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This book is dedicated to Eric Greig, my father-in-law, a witty, clever and thoroughly decent man whose life in provincial New Zealand is like a chronicle of our country, from a time of gravel roads linking our countryside to the information highways of the present. He’s now in his ninetieth year. Very best wishes to you, Eric: it’s a privilege to know you and be a part of your family.
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What has Gone Before


The Events of 930–935, as related in
Empress of the Fall


In Junesse 930, a newly formed mage order, the Merozain Bhaicara, save the Leviathan Bridge and use its gnostic energy to destroy the Imperial Windfleet above, killing Emperor Constant and Mater-Imperia Lucia.


These deaths create a power vacuum at the heart of the Rondian Empire. The first to react is the Church of Kore – Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther, guardian of the emperor’s children, Prince Cordan and Princess Coramore, prepares to form a Regency Council in Cordan’s name to continue the Sacrecour dynasty. But Wurther’s confidante, Ostevan Jandreux, tips off his kinswoman, Duchess Radine Jandreux, in the northern city of Coraine. Radine sends Corani mage-knights led by Solon Takwyth and the Volsai spy-master Dirklan Setallius to capture Cordan and Coramore from under the Church’s nose. More importantly, they free the hitherto unknown Lyra Vereinen, the daughter of the late Princess Natia, a claimant for the throne.


The Corani take Lyra, Cordan and Coramore to their fortress in Coraine and plan a return to power. With their rivals paralysed by the disasters of the Third Crusade, they persuade Grand Prelate Wurther and Treasurer Calan Dubrayle to abandon the Sacrecours and aid the Corani (an agreement that includes the banishment of Ostevan, in revenge for his betrayal of Wurther). Duchess Radine marches her soldiers into Pallas, where the populace, fearing a civil war (and beguiled by the fairy-tale circumstances of Lyra’s rescue) greet them with great rejoicing.


However Lyra is no compliant tool of Corani ambitions, but a complex young woman with secrets. Her full parentage is uncertain and despite being born a pure-blood mage, she was never trained in the gnosis. When she does awaken to magic, it’s not the gnosis, but the heretical power of dwymancy. And worse, she’s fallen in love with her rescuer, Corani knight Ril Endarion, an unsuitable relationship for the figurehead of the Corani cause.


On the eve of Lyra’s coronation, with Radine demanding that she accept the formidable Solon Takwyth as her husband, Lyra blindsides the duchess and persuades Ostevan (facing exile and acting out of spite) to marry her to Ril. After Lyra is crowned the next day, she declares her marriage before the world; Radine, Takwyth and Setallius are forced to accept her actions – and Takwyth is exiled for striking Ril, the new Crown Prince.


Despite this shaky start, the Corani are able to face down their rivals and the succession crisis appears to have been resolved. In relief, Pallas and the empire settles into dealing with a new world and a new ruler.


*


For five years the Rondian Empire struggles on. The Treasury is forced to impose heavy taxes to rebuild Imperial finances, vassal states like Argundy, Estellayne and Noros are clamouring for greater autonomy and warlords and mercenaries are warring in the far south. Duchess Radine dies, embittered by what she considers to be Lyra’s betrayal, but Ril and Lyra continue to reign in Pallas, although Lyra has two miscarriages and has no heir of her blood. Cordan and Coramore, her de facto heirs, remain her prisoners in Pallas.


In Ahmedhassa, Sultan Salim Kabarakhi I of Kesh is trying to rebuild his realm, with the aid of Rashid Mubarak, the mighty Eastern mage. His efforts are undermined by corruption – and by the Shihadi faction who are demanding revenge against the West, even though the Leviathan Bridge, the only link to Yuros, will be submerged until 940.


In 935, new crises are developing in the East and West. A secret cabal whose identities are concealed even from each other by the Lantric theatre masks they wear is formed by Ervyn Naxius, a genius unconstrained by anything even remotely resembling morality. He offers the cabal members powers to match the Merozain Bhaicara through a link to an ancient super-daemon named Abraxas: Ascendant strength and use of all sixteen facets of the gnosis, as well as the ability to enslave others using the daemon’s ichor. The ‘Masks’ join him in his quest to rule the new era.


In the West, the cabal plans to supplant Empress Lyra with the pliant Prince Cordan, starting with snatching Cordan and his sister from Corani custody. They strike during a jousting tournament staged to bolster Lyra and Ril’s faltering rule. The exiled, bitter Ostevan, now ‘Jest’ of the Masks cabal, having engineered a return to court as Lyra’s confessor, begins to infect courtiers and the general populace with the daemon’s ichor, masking the effects behind the seasonal outbreak of the riverreek illness, in readiness for seizing the royal children.


The climax of the tourney sees Ril, a fine warrior for all his faults, against an ‘Incognito Knight’ – who on his victory reveals himself to be Solon Takwyth, returned from exile. He begs a boon before the adoring crowd, that he be forgiven and permitted to return to Corani service. Lyra cannot refuse his manipulative request – then she learns that Cordan and Coramore have been abducted and orders Dirklan Setallius, her spymaster, to find them before they can be used against her.


Meanwhile in the East, the Masks have struck a savage blow: at the height of the Convocation, a religious and political event to shape future policy, Sultan Salim is assassinated by masked assassins. The only survivor of his household is Latif, his chief impersonator, who immediately goes into hiding. Rashid Mubarak seizes control; his sons, the brutal Attam and the cunning Xoredh, advance his stated plan for Shihad, a holy war against the vast and hostile nation of Lakh, their old enemy.


Prince Waqar, Rashid’s nephew, investigates Salim’s murder and the related poisoning of his own mother Sakita. With the help of Tarita Alhani, a Javon spy, he learns that he and his sister Jehana may be heirs to a mysterious power, but before they can dig deeper, Waqar is sent south on a secret mission for Rashid to Lokistan, leaving Tarita to continue on her own.


In Dhassa, the mage-brothers Kyrik Sarkany and Valdyr Sarkany, princes of the tiny Yurosi kingdom of Mollachia, who have been captives in the dehumanising breeding-houses of the Eastern magi, are reunited. The meeting is not amicable: after the war, Kyrik was released into the care of Godspeaker Paruq, a priest of Ahm, but Valdyr, remaining true to Kore, has been a slave-labourer for five years. He has never gained the gnosis, having been under a gnosis-suppressing Rune of the Chain since his capture as a child. Paruq, having secured the release of the Sarkany brothers, takes them to Yuros, to a tribe of Sydian nomads he’s been working with as a missionary; there, they discover the Sydians might be distant racial kin to their people. The brothers journey alone to Mollachia, where they are captured by tax-farmers, an unfortunate by-product of Empress Lyra’s efforts to fund her reign. The tax-farmers have draconian laws on their side to extract the fortune owed by the Sarkanys’ dead father. There are two Rondian legions stripping the land and people of their wealth, one led by Robear and Sacrista Delestre, the other by Rondian Governor Ansel Inoxion.


The brothers are locked up and left to die, but they are freed by the legendary Vitezai Sarkanum, local freedom fighters, and a resistance movement begins. Kyrik returns to the Sydian steppes to recruit aid; the price is marriage to the fiery Sydian witch Hajya. Valdyr distinguishes himself against the Rondian occupiers, but is still unable to gain the gnosis, despite having his Chain-rune removed.


In Pallas, Naxius and his Masks are readying their coup, using ordinary citizens apparently suffering from a virulent outbreak of the riverreek illness but in reality, possessed minions of the daemon Abraxas. They are used as shock troops in coordinated assaults on the Imperial Bastion and the Church of Kore’s holiest site, the Celestium. Using secret underground tunnels, the attack penetrates all defences; it’s coordinated with a planned unveiling of Prince Cordan as the new emperor and the arrival of a Sacrecour army at the gates.


Meanwhile in the East, the new sultan’s careful long-term planning reaches fulfilment. Rashid has assembled a vast windfleet: now he reveals that his real target isn’t Lakh, but Yuros. The only thing preventing invasion of the West is the Leviathan Bridge itself: if the Ordo Costruo or the Merozain Bhaicara unleash the powers of the Bridge’s towers, as they did against Emperor Constant’s fleet in 930, Rashid’s fleet will be destroyed.


At this stage, a new variable enters play: dwyma, or pandaemancy, a heretical form of magic believed extinct. Now Fate or coincidence has placed four people with the power to use it in the midst of these world-changing events – although two of them don’t even suspect they have the power.


In Pallas, the attacks on the Bastion and Celestium appear to be succeeding and the Masks are on the brink of seizing power. But Empress Lyra uses dwyma to slay one of the apparently indestructible Masks, while in the Celestium, a burst of light from a shrine associated with Saint Eloy, a dwymancer who supposedly abjured his powers, destroys another Mask.


In Mollachia, on a wild night on the sacred Watcher’s Peak, Valdyr Sarkany wields the dwyma to freeze a legion of Rondian solders just as they’re about to defeat Kyrik and his Sydian riders. Robear Delestre perishes, but his sister Sacrista survives.


In the East, the dark side of dwyma is revealed. Sakita Mubarak is also a dwymancer, part of an attempt by the Ordo Costruo to resurrect the long-extinct form of magic. Now a servant of the Masks and kept alive by necromancy, she uses her devastating powers to destroy Midpoint Tower, though it costs her ‘life’. Arriving too late, Waqar and Tarita recover artefacts from the tower and find clues concerning the Masks – then the sultan’s windfleet appears on the southern horizon, heading for Yuros, and Waqar realises that Uncle Rashid, his idol, may have been working with the masked assassins – and was probably behind Sakita’s death.


It is Julsep 935, and for the first time in recorded history, the East is invading the West. The Ordo Costruo and Merozain Bhaicara cannot prevent the invasion; all their energies must go into repairing the Bridge before it’s washed away. And for the first time in five centuries, dwymancers are walking the lands, with unpredictable and devastating powers.


The Events of Autumn (Julsep–Octen 935)
as related in Prince of the Spear


After barely surviving the Masked Cabal’s attempts to unseat Empress Lyra Vereinen and Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther on Reeker Night, the Rondian Empire reels in shock at the tidings of an Eastern invasion.


The Masked Cabal are still at large: Jest, Tear and Angelstar hatch a new plot to bring Pallas under their power; while the Eastern conspirators, Ironhelm, Heartface and Beak, prepare for the next phase of their own campaign, to take control of the Shihad.


Crown Prince Ril Endarion is appointed to command the Imperial Army. He is grateful for the job, not just to help safeguard the realm, but also to escape the steady breakdown of his relationship with Lyra. A fateful kiss on Reeker Night with Lyra’s Volsai bodyguard, his best friend Basia de Sirou, has burgeoned into a passionate affair. Leaving his tangled personal life behind, he throws himself into the impossible task of pulling five rival factions into one Imperial Army. As the Rondian soldiers trek south, they are increasingly divided and uncoordinated. In exasperation, Ril escapes the responsibilities of command by taking on aerial reconnaissance, where he comes into violent contact with a new enemy: Keshi magi riding rocs, giant eagle-constructs. The roc-riders are led by Waqar Mubarak, who has been given responsibility for protecting the air above the Eastern advance.


Left behind in Pallas, Lyra, now heavily pregnant, researches the dwyma, the heretical magic that saved her on Reeker Night. She’s helped by Dirklan Setallius, Solon Takwyth and Basia de Sirou, but her progress is hampered by her blind spot: Ostevan Jandreux, her comfateri, or confessor, and closest confidante. Ostevan, Jest of the Masked Cabal, uses drugs and religion to bend Lyra to his will.


A new conspiracy forms to unseat Lyra. The beautiful Medelie Aventour seduces Solon Takwyth and lures him into the group, then reveals herself to be Radine Jandreux, the former Duchess of Coraine, supposedly dead but in fact very much alive, with her youth restored and bent upon Lyra’s destruction. The conspirators believe they have the numbers to succeed where the Reekers failed. Popular movements are also growing, including support for ‘suffragium’, an ancient democratic system, propounded by a radical named Ari Frankel, while in the far south the empire has lost control of Rimoni to the mysterious Lord of Rym.


Ostevan, using Lyra’s insecurities over Ril’s relationship with Basia, almost succeeds in his attempts to seduce her, but just in time his perfidy is exposed and in her fury Lyra unleashes the dwyma. Ostevan barely escapes and Naxius, worried that his plans may be uncovered, accelerates his plans to seize both Bastion and Celestium. Initiating mystical contact with Lyra, he lures her to the Shrine of Saint Eloy, where he intends to capture her himself.


In Mollachia, the people are not happy about their new Sydian allies, but Valdyr Sarkany is concentrating on learning more of his new power, which means returning to Watcher’s Peak. Along the way he rescues an injured wolf; he names it Gricoama. Unknown to Valdyr, his nemesis, the mage Asiv Fariddan of Gatioch (Beak of the Masked Cabal), has arrived to trace the outpouring of dwyma energy his master Naxius has sensed. Asiv infects Governor Inoxion with daemon ichor, but the governor is slain by Sacrista Delestre when he attacks and infects her. Sacrista in turn is captured and slain by Dragan, head of the Vitezai Sarkanum, in a barbaric Mollach custom called the Witch’s Grave.


Meanwhile, Valdyr’s brother Kyrik, guiding the rest of Clan Vlpa into Mollachia, is joined by a group of Schlessen and Mantauri, minotaur-like constructs, led by Fridryk ‘Kip’ Kippenegger. Kyrik learns that he is sterile, but knowing the revelation that he and Hajya cannot produce heirs to the Mollach throne will destroy the vital alliance, he doesn’t tell anyone.


Waqar is so busy leading the Eastern roc-riders, he is forced to relinquish the hunt for his sister Jehana to Tarita Alhani, the Merozain mage from Javon. Alyssa Dulayne – Heartface of the Masked Cabal – is also hunting Jehana. The trail leads to Sunset Tower, part of the damaged Leviathan Bridge. Alyssa lays siege, but Tarita gets inside to protect the Tower and Jehana.


Meanwhile, the Shihad is advancing across southeastern Yuros, capturing cities in the sparsely populated region of Verelon, while Sydian tribes flock to their banner. Latif, the former sultan’s impersonator, is part of an elephant unit enduring the horrors of the march.


Ari Frankel has made contact with men willing to advance the cause of suffragium and in so doing, break up the empire – but before this relationship bears fruit, he is captured by the Inquisition, to be shipped north to stand trial.


As autumn advances towards winter, matters come to a head. At Sunset Tower, Alyssa is aided by a traitor, her nephew Kestrel Tovar, and breaks in – but Jehana escapes, thanks to Tarita and an intelligent construct known as Ogre, who once served Naxius.


In Mollachia, Valdyr is ambushed by Asiv Fariddan, who has infected Dragan and his daughter Sezkia, with daemon ichor. Asiv kills the White Stag, the guardian spirit of Watcher’s Peak, and wounds the ghostly dwymancer Luhti, trapping Valdyr on the mountain with Gricoama, who assumes the mantle of guardian spirit. Asiv then turns his attention to Kyrik’s coronation, unleashing a horde of Reekers and capturing or killing Hajya, but Kyrik manages to escape.


In Pallas, while Lyra is visiting the shrine of Saint Eloy in the Holy City, the Masked Cabal strike, with Medelie (Tear) moving against the Bastion and Ostevan (Jest) and Dravis Ryburn, Knight Princeps of the Inquisition (Angelstar), seizing the Celestium. But Solon Takwyth has actually been spying for Lyra, and with Dirklan Setallius, they kill Medelie/Tear. However, the renegade Keeper Edetta escapes with the children and takes them to their uncle, Garod Sacrecour.


In the Celestium, Lyra and Wurther escape Naxius and the Masks, thanks to the dwyma and to Wurther’s new bodyguard Exilium Excelsior, a master swordsman. But the Winter Tree is badly burned, weakening Lyra’s grip on the dwyma, and she goes into labour.


Despite everything, Lyra safely delivers a son, Rildan, heir to the empire.


At Collistein Junction, the Imperial Army finally meets the Shihad in open battle. Ril’s disjointed, feuding and badly outnumbered army is defeated when Waqar’s roc-riders win the air battle; only the experienced hero of the Third Crusade, General Seth Korion, now Earl of Bres, prevents a total rout. Ril is slain by Waqar in a desperate mid-air duel.


It is now Noveleve 935, and winter is almost upon Yuros. Valdyr, although fearing for Kyrik’s life and dreading Asiv’s return, tends the dying Luhti on Watcher’s Peak. Jehana, Tarita and Ogre are on the ocean, seeking to escape Alyssa. Rashid celebrates victory, knowing his army must find shelter before winter or a million men will likely freeze to death. And in Pallas, the widowed Lyra’s only consolation in defeat is that her enemies are finally unmasked – and staring at her from across the Bruin River, which is now the front line of a new civil war.


The Events of Winter (Noveleve 935–Janune 936), as related in Hearts of Ice


As the Sunsurge winter brings heavy snowfalls to Yuros, Ostevan takes the title ‘Pontifex’, signalling his desire to rule both Church and State, and with Dravis Ryburn he launches attacks across the Bruin River, burning the Pallas docklands. Garod Sacrecour prepares to support Ostevan with his army. Lyra fights back by sanctioning Treasurer Dubrayle’s imposition of tax on the Church. She faces down the Pallas mob and gains the funds to prevent the imminent collapse of the government, while Solon Takwyth drives Ostevan’s Reekers from the North Bank.


Rashid’s victorious army marches on Jastenberg, seeking a winter base, but the Imperial generals burn the city and retreat north, leaving Noros unprotected. General Seth Korion, defying orders, diverts his army south to Norostein, meaning to deny Rashid his winter base. Waqar helps Rashid’s advance, but he is worried for his missing sister Jehana and his friend Baneet, who is now wielding the gnostic spear that killed their friend Lukadin at Collistein Junction. Waqar doesn’t know Jehana is trying to awaken her dwymancy in the village of Epineo in Verelon or that she’s being hunted by Alyssa Dulayne (Heartface of the Masked Cabal).


In Mollachia, the death of his mentor Luhti breaks Valdyr’s connection to the dwyma; to restore it he must go to the volcano known as Cuz Sarkan. But Asiv Fariddan and his infected minions, now led by Dragan Zhagy, are hunting him. Valdyr believes his brother Kyrik, the rightful king, is dead – but Kyrik is alive and has escaped Hegikaro.


He and Kip travel to Freihaafen, the hidden valley where Kip’s people have taken refuge, to share the news that silver is deadly to the daemon-possessed; Valdyr finds him there.


Lyra, in desperate need, contacts Valdyr through the dwyma: Duke Garod’s men are marching on Pallas and Lyra’s army is too small to defeat them. Valdyr helps, despite not knowing her true identity, and with his guidance Lyra hurls blizzards at the Sacrecour armies, wreaking havoc on Garod’s forces. The rivers freeze and Lyra’s men are able to cross and take the Holy City by storm. Dravis Ryburn is slain, but Ostevan escapes. Amid the tumultuous celebrations, Lyra allows herself to be seduced by Solon, another ill-advised liaison.


Ari Frankel, identified as a rebellion-preaching traitor; has been sent to Pallas to face execution.


In the south, Seth’s retreat is cut off by Prince Attam, Rashid’s elder son and heir, but Seth is saved by mercenaries led by his old Third Crusade comrade, Ramon Sensini. The pair retreat to Norostein.


When Baneet dies in the battle, despite Waqar’s pleas, the gnostic spear is taken by Fatima, Baneet’s lover and Waqar’s friend. Heartbroken, Waqar leaves the Shihad to seek his missing sister Jehana.


Jehana and Tarita are in trouble: Alyssa has captured them and forced Jehana to accompany her to Epineo, believing she can gain the dwyma herself by consuming Jehana’s essence once the girl becomes a dwymancer. Ogre then rescues Tarita, but Alyssa has miscalculated: the daemon-ichor in her body and the dwyma are inimical and as she tries to take in the dwyma, it destroys her. Unfortunately for Jehana, the guardian spirit which had come to awaken her also perishes, so she’s still unable to awaken her power.


It’s now early Janune, midwinter, and Rashid had reached Norostein, knowing he has only weeks to get inside the city and shelter his forces. He launches an all-out assault, but Seth, helped by Ramon, holds on. Latif and his elephant crew, at the forefront of the attacks, barely avoid death. But inside Norostein, Governor Rhys Myron is not just refusing to relinquish authority to Seth, but is hoarding supplies, undermining the defence. The siege hangs in the balance.


In Pallas, Lyra has won a victory, and a respite. Intrigued by Ari Frankel’s ideas, she pardons him, but he promptly launches a new campaign of disobedience. Scared and lonely, Lyra continues her relationship with Solon, although she is troubled both by his ambition and his domineering manner, ending it only when he turns violently abusive – which means losing her most able commander. She faces many enemies: Ostevan has allied with Duke Garod; Father Germane, his agent in Pallas, is poisoning the mind of Domara, the royal midwife; and Lef Yarle, Ryburn’s former lieutenant, tries to murder her and Wurther. They are saved by Basia and Exilium, and by use of the dwyma.


Meanwhile in Mollachia, Kyrik, Valdyr and their allies are trapped in a silver mine by Dragan’s possessed daughter, Sezkia. Valdyr reaches out through the dwyma: he finds Jehana, who has been reunited with Waqar, and the siblings, accompanied by Tarita and Ogre, fly to Mollachia. They capture Sezkia and rescue Kyrik and Valdyr – but Ogre is captured by Asiv and taken to Hegikaro. Naxius sends agents to collect his former servant: ogre-constructs masked as figures from the Book of Kore: the Angels of Plague and Famine. Famine is Cadearvo, a superior version of Ogre, while Plague is Semakha, a former friend Ogre had dreamed of being reunited with, but she is no longer the innocent he knew but daemon-possessed and evil.


Asiv proposes a hostage exchange: Ogre and Hajya for Sezkia, Valdyr and Jehana. The proposal is accepted, although both sides intend to renege. Tarita will disguise Kyrik and the Sydian mage Korznici as Valdyr and Jehana; Asiv plans his own daemonic surprise.


Using the hostage exchange drama as a distraction, Valdyr, Jehana and Waqar head for Cuz Sarkan, hoping to become full dwymancers – but Asiv is swiftly in pursuit with Cadearvo, leaving Semakha and Dragan to deal with the hostage exchange.


In the last days of Janune, carnage unfolds. At Norostein, Rashid’s desperate assault breaks through, but at the height of the battle, Sultan Rashid and his son Attam are slain. Xoredh takes command and captures Lowertown, but the mandatory period of mourning leaves him unable to press the attack. Unknown to Xoredh, the dying Rashid, believing Latif is the ghost of Sultan Salim, reveals that he commanded Xoredh to join the Masks, in return for the throne and the Shihad.


Meanwhile, in Mollachia, the hostage exchange has turned bloody: Ogre kills his first love Semakha and Kyrik slays Dragan, who was closer to him than his own father. Thinking he’s dying, the wounded Ogre confesses his love for Tarita, only to awake next day, alive – and acutely embarrassed. At Cuz Sarkan, Valdyr, Jehana and Waqar find a path into the dwyma, revealing the Elétfa, a vast Tree of Life – but Asiv and Cadearvo attack, capturing Jehana. Valdyr is already inside the Elétfa, but Waqar, who chooses to step back, although he’s too late to rescue his sister, is forced to return to Freihaafen empty-handed. Inside the Elétfa, where minutes take hours, Valdyr starts climbing, with only Gricoama for company.


The distraught Waqar enlists Tarita’s help to find Jehana, tracing her to Norostein. En route to confront his cousin Xoredh, Waqar is warned by Latif of their new sultan’s true nature.


Back in Mollachia, Kyrik is in despair, for Hajya is still possessed by Abraxas. Ogre buries the ache of losing Tarita by trying to translate Naxius’ Daemonicon, hoping to discover Naxius’ plans.


In Pallas, Lyra’s counsellors, fearing the empire’s collapse without Solon in charge, try to force her to marry him and make him emperor. Lyra, seeing no other choice, is about to concede defeat when the balance of power inside the council is altered on two counts: Dubrayle was being blackmailed to support the motion, but that hold is broken by his bastard son, Ramon Sensini – then spymaster Dirklan Setallius reveals himself as Lyra’s father; his vote tips the balance in Lyra’s favour. Now a pariah, Solon flees to Coraine to raise rebellion. Sister Domara, in Germane’s thrall, attempts to murder the infant Prince Rildan, but is killed by Exilium.


And the ambassadors of five of the vassal states arrive at court demanding the empire be disbanded.


Febreux, the coldest month of a bitter Sunsurge year, is about to begin. Xoredh prepares to unite his Shihad with the daemon-possessed armies of Naxius’ minion, the Lord of Rym. In Dupenium, Garod marshalls his forces for war and in Coraine, Solon does likewise. And in his secret lair, Ervyn Naxius gloats over his prize: Jehana, a semi-awakened dwymancer who can’t reach those powers is the perfect clay for him to shape. He places a mask over her face: that of Glamortha, the Angel of Death. In the Last Days, the Book of Kore foretells, Glamortha will lay with Lucian, Lord of Hel, and become the Mother of Daemons, beginning the eternal rule of daemons on Urte . . .




Part One




Prologue


The Masquerade (Macharo)




The Last Days


. . . and the righteous shall abandon Urte, ascending unto Paradise to take their place before the throne of Corineus, their Saviour. The last days of Urte shall be filled with wailing and lamentation as the sinners left behind are beset by daemons, who shalt make of Urte their lair. Lucian, the lord of Hel, shall reign, with Glamortha the Angel of Death his queen.


BOOK OF KORE





Coraine, Northern Rondelmar
Febreux 936


Two squires hefted a breastplate embossed with the badger crest of Coraine and strapped it to the heavily built man standing with spread arms in the middle of the room. Another pair knelt at his feet, strapping on the greaves. The seneschal frowned over the helm, handing it to a servant with a glare and pointing out an almost invisible blemish in the polishing. The servant blanched and reached for a cloth, casting an anxious glance at his lord.


Solon Takwyth was barely aware of their silent angst for the daily ritual had set his mind adrift. The familiar burden of forty pounds of metal and leather settled onto his shoulders while he dreamed of glory.


Today, my redemption begins. No woman refuses me and walks away, not even a queen. The imperial throne is mine by right: I’ve earned it. I will show Lyra that I command the Corani legions, not her. She should have married me when she had the chance. An image filled his mind, of himself on the throne, Lyra kneeling before him with frightened but adoring eyes, scared of her own passions. She loves me; it’s the others who have poisoned her against me. Setallius, Wurther and the rest. I’ll behead the lot of them, then she’ll have no one but me.


The seneschal, breaking into his reverie, handed him his helm, a ceremonial affair with winged flanges finished in silver and gold. ‘Milord, the Duke awaits.’


‘Thank you, Bailey,’ Solon replied, and the servants scuttled away.


When he was alone, Solon turned to the mirror. He’d never considered himself a vain man – for several years his face had been horrifically scarred after bandits had applied a red-hot brand to his cheeks. He’d considered every wound a trophy, and he knew the scars intimidated some. But over the past days he’d let the best healer-magi in Coraine work their magic on him because he needed to exude a different kind of energy now. Those healers had – at considerable expense, thanks to a lot of exotic ingredients – done a remarkable job. He looked nearer thirty years old than fifty and the scars were barely visible any more. The face in the mirror was experienced, dignified, decisive-looking. Regal.


Then the air in the corner of the room shimmered and from the gloom stepped a shadowy, translucent figure clad in scarlet, his long dark brown hair oiled and his fashionable goatee shaped into a spike.


‘Hail, Lord Takwyth,’ Ostevan Jandreux said in his greasy, mocking voice. The ghostly figure extended his right hand, offering the Pontifical Ring for Takwyth to kiss.


‘You can kiss my puckered arse ring, “Pontifex”,’ Solon told him. The title stuck in his throat: it denoted Ostevan’s lust to be both temporal and spiritual ruler of Yuros, which would never happen if he could stop it.


‘Manners, dear Solon,’ Ostevan chided nonchalantly. ‘We’ve worked together before and we need each other now. Between you and Garod, there are enough men to guarantee Lyra’s demise – but divided, we leave our fates subject to the whims of chance. We need to join forces.’


‘You don’t know my resources and I’ll not make common cause with Garod bloody Sacrecour.’


‘Don’t be so hasty,’ Ostevan reproved. ‘I’m still Corani. We’ve had our differences, I grant you, but I want a Corani emperor, even if it’s you. Ally with Garod, but keep your hand on your sword hilt.’


‘Garod Sacrecour and his cronies murdered half my brothers-in-arms back in 909. I’ve vowed to see him and everyone with him hanged, drawn and quartered for that.’


‘Keep a perspective,’ Ostevan chided. ‘You need the Church on your side and Wurther’s not going to give you the throne now.’


‘No,’ Solon said flatly, conjuring gnostic energy. ‘I know what runs through your veins, Ostevan and it’s not good Corani blood any more, but daemonic ichor.’ Light flared menacingly in Solon’s hands.


Instead of recoiling, Ostevan’s gnostic image drifted closer. ‘So what if it does? My Master has struck a bargain with these daemons. It’s a symbiotic relationship, a mutual enhancement – and it’s not too late for you to share in it, Solon. The Master offered you a position once and you turned him down. He’s authorised me to offer you another.’ He produced a mask from beneath his robes, a skull visage wrought in copper and bone, spattered in blood that looked fresh. ‘The endgame has begun, Solon. Join us, or perish.’


Solon eyed the mask uneasily. Unlike the previous set, this wasn’t a Lantric theatre mask, but taken from the Book of Kore: the face of Macharo, the Angel of War, one of Kore’s four agents of destruction in the Last Days.


When he thought about Lyra’s perfidy, he involuntarily reached out—


—and stopped. ‘I refuse, and you can tell your Master to go and rukk himself.’ He sent a blast of spiritualist gnosis that ripped through Ostevan’s projected image and blew it away, then checked the wards to ensure it couldn’t return.


Unfortunately, Ostevan was right about one thing: he still had too little support. The loyalty of a few men, however devoted, would not be enough.


It’s time to rally my people.


He clipped his heels together, saluted himself in the mirror, then marched from the room.


Sir Roland de Farenbrette was waiting outside, with young Nestor Sulpeter. The former, a grizzled, hollow-eyed man with a strong, spare frame, rose stiffly, while Nestor bounced up like an eager puppy. Roland made a show of looking over Solon’s newly enhanced face. ‘Never thought you one to value prettiness, Sol.’


‘With this good-looking young fellow with us? They’ll be wanting to crown him instead,’ Solon replied, slapping Nestor on the back, making the young man, whose father commanded the imperial army in the south, blush.


‘Come on, let’s do this,’ Solon told them, striding on towards the throne hall of the Sett, as the Corani stronghold was known. Green-and-white clad soldiers snapped to attention and a gaggle of minor nobles and hangers-on bowed or curtseyed as they marched into Duke Torun’s throne room.


Trumpets blared.


‘Lord Solon Takwyth, Knight-Commander of Coraine and the Rondian Empire!’ the herald boomed and the hall, packed with men and women in sumptuous velvets and furs, burst into applause, welcoming their ‘finest son’.


Here we go . . .


He took his time, making sure to grip the out-stretched hands of the most prominent men who’d positioned themselves carefully in his path: the biggest landowners, the wealthiest merchants, the most renowned of the mage-nobles. Behind him, Roland and Nestor were doing the same, establishing themselves as his right-hand men. It took a good five minutes to reach the front of the room, where Torun Jandreux, Duke of Coraine, waited, sweating.


If I proclaimed myself Duke right now, no one would protest.


But Solon needed Torun, at least for a while, and when he was emperor, he’d need a loyal man in Coraine, one with the right lineage. So he made a show of going down on one knee and kissing the ducal ring, as befitted a loyal Corani returning home. There were grown men weeping as they watched, older families who felt that Lyra had forgotten both Coraine and the need for revenge on the Sacrecours.


‘It’s I who should bow to you,’ murmured Torun, a distinctly unimpressive bald man tending towards portliness, a pale shadow of his illustrious forebears, not least his formidable mother Radine.


Solon shivered at the memory of her, then quickly regained his poise. It appeared only women could unman him.


‘No, you are Coraine,’ he told Torun loudly. ‘I am but a loyal Corani.’ He rose, turned and faced the room, effortlessly upstaging the Duke, giving voice to the speech already ringing in his mind. ‘Lords and Ladies of my beloved Coraine, thank you for this welcome. My heart swells and my eyes mist to see you all. I have travelled far and wide, but this is ever my home. I will never forget: I am Corani . . .’


They loved that, of course: praise for them and the land that united them. But the next message was not so easy to frame: that last sentence was no throwaway platitude but the bridge into his next passage.


‘. . . so it grieves me that so many of our people have forgotten who they are,’ he told them.


That brought an intake of breath among the packed throne hall, although most of them must surely have been aware that he’d broken with Lyra. Hearing it from him made it real.


‘Five years ago,’ he went on, ‘House Corani marched south to take Pallas. We did so, but at a cost we had not expected: because in the case of certain individuals, Pallas took them. You know who I mean: people we thought loyal, have been corrupted by wealth and power and opportunity.’


The murmurs started, some of anger, some of consternation. He raised his hand for silence and got it.


‘I do not blame our queen,’ he told them: because she was legitimacy, the piece you took to win the tabula game. ‘She was seduced, my friends: by Ril Endarion, that son of an Estellan whore, who seized his chance to elevate himself and to Hel with us!’


Blame the dead – they can’t answer back. His fellow Northerners had never taken to Ril, the only bronze-skinned, black-haired man in a sea of pallor, and no one looked offended hearing him defamed.


‘Even so, they were babes in a dark wood, he and Lyra: caught up in the coils of snakes like Dominius Wurther and Calan Dubrayle. They’ve been blinded to the truth. Kore knows I tried to be the strong arm and true heart our queen could rely upon.’ He touched his heart, bowing his head as if caught up in sorrow. Most of them had heard the rumours, that for a time he’d been Lyra’s lover, but he needed them to see that as the only true love she’d ever experienced. ‘I know she longs for reconciliation – but they tore us apart, those heartless bastards: Wurther, Dubrayle, Relantine – and worst of all, one of us – yes, Dirklan rukking Setallius. Dear Kore, I could tell you all some things—’ he shouted, then he silenced himself as if fighting his emotions.


The room simmered with his anger – and all it had taken was to feed them some ill-liked names and feign a broken heart.


‘And now, Lyra is a virtual prisoner in the Bastion,’ he raged, his voice hoarse with raw emotion. ‘Fearing for her life, she parrots the words they feed her. Those who should know better – like Oryn Levis and the knights who remain loyal to her – aren’t allowed close. They’ve been duped, my friends, as have the good lads in the legions we sent south. They don’t know what’s being done to the woman they were sent to protect – they don’t see the danger. But I see – I know – and I must act!’


‘Aye—’ a few shouted.


‘What will you do, Lord Takky?’ someone shouted.


‘What will I do? What I’ve always done: my duty to Coraine. Our queen is a prisoner in her own keep and I will tear down the walls if I must, to free her.’


‘And marry her?’ a young woman blurted, her eyes shining like swollen stars.


‘Aye,’ others chorused, ‘become our emperor, Lord Takky.’


He feigned modesty, although inside he was roaring in agreement. ‘I don’t think so far ahead,’ he told them. ‘Such thoughts are for gentler times, when this crisis is over. For now, all I know is that our queen needs me and I must go to her aid.’ He looked up in appeal, the humble knight who wouldn’t presume to lead such an august gathering. ‘I only hope I’ll not go alone.’


The room erupted, chanting support, while Duke Torun, also overcome with emotion, rose and embraced him.


‘We’ll win her back,’ Torun sobbed. ‘It’s our Kore-given duty.’


Dupenium, Northern Rondelmar


Brylion Fasterius was knocking back a very fine Brevian whiskey after an evening spent with his cousin Duke Garod Sacrecour and their legion commanders, plotting their reclamation of Pallas. Scions of pure-blood families who’d ruled the empire for centuries, they hated their diminished status with a savage vengeance. The meeting had simmered with fury against the queen and those traitors who were siding with her, but still they’d failed to reach consensus.


That was down to fear: the same dread that kept Brylion up at all hours, drinking hard liquor like it was water, rooted in a wild night only a few months past, when that bitch Lyra had destroyed five of his legions and almost taken his own life as well. She’d sent blizzards into the face of his exposed men as they’d marched north – no wonder some of their most loyal supporters still baulked at open war.


It was mass murder. She slaughtered my boys from the safety of some tower in Pallas. I’ll never rest until she pays for that. I’ll make her scream for the rest of eternity.


Outside, it was raining – natural rain. But the queen could turn that to howling gales and ice with a click of her fingers, Brylion knew, and so did all Garod’s people. Fear overrode hatred, paralysing them.


We need a dwymancer of our own, or some other power that overmatches it.


He pushed the whiskey aside as his sour gut clenched. This stuff is no cure for despair, he reflected, uncharacteristically thoughtful as the weight of night settled on him. But what is?


Then the door opened to admit a cowled priest – through doors that were warded, a subtle, chilling display of mastery. Brylion’s eyes narrowed and his customary belligerence rose to mask a flare of fear. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ he growled.


The newcomer merely sat and said calmly, ‘Good evening – or rather, good morning, Sir Brylion.’ Then he flicked back his cowl, revealing his face.


Brylion scowled at the smooth, impeccably groomed clergyman – the holiest man in Koredom, in theory, but a slimy, backsliding, womanising snake for all that. ‘Ostevan,’ he barked, ‘You can—’


‘Brylion,’ the Pontifex interrupted, reclining in the opposite chair and gesturing towards the whiskey jar, which rose and tipped amber fluid into a clean tumbler that floated to the clergyman’s hand. ‘Thanks, don’t mind if I do.’


‘You’ve got a bloody nerve—’


‘You need one in my line,’ Ostevan drawled. ‘Fear not, I mean you no harm. But really, you need to look to your security. Do you think Dirklan Setallius’ Volsai will have any trouble if a mere priest can get in?’


‘You’re more than a priest.’


‘True,’ Ostevan agreed, ‘much more. And that’s what brings me here . . .’ He pulled a musing face. ‘I’m here on behalf of a powerful man who is always seeking like-minded individuals.’


‘Who?’


‘In good time,’ Ostevan said. ‘Suffice it to say that even I, Pontifex, rightful ruler of the Church of Kore, call him “Master”. He’s sworn to end the dwymancer-queen through a secret power, one which allows a way to wield every facet of the gnosis, tirelessly and at will.’


Brylion stared suspiciously, while his mind made connections. It was true that someone had been seeking to bring down Lyra Vereinen for the past year: a Masked Cabal whose powers were said to be extraordinary – and Ostevan had been accused of being one of them. Publicly, the Pontifex had laughed them off, but this sounded suspiciously like an admission.


He leaned forward. ‘Was this Master of yours behind Reeker Night and all those mad fuckers, rampaging round killing whomever they encountered?’ The rumours of that night had grown in the telling and the reality had never been adequately explained here in Dupenium.


Ostevan’s face twisted into a smirk. ‘The Pallas mob are mindless animals to begin with. Does it matter how they’re controlled, as long as they serve one’s needs?’


‘People say they were possessed?’


‘So? Lyra controls the mob by smiling winsomely and giving alms; Solon Takwyth by promising them victory. Even common street-speakers can start a riot by ranting about freedom. They’re a herd, Brylion, shitting in their own pastures. Tell me you think any different.’


Brylion’s nostrils flared, not at the words, but the arrogant tone. Ostevan had always set his teeth on edge, but he did have a knack of getting what he wanted, most of the time. ‘Lyra still cast you from the Celestium, “Pontifex”. That tells me that this secret Master of yours isn’t as powerful as you pretend.’


It was Ostevan’s turn to snarl. ‘There are many kinds of power, including this!’ He snapped his fingers and with blinding speed, a kinesis-binding flared, slamming into Brylion from all sides – even as a pure-blood mage, he found himself utterly helpless against it. His clothing flattened to his skin, his hair and beard pushed flat, and he could feel cold unseen fingers around his throat as the Pontifex rose and stalked towards him.


‘My Master’s servants are the greatest magi in Yuros,’ Ostevan told him. ‘There is no individual man or woman alive who can match us – but we are few, because who the fuck wants to share power? Not I – and not you, Brylion Fasterius.’ He leaned over the paralysed knight. ‘Don’t pretend you care about “common people” and don’t pretend you’ve got a conscience. There’s a new age coming and my Master will rule it. Join us, serve him and be a part of it.’


For all Brylion strained, sweat streaming down his face, soaking his underarms and crotch, he couldn’t move so much as a muscle.


If I don’t accept, he’s going to murder me . . . but if I accept, then I can kill the bastard. ‘Very well,’ he managed through clenched teeth. ‘Now release me.’


Ostevan gave him a knowing look, clearly anticipating Brylion’s duplicity, but he still reached inside his robes and brought out a mask of copper and bone: a skull, drenched in lacquered blood so real and fresh-looking it almost dripped. Brylion knew the image from the only part of the Book of Kore he’d ever found interesting: ‘The Prophecies of the Last Days’.


‘Macharo?’ he said, as the kinesis spell faded; but Brylion made no move against Ostevan. Revenge could wait: he was intrigued.


‘Aye, Brylion,’ the Pontifex purred. ‘The Master wants you to be his Angel of War. He’s been waiting for the right moment and the right man. That’s now, and you, Brylion. Take it, and gain all you desire – or refuse, and fade into obscurity.’


Brylion didn’t hesitate, sweeping up the mask and feeling the power of it tingling through his fingers. ‘The queen’s heralds say the Masked Cabal are all daemon-possessed,’ he noted, daring to look up at Ostevan.


The Pontifex’s eyes turned black. ‘So we are – but we control the power. I am still me – but I am so much more.’


The enormity of what he was agreeing to struck Brylion’s whiskey-blurred mind. ‘If I take it, I’ll be eternally damned,’ he breathed, wavering.


‘What does that even mean?’ Ostevan said, with a chuckle. ‘There’s no Kore, no Halls of Paradise, you know that. Just the long damnation of darkness when we die. Why not embrace a daemon? You gain far more than you lose, I can assure you.’


Brylion stared at the mask and it stared back. ‘What else is involved?’


‘Well, there is also this,’ Ostevan said. He made a choking sound, something writhed in his throat and a giant white millipede coated in viscous black, bloody ichor crawled out of his mouth. He held it on the palm of his hand. ‘It will rest beside your heart, allowing the daemon into your soul and opening up the infinite.’


I will truly be damned, Brylion thought, but still he stretched out his hand. I’ll take it – I’ll take the power . . . and then I will kill him for the snake he is.


But by the time he’d swallowed that hideous thing and the ichor had worked its magic upon him, he no longer wished to take back control. Instead, his eyes gleaming black, he fell to his knees and kissed Ostevan’s hand.


‘How may I serve?’ he asked, without a trace of rebellion. Nothing the daemon had screamed into his skull wasn’t already there.


The Pontifex smiled down at him. ‘By killing whomsoever I charge you to slay.’ He handed him a list of names. ‘Let’s start with the dissenters in your own ranks. Garod must march, so any who gainsay him have to die.’
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At War With Ourselves




The Heroic Lie


Ancient tales of deposed princes trampling over mountains of corpses on their ‘heroic’ quests to claim thrones that are ‘rightfully theirs’ are the worst lies of all. Such stories sanction violence in the name of personal gain, perpetuating the lie that certain ranks are divinely allotted and only a true-born king can rule. One day, instead of taking sides in these contests, the people will take power for themselves.


THE BLACK HISTORIES, ANONYMOUS, 776





Pallas, Rondelmar
Febreux 936


Empress Lyra Vereinen, ruler of the Rondian Empire, sat in her garden and frowned over the words of Vico Makelli, a three-hundred-years-dead Rimoni philosopher both revered and reviled for a pragmatic realism bordering on cynicism.




The gathering, maintenance and exercise of power – the ability to exert one’s will over one’s subjects and rivals – is the Ruler’s only concern. Without his authority there is no kingdom and his lands and people will be swallowed by rivals amid the chaos of war and all the suffering that brings. A Ruler must be untroubled by scruples or conscience, for his rule will never be so ruinous as the conflagration that will be unleashed if he loses control of his territories. The military, the church, the bureaucracy, the mythology of kingship: these are his greatest weapons, and he must use them all. There can be no dissent. Weakness is evil; strength is virtue.





‘Is that so?’ she whispered, thinking of the streets in Pallas that even now were barricaded against her soldiers by common people fighting to be free of both her and the dukes who wanted to crush her and drive the Corani back to the north. Perceiving her very real weakness, they demanded autonomy, recognising that even her own councillors had conspired against her, to force her into marriage to a man she’d made the mistake of favouring.


Not of favouring – of bedding, she corrected herself, wincing at the thought. She couldn’t think of Solon Takwyth, even now marshalling his forces in Coraine, without remembering the weight of his body on hers, the smell and feel and taste and sound of him. The memories made her cringe. I fell so low, and so stupidly.


She pushed the Makelli text aside – What heartless, self-serving bile! – and looked up as a shrill cry somewhere between a bird’s shriek and a horse’s whinny echoed above her long, narrow garden. White wings gleaming like snow glinted in the winter sunlight, a shadow flashed overhead, then a winged creature swooped in and landed at a run: a brilliant white pegasus with eagle-wings twelve feet from shoulder to pinion tip. Hooves thudded into the turf as she snorted in exhilaration, her breath turning to clouds of steam as she trotted up.


‘There, Pearl,’ Lyra said, rising and pulling back her hood to reveal severely tied-back blonde hair and a tired face. She was only in her late twenties, but her brow was increasingly lined with worry and dark rings bruised her eyes. The stresses of the crown weighed heavily. She smiled though, as she rested her face against the winged horse’s soft muzzle. ‘Did you have a good fly, Pooty-girl? Did you have fun?’


Even as she spoke, she flinched inside: ‘Pooty-girl’ had been Ril’s nickname for the pegasus he’d raised from a nestling. His blood had been on Pearl’s back when she’d arrived home from the battle at Collistein Junction, four months ago. For a moment the familiar, choking feeling of grief threatened to undo Lyra all over again. She’d thought she’d cried herself out over Ril when she buried him, but it appeared not. They’d not been truly happy together, but sometimes his absence made her whole existence stall.


Her eyes went up to the window of her apartments, where their son Rildan was sleeping: her last link to her dead husband. She suddenly ached to hold the child against her chest, as a wave of loneliness struck her.


Loneliness can destroy you.


Solon Takwyth had told her that. She’d thought to hold that isolation at bay by letting him bed her, pretending that having the wrong someone was better than having no one at all.


Another disastrous mistake . . .


Now Takwyth was in Coraine, raising an army against her; and he wasn’t her only foe. Garod Sacrecour, the Duke of Dupenium, wanted the previous regime returned to power; the Duke of Argundy, Kurt Borodium, and the other secessionists wanted the empire dissolved; Sultan Xoredh Mubarak of Kesh and his Shihadi wanted to destroy all of Yurosi civilisation in his so-called ‘holy war’ – and the Pallas Mob were demanding the downfall of all of them.


She clung to the neck of the pegasus, her cheek against the silky mane, letting the beast’s unconditional love ground her.


Eventually, she raised her head and looked around her garden, which filled the narrow space between the inner walls of the Bastion and the fortress atop Roidan Heights. The city, caught in the toils of late winter, was coated in ice that slowly melted in afternoon sun that did little to warm the air, then hardened in the twilight until by midnight, everything was frozen again. The bushes were still encrusted in snow, except for one sapling: the cutting from the Winter Tree, her link to the immense powers of the dwyma, had both blossom and scarlet berries clinging to its spindly branches. All afternoon she’d been seeking her fellow dwymancer, Valdyr of Mollachia. Although she had never met him in person, speaking to him had become a lifeline – but she’d not heard from him for days. She worried that he was dead as well.


‘I don’t know what to do,’ she confessed to Pearl. ‘I can’t even find Valdyr’s presence any more.’


She’d lost so many people this past year; he would be one loss too many. The only other dwymancer she knew of was a Keshi girl called Jehana, but her voice was also absent from the dwyma now.


Am I the only one of us left?


Despair stirred inside her; that same miasma had dragged her into Solon’s clutches. So much had been packed into this terrible winter and she’d been at the heart of it all: battles, assassinations, mob violence, court cases, love and lust and loss. It barely felt real, and she could scarcely believe she’d survived.


Only I did make it through, thanks to Dirklan and Basia and Exilium, Valdyr and the dwyma; and so many people whose name I don’t even know, who fought and died for me.


But it still hasn’t been enough.


Despite all that courage and sacrifice, the sixth year of her reign looked like it would be the last. The temptation to just run away and hide was almost overwhelming.


‘One day, Pooty-girl, we’ll fly away,’ she murmured. ‘You, me and Rildan.’


But that wouldn’t be today. She left the pegasus to graze and ascended the stairs to her apartments on the highest floor of the Bastion, where her maid Nita was readying today’s outfit: a plain white dress, now she had cast off her mourning robes.


By the time she’d dressed, her bodyguards were awaiting her in the antechamber. Basia de Sirou and Exilium Excelsior, newly returned to duty after recovering from injuries sustained in an assassination attempt, were talking intently. As usual, Basia was pricking at Exilium’s black-and-white view of the world. Lyra empathised with the young Estellan: the pillars he clung to were those she’d grown up with: faith in Kore and the Church. They hadn’t served her well.


Then Dirklan Setallius appeared, clad in his usual grey, his long silver hair shrouding his eyepatch and the scarred side of his face. She rose, hurried to him and hugged him briefly: her father, finally identified, the new pillar of her life. It was a balm to be held, but his parentage was still a secret, so they stepped apart and fell into their more regular relationship of queen and spymaster.


‘What news, Lord Setallius?’ she asked, as they headed for the door, Basia and Exilium following.


‘Some good, most bad, I’m afraid,’ Dirklan replied as they descended to the public areas of the palace. ‘Duke Torun of Coraine has declared for Takwyth, and both he and Garod Sacrecour are seeking mercenaries in Hollenia to bolster their forces.’


‘Can we prevent that?’


‘The Mercenary guilds are a law unto themselves. The most important Hollenian captain is Endus Rykjard: he lost legions in the Third Crusade but returned from the East with enough money to rebuild. He’s shifty, ruthless and competent enough to pull the other mercenaries in behind him. They’ll follow his lead.’


‘He sounds like a perfect match for Garod Sacrecour,’ Lyra sighed. ‘Can we buy him off?’


‘I doubt it,’ Dirklan replied. ‘The Treasury reports aren’t good: our plundering of the churches has run its course. We’re almost broke again.’


‘What about our men down south? Lord Sulpeter has six legions, doesn’t he?’


‘He’s asked permission to return north, but he is likely to support Takwyth,’ Dirklan admitted. ‘In fact, the Argundians are also looking to pull out if the secession goes ahead, and the Aquilleans may follow suit. Worst case, our entire Southern Army may desert, allowing the Shihad into Midrea unopposed.’


‘You mentioned some good news?’ Lyra asked plaintively.


Dirklan’s single eye met her gaze. ‘Norostein is holding, and Sultan Rashid has been slain in battle.’


‘He’s dead? The Sultan is dead?’ Lyra put a hand to her breast. ‘It’s wrong to pray for a man to die, but I confess I’ve wished for such a thing. How did it happen?’


‘During an all-out assault: according to reports, the sultan’s son Attam joined the fray and died; Rashid went to his aid and also perished. An Argundian battle-mage slew both, at the cost of her own life. But the Shihad has still managed to take half the city, which means that unless Seth Korion can drive them out again, they now have their winter shelter.’


‘Seth Korion,’ Lyra breathed. ‘Do we know where he stands on the secession?’


Dirklan shook his head. ‘Bricia and Noros have remained silent. Phyllios, King of Noros, died in the siege, so Governor Myron of Noros should now be in full control, but he claims to be walled into the inner bailey in Norostein, surrounded by what he describes as a “homicidal mob incited by Seth Korion”. Between the Shihad and Korion, we’ve lost control of Noros for now.’


‘Even your good news is half-bad! This Korion worries me.’ She thought a moment, then asked, ‘So who’s the new sultan?’


‘Xoredh, the second son. He was Rashid’s spymaster.’


‘So he’s mysterious and clever then, like all such men?’ Lyra asked archly.


Dirklan flashed his ghostly smile. ‘He’s no Rashid, who was universally revered. Xoredh’s got a reputation for cruelty. The Shihad is made up from many nations, so perhaps they’ll fragment without a unifying leader.’


‘Let us pray so.’ She returned her thoughts to Coraine. ‘You really think Rolven Sulpeter will side with Takwyth?’


‘His son Nestor is Solon’s aide and hero-worships Takwyth. Rolven is a fence-sitter by nature, but his son’s presence might force him into Takwyth’s camp.’


‘Should we keep Rolven in the south, then?’


Dirklan shook his head. ‘If you forbid him to come north when he feels compelled to do so, you’ll force him to break with you. Invite him here and he may remain loyal and persuade his son to re-join us.’


It sounded unlikely to Lyra, but she agreed. ‘All right. Let’s see what he does.’


He spent a few minutes briefing her on local issues: more rioting overnight in Tockburn and Kenside, more pamphlets denouncing her distributed by the rebellious citizenry. It was dispiriting, but she straightened her shoulders as they entered, for her counsellors were waiting. She took her seat at the head of the table, her more ornate chair the only sign of rank, while Dirklan, Chancellor by merit of being Lyra’s parent, went to the foot of the table.


Beside Dirklan sat big, stolid Oryn Levis. A born subordinate, he looked ill-at-ease at the high table. ‘Good morning, Majesty,’ he called, his words echoed by the others.


‘Good morning all,’ she said briskly. ‘What’s first?’


To her left, the dapper, grey-haired Treasurer, Calan Dubrayle, looked up. To her surprise, he’d emerged as a staunch supporter in the recent crises. ‘Milady, could we start with the—?’ he began.


‘If we start with money, we’ll never get off the damned subject,’ Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther interrupted. ‘Let’s talk about these riots, Milady – surely that’s more pressing?’


Wurther’s long-standing feud with Dubrayle had been exacerbated when Lyra allowed her Treasurer to tax the Church; in retaliation, Wurther had backed Takwyth’s attempts to force her into marriage. The Grand Prelate’s usually genial confidence was subdued and he was clearly unsure of her attitude to him now.


As you should be, Lyra thought, her anger rising again. You tried to sanction rape.


It especially hurt because she’d liked and mostly trusted Wurther. But he was Church and she was State; it wasn’t legally possible for her to depose or exclude him and in any case, she needed Church support more than ever.


‘You’ve often told me that money lies at the root of evil,’ she told Wurther, ‘so let’s get to the root of our problems. Lord Dubrayle, pray continue.’


Dubrayle brightened at this small sign of favour, his eyes trailing from Wurther to the empty seat where the Imperocrator, the head of the bureaucracy, would normally sit. The last Imperocrator, Rael Relantine, had lasted only a month before his overt support for Takwyth had seen him ousted. Unlike Wurther, Relantine’s fate was in Lyra’s hands. Right now, he was incarcerated in a not-too-unpleasant cell, awaiting her pleasure. She felt little inclination towards clemency.


‘What I was trying to say is, might we start with the Imperocracy?’ Dubrayle asked drily.


‘Give me a list of candidates,’ Lyra told him. ‘Right now I want to know about the Treasury.’


Dubrayle summarised the Crown finances. As usual, the figures were mostly red. ‘In short, the money raised by back-taxing the Church is almost gone and the threat of secession has paralysed our spring tax intake. The ambassadors of Argundy, Hollenia, Brevis, Andressea and Estellayne have formally declared that they will secede, suspecting the empire is too weak to oppose them. The vassal-states are already closing their borders,’ he went on, ‘which includes the movement of goods and money and imperial messengers into and out of Rondelmar. Our governors fear for their personal safety, and for their staff and legions.’


‘How many legions do those who have signed the Secession account for?’ Lyra asked anxiously, looking at her new Knight-Commander.


‘More than forty,’ Oryn Levis answered, ‘but most are local men. If there is open conflict, no legion will wholly side with us.’ He looked around the table miserably. ‘Not even in Coraine or here in Pallas.’


Lyra wondered yet again if Oryn was up to the trials ahead. But there was no other credible candidate to lead their army and his assessment rang true. ‘How long do we have before we run out of money?’ she asked.


‘A month at most,’ Dubrayle replied. ‘Then we’ll be unable to pay our soldiers and staff and all will be lost.’ He glanced at Wurther. ‘The Grand Prelate insists his coffers are empty, but the Celestium has collections—’


‘Sacrilege!’ Wurther barked. ‘We have nothing left but purely religious artefacts.’


‘But—’


‘Who does have money?’ Dirklan interjected.


Dubrayle hesitated, then said, ‘The Merchants’ Guild. The bankers. Ordinary people, although not enough, not the way prices are escalating during this crisis. I don’t—’


‘The banks have money?’ Dirklan repeated.


‘Of course – it’s what they do. But it’s not their money – it belongs to other people. Most have shifted their bullion out of Pallas, now that the Merchants’ Guild has left the capital.’


They took that in gloomily. ‘Who are the main banks?’ Lyra asked.


‘Jusst & Holsen are the biggest,’ Dubrayle replied. ‘Then there’s Ankargild, and Gravenhurst Stronghold and Petra-Belk. Those four between them control the market. They have branches in every ducal capital.’


‘Do they support us?’


‘They’re ostensibly neutral, but the word is out that our credit is bad and with Jean Benoit’s Merchants’ Guild actively backing Garod, we can’t get credit any more.’


‘Do you have any more magic wands, Treasurer?’ Lyra asked, as calmly as she could.


Dubrayle’s eyes flickered from Wurther, who looked ready to pounce on him physically if he suggested more Church raids, then shook his head. ‘I have a few ideas, but nothing developed, Milady,’ he said meekly.


Lyra felt her fragile hopes crumble a little more. ‘Be sure to explore every possibility,’ she urged him, before looking around the table. ‘What do we do about the secession threat, gentlemen?’


‘It’s more than a threat,’ Wurther grumbled. ‘Come the first of Martrois, they’re going to evict your embassies and seize all the imperial holdings in their territories. Anyone who tries to fight them will be slain – there will likely be a purging of Rondians living in their lands. The Rondian Empire will no longer exist.’


The ‘Empress of the Fall’ people called me when I was crowned. Here comes that fall . . .


Lyra had to fight to keep her voice from cracking. ‘Can we do anything about it?’


‘Militarily, not much,’ the spymaster said. ‘The Third Crusade weakened Rondelmar more than any other region. You shouldn’t blame yourself: the Sacrecours would also be facing this moment had they retained power.’


‘That’s of no consolation,’ Lyra replied. ‘I need a plan to deal with it.’


The four men around the table shared worried looks, then all began to speak at once. Characteristically, Levis immediately deferred, Dirklan shut his mouth to listen and Dubrayle and Wurther began again, but the Grand Prelate was loudest and spoke over the top of his adversary.


‘Majesty, the Church and the Crown are two sides of the same coin. The first emperor, Sertain, knew he had to win the hearts and souls of the people when the magi established their rule or he would face incessant warfare. He did this by uniting his reign with the Word of Kore. We have had our differences, Lyra, and I have made mistakes, but to weather this you and I must stand together. I pray you forgive my role in, ahem, recent events, and allow me to help you.’


She met the obese old clergyman’s eyes and read considerable fear in them.


He’s facing Ostevan as a rival for his position as Head of the Church and if the empire fragments, the Church may also break up. His world is falling apart, just as mine is. He means what he’s saying. I’m still angry with him, but he’s right. I have to repair our rift.


‘Dominius,’ she said, as calmly as she could, ‘we’ve been friends too long to abandon each other. You underestimated me, but I’m sure you won’t again. I uphold your status as Grand Prelate of the Church of Kore and you uphold my right to the throne.’


Wurther smiled gratefully and she was surprised to feel a slight lightening in the weight on her shoulders. ‘My priests will speak from the pulpit of the virtues of unity and condemn the secession,’ he promised.


‘How strong is your control?’ Dirklan asked. ‘My people tell me the local prelates can be laws unto themselves, especially in the south.’


‘Your people are correct,’ Wurther conceded grudgingly. ‘I’m struggling to find reliable prelates as it is: I don’t have a quorum and must rule by emergency decree. The most influential clergy of the vassal-states see this as a chance to screw me royally – erm—’


‘Manners, Grand Prelate,’ Lyra said mildly.


‘Apologies, Milady. The point is, secession hurts me as well as you: the Church is likely to break up when the empire does.’


‘Secession isn’t guaranteed,’ Dirklan put in. ‘The thing is, being a big fish in a small pond is nice, but being the biggest fish in a big pond is nicer. I’m told the Duke of Argundy still harbours imperial ambitions: he’d happily make himself King of an independent Argundy if that’s the best deal he can get, but what he’d really like is to be Emperor of Yuros. He’d rather seize the empire than break it up – and he’s not the only one.’


Lyra frowned. ‘So is the secession ultimatum a bluff?’


‘No, but it’s not what they really crave. The Borodium family have always been ambitious – but the rest of the vassal-states fear them, just as much as they fear the Sacrecours. Estellayne doesn’t want an Argundian Emperor, nor do Brevis and Andressea. And not all Argundians like the Borodiums. We can divide our enemies.’


‘I suppose the obvious way to do that is for me to court a Borodium?’ Lyra suggested, squirming at the thought. ‘Or a powerful rival of his?’


‘That’s an option to investigate,’ the Treasurer agreed. ‘It could split the secessionists, and make Garod hesitate too.’


Dear Kore, Lyra thought, after the Takwyth affair, the last thing I want is another man in my life. But there didn’t appear to be much choice. ‘Dirklan, speak to the ambassador from Argundy in secret. Explore the possibilities – and do it swiftly. This must be resolved before the first of Martrois. We have twenty-four days.’


‘Your son will be a sticking point,’ Oryn Levis said hesitantly.


Lyra felt her hackles rise. ‘My son is my heir. That’s not negotiable.’


‘Oryn’s right,’ Dirklan said gently. ‘Whoever you marry will want their own progeny to be first in line to the throne after himself. Rildan will be a target for conspiracy if you insist on his primogeniture. Would you condemn him to such an existence?’


She felt her eyes sting, but she clenched her fists. ‘I’m not doing this just for him – I’m trying to prevent a bloodbath. You’ve all told me time and again that civil war will destroy us.’


‘Indeed, Majesty,’ Dominius agreed. ‘You’re doing it to prevent the fragmentation of both Crown and Church, and a bloodbath as Rondians stationed in foreign states are massacred out of greed and vengeance. To prevent wars of retribution for the centuries in which Rondelmar has lorded it over the rest, and to quell civil war here in the north. You’re doing it to preserve the rule of law and civilisation itself. You’re doing it for the soul of Yuros.’


His words reminded Lyra forcibly of passages from the Book of Kore telling of the end of mankind, the ascension of the Blessed and of the daemons inheriting Urte. ‘The Masked Cabal have loosed daemons upon us. War is here, bringing famine and plague: are these the Last Days, Grand Prelate?’


Dominius gave her a haunted look. ‘That’s the fear I can’t deny.’


Oryn made the Blessing of Corineus sign over his heart, but Calan Dubrayle snorted. ‘Pah! Don’t you fall for that rot, Majesty. The Last Days are a myth, like Kore and Seraphs and Paradise itself. Nothing is preordained, as any diviner will tell you. We determine our own futures.’


His words warred in Lyra’s heart with twenty years of convent life, all those hours of rote prayer and catechisms. Dear Kore, is it so? Is Your judgement at hand? Her eyes went to her father’s face, seeking hope.


‘Majesty, it’s not for us to know the hour,’ Dirklan said. ‘History is studded with men and women who became convinced the end was at hand and whose name is now a laughing-stock, or the stuff of tragedy. We must trust that life goes on. To do less is to fail all those who place their hopes in us. If you behave as if the world is ending, you will fall into despair. We must fight on.’


‘Dirklan’s right, for once,’ Dominius put in. ‘There have been too many false prophets and tragedies – suicide pacts and such abominations. If these are the Last Days, Kore expects us to bear up nobly, fighting for what is right. And if these are not the Last Days, we must do likewise. Pray for guidance, Majesty, but don’t despair.’


She took a deep breath. He’s right. Last Days or not, we can’t give in to our fears. ‘What are Garod and Ostevan going to do? And Takwyth?’ she added reluctantly.


‘If they want to come out of this ruling an empire, they must act fast,’ Dirklan replied. ‘The secession ultimatum will force their hand – they’ll have to march immediately, no matter the conditions . . . and even knowing what you’re capable of, Majesty,’ he added meaningfully.


They expect me to destroy another army with dwyma-storms . . . She swallowed, remembering the death and destruction she’d wrought that awful night. But if that’s what I must do . . .


She nodded firmly, and all four men exhaled.


‘Then organise our defences, Lord Levis,’ she told Oryn. ‘Rally your men, make them understand that brother does not fight brother at our will, but Takwyth’s. Our men are the true Corani, not those traitors.’


Oryn’s face was miserable as he said, ‘The men are confused, Majesty, and scared. To them, Solon Takwyth is the name of Victory itself.’


‘Then clear their minds,’ she snapped. ‘You must appear certain.’ She swept her gaze around the room, then moved on. ‘And now, let’s talk about Pallas. How can we defend a city we do not wholly control? We’ve lost control of the docklands, the river trade has collapsed and wheat prices are now ridiculous. We have to regain control – but I won’t make war on my own people. Find me a solution.’


This was the hardest matter of them all, and one that hours of wrangling couldn’t resolve. At last she threw up her hands and said, ‘Enough! Dirklan, I want to talk to that man Ari Frankel. You remember him, surely? Find him, and convince him to meet with me. No tricks, no traps. I just want to talk with him.’


The men frowned. ‘But why?’ Dominius asked, in an exasperated voice. ‘The man’s a traitor.’


Lyra remembered Frankel as someone so passionate in his convictions that he’d risk torture and execution. She’d pardoned him of sedition but he’d gone straight back to his rabble-rousing ways. ‘He’s the key. If he and I can find common ground, these problems may go away.’


Oryn shook his head, his usually mild features angry. ‘I’ve seen the pamphlets – the filth and lies this man spreads. The only way to make his sort of problem go away is with a noose.’


‘I don’t share that view,’ Lyra said firmly. ‘Find him.’


*


Tockburn, the docklands area east of Roidan Heights, benefited from the calmer waters where the Aerflus discharged into the lower reaches of the Bruin River and commenced its epic journey through Ventia and on to the sea. The docklands had for centuries been the least governable, most incendiary part of Pallas, and while Kenside, Fisheart and Oldtown were more dangerous, Tockburn – ‘Tockers’ – was the most rebellious. Tockers was where thwarted ambition met loose morals: a maze of vice, seething beneath a veneer of exuberant pleasure. The most exotic lusts, from opium to drink to carnality, could be satisfied there, and it was a hotbed of radical ideas.


For a month now, Tockburn had been closed to Lyra’s people. Barricades blocked the main streets; they might be more symbolic than anything, but they were still slowing the City Guard when they tried to react to fires and riots. Warehouses filled with food had been raided, then burned to the ground. The vigilantes patrolling the streets had been using rocks and other crude weapons to batter those few City Guard who tried to enter, but more recently, patrols had also been facing an unseen group of gnosis-wielders, the mage-criminals known as the Kaden Rats.


Ari Frankel was heading for a meeting with the Rats now, escorted by fellow rebels. Armed lurkers kept watch, furtively signalling when it was safe to move. No one was fooling themselves that the Imperial Volsai weren’t watching.


This meeting was in a burnt-out manor belonging to a merchant who’d conveniently fled to Dupenium months back. A man brandishing a crossbow opened the door, then a bald mage flaunting his gemstone periapt checked Ari over before ushering him upstairs to the sitting room above, where five men and women awaited him. Two of them were rakishly dressed magi, wearing wide leather hats and tooled leather armour, silk shirts and flamboyant pantaloons: Tad Kaden, sporting a goatee and ponytail, and his square-jawed, septic-tongued sister Braeda, who was lounging on a chair, slurping red wine.


Opposite them at the long table were the chilling renegade centurion Lazar of Midrea and his brutish henchman Gorn; these men had been behind the worst of the thuggery since the movement turned violent. They nodded respectfully when Ari entered, though, for it was his words that had sparked this insurrection.


The only man Ari didn’t know, a priest with an unctuous face, pale brown tonsured hair and spotlessly clean robes, rose. ‘My name is Germane,’ he introduced himself. ‘I bring the greetings of Ostevan Pontifex.’


I’ve seen posters and heard the town criers declare him a wanted man, Ari thought suspiciously, but all he said was, ‘You were the Royal Comfateri, yes?’


‘I was, until the queen spread lies about me,’ Germane replied smoothly. ‘But my loyalties are as they have always been: to Kore and his rightful voice on Urte, Ostevan Pontifex.’


Ari looked at Tad Kaden. ‘Are we now taking sides in the succession battle?’ he demanded. ‘That’s not what my movement is about.’


‘Your movement?’ Tad replied sharply. ‘My family has been in the insurrection business for generations, boy.’


‘You’ve been a criminal for decades, certainly,’ Ari retorted. ‘But this is about suffragium.’ After so many brushes with death, he’d lost most of his fear of magi. ‘I’ve lost my friends, my family, my employment, my home, all for this one thing. My words are on the lips of the people. Your name is still a curse.’


Braeda conjured fire in her fingers, but Ari didn’t flinch.


Then Father Germane stepped between them. ‘Please – we’re here to discuss common ground, not fight over that which might divide us. We all want Lyra Vereinen gone.’


‘True,’ Ari said sharply; he hadn’t meant to create a scene that this damned priest could use to show his peace-making skills. ‘But we don’t want a Sacrecour restoration. Nor do we want a Pontifex ruling us.’


‘Ostevan represents your greatest chance of achieving your goals,’ Germane declared, pulling a rolled-up parchment from an inner pocket and displaying it: it was one of Ari’s pamphlets. ‘“Suffragium: the power to vote for one’s rulers. Equality before the law applying to all. Freedom of expression, without censure. An end to dynasties and nepotism. Equal distribution of wealth”.’ He shrugged. ‘My master has no quarrel with any of this, but power rests with magi and legions and you have none. Lyra Vereinen may at this stage scruple to attack her own citizenry, but Garod Sacrecour won’t.’


‘Garod, who is Ostevan’s ally,’ Ari reminded them all.


‘Ostevan was once Corani and he remembers that,’ Germane countered. ‘He doesn’t want to see Garod enthroned, or Garod’s nephew Cordan. My master is a visionary, Frankel, and some of his visions align with your own. He doesn’t deny his mores – he’s always thought chastity among the clergy to be a nonsense, for example. Did Kore make him male for no reason? But he believes in equality strongly: the Book of Kore itself proclaims all men equal in Kore’s eyes. Ostevan has no love of the Great Houses either. Imagine a world in which his benevolent guidance permits every community autonomy. Imagine the magi working for the people, building bridges and roads, not squabbling over riches. Imagine freedom, upheld by love of Kore. That’s my master’s vision.’


Ari had already dismissed most of the man’s words the moment they left his mouth. Rumour had it that Ostevan was a seducer of women – including the queen herself – and the force behind the Reeker Night attacks of last year: a murderer and conspirator who couldn’t be trusted.


But his suffragium movement did need powerful allies. Can we accept this one without losing control? He looked around the room, saw the Kaden siblings in wordless communion, while Lazar rubbed his stubbled chin and Gorn nodded absently, his mouth hanging open.


‘Imperialism is still tyranny, even if it comes in clerical garb,’ he told Germane.


But the very fact the man was here told him that the Kadens, and probably Lazar too, were in favour.


‘It’s not just your decision, Frankel,’ Tad retorted. ‘Germane offers us the resources we need: weapons, supplies, real soldiers. If we provide Ostevan’s men passage into the city, we can end this stand-off swiftly, in our favour.’


Lazar was nodding now and Ari realised that this would be decided without him if he didn’t respond persuasively. ‘Last time we spoke, you said you could supply the weapons and manpower we needed without taking sides in the succession,’ he complained to Tad.


‘We’re criminals, not mercenaries,’ Braeda sniffed. ‘We can steal guarded treasures and assassinate enemies, but we can’t fill the streets with soldiers.’


‘We can’t just trade one tyrant for another!’


‘Only Ostevan sympathises with your position,’ Germane put in. ‘Takwyth wishes to be emperor, just like Garod. Ostevan will leave secular governance to your movement. He’s only interested in peace.’


‘The word “Pontifex” denotes a greater tyranny than either Emperor or Grand Prelate,’ Ari retorted.


‘It’s just a word, denoting a clean break from the current regime,’ Germane answered. ‘Ostevan is content to let secular men rule the secular, while he reforms the clergy. Believe me, he’s your only chance. The empress will move against you soon – she must deal with internal resistance before Garod and Takwyth arrive.’


That sounded uncomfortably true. ‘But what men does Ostevan have?’ Ari asked, still convinced they were being duped. ‘He lost everything when the empress drove him from Pallas.’


‘You will see,’ Germane replied. ‘My master is a man of great resource.’


That’s true, Ari thought, but everyone says he’s too dangerous to work with.


‘How do we know we won’t be forgotten the moment your master has what he wants?’


‘Produce a manifesto and he’ll sign it and bind himself to it,’ Germane replied glibly. ‘He will become your champion, Frankel. I advise you not to put aside so generous an offer: you’ll get none better.’


It was the smoothness of the response that made up Ari’s mind – no man who cared about something would so smoothly dismiss the detail. ‘No,’ he said sharply, ‘the moment he doesn’t need us, we’ll be discarded. Ostevan has been Wurther’s right-hand man, a disgraced exile, the queen’s confessor and lover, a self-crowned Pontifex and Garod Sacrecour’s ally. He’s betrayed everyone he’s ever served. Why should we believe him now?’


Germane’s expression didn’t change, but Ari saw the man’s pupils narrow, then the priest turned to Tad Kaden. ‘I presume as believers in suffragium, you’ll be taking a vote,’ he said archly. ‘Shall I wait outside?’


‘That won’t be necessary,’ Tad drawled, his eyes trailing from Germane to Ari. ‘I’m persuaded, Master Frankel. We need an ally. Draw up your manifesto and we’ll place it before the Pontifex.’


Ari was angry, but he was afraid that if the Kadens discarded him, he’d have no one. Lazar and Gorn clearly wanted this alliance too. His own standing was clear. I’m just a figurehead.


Germane’s smug expression said that he understood that too.


‘Fine,’ Ari snapped. Let’s see what Ostevan will and won’t sign. ‘I’ll draft something.’


He really wanted to storm out, but unfortunately, they had actual business to discuss. As soon as Germane had departed, they moved – because even the Kaden siblings weren’t so sure of the priest that they’d linger. They reunited an hour later in the upper room of a closed store on a square in Tockburn East.


For a time the five of them watched a thousand or more ragged Tockers hurling themselves at a thin line of legionaries protecting wagons full of wheat meant for the Bastion. The air throbbed with chants and shouting and the barked orders of the soldiers, the clash of wood on shield bosses and the screams of the injured. Ari winced at the din, but Lazar and the Kadens watched with satisfied smirks on their lips.


‘This road is the frontline,’ Tad remarked. ‘Every day they land supplies at the docks and every day we fight to take them away. But right now it’s sticks and stones against blades.’


‘If the empress wasn’t a squeam, it’d be a slaughterhouse,’ Braeda added, trimming her fingernails with a dagger. ‘We’re asking ordinary people to confront legionaries. Can your conscience handle that, Frankel?’


‘Those legionaries are also people,’ Ari reminded them. ‘Families are being pulled apart and the queen knows that. She’s got her soldiers under orders not to draw their blades – look at them, they’re using spear-butts and shields.’


‘Tell that to the hundreds injured and the dozens who die each day from broken skulls,’ Lazar rasped. ‘We need soldiers on our side, Wordsmith. The fact is, we’re not making inroads any more. It’s been days since we stopped a wagon-train getting through and we’re bleeding men. The Guard have dragged off more’n three hundred of our hardest lads – the Bastion dungeons are full. People are spending their savings on food, but the price of bread has trebled in a month. Folks are desperate.’


‘If we could drive the Imperials out of the Tockburn docks, the empress would be rukked,’ Gorn added, the first coherent sentence Ari had heard the man say. ‘But they’s got a legion encamped down there.’


‘Another legion that can’t defend the walls,’ Tad smirked. ‘They’ve got another in Kenside and another patrolling Fisheart and Oldtown. That’s almost half the men Lyra’s got, stuck inside the city. This is the tipping point: let Ostevan arm us and she’s going to break. She’ll have to run. If she doesn’t control the whole city by the time Garod arrives, she’s finished. And when she runs, we’ll seize control and defy Garod.’


‘With us in control of the Bastion, and the city behind us, Garod Sacrecour won’t be able to take the city back,’ Braeda added. ‘When Lyra runs, the Corani go. The secession will do the rest: with no empire to defend, the Pallacian legions will join us to defend the city from the Sacrecours. I tell you, this is a unique moment in time: the empire is disintegrating and we’re in exactly the right place to capitalise. We’ll be kings – and queens – all of us.’


‘We’ll be citizens,’ Ari replied sharply. ‘The people don’t want kings, they want power.’


Tad glanced at his sister, then shrugged genially. ‘Of course. I speak figuratively only: as the engineers of this coup, we’ll be the heroes of the new era. Your suffragium will deliver us control.’


‘And then we’ll take the rukkin’ head of anyone who’s kept us down,’ Lazar snarled, his eyes shining as he peered through the shutters at the unfolding chaos below.


And there it is, Ari thought. I’m fighting for an ideal, but the Kadens want riches and Lazar wants blood.


Dupenium, Northern Rondelmar


‘I’m telling you, the time to march is now,’ Ostevan Pontifex said from his throne.


It wasn’t his real throne: that was in the Celestium, from where he’d been driven at the end of last year, almost two months ago. This was his residence-in-exile, a cold, draughty manor with guttering fires in Dupenium. But tonight he hosted the duke, his closest counsellors and a handful of Keepers, the self-styled Guardians of the Gnosis.


It was a dark, dismal setting, but a convenient place for Garod Sacrecour to hold a council of war, away from the eyes of his less-trusted courtiers. The dozen men and women sat around a long table, the aides standing attendance on their masters lining the tapestried walls. The doors were guarded and locked, with gnostic wards to protect against scrying.


Duke Garod’s throne, on Ostevan’s right, was of the same height. The duke’s lank grey hair looked greasy and his lips were wine-red. ‘You know what happened last time we marched on Pallas,’ he said sullenly.


His kinsman Brylion Fasterius made a snarling noise. ‘The bloody-handed queen slaughtered my lads, the filthy witch. I’m going to burn her alive.’


That’s the spirit, Brylion, Ostevan thought wryly. It hadn’t taken long for the daemon-spawn to conquer Brylion, who’d always been a ravening beast. No one had really noticed the snuffing-out of his humanity.


But uncertainty still haunted Brylion’s eyes: that dwymancy could destroy them again. That dread was shared by most of the mage-nobles gathered here: old, great names of the Blessed Three Hundred who’d clung to Sacrecour coattails for centuries. House Fasterius, House Lovarius, House Bramachius and all the others who had fled Pallas for their provincial holdings six years ago when the Corani took power. Now they haunted Dupenium, whining about the tyranny of the empress, when they weren’t deriding her ineffectuality. But the dwyma storm had added a new factor: fear of what a heretical dwymancer could do. They’d begun to wonder if they’d lost Pallas for ever.


And I must convince them to gamble all on another march, Ostevan fumed silently.


It wasn’t going well. For almost an hour the discussion had been all about how they couldn’t afford another disaster. The mage-nobles were frightened and the much-vaunted Keepers had been silent throughout – but then, they’d mostly been reduced by age and attrition to dotards drooling into their laps.


‘We don’t need to march,’ quavered old Lady Violetta Molt, dowager of a Fauvion line that owned half of western Brevis. ‘The secession will break her: she’ll flee any day now.’


There were too many nodding heads whenever ‘do nothing’ was suggested.


‘No,’ Ostevan snapped, ignoring the daemon wrapped around his heart suggesting a number of violent punishments for the old biddy and her timid cronies. ‘If we don’t force Lyra’s hand, she’ll find someone to prop her up. My spies say her ambassador is meeting privately with the Duke of Argundy. We’re going to end up with an Argundian emperor if we don’t act now!’


This was in fact true: Lyra appeared to be playing on her Argundian kinship, whoring herself to the Borodiums, in a desperate ploy for survival.


‘If she marries an Argundian swine, her own people will desert her,’ Lady Violetta sneered.


‘By then there’ll be Argundian legions in Pallas,’ Ostevan retorted. ‘You have until the first of Martrois: twenty days. There’s barely time to reach Pallas as it is, unless you march – or rather, sail down the Bruin – right now. Duke Garod, you must seize this moment: Pallas will never be weaker than it is right now. The Corani are divided, half the city is in revolt and even if Lyra agrees a royal wedding to secure allies, they’ll be too far away to intervene.’


Garod shifted uncomfortably on his bony behind. ‘But last time, she buried the best part of eight legions with heretical magic – but has anyone put the bitch on trial? You issued your Pontifical Ban, so there should be a Holy Crusade against her, but no one heeds you. And no one wants to march into the teeth of another dwyma storm.’


She’s says you’re the daemon-possessed murderer behind Reeker Night, Garod’s eyes added.


Ostevan leaned forward. ‘What if I can guarantee you’ll face no such thing?’


The duke’s eye narrowed. ‘Guarantee? How can you?’


In response, Ostevan turned to the last Keeper who truly looked the part. ‘Margentius, your views?’


Standing erect, shaven-skulled to conceal the grey, he peered around with a reptilian stare, his hooded eyes alert. ‘When the heretic queen’s dwyma storm broke last year, we could do nothing: we were unaware her power was even being exerted, much less able to counter it with Air-gnosis. However, thanks to the Pontifex, we have discovered an answer. A dwymancer’s blood can be used as a bridge to attune our gnosis and counter their magic.’


The room fell silent as everyone contemplated that. Everyone here was a mage, most of them pure-bloods, though few were as skilled as Margentius Keeper. And none of them had direct experience of a dwymancer. ‘How came you by this knowledge?’ Arn Regor, Earl of Brevis, asked sharply.


The truth was that Naxius had made the discovery, but Ostevan wasn’t about the share that. ‘Old Church records I saved from the sacking of the Celestium,’ he lied.


‘But there’ve been no dwymancers for five centuries,’ Lady Violetta protested. ‘There’s only Lyra . . . isn’t there?’


‘I know of one,’ Ostevan announced, ‘and I have men ready to seize them.’


‘Who?’ Garod demanded.


‘The name doesn’t matter,’ Ostevan replied. ‘Indeed, it’s best not to know.’


‘If there’s another of these murdering heretics in reach, I want to know who the Hel he is,’ Brylion spat. ‘I’ll rip their accursed heart out!’ That was the knight, not the daemon speaking.


‘I will identify them in due course,’ Ostevan replied. Right now it was only an educated guess; he might still be wrong.


Garod drummed his fingers on the armrest of his throne, his expression sour, but he capitulated. ‘Very well. But you will bring them to me. I want to look the evil bastard in the eye.’


Ostevan smiled inwardly, then sent a signal, mind to mind, to one of his possessed men half a mile away. <Take her.> Then he turned back to Garod. ‘So, Milord, you will sanction the march?’


The duke considered. The risks were horrible, putting his men out in the elements again, gambling that the Keepers were right and they could counter a power that had so recently devastated his forces. It was conceivable that the Sacrecour dynasty might not survive another such disaster.


For all Garod was cautious, he was also willing to sacrifice everyone – except himself – for wealth and power. It wasn’t in his nature to slowly rebuild: he wanted the glory of restoration to be his alone.


‘I will not be remembered as the man who let opportunity slip him by,’ Garod announced decisively. ‘We march.’


Driven by vanity, he gambles all, Ostevan mused, as the others praised Garod’s boldness while exchanging fearful glances. Including the lives of everyone here. Anyone would think I’d infected him . . .


The matter resolved, Ostevan departed, letting the duke and his cronies get on with drinking and boasting. His suspected dwymancer was close by and he wanted to secure her swiftly. As he left, he glanced at young Prince Cordan, who was looking anxiously around, also eager to be gone.


To be with his sister – the potential dwymancer in question.


Cordan also suspects what she is, Ostevan mused, and yet he says nothing – he’s no more to be trusted than she is. A traitor to his own cause. Interesting. But he put that aside for another time and hurried on, eager for his prey.


*


The wind howling in the eaves and over the toothy battlements reminded twelve year-old Princess Coramore of daemon voices, making her shiver. She had announced she was sick, but that was just a ruse to keep the unwanted from her rooms. She had three maidens with her, girls her own age from noble families, playing a boring childish dice game, but any company at all was better than being alone, waiting in dread for Ostevan to make his move.


‘Three sixes,’ Lydia Molt shrieked. ‘I win again! I win!’


Coramore suspected Lydia, the only one of them with the gnosis so far, was using kinesis to nudge the dice. Pietrice Banner and Gela Solston’s faces crumpled in disappointment, but Coramore didn’t care. She clapped her hands gracefully and called for more juice and honey-cakes, then went to the tiny garderobe, shivering at the thought of having to endure the cold air blasting up the hole, freezing her behind as she peed.


Tap, tap, tap. Someone or something struck the small shutter behind her head. It wasn’t the wind.


She rose, dropped her skirts and peered down the foetid hole to see the distant glow of daylight shining from below. Cautiously, she pulled the little lever on the shutters, cracking a layer of ice, and let in a little light – and a lot of frigid air – into the confined room.


The black outline of a raven was silhouetted against the pallid light of the winter sky, its eye pressed to one of the cracks. It cawed harshly and while Coramore had no gnosis and knew nothing of birds, she understood instantly.


The raven came from Aradea, the Fey Queen, and it was telling her to run.


Now.




2


His Master’s Voice




A Tree of Life


The early dwymancers spoke of a Tree of Life, termed ‘Elétfa’, a word of Sydian extraction. The tree signified the cyclical nature of life. The curious thing is that it is exactly the same motif as that used by the pagan Sollan drui, who predated the dwymancers by centuries. Did the dwymancers adopt that symbol consciously, or more intriguingly, is this heresy older than we suspect?


YROL DAISH, ORDO COSTRUO ARCANUM, PONTUS 653





Freihaafen, Upper Osiapa Valley, Mollachia
Febreux 936


Kyrik Sarkany paused outside the cave, looked up at the morning sky, pale and cloudy through the ice-crusted pines, then called, ‘Ogre? Are you here?’


The cavern, a natural formation, was half a mile from the main settlement in the hidden valley of Freihaafen, alongside a stream that ran from the enclosing mountains and drained into the lake. Kip’s settlers called the place ‘Nebbelwasser’, which translated as ‘Foggy Falls’, because of the way boiling hot springs caused the stream to run through the pine trees like a trail of smoke. The cave had a warm, ripe smell to it.


A deep mournful voice answered from within, ‘Ogre is here.’


Kyrik followed a slushy trail of mud into the poorly lit cavern. Brighter light ahead led to a second cavern illuminated by four gnosis orbs hanging like small suns from the stalactites.


Inside was a massive figure, over seven foot tall. His limbs were thick as two men’s, his chest and belly heavy, his skin a dirty khaki colour, his long black hair thin and straggling. He looked like a monster from a child’s tale, but he was a construct, made by a mage from human and animal elements. He wore just a loincloth and a crudely made leather jerkin. A massive sledgehammer was propped against the wall.


Ogre was no simple brute, though, and the task he was engaged in underlined that. He had a big leather-bound book in his left hand and in his right, a stick glowing with gnostic energy that he was using to patiently etch letters and runes onto a smoothed section of wall. All the cavern walls were covered in such markings.


‘How do you fare?’ Kyrik asked.


Ogre frowned, studying his handiwork, his heavy brows lowered over bright, alert eyes, barely acknowledging his guest. As king, Kyrik was entitled to greater respect, but he seldom stood on protocol and instead, patiently awaited a response.


Finally Ogre grunted, leaned forward and tentatively etched a letter ‘r’ beside a runic symbol. ‘Maybe,’ he muttered. ‘But only maybe.’ Only then did he remember to bow his head. ‘Ogre welcomes Kirol Kyrik.’


For a few moments they took the measure of one another. Ogre’s red-rimmed eyes had dark bags beneath. He’d probably been up all night again, immersed in his arcane task.


‘I’ve brought you breakfast,’ Kyrik said, placing a basket containing bread, cheese and relish onto a rock.


‘Is it morning?’ The construct yawned apologetically. ‘Ogre thanks you.’ The construct was generally polite, when he wasn’t distracted.


Kyrik studied the wall blankly. ‘Have you made progress?’


‘Ogre believes so, but it is slow. This is written in no known language.’ He brandished the book: the Daemonicon di Naxius. Ervyn Naxius was a rogue mage, a former member of the peaceful Ordo Costruo who’d become what Kyrik could only think of as evil. He’d infected certain magi with daemonic ichor, allowing malevolent spirits to possess them, to further his obscure ambitions. All the evidence suggested it was he who was behind the troubles besetting Kyrik’s kingdom too.


But Naxius was also Ogre’s maker. In most places just being an intelligent construct would have been enough to see Ogre condemned to death, but Kyrik had always believed in taking a person as they came – even if Ogre challenged the notion that person meant human.


A daemonicon was a wizard’s record of their dealings with the spirit world, but Naxius’ book was filled with unintelligible gibberish in a script Kyrik had never seen before. But Ogre had been Naxius’ servant . . .


‘So did Naxius invent his own language?’ Kyrik asked.


‘He invented several, and taught them to me when I served him,’ Ogre rumbled, staring at the branched lines of symbols etched on the walls. ‘But he never anticipated losing me, nor that I’d ever get to see this book.’


Every time Kyrik spoke to Ogre, the construct revealed a fierce intellect caught in an outsized, outlandish frame. And tellingly, he was starting to use ‘I’ and ‘me’ more frequently, as if growing into his own identity.


‘So you can read it?’ Kyrik asked, intrigued. What might the mind of this man Naxius reveal?


‘Eventually. But the script isn’t one he showed me, which means I must first solve the encryption.’


‘So these symbols could mean anything?’


‘Yes and no. Ogre believes the Master would want to read such a thing freely, without recourse to other documents and deciphering, so these must be real words. I’m trying to match symbols to sounds; only then will Ogre be able to decipher the words and seek their meaning.’ Ogre yawned heavily, his lugubrious face shifting from concentration to his more habitual expression of residual sadness. ‘Is there news?’


‘A little. Our scouts report that Asiv Fariddan has been seen with the Rondian legion in Lapisz – they were deferring to him, so I assume he’s infected them with this daemon ichor too.’ Kyrik tapped his sword hilt. ‘At least our blades are now either argenstael or silver-dipped. We have a fighting chance.’


‘Does your wife improve?’ Ogre asked, breaking off some bread and dipping it in the relish.


‘No,’ Kyrik replied sadly. ‘Hajya is still possessed by the ichor. She spouts gibberish, she can’t eat anything but raw meat, she flinches from silver and sunlight and suffers nightmares and waking horrors.’ He hung his head. ‘All I can do is keep her in the dark and give her what she needs.’


Ogre’s big ugly face turned anxious. ‘No, Kirol Kyrik, that is the wrong thing to do. Darkness, bloody meat – these are things the daemon wants. You must deprive it, to weaken it and drive it out.’


‘I’m trying – I’ve used wizardry-gnosis but nothing can drive the daemon out. It’s tied to her blood, somehow. And I can’t starve her – it’ll kill her.’


‘You must purify her blood,’ Ogre insisted. ‘I saw such things in my Master’s service – you must starve the daemon. Make her sit in sunlight, give her only water and vegetables. Weaken the daemon so that her body can fight it.’


Kyrik shuddered at the thought. ‘She’s my wife, Ogre: when she screams, my soul is lacerated. The whole of Freihaafen suffers when they hear her cries. They already think me cruel for not simply putting an end to her.’


‘No, you must not do that: that would give her to the daemon for eternity.’ Ogre’s big hand gripped Kyrik’s arm. ‘You must endure it, as she does. Take her away from your people so they are not distressed and do what must be done, for her sake. That is my counsel.’


‘I’ll consider it,’ Kyrik said finally, looking up at his strange companion. It was unsettling, to feel so small when he himself was a big man, but Kyrik liked Ogre; he’d been visiting him regularly since his arrival here in Freihaafen. ‘You shouldn’t isolate yourself, Ogre. You’re welcome in the village, you know that.’ He grinned. ‘Hel, you’re not even our strangest construct.’


Ogre smiled, then his face reverted to sadness. ‘Ogre must be here, to concentrate. At your village, he is a stranger. Your men and Mantauri try to learn him, but Ogre must solve this riddle.’ He tapped the book. ‘The Master lies behind all this.’


‘What does Naxius want?’


‘Immortality, omnipotence, dominion: these are the dreams he spoke of to me. And revenge on the Ordo Costruo, for casting him out. He once said that only in vast experiments can the keys to true knowledge be unlocked. A dozen subjects, a hundred, even a thousand were not enough. He wants to make all of Creation his laboratory.’


Kyrik simply couldn’t comprehend such a desire. ‘But people are more than just . . . subjects for experimentation.’


‘Not to the Master.’


Dear Kore, is that who we truly fight? He must be stopped.


They sat in silence for a time while Kyrik studied the marks on the walls without comprehension and Ogre munched on the food.


Finally the construct asked, ‘Is there news of your brother?’


Kyrik’s brother Valdyr hadn’t been seen since he’d vanished inside Cuz Sarkan, the volcano in the mountains east of Mollachia. Waqar Mubarak had said something about Valdyr ascending a Tree of Light, that he was ‘inside the dwyma’, whatever that meant. To Kyrik it made as little sense as the marks on the cave wall. ‘No news yet. He’s been gone almost two weeks now, so unless wherever he is has water, he’s dead.’


More likely he simply fell into the lava pit . . .


‘Have faith. He will return,’ Ogre said. They fell silent again, then he added, ‘And the war?’


News of Waqar and Tarita, in other words. Ogre never used the young Merozain woman’s name, Kyrik noticed, but he clearly pined for her; he might be surprisingly intelligent, but he couldn’t hide his emotions. He’s in love with her, but she’s gone away with a prince of Kesh. The world’s opening up for her, but his is closing in.


‘Nothing. I’m sorry.’ Abruptly Kyrik rose, because time was passing, and he had much to do. ‘I must return to the village – we’re holding a meeting this afternoon. We must decide whether to remain here in hiding, or emerge to protect Hegikaro and provide a rallying point for my people.’


Ogre nodded distractedly, his mind already returning to the puzzle of the book.


‘I’d like you to attend, Ogre. Your voice should be heard.’


The big construct shook his head. ‘Ogre is not used to people.’ He stroked the leather cover of the Daemonicon dourly. ‘Ogre was made to be alone.’


*


Ogre wasn’t really alone, though.


The Master never lets me be.


Naxius was with him, even here – not in any tangible sense, but reading the Daemonicon took Ogre back to his old life. Every passage resonated with Naxius’ dry rattle of scorn.


Ogre had first woken to a fully formed body with residual knowledge of certain things, like the nature of stone, fire and water. He’d understood words in a language he later found to be Dhassan, but had swiftly been taught to speak Rondian by the only other being he knew: the Master, Ervyn Naxius, a small, bald, wizened man with a faint lisp and an arch, knowing cruelty. Naxius mocked, Naxius chided, Naxius was bitter, but he was the Master, and although dwarfed by his creation, he could flatten Ogre with a hand-gesture.


The Master was a harsh, impatient teacher, as Ogre quickly learned. Pain sharpened the mind, but Ogre had a burning need to prove himself worthy anyway, so he endured the savage punishments, the marathon trials of memory and the vicious tests of logic. Naxius was fond of setting him deadly tests, like learning to brew the remedy to a poison he’d already been infected with. Ogre survived, and learned voraciously.


At night, his master’s voice rattled through his dreams, and when he unlocked a word in the Daemonicon, it was Naxius’ voice he heard in his head, praising and mocking in the same breath. Well done, Brute, but you’re barely scratching the surface.


So when he heard his Master’s voice in the aether, he barely knew if he was awake or asleep on his feet.


Ogre? Ogre . . . I know you can hear me, my child . . .


It was some hours after Kyrik had departed. The food was gone and Ogre’s stomach was rumbling – so surely he was awake. He looked up fearfully at the stone ceiling. Could scrying penetrate stone so deep?


My wayward, homeless child, the voice went on, lost in the great world. Adrift. Unloved . . . I sent Semakha back to you, Ogre, as I promised I would – but what did you do to her? Did you know I was there, watching from inside her skull as she choked and drowned? You ungrateful animal . . .


‘You sent me back a monster,’ Ogre retorted, his voice booming in the dimly lit cave. But even in his distress he wasn’t so foolish as to reply with the gnosis and give Naxius a thread to follow back to his refuge.


Were you jealous, Ogre, that I made Semakha better than you? Is that what it was? Or are you so faithless that you abandoned her in your heart? The dark voice chuckled. Do you really think the Merozain would have you? A great ugly lumpen beast like you?


Ogre groaned. ‘No, Master. I know she’s not for me . . .’


Ogre’s head had been telling his heart so for weeks, although his heart wouldn’t listen.


Naxius’ voice rasped inside his brain, in the declamatory tones of his lectures. You have a choice in life, Ogre. Accept your station and what you are: an animated piece of offal and offcuts from better creatures – or you can use all you are to rise up. Is that not what I taught you?


Ogre closed his eyes, closed his mind, but the voice went on, I was just a drifter when I fell in with Corin and his devotees. And now look at me: deathless, all-powerful, because I forsook all emotion except ambition. Morality is an illusion, Ogre: one must take from others to rise above them. Predators feast on prey – that is the lesson of nature: I learned and I prevailed.


Ogre refused to respond. Only a fool tried to outwit the Master. Even so he had to clench his whole body up to ignore those all-knowing, malevolent tones, his every muscle twitching at the edge of response.


But Naxius wasn’t done yet. These are the Last Days, Ogre, he went on. When they’re done, it is I who shall inherit Urte. Reach out to me, my creature, and I may still let you share in my ascension to godhood.


‘No, Master,’ Ogre whispered, for his own sake, still careful not to speak with his mind into the aether.


Are you going to accept life’s beatings, Ogre, or are you going to rise up and take whatever you want? I made you strong, my child: I gave you a brain and I moulded it. I made you what you are, and your place is by my side. You slew Semakha – now return to me and take her place. I’ll even give you the little Merozain as a reward.


‘Do not speak of her,’ Ogre roared, his sudden outburst resounding through the cavern.


A sudden burst of laughter filled the air. So you are listening, Ogre. Listen, my child, I—


In utter dread, Ogre threw up the most wards he could and the voice was cut off.


But he knew that the Master was hunting him and the walls of the cave no longer felt like stone but as thin as the parchment in the book he laboured over.


*


‘My love?’ Kyrik called tentatively.


The bowed figure wrapped in blankets hunched deeper into her covers, her greasy grey-black curls shrouding her face. She was shaking with the sobs coming from deep within her chest. The small hut stank of human waste and vomit and the walls were covered with drying splatters of fluids and food.


Unthinkingly, he reached to comfort her.


In a flash, she erupted from the blankets, her mouth widening as her teeth sought his arm, her black eyes gleaming. But the chains around her neck, wrists and ankles wrenched her backwards. She yowled in frustrated hate and spat black gobbets of fluid at him. He had discovered they were harmless unless they were ingested, or got in a wound or an eye, but he was careful to quickly wipe them away. They stank of clotted blood and decay.


His heart thudding, Kyrik castigated himself for the stupid lapse. ‘Hajya,’ he breathed, staring helplessly at his wife.


She shuddered, then her eyes cleared, and she seemed to see him. ‘Kyrik? Kyrik?’ She burst into tears.


He ached to gather her into his arms, but instead he reached out with mysticism into the turmoil that was her crowded mind and snuffed the candle of awareness. She fell into an unconscious trance.


Then he gagged her, because the daemon was sometimes strong enough to break his control and rouse her, before unlocking the chains from the hooks and carrying her out into the light. She was lighter than ever, just skin and bone, and covered in sores. It was all he could do to keep his gorge down at the reek of her clothes and body.


The small group waiting outside sucked in their breath when they saw her. The big Schlessen Fridryk Kippenegger hugged his wife Sabina, while the hunter Rothgar Baredge and the Sydian mage Korznici stared silently. Behind them, the tower of horned hide and muscle that was Maegogh, chieftain of the Mantauri, watched with guarded eyes.


‘Pater Sol, she’s wasting away,’ Rothgar breathed.


‘That’s why I have to try something else,’ Kyrik replied. ‘Locking her up in the dark isn’t working.’


They all looked doubtful, for they had all seen what Hajya was like when exposed to light. Even now, unconscious, she was twitching at the thin sunlight penetrating the clouds.


‘It could kill her,’ Korznici said; the young woman could be unthinkingly blunt at times.


‘She can’t go on as she is,’ Kyrik replied. ‘I can’t bear it.’ He’d decided that Ogre might be right. At least, it was worth a try. ‘I’m going to try sunlight and wholesome, living foods.’


‘Then let me help,’ Korznici said decisively.


‘Thank you,’ he said. He carried Hajya to a small handcart and loaded her onto it, then wheeled it around the shore of the lake. The ground was covered in several inches of snow, which softened the journey. The day was cold, the skies grey; the sunlight would be fleeting, even without the ramparts of mountains surrounding Freihaafen, which would cast them into shadow within an hour or two.


Kyrik led his little group into the pines where Valdyr had built a small lean-to to use when communing with the dwyma. They settled Hajya on the ground, then Kyrik built up a fire, while Korznici removed the gag and managed to get some water down the sleeping woman, before gagging her again.


‘I hate to see her this way,’ she said. ‘She raised me like a mother among the Sfera.’


‘Then let’s do what we can.’


They steeled themselves and started removing Hajya’s clothes. Her veins were as mottled as ever, thick with daemonic ichor, and even the weak sunlight barely penetrating the clouds began to raise welts on her skin. Hajya moaned in her gnostic sleep.


Kyrik and Korznici undressed too, then he scooped up his wife and carried her down to the water, the Sydian girl following with a cake of soap and a cleaning cloth. There was a hot water vent near the bank which allowed the heated gases to bubble up through the bottom of the lake. The wonderfully warm water was soothing to his tense muscles, but Kyrik barely noticed, so anxious was he for his wife.


Together, they washed Hajya, hanging unmoving but pliant in Kyrik’s arms, first cleaning her skin, then lathering her hair – until suddenly the daemon broke through Kyrik’s spell and her eyes flashed open, revealing jet-black orbs. She thrashed about in his grip, trying to bite his throat through the gag. Her arms flailed, her nails raking as she sought to free herself, but with kinesis and muscle, he thwarted her until after a few minutes of heartrending struggle, she subsided. Her eyes cleared to brown, tears streaming from them.


Through his own blurred vision Kyrik sent soothing emotion into her mind. The daemon had once again receded, but of his wife there was also little, for she’d retreated deep inside herself, but at least she was pliant again.


Kyrik and Korznici finished washing her, then took her back to the bank where they dried her and laid her on the blankets, naked to the skies, next to the fire. Then they dressed themselves, suddenly shy of each other, and began preparing the meal. Afternoon was waning and they’d lose the sun soon.


‘She needs as much direct sunlight as possible,’ he remarked, ‘and no meat.’


‘So the opposite of what we’ve been doing,’ Korznici noted.


‘It’s Ogre’s idea,’ Kyrik admitted.


‘Ah. He is wise, this Ogre?’


‘I think so.’


Korznici frowned thoughtfully. ‘He has the gnosis, yes? And he is partly man?’


Ogre was still something of an enigma in Freihaafen: he’d been rescued from Asiv two weeks ago, but had immediately retreated to the cave. He’d met very few people and rumours were clearly running rampant.


‘More than the Mantauri, certainly,’ Kyrik replied. ‘But I’m no animage.’


Korznici had been there when Ogre and Hajya had been recovered. ‘What’s his connection to the ogress we fought beside the lake?’


‘Her name was Semakha and she was made by the same man who made Ogre, a renegade Ordo Costruo mage named Ervyn Naxius. Ogre believes Naxius is the master of Asiv Fariddan and all our enemies.’


Korznici looked startled. ‘But this Ogre can be trusted?’


It was a good question, but Tarita had believed so, and Kyrik had been impressed by the Merozain. Waqar and Jehana Mubarak had also appeared – cautiously – to regard Ogre as true. ‘I’ve spoken to Ogre about his former master: I believe he fears him, but I see no sign of any residual allegiance.’


Korznici said slowly, ‘Then I hope that you’re a good judge.’


Just then Hajya made a snarling noise behind the gag and they both turned, startled, to see her eyes were once again jet-black and her face a rictus of mockery and malice.


Kyrik shuddered, shared a look with Korznici, then reached out cautiously and holding Hajya’s skull in a kinesis grip so she couldn’t lunge at him, pulled down the gag.


‘Kirol Kyrik,’ someone drawled in Rondian. ‘Asiv and Dragan have told us all about you.’ Her eyes trailed to Korznici. ‘Lined up a replacement for your wife already, have you?’


‘Who are you?’ Kyrik demanded.


‘The one who will eat your soul,’ the daemon snickered. ‘You’d do better to murder that construct creature, Kirol. The Master owns Ogre and will reclaim him in time.’


Daemons lie, Kyrik thought: it was the first thing every young wizard was told. But he knows that Ogre is here . . . ‘We know your weaknesses, daemon. Best you tell Asiv to run.’


The daemon spat black ichor at him, which he swatted aside with kinesis. ‘Asiv is hunting you right now, fool.’ Then Hajya’s eyes lifted and she scanned the darkening valley. ‘Where are we? What place is this?’


Kyrik immediately slammed a hand over Hajya’s eyes and pulsed darkness into her, blinding her. The daemon shrieked and snapped her teeth, but Kyrik was already conjuring mystic-gnosis, sending her back into oblivion.


He took a deep breath. Dear Kore, dear Ahm, how will I endure this?


Tentatively, Korznici laid a hand on his shoulder, but he brushed it away angrily. ‘She’s my wife, damn it!’


The young Sydian flinched. ‘Nothing was offered but comfort.’


He winced, immediately despising himself. ‘I’m sorry,’ he told her. ‘I just . . . I’m sorry.’ He looked away across the lake, not wanting to see what his Hajya had become, nor to see the calm, self-possessed young woman beside him who had told him so many times that he should be doing his best to beget children on her and the other Sydian women, to strengthen the mage-blood of the Sfera, the clan’s magi.


She doesn’t know I can’t father children anyway . . .


‘I must soon return to my people in the Tuzvolg,’ Korznici said, after a few minutes. ‘They have culled the herd to survive, but the pastures are now thin and they must soon move. Unless you know of more highland pasture, that means entering the lower valley, risking Asiv Fariddan’s possessed men.’


‘Rothgar knows Mollachia well. He can guide your people to pasture to see them through until spring.’


‘You’re determined to throw us together,’ Korznici observed drily.


‘It’s not such a bad match,’ he observed.


Her face wrinkled into a pout. ‘I have let him know that he is desirable to me, but my womb is for begetting magi – and as a Sfera mage, I am forbidden to wed. He has let me know that he finds me desirable also, but will not sleep with a woman who is not his wife, nor share my womb with another man. So no, it is not a “match”.’


‘You’re not in the plains any more,’ Kyrik told her. ‘This is Mollachia, where people may marry for love.’


‘A foolish tradition,’ Korznici – all of nineteen – said gravely. ‘This place is more dangerous than all the plains, so Clan Vlpa must rebuild her strength in war and the gnosis.’


He couldn’t really argue with that. ‘I just want to see someone I like happy.’


She sniffed in amusement. ‘Kip and Sabina are happy, like frolicking otters in mating season.’


He laughed. ‘Maybe not quite how I think of them, but yes.’


‘Happiness comes in many forms, and not always through mating,’ Korznici went on severely. ‘For you, happiness will come when your wife is restored and your brother returns. I pray to the Great Stallion that these things will come to pass.’


Kyrik had been trying not to think about Valdyr.


Where are you, brother? Are you lost in this ‘dwyma’, in this Tree of Light? Or are you burned to ash?


*


Where am I? Valdyr Sarkany wondered as he climbed. Is this even my own body? Perhaps his physical form was still inside the volcano’s peak, or maybe it had fallen and been consumed by the lava pit and he was now a ghost in the Elétfa. He’d seen Gricoama fall and yet the wolf was beside him on this strange journey. Perhaps the same had happened to him?


But some things were becoming clear. The distant cold ball of light that arced overhead on a regular course was the Sun, but it was travelling much faster than normal – or he was travelling much more slowly. And the volcano was gone. There was just this immense stairway, which sometimes resembled stone and other times wood or even dark ice, winding up an equally immense cylinder of rock or wood or water or fire. At times, branches led away into the void, but so far, he’d shunned these. They’d encountered no perils, and as yet, hunger and thirst had not troubled them, but he sensed they soon would. Time might be passing oddly, but it was still passing and it had been some time since they had finished the last of the water and rations. The Tree spread above him, climbing on upwards into eternity, always subtly in motion, ever changing, like the light. Far above hung golden orbs like fruit, glowing distantly, calling him on.


Mostly, the Elétfa appeared to be a vast tree with heavily entwined branches and roots, but at other times it was a heart and arteries, or clouds above an ocean, exchanging droplets of rain and rising vapours in gravity-defying rivers, but always it was a closed system, spinning in the void: an embodiment of the dwyma, the cycle of life. It sang, a chiming note that reverberated through him and filled his nostrils with rich, wholesome air. Despite the strangeness, he felt safe.


‘Come, Brother Wolf,’ he said. ‘Another hour.’


Gricoama grumbled, but bounded on at his side, bright-eyed as a young dog.


Gradually, though, the lack of sustenance overtook him and he stumbled dizzily on a step, his aching muscles suddenly too weak to lift him. He might have slipped off the edge, had not Gricoama seized his arm in his jaws and pulled him back. That shocked him, because he hadn’t realised his peril. For a time he just knelt and hugged the great wolf.


‘That was a near thing,’ he confessed shakily. ‘Thank you, my friend.’


The wolf made a rumbling sound that struck Valdyr as both reassurance and warning.


‘I know,’ he agreed, ‘I have to be careful. But I’m hungry, and we’ve seen nothing to eat or drink.’


The wolf whined unhappily. Valdyr stroked his back, trying to decide whether the respite of sleep – and the further hours without sustenance that would entail – would weaken or strengthen him. But when he tried to get up, he couldn’t. Exhaustion had crept up on him, ambushing him, though he’d thought himself well enough to go on a bit further.


‘Whoever drops first, the other has to eat them and go on,’ he told Gricoama, then he chuckled uneasily. ‘That was a joke: I don’t taste good.’


I’ll be the judge of that, the wolf’s expression seemed to say – he at least looked to be in the fullness of health and not the slightest bit hungry. That reassured Valdyr – not that he’d been seriously afraid of his companion. And clearly he couldn’t go on, so he just rolled onto his side on the stair and closed his eyes . . .


*


‘Wake up,’ a woman’s voice called insistently. ‘Wake up, Valdyr. You must get up.’


Blearily, he opened his eyes, or thought he did, but what he saw wasn’t the tree: instead, he was on a well-remembered mountaintop: the camp on Watcher’s Peak where he’d kept vigil with Luhti and learned of the dwyma. And here he was, sitting beside the fire-pit on his usual log beside the old woman, her grey hair blowing in the chill breeze and the flames guttering. But he could feel neither heat nor cold.


And Luhti was dead.


‘I’m dreaming,’ he said flatly.


‘Are you?’ Luhti asked. Her features smoothed and she became the younger woman he’d glimpsed before she died: golden hair, pale skin, a small nose and freckled face. North Rondian, perhaps, or Hollenian. Lanthea, her birth-name had been, he recalled, and she was one of the first great dwymancers.


‘I must be,’ he answered, looking round. The peak was clear, the skies studded with stars. Somewhere in the distance he heard a wolf howl and knew it was Gricoama, hunting. ‘I’m in the Elétfa.’


‘So you are,’ she agreed, as he supposed a dream person would, seeing as his own mind had conjured her. ‘Perhaps we’re all a dream of the Elétfa?’ she suggested.


‘Then why did you wake me?’ he asked.


I’m talking to my subconscious, he thought. She’s not really here.


‘You need to wake,’ she replied. ‘You’re in danger. You need to eat and drink.’


Valdyr looked down at himself, seeing only his normal frame. ‘It’s only been a few days.’


‘A body can’t go without water for long,’ Luhti replied sternly.


‘But there’s nothing here!’


‘Does fruit grow on the trunk of a tree?’


He went to reply, then said, ‘I suppose not.’


‘The branches,’ she said sternly.


He blinked and twisted and his eyes flew open. He was still lying on the stair where he’d fallen asleep.


Gricoama at the edge, staring out at the distant canopy of leaves and branches and the starry void beyond. He turned his head when Valdyr roused.


‘The branches,’ he breathed. ‘We must take the next branch.’


He carefully got to his feet, feeling a little recovered but still perilously weak. He laid a hand on Gricoama’s shoulder and they ascended slowly and carefully, each stair threatening to trip him, but within a few turns they were suddenly at the base of a branching path that twisted out into the darkness. The main stair still climbed upwards and he eyed it, wondering how far it would take to get wherever they were going, but this diversion was necessary, so they turned and took the unlit branch.
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