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			This book is dedicated to those who strive to make Planet Earth, the only one we’ve got, a better place for all. Profits and power mean little compared to the shared wellbeing and survival of everyone and everything aboard this rock spinning in space. Down with authoritarian tyrants, ignorant superstitions and greed-­head profiteers; up with humane science, democratic freedoms and the easily ridiculed concept of love for all.
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			Talmont: A History

			 

			 

			 

			The caliph asked me today why history matters. It was no idle question. The past is gone, he argued, and only the present and the future matter. Why devote time and energy on documenting things that no longer matter?

			What he was really asking me, his history tutor, was, ‘What are you for?’

			Make no mistake, my entire future was at stake.

			I began by reminding him that every decision is rooted in our own experiences, not just as a person, but as a collective. We know our enemies by their treacheries and warmongering. We trust our friends due to their known fidelity. While the past does not predict future actions, it is a guide, a consideration in every new decision. As individuals, we learn from life. So too does a body of people learn.

			The caliph’s question was driven by new demands from the Hierophant, our overlord, that appear to favour his homeland, Talmont, over the rest of the Triple Empire. ‘Is this offer as treacherous as it seems?’ our young ruler wished to know.

			‘Only in the era of the Sanctor Wardens could Talmont be trusted,’ I replied.

			‘Who were the Sanctor Wardens?’ the caliph asked.

			I reminded my lord of this ancient group of sorcerer-­knights from barbarous Hytal, who came to the aid of the King of Talmont at the height of the siege of Petraxus, in the tenth century. The famous Charge of the Wardens broke the invading armies of Kharagh, saving the city and ultimately the north. By the eleventh century they had become the power behind Talmont, known for their integrity and fidelity.

			However, during the rise of the first Hierophant and Triple Emperor, Jovan Lux, it is said that they fell into evil, and were superseded by the Order of the Vestments of Elysia Divina – the ‘Vestal knights’. Rumours of conflict between the rival sorcerer-­knights persist, but the Vestal knights claim the Wardens, recognising their own decline, disbanded voluntarily.

			And this is where history is needed, for the old tales of the Sanctor Wardens speak of honour and justice, their nobility and virtue, though more recent Talmoni historians have labelled them degenerate and corrupt. Yet those recent histories also claim the Vestal knights to be the pinnacle of chivalry, while we their enemies know them as the iron fist of Talmont.

			Which is true? Only by piecing together the fragments of evidence remaining, can we learn. But those pieces are constantly changing, some proving untrustworthy even as new clues are unearthed, until it feels as if trying to understand our past is as impossible as mapping clouds, or waves in the sea.

			‘Then truth is merely what we believe,’ the caliph commented.

			‘Certainly the most powerful tale is not always the true one, but the one that is believed,’ I responded. ‘However, false stories are like the flesh of a rotting corpse. In the end, only the bones of truth will remain.’ 

			 

			Preface to Talmont – a History

			by Inchalus Sekum

			Scribe to the Caliph of Mutaza, 1467

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The Hierophant

			One Faith, Many Peoples

			Before the coming of Jovan Lux, our world was racked by war. But Jovan’s Edict brought all of Coros to the Light, uniting the three warring empires of Talmont, Zynoch and Abutha. The newly created Triple Empire is a union of the elites that transcends race, creed and colour, in which peace and prosperity reign: a true golden age. And now the throne of Jovan passes to a new heir, Eindil III. Long may he reign.

			Patriarch Vyne, at the coronation of Eindil III, 1454 

			 

			Jovan replaced race wars with class wars, elevating the elites through the oppression of the common people. By uniting Abuthan gold, Zynochian produce and Talmoni sorcery, he bonded a ruthless elite that transcends national boundaries. His court does indeed throng with people of all races – unified by one goal: self-­enrichment, at the cost of the exploited masses.

			Nilis Evandriel, renegade scholar, 1469 

			Petraxus, Talmont

			Summer 1472

			Eindil Pandramion III, the Hierophant, God-­Emperor of Talmont, Triple-­Emperor of Coros, sat on the Throne of Pearl, wondering whether he was strong enough for the time he’d been born into. Today, the Sunburst Crown was a crushing weight, bowing his head and bending his back. All the lives in his care, all the wealth and history, were chains dragging him under the flood of dire news.

			Coros is burning . . . our world is dying.

			Fires were spreading in huge swathes from the northwest, sending smoke and ash across the hinterland. Even here in mighty Petraxus, heart of the empire, it tainted every breath. All over Hytal, crops were failing, while desperate refugees fleeing the growing dustbowls to the south were choking the roads and descending upon overwhelmed, frightened cities like swarms of ravenous insects. And among them the corrupted vyr moved unseen, sparking rebellion and lighting ever more fires.

			That this long-­prophesised ending should come during Eindil’s reign haunted him day and night, despite knowing this was all the will of his divine ancestor, Akka Himself. My burden is to do what must now be done and preserve all that is good in Coros.

			With that in mind, he steeled himself to face the latest news from the western isles, where this current crisis had begun. ‘Send in the courser,’ he told the stentor, Robias.

			At the herald’s signal, a muffled hammer struck the gong to his right. The booming note reverberated through the many-­pillared hall, lined with the polished bronze statues of his forebears. At the far end, giant doors opened a crack. The bar of pallid light which penetrated was briefly broken by a silhouette, which vanished as the doors closed again. For a full minute, Eindil tracked the courser’s progress only by the clip of her boots on the marble as she made her way in darkness, past eyes and blades she never saw, until she emerged into light at the base of the dais, just ten paces away. She knelt and pressed her forehead to the floor.

			Robias signalled and a guard ghosted from the shadows, lifted her chin and placed a blade to her throat. ‘You are in the presence of the divine,’ Robias said. ‘Swear that no word of falsehood shall pass your lips.’

			‘I . . . I so swear,’ the courser replied, her clear, youthful voice tremulous, her coppery desert skin gleaming with sweat. She was a Zynochian, an embodiment of Eindil’s empire, which covered all of the known world, from Hytal in the frigid north to equatorial Zynochia and the jungles of Abutha, a rainbow realm in which the old dividing lines of race and religion had been erased by loyalty to his throne and Akka the Father.

			But those precious gains will be lost if I can’t win through this crisis.

			The guardsman carved the ritual line across the courser’s throat, just breaking the skin. For all her youth, her throat was covered in such scars, most old and white, a few still scabbed. When he withdrew, the courser sat back on her heels, head bowed and hands clasped. Her face was wind-­chaffed, her ebony hair matted and her green uniform damp with perspiration, but she looked composed, a veteran of such ordeals.

			Around her, cloaked and masked courtiers emerged from the shadows, moving about her like dancers. This was the Night Court, where counsellors spoke with the protection of anonymity, to encourage frankness and the airing of hard truths.

			‘Great One, my tidings are two days old,’ she said. ‘I come from Avas, via sail and steed.’

			Avas was the third in a chain of isles at the western tip of Hytal, one thousand five hundred kylos away. Fyna, the first, was already abandoned; its neighbour Mir was also under attack.

			‘Why did you take so long to reach us?’ Stentor Robias asked. ‘It is surely for this reason the empire maintains the portali gates? You could have been here in mere hours . . .’

			‘The gate on Avas Isle was lost, the day before I left,’ the courser explained. ‘I had to sail to the mainland and use one in Port Gaudien.’

			The loss of a portali was grim news. ‘Speak on,’ Eindil said.

			‘Avas burns, Great One. The vyr have lit fresh fires that are sweeping across the island. All the shards on Avas have been destroyed and the populace has fled to Long Bay, on the east coast of the island. Governor Durand begs leave to evacuate them all.’

			‘What say the Vestal knights stationed there?’ Eindil asked, struggling to sound regal in the face of such dire tidings. ‘Surely they fight on?’

			‘The Vestal knights do, with all their strength,’ the courser replied, ‘but the vyr strike where the knights are not. Their corruption is everywhere.’

			‘Who leads the knights on Avas?’

			‘Siera Romara Challys, of the Falcon Century. They’re the last of the Order still protecting the island. Two other centuries were redeployed to Mir a week ago, to ensure we hold at least one island of the group.’

			Eindil frowned. ‘Challys? Remind me?’ The name sounded a little familiar.

			‘She is a veteran of ten years, from a noble house in Miravia, Great One,’ a masked female courtier advised. ‘Daughter of the Lord of Desantium. She is regarded as sound.’

			‘But women are unsuited to command,’ a male courtier in a goat mask countered. For all the Vestal knights were the vanguard for equality, such views persisted.

			Eindil raised a hand for silence. ‘I should not have to remind anyone that our beloved Vazi Virago, our Exemplar, is a woman,’ he said firmly. He leaned forward, looking at the courser. ‘Tell me more of this Romara Challys.’

			‘She is a credit to her Order, an experienced fighter from a noble Miravian House,’ she responded. ‘When I parted from her, she was holding the retreat to Long Bay, having repelled several vyr raids while protecting the refugees.’

			‘But why are they not driving forth the foe?’ Goat-­mask sniffed. ‘Timid retreats win nothing!’

			Eindil had grown impatient with the man’s whining. They all knew the shape-­changing vyr had been causing havoc for generations now. ‘Driving forth the foe’ was impossible when you couldn’t find the evil degenerates hiding among the innocents.

			‘Where is my Exemplar?’ he asked, unable to turn his mind from the woman regarded as the greatest knight of the Age. ‘Where is Vazi Virago? Does she travel to save the island?’

			‘The Exemplar is in Neparia,’ the stentor reminded him. ‘She will return soon.’

			I knew that, Eindil chastised himself, but her absence from court gnawed at him. ‘Does this Romara Challys concur with Governor Durand’s request to abandon the Isle?’

			The courser bowed her head. ‘She concurs. Avas is lost, but the people can still be saved.’

			Eindil considered, then nodded to Robias, permitting him to make the sign of mercy to the guards waiting behind the courser. They’d heard no lie in her words, so she’d be permitted to leave the Night Court alive.

			‘The Pearl Throne thanks you, Courser,’ Robias said. ‘You will be taken to the probationary cells until your words are proven.’

			The courser would be pampered, but there would be bars on her windows and doors until her story was corroborated; only then would she be freed. Lies were the most dangerous of all evils and must always be nipped in the bud.

			She kissed the first step of the dais, where Jovan Lux’s footprint was preserved in the stone, rose gracefully and backed into the hands of the waiting house-­servants, who led her away.

			The silence was punctuated by the whispers of his masked courtiers as they waited for Eindil to allow them to speak aloud.

			‘Withdraw,’ Eindil told Robias. ‘I would seek the unrecorded advice of my counsellors.’

			Once the herald had taken the scribes and gone, the Night Courtiers closed in. There were a few dozen tonight, masked and glittering darkly.

			Eindil cleared his throat, then addressed the faceless gathering. ‘I commanded that none should give ground before the fires,’ he reminded them. ‘Am I to renege upon my stated will?’

			The masked courtiers murmured, then a Zynochian woman spoke. ‘Let the people see your compassion. Akka is a just god. Elysia is Mercy personified. Allow the evacuation.’

			‘But they have failed to defend their own lands. They have failed us.’

			‘It was a task beyond them,’ said a man with a deep Abuthan voice. ‘This ending is fated.’

			Eindil hated to think that his reign was predestined to fail. ‘Regardless, Akka expects us all to do what is right, and I have declared that there will be no retreat.’

			‘Which we, the Night Court, counselled against,’ another woman said coolly.

			‘But the Day Court said—’

			‘The Day Court are venal, self-­serving weaklings,’ a lion-­masked male growled.

			‘They are the voice of commerce, the makers of the shoes we walk in,’ Eindil stated.

			‘But we are the voices of true knowledge,’ a woman replied. ‘Hearken to those others, consider their requests, but do not accede to their demands without consulting us. They may be the shoes we walk in, but our eyes are on the horizon, not upon our feet.’

			The Day Court administered the day-­to-­day running of the empire, but the Night Court, who concerned themselves with strategic ­matters, carried the greater weight.

			‘Your point is made and understood,’ Eindil told her. ‘But I am not deaf to other voices.’

			‘Crowns are heavy, Great One,’ another masked adviser said soothingly. ‘But we can guide you through these treacherous days and into the light which lies beyond. The Day Court is the voice of common men, but you are one of us, in the end.’

			Faced with that truth, the decision was made. ‘Then I will order the evacuation. But what of Governor Durand and Romara Challys, who have been unable to discharge my will?’

			More murmuring and hissings, and then another hooded woman spoke, a Bedumassan, by her accent. ‘Either they have failed you, betrayed you or been given a task beyond them. That is the factual situation. But emotionally, your people expect to see blame apportioned. Choose a scapegoat and conduct a trial. Be seen to be just, and strong.’

			‘Which one? Governor Durand?’

			‘The Vestal knight,’ the lion-­masked counsellor replied. ‘She’s a veteran, nearing the end of her usefulness. She’s expendable.’ 

			Eindil decided they were right: governors tended to have powerful connections, so punishing Durand would be divisive and potentially risky. But a veteran of the Vestals could be sacrificed.

			‘Thank you for your guidance,’ he said. ‘Hold a trial. Let justice be served upon her.’

			‘Thank you for hearkening, Great One,’ the masked courtiers replied, then with a swishing of robes, they dispersed into the darkness, leaving Eindil sitting alone in a pool of light in the vast hall. A moment later, the Watcher’s Bell tolled on the mainland, the twenty-­two chimes telling him that it was two hours until midnight and he must return to the Sacred Palace, where that night’s chosen wife awaited. After that, there’d be the ritual cleansing and, finally, rest, before facing the next day’s battles.

			He gestured, and Stentor Robias reappeared from the shadows. ‘Stentor, I return to the palace,’ Eindil told him. ‘Oh, and lower the banner of Avas on Imperium Square.’

			I have lost part of my realm . . . this Romara Challys must pay for that.

		

	
		
			Part One

			LOSS AND BLAME

		

	
		
			1

			A Wall of Fire

			The Blessed of Akka

			It is known that Akka the Father, and Elysia his Handmaiden, dispense fortune to those they favour. Thus may you know the righteous: by their riches and largesse. The wealthy and powerful are the blessed of Akka, and to serve them is to serve the Father.

			Lancel, Thirteenth Guardian, 1312 

			Long Bay, Avas Isle

			Summer 1472

			The sky was a dull, throbbing red, smoke clogged the nostrils, heat basted skin and the wind howled with demon voices, clawing at the eight thousand remaining refugees huddled on the beach of Long Bay. They sang hymns imploring divine rescue, but it was the wooden ships standing off the coast which would save them, and Romara Challys’s soldiers who protected them.

			We should have been long gone by now, Romara thought grimly.

			A courser had arrived finally, a full week after the first one left, giving permission to depart, but it had taken another week for the evacuation fleet to arrive and even then, there were too few ships moving far too slowly for the refugees of Avas trapped between the fires and the waves.

			Somehow, no one blamed the man responsible for the delays: His Serene Majesty Eindil Pandramion III, Hierophant of Talmont. It was everyone else’s fault.

			But we’ll catch the blame, Romara worried. Her Vestal century had been the last to evacuate; those left till the end always got the worst of these situations.

			Her morose thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a grey-­robed Akkanite pater, Vostius, a tonsured priest with a serious mien. He had to look up to Romara, who stood almost six foot – but he had a lordly presence that added invisible inches and left her feeling the shorter.

			‘Greetings, Siera Romara,’ Vostius boomed. ‘This is a blessed day.’

			‘It will be, if we all get off in one piece,’ Romara agreed.

			He surveyed the windswept beach and the smoke-­wreathed marshland inland. ‘Is there any sign of the vyr?’ the pater asked anxiously.

			‘Nothing so far. My magia, Elindhu, will sense them if they come, but they must know we’re leaving. There’s no rational reason for them to launch an assault.’ She pulled a rueful face. ‘Not that they’re famed for their rationality.’

			‘True enough,’ Vostius sighed. ‘Are your knights at full strength?’

			‘With the shards destroyed, our glyma is depleted,’ Romara admitted, patting the elobyne orb on the pommel of her sword. Without the shards the Church had planted every twenty kylos or so, the only way to refill the orbs and renew their weapons was an orison; the communal ritual would draw energy from the congregation itself. ‘But we’ll manage,’ she assured him.

			‘I will call an orison,’ Vostius declared. ‘The people will show their devotion.’

			It was a generous offer, but orisons took quite a toll on the participants. ‘They’ve already lost all they have, and they’re exhausted,’ Romara protested. ‘To also give prayer is too much – some may not survive.’

			‘They have more to give. Let them show you their love of Akka.’

			He sounded disturbingly fanatical. Romara scanned the nearest people, seeing exhaustion, defeat and loss. They’ve got nothing else to give, she thought. They’ll need what little strength they have left for the journey to safety.

			But Vostius didn’t answer to her, and a priest’s reputation rested on the efficacy and frequency of his orisons. He was probably trying to make a name for himself – and to ensure no one could blame him for this débâcle.

			‘Very well, I’ll gather my knights,’ she conceded.

			While Vostius prepared, Romara called in her pentacle, the elobyne-­bearing men and women who led her century: loyal and idealistic Jadyn Kaen, her seneschal; Ghaneen Suul, a headstrong, macho Zynochi; world-­weary Obanji Vost, the Abuthan veteran, and the birdlike mage, Elindhu Morspeth. They’d been here on Avas for nine months now, and given their considerable all.

			It hasn’t been enough.

			As the Falcon pentacle assembled, Vostius went to his wrought-­bronze Orison Bell hanging inside a tripod of oak and hammered on it. Heads turned as the doleful noise sounded down the beach, tired faces lifting at the familiar sacred sound. ‘Kalefa, kalefa ap orison!’ – we are called, we are called to prayer – he shouted, and the cry was quickly echoed by his acolytes. 

			Romara was humbled to see hope kindled on the exhausted faces, and sure enough, in minutes hundreds of refugees had gathered and were watching reverently as Vostius’ acolytes laid on the ground the sacred Weave, a web of elobyne crystals woven in a geometric pattern into silk.

			The islanders, villagers and farmers alike had been ripped from their homes by the vyr onslaught; they’d carried their last possessions on their backs for days, only to be stranded here for almost two weeks. Romara marvelled that they had anything left to give. But they willingly grasped the strands of the Weave with white-­knuckled desperation. Children knelt with them, wide-­eyed and fervent, and those who couldn’t reach the ropes clasped the shoulders of those in front so all could share their devotion.

			Romara led her pentacle through the gathering, the refugees reverently brushing her white tabard with their fingers as she passed. She knelt in the middle, pulled forth her wavy-­bladed Order flamberge and planted the tip in the sand, the softly glowing elobyne pommel eliciting cries of awe and adoration. Jadyn Kaen presented his blade next, his homely face as ever humble. She met his eyes, a fleeting glance of mutual devotion forged through ten years of shared service and friendship.

			Our time will come, Farm Boy, she thought wistfully, although she couldn’t imagine life outside the Order. But they were both approaching thirty, so that day would soon arrive. We’ll take the land and pension package, retire and finally be free to love.

			Ghaneen Suul was next to kneel, brandishing his sword ostentatiously, while the black-­skinned Abuthan, Obanji Vost, was characteristically restrained. Their small, waddling mage, Elindhu Morspeth, lifted her crystal-­tipped staff to the heavens, her long-­nosed face peering from beneath a tower of grey braids.

			My brothers and sisters, Romara reflected proudly. They fought with all their strength for Avas and they don’t deserve the blame for this – but no doubt it’ll be heaped upon us.

			She shook the thought off: it was unworthy, in this moment of sanctity. Instead she focused on the ritual, gripping her weapon just under the cross-­piece.

			‘Behold this blade,’ she recited. ‘It is a flamberge – the flame-­blade of Talmont – forged from Miravian steel by the master-­smiths of Hyastar and entrusted to me by the Hierophant himself. Through the grace of Akka, I am a Knight of the Vestments of Elysia Divina, a servant of all. Ar-­byan.’

			‘Ar-­byan!’ her comrades responded. By God’s Will.

			She raised the pommel towards Heaven, letting the crystal orb catch the sunlight. ‘Behold the Orb, pure elobyne from Nexus, the sacred isle, gifted to humanity by Jovan Lux. Through its holy power, I am more than a woman: I am a Knight of the Vestments of Elysia Divina, a servant of all. Ar-­byan.’

			‘Ar-­byan!’

			‘I renew my pledge to wield this gift for Akka, for Elysia, for Talmont. May I serve faithfully, and do honour to those who have gone before me. I am a Knight of the Vestments of Elysia Divina, a servant of all. Ar-­byan.’

			‘Ar-­byan!’ the congregated refugees shouted. From the expressions on their exhausted, grief-­stricken faces, they were pinning all their hopes and prayers on her pentacle – on her. It was a burden, but one she was proud to bear.

			When she stood, Jadyn, Ghaneen, Obanji and Elindhu rose with her and together, they lifted their weapons to heaven, shouting, ‘Lux Eternal!’

			‘Elysia be wit’ ye, Vestals,’ a fisherman cried hoarsely. ‘Bless ye!’ 

			His call was echoed on all sides. 

			‘Akka be with us all,’ Vostius shouted, sweeping his stern gaze over the sweaty, soot-­streaked islanders. ‘Orison eli volso.’ The orison has begun. ‘Let us pray!’

			The veneration began. Even Romara, who’d participated in this ritual so many times, felt her skin prickle in anticipation and wonder, because this ritual was unique to the Vestal Order.

			In past creeds, prayers were just wishes, sent into the sky in superstitious hope, the way pagans still prayed today. But for worshippers of Akka and Elysia, the King and Queen of Heaven, the orison made prayer real and tangible, binding them to the thrones of Heaven, and to their protectors.

			Vostius led the chanting, exhorting the faithful to give their hearts as he invoked Akka, calling His divine gaze to this place. Their ragged voices grew stronger as the familiar words took root. Then came the emotion, initiated by the younger women, so often the most passionate of any congregation. Girlish faces became flushed and fervent as an ecstatic anguish overtook them, their bodies beginning to shake as they raised their faces to heaven and shrieked in rapture, ‘AKKA! HEAR US! ELYSIA, I LOVE YOU! SAVE US!’

			As the congregation roared, the air inside the circle throbbed. United by their faith, rich and poor, elders and children, and especially the youth, with all their fire and desire, competed in fervour, storming heaven, eyes skywards and hands clasped to the Weave.

			This is Talmont, Romara thought, where the love of Akka gives us the power to prevail.

			The crystals in the Weave began to glow, a pale light that began at the edges, illuminating the ropes that extended into the massed refugees, then flowing inwards, gaining intensity. The children all squealed in wonder, while the adults, exhausted from the effort, roared in triumph.

			The light became a blaze that flowed from crystal to crystal, converging on the centre, where Romara and her pentacle waited, holding ready their flamberges. It coalesced suddenly – and a bolt of pure energy flowed into their elobyne crystals. Feeling the jolt like a physical blow, they all bowed their heads in thanks, while the congregation roared in victory, an enraptured call that encompassed exultation, relief and utter exhaustion.

			Girls and boys alike were fainting, and even adults were swaying, dazed, as the wave of tiredness that inevitably followed a successful orison swept over the crowd. The orison gave, but it also took, especially from the weak and sickly. Some even chose to die that way, giving the last of themselves to Akka – after all, it guaranteed a place in Paradise.

			The weapons of Romara’s pentacle tingled with new energy. Such a small orison could do only so much, but everyone had been lifted by it: prayers had been heard and the bonds of community renewed. Vostius made the final blessing sign, his work done, his reputation cemented.

			Now I must play my part, Romara thought, as she faced the crowd, her long scarlet locks catching the wind as she held her flamberge aloft, hilt high. ‘In the name of Akka and Elysia, I thank you all,’ she shouted hoarsely, kindling light in the crystal to show that the prayers had been effective. ‘The glyma is with us. Ar-­byan, Ar-­byan.’

			Ghaneen Suul, ever the dramatist, flourished his own sword dramatically, crying, ‘I pledge to keep you safe. Ar-­byan!’ He was their youngest and considered himself their best blade.

			The refugees cheered him rapturously.

			Obanji, who actually was their best blade, shared a laconic glance with Elindhu, while Romara smiled wryly at Ghaneen’s antics.

			‘Falcons, go forth!’ she ordered, and they began extricating themselves – which was not so easy when people wanted to kiss the hems of their tabards and otherwise venerate them as avatars of the gods – but eventually they managed to break away. They strode down the beach to rejoin the Falcon century stationed at the southern end.

			The lonely, desolate stretch of shingle and sand known as Long Bay faced the mainland to the east, a desolate stony strip between the brackish swamp and the hungry waves, now choked with fearful refugees. Smoke clogged the air, reducing visibility to a few hundred paces. Black-­and-­white quartered tabards marked out Romara’s Falcon century of Vestal guards, holding a perimeter along the fire-­ditches. They all turned anxiously as Romara and her pentacle approached: they’d be the last to be evacuated, and only then if there was room on the ships for them. So Romara couldn’t answer their questioning looks. Like them, she could only hope they’d get off this cursed island today.

			‘Four hours, the governor estimates,’ she called aloud, lighting up her pommel-­orb to show that she and her pentacle had energy left. ‘Do your duty, Falcons.’

			‘Falcons Eternal!’ they roared back. But most threw resentful glances along the shore at the ranks of blue-­clad imperial soldiers already lining up to embark.

			Over the next few hours, as each boat rowed in and collected another load of evacuees – and the governor’s men – to load into the ships at anchor beyond the breakers, those still waiting became increasingly desperate, until the governor’s soldiers formed a cordon to keep control, lest the boats be swamped.

			We mightn’t get off today after all, Romara worried. She doubted the vyr would attack now, but if they were stranded overnight, an assault was far more likely.

			‘I miss the days when all I had to think about was keeping my blade sharp and my tabard clean,’ she muttered. ‘I’m sick of having to worry about everyone else.’

			‘No, you aren’t,’ Jadyn grinned. ‘You love bossing us around.’ The others chuckled wryly.

			‘Well, that’s true,’ she admitted. ‘Come on, you lot, let’s get up to the headland and see what’s to be seen.’

			She led her pentacle up a windswept bluff that offered views north over Long Bay, westwards along the southern coast, a rugged wall of broken stone, and into the interior, where the burned-­out marshland lying between the hills and valleys told a tale of destruction and defeat.

			The four knights sat, breaking out water bottles and whet-­stones, and set to sharpening the rippled edges of their swords as they discussed their situation. But Elindhu planted her staff and gazed about, her eyes gleaming glyma-­blue. ‘No vyr-­sign,’ she reported. ‘All quiet.’

			‘Did the Boars get back to Gaudien safely?’ Obanji wondered aloud, his voice a deep basso.

			‘Who cares?’ Ghaneen grunted. ‘Pricks.’ He gave Romara a sour look. ‘You should have pressed harder for us to be taken off before them. We’ll be blamed for this loss simply by dint of being the last ones here.’

			He was probably right, but done was done, and in any case, it hadn’t been up to her. ‘It was the grandmaster’s decision to evacuate the Boars first,’ Romara reminded them.

			‘You should have befriended him,’ Ghaneen told her. ‘The Boar’s commander drank with him all the time – that’s how things get done.’

			Aye, Romara thought glumly, but that’s not how it should be.

			‘Any losses overnight?’ she asked Jadyn; her second-­in-­command always knew these things.

			‘No deaths,’ Jadyn replied. ‘Corporal Geraint broke his hand trying to right a cart and Metcham got bitten by a kiss-­adder – it got into his bedroll. Got him right on the butt,’ he clarified, adding, ‘He’ll be fine, though.’

			‘Did the physicians suck the venom out?’ Obanji chuckled.

			Ghaneen winced. ‘Jag that! I’d’ve let him croak.’

			‘That’s ‘cause you’re a heartless bastard,’ Romara quipped, though she wasn’t joking. ‘How many are we down? Twenty-­seven, yes?’

			Jadyn nodded. ‘That’s right, dead or wounded. Morale is holding, but we all want to get off.’

			If her century had been at full strength, Obanji, Ghaneen and Jadyn would each be commanding a fighting cohort of thirty men. As well, she should have a centurion, a banner-­man, a logisticalus, directed by Elindhu, and ten non-­combatants to look after engineering, medicine and baggage. As it was the losses were fairly evenly spread, and everyone was overworked.

			‘It’s the islanders I feel for.’ Obanji was watching the refugees milling below. ‘They’ve lost everything – their homes, their livelihoods, every place that has meaning to them. I know what that’s like.’

			‘It’s like this on Fyna and Mir too,’ Ghaneen pointed out. ‘And the refugee camps these poor fools are headed for will be plague-­ridden cesspits too.’

			‘I grew up in such a camp, in Aquinium,’ Obanji mused. ‘They’re no place to bring a family. People should live in dignity.’

			‘I agree, but does Petraxus care?’ Elindhu asked, rhetorically. She might be the least martial of them, this short woman with a pot belly and a pile of grey hair, but she was wisest in arcane lore, and for all she was the most vulnerable, she was often the most opinionated.

			‘You lot get back to your cohorts,’ Romara said, not wanting to hear any more criticism of the hierarchy. It wasn’t that she agreed with everything their superiors did, but you had to trust the chain of command. ‘Make sure they’re all briefed about the evacuation. We may yet come under attack. Elindhu, remain with me; I need your mage-­eyes.’

			The knights donned their Falcon-­helms, the silver tarnished by the salt and smoke that was also turning their white tabards an unsightly grey.

			‘Have a care,’ Romara warned. ‘The vyr may not be finished with us yet.’

			While her knights returned to their cohorts, Romara took Elindhu up to the pinnacle of the hill, from where they could gaze inland upon the marsh, a dried-­up stretch of scorched reeds and cracked mud dotted with charred tree-­stumps. Fire had raged through here some weeks back, during a sharp, sustained battle. Now ash covered the ground and charred bodies lay unburied, fought over by squabbling gulls and crows.

			‘We don’t criticise our superiors,’ Romara reminded her. ‘They know more and see more than us. We must trust in them.’

			‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist. We’ve been abandoned out here – one island after another falls and still Petraxus does nothing.’

			‘See, you’re doing it again,’ Romara said. ‘And I don’t disagree, but we must keep such thoughts inside.’ She changed the subject abruptly. ‘Do you sense any vyr near?’

			‘You’ll be first to know,’ Elindhu replied, but she raised her staff and closed her eyes, opening herself to the world around her. Unlike the knights, who were honed for war but severely limited in non-­battle magic, her mind was sensitive enough to detect the unseen.

			‘Someone’s coming,’ she said, pointing westwards, along the southern coast.

			A few moments later, a young man appeared, stripped to the waist, jogging towards them. ‘I thought everyone left on Avas was either with the vyr, or on that beach,’ Romara muttered. ‘What’s to the west of us?’

			‘Cherenton,’ Elindhu answered. ‘The governor’s soldiers cleared it weeks ago.’

			‘So where’s this lad come from? He’s comely – if an unusual mix,’ she added, as he drew closer and they got a better look at him. His skin was darker than the pallid native islanders, but his facial structure was Abuthan, from far south across the Sea of Pelas.

			‘A southern sailor’s by-­blow, maybe?’ Elindhu suggested.

			Romara went to meet the newcomer, hand on hilt despite the apparent lack of threat – a vyr looked ordinary, right up until the moment they changed and tried to rip you apart. ‘Halt!’ she called, when he was twenty paces away. ‘Declare yourself.’

			The young man took her in with what appeared to be surprise. She presumed it was for her gender. She had the aristocratic, aquiline features of the Miravian highborn, while her cascade of scarlet hair spoke of Foylish blood. She’d been called beautiful when younger, but knighthood had aged her, stealing her youth and freshness and leaving her hardened and haunted.

			He dropped to one knee, blurting, ‘Elysia akemia! Please, help us, Great Lady!’

			The youth looked seventeen at most, but he was strongly built, his rippling chest and belly muscles and broad shoulders the equal of any young knight she’d seen. 

			‘Tasty,’ Elindhu commented, under her breath.

			Romara gave her a hard look – Vestal knights and mages were sworn to chastity, for very necessary reasons. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked warily; he might look like a boy, but he could still be a vyr.

			‘Soren var’Dael of Cherenton.’ He looked awestruck, no guile or malice on his handsome face. ‘Please, Lady, my father broke his knee and we don’t have the strength to get him here.’

			‘You look like you could carry a wagon on your shoulders, lad,’ Elindhu remarked.

			He blushed and shook his head. ‘My pa’s a big man, an’ there’s Ma an’ my sister to manage. Others too, and they’re all old or childers. We need your help, Lady. Please.’

			Is this a trap? she wondered, but Elindhu was ahead of her.

			‘I feel no lie in him,’ she murmured.

			Reassured, Romara asked, ‘Where did you leave them?’

			‘Pa fell at a cove about two kylos back,’ the young man answered. ‘No way we can get him up. An’ there’s fires burning inland of the cove . . .’ His voice cracked. ‘I thought I saw vyr shadowing us. Please, we need help.’

			Romara sagged, thinking of the hard climb back along the coast, the risks of being caught in the open by the vyr, or cut off by a rush of flames. Then she straightened. We’re here to serve.

			‘Of course we’ll help. How many people?’

			‘There’s more’n two dozen, Sier,’ Soren answered. ‘We’ve been hiding out in the wilds since the vyr raided. We were too scared to come out when the soldiers came. Pa an’ I are the only fighting-­age men.’

			‘He’s telling the truth,’ Elindhu muttered again, ‘or what he believes to be true.’

			‘We’ll need to send at least a cohort to recover these people,’ Romara calculated.

			‘At least,’ Elindhu agreed. ‘And if there’s vyr shadowing them, we may need more.’

			‘Aye, I know. But we’re also needed here.’ Romara looked towards Jadyn’s cohort, now just a few hundred paces away. ‘We’ll bring Jadyn’s thirty, and leave the rest here to protect evacuees. But I want my entire pentacle with me.’ Then she said to the boy, ‘Bravely done, lad. We’ll see your people to safety.’

			Arranging the rescue party took more time than she liked. The governor and his household staff were fussing over a mountain of baggage, so she’d hoped Durand would just acquiesce unquestioningly to her message, but instead he rode up the hill to see her in person.

			‘Ho, Siera Romara,’ the governor boomed as he arrived, trailed by an armoured man with a hawkish face and a mane of grey hair. The governor wore his chain of office, but the other man had no insignia.

			Ambrose Durand was a portly man, with the kind of ageless visage his first name evoked. He clasped her hand amiably, then gestured at the mess on the beach. ‘I’m required by protocol to bring off all tax records and ceremonial accoutrements,’ he complained. ‘If it prevents anyone from getting off, they’re going in the sea.’

			‘Just so long as there’s enough room for my lads,’ Romara responded. ‘Do you know when that will be?’

			‘Well, the vagaries of seamanship aren’t my expertise, but I’m told my men will embark within two hours, and your men in three.’ He dropped his voice. ‘If the vyr attack the beach, we’re in deep trouble.’

			Romara shared his fear. Her Falcons were the only Vestal century left here, and only her pentacle could face a draegar or vorlok – the knights and mages of the vyr – with hope. ‘We’ve seen no sign of them,’ she reassured the governor. ‘But a runner’s come with word of more refugees, from Cherenton. They’ve seen vyr and beg help. If we don’t go, they’ll likely die.’

			Durand looked worried. ‘It reeks of a trap. What do you think, Corbus?’

			Romara started, realising that the other man was the Archon, Corbus Ritter, the head of her Order. She dropped to one knee, stammering, ‘Milord – I’m sorry, we’ve not met and—’

			‘Enough of that,’ the Archon interrupted. ‘I’m here incognito – can’t have you bowing and scraping all over me.’

			She stood again, conscious of her men watching. ‘It’s an honour to meet you, Milord.’

			The Archon was in his fifties and despite having retired from active service, he looked formidably fit. He still carried a flamberge, the elobyne crystal replaced with a ceremonial gold pommel. Transitioning from a glyma-­wielding warrior to a bureaucrat wasn’t easy, but Corbus Ritter had risen quickly through the ranks and had led the Order for almost a decade now.

			‘The honour’s mine, Siera Romara,’ the Archon replied. ‘I arrived today, to ensure that none of our people are left behind. You’ve done well here. Everyone is singing your praises.’

			‘Thank you, Milord,’ Romara replied gratefully. Maybe I won’t be blamed for this, after all.

			‘Now, what of this runner’s plea?’ the Archon asked. ‘Do you sense a trap?’

			‘It’s a common vyr ploy, sir. The Wolf century lost three knights in just such an ambush, last month. But I believe this time it’s genuine.’

			The biggest frustration fighting the vyr was that there was nothing about them to betray what they were. They were ordinary people, living normal lives – until a vorlok tempted them into joining their coven, turning once-­peaceful villagers and farmers into bestial berserkers. It wasn’t impossible that some were encamped on the beach, even now.

			The Archon considered, then turned to Durand. ‘Governor, what do you think?’

			‘If they attack the beach, we’ll need the Falcons here,’ he worried.

			‘My magia, Elindhu, is adamant there are no vyr nearby,’ Romara replied. ‘We’ll be an hour at the most, Milord. The vyr prey on the vulnerable – they’re far more likely to attack these stragglers than assail your soldiers.’

			She waited anxiously while the two men considered. Many people would have no sympathy for these stragglers, but Durand was a decent man, and Ritter had a good reputation.

			‘Our whole purpose is to protect the citizens of the empire,’ the Archon said, at last. ‘I’m in favour. We have enough fighting men on this beach to hold if the vyr do attack.’

			Durand pulled a face, but agreed. ‘Very well. But don’t be too long, Siera Romara.’ He turned to go, then paused and said, ‘By the time you return, I may well have embarked. If that’s so, I thank you for your service here. You’ve done sterling work.’

			‘As have you, Milord,’ she replied honestly. They’d worked together closely these past months and she liked him. But Avas was a disaster from which their careers might never recover. Petraxus will want people to blame, and he and I are the prime candidates. So this felt a lot like a last goodbye. ‘Bene fortuna atou,’ she told him formally.

			‘Best of luck to you too, Siera Romara. Elysia be merciful, for this isn’t our fault.’

			As he walked away, Romara looked uncertainly at the Archon. ‘Is that what you’ll tell the Day Court, Milord?’ she asked. ‘Every century of the Order who fought here these past few months has given their all, but it’s been like fighting shadows. We needed more support.’

			‘From whom?’ Sier Corbus asked sharply, as if sensing criticism.

			‘From the empire. From Petraxus,’ Romara replied, struggling to remain calm. ‘We fought hard, but every time we gained a respite, another century was withdrawn.’

			‘Avas isn’t the only place the vyr are gaining ground,’ Corbus replied. ‘There are rebellions and wildfires in every province of every kingdom. The Order is finite, so once it was clear Avas was lost, we were only ever fighting a rearguard action to buy time for the full evacuation.’

			‘But couldn’t the Hierophant have sent more regular army—?’

			‘There’s no one to send. The Kharagh are restless, Pelasian and Khetian pirates are sinking ships on the trade routes and raiding ports. Foyland threatens Bravantia, and the list goes on. We’re fighting too many battles.’ He drew himself up to his full height. ‘But I tell you this: I am Archon of the Vestal Order and my creed has always been of unity. From the lowliest man-­at-­arms to the heroic knights and mages who wield the sacred glyma, we are one. Have faith, Siera Romara. The Order looks after its own.’

			He offered his right hand and when she took it, he clasped his left over hers. ‘I promise you, Siera, you will emerge from this secure – and indeed, enhanced. I promise you that.’

			It was such a relief to hear and witness her Archon’s support that Romara had to swallow a lump in her throat. ‘Thank you, Milord,’ she said thickly. ‘It is an honour to serve.’

			‘We serve together,’ Corbus replied, still holding her hand. ‘There’s another thing, Siera . . . a personal matter. Word came to Gaudien as I left. I’m sorry, but your brother Reshar died, five days ago now. His heart gave out. He’ll have been buried yesterday.’

			Romara closed her eyes and took a moment to breathe. ‘It’s not a surprise, in truth, Milord,’ she replied. ‘He’s been ill a long time. My parents kept trying to pull strings to have my service in the Order cancelled.’

			Corbus gave her a wry smile. ‘I know. Their requests reached my desk, but unless a knight wishes to be discharged, it can’t be forced upon them.’

			‘This knight doesn’t wish it,’ Romara told him. ‘I loved my brother, but once I realised that the Order was my home, I’ve never wanted to leave.’ She bowed her head. ‘But he’s died without issue, so now I’ll have no choice.’

			‘You’re the sole heir to House Challys once your parents pass on,’ the Archon confirmed. ‘That’s a considerable legacy – not just managing the estates, but the political responsibilities. Even I can’t protect you from those.’

			She groaned, remembering the horrible, stiffly formal life she’d been born into, her rapacious father and brittle mother, and poor sickly Reshar, who’d been forced to try and take all that responsibility on his frail shoulders.

			‘I used to be one of those dreadful hollyhocks, primping about in lace and learning dance steps and etiquette,’ she confessed. ‘I was a dreadful creature. When I gained the Gift, I cried. But the Order’s been the making of me.’

			‘That will stand you in good stead when you do take your place in high society, Siera Romara,’ Corbus replied. ‘The Order needs friends in the nobility, and your time with us couldn’t have gone on for ever. But I’m sorry to be the bearer of this bad news.’ He looked at her waiting men. ‘Now, go and save those refugees. I must depart, but I will see you in Gaudien. Akka be with you, Lady Challys.’

			Lady Challys . . . She swallowed. That’s a title I’ve been running away from for a decade.

			But for now, thankfully, duty still called. She faced the Archon, they thumped their right fists into their chest in salute, then marched in opposite directions. 

			 

			‘Was that the Archon?’ Jadyn asked, striding up.

			‘I can’t possibly say.’ Romara winked.

			She knew she should tell Jadyn about her brother, but now wasn’t the time. Even though once I’m Lady Challys, I’ll be wanting him as my Lord. She’d tell him later, once she’d had a chance to take it in. ‘Falcons, on your feet! Pentacle and Cohort One!’

			Jadyn mustered his cohort and they were preparing to leave when she heard someone shouting, ‘Siera! Siera!’ Soren var’Dael came running up. ‘Let me show you the way!’

			She’d completely forgotten that the boy would want to get back to his loved ones. ‘Of course, my apologies, Please, come.’

			The youth fell into step with Obanji, looking at the big man with awe. ‘Are you from my homeland?’ he asked eagerly. ‘How can you be a knight?’

			‘The Order recruits among all the faithful,’ Obanji rumbled. ‘We’re all Akkanites here, lad, living under Jovan’s Edict.’ Then he asked Soren something in Mbixi that the young man clearly didn’t understand. ‘What’s your name?’ he clarified in Talmoni.

			‘Soren,’ the boy responded. ‘Sorry, I only know a little Mbixi.’ He puffed out his chest. ‘But I’m the best swordsman on Avas.’

			Ghaneen Suul snorted. ‘Based on what?’

			‘I won the Junior Shield at the last Aventus Night tourney.’

			‘Juniors,’ Ghaneen snorted. ‘Where’s yer sword?’

			‘My family only have one; Pa’s got it,’ the boy mumbled, then looked up. ‘I’m gonna be a Vestal knight, too.’

			Ghaneen laughed, but Obanji asked, ‘Have you been tested for the Gift, lad?’

			‘Aye . . . I failed . . . but it’s not too late.’

			Ghaneen went to say something, but Romara laid a warning hand on his shoulder and interjected, ‘Aye, it’s not too late, but rare for glyma to come as late as – what, nineteen?’

			‘I’m only sixteen, and still growing,’ Soren replied firmly.

			Sixteen? Well, the Gift could indeed develop in him.

			But she had more immediate matters on her mind, including the nagging fear that this was a vyr ruse. That sharpened her nerves, as she led her Falcons west over the towering cliffs, skirting the burned-out hillsides inland, which still offered plenty of cover.

			Why do the vyr burn the land they hope to rule? Romara wondered. It doesn’t make sense.

			As they travelled, the cloying smoke grew thicker and everyone wrapped scarfs around their faces, protecting noses and mouths, though they couldn’t do anything about stinging eyes. As the risk of ambush grew, Romara sent Obanji ahead to scout.

			‘It’s going to be a relief to get off this rock,’ she muttered to Jadyn.

			‘Aye, but I keep asking myself if we could’ve done more,’ he replied.

			‘Always. But only with complete foreknowledge, and not even Elindhu has that.’

			The Falcons had been in the isles for almost two years, helping evacuate Fyna, then moving to Avas when the vyr-­lit fires broke out here. They’d been giving ground constantly ever since. The ecology of the archipelago had been collapsing for decades, locals said, blaming the empire and in particular, the elobyne shards the Empire had planted, but the scholars in Petraxus said the crop failures were part of global change, a predictable and regular turning of the Ages. Lies and half-­truths abounded on all sides; all she could do was trust her superiors and fight on.

			‘Nothing we’ve done was ever enough,’ Jadyn sighed, for once letting his mask of stoic optimism slip. Only with Romara did he express such doubts, and she countenanced them only from him. With Ghaneen, she had to be firm, and even with Obanji and Elindhu she maintained the official line. But Jadyn was different.

			One day we’ll walk away from this together, as husband and wife.

			‘Let’s find these last refugees, get them to safety, then we’ll be off home,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking about Vanberg beer and Bravantian wine, and food that isn’t peppered in ash.’

			‘I’d be happy to just wash the soot from my hair,’ Romara replied longingly.

			The journey along the coast was hard work, but they could see the central highlands of Avas: a majestic sight, made foreboding by the great grey clouds streaming overhead. Maybe in winter, once the fires were burned out and the rains had fed the soil, life might return. But right now, the villages and towns were just charred shells, the famous vineyards vanished. It was conceivable that Avas would never be properly resettled.

			Soon after, Romara led her men down a precipitous path, to be greeted by twenty-­odd Avas folk, almost all aged or children, except for Soren’s family. His father, Dael var’Dael, was a tall, craggy Avas man with a sour face and domineering manner. His tiny wife was as dark as Obanji; she was clutching the hand of a daughter of about twelve who shared Soren’s colouring. The father greeted Soren with a bark of impatience, which might, Romara thought, go some way to explaining why both wife and daughter looked browbeaten.

			‘Took yer jagging time, din’ ye?’ he snarled. He had a sword strapped across his back, the only armed man among the refugees, despite looking like he was barely able to walk. ‘Too damned lazy, yer whelp.’

			Romara had to push away her instant dislike towards the man. Perhaps the pain of his injury clouds his gentler urges, she thought charitably.

			Elindhu examined the man’s knee, and once it was strapped up, Jadyn assigned four of his men to help carry him, while others were tasked with helping the refugees. They passed out water, then helped them all back up to the clifftops, where Romara permitted a rest by a patch of dry broom, contorted by the sea winds into twisted shapes. Worryingly, it was unburnt; fire would rip through it like a cavalry charge.

			‘I don’t like it here,’ Elindhu told her. ‘Best we get moving.’

			Romara gave the command and the men got wearily to their feet. As they began to move off, she called Soren and asked, ‘Where did you see the vyr trailing you?’

			‘I saw someone in the ash fields half a kylos west of the cove,’ Soren said fearfully. ‘A man with antlers.’

			That’s not good. Vyr didn’t shape-­change unless a vorlok was near, but she kept her face calm. ‘Stay close to your family, lad. All will be well.’ Then she went down the column, calling, ‘Stay alert, Falcons. Let’s pick it up.’

			The soldiers lifted the dozen or so children onto their shoulders and began to hurry, chivvying the old folk, helping them where they could. From time to time, Romara thought she glimpsed movement in the brush, but nothing more threatening than a hare emerged, and after an anxious half-­hour the headland marking the south end of Long Bay was in sight.

			Then Elindhu gasped and turned her way. ‘Ach, Romara, I’m sensing vyr!’

			Romara scanned the scrub on the landward side of the cliffs. ‘You sure?’

			‘Am I ever wrong?’ the magia said sharply, before winking. ‘Rhetorical question.’

			Romara snorted, then called, ‘Falcons, form up! Face inland!’

			‘Wish we’d brought the whole century,’ she heard Ghaneen grumble.

			So do I, she thought, but wishes don’t catch fishes.

			Jadyn took up her commands. ‘Refugees to the rear – Falcons, form a line: prepare to fight!’

			The Falcons might be tired, but they reacted with discipline and alacrity. A few herded the refugees back to the cliff’s edge, while the rest deployed with seasoned efficiency. Romara shot out orders: ‘Obanji, Ghaneen, Jadyn, anchor the front line. Elindhu, damp down this wind!’

			Elindhu snorted disgustedly. ‘I’ll do what I can. They’re almost upon us.’ She touched her temple. ‘There’s a silent roar and it’s getting louder.’

			Romara could now see movement on the brushy slope below. The air was getting hotter, the inland fires rolling towards them like a breaking wave. Orange flames flared up on the lower slope and she felt a quiver of fear as she saw shapes moving among the flames.

			They’re not waiting for us to leave. They want us all dead . . . 

			She hurried to the centre of the line of men huddling behind shields with their spears presented. The Vestal guard were among the finest soldiers in the empire, but if a draegar or vorlok came, it would fall on her pentacle to keep everyone alive.

			Behind them, the refugees were clinging to each other in fear, knowing that if the Falcons failed, they were doomed. For a moment her eyes settled on young Soren var’Dael, who had brought them here. He looked scared but resolute as he listened to a stream of low words from his cantankerous father.

			Stay safe, she silently wished the boy, then she prepared once again to face death.

			In minutes the booming of the waves on the rocks below was supplanted by a new sound, that of hot winds raking the broom and washing heat over their faces, making them sweat, then evaporating the perspiration. The winds began to howl with the voices of beasts.

			Romara drew her flamberge and lit the elobyne crystal in the pommel. ‘Akka be in my heart,’ she prayed. ‘Thy power be with me.’

			The clear elobyne crystal turned a cool blue, evoking the state of mind required to master the glyma, but drawing on that energy was anything but calming, for it woke a surge of edgy heat in the chest and head, accompanied by an aggressive rush of exhilaration, hunger and potency. If she rode that swirling wave, the energy would become an inner blaze – the same violent, destructive, berserk rage that the vyr wielded.

			She countered it with the iron discipline of the Vestal Order, quelling those fires by seeking the centre of that inner storm – the famed Eye of Silence, the inner calm that enabled a trained glyma-­knight to control the flow of energy, using it to conjure combat runes, primarily Potentas for strength, Salva for shielding, Pulso for force and Flamma for fire – the words weren’t totally necessary, but they gave focus. There were many other runes, but only those four mattered in a fight. The rest were for the mages.

			Her eyes sought Jadyn again, as her body shivered with pent-­up energy. They were forbidden sexual love – because for glyma-­wielders, the interchange of energies could kill – so the only physical expression of love they’d found was the dance of blades. Duty drove them, but it was in these moments they felt truly alive.

			Come, my love, she thought, let’s become one again . . . 

			As if in response, the flames began to roar towards them, the smoke streaming into the air moving over the conflagration like some kind of roaring, snarling beast. Then a wailing shriek pierced the flames and her skin prickled.

			A moment later Elindhu called, ‘There’s a vorlok out there. Maybe a draegar, too.’

			A vorlok and a draegar . . . Romara groaned inwardly. Akka be with us.

			She glanced down the lines: Ghaneen was pacing like a panther and Obanji, who was deadly with a bow, had his arrows nocked. Elindhu was behind the line of men-­at-­arms, attuning herself to the more arcane but less martial aspects of the glyma.

			‘They’re coming,’ someone shouted. Then, ‘They’re here!’

			A moment later, human figures came wading through the brush, misshapen and apparently immune to the flames, accompanied by snarling low-­slung forms. Then a shocking number of beasts and humans erupted from the bushes, wreathed in the smoke and flames that flared and surged past them, towards the thin line of black-­and-­white-­clad Vestal guards.

			Romara unleashed Pulso, a burst of force into the faces of the oncoming enemy with enough force to break a man’s limbs or ribs or neck. She heard startled cries and furious roaring, then howls shredded the air and the enemy were upon them . . . 

			 

			For a moment, Soren had found himself looking into the eyes of the knight-­commander, the redheaded woman with the aristocratic face and haunted eyes. She probably wasn’t even thirty, maybe a dozen years older than him, but there was a whole world between them. She was living the life he dreamed of.

			But his reality was a father who, despite being barely able to stand, wouldn’t relinquish the family sword. ‘It’s mine,’ Dael repeated. ­‘Carried it through the border wars and the Mar-­Pelas. I’m ten times the man you’ll ever be, boy.’

			His father had returned to Avas from the southern wars with an Abuthan wife and for a time they’d been happy, but the collapsing ecology of Avas took its toll, stripping him first of his savings, then his empathy and finally his pride. He’d been a good soldier, a fine swordsman, but he was a terrible farmer and father.

			Not that that mattered any more, for the whole world was ending. The farm was ash and Dael’s family had had no choice but to join the exodus, a throng of scared people hauling along all they had left – clothing, pots, crockery, ornaments and heirlooms, even the pickles they’d made last summer. They’d slept huddled together on the ground, starving, choking on the smoke and burning up from thirst. Some never got up. Others slunk away to join the vyr. But Soren’s father drove them on.

			‘Get to Long Bay and we’ll be evacuated,’ he kept saying, ‘if the bastards will take us.’

			Dael var’Dael might have loathed the Order, but the Vestals were Soren’s heroes. And his whole family were in their hands now. Fear flooded him, knowing he could die here: that his sixteen years of repressed desires and hopes could come to naught.

			‘The army is a man’s life,’ Pa always said, even though the Imperial Army had chewed him up and spat him out – but it was still the life he demanded for Soren, and he’d drilled his son like a tyrant. Soren would have run away, had it not been for his mother and sister.

			‘Boy,’ Pa barked now, ‘Stop yer moonin’ an’ help me up, so’s I can fight.’

			‘Let me use it, Da—’ he tried, but his father cut him off.

			‘Shut yer gob and help me up!’

			Soren flinched, but obeyed. The moment he’d pulled his gaunt, bitter father to his feet, Dael shoved him away, drew his old longsword and faced the smoky hinterland, as if he alone could beat the vyr.

			Then the flames burst over the clifftop and terrifying shapes erupted from the smoke.

			‘They’re coming!’ someone shouted. ‘They’re here!’

			Soren balled his empty fists and prepared to face death. 

			 

			Two giant shapes reared up over the heads of the other men and creatures running towards them from the flames, and in moments the Falcons were fighting for their lives.

			‘Salva!’ Romara shouted, summoning a shield; the unseen barrier protected her and those behind from the blast of stones and sparks flying at them. Though it dampened the waves of heat rolling over them, they were still left gasping. Her fellow knights, strung out across the lines facing the burning brush-­land, shielded the men-­at-­arms as best they could.

			Seconds later, a flood of birds and animals smashed into their arcane and conventional barriers. Wolves and foxes and badgers, all with singed fur and a feral light in their eyes, started savaging everyone within reach, until they were skewered by spears and swords.

			Then came men and women warped by the vyr into muscular, leathery-­skinned savages with vicious teeth, claws and horns and the ferocity of rabid dogs, though they’d been ordinary people until the vyr-­madness took them. The Falcons fought desperately, holding the line while the knights blasted fire and force – Flamma and Pulso – into the attackers’ faces. Romara and Jadyn, their limbs filled with glyma-­energy, wielded their blades and bodies in almost psychic union, a back-­to-­back dance of swirling steel and pulsing energy. They slashed through hide and bone and flesh like butter, immune to rage, for they were dancing in the Eye of Silence, fighting in a state of heightened perception. Romara’s whole being was consumed by that unity, the rhythm of combat which drew them together and made her and Jadyn one. It felt like love.

			At last the assault faltered, the frenzied men and women wailing in despair as they were cut down by the well-­trained soldiers – until a great swirl of smoke heralded the coming of a vorlok, a vyr mage. Romara saw a clawed hand, big enough to cover a horse’s skull, rip at her shielding, and a massive charred-­skinned hag appeared, hunched over, yet still dwarfing her. A crude sword, as long as Romara’s body, came whistling round at waist-­height – Romara cartwheeled away, while Jadyn hit the dirt, letting the arc of steel flash by.

			Romara regained her balance and had an instant to glance to the right, where, some sixty paces away, a draegar, the vyr equivalent of a Vestal knight, had emerged opposite Ghaneen: a giant slab of muscle eight foot tall, with the head of a flayed lion, a hideous thing to behold.

			Jadyn’s archers unleashed a flight of arrows, but the vorlok and draegar had all the advantages of the knights: they slapped at the air, cracking every shaft aside, then another savage gesture unleashed a wave of force, blasting the archers behind the knights off their feet.

			Romara and Jadyn rekindled wards and went for the hag-­like vorlok, while Ghaneen and Obanji charged the draegar. But before they could reach them, the two giants reared up and roared out a gale of fire from their mouths, enveloping the onrushing knights. In seconds, they were awash in flames, blinded and choking on the smoke, and their foes crashed into them as they reeled. 

			 

			Soren and his family were directly behind one of the Vestal knights, the arrogant Zynochi, and half a dozen men-­at-­arms. Through the thin line of soldiers, he saw the brush igniting as a wall of warped animals and men crashed into the lines of soldiers. The line buckled as a savage fight broke out, but with the knights cutting a swathe through them, the attack began to falter – until two gigantic shapes crashed forwards. The redheaded knight-­commander and her blond seneschal took on one, while the Zynochi and the Abuthan ran to face the draegar, a bipedal leonine monster, a thing of nightmares.

			In Soren’s imagination, he ran with them, sword ready, kindling magical energy.

			‘Curse ye, Akka,’ his pa muttered, swinging his blade. He’d never forgiven the gods for denying him the Gift. ‘Give me yer strength, damn ye!’

			There’s nothing behind us but cliffs and the sea, Soren thought, holding on to his frightened mother, Uti, a timid bundle of grey hair, desert-­land skin and stick-­thin limbs, and his nine-­year-­old sister Enid, who was shaking with terror. His father was halfway to the line of soldiers, leaning on his crutch and waving his sword about, his family forgotten.

			I have to protect Ma and Enid, because he won’t, Soren thought.

			He saw the Zynochi knight reach the draegar, who was wielding a huge axe and gushing flames from its mouth, but the knight rolled to one side, then took him on with his flamberge, ducking beneath the massive axe before slashing upwards, opening the giant’s belly. The draegar roared in anguish, but the wound blazed dark light and sealed in seconds.

			The Abuthan was coming for the vyr champion now, but he and his handful of men were forced backwards by the belching flames, even as more hideously warped half-­naked men and women appeared, shrieking hate. They hit the Falcons’ shield-­wall like boulders, bearing a trio of men to the ground, which allowed the attackers to swarm through the gap towards the cowering refugees.

			Enid squealed, but Pa was bellowing in defiance.

			‘Pa—!’ Soren shouted in warning, as Ma and Enid clutched at him.

			The draegar smashed his massive axe into the Zynochi’s shield, staggering the knight, who struck back cleverly, hacking at the giant’s leg with his glowing blade, piercing the limb to the bone. Three crossbow bolts thudded into the draegar’s torso, knocking him back on his heels, and Soren shouted in triumph—

			—too soon.

			The draegar swung again, a blinding blow that caught the knight in the midriff, cleaving him to the spine and hurling his broken body halfway to where Soren was standing. The soldiers wailed in dismay as the attacking vyr renewed their assault, breaking through as the Abuthan sought to rally them.

			‘Pa,’ Soren shouted again, ‘no—!’

			But his father had lifted his relic of a blade, calling, ‘For Avas! Avas eternal!’ as the draegar roared and came right at him. 

			 

			The vorlok woman’s torrent of burning spittle flashed towards Romara, but she used the glyma-­energy in her limbs to turn her evasive leap into another superhuman somersault, landing two-­footed and ready outside the wash of flame and heat – then she charged the huge hag as the ever-­dependable Jadyn came steaming in from the other side.

			But even as Romara leapt towards her assailant, an arrow from out of the burning brush slammed into her side and her graceful leap became a sprawling tumble into the smouldering dirt, cracking her nose and grazing her face. The vorlok ignored her, instead smashing her insanely big sword down on Jadyn, who planted himself beneath the blow, one knee on the ground and his own blade held in a firm cross-­grip.

			Romara was seeing stars, her vision was blurring and blood thundered through her skull. The arrow in her side was agony, but she managed to snap it off; she could deal with it later. In a haze of pain, she focused on the fight, just as the vorlok’s blade dashed Jadyn’s flamberge from his hands. The impact hurled him onto his back, as the tip of the massive weapon raked the ground beside him. Then the giantess lifted her foot, talons unfurling, to slam it down on him.

			‘Potentas!’ Jadyn shouted, kicking into a spinning roll that took him out from under that foot, leaving the plunging claws ripping the turf where his head had been. But the hag hadn’t finished; she raked sideways and her claws caught his back, catching in his mail and ripping it open, leaving him defenceless, flailing for his lost sword, but it was out of reach.

			Romara saw blood spurt from his back and shrieked, ‘JADYN—!’

			In that hideous moment, she lost the Eye of Silence. Her glyma-­control snapped, her vision went scarlet and her control collapsed like a falling dam – but the power that swept in was like hurling oil onto a fire. Her lungs filled to bursting and her muscles found extra strength, bearing her up and into action at a blinding rate.

			The vorlok sensed her coming and tried to hack her apart in mid-­air, but Romara exploded past that flailing blade, punching her own rippled blade upwards into the giant woman’s mouth. The hilt jammed on yellowed teeth as lethal as a cat’s, then the blade’s tip burst through the top of her head and she began to collapse. Romara planted her feet and drove the blade in, her vision fixed on the glowing orb on her pommel, the centre of a spiralling swirl of forces that were ripping her apart. It went from pale icy blue to scarlet and she howled in horror and triumph.

			The hag’s giant skull burst apart in a burst of bloody energy and her body went limp and fell away. A moment later, a male voice rang out in utter horror and grief, wailing, ‘MOTHER—’

			Mother?

			Romara looked round until she found Jadyn lying on the turf, his back in bloody ribbons. But the fear on his face wasn’t for himself, it was all for her.

			‘Rom, hold on,’ he pleaded. ‘Rom—’

			She couldn’t. It was too much.

			She rose and faced the flames, because the vyr were still coming, rallying to the remaining draegar a hundred paces down the line. All control gone, Romara ululated and charged them, roaring at her men to follow. The Falcons responded, rushing a ragged bunch of bestial vyr.

			The mystery voice bellowed again, sounding utterly despairing, and she veered towards the sound, cutting down a fur-­coated woman with a weasel-­like visage, then a reptilian man holding a giant cleaver. At last, she saw the archer, standing in the fire, immune to the heat and flames. He was a bear of a man, his bearded face full of grief and fury.

			He roared one last time as she bore down on him, swinging his bow at her face, but she was already hacking it in two before she slammed into him, hammering her forehead into his left temple, and he went down like a pole-­axed steer. She pivoted and went to behead him while choirs of Serrafim screamed for blood . . . 

			. . . but somehow she realised what was happening to her and instead drove her blade into the ground, blasting every last vestige of energy into the earth, despite craving the glorious ecstasy of killing to go on and on. She tried to find the Eye of Silence, but her vision, now just shades of scarlet, was dimming, and she sank to her knees, her body emptying of strength.

			Hold on, she told herself. Hold on, for Jadyn . . . 

			She reached for her lost control, begging for clarity, but the urge to destroy everything wouldn’t leave. Again, she discharged power into the ground, again and again, then she threw her blade aside, hugged herself and just held on, trying to keep herself here . . . 

			‘Commander?’ someone shouted, and she realised the men were staring in dread – whether in fear for her, or of her, she couldn’t say. 

			‘Are you all right?’ someone asked anxiously.

			‘I’m fine,’ she panted, her eyes and nose seeping blood. ‘It’s all fine.’

			They backed away, suddenly aware of the danger – everyone knew the glyma was a double-­-­edged weapon, that no one could wield for very long.

			They think I’ve lost it . . . I think I have . . . 

			She sought Jadyn’s reassuring face, saw him staring. ‘Farm Boy, you okay?’ she croaked.

			‘Aye,’ he replied, through gritted teeth. ‘Just scratches. You?’

			‘Yes, yes, I’m fine,’ she blurted. ‘Everything’s fine.’

			But it wasn’t, and he knew it.

			All Vestal knights had a limit. The elobyne gave them a storm of energy, but only the knight’s self-discipline prevented that force from becoming a murderous tempest. They all had a limit, and she’d reached hers . . . then gone beyond.

			I was a heartbeat from becoming just like that vorlok.

			She looked up, her vision clearing a little, and then her heart lurched as she realised that the fight was still going on the other flank, where the draegar had broken through the lines.

			She went to rise and go there, but instead the world went sluggish and dark, then the sky lurched and the ground punched her in the back of the head. 

			 

			Soren watched aghast as his pa staggered towards the charging draegar.

			‘Pa, no!’ he howled, going after him as soldiers closed in, trying to close the rip in their lines, but no one could reach Dael var’Dael in time.

			The lion-­headed monster backhanded his father contemptuously, six-­inch knuckle-­horns punching into the old man’s chest and hurling him away. Soren howled as his pa went down, crutch and sword flying, face bloodied and torn, but his wild eyes still flashing.

			‘Fight—’ he rasped at Soren, ‘fight, yer coward—’

			The draegar’s foot slammed down on Pa’s chest, shattering his ribcage, driving broken bones into his heart and lungs, then it turned on Soren, rearing up, fire blooming in its mouth . . . 

			. . . just as Soren moved instinctively, the fruit of endless years of training forced on him with demented fervour by his father. A man must fight, Dael’s voice rasped inside his mind, so fight!

			The blast of burning vomit seared past him as he hurled himself aside, grabbed his dead father’s crutch and blocked the giant swinging axe, just below the massive head. The impact snapped the wood in half, knocking him off-­balance. Behind him the refugees scattered, but his mother and sister were petrified, standing there unmoving as the draegar bore down on them.

			Soren stood his ground as the draegar’s axe swung again, swaying aside at the last moment, as his pa had taught him. He slightly misjudged, for the edge of the blade carved a furrow down his left arm – then he tripped on something behind him and crashed to the stony ground. Seeing a flash of steel, he scrabbled for it, snatching it up as the draegar reared above his mother and sister.

			Then the Abuthan knight loosed an arrow that thudded into the giant’s side, a shaft with a glowing tip that punched through hide and bone and penetrated the ribcage. The giant vyr-­warrior staggered, but still reached a taloned hand towards Uti and Enid.

			Ma, startled into movement, tripped – and vanished over the edge of the cliff.

			Enid screamed – and fury overwhelmed Soren. His vision blazing, a haze of blood overlaid everything he saw as he charged, shrieking like an avenging angel.

			The draegar’s axe scythed around, but Soren hurdled it, drawing back the sword he’d grabbed to strike, only realising that it was the dropped flamberge when the orb on the pommel lit up.

			For a moment, time froze. Soren had a vision of himself, standing at the pinnacle of a tower, a tiny square of stone, while a cyclone raged around him, shrieking like a horde of demons. It sucked him upwards, dragging him into the maelstrom of screaming air . . .

			. . . but he clung on with all his will to the small platform of solid stone, willed himself to remain there with all his soul . . . 

			And suddenly, he was solid and secure on that tower and the sound fell away, leaving him in a place of silence . . . 

			. . . and then he was back in the real world, driving the incandescent sword into the shoulder of the draegar, punching it all the way through until the monster jolted, going rigid – its chest filled with flame, and as it crashed down on its back, Soren fell onto it, driving the flamberge deeper in as the flayed lion face roared at him . . . 

			And then it went limp and lifeless.

			Soren stared at that ghastly face as it emptied, seeing a contorted, terrified face reflected in the empty eyes. Then the Abuthan stormed up, shouting in amazed horror, but Soren’s hearing was receding, his sight becoming just a smear. He had a moment to wonder if he’d been wounded and hadn’t noticed, before he too crashed to the ground and the world fell away. 

			 

			‘Elysia, have mercy,’ Jadyn Kaen panted, rolling Romara over onto her side, taking in a rip in her side that had been seared closed, her undershirt soaked in blood and her battered face smeared in gore.

			Unconscious, but she was still breathing, though blood was dripping from beneath her eyelids.

			She lost it . . . She’s lost her control . . . It was one damned fight too many . . .

			He bowed his head, sick to the stomach. A Vestal who lost control was a menace to all. They’d lock her up and he’d never see her again. There’d be no retirement, no honourable discharge. The blissful future he’d always known they’d have disintegrated before his eyes.

			‘Sier?’ Argon Roper’s voice intruded. ‘Seneschal Kaen! You must see to Siera Romara.’

			Jadyn’s mind stalled. ‘I . . . she . . .’

			The centurion gripped his shoulder, his rough face torn by grief and denial. ‘Sier, she’s fine. She’s fine. She’s just wounded, she is. Let the healer tend her.’

			Their eyes met and Jadyn realised what the sergeant was offering. He’d lie about this – they all would – because they respected her, and they knew he loved her.

			He bit his lip, because this was the Order and rules existed for good reasons. If she goes mad like that again, she could kill innocent people. But his love for her overrode all of those considerations. They’d graduated together, served together and forged a bond in every way but the one people thought mattered most. For a Vestal knight, chastity saved lives, preventing the tumult of glyma-­energy passion from becoming destructive. They’d held to their vows, but their love transcended all that. It was a current that chained them together, heart to heart, soul to soul.

			I can’t lose her . . . We have a life together awaiting us.

			‘Thank you, Centurion,’ he replied, regaining control. ‘Let’s do that.’

			Roper was already waving in their chief healer. ‘We’ll handle it, Seneschal. You’ll need to take control of the century.’

			Jadyn blinked, his numbed brain catching up. Akka on High, I’m in charge. For now.

			That thought forced him to put aside his terror for Romara and leave her to Healer Burfitt, while he started down the line, checking each wounded man in turn, men whose quartered black-­and-­white tabards were stained red, shaking hands and wishing them well, making his way to where the draegar had been slain. When it fell, the remaining attackers had lost their ferocity, and those who hadn’t fled had been cut down.

			At the sight of a body in a pure white tabard lying motionless, he broke into a run, thinking, Dear Elysia, who have we lost?

			He pulled up short, stifling a cry as he recognised Ghaneen Suul. Grief smote him, but he forced himself to think as a commander and swept the scene with his gaze. The draegar lay nearby, a flamberge buried right up to the sword-­catcher six inches from the hilt. The blade was Ghaneen’s, and the pommel-­orb was still glowing.

			He must have died as he gave the demon-­spawn its deathblow. He died a hero.

			Ghaneen had never been easy company; like many young knights he was arrogant in his power and contemptuous of lessers, but they’d fought alongside each other for too long for his death not to hurt.

			Jadyn turned to examine the dead draegar, which had already sloughed its dire form, becoming someone who could have been anyone’s father or brother. He fought the urge to hack the body apart, the residue of his own glyma use, while wondering how an ordinary-­looking man could become such a monster.

			By losing control, just as Romara did; that was the chilling answer. Tears stung his eyes. Regardless of whether we can cover it up, it’s too late for her. She’ll have to retire now. Our future’s just been torched . . . 

			Swallowing hard, he sought out Obanji, the person everyone in the Falcons went to when life knifed them in the back. The Abuthan veteran was kneeling over someone: the brown-­skinned youth who’d guided them here. Beneath the boy’s natural colouring he’d gone pale as a ghost, and his breathing was shallow. Obanji was holding his wrist, glyma-­light in his fingertips, feeding energy gently into the boy’s system.

			‘What are you doing?’ Jadyn asked.

			Obanji looked up, his expression a blend of grief and wonder, then he indicated another corpse; the boy’s father, whose chest had been crushed. ‘When Ghaneen fell, Soren picked up his flamberge and it came to life. It was he who killed the draegar.’

			Jadyn swallowed. ‘But didn’t he say he’d failed the tests?’

			‘Aye. But the tests aren’t always reliable.’ The Abuthan indicated the young man’s sister, a copper-­skinned, big-­eyed girl of maybe twelve. ‘Here, lass, where’s your mother?’

			Her face was ashen as she gestured at the cliff’s edge. ‘Ma . . .’

			She started sobbing uncontrollably. Elindhu joined them, her weathered face full of concern. She caught the girl’s shoulders and set about calming her down.

			‘Her name’s Enid,’ she reported after a moment. ‘Her mother went over . . .’ 

			Jadyn went to the edge, and saw a body rolling in the waves below: impossible to recover without a major effort, and his first loyalty had to be to his men.

			Centurion Roper gave a full report: although the bodies strewing the clifftop were mostly dead vyr, they’d lost several of their own, mostly to the vorlok and the draegar, and many more were injured from burns and bites. Jadyn took it in, gave the necessary orders, then returned to Obanji’s side. The Abuthan veteran had removed his helm and was running his fingers through his closely cropped grey curls. He was nearly forty, an extraordinarily long career for a Vestal knight, and had pretty much seen it all.

			‘How’s the boy, Obanji?’

			‘He used the glyma, so under the Code, we’ll have to take him in.’ Obanji glanced at the girl Elindhu was comforting. ‘It’s her I feel for most; she’s lost both parents and now her only brother will be taken away, too.’

			‘We’ll see her to a convent on the mainland. It’s all we can do.’

			Jadyn headed back to where Romara was being tended. While Burfitt, the healer, worked on her, Centurion Roper was examining the female vorlok, now an ordinary-­looking woman in shredded robes. She was perhaps fifty years old, with long tangled grey hair. She didn’t look evil, but evil she’d been.

			They couldn’t remain here: the vyr might be dead or gone, but the fires they’d kindled were still burning, enveloping them in choking smoke. ‘Up, Falcons,’ he shouted. ‘Let’s get back to the beach. Move!’

			Argon Roper took up the order. In moments they were all moving again, herding the refugees on towards Long Bay, carrying their dead and wounded.

			He was about to follow when he saw the vyr archer Romara had struck down, lying at the edge of the smouldering brush; the man twitched.

			Jagatai, that bastard’s still alive.

			The fire below, now a full-­on inferno, was beginning to roar up the slopes. If he left the man, he’d die in agony, burned alive while the air was sucked from his lungs. But still he hesitated.

			The Code forbade any form of mercy for vyr, and all communication with them was banned; not even knights or mages could question them. But while everyone else was turning into half-­beasts and monsters, this man stayed rational enough to use a bow, and when that vorlok died, he called out ‘Mother’ . . . 

			A foolish idea struck him: if the man wasn’t a vyr, but merely a human ally, then maybe he could be a useful prisoner. Questioning a vyr, especially a vorlok or draegar, was strictly forbidden by the Vestal Code, for they were known to be so beguiling they could corrupt even a virtuous knight. But this man might be someone they could legally interrogate.

			Dear Akka, I have so many questions . . . 

			So he conjured Potentas for strength, because the man was much bigger than him, heaved him over one shoulder and set off staggering down the hill.

			Centurion Roper hurried back to meet him, clearly worried Jadyn was doing something reckless in reaction to Romara’s plight. ‘Sier? We can’t – The Code—’

			‘He was with the enemy, but he never changed,’ Jadyn said. ‘We’re taking him prisoner. The lictor in Port Gaudien will want to talk to him.’ He gripped the centurion’s shoulder. ‘I want him aboard our ship when we sail.’

			Roper’s face cleared. Handing him over to a lictor was fine: they virtually wrote the laws. ‘I’ll see to it, Sier.’

			Jadyn oversaw the prisoner’s bindings, before heading off in search of Romara. He found her awake but groggy, her eyes already blackening as Healer Burfitt straightened her nose. In a thick, nasal slur, she managed, ‘Y’righ? I’s a’bit jagged, righ’ nah.’

			‘You stay down,’ he told her. ‘Burf, check her vision – concussion can kill.’

			‘I know me job, Sier Jadyn,’ the healer grumbled.

			Jadyn studied her, wondering how he’d cope with command if she couldn’t go on. She’s a natural leader, while I’m just a plodder.

			Burfitt had turned his attention to the wound in her side and was digging for the arrowhead. Jadyn squatted beside her, holding her hand to help her through the pain. Her eyes, though puffed-­up and discoloured, were clear of blood, at least. 

			‘You okay?’ she murmured.

			‘I’m fine,’ Jadyn told her, only now remembering the gashes in his back, which were throbbing painfully.

			‘Roper says we’ve got a prisoner,’ Burfitt noted. Clearly the healer disapproved.

			Romara demanded details and Jadyn explained, ‘He didn’t change form, so he’s not a true vyr. The Code is silent on such a thing, so I’m taking him to the lictor.’

			She met his eyes. ‘Fine, but no one talks to him. I mean it, Jadyn: no one.’

			She knows I want to question him myself. After ten years of frontline fighting, he burned for some kind of explanation for this senseless rebellion. For decades the vyr have plagued us, but we still don’t really know why.

			Romara winced as Burfitt worked his tongs into her side. ‘Jadyn, he called her “Mother”. If he’s a vorlok’s son, he’s possibly one himself. You know the rules.’

			He did: any captured vyr must be instantly executed. No questioning, except if sanctioned by a lictor. No exceptions, no extenuating circumstances.

			‘But he didn’t change or use magic,’ Jadyn repeated. ‘He’s kin by blood, but not by sorcery: we all know that the Gift isn’t hereditary. We could learn—’

			‘The Code is vague, yes: which means the lictor could choose to interpret it whichever way he likes,’ Romara interrupted. ‘You do not want to end up on the wrong side of one of those pricks.’

			‘How are we supposed to know what we’re fighting if—?’ Jadyn threw up his hands, then swallowed the rest of his tirade: the men-­at-­arms didn’t need to see his frustration. Know your Enemy, the philosophers said, but the Hierophant apparently wanted them to fight blind.

			Then Burfitt pulled out the arrowhead and Romara made an agonised sound through clenched teeth. ‘No poison,’ the healer noted, ‘but we’ll still need to cauterise the wound.’

			‘Oh goody,’ she muttered caustically. ‘Another scar.’

			‘Who’s gonna see it, holy virgin?’ Burfitt chuckled, with a distinct lack of reverence.

			‘Jag off,’ Romara snorted, pulling out her dagger and handing it to Jadyn hilt-­first. ‘Be a darling and heat this up, Jadyn. You go and find someone else to play with, Burf.’

			Burfitt gave her a wry salute, looking at Jadyn. ‘Let’s see your back first, Sier.’

			Jadyn’s mail shirt was still hanging off his back and he knew there were some deep cuts and tears, which the glyma had numbed for a bit. 

			‘You’ll need stitches, Sier,’ Burfitt told him after a moment, ‘but it’s not urgent. I’ll come back later.’

			He went off, while Jadyn settled beside Romara, heating her knife with glyma-­energy to sear her wound. She bore it with fortitude, biting down on a leather scabbard so as not to scream, her eyes bulging. Afterwards, she could barely speak.

			‘You’d think after so many wounds they wouldn’t hurt any more,’ she groaned, finally.

			‘Pain’s still pain.’ He smiled at her. ‘How are you doing now?’

			‘Fine,’ she said, looking away. ‘I’ll need thicker make-­up at my next ball, but—’

			‘No, how are you?’ Jadyn insisted, meeting her gaze. ‘I saw . . . your face . . . your eyes flashed red.’ He dropped his voice, and added, ‘Everyone saw, Rom. Everyone saw.’ 

			 

			Romara flinched at that awful memory, the worst part being how terrifyingly wonderful it had felt to lose control. But that was the insidious part: losing control was self-­destructive and corrupting, but it felt so damned good.

			I’ll be locked away in a Convalesium, drugged until I can’t remember who I am.

			The Order were ruthless with those who fell from grace – they had to be, because a knight who lost control was as deadly as the vyr they fought. But the Order was clever too: accumulated pensions were forfeited if you succumbed to the rage, unless you submitted to treatment, in which case you could assign the pension to someone else. The whispers about the Convalesiums were dire: they were supposed to be places of healing, but no one ever seemed to recover.

			She’d never thought it would happen to her, not with Jadyn’s devotion to anchor her. But when I saw him go down like that, I exploded . . . 

			‘I’ll give my pension to you,’ she said hoarsely, seizing his hand and clasping it to her. ‘All of it. My family are dreadful, they mean nothing to me, but you—’

			‘Hush,’ he whispered, meeting her stinging eyes. ‘Roper’s passed the word. No one’s going to say anything. They all respect you too much. We’re going to get off this damned rock, and when we get to Gaudien, you’ll take retirement and walk away. And so will I.’

			She shifted his hand to her heart, which was thumping madly. ‘You mean that, Jadyn?’

			Because if you do, having to retire and become the dreaded Lady Challys will be bearable.

			‘I do. I love you, Romara,’ he said, huskily. ‘Coros can burn, so long as I have you.’

			A massive lump welled up in her throat, and before she knew it, she was sobbing against his chest, unable to believe that her life was being torn apart like this.

			Perhaps it’s destiny; I was going to have to leave the Order anyway, now that my brother is dead. She’d hoped against hope that Reshar would father a child before he died, so she’d never have to see her family again. But if she was going to have to be Lady Challys, then only with Jadyn at her side could she endure it.

			And if it pisses off my snooty family, it might even be fun, she thought grimly.

			Her parents would try to force her to marry some shit-­wrapped-­in-­silk nobleman, but she’d defy them and marry Jadyn the moment he could secure his discharge. Her Farm Boy, suddenly gentrified? It would be perfect.

			That problem solved, she surrendered to the lurking oblivion. 

			 

			Jadyn laid Romara down again, feeling like he was in a play and at any moment someone would tell him that he’d got his lines wrong. He called Burfitt in again, to ensure Romara wasn’t concussed after all, then went to find Obanji.

			He found the Abuthan sitting with the young man, Soren var’Dael, who clearly also had southern ancestry. The last thing we’ve got time for right now is to deal with an initiate, Jadyn thought, but the Code was clear: it was required.

			‘Soren, I’m Jadyn. Has Obanji explained what happens now?’

			We drag you away from all you know and turn you into a killing machine.

			The young man looked stunned, an echo of the disbelief he’d just seen in Romara’s eyes. His life was also turned upside down. He also saw loss, and anger. He knew the sort: this one would be another supernova, a star that blazed and quickly winked out.

			‘My sister—’ the boy blurted, but Jadyn was already waving away his objection.

			‘She’ll be looked after,’ he interrupted. ‘You have manifested the Gift, and under the Vestal Code you must be inducted into the Order. Obanji, will you sponsor him?’

			The Abuthan looked like he wanted to refuse, but he bowed his head. ‘Aye.’

			‘Then as acting Commander of the Falcon Century, I formally invite you to join the Order of the Vestments of Elysia Divina. I name you Soren var’Dael, Initiate. Do you accept?’

			Soren looked at him. ‘What do I say?’

			‘Yes. No isn’t permitted.’

			‘Uh, yes, then.’

			‘Good lad.’

			‘It’s only until we can get you to a Vestal bastion,’ Obanji put in. ‘After that, you go into the system. You’ll be assigned a training bastion and get educated properly – not just in weaponry and glyma, but reading, writing, numbers. It’ll be the making of you, as it was me.’

			The boy wore a glassy-­eyed look of disbelief, but raised no objection. His parents were dead and his sister was destined for a nunnery, so perhaps he realised that there was no alternative.

			The hard truth is, this is the best outcome for him, Jadyn thought. If he hadn’t manifest like he did, he’d be dead, so would his sister, and perhaps more of the Falcons.

			‘Lad,’ Obanji said, ‘once you graduate, you’ll be paid regularly, enough to see your sister into comfort, and able to make a good marriage. And you’ll never want for anything.’

			Except for peace and love, Jadyn thought. You’ll never know those while you wear the tabard. And their lack will probably break you, as it breaks us all, in the end . . . even my Romara.
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