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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER ONE


Halferan Manor, Caladhria


Winter Solstice Festival, 3rd Day


In the 10th Year of Tadriol the Provident of Tormalin


SHE STOOD AMID the silent statues and contemplated the crystal urn holding her husband’s ashes; footed with silver leaves and crowned with a five-petalled flower sparkling in the light of the shrine’s candles.


The Archmage himself had fashioned the beautiful vessel from a humble tisane glass. Was this a tangible expression of Planir of Hadrumal’s remorse? An apology for his obdurate insistence on observing the wizard isle’s merciless edicts? Did he privately regret refusing to allow his mages to help the Halferan barony, when her lost beloved had begged for wizardly aid, time and again as this coast was plagued year after year by thieving corsairs sailing up from the southern seas?


Zurenne hadn’t ever dared ask Planir such questions. Now she didn’t think she ever would. Her husband, the father of her darling daughters, was dead. No answer could change that. No magic could bring him back. Besides, the corsairs were dead and gone; their whole island sunk beneath unknown Aldabreshin seas by the most terrifying wizardry after a renegade mage had dared to challenge Planir. If they wouldn’t defend anyone else, it seemed the wizards would rip land and sea asunder to defend their own authority over magecraft. Well, that was no concern of hers.


‘It’s Neeny’s birth festival, my love,’ she said softly. ‘You wouldn’t credit how tall she has grown.’


Zurenne could scarcely believe that this was the sixth midwinter since their second daughter’s joyous arrival. That carefree For-Winter season when she had been so happily pregnant seemed like a different lifetime. A life secure in her husband’s love and in the manor’s prosperity, with little Lysha so excited to welcome an infant brother or sister. After Halferan’s heartbreaking troubles through this past handful of years, such peace seemed as remote and unreal as the Otherworld which the priests insisted lay beyond Saedrin’s door.


Hooded Poldrion gazed down at the crystal urn set on the shrine table, the god’s statue garlanded with myrtle, mistletoe and ivy. This was his festival; guard and guide of the dead, shepherding the pious and honest alongside the deceitful and worse, all to face Saedrin’s judgement.


Zurenne didn’t need festival or shrine to bring her beloved husband to mind. She communed every day with her memories. She contemplated the berries on the garlands; shining like pearls and dull as beads of jet, ripe with the promise of life to come.


Priests said that the shades of those truly remorseful for their errors or offences in life passed through Saedrin’s doorway to blissfully ignorant rebirth in the Otherworld. The greatest of gods condemned the unrepentant to torment at Poldrion’s demons’ claws, though, until pain and contrition expiated their sins.


Zurenne’s eyes prickled with tears as she imagined her lost husband’s anguish, forced to admit the misjudgements which had been the death of him. Surely Saedrin would consider his honest intentions, his righteous devotion to the Halferan barony and to its people, even if his endeavours had ended in fatal miscalculation, trusting in a treacherous wizard who’d been as ready to betray him as he had betrayed all his oaths to Hadrumal.


She could not blame Planir for her husband’s death, not entirely. Let Saedrin judge the Archmage whenever the wizard finally stood before the Doorkeeper. Winter Solstice marked the New Year and that was time to make a new beginning, leaving all grudges behind.


‘You would be so proud of Lysha. She is determined to be the finest Lady of Halferan since the barony’s foundation.’


Zurenne smiled even as she wondered how her husband was supposed to hear her, if he was already reborn to a new life with no memory of this world. No priest ever explained that.


The statues of the gods and goddesses offered no answers, silent on their plinths. The candles cast their shadows on the shrine’s empty shelves behind them. With all remembrance of the manor’s ancient dead swept away in the destruction wrought by the corsairs, the only funeral urn in the shrine was her husband’s.


Long may it remain so, Zurenne prayed with silent fervour. She extricated a length of ivy from one of Poldrion’s garlands and twisted it into an offering to lay before Maewelin’s statue, for the sake of the very young and the very old alike under the Winter Hag’s protection.


This For-Winter season had been mercifully mild. No funeral pyres had burned beside the brook beyond the manor’s wall. No new urns would be set on these shelves tonight. That was one more thing for the household and the manor’s demesne folk to celebrate on this Souls’ Ease Night, highest and holiest day of the festival.


Noon’s five chimes sounded from the timepiece now installed in the gable end of the restored kitchen buildings across the courtyard. Zurenne turned towards the shrine’s inner door leading into the manor’s great hall. Her business was with the living now and there was still a great deal to do before the revels began at dusk. She went through the doorway to the wooden dais raised above the long sweep of the hall’s flagstone floor.


‘Mama!’ Ilysh stood beside a high-backed chair golden with new varnish. Elegant though it was, it was no match for the ancient and ornate baronial seat which had once dominated the hall. That had burned, buried beneath the old roof’s timbers when the corsairs had set fire to the manor and its buildings.


Ilysh’s violet silk gown shone in the sunlight falling through the newly reglazed windows. While the style suited her maidenly years, the costly cloth and her gleaming gold necklace and rings proclaimed the resurgent barony’s resources. Amethyst tipped pins adorned her light brown hair as befitted a wife, even though no one seeing her youth could doubt her virginity.


Zurenne’s own modest gown of charcoal grey velvet befitted her dowager status as did the twist of lace securing her dark braid on the nape of her neck. She was merely the mother of the barony’s lady now, for all that she was still young enough to have had hopes of bearing a son to inherit his father’s honours before her husband had died in the barony’s defence. But that was merely one more regret to leave on Poldrion’s altar at this turn of the year.


‘My lady.’ The manor’s steward covered the newly-finished oak of the high table with a maroon drape. The cloth was so fresh from the loom that Zurenne could smell the faint tang of dyestuff.


‘Master Rauffe, have you recorded the accusations and pleas from the lesser assize to your satisfaction?’


Festivals at solstice and equinox saw the living judged as well as the dead so the steward had spent the morning in the village rising from the wreckage of houses, workshops and tithe barns beyond the brook. Those accused of minor infractions were called to answer in the market place, with their neighbours standing witness for good or ill.


‘Mama!’


Zurenne braced herself for renewed argument. ‘You may be Halferan’s lady but you are still far too young to hear the quarrels and excuses of adulterers, drunkards and cheating tradesmen.’


When he returned from Caladhria’s midwinter parliament in Duryea, Corrain could issue verdicts from Master Rauffe’s written evidence of claim and counter claim. He might be Halferan’s baron in name only but his previous career as a guard captain left him well prepared for this particular lordly duty. Better prepared than many born to noble rank.


‘That’s not what I want to talk about,’ Ilysh said impatiently. ‘Can we not at least forgive the people half of their tithe? We know full well how hard everyone is still toiling to recover their fortunes.’


Zurenne saw Master Rauffe’s lips tighten and guessed that Lysha had already been arguing with him, presumably in hopes that his agreement would sway her mother.


‘My lady Ilysh’—she saw her daughter’s eyes widen at such formality—‘we are only asking the people to give us a tenth share of what they might have over and above their own needs. If they have little or nothing to give at this season, so be it. The coin isn’t important. Resuming the custom is what matters, to further restore Halferan’s morale.’


She held out her hand to her daughter. ‘Our people should be given this chance to prove to you, their liege lady, to their neighbours and to themselves that their hard work through Aft-Autumn and For-Winter has restored our peace and prosperity after all our grievous losses. Do you understand, Lysha?’


Ilysh nodded slowly, her hazel eyes thoughtful and so reminiscent of her father that Zurenne’s heart twisted within her.


‘I—’ Whatever the girl might have said was lost as the tall door at the far end of the great hall opened. Torches already lit in their brackets in the shadows of the side aisles flickered in the draught.


‘Mama? Mama?’ Esnina’s slippered footsteps were drowned out by her appeals as she ran the length of the hall. ‘Why can’t I stay up for the feast? It is my birth festival.’ She halted below the dais, looking up with winsome hope. ‘Please, Mama? I promise I’ll be good.’


Zurenne reminded herself to lay some grateful acknowledgement before Drianon’s statue, to thank the goddess of hearth, home and motherhood for this past season of peace and quiet. Restored to her home which she had known since birth, albeit so extensively rebuilt and remade, Neeny’s tantrums were now few and far between. After the trials and tribulations of living with the entire household crammed into the Taw Ricks hunting lodge after the manor burned, everyone was thankful for that.


She looked at the young man following Esnina. Smartly liveried in pewter and maroon as befitted the newly-confirmed captain of Halferan’s guard, Kusint had brought an iron-bound coffer up from the strong room below the muniment room of the baronial tower at the other end of the great hall.


Not so long ago, Zurenne reflected, Kusint’s red hair, mark of his Forest blood, would have prompted suspicion if not outright hostility in Halferan. Chimney-corner wisdom condemned such wandering folk as thieves and deceivers. Now household and demesne folk alike accepted Kusint as one of their own, acknowledging their debt.


Without the Forest youth’s skills with a boat, he and Corrain would never have escaped from the corsairs who had enslaved them. If Corrain hadn’t escaped and returned, the dogged guardsman would never have been able to force the Archmage’s hand and secure Madam Jilseth’s wizardry to save them all. At least, that’s what the barony’s folk believed, with a handful of different theories as to why the Archmage had changed his mind.


Only Corrain, Kusint and Zurenne knew the truth. That Corrain had defied Hadrumal to bring a renegade mage south from the unknown lands north of remote Solura. It was that mage who had defeated the corsairs only to enslave the remnants of their forces himself, threatening to renew their murderous attacks on the mainland, this time bolstered by his magic. That had compelled Planir to act.


‘Where is Raselle?’ Zurenne’s personal maid should have been keeping Neeny busy in their private apartments on the tower’s top floor.


‘Doratine sent word that she needed her in the kitchen.’ Kusint climbed the three steps of the dais and set the heavy box down on the table.


‘Thank you.’ Master Rauffe was setting out his ledger, his pens and an impressive brass and enamel inkstand.


‘I said I would bring Lady Esnina to ask your permission for a later bedtime.’ Kusint fished in his breeches’ pocket for the strongbox’s key before turning to look at the little girl still waiting down below. ‘She gave me her oath that she would abide by your decision.’


‘I did.’ Neeny looked up at her mother with mute appeal.


‘Let her stay up, Mama.’ Lysha narrowed her eyes at her little sister all the same. ‘As long as she behaves.’


‘I will, I will,’ Neeny promised fervently before scrambling up the dais steps.


Zurenne could see the first of Halferan’s loyal tenants appearing in the far doorway, summoned by the noon chimes.


‘Very well, Neeny, as long as you are good.’ She hoped her stern words left no room for doubt. Like Lysha, her younger daughter could twist any statement towards her own advantage.


‘Come and sit here, chick.’ Kusint led the little girl around the table to lift her onto a chair beside the heavier, more ornate seat prepared for Ilysh. He pulled the latter back. ‘My lady of Halferan.’


‘Thank you, Captain.’ Ilysh settled her skirts, folding her hands modestly in her lap as he pushed her forwards.


Kusint straightened the matching chair beside her before walking to the far end of the table to stand guard beside Master Rauffe and the strongbox. Zurenne made no move to sit. That second carved seat was for the present Baron Halferan, even if Corrain only held his title by virtue of Lysha’s marriage of convenience.


‘Let all with tithes to pay approach and make themselves known.’


As the steward’s words rang through the hall, the first of the dutiful tenantry began walking towards the dais and their young liege lady.


Had she done the right thing by her daughters and by the barony? Zurenne longed to ask her dead husband that question above all others. Binding Lysha in this charade of marriage to secure their freedom from whomever the Caladhrian parliament would have set in authority over them. In the absence of a true grant from her lost father, their guardian would have been one of the barony’s neighbouring lords or Zurenne’s older sisters’ husbands. Because Caladhrian law couldn’t countenance a widow and her orphan daughters living without a man to rule over them.


Zurenne resolutely reminded herself how her beloved husband had trusted Corrain, even knowing the guardsman’s flaws and failings. He had believed in the man’s worth, despite the scandal when Corrain had been caught seducing the former manor steward’s wife. He had retained him, albeit stripped of rank, in the barony’s troop.


Corrain had been the only man to offer Halferan any hope of salvation from the corsairs. Even if his scheming had seen the manor itself devastated while the wider barony had been saved.


A belated thought struck Zurenne. Should she have sent Madam Jilseth some festival gift or greeting? What of Master Tornauld and Madam Merenel? Did mages exchange such courtesies at the solstice and equinox seasons? It was strange to think of the mages who had slaughtered the corsairs’ would-be wizardly tyrant and helped to rebuild Halferan celebrating like ordinary folk.


As Zurenne’s hand strayed to the triangular silver pendant which she wore threaded on a black ribbon around her neck, she noticed the gazes of the first tenants to approach the dais fix on the necklace.


The device itself held no significance, beyond making up Zurenne’s personal seal formed from the three runes drawn by ancient custom at her birth, arrayed around the sun rune to show she had been born in the daytime. What mattered to Halferan’s folk was knowing that the Archmage had given their widowed lady that pendant imbued with his very own magic. So she could call for his aid, if the corsairs who had murdered so many of their kith and kin ever reappeared.


Zurenne let her hand fall to her side. Saedrin send that she would never have to do such a thing, that Lysha would never need to use the ensorcelled pendant wrought from her own birth runes. Saedrin grant them all that blessing, and Dastennin god of storms and Raeponin god of justice and any other deity who might be listening. If there was any fair dealing from the gods, as this new year began, Halferan was done with magic.


The crowd was swelling in the manor’s great hall. Kusint opened the brass-bound coffer to receive the baronial dues. Master Rauffe trimmed his quill’s nib with a penknife and uncapped his inkwell, ready to inscribe names and sums in his ledger.


Both men looked expectantly at Zurenne. She drew a steadying breath, grateful for the elevation of the dais’s three steps. Now she could look even the tallest men in the eye despite her own modest stature. She spared a moment to thank Halcarion, goddess of maidens, that Ilysh took after her father in the promise of elegant height when she was full grown as well as in her strong features.


The murmur of conversation died away as the tenantry realised that she awaited their attention.


‘Fair festival to you all.’


Zurenne had barely spoken two words before exultant cheers rang up to the restored roof, echoing among the bare rafters unsoftened by the generations of hanging banners that had once proclaimed Lysha and Neeny’s heritage. Like the ancient baronial chair, those standards had burned to ashes, never to be salvaged.


As the echoes died away, Zurenne continued. ‘We have no need to hold any high assize—’


Once again, noisy approval drowned out her words, even though everyone knew that Kusint’s guardsmen had no violent malefactors locked up in the barrack-hall’s cellar.


The demesne folk and the tenantry had ensured that their maiden lady need not insist on her duty to sit in judgement even over murderers and rapists, compelled to condemn such evildoers to the gallows and the gibbet by the high road. They knew full well that Ilysh had only seen her thirteenth summer solstice this past year, however determined she might be to assume all of her dead father’s responsibilities.


So, as Zurenne had learned, overhearing the maidservants gossiping, Halferan’s villagers and yeomen had administered their own swift and rough justice whenever some villain had been discovered selfishly seeking to profit at others’ expense while everyone else strove to rebuild their homes and to re-establish their flocks and herds.


She stole a glance at Kusint. He gazed blandly over the heads of the joyful throng, as if he’d never had to intervene to make sure that such punishment stopped just short of murder, when an egg-seller whose wares all proved addled had been pelted with filth and stones or a day-labourer caught sleeping under a hedge rather than work for his bread and ale had been stripped naked and beaten bloody. And Zurenne had no doubt those incidents were only the whiskers on that rat’s nose.


Of course several neighbouring barons had seized on such incidents, claiming that Halferan was slipping into anarchy. Baron Karpis in particular didn’t cease to prophesy disaster. How could any barony hope to prosper without the guiding hand of a nobleman reared to manage such responsibilities?


Upstairs in her sitting room, Zurenne had a box of letters from concerned lords’ gracious wives offering their support when she came to her senses and sought to set Ilysh’s scandalous marriage aside in favour of a more suitable alliance.


Such letters would go unanswered and if any noble lord thought to take advantage of Corrain’s absence by arriving unannounced, intent on browbeating her, Zurenne would remind them how Baron Karpis and his men had been so thoroughly humiliated when the magewoman Madam Jilseth had rusted their swords and armour to dust in the blink of an eye with her wizardry. Those lords weren’t to know that Halferan had forsworn magic’s aid henceforth.


As a smile of recollection curved her rose-petal lips, Zurenne realised that letting her thoughts wander had allowed the tenantry’s cheers to subside into idle chatter and jovial exchanges of festival greetings. She must command this crowd’s attention and respect, for her daughter’s sake.


‘Today—’ Zurenne cleared her throat and repeated herself more loudly. ‘Today we ask you to pay your fealty in coin, to enable your lord and baron to safeguard your interests through the year to come as his—as his oath to you all demands.’


With the cheers this time more respectfully muted, she noted Ilysh shifting on her seat.


Had her daughter caught that stumble in her words? Zurenne had so nearly repeated the form of words which her dead husband had always used, which his stewards had used on his behalf when he had been away attending the festival parliament.


Her lost beloved had laid claim to this seasonal levy both as his birthright and by virtue of his oath to Saedrin. He had been Baron Halferan by blood just as his father had been and countless grandsires before that.


Now it was Lady Ilysh who commanded these people’s loyalty and their love. Zurenne’s heart warmed to see the affection in their faces as they stepped up onto the dais, eagerly laying down their coin as tangible proof of their devotion.


Corrain would never be more than an erstwhile guard captain to these people, his sham marriage merely one more service he was rendering to the barony to keep their true lady safe.




CHAPTER TWO


The Silver Boar Inn, Duryea, Caladhria


Winter Solstice Festival, 3rd Day


In the 10th Year of Tadriol the Provident of Tormalin


‘YOUR CLOAK, MY lord Halferan.’ A lackey hurried forward to offer him the heavy grey wool, scarlet-dyed fur at the collar thick to foil the cold. Winter was appreciably more bitter here, so much further north with almost the whole length of Caladhria between him and home.


‘Thank you.’ Corrain tossed the man a silver penny before taking the cloak to sling it around his own shoulders. Though he didn’t imagine a Duryea inn’s doorkeeper would try to strangle him, lifelong habit wouldn’t see him allowing another man’s hands so close to his throat.


‘Will you be sharing some festival cheer with your friends, my lord?’ The porter smiled, genial and guileless.


‘No.’ Corrain didn’t offer the man any more than that as he emerged into the bright sunlight. He shivered unexpectedly.


‘Did some Eldritch Kin walk over your shadow?’ A dark-haired youth in Halferan livery strolled over from the brazier where he’d been enjoying the warmth of the glowing charcoal. His breath smoked with the warmth of the sausage he was eating, wedged into a sliced heel of bread with a generous spoonful of fried onions.


Reven might be young but Corrain found it hard to credit he still believed in the black-eyed, blue-skinned half-men of chimney-corner tales. In the echo of their footsteps crossing whatever ground corresponded to this marketplace in the unknown Otherworld.


Corrain was concerned with more tangible mischief-makers than Eldritch Kin defying Saedrin’s authority and slipping into this world for their own nefarious purposes as the Keyholder’s door stood open on this shortest quarter day of the year.


‘Find out who’s paying that doorman for whatever he might overhear,’ he ordered without preamble, fastening his cloak. ‘Whose maids and lackeys will be clearing up after the parliament’s debates today? Who will be guarding the merchants’ hall’s doors?’


Corrain had different battles to fight now that the cursed corsairs were all dead and drowned, now that he was finally free from the uneasy and unequal alliances he had made with Hadrumal’s wizards. Now he needed the information which he had always supplied to his own true Lord Halferan, to be used amid the rivalries and squabbles of Caladhria’s nobles, especially as he pursued his current conspiracy with the barons of Saldiray, Taine and Myrist.


Reven chewed and swallowed quickly. ‘Lord Pertynd supplies the servants to tidy the merchants’ exchange hall every day. Erbale will watch the door until today’s debate concludes and Vildare will have the night’s duty after that.’


Corrain nodded. ‘Find out the name of Lord Erbale’s guard captain. Find out where his troopers are drinking this evening. Go along in a plain jerkin with a fat purse and a harmless face. See what gossip they might have picked up from the barons going to and fro through the day.’


‘Aye—my lord.’ Reven ducked his head to cover his instant of hesitation.


Corrain hid a smile. The lad’s first instinct was still to call him captain. That was no great concern, as long as there was no one around to overhear them. What was important was Reven learning all the skills that a good guard sergeant needed to serve his lord when the quarterly parliament was in session.


He considered suggesting that the lad seek out Lord Pertynd’s maidservants. To see if Reven could inveigle his way between some adventurous girl’s sheets, the better to search her bedchamber for whatever notes she had gathered up, passed between the barons’ tables during their debates and carelessly discarded. Corrain’s own reputation as a trooper with a keen appetite for festival dalliance hadn’t only stemmed from his willingness to oblige any woman whose wandering eye caught his own.


He thought better of it, and not only because he didn’t think that Reven had ever so much as untied a giggling girl’s garters. The barony would be better served if every Halferan guardsman kept his breeches laced. He jerked his head backwards towards the Silver Boar’s grandly carved and painted entrance.


‘Has anyone come sniffing around the laundry baskets at the inn, looking for stained sheets? Asking the chambermaids if I’ve been sleeping alone?’


Corrain hoped there had. Anyone looking to undermine the marriage making him Baron Halferan by catching him in adultery was doomed to disappointment and the sooner that word spread, the better.


He had married his dead lord’s daughter to keep her and her mother and sister out of any would-be guardian’s grasp. He would no more give Halferan’s enemies cause to challenge his right to protect them than he would humiliate the child by tupping some tawdry whore. Until he found a husband worthy of Ilysh, he would stay as celibate as she was virgin.


Besides, these days he found that no trial, though his drinking companions of old would find that hard to believe. Plenty of troopers sworn to other lords could tell lurid tales of sharing their festival liberty in the same gambling dens and brothels as the new Baron Halferan.


‘Well?’ he prompted Reven.


‘No, my lord.’


Corrain noted the swift blush rising from the boy’s collar. ‘Then what have they been asking?’


He hadn’t served in Halferan’s guard for more than twenty years without learning to recognise a junior trooper with something to hide.


Reven’s cheeks were burning as furiously as the sausage vendor’s brazier. ‘They say, my lord’—he couldn’t bring himself to look at Corrain—‘that you’re no longer fit to share any woman’s bed.’


‘Why not?’ Corrain was honestly puzzled.


‘They say, my lord, that the Archipelagans’—Reven forced the words out in a rush—‘that the Archipelagans geld their slaves.’


Corrain’s first instinct was to laugh. He curbed it. ‘They’re saying that I’ve left my stones on some Aldabreshin beach?’


Reven nodded. ‘Everyone knows that the warlords geld the house slaves who watch their wives.’


Corrain shook his head. ‘The corsairs would gain nothing by cutting a galley’s rowers. They’d lose half of them to blood loss or wound rot or just the shock of it.’


He could feel his groin tightening just at the revolting thought.


‘So try thinking with your brain not your shrivelling cock, Sergeant,’ he said curtly. ‘What does anyone have to gain by spreading this new rumour about me?’


Reven hesitated. ‘To make you a figure of fun?’


‘That’s doubtless part of it,’ Corrain agreed, ‘but what does it mean for Halferan? What’s to become of the barony if there was no chance of me begetting an heir? That’s what they want people asking themselves,’ he concluded grimly.


‘My lord.’ Reven’s blush had been fading. Now he coloured more luridly than before, doubtless at the thought of Corrain sharing Lady Ilysh’s bed.


Corrain clapped a reassuring hand on the lad’s shoulder. ‘Well, if whoever’s behind this rumour has the stones to challenge my right to Halferan on these grounds, I can just drop my breeches and show all the lords of the parliament that I’ve still got both my berries attached to my twig.’


That won him a choked laugh from Reven.


‘Meantime, you can drop a few tantalising hints when you’re drinking with Lord Erbale’s men this evening,’ Corrain said thoughtfully. ‘Just make sure you take their coin before you disappoint them with your certain knowledge of my intact manhood, my lonely bed notwithstanding, and my unshakeable devotion to Lady Ilysh.’


‘Yes, my lord.’ Reven ducked his head. ‘Would you like to see what I have bought her for a festival fairing?’


‘By all means.’ Corrain eyed the lad thoughtfully. Was he just trying to change the subject?


‘Look at this.’ Reven took a rag-wrapped lump from his pocket. Carefully unfolding the cloth, he revealed an ordinary pebble with one smoothly polished face.


‘See?’ Reven turned the shining stone so that Corrain could see it was patterned like a feather fern.


No, it was a feather fern, or at least, that’s what the hucksters who sold such stones insisted. Somehow in aeons past, the plant had been trapped in mud which had gradually turned to rock. Any wizard would swear to it, the peddlers assured their customers.


‘Do you think she’ll like it?’ Reven asked, suddenly uncertain.


Corrain was tempted to lie. He’d brought Reven on this trip for a good many reasons. Newly installed as sergeant, the lad needed to establish his authority over the troop without Kusint always at hand to prompt the men to toe Reven’s line. Added to that, Corrain wanted Kusint watching over the manor, in case someone like Baron Karpis was fool enough to try taking advantage of Zurenne while she and her children were left alone.


That wasn’t all. Over this past half-season, Corrain and Zurenne had agreed that Reven’s obvious devotion to Ilysh looked far too likely to slip into infatuation. One thoughtless midwinter kiss amid the license of the festival could prompt no end of complications.


‘I think she’ll like it well enough.’ He kept his approval muted. ‘Now, once you’re done drinking, you’re welcome to find some girl to share your pillow for the night. The cleanest whorehouses are by the Peorle Gate. Best to be sure you don’t take any unwelcome gifts back to some Halferan sweetheart.’


‘I don’t—’ Reven thrust his barely whiskered chin forward. ‘It’s my duty to serve you, my lord.’


‘As you wish.’ Well, he could hardly order the boy to go out and flip a lightskirt’s frills.


Noon’s five chimes sounded out across the town, every timepiece attuned to the great bell in the Merchants’ Exchange tower. Corrain reminded himself of the shorter days at this season so much further north than home. The barons would be summoned to their next debate by the sixth chime of the ten dividing the daylight. He had scant time to waste if he was to carry through his avowed intent to mark the turning of the year.


‘Come with me.’ He headed across the marketplace.


Reven’s stride nearly matched his own; For-Winter might have just passed but the lad had grown like a weed flourishing in Aft-Spring.


A black-gowned dancer trailing white ribbons from her hands wheeled into their path. As she pirouetted around them, drawing fleeting, silken designs in the sunlight, her smile invited them to spare some small coin in return for her festival entertainment.


Perhaps she had innocently noted Reven’s pewter and maroon livery matching Corrain’s cloak, marking them as noble and escort, one of them bound to carry a full purse.


Perhaps her calculating accomplice was coming up behind them. A slim knife could cut through a belt or even into a pocket to steal a purse unnoticed, especially if the girl were to stumble on these slick cobbles in her flimsy dancing slippers. Either the nobleman or his loyal trooper would surely dash gallantly forward to save the dark-haired beauty from a painful fall.


Perhaps mingling with barons and their plotting was making him too suspicious. All the same, Corrain twitched his cloak back to leave his sword hilt unencumbered.


‘Fair festival.’ He smiled at the dancer. ‘Reven, a few coppers for the fair maiden.’


As the boy obliged, the girl plucked the coins from the air amid a deft spiral of silk. The glint of tossed wealth prompted other entertainers to drift in their direction.


‘This way.’ Corrain disappointed them by cutting a straight route across the cobbles towards a narrow alley.


‘Where are we going?’ Reven made sure that his own cloak wouldn’t foul his blade if he needed to use it.


‘To fulfil an oath.’ Corrain felt for the new dagger sheathed on the opposite hip to his sword belt. He’d spent the last chime of the night before dawn honing the expensive steel with his whetstone. It would be sharp enough.


‘You should learn your way round these ginnels.’ He left the alley for a narrower path dividing the back yards of two long terraces. ‘Here and in Ferl, Trebin, Tresia and Adrulle. You must be able to find your way around any such town blindfold before the parliament returns.’


As they emerged on to a cobbled street, Corrain watched to see how long it took Reven to recognise their surroundings. Good. The first thing the boy looked for was a tavern. As soon as he found the Elm Tree, recognition gleamed in his eyes.


‘Where are we headed?’ Reven asked.


‘Talagrin’s shrine.’ Corrain crossed the broad thoroughfare and took another alleyway to reach a square of worn turf with a circular building in its centre.


The door stood half open to reveal the glow of candles within the windowless gloom. Hilts of broken daggers were nailed around the entrance and to the door itself, inside and out. Chipped enamel pommels, fraying wire bindings on hilts and fractured steel blades turned the portal into a sharp-toothed maw.


‘My lord?’ Reven was understandably bemused. The god of the hunt’s season was For-Autumn, with his rites celebrated at the turn from Aft-Summer.


‘Wait here.’ Corrain entered the shrine and closed the door behind him. Today the lad could learn that even a trusted sergeant didn’t know all a baron’s business.


He looked up at the god’s statue. Talagrin stared blindly ahead, his marble eyes blank. With Duryea so close to Caladhria’s border with Ensaimin, Corrain guessed at some Forest blood in this particular sculptor’s veins. The bow-wielding, pelt-draped effigy could have stepped out of the tales which Kusint told, of the god of wild places whom his mother’s folk worshipped as one of their own.


Corrain had been raised to call Talagrin the swordsman’s god. The little statue in Halferan’s manor shrine carried a sword and wore a chainmail hauberk in the same style as every baron and the men who rode behind him. That statue had been smashed along with the others when the corsairs had despoiled the shrine.


Once Corrain had done what he intended today, he was done with all the gods, however they were carved. He no longer believed in any of them. Why should he, when they had so completely failed him and his fellow guardsmen when the corsairs had enslaved them and murdered their lord?


‘I swore an oath,’ Corrain drew the dagger from his belt, ‘that I would see Hosh brought safely home. That I would see Halferan saved from those accursed raiders. That I would do it all myself without any god’s aid, for my dead lord’s sake.’


Turning his head, he drew the long braid of his uncut hair free from his cloak’s collar. Pulling it hard and taut, he severed it with a swift stroke of the razor-sharp dagger.


‘So much for my ambitions. I was a fool to meddle with magic. But Hosh is home and the barony is safe—’


About to throw the fraying braid at the statue’s feet, Corrain halted. ‘Maybe I should give this to Drianon. How does it feel for a warrior god to be outdone by a goddess armed with a broom? She’s done more to save Halferan than you.’


He remembered the night when he had cut Ilysh’s ribbon-bedecked wedding plait, to lay it before the divine guardian of hearth and home, yielding to Zurenne’s desperate plea for the fiction of legal protection for her children.


So much for his oath to save his dead lord’s family by cutting down their enemies with his mighty sword. Who was he to mock even this lifeless statue of an imaginary god? Who was he to boast of his heroism?


Corrain had sworn to avenge his dead lord but Hosh had slain Lord Halferan’s murderer. Alone, unarmed, suffering from unhealed wounds, the boy had survived in the corsair lair after Corrain and Kusint had escaped. More incredible still, he had escaped the slaughter when that cursed Mandarkin mage had held the whole island in magical thrall.


Corrain dropped the severed hair to the earthen floor and drove the dagger deep into the wooden pillar closest to hand. Now he turned his attention to his manacled wrist. Plenty of the parliament’s barons had sneaked covert glances at the slave iron he still wore, trailing its short length of broken chain. He’d wager that none of them had noticed that the manacle’s iron ring was now secured with a discreet twist of wire.


No one, Corrain included, could possibly have imagined how long it would take him to pick that cursed Archipelagan lock. At least he’d had plenty of time, sitting alone at night in his truckle bed set up in the baronial tower’s muniment room. When the time came to give Ilysh’s hand to a worthy suitor, plenty of Halferan servants would be able to swear that the two of them had never shared a bedchamber. Meantime, no one would be able to sneak up the tower’s stairs without Corrain knowing.


‘Have this as well and much good it may do you.’


Corrain dropped the unlocked manacle beside his discarded hair. Let that baffle the shrine’s priest or whoever else might find it. Perhaps someone would recognise it for the low-born Lord Halferan’s slave-iron and go running to some other baron.


Good luck to them and he hoped that they would ask for its weight in silver before handing the cursed thing over. Who ever bought it would get no joy of their purchase. He wouldn’t answer any of their questions. This was between Corrain and his dead lord.


Now his honour was satisfied. He had made good on his oath to lay these tokens before Talagrin when Hosh and Halferan were safe and he’d done so far from home, to avoid sullying the manor’s shrine at this turn of a new year with these reminders of past sorrows and tribulation. Now it was time to make a fresh start without gods or wizards or any such fetters.


Corrain turned his back on the god and opened the shrine’s door.


‘Cap—’ Reven’s eyes widened to see Corrain’s hair cut short above his cloak collar. His gaze dropped instantly to fasten on the older man’s wrist, the scars where the manacle had galled him now plain for all to see. ‘My lord?’


Corrain wasn’t about to answer his sergeant’s questions either. The only person with any right to ask him what he had done was Hosh, though Corrain still shrank from the prospect of explaining his follies and failures to the inexplicably trusting youth. One day, perhaps. Many years from now.


‘Do you think that the Elm Tree will serve us a decent mug of ale and a bowl of stew before the parliament begins its debate?’


‘Perhaps, my lord,’ Reven said uncertainly.


Corrain left the shrine door ajar as they had found it and headed towards the jovial noises of the street. It wasn’t only his head and his hand which felt lighter, relieved of those burdens of his oath and his servitude.


He was done with the gods and goddesses and their deceits and uncertainties. Now it only remained for him to cut Halferan’s last ties to wizardry and be free from the perils of consorting with mages.


More than that, for his dead lord’s sake and with the help of Baron Saldiray and Baron Taine, he’d see all of Caladhria guarded against Hadrumal’s influence before this midwinter parliament dissolved.




CHAPTER THREE


The residence of Mellitha Esterlin, Relshaz


Winter Solstice Festival, 3rd Day


In the 10th Year of Tadriol the Provident of Tormalin


THE ARM-RING lay in the centre of the rosewood table. A gaudy ornament, it showed its age in its florid styling as well through evidence of hard wear. Several of the rock crystals studding the circle were chipped and the inner surface had lost its gilding, the silver dull with scratches.


‘What did the boy Hosh say to you about his experience of its ensorcellement? His exact words if you please, Velindre.’ The oldest of the four wizards seated around the table looked intently at the tall, blonde magewoman sat opposite.


‘Forgive me, Madam Mellitha, but what is the point of this?’ the youngest of the four asked curtly. ‘We have been striving all afternoon with nothing to show for our efforts.’


‘Merenel?’ Jilseth looked at her friend with concern. She could feel the warmth of Merenel’s fire magic fading from the arm ring.


The nexus which the four magewomen had wrought, in hopes of penetrating the silver gilt ornament’s secrets, was already unravelling. Jilseth would never have imagined such a thing when she and Merenel had perfected their skills with Tornauld and Nolyen, the two other wizards handpicked by the Archmage to learn quintessential magic’s secrets alongside them.


It was all the more puzzling since Merenel’s ability to work individual fire spells seemed largely unaffected although her skills with quadrate magic, combining all four of the wizardly elements, had become markedly erratic.


‘We know that this trinket bestows a stoneskin spell on whoever wears it. Granted, that’s no trivial wizardry but any of us could work it if we wished.’ Merenel ran a hand through her curling black hair. The Tormalin magewoman’s olive complexion was sallow with exhaustion and her shoulders sagged beneath her long-sleeved crimson jerkin.


‘Stoneskin isn’t the only enchantment instilled into the thing,’ Velindre observed. ‘No mundane born who wears it can remove it. Doing so requires a mage’s touch and I would very much like to understand that spellcrafting.’


‘I wish to understand how an inanimate object can still confer such benefits when the mage who first wove that wizardry is ten generations dead,’ Mellitha added.


‘Then I suggest that you find another mage to make up your nexus.’ The Tormalin wizard stood up and left the elegant sitting room. As she slammed the door to relieve her frustration, the angry draught stirred the long velvet curtains shielding the tall windows.


Hearing the clack of Merenel’s boot heels retreating down the marble floored hallway, Jilseth wondered if she should go after her. She knew something of such distress; of being suddenly unable to rely on the magic which one had so carefully nurtured and studied ever since that first manifestation of one’s affinity, thrilling and terrifying in equal measure.


Though their situations weren’t wholly the same. In that last desperate defence of Halferan Manor as the corsairs attacked, Jilseth had feared for her own life as much as anyone else. She had willingly poured her strength of mind and body into her innate link with the elemental earth, to harness the complex spells which Hadrumal’s great mages had devised.


Merenel had been given no such choice. She had been swept up in the Archmage’s magic, unable to resist as Planir had woven fifteen other wizards’ power together to secure the destruction of the corsairs’ lair. Ever since, it seemed that the Tormalin magewoman’s intuitive grasp of quintessential magic’s complexities had deserted her.


Quintessential magic could only be wielded by four mages working together to double and redouble their united strength in a nexus of sorcery uniting their affinities with air, earth, fire and water. Its secrets were among Hadrumal’s most closely guarded lore.


Ever since that catastrophic night, Jilseth found herself wondering what other secrets were hidden in books and scrolls held in the wizard isle’s tallest towers? Had the Masters and Mistress of the elements known that Planir could unite four separate quartets of wizards into one still greater nexus? Did they understand how he had been able to control that immense magic, an order of magnitude stronger than the quintessential magecraft which Jilseth had always been told was the summit of Hadrumal’s wizardry?


It had been the only way to defeat the murderous magic wielded against them by the renegade Mandarkin mage who had sought to claim the corsairs’ island and to enslave hitherto-unsuspected Aldabreshi mageborn for his own vicious purposes. So the Archmage had explained, offering his regrets but no apology to those who had suffered as badly as Merenel.


‘I don’t believe that the problem is with our nexus.’ Mellitha studied the silver-gilt arm ring.


‘What nexus?’ Velindre retorted. ‘We cannot—’


Mellitha looked across the table. ‘We know that a precise combination of all four elements must have ensorcelled the thing. I am beginning to suspect that this particular blending has also been crafted to disrupt any subsequent union of wizardry which might seek to nullify the spells within it.’


Jilseth decided she could leave Merenel’s temper to cool while she learned what she could from these far more experienced wizards. There were few to rival either magewoman, even in Hadrumal. Velindre had been widely expected to rise to the rank of Cloud Mistress not so long ago. All the wine shop sages agreed that Mellitha could become Flood Mistress whenever she chose to challenge Troanna, even after her decades away from the wizard isle.


Perhaps Merenel felt even more out of place than Jilseth sometimes did, caught between these two who could boast elemental understanding and expertise so vastly outstripping her own.


Then she realised that Velindre was looking at her intently, a frown of concentration sharpening the woman’s angular features.


‘The underlying sorcery is tied to the metal and the crystals, making this inherently an earth-magic artefact. You should focus your affinity on it alone while we three ward you and the piece alike from other elemental influences.’ Velindre glanced towards the closed door, her lips thinning with irritation. ‘If we can persuade Merenel to rejoin us.’


‘I’ll try,’ Jilseth temporised.


‘Let Merenel rest for the moment.’ Mellitha rose, gracious despite her comfortable curves and the years threading silver through her chestnut hair. Her costly green silk gown rustled as she picked up the silver-gilt arm-ring and carried it away to a side table. She returned with a shallow silver bowl and a finger-long purple glass vial.


Resuming her seat, she rested her fingertips on the bowl’s rim. Beads of water swelled in the base, wrung from the empty air to swiftly fill the bowl. Mellitha let a single drop of blended oils fall from the little vial. Emerald magelight suffused the water and then the spell called up a vision of some featureless sea.


‘We’re already losing the daylight.’ Velindre shook out the loose sleeves of her azure tunic, cut in the flowing Aldabreshin style so common in this port city, and cupped the bowl with her long-fingered hands. The sun’s afterglow gilded white-tipped wavelets two hundred leagues and more away. The Archipelago’s more swiftly falling night would soon shroud those southerly seas.


Aquamarine mist thickened over the remote waters and foaming crests surged across the bowl to vanish into the scrying spell’s emerald rim.


Velindre withdrew her hands, sitting back. ‘Nothing has changed as far as I can see.’


‘Jilseth?’ The green magelight striking upwards deepened the fine wrinkles around Mellitha’s grey eyes.


Jilseth focused her concentration on the scrying and then reached through the ensorcelled water to assess the swirling confusion of the elements in those distant seas where the corsair island had been.


As she touched the bowl, her innate tie to all things born of the earth recognised the essence of elemental silver. Its touch soothed and strengthened her wizard senses. It seemed absurd to recall that not so long ago she had feared that her affinity was crippled beyond recovery. Now she must concentrate on curbing powers awakened by the shock of being caught up in Planir’s assault on the Mandarkin mage. Where Merenel’s wizardry had been thrown into confusion, Jilseth had discovered myriad unsuspected facets of her affinity to explore.


Infinitely careful, she threaded her wizardry through Mellitha’s scrying and sought any sorcery swirling through those remote waters scanned by the scrying spell. Tangled amber magelight surfaced briefly amid the roiling waves. The amber skein unravelled and sank away.


‘Is that something new?’ Velindre leaned forward.


Jilseth shook her head. ‘Nothing prompted by wizardry. Just currents of molten rock shifting beneath the seabed.’


The sweetness of the oils blended with the scrying perfumed the room as though the bowlful of water was being warmed by that distant heat under the southern sea. Mellitha’s spell didn’t falter, unruffled by the elemental fire’s antipathy to her water affinity. Jilseth marvelled, not for the first time, at the serene magewoman’s skills.


Velindre contemplated the shadowy vision, her eyes hooded. ‘Elemental upheaval still lingers even after a full quarter of the year.’


Jilseth was still waiting for the right time to ask these eminent magewomen what they thought of Planir’s actions. Had they agreed when the Archmage and Stone Master of Hadrumal had declared the Mandarkin mage guilty of the most heinous crimes against wizardry? Had they concurred when the Element Masters of Cloud and Hearth and the Mistress of the Flood had agreed that Anskal’s abuses of those mageborn whom he had enslaved mandated his death?


Had anyone foreseen the consequences when Planir had woven his first nexus with Rafrid, Kalion and Troanna? Did even the most revered among Hadrumal’s Council know how mercilessly the Mandarkin Anskal would be confined by their quintessential magic? That his belligerent magecraft would merely rebound from that implacably constricting barrier? That his struggles to escape this incarceration would only hasten the moment when his control over his innate affinity failed? That his unbridled wizardry would be lethally destructive trapped within the adamant prison woven by the Archmage’s nexus?


Jilseth longed to ask Planir when he had realised that even this initial union of Hadrumal’s greatest wizards wasn’t going to suffice. That the Mandarkin was calling on some vile unknown sorcery; a spell to suck all elemental strength from those enslaved mageborn, to add their power to his own, not caring that he would kill them.


When had Planir decided to abandon Hadrumal’s original hope of rescuing at least some of those mageborn captives by confining their wizardry in less lethal fashion until they surrendered to judgement?


When had the Archmage realised that only the unprecedented four-fold nexus could possibly defeat the elemental maelstrom whipped up by the Mandarkin? Had Planir hesitated for even an instant before risking the lives, the sanity and the affinity of those wizards whom he had summoned to work with him, by weaving their elemental powers inextricably into his elemental lattice?


Jilseth could only be grateful that Planir had been able to drive that devastating power down into the bedrock deep below the corsair harbour. That he had cast it out into the seas surrounding the remote island and hurled it into the winds that scoured the Aldabreshin sky. The destruction of the raiders’ island wasn’t so great a calamity, not compared with the catastrophe that could have befallen so many of Hadrumal’s greatest mages and so many of her friends.


‘There’s no trace of any other ensorcelled artefacts sunk to the sea floor.’ Velindre ran a thoughtful hand through her close-cropped golden hair. ‘Is there any way that the renegade could have sent some of his loot to an ally?’


‘We don’t know that he had any allies in Mandarkin or anywhere else,’ Mellitha drummed impeccably manicured fingers on the rosewood table top. She looked at Jilseth. ‘Have our esteemed colleagues in Hadrumal made any progress in learning just what his homeland’s magical traditions might be?’


‘Not beyond confirming that Solura’s Orders of Wizardry condemn all Mandarkin’s mages as venal and as violent as Anskal proved,’ Jilseth replied.


‘His ambitions went beyond mere wealth,’ Velindre argued. ‘Why else would he gather a circle of Aldabreshi mageborn to train in his own tradition? If all he sought was gold, he could have gathered ten times such riches by simply lying to the corsairs about which of their treasures had some wizardry bound within them. The Archipelagans have no way to know. They would have handed over whatever he pointed to, repelled by even the suspicion of magic’s contaminating influence.’


‘Perhaps but we still have no reason to think that any artefacts escaped us,’ Mellitha said firmly. She gestured and a tall oil lamp obediently glowed to relieve the gloom deepening in the long room.


Now Velindre turned to Jilseth. ‘How are Hadrumal’s own investigations into the Mandarkin’s loot progressing?’


‘No better than our attempts here today,’ Jilseth saw nothing to be gained by dissembling.


‘I never came across any such things, not in all my time in the Archipelago.’ Velindre scowled at the arm-ring.


Jilseth wondered why the magewoman took it so sorely amiss that she hadn’t encountered any trinkets or jewelled ornaments imbued with spells, when she had been travelling the Archipelago in the guise of a eunuch scholar a handful of years before.


‘Why should you?’ Mellitha challenged Velindre. ‘You weren’t looking. Besides, if you had admitted to sensing magic within some warlord’s treasure, you’d have seen your own flayed skin nailed to a gatepost before you died.’


Jilseth shuddered at the thought of the Aldabreshin hatred of magic; so absolute that such atrocities were deemed essential to preserve the purity of the omens of earth and sky which governed every Archipelagan’s life.


Had the past year’s events given any Aldabreshin warlord pause for thought? Had the Archipelagans realised their savagery was a two-edged sword? With no wizards to call on, they could have no defences against a mage as vicious as Anskal.


Velindre scowled, still brooding. ‘I might have noticed ensorcelled trinkets being passed from hand to hand if the art of crafting such things wasn’t so scorned in Hadrumal.’


Mellitha looked at Jilseth. ‘I take it the Soluran Orders of Wizardry are still refusing to share what lore they hold on such things?’


Jilseth nodded. ‘As long as Hadrumal refuses to share the secrets of quintessential magic.’


Velindre folded her arms. ‘If you and Merenel haven’t come here with any news, you must have come with questions from the Archmage. What does Planir want?’


‘He asks what you know of the current situation in the Archipelago, of the consequences of last For-Autumn’s events.’


When they had arrived though, the senior magewomen had immediately sought their assistance in making a nexus in hopes of prying open the gilt and crystal arm ring’s secrets. Jilseth and Merenel had both been just as eager to try.


‘The winds are still unsettled in that reach of the Nahik domain and are likely to remain so.’ Velindre gazed towards the long windows, as though she could see across the hundreds of leagues to the Archipelago. ‘Without the corsair island on the western fringes several important sea lanes are now left unshielded from approaching storms.’


‘The sea currents are similarly reshaping themselves and everything else under the waves,’ Mellitha added. ‘What should concern Planir is we’ve seen no ships sailing northward from the Miris domain since the corsair island’s destruction, or passing through the Miris islands from anywhere further south. While we wouldn’t expect to see Archipelagan galleys risking the winter sailing from the islands to the mainland, the usual trading between the warlords’ domains should have continued.’


‘Do you think that the galleys and triremes will sail north again once they have got the measure of the shifts in the currents and winds?’ Jilseth watched the scrying spell fading to leave clear water glossed with the rainbow sheen of the perfume’s oils. ‘Such changes are a natural consequence of the corsair island’s loss even if such destruction itself was magewrought.’


‘The Aldabreshi won’t make any such distinction,’ Velindre asserted, ‘not as long as they see the omens and portents around those islands thrown into chaos.’


Jilseth pictured the map which Velindre had once shown her, of the northernmost islands and the two neighbouring domains whose sea lanes were the conduit for all trade between the mainland and the Archipelago.


‘What does this mean for the Khusro and Jagai warlords?’


‘I have no idea.’ Now Mellitha sounded just as affronted as Velindre had done earlier. ‘The Aldabreshi have managed to convince the Relshazri to shun any dealings with wizardry.’


‘Still?’ Jilseth knew that the locals here had sought to placate the Archipelagans after the shocking news from the south had caused initial panic among the galleys and triremes tied up along the dockside. After a full season had passed, she had imagined that this city of traders and merchants would resume their pragmatic and profitable ways, turning magecraft to their own advantage as they always had.


If Mellitha didn’t use her wizardry directly in her lucrative business of collecting taxes for the Relshazri magistrates, her magebirth was no secret after three decades living in the city. Indeed, as she had cheerfully told Jilseth, her underlings tactfully let newcomers know that they were dealing with a wizard, in case those optimists fondly believed that a second set of ledgers or some concealed stash of coin could escape her mage-enhanced eyes. As a result, Mellitha rarely had to work any actual spells to uncover such deceits.


Velindre traded openly on her wizardly skills, surveying the skies and winds and selling her knowledge of incoming storms and sea states to mariners charting a course towards the Archipelago or heading eastward across the Gulf of Lescar to Tormalin’s ports.


‘No ship’s captain sailing anywhere from Col to Toremal who has dealings with the Aldabreshi dares to be seen in my company.’ The blond magewoman scowled.


Mellitha sighed. ‘We haven’t been idle. Tell Planir that we’ve sent ciphered letters to Kheda by a range of different routes. Though I cannot say how long it will be before we get a reply. Such a letter must pass through ten or twenty hands to conceal its origin and its destination.’


‘Planir will know who this Kheda is?’ Jilseth knew that was a foolish question; of course the Archmage would know, but she didn’t and she was curious, having heard this Archipelagan mentioned a few times in this house. He had been involved Velindre’s own mysterious and perilous travels in the Archipelago some years before.


Mellitha smiled with wry understanding and answered Jilseth’s unspoken query. ‘Kheda is that rarest of Aldabreshi, one who understands that magic is no more good nor evil than any other tool or authority. What matters is the use which it’s put to. He travels between the Archipelago and the mainland, trading in knowledge and practical solutions to common problems. He believes that hostility between the islanders and the northerners stems from ignorance more than anything else.’


Velindre snorted. ‘It would be as well to remind Planir—’


All three women looked around as the door opened and a chill draught prompted a combative glow in the charcoal brazier set between the table and a trio of silken settles further down the room.


‘Forgive me.’ Merenel stood in the doorway, a blush of embarrassment on her cheekbones. ‘You’re quite right, Madam Esterlin’—she bowed to Mellitha—‘the more we know of the Caladhrian boy Hosh’s experience, the better our chances of understanding the spells crafted into that arm-ring. I was wondering if Jilseth and I should pay a festival visit to Halferan Manor to ask him what he recalls.’


Jilseth nodded in swift agreement. ‘To see if something he says chimes with what little we’ve learned so far.’ She would also be glad of an excuse to see Lady Zurenne and Lady Ilysh, to see how they were faring as they ruled their barony in most unCaladhrian fashion.


‘Perhaps.’ Mellitha beckoned Merenel to the table. ‘But first, we have thought of another approach. If we three ward off the other elements, Jilseth may discern the earth magic bound within it more clearly.’


Jilseth looked across the obdurate arm-ring as her friend sat down. ‘This could well show us what questions to ask Hosh.’


Even with her new and untried strengths, she didn’t really think that she would be able to penetrate this artefact’s mysteries with some further clue. Perhaps the Caladhrian boy would hold some key, all unknowing.




CHAPTER FOUR


Halferan Manor, Caladhria


Winter Solstice Festival, 3rd Evening


‘MIN GARTAS.’ THE balding demesne reeve opened his purse with fingers stained and scarred from working alongside the manor’s craftsmen as they restored their village.


‘…fourteen, fifteen and sixteen.’


Master Rauffe carefully counted each silver mark aloud before these witnesses and then wrote the tally in his ledger.


‘Our most sincere thanks, Master Gartas,’ Ilysh said warmly.


‘And our admiration,’ Zurenne added quickly. ‘You must have worked long days and most diligently.’


Truth be told, she refused to believe that this was a tenth of whatever Gartas had earned on his own account since autumn’s equinox. Of necessity Zurenne had taught herself the intricacies of the barony’s finances since her husband’s death and during Corrain’s absences pursuing corsairs. This much silver must be nearer to a fifth of Gartas’s share of the trading dues he’d collected through this past quarter year. The tenth-day market in Halferan village was still barely worth the name and no merchants or casual peddlers had passed this way since the turn of For-Winter.


She saw the same realisation in Ilysh’s eyes. They had educated themselves together, defying all tradition which insisted that a manor’s accounting was none of a noblewoman’s concern.


‘Athim Sirstin.’ The tall man stooped to set his coins down on the table, the breadth of his shoulders as impressive as his height. Softly spoken as he was, there was no mistaking the pride in his voice at being able to make this payment.


‘Twelve silver marks.’ Master Rauffe recorded the total with brisk pen strokes.


‘Our thanks.’ Ilysh smiled with sincere gratitude.


Zurenne echoed her daughter, even as she calculated that the blacksmith’s skills would have earned him the coin to pay at least half as much again in a year of peace and plenty.


‘It’s my honour, my lady.’ Sirstin favoured Lysha with a fatherly grin. ‘My lady Esnina.’


Neeny giggled as the smith bowed to her, still pink-cheeked with elation at being so honoured. Zurenne spared her younger daughter a smile, privately surprised that boredom or weariness hadn’t yet overcome the little girl’s earlier promises to behave.


‘Our thanks for your son’s service.’ Sirstin’s lad Linset was the most youthful of the barony’s guards currently accompanying Corrain to the Duryea parliament.


Zurenne spoke loudly enough for her words to reach those in the hall below the dais. Let them remember that their tithe would be spent feeding and equipping the troopers who defended Halferan’s roads and herds from any villains still seeking easy pickings after the barony’s recent troubles.


‘Tye Fitrel.’ The old man climbed stiffly up onto the dais, a surprisingly fat purse in his weathered hand, and scars of swordplay visible across his knuckles.


‘Fair festival.’ Zurenne greeted the veteran guardsman warmly.


‘Master Fitrel, you are most welcome to our feast.’ Lysha’s eyes shone with equal gratitude for the old man’s stalwart service.


Neeny bounced forward in her chair. ‘Sergeant!’


‘Not any more, moppet, I’m retired. Now, here’s something for your festival.’ Fitrel opened the purse to take out a little toy rabbit, fashioned from the fur of the real coneys which he raised in pens around his house.


Corrain had helped the old warrior rebuild his holding on the edge of the village across the brook. Comparing the manor’s newly drawn tithe map with one surviving from the old archive Zurenne had noticed shifting boundaries had favoured the old man significantly.


She didn’t begrudge him a finger-width of the ground. Fitrel hadn’t only rallied old men and beardless boys to the manor’s defence this past year. A generation ago, barely older than Lysha was now, Corrain had been bereft of both parents. Fitrel had taken him under his roof. Zurenne had come to realise just how much Halferan owed to the loyalty which the old man had instilled in the guardsman.


As Neeny squealed with delight over her new toy, stroking the little rabbit’s stitched face, Fitrel chuckled with affection.


‘Four silver make a gold star and one silver mark over.’ Master Rauffe recorded the tally of coin in the correct columns.


Zurenne saw that this second strong box was nearly full, soon to join the first which Kusint had already stowed behind the iron gate barring the stair to the cellars beneath the muniment room.


‘Thank you, Sergeant Fitrel.’ The red-headed captain echoed Ilysh.


‘I plan on staying retired.’ The old man looked at Kusint with a glint in his eye. ‘Don’t give me cause to come back to the barrack hall to show you how to keep your troopers properly harnessed.’


‘You can sleep easy,’ Kusint assured him with a grin.


‘Once I’ve got a meal and some ale in my belly.’ Fitrel nodded to them all and went on his way


Zurenne saw that someone had sent word to Doratine that the old sergeant was the last waiting to pay his tithe. Trestles had already been set up, supporting long tabletops. Now kitchen lackeys and maidservants appeared at the far end of the hall carrying platters and bowls. The demesne folk cheered, breaking off their conversations around the broad fireplaces newly built on either side of the hall to replace the old-fashioned central hearth.


Zurenne noted few roast birds or haunches of mutton and pork amid the festival bounty. With Halferan’s herds and flocks so sorely reduced, the young bullocks and rams usually supplying tender, flavoursome meat would see an unexpected spring, to be fattened up to a greater weight or to be sold on to neighbouring baronies.


This feast offered a preponderance of stews; the best way to cook the tough cuts from older, barren heifers and ewes earmarked for autumn slaughter, not worth the fodder to see them through winter. Fortunately Doratine knew how to render such meat palatable with spices and long simmering. Zurenne also saw plenty of pies doubtless filled with bottled fruit salvaged from the back shelves of storerooms across the barony, mixed with the last shreds of meat stripped from the carcasses.


The dishes were interspersed with decorative evergreen garlands, the better to fill the tables. Zurenne also saw bowls of nuts and rounds of cheeses and wrinkled apples from the hay barn lofts; humble fare normally never seen at a festival.


She smiled as Halferan’s assembled tenantry and yeomen greeted their feast with loud cheers. They didn’t care that these tables weren’t laden with extravagant delicacies. Halferan barony was renewed and a new year was opening and that was reason enough for celebration.


Precious little would be left for Halferan’s hounds, Zurenne reflected, beyond bones to crack for their marrow. Still, better that the manor’s dogs went hungry instead of the household. Besides, well-fed hounds would be more inclined to doze in their kennels instead of staying alert for sneak thieves hoping to take advantage of the manor’s festival generosity.


She turned to Kusint as Master Rauffe totted up his ledger’s columns. ‘Have any beggars knocked at the gatehouse today?


The truly indigent could still expect a share of this feast, insofar as Halferan could afford to honour Ostrin, god of hospitality.


‘Just one sturdy rogue looking for a handout instead of doing a day’s work to fill his belly.’ Kusint closed the coin coffer and locked it. ‘He got a stale crust and a cup of water and then young Linset escorted him back to the high road.’


He broke off as a louder cheer than any yet greeted the appearance of three kitchen maids carrying foaming jugs of ale in each hand.


Zurenne heard Corrain’s name saluted with several upraised tankards. She smiled. The demesne folk should certainly be grateful. Their new baron had ridden out time and again with his newly-drilled troopers before the turn of For-Winter left the roads hock-deep in mud. They had recovered most of Halferan’s scattered herds and taken back the grain illicitly harvested by Baron Karpis’s henchmen. Now none of Halferan’s villages would go without bread for lack of wheat this winter and there was enough barley to keep the manor’s brew house and most taverns’ tuns from idleness.


‘My lady?’ Zurenne’s personal maid arrived at her side, offering a pewter goblet on a linen-covered silver tray.


‘Thank you.’ Zurenne took a sip of the darkly glinting liquid rimmed with creamy foam. She summoned up a smile to hide her desire for wine instead. This time next year, perhaps, as long as Halferan’s fortunes were sufficiently restored for such self-indulgence. ‘Raselle, take Esnina to choose something to eat, before she gets too tired.’


So far the little girl hadn’t provoked Ilysh’s irritation or inconvenienced Master Rauffe but it could only be a matter of time. The last thing Zurenne wanted was Neeny’s hopping rabbit spilling ink over the steward’s ledger.


‘Yes, my lady.’


Zurenne watched Neeny agree to Raselle’s suggestion with telling alacrity. The little girl headed straight for the table where Doratine’s maids were now setting out dishes of honey cakes.


‘Lady Ilysh? Shall we join the feast?’ Zurenne turned to her daughter but before Lysha could push her chair back, a woman stumped heavily up the dais steps and approached the table.


‘Saedrin and all the gods bless you, my lady.’ Mistress Rotharle reached across the table to lay her age-spotted hand on Ilysh’s slender one.


‘Fair festival to you and yours,’ the girl replied with a smile.


‘And many more to come, Poldrion willing.’ Mistress Rotharle looked over Ilysh’s head to the narrow doorway at the back of the dais. Giving the young girl’s hand a final pat, she continued on her way to the shrine.


Despite the heat from the fires down in the hall and the logs smouldering in the smaller hearth up here on the dais, Zurenne shivered in the cold draft as the old woman opened the door. This festival-night would see a steady procession to the shrine as those who had survived the corsairs remembered loved ones sent to Saedrin’s judgement in brutal and untimely fashion.


‘Mama?’ Lysha twisted around in her seat as Mistress Rotharle called out, startled, within the shadowed shrine.


Zurenne instantly recognised the other voice. Just as swiftly, she was ashamed to realise she hadn’t noted his absence. She walked hurried into the shrine to see Hosh disappearing through the outer door.


Mistress Rotharle looked at Zurenne, distressed. ‘I just want a moment to remember my Tull but the poor boy can stay—’


‘I’ll tell him.’ As Zurenne opened the outer door, she looked this way and that. The cobbled expanse between the hall and the range of kitchen buildings was deserted. Had Hosh returned to the guards’ barrack hall opposite? She looked towards the gatehouse. Had he already passed beneath that arch and through the porter’s door in the barred and iron-bound oak, fleeing to his widowed mother’s house across the brook in the village?


‘My lady?’ Hosh was standing behind the shrine’s door.


‘Oh!’ Startled, Zurenne took a hasty step back. ‘No, forgive me.’


She reached out to lay a gentle hand on Hosh’s sleeve when the boy would have retreated. Stepping out into the night, she closed the shrine door behind her. ‘Please sit with me for a moment.’


‘As you wish, my lady.’ Reluctant but obedient, Hosh sat down on the bench by the shrine wall.


The rough-hewn seat had been set up while the manor was being rebuilt. So many folk had come to the shrine to beseech divine favour to speed their labours or to seek solace for their grief over slain kin and valued friends. The men nailed silver and copper pennies to the outer face of the door while the women pinned twists of cloth or scraps of lace and ribbon on the inside; tokens of faithfulness to each deity they prayed to.


‘Mistress Rotharle won’t be long,’ Zurenne assured the boy. ‘You can return to your prayers.


‘I can wait.’ He gazed up at the sky.


Zurenne looked up to see what fascinated him so.


‘They call it the Opal, in the Archipelago,’ he said, unprompted, pointing at the Greater Moon. ‘The Lesser Moon’s the Pearl, according their heavenly compass.’


‘Oh.’ Zurenne knew nothing of Aldabreshin stargazing.


‘I only learned to interpret the skies to keep watch for ill omens.’ Hosh turned to look anxiously at her. ‘Then I could warn the other slaves and maybe they wouldn’t give me a kicking so they could steal my food.’


‘That sounds very wise.’ As Zurenne smiled reassurance, she tried desperately to hide her pity.


Close to, Hosh’s injuries were cruelly visible, even in the moonlight. The deep dent in his cheekbone drew his eyelids askew while his sunken lips betrayed the loss of so many teeth on that side of his mouth. The cold night air prompted a trickle of moisture from his sagging eye and a glistening smear beneath his grotesquely broken nose.


Corrain had told her how a corsair’s sword pommel had smashed the boy’s face, when Minelas had drawn them into a deadly ambush. The wizard’s promises had all been lies; that his magic would bolster Halferan’s attack as her husband and Halferan’s best guardsmen fell upon the unsuspecting corsairs laired in the coastal marshes. Instead the waiting raiders had killed or enslaved them while Minelas had returned to make prisoners of Zurenne and her children in order to plunder Lysha and Neeny’s inheritance.


She and Corrain had been in the muniment room in the rebuilt tower’s ground floor. Zurenne had brought the letters and ledgers amassed during her sojourn at the Taw Ricks’ hunting lodge to be added to the scant manor records salvaged by Master Rauffe before they had fled the corsairs’ final assault.


Corrain had been writing the new muster roll of Halferan’s guardsmen. He broke off to take Zurenne entirely unawares with a sudden outburst. It was his fault and his alone that the corsairs had captured so many Halferan men. Hosh would have fought to the death, Corrain had insisted. He was the one who had ordered the boy and the rest to throw down their swords in hopes of living to fight another day. He had brought that disgrace on Halferan.


Falling silent as abruptly as he had spoken, Corrain had left his list unfinished, hurrying from the tower to call for a horse. Zurenne hadn’t seen him for the next two days. After that, Corrain had said nothing more of his time enslaved in the islands and Zurenne had no intention of asking him.


‘Forgive me, my lady.’ Hosh flinched and turned away.


Stricken, Zurenne realised he thought that she’d been staring at his injuries, rather than overtaken by recollection. But she couldn’t think how she might explain. She had to do something though or the boy would flee to hide himself away with his misery.


‘Tell me what you make of this sky, in the Aldabreshin fashion.’


‘My lady?’ Hosh was startled into looking back at her.


‘Is there anything in these heavens to encourage the southern savages to come north again?’ Zurenne looked up at the moon, realising why that question had come to mind.


Even though Corrain and Jilseth had assured her that all the corsairs were dead, she was still mortally afraid of seeing warning beacons lit on the seaward horizon.


‘The Aldabreshi don’t sail north in the winter, my lady.’ Hosh fell silent for a long moment then said slowly, ‘But looking to the future, the Amethyst is below the horizon, along with the stars of the Sea Serpent. That jewel warns against arrogance and anger while the Sea Serpent warns of unseen forces and foes. Both are in the arc of the heavenly compass where the islanders look for omens of home and family. You’ve shown yourself a worthy mother, my lady, and a steadfast defender of your daughters. Any Aldabreshin would consider those stars a warning against attacking you again.’


‘Truly?’


Zurenne wasn’t asking about the stars. Was that how the household saw her? She so often felt wretchedly inadequate, far from a worthy parent. Or was Hosh just echoing his own loyal mother, Abiath?


‘There’s the Ruby.’ Hosh was still intent on the skies. ‘See, my lady, over in the west?’


As he pointed, Zurenne saw a star glimmering faintly red amid a spray of white pinpricks. One outshone the rest.


‘That’s the Diamond along with it, both within the stars of the Canthira Tree.’ Hosh’s tone grew unexpectedly animated. ‘The Archipelagans hold that plant dear, my lady, not just for its flowers’ beauty and fragrance. It will regrow from burned stumps and black ash, even when fire sweeps right across an island and kills every living thing.’


‘What does such a portent mean?’ Zurenne was growing curious.


‘That’s the arc of foes, my lady. They count twelve such regions around the whole compass of the sky.’ Hosh gazed at the star-filled darkness. ‘Halferan is renewed, like a Canthira tree, and the Ruby is a talisman against fire. The Diamond is a talisman for leaders, and you and the captain have both proven yourself against the corsairs. Those are omens in your favour, not for anyone who would attack you.’


‘But surely the southern barbarians would read the skies to favour themselves?’ Now Zurenne was intrigued.


Hosh shook his head, pointing to the sky half way between north and east. ‘Not since the Emerald moved into the arc of Death.’


Zurenne shivered as she searched in vain for the merest speck of green. ‘That sounds ill-omened.’


‘Not for us,’ Hosh reassured her. ‘As long as the Emerald lies in that arc of the sky, the Archipelagans will look for warnings above all else in their heavenly omens. The stars of the Spear are there at present so that’s counselling caution for warlike men. A clear portent against aggression especially with the Opal in the arc of travel with the stars of the Walking Hawk.’


Hosh pointed but Zurenne could only see the pale round of the Greater Moon. She could make out nothing among the stars that might signify the exotic and unknown creatures which Hosh was talking about.


‘The Walking Hawk’s a sign for watchfulness and the Opal’s a talisman against magic, so that would warn of wizardly hazards facing anyone venturing to the mainland. The Pearl’s on the other side of the Emerald, in the arc of marriage and all things beloved. The Pearl’s another talisman against magic but the Winged Snake with it is an emblem of courageous defence. So that means if they stay close to home, such omens should keep them safe. With three heavenly jewels in the same quarter of the sky, the Aldabreshi will take those omens to heart.’


Hosh fell silent and then shrugged. ‘For whatever good such hopes may do them.’


Had he ever seen anything to uphold the savages’ faith in such stars? Zurenne’s chattering teeth cut off that question. She stood up, rubbing her hands briskly together to warm them. ‘I should return to the feast, but come back into the shrine. You have as much claim to the gods’ and goddesses’ favour as anyone else. Then you must come and have your share of the food and ale.’


‘Very well, my lady.’ Hosh was clearly reluctant but more unwilling to gainsay Zurenne.


She opened the shrine door to find that Mistress Rotharle had departed. Ushering Hosh inside, she left him to his private devotions and went through the inner door onto the empty dais.


Zurenne lingered, ready to deny entry to anyone else stepping up to enter the shrine, just for a little while. She searched the gathering down on the hall’s floor, looking for Lysha mingling with her people. Kusint’s red head soon indicated her daughter’s presence. The young captain was standing close at her shoulder as the throng circled around them. Everyone in the household was eager to offer their lady a festival greeting.


A few moments later Zurenne heard the outer door to the shrine open and close. So Hosh would rather go hungry than show his wounded face to this hall full of people, even if the demesne folk should surely be counted as friends and his own mother was here among them.


She saw Abiath smiling in the midst of a circle of the village’s elder matrons. Hosh might be only a handful of years older than Lysha but Abiath had been all but past hope of children when he had been born. Since her husband had been killed so soon after in an accident, life’s burdens had weighed the diminutive woman down further. Did the return of her only son, given up for dead, balance those scales? Hardly.


Zurenne found her joy in the festival tarnished. It was so unfair, that Hosh should have endured so much, that he should have survived such travail, only to return and find himself still distanced from his kith and kin by disfigurement.


The poor boy couldn’t leave his tribulations behind him as this new year started. If only someone could take away Hosh’s sufferings as quickly and as easily as Madam Jilseth and the tall blonde magewoman had relieved him of that strange arm-ring which the Mandarkin wizard had used to enslave him.




CHAPTER FIVE


The residence of Mellitha Esterlin, Relshaz


Winter Solstice Festival, 3rd Evening


THIS TIME VELINDRE called a halt to their endeavours. ‘Jilseth, unless you see some crack in the ensorcellement, I suggest we abandon this approach.’


‘There might be something—’ Seeing Merenel’s involuntary grimace, Jilseth broke off and nodded her agreement. ‘I may well be imagining it.’


‘It is long past time we had something to eat and to drink.’ Mellitha looked towards the side table and a silver hand bell stirred itself to ring a summons.


‘Madam?’ As always, a handsome lackey answered her call within moments.


‘Wine for us all, if you please, and whatever festival delicacies have been waiting in the kitchen. Please offer my profound apologies to Seomina,’ Mellitha added ruefully.


Tired as she was, Jilseth smiled. On her earlier visits here she had seen how Mellitha’s cook would forgive her mistress anything.


‘At once, Madam, and this arrived just before the last chime.’ The lackey presented an ink-smudged and hastily sealed letter.


Mellitha read it and frowned as the servant headed for the door. ‘Master Resnada says that Kerrit Osier has taken a turn for the worse. He asks for your help, Jilseth.’


‘Help with what?’ Velindre demanded. ‘Resnada’s the apothecary.’


‘He merely asks for Jilseth’s assistance. See for yourself.’ Mellitha passed the grimy reed paper to Velindre and snapped her fingers to attract her lackey’s attention before he left the room. ‘Nishail! Who brought the note?’


‘One of Master Resnada’s boys. He wouldn’t wait for a reply.’


‘Intent on his festival fun,’ Mellitha wondered aloud, ‘or unwilling to be seen loitering at a wizard’s gates?’


‘The latter, I would guess, Madam,’ the lackey said unhappily.


Velindre looked over her shoulder. ‘The mood on the streets is still ugly?’


‘Yes, Madam Mage.’


As Nishail nodded, Jilseth was already rising to her feet. ‘I’ll go. I’m unlikely to be recognised.’


She had visited Kerrit often enough in his convalescence through the fading days of For-Autumn. When news had first broken of wizardry loose in the Archipelago, Aldabreshi hotheads had attacked a number of Relshaz’s better-known wizards. Kerrit had suffered by far the worst assault. The scholarly mage had been so badly beaten that his life had hung in the balance.


‘I’ll come with you,’ Merenel offered.


Jilseth shook her head. ‘I’d rather you stayed here, ready to bespeak Planir once I know if there’s truly cause for concern.’


Alas, she had no doubt that there would be. Master Resnada wouldn’t send such a note for no reason, still less write it in such haste. The apothecary was as level-headed as he was skilled.


‘Send word as soon as you can.’ Mellitha exchanged a look with Velindre suggesting they both thought the same.


Nishail opened the door to usher Jilseth into the marble-floored hallway. ‘Shall I fetch you a lantern, my lady?’


He knew better than to ask if a wizard needed him to summon a carriage in this emergency.


‘No need.’ She pulled her grey cloak from its peg beside the front door, mindful of the cool of the cloudless night outside.


Nishail opened the front door and Jilseth stood on the white stone house’s steps. She looked with some misgiving at the heavy wooden gates in the high wall encircling the residence. This prosperous and decorous district was normally so peaceful that the lyrical songbirds in the orchard beyond Mellitha’s lawns could be clearly heard inside the house. She glanced at the bare-branched fruit trees framing the immaculate flower beds sleeping through the short Relshazri winter. Elegant redcanes waved fronds like scarlet feathers.


This evening it sounded as though the modest tavern on the corner of the broad road at the end of this quiet side street was packed to the rafters. The cheering, jeering and shouts had an unpleasantly harsh edge.


‘Is this the usual revelry?’ Jilseth reminded herself that she had never spent a solstice holiday in Relshaz. Festivities in Hadrumal were bound to be decorous by comparison. Those mainland-born still cherishing fond memories of their families’ rites made their seasonal observances before whatever statues they kept in their rooms. Few wizards paid much heed to whatever liturgies and deities they had been raised with.


‘There seems to be more excitement than usual.’ Nishail looked apprehensive.


Jilseth was tempted to ask him to open the gate, so she could look outside and judge for herself. No, Master Resnada had asked for her help. Kerrit was a mage and Hadrumal’s interests must always come first.


‘Tell Mistress Esterlin that I’ll be as quick as I can.’


Her affinity reached down through the flagstones to the delta mud far beneath. That rich darkness was resonant with every fragment of rock and earth which the mighty River Rel had carried down from its springs amid the broken uplands where Dalasor butted up against Ensaimin and Caladhria. More than that, Jilseth could trace every successive tributary’s load of silt added to this great city’s shifting foundations.


With her wizardry solidly rooted, Jilseth reached upwards into the air. Not so long ago, this had been one of her least favourite workings, the elemental air so irritatingly elusive. Now she wove her translocation with ease and assurance, deftly blending the hints of fire and water that were integral to the spell. Now she could thread her knowledge of the streets around Master Kerrit’s house through the interstices of the airborn wizardry that would carry her there.
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