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PROLOGUE



The needle dug deep into his forearm, his right hand steady as he carved the last letter into his flesh. He gritted his teeth against the pain, but there was no way he’d show an ounce of discomfort in front of this gathering.


Every now and then he dipped the needle into a well of ink that pooled on top of a rock. The mark had to be permanent, had to show his commitment to this gang. Every eye watched intently as the final letter formed on his arm and the name they’d given him stood out stark against his bare skin.


Stone. It was the only word he could spell with any accuracy. This adopted family had picked it on account of his stubborn head and stout fists. His own family were dead and gone. His mother before he could remember her. His father not three winters ago. Stone could remember those last days—his father coughing up oily shit from the manufactories, looking and sounding older than his years. But the blacklung came for everyone who worked the forges and refineries sooner or later. Even now, the smog hung over them, clinging to the sky above the Burrows.


When finally he’d finished, his arm bleeding like fuck, Stone put the needle back down. Coins wiped his arm for him, round face grinning, more of a leer than a smile. Queen Clariss rose to her feet. She was the oldest and best dressed of all of them, though that wasn’t saying much. The girl sported a blue velvet jacket, frayed about the hem, stained about the sleeve, but still a sight better than what anyone else wore. Her boots were black and muddy, hair tied in a bright red band instead of a crown.


“Stone,” she said, voice making a little whistle on account of her missing front tooth. “Welcome to the Clan of Bastards.”


Someone started clapping and the rest joined in. Stone stood up to a cacophony of whoops and cheers, and everyone was looking at him with pride. He could put a name to every dirty face—Diamond Tooth, Jaffer Threetoes, Mad Dog Mace, Claiburn the Jester, Ranley Scars, Henny the Razor, Lysa Smokes, Vic the Shark. Now there was Stone to join those names. Another member of the Clan of Bastards, the wiliest street gang in the whole of the Anvil. Or so they told themselves. Stone knew it wasn’t true. There were plenty of wilier gangs besides this, but it wouldn’t do to point that out.


As he looked around at the mob standing in that old crumbling building, the skeleton of what might once have been an artisan’s school or a Guild embassy, Stone felt a part of something, no longer looking in like a stranger. Now he was one of them.


Queen Clariss took her place on the cracked dais of some missing statue. There was a serious look to her youthful features.


“Now we’ve got that shit out of the way, let’s get on to the first order of business,” she said. “Our next job’s gonna be big. We’re gonna hit a Marrlock warehouse. There’s one sitting right on the Riveryard and it’s too tempting to ignore.”


“Fucking Marrlock Guild?” replied Diamond Tooth, through teeth that were conspicuously bereft of diamonds. Stone could hear the fear in his voice. “That is big. How are we supposed to rip that place off?”


“I’ve got it all planned out,” Clariss said. “Won’t be nothing to it. As long as you all do your bit we can be in and out with enough pyrestone to see us all living like Guildmasters. Them Marrlocks won’t even see us coming.”


Stone could see some of them were up for it, their faces greedy and needy. Others weren’t so sure. Least of all Coins.


“Never mind the fucking Marrlock Guild,” he said in his little voice. “We all know what’s waiting down at the Riveryard. And I’m not so sure I want to go strolling around in there, especially after dark.”


That put a dampener on the enthusiasm. They all knew the rumours and the truth that went along with them. People had been going missing, and not the highfalutin citizens of the Anvil—the movers and shakers, the well-dressed and well-moneyed. It was people like them: the underclass, the needy and the dirty living in their hovels.


No one had a clue who was behind it. Could have been Revocaters, picking off the poor. Could have been something else. Stone had heard more than one tale about the Ghost. The spectre that haunted the Riveryard. A man or a beast that stalked the empty warehouses in the dark, picking off its prey and eating their flesh. Maybe it was just some madman getting his kicks from killing the poor. Maybe it was another gang doing its best to rid itself of competition. Whatever it was, neither the Ministry nor the Guilds seemed too keen to stop it.


“Not afraid of bedtime stories, are you, Coins?” Queen Clariss said. “We all thought you were made of tougher stuff.” Giggles from the surrounding gang made Coins’s round face start to redden like a tomato. “Let me worry about monsters in the dark, brother. You concentrate on not getting spotted by the guards.”


They were all looking at him now, and Coins turned a deeper shade of red. It wouldn’t do to show cowardice in front of this gang. That was as likely to get you cast out as anything else.


As they carried on giggling at Coins’s discomfort, Stone turned his attention to something shifting in the shadows of the old building. Movement in the dark. A flash of red and yellow. Before he could shout a warning, the clacking report of splintbow fire echoed across the room.


Queen Clariss went down. She grabbed her leg, splintbolt sticking out like a broken bone, blood pouring between her fingers as she rolled off the dais. More splintbows fired their payloads across the room, but their sound was drowned out by a piercing scream.


Stone had heard people yelling before, but it never sounded so pained, like foxes fucking in the woods. Mad Dog Mace went down but didn’t make a sound, body stuck with two bolts in the chest. Stone was already moving, Coins right by his side, bare feet slapping against the loose floorboards as they fled for cover.


“Revocaters!” someone shouted. Could have been Ranley Scars, could have been Jaffer Threetoes, they both sounded much the same. Whoever it was, they were stating the bloody obvious.


Chaos spread throughout the derelict building. Revocaters burst from out of the shadows and through doorless archways. They’d been harrying the street gangs of the Anvil for years, but Stone had never seen them so determined, never known them to kill with such merciless intent.


He ducked at the sound of a splintbow close by. Heard the snapping ricochet of bolts hitting the wall beside his head. Another of his gang went down with a yelp, but Stone had no mind to stop and see who. He and Coins raced for a gap in the floor that dropped down to the level beneath. Stone’s feet crunched against the bricks below, the marble floor having long since been carved up and sold for pennies.


A deep voice shouted for them to stop, but after what he’d just seen there was no way that was happening. Stone had never been able to work out why they always shouted “Stop!” It wasn’t like you were gonna just give yourself up. Instinct, he supposed, just like running when someone was trying to kill you.


He and Coins sprinted across the ground level, fleeing the ruckus above, until they came out on the street. Another Revocater was waiting behind the wall opposite, looking for runners just like them, but Stone surprised him so much he emptied his clip of splintbolts without thinking to aim. As the bolts clattered harmlessly around them, they raced down the street.


More shouts followed, drowned out by the sound of the steelworks pounding, sheets of metal rolling off conveyor belts, bound for the manufactories. They raced past a wagon surrounded by workers. A couple of them glanced up with disinterest as the boys sprinted by, too preoccupied with their own drudgery to care about a couple of urchins being chased down by Revocaters.


Stone risked a glance over his shoulder. Three of them were still in pursuit, those yellow-and-red uniforms standing out starkly against the drab buildings of the Burrows. There was plenty of distance between them though. All they had to do was reach the fish market and they’d lose them easy enough. Stone could already smell it in the distance—the pungent stink of fish cutting through the acrid smell of the steelworks.


Coins went down with a yelp. Stone stumbled to a stop as his friend floundered on the ground, grasping his twisted ankle. There was a slapping report in the distance, another volley of splintbolts skittering along the ground toward them, just out of range.


Stone reached down to pull Coins up, but he could already see his friend wasn’t gonna be able to run.


“Help me,” Coins whimpered.


Stone saw those Revocaters gaining. He could help Coins, of course he could, but then they’d both be caught. And it didn’t look like the Revocaters were gonna let them off with a slapped wrist. Most likely it would be a gallows rope.


Stone offered one last look at his friend’s big round eyes in his big round head. There wasn’t even enough time for him to say sorry before he set off again at a run.


If Coins shouted anything in his wake, it was lost in the noise of the manufactories. If the Revocaters were gaining on him, Stone didn’t dare look back to see as he raced toward the relative safety of the fish market.


He almost stumbled as he rushed across the Parade of Builders, the Cogwheel to his right, the Whitespin up ahead. The sound of grinding machinery was quickly replaced by the hubbub of market vendors bellowing across the open plaza.


Stone tried to lose himself amid the crowd, squeezing through the press of bodies. Another shout for him to stop resounded across the marketplace, catching the attention of stallholders and punters alike. These fucking Revocaters were relentless. Didn’t they know he was barely worth their time?


His way was suddenly barred by a broad-shouldered fishmonger. Stone barely had time to notice the stains on his apron before he ran right into him, a reek of fish guts on the man’s clothing. He grabbed hold of Stone’s shirt, the sleeve tearing as he held it in a meaty fist.


“I’ve got him,” the fishmonger shouted. Twatting do-gooder.


Stone wasn’t yet into his teens, but the Clan of Bastards hadn’t given him that name for nothing. He balled a fist, planting his feet for purchase before he swung at the fishmonger’s chin. The man was taller, wider, stronger, but a punch to the jaw would put anyone on their arse if you hit them right.


The fishmonger went down, almost ripping off Stone’s sleeve altogether. No time to gloat. Stone was off again and this time the crowd were moving out of his way, giving him a clear path out the other side of the market, the tramping feet of the Revocaters following close behind.


Up ahead he could see the edge of the plaza dropped away to the warehouses that crowded the banks of the Whitespin. When he reached the edge, he took a breath, then used the edge of the wall to propel himself forward. Stone cleared a good ten feet of nothing to land on the roof opposite. Something whistled past his ear. Didn’t take a genius to know it was a splintbolt, not that he needed any encouragement to keep moving.


His feet made a racket on the roof as he raced to the far side. A quick look over his shoulder and he could see the Revocaters were none too keen to follow him. He slowed, heaving in air, in two minds whether or not to throw them a crude gesture, but the instinct to find safety won out.


Stone clambered down the drainpipe at the other side of the roof, heart still racing when his feet touched the ground. The riverside was busy, but it wouldn’t take long before those Revocaters caught up. He had to find somewhere to hide.


No one paid him much mind as he walked past the fishermen and bargemasters on the quay. He slipped into a back alley, hoping to lose himself in the thick press of warehouses. The buildings got more ramshackle the further he delved into the maze of passages until eventually he found himself outside an old storehouse. The main doors were chained shut, but if he could get inside, it would at least give him a chance to think on his next move.


At the back of the building were some boarded-up windows, and it took little effort to prise one open and squeeze inside. Stone was hit by how dark and dusty it was. A musty stench hung heavy in the air—that fusty stink of rotting wood and decay. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, trying not to think on Coins lying there in the street or what might have happened to the rest of the clan. His arm stung, and he looked down to see blood running in rivulets down to his hand before he remembered he wasn’t injured—it was just the tattoo he’d given himself.


The sleeve of his shirt was hanging on by a thread, and he pulled it free, tying it around his forearm and tightening the knot with his teeth. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Stone could see the place was cavernous. Crossbeams had rotted away and fallen from the roof, lying aslant across the floor of the warehouse, giving it the look of a shadowy forest. As he picked his way through the enclosed space, he was forced to battle through the dusty remains of spiderwebs that made it impossible to see more than a few feet.


He could hear the sound of running water and eventually saw light up ahead. As he made his way through the forest of beams he began to hear a dull thud above the sound of the river. It was rhythmic, drumming a slow, monotonous beat.


Eventually he struggled from the mass of fallen beams, seeing one side of the structure had fallen away into the Whitespin. A gap in the wall showed the river flowing past, and framed within it was a single figure stripped to the waist. He was hulking, his broad back showing pockmarks on bare flesh. With a muscular arm he reached down and plucked something from the floor before flinging it through the open gap and into the river beyond. It seemed a curious way to fish. The man didn’t even attach a line to his bait.


It was then Stone saw the cleaver in the brute’s hand.


Gore clung to the steel. The thing must have weighed a tonne, but in that huge ham fist it looked little heavier than a knife. Stone stood frozen as he dragged his eyes away from the dull steel to what was on the floor. Hunks of meat lay discarded like loose offal. As his eyes focused he realised this butcher wasn’t carving any pig. A human hand lay grey and desiccated on the ground. Next to it was a lump of thigh. Not far from that, a severed head.


Before Stone could think on what to do, the butcher turned to face him. He must have sensed someone watching, must have known his game was up. Stone should have run, but he was trapped in the butcher’s gaze. Those eyes were so small Stone could hardly see the whites.


Neither of them moved. Just stared at one another across the derelict storehouse. They were only a few feet apart. If Stone made a run for it, maybe he’d get away, but his feet wouldn’t budge.


“Seen enough, little piggy?” said the butcher. “You should be careful where you tread.”


Stone shook his head. Should he have nodded instead? He had no idea what the fuck to do. His feet wouldn’t move and all of a sudden he needed to piss like he’d never needed it before.


“You’re the Ghost,” he managed to whisper.


That brought a grin to the butcher’s face that didn’t reach his tiny eyes.


Stone knew if he didn’t get a grip on himself and run the fuck away, he was done.


He turned, racing across the storehouse, jumping a fallen beam, webs catching against his face. Heavy boots slammed down in his wake. He’d already run for his life once today, but this time there was terror to his desperation. At least with the Revocaters there was a slim chance of mercy. With the Ghost he knew there’d be none.


Ahead he could see a door hanging badly in its frame. Light shone beneath the lintel. Open air. Escape.


Stone focused on it, bare feet padding across the splintered boards. Could he wrench it open in time and fling himself into the freedom of the outdoors?


He heard the crunch of snapping wood. Felt his foot break the floorboard and slip into the gap. Stone shrieked in pain as he went down, face slamming against the ground. Dragging his foot out of the hole he saw how mangled it was, the flesh torn almost to the bone. He tried to stand, but the pain in his ankle was agonising.


Solid footsteps drew nearer. The Ghost was taking his time. No need to rush. Stone wasn’t going anywhere.


He turned to see that cleaver hanging from the butcher’s meaty grip. Those eyes filled with hunger.


“I warned you, little piggy,” the Ghost said. “Be careful where you tread.” He licked his lips, as though he might take a bite of Stone’s flesh before he cut him into chunks and flung him in the river.


This was it. Nowhere to run, even if he could have. All Stone could do was crawl on his back, trying to put distance between him and this killer. The urge to piss was overwhelming, his bladder felt like it would burst, and he gritted his teeth against the pain.


“Come on then, you fucker,” Stone spat. Maybe if he goaded this killer, he’d end it quick with his cleaver. At least then he wouldn’t have to worry about pissing himself…


The door to the storehouse burst inward, rusted hinges springing from the wood. The light from outside was blocked by a huge figure who stooped beneath the lintel. The Ghost took a step back, looking like he might flee, but he stood his ground, gripping tight to that big old cleaver.


Stone squinted through the dark, watching as the intruder made his way in. Almost seven feet of armoured might, winged helm reflecting the sun that shone through the door, white surcoat bearing a rearing dragon.


The Drake glanced at Stone lying there on the floor, then at the Ghost. A huge sword hung from the gilded scabbard at his side, but he made no move to draw it. Stone willed him to reach for that blade and hack down the Ghost, but he stood, silent like a statue.


The Ghost’s tiny eyes displayed a flicker of doubt where previously they’d shown nothing but malice. Then he squealed like a cornered animal, raising that cleaver high and lumbering forward to attack. Stone held his breath as the Drake just waited, like he wanted this butcher to hack him to pieces. At the last moment, as the Ghost sliced down with his cleaver, the Drake raised an arm. The sound of the weapon clanging off armour rang through the storehouse. One of the Drake’s gauntleted hands snapped forward, taking hold of the Ghost’s meaty neck. His other grasped the wrist holding the cleaver. The butcher gave off a squeak as the air was caught in his throat. He didn’t look menacing anymore. As the Drake’s grip tightened, the cleaver fell from the Ghost’s stumpy fingers to clatter on the floor, and he grasped the armoured hand clamped tight about his neck.


“Did you think you could elude the justice of Undometh forever?” the Drake snarled from within his helm. The words were terrifying. Hate and might mixed into a single breathy voice. “Ammenodus grant me the strength to slay this villain.”


The Ghost’s eyes began to roll back in his head as he choked, spitting what little breath he could from his pale lips.


“Ravenothrax comes for you this day,” growled the Drake. “Can you see him? Do you feel those black wings embracing you?”


The choking had stopped. The Ghost’s thick arms hung limp at his sides, his tiny eyes wide and staring at nothing up in the broken rafters.


“To the Lairs with you, murderer.” The Drake was whispering now, his grip still tight around the throat of the corpse. “May Vermitrix grant eternal peace to your victims.”


Stone had seen enough. He flipped over onto his belly, trying his best to crawl away out of the light. With any luck the Drake would ignore him and not decide to send another sinner to the Five Lairs.


There was a thud as the body of the Ghost was discarded. Stone froze where he lay, gritting his teeth, still trying his best not to piss. Footsteps drew nearer and he braced himself, ready to feel those armoured hands clamp around his own throat.


The Drake grasped his arm and, with incredible strength, pulled Stone to his feet. He stumbled, hobbling on his injured leg as the Drake regarded him, eyes barely visible within that huge helmet.


“Rejoice, child. By the grace of the Wyrms, you have been spared a most grisly fate.”


Stone glanced at the body of the Ghost. He didn’t look so scary now. Just another hunk of dead meat.


“Can… can I go then?” Stone asked. Still wondering if his luck was about to change.


The Drake stared, still holding him up by one arm. “Go where, boy?”


Now there was a question. “Home,” Stone replied, surprised at how small his own voice was.


The Drake reached down, grasping Stone’s forearm before sliding back the shirtsleeve he’d tied around his bleeding arm. The letters there stood out stark and livid, marking him as a ganger from the Burrows.


“Do you even have a home, child?”


Another fine question Stone wasn’t sure how to answer. If anyone in the Clan of Bastards had survived, they’d be scattered across the Anvil. Their home was empty lofts and cellars. How long before they were found by the Revocaters again? The answer was obvious, and Stone wasn’t in any mood to lie about it.


“No,” he replied. “I haven’t.”


Again the Drake regarded him in silence, as though weighing him, measuring him. Before the presence of this armoured behemoth, Stone could only stand and wait to be judged.


“I can offer you shelter, child. Come with me to the Mount. There will be a roof over your head and food in your belly. And perhaps you may yet gain the favour of the Wyrms.”


“What would I want that for?” Stone snapped. The Wyrms had never done anything for him up to now.


“Perhaps in time you will see,” the Drake replied, bearing Stone’s weight as he guided him toward the light of day. “But first, let’s get you home.”
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An ashen sky hung ominously over the choppy waves of the Dargulf Sea. A storm had been threatening for the past two days, the wind whipping the cliffs to the east with intermittent fury, but so far no rain. One mercy at least.


Rosomon gripped her cloak tight about her shoulders as they made their way north. It was drab brown, with no embroidery or markings. Nothing to identify her as Guildmaster of the Hawkspurs nor show she was anything but a traveller on the coast road.


For two days they had skirted the towns and villages that dotted the coastline, desperate not to be seen. They were hiding like rats from a lantern, and she was haunted by that shame, but it was the only way they might get to Wyke without incident. If the Ministry knew where she was, they would send an army to stop her, and so she walked an unfamiliar path in unfamiliar garb, surrounded by allies she barely knew.


The Titanguard had already proven themselves loyal, but they were her brother’s bodyguard, not hers. Could she really trust them to serve her in the coming war? So far she had seen little reason to doubt them.


A dozen warriors shadowed her at all times, walking in tight ranks, each one a doleful giant. They wore no armour and carried scavenged weapons, but still managed to look imperious as they strode through the bleak elements. Rosomon could sense their loss—they had been tasked with protecting an emperor, trained to the peak of martial prowess, and bestowed with the mightiest trappings he could offer. In return they had failed him. Allowed him to die at the hands of a usurper. Rosomon knew all too well how they felt. She could have saved her brother if only she had uncovered Sanctan’s betrayal sooner. Now all she had left was grief and hate, and a bitter thirst to avenge her slain brother.


It was a unique agony. An ache from what she had lost, mixed with a sense of foreboding at what she would have to do. Could she really order these men to sacrifice themselves and strike back at the heart of the Ministry? Could she lead them in war?


She was a skilled administrator, used to organising scouts and functionaries, but she was no general. Rosomon needed someone with her who could guide her through this. Someone who had fought a dozen battles and risen victorious from every one. She needed Lancelin.


But Lancelin was not here.


She had sent him away once again, just when she needed him the most. Were he by her side, surely this task would be bearable. But no one was here. There would be no guidance, no help. This was a task for Rosomon alone, and she would rise to it or perish. All she could do was remind herself that she was the daughter of Treon Archwind, the man who had raised Torwyn out of the dirt and forged it into an empire. Her only hope was to seize his legacy and believe he was with her, at least in spirit.


Too much had already been lost. Her sleep was plagued by visions of Fulren, of his final moments on the Bridge of Saints, sacrificing himself so the rest of them could escape. Rosomon had tried her best to rid herself of the memories, but it was an impossible feat. More than once she had hidden her face within the hood of her drab cloak and wept. Mercifully, if any of her guardians had noticed her misery, none had mentioned it.


Of Tyreta and Conall there was still no word. Every morning she had risen hoping a Hawkspur scout would return with her daughter. When they were finally united, at least a portion of her loss would be gone. As yet, there was nothing.


As for Conall—brave, handsome Conall—there had likewise been no news. Was he even now a prisoner? Had Sanctan’s agents captured him? Were they torturing him as punishment for her defiance?


Rosomon gritted her teeth, clenching her fists, willing the tears away.


“My lady.”


She started at the voice, forcing back her emotions, desperately trying to stay in control of them as she turned to see the brawny frame of Ianto Fray. He stood like a statue against the grey skies, his square features regarding her solemnly. The hair was growing unruly on his head and chin, but the young Titanguard still looked every inch the disciplined soldier. Despite the elements, he wore no cloak, his bare arms bulging from the beaten-leather vest he wore over his torso. It was scant armour compared to what he was used to, a garment more suited to the training yard, the cog of Archwind embossed on the chest. Where previously he would have been bedecked in the stoutest battle armour the artificers of Archwind could craft, now he stood half-naked against the wind. More evidence of how far they had all fallen.


“Yes, Ianto,” Rosomon replied, relieved that her voice did not reflect her fragile state.


“The hour grows late, Lady Rosomon. It would be wise for us to pitch camp close to those woods.”


He gestured inland at a thick copse of trees. It would provide shelter from the sea wind and shield them from view of anyone travelling the road.


“Of course,” she replied.


Before she could give the order, Ianto turned to his men, signalling them toward the trees. They helped the few artificers travelling with them, steering their wagon from the road, pulled by the sullen mule they had borrowed from a farm in the marches.


Ianto stood by her side and they watched their tiny army move toward the woods. It was some relief to have the young Titanguard beside her. He was barely Tyreta’s age, yet here he was, commanding men. It reminded Rosomon how she had to adapt if she was to lead this resistance. They had no idea what awaited them in Wyke and she had no army to fight with, other than a score of disgraced warriors. It seemed a lost cause, but she could not give in yet.


“You keep these men in good order, Ianto,” Rosomon said as they watched the ramshackle army disappear into the wood. “Command much respect, despite your youth.”


“I was trained in logistics and battlefield tactics from a young age, my lady. The Imperator Dominus was about to recommend me for advancement. Before…”


Ianto stopped. Rosomon already knew what he was about to say. Mallum Kairns, Imperator Dominus of the Titanguard, was dead. Sacrificed just as Fulren was. With his master, Emperor Sullivar, also slain, the notion of progressing through the ranks was meaningless.


“We will rise again, Ianto,” she said. “And you will have your chance to avenge those you have lost.”


She may as well have been talking to herself. Persuading herself it was true. Perhaps by saying the words to Ianto it would somehow make them all the more prophetic.


“This is all I deserve,” Ianto said, still staring at the wood, now their column had disappeared into it. “We failed him. I failed him.”


Rosomon glanced up at this warrior, this boy with such a weight on his shoulders. It made her feel suddenly guilty for her own indulgence. She was a Guildmaster, born to her responsibility, trained to take on the mantle of leadership. Here was a boy, carrying the burden of the Titanguard, and yet he did not shirk it.


“We have not failed him yet,” Rosomon said, making her way from the road, toward the trees. “This is a long way from over.”


Ianto followed close behind. Having the young Titanguard nearby made her suddenly feel less alone. Less vulnerable. When she saw their camp being so efficiently erected, for the first time she began to believe that maybe they did have a chance. Their number was small, but surely help was coming. Marshal Rawlin might yet bring more Armiger Battalions loyal to the Guilds. Lancelin could persuade Wymar Ironfall and his Blackshields to join them. Emony might even bring her father and the Marrlock Guild. She was right to say this was far from over. Rosomon had to cling to the hope that it had barely begun.


She made her way through the camp, and each Titanguard she passed stood at attention, offering a nod before going back to their work. Likewise the artificers offered her a deep bow of respect. Rosomon felt undeserving of it. She had yet to prove she was a leader worth following.


Just as she began to think there would be nothing for her to do but collapse beneath a tree and try to sleep, she heard harsh, whispered voices from across the camp. Two artificers stood at the rear of their wagon, arguing in an animated fashion. Perhaps she should have let them play out their quarrel, but she could already see they were drawing gazes from the rest of the men. Such disharmony couldn’t be allowed to continue.


“It has to be kept covered,” one of the artificers hissed as she drew closer. He was tiny, with wispy grey hairs poking from beneath a cloth skullcap. “Or the steel will rust.”


The second artificer raised his hands in consternation, his portly figure quivering in his frustration. “The pyrestone needs to breathe,” he spat beneath gritted teeth. “Leave the cover off.”


“What is going on here?” Rosomon asked.


Both men turned, their expressions changing from annoyance to shame when they saw who had interrupted their dispute. The one with the skullcap wrenched it from his head and both men bowed.


“Just a minor disagreement on the storage of equipment, my lady,” said the portlier artificer. “Our short supply of pyrestone has to be left uncovered in these conditions. Otherwise the damp confinement will cause it to degrade.”


It wasn’t any theory Rosomon had heard before. As far as she knew pyrestone was a robust power source, and she had organised its supply and transportation across the whole of Torwyn. Still, it wouldn’t do to promote disunity within her ranks.


“Very well,” she said. “Then I suggest you remove it from the cart and cover the rest of the equipment.”


It appeared neither man had considered that as an option.


As one artificer went about struggling with a small crate of stones, the other placed his skullcap back on his head.


“What’s your name?” she asked.


The artificer looked surprised at her sudden interest in him. “Er… Kerrick, my lady. Philbert Kerrick.”


“Do you have a breakdown of supplies, Philbert? What resources do we have left?”


Philbert looked forlornly at the back of the wagon. There was an array of metal devices of varying shapes and sizes. “This is all the ordnance we have left. Several charges, a few splintbows and perhaps enough equipment to jury-rig a cannon or two.” He looked embarrassed at the paltry display. “I am sorry, my lady.”


“Don’t be,” Rosomon replied, though her heart sank a little at the news. “It isn’t your fault.”


“But I am sure once we get to Wyke you will be able to provide all the equipment we need to arm the Titanguard,” he added.


Rosomon wasn’t so sure. “We should have plenty of stores. But even so, all the artifice in Torwyn won’t help us against the Hallowhill Guild. I watched four of them bring down an entire squad of Titanguard with little effort.”


She was thinking out loud, spreading her own doubts among her followers. Treon Archwind would never have shared his fears with subordinates. Some general she was turning out to be.


Philbert’s face twisted into a pained expression, his brow furrowing. “With the webwainers united against us, it does pose a significant problem. We can construct all the weapons we want, armour the Titanguard and make them battle-ready, but yes, the Hallowhills will render our artifice useless. Perhaps even use it against us.”


“I hope there’s a but coming, Philbert.”


“Indeed,” the artificer said, nodding his skullcapped head. “The Merigots, my lady.”


“The what?”


“Lysander and Nicosse. The most infamous artificers in all Torwyn. I’m surprised you’ve not heard of them.” He waited for a response. When Rosomon provided none, he continued. “The brothers Merigot were widely known to have developed a range of experimental artifice resistant to webwainer influence. Unfortunately their results were… unstable at best. Lethal at worst. I believe it was your father who deemed their studies too dangerous to continue, but there is a chance they can still help.”


“And where are these Merigot brothers now?”


Philbert bit his lip, then shrugged. “I am sorry, my lady. They have not been heard from in years. After their experiments were effectively prohibited, both of them left the service of the Archwind Guild.”


Rosomon did her best to supress a sigh. “I appreciate the history lesson, Philbert. But it doesn’t help our current situation.”


Philbert lowered his eyes. “My apologies.”


“No. You have my thanks,” Rosomon said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You all do.”


She turned, seeing Ianto waiting faithfully behind her. A man she would need. A man they would all need.


“Come,” she ordered, and made her way across the camp.


Ianto followed her toward the rest of the Titanguard. They had erected their camp and built a small fire. Each one sat in brooding silence, sharpening weapons, polishing shields or dressing the wounds they had suffered at the Anvil with clean bandages.


When Rosomon appeared from the dark of the wood, the men stood to attention. They had been her brother’s loyal bodyguard. Now she had to know if they could be hers.


“We have suffered a great loss,” she announced. “Yet still you have all fought bravely. None of you should feel any shame. The emperor would be proud of each and every one of you. I know it is a lot to ask, but I now hope that you will follow me in Sullivar’s stead. I—”


Before she could continue, every one of them dropped to one knee, bowing their heads before her. These were the best-trained warriors in all Torwyn, and now they offered their fealty to her. It was a start. It was hope.


“Ianto Fray,” she said. “Rise.”


The young Titanguard stood obediently. “Yes, my lady.”


Rosomon took a breath before she continued, hoping this was her right, not knowing if it was even her place to command these men.


“The Imperator Dominus gave his life so that we might carry on the fight. Mallum Kairns was a hero of the Titanguard. Were he here, I have no doubt he would have raised you to the rank of imperator and that responsibility now falls to me. Do you accept the honour?”


Ianto bowed his head. “I do, Lady Rosomon.”


A wave of relief washed over her. Twenty loyal men did not seem like much, but it was all she had. The reprieve did not last, as one of the artificers rushed through the darkening wood.


The Titanguard rose to their feet as the man drew closer, gathering his breath.


“The road…” he breathed. “You need to see.”


Rosomon made her way across the camp, the Titanguard following at her shoulder as she neared the edge of the tree line and squinted across the open ground. The sky was dimming beyond the cliff edge, but in the waning light she could see a trail of figures making their way south along the coast road. Many carried belongings in sacks, or crates strapped to their backs. Others carried their children, or pulled them wearily alongside. Rosomon didn’t recognise any faces, but instinctively she knew where they had travelled from… Wyke. Her city.


She struck out from the copse. One of the Titanguard whispered for her to be cautious, but she ignored him, crossing the open ground to the road. Face after face regarded her with a woeful expression, but none of them knew her. Perhaps that was a mercy. Would they have blamed her for this? Spat in her face and cursed the Guilds to the Lairs? Had they been driven from their homes at swordpoint? Had there been violence? Slaughter?


As Rosomon stood, not knowing what to do, a woman broke from the crowd. She wore a plain travelling cloak, but beneath she was dressed in the tan leather uniform of a Talon scout, the Hawkspur symbol adorning her chest.


“Lady Rosomon,” she said, kneeling down and bowing her head.


Rosomon grasped the scout’s arm and pulled her to her feet. All this kneeling was growing tiresome. Perhaps later she’d instruct everyone to show their respect in a less formal manner.


“What word from Wyke?” Rosomon asked.


“The city is taken, my lady. The Ursus Battalion marched upon us two days ago. A huge force. We could not hope to resist. They have imprisoned many of the Talon, but allowed anyone else who wished it to leave. Wyke belongs to the Ministry now.”


Rosomon felt stinging bile rise in her throat. The hope that she might be able to take Wyke swiftly and establish a base from which to strike back at Sanctan was now dashed.


“I am sorry, my lady.” The scout looked close to tears. “There was nothing—”


“What is your name?” Rosomon asked.


“Lieutenant Faiza, my lady.” The woman swallowed down her emotions, her jaw tightening.


“Thank you for your report, Lieutenant.” Rosomon gestured toward the wooded glade. “Go to my camp. Get some rest. I will need your help soon enough.”


The scout nodded and made her way toward the trees.


“What now?” asked Ianto. Her new imperator. His voice was without emotion and he offered no suggestions. Despite the training he had been given in tactics, it was clear he had no solution to this problem. It left Rosomon with no doubt as to who was in charge.


“Now?” she replied, trying to quell her fear. Letting her anger take over. Perhaps that was the wrong thing, but she was sure her father would have approved. “Now we rest.” Her eyes fell on the trail of refugees, making their way south to nowhere safe. “Tomorrow we continue to Wyke.”
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The mirror was cracked, adding myriad facets to her face, but as Tyreta stared it wasn’t the shattered image that made her appear strange. She looked closer, shifting her balance instinctively as the cabin lurched on yet another turbulent wave. In the mirror, her eye stared back. Someone else’s eye. Something else.


Tyreta reached up, pulling down her lower lid. Her iris was no longer deep brown but pale green, with a dark ring about its edge. The pupil had grown elliptical, a sharp vertical slash of black staring back at her like an animal. As the sun flashed in through the window it suddenly dilated, returning to a tiny black circle.


She took a step back, trying not to contemplate what might be happening. Was this another side effect of the Lokai ritual? Was her body undergoing more change than just the scars and tattoos that marked her flesh?


As she turned from the mirror, Cat stirred in the corner of the room. When they’d first debarked from the Sundered Isles, the panther had mewled in panic, the journey across the Redwind Straits making her crouch and shiver in fear. In time, Tyreta had managed to soothe her new companion, and now she lounged in the corner of the cabin, licking her fur like any house pet. Before Tyreta could approach and make a fuss of her, there was a shout from on deck. They were nearing land.


Tyreta shouldered her bow, grabbing the quiver from where it lay on the bed and strapping it about her waist. A dozen arrows protruded from it, fletched in yellow, blue and red. Crenn had done her proud, crafting each arrowhead with a pyrestone from the ship’s stores. She already knew what could be achieved with the five blue and five yellow arrows. They would react to her command with devastating effect. Crenn had also crafted two arrows from red pyrestone, but Tyreta wasn’t quite so sure what she might do with those. Red pyrestone was used as a regulator in traditional artifice, able to store and distribute power in more complicated machinery. What Tyreta might be able to do with it was a mystery, but as they approached land she was sure there’d be an opportunity to find out.


“Come,” she said to Cat, grasping the spear Crenn had made for her. Its steel head was fixed with pyrestone of all three colours. So far she hadn’t dared test what power she could conjure at the head of that weapon.


When she climbed out onto the deck, the sky was clear, the sun brightening up a windy day as the ship cruised toward the port of Candlehope. It looked majestic in the distance, its spires built atop a huge cliff with buildings spreading down toward the seafront. Any other day, Tyreta would have been filled with joy at seeing it. At arriving home. Not this day.


The Ministry had risen up and stolen power from the Guilds. What that meant for her and her family, she could only guess. Either way, they had to approach with caution. The ship’s captain had already taken down the Hawkspur colours that flew proudly at the bow and replaced them with the flag of any other merchantman that sailed across the straits. There was no telling what might await them when they reached the dock, and right now anonymity would serve them better than Guild pennants.


Part of Tyreta hoped there would be someone waiting to arrest her and take her off to a Ministry gaol. At least then she would have a chance to vent her burgeoning frustration, to fight back, make a stand, but that would have been a stupid waste. She had to think. Had to discover how the land lay. Most pressing of all, she had to find her mother.


It would have stuck in her throat were she forced to admit it, but Tyreta knew they had to be reunited. Yes they’d had their differences, yes the great Lady Rosomon had always treated her like an obsolete part in some machine, but they were family. A family under threat. She could only hope her mother had managed to escape the coup and was even now fighting back against the Ministry.


“Are you sure about this?”


The voice was raised above the wind. Tyreta turned to see the ship’s captain standing next to her. His brow was furrowed as he glared across the water toward Candlehope. He had abandoned his Hawkspur uniform just as the ship had abandoned its colours.


In truth, Tyreta wasn’t sure about anything. “I think this is the safest way.”


“We can still turn north. Head straight to Wyke.”


Tyreta shook her head. “Wyke will be the first place the Ministry attacks if my mother has managed to raise any opposition to them. It’s safer for us to land here. I can make the rest of the journey north in secret.”


That seemed the most sensible option, but in truth, Tyreta didn’t even know whether her mother was already a captive of the Ministry. Locked away in a dungeon or being paraded by her captors as some kind of prize.


“Very well,” he replied. “We’ll approach with caution. But if there’s Drakes waiting for us at the dock, I doubt there’ll be much I can do to protect you.”


“Let me worry about Drakes,” Tyreta replied, half hoping they were waiting. At least then she’d find out if her new weapons were as powerful as she anticipated.


The captain nodded his agreement, and no sooner had he left than Crenn came to join her at the prow. Cat sniffed absently at the old artificer’s boots, but he made no sign that it worried him. He’d grown used to the panther’s attentions, and she was almost as much his pet as Tyreta’s.


“What do you think’s waiting?” Tyreta asked as Candlehope loomed over them, its spires casting a long shadow from up on the cliff.


“Well, it won’t be bunting and a parade,” Crenn replied.


That was true enough. As they cruised into the vast circular dock there didn’t seem to be much of anything at all awaiting them. Where normally there’d be dockworkers and fishermen going about their business, now there was nothing but empty vessels and abandoned machinery. Loading equipment sat unused and impotent. Every sail on every moored ship was furled.


In the distance Tyreta spied two signallers from the port authority waving their flags, guiding the ship to an empty jetty. They cruised ashore, the mariners making short work of throwing mooring ropes onto the harbourside and securing the vessel in position. As soon as the gangplank was lowered, the captain made his way from the ship to where the harbourmaster waited on the jetty.


“Let’s go,” Tyreta whispered to Crenn, as the captain began to talk in a heated manner about delays at sea and the recent storm.


They walked by as casually as they could manage, hearing mention of ships being impounded, of orders sent directly from the Anvil, of Armiger Battalions and Ministry decrees. Her heart sank as she made her way across the dock, Cat close to her knee, Crenn right behind her. At every step she expected to be stopped by an armed guard or Armiger trooper, but no one stood in her way. It seemed with the erosion of Guild power, the authorities of Candlehope had simply given up. The entire administrative structure of the port had just drifted away into the sea like so much flotsam.


The path from the dock led up through rising levels, a wide stone staircase carving its way through bare rock toward the city on the clifftop. Where there should have been gaggles of fishermen and traders, a route bustling with activity, there was nothing but empty cages for lobster and crab, and piles of abandoned netting. The arm of a huge crane hung limp over the edge of the upper level, the gate to the harbour standing open for anyone to wander through.


Once out on the streets of the port, Tyreta saw a little more activity. A group of drunken fishermen loitered on a street corner, engaged in an animated conversation about the damned Guilds and the damned Ministry. The voices of men arguing about permits and licenses of marque grew shriller the farther Tyreta walked into the city. Every eye fell on them as they made their way into the press of streets, and at any moment Tyreta expected someone to point and shout, There goes Tyreta Hawkspur.


“We need to get off the streets,” she said to Crenn. “I’m drawing too much attention.”


“You?” Crenn asked. “Or her?” He pointed at Cat as she stalked along beside them, head moving curiously from left to right.


“Yeah,” Tyreta admitted with a little relief it wasn’t just her. “Could be that.”


“Maybe if we put her on a leash, it might make folk feel more comfortable.”


The notion didn’t sit right with Tyreta. “If you want to try and put a leash on her, be my guest.”


Crenn clearly didn’t think it a good idea after all, and regarded Cat with a wary look before carrying on with a shrug.


The atmosphere on the streets of Candlehope grew ever more tense the farther they went. People were packing belongings and gathering their families in the streets. Carts were being loaded and horses yoked. When there was no horse to tether, anything with wheels would do to carry what possessions they could.


Tyreta glanced across the rooftops, searching for the Hawkspur passage depot. In the distance, beyond the tightly packed houses, she spied the tall aerie that overlooked the city. It did not quite reach up to the city’s highest spires, but it was a large enough building to roost half a dozen eagles.


She led Crenn and Cat across the city, quickening their pace but falling short of running. It wouldn’t do to bring attention to themselves, despite how distracted the city folk were acting. When they saw the entrance to the depot up ahead, Tyreta didn’t allow herself to relax. There was no telling what might be awaiting them inside.


The main gate was open; a nervous-looking sentry stood barring the way. His leggings were of Hawkspur blue but his jacket had been discarded in favour of a plain white shirt. Clearly he was reluctant to openly display where his loyalties lay.


“I need to get inside,” Tyreta said as she stopped outside the depot.


The sentry looked her up and down. He was barely older than she was, and his annoyance at her demand was clearly written on his pinched features.


“Depot is closed. Best you move along,” he replied, before noticing Cat lurking behind Tyreta’s knees. He took a step back in surprise but he still blocked the way.


Crenn leaned in. “Lady Tyreta. I think we should make our way out of the city with all haste.”


The sentry’s expression changed immediately. “L-Lady Tyreta? You’re Tyreta Hawkspur. Of course you can come in. My apologies, I didn’t recognise you looking like…”


He motioned to her civilian dress. Tyreta realised how wise it had been to change out of the animal skins given to her by the Lokai.


Beyond him, she could see there was little activity through the open gate. Normally a depot like this would have been a hive of activity.


“What’s happening?” Tyreta repeated. “Why does this place look abandoned?”


The sentry glanced in through the depot doors before turning with a shrug. “We are clearing out, my lady. An Armiger Battalion has been sighted on the road to the city. Under the circumstances, the lieutenant has ordered us to empty the depot and make our way north to Wyke.”


“This Armiger Battalion. Who are they loyal to?”


The sentry shrugged again. “We don’t know.”


“Might it have been a good idea to find out before you abandoned your posts?” she said, trying not to lose her temper with this lowly functionary. “We are a Guild of scouts, after all.”


Her frustration got the better of her before he could answer, and she pushed her way through the gate, closely followed by Cat and Crenn. The sentry gave a frightened murmur as he skittered from the panther’s path. Inside, the depot was all but deserted. There were less than a handful of horses still in the stable, and every administrator and scout looked to have already fled. Before she could think to shout for attention, she heard a voice echo from one of the offices.


“Don’t you know who he is, you fucking dimwit? He’s a bloody Marrlock heir.”


It was a woman, surly and loud. In reply there was another voice, this one somewhat quieter, and Tyreta struggled to make out his words.


She crossed the courtyard toward the office. As she did so she saw a small figure sitting on the bench outside. He glanced up at her as she approached, a little embarrassed, a little mournful. His face was pale, eyes looking as though they’d seen no sleep in an age. It wasn’t until Tyreta glanced down that she saw his left leg was missing below the knee, and looked to have been recently bandaged.


“I don’t care what your fucking orders are,” the gruff woman shouted as Tyreta reached the door and pushed it open.


Inside she saw a senior administrator sitting behind his desk. This one still wore his Hawkspur blue uniform, his face a reddening mass, sweat trickling from beneath a receding hairline.


Standing in front of him was a rough-looking woman, her face a mask of consternation, her sinewy limbs bunched as though she might leap across the desk at any moment. When she saw Tyreta, her expression changed to one of shock, and her mouth opened to reveal a set of red-stained teeth.


“Now what?” said the administrator from behind his desk. It was clear he was at his wits’ end.


“Apologies for the interruption,” Tyreta said, doing her best to ignore the woman. “Are you the lieutenant in charge?”


The man’s jaw tightened and he clenched his fists on the desk. “Yes. I am the lieutenant in charge, for all the good it does me. Who, might I ask, are you?”


“Have you been living under a fucking rock?” the woman said, taking a step forward. “This is Tyreta bleeding Hawkspur, you dumb coot.”


The administrator’s expression changed from anger to confusion, then finally recognition. He rose slowly from his seat, straightening his jacket.


“Apologies, my lady. You don’t look—”


“Never mind that,” Tyreta replied. “I need transportation. But by the look of things that’s going to be difficult.”


“It is, Lady Tyreta,” the lieutenant replied. “We have only one wagon left to spare. Our last eagle flew the aerie yesterday.”


“One wagon will do,” Tyreta said, eager to get out of Candlehope before they were recognised by less friendly eyes. Or at least before an Armiger Battalion arrived bringing the Ministry’s wrath.


The administrator nodded, rushing outside. Tyreta followed as he barked orders across the courtyard, and in short order a hitched wagon was brought from a shed. While the stable hands began to harness a pair of horses to the yoke, the woman came to stand beside her.


“We’re heading your way,” she said under her breath, gesturing to the one-legged man sitting on the bench. He looked nervous, fiddling with the poorly constructed crutches at his side.


“And what way is that?” Tyreta replied, suddenly suspicious of this woman who’d managed to recognise her so quickly.


“I imagine you’re going north. To Wyke. I reckon that’s where Lady Rosomon is headed.”


“Why so eager to join my mother?”


The woman stood to attention. “I am Lieutenant Stediana Walden of the Talon. Recently under the command of… of your brother Conall.”


Tyreta swallowed at the mention of her brother’s name, much louder than she would have wanted.


“Conall? Where is he now?”


The woman looked downcast. “We were on a ship from Agavere when we hit the recent storm. Ship sank along with most hands. Only a few people managed to get on the lifeboat. Conall wasn’t one of them.”


Tyreta felt her sudden elation fade, to be replaced with a dull ache in her chest. “He’s dead?”


The woman shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. Knowing your brother…”


It was obvious she was trying to put a shine on the fact Conall was lost. First Fulren exiled, now both her brothers gone. Tyreta had never needed get back to Wyke so badly. She had to find her mother.


The stable hands finished with the yoke and harness, before turning expectantly to Tyreta. With a nod of thanks to the beleaguered administrator, she signalled for Crenn to climb into the driver’s seat. She and Cat jumped into the back, but before she could ask Crenn to get moving, her attention was drawn back to the woman and her one-legged companion.


Could she trust them? If this woman spoke true, she had been one of Conall’s loyal scouts. Surely the more of them there were on the road, the safer they’d be.


“Come on then,” she said. “Wyke’s a long way, and the road could be dangerous.”


The woman offered a nod of thanks as she helped her companion into the back of the wagon. Tyreta had to pull him up and he struggled into his seat before glaring with concern at the panther opposite him. Cat chewed at the edge of one of his crutches before he wrenched it from her jaws.


Crenn slapped the flanks of the horses with the reins, and they trundled from the depot.


“What did you say your name was?” Tyreta asked.


“Lieutenant Stediana Walden,” the woman replied. “But everyone calls me Sted.”


“Did my brother die bravely, Sted?” She asked it without thinking, hoping the answer was yes. At least then she’d be able to tell her mother Conall had died for something.


“He saved my life on that boat,” Sted replied. “Donan’s too. But don’t be too sure he’s dead. I wouldn’t put it past Conall Hawkspur to have wormed himself out of that fix. Most likely he’s washed up on a beach somewhere full of half-naked whores and more booze than he can fill his belly with.”


She didn’t sound too convinced by her own words. Then again, if anyone could survive a storm at sea and come out the other side dry as a desert, it would be Conall.


Tyreta watched the streets of Candlehope roll by until eventually they left through the main gates and turned north along the coast road. To the west, in the distance, she could see a rising dust cloud as an army marched closer. Looked like they were fortunate to get out when they did.


Maybe her luck was starting to change. Maybe it was too early to tell.
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His hands were bound in front of him, the rope fastened in a complex knot he didn’t recognise. Conall reckoned it would be impossible to untie unless you were the sailor who’d done the knotting. Not that he’d have made a run for it, even without his hands bound—the men at each side of him didn’t look like they’d brook any nonsense of that nature.


Tulsen was the scariest bastard Conall had ever laid eyes on. He walked around without a shirt, scarred and sunburned torso on display for all to see. If that wasn’t intimidating enough, his face looked like it had been set on fire and put out with a mallet. At Conall’s other shoulder was Broad Yon, a massive ape of a man, shovel-fisted and lantern-jawed, and only marginally less frightening than Tulsen. Conall wasn’t of a mind to piss either of them off.


They led him from the harbour at Argon Kyne without fuss or bluster, and Conall risked a glance back at the ship. Despite not knowing what waited for him in this city of Iperion Magna, he was still relieved to be out of the Grimhide’s brig. It had been freezing at night and like an oven in the day, and stank all the way through both.


At the edge of the dock he could see Mortivern Keelrunner talking to a gaggle of robed men. Conall could only assume they were what passed for harbourmasters in this strange place. He hadn’t had a chance to thank Mortivern for his hospitality and now never would, not that he’d be recommending the room service.


Whatever he’d expected to be waiting at Argon Kyne, this most definitely wasn’t it. It was hot, that was for sure, and reminded him a little of the bleak landscape surrounding Agavere. But where the northern port of the Karna Frontier had been set in a red baking desert, Argon Kyne had a quaint beauty to it. Palm trees lined the main promenade from the dock and there was a sweet smell of spiced meats wafting on the air, where Agavere had only stunk of twelve-day-old shit. Yellow birds whistled from the trees and even the stray cats and dogs that stalked their path looked well-groomed. Were he here under different circumstances, Conall might well have enjoyed the place. As it was, his stomach was tied in as tight a knot as the one at his wrists.


“Look,” he said to Tulsen as they bustled him farther into the city, past the whitewashed buildings that lined the street. “I tried to tell you, I’m Conall Hawkspur. Heir to the Hawkspur Guild. I’d be worth a lot to you if you sail me along the coast and drop me at Dreadwall. You don’t even have to dock, I could swim the rest of the way.”


Tulsen kept his beady eyes fixed on the path ahead. “You’re worth enough to us here.”


“No, you don’t understand. I’m talking riches like you’ve never seen. My mother would pay a king’s ransom to get me back. I can assure you—”


“You know what?” Tulsen said, dragging Conall to a stop. “You’ll be more valuable to me if you shut the fuck up.”


The grim sailor reached behind him and pulled a short length of rope from the back of his leggings.


“Wait—” was all Conall managed to say before Tulsen secured the rope about his mouth.


It was fastened tight, another of those sailor’s knots to keep him quiet, but it didn’t stop him trying. As they all but dragged him farther down the street, past an array of amused faces taking delight in his discomfort, Conall continued with a desperate tirade of muffled gibberish. As he saw what awaited him at the end of the tree-lined promenade, he finally fell silent.


The marketplace was huge. Hundreds of people milled about the vast plaza, interspersed with raised podiums on which the market’s business took place. This was no trading hub for spices, or meat, or textiles. Upon every podium waited a sorry-looking slave being bartered for by the eager crowd.


Tulsen and Broad Yon dragged him forward through the throng. At the far side of the market, Conall could see a seemingly endless line of children waiting for their turn at a distant stage. Here were women standing naked, being viewed like so much meat. There were men being slapped and prodded, their teeth examined to assess how healthy they were. And surrounding them all was a menagerie of buyers, some robed, some half-naked like Tulsen. Others wore embroidered tunics, or intricately woven gowns. Everyone stood spellbound by the spectacle—this traffic of human misery, awaiting the lottery that would dictate how their lives might end.


On seeing what was in store, Conall struggled against Broad Yon’s grip, but he might as well have been trying to escape an iron manacle. He squealed from behind his gag, but it was pointless. His fate was sealed, and all the whining in the world wasn’t getting him out of this.


Tulsen strolled up to a short man with a bald, round head. In one hand was a sheaf of papers, which he examined closely, as though he were shortsighted but had not discovered the miracle of spectacles. In his other hand was a stylus that dripped ink like a bloody knife.


“One from the Grimhide,” Tulsen said, handing over a docket in one meaty fist.


The auctioneer took it between finger and thumb before shaking the paper open. Through one squinty eye he read the words scrawled upon it.


“Salvage?” he said, looking Conall up and down.


“No, I’m not fucking salvage. I am Conall Hawkspur, heir to one of the greatest Guilds in all Torwyn.”


His words came out as a muffled whine.


“He’s a noisy one, that’s for sure,” the auctioneer replied.


Broad Yon took a step toward Conall. His punch to the gut seemed almost casual, but Conall doubled over like he’d been shot by a cannon. He snorted and groaned like an old pair of bellows about to give up the ghost. Broad Yon caught him before he could collapse to the ground, holding Conall up as he struggled to breathe.


“Very well,” the auctioneer said, putting the docket with the rest of his papers. “My usual percentage will apply. His price will be added to the Grimhide’s account.”


Tulsen gave a nod of acknowledgment before he and Broad Yon made their way back across the marketplace. Conall could only watch them go, no time for goodbyes, before two brawny thugs stepped from the crowd at the auctioneer’s signal. They took hold of Conall’s arms and none too gently dragged him toward one of the largest podiums.


He was thrust at the end of a queue, half a dozen slaves in front of him waiting for their turn on the huge platform. Though they wore no uniforms, Conall could see the peace was being kept by several armed men of all shapes and sizes. Each carried a different weapon—sword, axe, spear—but every one of them had a barbed scourge at their belt. Despite the chaotic nature of the slave market, no one had any desire to escape. It would have been so easy to make a run for it, but Conall had the feeling they were compliant for a reason. He had no desire to test out just how that compliance was enforced.


In front of him stood a huge burly man, a twisting tattoo of a demon rising up his neck, but his bearing was almost regal. Conall could only hope he would handle being sold like chattel in as dignified a manner, it was all he could do to stop himself running off like a chicken with its head severed. The longer he waited, the more the crowd shouted and haggled, the less dignified he felt.


Up on the podium more slaves were sold. The bidding was swift, the auctioneer an expert in his field, scanning the crowd with those beady eyes and somehow managing to spot every noisome bidder. The line of misery was whittled down in short order until eventually it was Conall’s turn.


He was grabbed by two guards and bundled up the stairs. The platform offered him a view across the whole marketplace, and for the first time he had an appreciation for how mundane this setting was. They could just as easily have been bartering for livestock. He had assumed the slave markets of Iperion Magna would be filled with wailing, woeful souls, the damned and the cursed lamenting their lot. All he saw was a mass of eager faces waiting to make their purchase.


As he stood like a fatted calf, Conall began to work his jaw, desperate to loosen his gag. Perhaps if he could tell the crowd who he was, what he was worth to the Hawkspur Guild, his fate might not be so hopeless.


“Our last lot,” the auctioneer announced to the onlookers. “Recent salvage from the Ungulf Sea, plucked from the waves and brought here by the crew of the Grimhide.” He slapped Conall’s arse so hard it echoed across the market. “A fine specimen. Good for menial work, or perhaps to take your pleasure with.”


Conall gulped at that, working his jaw harder to release the gag. The prospect of being sold for someone’s pleasure made him all the more eager to explain just how much he was worth.


“Do I hear thirty ounces of silver?”


No one in the crowd made a move. Not one hand was raised or head nodded. He wasn’t even worth thirty ounces of silver? It almost felt as though Broad Yon had hit him in the gut again.


“All right, twenty,” said the auctioneer. “There. I have twenty.”


Conall didn’t see who had bid, and didn’t care. The gag was sliding from between his teeth. If he could just get it out of his mouth, he could explain all this away. Maybe even be back home in a few days, telling tales of the ugly fate he’d avoided.


“Do I hear twenty-five?” the auctioneer said. “There. Now, thirty?”


As a hand went up at the back, the gag finally slipped from his mouth.


“Wait!” Conall called out. The auctioneer turned to him with an exasperated squint. “You’re making a mistake. Listen to me, all of you.” A hush had descended over the crowd now. Conall paused, waiting for the auctioneer or one of his cronies to lash him with a whip, but when nothing happened, he took his chance.


“My name is Conall Hawkspur. I am heir to the Hawkspur Guild. Grandson of Treon Archwind. I am a man of much value in Torwyn. A prince, you might say. If any one of you were to return me to my homeland, I would see you richly rewarded. You would live like a king. A hundred ounces of silver will look like a pile of horseshit compared to the riches you’ll be lavished with.”


He stopped, listening to the silence that had fallen over the crowd. The auctioneer glared up at him through that one unblinking eye. The spectators in the crowd seemed to be waiting for him to say something more profound, as the other slaves looked on in confusion.


Then, as though they had just got the joke, the crowd burst out laughing. Conall wasn’t sure what hurt the most, his obvious humiliation or the realisation he was not going to be saved by some rich benefactor who might sail him back home.


The auctioneer turned to the crowd as the laughing died down. “There, you see what a jester he is. Surely that’s raised the price. Do I hear thirty ounces of silver?”


A dark-sleeved hand slowly rose into the air. Conall saw its owner was a tall, slender man bedecked in a gown of purple. He resembled a praying mantis made human, gazing at Conall with deep sunken eyes, yellow teeth just visible in a lipless mouth.


“Thirty ounces from Ukhtra,” called the auctioneer, before turning to Conall and whispering, “He’s a fucking degenerate; I don’t envy having him as my master.”


Conall swallowed hard as someone else raised their hand.


“Thirty-five,” called a woman’s voice.


He could just see her amid the crowd. She was old, her face gaudily painted with kohl, long bejewelled fingers protruding from the sleeves of her velvet gown. Not the most attractive prospect for a mistress, but it would probably be less painful than whatever Ukhtra the pervert had in store.


“Do I hear forty?” the auctioneer asked.


Ukhtra raised his hand. He and the old woman traded bids in a brief exchange. Forty-five, fifty, fifty-five, sixty.


“Sixty-five?” came the auctioneer’s next call. This time the woman did not raise her hand. “No more bids?”


Conall glared at the woman, willing her to buy him, trying not to look at the hungry face of Ukhtra, desperate not to think what might await him if he were bought by a man even this wily auctioneer thought was a deviant.


The woman looked back, and offered a nonchalant shrug.


“Well then,” the auctioneer said with finality. “It looks like this foreign jester has been—”


“One hundred ounces!” came a call from the crowd.


There was a sudden rousing among the spectators. They glanced around for the bidder, but no one could spot who it was, least of all Conall.


“One hundred ounces of silver,” said the auctioneer. “Does Ukhtra have a higher bid?”


Please no, thought Conall. Ukhtra offered him a final look of disappointment before shaking his head.


“Then sold, to the man from Arcturius,” announced the auctioneer, whilst simultaneously scrawling on his sheaf of parchment with the over-inked stylus.


Before he could try to identify who his buyer was, Conall was grabbed by two guards, who bundled him from the platform and away from the crowd.


At the edge of the marketplace was a row of cages. Within them were masses of slaves, all hunkered together, and above each cage hung a sign bearing the name of their new owner. Conall was dragged toward one that bore the word Arcturius above it in angular script. Not someone’s name. A city.


He had heard of Arcturius before—a frontier city on the edge of the Drift, about which there were many horrific tales. It was a city ruled by one of the four Scions of Iperion Magna, but for the life of him Conall couldn’t remember which one. If that was where he was bound, he truly was damned.


The guards bundled him inside and slammed the cage door shut. Mercifully, it stood in the shadow of a tall whitewashed wall, out of the sun. Within the cage were several other figures and Conall could only assume they had also been bought by this “man from Arcturius.”


Two thin vagabonds sat in one corner, deep in conversation. They glared at Conall as he was thrown inside, and he quickly looked away rather than draw their attention. In another corner sat a woman, hair tied in braids, arms crossed over her knees. She stared at the ground as though praying, but Conall reckoned they were beyond the help of the gods now.


Leaning against the side of the cage, his thickly muscled arms threaded through the bars, was a fourth prisoner. He looked across at Conall as the cage door was locked behind him, and offered a wry nod. Strange to see a friendly gesture in a place like this, but Conall still didn’t have the courage to strike up a conversation. It was best to keep his mouth shut and his eyes open. Danger was everywhere, and it could come from the owner of a friendly face just as readily as a hateful one.


As the afternoon wore on and the sun went down, the slave market began to thin out. The cages to the right and left of his own were emptied, those slaves shackled together and led off to meet their new owners. When night fell, and they were the last group in any of the cages, hooded warriors approached from the dark. Conall shielded his eyes from the bright light of their torches as the cage door was unlocked.


“Out,” said a grim voice.


When no one else made a move, Conall took it upon himself to be the first to obey. He was followed by the burly man, along with the woman and the two other wretches. The five of them lined up alongside each other, as a small figure stepped into the light.


He pulled back his hood reverently, revealing a round face, hair greased back in neat, slick strands, and a smile of perfect white teeth. Big friendly eyes flashed in the flickering torchlight.


“Greetings,” the man said. “My name is Baenre Mokhtar. I am the man from Arcturius. You all now live at my pleasure. Your continued survival relies entirely on your obedience. I trust I do not have to explain any further what that might mean?”


There was silence. No one was stupid enough to question this man Baenre; they all knew what he was saying—try to escape and you’ll die quick.


“Good. Then we have a long journey ahead of us. Arcturius awaits.”


With that, the five prisoners were bundled in a row toward the eastern extent of the city. Conall could see little in the dark until they reached a torchlit space before an open gateway. A caged wagon sat waiting for their arrival, driven by a team of six bulls.


As he was forced into the back, taking his place on the uncomfortable wooden seat, Conall realised that the journey to Arcturius from Argon Kyne would take him closer to home. Something to be grateful for, at least. All he had to do was work out how to escape without being hacked to bits, then make his way across the Drift.


Maybe best to take this one step at a time. First, he had to survive the journey to Arcturius.
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His horse snorted in protest as he urged it onward, kicking it harder along the forest path. He had ridden through the Alderwood for almost a night and day without stopping, and knew the beast needed to rest. There was no time to tarry though, and despite its suffering he drove it to greater effort.


So far fortune had favoured him as he made his way northwest toward the Forge. Lancelin hadn’t stumbled upon any patrols, nor been spotted by civilians wandering the roads. Not that it mattered, he was just a lone traveller after all. If anyone tried to stop him, if he encountered brigands or an Armiger unit, they would regret getting in his way.


As much as he tried to retain his focus, to concentrate on the task at hand, he could not remove thoughts of Rosomon from his mind. Her face haunted him, that look of loss and sorrow. For years they had snatched their moments when they could, and he had pushed down the pain of being kept a dark secret, grateful for the time they had managed to steal. Now, seeing her grief at Fulren’s loss, he would gladly have sacrificed every stolen minute of joy just to see her smile. But he knew she would never smile again.


Fulren was gone. That thought made Lancelin grasp the reins tighter, digging heels to the horse’s flanks. The son he had known for only a few short days, the man he might have at least shared a bond of friendship with, had been taken from him. As much as he fought against his grief, this was a battle he knew he could never win.


Lancelin shook his head, trying to clear it of those thoughts. They would only make him weak, distracted. He had to focus, had to be wary of his surroundings. Rosomon had given him another task, and again he was determined to succeed. His journey to Nyrakkis had seemed impossible, but he had overcome every obstacle. Surely this time would be easier, and the Ironfalls would gladly join them in their fight.


Before he could begin to calculate the odds, his horse galloped from the western extents of the Alderwood and out onto open pasture. The Seminarium stood not a mile from the forest, a tower reaching to the clear blue sky, dominating the landscape like a hallowed sentinel.


He reined in the horse, allowing it a moment of respite, listening to it pant and snort as he regarded the vast stronghold. It was the greatest military academy in all Torwyn, where those worthy enough might attempt to gain the rank of swordwright. Many tried. Few succeeded. Lancelin had been one of those blessed few, and the memory of his time there, of what he had suffered, of what he had sacrificed, came back to him in a wave of memories, both good and bad.


This was where he had grown into a man. Where he had learned his trade and pledged himself to an emperor. An emperor he had failed, but now was his chance to make amends. Might the Seminarium be another place to gather allies?


Lancelin kicked his horse, guiding it toward the tower at a trot. The central spire rose two hundred feet, its outer wall solid and grim against the flat pastureland that surrounded it. An imposing monolith closed to the rest of the world, but as he drew closer he saw that the main gates stood open.


Again he reined his horse to a stop. It was curious enough that the gates to this redoubt should lie open, more curious still that there was no one guarding them.


He should have moved on, should have forgotten his past and the memories of this place. Instead, he urged the horse onward through the gates to be greeted by an empty courtyard. Bushes lined a path to the doors of the tower, but there were no attendants. No serfs, no sentries.


Warily he dismounted, keeping his hand on the hilt of his sword as he tethered the horse and approached the main door. It was closed, a solid barrier of oak banded with iron. Relief carvings of the Guild symbols stared at him accusingly, as though reminding him what had happened at the Anvil, that the very foundation on which Torwyn was built lay in peril. Still he stepped forward, pushing the door, expecting it to be barred. With a creak of hinges, it opened inward.


Lancelin stepped through to see a long empty hallway. It was unadorned, bare walls, bare floor. Everything about the place was austere. A grim habitat for a grim lifestyle, and he remembered it well. All that existed in this place was the discipline of the sword, and it was taught in a climate of hardship. Its entire function was to whittle out the weak.


A staircase twisted up around the edge of the huge circular wall, but Lancelin ignored it, walking forward though the archway to the grand training yard. The Garden of Pain, some of them called it.


Abandoned racks of weapons lined the walls as far as the eye could see. Axes and polearms were interspersed between row upon row of swords—bastard, long, broad, great and rapier. Dust and leaves were strewn across the floor, where normally there would be sand to catch the blood and sweat. Not a single servant to the Seminarium remained to clear it up.


Surrounding the yard, stairs rose up to viewing galleries dozens of feet above. They ran all the way to the tower’s open summit, giving the centre of the training yard the look of a huge chimney if you leaned back to view it. The sun shone down through the open roof, and Lancelin paused, letting it bathe him in light, as memories of this place flooded back.


He had been beaten here. Bled here. And in turn he had made others bleed. At first he had hated it. By the time he left a swordwright, he had grown to love it.


Unable to resist, he picked up a wooden waster abandoned on the floor. It was perfectly weighted to mimic the heft and balance of a real weapon. He had not held one in over two decades. By the age of ten every student was made to fight with a metal blade. By the age of thirteen they were edged. He remembered the many occasions his blood had been spilled on the sand of this yard. The Garden of Pain was indeed well named.


“Lancelin Jagdor.”


The words echoed around the tower and up to the open roof.


Lancelin flinched, reacting on instinct, twisting to adopt a defensive stance with the wooden sword, his own blade still in its scabbard. When he saw the man standing in the entrance to the training yard, he allowed himself to relax.


Kassian Maine was approaching sixty, but he moved with the grace of a much younger man. A warrior born. His shoulders were still broad, waist still slim, but the hair on his head had turned to slate grey since Lancelin had last seen him. At a funeral in the Anvil.


Treon Archwind’s swordwright approached with all the confidence his rank demanded. He knew he had nothing to be wary of, but then why would he? This man had taught the feared Lancelin Jagdor everything he knew.


He stopped a few feet away, and Lancelin discarded the waster to the floor. They regarded one another for a moment, but it was difficult to read the intention in Kassian’s wrinkled eyes.


“It is good to see you,” Kassian said.


“Good to see you too,” Lancelin replied. But was it? What was Kassian even doing here, and seemingly alone?


“No embrace for your old teacher?” Kassian asked. One side of his mouth turned up in a smile.


Despite his misgivings, Lancelin stepped forward and the two men grasped each other close. It was a crushing embrace, but there had never been anything gentle about Kassian Maine.


“I am sorry I had to wait for such dark times before seeing you again,” Lancelin said.


“Dark times does not come close,” Kassian replied. “The slaying of the emperor was an evil deed.”


“One I should have stopped. But I…”


Kassian slapped him on the shoulder. “You should feel no shame. You were not even there.”


Lancelin’s well of regret grew deeper. “But I should have been. Protecting Sullivar was my only duty. But I was on a mission of my own indulgence.”


“And if you hadn’t been, you’d most likely be dead alongside him. There is no honour in needlessly wasting your life. If you had died protecting Sullivar, who would be left to avenge him?”


Lancelin took a step back, trying not to think on the implications. Trying not to wonder if he could have stopped this before it even began. To think on those who had suffered and died because he’d left the Anvil to find his son. A son who had still perished despite his efforts to save him.


“Why is this place empty?” he asked.


Kassian opened his arms as though gesturing to the obvious fact there was no one here. “Because I sent them all away. Every student, every attendant, had their own families. It would not have been right to keep them here during such a time of strife. Though this place was built by the Guilds, many of those homed here were still pious adherents to the Draconate. Some were loyal. Some not so much. It was not my place to admonish those who would not follow the Guilds, and so I sent them away. This is the Seminarium. A place of training and learning. It is not somewhere this nation’s differences should be fought out.”


“And yet you stayed,” Lancelin said.


Kassian shrugged. “I am swordwright to a dead Guildmaster. What other place is there for a man like me? The question is, why are you here?”


“I too am swordwright to a dead master. But I have given my support to Lady Rosomon. She is headed to Wyke to form a base from which to strike back at the Ministry. I make my way to the Forge. With luck, the Ironfalls will join our cause.”


Kassian nodded at the news. “No surprise you would pledge your loyalty to her.”


“And what about you, Kassian? Will you join me and fight for the Guilds?”


The old swordwright turned, glancing around the Garden of Pain. It looked like he too was considering memories of the place. “I am old, Jagdor. My master is long dead, and so is his son. And I have always prayed to the Wyrms for guidance. What reason for me to get involved in this?”


“Because they will destroy everything Treon Archwind built,” Lancelin replied. It was an angry retort, and he fought to retain his composure.


Kassian regarded him with a raised eyebrow. “And that’s your only reason? To preserve the legacy of the Guilds? Or do you thirst to avenge your dead emperor?”


When Lancelin did not answer, Kassian took a step forward. In this huge training yard it was as though they were the only two men in the whole of Hyreme.


“Or is it something else?” Kassian’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper. “Is it for her? Don’t think I don’t know what’s between you.”


“Does it matter?” Lancelin said.


Kassian raised a smile—a rare moment of mirth from the stern swordwright. “Perhaps it doesn’t.” He took a step back, making his way toward the wide staircase that led up from the training yard. “So tell me, Jagdor, can you still fight?”


It seemed an odd question. “The way you taught me, how could I ever forget?” He followed Kassian toward the curving staircase. “And those lessons you forged have been tempered in battle since.”


They came to a rack of swords, their edges dulled. Lancelin reached for one, expecting his old tutor to try to teach one final lesson, but Kassian shook his head.


“No. You won’t need that.”


He led Lancelin up the stairs to the gallery above the training floor. There was a vestibule beyond that led out onto a long balcony. Lancelin could see the treetops of the Alderwood beyond it. Kassian stopped and turned to face his former pupil.


“This should suit you better than the piece of junk you’re carrying.” He picked up a sheathed blade from its rack.


Lancelin suddenly felt embarrassed by the blade at his side. It had been given to him before his journey to Nyrakkis—a functional enough weapon, but nothing like his sword of office, now lost forever.


Kassian threw the sword to him, and Lancelin snatched it from the air. The pommel bore the seal of Hawkspur.


“Novik steel,” Kassian said. “Newly forged.”


Lancelin measured the weight and heft in his hand. Without unsheathing it he knew how well it would be crafted. The sword at his side had been given to him so he could hide his identity. He would hide no longer.


He unbuckled the sword from his belt and let it drop to the floor. Taking the hilt of the Novik steel blade, he made to unsheathe it, when Kassian wrenched the sword from his own scabbard.


“Shall we?” he said.


Lancelin glanced at the blade in his former master’s hand. The pommel bore the cog seal of Archwind. With it he had defended Treon till his dying day.


“Is this some kind of test?” Lancelin asked.


“Are you refusing?”


Lancelin slowly drew the sword. It was beautiful. Considering his recent pledge of allegiance to Rosomon, it was also more appropriate than the Archwind blade he had wielded for so many years.


He barely had a chance to finish admiring the steel before Kassian struck. Lancelin parried, darting back and adopting a neutral defence. His former tutor was an exemplar of the craft. There was no telling how he might attack. Best way to combat such uncertainty was to take the initiative.


Lancelin lunged forward, desperate to read Kassian’s stance, but it was impossible, and his sword came up in a swift parry that rang through the vestibule. Instead of countering, the old man danced away, still light on his feet after all these years, face a blank mask bereft of emotion. There was no way Lancelin could read this opponent, but still he had to try.


They walked out onto the balcony, keeping a wary eye on one another. It stretched away thirty feet over empty air, offering a breathtaking view of the Alderwood to the east. Lancelin allowed his guard to drop for a split second, but no sooner had he done so than Kassian came at him, sword swiping down in a devastating arc. Now it was Lancelin’s turn to parry—the first stroke, a second, dodging a feint before skipping back toward the edge of the balcony.


The old swordwright still displayed much vigour, much power, but it was also controlled. Every strike of his weapon was measured, efficient. As the echo of their blades drifted over the trees beyond, a wry smile crossed Kassian’s face.


“Still as focused as ever. Still in control, despite the world around you falling apart.”


Before Lancelin could answer, he cut in again. Though the Novik steel blade was unfamiliar in his hand, he still wielded it as though it were forged just for him. He turned Kassian’s stroke, countering without thought. The old man was at pains to lean out of range and it opened a cut in his embroidered jacket.


Kassian took a step away, examining the rent in his magnificent red garb.


“You’re getting old,” Lancelin said. It was a measured remark, one meant to entice, to goad. Kassian did not rise to the bait, his face adopting the fighter’s mask once more.


His sword came in like a bolt from a bow, but Lancelin managed to parry it. This time his counter caught nothing but empty air as Kassian dodged to the right. Now it was Lancelin’s turn to back away, the initiative lost as his opponent pressed the advantage.


Their blades struck one another, cross-guards locking. There were a dozen ways to strike from such a position, but both men knew them all, and their associated counters. Lancelin pushed Kassian back and retreated, their blades ringing as he backed away against the stone balustrade. He placed a hand on it for balance, grasping a handful of grit from the top of it.


Kassian dodged back as Lancelin flung the grit in his face, swinging his sword blindly as he maintained his balance and retreated to a safe distance. As he wiped the dirt from his face, he offered Lancelin a wry look.


“I never taught you that one,” he said.


“No, you didn’t. Improvisation is the mark of a poor swordsman, you always said. But I’ve learned a trick or two since you last instructed me.”


Kassian had no answer for that as the blank mask fell over his face again. He lunged, stretching his stance to the limit. Lancelin parried and countered, stretching equally as far. His old tutor was breathing heavily, only now showing his age as he adjusted his grip, holding his sword with both hands before performing a deft sequence of swings meant to put Lancelin on the back foot.


It was as though he had already lost. As though he accepted that his former pupil had now become the master, but he would not give in, even at the end. Did he want Lancelin to strike him down? To end this with tragic finality?


One swift parry and he stepped within the old man’s guard, grasping his sword arm. His blade came up quick, stopping short an inch from Kassian’s throat.


They both paused in that moment, like duelling statues atop the empty tower. Kassian was breathing hard, but trying his best not to show it.


“You never answered my question,” Lancelin said. “Will you join me in the fight against the Ministry, or do I have to leave you here to gather dust?”


Kassian took a step back as Lancelin lowered his new blade. “Jagdor, you may be the greatest swordsman in all Torwyn, but you’re still no judge of men. I was with you the moment you walked through my door.”
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It was midnight as the landship pulled into the western terminal to the sound of distant bells chiming the hour. Debarking onto the platform, Keara shivered in the chill night air, wishing she’d worn a heavier coat. Pyrestone lamplights winked and buzzed as they stepped onto the main street of the Web, their carriage already waiting for them. Once they’d climbed aboard and it trundled across the cobbled street, in time to the clacking sound of ironshod hooves, Keara couldn’t help but stare out of the window.


How long since she’d last been here? Could have been a decade, but nothing had changed; the place was still a shithole, ripe with the stink of decay and degradation. The faded magnificence of the buildings could still be recognised beneath the crumbling veneers, if you had an eye keen enough to see it. It was a sad testament to a time when the Web had been a city of majesty, of prosperity. How ironic it had been named after the very power the webwainers drew on, in honour of the Hallowhills’ might. Now it looked worse than any slum in the Anvil, and Keara knew who they had to thank for that. It had been drummed into her since she was a girl, the man she should despise above all others even though he was long dead. Just whispering the name of Treon Archwind on the streets of the Web was likely to get you spat on, but such was the Lord of Archwind’s legacy. He alone had brought the Hallowhills low, and his heirs had only prospered from it.


Well, they prospered no more. Keara had seen to that… for all the good it had done her.


She pulled the curtain back across the window. On the opposite side of the carriage, his purple jacket open to reveal his prominent gut, sat Ulger Vine. In one hand was a vial half-full with a dull red liquid, in the other a pipette he held above his tattooed eye as he vainly tried to aim the red drop.


“As if the journey from the Anvil wasn’t crap enough,” he grumbled. “Now I have to suffer this fucking carriage.”


Finally he managed to get the drop in his eye and he blinked, smiling at the immediate sensation. Ulger Vine could never have been described as a handsome man with his shiny bald head and the web tattooed over one eye, but his smile always brightened Keara’s mood. The woman sitting next to her, not so much.


Hesse Fortuna had her legs crossed, black boots shining, purple uniform tight to her slim figure. Her pinched features showed no emotion beneath her straight-cut black hair. Even at night she insisted on wearing dark eyeglasses, which only served to enhance the impression that she was an emotionless witch.


Keara could never have imagined these two miscreants would end up her most loyal webwainers, but that’s what life threw at you when the choices were slim. From the entirety of the Hallowhill Guild, these were the two who had followed her most faithfully, served her most efficiently. And in times like these you didn’t get to choose who was most loyal—you just accepted it, and hoped you didn’t end up being knifed in the back.


With a beaming smile on his face, Ulger offered Keara the vial. Her thirst for the high had been nagging at her all day, or perhaps she just needed to settle her nerves? She reached across the carriage and took it from him—distilled redstalk that would hit the spot quicker than chewing it. There was also the added advantage that it didn’t turn your teeth red. Whether she was feeling the effects of withdrawal, or just anxious as all fuck, the red drop would ease her tension. Sprinkle a little spice on the senses. Add a teaspoon of lemondew and rosemeg to her mind.


The carriage bucked every now and again, but Keara managed to time it right, a single drop falling into her right eye.


“That’s the shit.” Ulger laughed as she felt the narcotic properties begin to immediately take hold.


There was a rush of sensations at first: excitement in her gut, tingling in her extremities, a pleasant fuzz about the brain. As the carriage trundled on, everything dulled around the edges, her fears quickly fading away. The more her senses deadened, the more she could feel the pyrestone emanating its power all around her. She pulled back the curtain again with numb fingers, gazing at the pretty colours as the horses pulled them past shimmering streetlights. A smile crept up the side of her face as she watched the show, mesmerised by how it danced in a kaleidoscopic burlesque. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad after all.


With a jolt the carriage came to a stop.


“We’re here,” said the driver from above.


Keara was brought back to earth with a rush. She had hoped the journey might at least last a little longer. Oh well—best pull herself together before meeting the old man.


Hesse wasted no time in opening the door and stepping out into the night. Keara dragged herself out of the comfortable chair and stepped down onto the cobbled street with a shudder of cold. Before her stood the rusted iron gates of the Hallowhill estate, and she resisted the urge to shake her head to clear the fug, before marching through them with Hesse and Ulger by her side.


What had once been a well-kept garden was little more than an overgrown forest of bushes and vines. Her father had not been able to afford a gardener for years, and the results were plain to see. As she picked her way past the undergrowth, the house revealed itself up ahead.


Paint was crumbling from the plaster veneers to reveal the bare redbrick beneath. The purple paint covering it had almost completely faded, making the house a stark metaphor for the decaying power of the Hallowhills. A wasted building in the wasted city of a wasted Guild.


As Keara approached the front door it opened with an ominous creak. Standing there was a grey-haired man with an imperious expression. She recognised the high-collared jacket that marked him as steward of the estate, but she didn’t recognise the face.


“Welcome, ma’am,” the steward said, standing aside and allowing the three of them to enter the lobby.


The smell of mothballs and rot was almost overwhelming. Most surprising of all were the candles that had been lit in place of the pyrestone lamps. As she led her friends toward the sweeping staircase that curved up to the first-floor landing, the steward placed himself in front of her.


“Lord Ingelram has made it clear he only wishes to receive his daughter, ma’am.”


Keara regarded the steward. It was nice that he obeyed her father so faithfully. Still bloody annoying though.


“Where is Gloster?” she asked, wondering what had happened to the old steward she had known since she was a child.


“He was dismissed over a year ago, ma’am,” the steward replied. “As was his replacement two months later. I have held the position ever since his dismissal. My name is—”


“Then I suggest you don’t get too comfortable in that jacket,” Keara said, walking past him and making her way toward the curving staircase.


“You might need these,” said Hesse before she could mount the stairs.


Keara turned to see her looking with those beady eyes she always kept hidden, her dark eyeglasses held out in one slender hand. Of course, it was like that after the red drop—her eye would be bloodshot. It wouldn’t do for her father to know what she’d been up to. That she’d succumbed to her need for narcotic stimulation. The old bastard hated any notion of weakness, and reliance on the drop was a sure sign of that.


Donning the glasses, she made her way up the stairs, deeper into the dilapidated warren of her father’s house. At the top, a long corridor led off from the landing, and on the wall still hung those dusty old portraits. Each one had been turned around, to hide the rogues’ gallery it displayed. Depictions of a dozen ancient Archmages, along with a parade of Hallowhill Guildmasters, all turned to the wall. Keara guessed that her father could no longer bring himself to look upon those faces as he stalked the halls of his estate in disgrace. Seeing those icons of the past was a constant reminder of how far he had allowed the name Hallowhill to sink into ignominy.


At the end of the corridor was the main lounge, and as Keara strode the darkened hallway toward it she could see the squalor that lay in wait. A musty room, a threadbare carpet, not a marble veneer or wooden panel left unmarred. At least there were pyrestone lights here, though they burned dimly, some of them flickering with erratic power. The plaster was chipped and falling from the walls, the old couches shabby and dust-layered. The carpet so rimed with dirt she would be sure to wipe her feet on the way out.


When she entered the lounge, she saw that there were no portraits here, just stark squares on the dirty wall where they had hung. A fire crackled beneath the mantelpiece, and before it sat her father. Lord Ingelram’s back was to her, but she could see his hand clutching the arm of the chair like a veiny claw. With some trepidation, she walked forward to stand beside that battered leather armchair, waiting in silence to be received.


Ingelram stared into the flames, a crippled old man, his hair as threadbare as the carpet, the flesh of his scalp dotted with liver spots and pimples. For a moment, Keara wondered how much of a chore it must have been for her mother to bed this creature. To share her every waking moment with him as he pawed at her. She glanced to the mantel, where her mother’s likeness had hung for so many years, seeing that even that cherished portrait had been removed. Her father had not once mentioned her name since she’d disappeared years earlier. Rumour was he’d had Lucasta Hallowhill murdered for her infidelity, but Keara had never allowed herself to believe that. More likely she had simply abandoned her loathsome husband. Keara liked to think her mother was living happily somewhere with a handsome, vigorous lover. Perhaps a lie she told herself, but sometimes lies were all you had to stay sane.


“So you have deigned to return home,” Ingelram said, still staring into the fire. His voice was ragged, as though he had phlegm to clear from his throat but couldn’t be bothered.


Keara swallowed for him. “I have. With good news, Father. Sullivar is dead. The Guilds have been overthrown. Our alliance with the Draconate has sealed us a historic victory.”


“Really?” he replied, still not looking at her. Hardly the hearty congratulations she deserved.


“Yes, Father. I have achieved what no one could since Treon Archwind cast us down into the gutter. I have made the name Hallowhill one to be respected.”


That was enough to turn his head. Ingelram gazed up at her with those rheumy grey eyes of his, wearing an expression that fell a little short of disdain.


“Take those ridiculous things off your face,” he said.


Keara was reluctant. Should she leave them on? Defy him and spare her embarrassment? Not that she had ever defied her father’s word before now.


Slowly she reached up and took off the eyeglasses before gazing back at him as confidently as she could manage, not even trying to hide her bloodshot eye and the clear evidence of what she had been up to.


“Still taking that destructive narcotic, I see.” She could detect neither anger nor annoyance in his tone, as though he couldn’t have cared less if she destroyed herself with drugs. “Do you think it will give you more power? More steadfastly attach you to the web? Or are you still just beholden to your hedonism?”


Keara didn’t answer. There was no point. Neither excuse nor legitimate reason would change Ingelram’s opinion of her. She could have handed him every Guildmaster’s head on a golden platter and he would still have treated her like the disappointment she was.


“So you have achieved something none of us ever could, have you?” he said, looking back at the fire now he had seen all he needed to. “You truly think you have raised us up, back to our rightful place?”


What was she supposed to say? She had done more for the Hallowhills than Ingelram ever had. More than anyone in two generations.


“I have—”


“You have made us beholden to religious fanatics!” Ingelram spat. His phlegm dislodged as he sprayed his ire, and he hawked, spitting a glob into the flames. “The webwainers were once powerful throughout Hyreme. We ruled as Archmages. Held this land in the palm of our hand. And now? Now we are servants, scurrying from one master to the next. We should be the ones to rule, not the Ministry or the Guilds.”


“Father, this is the first step. The first victory. From here we can—”


He silenced her with a hateful look. “The first step? I command you to take the Anvil and all you can do is return to me with talk of taking a first step? A step is not enough, girl. None of this is enough. Nyrakkis has its sorceress queen. Four mighty Scions hold the city-states of Iperion Magna, and yet here we sit in our own filth. Torwyn is a nation ruled by bureaucrats, merchants and tinkers. It is the Hallowhills who should rightfully sit upon the throne.”


You mean, you should, Keara thought. But she would never have the courage to say it out loud. “We have won, Father. The Guilds are beaten. The bureaucrats and tinkers rule no longer.”


“No, they don’t,” Ingelram replied, gripping tighter to the arms of his threadbare chair. “The priests do.”


“They will not rule for long. The Hallowhills will rise, in time.” She was trying to persuade herself as much as her father, even though she had no idea how that might happen. “But for now we have enough. Once we—”


“Enough! Enough? That’s all you can say? That’s the limit of your ambition? It will never be enough, girl. I will not hand this nation over to dragon-worshipping zealots. I will not dethrone one unworthy gaggle of rulers only to see them usurped by another. It will only be enough when Torwyn sits in the palm of the Hallowhills.”


He paused, taking a deep breath and raising a hand to grasp his doublet, as though feeling for the erratic beat of his desiccated heart.


Keara had wanted this meeting to go much differently. She had hardly expected him to laud her with compliments, let alone thanks, but to be berated after sacrificing so much…


As she watched this spiteful old man she was almost desperate to admit how she truly felt about him. He had no webwainer powers, as few men did. It was not he who had risked his life for their victory. Not Ingelram Hallowhill who had made bargains and promises and struck deals with zealots so they might prosper. It was her. And what more did he want her to do? Open her veins to rejuvenate his dying Guild? She should have said all that and more, but Keara had never been brave enough to argue with this old man.


“What would you have me do, Father?” she asked. The words tasted sour on her lips. She sounded weak, like a lowly servant, lower even than the sycophantic steward who had let her in.


“I would have you return to the Anvil,” Ingelram said, all his ire spent. “I would have you secure power for your Guild. I would have you raise the Hallowhills to prominence, even if it is on the corpse of the Archlegate himself.”


Keara stifled a sigh of frustration. “And how would you have me do that?”


Her father turned to her again, those corpse-like eyes glaring right through her. His lips turned up at the edges, and she could see the rotten yellow teeth within that unholy maw.


“You are nothing if not resourceful, daughter. I’m sure you’ll work it out. But to help you, I’ve decided a gift was perhaps in order.”


He gestured with one crooked finger. Keara looked where he was pointing, across the room to a faded old cabinet. Atop it was a small wooden casket. She moved to it, undoing the clasp and opening the lid. Inside were two daggers—heirlooms she had coveted for years, ancient weapons manufactured before Ingelram’s grandfather was even born. Both daggers were etched with the spider symbol of the Hallowhills, so masterfully crafted it almost took her breath away. One was straight-edged, a yellow pyrestone set in the pommel. The other was curved, blue pyrestone housed where the quillon met the blade.


“Father,” she said, turning back to him. “I don’t—”


“No. You don’t. But you’ll take them anyway and make use of them as you see fit.”


He turned back to the flames, waving her off with a withered hand.


No further instruction was necessary, and Keara was of no mind to linger. She took both blades and turned, leaving the warmth of the lounge and the flickering lights. Leaving the corpse of the Guildmaster, her hateful bastard father, behind her. But she could never leave him behind. He would always be there, lingering like a ghoul. Judging. Disdaining. Infesting every scheme she could devise with doubt.


When she reached the bottom of the stairs, the steward was still waiting patiently.


He bowed. “I hope Lord Ingelram—”


“Fuck off,” she breathed as she swept by him and opened the door, hearing that familiar creak of ancient hinges. Her friends were waiting outside beneath the dim porchlight.


Hesse sat silently on the edge of the stone fence, her legs crossed. Keara handed over her dark eyeglasses and the woman placed them back on her nose. Ulger leaned against a chipped marble pillar, plucking the petals from a yellow weed he had pulled from the mess of a garden.


“That was quick,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “What now?”


Keara didn’t tarry, walking down the porch stairs and heading back across the garden. She gripped the daggers tight, one in each hand, feeling the weight of them, their heritage and all it symbolised.


“Now, we go back to the Anvil.”
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