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The Light of God


The night burned a pulsing orange.


General Vorto, supreme commander of the legions of Nar, stood on a hillside beneath the red flash of rockets, safely distant from the bombardment hammering the walls of Goth. It was a cold night with frost in the air. He could see the crystalline snow in the sky and on his eyelashes. The northern gusts blew the battle rockets up and over the city and bent the fiery plumes of flame cannons. Goth’s tall walls glowed a molten amber at their weakest parts, and in the city’s center small fires smoldered, the result of lucky rocket shots. Gothan archers rimmed the catwalks and battlements, raining down arrows on the thousand legionnaires encircling the city. High in the hills, rocket launchers sent off their missiles, while on the ground war wagons lumbered on their metal tracks, grinding the earth to pulp. Inside the iron tanks, teams of gunners pumped kerosene fuel into the needle-noses of flame cannons and blasted away at the unyielding stone of Goth.


The war machines of Nar were at work.


General Vorto pulled off a gauntlet and tested the wind with a finger. Southeasterly and strong, he determined. Too damn strong. A curse sprang to his lips as he pulled his metal glove back on. So far, the Walled City didn’t seem to be softening from his attack, nor had the winds abated to cooperate. It had only been a few hours since he’d begun his attack but he was already growing impatient – not a good trait for a general. He ground his teeth together in frustration, and watched as the city of Goth withstood all he could throw against it.


‘Resist, then,’ he grumbled. ‘Soon we will have the ram in place.’


Nearby on the hillside, the gunners of a modified acid launcher awaited their general’s orders. They had loaded the first canister of Formula B hours ago, when they’d first arrived around the city. Vorto had hoped the wind might cooperate, but the breeze had picked up and so the order to fire had never come. There were five more such launchers in the hills around Goth, all primed like this one, all awaiting Vorto’s order to fire. Vorto blew into his hands to warm them.


‘They are strong ones,’ said the general to his aide, the slim and dour-faced Colonel Kye. ‘I’ve underestimated them. They have a stomach for siege, it seems. I would have thought Lokken weaker than this.’


‘Duke Lokken is weak,’ corrected Kye. He had a rasping voice that Vorto had to strain to understand, the result of a Triin arrow through his windpipe. ‘When the dawn comes he will see what’s out here waiting for him, and he will surrender.’ The colonel smiled one of his sour smiles. ‘I am optimistic’


‘Yes, you can afford to be,’ said Vorto. ‘I cannot.’ He pointed toward the city’s towering walls, thick with archers ignoring the bombardment. ‘Look. See how many men he has? He could hold out for weeks in there. And these damned winds . . .’ Vorto halted, mouthing a silent prayer. God made the winds, and he had no right to curse them. He confessed his sin, then turned his attention to the giant launcher sitting nearby. Ten canisters of Formula B waited beside the magazine, ready for loading. The bellows that would propel the canisters was swelled with air. It groaned with the sound of stretched leather. Vorto reached down and picked up one of the canisters. His gunners gasped and inched away. The general held the canister up to inspect it, turning it in the pulsing rocket light. The cylindrical container was no bigger than his head. Inside it, he could feel liquid sloshing around. There were two chambers in the canister, one full of water, the other loaded with Formula B, the dried pellets the war labs had synthesized. Upon impact, the canister would shatter and the components would mix. Any small breeze would do the rest.


Theoretically. Formula B had never been tested in the field. Bovadin had fled Nar before its perfection, leaving a handful of tinkerers behind to finish his work. Formula A had proved too caustic to transport, even in its dry state. But Formula B, the war labs had assured Vorto, was perfect. They had tried it on prisoners with remarkable results, and they were sure fifty canisters of the stuff would be enough to wipe out Goth.


But the winds would have to cooperate.


Brooding, Vorto put down the canister. Much as he wanted to, he couldn’t risk detonating the formula in such stiff winds. The walls of Goth were high, certainly, but were they high enough to contain the gas? And what if one of the canisters landed outside the walls? If there was a safe distance from the caustic fumes, no one knew its measure. Maybe Bovadin did, but the midget was in Crote now, hiding with the sodomite Biagio.


Have faith, the general reminded himself.


‘If I fly with dragons, and dwell in the darkest parts of the earth,’ he said, ‘even there will Thy right hand guide me, and Thy light shine a path for me.’ Vorto smiled dispassionately at his colonel, who was not a religious man. ‘The Book of Gallion,’ he declared. ‘Chapter eleven, verse nineteen. Do you know what it means, Kye?’


Kye was unmoved. Unlike Vorto, he followed the edicts of Archbishop Herrith out of duty alone, and not out of any sense of the mystic. Vorto had tried, unsuccessfully, to convince the colonel of the reality of Heaven, but Kye had remained skeptical. He was a loyal man, though, and a fine soldier, so Vorto overlooked the older man’s heresy.


‘They fly the flag,’ said Colonel Kye simply. ‘That’s all I know.’


Behind Kye, Vorto could see the city of Goth aglow in rocket fire, its stone towers tall and defiant. And at the city’s heart, billowing in the winds atop Lokken’s fortress, waved the Black Flag, that hated symbol of old Nar. It was a crime to fly that banner now, but Lokken and others like him flaunted Herrith’s commandments. Vorto would not be satisfied until he pulled down that flag and stuffed it down Duke Lokken’s lying throat himself.


Since the death of Arkus and Herrith’s ascension, there was only one flag that the nations of Nar were allowed to fly. It was the same banner Vorto’s men milled under now, a radiant field of gold harboring a rising sun. Herrith himself had designed the standard. And the bishop had named it wisely, and blessed it with the power to rebuke the Black Renaissance.


It was called the Light of God.


And whenever Vorto saw it, he felt a catch in his throat. Now, as they circled the enormous Walled City, his standard bearers held the Light of God high so that the glare of the rockets alighted on it like the touch of heaven and all the misguided in Goth could see it. Tonight they flew their Black Flag – tonight they displayed their loyalty to a dead emperor and his equally dead ideals – but on the morrow if the winds were fair, the Light of God would wave above Goth forever.


‘Check your azimuth,’ Vorto commanded the gunners. ‘I want no mistakes when we launch.’


The gunnery chief looked at his leader questioningly. ‘Are we launching, sir?’


‘We will be,’ replied Vorto. He strode over to the weapon and checked the gauges himself. It was unfamiliar work, but the crude dials and sliders were simple to understand. A small pointer along the barrel displayed the estimated distance in forty-yard increments. His gunners had set the range on maximum and pointed the barrel, high enough to scale Goth’s wall and lob the canisters into the city. Curious, Vorto regarded his gunners.


‘Best guess, Chief. These winds . . . too much?’


The soldier wrinkled his nose and looked up into the night. The snow flurries were coming down in a slant. ‘Hard to say, sir. The canisters are heavy, so they should fly straight. But that’s a damn high wall. We’d have to call back the wagons before I’d be comfortable.’


Vorto nodded. ‘Agreed. Be ready.’


The general turned and walked to his warhorse. The powerful dapple-gray, outfitted with hammered armor, snorted unhappily as its master mounted. Vorto was an enormous man, and so required an equally enormous horse to support him. This one was from Aramoor and big in the shanks. Upon Vorto’s back was strapped his axe, the only weapon he favored since the loss of two fingers. Though less precise than a sword, he had found the axe at least as devastating in battle, and its twin blades gave him a desirably frightening presence. He wore no helmet, for he liked the sounds of battle and feared no arrow. He armored himself traditionally in black, but he knew his greatest protection came from Heaven. He wore his head shaved and his cheeks smooth, and he adorned his hands with silver gauntlets polished to a mirror shine. Big in the extreme, he was not fat at all, but rather muscled the way a bull is muscled, and when he was shirtless his deltoids gave him the appearance of a wing-spanned hawk or the hood of a cobra. Save for Herrith himself, no man in the new Nar held more power than he, and no man was more feared.


Everything about Vorto was inhuman – particularly his eyes. They were a faded blue, like two lusterless gems, dim and without life. As a boy they had been brown, but the potions of the war labs had changed that. The same potions that had once made him very near immortal had done strange things to Vorto’s body. Like Arkus and the rest of the dead emperor’s Iron Circle, they had all become addicts, dependent on Bovadin’s amazing narcotic. But since the little scientist’s departure there had been no more of the drug. It was just one more secret Bovadin had taken with him to Crote, and so Vorto and the others loyal to Herrith had learned to live without it, despite the bone-crushing withdrawal. Sometimes, when it was quiet and he was alone, Vorto still had cravings, but with God’s help he had tamed his demons. Others had not been so lucky. Some of the foppish Naren lords had been unable to withstand the pain and had perished. A few had even flung themselves out of Nar’s towers rather than endure another moment of agony.


But Vorto was more stout-hearted than those weaklings. He had overcome the drug and Biagio’s schemes for the throne, and he considered that his proudest struggle. Now he and Herrith were rid of this tribulation, mostly, and ready to destroy the rest of Biagio’s designs. There was wise work to be done in Nar these days. Men like Lokken still held on to the ideals of the Black Renaissance. Arkus’ godless disease. The Black Flag still flew in at least four other nations, and those who didn’t fly the symbol of the past often refused to fly the flag of the future. Very few had come willingly to the Light of God. Archbishop Herrith could count only a handful of the Naren nations as true allies. But he had Vorto behind him, and Vorto had all the legions of Nar. In time, Lokken and everyone like him would heel.


God’s will, thought Vorto as he spied the city. God’s will that they should die this way. Like cows on the killing floor.


In the days of Arkus and the Black Renaissance, Vorto had trod the world like a prince. He had maimed and slaughtered for the emperor’s false ideals, and had bargained away his soul for soft beds and lewd company. But he was not that man anymore. He had heard the call of the Lord and had been cleansed. Herrith and God had saved him.


Vorto had no remorse. The Black Renaissance was a cancer, and the only way to deal with it was to eradicate it utterly. Ideas were powerful, hard to kill. To leave a trace of them was to invite death. Those who were called to do Heaven’s work needed to be iron-willed and, sometimes, iron-stomached. There would be a stench from Goth for months, and the buzzards would feast, but Duke Lokken would be dead. Biagio would have one less ally on Naren soil to threaten the throne, and the Light of God would fly above the city, a symbol of God and his mercy.


Vorto spurred on his horse and guided it down the slope. When this was over, he would sleep well. Colonel Kye mounted his own horse and followed his superior down the hillside, sidling up to Vorto and shooting him a suspect stare.


‘We’re going to launch?’ he asked. ‘When?’


‘When I say so, Kye.’


‘But the winds . . .’


‘I’ve come a long way to bring justice to Duke Lokken and his rebels,’ snapped Vorto. ‘I won’t leave defeated.’


Kye grimaced. ‘Begging the general’s pardon, but I think you just want to try the formula.’


Vorto shrugged. Kye was almost a friend, and sometimes overly familiar. ‘It’s God’s will,’ he said simply. ‘When the other nations see what’s happened here, they will think twice about siding with Biagio. They all have armies, Kye. Vosk, Dragon’s Beak, Doria. We can’t be everywhere. Biagio knows this. And the memory of Arkus is strong.’ He gave his second a mordant glare. ‘We must be at least as strong.’


‘General,’ said Kye evenly. ‘We have enough men to take the city.’


‘I intend to take the city and more, Kye. Now get that damned ram into position. It’s time we knocked on Lokken’s door.’


Inside his castle of stone and cedar, Duke Lokken of Goth kept the lights out. The rockets were imprecise and hardly a threat to his fortress at all, but his family was in this room and Lokken was a superstitious man. One stray battle rocket, one lucky shot, and a fire might start that would consume them all. Around his private chambers high in the western tower, there were guards aplenty to hold back Vorto’s legions, but they could do nothing against the onslaught of flame cannons and rockets. Lokken stood by a window, brooding over his falling city, his face awash in the glare. In his chambers were his wife and two daughters. His eldest and only son was outside somewhere, probably on the wall.


A rocket slammed into the courtyard below, rattling the tower. In the hills around the city, the duke could see the distant flares of launchers as they sent their missiles screaming skyward. His daughters were crying. The bombardment had hardly dented his wall, but it had already turned the brains of his people to mush. Even Lokken was starting to fracture.


The room was dark. Lokken felt a shiver of cold and the unmistakable shoulder-tapping of remorse. Overhead, the Black Flag of Nar still flew above his castle, along with Lion’s Blood, Goth’s own standard. In a fit of outrage, Lokken had ordered that detestable banner of Herrith’s shredded. He had sent the flag’s remains to the bishop in Nar City. But now, looking down at the legions, he wondered if his valor had merely been bravado, and he regretted the ugly death he had invited for his family.


Arkus had not been a perfect emperor. He had been a tyrant, and Biagio was probably no better. But he had been Lokken’s tyrant, and he had understood the importance of a nation’s pride. Never once had Arkus asked any country of the Empire to lower their own flag, nor did he ever insist that they fly the Black Flag. Lokken had complied with Arkus for years, and for years the old man had left Goth alone, content with the yearly taxes Lokken sent to Nar City. But this Herrith was a demon.


Lokken missed Arkus. He missed the old ideals of the Black Renaissance, of peace through strength and world domination. And when the old man had finally died, Lokken knew with whom to side.


‘Kill me if you can,’ whispered the duke. ‘I will never fly your flag.’


‘Uncle?’


At the sound of the voice Lokken turned from the window. There in the darkness was little Lorla, her face full of dread. She had dressed for travel, as ordered. In her tiny hands she clutched a leather bag full of food, hopefully enough to get her to safety. Her brilliant green eyes looked up at Lokken with profound sadness.


‘I’m ready, Uncle,’ she said. Her eight-year-old’s face tried to smile, but there was no joy in the expression. Lokken dropped down to a knee and took her hand. It was small and soft, belying the truth of her nature. Not surprisingly, Lorla hadn’t shed a single tear throughout the entire bombardment. Lokken was proud of her.


‘I wish I could take you to Duke Enli myself,’ he said. ‘But you’ll be safe with Daevn. He knows the way better than any of my men. He’ll get you past the legions.’


Lorla looked dubious. ‘I’ve seen them through my window. There may be too many to pass. And they won’t hesitate to kill me.’


Lokken smiled. ‘Then you mustn’t get caught, right?’ He ran his hand through her splendid hair. She had been his ward for almost a year now, ever since Nar fell to Herrith. Biagio had asked Lokken to keep the child safe, and though Lokken had thought it a hardship at the time, he had adored every moment he’d spent with Lorla. Blood might have separated them, but she felt every bit his daughter.


‘Lorla,’ began the duke solemnly. ‘I don’t know what’s going to happen to you, even if you do reach Dragon’s Beak. Biagio hasn’t told me anything more about you, and I’ve never met Duke Enli. But it’s important that you get there. It’s important to Nar. You know that, don’t you?’


‘I know what I am, Uncle. Whatever the Master has planned for me, I’m ready.’


The Master. Lokken still hated that term. Since coming to Goth, Lorla never referred to Biagio as anything but the Master. He supposed it was Roshann programming. Very thorough. Lorla knew what she was, but that was all. In a sense she was a freak, a growing woman frozen in the body of an eight-year-old. She didn’t know what Biagio had planned for her, and her incubation in the labs had made her trust the count implicitly. Lokken pitied the girl.


‘You’ve meant a lot to me,’ he said. ‘I’m proud to have been part of this. I wish I could have known you better.’


Lorla’s gaze dropped. ‘I wish you could have told me more. Maybe someday.’


Lokken’s grin was crooked. They both knew there wouldn’t be a someday. Not for Lokken, and not for the family that had cared for Lorla this past year. Like Biagio’s Roshann. Vorto’s legions were thorough. Given time, there would be very little left of Goth. But Goth wouldn’t perish entirely. If Lorla made it to Dragon’s Beak, Herrith and Vorto would hear from the Walled City again. Perhaps Biagio was a madman, but he was brilliant. Whatever the Count of Crote had planned, Lokken had confidence. Just like Goth, the Black Renaissance would not go quietly.


Lorla walked past Duke Lokken toward the window. Standing on her tiptoes, she regarded the battle raging outside. Her eyes scanned the hills and circling war wagons, the legionnaires armed with flame cannons and maces. This was the gauntlet she had to cross, with only her diminutive size and the cloak of darkness to hide her.


‘I should go now,’ she declared. ‘The snow will slow them.’


Lokken nodded grimly. ‘There’s a pony waiting for you. Daevn is in the courtyard. He’ll take you to the hidden gate. Remember, wait ’til the rockets die down, then head for the first hill with the apple trees. It’s rugged there, and . . .’


‘I know the way,’ Lorla interrupted. She was getting agitated. Too much talk. So Lokken said no more.


For an hour, Vorto watched his siege machines circle the city. Then the ram was ready. Vorto rode down to inspect it, surrounded by an armored entourage of legionnaires. The ram was enormous, the largest the war labs had ever constructed. Twenty greegans had dragged the war machine to Goth. Its wheels were as tall as a man, and a hundred wooden handles poked from its side like the legs of a centipede. Its head was of granite, fastened to the stout oak shaft with bands of riveted iron, and along its top length were loops of rope to keep the men from being dragged beneath its crushing wheels. As he brought his mount up alongside the weapon, Vorto wondered if it was up to the task. Goth’s walls were legendary, and the city gate was reinforced with spikes and lengths of petrified timber. The Walled City had stood for generations, shrugging off countless wars. Some said it was impregnable.


But then, nothing was impregnable to God or Nar. Vorto reined in his bucking horse and turned to Kye. The colonel’s helmet was covered with a sheen of snow.


‘Bring up two platoons of cannoneers. Have them concentrate fire on the walls around the gate. We have to keep the archers back. And stop the rocket barrage. I don’t want those damn things landing near the ram. When the gate comes down, we’ll swarm. Is your infantry ready, Kye?’


‘They’ve been ready, sir.’


‘Then keep the cavalry back until I give the order. We need a clear passage for the charge. I don’t want them bunching up near the gate; Lokken will be expecting that. And he’ll probably have some surprises for us.’


Kye grimaced. ‘Sir, if we’re going to use the gas anyway . . .’


‘I want Lokken, Kye. I have a surprise for him. Off with you now. Do as I say.’


Kye dismissed himself with a shrug, then rode off to gather the flame cannoneers his lord had requested. Vorto watched him go. Once again, impatience was gnawing at him. The snow was deepening, and the cessation of rocket fire would bring back the darkness. Beneath his metal gauntlets his fingertips were blue. Goth could hold out for weeks, and winter was coming fast. Hunger and cold would soon eat away at his legion’s morale, and he couldn’t risk that.


It took only moments before Kye had the cannoneers arranged. As ordered, he had them flank the ram’s path to the gate. A steady stream of fire belched from the nozzles of the cannons, pushing back the archers defending the city’s entrance. The wooden catwalks along the wall burst into flames under the barrage. Gothan archers drew back to safer positions. Vorto heard their desperate cries for reinforcements. They had seen the ram.


Vorto pulled his double-sided axe from his back and thundered down the hillside. Behind him followed his standard-bearers, holding high the Light of God. The sight of the golden flag attracted the attention of some of the archers on the wall. Vorto laughed and shook his fist at them.


‘I’m here!’ he taunted. ‘Put one through my heart!’


But he was still too distant and the archers knew it, so instead they pumped their arrows at the ram and the legionnaires taking up position alongside it. Vorto shouted orders at the hundred-man team. Above the ram’s pulling stations was a hood of metal, a deflector against the rain of missiles. Each soldier in turn tethered himself to the ram, dropping loops of rope around his waist. Vorto moved in a little closer, until he was with Colonel Kye again. The platoons of cannons fired at the wall, pressing back the wave of Gothans. Fingers of flame splashed against the monolithic wall. Overhead the rockets had ceased. A dull darkness pressed down on the world.


The walls of Goth loomed fifty feet tall. The gates themselves stood a proud twenty. General Vorto quickly calculated the required force. Five passes; maybe more. But that would take time, and the cannons wouldn’t hold forever. Already longbowmen had scored some lucky hits against his men. From the torches in a nearby tower, Vorto could see the shadows of more Gothans taking up position. His men would have to hurry.


‘Kye,’ he said very calmly. ‘Now.’


Colonel Kye raised his saber. ‘Ram!’ he directed.


A grunt of exertion filled the air. Very slowly, the massive wheels of the ram began grinding forward. Lieutenants near the ram cursed orders, urging on their men. The weapon picked up speed as it rolled toward Goth’s gate. Vorto licked his wind-chapped lips. The ram groaned as it accelerated. A panicked shout went up from the Gothans. Flame cannons detonated, spilling against the wall. Faster and faster went the ram. Larger and larger loomed the gates. Vorto grit his teeth . . .


Louder than a crack of thunder, the ram smashed against the wooden gate. All the world seemed to shudder. Archers along the wall tumbled backward with the impact, and for one moment the cannoneers stopped their endless fire, astonished by the sound. Vorto peered expectantly through the murkiness. As the light grew again, he saw the damaged gate. Impossibly, a hairline fissure was snaking its way through the petrified wood.


‘God in Heaven!’ Vorto laughed. A cheer went up from the legionnaires gathered around the ram. They were two hundred strong now, called from their circling of the city to storm falling Goth. Men on horseback shook their swords in victory. Even Colonel Kye broke into an unreserved smile.


‘Again!’ ordered Vorto. Already the ram was being pushed back into position. Again the night flashed with cannon fire. A new rain of arrows poured down upon the soldiers, catching some in their backs. Kye directed a squad of handhelds toward the new threat. The two-man teams hurried up to the wall and hosed it down with streams of fire. Though small and lacking the range of their bigger brothers, the handheld cannons threw their fire high into the night, scorching the tower of the Gothan archers and halting their barrage.


Once more the ram inched forward. Vorto heard the agonized shouts of the men as their muscles strained with effort. The ram accelerated slowly, then faster and faster still. Another concussion shook the ground as the ram battered the wooden portal. This time the fissure became a groaning rent. Vorto hurried his charger nearer the gate. Through the crack he could almost see the city. Several poles of timber still held the doorway fast, but these had bowed and would never withstand another blow. Kye shouted orders to his men. The ram started backward for one last assault. Vorto pranced triumphantly in the cannon-light, laughing and praising Heaven for his coming victory. The Light of God waved above his head.


‘Time’s up, Lokken,’ caroled Vorto gleefully. He spared one last look into the hills where the launchers were waiting, and a little pang of anticipation ran through him.


Lorla reached the hidden gate just as the snow began falling in earnest. Her pony was exhausted from the hard, fast ride through the city. Daevn, her guide and guardian, was slick with sleet and sweat. He was a tall man and a fast talker, and Lorla watched anxiously as he spoke to the Gothan soldiers at the gate, and shouted up to the men pacing the wall. Except for the soldiers, Goth was locked up tight. The rockets had stopped falling now, and darkness crept over the city. Lorla fidgeted as she listened to the far off pounding at the main gate. The sound reminded her of a drum.


Daevn returned, mounting his horse as he waited for the portal to slide open. It was far smaller than the main gate, more like a door really, and made up of the same dull gray as the rest of the wall. Lorla tried to peer through as it opened. Beyond it she could see only darkness and snow.


‘What’s that sound?’ she asked nervously.


‘Battering ram,’ Daevn explained. ‘They’ve started to break through. Lucky for us, too. The rest of the Naren soldiers are gathering near the main gate.’ He smiled at her wickedly. ‘We just might make it.’


Lorla hardly knew Daevn at all, and wasn’t sure he understood what she truly was. But she tried to smile, because she would need the brute’s goodwill, and when that hidden gate creaked open she ushered her pony closer to it.


‘It’s clear, I think,’ said one of the soldiers. He looked up to the catwalk where another Go than silently gave them the go-ahead. ‘Hurry now. Stay to the shadows, but don’t linger.’


Daevn nodded. ‘Ready, girl?’


‘I’m ready,’ Lorla lied.


Daevn took the lead, trotting his horse outside the wall. At once the darkness swallowed him. Lorla steeled herself before urging her pony outside. The beast seemed to sense her trepidation and moved with leaden legs. Lorla heard another concussion from the far side of the city, and fear sped her on. Daevn impatiently waved her forward. Outside the wall, everything was silent. The din of battle was oddly quieter here. Lorla spared a sad look backward as the hidden gate drew slowly closed. Remarkably, it seemed to disappear.


‘Come on,’ Daevn ordered. He began speeding for the hills. It would be thick there and dark. Dressed in black, Lorla and Daevn quickly became part of the shadows. Fast and silent, they rode toward the looming unknown of Dragon’s Beak.


Duke Lokken stepped out onto the balcony of his tower and brooded over his falling city. Reports were coming in faster than he could comprehend them, and his private chambers were flooded with aides. Vorto’s legions had broken through the gate and were swarming into the city. The glow of flame cannons told the duke how near they were. Larius, his Counselor-at-Arms, was tugging at his shirtsleeve like a little boy, begging for guidance or any semblance of life. But Duke Lokken was a million miles away. His eyes had glazed over with dreadful visions, and his thoughts had slowed to a crawl. His boy Jevin was on the main gate. Dead by now, surely. And in another hour or so his daughters would join him – but not before they lost their virtue to the marauders. Very quickly, Goth was becoming a Naren ruin.


‘Larius,’ the duke said quietly. ‘Take my wife and daughters to the throne room. Wait with them there. I will be down presently. Just a few moments alone . . .’


‘No,’ cried his wife. Kareena rushed up to him and took his hand. Throughout the siege she had been resolute, but now the dam of her emotions was crumbling. ‘I won’t be away from you.’


Lokken smiled forlornly. ‘Kareena, do this for me. I want to watch the city. Alone.’


‘We will stay with you,’ his wife offered. ‘Send the others away, but not us. Please, the girls—’


‘Will have their father with them in minutes,’ Lokken said. ‘Go to the throne room. Wait for me there. And have the guards wait outside.’ He turned to his counselor. ‘Larius, you hear? I want no soldiers in the chamber. You alone will stay with them, understood?’


‘I understand, my Duke.’


Lokken took his wife’s face in his hands and pulled it close, his voice a whisper. ‘I have to be strong, Kareena, and there’s not much time. Just let me have my moment of weakness, will you?’


Kareena’s lips shuddered. Without a word she slipped from the duke’s embrace, gathered her daughters, and led them out of the chamber. Larius was silent too. The old warrior gave his duke a sad smile before leaving the balcony and ordering the others out of the chamber.


Alone, Duke Lokken of Goth cast his eyes out over his burning city. Goth the fair. Goth the strong. Built by slaves, mortared with blood, it had been the only home the duke had ever known. Tears trickled down his cheeks. Soon Vorto would come for him, and by then he wanted to be purged of tears. He would face the butcher of Nar with the same contempt that had made him shred Herrith’s hateful flag. This day, even as Goth collapsed, he would give his enemies no satisfaction.


On a thousand armored feet and breathing flame, Vorto’s imperial legions rolled through the city of Goth. Above them rose the granite towers thick with archers, and the streets were barricaded with human flesh – Lokken’s wild, sword-wielding defenders. Naren cavalry pushed through the narrow avenues, slicing down Gothan infantry with their sabers while flame cannons cut them a blazing path. Over-head the dawn was breaking red and harsh. Men were barking like dogs, ordering advances and retreats, and the screams of the burning echoed down the stone corridors.


Fighting street to street, Vorto’s legions had nearly made their way to Lokken’s castle. Now the fortress could be clearly seen, tall and impressive in the snowy dawn, its two flags wet with ice in the chilling wind. General Vorto rode his horse through the carnage, an expression of victory on his face. Not far away, Colonel Kye was leading the cavalry assault on the main thoroughfare, ignoring the flood of arrows from the granite towers. Vorto followed him, his massive axe cutting through Gothan infantry, buckling helmets and crushing heads. Gore splashed his armored legs and the flanks of his horse. Detonating flame cannons rocked the avenue. A horde of Gothan defenders rode toward them furiously, trying to trap them against the foot soldiers. Screaming, Vorto turned to charge them.


‘Follow me!’ he bellowed. Twenty heavy-horsemen heard the cry and galloped off after him. A quick-thinking cannoneer turned his weapon against the coming Gothans, burning down a third of them in a fireball. The heat from the blast struck Vorto in the face, singeing his eyebrows, but he rode on heedlessly. When the bloom of fire had dissipated he collided with the Gothan horsemen. At once he felt a sword glance off his armored shoulder. Vorto brought his axe up and then down, shearing off the offending arm. He whirled to catch another horseman, too near to avoid the flashing hatchet. And then his men were with him, crashing against the horsemen of Goth. Lost in the blinding melee, Vorto crooned his terrible battle chant and swung his weapon, slamming through flesh and armor and dousing himself in blood.


When the melee was nearly over, Vorto pulled his horse out of the crowd and followed Colonel Kye’s brigade down the street toward the fortress. Kye had cut a path wide enough for the greegans, and the war wagons were lumbering forward, heedless of the Gothan archers. Unstoppable, bristling with swords and bright with cannon fire, the column moved slowly toward the waiting fortress. Ahead of them, the Gothans were retreating for the castle, regrouping for one last battle. Vorto could see the structure plainly now. A three-tiered masterpiece of rock and wood, it reminded the general of a bulldog, its power born from a squat and determined stance. Vorto hurried his mount up to the center of his army, shouldering past the thickness of men and horseflesh. Colonel Kye gave him a sinister grin.


‘The fortress, General?’ he asked.


Vorto nodded. ‘They’ll make their stand there, no doubt. Take up positions to the east and west, four platoons each with cannons. The rest of us will ride up to Lokken’s door.’


Kye looked around suspiciously. ‘Quiet,’ he remarked.


Vorto surveyed their surroundings. It was quiet. They had met only pathetic resistance from the populace, and now the streets were fairly deserted. Soon the formula would do the rest. Unnerved by the silence, Vorto and his legionnaires fanned out toward the waiting fortress.


The Gothan regulars scurried down the streets in retreat, taking up positions near Lokken’s hideout. The archers ceased firing. Vorto’s column moved deliberately through the deserted avenues. The general’s eyes moved over the streets and towers, waiting for an assassin’s arrow that never came. In the distance around the fortress he heard the shouts of men. An eerie pall blanketed Goth. People in their houses peered nervously from windows. Vorto’s brow furrowed . . .


Then he saw the flash. It was more brilliant than the sun. Breathtaken, Vorto reined in his horse as the rockets climbed skyward over the fortress, hung high above, then burst into a cascade of fireworks. For one beautiful moment, the sky over Lokken’s home was the only thing in the world, alive with light meant for one defiant purpose – to illuminate the flags of Goth. Vorto’s face did an impossible contortion at the sight of it. There was the Black Flag, lit with all the grace of Heaven, an impudent beacon in the darkness of snow. One last spit from the disloyal duke.


‘Lokken,’ seethed Vorto, ‘you will burn in Hell for this.’ The general crossed himself and closed his eyes in prayer, begging God to be unmerciful. His simmering rage boiled over. ‘Fly your flag?’ he hissed. ‘Your black and faithless flag?’


It was all he could manage not to scream.


‘Hurry now,’ he roared at his men. ‘I want this bastard found!’


The Naren legion double-timed it through the streets. The war wagons rumbled forward as quickly as the mammoth greegans could pull, and the cavalry horses snorted. Vorto fought his way to the front of his column. The flame cannons had stopped now, but Vorto could see platoons of them taking up positions near the fortress, balancing their needle-nosed weapons unsteadily in makeshift cradles. Colonel Kye brought his horse up alongside his superior’s. The soldier sniffed at the sight of the fortress.


‘It’s as if they have no defenses at all,’ he laughed. ‘Maybe you were right, sir. Maybe we should just knock!’


They were in a large courtyard of stone. A garrison of Gothans stood before them, armed and sullen, flanked by the remains of their cavalry. The men of the Walled City made no pretense at defense. They simply waited. Vorto leaned over to whisper in Kye’s ear.


‘Kye,’ he said softly. ‘What is this?’


Colonel Kye shrugged, clearly puzzled by the mob. ‘I don’t know. Surrender?’


Vorto put up a hand to halt his column. The order echoed down the line. Almost in unison the armored snake came to a stop. Vorto looked around uneasily. A trap was his first instinct, but he saw nothing to indicate aggression, not even the smallest movement. He eyed the Gothan soldiers standing guard around the fortress. They hadn’t lowered their swords, yet the archers made no attempt to notch new shafts.


‘Now I’m curious,’ quipped Vorto.


‘You there!’ called Kye across the courtyard. ‘Is this surrender?’


Still the Gothans said nothing. They were fifty yards away at least, and Vorto wondered if they had heard the question over the wind.


‘My God,’ grumbled Vorto. ‘They surrender as poorly as they fight.’


And then the spiked gate of Lokken’s castle began drawing upward. The Gothan guardians parted like waves, revealing the murky insides of the keep. Vorto and Kye both strained to see past the gathering snow. A small figure emerged from the darkness. Thinking it was the duke, Vorto’s heart leapt with excitement. But then he saw the crimson uniform of the Gothan military and knew the man wasn’t Lokken. This soldier was old, far older than the duke, and slightly stooped. He walked past the guardians of the fortress without regard, heading straight for Vorto and his army.


‘What’s this?’ asked Vorto. He drew himself erect, then handed his battle axe to Kye. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded of the soldier. ‘And what business have you with me?’


Without ceremony, the soldier stopped mere feet from the general of Nar.


‘You are Vorto?’ he asked pointedly.


‘Old man, I asked you a question,’ warned Vorto. ‘Do you speak for Lokken?’


‘I speak for the duke, yes,’ replied the soldier. ‘I am Larius, Counselor-at-Arms for the Walled City. You are Vorto, are you not?’


Vorto smiled. ‘I am your master and lord high executioner, dog. Servant of Heaven and Archbishop Herrith.’ The general glared down hard. ‘Where is your duke?’


‘The duke awaits you in his throne room,’ said Larius. ‘I am to take you there.’


‘A personal invitation? Oh, how gracious. I accept, Gothan. Take me to the pig.’


Colonel Kye cleared his throat. ‘General . . .’


‘Be fearless, Kye,’ said Vorto. ‘We are in God’s hands. Counselor, lead on. Kye, you come with me.’


Larius of Goth made a disdainful face but said nothing more. He turned his back on the legions and headed again for the fortress gates. Vorto followed, as did Kye, with the ten soldiers that shadowed the general everywhere in tow. When they reached the gates, Vorto and his entourage dismounted, handing their horses to the Naren infantry. The soldiers of Goth eyed them balefully. Vorto watched Larius disappear into the fortress. Inside, the great hall was lit with torches and lined with perfectly positioned soldiers, all in uniforms of bright crimson. They had their swords drawn and held erect at their sides, so that they looked more like toys than things of flesh. Vorto hesitated at the threshold.


Larius paused to regard him.


‘Come, General,’ ordered the soldier impatiently. ‘They won’t hurt you. They have their orders.’


Vorto stepped unflinchingly into the hall, spurred on by the insult. Colonel Kye was equally deliberate. At the far end of the hall was a set of open doors. Larius led the intruders through the hall, and when he reached the doors he stepped aside.


‘The duke,’ he said.


Vorto stepped into the room. At the other end of the expansive chamber he saw Lokken, sitting upon his modest throne. At his right hand was the austerely beautiful Kareena. Her eyes flashed when she glimpsed the general. At the feet of the duchess were two small girls, Lokken’s daughters, looking stricken and confused. The duke himself seemed surprisingly composed. There were no guardians in the chamber, no soldiers of any kind. Only Lokken and his brood. Vorto strode noisily into the chamber, his armor dripping Gothan blood. When he came to the small dais he paused, choked up saliva, and spit the wad in Lokken’s tranquil face. With perfect composure, Duke Lokken wiped the spittle away.


‘So,’ grated Vorto. ‘This is where the king sits, eh?’


Lokken said nothing.


‘Oh, you treacherous thing. You are abhorrent in the eyes of God! How is it you dare defy the will of Heaven?’


Still the duke was silent.


‘Say something, you arrogant maggot!’


But it was Kareena who responded. She lunged at Vorto, screaming, her nails raking his face. Vorto hissed and caught her arm, twisting it and driving her to her knees. His other hand slapped her face, splitting her lip.


‘No!’ cried Lokken, leaping from his throne. He grabbed his wife and drew her into his arms.


‘Control your woman, Lokken,’ warned Vorto, ‘or I will take her back with me and teach her manners myself.’


‘Don’t you touch her!’ Lokken seethed. He rose to his feet and faced the towering general. ‘You’re here for me, butcher. Me alone.’


Suddenly Vorto understood. ‘Is that why you surrender? To spare your family, dog?’


Lokken grimaced. ‘Yes. Spare them, and no one else dies today. I can kill you now with just a word, Vorto. But I won’t. Not if you agree to spare my kin.’


‘It is for Heaven to judge, not I.’


‘Spare them,’ Lokken begged, ‘and you can walk out of here alive. With your men.’


Vorto’s eyes narrowed. ‘Threats from a traitor. How horrible to hear.’


‘I’m no traitor,’ said Lokken. ‘I am loyal to our emperor and his memory. You’re the usurper, Vorto. You and your bishop. Call it what you will, but I fly the flag of Nar.’


‘Oh, yes,’ crooned Vorto. ‘The flag. You’re keen on flags, aren’t you, Lokken?’ Vorto turned to his waiting men. ‘Take him,’ he ordered. ‘The females, too.’


At once his waiting legionnaires seized the royal family of Goth, dragging them after Vorto who was exiting the chamber.


‘Not my family!’ the duke cried as the men took hold of him. ‘God, not them!’


‘God doesn’t hear you,’ said Vorto over his shoulder.


‘Not them, please!’


‘Not them,’ agreed Vorto. Outside the chamber he found the worried Larius again. The man looked about to faint. ‘Counselor, your master has something to tell you.’


‘Duke Lokken?’ gasped Larius.


‘Tell him, Lokken. About our agreement . . .’


Lokken looked relieved. He tried shrugging off the grasp of the soldiers, but they wouldn’t yield. All the Gothan guardians watched their duke, their jaws slack. Duchess Kareena was in tears, as were her two children.


‘Safe passage,’ said Lokken at last. ‘For all of them. If they let my family live, all of you will let them go. Promise me, Larius.’


‘My Duke . . .’


‘Promise me!’


‘Promise him,’ urged Vorto. ‘Or they all die right now. And even if you kill us, my legion will burn Goth to the ground.’


‘My Duke, it’s your death . . .’ Larius begged. ‘Don’t make me do this.’


Duke Lokken finally shook off his captors. When they tried to seize him again, Vorto put up a hand to stop them. He let the duke go to his man and clasp his hands firmly on the soldier’s shoulders.


‘I die,’ said the duke. ‘You hear me? I die. And no one else after me. Now promise me, my friend. Safe passage for these Naren beasts. It’s my last order. Will you carry it out?’


Larius’ expression collapsed. ‘I will, my Duke. My . . . friend.’


‘No archers, no cavalry,’ pressed Vorto. ‘Nothing ’til we reach the gate, old man. Is that understood?’


‘Aye,’ said Larius. ‘I hear you, Naren.’


‘Good for you.’ Vorto smiled sharply. ‘Then, to the tower. I want to see these flags of yours up close, Lokken. Take us there. Now.’


Once again the soldiers tried to take hold of him, and once again the duke shrugged them off.


‘I won’t drag you if there’s no need,’ said Vorto. ‘Or your bitches. Let’s go.’


Lokken took hold of his young wife’s hand. ‘My love,’ he choked. ‘I’m so sorry I did this to you.’ He went down to his knees to his crying daughters, who looked to Vorto like twins of no more than four. The children didn’t seem to know what was happening. He kissed them both on the forehead, wiped away their confused tears, then stood to face his executioner.


‘I’m ready.’


‘Take us to your flags,’ Vorto ordered. ‘Your family can watch you die, or they can wait here. I don’t care which.’


Kareena would not let go of her husband. ‘I want to be with you,’ she pleaded.


‘No.’ The duke’s voice was icy. He spared her one last kiss – one last, long look – then went down the corridor. Vorto and his men followed. Larius tried to follow too, but Kye kicked at him.


‘Just the duke,’ snarled the colonel.


With a bravado that impressed Vorto, Duke Lokken never wavered. He led them directly to a spiral staircase within a tower of gray granite, a dark place lit with sconces which sent up an oily smoke. As they disappeared into the spire, Duchess Kareena uttered a wailing, agonized sob. But Lokken remained as unbending as steel. Without a word he guided the Narens up the stairs. When he came to the top of the tower he pushed open the door and let an icy breeze blow in.


They were atop the tallest spire in the city, with all of Goth burning at their feet. Vorto stepped out onto the roof. In the center was the flag pole that had caused them all such grief. And at the top of the pole, hideously aglow in the coming dawn, were the two offending flags of Goth. The old flag of Nar made Vorto shudder with disgust. He stared at it for a long moment, then bowed his head and prayed.


‘Dear God, Lord of all things, give me strength to destroy this travesty. God of mercy and light, be with us, Your servants.’


No one else prayed with Vorto, but all except Lokken inclined their heads. When he was done praying, Vorto sighed and looked at the duke.


‘I give you one chance to redeem yourself, Lokken. Here and now, will you renounce the Black Renaissance? Will you accept Heaven as your salvation? Your lord Biagio is a sodomite and a devil. He lies with men and defies the church of Nar. For your soul, Lokken, renounce him and his works.’


Lokken stared at Vorto, and then the duke was laughing, shaking his head in disbelief.


‘Mad,’ he declared. ‘You are truly mad. Oh, I pity you, Vorto. I pity all of Nar. You’re under a spell, can’t you see? You’ve fallen for a myth.’


‘God and Hell are no myths,’ said Vorto. ‘Save yourself from the eternal burning. Renounce Biagio so your soul may rest.’


The duke was resolute. ‘If there is a Hell, then I would gladly burn there. Better that than to grovel to Herrith’s church.’


It was the answer Vorto expected. ‘So be it.’ He went to the flag pole, undid the knots, and quickly lowered the flags. Lion’s Blood came down first, and this the general crumpled into a ball and threw off the ledge. Taken by the wind, the crimson standard of Goth drifted out of sight. Vorto went back to the pole and cut down the Black Flag. It was the most unremarkable standard in the Empire, nothing more than a field of black fabric, but it held generations of evil in its stitching.


‘Bind him,’ the general ordered. At once his soldiers cut off lengths of rope and tethered the duke’s wrists behind his back. As they worked Vorto mumbled over the Black Flag, praying in High Naren to exorcise its unholy powers. Then he grabbed hold of the flag and tore it in two. Lokken watched the destruction, unmoved. Vorto stuffed the two halves in the duke’s lapel.


‘You want to fly your flags, Duke? You want to defy Heaven? Then fly your damnable flags!’


Colonel Kye pushed the bound Lokken toward the flag pole. Two more soldiers made a noose of the rope and looped it around Lokken’s neck. They gave it a quick jerk to tighten it, bringing the duke to his toes.


‘No regrets, Lokken?’ taunted Vorto. ‘None at all? There’s still time, demon. But the clock is ticking fast away. Tick tock, tick tock . . .’


‘Damn you and your bishop both, butcher. I will see you in your Hell!’


‘Yes, yes,’ agreed Vorto. With a wave of his hand he ordered the legionnaires to tighten the rope. Lokken’s pale eyes protruded from their sockets and his tongue darted out for air. He held his breath halfway to the top before letting out a belching cry. His feet kicked the rest of the way, and when at last he reached the top, Duke Lokken of Goth was dead. Vorto looked up at him, satisfied. Now all the Walled City could see his folly.


‘God have mercy on you,’ said the general quietly. But it was no less than the heretic deserved. Someday, Vorto pledged, he would do the same to Biagio, and then at last Nar would be free of its dynasty of tyrants.


Weary to the bone, General Vorto turned to his loyal colonel. ‘Kye, come. There is still work to do.’


Vorto left the rooftop first, eager to be gone from the dead duke’s bulging gaze.


General Vorto quietly led his legion out of the Walled City. True to his promise, Larius called back the archers from the towers and the tattered remains of Gothan infantry. Their city was in flames anyway, and all hands were needed to stem the growing fires. General Vorto rode resolutely past the astonished faces of the civilians, enduring muttered insults and the tearful, spiteful looks of children. The sun was higher now, bright and burning away the earth’s snowy sheen. And the wind had fled with the night. As he reached the city gates, Vorto looked to Heaven for guidance. Beyond the staggered clouds he saw the gray-blue sky. God was speaking to him, as He had been for months now. On the dying breeze he heard the Lord’s breath. Vorto nodded, understanding.


When he was safely clear of the city, Vorto called over Colonel Kye. His second trotted closer, then closer still when he heard Vorto whispering.


‘Kye, it’s time. Get the men away from the city. But leave the ram. Keep it near the gates to block it.’


‘The ram?’ Colonel Kye looked over his shoulder to where the giant weapon waited, still blocking a good portion of the ruined portal. On either side of it men and horses squeezed through. ‘We’re leaving it behind?’


‘We’re leaving it exactly where it is. Gather the lieutenants. Have them ride for the launchers and tell the gunners to make ready.’


Colonel Kye seemed stricken. ‘General . . .’


‘It is the will of God, Kye. This place reeks of evil. It must be cleansed.’


‘General, you promised Lokken you’d spare them. His family . . .’


‘His family bears the same taint he did,’ said Vorto firmly. ‘And so does all of Goth. We came here to stop the Renaissance, to stomp it out like a fire. I won’t leave the job half done.’


Kye’s expression hardened. ‘Sir, may I speak freely?’


‘You always do,’ snapped Vorto.


‘Sir, this is genocide. It’s murder.’


‘Murder?’ Vorto flared. ‘Who said anything about murder? This is salvation, Colonel, make no mistake. The Black Renaissance is a tumor. If you had a disease in your flesh, would you not carve it out? This is what we’re doing here. We’re saving Nar. Stop being a dullard, Kye. See the truth for once!’


Silenced by his general’s implicit threat, Kye merely looked away, toward the hills around the city where the deadly launchers awaited their orders.


‘Wait until we’re clear,’ said Vorto. ‘Then send up the signal rocket.’


Kye nodded sullenly and trotted off, but Vorto called after him.


‘Kye . . .’


The colonel turned to face Vorto. ‘General?’


‘It’s not easy to do the work of Heaven, Kye. Not for me, not for anyone. Pray for strength. He will provide.’


‘Yes, General,’ replied Kye dully.


The colonel rode away.


Duchess Kareena of Goth, newly widowed, stood on the rooftop of the fortress tower, watching her dead husband pendulate in the breeze. The tightness of rope about his throat had turned his face a curious purple, making it scarcely recognizable, even to the woman who had borne him three children. The tower roof was cold. Except for a few stray flurries, the snow had stopped falling. Larius drew his dagger and began cutting his dead master down. Good Larius, the only person in the world Kareena could bear to be with for this gruesome task. Downstairs her daughters were weeping, inconsolable. Her only boy was probably dead, a casualty lying blood-soaked on the wall. Kareena trembled. Somehow, she had tamed her tears, but a terrible fog had descended, drawing out the time of things. She was in her twenty-ninth year and had never thought she could love this much-older man, but now that he was gone she wondered what life there could possibly be without him.


Around the city, Vorto’s army had retreated as promised, a fact that astounded Kareena. She hadn’t expected the butcher to be good to his word. As morning flooded the valley, she could see them riding away, satisfied to have murdered her husband. The duchess stifled a sob and went to the flag pole, helping Larius draw Lokken down. His body had gone cold. Kareena cradled him and lowered him to the ground, cursing as she fought to free the noose.


‘Oh, God,’ she moaned. ‘My husband . . .’


Lokken’s eyes were wide. Unseeing, they stared at her. Larius put a hand over them and closed the lids. The old soldier knelt, kissed his master’s forehead, then backed away, leaving his mistress to grieve. Kareena held Lokken’s head to her bosom and rocked him. Was she leader of Goth now? she wondered. Would Vorto return for more vengeance? Kareena stroked her husband’s head, brushing strands of hair from his lifeless, distorted face. Larius walked over to the edge of the rooftop and looked out over the city. Wet snow blanketed the horizon, punctuated with fire and smoke. Far below, Kareena heard the wails of her people, the aimless, bewildered cries of children and their mothers. Soldiers moved through the avenues, fighting back the fires with blankets and bucket brigades. Kareena closed her eyes and mouthed a prayer – not to the new God of Nar but to the old, when God was mild. Before the death of Arkus, she had loved the church. She had even made a pilgrimage to Nar City to see the great Cathedral of the Martyrs and to hear the words of Herrith. But in the ruins of the old Empire, something had gone horribly awry.


A sound in the distance halted Kareena’s prayers. A popping in the hillside, followed by another and another still. Kareena craned her neck to see. The sound was all around her suddenly. Panicked, she laid Lokken down and hastened to Larius’ side. The counselor was scanning the horizon.


‘Larius? What is it? What’s that sound?’


‘My lady, I don’t know. Cannons?’


‘Cannons? Oh, no, that can’t be.’


‘I don’t see flashes,’ agreed Larius. ‘But the sound—’


Overhead an object whistled past. Larius grabbed his mistress and pulled her to the ground. Kareena screamed as another missile hissed, slamming into the tower wall. There was a sound like exploding steam. The far-off popping in the hills intensified. Kareena pulled free of Larius and ran to the stone railing.


‘What is it?’ she screamed. She put her hands to her ears to banish the sound. ‘Larius, what . . .?’


All around Goth, green smoke exploded, its emerald fingers crawling through the streets. The strange bombardment had the city looking skyward. Men screamed, tearing at their eyes as the relentless vapor engulfed them. On the wind came the sweet smell of something evil. Kareena sniffed at the air, too late to know the poison she was breathing. Fire climbed into her nostrils, burning out the membranes. Her throat constricted and a flood of tears rushed from her eyes. She staggered from the wall, reeling backward into Larius. Desperately she grabbed for him. The old man’s eyes were filled with blood. Horrified, unable to breathe or scream, Duchess Kareena looked down at her stained dress and realized that her tears were crimson.
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The Golden Count


He was called the Mind Bender.


The name had been given to him by his former master, Arkus of Nar, and Savros bore it proudly, and referred to himself as such even in the presence of good imperial ladies. He handled his tools as a painter would a brush, delicately and with the flair of genius. Some said he was mad, but all agreed that he was peerless in his work, one of Nar’s rare artisans. Soldiers envied his deftness with a knife, and women fainted when he told his dark tales. He had known his true vocation since his boyhood.


Simon watched the Mind Bender work, aghast at the love he had for his craft. His spidery fingers crawled over his victim’s flesh, his arsenal of narrow scalpels twirling between his digits like sharp batons. Simon knew he was watching a master, and despite the howls of the thing hanging in chains from the ceiling, it was wholly fascinating to witness.


‘It’s so easy,’ whispered the torturer. His tongue darted out to lick the man’s ear. ‘So easy to die . . .’


The voice was honey, sickly sweet and cloying. It rose from the Mind Bender’s throat like a song, teasing the man and compelling him to talk. But the man was almost past coherence. Only Triin gibberish trickled from his lips now, but Savros the Mind Bender wasn’t finished. He produced another blade from his white vest and made his victim behold it, turning it slowly in the dungeon’s feeble light so the flicker of the torch glowed orange on its edge. Simon stood motionless in the corner of the cell, awaiting the prisoner’s end.


Like all Triin, this one was perfectly white. Savros had been delighted when he’d seen him. For him the white skin was a canvas to be stretched out with chains. Promptly he had set to work, using his knives to carve out screaming figures on the man’s naked back. There were almost twenty of them now, forming a twisting, living mural. Blood dripped relentlessly onto the floor, and little bits of Triin flesh clung to the Mind Bender’s boots. But Savros seemed not to notice them at all, and Simon wondered as he watched the spectacle if this was what Hell was like.


‘Beautiful,’ remarked the torturer as he regarded his prized scalpel. He put it up to the Triin’s gray eyeball, now hazed with fatigue and pain. ‘There is a smith in the Black City who works for days to make just one of these for me. He is the finest blade-maker in Nar.’ Savros tested the edge with his fingertip and grinned. ‘Oooh; sharp.’


Savros no longer bothered speaking Triin. His victim was past comprehension, and he knew it. But this was the best part. Disgusted, Simon fought to keep focused. He was Roshann, and if he looked away Biagio would surely hear about it. So he steeled himself and watched while Savros caressed a tear-stained cheek with the thin blade and crooned his song, and the Triin man in chains trembled against the coming death.


‘Just do it,’ Simon growled, his patience snapping. Savros turned his laughing eyes to the dark corner where Simon was lurking. A ripe web sack filled with newborn arachnids clung defiantly to the ceiling overhead, but Simon didn’t stir from his spot.


‘Shhh,’ urged Savros, putting a slender finger to his lips. The air was thick and smelled of treacle; too close for Simon’s liking. The Mind Bender’s voice rang in his brain. He had been hearing it for hours and his feet ached from standing. Outside in the real world, the sun was probably up. If he could have, Simon would have run from the place and vomited, but there was dirty business still to do.


‘If you have your information, kill him,’ ordered Simon. ‘He’s still a man. Treat him like one.’


Savros seemed shocked. ‘You brought him here for me,’ he reminded Simon. ‘Now let me do my work.’


‘Your work is done, Mind Bender. Get yourself a goat from the farm if you need something to butcher. He was a Triin warrior. Leave him some honor.’


‘Why so squeamish?’ taunted Savros. The thin blade rolled between his fingertips. ‘Don’t they teach interrogation in the Roshann?’


Simon stepped out of the shadows. In the center of the cell was a small table set with the Mind Bender’s implements, a curious collection of metal objects with points and pincers, all arranged neatly on a silver tray. Beside the gruesome platter stood a pitcher of rose water. It was a strange habit of Savros’ to dapple his victim’s lips with the cool liquid to make them agonize for more. Simon pushed the torturer aside and lifted the pitcher to the Triin’s mouth, pouring the water over his lips and tongue. The man let out a thankful whimper.


‘What are you doing?’ asked Savros.


Simon ignored him, lifting another blade from the table even as he continued to pour. This one was less beautiful than the others. It was wide and heavy, with a toothy edge like a butcher’s saw. Simon grasped it tightly, leaning forward so that his lips almost brushed the captive’s ear.


‘Good death, warrior,’ he said simply, then plunged the jagged blade into the Triin’s heart. There was a quick rattle from the prisoner’s throat. The hands spasmed into fists, shaking the manacles and the long, stout chains. The eyes widened, focused on Simon for a moment, then swiftly dimmed. Simon put down the pitcher, then the knife, and calmly stared at Savros. The Mind Bender’s jaw dropped.


‘You’ve killed him,’ Savros sputtered.


‘You’re like a cat playing with a bird,’ said Simon sharply. ‘I won’t watch such nonsense.’


‘I wasn’t done with him!’ Savros wailed. He rushed over to the limp body and searched for a pulse. ‘I’m going to tell Biagio about this!’


‘I’ll tell him myself. Now what did he say? I heard you mention Vantran. Is he in Falindar?’


Savros wasn’t listening. He ran his long fingers over his victim’s back, admiring his artwork and feeling the waning heat of the corpse on his face. Simon shifted impatiently. In the days when Savros served the emperor he had been one of Arkus’ favorites, a member of his privileged Iron Circle. Now he was in exile like the rest of Biagio’s loyalists, stuck here on Crote. None of them liked being here, but Savros seemed to be faring the worst. The Mind Bender had spent his entire life in the Black City plying his dark trade. He was accustomed to the belching smokestacks of war labs and the dankness of dungeons; the clean ocean air of the island seemed to depress him. But Biagio still cared for him, and that meant he had sway with the count. Simon knew not to push him too far.


‘Savros,’ urged Simon. ‘What did he say? Is Vantran in Falindar?’


‘He was so beautiful,’ replied Savros absently. ‘I want another.’


‘Vantran—’


‘Yes, yes!’ flared the torturer. Savros released the dead man and turned toward the table, pulling bloodied implements out of his vest and placing them on the silver tray with a petulant frown. ‘It’s as you suspected, spy.’ He spat out the word like a curse. ‘Vantran is in Falindar with his wife.’


‘What else?’ pressed Simon.


‘Oh, learn the damned language! Or weren’t you listening?’


Simon bristled but said nothing. Of all the people who had fled with Biagio to Crote, only Savros understood the clicking language of the Triin. It was, he had explained once, ‘necessary to know the tongue of his subjects’. And Savros had a genius for language Simon could only marvel at. This had been Simon’s first mission to Lucel-Lor, and he hoped his last. He had tried to learn at least a few Triin phrases, but Savros was a poor teacher and Simon an unwilling student. The animosity between them had only grown from there.


Simon regarded Savros carefully, watching him turn a white towel red with the gore from his hands. He caught a glimmer in the Mind Bender’s preternatural eyes, a spark of something hiding in the blazing blue irises. There was something more.


‘What else?’ said Simon. ‘There is something, I can tell’


‘Can you?’ taunted Savros. ‘You are Roshann, Simon Darquis. You are supposed to be observant. What have I learned? Can you guess?’


‘Stop fooling,’ ordered Simon.


Savros surrendered with an evil smile. ‘There is a child,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘Vantran has a daughter.’


Simon’s heart sank. ‘A daughter? How old?’


‘Very young; a baby really. Maybe a year. Maybe older, I don’t know. But she lives with them in the citadel.’ Savros put down the soiled cloth. ‘Looks like you’ll be going back, eh?’


Simon grimaced. That was the last thing he wanted.


‘Vantran still expects something,’ Savros added. ‘You should tell the Master that. Tell him to stop bothering with this vendetta and get us off this bloody island.’


I will, thought Simon darkly. He took a final look at the dead man dangling from the ceiling. The lifeless eyes were open and staring at him blankly. An invisible breeze made the corpse sway and the chains rattle. Simon felt unclean. It had been a long and miserable journey back from Lucel-Lor, and this warrior had borne his indignity proudly. Trussed up like a pig in the ship’s stinking cargo hold, he had hardly said a word or eaten a crumb. Simon looked at the man’s emaciated body, ruined by the Mind Bender’s insane art-work. Only Savros had been able to break the Triin’s iron will, and he had done it in mere hours.


‘What was his name?’ asked Simon quietly.


Savros looked at him incredulously. ‘What?’


‘His name. What was it?’


‘I taught you that phrase,’ Savros reminded him. ‘Didn’t you ask him yourself?’


Simon shook his head. He hadn’t wanted to know the man’s name before.


‘Hakan,’ said Savros. The torturer sighed. ‘What a waste. He could have lived so much longer.’


‘Hakan,’ Simon repeated. Then he glanced at Savros and said with venom, ‘I’m glad I killed him.’


Without another word Simon hurried out of the cell. He slipped through the iron gate separating the dungeon from the rest of the catacombs and passed by the count’s wine cellars, where a thousand barrels of priceless vintages slumbered and sweetened the air. Most were from Biagio’s own vineyards, a nectar sought after throughout the Empire. The count had an army of servants tending his grapes, and here in the cellars collared slaves toiled with the heavy barrels and tasted the wines for their perfection. The slaves did not acknowledge Simon as he passed them. They knew he was a favorite of the count’s, but he was not a Naren lord. He was Roshann, and that meant he was Biagio’s servant, hardly different from themselves.


Past the wine cellars was a monolithic staircase of carved granite, its steps worn smooth by centuries of traffic. Simon ascended quickly, anxious for some fresh air. He pushed open the door at the top of the steps and was soon in the servants’ section at the back of the count’s sprawling home. It was indeed morning. Fine strands of sunlight splashed through the crystal windows and onto the red-tile floor. Simon could hear the rattle of iron pots in the nearby kitchen as the slaves set to work on breakfast. He went to a window and glanced outside. The count’s mansion was set on a hill, and from here Simon could see the rolling vineyards to the west and the sparkling ocean far in the distance. He drew a breath of the sweet air and closed his eyes. The Triin’s dead face still haunted him. Worse, he was exhausted. He longed for sleep – or even to pull off his boots and rest his blistered feet – but he knew his master was waiting for him. The thought made Simon shudder. He had only spoken to the count briefly when they had arrived the night before, then had followed Savros into the dungeon.


Biagio had been correct about the Mind Bender’s thoroughness.


‘God,’ hissed Simon, closing his eyes. He still smelled of blood. Eris would smell it too. A little moan passed his lips. She would be worried about him. But she would have to wait, just a little while longer.


A kitchen girl passed by him. Simon grabbed hold of her elbow, startling her. ‘The count,’ he said. ‘Where is he?’


‘The Master?’ the girl stammered. There was a basket of eggs in her hands that she barely managed to hold still. ‘In the baths, I think, sir.’


He let her go with an apologetic smile, realizing what a sight he must be with the spray of blood staining his tunic. They were still not used to their guests from the Black City, these servants of the count, and though Simon had lived in the mansion on and off for years, he was still treated like an outsider.


He proceeded through the mansion and out a covered walkway of red brick trimmed with flowers and magnificent statues. The pungent scents of the gardens wafted over him. He brushed at the wrinkles in his clothes self-consciously. Biagio abhorred untidiness. And in this part of the castle, even the slaves were better dressed than Simon. This was the east wing, the count’s own sanctuary, where very few people were welcome. Simon doubted that Savros or the other Naren lords had even been invited here. So as he approached the white building – an artisan’s dream of stone and gold – Simon instinctively slowed his pace, quieting his footfalls. In Biagio’s garden, only the birds were allowed to speak. Already, industrious gardeners had begun their morning work, shaping giant rose bushes and plucking out weeds. A thrush nesting in a peach tree whistled disapprovingly when it sighted Simon. Simon glared back at it, wishing for a rock.


The walkway ended near a bronze arch crowned with thorny vines. Here a giant eunuch with a spiked halberd guarded the way. The soldier stepped aside when he noticed Simon, and Simon passed under the arch and into a narrow courtyard. Skirting the courtyard, he headed for the baths. In moments he saw the cedar door to the steam house, its tiny window dappled with condensation. The tubular chimney spouted moist smoke into the morning. A pair of lavender slippers had been left at the foot of the door. A single matching robe hung from a wooden peg.


Good, thought Simon as he approached. He’s alone.


He knocked gently. The wood felt warm under his knuckles. After a brief silence, he heard his master’s yawning reply.


‘Come,’ commanded Biagio’s velvet voice. Simon cracked open the door. A rush of steam struck his face. Another man might have been shocked by the temperature, but Simon knew his master’s affectations and had expected the scalding. He blinked against the perfumed vapor, peering into the steam house. The room was dark, lit only by the glow of a brazier used to heat the rocks. In the corner of the room, stretched out like a lounging cat, sat Count Renato Biagio, naked saved for a modest towel draped over his groin. Sweat glistened on his golden skin, and his amber hair hung long and wet around his shoulders. His impossibly blue eyes snapped open when he heard Simon enter, and a welcoming smile played across his beautiful face.


‘Hello, my friend,’ said Biagio. The voice was alien, inhuman, with the timbre of an expensive instrument. Simon heard it over the hiss of steam, a hypnotic melody bidding him forward. Even after all these years, that voice sometimes made him tremble.


‘Good morning, Master,’ replied Simon. ‘Am I disturbing you?’


‘You never disturb me, Simon,’ said Biagio. ‘Come in. Let me see you.’


‘I’m sorry, Master. I’m filthy. I’ll come back when I have dressed for you.’


Biagio seemed to love this. ‘Let me see you,’ he said again. ‘Open the door.’


Reluctantly, Simon opened the door and stepped into the heated chamber. All at once the steam engulfed him. Biagio’s blue eyes widened.


‘Indeed! You’ve gotten too close to the Mind Bender, I see. You look hideous, Simon.’


‘Forgive me, Master. I was anxious to give you news. I will return shortly.’


He turned to go, but Biagio stopped him.


‘Nonsense,’ said the count. ‘This is a bath, after all. Strip off those things and join me.’ He patted the place on the bench beside him. ‘Here.’


Simon stifled a curse. He could already feel Biagio’s hungry eyes tracing him. ‘I couldn’t, my lord. I would only offend you.’


‘Stop playing the tart, Simon,’ said the count. ‘I insist you join me. Now undress. There’s a towel behind you.’


There was indeed another towel. Simon removed his clothes and lunged for the scrap of cloth, wrapping it tightly around his waist. The steam was unbearable. Simon felt its heat bite into his skin. He watched as Biagio lifted the dipper from the bowl and poured more liquid over the burning rocks. A plume of watery smoke gushed from the stones. Biagio sighed and closed his eyes, drawing in a breath. Like all of Arkus’ former associates, the count had a disdain for cold. It was an odd side-effect of the drug they used to sustain themselves. Even in the longest days of summer, Biagio’s skin was winter cold. The same alchemy that had turned his eyes blue had converted his blood to ice water. It had also made him immortal, or very near. Simon supposed the count was at least fifty, but he looked no more than half that age. Here in the baths, with his body fully exposed, Biagio seemed a mythical creature. He was not a big man, but his muscles were hard and corded and flexed fluidly beneath his skin. The count was proud of his body and liked to show it off, especially to Simon.


Simon sat down beside his master, the hot wood of the bench scalding his backside. He shifted his towel so that Biagio would see as little of him as possible. Biagio opened a single eye and smiled at him, slipping a frigid hand over Simon’s.


‘I’m glad you’re home, my friend,’ said the count. ‘I’ve missed you.’


‘I is good to be back,’ replied Simon. Already the heat was working on him, making his eyelids droop. ‘Crote was never such a beautiful sight. When we saw it from the ship I thought I’d weep. You know how little I like the water.’


‘And Lucel-Lor? How was that foul place?’


‘Distant,’ joked Simon. ‘And different. They are a strange breed, Master. You should have seen the one I brought back for Savros. His skin was like milk. His hair, too. They are more than just fair. They are . . . freakish.’


‘He is dead now, the one you captured?’


Simon nodded. ‘I killed him myself. Savros has a disgusting way about him. I couldn’t watch him any longer. But the Triin had given up all he had. I made sure of that before I killed him.’


Biagio laughed. ‘Our Mind Bender is so like a child. He was looking forward to working on a Triin. I’ll take a look at this creature before he is disposed of. I want to see one for myself. Arkus was always enamoured with them, and now Vantran has chosen to make his life with them. I would like to know what the fuss is about.’ The count’s face clouded with concern. ‘I have heard they are very beautiful. Is that so?’


‘Beautiful, Master? To other Triin, I suppose. I didn’t see many of them. When I knew this one was from Falindar, I took him and left.’


‘You were right to, of course,’ said the count, easing back against the wall. ‘It’s been a while, but I’m sure Vantran still expects something from me. It was lucky you weren’t seen. You’ve done very well, my friend. As always. Now, what news?’


Simon steeled himself. ‘As suspected, Vantran is in the citadel at Falindar. He lives with his wife, a Triin.’


‘Yes,’ whispered Biagio. Everyone knew Vantran had betrayed the Empire for a woman. ‘The wife. Good . . .’


‘This warrior was one of those guarding the citadel. He wore the same indigo blue as the others from the region. Savros says there are many more like him in Falindar, probably guarding Vantran.’


‘The Jackal is a hero to them, no doubt,’ spat Biagio. ‘That boy is bewitching. What else?’


For the smallest moment Simon meant to lie, but that would have been unthinkable. He was one of Biagio’s Roshann, a Crotan word meaning ‘the Order’. He was elite, and that meant he owed his master everything. Especially the truth.


‘There is a child,’ Simon blurted. ‘A girl. She’s Vantran’s.’


Biagio gasped. ‘A child? The Jackal has a daughter?’


‘If the Triin can be believed, he does. She lives with him in the citadel. But I think she is rarely seen. Perhaps Vantran does still fear you. This Triin seemed to know what I was doing there. I could see it in his eyes when I captured him.’


Biagio laughed and clapped his hands together. ‘Wonderful! A child! I couldn’t ask for better! To take her . . . now that would be pain, wouldn’t it, Simon? That would be beautiful’


It was the suggestion Simon had expected. ‘Only if she could be gotten to, Master, and I don’t think that’s likely. If she is in the citadel, she is sure to be heavily guarded. Better that we simply assassinate Vantran. If he goes out for a hunt or—’


‘No,’ said Biagio sharply. ‘That is not pain, Simon. That is not loss. When Vantran betrayed Arkus, he sentenced him to death. And he took Arkus away from me. I loved Arkus. I will never be the same, and neither will Nar.’ The count looked away with disgust. ‘You disappoint me.’


‘Forgive me,’ said Simon softly, hurrying his hand onto Biagio’s. ‘I know how you grieve, Master. The emperor’s death still stings us all. I merely thought to suggest a revenge that is possible. To take his daughter or his wife is—’


‘The only revenge fitting,’ said the count. ‘He must suffer as I have suffered. I will take from him what is most precious, just as he took Arkus from me.’ Biagio squeezed Simon’s hand hard. ‘Understand me, my friend, I beg you. I am alone here but for you. These others don’t know me. They follow me out of ambition alone. But I must have your devotion, Simon.’


‘Always, Master,’ said Simon. ‘You know you have my loyalty. The Roshann will always be with you.’


And it was true. Even as Simon doubted his fealty, there were others in Biagio’s secret society scattered throughout the fractured Empire. Biagio had formed them from the dust of Crete’s farms, used them to overthrow his father and later to serve the emperor. No matter what became of Biagio or his designs on the throne, the Roshann would always be his. He was their founder, their god, and their guiding light. Biagio was the Roshann, and his agents adored him.


‘It does no good to dwell on Arkus’ death, Master,’ consoled Simon. ‘Think on other things. We need you. Nar needs you. Only you can make the Empire whole again.’


Biagio gave a chuckle. ‘No one can fill the Iron Throne like Arkus did. But I will try if I can.’


‘Soon?’ probed Simon.


‘Time is a luxury we have that our enemies do not, my friend. We have Nicabar’s fleet to protect us, and all the wealth of this island. Herrith and his cronies cannot touch us here. And we have the drug.’ Biagio’s face became sardonic. ‘I wonder how Herrith is feeling these days. By now his withdrawal should be quite unbearable. Bovadin thinks it might ultimately kill him.’


‘Fine,’ said Simon, wiping the sweat from his brow. ‘That would make a quick end to our exile.’


‘But not as sweet as the end I have planned for him,’ countered Biagio. ‘Trust me, my friend. The usurpers have some surprises coming to them. Let them suffer without the drug and wonder what we’ve cooked up for them. Herrith always said suffering is good for the soul’


They both laughed, imagining the portly bishop starving for the life-sustaining potion. Since Biagio and his loyalists had fled to Crote, there had been no one left in Nar who could synthesize the drug. Herrith might have the throne, but Biagio had Bovadin, and the little scientist had always been tight-lipped about the formula. More importantly, the count had Admiral Nicabar. The commander of the Black Fleet had made their exile possible. His dreadnoughts had abandoned Nar and Archbishop Herrith, and even now the admiral’s floating war machines could be seen bobbing darkly on the horizon, patrolling the waters around Biagio’s island. Crote had become their adopted home, and the count had been more than gracious. They all lived like kings here, sharing Biagio’s wines and fine foods and being attended to by his servants. In their homesickness they had even dubbed the tiny island ‘Little Nar’.


‘I have been away a long time, Master,’ said Simon. ‘What other news from the Black City? Does Herrith sit on the throne now?’


‘Not alone. It is as I suspected. He has co-opted Vorto to act in his stead. The general pretends to be emperor now, though he doesn’t dare call himself thus.’


Simon raised a worried eyebrow. ‘Then there is no chance of the army joining us?’


‘There was never that chance. Vorto is too ambitious to let the throne go. And we never cared for each other, even when Arkus was alive. He knows the only way to seize power is to side with Herrith.’ Biagio sneered. ‘Our bloody bishop is a clever man. It is land versus sea now.’


‘Then we must be sure of Nicabar’s loyalty, Master. If we lose his navy, we are doomed.’


Biagio seemed shocked. ‘Simon, you surprise me! Danar is canny, but he has never been traitorous. He is my friend, as you are. I won’t have you speaking against him.’


‘It’s my duty to look out for you, Master,’ explained Simon. ‘I will watch him, not because I doubt you, but because I care for you. We’ll need his navy if we’re to have any chance at all against Vorto’s legions.’


‘Oh, Simon,’ laughed the count. ‘You are my mother hen. Do you think I’ve not been busy while you were gone? There are wheels in motion.’ He made a circular gesture with his finger. ‘Vantran is not the only one I have designs for. Herrith and Vorto will soon see what it means to trifle with Count Biagio.’


A grin split Biagio’s face, and Simon felt suddenly foolish. Of course his master had been hard at work. How could he have doubted it? It was a cerebral work, and difficult to penetrate, but it was clever and cruel. It was why men pledged themselves to him, why Simon had become a Roshann agent himself. Biagio was brilliant. Not like the scientist Bovadin or the demented Savros. Biagio had been born with a genius for secrets. Arkus himself had seen it, and had made the count his closest counselor. In the days of the old Empire, Biagio’s Roshann, his ‘Order,’ were more feared even than Vorto’s military. His was an invisible army, a legion of ghosts.


Simon settled back, letting the hot air loosen his muscles. It felt good to be out of the dungeon, and even better to be free of the ship. He had spent most of the voyage below-deck, trying to keep his stomach from thundering up his throat. And all the while he had daydreamed of the Triin in shackles in the hold, and wondered why he had participated in such a thing. These days, it wasn’t enough to tell himself he was Roshann. For some reason, he seemed to be developing a conscience.


‘May I ask you something, Master?’ he ventured.


‘Of course.’


‘We saw no Lissen ships on the entire journey home. I was wondering what has become of them. Do you know?’


Biagio glanced at Simon. ‘I think you already know the answer to that, my friend.’


‘So they’ve begun their attacks?’


‘Nicabar has told me they have been hitting Naren shipping lanes for some time now. While you were gone they raided Doria.’


Simon was astonished. ‘So close to the Black City? What’s Nicabar done about it?’


‘Nothing,’ said Biagio icily. ‘You know this, Simon. Don’t look at me with such villainy. You must trust me. It is all part of my plan.’


‘Nar will not be able to defend itself from them, Master. Not without a navy.’


‘I know this.’


‘Yet you do nothing?’


Biagio’s blue eyes flared a warning. ‘I won’t explain myself, not even to you. It wasn’t I who stole the Empire, remember? Our people have Herrith to blame for the Lissen attacks.’


‘But the Black Fleet can stop them, my lord. We’re talking about innocents . . .’


‘That’s enough,’ said Biagio, putting up a hand. ‘Really, Simon, sometimes I think I indulge you far too much. You have upset me now. My bath is ruined.’


Simon lowered his eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Master.’


Biagio continued to pout but said nothing until Simon got up to leave. Then, ‘Where are you going?’ asked the count sharply.


‘I thought it best to leave you now.’


‘Are you going to see her?


There was so much jealousy in the question Simon could only shrug. ‘If I may, Master.’


Biagio looked away. ‘I don’t care.’


Simon hovered near the door. ‘My lord, if you don’t wish it . . .’


‘You have been very rude to me today, Simon. Yes, yes, go to your woman. But remember who it is that makes this relationship possible. It is by my grace that you may consort with her. You are Roshann, Simon. You are supposed to be devoted to me only. I tolerate this infatuation only because I care so much for you. Don’t abuse me.’


‘Yes, my lord,’ said Simon sheepishly.


‘Oh, just go,’ bid Biagio, waving him away. ‘But be around tomorrow. I want to spend some time with you too.’


Simon headed for the door, but Biagio called after him yet again. This time the count’s tone was softer.


‘Simon,’ began Biagio. There was real concern in his eyes. ‘This is difficult for you, I know. But I ask for your trust. I know what I am doing.’


‘I have no doubt, Master.’


‘In a few days I will know more. We will all sup then together, and I will try to explain things to you all. Wait until then before you judge me too harshly.’


‘As you say,’ replied Simon with a bow. He backed out of the chamber, leaving his master encased in the scalding steam.


Simon waited until mid-morning to see Eris. She would be worried about him, but he wanted to bathe properly and discard his soiled shirt. Because he was Biagio’s favorite, the closets in his chambers bulged with fine clothes to choose from, and he selected a light shirt of red Crotan silk. He shaved his beard, combed his hair, and did his best to pick the dried blood from beneath his fingernails. While he dressed servants brought him a breakfast of milk and biscuits which he promptly devoured, and when he was sure his master had left the baths and started in on his day’s work, he returned to the east wing of the mansion. There he found Eris alone in the music room, absently stretching against the exercise bar. Her green eyes seemed to stare into nothingness as she warmed up her muscles. Simon paused in the doorway to watch her. She looked sad, and that made him wistful. He wished he had plucked some flowers from the garden for her. Stealthily he slipped over to the piano and depressed a key. Eris looked up, startled by the note, and beamed when she noticed him.


‘Hello, sweetling,’ he said softly.


‘Simon!’ Eris freed her leg from the bar and darted over to him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her head in his chest. Simon groaned and kissed her dark hair, loving its lilac scent.


‘I’m sorry, my love,’ he whispered. ‘I couldn’t see you earlier. I arrived last night, but—’


She hushed him with a kiss. Simon stole another, and when they were done he looked at her hungrily.


‘Oh, I’ve missed you,’ he said. ‘How are you? Has he been treating you well?’


The girl laughed. ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t he? I’m his prize.’


‘You’re my prize,’ Simon purred, lifting her off her feet and twirling around the room. Eris squealed with delight. ‘You see? I can dance too!’ Simon sang, spinning across the tiled floor. He came to rest on the piano bench, setting the little dancer upon his lap as he nibbled at her neck. Eris giggled some more, then tossed back her head and groaned. It had been endless weeks since they had touched each other, and neither of them could stem the tide.


‘Not here,’ cautioned Eris. ‘Not now.’


‘Tonight, then,’ Simon insisted. ‘When he goes to sleep.’


‘Yes, tonight,’ she agreed. ‘Oh, my love, I was so worried . . .’


‘Do not be,’ said Simon. He cupped her face in his hands and stared into her eyes. ‘Look at me. I told you I’d come back, didn’t I? And here I am.’


‘Yes,’ she said breathlessly, wrapping him in her arms. ‘Don’t leave me again.’


He grimaced. ‘You know I can’t promise that. Don’t make me lie to you.’


‘I know,’ said Eris. ‘But you’re back now, and there’s nowhere for any of us to go, not until the Master moves against Nar. And that may be months yet.’ She sighed dreamily. ‘Months together . . .’


‘Or less,’ interjected Simon. He didn’t want to shatter the moment, but she had to know the truth. ‘I don’t know what Biagio has planned for Herrith, or even Vantran. He may need me for something.’


‘Not yet,’ begged Eris. ‘Not so soon. You’ve just returned. Tell him to wait.’


Simon laughed. ‘Oh, yes, he’d love to hear that. Sorry, Master, but your slave doesn’t want me to go. You can put off all your plans, can’t you? You can? Wonderful!’


‘Plans?’ scoffed Eris. ‘Does the Master have plans? You wouldn’t think so from the way everyone is acting.’


‘Then they don’t know him,’ said Simon. ‘The Master always has a strategy. And I think he’s going to tell us about it, in a few days. At least that’s what he told me.’


Eris traced her finger over his lips. ‘Mmm; then that gives you time to talk to him about us, doesn’t it?’


‘I can’t. He’s already angry with me. I can’t ask him for anything now.’


Eris uncoiled her arms from his neck. ‘Simon, you promised . . .’


‘I know, but it’s different now. He’s too obsessed with Vantran. I think he wants me to go back to Lucel-Lor.’


‘No,’ Eris shrieked. ‘You said you would ask him when you returned. He already knows about us anyway. He won’t refuse you this. Not you. I’ve seen him with you, Simon. He can refuse you nothing. He’s in love with you . . .’


‘Stop,’ Simon warned, putting up his hands. ‘Don’t say it. I know what the Master is. But I am Roshann, Eris. No Roshann agent has ever married before.’


‘He will make an exception for you,’ said Eris evenly. ‘I’m sure he will’


Simon wasn’t sure at all. He loved Eris; he had ever since Biagio had purchased her and brought her back to Crote, but he had taken an oath to the Master long ago. He was already married to the Roshann. He was bound to the Order for life, and such exceptions simply weren’t made. More, they were never requested. He had promised Eris he would ask Biagio to bend the rules and stretch their strange friendship, but now that he was back under the count’s dark wing his enthusiasm had chilled. Biagio was too enamored to share him with a woman.


Simon fingered the golden collar around the girl’s slender neck. Except for that unwanted piece of jewelry, she hardly looked like a slave at all. Her skin smelled of expensive oils and perfumes, not the coals of the kitchens. She was Biagio’s pampered pet, his prize dancer, and he had paid a royal ransom for her. He adored her – not in the way Simon did, but as a collector would adore any fine piece. There were portraits and statues aplenty in Biagio’s rambling mansion, all of them priceless. But Eris was his greatest possession. She was perhaps the finest performer in the Empire, a prodigy not unlike Biagio himself. When Biagio looked at her, Simon knew, he was seeing some of Heaven.


‘I will speak to him,’ said Simon sullenly.


‘When?’ Eris pressed. ‘After he sends you away again?’


‘If he sends me away again,’ Simon corrected. ‘I don’t know what he has planned yet. It may be he has nothing for me. I’m very popular around here, it seems. You both like to keep me close.’


It wasn’t a joke, so Eris didn’t laugh. She watched as Simon rose from the piano bench and went to a window. Outside, larks were singing. It had been hot when Simon left for Lucel-Lor, but now the island was cooling, hinting at a seasonal change. That’s all Crote ever did – hint at autumn. Simon wanted to escape outside, to lie with Eris under an oak and stare at the clouds like children. He wanted to be away, to stop being Biagio’s top man. He wanted to be normal.


‘I’m changing,’ he muttered. Eris slipped up beside him and took his hand, but Simon stayed focused on the panorama through the window.


‘You’re tired, my love,’ offered Eris. ‘Rest now. Come to me tonight if you wish. Or do not, and just sleep.’


Simon chuckled. ‘You’re not hearing me. I’m changing, Eris. I’m not sure I belong here anymore. The Master is different these days. All he thinks of is revenge. That drug has driven him mad. And we are all caught up in his insanity.’


‘Do not say such things,’ Eris cautioned. ‘Someone may hear you.’


‘It doesn’t matter. Everyone knows that Biagio has gone mad. Do you know he had me kidnap a man from Lucel-Lor? I brought him back with me. Savros spent the night torturing him to find out where Vantran is.’


Eris blanched. ‘What happened to him?’


‘I killed him,’ said Simon. ‘I had to. Savros was playing with him. It was sickening. I had to stop it.’


‘You were merciful to him,’ said Eris softly. ‘You see? You are a good man, my love.’


‘A good man?’ scoffed Simon. ‘I am Roshann. There are no good men in the Roshann. And if I am good, then I don’t belong here.’


She took his hand, and there was endless forgiveness in her sea-green eyes. ‘You do what you must, as do I. We are his. To defy him is death.’


Simon feigned acquiescence. ‘You’re right,’ he said, hoping to end the conversation. ‘I was ill on the ship. It has unbalanced me.’ He kissed her hand. ‘I’m sorry to greet you like this. I promise you, I’ll be a different man tonight.’


‘Do not come if you don’t wish to,’ she said gently. ‘Or if you think it will upset the Master. I’ll understand.’


‘I will be there,’ said Simon. He let his hand slide gently out of hers. ‘Look for me at midnight, near the garden wall. Now, get to your practice. Biagio wouldn’t want me keeping you from work.’


They spared each other a final kiss before Simon left the music room, his heart thundering with anticipation.
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Richius Vantran


Richius Vantran drew back on the reins of his gelding and brought the beast to a halt near a grove of berry bushes. Here in the hills around Falindar the breeze was stiff, and if not for the wind he might never have noticed the bloodied swatch of cloth skewered like a flag onto the gnarled branch. He spotted it from atop his saddle, took a wary look around, then dismounted.


It was tranquil save for the buzz of the wind; the animals of the hills had fallen into a disquieting hush. Not far away, Lucyler and Karlaz were following him, stealthily scanning the land, but somehow Richius knew their search had finally ended.


The sun was bright on the mountains. Richius shaded his eyes and turned the tapering cloth in the light to examine it. It appeared to have been torn from a well-worn shirt, like the sturdy kind the farmers wore. It wasn’t indigo so it wasn’t Hakan’s, but it wasn’t weathered either, and the dried blood still had color. Triin blood, he supposed, unless the farmer had been doing some slaughtering of his own. Richius looked around. Not far above, the rocky hill disappeared into what looked like a cave. He craned his neck to see, but the entrance was dark and hidden behind an avalanche of stones. The horse, seeming to read his mind, gave an unhappy snort.


‘Don’t worry, boy,’ said Richius to his mount, going over to the beast and scratching its ear. ‘We’re not going in there.’


The gelding dropped its head, letting Richius tickle its neck. A horse was a rare commodity in this part of Lucel-Lor, and this one seemed to appreciate its station. The land was rugged here, and most of those who had owned horses had eaten them during the lean days of the war. This one was a Naren beast, given to Richius by an old comrade. It had an impeccable gait and an easy manner that reminded him of home.


‘Richius?’ Lucyler and Karlaz were coming up the hill on foot, their white Triin faces shining in the sun. Richius hurried over to them.


‘Quiet,’ he cautioned. ‘I’ve found something.’


He handed the shred of cloth of Lucyler. The Triin’s gray eyes narrowed as he inspected it. Lucyler nodded knowingly and passed the tatter to Karlaz, who sniffed it and grunted.


‘Where did you find this?’ Lucyler asked.


Richius gestured to the bushes. ‘There, near the rocks. It was in a branch.’ Together they walked to the bushes where Richius showed them the spiky twig that had impaled the cloth. It was a stout bush with thorny appendages reaching out in all directions, but there were no other fragments of cloth. Several more branches had been snapped away and lay strewn on the rocky ground. Karlaz ran his hand over the top of the bush, examined the dirt, and grunted again.


‘Tasson,’ whispered the lion-master knowingly. It was the name of the beast they were hunting, a Triin word meaning ‘gold’. Just as Richius had dubbed his sturdy horse Lightning, the lion riders always named their enormous cats. Karlaz knelt down and put his face to the earth, drawing a breath. Then he dug a finger into the dirt and tasted the soil. Seemingly satisfied, he looked up at Lucyler and nodded.


‘What was that?’ Richius asked. Then, in the Triin’s own tongue, he said, ‘Karlaz? What is it?’


‘Urine,’ Lucyler explained. ‘The cats always mark where they have been. Karlaz can taste it. He thinks it is very near.’


Richius pointed toward the cave’s maw. ‘Up there,’ he guessed.


Karlaz seemed to agree. The trio reached for their weapons. Both Triin undid the jiiktars from their backs while Richius freed his giant sword Jessicane. Lucyler chuckled when he saw the monstrous blade.


‘A good weapon for slaughtering lions,’ he remarked. ‘Not much else.’


Richius drew an unsteady breath and wrapped his hands around the sword’s hilt. He was under six feet tall, and the sword stood almost as high as a man. It had been made decades ago for his father, and even after months of practice with it the huge blade could still exhaust him.


‘This is not Hakan’s,’ said Lucyler glumly, tucking the soiled cloth into his own shirt. Hakan had been missing now for weeks, and while some assumed that Karlaz’s rogue lion had devoured him, the lion had only escaped a few days ago. They all hoped the warrior would return to the citadel with some bizarre story of having fallen into a well or being injured in the mountains, but as the weeks passed each story seemed equally absurd.


The rogue lion, however, had already killed two people. One was its rider, who had probably been more shocked than anyone by his mount’s sudden madness. The other was a farmer from a nearby village. Richius hadn’t known either man, but he had seen the incredible damage done to the lion rider’s body. A single swipe of the beast’s paw had decapitated him. The farmer hadn’t been as lucky. His children claimed he was still screaming when the cat dragged him into the forest.


Richius didn’t expect to find Hakan in the lion’s lair. He didn’t think he had fallen into a well, either. Hakan was a Triin warrior, one of Falindar’s best, intimately familiar with all of Lucel-Lor’s dangers. Some said the lion had found him, some said snow leopards, but Richius suspected a more sinister creature had gotten to his friend, a monster with golden hair and blue eyes and an insatiable appetite for cruelty.


‘We’re not going to find him here, Lucyler,’ said Richius.


‘He was out hunting,’ Lucyler reminded Richius sharply. ‘He might have come along here on his way back to the citadel’


‘It’s been too long, Lucyler. No one goes out hunting for two weeks. Even if—’


‘Eeashay!’ Karlaz snapped, silencing them. The leader of the lion people crouched down, motioning them to do the same. Richius realized what the man had planned.


‘No,’ he hissed. ‘Are you mad? We can’t go in there after it!’


Lucyler looked at Richius sternly. ‘We have to. The thing is a killer.’


‘But not in there,’ argued Richius. ‘It’ll have us trapped.’


‘Karlaz thinks it might be sleeping. It is the best time.’


Richius shook his head. ‘No way. Now that we’ve found it we should get help. It’s going to take more than the three of us to kill it.’


‘Karlaz will kill it,’ said Lucyler. ‘We just have to protect him.’


Richius closed his eyes and mumbled a prayer. The sight of the decapitated lion rider sprang into his mind, making his stomach pitch. Karlaz was certainly a capable fighter, but even he was no match for one of his lions. Though he was twice the size of Richius, the lion was three times the size of him. Worse, this one was mad. It would not recognize its master when it saw him, and it would not hesitate to attack.


But he also knew Lucyler was right. The thing had already killed two men, and would kill again if not stopped. They had tracked it for two days and now they had it trapped. Richius felt the weight of Jessicane in his fists. The old blade hadn’t been bloodied in over a year. He hoped it would only be the cat’s blood that stained it this time.


Karlaz went first, shimmying up the rocky incline toward the mouth of the cave, his big body scraping against the stone. Next was Lucyler, as silent as the cat itself as he picked his way up the slope. Richius was the last and the clumsiest, trying vainly to keep his sword from banging against the rocks and announcing their arrival. When they had all slithered up the cliff face, they paused at the opening of the cave and peered inside. Darkness shrouded the inner chamber, but they could nonetheless see that it was vast and moist and filled with ledges and dentate stalactites. Not far inside, where the sunlight surrendered to the endless rock, they saw the unmistakable outline of a human torso. There were no legs to the thing, just two bony stumps encased in ragged flesh. The face was gone. Karlaz had once explained this odd practice of rogue lions. For some inexplicable reason, the dead eyes of their victims enraged them, so they always went for the face first.


‘I think we’ve found it,’ Richius quipped.


He stood up and peered farther into the blackness, but could see nothing more than the ruined corpse and the endless gloom of the twisting cavern. Karlaz proceeded into the cave, his twin-bladed jiiktar held out before him. Lucyler and Richius followed, quickly engulfed in the cavern’s dripping darkness. Already vermin had set to work on the farmer’s body. Maggots swam in the cavities of its nose and eyes, and Richius could hear the squeaking of well-fed rats. Karlaz cursed.


‘The lion is farther in,’ said Lucyler. ‘Be ready.’


It was advice Richius didn’t need. All his senses were alert, picking up each tiny sound in the cavern. They stalked farther into the darkness, until the mouth of the cave became a far-off circle of brightness and they could barely see their feet beneath them. For Richius progress was slow and treacherous, but the two Triin moved with inhuman accuracy, picking their way instinctively over the terrain. Richius tried to focus on them, to use their white skin and hair as beacons. They were in a vast chamber of blue-gray rock where the air was dense and the stones rose from the earth like grotesque statues. Pockets of blackness honeycombed the walls where narrow tunnels twisted into nothingness, and the roof perspired a viscous green water that echoed as it splashed into pools a hundred feet below.


But they found no lion.


‘Where is it?’ asked Richius. ‘I can’t see anything.’


He was getting nervous now. He could barely see the entrance to the cave, and the heat of the place made him sweat. Lucyler was licking his lips and scanning the chamber, while Karlaz had his eyes closed tight and was sniffing the dank air. When at last his eyes opened, the lion-master seemed confused. He growled something Richius barely heard.


‘He does not know where the lion is,’ Lucyler whispered. ‘The air is too thick. He cannot smell him.’


‘We should go then,’ said Richius. ‘We aren’t safe.’


Lucyler shook his head. ‘No. We have to find him. You stay here, Richius. You will not be able to see if you go any further. Karlaz and I will start searching the tunnels.’


‘What? Just the two of you? Forget it. I’m coming with you.’


‘No,’ insisted Lucyler. ‘You would be blind in there. Stay here.’


Richius started to protest but Lucyler and Karlaz quickly disappeared into a large tunnel, leaving him alone in the echoing chamber. He let Jessicane’s tip droop to the floor. In Aramoor, he had been a king, albeit briefly. But here he was just a pink-skinned human, an outsider with none of the physical prowess of his Triin hosts. He loved Lucyler like a brother, but at times like this he resented him.


Richius busied himself with searching the chamber. It was true what Lucyler had said; he was nearly blind. But he picked his way along carefully, watching the shadows and the ledges overhead, listening for the throaty notes of the lion’s breath. Somewhere in the darkness a frog or a snake splashed through a filthy pool, and he could hear the whistle of the wind as it skirted through the hills. Yet still he could find no trace of the monster, and he wondered suddenly if the lion was stalking him instead. Uneasily he looked up. There was nothing on the ledges. He started off toward the tunnel where Lucyler and Karlaz were, then heard a panicked whinny from outside.


Lightning!


‘Lucyler!’ Richius screamed, dashing for the mouth of the cave. ‘I’ve found it!’


Rocks and dust flew from his feet as he scrambled back through the darkness. He had Jessicane raised as the sunlight splashed across his face. Below the cliff edge, he heard the horse’s manic cry, and peered down to see the beast stalking his steed, trapping it between two ridges. The thing’s hind legs were taut with coiled muscles, its body poised to pounce.


‘No!’ Richius screamed, flinging himself from the cliff. The lion glanced upward and widened its yellow eyes. A paw came up a moment too late as Jessicane fell. The paw split open and Richius hit the ground, rolling away from the enraged creature as it bellowed in pain.


‘Run!’ Richius screamed, but Lightning wouldn’t move. He merely stood in mute terror, watching the combatants. The lion opened its mouth and roared, baring its pointed fangs. Richius hurried to his feet and raised his sword, waiting for the beast to jump. The lion lowered its head. Richius took a step back. Giant haunches poised to spring. Jessicane trembled . . .


And then a whoop came from above, followed by a blur of muscled flesh. Karlaz was in the air. He slammed into the monster’s side, driving his jiiktar into flesh. The lion pitched in agony and batted the man away, its eyes alight with hatred. It sprang for Karlaz, and the lion-master met the charge, colliding with the creature and wrapping his sinewy arms around its neck.


Dumbfounded, Richius could barely move. Lucyler slid down the ledge and hurried toward the melee. Richius hurried after him, sword in hand. But the beast was a blur, thrashing wildly as it fought to toss Karlaz from its back. Unable to get a clean blow, Richius and Lucyler circled, jabbing at the beast. Karlaz had lost his weapon. The creature roared and fought to dislodge the man, but Karlaz’s iron limbs were wrapped implacably around its throat. Blood sluiced from the lion’s back and its ruined paw, and its eyes bulged from the pressure around its windpipe. But still it fought and at last threw Karlaz from its back, dashing him against the rocky ridge of the cave.


Lucyler raced forward. The Triin moved with impossible grace, slicing his razor-thin jiiktar into the beast’s hindquarters. The lion spun and thrashed, but Lucyler struck again, this time slicing its throat. The lion gasped. Its yellow eyes dimmed. Then Karlaz was on his feet again, jiiktar in hand. He raised his weapon and plunged it into the lion’s brain. A fountain of blood sprayed from the skull. The beast collapsed at his feet.


Karlaz dropped his weapon to the dirt. He knelt down beside the dead lion, put his bloodied face against its body, and kissed its hide. Then, with Richius and Lucyler watching, the lion-master of Chandakkar hung his head and wept.


Richius and Lucyler returned to Falindar without Karlaz. The lion rider stayed in the forest to bury the creature and take its teeth for a necklace for his son. It was an odd custom, but Richius respected it, so he left Karlaz alone to grieve. He liked the lion riders. He liked their simple ways and purity. For years they had been outcasts from the rest of the Triin, a nomadic tribe from faroff Chandakkar who wanted nothing more than to be left alone. Nar’s invasion had changed all that, and now the lion people were Lucel-Lor’s benefactors. They stood watch over the Saccenne Run, the only land route into Lucel-Lor.


Like all the Triin warlords, Karlaz had come to Falindar to meet with Lucyler. Lucyler was master of the citadel now. Kronin, the former warlord of the region, had no heir, and the people knew and respected Lucyler. Lucyler had accepted the position reluctantly, and said on numerous occasions that he had only one reason for taking it – peace.


And Lucel-Lor was at peace now. The revolution that had brought the warlords together had held even after the Narens were defeated. Lucyler took no credit for this, but Richius knew his Triin friend was proud of the accomplishment. He had worked tirelessly to keep the tenuous alliance from tattering, and even the warlords appreciated his efforts. From time to time they came to the citadel to meet with Lucyler, to discuss whatever difficulties they were having. Lucyler, they knew, could refuse no one.


But Karlaz hadn’t come to the citadel to beg a favor. The man who had served Lucyler most asked the least from him, and so he had been invited to Falindar because he had never seen the spectacular place and because Lucyler simply wanted to show him some small measure of appreciation. There wasn’t much in the citadel these days, but it was still a breathtaking sight and its servants could provide a fine meal. Lucyler had ordered that Karlaz be treated like a king, a reward for the sacrifices his people were making to keep Lucel-Lor safe.


The first few days had been wonderfully good. Then the lion went rogue. Karlaz couldn’t explain it any more than to say it happened sometimes to older beasts. There was a fragile link between lion and rider and on very rare occasions it was severed – either by disease or some feline senility. Richius grieved for Karlaz. He had come to love the cats that kept them safe from Nar, and he could not erase the memory of Karlaz’s profound sorrow. He and Lucyler rode back to Lucel-Lor under a pall, neither of them speaking.


Falindar was beautiful. They rode up the long, wide path leading to the citadel and looked at its perfectly turned spires shining brightly in the sun. In the distance the surf pounded, filling the air with brine, and a flock of gulls passed overhead, winging their way to the ocean. On the grounds of the castle they could see the milling of servants. Blue-jacketed guardians stood watch in the towers, their milky hair long around their shoulders.


Richius ached to see his wife and daughter again. Dyana would be worried about him. She always worried, and he loved her for it. He turned to Lucyler who was trotting along silently beside him. The Triin’s face was long and distant.


‘I’m going,’ he told his friend. ‘I’ll see you tonight, maybe?’


Lucyler shrugged. ‘Maybe. I have things to do.’


‘All right,’ said Richius. He started to go, then abruptly stopped himself. Lucyler glanced at him questioningly.


‘What?’


‘I’m very sorry,’ said Richius. ‘I know you didn’t want this.’


Lucyler smiled awkwardly. ‘You are right,’ he said, gesturing toward the citadel. ‘I wanted none of this.’


‘I meant Karlaz,’ Richius corrected. ‘And Hakan. But it’s not your fault. Remember that, all right?’


Lucyler spied the citadel. ‘Sometimes it is all too much for me. And we still do not know where Hakan is. Gods, what will I tell his wife?’


‘I’ll go with you,’ offered Richius. ‘Come. We’ll do it now.’


‘No,’ said Lucyler. He straightened up in the saddle. ‘I have to do this myself. If I am going to be master of these people, I have to act like it.’


‘What are you going to say?’


‘That he is still missing,’ replied Lucyler. ‘What else can I say?’


Richius grimaced. ‘You know what I think.’


‘I know,’ said Lucyler darkly. ‘And I do not believe it. It has been over a year, Richius. I think you fear ghosts.’


‘Lucyler—’


‘No,’ snapped the Triin. ‘Stop it now. Stop it and get on with your life.’


It was Lucyler who sped off this time, hastening toward the waiting citadel. Richius bit back a curse, but did not pursue his friend. Instead, he lingered until Lucyler vanished into the citadel. These had been difficult days for Lucyler, and they had changed him. He had never been jovial, but now the pressures of his unwanted position had evaporated what little good humor he had. Richius missed his old friend. He missed the man Lucyler had been. In Aramoor, Richius had known how crushing the responsibilities of kingship could be. It was the one thing about his usurped homeland he didn’t miss.


When he was certain he would not encounter Lucyler in the courtyard, Richius made his own way up the winding road toward the citadel. There he saw Tresh, Dyana’s friend and nurse, sitting under an immense oak tree, a pile of knitting in her lap. She was an older woman of at least forty, but her eyes were bright and youthful. Lost in her needlework, she did not see Richius ride up to her until the shadow of his horse crossed her face.


‘Richius!’ she said with relief. ‘You are home!’


Like many of the Triin in Falindar, Tresh spoke the Naren tongue fluently. She was a holdover from the days when Lucel-Lor had believed the words of Nar’s manipulative emperor, when Narens and Triin had crossed into each other’s lands under the guise of friendship. The former ruler of the citadel had made all his servants learn the Naren tongue, supposedly to make his Naren guests feel welcome. Whatever the reason, Richius was grateful for the dead Triin’s insight. He spoke the Triin tongue well these days, but not perfectly. He got off his horse and smiled down at Tresh, who put her knitting aside and patted the ground next to her.


‘You look tired,’ she remarked. ‘Sit. Rest.’


‘I can’t, Tresh,’ said Richius. ‘I’m looking for Dyana. Do you know where she is?’


‘She is with the child. They are playing.’ Tresh grimaced. ‘Behind the north tower.’


Richius blanched. ‘Outside? Tresh!’


‘I know,’ said the nurse miserably. ‘But she would not listen to me, Richius. She never does. I told her you would be angry . . .’


‘Look after my horse,’ Richius snapped. He raced toward the north tower. A few friends waved and called to him, but he ignored them as he crossed the courtyard and soon found himself near the back of the citadel.


Here the north tower rose out of the earth, dwarfed only by the endless sea beyond it. It was a secluded part of the castle, and Dyana liked to come here and think while their daughter played. Sometimes she would sit Shani on her lap and they would watch the ocean together, and Dyana would relate long stories. This happy recollection did nothing to soften Richius’ mood, however. Even when he saw them his rage did not diminish. They were walking along the cliff, Shani’s little hand in her mother’s as she toddled shakily alongside. The warm breeze stirred Dyana’s hair, making her look beautiful. Richius bit his lip. He did not want to love her just now. He wanted to be angry.


‘Dyana,’ he called out. Dyana lifted her face and peered through the sunshine. She waved back happily when she recognized him, pulling the little girl’s hand and making her laugh. They met halfway to the cliff, and Richius bent down and picked up his daughter and held her close.


‘Richius,’ said Dyana innocently. ‘When did you get home?’


‘Just now,’ replied Richius stiffly. She offered him a kiss but he turned away, storming off with his daughter toward the citadel. Behind him he heard his wife sigh.


‘Richius, please . . .’


‘I don’t want to talk, Dyana,’ he said as he walked.


‘Did you find the lion?’


‘Yes.’


Dyana hurried up to him and seized his sleeve. ‘Tell me,’ she insisted. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Everyone’s fine,’ said Richius. Shani had her hands on his face and was tracing his nose with her tiny fingers. She giggled when her father put her on his shoulders.


‘Why are you angry?’ Dyana asked.


At last Richius stopped and faced her. ‘You know why,’ he said. ‘Lord almighty, Dyana, what were you thinking? Don’t you hear anything I say? It’s dangerous out here.’


‘It is not,’ said Dyana. She touched his arm again but he shrugged her off.


‘Don’t,’ he warned.


‘You are angry,’ replied Dyana, ‘but for no good reason. We were safe out here, Richius. Look . . .’ She pointed up to the tower where a pair of Falindar’s blue-garbed warriors paced a watch. ‘They would see any trouble before it got to us. There is nothing here. There is nothing anywhere.’


Exasperated, Richius started back to the castle. ‘Don’t argue about this anymore, Dyana. When I’m not around, you stay in the citadel. Understand? Don’t go outside again without me. Especially not with Shani.’


This time Dyana hurried to block his path. ‘I will not be a prisoner in my own home, Richius. Not anymore. It has been over a year. Nothing is going to happen to us.’


‘You just don’t get it, do you? You don’t know what he’s like. A year is nothing to him. He’s the head of the Roshann, Dyana. If you were a Naren you’d know what that means.’ He shook his head. ‘But you’re not Naren. None of you are. Just me. So why won’t any of you listen to me, damn it?’


‘Easy,’ urged Dyana. She brought up a hand to caress his cheek, and this time he did not pull away. ‘You look tired.’


She hefted Shani from his back and set her down. Shani teetered but did not fall. Richius smiled. He hadn’t wanted to come home like this. All through the ride back he had dreamed of seeing them, and now he had shattered the moment with his rage.


‘Oh, lord, you’re right,’ he groaned, dropping to the ground. ‘I am tired.’ He reached up and pulled his wife down next to him. Her hand felt small and insubstantial in his own. ‘Sit with me, and let me tell you what a bastard I am.’


Dyana chuckled. ‘An ogre,’ she agreed. But then her face became serious and she rested her head against his shoulder. ‘I am glad you are home. I was worried about you.’ She hesitated before asking the expected question. ‘What happened?’


‘We found it, near a cave,’ said Richius. ‘It’s dead. Karlaz killed it.’


‘Good.’


‘It got a farmer this morning near the river bed. We found him in the cave. He was dead, too.’


Dyana curled closer to him. ‘My love . . .’


‘No, I’m all right.’ Richius was watching Shani toddle around them, picking up sticks and tasting them. He had already given up trying to break her of this habit. Now he simply watched out for what she ate. ‘Karlaz stayed behind to bury it. You should have seen him, Dyana. I swear he was heartbroken. I remembered losing a horse when I came home to Aramoor after the first war. My father had already died, and I was lost and afraid. But my father had given me Thunder, and he meant everything to me.’


‘What happened?’ asked Dyana.


‘We went out riding one morning. It had snowed the night before and we were going through the forest when a pack of wolves attacked.’ Richius’ voice trailed off. ‘They killed Thunder. They dragged him out from under me and killed him.’


‘Richius . . .’


‘That horse meant everything to me,’ Richius continued. ‘He was one of my best friends. That’s how it was for Karlaz, I think. Like losing a friend.’ He tightened his arm around Dyana; she smelled of the sea. ‘We have both lost a lot, Dyana,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to lose any more. I don’t want anything to happen to you. Can you understand that?’


‘Of course.’


‘I’m sorry I was angry, but if anything ever happened . . .’


She hushed him. ‘We are fine. We are all safe here, Richius. Nothing can happen to us.’


‘You’re wrong,’ said Richius. ‘Biagio is not a man. He is a devil, and he’s still powerful, no matter what we hear. In Nar, everyone fears him. And his Roshann.’


‘He is nothing now, my love,’ said Dyana. ‘He is broken, an outcast.’


‘If only,’ chuckled Richius. ‘No, not him. He’ll never give up the throne that easily. And his agents will always be loyal to him. In Nar there’s an expression – “the Roshann is everywhere.” It’s said that Arkus had Biagio place a Roshann agent in every Naren court, to keep an eye on them and make them afraid. They are everywhere, and they can reach us even here.’


‘Richius, it has been too long. And if he is fighting for the throne, why would he bother with us? I think you worry too much. I doubt we are so important to him.’


‘But Arkus was important to him. He loved the old man, and he blames me for his death. I was sent here to find magic to save Arkus. Biagio will never forgive me for betraying that trust.’


‘He is too busy with that bishop,’ insisted Dyana. ‘It is the bishop, yes?’


Richius shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said bitterly. ‘God, we’re so blind here! I’ve heard nothing since the Lissens left to fight Nar.’


The mere mention of Liss made Dyana stiffen. ‘Let us not speak of them,’ she implored. ‘Please. Not today.’


‘Not today? And not tomorrow? Then when?’


Dyana closed her eyes. ‘Never.’


‘Dyana . . .’


‘Please, Richius. I cannot bear it. I know you want to join them, but I hope they never come back for you.’


Her love was unendurable. He put his lips to her forehead and deposited a gentle kiss, caressing her shoulders and trying to comfort her. Liss was a subject that always drove them apart, and the recent rumors that the island kingdom had at last begun its assault on Nar had made Dyana even more skittish. She called them pirates now, much the way Biagio had. She hated them, forgetting all they had done for Lucel-Lor in its struggle against the Empire. Dyana had stopped seeing them as allies. To her, they were warmongers who only wanted to take her husband away.


‘It’s been a long time, Dyana,’ Richius said. ‘Longer even than I’d hoped. I told you I would have to go eventually.’


‘Eventually,’ she said. ‘It sounded so distant then.’


But it was how it had to be. For Richius, there was no alternative. He had tried and failed to convince her, and knew now that he never would. It changed nothing. His heart still yearned for vengeance – for his trampled homeland, and for Sabrina, who still came to him sometimes in dreams, screaming. They had murdered her, his first wife, simply out of hatred for him. Biagio had ordered it. Arkus was dead, as was Blackwood Gayle. But the golden man of Nar still lived. And while he existed, they could never be safe.


‘You are not happy here,’ Dyana said. ‘I have tried. I thought Shani and I would be enough. I thought time would help you. But you do not want peace.’


It was a miserable thing to say, but Richius recognized the truth of it. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said gently. ‘It is just the way of things.’


‘No,’ countered Dyana. ‘Things are the way you make them. If Prakna comes back for you and you go, it is your decision. Do not call it fate, Richius. You want this vengeance. You are letting it destroy you . . . and us.’


‘What would you have me do?’ he flared. ‘Let Aramoor stay under Nar’s heel forever? Live like a coward whilst the Lissens do my fighting? I am the king of Aramoor.’


Very slowly, Dyana released herself from his embrace. ‘There is no more Aramoor. It is part of Talistan now. And you can never change that. Liss cannot help you get it back.’


‘But they fight,’ argued Richius. ‘They stand up for their honor.’


‘They fight only for revenge,’ said Dyana. ‘Nar no longer threatens them, so why must they attack? Because their hearts are full of poison, as is yours. They go to avenge the deaths of loved ones, yet they can never make them live again. And if you join them you leave me and Shani behind, to be alone.’ She looked away. ‘It makes me wonder when you say you love us.’


This brought Richius to his feet. ‘Never doubt that. I gave up everything to be with you. I love you, Dyana. Shani, too. More than anything.’


‘Except revenge.’ She got up, dusted the dirt from her dress, and went over to where Shani was fixedly examining a cricket. ‘We will go inside now,’ she told her husband over her shoulder. ‘We will lock ourselves in the bedchamber for you.’


There was so much ice in her voice, Richius could only let them leave. When they were gone he turned his attention to the ocean. Somewhere, the navy of Liss was under sail, their schooners armed and eager to exact their toll on the Black Empire. Maybe Prakna was on one of those ships. And maybe the Lissen commander was thinking about the Jackal of Nar.
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The Iron Circle


There were portents enough, Biagio supposed. He simply hadn’t heeded them.


Biagio’s Roshann – his ‘Order’ – had warned him for months before the emperor’s death. Blinded by his mission to save Arkus from old age, Biagio hadn’t seen Herrith’s rise until it was too late. Even before the emperor had slipped into dementia, Herrith had been laying plans with Vorto and convincing Naren noblemen to join him. Sure that Arkus could never die, Biagio had let the bishop play his dangerous game. For this he blamed himself, and no one else. Nar had fallen into the hands of a zealot, and the Black Renaissance was being erased.


Biagio liked being home again. He adored Crote almost as much as Nar City. Since overthrowing his father, he had spent precious little time on his island, and this forced exile from Nar had made him see the place differently. He valued it more, as his father had, and even the olives and grapes seemed sweeter somehow. The winds off the sea were warm and good for his condition, and the recent weeks of sunshine had returned his skin to its natural bronze. More, the tranquility of Crote had eased his knotted mind.


It had given him time to think.


Count Renato Biagio moved with feline grace through the marble corridors of his villa, his heels clicking loudly on the ornately tiled floor. The sculpted eyes of masterpieces watched him pass, a dozen priceless sentinels purchased or looted from around the Empire. At the end of the corridor was a staircase twisting down into darkness. Biagio was in that part of his mansion forbidden to guests, a wing that was his alone and more splendid than any other. Except for the slaves and servants who occasionally disturbed him, only one other person now shared this space with the count.


Biagio took the stairs two at a time, his mood buoyant. Torchlight quickly enveloped him. The chirping of birds fell away in the distance. Near the bottom of the stairs was a pair of tiny shoes, discarded haphazardly in the corner. Biagio could hear the sounds of tinkering up ahead. He took the last step softly and peered through the smoky light. The hallway opened into a cavernous workroom lined with tall bookcases and shelves stuffed with curiosities. The floor was littered with tools and bits of junk: spools of rope; metal fasteners; a small, dirty anvil. The torches on the wall tossed up flames and shadows, giving the place a sense of gloom, and the ceiling was high and stained with soot. In the center of the room stood a stout oak table, and on the table was a bizarre apparatus, a vaguely cylindrical thing of metal and hoses, almost organic in complexity. Its shiny tubes hung limply off the tabletop, and its domed head bore a spring-loaded lever that looked to Biagio like a door handle.


Crouched beneath the table was Bovadin, his eyes gazing up through a cutout in the wood. The scientist’s naked toes balanced a long, saw-toothed cutting tool, while his small hands worked on the hoses burgeoning from his creation. He squinted in frustration as he peered up into the center of the apparatus, both hands working to stuff in metal hoses. When he heard Biagio arrive, he let out a frustrated curse and barked, ‘What is it?’


Biagio took a wary step forward. He didn’t like bothering the scientist, especially during such important work. The room was cool and the count rubbed his hands together.


‘I need to speak to you,’ said Biagio.


‘Now?’


‘Yes.’


Bovadin sighed. The foot with the cutting tool started sawing away at a length of hose. Biagio watched, fascinated at the freakish precision. It was like watching an ape work.


‘Well?’ pressed Bovadin sourly.


‘I have news,’ said Biagio, striding toward Bovadin. When he reached the table he studied the bizarre machine, running his hands over its smooth surface. With its appendage-like hoses, it seemed like a silver octopus. ‘It’s good news,’ Biagio continued as he examined the thing. ‘You’ll be happy.’


Bovadin’s squeaky voice rang from beneath the table. ‘Happy? Does that mean we can all go home?’


‘Your fuel is here. Nicabar just arrived.’


There was no more tinkering under the table. Biagio smiled and dropped down to see Bovadin’s face. The scientist stared at him in relief.


‘Did he get it all?’ asked Bovadin. ‘Three shipments, like I asked?’


‘Three shipments,’ agreed the count. ‘Just like you asked.’


Bovadin beamed. ‘Oh, thank Heaven.’


‘Thank me,’ Biagio corrected. ‘And Nicabar. He could have blown up his whole damn ship carrying that cargo so far south for you. He didn’t run into any Lissens, though. I suppose that’s some good fortune.’


Bovadin nodded. ‘Your duke in Dragon’s Beak has done well, Renato. I’m sorry I doubted you.’


Biagio’s smile widened. ‘I’m often underestimated. Duke Enli has strings just like any other man. I just needed to pull the right ones. I knew he still had the fuel you needed. I remember when your war labs agreed to his order.’


‘So do I,’ said the scientist. ‘But I would have thought it long gone by now. Even so far north the fuel breaks down, becomes dangerous. Duke Enli was taking a chance keeping it so long.’


‘Duke Enli’s kept every weapon ever shipped to him, my friend. Fear of his brother, I suppose. I knew he’d still have the fuel. I just needed Nicabar to persuade him.’


‘He hasn’t unloaded it yet, has he? I should be there for that.’


‘Be as close as you like,’ said Biagio, grinning. ‘I will be nowhere near you at the time.’


The count rose to study the device again, marveling at its intricacy. The little genius had outdone himself this time. The thing was heavy and the table bowed slightly under its weight. Loaded with fuel, it would certainly be heavier yet. And such unstable fuel; how would he keep it cool?


‘How does it work?’ asked Biagio. ‘Show me.’


‘Renato, I’m busy right now.’


‘What are these hoses for?’


‘Later.’


‘Take a break, little man,’ insisted the count. ‘I want an explanation of this thing. It intrigues me.’


Bovadin groaned but rose, brushing his knees of dust and metal filings. Once again playing the monkey, he climbed onto the table and stood over his invention, proudly walking around it. He was not much taller than the device and the scene was oddly comical, but Biagio had vast respect for Bovadin. The little scientist had created the war labs; he had invented the flame cannon and the acid launcher and, most importantly, he had created the drug that kept them all from aging.
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