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Six Months Ago

Lunandas, 28th Day of Frosthold


Of seven, six sprang from Dark of Old.


One drowned. One sleeps. One waits.


The fourth sets blood awry with gift of self.


The fifth bargains all to ruin.


The last yearns for treasure lost.


Gods do as they please, never knowing their roles are set.


But it is a poor story that changes not in the telling.


Excerpt from The Undawning Deep





 


The moon blazed in the field of stars and the royal city of Tregard reached up to embrace her. Filigree patterns laid into flagstone and wall glowed bright with whorl of root and branch, supplanting the blocky buildings of day with a silver forest whose limbs offered worship to regal Ashana.


A goddess who no longer spoke to Melanna Saranal as once she had.


Melanna released her grip on the balcony and strove for joy amidst melancholy. No room for sorrow this night. By dawn, everything for which she’d striven would be hers. No longer a mere princessa of the Silver Kingdom of Rhaled, but recognised heir to the imperial throne – the first woman acclaimed so.


But the cost . . .


Storeys below, crowds gathered beneath skeletal birch trees. Tregard had emptied for this moment. Despite the hour. Despite winter’s lingering cold. Thousands upon thousands of citizens gathered beneath Mooncourt Temple’s alabaster walls, standing vigil until the toll of twelfth bell proclaimed a worthy soul had claimed the imperial crown.


Gentle hands bound the last black tress of Melanna’s hair with jewelled chain.


“Ashanal. The hour is upon us.”


“Thank you, Sera.” Melanna gazed out across the shining city to Ravenscourt Temple’s brooding spires. The black stone lay ever in shadow, unyielding as the promise of death, and implacable as the embrace of Otherworld’s mists. “I wanted to see the city one last time. We’ll never be quite the same, it and I.”


“You will bring it only prosperity, Ashanal.”


Ashanal. The title that marked her as a daughter of goddess as well as Emperor. Fit for one who’d walked with Ashana since her earliest years. But no more. Not since Melanna had allowed a scion of Dark to escape her grasp. She longed to hear Ashana’s voice. She’d begged. But the silence in her prayers had stretched through the turning of leaves and the harsh bite of winter.


Melanna set her back on Tregard’s splendour. Always so hard to read Sera’s expression behind the silver half-mask that left all but her eyes and the olive skin of her jaw concealed. Melanna couldn’t even be certain of the handmaiden’s age. Sera’s ready vigour spoke to youth, perhaps as brief a tally as Melanna’s own nineteen winters. Indeed, in complexion and build they were twins. But the poise Melanna envied belonged to a greater span.


What would Sera say if she knew the truth? She was lunassera, handmaiden to the Goddess, driven to serve Melanna by faith more than friendship. But Sera remained inscrutable, and Melanna found, once again, that she couldn’t raise herself to the confession.


A bright peal rang out. The eighth bell of coronation ritual, welcoming dignitaries into the temple’s heart. The ninth would call Melanna to her father’s side. The eleventh would invite the Goddess to grant her blessing. It had gone unanswered for decades out of mind.


Sera stepped aside in a swish of close-fitting white robes and drew aside the balcony’s drape with graceful precision.


“Come, Ashanal. Even for royalty, punctuality is politeness.”


Melanna returned Sera’s smile, though she shared little of its warmth. She crossed the threshold, exchanging the crisp silver of the midnight sky for the glow of torchlight. Sera followed with soundless tread, pulling closed the drapes and the etched glass door.


Two mannequins waited between hearth and changing screen. Melanna traced fingertips across the golden scales of the nearest, the scars of battle long since repaired. The armour alone was challenge to tradition, but not so much as the sword belt laid alongside. Though they were otherwise equal to men in all things, women did not fight wars. They did not bear swords – not even a divine gift, as was the Goddess’ silvered blade – and because of that, could not rule. On the second mannequin, the threads of a golden gown shone like sunlight – as different from the black cotton dress she currently wore as night from day. Armour of a different sort, worn to draw attention to the wearer’s body, and thus guard her thoughts.


The warrior or the courtier. Wearing armour to her father’s coronation would be affront to tradition and the pride of jealous men. The dress was conciliatory – proof that the upstart Saranal had not completely forgotten her place.


Her father would prefer she don the dress. Soothe the feathers of a Golden Court ruffled by his wary acceptance of peace overtures from the Tressian Republic. The panelled gown was entirely beautiful, crafted from Ithna’jîm silk, and radiant with a magic of a type not practised in the sprawling kingdoms of Empire.


The armour bore old memories of rash decisions poorly made. Its presence beneath the last night of full moon would sour events.


Chimes broke out high above. Ninth bell, calling the heir to the sanctum.


The warrior or the courtier. As Empress, she’d one day have to be both. Today, the path was clear. She reached for the gown.


Brash trumpets split the air. Melanna began her descent of the long, marble stair towards the grassy mound and the triad of birch trees. Anticipation shivered bare skin at the base of her neck, quickened by the air’s crisp, sweet scent. Only the stoniest heart roamed the cloister’s open skies and felt nothing.


Beneath the largest tree, a simple stone block sat bathed in moonlight. The first altar at which the Goddess’ praises were intoned, or so legend told. Simple too was the circlet atop it. The first Emperor, Hadar Saran, had died in the Sceadotha’s dungeons, but the crown endured. Flesh withered and blood faded, Emperors came and went, but the crown abided. It was the Empire.


And it was all Melanna had ever desired. The crown, and what it meant for her to wear it.


A knot of Immortals stood on the root-woven path to the sunken sanctum gate, resplendent in emerald silks and golden scales; swords drawn against those who would disturb the meditations of the Emperor-to-be. Nearer, on the shore of the pool that made an island of the sanctum mound, a ring of temple wardens, garbed in brilliant white, and their long spears held at guard.


Melanna pressed on, neither too hurriedly nor too slow. She strove to ignore the murmurs and widening eyes from balconies set in concentric tiers above the cloister. Kings, princes and clan chiefs called from across the league-strewn Empire to acclaim one among their number more equal than the rest. Men of Rhaled, Corvant, Britonis, Silsaria and others. Representatives of the Gwyraya Hadar, the great kingdoms of Empire, and the client realms under their sway. In garb and feature, they were as varied as fallen leaves in autumn. But women had no place here, save as servants or celebrants.


Certainly not as heir.


How many murmured with awe at her splendour? How many with disgust because she wore her sword at her back, the woven links of its belt crosswise at right shoulder to left hip? Melanna stifled a smile. She hadn’t left the warrior behind entirely. Better to remind her peers who she really was. That despite the soft promise offered by silk and the gossamer chains binding her hair, she was their equal. No, their better.


The chimes of tenth bell swept the courtyard. Conversation fell silent. The bare branches of the birch trees rippled gently in the cool breeze.


A second fanfare heralded Melanna’s arrival at the base of the stair. Head bowed in respect, she awaited the high priestess’ approach.


White robes brilliant in the moonlight, the old woman made stately procession over the narrow latticework bridge. Wardens crossed spears behind her, barring Melanna’s final approach to the sanctum mound.


“Why have you come?”


The priestess’ words were ritual. Scowl and unfavourable tone were not. Disgust that the heir was a woman, or because that woman bore a sword?


“To guide my Emperor out of Dark, and into Ashana’s light.” Melanna let her voice blossom, acoustics folding echoes beneath the words. “As a daughter will one day do for me.”


Fresh murmur broke out on the balconies. To the Golden Court, the Dark was ritual and history. An enemy overcome long ago, first by Ashana’s radiant sister, and once again – in the form of the Sceadotha – by Hadar Saran’s allies. But Melanna had walked within it. She’d carried the Goddess’ fire against it. And at the end, she’d failed.


None of the sourness left the priestess’ tone, but she persevered. “May the Goddess walk with you in the Dark.”


She stepped aside. Spears parted.


Melanna crossed the bridge. She gave ritual bow to the Immortals, and their golden wall split apart before her coming. Beyond, the stone pathway diverged, the upper fork arriving at altar and crown, the lower at the sanctum’s birchwood gate. Offering a bow to the former, Melanna took the latter, passing beneath the woven arch.


Once the double leaves of the gateway were behind, and Melanna deep in the sanctum’s gloom, she allowed the mask of unconcern to slip and her stride to quicken. The soft, damp fragrance of soil thickened as breathing shallowed. White crystals glimmered in the root-woven ceiling, shaping passageways and revealing shimmering insects scurrying across loose soil.


At last, the passageway widened into a broad chamber, dominated by a statue of Ashana – though the likeness little matched that of the Goddess who had guided Melanna since girlhood. Two Immortals flanked the Goddess. And before the statue, Kai Saran, Prince of the Silver Kingdom of Rhaled and scion of Emperors past, stood in silent contemplation, eyes closed and expression unreadable above a neat, greying beard.


Melanna knelt. “My prince. You are called to coronation.”


He spoke without turning. “And who calls me?”


“The one . . . ” She swallowed to ease a throat suddenly parched. “The one who will follow.”


Though the words were part of the ritual, they felt impudent. Presumptive. Had her father felt thus addressing her grandsire? How would she feel to one day be reminded that her fate was to die so that another might rule? Proud, or resentful? What governed her father’s humours? They’d argued too often about this day for Melanna to be sure. She was the one to break tradition, but he’d made it possible. He’d be as notorious as she if affairs went ill.


“And will you serve me until that day? Will you guard my life with your own?”


“To my dying breath, my prince.”


Dark robes whispered against emerald-set golden scales. Dark eyes met hers. Expression rigid, he bore down, a mountain to her willow. The slight limp, a reminder of wounds that should have taken his life, little besmirched his grandeur. He swept back the dark folds of his woollen cloak and drew Melanna to her feet. Cheeks the colour of weathered teak cracked a smile. Then, uncaring he did so in full view of his Immortals, he drew her into an embrace.


“I shan’t ask you to obey, for I know you won’t,” he whispered. “But wherever the path leads from here, know that I am proud.”


Melanna sighed as her worries melted away. “Thank you, Father.”


“My prince,” he corrected. “Ritual must be observed.”


She pulled free and bobbed a rare curtsey. “Yes, my prince.”


“Better.” His lips twitched a smile. “Dagan? I am called to coronation. Announce me.”


The leftmost Immortal offered a deep bow and strode towards the passageway.


“Tell me,” said Melanna’s father. “How appalled are my peers?”


“Does it matter?” she replied bitterly. “They’re swine. Those who sneered to see me with a sword would gladly have entertained me without my gown.”


He grunted. “There are honourable men among them. And you will have to find one you can at least tolerate if this day is to mean anything.”


Could he not enjoy the moment without borrowing strife from the future? “A discussion better left for another hour, my prince.”


A rolling boom shook the chamber.


“The gates!” Dagan broke into a run and vanished into the root-woven passageway.


Melanna grasped at racing thoughts. “Tell me again of the honourable men in your court, Father.”


“They’d dare?” Her father drew his sword. “In the heart of the temple? In the Goddess’ sight?”


“Why not? They believe they do her work. They believe—”


A new sound rose in crescendo beneath the roots – a chorus of screeching crow-voices and thundering wings, growing ever louder. A sound she’d first heard months before at Tevar Flood and almost died for the privilege.


Kernclaw. She’d not known the name then, but she’d taken the trouble to learn it. An assassin lured from the shadows of the civilised world.


“Dagan!” she shouted.


A wet, tearing sound and a bellow of agony from the passageway cut through the squalling. The thump of a falling body. Harsh voices redoubled in fury. The chamber drowned in a rush of talons and beating wings.


The second Immortal vanished, overcome by the shadowy flock. Fresh screams rang out.


Across the chamber, corvine fragments coalesced into a hooded figure. One steel-taloned hand at the Immortal’s ravaged throat. The other against the torn and bloodied armour about his waist. Green eyes blazed beneath the ragged hood.


Melanna drew her sword. The Goddess’ sword. White flames sprang to life along the silvered blade. The shadow-flock parted with strident cry. Crows peeled away in panic.


Her father bellowed in pain. Melanna lunged to his side, bringing him within the safety of the firelight. She ignored the talons ripping at her hair, blotted the shrieking voices from her thoughts. Steel glinted within shadow. Metal scraped on metal. The weight vanished from her sword. Melanna’s flailing hand found soil and tangled roots.


Should’ve worn the armour. Not that armour had done Dagan or his fellow much good. And for all Melanna’s bitterness, she’d believed the temple safe ground, and the quarrels over the succession settled.


Honourable men. She’d teach them honour.


“What’s the matter, kernclaw?” Melanna shouted. “Afraid?”


Cruel laughter shook the chamber. “What a lioness! We should have charged more.”


Teeming bodies swamped everything beyond the sword’s light. The kernclaw could have been three paces away, or fled entirely.


Melanna glanced behind. Her father stood with his shoulder against the chamber’s roots. His sword-hand shook. His other pressed against the mess of torn scales and rushing blood at his flank. Already his robes were dark with it. His face was pale above his beard, tinged with greyish-green.


Poison?


“Go,” he breathed. “Leave me.”


Melanna’s throat tightened. “No.”


“You can’t best him. Save yourself.”


“I guard your life to my dying breath.” A booming chorus shuddered through the gloom. Fists and shoulders thumping against the timber gate. “Your Immortals are coming. We need only reach them.”


And if that wasn’t enough? Better to face the kernclaw in the cloister. The confines of the sanctum only made the shadow more oppressive and the clamour deafening. In the open, those advantages would fade. Theirs would grow, swollen by loyal blades.


Her father’s face twisted. He lurched into the passageway. Melanna gripped her sword tight and followed.


The sanctum gate emerged from shadow. Barred from within, and with two temple wardens crumpled at its foot.


Crow-voices blossomed anew.


Melanna spun about and lashed out at a shape half-seen. Talons gleamed. She struck them aside. Her wild backswing slashed at green eyes. The kernclaw shrieked. Eyes vanished into shadow.


“Father?”


She found him slumped against the wall, blood speckling his lips and the sword at his feet. Gasping for breath, he allowed Melanna to brace her shoulder beneath his, the mountain borne forth by the willow, stride by staggering stride.


The shadows of the passageway thickened with crow-voices.


The chorus of hammer-blows gave way to a crash of abused timber. A tide of Immortals trampled the ruined gates. They flooded past with swords drawn, plunging into shadow without hesitation. Screams vied with the thunder of wings.


Back arched beneath her father’s weight, Melanna lurched for the open air.


“Melanna . . . ”


He slid away as the first moonlight touched Melanna’s face. She lowered him beside the altar. His fingers slipped from hers, leaving bloodied trails on golden silk.


“Father!”


She knelt and clutched his hand. Skirts clung to her legs, warm with his blood.


Uproar overtook the balconies as kings and princes descended into confusion. Some scrambled for the stairs, swords drawn and outrage on their lips. Others stared, frozen by events. One alone, resplendent in scarlet silks and the serpent of Icansae, reached the far neck of the bridge, steel naked in his hand, and two of his own Immortals at his back. Too distant to offer aid. The priestess who had so meanly welcomed Melanna stood immobile a few paces beyond.


Eleventh bell tolled, the distant bell ringers unaware that the ritual of coronation lay savaged beyond repair.


The last scream faltered. The sanctum’s empty gateway filled with shadow.


“Is this how the line of Saran fades?” The kernclaw’s mockery billowed. “In desperate flight? With wounds behind to mark its cowardice?”


Melanna let her father’s hand fall. She stood, her sire’s shuddering breaths to her back and the Goddess’ sword steady in her hands.


“You will not take him.” Her body shook to the words. Not the cold of fear, but anger’s searing flame. “Not while I live.”


“The commission was always for both.”


There it was. A truth known from the first. Her father died for loving her more than tradition.


She levelled the sword. “Dead men claim no coins.”


“And slain princessas no crowns.” Was his breathing at last ragged, or did Melanna hear only her own wild hopes? “I am of death, and you are nothing but a girl who clings to moonlight.”


Melanna drew up to her full height. “I am a princessa who commands it.”


With a screech of triumph, the crow-flock spread like monstrous wings.


A horn sounded. Not a trumpet, but the deep, breathy notes of a hunter’s salute, strident and sonorous. Then hoofbeats, quickened to the gallop.


Mist spilled beneath bare branches, and a shape coalesced behind. A rider with an antlered helm, and a cloak streaming like smoke. The white stag he rode as steed was more suggestion that substance, flesh and blood only when moonlight brushed its flanks. The head of his long spear blazed with starlight.


Melanna’s heart skipped.


The crow-flock screeched, shadow scattering before starlight. The spear-point ripped into the kernclaw’s chest and pinned him screaming to the bloodied soil.


The rider released the spear and wheeled about. His eyes met Melanna’s, green as the kernclaw’s were green, but vibrant where those of the crow-born promised only death.


He winded his horn once more. The thickening mist blazed. A pale woman in a shimmering gown stood beneath the trees. Another, a stranger to Melanna, stood close attendance, her skin shining silver.


Eleventh bell had sounded, and the Goddess Ashana had come.


The sword slipped from Melanna’s hand. Fire faded as it struck the grass.


Moonlight ebbed. The cloister fell silent at a sight lost to living memory. Kings and princes who would have died rather than pay homage to a woman knelt in silent reverence.


The Huntsman twisted the spear in the kernclaw’s chest. Shadows parted at the accompanying scream. All was moonlight and mist.


Ashana strode past the corpse without a glance and enfolded Melanna in embrace.


“Forgive my lateness. I have been away too long.”


Shame and joy mingled in Melanna’s heart. Shame for what had driven them apart, and joy at beholding her once again. “I failed you. I’m sorry.”


Ashana stepped away and bowed her head, straw-blonde tresses falling to frame her face. “The failure was mine. I have been timid, too afraid of taking action. No more. Do they still call you my daughter?”


“Some do, Goddess.”


“Ashana.” She delivered the rebuke with a soft smile. “Always Ashana.”


Melanna scowled away discomfort. The Goddess seldom enjoyed being named such. Indeed, she sometimes claimed not to be a goddess at all. “I beg you, save my father.”


“Those who would rule should never beg.”


“Then I ask.”


The smile faded. “Elspeth?”


The attendant drew close. Lustrous silver complexion turned dull as she slipped into the shadow of the trees. A slender woman, she was in aspect no older than Melanna, and like to the Goddess in all ways save ash-blonde hair cropped close.


She leaned near, her cold grey eyes but inches away.


“You’d have done better to guard him closer,” she whispered. “Such a disappointment. How can my mother love a failure so?”


Elspeth knelt beside Melanna’s father, her fingers dancing briefly across his brow before she straightened. “His wounds are bitter with poison. I need silver. I need the crown. And soon.”


Ashana’s sapphire eyes bored into Melanna’s. “The choice is yours. What is more important? Your father’s life, or his crown? Your crown?”


Melanna stiffened and faced the altar. The imperial crown. The heart of Empire. Their family’s history. Everything for which her father had fought. Everything she’d thought to claim. Her past and future were bound to it.


She stared at the latticework bridge, where the Icansae prince knelt. He and his kind would never forgive. Her father would never forgive. If she sacrificed the crown, there could be no throne. She’d become the wrecker of tradition in truth, as well as jealous whisper.


Melanna tore her eyes from the bridge, her gaze touching briefly on Elspeth’s. Her eyes held only contempt, as one bored with a performance that had overstayed its due. Only the Huntsman offered any solace. Or she thought he did. A slight dip of the head that might have existed only in her imagination, urging her to make a decision.


“Take it.” Melanna raised the silver circlet from its bed of ivy and held it out. “No woman can be worthy of a crown she chooses over those she loves.”


“The correct answer.”


Melanna barely heard Ashana’s soft-spoken words. She felt sure no other had.


Elspeth snatched the crown. “About time.”


Corrosion crept outward from her fingers as patina and tarnish, faster and faster as the rot spread. Black dust rushed away, and the crown was gone, reduced to twisted fragments. White light danced about Elspeth’s fingers, her hands once again silver as they had been in moonlight. Rent armour crumbled at her touch, and she set her hands to Kai Saran’s wounds.


His scream echoed across the cloister. His body convulsed on shoulders and heels. Melanna clenched a fist – her one concession to weakness as her sire writhed.


At last, the screams faded. Elspeth stepped away. Her bare arms were black to the elbow with charred skin, her expression dark with caged pain. Melanna’s father lay motionless in the drifting mist, his tan skin no longer marred by poison’s taint.


“He will live,” Elspeth said tautly. Her blackened fingers scratched at a charred palm, scattering dark flecks and revealing pale skin beneath. “If he so chooses.”


A final spasm and a rasping cough brought Melanna’s father to a propped elbow. A welter of dark blood spilled across his lips and dribbled into the mists.


“Charming,” Elspeth murmured.


Melanna fell to her knees. “Father?”


Eyes cracked open. A breathy voice hailed from a distant place. “Melanna?”


Wary of the eyes upon her from around the cloister, Melanna forewent the embrace she longed to offer, and instead held out a hand.


“Can you stand, my prince?”


She stuttered the words, barely able to speak for contrary emotions. Those emotions soared as his hand closed about hers. Not yet the strength of the mountain, but better than she’d dared hope. His breathing rasped more than she liked, but such things would improve while life thrived.


He rose, and at once bowed his head as he realised in whose presence he stood.


“Goddess.” A flicker of eye and lip betrayed a nervousness Melanna had never before witnessed. “I owe you my life.”


“You owe your daughter, not I.” With some surprise, Melanna noted that Ashana didn’t quibble her father’s use of the title. “Her sacrifice saved you.”


“Sacrifice?” His eyes sought Melanna’s.


She glanced away. “The crown is gone.”


His face tightened. “Then there can be no coronation. I cannot be Emperor.”


For a heartbeat Melanna wished she could undo the decision already made. But only for a heartbeat. A corpse wore no crown. If her father hated her for what she’d done, he’d at least be alive to do so. She could bear that burden, even if she spent the rest of her life seeking to atone. A life that love for her father had cast far adrift.


“No coronation?” Ashana shook her head and spread her arms wide. “The bell chimed invitation, and I am here. If I’m a goddess, and the Goddess comes only for coronation, then a coronation there must be. You owe your daughter your life, Prince Kai, and I owe her a crown. Only one of us need make good on the debt today.”


Reaching high above the mists and into the rays of the moon, she wove the brilliant light like thread. A shape coalesced. A circlet of silver that was not silver, for it shone even when gathered down into the shadows beneath the trees. Ashana held it level with her waist and tilted her head, her lips moving silently as one struck by a failure of memory at an inopportune moment.


“Prince Kai,” she said at last. “This crown is for your daughter, who led you out of Dark and into moonlight.”


Though the words were spoken to Melanna’s father, the sudden force in Ashana’s voice made them plain for all to hear.


“But you may bear it, for her and for me, until I call you to the gardens of Evermoon and all ephemeral burdens fall away. Do you accept this responsibility? Will you be my hand upon this world?”


His eyes met Melanna’s in question. Her mouth was ashen, so she nodded instead. Eyes still averted, he knelt at Ashana’s feet.


“Yes.”


Elspeth peeled another strip of charred skin from her arm and edged closer to Melanna. “A sword,” she hissed. “He cannot be crowned without a sword.”


And her father’s sword was lost in the sanctum. Melanna glanced at the trampled grass where her own had fallen. It caught light anew as she took it by the blade, but the moonfire made no mark upon her skin.


“For you, my prince.” She paused, savouring the words. “My Emperor.”


Melanna felt a pang as her father took the sword, as if she’d given up a piece of herself.


Ashana nodded. When she spoke, it was not with the wry warmth Melanna knew so well, but tones cold as ice and hard as glass. They carried across the cloister.


“I will not ask whose coin brought a vranakin to my temple. But from now on, a hand raised against the House of Saran is a hand raised against me. And among my many questionable virtues, patience cannot easily be found. You might seek it the rest of your brief lives and never catch a glimpse.”


She paused. The Huntsman ripped his spear free of the kernclaw’s corpse. The thud of its butt against the grassy mound was that of a stone casket falling closed.


The courtyard, already drowning in quiet, fell utterly silent.


“You name me Goddess, and as she I call upon you now! Dark is returning to this world! Will you bicker as it takes your children? Or will the Hadari Empire stand as one, and bring light to those who have squandered their own? The road ahead requires sacrifice and offers glory. Will you follow your Emperor to its end?”


Ashana’s expression shifted, the regal mask of an eternal goddess slipping to reveal a younger, unsteady soul beneath. But the moment passed, and Ashana was once again as unknowable and ageless as the heavens.


“Ashanael Brigantim! Saran Amhyrador!” The Icansae prince rose to one knee, his sword point-down on the bridge’s timbers. “For Goddess and Emperor!”


“For Goddess and Emperor!”


The cloister boomed with sound and fury as other voices took up the cry. Swords offered salute from balconies. The Huntsman watched unmoving, inscrutable; Elspeth with grey-eyed resentment. And Ashana, the Goddess who sometimes claimed not to be a goddess at all, set a circlet of moonsilver upon the brow of a man delivered from delirium to rule.


Thus Kai Saran – who had knelt a prince – rose an Emperor, and swept a sword swathed in moonfire to the heavens.


And Melanna Saranal, who had longed for this day all her life, wondered why she shivered.





 


Lunandas, 28th Day of Ashen


The past is not dead.


It slumbers, the custodian of our follies.


A moment’s waking brings all to ruin.


from Eldor Shalamoh’s “Historica”




One


Dawn stumbled across Tressia’s crooked rooftops, Lumestra’s radiance as reluctant as Josiri’s blood. No. Not Lumestra’s. The goddess was gone, dead perhaps even before his birth. The sunlight was her legacy. And in Dregmeet every scrap of light counted.


Tressia had been founded before the Age of Kings, a labyrinth of townhouses, mansions and churches reaching into the sunlit sky, white stone agleam and stained-glass windows rich as gemstone. A place of industry and guilds, where farmers and millworkers jostled beneath bright market canopies, soldiers drilled to perfection on muster fields, and gold-frocked priests preached to the bright carillon of bells. At least, that was so of the wider city. Dregmeet was Tressia’s most ancient quarter – or the oldest not to have been torn down and built upon across passing centuries. Decaying wattle and timber buildings that were the last refuge for those who had nothing.


Even on the district’s fringes as Josiri was that morning, far from where ancient walls held the western sea from sunken streets, mist muffled the sounds of the wider city. The further one descended into Dregmeet’s slums, the deeper one trod another world. Or so nursery rhyme and folk tale insisted.


Stifling a yawn, Josiri brushed a tangle of blond hair from his eyes, and clung deeper to the alley’s shadows. A year ago, he’d lived a life of broken hours, sleep snatched wherever it could be found. Today, rising before dawn had almost destroyed him.


Captain Kurkas scratched beneath his mildewed and curling eyepatch. “Pardon me for asking, sah, but you’re sure about this?”


Josiri stared across the empty street, past the crumbling spire of Seacaller’s Church to the dilapidated manor house. Decades before, Crosswind Hall had served as the portreeve’s home and headquarters. Then, its windows had shone with light, bright heraldic banners of council and family streaming to welcome guests and petitioners. Now, sagging timbers covered broken glass, and the overgrown garden was caged only by the iron railings at the boundary. The roofs were sunken, weatherworn expanses shed of tiles.


“Quite sure, captain,” Josiri replied. “And I’ve told you before. It’s Josiri.”


“Right you are, sah.” The gruff accent remained steadfastly neutral. “Still, I can’t help but wonder if the First Councillor . . . ”


Josiri frowned away his annoyance. “We can’t wait for the Council’s approval. If the Crowmarket move the captives, we might not see them again.”


“Not ’till we find them floating in the Silverway.” Kurkas sighed. “And I suppose it’s too late anyway, what with half the constabulary lurking hereabouts.”


True. Little went unnoticed in Dregmeet. Eyes would be watching.


“Glad to have your support, captain.”


“I just don’t want this turning sour on you, sah.”


Josiri tried to read his mood. A wasted effort. The captain had been too long a soldier, and far too accomplished at misdirecting superiors’ questions.


Kurkas had parted with his right eye and most of his left arm on the battlefield, and what remained never seemed terribly concerned about parting ways with the rest. Or appearance. The eyepatch was the least of it. Nothing crumpled a uniform so swiftly as surrendering it to Kurkas’ care. Even in Dregmeet’s gloom, the Trelan phoenix on his king’s blue tabard should have glittered – gold thread giving shape to white feathers. Instead, it more resembled a guttershrike’s filthy plumage. Taken alongside a shock of black hair that surrendered but reluctantly to the comb, and Kurkas looked more suited to a life in Dregmeet than as captain of a noble’s hearthguard.


But he’d come with the highest possible recommendation. Besides, Anastacia liked him. That placed Kurkas on a very short roster indeed, and brought forgiveness for less esoteric flaws. And without Kurkas, they’d never have known about the vranakin nest at Crosswind Hall. Beneath the crumpled respectability of his hearthguard uniform, he was still a son of Dregmeet, with contacts who’d never consider speaking to a constable, far less a Privy Councillor.


Footsteps heralded a woman’s emergence from the alley’s depths. Like Kurkas, she wore a blue tabard belted tight about her waist, and a captain’s star at her throat. But she was otherwise his opposite; watchful, heavyset and controlled.


“Are we ready, Captain Darrow?” asked Josiri.


She nodded, one hand on her sword’s pommel and the other about the stem of a muffled hand bell. “My lot are in place. Unless you’ve kraikons coming, it won’t get better than this.”


Even one or two of the bronze giants would have made the morning’s work faster and safer, but borrowing kraikons meant approaching the proctors, and approaching the proctors meant gaining the Council’s blessing. And the Council’s blessing took time. Scaring up a score of constables had been hard enough.


And then there was the other problem. Kraikons weren’t reliable in Dregmeet’s mists. As in the Forbidden Places Josiri had trespassed as a boy, and later relied upon as a wolf’s-head outlaw, unhallowed magic brought the foundry’s constructs to a creaking halt.


Josiri shook his head. Too late to worry about that now. “Let’s get to the morning’s business.”


“Yes, my lord. I’ll send word once it’s safe.”


“Thank you, captain, but I’ll be coming with you.”


Her lips twisted in the expected scowl. “I don’t think that’s—”


“These are my people.”


She stiffened. “Mine too.”


Her voice held enough pride and resentment that she probably meant it. That made Vona Darrow something of a rarity, and a nobler soul than her predecessor. But better the blame fell on his shoulders than hers if matters went ill. His past created an expectation of rashness. His rank offered forgiveness for it.


Ever since the Council had passed the Settlement Decree – finally annulling the old laws of indenturement, and freeing thousands of Josiri’s fellow southwealders – there had been disappearances. Freed from their slave’s bridles, too many had simply vanished. Officialdom had never cared much about the fortunes of those who bore the rosebrand upon their wrist, save to ensure that they weren’t taking unearned liberties or passing themselves off as “decent” folk.


Again and again, Josiri had heard the same tale: that the missing had been taken by the Crowmarket, dragged down into Dregmeet. It didn’t take much imagination to determine the rest. A welter of unwholesome trade transacted in the city’s shadows. And beyond the walls? Plenty of unscrupulous merchants who’d spend coin on workers no one might miss. Cheaper to pay the local reeve to look the other way than part with fair wages.


“Then let’s waste no more time arguing,” said Josiri.


Darrow exchanged a brief glance with Kurkas, found little in the way of support, and offered a stiff-armed salute. “Right you are, my lord.”


She slipped woollen muffler from clapper. The bell rang out. Others answered through the mist. Constables emerged from alleyways and bore down on the portreeve’s manor, a circle of king’s blue tabards to seal its secrets tight.


Josiri advanced, Kurkas at his side. Darrow pushed on ahead, her long stride eating up the roadway’s mismatched and sunken cobbles. The gate’s sagging hinges yielded to the strike of her boot. The rusted bars crashed back into tangled bushes.


“This is Captain Vona Darrow of the city guard!” She ploughed on down the choked pathway. “Anyone within these walls is bound by law. You’ll come to no harm, unless you want it otherwise.”


“Maybe there’s no one home,” muttered Kurkas.


Josiri tugged the tails of his coat free of a bramble’s snare and peered about. “No. Someone’s here. Too many snagged and trampled branches on the path. Plenty of visitors, but hiding their numbers. Some veteran you are.”


Kurkas sniffed. “’Course I noticed. Wasn’t sure you had, that’s all.”


“Once a wolf’s-head, always a wolf’s-head.”


He’d never thought of those as happier times. And they weren’t, not really. But they’d been simpler.


“Sah!” said Kurkas. “But you’re a councillor now. Stay back and let me take the lumps in your place, if any are in the offing. Matter of professional pride.”


Josiri glanced down at his waistcoat, shirt and trews. Practical enough in the morning chill, but they wouldn’t turn a blade. Not like the leathers and chain Kurkas wore beneath his tabard. “Yes, captain.”


The manor erupted. A knot of men and women in patchwork garb and the ragged cloth masks that were a vranakin’s only uniform burst from the front door and ran headlong for freedom.


Bells chimed, rousing the constabulary to pursuit. Darrow tackled one fugitive, captain and quarry striking the weed-choked gravel with bone-crunching force. Another shoved a constable and bolted for the undergrowth. Dark shapes crashed through tangled branches. Cries of alarm and the dull smack of truncheon on flesh rang out. The clash of steel upon steel. A scream, and the crunch of a body falling onto gravel.


It was over by the time Josiri reached the manor itself. Constables led living fugitives to the clogged fountain and forced them to their knees beside a growing pile of confiscated weapons. The dead, they dragged by their heels. A scruffy bunch, but then the vranakin were seldom otherwise – crow-born with tattered wings. The desperate, the poor and the hungry rubbing shoulders with the thuggish and malevolent. Society’s left-behinds. No one chose a life in Dregmeet.


Darrow broke off from conversation and hurried over. “We’re secure, my lord. I’ve set watches on the exits. No sign of anyone yet, but I’ll wager we’ll find a few rats inside the walls.”


“Let’s take a look, shall we?”


Darrow’s scowl deepened, but she nodded and turned away. “Sergeant Marzdan? You’re in charge out here. Drag this rabble to the cells. I’ll want a long talk with them later.”


Josiri ascended the weatherworn steps. The archway keystone bore the ever-present rays of Lumestra’s sunlight, and also a tide motif. An oddity, but he supposed it made sense that the portreeve would offer deference to Endala, if only to ensure safe passage for his ships. For all the church liked to pretend otherwise, Lumestra was not the only divine power worshipped in the Republic.


He reached for the door.


Kurkas grabbed his arm. “Hold up.”


“What is it?”


The captain pointed at the arch, where the upright began its gentle curve towards the keystone. There, concealed by the dawn’s shadow, was a bundle of black feathers, bound with woollen thread and topped with a corvine skull. Nailed into the mortar at shoulder height, its eyeless gaze cut across the threshold. It gave the impression of something waiting to pounce.


“Crow charm,” said Kurkas. “Used to mark territory and warn away the curious. Give the Raven a coin, he’ll hear you. Give him a feather, and he’ll guard you.”


“Is it dangerous?”


Kurkas shrugged. “Plenty of folk’ll tell you they bring bad fortune.”


“And you?”


“Do I look like a man smiled on by fate?”


The captain’s face held a measure of wariness, but it was a rare day when it did not. Might have been a trick of the eyepatch, but superstition was a fickle thing. Priests and crowmarketeers alike grew fat off it. But just as all lies held a grain of truth, superstition coalesced about fragments of the divine. Harmless, until it killed you.


“Not often, no,” said Josiri.


“Too late anyway.” Kurkas snatched the charm from its nail and crushed it beneath his heel. “Crossing the Crowmarket is bad fortune. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”


Josiri stared down at the fragments, shook away a pang of dismay and eased the door open. Darkness loomed beyond.


“I’ll need a light.”


“Typical highblood. Never prepared.” Darrow unclipped a small ironbound firestone lantern from her belt and handed it over. “Can’t have you falling down a hole and breaking your neck, can we?”


Josiri nodded his thanks and twisted the knob at the lantern’s base. Quartz blazed to life behind the glass as captive magic roused. Fitful light granted shape to cracked and peeling walls, to collapsed stairs and a bowed ceiling.


He edged into the entrance hall. Somehow it felt colder inside than out, the mist thicker about his feet than before. A filthy chandelier hung from a twisted chain, the glass of its firestone housings shattered and its crystals smashed. Water-stained portraits stared down from the walls like weary vigil-spirits. And the smell. Musty and cloying, with a sour, metallic tang. Forgotten years and old death.


He pressed on across the hall. Lanterns bobbed as constables pressed after him.


“You want upstairs, or down?” asked Darrow.


Josiri peered at the rotting staircase and the equally uncertain ceilings. “Down.”


She offered a crisp nod. “Right you are. Kressick? Treminov? You’re with me. Jorek and Narod, you keep his lordship from getting into too much trouble. And that goes double for you, Vladama. Still can’t believe you talked me into this.”


Kurkas shrugged. “Can’t help my silver tongue, can I?”


Darrow shook her head and stormed away towards the stairs.


Kurkas relieved Narod of his lantern. “You two see to what’s left of the kitchens and the service quarters. His lordship and I will take the rest.”


The constables withdrew. The glow of Jorek’s lantern bobbed along the kitchen passageway and out of sight. Josiri gripped the pommel of his sword, fingers clenching and unclenching without conscious bidding.


He followed Kurkas through the great hall’s mouldered furniture. Marks in the filth betrayed recent travel, but such was hardly proof of illicit business. The wretches outside might simply have needed a roof over their heads – even when that roof was more open to the sky than not. But of the spent fires and refuse that went with such habitation, Josiri saw no sign. Strange, given the downpours of recent days. Sommertide was but a memory, and Fade had its cold talons tight about the city – even the leaves of the Hayadra Grove were curling.


“Now here’s a thing.”


Kurkas stumbled past the fireplace and out into what had once been a wide stairway, now clogged with debris from the upper landing’s demise. The lower stair was clear of rubble. At its foot, a wooden door practically gleamed among the decay, unsoiled by mould and lichen as it was. The heavy bar set across its jambs and a second crow charm all but demanded investigation.


Josiri started down the stairs. Kurkas’ hand fell heavily on his shoulder.


“Now you’ve not forgotten our little chat about lumps and the taking thereof, have you, sah?”


Instincts screaming reluctance, Josiri allowed Kurkas to pass him on the stairs. The captain reached the bottom and dealt with the second crow charm much as he had the first.


“Who knows,” he said conversationally, as bone splintered under his boot. “Maybe if you break enough of these things, bad luck comes good again. You know, like a wheel turning. Can I trouble you for a hand with this bar?”


Josiri set down his lantern. Taking a firm grip on the bar, he hoisted it aside. A soft chorus reached his ears. Muffled. Barely more than whispers, and readily lost beneath the creak of timber floorboards.


Caution demanded he call for Darrow and her constables. Impatience insisted he press on.


Impatience won.


Josiri drew his sword and eased back the door. Wooden stairs and cracked plaster gave way to bare stone and deepening mist. The sounds, no longer muffled, betrayed themselves as soft whimpers and hurried breaths uttered by those hoping to escape notice. Josiri reclaimed his lantern. Kurkas set his own aside in favour of drawing his sword.


With a last, shared nod, they continued their descent.


The stairs opened into a vaulted cellar, heavy with the rank stench of sweat and bodily waste. Corroded iron cages lined the walls. Most stood empty, though trampled straw and other detritus suggested they had not always been so. As Josiri approached the foot of the stairs, a handful of gaunt, filthy faces turned away and shuffled back into the darkness. All save one, belonging to a red-haired lad. Where his neighbours shrank away, he pressed close to the bars, eyes widening at Kurkas’ tabard.


“The Phoenix . . . ” A grimy hand reached through the bars, the dark whorls of the rose-brand stark against a pale wrist. “Are you here to free us?”


Crouching beside the cage, Josiri took the lad’s hand. The fingers were cold and thin, but he took encouragement from the strength of his grip. “We are.”


“Did Lord Trelan send you?”


Josiri ignored Kurkas’ soft chuckle. Another unwanted reminder of his changing circumstances. Traitors, however high-born, didn’t merit the statues and portraits by which common citizens might recognise their betters. But for Kurkas’ phoenix – long the symbol of the Trelan line – there’d have been no clue at all. The lad looked barely old enough to have been born at the time of Exodus, some sixteen years before. To him, Lord Josiri Trelan, the duke of vanished Eskavord, could only ever have been a stranger.


“In a manner of speaking.” Josiri pulled free and turned his attention to the cage’s iron lock. Too sturdy to force, and he lacked the skills for anything subtler. It would have to wait for Darrow. “What’s your name?”


“Altiris. Altiris Czaron.”


Josiri cast about the cages. Fewer than a dozen captives, and all save the lad reluctant to meet his gaze. A drop in the ocean to the hundreds still missing. That cellar alone could have held two or three score. “Where are the others? There were others?”


He nodded, hesitant.


“How many?”


Altiris stared past him to a slatted iron door behind the stairs. “I don’t know. Couple of dozen, perhaps? They took them in there. One at a time. They don’t come out, not ever, but we all heard the screams. It was my turn next. The woman with the feather-cloak told me so. Said it was necessary. She smiled. That was the worst of it.”


“Feathers?” asked Josiri. “Black feathers?”


Altiris bit his lip and pinched his eyes shut. “Black as nightmare.”


A chill brushed the back of Josiri’s neck. He’d no memory of seeing a feathered cloak among Darrow’s prisoners. Which meant the woman was still here. And if she was what Josiri suspected . . . ? He stared at the iron door, his fingers closing again on the grips of his sword.


“Captain?” he murmured.


“Might be a good time to fetch Captain Darrow, if you take my meaning?” Kurkas sounded no happier than Josiri felt.


Josiri glanced from Altiris to the iron door. “Feel free. I’ll wait.”


Kurkas shook his head. “Oh no. I’m not falling for that. Not again. But if you get me killed, I’m never speaking to you again.”


“Noted.”


Josiri’s doubts resurfaced as he approached the door. Kurkas was right about fetching Darrow and her constables. But what would that do, except drive others onto the kernclaw’s talons in his place?


The door whispered open on the oiled hinges.


The smell hit Josiri first. Death. Not the old death of the rooms above, but the iron tang of blood recently spilt. The rough stone floor was dark with it, and never more so than where glistening grooves led towards a large, open grate at the room’s far end. In the chamber’s centre sat a low stone altar, its worn flanks etched with effigies of carrion birds with glittering gems for eyes.


The strangest feature was the lone, empty archway between altar and grate. Like the altar, it was made of older, rougher stone than the room in which it sat. Like the altar, it was covered in bloody smears – the print of many different hands visible against pale grey stone.


But of the kernclaw – or indeed, any other living soul save Kurkas, Josiri caught no sign.


They don’t come out, not ever.


A couple of dozen, Altiris had said. Depending on how long he’d been here, the true tally was likely higher.


“Blessed Lumestra,” breathed Kurkas.


“Have you ever seen anything like this?”


“On my old mother’s soul, I have not. Never even heard of anything like this.”


Josiri set the lantern down on the altar and put a hand to his mouth in a vain attempt to blot out the smell. No bodies, but that didn’t mean anything. Not with the sound of water rushing somewhere beneath the grate. A sewer, or one of the Estrina’s tributaries.


They don’t come out, not ever.


Indenturement was bad enough. This was worse. Whatever “this” was.


“I think it’s time you fetched Captain Darrow,” said Josiri.




Two


Josiri’s mother had once insisted that the Privy Council chamber was the Tressian Republic distilled to its purest form. For years untold, weighty decisions and momentous events had played out in that austere chamber, shepherded to fruition by representatives from families of the highest rank.


He’d been only a boy, easily impressed by Katya Trelan’s descriptions of the great stained-glass windows and stone visages of councillors long dead. Where history clung to every breath, filling the lungs as readily as the dust. Such an impression had her stories left that they’d survived Josiri’s turbulent passage into adulthood. For all the woes that had flowed south from that room – for all that the deaths of his parents and the oppression of his people had been plotted at that gilded table – it retained a status almost divine.


Or perhaps the deaths were part of it. Perhaps the Privy Council reflected not the citizenry below, but the divinities above. Of all the gods and goddesses, only Lumestra showed compassion for her ephemeral children.


Nine chairs beneath the golden map of a Tressian Kingdom now shrunken to a beleaguered Republic. Four counties remaining of a continent-spanning realm. Royal Tressia, spiritual heart of the nation. The rebellious Southshires – once Josiri’s home, and his family’s domain. The embattled Eastshires. The Marcher Lands that bound them all together.


Five men. Three women. One chair empty. And the latter often the most productive of the lot. The Privy Council was home to much talk, and little action. Still, better to be there than among the irrelevant multitudes of the Grand Council in the chamber below.


“Why ever did you take it upon yourself to get involved, Josiri?” Elbows braced against the table, Lord Lamirov leaned forward in his chair. Combined with hairless pate and leathery, wrinkled skin, he resembled a turtle striving to escape its shell. “It’s not becoming to embroil yourself in . . . squabbles.”


Josiri counted silently to five, partly to instil the false impression that he’d given the words weighty consideration – which he hadn’t – but mostly to quell a temper worn thin. He hated the austere, tailored suit seemliness required he wear to council; the silk cravat and the high-necked waistcoat. They constricted and confined, made him feel something other than himself . . . which he suspected was the point.


“Squabbles, Leonast?” Using the personal name was a conceit of council – the pretension of familiarity and shared purpose where too often none existed. “Dozens of my people tortured and killed at vranakin hands?”


“You didn’t know that at the time.” Lord Lamirov’s eyes gleamed. “Intent matters in all things, and it troubles me that a representative of this council indulges his ardour by seeking cheap thrills. Especially a councillor of your . . . reputation.”


He leaned back, content to have landed a telling blow – though to what end that blow had fallen wasn’t immediately obvious. Such was often the way when Lord Lamirov spoke in council.


It had bothered Josiri at first, for the woman who’d previously occupied that very chair had revelled in verbal fencing to further wicked ambition. But as the months had passed, and no such ambitions had flourished, Josiri had realised that Leonast Lamirov had few aims beyond cleverness for its own sake, and of burnishing his own ego to the detriment of others. If the Privy Councillors were indeed to be likened to gods, then Lamirov was Jack o’ Fellhallow, ensconced in his thorny fastness; offering torment and bargain to those within his orbit for no other reason than because it amused.


It didn’t take much imagination to conjure the spectre of Ebigail Kiradin laughing at her successor with disdain. No one could ever have accused her of being without grand design – however cruel and misjudged her attempt to seize control of the Republic had been. The memory of the horrors Ebigail had unleashed usually gave Josiri the strength to tolerate the withered old man’s fussiness. But not today, with the horrors of the portreeve’s manor still uppermost in memory. Patience – never Josiri’s most abundant asset – began to slip.


“My reputation . . . ?”


A hooded glance from the head of the table warned Josiri that his voice held entirely too much growl. But Malachi Reveque simply turned his filigreed paper knife over and over in his hands and made no move to intervene. By nature a conciliator, he wore the rank of First Councillor lightly. Gracious Lumestra, holding court over her quarrelling siblings . . . no matter how little he looked the part.


In a city where fine cloth and golden thread so often heralded status, the drab greys of Malachi’s waistcoat and tailored jacket marked him out more as a merchant of the middling sort, rather than the holder of authority unprecedented since the Age of Kings. Authority that had taken its toll. Dark hair fought a losing retreat against the grey of stilldistant middle-years.


Josiri took a deep breath. “You can speak plainly, Leonast. We’re all friends here.” The lie came easily, born of practice. “What has my reputation to do with any of this?”


Lord Lamirov glanced away. A terror to those who laboured on his estates, he soon tired of confrontation with those who snarled back.


“Your reputation has everything do with this, your grace.”


Erashel Beral had seen barely half Lord Lamirov’s sixty years. She seldom spoke without purpose, or without care. There’d be no accident in her use of the ducal honorific.


Erashel’s father had fought and died for Katya Trelan’s rebellion. The following Exodus – the Council’s punishment for the failed insurrection – had scattered her family, just as it had done so many other southwealders. The Settlement Decree had unshackled Erashel from a Selanni farm, and restored to her a portion of the estates and property stolen after her father’s death, but calloused hands and weatherworn skin would for ever set her apart from sheltered peers. As did her chestnut hair, worn short and without the plaits and ribbons customary for noblewomen. She bore her past as proudly as Josiri sometimes wished to forget his own.


“May I be blunt?” she asked.


“By all means,” said Josiri.


“That I am free, let alone that I sit at this table, comes as a direct result of your actions last year. Others present were spared from the gallows by those same deeds.”


With an effort, Josiri kept a motionless expression. Tressian history was a fluid thing, sculpted by those in power. Josiri hadn’t fought for the Republic, but for friends. For Malachi, and for . . . A name surfaced. One he strove to forget just as diligently as the Council’s historians strove to erase Ebigail Kiradin from history, lest another find inspiration in her treason.


Josiri scarcely recognised the official record of that day. It placed him in the forefront of the battle that had wrested supreme power from Ebigail Kiradin’s grasp. His own memory recalled a more modest contribution. But Malachi had insisted. Easier to sell the idea of ending the Southshires’ occupation if its most notorious son was known to have redeemed himself.


And it had worked. At Josiri’s inauguration, the Grand Council had cheered him as one of their own. Him. The son of Katya the Traitor. He’d have laughed, but for a heart heavy with grief for a sister slain and a home burnt to ashes. He’d saved his enemies, but failed those who’d trusted him. Erashel’s use of the ducal honorific was a deliberate barb to remind him of that, even if she didn’t know the whole truth. The fate of Eskavord and its dukedom was one painstakingly concealed. Or at least the cause. The fate was known by all. A vibrant town become a haunted and forbidden place.


“Too much is made of that,” he said. “Others fought far harder than I.”


“The herald who greeted me at the docks didn’t believe so. There was I, fresh off the ship in a borrowed dress – because I could hardly be presented to the Grand Council in a farmer’s rags, could I? Do you know what he asked me? Was it true that my father had fought beside the great Josiri Trelan?” She laughed without humour. “I said that your mother had gotten him killed at Zanya. He didn’t know how to reply. Lessons in etiquette have their limits.”


“I am not my mother,” Josiri bit out.


“Are you not? You attend council only when it suits you. You otherwise embroil yourself in matters better left to others. Settling guild disputes. Interfering in constabulary business. And now this morning, you provoke the Crowmarket? That sounds very like Katya Trelan.”


“If I hadn’t, more of our people would be dead.”


A little of the fire slipped from Erashel’s eyes. “I know. But this isn’t about individuals. We can’t afford it to be. The Crowmarket’s actions are reprehensible . . . ”


Lord Lamirov nodded sagely. “Indeed.”


“ . . . but this council must be seen to act as one. United. The Grand Council worries at what you might do next. Yesterday, they loved you. Today they tolerate you. What comes tomorrow? How long before they see only an upstart southwealder to be put in his place? Your mother’s recklessness nearly destroyed our people. Don’t repeat her mistakes.”


Josiri opened his mouth but found no voice with which to offer reply. Erashel’s onslaught, precise and considered where Lord Lamirov had offered only hollow cleverness, strayed close to uncomfortable truths. If Lamirov was Jack, all directionless, self-satisfied malice, then Erashel was the Raven. Remorseless, methodical . . . and above all resentful for a life spent in shadow, toiling to another’s purpose.


Strange to think of Jack and the Raven embracing shared purpose – as embodiments of life and death, no two could be more different – but no stranger than finding accord between the landed and wealthy Lamirov family and the near-destitute daughter of Beral. A shared enemy made common cause faster than friendship.


Again, Josiri heard Ebigail Kiradin’s disdainful laughter, this time directed at him.


Still an outsider, even now.


“What would you have had me do?” he asked softly.


“No one doubts your intentions, Josiri,” Erashel replied. “But if our people are to have any chance at all of regaining their place in the Republic, they need you and I to set an example. To respect how things are done, and in so doing prove we are not our parents.”


Josiri didn’t miss the subtle shift in language that bound them back to common purpose. They need us. We are not our parents. Erashel was far better at this, and Josiri wondered how she’d honed the knack while tilling crops on Selann. Rhetoric and wheat fields made for an unlikely combination. Or perhaps it was simply that the father she so plainly disdained had done a better job of preparing her for the future than she’d likely admit.


Maybe it would be better to back down. Mend bridges. “What if I can’t do that?”


A chair’s creak marked Lord Lamirov rejoining the fray. “If the last year has proven nothing else, it is that a place on this council is no longer a birthright, but a privilege.” He gestured to the empty chair. “We have two worthy candidates for the one seat that remains. If you were to step down, it would save us all a difficult choice.”


“Would it indeed?” asked Josiri.


The twitch of Erashel’s left eyelid might have suggested she’d not intended matters to escalate as they had, but could equally have been a telltale of satisfaction. Malachi looked pensive. Were the matter set to a vote, he could of course overrule the result – the position and power of First Councillor had been created specifically to serve as a brake on infighting – but doing so would undercut the neutrality he strove to present. As for the others, conspicuously silent as they’d been throughout the exchange . . . ?


Lady Messela Akadra sat apart as she always did, eyes downcast and shoulders drawn in – the epitome of one seeking to draw no attention. A vain hope, for she’d have been beautiful if only she didn’t always look so worried. As it was, the silver ribbons plaited into her black hair did little to shake the impression of a woman mourning a lost husband – if one rather too young to be so beset, as indeed she was not. At seventeen years old, she’d barely come of age when the family seat had fallen vacant following her uncle’s disappearance and her cousin’s self-imposed exile. No one – least of all Messela herself – had expected the responsibility to fall as it had. And so she attended every meeting, hearing everything but saying nothing. The goddess Endala, too cowed by her peers to wield her influence, save in secret ways?


Lord Evarn Marest and Lady Rika Tarev were scarcely better prospects for support.


The Tarev family owned dozens of farms across the Marcher Lands. Farms whose workforce – and therefore whose profits – had received a dolorous blow since the Settlement Decree. By nature distant and calculating, Rika was a force for good or ill as the mood took her, and ill more often than not. Much like Ashana, Goddess of Evermoon and patron of the Hadari Empire.


As for Lord Marest, though an heir by adoption rather than blood, he’d famously inherited his great aunt’s piety along with her estate and council seat – though rumour suggested that piety arose more to meet the terms of said inheritance than out of any great love for Lumestra. So like cruel Tzal of myth, who never did anything for anyone save himself.


That left one other.


“Bugger that.”


The speaker wasn’t so much sat in his chair as draped across it, a wiry, blond man taking his ease and very much bored to be doing so. In his way, he was as much an outsider as Josiri, first for his tan skin, which belonged more to the eastern borderlands than to the paler flesh common in the city, and second for his dress. Council was a place for respectable attire, not chamfered plate, steel circlet and a knight’s surcoat of hunter’s green. To Josiri’s knowledge, no one had broached the topic with Stantin Izack, Master of the Knights Essamere. He suspected no one ever would. No godly mantle suited Izack better than that of Astor, the bellicose and plainspoken Forge-God.


“You’ve something to add, Izack?” asked Lord Lamirov. Even in council, no one addressed Izack by his first name. No one felt they knew him well enough. “You might observe the niceties of—”


“You keep talking like Josiri sneaked off and did something unmentionable behind the Council’s back, but I knew. We discussed the matter, and concurred that we needn’t bother the Council’s valuable time with . . . ” Izack turned his grey gaze on Erashel “ . . . matters better left to others. I wanted to go in with a brotherhood of Essamere’s finest and crack a few skulls. His lordship talked me out of it. Still think he was wrong on that, mind, but I’m just a simple soldier.”


Josiri shook his head. “Hardly that, Izack.”


He was a liar, for starters, and as smooth-tongued a rogue who’d ever worked a hustle. There’d been no prospect of the Knights Essamere joining the raid, because there’d been no conversation. But even Josiri, who knew Izack’s corroboration was entirely false, found nothing in voice or expression to offer contradiction.


“Then your judgement is every bit as suspect as Josiri’s,” said Lamirov.


“Wasn’t aware I needed your permission to give a bunch of scoundrels a good thumping.” Izack drummed idly on the table and hoisted himself upright. “Tell you what. Next time the Hadari are clamouring at the crossings of the Ravonn, the gates of Chapterhouse Essamere and those of its vigils scattered up and down the Silverway will stay shut until ordered otherwise. Just remind me. Does that need a two-thirds vote, or a simple majority?”


Lord Lamirov levelled a scowl. “That’s hardly the same thing!”


“Right enough. We’ve the prospect of lasting peace with the Hadari, if the First Councillor’s to be believed. But the Crowmarket? There’s no peace there. Vermin under-bloody-foot, stealing whatever isn’t nailed down and slipping their knives into all kinds of uncomfortable places.”


“No one’s arguing the vranakin aren’t a problem,” said Erashel. “But we must act together. The people need leaders, not restless souls with something to prove.”


“Perhaps we should put the matter to a vote?” said Lord Lamirov.


Josiri bit back a scowl. There it was. Now Erashel had done all the work, Lord Lamirov was closing for the kill. There had to be a way of recovering the situation. “I don’t think—”


Izack’s fingers ceased their drumming. “You want a vote? I’ve something we can all get behind.” He raised his right hand. “Here’s my proposal. That we take advantage of the lack of mischief on the border and go into Dregmeet mob-handed. Turn over every stone, pull down every rotting building and arrest or stab anything that scurries for cover, depending on how the fancy takes us.”


Josiri’s pulse quickened. Izack’s suggestion went far beyond what he’d hoped to achieve. It would drive the Grand Council to apoplexy, fearful of retribution from the vranakin whose bribes lined their pockets, and whose favour ensured that secrets remained closely held. But it might just break the Crowmarket’s power for good.


“You’re talking about half the dockside,” said Lord Marest. “We’d need hundreds of soldiers. Thousands!”


Izack tugged at the neck of his surcoat. “You need the troops, I’ll find you the troops. All you need do is raise your right hand, and say ‘aye’. Maybe offer a prayer to Lumestra, if you can find it in you. That can’t hurt.” He slapped the table, provoking a flinch from Lady Tarev. “What do you say? Josiri? This morning give you a taste for plucking feathers?”


He raised his hand. “Why not? Aye.”


“Good man. What about the rest of you? Evarn? Rika? Leonast?” Izack twisted in his seat. Each looked away in turn. “No? What about you, Messela? Viktor would have jumped at the chance. Show us some of that Akadra fire, eh?”


Josiri winced back the flood of mixed emotion at the name. Messela didn’t move a muscle. She, at least, had learnt that the best way to keep one’s dignity in the face of Izack’s stare was to make no attempt at contesting it.


“I vote aye.” Erashel offered a lopsided shrug. “I’ve no objection to actions, when preceded by the proper words.”


More likely, she’d concluded that Izack was a more valuable ally than Lord Lamirov. Which was true enough. Lord Lamirov could empty his vaults of every last golden crown and still not purchase the loyalty of Essamere. Josiri’s mother had attempted much the same, and lost a war for it.


“Three in favour,” said Izack. “Care to join the sortie, First Councillor?”


Malachi remained silent, the forefinger of his left hand tapping silently against the armrest of his high-backed chair. His expression gave no clue to his thoughts. To Josiri’s mind, it had been increasingly so of late – a consequence of too much time spent shepherding the Republic’s twin councils. Politics was too often about masking one’s intentions until they yielded advantage. Josiri understood the principle, even if mastery escaped his grasp.


“I vote ‘aye’.” Messela raised her right hand, the tremulous motion growing steady with increasing confidence. She even raised her eyes from the table. “You’re right, Izack. My cousin wouldn’t have hesitated.”


Izack grinned. Lord Lamirov paled. Neither Lady Tarev nor Lord Marest looked any more at ease. No wonder. With one chair still empty, Messela’s vote tipped the balance, four to three. The Grand Council wasn’t the only place the Crowmarket concealed influence. The older the family, the more secrets to protect.


“This council is no place for proxy votes,” said Lady Tarev. “And certainly not for those cast on behalf of disgraced kin.”


Lord Lamirov nodded agreement.


With a scrape of chair against flagstones, Malachi rose.


“Messela has made her decision,” he said mildly. “I for one am very glad that she has at last found her voice, and look forward to hearing more of it. Which makes my decision all the harder. I’m afraid, Izack, that I don’t concur with your reading of the situation. While Lord Krain’s missives certainly hold encouragement, lasting peace with the Hadari remains a long way off. I’d rather we didn’t find ourselves fighting the Hadari and the Crowmarket at the same time.”


Josiri gaped. Messela aside, the vote had brought no surprises, but this? Unwelcome thoughts surfaced. Malachi had treated with the Crowmarket in order to bring down Ebigail Kiradin. Did he remain under their shadow? “You’re annulling the vote?”


“Consider it more a stay of execution,” Malachi replied. “Until such time as we can be certain of Emperor Kai’s intentions. You’re free to involve yourselves in Captain Darrow’s efforts, under my personal authority. I trust that will temper your disappointment, Josiri? Izack?”


Josiri nodded, ashamed at his rushed conclusions, born of frustration though they’d been. Politics. It was always politics. He only wished it something more tangible.


“I daresay it will.” Izack leaned back, a man well-content with his prospects. “And even if it doesn’t, I’ve learned plenty today.”


“Concerning what, pray?” said Lord Lamirov.


“Concerning who among us is pissing their pants at the prospect of upsetting the Crowmarket. Always nice to know where everyone stands. Even if it’s in a puddle.”


“How dare you!” Lord Lamirov reached his feet with a speed Josiri hadn’t suspected he possessed, finger jabbing across the table. “I’ll not be spoken to like that by some . . . some . . . ”


Malachi cleared his throat. “I think we might call the session concluded. I had entertained hopes of seeing my family before this evening’s ball, and I think we’d all welcome a chance for tempers to cool and tongues to regain a measure of courtesy.”


Lord Lamirov tore his eyes from Izack. “And the vote concerning Lord Trelan’s conduct?”


“This council can hardly censure him for taking the self-same actions I’ve just authorised, can it? We’d look ridiculous.”


Lord Lamirov cast about the table for support. Finding none, he lapsed into silence.


Malachi offered a wintery smile. “I’m glad that’s settled. Please, remember that each of you is on this council for a purpose. After tomorrow’s vote, the ninth seat will be filled. Let’s try to set a good example for the newcomer.” Ice thawed from voice and expression. “That will be all. Josiri? Stay a moment, if you would.”


Josiri sat in silence as his peers filed out.


Malachi exchanged a few hushed words with Messela, then set the double doors closed at his back. The posture of First Councillor gave way to the altogether humbler man who’d once welcomed a travel-stained and adrift southwealder into his home.


“Can I offer you a drink?” he said. “Whatever her other sins, Ebigail maintained a stash of excellent brandy. I found it just last week, and there’s still a little left.”


Josiri snorted. “Knowing Lady Kiradin, it’s probably poisoned.”


“If so, it’s a very slow poison, for it’s not killed me yet.” Malachi shrugged. “Her claw marks are on the decanter, but that’s about as far as it goes.”


He crossed to the north wall, dominated by the great golden map. The Ancient and Honourable Bounds of the Kingdom of Tressia. Other realms had long since claimed much of that land. The Hadari Empire to the east. The quarrelsome Thrakkian thanedoms to the south. Enclaves of other, stranger folk about whom Josiri knew little save rumour. And yet the map remained, an echo of the distant past, and perhaps aspiration for the future. On the one hand, reassuring; on the other, depressing.


Malachi prised open a section of wooden panelling beneath the map and produced a crystal decanter and two glasses. He set the glasses down on the table and poured.


“What shall we drink to?”


Josiri took his glass and glanced up at the map. “The Republic?”


Malachi smiled. “What a long way you’ve come. I think I hear your mother wailing her horror from Otherworld’s mists. There are so many old voices in this room. And too many mistakes besides.” He shook his head, the maudlin tone retreating, and offered up his own glass. “No. I thought to absent friends, may they never be forgotten.”


“To absent friends.”


So many of those, slipped away beyond the mists. Among them a sister, who’d proved herself twice the leader he was. Josiri wondered what Calenne would say of him now. Likely she’d have laughed. He could have borne that, if it meant seeing her again. But Calenne was gone, lost to the same fires that had consumed their ancestral home.


Crystal chimed, and Josiri took a sip. Sweet, smooth and with a hint of vanilla to betray liquor lain long in the very finest of barrels.


“Are we still friends?” he asked. “I see so little of you outside of council . . . ”


“You sound like Lily.”


“Your wife has a sweeter voice.”


“But I doubt she’d top Izack’s little performance,” said Malachi. “You owe him a favour.”


“The man’s a whirlwind.”


“He is. And you need to be careful. This won’t be the last time someone tries to dislodge you. I can’t protect you for ever.”


The brandy lost its taste. A rebuke was still a rebuke, even delivered in private. To have it delivered by a friend made it all the worse, for it hinted at disappointment, rather than anger.


“You’re like Erashel, then? You think I should have sought permission?” Bitterness crept into Josiri’s tone. “You saw how quickly they backed away from conflict with the Crowmarket. If I’d sought the Council’s blessing, they’d have refused, and then—”


“And then you’d have done it anyway, and things would be worse.” Malachi sighed. “Better to seek forgiveness for a deed done. You’re more like Viktor than you admit.”


Josiri twisted away to hide a scowl. “You think I did the wrong thing?”


“Hah! Let me turn that back on you. Do you think I resent you for saving lives?”


“Of course not.”


“Then you have your answer. How bad was it?”


Josiri turned back to face him. Crosswind Hall’s cellar danced before his eyes, the memory vivid enough to smell the blood. “Darrow thinks we stumbled onto a maniac’s lair.”


“And you?”


“I don’t know. I just want to find the others while there’s still chance. I wish you’d voted with us.”


Malachi swirled his glass and stared into the dancing liquid. “It’s not as simple as that.”


The old, rutted argument beckoned. “It never is.”


“We’ve been over this. I’m not always as free to act as I wish. A balance must be struck.”


“You mean Lamirov’s vanity must be eased.”


“You see the position of First Councillor as a bludgeon, power to be wielded. But power wanes with use, Josiri. Rely on it and people stop listening to why you cast your weight about, and remember only that you did. I can do nothing to settle the Republic’s inequities if folk think me a tyrant.” He stared pointedly at Lamirov’s chair – the one that had lately belonged to Ebigail Kiradin. “And tyrants do not end well.”


“You don’t have it in you to be her.”


“It’s not you I have to convince. This Republic is built on the shoulders of its oldest families, and those families hoard influence jealously. They see what I’ve done to unmake past mistakes, and they worry at what I might do next. If I too often favour your wishes over traditionalists like Leonast? It won’t end well for anyone.”


Games. It was all games and posturing. “I understand.”


“Good.”


“But that doesn’t mean I like it.”


Malachi emptied his glass and poured himself another. “You have to see things in the long term, Josiri.”


“In the long term, the Raven takes us all.”


“Yes, we’ve opportunity to achieve something before that happens. Fresh blood. A council that represents all its people. I confess, I’d hoped for better from Rika and Evarn, but they’re too shrivelled up inside. Their habits have solidified with age.”


Josiri chuckled. Both were younger than he and Malachi by several years. “And Messela?”


“She shows promise. And for all that you and she don’t get along, Erashel at least follows her principles and not her pride. You were right to recommend her.”


“We needed another southwealder. Better someone like her than another former rebel. A wolf’s-head on the Council? That would have upset the old guard.”


Malachi smiled. “You see? You can think like a politician when you try. Would it be inappropriate to ask which of our two presumptive candidates you’ll be voting for tomorrow?”


“Probably. But I’m only an upstart southwealder. I don’t know any better.” He shrugged, as if the subject were unimportant, though in truth he’d given the matter a great deal of thought. “Konor says all the right things, but there’s something behind his eyes I don’t trust.”


“He is a merchant,” said Malachi. Konor Zarn was a merchant in the same way that Izack was “merely” a soldier. Half the merchantmen plying passage of Endalavane and down into Thrakkia did so under his flag. Two centuries back, his wealth would have elevated his family to the first rank. Nowadays it was regarded as gaudy and envied by bloodlines whose own coffers ran low. “So you prefer the Lady Mezar? I’m surprised.”


“I can set aside the past, when I have to.”


“Sabelle’s father signed the warrant for your father’s execution.”


“So did yours. I’ve not yet tried to kill you for it.”


“Father-in-law, actually. One of the benefits of being a Reveque by marriage is that the sins of the kith don’t stain my hands so deeply.”


Josiri took the correction in his stride. “Lady Mezar has done more than any to make reparations with the Southshires. I’d acknowledge that even if I didn’t like her personally.”


“But you do? Like her, I mean?”


“She’s direct. She doesn’t hide behind tradition and protocol. I doubt I’ll ever be certain what Konor thinks, but I’ve no doubt that Sabelle won’t hesitate to speak her mind.”


“And at some volume. I’d vote for her too, if I could. Alas, a First Councillor must remain dispassionate in these matters. But she’ll pass easily enough without my support.” One hand on the back of his chair, Malachi gestured at each empty seat in turn. “Messela. Erashel. Izack. Sabelle. I doubt they’ll always agree with you, but you have to admit it’s an improvement on how things were when you first arrived.”


Josiri nodded his concession. The average age of the Council was a good twenty years younger, for starters. Lamirov aside, only Izack was older than Josiri himself, and then by but a few years. Even adding Lady Mezar to the roster wouldn’t skew things much closer towards the grave. A far cry from the grey heads and entrenched attitudes that had seen the Southshires crushed. Still, Malachi had missed a name off the list.


“What about you?”


Malachi dribbled more brandy into his glass. “Cleverness will only get me so far. Sooner or later, I’ll have to throw my weight around and I won’t be forgiven for it. I only accepted this position in the hope of convincing Viktor to take the burden from me, but fate had other plans.”


Josiri thought back to the last time he’d seen Viktor Akadra, unrepentant and alone, with the charred fields of Eskavord at his back. The anger still smouldered, even now. A family broken. A home destroyed. And all of it Viktor’s doing. “It did.”


“Now, I just want to leave things better than I found them, Josiri. I doubt I can do that without your help. So please, be more careful. And remember that I am your friend, even if it’s not always possible for me to play the part.”


Josiri nodded, regretting he’d ever thought otherwise. “Go home, Malachi. See your family before your house fills with strangers chasing patronage.”


“I intend to.” Malachi rounded the table and held out his hand. “But I will see you later, won’t I? And Anastacia too? A few friends among the favour-seekers?”


“She’s looking forward to it,” Josiri lied.


He clasped Malachi’s hand and left the stultifying air of the council chamber behind.


Malachi sat heavily in his chair. Truths and lies were exhausting when told apart. Carefully mingled, they drained a body like nothing else.


“Well?” he asked the empty chamber. “Are you satisfied?”


For a moment, Malachi allowed himself to believe that he was as alone as he seemed. Then the shadows shifted in the far corner, beyond the revelation offered by afternoon sunlight, bringing with them the cold scent of Dregmeet’s mist-woven paths. The scent of Otherworld.


The Emissary approached the table, eyes cold and green beneath the hood of her feathered cloak. Even in sunlight, the edges of her form blurred and shifted, as if she wasn’t truly there.


“My cousins won’t be pleased. You should have stopped him.”


Malachi closed his eyes and suppressed a shudder. There was an edge to the Emissary’s presence. Something not entirely human. The threats were bad enough, but to hear them uttered with what would otherwise have been a pleasing, sultry voice? No amount of brandy taken could prevent his blood turning to ice.


“He’d only have become more determined. This will keep him contained.”


“You should have done more.”


Was that a new note he heard? In another, Malachi might have taken it for uncertainty. Even regret. But while this Emissary lacked the open malice of her predecessor, he wasn’t ready to assume she was any more compassionate. But still, perhaps a little defiance was called for.


“I agreed to turn a blind eye to much, but abduction and slaughter? I won’t conceal that.”


“You’d rather my cousins took matters into their own hands?”


Again, she distanced herself from the threat. Interesting.


“Your cousins should instead consider returning those they’ve taken. Remove his motivation.”


She hesitated. “My cousins will not be dictated to.”


“I saw the reports of what was done to those people. What possible benefit can such cruelty bring?”


“That’s not your concern.”


“They’re my subjects,” he snapped. “Of course it’s my concern.”


“And your children? Are they your concern?”


Malachi reached his feet without conscious decision. He grabbed at the Emissary’s throat. She parted in a storm of rippling crow-shadows. Buoyed aloft by anger and the brandy’s aftermath, he barely felt the icy cold of her passage. As she reformed beneath the window, he spun about, finger stabbing at the air.


“If any harm comes to them, I—”


Her hand closed around Malachi’s wrist and twisted it up behind his back. Dark spots danced before his eyes. “What will you do, Lord Reveque?”


“I’ll set Izack loose,” he gasped. “And it won’t be Essamere alone. The other chapterhouses will join the hunt. Those of you they don’t burn, they’ll cast into the sea.”


The pressure increased. “Malatriant couldn’t drive us out. What makes you believe you can?”


“The Crowmarket of the Tyrant Queen’s time is gone. Your Parliament is only a shadow.” Malachi swallowed. “Why else would you need me? Why else be so worried about what Josiri might find?”


The pressure about his wrist vanished. A shove sent him sprawling.


Malachi grabbed at the table for support. Despite his throbbing arm, he swelled with elation. That the Emissary had made no direct concession didn’t matter. He’d won. His first such victory in many months. The Crowmarket had grown weak. Or else the Emissary had realised she’d overstepped.


“My cousins have another request,” said the Emissary. “They believe it would be in everyone’s interest if Konor Zarn ascended to the Council, and not Lady Mezar.”


Which meant Zarn was in thrall to the Crowmarket . . . or perhaps even a cousin himself. At best, he’d be an obstacle. At worst, he was being groomed as Malachi’s replacement. Either would be disastrous.


“No.”


The Emissary’s eyes glinted beneath her hood. “No?”


“I won’t do it. When the Parliament of Crows helped me remove Ebigail, I promised a sympathetic ear on the Council. But I am not their plaything.”


She held his gaze. Silent. Unmoving. Malachi held his breath. This was it. Had he imagined the Emissary’s reluctance before? Did his threats truly have purchase? If he was wrong, then the best he could hope for was that he alone would pay the price, and that his family would be spared. But if he was right, there might just be a chance of getting out from under a fool’s bargain.


The Emissary sighed. “Oh, Malachi. We’re all their playthings.”


She stepped into shadow and was gone. Loosing a sigh that stretched all the way to his boots, Malachi reached for the brandy.


It was only when the glass was halfway to his lips that he realised that was the first time she’d addressed him by name, rather than title.




Three


Everything of value flowed into Dregmeet, sooner or later. Coin. Goods. Life. Love. Hope. Tokens of trade, borne down through the crooked, sinking streets by those in need of a favour. As a girl, Apara had watched petitioners from the rooftops, sifting the proud from the desperate, the rich from the poor. Judging with a keelie’s practised eye those fit for plucking if bargains were refused. All were fair game as soon as they crossed from the sunlit city and into the unfading mists. All save those to whom the Parliament of Crows granted protection.


She pressed on through the narrow, cobbled alleyways. Vranakin watched from the shadows, peering through the gaping eyeholes of filthy cloth masks. Watching as she’d once watched, though in idle curiosity more than predation. The inky, ethereal feathers of the raven cloak marked her as a quarry beyond ready ambition. No one of any sense provoked a kernclaw.


All the more ironic, as Apara had never sought to be one.


She still remembered her first glimpse. No more than eleven or twelve years old – the year of Apara’s birth being somewhat nebulous, even to her – and still a lowly rassophore, a fledgling too young to be proclaimed full cousin to the vranakin. She’d done a grand trade along Lacewalk, dipping the pockets of bawdyhouse patrons, and them never the wiser. But she’d been too flashy with her pickings, and earned a jealous beating.


She’d tried to fight, but she’d always been wiry rather than strong. After the first snapped rib, she’d begged to be left alone. Even with her stolen coins in his pocket, Czorn had kept punching her. He’d been three years older, on the cusp of becoming a full cousin, proud and vicious with it. As he’d forced her face down into the gutter-filth for a third time, Apara had known with utter, paralysing certainty that he meant to steal away her life.


The beating ceased in a chorus of screams and a scuffle of desperate feet. The next Apara knew, a ragged cousin had hauled her upright.


You’re not cut out for this. Leave while you can.


The woman’s words had lingered. Apara had never decided if the cousin had meant them as instruction, or challenge – only that she’d taken them as the latter. What else could she have done? Dregmeet was her home, the Crowmarket her family. And so, her filthy face stiff with dried tears, she’d limped down to the shore. There, she scratched Czorn’s name onto stone, buried it with her last coin and a scrap of feather, and begged the Raven to settle her score.


Czorn had broken his neck two days later, scrambling out of a townhouse window. Just bad luck, many had said, to fail a jump any four-year-old could have made. Apara had known different. She’d spent the rest of her life paying off the Raven’s debt.


Shaking away old memories, Apara quickened her pace. It was always cold so deep into Dregmeet, even at Sommertide. And a part of her felt the chill deeper of late. The part of her that wasn’t really part of her at all, but had gripped her soul ever since Viktor Akadra had set it there. The echo of Dark that made her a puppet to his will.


She skirted the clogged fountain of Tzalcourt, suppressing the familiar shudder at its statue of a moulder-winged angel – half woman, half serpent, and with a frame of rotting crow-feathers for wings. The lopsided gate of the Church of Tithes yawned wide from amidst a field of moss-wreathed gravestones. Uneven, squared-off towers loomed above, and beyond them the jettied walls of timber-framed houses held aloft by buttress and chain. Just as the Dregmeet slums were the lowest part of the city, the Church of Tithes was the lowest part of Dregmeet.


There were no guards – or at least none readily observed – and no petitioners. Both would come later, when evening came, and the empty streets filled with those in search of food and fleeting comfort. For that was the bright truth among the cloying shadows: the Crowmarket brought sustenance to all who desired it . . . for whatever price they could pay.


The shadows of the archway drew together into a man’s form, raven cloak swept back and hood lowered to reveal nondescript garb and an equally unmemorable face. Lesser cousins might hide their identity, but kernclaws revelled in notoriety. Notoriety and fear. “Cousin. How does the life of a noblewoman suit you?”


Jealousy rippled beneath the mockery.


“Erad. I’ve business with the Parliament.”


He nodded. “As, I’m told, do I. But you may want to wait.”


They’d run together as children, learning their trade beneath old Inbara’s watchful eye. A strange pairing, what with Erad being vranakin by birth, and her come to the nest by abandonment. But the bond struck in tender years had endured.


“There’s a problem?”


Impassivity gave way to a knowing smile. “Depends on where you stand. For you and I, not so much, for Nalka . . . ?”


Nalka, who’d ruled over the nest at Crosswind, and had barely slipped the veil into Otherworld before the constabulary had descended. Who’d through negligence exposed a sacred site to the Council, and lost valuable offerings alongside.


Offerings. Apara scowled away the word. Old rituals, practised anew out of growing desperation – hoping to draw an ancient eye with gift of blood and spirit.


She glanced past timeworn bas-reliefs to the church’s heavy black door. “What do you reckon to her chances?”


“Who knows? Used to be that a kernclaw could do little wrong.” Erad shrugged. “Now? With the mists receding and the Raven deaf? She’ll be fortunate to walk away. Unless you’ve tidings to warm withered hearts. That might save her.”


“I’ve no words to help Nalka.”


A familiar rush of guilt. One that wasn’t hers. It sprang from the shadow shackled to her soul. The price of old failures. Bad enough it existed at all, and with it the promise of servitude if Viktor Akadra crossed her path again. But even quiescent, the shadow wouldn’t let Apara be. Without its master’s guiding hand, it couldn’t dominate her will, but it delighted in sparking empathy where none was appropriate. Empathy was seldom appropriate for a kernclaw.


Erad grunted. “The only salvation is that which you steal for yourself. Is that it?”


Apara winced at the snatch of prayer-cant. The words underpinned all that the Crowmarket did. Nothing for nothing, and take from others whatever you desired. “That’s not how I meant it.”


“This morning went that badly?”


Apara closed her eyes, once again in the Privy Council chamber. “Enough that I’ll end in the mists alongside Nalka if things continue. Lord Reveque is stubborn.”


“I warned you not to take the position.”


“I didn’t have a choice.”


“There’s always a choice, cousin.”


Was there anything less useful than advice after the fact? Erad didn’t know the whole story. He was ignorant of the shadow shackled to her soul and the bargain that bound Apara closer to the Parliament than ever. “I hope you’ve never cause to learn how wrong you are.”


He shook his head. “Whatever happened to the Silver Owl and her ready smile?”


Apara scowled at the old nickname, lost alongside the thief’s vocation she’d loved so dearly. “Everything has its price, dear cousin. Even a smile. I’ve no longer any to give away.”


A woman’s scream washed over her, shrill even through the mists and the intervening stone.


The door creaked open. A ragged figure filled the space. Garbed in grey wool-cloth, and all but its green eyes hidden by the folds of its hood, its form was broadly that of a man, but was as much something else also. As if its raiment were not the only thing fraying at the edges.


Elder cousins were nameless, interchangeable, with only the barest variance of form and voice to tell the women apart from the men. The Raven’s gift, by whose grace Apara walked Otherworld’s paths and commanded the restless spirits of her cloak, flowed like a millrace through their veins. A reward for service to the Crowmarket and its Parliament. Or it should have been. Now they seemed somehow shrunken, frail. As if the Raven’s distance diminished them. Not for the first time, Apara wondered how old they were.


The Parliament invited no such conjecture. They’d been ancient when Apara’s parents had been young. Grandsires-in-shadow, feared and respected. Let the citizens of the sunlit world consider the pontiffs’ endless existence the stuff of woven myth; Inidro Krastin, Karn Athariss and Endri Shurla – names handed down as title to deceive the credulous. Echoes of the crowfathers and crowmother of old. Apara knew better. You couldn’t stand in their presence and claim otherwise. Centuries clung to them like shrouds.


“Greetings,” breathed the elder cousin. “The Parliament of Crows calls you both.”


They followed, footsteps swallowed by the mist. The light of the outer world fell into cloying gloom. Thick, waxy candles guttered greasy radiance more green than orange, the tallow-scent thick with dust and old memories. Rotten pews framed walls of crumbling plasterwork and bare brick. Crooked pillars braced a sagging roof.


And at the end, where a triad of preachers’ pulpits clung to a bowing wall, and a feather-strewn altar sat silent beneath a vast, boarded window, a moaning woman knelt among the rubble, hands clasped to her eyes. Five elder cousins stood in silent semicircle about her, tattered robes writhing in a non-existent breeze.


The darkness within the centremost pulpit shifted about a cowled face and grey-mantled shoulders edged with faded gold. “Nalka.” Krastin’s voice held none of its usual kindness. “You have failed your cousins.”


“You have broken our first law,” Athariss added from the rightmost. Disdain and cruelty sought balance within his tone. As ever, disdain edged ahead.


“You have allowed us to be seen,” said Shurla from the left, her voice taut with a zealot’s disgust. “Heresy.”


Behind the altar, the discoloured planks across the window faded into white-green mist, and thence to nothing at all. Listless etravia spirits – their pallid forms clad in mockery of mortal dress, but their bodies vaporous beneath the waist – drifted through the space beyond, for ever searching for the path that would bring them to paradise. A broad, dark road gave way at either side to raised terraces, edged with tiles and hung with unfamiliar heraldry – all distorted by the curling mist and Otherworld’s greenish light.


But it was empty. The Raven had not come.


Athariss leaned closer. Even with his face hidden by the folds of his gold-edged robes, there was no mistaking his anticipation. “The debt must be paid.”


“You will wander the mists in penance until he finds you,” said Shurla.


“Farewell, cousin.” Only Krastin’s voice held any regret.


Two elder cousins hauled Nalka to her feet. Hands pulled clear of her face revealed mangled flesh where her eyes should have been. As a kernclaw, Otherworld’s paths were no secret to Nalka. Sighted, she might have escaped into the Living Realm before the Raven found her. But not blinded. Even if she evaded the Raven, her mind would fall to madness as her soul ran thin. Just one more flesh-hungry prizrak roaming a realm where all else was spirit.


Apara stifled a shudder as they led Nalka to the archway.


The first law that Nalka had broken wasn’t really a law at all. The light creates us; it does not reveal our purpose. It spoke to the conceit that the Crowmarket was a hidden force. Perhaps that was true in the eastern Empire or the quarrelsome south, but not in Tressia where, even in the Crowmarket’s waning days, a goodly portion of the city was overrun by Otherworld’s mists. Nalka met her fate not for sharing a secret that was no secret, but as caution to those who might yet fall short of expectation.


With a final wordless sob – Apara wondered bleakly if the elder cousins had taken tongue as well as eyes – Nalka was cast onto the dark road. The mists faded, and the uneven boards of the window returned to sight.


“Erad Nyzad,” said Krastin. “Step forward.”


Erad bowed low. “How may I serve?”


“A ship is due into Sothvane tomorrow from Selann,” said Shurla. “A vessel of the Fallen Council that nonetheless serves holy purpose. The Amber Tempest.”


“You are to see that its cargo is secured,” said Krastin. “And taken to the Westernport nest. The rituals are to continue.”


More death. All to draw the attention of the Crowmarket’s wayward deity.


“It shall be as you command,” said Erad.


“See that it is,” said Krastin. “You may go.”


Erad bowed and withdrew. He passed Apara without a glance and departed the church.


“Apara Rann. Step forward.”


Apara obeyed Krastin’s command and tried not to think about the bloodstains on the rubble. Worse were the unblinking gazes of the elder cousins, now arrayed in semicircle about her.


“Tell us of the Council, cousin,” said Athariss.


“What do they know?” said Krastin.


“I cannot speak to what they know,” Apara replied carefully. “But they seem unaware of Nalka’s true business. A matter of imprisonment and slavery, nothing more.”


A strange life where the disposal of folk as goods and chattels could be considered ordinary – even preferable – beside the truth. Then again, wasn’t that the way of the world? Especially in the Republic, where life was cheap, save where backed by good name and firm coin. Was there ever much difference between ritual murder in the Raven’s name, and in the pursuit of the Council’s false justice?


“Then the matter will be forgotten?” asked Shurla.


“Not by Lord Trelan. He worries for his fellow southwealders. He sought the Council’s authority to purge the dockside and give us all to the pyre.”


Silence reigned, and with it the first suggestion of wariness. The Crowmarket had flourished during the Age of Kings – had survived even the tyranny of Malatriant’s rule and her overthrow at the hands of Konor Belenzo and his fellow champions of the divine – but that had been with the Raven’s patronage. Without it, the outcome of open war with the Council was far from certain.


“Which of the heretics voted for this?” asked Shurla.


“Izack, Lord Trelan, Lady Beral and Lady Akadra,” Apara replied. “Lord Reveque overturned the vote, but granted permission for them to assist the constabulary, if they wished.”


“The upstart Trelan is becoming a problem,” said Krastin.


Shurla snorted. “That family was never anything but. Ingrates and idolaters all.”


“Alas, Katya Trelan died before her time.” Anticipation returned to Athariss’ voice. “It might be that young Josiri follows her example.”


Shurla joined him in wheezing laughter.


“And what of Lord Reveque?” Krastin cut short the shared mirth. “Did he accede to our request concerning the empty council seat?”


Apara fought a wince. “He . . . did not.”


“I trust you communicated our dismay?”


“He insists the matter falls beyond the original bargain.”


Pale fingers steepled on the edge of the centre-most throne. “Konor Zarn will sit on the Council, and Lord Reveque must learn his place,” said Krastin. “An example shall be set. His daughter, perhaps.”


This time, there was no containing the wince. “If we harm any member of his family, Lord Reveque will reinstate the vote. He’ll empty the chapterhouses against us.”


“Bravado,” snapped Athariss. “Men often make such claims until the future closes about them like a fist. Let Lord Reveque cradle his daughter’s body. His priorities will shift.”


Apara’s raven cloak cawed delightedly at the prospect of murder, but the thought of killing a child – even one as far from defenceless as Sidara Reveque – awoke disgust. “She wields Lumestra’s light.”


“We have every confidence in your abilities,” sneered Athariss. “Light cannot bar the determined blade. If you fail, we can always send another.”


“Take from him that which he loves most and our hold weakens,” said Apara. “No threat will ever hold the same weight.”


“Is this cowardice I hear, cousin?” Athariss gripped the edge of his throne and leaned closer, his voice full of threat. “Do you fear the girl’s light?”


Of course she did. She’d seen it, where no other present had done so, and counted herself fortunate to have survived. But saying so would end poorly, especially with Athariss in typically intemperate mood.


“I fear failure,” she said instead. “There are other ways to show our resolve.”


In the darkness of the pulpit thrones, green eyes flicked back and forth in silent consideration.


“Very well,” said Shurla. “You may proceed as you judge appropriate.”


“But do not fail us, cousin,” said Krastin. “Failure is weakness, and we can afford neither.”


“Nor can you,” said Athariss.


Apara bowed low, but felt little relief. Ever since becoming a kernclaw, she’d convinced herself that she was merely the weapon, not the mind that guided it. No longer. Whatever deaths followed would belong to her.


“And if I may,” she said without rising. “What of my request?”


Athariss’ green eyes dimmed to a smoulder. “You come to us in failure and demand payment?”


“She means nothing by it,” said Krastin mildly. “A bargain was struck.”


“And it will be fulfilled,” said Shurla. “At the proper time. When she has proven her faith.”


Apara held her pose, lest the bitterness welling up in her heart leak into expression. The same answer she’d heard a dozen times since she’d parted ways with Viktor Akadra. Since she’d begged the Parliament of Crows to excise the Dark he’d planted in her soul. But they hadn’t. All she’d done was grant them the power to bind her with hope, as well as fear. The more she strove to be free, the more a puppet she became.


Some thief she was.


“Thank you,” she said at last. “I won’t fail.”




Four


The fortress of Ahrad had commanded the passage of the Silverway River since the Age of Kings, its foundations laid down in wars long ended, fought by heroes and tyrants long forgotten. As history turned and the Tressian kingdom fragmented, Ahrad had endured, a bastion of the shrinking Republic holding firm against the sprawling Empire to the east. As long as the fortress stood, the deep waters of the Silverway brought warships and troop transports to its walled harbours, ready to contest any advance.


But to take Ahrad by force? To breach the warding enchantments and storm its walls, all in the face of the defenders’ fire? Roslava Orova, Knight of Essamere, the Council’s Champion and storied Reaper of the Ravonn, would have wanted no part of that. One thing to face the foe in a clash of shields or astride an armoured destrier. Siege-work was different, a machine of murderous overlapping fire that ground all to offal and cherished memory.


Every time Rosa stared out across the three concentric walls she felt a strange frisson of dismay for the besiegers she’d be called upon to kill.


“Commander Orova? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you weren’t listening.”


Rosa detected more amusement than rebuke in Castellan Noktza’s tone. For all that Ahrad was a storied command, he hewed little to pomp and ceremony. He seldom even wore the scarlet heraldry of the Prydonis chapterhouse, preferring the simple king’s blue uniform of a common soldier.


Likewise, Noktza forsook grand musters of his officers and underlings in the citadel hall. Come rain or shine, he favoured quieter, informal discussion on the broad turret adjoining his quarters, whose worn stones screamed like a mournful cyraeth whenever the Dusk Wind blew from the west. Fortunately, both rain and wind were in abeyance that day, the waters of the Silverway River blazing like fire in the glow of the setting sun.


Rosa tore her eyes from the outer barbican, and the rushing weir gates that fed the moat, and offered a nod of accession.


“I’m sorry, Riego. After the first couple of petitions, they all began to blur.”


Noktza chuckled and joined her at the parapet, his back braced against the crenellations. Behind him, a mile or so beyond Ahrad’s northern wall, the plains gave way to a sheer, root-worn cliff and the brooding, leafy expanse of Fellhallow.


“When I was your age I’d have given my right arm to be so feted.”


Rosa scowled. “I don’t know what they want from me.”


“Yes you do. You’re a hero. Let the regiments wine and dine you as such. There’s really nothing to it. Some polite conversation, a rousing speech and drink them dry of the good stuff.” Noktza tugged at a goatee more white than grey. “I honestly don’t see why it bothers you so.”


No, he didn’t. That was the problem with those blessed of a garrulous nature. For Noktza, every gathering was an opportunity for revels. For Rosa, who held her words close and her feelings closer, to stand in a crowd of strangers, drunk or sober, was a tortuous prospect. And not just because she was doomed to remain steadfastly clear-headed throughout, regardless of drink taken.


“I’m the Council’s Champion,” she said instead. “I should be out there. Fighting.”


She cast a hand to encompass the Ravonni Plains and their sparse forests. Running from the foothills of the Greyridge Mountains to the south before boiling away into the majestic depths of the Silverway within Ahrad’s curtain wall, the River Ravonn served as a natural border between the Tressian Republic and the Hadari Empire. A border she’d spent much of her life defending. A border upon which she’d lost too many friends and shed too much blood.


“Fighting who?” asked Noktza. “Three months since a shadowthorn trod within sight of the walls, and if there are any scoundrels within a dozen leagues, they’re cowering so deep in their caves that you’ll never find them.”


“I’ll dig them out. It’s my duty.”


“It’s also your duty to set an example to the soldiery. I could make this an order.”


She snorted. “Just like a Prydonis. All reason until you can’t get your way.”


“And it’s just like an Essamere to hide behind chapterhouse rivalry to avoid an uncomfortable truth.” Now the bite of authority surfaced. “Ahrad is my command, so you’re my responsibility. And you concern me. A year ago, I thought you felt you’d something to prove. Your predecessor was a difficult act to follow.”


Rosa made play of straightening her surcoat. Yes, Viktor was certainly that. He’d looked the part more than she, a mountain of a man whose black hair and brooding countenance struck disquiet even in those who knew him well, where her own wiry figure and straw-blonde tresses seldom worried anyone. At least until steel was drawn, and the killing began.


And there had been so much killing in the wake of last year’s invasions. Wars seldom ended as tidily as history recounted. Where Kai Saran’s doomed invasion of the Southshires had drawn readily to conclusion, skirmishes had raged along the Ravonn for months after. Never enough to truly threaten the Eastshires, let alone the wider Republic, but enough that Rosa’s blade had found employment.


And then, six months back, the fighting had simply . . . stopped. Cessation had left Rosa with a void she’d struggled to fill, and a growing fear that what had once been vocation now owed more to obsession. When Rosa had first earned her spurs, she’d proudly proclaimed she was never more herself than when filling Otherworld with the vanquished. Lately, she’d come to worry that the reverse was true – that each death lessened who she was. And yet that fear never eclipsed the longing to draw the sword, to feel its bite shiver her arm and see the light leave an opponent’s eyes.


She met Noktza’s appraising stare. “I’ll talk to the regimental commanders.”


An eyebrow twitched, betraying Noktza’s awareness that her promise lay some way short of the concession he’d sought. He planted his hands upon the rampart and stared eastward across the middle bailey and its tangle of barracks, warehouses and armouries.


“Do so,” he said. “Who knows? You might even enjoy yourself, and it’ll do you no harm to polish the societal niceties. If the Hadari share Lord Krain’s enthusiasm for peace, the duties of the Council’s Champion are likely to become more ceremonial, not less. You may even find yourself called back to the city. Or worse, to the Council itself.”


Rosa stifled a wince. “You really think there’ll be peace?”


“You’ve met the princessa. You tell me.”


Rosa cast her mind back to those last, dark days of Eskavord, before mists had swallowed the fire-blackened fields. To the unlikely alliance with Melanna Saranal. She recalled an earnest, defiant young woman who offered no apology for what she was, or what she’d done, but nonetheless wore old ghosts like a cloak. Much like Rosa herself.


“We didn’t talk much. And I asked first.”


He grunted. “The Hadari invade, and no sooner have we sent them packing than some fool on the Council hurls armies across the border to recapture lost ground. Round and round, back and forth, and only the Raven is laughing.” He shrugged. “But who knows? Maybe this time is different. It feels different. There’s something new on the wind.”


“Late pollen from Fellhallow,” said Rosa. “I wouldn’t breathe too deep. You’ll sprout blossoms.”


“Yes, commander,” he replied drily. “I don’t know. Perhaps Lumestra’s finally shaken sense into that sister of hers, and she in turn has brought the shadowthorns into line. The First Councillor must think so, to send an envoy to Tregard, rather than an army.”


Tregard, the stolen city, captured by the Hadari when the kingdom of Rhaled had spread its bounds two centuries before. “All the more reason to remain watchful. Lord Reveque has been wrong before.”


“And we shall. The watch-forts east of the Ravonn are fully manned. We’ll have plenty of warning if the Hadari attempt nastiness.”


“Even so, I should—”


“Take advantage of the lull and live a little?” said Noktza. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


She glared at his back, uncaring that Noktza likely knew what was in her expression. “I meant I should inspect the watch-forts. Drill the garrisons.”


“But you’re on leave,” he said with mock surprise. “By order of the Castellan of Ahrad, whoever he is. A shifty sort, I’m sure, and not to be trusted. But unflinching, too.”


So that’s how it was? Rosa bit back a reply that, despite long years of comradeship, would only have made things worse. “I thought we agreed that wouldn’t be necessary if I allowed myself to be . . . what was it? Feted.”


“Simpler to find the time for that if you’re not shackled by duty, surely?” said Noktza. “And we both know you agreed to no such thing. Two days, Rosa. Put aside the colours of Essamere and wear the champion’s mantle lightly. Be yourself.”


“Yes, Lord Noktza,” she replied stiffly.


“You’ll find the 7th barracked in the North Quarter of the inner bailey. Lady Sarravin expects you within the hour. I thought you might start among familiar faces.” At last, he turned about. “And because I’m not the malignant old man you’ve not quite accused me of being, I thought you’d like to know that the Zephyr tied up at the inner dock this afternoon.”


“The Zephyr?” Rosa’s cheeks warmed with surprise and pleasure. “I didn’t know.”


“You were busy, I’m sure.”


Yes and no. A patrol to the north under Fellhallow’s eaves, chasing rumours of smugglers. All for nothing, as it had turned out. Maybe all this was for the best.


“Riego . . . Thank you.”


He waved her away. “Enjoy yourself. Should the Hadari attack, I promise not to cede the fortress without your express permission.”


Rosa hurried along the harbourside, every other step punctuated by a sibilant curse as the skirts of her sleeveless gown conspired to trip her. She’d always been fonder of practical clothes – to Rosa’s mind, a dress could never be truly practical – and even now wore soldier’s boots rather than the lighter, softer shoes fashion demanded. The roadways of Ahrad, well-dunged as they were by draught horses and the garrison’s destriers, rewarded firm grip and punished fripperies.


Other than three shallow-keeled corpse-barges, only two vessels graced Ahrad’s inner dock – an artificial harbour, fed by sluices and joined to the Silverway River at either end by stairways of huge lock gates that were small fortresses in their own right. One, a supply hulk sitting low in the water, had travelled as far east as the river permitted. Beyond the fortress, the Silverway’s majesty narrowed sharply, barring passage for such wallowing vessels.


Not so the single-masted caravel silent in the hulk’s broken-backed shadow. Had its master wished, the Zephyr could have made passage of the eastern lock gates, ghosted out beyond Ahrad’s walls and sailed all the way to the Hadari capital of Tregard. Not that such a course would have been advisable. For the Zephyr too, Ahrad marked the last stop before favourable winds and the Silverway’s current carried her back to Tressia. Where the supply hulk bore the heavy burdens of the garrison’s rations and armaments, diligently unloaded by straining crewers and towering bronze kraikons, the Zephyr carried something altogether more precious: word from home.


Leather satchels bearing the wax seals of great families carried orders from Council and chapterhouse. Larger, rougher sacks were filled to bursting with letters penned by loved ones and tokens from sweethearts sundered by distance. When the Zephyr slipped her moorings and headed home, she’d bear the frontier’s tidings to the Council’s ears – written in plain language, but couched in coded phrases known only to the author and to the Privy Council to ensure authenticity. She’d perhaps also bear one or two of the garrison’s officers who’d no patience for making the journey by conventional steed.


Rosa ducked away from an oncoming dray cart and approached the caravel’s gangplank. Anticipation blurred with awkwardness she knew was misplaced but could never entirely banish. A slight woman in a drab naval coat and cocked hat stood at the head of the gangway, deep in conversation with a crewer. As Rosa approached, the woman dismissed her underling and turned about.


“Lady Orova.” A broad smile beamed beneath dancing grey eyes.


Rosa fought a smile of her own. “Captain Psanneque. Permission to come aboard?”


“Always.”


Gathering her skirts, Rosa picked her way along the gangplank and onto the Zephyr’s foredeck. As she found her footing on tar-stained timbers, Sevaka’s gloved hands brushed her cheeks, cradled the back of her jaw, and drew her in for a kiss.


Rosa tensed, her shoulders prickling, aware that at least three pairs of eyes were upon them between wheelhouse and bowsprit – to say nothing of onlookers on the harbourside. Overt affection, while not exactly frowned upon by the nobility, was neither fully approved of. But Sevaka, who was as open about her feelings as Rosa wore them close, was long past caring about such things. Try as she might, Rosa could never quite emulate her candour. A different kind of courage to the one she knew so well.


Ignoring the soft wolf-whistle somewhere to her left, Rosa fought back panic and closed her eyes, slipped her hands about Sevaka’s waist, and lost herself in the warmth of a reunion too long in arriving.


Sevaka drew back. “Miss me?”


Rosa wondered what Sevaka’s brother would have made of it all. She’d loved Kasamor, though she’d lacked the courage to say so until it was too late. She shook the thought away. Kas was gone, and life was for the living. The living, and whatever she was.


“Yes.”


“Your hair’s different.”


“You said you liked it longer.”


“I do.” Sevaka spoke matter-of-factly, but with an impish gleam. Without turning away, she raised her voice. “Mister Alvanko?”


“Captain?” said a weather-beaten crewer to Rosa’s left.


“If you ever again whistle like that when I’m having a private moment, I’ll find a needle and thread and stitch your mouth shut. Do you understand?”


Alvanko grinned. “Yes, captain.”


“You see what I have to put up with? And the others are no better.


Rogues, all of them.” Blonde plaits glinted in the dying sun as she swept off her hat. Her next words were wistful. “Then again, look at the captain.”


Rosa waited for eyes to wander elsewhere before speaking. “What is it?”


“Nothing. It’s just . . . ” She patted the gunwale. “She’s fast enough to chase corsairs out at Selann, or slip the Hadari blockade lines. I’ve pleaded with Admiral Tralnov, but the orders don’t come, and I’m stuck plying the Silverway as a glorified herald.”


A little more than a year before, Admiral Tralnov would have fallen over herself trying to please Sevaka’s influential mother. But Ebigail Kiradin was gone, and Sevaka had given up the family name as a last act of spite against a woman to whom family and continuity were everything. Twice a pariah, once through circumstance and again out of choice, she’d little prospect of being trusted with responsibility. Psanneque, the name she’d taken upon orphaning herself, meant “exile”, and carried bleak connotations.


“At least this way I get to see you.” Rosa laid a hand on hers. “Selann’s a long way off.”


“Come with me. I’ll smuggle you aboard.”


The prickle returned to Rosa’s shoulders. Sevaka had spoken lightly enough, but joining her on that particular course of conversation would only lead to argument – and Rosa had even less enthusiasm for overt discord than she did unseemly affection.


“I didn’t know you were coming,” she said instead.


“I thought to make it a surprise,” Sevaka replied. “Seems I failed.”


“Lord Noktza told me.”


“Ah. And how is Riego?”


“Insufferable,” said Rosa. “He’s instructed me to play hero for the 7th this evening. Speeches. Wine. More speeches. Over and over until I slit my wrists out of boredom.”


“For all the good that’ll do,” said Sevaka. “Sounds ghastly. Would you like me to come along? If you can bear to be seen with me, that is.”


Rosa passed over the barb and seized gladly on the rest. “I’d hoped you might.”


Sevaka looked herself up and down, taking in the weather-stained shirt and coat, the cracked and peeling sword belt. “I’m not exactly dressed for it.”


“For carousing with soldiers? You’re fine. They’re not worth making the effort.”


“You did.”


“But not for them,” Rosa said. “For you.”


Sevaka’s smile made all worthwhile. The murderous skirts. The Zephyr’s voyeuristic crew. Maybe even the silent confession that Noktza had been right, in perhaps a small way.


“Well that’s different.” Sevaka shot her a quizzical look. “Wait a minute. Dockside. Dress. The spectre of drink. You’re not planning on killing anyone tonight?”


Rosa blinked. How had she forgotten? Their friendship had begun that bitter night on the Tressian dockside. The night of Kas’ wake. She’d settled one of his old quarrels and saved Sevaka’s life in the process. Not that she recalled much of it. She barely remembered Aske Tarev’s skull breaking beneath her fists. How many things had changed since then? How many had remained the same? She stared down at her hand and flexed her knuckles. The blood was long since washed away, but the anger had never really faded.


Could she ever really let it go? Did she even want to?


Uncaring of intrusive eyes, she leaned in and kissed Sevaka.


“No promises. But I’ll try not to.”




Five


Firestone lanterns and torches flickered among the tents and squat stone barrack-blocks bounding three sides of the muster field. Amber tongues leapt from firepits towards the night sky, as wild as the fiddle and fife that goaded crowds to dancing and carousal.


The music took root in Sevaka’s soul, rousing blood made sluggish by the boredom of travel.


Beside her, Rosa went taut in that way that she so often did, and that Sevaka pretended so often not to notice. “I’m going to kill him.”


Sevaka smiled wryly. “And so easily the promise is broken.”


The victim’s identity took little sleuthing. At full strength, which the losses of war and the complications of leave seldom allowed, a regiment numbered a thousand men and women under arms, plus as many as a dozen companies of wayfarers, pavissionaires and other auxiliaries. Easily twice that was gathered across the muster field and beneath the overhang of the wall-ward buildings. Despite Noktza’s words, the 7th were not alone. Sevaka spotted tabards of at least three other regiments, as well as the plainer, rougher garb of borderers and the bright surcoats of knights. And that was before she tallied the array of spouses, children, traders, courtesans, craftsmen, and servants.


Five regiments held Ahrad – plus perhaps another thousand knights – but the soldiers were outnumbered at least three times over by their hangers-on. The luckiest had quarters within the inner bailey – most lived in ramshackle houses beneath the western walls.


“I don’t think you have to talk to all of them.”


“That’s not the point.”


Rosa’s arm, crooked through Sevaka’s since leaving the Zephyr, slithered free. Her expression grew guarded as she tugged her dress into place. Sevaka knew the ritual. The donning of armour and the raising of ramparts ahead of battle. She didn’t resent it, not as such. She even found it endearing, in its way. What she hated was that when the walls came up, she invariably found herself on the wrong side.


A voice rang out. “Who goes?”


Two sentries approached, a lieutenant at their head. All sober, to Sevaka’s eye. She wondered what infraction had damned them to be thus on a night of celebration.


“Lady Roslava Orova, Knight of Essamere and Champion to the Council.” Rosa’s voice held not the uncertain tone of moments before, but a battlefield’s authority. “I believe I’m expected.”


The lieutenant saluted, expression stiffening as perceptions shifted. “Yes, lady. And your companion?”


“My friend, Lady Sevaka.”


Sevaka kept her dismay hidden. She’d thought they were past this, but in four simple words, Rosa had concealed both her identity and their closeness.


The lieutenant spared Sevaka barely a glance. “If you’ll both follow me?”


He set a brisk pace across the crowded muster field. Sevaka fell into step beside Rosa “Your friend?”


“We are friends. If we weren’t, we couldn’t be anything else.”


A sterling reply, for it was true enough. Had Rosa’s tone been warmer, Sevaka might even have believed her. “Embarrassed to be slumming with a kinless exile? Half the officers will already know. Or does soldiering knock the gossip out of a highblood?”


“Kas and I served with the 7th for years. And this is hard enough without fending off half-baked innuendo about your lineage.” The rampart of Rosa’s public face cracked. “I really don’t want to kill anyone. But if someone starts hurling slurs about us – about you—”


“A champion for my honour. How romantic.” Try as she might, Sevaka couldn’t help but feel mollified. “All right. But your promises about the wine better hold up.”


“They will. The Sarravins own half the farmland along the Tevar Flood, and Emilia has a reputation for generosity.”


They walked the rest of the way in silence, though one a touch more companionable than before. It wasn’t that Sevaka didn’t understand Rosa’s reluctance. In fact, she sympathised, having striven to conceal more than one past relationship from her mother’s judgemental eye. She’d shared her passions freely, and seldom with those equal to her family’s once-imposing rank. Now situations were reversed.


She breathed deep of the swirling smoke. Soft fragrance betrayed that more tinder had been gathered beneath Fellhallow’s eaves than was entirely wise, but it soothed away hurt. Yes, she understood. But understanding was the domain of the mind, not the heart, and the heart hung heavy with every reminder of the gulf between pragmatism and desire.


Fortunately, a lifetime as Ebigail Kiradin’s daughter had taught Sevaka how to keep such burdens from touching her expression. By the time they’d threaded their way through the fires to the long, bottlestrewn table at the muster field’s heart, her smile was back in place.


“Lady Orova . . . ” Emilia Sarravin, Commander of the 7th, broke away from a knot of her junior officers, hand extended in greeting. Sevaka knew her to be on the cusp of her fortieth year, but she looked older – worn in the way folk were by military life. Her uniform – king’s blue, and bearing the Tressian hawk – was crisp, and closely tailored. “So glad you could join us. I told Riego not to trouble you, but he said you’d insisted.”


“Did he now?” Rosa shook the proffered hand, her expression unreadable. “I was glad to be invited. It’s like coming home. Do you know . . . ? ”


Lady Sarravin glanced in Sevaka’s direction. “Sevaka? Only by name. But her mother sought to send my father to the gallows.” Her expression flickered. “But that’s all done with, thank Lumestra.”


But it wasn’t, was it? It’d never be done with, or else why offer reminder? “I have no mother,” said Sevaka. “I am myself alone.”


“Well said.” Lady Sarravin’s expression lightened. “You’re welcome at my table, of course.”


One wave dismissed Rosa’s escort. Another summoned a servant bearing goblets and a bottle of wine. A whirl of introductions followed, an array of majors, captains, lieutenants and squires, all of whom offered either handshake or salute, according to their family’s relative standing with Rosa’s own. The Orovas were not of the first rank – although their star was said to be on the rise – so even the lowest squire could have treated her as an equal, had lineage justified it.


Sevaka, who had so recently and loudly reinforced her status as a Psanneque, received only nods of acknowledgement, despite the captain’s saltire on her faded epaulettes. So she ignored the litany of names and ranks, and instead focused her full attention on the wine. Which was, as Rosa had promised, quite excellent.


She’d finished her second goblet by the time introductions were complete. As she snagged a bottle for a refill, Lady Sarravin shot her a glance.


“Drink your fill. There’s plenty more. We may be on reduced rations, but there’s wine enough to run the Silverway red.”


Sevaka nodded. Between the invasion of the previous year, the burning of much of the Southshires’ croplands and the Settlement Decree leaving too many farms short of workers – which in turn had seen many grumbling soldiers and unwilling prisoners assigned to pick up the slack – shortages were rife. Easy enough to manage when you’d a crew of a mere dozen to tend – and when duty took you to docksides famous for cargo going astray for the right price. Feeding a regiment was a different matter.


“I’m told the Council are working to resolve things,” said Rosa.


“Which means Thrakkian traders are filling their purses with our coin,” grumbled a heavyset major. “Probably selling us our own stolen grain.”


“It is what it is,” said Lady Sarravin. “I can’t keep food in their bellies, but I can at least give my lads and lasses drink enough to take their minds off their pangs. If only for one night. Let others watch the walls.”


Sevaka stared out across the muster field. “You supplied all this?”


“Why not? This ’73 would be wasted on them, but the estate cellars run deep and to some variety. What use is privilege if it cannot spur one to generosity? Or to toast one’s friends?” She raised her goblet high, and her voice a fraction higher, cutting through the hubbub. “To our guest. A daughter of Essamere – which we shall forgive her – and also of the 7th, which makes her dearer than kin. To Lady Orova!”


“Lady Orova!”


Sevaka readily joined her voice to the chorus.


Rosa, face expressionless but spots of colour high on her cheeks, pulled out a chair, used it as a stepping stone to the table top, and raised her own goblet up to the moonlit skies. “To Tressia’s finest, even if their commander’s a preening Sartorov.” The words drew unabashed grins from around the table, betraying chapterhouse allegiances buried beneath the regular army’s king’s blue. “To the 7th!”


“To the 7th!”


Cheers rippled outward, gathering momentum as common soldiers took up the cry. They redoubled as Rosa emptied her goblet at a single pull and did the same with the refill. By the time she returned to ground level, there was enough vigour to her expression that she’d pass for human. None of it, Sevaka knew, was to do with the wine. Angry mob or drunken throng, crowds lost their terror once you were among them.


Lady Sarravin smiled. “Preening or not, this Sartorov thanks you.”


“For drinking your wine like it’s farthing ale?” said Rosa.


“For giving them something to aspire to. Soldiers need exemplars, and you’ve certainly been that . . . even before you were chosen as the new champion.”


She cast surreptitiously about, and led Rosa a pace or two from the table. Sevaka, uninvited but scenting the whiff of gossip, followed.


“A shame about Lord Akadra,” Lady Sarravin murmured. “I’ve heard the rumours, of course – and in all their contradictory splendour – but I don’t know what really happened. You were there, weren’t you?”


For the first time, Sevaka realised that Lady Sarravin, who had supposedly been carousing since sundown, had eyes as clear as Sommertide skies.


Rosa shrugged, though she looked little relaxed to Sevaka’s eye. “When the Hadari retreated, the southwealders started fighting among themselves. The council charged Viktor to bring it to an end, and he did. But when the rebels murdered his betrothed . . . It didn’t end well.”


“And the burnings? I understand he killed thousands.”


“The fields of the Grelyt Valley are still black. Nothing grows there now. And Viktor just . . . walked away from it all.”


“You didn’t try to bring him back?”


Rosa shook her head. “The Council would have punished him. Maybe even hanged him. Better it’s all forgotten.”


“And we do forget so well in the Republic. Our mistakes, our families and even our purpose.” Lady Sarravin tilted her goblet. “To Viktor Akadra, may he find what peace he deserves.”


“Viktor Akadra.”


Sevaka murmured the toast’s reply and examined Lady Sarravin’s face for any hint that she knew that Rosa’s tale was, if not a pack of lies, one that strayed far from absolute truth. Personal embellishment aside, it was official history approved by the Council, and laid down forevermore in the Republic’s archives. Sevaka knew better. She knew about the Dark that had risen to claim the Southshires, and the price paid to defeat it. A truth shared by few others, and some of those had been posted to outposts so distant that their knowledge would trouble no one else.


“Still,” said Lady Sarravin, “it need not all be to the bad. I understand Messela Akadra is hardly comporting herself well. Where one family fades, another burns bright. Perhaps your family, Rosa.”


“My family?” Rosa said warily. “I don’t follow.”


“Don’t be so modest. I know your uncle Davor’s working to see that your efforts are properly recognised, and it’s hardly unknown for the Council’s own champion to sit among its ranks. But if that’s to happen, you need to be more than a name and a body count. Come along with me. You really must meet . . . ”


Sevaka took another pull on her goblet. Whatever Lord Noktza had intended from Rosa’s attendance, Lady Sarravin sought to profit by being remembered as the one who’d brought her together with the scions of influential families. It was everything Sevaka had hoped to put behind her: whispers, conspiracy, jockeying for position – a game played to its own purpose and the Republic’s detriment.


Ignoring Rosa’s pleading glance, Sevaka hitched her sword belt a fraction higher, plucked a bottle from the table, and strode towards the nearest firepit.


“You ladies enjoy yourselves. I’m of the mood to dance.”


A long, tedious hour passed before Rosa finally extracted herself from Lady Sarravin’s social hurricane. Lumestra alone knew what they’d made of her. After three exchanges of platitudes and one insubstantial conversation, she felt certain her face had set solid and cold as ice.


Enough of the officers she’d met – especially those of the 1st, who’d seized on the chance to broach Lady Sarravin’s wine stocks – would remember little, but still the worry remained. In all cases save one. The upstart major of the 10th – who’d jumped to the entirely wrong conclusion of her profession before introductions could be made – had a sprained wrist to remind of the perils of wandering hands. Rosa had earned more grins than scowls at furnishing him thus, which made her suspect the major’s was a luck pressed too far, too often.


An hour to escape, and the better part of another without sign of Sevaka, who’d gone from the fire where Rosa had seen her last. As the search wended far from Lady Sarravin’s entourage of pressed uniforms and ribboned hair to the frayed cloth and filthy faces of the common ranks, Rosa grew suspicious that Sevaka had abandoned her entirely.
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