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Chapter 1

834th cycle of God, 1st day of Genasrise 1st year of the true Ascendancy

And there they were, lying asleep and at peace. Newborn and helpless. Beautiful and fragile. And in that, no different from any other infants born to this world blessed by God.

Never though, had a quartet of newborns undergone such lengthy and mute observation; been examined with such anxiety, hope and wonder. The atmosphere was so deeply charged it should have made them fretful enough to wake and cry. They did not.

Crowded around the line of cribs and looking down on the tiny faces were those for whom these three boys and one girl, scant hours into life, represented the culmination of generations of dedication. Yet for all the accumulated wisdom brought to bear and the endless paper records of all that had gone before, they still did not know if these four would achieve their birthrights.

However long they stared there would be no sign. The infants would give no hint if they possessed everything, or anything, that the exhaustive calculations suggested they would. But still they stared, reverent. The Ascendancy’s Echelon had gathered around the cribs in complete accord. They could all sense something. After countless disappointments and false dawns, this time it was different. It had to be.

Shela Hasi stood behind the cribs with seven of the Echelon’s nine members in front of her. There would be the inevitable, interminable wait for signs of true talent. But until the frustration of those years set in, they would hope and dream for the realisation of a destiny whose genesis was lost in the mists of ancient religion and belief. She felt awed by their presence. The entire community of Westfallen was close for many good reasons, of centuries longstanding, yet the Echelon had an aura that set them apart. In them rested  lingering ability, extraordinary dedication and an all-consuming determination.

Shela couldn’t deny the occasional spark of envy. She’d been a Waterborn herself until she was ten. Wonderful times that would live with her forever. The day the talent had deserted her she’d nearly drowned.

That had been almost forty years ago now and there were still times she felt the loss as she had at that first moment. A violation of her body. The robbery of something she had come to assume was hers by right. So she envied the Echelon their continued link with the Ascendancy, their taste of the potential that they all prayed these infants possessed.

Yet she also pitied them the daily anxiety. While those whose talents faded usually suffered their loss early in life, it was not unknown for one in more advanced years to be shorn of their link. That pain would be terribly hard to bear. Every night she, like every strand member, prayed that the Echelon remained undamaged. So far, God had answered their prayers.

She smiled at them. These most revered of Westfallen’s people were held rapt by the new arrivals. From Ardol Kessian, one of only three survivors of the first strand, to Jen Shalke, barely into her teens and only just coming to terms with her destiny. Such a sweet man, Ardol Kessian. One hundred and thirty-two years old now, completely hairless and stooped but still robust. His smile took the chill from a cold day and his voice, deep and sonorous, had been a comfort to the Echelon across the generations. He was a peerless Wind Harker and indeed had told them all how warm it would be during the births and in the days after. His was a keen talent and one they would inevitably miss when he returned to the earth and God’s embrace.

‘They are beautiful, aren’t they?’ said Shela, her whisper carrying loud across the silence of the cosy, sun-bathed nursery. A light breeze blew fresh sea air through the open windows. Shela could hear the hot air channelling through the hypocaust beneath the flagstones under their feet, adding further gentle warmth for the delicate newborns.

Kessian’s deep green eyes twinkled beneath his bald brows. ‘Glorious. Treasured. Carrying all our hopes and desires, though they cannot know it.’ He nodded. ‘And I approve of the names, too. Fine choices all.’

He reached out a minutely trembling hand to smooth the brow of each child in turn, speaking quietly as he did so.

‘Mirron, much will rest on your shoulders. You will bear the pressure of motherhood in addition to all else that will fall on you. Your strand-brothers lying beside you this day will support you always as you will them. Ossacer and Arducius, you carry the names of great warrior heroes but never should you be moved to strike another down. Your destiny is in peace. And Gorian. Blessed indeed by the name of our father. Keep it well. Be true to his memory. Fulfil your destiny and, with your brothers and sister, achieve that which we cannot. Use it for the benefit of us all under God the Omniscient.’

He turned to his friend of a hundred years, Willem Geste of the second strand. ‘Willem, a prayer.’

The Echelon came together and each knelt on one knee. One hand touched the ground, the other held palm up and open to the sky. Shela rested her hands on the outer cribs, embracing them all.

‘The Ascendancy stands before you, our God, to commend these newborn children to your care. Newborn who we pray will become your most powerful servants on this earth. We promise to nurture and train them, that they in turn will do your work while they are blessed by you with life; preserving the land and the sea and all those who depend upon them. We ask that you protect them, watch over them and love them as you do all your children. We ask this in the name of the true faith of the Omniscient. We of the pure strands of the Ascendancy beseech you, our God. So it will be.’

‘As it always was,’ they intoned as one.

‘Thank you, Willem,’ said Kessian, standing. ‘Now, before Shela throws us all out of here, I think we should take our leave and let these little ones rest.’

‘Can’t I stay longer with them?’ Jen Shalke’s voice carried a whine.

Kessian put a finger to his lips. Shela smiled to herself.

‘In a moment, young Jen,’ he said. ‘First of all, Gwythen, Meera, back to bed. I have no idea what possessed you to stand with us so soon after giving birth. You must be exhausted.’

‘We are of the Ascendancy Echelon,’ said Gwythen Terol, mother of Ossacer. ‘It is our duty.’ Her voice was proud but her face was drawn.

‘Nevertheless, please rest now,’ he said gently, the warmth never  leaving his voice despite his chiding words. ‘Willem, Genna, we have work to do and texts to study. There are answers we still need though I suspect much of our evidence lies sleeping in these cribs. Everything else will have to wait until we see what they become.

‘And as for you, young Jen, I’m sure Shela will be happy to have your company in the days and seasons to come. However, today our nursemaid must introduce and accustom herself to her charges alone. Meanwhile, there are fish to be caught and fishers wanting to know where to cast their nets. It’s a beautiful day and the sea is warm. Perhaps you could find us a shoal, eh? Or the feast tonight will be lessened, will it not?’

Jen’s smile was adoring and Shela felt again that familiar moment of envy at the young Waterborn’s ability. She had known the freedom of the world beneath the waves until it had been wrenched from her. She dreamed often of what she had seen and the places she had gone. She relived her past through Jen’s tales and, for her part, was the only one who really understood the young woman. It had brought them very close. Shela dropped her gaze. For all that they respected her as a strand member and for her skills as nursemaid, she could never be one of them and feel that bond the Ascendancy shared so effortlessly.

The door to the nursery opened. Hesther Naravny entered, closing it behind her. A Land Warden of the fifth strand, she was a passionate, fiery woman in her mid-sixties. Hesther looked around the Ascendancy, her expression darkening as her eyes travelled over them.

‘Meera, what do you think you’re doing here? You too, Gwythen, for that matter. You should not be out of bed.’

‘The Echelon gathered to bless the newborns,’ said Meera. ‘So perhaps I should be asking you why you weren’t here?’

‘Always the petulant child,’ muttered Hesther. ‘Will I have to look out for you into your dotage, Meera?’

‘If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. You are not my mother.’

Hesther’s face softened and she stepped close to Meera, cupping the woman’s cheeks in her hands. ‘No, but I am your sister and I love you more than any living thing under God’s sky. You are a mother of the ninth strand, the strand we all pray is the one to take us to ascendancy, and I would not see you risk yourself. Please Meera, the labour was difficult. You must rest.’

Meera sagged and nodded. ‘I know. But this is just so . . . and look at my beautiful child.’

Hesther’s face lit up. ‘I am a proud aunt and a proud sister before I am part of the Echelon. You have a beautiful son, an important son. But come now. Gwythen, you as well. Help each other back to bed.’

The Echelon gave them room, Willem opening the door.

‘Bless you both,’ he said. ‘Sleep well.’

‘Right,’ said Hesther when the door had closed once again. ‘Ardol, the forum has been packed since first light. They are patient but surely it’s time to give them some news.’

Kessian inclined his head. ‘No sense in keeping them in suspense any longer. There is plenty to prepare.’

‘So there is,’ said Hesther. ‘Shela, how are they?’

‘Peaceful. But they can always have more peace.’

Hesther winked at her and walked to the door. ‘I’ll address the town. The rest of you, out.’

 



The nursery opened directly on to the marble-floored colonnade that enclosed the central courtyard gardens of the Ascendancy villa. Hesther walked quickly between two columns and out into the sun which warmed the flagstones under her sandaled feet and sparkled on the water trickling from the four fountains, each set in the centre of a quadrant of the courtyard. All around her, the scents and colours of flowers, grasses and small trees created a powerful sense of burgeoning life. Hesther breathed it in, feeling energised.

Behind her, she had left the best and brightest hopes of the Ascendancy. It filled her with a childlike excitement that hurried her to a trot across the beautiful gardens, down the long entrance vestibule, through the cool reception hall and out into the streets of Westfallen.

Westfallen nestled at the head of a steep-sided inlet which opened out, a hundred miles south, into the vastness of the ocean. Half a mile beyond the harbour walls the spectacular Genastro Falls cascaded over a thousand feet into the inlet, taking with them the run-off from Willows Lake, away to the east, two miles from the town.

The villa sat on a rise above the bulk of the town, overlooking the glorious golden bay with its stone- and concrete-built harbour. Scattered about the gentle slopes of the town sat larger villas surrounded by their farmland. Crops were ripening in the fields and  animals grazed or basked in the tranquillity of the day. Down towards the forum, the narrower, tightly packed, streets were lined with low houses and a few tenements under which shops opened onto pavement or square.

The town was deserted. The fleet of thirty fishing boats was dragged up onto the beach. No one stirred beneath the lazily flapping shop awnings. Everyone was at the forum. Hesther could hear the hubbub of voices and see the crowd gathered in front of the oratory. Hundreds of people waiting for news. Approaching as quickly as she dared without getting out of breath, Hesther heard a ripple of laughter through the crowd. Someone was entertaining them at least.

She entered the forum at the rear of the oratory and climbed the few steps onto the stage. Surrounding the paved space, shops and stalls were empty. The sun reflected from polished columns, white painted walls and warm red-tiled roofs. Every voice quietened the moment Hesther was seen. The young tumblers and jugglers scattered away from her and back into the crowd.

She breathed deep to calm herself, smoothing the front of her simple sleeveless blue dress and adjusting the cinch at her waist. She arranged the long auburn curls on her head and surveyed the towns-folk, all of whom had waited all day just to hear her words. She felt the weight of her sixty-five years then, the expectations that she carried on everyone’s behalf and what success would bring.

All anyone here wanted was a life free of change and the pressure for change. Yet what she was about to announce would signal change of a most fundamental nature. In all their faces she saw expectation. In those not touched by the strands, she saw excitement and naivety too. A craving for the news she brought and no notion that it would affect their lives so deeply should the newborn grow into their potential.

She felt no guilt, only exhilaration. Because every face told of a spirit that would stand with them forever. The hush was unbearable. She was compelled to speak.

‘My friends. They are born and they are well.’

The roar all but knocked her from her feet.

 



Ardol Kessian rested his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands. He shifted his backside against the hard bench, grunting at the discomfort. Someone really should have fetched him a cushion by  now. Night was full. The stars spread to the horizon in every direction. The air was clear and still warm. There would be no rain for seven days though the scattered cloud in a couple of days would keep them a little cooler.

In front of him, the floor of the forum was awash with people, faces bright in the fire and lantern light. On the oratory, the band roused weary dancers again with another old favourite. Hand drum and tympani beat the rhythm, kithara and pipes provided the melody and a strong voice guided the moves.

It was a long time since he had dared take to the centre of the forum to dance. He missed it. The energy and the joy, the close touch of a woman, and the scent of her in the spin. Her eyes on him as they stepped and turned. Now he contented himself with watching the younger generations make all the same mistakes he had made in his youth. A long time ago now. He glanced to his right and laid his hand on Genna’s.

‘Remember how we met on the floor?’

‘Yes, Ardol,’ said Genna, resignation in her tone. ‘You ask me every time we watch a dance.’

‘Do I?’ Kessian’s mouth turned up at the corners. ‘I forget.’

‘When it suits you.’

He squeezed Genna’s hand. He would go first. Genna was thirty years his junior. They’d been tilling the earth together this last eighty years. He wondered how she would bear up without him. She’d probably be glad of the peace and quiet.

‘Jen did well today,’ he said, refusing to slip into melancholy on a night of celebration like this.

‘That she did,’ agreed Genna.

The fresh smells of grilling fish mixed with woodsmoke, roasting meats and the yeasty odour of spilt ale. Jen had found seabass and sardines. The nets had bulged and there would be plenty on the market when the hangovers had cleared the next morning.

‘Do you mind if I interrupt you?’

Kessian looked up and across the table. There stood Arvan Vasselis, Marshal Defender of Caraduk. He had ridden in with his wife and young son late in the afternoon, having received the message five days previously that the births were imminent. His flag, deep blue, trimmed with gold and displaying rearing twin bears, flew above his residence which commanded peerless views of bay and harbour.

‘Impeccable timing as always,’ said Kessian, making to rise. Vasselis gestured him not to.

‘Never known to miss a Westfallen party. I even brought some wine with me.’ Vasselis placed two ornately carved ceramic jugs of something no doubt old and expensive on the table. ‘Mind if I sit down?’

‘You hardly have to ask,’ said Kessian.

‘Rank is no excuse for rudeness,’ Vasselis said, dragging the opposite bench back a little. He leaned over and kissed Genna’s cheeks before he sat. ‘Pour away.’

Genna poured the dregs out of their two goblets and snared another that someone had abandoned on their table. She wiped them all out with a cloth from her waist before filling them with Vasselis’s wine.

‘And where is our country’s first lady?’ she asked.

‘Netta? Oh, settling Kovan, I expect. This would all be a little much for him. Best he sleeps through it.’

‘Don’t you have a retinue for that sort of thing?’

‘I think you’ll find we can cope as parents,’ said Vasselis. ‘Besides, we hardly need to worry, do we? Not here.’

‘You’re never quite going to get used to the trappings of your position, are you?’

Vasselis chuckled. ‘Step out of line, Kessian and you’ll find I understand certain of my trappings very well indeed.’

He raised his goblet and the three of them chinked and drank.

‘Very good,’ said Kessian, feeling the full red wine soothe its way down his throat, leaving the aftertaste of rich, ripe plums.

‘You doubted it?’ asked Vasselis.

The friends fell silent. Kessian studied Vasselis as he watched the dancing and celebration all around him. He felt proud, observing this man sitting among his citizens. So much at ease, feeling neither superior nor under any threat to his authority.

Kessian had seen him grow from a young lad fascinated with the sea to become the ruler of Caraduk. He was the Ascendancy’s most powerful ally and fiercest protector of its secrets. Even with him on their side, maintaining the secrecy beyond Westfallen’s borders was a constant battle and a dreadful anxiety. If what they hoped turned out to be true, they would need him more than ever in the years to come.

Abruptly, Vasselis stopped tapping his fingers on the table in time  to the drums and turned his large brown eyes on Kessian. Vasselis had short dark hair and a soft, friendly face which an unfortunate few would always mistake for a sign of weakness.

‘So,’ he said. ‘Is it them?’

Kessian shrugged. ‘It depends how much you believe in omen and how much in science. Even for me, the coincidence is exciting. Mathematically though, we set no store by it.’ His face cracked into a smile and he shook his head, trying in vain to dislodge the thrill that strained at every nerve the moment he thought about them. ‘They were all born in the same hour to mothers from within and without the Echelon and after almost identical difficult labours. An hour where the rain passed, the clouds broke and the sun burst through. And if you believe people like Andreas Koll and Hesther Naravny, an hour where the birds fell silent and every cow, sheep and pig, every dog and cat, turned its head to the villa.’

‘And do you believe it?’ asked Vasselis.

Kessian’s smile broadened and he drained his goblet. ‘I believe there is something in the atmosphere that affected this whole community around the time of the births. I also believe in the theory of mass empathetic outpouring of an emotion like hope or love. I don’t believe in omens and portents. At least, I try not to.’

‘Ardol, my old friend, you are avoiding my question. Is it them?’

Kessian chewed his lip. He looked out across the forum and the dancing, the crowds of animated talkers and drinkers. The noise of the music and laughter, the strong cooking smells and the harsh light of flame and lantern clamoured around his head. It was a clamour the wine amplified uncomfortably. He wondered when he had started feeling like this.

‘I’m old, Marshal Vasselis. I cannot afford for it not to be them.’




Chapter 2

838th cycle of God, 25th day of Solasfall 5th year of the true Ascendancy

‘Advance in line.’

Captain Elise Kastenas, 2nd legion cavalry, the Bear Claws of Estorr, urged her company to the walk. On the opposite side of the forum, Captain Dina Kell mirrored her and between them, the hastati legionaries marched with shields up in well-spaced ranks, five deep. Rioters fell back ahead of them, all the way across the rubble-strewn space.

Hoofbeats rang out on stone cobbles. Elise looked over her small round shield. Beneath her, her horse was steady. Its armour blinkered it, keeping its focus ahead. The mob was densely packed and determined. Their shouts, threats and taunts echoed from the surrounding buildings. At their backs was the basilica which they had occupied two days before, stoked by the anger of Dornosian rebels. They had refused to give the Gatherers access to the accounts and the revenue chests, triggering the appearance of the legion. And she had been informed by Roberto Del Aglios, son of the Advocate and Master of Sword for the Bear Claws, that there were Gatherers captive inside.

She shook her head. Tax riots. That they should occur here in Cabrius, the usually peaceful capital city of the northern state of Dornos, was symptomatic of problems occurring all too frequently throughout the Estorean Conquord. The Bear Claws were here fresh from the flood harvest massacre in Tundarra. She prayed that this situation would not descend into slaughter.

The front edge of the crowd backed away, compressing the whole. Ripples of anger spread out.

‘Step up,’ said Kastenas. She held out her sword arm

The company increased pace on its far right, curving out into a  crescent formation designed to corral the rioters. On the left, Kell kept her line straight, giving the crowd a single exit in to the central gardens of the city where it could be better contained. In the centre, Del Aglios shouted for the crowd to drop any weapons and kneel with hands behind heads. No one did. There were several hundred rioters and they hooted and spat derision at the Conquord force.

The detachment from the 2nd legion moved on. Discipline was impeccable. Every piece of armour shone with fresh polish. Every gladius and spear tip had been honed in the hours before dawn. Elise had known armies break merely on seeing a Conquord advance. This mob of ordinary citizens backed off but refused to disintegrate. They didn’t believe the Conquord would attack and they were right. Up to a point.

The stones started to fly when they were within twenty yards. The mood turned uglier. The plaintive shouts of citizens who believed their protest to be just, mingled with the anti-Conquord taunts of those hoping to incite more than just rhetoric.

‘Shell!’ roared Del Aglios.

Behind the front rank, his hastati raised their long, gold and green rectangular shields over their heads. Stone rattled on metal. There was the clash of ceramics shattering as brightly coloured pottery joined the rain of missiles.

‘Steady,’ came the powerful voice of the Master of Sword. ‘Push in right.’

Horses stamped and snorted. Legionaries rattled swords and spears on the backs of their shields. The pace increased on the left flank. Kastenas ordered her company to the trot. In front of her, the crowd began to bunch towards the exit but it was a reluctant move. Unwilling to give up their blockade of the basilica, the ringleaders shouted for courage and strength. Still the missiles came, primarily from the head of the stairs where Kastenas could see piles of stones. She saw too, the flash of metal and the curve of a bow. She hoped for their sakes that no one in the crowd chose to use those weapons.

The noise in the forum was deafening now. She could see faces in the crowd. Uncertain and fearful. Beginning to waver. Most of these were just innocent citizens whipped into a frenzy by ringleaders who stood at the back and out of immediate danger. She glanced across at Del Aglios. He turned his head, feeling her gaze. He nodded. Time to end this. She drew her sword and raised her arm. Tension flashed through the forum.

‘Claws! Move in.’ Her arm swept down and the cavalry drove forwards. The infantry took the lead. ‘Keep secure. Keep close.’

The front of the crowd began to break and move left. People fled along the line, looking for the way out that Kell and her company were only too pleased to show them. But still the hardcore centre was unmoved. They stood defiant in front of the Conquord flags hanging high from the grand marble columns at the entrance to the basilica. The stones kept coming, more pottery shattered on shields and sprayed shards across the forum.

Contact was made on the bottom step. Kastenas held her cavalry while the infantry shields thumped into those brave enough to continue resistance. The taste of violence was in the air. A knot of men and women stood in front of the barred wooden doors of the basilica. It was a close-sided building, unusual for a Conquord basilica but necessary because of the hurricanes that periodically struck the region.

The crowd surged down the stairs, pushed from behind. Kastenas watched citizens flattened against the implacable shield wall. The legionaries reacted, punching forwards hard, bloodying noses and breaking bones. A spear flew out from the back of the crowd. Kastenas cursed. It fell into the midst of the infantry.

‘Break them!’ ordered Del Aglios.

Kastenas led her company up the steps. Citizens fell back ahead of her.

‘Push, Claws, push.’

Using the butts of spears and the pommels of swords, they moved into the midst of the mob, striking down on those not fast enough to clear the way. The infantry stepped up hard with their shields, still keeping their weapons tucked away. Angry shouts turned to screams of pain and panic. The crowd’s cohesion fragmented. People turned tail and ran left. Out in the gardens, the rest of the Bear Claws were waiting for them. Legionaries lashed out, keeping the momentum in their favour. Chanting, driving.

Kastenas rode behind them, seeing them away. Among the stones that still fell, an arrow thudded into her shield. It came from the columns surrounding the doors. She moved her shield to defend her and called her company to do the same. She turned to the tall man striding in the wake of the cavalry. He wore a green-plumed helmet above a heavy-featured face, his cloak streaming out behind him as he walked.

‘Exchequer Jhered, arrows at the entrance.’

Paul Jhered nodded his understanding.

‘Levium,’ he barked. ‘Shields high. Move.’

He drew his gladius, held his shield in front of his body and led his thirty levium, elite Gatherer warriors, up the steps in the wake of the horses. Here and there, citizens lay on the ground, clutching their faces and bodies where they had been struck. He had no time or sympathy for them and stepped around or over them, not breaking his stride.

He trotted up the dozen marble steps and past the first line of columns decorating the entrance to the basilica. A group of over fifty people stood in front of the doors. The legion had cleared the mass of the crowd exactly as planned, leaving him the ringleaders too stubborn or stupid to run with those they had goaded to action.

Jhered saw spears, blades and bows. But none were armoured. Jhered and his levium had moulded breastplates, greaves and shields over their deep green tunics. Any contest would be uneven. Arrows flew. Three of them. One missed high and wide, two struck the shields of the men either side of him. Jhered moved faster, pausing no more than two yards from the tip of the nearest blade.

‘I’ll give you those because you’re scared. Any further action and I will attack you,’ he said.

‘We will not yield, Gatherer. Not even to you,’ said a man to the fore. He was tall, bearded and powerful.

‘Be assured that you will,’ said Jhered quietly.

He motioned the levium to the left to hem them in. He saw anxious faces tracking the movement and hoped this could be resolved peacefully. Further left, the cavalry and infantry had moved out of the forum. Soldiers guarded its perimeter.

‘The levy is too steep,’ said the man. ‘I cannot afford to buy seed, I have too little livestock to trade for breeding stock. You take the food from our children’s mouths and the citizens from our fields to fight for you. What tax will you collect next time? I already have nothing and no means to make more.’

Jhered stood his shield down. ‘My citizens. The levy is set and agreed by your legislature and posted at the beginning of every collection period. Your avenue of complaint about your personal contribution is via your quaestors or your magistrates. But consider first if you are paying too much for feed, for your workers or whether  perhaps you indulge too often in your luxuries. We are the Gatherers. We collect.’

‘Tax man.’ The man spat on the floor. ‘You know nothing of our struggle.’

‘I understand your concerns. But I will not react to threats. You must talk to your legislators.’ He paused to take in the whole crowd. ‘You are all law-abiding, hard-working citizens. Any man can see that. Don’t let that change. Stand aside.’

The farmer shook his head. ‘You leave us no choice.’ The group tensed for action.

Jhered nodded his head sharply. Levium to his left and right ran at them, shields battering protesters back. Jhered stepped forward very quickly. His shield struck the farmer’s sword arm, stalling his fledgling strike. His own gladius point touched the farmer’s neck. The man stared at him, undone by the speed of movement and aware of his sudden isolation.

‘One day,’ said Jhered quietly, ‘you will be glad I did not push my blade home. Who would feed your family then? The Conquord provides all that you see around you. And it takes what it must. Yield now and you will walk home from here.’

The farmer frowned and stared him in the eye. ‘You will let us go without further action?’

Jhered removed his sword. ‘I could add to your ill-feeling by seeing you in a cell for a year but what will that serve? Criminals sit in cells, honest men have no place there. I need you working for, and loyal to, the Conquord. Put up your sword, go back to your family and your farm. What is your name?’

‘Jorge Kyinta, sir.’

‘And I am Exchequer Paul Jhered. The Conquord will provide. I will come back and speak with you again. And should I find the struggle to meet your levy is genuine, I will pay it for you.’

Jhered watched the fight drain out of the big farmer. He motioned his levium aside and Kyinta led his people from the forum. Jhered smiled before turning his attention to the basilica. The doors were daubed in slogans demanding tax cuts, the end of the Conquord and the death of the Gatherers. It was not the first time.

‘Inside,’ he ordered the levium. ‘Let’s clear whoever’s in there, get my people and the chests and get out of here. I expect when we’re gone the Bear Claws will have an easier ride.’

‘Did you mean what you said, sir? About paying the farmer’s levy?’

Jhered stared at the young man. At the rank of Addos, he was fresh to the Advocate’s prestigious force.

‘You will discover, Addos Harin, that I mean everything I say.’

Jhered trotted down the steps of the basilica, handing his shield to an attendant and sheathing his sword. A man destined for greatness was walking in his direction, that destiny not merely a function of the family crest he carried.

‘Roberto!’ he called. He took off his helmet and tucked it under one arm.

The young Del Aglios waved a hand and came over. ‘A satisfactory outcome, Paul?’

‘Barely,’ said Jhered. He gestured at the rubble covering the forum. ‘I worry about these events. Too many of them to ignore.’

‘It’s an inevitable consequence of expansion.’

Jhered raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s an inevitable consequence of excessive taxation. You listen to your mother too closely, Roberto and she is starting to embarrass me. My Gatherers suffer resistance and refusal everywhere they travel. We are draining the lifeblood from the Conquord. One day we must pause for breath.’

‘She’s the Advocate.’ Roberto shrugged. ‘You know how she views the Advocacy and the future of the Conquord.’

‘It is a mantra I repeat in my sleep,’ grumbled Jhered. ‘Security and wealth through conquest and expansion. The latest revenue chests are not for improvements in the sewers and water courses, I take it?’

Roberto chuckled. ‘No, my Lord Exchequer.’ The smile was brief. ‘Much is happening back in Estorr. The revenue is only part of it. We are recruiting more legions from across the Conquord. My mother is planning on opening a front into Omari.’

Jhered gaped and felt a flash of irritation. ‘Dornos is not secure enough to seat a campaign. And she will not risk opening the front from Gosland, will she? Not with the Tsardon border so difficult.’ Jhered paused and frowned. ‘Are you being groomed for command of this venture?’

Roberto shook his head. ‘No, indeed not, though you are closer than you realise. This was my last action for the Bear Claws. And the last action for the 2nd legion in the north.’

A thrill warmed Jhered’s heart. ‘You are being given your own command.’

‘Two legions, two alae. From raw recruit to trained legion. I won’t see action for two years at least, but still.’

Jhered could see the delight and he gripped Roberto’s shoulder hard. ‘Congratulations. If I may say, it’s about time.’

‘Thank you. I’m sure my mother will be happy not to have to hear you go on about it any more. I am indebted to your support.’

‘I wouldn’t have spoken up if I didn’t believe you capable. General. ’ Both men laughed. ‘Sounds good, doesn’t it? We’ll drink to it tonight. She has plans for you, I am sure.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Roberto. ‘She certainly does. It’s the big one. She plans to open a triple front in Tsard in four years.’

Jhered stopped, stunned. He grabbed Roberto’s arm and moved him to a quieter spot, away from prying eyes and cocked ears. Jhered felt his heart thumping and knew he had to speak.

‘She must not do this,’ he hissed. ‘This is foolhardy. Gosland might be a jewel of Conquord stability but Atreska is too new. There will be civil war there, I stake my life upon it. Four years is too short a time. We do not have the strength to take on the kingdom for a decade at least. She will rip the heart from the citizenry. Roberto . . . you know I am right.’

‘Then you must speak to her yourself, Paul,’ said Del Aglios sharply. ‘I have only so much influence over my mother and you are too often in the field. She will listen to you like no one else.’

Jhered blew out his cheeks and shook his head. ‘Tsard. She thinks us greater than we are. She might as well attack Sirrane . . .’ He paused, feeling suddenly hot. ‘God-embrace-us-all. Sirrane will not stand silent if we go to war in Omari and Tsard simultaneously. She has diplomats speaking to them already, I trust?’

‘Marshal Defender Vasselis is leading the team,’ confirmed Roberto.

‘Good,’ said Jhered. ‘At least we have the best chance of success. We cannot afford to lose the little we have gained from them.’

‘I know,’ said Roberto. ‘Talk to my mother. There are other territories more vulnerable, smaller, that we should tackle first.’

‘I will, young Del Aglios, I will. As soon as I can.’

Jhered turned to check on his levium at the basilica, feeling the sands already running short.




Chapter 3

838th cycle of God, 40th day of Dusasrise 5th year of the true Ascendancy

A thick layer of frost carpeted the garden path of the Solastro Palace. An inappropriate name since the season of harvest and sun had given way to the freezing depths of a particularly bitter dusas. Built on the tripartite border between the countries of Estorea, Phaskar and Neratharn, the palace was the seat of the Conquord outside Estorr and a symbol of its scale and strength.

Herine Del Aglios, Advocate of the Estorean Conquord, walked as easily as she dared across the treacherous ground. Beside her, Paul Jhered and Arvan Vasselis were welcome support. And where her fur trimmed knee-highs slithered, their heavy metal-shod boots rendered the frost to crumbs. All three were wrapped in heavy woollen cloaks of Conquord green, edged with the white and gold fur of Tundarran mountain lions.

Above, the sky was slate grey and coming on to snow. It would be a heavy and prolonged fall. Herine shivered. The short walk back to the palace cloisters from the Prima Chamber in the dark of evening would be singularly unpleasant. Jhered seemed to be entertained by her discomfort. She looked up into his looming features. His ice-blue eyes sparkled with ill-suppressed humour. There was frost in the hairs of his prominent nose and thick eyebrows.

‘You are about to tell me that back in Tundarra you would still be wearing sleeveless shirts beneath your togas,’ she said, gripping his arm tight with her mittened hand.

Jhered laughed. ‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘Just comment on the fragility of the average Estorean constitution. Or Caraducian, for that matter.’

On her other side, Vasselis snorted. ‘I’d survive bare-chested in the  ice longer than you, Jhered. The south of my country is as bleak as any mountain top in yours when dusas calls.’

‘Listen to you two,’ said Herine, shaking her head. ‘Posturing like schoolboys. Don’t do that inside the Prima. I don’t need your appointments questioned along with everything else.’

‘You will listen to them, won’t you, Herine?’ said Jhered. ‘Their pleas for caution and time are not mere bleatings.’

Herine blew twin clouds from her nostrils. ‘Yes, and like the sheep in the fields we hear them every day and the sound never changes.’ She relented. ‘But yes, I will listen and of course I will do what I can. But I will not change my plans. The Conquord’s future must be secured.’

‘It is what we all desire,’ said Vasselis. ‘Well, almost all of us.’

Another chuckle from Jhered. ‘Do I detect a barb aimed at our esteemed Order Chancellor?’

‘You really shouldn’t keep on upsetting her, you know, Arvan,’ said Herine, feeling the warmth of mischief within her.

Vasselis sighed. ‘With all due respect to your position as figurehead of the Order of Omniscience, my Advocate, Chancellor Koroyan is a sharp pain where I sit. And for you too, I have no doubt. Her desire for powers separate from the laws of state worries me. And we all know what her beloved Armour of God are capable of when our backs are turned.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Jhered. ‘I had heard she’d been worrying about certain parts of Caraduk again. What heresy is it she thinks you are hiding from her?’

‘I only wish I knew,’ said Vasselis, missing the humour in Jhered’s question. ‘She has her Readers and Speakers over me like a bad nettle rash. They ask questions about ancient history while they should be tending to those many citizens who need the guidance of their ministry. I do not like her constant suspicion.’

‘Oh, Arvan, stop being so stuffy. You are so exemplary in heading her off,’ said Herine smiling up at him and seeing his face relax a little. ‘And since you have nothing to hide, and my unswerving backing, please don’t deny us our entertainment by making me stop her. She goes such a wonderful colour when she is embarrassed by her own actions in public.’

Advocacy guards on the steps of the Prima Chamber snapped to attention. The three of them climbed the swept marble steps to the  colonnaded entrance and walked through the entrance hall in which stood busts of every Advocate since the First Cycle of God and the establishment of the Estorean Conquord.

It was a bright hall, lit by enormous vaulted windows along both sides and warmed by huge fires in six grates. Nonetheless, Herine found it depressing rather than glorious.

‘Don’t let me end up here too soon,’ she muttered.

Aides swarmed around them, taking cloaks, furs, gloves and hats and straightening their togas. They paused and sat to change into more formal sandals and each of them attended to their hair while mirrors were held in front of them.

‘Would you like me to enter ahead of you?’ asked Vasselis.

Herine shrugged. ‘It really doesn’t matter. The assembly believes I favour Caraduk, whatever you and I do. Come on. But let’s not make a song and dance. Just keep on talking to me.’

Ahead of them, the doors to the Prima Chamber stood closed. They towered forty feet to the vaulted ceiling, their white-painted wooden panels carved with the crest of the Estorean Conquord. The doors were pulled open on their approach, giving them their first view of the chamber. Modelled on the senate building in Estorr, four stepped marble benches ran down its length, left and right of a carpeted path that led to the Advocate’s seat. Behind her seat were six of her senior advisers, waiting with every scrap of information she might need and to record every word spoken. The chamber itself was beautifully warm from the hypocaust running beneath it. The bright painted walls and ranks of delegates in white and green togas made it feel as comfortable as a solastro afternoon.

There were upwards of three hundred delegates in the chamber awaiting the Advocate’s arrival. Marshal Defenders of each territory were present, along with their delegations of aediles and propraetors. Further up the chamber, the Chancellor of the Order of Omniscience, Felice Koroyan, sat on the left with her inner circle of four High Speakers. On the right, the praetors and consuls of the Conquord were arranged in order of seniority. Jhered’s twelve-strong Gatherer council was on the bottom bench below them.

Ranks of faces turned towards her. Herine Del Aglios strode along the deep green carpet with her head high, nodding left and right at the assembly. Once a year, they met like this, the leaders of the territories all in one place to set the agenda for the next cycle to be  administered centrally from Estorr. And every year, the agenda was much the same. Herine suppressed a smile at the thought of sheep bleating.

Every voice had stilled by the time she reached her seat and sat down to look back at the assembly. Jhered and Vasselis took their places and she noted the envious looks cast by more than a few in their direction. Honour and service meant favour. So it had always been.

‘My friends, welcome,’ she said, her voice carrying clear across the chamber. ‘It is a cold day outside but the glory of the Conquord warms us in here. And I would take such warmth beyond the Conquord’s present borders.’ She waited while the rumble of conversation died. ‘First, I will hear reports from you all concerning the state of your armies and navies, both standing and marching. I will then outline any increases necessary in those forces and finally will take questions before we get on to mundane matters of administration.

‘Marshal Defender Katrin Mardov, please, the state of the Gesternan armed forces. The floor is yours.’

Herine leaned back and watched Katrin rise. A great woman. She settled in her cushions and prepared to listen.

 



Hesther Naravny blew on her hands and rested them on the tree trunk. The orchard’s owner, Lucius Endrade, stood nearby, wrapped in furs against the wind that howled across the open plateau from the sea.

‘I wish you’d told me sooner,’ said Hesther.

‘I didn’t think it serious,’ he said. ‘Just frost burn.’

Hesther turned and looked around the orange and lemon grove. Every single tree was encased in a lumber box tied with burlap against the onset of the short chill season Westfallen always experienced around this time of the year. Three of them had been partially unboxed for Hesther to examine. Lucius said that thirty more were afflicted. All in the same area of the orchard.

‘It was never likely to be that, was it?’ she said rather tartly.

Snow began to fall and her mood cooled with every flake. She glanced at the young Ascendants grouped near her. She had brought them up here at the insistence of Ardol Kessian, who had thought it a good opportunity to see if any of them evidenced Land Warden  abilities. All she wanted right now was to load them back on the cart and get them back to the villa. They’d begun by running around screeching and throwing snowballs but the cold had got into them quickly. Now, the four of them stood in a huddle, with hands in gloves and bodies covered in scarves, fur-lined leather coats and woollen hats. Blue noses protruded.

‘So what is it?’ asked Lucius. He had been a Land Warden himself in his early years, much to the delight of his father. The ability had gone before he was eight.

‘In a moment.’ She smiled at the Ascendants. They were getting on for five years old now and their core abilities were developing well. No sign of a crossover yet, though. ‘Gorian, you’re the most likely. Want to try?’

Gorian beamed at her, dropped a sneering look to his companions that Hesther didn’t much like and walked over.

‘It doesn’t make you better than them,’ said Hesther. ‘But this is more like when you put your hands on a sick animal. Do you understand?’

Gorian nodded.

‘Good. So I don’t want to see that look again, do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ said Gorian, almost inaudibly.

It would have to do. ‘All right. Now, put your hands on the tree trunk. You’ll have to take your gloves off. Here, I’ll hold them for you. Don’t drop them in the snow. Tell me what you feel.’

‘It’s cold and rough, Hesther,’ said Gorian.

There was a snorted giggle from behind. Gorian looked round.

‘Shush, Ossacer or you’ll be next.’

‘He can’t do it if I can’t,’ said Gorian.

Hesther raised her eyebrows. ‘He might, you know. He is a Pain Teller and if he can sense where people hurt he might be able to find where the trees are hurt.’

‘He can’t.’ Gorian was dismissive.

Hesther frowned. ‘Concentrate. Try and feel below the bark. Like you would if a dog was hurt and you wanted to find out where so the surgeon could help it.’

Gorian was silent for a moment. His little hands, white with the cold, searched the bark. She saw him squeeze his eyes shut as they had been taught, to help their concentration. She smiled, love for her sister’s child warming her. He, like all of them, was exhibiting a great  deal of early promise. And even at such tender years, they understood so much. There was something special about them, everyone could feel it. How special was yet to be determined.

Eventually, Gorian turned back to her and took his hands from the bark. ‘It must be dead. I can’t feel it inside.’

Hesther kissed him on top of the head and handed him his gloves. ‘Never mind, darling. But it’s not dead, just sick.’

‘It’s dead,’ Gorian was quite adamant.

Hesther stroked his cheek to turn his face to hers and knelt in front of him. ‘You tried your hardest and that’s all anyone can ask of you. Next time, I’m sure you’ll feel what I feel.’ He stared at her, furious. ‘Don’t be angry. It’s all right. You did nothing wrong.’

She stood and looked at the other Ascendants. She could feel Gorian’s anger and it made her decision for her. ‘All right. It’s too cold up here. Get yourselves back to the cart and we’ll join you in a moment. Go on, Gorian. Find the mule an apple in the sack, why don’t you?’

He brightened and trotted off towards the cart. The others went quickly in his wake, no doubt to argue about who would feed the animal and be first to burrow beneath the blankets for some warmth.

‘Right,’ she said and put her own frozen hands on the tree to make sure of her diagnosis.

It was never good to feel a sick plant or tree. She felt nausea through her own body but she had learned to accept it over the years. A healthy trunk would imbue her with a vibrancy. This one, though, was dull and the bleakness of its energy was shocking. Up in the branches there was still health but it was being poisoned from deep inside. She’d seen it before once or twice. She took her hands away and slid on her gloves gratefully. Lucius looked at her.

‘Hopefully we aren’t too late though the problem is embedded deep in this one. The soil must be too acidic in this area. You have to balance it out. Today.’

‘You’re sure? It’s not a fungal infection?’ He gestured at the bole of the tree where a cluster of tenacious mushrooms had managed to grow inside the box.

‘That’s why you brought me up here. It’s acid, not fungus. Trust me.’

‘You know I do,’ said Lucius.

‘You’ll save them,’ she said. ‘And even if you don’t, you need to balance the soil to stop it leaching elsewhere.’

Lucius made to reply but a loud and angry child’s voice cut across the orchard. Hesther raised her eyebrows.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Time to go before the children freeze to death.’

Hesther hurried back towards the cart. All the Ascendants were gathered near the mule’s head. The animal looked on mournfully while they argued. But it wasn’t about the apple. She heard snatches of accusation and taunt. Quite without warning, Gorian’s hand, ungloved, whipped out. She heard the slap like a whip crack in the crisp air. Ossacer screamed and fell to the ground.

‘Gorian!’ she bellowed. ‘Come here.’

‘But—’

‘Right now!’

He dragged himself over reluctantly, she speeding her pace to meet him. She grabbed the errant hand.

‘He said I couldn’t ever do it,’ said Gorian, almost beside himself with infantile rage.

‘Do what, exactly?’

‘Feel the tree.’

‘And what had you said to him already?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, exasperated and irritable with cold. ‘He never starts it, does he? Now you listen to me, Gorian. You never, never hit your brothers or sister. You never, never hit anyone. And if I ever see or hear of you hitting someone again, I will stop you learning.’

He tried to retreat, his eyes suddenly frightened, his face crumbling towards tears. She held his hand firm.

‘Do you understand me?’ He nodded, his eyes welling up. ‘Then learn to behave yourself. Now go and say sorry to Ossacer and get on the cart. I don’t want to hear you until we get back to the villa.’

She let him go and stood, sighing.

‘Little boy temper,’ said Lucius. ‘He’s just cold.’

Hesther shook her head. ‘I’m sure you’re right.’

 



Herine had to keep her expression deliberately neutral and her body outwardly relaxed. From either side of the Prima Chamber, shouts  were exchanged and papers waved. Men and women stood to point and accuse. Their ire was directed at Marshal Defender Thomal Yuran of Atreska. The Conquord’s latest member was already a controversial figure with his country simmering on the edge of civil strife. And Herine’s announcement of planning for future campaigns had brought him angrily to his feet.

She waited and watched while he shouted back at his abusers or looked to her for an order for silence. Something he should already have learned she would not give. It was his words that had provoked this brief outrage and it was he who was riding the tiger. Eventually, the din subsided enough for Herine to raise a languid hand. All bar Yuran took their seats. He stood proud, his large brown eyes blazing from beneath his greying hair. He looked uncomfortable in a formal toga, clothing not indigenous to Atreska.

‘Marshal Yuran, it was lax of me not to welcome you officially to the Prima Chamber of the Estorean Conquord. My apologies. Welcome.’

Ironic cheers and applause. The atmosphere relaxed and a brief smile crossed the Marshal’s face. Next to him, his Estorean consul spoke some encouraging words.

‘Thank you, my Advocate,’ he said.

‘It was also perhaps lax of me not to brief you earlier of our intentions although I must say that the same information has not brought my esteemed Marshals of Gestern and Gosland to their feet in protest.’

‘With all due respect, my Advocate, the positions of Gestern and Gosland are not as ours. We have just gained accession to the Conquord, following a bitter campaign against it. A campaign in which legions from all our former neighbours were sent against us. There are those in my country whose memories will be long and whose loyalty will be hard to gain.’

He paused as another ripple of chatter ran around the chamber.

‘My honoured members of the Prima Chamber,’ he continued. ‘I apologise for the nature of my earlier outburst but not for its subject. Atreska and its citizens are only just beginning to accept the sight of the Conquord crest and its legions in every corner of their once independent kingdom. They are only just accepting me as a Marshal Defender of the Conquord in place of their king. Many are still loyal to him and would have gladly followed him into death.

‘Our internal problems are unique in Conquord history. And putting aside my personal view on the sense of an invasion of Tsard, you must understand Atreska’s close links to that kingdom.’

‘Actually,’ said Herine. ‘I would be very much interested in your views on the invasion. From Exchequer Jhered’s and Marshal Vasselis’s words, it would seem you are not alone in your objections. Please, since you are on your feet, speak.’

Yuran bowed. ‘Thank you, my Advocate.’ He drew himself up a little taller and embraced the chamber with an open-armed gesture. ‘Honoured delegates, there are none here with more knowledge of the Tsardon mind than myself. Tsardon warriors and the steppe cavalry fought with us against the Conquord. We share beliefs, faiths, familial histories and trade. We are friends. And they are naturally desperately concerned at the expansion of the Conquord to encompass Atreska.

‘You are all aware of the constant strife along the Gosland border and it will inevitably filter south to ours. Currently, our assurances of peace and continued trade are accepted but when word reaches them of the recruiting and movement of Conquord forces then we will become the enemy. The border forts being erected are creating suspicion and limiting trade in their wake. It feeds tension in my country and affects our profits though not, I notice, our levy demands.

‘The Kingdom of Tsard is huge and sprawling and shares borders with Kark and Sirrane, just as the Conquord does. But every empire has a finite size. They know they have reached theirs. I believe we have reached ours. Invading Tsard, or even threatening invasion would prove disastrous. The country is too big, the people too numerous and the terrain too difficult. They are proud and they are fierce and we in Atreska will be the first to fall victim. Because there is nothing more they hate than a friend who they feel has turned against them.

‘Please, listen to me. Be satisfied. If you must expand, do so north where the primitive countries would benefit from the rule of the Conquord. Tsard will not, and neither will we prosper by attacking the kingdom. Indeed, developing trade with them is an infinitely more profitable way forward. I need help from you to stabilise my country. I do not need an invasion force marching across my land to a campaign that will inevitably end in defeat.’

The volume of comment had been growing steadily through his speech and as he sat the hoots of derision and the claims of his dishonour of Conquord strength grew to a clamorous level.

‘Enough!’ Herine stood. Silence fell quickly. ‘I will not sit while you bandy insults. Take it outside into the snow. There is not complete accord about the Advocacy plans to invade Tsard as there is for our campaign into Omari. You have heard the arguments. I am the Advocate of this Conquord. I speak for you but I do not dictate to you. We will vote as the law allows when a clear split is evident.’ She waved one of her propraetors forward to conduct the vote and sat down.

There was a curious, almost childish excitement that accompanied a free vote. That hint of risk that the will of the Advocacy would not be carried. It was rare but not unheard of to experience defeat, though rarely over matters of expansion. Herine felt the vote would be close yet carry in her favour.

But the shows of hands and the quiet in the chamber turned her confidence to ash. She shifted in her seat and regarded the propraetor closely as the hands were shown again and recounted. She was presented with the results and her heart began to beat hard in her chest. Gosland, Atreska, Dornos, Gestern. All had come out against her. But so had Tundarra and Phaskar. She had to be grateful that Marshal Vasselis had eventually sided with her and brought his Caraduk delegation with him. It had saved her from embarrassment but had given her no certainty. And now she would have to rely on that most capricious of minds.

‘We are split,’ she said to a flurry of voices. ‘Under God the Omniscient we are split. The majority in favour of Tsardon expansion is too small on which to proceed. And so as the law allows, there will be a decision made under God by those appointed by me to divine the word and rule of God. Felice, the floor is yours.’

She gestured at Chancellor Felice Koroyan, who rose gracefully to her feet. The Order did not vote on matters of state, holding an advisory brief until a split occurred. It was a position the Senate had always respected.

‘My Advocate, I am surprised at the equality of this vote and really have no decision to make. The Order spreads through education of its wisdom throughout the Conquord and beyond. But it spreads more quickly through conquest. We do not demand others follow  our faith—’ Vasselis coughed loudly ‘—we do not demand that others follow our faith blindly but merely seek the opportunity to open the eyes of all peoples to the glory and mercy of the Omniscient god. The quickest way to ensure stability in Atreska is to accelerate the spread of the Omniscient through a people clinging on to allegiances with Tsardon faiths that are little more than false idol worship.

‘And the quickest way to break them from their Tsardon past is to make Tsard a member of the Conquord and bring them all under the embrace of God. Expansion is not just a desire of the Conquord. Surely it is our duty. We move in favour of the Advocacy.’

As the cheers and boos rose to a crescendo, Herine saw Yuran place his head in his hands. He would see the path soon enough. She turned to nod her thanks to Chancellor Koroyan, expecting to see her waiting for this acknowledgement. She was not. Instead she was glaring with undisguised disgust at Marshal Defender Vasselis.

Herine shook her head. One day. One day, when she could pause for breath, she resolved to find out what on God’s earth was going on. Until then, she had new armies to build and a war to plan.

And Tsard would be a most challenging enemy.




Chapter 4

842nd cycle of God, 10th day of Solasrise 9th year of the true Ascendancy

Master Dina Kell’s cavalry company were riding hard through sparse woodland to the eastern end of the valley while Pavel Nunan led three hundred of the 2nd legion light infantry at a dead run to the nearer west end. Triarii were moving to scale the steep southern slope to block off any agile escapees.

Atreskan rebels were attacking a small fort just ten miles from the Tsardon border. The fort was a messenger post, security barracks and dormitory for the road gangs building the Conquord highway to the border. It was also isolated, tucked into the head of a densely wooded valley. The 2nd legion, the Bear Claws of Estorr, had been marching to join the muster, prior to the launch of the Tsardon campaign the following genasrise. There they were to secure the borders, train for the campaign and oversee the building of the army’s artillery through the cold dusas season. Around them, the army would build to its initial fighting strength of almost thirty thousand.

General Gesteris had warned them all about the rise in rebel activity in this region as civil war spread through Atreska. The legions themselves were hardly vulnerable but their supply lines were. And when they had seen the smoke rise from two miles away, the General had given vent to his fury. His decisions had been made without hesitation.

‘These are not citizens loyal to the Conquord.’ Nunan reminded them as they ran. ‘These are traitors to Estorea and to God. Their smiles are false, their words are traps. They will cower when they see us, and it is right they should be afraid. We are the Bear Claws. And we will crush them.’

Nunan breasted the wide valley mouth. Woodland hemmed them in on both sides as they descended the sharp gradient. His leading hundred had bows, his remaining two hundred, javelins. Each had a gladius and a light round shield in addition to their scale armour. Ahead, the valley floor was wide and rock-strewn. At the bottom, the river rose from its underground course and it was along this river that the road was being built. The fort lay a mile away towards the valley’s eastern end, on a natural plateau. It was burning, the black smoke spiralling high into a cloudy sky.

Down by the fort, he could see a mass of people moving. Hundreds. On the apron that ran down to the road, bodies littered the ground. Here and there, pockets of Conquord troops fought in the burning buildings, but they wouldn’t last long. Wagons and materials lay scattered across the valley. The river was stained red and carried the bodies of men, oxen and horses. This had been a devastating attack by a large rebel force.

‘Advance!’ yelled Nunan.

He ran down the road, hoping he had timed it right for Kell and her cavalry to pen them in from the other end of the valley. Before too long, the thunder of his infantry at his heels was heard, the flash of their armour in the sunlight seen. Shouts echoed up into the sky. Soldiers, archers and riders gathered back on the road, streaming away from their attacks on the fort.

A rugged fighting line emerged from the smoke and dust. Riders formed up against Nunan’s left flank. At a rough estimate, he faced around four hundred. Not ideal odds but around him were battle-hardened citizens. Ahead of him were disorganised irregulars, tired at the end of a long, hard action they had thought won. But the Conquord would prevail.

‘Fighting spread,’ called Nunan as they closed to a quarter of a mile. ‘Archers, target the riders.’

His orders were relayed across the infantry. Soon, the archers had overtaken him and were working up to slightly higher ground. Around him, his infantry formed a running line over thirty yards wide, spanning the road and the rough ground either side. At two hundred yards he saw enemy archers preparing to stretch their bows. At a hundred and fifty, a little too early, they began to fire. At a hundred, the enemy riders moved to their attack.

‘Keep pace.’

Nunan held his shield in front of his face and hefted a javelin in his hand. Arrows whipped by overhead. He heard them thump into wood and flesh. To his left, the enemy cavalry were riding hard. His archers stopped. They fired. The volley crossed the gap and fell among the enemy horsemen. Man and beast fell in their midst but they did not break. Another volley fell. And another. The charge faltered and reformed. On they came again, closing.

Nunan was forty yards from the standing line of rebels. He saw stolen Conquord armour, Atreskan crests and a mess of weapons and helmets. He saw fear in their eyes.

‘Javelins.’

Nunan opened his stance and threw. Short spears thronged the air. In front of him, shields moved above heads. The missiles fell, bouncing, piercing, the sound like hail on an iron roof. Men and women screamed. Arrows flew in reply. Nunan closed his shield, a shaft thumping hard into the Conquord crest in front of him. The tip came through, grazing his forearm. He took his second javelin from behind his shield.

‘Javelins.’

Again the short powerful weapons crashed into the enemy ranks. And this time, the 2nd legion crashed in right after them. The noise was extraordinary, the pressure suddenly immense. Nunan leaned all his weight into his shield and ran straight through his first man, trampling his body. The protruding shaft snapped away. Left and right, his infantry were with him, roaring the Conquord on.

Slowed now, he found himself deep in the heart of the enemy ranks. He battered his shield ahead and left, feeling it slap against his enemy’s. In front, an open flank. He buried his gladius in it to the hilt and kicked out at the falling body even as he dragged his shield back to the guard. He stood for a heartbeat. Right, he lost a man to a downward strike that drove hard into the citizen’s neck. It was the rebel’s last blow. Nunan’s blade struck over his shield and took the defenceless man through the throat.

‘Claws, drive on!’

His cry was taken up along the short line. He heard the neigh of horses and the stamp of hooves. There was another surge of noise and the multiple thud of sword on shield. Nunan glanced left. The remnants of the rebel cavalry had hit the side of the Conquord line.  Infantry was streaming in from the back to attack. Archers were charging down the slope, bows discarded, blades ready.

A sword came at him, high and carving down. He took the blow on his shield. The impact sent pins and needles along his arm. He stepped back a pace. Nunan wasn’t a small man but the rebel was huge. His blade was an ancient longsword held in two hands. He was crisscrossed with scars, heavily bearded and wore a rusting hauberk, broken in a dozen places. Others clustered around him.

‘To me,’ ordered Nunan.

The man struck again. He was quick. It was a battering blow on to the top of his shield, trying to drive his guard down. Nunan had to trust he’d been heard. That second blow had badly jolted his shoulder. The rebel raised his sword over his head a third time. Nunan thrust his shield forward hard and fast, catching the man in his chest. He hardly moved but had no room to strike down, sweeping his sword around instead to block Nunan’s blade, stabbing through waist-high.

He was a careless fighter and his blade gouged a rent in another rebel’s side but his power kept it moving fast enough to stop his enemy. Nunan angled his gladius to deflect and jabbed his shield in again. Higher this time, bloodying the rebel’s nose. The man stepped back, winding his sword up behind him, missing another rebel by a breath. Nunan brought gladius and shield together, catching the blade and forcing it down and left.

Nunan stepped up, cracking his shield into the rebel’s ribs, keeping him off balance. The man leant briefly on his sword to avoid stumbling. Nunan saw the gap and punched his gladius up under the man’s ribcage and into his heart. The rebel gasped and swayed backward, a tree falling on saplings.

‘Come on!’ roared Nunan. A horn blared across the valley. Kell. Right on time. ‘Push, Bear Claws, push.’

Nunan drove on, heedless of the pain in his shoulder and the numbness spreading down his arm. In a few blows he could barely lift his shield but the infantry around him kept him safe. The rebels were wavering. Already he could hear the shouts of alarm, and through the tangle of limb and steel he could see a few breaking away from the back.

The chaos slowly resolved. Captains dragged their citizens into line and the shield wall formed. Men stepped in front of him and pushed  him gently back. The 2nd legion closed ranks and moved relentlessly forward in close formation, opening their shields to stab out, closing again to punch ahead. The survivors among the rebel horsemen had already put heel to flank and were racing away behind him. His archers returned to their bows and the thunder of Kell’s cavalry was loud in his ears. He looked over the heads of his people.

‘Hold!’ he bellowed.

They stopped. The rebels paused, uncertain and trapped, hoping for the chance to surrender. But for them there would be no mercy. His infantry paced backwards in perfect order. He heard Dina Kell’s voice loud and a hundred lances were levelled. Realisation ran through the remaining rebels like disease. They panicked. Ahead an implacable shield formation. Behind, galloping cavalry.

Nunan spat on the ground and turned away, finding he had no desire to look.

 



Praetor Lena Gorsal wiped her hands down her tunic and walked to the open west face of the basilica. It was a glorious day in Gull’s Ford, a small Atreskan town a hundred miles west of the Tsardon border. The air was filled with endeavour. Tucked away from the new highway being built to the south, it was sometimes difficult to believe that her country of Atreska had descended into civil conflict or that the Conquord was mustering for war. They had healthy trade from east and west and found the whole idea of a new campaign simply bad for business.

Neither she nor any citizen in Gull’s Ford wanted any part in it. Whoever held sway in Haroq City was of complete indifference to most of them, people who had not even seen the realities of battle during Atreska’s fall to the Conquord five years back. They had welcomed the Reader of the Order of Omniscience easily enough and for his part he had proved a sound counsellor and a fine teacher. Many had converted. Those that didn’t found their differences respected.

The calls that had brought her to the forum had an edge of urgency. There were riders, about twenty of them at first count. Tsardon from the Tarit Plain, where the steppe cavalry kept up a strong presence in the face of the Conquord’s fortifications along the Atreskan and Goslander borders. They all dismounted at her approach and she smiled as she recognised their leader.

‘Sentor Rensaark,’ she said in an Atreskan dialect they both spoke fluently. ‘It’s a long way for a ride on a hot solas day.’

‘We are camping not far from here,’ said the sentor, a gruff man with cold eyes.

He and all his men were garbed in light wools. Scale armour was bound to their saddles. Swords were strapped to their sides.

‘Trading?’ she asked.

Rensaark shook his head. ‘Speaking,’ he said.

‘I understood the border to be closed to those not trading,’ she said. ‘How did you get past?’

‘A little money can make men blind,’ he said.

‘So speak,’ she said. ‘May I offer you a drink? Or at least shelter from the heat for your men and horses while we talk.’

‘Thank you. Very gracious.’

‘It is the only way to treat friends,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said the sentor stiffly.

They moved back into the relative cool of the basilica. Gorsal showed him to her office and had watered wine brought in, along with oranges and rare beef. Rensaark was uncomfortable. He licked his lips often and a frown was stamped on his face as if he was remembering something unpleasant. Gorsal didn’t know what to expect but found herself a little nervous as she invited him to say what he had come to say.

‘These are difficult times,’ said Rensaark. ‘We have seen old allies turn against us and the Conquord reach out its fist to swat others. But even in the midst of conquest, Atreska has remained our friend. Marshal Yuran is a great man, keen to maintain his allegiance with our king but his eye is drawn by the promise of Conquord riches.’

‘There are many in Atreska who share his view but take more direct action than mere verbal protest,’ said Gorsal.

‘I know. And we are grateful. For five years we have hoped for rebellion. We have helped where we can but have had to look to our own security and armies. Gosland is like a stranger to us now. Their rulers may as well have been born in togas, sitting on columns, so lost are they to the Conquord. But Atreska, we thought, was not. Now we are not so sure.’

‘The civil war still thrives,’ said Gorsal. ‘We do not want war with Tsard. We’ve had peace for too long.’

Rensaark nodded. ‘But you do not wish to dismiss the Conquord either.’

‘Trade is good,’ admitted Gorsal.

‘The time has come to make a choice.’ Rensaark’s tone was as cold as his eyes. ‘Estorea is building armies along the Gosland and Atreskan borders, the like of which they have never assembled before. Their best generals are in command. Their finest legions lead the muster. Not thirty miles from here, the Bear Claws have slaughtered true Atreskans who got in their way. You cannot have failed to see the smoke on your horizon. In the face of their own faith they are burning the bodies of those who oppose them.

‘They are coming to war with Tsard, and Atreska must chose its allegiance and its loyalty. There can be no split. Not any more.’

Gorsal swallowed, feeling prickly with anxiety. ‘What do you mean? We deny you nothing. We are your friends and always will be. But Haroq City is where our rulers make their laws. I am a loyal Atreskan. I will abide by them.’

‘It is a respectful position and one I understand,’ said Rensaark. He rose. ‘It is in friendship that I give you this warning, praetor. The moment any Conquord soldier places his foot on our soil, we are at war. And that war will include Atreska. None of you will be safe, despite their promises. All will suffer in this pointless conflict. And I will do what I am ordered.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Gorsal.

Rensaark was at the door. ‘It is not too late. Atreska must rise up against the folly marching across its lands. You must turn from the Conquord. They have not the strength to beat us. Stop them from trying. We cannot talk to Yuran; we cannot gain access to him. You can. You are his subjects and he must hear you. Please, Lena, make him see. Before war makes evil out of us all.’

Gorsal stared at the door for an age after he was gone, trying to calm her heart and the shaking in her hands.

 



Ardol Kessian sat on a grassy slope with Arducius, the vista of Westfallen laid out below them. It was impossible to feel old on a day like today. Golden corn swaying in a light sea-breeze. The orchards packed with ripe citrus and rich colour. The herds of sheep and cattle grazing contentedly or pigs slumbering in the shade. And the vibrant sounds of children’s laughter mingled with the distant  wash of waves on the shore, the clank of hammer on steel and nail, the sawing of blade on wood.

The young Ascendant was sitting with Kessian under a parasol which shielded them from the worst of the sun’s blanket heat. A pitcher of water was at their feet and a half-eaten plate of fruit lay between them. School was over for the day, but for the Ascendants learning was not.

‘What do you feel when you test the sky, Arducius?’ asked Kessian.

Arducius was a supreme Wind Harker already and not yet nine. Almost as accurate as Kessian himself, he had shown the aptitude from a very early age. Kessian would always remember the first moments fondly. Arducius had not known how to communicate what he felt in the weather and the climate as it modulated around him. It caused him to react in absurdly practical ways. Walking out in his rain leathers on a hot solas day. That was before he worked out the difference in time between his sensing of a weather front and its arrival. Kessian chuckled.

‘What’s funny?’ asked Arducius.

‘I was just thinking about you strolling the streets, sweating in your leather cape and staring at the sky, wondering why it was blue.’

Arducius laughed too, a peal that made heads rise to see. ‘They used to say to me, “rain tomorrow, is it?” ’

‘And you’d get angry and claim it would be today. At five you could look so furious.’

‘And you all laughed at me,’ said Arducius.

Kessian ruffled his hair. ‘Still, they don’t laugh now, do they?’

‘No,’ agreed Arducius. ‘Most of them look at me, at all of us, like they are expecting something.’

‘Well, they are. We all are.’

And there it was. Eight years old and brilliant in their individual talents. But of the rest . . . the multiple abilities, the elemental manipulation. Not a sign. The Echelon had studied and dissected every one of the elder Gorian’s writings, looking for cracks in his theories. They could find none. But the weight was growing in his mind that they were just theories. No concrete evidence existed anywhere.

The questions were beginning to be asked. Whether these four of the ninth strand of the Ascendancy were really the first. Whether the waiting was set to go on. Every day, Kessian prayed to be allowed to  live to see it happen and every day he could feel God tugging him harder towards a return to the earth. He had no belief that the recent births into the potential tenth strand would amount to anything. Others were carrying children now. He would not live to see any of them grow to maturity. He was one hundred and forty now and he felt it with every creak of his bones and every missed beat of his heart.

‘Are you all right, Father Kessian?’ asked Arducius.

Kessian forced a smile. ‘Yes, of course. Now, back to your lesson. What do you feel? Tell me.’

‘I feel the wind as if it is passing through my head and body,’ said Arducius. ‘I can smell a drop of rain that has fallen three hundred miles away, carried here on the breeze. I can feel high into the air to see when the temperature will fall or rise. I can feel the thickness of cloud and tell you how much rain will fall from it. I can look at the surface of the sea and know a storm is coming.’ Arducius shrugged. ‘Like always. Just like you.’

There was a note of despondency in Arducius’s voice and Kessian couldn’t blame him. The weight of expectation was growing on their young shoulders. And it would be nothing when compared to the wave of disappointment that would sweep over them if they did not meet those expectations.

‘I’m sorry, Arducius,’ said Kessian.

‘What for?’

‘That this has proved to be your fate.’

Arducius frowned. ‘Yes but loads of us in Westfallen have had abilities.’

‘But none so well attuned from such an early age. And none on whom have been pinned such hopes.’ Kessian sighed. ‘It was unfair of us to expect and assume. Though of course, there is still time. Much time.’

Arducius stared at him, his expression revealing his uncertainty before he spoke. ‘But we are better than all the others at our age. Even you, right?’

Kessian nodded. ‘Oh yes, yes, you are.’

A child will always give you hope and Kessian clung gratefully to this tendril. Down below them, Gorian was sitting with Gwythen Terol, two Herd Masters together. Gorian was learning the biology of a cow in minute detail. As ever, the animal calmed when he  approached. And like always with him, and only him, the rest of the herd were gathered like an audience, chewing and staring. The animals knew.

But what did they know and why on God’s earth was it that he couldn’t make his charges take the next step? It had to be soon. It had to be.




Chapter 5

843rd cycle of God, 35th day of Solasrise 10th year of the true Ascendancy

The pall of smoke was thickening over Gull’s Ford. Flames from two dozen fires intensified the heat of the day. A heat haze shimmered across the south of the town and through it more raiders were riding in hard, their figures silhouetted against burning crops.

In the centre of the main street, the garrison commander was trying to organise terrified volunteer militia into some semblance of order. They were hopelessly outnumbered, poorly equipped and barely trained. But still they formed into a four-deep defensive rank with their few pikes bristling to the front. Behind them, a handful of archers stood with hunting bows ready.

Han Jesson shook his head. Pitiful. Almost pointless. He had half a mind to urge them to run and hide, save themselves if they could. But they represented just a little more time for others to spare themselves and his urge for self-preservation overcame his pity.

The north side of the town was lost. Houses were burning all the way down to the river. He could still hear the sounds of fighting but the raiders were cleaning up there, driving farm animals back to the north-east. Now they were turning their attentions to the centre of the settlement. He had two choices. He could either stay hidden in his house and risk it being burned around him or run south with his family, hoping to be ignored until he reached the stables where they kept their cart and horses.

He stepped from the window and looked into the gloom of his house and shop. His heart was thrashing in his chest. He couldn’t focus his mind beyond his fears. He didn’t know what to do for the best.

In the corner of the shop, his wife comforted their young son. The  attack had come without warning, the raiders bursting from the woods a half mile distant as the sun reached its zenith. The noise of the screaming and panic had chilled his heart and sent his boy into a shivering fit. Poor Hanson was only five. He shouldn’t have to face this terror.

He stared into his wife’s eyes. Kari was imploring him to do something. Stacked all around him were the trappings of his business. Amphorae, pots, plates, vases, goblets, artworks. All designed, fired and hand-painted on the premises. To abandon it was the ruin of a life’s work. To stay was to risk being burned alive.

There was more noise out in the street. He could hear the sound of approaching horses. People were running blindly away towards the south. How could this be? They were over three days from the border with Tsard. He assumed that was where the raiders were coming from. He rubbed his fingers in his eyes and pressed himself against the cracked open shutter to get a view of the end of the street. He’d waited too long. It was too late to run now.

‘We’ll be all right here,’ he said. ‘We’ll be fine. Just stay back there and keep your heads down.’

‘Han, what is happening?’ Kari’s voice was pleading.

‘The militia can’t stop them. People are running. We’ll be safe here, I promise.’

His words sounded hollow in his head. He felt a dry, bitter feeling in the pit of his stomach and his eyes kept on misting over with tears.

The raiders attacked the fragile line of pikes. He saw them wheel broadside on. There had to be over fifty of them. Arrows thudded into the defending line. Men fell. Some writhed and screamed. A few arrows answered. Maybe two horsemen were hit on the move. The enemy horse archers turned again and fired another volley. This time, the pike line broke at its left-hand edge. Other riders drove into the fracture, swords carving downwards. Blood misted into the air. The defending archers turned and ran.

The sound of hoofs on the cobbles rang out loud against the buildings either side of the street. Jesson ducked away as the first of the riders clattered past. Right in front of his house, a man he knew was cut down, body thudding into the wall. Blood sprayed onto the cobbles and sightless eyes bored into his.

He staggered back, a hand across his mouth. Nausea swept through him. He gagged, breathing in huge gasps.

‘Oh dear God the Omniscient, preserve us your servants,’ he muttered. ‘We throw ourselves on your mercy.’

‘He has turned away from us,’ hissed Kari. ‘Don’t waste your time talking to God. Bend your mind to saving your family.’

Jesson felt the shame cascade through him. He moved towards them, mind starting to clear. Outside, the sound of horses was diminished for the moment though he could still hear running feet, shouts of fear and alarm and the shattering of thin timber further up the street to the north.

‘We’re in the right place,’ he said, crouching in front of them and stroking his son’s hair. ‘If they pass by, we are safe from prying eyes. If they set a fire, we can escape back or front from here, out through the stock room and studio if we have to. We have our valuables with us. God will watch over us.’ This last said staring into Kari’s eyes, needing her to believe him.

‘So all we can do is wait, is that it?’

‘I am no fighter,’ said Han. ‘This is where we belong.’

There was a heavy thud from the adjoining shop. Through the wall, they could hear foreign voices and a dragging as of wood on stone. And unmistakeably, there was the crackle of flame.

‘We will burn in here,’ said Kari, desperate. ‘Why didn’t we run when the first attack came?’

He couldn’t face her gaze. He straightened and backed away. ‘We have to defend what is ours.’

‘What with? You didn’t take us out because you were too scared to move. And now we are trapped. Will your God save us from flame and blade?’

The shutters burst inwards, showering wood into the shop. The face of a raider was framed in the light, ringed by smoke and flame from across the street. He nodded in satisfaction, called behind him and hauled himself up and through the opening. Another two raiders beat down the wide front doors. Kari screamed and hugged Hanson to her. Han stepped in front of her. It was all he had left to do.

He raised his hands to fend them off.

‘Leave them alone,’ he said, voice trembling.

They didn’t even pause. Dressed in light armour and riding cloaks they tramped across the short distance. One backhanded him across the side of the head and he fell into another’s grip. He felt faint, the  stench of sweat and oiled leather in his nostrils. He struggled but he was caught solid. The point of a blade in his side stilled him.

A raider leant down and barked an order into Kari’s face. She was still screaming. He shouted the same words again and when she made no move, dragged the boy from her grasp and into the waiting arms of another.

‘It’ll be all right,’ managed Han. ‘Keep calm.’ He felt tears on his cheeks. ‘Please don’t hurt my family,’ he said. ‘Please.’

The raider only dug the swordpoint in a little harder. His comrade slapped Kari once across the cheek to stop her screaming for her son. He took her face in one gauntleted hand and turned it left and right, grunting appreciatively.

‘Let her go,’ said Han, struggling anew. ‘Take your hands off her, Tsardon bastard.’

The swordpoint broke his skin and edged in just a little way. The pain was extraordinary. Hot blood coursed down his side.

The raider grabbed Kari’s dress at the neck, surely meaning to tear it away but instead he stood up, dragging her with him. He pushed her in front of him.

‘Han help me!’ she began to scream again. ‘Help us!’

But Han couldn’t move against the sword point. He watched helpless as his son and wife were herded from the shop and out into the street. Abruptly, the sword point was gone from his side. He spun in the raider’s grasp, the Tsardon pushing him back. He glared into the trail-hardened face, bunched his fists and charged, yelling for his family.

The raider laughed and the pommel of his sword collided with Han’s temple.

 



It was a full day’s ride to Gull’s Ford from Haroq City, the capital of Atreska. He had left his team poring over Atreska’s books in fine detail before confirming the tax levy for the half-year. He should be with them. Atreska had been a member of the Estorean Conquord for less than six years and remained a difficult province.

The tax reporting system was inefficient and in the remote north and along the Gosland and Tsardon borders, significant resistance remained. The Atreskan collectors were happy to hinder where they could and as a result, Jhered had over five hundred Gatherers  setting up and enforcing the admittedly complex system amidst the simmering civil war.

Incursions and raids from Tsard made his job all the more difficult and so he understood why he was being taken to Gull’s Ford. But he’d seen it all before and he expected to neither hear nor see anything new this time around.

Jhered was riding with six of his people and fifty of Atreska’s soldiers. The cavalry detachment was heavily armed and armoured and surely uncomfortable in the heat of the day. Lances were held upright with pennants fluttering from their tips. Bows were across backs and swords in scabbards. Polished greaves, vambraces, helms and cuirasses shone in the sun. Wagons were with them, bringing emergency supplies, a mobile forge and tent canvas for those rendered homeless. It was a show of support, strength and intent for any that cared to see. Thomal Yuran, Marshal Defender of Atreska, was a proud national and Jhered would have expected nothing less from him.

The two men rode at the head of the column, along the main highway from Haroq City to Tsard. Built for the armies of the Conquord, it ran close to Gull’s Ford. Parched dense shrub land rolled away on both sides and the land rose gently ahead of them towards a shimmering horizon that was smudged with smoke to the left of the road. They were close to the small settlement now.

‘It’s a very peaceful place,’ said Yuran abruptly, following a long period of silence. His voice, gruff and deep, was a little muffled by his helmet, which was tied too tightly under his chin, restricting his jaw movement.

Jhered looked across at him, riding bolt upright, brown eyes fixed ahead, and with sweat running down from underneath his plumed helmet. He respected Yuran for his loyalty to his people but was endlessly frustrated by his refusal to understand the effects Atreska’s civil disturbance had on the wider Conquord. He had questioned Yuran’s appointment exactly because of this introspection, this desire to remain apart from the empire. His fears had been overruled by the senate in Estorea, though he was certain the Advocate herself had her doubts. Shame.

‘I am sure it is,’ responded Jhered evenly. ‘I still doubt the wisdom of bringing me here, Marshal Yuran. My visit is for three days only, during which time you have my ear for all your concerns. We will be  spending two days on the road and throughout this one, you have barely spoken with me. Am I to understand this unfortunate township is your sole concern?’

Yuran turned to him, eyes narrowed.

‘As always, I fear your puffed-up image of your own importance will stop you listening to the problems Atreska faces.’

Jhered kept his face impassive, letting Yuran give vent to his anxiety.

‘I am bringing you to Gull’s Ford because I believe that seeing how the Conquord is failing us will open your mind. Words you can ignore. Images you cannot.’

‘I have seen the effects of raids and bandits more times than I care to, Thomal. I have fought more battles than you have seen years on God’s earth. Like me, you must learn to accept such events as unfortunate steps on the difficult road to peace and stability.’

Yuran barked a short, bitter laugh. ‘I would respect you if you were in any way an individual. Let your heart feel what we feel. Let your mouth respond with honesty, not with trite statements scratched by the quills of Advocacy clerks and politicians. Those people have never seen destruction. They have never seen war. They cannot understand our troubles. You have the capacity to help. It pains me that in the years I have known you, you have never exercised it.’

‘Everything I say, I believe,’ replied Jhered. ‘And I work for what I believe. I am an agent of the Estorean Conquord and its Advocate. My work is unpopular with everyone but I have to live with that.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m a tax collector and so no one likes me. But it is nevertheless to the benefit of everyone that I do my work. Even those citizens of Gull’s Ford. Even at a time like this.’

‘You ask why I chose not to speak to you today? Perhaps you have your answer.’

‘In that case, Marshal, I shall respect your desire for silence.’

Gull’s Ford straddled the flat bottom and gentle slopes of a valley through which the River Gull ran north to south. It rose in the lakes region in the south of Gosland and emptied into the Tirronean Sea. The ford around which the township grew up was at the southern end of the settlement and had taken the principal trading route across the Gull east and west. With the arrival of the Estorean Conquord and the campaigns in Tsard, the river had been bridged with stone  further downstream, providing surer and more direct access to the base of operations in enemy territory.

Gull’s Ford had still managed to prosper in recent years, as Conquord armies bought supplies wholesale and traded booty from Tsard on a regular basis. Gull’s Ford traders were linked to the markets in Haroq and were able to provide competitive pricing or trade goods that sold at a premium in the capital. But its good name had surely led to its targeting by the Tsardon.

Two days after the raid, responding to a messenger who had ridden an exhausted horse into Yuran’s castle courtyard, the Atreskans and Jhered’s people looked down on a ruined township. The destruction in Gull’s Ford was widespread. Across the valley sides and beyond, cropland was blackened and destroyed. Villas stood in smouldering ruins, smoke rising into the clear blue sky. In the town itself, the path of the raiders was picked out by burned buildings, dark stains on the cobbles and a scattering of broken possessions: clothing, pottery, furniture. Some houses and streets had been completely ignored, the raiders concentrating on the main thoroughfares and the farmland. Barely an animal grazed. The air stank of ash and damp.

The town was quiet. Jhered could see people moving about the settlement, engaged in clearing up where they could. Any bodies had already been removed and presumably buried. There were a host of new flags outside the House of Masks, testament to the death that had visited so recently and so violently. He made a mental note to pray and turn earth at the House before he left.

Jhered rode into the township, acutely aware of his appearance. In contrast to the sparkling armour of the Atreskan cavalry, he and his people rode in clothes fitting for long periods on the road. His light chainmail shirt was worn over a leather undershirt, his trousers were in-sewn with leather and his cloak designed only to keep out the chill of clear nights. In his saddle bags he carried his seal and orders of office. At his waist was strapped a scabbarded Estorean gladius.

None of that would necessarily identify him but embroidered on the back of his cloak, on the sash he wore across his torso, and embossed on the round shields of his people was the sign of the Gatherers; arms encircling the crest of the Estorean Conquord and the family Del Aglios. The crest on its own was enough to engender  mistrust in Atreska. For it to be encircled turned that mistrust to hostility in places like this.

Clear-up work was ceasing as the sight and sound of the column deflected attention from grim tasks. People started to gather. Yuran led them into the town’s forum, dismounting and ordering his men do the same. Jhered and his charges followed suit. The Gatherers were cautious, grouping around their commander to protect him should that prove necessary. Jhered watched the citizens gather. There was no aggressive intent behind the move. They wanted to hear news. They wanted help and Marshal Defender Yuran was there to offer it. But there were no smiles of greeting and no gratitude on any of the grimy, exhausted faces. All they displayed with any clarity were loss, confusion and shock.

A middle-aged woman came forward. She rubbed ash-stained hands on a dress that had once been a deep green but which was now streaked and stained black. Her grey hair was tied back with a red and white headscarf. The lines on her face were mired with soot and her eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. She took Yuran’s outstretched hand and linked fingers in the traditional Atreskan greeting.

‘Marshal Defender Yuran, your presence is welcome.’ She spared a disgusted glance for Jhered.

‘Yet two days late. I salute your dead, Praetor Gorsal and will pray with your Reader at the House of Masks later. For now, tell me what you need of me.’

Gorsal’s shoulders slumped. ‘Where do I begin? We have had our houses, crops and businesses burned. We have had our people taken and our livestock driven off. We had no capacity to defend ourselves against the Tsardon. We were overwhelmed. Grown men and women were forced to turn and run from their homes. Our bravest have been slaughtered. Marshal, some of them have been burned to ashes and their cycles are finished. No more will they walk God’s earth. There is such anger here. These were not murderers. They were innocents under the supposed protection of the Conquord.’

A murmur ran around the crowd. Jhered estimated over a hundred people had gathered. He made a small hand gesture, encouraging his people to relax. The mood was bitter and angry. It was a display Yuran seemed happy to encourage.

‘I understand your frustrations, Lena,’ said Yuran. ‘I too was  assured our borders were secure. All the forces I can spare are in our border forts. I am doing absolutely everything in my power to ensure the safety of all Atreskan people. But you understand the pressures I am under financially. Most of our standing legions are gone. You know how many Atreskans are even now on campaign deep inside Tsard. We debated it at council just ten days ago.’

‘So what am I supposed to tell my people? That we must rise every day and hope the raiders don’t return because if they do we are helpless to stop them? That the Conquord will not protect us? That our own rulers in Haroq City sit by, unable to provide us with the means to defend ourselves?’

The praetor’s voice was rising and cracking, her desperation showing through. Behind her, the crowd shifted, muttering unhappily. Jhered caught the odd shouted insult. He cleared his throat. Yuran turned briefly.

‘Are you certain you are achieving what you wish?’ asked Jhered quietly. He clasped his hands across his chest.

‘I am hearing my people,’ said Yuran. ‘Have respect.’

Jhered moved closer to Yuran pitching his voice to ensure the crowd could not hear him ‘I mean no disrespect but to stir up anger is counterproductive. Better to inspect the damage with the praetor. Assess what must be done and then hear the town governors in the basilica. In accordance with protocol. Night will soon fall and I will not answer questions in front of a mob.’

‘It is your ruinous taxation that has left us open to this attack,’ hissed Gorsal. ‘You are directly responsible for the deaths here.’

Jhered raised his chin, aware he loomed over both Yuran and the praetor. He raised one black-gloved finger and ticked it once at Gorsal.

‘Such allegations will require substantiation. Fortunately, I have here experts to examine your books and point out errors and inefficiencies in your local economy. You may have had more opportunity for profit than you thought. But first things first, I am on a tour of your town and would see the damage firsthand and the effects it will have on the level of taxation we expect from you next half year.

‘Should you wish to accuse me and the wider Conquord of any impropriety, do so within the confines of the basilica. We are at war. All must provide for its success. Now, I suggest we set our respective  workforces to tasks more constructive than listening to our tiresome voices.’

He knew they would not defy him. You could only push the Gatherers so far, particularly their leader. Somewhere within their anger, they were impressed by his presence. Few enough people got to see Paul Jhered in the flesh, much less speak to him one to one. He had been the leader of the Gatherers for seventeen years now and at forty-seven was still a young man in the job. He had heard all the rumours about him and the one he played to most, his towering height, was also the one most given to outrageous exaggeration. One thing he wasn’t was taller than a house. Sometimes, he wished he were.

He turned to his people, four men and two women. Five at the junior rank of addos, one recently promoted to appros. All relatively new to journeying to outlying settlements and suitably nervous.

‘I will walk the town alone,’ he said. ‘All of you, begin examining the accounts and books. Undoubtedly you will hear tales of woe and hardship. Keep yourselves to the facts. Maintain vigilance and look for embellishment in the ledgers. Note down anything you suspect. What I want from you is an honest assessment of the level of taxation levied here and whether it really left them without the means to purchase defence.

‘I will bring back my thoughts on the cost of rebuilding Gull’s Ford, replanting and restocking. We can at least leave them with some supportive news about their levy for this half year, can we not?

‘Any questions?’ Heads shook. ‘Good. Appros Harin, you know where my seal and orders are. Make sure you present them before asking for information. Do not bear arms. Go.’

‘Sir.’

He watched them for a moment. Decent students, all of them. Harin was a man with the potential for high office should he last the exhausting pace of the Gatherer’s life. Swinging away, Jhered took in the town from the viewpoint of the forum. He would need to tour the two central streets, both of which led into the forum. A visit to a villa on the valley side and the House of Masks would also be necessary. The work of two hours, no more. Then a long night listening to the wailings of people with no idea how the Conquord operated.

Jhered set off across the forum, gesturing people from his path and assuming Yuran and Gorsal would fall into step with him. Never a  bad thing to have the local leaders trot to catch up. The good people of Gull’s Ford might respect them but it was right they understood who was the real voice of authority. Atreska was a proud and powerful nation but it was foremost a servant of the Estorean Conquord.

He walked down the centre of a once neat cobbled street. Pavements and gutter were choked with debris, drains were clogged and the stains where blood had dried were cloaked by flies. Left and right, dark holes where windows had been were framed by smoke-blackened walls. Roofing tiles had cracked and tumbled in the heat of the fires that had ravaged building upon building along the terrace of shops and businesses.

The smells were as acrid and bitter as the mood of the citizenry. Pacing deliberately along the street, his metal-shod boots ringing on the cobbles, Jhered could call to mind the terror that had blown through Gull’s Ford. These people were not soldiers. A most unfortunate event. By no means the first that had afflicted Atreska during the Tsardon campaign and certainly not the last.

‘We are almost a hundred miles from the Tsardon border,’ said Gorsal, reading his thoughts. ‘We are only a day from Haroq. Yet they attacked us in broad daylight. The Tsardon were our friends. Your war has made them unnecessary enemies. I had people killed by those with whom they used to trade and drink. You know why they do it, don’t you? And you know why they have said they will return.’

‘Because they are desperate. It is a common enough tactic among those losing a war. Atreska employed it too. You are relatively new members of the Conquord. The scars of the wars that led to your annexation by Estorea are fresh in the minds of many. And they feel that they can undermine your faith in the Conquord by such actions.’

‘With some success,’ said Gorsal shortly, glancing up at Jhered and meeting his firm gaze. ‘You felt the mood. What are we supposed to think? What are we supposed to do? Your hawks will find that the tax levied on us left us with no proper funds to maintain our militia. We relied on volunteers and rusting weapons. The results are all around you.’

Jhered was silent for a short time. ‘I expect you to agree that you have never been more prosperous. That the Conquord has given you economic stability and a better potential to improve yourselves  should that be your desire. And I expect you to believe that the Conquord will bring you peace and security.’

‘When? I see no prosperity. And what good is it anyway to those burned to ashes?’ Gorsal gestured at the ruins of the street. ‘How many more times will we be chased from our homes, helpless to defend ourselves?’

Jhered stopped walking and faced her.

‘I was brought up in a border state. I lived in a village that suffered raids. And like you, nobody asked me or my people whether we wanted to be a member of the Conquord. We were defeated in war, just as you and all the provinces of Atreska have been. Like me, you have to live with the reality and know that your futures are assured under the Conquord in a way they would never be with your haphazard trade and treaties with Tsard.

‘The Conquord will provide. Until then, I regret your losses and those you may still suffer. Staffing border forts is not the only way to ensure safety. Mind that your ruler is genuinely giving you all the protection he can. That is his responsibility.’

Yuran choked, or sounded like it. Jhered gazed down at him, unwavering.

‘You have something to say, Marshal?’

‘Exchequer Jhered, I find your implication offensive.’ Yuran’s face was red in sunlight that was beginning to fade towards evening. ‘My people know I do everything I can. I grieve for every one of them that dies on behalf of the Conquord while those that would defend them are pressed into campaign service in Tsard. Your attempts to sow suspicion are beneath contempt.’

Jhered smiled, a bleak expression. ‘I merely want to ensure everyone receives that to which they are entitled. The Exchequer is an easy target for blame. I have simply asked that all angles be considered.’

They walked on, Jhered’s experienced eye assessing damage and cost, his mind calculating, storing information. Perhaps this visit wasn’t such a waste after all. This town had been hit hard, very hard for one so far from the border. It would suffer in the short term.

Yuran stalked just behind him, the waves of outrage washing from him. Praetor Gorsal walked to his left, a distance between them. She was tight-lipped, clearly not trusting herself to speak further.

A few yards ahead of them, a man shambled out into the street from a broken doorway. He was unshaven, filthy. His hair was lank  and his face held a despair that touched Jhered’s heart. He saw them, took them all in. His eyes settled on Jhered. His expression changed, darkened. He grabbed a piece of broken pottery and rushed at the Gatherer.

Gorsal froze, a cry stifled on her lips. Jhered swayed inside the intended blow and blocked hard with his left arm. The pottery shard flew away to shatter against the far wall. Jhered grabbed the man by his upper arms, holding him away. Phlegm sprayed into Jhered’s face with every wailing word.

‘She’s gone because of you, you bastard. They’re both gone. We only wanted to live in peace and because of you they’ve taken everything. All I loved is gone.’ He relaxed just a little, the cords in his neck fading. ‘Back. I just want them back. Where are they? They’ve taken my wife and son. You have to help me. You have to.’

The man sagged. Jhered hooked an arm around his neck and pulled him close. He was sobbing uncontrollably now, his body heavy with his pain. Jhered felt each shudder and clutched him tighter.

‘Tsard will fall,’ he said, his breath ruffling the man’s hair. ‘The Conquord will bring it to order and everything that has been taken will be returned. God will protect your loved ones. Believe in what I say. Trust the Advocate. Trust the Conquord.

‘What is your name?’

‘Jesson.’ His voice was muffled in Jhered’s chest. ‘Han Jesson.’

‘Be strong, Han Jesson. I am Paul Jhered. I am the Exchequer of the Gatherers and I speak for the Conquord. We will return your wife and son.’

He released Jesson into the arms of Praetor Gorsal. She was regarding him with an expression bordering on disbelief.

‘This man should not be alone,’ said Jhered. ‘Listen to me. The only way to stop the raids is to conquer Tsard. That is where your taxes go, it is where your citizens are drafted. There will be peace and Atreska will bloom, its people taken to the heart of the Conquord. We are all in this battle. And we will prevail.

‘Now, to the House of Masks. I must pray for the continuing cycles of those who have fallen.’




Chapter 6

844th cycle of God, 40th day of Solasrise 11th year of the true Ascendancy

‘Settle down now, come on,’ said Shela Hasi, clapping her hands.

Three of them had dissolved into laughter again and a smile even tugged at the corner of Gorian’s mouth. Rare and welcome. Ten years old and so serious. It seemed he was coming to terms perhaps too early with what he was. Kessian didn’t want the moment to end. But end it must and nerves were already picking away at his mind, though he would never let the children see them. Soon. It had to be soon. Today, God, please.

The four of them had walked with Shela and Kessian up the long slope to the orchard plateau above the harbour. It was, without doubt, the most glorious day of the year so far. The sun radiated down from an unbroken blue sky, a breeze off the bay keeping the temperature bearable.

From their peerless vantage point, they could see the sunlight dancing on the water between the fishing boats in the bay and reflecting from the bright painted sides of the clutch of merchantmen anchored a little way off shore. Up on the slopes behind Westfallen, sheep and cattle grazed or idled in the heat. On the terraces, crops swayed, lazy and almost ripe. It would be a fine harvest, just as Hesther had said it would be way back in the chill of early genasrise.

Kessian leaned back against the orange tree under which he sat, its shade welcome, its leaves rustling against ripening fruit. They were all sat out of the glare of the sun for the moment; even tanned skins could burn on a day like today. He looked at the young Ascendants while they gathered themselves under Shela’s gentle chiding. All were dressed in light pastel-shaded tunics slashed with the red of the Ascendancy. They wore open sandals and wide-brimmed straw hats.

Gorian had stopped smiling now and a frown was deepening on his handsome young face. His pale blue eyes speared into his peers from beneath his mass of curled fair hair and his arms were crossed tight. Next to him, Mirron noticed his change of mood and sobered herself in impersonation. Kessian smiled.

‘See that?’ he said to Shela.

‘I see it,’ she said. ‘Sweet, isn’t it?’

‘Very,’ agreed Kessian. ‘Come on now, you two. Arducius, Ossacer. Come on. Much to learn and I am an old man.’

The two boys tried to pay attention but the giggles were right behind their first words.

‘Gorian. Our Father . . .’ mimicked Ossacer in as deep a voice as he could muster. They two of them looked across at Gorian and submitted to another fit.

‘They shouldn’t laugh at me,’ said Gorian.

‘Oh, they aren’t,’ said Shela soothingly. ‘It’s just a silly joke about fathers, isn’t it?’

‘They are laughing at my name,’ said Gorian, his voice suddenly chill. ‘They are laughing at our history.’

Kessian looked hard at Gorian, searching for any sign he was mocking them.

‘Well, perhaps they are, though they do not realise it,’ said Kessian gently. He spared them a sharp glance which quelled their mirth. ‘And perhaps they should have more regard for your feelings. But they mean no harm, do they?’

Gorian didn’t react to the question. ‘Gorian died a hero, and made us all possible. Arducius and Ossacer were both mere warriors. Both died in their sleep. Hardly heroic. Shall we laugh at them?’

‘You do not have to die a hero’s death to be a hero,’ said Kessian. ‘Your deeds throughout life determine the regard in which you are held.’

‘Two old men,’ said Gorian. ‘Wetting the bed like newborns. Dying helpless like babies. That is worthy of laughter.’

And he did, clutching himself in imitation of Arducius and Ossacer earlier but stopping abruptly. Not because he knew he’d gone too far but to gauge their reactions. Kessian felt a cold anger settle on him. His hand tensed on the stick at his side.

Mirron’s support had given way to confusion and the two boys looked to Kessian for justice. Any others would surely have pounced  on Gorian. Not these two. Both so peaceable. Ossacer so frail and sickly and Arducius brittle, delicate of bone. And both woefully weak in comparison to their taunter’s bold physique.

Kessian turned to Gorian. The boy gazed back, defiant. Too much.

‘You do not insult the memories of the Ascendancy’s heroes,’ he allowed his voice, always powerful, to ring out across the orchard. The quartet in front of him flinched.

‘But—’ began Gorian, pointing to his right.

‘Their poor joke was spoken with warmth and love. Your jibes sought to hurt and lessened the memories of our finest defenders. Learn the difference before you speak again.’

‘I—’

‘Do you think me such a feeble old man that you can talk back at will?’ Kessian’s eyes blazed. He could feel his limbs quivering. His voice boomed out. Echoes would be heard down in Genastro Bay. ‘Do you consider yourself learned enough to challenge me? You are but ten and a sapling. I am one hundred and forty. I am the Father of the Echelon. The only member of the first strand still alive.’ His voice dropped low. ‘And I can assure you I have full control of my bladder.’

Mirron had a hand over her mouth. Gorian was swallowing tears, desperate to uphold his image.

‘Now,’ said Kessian, once more the gentle tutor. ‘Let us never be unclear again. All of your names resound with glory through the history of the Ascendancy. Without all of your namesakes, none of us would be here. Instead our ancestors would be ashes, scattered by the Order of Omniscience to deny the continuance of their cycles under God.

‘You are right, Gorian, that your ancestor was the Father of all the Ascendants. He was the one man who understood the pattern and committed everything he saw, heard and learned to parchment so that those who came after him could continue his work. He placed himself knowingly in the way of great threat. He effectively ranged himself against the Order, believing the Ascendancy to be the rightful evolution of people.

‘But he was not a man alone. Mirron laid more false trails for those seeking to capture Gorian than you have had hot suppers. She loved and supported Gorian. She was his strength, the rock to which he tied his life. She drew the charts and diagrams that we use today. She  took the huge risk of hiding all they had learned from prying, thieving eyes when Gorian was forced to flee and, ultimately, caught and murdered. If Gorian was the Father of the Ascendancy, Mirron was our Mother.’

He had their attention so utterly that it drew a smile to his lips. All of them, crosslegged and leaning forwards, sucking in all the information he gave to them. Once again, they were just children. In a moment, they would be something far, far more. He recognised the difficulty of the balance they had to strike every day. It would get no easier.

‘But it is equally clear through all our writings, and the stories passed down through the generations, that none of the work would have been possible had it not been for the tireless efforts of Arducius and Ossacer. It was they who built the network of loyal men and women who reported on the movements of the Order. They who rode to the assistance of fledgling strand members under threat. They who stood side by side with Gorian in the Battle of Carao and they who facilitated his escape from the dungeons of Cirandon on the day before a supposed execution. And that at a time long before he came upon the most crucial knowledge that we now possess.

‘Yes, Arducius and Ossacer died old men. But they died tended by those who loved them and in the knowledge that their lives had been spent making possible everything that has since come to pass. Most recently, the four of you. Though as you have seen, more have been born and five strand mothers are pregnant. We have high hopes.

‘Heroes all. And you sit here because of their combined efforts. Do not forget that, and I will hear no more jibes, and no more jokes, however innocent you think them to be.’ His smile broadened. ‘You do understand me, don’t you?’

‘Yes, Father Kessian,’ they chimed.

‘Good. Now, to work.’

He saw the eagerness in their expressions and nodded his pleasure. They, like all strand members, had accepted their abilities without question. The problem had been explaining that not everyone had such talents and that they were valuable beyond measure. In generations to come, all should have some talent by right of birth. Surely, this was what God intended for His people on His earth. Until then . . .

‘Today, I want you to try and think beyond that which comes  naturally to you.’ Groans rang around the orchard. He held up his hands. ‘I know, I know, it is as we have tried a hundred times, as you are so fond of telling me, but I felt we were close last time. Now, I know this tries your patience but remember, we are new at it too.’ He threw up his hands. ‘Who knows, in a few generations, this teaching should be as second nature to those who come to practise it. People like you, perhaps.’

Mirron raised her hand.

‘Yes, my little one.’

‘We don’t understand. You won’t tell us. Why must we seek other talents?’

‘It is part of the learning for all of us. Mirron, you are a Firewalker the like of whom has never been seen before in the Ascendancy. Likewise, your brothers display their talents better than any.’ He winked at Arducius. ‘And we need another great Wind Harker, young man. The present one is getting very tired. But the teachings of Gorian say that a true Ascendant will display more. And that when they do, they will be able to manipulate their talents and the world around them. That will be the start.’

Kessian wasn’t sure they understood but it seemed to placate them anyway.

‘So, Mirron, why don’t you begin. You needn’t move. Here we are in the orange grove for a reason. These trees burst with life as does the grass around them. You can smell it, can’t you? But can you really feel it? Place your hands on the ground. Lose yourself in what you feel beneath your fingertips. Tell me everything. But be honest. Guesswork will get us nowhere.’

‘Why isn’t Hesther here?’ asked Ossacer. ‘She could tell us what we are supposed to be searching for.’

‘For precisely that reason, my young warrior,’ said Kessian. ‘If you have no clue you cannot be led. Everything you sense will be from your heart. Mirron, continue, please.’

Mirron looked quickly at Gorian before dropping her head, feeling herself blush under his intense gaze. She could sense them all as she placed her hands on the grass, its warmth pleasant on her fingertips. Father Kessian was speaking softly to her, encouraging her. As she had been taught, she cleared her mind of cluttering thoughts and tried to focus on the space immediately around her.

It was easy with fire. It had always been so. She felt a natural  closeness to it and with her eyes closed saw images of flames wrapping around her, caressing her, keeping her safe. She could see pathways through fire and could sense where fire was causing critical damage just as she could see cool spots in a fire or in new forged steel. The blacksmith loved her.

So it should be with the earth beneath her feet and fingers. Mirron calmed herself, slowed and deepened her breathing. She spread her fingers across the grass, focusing on them, trying to feel the earth below them and the individual blades beneath her skin.

‘Now,’ said Kessian. ‘Seek downwards to the energy that lies under the surface of the earth. That which binds everything and gives life to every plant that waves in the wind and grows under the guiding hand of the sun. What can you feel, Mirron, my child? Speak to us.’

Mirron tried. She wanted to know a worm was burrowing through the dirt. She wanted to feel the minute movement of roots as they sought new purchase, thickened and grew. She wanted to detect the tiniest drops of water feeding life into the soil. She wanted to know it was healthy, or that it was not.

She opened herself as she would to a fire, to let the energies flow through her. She poured herself into the land beneath her fingers. Nothing. Not a murmur, not a flicker. Her brow creased.

‘I can’t feel anything. Just the grass. It isn’t working. I don’t know what I should be feeling.’

It was pointless. She must look stupid. How could she be expected to sense what was going on down there. She was a Firewalker, not a Land Warden. She opened her eyes.

‘Perhaps we aren’t what you think we are,’ said Arducius, the one always able to put her thoughts into words.

‘You’re just doing it wrong,’ said Gorian, his tone dismissive.

‘Then you try it,’ snapped Mirron, feeling his words like a scratch on her heart.

‘Patience, patience,’ said Kessian, his voice soothing. ‘Arducius, please, don’t let a small setback upset you. Remember that you are all already the best in your fields and at such a tender age. You are special. But to learn more will take time. I’m afraid Gorian, the first Gorian, didn’t say how long it would take for true Ascendancy to display itself.’ His eyes settled on Gorian. ‘There is no wrong way because we do not know the right way. But if you can show us, we would all be very, very happy. Please.’

Gorian smiled that smile attended by a sneer and began. But he could not do it either. Neither could Arducius, nor Ossacer. And though Father Kessian cajoled and encouraged them, told them again that they would succeed, today was not that day. So Mirron led them from the plateau, dispirited as the sun dipped below the cliff tops and the heat fell from the day.

 



That evening, Kessian ate with Genna, Hesther, Willem Geste and Andreas Koll. It was a sombre gathering, not helped by the constant bickering of the children in the courtyard gardens beyond the dining room windows.

Kessian looked out through the open frames, past the colonnades, and felt real doubt creep through him for the first time since they had been born. On a bench by one of the fountains, Shela sat and watched her charges. They had begun with a bragging match based on whose talent was of the greatest use. Harmless enough and debated for the thousandth time. Indeed, some of the reasons and statements they made had lightened the mood, such was their ludicrous nature.

‘At least they demonstrate imaginations far beyond those of non-strand ten-year-olds,’ said Genna.

‘I particularly enjoyed the early warning of a tidal wave as counterpoint to the saving of Westfallen from cattle plague,’ agreed Willem Geste.

‘Yes, catastrophes indeed,’ said Kessian. ‘And one to rival the hurricanes we also never see here. Still, Arducius is confident he can detect their development. We should all sleep more soundly as a result.’

The chuckles that had followed rang hollow now, cooling to memory with the night air, while the candles fluttered in a breeze that blew in the bickering voices ever louder. Kessian knew what they were thinking. It was inevitable.

‘Is there any progress at all?’ asked Andreas.

‘On the face of it, I’d have to say not but we do not know what is truly developing in their minds and bodies,’ said Kessian. ‘Do any of you see signs of advancement?’

‘We are of one mind,’ said Hesther. ‘We know their obvious talents but in terms of their ability to manipulate, not really.’ She shrugged. ‘How can we know but by demonstration?’

Kessian sagged. ‘I work with them so hard, so carefully. But tell me, any of you. How on God’s earth do we teach that which we do not know?’

There was a silence. Deep. Contemplative. Broken by a shout from Gorian, harsh and resonant. Kessian boiled.

‘For God’s sake, Shela, still those babbling children,’ he bellowed, instantly regretting his words and volume. ‘Please, a little peace.’

A hiatus. Silence for a moment followed by Shela’s strong words. No complaint from the children. Kessian calmed himself before continuing.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Old man, little patience.’

Their words of comfort fell unheard.

‘The question is, how long do we continue to try?’ Willem sounded weary. Kessian knew how he felt.

‘We have no choice but to continue trying until the Omniscient calls us back to the earth,’ said Kessian. ‘There is no written time limit after which Ascendancy cannot be reached. We have no precedent. What else can we do?’

Hesther rubbed her chin. ‘Then we have to ask ourselves if our teaching methods are to blame?’

Willem laughed and spread his hands. ‘How can we possibly know?’ He refilled his wine goblet and passed the jug to his right. Hesther accepted it gratefully. ‘I’d rather question whether we have missed something in Gorian’s writings. Or indeed, whether he has made mistakes in his conclusions.’

‘We must question everything we think we know,’ said Kessian. ‘And we must continue to adapt our teaching methods. But I have to give voice to that which we are all thinking. Are we simply wasting our time here? We are honour-bound to continue, but is it folly? Is there a future for the Ascendancy?’

This time the silence signified a shattering of illusion. A rude intrusion of reality. Kessian moved his hand to his wine goblet but it was shaking too much and he withdrew it. The mutton on his plate looked tainted, the sauce covering it sickly, the vegetable leaves curled and bitter. He looked into Genna’s age-lined face. She tried to smile but it crumbled. She placed a hand on his forearm and squeezed.

‘They are but young,’ she said. ‘Their minds are not formed. They are just children, Ardol. Give them time.’

‘Every piece of evidence we have points to them being able to display genuine multiple talents by this time,’ he said, his tired mind flashing with a thousand thoughts and none of them positive. ‘We have been trying to tease them into it for three years now, ever since their primary talents matured.’ He smiled. ‘Remember the joy we felt then? How their understanding of their talents was so complete, so natural that we knew without any shadow of doubt that they were the first true Ascendants? Wonderful days.’

‘And that’s why you are right and we must not give up,’ said Willem. ‘Not ever. Ardol, your energy has sustained us all for decades and has burned so bright these last ten years it puts to shame people forty years your junior. I’m glad you have voiced your doubts and fears here tonight. And there is not one among us who hasn’t felt as you feel now. But it must stop here, my very old friend. We cannot afford to let our doubts infect what we do. We have lived and worked too long to be beaten now. I speak for us all, Ardol. We stand behind you. We will bring these children to their destiny.

‘And I know what you are thinking, and yes, we will do it before you return to the earth.’

Kessian felt his eyes fill with tears. He nodded his gratitude, unable to speak the words of thanks Willem deserved. These people, this Echelon, were stronger than he had ever imagined. He let their spirits lift his.

The sharp cry of a child cut through his thoughts and brought him back to himself. Kessian turned to the window. He could still see them in the courtyard, lit by candles floating in traps at the edges of the fountain pools. They were silhouettes against the light.

‘Let go of him!’ shouted Mirron, her voice high and trembling.

Arducius yelped in sudden pain. ‘Please,’ he said.

‘You’ll break his arm, you know you will,’ said Mirron.

‘Gorian, let him go right now,’ ordered Shela.

‘Make him say sorry,’ said Gorian. ‘Make him.’

‘I will not,’ said Arducius through tight lips, pain in his every word. ‘I have nothing to be sorry for.’

‘Then I will squeeze harder until you do.’ Gorian’s voice carried awful promise.

‘Put him down right now.’ Shela’s tone was low and angry.

Kessian dragged himself to his feet. Willem thrust his stick into his hand. Andreas was leading them out into the courtyard.

‘You’re breaking it, you’re breaking it!’ yelled Mirron. ‘Stop, Gorian, stop.’

Arducius howled in agony but still Gorian clung on.

‘Gorian!’ thundered Kessian, standing at the window.

There was a flash, a sudden tongue of flame leaping from the candles in the fountain behind Shela. Every one was extinguished. Gorian screamed and fell backwards, clutching at his hand. Arducius ran to Shela, his right arm held across his chest, broken no doubt. Ossacer was pointing at Mirron, mumbling something incoherent. Mirron was slumped on the lawn, shivering.

Kessian stepped over the sill and hurried into the garden. Hesther had run to Mirron, Willem and Andreas to Gorian.

‘What happened,’ demanded Kessian. ‘What happened here?’ He bent and placed a hand on Ossacer’s shoulder.

‘Ossacer,’ he said. ‘What happened. Did you see?’

The boy looked up at him, face blank with his shock, his eyes huge in the half-light, blinking rapidly. His lips were quivering.

‘Dear God,’ he whispered. ‘Genna, come and see to Ossacer. Warm blankets, hot drink. Quickly. Try and get him to talk.’

Kessian turned. Gorian was sitting up in Andreas’s arms, breathing hard and staring at Mirron who was crying in Hesther’s embrace. Willem was examining Gorian’s hand.

‘It’s burned,’ he said, his voice carrying a mixture of wonder and disbelief.

‘She did it,’ said Gorian, sniffing. ‘Mirron did it. She burned me.’

He was badly frightened and when Mirron moved her head to look at him, he tried to back away into Andreas’s body.

‘You wouldn’t let go,’ sobbed Mirron. ‘I only wanted you to stop. I’m sorry, Gorian.’

‘You burned me,’ said Gorian. ‘How can that be?’

Kessian caught Willem’s gaze and had to fight hard to keep the smile from his face. This was a most unfortunate incident but what it represented could not be understated. Decisions. Decisions.

‘Shela, take Ossacer. Genna, take Arducius to the physician. His arm will need setting and splinting. You can direct him to the centre of the pain. Try and speak to him, find out what he saw or felt. Andreas, let’s get a dressing on Gorian’s wound. I have some burn salve in the cabinet by my wash bowl. All these children sleep apart from each other tonight.’

He knelt by Mirron and Hesther, feeling his old bones creaking and protesting. Someone would have to help him up.

‘Now, Mirron, do you know what happened? Try and tell me what you did.’

Mirron turned her tearstained face to his. It was very pale, very scared. He smoothed her hair and she snuggled a little tighter to Hesther.

‘It’s all right, my little one,’ he whispered. ‘No one is angry with you.’

‘Gorian is,’ she said in a tiny cracked whisper.

Kessian smiled. ‘Yes, perhaps he is. But he will forgive you. Now, can you tell me what happened?’

She sniffed and dragged a hand across her nose and mouth. ‘He wouldn’t let Arducius go. He knew he was hurting him but he wouldn’t stop. All I wanted him to do was stop.’

‘I know, Mirron, and you should always protect your brothers. Can you tell me what happened in your mind?’

She was silent for a while, trying to unravel her thoughts. Kessian felt his heart burgeoning with hope.

‘The flames spoke to me,’ she said eventually. ‘I could feel them warm me.’

Kessian glanced back to the fountain and its smoking dead candles. It was a good ten feet away. ‘And what happened next?’

She frowned. ‘It was bad.’

‘What was?’

‘I knew the flame would hurt Gorian. He isn’t a Firewalker yet. But the candles were too far away and Arducius was crying. Gorian was breaking his arm.’ She began to sob again and Hesther hugged her close.

‘Shhh,’ she said. ‘Shhh. It’s all right.’

‘You had to stop him, didn’t you?’ said Kessian. Mirron managed a nod. ‘And you thought that if he felt a flame, he would let go?’ Another nod. ‘Well, what could you do, eh?’ He smiled down at her and she looked at him as if he was stupid, her face clear now, certainty in her eyes.

‘I gathered all the candle flames up and threw them at him,’ she said.

Kessian leaned back. It had begun.




Chapter 7

844th cycle of God, 41st day of Solasrise 11th year of the true Ascendancy

Mirron awoke from a sleep plagued by nightmares to a bitter feeling deep in the pit of her stomach. Beyond her shutters she could hear the sounds of gulls. Strong, hot sunlight forced its way through the gaps in the slats. Westfallen was alive and perfect once again.

Yesterday, she would have sprung from her bed, pausing only to belt on her tunic before rushing out to glory in the day. But that was yesterday. Today her head pounded, her stomach writhed with sickness and in her mind she replayed the events of last night over and over again.

She felt as if something had been taken from her and that today she was different. She felt altered somehow and it confused her. She fought to be who she had been but it would not come. Instead, she saw the lance of flame spring from the fountain candles and burn into Gorian’s wrist. She saw it all, the wreathing of the fire and the damage it had done, in the most minute detail. She could still smell the stink of burned hair and skin and she was horribly aware of the damage the flame had done. Gorian would be scarred forever. He would never forgive her and she would never forgive herself.

There were tears on her cheeks again. They had all lied to her. Father Kessian, Willem, Hesther. Even her own mother. They had told her that the Ascendancy was something wonderful, that it was the future of everyone and would bring all closer to God. But it was not. She knew what she had done was to do with her birthright but it had not been beautiful or peaceful. It had caused harm.

The first time anyone had been able to use their talent in the way she had and someone had got hurt. And not just anyone. Gorian. The last person in the whole world she would see hurt, and she had done  it. And at the time, she had meant it too. What she had done scared her. What would happen the next time?

There shouldn’t ever be a next time. She turned her head into her pillow and began to cry. There was a soft knock on her door.

‘Go away!’ she wailed.

She heard the handle turn and the door open. Fresh air flooded in. She turned.

‘I told you to go a—’ It was Father Kessian. ‘I thought you were my mother.’

‘And is that how you speak to your mother, my child? She loves you and only wants the very best for you. You know that, don’t you?’

She shook her head. ‘Why did she lie to me? Why did all of you lie?’

Kessian frowned and came into the room, pulling up her bedside chair and sitting on it. He looked very old in the half-light, his skin all folded and wrinkled. But his eyes were warm and he melted her with his smile as he always had done.

‘Why do you think we lied?’ he asked. He placed a hand over his heart. ‘I would be hurt if I thought that was what I had done.’

‘You told me I would be a person who was good because I am a true Ascendant. But I have burned Gorian and made him hate me forever. I don’t want to be an Ascendant any more.’

Kessian leaned forward and smoothed away her tears with his thumb. ‘Oh, my child, I know you must be feeling very upset this morning. None of us wish harm on those we love but sometimes our frustration leads us to hurt them anyway, through words or actions.

‘You must try to think that you acted with the best thoughts in your heart. You wanted to stop Gorian hurting Arducius and you did that. But in doing so you did something you wish you hadn’t. You can’t change that but you must not hate yourself because it happened.’

‘It won’t happen again, I promise. I will never touch the fire again.’

Kessian leaned back. ‘And that would sadden me more than anything else. Mirron, you are a treasured daughter of the Ascendancy. And in your action last night, something truly momentous and wonderful happened.’

‘I hurt him!’ Mirron shouted. Gorian’s blistered, red wrist was large in her mind’s eye again.

‘And he will heal. He is strong. But you cannot turn your back on  what you are. It’s difficult, I know. You are so young, so innocent. But you must help us to understand how you did what you did so that we can help you control it and help your brothers make it happen. Do you not see?’

‘No one should have it,’ she said, confused by his tone and the sense of what he was saying. Her heart was beating fast. He couldn’t really want her to try again, could he? Not after what she had done. ‘It’s dangerous.’

‘Yes, it is,’ said Kessian. ‘Unless it is controlled. And when we all understand it, you and your brothers can make it work to help and to heal. To do all those things people want and need. And then you will be happy with what you are. It will happen, I promise.’

She shook her head again. ‘I can’t, Father Kessian. I’m scared.’ She felt tears welling up again.

‘I know, little one. And if I’m honest, we are all a bit scared. You gave us quite a fright.’ He smiled. ‘Tell you what, I’ve brought someone who wants to see you. Perhaps he can help you. Come in, Gorian.’

And in he came. Tall and handsome though he looked very tired. A smile was on his lips, his bright blue tunic was clean and freshly pressed, and his hair clean and shining. She wished she had hair like that. Curls were lovely. Her eyes fell to his arm and she felt herself crumple. A bandage ran from the centre of his palm all the way up to his elbow. She realised she had still been clinging to the hope that it hadn’t been as bad as she remembered in her nightmares. But it was.

‘Hello, Mirron, how are you feeling?’

She burst into tears. Gorian looked at Kessian who ushered him forward. He moved to the bed and put his hand on her arm. She felt the bandage against her skin. She looked at him.

‘I’m sorry, Gorian,’ she managed, through her sobs.

Kessian had found a handkerchief and passed it to Gorian who handed it on to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘I know you’re sorry,’ said Gorian. ‘I know you didn’t really mean to hurt me. I know you just wanted to help Arducius. I’ve said sorry to him.’ He dropped his gaze. ‘His arm is broken.’

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ said Mirron, wiping at her eyes.

Gorian’s head snapped back up. ‘And you . . . We were both wrong last night. Arducius says he forgives me. I forgive you.’

Relief cascaded through Mirron then, as if she were standing under a fall of pure water. She felt refreshed where she had felt dirty.

‘I prayed you would say that.’

‘We all want to be able to do what you did . . . no, I don’t mean that. I mean, to be able to use our talents. Perhaps it might help us to discover new ones. I can help you to understand. We all can. Please, Mirron. Come out and play. Father Kessian says we don’t have to learn today.’

Mirron smiled and this time her tears were of happiness. He really did forgive her. She breathed deeply, the fresh air making her feel alive.

‘Yes, all right. Let me get dressed. I’m hungry too.’

Gorian stood and she caught the look in his eye. It was strange, not warm and happy. Relieved, perhaps. ‘I’m glad. I’ll see you in the courtyard. Perhaps we can go swimming.’

‘If Jen comes with us.’

‘I’ll go and ask her.’

He ran out of her bedroom and Mirron heard his footsteps echoing away on the marble floor of the villa. Kessian pushed himself to his feet and bent to kiss her forehead.

‘Thank you, Mirron. You know you’re very grown up for one so young.’

She giggled and squirmed.

‘And remember, we will always be with you to help you and support you. You and your brothers are such treasures. We won’t let anything happen to you.’

Mirron beamed at him. Perhaps today would be like yesterday after all.

 



Over the next few days, while Westfallen worked and traded under a beautiful, cloudless sky, Kessian and the Echelon began to understand the workings of the true Ascendant mind. Kessian had sent a message to Marshal Defender Vasselis the morning after the incident in the courtyard and their ruler was on his way from Cirandon even now, to see the progress for himself. He was bringing his wife and son with him, having decided to take a short holiday in the tranquillity of the village.

It added an element of pressure as Kessian had no real certainty that Mirron would be able to communicate her experience effectively  or indeed repeat it. But, having consulted Gorian’s papers extensively throughout that first night, he was convinced that once a breakthrough was made, as Gorian had written; “There can be no denial of the awakening ability by practitioner or witnesses. It will become as natural as the act of breathing. All that is needed is time for expression.”

As it happened, not a great deal of time was needed. After the day’s rest, where they had witnessed something of a transformation in Gorian’s attitude to his siblings, Kessian had taken them all to the main forge just to the north of the forum. There was a little risk involved, given the numbers of traders in for the solastro high festival, but they could close themselves off effectively enough for it to be no real problem. Only Ossacer had stayed at home. His shock at what he had seen had run deeper than that of his peers and his deeply flawed constitution had let him down again. Subsequently, he was running a worrying fever.

Bryn Marr, Westfallen’s blacksmith, was a burly, powerful man, moving into his middle years, with a habitual scowl. A Firewalker himself in his early years, he had fathered children of the seventh and eighth strands and was to be a father again in the eleventh.

His family roots lay deep in the Ascendancy. He was a trusted and dedicated servant but embittered that his seed had yielded nothing but fleeting talent. Even so, he and Willem had schooled Mirron as her talent had burgeoned. At ten years old, she was far beyond him. Kessian wondered what he would make of her now.

Bryn was ready for them, the Echelon and the three young Ascendants. He had cleared as much space as he could from around the stone-clad forge fire. Tools were stacked in boxes. Pieces of iron and steel work were gathered in the fenced yard. Despite its open sides, the forge was extremely hot and choked with the heady scents of charcoal and peat. Kessian was forced to admit he would need a chair, Willem and Genna likewise.

‘We’d better get this done,’ said Bryn testily, wiping his filthy hands on an equally filthy cloth. ‘We’ll be drawing a crowd before long.’

Kessian leaned forwards in his chair, hands on the pommel of the stick held under his chin. ‘Mirron, are you ready to try?’

Mirron was standing next to Gorian and Arducius, both boys bandaged around their damaged arms. She looked nervous, pale  around the eyes. Although she had agreed she would try to help them understand how she had performed her manipulation of the candle flames, she had shied from it. Her normally bubbly personality had been submerged beneath anxiety and a growing sense of shock. Kessian understood she felt out of control of her own actions and it had taken a full day for him to persuade her to come here; that what she had done was a natural progression. He was not at all sure she really believed them.

She looked at him and her nod of assent was tiny and frightened.

‘Step forward, then, come close to the fire. After all, you know it won’t hurt you.’ His comment was rewarded with a brief small smile.

She stepped up to the forge. The charcoals glowed orange. Occasional flame licked over them, their smoke funnelled out of the forge and into the clear sky. Bryn held out a huge hand and she took it.

‘So, my pretty student, what is it you’ve come to show me?’ he asked, voice soft but still gruff.

She glanced again at Kessian. ‘What should I do, Father?’

‘Try to tease flame from the charcoals. Hold it in your hands if you can. Direct it if you feel strong enough. But do nothing that makes you feel you can’t control it.’

‘It all feels like that,’ she said.

‘You know what I mean.’

Bryn had raised his eyebrows, sceptical. His expression was shared by those of the Echelon who had not been present in the courtyard gardens.

‘I’ll try,’ said Mirron.

‘Good girl,’ said Kessian. ‘Take your time.’

He found his heart beating fast as Mirron faced the forge. She stood on a stool to allow her to look down on the fire, Bryn standing close behind her, protective though he needn’t be. She was standing side-on to Kessian, wearing a sleeveless dress and with her hair tied back out of her eyes. She moved her hands towards the fire. Kessian lost sight of them at the lip of the forge, just as they entered the charcoals.

A calm expression settled on Mirron’s face while she prepared. Genna clutched Kessian’s hands on top of his stick. Hesther was behind him, her hands on his shoulders. He ignored the sweat forming on his face and body, praying Mirron could repeat her display.

‘I am one with the fire,’ she said. ‘I understand its strength. The charcoals are of high standard, Bryn, but your peat is spread a little thick left centre of the forge. There is a cool spot there. Let me just . . .’ She moved her hands. Kessian heard the grate of charcoals. ‘There. Fit for steel.’

‘Thank you,’ said Bryn. He smiled, a little embarrassed.

‘The heat map is even,’ continued Mirron.

She withdrew her hands and the mask of calm slipped. She was thinking about what she must next attempt. She scratched at her upper lip with her teeth and breathed deep. Kessian saw the shudder through her body. She swayed slightly. Bryn placed a hand on her back to steady her.

Mirron closed her eyes, snapping them open almost immediately. The fire glowed hotter, reflecting bright across the roof of the forge. Everyone took an unconscious pace away and Kessian leaned back in his chair. He watched Mirron’s face intently. He saw fear flash across it followed by a curious serenity. Her eyes widened and her body relaxed.

Mirron drew her hands slowly away from the charcoals, palms downwards. The temperature rose in the forge. Tongues of flame followed her hands, wreathing them, caressing them it seemed, bathing them in a warm orange light. Kessian leaned forward again, breath stopped on his lips. The heat in him now had little to do with the forge and everything to do with the sense of wonder that swept through him. The swiftest of glances revealed a breadth of emotions among the Echelon and sheer joy on the faces of Gorian and Arducius.

The flame licked up Mirron’s forearms, tracing the pathways of her nerves or veins perhaps. She appeared completely in control. She turned her palms to face each other. Flame spanned the gap of perhaps two feet between them. It steadied, thickened into a tubular shape, fed by the fire beneath it. Mirron moved her hands delicately, causing the tube to distend then curve upwards. The young Ascendant licked her lips.

‘Can you tell us how you are feeling and what you can see?’ asked Kessian.

Mirron rocked on the stool. The flame guttered and fell away. She sagged back into Bryn’s arms.

‘Oh, my child, I am sorry,’ said Kessian. ‘I disturbed your concentration.’

Mirron gazed at him, her expression a little detached but intensely satisfied.

‘I tried to talk but the flame wouldn’t stay,’ she said. ‘It was beautiful.’

‘It was indeed,’ said Kessian.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Inside.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘In my body and in my head. I could see paths in the air and through the ground.’

Kessian’s throat dried. It was a direct quote from Gorian’s writings. His theory about what an Ascendant would see. Hesther’s hands tightened on his shoulders.

‘Are you sure?’ he whispered, voice almost lost in the roar of the forge.

Mirron nodded. ‘Am I all right?’ she asked, voice trembling.

Kessian chuckled. ‘Oh, my dear I think you are very much more than that.’

Bryn placed Mirron back on the floor and pushed her gently but firmly towards Kessian. The blacksmith cupped his hands together at his chest in the traditional Order of Omniscience encompassing sign. The Father frowned. ‘Bryn, that’s a little . . .’

He stopped when he saw Bryn’s face. He’d seen that expression on Ossacer’s face just a couple of nights before.

Dread fear.




Chapter 8

844th cycle of God, 42nd day of Solasrise 11th year of the true Ascendancy

Every day for Han Jesson had been dark. The chill of loneliness engulfing him every time he awoke and taunting him every time he tried to close his eyes. The memories of that hideous day in Gull’s Ford a year ago would not go away. The terror in his wife’s eyes, her mute shock and screaming helplessness. The wails of his son. The blood across his street, and the bodies of people he had known for thirty years. The choking smell of burning. It was everywhere he walked, in every face he saw and in the dark scars on buildings that would never be repainted.

Those first days were vague. A despair so deep he barely registered living. He could recall but two things from them. The word ‘gone’ thundering through his muddled mind; and the tall man. The Gatherer.

The man who had promised him he would return his family to him. And though Jhered wrote to him at each levy time, he had no real news. Gave him no particular hope to cling onto. The letters were like reading reports on the war. They were disassociated from his pain.

Every day, Han walked to the east of the village and up to the crest of the valley where he would sit. Through the blistering heat of solastro, the shocking cold of dusas and the freshness of genastro, he made his short pilgrimage. And while he sat, the world passed him by.

Crops grew, were harvested and stored. New livestock was driven into the settlement. The sound of hammer and saw echoed up the valley, mixed with the shouts of men and the excitable chatter of children. Traders came and went. The legion wagons rattled through  the streets, buying supplies on their way to the Tsardon front and selling spoils on the way back. The Gatherers came back too. Not the tall man this time but others. Assessing their progress, demanding a rise in the levy based on what they saw. And the civil war came ever closer to them.

But no sign of his family. No news but that the campaigns progressed and one day the Tsardon ruling dynasty would fall and reparations would begin. ‘One day’ was no good to Han Jesson. It was meaningless. And for every day that it did not come, his hope leached away.

It was late evening and the day had been searing hot with barely a puff of breeze to move the air. Han had been sitting in the shade of rock and tree for the larger part of the day, watching the hills to the east, the shimmer over the road to the south and the scattered river traffic. He’d seen riders moving in the distance in the late morning, impossible to say how many. Almost certainly Conquord cavalry though whenever he saw and heard bands of riders now, he shivered, his memories surfacing sharp and painful.

When the sunlight was gone, Han made his way back down the well-trodden path. In the early days he had lit fires for beacons and sat by them all night. But he had to live and maintain his business if his family were to have anything to return home to enjoy. So he lit the lanterns outside his repaired shop front and walked inside. Those lights would burn until dawn, just in case.

He shuffled about his workshop, lighting candles and more lanterns. He’d kept the shutters closed all day and the shop was relatively cool though the heat of solas had permeated his tiles and whitewashed walls. It was a small house with the workspaces dominating the ground floor while up the single flight of stairs were living and sleeping areas and a roof terrace. But it felt cavernous and his every movement echoed sadly from the stained walls.

He rubbed his hands over his face, the action reminding him he needed to shave. Just one more thing, like enjoying food, that seemed so unimportant. Most days he had to remind himself to keep going, to try to live as normal a life as he was able so that he was ready when they came home. Though when even bathing and washing his clothes were chores all but beyond him, it was a difficult reminder to fulfil.

Out in his back yard he could feel the heat from the kiln that he  fired every night. Scattered about its base was the wreckage of too many cracked pots and vases. He unhooked the kiln door and opened it, feeling the wash of hot air over his face and arms.

He picked the two sets of tongs up from their rack and dragged the stone tray towards him, hooking its iron handles and laying it on the ground to cool. He cast his eyes briefly over the assortment of plates and mugs he had been asked to make, sighing at the breakages that told of the lack of attention to his clay mix and the variation in the thickness of the work he was trying to fire. He could see bubbles in the clay too. Nothing seemed to work any more, not how it should.

Han worked the same routine into the early hours of every morning, knowing he had to be exhausted to stop the voices keeping him from sleep. Take out last night’s work; refire the kiln; sit at the wheel to make new orders; and decorate the fired work, what was left of it.

It was that last that drew tears from him more often than not. Kari had been the artist, he the potter. Without her, the vases, plates, jugs and mugs that were his stock in trade were plain and clumsy-looking. He couldn’t be proud of anything he made now and he was dimly aware that the orders he was getting had more to do with the desire of Gull’s Ford to look after its own than for any thought of selling on for profit in Haroq.

But as God-around-them-all was his witness, he could do nothing else. He hoped they understood that. He fell asleep at the paints and glaze that night. He’d eaten nothing all day, drunk a little too much wine and the heat eventually took its toll.

He awoke with a start, unsure what had awakened him. The night was warm and humid. He looked up at the stars, guessing it was a couple of hours before dawn. He had a slight headache and a thirst but neither of these was sufficient to have brought him round. It had been a dead, deep sleep, sprawled across the table. His paint brush was still in his hands, its tip red in the bright light from the lanterns set at the back corners.

He sat up and stretched his back. There was a glow in the sky to the north, a fire of some sort. Then the screams repeated and he knew why he had woken and the reason for the fire. He had heard that sort of fear before and remembered it like it was yesterday.

Dread crushed his gut and chest, left him fighting for breath. He was frozen to his chair while the sound of feet and hoofs gained in volume, matching that of the panicked voices and the wails of terror.  It couldn’t be happening again. They’d already taken everything in Gull’s Ford once. Not again, he whispered, God have mercy, please not again.

Han fought himself to a standing position. His body was shaking and his mind was blank, numb. His breathing shallow and very quick. He tried to calm himself, leaning hard on the back of the chair. He swallowed on a dry throat and blinked away the tears that had welled up. He had no idea what to do. Nothing suggested itself.

From out in the road, he heard the clatter of horses and the harsh shouts of the Tsardon. The yells and cries of the citizens of Gull’s Ford grew louder still, more and more of them on the streets outside. The glow in the northern sky grew brighter and in a moment’s lull, he heard the crackle of flames and a ragged cheer.

Han turned from the painting table. There was quiet in the street outside his front door and he moved towards it gingerly. There was something very different in the tenor of this raid. Before, in the glare of daylight, the Tsardon had attacked at random. Whole areas of the town had been totally ignored that time, while some houses in other streets had been destroyed, others passed by and others, like his own, damaged only enough to take the prize of his wife and son before attention went elsewhere.

He stopped and pressed his ear to the shutters, confused at what he was hearing. There was still a hubbub but it was passing away towards the north, leaving something surrounding him that he couldn’t place. He cracked the shutters as quietly as he could to see out. He looked first to his left and his breath caught in the back of his throat. He switched sides and looked right and south. The same. He closed and hooked the shutters, backing away.

Tsardon. Approaching from both directions and riding down the centre of the street with swordsmen to either side, kicking in every door. Jesson shrank away, vision blurring. His lanterns were a welcome for his enemies. His door would burst in like it had before and they’d drag him away like they had his wife and child. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to be here when she returned.

The thought cleared his head of the fog which had encased it. There was no time to grab anything. He was dressed and that would have to do. He ran back through the shop, out into the yard, past the kiln and to the wooden shelving attached to the back wall. It used to  be filled with works awaiting decoration. Now it stood empty but it might just save his life.

Han scrambled up the racks, feeling the timbers give under his weight, hearing them protest their treatment, the sound awfully loud in his ears. Reaching the top shelf, he jumped with hands outstretched to grasp the lip of the roof terrace above him. Praetor Gorsal’s house. She wouldn’t begrudge him this chance to escape.

Behind him, his door was beaten in. Shouts ran through his shop and the noise from the street was much louder. Using it as a spur, he pulled and scrabbled, dragging his body onto Gorsal’s terrace. He rolled once, gathered his breath and ran to the stairs underneath the sun porch. The quickest of glances behind him told him they had not seen him; there was no one in the yard.

Gorsal’s house was dark and empty. His sandals whispered on the stone and his hand brushed the wall to give him balance. Below, a wan light washed the small hallway. He knew he shouldn’t but he felt relief that the Tsardon had already been here and taken any they had found inside.

The door had been forced and Gorsal’s collection of amphorae and vases from across the Conquord was smashed and scattered across the floor, clubbed from the alcove stands where they had stood so proudly. One of his own was among the debris, the fragments crushing under his feet on his way to the door.

His heart was hammering loud enough for the Tsardon to hear; it was painful in his chest. The quake in his limbs was back. He stopped. Surely he should hide here. The house had been cleared, there was no reason to risk running outside. He’d be safe. New hope flooded through his body.

He backed up a pace. He could hear the drone of noise that indicated where the citizens had been taken. Away north towards the fire and the House of Masks. He turned, thinking to hide up the stairs, perhaps under a bed. Two Tsardon stood at the head of the short stairway, hard eyes boring through him. Han closed his eyes and sagged to the floor. There was no escape.
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