed at the empty pot in the corner of the room, still counting. Annev groaned, even as he hurried to the earthenware jar and began filling it from his bags.

			‘Nine hundred and seventy-one,’ Sodar concluded as Annev tossed aside the empty bags and slumped to the floor. ‘You’re getting slower, Annev. Last week I never reached eight hundred.’

			Despite his panting, Annev found he was still smiling. ‘Yeah.’ He laughed. ‘I got held up.’

			‘Doing what?’

			‘I thought I saw Myjun at the cobbler’s.’

			‘Mmm.’ Sodar tugged his beard. ‘That would do it I suppose.’ He took the wooden ladle from above the fireplace mantel and began spooning water into the kettle hanging over the blazing hearth. ‘Was it truly her?’

			‘I don’t know. I think so. She ducked into Greusik’s just as I was filling the waterskins.’

			Sodar shook his head. ‘And what would your headmaster say if he caught you pining after his daughter? Hmm? It’s bad enough that you cross paths at the Academy. If you start running into her outside of her father’s domain, and without his knowledge …’

			Annev eased himself into a chair. ‘Tosan,’ Annev said, ‘can take a flying piss off a rolling bread bun.’

			‘Annev!’ Sodar turned, spilling water. ‘Tosan is the Eldest of Ancients and head of the Academy. Show some respect.’

			‘Fine,’ Annev said. ‘Elder Tosan can take a flying—’ He met the priest’s eyes and saw they were cold as ice. He swallowed. ‘Sorry, Sodar. I’m just … I’m worried about the Testing tomorrow.’

			Sodar turned back to his kettle. As he did, Annev thought he heard a suppressed bark of laughter followed by the words ‘… rolling bread bun’. 

			Annev smiled. No matter Sodar’s words, he knew there was no love between the priest and the headmaster. The division between the priesthood and the Academy stemmed from a split that had occurred decades ago – well before Sodar came to Chaenbalu – but the tension had been exacerbated by Annev’s apprenticeship to the priest, and Sodar made no effort to relieve it. Sometimes Annev thought he was even stoking it.

			With the kettle full, Sodar passed the ladle to Annev, who took several long gulps of water from the clay pot. Meanwhile, Sodar moved about the kitchen gathering tea leaves and cinnamon sticks. ‘As you check the traps, don’t reset them – and please spring all the ones that haven’t been set off.’ He tossed the leaves and sticks into the kettle.

			‘But not the bird traps,’ Annev said, replacing the ladle on the mantel.

			‘The bird traps, too. “No beast, nor fish, nor fowl shalt thou consume on my holy day.”’

			‘But it’s not Seventhday,’ Annev argued.

			‘No, it’s the first night of Regaleus,’ Sodar said, tossing a handful of ground chicory root into the kettle. ‘Besides, if tomorrow is anything like every other Testing Day, you’ll be no use to me in the morning. So distracted I’ll have to mend half your chores.’ He shook his head. ‘We’ll prepare for tomorrow today; spring all the traps.’

			Annev frowned at the reminder of tomorrow’s test – and Sodar’s allusion to his previous failures – and felt churlish.

			‘If the Book of Odar says we’re not supposed to eat animals on holy days, why do we still eat birds and fish on Seventhday?’

			‘Because Seventhday is a regular holy day. Not a “holiday” like Regaleus.’

			Annev’s frown deepened. ‘But shouldn’t we still—’

			‘Annev, do you really want to debate the difference between holy days and holidays now?’ Sodar asked. ‘The Council of Neven nan Su’ul tried that in the Third Age. Whole books are written on the subject, and most of it’s horseshit.’

			Annev’s mouth dropped open, though the priest pretended not to notice. A smile flickered across his face as he concentrated on his tea. 

			‘The truth,’ Sodar continued, ‘is that I can be a bit of a hypocrite, but – unlike some of my brothers – I try to be honest about it.’ He glanced back at Annev, his eyes twinkling. ‘But this isn’t about holy days or the Book of Odar, is it? It’s not even about you doing your chores.’

			Annev looked into the priest’s eyes and clenched his jaw, afraid to speak.

			Sodar watched him for a moment. ‘You’ll do fine, Annev. No matter what happens, I’m proud of you.’ 

			Annev nodded once, his face flushed. ‘Sure,’ he said, his throat clenched. ‘So I spring all the traps. Anything else?’

			Sodar poked at the leaves floating in the kettle. ‘Don’t chop more firewood. We have enough in the shed to last us through the weekend, and I’d rather you were early today.’

			‘I still have plenty of time to get to class.’

			‘Not if you plan to change and wash that face of yours. It’s grubby enough to make your tunic look white again.’

			Annev forced a laugh then rubbed his hand along his cheek. There was definitely dirt there, though he wasn’t sure if it came from his fingertips or his face. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll hurry back,’ and he ran before Sodar could tell him to do anything else.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			

			The door at the back of the kitchen had once led directly outside, but as Annev had grown older, Sodar had constructed a makeshift wooden enclosure that extended far beyond the back door and encompassed a large enough space for Annev to train in. The woodshed also housed a variety of mock weapons, a training dummy, firewood, an underground root cellar, and a small privy. 

			As Annev entered the darkened room, he snatched his game bag and hunting knife from their peg on the wall then eyed the privy in the far corner of the shed. With a sigh, he jogged over to the squat box and removed the waste-filled pot hidden beneath it. Holding the vessel at arm’s length, he left the shed and trotted the quarter-mile to the edge of the woods, emptying the pot into the copse of trees he used specifically for that purpose. Finished, he set the pot down and stalked into the woods, eager to discover what animals his traps might have caught.

			A dozen paces into the Brakewood, Annev stopped to inhale the glade’s rich aroma and take in the familiar sights and sounds of the forest. He studied the tall conifers with their evergreen boughs, while by contrast the oak and beech trees still wore the dead leaves of winter, yielding them only when new buds grew to take their place. He ran beneath them to one of the game trails that led deep into the forest and raced down the untamed path to his first set of snares.

			Within half an hour, Annev had a pheasant, two plump squirrels and an even plumper rabbit to show for his efforts. He was heading back towards the village and was almost in sight of the treeline when he noticed a strange, inky pool of darkness surrounding a cluster of pine trees. Annev stared at the shadows, watching them shift as light filtered down from the forest canopy. 

			Shadepools were rare in the Brakewood, but Annev had chanced upon a few in the depths of the forest. He had never interacted with one, though, and this was the first he’d seen so near the village. 

			With his game bag secure over one shoulder, Annev walked to a nearby blackthorn and stooped to grab a stone that was half the size of his palm. He hefted it in his hand, looked back to the pool of darkness, and threw the projectile.

			The stone disappeared into the thick grass and murky shadows with a muffled whoosh. Annev stared at where the darkness had swallowed the rock. After a few seconds, he huffed. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but he had hoped for something more exciting than nothing. Worse, the strangeness of the shadepool still called to him. 

			With his eyes still fixed on the shifting pool of shadows, Annev bent to pick up a second stone and a bright pain shot through his hand. With a curse, he released the blackthorn he had accidentally grasped and flexed his injured right hand, watching two red dots blossom on his palm. He almost wiped the blood on his tunic then stopped, catching himself before he further stained the beige linen. 

			He looked down at the soil and dead pine needles covering the forest floor then spied another grey stone, almost twice as large as the first. He moved aside the thorny branch at his feet and scooped up the rock, wiping his bloody palm on the surface of the stone and letting its chill cool his throbbing hand before he hurled it into the void. The stone disappeared into the blackness.

			For a while, nothing happened. Then, so subtle he almost missed it, Annev saw a shudder of dark crimson pulse across the surface of the shadepool. Annev blinked, trying to focus on the throb of colour, but it had already gone. The shadow’s surface was undisturbed, just as it had been before he’d thrown the stone.

			Annev gritted his teeth. He knew he should go, but instead he ventured to the edge of the shadepool. His heart thudded in his chest, but he forced his foot into the blackness. When still nothing happened, Annev slowly stepped in, his skin growing cold as he waded into the opaque pool of shadows. As he moved, the shades lapped at his knees and then his hips – like wading into the misty mill pond in the fall – but then the darkness grew colder, and Annev had the distinct impression that something or someone was watching him. He grew disorientated, feeling the same vertigo he experienced when leaning over the Academy’s walls. He held his nerve for a moment then hastily retreated. 

			Free of the darkness, Annev chided himself. He was alone in the woods, and the shadepool was no cooler than any other patch of shadows. Nothing to startle at. No reason to be frightened. Yet even with that in mind, the shadepool unnerved him more than he cared to admit. He glanced once more at the shadows, then he shivered and hurried home.

			

			‘Did you empty the chamber pot?’ Sodar asked the moment Annev had stepped into the kitchen.

			‘Yes,’ Annev said, glad he had returned the now empty vessel to the privy before hanging up his game bag and entering the rectory.

			‘Good. Wash, eat, and we’ll test your magic.’

			Annev groaned. ‘We did that last week.’

			‘We should be doing it every day,’ Sodar said, pouring his tea. ‘But I’ve been too busy with my Speur Dún translation.’ He sighed, tugged his beard, and took a sip of tea. ‘I mean to be better about that. Besides, with Regaleus upon us, you should have better luck accessing your magic.’

			Annev vigorously rubbed his injured hand in the cold water, washing the remaining blood from his palm, then he splashed his face. ‘Is magic always more prevalent around Regaleus?’ he asked, his face dripping.

			‘That’s what I’ve observed.’ Sodar threw him a towel.

			‘Maybe that explains the shadepools.’ 

			‘Shadepools?’

			Annev nodded as he tossed the damp towel back to Sodar. ‘The places in the Brake where the shadows clump together like pools of water.’

			‘Yes, you’ve mentioned them before, though not by that name. Did you see one today?’ 

			Annev rubbed the elbow-length glove covering his left arm and nodded. ‘Near the treeline.’ He paused. ‘Never seen one so close to the village before.’ He recalled how the darkness had chilled his skin and shivered. When he looked up, he saw the priest studying him.

			‘These shadepools,’ Sodar said, still watching Annev, ‘you could never get close to them before.’ Annev nodded. ‘So you’ve never interacted with them?’

			Annev shrugged. ‘No, not really. Today I got close enough to throw some stones in, but nothing happened.’ Annev felt the priest’s eyes on him long enough that he sensed Sodar knew there was more to his tale. Finally, the old man grunted and turned back to his tea. 

			‘I’ve never seen these pools myself,’ Sodar said, taking a long sip from his mug, ‘but you may be right about why they are appearing now. The Brake has a queer connection to the shadow realm, and that connection will be stronger during Regaleus. Could be harmless, but I’d steer clear all the same.’ Sodar waited for Annev to reply. When he merely nodded, the priest wagged a finger at him. ‘I need you to say it, Annev. Promise you won’t go near those shadepools.’

			Annev swallowed. ‘I promise.’ 

			‘Excellent,’ Sodar said. ‘Now, if the Brake’s magic is stronger this morning, I expect yours will be, too. Not enough time for us to test your glyphs, so let’s try the sack.’ He sat down and pulled a faded green bag from his robes.

			Annev moaned and dumped himself into the chair facing Sodar. When the priest frowned at him, he plastered a smile on his face and spoke with mock enthusiasm. 

			‘Bring out the bottomless bag of disappointments!’

			Sodar scoffed, then dropped the empty bag on the table. Annev slid it across the worn tabletop, untied the drawstring and stuck his right hand inside.

			‘This never works for me.’

			Sodar shrugged. ‘Maybe today will be different.’

			‘Sure. Maybe today it will cut off my hand.’

			Sodar smiled then took a sip of his tea. ’Doubtful. A hiding-sack is no good if its owner loses a limb whenever they reach inside. In any case, you have to let go of an item before the sack can take it.’

			Annev fumbled with the fabric, thinking. ‘Why is it I can use the artifacts the masters give us for training classes, but I can’t get this sack to work?’

			‘Because an artifact can be keyed to work for anyone, for certain kinds of people, or for one person in particular. The masters and ancients assume no one at the Academy can perform magic, so they are giving you common artifacts – something anyone can use. But this hiding-sack has been keyed to work only for those with the talent, which means it requires more effort to activate. Something more than an active will, a word or a gesture.’

			Annev grunted. ‘What am I pulling out?’

			Sodar leaned back in his chair and stroked his beard. ‘Your breakfast. If you find it then you can eat it.’ 

			‘That’s not funny, Sodar.’

			‘It’s not meant to be.’

			‘Wait,’ Annev said. ‘You’re serious? You put my breakfast in there?’ The priest nodded. ‘But … I’ve never pulled anything out of that sack. I’ll starve.’

			‘I’m not starving you. Your breakfast is right in that bag. No one’s stopping you from eating it.’

			Annev frowned but rummaged again inside the empty sack. He always felt like a fool when trying to do magic, and today was no different.

			‘It would help if you told me what I’m supposed to be finding.’

			‘Bacon.’

			Annev paused, uncertain. ‘You didn’t cook bacon. I’d have smelled it.’

			Sodar grinned. ‘That’s true, but I put a few strips of cottage bacon in there a year or two ago. Should still be good.’

			Annev flinched at the thought of his fingers sliding into a heap of rancid meat. He pulled his hand from the bag and tossed the empty sack at his mentor.

			‘I don’t believe you.’

			The priest shrugged. ‘More for me, I suppose.’ He reached inside and pulled out a thick strip of cooked bacon.

			Annev stared as Sodar crunched on the hot rasher. He caught the unmistakable whiff of grease and smoked meat and felt his stomach rumble.

			‘Give me the bag.’

			Sodar slid the sack across the table as he ate the last morsel and licked his fingers clean.

			Annev picked up the bag and stuck his hand inside, this time imagining a plate piled high with crispy bacon. 

			‘So,’ he asked, fumbling at the green cloth, ‘how does it stay hot? Does time not pass inside the bag?’

			‘Near as I can tell. The artificer that made it seems to have connected the bag to an alternate space where time passes very slowly. I believe that’s part of the reason the artifact is so well preserved.’ 

			Annev glanced at the threadbare cloth, his expression dubious. ‘Looks a bit ratty to me.’

			‘I suppose it is. But how old does it seem?’

			Annev shrugged, trying to focus on the sensation of hot bacon appearing in his hands. ‘I don’t know. Maybe a hundred years old?’

			‘Try three or four thousand.’

			Annev stopped concentrating on breakfast, the immensity of Sodar’s claim shaking thoughts of bacon from his skull. ‘This was around during the Age of Kings?’ 

			‘Yes. Possibly even earlier.’

			‘How do you know, though? How can you be sure?’ 

			Sodar reached for the sack and Annev let it go, resigning himself to a hungry morning.

			‘Because,’ the priest said, ‘one day I reached in to pull out a coin.’ Sodar demonstrated by putting his wrinkled hand inside the sack. ‘I had dropped in a handful of coins a few days before, but I was only buying bread, so I didn’t much care what coin I pulled out.’ Sodar removed his hand from the sack and dropped a misshapen copper on the table. ‘Imagine my surprise when I saw that.’

			Annev picked it up. The coin was heavier than he expected, rough around the edges and not perfectly circular – nothing like the copper shields and stars people spent at market. The faces were likewise worn, but Annev could still make out the Staff of Odar dividing a wind-tossed sea from a lightning-streaked sky. Amidst the waves, he spied the faded letters ‘U-R-R-A-N’. He flipped the copper over to see a wicked-looking variation of the raven’s beak hammer: part smithing tool, part war hammer, the long-handled weapon floated ominously above a smoking anvil.

			‘Keos,’ Annev whispered, dropping the coin. The copper rolled unsteadily across the table’s surface before toppling over in front of Sodar.

			‘Keos, indeed,’ Sodar said, picking up the heavy copper.

			‘I’ve never seen anything like that,’ Annev breathed. ‘Is it Darite or Terran?’

			‘Both.’ Sodar turned the coin over in his hand. ‘The nations of Daroea and Terra shared currency for a brief period during the Age of Kings – the Second Age.’

			‘But how does that prove the bag’s age? If the coin pre-dates the bag, it could have been dropped there by you or some coin collector.’

			Sodar gave a half-nod, half-shrug. ‘The coins were put out of circulation in the Second Age, so I think it unlikely, but there’s also this.’ Sodar turned the sack inside out. Annev studied it until he saw what Sodar meant him to see: the letters ‘U-R-R-A-N’ stitched into the seam.

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘Not what. Who. The Terran who forged the mould for this coin is the same man who crafted this sack. The most talented artisan of his time – a master among master craftsmen whose dedication to his art was beyond compare – and he was born at the dawn of the Second Age. Early in his career, he put his stamp on every artifact he made. He wanted the world to know what his hands had forged and fabricated.’ Sodar flipped the coin expertly between his fingers. ‘As Urran grew older, though, he realised he could only ever leave a fleeting mark on the world, so he gave up making artifacts and joined the clergy.’

			‘He became a Bloodlord?’

			’Yes and no. Bloodlords are a subset of Terrans who possess the talent, but we Darites tend to group them all together. Technically, Urran remained a Master Artificer but, as the story goes, he gave up being a craftsman in order to craft himself into a better man.’

			‘And,’ Annev finished, ‘since he stopped making artifacts, that means the bag and the coin were made at about the same time.’

			‘Exactly.’ Sodar stopped flipping the coin, holding it so that the faded letters reflected some of the room’s light.

			‘What happened to Urran after he joined the clergy?’ 

			Sodar flicked his fingertips and the coin vanished. ‘That’s a story for another day.’

			Annev scoffed as Sodar reached across the table and plucked the coin from behind Annev’s ear. He rolled his eyes and the priest smiled.

			‘You groan, but even tricks have their place.’ Sodar dropped the copper back into the green sack and handed the latter to Annev. ‘Do a trick for me. Pull out Urran’s coin.’

			Annev took the sack in his left hand and peered inside, then he sighed and shook his head. ‘I can’t do it, Sodar. I can’t find the bacon. I won’t find the coin. I’d be lucky if I could pull out a ball of lint.’

			‘I’d take lint.’

			Annev snorted but stuck his hand in and fished around for a moment. After a few seconds, he pulled his hand out again. ‘You realise how this feels, right? Rummaging inside an empty sack? It’s—’

			‘The embodiment of futility?’

			‘I was going to say silly.’

			Sodar waved a hand dismissively. ‘Just concentrate on finding the coin. Remember its heft. How it looked. How it felt in your hand.’

			Annev swirled his hand around in a circular motion. ‘A very old copper. Got it. I’m picturing it now.’

			‘You saw me drop it in there. It’s just waiting for you to pull it out.’

			Annev circled his hand around the inside of the bag a few more times then stopped. His eyebrows shot up and a look of astonishment passed over his face. ‘I think I’ve got it,’ he whispered, slowly pulling his hand from the mantis-green sack.

			Sodar leaned forward, his eyes fixed on Annev’s tight-fisted hand. ‘You have? Well done, my boy! Well done. Let’s see it.’ He held his hand extended beneath Annev’s fist and watched as Annev opened his hand, palm facing downward.

			And nothing fell out.

			Sodar frowned, then looked up to find Annev restraining his mirth. When their eyes met, the boy burst out laughing.

			‘Gotcha!’ Annev said, snickering. ‘Sorry, Sodar, but that was too easy.’

			The old priest huffed and snatched the sack back. ‘If you took this more seriously, you would have more success.’

			‘If I had any success, I might take it more seriously,’ Annev countered. He stood up from the table. ‘Keep your breakfast. I have to run. If I’m late for Dorstal’s class, he’ll disqualify me from tomorrow’s test.’

			Sodar nodded, also rising from his seat. He placed a hand on Annev’s shoulder. ‘Be careful today. I’ve seen how combative you boys get before Testing Day – especially Fyn. But a good thief doesn’t win fights, he avoids them.’

			‘We’re not thieves, Sodar. We’re avatars.’

			Sodar grunted. ‘I see little difference, but at least you take something seriously.’ He picked up his mug and the empty sack. ‘You’re a better avatar than any boy in that class, Annev, even if they haven’t given you the title yet – even if they never do. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone.’ 

			Annev thought about the test. He and his friends usually worked together to win, but tomorrow … 

			Titus, Therin, or me. We’re a team … but only one of us can win.

			Then Annev thought of the promise ring hidden in his room – the one he hoped to give to Myjun on the final night of Regaleus. When Annev had asked Sraon to forge it, he’d been certain he would be one of the first students to pass the Test of Judgement – a critical detail since only avatars were permitted to court women, and only master avatars and ancients could wed. Put simply, if Annev failed tomorrow’s test and became a steward, he’d lose both Myjun and his future at the Academy in one blow. 

			That couldn’t happen. Annev could not fail tomorrow. He refused to become a steward just as he refused to lose Myjun. He hardened his resolve: he would tell his friends they were on their own tomorrow. That was fair. Each acolyte could decide their own fate.

			Yet another thought lingered at the back of Annev’s mind: he could use his friends. He could tell Titus and Therin that the three of them were still in it together – that they could win it together – and then he could turn on them when the test required it. The idea made Annev’s stomach churn even as he acknowledged it was the cleverest thing to do – which suggested it was probably the correct move.

			Annev looked back at Sodar, his face a mass of conflicting emotions, and swallowed.

			‘Right,’ he said. ‘Nothing to prove.’

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Three

			

			Ancient Dorstal paced in front of the class, his black robes swishing with each step. Morning light trickled in from a small glass window, barely illuminating his cowled face. 

			To Dorstal’s right, a raised table displayed twelve rods made of metal or wood. To his left, twelve teenage boys sat at three rows of dark-stained tables. Five of the boys wore earthy brown smocks, clean and richly dyed; the rest, including Annev, were in varying shades of beige.

			‘… some argue that most magical rods are harmless,’ Dorstal said, continuing his lecture, ‘intended for healing or mundane chores like washing clothes and boiling water. But it doesn’t take long for those simple purposes to be misused.’ Dorstal stopped his pacing, in front of an acolyte in a filthy beige smock. At the back of the class a large boy in a brown tunic yawned. Two of his classmates – also in brown – stifled a laugh. Dorstal ignored them.

			‘That is why you must take care when recovering any kind of artifact. Over the years, the avatars and masters of Chaenbalu have collected most of the magic wands in Northwestern Daroea, including the greater rods and dark rods, which are the most dangerous – but even the humblest rod can kill if you aren’t careful.’

			At the back of the class, Annev raised his hand. Ancient Dorstal glanced away and moved behind the table holding the magic artifacts. Annev waited, hand still up. 

			‘Now, I mentioned classification.’ Dorstal took a piece of chalk from his pocket and began to draw on the sheet of slate cut into the classroom wall. ‘“Greater rod” refers to wands with immense power.’ Dorstal drew two stars at opposite ends of the board. The first was large, the second much smaller. ‘The term “great” may refer to the ability of the wand itself but is typically a descriptor of its strength’ – he circled the large star – ‘its range’ – he drew a dotted line between the two stars – ‘or its duration.’ Dorstal drew a second and then a third star atop the larger star. ‘So some rods are great because their influence lasts a long time – indefinitely in some cases.’ He tapped the large star twice. ‘And some because of their power, their intensity, or because they are effective at long distances.’ 

			Dorstal slashed the dotted line with a flourish then turned to face the class. He glanced at Annev’s still-raised hand then turned his attention to the wands on display. ‘A dark rod, on the other hand, is the term for any wand whose singular, dedicated purpose is to harm, injure, or manipulate others.’ 

			‘Ancient Dorstal,’ Annev said.

			‘What, Acolyte Ainnevog?’ Dorstal snapped.

			Annev lowered his hand. ‘I understand why we retrieve the greater rods and the dark rods.’ Annev chose his words carefully. ‘But if the owner of an ordinary rod is just a woodcutter or a washerwoman then what’s the harm in letting them keep it? They’re not hurting anyone, so why should we—’

			The large boy sitting two seats to Annev’s left groaned. ‘Give it up, Annev. They only send avatars on retrieval missions, and after tomorrow you’ll be a steward.’ The boy, Fyn, leaned around the student sitting between them and met Annev’s eyes. ‘I’ll make sure of it,’ Fyn whispered, eyes gleaming.

			Annev wanted to ignore the young avatar, but the bully’s words had a sting of truth that hurt too much to let go. Fyn had done it a few times already, cutting other students off and winning four of the fourteen competitions so far – just one short of the Academy record.

			At the front of the class, Dorstal looked for all the world as if he had sucked a sour washrag, but Annev pressed on, disregarding Fyn’s taunts and Dorstal’s disapproving glare.

			‘Ancient Dorstal, you said we take the artifacts because people misuse them. But how do we know they misuse them? We’re just assuming they’re bad people, and that’s not fair.’ Dorstal’s eyes flared and Annev drew back in his seat. ‘That doesn’t seem fair,’ Annev amended quietly. ‘Not to me.’

			‘It doesn’t need to make sense to you, acolyte,’ Dorstal said briskly. ‘If you achieve the title of avatar tomorrow, it still need not make sense to you. An avatar’s duty is to recover dangerous artifacts from dangerous people. Questions of morality are decided by the ancients.’

			If there was a note of finality to Dorstal’s explanation, Annev did not hear it.

			‘But what about rods of healing?’ Annev persisted. ‘Those aren’t dangerous. Why should I – why should we – steal them from healers?’

			‘Magic,’ Dorstal said coldly, ‘has been outlawed for centuries. Magic is evil. People who do not give up their magic are outlaws. They are evil, and power-hungry in turn.’ He studied Annev’s face for continued dissent. ‘Magic of any kind is dangerous, no matter who wields it. We are tasked with protecting others by securing it in the Vault of Damnation, under the supervision of the Order of Ancients.’

			Annev then wanted to ask why the masters and ancients could use artifacts for training at the Academy, but not permit others to heal their sick or injured – but he sensed this was an argument he would not win. Pressing would only further provoke Dorstal, and Annev couldn’t risk a punishment that might jeopardise his participation in tomorrow’s test. He quietly gave up the argument and Dorstal’s wrinkled face smoothed itself out again. The man nodded curtly and went back to the rods on the table.

			‘Once you’ve accepted that all rods are dangerous,’ Dorstal said, looking sternly at Annev, ‘then you must learn to tell if the rod you are stealing is magical or not. Sometimes a rod is just a rod, just as some sticks are just sticks. If they hold no magic, they are not artifacts.’

			Dorstal looked out over the class. ‘Throughout your training at the Academy you have been taught how to tell the difference between an artifact and an ordinary, non-magic item. We will test that skill today, before your final Testing Day.’ He eyed the seven boys in beige. ‘Let’s see if you can identify whether these wands are magical’ – he gestured at the rods on the table – ‘and, if so, what they do.’ Dorstal crooked a finger at a skinny boy in a dirty tunic. ‘Therin.’

			Therin stumbled out of his seat and quickstepped to the ancient’s side. He avoided looking at the rods and gave Annev a crooked smile. Dorstal looked down his nose at the black-haired boy.

			‘Take a rod, Therin.’

			Therin paused, studied the display, then raised his right hand and paused again, his hand hovering nearly a foot above the table.

			‘You can’t test the rods without touching them, Therin.’

			A laugh went up at the back of the room. Therin blushed, self-conscious, and pinched a slender ash wand between his fingers.

			‘Hold it properly,’ Dorstal chided. ‘Avatars can’t be scared of the very artifacts they’re sent to collect.’ Several more of Annev’s classmates laughed, but Dorstal continued. ‘You’ll have a better idea of what the rod can do if you make full contact with it.’ Therin winced but complied. ‘Now. What do you feel?’

			Despite the laughter, the class was leaning forward with earnest interest. Even Annev was curious what Therin might sense. His friend wasn’t the best at magical identification, but he wasn’t the worst either.

			‘It’s magical,’ Therin said. ‘I can tell that. And it’s cold. Very cold.’

			Dorstal let the cowl of his robe fall back, exposing his bald head. ‘What else?’

			Therin’s shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t know. What should I feel?’

			Dorstal snatched the wand out of Therin’s hand and balanced it in the centre of his palm. He held it there, barely breathing, not saying anything, the boys watching with bated breath. Finally he rested it on the table beside the other wands.

			‘It’s a Rod of True-Seeing,’ Dorstal said, looking at Therin. ‘And I suspect that it felt cold because we’re going to have a light frost tonight. The details would be obvious to someone innately cursed with magic, but with practice even the pure can discern an artifact’s true nature.’ He paused, eyeing the boy in front of him. ‘You did well, Therin. That was a hard one.’ The boy plopped himself back down in his seat, sighing with relief. ‘Who’s next?’

			Four hands shot up. Dorstal eyed the group then singled out a boy who had not volunteered.

			‘Fyunai.’

			Fyn eased out of his chair and swaggered to the front of the room, his brown dreadlocks swinging lazily. He was tall, athletically built and handsome.

			He was also mean as piss, most especially to Annev.

			Dorstal waited as the larger boy took his place at the long wooden table. ‘Take a rod, Avatar Fyunai.’

			Fyn flicked his dreadlocks back and selected a rod made of solid gold. He clutched it in one hand and half closed his eyes. After a few seconds, he opened them again.

			‘It’s magical,’ he said. ‘I can feel it pulse. But it also makes my skin feel raw.’ He paused, studying the ancient’s face as he spoke. ‘It’s almost painful … like it’s been used to hurt people.’ He waited for a reaction from Dorstal. 

			The ancient shrugged. ‘Perhaps it has. But can you discern the rod’s intended purpose?’ 

			Fyn hesitated. ‘Ah … to torture people?’

			Dorstal studied Fyn’s face for a second before starting to laugh. He laughed so hard his eyes teared up and he began to cough, which turned into a hacking gasp for breath. The ancient doubled over, clutching his mouth and robes while his students watched with a mixture of amusement and concern.

			Dorstal finally got his breathing under control. He wiped his eyes, laughed a little more and smoothed his clothes.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Very good, Fyunai.’ The ancient patted the boy’s shoulder. ‘It’s not a dark rod or a greater rod, but you’re probably right that it caused some people discomfort.’ He reached out and took the rod from Fyn.

			Fyn exchanged glances with Jasper and Kellor – the two friends who sat at the back with him – but the boys only shrugged.

			‘It’s a royal cleaning rod,’ Dorstal said, answering the unspoken question. ‘For nobility who were too dainty to wipe for themselves.’

			Fyn grimaced and backed away from the table. He wiped his hand on the front of his brown robes and hurried back to his seat.

			Dorstal chuckled as he waited for Fyn to sit down. Then his smile faded from his face. ‘Acolyte Ainnevog.’

			The rest of the class turned towards Annev as he rose from his seat and Fyn, Jasper and Kellor whispered something behind his back. Annev ignored them, his attention focused solely on the challenge ahead of him.

			Aside from the gold rod, four other metal wands lay on the display table. Of those, Annev was fairly certain that two were silver and one was bronze. He wasn’t sure about the last one. Iron, maybe.

			Annev couldn’t discern the origin or composition of any of the seven wooden rods. Some were lighter, some darker. Some were stained and some not. The only one he thought he recognised was the rod Therin had taken, but up close he wasn’t sure.

			‘Choose a rod, Annev.’

			Annev lifted his hand above the display, about to take the iron wand, but then his fingers tingled and he sensed something else at the corner of the desk: a polished stick of palm vine, the same flexible Ilumite wood Annev used during his training sessions with Master Edra and his sparring sessions with Sodar. He grabbed it.

			The tingling sensation spiked and Annev’s arm began to throb. The feeling was painful, but pleasant, too; he wanted to laugh, he wanted to cry. Mostly, though, he suddenly wanted to destroy something – to siphon the blood from Dorstal’s body, or to throw Fyn against the back wall and splatter his brains across the grey stones. And there was more than that – more than a feeling of anger or a selfish desire to act on his base impulses; he sensed the presence of untapped power, and he felt some silent part of him reach for that power, wanting to bend its purpose to his will. 

			Annev gasped and dropped the wand back on the table. Dorstal stood, waiting.

			‘It’s … uh …’

			‘It’s what, Annev?’

			‘It’s … a dark rod. It causes pain.’

			Dorstal sniffed and waved the boy back to his seat. Annev hesitated for a moment, shaken and still looking at the rod, then turned and sat down.

			‘I’m surprised, Annev,’ Dorstal said, straightening the rods on the table. ‘This is a very easy one.’ The ancient sighed and picked up the palm vine wand. ‘This is a Rod of Healing.’

			There was a light rap on the door and Dorstal replaced the rod before opening it. A middle-aged man with a strong jaw waited in the hallway. His short-cropped hair was bright red, the same colour as his smock.

			‘Master Edra,’ Dorstal greeted him.

			‘Ancient Dorstal.’ The red-headed man gave a slight bow then peered into the classroom. ‘Last day for most of these boys.’

			‘I suppose it is,’ Dorstal said, looking at the class with an air of disappointment. 

			Edra grunted. ‘We aren’t meeting in the sparring room today, so I thought I’d collect this lot before gathering Benifew’s class.’

			Dorstal grunted, then waved a hand at the boys. ‘Go on then. Follow Edra.’

			As one, they bolted from their seats and poured out of the room.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Four

			

			Annev padded down the stone corridor behind the rest of his classmates, fretting over a half-dozen things. He was increasingly anxious about tomorrow’s Test of Judgement, fearing failure almost as much as the inevitability of betraying his friends. Yet those fears were somehow overshadowed by his experience with the palm vine healing wand: why had he felt so violent when holding the rod? Why had holding it made him want to do terrible things to Dorstal and Fyn?

			A Rod of Healing shouldn’t do that, Annev brooded. Its purpose is to salve wounds and heal injuries … yet I wanted to drain the blood from Dorstal. Blood-letting could certainly be a restorative procedure and, if done for medicinal purposes, it wasn’t inherently evil …

			But I didn’t want to heal him, Annev admitted to himself. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to smash Fyn’s head in. Annev bit his lip, trying to rationalise what he had felt in the classroom. Had he sensed the rod’s ability to heal people? Annev didn’t think so. If it had been there at all then the rod’s potential to heal had been drowned out by its more malevolent potential. As Annev pondered what that might mean, he became vaguely aware of Therin falling back to join him at the end of the queue.

			Could Dorstal have mistaken the wand’s purpose? Annev wondered. It could still be a dark rod, but if that were true, it meant Annev’s instincts were superior to the ancient’s knowledge and experience – and Annev doubted that. 

			So did that mean Dorstal was right, that all magic really was evil? Annev would not – could not – believe that. Sodar had taught him that magic was a tool that could be used for good or ill, and Sodar was a mage. To believe that magic was innately evil was to accept that Sodar was evil, which simply wasn’t true.

			That left Annev with one answer: the dark impulses were his own, not the wand’s. The more Annev thought about it, the more he suspected that was the case – and the worse he felt.

			‘Bad luck with that wand, eh?’

			Annev looked up to see Therin watching him. At the same time, he remembered what he had to do at tomorrow’s test and his treacherous heart gave a guilty lurch. ‘Hmm?’ he said, pretending he had not heard.

			‘You’re normally pretty good at magical identification,’ Therin said, oblivious. ‘But guessing that healing rod was a dark rod … Heh. Pretty far off the mark.’ Annev’s cheeks flushed. ‘Of course, Fyn’s the dolt of the day. A cleaning rod. Ha! I can’t believe someone turned a gompf stick into a magic artifact.’ He giggled then stopped, suddenly thoughtful. ‘Genius, though. I wouldn’t mind not sharing a sponge with half the Academy.’

			Annev was still lost in his thoughts. He ran his fingertips over the dusty tapestries hanging on the wall as the class climbed to the next floor of the Academy. ‘What was the rod of true-seeing like?’ he said after an awkward pause.

			Therin pursed his lips. ‘Weird. At first, I thought it was cold because it had sat in the Vault of Damnation all winter – that’s why I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to look stupid. But then I felt this prickle down my arms and back. Like a window had been opened and an icy wind blew across my skin … except there was no wind.’ He shook his head then looked over at Annev. ‘What did you feel when—’

			‘Hey,’ Annev interrupted, avoiding the question, ‘here comes Titus!’ At the front, their classmates and Master Edra had joined a group of students led by the wispy-haired Ancient Benifew. Therin eyed the other class with a feral grin, his question forgotten.

			‘Mm,’ Therin grunted. ‘I’m going to enjoy beating Titmouse, today.’

			Annev shook his head. ‘Only because Titus is the only person you can reliably beat in combat training – and he’s two years younger than you.’

			‘So? Still counts as a win.’ As he spoke, a round-faced boy with soft cheeks and fluffy blond hair weaved his way through the press of brown- and beige-clad students. He was smaller than the rest and, though he wore a dirty beige tunic like Annev and Therin, Titus’s robes were a few shades brighter than the rest.

			‘What still counts?’ Titus asked.

			‘Heya, Titmouse!’ Therin ruffled the younger boy’s mop of curly yellow hair.

			Titus groaned and pushed Therin’s hand away. ‘You know I hate being called that.’

			‘Which is exactly why I do it,’ Therin said cheerfully. ‘Hey, Annev says it doesn’t count when I beat you because you’re so little. What do you say?’

			Annev gave Therin a shove, knowing his paraphrasing would upset their friend. 

			‘Is that true?’ Titus asked, his voice peaking.

			‘No! I said Therin picks on you in combat training because he can’t beat anyone his own age.’ 

			Titus brightened. ‘Oh. That’s true. He can’t.’

			Therin stuck his tongue out.

			A dozen feet away, the black-clad Ancient Benifew took his leave of Master Edra. The fiery-haired weapons master folded his beefy forearms and looked over the assembled boys.

			‘Today’s weapons training will take place on the rooftop terrace,’ Edra said, ‘followed by some special training in the nave with Master Duvarek.’ 

			A murmur went up at this. Training with the Master of Shadows was rare. 

			‘Quiet!’ Edra snapped. Most of the boys stopped talking and suddenly Fyn’s voice could be heard.

			‘… always away or drunk—’

			Annev turned and saw that Fyn had been speaking to Jasper and hook-nosed Kellor. A bullish avatar from Titus’s class had also joined the trio and was sniggering in the silence. Edra’s gaze locked on to him.

			‘Something you’d like to share with the rest of us, Brinden?’ 

			‘Uh …’ Brinden shook his head. Edra nodded and turned his withering gaze on the rest of the students. 

			‘Today’s weapons training,’ Edra repeated, ‘is on the roof. I’ve brought two dozen weapons up from the armoury. Some are in good condition, but some are bent, broken or dull. In the field you will fight with whatever comes to hand.’ He smiled. ‘First students to the north terrace get their pick of the weapons. Last ones get the dregs. The six who do best today get a head-start in tomorrow’s test.’ He smiled, and it was all teeth. ‘Go!’

			Annev felt a surge of adrenaline as a group of avatars darted for the nearest stairway. Therin started to follow but Annev grabbed his shoulder.

			‘Faster this way.’ Annev slid past the crowd of boys sprinting up the stairs and saw another avatar had had the same idea. The boy darted in front of Annev, his chin-length hair whipping back to reveal a scar running down the side of his face.

			‘Kenton!’ Annev barked. The raven-haired boy typically kept to himself – he trained with Duvarek in almost the same way Annev did with Sodar – but about six months ago Annev had convinced Kenton to join his small group of friends. The four of them – Therin, Titus, Annev, and Kenton – had agreed to work together until they all earned their avatar title. But as soon as Kenton passed his Test of Judgement he had reneged on his promise, turning a cold shoulder to the other acolytes and even befriending Fyn. Seeing Kenton also made Annev’s conscience twinge because he planned to similarly betray Titus and Therin in tomorrow’s test.

			Kenton ignored the shout of his name and instead ran faster, flinging himself down a corridor and darting up a second flight of stairs. Annev was hard on his heels when the scar-faced boy ripped a heavy tapestry down from the wall. With barely a thought, Annev rolled beneath the bulky hanging and sprang to his feet on the other side. Kenton glanced back, swore, and turned the corner.

			So that’s the game, Annev thought. There was swearing behind him as Therin and Titus tangled in the heavy tapestry, and as Annev turned the corner he saw Fyn and his sycophants batter Titus and Therin aside so they could run past. Annev raced even faster down the hallway.

			Can’t help them, he told himself, spurred on by the prospect of catching Kenton. Have to keep moving. The dark-haired boy had reached a junction in the corridor; he hesitated then turned right, disappearing from view. On instinct, Annev turned left.

			The two corridors traced the perimeter of the upper dormitories, so Kenton and Annev would rejoin before connecting with the battlements and rooftop terrace. The difference, though, was that the younger students all had rooms along the right-hand corridor, while almost all the rooms on the left were vacant. Annev hoped Kenton would have to dodge students, slowing his progress to the roof, while Annev only need worry about the surly Master Duvarek – the corridor’s single inhabitant – who would be giving a special lesson in the nave in less than an hour and should already be there.

			Annev knew this in the two heartbeats it took to fling himself to the left. In the third heartbeat, he felt a flush of success. In the fourth, he collided hard with the kneeling Master of Shadows. Annev tried to soften the blow by rolling over Duvarek’s kneeling form, but at that precise moment the master raised his face, which caused his head to plough into Annev’s stomach. The impact threw Duvarek backward, cracking the master’s head against the thinly carpeted floor. Annev twisted, slamming his shoulder into the ground as his hip squelched into the master’s pool of vomit. For a moment they both lay on the floor, winded and covered in Duvarek’s sick.

			Annev groaned, awkwardly rising to his knees.

			‘Keos,’ Duvarek swore. The scruffy-looking master was about to say more, but instead he turned his head and vomited on the carpet again.

			Annev scrabbled backward, accidentally kicking Duvarek as he fumbled to extricate himself from both the master and the puddle. When he judged he was a safe distance away, he scrambled to his feet and saw that a dark stain now covered his right side from his ribs to his thigh. He might have been worried about the garment, but the dark spot had even now begun to fade, blending with the sweat and grime already staining his tunic. 

			Nothing will hide that smell, though …

			With an effort, Duvarek scooted off the soiled rug and pressed his temple against the cool stone floor. 

			‘Bloody … burning … bones.’

			Annev blinked, thinking he should run before the master recognised him. Then Duvarek turned his head and Annev realised it was too late. The master’s face was puffy, his hair black and unruly, and there were dark circles beneath his watery eyes. He blinked, his vision focusing on Annev.

			‘What the hell, Acolyte Annev?’

			Annev swallowed. He could hear the other avatars racing down the hall Kenton had taken. As the sound of their footsteps started to fade, Annev blurted the first thing that came to mind.

			‘I’m sorry, Master Duvarek! I was racing to class. I can’t be late or I might be disqualified from tomorrow’s Test of Judgement.’

			‘I should disqualify you now,’ Duvarek slurred, clutching his head.

			‘Please don’t! I have to compete in that test, Master Duvarek. It’s my last chance.’

			The Master of Shadows screwed up his face as if mentioning the test had awoken something he’d been trying to drown in honeywine. He sat up, wiped his mouth and flicked the wet gobbets from his fingers so that they spattered on the wall. Then he looked back at Annev.

			‘Go on then.’ The master wiped his palm on his tunic before running the same sticky hand through his tousled black hair. ‘I’ll deal with you in an hour.’

			Annev raced for the rooftop.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter Five

			

			Annev was still cursing his luck when he reached the rooftop terrace. Of all people, why did he have to run into Duvarek? The Master of Shadows was most often sent on artifact retrieval missions – a task Annev openly coveted – and he had just knocked the master into a pool of his own vomit. Kenton had earned private lessons with him after gaining his title, and Annev doubted he’d get a similar chance now.

			He’s been beyond the Brakewood – to Banok and to Luqura. He’s even been to the far north. I want to do that. I want to be just like him.

			An image of Duvarek lying in his own sick flashed before Annev, and he amended that last thought. I want to be better than him. How do I become a man the Academy turns to for artifact retrieval?

			Annev didn’t know the full answer to that question, but the first step was obvious: passing tomorrow’s Test of Judgement – at all costs. That would unlock all the doors presently barred before him. He could have it all, but only if he passed, and today that prospect seemed less and less likely.

			Annev was the last to arrive at Master Edra’s class. He skirted the edge of the gathered students, sharply aware that he stank of Duvarek’s vomit, and surveyed the crowd. Based on the sleek sparring weapons Fyn and Kenton carried, they had been the first to reach the rooftop. A quick glance around the terrace revealed that most of the boys in brown held a good weapon – a wooden sword, a leather-wrapped axe, a sparring stave. Edra stood in the centre of them atop a raised platform, pairing off the boys who had arrived first and telling them where to fight.

			In contrast to the brown-robed avatars, the acolytes in beige generally carried the crudest weapons. Annev spotted Therin and Titus standing apart from the crowd. The former held a dirty coil of rope while the latter carried a small burlap bag. Lemwich, another acolyte from Titus’s class, stood between Annev’s two friends and the larger crowd of boys. Annev jogged over to them.

			‘Anything left?’

			‘Nothing good,’ Therin said. ‘We just got here.’

			‘There’s some chainmail gloves,’ Titus said, pointing to a dark corner of the roof, ‘but the links are broken.’

			‘Rusty, too,’ Lemwich said, turning a small knife over in his large hands. ‘Wouldn’t put my hands in them.’

			‘Probably couldn’t fit your hands in them,’ Therin said, eyeing the bull-necked acolyte.

			‘Probably not.’

			‘That’s it?’ Annev asked. ‘Just the gloves?’ Titus nodded. ‘What’s in your sack?’

			‘Some throwing spikes,’ Titus said. ‘But they’re wooden, poorly weighted, and once I toss them I’ll be unarmed.’

			‘Better not miss then,’ Therin said, punching the boy’s arm. ‘Hey, you think Edra will let us upgrade our weapons as the other boys get eliminated?’

			‘Maybe. Probably,’ Annev said. ‘How do you get eliminated?’

			‘“Subdue your opponent or strike a blow that would be fatal”. Edra has to see the blow, though, so if he turns away when Titus hits with one of his spikes, Titmouse is out of luck.’

			Titus nodded. ‘I think that’s why no one took the spikes.’

			‘Makes sense,’ Annev said, eyeing the chainmail gloves in the corner. ‘Guess we’ll have to make do till some better weapons are available.’ He jogged over to the gauntlets, grabbed the gloves and returned to his friends, by which time he’d had an idea. ‘Hey, Therin. What do you think about cutting your rope in half and making some bolas or chain-weights?’ 

			‘By tying the ropes to your gloves?’ Annev nodded and Therin shrugged. ‘Rather have a knife, but a weighted rope is better than a naked one.’ 

			‘Great.’ Annev tapped Lemwich on the shoulder. ‘Hey, Lem, can I borrow your knife?’

			The hulking acolyte stared at the tiny shard of iron in his hands. After a long pause, he extended the blade handle-first. ‘You’ll give it back.’ It wasn’t a question.

			‘I will,’ Annev said. ‘Thanks.’ He dropped the chainmail gauntlets and began to saw the rope in half. Dull as the knife was, after some work the braided hemp began to give way. Annev watched Edra pair off another group of boys, worried the master would call on him to spar before he had finished. Distracted, he let the knife slip from the partially cut rope and dropped it. Annev swore, grabbed a loop of hemp, and started sawing again, careful to make each cut count this time.

			‘Got it!’ Annev said, snapping the rope in two. He tossed a piece each to Titus and Therin. ‘Tie them to the gauntlets. Make sure they’re tight.’ He was about to give the knife back to Lemwich but stopped, another idea forming.

			‘Hey, Lem. You want Therin’s chain-weight instead?’

			Lemwich’s face scrunched up. ‘That’s a rope, not a chain – and I want my knife back.’

			‘You won’t get close enough to use it.’

			The larger boy was unconvinced, but then Therin jumped to his feet and extended the weapon he had finished constructing.

			‘Give it a swing, Lem! With your strength, you could probably slap someone’s face off.’ He shook the rusty gauntlet tied to the end of the rope. 

			Lemwich stuck out his chin then slowly reached for the makeshift weapon, uncertain. ‘I’ve never practised with chain-weights – or ropes.’

			‘Just swing it,’ Therin said, grinning. ‘If you can get someone tangled up, you can pound them into submission.’

			A tiny smile dimpled the larger boy’s face. ‘What if they don’t get tangled?’

			‘Then swing it again,’ Therin said, his face impish.

			Lemwich scoffed but gathered up the rope and gauntlet. He gave the rope an experimental swing, smacking the metal glove down into the roof with a thump. Annev winced as red flakes of rust puffed into the air and were carried away by the wind. Lemwich lifted the rope again, studying the glove.

			‘All right,’ he said, nodding to Annev. ‘Keep the knife.’ The larger boy stepped up to join the throng surrounding the Master of Arms. Therin suppressed a laugh.

			‘What?’ Titus asked.

			Therin looked at Annev, stlll grinning. ‘You want to tell him?’

			‘It might not even break,’ Annev said. ‘You saw how it held just now.’

			‘But you cut—’

			‘Annev!’

			Annev looked up and saw Therin’s laughter had attracted their teacher’s attention. He handed the knife to Therin and took the other rope-weight from Titus. As he jogged over to Edra, he heard Therin whisper an explanation to Titus. 

			‘Annev,’ Edra said, once he had approached. ‘You’re with Janson. South-east corner. Go.’

			Annev went, pushing Lemwich and his weapon to the back of his mind and concentrating on winning. 

			Janson, he thought. Fast. Wiry. Likes hatchets. He manoeuvred past the crowd and saw his brown-robed opponent standing casually by the edge of the roof. The dark-skinned avatar looked over the crenellated parapet, a short-handled axe resting on his shoulder. 

			‘Nice view.’

			‘Yeah,’ Annev agreed, drawing closer. ‘Can see all the way to the watchtowers.’

			‘You ready?’ Janson said, turning. He saw the rope and glove in Annev’s hands and grinned. 

			Annev tensed, his adrenaline beginning to spike. He needed to win this. He needed every advantage in tomorrow’s test. 

			‘Let’s go.’

			Janson nodded once then swung with his sheathed axe, aiming for Annev’s neck.

			Annev ducked and dodged, stepping away as he uncoiled the rope and snapped the weighted end towards Janson’s feet. The mailed glove flew out, snaking around the boy’s calves, and circling back on itself. Annev yanked and the rope went taut, jerking Janson’s legs together before the boy could recover from his wild swing. The avatar’s weight-bearing foot stayed planted even as his back foot snapped forward, throwing him off balance.

			It was all the advantage Annev needed. He stepped in with his hip and reached over his own shoulder, grabbing the haft of Janson’s axe. Still holding the rope tight, Annev pulled the axe forward over his head towards the ground. Janson held tight to his weapon, but the hemp buckled his knees and Annev levered his body in a smooth throw. In a blink, Janson was rolling over Annev’s back and smacked into the stone roof, a whump knocking the air from his lungs.

			Annev pulled on the axe, expecting it to come free, but Janson held on, gasping for air. Annev pulled again then cursed and kicked the boy in the arm and shoulder. Janson only released his grip when Annev’s booted foot aimed for his face. Instead of kicking, Annev placed his foot on the avatar’s neck and lifted the weapon over his head.

			‘Master Edra!’ Annev yelled, not taking his eyes off his opponent. 

			Annev waited while Janson struggled beneath his boot, trying to lift Annev’s foot from his throat. Annev pressed harder, and when that failed, he rapped Janson’s fingers with the blunt side of the axe.

			‘Master Edra!’ he shouted again.

			‘Let him go,’ Edra shouted back. ‘Janson, you’re out. Annev, join the others.’

			Annev lifted his foot, his pulse still racing, but as he turned to go Janson grabbed his ankle and yanked, dropping Annev to his stomach. He flipped onto his back, blood thumping in his ears, but the avatar didn’t try anything else. 

			‘You got lucky,’ Janson said, untangling the rope around his legs. ‘You surprised me.’

			Annev wanted to snap back that it was skill, not luck, but he was still winded from hitting the ground. Instead, he got to his feet. 

			‘Thanks for the axe.’

			He walked towards Edra and the other boys then spotted Lemwich sparring with a freckle-faced acolyte named Alisander. The smaller boy carried a shard of dead wood – the remnant of a pine bough he’d been using as a crude club. From what Annev could tell, Alisander had used his stick to block Lemwich’s opening salvo, but the force of the chainmail gauntlet had shattered the dried wood. 

			By the time Annev reached Edra the fight was over.

			‘Let him go, Lem! Alisander, you’re out.’ Edra looked down at Annev. ‘Annev, you can face Lemwich next. Southern terrace.’

			Annev’s stomach flipped as he walked towards the acolyte he’d been helping just a few minutes ago. He stopped a dozen paces away and Lemwich smiled at him.

			‘Worked pretty well,’ Lemwich said, drawing in the rope and gauntlet. ‘Scared the tar out of Ali, anyway. What happened to yours?’

			‘My rope-weight?’ Annev asked. ‘I left it. Thought the axe was an upgrade until I knew I’d be facing you. No reach to it.’

			‘Mm. Not much left of Ali’s branch, so I guess I’m still using this.’ Lemwich coiled the rope, letting the chain glove slither across the rooftop. ‘It’ll be a shame when I beat you with it.’ Before Annev could manage a retort, the rope-weight shot out and the chainmail gauntlet flew for Annev’s face. Annev raised his axe, holding it tight with both hands, and ducked.

			The weapon crashed into the axe handle, its momentum spinning the hemp rope and chain glove tight around the haft. Annev tensed, keeping a firm grip on the axe, then felt Lem haul on the other end of the rope. Annev’s shoulders jerked and he braced against another, stronger tug that almost had him off his feet. He yanked back, off balance, as Lem hauled him closer. Annev pulled yet harder, trying to break the rope he’d half severed moments before, but it didn’t give way. Lem grinned, dragging Annev towards him. Annev was just about to lose their tug-of-war when the rope finally snapped. The braided cord flew away leaving the mail glove wrapped around Annev’s axe. A half-dozen feet off, Lemwich barely managed to stay on his feet. He paused then stared stupidly at the limp coil of rope in his hands. 

			Annev didn’t hesitate. He launched himself at Lemwich, taking advantage of his opponent’s shock. The boy’s hands came up reflexively, the frayed hemp still clutched in his meaty fingers, only Annev ignored the boy’s fists and ducked low, using the axe to hook Lem’s leg. At the same time, he ploughed his shoulder into the larger boy’s gut, throwing him off balance. Lemwich hopped backward, trying to regain his footing, and Annev continued to press him, unrelenting, forcing Lemwich further back.

			Lemwich had to fall. Annev would make him fall.

			Annev threw his weight into the big acolyte again – the largest and strongest in his reap – and forced him backward. Lemwich tried to brace himself then grunted, suddenly stopping, his hands grabbing Annev’s tunic.

			No! Annev’s mind roared. If the larger boy got a solid hold he was done for.

			Annev jumped back, yanking his tunic free and hauling upwards on his axe, lifting Lemwich’s leg out from under him. With a furious final push, Annev toppled him. 

			Lemwich fell, flipping onto the edge of the parapet. Annev saw in a moment that that was how Lem had managed to come to a stop – braced against the parapet until Annev had downed him. Lem’s eyes widened as his massive frame teetered on the brink of the Academy wall. He squirmed like an overturned turtle, only to slip further towards the edge. 

			‘No!’ Annev shouted, lunging for the other student.

			And then the boy was gone, toppling over the edge, the coil of rope snaking over the parapet behind him. Annev dropped his axe and grabbed the rope, throwing a loop of hemp around the nearest merlon before the former snapped tight. He heard Lemwich yelp and felt the rope sliding through his fingers. Annev swore and spun, wrapping the hemp around his hips and bracing his legs against the two nearest merlons.

			‘Help!’ Annev shouted. ‘Master Edra! Help!’

			There was nothing but him and the rope, his legs straining against the merlons, holding Lem’s weight for an eternity. The sounds of the other boys fighting were distant as the rope crushed around him. Annev yelled again. And again. The rope continued to slide through his hands, burning his palms and dragging its rough threads across his body. Annev tried to hold tighter but his grip was failing. His feet shifted against the wall, accidentally dislodging the hemp he’d looped around the nearest merlon. Lemwich lurched, dropping another few feet, and the weight spun Annev around, tugging the hemp from his hips. He screamed as more rope slid through his fingers – Lem was simply too heavy to hold. He felt the last foot of braided hemp slide through his hands and— 

			‘Gods!’ Edra swore, grabbing the rope before the last inches could fly free. He hauled on it, pulling the rope back over the rooftop. Annev grabbed the hemp once again, adding his weight to Edra’s strength, and together they pulled the rope another foot. Others arrived, attracted by their shouts, and the mob slowly pulled the dangling acolyte back towards the terrace. Lemwich’s clenched fingers appeared above the battlements followed by his broad, bloodless face. With a final massive effort, the acolyte was pulled back over the wall to safety.

			Annev dropped the hemp rope and slumped to the ground. He looked over at Lemwich and the boy gave him a long, slow nod of thanks. Annev nodded in turn, then looked up to see the Master of Arms glowering at him.

			‘An accident?’ 

			Annev nodded. ‘I tried …’ 

			‘You tried to save him,’ Edra said. ‘I know. I saw, but I didn’t see how he came to fall over that ledge.’

			Annev glanced over at Lemwich, who met Annev’s gaze in silence. Edra watched the exchange and nodded.

			‘I’ll assume this was an accident, one caused by negligence’ – he looked at Annev – ‘or incompetence.’ He glanced at Lemwich. ‘In either case, I think this accident disqualifies you both from winning the advantage for tomorrow’s test.’

			Annev’s face fell, as did Lem’s. Edra nodded, satisfied with their reactions. 

			‘Lemwich, go join the boys who’ve lost a match.’ The larger acolyte stood, bowed, then ran to join Janson and the others. Annev moved to follow, but Edra stopped him. ‘Enough sparring for today, Annev. Go down to the nave and assist Master Duvarek.’

			‘But … I’m already disqualified. Why send me away?’

			Edra gritted his teeth. ‘Annev, this was serious. There have to be clear consequences, otherwise the next student might take it further.’ He paused, distracted by Kenton and another boy who hadn’t been matched together but were starting to scuffle.

			‘Like that,’ Edra said, spitting. ‘Damn that scar. He’s always causing problems.’ He looked back at Annev. ‘Are we clear?’

			‘You want me to see Master Duvarek,’ Annev repeated, grimacing. He had no desire to see the man so soon after their collision that morning, but it seemed he had no choice. 

			‘Don’t worry,’ Edra said, misinterpreting the cause of Annev’s trepidation. ‘Dove’s not so bad – once you get used to his smell.’ The master grinned, then patted Annev on the shoulder. ‘Anyway, don’t think of this as a punishment. Think of it as another chance to earn an advantage in tomorrow’s test.’

			Annev raised his gaze from the ground. ‘Another advantage?’

			Edra ignored the question, stepping towards the brawl that seemed about to break out. ‘No more questions!’ he barked. ‘Get going.’ 
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