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For the teachers who shaped me,
And the students who inspire me.
We are, none of us, forging our own narrow way,
But guiding and being guided by others.
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Introduction



We should pause, here at the place where the tale begins to be more than mine, and speak of what has transpired, and what is yet to come.


Though there is much of my story yet to tell, it becomes the story of an empire, and a world, and its breaking. Of choices made in ages past and their rippling through the centuries, each choice like a series of sharp notes embrittling a pane of glass until it shatters in resonance with a final, shrieking tone.


Recall, then, the notes played by my own short life.


First, my divided education, given by day to lessons in imperial doctrine and by night to secrets hidden from imperial eyes. The most potent secret of all, my grandmother’s magic – forbidden by the conquerors, granted by her people’s pact with their gods – kindled in me a thirst for mastery and a chance at freedom. A thirst that led me into the service of the empire, who alone in all the world wielded magic without fear, sanctioned by the will of the emperor.


Second – a bright note decaying into melancholy – my apprenticeship with Hand Usher, who taught me to read the wakes of magic through the world. My disappointment when the canon of imperial sorcery led only to a parcelling-out of power – magic not mine to command but granted to me by the emperor as the lord of a house might grant his steward some small measure of authority – with all the rest hidden behind impenetrable walls. Such walls denied me the power to save the life of Oriole, the governor’s son and my first true friend, while he died choking on his own blood, his throat opened by a rebel’s knife.


A third note, then, dark in the aftermath of loss, which led me to the oasis city of An-Zabat, where the secrets and struggle of the windcallers eroded the last of my loyalty to the empire. Where the winddancer Atar taught me my first lessons in love and sacrifice, and in heartbreak. My ignorance and arro­gance betrayed the secret of her magic to the empire and, in a thunder­ing of grenades, a shriek of tearing silver, and the roar of sandstone crumbling to earth, cost her people their city.


Would that I had stayed with her, upon the deck of her windship, to fight by her side and repay the debt I owed her people. But dreams of fire and the Nayeni wolf-god Okara called me back to my island home, promising a true teacher – a woman of the bones – who might at last part the veil that had been woven between me and the magic I longed to master.


Finding her proved no simple feat. I travelled the length and breadth of Nayen, guided first by the wandering Doctor Sho, who had restored me in childhood from my first foolish brush with magic, and then by a wounded dog wearing the scars of the wolf-god. At last, I found that true teacher in Hissing Cat, who told me of the ancient war between gods and witches, and of the pacts, sealed in flesh, which ended that war by structuring, separating and apportioning magic to the peoples of the world.


Such pacts I wore on my hands and my arms, sealing me with the magic of Nayen and An-Zabat – and Sien, until I cut away the mark of my office, and their magic with it. Each pact granted power, but also constrained it – the price paid by those ancient witches for peace with the gods and a world free from their interference.


That peace had endured for millennia. And that peace – if the wolf-god could be believed – the emperor intended to break. His empire was but a tool to unite the disparate magics of the world under the Sienese canon of sorcery, his Hands and Voices but weapons. His aim, through a clever subversion of his canon, was to empower them with old magics forbidden by the pact with the gods, and in a single breath scour his ancient enemy from the world.


Of course, the gods were not blind and did not long tolerate the threat the empire posed. Another choice, then, in the fourth and final note of my adolescence: to stay with Hissing Cat, seeking understanding for its own sake as I had longed to all my life, or to join with the Nayeni rebellion, led by my uncle and grandmother, to liberate my homeland and strike a blow against the emperor’s apocalyptic design.


My decision led me to Greyfrost Keep, to serve as an agent of the rebellion’s salvation from a siege led by my old tutor, Usher, now a Voice of the emperor. At the cost of my pact marks and my right hand, I grasped at last powers beyond any ancient pact or imperial canon and severed him from the emperor’s gift. In terror and desperation, he shattered himself against a prison of light. Seeing this, his apprentice, Hand Pinion – brother to my lost friend Oriole – led the remnant of their army in retreat and left me to tend to my wounds. And my grandmother’s.


While I cradled her and reached deep into the well of healing magic, the gods held council. As the first true witch – a witch of the old sort – in millennia, I threatened them, but as an enemy to the emperor, I might serve their ends. They let me live but forbade me to teach the powers I had discovered.


Their decision sounded a grace note, heralding the next movement in this fraught composition – a movement that would shake the world, perhaps ultimately rending the pane of glass, though I was blind to its consequences then.


I was, after all, new to my power and young in my understanding, but had found at last a cause in which I could believe. One that would carry me first to the heights of mastery and thence to the depths of despair.


But this is no longer only my story. Others played a part in the aftermath of that shattered peace. It is past time their voices joined the song.
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Kindling





Prelude



The Stormfather’s Gift


She lies bound in light, her cheek pressed to wood that rasps over sand. She plunges forwards into the blinding chaos the light has made of her mind, grasping for thoughts, for mem­ories, for a way out.


She is Ral Ans Urrera. A child of the Girzan steppe. Born beneath the Belt of the Stars into a thunderstorm that flattens the prairie grasses, into air thick with the screams of storm-frightened horses. Yet she does not cry out. Or so the elders say, when she is young, after the lightning calls her from her mother’s tent to dance to the percussion of the rain and thunder, the dizzying thrum of lightning.


She remembers feeling it, more clearly than anything. Like the pulse of a muscle rippling through the air and then through her. Telling her she will be safe from the lightning even as it blasts the earth to glass not half a morning’s ride from camp.


As the elders take notice, her mother becomes afraid – first of her, and then for her, once the notion settles in her mind that her daughter might represent a rebirth of old powers thought lost to the grasp of empire.


Ral Ans Urrera remembers nights tied on her back to the saddle, face exposed to the gaze of the Skyfather, to the howl of the wind, the ferocity of the sun, the mercy of clouds and rain. Old traditions, passed down through the generations, though the empire has killed the Stormriders to whom those traditions belonged.


One secret has been kept too closely. The marks that would give her the Stormfather’s gift of light and lightning have been lost with the last Stormrider. Yet the elders have hope and train her anyway.


She remembers, with a clarity no blinding light of empire can blot out, the months spent enduring every storm cross-legged upon a sacred flake of shale while lightning burns the air around her. How it makes her hair rise and flutter, her eyes shut and mind open to the threads in the divine tapestry that will one day – if the elders’ hopes prove true – be hers to weave. Until at last, with thunder still rumbling in her joints and the jagged light still bright against her eyelids, she reaches out and weaves lightning of her own.


Years pass. She grows into her power, refines herself into a leader as respected as the elders, known beyond the small circle of her tribe, visited by raid leaders, by hunting parties, by horse lords and plains queens.


This, she knows, was her undoing.


Her secret survives as long as it does because Sien takes little interest in the doings of the steppe folk. Since stealing their magic, the empire touches their lives only once a year, when even the farthest flung of the wandering bands sends a drive to the Skyfather’s Hall. Tributes in fur and hides and meat, in the bodies of livestock herded into imperial pens. Ral Ans Urrera attends once, after her awakening but before her first success with magic.


She remembers the jagged ridge of the crater wall, the natural fortification forged by the Skyfather himself in an age recalled only in legend. A wall that protects the Stormriders until the empire shatters it and its armies pour through the gap. A wound yet unrepaired. The Voice of the emperor stands on the battle­ment, surveying the Girzan herds driven through that wide reminder of imperial power, written in cracked and crumb­ling stone. Ral Ans Urrera remembers most clearly of all – for the memory is recalled by the light that blinds her now – the ribbon of silver that reaches from the Voice’s brow and towards the south, heavy as iron, terrifying as the cry of a starving lion.


She carries that terror with her back into the reaches of the steppe, far from the edge of the empire. Her fear strengthens her resolve to find other children like herself who feel the muscles and tendons of the world, to rebuild the Stormriders quietly and beyond the gaze of imperial eyes. That, she believes, will be her people’s hope: to one day break the shackle that binds them to the empire.


But word trickles out, rumour flowing through the tribes like rain through runnels, and reaches the empire at last.


They answer with the pounding of hooves, the cut-short cries of children, choking plumes of smoke, the blaze of fires, bolts of lightning – her own and her enemies’ – which melt armour and char flesh, the chains of light – the blinding that makes her clumsy when she reaches for her power – and, at last, the hull of the ship. The rasp of sand.


The death of hope.


Why they have not killed her, she cannot begin to guess, nor does she intend to learn. When they arrive at their destin­ation, she will strike back and pray the smouldering flesh of her ­enemies might be a worthy incense, that the Skyfather might grant her a swift and brilliant death. She paws through the blinding aurora that baffles her mind, reaching for the threads of power, and knows she has found them by the searing pain that pulses through her. She grits her teeth and holds firm. The chains of light are like anything else in the world – only the flexing of a muscle, the bending of the world’s sinew. She will break them, as any limb might be broken, and when she is free she will call a thunder to tear the empire from the world.


The deck lurches beneath her. Her eyes flutter open. Her chains cast a ghostly light in the darkness of the hull. Panic grips her throat. For uncountable days the ship has sailed in a straight line. Now it turns, which means they have arrived at their destination. She is out of time.


Her eyes ache as she reaches again into the aurora. The memories that guide her paths to power are muddled, but she finds them, wraps her will around the threads, and swallows a scream.


The light begins to flutter, to soften. She can feel it breaking. The pain rises and falls through her, again and again, flowing down the ridges of her spine, piercing her joints. It cannot stop her. She pulls, and feels the first link in the chain begin to snap.


The world shifts beneath her. Thunder bursts through the bulkhead. Splinters of shattered wood needle her bare arms and legs. Momentum bleeds into rasping sand as the ship eases to a stop.


She blinks against the desert sun glaring off the slopes of dunes. The aft of the ship that bore her lies on its side, dozens of paces away, visible through a gaping hole in the hull framed by planks like shattered teeth.


Yet the chains of light remain.


Clanging steel and the screams of the dying sound from the upper decks, and then are silent. She lies against the bulkhead, breathing softly, as muted words drift down in a language she does not know.


Another shout of pain, and the aurora within her mind is gone as though it had never been. The chains of light fall apart like brittle grass. For a moment she is, in her surprise, too numb to react. She pushes herself upright and stares at the nearby ladder that rises from amid the empty spaces where other cargo should be.


Footsteps. A squealing hinge. The flash of steel in the sunlight, hanging from a silver-threaded sash. The man on the ladder is strange to her. Sun coppered, bright eyed. One of the people of the Waste. He hangs from the ladder by one hand, the other on the handle of his glinting sword, and watches her.


‘No need for that,’ he says in the trade tongue of her people, though at first his accent confuses his meaning. He points with his chin to her hand, and she realises with a start that she holds a crackling arc of lightning ready to throw.


‘You are no Hand.’ It is not only an accent; his voice ­trembles. ‘What are you?’


She closes her fist and releases the spell, though holds near to it, ready to destroy herself before she can be made powerless again. Her knees ache but she stands and speaks through the grit in her mouth, the want of water, the exhilaration of freedom and the fear of the unknown, and begins to tell her tale.
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Harrow Fox


Foolish Cur


I had met my uncle only twice before.


First, as a child. Young enough that time had long since filled the memory with fog. Yet through the mist, his wild eyes glinted sharp, as did the spears of the soldiers who followed after him to search my father’s house.


Our second meeting had been only a week ago, in the midst of a siege he had fled and I had broken, casting back the army that would have put an end to his rebellion.


Our third meeting would not be so brief. For the first time in my life, I would sit across from him and we would speak – the severed Hand of the emperor and the notorious rebel Harrow Fox, whose name and legacy had haunted me throughout my imperial career.


The stump of my right wrist cramped and seized as my uncle and his cadre approached Greyfrost Keep. The muted scrape of shovels rang in the crisp winter air. A remnant of the Nayeni army – a bare twenty-seven souls – had spent the last week digging pits in the ash for the blackened bones of the countless Sienese dead felled by the storm of fire, wind, and lightning I had conjured.


A flock of mismatched birds descended upon the courtyard. Ten in total, led by an eagle hawk that burst into a cloud of cinnamon scent, then resolved into my uncle. Harrow Fox rolled back his shoulders, working cramps from the thick muscles of his chest.


I approached as his cadre veered from the shapes of ravens, vultures, owls, and hawks into their natural forms, filling the air with the smell of magic. They stretched battle-hardened limbs beneath patchwork armour stitched with feathers, bones, and shards of stone – fetishes to mark them in a language of identity I might have understood, had I grown up learning Nayeni ways of thought rather than the doctrines of the empire.


‘Well met, Sun King.’ I bowed deeply at the waist. ‘Greyfrost Keep is yours.’


‘What remains of it, at least.’ Harrow Fox’s flint-sharp gaze lingered on me as I stood, marking my obeisance. ‘What honours the Sienese is an insult to the Nayeni, Nephew. You would do well to remember that. Where is my mother?’


‘In the main hall,’ I answered, flushing with embarrassment. ‘She awaits us there. Our contest with the imperial sorcerers left her weakened but alive.’


‘And cost you a hand.’ He nodded towards the stump at the end of my arm.


I wondered if, in giving evidence of my vulnerability, that wound reassured him. He knew little of me, save that I had overcome an imperial legion with powers beyond any ordinary witch – and, in turn, defeated a Voice and two Hands of the emperor. And, of course, that I had served the empire before coming to serve him.


The urge to restore my missing hand swept through me. I could envision the magic, not so different from the healing I had wielded to restore my grandmother from the brink of death and reknit her arm, torn apart when Voice Usher had tortured her with the three powers the empire had stolen from Toa Alon – dowsing, to find a cluster of nerves; cultivation, to force a vine of carrion creeper to grow rapidly through her flesh; and healing, to keep her on this side of death’s edge.


I massaged the stump. Memories of Oriole’s open throat and the crumbling obelisks of An-Zabat drifted behind my eyes. Arrogance had dealt me many wounds and, through me, shattered the lives of those I held dearest. I could ill afford to let it rule me now. My purpose was to serve my uncle and to see his vision of a free Nayen brought to fruition. I needed to assuage his doubts and fears, not inflame them, no matter what bruises my pride must suffer.


‘A small sacrifice compared to your decades of privation and struggle,’ I said, resisting the deep-trained urge to bow again. Instead, I gestured towards the doors to the main hall. ‘Shall we? Grandmother would like to speak with you, and we have a great deal to discuss ourselves.’


Harrow Fox stroked the grey streak in his beard, then issued swift orders to his cadre. While they called the remnant of the rebel army to muster before the broken gates of Greyfrost, my uncle followed me into the hall.


The bite of winter gave way to the languid warmth of ­braziers. Hissing Cat loomed over one of them. The glowing coals cast orange light and shadow across the ravens’ skulls threaded in her hair. A pile of bovine shoulder blades lay close to one hand, already carved with her questions in the ancient runes that none alive save her could read. The other held a long iron needle, its tip white hot in the coals. My grandmother sat at the table in the centre of the hall, transfixed by the other woman. She started at the bang of the door behind us.


‘It is good to see you hale, Son.’ My grandmother pushed herself to her feet, bracing herself on the table with her good arm. The other, withered by Usher’s torture, hung loose at her side, the fingers flexing one by one. Though I had saved her life and done what I could to restore her health, she seemed reduced, weaker than the warrior witch she had been, who had bested Hand Cinder with veering and flame.


‘And you, Mother.’ Harrow Fox wrapped her in an embrace, his eyes never leaving Hissing Cat. ‘Who is your guest?’


‘Just another batty old crone,’ Hissing Cat said. She waved the glowing tip of her needle. ‘We’re starting a knitting circle.’


‘This is Hissing Cat, my teacher,’ I interjected.


‘Ah.’ Harrow Fox nodded slowly. ‘She taught you to call that storm, I take it.’


‘No.’ Hissing Cat stabbed her needle back into the coals. ‘He collected that bag of tricks on his own. What came after, though, I’m willing to take credit for.’


‘We’re getting ahead of ourselves.’ I pulled out a chair. ‘Please, Uncle. Sit.’


Harrow Fox leaned on the table, drumming his fingers. ‘You say there are things we should discuss, Nephew. I agree. First, explain what you are doing here.’


My knuckles went white, and I feared the wood of the chair would crack. ‘I owe you – and all who would fight the empire – not an explanation but a debt. I have found the power I sought. My hunger for it led me, fool that I was, into imperial service. Now, I would use that power to repay what I owe. To see Nayen free, and an end to the empire and all its cruelty.’


‘You said he was ambitious, Mother,’ Harrow Fox said. ‘I see that has not changed.’


‘Ambition is only a failing if one cannot live up to it,’ my grandmother answered. ‘I have seen what he can do. Sit down, Son, and listen.’


Harrow Fox’s lip twitched, but he took the seat I offered. ‘No matter how powerful, you are only one man. The emperor has a legion of Hands and Voices, and the Fist that guards him day and night. Perhaps you have uncovered some secret that makes you more than a match for his sorcerers, but can you do battle with them in their thousands? More, are you a match for the emperor himself?’


A sharp crack echoed through the hall, followed by the acrid smell of burning bone. ‘He isn’t.’ Hissing Cat scrutinised the shoulder blade in her lap. ‘At least, not yet.’


‘There is more at stake than freedom, Uncle. You know that the emperor has reigned for a thousand years, yes? Slowly expanding his reach, swallowing the magics of the conquered and adding them to his canon. Have you ever questioned why he does this?’


‘The thousand-year reign is but a Sienese story meant to cow us,’ Harrow Fox snarled.


Hissing Cat threw back her head and laughed, a sound like grinding stone rolling up from the roots of a mountain.


‘Boy, I count my days from before your first Sun King conceived of a nation called Nayen,’ she said. Her eyes caught the glow of the coals. ‘I remember when the emperor called himself Tenet and fancied himself a poet. I watched him melt the better half of a continent down into a single language and a single way of life. Your little rebellion is hilarious to me, like a pin scratching at the flank of a lion serpent. Be grateful you have yet to rouse his ire. Tell the Toa Aloni, or the Sienese petty kings, or the gods themselves that the thousand-year reign is but a story and see how they laugh in your face.’


Harrow Fox’s hands curled into fists, his hackles high. ‘Nephew, are you certain this crone is on our side?’


‘I’m on my own side,’ Hissing Cat smiled. ‘For the moment, our interests align. I’d rather the world not end. How about you?’


At last, he turned his attention back to me. Though a duel between us could only end in my victory, I felt cowed by those hard eyes, so comfortable with violence. ‘That is what the emperor plans? To end the world?’


‘He means to avenge himself against the gods.’ I gestured to Harrow Fox’s right hand and the subtle scars that were the mark of his power. ‘Those represent an agreement to save the world from the chaos of war between witches and gods. The emperor was there when the agreement was made, as was Hissing Cat.’


At this, Hissing Cat waved and grinned, then reached for a fresh shoulder blade.


‘In exchange for the gods’ retreat from the world, the witches agreed to weaken themselves. The pact marks carved as a result grant a limited ability with magic – fire and veering, or mastery of wind and water, or the power to heal the body and speed the growth of vegetation – but more important than the power granted is the limit. A witch bearing a mark is dulled to magics beyond their own pact, even if their natural sensitivity and talent might allow far more. Thus the gods would no longer rend the world with their war, and the witches would pose no threat to them.


‘But Tenet conceived of a way around this limitation. He chose for the magic of his pact the power to transmit thoughts from one mind to another. This he used not only to unite his empire but to grant his servants the powers of other pacts. So long as his empire has conquered the people to whom those magics belong, he might add them to his canon of sorcery, conveying the knowledge of how to wield them to his servants without violating the agreement with the gods.’


Harrow Fox stared at me, fingering his beard, absorbing all that I had said. Deciding, perhaps, whether to believe my story.


‘And you think the emperor will fail?’ he asked at last.


‘The gods will not stand idly by,’ I answered. ‘Some would strike now, but others believe his reach exceeds his grasp, that the project of his empire will fail before it reaches completion. The wolf-god Okara is among the former. He would have us disrupt the emperor’s plans before the gods agree to resume their war.’


My uncle leaned back in his seat and folded his hands across the broad plane of his chest. ‘And you know this because they speak to you, as they spoke to the first Sun King.’


I opened my mouth to protest, but he pressed on.


‘An eagle hawk’s eyes and ears are sharp.’ He planted his palms on the table and leaned towards me. ‘I heard whispers from those soldiers you’ve set to burying the bones of our ­enemies. They speak of you as a miracle worker, as one sent by the gods to liberate this island. In the few days of my absence, they have stitched charred scraps of that shattered forest to their jerkins – fetishes not to reflect their own histories, but to show their loyalty. Not to the rebellion, but to you, as though you were a god made flesh.


‘Do you know what I think, Nephew?’ His finger rose and stabbed at me. ‘I think the hierarchy of the empire corralled your ambition, and so you have come here to pursue it to the hilt. How better to wrest control of an army than by swooping in and saving it from certain doom? How better to consolidate that control than with a tale that lends your leadership divine purpose and the weight of the world’s salvation?’


‘Is his power not testament to the truth of what he says?’ My grandmother’s voice hardened in my defence. She raised her withered arm, grunting when it seized. ‘Do you see this? He has no marks of any pact, yet he brought me back from the edge of death.’


‘The best lies are built upon a cornerstone of truth.’ The muscles of my uncle’s arms were taut as cables, as though he might at any moment reach for his swords. ‘He has some secret knowledge, I am sure, but he twists it to his own purposes.’


His words struck like knives. How often in my short life had I armoured myself in half-truths? Yet now I came to him honestly, and to be accused of past sins when I had resolved to put them behind me wounded my heart.


A silence held between us, broken by the rattling of the skulls in Hissing Cat’s hair and her slow, rumbling chuckle. We all turned towards her. She looked up from the brazier.


‘Don’t mind me,’ she said. ‘I was just thinking about how much I miss my cave. Lovely paintings. The quiet. You know.’


I took a deep breath. ‘What can I do to convince you?’


He held his palms upright, like the bowls of a scale. ‘This is Nayen, Nephew. There is no hierarchy of empire to dictate who should stand above whom, only the scales of power and prestige.’ He lowered his right hand and raised the left. ‘You hold knowledge I lack. Your strength in magic is greater. There is an imbalance between us. One which dictates that you, and not I, should lead, though I, and not you, have dedicated my life to this struggle. Shift the balance in my favour.’


‘Gladly,’ I said. ‘How?’


He closed his hands and lowered them to the table. ‘Teach me to wield the old magic as you do. Let us fight side by side as equals, at the least.’


Hissing Cat’s bark of laughter echoed with the parting words of Tollu, the wolf-daughter, Nayen’s goddess of wisdom, as the gods held council to decide my fate. If he teaches the old magic, his life will be forfeit.


‘I am not jesting.’ Harrow Fox pointed to his witch marks, heat rising in his face. ‘If all you have said is true, I need only carve away these scars and I, too, will be free to call down storms of wind and lightning, no?’


‘It is not as simple as that,’ I began. The muscles in his jaw rippled with mounting fury.


‘You ask for the one thing he cannot offer,’ Hissing Cat said, still smiling cruelly in the aftermath of laughter. ‘And there’s no telling whether or not you would even have the capacity. The old magic is not like the new. It is fickle and bound by no rite of initiation.’


‘But I could do as the emperor has done,’ I blurted. ‘Create a canon and transmit my power to others. I have no desire to hoard it, Uncle, but offer it freely in service of the rebellion.’


‘Bah!’ Hissing Cat rose to her feet, her voice stripped of mirth, casting a long shadow across the hall. ‘Pure idiocy! If you could even manage it!’


‘For the first time, the crone and I agree.’ My uncle crossed his arms and studied me, as though searching for thorns around a piece of tempting fruit. ‘You have said yourself that the emperor wields his sorcerers as weapons. Doing likewise will only weigh the scale more heavily in your favour.’


‘What if I could make a canon outside of myself?’ The words leapt from my mouth before I had truly considered them, my subconscious mind – that constant traitor – piecing ideas together in desperation. If my uncle rejected me, as the empire had rejected me, where else in the world could I turn? ‘The pacts rely on no transmission. I could make something like them, a means to grant the power to call the wind or heal wounds. To create witches to match Sienese sorcerers, but free from my interference.’


My arrogance and my hunger for magic had shattered countless lives. I could never trust myself to rule, nor to command a canon of sorcery. But I could make one and pass it on, giving the Nayeni the magic they needed to free their homeland. And perhaps, if I could win their trust, they might aid me in subverting the emperor’s plan to wage war against the gods. More, I could earn a place beside them, as one of them. The place I might have found if I had followed my grandmother into the mountains rather than chasing the treacherous golden path of imperial service.


If I had only hesitated, given this wild plan another moment’s thought before offering it to my uncle, how much might I have lessened the suffering to come?


Harrow Fox tilted his head. ‘Crone, you know his capacity. Is this a thing he can truly do?’


‘Not without my help,’ Hissing Cat fumed. ‘That, or fumb­ling like a babe in the dark for a few dozen years, grasping for layers of magic he hasn’t yet brushed with his fingertips.’


‘Will you help him?’


A line of tension held between Harrow Fox, Hissing Cat, and I. She looked at the shoulder blade in her lap, sneered, and tossed it back onto the pile.


‘We may well need something like this to challenge Tenet,’ she muttered, ‘but giving power is a far more fraught business than seeking it.’


‘Very well, then.’ Harrow Fox’s chair scraped the stone floor as he stood. ‘I will leave you to your work and tend to mine. This army – such as it is – must be made ready to march. The empire is on the back foot. We will not waste this opportunity.’


My grandmother brought her good arm to her collarbone in salute. I mimicked her, while Hissing Cat snorted and stirred the coals with her needle. Harrow Fox lingered a moment longer, his fingers still touching the tabletop as he examined me.


‘Mark me, Foolish Cur,’ he said. ‘As long as you serve the cause of Nayeni liberation, I will count you an ally. The moment I have reason to fear your betrayal, I will not hesitate. You may be stronger than me, but I would sooner die than give way to another tyrant like the emperor, no matter his blood.’


‘I have no intent to become a tyrant,’ I said, taken aback.


He rapped his knuckles on the table, narrowed his eyes, and swept from the room with no further word. The echoes of his footsteps and the slamming of the door hung heavy in the hall. Words of protest swirled within me, unspoken, leaving me unsettled.


He had accepted my help. That was a first step. Now I needed to deliver what I had promised. Perhaps then he would learn to trust me.


‘Come along, Cur.’ Hissing Cat had abandoned her brazier and now walked towards a shadowed door in the far corner of the room. ‘We should have a conversation of our own.’ She inclined her head towards my grandmother. ‘In private.’


‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ my grandmother muttered, flexing her withered arm. ‘I understand the need to teach secret lessons far from prying ears.’


I followed Hissing Cat down a dark hallway and a crumbling stairwell into a wide room with low ceilings. A fire smouldered in a circle of stones, waging a pitiful battle against the damp chill in the air. Marks and stains on the floor and walls spoke of a history of barrels and crates, some reduced by time and decay to smears of blackened dust. The shards of some dozen shattered shoulder blades littered one corner of the room.


‘You idiot!’ Hissing Cat snarled. She held out a finger, and the iron spike of her will drove into the pattern of the world. A tongue of flame danced in her hand, casting off cinnamon scent and filling my bones with phantom warmth. ‘Extinguish the flame, if you can.’


The old test, which I had failed dozens of times until finally overcoming it in battle with Voice Usher. Now, as then, I des­cended into the pattern of the world, becoming as a sphere of jade in the heart of the eternal interchange of birth and death, light and shadow, the rising and setting of the sun. One with the pattern, I reached out towards the weight of the flame she had created, a violent intrusion upon the natural flow. The walls of the emperor’s canon had crumbled at my touch, swallowed up and scattered, leaving Usher without his sorcery. The fire in Hissing Cat’s hand would crumble just the same.


My will splashed against hers, a single drop of rain upon a towering mountain. Frustration echoed from afar, disturbing the tranquillity of mind that came from wielding the old magic. I had mastered this, hadn’t I? And with it the power I would need to overcome the emperor and his sorcerers. I shut my eyes and hurled myself at her will. She would not unmake all my hope so easily.


For the briefest moment I felt the spike shift, like a splinter slowly pushed out by healing flesh. Hissing Cat grunted, and then power descended like nothing I had felt since kneeling before the emperor and his Thousand-Armed Throne.


The spike became a blade as hard as imperial steel, driving for the heart of the pattern. Feverish heat swept through me. I opened my eyes, gasping, expecting to see the flame in her hand raging like a forest fire. It flickered, gentle as a candle flame, unchanged but for the weight of will behind it.


‘Tenet’s attention is always scattered to the far corners of his empire,’ Hissing Cat said, her wrinkles deepened by flickering shadows. ‘You disrupted his transmission before he noticed what you were doing. Don’t think that trick will work again.’


She closed her fist, extinguishing the flame. As the flush and weight in the wake of her magic faded, weakness gripped my knees.


‘You look sick, Foolish Cur,’ she said. ‘And you should. You’ve just promised to help your uncle fight a war he hasn’t a hope of winning, and to give him a gift that, if given poorly, will shackle him with a curse. Do you have any notion of how to begin crafting a canon? Even I have little notion of how it might be done. Tenet alone in all the world’s history has made such a thing. And you yourself rejected it for the prison it truly is.’


I rolled my shoulders back, trying to project confidence I did not truly feel. She was right. I had no idea how to make good on my promise to Harrow Fox, but I had no choice but to try. The rebellion – and any hope I had to earn my uncle’s acceptance – depended upon my success. ‘I know I am no match for the emperor, but you are. You must be. With your help and guidance, I will find a way. And my canon will be no prison. I mean to give magic freely, not bind it to my will.’


Hissing Cat snorted. ‘As though that were possible. You speak with such certainty of things you do not understand. Five hundred years ago, maybe, I might have matched my strength to Tenet’s, but I’ve been lurking in a cave all that time while he’s been building an empire. If we took him by surprise, or you held his attention, I might stand a chance of overpowering him. But even that is no sure thing.’


I swallowed bile. ‘You said you would help.’


‘In time, when you are strong enough and I have regained more than a fragment of what I once was, we will make an army of our own and do what me must. But there is a great deal of the world left for Tenet to conquer. We have time, Cur, before he begins his war.’


‘Then why are you here, if not to fight?’ I demanded.


‘You’re the first witch of the old sort in a thousand years,’ she snapped back. ‘I don’t know why the pattern saw fit to spit you out, but I’m not going to let you get yourself killed fighting in a doomed rebellion.’


I seethed, terror and frustration mingling, becoming a potent fuel for my anger. ‘If you intend to keep me alive, you will need to fight beside me.’


The grey cloud of her hair seemed to crackle, as though ready to hurl lightning. Her mouth twitched and her eyes narrowed to pinpricks.


‘I could go back to my cave, Cur,’ she said, her voice a whisper like the first distant crash of thunder. ‘You’ll bash yourself to death against Tenet’s will, and I will laugh at your foolishness.’


‘We all die.’ I summoned all of my courage in the face of her fury. ‘At least my death will mean something while you wither away to dust and bones in your pitiful buried temple.’


Her body twitched, her face rippling in the wake of some hidden battle. I thought she might raise a hand and scour me from the world. Instead, a low rumble of laughter built in her chest till it echoed in that small stone-walled room.


‘You fought the gods once,’ I said. ‘Where is that courage now, Hissing Cat?’


She scowled. ‘Lost to the depths of regret and time. And that was a war fought with weapons we can no longer wield. We are trying to stop a war with the gods, Cur, not spur them into one.’


‘The gods are on my side!’ I held the momentum of the conversation now, and seized upon it, as though I were back in my father’s garden bandying questions of doctrine with my tutor, Koro Ha, not debating the fate of the world with a witch who could snap me in half with a thought. ‘We fight their enemy. They will surely forgive the use of any power to that end.’


She took a slow, deep breath and shook her head. ‘You leap ahead into dangers you hardly understand, trusting in beings you cannot comprehend. Come back to the cave with me. Caution is not the opposite of courage but its ally.’


Arrogance buries its roots deep. No matter how we think it is weeded from us, it springs back anew, masking itself with the flower of benevolent purpose.


‘I abandoned my people once to serve the empire. I will not abandon them again. We will stay and fight beside them. Nayen’s liberation will be the foothold we use to break the empire and all of Tenet’s plans.’


‘Will it now?’ The ravens’ skulls in her hair rattled as she shook her head. ‘I suppose I can either help you, abandon you, or kill you where you stand.’ A shiver rippled through me. She grinned at my discomfort and shrugged. ‘Only one choice might put a wrinkle in Tenet’s plans.’


The tension in my shoulders began to loosen. ‘You will stay, then, and fight with us?’


She harrumphed and slumped down beside her fireplace, her furs pooling around her crossed legs. ‘Oh, I’ll stay. At least until you butt up against the walls of your own idiocy and are ready to listen to wisdom.’ She stirred the coals back to life. ‘But know this, Cur – no mere imperial career or glimpse of magic is at stake, now. We contend with powers that once birthed mountains and boiled seas.’


My next word might have been the breath of wind that sent her willingness to support me – so precariously balanced on the edge of a cliff – tumbling to its destruction. But I had the good sense to leave her there, with her fire and her bones, and her promise, however reluctant, of co-operation.


Unsettled by a pair of fraught conversations, I went in search of the one place I thought to find comfort.


During our week-long stay at Greyfrost, Doctor Sho had converted one of the few rooms in decent repair into a makeshift infirmary. Bedrolls and blankets left behind by those who had died defending the keep now kept their wounded comrades warm. In the aftermath of the battle, I had healed dozens of wounds with magic, though most of our patients had needed only rest and rejuvenating herbs to restore them. There were three, however, who had lain unconscious while I knit their bones and sealed their weeping flesh, and had yet to wake.


Doctor Sho knelt over one such young woman when I arrived, supporting her head while he tipped a cup of warm tea to her slack lips. At his heel, the dog we had saved from the brutality of an imperial patrol – and who had, for a time, played host to Okara, his divine namesake – perked up at my approach. Okara rubbed against my leg, tongue lolling, while I scratched his ears.


‘I didn’t hear any explosions, so I’m assuming things went fairly well with your uncle,’ Doctor Sho said by way of greeting, not looking up from his task.


‘Well enough,’ I muttered. ‘We’re to march tomorrow.’


Doctor Sho dabbed tea and spittle from his patient’s mouth, then sighed and ran a hand through the wispy cloud of his hair. ‘I thought I had seen my last of war a lifetime ago.’


Guilt twisted in my chest. For the better part of the last year, Doctor Sho had been my constant companion while we traversed the length of Nayen – a rare ray of friendship to pierce the dark cloud of my lonely life. To drag such a peaceful man into violence felt like a profound betrayal, but the thought of leaving him behind made me ache with regret.


Before I could muddle through these feelings, let alone give them voice, he began stowing sacks of herbs, his mortar and pestle, and a few small metallic tools of uncertain purpose into the drawers of his medicine chest. ‘We’ll need to craft some stretchers for our patients. I’m not monstrous enough to leave them behind. Go find some spear shafts. They’ll do once you break the blades off.’


Gratitude welled in me, drowning my guilt. ‘Of course,’ I said, ashamed by the hitch in my voice. ‘And thank you.’


Doctor Sho looked up, his brow furrowing above dark, timeless eyes that had watched the advance of the empire from its founding.


Once, in childhood, he had warned me away from my hunger for magic, painfully aware of what it would cost me. I had been too arrogant then, and ignorant, to heed it. Perhaps a second warning, delivered at Greyfrost, potent with the mystery that swirled around him, might have turned me from my ruinous course.


Instead, he opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded sharply. And so I went in search of spear shafts, believing in my ignor­ance that I might lead this little army to victory, liberation, and the empire’s end.
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Impossibility


Hand Pinion


Certain things were supposed to be impossible. The sun could not rise from the west, nor could it set in the east. The dead could not rise from their graves. No magic could overcome the will of the emperor.


And yet Wen Alder, the severed Hand, had torn apart the canon of sorcery as though it were wet paper.


Pinion felt his soldiers’ eyes as he led them in humiliation down switchbacks they had ascended only days ago. Then, their banners had fluttered bright. Marching songs had risen from a forest of spears. Though they had traversed fields of snow to do battle in the dead of winter, there had been a sense of purpose and a certainty of victory behind every step they took.


Riding at the head of that column, beside Voice Usher and Hand Cinder, Pinion had understood, if only for a moment, his brother Oriole’s love for the gallantry of warfare. A fascination that had allowed Wen Alder – the traitor – to lure Oriole to Iron Town, where he had died.


The clop of hooves rose above the shuffling march of soldiers. Captain Huo, Pinion’s second-in-command, reined in beside him and brought his fist to his chest in salute.


‘Hand, it grows dark.’ Huo’s voice carried wisps of frosty vapour. ‘Might it be time to find a level place to camp?’


Pinion took in the deepening twilight with surprise. He had left Alder standing over the corpse of Voice Usher only moments ago, yet the better half of a day had passed since. The company had been marching without food or rest. Yet when he attended to his own stomach, he felt no hunger, only a churning nausea and long-simmering fear beneath the cold seeping through the fur of his coat.


‘No, Captain. We will press on to Burrow.’


Huo straightened in his saddle. A slight twitch in his brow betrayed disagreement, yet an ordinary man, no matter his rank, did not question a Hand of the emperor. Not even a Hand who, in an act of pure cowardice, had abandoned certain victory.


‘Your Excellency,’ Huo said, a strain in his voice, ‘the men need to eat and sleep. We are fortunate that there is no snowfall, but the night is cold. We need time to prepare a proper camp – build fires, get something warm into their bellies. Burrow is half a day’s march yet.’


Pinion straightened in his saddle. Huo was no more than five or six years his senior, but that time showed on his hard, weather-beaten features. Beside him, Pinion felt childish, as though he were still learning to sit a horse in his father’s garden, not commanding a legion.


‘I did not ask for your advice, Captain.’ Pinion made his voice flat and hard, mimicking the tone his father used when some minor official had bungled his duties. ‘We press on to Burrow.’


A long, steadying breath curled from the captain’s crooked, oft-broken nose before he spoke again. ‘We are not pursued, Your Excellency. And if we were, the survivors of Greyfrost—’


‘I do not care,’ Pinion snapped. Anger made his shoulders tight. He glared at Huo for a moment longer, getting himself under control. ‘I have given an order, Captain. It will be followed.’


‘Of course, Your Excellency.’ Huo’s salute was no less sharp, despite the frustration creasing his face. He wheeled his horse and trotted back down the line, announcing the order to press the march to Burrow.


A few hushed groans rose from the column, each one stabbing Pinion with shame. The few survivors of Greyfrost were no threat to his soldiers, and they knew it. And while they had seen the fire and wind that had left so many of their fellows dead and scattered before the walls of the fortress, they had seen, too, Wen Alder and his witch grandmother brought low.


But they had not felt the wake of that fire and wind, nor felt the canon of sorcery stripped away, nor seen Voice Usher’s blackened corpse.


Pinion had gone to Greyfrost seeking an answer. The answer Oriole deserved. Alder had offered him comfort at his brother’s grave and asked for comfort in return. Kindness like the petals of a rose, drawing the eye from wicked thorns.


Does this seem right to you? Pinion had planned to ask when Alder lay broken and chained. Did it seem right to betray first my brother and then the empire that gave you everything? Now, another question would need to be added: Did it seem right to kill Usher, your mentor?


But in order to pry that explanation from the severed Hand, Pinion would need power. Magic, yes, and the whole might of the empire behind him.


The sharp cry of an eagle hawk sounded from the forest. Pinion scanned the skies and reached for magic, flailing in the emptiness, shrinking back from the unbridled power his mind brushed against. Those depthless pools promised only chaos. Without the canon of sorcery and its guidance, he was as likely to burn himself to ash as conjure any defence. Soon, he told himself, the column would be near enough to Setting Sun Fortress for him to receive the canon from Voice Age-of-Plenty, who governed there. And so they would press on.


Before anything else, he had to survive.


As Pinion’s exhausted company came upon the town of Burrow, the first light of dawn cast the snowy ground in sharp, glittering blue. Most of the soldiers collapsed half a dozen paces from the side of the road, hacking away bits of underbrush to make space for their bedrolls while their sergeants barked perfunctory orders to clear away the snow and build fires.


Pinion followed Captain Huo and an honour guard to the magistrate’s house. They dismounted in the courtyard beside glowing braziers that stood in circles of melted snow. Pinion handed his reins to a sleepy groomsman and fought the urge to join his guardsmen as they warmed their frigid knuckles over the coals. A Hand could no more indulge in so open a display of discomfort than accept the dishonour of sleeping on the ground.


Voice Usher had never put much weight on such notions of propriety. But he was a Voice, renowned for his skill and wit. Pinion yet needed to prove himself, and so he stood away from the fire, shivering at the edge of the circle of warmth.


He had to endure only a handful of moments before Magistrate Lu Clear-River appeared in the doorway of the main house, flanked by three members of the town garrison. Pinion remembered him from the journey north, a short man with the dark colour and reddish hair that marked his Nayeni heritage in unsettling contrast to his silk robes and scholar’s cap. His sleeves rippled as he chafed his hands together against the cold, but he otherwise presented the polished posture expected of a Sienese magistrate, even if one of barbarian provenance.


‘Your Excellency.’ Clear-River bowed, then straightened after Pinion acknowledged the obeisance with a short nod. ‘We did not expect you to return so swiftly. Are Voice Usher and Hand Cinder still at Greyfrost?’


Pinion suppressed a sudden flare of hatred towards the man. He walked stiffly past Clear-River and folded his hands into the sleeves of his coat, lest their shaking give away either his rage or the cold that gripped him. ‘My men are bivouacking outside your walls. Have them fed and resupplied by noon.’


‘Of course, Hand Pinion,’ Clear-River said, dipping his head again, holding a dozen unspoken questions behind his shrewd gaze. The same shape and shade of eye that had once studied him over Oriole’s grave.


Pinion wanted nothing more than to collapse beneath warm blankets and sleep as long as caution allowed, but the very danger Pinion fled would fall upon Burrow soon enough. These people deserved the chance to escape. ‘Voice Usher and Hand Cinder are dead.’


Captain Huo coughed deep in his throat, not expecting the tragedy at Greyfrost to be presented so bluntly. Clear-River blinked back surprise.


Pinion continued. ‘Wen Alder, the severed Hand whom you allowed to pass through Burrow, overcame them. And before you protest, I do not fault you. Had you attempted to stop him, I suspect this town would be but a smear of ash and old blood. Voice Usher underestimated his strength. Wen Alder leads the remnant of the rebel force at Greyfrost. We will need reinforcements to face him.’


‘Are you pursued?’ Clear-River asked nervously. ‘Do you intend to make a stand here?’


Pinion bristled at the questions. Clear-River would not have dared ask them of Voice Usher or Hand Cinder. ‘We are of an age, Magistrate Lu, but in the great family of empire I am your elder brother.’


‘Of course.’ Clear-River dipped his head again. A few curls of hair came loose from beneath his cap. ‘I apologise for any impudence, Your Excellency. My surprise at your arrival briefly overtook my good sense. It will not happen again.’


‘How many in the garrison?’ Pinion snapped.


‘Sixty-five men, Your Excellency, including my household guard.’


Not nearly enough. He had known that would be the case, hadn’t he? His head felt full of fog – a consequence of the bitter cold and the long march. ‘They will withdraw with us when my company moves on.’


‘What—?’ Clear-River swallowed the rest of that question. ‘There are still bandits in the highlands, Your Excellency.’


‘Who will be joining forces with the rebellion before long,’ Pinion said. ‘We thought to grind them to paste at Greyfrost, but we no longer have the advantage in magic. Better to withdraw and survive to fight when it will matter.’


‘To Setting Sun Fortress,’ Clear-River said, careful not to inflect the words as a question.


‘Where are your guest rooms?’ Pinion cast about the strange interior of the magistrate’s house. It was built in the Nayeni style, like a great box surrounding an inner courtyard. ‘The captain and I should sleep for a few hours.’


‘Of course, Your Excellency.’ Clear-River gestured to one of his guardsmen. ‘Lieutenant Pa will show you the way.’


Huo snapped a quick salute. ‘If it’s all the same, Your Excellency, I would bivouac with the men.’


Seeing their captain enduring those same conditions would hearten the men after the forced march in winter, or at the very least ease their resentment. Yet Pinion bristled. Every one of Huo’s suggestions, no matter how reasonable, felt like a bid to undermine him.


‘Very well,’ Pinion said at last. ‘Post a minimal watch. I do not expect the rebels to pursue us yet, and the men will need their sleep.’


Huo saluted again and left. Pinion followed Clear-River’s guard up the stairwell, his leaden calves burning with each step. A brazier had already been lit and filled the guest room with a steady warmth. He stripped off his coat and armour and left it piled by the door. When a servant appeared with a tray of food and a silver basin of steaming water, Pinion peeled out of his travelling robe and washed his chest and arms. The warm water had been scented with citrus peel – an extravagance in winter, obviously meant to honour him, but which left Pinion all the more incensed by Clear-River’s impudent questioning. Washing eased the chill in his muscles but did nothing for the fear coiled in his stomach. He ate only a few bites of the rich-smelling fare – bean curd in a thick pork sauce over rice – before collapsing onto the bed.


Reaching for sleep proved as futile as reaching for the canon of sorcery. He lay awake, listening to servants’ feet on the floorboards beyond his room, voices echoing up from the courtyard, and the crackling of fires in hearths. At last, the exhaustion gripping his limbs began to drag him down to sleep. His thoughts swam. His fear uncoiled.


He managed perhaps a dozen heartbeats of rest before a wake of sorcery fell upon him, heavy and solid as the roots of a mountain.


<Hand Pinion,> a voice said, speaking into his mind as thunder echoes through the sky.


The fear returned, coiled tighter than before, till Pinion felt he would vomit. He sat bolt upright, casting aside blankets and gasping in the sudden cold. The emperor had spoken into his mind, as though he were a Voice.


‘Your Majesty,’ he said to the empty room, then rose from the bed and fell prostrate, shivering in the cotton robe he had worn to sleep. He had been in the emperor’s presence only once before, when he and Oriole had accompanied their father to an audience in Centre Fortress. Now, as then, he pressed his forehead to the floor. ‘What have I done to deserve this honour?’


<There is no need to speak. Your very thoughts are mine to hear.>


The emperor’s attention passed through Pinion’s mind as a wave of pressure, pulling memories into focus. In flashes as quick as the flutter of a moth’s wings, he recalled the battle at Greyfrost. The storm of fire, lightning, and wind. The witches’ escape. Cinder’s throat torn open. Alder, bound and then – impossibly – free. Usher’s blackened, smoking flesh. Pinion fought down nausea at the horror of those moments, as real as when he had lived him.


The weight of the emperor’s attention lessened. <A ­debacle. But a salvageable one. You will fortify this township. Reinforcements will come from Setting Sun Fortress.>


Horror boiled into panic. ‘Your Majesty,’ Pinion said, then remembered the emperor’s instruction not to speak. He conjured the thoughts as though to give them voice but let them die in his throat. <Far be it from me to question your wisdom.>


<Yet you do,> the emperor said. <I see the objection even now. I do not fault you your fear. Even I did not expect the severed Hand to reach such depths of power so quickly, but I will be ready for his tricks this time.>


<You surely will be, Your Majesty,> Pinion replied. <Sadly, as Traveller-on-the-Narrow-Way wrote, the greatest craftsman can never achieve his aim with imperfect tools.>


There was silence, for a time. The great heaviness of the emperor’s transmission gripped every nerve of Pinion’s body, holding him to the floor, all but naked, shivering, his palms going numb against the floorboards. Then a ripple moved through him, like a breath of wind on a hanging silk.


<Amusing. Your point is well taken, Hand Pinion. Nevertheless, I will not allow this threat to the empire to stand. You will await reinforcements in Burrow.>


The weight began to lessen as the emperor withdrew, leaving Pinion with orders that would surely see him and all his men to their deaths.


Guilt stabbed at him. Did he lack faith in the emperor’s power? No. Only in his own. Even aided by the emperor himself, there was a chance that Pinion would not survive to pry his answers from Alder.


‘This is an opportunity,’ he blurted, the words leaving his mouth at the speed of thought.


The weight of the emperor’s attention returned. Clear-River’s questioning of a Hand had been an insult; to question the emperor shattered all notions of propriety. It bordered on treason. Yet Pinion pressed on, his heart thundering.


He had the presence of mind, at least, to convey the words without speaking. <Ever since the conquest, rebellion has plagued this country. When one fire is extinguished, another springs up in its place. But Wen Alder has given us a chance to stamp out every ember in a single blow. After Greyfrost, the rebels will rally behind the severed Hand. Not only those who already wage war against us, but those who sympathise with their fight.>


The plan began to build in his mind. A way to survive long enough to see Alder brought low, and a way to justify actions that would seem like cowardice at best and madness at worst.


<Is that all?>


<No, Your Majesty.> Pinion told himself that the texture of the emperor’s attention had changed, that there was a vein of curiosity somewhere in that mountainous weight. An absurd thought, for the emperor – who knew all – to feel curiosity. Yet he felt the weight of the emperor’s mind scrutinising his thoughts, leafing through them like the pages of a book, reading not only the half-conceived plan he had been about to propose but the cowardice that motivated it. He shuddered and tried to tamp down his revulsion. Already he had questioned the emperor; to contest the imperial right to peruse a subject’s mind would surely invite his death.


Pinion braced himself against the floor, his hands and forehead numb. His breath came in shallow, frigid gasps while he waited for the emperor to condemn him for his impudence or kill him with a burst of magic delivered from halfway across the world.


<By your father’s account, your brother was the one interested in strategy and tactics, yet it seems you have some talent for it as well,> the emperor said at last. His attention began to recede. <Very well. Lead your withdrawal. Should this scheme of yours succeed, I will commend you personally when we meet face to face at Eastern Fortress.>


The weight of transmission fell from Pinion’s body, leaving him at once exhausted and light of limb. His thoughts were jumbled, like the smeared lines of a child’s first practice at calligraphy. He had challenged the emperor, and he had won.


That, too, should have been an impossibility.


His astonishment had no time to settle before an equally stunning realisation struck. The emperor had implied that he would personally lead the punitive army to Nayen.


To Pinion’s knowledge, the emperor had not left Centre Fortress since crushing the stonespeakers of Toa Alon. He had levelled their sacred city of Sor Cala and buried it beneath a mountain. What doom had Pinion, in his plotting, summoned to Nayen?


It did not matter as long as he survived and Alder was left broken and defeated, forced to answer for all the pain he had caused.


Alder would learn the cost of betrayal, and in the end it would all, at last, feel right.
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An Offer


Koro Ha


‘Once more,’ Koro Ha said, tapping the side of his head with the handle of a writing brush. ‘What are the three pillars of the empire?’


Bo Spring-Happiness, his student of the past two years, stared back at him wearing a familiar mask of bold, blank gormlessness.


‘I just finished reading the passage from Traveller-on-the-Narrow-Way aloud.’ Koro Ha took a breath to steady his voice. Anger never motivated any pupil to the heights of success. ‘If you would be so kind, young Master Spring-Happiness, to cast your mind five minutes into the past, you might find there the answer you seek.’


The boy blinked at him. ‘I can’t remember.’


Koro Ha shut his eyes. Teaching the boy was like teaching a stone. No wonder the boy’s father had been willing to pay so well. He had even promised a pension and retirement house should Spring-Happiness pass the imperial examinations.


Thrice in his life, Koro Ha had completed a ten-year tutorship and begun again with a fresh pupil. The transition from dredging the depths of the finer points of Sienese doctrine with a bright, well-read youth back to the company of a seven-­year-old in need of the most basic instruction had always been difficult. The transition from teaching Wen Alder to Bo Spring-Happiness was like drinking nothing but the finest tea for a decade, only to find one’s cup then refilled from a pig trough.


He wondered how Alder was doing, now two years into his apprenticeship with Hand Usher. Koro Ha paid close attention to any news out of Nayen and had heard rumblings of rebellion in the north – the notorious bandit Frothing Wolf, still skulking about the highlands – but nothing of the first Nayeni Hand. A good thing, he supposed. It ought to be another half-decade yet before Alder was sent off on his own to administer some colony or serve the emperor in the heartland.


He felt a twang of self-pity and a lingering resentment, one he thought he’d long put to rest after decades but now stirred again by his pupil’s unprecedented success. First Hand of the emperor from Nayen. Where was the first Hand from Toa Alon, then, so much older a colony?


Ah, well. Old regrets and old injustices would do nothing to make his immediate situation any easier to bear. He opened his eyes to find Bo Spring-Happiness digging deep in his sinuses. The boy’s eyebrows shot up. Koro Ha watched, revolted and astonished, as the offending finger eased its way out of the boy’s nostril, trailing a ribbon of slime, and towards his upper lip.


‘Master Koro Ha!’ A blessed voice echoed through the stand of bamboo that isolated the Pavilion of Grace and Harmony from the myriad distractions that readily stole Spring-Happiness’s attention from his studies – such as servants doing laundry, or sparrows pecking on the paths, or any noise or visible motion whatsoever. This once, Koro Ha was grateful for the distraction.


‘Go wash your hand in the pond, young Master Spring-Happiness,’ Koro Ha said.


The boy stared up at him, eyes widening with a glimmer of hope. ‘Do I have to come back for more lessons?’


Koro Ha sighed and shook his head. Spring-Happiness shot to his feet and dashed down the pavilion steps towards the main house, nearly tripping over his robe. On his way he passed Steward Rin, who watched the boy with concern as he continued shuffling down the path.


‘Done for today, Master Koro Ha?’ Rin asked. ‘Did you not begin only an hour ago?’


‘Done for now.’ Koro Ha stood to greet the steward. ‘The boy needs a rest, as do I. One can only try to carve stone with a writing brush for so long before one becomes exhausted.’


‘Harsh words for your pupil. Was that a quote from the sage?’


‘No. You called. Does Master Winter-Starkness need me?’


Rin dipped his balding head. ‘A guest has arrived. A merchant from Toa Alon. He is dining with the magistrate as we speak, and in their conversation the topic of the young master’s education arose. Master Winter-Starkness mentioned your name, and our guest reacted with pleased surprise. It seems the two of you were friendly in youth.’


‘Is that so?’ Koro Ha had not set foot in Toa Alon in twenty years. Not since his mother’s death. Another decade separated his first departure from Sor Cala and that brief return. The only ties he maintained to Toa Alon were with his father and sister, and those maintained only by the occasional letter and a handful of silver sent each autumn for the Festival of Reaping.


Even as a child, he had been fully aware that the keenness of his mind would be his means of escape from the poverty and desperation that had gripped his people since the destruction of Sor Cala. There had been fellow students – neighbourhood children whose parents pooled their resources to hire a single tutor for a dozen pupils – but no one that stood out in memory as a friend. Certainly no one he could imagine welcomed as a guest in a magistrate’s home.


‘Come, come,’ Rin said, beckoning Koro Ha to follow him. ‘You must eat and drink with them. Our guest is most insistent.’


‘What is our guest’s name?’ Koro Ha said, falling into step behind the steward.


‘Mr Orna Sin. A merchant specialising in gemstones and rare minerals, brought north from Toa Alon.’


An unfamiliar name, though Koro Ha had to admit that he might not recall every one of his childhood acquaintances. ‘And what is a Toa Aloni merchant doing here, so far inland?’


Rin shrugged. Like many stewards Koro Ha had known, the man had a talent for incuriosity. ‘Mountainsfoot Fortress may be on the southern edge of the heartland, but it is an important town,’ Rin said. ‘Perhaps he is exploring new opportunities?’


‘Perhaps,’ Koro Ha allowed, and gestured for Rin to lead on.


Rin led Koro Ha over to a delicately arched footbridge connecting the private estate to the middle partition, thence to the Centre of Prosperity Reception Hall, which stood out as something of an anomaly. The other buildings of the Bo family garden favoured the dark shades and delicate latticework popular in the south rather than the ostentatious colours and weighty, imposing construction of the north.


But the northern heartland was true Sien, whereas the south had once been independent, generations upon generations ago. Koro Ha had travelled far and wide in his career, and no matter how the winds of fashion blew, every magistrate from Toa Alon to the Girzan Highlands designed his reception hall in the northern fashion.


Magistrate Bo was the fourth undermagistrate of Mountains­foot Fortress. Not a Voice, nor even a Hand, but a skilled politician and a man of some means and influence. Thus his reception hall was vast, imposing, and decidedly northern in style, complete with such flourishes as lion-serpent scrollwork and drifting clouds engraved on the doors, all of which stood wide, opening the hall to the fresh air. A round table had been laid in the centre of the hall, where Magistrate Bo and a Toa Aloni man lounged in high-backed chairs. They conversed over plates of candied lychees and peanuts seasoned with flaked salt, a steaming pot of mossy-smelling tea between them.


‘Ah, here he is!’ Magistrate Bo swept one arm towards Koro Ha. ‘The tutor I mentioned. Koro Ha, this is Orna Sin, a merchant from your homeland. He says the two of you knew one another when you were boys.’


Koro Ha bowed to the merchant and, at a gesture from the magistrate, eased into the chair left empty for him. Steward Rin filled his teacup before bobbing his head and retreating from the reception hall, leaving them with the servants who lingered in the corners of the room, waiting to refill the teapot or the dishes on the table.


‘Koro Ha is an auspicious addition to my household,’ Magistrate Bo went on. ‘He had offers from a dozen other families after his success in Nayen, but after months of correspondence – and, I’m sure, something of a bidding war – he accepted the position as tutor to my heir. A good boy, if a bit stone-headed. But if anyone can crack that stone, it is the great Master Koro Ha!’


Koro Ha smiled, sipped his tea, and lowered his head. ‘You give me too much credit. As the sage Traveller-on-the-Narrow-Way writes, a sculptor is only as good as the jade in his hands. And there were five offers, not twelve.’


Magistrate Bo dismissed Koro Ha’s humility with a wave, which sparked a somewhat embarrassing rush of gratification.


‘What is this success he speaks of?’ Orna Sin said.


‘Why, I’d have thought Koro Ha would be famous among you Toa Aloni by now!’ Magistrate Bo said. ‘He was single-handedly responsible for the education of Wen Alder, the first Nayeni Hand of the emperor. Imagine that! A Hand forged from that barbaric, unruly province. Only a true genius of instruction could have managed such a feat.’


‘Magistrate Bo, again, is overly generous,’ Koro Ha said. ‘Hand Usher meant to choose an apprentice from among the successful examinees.’


‘Ah, but he chose your pupil!’ Magistrate Bo pointed out. ‘You are fond of Traveller-on-the-Narrow-Way and the aphor­ism of the sculptor, but you neglect its second half: the finest jade, in the hands of an amateur, is wasted.’


‘And now he works for you.’ Orna Sin raised his cup in a toast. ‘Well hired, Magistrate Bo. And well done, Koro Ha. If only Teacher Zhen could have lived to see his star student rise so high.’


Surprise darted through Koro Ha. He raised his cup in return, sipped, and considered the warming, mild flavour of the tea while he collected his thoughts. ‘That is how you know me?’ he asked, placing his empty teacup softly on the table.


Orna Sin showed heavy teeth, stained by tea and tobacco. ‘Everyone in that classroom, even those of us who snuck in and lurked in the back of that dusty schoolhouse, tolerated but never called on, out of some …’ he trailed off, gestured dismissively. ‘I don’t know, some frantic hope – we all knew you, Koro Ha, if not in those days then later, after the examinations.’


There was nothing dismissive in Orna Sin’s eyes, which searched Koro Ha as a prospector studies a vein of gold. Koro Ha was not unaccustomed to being thought of as an investment, but the naked scrutiny in the merchant’s gaze, as though he were a prize horse meant for breeding, unsettled him.


‘Yours was always the first hand to rise when Teacher Zhen asked a question,’ Orna Sin went on, ‘and you were the subject of his only praise. Then later, we all knew you as the only one to make anything worthwhile of all that time and all the neighbourhood’s money.’ A smile carved deep dimples in his white-stubbled cheeks but did not touch his searching eyes. ‘And now he works for you, Magistrate Bo.’


‘Only the benevolence of the emperor and the generosity of the examinations could make such a thing possible,’ Koro Ha said, not so subtly hinting at how far he outranked the merchant, and at how impudent and improper it was for the man to stare at him like some mercantile good to be evaluated, bought, and sold.


‘As it has created the means for me, a child of poverty born in the ruins of Sor Cala, to rise to wealth and travel the world.’ Orna Sin at last broke eye contact as he leaned back in his chair, spreading his hands wide. ‘Leaving so many others, less fortunate than me, behind.’


‘Indeed.’ Magistrate Bo refilled all their teacups and raised his again, in what seemed an attempt to cut the line of tension between the two Toa Aloni at his table. ‘A toast! To the benevo­lence of the empire!’


Koro Ha drank, then set his cup down with a click. ‘How long will you be staying in Mountainsfoot, Orna Sin?’


‘Only as long as I must to complete my business,’ Orna Sin answered. ‘Perhaps a day … perhaps longer.’


‘Well.’ Magistrate Bo plucked one last candied lychee from the platter. ‘It has been delightful to meet you, but I am sure you are itching to attend to that business, and I have, alas, more tedious matters to attend to. Besides, we have kept Koro Ha too long from his duties with my son.’


They stood, exchanged a few final pleasantries, and left the table for the servants to clean and stow away. Steward Rin intercepted Magistrate Bo outside the hall and began reciting a list of meetings, documents, and legal matters in need of his immediate attention. They soon disappeared behind the boulders on the far side of the stream. Koro Ha began to follow them, wondering whether he could stand another few hours of hammering away at Spring-Happiness’s skull, when Orna Sin touched him on the elbow.


Koro Ha frowned at yet another violation of propriety. This one he would not let pass so easily. ‘I realise we are countrymen, Mr Orna Sin, but we do not know each other well enough for physical contact.’


Orna Sin produced a slip of yellowed paper from his sleeve and offered it. ‘Teacher Zhen was himself a failed examinee. I think you surprised, perhaps even humiliated him, when you passed.’ He stepped forwards and pressed the paper into Koro Ha’s hand. ‘Imagine what a school such as his, but taught by someone of your quality, might achieve for Toa Alon. Far more than what you are achieving here, I think.’


Koro Ha’s fingers crinkled the paper. Words of protest rose within him. Who was Orna Sin to suggest that he, who had brought more honour to Toa Alon with his success as a tutor than had any of its countless merchants, owed something more to his people?


‘What is this?’ Koro Ha demanded.


‘You are the business I have come to conduct in Mountainsfoot Fortress,’ Orna Sin answered, showing his stained teeth. ‘That is the address of the house where I am staying. If you wish to discuss the future of Toa Alon and your place in it, meet me there tonight.’


He bobbed his head. Without so much as waiting for a servant to escort him, he left the magistrate’s garden. Koro Ha watched him go, twisting the rough paper between his fingers.


It was not every day one met a man of Toa Alon elsewhere in the empire. Rarer still to meet one who spoke his mind, even couched in euphemism and performed humility.


The future of Toa Alon, he mused. Not the future of the empire.


Too many years had passed since he had last set foot in the city built around the ruins of Sor Cala. Closing his eyes, he could hardly recall the southern slopes of the Pillars of the Gods or the cold stone of a sacred cave beneath his feet.


When last had he thought such things?


He nearly crumpled the paper, tossed it into the stream, and forgot Orna Sin. The man had insulted him in front of his employer, trampling on propriety, showing Koro Ha none of the deference his accomplishments warranted. Yet rather than finding these things repulsive, infuriating though they might be, they stirred Koro Ha’s curiosity. A brute Orna Sin might be, but what sort of brute would spend his money to build a school?


Koro Ha tucked the paper into his sleeve and went to a quiet part of the garden to listen to the birds, smoke his pipe, and think.
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A Robe of Thorns


Hand Pinion


Twenty-six members of the Burrow garrison stood at attention, armed and armoured. The cast of their eyes alone betrayed the rebellion in their hearts. At the front of the loose formation stood the company commander, his eyes hard as slate above a sharp-cut beard. A scar seamed the bridge of his nose. The muscles in his jaw bunched as he watched Pinion, Huo, and Clear-River approach.


He had disobeyed orders and knew what he deserved as a result. Yet he did not throw himself to the ground and beg for mercy.


Pinion had never wanted control, or authority, or any of the other burdens of his station. Oriole might have won these reluctant soldiers over with his smile and quick wit. How many times had he convinced a gaggle of reluctant cousins or the children of his father’s friends to indulge in wild games of his own design? Or, at the very least, Oriole might have taken some grim satisfaction in carrying out the brutal punishments their crimes demanded.


Pinion, meanwhile, should have been at home, taking satisfaction in a comfortable chair, a pot of warm tea, and a book of poetry, burdened with nothing more than a few thousand taels of his father’s silver to manage and a handful of guests to entertain. That had been his destiny as second son, unless Oriole were to fail or – the emperor forfend – die.
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