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			The Gnostic Affinity Table 


			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							STUDIES

						
							
							EARTH

							(Element)

						
							
							FIRE

							(Element)

						
							
							AIR

							(Element)

						
							
							WATER

							(Element)

						
					

					
							
							THAUMATURGY

							[tangible/material];

							the manipulation of inanimate matter

						
							
							Earth-gnosis: find, manipulate and alter stone

						
							
							Fire-gnosis: manipulate, survive and douse fire

						
							
							Air-gnosis: fly, alter weather, and otherwise manipulate air

						
							
							Water-gnosis: manipulate, purify, and breathe water

						
					

					
							
							HERMETIC

							[tangible/unseen];

							the manipulation of 
living matter

						
							
							Sylvanism (Earth-linked): alter wood and plant material

						
							
							Morphism (Fire-linked): alter the human form

						
							
							Animism (Air-linked): control animals, take on their form and senses

						
							
							Healing (Water-linked): restore flesh, and resist infection

						
					

					
							
							SORCERY

							[intangible/ unseen];

							the manipulation of 
spirit beings

						
							
							Necromancy (Earth-linked): contact the dead, and remove life

						
							
							Wizardry (Fire-linked): summon and control aetheric spirits

						
							
							Divination (Air-linked): use aetheric spirits to predict outcomes

						
							
							Clairvoyance (Water-linked): use aetheric spirits to ‘scry’ distant places

						
					

					
							
							THEURGY

							[intangible/material];

							the manipulation of 
mind and spirit

						
							
							Spiritualism (Earth-linked): send one’s spirit out of body

						
							
							Mesmerism (Fire-linked): dominate or mislead another mind

						
							
							Illusion (Air-linked): deceive another’s senses

						
							
							Mysticism (Water-linked): psychic linking to aid another mind

						
					

				
			

			How to use the Table:

			All magi have a primary affinity to a Study and/or to an Element. Most have an affinity to both, and many have a weaker secondary affinity.

			Any affinity creates a blind spot to its antithesis, as follows:
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							EARTH

						
							
							
							THAUMATURGY

						
							
							THEURGY

						
					

					
							
							AIR

						
							
							WATER

						
							
							HERMETIC

						
							
							SORCERY

						
					

				
			

			Fire and Water are opposites       Thaumaturgy and Sorcery are opposites

			Air and Earth are opposites       Hermetic and Theurgy are opposites

			e.g. a Fire/Sorcery mage is strongest at wizardry (the intersection of Fire and Sorcery) and most vulnerable against Water-gnosis (the intersection of Water – the antithesis of Fire; and Thaumaturgy – the antithesis of Sorcery).

			The Moontide Cruades: 
A Recounting of the Past

			On the world of Urte there are two known continents. Yuros is cold and wet and the people are pale-skinned. Ahmedhassa (or ‘Antiopia’) is equatorial, largely arid, and heavily populated by dark-skinned peoples. These two great landmasses are divided by a raging sea; because of Urte’s strong lunar cycle, massive tides make the sea impassable. Even though they were once one landmass until relatively recently, the two continents were unaware of each other.

			That all changed some five hundred years ago.

			The catalyst was a man called Corineus, who had gathered together a thousand religious pilgrims in Yuros. They consumed a fluid (‘ambrosia’) that imbued them with magical powers, which they called the gnosis. Half of the pilgrims died, including Corineus himself (apparently murdered by his ‘sister’ Corinea, who fled the scene). Of the remainder who survived the Ascendancy, three hundred, led by Sertain Sacrecour, set out to conquer the continent using their new gnostic powers; the magic of these ‘Blessed Three Hundred’ enabled them to destroy the Rimoni Empire with ease and establish their own regime: the Rondian Empire. They founded the ‘Gnostic Keepers’, an order of Ascendant magi dedicated to serving the empire and the gnosis. The Keepers encoded the recipe for the ambrosia into an artefact called the Scytale of Corineus to preserve its secret for the empire alone.

			This event, known as The Ascendancy of Corineus, changed the world. The first magi, as they called themselves, found their children inherited their powers, though the gift was weakened if they didn’t breed with other magi. As the magi multiplied, they claimed their own fiefdoms and spread their influence across Yuros.

			Not all of the five hundred surviving Ascendants (the first magi) joined the Blessed Three Hundred in their conquest. A hundred men and women who abhorred violence and wanted no part in the overthrow of the Rimoni Empire departed into the wilds, led by Antonin Meiros. They settled in the southeastern corner of Yuros, where they formed a pacifist order of magi known as the Ordo Costruo.

			The remaining hundred Ascendants at first appeared to have no magical power at all, but most had developed variations upon the gnosis, the most common being ‘soul-drinking’, whereby triggering the gnosis requires consumption of another mage’s soul, and thereafter predation on human souls to renew their powers. These Souldrinkers (or ‘Dokken’) were declared heretics, but some eluded capture and remain a hidden threat to the magi.

			Another dangerous variant, termed ‘dwyma’ or ‘pandaemancy’, involved the use of vast naturally-forming magical energies contained in a semi-aware ‘genilocus’ (spirits bound to a specific place). This was also declared a heresy and eradicated.

			The magi used their new powers to explore beyond the known boundaries of the world. When the Ordo Costruo discovered northern Antiopia (or Ahmedhassa, as the native people call it), they discovered ancient societies very different to those in Yuros, but every bit as rich and varied. They came in the spirit of peace and soon established themselves in the northwestern corner of Antiopia, in the great city of Hebusalim. In the 700s, Antonin Meiros and his order commenced work on a massive bridge to link the two continents, and in doing so created the second great epoch-changing event of the age.

			The Leviathan Bridge is three hundred miles long and perfectly straight. Because of limitations of both engineering and the gnosis, it rises from the waters only during the twelve-yearly super-low tide (the Moontide), and it remains passable for only two years of every twelve. After a hesitant start in 808, trade across the Bridge thrived and fortunes were made as a new breed of merchant-magi grew in influence. They ruled commerce for a century until, in 904, the Rondian Emperor Magnus Sacrecour, driven by greed, religious bigotry and racism, launched the First Crusade. Rondian legions headed by battle-magi seized the Bridge, pillaged Dhassa and occupied Hebusalim.

			Most Easterners blamed Antonin Meiros, founder of the Ordo Costruo, as his magi could have prevented the attack – although it would have meant destroying the Bridge. At the end of the Moontide in 906, the Rondians retreated, leaving an occupation force in Hebusalim (which was subsequently withdrawn when its position became untenable).

			Emperor Magnus didn’t live to enjoy the spoils of his Crusade – he died in 909, which led to a palace coup: his second wife Lucia, acting on behalf of her child Constant, usurped the throne from Princess Natia, Magnus’ daughter from his first marriage, and Natia’s Argundian husband Ainar. Natia’s fate is still unknown. The regime change led to uprisings in several regions, most notably Noros, which was quashed with difficulty, and in northern Coraine, the birthplace of Natia’s mother.

			Constant, under his iron-willed mother’s guidance, was able to secure his reign, and in 916 he launched the Second Crusade, which penetrated deeper into Ahmedhassa and reaped a fresh harvest in plunder. The Rondians appointed a governor and established a permanent mission in Hebusalim. Constant came of age formally in 921, and had two children, Cordan and Coramore, but lost his wife Tarya to illness shortly thereafter.

			The Third Crusade, launched in 928, was part of a Rondian strategy to seize the strategic region of Javon in northern Ahmedhassa as a staging point for permanent Occupation, to push beyond previous incursions and occupy hinterland territories, and to destroy the Leviathan Bridge while restoring the undersea isthmus upon which it was constructed, to enable permanent occupation of the East.

			However, by now the East was prepared. Sultan Salim of Kesh had been building vast armies, and a mixed-blood Ordo Costruo mage, Emir Rashid Mubarak, had been secretly breeding Eastern magi, using captured Yurosi magi as broodmares and studs. Rashid had Antonin Meiros assassinated and the Rondian Second Army was lured into a trap at Shaliyah, deep in the deserts, where Salim’s forces all but destroyed it. Meanwhile, a number of people discovered that the Scytale of Corineus was not safe in the cathedral vaults, but had been stolen by Noros magi during the Noros Revolt; they hid the priceless artefact when the Rondian Empire won. It was recovered, at enormous personal cost, by a young Noros mage, Alaron Mercer, who used it to found a new order of Ascendant magi – the Merozain Bhaicara, or ‘Brotherhood’.

			In Junesse 930, as the Third Crusade ends, the Imperial Keepers are preparing to destroy the Leviathan Bridge, unaware that the Merozain Bhaicara are racing to stop them . . .

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			1 
The Day the Emperor Died

			Corineus

			More than 500 years ago, in 379, a man died and his followers became the new gods of Yuros – the magi. They have ruled the western continent ever since, yet the name of he who died has been raised highest. Johan Corin – ‘Corineus’ – is now revered as a god made flesh, sent from Paradise Above to gather and empower his followers. He is said to have been the Son of Kore.

			But he was just a man: dead people are always easier to deify than living ones.

			Ordo Costruo Collegiate, Pontus, 927

			The Celestium, Pallas, Rondelmar

			Junesse 930

			Final month of the Moontide

			Kneeling is cruel, Ostevan Prelatus mused as he knelt in the holiest place in Yuros, mouthing prayers while staring at the massive rump of his superior. There were no seats, no cushions, just wooden leaning bars against which the thirty-two prelates of the Church of Kore could contemplate the infinite, while gazing upon the golden casket of Johan Corin – known to the world as Corineus the Saviour. Prelates should be exempt.

			The Chamber of Humility, a circular subterranean room at the very centre of the cross-shaped Kore Cathedral, was open-roofed to the great dome above. The cathedral was the heart of the Celestium, the Holy City in Pallas, on the south bank of the Bruin River.

			Though they were below ground, light poured through the stained glass of the windows in the dome, carving the dust-laden air into solid blocks of colour and setting the shadows to darker relief. Choirs sang, giving voice to the prayers of an empire.

			The lesson of the chamber was that no living man meant more than this dead one – but it was an illusory lesson, for although the Celestium was a massive, glistening testimony to the power of the Church of Kore, it was forced to look up at the Imperial Bastion across the river. The first thing Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther, and all these other holy men saw as they opened their curtains each morning was a reminder that emperors stood higher than grand prelates.

			I bet that cuts you to the quick, Dom, Ostevan thought.

			He’d almost forgotten that prayers could end when, miraculously, they did. Wurther rose ponderously to his feet, backed away from the casket and left the chapel. His exit was the signal for the thirty-two prelates to do likewise. They rose as one, none meeting each others’ eyes as they backed from the shrine.

			Outside, Ennis, Wurther’s secretary, was waiting. ‘The Grand Prelate prays you will all adjourn to the amphitheatre to watch events in the East unfold,’ Ennis announced.

			Ostevan’s eyes narrowed. It still hurt that he – who’d been Wurther’s closest ally in his rise to the grand prelate’s throne – had learned of this event only an hour ago.

			It was approaching midday here in Pallas, but three thousand miles eastwards, over the Pontic Sea, it was already mid-afternoon, and the empire was preparing to destroy the Leviathan Bridge and change the world. Only a handful of men knew that Imperial magi planned to take the energy supporting the bridge and use it to raise the isthmus that had once linked Yuros and Antiopia. This incredible act of land-shaping was unprecedented, audacious and epoch-changing.

			Clearly Wurther had known all along – and told no one, which said everything about Ostevan’s current standing. He’d always been Wurther’s man, helping propel him to the Pontifex’s chair, but since 909, Ostevan’s northern connections had been a liability.

			And only one rump can fit on a throne, right, Dom? Especially one as large as yours.

			Rodrigo Prelatus, an Estellan zealot, clutched Ostevan’s sleeve as those prelates who were tied to the Imperial Sacrecour-Fasterius family shoved their way gracelessly to the exits. ‘So how long have you know about this business with the Bridge?’ the old Estellan wheezed. Like Ostevan, he wasn’t one of the Imperial coterie, but there their similarities ended: Ostevan was – or had been, at least – an insider; Rodrigo, like the other provincial prelates, was a nobody.

			‘Longer than you, Padre.’ Ostevan sniffed. ‘Let’s not keep his Holiness waiting, hmm?’

			The clergy supposedly forsook their secular allegiances with their family names on entering the Church, but all were connected to power­ful mage Houses and such allegiances were never truly put aside. Ostevan was a Jandreux of House Corani, and as Corani influence at court had waned, so too had his star.

			He strode away, pausing briefly as he passed a mirror – vanity had always been his primary vice. Though in his mid-forties, he looked closer to thirty, with an admirably full head of dark, swishing hair, an elegant goatee and a cruelly handsome face, with intense eyes and full lips that had beguiled anyone he’d ever set out to ensnare – the fairer sex were his other main vice. In the Celestium, sins weren’t so much forbidden as a secret currency.

			The long walk to the amphitheatre took the prelates through the Mosaic Hall, where an earlier grand prelate had commanded a map of the world to be laid in coloured tiles and lit from within through gnostic artifice so that it glowed as they passed over it. Ostevan glanced at the two continents: Yuros, the western continent, was coloured in rich greens, while yellow tiles represented the eastern deserts of Antiopia, or Ahmedhassa, as the inhabitants called it. Golden models marked the great cities, with Pallas the most resplendent, presiding over an empire that directly ruled a third of the landmass and indirectly, the rest. As always, he looked first at the northwestern corner and found his home city of Coraine, then his gaze drifted to the east, over mountains, forests and plains, to Pontus.

			Right now, everything revolved around Pontus and the Leviathan Bridge.

			At their closest points, Yuros and Ahmedhassa were only three hundred miles apart, but the powerful tidal effects of the giant moon Luna made the seas impassable. The sunken isthmus that had once joined the two was long gone; but the Leviathan Bridge, running straight as a rod from Northpoint near Pontus all the way to Southpoint in coastal Ahmedhassa, had allowed trade between the two, and later, conquest – for the Yurosi, at least. And now the Rondian Empire planned to destroy the bridge and raise the isthmus again, to enable the perm­anent domination of both continents by Pallas.

			A wonderful feat, thought Ostevan. Shame it mostly benefits the stinking Sacrecours.

			He strode on, following the animated cloud of prelates, old men babbling like children, into a dimly lit amphitheatre built in the ancient Lantric style, with a circular stage overlooked by curved banks of seats. Ostevan sat away from the rest of his fellow prelates. This would be the Fasterius-Sacrecour alliance’s crowning victory, the culmination of their triumph over the Ordo Costruo and an end to a troubling Third Crusade. There was much confusion over what was going on in Antiopia, with wild claims that the crusading Rondian armies had actually been defeated. But when the Leviathan Bridge collapsed and the isthmus rose from the sea, none would be able to deny Emperor Constant’s triumph – well, Mater-Imperia Lucia’s triumph, if truth be told; this was surely all the work of the Fasterius matriarch. Already the Sacrecour-Fasterius adherents were back-slapping and congratulating each other. Those like Ostevan, from lesser houses, were either sitting in isolation or trying desperately to pretend they were part of the inner circle.

			How long before I need to join those cocksuckers?

			‘Brethren, pray be silent,’ Dominius Wurther, Voice of God, Grand Prelate of Kore, boomed from his throne. ‘The time has come.’

			At his lordly gesture, a seer began to conjure images. His mind, linked to another seer on a windship over the Pontic Sea, half the world away, was able to translate everything his fellow mage saw onto the theatre stage. Even Ostevan forgot his vexations as the visions from Pontus began to unfold.

			The gnostic image showed the deck of a windship, one of many hanging in the sky like insults to gravity. This one, the royal barge, was the largest ship in the windfleet. Far below was the Pontic Sea, with massive waves breaking ferociously upon a small island topped by a tall tower, Midpoint, which anchored the central point of the Bridge. Even amidst the heaving seas it looked impregnable, a testament to the mastery of the magi over nature. A beacon shone from the tip, bright as the sun, and Ostevan could see smaller windvessels circling it like midges. Running towards the tower-island from the southeast and on into the northwest was the mighty Leviathan Bridge: a line of darkness. But their eyes were drawn constantly to the Midpoint beacon, which was growing brighter and more intensely scarlet by the second.

			Then suddenly beams of light flew in from four points of the compass, making visible the gnosis-currents linking Midpoint to its four satellite towers. The clergy gasped as the voice of Emperor Constant came through the gnostic link, hectoring his court about what a momentous moment this was.

			‘Here it comes,’ someone muttered, and the beacon went brilliant crimson, painting the seas blood-red as it pulsed to a giant heartbeat.

			Ostevan leaned forward, holding his breath.

			A pillar of light burst from Midpoint Tower and carved the sky in twain – but quite unexpectedly, caught the windship next to the royal barge in its beam. For a second its shape was burned onto Ostevan’s retinas . . . and then the windship ceased to exist.

			The royal barge fell suddenly silent.

			Then someone near the linking mage-priest cried out in anguish, and a babble of panic arose as the image began to flicker, jerking about in dizzying confusion. The watching prelates shouted in alarm as if they themselves were aboard that ship thousands of miles away. More light carved the skies, and another windship was blasted from existence.

			What the Hel is going on? Ostevan rose to his feet as the vision ended in a burst of scarlet light, a momentary burst of transmitted agony leaving everyone watching reeling in shock. The amphitheatre plunged into shadow.

			When the lamps were kindled, they revealed a sea of white faces dotted with black holes: eyes and mouths stretched open.

			Ostevan sank back into his seat, staring, as the amphitheatre plunged momentarily into stunned silence. Then voices clamoured, demanding explanations, already seeking someone to blame; most directed their ire at the hapless young seer who’d been transmitting the images.

			With an ashen face, Dominius Wurther rose ponderously to his feet and swept out of the door behind the throne, leaving the prelates in turmoil.

			*

			Ostevan was summoned an hour later, leaving his fellow prelates still milling about, demanding in vain that the flustered and frightened seer re-establish the link. Those with clairvoyance as an affinity tried to do the same, but they too failed. Others, Ostevan included, stared at the void in the middle of the room, waiting for sanity to reassert itself: surely, any moment now, the gnostic image of some palace dignitary would appear to reassure them that all was well, praising Emperor Constant for this great victory.

			Instead of such reassurance, he was ordered to the grand prelate’s chambers.

			‘Ostevan, my old friend,’ Dominius said as he entered, ‘come in.’

			Ostevan kissed the Pontifex Band, noticing with a thrill of exultation that the office was empty but for them. Just as it used to be, when he was the brilliant young aide and Wurther his mentor.

			Wurther looked sickly, his pallor relieved only by his bloodshot eyes. He’d changed from his richly adorned, heavy vestments to a simple grey cassock; Ostevan noted his armpits were already soaked in sweat.

			‘Dom, what is it?’ Ostevan asked. ‘Are you unwell?’

			‘Not I – what ails is this empire. It’s confirmed: the emperor’s dead.’

			‘Constant is dead? Kore take his soul,’ Ostevan said insincerely. ‘And Mater-Imperia Lucia?’

			‘Dead also,’ Wurther whispered. ‘Survivors are using relay-staves to send reports. We’re still guessing what happened, but it looks like someone utilised those energies that were supposed to destroy the Bridge and turned them on the Imperial windfleet instead. Against such power, not even the most powerfully shielded windships could survive.’

			‘Who could do this – the Ordo Costruo?’

			‘Perhaps: they created the Bridge, after all. But we don’t know . . .’ Wurther’s voice was anxious, but Ostevan recognised something in his eyes he’d not seen for a long time: the intense intellect that had plotted his irresistible rise to the Pontifex’s Curule. The real Dominius Wurther, not the bumbling fool most saw, but the fiercely intelligent, cold-as-ice man he knew, was back. And his first act had been to recall the partner of his rise to glory.

			So, my ‘friend’, just how desperate are you? he wondered.

			‘We must secure Mother Church,’ Ostevan said, meaning, We must secure our positions.

			‘Of course,’ Dominius said, understanding perfectly. ‘Before she flew east, Lucia left the royal children in my care.’

			Ostevan’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You have Prince Cordan and Princess Coramore?’

			‘Aye, I have the heirs – but they are nine and seven, too young to rule an empire, especially one that’s been beheaded. The vassal-­kingdoms will revolt unless we can immediately install a strong and united Regency Council.’

			‘Half the court went east, Dom – the Second Army has been destroyed, and the First Army – if it even still exists – is trapped in Ahmedhassa. The Crusade has been a disaster, and this empire faces a crisis of existence . . .’

			Wurther wiped his slick brow. ‘I know the armies of Rondelmar are severely weakened – but our vassal-states are in the same state. Lucia entrusted me with the task of keeping the heirs secure and the empire united – how she foresaw it, I don’t know. But five centuries of Sacrecour rule could end tonight, unless we act swiftly.’

			Ostevan stared. Is he really going to remain true to the bloody Sacrecours? When we both know there’s a better way? He began his plea carefully. ‘There is another faction, Dom, one which didn’t send half its fighting men into the East, one which sits above the intrigues of the Great Houses: the Holy Church of Kore.’ He reached across the table and seized Wurther’s hand. ‘Remember what we dreamed? A union of Bastion and Celestium? An Empire of Kore, ruled by a meritocracy of clergy, the best hearts and minds, dedicated to one Emperor-Pontifex.’

			It had been a treasonous dream . . .

			Wurther’s mouth fell open, as it always did when his mind was racing, then he shook his head and pulled his hand away. ‘Ostevan, I abandoned that dream years ago. The separation between Bastion and Celestium is necessary: no empire is eternal, and if our Emperor-Pontifex were to fall, then his Church would fall too. By standing free of the hurly-burly of politics, we preserve the Church against such calamity.’

			Ostevan felt his hopes wither, but he knew when to obfuscate. You timid fool, he berated his former friend silently, but aloud he said, ‘My dear friend, I merely test you. I’m yours to command, as always.’

			Wurther looked at him steadily and for a moment Ostevan thought he’d snapped the last threads of trust between them. But then Wurther said, ‘I summoned you, Ostevan, because you’re the best man in a crisis I know. There’s no time to waste – but I must know I can trust you absolutely. Put aside that old dream – it was always just a dream – and come back into the fold, my friend. I need you.’

			Ostevan realised that without giving his unconditional support, he might not leave this room alive. So he kissed Wurther’s ring again. ‘I’ve always been yours to command, your Holiness.’

			*

			An hour later, alone in his quarters, Ostevan bent over a small bowl of water, conjuring the face of a man he’d not seen in the flesh for years, though they spoke weekly. Dirklan Setallius had grown older as all men did, even magi, but he remained a byword for unflinching pragmatism. His loyalty to House Corani was steadfast.

			As is my own, Ostevan vowed.

			Light blossomed in the water and Setallius’ one-eyed visage appeared.

			‘My friend, drop everything!’ Ostevan told the Corani spymaster. ‘Finally, we have a chance to rectify the damage of 909.’

			The Sett, Coraine, Northern Rondelmar

			Junesse 930 

			Final month of the Moontide

			Damage: that was the word Dirklan Setallius’ mind always conjured when he remembered 909. No one who survived had done so unscathed. Everyone had been wounded, whether physically, mentally or spiritually; that was the price of falling from the heights.

			In 909 he’d been a senior Volsai, an Imperial Informer, or ‘Owl’, as people called them. A group of Corani had entered the academy together to redress the balance between supporters of Emperor Magnus, who’d married a Corani, and the long-entrenched Sacrecour-Fasterius agents. The new Corani Volsai’s unspoken mission was to wrest control of the Owls.

			In 909 they’d failed, utterly.

			The Sacrecour counter-attack, when Magnus died and the Sacrecours swept the Corani from Pallas, had cost Setallius his left hand and left eye – and he’d counted himself lucky; most of his fellows had died, as had most of the Corani leadership. Three legions had been trapped and massacred; Arcanum students had been butchered in their dormitories. What still galled him was that the signs had been there, but no one believed Lucia Sacrecour could be so ruthless.

			But now the witch is dead!

			That thought lent purpose to his stride as he entered Corani Hall. The bells tolled, calling the magi and soldiery of Coraine to readiness, and all about him was bustle and confusion, though no one else knew if the bells signalled danger or celebration.

			The crowds parted before him, something he’d become used to: he knew he cut a sinister figure with his left eye covered by a dark patch, long silver hair curtaining his scarred left cheeks and his black-gloved left hand – the lost flesh replaced by metal, fashioned to his own design. He strode through the hall to join Knight-Commander Solon Takwyth on the dais.

			Takwyth was also a veteran of 909. Tall, lordly and steel-faced, he shone with belief today. He and Setallius had worked together to rebuild the Corani. He might be in his forties now, but he was bursting with energy. He saw this as destiny.

			I don’t believe in destiny, Setallius mused, but I do believe in seizing chances.

			Takwyth raised a hand for quiet as Setallius scanned the room, seeking the patterns in the clusters of knights and battle-magi. The Falquists stood on the opposite side to the Jandreux, with the Sulpeters in between, as usual. Behind them was the faction that wasn’t a faction: the lone wolves and dissidents and troublemakers, here in force. Every single man and woman was straining their ears.

			It was those at the back Setallius felt most akin to. Most were the veterans of 909: men with haunted souls, like dead-eyed Jos Bortolin, the brothers Larik and Gryfflon Joyce, and Ril Endarion, who had been just twelve years old when his tutors at the Pallas Arcanum had tried to murder him in his sleep. These men were undoubtedly damaged by what they’d endured, but they were living legends among the Corani.

			Setallius’ ruminations were interrupted as Takwyth spoke. ‘Men of Coraine, men of the North: hearken! I’ve much to say, and little time to say it. The chance has come for revenge – for 909, and for everything since.’

			That got their attention.

			For centuries, the Corani had been despised as the Pallacian nobility’s country cousins, the butts of all their jokes – then, in 890, came their golden moment: Alitia Jandreux, eldest daughter of the Duke of Coraine, married Prince Magnus, the son of Emperor Hiltius. Suddenly the Corani were welcome at court.

			The golden age was brief, though; four years later Alitia died in childbirth, leaving her husband with a daughter, Princess Natia. Though Natia was still the heir apparent, the northerners were worried: Magnus had betrothed the girl at birth to Ainar Borodium, son of the Duke of Argundy, in a plan to unite the two kingdoms, but Argundians had never been welcome in Pallas either, and now the Corani were tainted once again.

			In 897 Prince Magnus remarried, to the ambitious and ruthless Lucia Fasterius, thinking to split the Sacrecour-Fasterius alliance. For a time the Corani breathed easy – but five years later Emperor Hiltius, now a widower, was murdered by persons unknown, and Magnus ascended to the throne, with Lucia at his side. Magnus publicly acknowledged Natia and Ainar as his heirs, and they were wed at the age of fourteen to great ceremony and rejoicing. The royal couple took the name Vereinen, which meant ‘unity’ in Argundian.

			For a while it looked as if this compromise, and Magnus’ grand plans for a Rondian-Argundian Empire, might have mollified his critics. His empress declared a programme of grand public works to honour her beloved husband.

			And then the Fasterius clan struck.

			When Emperor Magnus died mysteriously in 909, Lucia moved to secure the throne for her own son, Constant. Calling in her Sacrecour allies, she executed hundreds of alleged traitors, including Ainar Vereinen, then faced down the wrath of Argundy. Natia, just fifteen years old, was ‘imprisoned’, although it was an open secret among the Great Houses that she was dead. The Corani lost thousands of their fighting men: barracks were stormed in the dead of night and whole dynasties wiped out. Those few lucky or hardy enough to escape fled to their northern fastness, and to prevent total annihilation, the Duke of Coraine was forced to bend the knee.

			That was twenty-one years ago, and those events haunted the Corani still.

			‘Knights of Coraine, stand for your Lady!’ Solon Takwyth bellowed, and he stepped aside for a stooped, plain woman with small beady eyes and the close-cropped grey hair of widowhood: Radine Jandreux, Duchess of Coraine and Regent for her late-born grandson Yannoch.

			‘My knights,’ she said, and though her voice was thin with age, there was no disguising her excitement, ‘I have need of you. We have word out of Pallas, before the knowledge of our rivals.’ She paused, and everyone present fell completely silent, straining to hear her next words. ‘A great tragedy has occurred: the emperor and his Sainted Mother are dead!’ Radine did not even try to contain her glee.

			The entire room swallowed, gasping at the news, then low, vindictive cheers filled the air.

			She held up a hand for silence. ‘We must act swiftly to safeguard the realm,’ the duchess said without the slightest trace of irony. History would be recording her words. ‘Volsai Master Setallius has learned of six sites we must secure to prevent the Sacrecour cabal from reasserting control. Sir Solon has the list, and his orders are to seize them. I cannot predict what you will find, as our intelligence is incomplete, but my belief is that you will be securing the future of House Corani. I know you will do us proud!’

			She allowed Takwyth to bend over her hand and fervently kiss her signet ring, then she hurried out, her train of clerks and advisors close behind.

			The knight-commander waited until the duchess had disappeared, then turned back to the crowd. ‘Her Grace might “know” that you slack-jawed drunkards are going to do her proud, but I bloody well don’t! What I do know is that anyone who lets me down is going to find my boot up his arsehole!’ He brandished a parchment. ‘I have six locations, from a castle bordering the Sacrecour lands to a monastery in Tergatland, but one stands out and I’m taking that one myself. I want half of you with me, and the rest split over the other five locations.’

			He rattled off names, assigning squads. As usual, his sycophants got the most important roles. ‘And Sir Roginald Clef,’ he concluded, turning to a grizzled veteran he disliked but couldn’t ignore, ‘you’ve got this monastery in Tergatland. Take Malthus Cayne, the Joyce brothers . . . and Ril Endarion. Every mage-knight in service must be in the air in twenty minutes!’

			Setallius stepped forward. ‘One of my people will accompany each mission, to coordinate our actions.’ He rattled off some names, making a point of sending Basia de Sirou with Clef’s group; her bond with Ril Endarion might be useful. Then he stepped back – he didn’t much like Takwyth, but this was his show now.

			Takwyth glowered about the room. ‘Corani knights: this is our hour – may fortune smile upon you!’ He strode out into the room, slapping shoulders, clasping hands, the consummate fighting man among his own.

			Setallius stepped back into the shadows, assessing probabilities and considering implications, but in truth, this was a step into the unknown. It could as easily end in disaster as glory.

			*

			‘C’mon, pooty-girl,’ Ril Endarion murmured to his pegasus as he eased the bit into her mouth; Pearl, like every pegasus ever bred, was notoriously fussy – and right now all the mounts in the stable were skittish, alarmed by the bells and bustle; it was all stamping hooves, snorting and squealing and feathers flying. The Corani animagi bred pegasi as jousting beasts and taking Pearl into a real fight wasn’t something Ril was looking forward to. The beasts were glamorous additions to a tourney field, but they weren’t meant for war. All the venators belonged to the battle-magi though, and anyway, he’d never much cared for the ferocious flying reptiles.

			Stablehands scurried throughout the huge stables making last-minute checks of gear as armoured mage-knights barked orders and mostly just got in the way as they shouted insults and encouragement to their neighbours. A swirl of court ladies added to the chaos, sallying amongst the men to wish good fortune to their current paramours. Ril glimpsed Lady Jenet Brunlye, the only woman he’d ever come close to marrying; she had her arm around her latest conquest, a knight of House Moravin barely out of the Arcanum. He winced and looked away.

			‘What’s happening, d’ye think, sir?’ young Malthus Cayne asked, tightening his helm before flipping up the visor.

			‘We’re off to fleece some monks.’ Ril grinned, washing Jenet from his mind with a swig from a wine-sack, then tossing it to big Gryfflon Joyce. ‘Here, Gryff! You fly better drunk.’

			‘Rich, comin’ from you,’ Gryff sniffed, before draining the entire skin and carelessly throwing it to the ground. ‘Rukkin’ Hel, Larik, get a move on! You’re only half-kitted!’

			Gryff’s skinny brother was standing with arms wide, aping the ‘Corineus the Saviour’ icons as his greaves were buckled on. ‘Nearly done, nearly done,’ he muttered. ‘Thanks for not saving me a drink, fart-breath!’

			Then Roginald Clef stomped up, annoyed at being given men he thoroughly disliked for a mission he knew nothing about. ‘Get a move on!’ he growled, his frown deepening as Basia de Sirou teetered through the confusion, her skeletal form encased in scab-red leathers. She was all angles, her delicate face set off by unfashionably short auburn hair. ‘You too, Fantoche!’

			‘I’m ready, sir.’ Basia barely even registered the nickname; ‘puppet’ was one of the milder insults these men had come up with over the years.

			‘You en’t even dressed!’ Larik snickered. ‘Come on, Leggy, get some steel on!’

			‘Ladies don’t wear tin, Larik. You know that.’

			‘Rich coming from someone who’s no more a lady than the rest of us,’ he muttered. ‘And mostly made of tin anyway.’

			Basia ignored him and joined Ril to finish buckling his armour herself. They’d both been orphaned in 909, and she’d only survived the attack on the Pallas Arcanum because of him. Two days trapped in a collapsed drain together, keeping each other alive, had forged bonds beyond love; they were closer than brother and sister.

			‘You up for this, Bas?’ he murmured.

			‘Dirklan thinks so.’ Setallius had made her artificial, gnostically powered limbs to replace her amputated legs – both crushed from the knee joint down – then persuaded her to join him in rebuilding the Corani Volsai. ‘I’m just along to liaise; you boys can handle any fighting. Anyone who gets through you lot deserves my virtue.’

			Ril snorted, then murmured, ‘What’s Dirk really up to?’

			‘Word came during the night and he’s been with Radine’s advisors ever since. I’ve no bloody idea what it’s about. Hey, Bitch Lucia is dead! Our parents will be dancing in Paradise!’

			Ril’s mother, a Corani mage, had scandalously fallen pregnant to a rake in the Estellan Ambassador’s entourage, which had left Ril in the strange position of growing up as the only bronze-skinned, black-haired mage-child in the pale blond north. That hadn’t been easy, and after his parents had been murdered in Lucia’s purge, he’d been raised as a Jandreux – no boon but a curse, as House Jandreux had run his estates into the ground to reimburse themselves for their ‘generosity’ in raising him.

			Ril was now thirty-three years old, with little to his name but mounting debts. He’d been accounted one of the best swordsmen in the north for a decade, but time spared no one, not even magi, and his generation were now either ranking knights in the entourage of men like Solon Takwyth or Lord Sulpeter . . . or fading into obscurity.

			‘This could be the chance you need,’ Basia whispered. ‘What we’re doing today matters, Ril.’

			‘You know, 909 was a long time ago, and I don’t doubt some of our lot would have done the same thing given the chance,’ Ril murmured. ‘Twenty years is too long to hold a grudge, even for something like that. Sure, there are a dozen men I’d like to see dangling . . . Really, I’d settle for a little plunder to get me free of Radine’s golden manacles.’

			And if today yields no loot, I’m going to fly away . . .

			‘For my part, I’ll never forgive them,’ Basia said stiffly. ‘Not if every Sacrecour was flayed before my eyes. I’ve never thought of you as a better person than me, Ril Endarion, but perhaps you are?’

			Before he could answer, Takwyth and his bullyboys barged past.

			‘I hope that prick catches a blade in his belly,’ Ril growled.

			Takwyth had been the hero of the hour for getting a body of young Corani knights safely out of Pallas during the purge, but when he’d been given the task of rebuilding their military, he’d made it abundantly clear that his senior men would come from the Great Houses; there was no room for misfits like Ril. It didn’t matter that he was a fearsome swordsman – advancement under Takwyth and Radine came through wealth, blood and sycophancy.

			‘Come on, let’s go,’ Basia murmured, teetering away to her mount. Watching her go, Ril reflected that she was the only person he’d really miss when he finally left this place.

			*

			Five minutes later, Ril was urging his pegasus higher as the six groups of winged riders fanned out across the skies. Roginald and Malthus were ahead of him, straining for purchase against the wind; Gryff and Larik were somewhere behind, vomiting every few minutes as the wine in their guts revolted against the awkward flying gait of their mounts. Basia’s small wyvern alongside him didn’t need much urging; the lightweight winged reptile had been bred for speed.

			Once they’d reached altitude and Pearl was able to level out and glide on the wind currents, he pulled out his sapphire periapt; the gemstone began to pulse in time with his heartbeat, enhancing his gnostic energy as he reached out with his mind to Basia. <Hey, who was Saint Balphus? Takky clearly didn’t think it worth much.>

			<Saint Balphus is the patron of weavers,> Basia replied. <Maybe there’ll be some relics . . . or nice fabrics?>

			<Relics? Fabrics? I hope it’s more than that – something yellow and metallic! And a gaggle of lonely nuns desperate for—>

			<It’s a monastery, not a convent, you idiot. But I’m sure some of the young novices will be hungry for company.>

			He chuckled. <Come on, Fantoche, you must know more than that.>

			<Only that there’s something there the Church prizes.>

			<It’ll just be some dead saint’s finger-bone.> He sighed. <So much for rich pickings . . .>
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			Rondelmar is peopled by many diverse tribes united by the same tongue and racial stock: the Frandians. Conquered early by the Rimoni, they became loyal imperial subjects. Rondelmar’s benevolent climate and resources fostered wealth and prosperity, but it is wrong to think of Rondelmar as one happy family. The Corani despise the Pallacians, the Dupeni loathe the Canossi, and they all hold the Aquilleans in mutual contempt. Only the dream of Empire holds them together.

			Ordo Costruo Collegiate, Pontus, 724

			Saint Balphus Monastery, Northwestern Rondelmar

			Junesse 930

			Final month of the Moontide

			Four hours and almost two hundred miles out of Coraine, Ril Endarion, Malthus Cayne, Gryff and Larik Joyce and Basia de Sirou were trailing Roginald Clef through yet another cloudbank, swooping lower as the afternoon faded towards evening. Patchwork farms dotted the landscape, surrounded by rugged hills and forests. The joys of flight had given way to boredom, and Ril closed up with Basia and called to her, mind to mind.

			<Hey Basia, I’ve been thinking about the succession. Prince Cordan will become emperor, but he’s only nine, so that means a Regency Council. Who’d lead that?>

			Basia’s face was a pale blur a hundred feet to his right, but her voice crackled in his head. <Garod Sacrecour, Lucia’s nephew. He and Brylion Fasterius are still in Pallas.>

			Garod Sacrecour. Brylion Fasterius. The names brought back bad memories. <I’d rather die than live in an empire ruled by those bastards.>

			<You’re not the only one, Ril, but—>

			Roginald Clef’s anxious voice interrupted, calling, <Enemy below!>

			They followed his gesturing arm, and saw seven winged shapes silhouetted against the fields thousands of feet below: venators. Their riders wore black-and-red quartered cloaks: Kirkegarde colours. The magi-knights of the Church were dangerous foes.

			<What’s going on?> Larik asked. <It’s just a monastery, right?>

			<Yes, but Setallius says it’s important . . .> Roginald replied, certainty draining from his voice. <But they’ve beaten us here . . .> He looked ready to haul on his reins and back off.

			He wasn’t there in 909 . . . Ril projected his mental voice into all of their minds: <We have a mission. Stay high, and minimise your gnostic use. I don’t want them to sense us.>

			He could almost hear Roginald sweating as he said, <There’s seven of them.>

			<Aye: one each and a spare. Load crossbows, everyone.>

			Crossbows might not be a very knightly weapon, but they all knew how to use them. Ril glanced at Basia. <Is this what Setallius expected?>

			<I told you, Dirklan didn’t know any more than he said.>

			Setallius mightn’t know everything, but no one finessed the odds better. Ril suspected the real action was wherever Takwyth had gone; this was a sideshow. But they’d be expected to give their all – and after all, the Kirkegarde had been happy to help the Sacrecours in 909.

			<Let’s close up. Those ‘saints’ down there have misjudged their approach. We’re still miles from the monastery but they’ve descended too soon and there’s a low-altitude northerly down there. See how they’re zigzagging? They’re trying to tack into the wind like a windship would. They’ll be exhausted. We’ll hit them when they land.>

			Gryff and Larik were grinning; they’d purged themselves and now they were ready for mayhem. Malthus Cayne, unimaginative oaf that he was, looked keen; Roginald Clef was jittery. The Kirkegarde fliers hadn’t looked up yet, so Ril, somehow in charge now, took the squad lower, using the cloud cover to keep them hidden as they closed in. Then he spotted their destination in the middle distance: a bulky brownstone building towering out of the lush fields, with a cluster of huts on one side.

			<All right, here’s what we’ll do . . .>

			They circled in the clouds while the Kirkegarde landed their venators near the monastery and a swarm of creamy-robed nuns emerged. Which is weird, because this was supposed to be a monastery, Ril thought. But there was no time to ponder that; he waited until the venators were all picketed, then signalled the attack.

			They sent their mounts into a spiralling dive; twenty-one years of training and drilling but never seeing war boiling up inside. They’d been excluded from the Crusades; now they were desperate to show their prowess. Ril’s heart pounded with exhilaration as he kindled gnostic fire on the end of his crossbow bolt and took aim, narrowing his eyes against the wind as and Pearl glided in with hooves poised to lash out.

			<NOW!>

			Ril’s crossbow cracked and his bolt flew true, striking a Kirkegarde man in the back an instant before Pearl skimmed the crowd of nuns, then lashed out. Her hooves slammed into a venator, caving in its skull. Gnostic shields flared around the Kirkegarde knights; Gryff and Larik loosed their own bolts – and missed. Clef fared little better, catching a venator in the back and enraging it, but Basia’s bolt slammed into another man’s shields, ripped them apart and spun him round. She gave a faint <Oh!> through the mental link and quite obviously almost fainted.

			But inside two seconds, the odds had dropped to six on five.

			Pearl slammed her fore-hooves into the long serpent neck of another venator and broke its spine as Ril launched himself into the air, using kinetic gnosis to cartwheel groundwards, landing with blade drawn and immediately battering aside a lance-thrust from a Kirkegarde knight. He stepped inside the man’s guard and stabbed, but – impressively, Ril admitted to himself – the man managed to get his own blade out and parried, then riposted, forcing Ril to spin away.

			Then Gryfflon Joyce came flying through the air and cut the man in half with a massive two-handed kinesis-powered swing of his sword before ploughing into the field, gouging a massive wound in the earth and slamming head-first into a low wall. His gnostic shields flared madly, but he just lay there. For a moment Ril didn’t think the shielding had been enough to save him, but at last he sensed a heartbeat and sighed in relief.

			Five on four, though – much better!

			‘Rukkin’ idiot!’ Larik yelled at his brother, landing and shielding Gryff from mage-fire coming from the right, even as a torrent of flame all but engulfed Basia. Her shields kept the blaze at bay as the air turned to heat and smoke, though the effort was making her wobble on her unsteady legs. Heat and smoke washed over Ril and for a moment he couldn’t breathe. Basia fired off her own blue bolts of energy into the murk, then Roginald Clef loomed out of the haze, shouting, ‘Onwards, Corani!’

			All very noble and heroic, no doubt. Ril called for Larik, then grabbed Basia’s arm and they followed Clef. They burst out of the smoke into clean air to see nuns scattering, but the four remaining Kirkegarde had grouped together: one was a grandmaster, directing his three remaining men into a defensive shield about him.

			All right, so now we’re getting serious.

			Clef reached the first of the churchmen and began hammering away at him. One of the other Kirkegarde, already wounded, with a crossbow bolt through his right bicep, went to his aid, an act of either commendable courage or reprehensible fanaticism, in Ril’s eyes – but a bolt of light shot from Basia’s hand and the wounded man spun and dropped.

			Five on three. Ril flowed into the fight, forcing another of the Church knights to turn and face him. Their blades clashed; they thrust, parried and shoved, gnostic shields crackling in the air between them. As they probed at each other’s defences, memories of his Arcanum tutors rose in Ril’s mind: ‘Every mage has an aura, a field of energy that can be used to sense the world around him. With it you can read an enemy’s intentions, sense movement and instinctively counter an attack: that’s called shielding. You can move objects – kinesis. Or you can kindle energy and kill with it – mage-bolts. Your gnostic aura is both armour and weapon.’

			Their blades slammed together again, then the Kirkegarde knight shoved with kinesis, forcing Ril away. Their shields, semi-visible pale blue spheres of gnostic energy flashing red as they caught blows and stabs of mage-fire, crackled between them. The Church knight was already panting and swaying, but Ril could sense Clef was faltering too, Basia was being driven back by the third defender and Larik was still some distance away.

			Once the grandmaster joins the fray, we’re in trouble . . .

			Ril reached for more complex aspects of the gnosis: ‘Every mage has options. If you’re a thaumaturge, draw on the Elements: Fire, Earth, Water or Air. If you’re a hermetic mage, change your body, or the world around you. If you’re a theurgist, attack your enemy’s mind. A sorcerer? Use the spirits. There are always options.’

			Ril’s affinities were in Theurgy – messing with minds – and Air. He drew on the place where those two affinities intersected, weaving an illusory sword-arm over his real one, preparing for the moment when he could strike . . .

			. . . then he lunged, pulling the illusion away from his arm so that his foe saw two blades. If the man had similar affinities, he’d see through the spell easily – but he didn’t, and chose the wrong arm to parry. Ril’s real longsword punched straight through his defences and the Kirkegarde went, ‘Ooof!’ and stared, horrified, at the three feet of steel piercing his chest. Then he folded over with a groan.

			Ril wrenched his blade out, vaguely sickened, and turned . . .

			. . . as Roginald Clef fell for a sucker-thrust, blocking high as his man went low. The Corani knight jolted, grunting disbelievingly as he looked down at the sword in his groin, then the Kirkegarde, his face impassive, ripped upwards, cleaving steel like tin. Clef’s guts spilled like writhing worms as he went down.

			The grandmaster’s face shone with righteous triumph as he strode through the line, heading for Ril, the man who’d killed Clef falling in behind him. ‘Right, you Corani scum, let’s see what else you’ve got,’ he snarled, his shields strong and energy coursing through his blade: pure-blood-bright.

			<Larik!> Ril shouted urgently, and then <Pearl!>

			Basia was being battered backwards, but Larik stormed out of the smoke, hammering his blade at Basia’s man, first high-high, then a feint and low. The man’s shields flared strongly in the wrong place . . . and Larik drove his blade through the man’s thigh. The Kirkegarde screamed and fell; the bloodied blade swept up and around and the man’s head rolled to a stop three feet from his body.

			Three on two . . .

			But the Kirkegarde weren’t backing off, which told Ril that this place was damned important after all. The man who’d killed Clef went for Larik, but the grandmaster came at Ril, who delivered a flurry of mage-bolts and one heavy blow that slammed against the grandmaster’s sword like the ringing of the monastery bells. Pure-blood on pure-blood, knight and grandmaster—

			Krang! The grandmaster’s counter-blow smashed against Ril’s blade and almost wrenched it from his hand. Crunch! The next blow hammered his shields, which flashed from pale blue through to deep scarlet, and got through enough to dent his hem. Ril staggered back, glassy-eyed, but still smashed the next blow away. He shook his head to clear it and circled back. From the corner of his eye he saw Basia send a mage-bolt at the grandmaster’s back.

			With a contemptuous backwards gesture, not even looking, the grandmaster replied with a blast of kinesis that sent Basia thirty feet through the air. She crashed back to the ground and skidded into the stone surround of a well, hitting it so hard half of the wall caved in. She bounced like a discarded doll and flopped dazedly on her side.

			The grandmaster turned back to Ril. He looked to be in his fifties, old enough to have been involved in 909. ‘Who sent you, Corani? How did you know to come here?’

			‘An Owl told me.’

			The Grandmaster spat. ‘Setallius.’ He raised his sword, staring at Ril along the blade. ‘I give you this chance to leave. It’s the only one you’ll get.’

			Ril spun his own blade casually. ‘Generous, but I have a mission. So I return the offer.’

			‘Don’t you know who I am?’ the Kirkegarde sneered.

			Ril had never been terribly interested in heraldry, so the complex emblem the man wore on his tabard meant nothing. ‘Not a clue, and I don’t give a shit either. I only have one question: where were you in 909?’

			‘Esdale Barracks—’ The grandmaster’s eyes suddenly narrowed in understanding.

			‘Then you’ll know why killing you won’t trouble my conscience.’

			‘I’m amazed you have one. Do you know who the prisoner here is?’

			Prisoner? Ril thought. ‘Maybe I do.’ And maybe I don’t . . .

			A few yards away, Larik and the other Kirkegarde were still bashing away at each other with reckless intensity. It wasn’t the sort of fight that both would walk away from – but if Larik lost, he and Basia were sunk.

			So best we just get on with this. ‘Look, I could chat all day, but why delay the inevitable?’ He lunged in, their blades belled and their shields flared again, but this time he drew on the double-edged blade of combat-divination. The grandmaster’s sword began to blur, showing him the ghosts of intentions, the blows his foe meant to unleash, a split-second before he swung – which was great, but sometimes divination in combat could overload the senses and leave you more vulnerable, not less. Ril parried gracefully, arched his back away from a blast of energy and flitted from the knight’s reach at the crucial point in a combination of blows designed to take his head off.

			The grandmaster’s frustration began to grow.

			Then Larik took a blow through the side and staggered.

			Oh Hel . . . Ril took a step back, pretending to lose concentration as he half-turned towards his falling friend. The grandmaster unleashed a huge killing stroke at Ril’s neck—

			—which Ril ghosted under as with his left hand he blasted a mage-bolt into the man’s thigh, forcing his shields to coalesce low . . .

			. . . and almost in the same motion, with his right hand, drove his gnosis-powered blade into the man’s breastplate. The blade punched through in a sizzle of super-heated blood and meat, and the grandmaster went down.

			Ril twisted, too late to aid Larik . . .

			. . . when a giant shadow swept over the last Church knight and two steel-shod hooves smashed down with force well beyond any mage’s capacity to shield, at speed and without warning. The knight’s helmet caved in as Pearl gave an almost human shriek of triumph. She reared over her fallen foe, then whinnied protectively at Larik.

			Kore’s Halo, I love you, pooty-girl . . . 

			Ril ran to Larik. The knight was ashen-faced. ‘I’m fine, just need a healer,’ he gasped. Dazed, he looked around for Basia. ‘So could you perhaps wake her Ladyship?’

			Those venators still living, unable to pull free from their pickets, were snapping and snarling impotently. All the Kirkegarde were dead, and so was Roginald Clef. In the distance, Ril could see the nuns fleeing back to their gates. He hurried to the fallen Basia. ‘Fantoche?’ he called urgently. Her eyes were glassy, her right arm limp. He patted her shoulder, which made her eyes bulge open. ‘Rukka! Don’t touch me there!’ she snarled. ‘My collarbone’s snapped, idiot—’ Then her eyes rolled back into her skull and she fell sideways again.

			‘Shit!’ He looked around. Malthus was also going to be out for some time. The nuns were mostly gone, but one of them was hobbling towards him. He straightened and went to meet her.

			‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘Why do you assail the knights of the Holy Church?’

			He had to admire her cantankerous belligerence. ‘Isn’t this supposed to be a monastery?’

			The nun, a thin woman with a paunch, surveyed the motionless, bloodied bodies scattered around as if she had all the time in the world. She had no gnostic aura, but her robe was of good thick wool, so perhaps she was in charge. ‘I presume you’re a Corani,’ she observed. ‘Why are you here?’

			He took a guess. ‘To collect the prisoner. Who are you?’

			‘I’m Abbess Jaratia of Saint Balphus Abbey. The old monastery was re-consecrated years ago. There are eighty souls in my care. Leave before you bring more dishonour on your House, Corani.’

			Ril spotted a dispatch pouch hanging from the fallen grandmaster’s belt. He plucked it from the corpse and found a sealed envelope inside, addressed to Abbess Jaratia herself. ‘What’s this?’

			‘That’s the grand prelate’s seal,’ she said. ‘Give it to me.’

			‘In a moment,’ Ril said, opening it and pulling out a note scrawled on parchment.

			Abbess Jaratia: the Grace of Kore be upon you. The time has come to end your vigil. Release your prisoner to the grandmaster, and cooperate fully. DW, Pontifex

			It was accompanied by a small hourglass: an execution order.

			DW, Pontifex – Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther . . . Holy Hel, what is this?

			‘Bring out this prisoner,’ he said, ‘or I’m going in.’

			‘No! And you will stay outside—’

			‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I can’t do that.’

			‘Our convent is forbidden to all unordained men – stay out, brigand, or be for ever accursed—’

			She’s playing for time . . . He went to go around her and she blocked him, shouting over her shoulder as loudly as she could, ‘Secure the abbey and kill the prisoner!’

			Kill the prisoner? He slammed a kinesis push into the abbess, sending her sprawling, then pelted towards the gates, already swinging closed, but he blasted them open, ignoring the nuns rolling around like skittles. A fat woman with immense shoulders roared like a bear and tried to tackle him; he hurled her aside with a blast of force, ignoring a bucket and hammer bouncing off his shields. He punched another nun blocking his way, and now most were fleeing – but a few were blocking some stairs leading from the courtyard, maybe to the tower he’d spotted. A bolt of blue light flew at him and as his shields solidified to repel it, he glimpsed one nun shrouded in gnostic shields of her own.

			Another mage-bolt flashed at him. He re-engaged combat-divination and picked a course through ghosted futures of lancing mage-bolts, then engaged Air-gnosis and leaped skywards, arcing towards the foot of the tower, an inhuman leap that deposited him some ten yards from his foe: a handsome woman in the deep blue robes of an Anchorite: a mage-nun of Kore. A lethal burst of icy air and water flew from her hands, but he darted aside, closed the distance and sent an illusory bolt at the woman’s legs while thrusting his longsword straight-armed at her chest. Her eyes bulged, her mouth formed an ‘O’ and she collapsed.

			‘The fearsome Ril Endarion, scourge of nuns,’ he muttered sarcastically, but she’d been too dangerous to take lightly. Then a young woman’s voice, crying out in fear, carried down the stairs of the windowless tower. He sprang to the staircase and used kinesis to leap up them five steps at a time. He barely checked himself at the top, bursting through the studded wooden door into a small, sparsely furnished chamber.

			In the centre a hefty nun was straddling a girl with a flushed, frightened face, her thick, meaty fingers wrapped around the struggling girl’s neck. The girl was kicking her legs and flailing her arms, but it was clear she had no idea how to fight off her assailant – so Ril smashed his sword-hilt onto the back of the nun’s head and she collapsed sideways.

			The girl beneath rolled into a ball, gasping and holding her battered throat. She had honey-gold hair and a pallid but pretty face. She looked no more than twenty.

			Ril slammed the door closed and sealed it with gnosis energy, then looked around. The small cell had barred windows, a small pallet bed and a writing table. A chair had been broken in the struggle. There was no other obvious threat, so he gathered the young woman in his arms, scared she was going to go on choking until she expired. ‘Hey, I’ve got you, I’ve got you,’ he said soothingly. Whoever you are, pretty girl . . .

			She kept on shaking, her face contorted with terror. Already her slender throat was bruising, and her chest was still heaving. ‘It’s all right, you’re safe, I swear it,’ he said, stroking her head. ‘You’re safe now.’

			She looked at the fallen nun, the one who’d been throttling her, then buried her head in his chest again, as he thought furiously, Who the Hel is she – and why has Dominius Wurther ordered her death?

			Finally she stopped gasping for breath, but she made no effort to move away. She stared up at him with hero-worship in her vivid sapphire eyes. ‘You rescued me,’ she panted. ‘You saved me – like Celine and the White Knight!’

			I suppose I did, he thought. And she reads The Fables. But who is she? ‘At your service, my Lady . . . er?’

			She missed his cues. ‘I owe you my life,’ she said, sounding as if she was reciting lines of a play. ‘Everything I have is yours.’

			He glanced around the room – everything she had didn’t appear to amount to much more than a pile of small-clothes, a comb and a couple of books: a Book of Kore and The Fables of Aradea. The former was to be expected in a monastery – no, an abbey – but the latter looked out of place. He was about to ask for her name again when he heard stealthy footsteps on the stairs below.

			‘Sister Taddea?’ someone called tremulously.

			The girl pointed at the unconscious nun. ‘Taddea’s sleeping,’ Ril called. ‘Rukk off!’ He heard whispering consternation, then the slap of sandals receding. Everything went quiet again.

			If she’s the prize we seek, I have to get her out, and make sure the others are safe.

			She clutched his hand. ‘Are you a good man, Sir Knight? Can I trust you?’

			They weren’t his two most favourite questions: No and Maybe were probably the most honest answers he could give. But she needed more, that was clear, and he had an almost overwhelming instinct to protect her right now. ‘You can trust me,’ he told her, and to his surprise, he found he actually meant it. Damn, I thought I was over that heroic urge . . .

			Her face had a guileless innocence that made him fear for her: she was like the delicate snowflakes who lasted barely a month at court before fleeing back to the pastoral home, usually with a full belly and their reputation in ruins. The deflowering of virgins was a competitive field in Coraine.

			‘Thank you,’ she breathed. Her face was small and delicately structured, but her eyes had a steadiness that hinted that while she might not be worldly, she didn’t lack for inner strength. She touched the badger sigil on his left breast, and said, ‘You’ve come from my mother’s people.’

			She’s Corani? He studied her face, seeking traces of family lineage, but coming up blank. ‘I’m Ril Endarion, a knight in the service of Radine, the Duchess of Coraine.’

			‘I’m Lyra Vereinen,’ she replied. When he looked at her blankly, she added, ‘My mother was Princess Natia.’

			‘Natia’s daughter?’ he echoed as the whole world fell silent.

			Holy Kore! Natia had a child? Ainar Borodium must have got her with child before they cut his head off—!

			‘My mother’s dead,’ Lyra said before he could ask. ‘She took her own life after I was born – but she left me a letter, and her signet.’ She pulled a necklace from round her neck, upon which a ring had been threaded. It certainly looked Imperial. ‘I’ve been here all my life.’

			Ril examined her aura and found a powerful Chain-rune. The spell preventing her from reaching her gnosis was too strong for him to easily break, and time was slipping away. Gnostic murmurs told him Larik and Basia were on their feet, but Gryff and Malthus were still down. They were a long way from safety, and more Kirkegarde could be coming.

			‘We must leave.’ He went towards the door, but she didn’t follow. ‘My Lady?’

			‘They don’t let me go outside except on Holy Days,’ she said plaintively.

			Holy Kore, what sort of life has she had? ‘You’re not a prisoner any more, Princess,’ he told her. ‘You’re free now.’ As he said those words, his mind was making mental leaps, each one more stunning than the last. ‘Emperor Constant and his mother Lucia Fasterius are dead. Constant has children . . . but you’re Natia’s daughter, and she was Magnus’ heir.’ He paused, realising something quite stunning. ‘You’re the rightful Queen of Rondelmar . . . you’re the Empress of Rondia!’

			They shared a lot of disbelief and wonder.

			It’s like one of her rukking Fables . . .

			The Palace of Tulips, Saint Agnetta’s, near Pallas

			Junesse 930

			Final month of the Moontide

			Solon Takwyth didn’t like other men. Those who were kin were rivals, and those who weren’t kin were enemies. It paid to remember these divisions in moments of uncertainty. Women were trophies, of course, chosen for breeding and connections, precious only for the status they gave and the children they provided . . . though he’d once been in love – truly in love – before she’d been snatched away.

			Priests, though, were an unsettling breed, a strange paradox, a separate gender, emasculated and barren. They ought not to count at all, but infuriatingly, the world gave them status. Utterly unproductive yet so influential. They made no sense to him.

			So when he burst into that final antechamber at Saint Agnetta’s, the blood of three Imperial guards on his sword, he was neither pleased nor relieved to find a clergyman there, ally or not. ‘Ostevan Prelatus! Why are you here?’

			Ostevan bowed. ‘You’re late, Takky. Almost fatally late.’ He pointed at the two men in Sacrecour livery sprawled on the floor with broken necks, surprised horror on their faces. ‘A good thing I came myself.’

			Takwyth knew Ostevan had sent the information that had brought him here – but that didn’t mean he had to like him. The priest was altogether too self-regarding – a chaplain of boudoirs; a seducer of foolish wives, and too pretty to be a real man. If a knight looked like him, someone would break his nose in the practise yards.

			‘Are the royal children secured?’ he demanded as Dirklan Setallius stalked into the chamber.

			Ostevan bowed. ‘They are indeed. Be nice; Radine wants them grateful for this “rescue”.’

			Takwyth started towards the doors, then turned back to the prelate. ‘What have you gained from this, Priest? Wurther will have you excommunicated.’

			‘Wurther won’t be long for this world, Solon. The Synod will be unanimous in voting for his removal, and I shall replace him.’

			Takwyth sniffed. ‘Well, I suppose you’d be as good as any.’

			‘Kind of you to say so. Please’ – he gestured extravagantly – ‘your prizes await.’

			Takwyth left Ostevan and Setallius and entered the ornate nursery where Constant’s children awaited him. Nine-year-old Cordan was standing stiff and formal as a young esquire, his sister Coramore, two years his junior, behind him. Both were in formal white and gold, wearing child-sized crowns. They had their father’s pale skin, ginger-gold hair and weak chin.

			‘Prince, Princess; I’m Sir Solon Takwyth of House Corani and I’m here to protect you.’

			‘We had protectors,’ Cordan replied, gripping his sister’s hand. ‘You’ve killed them.’

			He’s frightened. The people who’ve warded him all his life are dead. But we’ve only got about ten more minutes before the Palace and the Church react, and we can’t be trapped here.

			‘My Prince, Mater-Imperia Lucia entrusted your lives to Grand Prelate Wurther. He sought to misuse that trust. We must remove you to a place of safety.’

			‘House Sacrecour will protect me,’ Cordan replied. ‘My father’s men—’

			‘They all went east, my Prince. There has been a terrible tragedy. Your father and grandmother are dead. I’m sorry to be the one to bring this news—’

			Cordan flinched, and his sister gave a small gasp. ‘Dead?’ Both began to weep whilst standing stiff and formal, trying to be royal. It was somewhat touching, Solon supposed.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he said, wondering, What would happen if I just took a sword to these little rodents right now?

			War. That was the answer.

			Then Ostevan Prelatus entered the nursery and the opportunity evaporated. The prelate had an odd expression on his face and he threw Takwyth a pitying look before going to Cordan and Coramore and kneeling before them. ‘Prince, Princess,’ he said in his mellifluous voice, ‘will you accept the sanctuary we offer?’

			‘Osti!’ Coramore exclaimed, and went to embrace him, but Cordan held her back.

			‘Cora – we’re the emperor and empress now – be dignified.’

			Takwyth repressed a grim smile. Emperor and empress indeed . . .

			Ostevan drew the children to him, and they both burst into tears. ‘What’ll happen, Osti?’ Cordan sobbed.

			‘A short journey, to a safe place. Then we’ll see.’

			The prelate bundled the royal children away while Takwyth’s men hurried to return to their windcraft. He’d feared a counterblow, but none came; the skies were still clear as their craft rose into the air and caught the wind in their sails. By reflex he looked south, towards Pallas, some twenty miles down the Bruin River. He hated the place, but seeing it in the distance always set off a hunger inside him. To really matter, one had to matter there.

			Ostevan joined Takwyth at the windship’s rail as they pointed their prow north towards home. ‘Well done, Takky. Mission accomplished.’

			Takwyth kept his temper. Ostevan was a serpent who could bite in the blink of an eye. ‘So, we have the heirs. A handpicked Regency Council might tilt things our way, but the Sacrecours still have teeth, priest. Many will flock to us, but many more will take up the arms of our enemies. Have we just given birth to a civil war?’

			The prelate stroked his goatee. ‘Perhaps . . . but I have fresh tidings, from our other sorties. The tabula board has revealed pieces in play that we didn’t suspect.’

			Takwyth didn’t play tabula; too many traps and tricks for his liking. ‘What tidings?’

			Ostevan arched an eyebrow. ‘Have you ever been in love, Solon?’

			‘Talk plain, man,’ he growled.

			‘I speak of love: a milky-soft mix of infatuation and lust – curable, but it can be deadly.’

			‘I’ve been married twice.’

			‘And you loved neither woman.’

			Takwyth balled a fist. ‘If you know so much, then you know my answer.’

			‘Indeed: you were in love with Natia Sacrecour. You were nineteen; she was fourteen and betrothed to another. You sent her poetry and dreamed of audacious rescues, but she still married Ainar. Weren’t you in the honour guard which took her to her Argundian prince’s bed?’

			‘What of it, you silken arse-rag?’ Takwyth spat over the rail of the windship and watched the tiny white globule vanish into the gloom.

			Ostevan smirked. ‘You’re still very touchy on the subject, Solon.’

			‘So? Natia’s dead – long dead!’

			‘Yes, indeed. But it appears she had a daughter, who’s very much alive.’

		

	
		
			3 
Ryneholt and the Stardancer

			The Church of Kore

			Corineus was sent by Kore to bring his people back to the one true religion. He gave unto his followers the gnosis, then conquered death itself and ascended into Heaven, to a seat at the right hand of the Father.

			Book of Kore

			The Rondian cult of Kore, suppressed but never eradicated by the Rimoni, was used as the vehicle to justify the ‘Blessed’ Three Hundred’s ruthless conquest of Yuros.

			The Black Histories (Anonymous), 776

			Saint Balphus Abbey, Northern Rondelmar

			Julsep 930 

			One month after the Moontide

			Lyra Vereinen’s life had been confined to the chapel, the refectory, the scullery, and on very rare occasions, the gardens behind Saint Balphus Abbey – and this cell, where she’d so nearly died. That didn’t mean farewelling it was easy. It was all she knew: twenty years in a safe kind of Hel. Now the open world beckoned and all she could think of was how unprepared she was to face it.

			Her mother had been fifteen years old in 909, when Lucia Fasterius had moved against her. Emperor Magnus had fathered a son on Lucia, but he’d continued to favour his elder daughter Natia over Constant as heir. None of them had suspected the peril they were in. When Magnus died, Lucia publicly blamed Prince Ainar of Argundy and had him executed, though she contented herself with imprisoning Natia, who’d given birth to Lyra in her cell. Natia had killed herself a few months later, leaving her daughter no memory of her face.

			I’ve always wanted to leave, but now the door’s open and I’m scared to go.

			She clutched her most beloved possession to her: her leather-bound edition of The Fables of Aradea, tales of crafty witches, gallant knights and beautiful princesses, their fates in the capricious hands of Aradea, the Queen of the Fey. The sacred Book of Kore gave her comfort, of course, but it was always to the Fables she turned when the loneliness and despair became too much. Tucked inside it was the one letter her mother had left. Brief, now blurred and faded, it said only who she was, and that her mother was sorry.

			The only other token she had of her lineage was the ring on the chain around her neck.

			Ril Endarion had left her alone for a few minutes to gather her possessions while he saw to his companions. Even this momentary separation frightened her. When he reappeared at the doorway, she was utterly relieved – and entranced.

			She’d met men before: priests who came to inspect her once a year, wrinkled old men with tonsured grey hair, rheumy voices and cold, disdainful eyes. But Ril glowed with vitality, shining in her eyes with capability – and a hint of peril. He’d killed to save her. He was clearly older than her – much older, in his thirties, maybe, but that didn’t deter her; rather, it felt like an antidote to her own innocence.

			He called from the doorway, ‘Milady, we’ve found a carriage and horses. Our flying steeds can’t bear more than one person for any distance, and you’ve no experience of flight. But we have to go now. We’re not safe if your enemies realise that we’re here.’

			‘I understand.’ She couldn’t help staring: he had a wonderful exotic beauty to him. Surely he has Southern blood. His presence made her feel safe, but still the thought of leaving her room was overwhelming. ‘I just need a moment. I’ve never left this convent in all my life.’ She clutched the Fables in one hand and held out her other to him. ‘Please, help me.’

			His long-fingered, strong hand enclosed hers, giving her the strength to stand. ‘Have you got everything?’ he asked, eyeing her small leather bag doubtfully.

			‘All I have are three old dresses, a comb, an icon, two books and my signet ring.’ She pointed to her Book of Kore. ‘This was a gift to my mother from her father, Emperor Magnus.’ Beside it lay her bronze Sacred Heart icon. ‘And this faithful piece has been my object of worship all my life.’ She put them into her bag.

			Ril touched The Fables of Aradea. ‘I’ve always preferred this to the holy book,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘I always wanted to be Sir Ryneholt and slay the draken.’

			‘And rescue the Stardancer,’ she enthused. They shared a moment of connection unlike any she’d ever felt, and her heart swelled. ‘Ryneholt was my hero! Until I met you,’ she added, the words popping out of her mouth unchecked. She blushed instantly as something tightened about her heart. ‘I’m only alive because of you.’

			He looked a little uncomfortable at her earnest praise. ‘I did what anyone would have done—’

			‘But it was you who broke through the door when Taddea tried to . . .’ She clutched her breast, suddenly frightened again. ‘What’s waiting for me out there?’

			‘Safety, Milady.’

			‘But they’ll try and kill me again, won’t they?’

			‘I’ll protect you.’

			‘Like Ryneholt?’ she said, hopefully.

			He licked his lips, then said lightly, ‘Aye, I’ll be your Ryneholt.’ He hefted her leather bag containing her scanty possessions and led her to the door.

			It was growing darker and more forbidding with each second. The fear was almost overwhelming – until she took his hand again. Her heart was thudding, but one thought filled her mind: Ryneholt married the Stardancer.

			*

			Ril doubted Lyra Vereinen was even aware of what she was doing, playing up to the protector in him, but it didn’t diminish the effect she had on him. Part of it was due to her palpable naïveté – her fear and her hero-worship might just be momentary emotions, but he still couldn’t help but shield her. If someone else came to kill her, they’d have to slay him first.

			She lives in a fable. Coraine will be the death of her.

			He’d outgrown such innocence years ago. Coraine might be just a provincial court, but it was big and ugly enough to strip away anyone’s ideals. People thought of royal courts as places of honour and nobility, but in truth, they were more like dogfighting pits: noblemen prancing about in the newest fashions to show their status, gambling fortunes to bankrupt rivals, screwing each other’s wives and sisters out of spite and seducing virginal debutantes to destroy their marital prospects, just for fun. They duelled and backstabbed, plotted and connived, lied and cheated – all to be one of the privileged few at the very top, feeding from the richest trenchers. He’d fought a long defeat in that arena all his adult life. He’d seen the worst in everyone – including himself.

			Once he’d thought he was Ryneholt. Now he felt more like Ratsnipe, who stole Aradea’s necklace and was turned into a blind vole for the crime. But finding Lyra was like finding the last fey princess. She’d somehow given him a glimpse of another world, somewhere inside Aradea’s Mirror where life wasn’t a sordid tangle of sleazy taverns and duelling circles, living hand to mouth while pretending he belonged or cared.

			She’s going to be eaten alive. Nothing in Aradea’s Mirror is ever real. Radine and Takwyth would likely castrate him with blunt knives just for holding her hand, but he didn’t want to let her go. She needs me, and I need to be needed.

			‘About bloody time!’ Basia called as they arrived in the courtyard. She, Malthus, Larik and Gryff were all on their feet now, and they’d bound Clef’s body to his pegasus. They couldn’t fly home, not with Lyra among them, but pegasi could still gallop, and they’d found horses to pull the carriage. Basia held out Pearl’s reins to Ril – then she finally noticed Lyra.

			She glared pointedly at their clasped hands. ‘Who the Hel is she?’

			Excellent question, Ril thought dizzily. ‘Basia, lads, gather round. You’re not going to believe this, but I swear it’s true. This is Lyra, and she’s the reason we’re here. She’s Natia Vereinen’s daughter . . .’

			They clearly didn’t wholly believe him, and he couldn’t blame them for that – but time was pressing, so they fled the abbey as if the dogs of Hel were after them. Basia rode in the carriage with Lyra, while Ril sent messages arrowing through the aether, calling for aid.

			*

			A maniple of Corani cavalry – five hundred men on lathered, steaming horses – was waiting at a crossroad east of Coraine. Lyra Vereinen saw the relief on Ril Endarion’s face and surmised that despite their assurances, they’d been scared. Then she saw a dozen winged creatures flash overhead, and soon after, everyone relaxed.

			Her companion in the carriage was a strange woman: Basia de Sirou, who was like a character from a fable herself. She wore weird leather leggings and walked like a wading bird – but when Lyra asked, Basia told her she’d lost her legs in 909, when the Sacrecours had turned on the Corani. Her artificial limbs were empowered by the gnosis – Lyra had no idea it could even do things like that. She’d been mortified, but Basia had been kindness itself. ‘Everyone asks, sooner or later. Dirklan Setallius made my legs himself.’ The worship in her voice when she spoke of the Corani spymaster reminded Lyra of the way the nuns spoke of Kore.

			It was amazing just to meet a woman who wasn’t a nun. She told Basia all about herself, partly to convince the sceptical woman that she was truly Natia’s daughter, but mostly because she’d been locked up alone so long that conversation was an opportunity not to be missed. She’d been born into captivity and raised knowing that she lived at all only through the intervention of the Gnostic Keepers. That circle of ancient and powerful magi had told Lucia Fasterius that she couldn’t execute her, and the Mater-Imperia had respected – or feared – the Keepers enough to obey. Lyra had still been kept under a Chain-rune all her life, denied access to the gnosis. She supposed Lucia had wanted her kept ignorant and weak.

			When the carriage drew to a halt and she saw so many knights arrayed to meet her, she couldn’t help sucking in her breath in fear. Behind the armoured ranks was a large, ornate carriage with curtained windows. An old woman dressed in a fantasia of lace and autumn colours was alighting, wearing a tall conical headdress with a gauzy veil: a noblewoman’s hennin.

			‘Look,’ Basia said, ‘Duchess Radine herself has come to greet you.’

			This is where it all begins, Lyra realised as Basia helped her dismount. She looked at Ril, who nodded encouragingly, though his own expression was now grim, as if he were preparing to go into combat again.

			Close up, the woman in the hennin was old and frail, with curling grey locks and a wrinkled, homely face. Basia whispered, ‘Her Grace Radine Jandreux, widow of the Duke of Coraine and regent for her grandson Yannoch, who’s still a child.’ Lyra knew the name; it was Radine who had brokered the marriage between her grandmother, Alitia Jandreux, and Prince Magnus.

			The Jandreux matriarch curtseyed, then seized her hand and kissed it. ‘Lyra – Natia’s child! What a miracle this is . . . you are the image of your mother, dear girl—’

			‘Hello, your Grace – er, Duchess Radine . . .’ Lyra responded uncertainly, vague on the protocols and how she should act – she’d never been treated as anything but a prisoner until now. She went to curtsey, and Radine caught her by the hands.

			‘You bend the knee to no one, dearest!’ She looked Lyra over intently, still gripping her hands. ‘Dear Kore, I’ve waited all my life for this moment – even your voice has Natia’s music! I knew in my heart that our dearest Natia could not be wholly lost to us – and here you are, her very image. Praise unto Kore – Rondelmar trembles at your advent!’

			That didn’t sound reassuring. ‘What’s to become of me?’ Lyra whispered.

			‘Freedom, child: I promise you, you will walk free the rest of your days.’ Radine studied her. ‘Though of course, on the eternal tabula board of power, you are now a powerful piece.’

			Perhaps Radine was trying to please her with such words, but they frightened Lyra. Her throat still bore the imprints of Sister Taddea’s fingers. ‘I’m not powerful. I can’t imagine anyone weaker than me.’

			‘Dear girl, in tabula, the weakest piece is the queen – but to lose her is to lose the game. So conversely, she is the most powerful piece of all.’

			Is that how she sees me? As her ‘queen’ in an endless game? ‘But my mother’s enemies . . .?’

			‘Are in chaos,’ Radine declared. ‘Though the Sacrecours are like a Lantric haedra – lop off its head and a dozen new ones sprout. These are dangerous days, my dear, but we will ensure that you secure your birthright.’

			My birthright. Her mouth was suddenly dry – but with that fear came anger too: for all the damage caused by Mater-Imperia Lucia and her ambitions. My birthright is a throne, she thought, realising for the first time what that actually meant. It really was like one of The Fables of Aradea. Even that thought was frightening; all those tales of stolen thrones and perilous birthrights seldom ended well – even Ryneholt and the Stardancer was a tragedy.

			‘Lyra, my princess, pray join me in my carriage,’ Radine invited. ‘There is much to discuss.’

			That discussion sounded daunting, but what choice was there? ‘Of course, your Grace.’

			‘Call me Aunty, child. That’s close enough to the truth.’ Radine took her arm. Lyra sought a glimpse of Ril’s face and took strength from that as she followed the duchess to her carriage. In seconds they were moving again.

			Lyra endured Radine’s silent regard, feeling skewered by the duchess’ perceptive eyes. Finally Radine said, ‘Well, your looks are entirely your mother’s, dear. No one will doubt that you’re Natia’s child. We’ve known your mother to be dead for a long time, though no one formally admitted it – but we never suspected a child. How old are you, my dear? You must be twenty, but you look younger.’

			Lyra swallowed. It was tempting to lie, but she feared Duchess Radine would see through any falsehood she tried to weave, so she whispered the truth. ‘No, I’m nineteen.’

			Radine’s jaw dropped. ‘But . . . Oh, Kore’s bollocks . . . you’re not Ainar’s child?’ She looked skywards as if chiding Kore Himself. ‘Then who’s your father?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Lyra admitted. ‘No one said, and I never knew to ask – it was years and years before someone told me that a man was required to beget children. I never saw any man who wasn’t an old priest until today.’

			‘Sweet Kore in Heaven! Did they teach you nothing?’

			‘Of course not – I learned my numbers and letters, Scripture and histories – but not about begetting until I first bled.’ Lyra felt herself blushing and changed the subject: ‘Sir Ril said I was the rightful empress – he said that Emperor Constant is dead?’

			‘The emperor has indeed perished, along with his mother. His children, Cordan and Coramore, still live, however: a snivelling pair of spit-dribblers aged nine and seven. Regardless, yours is the rightful claim: Magnus named Natia as his heir, not Constant, and you are the heir of that claim.’

			‘But won’t the Sacrecours dispute it?’

			‘Perhaps. The emperor’s uncle, Garod Sacrecour, is now head of his House and wishes very badly to be First Regent until Cordan turns sixteen.’ Radine’s face hardened. ‘But the Sacrecours have lost most of their legions in the East: Pallas lies open, for those prepared to dare.’

			‘What will you do?’

			‘We’ll act. Cordan and Coramore’s claims have a further weakness: just as we snatched you to safety, so we have also captured them: we’ll ensure they’re no threat to you.’

			‘But they’re just children—’

			‘And more dangerous than anyone else who draws breath,’ Radine replied. ‘Our people in the Celestium revealed just in time that the grand prelate despatched urgent messages to a number of sites within hours of learning of Constant’s demise: it appears he’d been entrusted with orders to slay you if Constant died, as well as half a dozen well-connected political prisoners. We recovered most of them at the same time we rescued you.’

			Lyra shuddered, once again feeling Sister Taddea’s fingers around her throat. ‘What will you do with the children?’

			‘That rather depends, my dear,’ Radine replied. ‘The empire is in shock. The Third Crusade has been defeated, a great many legions lost. There’s a power void in Pallas, and unless someone can quickly restore unity, the empire will fragment: every man with a sword will think they can seize power, and the world we know will descend into a morass of treachery and murder. The people will suffer and thousands, maybe millions, will perish. But you can prevent that.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Yes: by being an empress everyone can rally around: the unifying claimant who preserves the whole by being brave enough to step forth!’

			Lyra was remembering her mother’s fate. ‘I am the rightful heir,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve always known that, ever since I was old enough to read Mother’s letter.’

			‘Of course you are. But is it something you want?’

			‘Yes,’ Lyra said, a little surprised at her own vehemence, but her lineage was one of the few truths of her life. ‘The Sacrecours murdered my father and caused my mother’s death: I owe it to them to be what you want.’

			‘Excellent,’ Radine replied. ‘I did wonder if you would need some persuasion,’ she admitted, ‘but you’ve been locked away for a long time, dear, and a convent education cannot replace that which life provides. Without good counsel, any ruler struggles, but one not raised in the role . . .’

			Lyra got Radine’s message loud and clear. I’m sure she’s right, but she’s also telling me who will really be in charge. It reminded her of the little power struggles that had riddled the abbey: the petty rivalries and vicious gossip, the stigmatising and the self-aggrandisement. If this is a tabula board, then I have seen it played after all. The board will be bigger, and there will be many more pieces, but it’s the same game. She took a deep breath. ‘I will learn, from you.’

			But not for long, she sensed. Radine was old, and she smelled of death.

			‘Good!’ The duchess squeezed her hands, then searched her face. ‘But I worry about who your father is. How could Natia get pregnant in a convent?’

			‘I don’t know. Mother’s letter never said, and no one told me.’

			‘Someone out there knows, and if they come forward—’

			‘If they are my father, won’t they want me to be happy?’

			‘Possibly, but remember: your mother was in enemy hands. Your father is likely to be one of the Sacrecour cabal. If he reveals himself to Garod Sacrecour, it could destroy you.’

			‘I’m still of Natia’s blood—’

			‘Of course, but it complicates matters.’ Radine frowned, then asked, ‘Would you be willing to state under a sacred oath that you’re older than you really are, and the true daughter of Ainar and Natia?’

			Lyra felt ill at the thought. Kore punished such falsehoods – the holy book was quite clear on that. ‘But my real father will know I’m lying. And so will Kore.’

			‘Kore supports your cause, child – and unless your father can prove his claim, assuming he’s still alive, he matters naught. He’d have to admit seducing or raping an imprisoned royal woman; that’s not a crime many would willingly admit to. And once we’re in Pallas, the machinery of state reverts to us. Imperial Legions, loyal to the Crown, become ours to command. Other Great Houses are eager to see the back of the Sacrecours. We’ll have powerful friends, as well as enemies. We could silence anyone who besmirches your good name.’

			‘But my soul . . .’

			Radine raised an eyebrow. ‘Dear girl, fear not for your soul: you will have many years as empress to gain absolution. House Corani can put you on the throne: we just require your conviction that you should be there.’

			Even if I must lie . . . Lyra swallowed, feeling sick, then nodded in assent.

			‘Excellent!’ Radine radiated approval. ‘Bravely done, child. But we must never speak of this question over your father again, you understand? Everything may depend on it.’ Radine waited until she nodded again, then went on, ‘Garod Sacrecour holds the Imperial Bastion in Pallas, but when the full news of Constant and Lucia’s fall becomes widely known, his support will evaporate. Sixty legions marched East, and half of those were raised by the Sacrecours and their allies. Those are losses no faction can replace – but many of the Sacrecours’ greatest rivals, like us, were banned from joining the Crusade and so are at full strength. Only we have a legitimate claimant to the throne, though, and there is enormous power in legitimacy: the God-given right to rule. Without it, any claimant must rule by fear, and that takes great will, comes at huge expense and causes immense suffering.’

			‘You said my involvement will prevent civil war?’

			‘Indeed – in truth, I think only you can avert such conflict.’ Radine frowned, then added, ‘Child, whenever someone plays Imperial Tabula, there are always casualties – there is no such thing in this world as a bloodless change of regime.’

			Agree, Lyra realised, and I’ll be set on a path that ends either in a throne or an executioner’s block. And if she succeeded, others would fail, and pay the price. But she was her mother’s daughter: this was her destiny. ‘I’ll do it,’ she repeated.

			‘Bravo, my dear. Then we are agreed: you’ll be our banner, and the North will march on Pallas. If we hesitate, others will unite against us.’ Radine paused, and then asked quietly, ‘What do you wish to do with the royal children?’

			Lyra went to answer then stopped. Radine clearly wanted her to say, ‘I’ll leave that up to you, Aunty.’ And then they’ll vanish, and their fate will be on my conscience.

			To murder children was an immense sin – what would Corineus, looking down from Paradise, make of such an action? The Sacrecour children were also of the Royal Dynasty. In the Fables, killing princes and princesses was something only the wicked did, and such murders invariably had dire consequences.

			‘They are children, my niece and nephew – my kin. We can’t kill them.’ She searched for a solution. ‘We’ll make them swear fealty before the whole court.’

			‘Lyra . . .’ Radine began, ‘such promises will mean nothing if—’

			‘I won’t murder children.’

			‘They wouldn’t hesitate to do away with you.’

			‘Surely not? They’re only nine and seven, yes? Are they killers already?’

			‘You know what I mean, Lyra. Garod’s not one to be squeamish; he would have taken that decision. Even Wurther didn’t hesitate, and he’s Kore’s representative on Urte.’

			‘Then I must be better than them. I’m a stranger to the people: if I’m to win their affection, it must be through acts of goodness and mercy, like Sasca of Rym—’

			‘Life is no book of Fables, girl,’ Radine scolded. ‘Making enemies fear you is far more important than having subjects love you—’

			‘Then we’ll teach them respect – but not by murdering innocents,’ Lyra said firmly. She fancied Radine was a little taken aback by her display of will – she was herself. It’s my mother, speaking through me, she thought.

			‘Very well, Lyra. But they’ll be compelled to fealty, and kept secure at all times.’

			Kept secure . . . in other words, imprisoned, as I was. ‘If that’s the best we can do.’

			‘It’s more than they deserve,’ Radine muttered. She looked up, her expression inquisitorial. ‘Did your gaolers ever mistreat you, Lyra?’

			‘Well, the food was dull, and I couldn’t leave—’

			‘No, dear, that’s not what I meant. Did they bodily mistreat you?’

			‘They were nuns!’ Lyra protested.

			‘If you knew the complaints I receive of nuns and their ilk . . . Did they beat you, ill-use you physically? Are you still a virgin? You do know what I mean, yes?’

			Lyra squirmed. ‘Aunty, the nuns lived in fear of what would befall them if I was harmed. The only man I ever saw was one old priest who inspected me once a year. The Abbess told me that Lucia had ordered that I was to be “left to shrivel on the vine”.’

			Radine’s face softened. ‘Dear girl, what a Hel they made you endure! Isolation can drive a lesser soul to madness. That you remain so lucid, so normal, does you great credit.’

			‘I did have books and tutors, Aunty. I was taught from the Histories and the Annals of Pallas – and I was permitted to keep my mother’s copy of the Fables. But it was lonely sometimes.’

			‘Were you taught the gnosis?’

			‘No. I suppose I must have it, but I’ve been under a Rune of the Chain from birth, to prevent anyone scrying me. So I’ve never used the gnosis, much less been taught it.’

			‘Dear Kore! We’ll lift that Chain-rune as soon as you’re safely in Coraine.’

			And thus was the princess’ magic restored . . . I’m actually living The Fables of Aradea . . . That thought emboldened Lyra to say, ‘In the Annals, I read that all emperors have a champion. I’d like mine to be the knight who rescued me.’

			‘Ril Endarion?’ Radine sounded very displeased. ‘You’d best forget him.’

			‘Sir Ril saved my life—’

			‘I don’t doubt it. But he’s penniless.’

			‘But if he were in my service he wouldn’t want for money—’

			‘No,’ Radine said forcefully. ‘You said you wanted my advice, well here is some: you must remain conspicuously chaste until you are wed, and that must be to a powerful and worthy man. There are Great Houses we must bind to us and some will demand the highest price: your virgin hand in marriage. Having any unmarried knight near you will damage your reputation, but most especially that one—’

			‘He saved my life—’

			‘For which he will be well rewarded, I promise you. I am proud that an orphan boy I took in and raised as my own has rescued you, but I know Ril’s reputation. You must keep your distance, dear child.’

		

	
		
			4 
Suitors

			The Imperial Dynasty

			It is Kore who granted the Blessed Three Hundred dominion over Urte, and from their number, willingly and according to Kore’s plan, did they elevate Mikal Sertain (who took the name Sertain Sacrecour) and his descendants to realise His will. Thus are we Sacrecours ordained to rule.

			Lucia Sacrecour, Pallas, 903

			Coraine, Northern Rondelmar

			Julsep 930 

			One month after the Moontide

			Like many Northern cities, Coraine had once been a Frandian hill fort: the local chieftain protected the farmers and foresters and in return, extracted goods and coin for the privilege. The Rimoni and their legions defeated then ‘civilised’ the Frandian ‘barbarians’, beginning the inevit­able gentrification of the region, a gradual and uneven process involving whips and other physical coercions as much as gentler means. The Rimoni Empire fell, to be immediately supplanted by the Rondians, with their magi and sense of destiny, which accelerated the process of installing better roads, more focused agriculture and more people.

			The Jandreux were one of several pure-blood magi families who settled in Coraine and claimed legal title – the Blessed Three Hundred usurped other people’s land-rights all over the empire. The legion camp became the Jandreux fortress, the outer walls expanding to encompass strategic streams and wells. Archery fields, stables, a Beastarium and an Arcanum were added in due course, and the Jandreux and their related families became House Corani. This was the haven Lyra Vereinen was being taken to: the Corani stronghold known as the Sett.

			Ril Endarion had visited his dead mother’s rural estates only once, and never wanted to return. The peasants had viewed his southern skin with blatant hostility and the run-down property administered in his name by Radine’s people had been depressing. The Sett was his true home.

			Within hours of the return of the duchess and her knights, the castle was rife with speculation about the mystery woman they’d rescued, and the rumour mill started running even faster when Takwyth ordered the legions to prepare to march. Something big was definitely afoot.

			Those in the know were forbidden to speak of it. Radine’s people had closed ranks around Lyra, making it clear to Ril that his involvement, while ‘appreciated’, was over. The last time he’d seen Lyra, she’d looked like a doe surrounded by wolves: proud, but scared and friendless. Her face filled his thoughts, day and night. One of Radine’s lackeys was tailing him, presumably to ensure he didn’t flout her order to ‘Stay away from the snowbud, boy. She’s not for the likes of you’. At first it had made him smile, but now it rankled.

			‘So what are you going to do?’ Gryff asked. They were all drinking too much – or at least the brothers were; Ril and the drink had a long and troubled relationship, right now he was too busy brooding.

			‘I’ve got a few ideas.’ Ril lifted the cup of ale, but barely wet his lips.

			Ril had quickly learned that being the best swordsman at the Coraine Arcanum meant nothing when your skin was swarthy and your hair black, your purse empty and you had enemies in every major House in the North. Young noblemen wanted sycophants, not stroppy, truculent outsiders with neither gold, connections nor prospects. His legion stint brought out his inner rebel, and no family was going to let their daughter marry a young man so deep in debt. His prospects had evaporated before his eyes.

			I should have gone South to Becchio and joined the mercenary legions years ago. The words were almost a mantra now, but the truth was, he’d been too proud to run away – and there was always another tournament, and prizes to alleviate his debts, for a time at least. It was hard to give up on dreams, or to turn away from the few people in his life, especially Basia, who’d endured and survived 909 with him. And somehow he was always falling in love with women as emotionally damaged as he: brief, tangled liaisons that always ended in recriminations.

			He couldn’t remember exactly when he met Larik and Gryff Joyce, just that he’d planned on getting stinking drunk that night but he’d run out of coin. The brothers knew who he was, and they’d stood him enough ale to float him all the way out to the gutter. Veterans of 909 always propped each other up, perhaps because few knew how to stand on their own two feet.

			Gryff and Larik had been battle-magi with the Second Corani; the legion had to fight its way out of Pallas after seeing comrades slain or maimed by supposed allies, people they’d trained with, drunk with, begun to trust. Like many who survived that Hel-ish night, the Joyce brothers had never recovered. Most people just saw a pair of drunks – or three drunks, because after that meeting, Ril was almost always with them. He knew they were a bad influence, but he didn’t care. They were friends.

			It was only thanks to Basia that he could now stop after one beer these days. She’d saved his life – although drying out Fantoche’s way hadn’t been fun! – but he still had a reputation as a sot.

			He put the cup down and looked around the Great Hall, which was filling up with high-spirited Corani; they had all been rejuvenated by the events of the past couple of days and speculation was rife: when and where would they march? What was happening in Pallas? And most of all: who was the young woman in Radine’s guest chamber?

			Ril sensed the atmosphere change as all eyes turned his way – because he was sitting in Solon Takwyth’s chair. Larik and Gryff, who were really drunk, went on prattling away as a heavy hand fell on Ril’s shoulder.

			‘Get up, Endarion,’ said Takwyth. ‘This is the high table.’

			Ril brushed his hand away and stood. They were of a height, but Takwyth was heavier-built. It had been years since they’d last sparred, and they’d both taken a battering that day.

			‘Hey, Takky!’ Ril slurred, ‘I took it first – seems I get everywhere first these days.’

			Takwyth scowled. ‘Drunk, Endarion? Again?’

			Esvald Berlond, at his side as always, glowered menacingly.

			‘Not too drunk to dance, Takky.’ Ril winked.

			Takwyth’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you challenging me?’

			Ril pulled a startled face. ‘Good grief, no,’ he exclaimed, with a broad hint of mockery, ‘I just wish to dance, for the joy in my soul – for you see, I met the most wonderful maiden and she fills my heart with music!’

			Takwyth ground his teeth and rumbled, ‘Careful, Endarion.’

			Ril spun around and grabbed the nearest woman – Basia, who was hurrying in to defuse whatever was going on – just as the musicians struck up the entrance march for Lady Radine. Ril let loose a mad guffaw and spun Basia into a furious two-step. ‘Let’s dance, Fantoche!’

			She flung him off, crying, ‘What’s wrong with you, idiot?’ and cracked him across the face with her right hand – she wasn’t about to surrender her hard-won respect from the male magi, even for Ril. Around them, young knights hurled barbed comments. ‘Piss off, before I smash your teeth out,’ she growled more loudly.

			He rubbed his cheek ruefully. ‘Good point . . . well argued,’ he slurred, and snatched up a full pitcher of red as he staggered towards the doors, spilling it all around him. He lurched forward, buffeted by snide backslaps and shoves, just as Duchess Radine made her entrance.

			‘Sir Ril,’ she fumed, ‘what are you doing?’

			He bowed theatrically. ‘Your Grace, I was just leaving, before I embarrass myself – or maybe after.’ He bowed to her once again, then to the room, ignoring the bemused, contemptuous, disgusted or amused stares, and fled the room. No one followed him.

			Perfect. He’d escaped his little shadow, who was stuck in the crowded Great Hall.

			Ril picked up the pace as he took the back way through the infirm­ary, slipping through the apothecary’s aromatic herb garden, past the postern gate and into the Lady’s Bower, which was forbidden to men. A warm twilight glow lit the narrow paths; the heavy scents of the night-blooming flowers and the shimmer and hum of the nocturnal birds and their insect prey lent the evening a soft ease. The cooling air was refreshing after the smoky confines of the hall.

			He smiled at the memory of Radine’s outraged face, then sighed. Pretending to be drunk wasn’t clever, but he couldn’t think how else to escape the duchess’ constant scrutiny – she would be outraged if she knew what he was really about. He looked up at the balcony; the lamps had yet to be lit in the room behind, but he was in no hurry: the world was beautiful tonight, with the sky streaked pink and gold, and the pitted face of Mater Luna taking on a silvery lustre as she shouldered responsibility for giving light from the fleeing sun.

			Then a soft golden glow lit the windows overhead. Ril waited until he heard footsteps on the balcony twenty feet above, then used kinesis to spring over the railing, landing like a cat.

			Lyra Vereinen went rigid in fright – then her smile bloomed, the stress and fear on her face falling away. To his relief, she’d clearly been wanting to see him.

			‘Good evening, Milady,’ he said softly. ‘My thanks for not screaming. Are you alone?’

			She looked over her shoulder, then asked, ‘Are you allowed to be here?’

			‘Not for a second. Yet here I am.’

			She touched her hand to her mouth. ‘Aunty Radine warned me about you.’

			‘She’s just jealous that I’m too young for her.’

			She giggled. ‘I’m glad you’re here. And surprised.’

			‘Surprised?’

			‘Radine said you’d have forgotten me by now.’

			She has no artifice, and that’s a beautiful thing. It also makes her so vulnerable . . . ‘How could I forget you? I’m sorry to just appear like this, but it’s the only way I could get to talk to you. I’ve asked to see you, many times, but Radine is guarding you closely.’

			Lyra glanced over her shoulder. ‘She’s chosen companions for me – Lady Hilta, Lady Sedina and Lady Jenet. They’re changing for dinner. I’m supposed to be doing the same.’

			Of course Jenet’s inveigled her way into the action, Ril thought ruefully. He studied Lyra’s face: she was clearly anxious at being alone with a man, and no doubt Radine had blackened his character as much as she could – but there was also longing in Lyra’s voice and eyes. From convent to throne, he thought. Could anyone survive that journey?

			‘I’ll go, if you want, Milady,’ he offered, meaning to reassure her that she had control here. Already coming here was beginning to feel foolish, fraught with peril. Perhaps he was more inebriated than he thought. ‘I’m not here to make things hard for you.’

			‘Then why are you here, Sir Knight?’ she asked with commendable directness.

			He wasn’t really sure himself any more. Most of his infatuations had begun something like this, following the lure of a pretty face, contriving a tryst. But this wasn’t just a game, he belatedly reflected; this was about Empires. ‘I’m just here to reassure myself that you’re being well-treated – and given your due.’

			‘My due, sir?’

			So, she’s an innocent, but not silly. ‘Radine wants to make you queen and empress,’ he said. ‘It’s your birthright – not hers. She’ll give you good advice, I’m sure – but crowns come with inherent rights and dues.’

			‘What sort of rights?’

			‘Within the limits of sensibility, to do whatever you like.’

			She turned pink at the thought. ‘Anything I like?’ The gaze she turned his way was intense, and so transparent he was quite taken aback. What if what I want is you? that look asked. No doubt they’d told her she needed a protector, and clearly she had her own ideas about who that might be. Suddenly this little tryst had gone well past a momentary fascination, or even an idea of protecting her. It was about everything he might want in life. I’m thirty-two, thirteen years her senior – that’s not far off twice her age. And I’m penniless. I can wield a sword and a lance, but I have no followers, no soldiers, and my land is a debt-mill. My life has been frittered away on loss. By now he ought to be a senior knight, even one of Radine’s advisors, but she’d never wanted his advice or opinions, and small wonder.

			So am I really just here to spite Takky and her?

			But looking at Lyra, he couldn’t deny the need to protect her – nor other, less selfless urges. But she was also the most dangerous person he could possibly set his sights upon.

			But why should that prick Takwyth have everything his own way? And if this ruins me, what have I actually lost?

			‘Lyra, I swear that I am yours to command. I believe destiny guided me to your door in time to save you. I’m not some adventurer, following a passing fancy,’ he added, though until a few seconds ago that was exactly what he was. ‘What would you have of me?’

			That turned out to be the perfect answer – he could see it in her eyes as they welled up, could feel in the grip of her hands. And her surprising maturity came through again, because what she asked for wasn’t reassurances, but information: about the Sett and Coraine and Pallas, and about her family. Time flashed by as he told her about the Great Houses and their rivalries; the key players amongst the Corani, and what they might ask of her.

			‘Mostly, they’ll want a figurehead who does as she’s told and won’t upset their plans.’

			‘Their plans and mine align,’ she pointed out. ‘Radine wants me to be empress, which is my birthright. It’s perfect.’ She spoke with a maturity that belied her convent upbringing, but it was still shot through with an innocence that worried him.

			Do I have the right to ruin her fairy tale? He’d never seen himself as a trustworthy guide for innocent youth. But who else will tell her the uglier truths?

			‘Radine’s plans won’t stop there,’ he said at last. ‘She’ll want you wed to a man of her choice and pregnant as quickly as possible. She’ll tell you the Imperial Council is no place for you – that it’s too boring, too complicated – and she’ll shut you out of running your own realm. And most of all, she’ll want blood. Has she told you about 909?’

			‘Yes, she has. She hates the Sacrecours, and especially the Fasterius family.’

			‘So does every Corani with a soul,’ Ril growled. ‘Kore knows, there are heads I would dearly love to see on spikes too, but war could ruin us – and put your own life at risk.’

			‘I’m sure Radine only wants what’s best for the Corani,’ Lyra said dutifully.

			‘Of course she does – she’s devoted to this duchy. But she’s old, Lyra, and she’s worried about her legacy. She’s likely cursing that her grandson Yannoch, her only heir, is too young for you to marry. She has to trust in people like Takwyth and Setallius to see her intentions through, and to do that, she must bind them to you.’

			‘She’s as much as told me that I’m to marry Sir Solon,’ Lyra admitted, colouring.

			The notion repulsed him, though he’d seen it coming a mile off. ‘Is it what you want?’

			‘No,’ she answered. Her eyes said: I want you.

			‘No good ever came of a bad marriage,’ he quoted.

			‘That’s from “The Tale of Chimaera”,’ she smiled. Then her intensity returned and she said, ‘This must sound dreadfully forward, but I know that I have no time for second choices. I want to choose my husband myself, but I don’t know how to tell Radine. She’s like Abbess Jaratia – she makes me feel helpless.’

			‘You must learn the way things work here,’ he told her. ‘You’ll need patience – but I’m sure you’ve got plenty of that, after all you’ve been through. You keep surprising me – how mature you are, for someone who’s grown up in a convent.’

			She pulled a strangely knowing face. ‘Ril – can I call you Ril? A convent is a world in miniature. There is power, ambition, belief and doubt, betrayals, secrets, sin, love . . .’ Her face went scarlet. ‘I’ve seen a lot of things, and learned a lot about people there.’

			She squeezed his hand tighter and his heart began to pound. As protective as he might feel, she was also young and lovely, and she was looking at him with worship in her eyes. It was a long time since anyone had done that . . .

			Her face tilted to his, inviting, and he was halfway to her lips—

			—when a woman called her name.

			He kissed her anyway, because he was human, and for the moment she melted into him, her face all innocence and need and fear and filled with desires she barely understood.

			Then he stood, kissed her hand and relinquished it, leaping from the balcony and landing gracefully an instant before Lady Hilta’s voice said, ‘Lyra? Are you alone? Goodness, you’ve not even changed yet!’

			‘I . . . I . . . er . . . I got caught up in a daydream,’ he heard Lyra stammer, but he was stealing away before anyone thought to look down.

			He’d always wanted to be remembered. How about as the fool who kissed an empress? ‘Ril Endarion? Aye, that’s his head on the spike, son. Let it be a lesson to ye!’

			*

			Ril’s kiss – so unexpected, so heart-stopping – sustained Lyra through a maddening evening of prattle about dresses and jewels and coro­nations and how heroic and handsome and worthy Sir Solon Takwyth was. She barely listened. Only one man existed for her now; in truth, since he’d rescued her. I am the Stardancer and he is my Ryneholt. We are made for each other.

			That brief, wondrous embrace was like a sip of honeyed mead that left her craving more. His lips had tasted of sunlight and vigour; his breath was a caress on her skin. She felt lightheaded; she longed to see him again – but the world was refusing to heed her desires.

			The next day took aeons to arrive, after a never-ending sleepless night of wanting. She knew something happened between men and women, but she still didn’t understand what, exactly: it was only ever hinted at in the Fables, and not really explained by the nuns’ explanations for her monthly bleeding. Knowing roughly what a man and woman needed to do physically to procreate didn’t explain the needing, the aching . . .

			But all dawn brought was another day of Radine’s machinations. The duchess wanted to show Lyra the might of the Corani – but more importantly, she intended to reveal to the world the true identity of the girl she had rescued. The Northern nobles were all gathered below the ducal balcony, together with the city’s most richest and most influential burghers. Orders were shouted: trumpets blared, drums rattled and horses clattered below as a great mass of soldiers started parading before their duchess and her guest.

			Radine’s shapeless body was hidden by the resplendent silk dress of Jandreux red and green; a bejewelled circlet and headdress covered her thinning grey hair. She looked regal.

			But Lyra’s own dress was something else entirely: an alarmingly ostentatious construction that would leave no one in any doubt whatsoever that they were looking at someone of enormous importance. The best tailors in Coraine had been working night and day to complete Radine’s brief: it must be demure, but expensive, and unique in every way. She’d opened her own jewel case, providing ropes of creamy pearls, glittering diamonds and spinels and blood-red rubies. Thread of pure gold had been used to embroider the Sacred Heart into the bodice and cuffs of the high-necked, painfully narrow-waisted gown, which was practically impossible to breathe in. And most important of all was the heavy velvet fabric, of a rich purple – the hue forbidden to all but those of Sertain’s royal line.

			If Radine was regal, Lyra had been made to look imperial . . .

			‘Look,’ said Radine proudly, ‘here come your knights.’

			Solon Takwyth, in open-faced helm and intricate gilded acid-etched armour, led the Corani knights. His strong, blockish face was staring fixedly up at her, filled with possessive pride.

			‘Solon is the greatest knight in the North,’ Radine murmured. ‘He rebuilt the Corani knighthood in the wake of Lucia’s purges in 909.’ Radine didn’t add, ‘He’ll make a fine husband’, but presumably that was taken as read. ‘Solon’s men worship him for his leadership and prowess. His skill and strength have kept our lands free.’

			But he’s so old, Lyra thought bleakly. Ril was older than her too, of course; he was experienced, as a potential husband should be, but with the vigour of youth, not like Sir Solon, who was forty already.

			The knights rode in ranks according to seniority. She knew a few of the names now: Sir Oryn Levis’ pudgy face looked up at her worshipfully, Sir Esvald Berlond regarded her with cold distance, young Malthus Cayne with awe. But there was only one face she wanted to see, and finally Ril Endarion clipped past, dipping his lance slightly when he caught her eye, and her lips tingled. To hear his voice again, to taste his kiss . . . that was what fuelled her dreams. She was grateful to Radine and everything she was doing to put her on the throne, but she refused to become ‘The Queen of Icy Tears’, the princess in the Fables forced to marry the Snow Lord, whose heart slowly turned to ice. Solon Takwyth wasn’t the husband destiny wished her to have, she was certain of that.

			Ril saved my life. He is my life.

			The parade went on endlessly: after the knights came the legions, rank after rank of red-cloaked men with pale faces and narrow eyes, with their black-cloaked battle-magi riding beside them, all slamming fists to their hearts and saluting as they passed, while Radine burbled on about which legion came from where, and who had won what victories.

			‘How many more?’ Lyra sighed.

			‘Not long now,’ Radine said, with a hint of sympathy. ‘We’ll go to Corani Hall soon, and I’ll introduce you to the most prominent families. We need them with us when we march on Pallas.’

			‘When will that be?’

			‘An excellent question! First, we must talk to the Imperial Council. They are currently governing, until a new emperor is named. Garod Sacrecour is trying to bully them into naming Cordan, but the council refuses while we hold the boy.’

			‘Who are the councillors?’ Lyra asked, keen to learn more while Radine was being talkative.

			‘The Imperial Council is traditionally made up of the emperor, the treasurer, the grand prelate, the master-general and the arch-legate – Mater-Imperia Lucia usurped that latter role so that she could impose her will. The current Imperial Councillors are Calan Dubrayle, the Treasurer, Grand Prelate Dominius Wurther and Dravis Ryburn – he’s a Sacrecour ally, and Knight-Princeps of the Inquisition – Constant made him Acting Master-General while Kaltus Korion was away leading the Third Crusade. And Arch-Legate Edreu Gestatium, Head of the Imperocracy – the empire’s bureaucrats – has now reclaimed his seat.’

			‘Do they support us?’

			‘They are Sacrecour appointees to a man.’

			‘Then how can we hope for their help?’

			Radine looked thoughtful. ‘Because Sacrecour appointees or not, each man has risen to his position because he is a powerful person in his own right. None of them are entirely beholden to the Sacrecours, nor would it be easy to unseat them. It’s far better to change their loyalties.’

			‘Do men change their loyalties so easily?’

			‘These do,’ Radine purred. ‘I know the key players quite well: Dubrayle and Wurther are both pragmatic – Wurther might be miffed that we stole Constant’s children from under his nose, but he’ll get over it. Dubrayle thinks only of money, and right now, thanks to the débâcle that was the Third Crusade, the Corani may well be wealthier than our rivals. Ryburn’s only a temporary factor. We’ll be seeking a more acceptable Master-General’ – she clearly meant Solon Takwyth – ‘and as for Gestatium, well, I’ve always maintained good relations with the imperocrats.’

			‘Won’t the Sacrecours be courting them too?’

			‘Of course, child: Garod is desperate for their help. Civil war is a distinct possibility, but no one really wants that. For one thing, we’ve got Cordan and Coramore, for another, Lucia and her idiot son bled the Treasury dry, and for the third: a Rondian civil war would allow vassal-states like Argundy and Noros the perfect opportunity to cede. We can’t allow that.’

			‘Then what will happen?’

			‘Have you ever seen a pack of wild dogs, Lyra?’

			Lyra wanted to shout, I was locked up in a nunnery for nineteen years – I’ve seen nothing! Instead, she just shook her head.

			‘Well, there’s a lot of barking, but not much biting: most animals in the wild are far more scared of getting hurt than being dominated. They know instinctively that wounds turn septic and kill, so only the most determined will risk injury. Most often, it’s not the biggest dog that wins, but the most determined.’

			‘So you’re saying we must be the most determined dog?’

			‘Precisely. The throne is your right and we mustn’t waver. We’ve got the only other legitimate contenders in captivity. Anyone standing against you will be an outsider – a mad dog – and that, the pack will not accept, so they will submit to us.’

			‘Then all we actually have to do is go to Pallas?’

			The duchess laughed. ‘Well, basically, yes. But we must get you there safely, and we must arrive looking like the only viable choice. We must create a spectacle that says: This is your rightful ruler! You must look like an empress, and you must be endorsed by Church and State. You must have the greatest knight in Koredom at your side. You must appear so saintly that Corineus Himself would polish your halo, and so rich that you could bathe in liquid gold.’

			‘I see.’

			Radine noticed that the parade below was finally ending and led her inside, still lecturing: ‘Then you understand why you must stop asking after Ril Endarion.’ Lyra went crimson, but Radine didn’t stop. ‘I know that he saved your life – and no one denies his prowess in battle. In 909, when he was only twelve and had barely gained the gnosis, with courage and skill beyond his years he got Basia de Sirou and himself out of the Arcanum slaughter. But he’s a drunkard now. He frequents whorehouses. He fights duels. He’s penniless – no, he’s worse than penniless – he owes hundreds of auros.’

			‘But—’

			‘There are no “buts”, child. It’s sad – and I’m fond of him, believe me: House Jandreux raised him; we sponsored him through the Arcanum and we still administer his lands – but he’s made his own bed. He’ll never amount to anything. You must forget him.’

			‘But surely you could cancel his debts, like the good king in—’

			‘Spare me the Fables, girl!’ Radine snapped. ‘I could cancel his debts to my house and give him a king’s ransom in reward money and he’d still be underwater with a dozen other lenders. His well has run dry – all he sees in you is a chance for money.’

			‘He’s not like that! He says—’

			‘You’ve spoken to him?’ Radine asked sharply.

			Lyra stammered. ‘Just . . . recently . . .’

			‘Stop. Tell me no more.’ Radine leaned in close, grabbed her hand and whispered, ‘Ril Endarion is not to come near you ever again, my dear. I’m sorry to be direct, but I must impress this upon you: do not go near him. Never again!’

			Lyra tried to pull her hand away, but the duchess wouldn’t let go. ‘This is important, Lyra: generations of Corani are ready to lay down their lives to ensure you sit on the Imperial Throne, as is your right. To risk that for an infatuation is selfish, immature and dangerous. I said you must have the greatest knight in Koredom at your side. I was being polite, but I will be clear now: you must have the greatest knight in Koredom in your bed. And that man is not Ril Endarion. Do you understand me, child?’

			Lyra hung her head, though she seethed inside. ‘Yes, Aunty Radine.’

		

	
		
			5 
The Clever People

			The Writings of Corineus

			Here’s the irony: Johan Corin was a disaffected young nobleman from the country in the time of the Rimoni Empire. He left his home and oppressive father to speak against the empire and its tyranny. He railed against the very concept of empire, and spoke passionately for local self-determination – and yet what did his own followers do on gaining the power of the gnosis? They founded a new empire! Poor Johan must be spinning in his grave. And the reason so few of his original speeches are in circulation? Because the first emperor – his close friend Sertain – burned most of them!

			The Black Histories (Anonymous), 776

			The Sett, Coraine, Northern Rondelmar

			Julsep 930 

			One month after the Moontide

			‘There are four pillars of power,’ Radine droned, as she led Lyra up Windspree, the tallest tower in the Sett. ‘A ruler needs to exert control over all of them, or they’re doomed to fail.’

			While Lyra’s education had been scant preparation for her new life, the behaviour of the nuns at Saint Balphus was certainly pertinent: their greed and jealousy, lies and pettiness – these things were universal, and she’d seen them in the nobles of Coraine in plenty. Today’s meeting was, Radine pressed upon her, the most vital so far: she was to be presented via the gnosis to men hundreds of miles away: men whose opinions might very well decide her fate.

			As they climbed, Radine said, ‘You must control the military, that’s obvious, but most men forget about the others pillars: money, phil­osophy – which includes religion, but is broader than that – and, of course, society.’ She glanced at Lyra. ‘Military power is easy to define, as is monetary power: the richest will always have the advantage.’

			‘Of course,’ Lyra agreed, remembering Sister Ulfinia, the abbey’s treasurer.

			‘But even a rich tyrant can’t ignore the power of philosophy – of belief,’ Radine went on. ‘A ruler can’t buy or bully everyone, not for ever – a bigger bully or a bigger purse can steal those followers away. You’ve got to make believers of people: believers in you.’

			‘In me?’ The notion seemed preposterous.

			‘Oh, all you have to do is not be a gibbering idiot, child,’ Radine said, condescendingly. ‘It’s the strength of the Corani, of me, Solon and Dirklan – that’s what we need to make them believe in: If we can win over the clergy, all the better: the common muck believe that the sun rises and sets because Kore wills it – such are the cattle we rule, dear. They can be won over by a few pointed sermons. So tonight, child, we must win over both the money and the clergy.’

			Lyra wondered if Radine knew how contemptuous of ordinary people she sounded. She’s like Abbess Jaratia: she believes her own world is all that matters.

			At the top of the stairs, Radine fished out a key, still lecturing. ‘The other thing men are prone to forget is that those they rule must, to some degree, accept their ruler’s right to do so. Not everyone can be coerced; some must be befriended, even charmed. Social skills are vital for any successful ruler. Even in the vastest of empires, you’ll find only a few people at the very top, pulling the strings: they must also be won over.’

			That sounded like the most daunting task of them all. Ever since she’d been rescued, Lyra had been immersed in nerve-wracking lessons in protocol, etiquette and social mores. They were never-ending. ‘I’m doing my best,’ she murmured.

			‘You’re doing splendidly,’ Radine said, in a patronising voice. ‘And never forget: you have the advantage of legitimacy. Rondelmar has had hundreds of years of successful rule by the Sacrecours, which you now embody. A world without a Sacrecour on the throne is an unknown world, and the unknown scares people. Everyone fears civil war, but most – if not all, especially amongst the common herd – believe a Sacrecour ruler will prevent that suffering. But Lyra, remember: even legitimacy can be squandered by bad decisions. Follow my advice, and you will be empress. Say the simple things they want to hear tonight, defer to me if you get confused, and above all, be brave. These men are expecting to see a scared, unworldly girl. Show them that you’re strong: show them you’re a Sacrecour.’

			But not too strong, Lyra inferred as Radine finally unlocked the door and led her inside the small circular chamber. Stone seats carved into the wall faced the summoning circle of silver set into the stone-flagged floor. Four narrow windows allowed the moonlight in.

			The duchess made no effort to banish the darkness. ‘Come, child.’ She ushered Lyra into the circle, kindled the wards and then clasped Lyra’s hands in hers to link her to the spell and enable her to join the communication. Radine had been true to her word, removing Lyra’s Chain-rune, but so far she’d not experienced anything resembling the gnosis, though Radine had assured her that was normal for someone bound for so long. So she was completely in Radine’s hands. Light like a glowing fog banked around the outside of the circle. Chillingly, faces formed and fell apart, and Lyra began to hear whispers, not through her ears but directly into her mind.

			‘What’s happening—?’ she asked anxiously.

			‘Spirits of the aether, made visible through the spell,’ Radine replied, clearly unconcerned. ‘We use them as a bridge between us and those with whom we wish to communicate.’

			It was disconcerting to think these wraiths were once people. Lyra wondered if she would one day haunt a tower like this, a ghost drawn like a moth whenever one mage called another. Then a more substantial figure appeared on the far edge of the circle: the head and torso of a man sitting at a desk signing a parchment. He was dressed in drab colours, but his thinning brown hair was well cut and his cheeks newly clean-shaven: Imperial Treasurer Calan Dubrayle.
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