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Alazrian’s mother had once said that the sound of rain was heaven singing. Tonight, heaven was screaming.


Five days of rain had turned the roads of Aramoor to rivers and made the grounds boggy around the Vantran house. It was spring, when this part of the Empire endured countless thunderstorms. It was the time of year that Alazrian’s mother liked best. Soon, when the rains were gone, the gardens would bloom with rosebuds, but she would not be around to see them. By the time the first butterfly took wing, she would be long gone.


A distant blade of lightning flashed outside the castle window. Alazrian watched it dispassionately. The torch on the wall bounced shadows across the hall. The rain beyond the misty glass was coming down sideways. He was glad his grandfather wasn’t still on the road. In the morning the storm would have passed; his grandfather could make it back to Talistan then. He wouldn’t be staying long. Just long enough to see his daughter die. Alazrian pondered what was going on behind the nearby door. Is my grandfather weeping? he wondered. Was his mother? She was so close to death now, probably too weak for tears. And she never really had use for tears, anyway – her life and husband had made her hard.


Lady Calida had been a good mother, and the only thing of beauty that Alazrian knew. She had the heart of a lion and the soul of a poet, and it was a mystery to Alazrian how she had come from the same loins that produced her brother, Blackwood Gayle. Her father was sometimes a beast and almost always a madman. And though Tassis Gayle loved his daughter dearly, he had stood by while she married a man without love in his heart. Her life had been a terrible thing, but she had never admitted that to Alazrian. She had taken joy and refuge in him. She had worn him like a magic cloak to ward off evil.


A crash of thunder echoed through the hall. Alazrian jumped at the blast. Down the hall, he could see the man who was not his father give him a peripheral glare of disgust. Elrad Leth snorted and turned his attention back to his own window. He wasn’t speaking to anyone tonight, not even the king, and Alazrian knew that Elrad Leth was a million miles away, preoccupied with things more important than his wife’s impending death. He had his hands behind his back, the way he always did when he was contemplative, slapping one into the palm of the other. His long body swayed a little as if he was enjoying music, but his eyes never hinted at anything but disdain. Elrad Leth cared for nothing, least of all his wife and ‘son,’ both of whom he beat regularly. He took no joy in food or pageants or expensive clothing, and the only time he smiled was when he sensed his power over others. The way the storm lit his face was frightful.


Elrad Leth, Governor of Aramoor province, waited impatiently for King Tassis Gayle to conclude his last encounter with his daughter. The family was dwindling now. Tassis Gayle had already lost his son, and Alazrian worried that this new loss would send the old man over the edge. Some were saying he had already passed it. But if that was true, then Elrad Leth would be there at the bottom, waiting for him.


But even in his grief, Tassis Gayle was different these days. As Calida faded, the king grew vital, as if through some vampiric magic he stole her years. Sorrow had given his life purpose, a dimension it hadn’t had for a decade. Grief had straightened his spine and strengthened him, quelled his coughing fits. These days, Tassis Gayle resembled the blood-thirsty warlord he had been in his youth.


Leth paid his son no regard as they both stared out at the stormy night. Alazrian could feel the man’s disappointment. He had wanted a strong son, like himself. Instead, Calida had delivered him a bastard, and a weakling, too. Leth could prove nothing of Alazrian’s fatherhood, and Tassis Gayle would brook no talk against his daughter’s virtue. So Leth and Calida and Alazrian all kept up the pretense, each of them knowing the truth, but Leth still smouldered when he looked at the thin-boned son that was not his own. Someday, Alazrian knew, the dam of his hatred would burst and Alazrian would have nowhere to hide.


‘Alazrian,’ called Leth from across the hall. ‘Come here.’


The summons made Alazrian weak-kneed. He hated speaking to Leth. He hated being around him. But he picked his way cautiously across the hall and stood beside his so-called father, who sighed as he contemplated the rain. Alazrian waited. Finally the governor spoke.


‘I’ve been called to the Black City,’ he said. His voice had a confessional tone, like a whisper. ‘Emperor Biagio and his Inquisitor wish to speak with me.’


‘Yes, Father,’ said Alazrian. He had heard the gossip among the staff. Leth was to face the Protectorate.


‘Politics,’ said Leth. ‘That’s what it is, you see.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Alazrian. ‘I see.’


‘Do you? I doubt that. I doubt you understand anything but needle-point. You have your mother’s sensibilities for these things, boy. Your head’s full of air.’


Alazrian swallowed the insult. His relationship with Leth had only grown worse since they had come to Aramoor. The pressures of governing had embittered Leth.


‘Biagio lays traps for me,’ Leth said. ‘He thinks I’m stupid, eh? Bloody fop.’ He balled his hand into a fist and rubbed the knuckles. ‘Well, he’s got something up his sleeve. He wants you to come as well.’


‘Me? To the Black City?’


‘We leave the day after tomorrow.’


‘Why me?’


‘You’re old enough to make the trip.’ Alazrian had just turned sixteen. For his birthday, Leth had given him a dagger, something to make him ‘look more like a man.’ Alazrian never carried it.


‘I don’t understand,’ said Alazrian. ‘What does the emperor want with me?’


‘How the hell should I know? But that’s what the summons says, and we’ve got to obey. So don’t spend too much time weeping over your mother. We’ll need our wits about us for the trip, and I won’t share the voyage with a child that needs a wet-nurse.’


‘But . . .’


‘But what?’ growled Leth, whirling on Alazrian.


Alazrian felt his throat constrict. ‘What about Mother?’ he managed.


‘What about her? She’s dead. We can’t help her.’


‘She’s not dead yet.’


‘Oh, Mother, Mother!’ taunted Leth. ‘Please, Mother, don’t die.’ He scoffed and closed his eyes. ‘Pull yourself together, boy. We’ve got bigger concerns.’


‘Don’t say that!’


Leth’s hand shot out and delivered Alazrian a stinging slap. ‘What was that?’ he barked. ‘Did you raise your voice to me?’


Alazrian was silent. He knew his words would only invite another slap, so he merely looked at the man he was forced to call father, trying to convey his hatred with his eyes.


Elrad Leth read his face easily and returned the revulsion. ‘My God, if I had a real son I could deal with these things. Tassis had Blackwood, and I’ve got you. Go on, get out of my sight. But be ready to leave early, day after tomorrow. Pack for a long voyage. And don’t make me wait for you.’


Alazrian had a thousand questions, but didn’t dare ask them. He could guess why Emperor Biagio wanted to see his father, but he couldn’t fathom the faintest reason why the Protectorate wanted to question him. He knew nothing about the happenings in Aramoor. All he knew was what he heard whispered in the castle – that Leth was still trying to put down the Aramoorian rebels. He was using ungodly tactics, but that was no surprise. And why it should bother the emperor was a mystery. But there had been strange things happening in Aramoor lately. Alazrian had been too concerned about his mother to take much notice, but Leth was away from the castle often these days, and messengers from King Tassis Gayle were frequent. Whatever was happening, it had gotten his father in trouble, and Alazrian was glad for it. He was glad that the Saints of the Sword were still hassling the ‘governor.’ Jahl Rob might be a priest, but he had a general’s craftiness, and his Aramoorian rebels were proving a gigantic thorn in Leth’s side.


Good, thought Alazrian as he retreated across the hall.


The sudden sound of a door opening pulled Alazrian back to reality. He turned to see his grandfather, Tassis Gayle, backing out of his mother’s bedroom. The king was stooped with weariness and was whispering something to the unseen woman in the room, something gentle and fatherly. His cloak of wolf fur dragged along the floor, limp as the look on his face. He was an old man now, ancient really, but he had the classic Gayle strength about him, long of bone and wide of shoulder, and his short hair was hardly thinning at all. Yet despite his recent resurrection from depression and old age, the night’s events had wearied him. He had travelled quickly from Talistan when he’d heard the news of his daughter’s decline, and had disappeared into her bedchamber hours ago. Alazrian looked at his grandfather and felt profoundly sad. Tassis Gayle was cruel, and the rumors of his mania were well-founded. But he was good to his daughter and her son, a dichotomy that puzzled Alazrian. Other than his mother, Tassis Gayle was the only person in the world who showed him any kindness.


‘I’ll see you again,’ Alazrian heard the King of Talistan whisper before closing the door. Tassis Gayle squared his shoulders, gathering himself. Alazrian waited anxiously for him to speak. Elrad Leth stared out the window with appalling disinterest.


‘She’s very weak,’ said the king at last. It was an effort for him to speak. ‘Oh, my Calida. My little girl . . .’ He beckoned Alazrian closer with a finger. ‘Alazrian, come here.’


Alazrian hurried over to his grandfather, taking his hand and finding it trembling. Obviously the king hadn’t expected to see his daughter so frail. For a woman who was once so robust, she looked little more than a shadow now.


‘Your mother is very ill,’ the king said. ‘You know that though, don’t you?’


Alazrian nodded.


‘Not much time, I think,’ his grandfather went on. He didn’t bother speaking to Leth. ‘You should go to her. She wants you with her now.’


Leth’s lips twisted in disdain. Not surprisingly, his wife wasn’t calling for him in her final moments. Alazrian ignored him and offered his grandfather a smile.


‘I’ll be out soon,’ he said. ‘She should sleep now anyway.’


The old man squeezed his hand. ‘Yes, go to her.’ Then his face hardened and he added, ‘I have things to speak to your father about.’


Leth folded his arms over his chest. ‘About time,’ he muttered.


Alazrian had hoped his grandfather had come to Aramoor just to see his daughter, but it seemed there was business on the agenda as well.


‘Go to her,’ ordered Gayle. ‘We will speak of your trip to Nar City later.’ He grinned crookedly at the boy. ‘You’re afraid, I know. Don’t be. We have things in store for our new emperor.’


‘What things?’


The king put a finger to his lips. ‘Shhh. Go see your mother now. Be with her. It’s what she wants.’


The old man slid over to where his son-in-law waited and began talking in murmurs. Alazrian didn’t listen. The way his grandfather accepted Leth was shocking, but he knew the king had reasons for keeping Leth’s confidence; the man had a talent for cruelty that Gayle needed. Only Leth’s iron hand had been able to govern Aramoor. Once he had become governor, nearly all the rebellions had ceased. Except for the Saints.


Alazrian knocked gently on the door, not expecting his mother to answer. He fashioned a smile and stepped inside. His mother’s eyes gazed at him from her sickbed. They were the only part of her that still looked familiar. Her raven hair had fallen to dead grass and her once-strong body had been devoured by the cancer, so that a husk now stared back at him. Lady Calida managed a frail smile. The treacly smell of medicines infused the air.


‘Mother,’ said Alazrian cheerily, going to her bedside. ‘Can I get you anything?’


Lady Calida shook her head, looking ghastly in the candlelight.


‘Grandfather said you wanted to see me,’ said Alazrian. ‘But you should rest.’


‘No more rest for me child,’ said Lady Calida. ‘Where I’m going there will be time enough for that.’ She looked at him, and Alazrian knew that somehow she had seen the future and was counting down the minutes. ‘Stay with me,’ she said. There were no tears, not from this woman who had endured so much. ‘I want you with me now. You alone.’


‘But, Grandfather—’


‘Just you, Alazrian. My little boy.’ She reached out for his cheek, but carefully avoided touching him. Alazrian tried to hold back his desire to save her.


‘Mother,’ he said desperately. ‘Let me help you. Please . . .’


Calida closed her eyes. ‘No, Alazrian. Do not even think it.’


‘But I can,’ the boy insisted. ‘You just need to let me.’ He leaned over her and lowered his voice. ‘Father need never know. We’ll call it a miracle or something. Just let me try, please.’


‘No,’ said his mother adamantly. Her face grew pained. ‘Don’t ever do it – not around your father. He must never know, Alazrian. Never. Understand?’


Alazrian didn’t understand. He didn’t know why his mother was dying, or why such a good woman had endured such a cruel husband, and he didn’t know how heaven could stand to watch something so unjust. His life was nothing but questions now. And the one that vexed him most was his secret gift. Watching his mother wither away, he wanted desperately to use it.


‘I have this gift for a reason, Mother,’ Alazrian argued, careful to keep his voice low. ‘You always told me so. Maybe the reason is to save you.’


Lady Calida shook her head. ‘No, the reason remains a mystery. And I don’t want you to save me.’ Her eyes grew dim as her memory called up the recent years. ‘I welcome death, I think.’


‘Because of him,’ Alazrian growled.


His mother merely nodded. There was still a scar on her forehead where Leth’s ring had slashed the skin. Alazrian wanted to touch the scar and make it fade away. He wanted to heal her ravaged body the way he had the goat with the broken leg, knitting the bones with one miraculous touch. And he wanted to heal her broken soul too, but he knew that damage was beyond his power. Elrad Leth had cut those scars too deeply for any physician to reach, even one with magic.


‘Listen to me now,’ Lady Calida ordered. ‘Don’t use it around your father, you hear?’


‘He’s not my father,’ Alazrian scoffed.


‘Are you listening? Never around him. Or your grandfather. If they knew, there would be no peace for you. No peace. You grow up and get free of them. Find out about your real father and who you are, and never let them know you’re gifted.’ The effort wearied Calida, but she kept a steely gaze on Alazrian, insisting that he listen. ‘Alazrian?’


Alazrian nodded. ‘I hear you.’


‘Swear it.’ Again she reached out, stopping just shy of his touch. ‘I won’t rest unless you do.’


She was asking the impossible of him, but he knew there was nothing else worth saving here in Aramoor. Alazrian gave his mother a forlorn smile.


‘I swear it,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll not use the gift around Father.’


‘Or your grandfather,’ Calida cautioned again. ‘He loves you, Alazrian, but he’s not to be trusted. He’ll not be the same once I go.’


True enough, Alazrian knew. He had already seen the aberrations in his grandfather. Tassis Gayle had never been stable and the death of his son had rushed him toward insanity. Now the death of his daughter was sealing his fate.


‘Has Grandfather told you?’ Alazrian asked gently. ‘I’m to go to Nar City. The emperor has summoned Father, and me with him. I’m afraid, Mother.’


Calida’s thin eyebrows went up. ‘The Black City? The emperor has asked for you?’


‘Yes, I think so. Father just told me so. We’re to face the Protectorate.’


Even from her sickbed Lady Calida had heard of the Protectorate. The emperor’s tribunal was famous throughout Nar. Or more precisely, it was infamous. War criminals from the corners of the Empire were being summoned to face Biagio and his Inquisitor, Dakel. Since the death of Arkus, Nar had become a very unstable place.


‘I’m not surprised about your father,’ said Calida at last. ‘The way he butchers these Aramoorians . . .’ She thought for a moment. ‘Biagio is a devious man. Do you remember him, Alazrian?’


‘Not well,’ replied the boy honestly. In the days before the death of Arkus when Biagio was merely the head of the Roshann, he would come to Talistan from time to time, mostly to supervise the goings-on in Aramoor. Alazrian’s grandfather always had a room ready for Biagio in the castle. The two titans had been friends then, or more precisely allies. But times had changed. ‘I remember he was odd-looking,’ Alazrian mused. ‘I remember his eyes.’


Lady Calida smiled. Biagio’s eyes were unforgettable. They were sapphire blue and preternatural, and they burned with fire. Alazrian didn’t remember much about Biagio, but he could never forget those eyes.


‘The emperor wants the truth,’ Calida decided. ‘And he thinks he can get it from you.’


‘But I don’t know the truth. I don’t know what I can tell the emperor.’


It wasn’t a lie. Elrad Leth kept everything he did a secret, especially from his son. And Calida had been too ill to find out what was happening. She had only the view from her window, and even that didn’t belong to her. It belonged to Richius Vantran, wherever he was now.


‘Don’t be frightened,’ Calida told her son gently. ‘The Protectorate can do nothing to you if you tell them the truth. And the Black City, Alazrian . . . You’ve never seen anything like it. It’s breathtaking.’


Alazrian sat down on the bedside waiting for his mother to regale him with a tale. She had only been to the Naren capital once, for the coronation of Richius Vantran, but it had left an indelible impression on her. Calida’s mind, soaked with painkillers, skipped back over her memories, picking out pretty pieces.


‘It’s so tall,’ she sighed. ‘And the emperor’s palace looks like a mountain. There’s so many people that sometimes you can’t even move in the streets, but you can buy anything you want. Take money with you, Alazrian. Buy yourself some nice things.’ Then Calida shook her head ruefully. ‘Oh, I wish the cathedral was still there for you to see. It was so beautiful.’


In fact, it had been his mother’s favorite part of Nar City, and she had wept when she’d heard of its destruction. Now the memory almost made her cry again.


‘I will bring money with me,’ Alazrian said. ‘And I’ll think of you when I’m walking the avenues.’


‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘You go to Nar City.’ She was so excited suddenly that she tried to sit up. ‘There’s a library there, with scholars. They can help you find out about yourself. There are all kinds of texts there, about everything. Some about Lucel-Lor, I’m sure.’ Her voice became a whisper. ‘And Jakiras.’


Alazrian was shocked that she’d spoken the name, and quickly swiveled his head toward the door to make sure no one had heard. Only once before had she mentioned the name of his father, and only then when they were far from the castle, away from prying ears.


‘Mother, hush. The medicines are making you tired. No more talk.’


‘Listen to me,’ his mother insisted. ‘Don’t be afraid of this trip, Alazrian. Use it. Find out about yourself and your father. Find out who you are.’


‘Mother, please . . .’


‘I didn’t know, you see,’ she said sadly. Again she reached out for him, desperate but afraid to touch him. ‘But you can find out in Nar City.’


‘All right,’ agreed Alazrian. ‘I’ll look when I get there. Now rest. Please, you’re getting weaker.’


‘I am weaker. Weaker by the moment.’ Calida’s face betrayed the painful battle going on inside her. She was perspiring now, and the scar on her forehead flushed ruby red. ‘I want to touch you,’ she said. ‘I want you to look into my heart. Do that for me, so you never forget how much you mean to me. But do not heal me, you hear?’


Alazrian didn’t know how to respond. His touch could bring her back to life, and if he felt her love for him he might not be able to resist the urge to heal.


Lady Calida put out her hand. It was frail and bony, a crone’s hand. Alazrian couldn’t speak. He could barely breathe. Her fingers twitched as she reached out. Their eyes locked, and there was so much strength in her stare that Alazrian’s conviction faltered. Slowly he took up her hand, cradling it in his palm. At once the power seized him. The magic bathed him in its warmth, and for the strangest moment he was Calida. Her heart and mind were his, like a book open for reading. Lady Calida was the purest thing he had ever experienced, and her love for him was boundless; it rocked him like a baby. But he went deeper still, closing his eyes and not moving, finding things he had never expected to find. He felt Elrad Leth’s rage and a fist flying out to strike her, and then he felt forgiveness of a kind only saints possess.


Then, suddenly, there was a shift in the feelings. Anticipating something great, Alazrian held fast to his mother’s hand. He opened his eyes and saw that she had closed her own, thinking of something special, something she desperately wanted to convey. In the mirror of his mind Alazrian saw a young woman who was his mother, beautiful and not much older than Alazrian himself. She was with a man, also young, with shocking white hair and a gentle face. A Triin.


Jakiras.


Alazrian locked on the image of his father. His mother’s love for this stranger poured into him, and he felt profoundly sorry for her, that she had not stayed with the stranger from Lucel-Lor, and that her father had given her to Elrad Leth.


Then the image of the young lovers vanished, and in its place came an anguished yearning for death. Alazrian swayed, sickened by his mother’s pain. But he didn’t release her hand. He held it, lost in his empathic fugue, and let time slip into something meaningless. His mother was dying, here in the castle they had usurped from Richius Vantran, in a place she hated because it wasn’t home. Her hand went from burning hot to vaguely warm, and there was no death rattle or visions of God. There was only emptiness.


His mother was dead.


Alazrian carefully laid down her hand, then wiped his tears with his shirt sleeve.


‘I’ll go to the Black City,’ he promised. ‘I’ll find out what I am.’
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Dakel the Inquisitor danced across the marble floor, his satin robes alive with candlelight. A dozen candelabra tossed shadows around him, making him look taller than his six feet. In his hand was a gilded scroll, which he declined to read until the most dramatic moment. His ebony hair writhed around his shoulders as he moved with practiced grace before the hundred gathered eyes, and his voice filled the chamber. The crowd was silent as he spoke, their gazes alternating between his compelling countenance and the man on the dais. Dakel pointed an accusing finger at the man as he spoke.


‘I have charges, citizens of Nar,’ he declared. ‘Appalling evidence of the duke’s crimes.’ He held up the scroll for effect. ‘Enough to shock you good people, I’m sure.’


From his chair atop the marble dais. Duke Angoris of Dragon’s Beak stared in horror at the Inquisitor, his face a sickly white. He had already endured half an hour of Dakel’s rhetoric, and the barrage was taking its toll. He licked his lips constantly, anxious for a glass of water that was conspicuously kept from him. He looked about to faint.


‘Now, I’m not a man of vendettas,’ the Inquisitor declared. ‘You all know me. I’m a humble servant of the emperor. All I seek is justice.’


There was skeptical chuckling from the crowd. Dakel took it good-naturedly.


‘’Tis true,’ he said. ‘Justice is the sole commandment of this court. So I don’t read these charges with any relish or malice. I read them with great regret for the duke’s offenses. Through the things he has done, we are all diminished.’


An expectant murmur bubbled up. Dakel let it dissipate before continuing. He whirled on the duke.


‘Duke Angoris, you are called before these good people of Nar for crimes against humankind, for sedition, for treason, for barbarity, and for genocide. These are the facts in my ledger. Shall I read them for you?’


Duke Angoris began to croak an answer but the Inquisitor silenced him with a flourish of his sleeves.


‘People,’ he said, turning again toward the crowd. ‘Worthy citizens.’ He smiled. ‘Friends. When you hear the charges against Duke Angoris, you will have no doubt as to the rightness of this tribunal. I know there are those among you who doubt what we do here. Do not doubt. Listen. And keep your ears open for the most appalling tales.’


Angoris grit his teeth. He had no barrister to defend him, only his own wits and the infrequent opportunities Dakel gave him to speak. The Inquisitor glided closer to the dais and unrolled the scroll in his spidery hands. He read it to himself, shaking his head in disgust.


‘Duke Angoris,’ he began. ‘On the first day of winter you usurped the throne of the south fork of Dragon’s Beak. You killed the surviving members of Duke Enli’s household and took control from the ruling magistrate, who had been sent there by our own emperor. Is that so?’


‘The throne was empty,’ Angoris said. ‘The emperor’s to blame for that.’


‘And in your killing spree the magistrate and his wife were murdered also, correct?’


Angoris was silent.


‘You impaled them, did you not?’


The duke groped for an answer. Every word in Dakel’s ledger was true, but admitting it came hard. Angoris was a stubborn man, with a head like granite and a fiery streak of independence. He had declared himself duke of the south fork of Dragon’s Beak after the death of Enli, the rightful duke. Then he had set out for the ruined north fork.


‘Answer the question,’ rumbled Dakel. ‘Did you not order the magistrate and his wife impaled?’


The duke answered, ‘I did.’


‘And upon murdering the magistrate and taking Grey Tower, you found an unused cannister of poison in the keep. The illegal gas called Formula B, isn’t that also correct?’


The Inquisitor hovered over the duke, waiting for an answer. Duke Angoris shifted, his eyes darting around the vast chamber.


‘No answer?’ Dakel’s immortally blue eyes watched his victim like a cobra’s. ‘The poison, Duke? Have you a recollection?’


‘I . . . I found the poison in the castle, yes. It was left there by legionnaires of the Black City. I didn’t put it there.’


‘And what did you do with the poison once you discovered it?’


‘I’ll not answer that,’ spat Angoris. ‘Not to this court, and not to you. You have already judged me.’


Dakel the Inquisitor, the very soul of the Protectorate, grinned wildly at the duke. ‘That’s fine, Duke Angoris. I’ll tell the story myself.’ He turned like an actor toward the spectators in the candlelight. They were citizens of Nar who had come to the Tower of Truth for a show, and the master of the house would not disappoint them.


‘Good Narens,’ he sang. ‘Let me tell you what this self-proclaimed duke has done. He has used the grievous and criminal poison called Formula B against the people of the north fork of Dragon’s Beak. These are people just like himself, you see, but Angoris is a man of boundless prejudice, and he is from the south fork, after all. This tyrant thinks of his northern brethren as beasts. He has systematically been exterminating them. He has burned out the eyes of young children with his ill-gotten poison, he has suffocated pregnant women, and he has put his own sword into the hearts of innocent men. And all for the crime of living just north of him.’


Angoris rose to his feet. ‘Biagio has done worse!’


‘Yes, yes,’ laughed Dakel. ‘Go on, dig your own grave.’


‘It’s true,’ said the duke again. This time he pointed to a darkened alcove away from the candlelight, a place where one man sat, far apart from the spectators. ‘Biagio knows it’s true! Don’t you, butcher?’


From his place in the shadows, Renato Biagio steepled his fingers and gave a tired sigh. He knew that neither Angoris nor the citizens could see him, and the veil of darkness served as a comforting cloak. He had expected Angoris’ outburst. Biagio settled into the plushness of his chair, reaching for a nearby brandy and sipping it thoughtfully. Dakel was in control, as always, and the Emperor of Nar wasn’t ruffled at all.


‘Emperor Biagio is not on trial here, Duke,’ said the Inquisitor. ‘And I would strongly suggest you sit back down in your chair. You are the accused.’


There was nowhere for Angoris to go, so the northerner sat back, enduring the growing snickers of the crowd. They loved a show, Biagio knew, and it was circus time in Nar. Angoris’ face turned an unpleasant shade of grey. Obviously, he was feeling the noose tighten.


Biagio was tired from the long day and Dakel’s endless speeches, and it was only afternoon. Beyond the wall of the tower he still had a city to govern, and an empire beyond that. There were always so many pressing needs, so many questions to answer, so many hands to shake and deals to make. Biagio closed eyes that had lost their immortal radiance, and pictured his enormous bed back in the palace.


To sleep, he thought dreamily. For a week, or a month . . .


He could have slept for a year if it weren’t for the constant interruptions. He drained his glass of brandy and put the goblet down on the table beside him, then rose. The candelabra did a good job of blinding Angoris. Dakel had placed them perfectly, without needing Biagio’s guidance. Dakel was excellent at his work. And a loyal member of the Roshann, one of the few men in the Black City Biagio trusted at all these days. Angoris wasn’t the first of Biagio’s enemies to face the dancing antics of Dakel. Nor would he be the last.


Biagio backed away from the stage, giving Angoris a final unseen look before departing through a private door. The Tower of Truth had dozens of hidden corridors where the members of the Roshann could escape the curious eyes of the Naren citizens that gathered for the entertainment. Dakel was master of the tower. Since Biagio’s ascension to emperor, the sharp-minded Inquisitor had become head of the Roshann. There had already been two attempts on the Inquisitor’s life. And Biagio himself had been the target of countless schemes. These days, Biagio often stayed in the shadows.


Out in the hall he found his pair of Shadow Angels, his private guards, waiting for him, silent behind their implacable silver skull-masks. He walked past his men who followed directly on his heels, and left behind the thundering voice of Dakel, still ringing in the amphi-chamber.


Biagio’s head was pounding and his eyes drooped from lack of sleep. He longed to return to the Black Palace, to escape the thousand pressures plaguing him. Lost in a fog, he moved through the tower’s marble halls and soon found himself at the gate where his carriage awaited. The elaborate conveyance was carved from mahogany and pulled by a team of black horses. Besides the driver, there were a dozen more Shadow Angels on horseback around the vehicle, ready to protect their master. A slave bowed to Biagio as he stepped through the gate and approached his carriage, then rushed to open its door. He was fair-haired, barely seventeen, with a pretty face and a lean body that sent the emperor’s heart racing. But Biagio was too tired to pay the boy more notice, so he merely stepped into the carriage and collapsed onto its leather cushions, watching with relief as the slave sealed him inside, blessedly alone. For the first time in hours, silence engulfed him. He watched through the carriage windows as his bodyguards mounted their horses and the vehicle lurched into motion.


A thousand sky-scraping towers soared around him. Nar the Magnificent. The Black City.


Biagio smiled. Home. And what a thankless battle it had been to return. Only a little more than a year had passed since he’d become emperor, but the memory of his bloody coup remained. He remembered it each time his food tasted off and he feared poisoning, or whenever word reached him of another civil war. A year ago he had set a chain of events into motion and now he was struggling to stop the reaction. Renato Biagio tilted his head against the window and watched the city pass by. The Black Palace dominated the distance like a giant’s many-fingered hand. A familiar pall of smoke obscured the sun, setting the horizon aflame with Nar’s peculiar glow, and the countless smokestacks of the foundries and incinerators rumbled up their noxious gases, spitting them high into the sky.


It was all so familiar, and yet it was somehow different. Nar City had been happier when Arkus was emperor. It had been more stable, more predictable. Everyone accepted that Arkus’ rule would last forever. But not so for this new emperor. Biagio’s rule was tenuous, and everyone in the Empire knew it. It was why there were civil wars and genocide in Nar, why little men like Angoris were able to do such big things. Each week a new report of atrocities reached Biagio in his palace, new breakouts of unrest, new assassinations of kings. Nar had gone mad in the last year, a result of Biagio’s miscalculations. He had predicted trouble upon his return from exile, but not on the grand scale that was plaguing Nar now.


Biagio winced as his carriage passed the rubble where the Cathedral of the Martyrs had stood. The empty site was a symbol of all he’d done wrong. The backlash from destroying the cathedral had been far worse than he’d anticipated. He had guessed that Herrith’s minions would flock to him for protection against Liss. But they were a loyal lot, almost as zealous as Herrith himself. And the archbishop’s loyalists had long memories. They knew it was Biagio who had gelded their religion. It was he who had killed the bishop. It was he who had ordered the cathedral blown apart. And it was he who had murdered eleven Naren lords to steal the Iron Throne. Now no one trusted him.


He closed his eyes, shutting out the cathedral’s ruins. The rubble was a constant, nagging reminder of all the work still ahead of him. He was no longer the same man that had masterminded the explosion, but he still had to prove that.


‘I have changed,’ he whispered to himself. It was a mantra he chanted, a self-hypnosis to keep himself focused. Once, there had been Bovadin’s narcotic to keep his mind keen, but he had given up that drug in favor of sanity. Still, the cravings never really left him. And the withdrawal from the elixir had been hell itself. It had nearly killed him. But only nearly.


‘I yet live,’ he said, laughing. No assassin had reached him, and if the Protectorate worked, no assassin ever would. Dakel and his long arm would pluck out all the cancers in the Empire, and Biagio would be safe. Nar would be at peace. There would be no more genocidal tyrants like Angoris, no more civil wars. And all of Nar would see that their emperor had changed, that now he was a man of justice and vision. A man worthy of the title.


‘I’m not insane anymore,’ Biagio whispered. His eyes were still closed and his head still rested against the glass; the rhythmic swaying of the carriage was lulling.


‘Not insane . . .’


Dyana Vantran had said he was mad, and she had been right. Years of imbibing Bovadin’s life-sustaining drug had turned his mind to slush. But he was slowly reclaiming himself. He had made great progress in the past year. And the Protectorate had so far worked wonderfully. The tribunal proved that he was a man of strength, despite the chaos rocking Nar. Though the fragments of the church and the legions of Nar distrusted him, Biagio still had his Roshann, and the Roshann still had their gallows. He could still engender fear when needed.


Not everyone who came before the Protectorate was executed. Biagio insisted on proof before taking such actions. And it had to be politically expedient. Angoris was a tyrant, and the people of Dragon’s Beak hated him. Executing him would be a popular move. And popularity was important to Biagio these days. Soon all the nations that hated him would accept his rule. Even Talistan.


He wondered if Elrad Leth was nearing the city, and how soon he could get the schemer before Dakel. But there would be time enough to deal with Talistan.


Exhausted, Biagio let himself daydream and he didn’t think of Talistan or its sinister king, or of dark-robed Dakel lit by candlelight. Instead, his mind turned to Crote. His former island homeland would be bursting into spring, and the bittersweet image made the emperor smile. It was a long road back to the palace. Biagio seized on the image of golden beaches and, for a while, forgot his troubles.


But before long the carriage stopped before the gates of the Black Palace. Biagio rubbed his eyes and straightened his garments, which had fallen sloppily around his body. The slave that had closed his carriage door now opened it, again bowing as he bid the emperor to step out. They were in the private courtyard around the palace, the first of many tiers surrounding the dizzying structure. A network of roads and stone stairways connected each tier to its successor, and the yard was scattered with horses, bodyguards, and servants. High above, Naren noblemen hung over balconies, watching their ruler return. The tallest spires disappeared into Nar’s perpetual haze.


As he stepped out of the carriage, Biagio noticed two figures coming quickly toward him. One was small and dark with wild eyes. The other was tall and burly, more like a wall than a man. No one would ever have believed the two were brothers. They approached their emperor and sank to their knees, greeting him with practiced respect.


‘Welcome home, my lord,’ said the smaller man. He raised his head and smiled at Biagio, who knew at once that he was hiding something.


‘Get that ridiculous grin off your face and tell me what’s on your tiny mind, Malthrak,’ Biagio ordered.


Malthrak of Isgar and his brother Donhedris both got to their feet. Donhedris was typically silent, letting his sibling do the talking.


‘Can you not guess, my lord?’ said Malthrak mischievously. He was in Biagio’s good graces, and so took annoying chances. ‘You haven’t seen, have you?’


‘Seen what?’ rumbled Biagio. ‘Tell me, Malthrak, or I shall have your liver for dinner.’


‘There,’ said Malthrak, pointing over the emperor’s shoulder. ‘In the harbor.’


Biagio’s eyes followed his underling’s finger. They were high enough to see the city’s harbor, choked as always with trading ships. But today there was something else in the inlet, a vast, black ship with armor plating and towering masts that flew the flag of Nar.


‘The Fearless,’ Biagio whispered. ‘Damn . . .’


The Fearless dwarfed the ships around it, smothering them beneath its dominating shadow. Its sails were furled and its twin anchors were plunged into the depths. Biagio’s head began to thunder, and he put a hand to his temple to massage away the pressure. This was a surprise he didn’t need.


‘Is he ashore yet?’ he asked.


‘Unfortunately, yes. He’s waiting for you inside your reading parlor.’


‘Has he said anything?’


‘No, my lord,’ replied Malthrak. Then his nose crinkled and he added, ‘Well, that’s not precisely true. He did mumble something about Liss.’


‘Oh, yes,’ laughed Biagio. ‘I’m sure he did. Very well. Go and tell him I’ll be in directly. Get him something to drink and eat. Something expensive. Try to . . .’ The emperor shrugged, ‘make him comfortable.’


Malthrak nodded and scurried away, his big, wordless brother following close behind. Biagio watched them disappear into the palace, then took his time following. He wanted to think before meeting Nicabar, but he didn’t want to keep the admiral waiting too long, either. Surely his friend would be enraged. And Biagio had half-expected the visit anyway. But now he needed to summon the old Crotan charm and diplomacy. Nicabar was a very old, very dear friend. Surely he would be able to handle him.


The ‘parlor,’ as Malthrak called it, was a private reading room Biagio kept for himself on the first of the palace’s many floors. It was a comfortable room housing the collection of rare books and manuscripts Biagio had assembled from around the Empire. Because of its location, Biagio often greeted dignitaries there. Nicabar had known exactly where to go.


Once inside the palace, Biagio doffed his cape, handing it to another of the ubiquitous slaves, then headed off toward the parlor to meet his old ally. These had been difficult days for the two of them. Since helping his friend win the Iron Throne, Nicabar had turned his attention back to Liss. The admiral had spent the past year in a bloody campaign against the seafarers, a protracted waste of blood and energy that had gained him few victories. Now Biagio needed peace with Liss – especially with ambitious Talistan nipping at his heels.


Biagio slowed a little as he neared the parlor. The collection of statues lining the hall stared at him. Suddenly he was afraid to face Nicabar. He was emperor, but that didn’t make things easier. What he was about to do frightened him.


Outside the parlor, two of Nicabar’s officers waited, guarding the door. Not surprisingly, Malthrak and Don-hedris were there as well. Next to them were a pair of Shadow Angels, keeping a conspicuous eye on the men from the Fearless. The Shadow Angels were everywhere now. Biagio preferred them to the legionnaires, who no longer served the emperor unquestionably since the murder of their general, Vorto. The two skull helms turned toward Biagio, then to the sailors. Nicabar’s men bowed courteously and stepped aside.


Biagio pushed open the door and stepped into the parlor. The drapes were opened wide letting sunlight pour inside. At the far end of the chamber, his back turned toward the door as he stared out over the city, was Admiral Danar Nicabar. The officer had a glass of wine in his hand and was swirling it absently, lost in thought. Biagio could almost feel the fury rising off him. He put on a smile and closed the door behind him. Nicabar did not turn around. There was a long, uncomfortable pause before either of them spoke.


‘Renato,’ said Nicabar at last, ‘I’m very angry.’


‘Indeed, my friend? Too angry to greet me properly?’


‘Too angry to call you friend,’ sneered Nicabar. He turned from the window, slamming his glass down on the sill. The glass slipped and shattered on the floor, but Nicabar ignored it as he stalked toward Biagio. ‘Why did you order the war labs to curtail my shipments of fuel?’


Biagio folded his arms over his chest. ‘Do not presume to bark at me, Danar,’ he warned. ‘I’ve not the character for it. You’re here to discuss this matter. Fine. I expected you to come. But do not shout at me like a cabin boy. I am your emperor.’


‘I put you here!’ Nicabar growled. He was taller than Biagio by at least a foot, and the imposing figure would have made a lesser man cower. But Biagio did not cower. He locked eyes with the admiral and returned his steely gaze.


‘How dare you keep that fuel from me!’ Nicabar continued. ‘If it wasn’t for me you wouldn’t be emperor. I need that fuel for my cannons!’


‘Danar,’ cautioned Biagio. ‘Sit down. And try to calm yourself. I have my reasons for stopping shipment of your fuel. I will tell you why in my own time and manner. But you will sit.’


There was enough edge to the command to make Nicabar’s face soften. He took a deep, unsteady breath, found a chair, and collapsed into it with an angry grunt. ‘I didn’t come here for word games, Renato,’ he said impatiently. ‘I want answers. Why were my shipments of fuel stopped? And don’t tell me it’s because you still want peace with those Lissen devils. I swear, if you say that I’ll scream.’


‘Hmm, then perhaps I should cover my ears.’


‘Goddamn it, no!’ Nicabar made a fist and slammed it into the arm-rest. ‘You promised me!’


‘I did promise you,’ Biagio admitted. ‘What can I say? Things change.’


‘So, you’re not as good as your word then, eh? You forget too quickly, old friend. My navy put you on the throne. And I did it for a price. You knew the bargain. I won’t let you change it. I am going after Liss.’


‘You cannot,’ said Biagio. He took a step closer to the admiral, deciding on a softer tack. ‘Danar, look around. Open your eyes. Your obsession with Liss is costing us too dearly. We must have peace with them. The Empire is tearing itself apart and you’re off on some mad vendetta. I need you here in Nar. I need you to keep me strong.’


Nicabar laughed bitterly. ‘My God, you do forgive easily, don’t you? It’s not just my vendetta, Renato. It’s supposed to be yours, too. The Lissens have your homeland. How can you not care?’


‘I do care,’ Biagio countered. ‘But it was the price of winning the throne. Everyone needs to make sacrifices, Danar. Even you.’


Nicabar shook his head. ‘I’m done with that. I’ve sacrificed enough of my honor already. Ten years. That’s a long bloody time to fight. Now you’re asking me to wait even more? Forget it. Jelena’s still building her forces, Renato. Have you considered that?’


Biagio had considered it heavily. The child queen of Liss was far more resilient than he’d anticipated, and her forces were growing stronger. It was just one more of his miscalculations. But it didn’t change the equation.


‘Peace,’ Biagio said. ‘That’s the only answer.’ He went down on one knee beside the admiral’s chair. ‘Be my friend, Danar. Do this thing for me.’


Nicabar turned away, suddenly uncomfortable, but Biagio seized his hand. It was deathly cold, like his own had once been.


‘Look at me,’ Biagio commanded.


Nicabar complied and Biagio gazed into his comrade’s unnaturally blue eyes, seeing the same narcotic madness that had once stared back at him from mirrors. But how could he reach him? It was nigh impossible to break the bonds of Bovadin’s elixir. That desire had to come from deep within, and Nicabar seemed not to possess it. Biagio smiled at his friend, pitying his insatiable rage.


‘We’ve been friends a long time, Danar,’ he said. ‘I owe you a lot. I know that. But it will all be for nothing if you keep pursuing Liss. We will lose the Empire and everything we’ve fought for. You’ve seen the chaos. You know I’m right.’


Nicabar was unreachable. ‘All I know is your promise to me. You said I could destroy Liss once you took the throne. Well, it’s been a year now. Will you break your pledge to me? Or will you reinstate my cannon fuel?’


‘Danar . . .’


‘That’s your choice, Renato. It’s bleak, but there it is.’


‘Danar, Talistan—’


‘Burn Talistan,’ spat Nicabar. ‘Burn and blast it! Blast Dragon’s Beak and Doria and Casarhoon, too. I don’t give a damn about any of them. Liss is what I live for, Renato. I will have them, and I will crush them.’ He snatched his hand away from Biagio. ‘And you won’t stop me, old friend.’


It was a poorly veiled threat, and it stunned Biagio. He got to his feet.


‘You will fight me, then?’ he asked, struggling to control his resentment. ‘You’ll join in the chorus for my head? Why don’t you just sail your navy to Talistan, Danar? Join with the rest of my enemies?’


‘Your promise,’ Nicabar insisted. ‘All I want is for you to make good on it.’


‘I can’t, you fool!’ roared Biagio. ‘I am Emperor of Nar! I have more important things than your petty revenge.’ He stalked around the room like a tiger, enraged and frustrated at Nicabar’s stupidity. ‘God help me, I can’t make war with Liss. I can’t even win back my homeland, because Nar needs me. We’ll have war if we don’t stop Talistan, Danar. Worldwide war. And if you’re off battling Liss, who will be here to stand against them?’


The admiral merely shrugged. ‘Give me the fuel,’ he said calmly, ‘and I won’t oppose you. I will fight my own war and win back Crote for you. That I promise. Just give me the fuel.’


‘And if I don’t?’


‘Then I will take the navy away from you, Renato. I will fight the Lissens without cannons and you will be weaker than you are now, with no navy.’ The admiral grinned. ‘And no army.’


Checkmate, thought Biagio blackly. He turned slowly toward the window, stalling as he groped through the political maze. Nicabar was right. He had no army. The legionnaires wouldn’t follow him because he’d murdered their general. He was emperor in name only because he had the threat of Nicabar’s fleet behind him. Without that, his hold on the throne might crumble in a day.


Yet Nicabar had forced his hand, forgetting that the emperor was the Roshann and the Roshann was everywhere. Biagio had made a life out of contingencies. The emperor sighed. He had loved Nicabar like a brother once.


‘That’s final, is it?’ he asked over his shoulder. He saw Nicabar nod in the window’s reflection.


‘It is. Just keep your promise, and you’ll have no trouble from me. Order the war labs to release the fuel.’


‘I’m not wrong about Talistan, Danar. Gayle is planning something.’


‘The fuel, Renato.’


‘Very well,’ agreed the emperor. ‘I will speak to Bovadin about it. He’ll order the war labs to provide your flame cannon fuel. You will have it by tomorrow.’


‘Then that’s when we’ll set sail,’ Nicabar said, springing from his chair.


‘But you’re not going to Crote, are you?’ said Biagio. ‘You’re planning to attack Liss.’


Nicabar blanched. ‘How did you know?’


‘Oh, please, Danar. I still have some sources.’ Biagio rubbed his hands together. ‘Well, that does sound promising. Liss itself! My, you are confident, eh?’


‘I can beat them this time, Renato,’ rumbled Nicabar. ‘Once I’ve gathered the intelligence I need, find a weak spot to attack . . .’


‘Yes, yes, I’m sure you’re right, Danar. Good luck to you, then. But keep in touch, all right?’


‘Don’t be sarcastic, Renato. I am right this time. I will beat them.’


You’ve been saying that for years, you fool, thought Biagio.


‘Of course you’ll beat them,’ he said. ‘I wish you all the luck in the world. And you wish me luck, don’t you, Danar? I mean, when Talistan rolls its horsemen into the Black City and all the nations of Nar clamor for my skin, I will have your best wishes, won’t I?’


The two men shared a charged glance, then Admiral Nicabar backed away, shaking his head. Biagio thought of stopping his comrade before he left, but it was too late and Biagio wasn’t in the mood to apologize. Nicabar left the door open as he exited the parlor and stormed off down the hall, his two sailors falling in step behind him. Quick-thinking Malthrak shut the door again, guessing correctly that his master wanted to be alone.


‘Goddamn it,’ groaned Biagio. He went to the chair that Nicabar had vacated and fell into it, exhausted and angry. All his efforts had been for nothing. Nicabar was obsessed with Liss and would never forsake that struggle. Nicabar didn’t care if Tassis Gayle and his henchman Leth were plotting against the throne, and he didn’t care if tyrants like Angoris murdered people by the thousands. He just wanted Liss. Biagio laughed. Once he himself had bargained away his humanity for power. It was what the drug did to men.


‘Malthrak!’ shouted Biagio suddenly. ‘Get in here!’


Within a moment the parlor door opened and Malthrak stuck his swarthy head inside. ‘My lord?’ he queried. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Find me Captain Kasrin, Malthrak. Find out where he is and bring him.’


Malthrak looked puzzled. ‘Kasrin?’


‘Of the ship Dread Sovereign. He’s in a harbor somewhere north of the city. I want to see him. And I don’t want anyone finding out about it, understand? Secret things, Malthrak.’


Malthrak grinned. Secret things were what he was best at. ‘I understand, my lord. I’ll find him.’


‘Go quickly,’ said Biagio. ‘And shut the door.’


The little Roshann agent sealed his emperor into the parlor. Outside, Biagio could hear him murmuring to his brother. Malthrak would find Kasrin quickly and bring him to the Black City. And Donhedris had an errand of his own. According to Dakel, Elrad Leth’s ship had been sighted nearing the city.


The emperor took a deep breath. He thought of Nicabar and all the good times they had enjoyed together. But that was the past. A year ago, when Biagio was still addicted to the drug, killing had been easy for him. He never felt anxious or afraid, and he never felt remorse over any of his orders, no matter how bloody. Withdrawing from the narcotic had changed all that, and sometimes he yearned for the old harshness again.


‘Forgive me, my friend,’ he whispered. ‘I will miss you.’
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Alazrian looked out over Nar City. He was higher up than he had ever been in his life, seemingly higher than birds fly, and he was mesmerized. This was his own balcony, part of his private room, and the Tower of Truth was a dazzling structure. Alazrian had seen it from the hills around the city, twinkling bronze and orange in the sunlight. It had one twisting spire and countless balconies, and it pointed heavenward like a needle, skewering the smoky clouds. To Alazrian, who had never seen a city, it was like something from a dream.


‘My God,’ he whispered, smiling to himself. ‘It’s beautiful.’


The slave who had escorted Alazrian to his room seemed pleased. ‘It is to your liking then, my lord?’


‘My liking? Oh, yes.’ Alazrian turned from the stunning view to face the servant. He was a middle-aged man with tired eyes and taut skin who looked as though he had been bringing people up and down the tower’s stairs for decades. ‘It’s incredible,’ Alazrian said. ‘And it’s all mine?’


‘Yes, my lord,’ replied the slave. ‘For as long as you stay in the tower. The minister made it very clear. You and your father are to be his guests.’


Alazrian knew that the ‘minister’ was Dakel himself. Popularly known as the Inquisitor, his real title was Nar’s Minister of Truth. Dakel was master of the tower, one of the city’s highest ranking lords, and the extravagance of his home bespoke his station.


‘It’s not what I expected,’ Alazrian confessed. ‘When we were summoned here I thought, well . . .’


The slave smiled. ‘A lot of people don’t expect the minister’s hospitality. Please be at ease. I am at your command. My name is Rian.’


‘And you’ve been assigned to me?’


‘You and your father, yes.’


Alazrian was less pleased to hear that. He didn’t like the idea of sharing the servant with his father, who would no doubt run poor Rian ragged. And his father already had his bodyguard Shinn for company. Shinn went everywhere with Leth. They were like twins, attached at the shoulders and equally hateful.


‘Well,’ remarked Alazrian. ‘Thank you very much. I’m overwhelmed.’ He went back to looking out over the city. It was marvelous. He could see the palace across the river Kiel and a hundred little boats navigating the waterway. Far below in the dark streets, beggars moved in shambling mounds mixing with the pretty painted ladies who cruised the avenues to shop and gossip. He had heard a dozen different languages the moment he’d stepped off the ship and onto Nar’s docks and his head was still ringing with the throbbing of the distant incinerators. Alazrian took a deep breath of the metallically charged air.


‘Is it always like this, Rian?’ he asked.


‘Like what, my lord?’


Alazrian shrugged. ‘I don’t know. So . . . Smelly?’


The servant laughed. ‘You’ll get used to it, my lord. I can close the balcony doors if you like. If you’ll just step off for a moment . . .’


‘Oh, no,’ said Alazrian. ‘No, I want to stay out here. I want to see everything.’


It was like he was afloat on the wind, and Alazrian suppressed a giddy laugh. It had been a terrible voyage from Talistan with Leth, aboard a merchant ship his father had chartered for the trip. Alazrian had vomited almost daily. But now, in the face of this spellbinding city, it all seemed worth it.


‘Rian,’ he asked. ‘Where was the cathedral? Can you show me?’


Rian hesitated. ‘Master Leth, the cathedral is gone.’


‘Yes, I know. I know that your lord Biagio destroyed the cathedral. I just want to know where it stood. My mother loved the cathedral, you see. She’s dead now, and, well . . . Tell me where it was, won’t you?’


Rian stepped onto the balcony, looked around for a moment, then pointed a finger toward a wide avenue off in the distance.


‘There, near High Street,’ he said. ‘The cathedral was by the riverbank.’


Alazrian nodded, squinting to see. He studied the winding river, but he was far away from the site and could see very little, only an empty space where something colossal should have been.


‘Was it very beautiful?’ he asked.


‘Young master, it’s not proper for me to discuss these things with you, or to discuss the cathedral. The minister doesn’t care for talk about those days.’


The days when Herrith ruled Nar, thought Alazrian. Before Biagio stole it from him.


‘There’s so much I’d like to know about this place. I have many questions. Perhaps you can help me.’


‘I’m here to serve you, my lord. But questions really aren’t my purview.’ The slave smiled, then quickly changed subjects. ‘You must be tired, yes?’


Now that he thought about it, Alazrian realized he was exhausted. It had been a month since he’d left Aramoor, and the sea journey had soured his stomach and turned his brain to porridge.


‘Yes, very tired,’ he admitted.


‘I’ve moved your things into the bedchamber,’ said Rian. He pointed toward a white-painted door on the other side of the room. It had a half-moon curve to its top and alabaster carvings along its length. It was beautiful, like everything in Alazrian’s chamber. ‘You can get some rest now if you like. Or I can bring you some food, perhaps?’


‘No, nothing yet,’ replied Alazrian. ‘I’ll sleep a bit. But first . . .’ He leaned out over the railing. ‘Let me look at the city.’


‘As you say, my lord,’ said Rian, then left the balcony, retreating from the apartment and closing the door behind him. A blast from a far-off smokestack sent up a shuddering flame. The sky glowed a ghostly bronze, and Alazrian watched it in awe as though it were a shooting star to wish upon.


‘God in heaven,’ he whispered. ‘What is this place?’


The Tower of Truth might be a cage for him, but it was gilded with gold and barred with silver, and Alazrian didn’t feel like a prisoner at all. He felt like a prince. More, he loved that he had a room of his own again. He loved being away from his father and feeling like a man. For a moment he forgot his fears of Dakel and the Protectorate. Tomorrow he might face the Inquisitor with his father, but today he was free.


Tonight, if he could escape his father, he would investigate the city. He didn’t know how long he would be in Nar or when he would have another opportunity to look around, and he had, after all, come here with a mission. He craned his neck over the railing, looking for something, anything, that might be a library or a house of scholars. The Black City had schools, surely. His mother had said so. As his mother had advised, he had even brought money with him.


‘Oh, Mother,’ sighed Alazrian. He closed his eyes and summoned a picture of her. She had been beautiful. He supposed it was why Elrad Leth had agreed to marry her – that and her proximity to the king. Now she was gone. Alazrian flexed his hand, remembering his last, astonishing moments with her, and hating himself for letting her die.


But she had wanted that. She had wanted to die and leave behind her brutal life. It had been a month now and the pain of her death was as ripe as ever, ripe as the bruises Leth gifted them both with. Alazrian rubbed his cheek. How many times had Leth struck him on the voyage here? A dozen? More? Alazrian had lost count. Hatred swam in him. Tomorrow Elrad Leth would face Dakel, and Alazrian would see his father squirm at last.


He was just about to retire to the bedchamber when a knock came at the door. Alazrian paused, sure that it was Leth.


‘Come in,’ he called.


But Elrad Leth didn’t appear. Instead, there was a tall man with shining black hair like the mane of a stallion and long dark robes hanging loosely about his body. Even from across the room Alazrian could see the dazzling brilliance of his eyes. The man peeked over the threshold and smiled when he sighted Alazrian.


‘Young Alazrian?’ he said musically.


‘Yes?’


‘Greetings, young master.’ The man stepped inside and closed the door, and the rings on his fingers sparkled when he stretched out his hands. ‘I’m pleased to meet you. Welcome to my home.’


Not the emperor, Alazrian realized suddenly. Dakel.


‘Minister Dakel,’ he stammered, bowing. ‘This is an honor. I didn’t expect you.’


‘Forgive the intrusion, please,’ said Dakel, gliding closer. ‘Most likely my sudden appearance is surprising to you. But I didn’t come to alarm you.’ He gave the boy a disarming grin.


‘I’m not alarmed,’ said Alazrian. ‘As I said, it’s an honor.’


‘You’re very kind, young Leth,’ said Dakel. ‘And I did so want to meet you before the tribunal tomorrow. The theater isn’t the best place to meet my guests, you understand.’


Dakel laughed as if he’d made a joke. Alazrian joined in, chuckling nervously.


‘You’ve met my father, then?’ Alazrian asked.


The Inquisitor’s face immediately darkened. ‘Your father? No. That would be improper, I think. And I doubt your father cares to meet me. To be honest, I thought you would be more agreeable to a visit than him. But I hope you will extend my good graces to your father when you see him later. He is my guest. I want you both to feel welcome.’


‘Oh, we will,’ said Alazrian. ‘Lord Minister, this apartment is beautiful. Really, I hadn’t expected this kind of treatment. To be honest, it relieves me.’


‘Does it?’ Dakel seemed wounded. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. My Protectorate has a very bad reputation. All that we seek is the truth, for the good of the Empire. You have nothing to fear.’ Then he nodded, adding, ‘But you fear for your father, of course.’


Not really, thought Alazrian. But he said, ‘Of course.’


‘It’s an investigation, young Leth, nothing more. Oh, but I talk too much, and you’re tired.’ Dakel reached out and touched Alazrian’s shoulder. Alazrian could feel the chill even through his cloak. The Inquisitor stared at him curiously.


‘Minister?’ probed Alazrian. ‘Is something wrong?’


‘Forgive me,’ said Dakel. ‘I was lost in thought for a moment. You don’t look very much like your father, do you? I saw him from the tower when you arrived. He’s much darker than you, isn’t he?’


Alazrian ran his hand through his platinum hair. ‘I’m more like my mother, actually.’


‘Oh? I had heard the Lady Calida had hair like a raven.’


‘Well, yes.’ Alazrian cleared his throat. ‘I suppose.’


‘You’re not big like your father, either. He’s like a tree, that one. But you . . .’ He shrugged. ‘You must be still growing.’


All the old anxieties came flooding back. What was Dakel doing? Alazrian hurried to change the subject.


‘Thank you so much for coming to see me, Lord Minister. Perhaps you can tell me of some interesting things to see while I’m in the city. I had hoped to do some exploring. Maybe this evening.’


‘Certainly,’ said Dakel. ‘I can have a carriage take you anywhere you wish. You can tour the city.’


‘I’m fond of books. Are there any libraries here? It’s such a grand city. I imagine you must have scholar halls.’


This made the Inquisitor’s eyes narrow. ‘Of course we have books. What type of books are you looking for?’


Alazrian played the little boy. ‘Oh, anything! We don’t have many books back home, and I do so love to read. History books on the Black City would be wonderful. Or fictions. Yes, I like those very much. Maybe your driver can take me?’


‘Whatever you wish, young Leth.’ Dakel still had suspicion in his eyes, but Alazrian pretended not to notice. ‘Call for Rian whenever you want to go. He will arrange the carriage for you. But I do advise you to get some rest. The tribunal starts early.’


‘I understand, Lord Minister. Thank you again for coming to greet me, and for the marvelous rooms.’


‘You are welcome,’ said Dakel. ‘The emperor and I want your stay to be comfortable.’


‘The emperor?’ asked Alazrian. ‘Will I be meeting him as well?’


Dakel shrugged. ‘Perhaps, young Leth,’ he said vaguely. ‘Perhaps.’


And then he was gone as quickly as he’d come, disappearing like a wraith through the door, his long robes trailing behind him. Alazrian stood and stared at the door, puzzled by what had transpired. Despite Dakel’s claim of innocence, he didn’t trust the Inquisitor at all. And that mention of the emperor had unnerved Alazrian, reminding him that it was Biagio who had summoned him here to Nar City.


‘But why?’ Alazrian wondered aloud.


There was no reply from the opulent room.


That night, after a painfully awkward dinner with his father, Alazrian escaped into the city. The sun had gone down behind the surrounding hills and Nar’s black wings enveloped him, swallowing him in its crowded streets. As Dakel had promised, there had been a carriage and driver for him, a luxurious vehicle fit for royalty with two twin geldings and gold-gilded rails shaped like sea serpents. Alazrian sat on the edge of the ruby cushions as he stared out the window, his nose pressed to the glass. He was on an avenue thick with people and horses and shadowed by tall towers with gargoyles and buttresses, a thousand candles blinking in their windows. The unmistakable, metallic stink of the city soured his tongue and made him clear his throat while overhead an orchestra of fire played, the dazzling blue-orange flares of the smokestacks. Beggars and prostitutes mingled on the streets shouldering up to Naren lords walking manicured dogs, and children cried and ran through the avenues, some as filthy as rats, others as pampered as their regal parents. Alazrian watched it all with dumb amazement. Suddenly, Aramoor and Talistan seemed very far away.


Lady Calida had been right; surely there was no place on earth like the Black City. The Naren capital seemed taller than a mountain and wider than an ocean, and it had a dream-like quality that was almost more nightmare than lullaby.


He was on his way to the Library of the Black Renaissance. According to Rian, it housed the largest collection of manuscripts in the city and had been commissioned by the late Emperor Arkus. Apparently, Arkus had a penchant for knowledge, and had named the library for his revolution. It was an odd name, but Alazrian liked it because it suited this mechanized city. If it was as grand as Rian claimed, then certainly it would have books about Lucel-Lor.


And maybe magic.


Alazrian lifted his hands and inspected them, turning them in the grey light. There was something inexplicable in his touch. This city, which had a magic of its own, might just have answers for him.


The carriage stopped at a cross-street, letting a parade of people and horses pass. Alazrian glanced out the window and saw a woman approaching him, gesturing suggestively. She flashed him a smile. Alazrian looked her up and down, knowing in an instant that she was a prostitute.


‘My God.’ He stared at her through the glass. She approached the carriage, ignoring the driver who threatened her with his crop, and tapped at the window. When she winked, Alazrian’s breath caught.


‘Oh, you’re beautiful,’ he said, not sure if she could hear him. She was young and tight-skinned, not like the other harlots he had seen, and her eyes were bright and inviting. She seemed to sense his interest and tossed back her hair. Alazrian laughed, remembering the coins he had brought along. He doubted that this was what his mother had in mind.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said loudly, shaking his head. ‘I can’t.’


She heard him plain enough, gave a suggestive shrug, then turned and strode away. Alazrian stared at her as she departed, admiring her walk. And then a darker thought came to him. He looked down at his hands again and flexed his fingers. Could I be with a woman? he wondered. He was at an age now when such things mattered to him. The changes that had wrought manhood in him had also delivered his strange gift, and the correlation vexed him. Could he harm as well as heal?


The carriage moved off, bearing him far from the pretty prostitute. He wanted to believe that his mother had been right about things, that his powers had a purpose beyond making him different.


It wasn’t much longer before an ivory building greeted him, a broad structure with white columns and sculptured depictions of scholars across its roof. Alazrian read the chiseled greeting over its wide threshold, each letter as tall as a man. The words were in High Naren, but Alazrian had learned the language as part of his upbringing.


‘To learn is to walk with God,’ he read aloud. The notion made him smile. He wasn’t a god, just a boy looking for answers.


The carriage came to a stop outside a flight of alabaster steps. Alazrian wasted no time. He tossed open the carriage doors and dropped down onto the street, staring up at the monstrous building.


‘This is it, Master Leth,’ said the driver, another of Dakel’s countless slaves. ‘The Library of the Black Renaissance.’


‘Amazing,’ said Alazrian. ‘Can I go inside? It’s very late.’


‘Late? Oh, no, sir. The library never shuts its doors, and there are always scholars available to help. Just go inside and someone will find you.’


‘Will you wait for me? I don’t know how long I’ll be.’


‘I’ll have to move the carriage,’ said the driver. ‘But I’ll check back for you here on the hour.’ He pointed toward a tower in the distance. On its face was a huge illuminated clock. ‘Look to the Tower of Time when you need me. You’ll hear when it strikes the hour.’


‘I’ll listen for it,’ said Alazrian. ‘Thanks.’


The driver snapped the reins and the carriage pulled off, leaving Alazrian on the stairs. He steeled himself with a breath, then began climbing the flawless steps. The library’s doors were opened wide, and when he reached the top of the stairs, Alazrian peered inside to see a vast arena of wooden shelves, bookcases, and desks, all polished to a pristine luster and stretching out endlessly in corridors and alcoves. There was a bright glow from oil lamps and reading sconces, and the warm smell of oak and leather wafted over the threshold. Little men with hunched backs and beady eyes poured over texts, silently studying, and workers pushed carts of manuscripts through the halls, carefully categorizing them on the countless shelves. Alazrian stepped into the library, suddenly conscious of his own breathing. It was as if sound couldn’t penetrate the thick walls; even the drone of the city’s incinerators fell away behind him. His shoes scuffed soundlessly along the carpeted floor, and his head swivelled to survey his surroundings. The Library of the Black Renaissance was astonishing, just like the Tower of Truth and the Black Palace and the harlots in the streets.


‘Young man?’ came a voice. ‘May I help you?’


Turning, Alazrian discovered a woman behind him, studying him curiously. She wore a simple green gown belted with a scarlet sash, just like the workers pushing around the carts. She looked serene and peaceful and Alazrian liked her instantly.


‘Hello,’ he offered, unsure what to say. ‘Uhm, my name is Alazrian Leth. I’m from Talistan. Well, Aramoor now.’


‘Yes?’


‘I’m visiting the city,’ Alazrian explained. ‘I’m a guest of Minister Dakel.’


The word ‘guest’ made the woman frown. No one was really a guest of the minister’s, despite his hospitality.


‘I’m one of the librarians here,’ she said. ‘What can I help you with, Alazrian Leth? Are you looking for something?’


‘I don’t really know what I’m looking for,’ Alazrian said. ‘I was wondering about Lucel-Lor, and thought you might have some manuscripts I could look at. Aramoor is very near Lucel-Lor, and I don’t know much about it.’


Again the librarian frowned. ‘No one really knows much about Lucel-Lor, I’m afraid. There aren’t very many texts on it. Just some from the war.’


‘Yes, the war,’ chimed Alazrian. He knew the war texts might make mention of the magician Tharn, and that would be a start. ‘Where are these books, please?’


The woman had Alazrian follow her through a narrow corridor, past a collection of reading desks, and up a small flight of stairs to a landing overlooking the main chamber. Along the wall was a long bookcase crammed full of manuscripts and scrolls, some faded to yellow by years of decay. The librarian fingered through them, whispering to herself as she searched for the proper section. Finally she fished out a text bound in brown leather and embossed with the impressive title Lucel-Lor – Historical Facts and Notes. Alazrian’s eyes widened when he saw it.


‘What’s that?’ he asked eagerly. He reached out and took the book from the librarian, handling it as carefully as if it were an infant.


‘There are some others but this is really the best,’ said the woman. ‘It was written about a year ago by an historian that lives here in the capital. Emperor Biagio himself had the book commissioned so that there would be some record of the events of the war. It’s a very fine work. Conhorth, the historian, took care with it. He interviewed survivors of the war from Talistan and Ackle-Nye. I think it should help you.’


Alazrian ran his hand over the tome. It was far too long to read in one night and he doubted he would be able to take it with him. He would have to get reading quickly.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you very much. You’ve been a great help.’


The librarian smiled and told Alazrian that she was at his service if he needed anything else, but he hardly heard her. He was already lost in the pages of the remarkable book, flipping through the leafs and studying the hand-drawn illustrations that jumped off the parchment. Whoever this Conhorth was, he had done an impressive job at the emperor’s behest.


Excited, Alazrian went back down the stairs with his prize, located one of the vacant reading desks, and examined the tome. On the very first page was a crude map of Lucel-Lor. Calligraphy indicated the names of the different regions. Alazrian tried to sound them out.


‘The Dring Valley.’ He had heard of that one. ‘Tatterak. Kes.’ The next one he had never heard mentioned. ‘Reen?’


Obviously, he had a lot to learn, but he didn’t have a lot of time. Tomorrow was the tribunal, and after that – who knew? He might be returning to Aramoor. Or worse, he and Leth might wind up in prison. It didn’t seem fair that he should have such a book and not be able to read it, so he plunged ahead, devouring all he could of the High Naren writings, and an hour slipped by before he realized it. He read about King Darius Vantran of Aramoor and his own grandfather, Tassis Gayle, and how Emperor Arkus had made them both send troops to Lucel-Lor to defend the Daegog. He read about the Triin warlords and how they each ruled a different region of Lucel-Lor, and of the Drol and their revolution, led by the zealous Triin holy man—


A name leapt off the page. Alazrian let it slip from his lips.


‘Tharn.’


For a moment Alazrian could read no further. In Talistan, it was almost forbidden to speak the name of Tharn. This was the man who had defeated the Empire. Together with Richius Vantran, he had killed Blackwood Gayle.


The Triin had called Tharn ‘storm-maker,’ the book claimed, because he could command the sky and the lightning. The book swore that this was no rumor, but a truth corroborated by witnesses. The thought of it stirred Alazrian’s soul. Here it was, the proof he needed. For the first time he could remember since his body had changed, Alazrian didn’t feel alone. Tharn had existed. And he had possessed powers that no one could explain. Conhorth wrote that the Drol said their leader was ‘touched by heaven.’ For Alazrian, the claim was wondrous.


‘Touched by heaven,’ he whispered. ‘That’s what I am.’


But the book didn’t say how this could be, and it didn’t say how Tharn had died. It only repeated the rumors that Alazrian knew already – that Blackwood Gayle was killed by the Jackal, Richius Vantran, and that the Triin holy man Tharn was dead as well. Frustratingly, there was nothing more. Alazrian started thumbing through the book desperately searching for more references to Tharn, but there were none. Nor was there any mention of Jakiras, Alazrian’s father. The omission disappointed the boy. He hadn’t really expected to see Jakiras’ name, for he had only been a merchant’s bodyguard, but any proof of his existence would have lightened Alazrian’s mind.


His head aching, Alazrian closed the book and leaned back in his chair. The library was silent. Hours had passed. He thought of leaving the library to check the clock, but a dreadful melancholy pinned him to the chair. The giddiness of earlier had gone, and all that remained were questions. How had Tharn gained the touch of heaven? Why did it burn in both their bodies? And what had really happened to him? Surely he was dead now, but that wasn’t enough for Alazrian. Some were even saying Richius Vantran was dead, too. It had been two years since the Jackal had left Aramoor. Alazrian sighed. Tomorrow he would face the Protectorate. It would have been so much easier to die knowing what he truly was.


‘Touched by heaven,’ he muttered.


‘Touched by heaven?’ came an echo. ‘What does that mean?’


The voice startled Alazrian, who turned around to see yet another Naren stranger. A man, wide as a wall, with dark hair and brooding eyes and shoulders like an ox. He wore plain clothing but his black boots were of a military style. Alazrian wondered if he were a soldier, one of Nar’s legionnaires. The big man came over to him and looked down, blocking the light like an eclipse. His eyes shifted toward the book on the desk and swiftly scanned the title.


‘You’re interested in Lucel-Lor?’ the man asked. His tone was neither friendly nor threatening.


‘Do I know you?’


‘Not yet,’ said the man. ‘But I know you, Alazrian Leth.’


‘You’re one of the Inquisitor’s men,’ Alazrian deduced. ‘Have you been following me?’


The man pulled up one of the chairs, sitting down backward on it and folding his arms over its back. ‘I wasn’t really following you. I was looking out for you, that’s all.’ He picked up the book and frowned. ‘Why are you reading this?’


‘Who are you?’ asked Alazrian, perturbed. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Donhedris is my name.’ He flipped through the pages curiously.


‘And?’


‘What?’


‘What do you do, Donhedris? Why are you following me? What do you want?’


‘I don’t know this book,’ said Donhedris. He seemed more interested in the text than in the boy. ‘It’s big.’


Alazrian sat back. ‘Why are you looking out for me?’


Donhedris closed the book and shoved it back across the desk, then smiled at Alazrian. ‘I’m just here to check on you. It’s a big city. Lots of things go wrong.’


More nonsense. Alazrian felt a nervous sweat break out on his brow. He tried to calm himself, guessing that it was all part of Dakel’s game. His mother had warned him about Biagio and the Inquisitor.


‘I don’t need a bodyguard, Donhedris. Please tell your master that for me. You do work for Minister Dakel, yes?’


Donhedris shrugged. ‘Tomorrow is the Protectorate,’ he remarked. ‘You going?’


‘I have to,’ said Alazrian.


‘Is Dakel going to make you testify?’


‘Shouldn’t you know that already?’


‘Are you afraid?’


‘Yes,’ Alazrian confessed. He fidgeted in his chair looking for a quick way to end the conversation. ‘I should go now,’ he said, getting to his feet. Donhedris remained seated.


‘I’m guessing it’s your father the Inquisitor is after. You may not have to testify at all. That would be good, wouldn’t it?’


‘Yes, I suppose. Really, I should go . . .’


‘I have a friend who can help you,’ said Donhedris. ‘He could get you out of facing Dakel if you’re interested.’


It was bait, and Alazrian was afraid to rise to it. But he was also curious. ‘What friend?’


‘Someone with influence,’ Donhedris replied evasively. ‘You’d have to cooperate, of course. But I think my friend can help you.’


‘You keep saying friend. What are you talking about?’


‘It’s late,’ observed Donhedris. He yawned theatrically, putting his hand over his mouth and getting out of his chair. ‘You just be there tomorrow when your father testifies. I’ll find you.’


‘What? Wait . . .’ Blurted Alazrian, but it was too late. Donhedris had vanished around a corner.


Alazrian stood in the library, blinking in confusion. He didn’t know what had just happened. He didn’t know who Donhedris was or who he worked for or what strange friends he had. But Alazrian knew one thing – he was in over his head, and the water was rising.
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A blood-red moon hung above the harbor and a mournful fog crawled across the docks. Somewhere over the sea a gull cried through the moonlight, and the distant din of boat winches whined from the water as the fishermen worked through the night dropping their nets onto the decks of shrimp boats. A welcome breeze swept through the harbor tempering the stink of fish and salt, and along the boardwalks and dingy avenues staggered sailors and fishermen, drunk from southern rum, their arms looped around willing whores. The clouds above threatened rain, but to the men and women from this side of Nar, any storm was a small inconvenience. The outskirts of the Black City grew hearty men and rats as big as dogs, and no one ran from a rainstorm.


Blair Kasrin, captain of the Naren vessel Dread Sovereign, meandered down the street with a flower in his hand, his head awash with cheap liquor. He was on his way to see a lady named Meleda, and the state of his rum-soaked brain made the wilting rose in his fist seem priceless and perfect. By his side was his friend and first officer, Laney, who expertly flipped a gold piece as he walked, telling jokes too loudly for a sober man. It was well past midnight, but the two sailors had little sense of the time. Lately, time hadn’t mattered to the men of the Dread Sovereign. They had nowhere in particular to go.


‘I should ask her to marry me,’ Kasrin quipped, not meaning it at all. ‘And we will have pups and I will give up the sea and the Sovereign for good.’


‘And you won’t drink, either,’ added Laney, snatching his coin off a high toss. ‘Yes, I believe you.’ He handed the gold piece to his captain. ‘Here. You’ll need this. Meleda loves you so much, she can’t bear not to take your money.’


They both laughed. ‘She’s a good girl,’ said Kasrin.


‘Her mother would be proud.’


More laughter broke them up, but when they neared the house where Meleda worked, Kasrin grew serious. He straightened his crimson cape, squared his shoulders, and pulled the rim of his triangular hat down rakishly over his brow. A nearby window provided a reflection.


‘How do I look?’


Laney grinned. ‘Beautiful as ever.’


‘You’re a charmer. Coming up with me?’


‘No,’ said Laney. ‘Not tonight.’


‘What? Why not?’


‘I don’t know. Don’t feel like it, I guess.’


Kasrin wasn’t satisfied. He could always tell when his friend was hiding something. ‘So you walked me all the way from the Sovereign just for the hell of it?’


His first officer grinned sheepishly. ‘Yeah.’


‘Rot.’ Kasrin stared at Laney, looking for the truth and realizing it quickly. ‘You just want to make sure I’m all right. I don’t need a wet-nurse, Laney. I’m not that drunk.’


‘I never said that.’


‘You didn’t have to,’ snapped the captain. He lowered his hands and let the flower dangle at his side, then leaned against the dingy stone wall. Suddenly he wished he was back aboard his ship. ‘Goddamn it, now I’m getting pity from you. Nicabar should have thrown me in the brig with the rapists and deserters. I’d have been better off.’


‘Oh, they would have loved you,’ quipped Laney. He reached out and pinched his captain’s cheek. ‘Pretty young thing.’


‘Stop it,’ said Kasrin, batting away the hand. Then he laughed, adding, ‘I’m spoken for.’


‘Go upstairs, Blair. I’ll see you back on board in the morning.’


The morning. And the morning after that, and the one after that, too, and every bloody morning until the Dread Sovereign could set sail again. Kasrin set his jaw, his good mood shattered. The thought of being land-locked for another month made him grim. He looked up into the dark sky. From the height of the moon, morning was only hours away. The dawn of another dreadful day spent cleaning a ship that never got dirty. Kasrin hated his life these days. It wasn’t what he’d dreamt of as a boy, watching the Black Fleet from the dockside.


‘Do you think I was wrong?’ he asked quietly.


The first officer of the Dread Sovereign grinned. ‘Permission to speak frankly, Captain?’


‘Sure, why not?’


‘I think it doesn’t matter what I think,’ said Laney. He reached out and tugged on Kasrin’s hat, pulling it down farther over his brow. ‘I think you’re the captain. Now get in there. Have some fun.’


Laney didn’t wait for his captain to reply, but turned and walked off into the fog, whistling a broken tune. Kasrin had asked Laney for his opinion a dozen times since being beached, and he always got the same stupid answer. It really didn’t matter to Laney what he or the other crewmen thought of Kasrin’s decision. Kasrin was still a hero in their eyes and would remain so no matter how Nicabar punished them. It was like a curse for Kasrin, who loved Laney like a brother and hated to see his friend’s career ruined for the sake of misplaced loyalty. But it was also something to be proud of and Kasrin wore their fealty like a naval ribbon. Even Nicabar didn’t have so fine a crew.


‘Piss on you, Nicabar,’ growled Kasrin. ‘And your slack-wristed emperor.’


Men like Nicabar and Biagio were what was wrong with the world. They were blue-eyed devils who took drugs to steal life and butchered children to spread their reign. They were both to blame for Kasrin’s state and he loathed them. But it was a good loathing and it sustained Kasrin. Whenever he felt defeated, he fed on his hatred and steeled himself with the knowledge that someday, somehow, he would have revenge on them.


Captain Kasrin twirled the flower in his hand, regarding it bemusedly. The Dread Sovereign had been docked for more than two months. And Nicabar hadn’t let him anchor his ship in the main harbor but had instead forced him into this dingy corner of Nar, away from the rest of the fleet. From here he could see the smokestacks of the city, but he couldn’t hear the incinerators or smell the pollution. It was like being on an island, this sad little fishing port, and the loneliness was maddening. The movement of the sea still rushed through Kasrin’s blood like it had when he was a boy. In those days, he’d go down to the docks and shipyards with a pocketful of sweets, eating them slowly and dreaming of the day when he was old enough to captain his own vessel. That time had come and gone and though Kasrin was still considered young by his peers, he felt curiously old.


‘Nicabar,’ he whispered, closing his eyes and calling up an image of his foe. The admiral had been his hero once. ‘God, but you’re a bastard.’


Kasrin wouldn’t have his revenge tonight. Tonight all that he would have was the purchased love of a woman.


Good enough, he thought, then left the dock and went inside.


The ‘house’ Meleda worked in was a two-story structure with a long bar on the first floor and little rooms on the second. It was old and smelled of rum and unclean men. Gamblers and fishermen huddled around card tables and diced at gaming booths while two barmen slid glasses down the bar with practiced ease, spilling not a drop of the foaming beer. There was a good crowd for the late hour, and Kasrin recognized many of the unshaven faces. They had become his friends. At first they hadn’t trusted him, unable to fathom how a high-ranking naval man had ended up in their little armpit, but Kasrin could hold his rum and tell a good story, and he didn’t look down on the hard-working men and women of the town. In a melancholy way, they reminded him of his parents. Kasrin surveyed the room, smiling as he searched out Meleda. He found her dealing cards at a faro table. There was a glowing pipe next to her glass of rum and her hair was pulled back from her face and tied with red ribbon, exposing her laughing eyes and infectious smile. When she sighted Kasrin, she waved.


‘Here, honey,’ she called, bidding him over. The men around the faro table tossed coins and studied their cards, greeting Kasrin with grunts.


‘Gentlemen,’ Kasrin said. He handed the rose to Meleda. ‘For you.’


Meleda smiled. ‘Oooh, thanks, lover,’ she cooed, admiring the flower. ‘It’s a beauty.’


The men around the table chuckled and poked at Kasrin, ribbing him for the gift. Kasrin laughed and ignored them, looking at Meleda. She was beautiful, and he longed for her – not just in a physical way. That lust would be over in an hour. But there was something else about the woman, a sense of permanence and warmth. It could have been any woman, Kasrin knew. The hunger was for acceptance. For a gold coin, Meleda would sell acceptance to any man.


‘You want to go upstairs?’ she asked, giving him a wink.


‘Well, I’m not here to play cards.’


Meleda grinned. ‘Just give me a minute. I’ll be right with you.’


Knowing the procedure perfectly, Kasrin went upstairs and found the room Meleda always used to ‘entertain,’ dropping down on the bed and pulling off his shoes. It was hot, so he opened a window, letting in the fresh salty breeze, taking a deep breath Kasrin could see his ship bobbing in the distance. A little dingy was rowing toward it with three men aboard.


Laney, thought Kasrin. Heading back. Good man.


A very good man, really. Like all the men of the Dread Sovereign. A ship of fools, willingly sailing with the king imbecile. Kasrin turned away from the window, not wanting to see his lonely ship. He took off his shirt and tossed it into the corner, then laid back on the bed, staring pensively at the ceiling while he waited for Meleda. Finally, he heard footfalls in the hall outside.


‘Get in here, you beauty,’ he called.


There was a hesitation outside the door. Kasrin laughed.


‘Come on, kitten. Don’t play games with me.’


The door opened slowly. Kasrin started unbuttoning his trousers. And then a little man peeked inside, grinning.


‘Disappointed, darling?’ joked the man. Kasrin buttoned up his pants.


‘And angry,’ he growled, staring down the intruder. ‘Who the hell are you?’


‘I’m a messenger, Captain Kasrin. And you’re an inconvenient man to find.’ He went to the corner and picked up Kasrin’s shirt, then tossed it at the captain. ‘Here. Get dressed.’


‘The hell I will,’ snapped Kasrin. He threw the shirt away and stalked toward the man, staring down at him threateningly. ‘I’m busy. Now, what’s your message?’


The man didn’t seem at all frightened. ‘You’re my message, Kasrin,’ he said. ‘I’m to take you to see my lord. There’s a carriage waiting for us downstairs. I’d suggest you hurry. My master doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’


‘Oh, really? Am I supposed to care?’


‘You would if you knew my master. He has an infamous temper.’


‘Listen, you little troll,’ said Kasrin, grabbing hold of the man’s lapel and lifting him to his toes. ‘You’d better tell me who the hell you are in two seconds, or I swear to heaven I’ll twist your head off!’


‘My name is Malthrak. I work for Emperor Biagio.’ He put his hands over Kasrin’s and pried his fingers loose. ‘And if you don’t let go of me, you stinking son-of-a-sea-hag, I’ll have my associates suck out your eyeballs.’


Astonished, Kasrin released the man, backing away and studying him. He had the look of a Roshann agent, cool and deadly.


‘What do you want with me?’ Kasrin asked.


‘I told you,’ said Malthrak. He looked Kasrin up and down, plainly disgusted, then inspected the room. ‘My God, look what’s happened to you.’


‘Biagio wants to see me?’


‘Clever man. What gave it away? My word-for-word explanation? Get dressed.’


Kasrin didn’t move. ‘Why?’ he pressed. ‘What for?’


‘The life of a servant is humble and cruel, Captain Kasrin. I don’t know why the emperor wants to see you and I don’t care. The fact is, he does, and that’s why I’m here. So let’s move a little more quickly, hmm?’


The captain glanced at the door as he remembered Meleda. Malthrak seemed to read his mind, stepping in front of him.


‘Your pretty wench won’t be coming up, Kasrin. I told her I had business with you and a silver piece shut her mouth. Now come along.’


‘A silver?’ rumbled Kasrin. ‘I was going to pay a gold.’ He sighed. ‘Very well, Roshann. Take me to your master. I’ve got a few things I’d like to say to him myself.’


Kasrin retrieved his shirt and started doing up the buttons. He had never met the emperor, but he knew his reputation. He supposed Nicabar had whispered in Biagio’s ear, and that this would be his last voyage. But he wouldn’t flinch and give Biagio the satisfaction of tasting fear. Whatever the emperor wanted, he would face it like a man.


*


It was nearly dawn when Kasrin and Malthrak arrived at the Black Palace. Kasrin could tell from the horizon that morning was drawing close, and he was exhausted from lack of sleep. He knew that Laney and the others back aboard the Dread Sovereign would be worried about him, wondering where he’d gone, but Biagio’s Roshann agent had been adamant about making time. As the carriage pulled up into the courtyard, Kasrin couldn’t wait to get out. Despite his position in the navy, he had only seen the Black Palace as an observer, one of the thousands who ogled the structure daily from the streets. Kasrin was dizzied by it, craning his neck to see its peak, which seemed to vanish into the sky. He turned on Malthrak, who was jumping out of the carriage.


‘Where’s your master, dog? Bring him on.’


Malthrak smirked. ‘You’re in a hurry now? That’s fine.’ The agent walked over to one of the waiting slaves in the yard, telling him to inform the emperor of their arrival. The slave reported that ‘the master’ was waiting for them, then scurried off. Malthrak flicked a finger at Kasrin. ‘Come along.’


Together they passed through a massive gate and beneath a tier of stairs. Kasrin marvelled at the architecture. The Black Palace was a nightmare of limestone and statues, full of catwalks and gargoyles and polished, precious metals. It was like a thing from Naren mythology, a place where gods should dwell.


Malthrak took Kasrin into a gigantic hall with a frescoed ceiling and walls lined with plaster friezes depicting Nar’s bellicose history. The hall was empty of people, and the earliness of the hour lent the chamber a ghostly, graveyard quality. Across the hall, a towering statue of a naked woman stared at Kasrin with an inscrutable smile. In her arms was a pitcher of imaginary water that poured over her legs and feet. Like everything in the palace, the statue was enormous and unnerving.


‘Where’s Biagio?’ he asked.


‘In his music room,’ answered Malthrak. ‘Not much farther.’


Not much farther felt like a mile as Malthrak led Kasrin up endless stairs and down snaking corridors, past kitchens and slave quarters and armories, and finally to a wing that was even more quiet than the others, where a pair of guardians with silver skull helms barred an archway. Beyond the arch Kasrin could see a change of decor. It was more subtle, this wing, more sedate and feminine.


‘Come,’ said Malthrak, walking past the guardians without a care. Kasrin followed until finally they arrived at a wide chamber with plush carpeting and tall windows overlooking the city and the sunrise. Busts of unfamiliar men lined the walls, and elaborate tapestries hung from the ceiling. But most remarkable of all was the person at the center of the chamber. Sitting at a white piano, thundering away on the keys, was a man with long blond hair and flying fingers. He wore a flowing, dusty-rose jacket trimmed with white ruffles and his ascot was soaked with sweat from his playing, tendrils of hair drooping into his eyes. He seemed not to notice Kasrin staring, or at least he didn’t care, and the music grew to a stormy crescendo as his hands danced over the ivory, pounding out a furious melody.


Kasrin leaned toward Malthrak. ‘Is that Biagio?’


‘Shhh!’ chided Malthrak. ‘Wait.’


Kasrin waited long minutes for the pianist to finish, building his piece to its clamorous end with a flourish of his silk-cuffed hands. And when he was done, the pianist tossed back his head in exhaustion, gasping for air. Malthrak clapped wildly.


‘Beautiful, Master. Wonderful!’


Biagio pulled a crimson handkerchief from his vest and blotted his forehead. He was saturated with sweat but seemed immensely pleased with himself, and when he sighted Kasrin his face brightened further.


‘Greetings, Captain Kasrin,’ he said. There was an androgynous lilt to his voice, and to the rest of him. Biagio was like a woman and a man bred into one body, with amber skin and golden hair and delicate features that belied his ferocity. Gingerly, he replaced the handkerchief into his vest pocket, shaking his mane of hair. A rainstorm of sweat flew from his brow.


‘What did you think?’ he asked. Kasrin didn’t know how to answer.


‘It was loud,’ said the captain.


‘It was beautiful,’ said the emperor. ‘And you know it. That was a piece from Ta’grogo, a Crotan composer who lived during the last century. He was a genius.’


‘If you say so.’


Malthrak was incensed. ‘He does say so, you—’


‘Malthrak, be a good man and leave us alone, will you?’ asked Biagio. He smiled at Kasrin. ‘I have things to discuss with the captain.’


The Roshann agent was quick to comply. He bowed to his emperor, then backed out of the music room. Kasrin felt awkward, unsure what to do with his hands, so he folded them defiantly over his chest and waited for Biagio to speak. It was an uncomfortably long wait, as the emperor surveyed him. Finally, Biagio sat back on his piano bench.


‘You’re not what I expected,’ he said. ‘You’re younger.’


‘Sorry to disappoint you.’


Biagio arched an eyebrow. ‘Oh, you haven’t disappointed me, Kasrin. You may, given time, but not yet.’ The emperor went to a crystal cabinet against the nearest wall, its shelves burdened by goblets and bottles of liquor. Biagio chose a blood-toned wine and held it out for Kasrin. ‘Drink?’


‘No thank you,’ said Kasrin. He knew he was in a spider’s web and wanted to hold fast to his wits.


Biagio poured himself a glass. ‘Do you like my music room, Captain? When I’m troubled I come here to relax and play my piano. This is my church.’


‘Your church? Oh, well, that’s convenient. Since you blew the other one to bits, I mean.’


Biagio glared at Kasrin. ‘You should be quiet about such things,’ he advised. ‘Don’t forget who you’re talking to.’


There were two ornate chairs in the corner of the room, pale wood carved with elaborate designs. Biagio strode over to them, sat down in one, and crossed his legs. He waved Kasrin closer. ‘Come sit with me, Captain. We have business to discuss.’


‘What business?’


‘Sit and I’ll tell you.’


‘I prefer to stand.’


Biagio rolled his eyes. ‘I knew you’d be stubborn. Very well, be uncomfortable. I’m sure you’re used to it, living in that rat’s nest of a village.’


‘You should know,’ spat Kasrin. ‘You put me there. You and your good friend, Nicabar.’


‘You’re bitter,’ said Biagio. ‘I understand. You have a right to be. But I’m begging you to open your ears for a moment. I need you to listen to me. I think you’ll be intrigued.’


‘I’m not interested in a damn thing you have to say. If I’m here to be executed, then fine. I’ve been expecting it. But spare me your lectures.’


‘You misunderstand me,’ said the emperor. ‘Please, sit down.’


This time, Kasrin accepted the invitation. There was something tantalizing about Biagio, something Kasrin hadn’t expected. ‘What’s this about?’ he asked. ‘Why am I here?’


‘It’s about Liss,’ answered Biagio. ‘What else?’


‘Liss,’ scoffed Kasrin. ‘What else, indeed. I’ve already made my statement to Nicabar. I don’t see why I should repeat it to you. Being an outcast hasn’t changed my mind.’


Biagio nodded. ‘I know the story. Admiral Nicabar has told me everything. He thinks you’re a coward, Kasrin.’


‘Because I wouldn’t kill innocent people for you and him.’


‘No,’ corrected Biagio. ‘Not me. Just him.’


‘It’s your war too, Biagio. Don’t sit there and deny it. And it’s been a bloodbath. I didn’t want any part of it anymore.’


‘True,’ said the emperor. He frowned, looking down into his wine and contemplating his reflection. ‘I did help Arkus plan the first attack on Liss. Back then I agreed with it. But things have changed. I’ve changed.’


‘Oh, I’m sure,’ laughed Kasrin.


‘I have,’ snarled Biagio. ‘And I intend to prove it to you and the whole Empire.’


‘Men like you don’t change, Biagio. You’ve been a butcher all your life. So has Nicabar.’ He leaned back, eyeing the emperor contemptuously. ‘You Naren lords are all alike. All you can see is more wealth, more lands to conquer, more people to enslave.’ He rubbed his fingers together under Biagio’s nose. ‘This is all that matters to you, Biagio. Gold. That’s all you’re about. You’re just about the goddamn money.’


Biagio shook his head. ‘Look at me, Kasrin.’


‘I’m looking.’


‘I mean really look. What color are my eyes?’


Kasrin shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Green, I guess.’


‘That’s right, green,’ said Biagio sharply. He sat back in annoyance. ‘Once my eyes flared like two blue gems. Crystal blue, like the sky. Like Nicabar’s.’


There was a trace of understanding on Kasrin’s face. Biagio seized it.


‘Yes, you get my meaning. I’m a different man now. What we did in Liss was wrong, but I was crazed then. I was on the same narcotic as Nicabar, and it drove us both insane.’


‘And now?’


‘I use the drug no longer.’


‘Why?’


‘For peace,’ Biagio replied. ‘It is wrong for the war against Liss to continue. You know that. It’s why you refused to fight them. And why Nicabar calls you a coward. You see, I know a great deal about you, Blair Kasrin.’


‘No,’ spat Kasrin. ‘You know nothing about me.’


‘You were born in the fishing village of Es’Trakla, just south of here. Your father’s name was also Blair. He owned a scow that brought in fish from the cape. Your oldest memories are of working with him on the sea where you used to dream of becoming a sailor like your hero, Nicabar. At the age of fifteen you were bitten by a moray eel. Took a good slice out of your arm—’


‘Enough,’ spat Kasrin. ‘You can spout off a history lesson, Biagio, but you know nothing about the man. And you have no idea why I refused to fight against Liss, because the screams of women and children mean nothing to you. You’re a monster, like Nicabar, and I worshipped him when I was young because I was a fool.’


‘But you hate him now, don’t you Kasrin?’ probed Biagio. ‘He’s taken your life away. No, worse! You’d prefer if he’d kill you. You wouldn’t have to hear people calling you a coward then, and you wouldn’t be stuck in that stinking village, forbidden to set sail. Now your reputation is ruined, isn’t it? Nicabar has made a fool of you and your crew. And the Dread Sovereign is collecting barnacles while you get drunk and pass the time with whores. Nicabar’s waiting for you to repent. But you never will, because you think you’re right.’


Every word of Biagio’s speech was true, and Kasrin managed a bitter smile. ‘Very impressive.’


Biagio’s answering grin was terrible. ‘I’m not a perfect man, Captain. But I’m better than I was. And there are things I need to keep my Empire together. One of them is peace with Liss. I have bigger troubles to deal with, and these Lissens are weakening me. I must have peace.’


‘So? Go ahead; declare peace.’


‘I cannot. Our mutual problem is in the way.’


‘Mutual?’ Then Kasrin understood. ‘You mean Nicabar.’


‘He’s obsessed with Liss. He’s been trying to conquer them for a dozen years, and it’s made him insane. And he has me cornered. The Black Fleet follows him, not me. They will continue to fight with Liss as long as he says so.’


‘He’ll never give up,’ Kasrin agreed. He knew Nicabar too well to hope for that. Biagio was right. Nicabar was haunted by the Lissens. It was the only thing driving him these days. ‘But what can be done? As you say, the fleet follows him.’


‘Well, not exactly the whole fleet, Captain,’ said the emperor. He lifted his wine glass. ‘Cheers.’


The unspoken offer made Kasrin’s eyes widen. ‘You intend to go after Nicabar?’


‘Interested?’


‘I would be if it weren’t insane. Do you know what you’re asking? Do you know anything about the Fearless at all? It’s madness.’ Kasrin snickered at the emperor. ‘Maybe you should go back to your narcotic after all, Biagio.’


‘And maybe you’re a coward,’ said Biagio.


Kasrin bristled. ‘I’m not.’


‘Then shut up and listen. My homeland, Crote; you know it’s been taken over by the Lissens?’


Kasrin nodded. Everyone in Nar knew about the occupation of Crote.


‘And do you know who Queen Jelena is? The Lissen queen is on Crote, Captain. She’s been fortifying the island, guessing that I want it back. Obviously she thinks Nicabar is planning a counter-invasion.’


‘Is he?’


‘No. He’s planning to attack Liss itself. But Queen Jelena doesn’t know that.’ Biagio rolled the glass between his palms. ‘Yet.’


‘You’re going to tell her?’


‘I mean to go to Crote, to ask the queen for peace. In return I will tell her what Nicabar has planned. She’ll want something, of course, and that will be part of my olive branch. The Lissens need peace as much as we do, I am sure of it.’


‘So what do you need me for?’ asked Kasrin. He already had a good idea of the answer and was dreading it.


Emperor Biagio leaned forward. ‘Take me to Crote,’ he said simply. ‘Yours is the only warship available to me. All the other captains are still loyal to Nicabar.’


‘No way,’ said Kasrin. ‘That’s suicide. The Lissens will destroy us as soon as we get near Crote. Besides, Nicabar won’t let me sail again.’


‘He will if he thinks you’re rejoining him,’ countered Biagio. ‘Nicabar wants you back. He needs good men like you. After you take me to Crote, you will find Nicabar. You’ll tell him that you’ve changed your mind, that you’re sorry and will gladly fight against Liss to have your reputation back.’


‘Ridiculous,’ muttered Kasrin. ‘He’ll never believe it.’


‘He will,’ Biagio insisted. ‘I’ll make sure of it. And as for the Crotans, they won’t sink us once they know I’m aboard. Queen Jelena will want to meet with me. I’m certain of it.’


Kasrin was still not persuaded. ‘That’s a big gamble. If you’re wrong . . .’


‘I am not wrong. Liss has been at war for twelve years. They are fighting a war they can never win. Unless Jelena is a fool, she sees that already.’


‘Well, you’re right about one thing,’ said Kasrin. ‘She’ll want something in return. Peace won’t be enough for her. She’ll need convincing. What will you give her, other than the news of Nicabar’s invasion?’


Biagio’s expression darkened. ‘The same thing I’m offering you. I’ll give her Nicabar.’ He studied Kasrin, waiting for his reaction, but Kasrin kept his face blank. ‘Well?’ he pressed. ‘It’s a tempting offer, isn’t it?’


‘It is,’ Kasrin admitted. ‘But how am I supposed to destroy Nicabar? Do you have an answer for that in your magic hat?’


Emperor Biagio looked supremely confident. ‘My dear Kasrin, I have an answer for everything. There will be a means to deal with the Fearless. The wheels are in motion. But you have to trust me. This is all part of a bigger plan. There will be demands on you, things I’ll need you to do. And in return I will give you the thing you desire most.’


Suddenly, Kasrin wanted a drink. He rose from his chair and went to the cabinet, picking up a bottle of liquor and pouring himself a glass. Biagio’s scheme was delicate and dangerous, and because the emperor played his cards close, Kasrin didn’t really know what he’d be getting into. But one thing was certain – Biagio was a genius at intrigue. He had masterminded the destruction of the cathedral and wrested the throne from Herrith, and when no one thought he would survive for a week he had managed to hold onto power for a year. A man with so many talents just might be able to defeat the Fearless.


In the end, the offer was irresistible. Kasrin put down the glass and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.


‘I don’t want to trust you, Biagio,’ he said plainly. ‘But I don’t think I have a choice.’


Biagio beamed. ‘Then you will do as I say? You’ll take me to Crote?’


‘I’ll need some time to get my ship ready. The Dread Sovereign hasn’t been at sea for a long time. When do you want to leave?’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow?’ Kasrin exclaimed. ‘Sure, no problem. Hell, why not today?’


‘Oh no, I can’t leave today,’ said the emperor impishly. ‘Today I have other business. You’re not the only one who has come to meet me, Kasrin. There’s someone else I need to see.’
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There was an earthshaking silence as Dakel the Inquisitor stepped onto the stage. He wore a black ministerial gown and an impenetrable expression, and when he turned toward the vast audience that had assembled in his theater, not a speck of anxiety flickered in his eyes. A dozen candelabra washed the marble chamber orange. The air was still and heavy. Two skull-helmed guardians stood at the sides of the stage, staring out like statues. Dakel held no notes or prosecutorial ledger. Instead his hands were empty, clasped before him in thought. The audience waited for him to speak. Their eyes flicked between him and the man on the dais. Elrad Leth was as silent as the audience. His cold gaze never left the Inquisitor, but he didn’t seem frightened.


Alazrian watched from the tiered seats, as mesmerized as the others. The chamber was filled to capacity. Alazrian had seen the crowds from his window that morning, milling around the Tower of Truth, buzzing about the appearance of Elrad Leth. Now it was uncomfortably close in the audience chamber, and elbows dug into his ribs as two men sandwiched Alazrian between their big bodies. Alazrian had found a seat early because Dakel had ordered it. He had expected the Inquisitor to put him in a special holding chamber to await his turn on stage, but Dakel hadn’t hinted at his plans for the boy. He had merely told Alazrian to wait out in the audience. Now, as he watched his father stare down the Inquisitor, Alazrian was glad for his anonymity. With luck, Dakel wouldn’t be able to find him. And what about the strange Donhedris? Had he been able to work some influence with Dakel?


If Dakel does call me down, thought Alazrian anxiously, what then?


He would face the minister, try to tell the truth and hope it would be enough, that he would not share Elrad Leth’s fate. From the murmurs Alazrian heard, most of the audience expected Leth to be executed. Alazrian held his breath waiting for Dakel to begin. He felt no pity for his so-called father, and he wondered what that meant about his morality.


At last, Dakel smiled at the audience. An electric charge raced through the room. Minister Dakel glided across the marble floor. He was on the opposite side of the chamber from the dais, but within a moment he was in front of Elrad Leth, regarding him. Elrad Leth looked down from his perch disdainfully, his lips curling in a sneer.


He’s not afraid of anything, thought Alazrian. He doesn’t have a heart.


Dakel turned away from the dais and back to the audience. ‘Welcome,’ he said. Alazrian had never heard such a crystalline voice. ‘Good friends. Citizens. It is warming to see this outpouring of interest. I am moved.’ Then, his voice boomed. ‘Elrad Leth, state your title.’


Leth waited a long time before answering, hardly hiding his disgust. ‘I am Elrad Leth of Talistan,’ he said. ‘Currently Governor of Aramoor province.’


‘Governor,’ echoed Dakel, his eyebrows arching. ‘That’s a title granted under authority of the emperor, isn’t it?’


‘The title was granted to me during the reign of Arkus,’ replied Leth. He knew exactly where Dakel was leading and wouldn’t follow. ‘Not under the authority of Biagio.’


‘Do you know why you’re here, Elrad Leth?’


‘I have no idea,’ Leth scoffed. ‘But I know that this tribunal summons innocent men.’


The Inquisitor motioned toward the crowd. ‘Well, all these people know why you’re here, Elrad Leth. They’ve all heard the stories. They all know what a good and just governor you’ve been.’


Leth said nothing. Nor would he, Alazrian knew. He was proud of the way he had dealt with Aramoor, and would never apologize for it.


‘Tell us about Aramoor,’ Dakel continued. ‘Is it a difficult land to govern?’


Leth yawned.


‘You can answer me or not, Elrad Leth, but to refuse my questions invites guilt. Such are the laws of the Protectorate.’


That got Leth’s attention. ‘It is not difficult,’ he said. ‘I have means to deal with the Aramoorians.’


‘Yes,’ drawled Dakel. ‘Such as?’


‘They are a scurvy lot and need discipline. It is no less than Emperor Biagio does, I’m sure.’


‘The Aramoorians don’t accept your rule, then?’


‘They do not. But they will.’


‘When will they?’ asked Dakel. ‘When they are all dead? You kill those who oppose you, do you not, Elrad Leth? Without trial, you execute Aramoorians you think are your enemies. You are on a campaign of terror.’


‘No,’ hissed Leth. ‘There are troubles and I deal with them. When there are crimes, I create justice. When there is chaos, I make order. I do not terrorize. I do not blow up churches.’


The gathering raised up an exclamation. But Dakel merely smiled, unperturbed by the barb. Casually he walked over to the other side of the dais.


‘Who are the Saints of the Sword?’ he asked.


Leth shifted.


‘Governor Leth?’ Dakel probed. ‘The Saints of the Sword?’


From the redness of Leth’s face it seemed an explosion was imminent. ‘They are a group of Aramoorian rebels.’


‘And their leader,’ Dakel continued. ‘Who is he?’


‘His name is Jahl Rob,’ replied Leth.


‘Tell us about Jahl Rob.’


‘I don’t know much about him.’


‘You’ve never met him?’


‘Once.’


‘Where did you meet him?’


Leth hesitated, considering his answer. ‘At a meeting,’ he said finally.


‘A meeting? What kind of meeting?’


‘It was a protest,’ Leth said. ‘Against me.’


Dakel couldn’t contain his grin. He turned toward the audience, projecting his voice. ‘Gentle folk of Nar, Jahl Rob is a priest. He is also an Aramoorian.’


‘He is also a rebel!’ flared Leth.


‘Yes,’ said Dakel smoothly. ‘He is a rebel fighting for Aramoor’s freedom from Talistan. He organized the Saints of the Sword to oppose you, Elrad Leth, after you declared him an outlaw for speaking out against you. True or not?’


‘Jahl Rob is a murderous traitor. He has killed members of my own brigade.’


‘But he was a man of peace before becoming a rebel, and respected by the people of Aramoor, yes?’


‘Yes!’ roared Leth, springing to his feet. ‘And if you know it’s all true why don’t you just say so, dog? Jahl Rob is a traitor and a threat to Talistan. He never accepted my rule of Aramoor, a rule your Emperor Arkus granted me!’


Dakel remained placid. ‘People, Jahl Rob is hunted because he protests against the brutal rule of Elrad Leth. You’ve just heard the governor himself admit as much. But Elrad Leth wasn’t content with breaking up Jahl Rob’s protest. He rounded up nearly everyone who attended that meeting, then had them beheaded. Nearly one hundred people. Some women, some even children. This is the good and ethical governorship of Elrad Leth.’


Elrad Leth glowered. Alazrian, who already knew the terrible story of Jahl Rob, felt his face flush. He was embarrassed by the belief that he was known as Leth’s son.


Dakel continued, ‘And now Jahl Rob and his Saints of the Sword fight you from the Iron Mountains. They launch raids against your men and your rule, trying to get you to leave Aramoor.’


‘That’s right.’


‘And in response you kill and take hostages, burn places that the Aramoorians value, send their women to Talistan as slaves, tattoo their children like chattel, take the profits of their enterprises, deprive them of food, and I could go on, Elrad Leth, but I will not, because I think my point is made!’ Dakel gestured to the crowd, indicating their shocked faces. ‘And your defense is . . . What?’


‘My defense is as I’ve always maintained,’ said Leth. ‘Aramoor is mine to govern by decree of the late emperor, Arkus. I deal with Aramoor as I see fit. And when there is a threat to my rule, I take measures.’


‘A threat,’ said Dakel, nodding. ‘So the Saints of the Sword are a threat?’


‘Yes.’


‘And are there other threats as well? And to Talistan? Threats that warrant a build-up of your military forces?’


For the first time, Elrad Leth went ashen. Dakel chuckled.


‘Let me refresh your memory, Governor,’ said the Inquisitor. ‘The armies of Talistan have grown in recent months, have they not? Hasn’t your king, Tassis Gayle, been purchasing mounts for your horsemen from around the Empire? And hasn’t he conscripted healthy men from Aramoor, the province you’re supposed to be governing, to serve in his armies?’


Leth seemed unable to answer. ‘As I’ve said, there are threats.’


‘Threats like the Saints,’ said Dakel.


‘That’s right.’


‘And are there so many of Jahl Rob’s men that you and King Tassis need to double the size of your army? And have them stationed in Talistan? Not in Aramoor by the mountains?’


‘There are other threats,’ said Leth, straightening. ‘Talistan has enemies, Lord Minister. And as you know, these are dangerous times.’


‘Indeed?’ said Dakel, feigning alarm. ‘Who threatens Talistan? Surely not Aramoor.’


After a pause, Leth said, ‘The Eastern Highlands are a threat to us.’


Out in the audience, Alazrian nodded, understanding. He had heard Leth talk in whispers about the Eastern Highlands, but didn’t know why. Yet from what he knew about that territory, he couldn’t believe the Highlanders threatened Talistan. Apparently, Dakel didn’t believe it either.


‘The Eastern Highlands are a vast territory to be sure,’ said the Inquisitor. ‘But a threat to Talistan? That’s a bold statement.’


‘Nevertheless, it is true. Redburn and his Highlanders have been threatening us, provoking us by stealing our livestock, and harassing our herds. They have trespassed on Talistanian soil without permission. Why, I myself had to charter a ship to reach Nar City because Redburn and his savages would not let us cross their territory.’


‘I see. And that is why Talistan has been building up its military? Because of a perceived threat from Prince Red-burn?’


‘I am Governor of Aramoor,’ said Leth evenly. ‘It’s a difficult job, and leaves me little time to ponder other things. I do not know exactly what King Tassis does in Talistan, but I have told you what I’ve heard.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘If you want answers to your questions, perhaps you should summon Tassis Gayle before your Protectorate.’


A ripple of laughter broke from the audience. No ruler of any consequence had yet to be called before Dakel’s tribunal. To do so was to invite more trouble. Even Alazrian, who had been preoccupied with his mother’s dying, knew enough about the Protectorate to be sure his grandfather was safe. Lines were being drawn in the Empire. Alliances were being formed. And men like Dakel had to tread carefully, or be prepared for consequences.


True to form, Dakel did tread carefully. Instead of responding to Leth’s jab, he steered the conversation back to solid ground. Once again he questioned Leth about the Saints, tottering his opponent’s smugness, drilling him about Jahl Rob and the massacre of his confederates. Dakel moved like a dancer across the floor. He had a feline’s grace and fierceness, and whenever Leth stonewalled, he turned to the crowd like a jester, plying his comical smile and wit, turning the tide of opinion his way. Curiously, he avoided more questions about Talistan and its military, and Alazrian wondered if Dakel was afraid, or if he had simply gotten the information he sought. Alazrian tried to remember the last few months. Being in Aramoor had isolated him, and while his mother lay dying, he had seldom ventured out of the castle. Truly, he didn’t know what was happening in Aramoor or Talistan, but he supposed that Dakel’s charges were correct. Talistan probably was building up its forces. And as for Aramoor, well . . . Alazrian shrugged, wishing he knew more.


It was another hour before Dakel finally concluded his inquiry. By the end of it, even Leth looked drained. Dakel, by contrast, appeared refreshed and pleased. He told the audience that he was done for the day, then pointedly added that he might recall Leth to the tribunal tomorrow. The protective facade Leth had erected cracked a little at that news. Dakel flashed him a mischievous smile before stepping down from the stage. All around Alazrian, people were getting up from their seats, beginning to file out of the chamber.


‘That’s it?’ he whispered. ‘Not me?’


Apparently, he had been spared the ordeal of facing the Inquisitor, at least for the day. On the dais, Elrad Leth was stepping down. He looked dazed as he surveyed the room, unsure what to do with himself. Alazrian didn’t want his father to see him, so he sprang from his seat and turned toward the door only to find Donhedris in front of him, looking down with a smile.


‘You!’ Alazrian exclaimed. He took a quick look over his shoulder and saw that his father was gone, then turned back to Donhedris and whispered, ‘I wasn’t called before the Inquisitor. Was it you? I mean, did you do something?’


‘Maybe.’


‘Who’s your friend? What’s going on?’


‘Follow me,’ said Donhedris. He walked off without looking back, expecting Alazrian to follow. Alazrian’s curiosity took hold and he did as the man ordered, hurrying after him as they descended the tiers. Most of the people who’d come to the trial were exiting through archways on the western wall, but not Donhedris. Instead, he led Alazrian to a darkened corner on the eastern side, slipped through an open door, and came out into a quiet hall that seemed to swallow every sound. It was marble, like the rest of the place, and frighteningly austere. Small, glass-covered sconces lined the walls, protecting candles. There were more Shadow Angels in the hall. The dark soldiers turned their heads as Alazrian passed.


‘Where are we going?’ he asked.


‘To see my friend,’ said Donhedris. ‘The one who kept you from the Inquisitor.’


Suddenly, Alazrian wasn’t sure he wanted to meet this benefactor. But he had come too far to turn around now, and he was sure Donhedris wouldn’t let him retreat. When they came at last to a plain, unremarkable door, Donhedris stopped. He knocked twice before opening it. Past Donhedris, Alazrian saw a spartan room with chairs and a few windows. The shades were open and sunlight played on the furniture.


‘Come in, Donhedris,’ said a silky voice.


Alazrian froze. He recognized the voice at once.


‘Master?’ said Donhedris, stepping into the room. ‘I’ve brought him.’


Alazrian stood in astonishment, watching Renato Biagio inspect him from a chair, his long fingers drumming lazily on the armrest. Beside him were two more of the ubiquitous Shadow Angels. Biagio smiled. His hair was long and his clothes were splendid, and his skin still glowed a sunny amber. Yet remarkably, his eyes were dim.


‘Emperor Biagio?’ Alazrian asked.


‘It is I, boy,’ answered Biagio. ‘It’s been a very long time. I’m not surprised you don’t remember me.’


But Alazrian did remember him, because Biagio was unforgettable. Warily he stepped into the room. Except for the two soldiers guarding the emperor, there were no other Shadow Angels. In fact, there was not much of anything in the chamber, just the chairs and a few tables. The one next to Biagio held a crystal bowl of candies. Alazrian recognized the treats at once. Casrish delight. His favorite. He made a note of Biagio’s effort, and his mother’s voice came ringing in his mind, reminding him that Biagio wanted something.
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