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Dramatis Personae






	In the City of Tressia


	 







	Viktor Akadra


	Champion of the Tressian Council







	Roslava Orova


	Knight of Tressia







	Kasamor Kiradin


	Knight of Tressia







	Malachi Reveque


	Member of the Tressian Privy Council







	Ebigail Kiradin


	Member of the Tressian Privy Council







	Hadon Akadra


	Member of the Tressian Privy Council







	Abitha Marest


	Member of the Tressian Privy Council







	Anton Tarev


	Member of the Tressian Privy Council







	Apara Rann


	A vranakin, a cousin of the Crowmarket







	Sevaka Kiradin


	Officer of the Tressian Fleet, daughter to Ebigail Kiradin







	Elzar Ilnarov


	Tressian High Proctor; Master of the Forge







	Aske Tarev


	Tressian Knight, daughter to Anton Tarev







	Marek Nomar


	Steward to Ebigail Kiradin







	Vladama Kurkas


	Captain of the Akadra Hearthguard







	Lilyana Reveque


	Tressian Noble, wife to Malachi Reveque







	Sidara Reveque


	Daughter to Malachi and Lilyana Reveque







	Constans Reveque


	Son to Malachi and Lilyana Reveque







	Stantin Izack


	Captain of the Knights Essamere







	In the Southshires


	 







	Katya Trelan


	Dowager Duchess of Eskavord







	Josiri Trelan


	Duke of the Southshires, son to Katya Trelan







	Calenne Trelan


	Daughter to Katya Trelan







	Revekah Halvor


	Wolf’s-head; Captain of the Phoenixes







	Anastacia


	Seneschal of Branghall Manor (when it suits her)







	Drakos Crovan


	The Wolf King







	Arzro Makrov


	Tressian Archimandrite







	Shaisan Yanda


	Governor of the Southshires







	Valmir Sark


	Captain of the Tressian Army







	Elda Savka


	Calenne Trelan’s foster mother







	Callad Vorn


	Wolf’s-head







	Of the Hadari Empire


	 







	Kai Saran


	Hadari Crown Prince







	Melanna Saranal


	Hadari Princessa, daughter of Kai Saran







	Sera


	Lunassera; a devoted servant of Ashana







	Divinities


	 







	Ashana


	Hadari Goddess of the Moon, known as Lunastra in Tressia







	Lumestra


	Tressian Goddess of the Sun, known as Astarra in the Hadari Empire







	The Huntsman


	Ashana’s equerry







	The Raven


	The God of the Dead, Keeper of Otherworld







	Gone, But Not Forgotten


	 







	Konor Belenzo


	Hero of Legend







	Malatriant


	Tyrant Queen of Old, known as the Sceadotha in the Hadari Empire







	Kevor Trelan


	Duke of Eskavord










Fifteen Years Ago


Lumendas, 1st Day of Radiance




A Phoenix shall blaze from the darkness.


A beacon to the shackled;


a pyre to the keepers of their chains.


from the sermons of Konor Belenzo








 


 


 


Wind howled along the marcher road. Icy rain swirled behind.


Katya hung low over her horse’s neck. Galloping strides jolted weary bones and set the fire in her side blazing anew. Sodden reins sawed at her palms. She blotted out the pain. Closed her ears to the harsh raven-song and ominous thunder. There was only the road, the dark silhouette of Eskavord’s rampart, and the anger. Anger at the Council, for forcing her hand. At herself for thinking there’d ever been a chance.


Lightning split grey skies. Katya glanced behind. Josiri was a dark shape, his steed straining to keep pace with hers. That eased the burden. She’d lost so much when the phoenix banner had fallen. But she’d not lose her son.


Nor her daughter.


Eskavord’s gate guard scattered without challenge. Had they recognised her, or simply fled the naked steel in her hand? Katya didn’t care. The way was open.


In the shadow of jettied houses, sodden men and women loaded sparse possessions onto cart and dray. Children wailed in confusion. Dogs fought for scraps in the gutter. Of course word had reached Eskavord. Grim tidings ever outpaced the good.


You did this.


Katya stifled her conscience and spurred on through the tangled streets of Highgate.


Her horse forced a path through the crowds. The threat of her sword held the desperate at bay. Yesterday, she’d have felt safe within Eskavord’s walls. Today she was a commodity to be traded for survival, if any had the wit to realise the prize within their grasp.


Thankfully, such wits were absent in Eskavord. That, or else no one recognised Katya as the dowager duchess Trelan. The Phoenix of prophecy.


No, not that. Katya was free of that delusion. It had cost too many lives, but she was free of it. She was not the Phoenix whose fires would cleanse the Southshires. She’d believed – Lumestra, how she’d believed – but belief alone did not change the world. Only deeds did that, and hers had fallen short.


The cottage came into view. Firestone lanterns shone upon its gable. Elda had kept the faith. Even at the end of the world, friends remained true.


Katya slid from the saddle and landed heavily on cobbles. Chainmail’s broken links gouged her bloodied flesh.


“Mother?”


Josiri brought his steed to a halt in a spray of water. His hood was back, his blond hair plastered to his scalp.


She shook her head, hand warding away scrutiny. “It’s nothing. Stay here. I’ll not be long.”


He nodded. Concern remained, but he knew better than to question. He’d grown into a dependable young man. Obedient. Loyal. Katya wished his father could have seen him thus. The two were so much alike. Josiri would make a fine duke, if he lived to see his seventeenth year.


She sheathed her sword and marched for the front door. Timbers shuddered under her gauntleted fist. “Elda? Elda! It’s me.”


A key turned. The door opened. Elda Savka stood on the threshold, her face sagging with relief. “My lady. When the rider came from Zanya, I feared the worst.”


“The army is gone.”


Elda paled. “Lumestra preserve us.”


“The Council emptied the chapterhouses against us.”


“I thought the masters of the orders had sworn to take no side.”


“A knight’s promise is not what it was, and the Council nothing if not persuasive.” Katya closed her eyes, lost in the shuddering ground and brash clarions of recent memory. And the screams, most of all. “One charge, and we were lost.”


“What of Josiri? Taymor?”


“Josiri is with me. My brother is taken. He may already be dead.” Either way, he was beyond help. “Is Calenne here?”


“Yes, and ready to travel. I knew you’d come.”


“I have no choice. The Council . . .”


She fell silent as a girl appeared at the head of the staircase, her sapphire eyes alive with suspicion. Barely six years old, and she had the wit to know something was amiss. “Elda, what’s happening?”


“Your mother is here, Calenne,” said Elda. “You must go with her.”


“Are you coming?”


The first sorrow touched Elda’s brow. “No.”


Calenne descended the stairs, expression still heavy with distrust. Katya stooped to embrace her daughter. She hoped Calenne’s thin body stiffened at the cold and wet, and not revulsion for a woman she barely knew. From the first, Katya had thought it necessary to send Calenne away, to live shielded from the Council’s sight. So many years lost. All for nothing.


Katya released Calenne from her embrace and turned wearily to Elda. “Thank you. For everything.”


The other woman forced a wintery smile. “Take care of her.”


Katya caught a glint of something darker beneath the smile. It lingered in Elda’s eyes. A hardness. Another friendship soured by folly? Perhaps. It no longer mattered. “Until my last breath. Calenne?”


The girl flung her arms around Elda. She said nothing, but the tears on her cheeks told a tale all their own.


Elda pushed her gently away. “You must go, dear heart.”


A clarion sounded, its brash notes cleaving through the clamour of the storm. An icy hand closed around Katya’s heart. She’d run out of time.


Elda met her gaze. Urgency replaced sorrow. “Go! While you still can!”


Katya stooped and gathered Calenne. The girl’s chest shook with thin sobs, but she offered no resistance. With a last glance at Elda, Katya set out into the rain once more. The clarion sounded again as she reached Josiri. His eyes were more watchful than ever, his sword ready in his hands.


“They’re here,” he said.


Katya heaved Calenne up to sit in front of her brother. She looked like a doll beside him, every day of the decade that separated them on full display.


“Look after your sister. If we’re separated, ride hard for the border.”


His brow furrowed. “To the Hadari? Mother . . .”


“The Hadari will treat you better than the Council.” He still had so much to learn, and she no more time in which to teach him. “When enemies are your only recourse, choose the one with the least to gain. Promise me.”


She received a reluctant nod in reply.


Satisfied, Katya clambered into her saddle and spurred west along the broad cobbles of Highgate. They’d expect her to take refuge in Branghall Manor, or at least strip it of anything valuable ahead of the inevitable looting. But the western gateway might still be clear.


The first cry rang out as they rejoined the road. “She’s here!”


A blue-garbed wayfarer cantered through the crowd, rain scattering from leather pauldrons. Behind, another set a buccina to his lips. A brash rising triad hammered out through the rain and found answer in the streets beyond. The pursuit’s vanguard had reached Eskavord. Lightly armoured riders to harry and delay while heavy knights closed the distance. Katya drew her sword and wheeled her horse about. “Make for the west gate!”


Josiri hesitated, then lashed his horse to motion. “Yah!”


Katya caught one last glimpse of Calenne’s pale, dispassionate face. Then they were gone, and the horseman upon her.


The wayfarer was half her age, little more than a boy and eager for the glory that might earn a knight’s crest. Townsfolk scattered from his path. He goaded his horse to the gallop, sword held high in anticipation of the killing blow to come. He’d not yet learned that the first blow seldom mattered as much as the last.


Katya’s parry sent a shiver down her arm. The wayfarer’s blade scraped clear, the momentum of his charge already carrying him past. Then he was behind, hauling on the reins. The sword came about, the killing stroke aimed at Katya’s neck.


Her thrust took the younger man in the chest. Desperate strength drove the blade between his ribs. The hawk of the Tressian Council turned dark as the first blood stained the rider’s woollen tabard. Then he slipped from his saddle, sword clanging against cobbles. With one last, defiant glare at the buccinator, Katya turned her steed about, and galloped through the narrow streets after her children.


She caught them at the bridge, where the waters of the Grelyt River fell away into the boiling millrace. They were not alone.


One wayfarer held the narrow bridge, blocking Josiri’s path. A second closed from behind him, sword drawn. A third lay dead on the cobbles, horse already vanished into the rain.


Josiri turned his steed in a circle. He had one arm tight about his sister. The other hand held a bloody sword. The point trembled as it swept back and forth between his foes, daring them to approach.


Katya thrust back her heels. Her steed sprang forward.


Her sword bit into the nearest wayfarer’s spine. Heels jerked as he fell back. His steed sprang away into the streets. The corpse, one booted foot tangled in its stirrups, dragged along behind.


Katya rode on past Josiri. Steel clashed, once, twice, and then the last wayfarer was gone. His body tipped over the low stone parapet and into the rushing waters below.


Josiri trotted close, his face studiously calm. Katya knew better. He’d not taken a life before today.


“You’re hurt.”


Pain stemmed Katya’s denial. A glance revealed rainwater running red across her left hand. She also felt a wound high on her shoulder. The last wayfarer’s parting gift, lost in the desperation of the moment.


The clarion came yet again. A dozen wayfarers spurred down the street. A plate-clad knight rode at their head, his destrier caparisoned in silver-flecked black. Not the heraldry of a knightly chapterhouse, but a family of the first rank. His sword – a heavy, fennlander’s claymore – rested in its scabbard. A circular shield sat slung across his back.


The greys of the rain-sodden town lost their focus. Katya tightened her grip on the reins. She flexed the fingers of her left hand. They felt distant, as if belonging to someone else. Her shoulder ached, fit company for the dull roar in her side – a memento of the sword-thrust she’d taken on the ridge at Zanya. Weariness crowded in, the faces of the dead close behind.


The world lurched. Katya grasped at the bridle with her good hand. Focus returned at the cost of her sword, which fell onto the narrow roadway.


So that was how the matter lay?


So be it.


“Go,” she breathed. “See to your sister’s safety. I’ll hold them.”


Josiri spurred closer, the false calm giving way to horror. “Mother, no!”


Calenne looked on with impassive eyes.


“I can’t ride.” Katya dropped awkwardly from her saddle and stooped to reclaim her sword. The feel of the grips beneath her fingers awoke new determination. “Leave me.”


“No. We’re getting out of here. All of us.” He reached out. “You can ride with me.”


The tremor beneath his tone revealed the truth. His horse was already weary. What stamina remained would not long serve two riders, let alone three.


Katya glanced down the street. There’d soon be nothing left to argue over. She understood Josiri’s reluctance, for it mirrored her own. To face a parting now, with so much unsaid . . . ? But a lifetime would not be enough to express her pride, nor to warn against repeating her mistakes. He’d have to find his own way now.


“Do you love me so little that you’d make me beg?” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “Accept this last gift and remember me well. Go.”


Josiri gave a sharp nod, his lips a pale sliver. His throat bobbed. Then he turned his horse.


Katya dared not watch as her children galloped away, fearful that Josiri would read the gesture as a change of heart.


“Lumestra’s light shine for you, my son,” she whispered.


A slap to her horse’s haunch sent it whinnying into the oncoming wayfarers. They scattered, fighting for control over startled steeds.


Katya took up position at the bridge’s narrow crest, her sword point-down at her feet in challenge. She’d no illusions about holding the wayfarers. It would cost them little effort to ride straight over her, had they the stomach for it. But the tightness of the approach offered a slim chance.


The knight raised a mailed fist. The pursuers halted a dozen yards from the bridge’s mouth. Two more padded out from the surrounding alleys. Not horsemen, but the Council’s simarka – bronze constructs forged in the likeness of lions and given life by a spark of magic. Prowling statues that hunted the Council’s enemies. Katya swore under her breath. Her sword was useless against such creatures. A blacksmith’s hammer would have served her better. She’d lost too many friends to those claws to believe otherwise.


“Lady Trelan.” The knight’s greeting boomed like thunder. “The Council demands your surrender.”


“Viktor Akadra.” Katya made no attempt to hide her bitterness. “Did your father not tell you? I do not recognise the Council’s authority.”


The knight dismounted, the hem of his jet-black surcoat trailing in the rain. He removed his helm. Swarthy, chiselled features stared out from beneath a thatch of black hair. A young face, though one already confident far beyond its years.


He’d every reason to be so. Even without the armour, without the entourage of weary wayfarers – without her wounds – Akadra would have been more than her match. He stood a full head taller than she – half a head taller than any man she’d known.


“There has been enough suffering today.” His tone matched his expression perfectly. Calm. Confident. Unyielding. He gestured, and the simarka sat, one to either side. Motionless. Watchful. “Let’s not add to the tally.”


“Then turn around, Lord Akadra. Leave me be.”


Lips parted in something not entirely a smile. “You will stand before the Council and submit to judgement.”


Katya knew what that meant. The humiliation of a show trial, arraigned as warning to any who’d follow in her footsteps and dare seek freedom for the Southshires. Then they’d parade her through the streets, her last dignity stripped away long before the gallows took her final breath. She’d lost a husband to that form of justice. She’d not suffer it herself.


“I’ll die first.”


“Incorrect.”


Again, that damnable confidence. But her duty was clear.


Katya let the anger rise, as she had on the road. Its fire drove back the weariness, the pain, the fear for her children. Those problems belonged to the future, not the moment at hand. She was a daughter of the Southshires, the dowager duchess Trelan. She would not yield. The wound in Katya’s side blazed as she surged forward. The alchemy of rage transmuted agony to strength and lent killing weight to the two-handed blow.


Akadra’s sword scraped free of its scabbard. Blades clashed with a banshee screech. Lips parted in a snarl of surprise, he gave ground through the hissing rain.


Katya kept pace, right hand clamped over the failing left to give it purpose and guide it true. She hammered at Akadra’s guard, summoning forth the lessons of girlhood to the bleak present. The forms of the sword her father had drilled into her until they flowed with the grace of a thrush’s song and the power of a mountain river. Those lessons had kept her alive on the ridge at Zanya. They would not fail her now.


The wayfarers made no move to interfere.


But Akadra was done retreating.


Boots planted on the cobbles like the roots of some venerable, weather-worn oak, he checked each strike with grace that betrayed tutelage no less exacting than Katya’s own. The claymore blurred across grey skies and battered her longsword aside.


The fire in Katya’s veins turned sluggish. Cold and failing flesh sapped her purpose. Too late, she recognised the game Akadra had played. She’d wearied herself on his defences, and all the while her body had betrayed her.


Summoning her last strength, Katya hurled herself forward. A cry born of pain and desperation ripped free of her lips.


Again the claymore blurred to parry. The longsword’s tip scraped past the larger blade, ripping into Akadra’s cheek. He twisted away with a roar of pain.


Hooves sounded on cobbles. The leading wayfarers spurred forward, swords drawn to avenge their master’s humiliation. The simarka, given no leave to advance, simply watched unfolding events with feline curiosity.


Katya’s hands tightened on her sword. She’d held longer than she’d believed possible. She hoped Josiri had used the time well.


“Leave her!”


Akadra checked the wayfarers’ advance with a single bellow. The left side of his face masked in blood, he turned his attention on Katya once more. He clasped a closed fist to his chest. Darkness gathered about his fingers like living shadow.


Katya’s world blurred, its colours swirling away into an unseen void.


Her knee cracked against the cobbles. A hand slipped from her sword, fingers splayed to arrest her fall. Wisps of blood curled through pooling rainwater. She knelt there, gasping for breath, one ineluctable truth screaming for attention.


The rumours about Akadra were true.


The shadow dispersed as Akadra strode closer. The wayfarers had seen none of it, Katya realised – or had at least missed the significance. Otherwise, Akadra would have been as doomed as she. The Council would tolerate much from its loyal sons, but not witchcraft.


Colour flooded back. Akadra’s sword dipped to the cobbles. His bloodied face held no triumph. Somehow that was worse.


“It’s over.” For the first time, his expression softened. “This is not the way, Katya. It never was. Surrender. Your wounds will be tended. You’ll be treated with honour.”


“Honour?” The word was ash on Katya’s tongue. “Your father knows nothing of honour.”


“It is not my father who makes the offer.” He knelt, one gauntleted hand extended. “Please. Give me your sword.”


Katya stared down at the cobbles, at her life’s blood swirling away into the gutter. Could she trust him? A lifetime of emissaries and missives from the north had bled her people dry to feed a pointless war. Viktor’s family was part of that, and so he was part of it. If his promise was genuine, he’d no power to keep it. The Council would never let it stand. The shame of the gallows path beckoned.


“You want my sword?” she growled.


Katya rose from her knees, her last effort channelled into one final blow.


Akadra’s hand, so lately extended in conciliation, wrenched the sluggish blade from her grasp. He let his own fall alongside. Tugged off balance, Katya fell to her hands and knees. Defenceless. Helpless.


No. Not helpless. Never that.


She forced herself upright. There was no pain. No weariness. Just calm. Was this how Kevor had felt at the end? Before the creak of the deadman’s drop had set her husband swinging? Trembling fingers closed around a dagger’s hilt.


“My son will finish what I started.”


The dagger rasped free, Katya’s right hand again closing over her left.


“No!” Akadra dived forward. His hands reached for hers, his sudden alarm lending weight to his promises.


Katya rammed the dagger home. Chain links parted. She felt no pain as the blade slipped between her ribs. There was only a sudden giddiness as the last of her burdens fell away into mist.


Josiri held Calenne close through the clamour. Screams. Buccina calls. Galloping hooves. Barked orders. Josiri longed for the thunder’s return. Bravery came easier in moments when the angry sky drowned all else.


The church spire passed away to his left. Desperate townsfolk crowded its lychpath, seeking sanctuary behind stone walls. People filled the streets beyond. Some wore council blue, most the sea-grey of Eskavord’s guard, and too many the garb of ordinary folk caught in between.


Ravens scattered before Josiri’s straining horse. He glanced down at the girl in his charge. His sister she may have been, but Calenne was a stranger. She sat in silence, not a tear on her cheeks. He didn’t know how she held herself together so. It was all he could do not to fall apart.


A pair of wayfarers emerged from an alleyway, their approach masked by the booming skies. Howling with courage he didn’t feel, Josiri hacked at the nearest. The woman slumped across her horse’s neck. Josiri rowelled his mare, leaving the outpaced survivor snarling at the rain.


More wayfarers waited at the next junction, their horses arrayed in a loose line beneath overhanging eaves. The town wall loomed through the rain. The west gate was so close. Two streets away, no more.


A glance behind revealed a wayfarer galloping in pursuit. A pair of simarka loped alongside. Verdigrised claws struck sparks from the cobbles.


To turn back was to be taken, a rat in a trap. The certainty of it left Josiri no room for doubt. Onward was the only course.


“Hold tight to me,” he told Calenne, “and don’t let go.”


Thin arms redoubled their grip. Josiri drove back his heels.


Time slowed, marked out by the pounding of hooves and the beat of a fearful heart. Steel glinted. Horses whinnied as wayfarers hauled on their reins.


“For the Southshires!”


The battle cry fed Josiri’s resolve. The widening of the nearest wayfarer’s eyes gave him more. They were as afraid of him as he of them. Maybe more, for was his mother not the Phoenix of prophecy?


Time quickened. Josiri’s sword blurred. A wayfarer spun away in a bloody spray. And then Josiri was through the line, his horse’s greedy stride gobbling the last distance to the west gate. The mare barely slowed at the next corner. Her hooves skidded on the rain-slicked cobbles.


Calenne screamed – not with terror, but in wild joy – and then the danger was past, and the west gate was in sight.


The portcullis was down, its iron teeth sunk deep. A line of tabarded soldiery blocked the roadway and the branching alleyways to either side. Halberds lowered. Shields locked tight together, a flock of white hawk blazons on a wall of rich king’s blue. Wayfarers filled the street behind.


Thunder roared, its fury echoing through the hole where Josiri’s heart should have been. He’d failed. Perhaps he’d never had a chance.


“Everything will be all right.” He hoped the words sounded more convincing to Calenne than they did to him. “Mother will come.”


Calenne stared up at him with all the earnestness of youth. “Mother’s already dead.”


Spears pressed in. An officer’s voice bellowed orders through the rain. Josiri gazed down into his sister’s cold, unblinking eyes, and felt more alone than ever.




Endas, 25th day of Wellmarch




Our souls are but motes of light, stolen from the
Dark. Lumestra’s love wakes us to life, and the
hammer of duty tempers us upon the forge of our
waking days.


from the sermons of Konor Belenzo







One


Preparations had taken weeks. Statues had been re-gilded. Familial portraits unveiled from dusty canvas and set in places of honour. The stained glass of the western window glittered in the afternoon sunlight. Come the hour of Ascension it would blaze like fire and cast an image of divine Lumestra into the hall so that the sun goddess too would stand among the guests.


It would not be so elsewhere. In the houses beneath Branghall’s walls the part of Lumestra would be played by a doll, her limbs carved from firewood and her golden hair woven from last year’s straw. There, her brief reign would not end with the fading of the sun. Instead, hearth-fires would usher her home on tongues of flame.


The chasm between rich and poor, ruler and ruled, was never more evident than at Ascension. Josiri strove to be mindful of that. For all that had befallen his family, he retained comfort and privilege denied to many.


But a prison remained a prison, even if the bars were gilded and the guards polite.


Most of the guards.


“That will have to come down.” Arzro Makrov extended a finger to the portrait above High Table. “She has no place here, or anywhere else in the Tressian Republic.”


Josiri exchanged a glance with Anastacia. The seneschal’s black eyes glimmered a warning, reinforced by a slight shake of her head. Josiri ignored both and stepped closer, footsteps hollow on the hall’s flagstones. “No place?”


Makrov flinched but held his ground. “Katya Trelan was a traitor.”


Impotent anger kindled. Fifteen years on, and the wound remained raw as ever.


“This was my mother’s home,” said Josiri carefully. “She would have celebrated her fifty-fifth year this Ascension. Her body is ash, but she will be present in spirit.”


“No.”


Makrov drew his corpulent body up to its full, unimpressive height. The setting sun lent his robes the rich warmth of fresh blood. Ironic for a man so pallid. The intricate silver ward-brooch was a poor match for his stolid garb. But without it, he could not have crossed the enchanted manor wall.


Josiri’s throat tightened. He locked gazes with Makrov for a long moment, and then let his eyes fall upon the remaining “guests”. Would any offer support?


Shaisan Yanda didn’t meet his gaze, but that was to be expected. As governor of the Southshires, she was only present to ensure Josiri did nothing rash. Nonetheless, the slight curl to her lip suggested she found Makrov’s behaviour tiresome. She’d fought for the Council at Zanya, and on other battlefields besides, earning both her scars and the extra weight that came with advancing years.


As for Valmir Sark, he paid little attention. His interest lay more with ancestral finery . . . and likely in broaching Branghall’s wine cellars come Ascension. Josiri had heard enough of Sark to know he was present only to spare his family another scandal. The high-collared uniform might as well have been for show. Sark was too young to have fought against Katya’s rebellion. And as for him standing a turn on the Hadari border? The thought was laughable.


That left Anastacia, and her opinion carried no sway.


If only Calenne were there. She’d always had more success in dealing with the Council’s emissaries, and more patience. Where in Lumestra’s name was she? She’d promised.


Josiri swallowed his irritation. He’d enough enemies without adding his sister to the roster.


“The portrait remains,” he said. “This is my house. I’ll thank you to remember that.”


Makrov’s wispy grey eyebrows knotted. “Were it up to me, I’d allow it. Truly I would. But the Council insists. Katya Trelan brought nothing but division and strife. Her shadow should not mar Ascension.”


Only the slightest pause between the words imbued challenge. Josiri’s self-control, so painstakingly fortified before the meeting, slipped a notch. He shook off Anastacia’s restraining hand and took another step.


Yanda’s lips tightened to a thin, bloodless streak. Her hand closed meaningfully about the pommel of her sword. Sark gazed on with parted mouth and the first spark of true interest.


“It is my hope,” said Josiri, “that my mother’s presence will serve as a message of unity.”


Makrov stared up at the portrait. “I applaud your intent. But the lawless are not quelled by gestures, but by strong words, and stronger action.”


“I’ve given what leadership I can.”


“I know,” said Makrov. “I’ve read reports of your speeches. I’d like to hear one for myself. Tomorrow at noon?”


It was an artful twist of the knife. “If you wish.”


“Excellent.” He raised his voice. “Governor Yanda. You’ll ensure his grace isn’t speaking to an empty square? I’m sure Captain Sark will be delighted to assist.”


“Of course, my lord,” said Yanda. “And the portrait?”


Makrov locked gazes with Katya Trelan’s dead stare. “I want it taken down and burned. Her body is ash. Let her spirit join it. I can think of no stronger message of unity.”


“I won’t do it,” Josiri said through gritted teeth.


“Yes, you will.” Makrov sighed. “Your grace. Josiri. I entertained hopes that you’d lead your people out of the past. But the Council’s patience is not infinite. They may decide upon another exodus if there’s anything less than full cooperation.”


Exodus. The word sounded harmless. The reality was punishment meted out for a rebellion fifteen years in the past; families divided, stolen children shipped north to toil as little more than slaves. Makrov sought to douse a fire with tinder.


“Your mother’s memory poisons you. As it poisons your people.” Makrov set his hands on Josiri’s shoulders. “Let her go. I have.”


But he hadn’t. That was why Makrov remained the Council’s chief emissary to the Southshires, despite his advancing years and expanding waistline. His broken heart had never healed, but Katya Trelan lay fifteen years beyond his vengeance. And so he set his bitterness against her people, and against a son who he believed should have been his.


Makrov offered an avuncular smile. “You’ll thank me one day.”


Josiri held his tongue, not trusting himself to reply. Makrov strode away, Sark falling into step behind. Yanda hesitated a moment before following.


“Tomorrow at noon, your grace. I look forward to it.” Makrov spoke without turning, the words echoing along the rafters. Then he was gone.


Josiri glanced up at his mother’s portrait. Completed a year before her death, it captured to perfection the gleam of her eyes and the inscrutable perhaps-mocking, maybe-sympathetic smile. At least, Josiri thought it did. Fifteen years was a long time. He saw little of himself in his mother’s likeness, but then he’d always been more akin to his father. The same unruly blond hair and lantern jaw. The same lingering resentment at forces beyond his control.


He perched on the edge of High Table and swallowed his irritation. He couldn’t afford anger. Dignity was the cornerstone of leadership, or so his mother had preached.


“When I was a boy,” he said, “my father told me that people are scared and stupid more than they are cruel. I thought he’d handed me the key to some great mystery. Now? The longer I spend in Makrov’s company, the more I suspect my father told me what he wished were true.”


Anastacia drew closer. Her outline blurred like vapour, as it always did when her attention wandered. Like her loose tangle of snow-white curls and impish features, the robes of a Trelan seneschal were for show. A concession. Josiri wasn’t sure what Anastacia’s true form actually was. Only black, glossy eyes – long considered the eyes of a witch, or a demon, bereft of iris and sclera – offered any hint.


The Council’s proctors had captured her a year or so after the Battle of Zanya. Branghall, already a prison in all but name, had become her new home shortly after. Anastacia spoke often of what she’d done to deserve Tressian ire. The problem was, no two tales matched.


In one, she’d seduced and murdered a prominent councillor. In another, she’d instead seduced and murdered that same councillor’s husband. A third story involved ransacking a church. And then there was the tale about a choir of serenes, and indecency that left the holy women’s vows of chastity in tatters. After a dozen such stories, ranging from ribald to horrific, Josiri had stopped asking.


But somewhere along the line, they’d become friends. More than friends. If Makrov ever learned how close they were, it wouldn’t be the gallows that awaited Josiri, but the pyre.


Pallid wisps of light curled from Anastacia’s arched eyebrow. “The archimandrite is foolish in the way only clever men are. As for afraid? If he wasn’t, you’d not be his prisoner.”


Josiri snorted. “My mother casts a long shadow. But I’m not her.”


“No. Your mother lost her war. You’ll win yours.”


“Flatterer.”


The eyebrow twitched a fraction higher. “Isn’t that a courtier’s function?”


Genuine confusion, or another of Anastacia’s little jokes? It was always hard to be sure. “In the rest of the Republic, perhaps. In the Southshires, truth is all we can afford.”


“If you’re going to start moping, I’d like to be excused.”


A smile tugged at the corner of Josiri’s mouth. “If you don’t show your duke a little more respect, he might have you thrown from the manor.”


Anastacia sniffed. “He’s welcome to try. But these stones are old, and the Council’s proctors made a thorough job of binding me to them. You’ll fail before they do.”


“You forget, I’m a Trelan. I’m stubborn.”


“And where did stubbornness get your mother? Or your uncle, for that matter?”


Josiri’s gaze drifted back to his mother’s portrait. “What would she do?”


“I doubt she’d put a mere thing, no matter how beautiful, before the lives of her people.” She shrugged. “But she was a Trelan, and someone once told me – though I can’t remember who – that Trelans are stubborn.”


“And none more than she,” said Josiri. “I don’t want to give up the last of her.”


Anastacia scratched at the back of her scalp – a mannerism she’d picked up off one of the servants in her frequent forays to the kitchens. Her appetites were voracious – especially where the manor’s wine cellar was concerned.


“Might I offer some advice, as one prisoner to another?”


“Of course.”


“Burn the painting. Your mother’s legacy is not in canvas and oils, but in blood.”


The words provoked a fresh spark of irritation. “Calenne doesn’t seem to think so.”


Anastacia offered no reply. Josiri couldn’t blame her for that. This particular field was well-furrowed. And besides, good advice was good advice. Katya Trelan had died to save her family. That was her true legacy.


“I should tell her how things went,” he said. “Do you know where she is?”


“Where do you think?” Anastacia’s tone grew whimsical to match her expression. “For myself, I might rearrange the window shutters on the upper floor. Just in case some helpful soul’s watching? One who might be agreeable to expressing your annoyance at the archimandrite where you cannot?”


Josiri swallowed a snort of laughter. Regardless of what his mother would have done about the painting, this she would approve of. Humiliation repaid in kind.


“That’s a grand idea.”


Anastacia sniffed again. “Of course it is. Shall we say nightfall?”


That ran things close, but the timing should work. Makrov was due to hold celebration in Eskavord’s tiny church at dusk. Afterwards, he’d make the long ride back to the fortress at Cragwatch. It all depended on whether Crovan’s people were keeping watch on the shutters.


Still, inaction gained nothing.


Josiri nodded. “Nightfall it is.”


Each creak of the stairs elicited a fearful wince, and a palm pressed harder against rough stone. Josiri told himself that the tower hadn’t endured generations of enthusiastic winds just to crumble beneath his own meagre weight. He might even have believed it, if not for that almost imperceptible rocking motion. In his great-grandfather’s time, the tower had been an observatory. Now the roof was a nest of fallen beams, and the walls stone teeth in a shattered jaw.


At least the skies were clear. The vistas almost held the terror at bay, fear paling before beauty. The town of Eskavord sprawled across the eastern valley, smoke dancing as the Ash Wind – so named for the cinders it gusted from the distant Thrakkian border to the south – brushed the slopes of Drannan Tor. Beyond the outermost farms sprawled the eaves of Davenwood. Beyond that, further east, the high town walls of Kreska nestled in the foothills of the Greyridge Mountains. All of it within a day’s idle ride. Close at hand, and yet out of reach.


But it paid not to look too close. You might see the tabarded soldiers patrolling Eskavord’s streets, or the boarded-up houses. The foreboding gibbets on Gallows Hill. Where Josiri’s Uncle Taymor had danced a final jig – where his mother had burned, her ashes scattered so Lumestra could not easily resurrect her come the light of Third Dawn. It was worse in the month of Reaptithe. Endless supply wagons crept along the sunken roadways like columns of ants, bearing the Southshires’ bounty north.


Duke Kevor Trelan had never been more popular with his people than when he called for secession. The Council had been quick to respond. Josiri still recalled the bleak Tzadas-morning the summons had arrived at Branghall, backed by swords enough to make refusal impossible. It was the last memory he had of his father. But the Council had erred. Duke Kevor’s execution made rebellion inevitable.


Another gust assailed the tower. His panicked step clipped a fragment of stone. It ricocheted off the sun-bleached remnant of a wooden beam and clattered out over the edge.


“I suppose your demon told you where I was?”


Calenne, as usual, perched on the remnants of the old balcony – little more than a spur of timber jutting at right angles to a battered wall. Her back to a pile of rubble, she had one foot hooked across her knee. The other dangled out over the courtyard, three storeys and forty feet below. A leather-bound book lay open across her lap, pages fluttering.


“Her name is Anastacia.”


“That’s not her name.” The wind plucked a spill of black hair from behind Calenne’s ear. She tucked it back into place. “That’s what you call her.”


Calenne had disliked Anastacia from the first, though Josiri had never been clear why, and the passage of time had done little to heal the one-sided divide. Anastacia seldom reciprocated the antipathy, though whether that was because she considered herself above such things, or did so simply to irritate Calenne, Josiri wasn’t sure.


“Because that’s her wish. I don’t call you Enna any longer, do I?”


Blue eyes met his then returned to the book. “What do you want?”


Josiri shook his head. So very much like their mother. No admission of wrong, just a new topic.


“I thought you’d be with me to greet Makrov.”


She licked a fingertip and turned the page. “I changed my mind.”


“We were discussing the arrangements for your wedding. Or do you no longer intend to marry at Ascension?”


“That’s why I changed my mind.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


A rare moment of hesitation. “It doesn’t matter.”


“I see.” Steeling himself, Josiri edged closer. “What are you reading?”


“This?” Calenne stared down at the book. “A gift from Kasamor. The Turn of Winter, by Iugo Maliev. I’m told it’s all the rage in Tressia.”


“Any good?”


“If you admire a heroine who lets herself be blown from place to place like a leaf on the wind. It’s horrendously fascinating. Or fascinatingly horrendous. I haven’t decided yet.” She closed the book and set it on her knee. “How did the meeting go?”


“I’m to make a speech tomorrow, on the topic of unity.”


She scowled. “It went that badly?”


“I didn’t have my sister there to charm him,” Josiri replied. “And . . . he reacted poorly to mother’s portrait.” No sense saying the rest. Calenne wouldn’t understand.


She sighed. “And now you know why I stayed away. If Makrov reacts like that to Katya’s image . . . I didn’t want complications. I can’t afford them. And I do want this marriage.”


Josiri didn’t have to ask what she meant. Katya in oils was bad enough. Her likeness in flesh and blood? Even with Calenne at her most demure and charming – a rarity – there was risk. With every passing year, his sister more resembled the mother she refused to acknowledge. Perhaps she’d been right to stay away.


“You think Makrov has the power to have it annulled?”


She shrugged. “Not alone. But Kasamor’s mother isn’t at all pleased at the match. I’m sure she’s allies enough to make trouble.”


“Kasamor would truly let her interfere?”


On his brief visits to Branghall, Kasamor had seemed smitten. As indeed had Calenne herself. On the other hand, Josiri had heard enough of Ebigail Kiradin, Kasamor’s mother, to suspect she possessed both the reach and influence to thwart even the course of true love, if she so chose.


“On his last visit, he told me that I was the other half of his soul. So no, I don’t believe he would. He’d sooner die, I think. And I . . .” Calenne shook her head and stared down at the book. “It doesn’t matter.”


Josiri frowned. “What? What doesn’t matter?”


Calenne offered a small, resigned smile. “I’ve had bad dreams of late. The Black Knight. Waking up screaming doesn’t do wonders for my mood.”


The Black Knight. Viktor Akadra. The Phoenix-Slayer. The man who’d murdered their mother. He’d taken root in the dreams of a terrified six-year-old girl, and never let go. Josiri had lost track of how often in that first year he’d cradled Calenne as she’d slipped off to broken sleep.


“Is that why you’re back to hiding up here? He’ll not harm you, I promise.”


“I know he won’t.” Her shoulders drooped, and her tone softened. “But thanks, all the same.”


She set the book aside and joined him inside the tower proper. Josiri drew her into an embrace, reflecting, as he so often did, what a curious mix of close and distant they were. The decade between them drove them apart. He doubted he’d ever understand her. Fierce in aspect, but brittle beneath.


“The world’s against us, little sister. We Trelans have to stick together.”




Two


The kraikon loomed through the trees, as implacable as the colossal bronze statue it resembled. Burgeoning moonlight revealed an angular, stylised form more than twice Josiri’s height. Golden magic hissed through lesions in an antiquated frame, crackling across the king’s blue tabard and segmented steel plate. Empty, expressionless eyes swept the undergrowth from beneath an open helm.


Josiri held his breath. He pressed against the black oak and willed the kraikon to continue its patrol of Branghall’s overgrown gardens. There wasn’t a curfew as such. As ever, the bars of the cage were carefully hidden to ease cooperation. But to be caught beneath the estate wall at so late an hour? That would provoke questions he didn’t wish to answer.


The kraikon stomped away through the night, the tip of its horsehair plume scraping against overhanging branches. Josiri allowed himself a sigh of relief.


“Evening, your grace.”


The whisper was so close that the breath of it fell warm on Josiri’s ear. He jumped, the involuntary yelp forming on his lips. A gloved hand stifled the cry, then slipped away.


“Careful.” The whisper returned, leavened with amusement. “Don’t want to upset the lummox.”


Cheeks warming with embarrassment, Josiri pulled away. Revekah Halvor offered a toothy grin and sat carefully on an exposed root.


Anastacia’s teeth gleamed white. She cut a ghostly figure so far from Branghall’s foundations. The bark of the great black oak was clearly visible through a faded dress and translucent skin. Her fingers danced, shadow coiling in their wake. The oak sank silently into the soil, collapsing the arboreous tunnel that was Josiri’s only connection to the outside world.


The tree’s roots had always run deep, and far further than the estate wall. Under Anastacia’s influence, they ran farther still, weaving the passage by which Revekah had broached Branghall’s imprisoning wards. As notorious a soul as she had no hope of gaining official entrance through the main gate – the ward-brooches that allowed visitors to breach the enchantment were carefully and rarely doled out.


But there were other magics in the world than those pressed to the Council’s service, by whose grace Anastacia had woven the hallowgate from the oak’s gnarled flesh. Old magics, learned from forbidden gods. Or at least forbidden in Tressia, where Lumestra held sway. Remnants of temples to her heavenly sister, Ashana – or Lunastra, as she was named in the oldest scriptures – remained out in rural areas; shrines to Jack, the King of Thorns, in places wilder still.


Not for the first time, Josiri wondered where Anastacia had learned her magics. And where the Council had found her. “Demon”, Calenne had named her – pejoratives aside, it suited her well.


“Where’s Crovan?” he asked.


“Where’s Crovan?” Revekah snorted. “That’s how you greet an old woman who’s travelled hard to be here? No respect, Josiri. None at all.”


The twinkle in her eye belied both words and tone. Revekah’s sixtieth year lay long behind her. Nonetheless, she’d not softened an inch since the chaos at Zanya, where she’d heaved Josiri onto her horse and ordered him to flee. She still wore the phoenix tabard over her leather jerkin. Like her, it had faded and worn thin with the passage of time.


“Crovan’s away to the south. Might even be across the Thrakkian border by now.”


Josiri frowned. “What went wrong?”


“A raid went sour.” She shrugged. “It happens. He’ll be back. But not tonight. I saw the shutters, and feared you’d be lonely.”


They’d settled on the shutter-code years before as a way for Josiri to communicate with those southwealders who’d not yet given up the fight. Some, like Revekah, were survivors of his mother’s doomed rebellion. Crovan belonged to a younger generation. Together, they named themselves the Vagabond Council, a bitter jest aimed at the “noble” men and women who ruled the Southshires’ fortunes from Tressia. The law named them Wolf’s-heads – creatures of the wild, not the civilised world – and like wolves they were hunted.


The Tressian army, honed to the bloody craft of massed battle and border skirmish, was too blunt an instrument for rural insurrection. Wolf’s-heads harried the occupying soldiery; ambushed grain convoys and prison wagons. They took shelter in abandoned villages, and in the Forbidden Places, where the magic of the Council’s simarka and kraikons guttered like candle-flame in a storm.


“How are things out there?” he asked.


“They’ve been worse.”


Which also meant they’d been better. “Are we any closer?”


“The weapon situation’s improving. Between the Thrakkians and our sympathisers back in Tressia, we’ve enough blades for a small army.”


“And armour?”


“That’s harder – to get hold of, and to conceal – but we’ve quite the foundry up and running in the Larwater caves. Gavamor got his hands on a simarka amulet. It’s damaged, but he reckons he can make copies, given time.”


That was good news. The simarka were simple-minded, and took instruction from proctors, or else from the wearer of an amulet. With enough amulets, the resistance could neutralise one of the strongest weapons at Governor Yanda’s command. Maybe even turn it back on their oppressors. “How long?”


“Weeks. Months. Maybe never. You know how these things go.”


“We could bring Gavamor here? Anastacia could help him.”


“Anastacia could not,” said Anastacia. “She’s more sense than to mess with caged sunlight.”


Revekah shot her an unfriendly glance, but nodded. “And how would you explain his presence? To your sister, if no one else. I take it you’ve still not told her?”


Josiri shook his head. “Better she’s kept out of it.”


“It’s her fight as much as it is yours.”


“Not as far as she’s concerned.”


“Only because you’ve cosseted her,” Revekah snapped. The lines on her face smoothed. “I shouldn’t have said that. My apologies.”


Josiri grunted. “For speaking your mind? But Calenne’s chosen her path. I won’t interfere.”


“It may not matter anyway.”


“What do you mean?”


“The Hadari are massing beyond Trelszon Pass. Crovan thinks they’re preparing to invade.” Shrewd eyes read his expression. “You’ve heard nothing?”


“Not a whisper.” No wonder Makrov was on edge. Every blade the Council had in the Southshires was pointed in, not out. If the Hadari Empire made passage west over the Greyridge Mountains . . . “Why did no one tell me?”


“Because they’re worried what you might do,” said Anastacia.


Revekah nodded. “The Council aren’t fools. They’re keeping temptation from you.”


Josiri’s stomach lurched. “They think I’d sell our people out to the Hadari?”


Another shrug. “Crovan thinks you should. When enemies are your only recourse . . .”


“. . . choose the one with least to gain,” Josiri finished. “I know.”


She drew a dagger from her belt and set it point-down in the soil, turning the blade this way and that. “Could be that Crovan’s right.”


“What do you think?”


Revekah flipped the dagger’s point skyward. “I think I’m Tressian, even if those inbreds in the north have forgotten that. First of the Emperor’s Immortals sets foot over the mountains gets my steel in his heart. But plenty agree with Crovan. They’re tired, Josiri. They want a way out. They think the Hadari will give them one.”


“A year. Eighteen months. We’ll be ready.”


“You said that last year,” said Anastacia. “And the year before. And the year before that. Dawntithes come and Dawntithes go. And still you wait.”


“She’s right,” said Revekah. “There’ll never be a perfect time. You’ve worked wonders these last few years – even Crovan acknowledges that.”


“I did little more than bring you together. Kept you focused on the goal.”


“You’ve brought us hope. Leadership. If you step out of the shadows, others will follow.”


Josiri scowled, lost in memories of clandestine meetings. The fear of discovery. The elation of new alliances, and growing opportunity. The fear returning as the prospect of uprising brought with it the spectre of defeat.


“Too many still think I’m collaborating with the Council.”


“All the more reason to end this pretence. I’ll vouch for you. So will Crovan. You’ll prove the rest through actions.”


Josiri strove to ignore that familiar, gnawing frustration. “The Council will crack down harder than ever. Makrov’s already talking about another exodus.”


Revekah’s eyes flashed. “Good. It’ll remind our people of what they’ve already lost. They’ll rise up in their thousands before the first transport ship sails north.”


“My mother thought the same. And look what happened to her. We’re not ready.”


Josiri paused. Was that true? Or was he speaking out of fear? A Trelan had led hundreds to their deaths less than a generation ago. His failure would seal the Southshires’ fate. It weighed on his conscience. Never more so than in the long, dark hours before the dawn when Anastacia was snoring.


His mother had spoken of the loneliness of leadership, of holding sway over decisions no other could make. As a boy, he’d thought it nothing. As a young man struggling with Zanya’s aftermath, he’d dismissed her sentiment as arrogance. Only now did he feel the aching truth.


If only he’d someone to confide in. Dignity forbade he confess his fears to Revekah or Crovan. Anastacia wouldn’t understand. For all that she appeared mortal flesh – for all the warmth of her embrace – she never grasped concepts of uncertainty, and consequence. Maybe that was why she fascinated him so.


Perhaps he should have confessed the truth to Calenne. At least then the burden would be shared. But no. She’d made her decision. He’d have to make his. Before events made it for him.


But there was time yet. Or so he prayed.


“We’re not ready,” he repeated. “The Republic’s done too good a job of keeping the people docile. I’ve done too good a job. We need to shake them from complacency first. I need you to understand that. And I need you to convince Crovan.”


“Of course.” Disappointment coursed thick through Revekah’s voice. “I stood with your mother. My loyalty’s yours until the day I die. But when that day comes I want to face it free, not hiding in the woods, haunted by what might have been.”


Anastacia’s lips curled into a sneer, though she had the good sense to say nothing.


Josiri laid a hand on Revekah’s shoulder. “You won’t. The Phoenix will rise. You’ll be there to see it. I promise.”


“And the Hadari?”


He stared up at the moon. Were the Hadari even now pleading with Ashana for swift victory in the Southshires? Everything had its reflection. Night and day. Ashana and Lumestra. Empire and Republic. All save the Southshires. Where did they belong? And what part did Josiri Trelan have to play?


“The Hadari remain the Council’s problem, until they become ours.”


Revekah set her hand over his, her bony grip firm. “I suppose that will have to do. But you didn’t venture out here to offer a pledge to an old woman. What did you want of Crovan?”


Josiri blinked. Lost in the perils and possibilities of the future, he’d quite forgotten. His wants seemed trivial – even childish – when set against the prospect of invasion. But perhaps – just perhaps – they were precisely what was needed.


“To ask a favour,” he said. “It concerns Makrov.”


“Our good archimandrite?” A smile gleamed. “I’m listening.”


Everything chafed. The shirt, the leather hunter’s coat. The britches . . . the britches most of all. Melanna longed for silken battle-robes. Even one of the embroidered dresses she wore when taking her place alongside her royal peers in the Hadari Golden Court. The latter wouldn’t have been practical among the briars and branches, but at least she’d have been comfortable. She couldn’t conjure how Tressians marched in such constricting garb, much less fought battles.


Melanna was to do neither that night. This was merely another step in familiarising herself with the lay of the land. It was more than her father had sanctioned, but it was far less than she longed for. She enjoyed more freedom than any other princessa before her – let alone one of her tender eighteen winters.


Branches crackled on the darkened slopes. Too much and too often to be creatures of the night. The wind bore voices through the moonlit trees. Urgent. Strident. Pained.


Melanna crouched, hand on the dagger at her belt. She’d have preferred a sword. Alas, such was denied to her.


Motionless, she let the sounds weave colour and form into the silvered nightscape, savouring the soft, damp fragrance of disturbed soil. Four Tressians. Maybe five. Walking with their usual graceless tread. Following the streambed at the hill’s foot, two score paces distant. Not arrayed as hunters – at least, not hunting her. Ashana be praised for that small mercy.


The commotion moved off to the west. Good sense dictated she withdraw. Garbed as a Tressian though she was, there was no hiding the olive skin that was so rare in the Republic but so common beyond its eastern border, nor her loose, black tresses. She refused to plait her hair in the style of Tressian nobility, let alone crop it in the fashion of their pauper-class. Were she taken, her captors would soon deem what she was, even if exactly who remained beyond their wit.


But then Melanna had never been one for caution, even that born of good sense.


She threaded her way through the undergrowth, skirting tangled or muddied paths in favour of ground that would bear no sign of her passage. An old game, practised as a child beneath the eaves of the sprawling forest of Fellhallow.


A thin cry and a crash of branches heralded the hunt’s end. Dark shapes converged on a fallen man. He lay on heels and hands in a tangle of ivy, scarlet robes muddied and torn, and his heavy jowls taut with rage. Misplaced defiance when confronted by four drawn swords.


“Wolf’s-heads!” The man’s fury did nothing to hide a northwealder’s immaculate nasal diction. “You’ll hang for this!”


Laughter pealed through the night.


“Brave words, my lord archimandrite.” The woman shouted to be heard above her fellows. “You weren’t quite so bold in the fight.”


Keeping low, Melanna crept towards the confrontation and sheltered behind a stump. The speaker was an older woman; thin, with cropped white hair and a patchwork phoenix tabard belted tight across her chest. Her companions were men, heavyset and rough-shaven. They waited on the woman’s lead, expectant and respectful. Melanna envied her that. In Tressia, a daughter was every bit as respected as a son, not a commodity wrapped in damask.


“I am a servant of Lumestra, not a soldier.” The man spoke with haughty pride.


The old woman’s sword-tip tapped the underside of his chin. “I know who you are, Arzro Makrov. You’ve blood enough on your hands for a hundred soldiers. Someday, that debt will come due, eminence.”


“Better it be now,” muttered another wolf’s-head. “Save the bother later.”


Agreement rumbled about the group.


The woman shook her head. “Kill him, and they’ll send another. No shortage of worthies.”


A wolf’s-head stalked closer to the man, a grim smile on his lips. “All of ’em bleed.”


“No.” The woman’s tone brooked no argument. “There’s more than one way to deliver a message.”


“I still say we kill him.”


“And if they send Viktor Akadra in his place?” The woman shook her head. “What then?”


The wolf’s-head spat. His face paled beneath its thick stubble. “Then we kill him, too.”


“You’re a fool.”


“Then why’d you have us do this?”


The woman grinned. “Why else? For the coin in his saddlebags. And because even so humble a functionary as his excellency can be humbled further.” She turned her gaze on Makrov. “Strip.”


A muscle danced in Makrov’s cheek. “I’ll do no such thing.”


The woman flicked her wrist. The sword-point prodded the fleshy folds of the archimandrite’s chin. “You will, or I’ll have my lads assist. And they’ll be a sight rougher.”


Quivering with anger, Makrov rose to his feet. Fingers fumbled at heavy buttons, and scarlet robes tumbled into the mud. Embroidered waistcoat and cotton shirt followed.


“And the rest, my lord.” The woman shrugged. “Let’s give Ashana a good view. Not often she’s granted clear sight of one of her sister’s blessed priests.”


Makrov, sword-point still at his throat, fumbled with boots and britches. Melanna looked on in morbid fascination and wondered if the archimandrite would make further protest. He did not, but the gleam in his eye promised retribution.


Woollen underclothes joined the growing pile. The woman withdrew her sword. “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”


The archimandrite shot her a look of pure poison but said nothing. Even stark naked and shivering, he clung to dignity.


The woman pointed away downhill. “Well, off you go. Steer clear of the villages. Don’t want to scare the children, do we?”


The slap of sword on buttock sent the archimandrite lurching away.


Even before he was lost to sight, the laughing wolf’s-heads began bundling up the discarded clothes. Leaving them to it, Melanna slipped away uphill. The night was young, and she was determined not to waste it.




Three


The city of Tressia, bastion of the north and heart of the Republic, lay cloaked beneath the gloom of night. Barnacle-crusted kraikons stood waist-deep and motionless in the dockside’s tidal waters. The evening sun, still a-glimmer through the Silverway tavern’s leaded windows at the first pull, had long since slunk beneath the horizon. The vibrant bustle of day had retreated alongside. The great city was subdued, and its river wharves a haunt for dubious endeavours. It was no place for the sons and daughters of quality to seek their pleasures, and it was therefore inevitable that many did so.


Malachi Reveque stared into the brimming tankard, awash with that peculiar caution born of inebriation. Jeers, arguments and snatches of dockers’ shanties burst from the fug of conversation and echoed beneath the Silverway’s sunken beams. Malachi knew it would continue well into morning.


As would he, if he wasn’t careful.


“I should be getting home.” He strained to be heard over the hubbub. “I promised Lilyana I’d not make a night of this.”


Across the table, Kasamor leaned back in his chair. Eyes widened in mock affront. “What? You’d leave me to celebrate alone?”


Rosa snorted and fixed him with a cold stare. “Thanks.”


Kasamor waved an airy hand in dismissal. “I love you as a sister, but there’s a bond between men that you couldn’t begin to understand. Especially when that bond is tempered in battle, as was ours.” Matter settled, he raised his tankard for a generous swallow.


Rosa’s expression didn’t flicker. “I see. When did you last stand your place in the line, Malachi?”


Long enough ago to know he’d no place there. Malachi winced. How had he ended up the villain? Not that it was a surprise. United, they four were the closest of friends. Divided by absence – as they were that evening by perennial lateness – and conversation turned inevitably to contest.


“I fight with words these days.”


“And I fight with steel.” Rosa leaned low across the table. “In fact, I recall my sword saving Lord Kiradin’s hide at Tarvallion. And at Tregga’s Dike.”


Kasamor bristled. “And Lord Kiradin remembers someone’s effusive thanks after that bloody business on Fellhallow’s southern edge. Might it have been you, oh storied Reaper of the Ravonn?”


“Hah! My point precisely. You and I have shared a score of battlefields. Malachi hasn’t so much as held a sword in ten years.” She cracked a sour smile. “Tell me again how our bond is the lesser.”


Knight of the Republic though Rosa was, she wielded her wits every bit as skilfully as her sword. She’d one day serve the Republic well on the Grand Council – if she could bear to forgo the green surcoat of the Essamere chapterhouse and her chamfered armour for a velvet gown. That she’d abandoned the former for the subtleties of civilian garb was a rare honour. She seemed softer without steel, but Malachi wasn’t fooled. He knew just how many Hadari she’d sent into the mists. And besides, even now the sword-belt remained. No amount of reason could have persuaded her to strut about unarmed.


Kasamor would never reach council rank. He’d a tendency to speak without thinking, strong drink or no. It was part of his charm. But on this one occasion, Kasamor held his tongue and glowered at Rosa. She arched a knowing eyebrow.


Malachi stifled a grin. The lines of battle were shifting. The kind thing would be to deflect Rosa’s ire. Then again, Kasamor’s escape would only hasten Malachi’s own turn as underdog. So he glugged a mouthful of ale, wiped his lips, and stoked the fires.


“You mustn’t mind him,” he said. “Kasamor’s worried he’ll not resist your charms if I leave you alone.”


Joking aside, Rosa and Kasamor would have made a handsome couple. They shared hair the colour of ripened wheat, and eyes as pale and blue as the winter skies. Rosa’s face was that of a divine serathi – if that serathi was given to scowling. Kasamor had a lantern jaw and heavy brow that echoed portraits of kings long dead. But they’d been friends too long. They all had. Any lingering attraction lay buried beneath a lifetime of faults and foibles witnessed at close hand.


Malachi was content with his own unremarkable looks. Even if his dark hair was already flecked with grey. A honed mind was a far more valuable tool than a handsome face, and lasted longer.


Rosa snorted. “I’d sooner kiss a goat.”


Malachi grinned into his tankard.


“And why not?” mused Kasamor. “We all know you’ve a thing for beards.”


“Just as we all know that you can’t grow a beard worthy of the name.”


Kasamor slumped against the chair’s backrest. He clapped his hands across his chest in mock pain. “Your words . . . They’re a blade in my heart.”


Rosa chuckled. “It’s a large target. You’ll survive.”


Hands still to his chest, Kasamor closed his eyes. “Not so. Even now, I hear the flutter of sable wings. Lumestra sends her handmaidens. They’ll weep golden tears as they carry me off.”


“I’m not sure the serathi weep tears for anyone, much less for a man.” Rosa hooked an eyebrow. “Then again, you’re barely a man, are you?”


Kasamor’s eyes flickered open. “Is that curiosity I hear? Alas, my dear, beautiful sister-at-arms, you’ve missed your opportunity. I’m pledged to higher things.”


With an exasperated sigh she turned to stare out across the room. “You’re impossible.”


“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” Kasamor grew unusually sincere. “My heart belongs to another.”


Rosa offered no response. Enough, Malachi decided, was enough.


“So you’re still going through with it?” he asked.


“Without a flicker of hesitation.” Kasamor straightened up. “My mother’s mood will soften once she meets Calenne. How could it not?”


That aspiration struck Malachi as totally unfounded. A son saw much that remained hidden from acquaintances, but in this case . . .


“Is your mother much given to softening?” Rosa’s expression could have been carved from stone.


“On occasion. Why, I once saw her smile at Marek.”


“Her steward?” Malachi tried to picture Lady Ebigail Kiradin favouring a servant with anything resembling warmth. He gave up. There were limits even to imagination. “I don’t believe it.”


“It’s true.” If Kasamor was at all offended on his mother’s behalf, nothing of it showed. “He happened upon one of the indentured maids making off with the silverware. Girl looked like death by the time he was done scolding her.”


“Ah.” Now that did sound like the sort of thing to coax a smile from Lady Kiradin. “I wouldn’t have thought your mother would have trusted a southwealder near the silver.”


“She hasn’t, not since. Stripped them all of their papers and threw them onto the streets. They’ll be in Dregmeet now, hiding from the constabulary.”


Malachi scowled. Indentured southwealders weren’t technically slaves. Nonetheless, the exodus-brand on the palm meant they couldn’t take paid work without papers. At best, Ebigail Kiradin had doomed her servants to a life of starvation and criminality.


“Hold on . . .” Rosa grunted. “Are you drawing comparison between your betrothed and Marek, or your betrothed and a thieving servant?”


Kasamor’s lip twisted. “I speak merely to my mother’s occasional lightness of character.”


“One smile. And you think Calenne Trelan can coax forth another?” Rosa shook her head. “You must be in love to be so blind. I’m surprised your mother hasn’t disowned you.”


“Disown me? Her favourite son?”


“Her only son,” said Malachi.


Kasamor brushed the detail aside. “Some friends you are, dousing my happiness. I shan’t allow it. Calenne is to be my wife, and I the happiest man in the Republic.”


Malachi let the matter drop. He felt more than a little mean-spirited for needling his friend so. Whatever the complications of Calenne Trelan’s southwealder heritage, Kasamor was besotted. After two betrothals ended by Hadari spears, he deserved a good marriage. And if it was one founded in genuine affection rather than in furtherance of a dynasty, then Malachi envied him.


Rosa drained her tankard. “It’s my round. Another?”


Malachi stared into the remains of his ale. He should have left hours ago. Now he’d face a lecture and a polite smile undercut by disdain. Easier to face them after another drink.


“Sure.”


Kasamor lurched to his feet. “Put your coin away. We celebrate in style, and at my expense. In fact . . .” He paused, brow furrowed in thought.


Malachi caught Rosa’s eye, but the moment of shared realisation came too late.


“. . . I shall buy a drink for anyone who’ll offer a toast to Calenne Trelan,” Kasamor bellowed. “The jewel of the Southshires, and the brightest star in any sky!”


The hubbub gave way to a chorus of cheers. Fists and tankards hammered at tables in approval. Kasamor grinned broadly. He clambered atop his chair and drank in the adulation. Empty tankard in hand, he goaded the Silverway’s clientele to greater uproar, conducting their raucous clamour as music sprung from an orchestra.


Malachi released a sigh of relief. For a moment, he’d worried that . . .


“Toast your southwealder whore elsewhere.”


The cheers fell away.


Kasamor froze mid-gesture. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t quite catch that.”


“Then I’ll say it again, and clearer.”


Malachi twisted in the chair, striving to identify the speaker. There, in a booth by the crooked stairs. Nearer his own thirty-five summers than Rosa and Kasamor’s lesser tally. No intoxication in her face, nor in her husky voice. He’d seen her before, at council. Not in the Privy Council chamber, but attending Lord Tarev. His daughter . . . but what was her name?


The woman stood. Like Rosa, she’d forgone a bare-shouldered dress for a close-fitting blouse, jerkin and trews. Practical garb for a practical woman – especially when slumming it on the dockside.


“I lost my mother and a sister at Zanya. You want to toast a Trelan, do it in the gutter where you both belong.”


Kasamor jumped down and slammed his tankard onto the table. Malachi’s memory snapped into place. Aske Tarev . . . that was the woman’s name. But not for much longer, if something wasn’t done. Malachi rose a trifle more unsteadily than he’d have liked and blocked Kasamor’s advance.


“Then your kin sacrificed to make the Republic whole,” he told Aske. “Our divisions died with Katya Trelan. Let them remain in the past.”


“Malachi Reveque, ever the conciliator,” sneered Aske. “You don’t speak for my family.”


Kasamor growled. “And you owe my betrothed an apology. Must I tear it from you?”


Malachi set a hand against his chest. “Ignore her.”


To his relief, Kasamor halted.


There were too many swords in the Silverway. Kasamor could only count on Rosa’s in addition to his own. Judging by the stony faces at Aske’s table, she had three supporters. As to the rest? Most of the clientele wouldn’t risk getting caught up in a noble’s brawl. Probably. But you could never be sure once the blood was up.


“Rosa?” said Kasamor.


Alone of the three, Rosa still sat in her chair. Her crossed legs and propped elbow gave the impression of a woman taking her ease. However, her eyes darted back and forth, weighing up the odds.


“This would be better discussed outside. I like this tavern. I wouldn’t want to see it damaged.”


Translation: Rosa didn’t care for their prospects if it came to a straight fight. Malachi wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The chances of walking away from a tavern brawl were much higher than a back alley duel. The latter would spare Malachi and Rosa from injury, but it might cost Kasamor his life.


“Well?” Kasamor folded his arms and levelled a stare at Aske.


There was no amusement in his voice, no trace of the boisterous suitor of earlier. His smile belonged to a wolf. Malachi shuddered. This was the side of Kasamor the Hadari saw.


Aske didn’t reply at first, her watchful eyes taking their own measure of the odds. But the outcome was never really in doubt. You didn’t walk away from a challenge, however coded. Not with so many witnesses to hand and reputation at stake.


“Have it your way.”




Four


By unspoken accord, they settled on the alley between the Silver-way’s dray yard and the warehouse behind. Far enough from the roadway’s firestone lanterns so as not to draw a constable’s eye. Close enough that the low rush of the river weir rumbled beneath every word spoken.


Rosa halted a pace or two into the alley. She set her shoulders against the wall and shooed the others along. “Well? Get this over with.”


Malachi cast a nervous eye towards the river. “You heard her. I’d rather not be caught.”


Kasamor shook his head. “You’re always so concerned about your reputation.”


“I’m only here to stop you doing something foolish.”


Kasamor offered a wry smile. “Too late. And I’m not fighting for my reputation, but Calenne’s.”


Might be he even believed it, Malachi decided. Pride was a complicated burden. Yet, there was a rare lightness in Kasamor’s voice. Perhaps this was all about Calenne. Malachi only hoped the young woman was grateful for the risks taken in her name.


Malachi kept his thoughts to himself. His attention he spared for Aske’s group, deeper into the alley. Three others accompanied her. Two in the crimson and black surcoats of Tarev hearthguards, and the last in plain black garb. It struck Malachi as unfair that she’d brought so many, but that was the problem with such duels. The ritual had been born on distant battlefields and carried home by soldiers on leave. There were no rules, just a loose acceptance of what was to unfold.


Kasamor clapped him on the shoulder and set off down the alleyway. On reaching the midpoint, he spread his hands wide, sword still in its sheath.


“Right! How are we doing this? Three touches, or will only blood shake an apology loose?”


Aske’s only reply was a shriek of rage. Sword naked in her hand, she charged, boots thudding through refuse and horse-dung.


Malachi glanced at Rosa. She shrugged, eyes dark and thoughtful.


Kasamor stood arms outspread and sword scabbarded, seemingly frozen in place. At the last moment, he sidestepped. Aske’s sword flashed past. A heartbeat later so did Aske herself, further hastened by the heel of Kasamor’s boot against her rump.


“So you’ve no manners at all?” Kasamor asked. “Care to try again?”


Aske snarled and hurled herself into another headlong charge. It ended much the same as the first.


Kasamor drew his sword and cut at the air in sweeping circles. “Is this how your family fought at Zanya? No wonder they’re not here to speak for themselves.”


“Don’t humiliate her, Kasamor,” muttered Malachi. “It’ll only make matters worse.”


Aske spat. “You dare insult my family?”


Swords clashed, the blades locking. Aske twisted away. She struck again, trading high blows for a flurry of shallow cuts at Kasamor’s waist. He parried them all, then thrust at Aske’s belly. She stumbled back, breathing hard.


“You’ll have to do better than that,” mocked Kasamor. “Why, I crossed blades with Kai Saran himself less than a month ago.”


Aske feinted left, then thrust right. Kasamor ignored the former and sidestepped the latter.


“All that strength,” he continued, “and he couldn’t land a blow. Sent him back to the border with his tail between his legs.”


“Is that true?” Malachi asked Rosa, his attention still on the duel.


She snorted. “Doubt it. The Hadari are too busy worrying over their dying emperor to make trouble. I’ll bet Kasamor never left his tent the whole time he was out there, much less crossed swords with the emperor’s son.”


The blades clashed again. Kasamor, no longer content to defend, forced Aske into a series of unsteady parries. Even to Malachi’s inexperienced eye, there was a jarring difference to the two techniques. Kasamor’s arcs wove beautiful flashes of moonlight in the gloomy alley. Aske’s responses were jerky and uneven.


“This isn’t right,” Rosa muttered.


“He’s better than her, that’s all.” Malachi shrugged. “He’s better than most people.”


“No,” she said. “This is different. Mind and body are fighting one another.”


That was the trouble with Rosa. Sometimes she needed decoding. “She’s not trying to win?”


“Or maybe she’s stalling.” The corner of Rosa’s lip twitched. “Or maybe it’s something else.”


Malachi looked again, but if there was something deeper, he lacked the eye for it. But the expectation radiating from Aske’s companions struck him as misplaced. Aske had no hope of winning. The only question was how far she’d push before capitulation. Unless . . .


“The others,” he murmured. “They’re waiting for something. This is a distraction.”


Rosa frowned. “Find a patrol. I’ll keep an eye on things.”


Malachi opened his mouth to protest, but closed it again as he realised the sense of her suggestion. He’d be no use in a fight anyway.


Four shadows crowded the end of the alleyway, blotting out the weir behind and blocking hope of retreat.


“Too late,” Malachi breathed.


Rosa pushed off the wall. Her fingers drummed on the hilt of her sword. “Get behind me.” She raised her voice. “This is a private matter.”


The shadows ignored her. Strides lengthened, bringing crimson and black surcoats closer, the leader outpacing his companions.


“Stand down,” he bellowed, drawing his sword. “No need for you to die as well.”


Rosa shook her head sadly. “Oh my lad, you’ve no idea how much trouble you’re in.”


“Suit yourself.”


The leader’s sword flashed out. Rosa swept it aside. Her free hand closed around his throat. Her left heel hooked behind his ankle. His back struck the dunged cobbles, a strangled cry ending in a huff of expelled air.


Rosa slammed down her boot and gazed sedately at a trio of hearth-guards who were a touch paler than they’d been before. “Who’s next?”


Malachi tore his attention back to the duel and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Kasamor! You’ve been set up!”


“What?”


Kasamor glanced back over his shoulder, good humour vanished. Aske seized on his distraction. With a cry of triumph, she thrust at his spine.


Kasamor spun around. He teased Aske’s blade aside and struck it from her hand. A heartbeat later he had her pinned against the warehouse wall. He had a generous handful of her expensive blouse bunched in his fingers, and his sword at her throat.


He spared a glance for her companions from the Silverway, now advancing along the alley with blades drawn. “Stay back!”


The foremost, a sallow-faced man with a stubble beard and simple black garb, shrugged. “If Lady Tarev dies, so do your friends.”


Rosa reached Malachi’s side. Her blade dared the remaining newcomers to push their fortune. They hung back, content to wait, or ordered to do so.


For the first time in many years, Malachi wished he’d not abandoned the art of the sword. If nothing else, he should have been carrying a weapon . . . Sure, he’d only have gotten in the way, but perhaps that was better than being entirely useless.


“You can’t kill a councillor and two knights of the Republic,” he said. “Not without consequence.”


“If there were witnesses, maybe,” croaked Aske.


“And it’s not all of you who have to die,” said the sallow man. “You can walk away.”


Malachi snorted. “You’d let us leave? Witnesses?”


“It’s your word against Lady Aske’s. How much is your word worth, Lord Reveque? Valuable enough to make a case for murder before the Council?”


Malachi scowled. Aske’s father had too much influence for any such accusation to succeed. Aske would deny involvement. The violence would be dismissed as the work of opportunistic ne’er-do-wells.


The sallow man was right. Malachi hated it, but he was right. One life or three, and no justice for anyone. He felt sick; sick, and angrier than he had in years.


Kasamor growled in frustration. Letting his sword-point dip to the cobbles, he released Aske. “Never known someone go to so much trouble to win a duel. You want to tell me why?”


Aske massaged her throat and reclaimed her sword. “You already know why. My mother was three days dying from her wounds. My sister’s body was never found. We’d nothing to bury. Her voice echoes through the family vault, but I can’t give her peace.”


“Calenne was a child when that happened. She wasn’t even at Zanya.”


“Sins of the kith. Let her filthy bloodline rot in the south. It will never hold a seat on the Council.”


“Sounds like my reason for dying’s far nobler than yours for killing me.” Kasamor chuckled, but despite his apparent mirth, a rare note of fatalism crept into his tone, betraying a decision made. For a man like Kasamor, preserving his own skin came a distant second to saving those of his friends. “You might want to think on that before you go bragging to your sister’s ghost.”


“Kasamor?” Rosa’s eyes didn’t leave her opponents’ swords. “I’m not agreeing to this.”


“Not your decision, Rosa,” he replied. “Set down your blade.”


She swore under her breath and let it fall.


“But let’s be clear.” Kasamor leaned close to Aske, his voice taking on a most un-Kasamoresque harshness. “You’re not done hearing ghosts. I’ll make whatever pact the Raven demands. My cyraeth will be back for your soul before my body’s cold. It’ll haunt you as only a restless spirit can. And you, my bitter little hag, will wish you’d never heard my name.”


Aske flinched. Her throat bobbed.


Kasamor straightened. His sword clattered to the ground.


“Are we doing this or not? It’s not polite to keep a man waiting.”


A yelp sounded at the mouth of the alley. The thud of a falling body followed, and a choked scream close behind. Malachi’s anger and shame bubbled away, replaced by giddy elation. Beside him, he felt Rosa tense as the sallow man fumbled for his sword.


Kasamor laughed and shook his head. “Decided to join us, did you?”


Even bereft of armour, Viktor Akadra cut an imposing figure in the confines of the passage. A head taller than Kasamor, nearly two taller than Malachi himself, he radiated unconcern. A hearthguard dangled like a toy from one massive fist. The fellow squalled and struggled, though Viktor seemed unaware he was even under attack. He cuffed his captive about the head and let the unconscious fellow fall atop his luckless companion. The black velvet of his cloak twitched at his heels.


“Some of us had duties.”


Aske Tarev’s face went ashen grey. Of course she knew of Viktor’s reputation. It was a rare soul that didn’t. The hero of Gathra’s Field. The man who’d slain the traitor Katya Trelan. The Council’s champion.


The last of Rosa’s erstwhile opponents spun to face the new threat.


Rosa dived for her sword. The sallow man started forward, hearth-guards at his back. Aske set her sword-point to Kasamor’s belly.


“Don’t even think about . . .”


Malachi pushed off the wall and flung his arms about Aske’s shoulders. Impact knocked the sword from her hand, and most of the breath from his body. The alley lurched. Then the strike of filthy cobbles sucked the rest of Malachi’s breath away. But still he clung tight, and weathered blows from elbows and boots as she fought to break loose. For the first moment since entering the alley, he wasn’t useless.


The moment passed, as all moments do – this one with an elbow to the gut that left him sucking for breath as commotion reigned about him. With a cry of triumph, Aske scrambled free on hands and knees.


Vision blurring, Malachi crawled in pursuit. He tried not to think about what he was crawling through. As Aske’s hand closed around her sword, he sprang. The blade hissed over his head and, for the second time that night, they went down in a tangle of arms and legs. This time, Malachi ended up on top.


A hand closed about the scruff of his collar, hauling him up and away.


“Easy, councillor,” said Viktor. “Her comrades have fled. She’s had enough.”


Malachi hadn’t the breath to reply.


“Enough?” Kasamor stalked back down the alley. Of the sallow man and his two hearthguards, there was no sign. “Not nearly.”


He kicked Aske’s sword out of reach and hoisted her upright. “Trying to kill me? That’s one thing. But threatening my friends?”


A hard shove sent Aske stumbling against the wall. Her eyes shone in defiance of Kasamor’s sword at her throat. Malachi had seen that look in the Council chamber many times. She’d gambled and lost. Of course, it was a rare day when a councillor staked his or her life as she had.


“Let her go.” To Malachi’s surprise, the words were his.


Kasamor rounded on him, eyes ablaze. “She tried to kill you.”


“And she failed.” The justification rang hollow in Malachi’s ears, so he strove for a better one. “Hand her over to the constabulary. She’ll stand trial.”


Kasamor shook his head. “You believe that?”


Thundering boots heralded Rosa’s return from deeper along the alley. Cheeks flushed from exertion, she stumbled to a halt. “Lost them halfway to the Hayadra Grove. Could be anywhere by now. What did I miss?”


Viktor folded his arms and propped a shoulder against the dray yard wall. “Kasamor’s about to murder Lady Tarev. Or maybe he isn’t.”


“You think I shouldn’t?” The harshness had returned to Kasamor’s voice. “Would you?”


“She’d already be dead.” Malachi couldn’t tell whether Viktor was joking. His friend’s face seldom gave away more than he wanted, and the old scar on his left cheek lent bleak mirth to most expressions. “But we’re talking about you.”


“Do it, or don’t,” hissed Aske. “I’m not your toy. I’ll not beg.”


“She’s right, Kas.” Rosa aimed a kick at one of the unconscious hearthguards. “If we linger, someone’s going to see something we’d rather they didn’t.”


By Malachi’s reckoning, that was one vote for Aske’s death, one against and . . . whatever Viktor’s opinion was. Did he alone see that killing Aske would only worsen matters? But Kasamor had the casting vote, and the sword, and a measure of wounded pride into the bargain. Appealing to that pride might achieve what reason would not.


“She owes you an apology,” Malachi muttered.


Kasamor’s head dipped. He gave a weary snort. “She does, doesn’t she?”


The low rumble of Viktor’s laughter echoed along the alley. Rosa rolled her eyes. Malachi eased a sigh.


Kasamor’s eyes met Aske’s. “So which is it to be, Lady Tarev? The apology, or the sword?”


She swallowed. “I . . . I apologise . . .”


Kasamor’s sword twitched. A trickle of blood broke Aske’s skin.


“‘I apologise for naming Calenne Trelan a whore’,” he said.


“That’s how this started?” muttered Viktor.


Malachi nodded. “That’s how it started.”


Viktor grunted and withdrew.


“I apologise for naming Calenne Trelan a whore.” Aske’s defiance gave way to a glare of pure venom.


Kasamor warmed to his theme. “‘And I see now that jealousy guided my tongue more than any good sense.’”


“And I see now that jealousy guided my tongue more than any good sense.” Aske ground out the words from behind gritted teeth.


Kasamor leaned closer. “Now, take off your sword belt. Then you can go.”


Hands fumbled at the buckle. Belt and scabbard smacked to the ground. Kasamor grinned and lowered his sword.


“My thanks, Lady Tarev, for a wonderful evening.”


Face once again impassive, her shoulders set beneath a burden of fragile dignity, Aske shoved her way past Kasamor.


Viktor’s hand brought her to a halt. He stooped and whispered into her ear, speaking so softly that Malachi couldn’t make out the words. Then Viktor straightened, and Aske was on her way once more – if a touch more unsteady than before.


“What did you tell her?” Rosa asked.


“The price to be paid for another attempt.” He shrugged. “I believe we reached an understanding.”


Laughing, Kasamor reclaimed Aske’s sword and scabbard and held both out to Malachi. “Here. A trophy well-won. And a reminder that you shouldn’t walk the streets without one.”


Malachi hesitated, then took them. The sword fitted the scabbard to perfection, and the belt sat well enough at his waist. It felt strange, like he’d stepped back into an old life – one he’d been happy to leave.


“So what happens now?”


“Now,” Viktor said, “Kasamor owes me a debt. He can make payment in ale.”




Maladas, 26th day of Wellmarch




The Dark is never far from our hearts. It feeds on our pride, and on our fear. It tempts us to folly couched in the illusion of greatness, and hatred cloaked in devout proclamation.


from the sermons of Konor Belenzo







Five


King’s Gate bustled with colour and sound. Carts rumbled to market through the maze of cramped, timber-framed townhouses, or returned to outer provinces with the fruits of trades settled. Priests strode in solemn procession, golden robes gleaming. Craftsmen, soldiers and indentured servants hastened to and fro. The lifeblood of Tressia. Malachi just wished it could all have been accomplished a shade or two quieter. His outward path had taken him past the Essamere muster-fields – with all the inevitable shouting and clamour that was as much a part of soldiery as spilt blood – and he’d hoped for respite at his destination.


The morning after had arrived too soon on the heels of the night before. He felt as though Lumestra’s sunlight shone only for the express purpose of searing his weary eyes. The towering stones of King’s Gate offered blessed shelter from that assault. Alas, they offered none at all from the commotion of the morning’s traffic. He wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed and let the morning pass. But he saw his friends little enough as it was.


“You have remembered the ring?” asked Malachi.


Kasamor tapped a saddlebag. “What do you take me for?”


“A man who’d lose his own sword, were it not buckled to his side.”


A wry smile. “True. But there are swords to be had all over the city. There’s no replacing my grandmother’s ring. Its sapphires will shine all the brighter on Calenne’s hand.”


“I still say you shouldn’t ride until your head’s clear,” said Malachi.


Laughing, Kasamor reached down and patted him on the shoulder. “Nothing like the wind on your cheeks to bring clarity. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with my head. Don’t project your own woes onto others.”


Malachi grimaced. “Be kind. If I’d wanted taking to task, I’d have stayed home.”


Kasamor leaned back in the saddle and shook his head. “Another quarrel with Lilyana?”


Rosa twitched her reins. Her steed side-stepped closer, unfazed by its heavy saddlebags. “And who can blame her? Malachi’s a rake. Common knowledge.”


Malachi snorted at the deadpan delivery. “It wasn’t Lily. Sidara met me on the stairs. You know she refused – actually flat-out refused – to let me past until I apologised for making so much noise?”


Viktor’s basso laughter joined the chorus, his amusement bright contrast to the shadow of his presence. Somehow he contrived to suck in the sunlight. How he tolerated the velvet cloak on so warm a day, Malachi couldn’t conceive.


“So what did you do?” said Kasamor.


“What do you think I did? I apologised. Then I sent her back to bed and staggered off to sleep.”


“Some councillor you are, losing an argument with your daughter.”


Malachi sniffed. “Yielding with grace is a cornerstone of politics. It’s her brother I feel sorry for. I suspect she’ll bully Constans fearfully.”


A column of soldiery marched past, the gold-frocked priest at their rear offering mournful hymn in a reedy voice. The officer at their head clenched a fist to her chest in salute. Viktor returned the gesture until she passed beneath the half-lowered portcullis.


“I didn’t have to come out here, you know,” said Malachi.


“Hah!” said Kasamor. “It’s the very least you can do as you shan’t be attending my wedding.”


“We’ve been over this. I can’t be spared. The Council’s work is endless.”


“The Grand Council’s work is endless,” Rosa offered drily. “You privy councillors live a rarefied existence. Wine and splendour all around.”


Malachi ground his teeth, failing as usual in his attempt not to rise to the bait. “I’d love to boot some of my workload down to that talking shop. The state of the fleet. The corn levy. Conscription levels. Clemency for undocumented southwealders. And that’s before we even get onto the subject of the war itself . . .”


Rosa held up a hand. “Please. Enough. You’re a busy man. We understand.”


“We’re none of us idle.” Viktor’s swarthy features tightened in thought. “And Kasamor should be riding, while he can.”


Kasamor frowned. “What do you mean?”


“That was the third company to march out this morning. A call to arms is coming.” He heaved massive shoulders in a shrug. “But if you’re on the road . . .”


Malachi frowned. “I’d know if a call to arms was in the offing.”


“Only if a herald found you,” said Viktor. “At this hour he’ll seek you at the breakfast table, or in your bed. Not loitering at King’s Gate.”


Kasamor stared back through the marketplace towards the plaza, and the looming spires of the palace. “I should stay, then. Calenne will understand.”


Viktor shook his head. “The Republic has thousands of soldiers to call upon. It will manage a few days without Kasamor Kiradin. It will be a chore, but we shall endure, all the same.”


“He’s right,” said Rosa. “There’s no shame in looking to your own happiness, this once.”


Kasamor threw up his hands. “Well, if the Council’s champion says as much, who am I to argue?”


“You always argue,” said Malachi. “About everything.”


“I do not.” He grinned and turned to Rosa. “Still coming along?”


“Bad enough that no one in your family will stand witness. Your friends shouldn’t abandon you.” She arched an eyebrow. “And you should have someone to watch your back. Love has you blind. The Southshires are dangerous.”


“Still carrying that torch?” Kasamor gaped in mock innocence. “I told you, I’ve eyes only for Calenne Trelan, and she for me.”


She rolled her eyes. “Shut up and ride, before I change my mind.”


His face blanked, save for a mischievous gleam about his eyes. “At your order, Lady Orova.”


Kasamor offered a half-bow to Malachi, and a close-fisted salute to Viktor. “Until we meet again. Please do nothing foolish while I’m gone.”


Hauling on his reins, he pushed his way into the crowds. Rosa gave a sharp nod of farewell and followed. Malachi watched until they passed through the thin line of tabarded toll-keepers, then turned aside.


“He gets worse.”


“Everyone does,” rumbled Viktor. “We either die young and foolish, or old and stubborn. It’s the order of things.”


Malachi shook his head. “And which am I?”


“Treasure your family, Malachi. No one is poorer than a man who knows his wealth only when it’s lost.”


He scowled. What did Viktor know of his marital quarrels? “It’s not that simple.”


“Nothing worthwhile ever is.”


The clatter of hooves saved Malachi the trouble of a reply. A young man in a herald’s silver trim reined his steed to a halt. He offered a hasty bow and held out an envelope, sealed with blue wax.


“Lord Reveque.” The herald straightened. His eyes widened as they settled on Viktor. “Lord Akadra. Forgive the interruption, but I bear a summons.”


Malachi took the envelope and slit it open. The spidery signature confirmed what the unbroken seal had already told him. He shot a glance at Viktor.


“Seems you were right, as always.”


Viktor offered a mirthless smile.


“Are you coming?” Malachi asked.


“I might as well,” he replied. “Better to hear first-hand than from my father.”


Malachi pocketed the envelope and flashed a grin. “You should treasure your family, Viktor.”


His only reply was a flat, basilisk stare – Viktor’s customary response to any defeat.


The chamber encapsulated everything Viktor hated about the Republic.


The murky memory of morning sunshine was held at bay by oak-panelled walls and filtered to rich orange and gold by stained glass. Graven likenesses of councillors past gazed down at their successors from dusty escutcheons. Their expressions ranged from grim austerity to stark disappointment. A vast map, rendered in gilded oils by some long dead artist, graced the north wall. The Ancient and Honourable Bounds of the Kingdom of Tressia.


Those bounds were a good measure less generous in reality than on the map. The Republic of today commanded but a fraction of the territory of the kingdom whose name it bore, stretching roughly two score leagues south and east of the city’s peninsula. The distant south, beyond the rebellious domain of Eskavord and the Grelyt River, had long ago been absorbed by the quarrelling Thrakkian thanes, while the outflung east had been claimed by the Hadari Empire’s rapacious spread – though this was by no means without positive aspect, as it spared Tressia direct contact with the Ithna’jîm of Athreos, who commanded the arid lands beyond the Empire’s south-eastern border.


That the Republic endured at all was as much tribute to the finest navies ever to roam the Western Ocean. Unable to make landing in what remained of the Tressian shoreland, invaders had to make dangerous assault across borders fortified by the regal decree.


The kings who had made such decrees were long gone, but their legacy remained. Tradition layered upon tradition, sealed away from the vibrant city. The squabble and barter of the markets, the tramping feet of soldiery mustered from barrack and chapterhouse; the cries of street-preachers and quarrelling children – even the chime of church bells struggled to reach the austere depths of the Council palace, and risk disturbance of those gathered therein.


Gold couldn’t buy a seat at this table, nor did valorous action alone admit one through the door. Even blood – while important here as in all endeavours – held no guarantee. Only the approval of those already within granted access and leave to speak. To join the old men and women who dictated the fate of untold thousands without ever truly living among them; whose patronage made or broke others at will.


Near a hundred seats lined the Grand Council chamber on the floor below. A mere nine high-backed chairs sat around the Privy Council’s gilded table. One had remained unoccupied since Lord Loramir had taken it upon himself to tour the borderlands. Neither his family nor the Council expected him to return. Two seats had sat empty for a decade. They served as gravestones of the Isidor and Lamakov bloodlines. Until the estates were settled – a resolution that served no one on the Privy Council and was therefore ignored – the Council was left with a quorum of six.


Or more accurately, five and one councillor with half a voice. Viktor’s seat alone had come neither from inheritance nor unfaltering approval. It was a gift given for a victory he wished he could unmake.


“It’s worse than we feared. Emperor Ceredic Saran is dead.”


Little of that fear showed through Hadon Akadra’s wolfish anticipation. The death of a Hadari emperor could never be entirely a bad thing, whatever complications it offered. Though well past his sixtieth year, the elder Lord Akadra still cut a powerful figure. A physique hardened in battle had softened only a little to a councillor’s comfortable life. His hair remained as black as Viktor’s own, save for a burnishing of grey at the temples.


Lady Marest knotted cadaverous fingers in the Sign of the Sun. “May the Raven shred his bellicose soul.”


“Indeed. But it would have been better for us all if he’d clung to life a good while longer.”


Viktor’s father returned his gaze to the bow-legged meeting table, a flicker of disdain stifled almost as soon as it surfaced. Viktor suspected no one else had noticed, but he’d expected it. Mutual loathing of Abitha Marest was one of the few things that brought them together. The old woman clung to power as grimly as to life, and with just as little obvious benefit to others. Her silvery-white hair and frail, uncertain movements gave her the aspect of one who’d already one foot set in the mists. Then again, Viktor couldn’t recall a time when she’d seemed young and vibrant. Perhaps piety did bring its own rewards. If an interminable, withered existence could be considered such.


“A heathen’s death is always timely,” Lady Marest replied primly. “Ceredic’s passing is Lumestra’s gift.”


“Oh please, spare us your homilies. You may flatter the goddess in your own time.”


Dissembling wasn’t in Lady Kiradin’s nature. Nor was restraint. She addressed highborn and low with equal respect, which was to say none at all – save for when she wished something in return, which was rare.


Her steel-grey hair and patrician profile perfectly matched the image of a Tressian matriarch, and if she didn’t care for overt displays of faith, she nonetheless clung to tradition with a granite grip. For all that Ebigail Kiradin was Kasamor’s mother, there was little to connect them. Where he was warm and generous, she was cold and calculating. It was said – though never in Lady Kiradin’s earshot – that her late husband had gone gladly into the mists, for they were surely warmer than his marriage bed.


“I see no flattery in simple truth, Ebigail,” replied Lady Marest.


Lady Kiradin’s sneer grew somehow drier. “So we’re all painfully aware.”


Malachi cleared his throat. Never a tall man, he seemed smaller than ever in this auspicious company – as if he wished to shrink from sight. “Forgive me, but we’re certain Ceredic’s gone? Our spies have been wrong before, and the borderers have never been reliable when it comes to tidings.”


“Not this time,” Viktor’s father replied. “We’ve three witnesses to his corpse getting carried into the mists. The Last Ride, they call it . . .”


“Heathen nonsense,” muttered Lady Marest.


Lord Akadra ignored the interruption. “And now every shadowthorn with a claim on the Imperial throne is looking to prove themselves in battle.”


Viktor’s lip twitched in distaste. Shadowthorn. An old insult, born from the myth that the Hadari had crawled forth from Fellhallow’s rich, Dark-tainted soil. That they were not given life by the heavenly sisters Lumestra and Ashana, but by twisted, root-woven Jack. Too many of the older generation, prophesying a day when the Republic would be forcibly absorbed into the Empire, took shelter in strange prejudice. Viktor, though a patriot, considered himself pragmatic enough to recognise that the history between the two realms was complicated at best.


“So let them batter at one another,” sniffed Lady Marest.


“I doubt they’ll oblige,” said Viktor’s father. “We’re a much more tempting target. Fifty years we held Ceredic at the border. What better way to prove worthiness of his throne than by doing what he could not?”


“This isn’t conjecture, is it?”


Malachi’s words echoed Viktor’s own reading of the situation. His father was a pragmatist. Guesswork he derided as sloppy; chance as a fit companion only for the gambler, or the fool. For him to offer up a hypothetical future was as uncharacteristic as for him to utter a word of praise.


“I wish it were.” Lord Tarev gave his beard an absent-minded tug. Viktor wondered if his dear daughter had yet informed him of her recent humiliation. “Their armies are marching on the shire lands.”


“So soon?” asked Malachi.


“Ceredic’s been a long time dying,” Lady Kiradin said. “If only our champion had finished the job at the Ravonn six months ago. Wounds and ambition alike wouldn’t have had chance to fester. If he’d died promptly, his son would be emperor and that would be that. As it is, all Ceredic’s done by lingering is give a pretender the chance to gather his forces and stake his own claim.”


“Nothing would have changed,” said Malachi. “We’d simply have faced this same situation all the sooner.”


Lady Kiradin sniffed. “We’ll never know, will we?”


Viktor bit his tongue. Near three hundred soldiers had perished getting him close enough to Ceredic’s bodyguard to strike him down. For their sacrifice to be so simply dismissed . . .


His temper quickened even as the room lost its warmth. The shadow in his soul uncoiled, seeking egress. Malachi shot him a concerned look. With an effort, Viktor brought his temper under control, and offered Malachi a slow nod. Lady Kiradin turned away, a sly smile at the corner of her mouth.


“How bad is it?” asked Malachi, scrambling to change the subject.


“They’re marching in their thousands.” Lord Tarev rose and tapped at the map. “Maggad’s spears are thick on the Ravonn’s eastern bank. We’re expecting his blow to fall at Krasta.”


“Maggad? Ceredic’s warleader?”


Lord Tarev nodded. “There are banners from across the Empire in his vanguard. I’d say he’s been planning this for some time. A victory against us would certainly improve his chances of claiming the emperor’s crown.”


Malachi frowned. “Why am I only now hearing about this?”


“The reports reached us last night, when you were . . . unavailable,” said Lady Kiradin. “Or were you not out carousing with my son? Sober times call for sober judgements.”


Viktor cleared his throat. “I was in the palace until almost midnight, reviewing proposals for the new fortifications. I heard nothing of this.”


“And do you think it proper that you should learn of this before us?” asked Lady Marest. “We all appreciate your contributions, but you are not a full member of this council.”


How could he forget? They found a way to remind him at every meeting. “I’d like to think the Republic’s defence supersedes protocol.”


“We are quite capable of managing the Republic’s defence without you, Viktor,” his father interjected. “At least for a few hours. The 8th and 20th regiments are already marching east. They’ll be in the Marcher Lands by nightfall, and in the Eastshires two dawns after. The 12th will set out before the day’s end. The chapterhouses of Essamere, Prydonis and Sartorov have pledged full support. The proctors have roused four entire cohorts of kraikons. Three days, no more, and the crossings of the Ravonn will have a wall of shields as well as stone.”


Three regiments marching east, to join the four already on permanent garrison on that expanse of windswept grassland between Fellhallow’s southern eaves and the northern foothills of the Greyridge Mountains. The contested borderland between the Eastshires and the Hadari Empire. It would serve, assuming Maggad didn’t launch his attack before everything was in place.


“Now I do know,” said Viktor, “I have a few recommendations.”


His father nodded. “I’m sure you do. Let’s hear them.”


“Reinforce the garrisons along the northern coast. If we can spare any ships from the western fleet, send those too. Maggad isn’t a fool. Holding the river does us no good if there’s a landing on the coast. He’ll bypass the Eastshires entirely, and we’ll have Hadari loose as far west as Royal Tressia – and all without a single immortal dipping his feet in the Ravonn’s waters.”


Lady Kiradin snorted. “And where are these soldiers to come from?”


“The muster fields.”


“They’re not ready. Why, I saw one of their drills this Tzadas gone. Running behind their colours like a pack of wolves chasing a sheep. Not an ounce of discipline.”


Again the disdain. Viktor supposed he should have become inured to it by now. For Lady Kiradin, soldiers were like servants, and disposed of as readily.


“Then they’ll learn fast,” said Viktor. “And if the Hadari do land in the north, we’ll need eyes more than swords. We have leagues of coastline to watch. I’d rather the task fell to inexperienced soldiers than excitable farmers.”


“I agree with Viktor,” said Malachi.


“Why, of course you do.” Lady Kiradin sat forward and steepled her fingers. “So do I. Any objections?”


Unexpected. Especially after her earlier insults. But Viktor was prepared to take his triumphs where he could find them. And Hadari loose in the shire lands were as little to Lady Kiradin’s benefit as anyone else’s. Much of the Kiradin wealth came from rents in the Eastshires, and dead tenants didn’t pay up.


Lord Tarev shook his head. After a moment, Lady Marest did the same.


The sharp crack of the gavel brought the matter to a close.


Viktor’s father set the hammer aside. “Then it’s agreed. I trust you’ll make the arrangements, Viktor?”


He nodded. “With the proper authorisation.”


“You’ll have it. I only pray that your fears prove unfounded.”


“As do we all,” said Lady Marest.


Lord Tarev shrugged. “At least Maggad doesn’t have the Golden Court’s full backing. Most of the other princes are waiting to see what happens next before deciding where to commit their spears.”


“That’ll change if Maggad starts winning,” Viktor rejoined.


“If either of them start winning,” said Tarev.


“Either of them?” Malachi straightened, forcing a pained creak from his chair’s time-worn timber. “What do you mean?”


“Maggad isn’t the only one with an army at his back . . .”


“This council is no place for speculation,” snapped Lady Kiradin.


Lord Tarev’s lip curled in irritation. “With respect, Ebigail, this is not speculation.”


“Fanciful nonsense. One wayfarer catches a glimpse of an owl banner, and now they’re all busy spreading stories. It’s what soldiers do best, after all. Apart from dying.”


Viktor focused his attention on his father. The elder Akadra had sat uncharacteristically silent throughout the exchange. Throughout the whole meeting. Whatever facts Lady Kiradin wished suppressed, he already knew. “I’d like to hear this speculation.”


His father sighed. “It has been suggested – and I stress, suggested – that Kai Saran means to make passage of the mountains at Trelszon.”


“He’s after the Southshires?”


“We’ve no proof of that.”


“There never is,” growled Viktor. “Not until the dying begins. By then, it’s too late.”


Lady Kiradin waved a dismissive hand. “It’s a distraction.”


“Is it?” said Malachi. “A Saran has sat on the Imperial throne for generations. Do we believe Prince Kai will do nothing while another man steals his father’s crown?”


“Who can say how a shadowthorn thinks?” said Lady Marest. “Perhaps he knows, as we do, that Maggad is doomed to humiliating defeat, and intends to distance himself from it.”


“Which he’d do far better in Tregard, building his standing with the Golden Court.”


“Enough.” Viktor’s father laid a hand on Malachi’s shoulder. “Our time is too valuable to waste on guessing at Kai’s motives.”


“Agreed,” rumbled Viktor. “I’d rather we spent it discussing how we defend the Southshires from invasion – real, or imagined.”


Lady Kiradin’s lips thinned to a bloodless slash. Lord Tarev turned away, his attention suddenly and irrevocably focused on the map. Viktor’s father stared down at his hands. Only Lady Marest met Viktor’s gaze, her wizened features twisted in a scowl of resignation.


“What they won’t tell you, Viktor, is that they intend to do nothing.”


“Nothing?” he growled.


Malachi shot another warning glance. This time, Viktor ignored it.


“So that’s the way of it?” he demanded. “We’ve soldiers enough to act as their jailers, but when the real enemy threatens, there’s nothing to be done?”


His father looked up from the table. When he spoke, it was in flat and level tones that Viktor knew all too well. Father and son were too much alike. Neither had a firm grasp on their temper. Neither cared to be challenged in private, much less in the company of their peers.


“I don’t care for your tone, Viktor.”


“And I don’t care for your attitude.”


The room darkened, as if a passing cloud blocked the light. Ice frosted upon the lower panes of glass. Too late, Viktor realised that his shadow had slithered free, set loose by rising frustration. He rose and braced his knuckles against the table. His shadow dissipated as he bent his will upon it and receded reluctantly into the depths. The light returned to its murky glory, its significance unremarked – if indeed any had noticed.


“Katya Trelan led the Southshires in revolt fifteen years ago. Fifteen. Years. There are boys on the muster fields who weren’t born when we won the Battle of Zanya. And you’re still holding a grudge? They are our people. They deserve our protection.”


“They deserve nothing,” said Lady Kiradin. “Zanya might be fifteen years in the past, but you know the losses we incur keeping order. You consider the southwealders our people. They do not.”


“So they are our people when we wish to exploit their territory, and seize their grain? And they are not when they’re endangered?”


She gave a curt nod. “Yes. A fine summation.”


“That’s not how your son would see it.” Was Kasamor riding into danger even now? At Viktor’s own urging?


Lady Kiradin flinched as if he’d struck her about the face. “How dare you!”


Malachi shaded his eyes and hunched his shoulders. It was as though he believed he could make himself less a part of the unfolding quarrel if he bore no witness.


“Viktor.” Reason oozed from Lord Tarev’s words. “The southwealders aren’t your concern.”


“They became my concern when you gave me Katya Trelan’s seat on this council.”


His father clenched a fist. “So that you might learn the principles of good governance. Not so you could make demands like a spoiled child.”


“Someone should speak for the southwealders,” Viktor replied flatly. “If no other can put aside the past long enough to do so, then I shall.”


“What a noble soul your son has, Hadon,” sneered Lady Kiradin. “Such compassion for a people he humbled, and a land he hasn’t set foot in since. If you’d any feelings for the southwealders, young Viktor, you’d spend your time teaching them to behave like proper Tressians, rather than flinging insults at those whom you wish to treat you as a peer.”


Viktor could smell bridges burning behind him. One did not address one’s fellow councillors as he had. But it was too late. Even had he been of the mind to issue an apology, no one would have accepted it.


“Then with the Council’s permission,” he bit out, “I’ll set foot there now. And I’ll take the 2nd with me. If Saran invades, we’ll hold him until reinforcements muster. If not, I’ll gladly pass the time teaching the southwealders whatever you wish.”


“The 2nd have duties,” said his father. “As do the other regiments.”


“Then I’ll take recruits from the muster fields.”


Lady Kiradin wagged a finger. “Ah, but we’ve already agreed your strategy of sending them north. I suppose there might be a handful left, but not enough to make any real difference.”


“And if the Hadari overrun the Southshires?”


“In that unlikely circumstance, I’m sure we can count on you to conduct a vigorous defence of the Tevar Flood, and exact recompense for harms wrought.” She tilted her head. Her serpentine smile widened. “After all, you are so very good at killing, aren’t you?”


Viktor gazed back. Yes, he was good at killing. Better even than she knew, for he’d been careful to keep his other talents hidden. But on this battlefield, one contested with words and steeped in old prejudice? He was weaponless. Worse than that, he was alone, for even Malachi wouldn’t stand with him – not now he’d lost his composure and his dignity both. In that, if in nothing else, his father was right. He had a lot to learn about Tressia’s governance. How to keep his temper at council, for one.


He took a deep breath. Musty air quenched a measure of his rage. “And if I call for a vote?”


Lady Kiradin shrugged. “Why bother? You already know which way it will go.”


Why bother indeed? Lady Marest might side with him. The Lumestran precepts she held so close were founded in forgiveness and of the shielding of the weak. And of course Malachi would offer his support. But two wasn’t enough, not with his own half-vote discounted in the event of a tie.


“Then if there’s no other business, I suggest we adjourn.”


So saying, Viktor’s father rose to his feet. Even now, Viktor noted, he wouldn’t look him in the eye. He was an embarrassment. Again. It was little consolation that he felt much the same about his sire.




Six


“An outrage!” bellowed Makrov. “I want the perpetrators seized!”


Josiri kept his back to the pacing archimandrite and his attention firmly on the vista beyond the window. In the middle distance, a knot of soldiery wrestled with a body atop Gallows Hill. Muddied scarlet robes – an exact match for those Makrov now wore – shone like blood in the morning sunshine. Even at that distance, straw showed at collar and cuffs.


It seemed Revekah had strayed from her instructions.


Anastacia set her empty wine glass down beside an equally empty bottle. “You mean the Council wants the perpetrators seized, Excellency?”


Josiri winced at the insolence of the words. That would hardly make matters easier.


Makrov halted his pacing. Ice crackled in his tone. “I am not only the Council’s representative; I am Lumestra’s herald. An assault on my person . . .”


“Perhaps your attackers were more interested in the latter than the former?” said Anastacia. “We’ve all heard the stories about how Lumestra’s light shines out of your . . .”


Enough was enough, Josiri decided. He turned his back on the window. “Please. This helps no one.”


He might as well have remained silent. Makrov’s stony gaze remained locked on Anastacia, and hers on him. Her black dress, trimmed with white lace at collar and cuffs, was a perfect match for her straight-backed and cross-legged posture. The very image of a demure young woman, attending her betters. Only the slight turn at the corner of her mouth gave the impression of a cat, biding its time.


“You take a great deal of joy from this matter, demon,” said Makrov. “So much, in fact, that I can’t help but wonder at your involvement.”


“Oh yes.” With a sigh, Anastacia swung her legs up over the arm of the chair, dispelling the ladylike illusion. “I ripped myself free of these stones, tripped merrily through your enchanted wall, evaded the small army at the gates and trotted back here. All without being seen.”


“My lord archimandrite,” Josiri interjected. “You’ve suffered deplorably. I’m only glad that your assailants stopped short of injury. But I can hardly step beyond the walls to investigate, even had I the knack for doing so. And I’ve no doubt Governor Yanda has the matter well in hand.”


Yanda didn’t look like she had the matter well in hand. She stood beneath Katya Trelan’s portrait, about as far from Makrov as possible without implying disrespect.


“Enquiries have begun,” she said. “However, these weren’t disgruntled villagers, my lord, but self-made outcasts. And I need not remind you that there’s no shortage of hiding places out in the forests. I haven’t the soldiers to roust them all. Of course, if the Council were to strengthen the garrison . . .”


“The Council has greater concerns than reinforcing your failures, governor,” snapped Makrov. “Wolf’s-heads have family, friends. They rely on others for food, weapons and comfort. Choose a village. Make an example. Someone will talk. And as to what you can do, your grace? I expect you to denounce this assault in the strongest of terms as part of your noonday speech.”


Josiri suppressed a scowl. But at least Makrov had lost interest in Anastacia. There was always the possibility, however remote, that she might have let something unfortunate slip out. It wasn’t a question of loyalty, but of pride. Almost everything was.


“Are you certain that’s wise?” he asked.


“This was a provocation. A deliberate humiliation. I expect you to address it as such.”


This was safer ground, and a battle Josiri had prepared for. “Indeed. And the very best course of action is not to rise to the bait. I see no reason to drag your dignity through the mud.”


Makrov’s eyebrow curled in suspicion. “My dignity? I don’t follow.”


“At present, only a handful of people know of this. The patrol who found you. The outlaws themselves. Why change that? Why expose yourself to ridicule?”


“This is not about my pride.”


Anastacia’s black eyes gleamed. Josiri shot her a warning glance. For a mercy, she remained silent.


“Of course it isn’t,” he said. “It’s about that of those you represent: the Council, and Lumestra herself. But it’s your decision. I’ll abide by whatever course you think proper.”


Makrov folded his arms. “And the effigy on Gallows Hill?”


“A childish gesture. Ignore it.”


Rare uncertainty ghosted across Makrov’s brow. Josiri held his breath. This was it. The moment that would judge one of them for a fool. There was no containing Makrov’s humiliation, not now. By day’s end, it would have spread far and wide.


But truth mattered little when it came to pride. Josiri stared up at his mother’s portrait. If there was one lesson he’d learned from her death, it was that. And Makrov had sufficient pride to swell the delusions of a dozen men. He needed only to believe. It was Josiri’s fervent hope that he would. Otherwise his own pride would have consequences.


“There . . . There may be some wisdom in what you say,” Makrov said at last. “Perhaps it is better that your speech cleaves to broader topics.”


Josiri offered a shallow bow, more to conceal a relieved smile than to offer respect. “Of course, my lord archimandrite.”


Makrov’s lip trembled. He radiated unhappiness, but he was trapped by his own decision. “Governor Yanda? Under the circumstances, I think it better not to feed rumour. Proceed with discretion. We shan’t risk persecuting the innocent in order to expose the guilty.”


Yanda’s shoulders slumped a fraction of an inch. “As you wish.”


A muscle twitched in Makrov’s cheek. “Not I. The Council. Now, if you’ll excuse me, your grace, I have prayers to lead in the town. But I’ll be sure to return at noon and hear your declaration.”


“I look forward to it,” Josiri lied.


Yanda at his side, Makrov withdrew. Halfway to the great oaken door he spun on his heel, hands clasped behind his back. “And, your grace? You’ve not forgotten my instruction about your mother’s portrait? I want its ashes by sundown.”


Josiri bit back a flash of anger. Like it or not, some wounds had to be borne. “I’ll see that it’s done.”


Makrov grunted, then he and Yanda were gone. Servants swung the door closed, cutting off the sound of footsteps beyond. Anastacia’s slow, deliberate handclap echoed off the walls.


“Oh, very well played.”


Josiri clenched and unclenched his fists in frustration. Did she not see how close that had run? “Don’t mock me. I’m not in the mood.”


“Yes, your grace.” She swung her legs off the arm of the chair. Dress swishing against polished flagstones, she glided gently towards him. “Whatever you say, your grace.”


She gathered her skirts and bobbed a curtsey. All with that same impish inflection at the corner of her smile. Impish, and infectious. Enough so that Josiri found his own lips twitching in echo.


With an effort, he stifled the smile. “Antagonising Makrov didn’t help.”


Anastacia looped her hands about the back of his neck. “Of course it did. He’s stuffed full of self-importance and looking for sympathy as much as justice. I nudged him, and he sailed straight into your harbour. You can thank me later, when you’re in a more reasonable frame of mind.”


Josiri closed his eyes and lost himself in the comfort of Anastacia’s embrace – the rich, delicate scent of her. She had an answer for everything.


“You put lives at risk.”


“So did you, the moment you asked Revekah for that favour.”


He frowned. “That’s different.”


She giggled, the bright notes spilling across him like rain. Warm lips pressed to his, then withdrew. “Of course it isn’t. There’s no victory without risk. Taking the archimandrite down a rung or two is a victory worth savouring. It won’t last. He’ll seek ministration with his choir, and the serenes will smooth away his hurts . . . in one manner or another.”


Josiri sighed. Some prejudices, Anastacia would never let go. Chief among them was that holy cloisters were neither so chaste nor respectable as scripture decreed. Perhaps she was right. Some very peculiar things went on behind closed doors, as he knew all too well himself.


“It’s time you did more,” said Anastacia.


Josiri opened his eyes and examined her expression for mockery. He found none. Anastacia was as close to earnest as she ever came.


“I meant what I said before,” she went on. “That was very well played, but it’s a small gesture. You need something larger. A flame that burns so bright no one will mistake its import.”


Josiri glanced at the door, even though he knew it was closed. “I told you last night, we’re not ready.”


“That might be what you said, but I know your heart.” A long, pale forefinger brushed Josiri’s chest and tapped at his breastbone. “It’s your readiness you doubt. And your time is running out.”


He sighed. “You mean the Hadari?”


“The Hadari. Makrov’s second exodus. Increased quotas from the fields. Invasion, suppression or starvation, what does it matter? Your people will still suffer. They’ll still perish.”


“It’s not that simple.”


“Oh, my poor, dear misguided heart, it’s precisely that simple. History turns on simplicity. It’s those who survive it who seek deeper meaning.”


She had a point. Josiri didn’t like it, but she had a point. “What would you have me do?”


“Symbols are important.” Anastacia pulled away and stared up at Katya’s portrait. “Give your people something to hate.”


Maiden’s Hollow lay cold and dark, even with the sun blazing above. The thick canopy of thorn-tangled branches played its part, but there was something more – something that made Revekah Halvor’s skin crawl.


There were rumours, of course. There were always rumours about such places. That the ring of headless statues were not statues at all. Rather that they were flesh-and-blood dancers petrified by ancient spite, their outflung hands frozen in gay abandon and their skirts lifted by a wind long since dead. A peasant’s tale, and easily dismissed as superstition . . . if not for the fact that neither simarka nor kraikon could cross the dell’s bounds.


Cursed or blessed, Maiden’s Hollow was priceless to wolf’s-heads. Revekah wondered at the cost, one levied in nightmares of black roses and scratching, crackling whispers. She couldn’t have stood watch among the black trees. How others tolerated doing so, she couldn’t imagine.


Revekah skirted the centre of the circle – and its toppled statue of a robed man – and descended the rain-smoothed steps to the cavern. Two men pored over a map at a rough wooden table. Other pelts screened off entrances to the warren of tunnels and caves below.


Drakos Crovan’s neatly trimmed hairline and hawkish features were more suited to a courtier than an outlaw. He’d have been a sensation in the staged parades back in Tressia. The dashing young officer, striving for victory – which was what he’d been, before he’d embraced his heritage, and thrown in with the southwealders who’d been his grandparents’ neighbours. Revekah didn’t recognise the other man. A new recruit? Crovan had a knack for rousing the disaffected.


Crovan glanced up, a wary look in his sea-grey eyes. “Captain Halvor. Didn’t expect to see you so soon.”


“Might be I’d say the same. Thought you’d gone south with wayfarers on your heels.”


“Changed my mind when the northwealders changed theirs.” Crovan ran a hand over his two-day stubble. “Abandoned the pursuit halfway to the border. We both know why.”


Revekah peered down at the map. Scribbled notes spoke to garrison estimates across the Grelyt Valley. “The Hadari?”


Crovan shared a brief glance with his companion and stabbed a finger down at the map. “That’s what I’m hearing. Council are already stripping the Trelszon border forts. Border raids are one thing, but they won’t hold against an army.”


Revekah snorted. “They’ve been crumbling for decades.”


She’d stood her first watch in one such fort, up at Celdon Pike. Seventeen years old and jumping at every shadow. It felt like a lifetime ago. It was a lifetime ago. And look at how little had changed for the Southshires . . .


Crovan grinned. “It’s only pride keeps them manned at all. Good for us. More room to operate.”


Revekah winced. “Until the Hadari come.”


“Maybe even then.”


Revekah lowered her creaking bones into an empty chair. “So tell me. How many did you lose?”


The grin bled from Crovan’s expression. “That’s none of your damn business.”


“Was it worth it?”


He sat back in his chair, fingers drumming against the table top. “It’s always worth it.”


“And what of the dead?”


“They knew the risks.”


“You had no right.”


“I had every right!” Crovan slammed his fist on the table. When he spoke again it was with a voice taut as a fiddle string. “They burned Vallora yesterday, did you know that?”


“I heard.”


She’d more than heard. She’d seen the column of smoke, and the monstrous silhouettes of kraikons towering over the crops. All from too far away to help.


“Fields were thick with blight, but the overseer saw only missed quotas. When old Geshra tried to explain, he was arrested. Vorn was there.”


The younger man scowled. “A fight broke out. Blood spilled. Then they sent in the kraikons. Some fought. Simarka got most of those who fled. A few of us got away. Holed up in Skazit Maze.”


“Not a good place to seek refuge,” said Revekah.


She’d scouted the place, years back, in the hopes of using Konor Belenzo’s old tunnels as a stronghold. Something about the sunken passageways had set her nerves on edge. Most of the Forbidden Places did, of course. The legacy of old magic, and the touch of gods. But Skazit was colder, somehow – worse even than the brooding treeline of Maiden’s Hollow. The whispers were louder there, closer to the surface of Revekah’s dreams. Shadows cast without light. But for all that, what had worried Revekah more was how the tunnels had felt like home – welcoming in a way she couldn’t describe. When she’d left, she’d never looked back, and warned all who’d listen to give Skazit a wide berth. No surprise to learn some hadn’t heeded her words.


Vorn rubbed at his eyes. Revekah recognised an echo of her own sleepless nights in his expression. “Didn’t have much choice, not with those cursed lions at my heel.”


Crovan met Revekah’s gaze. “A dozen farmers dead, their families homeless, and you think I hadn’t the right to act? Should I have let them drag the survivors to Cragwatch?”


“You should have asked for help,” she replied. “From me. From the others. We’re stronger together.”


“There was no time. I scarcely had opportunity to get my people organised, let alone beg your permission.”


“Really? Because I’d have had twenty of my phoenixes here within an hour.” Revekah leaned forward. She’d been fairly sure before, but now she was certain. “Do you know what I think?”


“I know you’re going to tell me.”


“I think this was about you. Like it’s always about you. About Drakos Crovan, the Wolf King, liberator of the Southshires and his reputation. Boldness is not the same as recklessness.”


“And cowardice is too often passed off as caution,” he snapped.


Revekah stifled a grimace. “I didn’t come here to argue with you.”


“Ha!” Crovan crooked a half-smile, his temper fading as swift as it had flared. “You always say that.”


“It’s always true.” Enough, Revekah decided. She’d delivered her rebuke, he’d ignored it and no amount of quarrelling would change that. “Your heart’s in the right place, Crovan. I’m not denying that. And you’ve a gift for getting folk to follow you. But reckless deeds should be our last resort, not our first.”


He scowled and nodded – though Revekah knew better than to take it as agreement. “If you didn’t come to argue, why are you here? To bask in my praise for humiliating the archimandrite? Don’t deny that was your work. Surprised you didn’t kill him.”


“Makrov’s more trouble dead than alive.”


“Now there we can agree. It’s an escalation we don’t need. So what do you want?”


“I spoke to the duke last night. We’re to have nothing to do with the Hadari. Whatever their business in the Southshires, they pursue it without our help.”


“Oh really? And is that his opinion, or yours?”


“I’m sure he’ll readily repeat it for you.”


“The Hadari offer an opportunity.”


“They offer nothing we can’t take for ourselves.”


“Wake up, Revekah!” Crovan leapt to his feet, an arm outflung towards Eskavord. “Josiri Trelan would have us wrapped in endless preparations for a day that will never arrive! He’s soft where it counts.”


“Not so soft that you’ve told him so to his face.”


“What’d be the point? He’d not listen. Nobles are all the same, whether they’re our own people or the Council’s lackeys. He’s serving a purpose. He’s bringing us together. Let him be content with that.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Let those of us who shoulder the real burdens make the real decisions.”


“My decision is to let him lead. And to honour his wishes about the Hadari.”


“We’ve more in common with the Hadari than the northwealders.”


“The duke doesn’t agree. He wants your promise. Which means that I want your promise.”


“And if it isn’t forthcoming?”


Revekah set her shoulders and laid her hand on her sword’s hilt. “Then you and I will fall out.”


Crovan chuckled and hung his head. “Old habits break hard, don’t they? Look at you. Fifteen years your mistress has been dead, and you’re still cracking heads in her family’s name.”


“It’s called loyalty.”


“So you say. Very well, tell the duke that I will attempt no contact with the Hadari. But tell him also that his people are growing impatient. I can’t make promises for them.”


“But you’ll discourage his people from doing anything foolish?”


“For you, Captain Halvor, of course. I wouldn’t want us to fall out.”


Revekah clambered to her feet, holding his gaze the whole time. She’d no illusions about how long the promise would hold. Crovan would do as he pleased, whenever he wished.


That was the problem with the younger generation. Values were focused inward, rather than to the betterment of others. Katya would have hated Crovan. But she’d also have found a way to make him useful. Maybe Josiri would yet do the same. Either way, there was nothing more Revekah could do.


Melanna twitched aside the wolf-pelt curtain as the footsteps faded. Crovan sat sprawled in his chair, fingers drumming against the knife-gouged table top.


“You heard?” he asked.


She nodded. “Every word.”


“She’s a fool, that one, chasing a dream.”


“Aren’t we all?”


He rose and drew nearer. A thoughtful expression tugged at his lips. “I’m not a dreamer. I believe in what I can see, what I can kill . . . and what I can touch.”


Crovan reached out. Melanna caught his wrist and narrowed her eyes to slits. “You forget yourself.”


His grinned. “So formal, my dear princessa.”


“Consider yourself fortunate. If one of my father’s Immortals were here, you’d have lost that hand.”


“And perhaps it would have been worth it.”


Melanna squeezed his wrist until she felt the bones shift, then let his hand fall. She knew Crovan’s desire stemmed as much from what she represented as an attraction to body or soul. And she hadn’t fought to escape arranged marriage only to become a notch on a wolf’s-head’s grubby bedpost.


“And what of the promise you made?” she asked.


“I gave my word not to attempt contact. Fortunate for us all that I don’t have to.”


Melanna kept her face immobile. Crovan could garb his actions in whatever cloth he wished, but a lie was still a lie. Even when it served her cause. “You should not trade honour so lightly.”


Crovan snorted. “Honour is a sop to conscience. It doesn’t break chains or feed the hungry. It doesn’t bring freedom . . .”
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