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WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

Abbot Doren, head of an obscure island monastery, flees to the city of Scree with the apprentice Mayl. They are hiding from a murderous monk, Jackdaw, who has thrown in his lot with the shadow Azaer. Meanwhile King Emin of Narkang also sets out for Scree, lured by the prospect of hunting down the man who betrayed him for Azaer several years before.

Lord Isak, the new Lord of the Farlan, has left Narkang, determined to return home before news of his predecessor’s death encourages rebellion. He carries with him two Crystal Skulls, given to him by a sect within the Knights of the Temples who believe him to be the Saviour of Mankind, and, imprisoned in his mind, Aryn Bwr, the last king of the Elves, who had hoped to use Isak to return to life and continue his war against the Gods.

When they reach Farlan territory, Isak’s small party is ambushed by the Certinse family, which includes the new Duke of Lomin. Isak’s men are badly outnumbered, but they are saved by a religious sect called the Brethren of the Sacred Teachings, led by Suzerains Torl and Saroc and Chaplain Disten, the man who uncovered the Malich conspiracy.

During the battle Carel is badly injured and Isak realises there are others whose association with him is putting them in unnecessary danger. He dispatches the failed Harlequin, Mihn, and Morghien, the man of many spirits, to the Yeetatchen homeland, to fetch Xeliath, the white-eye girl who was crippled by a stroke when Isak’s fractured destiny was tied to her own. She too carries a Crystal Skull.

Isak is met by Ilumene, the man King Emin is hunting, and Ilumene, pretending still to be in the service of the king, encourages Isak’s presence in Scree. Isak initially ignores him and  continues home, but he knows he will have business in Scree soon enough, as it is the nearest stronghold of the White Circle, the sisterhood who tried to enslave him in Narkang.

In Scree, the vampire Zhia Vukotic continues to masquerade as a member of the White Circle, and starts to develop a power-base for herself there. She takes control of the sisterhood’s recently recruited mercenary armies in anticipation of a Farlan assault, while also knowingly taking a Farlan spy, Legana, under her wing. Further south, Kastan Styrax returns to Thotel, having killed Isak’s predecessor, Lord Bahl. Thanks to Azaer ’s warning, he manages to put down a coup within his own ranks. Styrax also comes to an agreement with the highest-ranking Chetse general, paving the way for the recruitment of Chetse legions. During the battle he is contacted by Isherin Purn, a Menin necromancer in Scree, who has sensed an artefact of immense power appearing in the city. He requests help to secure it, but Styrax, preoccupied with his injured son, resists the temptation, instead sending only a few soldiers to scout the situation in his place.

Back in Scree, the novice Mayel and his criminal cousin discover that the strange theatre group who have taken residence there are not all they appear to be - especially the minstrel who leads them, Rojak. Isak has finally reached Tirah, where he is to receive the blessing of the Farlan chief religious council, and issues a summons to all Farlan ranking noblemen, before making plans to go to Scree himself. King Emin arrives in Scree with members of the Brotherhood, his band of agents, and one, Doranei, makes accidental contact with Zhia Vukotic, who takes a shine to him. Zhia has rebuffed Rojak’s advances at the theatre run by Azaer’s disciples just as her brother, Koezh Vukotic announces his presence in the city.

Kastan Styrax’s soldiers arrive in Scree and are met by Nai, the necromancer’s acolyte, only to be ambushed by King Emin, who has been tricked into believing one of the soldiers is Ilumene. Zhia, in her White Circle guise, arrives to keep the peace and takes Nai and two of the soldiers prisoner. By now tensions in the city are significantly raised: Siala, Scree’s ruler, has declared martial law, there is an unnatural summer heat-wave, and there is growing resentment towards the Gods.

Isak arrives just as the madness on the streets increases a notch. He saves Mayel from a blood-crazed mob, and a man is beaten to death for wearing what appears to be a priest’s robe. As he watches, Ilumene forces another man into the now-deserted Temple of Death.

Two separate armies arrives on Scree’s outskirts, while inside, the White Circle appears to have lost control of its mercenary forces. The Witch of Llehden and the Demi-God Fernal arrive in Scree and encounter Isak, and working together they realise that the new theatre at the city’s heart has been imbued with a spell that is increasing the tensions in the city and driving the natives to madness.

In the south, Lord Styrax has also been busy: he has double-crossed the daemon he’s been dealing with for several years, freeing himself of its influence, while finding the opportunity to demonstrate his peerless martial skills to the Chetse generals - and he ‘accidentally’ demolishes the great Temple of the Sun in Thotel, revealing the hiding place of one of the Crystal Skulls.

Back in Scree, all order has collapsed, and even well-trained soldiers are hard-pressed to walk the streets without being overwhelmed by the crazed mobs. Isak, discovering that Isherin Purn was instrumental in Lord Bahl’s death, insists on attacking the Red Palace, where Siala has secreted the necromancer. He manages the attack, but is cut off from the bulk of his army by the mobs and forced into a desperate last-stand defence of the Temple Plaza, which the Knights of the Temples are trying to save from attack.

While they are fighting in the north of the city, Rojak puts the next part of his plan in motion. He sets the southern part of Scree on fire, to drive the mobs towards Isak. He ensures that Abbot Doren announces his presence in the city. And he brings King Emin and Zhia Vukotic down on himself. By this point Rojak is close to death, having tied his life to the spell he is working on the city. Rojak’s troops are driven off by Koezh’s undead troops, and Abbot Doren is killed by Zhia. King Emin retrieves the Crystal Skull that Abbot Doren had brought from his monastery, trying to keep it safe from Jackdaw, and finally manages to kill Rojak, though the minstrel is dying anyway.

Back on the Temple Plaza, Isak’s massively outnumbered troops are pushed back until they are defending the steps of the Temple of Death. In desperation he reaches for any help he can find - and the Reapers, the five violent Aspects of Death, answer his call. They go berserk and start slaughtering the mobs just as Rojak dies and the spell is broken. Once he realises they are saved, Isak manages to stop the Aspects killing anyone else and dismisses them before accompanying the leader of his allies into the temple to give thanks - but as they do so, they’re attacked by a man possessed by a daemon. Isak responds savagely, but manages to stop himself from killing the man when he recognises him as his missing father.

Several days later, while the fires in Scree slowly burn out, three of Azaer’s disciples are trekking across the obliterated city. In the cellar of the abbot’s house they find a woman, once a mercenary in Zhia’s employ, now a helpless - pregnant - amnesiac. She is holding a book, a journal written by Zhia Vukotic’s insane younger brother Vorizh, which may lead them to a prize far richer than the fabled Crystal Skull they sacrificed to get it.




CHAPTER 1

Evening fell with a whisper. The day’s thick-falling snow had abated with the failing light and now, as the sky turned deepest blue, the air was clear and still. Venn felt the silence of the forest stretch away in every direction, disturbed only by his own laboured breath and heavy footsteps. The bite of the chill night air was savage and he urged himself on, knowing he had to reach the clearing before the cold took him. Too many travellers misjudged their journeys and succumbed. The Vukotic could keep their Saljin Man; winter was a daemon all on its own in these parts.

At last he reached the clearing and, against all common sense, stopped at its edge staring dumbly forward. It had been years since he had last been here. The Land itself seemed to catch its breath, as if waiting for the tremors his return would bring. At last he stepped forward into the clearing, the ruin of his people hidden in his shadow.

He walked hesitantly, somewhat humbled by the grand, silent scene. Above him pink wisps of cloud catching the last of the light provided an unearthly backdrop for the place he had never expected to see again. The only sounds were his boots crunching through the snow and the occasional creak and groan of laden branches in the forest behind. He fumbled at his bearskin, trying to tug it tighter around his shoulders, but the weight of his shadow made it hard and after two attempts he gave up, leaving it open at his throat. His goal was visible now, and that was all that mattered.

The entrance to the cavern was only a hundred paces off, crowned by snow-burdened dwarf pines that covered much of these crumpled mountains. It abutted a long slow rise in the ground that continued for miles into the distance and formed  one of the two crooked ‘legs’ of what was called Old Man Mountain. There was a shrine to a God no one remembered, derelict yet still imposing, near the top. Venn remembered visiting it once, out of youthful curiosity. The God, whatever his name was, had been stooped and aged, like the bare mountain that served as his memorial. He had been no match for Ushull when the reckoning came.

Venn paused halfway to the entrance and looked back over the expanse of pine, studded by enormous cloud-oaks like nails driven part-way into the slopes, but before he could dwell on his childhood love of this view Jackdaw’s wheezing broke the spell. Shaking his head, Venn turned away. He had been spared the sight of Jackdaw’s twitching tattoos and scowling face that final day at least, as well as the man’s incessant chatter, and for that much, Venn was glad. Once the former priest had cast the spell to bind himself within Venn’s own shadow, he had learned not to waste his strength on complaints.

The cavern entrance up ahead was unchanged since he had first marched out into the Land, his swords strapped proudly to his back and his white mask hiding the man underneath. Free-standing brass braziers on either side of the enlarged cleft cast a weak light over the darkened interior and the sap of fresh spitting pine cones mingled with incense in the evening air. Each brazier stood atop an octagonal stem thicker than a man’s waist, high enough that some priests had to stand on tiptoe to see over the battered edge.

They were centuries old and had suffered during those years. Venn remembered his disappointment when he had learnt the truth about the faint markings that covered the braziers. He had thought them incantations in a secret language, when instead they were only scratches, the effect of weather and time, of careless priests and gales tipping them onto the stony ground. His father had huffed and frowned at his imagination where others would have laughed.


Was that the first step on this path? he wondered. That first loss of wonder: was that the day I saw my father as something other than an otherworldly servant of the Gods? Where once I beheld priestly robes and a half-mask of obsidian shards, I found just a tired man with thinning hair and a piercing wheeze when he slept.


‘Hey-! Hey, you!’

Venn stopped walking. He didn’t turn, knowing the speaker would have to walk into his line of sight. The speaker turned out to be a round-faced priest, his arms laden with logs. In his ear Venn heard an intake of breath from Jackdaw. He was invisible and near-incorporeal, at least as long as he stayed in Venn’s lee, and yet Jackdaw remained a coward.

Venn recognised the priest despite the smooth black porcelain that hid half his face. They were of a similar age and from the same clan, which had forced them to be something approximating friends as children. Corerr was his name, a foolish, fat little boy who’d grown up into a bewildered junior priest who’d never even lost his puppy-fat in the process, a man still sent to fetch the wood for the fires in the cave, though doubtless there were younger priests to do that tiresome duty.

‘Who are you? Why are you here?’ Corerr called as he trotted forward to place himself between Venn and the cave entrance. Under the bearskin Venn’s dyed-black clothes were just visible, clearly marking him as not belonging to any of the clans.

Venn didn’t respond, preferring to wait for a grander audience. One face had already appeared at the cave entrance, his lined cheeks and lank, wispy hair illuminated by the weak light. Corerr took another step forward, peering anxiously into the gloom of Venn’s snow-capped hood. In the twilight he would be able to make out that Venn wore no mask, yet he had a blood-red teardrop falling from his right eye, the same teardrop that Harlequin masks bore.

Venn kept his eyes on the cave entrance, knowing Corerr wouldn’t have the courage to do anything more than look. At last another face appeared, this time that of a woman. She loomed over the first by at least half a head. Venn saw her mouth move. She was speaking softly to her companion, while never taking her eyes off Venn. He took that as his cue to abruptly move again, causing Corerr to yelp in alarm and almost fall over backwards. As Venn closed on the cave mouth he recognised the woman with eyes like polished cairngorm. Even after the long years of his absence she retained the bearing of a warrior-queen.

‘Venn ab Teier? Merciful Gods, is that really you?’ Corerr  twittered in sudden shock and scrambled to walk alongside Venn. ‘Your face, your clothes - where have you been? What happened to you?’

Venn walked forward, careful to let the man’s words drift over him without reacting. The other priests hadn’t moved or spoken; the man was positioned slightly in the lee of one brazier, as though ready to hide behind it, and the priestess stood with hands entwined at her breast, falling naturally into the conventions of piety learned decades before. Her hair was greying and crow’s feet marked the corner of her eye, but for all that she looked a younger woman, one whose heart hadn’t been broken by this wilderness.

Her half-mask was covered in obsidian shards, as his father’s had been, but hers, crucially, also lacked the tear-trails of moon-stone signifying high rank. He held his breath and focused directly on her right eye, letting the glazed look fall away for the barest moment. He saw her reaction, though it was so slight he doubted she was even aware of it - only someone looking for it would have seen that flicker in the eye, but to a follower of Azaer it was enough.

Ambition in a place such as this . . . you must hate them as much as I do.

After a moment, the priestess stepped to one side and offered Venn the path into the cavern. He shuffled forward, eyes vague as he ignored the icons and prayers painted on the rough stone walls either side of the passage and started on the downward slope, breathing in the incense-laced air of his boyhood.

He continued in silence, feeling as if he were being towed by some unseen rope. So focused was he on the image he was presenting that he found himself jerking to a halt at the far end of the tunnel as it suddenly opened out into an immense space. His eyes were still glazed over, but in his peripheral vision he spotted movement in the dim light of the cavern. He listened to the priestess catching up to him. It wouldn’t do to let his herald fall behind. Herald: the word reminded him of Rojak’s rasping, plague-ravaged voice and that final whispered commandment of twilight’s herald: ‘Give them a king.’

You’re right, minstrel. These people want a king - they need a king - but I am not it. I can only lead them to one worth breaking  their bonds for. Is that not our master’s way anyway? To show a man the path and let him choose it himself ?

A large natural pillar at the centre of the cavern dominated his view; its rough sloping sides studded with glinting quartz and stained by long rusty streaks. At points on the pillar some industrious priest had hacked or drilled holes to insert wooden beams that now protruded directly out some eight feet in all directions. From those hung shallow brass braziers like those by the cave entrance, once decorated but now as battered by the years as the priests who tended them. The hum of quiet chanting and a haze of incense filled the air, bringing back more memories of his father; of long days and nights in prayer that had left him drained and exhausted when he returned home.

The cavern stretched two hundred yards from left to right of Venn’s vantage point. At its widest, directly ahead of Venn, the cavern floor ran for fifty yards until reaching one of the twelve open chapels dotted around the wall. Those were dedicated to the Gods of the Upper Circle, but there were many more shrines beside these. The holy words of his people dominated the cavern from one end: foot-high characters cut into the rock with such precision only magic could have achieved it.

Even with his back to them Venn could feel their presence. Their creation had signalled the end of the Age of Darkness, the return of the Gods to the Land and to their mortal servants. Their message had enslaved the Harlequin clans and bound them to these frozen mountains. He resisted the urge to turn and look at them; his mission led him elsewhere first.

At the base of the pillar was the smallest and meanest of the cavern’s shrines, little more than a trickle of water that ran down a natural channel and collected in a carved hollow. The inside of the hollow was coated in some icy substance that gave off a faint white glow. Animal symbols etched into its rim represented the Gods of the Upper Circle.

The priestess drew closer and he heard the hesitation in her footsteps. Perhaps she was wondering whether to reach out and pluck his arm, maybe even guide his elbow forward. He didn’t wait for her to come to any decision but lurched off again, down the steps to the small shrine. Every visitor to the cavern would take a thimble-sized cup of polished brass and  drink the ice-cold water. Legend said it had been blessed by the Gods and was the source of their remarkable abilities, but there had never been any mages among the clans and no one knew for sure.

Venn knew; his time in the Land had revealed much of its workings and he was in no doubt about what lay behind his people’s abilities, yet as he knelt at the edge of the basin he felt his breath catch. With ponderous movements he took up a cup and drank. His throat tingled at the sharp chill of the water as he swallowed and began to murmur a prayer he’d not spoken in years. The prayer tasted bitter, but he knew Jackdaw needed the delay.

‘It is there.’ He caught the faint whisper in his ear. Jackdaw sounded out of breath, but Venn couldn’t tell whether the man was simply drained by the exertion of his spell or if it was an effect of turning himself to shadow. ‘I need only a few moments to turn the spell to our purpose.’

Venn had to force himself not to shiver. In this form the craven mage was no figure of ridicule. As a shadow, Jackdaw reminded him disturbingly of Rojak, Azaer’s most favoured disciple. Something in his voice reminded Venn that they had found no trace of Rojak’s body - not even his enchanted gold chain, which should have been untouched by the flames that had obliterated the city of Scree.

He put the thought from his mind and continued the prayer. Rojak had ordered him to give his people a king, and in a few moments, Jackdaw would have added to the spell on the water, opening his people to change, to ambition.


Let them choose a new path. Venn thought, adding his own blessing. Let them hope to be more than just entertainment, let them strive for something new. A king they will wish for, a new-born prince they will find.



‘It is done,’ Jackdaw said softly in his ear. Venn gave a fractional nod of the head and spoke the final words of the prayer. He rose and turned to discover the priestess standing close by with a proprietorial air.

Here is the reward you’ve been seeking all these years. Do you remember the tale of Amavoq’s Cup? How deeply will you drink of this poisoned chalice?

Venn looked past her as she glanced down at the basin as though expecting a miracle to be thrown into her lap. His eyes were fixed on the far wall, where the holy words of his people had been carved in the rock. All eyes were on him and sudden silence reigned in the cavern, except for the faint hiss and pop of sap in the braziers. Keeping his movements unnatural and jerky, Venn made his way to the long stretch of wall that bore the holy words and sank to his knees before them, staring up.

‘Why are you here?’ croaked a voice on his right.

His face blank, Venn turned to look at the stooped figure addressing him. His guard dog, the priestess, stood behind him, almost as close as Jackdaw as she staked her claim. She said nothing, but Venn could feel her poised to strike. The old man was a windspeaker, one of the revered priests whose years of service had taken them beyond prayer to a place where they could hear their God’s voice on the wind. She would not challenge one so senior, but Venn knew she would pounce on anything she could to regain control of the situation. Ambition could tear down mountains.

He slowly focused upon the windspeaker. With both hands gripping a gnarled staff, the priest scowled and repeated his question.

Windspeaker, if you hear words in the rushing of air you’ll see the hand of Gods in my actions. Men such as you taught me to recite the tale of the Coward’s Mirror by heart. Before the end I will perform it for you, as a final chance to avoid your own foolishness.

‘I have been sent,’ Venn whispered eventually.

‘Sent by whom?’

‘The Master.’ Venn paused, giving them time enough to glance over at the chapel of Death where a dozen gold-leaf icons bearing His face shone in the firelight. ‘A bearer of tidings; of darkness past and a path to come.’

Lap it up, you old bastard. Time for you to choose; hesitate here and she’ll step around you. You’ll fall behind and another will be remembered as the one who attended at the moment in history.

A tiny sound behind Venn told him he was right. While the old fool dithered, the warrior-priestess had no such doubts. Deceived as she was, the priestess had no fear of the future and as she strode past, a soft sigh escaped the old man’s lips. Venn  followed in her wake, leaving the windspeaker behind as an irrelevance.

He lowered his head in prayer, the holy words a powerful presence ahead of him. A king for his people was Rojak’s last order to him. They would not accept any king other than one they chose themselves, but Venn had learned much from the twisted minstrel. Jackdaw’s magic had opened the way, and a Harlequin’s skills would lead them through.

‘No king to rule you, no mortal lord to command you.’ The last line of the holy words made the clans think they were special, that they were blessed. His contempt tasted as bitter as the prayer had.

‘Listen to me well, for I am a guardian of the past,’ he said in a cracked and raw voice, as though he had been silent all those years since last he had visited that place. It was the Harlequin’s traditional opening to their audiences.

He waited, sensing the priests gather. He felt a hand on his shoulder and Jackdaw channelling magic through him. A shudder ran through his body and continued down into the ground below. All around he heard whispers of fear and wonder as the priests felt the ground tremble beneath their feet.

‘I speak to you of peace - and of a child. Flawed is our Land; imbalanced and imperfect, yet perfection must exist for us to recognise the shadow it casts. Such perfection can be found in the face of a child, for a child knows nothing of fear. Armed only with the divine gift of life their souls are unstained, their hearts unburdened.

‘Let the penitent among us raise up a child to remind us of the innocence we once possessed. Let the penitent speak with the voice of a child and have no use for harsh words or boastful manner. Let the penitent see the tears of a perfect child as they repent of their sins, weeping for the loss of innocence. What greater service can there be than the service of innocence?’

 



In the forest, two figures shared a look, their breath cold against the snow. Shrouded against the last light of day they were nothing more than indistinct darkness, hunkered down by the broken stump of an ancient pine. One of the figures had a hand stretched out before her, a glassy, stylised skull resting in her  bare palm. Her sapphire eyes flashed in the darkness.

‘This is what we have come to observe?’ asked the man. His voice betrayed no anger, but from his sister there was no hiding the note of scepticism.

‘Every tapestry begins with a single thread. I would know the pattern he weaves while there is still time to act.’

‘Our time is best served unpicking threads?’

‘Our time is limitless, Koezh,’ she replied, cocking her head as though straining to catch the last of the Harlequin’s words before returning the Crystal Skull to a pouch at her waist, ‘and the purpose has perhaps already revealed itself.’

‘The child.’

She inclined her head. ‘The fall of Scree showed Gods could be driven off, evicted from a place and a population, however temporarily that was. If the temples are emptied and the congregation turned against their Gods, those Gods are left weak and exposed.’

Koezh understood. ‘In times of trouble folk turn to the past for comfort, and the Harlequins are the keepers of history. If those keepers begin to tell stories of a child of peace when the horns of war have sounded across the Land, the faith of the people will be not destroyed, but diverted.’

Zhia smiled, and her elongated teeth shone in the twilight. ‘Perhaps our time has at last come.’




CHAPTER 2

The corridor leading to her private study was draughty and dark, illuminated only by the lamp she’d brought with her. Queen Oterness felt like a thief, creeping through her own palace under cover of night while sensible folk slept. It was the very early hours, not a time she was used to seeing, but ever since she had conceived, true sleep had eluded her.


And now I jump at shadows, she thought wearily, and I fear to close my eyes no matter how many guards I have. I have become as paranoid as my husband.


She pulled her shawl tighter and paused at the corner of the corridor where she could see in both directions. She could hear only the rain battering the shutters and spattering down the stonework onto a balcony somewhere above. The White Palace of Narkang was cold now; at last autumn had turned to winter and the chill night air coming in from the ocean made her glad of the thick shawl King Emin had given her years before.

Oterness forced a smile; the shawl was so typical of the man. It was long enough to wrap around and keep her warm, and it bore a beautiful pattern - she’d not seen the style before, but according to Emin it was typical of Aroth, from where her mother’s family had originated two or three centuries ago. What made it such a typically Emin gift was not the moonstones and topazes that decorated the lilies and humming-birds, but the fact that the design continued on the hidden knife that nudged her distended belly whenever she adjusted the shawl.

Still, it was a comforting touch, there in case someone tried to catch her when she was most vulnerable. Oterness shivered at the thought as her hand closed protectively over her belly, over the scars there. In case it happened again.


Her value to Emin had at first been only in her ability to  influence the nation’s high society, and that she had done with grace for decades. She smiled grimly to herself. The twittering matrons of Narkang’s élite would be astonished at the result of any man assaulting their aristocratic queen now, since Ilumene’s betrayal, for the name carved into her belly had given Oterness a terrible focus and she had learned quickly from the best of the Brotherhood.

Her stomach gave another lurch and banished all thoughts of combat, reminding her why she was up and about in the middle of the night. Every night a stomach ache assailed her as soon as she lay down to sleep, and once that had settled down, then her bladder started to complain. She was trying not to let it drive her to distraction, remembering that the morning sickness she thought would never end was now just a faint memory. A stomach ache she could handle - she had herbs to calm it, and the solitude of her nightly walk was becoming something she quite enjoyed. Jorinn, her maid, had opened her eyes and waited for a request for aid as Oterness struggled out of bed, then snuggled back down in her cot when none had come.


Dear Gods, I never expected to be waddling like this, Oterness thought with a wry smile. I feel like a hippo. And when I’m not lurching about like a drunken sailor, I’m sweating up a storm, just like Emin’s uncle - and Oh, Kitar’s gnashing teeth! Where is all this wind coming from? Now that I could out-fart any soldier of the Kingsguard it’s a bit unfair I don’t find it as amusing as they do. Not that a queen ever farts, of course . . .


She was just a few yards from the door of her study when she heard a distant sound over the unremitting rain: the crash of the main gate and the thunder of hooves. A low tolling punctuated the night: the sound of returning royalty.

‘Well, I’m here, so that must be my dear husband at last,’ she murmured, and manoeuvred herself around to start back towards her bedchamber. Emin would come to check on her as soon as he was off his horse. So much for trying to get back to sleep tonight.


As she made her way back towards the bed Oterness saw Jorinn looking up at her, cat-like, from her cot. She had made it very clear that she wasn’t going to be fussed over, and Jorinn  would not have expected her mistress back for half an hour at least.

‘Come on, my girl, up and about,’ the queen said briskly. ‘Our lord and master returns. Breathe some life back into that fire and light a lamp, then alert the kitchen staff - it sounds like the whole of the Brotherhood has just arrived back.’

Jorinn hopped up and slipped her dress on over her sleeping clothes, tying her hair back with a green ribbon as she advanced on the fireplace. With practised deftness she brought the embers back to life with a small pair of brass bellows and used a twig from the kindling pile to light the lamp at the foot of the spiral stair that led up to the king’s tiny private study. As she hurried towards the door she remembered herself just in time, skidded to a halt and offered Queen Oterness a brisk curtsey. The queen waved her away with a smile and eased herself into an armchair by the fire, pulling a blanket over her legs.

Jorinn jerked open the door and gave a squawk of surprise as the king stormed in. The handmaid only just managed to avoid being knocked over. Taking one look at his face, she didn’t bother waiting to be dismissed but fled, quickly pulling the door shut behind her.

Oterness tried to make out her husband’s expression, but his hat was still pulled low over his face to keep off the rain. Water dripped from him as he stopped abruptly in the centre of the room. He hadn’t said a word.

‘Gods of the dawnlight!’ Oterness cried. ‘Emin, what has happened ?’

The king hardly seemed aware of Oterness. His eyes were focused on the floor at her feet, as if he was unable to meet hers. She threw off her blanket, panicked by his behaviour, and forced herself upright. Emin flinched and shied away when Oterness reached out to take his hand. When she wrapped her fingers about his, she realised he was bone-cold, and trembling.

‘I have . . . I have—’ The king’s words were awkward and jagged, quite unlike his usual mode of speech, and the effort of saying those four words appeared to have exhausted him.

‘Emin, come and sit by the fire,’ Oterness said, pulling him towards the armchair. ‘You’re chilled to the marrow.’

Emin didn’t sit, but clasped her fingers tightly within his  own and stared into the flames for a few moments, until a sudden shiver ran through his body.

‘You’re frightening me now, whatever has happened? There have been some awful rumours flying round the city—’

‘They’re true,’ he interjected sharply, ‘they’re all true.’ With a sigh Emin sank down to his knees before the fire, letting his wife’s hand slip from his grasp.

‘All of them?’ Oterness gasped. ‘Scree is gone? The Gods destroyed the entire city in punishment? Opess Antern told me every priest in Narkang has been acting strangely, and even the moderates are preaching that a time of punishment has come.’

‘The Gods took no hand in the fall of Scree,’ Emin whispered in a soft, tentative voice, as though he could hardly believe what he was saying. ‘They came too late to help anyone; too late to punish anyone - but that didn’t stop their vengeance.’

He took a deep breath, as if summoning his strength to speak of the terrible events. ‘The day after the firestorm that destroyed Scree, we spent the day recovering from the fighting and tending to the wounded. The people had gone mad; almost the whole population had become blood-crazed monsters. It was like Thistledell all over again - that village where the survivors destroyed all trace of the village’s existence? - but on a city-wide scale.’

He ignored her gasp of horror and went on. ‘The next day, Lord Isak led his troops to a new encampment north of the city, abandoning his Devoted allies of the previous night. They had defended the Temple District from the mobs; a foolish last stand, and they only survived when he summoned the Gods to their aid. Somehow that boy invoked the Reapers, and their cruel claws were indiscriminate in their slaughter.

‘Afterwards, Isak refused even to meet envoys from the surviving Devoted troops. They had lost all their high-ranking officers; the man in charge, Ortof-Greyl, I think he was called, was a major, their only surviving commander. He wasn’t up to the task - he was like a boy alone on his father’s boat and lost at sea. I think he kept expecting the Farlan to send him orders, but they never came. We sat there for a whole day, in rain that didn’t stop until well into the night, doing nothing, saying  nothing. No one bothered to set watches, or pray, or even to cook.’

Emin raised his hand to his face and pressed his long fingers to his temple, as though trying to force out whatever was in his memory. Oterness lowered herself gingerly to kneel down beside him and pulled his hands away, holding them in her own.

‘Go on,’ she said gently, knowing he had to finish the story.

‘The following dawn I was awakened by a headache pounding away at my skull, as if Coran himself had taken his mace to it. The major felt it as well; he and the lower-ranking Devoted officers were all affected. The healers were all occupied with the badly injured, and my mages were insensate after their efforts to get us out of the city. It hurt as badly as any wound I’ve ever had - but it was only when one of the Devoted chaplains had something burst in his brain that we realised—’

‘What was it?’ Oterness breathed in horror.

‘Apoplexy,’ Emin said, clutching his head again, ‘a rage beyond anything I’d ever felt before, a hatred filling me up and consuming me.’ He looked up, a pleading in his eyes that his wife had never before seen in two decades of marriage. ‘It built up throughout the day, and—Oh Gods!’ He stopped for a moment, and then continued, the words bitter in his mouth, ’My men didn’t stop me. They couldn’t stop me.’

‘Stop you doing what?’

‘The refugees,’ he whispered, ‘there were thousands who’d not been affected by the madness, camped on the other side of the city. They had only a handful of city militiamen to protect them. Devoted officers are all ordained priests, it’s a requirement of their Order, and - fool that I am - I am too. We felt the rage of the Gods running through our veins and we couldn’t control it. We didn’t even hesitate.’

‘Oh Emin, what did you do?’ Oterness couldn’t hide the horror in her voice even as she drew her husband closer and he sank, sobbing, into her arms.

‘We killed them! We killed them all. We felt the Gods walk beside us, the Reapers and more besides, all burning with anger I cannot begin to describe. The refugees were innocents; the militiamen just frightened fools, decent men who would not  abandon the defenceless to Fate’s cruelties. We left none alive. I can still hear the screams - every night I hear them, and I smell their blood upon me.

‘We left the dead for the scavengers and just walked away. I . . . I don’t remember much of the following days. The land around Scree was as dead as the city. We watched the smoke rising from the last of the fires as we walked to the Temple of Death where Lord Isak had made his stand, but the stink drove us away. The whole Temple Plaza was full of corpses, most as unarmed and pathetic as those we’d killed the day before. And, Gods help me, I prayed with the Devoted officers amidst the carnage, and I felt holy - vindicated, even. I didn’t see the horror of what had been done; only satisfaction that the first step had been taken.’

‘First step?’ she asked, trying to hide her fear.

‘The first step towards a purer Land.’ There was pain in his voice now, and he hugged his royal bride tighter, like a frightened child. ‘All these years I’ve fought the fanatics, and now I find myself the worst among them.’

‘That’s not true,’ Oterness insisted, ‘you are not the same as them; you’re no coward who interprets holy words according to his own prejudice; who twists the scriptures to use them as tools they were never intended to be. The king of this nation is not such a man. The father of my child is not such a man.’

‘My child,’ Emin gasped, a flicker of life returning to his eyes as he struggled to straighten himself up. ‘How is our child? Are you both well?’

Oterness hugged him. ‘We’re both well, Emin, we’re strong and healthy.’

He stroked a reverential hand over her belly, his eyes widening in wonder as he realised how large she’d grown. ‘Oh my child, what is this new Land you will be born into?’ he asked, his voice shaking.

‘A Land yet to be determined,’ Oterness answered gently, ‘a Land that you have fought twenty years to forge, Emin, and one you cannot give up on now. I know you, better than those who work in your shadow, even Morghien. You’ve worked for years to contain these fanatics, and these new reports of priests demanding greater measures are just an escalation of that  age-old problem. Your agents are still at work; your networks remain in place. Only yesterday Count Antern brought a letter from one of your spies, sealed with green wax.’

‘Green wax?’ He sat up a bit straighter. Usual matters of state were sealed with red wax, matters of national security used white, and he encouraged his queen to read both, even in his absence - there might have been other women with lineage equal to that of the former Lady Oterness Bekashay, but her intellect was far beyond that of any of the other potential wives, and her help in governing his kingdom remained invaluable. But the green wax was different; it denoted messages concerned with his war with Azaer, the shadow, and that matter he was determined to spare her.

‘It’s up on your desk,’ said Oterness with a nod toward the spiral stair behind him. The pulpit-like mezzanine was shrouded in shadow, for Jorinn knew not to set foot on the stair, let alone go up, even to light the lamp on the king’s desk.

Emin helped his wife into her chair before going to retrieve the letter, which was folded up so small that it could be concealed in the palm of a hand. He opened it, and read the message inside, his eyes darting towards Oterness as he finished. Without speaking he went to the bell-pull by the fire and gave it a sharp tug to summon Coran, his white-eye bodyguard.

‘Can’t it wait? You need to eat and rest, give yourself an hour at least,’ Oterness said, concerned, though she knew he would ignore both his own needs and the hurt he was feeling and attend instead to the demands of his position.

But will you never let it out? Your rage at Ilumene’s betrayal was buried deep, but it’s still there - and now? You’re asking too much of yourself, my Emin, far more than any man should.

‘I will rest soon,’ the king replied at last, gripping the back of her chair and resting his hands on her shoulders. Coran stormed in without knocking as usual, his expression blank.

‘Give this letter to Anversis Chals; tell him to draft a plan for Midsummer’s Day.’

‘Anversis? Your uncle?’ Oterness interjected with a puzzled look. ‘I thought he was no part of your war - doesn’t he spend his days researching migration patterns?’

‘True enough.’

‘Surely you’ve not found a use for his obsessions? The man is so indiscreet - you can’t possibly trust him with your secrets!’

‘Also true,’ the king sighed, ‘but he has applied his theories to the movements of Harlequins and this letter is the first sign of something we’ve feared since Thistledell.’

‘We?’

‘Morghien and I. You remember when I first met him?’

Oterness nodded warily. ‘Something about a ghost in the library your father had sponsored, and Morghien saving you from it.’

Emin scowled. ‘It was no ghost, it was Azaer. The shadow was unable to resist the lure of a library open to the whole population, all that knowledge, available to everyone, and it started to rewrite some of the books, changing our history. At the end of that week I had declared war against an intangible immortal, and I had a sister to bury. There is one group of people better equipped than any other to edit history, and Rojak showed us at Thistledell the power a minstrel can wield.’ He raised the letter before handing it to Coran. ‘This is a report from Helrect: a Harlequin passing through there in late summer made a mistake when telling a story!’

‘A mistake?’ Oterness said, surprised. ‘But Harlequins have perfect memories, don’t they? That’s the whole point.’ She ignored Coran as he offered the pair a perfunctory bow and hurried out.

‘Exactly. And now we need to pay great attention, to see whether any other instances crop up.’

The queen froze. ‘You said “draft a plan for midsummer”. What sort of plan, exactly?’

Emin crouched down at her side and put a protective hand on her swollen belly. ‘If they have become the servants of Azaer, even unwittingly, the damage they could cause could be incalculable. In Scree, Azaer’s disciples turned the citizens against the Gods - what if that happens across the whole Land? We have had so few opportunities to derail the shadow’s cause, and I must not flinch now.’

‘You would kill them all?’

‘It seems,’ said Emin slowly, ‘that there is nothing I will not do.’ He bowed his head, a man defeated by his own deeds.

‘Fate’s pity, did Scree have such an effect on everyone? Did no good come of it at all?’

The king laughed coldly. ‘No good?’ he echoed, then the hardness faded from his face and was replaced with a look of profound sadness. ‘Doranei, that poor boy Doranei: he fell in love.’




CHAPTER 3

Unhindered by the weak candlelight, Lord Isak looked around at the assembled faces and tried to ignore the ache at the back of his head. One scowled back, making little effort to conceal his displeasure, but Isak had grown to expect that from his Chief Steward. The young white-eye had inherited an entire nation from his predecessor, Lord Bahl, and whatever else one might say about Chief Steward Fordan Lesarl - megalomaniacal sadist being one of the more colourful terms bandied about - the man knew how to run a country.

The rest of those present were quite a handsome bunch, something that had surprised Isak the first time he’d met them, although he had never been able to pinpoint why exactly. They were divided into those staring back like cornered rabbits and those with eyes miserably downcast. He took a deep breath. The day hadn’t been going well and his already bad mood had only been darkened by the persistent drizzle that worsened to a downpour every time he ventured outside.


Don’t lose your temper. Isak had to keep repeating this simple message to himself: don’t lose your temper; don’t turn on those you trust. He’d seen the warning in the eyes of his friends, his advisors, especially Carel. Though he was thin now, and aged ten years or more since losing his arm in battle, Carel had always recognised better than anyone else the temper boiling within Isak. Carel had been more of a father to him than Isak’s real father during the years they had lived on the wagon-train, and he had been made a marshal as much for the calming effect he had on Isak as anything. He was still the person Isak trusted most.

Arranged around three tables were the nine members of Lesarl’s coterie, as disparate a collection as anyone was likely  to find anywhere, and not all of the Chief Steward’s agents looked as if they belonged in the dusty attic of a tavern just off the bustling Crooked Tail Street. The main river docks in Tirah were only a stone’s throw from the Cock’s Tail, and the tavern’s regular patrons were as rough and raucous as they came. The grizzled first mate sitting at one of the tables, his arms and bald head covered in tattoos and scars, looked as if he’d fit right in downstairs in the taproom; the silk-clad dandy next to him did not - but no one here was fooled by the appearance of either.

‘I see you’re all as delighted as Lesarl to be here,’ Isak said eventually.

The Lord of the Farlan was dressed almost as splendidly as Dancer, the foppish nobleman. His tunic and breeches of deep blue had swirls of silver thread and moonstones down the left side. Isak had abandoned his silver ducal circlet after a day of official functions, but everything else bar the lack of crest on his dark grey hooded robe was as custom dictated: a pristine exterior, even down to his smooth cheeks and trimmed hair, but all the finery could not disguise the muscles underneath.

‘They are concerned, as am I, about the security issue,’ Lesarl said.

Isak acknowledged the point, and the informality. The Chief Steward had made it clear that his coterie were encouraged to speak freely and frankly, and without reference to rank.

‘There are so many clandestine meetings going on every night in this city, no one is going to notice one more.’

‘You are hardly unremarkable,’ said the youngest member of the coterie, Whisper, who headed Lesarl’s personal spy network. ‘And neither is Dancer, especially in this district.’

Dancer gave her a broad smile and indicated those even more out of place than him. Prayer was a tonsured priest of Nartis, a sour-faced man in his early fifties who had sat as far as possible from the bejewelled woman called Conjurer. She in turn was making a futile effort to be inconspicuous. Isak suspected the woman was unused to this, but he knew most mages found it difficult to be comfortable in his presence. A combination of the raw skills of youth, the brute force of a white-eye and the vast power of two Crystal Skulls would make any sane person nervous.

‘Which is why there are pre-planned routes for you all to get here,’ Isak said. ‘It may not befit my position to sneak through attics and alleys all the way from Cold Halls, but anything Lesarl considers safe for himself is good enough for me.’

‘Not everyone has that luxury,’ Whisper persisted, her voice gaining a slight edge. ‘Prayer has to be loaded into a barrel upriver of Holy Docks; Conjurer’s route takes two hours to travel and more to prepare. The shorter the notice you give, the more likely it is that the routes are compromised - even without the increased patrols of Ghosts round here to catch the interest of our enemies.’

‘Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,’ Isak replied after a pause.

Even in the dim candlelight her eyes flashed and he could see Whisper had caught the warning. She was surprisingly young for her position, no more than thirty summers, and a handsome woman. Right now she was dressed like a merchant’s son, apart from the mass of wavy black hair that shadowed her face. When she’d slipped through the single attic window it had been tied back. Isak guessed she was new enough in her position to be wary, even of the rest of the coterie. Unlike the others, he suspected she’d put some thought into her attire, for he could see she was wearing nothing unusual or identifiable, not even a piece of jewellery.

‘I wanted this meeting to take place,’ he continued, ‘and so it is. I know you have rules in place to protect your identities, but at the moment that’s not what I’m concerned about.’

There was silence. Isak inspected the faces, trying to decide who would be the key to winning over the group. Lesarl was leader, sure enough, but Isak had grown up on a wagon-train and he knew full well there was always a leader among the equals. Carel had been the commander of the wagon-train guards, but Valo Denn was the mercenaries’ man, the one who formed their opinions and presented their arguments when necessary, the person who was just that fraction more than his peers.


So who’ve we got here? he wondered, managing not to jump when he got a reply from the privacy of his own head.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ came the scornful mutter in the corner of  his mind: Aryn Bwr, last king of the Elves, or at least what remained of his tattered soul. The last king, unable to fully possess Isak’s body and return to life, had been reduced to a bitter memory of former glory, while forever fearing the retribution death would bring.

‘To you I’m sure it is,’ Isak replied. ‘How many years were you king of your people? For the rest of us, it takes a little more thought.’

He looked around at the nine faces, men and women as different as you could find, each bound within the fabric of those communities they represented. Whisper, newly chosen by Lesarl to lead his spy networks, working hard to live up to the standard her father, the previous incumbent, had set; Dancer, marked out as a knight or a marshal by the single gold hoop in his left ear - and Isak had no doubt he was a marshal, born to the title. Perhaps it was Sailor, sitting next to Dancer, a scarred veteran with a crumpled nose. He was dressed in red, typical of his trade among the Farlan, though he was risking a flogging by eschewing the macramé knotting on his shirt that marked his ship - and made him traceable. Confident in his ability to manipulate a superior? I wouldn’t bet against it, Isak thought.

He couldn’t judge Conjurer, so affected was her manner, and Soldier looked so terrified to be sitting in the presence of his lord that it looked like he’d forgotten he was a sergeant-at-arms of twenty years’ service. Merchant and Farmer couldn’t meet Isak’s gaze for long, so he discounted them, and he doubted any group chosen by Lesarl would follow a priest’s lead.

And then there was one. So, Citizen it is, and doesn’t she look a formidable bitch? I doubt she even needs that fat lump on the door downstairs to keep control of her patrons.

As if to acknowledge his conclusion, Citizen met his gaze. She showed no trace of deference as she replied to his unspoken question. ‘You’re worried about it all,’ she said in a rough local accent, her gravelly voice betraying a lifetime of pipe smoking. ‘Not even your da’s injuries are enough to take priority, though; it’s the sound of the city that’s got you troubled.’

Citizen was a thickset woman with hair trimmed almost as short as Isak’s. Her face was a mass of laughter lines, and she  had a jaw-line to make a Chetse warrior proud. She sported three thick gold rings in each earlobe, and even in his inexperience, Isak realised it was intentional that they bore a striking resemblance to the earrings of a duke.

‘Explain, please,’ he said politely.

She shrugged and gave a smile, more than comfortable with the attention of the whole room. ‘Lived in this city my whole life - I know its sounds and its moods better’n any lord. You’re a white-eye, so you feel it too, though you mayn’t yet have recognised it as such.

‘Some days I can just hear there’s an ugly mood in the city, and those days the Cock don’t serve, ’cos it’s those days that there’s riots. The city ain’t like that right now, but it’s stinkin’ of men crammed together like too many bulls in a field.’

Citizen raised a forearm as solid as a man’s calf and patted Prayer’s shoulder. The priest, who was sitting on her left, ignored her and pulled his cloak tighter around his body. ‘Then you got the fact that all this mob are actin’ even worse than the nobles, preachin’ war and whippin’ honest folk in the street for stupid reasons.’ She cocked her head at Isak. ‘My guess is whatever’s pissed on their mood - and I hear that’s the Gods bein’ so angry after Scree that their priests are feelin’ the effect - it’s done the same for you.’

‘So your conclusion is that everyone’s just a little bit tense?’ Isak said irritably.

He had never been to the Cock’s Tail before. Not even Carel’s white collar would have stopped someone taking exception to a white-eye here, but the tavern - and Kepra Dei, its formidable landlady - were renowned throughout Tirah. She was tough, and could be heartless to anyone who wasn’t family; anyone working the docks knew it was asking for trouble to mess with anyone bearing the Dei name. Even her sons-in-law, big men themselves, had been glad to break with tradition and adopt the Dei name as their own. And those three earrings aren’t a joke with anyone but herself, I’ll bet, he thought. To the rest it’s a warning that round here her word’s law as much as mine - maybe more so, if it came to it.


‘Tense ain’t even the start of it, boy,’ she replied equably. ‘It’s the confusion in the air I’m talking about: no one’s agreein’  with anyone else, not the nobles, not the priests, not the soldiers. What’s gettin’ you concerned is the chaos this city’s in - can’t fight a war when you’re fightin’ yourselves, can you? And you’ve got it going at every level of society - as well as within yourself.’

Isak didn’t reply immediately. The woman’s calm expression nagged at the swirl of frustration and anger inside him. He knew she was right, but he hadn’t wanted her to be quite so right. However the priests were being affected, he was too, albeit to a lesser degree thanks to the Skulls which were acting as a buffer for his mind - and that wasn’t information he wanted the Land to know.

‘It sounds like you’ve put some thought into this,’ he said after a moment. ‘You’ve got a suggestion for me? Your job is to advise after all, not just to state the bloody obvious.’

She shrugged and broke his gaze, affecting a deference that he was sure she didn’t feel. This one really is sharp, Isak thought.  She knows that even here - for all the informality of the coterie, and her own position within it - that it does no good to issue me with instructions.


‘Well, I can’t claim to understand the trouble with the priests,’ she began slowly, ‘you’ve got that knowledge, not I, so I’m just goin’ on guesswork—’

‘Make the assumption you do,’ Isak said, gesturing for her to get on with it.

‘Then I’d want to get rid of the distractions that are gettin’ the nobles heated up,’ she said firmly.

‘Which are?’

‘Your coronation - they’re here for that and they’ll squabble like children until they know when they’re goin’ home to their families. Then there’s the wondering over Lomin’s dukedom. And most importantly, there’s Duke Certinse.’

Isak nodded his agreement. Lesarl, Tila and Vesna had all been of one mind on the subject of the trial and execution of Duke Certinse. The man’s family had too many supporters, too many dynasties tied to it for anyone’s comfort and no one was sure what deals and recriminations might yet appear. Added to that, a dozen suzerains had weighed in for what appeared to be purely reasons of principle.

‘And how much of the argument over foreign policy will that solve?’

‘None, but at least you’ll be able to have the argument. With one or two fewer reasons to argue, folk get less troublesome. You are Lord of the Farlan, however newly made; once folk get used to that and realise the nation’s still strong you’ll find the authority Lord Bahl held waitin’ on the other side.’ Citizen paused and looked across to the far table. ‘Dancer, am I right in thinkin’ that there’s no great lobby among the nobles for Cardinal Veck’s reforms?’

The nobleman gave a twitch, as though startled from reverie, and stared blankly at Citizen before replying, ‘True enough. Those that are listening to him are careful not to agree too loudly.’

Dancer’s voice was rich and mellifluous, lacking Count Vesna’s deep tones but with the same rounded, measured pronunciation. Unlike Isak, Dancer had removed his cloak to reveal his formal wear underneath - much drier than Isak’s own clothes as Dancer hadn’t been caught in the rain.

The man ran his long, greying moustache through his fingers, a practised mannerism to develop his fussy persona that was now habit, and nodded to himself. ‘I can think of only one or two who’ll take it seriously. The restriction on the nobility taking religious orders has thus far precluded that problem. Those who call themselves pious will follow Suzerain Torl’s lead.’

‘Suzerain Torl is a ranking member of the Brethren of the Sacred Teachings,’ Isak snapped, ‘and since Veck’s demanding to be allowed to form a religious militia to enforce whatever laws he feels like, I’m not encouraged.’

‘Lesarl says you’ve spoken to Torl about the Brethren,’ Dancer replied patiently. ‘The order’s centuries old and they’ve never shown a desire to enforce religious law. Suzerain Torl is one of your most loyal citizens. First and foremost, he is a Farlan soldier, and that comes before everything else - his title, his dynasty, even the Dark Monks. My Lord, to treat him any other way would wound him more deeply than Eolis could - as well as digging the ground out from underneath your feet.’

‘And it makes him a key element in your argument over  Duke Certinse’s trial,’ Lesarl joined in suddenly from Isak’s left. Pushing away from the wall he’d been leaning against, the Chief Steward walked behind the seated figures. ‘The Synod have strength of their own, and they know it, but they’re also fully aware that ultimately no group within the Farlan can oppose the nobility. Though they are demanding to conduct Certinse’s trial, for a variety of reasons, Cardinal Veck doesn’t think he’s ever going to succeed. All he’s doing is gauging his support among the nobility. That the faultlessly devout Suzerain Torl has not voiced support for him has been noted by all interested parties.’

‘Prayer,’ Isak said, causing the man’s head to snap around from Lesarl to Isak, ‘can you tell us any more of the current mood among the clerics? I can’t help thinking that the longer Veck’s demands go on, the more people are likely to be swayed by his argument.’

Isak could see the priest take a breath before replying. Lesarl had described Prayer as a ruthlessly clinical thinker, so the man must be hating having his thoughts clouded by his God’s rage.

‘What we feel now is a residual effect of Gods becoming enraged, an echo of their emotions, if you will. It began with a murderous irrationality for the few nights following the fall of Scree, and whilst that lasted only a short time, the effects will continue.’ He stopped and looked around, then continued earnestly, ‘What you must understand is that Gods are immortal - they feel emotions, but not in the same manner as mortals; when they do, the power is remarkable - such strong feelings emanating from their God may permanently alter the minds of some of their clerics, even if the God has subsequently calmed down. I recommend you assume that the extremists will hold sway for the immediate future.’

‘So you and all your kind are my enemies this year?’

Isak spoke without thinking, but Prayer looked ashamed as he replied, ‘I fear so, my Lord, but I will not be alone in working to change that. I hope we shall prove only a minor hindrance.’

An uncomfortable moment of silence stretched out into a minute, then two. Even Citizen appeared lost in her thoughts, unmindful of the muffled clatter of chairs from somewhere below them.

Isak went to the window and stared through the half-open shutter that looked out onto the street below. The early winter snows had been replaced by wet trails of rain that glistened darkly on the rooftops. There was no trace of the light white blanket that had covered the city a few days before, but Isak could feel its touch on the air, the bite of ice on his cheek. It made him think the winter would be a cruel one.


There’ll be no marching to Lomin this year, he thought distantly, the events of the previous year now ancient history, almost unreal, in his mind. Let us hope the Elves think the same. Vesna says we hurt them badly enough last year to buy us time, but how long can that protect us?


He looked down at the empty street below, the cobbles washed clear of the day’s debris. The rain and cold hadn’t stopped trade on the docks; Tirah’s merchants were intent on getting as much into the city’s underground cold stores before winter laid siege. For a moment he thought he caught a shape in the shadows, nothing as definite as an outline, yet enough to make Isak catch his breath.


Gods, is this still my imagination? I’ve seen nothing, I can sense nothing, and yet . . . and yet I have that taste in my mouth again, the one that reminds me of the Temple Plaza in Scree when I found the Reapers. He found himself nervously biting down on his lip, hard enough to draw blood. Gods, what did I do when I summoned them?


He shook the mood from him; it wasn’t something he could afford to think about right now. His dreams had been dark enough of late, even those where Xeliath had touched his mind, for the sky had appeared darker, the blurred horizon more menacing. When she was not there he’d started to find himself on a desolate plain scoured of life. The ground was scorched and smoking, but cold to the touch. He knew there were others around, though he could see no one. The wind whipped up from the ground, trying to lift him like a kite, but he felt himself drawn downwards all the same, down to the earth which was furrowed like a fresh barrow. Every time he’d awakened from that place it had been all he could do not to curl into a ball and wrap his blankets around his body to keep the emptiness away. Strange dreams had followed him his entire life, some not even  dreams, and these were as powerful as his visions of Lord Bahl’s death.

Isak forced himself to turn back to the room. ‘So what you’re saying is I should override the petitions and debates? I should make an executive ruling?’ He tried to school his face so they wouldn’t see his pained expression. ‘Lesarl said the opposite; he thinks that’ll bring even greater opposition.’

‘And he’s wrong,’ Citizen replied bluntly.

Isak turned to the shadowed figure of his Chief Steward, looming behind the backs of his coterie. He gave Lesarl a weak smile. ‘One of the annoying things about my Chief Steward is that he’s acknowledged by finer minds than mine as a genius.’

‘I don’t doubt he’s right in what he said, just that he’s wrong in what should be done,’ Citizen said firmly.

‘I suppose that’ll reassure both his supporters and critics. In the last two weeks it’s been suggested both that I make him the next Duke of Lomin, and that I throw him in gaol for corruption. I don’t know about the title, though. I’m not convinced he’s got the breeding I’d want in my dukes.’

‘Yes, milord,’ Citizen said in a less than deferential tone, making it plain she had no intention of being affected by Isak’s unnatural charisma. Some folk found themselves laughing along with Isak in the strangest of situations, but she was prepared for him. ‘Lesarl’s right that it’d make you appear dictatorial, and that’s a bad way to start your reign; they would’ve accepted it under Lord Bahl but you’re still unknown to them.’

‘So?’

‘Fuck ’em.’

Isak gave a snort and turned to the rest of the coterie. Citizen’s expression was blank; she wasn’t joking. Only Prayer showed any reaction as he narrowed his lips further.

‘Citizen’s correct,’ Dancer joined, ‘in her own delightful way. The priests aren’t winning themselves any friends; attendance at High Reverence is up, but only out of shame, I suspect, and that’ll change as soon as folk grow tired of being reminded of their sins. I know the College of Magic has just about had enough.’

‘Can you blame us?’ snapped Conjurer, ‘with fifteen suits of consorting with daemons in the past two weeks and  twenty-eight charges of impropriety and impiety? The cardinals have declared war on us!’

‘You tell the Archmage to exercise restraint before he fights back,’ Lesarl said firmly. ‘The last thing we need is battle-mages reacting to provocation - or any other more subtle measures of retribution. Some of your brothers rival Larat for a twisted sense of humour.’

‘And if the priests have a second focus of their complaints, that does the nation no great harm,’ Dancer agreed. ‘It will take a long time before people turn against the mages, they’re too fearful for that. The College can instruct its members to maintain a low profile for the meantime.’

‘Lesarl, how soon can the trial start?’

The Chief Steward shrugged. ‘Four or five days. There are formalities to deal with, but the evidence is collected so the judge is ready. There are a number of ways the defence can prolong matters, but that can only last so long.’

‘Good, so let’s announce the trial date and set up a quiet meeting with the dukes of Merlat and Perlir.’

‘And you’ll bring along your choice for Lomin as well?’

‘Yes, I want Lokan and Sempes to have a chance to object. I’m making enough enemies without consulting with the two most powerful people i—’ A spark suddenly flared in his mind, stopping Isak mid-word. A trickle of magic swept the room, prickling and questing over his skin. He looked at Conjurer, but the woman showed no reaction. A shiver ran down his spine like the touch of a girl’s fingertips and a voice whispered in his ear.

Isak.

Without thinking he turned back to the window. Xeliath was out there, the young brown-skinned woman who’d been tied to his fractured destiny. It looked like Morghien and Mihn had been successful in getting her to Tirah before any of the power-players in this game tracked her down and killed her. Lesarl caught the movement and shot an enquiring look towards his lord. Isak nodded.

‘She’s here; just about to enter the city,’ he murmured.

It was clear from their faces that Lesarl hadn’t yet shared that interesting piece of information with them. Isak managed to  produce something approximating a grin as he pictured their reaction.

Heading towards the door he said, ‘Those of you interested in what my foreign policy is to be will be delighted to hear that I’ve added a new complication.’ He stopped as he reached the door, Lesarl on his heel, and turned back to the coterie. ‘There’ll be a new guest at the palace tonight, a young white-eye.’

‘And how exactly does that affect the nation’s foreign policy?’ Dancer asked, voicing the question on the lips of all the faces turned in his direction.

‘Her father didn’t exactly give permission for her to leave, and he’s a lord - one of our not-so-friendly neighbours, the Yeetatchen.’

Their protestations and questions floundered in his wake as he left the room. Outside, the narrow stair was lit only by what faint light crept up from the floor below, where a single lamp cast its light over the first-floor corridor, barely illuminating the three doors there. The two bunkroom doors were propped open; he glanced inside as he passed them and saw the usual labourers’ junk in each: canvas bags, the odd oilskin coat and a pervasive smell of sweat and mud.

At the end of the corridor a second stairway led down to the ground floor. It was a little too narrow for his massive shoulders, so he had to turn slightly sideways to get down them. Stationed at the bottom was Citizen’s eldest daughter. The girl, who shared her mother’s build, heard him coming and started to open the alley door on her left, giving it a shove when it stuck a little, swollen with damp and lack of use.

Isak knew she had a long knife concealed in her right sleeve, and not one just plucked from the kitchen’s rack, but the blade made no appearance as she stepped out and scanned the street. The door on her right led into the tavern - Isak could hear an argument going on just the other side - but right now it was bolted shut.

Isak didn’t wait for Lesarl. He pulled his hood low over his face and stepped cautiously out into the street. Citizen’s daughter may have checked, but that was cold comfort: she’d neither notice nor be able to do anything about that which Isak was looking out for. Two strides took him to the corner of the  building, and from there he could peer around the tavern and survey the length of the street whilst concealed in the tavern’s shadow.

But it looked empty; his sharp eyes and ears caught nothing untoward beyond the occasional drip of water.

A glassy sheen had covered the cobbles as the night-time temperature fell. The day’s rain had given way to a faint mist hanging in the air, catching the yellow-tinted moonlight of high Alterr. Isak was about to move off when he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head left, looking down the route he had intended to take home now that the streets were deserted. In the darkness, a good hundred yards off, something stood.

A crawling dread slithered down Isak’s neck. No man stood there; its body was entirely black, and almost invisible in the fog, but he could guess something of the stance - it was on all fours. Visions of the Temple Plaza of Scree flooded back to him: the terrible slaughter done in the firelight, the towering figure of the Burning Man illuminating the terrified figures around him and in the distance, the humped back of the Great Wolf, stalking.

Now Isak could make out little more than a shape and a pair of burning eyes in the dark. It was untouched by the moonlight and almost hidden in the fog. Shadow upon shadow, imagination or not, the black dog did not move an inch. It simply stood there with its baleful gaze fixed upon him.

‘My Lord?’ Isak jumped at the voice, his heart giving a lurch until he realised it was only Lesarl standing behind him. Lesarl gave him a quizzical look.

‘Look,’ Isak said quickly, pointing down the street, but when he looked back to where the black dog had been standing, the words died in his throat. The street was empty, and silent. Isak stared at where the creature had been, then searched all around in vain for it.

‘What is it?’ Lesarl said as he rounded his lord to look at where Isak was still pointing.

‘I- I’m not sure,’ Isak admitted after a pause. ‘There was . . .’ he stopped. I thought I saw a ghostly dog wasn’t the sort of thing he really wanted to tell his Chief Steward. Isak hurriedly opened  his senses to the Land and reached out all around. Aside from the taste of frost and mud on the air the only thing he could sense was Conjurer, in the room above, a faint flicker of magic in her body that grew as she felt his questing. There was nothing more. Hoping that he’d be able to sense something similar to Morghien’s ghosts when they touched his mind, Isak reached as far as he could, but felt nothing at all.

‘There was?’ Lesarl prompted quietly. The man had seen enough during Bahl’s reign not to question his new lord’s first instinct.

‘I thought I saw something, I must have been wrong.’ Isak shook his head and took his hand off Eolis’s hilt, where, predictably, it had drifted without him even being aware.

‘My Lord, I find that a little hard to believe,’ Lesarl said firmly. ‘Your expression is not that of a man whose imagination has just played him false. So what is it that you saw?’

Isak glared at the man, but Lesarl waited patiently until the young white-eye exhaled and let the anger fade with his breath on the night air.

‘What do you want me to tell you? What I thought I saw disappeared in the time it took to turn my head, and anything that can do that without me sensing where it went is a little out of your field of expertise.’

‘I do understand that, my Lord,’ Lesarl said, bowing his head, ‘but still I would share the burden I see in your face; no man should look so haunted—’ He broke off as Isak gave a humourless snort.

‘Haunted? Aye, that might just be it.’ He took a step closer and leaned down to look Lesarl in the eye. ‘I dream that death walks in my shadow. I have ever since the fall of Scree. On the edge of earshot I keep thinking I hear the footsteps of the Reapers. I feel the ground move at my feet as a grave opens before me; I remember the pain Aryn Bwr felt as he was cut down in battle, and it is so familiar to me I ache for it.’

He stopped and straightened, a hard expression falling across his face. ‘And tonight I see a black dog with burning eyes standing in the road before me, something my mother’s people believe to be a portent of death to come. Now who will share this burden with me?’

Lesarl stared up at him in alarm. For a moment Isak suddenly saw the Chief Steward for the man he really was: beneath his calculating expression and sardonic grin, Lesarl was just a man with a mass of worry-lines on his thin face and a nervous shiver enough to shake his bony body from head to toe.

‘We will all share your burden, my Lord,’ Lesarl said after a moment, his usual calm restored. ‘Your advisors, my coterie, the Palace Guard, the whole tribe: if Death comes for you, He shall not find you alone.’

Isak sighed. ‘It’s good of you to say so. Something tells me otherwise, but if the future was fixed I’d already be dead, so perhaps you’re right. Come on, it’s time to meet the herald of our latest woes; you’re going to hate her.’

‘A white-eye lord’s daughter?’ Lesarl scowled at the ground as he started off at Isak’s side down the street. ‘I think you’re right there.’




CHAPTER 4

Lesarl left his lord to his thoughts as they walked back through the quiet streets, winding their way through dark alleys until they had reached a better district of the city than the docks. The Chief Steward had to walk quickly to keep up with Isak’s long stride, but he was glad for it, for the air was chill and his prominent nose and cheeks felt like icicles. In all his years of service to the Lord of the Farlan, he’d never got used to the cold of Tirah’s night-time streets.

It was strange to see the city so deserted. Hunter’s Ride and the Palace Walk were main thoroughfares, usually only empty when snow lay thick on the ground. The tall stone buildings were dark and silent, with only the occasional pair of shutters showing a glimmer of light at the edges - night-watchmen’s billets and servants’ quarters, for the merchants’ townhouses were as dark as if they were empty, with no light seeping through the heavy drapes that hung at every window to keep in the heat.

A pair of Palace Guards loitered on Irienn Square, the semi-enclosed plaza off Hunter’s Ride which was surrounded by government offices. Their sharp eyes picked out Isak by his height. They saluted, making no move to intercept them.

It wasn’t long until they reached the fountain at the centre of Barbican Square, just before the looming presence of the palace walls. After the enclosed streets the open ground felt even colder, and when Isak stopped in front of the statue on the fountain, what little heat was left in Lesarl’s body felt like it was bleeding away as he obediently took up his position in his master’s lee.


White-eyes! They’re all the same when they’re brooding, Lesarl thought, suppressing a shiver as the image of Lord Bahl came  to mind. It’s not taken him long to adopt that role. If I ever dreamed of ruling when I was a child, I know better now. I didn’t know then that it scars in ways you could never predict; Lord Bahl once said that his soul felt worn thin, so thin it was hardly there. After Scree I think this one’s the same already. Let’s just hope it doesn’t prove his undoing too.


‘A year, only a year,’ Isak rumbled from the shadow of his raised hood.

‘Since you came this way for the first time?’ Lesarl replied. ‘Almost exactly, yes, my Lord.’

He left it at that, knowing that the white-eye wasn’t asking for a conversation. Instead he turned his attention to the fountain itself. He passed it every day, and it struck him that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d properly looked at it. It was a representation of Evaol, a minor Aspect of Vasle, God of Rivers. The scattering of coins in the fountain were likely nothing to do with her alignment, though, probably just whores hoping for a little luck.

The statue itself was of a column of water reaching up to the waist of a bare-breasted woman, who was running a fish-spine comb through her hair. Rain and wind had taken their toll on the pale stone, blurring some lines and leaving their own on the work. He resisted the urge to stamp some warmth back into his feet, but an involuntary shiver caught Isak’s eye and woke him from his thoughts.

‘Sorry, Lesarl, I’m keeping you out in the cold.’

‘My Lord, that is one of the responsibilities of the high position I enjoy,’ Lesarl said, keeping the reproach from his voice, though he knew he would have to explain the point yet again to his lord.

‘That doesn’t mean you should have to suffer because of my constant whims.’

‘Yes, actually, it does, my Lord,’ the Chief Steward said firmly. ‘My remit spans every suzerainty and aspect of Farlan life, unmatched power within the tribe. However good and loyal a servant you have as your Chief Steward, to fully handle the duties required of that position, he - or she - must have the capacity for cruelty and scheming. And that sort of person enjoys the position of power all too much. Lord Bahl  understood it well enough to insist that I do indeed suffer his every whim.’ Lesarl gave a small smile. ‘It was only several years after I took over from my father that I realised you train a dog in a very similar way. Without blind obedience to my master I might well have started to question why it was that I was running the nation yet he wore the duke’s circlet.’

‘So you’re as much a slave to your instincts as I am?’ Isak replied.

‘I’m saying that those who love power are often least suited to it. Megalomania has its uses in a nation, whether anyone will admit it or not, but left unchecked, it is its own worst enemy.’

‘And so for the good of the nation,’ Isak continued, ‘such a person should be trained to come running when I whistle?’ He grinned. ‘I see your point, I suppose. Maybe I should get you a collar as your badge of office.’

‘Yes, Master,’ his Chief Steward said, baring his teeth.

Isak laughed and led the way over the drawbridge. The gate was already opening, the light of a torch creeping through the widening crack. On a whim Isak turned right and headed for the guardroom, just as a Ghost in full armour stepped out. The man removed his helm when he saw Isak approaching. The white-eye stopped, recognition flourishing on his face.

‘You, soldier, what’s your name?’

‘Me, my Lord? Ah, Private Varner, my Lord,’ the soldier replied quickly, his voice sounding rough, almost grating. He was careful to keep his manner deferential, but he looked apprehensive, and Lesarl remembered how Isak had described his first meeting with Lord Bahl, and the aura of power that hung around him like the heat from a roaring fire.

Isak had kept clear of the other white-eyes in the palace during the last year there. Kerin had made it clear they were a vicious, foul-mouthed lot that Isak had nothing good in common with. It was a full-time effort for the Swordmasters to keep them in check, and there was a pretty high chance that any encounter would result in a fight, which in turn would result in Isak killing a valuable soldier.

‘I remember you,’ Isak said. ‘You were on duty my first night here, weren’t you? You punched out my father.’

‘Was me, yeah, my Lord.’

Isak smiled. ‘That was something I’d wanted to do for years. Thank you.’

The white-eye blinked up at Isak in surprise. Like the rest of his kind the man was tall and powerful, but he was closer to a regular soldier in build than to Isak. It clearly fascinated Isak to see the same snowy irises and black pinprick pupils in the eyes of another, but Lesarl saw the scrutiny was not welcome. There was no kindred spirit in those eyes, only ice.

‘I’ll go in this way, remind myself of simpler times,’ Isak said eventually. ‘Keep the gates open, though; we’re about to have a few visitors. They’re not to be delayed in any way; I want them in the duke’s chambers as quickly and as quietly as possible.’

‘As you wish, my Lord.’ The man bowed low, cast a glance back at his comrade still in the guardroom and then headed for the half-open gates.

‘Come on,’ Isak said to Lesarl, and ducked through the small doorway into the cramped guardroom, only just missing the lintel. He turned and frowned - he had grown so much over the last year, from an outsized youth to a seven-foot-tall giant, - that everything from that former life felt greatly reduced now.

Making his way to the Great Hall, Isak awkwardly acknowledged the various salutes he received. The deference was easy to accept, but he was still occasionally surprised when an entire room of strangers jumped up to salute, bow or curtsey every single time he hoved into view.

The hall was nearly full, as it had been ever since Isak had returned with the army. Scores of those with light injuries had returned on wagons or horseback, even walking, to avoid wintering away from their families, and many of the nobles answering their new lord’s summons had chosen to billet with the Palace Guard they had once served in. Money for lodgings was tight for many of the knights and hurscals who’d travelled with their liege lords, especially when the innkeepers of the city, who had also heard Isak’s summons, had cannily doubled their prices.

Lesarl had seen this as a good thing and he had instructed Kerin to make as much space as he could to accommodate anyone wearing the white. The Ghosts were the Farlan’s finest soldiers, so many nobles sent their sons there for training. Almost half the men knighted on the battlefield were raised from the Palace Guard’s ranks, and Lesarl was keen to encourage the return of veterans, men who’d completed their ten-year term and been recruited as hurscals by suzerains. They were men whose opinions would be respected, and it would do no one any harm to remind them of their primary loyalty, to the Legion.

Once the required personal greetings had been made to three marshals with white on their collars and a recent recruit, Scion Tebran, who was with his father, the suzerain - who, despite the stains on his tunic had obviously managed to find his mouth often enough to get roaring drunk - Isak headed through the rear door of the hall and down the long, cold corridor to the forbidding entrance to the tower, which was next to the main staircase to the private apartments.

The corridor was bedecked with mouldering flags, except for the green and gold standard of the Narkang Kingsguard, which shone bright and new. It had been presented to Lord Isak as a gesture of friendship by King Emin of Narkang after Isak had helped defend the city from a White Circle coup.

‘Makes the others look decrepit, doesn’t it?’ Isak said, pointing to the flag.

‘Should I order replacements? Some are defunct legions now, but we can have them copied without much difficulty.’ Lesarl stopped and turned to the flag nearest to the Great Hall. It was so old and dirty that it was hard to make out the zigzags of blue and green woven through each other down its edge, but there was enough to confirm Lesarl’s judgment. ‘My Lord, this one is the Boarhunters, one of the oldest Tildek light cavalry legions.’

‘They still exist?’

‘Indeed, though somewhat lacking the glory of centuries past that caused their flag to be hung here. That, if memory serves correctly, included ambushing and destroying a Tor Milist army four times their number, then blocking the main enemy force’s line of retreat for two days despite terrible losses.’

‘The battle of Hale Hills?’ Isak replied, his eyes lighting up at the memory of the heroic action.

‘The very same,’ Lesarl said. ‘My Lord, perhaps it would be a gesture of peace to the people of Lomin if you officially requested a replacement flag? I can find out who the commander is; no doubt he is in the city. One of my agents mentioned that the common folk of Tildek - and Lomin too - are concerned they will be held to blame for the actions of their suzerain and the rest of the Certinse family. This might send a sign to both Tildek and Lomin that we still value them.’

‘Do you want to make a show of it at my investiture?’

‘I would advise against that,’ Lesarl said, ‘it should belong to the people of the suzerainty, not the nobles. I will find an ennobled man to pass the request on, and that will ensure the men of the legion know of it too, not just their officers.’

‘Good. The investiture will be complicated enough without added theatrics,’ Isak growled as he started up the wide stone staircase. ‘Stay down here and bring Xeliath up to my chambers without letting that lot see her,’ he said, jabbing a thumb towards the Great Hall where voices were now raised in song. ‘She’ll sleep in my bedroom - I still have my room in the Tower. I suspect the journey will have taken a toll, and as the physician’s at my father’s bedside anyway he might as well keep an eye on her too.’

‘Your father’s condition is unchanged?’

‘There’s been no change since his fever subsided, and that was weeks ago. The priests of Shotir cannot heal a wound from Eolis, and the priests of Larat have been of even less use. He’s in no actual danger at the moment. I’m almost tempted to blame his lack of improvement on stubbornness. Sour-faced bastard knows he’ll have to bow to me if he ever gets out of that bed.’

Lesarl tried to read Isak’s expression as he spoke, but the white-eye gave nothing away. It was a miracle that Horman was even alive, having been possessed by a daemon and made to attack his own son in the Temple of Death. A priest of Shotir had been found in the Devoted camp and he had accompanied them back to Tirah, nearly killing himself in the process as he kept Horman from Death’s Halls.

He settled for a brief bow and a knowing look. ‘Perhaps your father will have noted the hours you’ve spent at his bedside?’

‘Bloody doubt it,’ Isak snapped, ‘but either way, it’s not a problem you need to be involved in.’ He stomped on up the stairs and turned the corner, Lesarl catching a flash of one colourless eye in the light of a torch before Isak disappeared from view.

‘Of course, my Lord, as you wish,’ Lesarl muttered. He turned to another door which would take him to the western part of the main wing where his office nestled at the heart of several dozen others. Adjoining it were the small apartments he shared with his wife and son; his townhouse was currently rented to Suzerain Nelbove and his household.

‘Perhaps I’ll look in on them before going back to work,’ he said softly to the Land in general. ‘The boy might find tonight’s events more interesting than sleep. We’re as alike as Lord Isak and his father are. Best we don’t let ourselves end up that way.’

 



Isak acknowledged the salutes from the guardsmen sporting his dragon crest and eased open the reinforced oak door to the duke’s chambers. The main room was dark, the only light coming from the fire and a single candlestick on a side table. A maid sat at the table with her elbows on it, her chin supported by her hands and her head angled towards the open doorway. He sniffed slightly and she leapt up, her mouth already opening to apologise.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said quickly, ‘you’re not here to guard.’

She curtseyed and straightened, waiting for the question he was about to ask. Isak took a moment. He couldn’t remember her name; she was a friend of Tila’s, the daughter of some local marshal. He knew Tila had told him - but he’d been told a lot since returning to Tirah.

‘How is he?’ he asked eventually.

‘Still weak, my Lord.’ Her voice reminded him of Tila’s, less melodious, but with that same crisp intonation common to those of the landed gentry; it was traditional for the maids in the main wing to be drawn from the upper classes. ‘Your father’s  injuries have not opened up again, and there’s still no sign of infection.’

‘But they’re still not healing right?’

‘No, my Lord.’ She lowered her eyes, her hands clasped tightly together over her stomach.

‘The priests of Shotir came again?’

‘Yes, my Lord. Only one of them was crying when he left today.’

Isak forced a smile. ‘So they’re toughening up at least.’ The smile faded. ‘I might be calling on that soon enough. He’s asleep?’

She nodded.

‘Good. Please light the lamps and have the kitchen send something hot up, enough for several people.’

While she went about the lamps Isak looked in on his father. Horman lay on his back, his head turned towards the door. His face was half-obscured by his ragged hair. He had always slept in an awkward sprawl of limbs, but now he was constrained by bandages and was lying as though fighting them. The pungent smell of sweat hung in the air, for the heavy drapes covering the window to keep in the warmth also kept the air close and stale.

Guilt slithered down Isak’s spine again. Horman’s left hand had been amputated at the wrist and the wound refused to heal fully. His right elbow had been repaired after a fashion, and the old injury to his knee was only marginally worse, but it was the overall effect of a daemon’s possession that had taken the greatest toll on his father’s health. He had wasted away in the weeks following the fall of Scree until he looked as pale and weak as a corpse. The effort required for eating proved too much for him most days and he rarely managed more than a couple of mouthfuls.

‘Is this how they’ll all end up?’ Isak muttered, ‘all broken and beyond the help of healers? Maybe tonight’s death-omen will be the saving of my friends.’

Outside the door he heard the sharp click of halberds on the stone floor: his guards were letting him know that a friend had arrived; anyone else would have warranted a verbal greeting. He shut the door to his father’s room and rubbed his hands over his face to wake himself up.

‘My Lord?’ Tila said as she entered cautiously, Count Vesna at her elbow. Both were still in their formal clothes, although Tila had a thick woollen blanket draped over her layered grey silk dress now. She’d taken out the gold flower-head pins she’d used to put her hair up and the long dark tresses now spilled down to her waist.

‘You were waiting up for me?’

‘The guard on the gate let us know when you returned,’ Tila said, coming into the room and casting a glance towards Horman’s door.

‘He’s fine.’ Isak could see she was itching to ask about where he’d been, but she understood her position within his inner circle. As Duke of Tirah, Isak’s word was law, and they all had to adjust to that.

‘My Lord?’ Vesna echoed Tila, his eyes also fixed on the white-eye.

The maid caught the count’s tone and, with a curtsey to Isak, hurried out without even waiting to catch Tila’s eye. When the door was shut, Isak removed his tunic and Eolis before throwing a few more logs onto the fire.

‘Isak,’ Vesna said, dropping the formality once they were alone, ‘you look troubled.’

‘My friend, when can you last remember me any other way?’

‘Enough of that,’ Vesna said firmly. ‘What happened at your meeting?’ The count was without his broadsword but his tunic was fastened up to the neck, as it had been earlier.

The white-eye paused; there was something different about the famous warrior. He thought for a moment. ‘You’re not wearing your earrings,’ he commented, pointing to Vesna’s left ear where the count normally wore his two gold earrings of rank. ‘I hope my return didn’t disturb anything important?’

‘No, my Lord,’ Vesna said in a flat voice.

‘Good. She’s still unmarried, you remember?’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ Vesna replied, refusing to rise to Isak’s needling.

‘Isak, what’s happened?’ Tila asked, firmly changing the subject. ‘Is everything all right?’

The white-eye sat heavily into a chair facing the pair. With  all the chaos of Scree’s aftermath, they had yet to officially announce their betrothal. There was a grim mood throughout the city, made worse by the onset of winter. He knew they would happily forego the state wedding offered by Lord Bahl - and by him - but neither one wanted to broach the subject until the period of mourning had finished. The Farlan had lost many soldiers, men and women, and the urns were stacked high in the Temples of Nartis. There had been no comforting words from the priests to disperse the anger and resentment which lingered like a black cloud.

‘You know about my dreams,’ Isak said eventually. ‘It was a reminder of those.’

‘What sort of reminder?’ Tila said, suddenly alarmed.

‘One that made an impression. But that’s not a concern for tonight - more importantly, Xeliath has entered the city.’

‘Xeliath? Are Morghien and Mihn with her?’

Isak shook his head. ‘Can’t tell, but I hope so. It will be good to see Mihn again.’ He pictured the tidy little man with his placid expression and acrobatic skills whose failure of memory in the final test had led to his exile from the Harlequin clans. Since coming into Isak’s service, Mihn’s many abilities had proved invaluable, as had his undemanding friendship. Yes, it will be good to have Mihn in my shadow again.


‘Do you want us to sit in on your first meeting?’

‘This isn’t an arranged marriage; we’re not negotiating terms,’ Isak said wearily. ‘I’m sure they’ll all want to sleep for a week - there’s no urgent intelligence we need and the journey will have taken a toll on Xeliath’s health.’

‘Should we leave?’

Isak sighed and stretched his feet out, planting the heels of his boots on a slender mahogany table that wobbled alarmingly under the weight. ‘Could you stay?’ He stretched his neck and twisted his head to one side and then the other, trying to work out the cricks. ‘I don’t really want to talk about tonight; I’d like to just sit with my friends and pretend the Land doesn’t want me dead, at least until they arrive.’

 



The guardsman, a lone figure on the drawbridge, took long measured steps back and forth in the quiet cold of night as  he waited for life to stir in the city. It was well past midnight and the streets were silent. Alterr was hidden by cloud and Kasi had fallen below the horizon long ago. The soldier resisted the urge to turn his head and glare at the guardroom, where his watch partner was sitting in the warmth. As he reached the end of the drawbridge he started walking backwards immediately, keeping his eyes on the empty roads ahead at all times.

The fact that he was a white-eye and thus not required to walk the freezing streets keeping the peace did nothing to improve his mood. When at last he caught sight of movement in the distance, it was met with a hiss of irritation, one that increased as the horse-drawn carriage made its way up towards Barbican Square at little more than a gentle walk.

There were two figures on the driver’s seat and no luggage on the roof. The coach was plain - not a nobleman then, just a merchant with money to spare. Both figures were hooded and cloaked, and hunched over against the cold, their faces hidden. If it hadn’t been for Lord Isak’s direct order, he would have summoned the duty squad on principle, but as it was, he stood still and patiently awaited the coach as it rumbled towards him. It stopped at the last moment, the front wheels on the very lip of the drawbridge. The passenger jumped down from his perch on the driver’s seat and walked straight up to him, pushing back his hood to reveal a face he recognised.

‘Fetch your watch partner and a stretcher, now, please,’ he ordered.

The white-eye narrowed his eyes at the foreigner barking orders at him. ‘Can’t leave the gate unguarded,’ he said in response, ‘and last I heard, you’d been dismissed from the duke’s service.’

‘And that would make you wrong on both counts,’ Mihn replied. There was no antagonism in his voice but the white-eye bristled anyway, unwilling to be ordered around by a man without position, rank or weapon who stood more than half a foot shorter than him.

‘Who’s in the carriage?’ he asked brusquely.

‘Have you received no orders from your lord?’ Mihn asked.

‘I have.’

‘So stop arguing and take Lord Isak’s guest up to him. Then take the lady to the Chief Steward and get her the gold crown she’s been promised.’ Mihn jabbed his thumb towards the driver, who had remained hunched in her seat. Before the soldier had a chance to speak again the door of the coach opened and a man leaned out to look at them.

‘What’s the hold-up, soldier?’

The white-eye looked at the pair of them for a moment and decided discretion was the better part of valour. He stepped aside and waved the coach forward. The driver gave a click of the tongue and set the horses walking forward again, down into the tunnel that led underneath the barbican and into Tirah Palace. As it reached them, both men stepped up onto the coach to let it carry them through, Mihn hopping back up to the driver’s seat like a mountain goat. The white-eye gave a short whistle once they’d entered the tunnel and the gate immediately started to close behind them.

Instead of stopping outside the Great Hall they took the coach around to the rear of the main wing, where there was another way up to the state apartments, a rear door that was normally kept locked and guarded. While the stretcher was being fetched the white-eye watched as Mihn and Morghien helped the last passenger out of the coach. It was obvious they didn’t want his help, and they took great care to keep her face in shadow. Their precautions made no difference; as soon as he got within a few yards of her, the white-eye felt every nerve in his body quiver.

Instinctively he found his nostrils flaring, seeking her scent: she was the same as him, and more. When he lifted the stretcher the white-eye found himself taking great pains not to touch her in any way. As strong as he was, his hands trembled and his throat tightened at the power humming through her body. They started up the dark stairway and he kept his eyes on the stairs underneath him, not trusting himself to look at the hooded head inches away from him. All the way up he felt her attention on him, and a threat hanging in the air.

Isak was up and on his feet long before they reached the door to his private chambers. Vesna and Tila hovered in his wake,  broad smiles on their faces at the sight of Mihn hovering beside the stretcher.

‘Take her into my bedroom, then leave,’ Isak commanded before grabbing Mihn in a bearhug.

‘It’s good to see you again, my friend - but why the stretcher? Does she need a doctor?’

The smaller man smiled up at his lord and shook his head. ‘She’s well enough, merely exhausted. The journey took a great toll, but I wouldn’t want to be the one to force a doctor on her!’ He looked a little thinner than the day they’d parted, but that was the only indication that the failed Harlequin had just returned from a long and gruelling journey.

Mihn embraced Tila and Vesna before following the soldiers into Isak’s bedroom. The young lord gripped Morghien by the wrist as he followed them in, but the ragged-looking wanderer cut short the pleasantries. ‘That can wait; right now you must go and introduce yourself. We can talk while she sleeps.’ It looked like the journey had taken its toll on Morghien, who was tired and drawn, but his grip was as strong as ever. Isak had to remind himself that Morghien, known as the man of many spirits, was far older than he appeared - he should be permitted some trace of fatigue.

Isak patted his shoulder and went to his bedroom. The soldiers had put the stretcher onto the bed and were about to slide it from under her when Isak bustled past.

‘Leave that,’ he said, ‘we can manage. The kitchen should be sending up food for my guests; check it’s ready, then return to your posts.’

He didn’t even wait to see they’d left the room before he was leaning over the bed. He gently pushed back Xeliath’s hood. The young woman blinked up at him and Isak barely managed to hide his shock. Gone was the healthy, radiant girl he’d seen in his dreams. Instead, he saw a near-parody of that beaming beauty. Trails of sweat ran down her twitching cheek and the crumpled skin of eyebrow and eyelid drooped limp over her left eye. As well as the permanent damage done to her body, her soft brown cheeks were flushed with spots of colour that made him think she was feverish.

‘Isak,’ Xeliath whispered. Her lips curled on one side and  trembled on the other. She was trying to smile. His name on her lips was tinted by the heavy rolling sounds of the Yeetatchen dialect.

‘Xeliath,’ he replied softly, smiling down at the wan face below him. He eased her legs onto the bed and slid a hand under her body so he could pull the stretcher away. Her thin limbs reminded him of a pigeon he’d shot; lying dead in his hands, the bird had felt far too light, as though something was missing now it lacked life.

Xeliath looked tiny, even bundled in her heavy woollen cloak. He raised her hand and placed a courtly kiss in her palm. He folded her fingers around it and said, ‘Sleep now, you need to rest. I’ll bring you some soup later.’

‘Wait, listen,’ Xeliath whispered, straining to form the unfamiliar words. Isak remembered his first meeting with her, on a featureless, rolling field in his dreams, where she’d told him she couldn’t even speak his language. That night, and every other time they’d met, she’d spoken directly into his mind. Now, as he strained to make out each syllable from her ravaged throat, he realised Mihn must have been teaching her Farlan as they travelled.

Her right arm fought its way free of the folds of the blanket, and Mihn had taken a half-pace forward even before she beckoned him over. Isak, shifting slightly so that Mihn could take her hand, sensed a sudden flicker of power from her left hand which was obscured by the cloak. He pushed it back, and gasped when he saw the Crystal Skull fused into the palm of her hand, her long, thin fingers clawed around it, drawn a little way into the body of the Skull. Isak ran his finger down the side of her thumb: the skin was fused to the Skull, so perfectly bonded there was no seam between the two but a complete melding of materials.

‘Take it, cut it from her flesh,’ hissed a voice at the back of his mind.

Isak bit back a growl and drove the spirit of Aryn Bwr from his thoughts. That was one blessing over the last few months: the voice had become quieter of late, cowed almost, and Aryn Bwr had been more willing to withdraw when pushed. It was a mixed blessing, though, for it served only  to increase Isak’s suspicions that it was the Reapers lurking on the edges of reality.

Again he felt a flicker of power from within the Skull. Isak withdrew his hand, an apologetic look on his face until he realised that it was not anger he felt. Xeliath was staring into space, her good eye looking past him, while erratic sparks of magic started to dance from one finger to another over the surface of the Skull. He sensed pulses of energy flowing up her arm.

‘What—what’s happening?’ he asked softly.

‘She’s drifting,’ Mihn replied quickly. ‘This has happened a few times - usually after she’s contacted you in her dreams. There’s nothing to worry about, it’s just the effect of being tied to your destiny.’

‘I remember,’ Isak said. ‘Her mind was almost broken when she was Chosen, when she was tied to a thousand destinies and to none, or something like that.’
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