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			Epigraph


			In all our fighting techniques, we should cover the side that our opponent wishes to strike with a clever parado, and attack where he is least prepared. If he shows an opening, we should fall on and attack there. However, the first blow should be short, a rebattimento, to provoke our opponent to an error, while the second blow should be done fully with a dedicated assalto. Beware the afterblow!


			Maestro Sparthos,
unpublished notes to the book Opera Nuova


		


	

		

			

				[image: 610233.png]

			


			


			

				[image: 610225.png]

			


			


		


	

		

			Prologue


			Djinar had never, in his twenty-two years, been across the strait to Ulama, but he had become General Roaris’ most trusted courier, and he had no objection to the mission; he understood the stakes, how fragile their possession of Megara was, and the importance of communicating with their cells in Atti. When word came that the attack on the Sultan Bey had failed, he volunteered to go.


			He also understood, better than most of his peers, how vital it was that they hang on. He knew how badly their Master had been defeated, first in Armea and then at Antioke; how the timetable had nearly been ruined. He knew, because he was an initiate of the first order, how vital it was that the Emperor be killed; and how essential it was that the Sultan Bey be toppled. Out on the high seas, the Imperial fleet was turning the tables on the pirates; at Antioke, another army sent into action by the Master was being ground to bloody pulp by that witch, Tribane.


			Djinar knew these things like articles of faith. He also knew that Verit Roaris was no longer himself; that his mortal frame had been seized by the Master because the man would not obey. Djinar knew it, and it filled him with fear, because he, too, had his own devices and desires, and he feared their discovery.


			Disagreeing with the creature inhabiting Roaris’ body had been the stupidest thing he’d ever done.


			Except that he was right. The new Disciple was not a native of the Empire; he could no more imagine the politics of the City than peasants tilling the fields could. He was making mistakes …


			These are foolish, dangerous thoughts.


			Fear kept him strong and alert, or so he told himself. And the mission to the Disciple of Ulama gave him a chance to show his worth, so that his moment of insubordination might be forgotten.


			He hired a fishing boat to make the trip across the strait, and the fisherman complained of the change in tides since the emergence of the Dark Forge, the huge rift in the heavens and in the shell of reality that signified the changes to come. Djinar, as an initiate of the Pure, knew a great deal about the Dark Forge, but he hadn’t known that it was affecting the currents.


			He listened until he grew bored of the fisherman’s ignorance of anything not relating to fish.


			‘Enough,’ Djinar snapped at the end of his patience. ‘I hired you to sail, not to talk.’


			The fisherman fell into a surly silence, but his efforts drove the little boat through the water, and although it took more than four hours, eventually he furled the sail, took to his oars, and brought them close in to the far shore where the reverse current ran, so that they seemed to float against the tide running in from the great sea visible under the rising sun, a sun which also gilded the prayer towers of the Sultan Bey’s palace and the majestic Temple of Light that dominated the heights of Megara to their right. Beneath the Temple of Light, the morning sun flashed on the Crystal Palace.


			‘A remarkable piece of vulgarity,’ Djinar said aloud, on seeing its great windows.


			The fisherman landed them on the beach at the edge of the immense wharf that dominated the Ulama waterfront. Built to accommodate the largest Attian and Megaran ships, it towered almost forty feet above the water, with slum streets concealed beneath the wooden wharves where Ulama’s poorest denizens lived and died.


			The beach ran straight up to the rows of shacks, built in safety as the Sea of Sud tide never rose more than a foot except in extreme circumstances. Djinar cursed, but after he paid the fisherman he stepped over the side into the shallow water and waded up the beach past a man dying of bone plague.


			‘Disgusting,’ he said, glancing at the dying man.


			He made his way through the flotsam of the city, trying not to touch them, as if their poverty was a contagion that could infect him. He pulled on gloves and a Byzas aristocrat’s mask, and finally found a set of steps leading up out of the slums. He took them the way a drowning man might grab at a floating oar.


			But at the top of the shallow wooden steps, he found himself almost across from the so-called Pantheon; the oldest temple in Ulama. He walked north as he’d been ordered, looking for the red chalk mark that would tell him all was well, and he found it, to his own satisfaction, brushed lightly across the belly of Potnia just outside the temple.


			He reached up with false piety to touch the mark, her marble belly worn smooth by the thousands of pilgrims who had passed this way. The Master taught that all the gods were false; that there was no god but one’s self. But he encouraged outward signs of piety, because mimicry makes good camouflage.


			He turned east and began to climb the high ridge that ran through the town.


			He was crossing a tiny square, the dawn now a fully realised day, the sun rising in showy splendour over the snow-capped mountains of central Atti, when the footpads struck. There were three of them, wielding iron bars stolen from a construction site – crude but fearsome weapons.


			Djinar was not much of a magos. Family connections had ensured he received the very best education at the Studion, but he lacked the connection to the sources of power which would allow him to cast complex occulta. All the same, he froze one attacker with a weak but well-formed command to the other man’s nervous system and he fell like a toppled statue as Djinar got his long rapier clear of its scabbard.


			He offered the slim weapon to one of the two remaining footpads, waving the blade at the man until he batted at it with his iron bar, hoping to break the tongue of steel.


			Djinar slipped his blade under the heavy blow and stabbed the man in the throat, the needle point punching through his neck even as the point grated on his spine. As the man’s knees buckled in death, Djinar raised his wrist and stepped back as if bowing to a dance partner, which, in a way, he was. The corpse fell off his lowered point.


			‘Your turn,’ Djinar said.


			The remaining man trembled with indecision; the sort of low person – as the Master taught – who turned to crime from inner weakness. Djinar thought he might be doing the man a favour in killing him; even with the length of a blue-white blade shimmering through the sticky blood of his friend in front of his face, the criminal couldn’t decide whether to attack or run.


			Djinar tapped the bar with his blade, a sharp snap that forced the bandit to move. He raised the bar, his eyes wide with fear.


			Quick as a cat, Djinar thrust through one wrist and turned his own, so that the slim blade severed the tendons of the other man’s hand.


			He screamed and dropped the iron bar.


			Like a snake, Djinar struck again, withdrawing the blade and stabbing through his body, and then, as he folded forward, through one eye. The blade came out of the back of the man’s skull with a pop.


			‘Goodbye,’ Djinar said. ‘I suspect no one will mourn you.’


			He stepped back and saluted his two fallen adversaries with an ironic flick of his blade that sent drops of blood flying through the morning air. He started to wipe his blade on a dead man’s burnoose, and then shook his head.


			‘Oh dear,’ he said.


			He walked over to the man whose limbs he’d frozen and smiled, meeting the man’s open eyes.


			‘I wonder if you can break my lock on you,’ he mused.


			He put the point of his rapier against the man’s neck under his chin and pushed very slowly, and so discovered his puissance was strong enough that the man’s life ended before he could break it. Djinar pushed the blade in very slowly, and then withdrew it.


			‘I wonder what it is like,’ he asked the morning air. ‘Death.’


			He cleaned his blade, and sheathed it in time to pass two veiled women going to the well. He bade them good morning, and smiled when one started to scream.


			At the top of the apparently endless steps, he bought a cup of water from a water seller and savoured it, then walked away from the Sultan Bey’s magnificent walls and headed south, as he’d been ordered. He found the signs he expected, marks low to the ground in orange chalk, and he followed them through a maze of alleys between the high garden walls and the homes of the very rich. Eventually, when the sun was bright in the sky, he found the gate he sought: yellow with red trim, and a crouching lion in gold. He knocked, and a well-dressed gardener admitted him and took his name.


			It can’t be this easy, he thought.


			But it was. In moments he was summoned, and he climbed to the exedra, the long balcony of a summer palace. He could see through the windows to the apartments within; a dozen rooms for women, and then a long hall which he was led into. It was richly hung with silk carpets and a man sat on a dais, cross-legged on pillows with a naked sword across his lap. There were servants along the walls and a courtier or two, or perhaps they were more valued servants, leaning against the marble pillars that supported the roof over the nave of the hall.


			Djinar bowed.


			The man on the dais inclined his head.


			‘My lord, I bring you …’


			Djinar looked up and saw the deadliest of his enemies standing in the shadows behind the dais. His hand went to his sword.


			‘Hold,’ the lord of the hall said in accented Byzas. ‘He is no threat.’


			‘No threat?’ Djinar asked. ‘He is our greatest foe.’


			The lord smiled. ‘Look!. The serpent has no fangs.’


			He waved at the figure behind the dais, and the man didn’t even blink.


			‘Gods,’ Djinar breathed, fascinated. ‘We heard he was dead!’


			The lord had a good-natured laugh, a fatherly one, and he laughed it.


			‘He very much wishes he was dead. Instead, he will serve me forever.’


			Djinar noted that the Attian lord said ‘me’ and not ‘the Master’.


			‘I heard that your attack on the Sultan Bey …’


			Djinar met the man’s eyes and hesitated. His laugh was so at odds with his eyes that the words died in Djinar’s throat.


			‘It was unsuccessful,’ the lord admitted. ‘This busybody made too much trouble.’ He laughed again. ‘He will have to serve me for many years to balance the chaos he created in one hour.’ The lord shrugged. ‘Never mind. You have a message for me, syr?’


			‘From the Disciple of Megara,’ Djinar said, taking a sealed parchment cylinder from his bag.


			‘Even here, in my own house, you should not say such a thing,’ the lord counselled. He broke the seal with his thumb, and began to read.


			The sword across his lap moved. It almost seemed to crawl, or writhe like a snake, and Djinar flinched.


			Tell me, a thin voice said.


			It was like the ringing of tiny bells, or the vibration of a lute string, and the hair began to rise on the nape of Djinar’s neck, as if a haunting had crossed his path, or one of the fey.


			‘Interesting,’ the lord said. His smile was now quite unfeigned. ‘Your master speaks highly of you.’


			Djinar knew a moment of relief. ‘I’m sure I’m unworthy …’ he began.


			‘Brilliant, ruthless, a true believer. Have you truly memorised Precepts of a Life of Power?’


			‘I have,’ Djinar said proudly.


			‘But you have almost no talent for the Art,’ the lord said.


			Djinar sighed. ‘None.’


			The lord smiled. ‘We live in wonderful times. The Old Ones are about to be released back into the world, and life will return to its natural rhythm. The weak shall be slaves, and the strong shall be like gods.’ He raised his terrible eyes to Djinar. ‘Do you wish to have the powers of a great magos?’ he asked, his voice mild.


			‘Of course!’ Djinar said. ‘More than anything!’


			‘How splendid,’ the lord said. ‘And how very convenient.’


			He raised a hand, and the sword seemed to vibrate.


			Later, it occurred to Djinar that the sword was laughing.


			Four soldiers grabbed his enemy, still frozen in his grey robes – as if paralysed – behind the dais. They dragged him out into the light, and Djinar could see he’d been both defeated and subsequently tortured; the man’s nails were ripped from his fingers, and his mouth bled where his teeth had been ripped out.


			‘We broke him,’ the lord said. ‘Not even Kurvenos, the great magos, the Lightbringer, could withstand us.’ He laughed his happy laugh. ‘Now I have most of his secrets and, best of all, access to his power.’


			Kurvenos stood unmoving. Only his eyes betrayed his terror, his horror, his despair.


			‘When I took him I knew he would make the most powerful Exalted ever created,’ the lord said. ‘But I needed a pilot for this mighty warship, someone of impeccable belief … and lo, your Disciple sent you to me.’


			‘Me?’ Djinar choked. ‘Exalted …’


			‘What is life but the lust for power?’ the lord said, quoting from the Master’s book of maxims. ‘Prepare to have more power than you ever dreamt.’


			Djinar screamed as he met Kurvenos’ eyes, and the soldier’s hands seized him.


			Because, even as the lord and his acolytes began their chant, all Kurvenos’ wounded eyes held was pity.


		


	

		

			Book One
Parado


			It is best in all cases to maintain the initiative, even against a stronger opponent, but when you are overmatched, you must be sure of your parries, covering your body and your hands, maintaining a reserve of tempo for the moment in which you can finally strike from your cover.


			Maestro Sparthos,
unpublished notes to the book Opera Nuova


		


	

		

			1


			Megara


			Night over Megara; a night with both moons high in the sky, the Red Moon almost full, its tiny disc slightly imperfect, while the Greater Moon, the Huntress, was a mere sickle that looked as if its open arms were ready to catch the smaller ball.


			It was the first night of a Mazdayaznian festival, the Dreamcatcher Festival, and the tavernas were open all along the waterfront, despite the presence of the Watch and the unofficial, but heavily armed, black and yellow liveried Yellowjackets of General Roaris’ household troops and political adherents. The General, who had taken to calling himself Lord Protector, had declared a curfew throughout the city while his household troops searched the city for ‘traitors’. Despite that, not just Easterners, but every young person in the City seemed to be sitting in a tavern, drinking. The Watch stood by, frowning; and the Yellowjackets patrolled the Northside beachfront and the Southside fondemento in small mobs.


			On Southside, between the Great Canal and the Low Bridge, under the shadow of the Red Lion, a tall campanile of brick, stood the largest inn in the city; the Sunne in Splendour. It towered over the palaces to either side and was surrounded by a sprawl of stables and outbuildings, kitchens, guest houses, and a boat dock on the seaward side and another on the Great Canal. It was a warren of comfort and good cooking, ruled by Laskarina Boulbousa, who, according to the City tittle-tattle, had started life as a prostitute among the notorious Pirates of the Sud. Whatever the truth of the rumour, her Inn was a haven on the waterfront, she paid well, and had the best cooks and the best ostlers in the city. She knew the Emperor, General Roaris and General Tribane personally.


			Rumour also said that there had once been a husband, who had owned the original inn in its perfect canal-front location. Whether he had, as rumour claimed, been poisoned and then drowned, or whether he’d died of natural causes, or whether there’d never been a Syr Boulbousos at all, the inn’s good reputation and its mistress’ slightly colourful reputation tended to keep trouble away. The inn had hundreds of rooms, a dozen commons and fifty snugs, allowing the Lions, Blacks, and Whites to all hold rival meetings in its environs and never come to blows – which was as well, because the proprietress paid her bouncers well, too. When trouble didn’t stay away, it was routinely punched in the head and thrown in the Great Canal, after which trouble, in most of its young forms, rarely returned.


			The curfew was due to begin in a few minutes. A handsome man in a slashed doublet, black with gold lace revealing a black silk lining and a snowy white shirt that betrayed a slow leak of blood, leant out on a balcony above one of the inn’s courtyards. On careful examination one might see that beneath the fashionable cosmetics, the man’s face was bruised; and despite silver lines of Imoter occultae, his left hand was grotesquely swollen and had no fingernails.


			‘If he tries to enforce the curfew,’ Tiy Drako said with something of his usual insouciance, although he slurred his words, ‘we might retake this city tonight, with no army but offended drunks.’


			‘You should be lying down,’ Aranthur Timos said.


			Autumn had come to the city, and Aranthur was wearing a fine wool doublet – not as elaborate as Drako’s, but finer than most, although it couldn’t conceal his emaciation. In his high boots and half-cloak he looked like a Byzas gentleman, if a very tall, thin one.


			Behind him, Dahlia Tarkas sat on a divan rapidly copying anything Drako said into the flyleaf of a book of translated Safiri poetry.


			‘He should, but he’s a fool,’ Dahlia said. ‘Drako, sit down. None of this will work if you faint.’


			‘I want to be out there,’ Drako spat. He was missing two teeth, which gave his voice a sibilance it didn’t need. ‘Roaris is winning. Kurvenos is gone. Tribane is trapped at Antioke, and the Dark Forge widens every day.’


			Aranthur came up beside his friend, slipped an arm around his waist, and took him to the divan and into Dahlia’s hands.


			‘I hate being cosseted,’ Drako said.


			‘You’d hate being dead a lot more,’ Dahlia said. ‘You have a touch of the Darkness, and honestly, only my puissance and Aranthur’s is keeping you on your feet. If I release the pain-blocker …’


			‘She’s not coming,’ Drako said pettishly.


			‘She’ll come.’ Aranthur glanced out into the night and pulled the curtains across the balcony windows. ‘And Tribane isn’t trapped. She’ll win.’ He made himself smile. ‘Drako. We need to know everything about how you were taken. Everything you know about Kurvenos. Please … co-operate. You cannot go out there.’


			Drako continued as if Aranthur had never spoken. ‘She needs food, powder, ball, replacements. Food. They all need food, from what you’ve said, and Roaris’ move was brilliant. Even if we topple him, the damage he’s done …’


			Neither of the others disagreed.


			I need food myself, Aranthur thought. He was hungry all the time.


			‘We should be planning a revolution,’ Drako insisted.


			Aranthur tugged at his growing beard; very fashionable among the Byzas and the Souliotes too.


			‘Tiy, you know they say that Imoters make the worst patients? Well, spies give the worst debriefings. We need to know what happened. I have a plan,’ he said carefully. ‘And it doesn’t involve starting a revolution. In fact the last thing we need is a wave of violence in the City to rip the bandages off every old quarrel – faction fights, house fights …’ He poured himself some wine from a bottle on the side table. ‘And the first to die would be the Easterners.’ Aranthur put a hand on Drako’s shoulder, and put a little power into his pain-blocker; it already needed reinforcement. ‘Stop trying to plan. You need serious healing, and to tell us what happened.’


			‘Sophia,’ Drako said. He glanced at Dhalia. ‘When did he become so—?’


			‘Skinny?’ Dahlia asked.


			‘Arrogant,’ Drako said.


			‘This from you?’ Aranthur asked with a smile. ‘I made a plan, and I confess that I am now used to being the one to do it.’


			The two men looked at each other for too long.


			Dahlia brushed some breadcrumbs from her doublet.


			‘Are you going to fight? Because if you do, I’m leaving.’


			‘I’m struggling with the idea of Aranthur as the planner,’ Drako said.


			Dahlia raised an aristocratic eyebrow. ‘I don’t wish to take sides,’ she said. ‘But he planned your rescue. And you needed to be rescued. So stop being so fucking high and mighty and tell us what in ten thousand icy hells happened.’


			Drako winced and sat back suddenly, having encountered some half-Imotered ribs, and Aranthur put a hand to his neck to pass some more raw puissance into the healing.


			Then he knelt in front of Drako. ‘Please?’


			Drako blinked. ‘I hate telling the truth. And I hate failing, and this will be a truthful vomiting forth of fucking failure, fully fleshed in folly.’ He smiled his old smile, and then shook his head. ‘I have a pile of reports on the money … the money Roaris must be spending on bribes to stop his castle of ice from melting. He’s living a gigantic lie – anything can topple him. And I know he’s paying bribes.’


			He turned pale, and grunted, a hand across his abdomen, and Dahlia was there.


			‘Gods,’ he muttered. ‘Where is she? I’m dying here …’ He looked at the door.


			Dahlia looked worried, put more power into her treatment, and frowned at Aranthur.


			He shrugged. ‘I was making this up from the moment the boat landed us here,’ he said. ‘I have to hope that our message got through.’


			Drako scowled up at him. ‘Do you want to hear this or not? They grabbed Kurvenos in Atti. There was an attempt on the Sultan Bey – well-planned, but someone betrayed it to the Capitan-Bey and it turned into a bloodbath. An open street fight with heavy magic, hundreds of bystanders killed. Kurvenos went to see if he could help. A friend of his was badly wounded … probably another Lightbringer, and no, Kurvenos was no more open-mouthed with me then than with— Sweet Sophia’s wisdom! Aphres’ flowery gate! Drax’s dick!’


			He doubled over, the pain of internal haemorrhage leaking through their various attempts at healing. He continued to swear, his white shirt showing the blood very clearly.


			They both did what they could, which was far too little.


			‘If I die,’ Drako said suddenly. ‘Aphres. If I die, thanks for the rescue. I love you two. That’s no bullshit. I was going to die a nasty death and fuck, this is hard but it’s still better.’ His head came up as the wave of pain passed. ‘They hit Kurvenos the moment he landed on the Ulama side, or that’s what I heard from my source, who was there. They got the Kaptan Bey; not last night but the night before last … No, it’s all too fucking confused now. Anyway, I met someone with access across the strait in Atti. I was going to mount a rescue. And the bastards had already started burning my people – two agents were already dead.’ Drako looked up. ‘What are you going to do, Aranthur?’


			‘I really do have a plan,’ he said. ‘Which is to do this with the minimum number of corpses. The stakes are very high, but this isn’t a one-time crisis. We need the Empire, and the City, to be stable, even comfortable. We need them to be solid – so I swear to you, if we turn taking Roaris down into a fight we’ll be playing straight into the Master’s hands.’


			Drako shrugged. His eyes were too bright. ‘I know you’re right. Because he’ll play the factions—’


			‘Because we’ll be weaker. Because there will be more distrust. We can only win by being united. Divided, we’ll be crushed.’


			Aranthur was so close to Drako’s left hand that he couldn’t help but look at it. It looked as if it had been beaten with an iron rod. The Imoter they’d found on the waterfront had done his best, but had described the hand as nothing but a bag of bones.


			Drako leant back. ‘Pain-blocker is wearing off,’ he said.


			Aranthur shook his head like a reprimanded schoolboy.


			‘That shouldn’t be possible,’ he said, and reinforced it.


			It was like a problem in applied magical mathematics, with diminishing returns. The pain-blocker was going to fail, and his own hunger was growing like a mad thing eating at his vitals.


			‘Tell me what you plan,’ Drako muttered.


			There was a sound outside; footsteps on the stairs.


			‘For starters, I plan to land the Black Stone and move it to the Academy, where it will be safe. Where we can use it.’ Aranthur was lying; he and Dahlia both knew it.


			Dahlia’s head turned slowly, and her eyes met Aranthur’s with flat accusation, but there was, just then, a rhythmic knock at the door.


			Aranthur leapt to his feet. In a moment, he had a small puffer in his hand. So did Dahlia. He moved to the door; she rose silently and went to the curtains, her left hand already burning with power, her shields ready to deploy.


			Drako lolled on the divan.


			Aranthur opened the door. Outside was a tall, cloaked figure in a plain mask and a long cloak – the brown cloak of a priest or priestess of Aploun.


			‘Cold Iron,’ the woman said.


			Aranthur bowed.


			She swept into the room, took off her mask, and stood over Drako. She was neither young nor old, neither beautiful nor ugly; a plain, nondescript woman with brown hair.


			‘Who are you?’ Aranthur asked. He was not quite pointing the puffer at her.


			‘Drako, you look like all the hells,’ she said.


			She leant over and put a hand on his forehead. He flinched, and a ring sparkled on her hand.


			‘Myr Benvenutu!’ Aranthur said.


			The woman turned, and gave Aranthur a slight smile.


			‘Very perceptive, Syr Timos.’


			Even as she spoke, her guise dropped and she was revealed as the Master of Arts. She wore a silk gown under the brown cloak, beautifully cut. Aranthur had never really seen her as a woman before, or if he had, her form had been buried beneath her authority.


			She smiled more widely. ‘I do go to parties,’ she said.


			Dahlia laughed and released her puissance and stepped out from behind the curtain, to be embraced by her mentor. Aranthur had never embraced the Master of Arts, so he stood in social confusion as she took his shoulders and kissed him on both cheeks.


			‘The man of the hour,’ she said in her deep voice. ‘Your work on Drako is very good, but he has a high fever, he’s on the verge of going into shock and I think that’s a touch of the Darkness. I’ve prepared … friends. For this eventuality. Listen, we have to move quickly. I have reason to believe that Roaris is going to strike against the festival, and has plans to enforce the curfew. And I don’t have long – my daughter is pretending to be me a festival ball.’


			Aranthur had known the Master of Arts for more than a year and had no idea she had a daughter.


			To Drako, she said, ‘Can you walk?’


			Drako nodded. ‘Of course.’


			‘Nonetheless,’ she said, and there was a controlled burst of power. Aranthur noted that her ease of access to the Aulos was as good, or better, than Qna Liras’ or Kurvenos’.


			‘Sweet … Sophia’s …’ Drako thought better of whatever he was going to say. But he rose carefully. ‘I’m healed!’


			‘Not even a little,’ Benvenutu said. ‘I’m burning some of your youth to keep you on your feet. You have about ten minutes.’


			‘Oh, gods,’ Drako said, as if the full extent of his injuries had just hit him.


			‘There’s a chair waiting at the base of the steps,’ Benvenutu said. ‘The chairmen are friends. Get in, and trust them.’


			Drako nodded slowly. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.


			‘The Academy,’ Myr Benvenutu said. ‘I have to run it. Trust me. You will be well-hidden and taken care of.’


			She ran a hand over Drako’s uninjured side, and suddenly he was guised exactly as she had been – as a tall woman with brown hair. She handed Drako her cloak and mask, and he bowed, winced, and steadied himself on the door frame.


			‘How will I find …?’ he said.


			The Master of Arts shook her head. ‘Tiy, you are badly hurt, inside and out. I’ve virtually cut your pain centres from your mind. It will take expert Imoters at least three weeks to heal you now. Just for once, do as you are told. Get in the chair and go.’


			‘Damn it,’ Drako said, and then he was leaning against the door frame and Aranthur moved to catch him.


			‘Damn it,’ he repeated.


			Aranthur put an arm under his and helped him down the steep steps. There were people at the bottom; strangers, a dozen students. One had Yellowjacket livery over his arm. Another, a small woman, had seized his arm.


			‘You’re a fucking idiot if you think Roaris is a legitimate government,’ she said.


			The off-duty Yellowjacket tried to shake her off.


			‘That’s not an appropriate attitude,’ he said, in a superior tone not calculated to win any argument. ‘I shouldn’t even be with you people—’


			‘I’ll tell you what’s not appropriate,’ spat a young man. ‘Arresting everyone you disagree with. And I hear a whisper that Tribane didn’t lose in the East.’


			‘Treason,’ the Yellowjacket said.


			Another young man put a restraining hand on the Yellowjacket’s sword arm.


			‘Jace,’ he said. ‘Not everything is treason. We’re out for a night of drinking, and you, my friend, are being an arse. When you fucking promised to keep your pious aristocratic mouth shut.’


			Aranthur and Draco had reached the landing and Aranthur didn’t think this was the moment to hesitate; he could see the chair and the two men who carried it just past the students at the base of the steps.


			‘Fuck,’ Drako said.


			‘Act drunk,’ Aranthur said.


			‘Not a problem,’ Drako hissed.


			Aranthur began easing the brown-cloaked Drako down the last steps.


			All of the students turned and looked at them. They were embarrassed to have been so loud, and curious, too, so they fell silent.


			‘Excuse me,’ Aranthur said, in a deliberately pettish voice. ‘I need to get this priest to her chair. And gentles all, there is a curfew. Shouldn’t we all be going to our homes?’


			The chair was sitting on its stretchers: a plain black box. Four very big chairmen stood by it, and all four wore cutlasses.


			Most of the students moved from his path, but the biggest of them chuckled.


			‘No curfew in the Sunne in Splendour,’ he said.


			He was a young man used to getting his way; not particularly belligerent. Merely big.


			Aranthur looked past him to the man who’d been called Jace.


			‘And you a member of the Special Watch,’ he said, as if shocked. He got Drako into the chair.


			The moment Aranthur’s head was inside the closed cabin of the chair, Drako’s guised eyes met his.


			‘Listen, Timos,’ he said. ‘You need some help to pull this off. Go to my office at the lighthouse.’ His voice was very quiet, and the students were noisy. ‘Complete works of Tirase – top shelf, volume three. My agent lists. You’ll need the whole network to get anywhere.’


			‘Why didn’t you give it to Dahlia?’ Aranthur asked.


			Drako shook his head. ‘Just remember that someone on those lists fucked me over,’ he said bitterly. ‘Someone talked.’


			‘You don’t trust Dahlia?’


			‘I trust you, Timos. Right now, you are a Souliote farm boy, and that means you cannot possibly be playing for the Imperial throne. That’s what all this is ultimately about, and I’ve been too fucking thick to see it,’ Drako muttered.


			Aranthur could see the fever in the man’s eyes.


			‘You need to go,’ he said.


			‘I’m not raving,’ Drako spat. ‘Damn it, Timos. The world is sinking. Be careful. Be fucking careful.’


			Aranthur was pulling his head out.


			‘Dahlia is fucking related to Roaris,’ Drako muttered. ‘There’s a key with my steward at my palazzo. Say gold rose and he’ll hand it over. Understand?’


			‘I don’t believe it. I don’t believe she’d ever betray you.’ He blinked. ‘But I understand.’


			‘Someone did,’ Drako spat. ‘One of us is bad. Someone betrayed Kurvenos and then me. And she could have motive. Or maybe I’m cutting at shadows. Go with the gods, Aranthur. Do what you can.’


			Aranthur was reeling at his words, but he got his head out of the chair’s box and looked at the chairmen.


			The front right-hand man nodded. ‘We know our business,’ he said quietly. ‘We won’t let the Cold stop us, and we have Iron in our bones.’


			Aranthur nodded and turned to the students.


			‘Well?’ he asked, looking at the students, some of whom were actually several years older. ‘Do you have rooms, or do you just loiter in the courtyards?’


			He worried he was overplaying it, but the Yellowjacket was red in the face, and they all shuffled away.


			‘What an arsehat,’ someone muttered, but they were going.


			The chair had already gone, out of the High Street gate. Aranthur went back up the steps with a forced slowness, but the moment he got to the top, he whirled into action.


			‘We have to go,’ he said.


			Dahlia nodded and collected her mask and cloak and her wide-brimmed black hat with its beautiful black plume. She’d bought it earlier with the last of Ansu’s money.


			Benvenutu had made herself another young cavalier, a dark-haired version of Dahlia, complete with a plain, workaday sword.


			‘We’ll walk to the precinct,’ Benvenutu said. ‘No use of power to give us away.’


			Aranthur nodded. He put on his own cloak and hat and his old sword while Dahlia glared at him.


			He accepted her glare and went back down the steps, glancing cautiously at the courtyard, but the students were gone, and the three of them hurried through the gate and into the night.


			There were sounds of merriment from the other courtyards of the inn, but to the south they could hear chanting, and what might have been breaking glass in the Angel, the open square a whole canal block to the east.


			‘Straight up the steps,’ Benvenutu said.


			She led the way, taking long strides, and Aranthur matched her, so that Dahlia had to hurry along behind.


			‘You don’t trust Tiy Drako?’ she hissed.


			‘I trust you,’ Aranthur said. ‘And the Master of Arts. I trust her.’ He kept going.


			‘You’re insane!’ Dahlia said. ‘You lied to him about the Black Stone …’


			Aranthur turned. ‘Later. Please.’


			‘But—’


			‘Listen!’ he insisted.


			Behind them, the chanting had become louder and more shrill, and now sounded like a series of waves breaking on rock.


			Benvenutu turned. ‘Damn his eyes,’ she said. ‘Roaris is enforcing the curfew.’


			Indeed, from the first square above the inn, they could see a swirl of crowd activity down on the Square of the Angel, and what appeared to be a fire.


			And the telltale sparkle of musket or puffer shots.


			‘Sophia!’ Dahlia said. ‘He’s firing on the crowd.’ She turned to Aranthur. ‘It’ll be a revolution, whether you think that’s a good idea or not.’


			Aranthur shook his head. ‘My views stand,’ he said. ‘Myr Benvenutu, have you seen the Emperor since he became sick?’


			She was still watching the fringe of what appeared to be a riot in the piazza, two hundred feet below them.


			‘I have not.’


			‘He appears to be afflicted with the Darkness, like Drako,’ Aranthur said. ‘Can it be cured?’


			Benvenutu nodded, her mask gleaming white in the moonlight.


			‘Perhaps. Though we’re not getting much research done these days.’


			‘Iralia thinks he’s been poisoned. In a strange way, I hope she is right.’


			Aranthur was listening. There were people above them on the steps.


			‘Blast of Darkness,’ Dahlia spat. ‘Poisoned is better?’


			‘I’d like to go directly to the palace,’ Aranthur said. ‘With you. To see the Emperor.’


			Benvenutu glanced at him.


			‘If Roaris is moving against the crowd, he’s also going to isolate the Academy, if only to arrest students violating the curfew,’ Aranthur said. ‘We’ll be taken if we go there.’


			Dahlia nodded, as if in unwilling agreement.


			The Master of Arts thought for a long moment.


			‘Very well,’ she said. ‘My daughter is in for a long, dull evening …’


			Suddenly the steps above them were full of men and women. Some wore yellow and black livery; a few had armbands, or headbands.


			‘Halt, in the name of the Protector!’ called one.


			‘This way,’ Benvenutu said, and rolled over the railing on the steps.


			Aranthur turned, and the man on the steps above him called again.


			‘Halt! Take them!’


			Dahlia leapt over the railing and fell to the slope below.


			Aranthur followed. He let himself drop, carefully, and landed at the base of the retaining wall that held the steep steps. Dahlia was already sliding away down the slope, and Aranthur had no choice but to follow, as the hill was too steep to stand. He grabbed at trees and slowed his descent enough to not land atop Dahlia, and then his sword tangled between his legs, and he rolled over and got a face full of dirt and old leaves. He rolled again, and his head struck the stems of a decorative bush; not a heavy blow, but enough to stun him. He hung there a moment, and then something gave and he fell free.


			He landed badly, knocking the air out of Myr Benvenutu. And he was immediately aware that he’d lost his sword in the long slide down the hill.


			There were calls above them, and the sound of more people sliding.


			Dahlia glanced at the damage to her hat. ‘We have to run.’


			‘I’m not leaving my sword,’ Aranthur said.


			He sprang back up the steep hill, grabbing at the brush for support. The hill above him seemed alive; a dozen Yellowjackets and their supporters were combing the bushes.


			He raised his magesight and saw the sword; not far above him.


			‘Ware magery!’ called a voice.


			Three shields went up on the hillside and a heavy offensive occulta flashed through the undergrowth on the steep hill, burning plants.


			Aranthur’s shields unrolled around him like a fountain springing to life, almost without his volition, and then his reaching hand closed on his sword hilt.


			That was stupid, it said.


			Aranthur let himself fall back down the hill, clutching the ancient sword. The belt had caught on something and the whole scabbard had been torn away.


			This time he landed on the trail with a little more control, and on his feet.


			‘This way!’ Dahlia called.


			Aranthur ran to follow her along the bottom of the Cleft, where footpads sometimes lurked and adventurous students went to have privacy.


			He turned a sharp corner; one he knew well, just before the trail crossed a wooden bridge over the brook that ran from the leak in the Pinnacle. He saw Dahlia ahead; heard Benvenutu’s boots on the wooden planks of the little bridge … and also heard the pursuit at his heels.


			So when he reached the bridge, he turned.


			His pursuer released a barrage of golden light. It wasn’t a very powerful working; the Academy was careful about teaching offensive powers, but most of the older families had their own ancient attack occultae despite the legal bans.


			Aranthur’s layered green and red and gold shields absorbed the attack effortlessly.


			The woman behind the first caster also threw something prepared. Hers was a harsher red, and much stronger, and her balefire had heft in the Aulos, but Aranthur’s shields had withstood – however briefly – attack from an entire military choir at Antioke.


			The woman charged forward under the cover of her sorcery, blade in hand.


			Aranthur let her come, and covered her ferocious cut with his scabbarded sword.


			She passed back into a low guard and cut again, another heavy blow, and this time he covered it with a cross, with a hand at each end of his sword, as if the weapon was a quarterstaff. Then he punched her in the face with his hilt and she fell, spitting teeth. The man threw another golden barrage and Aranthur stepped forward, through it, and kneed him in the groin, then clipped him in the head, dropping him. There were half a dozen more coming, and Aranthur sprang back onto the bridge. He cast at the speed of sword-strokes, creating a plane of force like a standing shield just beyond the little bridge, then he sprang back, off the bridge on the other side, and coated the surface of the bridge and the stones for twenty paces on either side with three fingers of pure ice, and dropped a curtain of darkness over the whole.


			He left the standing illusion of his own rainbow of shields pulsing beyond the enhanced darkness.


			All in three fencing tempos.


			Because he had learned a great deal in three months of war.


			He ran. He ran along the little stream for thirty paces before he folded his shields in, and then dropped them, greatly daring. Nothing savaged him. The trail wound on, and he was hit in the face by branches more than once, but he didn’t fall.


			The trail grew steeper, and he used the wet ground to leave another ice trap under a curtain of darkness, simple volteie known to any student prankster, but thrown with a strength and confidence Aranthur had not had a year before. Freezing water was merely the reverse of warming it; darkness was merely the opposite of light.


			As the trail became a gravel path, Aranthur caught up with Dahlia and the Master of Arts.


			Benvenutu smiled at him.


			‘Where did those shields come from?’ she asked.


			‘His wife,’ Dahlia replied.


			The Master of Arts shook her head. ‘I see that you both have many tales to tell for such a short absence,’ she said. ‘But if we don’t keep running …’


			A shout, a scream, and the sound of a body falling. Another scream.


			‘Ice,’ Aranthur said. ‘In the dark. Darkness, enhanced.’


			Benvenutu smiled again. ‘What fun,’ she said, and casually laid an ice wall across the whole path.


			Dahlia nodded. ‘Let’s run anyway,’ she said.


			‘I’m taking a detour. I’ll throw them off your scent,’ Aranthur said.


			Before Dahlia could respond, he was off. He sputtered some excess saar as he moved, and left more at the bridge into the Templeside deme when he crossed the palace canal. Then he headed west, climbing back onto the slopes of the city’s central ridge; not quite doubling back, but close. The Temple of Light towered above him, its vast bulk and ancient architecture symbolic of the city’s durability. The steepest parts of the hillside were heavily wooded; professional foresters tended the hill, the same foresters who maintained parts of the Imperial gardens. The trees were lovingly cared for, but as Aranthur made his way along a path cut into the steep hillside, he found a hollow tree – an ancient holm oak, as tall as the temple and still green, but so hollow that someone could camp inside. He spent a moment investigating; found that inside the hollow trunk, one of the branches was also hollow; there were signs of occasional human habitation. He smiled, took a quick measurement, and then moved on, marking the tree’s location by triangulation against the palace, the temple, and the Arsenale at his feet. Then he turned south, into the oldest parts of the city, where the alleys were only four feet wide and the canals wound like blood vessels; the Vecchio.


			He took boats twice; the first to cross into the Vecchio, and the second when he got lost, and throughout he worried that he’d wasted too much time. But there were no Yellowjackets in the Vecchio; the neighbourhoods of the city’s oldest deme were insular and very protective. Nor were they all poor; many affluent people had their roots in the Vecchio and they tended to protect it.


			Aranthur’s gondolier dropped him back on the waterfront west of the Angel, almost where he’d begun; if he looked, he could see some of the windows of the distant Sunne in Splendour where they had rented rooms. There were teams of City Imoters, well lit with their characteristic blue magelights, in the great Square of the Angel, which told Aranthur that the Watch had withdrawn and that people had been hurt.


			He went the other way, west along the waterfront, past the palaces that lined the Great Canal and then south as the piers curved. It was very late, or very early; he passed several drunks, and a street food seller who was operating out of a tiny alley entrance, obviously aware that he was out after curfew. Aranthur, who was hungry all the time, stopped to buy three excellent fish pies.


			‘You’ve made my evening,’ the pie-seller said.


			‘I’ll just have one more,’ Aranthur said, watching the waterfront.


			The fourth was as good as the other three, and the man smiled.


			‘Where do you put it, mate?’ he said. ‘You’re skinny as a fishing net.’ He extended a flask. ‘On the house. You bought four pies.’


			Aranthur took a swig of a very respectable apple brandy and gave the pie-seller his best Imperial bow.


			‘You are the very prince of pie-sellers,’ he said.


			‘You’re the fuckin’ prince o’ pie eaters,’ the man grinned.


			Aranthur walked away, wondering at the ease with which he’d just spent what would once have been a week’s budget. It seemed ridiculous to have so much money. And that he lived in the palace …


			He saw two people coming towards him and he reached for his sword. They flinched; he stepped into a doorway to let them pass, and saw a man with a bloody face leaning on a woman …


			‘Help me?’ she asked. ‘The Yellowjackets attacked us. Oh, Sophia …’


			Aranthur looked around, and then led them across the waterside street to where they could get some shelter on the portico of a dockside warehouse.


			In the time it would take a priestess of Aphres to invoke her goddess, Aranthur had staunched the man’s bleeding. His nose was broken.


			‘Should I set it?’ Aranthur asked. It was something any Souliote child could do.


			The man was Byzas. He shrugged.


			‘Do it!’ he snorted through the blood.


			‘It’ll hurt like ten thousand hells,’ Aranthur said, and then, without warning, put the nose back into place.


			‘Arrggh!’ the man gurgled. ‘Oh, that is better.’


			Aranthur was getting good at pain-blockers, and he’d learned a lot of basic magical medicine in Armea. He did what he could.


			‘Get him some willow bark tea as soon as you can,’ he told the woman.


			‘Who are you?’ she asked. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’


			Aranthur smiled. ‘Someone who has to keep moving,’ he said.


			‘Were you in the …?’ She looked away. ‘It wasn’t a riot. It was supposed to be a festival.’ She was not quite sobbing.


			‘I was close,’ Aranthur said. ‘And now I have to go.’


			‘Tell me your name …’


			‘No.’


			Aranthur bowed, and walked away.


			Ten minutes later, having doubled back and watched his back trail as Drako had taught him, he walked on to the fondemento below the Drako family palazzo and demanded to see the steward.


		


	

		

			2


			Megara


			Two hours later, Aranthur sat with Iralia, nervously playing taraux, neither of them with their minds on the game. Dahlia was carefully brushing the dirt out of her hat. A pair of palace servants hovered nearby. Aranthur had wood shavings on his hose, from whittling, and Iralia brushed them away like an attentive wife or mother.


			‘Tell me again why you don’t trust Tiy Drako,’ Dahlia said.


			‘I do trust Tiy Drako,’ Aranthur said.


			His cards were terrible. He had almost no swords, and swords were trump. It was his lead, and his hand full of low coins betokened disaster. On the other hand, there was a plate of calamari – delicious squid, deep fried in olive oil – and Aranthur’s body craved food all the time. He had to keep wiping his fingers to keep the oil off the cards.


			‘You lied to him about the Black Stone.’


			Dahlia’s voice was flat, calm, without accusation; she merely spoke a truth.


			Aranthur nodded. I will not tell her that Tiy doesn’t trust her. Aphres, Armea was easier than this. I knew who to fight.


			Drako’s golden rose, the symbol of his Imperial authority, was pressed against his heart, on a heavy gold chain, and with it the key to Drako’s office in the Lighthouse by the harbour master’s. Aranthur had spent part of the night looking at the lists of Drako’s informers and agents, and felt no wiser than before.


			He threw his highest card into the suit of coins – the prince.


			‘We need to look into Kurvenos’ death,’ Aranthur said.


			Dahlia made a face. ‘That’s fairly low on my list,’ she said.


			‘He was our mentor,’ Aranthur said. ‘Also our most powerful magus.’


			‘He manipulated us however he saw fit for his own agenda,’ Iralia said.


			Dahlia nodded at Iralia; one of their rare moments of agreement.


			Iralia grunted and tossed the three of coins on the prince, and Aranthur took the trick. He looked over his remaining cards at Iralia.


			‘My point is that Drako was taken,’ he said, and tossed in the eight of staffs.


			Iralia pounced, took the trick with the queen of staffs and then came back with the queen.


			‘I want to understand this Black Stone. And Alis’ victory … the siege. I want to hear it all.’


			Aranthur dropped the two of swords to take the trick, and Iralia moaned. He played his queen of coins, and ate more calamari.


			Iralia made a face at him and threw the five of coins atop it.


			‘And?’ Dahlia asked. ‘Let’s deal with Drako first, mm?’


			‘Someone betrayed him,’ Aranthur said. ‘And he doesn’t know who. So for the moment …’ He shrugged. ‘Listen, Dahlia. He’s badly hurt and he’s going to get some healing. You saw him. You heard the Master of Arts. And he’s not going to be available to us … so …’


			Dahlia made a face. ‘I get it,’ she said. ‘I don’t like it, but I assumed you were headed somewhere.’


			She held her beautiful Maguan beaver felt hat up to a carefully produced magelight.


			Aranthur played his ten of coins, Iralia trumped it with a low sword, and Aranthur’s game was over.


			‘Surely you plan to bring this Black Stone to the Academy, or to the palace,’ Iralia said. ‘What is it, really?’


			Aranthur leant forward. ‘It was the capstone of the Black Pyramid,’ he said very quietly.


			‘I could brush that for you, my lady,’ said one of the two waiting servants. He was tall and blond, with chiselled features; a Northerner, perhaps a Keltai.


			‘You could,’ Dahlia said with a smile. ‘But then I’d have to play cards.’


			He smiled back.


			Dahlia glanced at Aranthur, but his eyes were on his cards.


			‘It has a number of unique qualities,’ he said. ‘We have to keep it safe. Whatever we do, we cannot let Roaris have it.’


			Iralia looked up with a meaningful glance at the servants. Dahlia was glaring at Aranthur, who had the good grace to look sheepish, and went back to his cards.


			Iralia was distracted, knowing that the Master of Arts was examining her lover, the Emperor. She played a staff after a run of wins when Aranthur had one sword left. He took the trick. His coins were useless but he had a few cups; he threw down the nine of cups, his highest card, with a feigned negligence.


			Iralia had only one cup, and it was the eight.


			With nothing left worth playing, Iralia took all the rest for one point.


			‘You play too hard,’ she said snappishly.


			‘Too hard?’ he asked.


			She shrugged, rose, fanned herself, looked at the door to the Emperor’s chamber, and then poured herself three fingers of brandy and drank it while complaining it would be terrible for her complexion. Dahlia rolled her eyes.


			‘What can be taking so long?’ Iralia asked.


			Aranthur was so used to Iralia as a controlled, commanding presence that he was taken aback by her fidgeting and her nerves.


			‘Worried about your future?’ Dahlia drawled. ‘I’m sure you still have all the necessary talents to find a replacement.’


			Iralia turned, her face suddenly transformed by anger.


			Dahlia smiled mockingly. ‘I’m sorry. Were you going to say something?’


			Iralia stepped up close. ‘I was going to say that it must be easy for you, as a child of aristocrats who is contemptuous of her own beauty, to despise those who have to use ours. Have you ever known an hour of poverty?’


			‘My parents are poor.’ Dahlia was clearly surprised to be challenged.


			‘So poor you didn’t eat? Didn’t have shoes?’ Iralia asked, and her eyes were like fire. ‘So poor you had to sleep with strangers to keep your mother alive? That kind of poor, Myr? Or the kind where your fifty-room mansion has a few holes in the roof, and you must bear the shame of struggling to afford matched horses for the carriage?’ Iralia leant forward until her nose almost touched Dahlia’s. ‘Shall I tell you what I did when I was twelve, little princess?’


			She stood back. Her face was no longer flawless; blotched with anger, and with the almost invisible marks left by the Imoters when they rebuilt her face after the fight in the Square of the Mulberry Trees. Aranthur was struck by her strength, her poise.


			‘I love him,’ Iralia said quietly. ‘I am a courtesan. I fully admit I have a contract. But I have never met a man I like better, and if he dies, I will never be the same.’


			Dahlia had the grace to look abashed. And then she took Iralia’s hand.


			‘Well, I’m a fool. Isn’t that what Aranthur says twice a day? I apologise, Iralia. I have done you wrong.’


			Iralia gave her usual smile – if not quite so brilliant. She was breathing like a bellows.


			‘You can’t apologise for what you assume,’ she said. ‘And you have always assumed I was a whore in my heart. But I accept your apology, Dahlia.’


			Her face suggested that she was still angry, and Aranthur writhed. Both women were merely expressing the fears that beset them all; about the Emperor, about … everything. Aranthur understood that, but he wished that Dahlia hid her thoughts better.


			The two women were still glaring when the door opened and Benvenutu emerged, followed by the Emperor’s valet, Dakos.


			‘May we have some privacy?’ Benvenutu asked, and Iralia motioned the servants out. Dakos bowed.


			‘I’d like all three of you to wait right here,’ Benvenutu said firmly. She pointed to Iralia’s antechamber. ‘In fact, I insist on it.’


			Dakos looked stricken, but the young Keltai man shrugged.


			‘As you wish,’ he said. The woman sat.


			Benvenutu closed the door and cast a simple protection that made the room relatively difficult to penetrate by sound or sight.


			‘The Emperor is not suffering from the Darkness.’ She looked at Iralia. ‘Or not quite. He has been poisoned. At least once, perhaps multiple times.’


			‘I knew it,’ Iralia said. ‘When he fell, I started tasting his food myself, and I’ve been sick twice.’ She sat. ‘I told Aranthur – it’s subtle. It’s not mortal, it attacks the will.’


			‘It is aurax,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Subtle and damning. Illegal even to own. The very sort of thing that Lightbringers police, in normal times.’


			Iralia reached out, and Aranthur took her hand. Her grip was like iron, but her voice was steady.


			‘And the Emperor?’


			Benvenutu poured herself a brandy.


			‘He will take weeks to heal, and there may be serious damage. As you deduced, the drug is meant to rob the victim of their will. It’s usually used in sex crimes and interrogations.’ Benvenutu’s eyes narrowed. ‘I think he does have more than a shade of the Darkness as well, Iralia. The aurax and the Darkness interacted. Or that’s how I see it.’


			‘Surely we need an Imoter?’ Dahlia asked.


			Benvenutu shook her head. ‘How many people know, for certain, that the Emperor is not … fully competent?’


			‘The people in this room. And Dakos. The other servants suspect, but they don’t know.’ Iralia shook her head. ‘I’ve been as careful as I could be.’


			Dahlia laughed a bitter laugh. ‘Roaris must be in a permanent panic. If the Emperor awakens, everything falls apart. His whole takeover explodes. And he can’t be sure.’


			Aranthur was looking into the fire. ‘If the Emperor dies, who succeeds him?’


			‘There’s no direct heir,’ Dahlia said.


			Benvenutu cast a very significant glace at Iralia, who looked away.


			‘So there would be an election among the candidates?’ Aranthur had barely paid attention in his Constitutional Law course as a first year, but it seemed some of it had, indeed, sunk in. ‘Is Roaris a candidate?’


			‘Blessed Sophia,’ Dahlia said. ‘Of course he’s a fucking candidate.’


			Aranthur nodded. ‘So, if the Emperor dies, Roaris has a path to the throne. But if the Emperor is alive, he’s locked into his present course, trying to hang on to as much of the machinery of government as he can until either the Emperor dies, or he wakes up and takes the whole thing back.’


			Dahlia nodded. ‘And in the meantime, we have to assume that the poisoner is in the palace – along with spies …’


			‘And we have to wonder about the loyalty of the troops …’


			Benvenutu shook her head. ‘You are getting carried away. The guards are utterly reliable. So are the Nomadi and the Axes.’


			‘Ten weeks ago there was a conspiracy within the Noble Guard,’ Aranthur said.


			Benvenutu blinked.


			‘That gives me an idea,’ Dahlia said.


			‘I have one too,’ Aranthur said.


			‘So do I,’ Iralia said. ‘First things first. Myr Benvenutu, can you heal my lover?’


			Benvenutu nodded. ‘I think so. And I can bring in some expert help. We’ve been working on the Darkness since the Dark Forge rose in the sky. But anyone we bring in must stay here, in the palace, until we’re done. No one can know.’ She frowned. ‘Except my partner. I want her here, along with someone from the Academy.’


			Aranthur had a moment to savour the implications. He hadn’t known that the Master of Arts had a partner.


			‘If you stay here, no one will know where you are …’


			‘Yes. That will have all sorts of resounding implications,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Blessed Sophia, as Dahlia is wont to say.’


			‘We’re going about this all wrong.’ Dahlia stood up, clearly excited.


			‘Wait,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Those three outside. The servants. Dakos has the best opportunity …’


			‘Who feeds the Emperor?’ Aranthur asked.


			‘I do,’ Iralia said. ‘And I taste everything. I’ve only been sick … twice …’ She looked harrowed. ‘I know aurax – I’ve been fed it twice.’ She winced. ‘This is something different.’


			Benvenutu drank off her brandy. ‘Interesting. Iralia, I may want to test you, too.’


			‘Of course.’


			Benvenutu nodded, thinking. ‘And we will need to find out who came to the palace kitchens on the days you were sick.’


			‘Cold Iron business,’ Aranthur said. ‘The exact sort of thing we do.’


			‘Except that we have no time to do it, and everything takes time,’ Dahlia said with a touch of petulance. ‘May I explain my idea?’


			Benvenutu gave her a somewhat patronising smile. ‘Very well, my dear.’


			Dahlia did not roll her eyes. But it was close. ‘Secrecy only suits Roaris.’


			‘You’re now convinced that he’s bad?’ Aranthur asked.


			‘Let me get finish,’ Dahlia said, ‘but yes.’ She looked around. ‘Listen. We have … what … twenty Souliote mercenaries who served in Masr. And at Antioke. And half a dozen Nomadi. Right? Where are they now?’


			Aranthur knew where they were. He forced himself not to smile. He did not, in truth, like keeping secrets from friends, but that was now his life.


			‘They are at sea.’


			‘But here … soon?’


			Aranthur nodded. ‘Perhaps as soon as tomorrow.’


			Dahlia nodded. ‘But they have been at sea to keep … everything … safe.’ Aranthur almost writhed. His wife, the demon, had other orders. But Dahlia didn’t need to know that. ‘So when they return … we land our troops and put them in the barracks. They tell their stories to the guards.’


			‘And everyone learns the truth.’ Aranthur examined the idea. ‘Roaris’ people will damn them as liars …’


			‘They will. But the problem with his story is that it’s a lie,’ Dahlia said. ‘The destruction of Tribane’s army must have been a huge shock to the people of this city, and to the empire. How many men and women are waiting, every gods-damned day, to find out if a son, daughter, sister, lover, is lying dead in Armea? All we have to do is spread the news that it was a victory, not a defeat. Say that the casualty lists will be published. And listen – we can even get Tribane to give us the casualty lists. Am I right?’


			‘Messenger birds. Even a ship. She’s five days away.’ Aranthur shook his head. ‘You are brilliant.’


			‘Yes, I fucking am,’ Dahlia said. ‘In five days, we can pop Roaris like a bubble. Frankly, when the people hear the extent of his lies about their loved ones …’


			‘I’m totally in favour of this,’ Aranthur said. ‘But lies beget lies. Isn’t that why Cold Iron exists? Roaris can claim that he was lied to – he must be prepared to have the tables turned like this.’


			‘You have a different plan?’ Dahlia said.


			‘Not all that different,’ Aranthur said. ‘I want to use the process of government – to reach the council of seventeen and get them to revoke Roaris’ authority.’


			‘He’s already arrested six of them,’ Iralia said.


			Dahlia looked shocked. ‘You know their names?’


			The names of the Inner Council were usually kept secret.


			‘I’m the consort of the Emperor,’ she said without smugness.


			‘Eleven of seventeen is still a quorum,’ Dahlia said.


			‘But they’re all the ones Roaris trusts,’ Iralia said.


			‘We can still work with that,’ Dahlia said. ‘I agree with Aranthur. And it is like my plan. We fight his secrecy with openness and truth. We release Tribane’s military dispatches to the remains of the Council of Seventeen. It is, after all, their business.’


			‘And then we take Roaris in an act of treason,’ Aranthur said.


			‘We do?’ Iralia asked.


			The Master of Arts looked at Aranthur and shook her head. ‘You were such a pleasant, direct boy.’ She shrugged. ‘How do we take him?’


			Aranthur looked around.


			‘I like Dahlia’s plan. We find the poisoner here. The three of us attend directly the Emperor personally for at least the next few days, and when Inoques comes back, we put our troops in with the palace garrison and send her, if she’s willing, back to Antioke with a load of whatever we think General Tribane needs most.’


			‘Food and wine,’ Dahlia said.


			‘Agreed. Meanwhile, Dahlia makes contact with the Seventeen and hands over our dispatches. If that fails, we approach the Three Hundred with the same information.’ Iralia made a face.


			‘The Three Hundred are the National Assembly,’ Aranthur began, and Iralia gave him a frustrated glance.


			‘I know exactly what the Three Hundred are,’ she said. ‘But it’s far from easy getting them to meet and agree on anything.’


			‘This could take weeks,’ Dahlia said.


			Aranthur nodded. ‘And the rift is widening, and Tribane is still under siege at Antioke. Worse, if Antioke falls then Roaris’ lie becomes true. You understand that? If Tribane and her army are lost, we’ll have Roaris forever.’


			‘Blessed Sophia, it’s like a game of chess.’


			‘It’s like three games of chess on three different boards with shifting paths between them,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Come to think of it, that could be fun. Regardless, I need equipment from the Academy, and I need Edvin and Janos Sittar, if he’ll come. Though Sittar would also have to go back, as someone has to run the Studion. On balance, I’d rather bring Litha here.’


			Aranthur suspected, strongly, that Sittar was a Lightbringer. ‘Litha?’ he asked.


			‘My … partner,’ the Master of Arts said primly.


			He nodded. ‘Where is the Ulmaghest?’


			‘Here,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Somewhere in the Imperial Library. I had it sent here with the reader when I thought I’d be arrested.’


			‘Perfect,’ Aranthur said.


			‘How do you get a message to the Academy?’ Dahlia asked.


			‘Message stick,’ the Master of Arts said, and drew one from her hair.


			‘No,’ Aranthur said. ‘In Armea, the enemy had access to all of our sticks.’


			‘What?’ Benvenutu spat.


			Dahlia nodded. ‘They had all of our codes. It almost cost us the battle.’


			‘That’s why we’re not using them to talk to Tribane,’ Aranthur said.


			‘We’ll have to chance it,’ Benvenutu said.


			‘No. Please. The sticks are compromised and we have to think of a new way.’


			‘I’ll go,’ Dahlia said.


			‘No,’ Aranthur said. ‘Almost everyone in the City knows you. Let me go. Myr Benvenutu, may I ask that you only use the stick to contact Master Sittar. Tell him you are going to your country house, and that you are terrified that you have the Darkness?’ He was making it up as he went, but he liked it.


			She narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ve never been terrified …’


			‘I know, Magistera, but rather like casting a guise, this sort of deception will work better if you show our adversaries the kind of person they’d like you to be – terrified and weak – not the person you are.’


			‘Blessed Magdala,’ Dahlia murmured. ‘Timos has been possessed by Tiy Drako. Aranthur, you are scaring me.’ But she smiled. ‘Myr, I agree.’


			Aranthur assumed this was Dahlia’s idea of praise and shrugged.


			The Master of Arts was looking at him oddly, and she grabbed his arm.


			‘Come here, Aranthur,’ she commanded.


			He obeyed.


			She drew him close; almost into an embrace in which she held his shoulders and gazed intently into his eyes for too long. Iralia looked startled, and Dahlia was doing something, and he was … confused.


			She let him go. ‘I’m sorry. That was intrusive and possibly immoral, but I had to know. Do you know why we advise students not to kill, Aranthur Timos?’


			Aranthur thought that she had asked him this question almost every time they spent time together. And given him different reasons each time, too.


			So he shrugged. ‘I know all the reasons I’ve been told,’ he said.


			‘None of them are lies, Aranthur. But for you and me, the real reason is that it is too damned easy to kill. Have you ever noticed how few of the occultae we teach have genuinely offensive effects?’


			Aranthur nodded. ‘I had noticed. A battlefield is a strange place to discover how little you know about killing.’ And took a deep breath. ‘And about sihr.’


			The Master of Arts nodded, and took his hand, so that her long, bony hand lay across his, and he could feel the cold that seemed to emanate from the ring she wore: the Secret Fire.


			‘Swords are quick, but magic is faster than thought,’ she said. ‘I can kill with sihr before I have time to consider, reflect or regret.’


			‘Like a puffer,’ Dahlia said.


			‘Yes,’ the Master of Arts agreed. ‘With the powder weapons, we have made it possible for every woman and every man to take a life as fast as we can. And that’s a warning. This is not a problem faced by the magi, but by all of us – that we can kill faster than we can think about it. But for us, we need no device, no powder, no sword, no dagger to do it. The thought is the deed. And every death …’ She shrugged.


			‘Magistera, did Tirase intend to limit our access to power?’ Aranthur asked.


			Benvenutu squeezed his hand. ‘He never said anything of the kind,’ she said. ‘But he was a very subtle person, and a very arrogant one. For many years now I have thought that the aggregate of his teachings and institutions might have deliberately limited the abilities of the most talented casters.’


			‘It seems a very dangerous course, if none are made aware of it,’ Aranthur said, staring out of the window. ‘If we now face another War of Wrath, for example, we will not have the … I don’t know the magical term. If we spoke of artillery, I’d call it the weight of metal.’


			‘Yes,’ Benvenutu said. ‘It means we don’t have the sheer offensive power our enemies can muster.’


			Dahlia, who had been silent, spoke up. ‘During the battle, with genuine battle mages –’ she looked at Benvenutu – ‘I was far more powerful than most of them, and—’


			‘And your house zealously protects its powers, and trains you in otherwise forbidden military magics,’ Benvenutu said. ‘Don’t deny it. You are not the first Tarka I’ve trained.’


			Dahlia blushed.


			Aranthur made a slight sound of sudden understanding.


			‘Oh, yes,’ Benvenutu said to him. ‘The old houses preserve some very serious battle lore that we do not teach at the Studion. Why should we? Why would anyone give an aggressive and hormonal adolescent student the keys to a powder magazine?’


			She was glaring at Aranthur. ‘I wanted to teach you some skills. But you kept killing people with swords, and I didn’t think you were suitable to learn …’ She shrugged. ‘I had no idea what you two were about to face, and I’m very glad you survived. While we are all here, I will attempt to make it up to you. Dahlia …’ She reached out.


			Aranthur realised that he was watching what Benvenutu had done to him, and he was not surprised by her ruthlessness, or her skill. She immobilised Dahlia, subjugated her will, and glided through her shields while looking into her eyes from so close that a kiss wouldn’t have required more than a twitch of her head.


			Just for a moment, Aranthur wondered how dangerous Benvenutu really was.


			‘By the gods,’ Benvenutu sighed. ‘I pray that I may claim some credit that you two children have survived this so far with so little darkness. Dahlia has not, but Aranthur – you used sihr.’


			He thought about lying; she did not have a compulsion on him.


			‘Yes,’ he admitted.


			‘Why?’ she asked.


			Dahlia was looking at him with horror, while Iralia shrugged as if it was of no consequence.


			He bit his lip. ‘I was angry and tired,’ he said. ‘And my friends were dying.’


			Benvenutu nodded. ‘I have used sihr,’ she said. ‘It is the first step on a short, steep road which makes thuryx addiction appear banal by comparison. But until you have tasted it, you cannot know.’


			‘I …’ Aranthur wanted to say, I will never do it again and he also wanted to say I regret nothing. But he feared he might do it again, and he had bitter regrets. ‘I hated it.’


			‘And yourself?’ Benvenutu said tenderly.


			‘Yes,’ he said quietly. His eyes flicked to Dahlia and she looked away.


			Benvenutu shook her head. ‘I am a mother,’ she said. ‘And this is how it feels when your child has chosen their path and you cannot change their mind.’


			She embraced Aranthur, and his eyes filled with tears; some for himself, and some for the Dhadhi and the men he’d killed.


			Benvenutu kissed him on the cheek. ‘We will talk. Even Iralia might benefit from some lessons.’


			Iralia started. ‘I thought that autodidacts like me were outside your system and could not be taught?’


			The Master of Arts raised both eyebrows. ‘That’s interesting. Perhaps a few. But you have a broad range of powers, my dear, and you have had lessons – I can tell.’


			‘Dearly bought,’ Iralia said bitterly.


			‘I would not charge,’ Benvenutu said. ‘I’m going back to the Emperor.’


			Iralia took Aranthur’s hand. ‘Tell me she is everything she appears to be.’


			‘I think so,’ Aranthur said.


			Benvenutu reappeared in the elaborate door that led to the Emperor’s private apartment.


			‘What are we doing to find Kurvenos?’ she asked.


			Aranthur felt as if his head was spinning. ‘Nothing this instant,’ he admitted.


			Benvenutu shook her head. ‘If you are our Tiy Drako, find out what people know.’


			Iralia rose to her feet. ‘I think I need to speak to the palace staff. We’re going to need an unprecedented level of secrecy, are we not?’


			‘Oh, yes,’ Benvenutu said.


			Dahlia kissed her mentor on the cheek and left through the main door and Aranthur followed her. Iralia was explaining the new system to the three servants, who listened attentively. Aranthur was watching the handsome Keltai man carefully, but if he was guilty of anything, he gave no indication of it.


			He followed Dahlia out of the Imperial Apartments and down from the Apex towards their own rooms.


			She whirled. ‘What are you up to?’ she asked.


			Aranthur had a head full of plots, and he shrugged.


			‘Where is the ship? You’re not a very good liar, and I know your body language pretty well.’ There was a pause, and both of them blushed.


			‘Inoques will keep the Black Stone safe,’ he said.


			‘And how do you plan to take down Roaris?’ she asked. ‘I noticed you evaded that. When did you use sihr?’ She was glaring at him.


			Aranthur had never felt such a kinship for the ever-deceptive Tiy Drako as in that moment.


			‘In the Black Bastion,’ he said with brutal frankness.


			‘I should have known. You killed … seventy?’


			‘Too fucking many,’ he admitted.


			She surprised him by taking his hand and squeezing it.


			‘I don’t doubt you, Aranthur. Forget it. But the whole thing with the Stone, and this plan to take Roaris. You are keeping secrets – too many secrets.’


			‘I have a plan,’ he said. ‘I promise that I’ll lay it out if, and only if, it looks as if we can pull it off.’


			Dahlia searched his face for a moment and then shrugged.


			‘Good. What’s your plan to getting to the academy?’


			Aranthur breathed in relief. ‘Simple,’ he said.


			


			Dressed as he always used to, in a short linen tunic belted with a dagger thrust through a ragged purse, and with his Masran-made buckler on his hip, old hose out at one knee, and shoes that seemed at the verge of falling apart, Aranthur looked like any other Souliote worker in the streets of the Temple district, and he crossed the deme bridge and passed the Watch checkpoint without even a word. First he climbed Temple Hill, and after a little wander over the steep and heavily forested hillside, he found his hollow tree again. He took the plug he’d carved in the barracks courtyard and fitted it into the hollow branch. He tried it three times, until it was almost seamless – a hiding place in the middle of the city. The wooden plug made the hollow branch look solid.


			Then, having memorised the first three of Drako’s lists, he moved across the city looking at signposts. They were not obvious; the Cold Iron drop boxes didn’t have numbers. Some of the signposts were just the walls of tenements or old trees that shaded the squares; the signs nothing more than a tack placed in the tree, or a chalk mark on the flying buttress of a local temple, or a red ochre smudge on a white marble statue.


			The boxes were just as well-hidden: an envelope slipped between two boards in an abandoned dog kennel; a rusting cauldron, half-buried in mud on the slopes below the temple of light; a brick that moved in a garden wall. Inside a tavern: a small wooden box placed on a plate rail so that it couldn’t be seen from the room below. In an outhouse behind the Sunne in Splendour: a tin box hidden in the cobwebbed rafters.


			Aranthur noted the signs and emptied the boxes in turn, moving quickly, painfully aware that any of these might be the trap that had taken Drako. And also staggering under the weight of the responsibility. Drako had been Cold Iron, and Aranthur felt unequal to the role. He waited for a shout, a rush of feet, the gleam of blades, the sound of a shot.


			But none of that happened, and his doublet was stuffed with the gleaning of six drop boxes. He climbed a street by the Academy, wondering how to be less conspicuous, and walked right past two Yellowjackets …


			And Djinar. There the man was, briefing his men; Aranthur forced himself to shuffle past, a weary workman facing another day of work, painfully aware that he had a shirt stuffed with incriminating evidence.


			Djinar didn’t see him. Journeymen all over the city were headed to work, and the Watch posts couldn’t stop everyone. But the man looked terrible; haunted, and his face was pinched and almost grey.


			A quarter of an hour’s walk later and he was in the Square of the Mulberry Trees, his hands still shaking. The violence had happened less than two months before, but the Emperor himself had ordered repairs, and the storefronts and houses, still so new they smelled of lime and new wood, were complete. Beautifully glazed windows with the best of Murana glass gazed out on twenty replanted mulberry trees.


			Ghazala’s leather workshop had new windows, a new door, and a beautifully painted sign. The new front window showed the family’s best work: indigo-blue dyed purses, a magnificent velvet belt covered in fine silver plaques, scabbards, garters, shoulder bags for travel, saddlebags.


			Manacher was cutting belts at a new and very solid front table. He looked up, did a double take, and Aranthur was enveloped in a particularly warm embrace.


			‘Madhar!’ Manacher called.


			‘It’s a secret,’ Aranthur insisted, his heart still racing from the encounter with Djinar, and he was still insisting fifteen minutes later, after he’d regaled his former employer with most of the Empire’s secrets. He trusted Ghazala and her son absolutely; it seemed to him that if they were to betray the City, there might be no point protecting it. Somewhere in his heart, he thought of Ghazala and her son as being the City.


			‘I need you to get this note to the Academy, to Master Edvin the notary in the Main Hall,’ he said.


			‘This had better be good,’ Ghazala said. ‘We don’t have much work and we can’t afford to slack off.’


			‘Everything is bad,’ Manacher agreed.


			While they spoke, half a dozen Easterner children came to the back, in the alley, and Ghazala’s housekeeper gave them food.


			‘We give them food,’ Ghazala said. ‘Every day. All we can spare. Almost everyone does. It’s so bad, Aranthur. The bone plague is raging up on the Pinnacle. And the Darkness …’


			She looked down when she said that, and Aranthur saw that she had a touch herself.


			‘She never goes outside now,’ Manacher said, when his mother went to the back room. ‘She never looks up at the sky or the stars.’


			‘I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t very important.’


			Aranthur was tempted to recruit Manacher for Cold Iron, except that, at some remove, he realised that doing so was no favour. Rather the opposite. He wrote a note for Edvin and didn’t sign it.


			‘If you are stopped by the Watch or by the Yellowjackets, tell them everything,’ he said. ‘Seriously – I’m a former employee. They’ll work out as much anyway.’


			Manacher looked terrified. But he took a deep breath and walked out of the door.


			Aranthur passed the time cutting belts, which he did well enough. Ghazala came to the front when a customer came in, and seemed unsurprised to see him. He had a guise on, and she looked right through it, which was one of the most remarkable proofs of how the guise really worked he’d ever seen.


			‘Like old times,’ she said, examining his work. ‘You nicked this one. Rub it out, please.’


			He was almost sick with worry about Manacher: he was trying to save the world, and an old woman was telling him his leather work was below par.


			He took a burnisher and began rubbing out his minute mistake. Two minutes later, the error was eliminated by beeswax and a little effort, and Manacher walked in.


			‘Never doing that again,’ he said. ‘By Kerkos, Aranthur. Do you do this sort of thing often?’


			‘Too often, dadhashi,’ Aranthur said, using the family word for brother.


			Manacher shook his head. ‘You speak more Safiri than I do, you woodlouse.’ He laughed. ‘And your accent is better than madhar’s.’ He handed Aranthur a folded piece of parchment.


			Aranthur popped it open.


			Understood


			Aranthur dropped the parchment into the coal grate at the back of the shop and watched it curl and burn. It smelled like burning leather, which it was; the stink brought Ghazala out of the back.


			‘We do not burn parchment in this shop …’ she began.


			‘Madhar, not now,’ Manacher pleaded.


			‘I’ll never do it again,’ Aranthur said.


			‘It was very good of you to come to help out,’ Ghazala said. ‘I’m sorry to tell you this, Aranthur, because we like you, but we don’t have work for you right now …’


			Aranthur was afraid she was going to cry. He embraced her.


			‘Never worry, madhar.’ The Safiri word just came out, and she looked away. ‘Look – I am an officer now. I have pay, and I’d like a new sword belt and a set of scabbard fittings.’


			‘New sword?’ Manacher asked, suddenly delighted at the business.


			‘Same old sword,’ Aranthur said.


			‘Oh,’ Manacher said, somewhat deflated. ‘You can’t be doing that well if you still have that ugly sword. But I still have the scabbard pattern – it’s right here.’ He looked up. ‘What colour?’


			‘Red,’ Aranthur said, thinking of the woman who lived in the blade.


			He went out into the day, found a quiet shop that sold quaveh and sat at the back, one of dozens of customers. He asked for the outhouse and was told he had to go to the baths, so he crossed the street, where a recent emperor had constructed a triple-domed bathhouse with hot water and water-driven privies.


			Aranthur sat in unassailable privacy and read the drop box reports before he tore them to pieces and dropped the refuse through into the public sewers. He couldn’t write anything down, but happily a whole programme of the Studion was aimed at perfecting memorisation, and Aranthur built mnemonics to remember all six items.


			It took two more hours to view all the signposts and clear the remaining boxes. He was virtually high on quaveh by the time he was done, and he had learned a great deal about the Watch posts. Too much.


			Give me a straightforward fight anytime, he thought.
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