
		
			[image: The cover of The Falling Sky by David Hair. The cover depicts a group of six warriors, holding a mixture of swords and axes, standing on a rock in the middle of a crashing sea. Four dragons, including one breathing fire, fly at them against the background of a stormy sky. In front of the main illustration there is circular symbol of a silver dragon with red claws against a red, orange, yellow and green mosaic-style background. ]
		

	
		

		
			 

			About the Author

			David Hair, an award-winning writer of fantasy, has been inspired by his travels around the globe. He was born in New Zealand and has spent time in Britain, Europe and India (which inspired The Moontide and Sunsurge Quartets and The Return of Ravana series). After some years in Bangkok, Thailand, he and his wife returned to New Zealand, settling in Hawkes Bay. His epic fantasy sagas include The Moontide Quartet, The Sunsurge Quartet, The Tethered Citadel trilogy and the YA saga The Return of Ravana, as well as his new fantasy adventure series, The Talmont Trilogy, starting with The Burning Land.

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by David Hair

			 

			The Moontide Quartet

			Mage’s Blood

			Scarlet Tides

			Unholy War

			Ascendant’s Rite

			 

			The Sunsurge Quartet

			Empress of the Fall

			Prince of the Spear

			Hearts of Ice

			Mother of Daemons

			 

			The Return of Ravana

			The Pyre

			The Adversaries

			The Exile

			The King

			 

			The Tethered Citadel

			Map’s Edge

			World’s Edge

			Sorcerer’s Edge

			 

			The Talmont Trilogy

			The Burning Land

			The Drowning Sea

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			THE FALLING SKY

			 

			TALMONT BOOK 3

			 

			 

			 

			David Hair

			 

			[image: Jo Fletcher Books logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Jo Fletcher Books

			an imprint of Quercus

			Part of John Murray Group

			 

			Copyright © 2026 David Hair

			 

			The moral right of David Hair to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Jacket design: Rory Kee

			Jacket images © Shutterstock.com

			Map © 2026 Nicola Howell Hawley

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication 

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any 

			information storage and retrieval system, 

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available 

			from the British Library

			 

			EBOOK ISBN 978-1-52942-296-2

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			Quercus

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			John Murray Group

			Part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			I’m writing this in March 2025, but the book won’t come out for another 11 months and who know what the world will look like then? I’ve never been less certain of the future. My early years were spent in the shadow of the Cold War, but I always believed there were enough decent people in high places to counteract the would-­be tyrants. It sure doesn’t seem that way now, as paranoid tsars, narcissistic billionaires and empire-­building chairmen play RISK with our lives during a climate meltdown and global recession.

			As such, it’s very stressful just being alive right now, which is why (yet again) this book is dedicated to the person who keeps me going: my wonderful wife Kerry, the most loving, honest, caring person I know, someone who makes me smile every day and shares all my burdens. I’m so fortunate to have such a partner, and hope there’s someone in your lives who helps you through, too.

			Thank you for reading, best wishes, and stay strong.

			 

			David Hair

			Hastings, New Zealand

			March 2025
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				In the top right, the bottom of a land mass which includes the country of Elindor can be seen. 
				This is separated from the land beneath it by the Torras Narrows and the Gulf of Elindor, which contains the Nexus Isle. 
				The largest land mass is underneath Elindor. In the top left of this land is Vandrath, which contains the Port of Gaudien and the city of Beradin. 
				Underneath Vandrath is Miravia, which contains the cities of Secordium, Hyastar and Folkstein. 
				Miravia is divided from the country to the right of it, Talmont, by the Odara River. 
				Talmont includes Tyr, Fregamund and Petraxus. To the right of Talmont, an arrow points off the map to Kharagh, indicating that the land continues beyond what we can see. 
				Underneath Talmont is Aquinium, which contains Viramund, Lenziu, Mardium and the ruins of Qorium. 
				Aquinium also contains the Virae River which runs up towards Talmont. Along the river’s western bank lies Tar-Nareth. 
				To the west of Aquinium, south of Miravia, is the country of Bravantia. Within Bravantia is the city of Vantium, as well as the road which runs from Bespar on the south coast to Casimund in the north. 
				Above Casimund is the Qor-Massif mountain range, which forms the centre point where Miravia, Talmont, Aquinium and Bravantia all meet. 
				To the west of Bravantia are the countries of Foyland, Solabas and Neparia. Neparia contains the city of Eravander, and connects to the peninsula of Bedumassa at its southeastern corner. 
				Bedumassa is separated from a different landmass in the southeast, the Zynochian caliphates, by a narrow body of water called The Jaws of Leos. 
				On either side of the Jaws lies Bedum in Bedumassa and Mutaza in Zynochian, which together form the imperial court of Bedum-Mutaza. 
				Zynochian also contains Sharif and Vintab. Above Bedumassa, separating it from Bravantia, is The Blood Sea, or Mar-Ortas, which flows into the Sea of Erath, or Mar-Eras, situated between Aquinium and Zynochian. 
				Directly south of Bedumassa is the Sea of Pelas, which includes the Lost Pelas and Pelasian Archipelago. 
				Underneath this is the final land mass on the map, which includes the countries of Khetia and Abutha. In the northeast of Abutha is the city of Dagoz.
			

		

	
		
			

			 

			What Has Gone Before

			 

			 

			 

			The world of Coros is being devastated by droughts, rising seas and failing harvests. The Hierophant, Eindil Pandramion III, ruler of the massive Triple Empire founded by Eindil’s ancestor, the messianic Jovan Lux, fears he is presiding over a disaster. But his mage-­scholars assure him it’s just a natural super-­cycle, and won’t last.

			At least one scholar disagrees. Nilis Evandriel has been declared renegade for claiming that the crisis is caused by elobyne shards, crystal pillars sited throughout the empire, that he claims are leeching life from all living things, including people. That energy is used to wield glyma, a magic power used by the Vestal knights, defenders of the Triple Empire. It is also used by the shape-­changing vyr, who wage guerrilla warfare against the empire. Neither will relinquish that power, and all the while, Coros is falling deeper into crisis.

			Mastering glyma requires immense mental and physical control, so the Vestal knights demand rigorous discipline of their knights and mages, which means most Vestals have an active career of only a dozen years. In contrast, the vorloks (mages) and draegar (knights) of the vyr surrender to the ‘maelstrom’ of the glyma, making them even stronger than the knights and able to incite battle-­fury and shape-­changing among their followers – but their lack of control turns most into raving monsters who perish quickly. Nevertheless, the vyr rebellion is growing, a campaign of devastating fires to destroy the elobyne shards, that worsens the ecological crisis. The future of Coros is at stake and the battle lines are drawn.

			

			 

			THE EVENTS OF SUMMER 1472

			(AS NARRATED IN THE BURNING LAND)

			 

			Romara Challys leads the Falcon Century, one hundred men-­at-­arms of the Vestal Order, led by the glyma-­users of her ‘pentacle’: Jadyn Kaen (who Romara loves), Ghaneen Suul, the veteran Abuthan Obanji Vost and the mage Elindhu Morspeth. The Falcons have gone to Avas Island to help evacuate the islanders, whose livelihoods have been destroyed by wildfires lit by the vyr.

			Amid the chaos, three fateful events occur. First, during a life-­or-­death mêlée, Romara loses control of her glyma. Her comrades cover for her, but her career is effectively over. Secondly, Ghaneen is slain by the vyr – but a young refugee, Soren var’Dael, unwittingly sparks Ghaneen’s elobyne blade to life, revealing a latent magical gift. Soren is taken from his family and inducted into the Order as an initiate. Thirdly, the Falcons capture one of the attackers, Gram Larch. As Gram showed no signs of shape-­changing, Jadyn and Romara decide to interrogate him – despite the rule that only lictors, imperial inquisitors, are permitted to question vyr. They are desperate to understand why the vyr are destroying the land, something that’s still unclear despite two centuries of conflict.

			Under questioning, Gram echoes the words of the renegade scholar Nilis Evandriel: that elobyne shards are destroying the world. But he also reveals a new thing: a spell, Oculus Tempus, that he says will prove Evandriel’s claims. It’s a spell on the ‘forbidden list’, one even Elindhu doesn’t know how to cast.

			The Falcons are evacuated to Gaudien, a port on the mainland, where they are debriefed by the lictor Yoryn Borghart, who has learned of the interrogation and threatens Romara and Jadyn with severe penalties. They expect her Order’s commander, Corbus Ritter, to support them, but he is entangled with House Sandreth, enemies of Romara’s family. The heir of the House, Elan Sandreth, tries to force Romara into marriage, to gain her family’s wealth.

			Her faith in the Order shattered, Romara breaks into the dungeons and frees Jadyn, along with Gram and another prisoner, Auranuschka Perafi (‘Aura’), a Nepari thief. Aura proves invaluable, using her contacts to enable the knights to escape by ship, along with Obanji, Elindhu and the young Soren: Romara’s loyal Falcons.

			

			Now outlaws, the Falcons decide to investigate Nilis Evandriel’s claims. They sail to Solabas, en route to Neparia, where Gram says Nilis Evandriel can be found. They’re pursued by Yoryn Borghart, Elan Sandreth and Tevas Nicolini, Romara’s former mentor. Borghart uses portali gates to enter the Talam-­Argith, a ‘Shadowland’ where time and distance are distorted, which enables rapid – if disquieting – travel.

			During the chase, Romara is increasingly drawn to Gram, while her relationship with Jadyn is becoming strained. Their love grew in the regulated world of the Order, where passions must be supressed. Outside that environment, it begins to fray, partly because Romara’s loss of glyma-­control is mitigated by Gram; as a potential vorlok (a vyr-­magus), he is able to leech glyma-­energy from her, saving her from a breakdown but creating a co-­dependency. Meanwhile, Aura is revealed to share an unnamed precognitive talent with Jadyn.

			Closely pursued by Borghart and the Order, the Falcons cross Semmanath-­Tuhr, a mountain valley peopled by erlings, the oldest inhabitants of Coros. They once dominated the north, but are now few and scattered across the wilds, just a remnant of an ancient civilisation. When the Falcons are assailed by a wild erling, Jadyn kills it – and is accused of murder by the erling rulers. To prevent retribution, Elindhu is forced to reveal her deepest secret: she herself is an erling and has been masquerading as human, using her people’s shapeshifting skills, to learn the truth about Nilis Evandriel’s claims. This severely strains the pentacle’s unity, but friendship prevails, mostly thanks to Obanji, who is quietly in love with Elindhu and doesn’t care what race she is.

			When the Falcons reach Sancta Cara, a village in Neparia, they meet the vyr-­witch Agynea, who knows Evandriel and tells them the scholar has gone into the nearby mountains, seeking a mythic base of the Sanctor Wardens, an ancient order of knights who preceded the Vestal Order. The Wardens used a type of magic known as the aegis, which doesn’t require elobyne, but they were massacred centuries ago by the Vestal Order. She also speaks of ninneva, a state of grace some vyr can attain, which can hold the glyma-­madness at bay.

			

			Disillusioned by increasing evidence that their beloved Order is really the iron fist of a tyranny, Romara’s pentacle press on, hoping to overtake Evandriel and learn the whole truth, but Borghart and his allies are close behind. The lictor kills Agynea after forcing her to reveal where Romara’s group are going.

			The Falcons find a mountain-­top stone circle of eight thrones etched with ancient runes. The sun goes down as Borghart’s men are closing in – but somehow, they manage to open a mysterious portal, which transports them to the ruins of an ancient Sanctor Warden base. Jadyn and Aura discover they alone have runes etched into their palms, which further tests Romara’s bond with Jadyn. Despite their love, the universe seems to be driving them apart.

			The Falcons find the lost monastery of Vanashta Baanholt, where legend says the Sanctor Wardens learned the aegis, but as they arrive, they are surrounded by soldiers of the Vestal Order, led by Vazi Virago, the Exemplar or champion knight of the Order. She is there with her century to study the monastery – and then destroy it.

			Romara persuades Vazi that her Falcons are there for the same reason, and Vazi is excited to learn of Jadyn’s palm-­marks, which match symbols found on doors in the caverns beneath the monastery. Romara’s deception is revealed when Borghart and his men arrive. The Falcons escape to the caverns, where Jadyn and Aura use their hand-­markings to open the marked doors, which lead to a broken bridge over a vast void. The Falcons are trapped, until, without understanding how, Jadyn and Aura cause the bridge to reform, though it will only bear those with the aegis marks. As Jadyn and Aura escape over the mystic bridge, Vazi kills Obanji and captures Romara and Gram, while Soren and Elindhu fall into the void.

			The bridge takes Jadyn and Aura to an atoll off the coast of Neparia, where they find a note from Nilis Evandriel, urging those who follow to journey on to the centre of the world.

			The void beneath the ledge was illusory, concealing an underwater river. Soren almost drowns, but Elindhu saves him. Exhausted and still perilously close to their enemies, they are rescued by another erling, Fynarhea of Semmanath-­Tuhr, who has been shadowing Elindhu to protect her.

			

			Gram and Romara wake to captivity. Wounded and bereft, they take comfort in each other’s presence. Their captors, Vazi Virago and Yoryn Borghart, face their own dilemma: during the final confrontation, the aegis-­bridge momentarily bore their weight, hinting that they too might be capable of the forbidden aegis. To pursue Jadyn and Aura, they will need that power, but embracing it risks falling into heresy themselves.

			 

			 

			THE EVENTS OF AUTUMN 1472

			(AS NARRATED IN THE DROWNING SEA)

			 

			Summer turns to autumn. Jadyn and Aura believe they’re on a path laid down by past Sanctor Wardens that will lead to gaining full control of the aegis. They set out for the ‘Centre of the World’, which they believe to be the renowned city of Bedum-­Mutaza, a thousand kylos east of Neparia. They’re saved an immense overland journey when they find Sergio, Aura’s erstwhile lover, at a nearby port. Despite tensions when Aura discovers Sergio is already in a new relationship, they join his crew sailing eastwards towards Bedum-­Mutaza.

			Meanwhile, Romara and Gram are captives of Vazi Virago, Yoryn Borghart and the Vestal Order at Vanashta Baanholt in the Nepari mountains. Vazi and Borghart, who also have the potential for the heretical aegis, decide to pursue it, justifying this as the need to understand their enemy. They instruct their remaining men to take the prisoners to the Order’s fortress in Folkstein, while they pursue Jadyn and Aura on their own.

			Romara and Gram are taken north by Order men under the command of Foylish magus Arghyl Goraghan, the nobleman Elan Sandreth and the ex-­Order mercenary Tevas Nicolini, a former mentor of Romara’s. They head for Foyland, Goraghan’s homeland, as his clan control a portali gate which will shorten the journey, pursued by Elindhu, Soren and Fynarhea. Elindhu enlists the help of Keffrana, Goraghan’s estranged sister, who leads a hidden erling and vyr enclave near Goraghan lands. Keffrana’s people attack, killing Arghyl and rescuing Gram, but Sandreth and Nicolini manage to escape through the portali gate with Romara still their prisoner. They seal the gate behind them and flee to Folkstein, while Elindhu’s party must pursue overland, falling days behind.

			

			Meanwhile, Jadyn and Sergio are experimenting with the aegis as they sail. After helping to repel a pirate attack, they reach Bedum-­Mutaza, and despite regrets, Aura farewells Sergio and enters the city with Jadyn, to whom she is attracted. Meanwhile, one of Sergio’s crew, the former Vestal knight Largan Rameleau, reports Jadyn’s presence to the local Vestal bastion, just as Vazi and Borghart arrive via a portali gate. They all converge on a religious landmark, the Hejiffa Dhouma, which houses a famous mosaic map of the world with Bedum-­Mutaza at its centre. Vazi and Borghart are awake to the aegis too, and using its predictive insights, almost capture Jadyn and Aura. The elusive scholar Nilis Evandriel aids their escape. Jadyn and Aura join Evandriel on his sailing ship, following clues about the aegis out into the Pelasian Archipelago.

			Vazi and Borghart give chase on an Order warship, despite Vazi being commanded to remain in Bedum-­Mutaza by the Hierophant Eindil Pandramion himself. Piqued at having the woman he idolises rebuff his affections, Eindil asks the mysterious Alephi, apparently immortal ‘angels’, to watch over Vazi. His father, the former Hierophant-­turned-­Alephi Genadius, takes the task on himself.

			In Folkstein, Romara is tortured by sadistic lictors, in preparation for her trial as a heretic. However, her story reveals too much about Vanashta Baanholt and the aegis, so Archon Corbus Ritter resolves to have her put to death before she goes on trial. Tevas Nicolini has a change of heart and warns the archon’s powerful rival, Lady Augusta Martia, who uses her own authority to have Romara removed from the lictor’s custody. Corbus is furious, especially when his estranged brother, Dranit Ritter, is assigned to defend Romara in a hearing before the Order’s High Council in Hyastar. Tevas is murdered in retaliation, but not before he kills Elan Sandreth, freeing Romara from her fake marriage.

			

			Elindhu’s group arrive in Folkstein and attempt Romara’s rescue. But they fail, Fynarhea is killed and Gram falls from the battlements and is separated from the others. The local vyr help him, taking him to see the vyr rulers, Sadithil and Quyan. Meanwhile Elindhu and Soren, who despite age and racial differences are forming a strong emotional bond, set out for Hyastar via the Shadowlands, still seeking to help Romara.

			In the Pelasian Sea, Evandriel, Jadyn and Aura reach Sherkaza Island, site of the Library of Balkhezamun, a famed source of arcane information. Genadius finds them there, and guides Vazi and Borghart’s pursuit. Knowing his weak son Eindil adores Vazi, Genadius forcibly infects the Exemplar with his immortal elobyne-­infused blood, to enslave her. He and his two colleagues attack Sherkaza, determined to capture and kill Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, but with their burgeoning aegis skill, the fugitives trap the Alephi in a deadly furnace, incinerating them. The librarians evacuate, while Jadyn’s party move on, still seeking the elusive Wardens. Vazi and Borghart arrive too late to catch them. Vazi, sensing the nigh-­immortal Genadius is somehow still alive inside the furnace, leaves him to die.

			In Hyastar, Romara is put on trial before the Order, testifying about Vanashta Baanholt, and the spell Oculus Tempus – the Eye of Time – as well as Corbus Ritter’s involvements with House Sandreth. The presiding Justiciar permits Oculus Tempus to be cast, and it reveals strong evidence that elobyne use is indeed destroying the ecology. Though still slated to die, Romara is vindicated and the Order is thrown into turmoil.

			Corbus is cornered by three members of the Night Court, who command him to hold a Blood Trial, an ancient, discredited and barely legal form of trial by combat, to have Romara’s testimony erased from the record. Corbus complies, further dividing the Order.

			Elindhu and Soren are still trying to reach Romara, until Soren vanishes in the Shadowlands. Elindhu makes a startling discovery: the ‘ghosts’ of the Shadowlands are in fact illusion-­wielding giant arachnids and insects. She finds Soren wrapped in spiderwebs, about to be fed to the soil; the site is a vivalocus, a place of magical power. From the guardian spirit Elindhu encounters, she learns that the insects are survivors of the Talam-­Argith when it was destroyed by Jovan Lux’s creation of elobyne at Nexus Isle (the ‘master’ vivalocus of the region), making glyma the dominant magical force. Distracted, Elindhu is bitten by a venomous spider. Realising she’s about to share Soren’s fate, she burns the webs binding Soren and they plummet into the vivalocus, which they discover is an underground reservoir of untainted magical energy.

			

			Romara prepares to fight in the arena to defend her words and her honour. With her tortured, broken body barely functioning, she has no hope, until, on the eve of battle, Dranit permits Gram a supervised visit, and he reveals to Romara that ninneva, the love-­bond that allows some vyr to refrain from berserk fury, can be used to heal oneself. As Romara enters the arena she does so, giving herself a fighting chance, though she doesn’t realise she’s facing an Alephi, who can only be killed by brain trauma. Moreover, the Alephi she faces is Voltan Karax, an unbeaten former Exemplar who is now almost invincible.

			She finds herself overmatched, but lures Karax into a fatal error, forcing him to reveal his magical nature, then killing him by impaling his skull: the observing Alephi panic and flee as the crowd erupts in uproar. Gram, hidden in the crowd with other vyr, protects the badly wounded Romara as violence threatens, until Corbus Ritter loses his nerve and flees and Vyr-­King Sadithil offers Augusta Martia a parley.

			Far away in the Pelasian Archipelago, Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel survive a tsunami caused by a volcanic eruption to reach an island chain where the empire has planted thousands of elobyne shards, accidentally triggering the eruption. On Huntaru, an island on the prime meridian – the real ‘centre of the world’ – they find an operational Sanctor Warden base. The Warden elders are stunned when the trio arrive, but welcoming.

			However, Vazi and Borghart are hot on their trail, and they in turn are being hunted by the Alephi, led by Genadius, who has been brought back from the brink of death. The Alephi attack, capturing Vazi and Borghart and killing many Warden trainees and masters, although the remaining masters get the survivors, including Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, out via a portali gate, before triggering another volcanic explosion that annihilates the Alephi.

			

			During the chaos, Vazi and Borghart face death at Genadius’ hands, but Borghart, seeing premonitions of Vazi killing the Falcons and saving the empire, sacrifices himself to ensure her survival. But Vazi knows she is still infected and subservient to the Alephi, so she seeks death by hurling herself into the volcano – only to be ‘saved’ by another Alephi.

			The Wardens open an oceanic portali gate into the seas of the Shadowland and, with Jadyn, Aura and Evandriel, sail for the mainland. In Hyastar, the Vestal Order faces a schism over elobyne use, with some joining Corbus and the loyalists, but others joining with Augusta Martia and her allies, including the vyr, in rebellion. Meanwhile Gram battles to save Romara’s life.

			But perhaps the most significant event has occurred in the Shadowlands. Elindhu and Soren are not dead – instead they’ve been mysteriously returned to the field in Miravia where they had been camped, purged of glyma and suffused with vitality. Disoriented and overwhelmed by the experience, they fall into each other’s arms, remembering too late that sex could unleash glyma-­energy that might kill them both. Instead, they experience only natural pleasure, because the energy now coursing through them isn’t harmful. It comes from the vivalocus, not a new energy source but an old, lost one. Despite being bewildered at their relationship – between an ageing erling and a young human – they realise they have made a vital discovery, one which could change everything.

			But blocking the path to change are mighty forces: the Hierophant and his court are determined to cling to power; the bulk of the Vestal Order are still loyal to him, as is the Church; and most of all the deadly Alephi are determined to preserve their secret control of the Triple Empire. Elobyne is still poisoning the world, and those who could stop that process are too intent on power, control and wealth to care. Coros may already be doomed, as the dreaded End of All Things, prophesised in The Book of Lux, appears inevitable.

			

			The Falcons are scattered, but they’ve mastered new skills and unearthed ancient secrets. Their greatest trials lie before them now, in a world about to implode. 

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			The Beginning of the End

			Immortal Fantasies

			Everything dies. This is a truth we all learn sooner or later. People perish, and few are remembered even a few years on. Perhaps that’s why we tell ourselves wistful tales of cheating death and living for ever, or cling to the notion that the part of us that is immortal, our ‘souls’, will live on for eternity. There’s no evidence that souls exist, but we keep regurgitating this nonsense. That tells us much about ourselves.

			Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1470

			Bedum-­Mutaza

			Autumn 1472

			Eindil Pandramion III, the Hierophant, God-­Emperor of Talmont, Triple-­Emperor of Coros, sat on the Throne of Sand in Bedum Palace, lord of all he surveyed and yet thoroughly miserable. The Sunburst Crown was a crushing vice, squeezing his skull and bowing his head to his knees. This morning, he felt utterly inadequate, as he had ever since his shining light, Vazi Virago, fled the palace a month ago. Each day his fears for her mounted.

			There’s been no news of her, and my holy father who I sent to watch over her hasn’t returned either.

			He’d been afraid for her – and angry with her – when he asked the Alephi to protect her, but that had felt like a terrible mistake when his dead father Genadius was the ‘guardian angel’ who’d answered his call. He prayed daily for news of her, but all he got was the usual deluge of dire tidings about everything else.

			

			I didn’t think things could get worse, but every day they do.

			Famines and fires were ravaging Abutha and Zynochia, while refugees flooded the Bedumassa coast, fleeing earthquakes, volcanoes and a tidal wave that had overwhelmed the Pelasian Islands. Failed harvests triggered bread riots in Aquinium, Bravantia and Neparia, the unrest spreading into the north. The half-­mad vyr were still unleashing fires to destroy elobyne shards, and all the upheaval was breaking down trade, as every nation in his empire hoarded their precious resources, exacerbating shortages everywhere.

			A distant bell jangled, jolting him out of his reverie and back into the heat and humidity of Bedum-­Mutaza. As Hierophant, he mostly dwelt in Petraxus, in Talmont, but every second year he was obliged to reign from either Dagoz in Abutha, or Bedum-­Mutaza, sovereign city of the Zynochian confederation. He hated both places. They were too hot, and peopled by a bewildering array of races and faces with strange costumes and stranger customs. Even though each imperial palace was constructed to be almost identical, the differences spoke louder than the similarities, constantly disorienting him. Here in Bedum it was the wailing of the Zynochi priests, the dusty stench and obsequiousness that grated. Itchy sweat constantly crawled over his skin and soaked his brow, armpits and crotch.

			And this blasted throne is the worst.

			The Bedumi Throne of Sand had a base of desert sand to sit on, to remind the ruler of his mortality. Symbolic and cautionary it might be, but mostly it was damnably uncomfortable, especially for a scrawny sixty-­year-­old man.

			The bell that roused him came from a side door, and Robias, his stentor, herald, secretary and major-­domo in one, had gone to see what it portended.

			Nothing good, that is certain, Eindil expected, as he contemplated the vast marble hall. In daytime it was thronged with people, but on evenings like this it was a vast mausoleum of pillars, statuary, latticed stonework and impenetrable shadows. He and Robias were alone, except for a few sentries on the doors. The Day Court had departed, the sun was setting, and Eindil desperately wanted to bathe, eat and sleep.

			

			Oh, and have one of my wives, if I can be bothered.

			The thought wasn’t enticing. All thirty of his wives were grasping strangers to him.

			‘Well?’ he asked tiredly, as Robias returned. ‘Are we done for today?’

			‘Not yet, Divine Lord,’ the shaven-­headed Robias told him. He was Aquini, a race prone to baldness, with a clever face. ‘Great One, there’s a member of the Night Court demanding to see you.’

			Eindil suppressed a shudder. ‘Can’t it wait? I’m seeing the Night Court tomorrow night.’

			‘She says it can’t.’

			The Night Courtiers were mostly male, but regardless of gender, they were all hard and cruel. They assembled most nights, after the day’s business was done, to ‘advise’ Eindil on strategic matters, in tones of criticism, carping and even contempt. Tradition allowed them to be masked – so the Hierophant couldn’t single them out for punishment or favour – and he loathed every one of them. But they were also a vital counterpoint to the Day Court whose nobles, merchants and supplicants were venal and self-­serving.

			‘Send her in,’ Eindil sighed.

			Robias scurried away, returned with the Night Courtier, a stiff figure in black robes with her face concealed by a silver owl mask. The stentor took up his normal place, kneeling at a lectern to Eindil’s right.

			What fresh disaster does this portend? Eindil wondered.

			‘Greetings to thee, Great One,’ Owl intoned flatly. ‘I come here after witnessing events in Hyastar, at the Blood Trial of Romara Challys.’

			Eindil’s weariness gave way to unease, for he sensed fury and fear in the masked woman’s demeanour. Three days ago, she and two other Night Courtiers had bullied him into signing a very unusual warrant: an instruction to the Justiciary to put aside legal convention and call a Blood Trial against a fallen knight-­turned-­vyr, Romara Challys. Such trial-­by-­combat duels were not just unprecedented, but outmoded, barbaric and tyrannous – but the Night Courtiers had insisted this one was vital, to ensure malignant lies told by Challys under oath were erased from the record. They’d told him only a Blood Trial would ensure her lies were invalidated.

			

			‘Is the news good?’ he asked, unsure what ‘good’ was in this matter.

			Owl’s response was surprisingly uncertain. ‘Great One, I . . . uh . . . unexpected setbacks . . . betrayed . . .’

			Eindil had never seen such a lack of composure from a Night Courtier, and Robias was equally startled. ‘Explain,’ the Hierophant demanded curtly.

			This time she managed a more coherent response. ‘Great One, the Blood Trial went ahead, yesterday at midday. But such things are never a surety. We were reliably informed that the defendant was crippled, and the champion we sent into the arena was formidable. It should have been a foregone conclusion . . .’

			‘Was this Romara Challys victorious?’

			‘Worse,’ Owl replied. ‘Her victory exposed the Alephi to those attending; ten thousand people saw our fallen brother’s nature revealed. His body couldn’t be recovered.’

			Eindil swallowed. He aspired to be Alephi, and suspected they and the Night Court were the same people: immortal ‘angels’ who controlled his Triple Empire. But he’d been told that preserving their secrecy was paramount. ‘What is the situation in Hyastar now?’

			‘Siera Challys’ victory, under the letter of the law, allows her testimony to stand as a legal fact,’ Owl replied uncertainly. ‘It included allegations that the Order of Akka’s Light have wilfully accelerated the planting of elobyne shards despite evidence that it is destructive, and causes failed harvests, fires, earthquakes and other disasters.’

			‘But that’s . . .’ All true, Eindil thought bleakly, floundering for the right word. ‘Unprovable,’ he tried.

			‘It is now an attested fact. That was the gamble of the Blood Trials: kill her and her testimony would be eradicated from the public record; if she won, her words would stand validated. It’s about what people believe now, Great One.’

			‘How has the archon reacted?’

			‘By fleeing. The craven Corbus Ritter has surrendered control of the moment to his rivals in the Vestal Order, who have coalesced around Augusta Martia. Her faction dominates the High Council – they are currently passing writs for the arrest of Ritter, and have demanded you send emissaries to them in Hyastar to negotiate a way forward.’

			

			‘This was your idea,’ he reminded her angrily. ‘How have the people of Hyastar reacted? Surely they’ve risen to defend my honour and the unity of the empire?’

			Owl hung her head. ‘Great One, the city of Hyastar has always aligned more with the Vestal Order than the empire: it’s the Order’s base. When the Vestal High Council declared for Augusta Martia, people took to the streets in support of her – and of Romara Challys.’

			Eindil felt his throat tighten, then his indignation flared. How dare a mere sword-­swinger make demands of him? Who the jagat do these women think they are? He was of imperial blood, the scion of a sacred dynasty – and elobyne was the foundation of his empire, not a commodity to be bartered over.

			‘Nobody tells me what to do,’ he snapped. ‘Who are the High Council but a few hundred Order veterans, too old and feeble to use glyma any more? Wipe them out!’

			‘It’s not so simple,’ Owl responded dourly. ‘The local Order centuries have rallied to her and vyr have flooded the region, offering alliance to Lady Martia.’

			‘You are the Night Court – and Alephi, yes?’

			She went still, then cautiously nodded.

			‘Then deal with it!’ he commanded. ‘Rid me of this problem you created.’

			‘We will, Great One,’ she insisted. ‘But it can’t happen overnight. We Alephi are potent, but we are few, and secrecy remains paramount. Your armies must contain this insurrection before it spreads and becomes an existential threat.’

			An existential threat, his mind echoed. These ‘angels’ do indeed know fear . . .

			But they were his path to immortality and eternal bliss with Vazi Virago at his side. He had no choice but to be committed to their cause. ‘What must I do?’

			‘Command your regional lords to isolate the rebels and crush all local dissent. Muster armies and march. The situation is recoverable if swiftly contained.’

			

			‘It shall be done,’ Eindil said. ‘What of Corbus Ritter? How should I receive him?’

			‘We’ll deal with him,’ Owl replied. ‘If he can defend his actions, he may continue as archon, but if not . . .’ She shrugged. ‘A scapegoat must be found.’

			Indeed, Eindil thought. As long as it’s not me.

			‘And what of your own fortunes, Owl?’ he dared to ask. ‘You helped instigate this Blood Trial, after all.’

			‘My colleagues drove that decision,’ she croaked. ‘I was a minor partner . . . No one can blame me . . .’

			Oh, but they will, Eindil thought, without sympathy. ‘I wish you good fortune,’ he said insincerely, remembering how she and the other two had menaced him into signing the Blood Trial warrant. ‘After all, who could have predicted that an Order-­trained fallen knight could have defeated one of you?’ he added sarcastically. ‘If you’d just executed her as planned, her testimony would have been forgotten inside a year.’

			‘Hindsight is a wonderful thing,’ Owl retorted, with a flash of bitterness. Then she spun and strode away, the dark quickly swallowing her.

			Eindil wondered who she really was – or more accurately, had been – for the Alephi were a secret order of powerful people from the past, now preserved as immortals. The whole concept appalled him, but as he was promised a place among them, his unease was, he knew, entirely hypocritical.

			‘Well, Robias, I’m sorry but you must labour a while longer,’ he said, his weariness for now banished. ‘Call a military council meeting for tomorrow and send coursers to all the lords of Miravia, Vandarath and Bravantia, telling them that Hyastar is in rebellion and all communications with Augusta Martia and her faction are forbidden. We need this contained, as Lady Owl says.’

			Robias rose, bowed, and went to leave, until the Hierophant spoke again.

			‘My friend, you see and know much – these Alephi are the true rulers, are they not? I am just their puppet.’

			‘You are the master of the known world,’ Robias replied, his voice flat.

			

			‘One day soon, I will join them,’ Eindil said. ‘I will have eternal life and luxury, in a hidden palace with the greatest men and women of all time as company, the greatest rulers, the holiest clergy, the finest composers and artists, warriors, writers and beauties. A true paradise, here on Coros. This has been promised.’

			‘Who would not wish for such a thing?’ Robias remarked, with a hint of wistfulness.

			‘Dear Robias, I have leave to choose others to join me in this para­dise. May I place your name on the list?’

			Robias blinked, as if stunned. ‘I am not worthy,’ he said, almost automatically.

			‘You are more than worthy, my friend,’ Eindil said hoarsely. My only friend.

			They looked at each other in awkward silence, a moment of uncharacteristic emotional intensity, then both flinched. Robias bowed assent, and fled. Eindil slumped against the throne, feeling like he’d secured at least one good thing for the future.

			But immortality would only be worth having if it included Vazi Virago. His thoughts returned to his missing idol as he slipped back into a reverie, wondering where she was. Why haven’t you returned? And what does my father have to do with it?

			 

			For Vaziella al-­Nuqheel – or Vazi Virago, as she went by in the Order – waking up was a crushing disappointment. Her last memory was of standing on the lip of Huntaru volcano and casting herself into the inferno, seeking a death that would obliterate the Alephi blood in her veins and grant her oblivion.

			But even as she blacked out, just yards above the molten lava, with the heat crisping her skin and flaming her hair and clothing, she felt cold arms wrap round her. She fell, not into nothing, but into a nightmare that had haunted her for a decade, made all the worst because it wasn’t imaginings, but her worst memory.

			Kymeera, she wailed, for her lost sister, as she relived awaking pressed to her cold body amid the iron stink of blood.

			That dreadful memory woke Vazi fully and she found herself curled up like a fearful child, in a dusty stone-­walled bedroom full of shrouded furniture. Cobwebs festooned every corner and the light through the cracked or broken windows was distorted by vines snaking in from outside. The air smelled of damp and rot.

			

			But she registered that only peripherally, because her eyes instantly settled on a man seated in a chair beside her bed. He was wearing simple Zynochi robes, though he was a pale-­skinned Talmoni, with shoulder-­length brown hair and a full beard. His blue eyes were clear and steady, set in a gentle face full of wisdom.

			A god, insofar as gods exist, she realised, because the stranger looked exactly as he was depicted in his own holy book. ‘My Holy Lord,’ she croaked, because it was JOVAN LUX, one hundred and fifty-­seven years after his supposed death. She was overwhelmed by feelings of unworthiness – and terrified about why he might be here.

			‘Good morning, Vaziella,’ he replied, his voice formed of exquisite musical notes drawn from an antique violin by a master. ‘It is a sin to take one’s own life. According to The Book of Lux, anyway,’ he added with light irony. ‘I’m sure I put that in somewhere.’

			She shuddered, remembering that self-­destructive impulse, and for a moment it flooded her again. She tried to rise, then realised that beneath the sheet she was naked, and every inch of her skin was cracked and weeping. Her hand flew to her scalp and she realised it was hairless, covered in welts and burns. She went rigid, convulsed and began to scream—

			But Jovan touched her forehead, flooding her with salving numbness, and the pain vanished: a miracle.

			She sobbed in relief and gratitude.

			‘There, my angel,’ he said. ‘You’ll heal, as good as new. Better, as you’ll be perfected.’

			No, she thought, I sought death to escape this . . .

			But that thought was followed by the realisation that her revulsion stemmed from her encounters with Genadius, the former Hierophant-­turned-­monster, who’d infected her with his own blood not to aid her, but to enslave.

			Surely Jovan Lux is different? she thought. He must be – he’s our Saviour! 

		

	
		
			

			Part One

			TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

		

	
		
			

			1

			A Love Unconquered

			Who is Jovan Lux?

			People speak now of Jovan as a god: the Son of Akka, who descended from Paradise to save us. But he was a man – a Sanctor Warden who betrayed his comrades, then terrified Abutha and Zynochia into thraldom: a tyrant who committed crimes on a scale beyond imagining.

			Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1464

			Hyastar, Miravia

			Autumn 1472

			Gram Larch was worn out after a day and night of helpless dread, spent in a small candlelit room near the Hyastar amphitheatre. The room was frigid, but Jed Burfitt, medicalus of the disbanded Falcon Century, was snoring in the corner, having tended Romara Challys, his former commander, all night. On the bed, Romara, pale as a cadaver and breathing in fitful gasps, clung to life.

			Help her, Gram pleaded silently, unsure who his prayers were to. Though he’d been raised to revere Akka, he was now the worst of heretics, a vyr – and so was Romara. They were monsters, according to the Church. Yet the only peace he’d ever found was in her eyes.

			If something didn’t change, he would lose that peace for ever.

			She had many wounds from the Blood Trial, but only the primary one was truly grave. Faced with a foe whose ability was beyond hers, she’d taken a desperate gamble, deliberately letting Enzo Karax – or whatever his real name was – drive an Order flamberge into her belly, so that she could trap that weapon and prevent him from parrying her counterblow. Only her ferocious strength as a vyr had allowed her to survive, but Gram feared she was now sliding into the abyss.

			

			Fear for his lover wasn’t the only thing keeping him awake. The city was in ferment, as High Councillors went from one barracks to the next, trying to explain complex matters to simple men: that the elobyne the Vestal Order relied on was deadly to the land; that it was essential the imperial authorities were held to account for the destruction of their world.

			Most of that went over the heads of the soldiers, but having the corpse of ‘Enzo Karax’ to display, luminous ichor still bleeding from his body, was another matter. Many had been present when the supposed nephew of Voltan Karax, the legendary former Exemplar, fought Romara in the arena. Some had even known Voltan personally and attested that this beautiful ‘angel’ was truly him, miraculously restored to youth. And they’d all seen the two Night Courtiers, in their black robes and silver masks, shooting into the sky after Karax fell.

			Augusta Martia and her adherents were making much of that: ‘These creatures are the Night Court ruling our Hierophant – we must free ourselves from this hidden tyranny!’

			Gram had all this second-­hand from the former Falcon men-­at-­arms, Centurion Argon Roper, Medicalus Burfitt and others, who had stayed loyal to Romara. Amazingly, the knights, mages and soldiers of the Vestal Order were listening. Corbus Ritter, the Order’s archon, had fled, so contrary voices here were now few.

			Even so, with thousands of vyr encamped outside the city, Hyastar was jittery and the streets dangerous. They still feared a mob might storm in and drag Romara out to be burned at any minute, but they couldn’t risk moving her.

			Abruptly, a glint of pallid sunlight shone through the east window, casting shadows into the corners. He rubbed gritty eyes and rose to peer out. The alley below was just a muddy lane, but he could see bodies in blankets in doorways, refugees unable to find a roof for the night. A patrol tramped through, the red ribbons on their arms denoting support for Augusta Martia. Then someone knocked and a male voice called, ‘It’s me, Dranit.’

			

			Burfitt stirred as Gram unbolted the door and let in a burly, coarse-­faced man with a mop of black hair, clad in a heavy maroon cloak.

			‘Mornin’,’ Burfitt muttered, ushering Romara’s attornalus in. ‘She’s still asleep.’

			Dranit Ritter, the archon’s disinherited brother, went to the bed and leaned over the pale redhead, wincing at her state. ‘I’m amazed she’s still alive . . . except that it’s her.’

			‘She’s a fighter, m’lord,’ Burfitt agreed. ‘But it’s a belly wound. They always kill. If ye don’t bleed out, the infection from your leaky gut gets ye. We had to open her up and sew it all closed, drain it all and cauterise. Ordinary man couldn’t survive that, but I guess her being . . . uh, what she is . . . gives her extra . . .’

			Even Burfitt struggles with her being a vyr, Gram knew. But the medicalus had been fighting day and night for his former commander. There were now scores of former Falcons in the building too, rallying to their former commander despite having seen her in her horrifying vyr-­form in the arena yesterday. Romara always had inspired that sort of loyalty. Even Dranit was emotionally invested.

			‘Can you use your vyr-­powers to fight the infection?’ the attornalus asked.

			‘Maybe,’ Gram replied, ‘if she regains consciousness to guide it.’

			Gram was a vorlok, a vyr magician. He’d come into his power very recently, and glyma was far better at harming than healing. However, he and Romara had attained a magical harmony called ninneva which meant they could use glyma without going berserk, bending it to gentler uses. It was a self-­guided, internal process, which he’d used on himself to heal his own broken bones.

			‘Have you tried waking her?’ Dranit asked.

			Gram sighed. ‘She needs to rest. This can’t be hurried.’

			‘Are you sure we can’t move her? Most people are scared and staying home, but some fear the vyr more than the Alephi, and if they knew she was here . . .’

			‘We can’t risk moving her,’ Burfitt warned.

			‘Then we must hope Augusta can secure the city. She’s about to meet with the Vyr-King . . . um, is he actually called “Toad”?’

			

			Gram gave a tired laugh. ‘His name’s Sadithil. There’s a queen too, but she’s not here. They’re only loosely organised – I didn’t even know they had royalty until a few days ago.’

			‘You say “they”, not “we”,’ Dranit noted, looking up at Gram. Dranit wasn’t a short man, but Gram, at more than a foot taller, towered over most.

			‘I still think of myself as a trapper from Avas,’ Gram admitted.

			Dranit looked sympathetic. ‘I came here to see if Romara could join the parley talks, but I see the answer is no. Will you come in her stead?’

			‘I don’t want to leave her side . . .’

			‘It’s important,’ Dranit insisted. ‘You’ve made this journey with her. We need your perspective.’

			‘I’ll take care of her,’ Burfitt told Gram. ‘You know me an’ the fellas will keep her safe. You go.’

			Gram worried that if Romara went into decline, he’d need to be present to give her a chance of reviving. And if she woke, he wanted to be the first person she saw. But Dranit was right; these talks needed her tale, and if she couldn’t relate it, only he could.

			‘All right, I’ll come. Where and when?’

			‘In an hour or so, but it’ll take us that long to get there. Can you leave now?’

			Gram glanced at Burfitt. ‘Aye, just gi’ me a few minutes.’

			After tipping water over his head and smoothing his shaggy hair, he made one last check on Romara, fighting despair when he saw the way her chest barely rose. Then he and Dranit descended to the street and headed for a near-­deserted market square where Dranit bought them bread, cheese and a hide of small beer for breakfast. After eating they headed for the amphitheatre where Romara had fought the previous day, through cordons of Vestal soldiers.

			In the corridors beneath the stands, they encountered a cluster of rough-­clad men and women with feral eyes and the stink of the wilds. They thumped their chests when they recognised Gram. ‘Xaltos,’ they called him, a vyr honorific. ‘We’s prayin’ fer yer lady.’

			‘So am I,’ Gram mumbled. ‘She’s sleeping – the medicalus is optimistic.’

			

			‘Praise be.’ Then they looked at Dranit. ‘Are ye truly the archon’s brother, Lor’?’

			‘No,’ Dranit replied, adding with a wink, ‘He disowned me, the prick.’

			The vyr grinned tightly and the tension eased. ‘Go on through, an’ bes’ luck.’

			They walked into an underground chamber, where the tons of stone above them would block any attempts at scrying them. The room contained a long table with a dozen chairs at each end, but only one in the middle.

			‘Gram,’ called Sadithil Vyr-­King, a burly, ugly man with a mane of grey curls, who presided over the near end of the table. ‘Where’s Romara?’

			‘Poorly,’ Gram replied. ‘You only get me.’

			‘You’ll do, I’m sure,’ Sadithil replied, before asking Dranit, ‘Which end of the table are you, Master Ritter?’

			‘That’s my seat in the middle,’ Dranit replied. ‘I’ll run this meeting, if that suits?’

			‘F’sure, if Lady Augusta is content.’

			‘She’s approved it. I’m the only one with an ear in both camps.’ Dranit gestured to the far end, where men and women in Order tabards were filing in behind a woman in heavily brocaded robes and carefully coiffured pale grey hair. ‘Give me a minute and we’ll get started.’

			‘Seems a good man,’ Sadithil muttered, as he left. ‘Tho’ he makes me look pretty.’

			‘Hardly,’ Gram replied, and Toad guffawed.

			‘Maybe we share a father,’ he suggested.

			Just then an old woman in a shawl and the dirty garb of a waggoneer bustled in, fixing Sadithil with a cold eye. Her brown skin, flat features and narrow eyes marked her as being of Kharagh descent. ‘Starting without me, Husband?’

			Sadithil’s marriage was very much ceremonial and that was all. He tsked, waddled up to her and formally kissed her hand. ‘Quyan, my darling wife, I’m glad you got my messages. I feared you wouldn’t make it on time.’

			

			‘Jag off, you arse. You sent no messages, but I’m neither deaf nor blind.’ Quyan turned to Gram. ‘I see you disregarded my instructions, Master Larch.’

			She’d told him to stay out of the conflict. ‘I had no choice,’ he said quietly.

			‘There’s always choice,’ Quyan replied. ‘You two put thousands of our people at risk for the sake of one woman. It’s blind luck you’re still here to crow about it.’

			‘Leave off, Qu,’ Sadithil retorted. ‘This is the opportunity we’ve been praying for, a chance I seized when you’d have passed it by. Now we can make some real gains.’

			‘You didn’t seize an opportunity, you gambled recklessly.’

			‘Sometimes you must. Done is done. It’s what happens next that matters.’

			Quyan’s face flared, but Dranit called, ‘Ladies, gentlemen, shall we begin?’

			Scowling, the Vyr-Queen sat opposite Sadithil, who leaned in and muttered in Gram’s ear, ‘She’s just sour about being bypassed, but she’ll come round – or get pushed aside.’

			Sadithil believed his estranged wife’s inherent caution was misplaced, because the End of All Things was coming and the long game was over. Gram feared he was right, but worried that their personal dispute might affect these negotiations. They were both bad losers. And those with them, all vorloks or draegars, the mages and knights of the vyr, had a shared mad-­eyed wildness that did nothing to ease his worries.

			At the far end were Lady Augusta Martia, and her closest adherents in the Vestal high council, bastion commanders from nearby towns, including Desantium, Romara’s home. Carid Theomore, the magus who’d cast the Oculus Tempus spell and confirmed the deadly role of elobyne in the current crises, sat at her right hand, a thin blade of a man with an unctuous manner. The Order elders were a sharp contrast to Sadithil’s horde.

			Somehow, common ground had to be found.

			After the introductions, Dranit said, ‘This is our situation: Siera Romara’s victory in the arena yesterday has made a legal fact of her allegations: that the empire has sanctioned the planting of elobyne shards in places that have been strictly forbidden by standing treaties. The Oculus Tempus spell also highlighted to all present that the destruction caused by elobyne is far deeper and more widespread than we knew.’

			

			‘More than you knew,’ Sadithil put in. ‘We vyr have known for decades.’

			‘Many inside the Order have also raised questions,’ Augusta replied sharply, ‘but instead of lighting fires and ruining lives, we used official channels to lodge our complaints.’

			‘And where’d that get you?’ Sadithil retorted. ‘We—’

			‘Oh, shut up, Husband,’ Quyan snapped. ‘There is no monopoly on goodwill or suffering here. We’re all fighting the same fight. Carry on, Master Ritter.’

			Dranit nodded thanks, then addressed the table again. ‘Furthermore, we have the mystery surrounding the man known as Enzo Karax,’ he said. ‘If man he was.’

			‘He was a man, or used to be, but he wasn’t “Enzo Karax”,’ Augusta said. ‘I was still in service when Voltan Karax was Exemplar. That corpse is Voltan, despite its apparent youth. But his blood contains elobyne! How can that be?’

			Sadithil jabbed a finger at Carid Theomore. ‘What do the scholars know of this?’

			Theomore was clearly reticent when it came to discussing secrets with old enemies. But Augusta nodded, so he spoke up. ‘It’s been suspected for some time that the Night Court is more than it seems. They have vast influence, but their identities have always been secret.’

			‘We should’ve been looking in cemeteries,’ a veteran knight remarked.

			‘Indeed,’ Augusta said, sounding outraged. ‘It looks like the Night Court is peopled by long-­dead potentates whose veins now run with liquid elobyne, ruling us from the shadows. This is more than criminal – it’s an abomination. These people need to be dragged into the light and exposed for what they are.’

			

			There was a growl of agreement from both ends of the table.

			‘But what are they?’ Quyan asked. ‘How are they made? Who chooses them? What are their powers? We’ve seen that they can be slain, but Siera Romara –a glyma-­warrior – could barely stand against Karax. What chance do lesser mortals have against them?’

			‘We don’t know enough,’ Theomore admitted. ‘All we have are legends of Serrafim dwelling on Nexus Island, tales of Great House families being haunted by a revered ancestor; or stories of encounters with “angels”. Imperial mage-­scholars like me are forbidden to study elobyne, yet clearly these Night Courtiers know everything about it.’

			‘And they’re unaccountable to anyone but themselves,’ Augusta emphasised. ‘A hidden tyranny ruling us.’

			Everyone nodded, but wariness still pervaded the room. The conflict between Vestal and Vyr was two hundred years old, even though both relied on elobyne for their power.

			To Gram they were two sides of the same coin. ‘We all use glyma,’ he reminded everyone. ‘Without it, both the Vestal Order and the vyr are nothing. We all told ourselves elobyne wasn’t the problem, until the Oculus Tempus spell proved otherwise. But we’re not the ones ordinary folk look to for truth: to them, the Order is untrustworthy and the vyr worse. It’s the Hierophant and the Church they listen to, and those are saying the harvest failures are natural, or bad luck, or the vyr’s fault. They believe that.’

			‘How do we convince them otherwise?’ Lady Augusta wondered.

			‘We may not have to,’ Quyan said. ‘I’ve travelled widely and even in Bedumassa and Zynochia, crops are failing. Civilisation only holds when bellies are full. Starving refugees are flooding the southern coasts and working their way north. This winter is going to be a catastrophe – I’m talking mass starvation. This is real: there’ll be bread riots in every town and city. What’s anyone doing about that?’

			A few Order councillors retorted angrily, not used to being hectored by enemies, but Augusta cut them off. ‘We know, Queen Quyan. We’re not blind. But only the regional lords and the imperial courts can deal with that. Our battle is against the throne, the Night Court, the Lighters and Corbus Ritter.’

			

			It was a fair response, but Gram felt it missed the point: that there was a complete societal breakdown coming. ‘The north is about to be flooded by refugees, Lady,’ Quyan replied. ‘Those who can’t feed them will face insurrection. The imperial ship is heading for rocks – if it sinks, millions will perish.’

			There was another long contemplative silence, then Klyne Barron, a former archon, raised a hand. ‘I agree with that assessment,’ he said gravely. ‘There’s a wave coming. We either ride it or be swept away. We must seize the moment, so when the people rise, we are at the forefront.’

			His colleagues looked queasy at that. ‘We do not side with insurrectionists,’ Cordonius, an Aquini senator, replied. ‘The Order stands for the protection of the lowly.’

			‘Not protection, but oppression,’ Quyan snarked.

			‘That’s Corbus and his leadership,’ Augusta retorted.

			‘If you side with the lowly, then what will you do when the lowly rebel?’ Sadithil challenged her. ‘Listen, the common enemy is the Night Court. They set the agenda, and now we know – or begin to know – what they are. A cabal of . . . un-­dead . . . ghouls masquerading as angels.’

			There was a murmur of consensus, then Klyne Barron asked, ‘But what do they want?’

			‘Apart from being the rulers of the world for ever?’ Augusta said drily.

			‘If they let Coros die, there’ll be no for ever for them, either,’ Sier Klyne noted darkly.

			Sadithil leaned forward. ‘On the streets, people are speaking of the End of All Things. In such times, ordinary wants and desires go out the window. People who see no future behave like there’s no tomorrow, neglect survival and seize transient pleasures. What point sowing seeds you won’t live to harvest? Such a mood can be as destructive as the actual weather.’

			‘It’s true,’ Quyan agreed. ‘People today see no hope.’

			A despairing sigh filled the room, but Carid Theomore’s analytical mind was whirring. ‘The Oculus Tempus spell showed us that the empire isn’t easing back on elobyne usage – in fact they’ve increased the number of shards tenfold. It’s like they’re on a runaway horse heading for a cliff, but instead of hauling on the reins, they whip the beast faster.’

			

			‘Yes,’ Augusta mused, ‘and when the horse falls, they have wings.’

			Quyan jabbed a finger at her. ‘That! Exactly that! They’re using us – we mere dross – as fodder, to fuel their journey to some higher state. They don’t care if we drop dead, so long as we propel them into paradise.’

			‘I think you have it,’ Theomore agreed. ‘They see no consequences for themselves in the disaster we face – why would immortals give a damn about the impending collapse of our world, when they can fly above it?’

			‘And clearly, they’ve offered a place in their ranks to anyone they consider “worthy”,’ Augusta added grimly.

			‘Voltan Karax was an Exemplar,’ Klyne Barron agreed. ‘Presumably the whole Night Court is made up of people like him: great knights and mages, past hierophants, scholars and clergy and so on.’

			‘They’re populating paradise,’ Quyan remarked sourly. ‘Handpicking the “best people” for some future world that doesn’t need scum like us, except maybe as slaves to work their fields and clean up their shit? I bet there’s a haven they’ve ring-­fenced against this collapse, where they can dwell in luxury and pleasure while we all burn.’

			It sounded horribly plausible.

			‘How do we counter them?’ Gram asked the room. ‘Especially knowing that at any time they could swoop out of the sky and kill us, if they know where we are?’

			The whole room visibly gulped and glanced at the stone ceiling.

			‘We vyr endure that fear every day,’ Quyan answered. ‘We’ve built a rebellion by sending people into every town and village, knowing many will be betrayed to the authorities, tortured and executed. We take three steps forward and two back, if we’re lucky. We build slowly, we move in shadows, seek out kindred spirits and never shit in our own nests.’ She glared at her husband. ‘That’s how you build a movement.’

			‘Aye, but we’re out of time,’ Sadithil said forcefully, because this issue was, Gram knew, at the heart of their broken relationship. ‘You said it yourself: this winter everything comes to a head. There’s no time left for web-­spinning. We’re not on a slow trek any more; we’re racing towards the end.’

			

			‘You don’t know that,’ Quyan fired back, but then she threw up her hands. ‘All right, yes, this is a crisis, but we’ve seen many crises.’

			‘None like this,’ Sadithil insisted. ‘The End of All Things is coming. I can feel it.’

			Quyan closed her eyes, sagging. ‘So do I, damn it. So do I.’

			There was another long silence, broken by Carid Theomore. ‘Call me elitist, but our message is too complex for the ordinary farmer or burgher to understand. Where the empire is strongest, in the heartland of Talmont, people don’t know there’s a crisis at all. And those who do know believe the priests’ explanations. We can dangle Karax’s body and call him a monster, but they’ll point at Romara and say the same. Sheep follow their shepherds or their bellies. The reason you vyr have never become a mass movement is that you look and act like monsters. Some of you revel in that. Meanwhile, we at this end of the table will be painted as treacherous oath-­breakers, fallen knights and jealous has-­beens.’

			‘He’s right,’ Klyne Barron said. ‘The Order of Akka’s Light have been rivals of the Vestal Order for decades. Jovan Lux purged the Sanctor Wardens and made the Vestal Order his champions. Now we’re being set up to be replaced in the same way.’

			‘By the Lighters, or the Alephi?’ Gram asked.

			‘They’re probably about to become the same thing,’ Augusta remarked. ‘The Hierophant will need glyma-­knights, and if he can’t rely on us, there’s really only the Lighters . . . who will bargain for all they can get.’

			She’s right. Gram glanced at Sadithil, who winced, but nodded.

			‘So, what do we do?’ the Vyr-­King asked, screwing up his misshapen face.

			‘Go for the throat and win,’ Sier Klyne replied crisply. ‘First, we must unify the Order – which means ousting Corbus Ritter. That swine ran our Order like his personal fiefdom.’ He looked at Dranit. ‘I know he’s your brother, but we have to tear him down.’

			

			‘I’ve been trying for years,’ Dranit drawled.

			‘It’s the High Council’s right to appoint the archon, not the Hierophant’s,’ Augusta said. ‘We replace Corbus with our own choice, call for the Vestal Order to unify behind us and make a stand for truth. We’ll make the Hierophant listen to us.’

			Another grey-­haired woman knight raised a hand. ‘I’m Siera Sharn Toivahl, commander of the Desantium bastion, Siera Romara’s home. She didn’t visit her family often, but we remember her well. Desantium is with you.’

			There was a chorus of agreement and support from the other bastion commanders present.

			‘It’s a start,’ Sier Klyne noted. ‘But we need everyone.’

			‘Then start with us.’ Sadithil stood up. ‘I have ten thousand vyr outside the walls: if the empire moves against us in force, with the regular army, are you prepared to let us in and fight beside us?’

			It was an obvious question, and Augusta Martia answered instantly. ‘In principle, yes. But it’s a delicate matter. Many people have lost homes, farms or family to vyr raids. My soldiers remain hostile to yours, and I’m sure it’s mutual. We have to move carefully.’

			Sadithil and Quyan exchanged looks. ‘We’ll do the same, but if the empire marches on us, we’ll need walls, or we’ll have to go to earth,’ the Vyr-­Queen said. ‘We’re skirmishers, unarmoured, untrained. But we know how to raid and kill. So, what are your plans? How do you intend to win?’

			That triggered a long debate over whether to make a stand here in Hyastar, to create a rallying point, or to march.

			‘We know so little about our foe,’ Augusta said. ‘The sensible way is to consolidate here, until we know more. Remember that the north is currently untouched by this crisis, so any move on Petraxus will face undivided resistance.’

			‘Anyone we recruit, we have to feed,’ Theomore put in. ‘Do we have enough stores?’

			‘We do for now,’ Sier Klyne replied, ‘enough to last for three, maybe four months.’

			‘Then let’s begin by rallying support,’ Augusta ordered. ‘King Sadithil, Queen Quyan, please speak to your people; we’ll speak to ours. I want a representative from every bastion here to hear Romara speak. Let’s create a movement.’

			

			There was general agreement, followed by a warning from Sadithil. ‘The Night Court will seek to trap us here. Get your messengers out fast, or you’ll lose the chance.’

			‘We’ll despatch our riders immediately,’ Augusta promised.

			As the meeting broke up, Sadithil nudged Gram. ‘It’s a fair start, though it’s highlighted so many problems we must solve if we’re to stand a chance.’

			‘I know,’ Gram muttered. ‘Two groups who hate each other, fighting for a cause that’s hard to define, against an enemy who controls the Church and the Throne. That’s not a fight you’d bet on winning.’

			‘We won’t hire you to write the speeches,’ Sadithil chuckled. ‘Get back to your lady.’

			They made their way out into the sunlight. Looking up to ensure they weren’t about to be set upon, Gram took a moment to wonder if Jadyn and Aura were still out there somewhere, and Elindhu and Soren, too. Or were they dead, and was Romara the last of her pentacle?

			Where are you, friends? he thought. Are you still out there?

			Folkstein, Miravia

			Running for home wasn’t a calculated step, but Corbus Ritter knew when to follow his gut. Perhaps he should have struck back immediately against Augusta Martia and the vyr, but after Voltan Karax was slain and the Night Courtiers fled, he felt he had to get out.

			The Night Courtiers will blame me for everything, but they’re the ones who failed.

			Even as the amphitheatre crowd acclaimed Romara Challys, Corbus was dashing for the nearest portali gate. After a three-­hour gallop along the misty paths of the Shadowlands, he and his escort emerged in Tar-­Brigida, the Order’s bastion in Folkstein and his home base, and he began to feel a modicum of safety.

			

			Alephi could fly, though. They could already be on their way here.

			With that in mind, he posted guards outside his office, barred the windows and spent hours drafting letters to every bastion and regional lord in reach, telling them what to think and how to react: Vyr have hit Hyastar. Ignore the lies about Romara Challys. The High Council have betrayed the Hierophant. Muster your soldiers and prepare to march on Hyastar.

			Then he summoned his stentor and despatched him with instructions to get his messages out. It was midnight and his feverish energy was finally burning out. His fingers ached from gripping the quill and his head throbbed from all he’d seen and endured.

			The crowd saw Voltan Karax die, but only after he’d been exposed as unhuman. The Challys testimony is now fact, and Augusta will use it to seize control of the Order.

			Surely the only remedy was aggression, but to strike too soon against the dissidents was to risk disaster, especially when he didn’t know who was with him.

			Abruptly, he felt a moment of dizziness, then froze: a cowled man in black robes and a silver lizard mask was standing before his desk.

			How the—? Corbus opened his mouth to shout, but the masked man cut him off.

			‘Strange to see you here, Archon,’ Lizard said coldly, ‘when the crisis is in Hyastar.’

			For a moment Corbus was too shocked to speak. The doors were locked and warded, and the windows barred.

			They’re beyond me, he thought in alarm. But they promised to make me one of them . . .

			Fear fuelled his defiance. ‘I lacked the manpower to deal with both vyr and dissidents,’ he retorted. ‘The High Council itself has rebelled – only I remained loyal! Immediate action was doomed, so I made the wise decision to get out and rally support.’

			‘You abandoned your headquarters,’ Lizard said dangerously.

			‘If I’d stayed, who would speak for you inside the Vestal Order?’ Corbus countered, aware he was haggling with a Serrafim. ‘I will regain everything, mark my words. The majority support me . . .’

			

			Lizard considered him with eyes that glinted gold through the eye-­slits. ‘What do you believe you saw in that arena yesterday?’

			Corbus hesitated, because what he’d seen was heretical and dangerous. ‘I met “Enzo Karax” before the bout,’ he answered cautiously, ‘and I knew him instantly as Voltan Karax. He hasn’t aged a day in twelve years! But that bitch Challys rammed a horn through his skull, and your colleagues in the owl and moon masks flew away. Everyone saw the monster slay an angel, and the other angels flee. People are saying it’s an omen of the End.’

			Lizard pondered, and Corbus, sensing indecision, began to hope.

			‘What do you conclude from that?’ the Night Courtier asked.

			‘That there are people in the Night Court who can turn ordinary people into . . . angels,’ Corbus replied. ‘Karax’s colleagues – they had moon and owl masks – promised that I would receive that same gift.’

			‘Did they?’ Lizard grunted. ‘How do you feel about that?’

			Horrified? Terrified? Jealous?

			‘Advances in magic fascinate me,’ Corbus said, while not believing it was new magic at all. ‘I’m intrigued.’

			The Night Court’s been around since Jovan Lux’s time . . .

			‘Very well, Archon,’ Lizard said. ‘You are sanctioned to remain in command. Crush this schism, retake Hyastar and restore faith in the Order. This is the command of the Most High.’

			‘The Most High?’ Corbus blinked. ‘You mean the Hierophant?’

			Lizard paused, then said, ‘Of course.’

			So not the Hierophant, Corbus guessed. Their own leader, whoever that is.

			He blinked again, reeling, as another wave of tiredness washed over him, and when his vision cleared a moment later, the masked man was gone.

			Only then did he allow himself to tremble. 

		

	
		
			

			2

			Crysophalae

			The Erling Homeland

			As humanity spread, erling-­kind melted into the wilds. But in Tyr was a castle known as ‘Tirnamel’, the seat of their kings. They couldn’t bring themselves to abandon it. The price of that decision was defeat and being forced to bend the knee to Jovan Lux’s Vestal knights. In an act of mercy, the survivors were permitted to remain there in peace.

			The Annals of Talmont, 1428

			 

			A once-­proud people, the erlings are being worked to death as slaves. Half their children are now demi-­human, the progeny of rape by those who ‘guard’ them. Tyr is a stain on Talmoni honour.

			The Shadow Chronicle, pamphlet, Secordium, 1469

			Miravia

			Autumn 1472

			There was so much happening, Soren var’Dael couldn’t take it all in. Images and sensations flooded his senses – Elindhu’s big amber eyes filling his gaze, the rush of breath from her open mouth, the velvet feel of skin against skin, the sweaty fug of bodily fluids and wet grass, the taste of her salty perspiration and saliva, the all-­consuming thrust of his hips and the building urgency of the need to climax again, the throbbing, almost painful rawness of his phallus, the weight and urgency of his fluids building. With a cry he lost control, going rigid as his seed flowed like blood in a primal moment of triumphant relief . . . bliss enveloped him as he collapsed into her, clung to her shuddering body and breathed . . .

			

			For some time, that was all he could do, revelling in the hot, wet ache in his loins and the glowing bloom of affection for the woman he held. He kissed her neck blindly, then found her mouth again as her long hands caressed his back. Her hair had a life of its own, writhing through the grass beneath her as if it too had been thoroughly pleasured. Even the stream beside which they’d coupled gurgled in contentment, light dappling through the willows along the bank, the wind kissing their skin.

			This is heavenly, he thought.

			He propped himself on his elbows and gazed down at her, trying to etch her exotic features onto his memory for ever. Her nut-­brown face with its beak-­like nose was flushed, her big amber eyes were dilated and her grey hair snaked about her. An erling woman, timeless and still full of mystery, even after such an encounter.

			‘Was it good?’ he murmured hopefully.

			She stroked his face and smiled her wise smile. ‘You don’t have to ask, lad. It was wonderful. But we need to push on or we’ll never arrive.’

			‘I guess,’ he replied, not moving. There was nowhere else he wanted to be. ‘But when you gave me that look, I couldn’t help myself.’

			‘Mmm, well, that’s appreciated, and I confess, it wasn’t an accident,’ she said, with a smoky chuckle. ‘But now it’s mid-­afternoon and we’ve a few more kylos to go. There’ll be patrols, too: we need our wits about us.’

			With that, she planted her hands on his chest and gently shoved. They disentangled, giving him another chance to admire her ample brown-­nippled breasts, narrow waist and hips and strong thighs. Not conventionally beautiful in any human way, but the most wonderful being in existence, to his adoring eyes.

			Much of the day had passed like this, in a kind of waking dream. He and Elindhu, former Order magia and erling princess, had woken after falling into a cavern of light beneath the Shadowlands. The cavern, a vivalocus, had somehow returned them to their camp in the wilds of Miravia. Dazed, filled with incredible vitality, they’d made love – which should have killed them. Glyma energy became uncontrollable during sexual intercourse, which was why the Vestal Order was celibate. But the urge had been beyond control . . . and nothing happened except the bliss of two bodies joining as one.

			

			They’d realised it wasn’t glyma energy inside them any more, and done it again and again, all the long-­pent-­up desires of enforced abstinence released in a flood of desire.

			I’m seventeen . . . and she’s fifty-­ish, Soren occasionally remembered. Not that he cared. He’d been falling for her day by day without realising, sharing their grief for lost loved ones – Obanji and Fynarhea – and sharing dangers. But this new intimacy consumed his senses, and he wanted to wallow in it for ever.

			But life wouldn’t stop for them, and Elindhu was right about needing to move on.

			Their packs were still where they’d left them, though they’d lost the weapons and clothing they’d been wearing in the Shadowlands.

			‘Do we go back to Hyastar then?’ Soren asked, as they dressed.

			Her response wasn’t what he expected. ‘Perhaps you should, but I have another duty. A couple of hours via the Shadowlands and I could be in Tyr. I need to share this discovery with my own kind.’

			He felt a sudden pang of anxiety. ‘Do you not want me with you?’

			‘I very much want you with me,’ she answered, ‘but your duty is to the Order.’

			‘I only want to be with you.’ She was his new perfect place.

			She tsked under her breath as her body flowed back into the human shape she used to conceal her true nature: body fat shifting from bosom and hips to her belly as she lost a foot in height and became the plump, grey-­haired aunty she pretended to be to the world.

			‘Darling boy, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you; mine is mostly over,’ she said frankly. ‘I can’t have children, and I can’t keep up with you physically. This isn’t some romance from a ballad.’

			‘We’ve been fine so far,’ he replied. They’d made love five times in the past few hours and even in her deliberately plain human form, he still ached for her. ‘You match me blow for blow.’

			‘Maybe, but frankly, I’m spent,’ she said. ‘Believe me, I feel like you’ve taken a mallet to my nethers. I’ll be limping for days. You can do better than me, a handsome boy like you.’

			

			‘It’s not just physical,’ he insisted. Then he flinched and added, ‘At least, not for me . . .’

			She took his hand. ‘Nor for me, I promise you that, lad.’

			His heart chimed and uncertainty fled. ‘Then I’m coming with you.’

			She grimaced. ‘All right, but I must warn you, the erling homeland in Tyr is not for the faint-­hearted. There’s an Order garrison who run it like a slave plantation. My brother is the erl-­king, a prisoner in his own castle, but he won’t be pleased to see me.’

			‘Then all the more reason for me to come,’ Soren insisted, and finally she agreed.

			Before leaving they stole boots from the back porch of a nearby farmhouse, leaving coins in payment – a very erling thing to do, Elindhu told Soren. ‘We steal from humans all the time, but we try to leave something in compensation,’ she said.

			‘Father told tales of erling gifts,’ Soren recalled. ‘They’re enchanted and dangerous.’

			‘More likely poorly made and useless,’ Elindhu chuckled ruefully. ‘Come on: time’s wasting.’

			She led the way to the portali gate and for the next few hours they crept northwards through the misty half-­world of the Talam-­Argith, navigating by the Shadowland stars, which Elindhu knew well. They emerged late afternoon in a copse of willows bordering a stream that marked the edge of the wilds. Their destination was in sight, a sprawling, dilapidated castle on a distant hill, above a mass of crudely built huts, on the far side of a valley of wheat fields. Tirnamel, the erling capital, looked like a dismal place, in contrast to the Vestal Order military camp on a hill to the east, with its serried palisade walls, smart tents and pennants. The contrast said everything about where true power lay in Tyr.

			They took the opportunity for a badly needed wash. Soren scrubbed his curly black mop of hair, uncut in months, while admiring the water streaming over Elindhu’s skin as she rose, and the way her grey braids re-­knotted themselves into a tower.

			

			‘Shouldn’t you be in erling shape here?’ Soren asked her hopefully. In human form she was deliberately plain, while her erling form utterly beguiled him.

			‘That depends, lad. If we encounter soldiers here, it’s better to look human.’ She pulled a serious face. ‘Before we go anywhere else, though, we need to think about what’s happened to us in that vivalocus.’

			With that she raised her hands, gesturing and mouthing rune-­words. As a mage-­scholar of the Order, she knew dozens of spells, not just the basic magic-­combat techniques a knight like himself learned. As she drew on the benign power coursing through them, she conjured flame, light and shields, concentrating hard.

			‘It’s good,’ she breathed. ‘Not the same potency, but much easier . . .’

			Soren went through his own, less varied repertoire: using Pulso to slam a burst of force into a tree stump; then Flamma to unleash flame, Salva to shield himself and Negatio to dismiss it and the rest. All worked much as before, though none of the violent spells felt as strong. But that was offset by the absence of the glyma’s jang, that set one’s teeth on edge and made violence intoxicating.

			‘The basic spells all work for me as before, but cleaner and easier,’ he agreed.

			‘There’s other benefits,’ Elindhu said, distractedly conjuring tiny whirlwinds on the river’s surface, making waterspouts dance. ‘This sort of thing is too delicate for the glyma . . . Fascinating . . .’ She winked at him. ‘Watch this.’

			She closed her eyes and faded from sight, creating the strange sight of an Elindhu shaped hole in the water, until even that vanished as the light rippled around her, barely distorted. She laughed joyously and reappeared, standing resplendently naked and wet on the riverbank.

			Soren gasped. ‘How?’

			‘It’s an old spell that shapes the way light hits the skin,’ she told him, an intrigued look on her face. ‘No one’s ever been able to sustain it for more than a second, though, so it’s been just a curiosity . . . Oh, Soren, the possibilities . . .’ She gestured like a dancer and slowly spiralled up into the air, then gently set herself down again, wide-­eyed and gloriously exultant. ‘I can feel the vivalocus inside me. It’s effortless.’

			

			If he wasn’t already in love, Soren was now. She was like some nature goddess to his eyes, wonderfully mysterious and powerful, and he felt like a worshipper. And he could feel that power too, tranquil and potent. I can more too, he realised. I just don’t know how, yet.

			But then a horn sounded, alarmingly close, and they flinched. Hooves thudded, then through the willows they saw a clutch of horsemen in Vestal tabards, cantering down a dirt track between stubbled, already harvested wheat fields, towards where they bathed.

			Were they drawn by the energy we just used? he worried. What if they’re glyma-­knights?

			 

			Even with potential discovery threatening, Elindhu was still distracted by Soren’s beautifully smooth coffee-­coloured skin and taut musculature. After thirty years of enforced abstinence, she’d thought herself immune to the messy urgency of lust, but no. Her loins were an aching wound only he could salve.

			Mind on the job, she told herself, pulling him up onto the banks and then scuttling for cover, in the deepest of the undergrowth.

			‘Don’t do anything rash, boy,’ she whispered, as he slithered in beside her. ‘Stay low.’

			This was Tyr, her homeland, but she knew not to expect a welcome: Tirnamel was a reservation, a place where erlings were worked to death. She’d been lucky to be exempted that, being of the royal blood, but her family suffered a different kind of exploitation. They were made to parrot phrases the occupying Talmoni wrote for them, praising the Hierophant’s mercy and exhorting their own kind to work harder, while soldiers abused them, even hunting runaways for sport.

			All her youthful anger returned as she watched the squad of Talmoni cavalry walk their mounts down to the brook to water them, cackling about whether it was more fun when erling women were pliant or fought back. She was fizzing at the potential of all these new-­old spells opening up to her, longing to try them, but until she’d properly assimilated them, the risk was too great. Fortunately, the soldiers remained oblivious to their presence, soon riding off in a knot of careless bravado.

			

			Elindhu and Soren rose, shivering now as the sun sank west and the cold wind grew. Pulling on clothes and stolen boots, she wondered how best to reach her brother in the castle. It was just an hour or so until sunset. ‘We’ll have to hurry now,’ she muttered. ‘We wasted too much time grinding hips.’

			‘Not a waste, Aunty,’ Soren said fervently. ‘Never that.’

			They broke into a jog, taking the same dirt track as the riders, as distant bells signalled the end of the working day in this dismal prison-­land. They felt horribly exposed crossing open ground, but no alarms were raised as they padded down tracks between fields, able to hear but not see either erling workers or human guards. As they approached open ground, she put a cautionary hand on his arm. They crept forward to the edge of the field and cautiously peered out between stalks.

			Even knowing what she’d see, she still hissed in anger.

			Before them were lines of erlings, all shapes and sizes, dressed in rags and filthy from the fields, linked by chains fixed to neck-­manacles, shuffling along with bowed heads while soldiers in black-­and-­white tabards shoved, struck or bellowed at them. She saw erlings with the height and bulk to flatten a man with a single blow limping morosely by, while hunchbacked erling women strove to hide their faces and shape, lest they be singled out and pulled aside. Everyone was caked in dust and every bared back was scarred.

			Two thousand, she estimated: half the number who had worked the fields when she was last here. By the look of it, many of those fields now lay fallow. The erlings were a dying race. This was their graveyard.

			‘Why don’t they run away?’ Soren whispered. ‘Surely it’s better to die than live like this?’

			‘It’s more complex than that, lad,’ Elindhu murmured. ‘This place exists so that erlhaafens like Semmanath-­Tuhr can thrive. If everyone left here, it would alarm the empire; then they’d find and destroy our havens. This place reassures the empire that we’re no threat.’

			She’d lived here until she developed the glyma-­gift in her mid-­teens, not long after losing her virginity. At that point she’d been slipped out to an erlhaafen to learn of magic and life; then in Elidor she’d learned how to pass as human so she could join the Order, initially as a magia-­scholar, then as a front-­line magus in the Falcon pentacle. When Jadyn Kaen was wrongly arrested, events spiralled out of control and here she was.

			

			The Order gave me the best years of my life, yet they’re part of the system that oppresses my people, she reflected. But those stationed here are the worst of us. I served with the best.

			Her people’s plight made her simmer, but the new, calming magic inside her helped her stay rational. ‘We can’t cross open ground in daylight,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll have to wait until everyone’s penned inside, then find a way in after dark.’

			After planning a way forward to the partly ruined keep overlooking the pile of houses, she pulled Soren back into the corn, where they rested until darkness fell and they could steal forward, using ditches and stone walls to mask them, dodging patrols whose flickering torches did nothing but blind the holders to their surroundings. They reached the back of the castle hill and with no soldiers in sight, clambered up a bare, rocky slope to some tumbledown walls Elindhu remembered from childhood games. She went straight for the drainage hole they’d used to get in and out and led the way through and into a low, dank tunnel.

			Only then did she conjure light, revealing a rat-­infested mausoleum leading to an old wine cellar with broken shelves empty. Tiptoeing carefully through broken glass, they reached a poorly lit hall guarded by a bent, grey erling in the familiar ragged green tunic, with warty brown skin, a pot-­belly and a horse-­like head.

			Elindhu cautioned Soren to stay hidden, then called softly in Jerathi, the erling tongue, ‘Incalla su, Gombaro. Huila, consa mai.’

			The old erling turned, his wizened, big-­eyed face puzzled, then astounded. ‘Ei rahye?’

			She stepped fully round the corner, spreading her hands, to show they were empty. ‘Consa mai, Gombaro. Fenai awei, baentros.’

			The old erling’s jaw dropped, as he took in a face he’d not seen in thirty years. But he knew her and blurted her honour-­name. ‘Crysophalae?’

			Then he burst into tears.

			

			She hurried to hug him, letting the old steward bawl against her neck. ‘Yes, it is I,’ she said, switching to Talmoni, the universal tongue. ‘It’s so good to see you, old friend.’

			The old steward’s face twisted between misery and joy. ‘Oh, you too, Crysophalae.’

			Erling royalty had two names; honour-­names were ceremonial, bestowed at birth, and Elindhu was the name she had chosen for herself.

			‘Oh, we’ve missed you, my merry girl,’ Gombaro sobbed. ‘This place has been a graveyard since you left, and your parents just wasted away. But you shouldn’t have come back – the masters’ll kill ye.’

			‘I came to see my brother on a matter of great moment. I must see him alone.’

			Gombaro didn’t look happy, but he bobbed his head obediently. ‘Of course, Crysophalae. But you can’t go before him dressed like that. Let’s get you clothed proper-­like.’ He grinned suddenly and said, with something of his old spark, ‘You’re still a fine looker, my princess.’

			‘My man appreciates me,’ she told him, and indicated behind her, calling, ‘Soren.’

			Soren stole into the light and Gombaro’s eyebrows shot up. ‘By the Twelve, it’s like the old days – you creeping into the mausoleum with some wild buck or doe!’

			She snickered at the memory. ‘This is Soren var-­Dael, from Avas Isle.’

			Gombaro frowned – because her lover was human – then he shrugged. ‘You haven’t changed, my princess. Is he part-­Abuthan? He looks young.’

			‘Aye,’ she said, with a touch of pride. ‘Young and virile. You mentioned clothing?’

			Gombaro unlocked the door, took down the lamp and led them through. She glimpsed the main hall through the far doors; voices carried, some she recognised, but Gombaro took them up the back stairs to the living rooms and her old bed chamber.

			‘Your room’s not been used since you left,’ he told her. ‘Your parents kept it locked.’ He produced a ring with many keys. ‘Ah, here we are.’ He unlocked the door, then bowed. ‘I will find your brother and bring him here. He’ll be overjoyed,’ he added, without conviction.

			

			Elindhu doubted it, too, as she closed the door behind him and surveyed the place. A rush of memories, of her parents and siblings and her earliest years, overwhelmed her. Even then the castle was ravaged by decay, the air cold and damp; the tapestries were tattered and papers from long-­ago lay yellowed on her desk.

			‘So, this your room?’ Soren asked, wrinkling his nose.

			She patted the bed, making dust rise in a cloud. ‘Aye,’ she whispered. ‘That it was.’

			‘They could have kept it clean.’

			‘Erlings aren’t sentimental,’ she replied, though she certainly was right now.

			Her priority was clothing, though. She opened the wardrobe, fearing everything would be in mouldy tatters. Fortunately, they’d lasted well, but thirty years was still a long time, and she wasn’t the skinny creature she’d once been. She found a robe that looked like it’d fit and make her look somewhat regal, by erling standards at least.

			‘There’s male clothing in that chest in the corner,’ she told Soren. ‘My old things from when I tried out being a boy. They’ll be small, though: I wasn’t much for muscle.’

			‘Are you inviting me to get into your pants?’ Soren quipped.

			‘I thought I’d worn you out, boy,’ she snorted.

			She pulled on the robe, finding it fitting a touch more closely than she’d have liked, but it covered breasts and hips. Soren found baggy trousers that once clothed her first male lover, and a ceremonial tabard in royal green big enough to cover his torso. Then he looked round and asked, ‘Did you keep any weapons here?’

			‘Only the Order goes armed here,’ she replied. But she prised up a floorboard, pulling out an old scianfhada – a curved erling long-­dagger – she’d hidden here long ago. ‘This is all I’ve got, for now.’

			Soren took the weapon before darting into hiding as footfalls approached. Elindhu faced the door as her brother Cimarrel burst in, gaped at her and rocked back on his heels.

			‘Lindhu?’ he blurted. ‘Is it you?’ He took in her lack of Order insignia, glanced back and closed the door, leaving Gombaro outside. ‘Have you left the Vestals?’

			

			‘Yes, and I no longer use the glyma,’ she replied, which was both true and misleading.

			Her brother had an inch or two on her, but her tower of hair made her look the taller. He shared her large nose, but his hair was pale brown, lank and greying at the roots. He’d never been a warrior and tended towards genderless clothing, as if he still hadn’t chosen his final state. She knew from letters that he had a wife and children, but he’d never been fatherly.

			‘It’s good to see you, Brother,’ she said, remembering games and pranks and laughter, though his face had the ingrained misery lines of someone who hadn’t smiled for a long time.

			‘Why are you here?’ Cimarrel asked, but then he saw Soren and shrank – he’d always been anxious, and clearly living under the Order’s fist hadn’t alleviated that. ‘Who—?’

			‘Don’t be afraid,’ Elindhu said. ‘This is Soren, my comrade and lover.’

			It felt good to say that, and came out proud, not hesitant, to her faint surprise.

			Her brother took in Soren’s race with discomfort. Erlings were casual about such liaisons, but royals like her were expected to breed true, erling to erling. ‘Welcome to Tirnamel Castle, um . . . Soren.’

			‘Milord King,’ Soren replied gravely, sounding older than his seventeen years. ‘I am proud to make your acquaintance. I place myself at your family’s service.’

			He might be only a boy, but he bears himself like a man, she thought approvingly.

			Cimarrel looked flummoxed. Facing her again, he switched to Jerathi. ‘Why are you here, Sister? If the Vestals find you, they’ll do terrible things.’

			‘I’m here because Ahn Lar’Imecht has come.’

			The Day of Vanishing.

			As she’d told Soren earlier, Tirnamel remained populated – by the barest minimum of erlings – to draw the eye of their human overlords. If it emptied, the empire would begin hunting for them in the wilds and truly exterminate her people. By maintaining a presence here, they purchased freedom for many more. It required a hideous sacrifice from those who stayed here, but they had ways of mitigating the suffering: pregnant women and babies were constantly smuggled out and deaths were faked to give those who’d taken too much some respite. But it was still a terrible price. Her parents – and now Cimarrel – had made some horrific life-­or-­death decisions over the years, including officially siding with the oppressors against dissenters who might betray them all.

			

			But Ahn Lar’Imecht – the Day of Vanishing – would end all that, placing her people in their greatest jeopardy, all in the name of freedom. She wasn’t sure she was ready for that test, and suspected her brother never would be. But surely the time was now.

			Cimarrel collapsed into a dusty armchair and stared. ‘Are you sure?’

			‘Brother, do you not see the signs? Our world is collapsing. The time has come for our people to take up arms in the final struggle, for our right to live free.’

			‘Final struggle,’ he echoed fearfully. ‘Sister, we have no fight left.’

			‘Not here, but in the erlhaafens are many glyma-­warriors, and strong trulkas and hunters. We are recovering our strength. Surely you know this—?’

			‘How? I’m blind to the outside world, Sister. We’ve been forgotten.’

			‘But messengers used to come all the time—’

			‘It became too risky – I put a stop to it.’

			‘What? But you can’t—’

			‘What right do you have to come here and place demands on me?’ Cimarrel snapped. ‘You were supposed to be my heir! Ten years, I was supposed to reign – just ten years – and I’d be disappeared, and you’d take over. But you got the damned glyma and left me to rot. Our parents took their own lives and I got this prisoner’s crown, which I have worn for thirty jagging years.’

			Elindhu felt her stomach curdle. ‘I’m sorry, but I had no choice—’

			‘You could have concealed your gift! You could have—’

			‘And not served my people as best I could? For shame, Cim!’

			She threw Soren a pained look, knowing he didn’t understand the Jerathi words but could see the distress. Then she went to her brother, knelt at his knee and took his limp hands. ‘I’ve come back to set you free. This is Ahn Lar’Imecht. It’s time to vanish and reclaim your life. It’s not too late.’

			

			Cimarrel’s face was full of resentment, loneliness and despair, his gaze a silent wail of recrimination. She also saw fear, absolute terror that his world was about to be ripped apart. She’d seen songbirds refuse to leave their cages, and Order knights who’d been so scared of life outside the Order and without glyma that they’d hurled themselves into suicide missions rather than retire. His visage held all of that and more.

			Once he’d been flamboyant and funny. She barely recognised this paralysed shell.

			‘There’s a world out there that needs us,’ she said softly. ‘It’s full of wonders, Cim, and it’s waiting for you. The time has come. You must lead our people into that world.’

			Finally, he met her gaze again, his eyes wistful. ‘Remember how we used to dream of sweeping the empire from our lands?’ he whispered. ‘We waved sticks about pretending we were knight-­slayers.’

			‘I remember,’ she told him.

			He clutched her hands in his cold grip, so hard it felt like he was trying to break her fingers. ‘Elindhu, the Order sent a lictor here, who told me you’d been unmasked as a traitor. He said he’d torture me if I sheltered you . . . then he took my family away as surety.’

			Tears crawled down his cheeks.

			She stared, then asked in Talmoni, for Soren’s benefit, ‘Did you tell this lictor I’m here?’

			Cimarrel nodded woodenly. ‘I sent a runner before I came here . . . I’m sorry . . .’

			She felt glyma flare below, and boots thudded on the stairs.

			 

			Soren and Elindhu exchanged stricken looks as they heard the thump, clank, and grunting of soldiers. And knights, Soren realised from the shivering ripple of glyma.

			Looking at Elindhu’s brother, slumped over in misery, Soren felt pity, that life had ground him down so badly he’d betray his only sister. But I’m still going to kill the prick, he resolved, if we survive this. He drew the erling scianfhada as Elindhu ran to the door and placed a palm against it; light rippled as she bound the barrier to the frame. Seconds later a fist slammed into it and a male voice shouted, ‘Open up, in the name of the Hierophant!’

			

			Elindhu kept her hand on the door, radiating energy, while Soren took in the weight and heft of the scianfhada. Despite the years hidden, the long knife’s curved blade still had a keen edge. Slash and move, he told himself, before glaring at Cimarrel.

			‘Your own sister? What’s wrong with you?’

			The slender erling lord cringed. ‘You don’t understand what it’s like—’

			‘Don’t tell me what I don’t understand.’ He jabbed his blade towards Cimarrel’s face. ‘You help them, you die.’ Then he looked around. ‘Is there another way out?’

			Cimarrel shook his head. ‘Only the window, but that’s a fifty-­foot drop.’

			Soren cursed and joined Elindhu, who was sweating with the strain of keeping the barrier closed against the fists and boots smashing against it. She couldn’t keep it up for ever – and if she walked away, her locking spell would collapse instantly.

			‘What can I do?’ Soren asked her.

			The door warped and cracked as the bolts and hinges turned glowing red. Sensing that she was losing the battle, he placed a hand on her shoulder, trying to gift her strength. He’d never done such a thing before, but somehow, it came naturally, perhaps because of the physical and emotional bonds they’d forged.

			She steadied and gave him a grateful smile, though it was still just a matter of time.

			‘When the door gives way, it’ll wreck the room,’ she said. ‘Cimarrel, take shelter!’

			The erling king scuttled behind the bed, to Soren’s disgust.

			‘Coward,’ he muttered.

			‘He’s my only brother,’ Elindhu said. ‘Listen, when this barrier goes it’ll splinter – we’ll have to dodge left. But first, get this dress off me – cut it if you must. You strip too.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Remember that invisibility spell? It only works on skin, not cloth. Hurry – I can’t hold this much longer.’

			

			He yanked off his borrowed clothing, then more carefully removed hers, an awkward task as she had to maintain contact with the door throughout. Then they shifted to the left, while the door frame shimmered and crackled.

			‘Now, get behind me, keeping a hand on my shoulder. Be ready to move.’ She winked up at him, despite the exertion, and added, ‘Try to take one alive.’

			Take one alive? he thought, as he palmed the scianfhada. We’ll be lucky to survive!

			But she mouthed, ‘On three . . . One . . . two . . . three—’ She released her locking spell, the door warped and came apart with a devastating boom, sending shards and splinters blasting through the room. Glyma fire burst through, along with two crossbow bolts, which thudded into the opposite wall.

			Soren and Elindhu pressed themselves against the side wall, their bodies fading from view, which was an eerie feeling. Soon only the scianfhada remained visible – Soren pulled it behind him an instant before the first of the knights burst in.

			We have about thirty seconds, Elindhu whispered into his mind. Wait ’til they relax . . .

			There was nothing relaxed about the Vestal pentacle storming in: two knights with gleaming flamberges flanking their mage, a grey-­haired, heavyset woman, followed by two more knights shouldering crossbows and drawing their own blades. They scanned the room, saw Cimarrel and roared at him to lie still.

			A woman-­knight on the right flank was closest – she looked straight through Elindhu and Soren as they held still, letting the light wash round them. Soren was close enough to see the colour of her eyes, the freckles on her cheek and the beads of perspiration seeping from beneath the band of her helm.

			He counted down in his mind: Thirteen, twelve . . .

			‘Where is she?’ the magia demanded of Cimarrel. ‘Your message said your sister was here!’ She seized him by the hair and jerked his face to hers. ‘Where is she?’

			‘I’ll make him tell,’ a new voice said: a skinny, bookish-­looking lictor strode in, black robes flapping like crow wings. ‘One way or the other. Search the room.’

			

			Seven . . . Six . . . Five . . .

			Soren felt the spell begin to fade just as the knights and the lictor, turned to each other to sort out who would do what.

			Now, Elindhu breathed.

			Soren saw himself reappear in an opposite mirror – another uncanny moment – just as he launched into battle. The man looking over the shoulder of the female knight caught sight of him, but by then the hilt of his scianfhada was smashing into the back of her skull. She went down as if pole-­axed, dropping her flamberge. Soren pushed mercy from his mind as the knight before him started to conjure, driving the long knife through the man’s vestigial shields into his throat and ripping. Blood sprayed everywhere as the knight crumpled.

			Elindhu shrilled something as she too reappeared, twin beams of energy shooting from her hands into the other two knights, even as they drew on the glyma, their orbs glowing like small suns . . . fed not just by them, but also by the energy Elindhu shot into them—

			The orbs overloaded and both men lost control, their eyes flashing scarlet, the hands gripping their elobyne orbs searing black. Howling as glyma-­fury gripped them, they unleashed their fire at Elindhu – but she vanished again, their lethal bolts blasting into the walls, igniting the decaying tapestries.

			The lictor grabbed Cimarrel, and jammed a dagger to his throat, shouting, ‘Hold—’

			—and everyone ignored him.

			Soren flashed towards the embattled knights, who barely saw him coming through their blood haze. He drove his scianfhada up under one chin, killing his man instantly, then spun away a split-­second before the magia sent a blast at him, which put the last standing knight between them. The magia couldn’t adjust in time and instead of downing Soren, sent her bolt of force into her own man’s back. His neck snapped audibly.

			A moment later Elindhu appeared and slammed a heavy candlestick into the back of her fellow magia’s skull. She too went down, as Soren whirled to face the lictor.

			

			‘Stop!’ the lictor shrilled. ‘Move and he dies! I know who you are, Elindhu Morspeth!’

			‘Then you should also know that I don’t give a jagat about my brother,’ Elindhu spat back. ‘Kill him, Soren.’

			The lictor – clearly more investigator than warrior – froze, torn between carrying out his threat and defending himself. As a result he managed neither. Cimarrel rose behind him and slammed another scianfhada into the lictor’s back. The black-­robed man wobbled, his clever face becoming childlike in shock, as Cimarrel continued hammering blow after blow into the lictor’s back until he fell. Straddling the stricken man, he went into a bloody frenzy before leaving the blade buried and collapsing over him, sobbing.

			Elindhu caught her brother by the shoulders and held him, leaving Soren to check the fallen magia and knights. The man whose throat had been slashed was dead, as was the one he’d stabbed under the chin. The two women were out cold, still breathing.

			‘Two live ones,’ he reported. ‘What’d you do to their glyma to overload them like that?’

			Elindhu, still holding her brother, looked over her shoulder. ‘I fed them energy: it’s an old spell, weak and easily countered, but they’re young and probably never learned it.’ She looked very, very pleased with herself. ‘Sometimes old girls have the best moves.’
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