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The Golden. The Breaker of the Clans. The draug that had clambered up out of the Dawn Mountain and then brought fire and death to the entire archipelago, one island at a time. It wore a man’s scarred flesh, and it spoke with a tongue that very nearly got all the sounds right, but Zheldu had seen into its eyes. There was nothing human there: nothing but ice and hatred.


The Golden had granted Fireheart command of the largest war fleet ever assembled. They crossed the ocean thought to be endless, though their provisions had nearly been exhausted in doing so. They landed on a shore they never dreamed they would see, and easily breached the walls of the small settlement where the Brown Eagle clan had settled alongside the locals. It should have been a slaughter. At first, it was.


Then the beasts came.
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Synopsis of
The Black Coast



Saana Sattistutar, Chief of the Brown Eagle clan from the islands of Tjakorsha, is fleeing The Golden, a body-snatching spirit known as a draug that has broken the clans of her homeland and brought them under its rule. Saana has led her people westwards across the ocean to the land of Narida, where they have historically come as raiders, but now she intends to settle at the small, southernmost town of Black Keep. Opposed to her are the thane Asrel Blackcreek, his blood-son Darel, and his law-son Daimon. Asrel appears to honour Saana’s flag of parley and meets her on the marshes in front of the town, but then attempts to kill her. Seeing only certain death for himself and his town if they resist, Daimon betrays his father and brother and agrees that the Brown Eagles can settle. Asrel and Darel are restrained and Daimon assumes the role of thane, but it is agreed that Saana’s daughter Zhanna Saanastutar will be held as hostage against her clan’s good behaviour.


In the Naridan capital of Idramar, the God-King Natan Narida III reluctantly agrees to his sister Tila’s plan to send more assassins after the Splinter King and his family, their exiled relations in Kiburu ce Alaba, the City of Islands. Tila is concerned by rumours that their divine ancestor Nari has been reborn, as prophesied centuries ago by Tolkar, the Last Sorcerer, and feels that the additional threat of the Splinter King must be removed, especially since Natan has no intention of fathering children, and the succession hinges on the male line of Nari. Tila undertakes the voyage herself in her secret identity of Livnya the Knife, head of Idramar’s criminal underworld.


In East Harbour, capital of Grand Mahewa, the largest of the islands, street thief Jeya is caught trying to pick the pocket of a wealthy youth, but is allowed to go free. Struck by hìs attractiveness, shé locates hìs house with the help of hér friend Damau, but when trying to sneak into the garden at night is shocked to find hìm trying to sneak out. The youth reveals that hìs name is Galem, and that hè finds hér as attractive as shé finds hìm. They commence a clandestine relationship.


In the Blackcreek lands, Daimon is forced into fighting the Brown Eagles’ champion Ristjaan the Cleaver, a close friend of Saana, when Ristjaan is identified as the murderer of the man Evram’s brother some ten years before. Daimon wins and kills Ristjaan, which drives a wedge into the fragile alliance between him and Saana. Despite this, both peoples attempt to make the best of their strange situation, with the Naridans under threat of death from the more numerous Tjakorshi, and the Tjakorshi aware that their own lives will be in danger once word gets out of their presence, unless they can prove that they genuinely mean no harm. However, the freeman Shefal persuades Evram to sneak away north to the neighbouring thanedom of Darkspur to raise the alarm. Meanwhile, Daimon and Saana clash over cultural issues, since women can rarely hold power in Narida and are sometimes viewed as witches in service to the Unmaker, the queen of demons who was driven out of the land by the Divine Nari during his life. The Tjakorshi value the guidance of their witches and see no difference in status between men and women, but unlike Naridans, have taboos against men lying with men, and women with women. Daimon seeks to harbour good feeling by entrusting Zhanna with the raising of a young dragon called a rattletail, which she names Thorn.


In East Harbour, Tila uses her connections to find Kurumaya, a criminal boss known as a Shark. She provides Kurumaya with details of a family she wants killed, without disclosing either their true identity as the Splinter King, or her own identity as either Livnya the Knife or as Tila Narida. Kurumaya accepts the job and the payment, but the fighting ring where the meeting is taking place is raided by the Watch. Tila flees with her bodyguard Barach, and in the company of two other Naridans she met there that evening: Marin of Idramar, a thief, and his husband Alazar Blade or Sar Blacksword, a disgraced sar – Narida’s warrior caste – who was fighting in the pits. Tila offers them passage off Grand Mahewa if they can get her back to her ship, which they do. However, she realises after boarding that “Sar Blacksword” was known to her twenty years ago as Alazar of White Hill, and is the man she blames for her father’s death.


Kurumaya entrusts the killing of the Splinter King’s family to Nabanda, a lifelong friend of Jeya’s and, like hér and Damau, a former street orphan sheltered by Ngaiyu, an old person who opens thëir home to those in need. Nabanda and a crew of thugs attack the Splinter King’s house at night and kill three of the family, but cannot find the last member, an adult masculine youth. Unbeknown to Nabanda, that youth – the Splinter Prince – is Galem, who had crept out to spend time with Jeya that night. The pair of them see Nabanda’s crew climb into the garden, although Jeya is not close enough to recognise Nabanda. Galem realises that another Naridan assassination attempt is taking place, and they flee. Hè reveals hìs true identity to Jeya who, guided by an appearance from the golden-maned monkey god Sa, leads hìm into the abandoned and derelict Old Palace to spend the night.


In Black Keep, Aftak, priest of Nari, finds a curse stone marked with witch’s runes buried next to a house where a Tjakorshi woman had died suddenly, and in great pain. Daimon sets his reeve Kelaharel to find the witch, but discreetly, so the Tjakorshi do not turn on them. Another Naridan sends the Tjakorshi’s corpse painter Chara into the woods and Daimon and Saana have to rescue her from predatory razorclaw dragons, and a fight breaks out when the nephew of the Brown Eagles’ former chief takes exception to having to treat Naridans as his equals. Daimon and Saana seek to unify their people by having them compete alongside each other in the Black Keep Great Game, a team sport, but in the process one of Daimon’s guards attempts to knife Saana, and Daimon is forced to cut off his hand as punishment. In the Festival of Life afterwards Saana gets angry when she discovers that the healer Kerrti, one of her witches, has developed an attraction to a Naridan woman, and her attitudes towards this are challenged by Daimon. Saana gets drunk and sleeps with Tavi, the Black Keep dragon groom.


Evram has reached Darkspur, and Thane Odem Darkspur has sent on word to the Southern Marshal Kaldur Brightwater, who arrives with an armed escort. Brightwater is angry to hear of the Tjakorshi settling, but is also angry that Odem has not taken action by himself. Their combined forces head for Black Keep, intent on driving the Tjakorshi away.


Returning to Narida, Tila begins to hear more rumours of the Divine Nari’s rebirth, and sees that some of the country believe that her brother’s rule is coming to an end. She also hears that he has been taken ill, and resolves to get back to Idramar as fast as possible. In the meantime, she tries to avoid Alazar Blade: partly because she cannot stand him, and partly because she cannot risk him recognising her.


In Black Keep, Daimon comes to the conclusion that only one thing will persuade the rest of Narida that the Brown Eagle clan are genuine, and proposes to Saana that they should marry, despite it not being what either of them would want. Saana is persuaded that it is the best thing to do, but in doing so alienates her daughter Zhanna, who has become attracted to Daimon, and is closer to him in age than her mother is. The wedding is interrupted by Asrel and Darel, who have been freed by agitators including Shefal and Kelaharel. Asrel publicly disowns Daimon and challenges him to an honour duel, which Daimon accepts. When Asrel breaks off the combat and tries to strike Saana down Darel intervenes to protect her, and Daimon kills their father. However, Black Keep then comes under attack from the forces of Rikkut Fireheart, a young warrior sent after Saana and her clan by The Golden.


Black Keep and Brown Eagle join together to fight, but Fireheart’s forces begin to overwhelm them. Fireheart himself finds Saana and attacks her, and is winning until Zhanna leads a group of Naridan and Tjakorshi youngsters into the battle and stabs him from behind with Asrel’s sword. The forces of Marshal Brightwater arrive and turn the tables, sending the remnants of Fireheart’s raiders fleeing on their ships. Brightwater accepts that the Brown Eagle clan have made a home in Black Keep and have behaved honourably, but sentences Daimon to death for kinslaying. Darel proves that Asrel had disowned Daimon prior to his death and the sentence is revoked, and when confirmed as the new thane, Darel immediately re-adopts Daimon as his brother. However, Marshal Brightwater tells them of the rumours of the Divine Nari’s rebirth, and his concerns about what that will mean for Narida. He instructs Darel to accompany him to Idramar to get God-King Natan’s blessing for the Brown Eagle clan’s presence, so that he knows the south will be whole and true through whatever may come.










Prologue: Caziel



Thane Caziel Rumedell watched the strange procession wend its way up the valley towards him. Rumours had reached him of the rebirth of the Divine Nari: confused and jumbled rumours, each one seeming to give a different location for the God-King’s discovery. Many of Caziel’s fellow Westland thanes were gullible fools, who would all too easily accept such a claim. So far as Caziel was concerned, the rightful monarch of Narida was the one sitting on the Sun Throne in Idramar. It was inconceivable that Natan III’s divine ancestor could have been reborn without the current God-King knowing of it.


“There are more of them than we were led to believe, lord,” Sar Disman said from beside him. Caziel glanced sideways, but his armsman was sat on his dragon and facing straight ahead, giving no indication of the alarm that his words might have conveyed had they not been delivered in a neutral tone.


“The lowborn ever did cleave to foolishness,” Sar Barlam said stoutly. He came from a long line of warriors, who had served the Rumedell family for as far back as anyone could remember. His lineage was only noble in the loosest sense, but he still had strict views on what separated him from the general populace of Narida: in the main, the lack of intelligence of the masses.


“Do you intend to hold the road against them, lord?” Disman asked, ignoring his fellow sar’s comment.


“This thane cannot allow such blasphemy to pass through his lands,” Caziel declared. “To do such a thing would be akin to joining our blades to this pretender’s cause.”


Disman turned his head to look behind them. “The sar fears the men we have with us will not prove sufficient to the task, should these pilgrims choose to press the matter.” They had a hasty muster of two dozen, mainly Caziel’s household guards and a few men of fighting condition from his lands. He could have roused far more in the event of a war, of course, but he had wanted to move quickly, and had not anticipated that the heretics’ numbers would have grown by so many since he had received word of their approach. There had to be a couple of hundred at least on the road.


“There are the three of us, all mounted on dragons, and two dozen well-equipped soldiers,” Caziel said calmly. “This rabble have as many old people and children as they do hale adults, and the dragons with them are beasts of burden or wagon haulers, not war mounts like Varrayne.” He slapped his dragon’s neck, and it responded with a snort. “In any case, we are defending the honour of the rightful ruler of Narida, and his divine ancestor will look upon us with favour.”


“This sar would prefer if He were to look upon us with twenty archers,” Disman muttered.


“Disman!” Caziel snapped, irritated by his sar’s irreverence. “Mind your tongue!”


The first of the pilgrims were now approaching the mile marker that served as the boundary between Rumedell and Broadfield, the thanedom through which they had been travelling. Caziel was surprised that Thane Badan had allowed them to pass unchallenged, but he was getting old now, and his sons were far from dutiful.


Caziel drew a long, broad-bladed spear from his saddle rack, and levelled it at the man in the lead: a tall fellow in a robe and a cloak, with a head that had clearly been shaved clear of hair before its time, and with a pipe that gave off a few wisps of smoke clenched between his teeth. “Halt!”


The man walked on for a few more steps before deigning to oblige, coming to rest with his feet apart some ten yards away. His companions slowed as well, and none moved past him. Unsurprising, Caziel thought. Who would wish to face the wrath of a mounted thane of Narida?


“Who are you, who seek to bar the way of the Divine One?” the bald man called around the stem of his pipe. “Or do you not yet know what transgression you commit?”


Caziel’s temper flared at the man’s sheer effrontery. “The Divine One passed from this world centuries ago, and his descendant sits on the Sun Throne! Your heresy will not be tolerated on these lands, wretch! Return the way you have come, and you may keep your lives in the hope that you will renounce this foolishness! Take another step, and this thane will strike you down!”


The bald man removed his pipe from his mouth and, with a sigh of regret, knocked it out on his boot. He then pulled back his cloak to place it in a pocket of his robe, and Caziel saw a scabbarded sword belted at his waist. And not just any sword.


“Whose longblade do you carry?” Sar Barlam demanded angrily. It was indeed a longblade, the weapon of a sar; a far finer blade than the simple triangular sword that might be carried as a sidearm by a spearman. Caziel had one at his own belt, along with its companion shortblade, both scabbards decorated with artwork depicting his battles and triumphs.


“This priest’s name is Mordokel,” the bald man said. “The blade at his belt belonged to him in his past life, when he was a sar of Oakscar. He presented it to the Divine One when he first swore himself to the Divine One’s service, and the Divine One was gracious enough to grant it back to this priest.”


Caziel studied the man anew, with not a little disdain. Priests were all well and good, of course, but to renounce your vows as a sar to become one? And in service to a pretender at that? It did not bear thinking about.


“Regardless of your history, you may not pass,” he said clearly. “Shepherd your charges away, or face the consequences.”


Mordokel placed his hands on his blade – one on the hilt, the other on the scabbard – and dropped into a slight crouch. His form was good, Caziel noted; it seemed likely that his account of his past was truthful, strange though it was.


“You are not accepting the thane’s gracious offer?” Sar Barlam asked, readying his own spear.


“This priest cannot,” Mordokel said levelly. “The Divine One has instructed us to take this route, and so we shall. You may swear yourselves to His service now, and join us. Otherwise, your bodies will be left on this hillside for the scavengers.”


The priest’s eyes were hard, with no suggestion of doubt or fear. Caziel had to give the man credit for that, at least.


“This thane does not wish to draw his blade on fellow Naridans,” he said, hoping that sense might yet prevail.


“This priest has no such compunctions, should his fellow Naridans stand against the Divine One’s wishes,” Mordokel replied flatly.


“So be it,” Caziel said with regret. He raised his spear and drew in breath to shout the order to attack.


Mordokel moved first.


The priest drew his blade in a swift, sharp motion that had clearly been performed thousands of times before, and broke into a dead run. His immediate companions came with him, producing their own weapons from under their cloaks, and behind them the snake’s body of the pilgrimage began to lurch after them. Caziel was so taken aback by people on foot charging towards mounted sars that he hesitated for a moment before applying his heels to Varrayne’s flanks, and by the time he did so the onrushing attackers were too close for his mount to build up the devastating momentum that was the reason mounted sars could hammer through foot troops.


Then he was in and among them, stabbing downwards with his spear, and there was no time for thought.


The dirt of the road was warmed by the sun, and the sun itself was beating down with the vigour of late spring, but Caziel Rumedell was cold. He still fought to rise, to take his longblade back into his hands and fight, but to no avail. His body was not responding. He had already been cut down: he just was not dead yet. It was coming, though; the edges of his vision were darkening.


Footsteps approached, moving in the opposite direction to the rest of the faithless heretics traipsing past him without a glance down at thane of the lands into which they were moving. A pair of well-worn but well-made boots came into his view, and the toe of one reached out to tilt his face sideways, to look up at the sky.


A man stood over him, silhouetted. Caziel couldn’t make out the face, but the way the sun gleamed off the bald pate gave him all the clue he needed.


“Mordokel,” he whispered, unable to summon any more volume or venom.


“Three of your men saw sense, and their lives have been spared,” the priest declared, in a tone as neutral as if he were discussing the weather. “One, in fact, has been healed of his wounds by the Divine One Himself. The rest of you will, as this priest promised, be left for the scavengers.”


“Shortblade,” Caziel hissed. “Let this thane . . . take his life . . . ” He had failed in his duty; at the least, he could die by his own hand rather than this extended death. But his shortblade was no longer on his belt, and his longblade was nowhere in his sight.


Mordokel shook his head. “Your options were made clear to you, and you made your choice. You died opposing the Divine One’s will: anything else is an inconsequential detail.”


“Mordokel!” Caziel spat, with all the breath he had left. “You were . . . a sar! You know . . . the Code of Honour!”


Mordokel knelt down, bringing his face closer. Now Caziel could just make out some of his features, even through the darkness cast by the sun and his own failing vision. The priest’s eyes were, if anything, even harder than when he led the charge.


“The Code of Honour no longer holds any weight,” he said simply. “The Divine One is reborn, and all of our old structures can be cast aside.” He tutted. “The world you knew has gone, thane. It will be changed beyond your recognition. Perhaps this is indeed the most merciful end for you. Die here in the dust, thinking of the Narida you love, and take some comfort from that fact that since you could not accept the truth, at least you will not see what it does.” He stood up, becoming lost in shadow once more, and turned away.


“Mordokel!” Caziel spluttered. “Mordokel!” He no longer knew if it was a curse or an entreaty, but it mattered not. The priest neither slowed nor looked back, and the daylight faded on Caziel, accompanied by the tread of feet and the creak of wagon wheels.










PART ONE








 


The tides, they rise and fall, my sweet


When the Dark Father snores


But when Father Krayk breathes in deep


Be not too near the shore


For he will suck the waves away


And show their gleaming bed


But when Father Krayk breathes in deep


He will breathe out again . . .


Tjakorshi children’s rhyme, usually sung as a prelude to a chasing game













Darel



It was a bright spring morning in Black Keep, the southernmost town of Narida. The last of the lowland snows had melted, although the slopes of the distant Catseye Mountains to the west remained coated in white, the town was already busy, and Darel Blackcreek was bidding farewell to his brother in the gardens of their family’s castle.


“It is a great shame that you must leave,” Daimon said miserably. At two-and-twenty summers old, Darel’s law-brother was two years younger than him, and a hand’s-breadth taller. Both of their cheeks were streaked with ash to mark their mourning of the man who had fathered one of them and adopted the other, and in the end had turned against them both.


“You did not do so very badly at being thane,” Saana Sattistutar protested to her husband. The chief of the Brown Eagle clan was taller than Darel as well, as indeed were many of her folk. “Your wife is sure you can manage again.”


“Saana is correct,” Darel agreed, allowing himself a small smile. “All will be well. And besides, you have Osred for counsel.”


“How can a man fail to be encouraged by such overwhelming faith in his abilities?” Daimon muttered, glancing from one to the other of them. “But that is not what he meant, in any case. Our steward probably knows the running of Blackcreek lands better than you, and certainly better than your brother: Osred could be left solely in charge, and everything would likely proceed without problem. But your brother will miss you.”


Darel sighed. “And your brother will miss you, too.” And he would, there was no doubt about it. The journey to Narida’s capital city of Idramar and back, to answer to the God-King himself for the decision to allow the Brown Eagle clan to settle and live on Blackcreek land, would take weeks. It would be, by far, the longest time that Darel had been away from his home, and indeed his brother. And yet . . .


And yet, Idramar! The greatest city in all of Narida, supposedly in all of the world. The seat of Natan III, the monarch descended by blood from the Divine Nari, the first God-King who had driven out the great demon known as the Unmaker, slain her witches, and forged a land awash in fear and darkness into a single nation under His noble rule. Darel had longed to walk Idramar’s streets for as long as he could remember, but he had never imagined he would get the opportunity. He could not deny the excitement in his belly, for all that he was essentially making the journey to plead for the lives of his town.


“Has the High Marshal decided upon a route?” Daimon asked.


Darel grimaced. “Aye. We are to make for Tainmar and take ship up the coast with a small escort, while his main force returns to Brightwater from there.” He had never sailed before, and the prospect was not an appealing one.


“Take ship?” Saana frowned. “Your Flatlander ships are slow and clumsy. You should take one of our yolgus. It would be quicker.”


“A Tjakorshi ship might not get the warmest reception elsewhere,” Darel pointed out. The journey would certainly take less time, but Darel could just picture the scene as they attempted to sail into any Naridan port on one, let alone Idramar itself.


Saana shrugged. “Can you not make the Marshal stand at the front, so everyone knows who you are?”


Darel winced, and glanced over his shoulder at the guest quarters. Tjakorshi humour was somewhat irreverent, and he did not think that was a suggestion that Kaldur Brightwater, a Hand of Heaven and High Marshal of the South, would appreciate hearing.


“It would be best if we sailed on a Naridan vessel,” he said. “Besides, we don’t know where the survivors of Fireheart’s raiders fled to. If they sailed up the coast, another Tjakorshi ship following in their wake is even more likely to be attacked.”


Saana scowled at the mention of Rikkut Fireheart, who had scarred her cheek and wounded her leg, which reminded Darel of something.


“Where is your daughter?” he asked, looking around. Darel and Daimon had agreed that Zhanna could keep their father’s sword, and she had become a familiar sight in the town over the last week doing her best to assist in translations, although her mastery of Naridan was not as good as her mother’s.


“She has her crew repairing the wall today,” Saana said dryly. Zhanna had become the unofficial leader of the small group of youngsters, both Tjakorshi and Naridan, who had followed her into battle. The Tjakorshi among them had all now received the thick stripe of tattoo that ran down from the forehead to the bridge of the nose and denoted adulthood; shockingly, several of the Naridan youths had followed suit. Darel and Daimon had both needed to prevent outraged Naridan parents from starting fights with the Tjakorshi who had “mutilated” their sons and daughters.


“It is good that they are providing an example,” Darel said, with what he hoped was an encouraging smile. “Your law-brother is certain that by the time he returns, the whole town will be of a similar mind, and the walls repaired.”


“You are an appalling liar, brother,” Daimon said, shaking his head only half in jest. “The battle brought our peoples together, but there are still treacherous currents beneath the surface.”


“There always are,” Saana said. “People argue: it is what they do. In ten Tjakorshi, you get eleven opinions. The chief steps in when arguments get too high, otherwise . . . ” She made a vague waving motion with her hands, which Darel gathered was intended to signify letting people get on with things in their own manner. It was easy to forget, looking at this towering warrior in her furs, that she had been the chief of her clan for ten years. Naridans were different to Tjakorshi, of course, but with his new wife to back him up, Daimon would not be left to cope with the running of things entirely on his own.


“Black Keep is in good hands,” Darel said with a smile, and realised that he meant it. He bowed deeply to Saana, and she returned it somewhat clumsily. Then he stepped forward and opened his arms to embrace Daimon.


Their father Lord Asrel would have frowned on such a gesture of affection: in fact, Darel suspected he would have done rather worse than frown. However, Asrel Blackcreek had been so caught up in his ideals of honour and proper conduct that he tried to kill his own sons rather than accept that Naridans could live peacefully alongside Tjakorshi. Darel used to think of himself as a disappointment to his father, and he knew that Daimon had felt the same way. Now he was starting to realise that his father’s expectations had not been as flawless as he had always assumed.


“Take good care of yourself,” he said into Daimon’s ear. “Your brother will be back before you know it.”


“You are still an appalling liar,” Daimon replied with a chuckle. “Your brother will count the days until he sees you again.”


“Then your brother will keep the number as low as possible,” Darel told him honestly. He relaxed his grip, stepped back, and took a deep breath as he squinted up at the sun. “Well. We are due to depart shortly. Do try to keep the town in one piece, at least until your brother returns.”










Stonejaw



Zheldu Stonejaw looked around at the dead Flatlanders, whose small fishing village was being torn apart by her crew as they searched for desperately needed supplies. It had been an easy victory, but it wasn’t exactly a triumph about which anyone would be composing a song.


Rikkut Fireheart had set out from Tjakorsha with twenty yolgus, vessels crewed by the islands’ finest warriors. They’d sailed with one purpose, and one purpose only: to find Saana Sattistutar and her Brown Eagle clan, to take the belt that marked her as chief from her dead body, and bear it – along with any of her clan who could be persuaded, by whatever means – back across the Western Ocean to their homeland, and to the monster that sat waiting for them.


The Golden. The Breaker of the Clans. The draug that had clambered up out of the Dawn Mountain and then brought fire and death to the entire archipelago, one island at a time. It wore a man’s scarred flesh, and it spoke with a tongue that very nearly got all the sounds right, but Zheldu had seen into its eyes. There was nothing human there: nothing but ice and hatred.


The Golden had granted Fireheart command of the largest war fleet ever assembled. They had crossed the ocean thought to be endless, though their provisions had nearly been exhausted in doing so. They had landed on a shore they’d never dreamed they would see, and easily breached the walls of the small settlement where the Brown Eagle clan had settled alongside the locals. It should have been a slaughter. At first, it was.


Then the beasts came.


Zheldu knew the krayk, the great, dark-scaled creatures that swam the ocean’s depths. Every Tjakorshi knew them: they were the pureblood children of the Dark Father, Father Krayk, who’d separated the land from the ocean before time had meaning, before Kozhan Lightbearer had placed the two moons in the sky. Rikkut Fireheart, that fearless madman, had killed one of the damned things on the voyage over.


None of them had known that the krayk had kin who walked the land.


Zheldu had still been outside the walls when she’d heard the first roars of the beasts, and the moment that Tjakorshi war cries had turned into screams of terror. And then, while leading a group trying to break down the gate on the far side, she’d been chased back to the ships by one monster erupting from within the town, and more coming down out of the trees to the north, each ridden by a Flatlander. Warriors she had known for years were trampled flat, or impaled on huge, broad-bladed spears. Rumour had it that Fireheart had killed one of the beasts, but had then been slain in turn by a girl of the Brown Eagle clan. Zheldu didn’t know if that was true, but it didn’t matter. Rikkut Fireheart was dead, and his war fleet was broken. She’d led the remnants north up the coast, but with only scraps of food and dregs of water left to them, they’d risked hitting the first village they’d seen.


“Some of them made it into the trees,” Zhazhken Aralaszhin said in disgust, breathing heavily as he approached her. Zheldu fixed him with a glare.


“And you ran them down?”


“The Dark Father take that!” Zhazhken retorted, spitting on the ground. “I’m not going in there! What if there are more of those monsters?”


“They’ll be running to find the warriors that ride the monsters, you fool!” Zheldu yelled at him, and he recoiled. “Tell me that someone went in after them!”


Zhazhken shook his head mutely, and Zheldu bit her lip until she tasted blood. By Father Krayk and all the ancestors, she had no wish to face down any more of those things! She looked over her shoulder to check how far she was from the shore where their yolgus were beached, then angrily kicked the corpse of a Flatlander lying at her feet.


“Load up!” she bawled, turning in a circle and addressing every Tjakorshi she could see. “Find their food, fill the water barrels, then get back on the ships!”


“Who’re you to be giving orders?” Kulmar Ailikaszhin demanded, straightening up. He was fair-haired and fair-faced, and his blond beard was forked. Far more importantly, he was a captain, and he’d managed to make sure his own ship was one that the remnants of Fireheart’s war band had taken as they’d fled the rout in the south. Zheldu Stonejaw wasn’t a captain; she was just a warrior.


She punched him in the face as hard as she could.


He went down into the mud, one hand clawing at his belt for his spearfish-bill dagger. Zheldu waited for him to wrench it free, then dropped one meaty knee on his chest and grabbed his hand in hers to pry the weapon loose. It only took a moment – there was a reason she was undefeated in wrist-wrestling – and then she had the point of it at his throat while he wheezed for breath.


“Fireheart’s dead!” she called out, as those of Ailikaszhin’s crew who’d been with him paused in the act of drawing their own weapons. “Fireheart’s dead, and we’re not getting Sattistutar’s belt! We’re on a land we don’t know where the warriors ride monsters, and if we go home empty-handed the draug will skin us! So does anyone else want to argue about getting some food and water on the ships, and then getting back on the fucking sea while we figure out what to do next?”


Silence greeted her words. All around her, Tjakorshi warriors looked at each other, and then at the dark line of unfamiliar trees out of which charging, thundering death might emerge at any moment.


“Good,” Zheldu said, pushing herself up again. She dropped Kulmar’s dagger on top of him, then deliberately turned away. “The Storm’s Breath is mine. If you’d be my crew, find some food or water, or something valuable, and take it aboard. I’ll not spend a moment longer here than I have to.”


The warriors around her sprang back into action as she finished speaking. Even Kulmar did nothing more than shoot her a glare. It was as easy as that for Zheldu to take charge, but, she reflected bitterly, that was hardly anything to celebrate. Those who achieved great things became great heroes. Those who died attempting great things, like Fireheart, were remembered in song. Those trying to salvage something after bloody fools had died attempting great things had a thankless task with little potential for glory and a lot of potential of blame, but it still needed to be done.


She glanced up as another warrior approached her: Korsada the Dry, the daughter of a Tjakorshi father and a Drylands mother, whose skin was darker than any other Tjakorshi Zheldu had ever seen. Zheldu didn’t know Korsada well, but she was supposedly deadly with her mother’s long, thin steel blade that hung at her right hip.


“You want something?” Zheldu asked, sizing the other woman up. There were whispers that Korsada’s parentage meant Father Krayk didn’t recognise her as his child. This was evidently nonsense to Zheldu’s way of thinking, since, if that were true, Korsada would never have survived the voyage here, but it meant she’d probably not have the support to challenge Zheldu’s hastily won leadership of the fleet. On the other hand, these were strange times.


“I may have something of value to you,” Korsada said quietly, coming to a halt three paces away, with her hand on the pommel of her sword.


“Then put it on the ship,” Zheldu told her. Korsada smiled.


“It’s not food, or water. It’s a thought of where we should go.”


Zheldu eyed her. Korsada was from Sorlamanga, Tjakorsha’s northernmost island, and if there was one thing Zheldu had learned recently, it was that the different clans had their own secret ways across the oceans. Sattistutar’s people had supposedly been visiting these Flatlands for generations before they fled here, yet Zheldu had never even heard a rumour of this land she now stood upon, across the Western Ocean. It was entirely possible the northern clans had similar secrets.


She raised her eyebrows. “I’m listening.” “Have you ever heard,” Korsada said, leaning in a little closer, “of the City of Islands . . . ?”










Tila



Princess Tila Narida had broken into quite a few buildings in her time, but some challenges were beyond her. Climbing three sandstone storeys of the Sun Palace’s central keep would have sorely taxed her even in the prime of her youth, and as she approached her thirty-eighth birthday she was increasingly aware that her prime was behind her. For another thing, even the plainest, least-adorned dress that she could get away with wearing as a princess was far too weighty and cumbersome for such exertions.


If caught, there was also the matter of why she might be attempting to climb through the bedroom window of her brother, the God-King himself, when he was confined to bed with a sickness. Tila knew that many of the Divine Court neither liked nor trusted her – they called her “the Veiled Shadow” as mockery behind her back, to distract themselves from the fact she knew things she should not know – and she would not have put it past them to suggest she might be trying to ensure Natan’s demise. She would have to visit him officially.


The only problem was that she had been away for months, and Nari alone knew what the situation might be in the Sun Palace, or who might try to throw up obstacles to her seeing her brother. Tila swept through the Sun Palace as fast as she could, to minimise the chance of anyone important hearing of her return and heading her off before she had achieved what she wanted, and she bore down on the guards stationed outside Natan’s door like the wrath of Nari Himself.


“Is this princess to understand,” she said, slowly and deliberately, “that you are attempting to prevent her from seeing her own brother?”


“Orders of the Grand Physician, Your Highness,” one of them muttered warily, looking at the floor.


“Is the Grand Physician here?” Tila asked, looking up and down the corridor, which was lit by rushlights. “This princess does not see him lurking in the shadows.”


“He’s not here, Your Highness,” the guard admitted.


“And who do you suppose can make your lives more miserable?” Tila demanded, fixing them alternately with a glare that neither was willing to meet. “The Grand Physician, or this princess?”


Neither of them answered that, but they both looked at each other with the expressions of men who knew that they were not getting out of this one. The guard on her right did make one last effort, however.


“The door’s locked, Your Highness,” he managed. “The Grand Physician has the key.”


“He has a key,” Tila snapped, producing her own from her sleeve. “Stand aside.”


They did so. To lay a hand on the Princess of Narida without her permission was a flogging at the very least, potentially the loss of the hand, or even execution. They both stared directly ahead as she slotted the key into the hole and jiggled it around until it caught and the lock slid open.


“Do not let anyone enter,” she told them as she cracked the heavily carved door open and slipped through. “Including the Grand Physician.”


It was dark inside. Tila locked the door and closed her eyes for a few moments, alert for the sound of movement, then cautiously opened them again. Her vision began to adjust, and the dim light from the keyhole provided enough illumination that she felt confident about walking forwards without falling on her face.


“Natan?” she called, but her voice came out more quietly than intended. Fear had strangled her; fear that her brother would not respond, either because he was at death’s door or because he had already crossed the threshold. Tila found her brother incredibly frustrating at times, mainly due to how carelessly he approached his rule, but she loved him nonetheless. The thought of him wracked by illness, sweating and shivering and coughing . . .


A sound came from ahead of her: a faint rustle of movement from the master bedroom, where Natan slept, but no voice calling out in response. Tila tucked her key away and pulled out a knife instead. The Divine Princess had no familiarity with weapons, of course, but Livnya the Knife had not come by her name by chance. Tila could hit a target the size of a person’s head at thirty paces, most times. The one advantage of her gowns was that there were any number of places to secrete small weapons, and no one would ever dare search her.


“Natan?” she called again. “Are you here?” He had to be here. Where else would he be?


But what if he wasn’t alone? The climb to his window would be hard, and the guards in the grounds should see anyone attempting it, but it was not impossible, and Tila knew full well that guards were not always where they were supposed to be, or looking where they should be looking. Natan had no heir: he didn’t even have a spouse. Any foreign power wishing to throw Narida into chaos could do so by ending her brother’s life . . .


She moved more quickly, relying on memories of her countless visits to her brother’s chambers as much as on her barely visible surroundings. She crossed the floor of the small entrance room, skirted the table in the reception parlour, passed the door on her left to Natan’s bathing room where he would have heated, scented water brought to his huge copper tub, and reached out to take hold of the latch of his bedroom door. A faint, flickering light was cast beneath it: there was a shuttered lantern or low-burning candle alight within.


There had still been no reply. Tila adjusted her grip on her knife so she was ready to slash with it or throw it as necessary, briefly directed one more curse at her gown, lifted the latch, and pushed the door inwards.


Natan III, God-King of Narida, was standing at the foot of his huge bed with their father’s longblade unsheathed in his hands and pointing at her. Tila’s immediate relief at seeing him on his feet collided with her utter confusion. “Natan? What are you—”


“Are you alone?” he cut her off, the tip of the sword wavering.


Tila blinked at him. “Yes, your sis—”


“Oh, thank Nari.” He let out a breath, sagged against the bedpost, and lowered the sword. “It is so good to see you, but . . . ”


“All the rumours say that you are sick,” Tila said, advancing towards him. She peered at his face, which was heavy with beard stubble, then looked him up and down. “They say that you have taken to your bed, but you do not look sick.”


“Your brother is not sick,” Natan told her, his voice low and his eyes darting from side to side as though afraid of the shadows in his own room. “He has been faking it, waiting for you to return.”


“Faking it?” Anger rose up in Tila’s chest, squashing down the relief that had instantly flowered at her brother’s first words. “All the worrying your sister went through? The helplessness? All that, and you were fine?”


“Tila,” Natan said, his voice as serious as she had ever heard it, “listen to your brother carefully.”


Natan was rarely serious. Languorous, often. Dismissive, sometimes. Sarcastic, more often than she’d like. Tila bit down on the angry words that were still poised on her tongue and nodded. “Go on.”


“The palace has changed while you were gone,” Natan said. “The rumours of Nari’s rebirth are not going away. It feels like everyone is waiting to find out which way to jump.”


Tila stared at him incredulously. “You mean people believe the rumours?”


“No one will say so outright, of course,” Natan replied. “Not the Court, at any rate, but neither are they denying them as rigorously as we would want them to.”


“What about Taladhar?” Tila demanded. “Why has he not stamped this out?”


“The Western Marshal assures us that his men can find no evidence of anyone actually claiming to be Nari reborn,” Natan replied with a snort, “but your brother does not believe he has been looking hard. You know how pious old Taladhar is: Godspire’s shadow practically falls on his home. His loyalty is to Nari’s bloodline, not to us, and he is more likely than most to believe that these rumours are genuine. Your brother suspects he is either waiting to see what develops or is actively trying to throw us off the scent.”


“Tolkar’s arse!” Tila swore. This was worse than she’d feared. “But this does not explain your mummery.”


“The Court are scared of you, Tila,” Natan said bluntly. “They would not move against your brother with you here, but with you absent one of them might have been overcome with religious fervour and made a move.”


“They would not dare,” Tila said instantly.


“Why not?” Natan demanded. “To whom would they answer? Your brother has no heir, and even if you could defy all convention and take the throne, you could not have done it while you were not present. There would be no incentive for the others in the Court to exact vengeance, no one for them to seek the favour of by so doing.” He shrugged. “So your brother feigned illness. With him less visible, they are free to scheme without feeling they have to remove him first. Also, any of them who believe your brother should die might just wait for the illness to do the job for them, rather than risk sticking their neck out.”


Tila nodded slowly. “Your sister must confess, that is a more reasoned approach than she would have expected of you.”


“Your brother is not a total fool, Tila, despite what some people believe,” Natan said with a wry smile. “But he cannot manage the Court without you here to frighten them into line.”


“What about the Grand Physician?” Tila asked him. “Does he know the truth about you?”


“If he does, he is at least as good a mummer as your brother,” Natan replied. “He clucks and sighs, and makes your brother drink all manner of foul-tasting potions. No, no one knows of your brother’s pretence, except you.”


“Good,” Tila muttered. “What do you plan to do now?”


“Recover within a reasonable timescale,” Natan said. “Suitably reward the Grand Physician for his efforts. And shave,” he added, rubbing his cheek with a shudder. “Your brother felt that letting his beard grow would assist with his pretence, and to be fair, it does actually make him feel unwell.”


“Very well,” Tila said. “Your sister will see who has been making the wrong sorts of noises while we have both been indisposed.”


“And what if the rumours are true?” Natan asked softly. “What if Nari has been reborn?”


It was a strange feeling, to have been told all your life that you were divine, that you were the highest of the high, only to encounter the possibility of someone taking that from you. It was not a sensation that Tila welcomed.


“If that has happened,” she said carefully, “then you will meet our reborn ancestor as a strong ruler secure in his power. If we are satisfied with his claim, we can discuss the transference of authority. But until we are convinced that this person exists, and that they are no fraud, you will continue to rule Narida, and all will pay your proper homage.”


“Except you,” Natan smirked.


“Only when no one else can see,” Tila snapped. She sighed. “Your sister must sleep now. She has much to do tomorrow, and will no doubt have to deal with many people who consider themselves dangerous. Get some rest. You will need it.”










Zhanna



The tattoo on Zhanna’s forehead still itched.


The battle had been terrifying, but thrilling. She’d snatched up the longblade belonging to Daimon Blackcreek’s father, rounded up a few other Brown Eagle Unblooded, and then shamed a group of Naridan youngsters into picking up weapons and fighting as well. They’d turned the tide, and she’d killed Rikkut Fireheart. The fact she’d stuck her sword through him from behind before she’d taken his head off was neither here nor there: the man was just as dead, her mother was still alive, and Father Krayk wouldn’t care either way. Battle was battle: if you were foolish enough to leave your back open, someone would stick something sharp into it.


She’d come through the fight uninjured, was cheered as a hero, and then she’d gone and got her Blooded tattoo and the damned thing had hurt. She’d never admit it though, unlike the local Naridan kids who’d demanded to have the same thing and had ended up crying about it. Now she was sitting watching her mother and Daimon talk with Osred the steward about how best to manage the town, and trying not to rub at her forehead all the time.


“It’s not really an issue with the willingness of the thralls, lord,” Osred was saying. “So far they have behaved as Lady Saana said they would.”


“Stop calling this man that, please,” Zhanna’s mother sighed. “She is a chief, not a lady.”


“Your husband is a lord, so you are a lady,” Daimon said, and Zhanna dug her nails into her palm. Daimon was still quite young, much younger than Zhanna’s mother, and really rather pretty. He was nice, and friendly (at least when he forgot to be all Naridan and stiff), and when she’d technically been his hostage against her clan’s good behaviour he’d taught her the basics of how to use a Naridan longblade in exchange for her teaching him some of her language. He’d also given her Thorn, who was currently perched on her shoulder.


And then her mother had gone and married him.


She’d said it was all to do with protecting them against the other Naridans, of course, but the High Marshal had come and gone now, and hadn’t ordered any of the Brown Eagle clan to be killed, so Zhanna couldn’t see why they had to keep on with it. It wasn’t that Zhanna wanted to marry Daimon as such, but . . . well, he was too young and pretty a husband for her own mother, and that was an end to it.


“Your wife was made chief by her clan’s witches, because they thought she would be a good chief,” Zhanna’s mother was saying, with a little heat in her voice. “She has earned that title, and will keep it. She is your wife, but she is not a Naridan lady.”


Daimon stuck out his jaw, and for a moment Zhanna thought he was going to argue with her – she could have told him that wouldn’t end well – but then he sighed and nodded. “Chief Saana to our peoples, then. But you may have to be Lady Saana to other thanes.”


“That is fine,” Zhanna’s mother sniffed. “They do not count.” She looked at Osred. “Please, carry on.”


“The issue is not with the thralls’ willingness,” Osred began again, looking relieved that the issue was resolved. “They work as directed, and have shown no sign of rebelling. The issue is that we sorely lack people who can actually direct them.”


They were talking about those of Rikkut Fireheart’s raiders who yielded in battle. Zhanna didn’t know what the Naridans would have done with them, but Tjakorshi custom was that they would serve their captors for a year and a day without complaint, so long as they were treated fairly. Since they mainly yielded to Brown Eagles, this had won out, and now Black Keep had a workforce of healthy adult warriors to help repair its walls and tend its fields.


“This man can help with that,” Zhanna’s mother said. She turned to look at her daughter. “And so can Zhanna.”


Zhanna folded her arms. “I’m not standing around all day telling a bunch of thralls what to do,” she told her mother in Tjakorshi, and Thorn clucked in what she chose to take as agreement. Across the room, two other young dragons looked up from where they were dozing near the fire pit: Daimon’s dragon Rattler; and Talon, who’d belonged to the stable master Tavi before he’d been killed fighting the attackers.


“Zhanna, someone needs to,” her mother replied, switching into the same language and eyeing Thorn dubiously. “I’m busy. We’ve put Nalon to work trying to teach everyone the basics of each other’s tongues and he didn’t much like that, so he won’t appreciate us now telling him we want him to do something else—”


“And what about me?” Zhanna demanded. “What about whether I’m going to appreciate what you want me to do?”


“Well, what do you want to do?” her mother snapped. “We need the fields worked so the crops grow and we all eat when winter comes around again. Do you want to eat?”


Zhanna looked over at Daimon and Osred, who clearly had no idea what was being said, and switched into Naridan. It was a clumsy, clunky language, and she didn’t speak it that well, but she thought she knew where she could get support, and it wasn’t from her mother.


“This warrior was to Tatiosh talking,” she began. “He said his mother’s clan not down from mountains come.”


Zhanna’s mother looked sideways at Daimon. “Who is Tatiosh?”


“The son of Bilha and Amonhuhe of the Mountains,” Daimon replied, scratching his jaw. “Amonhuhe is of the Smoking Valley people. And Zhanna is correct: they have always come to trade at the Festival of Life, but they did not this year, else you would have already met them.”


“Tatiosh says his mother wants go to mountains,” Zhanna continued, keeping a wary eye on her own mother. “This warrior could take her crew and go—”


“No!” Zhanna’s mother snapped, dropping back into Tjakorshi again. “Absolutely not!”


“Are you telling me I can’t go as my mother, or as my chief?” Zhanna demanded, and her mother’s mouth snapped shut, although her eyes flashed dangerously. Zhanna was Blooded now, which meant she was an adult and wasn’t necessarily expected to do anything her mother said . . . Although, of course, it was still considered polite to listen to your parents and take their opinions into account. On the other hand, a chief made decisions for the clan, but wasn’t like a Naridan lord. Daimon could tell any of his people to do something and they would be expected to do it: Zhanna’s mother would never try the same.


If Zhanna decided she was going to the mountains, there wasn’t really anything her mother could do to stop her, short of threatening to kick her out of the clan for abandoning them.


“The Smoking Valley people are our friends,” Daimon said cautiously, looking between Zhanna and her mother. He could hardly have misinterpreted Zhanna’s mother’s reaction, even if Zhanna hadn’t taught him (among other things) the Tjakorshi for “yes” and “no”. “Saana, your husband had already been thinking about whether we should send a messenger to make sure no disaster has befallen them.”


Zhanna pointed at him and looked at her mother triumphantly. “See?”


“To the mountains?” Zhanna’s mother demanded of Daimon. “She doesn’t know how to live in mountains!”


“Amonhuhe does,” Daimon replied. “If she wishes to go, she can guide anyone we send with her. Also,” he pointed out, “Tjakorshi are better dressed for the mountains than Naridans.”


Zhanna’s mother couldn’t argue with that. Their clan’s clothing was wool beneath thick furs taken from the sea bears that hauled out on the beaches of Tjakorsha’s islands, and more than enough to deal with the winter in a land where Long Night apparently never happened.


“And who would we send?” Zhanna’s mother demanded.


“This warrior’s crew!” Zhanna replied immediately. “They want to come,” she added, when her mother glared at her. Of course, the Brown Eagles were all adults now, like her. She wasn’t sure about the Naridans, but Tatiosh would certainly be going with his mother.


“If your servant might suggest,” Osred put in: “to send a strong youth away would make life harder for the families left behind.”


Zhanna glowered at the steward. Her mother nodded approvingly.


“Perhaps any family willing for their child to go should be assigned the sole services of one of the thralls, to work on their land instead?” Osred continued, and Zhanna grinned. “In that manner, the families could be of service to the town without inconveniencing themselves.”


“We would need to send at least a couple of Black Keep adults,” Daimon said. “Someone who could speak on our behalf.” He pursed his lips. “Menaken, perhaps, of our guards.”


“You truly think this is a good idea?” Zhanna’s mother said.


“Yes, your husband does,” Daimon replied, his dark eyes serious. “Amonhuhe’s folk are not truly Naridans, but we have traded with them since before your husband’s grandfather’s day. What could stop them from coming at all? We have formed a new alliance with your clan: we should not forget our old one. Besides,” he added, “a joint expedition into the mountains would be another good example to our peoples of how we can work together.”


“Your wife thinks you forget how many of your people complained about their children receiving the Blooded mark,” Zhanna’s mother muttered, but she had the manner of someone who knew they’d lost an argument.


“They were complaining about Tjakorshi then,” Daimon said. “Complaining about a decision made by their lord is something very different. We will see who wishes to go, and choose the party based on that, but if there is to be a mix of people going then Zhanna will have to go also, so they can speak with each other.”


Zhanna grinned again. She was going to the mountains! She’d grown up in the shadow of one, of course – Kainkoruuk, one of Tjakorsha’s five Great Peaks – but she’d never climbed it. These Naridan mountains were different; there were so many of them, for one thing! She’d just been able to see them from the room at the top of the Black Keep itself, and there was something about their distant, craggy and snow-capped shapes that called to her in a way the wide, green land in which Black Keep town sat did not.


Besides, she liked Tatiosh. He was a Naridan roughly her age who’d been adopted by his two mothers when he was a baby, and although he didn’t share any blood with Amonhuhe he obviously respected her. He was adamant that if she went back to the mountains then he was going with her, but Zhanna would feel better if she was with him, and she thought he’d probably feel the same.


Zhanna’s mother sighed. “If this friendship with these mountain people is a matter of honour for you, then your wife will not try to stop it. Very well. We will send a group.” She clenched her jaw. “And Zhanna may go, if she wishes.”


“Thank you, Mama,” Zhanna said in Tjakorshi, as genuinely as she could. “I won’t let you down.”










Jeya



Jeya was dubious about the idea of going back to Galem’s house in the morning after the attack, since the killers might still be lurking around, but Galem had insisted.


“There was a reason they came at night, Jeya. These things don’t get done in the day.”


Jeya, who had seen plenty of unpleasant things happen in broad daylight, had held hér tongue. Galem was a wreck; hìs eyes were still red from sobbing, and hè hadn’t slept well. Jeya hadn’t either, to be fair, given that shé’d been sitting up against a wall with Galem’s head in hér lap, but shé knew shé was far more used to disrupted sleep than Galem was. Hè’d had hìs own bed in hìs own room, for the Hundred’s sake! Which was no more than you’d expect for the Splinter Prince, exiled heir to the kingdom of Narida, even if hè and hìs family had been living as anonymously as they could manage. Jeya was lucky if shé managed to find a bit of dry floor where no one would step on hér.


“Fine,” shé’d said, “we’ll go back. But we don’t go rushing in. We should be able to get an idea of what happened without getting too close.”


And they had. They trekked back up to the Second Level, dodging the more distrustful looks from people who clearly thought they were too scruffy to be there, but they were not the only ones who looked out of place. A whole cross-section of East Harbour had converged upon the street where Galem’s house stood, and as Jeya and Galem got closer the pall of smoke rising into Grand Mahewa’s morning sky made it obvious why.


“Í’m sorry,” Jeya muttered uselessly, once they were close enough for it to be unmistakable that it was Galem’s house at the heart of the blaze. It would normally be just visible from the road – since what was the purpose of an impressive house if those passing by couldn’t get at least a glimpse of your wealth? – but today the raging flames and crackle of burning wood made it easy to pick out, even through the throng of people who had gathered in ghoulish fascination.


“Please don’t go running in there,” Jeya murmured to Galem. The look hè shot hér wasn’t tear-stained but dry-eyed and furious, although shé was sure that hìs anger wasn’t actually directed at hér.


“Ì am not a fool,” hè replied in a low voice. “But why is no one helping?”


Jeya shrugged uneasily. “What are they going to do? Have yòu ever been near a fire like that? Yòu wouldn’t even be able to get close enough to throw water on it. And besides,” shé added uncomfortably, “it’s a long way from other buildings. No one else’s house is going to catch, not before the rain comes. If that was in the markets, everyone would be forming a bucket chain so their own place didn’t go up next.”


Galem stared at the burning shell of hìs home, fast on its way to becoming a ruin. Hìs nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. “Ì need to find out if mỳ family is still alive.”


“All right.” Jeya eyed the people in front of them, looking for a likely candidate. There was a wide selection, ranging from labourers who’d paused to gawp, to a couple of people Jeya thought were likely to be neighbours, judging by the richness of their clothing and the sheer fanciness of the cloths they held over their faces against the smoke. Shé nudged Galem and nodded to the possible neighbours. “Do yòu know them?”


“Ì’ve seen them before,” Galem said quietly, turning hìs head a little farther away from them, although their concentration was still fully on the blaze. “Ì can’t let them see mè now, even dressed like this. They might have been involved.”


“Fine, not them.” Jeya sized the crowd up again, then sidled forwards to tap someone on the arm. Shé thought they might be a servant from a nearby house: their clothing was of decent quality, but old and largely plain, and had the look of something that might have been worn before by someone of a slightly different size and shape.


“Hey,” Jeya said, when they turned to look at hér. “Anyone get out?”


The possible-servant shook their head, sending their chin-length locks swaying. “Not that I heard.”


“It’s strange,” someone else put in, so tall and light-skinned that one of their parents must have been a salt-pale southerner. “They had guards. You couldn’t stop to look at this place without someone coming out and waving a spear at you to tell you to move on. How come it burns down without anyone raising the alarm?”


“Unless it was the guards what did it,” someone else put in. “Take the valuables, do a runner, set a fire. I’ve known it happen before.”


“Oh yeah?” the possible-servant said, their tone one more of curiosity than challenge. “Where?”


“My cousin Sarama told me about a place on the south shore—”


“Your cousin Sarama’s a liar, Ngana—”


Jeya backed away again as the bubble of conversation swelled, and what had been a group of separate people all watching someone else’s house burn down began to morph into a discussion about exactly how untrustworthy people who guarded others for money might or might not be, and notable examples of them allegedly betraying their employers. Shé shook hér head at Galem.


“If yòur family made it out, they haven’t made themselves obvious.” Shé sighed. “Í’m sorry.”


Galem’s breathing was quick, but hìs face was a mask: not exactly an emotionless mask, but hè wasn’t breaking down into sobs like hè had last night. Naridans were often mocked – usually behind their backs – for their stiffness and reserve, but Jeya had to admit that Galem was drawing less attention to hìmself than hè would have been if hè’d started crying openly.


“Do yòu want to leave?” shé suggested, looking back over hér shoulder at the house. Shé could not see much further purpose to them being here, in any case: Galem’s family did not seem likely to appear and clasp hìm into their arms, and all shé and hè were doing now was risking hìm being recognised by someone.


“Yes,” Galem replied after a moment, hìs voice thick with grief. “Yes, that is a good idea.” He dragged hìs eyes away from the fire and put hìs arm around Jeya’s shoulders. Shé still felt a slight thrill at hìs touch, even under the circumstances, but locked that feeling away as they walked off together. Right now, hè just needed hér support.


They returned to the Old Palace, the crumbling, plant-choked ruin of Grand Mahewa’s former monarchs from before the Hierarchs had risen to power, where they had spent the previous night. Jeya didn’t feel as comfortable there during the day. The spirits that were supposed to haunt its grounds wouldn’t be abroad, but they were more likely to run into ordinary trouble, since shé was far from the only one in East Harbour to know where the holes in the old wall and the wild hedge were. Nonetheless, they needed a place to plan their next move.


“If yòur family . . . aren’t around,” shé said, as they sat next to one of the decorative pools, now covered in water lilies, “what do we do next? How can we make yòu safe?”


“Ì would have to speak to one of the Hierarchs,” Galem said. Hè was sitting cross-legged on the cracked tiles in the simple maijhi and karung shé’d stolen for hìm, hìs hands in his lap, and hìs long, dark hair loose down to the middle of hìs back. “They would know mè.”


“Speak to the Hierarchs?!” Jeya said, choking back a laugh. “Just . . . just walk up to them? Strike up a conversation?” Hér incredulity increased as shé looked at hìm. “Wait, could yòu do that?”


“No,” Galem replied, scratching at the palm of one hand with the nail of the other. “Mỳ family did not associate with them unless it was an official occasion, when we would already be in the ceremonial robes by the time we saw them. However, several have seen mè unmasked, and they would all know of our identities. If Ì could speak to one of them, Ì am sure Ì could convince them of who Ì am.”


“And that’s the problem,” Jeya pointed out. “Í can’t speak to a Hierarch. Í’ve never even got close enough to one that Í’d recognise them in a crowd, let alone talk to one, and if Í can’t, then yòu can’t. Unless yòu want to try talking yòur way into the New Palace past their guards,” she added, hoping hè wasn’t going to say yes.


Galem shook hìs head. “It would be too risky. Ì still do not know how our identities were discovered. Ì cannot believe it was one of the Hierarchs themselves, because they rely too much on the status the Splinter King confers. Perhaps there are servants who could have pieced things together? Regardless, if Ì was not believed immediately, Ì would be exposed.”


“About that,” Jeya said, casting a quick look around to make sure no one was in sight. “Yòu can hide on the street with mé until we find a way for yòu to talk to a Hierarch, and no one will look twice at yòu, but yòu’ll need to blend in better.” Shé looked again at hìs face. Hìs Naridan heritage was clear, but no more so than in any number of other families who had been in Kiburu ce Alaba for generations. It wasn’t that which was the problem. “Yòu’ll need to talk differently, for one thing.”


Galem frowned. “Ì will?”


“Jakahama’s paddle, yòu will,” Jeya said with a grin. “Yòu just sound so rich! And that’s fine,” shé added, “and, uh, Í like it, by the way. But if yòu go around talking like yòu do at the moment, yòu’re going to stick out like a shark in a shrimp net.”


Galem looked at hér levelly for a moment.


“Í’m not saying it’s bad!” Jeya clarified. “It’s just . . . not useful. It would be like mé trying to fit in with the Hierarchs.”


“How should Ì talk, then?” Galem asked.


“Well, maybe don’t talk much for starters, when we’re around other people,” Jeya suggested. “Not until yòu’ve listened to them for a bit. But rich people stretch everything out, it’s all . . . ” She waggled her fingers. “All clear and precise, like a bell.”


“Ì sound like a bell?” Galem asked, raising hìs eyebrows.


“Í like bells!” Jeya protested. “But you really notice them, is what Í’m saying.”


“If Ì sound like a bell,” Galem said, with the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of hìs lips, “then yóu sound like the ocean.”


Jeya’s thoughts immediately went to the harbour. “With a lot of shit in it?”


“Noisy, and chaotic,” Galem said. “But beautiful.”


It became very hard to breathe.


“Ì’ll try,” Galem said carefully. “Ì’ve listened to yóu talking enough to have a go.”


“Í had another idea,” Jeya said, trying to keep hér voice level and, shé thought, failing miserably. “Although Í’m not sure if yòu’ll like this one.”


Galem’s eyebrows quirked quizzically. “Go on.”


“Whoever went after yòur family must have known who they were looking for,” Jeya said seriously, and cursed hérself as the momentary lightness dropped from hìs face. It was necessary, though. “Yòu’re Naridan, so yòur gender’s always been public. Í mean, yòu gendered yòurself to mé when . . . when we first met.”


“When yóu were trying to steal from mè,” Galem put in, and Jeya stopped talking in embarrassment. Hè grimaced, and reached out to gently touch hér hand with hìs. “Ì am sorry, Ì shouldn’t tease. It was not yóur fault yóu were hungry.”


“Well,” Jeya continued, “Í mean, yòur guard gendered yòu to mé, in front of everyone. That’s so Naridan. Anyone who’s looking for yòu will know they’re looking for a high masculine youth with Naridan features, of about yòur age. We can’t do anything about yòur age, or about yòur face,” which would be a crime in any case, “but maybe we could, Í mean, yòu could . . . ”


“Adopt a different gender?” Galem finished.


“Well, at least use the neutral formal,” Jeya said awkwardly. Everyone knew that Naridans, at least traditional Naridans like Galem’s family, were really touchy about gender. They assigned it for their children at birth, broadcast it openly, and virtually no one ever changed it; unlike Alabans, who let their children work it out for themselves. Jeya had settled almost exclusively on low feminine, but there were some days when shé felt different, and some people’s gender moved around all throughout their lives.


Galem hadn’t replied.


“Or,” Jeya added, hoping that hè wasn’t about to get angry or upset, “perhaps yòu could grow a beard? Í know Naridans don’t generally do that either, so that could help.”


Galem began to laugh.


It started slowly as a breathy snicker, and then began to escalate. Jeya was about to ask what was so funny when hìs laughter took on a different tone, and shé realised with alarm, as hè buried hìs face in hìs hands, that there were sobs in there too.


“What’s wrong?” shé asked, concerned. “What did Í say?” Shé had been expecting uncomfortable uncertainty, perhaps an awkward refusal, perhaps even an awkward agreement, although that had been an outside chance. Not sobs, or laughter, and especially not a combination thereof. There had to be something else going on here.


“It is . . . ” Galem said between hìs fingers. “It is nothing yóu said. Not really.” Hè took what sounded like it was going to be a deep breath, but cut off with a grunt of discomfort before hè’d inhaled very far, and dropped hìs hands from hìs face. There were tears on hìs cheeks, but that wasn’t anything new. What was new was the expression of morbid humour.


“Do yóu remember what Ì said last night? About it all being lies?”


Jeya nodded. “Yes.” Not that shé’d understood what hè’d meant, and shé hadn’t raised the subject since.


“It is probably easier if Ì just . . . ” Galem muttered, sat up straight, and reached hìs hands up inside hìs maijhi, the overshirt Jeya had stolen for hìm. Jeya felt hér cheeks heat, even though Galem didn’t strip the garment off and shé saw nothing more than the skin of hìs lower belly. They’d done a fair bit of kissing since their clandestine romance had started, but the one and only time shé’d ventured to place hér hands inside his maijhi, hè’d withdrawn sharply.


Galem’s hands were working on something on hìs chest. Hè finally seemed to achieve hìs goal, and began pulling something out of the bottom of hìs maijhi.


It was a long strand of cotton wrap. Jeya frowned at it, then saw the subtle difference in the shape of Galem’s upper body now the binding had been loosened and removed.


“Not even the Hierarchs could know,” Galem said, hìs tone strangely neutral, almost thoughtful. Hè was looking at the cloth in hìs hand rather than at hér. “The Naridan blood line runs from masculine heir to masculine heir, so mỳ family needed to provide valid heirs for us to retain our status. Mỳ older sìbling would have satisfied that, but my parents decided one masculine child was not enough.” Hè shrugged. “And they were right. The Naridans killed hìm, years ago. So Ì’ve lived my life pretending to be the Splinter Prince, even when Ì was just being Galem. If the Hierarchs had ever known how Ì was born, mỳ family could have lost everything.”


Jeya was speechless. Shé’d always known that traditional Naridan families were strange, but this was beyond strange. To make a child pretend to be something hè was not, for hìs entire life?


“Ì should not have worn this for as long as Ì have,” Galem muttered, gesturing with the binding cloth. “Ì usually take it off at night, but . . . ” Hè straightened, and winced as hè took a proper deep breath. Jeya realised it was the first real one shé’d ever heard hìm take.


“Last night was busy,” shé muttered. “So, um . . . are yòu actually ‘hè’, or . . . ?”


“Ì have only ever been ‘hè’,” Galem said. “Even from mỳ parents and mỳ siblings. Ì have never had the chance to try anything else, but . . . ” Hè hesitated. “Ì think . . . Ï think, Ï would like to try being ‘thëy’.”


Jeya nodded. “‘Thëy’ it is.” Traditional Naridans never used neutral pronouns for themselves, not even the neutral formal that most folk used until they knew people well. That, and a slightly different body shape that no one would associate with a masculine Naridan, might actually be enough of a disguise so long as Galem could work on not sounding so damned rich. “Yöu’ll need a new name, though.”


“Ï will think about it,” Galem said, nodding. “But no, Ï don’t think Ï could grow a beard, even if Ï wanted to.” Thëy rubbed thëir naked cheek. “It is . . . It’s just lucky Naridans don’t tend to.”


Jeya’s stomach complained at hér, loudly. “Well, yöu’ve got from here until the market to come up with a new name. We can work on how to get yöu to the Hierarchs later. For now, Í need breakfast.”










Daimon



Daimon felt like he had been sleepwalking through everything since he’d killed his father. Even in the battle for Black Keep, he had fought and reacted and spoken as he would normally, but it had been like he was observing everything from somewhere inside his own body. Since then he simply kept going, because that was what he had to do, that was the duty of a sar, but by Nari he had just wanted to lie down and sleep. Yet sleep was hard to find, when the darkness behind his own eyelids morphed into gouts of red as his blade bit into his father’s side.


The demands of his duty had not stopped. There were traitors to deal with. Yoon, Shefal, and Kelaharel had been exiled, but Nadar was another matter. He took the life of another Naridan, his own captain, and so his own life was forfeit. Darel had been prepared to do it, as thane, but Daimon had offered to take the responsibility instead. He was surer with a blade than his law-brother, and he felt guilt over Malakel’s death, since the man had only been following Daimon’s orders in the first place. Daimon had taken Nadar’s head off with one blow, and had masked the sudden panic he felt as blood spurted forth.


That night, as he had lain in his bed wracked with sobs, Daimon Blackcreek had never felt more like a failure. A sar was supposed to be hardy. A thane was supposed to be strong. What good was he if he could not enforce the law? Was this the weakness of his peasant blood coming through?


His marriage to Saana remained technically unconsummated. He was unsure if she had as little interest in physical intimacy at present as he did, or if she was just being considerate, but either way he was grateful for the lack of pressure on that front. He had not invited her to stay in his quarters – traditionally a lord would command his wife to attend him, but that was a laughable notion when it came to Saana Sattistutar – and she had not offered.


Today, at least, Daimon’s responsibilities did not weigh too heavily on him. The rebuilding of Black Keep was not just a matter of buildings and walls, for Fireheart’s raiders had not inflicted a substantial amount of damage in that respect: it was also reorganising the town, and the Blackcreek household.


“Abbatane,” Daimon said to the girl in front of him. “It is this lord’s wish for you to become stable master.”


Abbatane looked up, her eyes wide with disbelief. “Lord?”


“The decision is yours,” Daimon said gently. “But this is our wish.” In fact, his usual instinct would have been to go with Faaz, the stable boy. When he voiced this, Saana had challenged him on whether this was just because Faaz was male, or whether Daimon honestly knew which of them was better with the longbrow and frillneck dragons that were their charges. It turned out that Saana had some quite strong views on Abbatane succeeding Tavi, apparently based on a conversation she had with the stable master himself on the night of the Festival of Life, before Tavi’s untimely death defending Black Keep. Daimon had known nothing about this, but he trusted his wife, and trusted Tavi to know about dragons.


“Lord, your servant accepts most gratefully!” Abbatane said, bowing low, and that was the matter decided. Faaz would be disappointed, of course, but hopefully he would throw himself into his work. He lost his father Yaro to Fireheart’s raiders, just as Abbatane lost her father Rotel, one of the Black Keep guards.


There were a lot of recently dead fathers, just at the moment.


There was one more person Daimon needed to talk to, and it had the potential to be a very awkward conversation. Saana was dealing with recruiting new guards for the castle, and they’d come to an agreement about it: Sagel, as the senior remaining man, would be the captain, with Ita and (once he returned from the mountains) Menaken. Saana was talking to a couple of her experienced warriors, the Scarred who were a chief’s elite, and would get others from those of Zhanna’s “crew” that hadn’t gone with her. That was keeping her busy, while Daimon went in search of Evram.


He found the man tending to his small plot of land, behind the house – barely more than a hut – in which he lived. Usually the thane of Black Keep would have summoned one of his low-born to him, but Daimon was trying to behave a little more like a Tjakorshi chief, who would only issue such a command in the most extreme of circumstances. It felt demeaning, but how could Daimon expect his people to be happy about being treated in one manner, when their new neighbours would not be? A commitment to equality had been one of the things Saana and he had agreed to in their marriage vows.


“Evram,” Daimon said softly. The man looked up, and nearly dropped his hoe in shock.


“Lord Daimon!” He bowed, in what looked like equal parts respect and panic. Evram had, after all, been the man who fled north to alert Thane Odem at Darkspur about the Brown Eagle clan’s arrival, despite Daimon’s warnings of what might befall them all if word got out too soon.


“How can your man be of service, lord?” Evram asked, straightening from his bow but still keeping his eyes lowered. As was right and proper, Daimon reminded himself. He was getting too used to the Tjakorshi’s habit of just staring into the face of whoever they were talking to.


“You are a brave man, Evram,” Daimon said, without preamble. Evram’s eyes widened in surprise.


“Lord? Your man doesn’t understand.”


“On the first night the Tjakorshi arrived, you identified Ristjaan the Cleaver as the man who killed your brother,” Daimon told him. “You would have fought him.”


“B-but you fought him, lord,” Evram stammered.


“This lord did,” Daimon admitted. He had challenged, and then killed, Saana’s best friend on Evram’s behalf. That was another reason why Daimon had come here, alone. Ristjaan’s death was a dark, unexplored gulf that did not exactly lie between his wife and him, but certainly lurked nearby. He felt it best not to draw attention to it unless necessary. “But you would have done. You had already drawn your knife. That speaks of great courage.”


“You honour this servant, lord,” Evram said quietly.


“It also took great courage to travel to Darkspur alone,” Daimon said. He noticed how Evram stiffened, perhaps fearful of what would come next. Had the man been waiting for his punishment all this time? Had he seen the fates of the traitors and had been dreading the moment when he would be exiled, or beheaded?


“Your man begs your forgiveness, lord,” Evram said desperately. “He knows he shouldn’t have gone, but Shefal’s words seemed so reasonable!”


“Evram,” Daimon said gently. “No harm was done. Had you not gone north, Thane Darkspur would not have sent word to the Southern Marshal. Had the Southern Marshal not come when he did, Black Keep would have been overrun by Fireheart’s raiders, and we would likely all have died.” The fact that Odem Darkspur had clearly wanted the Southern Marshal to declare the Blackcreek family traitors, execute them and probably award their lands to Darkspur was another matter entirely, and not one that Daimon felt like getting into right now.


“What you have demonstrated, Evram,” he continued, “is that you have a strong sense of what is right. You will do what you believe should be done, regardless of the cost to yourself. That is admirable.”


It was more than admirable. It was something that Daimon himself felt he was clinging on to by his fingernails.


“You are too kind, lord,” Evram muttered. He clearly had no idea where this was going.


“This lord has spoken to people of the town,” Daimon told him. “The town needs a new reeve. Kelaharel saw our people living in harmony, and still freed this lord’s father with the hope of causing harm. In doing so, he assisted in taking the life of one of this lord’s guards. You carried word north on the day the Tjakorshi landed, fearing what might come, and ended up saving the town. The town considers, and this lord agrees, that you should be the new reeve.”


Now Evram did look up at him, in utter astonishment. “Lord, this servant is honoured, but he wouldn’t know where to begin! And what of the Tjakorshi? Won’t they hold the man Ristjaan’s death against this servant?”


Daimon shook his head. “The Tjakorshi know a blood debt. Those who remember you will have seen you willing to fight, and they’ll respect that. Besides, Ristjaan accepted this lord’s challenge as a warrior. He accepted the consequences, and so did his fellows.”


And then he died for it, another victim of Daimon’s blade. Daimon had managed to rationalise that death, at first. It was only afterwards, as the pressure began to mount on him, that he felt the shell of who he was supposed to be begin to crack, and the deaths had begun to bleed into one in his head.


A sar was not meant to enjoy combat, or death, but he was certainly not supposed to be shaken by it.


“That’s good to know,” Evram said, in response to Daimon’s last words. “But lord, this man doesn’t have their speech. If he’s to be reeve, is he to be reeve only for Naridans?”


“Their man Nalon the smith will help,” Daimon told him. Saana had promised him that Nalon would, although how she persuaded him was anyone’s guess. As a Naridan who had lived with the Brown Eagle clan for many years, Nalon was irritatingly indispensable, and also just plain irritating. “Will you take on this role for your town, Evram?”


Evram looked down at his hoe, as though considering. It wouldn’t have been much of a choice, for most people. Evram was poor, with only a small amount of land to his name. The reeve earned a salary paid by the thane, and could live considerably more comfortably. Still, Daimon was glad to see the man thinking it over, rather than jumping at the opportunity that would afford him more money.


“Yes, lord, your man will,” Evram said after a few more moments, looking up with a smile. “It would be a great honour.”


“Then let this lord give you some advice on where he’d like you to begin,” Daimon said, moving a step closer and beckoning Evram to him. The man approached with trepidation, clearly wondering what he’d got himself into. It was not an unjust concern.


“This lord does not think it is the Tjakorshi who will require your immediate attention, in any case. What do you know of witches?” Daimon asked quietly, once he judged Evram was close enough. He did not wish to be overheard, even though there was no one else near them.


“Witches, lord?” Evram said, alarmed. “Precious little, and your man’s glad of it.”


“While you were away, a Tjakorshi woman died in great pain,” Daimon told him. “Aftak the priest found a stone buried on the south side of her house. He said it was a curse stone, such as a witch might use. The texts in the Black Keep library that warn thanes of what to watch for agreed. This lord set Kelaharel to search out the witch quietly, so that no one would suspect, but the reeve did not seem eager to do so, and he made no progress. Looking back, this lord wonders if this might not have been because Kelaharel never wished to find the witch at all: that he would rather a servant of the Unmaker was loose in our town and cursing our new neighbours.”


Evram’s eyes had gone wide again. “A witch, lord? In the town, and cursing people?”


“We believe so,” Daimon confirmed.


Evram’s brows lowered, and his face took on the same determined expression that Daimon remembered from that fateful night when he got up off his bench and advanced towards Ristjaan the Cleaver, dagger in his hand.


“Your man won’t stand for that, lord. The Divine One didn’t drive the Unmaker out of this land for us to suffer witches.” He took a deep breath, and nodded. “Your reeve will speak to Aftak. And he’ll find this witch for you.”










Tila



Tila watched them file into the council chamber, one after another. Resentfully. Ungratefully. Scowling and shuffling, because they were men of power and authority, and like most such men, their opinion of their own worth ran rather higher than any objective analysis.


“You do not have the right to convene the God-King’s Inner Council,” muttered Kaled Greenbrook, Narida’s Lord Admiral.


“And yet you are here,” Tila replied softly, and Kaled’s scowl deepened, because he knew the truth of her words. Each of these men were as much the slaves to their power as their power served them. It was true that the Princess of Narida theoretically had no authority to call an Inner Council meeting on behalf of her brother the Divine God-King, but each member feared that if they did not come, their colleagues would meet without them and make decisions in their absence. And so they came, unwillingly and yet voluntarily, to try to ensure the world did not change beneath their feet.


Tila did not sit in her brother’s seat, of course. That would have pushed things too far. She sat in her usual position on its right instead, as the rest of them arrayed themselves around the oval table.


Kaled Greenbrook, the Lord Admiral. An impressive title for a man in his early forties who was not even the thane of his own lands, but the power the title conferred was considerably less than it might appear. The crown had few ships under its own control, and those that could be called upon by the coastal thanes would be ultimately commanded by the High Marshals. Kaled’s voice on the council was a small one, and his appointment had little to do with any understanding of seacraft.


Adan Greenbrook was the Lord of the Treasury, and that certainly was a position of power. Adan was a few years younger than his cousin, and they shared a slightly bulbous tip to their noses and a thinning of their hair at the temples, but otherwise the casual observer might not conclude that they were related. Adan was the eldest son of a thane whose health was not good and whose mind wandered. Needless to say, he could count on Kaled’s full support, since Kaled knew better than to antagonise the man who would become his liege-lord before many more years were out.


Meshul Whittingmoor was the Law Lord. Tila wasn’t sure exactly how old he was, but his hair was almost entirely silver and he walked with the aid of a cane. His mind was still as sharp as a pin, however, and he could work his way through even complex and apparently contradictory interpretations of Narida’s laws with little or no recourse to the texts. Tila loathed him, although that was more for his office than his person. Whittingmoor was of the opinion that the law was sacrosanct and immutable, and would strenuously resist any attempts to change or modernise it in ways he saw unfit, which generally concerned the granting of more power to Naridan women.


Sebiah Wousewold was the Lord of Scribes, a man who presented himself in even recent memories as little more than a grey outline, despite being of larger than average size and possessed of a face that was at least passingly comely. He interpreted the rulings and decisions of the council into words, and controlled exactly what was proclaimed to the kingdom at large through the network of crown messengers. That was responsibility enough, for while a God-King would never draft such a document himself, many a Lord of Scribes through Narida’s history had found himself briefly but quite thoroughly unpopular as a result of his final wording not being to his monarch’s liking. Wousewold had held on to the position for longer than many due to his scrupulous exactness, and also thanks to turning his network of scribes and proclaimers into informers. News came to Lord Wousewold more quickly than it did to most of his colleagues, and Tila had no illusions that he shared everything he learned. Still, he shared enough that even Natan had realised the man was undeniably useful.


Then there were Master Temach, the elected representative of the Royal Universities, and Omrel of Godspire, the high priest. Omrel was an earnest young man who performed for the priesthood a role equivalent to that which Lord Wousewold did for the kingdom as a whole, although how he managed to garner much substance from the words and deeds of Natan Narida was something Tila had never been certain. Temach was primarily an advisor, present to update the Council on advances and discoveries that had come from Narida’s institutes of learning, many of which received some form of funding from the Crown.


Finally, there was the Eastern Marshal, a Hand of Heaven, Lord Einan Coldbeck. He was approaching his sixtieth year, and was as hard and sharp as the longblade on his hip. He was the overall military commander of Narida, superior even to the Northern, Western and Southern High Marshals. Only the God-King could overrule him in matters of war, but it was his duty to ensure the God-King never needed to. Exactly what came under the Eastern Marshal’s authority was something that had varied over the centuries, according to the ambitions and strength of will of all involved. Some had been glorified sword-bearers, others God-King in all but name. Coldbeck had been appointed young, and had trodden a middle road for as much of Tila’s life as she could remember. She did not like him much, but she respected him.


“And so the Divine Princess deigns to grace us with her presence once more,” Lord Whittingmoor drawled, settling into his seat with a click of his cane on the stone floor and an audible, accompanying crack from his right knee. “Back from whatever leisure has attracted her interest for the past months.”


“Moderate your tongue, Whittingmoor,” Adan Greenbrook said, a touch too blandly. “We all know how Princess Tila’s dark moods swallow her mind. It is no wonder she cannot join this council on a more regular basis.”


Tila eyed them both from behind her veil, and cursed herself again for ever using that as an excuse for her disappearances. She still could not think of a better option, but it left the council free to portray her as weak-willed and easily overwhelmed.


No matter. She had cut crosswise across tradition and forged her authority in the Sun Palace through fear, intellect, and force of will, not any respect that these men held for the sister of their monarch. A Divine Princess could have been the equal of them all in terms of knowledge and experience, and the Inner Council would still not be under any obligation to pay her the slightest bit of attention. Nari’s teeth, but she hated this country sometimes.


“This princess thanks you all for your enquiries into her well-being while she was indisposed,” she said, and at least Adan Greenbrook had the decency to look very slightly ashamed. Tila knew well that the Inner Council would have revelled in her absence rather than questioned it, let alone sent their good wishes. “She also thanks you for the work you have done while this princess’s brother has been ill.”


“It is, of course, this council’s duty to see to the rule of the realm when the God-King is unable to do so,” Lord Wousewold said, and everyone nodded. The fact that Natan rarely had the patience for council meetings even when he was in good health was something that no one present was going to comment on openly, but everyone knew to be true.


“Lord Wousewold,” Tila said, directing her attention to him. “You hear of many things. Do we yet have any corroboration that the prophecies have come true? That this princess’s divine ancestor has been reborn?”


The table went very still, and very quiet. It was one thing, Tila was sure, to speak of such things in hushed tones behind closed doors, and quite another to be asked directly about it by the person whom such an event would see replaced.


Lord Wousewold poured himself a goblet of wine from the flagon on the table, and took a sip before he answered. Tila might have fumed at his delay, but instead took the opportunity to watch the faces of the others.


Coldbeck was as impassive as a sar’s war-mask. Master Temach was looking determinedly at the table, while Omrel of Godspire’s eyes were fixed on Wousewold with almost unseemly eagerness. Whittingmoor was fiddling with the head of his cane, which he only did when on edge, and Adan Greenbrook’s stare was so intense that Tila was almost surprised Wousewold’s cheek did not dent under its force, but Kaled was looking at his cousin instead. Interesting.


“This lord has not heard anything definite,” Lord Wousewold said, setting his goblet back down. It was a nothing answer, but his pause had allowed her a quick glimpse at the council’s reactions, and the glance he threw in the direction of her veil made her wonder if he performed that little piece of showmanship for her benefit. “It is a great shame, of course,” Wousewold continued. “It would be best for all the nation to have confirmation, one way or the other.”


“Omrel,” Tila said, turning her attention to the high priest. “This princess assumes that you have nothing to add on this matter?”


“This priest doesn’t,” Omrel replied with a duck of his head. He was from common stock, and quietly took the view that his office made him the equal of everyone on the council save for Tila and her brother, which Tila found hilarious to watch.


“It is surely a strange turn of events when our priesthood holds no opinion on whether or not our god has been reborn,” Whittingmoor said, rubbing his thumb over his cane’s head.


“It isn’t strange at all,” Omrel countered, fixing the Law Lord with a direct stare that Whittingmoor met sullenly. “The prophecy regarding Nari’s rebirth is unclear in many ways, but one of the things on which all scholars agree is that the Divine One will present Himself to the monastery at Godspire, the site of His greatest triumph where he drove the Unmaker from this land—”


“This lord is well aware of his history, high priest,” Whittingmoor interrupted him testily.


“And yet you seem unaware that the Divine One’s rebirth can only be accepted as such once the Godspire monks have proclaimed it to be true!” Omrel said forcefully. “Nari will present Himself to His followers, as we once presented ourselves to Him. They’ll determine the truthfulness of His claim and, should He be who He claims to be, they’ll then go forth and proclaim His return. That’s unarguable. Until that happens, this priest can give no insight.”


“So it seems reasonable to conclude that since whoever is claiming to be Nari has yet to present himself at the monastery, he must be in some doubt as to the monks’ opinion of the veracity of his identity,” Lord Whittingmoor said. “These rumours have been persisting for some time, after all.”


Tila did not turn her head, but eyed Whittingmoor sideways through her veil. That was a welcome sentiment to her ears, and it made her immediately suspicious. On the other hand, the Law Lord distrusted change. What would be more likely to bring about change than a reborn god with the authority to tear up the laws and the Code of Honour, all of which had been written since the death of that god’s first fleshly body?


“That does not seem a wholly logical conclusion to draw,” Master Temach murmured, not looking up from the table.


“The good master is correct: we can’t question the Divine One in such a manner,” Omrel said flatly. “It’s not for us to make such assumptions. He’ll present Himself when He’s ready.”


“What is the country to do in the meantime?” Marshal Coldbeck asked. “Narida cannot exist in a state of uncertainty for ever, high priest.”


Omrel shrugged. “Until such time as a prophecy’s fulfilled, it’s not fulfilled. Until the rebirth of Nari has been confirmed, it hasn’t happened.”


Tila leaned forward slightly. “So the official opinion of the priesthood is that . . . this princess’s divine ancestor has not been reborn?”


Omrel spread his hands. “The Divine One can’t reveal Himself at the wrong time. He can’t be late. When He needs us to know, we will know.” He glanced at Whittingmoor, and added in a somewhat quieter voice, “This priest didn’t think it was that hard a concept to grasp.”


“We are left with the same three possibilities we had before,” Adan Greenbrook said. “Either these rumours are baseless and no one is claiming to be Nari reborn; or someone is claiming to be Nari reborn and, if he presents himself to the monks at Godspire he will be denounced as a fraud; or Nari has actually been reborn, and we await the official confirmation of that fact.” He tapped his pipe irritably on the table and then clamped it unlit between his teeth. “It is all well and good that we here understand the nuances of the theological principles,” he added around the stem, “but this does not help us bring order to a country that is increasingly divided. The lowborn are starting to question what authority the Sun Palace holds. Even some thanes are wavering. These are people for whom ‘wait and see’ is not a satisfactory position.”


Tila eyed him as he spoke, trying to gauge where he stood. Was he alarmed? Did he see the prospect of personal gain? Tila knew well enough that a person could achieve power either by exploiting existing structures – as she had done in the Sun Palace – or by imposing their own will on chaos, which was how Livnya the Knife had risen to prominence in the Idramese underworld. If the country slipped into confusion and disorder, there could be scope for an unscrupulous man to rise even farther than a place on the Inner Council.


“This uncertainty cannot be borne,” Lord Whittingmoor declared sharply.


“The Divine One can’t be hurried!” Omrel almost snapped.


“Why not?” Tila heard herself say, and every face around the table turned to look at her. She instantly regretted speaking, but she could feel the edges of a new, exciting idea under the restless fingers of her mind, and she would just have to discover the shape of it with an audience.


“You said yourself, Omrel, that the Divine Nari cannot reveal Himself at the wrong time,” Tila addressed the high priest, who nodded uncertainly. “Therefore, if we were to step up the search for Him, with the intention of assisting Him to Godspire, we cannot be acting inappropriately.”


“Marshal Taladhar is already searching for—” Kaled Greenbrook began, but Tila cut him off.


“Marshal Taladhar is an old man who would give his life defending the Torgallen Pass against the filth of the Morlithian Empire,” she said, “but when it comes to matters of religion he is overcautious to the point of foolishness.”


“This priest hardly thinks that one can be foolish about such things!” Omrel protested, and Tila wished that her veil would not mask the eyebrow she was going to cock at him.


“The last time this princess was face to face with Taladhar Torgallen, he requested to wash her feet. In front of his thanes, sars and armsmen. It was quite mortifying.”


It was almost entertaining to watch the thoughts spiral around inside Omrel’s head, as he tried to reconcile what he might consider to be appropriate devotion to the Divine Nari’s blood descendant with what that actual blood descendant thought was appropriate. Not for the first time, Tila got the distinct feeling the priesthood might prefer it, in some respects, if she and her brother were not actually around at all. After all, the sun did not come down from the sky to tell the Morlithians that they were worshipping it incorrectly.


“That might have been excessive,” Omrel muttered, after a moment.


“The Divine Princess is correct about the Western Marshal’s piety,” Einan Coldbeck said, every word as guarded as his defence in an honour duel, “but this marshal fails to see the relevance of it in this discussion.”


“Marshal Taladhar would lack the conviction to act in any way regarding the Divine One’s rebirth until it was confirmed by Godspire,” Tila said. “His searches will be cursory. We must act instead, and give our people the clarity they need. We must bring anyone claiming the Divine One’s name to Godspire.”


“By force?” Kaled Greenbrook protested, the loudest and clearest of the various utterances that greeted her statement.


“And why not?” Tila demanded. “The high priest has already stated that this princess’s divine ancestor cannot reveal Himself at the wrong time! Perhaps we can bring this time forward; and if we can, then we should. What would you do, Lord Greenbrook,” she continued, when he opened his mouth to respond, “if this princess’s brother, the God-King, finally succumbed to his sickness tomorrow?”


Kaled’s mouth clamped shut. Tila looked around the table.


“Anyone? Does anyone have a plan, should such a tragedy befall us?”


No one spoke. Everyone’s eyes darted around the table, searching out those of their colleagues: everyone’s except for Master Temach, who was resolutely staring at his thumbs and quite clearly wishing he had never come to this meeting.


“No plan,” Tila said quietly. “The God-King of Narida lies abed sick, as he has done for weeks now, and his Inner Council has no plan for what should occur if the illness claims him? Will none of you stand forward to take the reins of leadership?”


She was laying a bald-faced trap. To declare that you believed yourself suitable to step into the role of the God-King . . . At the very least, it would set you up to be torn down by your colleagues, with a side note of being the most prominent suspect should Natan actually pass away. At worst, it smacked of heresy.


None of them took the bait, of course.


“This princess suggests that we immediately dispatch search parties under trusted commanders to find the truth of these rumours,” Tila said, as though the thick, awkward atmosphere did not exist. “Should this princess’s brother succumb to his illness then it is vital that Nari, should He have been reborn, take on the rule of Narida as soon as possible. Even if Natan recovers, as this princess prays that he will, we must provide answers. High Marshal,” she continued, turning to Einan Coldbeck. “Will you make the appropriate arrangements?”


Coldbeck stared at her for a long moment before answering, and Tila tried to read him. Was his hesitation due to disliking acceding to a request from the Divine Princess? Had the man made his own schemes that relied on increased discord? Had she wrong-footed him by pushing for Nari’s discovery?


“This marshal will,” Coldbeck said with a stiff nod, and raised one hand to silence the mutters of surprise or disapproval. “The dispatch and use of Naridan troops are this marshal’s prerogative, and he agrees with the Divine Princess’s line of reasoning. If it is not the time for the Divine One to reveal Himself then so be it, but in the interests of bringing harmony back to these lands, we must make the effort.”


“You do not think that sending soldiers to hunt down our god might be inappropriate?” Kaled Greenbrook asked acidly.


“They will be sent to ensure His safety,” Coldbeck replied. “They will not be hunting Him; they will be searching.”


“That is a fine distinction of words,” Kaled sneered.


“Our kingdom operates on a fine distinction of words,” Lord Whittingmoor said. “Thus do we shape and use the laws that govern us. This lord has already stated his opinions on this ongoing uncertainty, and he applauds the Eastern Marshal’s decision.”


He did not applaud the idea of the Divine Princess, Tila noted, but she was not overly concerned about that. With the Eastern Marshal and the Law Lord in favour, the wheels would start to turn.


Adan Greenbrook sighed. “The Treasury will, of course, make the appropriate arrangements for this venture, but depending on the numbers of men that are sent, it will take a short while to procure the necessary supplies.”


“This marshal thanks you for your assistance,” Coldbeck said with a shallow nod. They had clashed before over costs, many times, but it seemed that Greenbrook was not going to try to flex his golden muscles on this occasion.


“To other matters, then,” Lord Wousewold said, having avoided offering an opinion one way or the other. “What of the Splinter King? Marshal Coldbeck?”


“We are still in the planning stages,” Coldbeck said, with some reluctance. “A direct military operation against the Splinter King, and by extension Grand Mahewa is, of course, out of the question . . . ”


Tila only half-listened, but didn’t speak. Coldbeck would try, but no one on the council truly expected him to succeed. When they passed the resolution to make another attempt on the life of her exiled relatives, it had not been for Coldbeck’s benefit. They suspected, even though none of them liked the knowledge, that Tila had knives at her command, and they expected her to somehow solve this problem for them, without ever openly requesting it or acknowledging her involvement. She had never worked out if it was because they were uncomfortable with a member of the divine bloodline being actively involved in such matters, or because she was a woman who had some sort of power and influence they did not understand. She suspected it was probably both.


The question was when news of the murders would reach Idramar. Assuming Kurumaya’s killers had done what they were supposed to, the Hierarchs of Kiburu ce Alaba would be unable to cover up the fact their pet royal exiles had been slaughtered. However, that might not become public knowledge until the Hierarchs were unable to produce the family for their next appearance, and Tila was not familiar enough with Alaban festivals and celebrations to know when that would be. It would be good to have confirmation that at least one of the threats to her bloodline had been eliminated.


As for this supposed Nari . . . Well, Omrel had the truth of it. If Tila’s divine ancestor truly had been reborn, His return to power was prophesied and unstoppable. Which meant that anyone she sent to kill “Nari”, slipped into Coldbeck’s men, wouldn’t succeed. Any deaths they might cause would, by definition, only be of false pretenders, not the Divine One.


Coldbeck would not send all his own troops away from Idramar on this hunt. He would send a mix of men he could trust, and fresh recruits. All Tila had to do was make sure that some of the recruits held strong opinions about pretenders, and knew how to use a weapon.


Luckily, Livnya the Knife had just the right sort of contacts.
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