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IN THE CITY OF TRESSIA














	Viktor Droshna


	Lord Protector of the Tressian Republic







	Josiri Trelan


	Head of the Constabulary







	Altiris Czaron


	Lieutenant of the Stonecrest
Hearthguard; a Phoenix







	Anastacia Psanneque


	Definitely not Lady Trelan







	Sidara Reveque


	Adopted daughter of Josiri and Anastacia







	Constans Droshna


	Adopted son of Viktor Droshna, brother to Sidara Reveque







	Stantin Izack


	Lord Marshal of the Tressian Army







	Vladama Kurkas


	Steward to the Trelan household







	Eldor Shalamoh


	Scholar of Antiquity







	Hawkin Darrow


	Scoundrel







	Elzar Ilnarov


	Tressian High Proctor; Master of the foundry







	Tzila


	Viktor Droshna’s seneschal and bodyguard







	Konor Zarn


	Peddler of wares and influence







	Kasvin


	A lost soul, awash on dark tides







	Viara Boronav


	Hearthguard at Stonecrest; a Phoenix







	Adbert Brass


	Hearthguard at Stonecrest; a Phoenix







	Amella Jaridav


	Hearthguard at Stonecrest; a Phoenix








IN THE CONTESTED LANDS














	Sevaka Orova


	Governor of the Marcher Lands







	Roslava Orova


	Repentant warrior







	Zephan Tanor


	Knight of Essamere







	Silda Drenn


	Pardoned Wolf’s-head








IN THE HADARI EMPIRE














	Melanna Saranal


	Dotha Rhaled, Empress of the Hadari







	Aeldran Andwar


	Prince of Icansae, Regent of Rhaled







	Kaila Saranal


	Daughter to Melanna and Aeldran







	Apara Rann


	Repentant rogue







	Cardivan Tirane


	King of Silsaria







	Thirava Tirane


	Prince of Silsaria, Regent of Redsigor







	Tavar Rasha


	Jasaldar of the Rhalesh Royal Guard







	Tesni Rhanaja


	Immortal of the Rhalesh Royal Guard







	Haldrane


	Spymaster; Head of the Emperor’s icularis







	Elim Jorcari


	Retired veteran, Master of Blackwind Lodge







	Sera


	Lunassera; a devoted servant of Ashana







	Aelia Andwaral


	Dotha Icansae, sister to Aeldran Andwar








ELSEWHERE














	Arlanne Keldrov


	Governor of the Southshires








DIVINITIES














	Lumestra


	Tressian Goddess of the Sun, known as Astarra in the Hadari Empire







	Ashana


	Hadari Goddess of the Moon, known as Lunastra in Tressia







	The Raven


	The God of the Dead, Keeper of Otherworld







	Jack o’ Fellhallow


	God of the Living Lands







	The Huntsman


	Ashana’s herald








GONE, BUT NOT FORGOTTEN














	Malatriant


	Tyrant Queen of Old, known as Sceadotha in the Hadari Empire







	Kai Saran


	Former Hadari Emperor, father of Melanna Saranal







	Alfric Saran


	Former Hadari Emperor, great-great-grandfather of Melanna Saranal







	Hadon Akadra


	Former Councillor, Viktor Droshna’s father







	Calenne Trelan


	Sister to Josiri Trelan







	Calenne Akadra


	Imperfect mirror of Calenne Trelan, born of the Dark















 



One Year Ago



Jeradas, 24th Day of Witherhold




There are those who blame the gods for our failings, but pride was ever the cause.


from Eldor Shalamoh’s “Historica”












 


The horsemen came at dusk, as they had the day before, and the day before that. Dark shapes hunched against Wintertide’s cold night, spears held high. Flickering blue-white ghostfires set to ward against weeping, unhallowed things did little to cheat the mist. The world beyond felt distant. Unreachable.


And perhaps it was. Forbidden Places brushed the face of the divine, and none were more forbidden than this. Darkmere, ruined capital of Malatriant, the Tyrant Queen.


Though the gate was long gone to decay and sickly black ivy clung between the parapet’s rotten teeth, the boundary wall was thick, and the gateway narrow. A dozen men could have held it. Rosa Orova had nearly as many Knights Essamere to hand, hawks glinting gold on hunter’s green shields. And on the walls, the Drazina knights of Viktor Droshna’s personal guard, black tabards drawn tight over banded leather and chamfered plate, the old Akadra swan repurposed. Named for the folk heroes of the old kingdom, they offered a rare glimpse of poetry in the Lord Protector’s sombre soul. Just as his taking of the Droshna name – one born of Hadari fears, and now wielded as a weapon against them – spoke to old wounds gone unhealed.


A slow exhalation marked the end of Viktor’s contemplation. He stood a head taller than Rosa, a brooding mountain, dark-haired and dark-eyed. The swirling sea-gold flames etched into his armour shifted as he folded his arms.


“How many today?”


“Maybe fifty. Why? Are you tempted to surrender?”


“To a mere fifty?” Viktor’s mouth twitched, pulling at the old scar on his cheek. “Time was, you’d have settled that many alone.”


Rosa suppressed a shiver. Five years, she’d tried to leave that day behind. The day she’d become something more than human, and also far less. That cursed woman belonged to history.


Five years ago, Viktor would have considered it poor taste to remind a friend of her failings. But neither of them were who they’d been. She was better. Not redeemed, exactly. You moved forward as best you could and hoped fresh deeds counted more than the stale. Rosa welcomed the moments of stiffness that presaged middle age. Ephemeral humanity wrested from eternity’s clutch, though not without price. Ash-white hair was only part of it.


Yes, she was better. Viktor?


Viktor, Rosa worried about.


“They don’t really want any part of this miserable place,” she said. “But they can’t look the other way with the mighty Lord Protector traipsing their territory. Pride paves strange roads.”


He scowled away the title’s formality. The air crackled with frost. It did that a lot around Viktor, lately. The shadow in his soul rising with his temper.


The northern reaches of the Greyridge Mountains weren’t Hadari territory. Not by right. Like the rest of the Eastshires, they chafed beneath the white stag of Silsaria, one of the Empire’s many kingdoms. Redsigor, the Hadari named it. Contested Lands whose conquest Viktor had sworn to undo. A rare failure in a life thick with success.


Pride paved strange roads.


Friendship paved stranger ones. Rosa had gladly followed Viktor to Darkmere, though Sevaka hadn’t approved. She’d not said as much to Rosa. Not aloud. But five years of marriage eroded a wife’s secrets as surely as the wind. Anything to escape the Essamere chapterhouse; the empty chairs and faded escutcheons where once song and mirth had hammered out. Roslava Orova, who’d so nearly been the Queen of the Dead, had instead become a mistress of ghosts in an ailing fortress.


There were others. Memoralia stones raised in every village stood stark reminder of empty houses, silent fields and borders desperate for defenders the Republic no longer possessed. Viktor had promised the expedition to Darkmere might change everything. Of the few truths Rosa yet clung to, one outweighed all: if Viktor promised a thing could be done, it would be done.


“We’ve come a long way to be here,” she said. “Shame if it were all for nothing.”


“My thoughts also,” Viktor replied.


Three riders broke ranks in a muffled clatter of hooves. Steeds’ snorting breaths fed the mists. Golden scale shone as they advanced beneath the city’s wind-blasted walls and empty windows. Two Immortals trotted at the fore. One held a furled rust-coloured banner aloft. A naked blade, inverted in the tradition of parley, gleamed in the hand of the second.


The third rider was a slender man of Rosa’s age, his armour dotted with glittering black gemstones. Where the Immortals wore close-fitting helms, he was bare-headed, his thin, olive-toned features twisted in distaste. Prince Thirava Tirane, Regent of Redsigor, seldom stirred beyond the comforts and walls of Haldravord. If he’d come so far south . . . ? Well, the estimate of fifty Hadari looked smaller and smaller all the time.


“They want to talk,” said Viktor.


“Nice for them,” Rosa replied.


“I could kill him.” Once, the words would have been a joke, the unthinkable breach of honour framed by grim smile. But after years of tending the Republic’s wounds, Viktor had little mirth to spare, and especially not for the Hadari. Nor, were she honest, did Rosa.


“You do that, could be we’ll none of us get out of here alive.”


“Then we’d better listen to what he has to say.”


Viktor clapped Rosa on the back, hitched his claymore’s scabbard higher on his shoulders and strode to meet the riders.


“You choose a strange place to partake the glory of Redsigor, Lord Droshna.” Thirava spoke the Tressian low-tongue with an easterner’s harsh accent, and measured politeness. The legend of Viktor Droshna had spread faster in the Empire than in the Republic. Tales of the dead raised, and impossible victory seized while gods warred. “Tell me, what fate would befall me, had I trespassed your land?”


Icy air prickled Rosa’s lungs.


“That would depend on your reason,” said Viktor.


Thirava narrowed his eyes. “And what is your reason, Lord Droshna?”


“My business is my own.”


“In Redsigor, there is no business that is not also mine.” Thirava’s words hung heavy with the resentment of a man whose father clung to life and throne a little too resolutely. The captured Eastshires would never be the equal of the sprawling Silsarian heartlands. A prince in exile remained an exile, whatever titles he claimed and however many spears he commanded. “If you depart at once, you may live.”


“And if we stay?” asked Rosa.


“Then you will find my hospitality equal to the task.” Thirava’s tone cooled to threat. “I lost kin at Govanna. I’ve not forgotten the dead.”


Viktor’s breath frosted the air. The ruins’ shadows crept closer, black rivulets trickling over stone. The banner bearer flinched, then stared stoically ahead.


“Nor I,” said Viktor.


Offering a tight nod, Thirava hauled his horse about and rode away, companions close behind, until the mist swallowed all.


“I doubt we’ll live out the moonrise.” Rosa shook her head. “I’m not sure why he bothered to talk at all.”


Viktor grunted. “To show he’s not afraid. I do have a reputation.”


A small smile accompanied the words, an old friend glimpsed beneath the Lord Protector’s dour mantle. The air lost its chill, the encroaching shadows receding as Viktor’s mood improved. Then smile and friend were gone and the Lord Protector returned, like a helm’s visor lowered for battle.


“Maybe you should have killed him,” said Rosa.


“Maybe.”


Rosa followed him back to the gateway, running the tally of blades. Thirava likely had hundreds. She’d thirty knights at the gate that protected the now-ruined inner city. Another twenty deeper in. Rosa knew herself equal to three or four. Viktor was worth at least a dozen – more, with his shadow loosed.


Not enough. But when was it ever?


Drazina knights stiffened to attention as they passed beneath the gateway.


“Captain Jard? Have everyone fall back to the temple.” Viktor beckoned to his left. “Constans?”


The dark-haired boy emerged from a patch of shadow. “Father?”


Rosa stilled a twitch. Constans Reveque had a knack for moving unnoticed, a skill learnt while breaking parental curfew. Like Viktor – like all Drazina – he wore the black surcoat and silver swan of the vanished Akadra family, though he favoured frontiersman’s dark leathers over steel plate.


Fifteen summers old and with Viktor as his patron, Constans would soon be granted a knight’s plume. Or perhaps he wouldn’t. For all that he was becoming the mirror of his long-dead blood father – not least in his precise movement and brooding eyes – Constans lacked Malachi Reveque’s contemplative manner. Too often angry. Selective in authority acknowledged and respect shown.


He’d been quietly ejected from Chapterhouse Sartorov a year earlier – long before Grandmaster Rother had severed ties with the Republic and declared Fathom Rock an independent principality. That Viktor had taken on the boy as both squire and adoptive son – Constans’ relationship with his previous adoptive father being only a hair less strained than his relationship with Rother – had struck Rosa as the wrong message. But as a man with few friends, Viktor remained unflaggingly protective of those he did possess. Malachi and Lilyana Reveque lay five years beyond his aid, but their son . . . ?


“Keep watch,” said Viktor. “If the shadowthorns come, I look to you for warning.”


Constans’ eyes shone. A long dagger twirled about the fingers of his left hand and slid into a sheath on his belt. “At your order.”


Ruined and overgrown streets fell away, the distant weeping louder as night thickened. A brazier hissed and crackled, then burst to blue-white flame as ghostfire caught anew in a waft of sweet-scented duskhazel.


The once-grandiose temple was more imagination than perception, buried by the collapse of its upper storeys and the windblown detritus of centuries. The entire western quarter was simply . . . gone, crushed by the collapse of clocktowers and galleries. The north fell away into a jagged precipice of broken tile and jutting sarcophagi. The centre, and its cracked altar, was clear only through recent labours. A great spiral stairway descended through the fitful glow of firestone lanterns. A handful of Drazina, stripped to shirtsleeves, formed a work chain on the outer spiral, toiling with baskets and broken stone cleared from below.


Rosa stared away from the leering, bird-headed grotesques that stirred so many old memories, her eyes lingering on burial niches, stale and silent. Some were cracked, others ajar. Yet more lay empty, their sarcophagi plundered by the same degenerate prizraks who wept and howled their hunger beyond the ghostfire perimeter.


The frontrunners of Jard’s picket line set to work heaving sarcophagi to barricade the gateway. One cracked against the ground, spilling cloth-tangled bones across the nave.


Viktor peered into the spiral stair’s lantern-lit gloom. “Master Shalamoh. What progress?”


No reply issued from the depths.


“Master Shalamoh?” Viktor rapped his knuckles against a lantern’s metal crown, setting the light dancing. “A horde of shadowthorns gathers. You choose a poor time to test my patience.”


A thin face appeared at the staircase’s inner curve, accompanied by a voice too rich and deep for the speaker’s cadaverous grey robes. “A horde? That’s most unfortunate.”


In the fortnight since departing Tressia, Rosa had witnessed nothing stir Eldor Shalamoh to excitement that had not been buried a century or more. He projected calm as readily as the very best of soldiers, his young man’s vigour – despite his swept-back grey hair, Shalamoh was some years Rosa’s junior – suppressed behind seemly facade.


“That’s one way to put it,” said Rosa.


He slid a pair of wire-framed eyeglasses from his nose and polished the lenses against a cuff. “Perhaps you should drive them off, Lady Orova? That’s why you brought these brutes, isn’t it?”


“If only we’d thought of that.”


“Have you found the sanctum?” said Viktor.


Shalamoh’s lip twisted. “I’ve found a door. Fascinating petroglyphs. But whether it’s the sanctum or not, I can’t say.”


“Why not?”


“We can’t get it open. Hammers, crowbars. Nothing works. Not even a crack.”


Viktor started down the stairs. “Let me—”


“Father!” Constans burst through the temple gate, out of breath and cheeks flushed. He mantled the sarcophagus-barricade without slowing, boots skidding across stone. “They’re coming.”


War drums boomed beyond the walls. The fanfare of Thirava’s courage found . . . or more likely, of his reinforcements arrived.


Viktor froze. “How many?”


“At least three hundred spears,” gasped Constans.


“Mount up!” shouted Rosa. “We’ll fight our way clear.”


The labour-chain broke apart, men and women running to their tents in search of armament. Others ran for the makeshift stables beneath the canted eastern roof.


“No.” Viktor snatched a lantern from its hook. “We can’t lose this chance.”


Drums crashed to crescendo, and faded to nothing. Defenders froze, wrong-footed by sudden quiet and contradictory orders. Beyond the walls, a lone prizrak sobbed its hunger to the skies.


Rosa stepped closer and lowered her voice. “If we stay, we die.”


Viktor turned on his heel. The air crackled with cold. A deep breath, and his features softened to something approaching friendliness. “Rosa, please. Trust me.”


“That’d be easier if I knew why we were here.”


He drew himself in, eyes imploring. “This is not pride, but necessity.”


Grubbing around in forbidden Darkmere? Guided by an upstart scholar and the pages of an outlawed text? Five years before, it would have made for a special kind of madness. But Rosa scarcely recognised that world. So much of what she’d thought myth had been proven real.


But one truth remained. Whenever she’d doubted Viktor, others had paid the price.


“We’ll buy you as much time as we can.”


His hand found her shoulder. His eyes, hers. “I know.”


Then he was gone beyond the curve of the stairs, Shalamoh in tow.


“You heard!” shouted Rosa. “We hold!”


Knights gathered to the barricades. Midnight black and hunter’s green. Commander Tanor stood tall among the latter, a veteran of Govanna among untested Drazina.


Rosa drew closer. “Spread our lads and lasses out, Zephan. Let Essamere stiffen the line.”


A ghost of a smile tugged at worn, Hallowsider’s features. The Drazina were acclaimed as knights, but they weren’t the equal of the old chapter-houses . . . and certainly not Essamere.


“I’ll watch over the right, mistress. You the left?”


The left end of the barricade faced both the temple gateway and one of the navigable window arches. Where the fighting would be thickest, in other words. “You want the grandmaster’s circlet that badly?”


The smile returned. “You’d rather you were bored?”


“The sisters shine for you, Zephan.”


He straightened, pleased she’d invoked Lunastra alongside her radiant sibling. Hallowsiders didn’t look to Lumestra alone to keep them safe. “Until Death, mistress.” He strode away along the barricade of sarcophagi. “Gennery. Tolsav. Prasiv. You’re with me.”


The drums crashed back. Dust spilled from stonework. Rosa unslung her shield and took position with the Drazina at the gateway.


“The Lord Protector commands we hold, so we hold.” She let her voice blossom beneath the approaching drums. Solidity. Certainty. Leadership was more than a bloodied sword. She’d been years learning that. Some never did. “Stand together. Do the dead proud, and—”


Ragged shrieks tore through the thunder of the drumbeats, and billowed madly into the night sky. Terror that shivered the soul without decency to first encounter one’s ears.


To Rosa’s left, Captain Jard paled beneath his helm. “Blessed Lumestra . . . What was that?”


“I doused the outer ghostfires.” Constans’ voice arrived at Rosa’s shoulder, swimming in self-regard. “I thought it’d make things more interesting.”


Shouts echoed beneath the screams. Bellowed orders. Rosa’s mind’s eye glimpsed the horror Constans had unleashed. Pallid, scarecrow-tatter prizraks falling upon the Hadari with tooth and claw, eyes burning like coals beneath thick red tears. Her stomach coiled in disgust.


“Reveque. You’ll take position on the left, and your lead from Sergeant Danarov.”


“I’d rather stay here.”


She met the truculent stare head-on. “I didn’t ask.”


Eyes threatened refusal, but at the last he blinked. “At your command.”


Screams faded, the prizraks slaughtered or driven back to the shadows. Drums regained dominance, their rumble louder with every heartbeat.


“Tirane Brigantim!”


A hundred voices washed over the ruins. Running feet thundered beneath.


“Here they come!” shouted Rosa. “Death and honour!”


“Death and honour!”


The gateway crowded with golden scale and rust-coloured silks. Swarthy faces roared challenge from beneath close-set helms. Ghostfires ripped and flickered.


An Immortal barged Jard’s sword aside with his golden shield and vaulted onto the barricade. He died there, swept away by a slash that juddered Rosa’s arm to the shoulder.


Others pressed behind, howling and screaming. Hammering at helm and shield. A young Drazina collapsed to Rosa’s right, gasping for breath an opened throat couldn’t claim. An Essamere shield took the woman’s place, ramming her slayer back across the sarcophagus and into the press of bodies.


Spears stabbed across shield and stone. A thrust ripped Rosa’s surcoat and skittered across her pauldron. Another scraped between the plates at her flank, rousing flesh to fire.


Details blurred, lost in red screams and ragged breaths. The judder of the parry. The bite of steel on flesh. The hot stink of death rising through the mist.


A war hammer struck Rosa’s helm and set her world spinning. Reeling, she ducked the Immortal’s second swing. His third strike crumpled the upper edge of her shield. She let it fall. Gauntleted fingers about the hammer-wielder’s belt, she dragged him down behind the barricade. Her sword, now tight in both hands, crunched through armoured scales to split his spine.


“Until Death!”


Rosa screamed the words and reclaimed her place at the gore-slicked barricade. A fur-clad Silsarian clansman shied from her onset, and died before his sword touched hers.


Lumestra, but how she’d missed this! Even with her head ringing. Even with skin hot and clammy with sweat and blood. Even with the fire of jarred bones and bruised flesh leaping through her veins. Battle brought bleak vigour.


She scraped a parry and sent another shadowthorn screaming into Otherworld. Her fist closed around a hank of filthy hair and slammed a helmless head against stone.


Why had she ever forsaken this? Allowed herself to become a tutor to recruits? To exchange the soldier’s sword for the mistress’ mantle? This was where she belonged. It was what she was for.


Then, as the fighting lulled and she sought an unbroken blade, she saw him.


He sat on a fallen keystone, hands folded behind his back and black goatee twisting quizzically below a mask of dark feathers. Tall, and yet with a suggestion that his true presence was vaster still; his coat rumpled and his tall hat scuffed.


Breath staled in Rosa’s throat. The temple receded into grey, as did those who strove within, their clamour muffled beneath her stuttering pulse. The Raven. Had she drawn him there, by forgetting the lessons of times past and losing herself in slaughter?


“No . . . ”


She blinked and found no sight of him in a world restored to sound and colour. The patch of rubble on which he’d sat was empty.


The whistle of arrow and the scarlet hammer-blow in her shoulder came as one.


A crunch of knee on stone warned Rosa she’d fallen. The clang of steel that her sword had slipped from her grasp. A gasp sent fire raging through her lungs.


“Shields!” roared a voice.


A parapet of shields topped the makeshift barricade. The air clattered with cheated bodkins. The duller, wetter thump as others found flesh. Gaps showed in the shield wall. Fresh screams rang out.


Gold gleamed in the night.


Brow slicked with cold sweat, Rosa gripped the arrow tight, straining for leverage to snap the shaft. Her shoulder screamed and her hand fell. Shaking. Useless.


It wouldn’t have been so, not so very long ago. She’d have ripped the arrow free without blinking. But that woman had been eternal, endless. Now she was ephemeral. Mortal.


Mortals died.


Black uniforms vanished beneath a rush of gold. A brother of Essamere slumped across the barricade, his helm crushed and a spear in his belly. Abandoning her useless battle against the arrow, Rosa closed her good hand about her sword.


An ear-splitting crack shook the temple. The ground heaved.


Stone plunged from the upper storeys, pulverising the dead and shattering flagstones. And the sensation . . . Not cold, not exactly. Cold was the mirror of heat. This was something else. Not the flipside of the coin, but another coin altogether. It felt old beyond words.


Drums fell silent. The Hadari bled away into the night, babbling their fear. Rosa stared towards the spiral stairway, giddy mirth spilling from her lips. “Took you long enough, Viktor.”


But Viktor was nowhere to be seen.


Retreating footsteps faded. Survivors stirred to aid the fallen.


Hot blood rushing against cold skin, Rosa levered herself upright, her shoulder more heavy and numb than raw.


It had to be Viktor. He’d pulled similar tricks before; loosed his shadow to blind the foe and set them to flight. Granted brief life to the dead, if a boneless, puppeteered existence could be considered such. Always on the brink of disaster, as was ever a saviour’s wont.


So where was he?


Leaving the barricade behind, she stumbled towards the spiral stair.


“Roslava.” The familiar voice. Clipped and gravelly. Weary. Mocking.


She found herself face to face with the Raven.


“You promised to leave me alone!”


For the first time, Rosa saw the old temple in all its glory. The once-bare stone whorled with silver and gold; the roof restored and polished statues presiding over all, their arms outspread in welcome to supplicants shuffling about her like a rock in a stream.


Or so it might have seemed, but for the pervasive green hue and the inconstant, insubstantial nature of the crowd. Not living men and women, but drifting, empty-eyed ghosts, vaporous beneath the waist and indistinguishable from the ever-present mists.


Of the Hadari – of the knights – Rosa saw no sign. She heard nothing but the slowing, pulsing double-thump of her heart.


“I have left you alone,” said the Raven.


“And yet here you are.”


“No.” He scowled. “Here you are. One foot in my world. One foot in Otherworld. Close enough to hear me.”


He’d distracted her. Lined her up for the arrow, all so he could speak with her. She was dying, and the Raven had killed her. The revelation called for anger, but all was leaden – thought, emotion and being.


“Stop him,” said the Raven. “You’re the only one who’ll listen to me.”


“Stop who?”


“Your friend. The Lord Protector. He interferes with something he should not.”


“He’s doing what he must.”


“No. He’s doing what he thinks he must.” Pain flared as he seized her shoulders, his tone darker, urgent. “I once told you that I’d been privileged with a glimpse of coming days. A future bleak beyond my taste. Though the details have faded like smoke, I know one thing: this is where it starts to go wrong. For us all. But for Tressia most of all. What is buried here must remain buried. Stop him.”


Rosa pulled free, and nearly lost her footing. “Stop him yourself.”


“I pledged to cease meddling. Breaking that promise won’t prevent disaster – it will only alter its nature. But you . . . ?” He sighed. “Have I ever lied to you, Roslava?”


She yearned to say yes. But the Raven had never lied, though his truth was often poison. He’d even been kind, when she’d deserved nothing of the sort.


The double-thump of her heart ebbed. The space between the beats crawled to turgid agony.


When she doubted Viktor, others paid the price. But was that truth, or merely excuse for inaction? Viktor’s triumphs always levied a price.


The Raven stepped closer. “Talk to him if you can. But stop him.”


“How? I’m dying.” It all seemed so distant. Unimportant.


Levity entered his voice for the first time. “One foot is not all the way. Let me give you a nudge.”


Palms against her shoulders, he shoved her. She fell backward into the mists.


“Mistress?” Zephan crowded close. “Lady Orova?”


Mist thinned. Rosa found herself with legs splayed and a cracked pedestal at her back. The temple was again forlorn, the false splendour of Otherworld scrubbed away. Bodies lined the inner barricade. Some moving. Too many not. Those knights who remained bound one another’s wounds and stared out into the darkness, waiting for doom to befall.


Good shoulder wedged against the pedestal, she edged upright. Her shoulder throbbed, the arrow’s weight tugging at sinew. Oozing blood darkened her torn surcoat.


Zephan steadied her with a hand against her good arm. “Rosa?”


“Don’t shout, Zephan. I’m not deaf.”


“No, mistress.” He winced. “It’s better you don’t move. The physician’s coming.”


For all the good that would do. Sevaka had begged her not to come to Darkmere. If only she’d listened. “I’m sorry, love,” Rosa breathed. She refocused bleary eyes on Zephan. “The Hadari?”


“Gone. I’ve set Reveque to watch for them.”


“Good.” Every breath woke new fire, but pain was better than Otherworld’s creeping numbness. “Snap the arrow.”


He braced one hand against her punctured breastplate, the other about the shaft. A flash of pain and it was done. Through bleary eyes, Rosa stared at the splintered stump. Better.


She gripped Zephan’s forearm. Should she tell him? No. He’d think her mad. Maybe she was. Maybe it was all born of lost blood and fleeting soul. “If shadowthorns return, hold them as long as you can.”


“What about you?”


“I have to find Viktor.”


“No. I can’t—”


Rosa transferred her grip from forearm to shoulder. “You can. You will.”


With an unhappy twist of the lip, Zephan stepped back. “Until Death, mistress.”


Rosa limped towards the stairs, fighting to conceal a growing tremor. By the time she reached the first step, she abandoned all pretence, her good shoulder propped against the curved wall and the bad screaming as the arrowhead shifted in her flesh.


Down she went, knees buckling with every onerous step.


This is where it starts to go wrong.


She forged on. Clung to the Raven’s words as mantra.


Halfway down, the drums sounded again. By the time she reached the piled dirt and broken stone at the pit of the stair, the sounds of battle raged anew. The Raven’s words drove her on.


Mist shimmered in the lantern light of the half-excavated passageway. Alcoves yawned from the walls, the columbarium grander than in the temple above. Gold glinted, grave-hoard and offering. The not-cold sensation grew.


Great slabs of black stone emerged from the mist. One, split in two, lay flat upon the rubble. The other sat canted against the wall, its petroglyphs of piercing eyes and spread wings gleaming gold. The sanctum door, unbreachable by mortal toil, had yielded to Viktor’s shadow. The force of its breaking had set the Hadari to flight.


Shalamoh scuttled to bar Rosa’s path. He flinched at her bloodied aspect, then gathered himself to stillness, save for an outstretched, shaking hand. “Lady Orova—”


“Where’s . . . Viktor?” The words ripped free, more gasp than speech.


“I caution against going further, lady.”


This is where it starts to go wrong.


Rosa shoved him aside. Three more steps, and the mists swallowed scholar and shattered doors as if they’d never been.


“Viktor?”


There was no lantern beyond the doorway. The only illumination came from wisps of diffuse, whitish light that danced past her and vanished into the drifting shroud. Weary eyes glimpsed curved walls and a low, vaulted ceiling. Corvine faces leered from every pillar.


Stone skittered from Rosa’s boot and into an abyss edged with broken tile and the remnant of a descending stair. No impact echoed up from the catacomb below.


“Viktor?”


She staggered across a gaping floor more collapsed than intact, past ancient tombs, the bas-reliefs familiar in style, and yet not. The stale scent of yesterdays grew stronger. White-green mist tinged with writhing black.


Viktor stood with his back towards her, shadow a shifting cloak about his shoulders. His hands rested on a glassy, black orb. Even looking at it hurt. As if it didn’t belong in the living world. The orb, in turn, sat upon an ornate pedestal. Pale green cracks pulsed in time with the wisps dancing like glimmerbugs about his shoulders. Opposite, beyond the remnant of a frayed carpet, an empty archway loomed above unbroken stonework. A door leading nowhere.


What is buried here must remain buried.


Wisps bobbed past Rosa and joined the dance about the orb. Those that touched it vanished, swallowed by glimmering green. She shuddered, wracked by horrified recollection of her torment as the Queen of the Dead. Soul sparks, freed from those who fought and died above. The last gasps of the dying, drawn to the orb . . . and to what?


This is where it starts to go wrong.


“Viktor . . . ” Speech was an excruciating effort now. “What are you doing? What . . . is all this?”


He didn’t turn. Didn’t move.


Two ragged breaths crept by, each accompanied by an unsteady step through coils of mist and shadow.


Three.


Four.


“I’ve found it,” he said, his voice a rumbling, reverent whisper. “I hear them. I can reach them. This is where everything changes.”


The last words, so similar to the Raven’s, scattered Rosa’s last doubts.


Galvanised to one final effort, Rosa shouldered Viktor aside and shoved the orb. It toppled free of the pedestal, struck the floor and shattered. A burst of viridian light left dark splotches on Rosa’s vision. Glassy fragments spilled across the gaping floor and into the abyss.


“No!” Viktor spun about, eyes blazing. His shadow pulsed, hurling her against the empty arch. He bore down, face inches from hers. “Do you know what you’ve done?”


Ragged heartbeat slowed. Fire faded into numbness.


Viktor’s brow softened, anger yielding to despair. For the first time since she’d entered the chamber, Rosa had the sense he recognised her. “Rosa?”


She tried to speak, but found neither words, nor the breath to give them licence.


Closing her eyes one last time, Rosa clung to the memory of Sevaka’s face, and wondered if the Raven would be waiting for her in Otherworld.









 



Maladas, 26th Day of Wanetithe





I’ve lived my whole life in Tressia, and still the city
finds ways to surprise me. But in one thing it is
wholly dependable: the quieter the streets, the larger
the storm brewing somewhere out of sight.


from the diaries of Malachi Reveque













One



Soot spiralled through heavy snows, soaring over twisting alleyways and broad, cobbled streets, the rich woodsmoke from hearths mingling with sour blackstone from factory and forge. Priests proclaimed that blackstone tainted the air as surely as it did the soul. Altiris – who’d spent most of his twenty summers clinging to life in a slave’s shack on Selann for his family’s supposed transgressions – loved priests even less than the chill that had never quite left his bones, and rejoiced that the bitter scent banished both.


Tressia had lost much in recent years, but it seemed never to lack for priests.


At Altiris’ side, Viara rubbed gloved hands together and stared gloomily along the nearly empty street. “I didn’t realise we’d be walking halfway across the city.”


“Exercise does you good.” Altiris lengthened his stride, boots crunching on the thickening snows. A broad-brimmed rover’s hat, woollen cloak and thick gambeson beneath phoenix tabard kept gooseflesh and shuddering joints at bay. “Gets the blood moving.”


The cold had summoned a fair portion of Viara’s blood to nose and cheeks, all of which conspired to shine brighter and ruddier in the lantern light than the scarlet ribbons woven through her blonde plaits. For all that she was Altiris’ elder by three years, she looked younger – a soft-skinned highblood for whom service in the Stonecrest hearthguard was the first physical work she’d known.


She cast a longing look at the Brass Key’s swinging sign – at shadows moving against windows hung with bright-painted wooden pendants with the silhouette of trees and angelic serathi. The tokens of the season. Muffled notes of ribald carols shuddered onto the street. “We’ve passed dozens of taverns already.”


Altiris nodded at a pair of constables heading in the opposite direction. “Squalid dives, hardly fit for Stonecrest Phoenixes . . . much less for the Lady Boronav.”


Lady Viara Boronav stifled a scowl at the reminder of the times to which her family had fallen. All the more reason to offer it. Life as an indentured slave was no more easily forgotten than the livid rose-brand on Altiris’ wrist. The Boronav family had prospered from the oppression of the south. Even if Viara herself was too young to carry the blame, the sins of her kith hung close. There was joy to twisting the knife.


Especially as she so wanted to be liked.


“Yes, lieutenant,” she replied glumly.


“ ‘Altiris’ is fine.”


For all that Viara nodded, the correction fell flat. It was supposed to be largesse. A gesture of equality. Lord Trelan pulled it off all the time. Altiris never quite managed the right tone.


He longed for Lord Trelan’s easy authority. The ability to make suggestions that were taken as orders. And if Josiri Trelan – separatist, outcast and apostate – could cheat monolithic tradition and become a hero of the people, then surely fate could be persuaded to allow the same for others.


To be acclaimed a hero in his own right. To have his opinion feted and his name celebrated. A decade ago, it would have been impossible, but with the decimation of ancient families by war and misfortune, the old conventions were coming apart.


Maybe there was opportunity, even for a lowblood southwealder. And wouldn’t that be something? But for all that, Altiris was only a young man with a sword and something to prove, and there were plenty of those to go around. Other talents outshone the mundane.


He nodded to where the timeworn timbers and leaded window of the Ragged Wayfarer clung to the crossroad’s eastern corner.


“Here we are.”


“Thank Lumestra,” Viara muttered. “My fingers are about to fall off.”


They skirted the derelict townhouse on the crossroad’s southern corner – its collection of huddled souls gathered around a guttering fire – and crossed the dunged roadway. As the last sparks of the year died, the lucky ones might find shelter in church or alms-house, some wealthy patron easing conscience by letting the downtrodden pass Midwintertide in fleeting comfort. But not tonight.


The city wall loomed, tarpaulins and scaffolds dark shapes against the billowing snow. One of a dozen new fortresses to bolster the city’s defences. All of it behind a stout fence, and the silent, towering silhouette of a kraikon. Sunlight crackled softly across the giant construct’s bronze skin and steel plate, the magic that powered its metal frame still vibrant, even in the snows. There’d be simarka too, somewhere close by. Kraikons were all very well for throwing a scare into trespassers, but the bronze lions were faster, and far more suited to running those self-same intruders down.


After the quiet chill of the streets, the warmth of the Wayfarer’s hearth stole away Altiris’ breath. The buzz of conversation and mournful refrain of an unseen piano were loud beyond words. Beneath the low, bare-joisted ceiling, the scent of woodsmoke and ale hung heavy with promise. Drifting eyes made incurious inquiry, then returned to the serious business of staring moodily into glass or tankard.


Not so the matronly woman behind the bar. “Lieutenant Czaron! Here to settle your tab?”


He met the glare with practised nonchalance. “Next week, Adela. On my word as a Phoenix.”


“You said that last week.”


“Did I?” The smile was for onlookers, not Adela, who was immune to such things. “If it helps, my companion’s paying.”


Adela snorted and turned her attention to another patron.


“Oh I am, am I?” murmured Viara.


“You wanted to talk. It’s only fair. A lieutenant’s wage doesn’t go far.”


She regarded him stonily. “I’m starting to believe what the others say about you.”


“And what do they say about me?”


“That you’re a rake who spends entirely too much time carousing with the likes of Konor Zarn, and not enough at minding your place.”


“Folk invite me to parties. It’d be rude to say no.”


“And miss the chance for a little social climbing? Absolutely.”


“I’ll take wine. There should be a little of the Valerun red left.”


Taking her expression’s descent from stony to scowl as his cue to depart, Altiris threaded his way through the crowd to an empty table beneath the window. Like so many of its era, the leaded upper frame trammelled a small, stained glass sun, though accretion of smoke had long obscured its radiance.


He peered at the crossroads, the fire in the derelict house just visible through the snow. Where he’d be, but for Lumestra’s grace. Setting aside hat and gloves, he smoothed unkempt red hair to something resembling respectability and made silent note to spare a few coins on the return journey.


Viara slid a bottle and two glasses onto the table and sat on the bench opposite. “Adela says that if you don’t clear your tab by the end of the month, she’ll send her son to settle the debt.”


“You’re misreading the situation. She likes her little amusements.”


She eyed the Wayfarer’s clientele warily. “Yes, lieutenant.”


Altiris frowned. “What’s wrong?”


“People keep staring.”


“You’re a Phoenix.” He filled both glasses with a flourish and set the bottle aside. “You’ll get used to it.”


Phoenixes transcended myth. The firebirds of legend who carried Lumestra’s tidings through the stifling Dark that devoured all things. The hope that never died. Then again, it didn’t hurt that even swaddled in a hearthguard’s unflattering uniform, Viara was easily the most stareable thing in the Wayfarer. Enough to set hopeful hearts aflutter. All the more ironic – and not a little depressing – that Altiris felt no such stirring himself.


“If this isn’t a squalid dive, I’m glad we passed up the others.” Viara raised her glass, dark eyes on his for the first time. “Or is it that your debts are slighter here?”


Altiris took a sip of wine and made note not to underestimate her. “What was it you wanted to talk about, anyway?”


“It’s complicated.”


“I’m discreet.”


Again that appraising, careful stare. “That I doubt.” A sip of wine, and she sat back, lip twisted in irritation. “My father has . . . expectations.”


“I see.”


“He suggested working for Lord Trelan might restore lost opportunities.”


Opportunities. A seat on the Grand Council that granted a generous stipend without asking much in return. Oversight of an office of state while others scurried around doing the actual work. Once a highblood’s birthright, now callously ripped away by Lord Droshna’s reforms. No Grand Council. No Privy Council. And no station to which Viara and her peers could aspire.


Time was, she’d never have lowered herself to join a hearthguard – even one so storied as the Phoenixes. Nobles went into the chapterhouses to earn a knight’s plume. But with most of the chapterhouses gone or faded, and conscription making no exception for a family’s wealth? Well, better to stand service in a noble’s guard than trudge beneath a regimental banner or crawl around alleyways in a constable’s tabard.


It explained her disgust that Altiris was welcome in what wealthy circles remained, even though she apparently was not. It remained a sour note with Altiris that his invitations from Konor Zarn in particular sprang not from personal regard, but because a phoenix tabard at Woldensend Manor’s lavish balls implied rather more influence with Lord Trelan than facts supported. But it was better than nothing.


Motion beyond the window caught Altiris’ eye. An officer in a Drazina’s midnight black and silver swan drew into sight at the crossroads, his horse champing restlessly.


“And these opportunities haven’t arrived?” he asked, eyes still on the street. “What do you expect? You’ve been at Stonecrest for what, a few weeks?”


“Two months. Lord Trelan hasn’t even acknowledged my existence.”


Beyond the window, the officer headed deeper into the city. A pair of cloaked Drazina knights followed in his wake. A low dray cart in theirs, its rider swathed against the cold. Four others brought up the rear. A heavy guard for something so unassuming.


“I’m surprised you didn’t try for the Drazina,” said Altiris. “Lord Droshna’s ear is worth more.”


“They wouldn’t take me.” She offered a self-deprecating smile tinged with bitterness. “I’m too short.”


“Ah. I don’t know what to say.”


“Tell me how I can get Lord Trelan’s attention. Lumestra, but I wasn’t brought into the world to guard someone else’s silverware!”


There it was. The entitlement. The sense that the world existed only in service to one’s desires. It was disappointing, somehow, for a woman of Viara’s obvious intelligence to be so blinded by her upbringing. But wasn’t everyone?


“What makes you think I can help?” asked Altiris, his attention now on the inside of the Wayfarer more than on her. Something wasn’t quite right, but the more he tried to determine what, the further he strayed.


“Can’t you?” said Viara. “You live in the house, not the barracks. You dine with the family, and as for how you carry on with Lady Reveque—”


“That’ll do.” The last thing he wanted was to talk about Sidara.


Viara regarded him with a poisonous mix of uncertainty and embarrassment, afraid she’d overstepped. It’d be so easy to knock her down a peg or two. One more small act of recompense for old harms. But no. Childishness was all very well, until it crossed the line into malice.


Besides, Viara wasn’t the only one who wanted to be liked.


Altiris took a deep breath. “Lord Trelan prefers deeds over words . . . and bloodline. He’s a man of action. Why else do you suppose he runs the constabulary?”


“Father maintains that action is vulgar.”


“I’m sure he does. But it doesn’t change the fact that if you want to . . . ”


That was it. The tavern was quieter, a small but significant number of faces having departed into the cold. Unheard of in the Wayfarer this side of midnight. And across the road. The fire blazed in the derelict, but its supplicants were gone.


Snatching hat and gloves from the table, Altiris started to his feet. “Come on.”


Viara blinked. “What? I don’t—”


“Do you want to catch Lord Trelan’s eye, or don’t you?”


The challenge did its wicked work. She emptied her glass and, with a last despairing glance at a bottle still half-full, followed into a snow-swathed world. A world Altiris swore was colder than before.


“What’s going on, lieutenant?” she asked through chattering teeth.


Colder or no, the snow had definitely thickened, tracks and boot prints softened beneath soot-spattered white. Enough to follow, but not to show how many others had passed that way.


Altiris set off in brisk pursuit, exhilaration counteracting the chill. “A cart came through not long ago. Guarded by a half-dozen Drazina, no less. And just by chance, folk lose their taste for drink, and our friends by the fire forget the cold?”


“It’s an ambush?”


“Half of one. The rest’ll be up ahead somewhere. Probably before the Three Pillars checkpoint.”


He quickened his pace. Viara’s cry called him up short.


“Wait! If it is what you say, shouldn’t we . . . you know?” She jerked her head towards the incomplete fortress, where the kraikon’s magic sparked and crackled through the snow.


They should. They really should, but then there’d be no chance of taking credit for stopping whatever was going on. “We’ll leave her out of this one.” Seeing Viara wasn’t convinced, he struck a winning smile. “But if you’d rather sit this one out, I’ll understand.”


Ambition won out, as he’d suspected it would, and she stalked on past. “Three Pillars isn’t far.”


They hurried on, following tracks that threatened to vanish at any moment. Bravado flickered as shuttered windows passed away overhead. For all that the city was home to thousands upon thousands, it was possible to be alone very quickly if you strayed down the wrong street. And in the frigid anonymity of the snows, every street could quickly become the wrong street. Especially in Wallmarch, where construction work had displaced so many and made potential lairs of most buildings.


A half-demolished warehouse passed away to Altiris’ right, a church’s lychfield to his left. The snows parted, strobing merrily in the light of a damaged lantern, half-hanging from its post.


The dray cart sat slewed across the road, crates jettisoned in its wake, horse staling into the snow as if nothing were amiss. Falling snow dusted motionless bodies, blood seeping scarlet through white.


“We’re too late,” murmured Viara.


Altiris crouched beside the nearest Drazina. The blood that had so alarmed ebbed from a bruise on the back of his head – his helmet lay a short distance away. “He’s alive.”


“This one too,” Viara replied from nearer the warehouse. “But she won’t stay that way without help.”


Leaving the unconscious Drazina behind, Altiris clambered up onto the dray. The attack had been too precise, too efficient, to have been without deliberate goal. The kind of robbery the vanished Crowmarket had once conspired to so well.


“All right. We head back to the Wayfarer and raise the alarm.”


Quicker to get the kraikon’s attention than to reach the Three Pillars checkpoint. Besides, Drazina were more interested in inspecting identification papers than helping those in need – even their own.


The cart itself looked almost untouched, its crates and strongboxes still wedged in place. A sword, half-unwrapped from a bolt of velvet cloth, lay atop a burlap sack of the sort used to transport mail. A highblood’s possession, if ever there was one, with golden wings as its hilt, and a large, many-faceted sapphire set in its pommel. Dulled through lack of care, and the blade’s tang pitted with rust – but still, too fine a prize to leave behind.


Unless the robbers weren’t yet done.


“Lieutenant? I think there are too many bodies.”


They rose out of the snow as Altiris spun around, four dark-clad figures armed with knives and cudgels. Two, he recognised from the Wayfarer. The others were strangers. Unremarkable men and women you could cross paths with anywhere. A cudgel crashed down. Viara dropped without a sound.


“No!” Altiris drew his sword.


He went utterly still as a sheen of steel slipped beneath his chin.


“Put it down.” The lilting voice was warm against his ear.


Gut seething sour, Altiris obeyed. The simplest of snares, and he’d rushed straight into it.


“That’s better.” The voice, maddeningly familiar, adopted a mocking tone. “I thought we were followed, but to find it was you? Been a long time, my bonny.”


Stray memory flared. “Hawkin?”


“The very same. Haven’t you grown into a fine young man?”


Hawkin Darrow. A southwealder like himself. Once trusted steward to the Reveque family, but in reality a vranakin of the Crowmarket. “I thought you were dead,” spat Altiris.


“Thought, or hoped?”


“Longed for.”


Bracing against the dray’s floor, he slammed back into Hawkin. She yelped, and then they were falling over the cart’s runners and into the snow. Altiris landed hard, his grab at her knife-wrist a hair too slow. But the wing-hilted sword, dragged from the cart during the fall, landed beside him.


He snatched it up. Hawkin shuddered to a halt, chestnut curls dancing and the tip of the pitted blade beneath her chin. Her eyes filled with poison, then bled into approval. “I always thought you showed promise.”


She’d worn the intervening years well. Thinner, perhaps, the vivaciousness of youth – of the mask she’d worn while spying on those who’d thought her friend – eroded until only whip-thin essence remained.


So easy to ram the sword home and avenge old betrayals. But movement in Altiris’ peripheral vision reminded him that Hawkin was not alone. Even if he fought his way clear after, her death would be Viara’s too.


“Enough. Let her go.” The speaker stood by the roadside, one elbow braced against the church’s lychgate. A sharp-accented voice, a shock of ash-blonde hair and a black silk dress that was in no way practical for the weather. She drew closer, skirts dragging at the snows, and halted level with the motionless Hawkin. “No one has died. No one need die. Not for the Lord Protector’s trinkets.”


A rolling whisper billowed beneath her words, a breathy not-quite song that itched at the edge of hearing. One that flirted with melody but never fully embracing it, like waves rushing across an unseen shore. What showed of her skin above frilled black lace was pale in the manner of highblood fashion, but to a degree well beyond the limits of cosmetic powders and lacking their fashionable sheen. Her face was younger than Altiris’ own. Ageless, blue-green eyes belied those slender years.


Altiris stuttered a laugh to hide his discomfort. “These belong to Lord Droshna?”


“They used to.”


“Then you’re a bigger fool than Hawkin.”


“One of us surely is. Put down the sword.”


The song’s intensity swelled, its whispers no longer the burble of the shoreline, but the roar of a storm-wracked ocean. Altiris drowned beneath their rushing waves. He fell to his knees, heart hammering, lungs heaving for breath, his sword hand spasming and empty.


“No!” snapped the pale woman.


Altiris forced leaden eyelids open. The pale woman stood above him, sword point-down in her right hand. Her left gripped Hawkin’s shoulder. The cart bucked and heaved as their companions completed the interrupted robbery.


Hawkin’s knife glinted in the lantern light. “He knows I’m alive. He’ll tell others.”


The pale woman held her back without obvious effort. “And whose fault is that? You know the Merrow’s rules.”


Hawkin snarled and followed the strongbox-laden robbers into the darkened lychfields. The pale woman squatted beside Altiris, the sword at her shoulder and the ghostly whispers on the edge of hearing once again.


“I could have let her kill you,” she breathed, her lips inches from his ear. “Think on that. Are you certain you’re on the right side?”


Her lips brushed his cheek. Then she was gone, rusted sword and all, lost in the snow, whispers fading behind her.


“Viara?”


Clinging to the side of the ransacked cart, Altiris made it to his feet on the third attempt. Viara lay where she’d fallen, face down in the snow. Alive, as the pale woman had promised.


But the rest? Hawkin Darrow back in Tressia? The Lord Protector’s possessions stolen? The Crowmarket resurgent? What more could the night throw at him?


A repeated, scraping thud sounded through the swirling snow. Metal feet falling on stone. Altiris’ heart, already at a low ebb, sank further.


One last humiliation.


A gleam of golden eyes presaged the simarka’s arrival. By the time the cast-bronze lion sat on its haunches before him and cocked its head in sardonic enquiry, Altiris had almost reconciled himself to what was to come.


“I need your help.”
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Trust to the soldier who seeks no glory by the sword.


Tressian proverb













Two



Winter dawn crept in about the drapes, the memory of the pale woman’s blue-green eyes lurking on nightmare’s edge. All else was the sense of pursuit, of being quarry with nowhere to run, the reeve’s hounds howling behind. Usual, for all they were unwelcome. Old memories that only showed their face at night, when Altiris’ body slept and his mind wandered.


He banished Selann to the past, the sodden, weatherworn hovel of childhood yielding to his Stonecrest quarters. The attic room, while nothing to the expansive chambers enjoyed by the nobility, was larger than his family’s entire shack. Thick carpet, rather than packed soil and cracked tiles. A broad hearth, and beneath the window a garden, not a muddy vale of crops to tend until arms ached and fingers bled.


Proof that the past was the past, and the future held only promise.


But those eyes. When Altiris closed his own they were with him still. Watching him as if he were prey. No. That wasn’t quite right. As if she wasn’t yet certain whether he was prey.


Are you certain you’re on the right side?


The estate bell started him from reverie. Eight o’clock, and he still abed. Unacceptable, even if he’d been up long past midnight. Passing up a shave and all but the simplest ablutions in favour of haste, he dressed and took the stairs two at a time down to a hall resplendent with Midwintertide decorations. Not the wooden pendants of the impoverished Wallmarch, but glittering glass baubles and bright paper lanterns.


A nodded greeting to a maid – who bobbed a curtsey and hurriedly withdrew from his path – and Altiris quickened his pace toward the armoury.


“No call to be rushing around,” a voice drawled from the drawing room doorway. “How many servants are you planning to trip over, anyway?”


Altiris halted to face his tormentor. “The hearthguard—”


“Are managing agreeably without you, lad. Brass and Jaridav have the gate. Beckon and Kelver the streets. Stalder the front door and Jarrock the patrol.” Kurkas leaned against the door jamb and scratched beneath his eye patch. “What? Think I’ve lost the knack? Reckon my faculties are flaking?”


Not that. Never that. For all that Kurkas had traded a captain’s uniform for the more respectable waistcoat and jacket of Stonecrest’s steward – respectable, rather than presentable, because Kurkas could rumple good cloth with the merest brush of a finger – a lifetime behind the sword wasn’t soon set aside.


Years that had struck black hair steel grey had slowed him little more than had leaving his left arm behind on the battlefield, twenty years before. Of Stonecrest’s hearthguard, only Jaridav came close to besting him with any consistency. Altiris, for all that they sparred two or three times a week, counted victories on the fingers of one hand.


And they were good pairings. Jaridav’s diligence would keep grizzled old Brass from slacking at his duties, and his poacher’s eye would catch ill intent the younger woman might miss. And though Altiris hadn’t considered it until that moment, Beckon and Stalder were barely on speaking terms – the result of a friendly card game turned less so with wagers laid. Keeping them apart was to everyone’s benefit.


The realisation occasioned chagrin. He should have caught that. At least it had been Kurkas who’d covered his failing, rather than Anastacia, whose ratio of mockery to kindness was far steeper.


“And Viara?” Altiris asked, then remembered he’d used her personal name, rather than her family’s, as was proper. “Boronav, I mean?”


“So we’re on first name terms with all the nobility, are we? Or is it just the young and pretty ones?” Kurkas ignored Altiris’ glare and forged on. “Light duties. She has one of the carriages, a satchel of correspondence and orders to take it easy playing at herald.”


Altiris’ shoulders unknotted a fraction. “No complications?”


“A lump on the noggin and a fearful headache, but that goes with the territory, doesn’t it? You were both of you lucky last night.”


Altiris scowled. Nothing travelled faster than failure. Then again, Kurkas seemed to know everything. “Going to chew me out for it?”


“Count my arms, lad. Tell me I’ve never made a mistake.” He shrugged. “But I wouldn’t mind hearing about it direct from you. In my day, vranakin didn’t leave witnesses, and certainly not conscious ones.”


Altiris grunted. “Maybe things have changed.”


“Maybe. And as for being chewed out?” Kurkas levered himself upright. “It’s not me you need worry about.”


Tension returned to Altiris’ shoulders. “She’s here?”


“In the kitchen. Came home with the dawn in search of grub.” He shrugged. “You’ll have to speak sometime. Might as well be now.”


He nodded farewell and strode across the hall, the limp unmistakeable. A reminder that formidable though Kurkas was, the steward had lived long years hard. Little by little, time was laying claim to a victory that vranakin and a legion of Hadari had failed to achieve.


“Vladama?” Use of the personal name still seemed wrong, but was sometimes necessary. If for no other reason than he and Kurkas occupied the same curious station in the Stonecrest household, being considered as close to family as commoners could. “Thank you.”


The other halted, and offered a nod. “Just . . . Keep it civil. Lady Boronav’s not the only one with a throbbing head.”


Sidara was, as Kurkas had promised, in the kitchen, one elbow propped against the tabletop and chin against her palm. Even staring moodily down into the remnants of a bowl of oatmeal – without giving any sign of seeing it – with shadows gathered beneath tired, blue eyes, and the frayed, once-meticulous plaits sporting a wispy golden halo of rebellious hairs, she lit up the room.


Many disdained as improper that a young woman who was both the heir to the Reveque bloodline, and by adoption a daughter of Trelan, should lower herself to association with a mere hearthguard – who was not only a southwealder, but once an indentured slave into the bargain. But sneers had only bound them closer. She’d been his confidante – and he hers – in joy, in heartbreak and in mourning.


Indeed, soon after Sidara had earned the Drazina’s silver swan, she’d insisted Altiris accompany her to a ball at the Montesrin estate. One of the other guests – another newly elevated officer named Ivo Tarev – had loudly objected to Altiris’ presence, insisting the [R] replace with: “upstart southwealder” be banished to the kitchens, or else prove his worth with a sword. Knowing Tarev to be far more skilled with a blade than he, Altiris had resigned himself to a humiliating retreat.


Only for Sidara to accept the challenge on his behalf.


By rights, the matter should have ended then and there. Bad enough that the Lord Protector disapproved of the once-common practice of honour duelling. Worse to fight such a duel against a woman the Lord Protector considered his niece. To do so in the full knowledge that Sidara wielded Lumestra’s light in a way not seen outside of legend? Well, that took stupidity to soaring heights.


As matters transpired, Sidara hadn’t resorted to magic. Blood streaming from a cut on her brow – the result of a sloppy parry and mistaken footing on the rain-sodden lawn – she’d extracted apology with her sword at Tarev’s throat. Then, eyes shining and cheeks aglow, she’d taken Altiris’ arm in hers and marched away. They’d spent the rest of the night on the edge of the Hayadra Grove, a bottle purloined from the Montesrin wine cellar emptied to the dregs, staring at the moon across the flooded streets of the western docks.


Then, in the light of the rising dawn, she’d kissed him. And the new day was suddenly very different to the old. The future he’d thought before him washed away and replaced by something wondrous and unexpected.


Not even two years ago, but it felt like a lifetime. Longer.


How the wall between them had arisen, Altiris still wasn’t sure. Brick by brick, he supposed, in the manner that all such walls were fashioned. Hastened by Sidara’s increasing responsibilities, mortared by words unspoken, and invisible until complete. He supposed it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the wall existed, and was not for climbing. Were he honest, he didn’t even know when they’d grown apart, only that holding onto even friendship was a constant challenge. Anything deeper had long since been lost.


And for all that, Altiris still wanted to be near her. At least, until he was actually in her presence. Then all he wanted to do was leave before they fell to quarrelling. Living under the same roof would have been awkward beyond words, had either of them spent any more time at Stonecrest than necessity – or in Altiris’ case, duty – demanded. At least Lord Trelan remained as ignorant of the widening gulf as he was of what had come before. Bad enough that Kurkas knew.


And Kurkas was right. They had to speak sometime.


“So you do still live here?” he said.


Sidara jerked upright, hand fumbling at a dislodged spoon before it skittered to the floor. The corners of her eyes and mouth rippled, then set rigid as surprise yielded to composure. “You’re one to talk. Run dry of girls to impress with a Phoenix’s uniform?” For all the words’ barb, there was little in her tone. “Viktor insisted I sleep. He threatened to lock me out of the Panopticon and send me home under escort.”


The Panopticon was the sole completed tower of the city’s new defences. The uppermost floor was a triumph of engineering, more glazed than not, the multifaceted windows offering a view clear across the city. At night, firestone lanterns upon its pinnacle blazed bright against the firmament, birthing a more poetic name in those so inclined – the Tower of Stars.


Sidara set a hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn, undermining the righteousness of defiance.


“Maybe he’s right.” Altiris ventured past stove and pantry until he was level with the lopsided door that emptied onto the grounds. “You look awful.”


Lips softened almost to a smile, but never committed. “And you’re a fool.”


He stifled a wince. Direct. Sidara was seldom anything but, and tiredness made her more so. “I called for help, remember?”


“You should have done it sooner. Viara wanted to, didn’t she?”


“Who told you that?”


Old suspicions flared. Both simarka and kraikons were fuelled by the same magic running through Sidara’s veins. A weaker, less versatile sort, but close enough kin that she could command them – at some distance, and without the aid of the lionhead amulets by which proctors had once achieved the same miracle. Few of those proctors now remained, and fewer amulets, hunted down and destroyed by the Crowmarket.


While the vanished amulet-bearers could only issue commands, Sidara glimpsed what the constructs saw, and caught snatches of what they heard. By anchoring herself in a particular one – blinding herself to others – its senses became fully her own.


Rumour persisted that the whole notion of anchoring was High Proctor Ilnarov’s invention, and readily perpetuated by Sidara. That her view from the Panopticon encompassed a great deal more than stolen glances. Certainly the wealthy avoided discussing weighty matters in front of a construct as assiduously as the unabashedly criminal, and whether or not the eyes were aglow – the tell-tale that Sidara had anchored her presence within. Or at least wanted onlookers to believe so.


She sighed. “No one told me anything. But I know you, Altiris. Leaping into things with both feet, and never a thought for the consequences. From the very first day we met.”


He bristled. Truth cut deep. Truth always did. She’d saved his life that day, giving of her light to drag him free of the Raven’s clutches. A debt he could never repay. “I knew what I was doing.”


“Clearly that isn’t so, or Viara wouldn’t have had her head split open.”


“You’re exaggerating.”


“Really? What would you have done if Jaspyr hadn’t happened by?”


Altiris had long since abandoned telling simarka apart. Dents and scratches aside, they sprang from a common mould. “I’d have carried her somewhere warm and sent for help.”


She rose from the table, half a head taller than him, and as waiflike as at their first meeting. “And the others?”


The ambushed Drazina? As if they were his responsibility. “I—”


Sidara waved him to silence and went stock still, blue eyes drowning in gold.


Altiris glanced away, staring through the icicle-hung window to the mansion’s gravel driveway and its crisp covering of snow. For all that Sidara’s gift was a miracle, beholding it made him uncomfortable. Her magic diminished him in a way that bloodline or wealth could never achieve. She commanded Lumestra’s sunlight. What was one upstart southwealder with a sword beside that?


A tremor crept up Sidara’s arm. Lips thinning to a slash, she gripped a chair’s upright beneath whitening knuckles.


Back in happier days, soon after the Lord Protector had entrusted her with the city’s constructs, she’d confessed the difficulty of anchoring from down among the stone and shadow of the streets, rather than the Panopticon’s lofty eyrie.


But whatever her failings, Sidara didn’t give up on something merely because it was difficult.


After what seemed for ever, the glow faded from her eyes. She sagged. “Sorry. A housebreaker over on Middle Row. He put up quite a chase. I handled it.”


Altiris winced. Time was, a housebreaker would have stood his sentence in jail, or as an indentured labourer on some distant farm, or quarry. Whoever Sidara had just handled would be lucky to escape with unbroken bones. One did not simply walk away from a simarka. “Is everyone all right?”


“Yes. As they should have been last night.”


There it was. The tone that claimed authority despite parity in rank. That proclaimed she’d always be his better, however much Altiris knew she didn’t believe it. Or hadn’t used to.


“I had a duty.”


“Really? Because unless Josiri tells you otherwise, your authority stops at Stonecrest’s gate. In the streets, it’s the constabulary, or it’s me. If you see something, it’s your duty to tell me, not play the hero because you feel you’ve got something to prove.”


Altiris’ cheeks burned. “I’ve got something to prove? This is the first time I’ve seen you outside the Panopticon in weeks.”


Swaying, she waved a dismissive hand. “You’re as bad as Viktor. Lumestra’s light sustains me.”


The old argument beckoned. The pointless, circular argument. But Altiris was too tired and frustrated to care. “Maybe it should sustain someone else. You hated that your mother wouldn’t let you use the light to heal others. Now you can, and instead you’re wearing yourself thin acting as an army of lawkeepers. You could be helping people! Or do you prefer to have them looking up to you? A Lady of Light enthroned in her Tower of Stars?”


Spots of colour touched pale cheeks. “I am helping people!” Aware she’d shouted, Sidara dropped her voice a notch, though lost none of her fire. “For the first time in my life, the streets are safe.”


It wasn’t an honest picture, for even Sidara’s attention couldn’t be everywhere. Some places were as desolate and deprived as Dregmeet had ever been, the streets trod hurriedly for fear of never leaving. “Then what happened to me last night? Did I imagine that?”


“You were only ever in danger because you chose to be,” Sidara said icily. “I think that was my point.”


And just like that, she’d won. It wasn’t her fault that she acted as she did. Others made it necessary. He made it necessary. It wasn’t true, of course – or not wholly so – but it was damn hard to argue against. So instead Altiris seized on something carefully unspoken during his report at the King’s Gate watch house. He’d held it close even when Captain Tzila had arrived, hotfoot from the palace to hear a repeated account. No easy thing beneath the empty stare of her sallet helm, but he’d drawn strength from the memory of his identification papers being checked no less than three times. Even though it had long been decreed that all Tressians carry them, rather than just indentured southwealders, some northwealders still found ways to express their distaste.


“Sidara, Hawkin was there. She’s back in the city.”


Triumph faded to shock, then hardened to determination. “Then that’s where I should be.”


Sidara made it two steps to the door before exhaustion finally lost patience. She took an involuntary half-turn as her left leg folded beneath her, and flailed for purchase on a battered cabinet.


Fortunately, Altiris had read the signs, and caught her about the waist and shoulders. Somehow, he kept his balance – for all her slenderness, Sidara was not without weight – and stood bowed with her hands locked about his upper arm and neck, as if he were dipping the world’s least coordinated dance partner – a title to which she was not without claim.


A glower born of embarrassment softened. “Thank you,” she murmured.


Their eyes so close – closer than they’d been in some time – Altiris couldn’t escape the small tell-tales of line and vein that spoke to more than weariness, but to long and sustained fatigue. For all Sidara’s claims that her magic allowed her to function beyond the norms of sleep, she was a candle burning bright from both ends. Determined to safeguard others as she’d been unable to protect her parents, whatever the cost to herself.


Pride and pity fought for mastery.


“I’ll always catch you,” he replied softly. “Always.”


For the second time that morning, Sidara softened almost to a smile. For the second time, it didn’t quite get there. “You see? You can find appropriate words, when you try.”


Altiris caught something in her expression not seen for months. A reminder that, though she’d never said the words, she regretted their estrangement as much as he. Just a glimpse, before composure returned.


With more dignity than grace, she pulled free and regained her footing. Unable to pass him to reach the door, she stood just beyond reach, arms folded and back to the kitchen table. “But from what I hear, your silver tongue’s been getting a lot of practice. Does Viara know just how much?”


“It isn’t like that. She wanted to ask my advice, that’s all.”


“Oh, I’m sure. And we both know you can never say no to a blonde, don’t we?” Sidara stepped closer, tired eyes unblinking as they met his. “I’m returning to the Panopticon. I’m going to find Hawkin. And I don’t need you trying to protect me.”


Ironic, then, that the argument had begun – at least in part – because of her own overprotective instincts. But Altiris didn’t rate his chances of finding another string of appropriate words to make her understand. So he said the only sensible thing, which was nothing.


The kitchen fell to silence, save for the dull crump and scritch of boots on the gravel beyond the window.


Still, Sidara didn’t make any move for the door. Was she thinking, as Altiris was, what a terrible shame it was they knew each other so well, and yet so struggled to understand one another? Or was she hoping he’d attempt to stop her, and thus spare her the bruised pride of admitting she was too far gone to achieve anything?


The outer door creaked open. Constans slipped inside. He made play of stamping snow from his boots and stared at them in mock surprise.


“Oh, am I interrupting another quarrel? Alas.”


The siblings had ever been stark opposites. Sidara, tall and fair; generous with herself and thinking only of others. Constans crept like a shadow into proceedings, and like a shadow one never knew precisely what he concealed.


Sidara scowled at him. “We’re not quarrelling.”


“Really?” The corner of Constans’ lip curled into something Altiris suspected he thought appropriate to the moment’s wit, but in truth merely looked sly. “Then something else must have set the birds to flight just now. A ghost, perhaps. Or maybe Kurkas was singing, and I missed it. Let me guess? You’re angry that your southwealder bungled things last night?”


Altiris clenched a fist behind his back. His heritage was too often wielded as insult. Even in their fiercest arguments, Sidara never used it thus. Constans, on the other hand, delighted in doing so, though always denied it when challenged. Brave, for a boy not yet of age to thus needle a man several years his senior, but Constans had never lacked for a particular kind of courage.


“What do you want, Constans?” The icy tone Sidara had earlier wielded against Altiris had nothing to the one now mustered for her brother. Shades of the woman who’d once fought a duel for a southwealder’s honour. “You keep insisting this isn’t your home. As a guest, it’s proper you be escorted from the gate and received at the main door.”


He spread a hand across his chest. “I did see the gate guard, as it happens. A tragedy that they didn’t see me. And do I need reason to bask in my sister’s radiance?” When no one took him up on the conversational gambit, he shrugged. “Father wishes to see Josiri.”


Sidara’s expression soured further, as it always did when Constans referred thus to the Lord Protector.


Altiris hurried to speak before she could. “I’ll tell him. Where, and when?”


“The palace. Noon.” A smile haunted the corner of Constans’ mouth. “Do you think you can remember all that, or should I accompany you to make certain?”


“I said I’ll tell him.” Altiris met the irreverent gaze and held it long enough for Constans to glance away. Any victory that morning was welcome . . . and maybe he could garner a second. “And where should I say you’ll be, Sidara? If he asks, I mean.”


A twitch of her cheek revealed that she’d caught the deeper meaning. “In my chambers. Sleeping. The rest of it . . . ” She sighed. “The rest will wait.”


A glance at Constans. A shake of the head. An implicit warning to say nothing of Hawkin Darrow. A promise easily given, as Altiris had no intention of telling Constans more than he had to.


“I’ll be sure to relay the message.” He let his gaze linger on Constans a heartbeat longer. “You saw yourself in, so you can see yourself out, can’t you?”










Three



The crowds had thinned by the time Josiri set out from Stonecrest, the snow trampled to mush by the morning’s bustle, and bitter woodsmoke mingling with the sweet, rich scent of horse dung.


Even after nearly seven years at Stonecrest, Josiri still couldn’t quite believe how loud the city contrived to be. It would be different tomorrow, when families flooded to church and priests recounted tales of how Second Dawn had rescued humankind from the cold clutches of the Dark. But today, the streets resounded with the rumble of wheel and the clatter of hoof. The ebb and swell of a thousand voices speaking at once, seeking to be heard: dockers, mill workers, processions of black-robed, holy serenes hurrying to dawnsong services and columns of marching soldiery. Stark contrast to a childhood lived in the now-vanished market town of Eskavord, followed by long years sealed in his ancestral home of Branghall at the orders of an equally extinct Council. There, Midwintertide’s approach had ground everything to a halt. Here, the city barely paused to draw breath.


“I wish you’d agreed to a carriage,” said Altiris.


Josiri sidestepped an oncoming cart and stifled a yawn born of too many late nights and early mornings attending to constabulary business. The young lieutenant had clung stubbornly to his side since leaving Stonecrest, vigilant for pocket-dippers, coshmen and the belligerent.


“You worry too much.”


“Yes, lord,” came the stiff reply.


The lad possessed a good, loyal heart. But he bore every error like a mortal wound. Pride kept a man rigid, but made him brittle, as Josiri had learned on the hardest of roads. With grey hairs creeping among the blond, he hoped never to repeat the lesson.


He spared a glance for Anastacia. In a street where every other soul was gloved and muffled against the cold, she glided atop trampled snows in a red silk dress – ankle-length, but leaving forearms and shoulders bare – and the unbound tresses of her white wig flowing behind. Heavy boots were her one concession to the elements, and those for grip, rather than warmth.


But then, a divine serathi surely felt little in the way of cold, and defi-nitely not with her spirit trammelled by a body of unfeeling alabaster porcelain, jointed by dark leather where limbs flexed. The swirling gold patterns inlaid in her kiln-fired skin gleamed in the winter sun. Almost as bright as her obvious delight at the stares her immobile, beatific face drew from gaping passersby.


“My mother walked the city streets all the time when she was on the Council,” said Josiri. “She always believed it better to be one of the people, than above them. How can I do less? And we both know it’s last night that’s really bothering you.”


Altiris scowled. “I walked straight into a trap. The perpetrators escaped. Boronav could’ve been killed. It should bother me.”


“I wonder what the head of the constabulary thinks? Oh, wait. That’s me.” Josiri sighed. “I read the reports. The attackers were organised. One of the survivors claimed the leader bewitched him.”


The twitch of Altiris’ lip lent credence to the suggestion. “It’s probably true.”


[[Bewitched?]] asked Anastacia, her smoky black eyes no longer lost in the curiosity of the crowd, but now intent on Altiris. Her singsong voice held, as ever, a trace of mockery. [[Whoever would possibly believe such a tale?]]


“There was something about her, Ana.”


For all that no worldly power could convince Altiris to use Josiri’s personal name, he displayed no such obstacle with her. That tradition offered no ready title helped. She wasn’t Lady Trelan, for they weren’t married. Mistress implied impermanence and a hint of scandal . . . not that the latter would have troubled her any. Consort implied subservience wholly lacking. And her surname, Psanneque, wasn’t really a name at all, but a grim joke played by old jailors, proclaiming her an exile. This, at least, was true.


[[What manner of something?]] The mockery was gone, replaced by sharp interest.


“A song. Whispers on the edge of hearing. Voices calling without words. I think . . . ” He hesitated, but forged on. “I think I blacked out for a heartbeat.”


Josiri pulled him aside and into the lee of a boarded-up townhouse. The crowd flowed on past with nary a glance. “Blacked out? That wasn’t in your report.”


Altiris grimaced. “It didn’t seem important.”


Josiri considered. More likely, he’d been embarrassed. “You should have mentioned it. Details matter.”


[[Was she very beautiful, this singer?]] The amusement returned to Anastacia’s voice, but Josiri had known her too long not to recognise the seriousness beneath. [[Did she dazzle you?]]


“I don’t remember. Truly I don’t. Only her eyes.”


With a thoughtful noise, Anastacia turned away, the matter apparently forgotten. Josiri had known her too long to be fooled by that, either. But he’d learned the hard way that she’d share her thoughts only when ready. And the conversation had already strayed beyond what was appropriate for a busy street.


“I’m sorry,” Altiris murmured. “It won’t happen again.”


Instinct tempted Josiri to chastisement, but with passing years he’d come to distrust such urges. He’d lived too much of his life fearing his mother’s disapproval. Even long after she’d embraced the Raven – out of pride, naturally. Fear of failure paralysed like no other.


“Yes it will. You made a mistake. Maybe several, but they were small, and are now corrected. There’ll be more, because there always are.” He paused, waiting until he was certain of the lad’s attention. “Can I offer you some advice?”


“Always, lord.”


“Atoning for errors past is honourable, even healthy. Until it becomes obsession.”


Altiris snorted. “So you’re also telling me I’m an idiot?”


No need to ask who’d beaten him to it. “Those aren’t the words I used. Nor do they hold the same sentiment.” He glanced over his shoulder, but Anastacia was nowhere to be seen. “You want folk to look on you with respect – to see a hero – because that will make sense of everything. But it doesn’t work like that. Actions in the light don’t matter half as much as those taken in the darkness, where no one will ever know.”


“Your mother’s wisdom?”


“Viktor’s. He was trying to push my head through a plate glass window at the time, but I’ll spare you that.”


Altiris blinked. “The Lord Protector did that? To you?”


“Some years ago I was in the throes of a terrible mistake. Wallowing in errors past. Viktor took it upon himself to enlighten me. Not my finest hour.”


“I didn’t know.”


“Almost no one does. I’d rather that didn’t change.”


Altiris stood a little straighter, and for the first time truly met his gaze. “Of course, lord.”


“Now, is there anything more you left out of the report?”


“No.”


“Then we’ll consider the matter closed.” Josiri tapped the phoenix on Altiris’ tabard. “As for Sidara? For all the sorrows she’s borne, she’ll never understand the burden we southwealders carry, will she?”


The phoenix, after all, was more than just a family emblem. It spoke to destiny, and to the delusion of prophecy. A phoenix shall blaze from the darkness. A beacon to the shackled; a pyre to the keepers of their chains. That delusion had killed Josiri’s mother. It had claimed his sister. And in the end, it had been Viktor who’d freed the south – not from Tressia’s Council, but from the Tyrant Queen Malatriant’s lingering evil. For Altiris, who had not witnessed those events, the phoenix remained a symbol of hope, and of fate’s kindness in dark times. But fate made landfall on strange shores once wind was in its sails. Josiri retained the emblem as his family crest to remind himself of that, and of what he owed to Viktor, good and bad.


“No, lord,” said Altiris, the last shame falling from his expression.


“Good.” Josiri glanced up towards the distant guildhall as scattered chimes rang out. Quarter to the hour. So much for arriving early. “Did you happen to see what has become of Anastacia?”


He peered past Josiri’s shoulder, into the crowd. “Over there.”


Josiri didn’t see her at first, for he was looking at head height – itself an error, as his love’s doll-like physique made her shorter than the common run of humanity. Instead, Anastacia knelt where the steep incline of Stanner Hill emptied onto the main thoroughfare, skirts puddled in the snow. Before her stood a wailing girl of no more than six or seven, her tatter betraying lean times, her tear-stained cheeks desperate sorrow.


The girl shied away as Anastacia reached out, and clutched her hands tight to her chest. To all evidence, no other paid them any heed, the passersby reflowing indifferently about them.


“Looks like she’s made a friend,” said Altiris.


Josiri threaded his way through the crowd, trying hard not to smile. For all that Anastacia delighted at playing the distant observer, the facade had worn thin with time.


He’d reached the middle of the street when a bellow of warning split the air.


“Look out! It’s going!”


A dull rumble blossomed into rapid crescendo. The crowd’s indifference dissipated, lost beneath the thunder of running feet as men and women ran for safety. A dark shape appeared further up Stanner Hill. An unhorsed wagon rushed backwards down the icy cobbles, bucking and lurching. Each jolt dislodged bottles into the street, the crash of breaking glass bright against the rolling boom of steel-shod wheels. The metal tip of its bridle-spar striking sparks behind, it demolished a lamp post and careened onwards to the hill’s foot, headlong towards the girl.


“Ana!”


She looked up and shoved the girl clear. Then the wagon struck her trailing shoulder with a dull crack. Anastacia vanished beneath its wheels.


The wagon made it another dozen yards before the leading wheel struck a pothole. With a juddering groan, it slewed about, teetered and tipped sideways against a bollard, spilling what remained of its cargo into the road. Wine stained the churned slush red, its sweet smell sharper for the cold.


Josiri picked up his pace, boots skidding on the treacherous ground. “Ana? Are you all right?”


Wig dishevelled, her dress soaked through, but otherwise apparently none the worse for wear, Anastacia picked herself up from between the wagon’s twin furrows. Waving aside Altiris’ attempt to help, she made unsteady play of brushing herself down.


[[Of course I am.]] She staggered a pace, and stared forlornly at her torn and sodden dress. [[Such a waste. Wait! No! Don’t even think about it.]]


Quick as a snake, she grabbed the retreating girl – who traded tears for an open-mouthed stare. The wailing began anew as Anastacia’s fingers closed about her wrist. The emptied street refilled as opportunists sought plunder in the wagon’s wine-soaked wake. No one gave Anastacia a second look.


“Ana . . . ” Josiri began.


She crouched in front of the girl. [[I told you before. If you keep making that horrible noise, I shall eat you, and you’ll never see your mother again.]]


The wailing ebbed. “You won’t.”


[[Oh, shan’t I? And how do you know?]]


The girl’s eyes narrowed. “Your mouth doesn’t open.”


[[Better. Maybe I shan’t eat you after all.]]


She stood unsteadily, leaving the girl staring up at her with a mix of trepidation and curiosity.


“Oi! What have you done to my wagon?”


A florid-faced man half-ran, half-skidded down the hill, gloved finger jabbing accusingly.


Altiris strode to bar the newcomer’s path, hand near enough to his sword to offer caution. Fingers still tight about the girl’s arm, Anastacia whirled, the tangle of her disarrayed wig no longer hiding her otherworldly features.


[[It’s more what your wagon did to me, and what I’m going to do to you, don’t you think?]]


The man skidded to a halt, mouth half-open in a wary scowl. He shrank back from her black, witch’s eyes. “Wasn’t my fault. The chocks didn’t hold.”


[[And who set them?]]


He flinched as she took a step towards him.


Josiri cleared his throat. Anastacia could go from threat to action murderously fast. “Were I you, I’d concern myself with salvaging what’s left of your wares.”


Impossibly, the man’s face fell further as he beheld the ruin with fresh eyes. Stood proud atop the wreckage, a cheering woman brandished an intact bottle. Glass shattered as eager hands made reckless search of what remained.


“Thieves!” Anastacia forgotten, the wagoner lurched along the trail of destruction, fist shaking. “Let it alone, dregrats!”


The girl laughed, then remembered she was supposed to be upset and fell silent.


“Ana, please tell me you’re not stealing that child,” said Josiri.


She cocked her head. [[I should leave her in the middle of the street, crying her eyes out and calling for her mother?]]


Survey of the street confirmed that if a distraught mother were close to hand, she kept a low profile. Beyond the growing scrum around the capsized wagon, there was no great concern on display elsewhere. Then again, stray children were hardly uncommon. The war had left far too many orphans. Not all had the good fortune of family.


With one last glance at the wagon – and electing not to get further involved unless bloodshed beckoned – Josiri offered the girl a smile. “What’s your name, miss?”


She stared at him, weighing his integrity in that way only small children attempt. “Ella.”


“And where do you live?”


“Near the church.” She paused, then made proud proclamation. “Number 3.”


Josiri knew of at least five churches within as many minutes’ walk, and that was without counting the Lunastran chapel on Warren Gate, whose congregation claimed it a church even if the Lumestran majority did not. “Can you show me?”


A frown, a shake of the head. A wobble of lip and cheek promised fresh tears.


[[Don’t do that. Or I’ll do something appalling to you.]]


How the threat didn’t set tears flowing again, Josiri couldn’t conjure, but again the girl lapsed into silence. “Altiris, the Alder Street checkpoint is just around the corner. Would you mind?” He jerked his head towards the growing hubbub where the wagoner fought his losing battle against the tenets of finders, keepers. “And make mention of this mess, assuming word’s not already travelled. You can catch us up.”


The lad hesitated, concern written plain on furrowed brow.


“Lord, I—”


“I’m sure Ana will keep me safe.”


Altiris nodded, squatted and held out his hand. “Why don’t you come with me, Ella? Someone will find your mother.”


Ella readily transferred her allegiance – and her grip – from Anastacia to Altiris. She stared back at her saviour until the crowd swallowed them up, eyes still red but no longer afraid. Delivered from a dark and fearful day by a serathi, though she wouldn’t remember once terror faded. A good deed in the callous murk of an unthinking crowd.


Josiri set his back to Anastacia to hide his smile. In the distance, past the unhappy wagon and visible where the streets fell away towards the sea, a square-rigged merchantman furled sail on final approach to the docks.


[[Wipe that ridiculous expression off your face, or I’ll eat you.]]


“I’m told you can’t do that,” he replied, deadpan. “When did you become a shepherd of lost children?”


[[I have been nothing else as long as I’ve known you. Some children are older and taller than others, that’s all.]] Intrigued by the whimsy in her singsong voice, he was surprised to find her staring off to where Altiris had led the girl away. She swayed ever so slightly as she spoke. [[She was terrified, and everyone kept walking, even though all she really needed was someone who’d acknowledge her pain. I think I hate people.]]


“You couldn’t have kept her.”


[[The two you dragged into our lives are trouble enough.]]


Josiri forbore mention that adopting Sidara had been her idea. Constans too, though that had ended poorly. He’d many times considered formally adopting Altiris, but had always held back.


Sidara remained Sidara Reveque, out of respect for her wishes, and in memory of her father, whom Josiri had counted as a friend. But even before enslavement, the Czarons had not been of the first rank – nor the second, third or even the sixth. Adopting Altiris would make him a Trelan, and the name brought burdens to outweigh any benefits. Josiri had known one truth his whole life: Trelans were stubborn. But over the years, he’d reason to suspect another: Trelans also ended badly.


“Sometimes I wish we’d never left Branghall.”


[[Part of me never did,]] she murmured. [[Things were certainly simpler.]]


“You should have heard them this morning. A blind man could see how they feel about one another, but something keeps getting in the way.”


[[It’s not for you to solve. They’ll figure it out. We did.]]


He winced. He’d hated Anastacia when Emil Karkosa had first bound her to Branghall, resenting being forced to share confinement behind enchanted walls with a creature who delighted in playing the demon. All so long ago that Josiri barely recalled her old appearance, let alone what it had been like to embrace the woman of divine flesh she’d once been, rather than the clay she’d become. “And wasn’t that fun?”


[[Eventually. As to what’s getting in the way? Memories hang heavier than they’ll admit.]]


“Not like us, eh?”


[[We are our memories, Josiri. A walking record of triumphs and failures.]] She sighed, a whistling, musical sound. [[What we’ve gained, and what we stand to lose.]]


Josiri drew closer, brow furrowed in concern. Melancholy was as rare to Anastacia’s nature as kindness unleavened by sarcasm. “Is something troubling you?”


[[Nothing at all,]] she said sharply.


“You’ll never win a starring role with delivery like that,” he replied. “Needs more conviction.”


Fingers glinked together as she clenched a fist. [[You’ll think me foolish.]]


“I’d not dare.” He took her arm, wishing that the pale mask of her face offered some expression – some clue to the thoughts beyond inky black eyes. “Tell me. Please?”


She glanced away. [[You’re all going to die. All of you. And I’ll still be here. Alone.]]


Her tone took him aback. She’d passed similar comment over the years, riven with anger. On this occasion, he heard only sorrow. “I’ve no plans to go anywhere.”


[[But you will. Look at Vladama. He’s faded so much these past years. Not that he’s ever been anything more than passably domesticated.]] Asperity couldn’t hide genuine affection. [[Some days, I’m almost afraid to blink, for fear he’ll be gone. How many more blinks before it’s you? Before it’s Altiris . . . or Sidara?]]


The last was spoken with particular melancholy. A mother’s dread for a daughter, undiminished by the lateness of their bond.


Josiri saw the shape of things now. After Calenne’s passing, he’d assumed his family ended. Instead, it had grown, because family was more than blood alone. It was those one loved, and who would carry legacy and memory when life faded. For all the sorrow that brought, there was consolation alongside. But for Anastacia, who’d been immortal long before she’d been robbed of flesh? Family was regret waiting to happen. And she’d never been comfortable expressing weakness.


Holding her bunched hand, he slid his other atop the leather-joined fingers and squeezed, hoping as he ever did that some small measure of sensation would cheat the clay. “I don’t think it sounds foolish at all.”


[[And what does a fool know of foolishness?]]


“Everything and nothing. It’s his gift, and his curse. But I understand. I do.” Fury, he was used to. Disdain? Sardonicism? Glee? They were the cornerstones of Anastacia’s being, all the more expansive for being loosed from divine spirit. But sorrow? He’d no map to chart a safe path, and no experience to serve as guide. “Maybe you’re more human than you think.”


[[What a horrible thing to say.]] She pulled away and stalked off across the crowded street. [[Come along. Viktor’s waiting, and he’s never been a patient soul.]]


Viktor. A man upon whom the past hung as heavy as the future apparently did Anastacia. Josiri stood still for a moment, staring down at the fine, white powder stark against his glove – aftermath of a porcelain fist clenched so tight as to wear the immutable away. Then he dusted his hands and set out anew, before she was lost to sight.










Four



“What bloody time do you call this?” The booming voice set the chandelier’s crystals dancing. “Still, shouldn’t expect military precision from a soft-bellied highblood, should I? I’ve a good mind to demand your resignation.”


It wasn’t exactly the tone with which one was normally greeted at the palace, not even when that greeting was delivered by blacktabarded Drazina, rather than a servant. Then again, Stantin Izack, Marshal of the Republic’s armies – though he still wore a hunter’s green sash proclaiming old loyalties to Essamere – was by no means ordinary. Despite the furrows in his tanned features and the remorseless recession of his sandy-blond hair, Izack remained a man to stand foursquare in a river’s path and demand it choose another course.


“We were delayed,” Josiri replied. “A mission of mercy. You wouldn’t resent me that?”


Izack marched closer, footfalls hammering on the hallway’s polished tile. Stern expression melted into a grin. “I’d only end up with your bloody job. I’ve enough on my hands with our illustrious ‘army’. Sooner have a herd of sheep under arms.”


[[Perhaps you should recruit some?]] said Anastacia.


“Don’t think I’m not tempted, lady.” He nodded greeting, then returned Altiris’ clasped-fist salute. “All hands to the ramparts today, is it? Should be just like old times.”


[[I’m sure the gallant lieutenant and I can take a turn in the gardens instead.]]


Izack shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry. Like I said, old times. But I’d keep hold of your coats. He wants us on the balcony.”


Odd, but hardly unheard of. The old council chamber held poor memories. “You are joining us at Stonecrest tomorrow?” asked Josiri.


Izack regarded him with veiled amusement. “That’s the third time you’ve asked. Try to keep me away. That steward of yours has a nose for good brandy. Can’t let him drink it all, can I?”


Josiri couldn’t recall asking even once prior to that morning, but smiled anyway. “Vladama will survive the hardship, I’m sure.”


Midwintertide was a time for friends, and for family. With so many of both dead or scattered, the ritual of a hearty meal in good company had become steadily more important to Josiri with passing years. Not that he’d ever convinced Viktor to attend.


There was no concession to Midwintertide within the palace. Neither bauble nor lantern decked the walls, no evergreen holly upon architrave or mantelpiece. The west wing, its offices and storerooms long since given over to the Drazina barracks, fell away behind. The iron gate barring passage to the east, and the suite of rooms comprising Viktor’s living quarters, loomed ahead.


The clocktower belonged to the east, though no bell had chimed from the palace since the day Emperor Kai Saran had wrought murder within its bounds. Viktor had made the tower his private vantage, beholding the fragile city much as Sidara did from the Panopticon. A reassuring shadow glimpsed against the clockface lanterns when night fell, watching over his people as a protector should.


At least, that was what strangers perceived. Josiri knew Viktor too well. Whatever gaze he cast from the tower would be directed inwards. For all that he demanded much of those around him, Viktor ever saved his harshest judgement for himself.


The rest of the palace remained hidden behind locked doors and swathed in dustsheets, awaiting rising fortunes. Even Josiri, who’d seldom harboured love for the business of Council, experienced a pang to see the cold echo of empty corridors.


Ascending the grand stairway, they passed into the old Privy Council chamber. It stank of history; dust and thwarted ambitions brewed strong. It was impossible not to read disfavour in the stony frowns of councillors past, their likenesses rendered in granite and marble for posterity. The great gilded map showing Tressia’s ancient domains still dominated the north wall, ever more a lie with the advancing years. Three counties remaining from a dominion that had once spanned a continent and challenged the territory of distant kings.


But not all was ancient and austere. A vast oil painting – as tall as Josiri, and twice as broad again – sat on a series of bowed easels. Curious, Josiri broke off to examine it.


For all he’d been present for the events depicted, it took effort of will to recognise them. The gold and green of Hadari warriors swarming through the plaza, held at bay by stalwarts in King’s Blue. On the palace balcony – here gilded and glorious, rather than weather-stained and forlorn – two giants made contest. One was noble of brow and feature, his face contorted in righteous anger. The other, furtive and cruel – bloody sword dangling from his hand – was frozen in the act of being hurled from the balcony to his death. Tragedy and triumph, captured in oils.


“Who painted this?” For all that the name tormented the tip of Josiri’s tongue, he couldn’t place it.


“Mandalov. Been working on it for years, I gather.” Izack drew up beside. “D’you like it?”


Every one of the hundreds of faces was unique, the emotions of the tumultuous day captured to perfection, the luminous trickery of pigment and varnish lending illusion of a scene one could step into, rather than merely observe. It took but a little effort to hear the clash of blades and the screams of the dying. But the rest? “A shame Mandalov doesn’t have an eye for history.”


Izack grunted. “Bugger’s a charlatan.”


The painting’s prevailing medium was not oil, but artistic licence. There’d been no clash of armies, for Kai Saran had struck with but a handful of companions. As for other details? A dying Malachi Reveque was present, but depicted as a far older man. Constans and Sidara, whom he’d shielded from Saran’s wrath, were depicted as little more than babes, when in truth Sidara had been on the verge of womanhood. Her expression, at least, was apt: filled with resolve, and bereft of fear.


Josiri shook his head. “Viktor commissioned this?”


“He’s spoken of burning it. No one’s had the heart to tell Mandalov. Reckon the daft bastard was hoping for patronage.”


If that was so, then he’d misjudged his mark. For all that flattering portrayals were part and parcel of a noble’s existence, Viktor had never encouraged them. If by chance the painting survived, it would do so as record of a past that had never quite existed. But then, that was par for the course. In Tressia’s carefully curated histories, heroes were made villains, and villains erased or rehabilitated according to prevailing need.


“Am I on there?”


[[Here.]] Anastacia tapped the canvas. Midway between Viktor and Sidara, a bloodied figure confronted a dozen snarling Hadari. [[Aren’t you small?]]


Leaving painting and Privy Council chamber behind, Josiri headed out onto the balcony – a space fashioned for dozens occupied by only a handful of cloaked and coated souls. Beyond the stone balustrade, the snow-clogged plaza stretched towards the treelined mouth of Sinner’s Mile – the long, steep road up to the sacred Hayadra Grove. Where the streets had been busy, the plaza was near empty, and deep with drifted snow.


The cold noontide air banished the palace’s warmth. Viktor’s embrace did much to return it. He stepped away, the personal greeting reinforced by a rather more formal bow. As ever, he wore simple black garb, without cloak or armour, having learned long ago that his height and glower were intimidating enough – and often too much.


“Thank you for coming, brother.” The basso voice that had offered threat to despot and Empress rumbled with affection. “I trust Sidara is resting? Her dedication should awe us all, but she should respect her limitations.”


“Did we?”


Viktor offered a smile – they came easier to him in advancing years. He was now closer to fifty summers than forty, a tally betrayed by grey hairs amid the black. Josiri, who felt forever weary despite being a decade younger, envied his easy vigour.


“And Anastacia, too.” Taking her hand, Viktor pressed porcelain fingers to his lips. “A pleasant surprise.”


She cocked her head. [[Experience has taught me not to leave the two of you alone.]]


Her tone held reserve, as it always did in Viktor’s presence. Though she often claimed to have forgiven the misjudgement by which he’d bound her to clay, absolution was an expensive commodity.


A smile tugged at the corner of Viktor’s mouth, the old scar on his left cheek lending mockery where none was intended. “And who am I to question divine judgement? You’re welcome, of course. Both of you.”


This last, he addressed to Altiris, who lingered on the threshold.


“Thank you, Lord Protector.” Altiris bowed, the tensing of his shoulders betraying courage gathered close. “I regret I wasn’t able to prevent the theft of your possessions.”


“That you failed does nothing to diminish my gratitude,” Viktor replied solemnly. “But we can’t afford to let this go unanswered. I assume you have the constabulary looking into the matter, Josiri?”


“It’s underway.” Now was not the time to remind Viktor that stolen goods vanished readily. For every fence weary constables locked up, another took their place, their wares as often scavenged from merchantmen lured onto the rocks by wreckers’ lights as from common robbery. A booming trade in recent months, and one Josiri was determined to end. “Inventory of what was taken would help, of course.”


“I confess I don’t know. Most of it came from my great aunt’s estate at Margard. She never cared much for order, far less making things easy on inheritors. One or two pieces, perhaps. A sword, in particular.” He frowned in thought. “You won’t mind if I instruct Constans to investigate on my behalf?”


Old discomfort stirred. “Constans? Is that wise?”


Viktor gripped his shoulder. “You mustn’t take it so personally that he’s faring better under my guardianship than yours, Josiri. The boy needed a firm hand, and has one. He’s ready for broader responsibilities, and Tzila will keep him out of trouble. But if you’d rather he not become involved . . . ?”


Josiri sorely wanted to refuse. For all Viktor’s claims of Constans’ good character, his own experiences with the boy suggested otherwise.


Altiris gave a respectful cough. “Might I assist? I’d recognise the thieves. And the sword.”


Viktor nodded. “An excellent idea. Josiri?”


“It’s a lot of effort for a simple theft.”


Viktor shook his head. “It’s not the theft. It’s not what they stole. It’s that they stole. They knew precisely who they were stealing from. They made a point of it. That sort of audacity can’t be permitted to spread.”


Despite the blossoming scowl, Josiri couldn’t escape Viktor’s logic. Stealing from the Lord Protector was either supreme foolishness or open challenge. Better it was ended before others followed the example. With fortune, Altiris might serve as a brake on Constans’ less suitable tendencies. And then there was the matter of the bewitching, half-remembered woman. Altiris, at least, knew to be wary of her should their paths cross.


He glanced at Anastacia, who shrugged, then splayed a palm against the wall to steady herself, seemingly having taken herself by surprise with the motion.


“Very well,” said Josiri. “Altiris? Return to Stonecrest. Tell Vladama he’ll be covering your duties for the immediate future. Then report back here.”


A twitch of Altiris’ eye betrayed worry that he’d overstepped, but he bowed and retraced his footsteps through the Privy Council chamber.


When he’d gone, Josiri at last turned his attention to the balcony’s assembled company.


Izack had scarcely exaggerated when he’d spoken of old times. The gathering was the closest Tressia any longer had to a Privy Council. Men and women Viktor trusted to make sensible judgement and no abuse of authority. In many ways, it made for a better system. The Council’s politics had tangled the Republic in chains of ambition. True, the current arrangement meant Tressia was a Republic in name only, but it had only ever been intended as a temporary state of affairs. And it wasn’t as though others weren’t consulted. Archimandrite Jezek. Eloess Nivar, Matriarch of Serenity for the church. Konor Zarn and his fractious guild council. Yon Trannar, Lord Admiral of the Navy. All had a voice . . . it was simply that Viktor was under no obligation to listen to them speak.


Of those present, Josiri knew Elzar Ilnarov well, having shared – and inevitably lost – many a hand of jando to him on idle evenings in Viktor’s chambers. Though stooped of figure and well into old age, Elzar remained a shrewd opponent, and one not entirely above bending the rules of the card game in his favour – though he inevitably denied such behaviour if caught.


In official record, he was Master of the foundry – second only in the Lumestran Church to Archimandrite Avriel Jezek. A stranger would never have guessed as much from his worker’s leathers and dishevelled appearance. Elzar claimed such garb more practical than a proctor’s golden robes – especially as he spent much of his life on the border overseeing repairs to the handful of battered kraikons who held the eastern watch.


The border itself fell under the responsibility of the woman with laughing grey eyes and unbraided blonde hair brushing the collar of her drab coat. She alone of the small gathering seemed to relish the cold. Propped against the balustrade when Josiri had entered the balcony, she now stood and flung her arms tight about him.


“Josiri. It’s been too long.”


He grinned and returned the embrace. Sevaka Orova, Governor of the Marcher Lands, was little given to concealing delight or sorrow, and nor were those in her orbit. “I didn’t know you were in the city.”


Sevaka stepped away, her voice growing nasal. “I arrived this morning. Summoned with nary a scrap of pomp. Most disgraceful. One is appalled.” She arched an eyebrow. For a moment she was the twin of her departed and little-lamented mother, a cruel vision returned from an unmarked grave . . . save for a mischievous smile that Ebigail Kiradin would never have worn. Fingers splayed to ruffle blonde hair dispelled the illusion completely, though a tightness about her eyes remained. “Are you well?” she said, in her own voice once more.


“I am. Rosa?”


Expression cooling, Sevaka glanced at Viktor, now deep in conversation with Anastacia. “The same. She still won’t talk about it, and believe me, I’ve tried.” She shook her head. “I thought this was just another of their arguments. Her friendship with Viktor has always been . . . complicated, shall we say? But it’s been a year. Would you speak to him?”


In point of fact, Josiri had several times discussed the Darkmere expedition with Viktor. However, he recalled no details beyond failure to recover Konor Belenzo’s ancient texts. So much took him that way of late. In younger days as a rebellious wolf’s-head, he’d dared write nothing down for fear of discovery or betrayal. Now, he dared not do otherwise. Which was unfortunate, as tired eyes increasingly found reading a strain. “Of course.”


“Thank you.”


Josiri turned his attention to the third and final member of Viktor’s ersatz council. “Arlanne.”


She offered a stiff bow, dark plaits bobbing behind a surcoat blazoned with the Prydonis drakon. Governor of the Southshires she might have been, but a military past seldom remained entirely so. “My lord.”


Another one riddled with deference. Not quite as bad as Altiris, though it hailed much from the same source. A legacy of old days, when Arlanne Keldrov had been an officer tasked with suppressing the Southshires, and Josiri the imprisoned Duke of Eskavord. History had proved the wrongness of her duty, and for all that she’d since proven capable and fair, she’d never entirely rid herself of guilt.


“You’re also a new arrival?” he asked.


“I’ve been here a few days.” She offered a wintery smile. “Most of them waiting for the world to stop lurching. The passage across Kasdred Mar was not the kindest. Next time, I’ll ride.”


That left one other, though her vantage was as separate as her station. Captain Tzila stood perhaps a pace or two back from the double doors, unmoving and silent as greetings were exchanged, thoughts concealed behind the gleaming steel of a visored sallet helm. A scarf drawn tight across neck and lower jaw hid all expression. Below that, she wore close-fitting contoured plate of finer craft than that worn by other Drazina, softened only a little by the black silks of her cloak, tabard and bases long enough to have been a skirt.


Though her paired sabres were the only weapons on the balcony, she wore no blazon to proclaim allegiance. Tzila – she’d no other name Josiri knew – was Viktor’s seneschal, separate from the Drazina hierarchy Grandmaster Sarisov oversaw, and free to act in the Lord Protector’s stead. The Darkmere expedition had highlighted the necessity. Had Prince Thirava slain Viktor – or worse yet, taken him captive – the result would have been ruinous. Tzila, frankly, was expendable.


As ever, she offered no greeting save a slow nod. Tzila never spoke. Could not, in fact, were rumours true. Those same whispers suggested she’d once been a kernclaw – one of the Crowmarket’s shadowy enforcers – and had helped Viktor scour vranakin sympathisers from the city after the Parliament of Crow’s fall. Certainly, the gallowmen had plied a busy trade in the weeks after their toppling. Reason enough to conceal one’s identity. Old grudges faded slowly.


Viktor crossed the balcony and leaned out over the plaza. “I apologise for calling you away from home and duty in so bleak a season, but what patience I have is a slender resource.” He straightened, the shadows lengthening and the cold air turning ever more chill. “The shadowthorns have held the Eastshires too long. I do not have it in me to allow this state of affairs to continue.”


Josiri winced in discomfort at Viktor’s use of the name shadowthorn – one that suggested the Hadari were born as much of Fellhallow’s tainted soil as Lumestra’s divine light. Old propaganda, taken as fact by too many. Easier to kill an enemy perceived as less than human.


He found no surprise in the declaration itself. Viktor had ever been a protector. As a child, he’d lost his mother to vranakin footpads. Needless guilt had forged that boy into a soldier, and intervening decades had tempered the soldier into a champion. For all Viktor’s strength, a piece of him remained anchored in the past, trapped in a failure for which no other held him accountable. It was the heart of his bond with Sidara, who blamed herself for her own parents’ deaths, and for equally slender reasons. That the Eastshires remained oppressed vexed him terribly.


Izack looped his hands behind his back. “Noble goal. Can’t fault it, but we’re a long way from being ready.”


“You claim your army unequal to the task, Lord Marshal?” Viktor replied without turning, his attention fixed on the gothic finery of Vordal Tower on the plaza’s far edge.


Eyes narrowed. “We don’t have an army. Not yet. We’ve unwilling recruits learning to march under banners they’ve not earned. It’s a wonder the Hadari border isn’t a damn sight closer to the sea.”


“The Hadari border remains along the Ravonn.” Still Viktor didn’t turn. Nor did he raise his voice, though the darkening of his mood was as obvious as it was immediate. He’d never once acknowledged the existence of Redsigor. The Eastshires remained a stolen province – a temporary theft, albeit one that had stretched into years.


Izack’s lip twisted. “There are veterans enough in the regiments who came late to the last war. But the rest? We’ve centuries of experience buried in the sod at Govanna, waiting for the light of Third Dawn. You don’t replace that overnight.”


“You’ve had five years,” said Arlanne.


“And I need five more.” Izack drew himself up, heels together. “You order me to do it, lord, I’ll give it my best. That’s my job. But I’m telling you, we’re not ready. Now, if we had support from the foundry? That’s different.”


“You need five years?” said Elzar, his voice thick with frustration. “I need at least fifty . . . and the return of Konor Belenzo wouldn’t hurt. I’ve ransacked every archive in the city, and I’m still no closer to learning how to return the smelters to operation.”


“They’re just machines, high proctor,” Izack replied. “We’ve clever minds and canny hands enough within the walls, and more for hire out in Thrakkia. I say set them loose.”


“And waving a sword about makes a soldier, does it?” Elzar offered apologetic smile for his sharpness. “There’s a spiritual component to the process, Izack, and we’ve lost the secret. Oh, we kept everything running well enough, but when it stopped? I’m working by trial and error. Clever minds and canny hands will only get in the way, unless they’re blessed with Lumestra’s light, and the Goddess knows that there are few enough of those to be had.”


The foundry’s irreplaceable mechanisms had been destroyed during the vranakin uprising. A handful of the ancient machines had since been coaxed to life, but proctors themselves were not so easily replaced. The numbers of those born with magic had been waning for decades. The handful who remained were needed on the eastern border.


“What about Lady Reveque?” asked Keldrov. “I understand she’s blessed in a way not seen for centuries.”


She spoke carefully, unwilling to suggest that she harkened to rumour. Too many discounted the tales about Sidara as outlandish, or exaggerated. Until they saw for themselves. Then they believed.


“Alas, dear Sidara is untutored.” Elzar shot a wary glance at Anastacia as she skirted Tzila and made her way to the balcony’s northern extent. When she registered no offence, he pressed on. “What she does, she does by instinct – which is impressive, but unhelpful. She’d likely do more harm than good . . . not that I’m ungrateful for her service.”


The balcony lapsed into silent contemplation of facts and figures that could not align. The army was inexperienced. Of the Republic’s great chapterhouses, Sartorov had seceded. Prydonis had died on Govanna Field, and Essamere had never recovered. The nobility’s hearthguards, once small armies in their own right, had been thinned by privation or else picked clean in Izack’s search for competent officers. Where once the Stonecrest Phoenixes had been remarkable for their sparseness, Josiri’s handful of men and women under arms was now considered grand to the point of luxury.


Sevaka stirred. “We needn’t fight the entire Empire. There’s little love lost between the Empress and Silsaria. Might be the Golden Court will stay out of things if we look strong enough.”


Josiri considered. The Golden Court constituted a council of sorts, the kings and princes – and it was nearly always men, despite changing times across the border – of the Empire’s myriad kingdoms playing twin roles of advisors and petitioners. Ambition lightly bound in exquisite silks and disguised by fine words. “What if they don’t?”


“Our ships still command the seas of Mar Karakeld,” Sevaka replied. “If the Empress sees enough sails on the northern horizon, she’ll bristle the coastline with spears. She’ll not sacrifice her own holdings to keep Thirava on a stolen throne.”


Keldrov murmured agreement. Izack gave no sign of being convinced. Josiri, who knew the Empress Melanna Saranal better than anyone present, found no fault with him for that. He’d never had a taste for gambling with the lives of others. Nor, or so he’d thought, did Sevaka. Then again, she’d more reason than most to hate the Hadari.


“How is it in the Eastshires?” he asked, careful to avoid reference to what was very much the Tressian/Hadari border, however much Viktor wished otherwise.


Sevaka hesitated, a scowl distorting a face normally so ready with a smile. “Prince Thirava is not a man to forgive defiance. I understand most of the villages are little more than prison camps. The towns are under curfew. A few get out, but it’s almost all meadowland and moor – simplicity itself to patrol. Those Thirava’s outriders can’t turn back, they shoot. Arrows do not respect borders. Master Tanor has Essamere on ceaseless watch, but they’re few and the border long.” The lines about her mouth grew tight. “His knights are accustomed to digging graves.”


Izack uttered a low, dangerous rumble. His left hand, level with his belt, clenched and unclenched about a sword that wasn’t there. It had taken every argument at Viktor’s disposal to have him leave Essamere behind and take responsibility for the army, but a knight he remained. Essamere’s frustrations and failures remained his own.


Josiri closed his eyes, but there was no banishing the image conjured by Sevaka’s words. He’d heard some of it through sources of his own, but had managed to stifle the horror of it with grim practicality. Whether or not the Golden Court marched to Thirava’s aid, reclaiming the Eastshires would mean war renewed, and it was anyone’s guess if the Republic would survive.


“And the Hadari claim to be honourable,” murmured Keldrov.


“It would be a mistake to confuse Thirava’s perception of honour with an entire people’s,” said Elzar. “It seems we need a miracle.”


He addressed this last to Anastacia, who propped herself against the balcony and returned his raised eyebrow with a baleful stare. [[What you need, Master Proctor, is to refrain from foolish comment.]]


Elzar rubbed thoughtfully at his white-stubbled chin. “I merely meant—”


[[There is nothing I can do that you cannot.]]


“Enough.” Turning, Viktor softened his command with a lopsided smile and spread his hands. “I didn’t call you here to debate. The shadowthorns have held the Eastshires six years. Much longer, and what remains of our people will be so broken that it would be kinder to leave them be.”


“The Southshires held out for fifteen years,” said Elzar.


“The Southshires had hope. They had the dream of a phoenix who would burn away their chains. What do the Eastshires have? They are forgotten. We are blinded by our wounds. We allowed the Hadari to humiliate us in the very place we thought ourselves safest. They have made us timid where we should be awash with rage for what they’ve taken.”


His voice shook with quiet passion, each word flowing from the next with the inevitability of a blacksmith striking steel. Too late, Josiri realised that there had been no coincidence in the meeting place, nor that each of them had marched past Mandalov’s painting.


“Years ago, I risked everything to rescue our kin from bondage.” Viktor shook his head. “I can’t ignore what’s happening in the east. How can you? You, most of all, Josiri? I understand that there are risks. Challenges. But we will find a way. Haven’t we always done that, you and I?”


Josiri met his gaze, and was all but lost. That was Viktor’s secret, one more dangerous than his shadow. He made you believe. No matter how dark the day, Viktor saw the future gleaming like sunlight. Only the roster of dead from the last war – from battles at Ahrad and Vrasdavora, at Tregga and Govanna, and a dozen more besides – kept Josiri from being swept along, and then just barely. Whole families obliterated at a stroke. Villages emptied, and farms fallen fallow for want of hands to tend their fields.


But the others? Sevaka and Keldrov nodded thoughtfully, if for different reasons. Sevaka, as kind a soul as any Josiri had ever met, was surely heart-lorn at the Eastshires’ suffering. By contrast, Keldrov would consider the liberation of the east as another step towards atonement for the sins of youth – much as Viktor had once regarded the emancipation of the south. Izack would go wherever a soldier could stand between the defenceless and an enemy’s spears. Tzila, as was her wont, gave no indication of her thoughts. And Elzar . . . ?


The aging proctor shook his head. “We’re not ready, my boy.”


“He’s right, Viktor,” said Josiri. “In lieu of troops, we need advantage. We don’t have one.”


Viktor glowered. “We will have every blade we require. Arlanne?”


Keldrov nodded. “I spoke with Thane Armund before I came north. He’s prepared to broker for thrydaxes’ services, if we can meet the price.”


Izack fixed a grim smile. Elzar’s brow creased in thought.


So Keldrov hadn’t been part of the summons, but the reason for them – a herald bearing word of alliances struck with the thanedoms of the south. At last, Josiri understood why Viktor had allowed the meeting to play out as it had. All obstacles had been aired openly, and rendered moot by the promise of Thrakkian axes.


But he found little comfort. Thrakkian intervention altered the wager’s odds, but a gamble it remained. Worse, a war of two nations would become one of three. Whatever betide, the dead of Govanna would not want for company.


“I agreed to serve as Lord Protector for five years,” said Viktor. “They are elapsed, but I remained because each one of you, at one time or another, begged me to stay – to hold the Republic together, as I promised. It is in that spirit that I ask you to trust me now. Because though we might pretend otherwise, I’ve not yet fulfilled that pledge. Not until all our kin are free.”


Elzar chewed his lip and nodded. “What do you propose?”


“That we begin moving regiments into the Marcher Lands – I defer to Izack’s judgement as to which are most suited – along with whatever chapterhouses agree to join the campaign. Our soldiers will bear the burden of the reconquest, as is proper. The Thrakkians will merely discourage the Hadari from foolishness, and punish any that occurs.”


“Then we’ll be neck-deep in our own blood before we reach Tregga,” said Izack.


“Not if we employ what constructs we have in the city alongside those already in the Marcher Lands.”


“I haven’t the proctors to command that many,” said Elzar. “Not with any degree of skill.”


Viktor shrugged. “Sidara has proved her worth within the city’s bounds. It’s time she did the same beyond.”


[[No,]] said Anastacia, flatly. [[She is not a soldier.]]


“She wears a Drazina’s uniform,” Viktor replied. “That brings responsibilities. She owes this to the Republic. She’s already agreed.”


[[You had no right to ask.]]


“Sidara’s no longer a child,” said Elzar. “She can make her own choices.”


[[Yes, and I imagine this choice suits you very well, doesn’t it?]] Anastacia rose to her feet, her body quivering with anger as she bore down upon him. [[Her mother kept her from your foundry for a reason. You’d pluck the sun from the sky if you could, and set it in a lantern to dispel the very darkness you birthed.]]


“Be reasonable, lady,” said Izack.


Anastacia took another trembling step, warning in her smoky eyes. [[This is me being reasonable. You’ll know when that changes.]]


Tzila set her hand on a sabre. The threat of steel was all but worthless against Anastacia’s porcelain flesh, but the motion marked an escalation no one needed. Josiri exchanged a worried glance with Sevaka and interposed himself between Anastacia and Viktor, arms outspread.


“Ana, please.”


After an agonising moment, Anastacia stepped back.


Releasing a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding, Josiri turned to Viktor and fought to quell a surge of annoyance at Viktor’s presumption. Sidara was as safe in the Panopticon as she could be anywhere. The battlefield was another matter. Selfish to fear for the life of one young woman while her peers fought and died, but that was a father’s privilege.


“When do you intend the campaign to begin?”


“As soon as the snows recede. A week. Perhaps two. Kraikons can clear the roads. Sunstaves can melt ice and grant firm ground.”


Two weeks. How quickly the world turned. “I’ll speak with Sidara. I want to be sure she comprehends what you’re asking. You and I, Viktor, were shaped by decisions whose consequences we didn’t understand. Whatever Sidara owes to the Republic, we owe this to her. And to ourselves.”


He met the other’s basilisk stare unblinking. Most crumpled beneath that gaze, but Trelans were stubborn, and Josiri’s fear of Viktor was long dead.


“I agree with Josiri,” said Sevaka, who owed more to Sidara than any other present. “We can set the rest in motion. There’s no harm.”


Viktor’s gaze burned. “And if Sidara does, in fact, know her own mind?”


For all that he’d spoken in reply to Sevaka, Josiri had no doubt the question was for him. “If she can satisfy me of that, then I withdraw my objection.”


[[Josiri?]]


He ignored Anastacia, his whole will bent on Viktor. “I will not be swayed on this, brother.”


“Very well.” Viktor gave curt nod, but his voice softened. “I would die myself before harm befell Sidara. You must understand that.”


[[Josiri . . . ]]


This time he turned, alarmed by the note of frailty in her voice. That alarm redoubled as she staggered backwards, one hand pressed against her brow, and another grasping weakly at the balcony’s balustrade. Her whole being, usually so forthright and seldom uncertain, seemed shrunken.


“Ana? What’s wrong?”


[[I don’t . . . I don’t feel . . . ]]


Another stumble. The small of her back struck stone. Balance shattered, she fell across the balustrade.


Josiri lunged. “Ana!”


His fingers closed on empty air. Viktor swore, his own desperate grab broken by Anastacia’s not insubstantial weight. With a hollow cry, she plunged from sight.


As Josiri scrambled for the balcony’s edge, the chime of stone striking stone cut through the crisp whumph of flattened snow. And beneath it another sound. One that stole the last of Josiri’s breath and set worms writhing in his gut: the sharp, brittle report of shattering ceramic.


Voices rang out, though he didn’t truly hear them. Just as he didn’t truly see the dark figures forging to the balcony through the plaza’s snows, or feel Viktor’s hand on his shoulder. The world had shrunk almost to nothing, bounded wholly by Anastacia’s motionless, spreadeagled body, and the golden light hissing from cracks in her once-flawless skin.










Five



Ignoring the ache in her shoulder, Rosa hefted the mallet and tapped the chisel. Friction between metal and seasoned wood flared as rich, smoky scent. Slivers of birch drifted to join the spoil at the half-carved statue’s feet. She let the mallet drop and stepped back, examining her handiwork in the light of the basement’s high-set windows and its single flickering lantern.


Still not right. The curve of statue’s brow was too sharp, for one. Her left shoulder was definitely larger than the right. And the expression? Well, the less said about that, the better. But a noticeable improvement over the one that had come before, and leagues beyond than her first attempt.


Setting tools down on a hogshead, Rosa wiped her brow on a shirtsleeve and swung her right arm back and forth, the heel of her left hand massaging the knot of scarred flesh at her shoulder. It didn’t hurt as such, not any longer, but the stiffness persisted.


A polite knock sounded at the basement door. The newcomer’s nose wrinkled at toil-laden air, though he forbore comment. Ravan Eckorov, Reeve of Tarvallion, fancied himself a man of refinement. He strove to comport himself thus, from pencil moustache and black hair oiled into place, to sombre raiment seldom in anything save perfect array.


“I hope I’m not interrupting?” As ever, his clipped pronunciation was impeccable.


Rosa shook her head. “I was just about finished.”


“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been down here.” Arms looped behind his back, he gazed into the eyes of the unfinished statue, taking in the snarl of lip, the murderous, imperfect scowl and hair that transcended imperfect chisel-work to offer the appearance of writhing snakes. “Repulsive fiend, isn’t she? Anyone in particular?”


“Me.”


“Ah.” Eckorov cast a silk-gloved hand to the basement’s rear, where shadows concealed other works standing watch among wine barrels and crates. Half a dozen more life-size pieces. Twice as many again reached no higher than knee or waist. “And these?”


“The same.”


Venturing deeper into shadow, he peered at the nearest. The one it pleased Sevaka to call The Queen of Disappointment. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but have you considered getting a little more light down here? Or perhaps a better mirror? I’d be delighted to lend you one.” Turning, he offered a polite smile. “Then again, that’s not going to help with the horns, or the teeth, or the . . . Blessed Lumestra, is that a tail?”


“It was Master Tanor’s idea.” Rosa propped herself against the hogshead. “There’s a Lunastran ritual, practised by those who wrestle with the temptation of the Dark. They call it soul sculpting. You close yourself to all else and focus solely on the work. As the likeness takes shape, your flaw flows into the statue. Sealed away where it can’t bother you or anyone else. The more statues, the freer you become. At least, that’s the theory.”


“And then you burn the statues, I suppose?”


“That would only free the flaw and leave me back where I started. You’re supposed to work in clay, but it didn’t feel right.” She shrugged. “It’s just as well Lumestra had more patience, or who knows what we’d have looked like?”


Of course, Lumestra hadn’t imprisoned temptation in clay, but the souls of what had become humanity, temptation and all. Perhaps that made a difference.


“And you . . . chose these delightful forms?”


“The flaw chooses its own shape.” Rosa looked from one to the other, to the next. For all that they were monstrous, she always recognised her own face. But whether that was truly the flaw she chose to drive out – or her own subconscious sending unsubtle messages – she couldn’t be certain. “You surrender yourself to the work, and what happens, happens.”


“So that’s why Lunastran chapels have such horrific statues,” said Eckorov. “I did wonder. But I never saw you as a woman ruled by lust.”


She caught the joke a fraction too late to prevent a scowl. “Anger.”


“Surely not?” A courtier’s politeness. He’d seen enough of her at her worst. “Is it having the desired effect?”


Rosa returned his easy smile with something tighter. “It’s a work in progress.”


“Aren’t we all, Roslava? Aren’t we all.” He straightened, all business. “I came in search of a favour.”


She’d known as much, of course. Eckorov was a busy man, and an infrequent guest at Brackenpike Manor. For all that little more than a quarter of Tarvallion had been reclaimed – the rest lay tumbled and ruined beneath the roots of Starik Wood – the population was large enough to fill the reeve’s days with squabbles. Add to that the closeness of the uneasy border with the contested Eastshires, and Rosa wasn’t wholly sure how he found time to sleep. With Sevaka called back to Tressia, his duties had redoubled. Though war had left Tarvallion – once the jewel of the Republic – in a sorry state, the villages of the Marcher Lands still looked to its reeve for leadership and redress.


Agreeing a favour, sight unseen, carried risk. But though Rosa no longer wore a uniform or bore a title, duty remained. “What do you need?”


“Those recent rumours have made the populace restless.”


Rumours. Servants’ whispers had furnished her with some details. Zephan Tanor had spoken of others at his last visit, the day before Viktor’s summons. By no means a weak man – a grandmaster of Essamere could only ever be other – he’d shaken as he’d given account. Lost and weary souls, weeping for kin who’d not survived the journey from the Eastshires. Tales of houses burned, their tenants within. Of sons and daughters dragged away for slaves. And all of it behind a wall of Silsarian spears and the threat of war renewed.


Even thinking on it set the old fire smouldering in Rosa’s gut – the desire to pick up a sword and march. She breathed deep and glanced at the unfinished statue. Still so far to go. The gap separating justice and vengeance was narrower than most thought, but still you could lose yourself between.


“Thirava’s treating our people worse than animals,” she said. “I’d say they’ve reason to be restless.”


Eckorov scowled and tapped a knuckle against his lips. “No one’s denying that. I’ve wearied Lumestra’s ears with prayer. I’ve worn heralds ragged carrying reports to Lord Droshna, begging for more soldiers. To Grandmaster Rother, in the hope that Sartorov might consider standing with old friends.” He scowled, but there was no taking back the criticism, even if there were few safer ears on which it could fall than Rosa’s. “I understand that times are challenging all over. Already there’s too much talk of taking up arms and marching east, whether or not the army chooses to follow.”


Redsigor’s spears against old swords and lumber axes? “It’d be suicide.”


“You know that. I know that.” Eckorov stared moodily up at the basement’s windows. “But out there? There’s a whole generation come of age who think things would have been different had they been old enough to fight. Too many remember only that we won the last war. They don’t remember what it cost. I fear Tarvallion is dry as Sommertide kindling.”


“Even kindling needs flame to catch.”


“Does the name Silda Drenn mean anything to you?”


It did, though it took a moment for Rosa to chase the memory down. “A southwealder, isn’t she? A wolf’s-head who fought at Davenwood.”


“This morning she arrived in Tarvallion, blown in on the Dawn Wind. She’s preaching a tale of liberation and fury too many are ready to hear. Claims she can do for the east what the wolf’s-heads once did for the south.”


A seductive message, especially with folk looking for someone who’d take action. “She’s a wolf’s-head. Have her arrested.”


“The trifling matter of the pardon aside, I’d like nothing more. But at least fifty swords arrived with her. More will take her side if I loose the constabulary. I’ve barely enough to keep order as it is. If there’s a riot . . . ?” Eckorov shook his head. “No, I need someone to have a quiet word with Drenn. Persuade her, if possible. Warn her off if it isn’t.”


Rosa laughed bitterly. She’d expected a request for duelling tutelage funnelled from one of Tarvallion’s wealthier families, or perhaps an undertaking to train the town’s constabulary – who were certainly sorely in need of a soldier’s lessons. But this?


“You want Josiri Trelan, not me. I didn’t reach the Southshires until after Davenwood, and even then . . . ”


She tailed off, memory bright with the flames that had reduced Eskavord to ash. Viktor’s orders – and desperately necessary – but she’d carried them out. A woman with Drenn’s reputation would remember that.


Eckorov set his back to the windows and fixed her with a level gaze. “I can’t afford the time. A day for a herald to reach Tressia, at least? And I doubt Lord Trelan will drop everything to soothe my fears. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but these days I receive more decrees from the city that I do tangible help, and more vagueness from Lord Trelan than action.” He spread his hands. “Even if he agrees with my assessment and comes at once, that’s another day, perhaps two. More than enough time for mischief, even if it’s well intentioned.”


That was the problem, wasn’t it? For all Eckorov’s obvious worry about riots, unspoken agreement with Drenn’s goals lurked beneath his words. The reeve was too canny not to recognise that the situation with the Contested Lands would reach a head sooner rather than later. What made Silda Drenn dangerous in days of uneasy peace could make her priceless in the war of reclamation that had to be coming. She was a link to a romanticised past, proof that tyranny could not triumph for ever. That the tyranny she’d once fought had been willingly abetted by the folk of the Eastshires – as it had all Tressia north of Margard – was a detail perhaps better forgotten.


Rosa might have resented Eckorov his reluctance, had she not shared it. “I’m not exactly a diplomat.”


“Drenn’s far more likely to respect your past than she is mine – even if you no longer hold rank. And there’s always going to be the tacit suggestion that you’re acting with Governor Orova’s authority.” He shrugged and glanced meaningfully about the basement. “And if all goes poorly and the mob rouses? Well, they’ll have no difficulty burning you in effigy, will they? Frankly, Roslava, you’re the best option if lives are to be saved.”


It really was that simple, wasn’t it? “There’s little less use than a broken sword,” she murmured. “Save for a shield that shelters no more.”


Eckorov frowned. “I didn’t catch that.”


“Doesn’t matter.” Decision made, the next words came easier. “Where can I find her?”


The sound of the crowd reached Rosa long before she arrived at the marketplace, borne by the same gusting Ash Wind that grabbed the tails of her jacket and tugged at her unbound hair. Quickening her pace through the snows, she steered north.


Even at that hour, the marketplace was crowded, the brightly coloured canopies of stall and barrow a reminder of what Tarvallion had once been. Far ahead, beyond the mismatched stone and tile of the houses, the ruined towers of Tremora Gardens pierced the skeletal winter canopy of Starik Wood’s western extent. Bonfires blazed along the divide between the new city and the old, the reclaimed and the forsaken. On the forest’s cusp, where firebreaks, iron fence posts and holy writ held forest demons and creeping vines at bay, folk slept poorly, each midnight rat-tat-tat on the windowpanes a reminder that not everyone who left Tarvallion did so willingly . . . or through ephemeral agency.


So easy to abandon the city entirely – certainly easier than constant vigil against the thornmaidens whose cruel, sweet song drifted through the reclaimed streets when the Ice Wind blew in from the north. But Tarvallion had long been the Republic’s opaline heart, and Sevaka’s first decree as governor was that it be reclaimed.


And so it had, after a fashion, but the new city was not the old. Its buildings had been raised over the course of months, rather than decades. Flagstoned streets had yielded to silted, muddy cobbles; firestone lantern-posts to braziers and oil-soaked torches. The Tarvallion of the present could have stirred no poet to consult his muse, nor minstrel to offer song. But it was there, and that counted for something. A rock upon the Toriana Plains, banners raised high at gate and tower to remind the Hadari of one, singular truth: we are still here, and here we mean to stay.


It took a special sort to meet the challenge of restoration. Hardy. Stubborn. And the trouble with stubbornness – as Rosa well knew – was that it respected boundaries little better than a thornmaiden’s song. Defiance became a habit, and habits muffled good sense.


Case in point, the marketplace buzz was not that of greeting and barter, but an intemperate growl, conducted by a woman who stood atop a wagon’s bench seat. Her left hand propped a strung bow against the seat. A quiver of red-fletched arrows hung at her thigh.


“Is the blood of the Marcher Lands so thin?” Drenn’s voice pierced the hubbub with ease. Confident. Angry. Hard as stone. A trace of the guttural Thrakkian accent shared by so many in the south. “Less than an hour’s ride from here our kin are suffering, penned in by spears!”


Rosa threaded closer, old instincts sifting purpose and intent. Most of the crowd were Tarvallion’s citizens, or else merchants and travellers from nearby villages. The old and the very young, for much of what lay between had already been subject to conscription. A handful were riotously drunk, the day’s takings already imbibed. Finer foods might have been scarce, but ale never ran dry. Blue-tabarded constables lurked on the periphery, watchful and with hands near swords they’d never have chance to draw if affairs turned ugly.


“In the south, we stood together,” shouted Drenn. “We taught the Hadari the folly of hubris. We’ll do it again in the east.”


Halfway to the wagon, the crowd thickened, the transition from the curious to the truly interested marked by the press of bodies. Rosa resorted to shoulders and elbows to forge a path. She marked those who carried weapons – whose aspect was rougher and more weatherworn even than was normal for Tarvallion. Drenn’s folk, seeded throughout the onlookers to prevent trouble, or perhaps provoke it.
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